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			To Susan Huggett Williams, for all you do.

			And to Ursula Vernon, the daughter I never had—
this is as close as I get to exploding carriages.

		

	
		
			Chapter One

			Yorkshire

			December 1823

			Dear Charlotte,

			The school must be an empty place with your pupils gone for the Christmas season. I hope you have friends nearby to look in on you. A woman alone is never entirely safe.

			Your concerned cousin,

			Michael

			No more marriage mart. That would be Elinor Bancroft’s Christmas gift to herself this year.

			Ignoring the antics of her bored young cousins and their friend as the Bancroft carriage hurtled toward Sheffield for the holiday, Ellie gave a heartfelt sigh. She’d rather be a spinster at home in Sheffield than endure another humiliating Season in London. Just the thought of being launched into the social whirl again in a mere three months made her stomach churn.

			Now all she had to do was convince Aunt Alys and Papa to give up on marrying her off. She frowned. That was unlikely.

			“The Christmas goose at Uncle Joseph’s house is the best,” eleven-­year-­old Percy Metcalf told his quiet school chum, Charlie Dickens, who’d come with them for the holidays. “He buys the biggest one in town.”

			“Will there be plum pudding?” five-­year-­old Meg Metcalf mumbled around the thumb she had stuck in her mouth. “I like plum pudding.”

			“I hope we play snapdragon,” eight-­year-­old Timothy Metcalf said.

			“I wish we could,” Ellie said, “but I doubt Papa will allow it. He’ll say snatching raisins from a burning bowl of brandy is too dangerous.”

			“But snapdragon is a Christmas tradition!” Percy protested.

			“If Mama lets us play it, why should Uncle Joseph refuse?” Tim said with a pout. “Stop the carriage, and we’ll tell her to convince him. I want to ride with her, anyway. Percy keeps hogging the seat.”

			“If you hadn’t already driven her mad this morning,” Ellie countered, “you could be riding with her now. Let her nap—alone—and I’m sure she’ll be happy to have you and Meg back in her carriage when we reach the next town.”

			After arriving in Hull by ship from London, they’d found one of Papa’s coaches waiting to take them the day’s drive to Sheffield. Business had called him to Lancashire, but he’d promised to be back before Christmas. Sadly the coach hadn’t been large enough for them all, despite the children’s nurse being delayed in London with a bad fever. They’d had to hire a post chaise just for their trunks.

			“Can we sing Christmas carols?” Meg asked.

			“If you want,” Ellie said. “What about ‘On Christmas Day in the Morn’?”

			“Let’s sing ‘A Jolly Wassail Bowl,’ ” Tim put in. He seemed to have bowls of spirits on the mind today.

			“That one’s too long,” Percy protested. “I want ‘The Holly and the Ivy.’ ”

			“You picked the story yesterday—I should get to pick the carol,” Tim complained, thrusting his elbow into Percy’s side.

			Percy reacted by shoving Tim, which sent Tim into Charlie, who said, “Stop that, you nodcocks!” and shoved them both. Within seconds, the rough-­and-­tumble boys were brawling. Again.

			“Enough!” Ellie protested, leaning forward to separate them. “Stop this nonsense!”

			The next thing she knew, Percy accidentally jabbed his elbow into her breast.

			“Ow!” Ellie cried, and drew back.

			Meg, who worshipped her nineteen-­year-­old cousin with a passion generally only reserved for kittens and lemon drops, threw herself into the fray. “You hurt her! Mustn’t hurt my Ellie!”

			She then burst promptly into tears, which brought the fight to a screeching halt, since the boys coddled Meg as if she were a fairy princess.

			“There now, don’t cry.” Percy clumsily patted her shoulder to comfort her.

			“Go ’way!” Meg protested, shoving at his hand. “You were mean to Ellie!”

			Biting back a smile at Meg’s fierce defense, Ellie dragged her onto her lap. “It’s all right, moppet.” She nuzzled the girl’s fragrant blond curls. “I’m fine, really. No one hurt me.” She frowned at Percy over Meg’s head. “Not much, anyway.”

			Percy thrust out his dimpled chin. “I didn’t mean to poke you in the . . . you know where.”

			“The bubby?” Tim supplied helpfully.

			“Tim!” Ellie chided. “You shouldn’t use such vulgar language!”

			“ ‘Such vulgar language,’ ” he repeated in a prissy tone, sticking his nose up in the air to mimic her. He snorted in disgust. “You’ve sure become prim and proper lately. You were more fun before you went off to that school.”

			“She’s trying to catch a husband, you chawbacons,” Percy said. “That’s what they teach them at the School for Heiresses.”

			Ellie glared at Percy. “Don’t call it that. Besides, they taught us etiquette and literature and science, too. It wasn’t just about catching a husband, you know.”

			But it really was, and she was destined for failure. She was no beauty, like her friend Lucy Seton or Mrs. Harris, owner of the School for Young Ladies, which Ellie and Lucy had attended until their coming-­out. Ellie was plain and slightly plump. Her unfashionably straight black hair defied any attempt at curling, so she had to wear it plaited in a coil atop her head.

			Lucy praised her green eyes, but since Ellie’s spectacles hid them, they did her little good. She’d tried leaving the spectacles off, only to discover that it made it hard to do anything. Beauty might indeed be but “a flower,/Which wrinkles will devour,” according to Thomas Nashe, one of her favorite poets, but she would still like to have been given the flower—at least for a while.

			And what did a man know about it, anyway? Nashe had no idea what it was like to lack any of the physical attributes that might attract a husband.

			“What do you need a husband for?” Charlie said. He wasn’t very talkative, but he could be quite sweet. “You’ve got us to look after you.”

			“Yes, Ellie,” Tim put in. “I’ll marry you.”

			Arching one eyebrow, she cleaned her spectacles. “I thought you said girls were stupid.”

			“But you’re not a girl. You’re Ellie.” Tim’s face brightened. “Think what jolly fun we could have climbing trees and fishing and riding to hounds.”

			She flashed on an image of her standing at the altar beside the towheaded Tim while he held a fishing pole at attention, and a smile curved her lips.

			“Of course, you’d have to wear something sturdier than that silly froofy thing.” Tim pointed to her redingote.

			“Froofy isn’t a word,” she shot back. “And I like this gown.” It was the only one that made her look halfway pretty.

			“You can’t clean fish in it, you know,” Tim remarked.

			“I don’t intend to clean fish ever, not even for you. Besides, what would we live on while we’re busy fishing?”

			“You’ve got a fortune, haven’t you?” Tim said with the matter-­of-­fact practicality of the young. “We’ll live on that.”

			Her smile faltered, and she donned her spectacles to hide her sudden tears. Even Tim knew that her greatest asset lay in her money. At least he was honest about it, which was more than she could say for most gentlemen. Fortunately, she could spot a fortune hunter from ten paces, thanks to her training at the school, not to mention the information proffered through letters from the school’s anonymous benefactor, “Cousin Michael.” And fortune hunters were all she ever attracted.

			As the richest heiress in north England, Ellie was the most eligible female on the marriage mart—and the least desired.

			How naïve she’d been before her coming-­out, dreaming of marrying a wildly poetic fellow like Lord Byron—but without his vexing character flaws. Instead, there’d been a steady parade of men who not only lacked poetry in their souls, but possessed the one flaw she couldn’t abide—greed. They eyed her as if she were a cow brought to market. They made her feel like a cow, too.

			She’d had enough. Once at home with Papa, playing his hostess, she meant to stay there. Forever. Her aunt and her cousins would be returning to London alone.

			“You’re too young for Ellie,” Percy told his younger brother with an air of superiority. “Ellie could marry me, except that I don’t mean to marry. Charlie and I mean to be soldiers, and she would just get in the way.”

			Aunt Alys would never let him go off to war. Despite her sweet temper and her young age of thirty-­two, their mother had a spine of steel, and her children were her life. So was Ellie, as the beloved daughter of Aunt Alys’s only sister. It had been Aunt Alys who’d urged Papa to enroll Ellie in Mrs. Harris’s school after Mama died, Aunt Alys who’d sponsored Ellie during her coming-­out. She was sure Ellie would find the perfect husband in time. She wouldn’t approve of Ellie’s plan to give up on marriage.

			But Ellie had been preparing for that. She’d been practicing with Lucy, learning to speak her mind and stick to her resolve. She’d never had trouble being firm with the children—she just had to learn to do it with . . . much bigger children.

			The thought of children made her sigh. That was a disadvantage to her plan—she’d never have a darling Meg or a clever Percy of her own.

			She clutched Meg close. Never mind that. She had her cousins and, eventually, their children. Better that than being locked in matrimony to a man who took a mistress because his wife’s only attraction was her money.

			“Have you looked outside, Ellie?” Percy was watching out the window, deep concern on his plump face. “It’s sleeting.”

			“What?” She pulled aside the curtain nearest her, dismayed to find the trees dripping with icicles. They had no hope of reaching Sheffield by nightfall now.

			She heard Papa’s coachman, Jarvis, shout something to the postboy driving the hired post chaise ahead of them. She strained to see what was going on, but they were rounding a curve near some woods, and she wasn’t at the right angle.

			Suddenly a scream sounded from somewhere on the road ahead, and their own carriage skidded. Meg was thrown from Ellie’s lap, and the boys were tossed about like matchsticks.

			“Damnation!” Jarvis brought the coach to a shuddering halt, then jumped down. After securing the horses, he trudged off across the ice-­scarred grass, using his cane for balance.

			“Stay here,” Ellie ordered the children, then left the carriage to follow him.

			Outside, she spotted the bridge where he was headed. The sleet swiftly coated her spectacles, forcing her to tuck them into her redingote pocket. Now she could barely see, although Jarvis seemed to have disappeared over the embankment beside the bridge.

			A sudden foreboding seized her as she hurried after him to peer over. Jarvis picked his way down the slope, and very near the river’s rushing waters lay the post chaise, crammed up against a thick oak.

			“Aunt Alys!” Ellie cried.

			“Stay back, miss,” Jarvis ordered. “I can’t be having you land in the river.”

			What about Jarvis? His bad leg would make it difficult for him to manage, especially now that snow mingled with the ice to form a treacherous crust over the ground. The postboy had his hands full with the struggling horses.

			Jarvis hailed her aunt, but there was no answer, and panic swept Ellie.

			“What’s going on?” Percy called out behind her.

			She turned to find the three boys climbing from the carriage as Meg peeped out the window. “Stay right there, boys.”

			“Where’s Mama?” Tim asked plaintively.

			Her heart twisted to see them ranged there, all blue-­eyed and blond except for the darker Charlie Dickens. They looked so small and helpless—the slender Tim pulling at his wrinkled breeches, the heavier Percy shoving his curls back with impatience, and their sickly friend Charlie, blinking at the sleet.

			Should she tell them the truth? No—they mustn’t go near the river, and they surely would if they guessed that their mother was in trouble.

			She marched to meet them, pasting a reassuring smile on her face. “Jarvis is relieving himself, that’s all. Get back in the carriage.”

			“I’m tired of the carriage,” Percy whined. “I want to go with Jarvis.”

			“You can’t!”

			He eyed her suspiciously.

			Desperate to distract him and the others, she said, “Weren’t we going to sing carols? Come on, let’s do ‘The Holly and the Ivy’ and ‘The Jolly Wassail Bowl.’ Meg would like that.” Trying to shoo them toward the carriage, she began to sing, “ ‘The holly and the ivy/When they are both full grown . . .’ ” until the others joined in.

			Within moments the children entered into the spirit of things, but she kept glancing back, wondering if Jarvis was all right, or if she should slip away to help.

			Then a voice boomed out from the road. “For God’s sake, what’s all the caterwauling about?”

			Their singing died in their throats. Relieved that help had arrived, Ellie whirled around, ready to commission their rescuer’s aid.

			The murky image before her struck her dumb with fear. A creature over six feet tall sat atop a massive horse, only the red of his eyes breaking the unrelieved black of his lean figure. For a second, she was reminded of Papa’s tales about strange beasts roaming the forests near Sheffield.

			Then she squinted and realized that the creature was a man. An inky greatcoat enveloped him, and his ice-­encased beaver hat sat perched atop incongruous raven curls. His face was black, except for where the sleet had created smears in what looked like soot. And he smelled of cinders.

			A miner? It had to be. Who else would travel the roads looking like that?

			She stepped forward to speak to him, but Percy grabbed her arm. “Careful, Ellie. Any chap who doesn’t like Christmas carols is bound to be a scoundrel.”

			The man trotted his horse closer. “Any chap who inflicts them on passing strangers is clearly a royal pain in the a—”

			“Sir!” she cried, covering her cousin’s ears against whatever profanities the man might spew in his Yorkshire accent. “There are children here!”

			“Aye, and a worse place to let them run I never saw. Best be on your way, madam, before the ice makes travel impossible.” With a click of his tongue, he prodded his horse on.

			“Wait, sir, please!” she cried.

			When he drew up with a foul oath, she briefly considered the wisdom of involving this ill-­mannered fellow, who might be a thief or worse. But Jarvis would never get Aunt Alys free without help, and the miner seemed to have brawn enough to manage that. She dared not look a gift rescuer in the mouth.

			“There’s been an accident,” she said in a rush. “My aunt’s carriage went off the road—”

			“Where?” he barked before she could finish getting the words out.

			She pointed at the embankment, struck silent by his surly manner. He dismounted and hurried for the river. “Just keep those brats out of my way.”

			Though the harsh words took her aback, she sprang into action. “Come, children,” she said, ushering them toward the coach.

			But Percy blocked her path, his face pale. “Mama is hurt?”

			“I’m not sure,” she admitted. “Jarvis is still trying to reach the carriage.”

			“Then I have to go help!” Percy exclaimed, starting past her.

			She grabbed his arm. “Let Jarvis and the stranger handle it.”

			“But we don’t even know if we can trust that fellow!”

			“It’ll be fine, don’t worry.” If he’d meant them harm, surely he would have already tried to take advantage of them. His gruffness perversely reassured her, especially after months in society, where the men she could least trust were always the most charming.

			When Percy still hesitated, she added, “We have to prepare a place for your mother in the coach. She’ll need blankets and cushions, in case she is hurt.”

			That sent the boys scurrying to arrange a comfy bed on one of the seats, while Meg shrank into a corner, sucking her thumb and crying softly.

			“It’s all right, Meg,” Percy told her as he plumped up a cushion. “As soon as Mama is here, we’ll go to an inn and get chocolate, won’t we, Ellie?”

			“Certainly.” Giving the boys something to do had been the right approach.

			“That man called us brats,” Tim complained as he spread a blanket. “He doesn’t even know us!”

			“I’m sure if he did, he wouldn’t call you that,” Ellie said soothingly as she climbed out to hunt for Jarvis’s flask of whisky. Aunt Alys might need it.

			Hearing a noise, she squinted at the embankment and spotted the stranger headed toward her, carrying Aunt Alys. The postboy and Jarvis were at his heels, leading the horses from the post chaise.

			“Is my aunt all right?” Ellie asked, her heart in her throat.

			“She’s alive,” the man responded, “but unconscious. I think her leg is broken, and she’s taken quite a knock to the head. She needs a doctor right away.”

			Ellie hurried to open the carriage door. “Is there one in the next town?”

			The man leaned inside to set Aunt Alys upon the seat with an odd gentleness for a man so gruff. Then he faced her with a scowl. “As I told your coachman, you won’t make it to Hensley. It’s eight miles off, even if you could maneuver up that icy hill beyond the bridge. My house is nearby—you can sit out the weather there. I’ll send someone to fetch a doctor.”

			“Goodness gracious, I don’t know,” Ellie murmured. How could this fellow fit seven extra people into his cottage, much less provide food and bedding for the children? They might be trapped for days. “Perhaps you should consult your wife first.”

			“I’ve got no wife. And you’ve got little choice.”

			If they went on to the next town they could buy what they needed, but he seemed certain of the impossibility of that.

			“He’s right, miss,” Jarvis said. “What lies beyond that bridge ain’t navigable at present. And the road back to the last town is sure to be as bad.”

			They looked to her for a decision. It felt strange to be in charge—usually Aunt Alys arranged everything. But Ellie trusted Jarvis, even if she didn’t entirely trust the sooty stranger. “I suppose we have no choice.”

			As the men discussed how best to turn the coach around, she realized that she and the children needed items from the abandoned post chaise. She would just run back to the river for some clothes and other items. She might even drag a—

			“Where the devil are you going?” the stranger called as she headed off.

			“To fetch some necessities from our trunks.”

			“Leave them be.” He came after her. “We have no time for such nonsense.”

			“But there are things we need,” she protested.

			Grabbing her by the arm, he began tugging her back to the carriage. “Nothing worth the risk of drowning in the river, Miss Bancroft.”

			“Don’t be silly.” Futilely she struggled against his iron hold. “I’m not about to—Wait, how did you know my name?”

			“Your coachman told me you’re Joseph Bancroft’s daughter.” Without ceremony, he threw open the carriage door and hoisted her inside. “Now stay put, blast you. I’ve got enough to worry about without risking the wrath of your rich father after you break your damned-­fool neck rescuing your fancy gowns.”

			“But that is not what I wished to—”

			He slammed the door and walked off.

			Taken entirely aback, she sat blinking where he’d dumped her on the coach floor. Well! Wasn’t he a churlish lout? If he hadn’t rescued Aunt Alys, she would give him a piece of her mind!

			And how was it that even strangers knew she had money?

			With an apologetic smile, Jarvis came up to say through the window, “I’m sure his lordship will be glad to send someone for the trunks later, miss.”

			“His lordship?” Could that dirty, ill-­bred fellow possibly be a gentleman?

			Jarvis bent nearer the glass. “The Baron Thorncliff, miss. But don’t you worry none about the Black Baron—that nonsense folks say about ’im is just talk.”

			The Black Baron? Ah, because of his peculiar habit of walking around caked in soot. She shuddered to think what his house might look like. And she was vastly curious to know what people were saying about him.

			Before she could ask, Jarvis hastened off and Aunt Alys moaned, shifting Ellie’s attention to her. Ellie checked her pulse. It seemed strong, and she was breathing steadily.

			“Ellie?” her aunt whispered.

			Relief flooded her. “Yes, I’m right here.”

			Aunt Alys tried to sit up, then sank back with a groan. “My . . . head hurts.”

			“I know, Aunt.” She stroked her aunt’s light brown hair back from her pale forehead. “You’ve been in an accident.”

			Aunt Alys’s blue eyes shot open, though they looked unfocused. “The children—”

			“They’re here and unharmed. We’re taking you to a doctor.” She didn’t want to tax her aunt too sorely with explanations just now. “You should rest.”

			With a nod, her aunt closed her eyes.

			“Is Mama going to be all right?” Meg asked from her perch on Percy’s lap.

			“Certainly,” Ellie said with as much conviction as she could muster.

			Wishing she could do more, Ellie settled her aunt more comfortably on the seat, careful not to jar her broken leg where it lay on the cushion that Lord Thorncliff had used to prop it up. After tucking the blanket around her, Ellie didn’t know what else to do except pray that Lord Thorncliff really could fetch a doctor to his home quickly. And that they could trust him.

			While Jarvis and their rescuer struggled to turn the coach, she fished out her spectacles so she could peer at him out the window. The stranger’s mount did appear to be rather fine, and he did carry himself with a semblance of breeding. If not for his sooty exterior, she might believe he was a lord.

			A teacher had once told them that men were either beasts, gentlemen, or beasts masquerading as gentlemen. Might there be a fourth category—gentlemen masquerading as beasts? After all, Lord Thorncliff had rescued them, albeit grudgingly. Surely that meant he was a gentleman somewhere deep inside.

			Very deep inside, judging from his surly temper. Still, perhaps he behaved like that because people around him put up with it, too cowed to do otherwise.

			Well, she couldn’t help that her family had inconvenienced him, but neither could she let him keep ordering them about without paying any mind to her opinions. She had to think of the children and Aunt Alys. Someone had to stand up to him, and that someone would have to be her.

			She just had to keep calm, and make it clear he couldn’t keep bullying her. And pray that Shakespeare was right about there being “no beast so fierce but knows some touch of pity.” Because if there was no true gentleman lurking inside that rough exterior, they might be headed for trouble.

		

	
		
			Chapter Two

			Dear Cousin,

			I don’t mind being alone. Our caretaker lives in a cottage on the grounds, and my neighbor is nearby. When the girls are away, he calls on me to make sure I am well. So you need not fret for my safety.

