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Bronwyn Scott




For Drum and Daphne and the girls. Thanks for opening your house to us and all the good meals over the past years. You are all great fun!




Chapter One

Thursday, 24th December 1818, Christmas Eve

Christmas. Again. The fourth without his father, without his brother. Vale Penrith drew a deep breath and stepped down from the warm carriage into the bracing cold of winter, the soles of his boots crunching on the crisp, thin layer of newly falling snow. Lumi, the Sami people of Lapland, his latest anthropological study, would call it. Perhaps later it would turn to viti, powdery snow, or if they were less lucky, iljanne—snow that was only a thin layer atop ice. Vale cast a glance towards the grey clouds, sending a prayer skywards. He just had to get through the next twelve days. At least, he wasn’t doing it alone.

Vale reached into the carriage, offering a hand to his mother. Margot Penrith descended, a fragile, beautiful snow queen, delicate and elegant, swathed in expensive furs. The look in her pale blue eyes mirrored the thoughts of his mind: they weren’t supposed to be here. Not like this, a broken family of two mourning the loss of their other halves: a beloved husband, an adored brother; a widow and an unlooked-for heir. He’d never thought to be at Brockmore as the heir to his uncle’s legacy, a legacy he felt ill suited to assume. He was a politician by conscience when the occasion demanded it, an anthropologist by choice. He was not a duke.

He took his mother’s arm and together they climbed the entry stairs to the imposing double doors already swagged with greenery. An invitation to some, Vale supposed. A note of caution to others like himself. Either way the message of the greenery was the same: Christmas began the moment one passed beyond these doors. Guests could expect the Duke and Duchess of Brockmore to engage the holiday fully. His aunt and uncle did nothing by halves.

Inside, the hall was warm. The sound of happy voices drifted from the drawing room along with welcoming scents of spiced tea and fresh baked cakes. The butler had barely taken their coats and furs when Uncle Marcus appeared, silver hair thick, clothes immaculate, his carriage hale and perfect as he strode forward, his arms held out wide, a broad smile on his face, his voice booming in welcome. He took Vale’s mother in a full embrace. ‘Margot, my dear sister-in-law! You’re here and just in time. We’ll start the greening in an hour or so. Alicia will be so glad you made it. One never knows with the roads this time of year.’ He turned to Vale, studying him for a moment, the keen blue Brockmore eyes sweeping him from top to bottom in approval. ‘My boy, it is good to see you,’ he said simply before wrapping him in his arms. Vale hugged him back. For just a minute, he wasn’t the heir, but simply a beloved nephew and this man was not the mighty Brockmore, powerful duke, but his uncle, his father’s older brother, a living link to the man he’d lost. And Vale savoured it.

Aunt Alicia materialised beside him, tall and regal in a fashionable gown of dark blue, just as Vale remembered her. She looped her arm through his mother’s, taking the delicate Margot under her hostess’s wing and ushering her into the heart of the party in Brockmore’s famed blue receiving room, already drawing her in with chatter and news of the guests. Uncle Marcus clapped a firm hand on his shoulder. ‘Come, there’s some people I want you to meet.’

Brockmore toured him about the room. He met the golden, blue-eyed Aubrey Kenelm, heir to the Marquess of Durham, the poised brunette, Lady Anne Lowell, daughter of the Earl of Blackton, whom the Duke introduced with a certain sparkle in his eye. That sparkle sent a frisson of caution through Vale. His uncle was notorious for his matchmaking at these parties. He had no wish to be his uncle’s next project. Vale nodded politely to each woman, careful not to be too polite to Lady Anne, while smiling warmly at her subdued companion, Marianne Pletcher, who by nature of her situation posed no danger to him as a potential match.

These were the sorts of people he expected to meet. They were the sorts who ran in his uncle’s circles. Well-bred, well-moneyed people with marital hopes. But, he noted, there was another set of guests that populated the drawing room—in fact, made up the majority of the guests in attendance. There was Miss Rose Burnham, a decidedly pretty girl of good family whose father had fallen on hard times, leaving her with nothing than her looks as a dowry; Matthew Eaton, son of the local baron, who never quite made it up to London but was charming and handsome despite the lack of any other true prospects to offer. With the exception of Kenelm and Lady Anne, these were not the typical guests one usually encountered at Brockmore. Finally, his uncle brought him to a man of later middle years sitting by himself in the corner.

The man rose to greet them, his uncle putting a hand on the man’s shoulder in affection. ‘Silas Arthur, Lord Truesdale, this is my nephew, Vale Penrith.’

Vale watched the man’s tired eyes register with recognition. ‘Ah, Penrith. The heir.’ Vale was coming to hate the title, a constant symbol of all that had transpired in order for that label to come to him.

They made small talk briefly before his uncle excused them, his voice quiet at his ear as they moved away. ‘Silas lost his wife two years ago.’ Uncle Marcus squeezed his shoulder, drawing Vale’s gaze. ‘You are not the only one here who mourns.’ There was a fleeting sadness in his uncle’s gaze, a reminder that his uncle had lost a brother the same way he’d lost R.J. when his father had died. And yet, one would never know except in these unguarded moments. He envied his uncle that ability to go on. He had not mastered that quality yet. Perhaps he didn’t want to. Perhaps he wanted the clock to stop on the twenty-first of April 1814, then both his father and R.J. would still be alive.

