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19 D ECEMBER 1902 PLUMF ORD M ANOR , CASTLETON , ENGLAND

Feeling ever so sneaky, Lady Mariah Lyons eased into the bustle of the kitchen, a
smile barely contained by her lips. The gramophone she carried was more awkward
than heavy, but she was relieved when she could slide it onto one of the few unused
surfaces just inside the doorway. Only because of the flurry of impending guests and
celebrations could she remain unseen even this long. Usually the moment she stepped
foot in the kitchen, someone was trying to shoo her back out again.

WEell, not today. She sniffed appreciatively as she adjusted the horn of the record
player, ignoring the scents of dinner and bread in favor of the fragrance she waited all
summer and autumn to smell: gently baking sugar plums.

The cook’ s granddaughter caught sight of Mariah, and her blue eyes went as wide as
her grin. She dashed over to her side, her head just reaching Mariah’'s elbow. “My
lady!” she whisper-shouted. “Mumma said | was the best snow fairy ever in the

play.”

Grinning, Mariah crouched down, smoothing back the girl’s stray curl of hair as she
remembered how the little one had spun with more enthusiasm than skill in the little
play the village children had put on last Saturday, the script for which Mariah had
spent several happy hours on, and the costuming and set design even more. “You
were magnificent. And | have a special job for you today, too, Joy.”

The little one nodded solemnly, her eyes tracing every plane and curve of the



gramophone. Mariah tapped the crank. “Whenever the record begins to slow down, |
need you to crank this a few times. All right? Like this.” She demonstrated a few
quick turns and then let the six-year-old do the same, amidst many giggles. The
turntable gained speed and reached its maximum.

“Perfect.” Mariah put afinger on the needle arm and grinned. “ Ready?’

“Yeah!” Joy bounced up and down on her toes, clapping when the needle touched the
record and the first notes of Christmas cheer sang through the room in the form of the
opening bars of “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen.”

Mariah showed her where she'd stashed more Christmas music under the table late
last night, to be put to use when they grew tired of that first record. She then shifted
her gaze to the rest of the kitchen, the cheer in her own heart increasing threefold as
she saw each of the busy staff pause, just for a moment. Their tireless hands took a
moment’ s respite. Their faces moved from harried determination to a remembrance of
why they were in such a flurry. Peace, there on Abbie's face. Joy on Mary’s.
Contentment on Mrs. Trutchen’s, as she arranged the dried plums awaiting their first
coating of sugar.

Mrs. Trutchen greeted her with a smile. “I wondered where you were, my lady. The
first batch is nearly done their first bake.”

Mariah sighed. “Mama insisted my hair be properly coiffured, though | don’t know
why she bothered when she knew very well I'd just come straight down here and let

the heat ruin it.”

The cook chuckled and passed Mariah a bowl brimming with sugar crystals. “Her
ladyship is excited—and rightfully so.”

No, her mother was anxious, which was atogether different. Mr. Cyril Lightbourne,



presumed heir to her stepfather, the Earl of Castleton, would be joining them at
Plumford Manor for the first time in twelve years, and Mama was turning into a
regular Mrs. Bennet of Miss Austen fame, muttering that one of her daughters had
better win his eye so that the estate could remain in the family.

Mariah picked up a sticky dried plum with her right hand, dropped it into the sugar,
and rolled it about with her left, transferring it then to a waiting baking sheet. A
process she would repeat hundreds of times before the morning was out, if she had
her way. To the cook, she only smiled. “Excitement doesn’'t explain wasting time on
my hair this early in the day.”

Mrs. Trutchen chuckled again, her own hand motions the match to Mariah’s. It was
she who first taught Mariah how to keep both one's hands from becoming a sticky,
sugary mess. “And how goes the decorating in the rest of the house?’

Mariah couldn’t have held back her smile had she tried. “ The transformation from
Plumford Manor to Sugar Plum Manor is nearly complete.” She punctuated this
happy fact with another roll of plums in sugar. Mrs. Trutchen would spend days
moving racks from table to oven and back again, rolling and baking each plum at
least five times, until what had been a juicy but tart purple treat in the summer
became a chewy, sugary delight now. Once they’d finally cooled after their final
bake, they’ d be portioned into bags of six and tied with a bow.

Then on Christmas Eve would come Mariah's happiest moment of the year. She
would stand at Papa’s side at the grand entryway to the ballroom and hand a bag
filled with sugar plums, marzipan, and a small toy that Professor Skylark had made to
each and every child in the region. She' d get to smile and greet each family by name,
meet the new children whose parents brought them to the Christmas Eve Ball for the
first time, and compliment each parent on the Sunday best they would have donned
for the occasion.



Generally speaking, Mariah preferred one-on-one meetings with people rather than
crowded ballrooms. But this was the single exception to the rule, because this was a
one-on-one greeting of each and every family in her father's earldom—or at least
those who were close enough to join them. The only expectation on her was that she
be pleasant and welcoming. And even when she went into the ball, she could only
dance with her own brother, Papa, the professor, and a few of the neighbors. No one
she had to impress. At their holiday ball, unlike every other ball she'd attended, she
could just be herself, with no thought of winning the attention of any gentlemen.

Well. Except for this year, of course. But it was only Cyril.

She sighed. Once upon atime, she’d dreamed of him whirling back into her life like
the hero of one of her favorite stories. Once upon atime, she’d dreamed of spotting
him across a crowded ballroom in London and, with one look from his friendly eyes,
findly feeling like she belonged there. Once upon a time, she'd even convinced
herself that the fact that his letters had first gone perfunctory and then trickled off
altogether would only set the stage for his grand reappearance this Season past, when
she was presented at court.

But Cyril hadn’t come to London for the Season, only afterward. And according to
the gossip mill, he’'d taken one look at the most spoiled, cruelhearted, selfish young
lady in Town and proven himself no hero in Mariah’s eyes. Anyone who gave a
second look to Lady Pearl clearly had no sense. No, worse than that—no judgment,
and no heart worthy of her admiration.

Which ruled out Cyril and most every other gentleman in England.

But at least she knew it. Knew that Cyril, like everyone else, was the type to be
sucked in by shallow beauty and a large dowry. She probably shouldn’t even be
surprised. Cyril of age ten might have been willing to dream up fantastical worlds
with her during his one and only visit to Plumford, but that had been twelve years



ago. What young man would even remember those days with anything but
embarrassment?

He probably wouldn’'t even remember the world they’d created together. She might
have still loved the old stories so much that she adapted it for the children’s play this
Christmas, but what were the chances that Cyril would give a whit about Almond
Gate or Christmas Wood, Orange Brook or Orgeat Lake?

He would likely blink at her in that way that Fred had perfected, if she dared to
mention any of it, and tell her to stop daydreaming.

Her right fingers dropped another dried plum into the sugar, but another sigh sneaked
out, dipping into the fragrant air beneath Mrs. Trutchen’s hum. She was accustomed
to any word of whimsy being met with a frown when she was in the company of
society. And yet when she was visiting the sick in the village or helping
overburdened mothers with their children, she saw the smiles and joy her stories
brought to their faces and hearts. She heard the way the little ones were still running
about pretending they were in her fairy world. She saw the way everyone in the
village went out of their way to greet her and ask her to visit again soon.

Why could her own family never be so glad of her company?

But did the why even matter? It was fact. She’d have to learn how to say the right
things. To play the role she had no interest in. Accept that whatever man she ended
up marrying would likely choose her only because of her dowry and family
connections to both the Lyons and Lightbourne estates.

What a dismal future.

Which she wouldn't think about just now. Not at Christmastime. This was the season
for joy and miracles, not for the dark clouds of readlity. For now, she would simply



enjoy the fun and focus on the cheer she’d help to spread to the neighborhood at the
ball.

“Thereyou are!” came arelieved voice an hour |ater.

Mariah startled at her lady’s maid's words. She looked toward the doorway to find
Blakeley no longer there but rather dodging Joy and the other kitchen workers and, it
seemed, every note of the current Christmas carol singing through the room. Her face
certainly didn’t lighten or brighten as she sidestepped a pan of gingerbread and the
maid who carried it.

Mariah had little choice but to frown at her. “What’ s the matter?’

Blakely’s gaze swept over her, and Mariah had the uncomfortable certainty that she
noted every strand of hair out of place, every crystal of sugar clinging to her, every
wrinkle the apron’s tie had given her dress. “Your mother is looking for you, my
lady.”

As if Mama hadn’t known exactly where she would be. It was sugar plum day! This
had been her favorite day of the year for aslong as she could remember. According to
family lore, it had, in fact, been the first day she'd laughed after her mother had
married Lord Castleton and moved her three children into his unfamiliar manor
house. They said she'd been quiet and shy as a mouse until then, but that Mrs.
Trutchen had whisked her away to the kitchens to help with the confections,
reasoning that even a four-year-old could roll prunes in sugar, and that she'd
transformed after that. Gone from quiet and uncertain to eager to make the place her
home and the earl her papa.

Mariah didn’'t remember that. Just the joy of the tradition and the deep, abiding love
for the only father she recalled. But she believed the story. Because something about
this day brought back a hint of that first realization of welcome and happiness.



One that Blakely’s expression doused with cold water. Mariah reached for the damp
washcloth sitting nearby. “What does Mama need me for?’

“The dressmaker is here for your fina fitting.”

“Already?’ Mariah checked her pendant watch—it was only ten o’'clock. Mrs. Roy
hadn’t been scheduled to arrive until after luncheon.

“Your mother sent for her to come earlier. She didn’t want to risk you being in your
underthings when Mr. Lightbourne arrives.”

One of the few points that would have lured Mariah away from her favorite task.
Skipping the welcome wasn’'t optional—much as she almost wished it were—so if
she must do it, better not to feel harried. She sent a smile toward Mrs. Trutchen. “I’ll
return afterward if there' stime.”

The cook smiled. “We haveit in hand if not. Special circumstances, | know.”

They were ... but even so. She'd thought she’d have hours yet to work on the
confections. “No help for it, | suppose.”

She paused on her way out to praise young Joy’'s attention to the gramophone.
Assured that the kitchen staff would be cheerily serenaded for the rest of the day, she
followed Blakely out of the utilitarian, plain-walled portion of the house and back
into the elegant and ornate corridors.

Her maid led her directly up the staircase and into Mama' s suite of rooms. The sitting
room was a flurry of fabric and lace and sequins and beads—enough that Mariah had
to pause just inside the door to gape. This was supposed to be afinal fitting. Why did
it rather look like a dress shop had exploded? “Mama?”’



It was her elder sister, rather than their mother, who emerged from Mama's dressing
room in a gown of deep red satin and velvet that made Mariah’'s eyes bulge in
appreciation. “Louise! You look stunning.”

It was, and had always been, true. Louise was without question the beauty of the
family, and it had only deepened after she married Lord Swann and could begin
wearing any color gown she pleased. Jewel tones especially complemented her
alabaster skin and sable hair.

If only she’d smile once in a while, she'd be without compare. But then, she' d taken
her husband’s death hard three years ago. Even though her mourning had officially
ended well before this last Season, she hadn’t felt up to rejoining society. Mariah
wondered if she ever would. It had taken Mama ages to convince her to attend the
Christmas Eve Ball again this year.

She’'d been living a Plumford Manor since a month after her widowhood—the
Swann dowager house was still occupied by her former mother-in-law, but her
husband’ s brother had promptly moved into the manor house and made it quite clear
she was to vacate the premises. She received her widow’ s allotment, but having failed
to give the family an heir, she had therefore no further claim to the estate.

Poor Louise. She had given her husband both a son and a daughter in their four years
of marriage. But neither had lived, and Mariah knew that grief, too, was part of what
kept her sister’ s face in a perpetual mask of ice.

If shedidn’t let herself fedl it, it couldn’t destroy her.

Now, Louise glanced down at her gown with awince. “It’s far too ostentatious for a
woman of my situation.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Mama's voice came from her dressing room, though it was



severa seconds later that her form followed, voluminous fabric in her arms. “You're
only six-and-twenty, darling. Still in your prime, and an honorable widow. There’'s no
reason to assume your lifeis over.”

L ouise motioned Mariah forward with the same authority she'd claimed over her all
her life, onto the small pedestal Mama kept on hand for fittings. “1 assume no such
thing. But it is Mariah’ s turn for attention now.”

It was Mariah’ sturn to wince. “You can have my turn. Really. All those balls...”

“1 do wish you wouldn’t say that, sweetling.” Mama draped the gown—that was what
the fabric was—over her chaise as the dressmaker emerged from the dressing room,
yet more fabric in hand. “And you’' ve never minded this ball, regardless. So chin up,

and off with that frock, if you please. Y ou have quite a bit of trying on to do.”

Mariah frowned as three more gowns-in-the-making were added to the one she'd
already selected—under the careful approval of her mother and sister. “Why?’

“Because the one ball gown won'’t be enough! Y ou need new dinner gowns as well.”
“Mama, you outfitted me before the Season. | hardly think—"

“And now it’swinter, not summer. Those won't do. Y ou must look your best.”
Mariah's frown didn't lessen. “This is an awful lot of fuss over Cyril, isn't it?
Granted, he'd proven himself the sort to be swayed by lovely appearances, if he was
paying court to the horrible Lady Pearl Kingeland. But that only proved he didn’t

deserve the effort—not that he ought to receive more of it.

An opinion her family had never shared.



Mama and L ouise both blinked at her for along moment before Louise blustered out
abreath. “Gracious. Y ou weren’t with us this morning. I’ d forgot.”

Funny. She often forgot when Mariah was there.

“You don't know!” Mama spun Mariah around to face the full-length mirror and
made quick work of the buttons down her back. “It isn’t Mr. Lightbourne we need to
impress, Mariah—especially if he’struly all but engaged to Lady Pearl Kingeland, as
the latest gossip suggests. It's the greve. He's given up on Lady Pearl and is coming
here for Christmas.”

“The ... greve?’ She asked it as a question—nbut it wasn’'t one. They’d only met one
Danish nobleman in the last year, so far as she knew, and the thought of the chiseled-
from-ice, too-handsome Lord S?en Gyldenkrone was enough to snatch the breath
from her lungs.

When she'd first heard his name, she’d thought it terribly romantic—Gyldenkrone
meant “golden crown,” after all. And his family was but a step away from the Danish
monarchy. Gossip said he'd come to England for the sole purpose of finding an
English bride to help solidify Denmark’s ties to England, and that he and his cousin,
the Crown Prince, already had an agreement that there would be a match between two
of their children—which meant whatever woman won his attention would be able to
boast a child who was a prince or princess.

Romantic, without question. And he was so handsome. She couldn’t help but dream a
few dreams when she'd only viewed him from across the ballrooms. But she wasn't
like those men who fawned over Lady Pearl—she knew that substance mattered more
than form, and the few conversations she’d had with him hadn’t resulted in any sort
of connection at al. He'd come to pay a perfunctory call twice, yes, but never did she
get the impression that he found her charming.



And then he had seemingly chosen Lady Pearl as the best option for his bride
too—though given how close Lord Kingeland was with King Edward, that made
sense. But even so. Couldn’t Pearl have left afew suitors for the rest of them?

Which begged the question. “What do you mean? He's coming here?” At her
mother’s reflected nod, Mariah’'s hands trembled so that she had to clasp them
together. “But why?’

Mama’'s smile looked more than happy—it looked victorious. “He sent your father a
telegram late yesterday, taking him up on the open invitation he'd offered to show
him Plumford and the Peak District. And said he was most eager to spend more time
with you.” Mama leaned in and gave her a swift hug. “Y ou must have made quite an
impression on him, sweetling.”

Had she? It certainly hadn’'t seemed like it. He'd cared only about who her brother
was, and her stepfather. He hadn’t seemed to care who she was at all. But then,
maybe it was only that he hadn’t shown it behind that ice-chiseled face.

Maybe there was a speck of hope for an interesting holiday at the manor house after
all.
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Cyril Lightbourne drummed his fingers against his knee and looked out at the passing
landscape less with interest than with a growing worry. It wasn't that the Peak
District wasn't lovely—it was, especially with that day-old dusting of snow. It wasn't
that he wasn't glad to be escaping London and its freshly minted cruel memories—he
couldn’t get away from reminders of Lady Pearl soon enough.

It was just that he knew he was about to be afailure. He hadn’t been born to be alord,
not really. He wanted only to accept the teaching position at university and talk about
literature for the rest of his days. Instead, he would now be under the constant
scrutiny of Lord Castleton, who would have expectations Cyril didn't know how to
meet. He would have to face the fact that he would stand to inherit this unfamiliar
earldom someday, and that the promise of it was the only thing that had opened those
doorsin London he should have been wise enough not to waltz through.

But as his valet liked to remind him, Cyril had a bad habit of waltzing first and
counting the cost later.

It was the fault of those books he read. Far too many stories of romance and
adventure and finding friendships in unlikely places. They’d given him too rosy a
view of the world—and of the peopleinit.

He reached up to touch his fingertips beneath his eye when a twinge fluttered through
the flesh, and his valet smirked at him from the opposite bench. “Scarcely
noticeable,” Kelliesaid. “I told you it would work.”



No doubt it was sour grapes to huff, but he couldn’t help himself. “I'm still not
convinced it should have. Whoever heard of eating apples and pineapples and red
onions to make bruises heal faster?’

“My mum.” Kellie's smirk turned to agrin. “And you daren’t argue with her. She had
plenty of chances to experiment on the lot of us boys, that's for sure, with as many
scrapes as we got in when we were lads.”

Cyril’ slips twitched too. “You say that asif you ever stopped.”

Kellie shrugged, no apology in his face—which currently only boasted one cut along
his cheekbone, though often it was considerably more. “Fun’s fun,” he said. “Gotta

do something on my half day off.”