			Your friend and relation,

			Charlotte

			Martin Thorncliff grumbled to himself as he hunched his shoulders against the snow. Leaving Bancroft’s coachman to keep up as best as he could, Martin let his horse pick its own way to Thorncliff Hall. He was already having a bad day. The new fuses he’d invented had burned too quickly when he’d tested them at the coal mine. Then, on his way home, the sleet had begun. Now this.

			December was difficult enough for him without intruders fetching up near his land. Rich intruders. With children singing Christmas carols, of all the infernal things.

			What had Joseph Bancroft been thinking, to let his family travel so scantily protected? The man owned Yorkshire Silver, the largest silver mining company in England. He ought to have more sense than to rely on an aging coachman and some useless postboy. If those women and children had belonged to Martin, he would have protected them better.

			A snort escaped him. Right. The way he’d protected Rupert. After what had happened to his older brother, no female with sense would put herself permanently under the protection of the dangerous “Black Baron.”

			The nasty nickname society had for him made him wince. He didn’t need a wife anyway, mucking with his experiments and giving him one more person’s safety to worry about. Though occasionally, he did wish . . .

			Ridiculous. His life was as good as he deserved. It was his brother who’d been the jovial lord of the manor, who’d conversed equally well with tenant and duke, who’d run the estate with efficiency while attracting every pretty girl this side of London.

			Martin could only blow things up.

			And now he had guests, God help him. Thorncliff Hall was no place for a wounded woman and her caroling litter of cubs. Terror seized him at the thought of those boys exploring the old stone barn in back where he did his experiments.

			At least he wouldn’t have to worry about their cousin doing so. It wasn’t the sort of place to entice a fashionably dressed heiress. Everything about her screamed “spoiled rich lass,” from her expensive kid boots and matching gloves to the way she looked right through him. Then there was her impractical gown, though it did display her lush figure better than a wool cloak would have done. Probably why she wore it—young ladies like that craved attention. They were raised to enjoy it from early on.

			Well, she wouldn’t get it from him, no matter how pleasing her curves and sparkling green eyes. He’d met plenty of her sort while Rupert was alive and still forcing him to go into society. He’d even fancied a few. But once Rupert had died and the rumors had begun, they’d turned on him. He didn’t fit their notions of what a gentle­man should be. Miss Bancroft was sure to be the same.

			Worse yet, she lacked sense. Fetch a few items from their trunks indeed. Was the lass daft? Had she no idea how treacherous that ice could be? She was probably worried some miscreant would come along and steal her jewels and furs. As if any would venture out in this weather. He scowled. Her jewels could wait—he still had things to do at the manor before the snow got too thick.

			Once he reached the drive, he was able to ride ahead. His butler, Mr. Huggett, was already spreading gravel on the icy walk that bisected the low stone wall surrounding the manor. Hell and blazes, Martin hadn’t even considered how this situation might tax his small staff.

			He’d closed up half the rooms after Rupert’s death, and these days he spent every waking hour in the barn. That’s why he’d pensioned off all but the most essential servants. Fortunately Huggett excelled at making do. He’d know how to handle this disaster.

			“I’ve brought some people home with me,” Martin said as he dismounted.

			“Guests?” Sheer joy transformed Huggett’s face. “We’re having guests?”

			“More like unwanted visitors,” Martin growled. “Their other vehicle had an accident, and I had no choice but to invite them to stay.”

			Huggett clapped his hands. “Excellent! Just in time for the holiday, too!”

			“Huggett—” he began in a warning tone.

			“I know how you feel about Christmas, sir, but it’s been three years already, and now that we have visitors, we really must obtain some greenery and perhaps a Yule candle or two, not to mention preparing a goose and plum pudding—”

			“Huggett!” When he had the butler’s full attention, he added, “This is no time for festivities. One of them is wounded.”

			“Oh, dear,” Huggett murmured.

			“I’ll need you to send for Dr. Pritchard. And make sure that whoever you send fits the horseshoes with frost nails—there’s ice beneath that snow.” He glanced to where the coach trundled up the drive. “I suppose we’ll need more provisions, although no goose and plum pudding, for God’s sake. Just make sure we’ve got sufficient food for the children.”

			“Children!” Huggett exclaimed, brightening again. “How many?”

			“I’m not sure. Seemed like a lot. And there’s a young woman, too, their cousin.” As a knowing smile lit Huggett’s face, Martin scowled, “Don’t get any ideas. She’s not my sort. Besides, she took an instant dislike to me.”

			“I can’t imagine why,” Huggett said dryly. “You always smile so prettily for the ladies.”

			Martin glared at him.

			“Really, sir,” Huggett said with a sniff, “you have to expect the fairer sex to recoil from you when you look like you’ve rolled through the coals.”

			“Rolled through—” Martin looked down to find himself covered in soot. He’d been rushing to leave the mine and hadn’t washed up. “Hell and blazes.”

			“You may wish to curb your colorful language around the children,” his butler chided as the costly traveling coach approached.

			Martin was on the verge of curbing his butler with a kick to the rump when the coach pulled up in front, the door opened, and children erupted everywhere.

			This time he counted them—three whelps who chattered like magpies and a tiny cherub with a halo of golden ringlets. He only hoped there were no squalling babes hiding under the coach cushions.

			Miss Bancroft leaped out next, wearing a pair of spectacles too severe for her soft features. Since she hadn’t worn them before, he figured they were an affectation, one of those whims that sometimes possessed society ladies.

			She paused near him long enough to say, “My aunt has roused, but someone will have to carry her inside, so if you’d be so kind—”

			“Certainly. This is my butler, Mr. Huggett. He’s sending for the doctor.” On cue, Huggett hurried to a waiting groom to give the instruction, but as Martin headed for the coach, he heard Miss Bancroft exclaim, “This is where you live?”

			The incredulity in her voice rubbed him raw. All right, so Thorncliff Hall, with its blackened gritstone and mullion windows, wasn’t the Greek-­Palladian-­something-­or-­other villa that high society deemed fashionable these days—but he was proud enough of it. It might need a bit of work, but it had been in the family for over two hundred years. That ought to count for something.

			Not that this lot would appreciate it. That was gratitude for you.

			“Aye,” he shot back, “this is my home. And judging from the weather, it may be yours for the next few days, so you’d best reconcile yourself to doing without your London luxuries for the nonce.”

			“I didn’t mean— Oh, dear, Meg, don’t you dare eat that dirty snow! Excuse me, sir, I must see to the children.”

			As she ran off, he stared after her in surprise. She was corralling her cousins? It didn’t seem like something a spoiled heiress would do. Then again, women like her enjoyed ordering people about. God help any man who married her—he might get a fortune, but he’d have a slew of petulant demands to satisfy in the bargain.

			Martin found the aunt reclining on the seat inside the coach with her arm draped over her face. “Madam?” he queried.

			“Where are we?” she asked in a disembodied voice much like the one his mother had used before her death.

			It alarmed him, though at least she was conscious. “At Thorncliff Hall. You’ll be fine now.” Leaning in to scoop her up, he carried her toward the house.

			The children swarmed around them, tendering questions. Just what he didn’t need. “Miss Bancroft, keep those brats—”

			“Don’t call them brats, sir,” she shot back. “They’re perfectly well-­behaved children who’ve just seen their mother injured. Have some sympathy, if you please.”

			The admonishment took him aback. Most women quaked in their boots around him. Why didn’t she?

			Ignoring Huggett’s strangled laugh, Martin tramped into the house with the aunt. As Huggett and a footman kept pace with him, he issued orders, heedless of the heiress and cubs who trailed behind. “We’ll put Mrs. Metcalf in my bedchamber, and the rest of them in—”

			“You can’t do that!” Miss Bancroft broke in as he trod through the great hall and up the stairs. “She’s a young widow, and you’re unmarried!”

			Oh, for the love of God—“I didn’t mean I’d sleep in there with her, you fool.” He shifted her aunt’s weight in his arms.

			“That’s not the point,” she said, exasperation in her voice. “It’s improper for her to sleep in an unmarried man’s bedchamber, whether you’re in it or not.”

			“She’s right, my lord,” Huggett said. “If word got round . . .”

			“Word is not getting ‘round’ anywhere—I’ll make sure of that.” He halted in the hall that connected the bedchambers. “I have to put her somewhere. And it’s the most comfortable room, not to mention the only one ready for guests.”

			“It’s fine,” said a thready voice. He looked down to find Mrs. Metcalf gazing weakly up at him. “Really, sir, it’s most . . . kind of you.”

			“You see?” he told Huggett and Miss Bancroft. “Here’s a lady with sense.”

			As he stalked into his bedchamber, he heard one of the lads whine, “Ellie, I need a privy!” The others began to clamor for the privy, too.

			“I must see to your mother first,” she began, “so if you’ll just wait—”

			“It’s all right, miss,” said the footman. “I’ll take the wee ones to the privy.”

			“Thank you.” She hurried into the room as Martin settled her aunt on the bed.

			At once Miss Bancroft began to fuss over the woman, plumping up her pillow, pouring her water from a pitcher, making quite the show of playing the caring nurse. She wouldn’t keep that up long; her sort got bored quickly.

			“Which rooms shall I prepare for the young lady and the children?” Huggett asked him.

			“I’m staying right here with my aunt,” Miss Bancroft said firmly with a veiled look in his direction.

			And suddenly he understood. “That’s why you’re being so missish about the sleeping arrangements.” Though he generally ignored such reactions, today it tightened a cold knot in the pit of his belly. “You’ve figured out who I am.”

			“Who . . . who is he?” queried Mrs. Metcalf softly from the bed.

			“Lord Thorncliff, that’s all,” Miss Bancroft said. “Mr. Huggett, would you please make sure my aunt drinks some water while I speak to his lordship in the hall?”

			“Certainly, miss.”

			Without waiting for her, Martin strode out, then whirled on her as she joined him and closed the door. “That’s it, isn’t it?” he growled. “You’ve heard about the Black Baron, so you’re afraid to leave her alone in my house.”

			“I’m afraid to leave her alone because she’s ill,” she said, a look of bewilderment on her face. “I only want to be there if she needs something.”

			He ignored her reasonable explanation, annoyed that she hadn’t denied knowing what people called him. “Look here, Miss Bancroft, I’m not going to tiptoe around my own house just because you skittish society ladies have heard absurd stories about the dreadful Black Baron. I won’t have my staff running after your little br-­ . . . cousins while you’re quaking in your aunt’s room, so you’ll stay with the children wherever I have Huggett put you, blast it!”

			Her eyes narrowed. “You think so, do you?”

			That frosty tone should have given him warning, along with her lack of quaking, but he’d put up with enough today, and he wasn’t about to quit while he had a full head of steam. “I know your sort is used to being fawned over and coddled and fed all manner of delicacies—”

			“My sort?” she interrupted, her eyes turning a stormy, crystalline green.

			“—but this is a crisis, and we’ll have to make do with what we have, so I’ll expect you to keep your petty complaints to yourself and not be taxing my staff with unnecessary requests. Otherwise, whatever nonsense you’ve heard about my being the Black Baron will be nothing to what you see of my true temper!”

			“I shudder to think what that might be like,” she murmured under her breath.

			“What?” he growled, not sure he’d heard her right.

			“Nothing. Are you quite done, sir?” Though her chin trembled, she didn’t look terribly cowed, and that gave him pause.

			“Er . . . well . . . yes.”

			“Fine. I shall do my best to fulfill your requirements.” Her voice dripped sweetness, though he swore he heard sarcasm beneath the sugar. “Now if you’ll excuse me, I must see to my aunt while I’m still allowed to stay with her.”

			Throwing her head back, she flounced back to the room. That’s when it dawned on him that he’d perhaps been a bit too forceful in his statements. In the heat of his temper, he sometimes said things he regretted later.

			But before he could soften his words, she swung open the door and paused dramatically in the doorway. “If you don’t want people calling you the ‘Black Baron,’ sir, you might consider washing your face once in a while. I’m sure it would improve your reputation immeasurably.”

			He gaped at her as she swept into the room like some Egyptian queen. Washing his face? What the devil? A glance at the hall mirror reminded him of his sooty state. But surely she didn’t think that was why they called him the Black—

			Hell and blazes. She didn’t know. Apparently she hadn’t heard the vile rumors dogging him since Rupert’s death. She thought he’d got his nickname because of the soot. That’s why she hadn’t quaked in her boots like other ladies.

			He started for the room to explain himself, then halted as the footmen returned with the children. When they rushed past him with the wary expressions their cousin ought to have worn, it occurred to him that he didn’t have to tell Miss Bancroft how he got his nickname.

			Why should he? She would look at him differently, or worse yet, tell her aunt. Then he’d have two hysterical females on his hands, trying to escape his house for fear of their lives or their virtue.

			As he stood there mulling the idea of not having to be the dreaded Black Baron for once, he overheard Huggett say, “You really don’t have to stay in here with your aunt, miss. There’s an adjoining chamber that belonged to his lordship’s mother. Surely you and the little girl will be more comfortable there, and you can always come in to check on Mrs. Metcalf whenever you please without disturbing anyone. The lads can sleep in the green room. It’s got a truckle bed.”

			“His lordship seems to think I must accompany the children everywhere,” she said stiffly.

			“It’s all right—we can handle a few lads underfoot, and besides, the green room is right across the hall, and I daresay you’d hear them if they came out.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Huggett. That sounds like the perfect arrangement.”

			Her warm tone rubbed Martin raw, since she hadn’t yet used it with him. And he was the one who’d rescued them in the first place.

			“Now, I suggest we get these children out of their wet things,” Huggett said.

			“I’m afraid that’s impossible,” she retorted. “Their fresh clothes are in our trunks, and his lordship didn’t see fit to have those brought from the other carriage.” Her tone of resentment tested his temper anew.

			He strode to the open door. The children flanked her like an army, and the little girl grabbed her hand as soon as he appeared in the doorway.

			He ignored the children to focus on Miss High-­and-­Mighty Heiress. “Surely you packed separate bags for inns and such—”

			“Just the trunks.” She faced him, her smile chilly. “If you’ll recall, I did tell you there were things we needed in them.”

			Thinking back to their short encounter, he grimaced. She had told him, but he’d been concentrating on getting her away from the blasted ice. And he’d assumed that the trunks were extra luggage. Why, he wasn’t sure. Probably for the same reason he’d assumed that she knew of his reputation.

			He began to wonder if he’d assumed too much.

			When they all looked at him expectantly, even Huggett, he had to stifle an oath. “I’ll send the footmen back for your trunks,” he bit out. Then he modulated his tone. “Is there anything else you require?”

			The cordial question seemed to catch her by surprise. Then a soft smile touched her lips. “Not at the moment, no. But thank you for asking, sir.”

			That smile thoroughly undid him. Three years had passed since the last time a young woman had smiled at him. It made him warm. Too warm. It made him notice her silky black hair and pleasing figure, and the lilt to her words that reminded him of her clear, high voice singing carols—

			Hell and blazes. He couldn’t be thinking like this about some heiress who didn’t know who he was. Besides, there was more to a woman than a pleasing appearance, and he’d be surprised if anything lay in that head but the usual silliness and fascination with fashion. He didn’t want a wife. He didn’t need a wife.

			“I’ll go see about the trunks,” he muttered.

			Then he fled.

		

	
		
			Chapter Three

			Dear Charlotte,

			Is your neighbor a man of good reputation? What is his profession? Is he married? Take care—many men prey on women alone by pandering to their concerns.

			Your still-­anxious cousin,

			Michael

			Ellie didn’t see his lordship again that afternoon. Not that it mattered; she was much too busy to think about him. Shortly after he left, the doctor arrived, and a long discussion followed his examination of Aunt Alys. Thankfully her aunt’s head injury wasn’t as bad as it looked, but she had indeed broken a leg. The doctor recommended that she not be moved for at least a week.

			That sent the children into hysterics, since it meant they would miss Christmas in Sheffield. Ellie and their mother had to make extravagant assurances of future treats and outings in order to calm them. At least their gifts were in the trunks, which had shown up after the doctor left, just as his lordship had promised.

			Mr. Huggett, a man who proved as delightful as his employer was frightening, made sure that a messenger was sent on horseback to let her father know what had happened to them. But given the state of the roads and his being in Lancashire, there wasn’t much Papa could do.

			Ellie spent the rest of her afternoon settling everyone in, making sure her aunt was comfortable, and consulting with Mr. Huggett about the children’s meals. By the time the butler came to fetch them to dinner, she felt quite comfortable with him.

			That was the only reason she broached her difficult question. “Mr. Huggett,” she said in a low voice so the children wouldn’t hear as they scampered ahead of her. “Why is your master called ‘the Black Baron’?”

			The blend of panic and wariness on his face reminded her of Papa’s whenever she asked an indelicate question. “I-­I . . . well, you see, miss . . .” he began to stammer.

			“It can’t possibly be just because of the soot,” she prompted helpfully.

			“The soot? Ah, yes, the soot.” He frowned as he escorted her downstairs. “Actually it’s . . . er . . . because of his clothes. You may have noticed that he wears naught but black.”

			She had noticed. Still . . . “That’s the only reason they call him that?”

			“What else would it be?” he said blithely, though he didn’t meet her eyes. “Incidentally the doctor told me that your aunt should take soft foods until we’re certain her head injury isn’t serious, so I took the liberty of having Cook . . .”

			As he blathered on, she realized her question had struck a nerve. But it seemed rude to press him into gossiping about his employer. The man seemed oddly loyal to Lord Thorncliff, evidence that his lordship might not be quite as fearsome as he seemed.

			There were other indications, too—the way the baron had accommodated them all despite his grumbling, the fact that he’d sent for a doctor and their trunks with great speed, his willingness to give up his own bedchamber. And when they entered the dining room, she had the most profound evidence of all.

			Lord Thorncliff had bathed. The man who turned from the mantel to greet them bore no physical resemblance to the man who’d rescued them.

			He wore the same sort of black coat, waistcoat, and cravat as before, except that these looked freshly washed and pressed. And his face . . . Goodness gracious, the Black Baron might have a beast’s temper, but he had rather striking good looks. Indeed, he had much in common with Byron’s pirate hero from The Corsair, a work that she persisted in enjoying despite its author’s now shameful reputation. Lord Thorncliff was “Robust, but not Herculean” and his “dark eyebrow” did indeed shade “a glance of fire.” And like the corsair, “Sun-­burnt his cheek, his forehead high and pale,/The sable curls in wild profusion veil.”

			Except that the baron’s hair wasn’t actually black. It was a dark chestnut brown, with a bit of red glinting in the firelight. And now that he wasn’t covered in soot—and she wasn’t distracted by the children—she could see the true color of his eyes, too: a smoky gray, fringed with long dark lashes.

			He wasn’t classically handsome—his face was too angular and his chin too prominent for the sort of refined features that passed for handsome in London. But he was arresting enough to make her weak in the knees. It threw her entirely off guard. Attractive men intimidated her, and that was the last thing she needed around his lordship.

			His improved appearance, however, had the opposite effect on Meg, for she went running up to examine him with great curiosity. “Who are you?”

			“I’m Thorncliff. And who are you, young lady?”

			Recognizing his voice from before, Meg shrank back to stuff her thumb into her mouth.

			Ellie stepped forward to smooth over the awkwardness. “Forgive me, sir, I forgot that you don’t yet know their names.” She introduced the children, pleased to see that the boys behaved themselves like gentlemen for once.

			When the footmen brought platters of food into the dining room to set on the sideboard, though, the boys went running to see what their fare would be.

			“Oh, good, there’s beef,” Tim said as he gazed at a plump joint. “I’m famished near to death!”

			“Look, Charlie, there’s ham, too!” cried Percy from the other end. “And pudding.”

			“Perhaps we should sit,” Lord Thorncliff muttered to her, “before the lads devour our dinner where they stand.”

			And so began their first evening in Thorncliff Hall. Hungrier than she’d realized, she was content to let the boys carry the conversation. They asked impertinent questions about the age of the house, if he had any toys, what streams he fished. His lordship fielded them with good grace, if not great enthusiasm.

			Even Meg grew comfortable enough to venture a question. “Why were you so dirty today, sir?”

			“Meg!” Ellie chided. “It’s impolite to ask a person such a thing.”

			“Yes, indeed,” their host said acidly. “You can gawk at people, make assumptions about them, and gossip about them to your friends, but don’t ever ask someone a direct question. Not if you want to maintain the social order.”

			Was he chiding her, the surly devil? “You should listen to his lordship,” she put in. “He’s a master at the direct question.” When his gaze shot to her, she added, “No, wait, it’s the direct order that Lord Thorncliff has mastered. That’s an entirely different skill, but apparently a well-­developed one.”