His uncle steered him towards the small cluster of gentlemen at the fireplace, the momentary sadness gone from his gaze. ‘You’ll want to get to know the other young men,’ he instructed. ‘They’re all very nice. I think you will enjoy Kenelm and Eaton, especially. Others will be joining us before long.’ He winked and gave him a final clap on the back. ‘Be happy, Vale.’ His eyes sparked with mischief. ‘Don’t think I don’t know you’d prefer to stay hidden away in London in your library with your anthropology, trying to ignore the world. Life goes on whether you want it to or not. You might as well enjoy it. Consider it my Christmas gift to you.’

Not just to him, Vale thought as Kenelm moved over to make room for him in their circle at the fireplace. It explained the mix of guests; the lonely widower in the corner, the pretty, desperate debutante, the country-bound baron’s son who for all his potential would never escape the country without a boost from a high-placed mentor. The list went on. His uncle’s gift to them was a chance: a chance to marry well if you were Rose Burnham, a chance to rebuild your life if you were Lord Truesdale; a chance to rise beyond the limits of the countryside on the merits of your own wit if you were Matthew Eaton. A chance to be happy and alive, if you were Vale Penrith and you’d been dead inside already for nearly four years.

At the entrance to the drawing room, his uncle clapped his hands, demanding attention. ‘Everyone! A moment, please!’ He waited for the room to silence. Aunt Alicia took her place next to her husband, smiling her own greeting. ‘We want to welcome you to Brockmore for the holidays. We have festivities planned from skating parties to a gingerbread fair, and masquerade ball for Twelfth Night. It will be a Christmastide to remember!’ Swift murmurs of excitement undulated around the room. Brockmore called for silence once more. ‘The footmen have returned with the boughs, freshly cut from Brockmore pine. Let the greening commence! Let Christmas begin!’

Applause and cheers went up, filling the drawing room. Beside Vale, Aubrey Kenelm was good naturedly stripping out of his coat, ready to work. ‘The ladies will need us for the heavy lifting.’ He grinned and nudged Matthew Eaton with his elbow as if they were the best of friends even though they’d only met an hour ago. He grabbed Vale’s arm with his other hand. ‘Come on. I’ll take the doorways, you and Matthew take the staircase.’ Just like that, Vale found himself in charge of draping the banister with no chance to slink off to his room to unpack his books. He had a report to write for the board of the British Museum concerning Lapland and the mysteries of the north. His uncle was right. He’d rather be tucked away in his library where no one could bother him instead of being in the thick of the festivities. But it was too late to turn back now. The museum report would have to wait.



Just another half an inch and she’d have it. She couldn’t turn back now, not when she was nearly there. Lady Viola Hawthorne stretched on the tips of her toes atop a ladder in Brockmore’s hall, a mistletoe ball hanging from her fingers as she reached for the fire-polished crystal drop hanging from the chandelier’s centre. Almost...there...

The ladder swayed precariously as she adjusted her position. A good sixteen feet below her a crowd of young people greening the hall began to gather around the base of the ladder, intrigued by her antics. On her periphery, she caught sight of a tall figure moving rapidly down the stairs. She felt firmer hands on the ladder a moment later, followed by an even firmer admonition. ‘Come down at once! Do you want to break your neck?’ She didn’t dare look to see who it was below her or she’d lose her nerve. Did the Scold really think she hadn’t already come to the same conclusion? She’d simply chosen to ignore the danger. Playing it cautious didn’t fit her plans. Cautious girls weren’t expelled from house parties.

Lady Viola laughed, loud and brave. ‘Never!’ The Scold’s reproach served to spur her on, urging her up on to one toe like a ballerina, her gown drawn tight against her breasts as she stretched upwards, her hem lifting to reveal her ankles and quite a bit more. One could indeed be enormously scandalous atop a ladder, which was precisely what she intended, precisely why she’d worn silk stockings, red garters and nothing more beneath her gown. But at the moment, she cared less what the local lads might sneak a peek at and more about the challenge at hand. She was fully extended. There wasn’t a fraction of an inch left to be had. Unless...

She couldn’t be closer to the chandelier, but the chandelier could be closer to her. Viola’s fingertips could just reach the nearest arm, just enough to give it a push. She set the great chandelier to swaying, a little at first and then more when it gained momentum, but not too much. It was delicate work. She didn’t want the chandelier to mow her down like a wrecking ball. Now, all she had to do was time the in-swing, and... Voila!

‘Got it!’ she exclaimed, hooking the mistletoe on to the dangling crystal drop as the chandelier made its third pass.

The guests beneath her broke into applause and cheers, all except one—her disapproving ladder holder. Never mind him. She had no time for spoilsports. She climbed halfway down, stopping to sweep her adoring audience a gallant bow, before launching herself. ‘Catch me!’

She let go of the ladder and fell. There was a collective gasp, a moment’s chaos, others rushing forward to steady the ladder and then she was in his arms: strong arms, angry arms. He was not nearly as amused by her finale as everyone else. His blue eyes were thunderous when he set her down. ‘You little fool! Have you no care? Do you value yourself so cheaply as to throw your life away over a tawdry trick? Or the lives of your fellow guests? You put them at risk as well. What do you suppose happens to them if the ladder falls, or the chandelier crashes without warning?’ He did not bother to lower his voice and his tone froze the levity she’d conjured.

