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      Dashing and delectable earls, stubborn but stunning ladies, and destiny with a sense of humor at Christmastide...

      

      Three sweet award-winning Regency romances (and a bonus book) with noble heroes and strong heroines that will whisk you back to another time. Humor, angst, and passion combine to treat readers to a trio of sweeping love stories spanning the continents from London to the Scotland border, as these captivating characters celebrate Christmastide.

      

      Merry Mazes and Mistletoe Magic

      A beautiful debutante is rudely awakened upon her father’s death. An unwilling heir known as The Hangman has his own path to follow. Until a collision under the mistletoe creates hilarious holiday mayhem. One kiss ignites a Yule log of passion that won’t be extinguished with a cup of wassail.

      

      A Wallflower’s Wassail Punch

      Lady Annette’s first Season was a disaster: a duke’s son pinched her by the punch bowl so she walloped him in the nose. Five years later, her desperate father offers a huge dowry.

      Lord Weston meets a beautiful woman with a dry wit only he seems to appreciate. His heart stirs for the first time in decades. But will their age difference and wagging tongues interfere with their budding romance?

      

      The Scoundrel’s Christmas Challenge

      Wealthy widow Lady Winfield, infamous for outrageous house parties, says she’ll accept the proposal of the man who can best her at three competitions.

      Lucius, Viscount Weston has held a torch for the countess since his university days. Not to wasting a second chance, he presents the audacious lady with a secret challenge that she can’t refuse.

      

      Bonus: Earl of Darby

      Miss Hannah Pendleton, nursing her pride after her childhood crush falls in love with another, hurls herself into the excitement of a first season.

      Since his wife’s suicide on their wedding night, the Earl of Darby has carefully cultivated his rakish reputation. But when Nicholas sees a lovely newcomer being courted by the devil himself, her innocence and candor revive the chivalry buried deep in his soul.  
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      A debutante’s rude awakening…

      Lady Jennet Gordon has led a charmed life until her first Season. Rumors about her father’s finances circulate, followed by a tragic but suspicious accident, leaving Jenny and her mother a modest widow’s dowery to survive on with no immediate heir. Two years later, secluded on their Northumberland estate, a distant cousin is found to assume the title. Jenny fears that the heir—known in the shipping industry as the Hangman—will evict her and her mother from their home. Surely, he would not throw them out at Christmastide?

      

      A driven man with a fierce reputation…

      Barnabus Gordon is the grandson of a pirate and the son of a privateer. His grandfather,  the younger son of a titled family, refused to accept the traditional careers offered him and took to the sea. When Barnabus’s father is killed early in the war, he vows to legitimize the family business. Using the cutthroat lessons learned in his childhood from two generations of rebellious Gordons, he buys out shipowners in financial distress and accrues his own fleet. When Barnabus learns he is the new Earl of Townsen, a title that is debt-ridden and comes with two penniless females.

      

      A collision beneath the mistletoe…

      The gruffly handsome Gordon is determined to settle the issue of his newly acquired English estate and return to the sea. Yet when he arrives at Brierdene Hall, he discovers two caring women and a forgotten longing for love and family. With both of them hiding their growing affection—and past secrets—Lady Jennet worries her feelings for Barnabus will appear too convenient. He fears moving forward because of their familial ties. Until the Town lady and seafaring brute find themselves sixes and sevens under a mistletoe. One kiss ignites a Yule log of passion and holiday magic that refuses to be extinguished.
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        May 1818

        London, England

      

      

      

      The ball was perfect. He was perfect. The entire evening was like a shimmering dream, waltzing beneath hundreds of flickering candles, the veranda doors open to the mild spring breezes, the myriad of colors and fabrics whirring past her. Lady Jennet never wanted it to end. She looked up at the viscount with his deep-brown eyes, golden hair, and dazzling smile that made her knees weak. She was sure he was the most handsome man in the room, and every pair of female eyes—debutantes, that is—burned a hole in her back. Jenny bit back the smug smile. Her mama would say it was unbecoming. But after three events, Lord Mandelay had finally noticed her.

      As the dance ended, a final swish of pale-rose silk swirled around her ankles and brushed her creamy satin slippers as Lord Mandelay’s hand left her lower back. She felt a chill at its absence but closed her fingers around his arm as he led her off the dancefloor and back to her mother.

      “Lord and Lady Townsen,” the viscount said with a bow, “I return your lovely daughter.”

      “She is, isn’t she?” agreed Lord Townsen. “The image of her beautiful mother.”

      “You presented such a handsome couple out there,” said Jenny’s mother. “You dance together as one. It’s delightful to watch.”

      “Thank you, ma’am.” Lord Mandelay turned to her stepfather. “I heard there was trouble in Wales last week, Townsen. A mine collapsed, and two more have closed after the miners refused to work them. Not any of yours, I hope?”

      Lord Townsen cleared his throat and swallowed. “Eh? My mines? Of course not.”

      Jenny saw the shrewdness in Lord Mandelay’s eye, heard the cold concern in his tone. He may be handsome, but the viscount was not kind. A chill swept over her at the same time a wave of loyalty reared in her chest. Had he asked her to dance only to have an excuse to harangue her stepfather? Why would Mandelay care about the earl’s investments? It seemed as if he were deliberately trying to set up Papa’s bristles.

      She removed her fingers from the viscount’s coat and moved beside her parents, a sense of foreboding settling in her chest. The Earl of Townsen was the only father she’d ever known, and she loved him dearly. Her mother had remarried when Jenny was but four, and both women adored the handsome and kind man. Though there had never been any surviving children from their marriage, the earl had always doted on Jenny.

      “I’m relieved to hear it,” the viscount was saying. “Your family has had enough tragedy after losing your nephew and sister-in-law last year.”

      It had been a catastrophe, and yet another devastating loss for the earl. Her uncle, Chester Gordon, was in line to inherit the title—if he could be found. Where the earl loved home and family, his brother had craved science and insects, preferring the jungles of Africa or some faraway place no one could pronounce. Due to his brother’s infrequent visits home, Lord Townsen had raised his nephew Arthur as a son and prepared him to run the estates for the baron until he eventually assumed the title.