Laughter rumbled up from Cyril’ s stomach to his throat. “Most chaps | know would
find abook or agirl or even agame of cards—not afight.”

Or a street brawl, from what Cyril could tell. But for whatever convoluted reason, the
more bruised and battered Kellie was when he returned from his half day, the happier
he was the rest of the week.

Odd duck, that one.

“Most chaps don’'t know what they’ re missing. Nothing like a good boxing match.”

Cyril shook his head at the comment and probed his eye socket again. “I'm afraid |
can’t concur.”

His valet's gaze went dark under his red brows and face full of freckles. “You're
better off. Just remember that.”



Academically, Cyril knew he was right. The braw! that had led to the implosion of all
his hopes and dreams was to be thanked instead of blamed. It had shown him Lady
Pearl’ s true colors. Or rather, her true feelings—or lack thereof—for him.

Even so, she' d have had to choose another way to let him down if he hadn’t shown up
to her dinner bruised last week, and it might have been a better way. An easier way.
One that hadn’t left his ears ringing with her blistering words and his heart more
bruised than his eye had been.

And to think he’ d earned the black eye defending her honor.

But she hadn’t wanted to even hear him out on that.

Ah well. In the moment, he' d been glad for the sparring Kellie had convinced him to
do, and proud of himself for besting the smart-mouthed Dane who'd been saying
things about the lady that no gentleman should have said. And that was still
something, wasn’t it? Emil Gyldenkrone might think twice before making such
claims in the clubs in the future, thinking he could hide behind his brother’s pristine
reputation. Even if it hadn’t impressed Pearl, it could have taught the fellow a lesson.
Maybe.

It had taught Cyril one, too, though. One never could trust a pretty young lady’s
batting eyelashes. He should have known it from the start, but after the way they’'d
met ... Well, it should have meant something, shouldn’t it have? For once in his life
he' d gotten to play the hero. He'd read the stories, he knew what that meant—he
should have then been her hero. The champion always won the princess' s hand.

And yet here they were. He might have been twice her champion, but she had no
interest in giving him either her hand or her heart, and he was nothing but a fool for
having expected it.



He watched the first buildings of Castleton village come into view, noting almost
begrudgingly that they were every bit as charming as he remembered from his one
and only visit to Plumford Manor twelve years ago.

Kellie let out a low whistle. “Nice little place, isn't it? Looks straight from a
postcard.”

Cyril grunted his agreement.

Perhaps perceptivity was part of what made Kellie good at his job, but it was also a
dratted pain in the posterior now. “You know, it won't hurt you to like it. May even
help.”

“1 do likeit. Or did, twelve years ago. But that’ s the thing.”

Kellie blinked at him.

Cyril sighed. “I didn’t want to then either. My father’s whole side of the family is...”
He made a face, but it was al the explanation Kellie needed. HE'd met Mother’s
people, and it had led to a conversation on the Lightbourne side that Cyril did his best
to avoid at al costs. “All cut from the same cloth too. Lord Castleton seemed
different, at least to my face.”

Leaning across the space between their benches, Kellie studied his face. “You were
only alad. What, ten? Eleven? What did he say behind the back of a boy so young?’

“That | was scarcely related. A stranger. That he couldn’t stomach turning everything
over to me.”

Kellie leaned back again, face contemplative now. “And you’ re certain that's what he
said? That he couldn’t stomach turning it over to you ? Or to a stranger?’



Cyril opened his mouth, shut it again. “Does it matter?”’

“Oh, | reckon it does. ‘To you' implies he has some argument with you personally.
‘To astranger’ means it can be resolved by what you' re doing now—becoming not a
stranger.”

The ten-year-old dtill sulking inside him wasn’t willing to grant the point. But the
grown man had to do so with along exhalation and tilt of his head. “Y ou could have
pointed that out five years ago.”

Kellie snorted. “You hadn’t hired me yet.”

No. He'd not had the money for a valet until Castleton had granted him an annual
stipend upon his twenty-first birthday, just sixteen months ago. He' d granted it with
the stipulation that Cyril must report to Plumford Manor for training by the end of
1902 ... and so here he was. Not because he'd been so eager for the continuation of
that income—he’ d have lived happily enough on ateacher’s salary—but because his
mother had threatened to burn his library of books, starting with a book for each day
that he went beyond his deadline, if he didn’t do what was expected of him.

He might be a fool about plenty, but not when it came to Mother. He'd agreed to
come for Christmas and to stay ... indefinitely.

Blastit all.

“Still. 1 don’t know why a little thing like not knowing | existed should have stopped
you from giving me advice.” Cyril flashed a smile, though he kept his gaze out the
window. The village of Castleton trotted by, every doorway wreathed or swagged
with greenery, every window bedecked with holly and ivy and mistletoe, every
lamppost adorned with ared bow.



It really did ook like a scene from a Christmas card.

“My apologies, sir. I’ [l do better in any future past we stumble across.”

“See that you do.” He spotted the church steeple in the village's central square, but
the carriage turned rather than driving directly past it. He tried to recall if Lord
Castleton had taken his family to the midnight service on Christmas Eve ... he didn’t
think so. Wasn't their big ball on Christmas Eve? He'd have to check the calendar
that Kellie had begun for him. But if not at midnight, the whole family would no
doubt go on Christmas morning. Something to look forward to, at least.

“Are you ready to tell me about this branch of the family yet?” Kellie's voice
sounded challenging, but Cyril knew well it was more probing. Inviting.

Because every other time over the last sixteen months his valet had tried to bring
them up, Cyril had said he didn't want to talk about them. Which he didn’t. But it
seemed that leisure was expired, so he sighed and watched the village’'s businesses
give way to homes. Smaller buildings, but no less festooned.

“Lord Castleton is my fifth cousin.” It was as good a place as any to begin. “He
apparently remained a bachelor longer than most, though the reason was never told to
me. When finally he married, it was to a widow of a viscount who already had three
children. Louise is the eldest. Fred is the middle child, four years younger than her
and within afew months of me, actually.”

Kellielifted his brows. “A built-in friend when you last came?’

“You'd think so, but no.” He directed his frown back out the window. “He' d just
started at Eton, and according to the youngest sibling, Mariah, it had made him
insufferable.” His lips tugged up of their own will, still able to see her standing in the
family’s sitting room, a doll in her arms and anger sparking in her eyes. “1 can’t say if



he was any better before school. But | can attest to his insufferableness then.”

“And Lady Mariah is the youngest, then?’

Cyril nodded. “ She was the one | befriended. Louise was ... well, aready on the cusp
of adulthood at fifteen and having no patience for childish things. Fred was an
absolute bore. So Mariah and | spent most of the holiday outside, exploring and

playing.”

“That doesn’t sound so bad.”

“It wasn't.” An understatement, actually. He' d had a shockingly marvelous holiday at
Mariah's side, creating whole worlds together. But then he'd overheard that
sentiment of Castleton’s before he left, and it had soured his whole memory. Even so,
for years he and Mariah had exchanged |etters once a week—he' d have called her not
just a friend, but one of his best friends, despite the fact that he never returned to
Plumford.

But time wrought its sad way, as it too often did. Round about the time that she was
fifteen and he was heading to university, the letters had begun to shift in tone. They'd
both put away childish things, that was all. Grown into themselves. And it seemed
that the selves they’d grown into no longer had anything in common. The letters had
first shifted and then tapered off and finally stopped altogether.

Another reason he dreaded this visit. A reason, frankly, he'd avoided London as long
as the Castletons were there. He didn’t know exactly who this new, grown-up Mariah
was ... only that she wasn’t the Mariah he knew. The one he' d wanted to see again.

“So Lord and Lady Castleton never had children of their own?”

At that, Cyril winced. “They did. A son. But he was stillborn, and the birth was so



traumatic and ... damaging to the lady that, ah ... quite impossible, they said, for her
to have another child. And given that it’s been fourteen years since then, no one sees
any reason to doubt the physicians.” He certainly wasn’'t going to. There were things
agentleman ssmply didn’t ask.

He could practicaly see Kellie doing the maths in his head. “So then it was a few
years after that when he called upon you?”’

“He had to hire a historian to trace the lineage back and then an investigator to track
us down.” Cyril probably shouldn’t take pride in how difficult it had been, but for
whatever reason, it had been satisfying to realize how much effort it had taken.
Childish of him, no doubt. But then, he’ d been a child when he learned of it.

And at the time, the thought of being so far away from his father’s family had been
thrilling indeed. At this point, the memories were distant, but they hadn’t been then.
Father had been a hard man. Cruel, when the mood struck. And it had begun striking
more and more often before the sickness that hit him hard and fast had stolen hislife.

Cyril had known that a good boy would have mourned him. He' d been too relieved to
know how—and bordering on giddy when his mother had packed him up and left the
Lightbourne home, returning to her own family seat in Hampshire. “That first visit
was just an introduction. To verify | wasn't a dunce and was fit to be trained up, |
suppose. But Mother insisted | be raised among her family, and he relented. He paid
for my schooling, though.”

“Something to thank him for.”

“lI have done.” Every Christmas, and on the earl’s birthday too, he sent a long,
compliant letter full of his accomplishments and gratitude that his lordship had made
them possible—and he’d meant every word, given how much he loved the world of
academia. Castleton inevitably replied with his pleasure and pride.



But it was a distant, unfamiliar pleasure. An empty, hollow pride. They were
strangers still. And that scared ten-year-old still hovering within him was none too
sure that any amount of time spent at Plumford Hall would change that. What if
Castleton was just like Cyril’s father? What if Mariah had been so eager to play
outside in order to escape him? She'd never breathed a word of that and always
seemed fond of him ... but children of monsters learned quickly to keep their fear
buttoned up tight. He knew that all too well.

The carriage slowed, the driver's “Whoa! Whoa there!” loud enough to draw both
him and Kellie to the windows and to open them wide so they could see what brought
them to a rocking, clanging halt. Cyril poked his head out, and his eyes went wide. A
cart full of evergreen boughs and what looked like four large trees had overturned. He
jumped out half a second before he heard Kellie do the same from the opposite side.

Though snow frosted the grass and trees, the road was relatively clear. His boots had
no trouble finding traction as he jogged toward the accident.

A man garbed in stout winter clothing stood with a hand on the bridle of the
enormous draft horse currently unhitched, another man standing beside the
overturned wagon.

“Is anyone hurt?” Cyril shouted as he drew near, searching the ground for any other
limbs of person instead of tree.

The two looked up and over as if just noticing the arrival of a carriage—and gaped
when they spotted it. Not, Cyril knew, because of who it carried. But because of the
crest onitsside.

Castleton had sent it to pick him up from the train station in the neighboring village
of Hope.



“We're both fine, sir,” the one by the wagon said, doffing his cap. “Just fine. Thank
you kindly for asking.”

Fear? No, it didn't seem like it. It was more curiosity that colored his tone. Cyril
smiled. “What happened?’ He expected a wheel to have come off the axle, but that
didn’t appear to be the case.

The man sent a scowl toward his partner. Or, no. Toward the horse. “That ornery
Scabbard, that’s what happened. Decided to jump into the ditch for no apparent
reason, then out again, and it tipped the wagon.”

The horse shook its head and snorted, seemingly put out at the insult to his behavior.

Kellie had come up alongside Cyril. “Well, perhaps we can help you right it.”

“Oh, we couldn’t ask that of a couple of gents like you,” the man said, waving a hand
as if to dismiss them. “My brother’ll be coming along soon enough with a second
load. He can help us, and we'll get these Christmas trees up to the manor house in no
time.”

“We're not a couple of gents,” Kellie said, grinning, his Irish coming out. “Just one,
and he's a sorry excuse for one, at that. Plenty educated, but not really trained up yet,
you know.”

“1 beg your pardon.” Cyril let his Oxford intonations shine through, but then smiled.
“Happy to lend a hand, though.” He strode toward the locals. “Mr. Cyril Lightbourne,
and thisis Aiden Kellie”

He knew saying his surname in these parts would come with some recognition, but he
was surprised at the quick flash of pleasure across both men's faces. The first fellow
took his proffered hand with far more enthusiasm than he deserved.



“Hislordship’s heir! A true honor to meet you, sir. A true honor. We' re most excited
for the chance to get to know you in the coming months and years, ain’'t we, Joe?’

Joe let go of Scabbard's bridle and was coming forward with his hand out, too, his
face just as bright. “Indeed, indeed we are! Happy Christmas to you, sir. And won't
our wives be jealous when they hear we've met you aready and haven't had to wait
for the ball!”

Kellie darted Cyril a questioning look, but apparently his face was blank enough that
his valet thought he' d better ask the obvious question aloud. “Forgive me—I dunno
much about this ball yet. It'sfor...?7’

“Oh, the whole neighborhood. Rich and poor alike, it is. Highlight of our year. The
kiddiewinks can never wait to see what treats Lady Mariah and Mrs. Trutchen have
made for them this time, and what toy the good professor has crafted for them.”

Professor? Cyril had no memory of a professor in residence ... though the thought of
Lady Mariah devising treats for the village children made something long unsettied
shift afew degrees toward peace inside him.

Maybe she hadn’'t changed quite as much as he feared. Maybe revisiting Plumford
wouldn’t be all cold feelings. Even if Lady Pearl’s parting, sneering prediction still
set histeeth on edge. “ Go to your long-lost cousin’s estate, where it won’ t matter that
you're a sorry excuse for a gentleman. I’'m certain one of his stepdaughters will be
tossed at you anyway, to keep the property in the family.”

He wasn't interested in having Mariah or Louise—she was widowed now, wasn’'t
she?—tossed at him. But he was supremely interested in a friend, either in one of the
daughters or in Fred. They were adults now, on more equal footing. The hope of real
relationships with the family wasn't altogether impossible, was it?



He offered a smile to the men and moved with Kellie and the one who wasn’t Joe to
the grounded side of the wagon. “Well, friends, | for one can’t wait to see what treats
liein store for us either. So let’s get you righted, shall we?”’

Not-Joe grinned, and Joe gripped the skyward side of the wagon. “On three, then.
One... two ... three.”

The wagon crashed back onto its wheels, sending a shower of pine needles over them
like fragrant green snowfall. Cyril couldn’t help but laugh.

No, maybe this wouldn’t be so horrible a Christmas after all.
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Mariah found Papa exactly where she'd expected him to be—in the small library
attached to his study, sitting in his favorite leather chair, which he'd angled toward
the window rather than the fireplace. He was brooding in away better suited to young
Joy’s little brother than to a man of distinguished years, and it made her grin as she
padded softly into the room.

She sat on the arm of his chair and draped her own arm around his shoulders. Her
gaze followed histo the drive, only visible from here because of the bare limbs of the
trees. Empty till, though Cyril was due any moment. “I do hope you're getting the
sulk out of your system now, Papa. If you greet him like this, he'll tuck tail and run,
and then where would we be?’

Rather than chuckle, Papa sighed and patted her hand. “1 have no argument with the
young man himself. He got good marks in school, is reportedly of excellent character.
But that’s the very thing—I only know him from reports. His line is so far removed
from the family tree that he's scarcely related at al. It isn't right that everything
should go to him.”

Mariah leaned over to rest her cheek on the top of his head. She knew how deeply her
stepfather loved Plumford Manor and all of Castleton. She knew it because she'd
seen it every day of her memory, because she’'d been always at his knee as a child,
learning to love it too. The house and the land and, most of al, the people. Papa had
always been the best sort of landlord, who tried to give his neighbors dreams and the
wings to chase them, not to lash them to this one place for his own benefit. He
sponsored countless children who wanted to go on to higher learning, looked for



innovative ways to improve life for everyone, and he always put their well-being
above his own profit.

She wasn't certain anymore whether his love for this place had inspired her own
because of how much she loved him ... or if perhaps she was so close to him because
of their shared love for Plumford and the neighborhood. Or if it was some
combination thereof.

Regardless, she could sigh along with him because she understood his desire to hold
fast to what he'd worked so hard for. And she could pray, as she'd done so many
times over the last quiet years, that Cyril Lightbourne would come to love it just as

deeply.

“Everything will work out, Papa.” She used her most soothing voice, even though it
hadn’t the melody of Louise’s or the richness of Mama's. “You'll see. Now that Cyril
iIscoming for good, it will only be a matter of time until he feelslike a son to you.”

Papa let out another laborious sigh. “So you say, sweetling. But sometimes | think
there must be some flaw in my character that keeps me from forming such bonds. |
have tried my best to be afather to al you children, but you’ re the only one...”

She gave him a squeeze, kissed the top of his head again. “Through no fault, Papa.
No fault at all. It's only that Louise was aready eleven when you and Mama married,
and she missed our father so. And Fred has aways felt that pull back to that other
home he always knew was his. But they both love you. They love how you love
Mama. They respect and honor you.”

His hum at once granted and dismissed her point, while his eyes kept their watch on
the empty drive. “I wish ... | wish the choice were mine. On who inherits, | mean.”

She chuckled at the very thought, because she knew well what he meant. He knew



that she loved this place as he did, and that she was the only one—thus far, at
least—who did so. He' d said before that he wished he could leave it in her care. But
law after law prohibited that.

“Well,” she began, “we should petition the king. Not only to break the entail on the
property, but to allow for a woman to inherit the title. And to specify that the woman
needn’t even be a blood relative. That you ought to be able to appoint an heir of your
choosing. | can’t imagine the king would mind.”

He snorted a laugh at the joke and squeezed her hand again. He and the king were
friends, but even friendship couldn’t work such miracles. “If only, sweetling. If only.
Asitis...” Heturned his head a bit, and she took that glimmer in his eyes as warning.

Enough of one that she sat up straight on the arm of the chair, shaking her head.
“Don’t. Don't even say it.”