			Mr. Huggett made a choking sound from where he stood near the sideboard, but Lord Thorncliff actually laughed. “Yes, it has taken me years to perfect it. Thank you for giving me the opportunity to try it out on someone other than the servants and the occasional coal miner.”

			“That’s why you were covered in soot!” Percy exclaimed. “You work at a coal mine.”

			“I own a coal mine, actually. It belonged to my father, and then to my older brother when Father died. But I took over the ownership after—” Pain flashed over his face. “After Rupert died three years ago.”

			“I’m so sorry,” Ellie murmured.

			He nodded to acknowledge her condolences, then jerked his head toward Percy’s plate and promptly changed the subject. “So, Master Percy, I see you’re enjoying the beef.”

			That sent Percy into raptures about his dinner, but it made Ellie eye his lordship in a new light. Poor man, to lose his whole family so early in life. No wonder he was surly.

			When silence fell on the table once more, Meg piped up with another question. “Where’s your smelly greens, sir?”

			The baron arched one eyebrow. “Smelly greens?”

			“She means branches and that, for Christmas,” Percy said. “You know, to hang on the banisters and mantels. Mama uses cedar. Meg doesn’t like the smell.”

			“Ah.”

			When that was his only answer, Tim asked, “Well? Where are they?”

			“Don’t be rude,” Ellie said. “I’m sure his lordship’s servants will put up the greenery when the time is right.” She couldn’t imagine the man doing it himself.

			“But Christmas will be here soon!” Tim shot his lordship a pleading glance. “Will you have them do it tomorrow?”

			Lord Thorncliff tensed, but said in a perfectly measured voice, “I can’t spare my staff for such things. There’s few enough to do the work as it is.” When a snort sounded, he glared at his butler. “Especially with the house full of guests. Isn’t that right, Mr. Huggett?”

			“Indeed, sir,” Mr. Huggett said in a noncommittal voice.

			Now that his lordship mentioned it, he did seem to lack an adequate staff. She’d seen no female servants, and only a few footmen and grooms, a cook, and Mr. Huggett. That might explain the poor condition of the manor.

			Or the manor’s sad state might be caused by the same thing that caused the small staff. A lack of money.

			That must be it! It explained so much—his snide comments about her fortune, his simple black attire . . . his intense involvement with the mine he owned. Her father owned a silver mine, but he never came home covered in dirt. Only the men who worked close to the mine did that, and apparently his lordship felt some need to do so. Was his mine failing, perhaps?

			And now they were taxing his stores by invading his home. That was surely another cause for his short temper. Like Byron’s corsair, he was “Too firm to yield, and far too proud to stoop,” unwilling to admit his poverty to the world.

			She would have to explain that he needn’t go into debt providing for them. They didn’t require roast beef and ham—game hens would do them perfectly well. Or she could find some delicate way of offering payment for their lodgings and food. It wasn’t right to take his hospitality and not do something in exchange.

			“Do you have horses, sir?” Percy asked. “You must, for I saw your groom. Could we go riding tomorrow?”

			“Not in this weather,” Ellie interjected, not wanting to put his lordship in the awkward position of having to admit he couldn’t afford a stable full of horses. “I doubt your mother will want you riding when there’s ice on the ground.”

			His lordship sat back in his chair and wiped his mouth with a napkin. “But when the ice has melted, I have no objection to your making use of my stable. I don’t have enough mounts to go around, but you could take turns.”

			“What’s in that stone barn Percy and I spotted out the back window—” Tim asked.

			“Stay away from that barn!” Lord Thorncliff snapped, his countenance abruptly darkening. When he caught her raising an eyebrow at him, he added, “This is one direct order I expect to be obeyed, Miss Bancroft.”

			“As you wish, sir,” she said in a caustic voice, but the boys weren’t so compliant, especially after his unexpected vehemence.

			“Why?” Percy asked. “What do you keep in there?”

			“Nothing that concerns you,” his lordship growled.

			“Is it where you keep your hunting rifles?” Tim said excitedly.

			“No, blast it all!” His chair scraped the floor as he rose to his full height. “Don’t go anywhere near it! Because if you do, I swear I’ll take a switch to the lot of you! Is that understood?”

			No one had ever threatened to lift a hand to her aunt’s coddled boys. They gaped at him, utterly incapable of answering.

			“For goodness’ sake, Lord Thorncliff—” she began.

			“Is that understood?” he repeated, pounding his fists on the table.

			The boys visibly jumped. Then their heads bobbed furiously.

			Meg burst into tears.

			That seemed to jerk Lord Thorncliff out of his fit of temper. He stared at her as if seeing her for the first time, an almost comical expression of horror passing over his features. Then he let out a low curse and stormed from the room.

			“Ellieee!” Meg cried, holding up her arms.

			Ellie immediately went to sweep her up, her heart thundering in her ears after that violent display from the man she’d been feeling sorry for. He’d banished that impulse. How dared he threaten the children?

			“I don’t like the mean man!” Meg sobbed. “I-­I want to g-­go home!”

			“We’ll go soon,” Ellie assured her as Mr. Huggett hurried over. “I promise.”

			“You must forgive my master, madam,” Mr. Huggett said in a low voice. “I am sure he did not intend to alarm you, but he is very . . . particular about the barn.”

			“Yes, he made that quite clear,” she snapped. “Though I don’t see why he had to be so forceful about it.”

			“No, madam, you are right. I shall speak to him.”

			The butler then launched into soothing them all, offering the children desserts, accompanying them upstairs to sit with their mother for a while, helping Ellie prepare them for bed even though that wasn’t something butlers generally did.

			But although Mr. Huggett offered plenty of suggestions for what the children could do to occupy themselves the next day and answered the boys’ questions about the coal mine, when it came to his employer, he was as mysterious as a sphinx. She’d never seen a servant less inclined to gossip. Any question about the baron or his barn was met with “You must ask his lordship,” and any sharp comment about his lordship’s temper gained the response, “He is under a strain, but I am sure he will be better tomorrow.”

			She wasn’t so sure. Nor was she entirely certain that Mr. Huggett would speak to the baron as promised—or that if he did, it would do any good. But after watching Meg cry herself to sleep and the boys lie whispering together in their beds, probably plotting a secret mission to uncover the magical mysteries of the stone barn, she decided she’d better not leave the matter to the butler.

			She wasn’t about to let their bullying host take a switch to her cousins. Even if she had to beard the lion in his den.

			* * *

			Martin paced the floor in his study, shedding clothes as he went. First he tossed his constrictive coat over the chair by the fire, then dropped his choking cravat on his desk. It had been years since he’d had to dress formally for dinner, but after making such a spectacle of himself that afternoon, he’d wanted to show that he could behave with some semblance of propriety.

			And it had seemed worth it at first, when Miss Bancroft had looked at him with a clear feminine interest. After that, even the children’s endless questions hadn’t plagued him overmuch, not while Miss Bancroft had been offering him her pert comments and occasional soft smile.

			Though he’d reminded himself that she was only being nice to him because she didn’t know the gossip, he couldn’t help enjoying it. Or her endearing habit of pushing up her spectacles every few moments. Or the sweet way she chewed on her plump lower lip whenever something startled her.

			Like his outburst at the end. He winced. That had made her eye him with horror. You’d have thought he’d threatened to murder her cousins, not merely take them in hand.

			He hadn’t meant to lose his temper, but the idea of those children gamboling in the barn where he did his experiments chilled his soul.

			Not that his threats had helped. The lads were still ­curious—he’d seen it in their eyes. Tomorrow he’d have to pack everything up before they decided to start exploring. He couldn’t be here to keep an eye on them—this close to Christmas and Boxing Day, he had several duties to perform involving his estate. And the lads wouldn’t take his stricture seriously. Boys their age never did. He hadn’t.

			But girls were another matter.

			He groaned, remembering the cherub’s tears. He hadn’t meant to startle her, poor lass. Nor Miss Bancroft, either.

			Another groan escaped him. Hell and blazes, he’d ruined everything. Miss Bancroft would have no more soft smiles for him.

			It was probably just as well. Eventually she would learn about the gossip and have the same reaction as everyone else. Even if she didn’t, he couldn’t allow a woman in his life. So he was better off not growing to like her too much. Thinking about her too much.

			“My lord, might I have a word with you?”

			He nearly jumped out of his skin at the sound of that lilting voice. Did the woman read minds, too? And what did she mean by sneaking up on him in his own study—he’d retreated to this wing of the house for a reason, blast it!

			“What is it, Miss Bancroft?” he said through gritted teeth, hoping his tone would put her off from what was sure to be a lecture.

			It only seemed to embolden her. She actually entered the room and closed the door. “I need to speak to you about the children.”

			“So do I.” Might as well have it out before someone got hurt.

			He faced her, then caught his breath.

			She looked entirely different without her spectacles, more approachable and less like a schoolmistress. Though not a raving beauty, she had wonderful eyes, and her skin held a youthful glow that made him think of peaches in spring—soft, tender peaches a man could sink his teeth into. And her lush figure—

			“Where are your spectacles?” he bit out, to take his mind off what he wanted to do to that figure of hers.

			“Where is your coat?” she countered, reminding him that he was dressed inappropriately for a gentleman alone with a lady.

			He resisted the urge to make himself more presentable. After all, he hadn’t asked her to invade his study. “It’s where I always keep it when I’m not expecting company. Tell me, do you even need the spectacles?”

			She gazed at him, perplexed. “I wouldn’t wear them if I didn’t.”

			“You’re not wearing them now.”

			“True.” A sigh escaped her. “The fact is . . . well . . . I thought it might be easier to talk to you if I couldn’t see you.”

			That was not the answer he’d expected. She’d seemed so sure of herself this afternoon. And how could leaving off her spectacles make it easier to talk to him? “Do you do that with every man or just me?”

			“Only men who make me nervous.”

			He made her nervous? Of course he did. He made most women nervous.

			“But that isn’t what I came to discuss,” she went on.

			“I didn’t think it was,” he said dryly.

			“First of all, I realize that we’ve inconvenienced you greatly.”

			“You have no idea,” he muttered under his breath.

			A fetching pink color tinged her cheeks. “I assure you that my father will be happy to repay you for any expenditures on our behalf—the food and the doctor and whatever other expenses you may incur.”

			“I don’t need your father’s money.” The idea of her trying to pay for his hospitality sparked his temper.

			“Of course not, but it’s only fair that you be compensated for—”

			“I don’t want your money, blast it! This isn’t an inn, Miss Bancroft, where you place your orders and get what you pay for. You’ll have to make do with what I can offer. And if you can’t, feel free to leave whenever you wish.”

			A stiff smile tightened her lips. “You know perfectly well we can’t do that.”

			“Then you’ll have to put up with my inadequate hospitality.”

			“I didn’t say it was inadequate!” Her expression showed sheer exasperation. “Goodness, you are so prickly. ‘You would rouse to anger a heart of stone,’ as Sophocles says.”

			He blinked. “You’re quoting Sophocles? What sort of heiress are you?”

			“I happen to read a lot,” she said defensively. “Poetry mostly. Which you would have found out for yourself if you’d conversed with us at dinner instead of blustering and shouting.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “That is exactly why people gossip about you. Has it occurred to you that they might call you the Black Baron because of your black temper?”

			If she only knew. “Thank you for the commentary on my character, Miss Bancroft. Now, if you’ll excuse me—”

			“I’m not finished,” she said blithely. “As I was saying, we’re very grateful for your taking us in under difficult circumstances.” She paused meaningfully.

			“But?”

			“But it does not give you permission to alarm the children.”

			He hated it when she was right. “I wasn’t trying to alarm them,” he said testily. “I was trying to make sure they don’t go near my barn, something you might consider helping me with.”

			“For goodness’ sake, what’s so important about your precious barn?”

			“It’s full of explosives.”

			“Explosives!” Her eyes widened. “Why on earth would you keep explosives in your barn?”

			“I’ve been developing a fuse to make them safer for the mine. It requires experimentation with black powder and sulfur and the like, all of which are highly dangerous.”

			“But why here? Why not do it there?”

			“Because too many people have access to things at the mine. There’s too much chance for a visitor or a stranger to get hurt.” As Rupert had. “I can keep a better eye on things here. My servants know they risk their positions if they go anywhere near that barn or let anyone else near it.” He scowled at her. “But your cousins may be a problem, given how unpredictable boys are.”

			That seemed to dampen her fire a bit. “If you would just explain to them about the explosives—”

			He snorted. “Right. Tell a lot of curious lads that there’s a barn full of exciting chemicals next door. That would be like setting a match to the powder. Didn’t you see how your cousin’s eyes lit up when he asked if I kept rifles in there? Don’t you know anything about boys that age?”

			“No, I don’t!” Her tone held desperation. “I’m not used to taking care of them!”

			She had a point. According to Huggett, their nurse had been clever enough to escape corralling the rambunctious cubs during the holiday. He could hardly expect their rich cousin to step into her shoes with any degree of competency.

			“Then here’s a little lesson for you,” he said. “Boys of that age enjoy blowing things up. I certainly did. It’s how I got interested in explosives in the first place. And if your rascal cousins find out I’ve got something as fascinating as black powder in my barn, it’ll be impossible to keep them out.”

			She sniffed. “Well, now that you’ve roused their curiosity, they’re sure to attempt it anyway. Keeping them in the dark is as bad as telling them the truth.”

			“Then give them a lie, blast it! Tell them whatever you like—I don’t care. Just keep them away from that barn!”

			“I’ll do my best,” she said with a weary shake of her head, “but I can’t make any promises. They have minds of their own sometimes.”

			“Fine. But if they follow their minds into my barn, I will tan their hides.”

			“You will not!” she protested. “You have no right!”

			“That won’t stop me.”

			She planted her fists on her shapely hips. “If you lay one hand on those boys, I swear I’ll make you regret it.”

			“Really?” he said, choking down a laugh. With her green eyes snapping at him and her bosom shaking beneath her low-­cut gown, she looked like an avenging angel. Or at least an avenging dairymaid. “And what exactly will you do?”

			Clearly she hadn’t thought that far. “I’ll . . . I’ll . . . tell my father,” she said stoutly.

			“Go ahead.” He stalked toward her. “Tell him that I disciplined his reckless nephews to keep them from killing themselves. I’ll wager he takes my side in the matter. He knows what explosives can do.”

			She paled as he neared her. “He still won’t approve.”

			“Let him disapprove—that won’t change how I behave. He can thrash me senseless, for all I care.”

			“Don’t be ridiculous. Papa is nearly fifty—he can’t possibly thrash you.”

			“Then what do you hope to achieve by tattling on me to him?” He came right up to where she stood before the closed door and loomed over her in a deliberate attempt to intimidate her. In this one matter, he meant to have his way.

			Straightening her spine, she stared him down. “Step back, sir.”

			He leaned one arm against the door. “Or what? You’ll tell your papa?”

			“I’ll do this.” She promptly kicked him in the shin.

			“Ow!” he cried as he pushed back from the door and bent to rub the sore spot. The chit had quite a kick, blast it.

			“That is for acting like a beast,” she said primly. “And if you continue to do so, to me or the children, I shall kick the other shin. Just see if I don’t.”

			Turning away, she reached for the door handle, but he caught her by the arm before she could leave. He swung her around, ignoring her expression of outrage, then swiftly bracketed her body between his two arms to trap her against the door.

			“So I’m behaving like a beast, am I?” he bit out. “Very well, since you refuse to be sensible about your cousins, you might as well kick my other shin. Consider it an advance payment for when I am forced to tan those boys’ hides because they’ve ventured where they shouldn’t!”

			He hadn’t meant to lose his temper again, but he’d never liked being threatened, and certainly not by some society chit.

			“If you don’t move back, sir, I will kick you again,” she retorted, though her cheeks grew flushed and her voice had lost some of its fervor.

			Suddenly he realized just how close she was. Suddenly he was painfully aware of how full were the breasts that rose and fell between them, how close were the hips pressed to his. In that moment he didn’t care about the boys or the barn or her father. Especially when she chewed nervously on her lower lip, her plump lower lip that tempted him to taste and touch and sample its sweetness.

			His gaze fixed there, and his breath quickened . . . along with his blood and pulse and everything else in his body that responded to her soft, warm flesh.

			“Go ahead and kick me,” he said in a guttural voice. “You’re probably going to anyway after I do this.”

			Then he lowered his head to kiss her full on the lips.

		

	
		
			Chapter Four

			Dear Cousin,

			My neighbor is a respectable married attorney with three children. But if you find those credentials insufficient, you’re always welcome to look in on me yourself.

			Curious about your identity as always,

			Charlotte

			Ellie was shocked into immobility. An attractive, virile man was sealing his mouth to hers. And he wasn’t after her fortune.

			That had never happened. For that matter, only two men had ever kissed her, and neither kiss had been like this. Warm. Searching. Thorough.

			Very, very thorough. His lips played over hers with the heady assurance of a man who knew exactly what he was doing. And to whom. What an intoxicating thought! A man was kissing her because he wanted to.

			No, that couldn’t possibly be the reason.

			She drew back to search his face for an explanation. “Why are you—”

			“I don’t know,” he said, clearly flustered, though his eyes had turned a molten silver that made her heart race. “You just looked like you needed kissing. And I wanted to be the one to do it.”

			His gaze trailed down to her mouth, and he swallowed. Then he cupped her chin in his hand, running his thumb along her lower lip. “I’m afraid you’ll have to delay kicking me in the shin a little longer.”

			“What?” That was all she managed before he was kissing her again.

			Only this time he did it differently, his thumb pressing her lips apart so he could dart his tongue inside, first warily, then more boldly. It was the most thrilling thing a man had ever done to her.

			Her bones wobbled, then liquefied. If he hadn’t been holding her against the door, she would have slid right down it. Which left her only one choice—throw her arms about his neck so she didn’t fall.

			No wonder Robert Burns spoke of being “by passion driven.” She seemed to be vaulting into the unknown without a rope.

			When her hands locked about his neck, he uttered a sound low in his throat, then dragged her closer, pressing his weight into her, engulfing her with his heat. She could feel the rich warmth even through his lawn shirt. His tongue did heady, wicked things to her mouth, delving and plunging and making her giddy with the pleasure of it—

			“My lord?” came a voice so close it sounded as if it were right at her head. That was followed by a knock that made them both jump. “Are you in there?”

			Mr. Huggett! Oh, dear.

			Lord Thorncliff muttered an oath under his breath, but didn’t move away. She didn’t mind. She rather liked the feel of his body plastered to hers. It was cozy. And very intimate, especially when his hot gaze pinned her while his hand trailed to her ribs, then her hips, in a caress that left small fires blazing wherever it passed.

			“What is it, Huggett?” he asked in a throaty voice.

			“I told Miss Bancroft I would speak to you—” the butler began.

			“It’s all right.” A faint smile touched his lips. “She already did herself.”

			“But I promised her—”

			“Good night, Huggett,” Lord Thorncliff said firmly. “I’m sure whatever you have to say can wait until morning.”

			“Very well, sir,” came the butler’s reply, followed by footsteps retreating.

			Silence reigned. Painfully conscious of how close they’d come to being discovered in a compromising position, Ellie slid from between the door and Lord Thorn­cliff.

			The reckless kiss had astonished her. Flattered her. Confused her, especially having come from the churlish baron. She couldn’t look at him or catch her breath, and her belly churned alarmingly, making her feel jumbled up inside.

			What was a proper lady to say after a man kissed her senseless?

			Actually she wasn’t supposed to let him kiss her senseless in the first place.

			“Forgive me, Miss Bancroft,” he said. “I should not have . . . that is, I know it was impertinent of me to . . .” He trailed off awkwardly.

			“It’s all right.” At least he felt as strange about it as she did. “I didn’t mind.”

			“There’s that, at least.”

			The odd statement made her glance at him. He suddenly looked very young to her. “How old are you?”

			The question seemed to startle him. “Twenty-­seven. Why?”

			“I thought you were . . . older,” she said inanely. “But . . . well . . . you’re not terribly much older than I am.”

			A shutter darkened his features. “I’m not looking for a wife,” he said bluntly.

			After what they’d just shared, the words were a slap in the face.

			She must have recoiled, for he cursed, then added, “That didn’t come out right.”

			“Still, I understood it.” Dragging the remnants of her dignity about her, she forced a smile. “Fortunately I’m not looking for a husband.” She had to escape before he realized how he’d upset her. “With that being the case, I’d better go.”

			“Miss Bancroft, I didn’t mean to imply that you aren’t—”

			“I’ll see you at breakfast, sir,” she said before he could make it any worse than it already was. Ignoring his muttered curse, she hurried out.