      The earl had always insisted he was happy with his lot. A loving wife and daughter, a nephew whom he loved like a son, and good fortune shining down upon him. What more could he ask for, he’d asked often as he raised a cup in toast. Then a fever had spread through London, and in a week, Arthur Gordon and his mother were dead. The family wasn’t sure if Chester had even received the news.

      “Yes, my lord,” Jenny broke in, “it was sad indeed. Thank you so much for bringing it up.” She forced a smile, feeling a sudden dislike for the handsome man in front of her. He was poking around for something, but she didn’t know what. And from the pale face of her father, the viscount had struck a nerve.

      “I heard there was an incident involving tea⁠—”

      “Lud, but it’s dreadfully warm. Townsen, would you mind terribly if we departed early?” Her mother had also noticed the earl’s discomfort. The protective females were circling.

      This suggestion brought some color back to her husband’s face. “I’m your servant, my dear.” He turned to Jenny. “Would you care to stay longer? I’m sure we could arrange for someone⁠—”

      “Quite ready, Papa.”

      Lord Mandelay bowed over her and her mother’s gloved hand. “Lady Jennet, Lady Townsend, it’s been a pleasure.”

      Jenny gave him another thin smile, her eyes narrowed. Her mother’s pressed lips indicated she was also worried. The carriage ride home was quiet, and once home, her parents said goodnight and went straight to their bedchambers. When she couldn’t sleep, she thought a book might help, so she padded silently along the hall, passing her parents’ door on her way to the library.

      “Is there no recovering from the mine closures?” She could hear the strain in her mother’s voice even through the door. “I had no idea we were having financial difficulties. I assumed the gossip was just that and ignored it.”

      “It wasn’t only the mines, I’m afraid. I should have pulled out when the others did, but I thought… Well, Arthur was so good at choosing the right investments, when to risk a larger sum and when to walk away.” A low, masculine moan. “I invested in… in a speculative venture that failed, so I tried again. And again.”

      “Is that why you sold the estate in Kent?”

      “I’ve sold both the Kent and Somerset properties, I’m afraid. This last investment was in tea with several other scoundrels I had just become acquainted with. How could that go wrong, I asked myself. A special blend of black tea from China must bring a good price, but the warehouse burned. The entire shipment went up in smoke.”

      “The insurance will certainly take care of much of the loss.” A long silence. “The building, the tea, they were insured?”

      “I was fleeced but good, my dear, by my three partners, sly boots the lot of them. Two of whom used aliases, and one who worked for the insurer, took the allocated money for the tea, assuring me I would receive the blunt for the building. But the warehouse had been rented, and my esteemed business associates have disappeared. Lloyd’s of London sent me notice that they believe the high-quality tea they insured was, in fact, a very poor-quality green tea. They are looking for the gentlemen and investigating my part in the whole sordid affair.” Her father barked a pained, mirthless laugh. “At least Lloyd’s was also duped along with me, having employed one of the blackguards.”

      Another long silence while Jenny stood frozen, her hand upon her mouth, her heart pounding.

      “How bad is it? Please, share this burden with me, my love,” her mother pleaded, and Jenny could hear the tears in her voice. “I never would have been so extravagant this Season had I known. Now tell me all, and we will manage somehow. I can be very frugal when the circumstances warrant.”

      “We’re in deep, ruined, and that demmed Mandelay is blowing the horn. I’ve maneuvered the Apostles as long as I could, and now they’re all converging at once. There is no way for me to recuperate these losses or weather the bloody scandal. I doubt they would pursue a prison sentence, but there is no more credit. I shall never hold my head up again.”

      Jenny thought she heard a sob. Her heart ached for her papa as guilt slammed in her chest.

      “Our country seat in Northumberland is small but self-sufficient and will provide for both of you. My brother will not want to manage it, but I have a competent steward, and you shall live there. I had enough sense never to touch your dowry, and it will provide a modest living. You and Jenny will be fine.”

      At the mention of her name, her stomach roiled. Her father was talking as if he wouldn’t be with them.

      “Townsen, stop this nonsense. We will face this storm together. Do not play the martyr with me, sir,” her mother scolded in a gentle tone. “Who needs London as long as we are a family? We’ll be as content as a bee in a heather field. With a bit of budgeting⁠—”

      Jenny moved away from the door, horrified. The dresses purchased for her first Season, the countless accessories, the ball Mama had planned for her coming-out had all been extravagances Papa could ill afford. Blinded by tears, she stumbled down the stairs. While she had played the spoiled, selfish debutante, her father had been selling off prime properties to buy silly trinkets she and her mother insisted they needed.
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        * * *

      

      “But my lady, these are your best gowns,” whined her maid. “If I try to sell them, I’ll be accused of stealing them. I have a mum to care for.” Elsa wrung her hands, fear brightening her pale-blue eyes. “Please don’t make me do it.”

      It had been three days since Jenny had overheard her parents’ conversation. She’d spent the mornings going through her entire wardrobe, knowing there was a purse of gold in the dizzying array of color and fabric atop her bed.

      Jenny sighed, hands on full hips. “Do you know of anyone who could?”

      “Something’s off. What is it, miss?”

      “I’m afraid⁠—”

      A knock on the door gave Elsa an excuse to leave the small mountain of clothing. The housekeeper stood in the hall, her hands clasped in front of her.

      “Lady Townsen wishes to see you in your father’s office, Lady Jennet. She says it’s urgent.”

      “Tell her⁠—”

      “Very urgent. I’m to bring you straight away.”

      Jenny’s heart pounded as she hurried down the stairs. She found her mother, pale and crying, with a gentleman she didn’t recognize. “Mama, what is it?” Jenny fell to her knees before the countess, pulling her mother’s hand to her own cheek.

      “There’s been… there’s been…” A low wail escaped Lady Townsen, and she bent her head, gripping Jenny’s fingers so tightly she thought they would break.

      “I’m afraid there’s been an accident, my lady,” said the stranger. “Your father’s carriage was abandoned on a bridge outside of Town. His body was found this morning in the Thames.”
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        September 1820

        Brierdene Hall, Brierdene, Northumberland

      

      

      

      Lady Townsen paced back and forth, waving the letter above her head, her voice growing shriller with each step. The ash-brown hair mother and daughter shared had gained threads of silver since the death of her husband. “He’s dead. Your uncle succumbed to a fever in some godforsaken jungle.”