‘Who the hell are you to tell me what I can and cannot do?’ She looked him up and down, from steely blue eyes to long legs, her hands on hips in outrage. How dare he publicly reprimand her as if she were a naughty child? Worse than that, how dare he steal her attention?

‘I’m Vale Penrith, Brockmore’s nephew. This is my home as much as it is my uncle’s. I will not see it used as a staging grounds for imprudent behaviour.’

The heir. Oh, well done. This was a record even for her. She’d been here less than two hours and she’d managed to give Brockmore’s heir a peek up her skirts. This would not do. She knew a moment of uncharacteristic panic. Her parents, when they arrived, would be furious if they found out. True, she wanted them furious enough to send her home, away from the dangers of matchmaking, but not too furious—if they thought they could use a scandal to compromise someone as enticing as Brockmore’s heir to the altar, her plans would have backfired in the extreme. The altar was what she was trying to avoid.

Diversion! She needed something to top the ladder escapade, something everyone would talk about instead. She flashed a challenge at tall, imposing Penrith with his angry eyes and strong arms before turning to the others. ‘We’re standing under a mistletoe ball and you all know what that means!’ Viola pulled the nearest young man to her, Matthew Eaton, and kissed him hard on the mouth, a glorious, open-mouthed kiss that lingered long enough for everyone to take note. This was no chaste peck on the cheek, or a polite, dry buss on the lips.

Viola stepped back and raised her arms in pronouncement. ‘The first kiss of Christmas!’ The guests whooped with delight. Just like that, she had the crowd back. She tossed Penrith a victorious grin over her shoulder, but he was already gone, back up the stairs to fasten the last of the bows on the garland at maddeningly even, precise intervals, thanks, no doubt, to the measuring stick he probably carried in his...head.






Chapter Two

Whoever said rank had its privileges didn’t have to go in to dinner with Vale Penrith and all of his perfection. He stood before her in the drawing room punctually at seven o’clock with a bow and the offer of his arm, immaculately turned out in dark evening clothes and crisp white linen, cravat impeccably tied and accented with a ruby stick pin in the dead centre. He probably had a mental measuring stick for that, too. Even his hair, a dark blond and arguably his only break with convention since it was surprisingly longer than most men’s, was tied back in a black ribbon, also perfect. Not a literal hair out of place.

She wanted to mess him up. Just a little. Perhaps pull a stray hair loose, or bump that stick pin a fraction so it was off centre. Or maybe she wanted to do something more devastating like spill her red wine on his white shirt at dinner. Except now she couldn’t because of the ‘hall incident’. He would think a little spilled wine was her idea of revenge instead of an out-and-out rebellion against his perfection. No, wine would look petty. She’d have to think of something else.

All she could do for the present was take his arm and try to behave as blandly as he, as if they hadn’t sparred earlier in the hall, as if one of them—not her—hadn’t attempted to belittle the other in public. Surely, if he could pretend the hall incident had not happened, she could manage it, too. On the surface, at least. She was willing to pretend. She wasn’t willing to forget.

They joined the parade into supper, the third couple behind the Duke and her mother and the Duchess and her father. Anne Lowell and Aubrey Kenelm were behind her. There was that to be thankful for at least. She’d have Kenelm on her other side to break up the monotony of conversing with Penrith. Good heavens, what would they talk about for two hours? If ladder safety in halls was of primary importance, she could imagine his concerns over the dangers of dining; The safety of knives, perhaps? The perils of open-flame candles and hot wax? They stepped into the dining room and all thought of conversation fled. Brockmore knew how to serve a supper and it was breathtaking in its subtle luxury.

Viola was used to opulence. Her father, the Duke of Calton, had wealth aplenty, but even a familiarity with luxury did not dim the elegance of Brockmore’s formal dining room decked with all the pomp demanded of a ducal Christmas Eve dinner. The long, polished table featured three eight-armed candelabra done in heavy silver and set at intervals down the length of the table, the thick white tapers shining their light on thin-stemmed crystal goblets and beautiful china plates trimmed with a cranberry and gold rim.

The room even smelled lovely, like winter and Christmas combined, thanks to arrangements of rosemary and bay placed artfully about the room. While she’d been climbing atop the ladder in the hall in a blatant display of festivity, risking life and limb for a kissing bough, someone had seen to a discreet greening of the dining room. Probably some of the older ladies.

Subtle was not something Viola aspired to, but in this instance she approved. Her gown complemented the setting ideally in style and in tone. She was even glad her mother had insisted she wear the ivory gown with the elaborately worked net slip and its complicated draping, the overskirt edged in a detailed lace. Even the hem of the net over-slip was done in a heavier, pointed lace to give it weight. The gown was exquisite, the kind of fashion only a duke’s daughter could afford.

Wearing such an advertisement always made her wary, however. Her mother suggested gowns for a reason. Viola cast a sideways glance at Penrith as he held out her chair, seeing him through her parents’ desperate eyes: tall, perhaps handsome in their estimation, the candlelight favouring him, showing off the sharp planes of his face, the high cheekbones with their slight, aristocratic hollows beneath, the long straight slant of his nose. But that didn’t change the fact he had the personality of a stump, or that marriage was for ever.

Just the thought of ‘for ever’ made her shudder. For ever with a stump? Well, that was absolutely unthinkable no matter how much money he had. It validated for her all the reasons she had for avoiding marriage so heartily. She would not give her life over to the whim of a man. It would mean the end of her dreams: of travelling the Continent, of studying music in Vienna, where she heard a woman could enjoy greater freedoms. To her, marriage was nothing more than a woman’s enslavement. Enslavement to a stump.