			She managed to restrain her tears until she reached her room, but had to pause outside the door once they started leaking out. Meg generally slept through anything, but she mustn’t awaken to find Ellie crying her eyes out. It would mean excuses and secrets no five-­year-­old could keep. And Ellie would die before she allowed Lord Unpredictable to learn how his cold statement had wounded her.

			Curling her hands into fists, she fought for control over her wildly surging emotions. I’m not looking for a wife.

			Of course he wasn’t. Not a plain wife like her, anyway. She leaned against the door. A titled gentleman could have his pick of the ladies, foul temper or no.

			Why bother to kiss her, anyway? She thought back to their conversation. Oh, of course. He’d probably figured it would distract her from his threat to punish the boys. It had, too.

			Given his probable financial difficulties, she should be glad he hadn’t schemed beyond that. If he’d allowed Huggett to discover them in an embrace, he’d have accomplished what no fortune hunter had managed. And that would be disastrous. Truly.

			Tears stung her eyes again. It was a pity that she didn’t feel as if she’d made a narrow escape. But who could blame her? He was the first man to rouse her desire.

			A disturbing thought wafted through her mind—was it possible that desire could compensate for the disadvantage of having a man marry her for her money?

			Don’t be absurd. Nothing compensates for that, and you know it.

			Then why did it hurt so much that he’d rejected her? She ought to be glad.

			A sound from the stairwell startled her. She couldn’t stand out here all night, nursing her wounded feelings. Goodness knew they’d been battered before; she would survive this time, too.

			Slipping inside, she undressed, donned her night rail, and joined Meg in bed. The dear girl cuddled up to her when she lay down, and Ellie clung to her for comfort.

			But even Meg’s sweet smell couldn’t make Ellie forget what had happened. If not for his mortifying comment, Lord Thorncliff would fit her fantasy image of a husband. He was certainly dangerous and wild. Though she wasn’t sure about the poetry in his soul, there was plenty of poetry in his kisses. She lay awake for hours, replaying every moment.

			Even after she fell into a fitful sleep, she dreamed she was a ragweed growing among lilacs. When Lord Thorncliff came to pluck flowers, he trod upon her without noticing, and all she could do was lie there crushed.

			After a night of such misery, she was awakened far too early, when the boys rushed in shortly after dawn. “Meg! Ellie! You have to look outside!” they cried as they danced about the bed. “The snow is everywhere!”

			Tim tugged on her arm. “Come on, get up! We want to make snowmen!”

			“Go away,” she groused, burying her head in the pillow. She was not in the mood for her cousins.

			They didn’t care. They bounced on the bed until Meg kicked them crossly. The ensuing scuffle meant there would be no more possibility of sleep.

			The children wanted to go right out, but she insisted upon their washing up and stopping in to say good morning to their mother before she made them dress warmly. After that, only Mr. Huggett, with his promises of hot muffins and treacle, could tempt them to stay inside any longer.

			As the boys gulped their breakfast, Mr. Huggett bent to say in a low voice, “I understand that you spoke to his lordship about the stone barn last night.”

			Fighting a blush, she rose and led him out of the children’s earshot. “I did indeed. He explained to me about his . . . er . . . experiments. Unfortunately I fear that his reaction at dinner merely heightened the boys’ curiosity.”

			“Perhaps the footmen and I should aid you in keeping them entertained.”

			“No, Lord Thorncliff made it very clear he can’t spare any of you,” she said. “Besides, we’re already taxing his meager resources to their utmost, and I wouldn’t wish to make that any worse.”

			“His meager resources?” Mr. Huggett said with surprise.

			“It’s all right.” She patted his arm. “I assure you none of the servants have been gossiping, and I understand why you can’t discuss such things with strangers. But I drew my own conclusions. The lack of staff, the condition of the manor . . . clearly your employer is having financial difficulties.”

			Mr. Huggett closed his gaping mouth, then gave her a considering glance. “As you say, it would be wrong of me to discuss the matter.”

			“I understand. That’s why I spent last night considering how to manage the children by myself.” During those periods when she was trying not to remember Lord Thorncliff’s thickly muscled arms and poetic kisses. “Since you and the staff can’t be spared to gather the usual Yuletide greenery, I thought the children and I could do it. It would be a way to repay his lordship for his kindness while also keeping the boys out of trouble.”

			“Gathering greenery!” Mr. Huggett exclaimed, a strange gleam in his eye. “What an excellent idea, the perfect pastime for the young gentlemen.”

			She nodded. “We’ve done it for the last few years, so we know what to gather and how. The boys climb trees like little monkeys. I’ve already spoken to my aunt about it, and she heartily approved. I had some concerns about their handling an axe, but she says Percy has done it before, and his friend Charlie seems sturdy enough. I will need some items from you, however.”

			“Certainly! We have the axes, of course, and you’ll require a cart if you’re to gather a great many branches.” He lifted one eyebrow. “You were planning to bring enough for the entire manor, weren’t you?”

			“Oh yes, as much greenery as we can find.”

			“Be sure to strew it everywhere,” he said, with an odd glee in his voice. “We could use a touch of the season around here.”

			“We’ll make it very nice. A grand house as lovely as this deserves no less.”

			He eyed her closely. “So you like the place? You don’t find it gloomy?”

			“Gloomy! Certainly not.” She cast a quick glance around the great hall, with its oak-­paneled walls, its aging tapestry hanging at one end, and its weathered floors. “It reminds me of a drawing I once saw of the Royal Palace of Hatfield, where Queen Elizabeth loved to stay. It’s the sort of ancient English house that makes me think of glorious days of yore.”

			Then she colored. “Forgive me, I read a great deal of poetry. Sometimes it seeps into my conversation.”

			“Nothing wrong with that—it gives you a certain sparkle.”

			She laughed. “I don’t know about that.”

			“Trust me, Miss Bancroft.” With a genial smile, he led her back to the table. “You mustn’t let the master’s grumbling dim your spirits. You are the brightest thing to have landed on our doorstep in a long time, and you should enjoy yourself. You and the children.”

			“Very well,” she said, feeling less melancholy. “I shall certainly try.”

			* * *

			It had taken Martin half the day to pack away the chemicals, black powder, and flints he used in his experiments. It had taken him far longer to stop thinking of Miss Bancroft and her wonder of a mouth. Even riding to the mine to make sure the weather hadn’t created problems for the men hadn’t driven her from his thoughts.

			With a groan, he washed up at the basin in the mine manager’s office. But though he splashed icy water on his face, it didn’t wash the taste of her from his lips or freeze the warmth that rose in his loins whenever he thought of how yielding she had been, an irresistible blend of fire and innocence. And if he could actually court her—

			Court her! He must be mad. He couldn’t court anyone, certainly not now, when he was so close to hitting upon the right formula for what he called his “safe fuses.” Even after he developed the right mix of powder and the mechanism for conveying it to the explosive, it could take months to test it under different conditions. No woman should be around during such experimentation. It was too dangerous, too distracting.

			Besides, Miss Bancroft still didn’t know that marriage to him could brand her for life in society. Marrying her would only lend fuel to the fire, too—they would say he married her for her fortune, just as they said he killed his brother for the title and property.

			Never mind that he didn’t want the title or need her fortune. He didn’t follow society’s rules for gentlemen, so that gave them excuse enough to gossip about him. God only knew why she wasn’t put off by his lack of courtly manners.

			Or perhaps she was. Certainly his idiot comments after kissing her last night hadn’t endeared her to him, judging from how the color had leached from her face. Perhaps he should tell her about the gossip to push her over the edge. She would retreat to a safe distance, removing temptation from his reach and ending any chance of unwise intimacies.

			That didn’t appeal to him, either.

			Cursing himself for caring, he donned his clean waistcoat and coat, then headed for home. Darkness had fallen hours ago. He was late for dinner. Not that he minded—he’d rather avoid sharing another meal with Miss Bancroft. She was too potent a temptation, blast her.

			He rode up in front and handed his horse to the groom. The smell of fresh-­cut cedar assailed him as he neared the entrance. He blinked. There were branches hung over his door. When and how had those got there?

			Huggett. Of course. His infernal butler had ignored his orders! Just wait until he got his hands on the miscreant. Having strangers in the house had emboldened the man to greater heights of impertinence than usual, and he wouldn’t stand for it!

			Throwing the door open, Martin tramped inside. “Huggett! Get out here, you wretch! You know damned well what I think of this Christmas humbuggery!”

			A voice piped up from the window. “Why do you call it humbuggery, sir?”

			He whirled to find a dark-­haired lad standing there alone, staring at him with wide eyes. It wasn’t a Metcalf; it was the friend. Charlie Dicks or Dickers or some such.

			He could hardly tell the boy the truth—that anything to do with Christmas reminded him how he’d failed Rupert.

			Then he glimpsed a burst of red color over the lad’s head. God help him, the branches over the front door weren’t the only ones. Greenery adorned every archway and window and mantel in the great hall. Whorled knots of it dotted the dining table, surrounding thick yellow Yule candles that, according to tradition, weren’t to be lit until Christmas Eve. He walked about in a daze, noting how the branches were braided together, entwined with bright red ribbons that erupted at the ends into flamboyant bows.

			This wasn’t the work of Huggett. Only a woman could do this. One woman in particular, to be exact.

			“What do you think?” came the hesitant voice of his tormentor, who’d apparently entered the room while he was looking it over.

			Praying that she hadn’t heard what he’d said to young Charlie, he faced her. Then he caught his breath, his blood jumping into a frenzy.

			She stood surrounded by the other children, ablaze in a gown of fashionable red satin that displayed her lush breasts more temptingly than any Christmas treat.

			She didn’t seem to notice him gaping at her delicious bosom, for she babbled on. “Mr. Huggett was kind enough to let us into your attic where the Christmas ribbons and such are stored. Fortunately there were even some unused Yule candles. I suppose you stored them from a previous Christmas.”

			He forced his gaze back to her face. “My mother probably did. My brother always got new ones from town, and I . . . er . . . haven’t used any since . . . well . . .”

			“His lordship says Christmas is all a humbug,” Charlie tattled.

			As a stricken look crossed her face, he corrected hastily, “I didn’t say that. Well, not exactly that. And I was referring to Mr. Huggett’s habit of letting his other duties lapse so he can make the manor more festive. I didn’t realize that Miss Bancroft—”

			“We didn’t use the footmen or Mr. Huggett, I swear,” she assured him, her hurt expression fading. She pushed up the spectacles that had slipped charmingly down her nose. “The boys and I did it all—went into the woods to cut the greens, found the ribbons and candles, and hung the branches. The only thing Mr. Huggett did was direct us where to look. And provide us with a cart.”

			“And let you into the attic,” he said dryly. He’d wager Huggett had been behind it all.

			But his anger was already waning. Oddly enough, the greenery reminded him less of that horrible Christmas when Rupert had been killed than it did his childhood holidays, when Mother and Father had still been present at their Christmas feasts. The bright memory of it burst through his senses, and he had to turn away to hide the quick pain of loss that followed.

			“Well, you did an excellent job,” he choked out. “It’s spectacular.”

			“So you do like it,” she said, the whole tenor of her voice changing.

			He nodded, unable to speak. That freed the children to swarm about him, pointing out what parts they’d done, how Percy had chopped the branches with an axe, and how Tim and Charlie had braided them under “Ellie’s” instruction.

			Although he’d heard them call her Ellie before, he hadn’t realized how well it suited her. “Miss Bancroft” or even “Elinor” sounded very elegant and high society. “Ellie” sounded like a fresh-­faced country lass that a man could tumble in the hay.

			By God, he mustn’t think of her like that!

			“Is everyone ready for dinner?” asked Huggett from the doorway.

			Martin shot Miss Bancroft a surprised glance.

			“We didn’t want to eat without you,” she explained. “That would be rude.”

			Rude or not, no one had ever held dinner back for him. He didn’t count the trays Huggett made sure were waiting in his study once he got around to ending his work for the day. That wasn’t dinner—that was filling his belly.

			Dinner was what his mother had presided over every night until her death ten years ago. And even she had said that if he wasn’t at the table when it was served, he wouldn’t get any. That had happened often enough, since he’d been the sort of contrary child to absorb himself so fully in his scientific experiments that he lost track of the time.

			“Sir? Shall I have the footmen serve?” Huggett asked.

			Martin looked at his butler, this time noticing how nervously he stood watching for his employer’s reaction to the greenery. Huggett’s question went beyond the matter of dinner. The man was asking for approval. He knew perfectly well he’d overstepped his bounds by encouraging Miss Bancroft and the children. Now he wanted absolution. The question was, would Martin give it to him?

			He had to. Because chiding Huggett would mean chastising Miss Bancroft, and Martin couldn’t bear to wound her again.

			Forcing a smile to his face, he walked to the head of the festive table. “Yes, Huggett, have the footmen serve. We’re ready to dine.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Five

			Dear Charlotte,

			Be careful, my dear. One day when you least expect it, I may indeed show up on your doorstep and reveal myself to be nothing at all as you imagine.

			Your cousin,

			Michael

			Over the next two days, Ellie noticed that she and Lord Thorncliff had muddled their way through to a sort of truce. He seemed less prickly. She couldn’t attribute it to their decorating, because Charlie insisted that his lordship had called that “Christmas humbuggery.” The man had said something similar about the caroling when he’d rescued them. Clearly he had a peculiar dislike of the season.

			Yet he’d not only tolerated their efforts, but was trying to be friendly in his own fashion. Although he spent his days elsewhere while she and the children explored his extensive grounds, he joined them for dinner at night. He even sat with them afterward in the parlor with the walls painted to resemble walnut paneling. He would go through the newspapers, or watch the children play charades, or listen to her read aloud from Byron’s The Siege of Corinth. Sometimes he actually read to the children himself.

			But the camaraderie ended after she brought the children up to bed. Then he disappeared, and they reverted to being strangers again. Even if she returned to the parlor, he didn’t. Sometimes, as she read alone or sat with Aunt Alys in her room, she wondered if she’d imagined their amazing kiss.

			On their fourth night at Thorncliff Hall, with Christmas Eve coming in two days, the children suggested that they play snapdragon.

			“Are you mad?” his lordship said. “It’s out of the question. There will be no burning bowls of brandy in my house.”

			“It’s not that bad, you know,” she put in, though his response didn’t surprise her. “If you take the proper precautions—”

			“The best precaution is not to play it at all. Such humbuggery gets people killed.”

			“Snapdragon?” Percy said skeptically. “It’s but a parlor game, sir. Our mother lets us play it every year.”

			“Then your mother is a fool.” When the children bristled at that, he scowled and rose to his feet. “Forgive me, I’m not fit company this evening.”

			And with that abrupt pronouncement, he left.

			What on earth? She would have thought that a man who experimented with explosives would find snapdragon harmless, if not boring. It certainly didn’t get people killed. That was ridiculous!

			As she stared after him, Percy turned to her. “Can we play it now?”

			“No, indeed. It would be rude to go behind his lordship’s back in his own house.”

			That ended the discussion. But later, after the children were tucked in and Ellie sat on her aunt’s bed relating the day’s events, that last encounter stuck in her mind. She wanted to understand why he was so prickly and unpredictable.

			So she asked her aunt a question she’d been reluctant to voice until now, having not wanted to alarm Aunt Alys unnecessarily. “Have you ever heard of a gentleman called ‘the Black Baron’?”

			Her aunt let out a heavy sigh. “I wondered how long it would take for you to hear of our host’s reputation.”

			“You knew?”

			“Of course. One of the children mentioned the nickname, and I remembered the rumors. At first I was concerned, but he’s behaved nothing but kindly to us. In my opinion that speaks louder than any gossip.”

			“Exactly,” Ellie said. “Just because he’s the most cantankerous fellow in Yorkshire is no reason for people to despise him. He may sometimes be rude and leap to conclusions about people with absolutely no reason, but—”

			“You like him.”

			“Yes.” She caught her aunt’s knowing expression. “No! I-­I mean, not how you think. I’m merely grateful to him for giving us aid, that’s all.” As her aunt’s eyebrows arched higher, she protested, “He’s not my sort, much too uneven in temper. Besides, any man who thinks Christmas is humbuggery isn’t suitable marriage material.” Even if he were interested in marriage. Which he wasn’t. But she wasn’t about to reveal that embarrassing truth to her aunt.

			“You can’t blame him for not liking Christmas, given that his brother died during the season.”

			“What? How did you know that?”

			“Everyone knows. The man was killed in a mine explosion.”

			“Oh, dear.” That was the reason Lord Thorncliff disliked Christmas—because it reminded him of a painful time. Her stomach roiled—how awful of her to have pursued her plans without a care for his opinion! What he must have thought, have felt . . .

			But wait, surely Mr. Huggett had known. Why hadn’t he stopped them?

			“That’s why they call our host the Black Baron,” her aunt went on. “Some people hold him responsible for the accident.”

			“Why?” Ellie asked. “What happened?”

			“No one’s really sure, which is why people invented nasty stories to explain it. It seems his lordship’s late brother hosted a house party here at Christmas, and the guests witnessed the two men arguing. Then the present Lord Thorncliff stormed out and went to the mine, followed by his older brother. Some time later, an explosion occurred. And that was the last of Rupert Thorncliff.”

			“That doesn’t mean our host is responsible.” She couldn’t have mistaken the abject grief on Lord Thorn­cliff’s face at the mention of his brother’s death.

			“No, of course not, and an inquiry exonerated him of any blame. But he did inherit everything as a result, which is why some said that the younger brother took the opportunity to gain the title and the property.”

			“I don’t believe it,” Ellie said stoutly.

			“Neither do I.”

			Ellie’s righteous indignation grew the more she thought about it. “Why, he doesn’t even seem to care about the title. He’s certainly shown no interest in lording it over people. He speaks of society with disgust.”

			“I think that’s part of the problem. His brother was a sociable fellow, loved and admired for his gregarious manner and generosity to his friends. Whereas from what I understand, Lord Thorncliff was much as he is now. People tend to side with the people they like, even if it flies in the face of logic.”

			“But they shouldn’t spread gossip without knowing the circumstances.”

			“I agree.”

			“The Black Baron, indeed. That’s just cruel.”

			“Absolutely.”

			“They ought to be ashamed of themselves!”

			“Certainly.” Her aunt’s lips tightened as if she fought a smile. “But I don’t know why you care if you’re ‘merely grateful to him for giving us aid.’ ”

			Ellie dropped her gaze. Her aunt saw far too much. “I just don’t like to think of anyone being branded a villain wrongly.” Giving an exaggerated yawn, she rose, too full of emotion to endure more probing. “I think I’ll retire now. The children want to hunt for a Yule log tomorrow, and that will be exhausting.”

			“Sleep well, my dear,” her aunt said softly.

			Ellie pressed a kiss to her cheek, then headed into the next room. But as she settled into bed beside Meg, the mystery of the previous baron’s death continued to absorb her.

			The very idea of Lord Thorncliff arranging his ­brother’s death was so unfair! She couldn’t believe it. She wouldn’t believe it. Nonetheless, she spent a restless night in lurid imaginings that only ended when she fell into a dreamless sleep in the wee hours of the morn.

			When she awakened, she realized two things at once. She’d slept later than usual. And the house was quiet. Too quiet, given that the boys generally woke at dawn. Even Meg was missing, although a peek into Aunt Alys’s room revealed her curled up with her mother, having a story read to her.

			“Where are the boys?” Ellie asked.

			Aunt Alys looked up. “Outside, I imagine. Percy said that’s where they were going while they waited for breakfast. I told them to let you sleep.”

			Had the boys headed into the woods alone? Surely not. It wasn’t like them to go so far without breakfast. But a niggling sense that something was wrong made her rush to the window in her room that overlooked the woods in back. As she threw open the casement, she heard a roar that was unmistakably his lordship’s.

			Oh, no, the stone barn. A quick glance showed the boys frozen in their tracks at the door as his lordship stalked toward them. Bother it all, that wasn’t good.

			After throwing her cloak over her night rail and buttoning it up swiftly, she shoved her feet into her half boots. Then she fairly flew down the stairs and out along the path to where the barn squatted a short distance away. As she neared the group, she spotted the barn door’s padlock, with what looked like a wire hanging out of it. They’d tried to pick the lock? He was going to kill them!

			Lord Thorncliff hoisted Percy and Charlie in the air by the backs of their coats. As Tim stayed well out of his reach, he raged at them all. “Do you never listen to anyone, you fools? I said not to go near it, and I meant it! By God, I’ll cane every one of you for this—”

			“My lord, please!” she cried, hurrying forward.

			As he turned a wild-­eyed gaze on her, she stopped short, remembering the terror on his face when he’d ranted about why they must stay away from the barn. What had he said? That he kept things in there because too many people have access to things at the mine. There’s too much chance for a visitor or a stranger to get hurt.