      “Uncle Chester? Mama, what does that mean?” Jenny didn’t want to seem unsympathetic, but she’d seen the man only a few times and couldn’t remember ever having a conversation with him.

      Her mother stopped pacing and crumpled the paper. “I don’t know. I assume the search will be on for some distant male relative.”

      “And in the meantime?” Jenny’s stomach roiled. They were settled and content now at Brierdene Hall. It had been an adjustment, but with each trial, Mama always repeated their motto:

      
        
        A new day, a new start.

      

      

      “The title will be put in abeyance, so we have a roof over our heads for now. With a bit of luck, it could take a year before they find another Gordon descendant.”

      “And if they don’t find an heir?

      “Lud, if we could only be so fortunate. There have been titles in abeyance for centuries. So, we’ll say a prayer tonight that there are no more Gordons in England. At least until you have found a husband.” Her mother leaned forward and patted Jenny’s cheek. “Though how we’ll find someone suitable so far north, with nothing to recommend us to anyone but gentry, will be the mystery of the decade.”

      “If nothing changes, we’ll never return to London for a Season.” Jenny frowned and tapped her foot, feeling her mother’s hazel eyes studying her. “I’ll soon be twenty-one, Mama. I may not have the luxury of picking and choosing.”

      Coming to terms with the fact she would never find a titled husband after her father’s suspicious death, Jenny had dreamt of finding a wealthy and handsome squire. He would fall instantly in love with her, giving her free rein with his income to help the villagers. She was sure that by initiating some altruistic act, she could make up for the past selfishness that had led to her father’s death. She and her mother had played a part in his demise as surely as the swindlers who’d robbed him.

      “I’m more concerned they will find some long-lost cousin.” With a huff, her mother joined her before the hearth as they enjoyed tea in the small first-floor parlor. A cheerful fire blazed, the pop and crackle a comforting sound. “He could easily throw us out on the street.”

      “The road,” chirped Jenny with a smirk.

      “What?”

      “We are outside the village. There is only a road, no streets.”

      “You impudent girl,” her mother said with a bark of laughter. “In the meantime, we must increase our efforts to find you a husband.”

      Jenny groaned. “There is no one within fifty miles suitable for a husband.”

      “The baron is interested.” Lady Townsen poured herself and her daughter a cup of tea. She took a sip. “Though, he is a bit long in the tooth.”

      “I admit he is a kind gentleman, but the thought of—” She shuddered.

      “I agree. Your father would haunt me if I let you marry that old man.” She let out an exasperated sigh. “We’ll have to hope that fate has plans for us. Something will come along, my dear. Someone is out there, waiting to sweep you off your feet.”

      Jenny giggled. “From gothic to romance. Only you, Mama.”

      Both women tended to be optimistic. If Jenny was Friday-faced, her mother would lift her spirits with some quip, or a favorite dessert would be produced after supper. If it was her mother succumbing to a fit of the blue-devils, Jenny would bring up some of their favorite memories. They would laugh and reminisce together, remembering how fortunate they were compared to so many others.

      While the estate provided them shelter, the income from rents barely covered the upkeep and the steward’s wage. There were too many repairs needed, and no money coming in to make necessary improvements. Mr. Harvey lament days gone by when the estate had been a grand place. If we only had a bit of brass, he’d say, Brierdene Hall could regain its old glory.

      In reality, the widow’s pension was enough to pay a small staff and keep everyone fed and clothed, with a little leftover for an annual trip to London to visit the solicitor. Last summer, Mama had received an invitation from an old friend, Lady Franklin, and they’d spent a glorious month in Bath. But their lives were far from the social whirlwind of London society.
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        * * *

      

      December 1820

      “Well, the worst has happened.” Lady Townsen sighed, her eyes rolling up to the ceiling. “Why did I not ask you more about your outcast uncle?”

      “A disowned relative?” asked Jenny, ignoring the fact her mother still spoke to her dead husband as if her were alive. “What does the solicitor say?”

      Jenny’s mother cleared her throat and began to read,

      Dear Lady Townsen,

      I am writing to inform you a male descendant of the Gordon family has been found. Mr. Barnabus Gordon is the grandson of Lord Townsen’s uncle, Mr. Theodore Gordon, and the son of Mr. Barnaby Gordon, Lord Townsen’s cousin. Both Mr. Theodore and Barnaby Gordon are deceased. Barnabus, the future Earl of Townsen, will arrive some time before February to inspect the estate.

      His response to my letter was curt. Neither the tone of his correspondence nor his moniker bode well for any possible charitable obligations to estranged family members. In the shipping industry, he is called The Hangman, preying on smaller companies who face bankruptcy and acquiring their vessels for a pittance. I would advise an immediate search for alternate lodgings.

      Your servant,

      Mr. Gladbury

      

      “Why have you not spoken of these Gordons, Mama? What did the uncle do that I have never even heard his name?” Jenny imagined a rake of great proportion, disowned for his scoundrel ways. Did that type of behavior pass from father to son? What kind of rogue would soon be upon their doorstep?

      

      “I don’t know much. Your father only mentioned his uncle once or twice. By the time we were married, the scandal had been almost forgotten.” She tapped her lip with her forefinger, looking up to the ceiling again. “What did you tell me, my love?”

      “Was he cast out of London for torrid affairs? Or in a duel and had to flee the country?”

      “Missing the London on-dits, child?” her mother scolded with a chuckle. “No, it was a desire for adventure. Uncle Theodore somehow landed on a ship and became a pirate.”

      “A pirate? How romantic.”

      “Lud, I don’t think so. He married some Scottish lass and made his living roaming the seas and plundering ships.” Lady Townsen paused at her daughter’s amazed look. “I imagine that will satisfy your curiosity for a while.”

      “Did Papa ever meet either of them?” Jenny envisioned one of the tall, dark Gordons at the helm of a great vessel, bellowing orders as another ship approached. Her heart began to pound at the thought of the man soon to arrive on their—his—doorstep.

      “He remembered his uncle as full of life but never saw or heard of him again after he left.”

      “Was he handsome?”

      “I have no idea.” Lady Townsen wagged a finger at Jenny. “Don’t get any romantic ideas about handsome pirates whisking you away on a ship and living on some little island where it never gets cold.”

