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(Book 3 Scandalous Siblings Series)

In this novella length, stand-alone story,
the Jamison family joins the Duke of Sherwyn and the St. Martin
clan at the duke’s country estate, but the guest numbers double
when stranded travelers seek refuge after early December snowfalls
make roads impassable.

Michael Brandon travels to introduce the
woman he loves, and her daughter, to his family, but a missing
bridge delays their journey. To their shock, horror, and yet
profound relief, Michael’s missing brother is carried into the
house by the four men who rescued him from captivity. Frederick
battles to stay alive long enough to convict his kidnappers, and to
warn his family of future danger.

Four years ago, Melissa called herself a
widow to protect her daughter. When she reveals the truth to her
past lover, and her present love, will the men forgive her deceit?
And can Frederick convince his brother to protect Melissa and
Freda, or will Michael walk away?
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Chapter 1

 


 


Martin House, England.

1844

 


Michael Brandon strolled after Cayle St.
Martin, the Duke of Sherwyn, when the duke strode to the hallway to
greet the latest group of travelers. They’d be, like him, grateful
to accept the duke’s hospitality because they’d all become stranded
after heavy snowfalls had led to rapidly rising water levels and an
impassable local bridge.

He leaned on a wall and watched Mason, the
efficient butler at Martin House, ease open the massive front door
while three footmen braced their shoulders against the door to stop
it blowing fully open. The house had already been full of family
members gathered for Christmas, but with the addition of several
groups of half-frozen travelers arriving every hour during the
afternoon, the house’s walls must be groaning under the excess
number of guests needing beds.

Several massive rooms in Martin House had
been opened and warmed for the weary travelers who had descended on
the duke and his family, but those large fires needed constant
feeding with logs of wood. Therefore, Sherwyn couldn’t risk a
barrage of snow and sleet blowing inside his house from the
courtyard because, in such inclement weather, his footmen might not
be able to collect more firewood for another week. Little wonder
then that the duke hovered near the front entrance and supervised
each subsequent arrival, his charming duchess by his side to add
her won welcome.

Michael and his party had been the first to
beg assistance from Sherwyn this afternoon, as he’d known that
Sherwyn had left London a week earlier and would already be in
residence at his country home. There had been a flurry of social
events in London over the past two weeks before the Ton left the
city and retreated to their country estates to wait out the colder
months. Though this extreme weather had caught everyone by
surprise.

It was barely mid December and the nearby
bridge usually served the locals well through that month and into
the New Year. Water levels normally only rose and covered the
bridge after the snowstorms of January. Michael and Cayle were long
time friends and so he knew Cayle had loathed this house, his
family seat, when his father and stepmother had been in residence,
but now that Cayle was the duke, and a married man, he had decided
to turn this house into a more welcoming family gathering place.
Even with the influx of visitors, invited or not, the staff here
were jolly and efficient, a rare combination in the serving
ranks.

The jolliness came from Becca’s side of the
family. The Jamison’s collected staff that were more like stray
dogs that no other household would allow across the doorstep.
Ex-criminals mostly. Housebreakers, street thieves, and several
reformed trollops now ran Cayle’s houses, and those of his cousin,
Richard. A week of extra guests to feed and bed wouldn’t stretch
Sherwyn’s supplies, or their staff, too much, but if this large
group remained any longer than a few days, the meals were bound to
be less generous than the St Martin and Jamison families expected
when they gathered for their Christmas weeks at Martin House.

Michael would feel guilty for landing,
unannounced, on the St. Martin’s doorstep, with Melissa and her
daughter and their retinue in tow, except that he knew he was
providing Becca and her sisters with the drama and excitement that
they thrived on. The Jamisons had proved their resourcefulness when
Becca and her siblings, with help from Cayle and Richard St.
Martin, had tracked down a stock-investing madman or, as it had
turned out to be, a madwoman, and handed her over to Scotland Yard.
Becca, and the other ladies, appeared delighted to have new people
and conversations to keep them entertained while snowstorms kept
them all housebound.

The children, Richard’s nieces and nephews,
thought the duke and duchess had especially invited extra playmates
to enliven their raucous games, which they played all day at top
speed through every hallway and room in the house. Voices echoed
from every wing of the grand house as maids scuttled to and fro and
put warmed bricks into the newly aired beds in rooms that normally
sat unused. Michael had never seen Martin House so busy, or so full
of gaiety. And soon both Becca and her sister, Laura, would be
adding their babies to the organized chaos.

Michael felt a pang of jealousy for his
old friends, Cayle and Richard. He’d known them at school and when
he’d returned to London from the continent, he’d been surprised and
delighted to discover that the two men, plus Cayle’s younger
brothers, were all avid investors. And that Becca, with her gift
for mathematics, would far rather discuss finances and share her
insights and predictions for future stock trading than sit in a
drawing room and drink tea with the more upright ladies of
the Ton. These extra
avenues of steady income made Michael confident that he could
support a wife, namely Melissa, if she’d have him. And he already
adored her energetic daughter, Freda.

Truth be told, this was the first time he’d
seen Cayle look comfortable in his role of lord of the manor and
the highest-ranking peer in the county, or seen this previously
cold mansion as a warm and welcoming home. As boys home from school
for the traditional Christmas celebrations, Cayle and his two
younger brothers had felt ill at ease here, especially after their
father remarried and their scheming stepmother had made it clear
that she disliked interrupting her busy London social life to bored
in the country for two weeks in December. Having three boys in
residence, plus visiting boys such as Michael, had eaten into her
time playing hostess to her toad-eating friends from London, most
of whom had only been dragged to the country by the lure of free
room and board and a way to avoid London’s frozen and dangerous
streets.