			Like his brother?

			Oh, Lord, that’s why the idea of anyone going near his explosives enraged him. And probably why he was experimenting to find safer ways to use them, ways that she and the children were jeopardizing by their mere presence here, since he seemed reluctant to work on his experiments while they were his guests.

			How could she blame him for being angry at the children? He was trying to keep them safe.

			“I have to punish them,” he said in a hollow voice, his eyes fixed on her.

			She swallowed. “Yes, you’re right.”

			He blinked.

			“What?” Percy cried as he squirmed in the baron’s grasp. “Ellie, you can’t let him cane us!”

			Glaring at Percy, she crossed her arms over her chest. Aunt Alys wouldn’t be happy about this, but neither would she want to see her boys blown to bits. “He warned you not to go near it. He couldn’t have made it more clear. You were the ones who didn’t heed his warnings.”

			“I told you we should have waited!” Tim cried at the two older boys. “I told you he hadn’t left the manor yet!”

			Lord Thorncliff’s face flushed a mottled red. “You thought to avoid me, did you?” He shook Percy. “Young fools—thank God I had to fetch something out here. One day you’ll be glad of it, even with the caning I mean to—”

			“Please, sir, don’t!” Charlie cried as he wriggled in the air. He had enough sense to realize that bargaining was their best chance now that Ellie wasn’t taking their side. “We swear this is the last time we’ll ever go near your barn!”

			“Damned right it is!” the baron growled and shook them both again.

			“Please don’t cane us, sir!” Percy chimed in. “We won’t do it again, we swear!”

			“You expect me to believe that?” he said gruffly.

			She couldn’t help noticing that he still hadn’t done more than growl at them.

			“Upon our souls, we swear it!” Percy said. “Tell him, Ellie!”

			It was good to see someone put the fear of God into the boys. “Tell him what? I’m not sure you can be trusted, either.”

			“Ellie!” Tim’s clear sense of betrayal vented itself in violent tears. “We only . . . d-­did it because you . . . 
w-­wouldn’t let us p-­play snapdragon.”

			“So you’re saying it’s my fault?” she retorted.

			“Shut up, Tim!” Percy cried. “You’re not helping!”

			But Tim was wound up now. “I-­it’s s-­so boring here . . .” he said between sobs. “Our toys a-­are at home a-­and Mama is . . . always tired, and you—”

			“For the love of God,” Lord Thorncliff grumbled, lowering the boys to the ground. “Don’t blame this on your cousin. She’s been running herself ragged trying to keep up with you lot.”

			She shot him a surprised look. “How did you know?”

			“I’ve got eyes, haven’t I? Besides, when I get home, Huggett tells me everything that you . . .” Coloring a little, he muttered an oath under his breath, then turned a scowl on the boys. “All right—I won’t thrash you, but you’ll spend the rest of the morning scrubbing pots for Cook. Is that clear?”

			The boys bobbed their heads vigorously.

			“After that, you must promise to stay with Ellie at all times. Otherwise—”

			“We promise, we promise!” Percy cried.

			Her breath caught in her throat. Not only had the baron softened his stance toward the boys, but he’d defended her. He’d even used her given name. Did he realize that? Did it mean anything?

			With a glance at the still-­sniffling Tim, he sighed. “And if you uphold your promise and behave yourselves today . . .” He cast them a considering glance. “Then we’ll play snapdragon tonight.”

			The boys stared at him, stunned, then let out a whoop of joy. “Snapdragon!” they cried, dancing about him. “Snapdragon tonight!”

			“Only if you behave!” he shouted over the din. When that sobered them, he lowered his tone. “Because if I catch you near this barn again, I’ll thrash you within an inch of your lives. Understood?”

			“Yes, sir!” they cried in unison.

			“Now go eat breakfast. I’ll be along shortly to inform Cook of your duties.”

			They needed no more excuse to head for safety inside. But Ellie didn’t follow them. Instead she watched as Lord Thorncliff unlocked the padlock to make sure it still worked, then went inside the barn. She trailed in after him.

			Pushing up her spectacles, she took a quick glance around at the mysterious place that had caused so much trouble. Barrels were stacked at one end, and a long worktable sat at the other, beneath a large glass window set into the roof. Apparently it had been designed to funnel sunlight down on that half of the barn, since the stone walls had no windows. Assorted boxes and cabinets littered the rest of the space, which smelled of fire and sulfur and coal.

			“What do you want?” he asked sharply, jarring her from her examination. “You shouldn’t be in here. You could get hurt.”

			The gruff concern in his voice touched her. “Unlike my cousins, I have no interest in rummaging about in your explosives.” When he said nothing, she added, “Besides, I wanted to thank you. The boys didn’t deserve your lenience, but I appreciate your giving it anyway, my lord.”

			“Martin,” he muttered, pausing in rifling a cabinet drawer.

			She edged closer. “What?”

			“My given name is Martin. You might as well use it.” Withdrawing a penknife, he shoved it in his pocket. “I hate that ‘my lord’ humbuggery. In my mind, Rupert is still Lord Thorncliff. It suited him better than it does me, anyway.”

			Her heart caught in her throat. How could society ever think he would kill his brother for the title? “All right. Then thank you . . . Martin.”

			A shuddering breath escaped him. “I will cane your cousins if they don’t behave, you know,” he said, a bit defensively.

			“I know.”

			“If you hadn’t come along, I would have taken them over my knee.”

			“I’m sure you would have.”

			“Because they have no business coming in here—”

			Ellie began to laugh.

			He whirled to face her. “What the blazes is so amusing?”

			“You don’t have to keep growling about it now that they’re gone. Unlike the boys, I am fully convinced of your capacity to play the dastardly Black Baron as often and fiercely as you must to protect them.”

			As if noticing for the first time her loose hair and the cloak she’d buttoned over her inappropriate dress, he gave her a long, slow perusal that sent wanton shivers dancing along her spine. “Do you accuse me of pretending, Ellie?”

			His intimate use of her nickname sent a little thrill through her. “I accuse you of acting more bad-­tempered than is your true nature.”

			A sudden veil shadowed his face. “You know nothing of my true nature.”

			“Actually I do.” It was time he learned that not everyone was against him. “And despite what people say, I don’t believe you killed your brother.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Six

			Dear Cousin,

			My, my, you certainly have my interest piqued. Perhaps I should guess at your identity, and you can tell me how far I am off the mark. Might you be a Hessian with a fondness for lemon tarts? An aging spy for the Home Office? A woman, even? No, I know you’re not a woman. A woman couldn’t possibly be as arrogant as you.

			Your “relation,”

			Charlotte

			Martin stared at Ellie. Had she really said what he thought?

			Yes, that’s why she was watching him so closely. She’d heard the rumors, and now she meant to find out if they were true.

			A groan escaped him. He’d spent the last few days in agony, basking in her warmly innocent smiles, entertaining mad ideas of what it might be like to have her as his wife, looking after his children. He’d spent three nights imagining her in his bed, cradling his body between her honeyed thighs, caressing him as only a woman could. He couldn’t stand to see her expression when it dawned on her that he really was responsible for Rupert’s death.

			He headed for the door. “Since you’ve apparently learned the real reason they call me the Black Baron, there’s nothing more to say, is there?”

			She caught his arm as he tried to pass her. “I should like to hear your account, since all I learned from my aunt were rumors.”

			He froze, not looking at her, afraid to see what lay in her eyes. “I’m surprised she didn’t order you to take her away from here. I’m surprised you didn’t demand it yourself.”

			“Don’t be absurd. We know better than to heed some silly gossip. As Shakespeare said, ‘Rumor is a pipe/Blown by surmises, jealousies, conjectures.’ ”

			A choked laugh escaped him at her blithely quoting Shakespeare while he stood here expecting her to bolt. “You have no idea how true that is.”

			“I’m sure I don’t. That’s why you should explain it to me.”

			His gaze shot to her. Did he dare? Her face was open, waiting. He saw no reproach in the eyes half veiled by her spectacles, but that meant little. Once he told her, she would despise him. God knew he despised himself.

			Pulling away, he headed for the worktable. “You should go. I must hide a few chemicals in case your cousins try again. I packed up the worst ones a few days ago, but yesterday I had to take out some vials—”

			“Martin,” she said sharply, halting his frenzied flow of words. “You might feel better if you talk to someone. Tell me what really happened. I promise not to judge you.”

			Devil take her for saying that. To have someone listen and not judge. . . . No, not just someone—her. His men didn’t judge him, and neither did the local townspeople. It was only her sort who found him guilty.

			That thought spurred him to face her. “It’s not a great secret,” he bit out. “The miners witnessed it. Huggett knows it. If people really cared to know, they could find out. Yet you’re the first in society ever to ask me directly. Most people would rather invent their own tale than search for anything so dull as the truth.”

			“You don’t exactly make it easy to ask,” she pointed out.

			That stopped him cold. “I suppose I don’t.” Leaning back against the table, he crossed his arms over his chest.

			“But since I’ve braved your temper to do so, the least you could do is answer the question,” she prodded, walking toward him.

			For a moment, the silken dance of her hair about her hips distracted him. He couldn’t believe she wore it down. Had she come here straight from bed? The very thought made him harden, imagining her lush body spread out on her curtain of shimmering, coal black locks, her mouth smiling, beckoning him to take her—

			Idiot—you’re letting your mind run away with you again. She couldn’t have come straight from bed—society females didn’t do that. Besides, her cloak was buttoned up with perfect propriety, and she wore boots and spectacles. Not the attire of a lady fresh from bed. Probably she’d been dressing when she’d heard him with the boys, and hadn’t waited to put up her hair.

			“At least tell me how a gentleman like you came to do experiments on explosives,” she prodded. “Was it because of your brother’s death?”

			He shook himself out of his distraction. “No. It began long before then.” She wouldn’t let it go, would she? And perhaps he’d be better off if she knew. Once she recoiled from him, he would no longer be tempted to keep her in his life. His dangerous, demanding life, where no woman belonged.

			With a sigh, he began. “I was always interested in chemistry, so when I was a boy Father would let me go with him whenever he consulted the mine manager. One day we arrived right after a bad explosion. I was ten. I saw things my worst nightmares couldn’t have conjured up: a miner whose arm hung by a tendon, another without—”

			He caught himself, realizing she had gone quite pale. “Anyway, I never forgot it. It galvanized me. So when Father gave me the usual choices for a second son—join the army or navy or clergy—I told him I wanted to study science. I’d read everything I could about mining operations. Explosives might be a necessary evil in mining, but I knew they could be safer. I just needed more knowledge to know how. To my surprise, Father agreed to let me pursue my interest.”

			“Didn’t he think it inappropriate for a gentleman?”

			“Yes, but he understood it. He’d witnessed plenty of accidents himself. So while he taught Rupert to run the estate, he allowed me to attend the University of Edinburgh. Once I came home, I worked on improvements to the mine. Ours was the first to use the Davy safety lamp.”

			“Your father must have been very proud of you,” she murmured.

			He had been—but only because he hadn’t lived to see what became of his sons. “After Father died, Rupert and I remained in our circumscribed roles. Though he was the mine’s owner by virtue of being the heir, he gave me full freedom to experiment with improvements. Everything was fine between us.”

			His voice tightened. “Until the Christmas he died.” How well he remembered the smell of evergreens and roast goose, the bursts of laughter and carol singing, the crush of people filling every corner of the house. “Rupert invited several guests here for the season. When his guests found out I was testing a new, less volatile explosive at the mine, they clamored to be allowed to watch. Rupert agreed, but I refused to take them. I told him it would be too dangerous.”

			Fixing his gaze beyond her, Martin saw again the mortification that had crossed Rupert’s face. “So we argued about it, and I left, telling him that if he brought anyone there, I’d throw them out. Which, of course, I had no right to do.”

			“Is that why he went there, to assert his rights?”

			“In a fashion. He felt I’d shamed him before his guests. He showed up at the mine drunk, though thankfully alone, and tried to take charge of the blasting. He kept saying he was the owner and knew just as much about it as I did.”

			Shoving away from the table, he began to pace. “He sorely roused my temper, so I told him to do as he pleased, then stormed off. The men didn’t know how to react. He was the owner, after all. When he ordered them to set the blast, they did so. But the black powder fizzled before reaching the explosives, which sometimes happens. He went to light it again, even though they cried that he should wait until they were sure the powder really had fizzled.”

			A shudder wracked him. “It hadn’t.” If only Rupert had listened. If only Martin hadn’t stalked off. If only . . . if only . . . if only. . . . The words tortured his nights. “It exploded just as he reached it. He was killed instantly.”

			The silence that fell between them sent a cold chill down his spine. He was afraid to look at her, sure that she was appalled. And why shouldn’t she be? He’d failed his own brother. He’d abandoned him in a rage, with horrible results.

			But Ellie was thinking something else entirely—that his story told a tragedy so wide and deep, she didn’t know how to begin easing his pain. “I’m so sorry,” she whispered. He stopped pacing but didn’t speak, so she muddled on. “It must have been awful for you.”

			“Not awful enough, some would say, considering what I gained from his death.” His terse words were guilt-­laden.

			“Anyone who says that has no heart,” she hissed, her own heart breaking for him.

			He sucked in a ragged breath. “You don’t blame me for what happened?” he said, a note of surprise in his voice, though he still wouldn’t look at her.

			“Certainly not. Why would I?”

			“Because I was responsible, damn it!” He whirled to face her. “I didn’t set out to kill him, but I did it as surely as if I’d put a pistol to his head.”

			“Nonsense!” She hastened to where he stood as rigid and erect as one of the boys’ lead soldiers, carrying a weight much heavier than lead. “Forgive me for speaking ill of the dead, but your brother brought his death upon himself.”

			Martin gave a violent shake of his head. “You don’t understand. I shouldn’t have let him goad me. I should have stood firm. I should have—”

			“It wasn’t your fault!” She laid her hand on his arm in comfort. “Brothers argue, even under the best of circumstances.”

			He turned an anguished face to her. “But I shouldn’t have walked away. I should have tossed him off the property as I’d threatened to do to his guests.”

			“That would have incensed him even more. And the miners would have been put in the intolerable position of going against their owner.”

			“At least he’d be alive,” Martin said.

			“Perhaps. Perhaps not. Sometimes people do foolish things no matter how much we try to stop them.” She stroked his arm, fumbling for words to help assuage his grief-­born guilt. “And the inquiry absolved you of blame.”

			“Yes, but society didn’t. My brother’s guests were only too eager to run off and tell the world their version of events. That’s why everyone thinks I killed my brother for his inheritance.”

			“Hang society! Who cares what they think? I certainly don’t.”

			His expression incredulous, he searched her face. “You really mean that.”

			“Of course.” Tears stung the back of her throat to see him still so uncertain of her. “Just because your brother’s friends spread gossip about you doesn’t mean everyone in society listens. Or believes it.” She dropped her gaze from his. “Some of us are good people, you know.”

			Her wounded feelings must have been evident, for he said, “Oh, Ellie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to hurt you again.” Reaching up, he brushed back her hair, then tangled his fingers in it. “It’s just that I’m not used to having a woman think anything but ill of me. Especially one who tempts me so.”

			“I tempt you?” she said, hardly daring to believe him. He was too near, and his words were too sweet. It made her want everything he wouldn’t give her.

			His hand slid to cup her cheek. “I’ve spent the past three years hiding from the world you live in,” he went on in a rough voice, “sure that I didn’t want or need to be part of it. Now you come along, making me realize what I do want.”

			She lifted her gaze to his, which proved a mistake. Because he was looking at her as if he’d just found a treat he couldn’t wait to gobble up.

			Eyes darkening to pewter, he removed her spectacles with deliberate intent and set them on the table. Then his mouth covered hers. This time there was no hesitation, no agonizing uncertainty. He kissed her with the kind of hunger every woman lies awake at night dreaming about, the kind no man had ever shown her.

			His hands swept down to unbutton the cloak that encased her from neck to hem, and she was so rattled by his kiss that she scarcely even cared. How could such a gruff man kiss with such feeling, give such delicious pleasure?

			And why must he do it to her? He said he didn’t want a wife, and for all she knew that hadn’t changed.

			A line from Michael Drayton’s sad sonnet drifted through her mind—“Since there’s no help, come let us kiss and part.” She didn’t want to kiss and part. That was why she shouldn’t let him kiss her at all, shouldn’t let him teach her to crave him. He would break her heart, and for what? To soothe his wounded pride? To give him a moment’s comfort?

			Why did he do it? Why did she let him?

			In a desperate act of self-­preservation, she tore her mouth from his, but he slid his arm inside her open cloak, dragging her flush against him as he trailed hot, openmouthed kisses down her cheek to her neck.

			“Please . . . Martin . . .” she begged.

			“Let me just hold you awhile.” His hand swept along her ribs before he asked with surprise, “Where are the rest of your clothes, love?”

			He spoke the word love with the rough intonation of a Yorkshire miner, but she didn’t care. No one had ever called her love.

			“I had no time. . . . I was in a hurry. . . .” That was all she could get out, for his hands were roaming farther now, along the undersides of her breasts, his thumbs brushing the bottom swells, making her heart race.

			“God help me,” he drew back to whisper, “you’re nearly naked.” His eyes locked with hers, so beautifully needy that it made her chest hurt. Then they flashed like quicksilver before he took her mouth again.

			This time his kiss was so hard and consuming that it left her no room to think of anything but how to wring every moment of enjoyment from his increasingly bold caresses. His thumbs now rose to tease her nipples through the thin cambric, rousing them erect, making them ache and throb.

			She knew it was wrong, but she didn’t care. He was turning her inside out, making her feel things she’d never felt.

			With a little burst of will, she broke their kiss. “We shouldn’t be doing this.”

			“No,” he agreed, but instead of releasing her, he drew open her cloak to stare at her. “But I want to touch you, just a little. Will you let me?”

			“Someone might see,” she protested weakly, glancing toward the open door.

			“Not without coming inside. The boys won’t, your aunt can’t, and the servants know better than to go anywhere near this barn, much less enter it.”

			“Even Mr. Huggett?” she asked.

			His feverish gaze burned into her, making her blood run hot. “Even Huggett,” he rasped. Taking her by surprise, he lifted her onto the worktable, then reached inside her cloak to cup one breast.

			It felt soooo good, nothing like she would have expected. He fondled her breast shamelessly, and when she arched just as shamelessly into his hand, he pressed forward between her legs and began spreading ravenous kisses along her neck.

			She grabbed at his shoulders, and her cloak fell off. He took that as leave to unbutton her night rail so he could unveil one breast and seize it in his mouth.

			Lord in heaven . . . that was amazing. He sucked and teased, his tongue playing over her nipple, driving her insane with the pleasure of it. She ought to stop him before she was doomed forever, but instead she clasped his head in both hands, urging him to suck the other breast, too. Emitting a low growl from deep in his throat, he obliged her eagerly.

			This was madness. Anyone might find them.

			Would that be so bad? Then he’d have to marry her.

			No, she didn’t want that, either. But neither did she want to miss her chance to have a man touch her like this of his own free will without a care for her fortune. And not just any man, but Martin, who not only made her body sing, but treated her like a real person. He might not want her as his wife, but he did desire her as a woman, and that was more than she’d ever hoped for.

			Then his hand started moving up her thighs, as if lighting a trail of black powder that headed ever closer to the place that awaited the spark, that threatened to erupt any moment in the depths of her belly.

			“I should stop this,” he rasped against her ear. “Make me stop, love.”

			She heard him dimly through the haze of pleasure swirling about her. “Why?”

			A groan escaped him before he lifted his head to take her mouth again. While his free hand took over caressing her breast, his other hand swept higher between her legs until he was cupping her in her special place, the one she never touched except when washing.

			Goodness. Gracious. He was fondling her down there! Worse yet, she was letting him. What a wicked creature she was!

			But his passion consumed her. She never dreamed men could convey such passion, like a poem full of words so strong and rich she could scarcely keep from bursting into song. He rubbed her as a servant rubs kindling to start a fire, and heat engulfed her, flaming, flaring up, making her ache and quiver and squirm beneath his hand.

			“That’s it,” he murmured, his mouth dropping to take more wild liberties with her breast. “Let me show you. . . . You’re so . . . incredibly sweet. . . . I want to . . . God help me. . . .”

			His finger delved inside her, and she nearly leaped off the table. “Martin!”

			“Shh, shh,” he gentled her, nuzzling her breast and her neck, breathing soothing sounds in her ear. “I want to make amends for hurting your feelings.”