      She shook her head and giggled. “Well, Mama, it seems as if you have given it more thought than I have. Who is the other letter from?”

      Her mother broke the seal and opened the correspondence, scanning it quickly. “Lady Franklin. They are planning Christmastide festivities and have invited us to stay through Twelfth Night.” She tapped the correspondence with her finger. Her old friend was married to a very wealthy baronet in the import and export business. “This might be the opportunity we’ve been looking for. We can never afford to stay long on our yearly trek to Town, let alone stay during the Season. But if either of Lady Franklin’s daughters are there for the holidays, you may meet an eligible young man. One who is looking to step up in society.”

      “But we don’t know when Mr. Gordon will arrive. Is it proper to leave if he should come while we’re away?” To be in London with friends, dancing, music, games… Not that she wasn’t grateful for Brierdene Hall, but it was rather dull and lonely compared to her former life. A holiday diversion, especially with this latest news from their solicitor, seemed so timely.

      “Pish on the man. If he won’t give us a more exact time of his visit, how can he expect us to sit and wait for him day and night? Besides, what difference does it make? He is coming to inspect the property not us.” Her mother’s sly grin was contagious. “Let’s see what mischief we can get into in Town, shall we?”
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        Early December 1820

        Glasgow, Scotland

      

      

      

      The old gentleman signed the contract with a trembling hand. He paused for a moment when he’d finished, his head hung low over the desk. Then he took in a deep but shaky breath and turned to Harding with his chin up.

      “I usually shake hands and say thank ye when I finish a business negotiation. But pardon me if I decline in this situation, Mr. Gordon.” The man glared at Barnabus. “Or should I say, Mr. Hangman?”

      “Call me what you like. I submitted a fair price for a collapsing business, and it was accepted. Would you have preferred to lose everything to the bank and walk away a pauper?” Barnabus shook his head, disgust curling his top lip. “Men make poor financial decisions, find themselves in the River Tick, then cast judgment upon me when I offer them a way back to shore. You could have declined, sir. I did not force this transaction upon you.”

      The gentleman left quietly but slammed the door in a final farewell.

      “I am sorry for that—again,” Barnabus said to his friend, Lord Robert Harding, English barrister-turned-Scottish solicitor and TBG & Sons Shipping private legal counsel.

      “No apology necessary. What you said is true, though you have earned yourself quite a moniker. The Hangman descends upon flailing ship owners, offers a pittance for their few vessels, and accumulates a fleet from the far corners of Great Britain in the process.” Lord Robert’s hazel eyes sparked green. “I consider it’s shrewd business acumen rather than taking advantage of down-on-their-luck ship owners. I agree with you. Their decisions cannot be blamed on you.”

      “Desperation is the ultimate negotiator. That man was on his way to debtor’s prison once he stepped foot back on English soil, Harding, and we all three knew it.” Barnabus scrutinized the final contract before adding it to a file. “Three more ships with good captains. I’ll have my man talk to them, let them know we’ll be keeping them on, and give them free rein to hire or fire whatever crew they need.”

      “Well, if there’s nothing else, I believe I have a beautiful wife waiting for me.” Lord Robert donned a beaver hat, covering his dark-blond hair. “Are you sure you won’t join us for dinner? Annis made Scotch collops, one of your favorites.”

      “I appreciate the offer but no. However, if I could detain you a moment longer, I’ve received notice of a death in the family. Would you take a look at this and give me your professional opinion?”

      A quarter of an hour later, Lord Robert grinned. “It seems your efforts to vindicate the family name are being rewarded. You can’t get more legitimate than this. How did I not know you were related to the Earl of Townsen?”

      “My grandfather was cast out by his family when he decided to sail the seas and marry beneath him,” Barnabus said with a roll of his eyes. “I knew this other branch existed, but I’ve never met them. Don’t think my father ever did either.”

      “How ironic that you now inherit the title and”—Lord Robert glanced at the document again—“their debts. Along with a widow and her daughter residing on the entailed property.”

      “In other words, I cannot sell it.” Barnabus rubbed the back of his neck. “What can I sell?”

      “Anything that’s not entailed. Or the widow and daughter,” he said with a chuckle. Seeing his client’s irritation, he added, “Don’t look at me with those flinty eyes. I forgot you lack a sense of humor. On the bright side, when you have a son, both of you can agree to end the entailment for the next heir.”

      “So, I only need to marry, have a boy, and wait twenty or so years? Bloody inconvenient, Harding.”

      “You asked for my legal expertise. I’m curious, though. Will you toss them out? Your kin?”

      “If I can’t sell the property, I see no reason for them to leave unless they expect me to support them. Can you recommend a good solicitor in Northumberland?”

      “I’d be happy to help. An old family friend in Sunderland has been urging me to visit. It’s not far from your new property in Brierdene. You’ll be pleased to know it’s along the coast and beautiful countryside. If you don’t mind traveling with my family, we’ll make it a short holiday. You can stay with Kit and Grace, and I’m sure Annis will be happy to call on the ladies. Bringing along another female may put Lady Townsen and her daughter more at ease while we take stock of what’s been tossed in your lap.” Lord Robert paused, studying his friend and client. “You have no experience managing an estate, I assume?”

      “You are correct as always. If it doesn’t float or isn’t imported or exported, I’m ignorant of it. Land, tenants, and genteel ladies—excepting your lovely wife—are all a mystery to me.”

      “A maze I am happy to guide you through,” said the jovial lord.

      “I sent a response saying I would arrive sometime before February, assuming this last venture would take longer. I have no objection to an earlier journey. Should you talk to Annis first? She does have a bookstore to oversee.”

      “The previous owner is in Glasgow and still helps out. Mrs. Douglas will be happy to manage the place while we’re away. Give us two weeks to set things straight, and we’ll be ready.”

      “Wait, that would put us near Christmastide. Are you sure? I’ve always followed my mother’s Scottish tradition of First Footing for the new year, but do you celebrate the English holiday?” The last thing he wanted to do was impose on one of his few close friends.

      Lord Robert shook his head. “As long as we’re back by December 30, Annis and Fin will be fine. They won’t miss Hogmanay with the family. The Craiggs and MacNaughtons would have my head if I took them away for that. But I’d love to show Annis and Fin some of our English traditions.”