“It’ sthe traditional answer. Expected, even.”

“1’m not going to marry Cyril just because it’s convenient!” Papa, of all people, ought
to understand that. Hadn’'t he remained a bachelor for so many years because he
couldn't stand the thought of sharing his life with a woman he didn't love
whol eheartedly? But then he’d met Mama, just coming out of mourning for Mariah’s
father. How could he begrudge Mariah a marriage built on the same warm
foundation?

Her heart burned within her, enough that she knew the flames would show in her
eyes. She averted them, taking up the vigil of the window. Mama and Papa had both
been hinting for years that she ought to try to win Cyril’s favor. And it always tied
her up in knots. Because she had won his favor, when they were children and she
hadn’t known she should. In the two weeks they’ d spent together over that Christmas
holiday when she was seven and he was ten, she’'d written him as the prince in her



fairy-tale endings.

And for years afterward, their letters had kept them close. But then, when she turned
fifteen, Mama had insisted upon overseeing Mariah’s correspondence with him, and
she'd made her edit out the “silliness,” saying she must present herself as a proper
young lady, one worthy of becoming the next Lady Castleton, mistress of Plumford
Manor.

Was that why he’ d stopped writing back? Or had it just been that the tides of life had
separated them too much? Regardless, they were strangers again now, as proven by
the fact that he’d cast his heart at the feet of Lady Pearl.

The flames twisted within her, stinging tears to her eyes that she blinked away. For
too many years, she'd hoped Cyril Lightbourne would return—not just to Plumford,
but to her. She'd dreamed of him. Placed so many hopes on him. But year after year,
season after season, he'd stayed away. And then her first word of him in ages was
that . If she'd retained any hope of that oh-so-convenient match, the mention of Lady
Pearl had dashed it. And if her parents all but shoved her at him, he'd already proven
himself the type to care only for passing things, so how could she even consider him?
An old friend who saw her only as a convenience was even worse, somehow, than a
stranger who looked right through her.

Papa took her hand in his again. “You know | want only the best for you, Mariah.
Whether that means Plumford or some other place. Perhaps even ... some other
kingdom?’

She sighed and tried to tug her fingers free. Speaking of strangers who looked right
through her ... “If you' re thinking of the Dane, banish the thought. He didn’t even like

me.”

“Why then would he have requested this visit? And why would he have made specific



mention of you?’

She knew very well his reasons—and they were her brother and stepfather and their
family’s association with the Crown. The greve had made no secret of only looking
among England’s most noteworthy families for his bride. “Not for affection, |
promise you that.”

Papa chuckled. “Only because he hasn’t spent enough time with you to be charmed.
But he will be, | have no doubt. You'll have your pick of two fine gentlemen by the
end of the holiday, | daresay.”

Hardly. What she would have was a week or two spent in the company of not one but
two gentlemen who just wanted to sing Lady Pearl’s praises. Utter torture. “We'll
see, | suppose.”

“Mm.” Papa s narrowed eyes said he saw right through her docile words. “Please
don’t dismiss him, Mariah. He's an intimate of the Danish king—not a man to be
trifled with, or of whom one should make an enemy. More, he’'s showing us a great
honor by spending the holiday with us. | may selfishly wish you'd choose Cyril
instead, but this could be an unparalleled match.”

She stood from her perch and stalked over to the window, hoping Papa wouldn’'t see
how her fingers dug into the arms she’'d crossed. He said it like she would have an
actual choice to make, like either of those men would want her. As if the fact that
they both preferred Pearl didn’t speak so very eloguently about them.

Mariah and Pearl had been together at finishing school, and Pearl was ... monstrous
was the only word Mariah could think of. A spoiled brat of a girl, so enamored with
her own beauty and position that she thought the rest of the world ought to bow to her
and do her bidding.



And the idiot men of London had certainly agreed. She’ d debuted to huge success last
Season, and it wasn't jealousy that set Mariah’'s teeth on edge. It was that she knew
Pearl’s true colors, knew very well she'd gone into the Season planning to string
along as many men as possible before choosing the best match. Knew that she kept
many of those beaux on her string to spite the other young ladies rather than from any
genuine interest.

She puffed her breath out through her nose and failed at fighting off a wave of
despair.

Papa came up beside her, no doubt more words about the virtues of Lord
Gyldenkrone ready on his tongue, but Cyril unwittingly rescued her from the
impending lecture as his carriage rolled up the drive. Her heart squeezed at the sight,
and she didn’t know if it was dread or some dormant hope struggling to life. “There
heis.”

Papa drew in along, fortifying breath and squared his shoulders. “Quite right. Well,
then. Shall we welcome him properly home?’

Mariah tucked her hand into Papa’ s elbow and hurried with him down the stairsto the
front entrance of the house. Had the weather been milder, they would have gathered
the whole family and upper staff outside to welcome him properly, but given the
bitter cold, no one—Cyril included—would appreciate that. So instead, the plan was
to stage the welcome in the main hall, just inside the doors, with the impressive
staircases curving up behind them on either side.

She knew well that a footman had been assigned the task of lookout, and the alert
rang through the halls as they waked—bells and shouts ringing. She couldn’'t help
but think it sounded appropriate to the season in general, which brought a smile back
to her lips.



They were still awaiting the last loads of greenery, but even without it, the house
looked beautiful, decked out in its Christmas finery. Her heart thrilled a little more
with each decoration they passed and each smile she caught on the faces of the maids
still at work.

Mama and Louise were hurrying down the opposite staircase as Mariah and Papa
descended theirs. Fred had likely been in the bhilliards room, given that he was
emerging from the west corridor, looking annoyed by the interruption. On the one
hand, she couldn’t blame him—Cyril wasn't the heir to his home, after all, and Fred
had been so busy learning the Lyons estate in recent years that he'd been rather
desperate for this holiday with his family. He'd not been happy to learn that they’d
have other guests too. On the other hand, if her brother didn’t choose to smile now
and then, those frown lines would take him over altogether. He was well on his way
to becoming a veritable Scrooge.

Mariah took her place in the line of family—Papa, Mama, Louise, Fred, and then
finaly her at the far left—and cast a smile over her shoulder at the row of staff. The
housekeeper and butler, Mr. and Mrs. Dunover, Mrs. Trutchen, the three ladies
maids and two valets, and the row of polished footmen. They each returned her smile,
the cook tossing in adimpled wink and holding out a little bag toward her.

After making certain her parents were paying her no heed, she reached back for the
ribbon-tied sack, able to tell from its shape what it contained. Mrs. Trutchen always
brought Mariah the first finished sugar plums if Mariah wasn't in the kitchen when
they came out of the oven. The sugar plums were still a bit warm, and her mouth
watered at the very thought of them. She held the bag up to inhale deeply of the
fragrance wafting from it and smiled anew. The smell was surely reminiscent of
heaven itself.

But shedidn’t untie it and select one to eat here and now, much as she wanted to. She
could only imagine the frown Mama would send her way if she greeted Papa’'s heir



with a mouthful of sticky confection.

She could hear the creak and jingle of the carriage drawing near and then halting. The
doorman watched the progress of their guest from his chair at the side window, and
he sprang into action as Cyril neared, throwing both doors wide in a gesture of
welcome reserved only for the most important guests.

And better suited to summer. Icy wind blew into the hall, making them all shiver and
earning surprised gasps from the ladies too. A few snow flurries danced their way
inside, creating a whirl in the center of which came Cyril Lightbourne, who had
bounded up the marble stepsin order to enter more quickly.

As the doors were closed again behind him, Cyril came to a halt in the center of their
little half circle. His attention went exactly where it should—to Papa. Which left
Mariah free to catalogue his every changed feature.

He was taller. Astal as Fred, putting him at least a half foot above Mariah. He wore
adark grey suit that fit him well but was clearly not as expensive as either Papa’s or
Fred’s. It was covered with an inverness cape coat, which she’ d always thought rather
dashing, if for no other reason than it made quite a flair when one took it off, as Cyril
did now, along with his hat, when the doorman stepped forward to receive them.

But what made that long-cinched knot of dread loosen inside her was his face. He
looked like Cyril. The boy she remembered, just a bit more chiseled, the round
cheeks of youth simmed down. Handsome not only because of his features but
because of the light in his eyes, the genuineness of his smile.

Not the sort of Adonis that Pearl favored, honestly. Not normally. Did that mean that
the attraction was something more genuine? That love had made the shallow beauty
see something deeper? Had Cyril somehow drawn depth from Pearl that Mariah had
never seen?



Papa stepped forward, and perhaps he saw the same goodness in Cyril’s eyes,
because his own smile of greeting didn’'t look forced. He shook Cyril’s hand with his
right, clapped his |eft to the younger man’s shoulder. “Welcome ... welcome.”

Welcome home was what he’d planned to say, and the missing word made Mariah's
brow crease for a moment. Apparently Papa still needed a bit of warming-up time.
But Cyril must not have heard the lack. He shook her papa’ s hand, nodded, and
neither his smile nor his eyes dimmed. “ Thank you, my lord. I'm ... glad to be here.”

She suspected something was missing or edited in his words too. Before she could
guess at what it was, he'd turned to Mama. “Lady Castleton, you've grown more
lovely since | saw you last.”

Mama chuckled, dismissive even though it was true, and took his hands in hers. She
then leaned over and up to kiss his cheek. “Welcome back to Plumford Manor, Cyril.
We're so glad you’ ve come.”

L ouise greeted him next, with a hand extended for its obligatory kiss, murmuring the
expected words with the expected smile and very little feeling. Fred shook his hand
with a rather short “How do you do?’ that was answered and returned. Those two, it
seemed, were no more inclined to be friends now than they’ d been as children.

And then he was in front of her, and Mariah couldn’t for the life of her remember
what Mama had instructed her to say. She could only think, Yes. Thisis Cyril . The
boy who had helped turn the plum orchards, the little lake, the wood into a fairyland
with her. The boy who had laughed and dreamed with her. He was still there, shining
in the eyes of thisman. A friend, waiting to become reacquainted.

She held out the bag of confections and let her relief spill into her smile. “Welcome
to Sugar Plum Manor, Cyril.”



Would he remember the name they’d given the estate in their play? The quick flash
of his smile said he did, and he laughed in delight as he opened the bag and drew out
one of the freshly baked treats. They’d been his favorite, too, and he inhaled their
scent with pure bliss on hisface. *Y ou remembered.” He sounded amazed by the fact.

As if forgetting had been possible. “I still have the story we wrote together.” That
hadn’t been part of her script either, but so long as she didn’'t glance over at Mama,
she couldn’t be chided for it. “I actually helped the village children turn it into a
Christmas play. You' ve missed the performance by a few days, but they did a
marvelous job with it.”

“Oh for heaven's sake.” Fred turned to them, his scowl deeper than ever. “He doesn’t
care about some stupid story you wrote when you were seven, Ri, nor about the
ridiculous school play the children put on. Just leave the man alone, will you?’

Once upon atime, Fred had indulged her fancies, played her games with her. But she
found those times harder and harder to remember when he behaved like this. Y et the
change, the harsh tones, never failed to sting. Much like it had stung when he'd not
only failed to come on atrain early enough to see that “ridiculous play” she' d worked
so hard on, but had arrived during the performance, so that her parents missed it too
as they went to fetch him.

Cyril’s eyes flashed with temper, and his chin lifted a notch. “On the contrary, Lord
Lyons. | can think of nothing more entertaining than revisiting the story your sister
and | composed together.” He flashed a grin. “I daresay it holds up quite well against
the literature I’ ve been studying, geniuses that we were.”

Ahyes. Still Cyril. The only one even close to her age who had ever defended her to
Fred or Louise. At age seven, she would have punctuated Cyril’s defense by sticking
out her tongue at Fred. A sore temptation even now, but she refrained—and accepted
the sugar plum Cyril handed her before he took another for himself and took a bite.



She did too, her heart pattering happily as the taste exploded on her well-behaved
tongue and her brother rolled his eyes and turned away.

Papa and Mama had both turned toward them, Mama's eyes spitting warnings and
reprimands at Fred and Papa looking from Cyril to Mariah with so many thoughts
playing across his face that she couldn’t keep up.

He smiled, though, and held out an arm toward the drawing room. “Won'’t you join us
for some more substantial refreshments while your things are unpacked? We would
love to hear the updates that never fit in a letter before Gyldenkrone arrives
tomorrow.”

Cyril had been turning to follow Papa s indicative arm, but at the greve’'s name, he
froze, something that looked strangely like apprehension in his eyes. “Gyldenkrone,
did you say? Which one, if | may ask?’

Papa s brows rose. “ The elder brother—the greve. Y ou are familiar with him?’

“Somewhat, yes. More so with his brother, Emil.” His eye twitched as he said it, and
Mariah frowned. Was that a bruise faintly lining the skin beneath his eye? Or perhaps
merely shadows of exhaustion from his travels?

“Ah. Well, | have no doubt the two of you will get on famously. But we shall cherish
the day with only you before he arrives—and then, after the holidays, we shall settle
into atrue routine.” He paused, his face going earnest. “We want Plumford to be your
home, Cyril. Y our true home.”

There. Mariah smiled, proud of him for saying it—and for meaning it.

Cyril measured him for a long moment, as if gauging his sincerity. Then, at last, he
nodded. “That is my hope too.”
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Somehow Cyril had forgotten that Plumford Manor—or Sugar Plum Manor, as he
and Mariah had dubbed it twelve years ago as they feasted on their favorite
candy—was even more charming than the Christmas-card—worthy village of
Castleton. Over the years, those overheard words of the earl echoing always in his
heart, he' d told himself it was a dreary, drafty place. Dark and brooding. Foreboding.
Unwelcoming. Like a haunted house in one of the Gothic novels he'd read too many
of as an adolescent.

That story had been alie, and he realized it the moment he stepped inside. It wasn’t
the twinkling electric lights—his own mother’s home didn’t have those yet—or the
festive decorations everywhere he looked. It was the brilliant smiles on the faces of
the staff, the genuine excitement in their eyes at his arrival, the care with which each
piece of furniture in each room was tended.

He' d visited a few other manor houses over the years, as he holidayed with school
chums or toured points of interest. He knew it was, in fact, easy for them to be
nothing but shells of their former glory, or to feel more dungeon than castle.

Not Plumford, though. Its every crackling hearth and cinnamon-scented room sang
out that this house, for all its imposing beauty, was a home. And as the lord and lady
led the way into the drawing room, he remembered quite suddenly how on the day
they’ d first welcomed him, he’' d been struck by longing for it to be his home.

It struck him again now, despite himself. Not a coveting of the things—just a desire
to belong. Something that he’ d never quite found anywhere else.



He turned to the Lyons siblings, knowing he ought to offer his arm to Louise, as the
elder lady, but wishing he could pretend he didn’t know that. If one were only to
compare their features, she was the more beautiful of the sisters—but her eyes were
cool and distant, her rigid posture shouting that she wanted to escape the company as
quickly as she could. He would have preferred to walk in with Mariah.

He'd missed her. He hadn’t realized it, not really. It had been too easy to convince
himself that the person he’'d missed wasn't there anymore, that she’'d grown into ...
well, into Louise. But the young woman who'd greeted him hadn’t been cool and
composed. She’'d been Mariah , the one he'd counted as such a good friend for so
long. He didn’t know why the tone of her letters had changed in the last four years,
but clearly some of the old Mariah still lurked inside her, if only trotted out for
Christmas.

He bit back a sigh and offered his arm to Louise, who rested her hand on his forearm
so lightly that it hovered more than it touched. That made him have to bite back agrin
along with the sigh. She couldn’t have made her opinion of him any clearer had she
actually deigned to speak instead of keeping her face directed toward her mother’s
back.

Fred, he noted, didn’t escort his younger sister in. He merely strode ahead, found a
chair, and slouched into it. No, he didn’t slouch. His posture remained perfect. Yet he
somehow put off the air of his discontent without his shoulders following his
attitude's lead. Remarkable, really. Cyril would have to study him a bit to sort out
how he managed it.

Louise reclaimed her hand and moved to the settee closest to the fire, giving him a
polite imitation of a smile as she abandoned him. Mariah dlipped in behind them and
took the same chair she’d favored as a child. He moved to the one beside hers—the
one he’'d claimed as his own before—with the polished mahogany end table between
them.



As he sat and the countess rang for tea, he let their impending guest’s name strike
him again. Gyldenkrone . Not Emil—but even so. Was it coincidence that one of the
Danish brothers was coming here? That band of pressure around his chest warned
him that it wasn't, though it seemed a bit self-centered to think that the greve would
be following him to Castleton. Why should he? His fight had been with Emil, not
S?en.

They were a tight-knit pair. Different as night and day, but family honor and
reputation was the byword of them both. Maybe S?ren was looking for satisfaction?

Blast. He hoped not. The last thing he wanted was to bring any unpleasantness here
for Christmas. So as casually as he could, he smiled and asked, “So Lord
Gyldenkrone—I wasn’'t aware that he was a friend of yours?’

Castleton chuckled and glanced at Mariah. “Not exactly. We were introduced in
London last summer. | offered to show him about the Peak District anytime he
wanted to visit. He just accepted the offer—no doubt wanting to escape London for
the holiday. And wanting, too, he said, the chance to get to know our Mariah better.”

That band around his chest went even tighter. Mariah and Gyldenkrone? He knew
that sometimes opposites attracted, but Gyldenkrone ? He'd just stood by while his
brother insulted the last lady he claimed to be courting. What sort of man did that?

Not one with any nobility in his spirit, that was certain. Not one with a bit of warmth
in his heart. Gyldenkrone might be a favorite of the Danish king, but he was little
better than a villain to Cyril’s way of thinking. He'd had the perfect opportunity to
prove himself a hero and had just stood by, letting Emil defame Lady Pearl.

