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      She's fighting for her cause...

      After the men left to fight Napoleon, Meredith Smith joined the Luddite cause to protest millowners' inhumane treatment of textile workers. Parliament recently made the protests not only illegal but a capital offense, so she must hide her work. She never expected her brother's commanding officer to appear at her home for Christmas. Especially when she's planning the biggest Luddite uprising of the season.

      He wants peace.

      Lord Noel Frost returned from war, aching for rest. But when he receives a letter from his best friend and fellow former officer about unrest in Yorkshire, he travels to see if he can help---and finally meet his best friend's sister, who despite being a stranger, wrote him letters that brought him hope while healing from his wounds.

      Noel falls in love with passionate, kind, working-class Meredith. And despite Meredith's focus for the cause—and not being arrested—she is wooed by his loyalty to her brother, desire to protect her, and support for reform despite stark class differences. Duty to their families and desire for one another clash as the tension between the two heats. When a Luddite protest goes too far, resulting in fire and death, will they find a way to stand together?

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my family, who has put up with my historical rantings since time immemorial
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      These notes are available so readers can make an informed decision on what they read.

      ● Language: frequent

      ● Sex: fully described consensual sex with light dirty talk

      ● Violence: on and off page, mentions of death, unfair imprisonment, war-related injuries, death threats

      ● Other: mention of war, arson, execution, some ableism from antagonists

    

  


  
    
      
        
        O come, Thou Dayspring, from on high,

        And cheer us by Thy drawing nigh;

        Disperse the gloomy clouds of night,

        And death's dark shadows put to flight.

        Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel

        Shall come to thee, O Israel.

      

      

      

      
        
        O come, Thou Key of David, come

        And open wide our heav'nly home;

        Make safe the way that leads on high,

        And close the path to misery.

        Rejoice! Rejoice! Emmanuel

        Shall come to thee, O Israel.

      

      

      

      
        
        -O Come, O Come, Emmanuel
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      YORKSHIRE, DECEMBER 18, 1812

      Meredith Taylor Smith jolted from her seat at the table, startled by the men shouting downstairs.

      The six men also around the table jumped up from their stools, faces grim.

      “No one panic,” Ben Johnson, their de facto leader, said. “We’ve practiced this. We’ve known it might happen.” He nodded, looking at everyone. “Move.”

      Merry folded the papers she’d been writing on, heedless of the smears of ink, and stuffed it down her bodice, then smoothed her fichu over the rumpled neckline. Rough edges of paper scraped against the sensitive skin of her breasts, and one fold dug into her chest.

      Soldiers’ footsteps thundered in the hall outside the locked door.

      “We know you filthy Luddites are plotting treason,” one voice sneered above the rumble. “Open the door!”

      Merry rolled her eyes and the man nearest her snorted. As if. She took a breath to calm her racing heart. But the first pound against the door made her jump.

      It’s nearly Christmas! Can they not cease their inquisitions until after Twelfth Night? she fumed. They were but simple weavers and croppers. They shouldn’t be branded criminals.

      “Calm, Meredith.” Ben Johnson’s brown eyes somehow steadied her amidst the terrified chaos rising in her chest.

      She looked over, squinting in the afternoon light. Two windows stood open already, and the first of the men climbed onto the roof of the kitchen. Young Robbie was limber enough to leap from the kitchen roof to the barn roof, so she was least concerned for him. The other men ranged from twenty-five to fifty, and one of them was missing an arm from Trafalgar. All, like her, were born into cropper or weaver families. All, like her, had seen their income drop shilling by shilling over the years, and all, like her, were fed up.

      With shaking hands, she ignored the pounding on the door and stoppered the inkpot. She took it and her pen to the wardrobe on the other side of the bed and hid them deep in the shadows of the furniture.

      “Steady on, steady on!” Mr. Jackson, the innkeeper, joined the violent soldiers outside. “I have keys. There’s no need to damage my door!”

      The vise around her heart eased a fraction. Jackson was a strong sympathizer to the cause, and he would delay the soldiers as much as he could. She hurried around the table, straightening the stools and placing a few upside down on the tabletop.

      When they had planned for a raid, Merry had been chosen to leave last. She was one of the few women to attend meetings, and everyone hoped the soldiers would assume she was a maid tidying up. If they suspected her, it would be difficult to throw her in gaol without any evidence. Even harder to transport her to Australia or execute a woman.