      Relief, a rather foreign feeling, swept through Barnabus. He was entering unknown territory. Something a sailor always approached with caution. “It’s settled then. I’ll send word of my arrival.”
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        * * *

      

      Two weeks later

      Barnabus stood at the helm of his private ship, The Sweet Màiri, enjoying the salty breeze against his skin. He’d needed to be on the sea again before braving this next adventure. Why did this next chapter in his life bring such foreboding? This vessel, named after his mother, gave him comfort. Here he was always able to sort his thoughts and ease his mind. This deck, his legs spread solid and wide against the waves, sails flapping their welcome, was his refuge. Bittersweet memories might visit him, but they were accompanied by the recollections of a joyful childhood. As a boy, Barnabus’s life had been one long adventure until⁠—

      He snapped his brain back to the present dilemma: a title, a foreign thing to him which could come in useful; a crumbling estate, struggling tenants included, needing an enormous amount of expenditure; the lack of any useful knowledge pertaining to estate management or the handling of nobility; and two females in need of a protector. In addition, he needed to procure an advisor, a partner of sorts, to help him navigate the London shipping district.

      “Somethin’ must be troublin’ ye, Captain. We’re no’ treated to your presence for so long unless there’s a shadow chasin’ ye.” Malcolm MacDunn, the true captain of The Sweet Màiri, joined him at the rail. “Ye’re no’ regretting becoming an honest citizen, are ye?”

      Barnabus snorted. “No, MacDunn. I’m happy with my progress. It’s the latest developments that puzzle me.”

      “Ah, the lordship debacle? Ye dinna want it, but ye canna ignore it.” The Scot leaned away from the wind and bent his head, trying to light his pipe, then gave up, slipping back into his pocket. “Do ye plan to become the country squire, then?”

      “You’ve known me since I was in leading strings, clinging to my mother’s skirts and finding my sea legs on this very deck. Do you think I have it in me?” How long did an earl have to reside at his estate? Surely, there was a qualified man—more qualified than him, by far—who had been taking care of the property. Or was the manager the reason the estate had fallen into decay?

      MacDunn rubbed his balding head, grayish-red tuffs sticking out around his ears. “Weel, I’ll admit when I came up behind ye and saw that black as midnight hair bendin’ to the wind, the steady stance that says ye’re in charge, I thought it was your da. But looks are deceiving.” MacDunn leaned against the rail and gazed out across the frothy waves. “Ye’re da could only be one thing. And he did it well to the end. A better captain I never kent or called friend. But I believe Master Barnabus can do anything he sets his mind to. Whether he’ll be content is another question. Only time can tell ye that.”

      “Ah, Malcolm, if only I had a crusty ol’ Scot like you to advise me on land.” He gave the older man a side-glance. “You wouldn’t⁠—”

      “Never, laddie. Ye’d have to carry me dead and stiff across the English border. The only soil these toes ever crave is in the Highlands.” MacDunn scratched at the stubble on his weathered neck. “Though I would consider meetin’ ye at the nearest port. Whitley Bay, perhaps?”

      “If that’s the best I can negotiate, then I’ll take it.” Barnabus swallowed, irritated by how swiftly his melancholy mood had descended. “Do you think he’d be proud of what I’ve accomplished?”

      In a low, husky voice, MacDunn said the words Barnabus hoped were true. “Ah, Bussy, more than ye ken. More than ye ken, laddie. They’re both watchin’ over ye from above. I’m sure of it. And they see how much we miss them.”

      He turned to the gnarled sea crab who had been like a father to him, blinking back the ridiculous emotion clouding his vision. “Have I ever thanked⁠—”

      “Och, no need. If I didna love ye, I wouldna be here. I assume ye feel the same, so no words are necessary, aye?”

      “Aye, right.” Barnabus chuckled, then blinked again when MacDunn grabbed him up in a bear hug, thumping his back hard.

      “I’ve an inkling ye’ll soon be cresting a new horizon. Wherever it takes ye, whatever happens, I’ll be here for ye till the good Lord sees fit to call me. Never doubt that, Bussy. Ye hear me?” MacDunn stepped back and wiped his nose with his sleeve, muffling a sound suspiciously close to a sniffle. “Ye’ll do right by these kin of yours, take care of business, and then take stock. The path will beckon to ye, just like the sea, if ye keep your mind open to hear it.”
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      “Mama, I cannot find my fan. I know I didn’t leave it behind because Papa gave it to me.” Jenny blew at the curls falling across her cheeks as she paced the parlor, the worn Aubusson carpet soft beneath her slippers. She had finished packing except for the small last-minute items that kept popping into her brain at odd moments. “I believe I have everything else I need.”

      “I believe you’ve told me the same at least a dozen times since yesterday morning.” Lady Townsen studied her daughter’s face. “You look tired. Are you sleeping well?”

      “I’ve had vivid dreams the past few nights about The Hangman. He arrives on our doorstep with swarthy-looking men wearing sailor attire. The earl makes his claim, throws all of our belongings into the courtyard, provides us with a donkey and a small cart, and locks us out of the manor. It’s melodramatic, I know. And when I wake, it all seems quite silly, but during the dream, it seems so real.” Jenny smiled weakly, remembering not only the fear of being evicted, but the wicked attraction she felt toward the attractive villain. “But the oddest part was that he was so handsome. The Gordon dark looks and a seductive smile with such white teeth. Like a devil in disguise.”

      “Having the moniker The Hangman lends him to be a villain in anyone’s dream. Which reminds me, we must stop using that name. I fear one of us will let us slip when we finally meet him. It won’t help our case if we insult the man.”

      With a nervous laugh, Jenny slowed her steps. “Yes, Mama. I will try.”

      She hadn’t told her mother quite all of her dream. She’d skipped the part where the Hangman kissed her, she slapped him, and then he threw their belongings out of the house. Lud, but she’d have been a talent for the stage if she’d been born to a different station. Her body tingled at the memory of the tempestuous kiss, her fingers touching her lips as if it had actually happened.

      “What else is bothering you? You’re hiding something from me.”