			“You’ll ruin me,” she whispered, half hoping that he would.

			“No, I swear. I’ll give you only a taste. But I have to touch you or go mad.”

			And all the while, his fingers were working her, tormenting her with the promise of a conflagration she’d never known. “Martin . . . you . . . oh, heavens . . .”

			“You’re so wet, love, like ripe fruit. . . . I want to pluck you and devour you. . . .” Each word came more dimly to her ears, for she was nearly to the point of exploding, the heat so fiery that she could only moan and thrash beneath his hand.

			Suddenly an eruption hit her with the fierceness of wildfire, tearing a cry from her throat that he silenced with his mouth.

			As her body quaked and trembled, then finally settled back down to earth in his arms, she realized that this was what she wanted—this thrilling intimacy with a man who cared for her.

			Now if only she could figure out how to keep him. For after tasting passion with Martin, she could never be satisfied with anyone else.

		

	
		
			Chapter Seven

			Dear Charlotte,

			I suppose you think it amusing to taunt me about my arrogance, but you and I are more alike than you admit. You have a tendency to be rather haughty yourself.

			Your cousin,

			Michael

			As Martin felt her honeypot convulse about his fingers, he wanted to crow—then weep. He’d never desired a woman so much in his life. And he’d never been less free to indulge that desire to its fullest. Instead he had to stand here aching for her, knowing he would never have the chance to fill her flesh with his and claim her for his own.

			He must have made some frustrated sound, for she drew back from him, her face pleasingly flushed, and whispered, “Are you all right?”

			Hell and blazes, he doubted he’d ever be all right again. Wiping his fingers on her night rail, he managed a smile. “I should ask you that.”

			Her hands still clutching his arms, she kissed his chin. “I don’t think ‘all right’ begins to describe it. I . . . I feel drunk, but my mind is clear.”

			A rueful chuckle sounded deep in his throat. “How strange. My mind is shattered.” Pulling back from her, he drew down her night rail regretfully. “But I didn’t mean to go so far.”

			She was staring at him with alarm. “We didn’t . . . you didn’t . . .”

			“No. You’re still chaste.”

			Laughter bubbled out of her. “Chaste? It felt too good for chastity.”

			The sparkle in her eyes made him want to go right back to what they’d been doing. The heavy cock in his trousers intensified the urge.

			He fought the impulse, drawing her cloak up over her shoulders. He’d never had such shaky control over his desires, especially with a virgin. Ellie was as dangerous to him as blasting powder.

			But she wasn’t his for the taking, except in the marriage bed—and that was impossible. “That’s precisely why it was wrong of me—”

			“Don’t say that.” She touched her finger to his lips. “It was wonderful.”

			His heart swelled. The adoring look on her face was so sweet that he blurted out without thinking, “Oh, God, how will I ever let you go?”

			The minute he spoke the words, he wished them back, because clearly she welcomed them.

			Her words confirmed it. “You don’t have to let me go,” she said softly.

			What fresh torture was this? It had been much easier to resist her before. He’d been sure she would lose interest once she heard how Rupert had died. But with her still wanting him . . .

			When he didn’t answer right away, she dropped her gaze and added, “Of course, that’s assuming you would want to marry me, which clearly you don’t.”

			As a flush of humiliation spread over her cheeks, she tried to leave the table, but he wouldn’t let her. He couldn’t bear to have her think him such a cad. “You’re the only woman I’d ever consider marrying,” he murmured, bending his forehead to hers. “But I can’t.” He couldn’t risk having her here. It was too dangerous.

			“Why not?” she asked in a small voice.

			Isn’t it obvious? he wanted to shout as he pushed away from the table. Look around you, look at what I spend my time doing!

			She wouldn’t care. Women always tried to deny the risks. Or worse, eliminate the problem by putting conditions on things. And he refused to end his experiments. He was tired of watching people die or be maimed in the mines.

			What if she understands that, too? What if she’s willing to accept what you feel compelled to do?

			He snorted. She could never fully understand the dangers. All it would take was her coming into the barn one night to call him to dinner, bearing a candle in her hand . . .

			No, he wouldn’t risk it. He wouldn’t risk her.

			She would call his fears irrational. And perhaps they were, but that didn’t change the terror that gripped him whenever he pictured her laid out on the ground like Rupert.

			Still, he had to tell her something, give her a compelling reason to make her think twice about marrying him. “Your father would never agree to a match between us. I’m sure he’s heard the rumors about me, too.”

			A strange unease crossed her face. “Does his approval matter to you?”

			“No, but I imagine it matters to you.”

			His answer brought a smile to her face. “You have no idea how little it matters. Besides, he’s a reasonable man. When I tell him the truth of what happened, he’ll see that you weren’t at fault.”

			He tried to swallow past the lump in his throat. “Not everyone has your forgiving heart, Ellie.”

			“Father will listen to me, I swear.” She thrust out her chin as she slid off the table and straightened her night rail. “If I make it clear that I want to marry you, he won’t object. He wants only my happiness, after all.”

			She knew so little about men. “I’m sure he does. And he’ll know that marrying me won’t add to it. For one thing, you won’t be accepted in polite society. If you marry me, you’ll be the Black Baron’s wife. Have you considered that? They’ll gossip about you, too—they’ll say I married you for your fortune or some such rot, and they’ll think you a monster for marrying the man whom everyone believes murdered his brother.”

			Her eyes flashed sparks. “I don’t care.”

			“You will, in time. You don’t know how to handle being cut off from people, being whispered about and avoided—”

			“You seem to handle it well enough.”

			“That’s because I don’t like people. Except for you.” When she smiled at that, he sharpened his tone. “I don’t care about society but you were bred for it. You’re a society female. I won’t have time for shopping jaunts to London and Sheffield and York, and you won’t want to make them after you see how people react to me there.” That was doing it up a bit brown, but how else was he to nip this attraction before it tempted him beyond his sanity?

			She glared at him. “Have you noticed nothing about me in the past few days? As it happens, I’m perfectly comfortable in the country. I like to read and sew and go for long walks. I’m not remotely a ‘society female.’ ”

			“Did you or did you not go to an expensive ladies’ school?” he asked.

			“Yes, but—”

			“And were you presented to the queen? Did you dance at Almack’s? Did all your friends do the same?”

			“What has that got to do with anything?” she demanded.

			“You said you weren’t a society female. I’m reminding you that you are.” When she opened her mouth to protest, he added hastily, “It’s the right kind of life for the daughter of Joseph Bancroft.”

			“And what about for the wife of a lord of the realm?” she snapped.

			“In society’s eyes, I am only a lord because I killed my brother. The rules for other men of rank don’t apply to me. Trust me, the Black Baron can’t give you the kind of life you deserve.”

			“Perhaps I don’t want that kind of life!”

			He shook his head. “You don’t know what you want. How can you, after only a few days moldering here at Thorn­cliff? Give it another week, and you’ll be bored senseless.”

			“And you won’t even allow me the chance to find out, will you?” she snapped as she buttoned up her cloak. “You’re throwing me aside out of some dubious attempt to protect me from . . . from nonsense.” She crossed her arms over her chest. “I told you I don’t care about any of that, and if you choose not to believe me—”

			“I choose to do what I think is right for you. You deserve better.”

			“Absolutely,” she said hotly. “I deserve a man who wants me.”

			“I do want you!”

			A blush darkened her fine skin. “If you wanted me, you’d find a way to have me instead of making a lot of excuses.”

			“They’re not excuses!”

			At that moment, they heard noises outside. Hell and blazes, he’d forgotten that he’d asked a groom to saddle his horse half an hour ago. That’s when he’d seen the boys trying to get in.

			Huggett’s voice drifted to where they stood. “I couldn’t find him in the house, so he’s got to be out here.”

			“P’raps,” the groom said. “It ain’t like him to keep me waiting so long.”

			“My lord?” called the butler from a healthy distance, since he knew better than to approach the entrance.

			“Blast it all,” Martin hissed under his breath. “I have to go.”

			“Well then, go,” she said with a sniff as she turned for the table. She hunted until she found her spectacles, then put them on.

			When she made no move toward the door, he growled, “I’m not leaving you in here alone.”

			“Oh, for goodness’ sake.” Ignoring his proffered arm, she hurried ahead of him, her sweet hips swaying in a motion that made him wish he could take back everything he’d said.

			He moved swiftly up beside her, grabbing her arm just in time for them to walk out together. “I’m here, Huggett. I was just showing Miss Bancroft the barn.”

			As the two of them emerged into the painfully bright morning sunlight, Huggett and the groom gaped at her. Too late, Martin remembered that her hair was down, though the rest of her looked presentable enough.

			“You allowed Miss Bancroft into the barn?” Huggett said meaningfully.

			Martin was just about to give his presumptuous butler a piece of his mind when Ellie answered. “Actually I followed him in there, which is why he’s kicking me out.” She shot Martin a cold glance. “Thank you for the tour, my lord.” Breaking free of his grip, she gave him a cool nod, then headed toward the house.

			As he watched her flounce off wearing the cloak that barely shielded her charms, something twisted inside him. Perhaps he was only making excuses. Perhaps a marriage was possible. He could still run after her and beg her to forgive him, to stay with him and share his life. . . .

			His dangerous, solitary life.

			He shook off the impulse. “Huggett, I told the boys they have to scrub pots for Cook as punishment for trying to enter the barn. See that they do it, will you?”

			“Yes, sir,” he said. As the groom hurried off to where the horse waited in front, Huggett fell into step beside Martin. “Miss Bancroft has lovely hair, does she not? It compensates for her rather plain appearance.”

			“Plain appearance!” he snapped. “Are you mad?” When Huggett arched one eyebrow, he groaned. “Give it up, man. I’ve told you I can’t have a woman about the place.”

			“Why? Because she might make it warm and cozy? Enliven your days?” Huggett’s voice grew pitying. “Free you from your blind obsession?”

			Anger swelled in him. “Watch it, Huggett!”

			“Forgive me, sir,” the butler murmured. “I didn’t mean to presume.”

			Martin increased his pace. Of course the blasted man had meant to presume. He always presumed.

			But that didn’t mean he was wrong.

			As Martin mounted his horse, he tried to ignore Huggett’s apt description of his life. His “blind obsession” had a worthy purpose. If his experiments were successful, he might save hundreds of lives.

			While destroying your own.

			He snorted as he rode toward town. He’d been fine before the Metcalfs had come to shatter his peace. Before Ellie . . .

			A vision of her face rapt with pleasure swam before him. God help him, he wished he’d never seen them on that road. Until then, he’d existed in a blessed numbness that enabled him to do nothing but work.

			After knowing her, would he ever be able to do that again?

			* * *

			Ellie spent her morning in a state of fury. Martin and his assumptions! Society female, indeed. He didn’t know her at all!

			But as the day wore into afternoon, even the task of finding a Yule log with the boys couldn’t stop certain thoughts from invading her mind.

			Be honest, Ellie. You would miss dancing at balls, and you would want to do some shopping. And what about visiting the school in London or going to see Lucy? Could you really give that up?

			She wouldn’t have to if he would just tell people what had happened with his brother. He was merely being stubborn. And proud.

			And realistic. Rumors tended to take on a life of their own. Perhaps the nastiness would fade once he married, but it could also increase. The gossips might simply work her into the tale, as he’d said.

			She didn’t care! As long as she and Martin were together, it didn’t matter. With a scowl, she tromped over a rotting stump. It wasn’t right. He was a good man. He deserved to have friends around him, and good society, and a wife who loved him.

			Loved him?

			As the truth hit her like a branch falling from the sky, tears sprang to her eyes, making it hard for her to see where she was going. Look what he’d gone and done—the fellow had made her fall in love with him! It was so unfair.

			Still, she couldn’t help it. Who could not love a man who spent his waking hours trying to better conditions in his mine? A man who didn’t care what people thought of him, as long as he could do his experiments? A man who went to any lengths to keep those around him safe. He’d even made her leave the barn at the end, because he thought it was too dangerous. . . .

			Ohhhh. Could that be the real reason behind his refusal to marry her? Out of fear? Or worry that what happened to his brother might happen to her?

			She clung to that possibility for one heady moment, since it soothed her aching heart. But much as she wanted to believe it, it made no sense. Why should he worry about her safety? It wasn’t as if she’d be going near the mine. And she was perfectly capable of staying out of his way if asked. It was ludicrous to think he might forego happiness for that.

			What made more sense was that he just didn’t want her badly enough to make the necessary adjustments in his life.

			She swallowed hard. Because she was plain. He might say he desired her, but plenty of men desired women without wanting them as wives. There’d been no females here in a long time, so Martin might just be randy. That didn’t mean he wanted to spend his life with her.

			Dashing away angry tears, she hurried after the boys and the footmen as they headed down another path through the woods. They’d been in search of the perfect Yule log for two hours now, discarding every stupid piece of wood she suggested. Why was the male sex always so fractious and determined to make a woman’s life miserable?

			Well, she’d had enough of them all. She wasn’t good enough for his lordship? Fine. She would be cordial and aloof with him from now on.

			But that night, as they finished dinner, she wasn’t so sure she could. Martin kept looking at her with an odd yearning that confused her even further. Did he want her or not? What other secrets lay behind that strange and enigmatic gaze to explain the real reason for his not wanting to marry?

			Was she just being fanciful? Or was he simply not interested in her because she wasn’t pretty enough to keep his interest?

			“So when do we play snapdragon?” Percy asked once dessert was served.

			Martin muttered an oath. “I was hoping it had slipped your mind.”

			“No chance of that,” she said dryly. Her cousins never forgot a promise, even one made under duress.

			“Very well,” Martin said. “I’ll go see to the arrangements.”

			“And I’ll take Meg up to bed. She’s too young for this.” She glanced over to where the girl was nodding off. “Besides, it’s late.”

			Picking her darling cousin up, she headed for the stairs.

			“You’ll come back, though, won’t you, Ellie?” Tim asked.

			“Yes,” Martin’s low voice joined in. “Do come back.”

			A little thrill darted through her at his words.

			But when she shot him a surprised glance, he added, “You can’t possibly expect me to handle these lads without help.”

			She stiffened, tempted to tell him he was on his own, but the silvery heat in his eyes kept her from saying it. “Give me a few minutes.”

			When she returned, everything had already been arranged. The shallow bowl of brandy held pride of place in the center of the dining table, laden with so many raisins that plucking them out wouldn’t prove much of a challenge, fire or no fire.

			Nonetheless, Martin was setting down rules as she approached. “No flinging raisins at other people. Huggett will keep count of how many each of you snatches, and you must abide by his count. Take off your coats, and roll up your sleeves. I don’t want anyone catching their cuffs on fire.”

			“What about me?” she asked. “My sleeves are too tight to roll up.”

			Alarm suffused his face. “You mean to play?”

			“Ellie always plays,” Tim said matter-­of-­factly. “She almost beat everyone last time. It’s because she has little fingers. She can get in and out quicker.”

			“God help us.” Martin cast her a resigned glance. “I don’t suppose I can talk you out of it.”

			“Not on your life,” she said, though his palpable concern softened her.

			“Very well.” He gestured to her sleeves. “Slide them up as far as you can.” He turned to the boys. “If you happen to ignite anything, put it out in one of the pails I placed at each corner of the table. But whatever you do, don’t throw water on the brandy. It merely scatters the fire.”

			“Listen well to him, boys,” she put in. “His lordship knows everything there is to know about fire.”

			“What I know is that it’s dangerous,” Martin growled.

			Everyone roundly ignored him.

			Charlie peered into the bowl. “Where’s the lucky raisin?”

			“What’s that?” Martin asked.

			Ellie produced the gold button she’d brought along just for this purpose. “In London, we add what we call the ‘lucky raisin’ to the bowl. Whoever plucks it out is allowed to ask a boon of someone else among the party.” Dropping it into the brandy, she cast Martin a teasing glance. “And whoever is asked must grant the boon or risk a dire fate.”

			Martin arched one eyebrow. “A dire fate, eh? Then I’ll have to make sure I am the one to get it.”

			The husky timbre of his voice thrummed along her every nerve. If he thought she’d let him win this, he was in for a surprise. The Black Baron had already won more from her than she could afford to lose. It was her turn to win.

			Huggett lit the bowl, then extinguished the candles, leaving only the eerie blue flame playing over the surface. At once the boys began to chant:

			“Here he comes with flaming bowl,

			Don’t he mean to take his toll,

			Snip! Snap! Dragon!

			Take care you don’t take too much,

			Be not greedy in your clutch,

			Snip! Snap! Dragon!

			With his blue and lapping tongue

			Many of you will be stung,

			Snip! Snap! Dragon!”

			They’d scarcely finished the final verse when Tim plunged his fingers into the luminous glow to snatch the first raisin, and the game was on.

			Bracing herself for the quick heat, Ellie darted forward to grab her own prize. She popped it into her mouth, dancing it about on her tongue to extinguish the fire, then chewing up the hot raisin as she reached toward the bowl for another.

			For a moment, Martin only watched and shook his head as they complained about their sore fingers even while they thrust them right back in. But then he began grabbing raisins himself with a deftness even she couldn’t match.

			“Tell me again why we’re doing this?” he muttered as he tossed a blue-­tinged raisin into his mouth and winced.

			“Because it’s fun!” she cried, laughing at the chagrin on his face.

			When Charlie crowed after snatching up two raisins at once, she noticed that Martin’s lips bore a ghost of a smile.

			She bent closer, trying to spot the gold button, no small feat with only the blue flame for light. Just as she caught sight of it Percy did, too, and lunged forward. His arm caught the side of her head, snagging her braid loose of its pins to fall right into the brandy. She still managed to seize the lucky raisin, but not before the end of her braid had caught fire.

			As the acrid smell of burned hair rose around them, Martin grabbed her braid and tugged her to the nearest pail. “I knew this was insane,” he grumbled as he dunked it repeatedly. “Snapdragon indeed. You people have no sense!”

			“Ow!” she cried, torn between pain and laughter. “My head is attached to that, you know. Stop pulling so hard! The fire is out, for goodness’ sake!”

			Releasing her braid, he scowled at her, ignoring the boys, who’d returned to the game as soon as they’d seen she was safe. “What in God’s name were you trying to do by leaning so close to the flames?”

			“I was trying to get this.” She held up the lucky raisin with a grin. “And I succeeded, didn’t I?”

			“You nearly succeeded in igniting your whole head!” he countered, the panic in his voice mirrored by his expression of dark concern.

			“I was fine, really.” She swept her braid up to examine the end. “It’s hardly even burned.”

			“That’s only because you have it so tightly plaited. That slows down the rate of—” He broke off, his eyes going wide. “That’s it. Oh my God, that’s it!”

			“What’s it?” she asked. “The rate of what?”

			But his mind seemed to be elsewhere. Swiftly, he relit a couple of candles, then set a plate over the bowl to extinguish the blue flames.

			“Wait!” Percy cried. “We’re not done!”

			“Yes you are,” he shot back. “I have to go, and I’m not leaving you lot here alone with a burning bowl of brandy.”

			“Where are you going?” Tim asked. “Can we come?”

			“Certainly not,” Martin growled as he donned his coat.

			“It’s nearly ten o’clock, sir,” Huggett pointed out. “Surely it’s much too dangerous to be riding out on icy roads—”

			“I’m not riding anywhere.” Martin stalked for the door. “Make sure they don’t light up the brandy again, Huggett.” He was halfway out the door when he halted, whirled around, and returned to where she stood gaping at him.

			Before she knew his intent, he caught her hand and pressed a hard kiss into the palm. “Thank you,” he said fervently, his eyes regarding her with such hot intensity that a blush rose to her cheeks. “You don’t know what you’ve done.”

			“I certainly don’t,” she shot back, but by the time the words were out of her mouth, he was already heading for the door again.

			After he’d gone, Percy shook his head. “He’s an odd fellow, isn’t he, Ellie?”

			Odd wasn’t the word she would have used. Impassioned was more like it.

			Her hand still burned, and not from the hot raisins. She stared down to where he’d kissed it, then curled her fingers into the palm, wishing kisses could somehow be saved. Because just that touch of his lips on her bare skin had brought all her wanton feelings from that morning rushing back.

			So much for being cordial and aloof.

			“What are you going to do with the lucky raisin?” Charlie asked her.

			She opened her other hand to stare at the gold button. “I don’t know.”

			“You could ask Tim to stop being such a nodcock,” Percy said, elbowing his younger brother.

			“Or ask Percy to grow a brain,” Tim countered, elbowing back.

			“Stop that, both of you,” she said without looking up. “I’m going to save it until I decide.”

			But what was there to decide? Only one person could grant her what she wanted, and it wasn’t her cousins. Because what she wanted was a night of passion with Martin.

