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Dearest Reader,

Once upon a time there was a castle fit for fairytales. In that castle lived a noble prince, his shy sister the princess, a count who was soon to become a duke, a governess who was soon to become a duchess, and a devilishly rakish earl who was fond of making trouble for them all. This is the story of how that devilish earl came to lose his heart to the shy princess.

Before we proceed, however, I must tell you that at the outset of this story the count and the governess are not yet duke and duchess, yet by its end they are (without much explanation here because that’s another tale altogether, told in my novel I Married the Duke).

And so now without further ado I give you a Christmas story of secret desires, gallant deeds and the greatest gift of all—love.

Wishing you a very merry season of joy,

Katharine Ashe



CHAPTER ONE




Brittany, France


It wasn’t every day that a man discovered himself to be the hero of a virgin’s secret diary. So when it happened to Charles Camlann Westfall, the Earl of Bedwyr, he paused not merely to appreciate the moment but to savor it.

He came upon the diary quite by accident. Searching for a deck of cards had never proven so fruitful, even on his winning nights. Far now from the gaming hells of London, moldering away in his cousin’s chateau in Brittany, he had spent the rainy day wandering restlessly, seeking diversion to relieve the tedium of too many weeks passed in a single place. Or perhaps merely the wrong place.

Paris was beckoning, specifically Madame Venus Serif, the prettiest little buxom blonde with whom he’d had the pleasure of becoming acquainted after her beastly husband lost to him at cards and demanded she relinquish her ruby necklace to pay the debt. The necklace turned out to be a family heirloom, and when Cam called on her the following day to return it, Madame Serif turned out to be rather tired of that family. Specifically, Monsieur Serif. With enthusiasm she welcomed the necklace to her breast and Cam between her thighs. Gratitude did tend to make the ladies ... grateful.

That was six months ago and he’d been thinking it high time to renew the acquaintance, briefly, upon his return trip to London. That, and he’d another call to make in Paris of even greater importance. Until moments ago he had eagerly anticipated the relocation.

Tucked into a narrow compartment of a side table in an upper parlor, the diary had been barely visible. Unaccustomed to resisting his desires, Cam pulled it forth.

An unremarkable thing bound in simple cloth—much like its author—its pages revealed a stark dichotomy between external appearance and internal content.

The diary belonged to the Princess of Sensaire. During the three weeks in which he and she had both been guests at the Comte de Rallis’s chateau, Cam supposed he must have seen her writing. He certainly saw her reading often enough, her nose buried in a book while her ladies in waiting gossiped and flirted.

Even if he had not recognized her penmanship, the pages told eloquently of their author’s identity.

I am plain.

From the opening folio, the hand was without adornment, like the book and the princess both. The prose was equally bereft of frills.

My hair is dull and dark yet not dark enough to be exotic. My nose is long yet not long enough to be striking. My mouth is wide yet my lips are not full.

She was honest. No surprise there, though. He’d got that impression from her conversation—conversation that had required her a fortnight to manage successfully in his presence.

Though he had experienced it plenty in his nine-and-twenty years, Cam took no pleasure in the awkwardness of shy women. Indeed, he had little to do with them. Despite what his cousin Luc believed, Cam did not particularly care to hear himself prattle on endlessly. He preferred actual dialogue, even with women. Timid ladies tended to stare myopically, blush and grow taciturn around him, so he avoided them.

But for a sennight now, the Princess of Sensaire’s tongue had unwound sufficient to function when she was in his presence. She seemed sensible, well informed, and probably too intelligent for him.

He turned the page.

I am tall. I have no curves or décolletage and my shoulders do not taper. I am constructed like a boy, yet I am twenty years old and female. Nature has been unkind to me. But it is foolish to rail at Nature when nothing can be done about it.

She was wise too, and refreshingly dispassionate, despite being both twenty and female.