      Guilt sent a rush of heat up her neck as Jenny fell into a chair near the window. “Perhaps I’m a tad nervous. It’s as if our future depends on who I may meet in the next few weeks.”

      “Horse feathers!” Her mother paused before Jenny’s chair and took her hands in her own warm ones. “My sweet, beautiful daughter. Do not take such responsibility upon your slim shoulders. You only need to keep your heart open and allow destiny to find your course. Remember, good things happen to good people. And you are⁠—”

      “A good person, I know. We both are. Yet sometimes, it’s hard to relate that idiom with what happened to Papa. He was a fine, decent man.” Jenny took a deep breath. It would not do to become teary-eyed on the eve of a long journey, upsetting her mother before the upcoming festivities.

      “But he never had a mind for business, so he was thrilled when your cousin Arthur showed an aptitude for finances. That boy had a Midas touch, indeed, besides being more cynical. Your papa assumed men were honest until they proved differently.” Lady Townsen perched on the arm of Jenny’s chair. “Daughter, you were unfortunate to learn so early in life that bad things can also happen to good people. But facing those challenges make us stronger and make us appreciate the joy that comes our way, unlike those who take it for granted.”

      “Is that how you feel about Papa and our circumstances now?”

      Her mother nodded. “My first marriage was arranged by my father. He was charming, much older, and a rogue. His only saving grace was his devotion to you. When he was taken by apoplexy, few were surprised. He was a scapegrace of the first degree. I vowed my second marriage would not be for anyone but myself.”

      “And you met Papa?”

      “Young and handsome and so very shy. We met at a ball and danced. Afterwards, he offered to fetch me some ratafia⁠—”

      “And spilled it all over your dress!” A giggle came over her as the beloved story lightened their mood.

      “I had seventeen years of love, companionship, and being adored. He was a man who made me feel as if I had a voice, as if I… were not just a woman. The Earl of Townsen was a nobleman and a noble man. These few years of darkness are but the crumbled tea leaves left in the bottom of your cup after sipping the most divine brew. Well worth a little bitterness at the end for all the delight experienced while drinking.”

      Jenny studied the embroidered hem of her shawl, not wanting her mother to see the tears. “Do you think I will find such a love? A man who will love me so well that we can weather any storm?”

      “Yes, my darling girl. I’m sure of it. Destiny will do her job if we are patient.”

      “So, destiny is female?” Jenny remarked with a laugh.

      “Of course, dear. A male couldn’t keep track of everyone’s future. Most can’t even tie their own cravats.”
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        * * *

      

      Barnabus leaned on the pommel, scratching the horse’s neck as he surveyed a row of tenant houses. Some of the cottages were in worse shape than others. He could mentally tally the cost of repairs for a ship with ease, but he had no idea how much a thatch roof cost to replace. Or how to bring a fallow field back to fruition. Or how to prove to the people tending this land that they could trust him.

      The tenants had cast wary glances at him, taking note of his fine wool greatcoat, gleaming Hessians, and new beaver hat. They must have assumed he was the new lord for the men doffed their caps and the women curtsied as he rode by. The last time he’d been dressed to the nines was his mother’s funeral. How these villagers would laugh if they knew how uncomfortable he was in the new clothes. And on the horse. Though his father had made sure he knew how to ride, Barnabus had always preferred sailing to any other transportation and never saw the need to improve his skills.

      His friend had been correct. The small village of Brierdene sat in a beautiful valley with a burn running through it that flowed to the mouth of Whitley Bay. He would find a hill on the property and hopefully be able to see the bay and the North Sea beyond. It would give him comfort while he was relegated to landlord. It had been six years since he’d had a home to visit on land.

      As he approached the iron gate, also in need of repair, he decided the estate wasn’t in as bad a condition as he’d imagined. Though to be honest, he’d imagined the worst. He had blunt at the ready, but it would still be a dent in his pocket. Lord Robert would join him tomorrow when he met with the steward. And Annis said she’d send a card to have tea with the ladies. His last living relatives.

      After opening, then securing the gate, he mounted and leisurely took the long, tree-lined drive to Brierdene Hall. From a distance, the manor was formidable. The original main house had been constructed with dark gray stone with three levels of windows, the lower panes with casements. Due to their lighter shade, the wings must have been added later, creating a semi-protected courtyard. In the center was a fountain, which he knew would have been stunning if there’d been running water and lights shining upon it at night.

      Barnabus hated to admit it, but he was impressed. In his mind’s eye, he could see the estate after the improvements. A jolt of anticipation rushed over him as it always did when presented with a challenge. The feeling he remembered from his youth when he and his father had built a boat together: drawing the plans, collecting the materials, and creating the physical version of their rudimentary sketches. It was how he’d learned about the workings of a vessel and what was necessary to keep it afloat.

      She’s like a woman. If you don’t study every piece and purpose of her, you won’t know when she needs your attention and how to fix her. I recognize each creak and groan The Sweet Màiri makes and what she’s trying to tell me.

      His father had been right. Perhaps if he spent some time with the repairs, accompanied the manager throughout the day, he’d learn how to run this estate. The building was as solid as any ship he owned, and something about the property made him feel as if… It was folly, of course, but the cold wind rustling through the pines seemed to issue a welcome. Generations of Gordons had held this land, and now a sea-loving stranger was taking the helm.

      Stopping in front of the large portico, he dismounted and looked about him for a servant. When he’d visited Lord Robert’s home outside Glasgow, or any well-to-do associate, he was greeted almost immediately. He began walking around the house to find the stable, assuming there must be limited staff, when a young boy of about twelve came running and almost slammed into him as they met at a corner.

      “Beg pardon, milord,” said the gangly dark-haired lad in a thick northern brogue. “Would ye like me to take yer horse fer ye?”

      “That depends on whether you’re employed by the Townsens. I’m not inclined to hand this beast off to a stranger, especially since he’s not mine.” Barnabus was amused by the boy’s perplexed look.

      “Well, sir, I’m not sure if I’m employed, but I do work here. And live here, too, with me parents.” He scratched his unruly mop, then grinned. “Is that what ye mean?”

      He nodded and handed the boy his rein. “He belongs to Lord Sunderland, one of your neighbors, so take care.”