Viola sat, careful of her skirts, and gave Penrith a polite smile for his efforts. She didn’t dare anything more, not without raising her parents’ hopes. Girls who won the hands of ducal heirs were not expelled from parties. She could imagine what was going through her parents’ minds. She had no doubt they were covertly watching, and rejoicing. Their daughter had gone into dinner with Brockmore’s heir, a most fortuitous event. One they could not have controlled, but certainly had hoped for.

Viola knew very well the only reason they’d been invited was because they’d begged Brockmore for the invitation. She was twenty-one and, in their estimation, running out of options, after having run off the most eligible men of the ton for the last three years. Dukes’ daughters were never in dearth of suitors. Viola surveyed the table, taking stock of the guests assembled all in one place at one time, and took note. There were a lot of desperate people here. She did not count herself among them. She was not desperate for marriage. She was desperate for freedom.

Things were turning out exactly as she’d planned three years ago when she’d made her debut. Another year of living outrageously, and she’d be considered unmarriageable. She could get on with her life and not worry about the encumbrances of a husband and keeping up appearances. If she could get politely ‘excused’ from the party by New Year’s she could be back home celebrating Twelfth Night with her friends in the village, performing her new musical composition.

‘Lady Viola,’ Penrith’s baritone murmured on her left as partridge soup was placed in front of them. Brockmore had chosen to serve the meal à la Russe. ‘So, you’re the girl who swings from chandeliers.’ The frosty disapproval was still there in the hyperbole.

‘Yes,’ She graced him with a wide, teasing smile, letting her eyes spark with a little flirtation because it would annoy him no end. ‘And you’re the man who brought her in to dinner. How do you feel about that?’ It was probably quite disturbing to him that all of his perfection should be linked to such a madcap even for the span of a dinner. Disturbing or not, he gave no sign of it.

He gave a neutral shrug. She suspected he did a lot of that—embracing neutrality. It saved from having opinions, feelings. ‘It is out of my control. The social gods preordain who takes who in to dinner.’

His reaction was disappointing. He was infuriatingly proper, infuriatingly unflappable. Infuriatingly empty. At least silly men had something in their heads even if it was inane. That decided it. She would get a rise out of him before dinner was over. It would be payback for the hall. ‘Are you sure? Isn’t it “who takes whom”?’

Something flickered in his blue eyes, his voice striving to convey patience while not being condescending, a battle his tone only partially won. ‘I am sure. “Who” is used for subjects, and “whom” is used for objects. Furthermore, “whom” is reserved for use in subordinate clauses in most cases.’ Oh, he did not like her. His disdain was evident.

She gave a sly smile and fluttered her eyelashes in her best impression of a simpering debutante. ‘That is most scintillating, indeed. Perhaps it is I who am in the company of a celebrity. I had no idea someone actually listened to grammar lessons.’

‘You are mocking me, Lady Viola. Please do not.’ He wiped his mouth quite decisively with his napkin, signalling he was done with his soup and ready to have it removed, perhaps a metaphor for what he’d like to do with her. Or maybe she gave herself too much credit. Wanting to have her removed assumed she’d got to him.

He surprised her, leaning close to her ear, his voice low as if imparting intimacies, which was how it would look to the rest of the table. The table would be wrong. There was nothing intimate or even friendly about his words. ‘I know all about you. I know what they call you in town—London’s Shocking Beauty. While I’m sure you endeavour to live up to the epitaph, if you want to get a rise out of me, you’ll have to do more than question my use of English grammar. I have far weightier considerations to spend my time on than forward young women who risk themselves needlessly on high ladders in order to give the local lads a peek up their skirts.’

‘I was hanging mistletoe!’ Viola hissed defensively, furious he’d seen through her so easily. ‘How dare you make it into something lurid.’

‘I didn’t,’ he replied blandly, leaning back so the footman could set down the second course, a hot raised pie of winter game that smelled divine. ‘You did that all on your own when you decided to climb the ladder, or perhaps even as early as this morning when you decided to forgo wearing certain undergarments.’ He gave her a piercing look that would have withered a less intrepid soul. It nearly worked anyway.

‘So you did look?’ She infused a sense of victory into her whispered response, but there was little victory. She could protest all she liked, but somehow he knew she’d known very well how she looked on the ladder, that it had been artfully arranged.

‘How could I not? I had to balance the ladder, it required I assume a certain posture. Had there been another way, rest assured I would have taken it. Your red-ribboned garters hold no charm for me.’

Viola felt her cheeks burn. He was calling her ‘easy’ and he wasn’t done yet. ‘It was a cheap trick you pulled today. I was not impressed. Foolhardy risk never impresses me.’

‘And stiff propriety doesn’t impress me.’ She shot the innuendo back hotly, her temper getting the better of discretion. She wanted to shock him, to say something outrageous. ‘How dare you sit there and scold me for having a little fun. It’s the holidays and the Puritans have been out of style for centuries now, in case you didn’t know. It’s no wonder you’ve been invited, no wonder you need your uncle’s help in finding a wife. No one would have a prig like you in their beds without the title and the money.’