But where I am dispiritingly mortal, he is godly. His brow is noble, his jaw strong, his cheek worthy and his nose patrician. His mouth is beautiful both at rest and in motion, his lips sublimely contoured, his smile dazzling. His eyes are the color of fertile earth, the richest brown and often sparkling with deviltry. His hair is tawny and thick, like sun and gold. His figure is bracingly manly, from his broad shoulders to his long legs to his strong, supple hands.

It was at this moment that Cam thought perhaps to close the diary, return it to its hiding place and forget that he had ever come upon it. He knew what he looked like; he saw it in the glass and heard it upon his lovers’ lips open enough. To hear it stated in quite these terms was another thing altogether. And he had never been privy to praise concerning his hands from a lady upon whom he had not used them.

It made him a little nauseated.

But perhaps she did not in fact describe him. Perhaps she had at some other time encountered a blond-haired, brown-eyed man and considered that poor fellow godly. Cam flipped back to the initial page. The date at the top read 4th September 1817. The day after he had arrived at the chateau.

He folded the diary closed and considered.

It would be the height of dishonorableness to continue reading. The princess deserved her privacy. Merely because she was writing about him gave him no right to read it. On the other hand, weren’t ladies supposed to keep their diaries hidden beneath pillows or locked in dressing tables? A girl silly enough to leave her private thoughts displayed so blatantly in a plain notebook tucked snugly in the back of an undistinguished piece of furniture in the corner of an out-of-the-way parlor frequented only by her closest female companions deserved to have her privacy invaded.

He continued to invade. The next page was dated 7th September.

He walks with confidence yet ease. He speaks without any appearance of forethought yet his speech is pleasing, amusing and clever. He dresses with elegant ostentation yet carries it off as though he wore the lowliest peasant’s garments.

Now that was going a bit far. He had the self-presentation of a peasant? No peasant he’d ever seen wore a perfectly starched Mathematical and an antique gold watch fob, nor boots that shone even after a lengthy ride.

I believe it is a lack of conceit. He pretends to be conceited and has every reason to be: he is an earl and extraordinarily handsome. But now, after observing him for several days, I do not think his apparent ennui and general nonchalance spring from a lack of care about others or a too-great fondness for himself. I think that is all a sham. From the clues I have gleaned from my governess, Arabella, he would not have aided her journey here if he did not care for others greatly.

Too intelligent, indeed.

That care he has for others—not his masculine beauty or title or wealth—is what makes him godly.

Well, she’d finally got one thing wrong. After this little jaunt to France, he was nearly broke. The princess might think him godly, but here on Earth, merchants, not to mention the men one played cards with, expected to be paid what was owed them.

The renovations on Crofton had not yet taken root. Like his wastrel father, Cam was no natural farmer. But he had done his best to improve the West Country estate he inherited nearly a decade ago, and he’d had modest success. When his new steward suggested changes, he welcomed them. Now he’d barely a shilling to spare. Haring off to the French countryside had been as much to escape the temptation to spend money on game and women in London as to bring Luc the news of their ducal uncle’s death.

Crofton would turn around within a year. Or two. He hoped. Until then, a French chateau on his cousin’s penny seemed as good a place as any to dally. That wasn’t, of course, the only reason France appealed to him of late. But it was useful.

Now, however, he had a princess with a hero-worshipping infatuation to address.

They were an exceedingly modest party at present: the princess; her brother, Reiner; the princess’s beautiful governess, Arabella, whom Cam had conveyed hither; and now his cousin Luc, the Comte de Rallis, as well. Also in residence were the princess’s four ladies in waiting, all of them happily married to Reiner’s courtiers and therefore uninteresting not to mention probably off limits. He’d known Reiner since they were youths, and a man owed his closest friends some consideration, after all.

A modest party indeed, which would make it difficult to entirely avoid the star-struck girl. The infatuation, however, could not be allowed to flourish. Cam didn’t typically care about what others thought of him, but now that he knew what Reiner’s young sister had been thinking he really should put period to it. A man could only bear so much undeserved adulation.

He stared at the book in his palm and pondered his options.