      She had accepted the risk long ago, especially after her husband had been arrested and sent to gaol in York. All of these men had families who depended on their wages. No one depended on her, save for perhaps her brother.

      A key scratched against the lock.

      “Hurry up, old man, or I’ll beat it down!” an officer yelled.

      “Pardon, beg pardon,” Mr. Jackson stuttered, scraping another key. “It’s not this one. I’ll try another.”

      Merry looked wildly at her escape. Four men gone, hopefully dropped onto the ground and racing home while avoiding patrols. She spied one gray head ducking low, and then Ben Johnson was half out the window, looking back at her.

      “Come on!” he hissed. “Get out of there!”

      Merry grabbed up her skirts and raced for the window. Her skirt snagged on a nail in the frame, and she yanked it free. Winter wind bit her cheeks and fingers, turning them stiff and cold.

      Banging exploded behind her. Mr. Jackson wouldn’t be able to hold them off much longer.

      She got to her feet, sidling along the edge of the roof, her back to the wooden exterior of the top story. By that time, Ben Johnson had slung low and dropped to the ground. He glanced up. “You have it?” he whispered.

      Merry nodded far more confidently than she felt. How was she supposed to climb over the edge of a roof and drop a whole story while in these long skirts? She hadn’t thought that far ahead; she always assumed she’d be caught and have to play maid. And of course the men hadn’t considered her dilemma because they were men.

      The bedroom door slammed open, hitting the wall so hard it bounced.

      “You’re under arrest in the name of the king!” a male voice barked.

      Merry held her breath, hoping they wouldn’t see her. But of course they would. The soldiers would see the open windows, and they’d stick their heads out. All they had to do was look left, and there she’d be, bold as brass. She looked to her left for any escape.

      There! Another open window to a different room! The maid must’ve left it open.

      Merry spread her arms for balance, letting the weather-hewn wood siding slide along her palms as she inched her way toward freedom. Closer, a little closer. She crouched and grabbed hold of the window ledge, then crawled through. She nearly sobbed with relief as she hit the hard wooden floor. The papers in her clothing rustled, and the sharp fold poked into her skin.

      “I saw someone on the roof!” a voice bellowed.

      Her heart skipped a beat. She scrambled to her feet, tripping on her hem.

      “Well, get out there and capture them,” the officer barked.

      An instant later something clattered on the roof. But Merry was gone, tiptoeing into the hall. She glanced to her left, where the door was open to lobsterbacks swarming the room. Mr. Jackson stood in the doorway, a ring of keys in hand. His eyes widened when he saw her, and he shooed her away.

      She turned to the stairs.

      “Don’t stand there like idiots. Get down there and see if you can catch them around back. And stop anyone who looks suspicious!”

      Merry’s heart lurched. A single woman at an inn in the middle of the day was suspicious. She gave up on stealth and beat a retreat down the stairs. Her boots clattered on the wooden steps.

      “You! Miss, stop right there!”

      Merry didn’t turn to look, didn’t give them a chance to see her face. She thanked heaven she wore a bonnet that covered her hair. They would know nothing about her once she got away.

      Home. She had to get home. Dash it all. William will be furious if he finds out. He thought she was buying eggs. He had no idea she was the scribe of Hightown’s Luddite group.

      Merry hit the last step and aimed for the front door.

      “Wait!” Mrs. Jackson hissed from behind the counter, face pale and eyes wide. “There’s more soldiers outside!” She had good cause for alarm. If any of them were caught and confessed, the Jacksons would be considered aiding treason. Mr. Jackson would almost certainly be imprisoned for years, if not transported.

      Merry wouldn’t let that happen. They weren’t active Luddites. They weren’t even weavers anymore, not since Mr. Jackson was sacked twelve years ago and opened this inn for a living instead. In a split-second decision, she changed course for the private dining room. She crossed the threshold, turned, and slammed the door shut.

      Breathing heavily, she turned. And froze.
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        * * *

      

      ONE HOUR EARLIER

      Lord Noel Randolph Arthur Frost gritted his teeth as the carriage rolled over a rut, pushing his clenched fist into his right hip.

      Bloody hell, that one hurt. The dull ache set his teeth on edge, but there was nothing to be done. He hadn’t packed any laudanum for this brief trip.

      He leaned forward and pulled back the curtain hanging over the window. If only he’d been able to ride his horse instead of take a carriage like an invalid.