Cayle was the sort of man who’d have opened
his home to these strangers even if the vicar hadn’t sent a request
to open the extra rooms at Martin House. All day they’d opened the
door to welcome weary, and sometimes frightened, people who’d been
trapped in carriages and coaches on the snow laden roads and before
the weather closed in fully, Cayle had sent two footmen out to
check the roads near his house and bring the stranded inside, no
matter their rank or social class. The Jamison sisters had, as per
usual, predicted the day’s dramas and had the staff cleaning and
cooking long before the first stranded group arrived at their
door.

Michael had given up trying to understand
how the Jamison family arrived at their insights or made such
accurate predictions. Cayle laughed at Michael’s puzzlement and
would simply shrug. ‘The five siblings,’ he’d say, ‘have more
intelligence in their little fingers than the entire House of Lords
have in their collective heads.’ Richard, Laura’s husband and
cousin to Cayle advised to simply accept the mystery of them and
enjoy the bountiful results. Laura was a herbalist and perfumer
whose extraordinary sense of smell carried over into reading the
personal traits and emotions of everyone she met. She and Richard
had recently returned from their honeymoon trip to Europe and Laura
was so excited about returning from Paris enceinte, as the French would say, grabbed the hand of
anyone near her and press it to her rounded abdomen, much to the
chagrin of her aunt who repeatedly apologized for her niece’s lack
of manners. Richard, the father to be, merely stood by and grinned,
obviously entertained rather than embarrassed by his countess’s
gauche display of joy at carrying their baby.

Charlotte, the most stunningly beautiful
debutante London had ever seen, smiled serenely at each influx of
guests. Well known to be the calmest and most ladylike of the
Jamison sisters, she was nevertheless a radical in her won way. Her
obsession with the new science of Phrenology was driving her
siblings mad because she insisted on reading their head bumps and
then trying to explain how it showed their personal traits. Michael
chuckled. At least Charlotte now had an influx of new subjects, and
new heads, on whom to test her new-found skills. Unfortunately for
Brian, Cayle’s brother, he would no longer be Charlotte’s only
willing subject. During a conversation at their club, Cayle had
revealed that the family had expected Brian’s infatuation with the
delectable Charlotte to have dwindled by now, but Brian still
followed the poor girl around like an over zealous puppy. Charlotte
was the epitome of kindness and would never speak unkindly to
another person, unlike Becca whose unladylike language could
blister the hide off anyone who dared cross her, or a member of her
family.

Becca, Cayle’s redheaded and fiery tempered
duchess, walked to Cayle’s side, pushing her hip into his in that
comfortable way she had of leaning into her husband and blending
their bodies, in the same ways their minds so often agreed. Cayle
slid his arm around his wife’s back and rubbed in gentle circles,
knowing Becca leaned her weight onto him because their growing babe
was stretching her petite size to the limit and putting excess
pressure on her back. Though the duchess was so stubborn that she’d
never rest in her room while there was work to be done. Poor Cayle
despaired of ever getting her to slow down, so he massaged her
aches and encouraged her to sit instead of standing. A well-trained
footman slid a chair under Becca’s knees from behind, giving her no
choice but to sit.

From beside her, Michael heard her whisper to
Cayle, “You’ve told them to do that every time I’m on my feet,
haven’t you?”

“Someone has to be sensible during this
pregnancy,” Cayle muttered. “Or our daughter will arrive before her
time and create even more havoc in our lives.”

“I expect that our son,” Becca said, “will arrive whenever
he
decides, because he’s certain
to be like every other man in the St. Martin family and march to
his own beat.”

From the other side of Becca’s chair, Laura
and Charlotte joined Michael in laughing at the contrary pair.

“Exactly,” Laura said, beaming up at
Richard, who’d joined the welcoming party.

Richard smiled serenely. “Ah, my darling
wife, we may be unpredictable, but you enjoyed my new game of
pirate captain and captured maiden last night, didn’t you?” He
waggled his eyebrows suggestively, causing Becca and Charlotte to
titter.

Michael couldn’t help but laugh. “Good Lord,
Laura,” he said. “I had no idea that you could blush.”

Laura reached across Becca and gave him a
friendly punch on the arm.

Cayle grinned at Richard. “Whatever game you
played did last night, cousin, must have been adventurous, because
you’ve made our brazen Laura blush.” He looked at Charlotte.
“You’re supposedly the innocent Jamison sister, so why aren’t you
scandalized by the notion of your sister being chased around her
bedroom by a pirate?”

“Becca and Laura taught me everything
they know long ago, my dear brother-in-law. Little shocks me
now.”

They all gasped as a strong gust of wind blew
down the hallway. Several well-bundled figures were hurried around
the door and into the house by Mason. The footmen pushed hard,
slamming the front door closed behind them, while melting snow made
puddles on the marble floor at the feet of the newcomers. The
gathered family shivered at the burst of frigid air, but resolutely
stayed to greet the newest arrivals, who were being helped with
their outer garments by Mason and his staff.

Michael watched Becca stand and lace her arm
through Cayle’s, accepting his support




















































cover.jpg