      The boy’s brown eyes widened. “Ye must be the new earl, then, eh?” He spit in one palm, rubbed his hands together, then wiped them on his wool pants. “I’m pleased to meet ye, yer lordship.”

      A grin split his face. “Me ma will be spittin’ mad when she finds out I met ye first.”

      “I hate being the cause of strife between family members,” he answered, careful to keep his expression stern. “Perhaps you shouldn’t mention it to her until after we’ve been introduced?”

      Shaking his head, the boy gave him a rueful look and took the rein from Barnabus. “Ma always knows. Don’t know how but she does.”

      Taking the few steps up to the door, Barnabus picked up the brass knocker and announced his arrival. An older butler with silver hair, narrowed green eyes, and a worn but dark suit coat answered the door. Barnabus, always a few inches taller than most, was surprised to find the butler an inch or two over his own height. The man stood there, waiting for the visitor to speak.

      “I’m Mr. Barnabus Gordon to see Lady Townsen. I believe I’m expected.” He moved past the butler and took off his hat and gloves, handing them to the man. The entryway was promising. A receiving room was to the right, he assumed, with a large hearth but no fire. To the left was the dining room. The marble stairs at the end of the hallway rose to the first floor with a balcony overlooking the entrance. “Are they at home?”

      “Yes, my lord, but I do not think they are expecting you.” The servant stood with the hat and gloves in his hand, not moving, a blank expression on his craggy face. “You may wait in the drawing room while I inform them they have a guest.”

      While he waited in the chilly room, rubbing his hands together, he took in the details of the large square room. Dark panels, with painted scenes of the estate from a bygone time, graced the wall. Several large Axminster carpets covered three different areas of the space, all of a different pattern but the same colors of brown, red, green, and cream. There was a chaise longue at one end near a table which held a pile of books. Two smaller couches, covered in some type of russet brocade, faced each other in front of the fireplace. The furnishings were expensive but worn. Upon the carved oak mantel were miniatures and knickknacks of what he assumed were family.

      He froze, fists clenched, and swallowed. Images of his family.

      Stopping before the hearth, he studied the portraits in the center. The first was a man who looked like an older version of his father, dark hair, gray eyes with a hint of humor, that Gordon dent in one cheek. Barnabus cursed the pulse pounding in his ears as he picked up the silver frame. This man had been his father’s cousin, yet they had never spoken, let alone met. Something pinched at his chest as he set the late earl back on the shelf. He moved to the next and saw a lovely woman with brown hair and light-brown eyes. Or were they hazel? It was hard to tell. She wore a hint of an impish smile that made Barnabus wonder what she’d been like as a girl. He assumed this must be Lady Townsen, the widow.

      He moved to one end of the mantel to find a larger frame, a miniature of a younger man and an older woman. He also had dark hair and silver eyes. Was this the son of the late heir? Barnabus had learned his other uncle had lost both his son and wife. He resembled the Gordons, not taking after his mother who was petite and blonde with smiling blue eyes. Spotting another frame on the far end of the shelf, he moved toward it. As he picked it up, he sucked in a breath.

      Surely she was the daughter. Almost a mirror image of her mother, but much more beautiful with a perfect heart-shaped face. Her eyes…

      “Mr. Barnabus Gordon?” Softly spoken, the sultry voice swept over him as he stared at the image before him. His heart thumped, and Barnabus struggled to turn around. His gut was shouting a warning, not to turn around but to run, or that sweet timbre would wash him away on a wave of⁠—

      “Ah, the prodigal son. Or his grandson, anyway.”

      Another female voice broke the spell. You’re an eejit, Bus. He must need sleep. Or a drink. Or a bottle. This time he turned to the women without hesitation.

      “Yes, ma’am,” he said to the older woman who now stood before him. “I am, indeed.”

      “Barnabus Gordon or prodigal son?” asked the seductive voice.

      “One and the same, I suppose,” he answered. His gaze traveled across the room, and he saw the miniature come to life. She moved forward, her tawny eyes glinting with flecks of gold. His heart pounded as she held her hand out to him.

      “I am Lady Townsen, and this is my daughter, Lady Jennet,” the widow said for introductions.

      “My lord,” she murmured as he took her fingers in his and kissed her knuckles. His blood stirred at their touch, but when he tried to see if she felt the same, he found her eyes downcast.

      He performed the same courtesy for her mother and turned back to Lady Jennet. She had raised her gaze to watch his interaction with her mother, and at this proximity, he could see the sparks of green in the brown orbs. Fascinated, he found it hard to look away when the countess spoke.

      “Excuse my manners,” Lady Townsen said. “You are the earl now, and I should use your proper title, Lord Townsen.”

      Barnabus was surprised at the lack of resentment in her voice, only sincere welcome. They were both smiling at him, so similar yet different, and it occurred to him that his second cousin had been a fortunate man. Then his business mind took over, telling him it was most likely a ruse to disarm him.

      “No apology necessary. May I offer my belated condolences on your loss?” This time there was no doubt to the authentic pain that passed over both women’s countenances. Yes, the late earl had been blessed with the love and loyalty of these two women.

      “Thank you,” they murmured together.

      “As I said in my letter⁠—”

      “What letter?” Again, they spoke as one.

      “I sent word that I would arrive this week, stay through the holiday while I learned the condition of the estate, then depart for London.” He paused at their shocked looks. “Obviously, you did not receive my correspondence.” This was deuced awkward.

      “I’m afraid not,” confirmed Lady Townsen. “We have plans to spend Christmastide with friends in London. Our trunks are packed, and we are leaving this morning.”

      “Well, you’ll have to postpone your trip.”
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      The ladies gasped in unison. “I beg your pardon?” The countess flushed with anger. “We laid eyes on you but a few moments ago, and you’re ordering us about? You may own this property, my lord, but you do not have any say over us.”

      Jenny was shocked at his rudeness and her mother’s flare of temper. But from the scraps she knew of him, he had little experience with ladies of the ton. Perhaps a little grace was in order. And then came his next words.

      “That’s good to hear. Then you don’t need a place to stay or an annual allowance. This greatly eases my mind.” The odious man was returning her mother’s glare, both unblinking. This was turning into a disaster. They desperately needed to retain their lodging.