That sort of chap didn’'t deserve ayoung lady as sweet as Cyril’s old friend.

Redlizing that the earl still awaited some reply from him, Cyril smiled. “Well, |



certainly can’t blame him for that. I'm rather looking forward to getting to know her
again myself.” Turning back to Mariah, he let his smile turn to a grin. “Tell me, my
lady—how is our nutcracker doing?’

When he'd come last time, his mother had sent him with small gifts for each member
of the family, though the ones for the children hadn’t been assigned per se, as much
as given to him as a collection to be dispensed at will. He' d assumed that Fred would
be the one who’d appreciate the military uniform of the wooden nutcracker figure,
but he'd sneered at it and opted for the box of toffee. Louise had claimed the doll
Mother had made with the younger sister in mind, leaving Mariah with the
nutcracker.

She'd claimed to love it, called it the most handsome thing she' d ever seen, and had
carried it about with her on their adventures. And up until that shift four years ago,
she' d even added a postscript to her every letter of “Nutcracker sends his greetings.”

Fred snorted. He, of course, had made endless fun of her for her preference. “It’s still
sitting on her mantel year-round—the ugly thing.”

Sentimental of her—and unexpected. He'd have thought she’'d rid her room of her
childhood things by now, much as she’' d rid her correspondence of them.

The tea cart was wheeled in, and conversation turned toward whether he still favored
this or that confection, how he now took histea, and didn’t he just love this pattern of
Wedgwood? It was one of the first sets the famed potter had fired and was how
Queen Charlotte had been introduced to him, though that story was never told outside
their own house....

The talk was pleasant, amiable—aside from a few comments from Fred that Cyril had
no difficulty in ignoring. He had to admit that the unwelcome he feared seeing in
Lord Castleton’s eyes was but a dim, unwilling flicker, if there at all. Maybe Kéellie



was right. Maybe their problems could be resolved simply by becoming familiar.

Eventually, the ladies excused themselves—or rather, Lady Castleton did and insisted
her daughters join her. Fred declared himself bound for the billiards room again and
invited Cyril to join him a some point “when he was ready for normal male
entertainments,” and he was | eft alone with the earl.

Cyril’s every muscle went taut, but after a long moment of unabashed studying of
him, Castleton smiled. Not the bright, welcoming smile of a host for a guest. A small,
genuine smile that he surely didn’t bandy about so freely. “Cyril,” he said slowly.
Cyril dlid his now-empty plate onto the side table. “My lord?’

The earl tapped afinger against the arm of the settee. “May | ask you a question?’
The cake he' d eaten settled like a stone. “Of course you may.”

“Why have you not returned until now?’

He should have expected the question. Had expected it. And yet had let himself hope
that they could sweep the last twelve years under the rug and ignore them. Suddenly
wishing there was more tea in his cup, he cleared his throat. “May | be frank, my
lord?’

If they were going to do this—make themselves family, make this Cyril’s true
home—then he couldn’t let that old bitterness fester any longer. He had to come
clean.

Castleton nodded, interest sparking in his blue eyes.

Cyril sighed. “My last day here, before | was scheduled to leave, | went to find you.



To thank you for your hospitality and assure you | would do all in my power to make
you proud. Only, when | approached your study, you were there with your wife, and
... well, | eavesdropped.”

Rather than chide him for the old sin, the earl went till, then sighed. “I don’t recall
the conversation. But | can guess at it.”

Cyril nodded, but it turned into a sagging of his chin to his chest. “You said
something about how you couldn’t bear your legacy going to a stranger. | took that to
mean that you couldn’t bear the thought of me at all—that you resented my very
existence.”

“Resented it?" Castleton straightened. “If it weren't for your existence, my title
would go extinct when | die, and if | couldn’'t break the entail, everything | have
would revert to the Crown. Y ou couldn’t think I'd want that.”

Cyril dared a glance up. “Put like that, of course not. And yet | knew | wasn’t your
choice.”

The earl raked a hand through his steel-grey hair. “I must beg your forgiveness, Cyril.
You'reright. | searched for my heir because | had to, but | resented needing to turn to
a stranger. Even so, | never meant for you to hear such a sentiment. | wanted to bring
you into our family then. To get to know you. To ... to make you my son.” His gaze
darted to the doorway. “Something Fred certainly never wanted to be. In his eyes, |
never compared to his father.”

Cyril’ s throat went tight. He forced a smile to his lips, though it felt crooked. “Well,
my lord, | can assure you that you outshine mine—even with my misinterpretation of

your opinion of me.”

Castleton’s eyes clouded over with a frown. “The investigator’ s report included a bit



of your father’s ... history. Some of your old neighbors had brought some not-so-
small charges against him before he died.”

“Which you quieted.” Or so Mother had told him, eventually.

It must have sounded as much like an accusation to the earl’ sears asit did to his own.
“Not for his sake, my boy. For yours. That kind of stain follows a family for
generations. Had he been alive still, then perhaps there would have been vaue in
justice. But he was aready gone, so why should you be haunted forever by being
identified as the son of a crimina?’

Because he hadn’t just been athief or aforger. He'd hurt people. And as one of them
who'd borne his bruises, Cyril had hoped he'd be condemned for it, even if
posthumously.

He could see the earl’ s point, though. Now. “| suppose you' re right.”

“l don't know if | was or not. | know your mother accused me of paying off the
witnesses, but it wasn't that—not to my eyes, at least. | compensated the victims as
best | could. | paid for their medical expenses and restored the property he'd
destroyed. It was the most | could do to try to rectify the damage he’'d done.” His
cheeks flushed. “I admit | was embarrassed that anyone bearing the name of
Lightbourne should have behaved so abominably. That is not what our family stands
for.”

Remembering the joviality and health of everyone he'd seen in the village, Cyril
nodded. “I owe you an apology, too, it seems, my lord. | didn't understand any of
your actions when | was a child. But | clung to my childish thoughts instead of
seeking the truth as | grew up. That was wrong of me. | let my own fears and
insecurities keep me from returning to Plumford. | see now...” He had to pause,
swallow. “I see now that I’ve missed the chance to forge a relationship with you and



your family. And I’m sorry for that.”

“Well.” The earl blinked a few rapid times and gave him another earnest little smile.
“Happily, the future lies before us, and we needn’t let those past mistakes shackle us.
We can start anew, eh? Today.”

Shackle was the right word—because he felt them fall, felt his spirit rise as free as
Paul set loose by the Spirit. “Yes. | would like nothing more.”

“Excellent.” Slapping his hands to his knees, the earl stood. “I won't take more of
your time now. | know after a day’s travel you'll be eager to tidy up or even stretch
your legs and get some exercise. But | want you to know that from this day onward, |
want you to view Plumford Manor as your own. Your home. Catalogue any changes
you would want to make, poke into any crevice, ask any question you have. And—"
A knowing gleam entered the earl’s eyes. “Feel free to invite any guests you desire. |
hear there’s a certain young lady who may be interested in atour of your inheritance?
Eh?’

Cyril felt hisneck go hot. “I beg your pardon?’

Obvioudly interpreting his flush as embarrassment over his affections being known
rather than over them being squashed by a lady who would most assuredly not be
coming for a visit, the earl chuckled. “No need to play the innocent, my boy. The
gossip columns have been abuzz with whether or not the newcomer, Mr. L, heir to
Lord C, will soon be engaged to Lady P, daughter of Lord K. It's no secret who any
of those letters are, you know.” Walking with him from the drawing room, Castleton
gave him a friendly elbow to the ribs. “Quite the coup, | hear. Lady Pearl was the
belle of the Season.”

Cyril had deliberately arrived in London after the Season, but he'd heard the tales of
the dozens of young aristocrats vying for her hand. “So | learned.”



“I know my wifeis dying for the story of how the two of you met. Something about a
rescue, wasn't it?’

Cyril cleared his throat. “ She was in alittle boat with her friends, and somehow they
managed to overturn it. The other young ladies swam to shore, but she can’'t swim. |
was walking by and saw her struggling and dove in.”

“Her hero.” The sparkle in the earl’s eyes made Cyril wonder if it was really the
countess who had wanted the story. “Fit for afairy tale, that meeting.”

He' d thought so. And he'd certainly been dazzled by her beauty and her gratitude. As
he became acquainted with her reputation, he’d hoped that perhaps that vulnerable
moment they’d shared had, in fact, given them a bond she’d not forged with any
other. That she’d shown him the authentic part of herself she kept hidden from her
other scores of admirers. He' d thought this was his story, the one in which he'd get to
be someone worthy, the one in which he'd discover why the Lord had made him as
He had, that it would be the first step toward a life worth living. Worth, someday,
writing about.

More the fool, him.

He ought to correct the earl here and now. Tell him that Pearl had ended things. But
that gloomy end hadn’t yet made the public rounds, and he was loath to invite it into
his Christmas. So he offered a muted version of the truth. “Lady Pearl and | are
nowhere near a betrothal, | promise you. She is, in fact, notorioudly fickle with her
attention. | would be surprised if she even remembers me come the new year.”

“Oh now, give yourself some credit!”

The sentiment—or rather, that the earl actually seemed to feel it—cheered him. Cyril
smiled. “Regardless. For now, I'm quite content to concentrate on this family. You



can’t know how much it means to me.”

The sparkle in Castleton’s eyes didn’t dim. He reached over and gripped Cyril’s
shoulder. “I think you mean that only | could know how much it means to you. For it
means just the same to me. Perhaps more.”

They’ d exited the room and stood now in the great hall again.

“I’ll show you to your suite. Gyldenkrone will be in the bachelor wing, but as you are
family and not a guest, you'll have rooms in the main house with us. If that suits
you?’

It was where he'd stayed as a child, but he hadn’t dared expect the same welcome
now. “Of course, my lord.”

“Oh, enough of that. Call me Castleton—or Cass, as my friends do. Or some more
familial diminutive? | realize I'm not actually an uncle, and so distant a cousin that
even that sounds odd, but | wouldn’t mind either moniker.”

Cyril smiled. “I'll think on it. Try a few out, perhaps. We'll see what suits us both.”
And wouldn’t Kellie rib him eternally when he heard how quickly Cyril’s fears had
been dispelled? A ribbing he was happily saved from when Castleton hadn’t done
more than point to his door on the upper floor before another opened at the opposite
end of the hallway and Mariah stepped out, papers clutched in her hand.

He paused, glancing inside his open door but scarcely registering the pleasant blues
and greens. Far more interesting was the shy, hesitant excitement in her step. He
moved away from his room rather than into it. “Is that the story?’

Mariah held it up with a grin. “The very same. | have no doubt that our handwriting
will horrify you, as it did me when | dug this out last month to turn it into a script for



the children.”

He chuckled and glanced at her stepfather. “ Thank you for showing me to my rooms,
but | think, perhaps if the lady wouldn’'t be opposed, we could take a promenade
outside and remember our old adventures? And you can tell me about this play. I'm
sorry to have missed it.”

The earl grinned. “There will be awarm fire awaiting your return. Mariah, sweetling,
don’t forget your gloves this time, mm?’

A few minutes later, both clad in their outerwear, they dlid out a side door into the
dormant gardens. A few flurries were still falling, though not enough to add to the
whisper of snowfall clinging to the grass. He found himself hoping more would come
over the next few days so that they could bring out the seigh—he had a lovely
memory of adleigh ride on hisfirst visit.

They walked in silence for a few moments. Each step of it made him a little less
certain of what he wanted to say. It had been easy enough inside, with her family,
when he'd dlipped back into the role he’' d taken on twelve years ago—her defender.
But now? Out here? Just the two of them?

She came to a sudden stop at the garden’ s edge and spun to face him. Given the ook
on her face, he braced himself, though he wasn't certain exactly what form her
barrage would take.

“l want to get something clear here and now,” she said, standing straight as a
peppermint stick. “I only mean to be your friend. | don’t have any foolish notions
about—you know.” She fluttered a gloved hand. “Keeping the manor in the family by
marrying you just because it’s convenient. But having a brain, as you do, you'll have
considered that we' ve considered it.”



He had. And he'd been conflicted, not knowing which Mariah they’d be trying to
convince him to marry—the childhood friend or the stranger she’'d become. But then
when Pearl had suggested it, hinting that it was the only reason anyone would marry
him ... well, that had made the whole suggestion seem wretched.

He granted Mariah’s point with atilt of his head.

She went on. “I know—I know about Lady Pearl. And what’'s more, | have no desire
to marry for convenience. So let’s just dismiss that now, all right? I’m not setting my
cap for you. | only want to be your friend.”

His lips twitched. Did she have any idea how sweet she looked with that embarrassed
determination on her face? Probably not. “There isn't much to know about Lady
Pearl. But even so, your stanceis noted.”

She whooshed out a breath. “Good. Friends, then?’

“Well, | don’'t know. That rather depends, doesn't it?”

Her pretty chestnut brows drew together. “On what?”’

Hands clasped behind his back, he leaned a little closer. “On why the Mariah |
thought | knew so well vanished these |ast several years.”

For a second, horror flashed in her eyes—chased by amusement. “The letters? Mama
decided she had better oversee them once | turned fifteen.”

Never once had the thought crossed his mind before ... but it made sense, now that he
realized that his old friend was still very much there within her grown-up form. He
clucked histongue. “And you didn’t sneak any real ones out?’



“1 tried.” She laughed at whatever memory that brought up. “1 had no idea of your
direction. Mama or Papa always put them in the post. And apparently the postman
needs more than ‘ Cyril, probably at Oxford soon’ to deliver aletter.”

He laughed too, more ancient fears flying away. With exaggerated gallantry, he
offered his arm. “Well, my lady, there is no postmaster necessary now. And a fairy
world ahead. Tell me, isthe Almond Gate still intact?’

Her smile would have rivaled the sun in August and certainly put its wintry face to
shame. “Of course.” She held out the page, filled front and back with atiny, sloppy

scrawl in two different hands. “And Christmas Wood waits beyond it.”

He took the page, she took his arm, and they set off toward the copse of trees.
“Christmas Wood, Orange Creek, and ... what did we call the |ake?’

“Orgeat.” She closed her eyes, asif in delight at the thought of the amond syrup.

He could relate. “Orgeat. | haven't had any decent orgesat in years.”

“You'll have some now. And mincemeat pies and marzipan figures and gingerbread

men—

“And peppermint sticks and candied almonds and—"

“Sugar plums!” they pronounced together, exchanging smiles.

Cyril couldn’'t decide, as they followed the path toward the wood, if he felt ten again
... or if perhaps, for thefirst timein his adult life, he ssmply felt how he should.

Hopeful.
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S?en Gyldenkrone stood still as a statue, ignoring both the bustle of the train depot
and his brother’ sinfernal pacing. Rage in his blood wasn’t a hot and pulsing thing—it
was a slow, steady, ice-cold thrum that sharpened his focus and pushed peripheral
things into neat alignment, to be looked at only when they could be useful.

He' d spent the last week with this same icy focus, slicing through each and every one
of his brother’s excuses. Trying—and failing—to tamp down the gossip, working
relentlessly to fix what Emil, in hisidiocy, had broken.

Asusudl.
Thrum. Thrum. Thrum.

He could hear the cold fury coursing through him, feel its chill in his limbs. This
time, when his brother paced in front of him, he snapped, “Do stop.”

He spoke in Danish, which he only did when he and Emil were alone. It was rude,
otherwise, and he was never rude. When in England, one spoke English. When in
France, one spoke French. To deliberately confuse the people around him or keep
them in the dark as to his meaning was absolutely inappropriate.

Emil forgot that half the time, too, and constantly instigated conversations in their
native tongue instead of that of the nation they were visiting. It made him a tiresome
traveling companion, truth be told.



But he was his brother. His only brother. They two were the only Gyldenkrones |eft
in the world, their noble family name in danger of extinction if they didn’t soon select
wives and set about producing the next generation.

S?en had been ready to marry a year ago. Ingrid would have been a perfect wife in
many ways. But when the king asked one to choose an English bride instead, one
obeyed one's monarch and cousin. When the Crown Prince promised that a match
would be made between one of his own children and whatever child one produced
with said English bride, one bowed one’ s head in honor and thanked him for deeming
one worthy.

Politics had been the milk on which he'd been raised. He understood it, relished it,
took his strength from it. He knew well why this favor was asked—tensions between
England and Germany grew colder with each passing year, and Denmark’s ties to
Germany were solid. Dangerously solid. She needed equally strong ties to England if
she intended to maintain the neutrality on which she prided herself. But the Crown
Prince had long ago married Alexandrine in Canne, and future royals would choose
other royals from Europe’'s ruling families to wed. The chance to form an alliance
directly with England simply hadn’t worked out, generationally speaking.

But cousins were glorious things. As one of the most influential families in Denmark,
S?en could do for his king what the prince himself couldn’t. He could choose a wife
from an equally prominent family in England. A family that was not of the crown
itself but that was respected by the king. Beloved.

The perfect match.

His fingers tightened on the silver head of his cane, carried solely for fashion and not
any other use. He rubbed his thumb over the familiar engraving—the Danish lion that
adorned their national coat of arms, borrowed from the crest of their most famous
king, Christian V.



Emil had paused his pacing, at least, but now he stood before S?ren with his arms
crossed over his chest, glowering. S?ren lifted one brow, solely because he knew his
brother couldn’t mimic him, much as he'd tried to teach himself the gesture. His
facial muscles never cooperated.

Emil dropped his arms and gusted out a breath. “I want to come with you.”

“No.” S?en lifted one hand from the head of his cane, fished inside his pocket, and
pulled out his watch. Three minutes until his private train car ought to be ready. Ten
until the train would leave the station, on its way to Derbyshire. “You were not
invited.”