For a moment his eyes blazed, a brilliant sapphire flame that was extinguished as quickly as it had been lit, so quickly it might have been only a trick of the candlelight. A cool, triumphant smile took his mouth and for an instant it occurred to her how truly handsome he could be if he would only try. He leaned close again and she smelled the vanilla-bay undertones of his soap—a winter scent for a wintry man. ‘I think the question is, who got a rise out of whom? Now, if you’ll excuse me?’ He turned away, devoting himself to Anne Lowell as the Duchess of Brockmore initiated the turn of the table, leaving her beaten at her own game. She had meant to annoy him, but just the opposite had occurred.

The pie smelled delicious. Unfortunately, Penrith’s comment ruined it. Damn him. Game pie was one of her favourites. Viola gave it a petulant stab with her fork. Fine. She didn’t want his stuffy company anyway. He could talk to Anne Lowell about grammar all night if he preferred and who knew? Maybe Anne Lowell was well born enough to know her duty and listen.

With a huff, Viola threw herself into flirting outrageously with Kenelm on her left and engaging him in a personal conversation that left no doubt she found his company preferable to Penrith’s. She was Viola Hawthorne, London’s Shocking Beauty, the life of the party, not some cheap trick, but when it came time to remove the game pie, hers was still untouched.

That did it. It was no longer enough to try to get a dinner rise from him. He’d scolded her twice now and he’d ruined her favourite dish. This was not over, not by a long shot. Whether Penrith knew it or not, he’d just declared war.






Chapter Three

‘Lady Viola, I need your help,’ Lady Anne Lowell whispered in rushed undertones as they took their seats in the chapel for Brockmore’s midnight service. ‘I need you to do something for me.’ Anne’s hushed excitement was at odds with the serenity of their surroundings, candles illuminating the rich stained-glass windows that lined either side of the little church as midnight approached.

Intrigued, Viola leaned towards Anne, making sure her mother couldn’t hear. ‘What is it?’ Anything to cause a little trouble.

‘I need you to distract Penrith.’ Anne leaned near, offering words of encouragement, trying to avoid the censorious glance of her cousin, Marianne, who sat beside her on the aisle. ‘It shouldn’t be difficult. I am only asking because you seem to be the logical choice. He was interested in you at dinner. Your heads were close together.’

Viola stifled a snort. If Anne only knew what had been said. Her friend might be less impressed with her abilities to ‘distract’ Penrith. ‘Distract him? Whatever for? I don’t know that Penrith finds me very compelling.’

‘Whoever for,’ Anne corrected. ‘For me.’

Viola raised an eyebrow in enquiry, not quite sure she understood Anne’s concern. ‘You’ve only been seated by each other for a single dinner. It’s hardly a proposal.’

‘Don’t you see it?’ Anne argued swiftly. ‘Conventional wisdom suggests Brockmore wants to find him a wife. He’s thirty and its time for him to set up his nursery in earnest, especially after all the bad Brockmore luck these past four years. He really dare not wait.’ She blushed and looked down modestly at her hands. ‘I suspect that’s why I’m here. In fact, I know it. My father and Brockmore have it all worked out.’

‘You’re to be the virgin sacrifice?’ Viola said frankly, tossing Penrith a more assessing glance past Anne’s shoulder, considering Penrith’s suitability for Anne. ‘I suppose he’s handsome enough.’ Penrith would be considered a catch by many, just not by her.

‘He’s certainly rich enough.’ Anne answered practically, ‘but I’m not interested.’ She looked at her hands again, preparing to dissemble. ‘I have fixed my attentions elsewhere, some time ago,’ she confessed shyly before adding, ‘with Kenelm. Please?’

Viola’s instincts were on alert now. She gave Anne a sly look, taking in Anne with a new level of respect. Perhaps she wasn’t such a virgin sacrifice, after all, like so many other young women too afraid to stand up for what they wanted. ‘You and Kenelm? You know each other from before?’ Perhaps more than knew each other if she considered Anne’s words. Anne blushed again and Viola waited for the secret to come out. The vicar was ascending the steps to the pulpit. She hoped Anne would hurry or else she’d have to wait until the service was over.

‘You can’t tell anyone. Nothing is official. His father...’ Anne’s voice dropped off decorously, a sure signal there were secrets for the probing if Viola was willing. ‘Will you do it for me?’

‘If I do,’ Viola said slowly, ‘you have to do something for me.’ An idea was taking shape as her gaze darted past Anne once more to the pew across the aisle.

‘Yes, anything!’ Anne breathed in relief as the vicar opened his Bible and shuffled the pages of his sermon in the pulpit. ‘What shall it be?’

Viola grinned. ‘Anything. Just like you said. Anything I need, any time I need it. No questions asked. Do we have a deal?’ But of course they did. Anne wouldn’t have asked otherwise. It was settled. She would distract Penrith. Now the question was how to do it?

The vicar began to speak, welcoming them to Brockmore. He had a deep, sonorous but commanding voice, very pleasing to listen to, and Viola did listen. For a while. Viola fingered the pearl pendant at her neck, running her hand over the smooth nacre ball as she thought—sermons were good for that, plenty of time to be alone with one’s thoughts. She had some of her best ideas in church, like the time she’d come up with the plot to ride a horse into a tavern dressed as the Ghost of Cawdor Castle in a blue-velvet gown to protest the innkeeper’s poor quality of meat. That had been at a relative’s in Nairn. She’d not been invited back, but she had heard the innkeeper’s menu improved after that.