      Sparse browned landscape greeted him, leafless trees intermixed with evergreens. A few cows dotted the fields, but for the most part, it was empty and quiet. They’d passed the market town of Huddersfield only a few miles ago, so surely Hightown village must be close. The gray winter sky looked heavily laden with snow, the clouds waiting to burst. Noel hoped it would hold off until he was near a fire with a glass of port. Or at least a mug of ale.

      His right femur throbbed.

      After a moment the carriage rattled to a halt. Noel breathed a sigh of relief and reached for his black-lacquered cane with silver top. His features settled into a mask of aloofness. When the coachman opened the door, he was ready.

      “Here ye are, m’lord.” The man bowed, one hand still on the door handle, the other gesturing to an inn across the coaching yard.

      Noel nodded, glancing around. A rectangular two-story building with mullioned windows stood, framed by two brick chimneys on either side. The edge of another building, presumably the barn, peeked from behind. The Shears Inn, the sign proudly displayed. The hanging wooden sign above the door had a pair of weaving shears painted on it.

      He put his hand in his waistcoat pocket and withdrew two crowns. “Thank you. Will you be in the area in a few days, when I wish to return to Swindon?”

      The coachman nodded. “I’ll get your trunk, m’lord. If you travel on Christmas Day the fare’ll be extra.”

      Noel grimaced. He still wasn’t used to being called “lord” again. He was far more used to his rank of captain. But he’d sold out. His war wounds had demanded it. Noel sighed and resisted the urge to rub his forehead. “Take it behind the counter in the inn.” He gingerly walked across the dirt yard, glancing around.

      At least a score of soldiers in red coats roamed the small village. Or, rather, dark pink, as the dye tended to run terribly. He frowned. He hadn’t seen this many soldiers together since he was on the Spanish frontlines. Why would a battalion be camped in the rural Spen Valley?

      Perhaps it has something to do with the concerns Taylor mentioned in his letter.

      Two privates walked past him, not caring they’d nearly trod on his foot. Three months ago, they would’ve stopped and saluted. Now they just saw a nob on a journey.

      "I say enjoy it,” one said to the other. “We could be battling the Frenchies. Instead, we’re stationed in a town in Textile Valley, a northern stretch of nothing. Boring is better than bayonets.”

      “I did not enlist in the King’s army to act as nanny to a flock of mutinous weavers turned murderers!”

      Noel watched them walk away. Murderers? Taylor had mentioned something about soldiers and unrest, but little else. Noel had read plenty of newssheets while recuperating from a broken hip and femur, but he’d mostly ignored news from the North, preferring instead to enjoy scandal sheets to catch up on his old friends and acquaintances. Now he wished he’d paid attention.

      Surely if there’d been a string of murders, Taylor would’ve told him.

      His parents hadn’t understood his worry over his former men. “The common man can display great courage under pressure,” his father told him while he lay recuperating flat on his back and worried sick about his men. “That’s why they’re the rank and file of the infantry. It’s understandable that bonds form during service. The army may create a space for noncommissioned and commissioned officers to regard one another as equals, but civilian society isn’t designed to accommodate that. For everyone’s best interests, army friendships between a man and his social inferiors should fade once they’re discharged.”

      So Noel didn’t try to tell them he was worried about his friend, the man who’d saved his life. He didn’t even admit to himself he was concerned about his friend’s sister, either.
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      The inn was small and cramped with low, blackened ceilings and a heavy smell of ale and stew. The ale room lay to the left, filled with more men than Noel expected in the middle of a working day. To the right was a small, private dining room with limewashed walls and a floorcloth painted with flowers and ivy.

      A young woman in a mobcap and faded woolen dress stood behind the counter. Wispy blond hair fell near her widely-spaced eyes, and her fichu covered not only her chest but also her short neck. “‘Ow do, sir,” she greeted, a smile spreading across her round face. “Welcome to my father’s inn. I don’t reckon I’ve seen you here before.” Although she looked around twenty her mannerisms made her seem younger. Between her thick Yorkshire accent and her heavy speech impediment, Noel struggled to understand her.

      He chuckled at her enthusiasm. “No, I’m staying for a few days. May I have a room?”

      Her blue eyes widened. “Oh, I reckon we have one room left. All the soldiers have been keeping us full. Mama says the sooner they leave, the better.”

      Noel pulled out his coin purse. “And what shall it be for three nights at your father’s fine establishment?”

      She bit her lip as she carefully consulted a chart, then named the amount.

      As he withdrew the proper coinage with his right hand her eyes widened. She practically vibrated with the urge to ask the
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