      “Lord Townsen, you’ve taken us by surprise. Please, give us a moment to rethink our plans and send word to our hostess. As the invitation extends through Twelfth Night, I’m sure we can delay our departure and help you become acquainted with the Brierdene Hall and its surrounding property. Right, Mama?” She laid a calming hand on her mother’s arm. “There is no need for harsh words between family. Don’t you agree?”

      Lady Townsen drew in a deep breath and continued in a more composed tone. “Of course. I am sorry, my lord, but I’ve been quite used to being in charge these past two years. I shall ring for tea and send someone to bring in your luggage. Did you come by carriage?”

      “Yes, ma’am. I mean, no, ma’am.” The earl scrubbed a hand over his face. “I understand my appearance here is a surprise. I’m not accustomed to business dealings with—” He waved a hand at them and around the room. He faltered as he locked eyes with Jenny.

      The man was as handsome as her dreams but older. He must be at least thirty, though his dark complexion told of long days in the sun. His raven hair, pulled back and tied at his nape, was unlike the manicured cuts of London men, though his clothes were well tailored and expensive. A long dimple appeared on his left cheek as his full lips broke into a half smile. Heavens, what would a full smile do to her insides if a partial one made her knees weak? But it was the silver eyes, glinting like the ocean caps on a sunny day, that held hers captive.

      The countess cleared her throat, then smiled when both Jenny and the earl jerked their gaze to the floor. “Your luggage, my lord?”

      “I’m staying with some friends at Sunderland Castle and came by horseback. I thought I’d take my first glimpse alone and stopped in on the spur of the moment. My traveling companions, Lord Robert Harding and his wife, were to accompany me tomorrow when we meet with Mr. John Harvey.” His thick dark brows pulled together, either in concentration or irritation, Jenny couldn’t decide. “My intent is to find out what is needed here, make arrangements to continue the upkeep of the estate, then be on my way. As long as you have no need for funds, I have no objection to the two of you remaining here as long as you like.”

      “I see. Well then, we are in perfect accord.”

      Jenny’s shoulders sagged with relief even as she inwardly cringed at the obvious relief in her mother’s voice that he would not be staying at the manor.

      Barnabus Gordon, Earl of Townsen was a puzzle. His appearance suggested wealth. His manner, along with the fact he hadn’t shaved recently, suggested he was unused to mingling in society. His words were polite, then harsh in the next breath. But those stormy gray eyes told her he was a driven man. A lonely man, she’d wager. She had watched him studying the miniatures of the family, recognized the melancholy expression. He was not cruel or wicked, she decided. More abrupt than rude, most likely a successful negotiator who expected his orders to be followed.

      “Have you broken your fast? You are welcome to join us,” suggested Jenny. She thought his friend’s name of Harding sounded familiar from their days in London but couldn’t be certain. A younger son of a title, perhaps?

      He gave a curt nod. “I would like that.”

      “Wonderful. Most of the house is closed due to our… circumstances. We only occupy what rooms are necessary for ourselves and the small staff we keep. There is one guest room on the next floor open if you’d like to freshen up from your ride.” Jenny turned toward the door to lead him upstairs. “If you’d like to leave your greatcoat with Mr. Darren, he’ll give it a good brushing while we eat. After breakfast, we could tour the house. I’m afraid only the kitchen garden is kept up these days as far as the grounds. We could visit the stable, however.”

      Another curt nod. “Yes, I would like that.”
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      Eejit, eejit, eejit.

      His mother would be wagging a finger in his face if she could see him now. Think before you speak. These were ladies of the beau monde, not his crew or a flailing ship owner. Malcolm could have done better.

      You’ll have to postpone your trip. Barnabus would have bristled too if someone had spoken to him like that. He should have waited until tomorrow and come with Harding and Annis.

      Removing his coat—how had he not done so already?—he found Darren waiting in the hall and handed it over. So far, he’d not impressed anyone, not even the deuced butler. That man led him past the breakfast room where the ladies stopped, up the stairs, and down a corridor, opening a door on the right. Barnabus assumed this was the lone guest room.

      “I believe everything needed for your ablutions should be here. If I’ve forgotten anything, my lord, please ring.” He bowed and left the room.

      “Thank you, Darren,” Barnabus said belatedly as he looked about. A dresser held a pitcher and wash basin, fresh towels, and even shaving supplies. Though he wouldn’t spend time on that. They’d just have to put up with his scruff, he thought as he looked into the small mirror on the pale-yellow walls. On the far end of the room was a four-poster bed of walnut. A wheat-colored satin counterpane covered the mattress with large fluffy pillows that beckoned to him. A matching walnut wardrobe stood in another corner.

      He hadn’t slept well the previous night, or the night spent at the inn. When he’d been sixteen and returned to Glasgow to be with his mother, he hadn’t been able to sleep. Malcolm had set up a hammock in his room, saying it would sway more like a ship. It had worked. What would the Earl of Sunderland say if Barnabus put one up in his room? That made him snort.

      After a quick wash and comb, he retied his hair and took inventory in the mirror. Presentable. It would have to do. He thought of Lady Jennet, her rounded face, ivory skin, those huge brown-gold-green eyes. Heat surged through him at the thought of her plump, pink lips.

      She’s family. Family you have only just discovered, ye blunderhead.

      Yet, he wasn’t usually affected by females like this. He had desires, of course, and there were women who took care of that. He’d had a mistress once, but he was never in Glasgow long enough, and she’d moved on to someone more attentive. His motivation to make the Gordon name respectable had consumed him the last five years. Marriage, and certainly love, had been something for other men.

      Now that he was close to achieving his goal, Barnabus wondered what was next. This estate might keep him busy for a while, but he couldn’t abandon the sea. That was his real home, had been since he was four. Besides his parents, the ship’s crew was the only other family he’d ever known. Yet the voyages didn’t hold the same excitement for him as when he was a lad. It was more the comfort and routine that kept him going back. When he felt alone or adrift, The Sweet Màiri gave him footing again, a place he belonged, people he belonged with.

      He'd write to MacDunn and tell the Scot to make sail for Whitley Bay. How odd that most people planted deep roots in the soil while his haven was movable. It would help to have his ship nearby while he navigated this strange, new course through the hills and valley of Brierdene.

      He found his way back down the stairs and to the morning room. It was a bright room
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