“Neither were you!”

S?en flinched at the very insinuation that he had done something so base. “ Of course
| was. Lord Castleton was quite clear that | was welcome to pay him avisit absolutely
any time—and he also made a point of telling me how charming his home is at
Christmastide.”

Emil fumed like a steam vent. “It isn't fair. I'm the one that prat Lightbourne
embarrassed. | deserve the chance to—"

“You deserve?’ He speared his brother with a hard glance. “What you deserve is to
be left to restore your own tarnished honor. If it wouldn’t be a blot on our entire
family, | would do just that. Y ou ought to be thanking me for cleaning up after your
mess, yet again.”

“Thanking you,” Emil muttered, spinning to pace again. “It's your fault | found
myself in the situation to begin with.”

“My fault? S?ren laughed, though there was no amusement in it, and even his



hardheaded brother couldn’t mistake it for that. “Oh yes. | am the one who makes you
constantly run off at the mouth. I am the one constantly urging you to resort to fists
instead of diplomacy. | am the one—"

“You were the one actually considering marriage to that scheming little poppet!”
Emil stopped again before him, lifting a hand so he could poke a finger into S%en’s
shoulder.

One would have thought he'd have been broken of that habit ages ago, given the
many times S?ren had done exactly what he did now—knock his hand away with one
swift, snapping motion of his cane.

As always, Emil cursed and shook out his smarting finger. And yet no doubt he'd do
the same thing next month.

S?en set his cane back on the pavement with a satisfying click. “Lady Pearl can
scheme all she likes. It was her family | was considering, not her childish antics. If |
were to decide she suited my needs, she would have to agree to my stipulations.
Nothing forces a girl to grow up faster than taking on the responsibilities of aforeign
household.”

“And you call metheidiot. She’'d never be faithful to you. The very fact that she was
toying with that blighter—and that she didn’t rgject me—should have told you that.”

It had indeed been disturbing to learn that the lady hadn’t pushed away his brother’s
advances. He could admit that. It was part of the ice in his veins. Infidelity was even
more shameful than Emil’ s constant pursuit of diversions above responsibility.

But she was young. And Emil was charming, when he tried to be. And he and Pearl
hadn’t even been engaged yet, much less married. Kissing another man wasn't to her
credit, but it wasn't unfaithfulness, exactly.



He would have made it clear that if they wed, any other flirtations must stop
immediately. It ought to go without saying, but he wasn't na?ve. He knew it didn’t
aways.

When he'd calmly confronted her about it, she hadn’t been repentant, though. More
put out that he dared to be upset with her instead of his brother.

He hadn’t bothered explaining that he was always upset with his brother. It was the
baseline of life and had been since they were boys. He'd come to grips long ago with
the fact that his brother was a selfish creature, but that some of his most reckless acts
were, in hisway of thinking, done for the benefit of others.

This was a perfect example. Every single time S?en had considered courting a
woman, Emil took it upon himself to see if her heart was true. If she could be lured
away by Emil’s charms, then she wasn't suited to becoming S?ren’s wife.

Ingrid had resisted. Pearl had not.

Part of him appreciated the test, even as the greater part wanted to lock his brother in
a tower somewhere until he'd outgrown his childishness. He'd always wanted
whatever Sren had. Had always tried to snatch it away. Horses, toys, friends, and
now ladies. It was just Emil, much as he wished it weren’t.

Right on time, the steward opened the door to the private car he’'d rented and bowed
to him. “All isready to your specifications, my lord.”

“Thank you.” English emerged from his lips as easily as the Danish had moments
before. He started forward.

Emil jumped into hisway. “At least tell me your intentions.” He still spoke in Danish,
despite the steward now within hearing.



As if telling his brother his intentions didn't guarantee that he'd find a way to
interfere and ruin everything. Again. “To buff out the tarnish you've given our
family’s honor. That's all you need to know.” English still, though low enough that
the steward probably couldn’t hear them. He was polite, not stupid.

11 S?ra,].”

“Try to stay out of trouble while I’'m gone, Emil.” He once again lifted his cane, this
time using it like an arm to urge his brother aside. Gently but firmly. “In fact, you
really ought to go ahead home. Enjoy the holiday with your friends. I'll follow in the
new year, and I’ [l have my bride-to-be with me.”

Emil’s face screwed into a pout in the exact way he’d done since he was a toddler.
“At least tell meit'snot Pearl. | don’t think | could tolerate her as a sister-in-law.”

Asif that was a deciding factor. But he could grant his brother that much. “There are
other families just as esteemed by King Edward—and whose daughters are less
conniving.”

Lady Mariah Lyons had always been one of his top contenders, and the fact that a
visit to her family now would also give him the opportunity to put Cyril Lightbourne
in his place might as well have been a finger from heaven pointing the way to
satisfaction.

“Good.” It was the relief in his tone that did it—that always did it. That made S?ren
love him, despite not liking him half the time. “She' s not good enough for you.”

And that too. Huffing out an exasperated breath, S?ren clapped a hand to his brother’s
shoulder. “Go home, brother. Enjoy some racine and risalamande for me.”

Emil smiled, the petulance replaced by genuine cheer. “I think | will, at that. Aslong



as you promise to tell me about your revenge on the blighter.” He lifted a hand to
touch the abrasions on his face.

Suddenly glad that his brother still hadn’t reverted to English, Sren nodded. “In the
new year.”

“In the new year.”

He moved into his train car as his brother strode back toward their carriage, content
that Emil wouldn’t follow him to Castleton. He didn’t really care if he returned to
Copenhagen or stayed in London, so long as he didn't come to Castleton to have a
rematch with Cyril Lightbourne.

S?en had witnessed the brawl, though he'd tried to remain out of sight. His brother
didn’t stand a chance, even if he had the good sense to pick his next fight when he
was fully sober. Whoever trained Lightbourne had done a better job than Emil’s
instructor. Or, more likely, Lightbourne had been a better student.

Though he could handle himself and a weapon if necessary, S?ren had no intention of
challenging “the blighter” as Emil would do. He would never endanger relations
between their two countries by actually hurting a prominent citizen. And besides,
exchanging fisticuffs—even besting him at them—wouldn’t set anything to rights.

No. Cyril Lightbourne had smudged the Gyldenkrone family honor, and he would
pay for it in kind. He had done it for the sake of an undeserving woman, and perhaps
that would play a part in S?ren’ s recompense.

He didn’t know his exact plan yet. Only his tactic. The details would fall into place
just as they always did as he gathered information and took in the lay of the land. All
he knew right now was that he intended to ruin whatever Lightbourne esteemed most
highly. Tarnish it just as he had so blithely tarnished the Gyldenkrone reputation.



And he'd accomplish that on the side, while he fulfilled his duty to his cousins and
convinced Lady Mariah to marry him.

As the train chugged out of the station right on schedule, S?en relaxed in his richly
upholstered chair and drew his leatherbound journal from his inner coat pocket. He
had better refresh himself now on their previous meetings. Families were always
impressed when he could recall names and situations and ask them insightful
guestions.

When was it that he had met the noble side of the Lightbourne family? June. Mid-
June. In the height of the Season, at ... yes, that was right. The Middletons ball. He
flipped to the appropriate page in his journal and reread the notes he had taken down
that evening, as he did at the close of every day.

He'd listed every new acquaintance to whom he'd been introduced, along with his
impressions of them. Each young lady with whom he’'d danced, and about what they
had spoken. Each previous acquaintance with whom he'd had a conversation, and on
what topic.

Halfway down the list he saw Lord Geoffrey Lightbourne, Earl of Castleton, and his
wife, Lady Beatrice Lightbourne, formerly Lady Lyons. Her son, Lord Frederic
Lyons, Viscount, and her youngest daughter, Lady Mariah Lyons. One elder
daughter, widowed, not in attendance.

He read his physical descriptions of them all, his notes about their preferred names or
nicknames—Castleton or Cass for the earl, and Lyons for the viscount, though his
family called him Fred. And his impressions—that the earl and countess were
pleasant and amiable and among the favorites of London society. That the earl was a
regular companion of King Edward whenever they were both in town and even
visited each other’ s country homes at least once a year—that was crucia. He was not
quite the intimate of the king that Lord Kingeland was, hence his stepdaughter’s rank



as second on hislist, but close enough.

That Lyons was a reasonable enough chap, his head firmly attached to his shoulders.
And that the daughter, Lady Mariah, was her brother’s opposite. Her head was filled
with fluff rather than reason, and though she didn’t speak often at the ball, when she
did, it was utter rot. She was pretty enough, he'd noted, and seemed good-natured,
which was important. Silly, not conniving.

That was something. Silliness could be corrected far more easily. And redly,
corrected wasn't even the word for it. Silliness tended to fall by the wayside in the
face of household responsibilities, children, and the pressures of court. What Lady
Mariah was, was young. Too young, in some ways, but that too would correct itself in
time.

A corner of his mouth twitched up a bit at that. She’d made his thirty-one years feel
ancient, yes, as had Lady Pearl. But twelve years was no great thing between adults.
His own father had been thirteen years his mother’s senior, and it had never caused
any problems. Even Prince Christian and Princess Alexandrine were nine years apart,
and their three years of marriage thus far had been happy enough.

He paused, checked another note, and let out a relieved breath. Yes, he had
remembered to post a gift to the princess in plenty of time for it to arrive before her
Christmas Eve birthday. He' d thought so, but it never hurt to double-check.

Thumbing back to his notes from the summer, including his two visits to the
Lightbourne London home, he finished up those and then skipped ahead to
September. The Lightbourne-Lyons family had departed—and only then,
interestingly enough, did Mr. Cyril Lightbourne arrive in London.

He' d wondered then why the heir apparent had seemingly avoided his benefactor, and
he wondered it again now. Something to be discovered, yes. To be exploited?



Perhaps.

As fate would have it, he'd crossed paths with “the blighter” only days after he
reached Town—when he’d somehow finagled his way into Lady Pearl’s graces. Oh,
he'd heard the story about the heroism, but that couldn’t actually be what caught the
lady’s eye. She was too dedicated to her scheming for that. No, more likely was that
she'd realized he stood to inherit the Castleton estate, which she would know was
beyond compare. That was what would have caught her attention.

S?ren hadn’'t been worried. A relative so distant could always be displaced by a
miraculous child, or even a closer cousin coming out of the woodwork. And besides,
his own holdings in Denmark compared favorably, and his title was the equivalent.
More, he had that promise of Prince Christian that had spurred him here. And what
ambitious young lady wouldn't prize the idea of her child becoming a prince or
princess? Perhaps even the Crown Princess, if births worked out appropriately?

He' d known that Lightbourne was no real threat to his court.

Emil, on the other hand...

And that was where things spiraled. Emil thought it his duty to sound out Pearl’s
fidelity. She had failed the test—disappointing, but not especialy surprising. She
was, above all, a conceited creature. She would have looked lovely on his arm in the
Danish court, yes, but he hadn't been entirely convinced she had a personality
compatible with Princess Alexandrine's, and that was crucial. Otherwise, he would
have proposed months ago.

But her indiscretion could have remained private, had Emil not gotten drunk at the
Marlborough a week ago and bragged about his conquest. And had Lightbourne not
been there with a friend of his and heard it. And had he not taken it upon himself to
defend Lady Pearl’ s besmirched honor.



Even then, it wouldn’t have been so bad had he not trounced Emil so handily, and had
every single aristocrat left in London not been there that night for a holiday party.
And had his brother then had the sense to stay down, it would have been little more
than one in along line of minor humiliations. Most of the gentlemen there had lost a
brawl when they’ d overindulged, he’ d wager.

But no. Emil had staggered up. Said something about Pearl deserving no better than
the likes of Lightbourne. And Lightbourne had done the unforgivable. He'd insulted
the entire Gyldenkrone line by saying that no real gentleman would ever act as Emil
had.

“Perhaps such disrespect is common in Denmark,” he'd said, “but it isn’'t to be borne
in England.”

Utter rot, of course—gentlemen behaved in that exact way all the time, in England as
often as anywhere else in Europe. But to insinuate that his brother was
baseborn—and then, worse, to call the moral fiber of Denmark into question?

No. That was intolerable. He could never forgive himself if he let that slight to his
king and country go unanswered.

He' d said nothing that night. He' d slipped away, unnoticed by most of the crowd. But
he’' d known then that he would have to do something to discredit the idealistic young
buck. Something to make everyone either chuckle and write him off or turn away in
disgust. Even better if he could make sure it stung him to the core, as his words had
done to SZren. He would have to be careful, however—if he meant to claim Lady
Mariah as his bride, he couldn’t besmirch her stepfather’s name, only that distant
cousin’s.

But S?ren was nothing if not careful.



He closed hisjournal after that, leaned back in his chair, and closed his eyes. It would
be best if he arrived at Plumford Manor well-rested and mentally sharp, al his
observational skills at the ready.

Morning had turned to afternoon by the time the train chugged into his stop, and he
disembarked. As promised, the Castleton carriage awaited him, and he climbed in
with a nod to the footman holding the door open for him. They passed quickly
through the small village of Hope, where the railway station was, drove what couldn’t
be more than a mile or two to Castleton and through it, along the road into the
countryside, and soon were through the gates of Plumford Manor.

He could appreciate what he saw—the beautiful countryside, the cleverly braided
hedgerows, and the stately manor. He did indeed hope he’ d have a chance to explore
a bit of the High Peaks while he was here. He knew Christian would appreciate any
descriptions he brought home.

What made him smile the moment he set his feet to the frosty ground, however, was
the fact that Lady Mariah came laughing around the corner of the house even then ...
arm in arm with Mr. Cyril Lightbourne himself. Lightbourne, who smiled down at the
lady with rapt attention and unmistakable adoration.

Oh, this was going to be almost too easy. Two birds ... one lightly lobbed stone. And
he' d have his revenge and his bride in one fell swoop.
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Mariah’s carefree morning came crashing down around her the moment she rounded
the house on Cyril’s arm and saw the greve standing there. The last thirty-six hours
had been simple and carefree, her parents expectations happily shoved aside in the
light of her truce with Cyril. With that understanding between them, they’ d been free
to reminisce and laugh and get caught up on the years since they’d fallen out of
touch. Last night, she, Cyril, and Papa had stayed up long into the night, roasting
chestnuts and talking about absolutely everything, and she’ d awakened this morning
grateful for how easy it was to simply be Cyril’ sfriend again.

But there was nothing easy or simple or carefree about Lord Gyldenkrone. He was
exactly as she remembered him—tall, chiseled, golden, and so very handsome. He
looked like some modernized representation of a Nordic god—both in good looks and
in that stoic demeanor carved from ice. It wasn't that he ever came across as cruel or
hard in that sense. Just ... controlled. Calculating. That was the impression she'd
always gotten from him. That his every move, his every word, his every thought was
a careful calculation—and that he was just as carefully scrutinizing every motion of
every person around him.

As romantic a picture as he struck, and as compelling a story as he told, and as much
as the unmarried women in London had been abuzz about him, he was quite
intimidating. The two times he'd come to call in Town, Mariah’s hands had shaken
the entire time. Her mind, on the other hand, had whirred. He looked as though he
ought to be wearing some Viking outfit. A cloak made of wolf pelt. Carrying a
broadsword.



Instead, he wore an expensive, perfectly tailored suit of clothes, and today it was
topped with a heavy woolen overcoat and stylish fedora.

She half expected it to sprout Viking horns at any moment.

His all-seeing gaze homed in on them in half an instant, and she felt the weight of it
like a block of ice, sending a shiver down her spine. The smile he offered looked at
once like it aways did—chilly perfection—and yet somehow not. It was undoubtedly
only her overactive imagination that made images of white arctic wolves spring to
mind.

Probably.

She ought to say something, but the only thing she could think of was an apology,
and she wasn’'t even sure what it was for. Being out here when he arrived and hence
ruining the careful welcome they’ d have ready indoors? For being found lacking with
the first sweep of his gaze? For suddenly wishing he’ d opted to spend Christmas with
some other family of some other eligible young lady?

Not that she wasn't flattered—and not that she was opposed to getting to know
him—»but that singular gaze of his reminded her in a heartbeat that if Gyldenkrone
was here, there would be nothing simple and easy about the holiday. It wouldn’'t be
al carefree joy and reminiscence of childhood.

It would be one prolonged interview in which she was certain to come up lacking a
dozen times over.

Before she could form her lips around any words, he spoke, even as the massive front
doors—both again!—swung open. “Ah, Lady Mariah. | cannot express how glad | am
to be welcomed among your esteemed family this holiday season. You are, as ever,
looking lovely.”



Her cheeks were no doubt already pink from the cold, but now they flushed with heat.
“Welcome, my lord,” she finally managed to squeak out, though she sounded like
little more than a mouse. As she always did in a crowded ballroom, keenly aware that
none of the masses swarming her cared a whit what she thought. That they’'d
laugh—or frown, like Lord Gyldenkrone had done—if she dared to answer any
questions honestly.

“What did you think of the regatta this morning?’

“Oh, | pretended they were invading Vikings and we were the first Britons to spot
them, not sure if they were friend or foe.”

Frown.

“Y ou attended the musicale last evening, did you not? Wasn't the baritone divine?’
“Indeed! As he sang, | couldn’'t dislodge the images from Shakespeare's A
Midsummer Night's Dream from my mind and was trying to cast the attendees in the
roles. Who do you think should be Titania?’

Frown.

That last one she'd thought for sure would be acceptable. Shakespeare! Who could
take issue with Shakespeare?

Gyldenkrone, apparently.
Papa rushed down the steps, his eyes shouting all sorts of warnings at her that only

made her heart sink lower, barely covered up by the smile he beamed at their new
guest. “Ah, my lord! How do you do? So glad to have you with us.”