He could become raging drunk and embarrass himself in some publicly horrid fashion that would leave her glowing notions of him trampled. He hadn’t got that drunk in years. It would be uncomfortable and leave him with a wretched headache. But it might serve the purpose. Females were remarkably squeamish.

Or he could simply take the diary to her now, let her know he’d read it, and watch as she dissolved in embarrassment then threw the book dramatically into the hearth. Sheer mortification. Shame and anger. End of infatuation. Mission accomplished.

Trouble was, the Princess of Sensaire didn’t seem the type to dramatically throw treasured objects into the hearth. She seemed too rational for that. Cam generally found rational females to be hardheaded. The wealthier they were, the more hardheaded. She might respond to a direct approach by digging in her heels.

Whatever he did, it bore further consideration. He should probably at least glance at a few more pages. For inspiration.

12th September 1817

Because I am not beautiful, he does not look at me with appreciation in his eyes, but as though I might be another man or a servant or nobody. He is gentlemanly. I find no fault in his manners, but his appreciative gazes are reserved for attractive women. He looks at my waiting lady, Mme. Desere, who is wonderfully pretty and has an enviable bosom, with obvious appreciation. He looks at Arabella in quite the same manner, but although she is very beautiful, his appreciation of her seems rather more general, even brotherly.

The princess was observant. And Cam’s mild nausea was back again. When had he become such a cad?

I am shy. I am an unwilling conversationalist. I am bookish. I would rather write than flirt. I prefer walking outdoors and riding to dancing in a ballroom. Maman chastises me for this. I know she is right.

A frisson of sympathy ticked him. Dreadful parents were a curse no young woman—or man—should have to bear.

I do not blame him for not noticing me in particular. But I should like it to be different. I should like for once to not only be a princess but to feel like a princess too. I should like to be showered with the attentions of a wonderful man.

And so, since I am not treated to his appreciative glances during the day, I will treat myself to them at night. For where his attention is held by beautiful ladies in the drawing room and dining room, in the privacy of my bedchamber he will be mine.

Well. All right. This was interesting.

One night soon, when the fire on the grate has burned low and moonlight illuminates the bedclothes, I will

Footsteps sounded in the corridor. Cam closed the diary, slid it back into its nook, and crossed the room toward the door. Hands clasped behind his back, he smiled as though it were simply a rainy day at the chateau and he was simply wandering aimlessly, searching for diversion.


The Earl of Bedwyr appeared in the parlor doorway and a little puff of breath escaped through Jacqueline’s lips. Predictably. Over the past three weeks she had lost so many breaths that if she were a superstitious person she would fear she’d already given up her soul.

She should have long since become accustomed to him. But after writing the newest entry in her diary, her cheeks wanted to hold heat more ardently than ever. It had left her at once buoyant and peculiarly agitated.

“Ladies.” He bowed beautifully—always so beautiful. With his slightest gesture, her insides fluttered like caged butterflies. With his smile, they clenched like the sweet grip of a hand within.

Arabella curtseyed. “My lord.” She was reserved with both him and the master of the chateau, the Comte. Any servant would be reserved with noblemen, after all, even the finishing governess of a princess. But Arabella was also beautiful, just as the earl and the Comte were. So were Jacqueline’s ladies in waiting.

She was a wren among peacocks.

The corner of Lord Bedwyr’s mouth curved upward and his gaze shifted to her. Her throat went dry, her hands damp. As always in reality. She could bring nothing to her tongue. Except in her diary. In her diary she teased and tempted, her voice softly husky as though with fire smoke, and he was mad for her.

“The rain seems to have diminished,” he said. “Shall I escort you ladies about the garden? We will all dampen our shoes and become uncomfortable and irritable. But we will have each others’ company and that will elevate our spirits.” Eyes the color of deepest autumn did not waver from hers. Indeed, he looked at her now for longer than Jacqueline had ever had the distressing pleasure of enduring. An odd, hot delight gathered in her middle.