Ghosts wouldn’t work with Penrith. He would be a challenge, perhaps her greatest challenge up until now. Somewhere in the middle of the Christmas story, after Caesar Augustus had sent out his decree, and before an angel of the Lord appeared to shepherds, she came up with a plan. She’d start with getting Penrith’s attention. Once she had it, she’d make him betray himself: She’d drive him wild. He’d like it, but he’d hate himself for it afterwards.

Her gaze slid to Penrith. He sat straight and tall, the candlelight doing the planes of his profile all nature of favours. It was a pity really, that a man who had so much going for him was so empty. It raised the question: how did a man with so much promise become so empty? Were some people simply born with no interest in the world around them? With no passion for living? Had he never felt a flicker for anything, good English grammar excluded?

Her mother elbowed her and gave her a reproachful look. Around her, everyone had stood up to sing ‘While Shepherds Watched their Flocks by Night’, decidedly not one of her favourite Christmas hymns. She didn’t mind tonight. She was too busy plotting. She could use her arrangement with Anne to put herself in Penrith’s path, while furthering her own agenda, which was twofold: ruin Penrith’s control and get excused from the party. This was working out splendidly. Even though it was early days yet, she felt confident she could check this house party off as a ‘success’. She’d escape again with no husband in tow.

The vicar’s pretty service concluded not long after the hymn, Baby Jesus safely swaddled in his manger and the angels returned to heaven as Brockmore’s congregation rose once more and sang ‘Adeste Fidelis’, a hymn far more to her liking with its robust chorus, the ending punctuated by the first peal of the Christmas bells.

The bells. Her favourite part of Christmas Eve.

The small crowd of guests filed outside, hushed and respectful of the occasion, to hear the bells ring in the night. Viola closed her eyes and drew a deep breath of cold night air. This was one of her favourite moments of the year, perhaps the best moment of the year. She gave herself over to it—the deep pealing timbre of the bells, the ice of the falling snow on her face, the warmth of her body wrapped in the folds of her fur-lined cloak. She knew what peace on earth was. It was this. It was now. Throughout the year she tried to recreate this moment, recreate the intense peace of it, where she set aside her frantic, fast-paced life of frivolity, and she was never successful. This moment alone was unique among all the moments that peopled her year.

If she listened carefully, she could hear the bells in the village adding their song to the night. Did anyone else feel it—the beauty of the moment? It didn’t matter. She did and she held on to it, eyes shut tight until the last peal faded away, knowing full well when her eyes opened the moment would be gone. She would be Viola Hawthorne, London’s Shocking Beauty, again. But only for one more year.

A little spark of realisation flickered. This was the last year she had to maintain her reputation. After this Season, she’d be a candidate for the shelf—out three Seasons and no husband in sight. She could get on with her dreams. This time next year, everything would change. Her parents would have despaired and been all too happy to send their wayward daughter to Vienna, where she’d be out of sight, out of mind. And she’d be happy to be there.

She wrapped her arms about herself in a little hug just before she opened her eyes and whispered, ‘Happy Christmas to me.’

Around her, groups formed as people drifted towards Brockmore Manor, where, no doubt, hot drinks were waiting on cue to send people off to bed. The fallen snow had become thick enough to make Brockmore’s sleigh viable, a sleek red and gold affair with front and back seats for four. Brockmore himself was at the ribbons with two smart blacks jingling in harness. She watched Penrith hand in his beautifully fragile mother and his aunt who was followed by the sad-looking, older man, Lord Truesdale. Penrith took the space in the front seat beside his uncle, but not before he’d tucked warm robes about the passengers and bent attentively to hear something his mother said, squeezing her hand, a fleeting smile on his lips. The moment was surprisingly tender. She almost wished she hadn’t seen Penrith like that, so attentive, so caring. It went against the idea he was an empty shell. He did feel something, could feel something, at least in small increments. What else could he feel if he’d let himself? What could she make him feel?



He wished he hadn’t seen her like that—Viola Hawthorne outside the chapel tonight, her head tilted slightly towards the sky, eyes closed in approbation, snowflakes dusting her face, dancing on her eyelashes before dissolving. Vale stripped out of his coats, alone in his room. He’d given his valet the night off to enjoy the holiday below stairs. He undid the cuffs of his shirt, put the links in a small dish on the bureau and discarded his shirt. He should have looked away, but she’d appeared serene, nothing at all like the vixen who’d sat beside him at dinner.

He was being whimsical now. He had to stop before he started comparing her to an angel, which she most assuredly wasn’t. He’d seen her true nature today, twice in fact: atop a ladder, ankles exposed and more, and then again at dinner, the display of her cutting wit. She had not minced any words when it came to how she’d felt about him; an unmarriageable prig. Ouch.

His gaze lingered on the bureau mirror and the bare-chested man in the reflection. He studied his face, searching for signs of his supposed priggishness. Was that what he’d become? He was quieter, he supposed. There hadn’t been that much to celebrate, these past years. But quietude wasn’t priggishness. It was...restraint, respect, discipline. Only, he hadn’t been all that restrained at dinner. He’d given back equal measure. He braced his hands on the bureau and hung his head, recalling his angry words. He’d accused her of being a cheap trick, not exactly the most gentlemanly of remarks. Well, perhaps he’d given her some proof there about the unmarriageable part. Great. Now, he was a prig and sharp-tongued to boot.