In one fluid motion, Gyldenkrone looked to Papa and held out a hand, transferring his
silver-headed walking stick to his left hand for the exchange. “Very well, thank you.
And | trust you are too? Y our lovely stepdaughter certainly looks to be the picture of
perfect health.” He glanced her way again, those ice-blue eyes as compelling and, she
was sure, as dangerous as afjord.

Fjords were dangerous, right? When covered in ice?

She should have brushed up on her Scandinavian knowledge before their guest
arrived.

“Yes, quite,” Papa was saying, clearly not afraid of plunging through the ice into
some treacherous fjord. “Have you been introduced to Mr. Lightbourne?’

“Yes.” One word. One syllable. A world of meaning so intricately layered that
Mariah hadn’t a hope of sorting them all.

She frowned. Because what came through loud and clear was that Gyldenkrone didn’t
much like Cyril. And from the way Cyril had gone stiff as a stone, the feeling was
mutual.

“Indeed,” Cyril replied. “ At the Kingelands.””

Mariah felt her own muscles turn to stone too. It had been easy to let herself forget
about Lady Pearl. What part could she play, after all, in the world of recollection
Mariah had been living in for the past thirty-six hours? Pearl hadn't been there as
Mariah and Cyril laughed their way through their old adventure story, nor had she
huddled around the roaring hearth with them and Papa |ater. She hadn’t been a part of
the wandering, wonderful conversation last night, nor at the breakfast table with them
this morning. She certainly hadn’t been present as Cyril again offered Mariah his arm
and led her back into what they’d long ago dubbed Christmas Wood, in search of the



ancient, gnarled tree they’ d forgotten to look for yesterday.

But it seemed that with Gyldenkrone' s arrival, Lady Pearl had invaded too.

Papa sent her a look she couldn’'t quite decipher. Concerned? Chiding? Silently
telling her to pull herself together and put a little effort into freeing one or another of
these men from Pearl’ s talons?

She sighed. One couldn’'t call her and Pearl rivals . That implied there was
competition. There had never been any. Pearl had beaten her out at absolutely
everything at school without as much as a glance her way; Pearl had gathered the
other young ladies as friends, leaving but a few sprinkled outcasts to wander about
alone, like Mariah had done. And Pearl had then debuted to such great success that it
had left no one to even notice the likes of her.

Now, somehow, she had even invaded Mariah’s Christmas, thanks to these two men
vying for Pearl’ s favor. Never mind that they were both here . That wasn’t because of
Mariah, not really. It was because of Papa. If it weren't for him, neither of these gents
would have ever spared her aword or a glance.

Papa turned his smile back to the Dane. “Then we can skip the
introductions—excellent. Y ou must be worn from your travel, my lord. Please, won't
you come inside? We have tea ready, and our best suite prepared for you in the
bachelor wing.”

“The trip was quite comfortable, actually. Though | will be delighted to partake of
your hospitality. Aslong as Lady Mariah will be joining us?’

He turned his lips up into a perfect, handsome smile. Perfect, handsome, but still it
felt as warm as an arctic wind. Was it because of whatever rivalry he had with Cyril?
His lack of feeling toward her? Or was she being unfair? Perhaps it was ssimply his



way, and it was her imagination that had her ascribing such chill-wracked words to it.

Regardless, she couldn’t let either of these guests deter her from the real task today.
“I'll bein directly, my lord. | must check on Professor Skylark first.” Upon this, she
gave Papa her sweetest smile. “He sent me a note this morning, asking me to come by
his workshop before luncheon.”

Papa narrowed his eyes a bit, but he had too much respect for his old tutor to ever
contradict his requests. “Of course. But don't dally, sweetling. You don't want to
keep Lord Gyldenkrone waiting overlong for your company.”

Gyldenkrone sent another handsome, frosty smile her way. “No need to rush, my
lady. It is my goal that we shall enjoy ... endless opportunity to become better
acquainted. And frankly, Lord Castleton, | would request a private meeting with you
first.”

His implications were clear, as sharp and pointed as his gaze. Mariah found herself
fighting to work breath into her lungs.

He couldn’t be serious. He couldn’t mean to ask Papa here and now for permission to
court her—or more. He couldn’t mean that he intended to spend the rest of his life
with her. It made no sense. He didn’'t even like her! He'd wanted Lady Pearl, not
Mariah, like everyone else. And yet his gaze lingered now on her , those clear-as-ice
words hanging there in the air between them.

Then crisp air filled her lungs and clarity her mind. He'd come to England to find a
bride whose family was close to King Edward. And she boasted two such families.
She had both the dowry left to her by her late father and a too-generous promised
addition from Papa. She had both a brother already a viscount and a stepfather who
was an earl. She knew well those connections were all he cared about. She didn't
know why he'd struck Pearl from his list, but he was obviously making his decisions



based on things other than affection.

She had no reason to feel such a pang over it. No reason to feel the Christmas joy
seep out of her heart as she realized that the motivation of these two bachelors were
both naught but convenience and political decisions.

That's what she would be. A sound choice. A reasonable decision. Perhaps even
someone to be settled for when the more alluring option fell through.

Mariah' s shoulders sagged.

At the Dane's words, Papa beamed like the summer sun and held out an arm in
invitation. “I'll let the rest of the family welcome you first—and | don’'t believe
you’'ve met Mariah’'s elder sister yet—nbut then you and | shall adjourn to my study.”

Mariah mustered up a smile for them and put cheer—false, but necessary—back into
place.

Cyril led her around the carriage now pulling round to the back where the greve's
trunks and bags would be unloaded, and then off into the southern garden, since that
was where they’d been aiming before. He'd yet to actually see the outbuilding
assigned to Professor Skylark as his workshop to know where to lead her specifically,
but she took over once they were on the garden path.

Cyril frowned the moment their feet touched the paving stones. “Please tell me you
don’t mean to entertain his suit.”

“1"d never honestly considered he meant to bring one. But why do you say that?’ She
sent a glance over her shoulder, a bit of her usual spirit creeping back in. “He isn’t
really going to shift into an arctic wolf and devour us al, nor break out his Viking

weapons, | daresay.”



Cyril laughed, but it didn’t last long. “He's far too measured to allow his inner wolf
to show itself in society. Y ou only need to fear if he luresyou out in the wilds.”

She breathed alaugh too. “But the serious question?”’

He sighed. “He isn’'t good enough for you, that's al. Not noble enough of spirit. He
certainly doesn’t deserve to figure as the hero in your story.”

Her brows felt as though they were trying to leap straight off her forehead. “Are you
quite serious? He's...” She waved a hand back toward the house, searching for the
right words. “Well, cold, obviously. But in that way that puts nobility and uprightness
above all. You can fault his lack of affection, but | don’t know how you would dare
to fault his nobility.”

Rather than answer, Cyril clenched his teeth.

Ah. This wasn't really about Gyldenkrone's nature, and it certainly wasn’t about
Mariah. It was about Pearl. She attempted to twist it into a tease, even if the words
felt flat on her tongue. “I do believe you're just sore because he's a rival for Lady
Pear|’ s affections.”

“ Affections?” Something strange traveled over his face, then vanished again. “I don’t
think affection is what she felt for Gyldenkrone. Ambition ... yes. He sorely tempted
her ambitions. Honestly, | thought she was his choice and he hers—no offense
intended toward you.”

She just barely held back another sigh. Drew out another practiced smile, like Mama
had taught her do. “The Kingelands are a prominent family, and she's far more
beautiful than | am. If those qualities are what he desires, then | admit I’m confused
astowhy he'seven here.” Unless. . . She darted alook at Cyril.



Unless Pearl had told him that she’'d made her choice for Cyril. Unless “practically
engaged” was soon to become “actually engaged.” Unless Gyldenkrone had been
convinced enough that he called a retreat and resorted to the runner-up on his list of
bridal candidates.

Cyril was glancing over his shoulder, hislook contemplative, rather than at her face,
which no doubt revealed more than she’d want it to. “Y ou don't give yourself enough
credit, Ri. Though even so, | admit to sharing your confusion. When | left London, |
was all but certain they’ d be engaged before | could return.”

He was clearly better than she was at masking his disappointment. He said it evenly,
cooly—no doubt a result of too much practice making certain his heart wasn’t pinned
to his sleeve when in the company of Pearl’s plethora of suitors.

She lifted her chin, trying to remember Mama's lessons in how to achieve that very
thing herself. One would think she'd be an old hand at it by now, having always come
in second or third—or tenth. “Well, you ought to be thanking us both then, | suppose.
If he decides on me, that removes one of your prime rivals for Lady Pearl’s hand.”

Cyril sent her alook she couldn’t quite decipher, and she hadn’t much time to try to
do so anyway. In the next moment, a loud crash sounded from up ahead, in the
professor’ s workshop. Eyes wide, she abandoned Cyril’s arm altogether so she could
lift her skirts and dash toward the building.

“Professor?’ she called as she neared the door. She wrenched it open, her eyes flying
over the crammed space. “Areyou al right?’

“Quite, quite.” His voice, however, came from under a mound of cardpaper boxes
that were spilling little wooden toys onto the floor. “Just a small avalanche. No
damage done but to the order.”



Order was a bit of an exaggeration on a good day, and an utter misnomer in the days
leading up to Christmas. She waded through some of the detritus so she could move
enough of the boxesto reveal hisface.

He was grinning, which meant he couldn’t be injured. But his wig was askew, his
spectacles dangling from one ear, and he was on his rear end on the floor. She
frowned even as she held out her hand. “Y ou fell.”

“Nonsense. | merely sat ... in an unplanned fashion. And wheeled my arms, which is
what caused the avalanche.” Back on his feet, though knee-high in boxes, he looked
about him, patting his pockets. “Now where have my spectacles got to?’

She reached over, gently unhooking them from his ear and handing them back to him
so he could position them correctly on his prominent nose.

He beamed, and it only grew when he looked beyond her. “Ah! This must be Mr.
Lightbourne! How do you do, good sir, how do you do?’

They exchanged pleasantries, brief due to the obvious awe on Cyril’s face as he took
in the workshop. “Forgive me,” he said after the niceties were through, “but this
looks quite intriguing.”

Professor Skylark smiled wide and waded out of the fallen boxes. “Doesn’t it just?
Toys, nearly al of it. There is nothing in the world like bringing a child joy, you

know.”

Mariah bent down, pulled one of the wooden figures from where it had fallen from its
box, and handed it to Cyril with a small smile that felt self-conscious on her lips.

Hiseyeslit. “It's anutcracker!”



“Modeled on Lady Mariah's most prized possession,” the professor said, obviously
not realizing who had given it to her. She knew, though, and so did Cyril, which
meant that heat stung her cheeks again. “A miniature but fully functional model,
appropriate only for the smallest of nuts. But the village children adore them. We
create a new variation each year—proud hussars for the little lads and noble ladies for
the lasses.”

He stooped and pulled out a female version of the toy. This one had a long dress
instead of legs, but the same short cape that acted as the lever controlling her jaw.
This year, both hussars and ladies were dressed in royal purple, gold paint bringing
light and life to each tiny decoration on their clothes—buttons and trim and intricate
designs.

Cyril took the female one too, his face awash with awe as he moved their fully
articulated limbs and bent them at the waist and back up. “And you’ ve made these?
By hand?’

“Well of course! What else would an old, tired tutor do with his time?’ Professor
Skylark smiled happily and motioned to his workbench, which took up alarge portion
of the room. “I spend all year on them, and on the grand display for the Christmas
Eve Ball. Which iswhat | requested your help with, my dear Lady Mariah.”

She followed his motioning hand into the back corner of the workshop—the only part
even a little bit tidy. Her eager glance was soon disappointed, though. Though bits
and pieces of mechanisms sat out, she had no idea what they would be put together
into. “Still being mysterious, | see. Not even a hint for your favorite pupil,
Professor?’

Professor Skylark chuckled and darted here and there, pulling bits and baubles from
his vast array of shelves. “And miss the delight on your face when we unvell it in the
house this evening? Never! But | do require your opinion.” He held out two small



figures, both made of a combination of wood, metal, and cloth. Both made with the
same detail and attention he always gave his creations. Both depictions of men.

They both boasted brown hair in varying shades, with the true difference marked by
the colors of their clothing. One wore pale crystal blue, the other a deep purple.

He danced them both back and forth, one in either hand. “One must be the hero of my
little visual story, the other the villain. Which should be which, do you think?”’

She smiled, looking from one to the other. Both were handsome miniatures, and both
had faces painted without much expression, so that the children could imagine
whatever they wanted upon it. But the purple matched the other nutcracker dolls, so
she tapped it. “Hero.”

The professor made a show of studying her for a moment, in the way that she
imagined he'd done when giving Papa an oral quiz. “Quite certain? Once | attach
them to their tracks, it will be difficult to change.”

“No question in my mind.”

“So be it.” His favorite enigmatic smile making happy wrinkles in his cheeks,
Professor Skylark turned to put the figures back in their cubbies. “Now then. | don’t
suppose you could spare a few more moments to, ah...?” He motioned toward the
mess by the door.

Mariah laughed and turned that way again. “I would be delighted to assit,
Professor.”

“1 could get lost in here al day, | think.” Cyril dragged his gaze back from the cuckoo
clock he' d been studying, its innards in pieces on the bench, and moved to the tumble
of boxes too.



It would take an hour, at least, to put the toys back inside their containers. And
maybe, if she smiled just so, the professor would let her help tie the boxes with
ribbon, rather than insisting she get back to whatever duties awaited her inside. An
hour, maybe two or three, before she would go back into the house and learn what the
greve had said to her father.

Call her acoward, but she would take the reprieve.
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Cyril gripped his fork too tightly, especialy considering that he had no intention of
lifting another bite to his lips. How could he, when to admit its entrance he'd have to
unclench hisjaw? That had proven more and more difficult as the meal wore on.

He'd thought, when Mariah told him about her previous encounters with
Gyldenkrone on their sow walk back from the professor’s workshop, that she must
be exaggerating his cool response to her. She obviously thought of herself in terms
not nearly glowing enough—even in the scant time they’ d been together again, he'd
picked up on that. She had claimed no fewer than a half-dozen times to have been an
utter failure during the Season, and he just couldn’t fathom it.

How could the London gents not be knocking down Castleton’ s door in search of her
attention? She was lovely and clever and altogether charming—one never knew what
bit of whimsy might next fall from her lips, and awaiting the discovery had become
his new favorite pastime.

Gyldenkrone, however, didn't seem to share his amusement. He met her every
sentence with a frown of his fair brows and with even, careful words that didn’t
exactly put her down but certainly didn’t lift her up. If this man truly wanted to marry
her, shouldn’'t he be smiling over her wit? Laughing in delight at her imagination?
Looking at her with appreciation, not just calculation?

It proved what Cyril already knew about him—he was more statue than man. Made
of ice rather than flesh. A man willing to let his brother insult the woman he’'d been
about to propose to couldn’t be trusted to properly care for any other woman either.



Mariah was currently studying her plate, scooting her spears of asparagus back and
forth without tasting them. He could all but hear her mentally chanting to herself, Be
what they expect, just be what they expect.

It wasn't right.

Gyldenkrone had noted her subdued behavior as well. He put on a smile, yes. But his
tone was lacking genuine curiosity as he asked, “Do you not care for asparagus, my
lady?’

She paused. Set down her fork. Looked up toward, but not at, the greve. And seemed
to ruminate for a long moment on what she could say. “I do. But | find myself not
very hungry.”

Lady Castleton had positioned them around the table, and while last night Cyril had
been beside Mariah, tonight he’'d been put across from her, Gyldenkrone at her side.
Louise was to Cyril’s left, directly across from the greve. She frowned at her sister.
“It issinful to waste food when so many are hungry.”

Gyldenkrone nodded once. “Very true. Having plenty is no excuse to waste the gifts
God has given us.”

Mariah's larynx bobbed. “I assure you, | do not make a habit of waste—and | do
make a habit of giving to those in need.”

Cyril’s smile felt more forced than the seating arrangement. “Do you still walk
through the neighborhood on Boxing Day to make certain the village children have
sweets enough?’

Louise huffed an unamused laugh. “A rather silly interpretation of St. Stephen’s Day,
though it was endearing when she was a child. We eventualy had to convince her



that real food and alms would do them more good than leftover gingerbread and sugar
plums.”

Gyldenkrone’'s smile soured Cyril’s mood even more. “It speaks to a worthy spirit in
a child, though. Just as it speaks to a worthy family to hone the instinct into
practicality.”

Mariah winced a bit at the word practicality. Of course she knew what was
practical—that a family that hadn’t enough bread didn’t need confections as much as
staples.

But at the same time, when else would they get the sugar plums and gingerbread?

His fingers tightened around his fork again. His family had never been destitute—but
when his father was alive, the man had been so stingy with Cyril and Mother that
there was never anything but the practical things for them. No money given for sweet
treats or toys. He saw that their needs were met—and nothing more.

He could till remember standing outside the window of a bakery, wondering what
those confections tasted like. Father didn't like sweets—so none were permitted in
the house. Father didn’t like music—so none sang its way through their rooms. Father
didn’t like the sound of Cyril’s laughter or the sight of him curled up with a book
instead of being outside “like a proper lad,” so anytime the man was home, Cyril was
banished from the house during daylight hours.

He knew all too well that needs could technically be met and yet a child could be so
much in want. In want of affection. In want of joy. In want of peace and security. In
want of the freedom to be who God had made them. He hadn’t known any of those
things until his father died. Mariah did—and he wasn't going to sit here and let
anyone take them from her.



Cyril forked a vegetable and grinned. “Ri, do you remember the time we had
asparagus when we were children? We were eating in the nursery, and your
governess had gone to fetch something. | believe | started it by observing that this
would make a most becoming sword for a small warrior.”