			Her heart leaped in her chest. It wasn’t too horribly outrageous an idea, was it? If she meant never to marry anyway, did it matter if she lost her innocence? What she contemplated might go against every principle Mrs. Harris had taught her, but such principles hadn’t suited her very well of late.

			She much preferred Nicolas Chamfort’s principle, that “when a man and a woman have an overwhelming passion for each other . . . in spite of such obstacles dividing them . . . they belong to each other in the name of Nature, and are lovers by Divine right, in spite of human convention or the laws.”

			Of course, Chamfort was French. Still, how could she live out her life without experiencing passion for herself with the only man she’d ever loved? She might not have Martin’s love in return, but she could have his passion.

			She would have his passion, at least for one night. He owed her a boon. And she was going to make sure he granted it, no matter what the consequences.

		

	
		
			Chapter Eight

			Dear Cousin,

			I am not haughty, but cautious. I can understand how a man might mistake caution for arrogance, but I assure you no woman would. On the whole, women are far more aware of the world’s dangers than men will allow.

			Your terribly cautious relation,

			Charlotte

			Christmas Eve dawned cold and clear, but Martin scarcely noticed. He had passed the night in his barn, working in a frenzy of excitement on his new idea for a fuse consisting of rope impregnated with black powder, and now he was on his third rendition. Each one had worked successively better in his limited tests. He figured that by midday he’d have a version worth testing more reliably at the mine.

			Why hadn’t he thought of using rope before?

			Because he hadn’t had Ellie around before. Ellie, with her penchant for braiding things . . . Ellie, with her encouraging glances . . . Ellie, who apparently approved of any Christmas tradition that involved setting fires.

			Reckless little fool. He’d nearly lost ten years of his life when her hair had caught fire. And she hadn’t even flinched! She’d blithely teased him about finding that idiotic button, as if she hadn’t just risked going up in flames.

			The wench was a bit mad, as were her cousins. The sooner the lot of them went on to Sheffield, the better. Then his life would return to how it had been before. Predictable. Safe. . . . Lonely.

			With a scowl, he bent over the table, cutting strands of jute to wind around the core of gunpowder he’d developed. How had he adapted so quickly to the pleasure of having a cozy group around the dinner table? To evenings filled with books and music? Granted, the boys were rascals, but little Meg had an endearing way of thrusting her thumb in her mouth whenever she was upset, and Ellie . . .

			Oh, God, Ellie. Once she returned to London, she’d surely find a husband who wasn’t liable to blow her up by accident. He’d be a respectable gentleman with a good name, who would dance with her at balls and dine with her at home and retire with her at night to their intimate marriage bed—

			The penknife cut into his forefinger. “Hell and blazes,” he muttered to himself, “that damned woman will be the death of me yet.”

			He couldn’t stand to think of her in another man’s bed. He hated the idea of some other man kissing that plump little mouth, entwining himself in that curtain of hair, fondling every inch of her lush, warm flesh.

			You just have to give it time. You’ll forget her when she leaves. The memory will fade, and your life will go back to normal.

			Then why did the image of her not fade from his mind as his experiments continued throughout the morning? Why was it that when Huggett called to him from outside to come eat something, he was disappointed to find, when he went in briefly for food, that Ellie and the boys were upstairs with Mrs. Metcalf? He had to restrain himself from going up for just a glimpse of her smile.

			That afternoon he went to the mine, bearing his three experimental fuses. They performed spectacularly. Though he could see that improvements would be needed, the men were impressed with the possibilities, and he knew without a doubt that he’d finally stumbled upon the solution he’d been striving for.

			Yet despite the congratulations, despite the drinking in celebration of Christmas Eve at the mine, he chafed to be back at the manor. He told himself it was only because he wanted to tell Ellie about his “safe fuse,” that he wanted to give credit where credit was due since she’d sparked the idea in his mind. It wasn’t because he yearned to see her face bloom in a smile, to hear her praise his accomplishment, to steal a kiss. No, indeed.

			Yet instead of drinking into the wee hours of the morning with his miners as on past Christmas Eves, he begged off early. After a quick washup, he rode back to the manor around nine o’clock, praying that Ellie hadn’t yet retired.

			She hadn’t. He found her sitting alone in the great hall, near the hearth that held a monstrously large piece of timber. “I suppose I missed the lighting of the Yule log,” he murmured as he came up to where she sat reading before the fire.

			She looked up, a smile of welcome flashing over her lips. “Yes. And dinner, too, though I believe Mr. Huggett put a tray of something in your study. He said that was where you generally eat.”

			“It is, indeed.” He suddenly realized he’d had nothing but ale since midday, and not much of that, either. He held out his hand to her. “Will you come sit with me while I eat? I have much to tell you.”

			“Certainly.” Taking his hand, she rose, leaving her book on the chair. As they headed off together, with her hand nestled in the crook of his arm, she added, “You look tired.”

			“I am. Tired and famished. I only slept in snatches last night, and it’s beginning to catch up with me.”

			“The children were disappointed that you weren’t here for the Christmas Eve festivities,” she said in a tone of forced nonchalance.

			“Only the children?” he said, unable to stop himself.

			“Certainly not.” Her gaze shot to his, an arch smile playing over her lips. “Mr. Huggett was positively devastated by your absence.”

			He laughed. “The rascal probably had the time of his life with those boys running around setting fire to Yule candles while I wasn’t here to put a damper on things.” He covered her hand with his. “But I wasn’t trying to avoid any of you. I was working out my new invention.”

			They’d reached the study, where a tray of cold ham, bread, and cheese awaited him. She sat down across the desk from him as he began to eat, describing the safety fuse between bites of his meal. Some of the excitement still beating in his chest must have conveyed itself to her, for her expression soon grew as animated as he felt, even though she probably didn’t understand half of what he babbled about blends of chemicals and the proper winding of the jute.

			Until now, he’d never realized how much he craved having someone share his successes. She even seemed to understand his enthusiasm. Not even his father had ever done that, and it touched him deeply.

			Shoving his tray aside, he leaned forward on the desk. “It’s all because of you, you know. Your braid gave me the idea.”

			“You mean, setting fire to my braid gave you the idea,” she teased. “Seems to me that since I risked my life for your cause, I ought to receive at least half the proceeds of your safe fuse.”

			He chuckled. “I do owe you,” he said, matching her light tone. “I owe you double, as a matter of fact—unless you’ve already demanded that one of the others give you your lucky raisin ‘boon.’ ”

			Mention of the “boon” inexplicably banished the smile from her lips. She smoothed her skirts and fidgeted a moment, then abruptly rose and went to where the door stood open. “Actually I . . . um . . . kept the fulfillment of the boon for you. In fact, I was hoping you’d do it tonight.”

			She glanced out, then closed the door, and he frowned. Whatever she wanted of him must be very secret indeed. Something for her aunt, perhaps?

			But then she stowed her spectacles in her pocket, and he knew this was no ordinary favor. She returned to the desk, looking decidedly nervous. “I . . . um . . . well . . . I’ve been thinking, and I was hoping . . . that is . . .”

			“For God’s sake, Ellie, tell me what you want. I’ll be happy to give you—”

			“I want a night of passion,” she blurted out.

			The coals that had been smoldering inside him ever since yesterday in the barn leaped instantly into flame. It took all his will to tamp them down. “What in blazes do you mean?” he said, praying he’d misunderstood her.

			She set her shoulders as her gaze met his. “I mean I want you to make love to me. Tonight, i-­if you’re not too tired.”

			Too tired? He could leap over mountains right now if it meant a chance of bedding her. But that didn’t mean it was wise. He rose from the desk so abruptly, his chair fell over. “Are you daft?”

			“No!” Her chin began to tremble. “I-­I just thought perhaps you wouldn’t mind giving me what I want since you . . . seemed to desire me, at least a little.”

			“Of course I desire you, and more than a little,” he bit out, not sure how to handle this. “But that’s not the point. You’re an untried maiden. Someday you’ll marry, and your husband will expect—”

			“I shall never marry,” she said stoutly. “So given the choice between a spinsterhood without ever knowing passion and a single night with you, I’d just as soon have the night with you. If you don’t mind.”

			His blood pounded in his veins. Mind? He minded quite a lot. His control was already stretched to the breaking point, and he didn’t know how much farther it would hold, now that she’d roused images of her and him together in his head.

			“Ellie,” he said, attempting a soothing tone as he approached her, “of course you’ll be marrying. Why wouldn’t you?”

			Anger flared in her eyes. “If you’re going to be condescending about it, forget what I said.”

			What did she mean—he was just stating facts!

			She turned for the door, but he caught her arm to stay her. “I didn’t mean to be condescending. All I was trying to say—badly, it appears—is that some respectable man is sure to offer for you.” God rot the lucky bastard.

			“Some respectable fortune hunter, you mean.”

			“No, that’s not what I mean at all!”

			“Because that’s the only type who will ever offer for me,” she went on in a tortured voice, her arm trembling in his grasp. “I can’t take another season of their insincere smiles and their polite conversation while they follow my friend Lucy with their eyes. I’d rather die than marry a man who doesn’t care for me.”

			Pulling free of his grip, she faced him. Her eyes held so much pain that it shocked him. “I understand why you don’t want to marry me, either. Sadly enough for me, you’re a man of character, and like most men of character, you can’t be tempted by a mere fortune. I can even”— her voice caught on a sob before she steadied herself—“accept that. But I don’t see why that should prevent you from showing me what passion is.”

			He was still trying to follow her skewed reasoning when she added in a heart-­wrenching voice, “I . . . I know I’m not pretty enough to marry . . .” She was crying now. “But surely you find me . . . desirable enough . . . to share your bed . . . for just one . . . night.”

			“Ellie, my God,” he whispered as it finally dawned on him what notion she’d taken into her head. Catching her face in his hands, he forced her to look at him. “Pretty enough to marry! Are you mad? I’ve spent the past few days in a torment trying to keep my hands off you. I can’t sleep for dreaming of what it would be like to have you in my bed.”

			“Then why won’t you make love to me?” she choked out. “I promise no one will ever know. It will be only the one night—”

			“One night would never be enough,” he said fiercely. “Hell and blazes, don’t you understand? You’re everything I dream of in a wife. You have a heart as big as the world. You’re honest, and clever, and you make my blood run hot whenever I see you.” He brushed the tears from her cheeks with his thumbs. “And yes, you are pretty. To me, you’re as pretty as a woman can be. I don’t know what those idiots in London have been telling you, but they’re wrong.”

			She dropped her gaze. “You’re just s-­saying that to be kind.”

			“When have I ever been kind before?” he said, desperate to relieve her pain. “I’m saying it because it’s true, love. I swear I would marry you in an instant if not for—”

			“If not for what?” She lifted her lovely, innocent gaze to meet his. “And don’t say it has anything to do with the gossip, because you know I don’t care about that. Besides, none of it could hurt me nearly as much as marrying a man who doesn’t love me. Or remaining a spinster. Because if you don’t want me, that’s what will happen. I’ll live with Papa and never know the passion of the marriage bed—”

			“At least you’d be alive!” he cried, the words torn from him. But he couldn’t let her think that he didn’t want her; that would be cruel.

			Her face was incredulous. “That’s what this is about? You won’t marry me because you’re worried about my safety?”

			“Don’t you see? I couldn’t bear it if anything ever happened to you.” He had to make her understand. “I won’t marry you at the risk to your life. I can’t.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Nine

			Dear Charlotte,

			Men don’t believe that women are cautious because we witness their recklessness time and again. Even you must admit you let your emotions lead you into trouble.

			Your cool-­headed cousin,

			Michael

			Ellie laughed, giddy at the thought that he really did want her, incredulous at his willingness to let fear for her safety come between them. Here she’d spent the entire day feeling sure that he didn’t care for her, and that was what worried him?

			“I mean it, blast you!” Martin said angrily, stepping back from her. “It’s too dangerous here at Thorncliff.” From the look on his face, he really believed what he was saying. “What I do has risks.”

			Ellie sobered as he began to pace his study in quick, jerky steps. “I realize that. And I’m not asking you to give up what’s important to you. But your servants live here safely while you perform your experiments.”

			“Notice that none of them are women. That’s done on purpose.”

			“Because women catch fire more easily than men?” she quipped, incredulous that this was his reasoning.

			A scowl knit his brow. “Mock me if you want, but my male servants accept the risks. No female can be expected to do so. It’s bad enough that I require some staff, but the idea of a poor maid dying because she passed the barn at the wrong moment—” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I could never bear the thought.”

			“Yet you could bear the thought of a male servant dying in an accident?”

			“No!” He swore under his breath. “You don’t understand. I keep my staff small to lower the risks. But a wife needs more servants—maids and footmen and a nanny for the children . . .” He cast her a horrified look. “Children. God help me! Can you imagine? You’ve already seen how hard it is to control them.”

			“If you don’t tantalize them with warnings about the mysterious barn, and if you teach them from the beginning to be cautious, they can be controlled as well as anybody. So can servants.” She thrust out her chin. “And a wife. There’s no reason people can’t follow reasonable precautions if they know the purpose.”

			“The way you followed reasonable precautions last night?”

			“Oh, for goodness’ sake, that could have happened to any of us! Besides, you put out the fire before it half began, and I would have done so if you hadn’t.”

			“The point is—”

			“The point is,” she cut in, “you act as if the rest of the world is generally safe, but it’s not. Fire is a constant threat in the best of homes, what with candles and coals and sparks from the hearth.” She ticked things off on her fingers. “People take falls down stairs—will you block off your stairs, too? And it was purely by God’s mercy that my aunt didn’t die in that carriage. Or that we weren’t sent flying into the trees when we skidded on the ice. Shall you banish carriages from your life, too?”

			“If that’s what it takes to keep the people I love from dying, then yes!”

			And just like that, she understood his fears. It had naught to do with anything rational—it sprang from a deeper source. Instantly her heart went out to him. “Oh, Martin, I’m so sorry.”

			He cast her a wary glance. “For what?”

			She walked up to cup his cheek in her hand. “For everything—for what happened to your brother. For what that has done to you.”

			His eyes were a stark, steely gray as they locked with hers. “I don’t know what you mean,” he said hoarsely.

			“Yes you do.” She caressed his beard-­stubbled jaw, wishing she could soothe his wounded soul just as easily. “This is about punishing yourself for Rupert’s death.”

			He closed his eyes, his throat working convulsively. “It has nothing to do with punishment,” he ground out.

			“Doesn’t it? You could have put an end to the gossip by telling your story and brazening out the rumors. Instead you trumped up these ridiculous reasons for staying here alone, cut off from anyone who might care about you. Because you’re doing a self-­imposed penance for Rupert’s death.”

			“No . . .” he whispered, and tried to move away.

			But she looped her hands around his neck and wouldn’t let him go. “Yes. It hurts less to condemn yourself to a life alone than to face the hard truth that life is not safe. That you can’t control what happens to those you love. That some things must be left to fate.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “Your guilt gives you an excuse not to get too close to anyone, so you don’t risk it happening again.”

			“You don’t understand.” His eyes blazed at her, dark in their torment. “I would die if you were hurt. Or our children or—”

			“So would I.” She pressed a finger to his lips. “But the answer is not to deny yourself family or friends or love. That only poisons the soul. Samuel Johnson said that ‘Solitude is dangerous to reason, without being favourable to virtue.’ By condemning yourself to this lonely life, you save no one, not even yourself.”

			“But by bringing you into my life, I risk putting you into danger.”

			“No more than the danger you put yourself into every day. As long as we face it together, I can handle any such dangers.”

			A muscle flicked in his jaw as he stared at her. “And what if I cannot?”

			“Then you condemn me to a life of loneliness as well—to serve your penance with you against my will.”

			“I don’t believe that. Surely others will see what a jewel you are, men who can give you everything that I . . .” He choked on the words.

			She took advantage of his jealousy. “And that’s what you want?” She stretched up to brush her lips across his throat, desperate to make him understand what he’d be giving up. “For me to find some other fellow?”

			His pulse beat hard beneath her lips. “I want you to be safe and happy.”

			“In another man’s bed?”

			He uttered a low curse.

			“Letting him do all the wonderful things you did yesterday when you put your hands on me?” she went on ruthlessly. “Letting him kiss and caress me—”

			“No, blast you, no!” he growled, covering her mouth with his hand. “You know that’s not what I want.”

			When she kissed his palm, he seized her chin and stared at her a long, painful moment. Then another oath exploded out of him, and he took her mouth with his.

			As he kissed her with a savage passion he’d never shown before, she exulted. Here was the fervent lover she’d imagined in her dreams, who couldn’t live without her. He couldn’t seem to get enough, plundering her mouth as his hands roamed her body to take wanton liberties with a reckless urgency that thrilled her.

			“Ellie,” he rasped as he branded her cheeks and jaw and brow with burning kisses. “Ellie . . . why must you persist in bedeviling me?”

			“Because that’s what it takes to have you,” she answered truthfully. “And I am willing to fight for what I want.”

			A rough laugh escaped him. Then he scooped her up in his arms and stalked toward a door at the back of the study.

			“Where are we going?” she breathed.

			“You win, love.” His raw gaze pierced hers. “You wanted a night of passion, so I’m taking you next door to where I’ve been sleeping this past week.” His voice grew husky. “I’m taking you to my bed.”

			Her heart leaped. Having him make love to her was more than she’d hoped for. But as they entered the room, she knew it would never be enough. Even his temporary lodgings bore traces of him—a monogrammed shaving set left askew on a table, a black waistcoat dangling from a chair post, the scent of saltpeter he could never erase from his clothing . . .

			She buried her face in his chest. She didn’t want to think about tomorrow.

			Apparently neither did he, for he set her down beside the bed and began to claw off his clothes, a wild creature wanting freedom from the trappings of civilization. “You think you can handle the dangers, do you?” His eyes darkened to slate as she took down her hair and undid her gown. “You think you can live with my unpredictable hours, my unsociable moods, my risky experiments.”

			The unspoken promise of a future that lay in those questions made her heart leap. “Yes.” She shimmied out of her gown. “I’m not afraid of danger or risk.” As he ravished her with his gaze, she reached back to untie her corset. “And I’m not afraid of you.”

			“Such a brave little soul,” he growled. Now wearing only his drawers and shirt, he slipped behind her, clearly too impatient to wait for her fumbling attempts to remove her corset. As his fingers worked the laces loose, his mouth burned a path of kisses up from her shoulder to her ear.

			“But I wonder,” he went on, “how brave you’ll be once you see what’s to come.” He dropped her corset to the floor, then filled his hands with her breasts, kneading them through her chemise. “I wonder how you’ll react once you realize the many wicked, lascivious things I want to do to you—”

			“Do them all!” she cried, turning into his arms. “Every single one!” She tore open his shirt in a frenzy of desire, and when he yanked it off she reveled in the sight of his bare chest, swathed in muscle, ornamented with black curls, and all hers for the taking. “Do everything, I beg you.”

			“God help me,” he muttered as she explored him 
with her hands, his breath growing more ragged by the moment.

			When she paused shyly at the waistband of his drawers, he caught her hand and urged it inside to caress him there. “You said you weren’t afraid. . . .” he taunted her.

			“I’m not,” she said shakily, though she wasn’t sure what to make of the hard, thick length of him. Seeing the modest privates on statues had given her a rather different expectation of what a real man’s might be like. “I must say this is quite a substantial . . . collection of parts.”

			With a ragged laugh, he moved her hand to his buttons. “Then take off my drawers. Let’s see just how brave you really are, love.”

			She did as he bade, feeling a bit nervous. But that was nothing to what she felt when she unveiled his rigid flesh, saw it thrusting forward boldly, eager for her perusal. “Heavens,” she whispered, half in excitement, half in alarm.

			“Still want your ‘night of passion’?” he asked hoarsely.

			Her answer was to slip off her chemise, then climb onto the bed and lie back with a tremulous smile. His eyes went wide, then scoured her with excruciating leisure, taking in her heavy breasts, her rounded belly, her wide hips.

			“I was wrong,” he uttered in an aching whisper as he followed her onto the bed. “You’re not merely pretty, love. You’re beautiful. More beautiful than any man could ask for.”

			Her tears started anew, not only because of his words, but because of his worshipful expression. She’d never hoped for such from any man, and now . . .

			Now he lavished his reverence on every part of her that she’d maligned for being unattractive. He molded her breasts, licked at her belly, fondled her between the legs until she ached so badly for him that she began to beg for release. By the time he rose up to press his flesh against her tender parts, it was almost a relief.

			His gaze played hotly over her body as he prepared her with his fingers. “So warm, so lovely,” he murmured, easing himself inside her. “And all mine.”