He turned away from the mirror and finished getting ready for bed in earnest. He was disgusted with himself. Not entirely for how he’d behaved—Lady Viola had been in need of a scolding—he was more disgusted with his reaction, which struck him as rather petty. Why did he put so much stock in the opinions of a girl who had no sense of decorum? If ever there were opinions that didn’t matter, they were hers.






Chapter Four

Saturday, 26th December 1818, Boxing Day

He’d escaped them! His uncle’s guests were insatiable when it came to holiday festivity. He was not. He’d had his fill of looking cheery. Vale breathed a relieved sigh and sank into a wing-backed chair of softest leather in front of the fire in the Brockmore library, but his eyes still darted nervously about the room, landing on dark corners and the heavy folds of curtains at the windows where someone might hide, just in case he wasn’t the only one to take refuge here. Not that anyone else would want to. They were all having a marvellous time.

After two days of Christmas, that was how he viewed the guests: them and him. Two distinct groups. Oh, he liked his uncle’s guests well enough. Kenelm and Eaton and the other young men were good fun. They’d had some good billiards games after the ladies had retired for the night. But, by Jove, Vale needed a break. After a late Christmas Eve service, there had followed a Christmas Day full of games and feasting, as well as another church service and gift-giving to the children of the estate. This was followed by yet more good cheer as they assembled baskets for his uncle’s tenants this morning and tramped through the snow to deliver them this afternoon. He was socially exhausted. He hadn’t been around this many people for this long in years. All the politeness and pretence that he was enjoying himself positively wore him out.

It didn’t help that she was everywhere, she being Viola Hawthorne. When he was in a room, he heard her laughter, noticed her gowns for reasons he couldn’t quite name, caught the sound of her voice, the movement of her body always in motion, always at the centre of the party. He had the sensation it was her energy that fuelled the high spirits as much as it was his aunt’s exquisite planning. If rooms weren’t brighter when she was in them, they were certainly louder.

The clock on the mantel, a beautifully carved wooden affair from the Black Forest a German diplomat had given his uncle years ago, showed three o’clock. Boxing Day was nearly over. Just four hours until dinner and then some of the holiday cheer would ease. He hoped. The clock ticked, the sound loud in the glorious quiet. His papers and notes lay on the long reading table that ran the centre of the room, waiting for him. He’d not touched them since he’d arrived. There’d been no time. His aunt and uncle had kept him and every guest busy, moving them skilfully from activity to activity.

Vale closed his eyes. In just a moment he’d get up and see to them. There was the new translation of a Lapland history that had just arrived before he left. He was eager to read it in the hopes it would help his latest research and he had the report to get to if he wanted sponsors for the expedition by next year. But not yet. It was nice to sit here by the fire, in the stillness and just be with himself, just for a moment...



He must have dozed. It was suddenly five o’clock and someone was at the table looking through his papers. A female someone. Vale sat up. Not just any female someone, but the one guest he wanted to avoid most. ‘Don’t touch those. I have them in particular order.’ Not entirely true, but he didn’t want them messed up and who knew what she might do with them.

‘Are these the “weightier matters” you referred to the other night?’ She glanced up, but kept reading through them in complete disobedience with his request. ‘A history of the Sami? Whoever they are.’

‘They live in Lapland. I’m compiling a report and I hope to launch a northbound expedition next year if I can get the backing. The north is the new frontier these days,’ he explained in his defense.

She feigned a yawn. ‘Boring.’ She rose from the table, hips swaying as she strolled the perimeter of the room, her hand running idly over the spines of books. She turned her head and tossed the words over her shoulder. ‘Especially when there are more entertaining diversions at hand.’

The tease was implied in the lilt of her voice, the spark of her eyes—eyes that were always sparking. He hadn’t seen them without a spark these past two days. ‘Are you supposed to be that diversion?’ he replied sharply, moving from the comfort of his chair to the table to straighten his papers.

‘I might be.’ She laughed and stopped her perambulations in front of the sideboard holding his uncle’s brandy. She lifted the stopper from the crystal decanter and sniffed. ‘Ah, that’s good. Would you like a drink?’ She poured a glass before he could respond and then arched an eyebrow at him in query, waiting. What was she waiting for? Clearly not his answer since she’d already poured.

‘I was going to say no, but I’ll take a drink so it doesn’t go to waste.’

Lady Viola smiled wickedly. ‘It won’t go to waste. I never pour precipitously when there’s good brandy at stake.’

It took him a moment to grasp her meaning. She held up the glass, gently sloshing the contents. ‘This one’s mine. Votre Sante.’ She took a long swallow, head tilted back, eyes closed, the long column of her neck exposed as she savoured the brandy, not unlike he’d seen her outside the church on Christmas Eve. ‘Sweet heaven, that tastes even better than it smells.’ She fixed him with a smile. ‘Are you sure you won’t have some?’

He ignored the request, still processing what she’d done; she’d drank his uncle’s brandy! ‘What are you doing in here? The party is...’ He didn’t know exactly where the party was at present. He waved a hand in the general direction of the door. ‘Elsewhere.’