There. The corners of Mariah’s mouth turned up. “I thought Miss Featherstone would
never let us eat together again when she found us sword-fighting with them.”

Cyril laughed, as did Castleton from the head of the table, though the others scowled.
“l say,” the earl began, “I don't believe | heard about this. Though | can’t imagine
Miss Featherstone being that angry if you were simply dueling at your seats.” His
eyes gleamed as he waited for the rest of the story.

Mariah's blush made her cheeks glow. “One can’t properly fence when seated, Papa.
We had no choice but to take the battle all over the nursery.”

The memory played out in Cyril’s mind like a play on a stage. “I would have won,
had Mariah not gained the higher ground. She stabbed me through just as the
governess reentered.”

Castleton lifted his brows. “And that higher ground was...?’

Mariah tried and failed to stifle her laughter. “ The table, naturally.”

“Oh, Mariah.” Lady Castleton pressed a hand to her head, as if the long-past
indiscretion physically pained her.

Her husband waved it off. “Lighten up, darling. She was only a child. It was ages
ago—and obviously Miss Featherstone took her in hand if she didn't even fed the
need to come to us about it.” He winked at his youngest stepchild. “Isn’t that right,
sweetling?’



“We were well and thoroughly punished,” Mariah agreed with a decisive nod. And a
quick, amused glance at Cyril.

He grinned back. The governess had indeed tried to punish them by making them
clean the nursery from top to bottom the next day rather than go outside. But they’'d
turned that into a game too and had so much fun that Featherstone had declared it
hopeless and had collapsed onto her favorite sofa, laughing. She'd called them both
over to her side and had made them tell her the story they’ d been acting out—and had
then encouraged them to write it down.

It was how they’d ended up with that document Mariah had brought out and shown
him. They’d taken turns, paragraph by paragraph, telling the tale they’d devised.
They’d decided the adventure should begin inside, rather than out—in the formal
parlor, where the enormous Christmas tree resided. The nutcracker doll had been cast
as the hero, alittle girl rather like Mariah as the heroine, and a ghastly mouse, enemy
to the toys, as the villain. Because it kept sneaking in and stealing Mariah’s favorite
candies, threatening to chew her favorite dollsto bitsif she didn’t hand them over.

Naturally, the valiant nutcracker had fought him off, but the story didn’t end there.
Though the mouse king retreated, he didn’t declare atruce. He merely bided his time
until he'd gathered more of his troops and lured them out into the wood. The
nutcracker and Mariah rallied the dolls and toys and led them to a glorious victory,
which they celebrated by touring the nutcracker’s fairy kingdom—through the
Almond Gate, into Christmas Wood, over Orange Creek, and down to Orgeat Lake.

How Cyril wished he'd been here last week to see how the village children brought
the tale to life in their little play. Had he known it was happening, he would have
made it apoint to arrive earlier.

Even without hearing the rest of the tale, the earl continued to chuckle. “Ah, I'd
forgot how well the two of you got along. Lord Gyldenkrone, you'll find that our dear



Mariah can brighten any room with her imagination, even now—and she brings
delight to those in her care. She is absolutely adored by our neighbors, especially the
children.”

“Very true.” Lady Castleton brightened, leaning forward after the servants cleared the
plates from before her. “ She will make the most beloved mistress of whatever home
she ends up calling her own. Her compassionate heart is beyond compare.”

Beside him, Louise sighed and leaned back to allow her own plate to be removed as
well. “It's very true. She is still plying the poor with candies and fairy tales when
we're not on hand to advise bread instead. She delivers the hats and scarves Mother
and | knit too.”

Gyldenkrone inclined his head, either impressed or wanting to look it. “And does
Lady Mariah knit for the less fortunate as well ?”

Louise’s small smile looked apologetic. “We did try to teach her, but Mariah never
much cared for yarn arts. Did you, dearest?’

Cyril didn’t like L ouise much better now than he had at age ten.

Mariah, however, smiled. “I was an utter dunce at both knitting and crochet. But |
like to think that | still contribute. It isimportant to tend their bodies, yes. But just as
important to tend their souls.”

Gyldenkrone' s surprise was clearly false. “Have you no vicar nearby to do that?’
Mariah's chin lifted a notch. “Of course we have. And he is a wonderful man. But

Jesus never said that the rest of us were released from the duty just because there is a
clergyman nearby. We are al called to minister to those in need—"



“With food and clothing and medicine,” Louise put in camly.

“And is laughter not the best medicine? Can joy and hope not accomplish what
science fails to achieve?’

Castleton was poised to intervene, but a loud gong sounded at that moment, bringing
instant silence to the table. The family knew what the noise was about—Lord and
Lady Castleton and Mariah's eyes lit with happy expectation, and Louise and Fred
exchanged a resigned glance, Louise muttering something about the pudding having
towait, asit always did on this day.

Cyril found his own gaze wandering to the only other stranger, and Gyldenkrone
looked at him too. No doubt Cyril’s confusion showed on his face just as the Dane’s
did.

The gong sounded again, and the Castletons pushed back from the table, both smiling
and motioning with their hands. “ Come, come,” the lady all but sang.

“The professor is ready,” his lordship added, presumably for Cyril’'s and
Gyldenkrone' s benefit.

Mariah was on her feet in aflash, Cyril matching her, the others moving more slowly.
Since everyone seemed to be darting or trudging from the table at their own pace, he
ignored his assigned dinner companion in favor of catching Mariah up at the door.

“What’'s going on?’ he asked in a whisper. “Is this what he mentioned unveliling this
evening?’

Mariah nodded so enthusiastically that a lock of hair escaped its pins and fluttered
down to frame her face. “He always creates a masterpiece—part sculpture, part
clockworks, part toy—to display for the Christmas Eve Ball. Something new every



year, and then he takes it apart again in the new year and reuses the bits and gears for
the next one. The children loveit!”

She did too, clearly. Cyril made no attempt to restrain his grin. “But it was obviously
in piecesin his workshop—could he have put it together already?’

Mariah shook her head and followed her parents toward the ballroom. “There will be
details yet unfinished, but he always lets us see it as soon as he has the shell
assembled, so that we can help with some of the positioning of figures on their
tracks.” Her laugh rang like music through the corridor. “Because | think he knows |
would sneak in and reposition them otherwise.”

He could well imagineit. “How long has the professor been in residence?’

“This will be his tenth year with us,” the earl answered from ahead of them, turning
to smile at Cyril. “He was my tutor as a child, then went on to teach at Cambridge.
When he retired, | begged him to make Plumford Manor his home, and after avisit in
which | promised to convert that old outbuilding into a workshop for him, he agreed.
| knew his goa was to spend his later years tinkering on toys. But even |
underestimated the delight he would bring to the neighborhood.” He paused,
considering. “He has a pension from the university, but I’ve granted him his own
living space and the workshop here, and a small stipend besides, for the service he
gave mein my youth. It isour joint wish that he'll be able to live out his days here.”

Those days would likely expire long before the earl’ s did—the professor had to be in
his mid-eighties—but nonetheless, Cyril knew well what Castleton was getting at. He
wanted assurances that if by some ill-fate he left this earth before the professor, the
old man wouldn’t be kicked to the curb.

Cyril could grant that most happily with a nod every bit as enthusiastic as Mariah's
had been. “Of course! I’ve only spent an hour in his company, but it was sheer



wonder. I’m greatly looking forward to becoming better acquainted with him. | have
no doubt we would have endless things to talk about—Iiterature and science and his
new work besides.”

They came to ahalt at the closed French doors of the ballroom, their windowed panes
covered from within by some dark fabric that hadn’'t been there earlier when he'd
walked by. Castleton watched behind them, nodding his approva once the shuffling
steps of the dawdlers said they'd finally caught up. Cyril resisted the urge to peek
back at their faces. Their slow steps had told him everything he needed to know about
their opinions of the professor’'s creations. Better to focus on the happiness of his
other three companions.

Once assembled, Castleton knocked on the door and called out, “We're here,
Professor!”

“Enter!”

The earl swung the doors wide and led the way into the dark room. Even with some
light creeping in from the corridor, it was difficult to make out anything other than
the large, open expanse and a few hulking shapes that were probably chairs,
sideboards, and perhaps a grand piano there in the corner.

Mariah must have shifted closer to him as they moved cautiously inside. Her arm
pressed against his, not retreating again as quickly as he might have expected, which
suited him fine. He caught the scent of whatever she used on her hair—something
fruity rather than floral—mixed with the unmistakable fragrance of cinnamon and

spice.

Someone must have sneaked off to the kitchen again before dinner to help with the
holiday baking. He grinned into the dark. Perhaps if he asked nicely, she’'d take him
with her next time.



Without warning, the lights blazed to life, electricity setting the chandeliers to
twinkling, a million shattered rainbows dancing through the crystal drops and onto
the parquet dance floor. Cyril blinked his eyes back into focus, his gaze traveling the
room.

A Christmas tree loomed in the center of the back wall, framed by the ballroom’s
massive floor-to-ceiling windows. It was yet undecorated, but its towering height and
wide arms promised dazzling beauty in a few days. Greenery draped every window,
as well asthe massive fireplace at the end opposite the tree.

The professor, however, was scurrying away from the light switch and toward one of
the far corners, where something large was swathed in concealing fabric. It was
shorter than the tree by half but taller than the man by at least a foot, wide and deep
and with many protrusions poking at the cloth.

Mariah gripped his arm, no doubt more from anticipation than affection. He'd take it,
though, and hope that Gyldenkrone saw it too. A check to the man's confidence
would do him good.

All right, so Gyldenkrone's good wasn't really Cyril’s motivation. He mostly hoped
the man would squirm. He didn’t honestly know him that well, and until last week he
would have called him distant and cool but upright and of sound character. Now,
though? A man of sound character didn’t let his brother defame alady.

Cyril straightened his spine, new determination settling on him. He'd defended
Pearl’ s reputation from Emil Gyldenkrone's claims—and she' d thanked him for it by
cutting him to ribbons and declaring she intended to marry the greve.

Y et here was the greve, inexplicably pursuing Mariah instead of Pearl.

A better choice, yes. He could see that quite clearly after merely a day and a half in



Mariah’s company. She was all things sweet and lovely and charming.

And she deserved far better than a cold, unfeeling nobleman interested only in her
connections and put off by her personality. If he wouldn’'t defend Pearl against his
brother’s claims, he wouldn’t defend Mariah against Louise’s sour behavior or the
world’s insistence that she give up her whimsy in favor of practicality. And in the
Danish court? Would he defend his bride if his king or prince or princess said aword
against her?

Hardly.

If the greve convinced the Lightbournes and Lyons, convinced Mariah hersdlf, to
make a match, Cyril had a sinking feeling that his old friend would end up miserable.
Stifled by the Dan€e’s ice, by the court’s expectations. That precious, flickering light
of joy he saw inside her snuffed out by worries and concerns and the sure knowledge
that she could never please the ones who ought to love her best.

No. No, he couldn’t let that future befall her. He knew too well what it was to want
desperately to be loved and instead be dismissed or relegated to the sidelines. To be
expected to fit amold and, if you failed, to be sneered and slapped at.

Mariah would not find in marriage what his mother had. Her children would not be
treated as mere possessions, as he had been.

He was none too certain, honestly, that Emil hadn't been speaking truth about his
conguest of Pearl, however ungenteel it had been to brag about it. Cyril had defended
her ssmply because it had been the gentlemanly thing to do.

But Mariah—Mariah was deserving of al happiness, all good things. She deserved to
be championed. She deserved a true hero. She deserved a story that was more than
political arrangements and distance.



The professor cleared his throat, calling attention back to himself, and then without
any further ado, whipped the cloth cover from his creation. A castle emerged that
made them gasp—even stoic Gyldenkrone and sour Louise and grumpy Fred.

Cyril wasn't even aware of moving, only of needing a closer look. The rest of the
company agreed, because in the next moment they were fanned out about it,
examining each working door and window, following with eyes and fingers the small
metal tracks that went hither and yon, promising mechanical life once the professor
had positioned the occupants. Its spires and turrets stretched upward with
unbelievable grace, shaded in blues and whites and purples.

Gyldenkrone stood back a step, but appreciation colored his face. “It is
Neuschwanstein Castle, isit not?’

“More or less, yes.” The professor smiled, pleased by the reactions. “I took a few
liberties here and there, but it was my inspiration, without question.”

“l have spent quite a bit of time exploring that castle,” the greve said. “It is a
remarkable likeness. You are very talented, Professor.”

“It's breathtaking.” Mariah indeed sounded as though she couldn’t drag enough air
into her lungs, her eyes wide with awe. “I can’t imagine the real thing being any
better.”

Smooth as silk, Gyldenkrone moved to her side—but his gaze moved to Cyril.
“Perhaps I'll take you there someday, Lady Mariah. And you can judge the two,
though you will only be more impressed by the professor’s attention to detail, not
less.”

Cyril folded his arms across his chest. He saw it for what it was—a gauntlet tossed
down. He just wasn't certain exactly how to pick it up but to prove himself the older



friend, the chosen companion, the one who would call home this place she loved so
much. “Where are the figures, Professor? Y ou already had Mariah choose the roles of
afew, didn’t you?’

And the glint in the greve’' s eyes said he too recognized a challenge when he heard it.

A new game, it seemed, was on. A race to win Lady Mariah. But Cyril couldn’t help
but think he had the edge. Gyldenkrone might be seeking her hand—but he wasn't
seeking her heart. And that, Cyril knew, was the true prize.

If only he knew how to convince her that he could be more than the friend
adventuring at her side. He could be the hero seeking only to bring her joy. What
would it take to make her see that, though?
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With only four days left until Christmas—and only three until the ball—Mariah
wasn't the only one in Castleton with a spring in her step as she exited the prettily
arched stone doorway of St. Edmund’s church on Sunday morning. Everywhere she
looked were smiling faces, excited promises to see her soon, and excited chatter over
the play of the week before. At least, a first. Then she caught the looks of
disappointment the villagers sent her parents, when they talked of the play that their
lord and lady had missed.

Mariah kept her smile in place as she made her way back to the family carriages,
pushing down the sorrow at those long looks. Papa and Mama had always made a
point of being part of the community, of supporting and encouraging them. But that
only made it more disappointing when they didn't show up for something. It was a
small rift, atrifling slight ... but still arift, still a dslight, and she hated to see it. Hated
to redize that something had already tarnished the Christmas season for her
neighbors. Hated the discomfort Papa fought as he tried to assure them that he’d not
miss the next children’s play.

She sighed. It was a small thing. It would soon be forgotten. And even as she longed
to somehow set it to rights, she knew that it was silly of her. She would focus instead
on bringing new cheer, wherever she could. Reminding everyone of what joy still
waited this Christmas.

Nearing the two carriages they’d had to bring to fit them all, she waited to see which
one L ouise entered before choosing the second instead.



Granted, if anyone needed some holiday cheer, it was Louise. But her sister stoutly
refused to feel it, and there was only so much a girl could do. To put a new spin on an
old adage, one could lead a widow to a party, but one couldn’t make her dance.

Perhaps Lord Gyldenkrone had been hanging back with similar calculation, because
he climbed in right behind Mariah. Mama and Cyril followed, leaving Papa and Fred
to join Louise. Not that the greve seemed to mind her sister’'s company or
conversation, but he was nothing if not resolute. She had to give him that. He'd
declared his intention to pursue Mariah, and he'd been at her side every moment he
could manage it since he arrived.

His nearness made her chest go tight. It was flattering. And the prospect of so
handsome a man seeking her hand and then whisking her away to another kingdom,
into the very court of its royalty ... it was fit for any of the fairy tales she’d devoured
asagqirl.

And yet she couldn’t help but feel like she didn’t measure up to his expectations—or
at least his desires. He'd made it so clear that her view of the world was something to
be tolerated and corrected, not indulged or embraced.

Maybe he was right. Maybe it was time to put aside the last vestiges of those
“childish things.” Maybe it was time to admit that while a girl could dream of toys
coming to life and princes sweeping her away, a woman must focus on needful
things. Bread instead of candy. Scarves instead of stories.

Maybe it was time to be more like Louise. Less like ... herself.

Heaviness settled on her shoulders.

Mama made small talk with Gyldenkrone about the differences between their own
church services and the Lutheran ones he was accustomed to attending in



Copenhagen, but his answers were brief. Too brief, apparently, because after giving
them, he turned his face to Mariah, where she sat beside her mother, his focus sharp
and unswerving.

“My lady,” he said in that crisp voice of his, “I was hoping you would join me on a
promenade after we' ve got back to the house. Before luncheon.”

He didn’t, she noticed, phrase it as a question. Her throat went dry. “Oh. Ah...”

“She would be delighted.” Mama reached over, twining their gloved fingers together
and giving Mariah's a squeeze that felt more like warning than support.

“Delighted,” Mariah mumbled, praying her smile looked more confident than it felt
on her lips.

Soon they were pulling round the circle at the top of the drive—and Mama was
resolutely gripping her arm. “Mariah will be down directly,” she said to the greve, her
smile sugary and her eyes like stedl. “ After she changes into more suitable clothes for
the outing, my lord.”

“1 shall await her most eagerly.”

Mariah didn’t know exactly why her mother had gone so determined, but she didn’t
even attempt to exchange a fortifying glance with Cyril. Given his feelings for the
greve, he likely wouldn’t have any encouragement to silently send her way. No, she
would have to find the strength to face his intimidating fa?ade within herself.

Her mother waited only until Mariah’s bedroom door had closed behind them before
turning on her with drawn brows and a low, chiding voice. “What is wrong with you,
dearest? Y ou act as though his attention is unwelcome.”