			“Yes, yours.” She clung to his shoulders, more than a little anxious at the unfamiliar sensation of having him there, so palpable and hard and insistent.

			“Be brave a little longer, love,” he whispered, his brow taut with the effort of taking his time with her. “If you can hold on, I promise not to make it too awful.”

			Awful?

			Then he drove himself to the hilt inside her. The surprise of having him seated so deeply startled her more than it pained her. Then he began to kiss her above, and move inside her below, and even that fleeting pain was swiftly forgotten.

			Because she was riding with the corsair, undulating over seas, hastening before the wind, toward adventure and discoveries and, yes, danger. The more he moved, the more she craved it, arching to meet his plunges, digging her fingernails into his back.

			“Ellie . . . love . . . I want . . . I need . . . God help me . . . I need you,” he rasped as he brought her closer and closer to the pleasure he promised with every shattering thrust.

			“I need you, too,” she whispered, afraid to tell him that her feelings were far more reckless than mere need. “Take me, Martin.” Forever.

			Then they were climbing higher, farther, faster, until they crested a wave to crash in a glory of wild, impetuous danger.

			She cried out. Or perhaps he did. All she knew, as he shook and strained against her, was that she would rather die than leave him after this.

			Did he feel the same? The question plagued her even as he slumped upon her, his mouth dragging languid kisses along her cheek and neck and hair. While he slid off to lie beside her, she tried to ignore the pesky question, preferring to savor the simple joy of having him pull her close, nuzzle her ear, and twine his fingers idly in her hair.

			But as he settled himself against her with a sigh of pleasure, she knew she had to ask what their lovemaking meant for the future. Perhaps he thought it was settled, but he’d said nothing about love or marriage amidst all the sweet words he’d murmured. If this was to be only the night of passion she’d asked for, she had to know, so she could begin learning to hide the broken pieces of her heart.

			“Martin,” she whispered after a moment.

			Silence. She drew back to stare at him. His eyes were closed, and his breathing steady and even. Why, the unfeeling wretch was asleep!

			“Martin!” she said sharply.

			He roused only enough to settle more comfortably beside her, then slipped right back into his doze. She threw herself upon the pillow with a frown. Then she remembered that he’d barely had any sleep in the past two days.

			She sighed. There would likely be no rousing him for hours. Unfortunately she couldn’t stay in his bed until he awoke. Meg might stir in the night and wonder where she was. She had to be in the room when the children and her aunt rose for Christmas morn anyway, and if she lay here much longer, they might both end up sleeping until noon. That was too risky even for the new, bold Ellie.

			Besides, it would be better to have this discussion in the morning, when he was fully in command of his faculties. She still had no desire to force him into marriage: he was a grown man who knew his own mind, and she had made her arguments. If he was still fool enough to prefer his solitary life, she wouldn’t beg for his love. Even spinster­hood was preferable to that.

			Leaving the bed, she dressed as best she could without help. Then she returned to him just long enough to brush the chestnut curls from his forehead and press a kiss to his smooth brow. “Good night, my love,” she whispered.

			He didn’t even stir as she slipped out the door.

		

	
		
			Chapter Ten

			Dear Cousin,

			You mean that I let my heart lead me into trouble. I admit to that freely. But unlike you, sir, I believe that one’s heart will never steer one wrong.

			Your emotional friend,

			Charlotte

			After a night spent in fitful, erotic dreams, Ellie was wakened shortly after dawn by sounds of loud confusion. She hurried into the adjoining room, where her aunt hobbled about on the crutches she’d just begun using the day before. She was trying to soothe the boys and Meg, who were clustered atop her bed, each fighting to tell her their own version of some dire news.

			“Oh, thank heaven you’re up,” Aunt Alys said as she spotted Ellie. “Your father has arrived. And apparently he’s bent on taking us all off at once, as soon as we pack. Or so the children tell me.”

			“At once?” she exclaimed, her heart dropping into her stomach.

			Tim rushed to her. “Yes, it’s too horrible. Uncle Joseph said to rouse you and Mama because we’re going right away! We’re not to open our gifts yet or anything! And we’re going to miss the goose and plum pudding and Yorkshire pudding and—”

			“What does Lord Thorncliff say to this?”

			The children exchanged glances. “Don’t know. He wasn’t downstairs,” Percy said.

			He was probably still asleep. “Stay here, children. I’ll go talk to Papa.”

			“Yes, talk some sense into him,” her aunt said. “Whisking us all away on Christmas? I don’t know what he can be thinking. . . .”

			She dressed as her aunt clomped about voicing loud complaints from the other room. Then Ellie hurried downstairs to find her father making demands of a very flustered Mr. Huggett. Martin was nowhere in sight, though how he could sleep through such commotion was beyond her.

			“I don’t care what elaborate dinner you’ve had prepared, sir,” her father boomed, his barrel chest shaking with outrage. “My daughter and the others shan’t remain one moment longer under this roof. Where are your footmen with those trunks, man—”

			“Papa!” Ellie cried, torn between delight at seeing him and dismay about what he was attempting.

			“Ellie, my girl!” Hurrying to meet her at the foot of the stairs, he gathered her up in his arms as if she’d been lost to him for years rather than a week. “I’m sorry I couldn’t come before this. I didn’t even receive word of it until two days ago, and the roads are still slick. That’s why it took me so long to get here.”

			“It’s all right,” she reassured him. “We’ve been perfectly well. Lord Thorncliff has been very kind.”

			“Thorncliff is the devil himself,” he hissed. Casting Mr. Huggett a foul glance, he pulled her out of the man’s hearing. “I know you haven’t heard about the fellow’s reputation, but it’s believed that he murdered his brother to gain this property. Why the local folk didn’t arrest him is anyone’s guess, but he certainly has no business allowing two respectable females to tarnish their reputations by residing under his roof without a chaperone.”

			“Nonsense, he had no choice,” she bit out, annoyed that he should swallow the gossip about Martin so thoroughly. “We’re very grateful to his lordship for taking us in. Otherwise we would have been in dire straits indeed. And I do know the rumors, but they’re wrong. Lord Thorncliff has been nothing but courteous to us. If you won’t trust me in this, ask Aunt Alys.”

			He snorted. “Your aunt was injured and hardly in her right mind to form an opinion. Otherwise I doubt she would have allowed the Black Baron to take advantage of you all.”

			“Don’t call him that!” She groaned when her father’s eyes narrowed dangerously. “He didn’t take advantage of us. Nothing untoward happened.”

			“All the same, we’re leaving as soon as those blasted footmen get the trunks packed.”

			“But, Papa, it would be rude to leave without even thanking his lordship!”

			“I would gladly have a word with the man if he were here, but he is not.” Her father jutted his chin toward Mr. Huggett. “Or so his servant claims.”

			“What?” She went over to take Mr. Huggett aside as her father went to the door to look for the coach’s approach. “Where is Lord Thorncliff?” she asked, fighting to keep her voice even.

			“He came down shortly before dawn, miss, and asked if any of you were up. When I said no, he said he was going out and would be back in a few hours.” Mr. Huggett leaned close with a knowing air. “He said to make sure that I told you most specifically, in case you should happen to come down early.”

			What was she supposed to make of that? “He didn’t say where he was going?”

			“I’m sorry, miss, no. But someone has already checked the barn, and it’s locked. He might have gone to the mine, but it’s closed today so I don’t think he went there, either.”

			“Find him, please!” Trying not to panic, she strode back to her father. “Papa, we must at least stay until his lordship returns.”

			“No, indeed. I shan’t wait on that scoundrel’s leisure. If he wishes to speak to us, he can find us easily enough at the inn in Hensley.”

			“Hensley?” Her alarm eased a little. Hensley was nearby.

			“I stopped there to reserve us rooms before I came here. I want to consult the doctor about your aunt before we go on, and since it’s Christmas, I thought we could stay the night there and return to Sheffield on the morrow.”

			“An excellent idea,” she said in a rush, struggling to hide her relief.

			Her father hailed a footman coming down the stairs. “You there, are the trunks being packed?”

			“I believe so, sir.”

			“Ellie, go help your aunt.” He cast a dark glance about the sparsely furnished hall. “I am impatient to be away from this gloomy place.”

			“It’s not gloomy!” Ellie protested. “I find it rather . . . poetic.”

			He shook his head, as he always did at what he called her “fanciful notions.” “Poetic or not, the sooner we are away, the better.”

			For the next half hour Ellie did her best to stall him, though once he came up to hurry the packing along, she could stall no more. She consoled herself that Martin would surely follow them to Hensley if they left the manor before he returned. He had to, if only to say good-­bye.

			Unless he sees this as his chance to be rid of me without any fuss.

			No, she couldn’t believe that. She wouldn’t.

			When everything was packed, and Papa had carried her aunt down to settle her comfortably in the carriage, she took Mr. Huggett aside. “Tell his lordship that he is invited to join us for Christmas dinner at the Rose and Crown in Hensley today.”

			“Yes, miss.” But he wouldn’t look her in the eye.

			“You will tell him, won’t you?” she pressed.

			“I will, I swear.” Mr. Huggett sighed. “But I cannot promise he will go. You know how he is.”

			“He must,” she said, determined to listen to her heart and not her fear. She dug into her pocket for the gold button. “Give him this. Tell him he owes me a boon.” He might come after her just to dispute that lie. Either way, she had to see him again before they left the area for good.

			“Aye.” Mr. Huggett cast her a wistful smile. “Whatever happens, you should know that it’s been an honor to serve you. I think I can safely speak for the servants in saying that we would be happy to have you return anytime.”

			“Thank you, Mr. Huggett,” she whispered past the lump lodged in her throat. “I hope to see you again soon.”

			As they rode off in her father’s two carriages, she clung fervently to her hope of a return. Because it would be no Christmas for her if she didn’t.

			* * *

			When Martin had awakened near dawn to find that Ellie had returned to her bed, he’d gone downstairs to find Huggett and the footmen bustling about in preparations for Christmas morning. Though he’d given up on stopping any of that days ago, it had been too much for him to handle with his thoughts in such a turmoil. He’d had a sudden violent urge to escape it before the children awakened and added their own brand of chaos to it. He had to think, to plan.

			After walking aimlessly, he’d somehow found himself at his brother’s grave, which lay in a far spot on the estate that had always been Rupert’s favorite, overlooking the lake where he’d enjoyed rowing.

			Martin had visited it every week since his brother’s death. He’d told himself he did it as a reminder of what he owed to his brother and the miners, but after last night he knew differently. Ellie had been right. It had been a penance. All of it—his isolation, his rigid rules for the staff, even his neglect of the manor. He had been punishing himself—not just for his part in Rupert’s death, but for being allowed to work and eat and breathe while his brother languished forever in the grave. It wasn’t right. It wasn’t fair. But then, life wasn’t generally right or fair.

			Or safe, as Ellie had pointed out. He’d used Rupert’s death as an excuse to protect himself from life, and instead he’d condemned his heart to a vast wasteland where his guilt had become a kind of solace. A deadly and ruinous solace.

			Then she’d burst upon him with her bright smiles and her ridiculous quotations. And her wonderful, forgiving, open heart. Now he had to make a choice. Embrace the happiness she offered or sink further into the guilt that had become his prison. It couldn’t be mere coincidence that her coming had given him the solution to the problem of his fuse that had plagued him for three years. It was hard to think straight when one’s mind was mired in misery.

			He couldn’t banish the guilt that still lay heavy upon his soul, and doubted he could ever rid himself of it entirely. But perhaps he could put it into its proper place and turn to living his life. With Ellie. With the woman he loved.

			A moment of panic seized him. Loved? Oh, God—the very idea struck fear into his soul. Loving was the greatest danger of all. If he loved her, and something happened to her . . .

			The answer is not to deny yourself family or friends or love. That only poisons the soul. Samuel Johnson said that ‘Solitude is dangerous to reason, without being favourable to virtue.’ By condemning yourself to this lonely life, you save no one, not even yourself.

			A faint smile touched his lips. Leave it to his Ellie to quote some stuffy old writer to make her point.

			His Ellie?

			Yes—his. He couldn’t live without her, come what may.

			He stared down at the grave another moment, then clapped his hat back on his head. “Forgive me, Rupert, but I must go. It’s Christmas morn. And I think it’s time I stop mourning a death on Christmas, and start celebrating a birth instead.”

			With lighter steps he turned for home, eager to embrace his future. But the moment he entered the manor to a stillness too like the grave he’d just left, he knew something was wrong.

			Where were the children clamoring for their presents, the footmen setting the table? Where was Ellie?

			“They’re gone,” came a weary voice. He whirled to find a disconsolate Huggett slumped in a chair by the hearth where the Yule log still smoldered. “Mr. Bancroft came and took them all to the Rose and Crown in Hensley. They’re leaving for Sheffield tomorrow.”

			Ellie was gone? Without waiting to speak to him, to settle what lay between them? No doubt that was her father’s doing. But for the merest moment, Martin was tempted to accept it as a sign that he wasn’t meant for happiness, that he must have been mad to think otherwise.

			Then he remembered her sweet face and the chatter of the children and the hope she’d brought thundering in the moment she’d arrived. I am willing to fight for what I want, she’d said.

			And now, so was he.

			“The young miss said I was to invite you to join them for Christmas dinner at the Rose and Crown.” Huggett rose morosely and came toward him. “And I was to give you this.” He handed Martin a gold button.

			What the devil? Ah yes, the “lucky raisin.”

			“I told the young miss that like as not you wouldn’t wish to go, but she said to remind you that you owe her a boon.”

			With a laugh that startled Huggett, he stuffed the button into his pocket, his heart lighter than it had felt in years. He should have known his Ellie would never let him go so easily.

			“Tell me, Huggett, do you think the Rose and Crown will be able to get a goose today? Or any of the other trappings for a decent Christmas dinner?”

			Huggett’s face reflected a faint hope. “I would be quite surprised if they could, my lord, especially at this late date.”

			“And do you happen to have such necessities lying about the house somewhere, enough to feed a large family?”

			“I do indeed, sir,” Huggett said, his voice thrumming with excitement.

			“Well, then, man, pack it all up—every pie and pan and loaf of bread. We’re going to town.”

		

	
		
			Chapter Eleven

			Dear Charlotte,

			Follow your heart if you must, madam. I suppose that is the way of all women, especially at this time of year.

			With best wishes for a Merry Christmas,

			Michael

			If not for the worry in her heart, Ellie might have been amused by the heated conversation taking place between her father and the innkeeper. The Rose and Crown hadn’t expected seven people for dinner. The innkeeper’s wife had only planned a modest repast, since the other staff were celebrating with their families, a fact the innkeeper, a grizzled Yorkshireman, kept trying patiently to explain.

			“We should have stayed at Thorncliff Hall,” Aunt Alys murmured beside her. “Your father can be so impetuous.”

			Ellie sighed. The boys had done naught but complain since they’d left, and Meg kept asking when they were going to see Lord Thorncliff again—a question Ellie wanted answered as well.

			Suddenly Charlie called out from the window, “Come see, everyone! There’s a parade!”

			A parade? On Christmas Day in a provincial town like Hensley? That was hardly likely. But when the others rushed to look out the window, she did, too. And what she saw struck the breath from her lungs.

			Martin led a procession of servants in carts, his great black mare stamping majestically, ribbons streaming from his saddle. The greenery she and the children had used to deck the manor now adorned a cart pulled by a horse Huggett rode as he held a Yule candle high. And in the cart were . . .

			“Look!” Percy cried. “His lordship has brought us Christmas dinner!”

			As tears stung Ellie’s eyes, she held her hand to her mouth to contain a sob of joy. He had indeed. More important, he had come for her. He had come!

			At that moment, Martin looked up and spotted her in the window. Doffing his hat, he cast her a smile so brilliant that it warmed every inch of her heart.

			“Now that’s a sight for sore eyes,” the innkeeper said as he stared out. “Ain’t seen his lordship smile like that since the terrible day his brother were killed. Some said he would never recover, he was that overwrought.”

			Her father glanced to the innkeeper and then to her. “Is that so? I’d heard otherwise.”

			Papa probed the man for more details and the innkeeper began supplying what he knew, but Ellie paid them no mind. She lifted her skirts and ran out.

			In moments she was downstairs, reaching the door just as Martin opened it. Heedless of who might see them, he caught her up in his arms and kissed her soundly, his servants behind him letting out a cheer.

			When he drew back, his eyes were shining and she had every answer she’d wanted. But before he could give her the words, too, her father appeared at the top of the stairs.

			“See here, sir, unhand my daughter!”

			“Papa—” she began.

			“Let me handle this, love,” Martin murmured as he drew her to his side, keeping his arm anchored about her waist. “Good morning, sir. I see that you arrived safely.”

			“Don’t ‘good morning’ me, you scoundrel,” her father said as he descended. “I want to know what you think you’re doing with my daughter.”

			The boys and Meg scrambled down behind him, eyes alight with curiosity, and the innkeeper helped her aunt move down enough to see what was happening.

			As Ellie glanced at Martin, her heart in her throat, a twinkle appeared in his eyes. He pulled something from his pocket. “It’s very simple. Your family and I played snapdragon the other night, and in the process I acquired this.” He held up the gold button. “I’m told it’s the ‘lucky raisin,’ allowing me to demand a boon of someone in the party. So I’ve come to demand it of your daughter.”

			Percy snorted. “But Ellie was the one who—”

			“Be quiet, Percy!” Aunt Alys hissed, making him jump.

			Papa’s eyes narrowed as he marched toward them. “And what boon might that be?”

			Martin squeezed her side. “Her hand in marriage, sir.” He turned to her, his gaze as bright as the gold button. “I love you, Ellie, and I can’t live another day without you. I will give up my penance for you. Will you take me, dangers and all?”

			“Yes, Martin, yes,” she whispered. “I love you, too.”

			“Now see here,” Papa broke in. “You’re not the first man to be tempted by my daughter’s fortune, but that doesn’t mean—”

			“I don’t care about her fortune, sir,” Martin said evenly, turning to meet her father’s stern gaze. “Though we would prefer to have your blessing.”

			“What if my blessing comes at a stiff price?” her father asked in a hard voice. “Will you give up her fortune to have my blessing?”

			“Papa! I want to marry him, and he deserves—”

			“It’s all right, Ellie,” Martin murmured. “I told you from the beginning, I don’t need your money.”

			“He don’t, ’tis true,” the innkeeper put in. “Everyone knows that his lordship’s estate brings in over five thousand a year. And the mine is earning more now than it ever did when his brother owned it.”

			“What?” She twisted round to look over at the servants. “But Mr. Huggett said—”

			“Forgive me, miss,” the butler replied with a blush. “You were so convinced that his lordship had fallen on hard times that it seemed rude to tell you otherwise.”

			She let out a laugh, remembering how neatly Huggett had manipulated her into decking the manor in greenery despite his master’s wishes.

			She glanced up at Martin, who was eyeing her and Huggett with a perplexed expression, and flashed him a giddy smile. “Very well, sir, I shall grant your boon—though I do have one condition of my own.”

			“Oh?” he asked, arching an eyebrow.

			“You must promise never to get rid of Mr. Huggett.”

			Martin began to laugh, and so did she. Then the boys joined them, dancing about while her father stood there stunned and her aunt beamed.

			“Come now,” Martin cried, pulling Ellie out of the doorway. “The food is getting cold, and we have a dinner to eat.”

			As the servants hauled in the roast goose and Christmas pie and plum pudding, the boys were beside themselves with joy, exclaiming over each new treat in wonder.

			“His lordship knows how to keep Christmas well, if I do say so myself,” the innkeeper pronounced.

			Little Charlie Dickens stared round at all the feast, and in a burst of pleasure cried, “God bless us, every one!”

			And so He did.

		

	
		
			Author’s Note

			Yes, I took the ultimate dramatic license—I put Charles Dickens himself in my book and gave him some of his own lines from A Christmas Carol. Fortunately the timing of my book was perfect for it, occurring exactly between when his family moved to a suburb of London and his father entered debtor’s prison. How could I resist?

			I also appropriated the invention of the safety fuse for my hero. The real inventor was a man named William Bickford, who lived in a mining town and decided to do something about all the needless deaths from explosion. His invention came about when he saw a man weaving rope and had a “Eureka!” moment. His design is the same one used today for fuses for explosives.

			And yes, snapdragon was not only a real game, but it became quite popular in the Victorian era. It’s not as bad as it sounds (I experimented to be sure). The song (contained in Robert Chambers’s The Book of Days) is also real, although longer. The “lucky raisin” is a variant I was delighted to be able to use!
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