“My lord,” Arabella said, “her highness must assist her majesty to make the guest list for the ball to be held in two days.”

“A ball?” He did not remove his attention from Jacqueline. “Capital idea. May I inquire as to the occasion?”

“To celebrate the Comte’s return to health,” Jacqueline said, because she could reply to a simple question directly addressed to her even when addressed by a god—albeit thinly, as though her breaths were insufficient to carry the syllables. “He has been recovering from an illness.”

“Ah, yes.” His gaze slipped to Arabella. “For some weeks now.”

Arabella abruptly moved away. “Do come along, your highness. Her majesty must not be made to wait.”

The earl watched her depart, his regard vibrant. There was some mystery between these two, Jacqueline sensed, some secret that made Arabella prickle with mistrust when the earl spoke to her. The Englishwoman held her feelings close, though, and Jacqueline hadn’t had the courage to pry.

Then Lord Bedwyr stepped toward her and concern over Arabella’s moods fled. The nearness of him and awareness of her perfect inadequacy submerged her again in despised silence.

She struggled to meet his gaze, managed it, and did not flinch. After all, sixteen hours earlier she had made him beg to caress her. In her diary. But his eyes were not now swimming with desire. Instead, he studied her quite like a Man of Science might study a specimen, but one that sincerely intrigued him.

“You are a dutiful daughter,” he said, surprising the quiet that had settled around them in the cool dampness of the castle’s interior.

“The ball was my idea,” she said because, except in the pages of her diary, she could only ever tell the truth.

How many untruths did this man tell the women he seduced? Her waiting lady, Madame Bernard, said the earl’s many conquests—all of them—were married. Such a man must make women many promises he did not intend to honor to encourage their infidelity.

He bent closer. “Fond of dancing, are you, your highness?”

“Fond of celebrations, rather,” she replied, tumbling into his scent. It was not what she expected—costly Eau de Cologne—but sage and perhaps a hint of leather. “It is a great pleasure to amuse one’s friends with entertainments.”

“Ah, then you are


























AUTHOR’S NOTE




Inspiration for Cam’s poetry came to me via Byron, Shelley, Wordsworth and Coleridge — the titans of Romantic-era poetry. While I cannot claim to be a poet (and I beg forgiveness of my readers with discerning tastes in verse), I’ll admit that I had a whole lot of fun writing the brief sections of The Stone Princess that appear in this story.

Speaking of brief appearances, I Married the Duke, the first book in my Prince Catchers series, which tells the story of Arabella and Luc’s romance, prominently features Cam, including Cam and Jacqueline’s introduction at the chateau (at which Jacqueline is pretty much struck dumb, which I would have been in her shoes too, so I don’t blame her a bit). Another character fleetingly mentioned here, the mysterious rabble-rouser Lady Justice whose pamphlets are published by Brittle & Sons, plays a central role in my Falcon Club series. For more information about my books, including how they’re all connected, as well as deleted scenes and giveaways, please visit my website at www.KatharineAshe.com. I love hearing from readers.

I offer special thanks for assistance with this book to angels Marcia Abercrombie and Mary Brophy Marcus, whose generosity is eclipsed only by their kindness and caring, and to Georgie C. Brophy and Bob Steeger for crucial last-minute assistance. Even when we’re not working on a collaborative project, Caroline Linden, Maya Rodale and Miranda Neville make writing fiction more fun than it already is, and I am deeply glad for their friendship. For my agent, Kimberly Whalen, I am ever-grateful, as well as for my wonderful editor, Lucia Macro, and the other fabulous people at Avon Books who work magic with my books, especially Nicole Fischer, Katie Steinberg, Gail Dubov, Shawn Nicholls and Pam Jaffee. To Kim Castillo of Author’s Best Friend, who is beyond splendid, countless thank yous.

To my mother, my husband and my son: from the bottom of my heart I appreciate your infinite support and love. Last but never least, for my readers, who embrace the Christmas message of joy and love in this and all seasons, I give jubilant thanks.
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