‘Actually, I came looking for you.’ She took a smug sip of her brandy, holding her glass in one hand with the easy negligence of an expert. She held out a slip of folded paper. ‘In the spirit of holiday giving and selflessness, we’ve all drawn secret admirers, or whatever you want to call them. We’re not to tell anyone who’s on our slips. We are to get to know our person, without being obvious, select a meaningful gift for them and give it to them on New Year’s Day when all is revealed. I think it sounds fun.’ She threw the last out as a challenge, already assuming that he hated the idea. He hated that she was right.

It sounded terribly social. He left the slip of paper on the table. He’d look at it later. ‘Thank you.’ He infused the words with a sense of finality—her task was complete. She was free to go. He sat down at the table, making all the signs of a man getting down to work. Surely she wasn’t obtuse enough to miss the signals. Surely she’d take the hint and depart.

She didn’t. She went back to strolling the shelves of books and for some reason he couldn’t look away from the sway of her hips in the purple day dress flecked with spots of dark gold. The design of the gown was nothing out of the ordinary—long sleeved with a slight puff at the shoulder, a modest round neckline—yet her movements made the standard gown come alive. Of course they did. This was the woman who’d climbed a ladder and let everyone glimpse her ankles and more. Her body was a tool, an instrument for attraction.

What else can she do with it? came the wicked thought before he could push it away. He would not dignify that with a response. No doubt it was what she wanted him to think—perhaps not even him specifically, but what she wanted any man to think.

‘I wouldn’t want to keep you from the party,’ he offered politely.

‘You’re not.’ She smiled to match his politeness. ‘Everyone’s in their rooms resting and changing for dinner.’ Yes, damn it, she was right. Everyone would keep to themselves until seven when they began to make their way downstairs to congregate before dinner. A horrible thought occurred to him. Surely she didn’t mean to spend the next two hours in the library with him?

‘Perhaps there’s somewhere else you’d rather be? I don’t need you to keep me company.’ He gestured to the papers laid out before him. ‘I have work, I’d be poor company anyway.’

‘Has it occurred to you that I’m precisely where I want to be?’

‘No, it hasn’t. Frankly, Lady Viola, you don’t strike me as a library kind of girl.’

‘Tsk, tsk. I thought you were a smarter man than that. Of course I like libraries.’ She arched her eyebrow and bit her lip playfully. ‘You should have known better, Penrith, there are ladders, after all.’ With that, she leapt on one of the great, long ladders that bracketed the floor-to-ceiling shelves and pushed off with one foot, sailing the length of the wall. She laughed then, a sound that was full bodied and loud, the sound of a woman enjoying herself.

‘Lady Viola, please!’ Vale cautioned sharply, taken aback by the forthright loudness of her outburst. ‘Someone might hear.’ It occurred to him rather belatedly how this might look, the two of them together, a woman’s laughter, all during the quiet time when everyone was supposed to be changing. To be caught would be absolutely compromising.

Lady Viola jumped off the ladder, mocking laughter in each word. ‘That would be scandalous! Two people in a library with nothing for chaperons except books. Shocking indeed!’ She walked behind him, trailing her fingers across his shoulders. Her touch sent an unlooked-for frisson of awareness through him. ‘I wonder, Penrith, are you afraid of being caught, or...’ she bent to his ear, the scent of her, all plum and bergamot, sending another spear of awareness through him ‘...is it the being alone with me you fear?’

It was the audacity that aroused him against his preferences. He’d never been touched so boldly by a woman before outside the bedchamber. Certainly, there’d been lovers but they’d kept their forwardness confined to the proper place and time, which was not the middle of the afternoon in a library where they might be discovered at any moment by almost anyone.

‘After all, there is always the question of what might I do?’ She was on his lap now, her arms about his neck, a knowing smile on her red lips as she sat him side-saddle, her bottom wiggling as she made herself comfortable, her comfort coming into contact with his discomfort in the process. ‘I see you’ve already thought of what I might do. Perhaps you are more man than monolith.’ She put her forehead to his, her voice soft, invitingly intimate. ‘What is it that you think I might do to you? What do you want me to do to you? I know what a man likes.’

Lucifer’s tight, aching balls, London’s Shocking Beauty was a temptress nonpareil. How did a duke’s daughter ‘know what a man liked’? Never mind. That was not especially salient at the moment. He could not partake of this particular temptation no matter how his body roused. She was not for him and she was definitely not for the future of Brockmore. But she could be whether he liked it or not if he didn’t get her off his lap soon, before someone walked in. There was a serious sense of urgency in that regard. The threat of discovery was real. ‘If you do not remove yourself from my lap, Lady Viola, by the time I count to five, I will stand up and you will be dumped on the floor.’ He offered the warning bluntly.

She trailed a finger down the curve of his jaw. ‘You can stand up any time you’d like. All you have to do is pay the forfeit.’

‘What might that be?’ He had no idea why he was bothering to humour her. She would only see it as a way to prolong this dangerous game.

‘A Christmas kiss, of course,’ she whispered her dare. He should do it; kiss her hard and fast in this chair, call her bluff and maybe scare some sense into her about the sort of man she toyed with. He was no green village boy or a prig as she accused. Just because he was discreet in his dealings as a gentleman should be didn’t mean he was unfamiliar with the arts of passion.

‘One,’ he began. Kissing her was too risky here, his more logical side asserted. There was no mistletoe ball to excuse the behaviour. ‘Two.’ She was not budging. Instead, she shifted closer, her hip now firmly against his groin. ‘Three,’ he ground out evenly. He would not give her the satisfaction of counting faster. If
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