“Not unwelcome. Just ... terrifying.” Mariah sank onto the side of her mattress while
Mama bustled over to her armoire and pulled out a warm woolen walking dress.
“Have you not noticed how he dislikes me?’

“Nonsense.” Mama tossed the green dress onto her bed and sat beside her. “He made
his intentions quite clear to your papa. Why would he do that if he disliked you?’

“Because of Papal Because of Fred. Not because of me.” Her head sank down toward
her chest, and she felt an even heavier burden when Mama's arm dlipped around her
back.

“Sweetling, you don’t know your own charms. He is infatuated.”

A snort slipped out. “ And you accuse me of an overactive imagination.”

She oughtn’'t to have said it. Even without looking up, she could hear her mother’s
accusatory breath, feel it in her arm. “Mariah. He is a fine man, and he would not
have stated hisintention if he didn’t mean it.”

“l have no doubt he meant it. It's only...” She drew in a long breath, focusing her
gaze on the wall opposite her instead of her mother. “He is here because of what |
am, not because of who | am. It wouldn't matter what | was like, so long as I'm
Fred s sister and Papa’ s stepdaughter. He' d still be just as interested.”

“Nonsense,” Mama said again. “If one’s circumstances were all he cared about, he
would have proposed to Lady Pearl aready.”

Was that supposed to help? Mariah picked up the wool dress but just held it in her
lap. “No doubt he would have, had she not made it clear she preferred Cyril. My
working theory, anyway.”



“Isthat what this is about? Jealousy of Pearl Kingeland?’

Was it? Perhaps, in a way. But more, it was disappointment that no man seemed to
see through Pearl’ s beautiful face. Was that the same thing as jealousy? Just as petty?

She took another deep breath and stood. “Perhaps it is. Perhaps | need to move past
that. Or ask him outright what he feels for her.” Though even if he claimed not to
have had a stitch of affection for Pearl, that didn’t mean he had any more for Mariah.
Her shoulders sagged again. “Is it so big an ask, that my future husband would prefer
me to others? For who | am?’

Mama stood too and turned Mariah gently around so she could work on the buttons
up her back. “My sweet girl. Whoever you end up marrying will love you beyond
measure. How could they not?’

Or what if they only would if she changed? If she put aside the things Louise called
ridiculous, if she stopped saying the things that made L ord Gyldenkrone frown? What
if that was what it would take to make him like her?

Was it worth it?

“1 will not tell you that you must marry him,” Mama said, having reached the end of
the buttons but holding Mariah in place with hands on her shoulders. “That is up to
you. But hear him out. Give it due consideration. Pause to think about what it would
mean, dearest. Not just the life he could give you, but the promise for your children.
One of them could be a prince or princess—think about that. Y our child or grandchild
could sit on one of Europe's thrones. Does that not appeal to your romantic notions?
Doesit not ignite those dreams you dream so well?’

It certainly had appeal ... but what did crowns and wealth and connections matter if
you didn’t have love?



But Mama would only point out that her first marriage had been made for the usual
reasons, as had Louise’s, but that both had turned out well enough. She'd remind her
that love had come with Mariah’s father, as it had between Louise and Swann. And
then Mariah would get that odd little squiggle in her chest that always pounced
whenever her mother talked of the father she didn’t even remember, of arrangements
and alliances and the blessing that followed when one did the right thing instead of
the selfish thing.

Was she selfish? She let herself be prodded toward the dressing screen and changed
mechanically from her church dress into the walking dress.

“There now.” Mama clapped her hands to Mariah’s wool-clad arms when she
emerged again and beamed. “You look beautiful. Lord Gyldenkrone cannot help but
be enchanted by you, sweetling. So let’s go down there, and you take that walk with
him—and you will give him afair chance. Do you understand me?’

Mariah nodded. She knew her parents had only her good in mind. And she knew that
the greve was as fine a man as Mama said. She couldn’'t deny the allure of all he
stood for, al he offered ... but still her hands shook with nerves.

Maybe ... surely ... if she got to know Gyldenkrone, if he got to know her, then ...
something. Something would change. Either she'd realize he wasn't so cold and
unfeeling, that he did have warm feelings for her buried under that perfect veneer of
ice, or he would redlize that her whimsy was part of who she was. Or both. They
could meet somewhere in the middle, perhaps.

Somehow as she lectured herself thus, Mama had propelled her out of her room and
down the stairs and directly to the greve. He smiled and held out an arm, and really,
what cause did she have to think both gestures were only playacting? She ought to
focus on the positive.



He was handsome—very handsome. Well-chiseled features, that arctic blond hair,
and the arm she rested her hand on was solid, muscled. His figure hinted at more of
the same beneath his well-tailored clothes.

Solid and muscled like a wolf.

Silliness. She fought it off with a smile as he led her outside and toward the garden
path.

The air was cold but the wind calm today, and the bite in the air made her turn her
face toward the sky. No clouds—not yet. But she had a hope that they would come
before Christmas and give them a new blanket of snow. The world always looked so
beautiful when it was covered with afew inches of fluffy white.

She turned to her companion, figuring that was always a safe topic of conversation.
“Y ou get more snow in Denmark than we do here, isn’t that right?’

He glanced down at her, no expression on his face to give her a clue as to his
thoughts. “ Quite. We average over a hundred and fifty inches of snow ayear, usually
coming in stormsthat leave half afoot at atime. Do you like the snow?”’

“I loveit.” The dusting they’ d gotten last Wednesday still clung here and there in the
garden, though it had lost itsinitial luster. “Aslong asit lets up. | do like being able
to get out.”

“Then you will love Denmark.” Will , he said, not would . “We are not too cold, not
like some of the other Scandinavian countries. Our winter temperatures usually hover
just around the freezing point.”

There, see? Weather was a perfectly pleasant topic of conversation between them.
She was about to ask him what the summers were like, but he spoke again before she



could.

“| trust your parents have relayed to you my intentions?’

Her mouth went as parched as a desert. Or perhaps the tundra, given the chill. “They
... hinted.”

“Well, allow me to remove any need for speculation.” He paused, turning to face her.
The safety of the house directly behind her, the promise of freedom in the wood
beyond him. He took both her hands in his, and though two layers of gloves separated
their skin, she would have sworn she felt an extra chill seeping through. “It is my goal
to take you with me back to Copenhagen in the new year as my bride-to-be.”

Takeher ... ashis...

The world swam. Mariah had to blink it back into focus, but his determined,
emotionless face still hovered there before her. Yes, she’'d known his intentions were
serious, but ... she’'d expected him to ask for permission to court her, not inform her
then and there that she was the one he'd chosen. That he meant to take her away not
in a half year but now . In two short weeks.

“1 don’t understand.” Her words came out halting, uncertain. “Why? Why would you
set your sights on me?’

His scowl was a bit of an improvement over his usual impassive mask—at least it
showed a bit of emotion. “Your family is beyond compare, which you must know.
Thelist of appropriate ladiesis short, and | have decided you best suit my needs.”

“Suit your needs?” Now her voice was faint enough to be embarrassing.

“And | can offer you what no one else can, connections beyond your wildest dreams.



Which is saying something, is it not? If you want to dine with princesses and live in
fairy-tale castles, | can give you that. We can travel the world, meet the royalty of
Europe—or if benevolence is your preference, | would grant a generous stipend for
such worthy work.”

She had to shake her head a bit to dislodge his pretty words. Pretty, but horribly
incomplete. “What about love? Or at |east affection?’

“Love?’ He didn't exactly scoff—but he didn’t exactly not. “The romantic sort you
likely have in mind is too flimsy a foundation for something as serious as marriage.
Marriage ought to be founded on respect, trust, and mutual benefit.”

She tugged her fingers free of his. “And do you have that for me? Respect? Trust?’

“Of course.” He had the decency, at least, to pause after the quick response. Tilt his
head. “Or at least I’'m certain | shall. Once we know each other better.”

“So then instead of declaring your intention of marrying me here and now, perhaps
we ought to do that—get to know each other better.” She lifted her chin. “You'd
granted that much to Lady Pearl, hadn’t you?’

Cool amusement glinted in his eyes. “I did—and found her lacking. But it was
caution on my part that made me tread slowly with her, given that | saw her nature in
an instant. | do not see the same cause for alarm in you, my lady. And | am afraid my
time is running short. | have business | must attend to in Denmark, and | would like
to have my fiancée with me when | go, so that introductions can be made.”

In one second she was mollified that at least he had seen through Pearl, even if Cyril
hadn’t. In the next, trepidation struck anew. “But ... that is so soon. | realize society
matches are often made quickly, but, honestly, my lord, until two days ago, | didn’t
think you' d given me more than a passing thought, for me to have con sidered you in



any seriousness. And what you offer represents a monumental change for me. |
cannot make a decision so hastily. | need time to consider, and to get to know you. To
be assured that love could, at least, comein time.”

His glower sslammed back into place. “| am aready thirty-one years old, my lady, and
my prince is wed and having children. | have no more time to waste on placating
feminine dreams of romance. | need awife, and | need one now. Y our stepfather has
aready agreed to the match if you consent, as has your brother. The only thing
lacking is your agreement.”

Her heart thudded, but it wasn't with excitement. Was this really her first proposal?
Not a question, but a statement of fact? One in which he not only made no promises
of love but deemed the expectation ridiculous?

Her eyes felt disastrously hot, but she blinked back any impending tears before they
could disgrace her and lifted her chin. “I grant that you haven’'t years more to waste.
But afew daysto let me consider your offer is certainly not asking too much.”

His face smoothed again, the icy mask unmelted by the smile he pasted onto his lips.
“A few days consideration is perfectly reasonable. This is a big decision, you're
right, but | know that when you take the time to think about it, you will see the
wisdom in accepting my proposal. | will be a good husband to you, Lady Mariah.
Never will you have to doubt my fidelity or loyalty. You will never want for a thing.
You will have afriend eager to welcome you to her side in Princess Alexandrine. She
will usher you immediately into her inner court, guaranteeing other friends who will
look up to you and admire you.”

Perhaps the thought of instant popularity would have made Pearl or even Louise
preen, but it made her shrink away another step. Lovely as it sounded on paper, the
truth was that she didn’t want a royal court in some foreign land—or even her own.
She didn’'t want fawning flatterers or state-sanctioned friendships or a marriage built



on nothing but political maneuvering.

She wanted home. She wanted family. She wanted the security of knowing that she
was loved for who she was. “You don’'t even like me. You think me ridiculous.” As
she said the words, she wasn't sure if they were an argument or a plea for him to
reassure her.

His release of breath wasn't quite a sigh. But it wasn't quite not either. “Silly,
perhaps. But you are very young—it’' sto be expected. | don’t hold it against you.”

Blessed heat burned her cheeks. “I rather hope | never lose the ability to focus on joy,
nor the desire to bring it to others. And | rather hope to be appreciated for it and not
despiteit.” Sheforced her lips up afew degrees. “But perhaps that is silly.”

He sighed. “I mean no insult, my lady. Please, be assured that | have considered all
the young ladies | have met since my arrival with the utmost care, and you have
proven yourself the best possible candidate. Much as the Kingeland family had its
advantages, Lady Pearl would have ruined them with her dishonest, faithless ways.
You, on the other hand, | could tell within a single exchange ... are completely
Innocuous.”

Perhaps he meant it as a compliment, but it needled like an insult, pulling sarcasm to
her lips before she could bite it back. “Innocuous. Oh please, my lord, stop with these
sweet nothings. You'll turn my head.”

He narrowed his eyes. “| hope it's to my credit that I’m not trying to. I’m presenting
no flattery or liesto win your favor. Only simple facts.”

She folded her arms over her chest, though it did little to make her warmer—not
given that the cold came from within even more than without. She didn’'t want
flattery or lies, but a bit of trying to win her favor wouldn’t go awry. Wasn't there a



way to do that and be truthful ?

Apparently not. Her shoulders sagged. Maybe Louise and Fred and Mama were right.
Maybe it was time to put aside the Mariah she had aways been. Maybe to refuse
would be to deny herself any future worth having. And even Papa thought
Gyldenkrone a good match for her. He' d agreed to the greve' s request for a blessing,
hadn’t he? And Papa was an excellent judge of character.

“There. | see you're genuinely considering it.” Gyldenkrone reached out, hesitated a
moment, and then touched a hand lightly to her elbow. “Do so for the next few days.
Let us say that you shall give me your answer on Christmas Eve, hmm? It will be a
most felicitous thing to announce at your family’s ball.”

He didn’t lack for confidence, clearly. It didn’'t even occur to him that she would say
no.

She nodded, hoping the emotions churning inside her—emotions he didn’t fall prey
to—wouldn’t come weeping out here and now.

“Good.” He smiled another cold, joyless smile and gave her elbow alittle squeeze. “I
will await your answer.”

He strode away, back toward the house, leaving her alone in the winter garden with
her bleak choices and cold fingers. He could have at least asked properly—couldn’t
he have? He could have found something to praise other than her family and the fact
that she was innocuous.

“Innocuous.” The word boiled up out of her, warming her enough to stir her into
action. Ignoring the house and its promise of fire and food, she stalked out of the
gardens, past the professor’ s workshop, and into the wood.



The entrance she'd chosen wasn't near the two curving branches that she and Cyril
had dubbed Almond Gate, but the same creek ran along this side of the property. She
found arock at its edge, brushed the last remains of snow from its top, and sank to a
chilly seat on its hard surface.

Tears stung her eyes anew, and this time she let them come.

This wasn't what she' d imagined her first marriage proposal would be like—but was
she a goose for being hung up on that? Who ever received the proposal of their
dreams, anyway? And redly, she didn't need the magic of drifting snow crystals
floating around her or the man to drop to one knee. She didn’'t need a sparkling
gemstone displayed then and there in his hands, or pretty words full of pledges of
eternal, undying love.

She just needed to know that the man to whom she would promise her life would
cherish her and at least come to love her.

The tears were hot on her cold cheeks. She couldn’t honestly imagine Lord
Gyldenkrone giving her that sort of proposal. Could he come to care? He could . No
matter how cool the exterior, she had to think him capable of love, certainly of
devotion. If she had the leisure to get to know him, to learn those depths, perhaps it
would be different. At the moment, though, it felt as though their desires were more
al Cross-purposes.

She wanted someone to love her for who she was. He wanted someone to trust him
that the future would be everything he promised.

But if she were being completely honest, part of the reason she couldn’t imagine
Gyldenkrone giving her that sort of proposal was because in her old imaginings,
another man had always been the one down on his knee, snow swirling about him.
She hadn’t known what he would look like, all grown up. She hadn’t known if he'd



have turned into the man she’d hoped he would. She'd just known that, until Mama
forced their letters to be so horribly proper, Cyril Lightbourne had been the only one
in the world who truly seemed to know her. To understand her. And to like her

anyway.

And yet Cyril Lightbourne wasn’'t the man she’ d hoped he’ d become. He was exactly
the sort she feared they all were—too taken in by a pretty face and melodic voice to
spare a glance to what lay beneath. Too quick to become one of Lady Pearl’s
minions,

It made so little sense, now that he was back and they’ d picked up where they left off.
He didn't seem like he should be that sort. He still spoke of ideals and ideas, of
novels and poetry, of sermons and histories. He was not shallow.

And yet it was Gyldenkrone who had seen through Pearl. Cyril who was still her
devoted servant.

Mariah stared at the water trickling beneath the layer of ice, pushing its way up here
and there and then tumbling down again. The longer she watched, the more it spoke
of atruth far deeper than water and ice. The more it reminded her that these people
around her were just the same. They only ever got glimpses of each other’s hearts,
then they buried their feelings again under responsibilities and expectations, duties
and obligations.

Cyril, who had let himself remain a mystery to protect his insecure heart, too
wounded by his own father to trust the goodness of hers.

Lord Gyldenkrone, who didn’'t dare to show his deepest heart to a collection of
strangers not even from his country, who all waited to judge him for any misstep.

Mama, who worked so tirelessly for her children’s happiness that she too often forgot



to take amoment and just be there in her own happily-ever-after.

Papa, who too often gave up trying to be the father her siblings needed for fear of
being rebuffed again.

Fred, who had let the responsibilities of their father's estate rob him of the joy of
childhood and turn him into aterse, bitter man.

Louise, who had suffered such grief that she didn’t dare hope for brighter days.

She stared at the water, imagining that as she traced its course, she could trace the
riverbeds of love and loss, hope and despair, that had carved each of them into the
people they were. She imagined life as the water that cut its path through them.

And yet that water went only where the Lord directed it. He sent it from the heavens.
He poured it into the oceans. He carved those rivers and streams with the tip of His
finger.

That same finger had carved her into who she was, able to receive that same life. To
let it flow or to stop it off.

As the sun shone on the ice, a new piece of it cracked, melted, and slipped away with
that fast-flowing water fighting to be seen again.

Resolved, Mariah pushed from her seat, cast her eyes around the familiar scene of
Christmas Wood, and smiled.

Perhaps life always left them covered in ice—but it didn't have to stay that way.
Sometimes one had to push through the hard things. Sometimes one had to bubble in
joy. Sometimes one had to shift so that the sun could shine down, even on the coldest

days.



Sometimes that bleak winter just needed the light of Christmas. And maybe, if she
could remind them of that ... maybe, if she could help shine that light ... maybe, if she
could show them that joy was more than whimsy, that it was a gift from God sent to
earth for each of them ... well, then maybe this Christmas could be more than
awkward guests and disappointing proposals. Maybe, just maybe, it could be a
Christmas they’ d remember as the one where they’ d reclaimed that magic they hadn’t
felt since childhood.

And maybe, if she helped them seeit as shedid ... maybe they’ d stop trying to tell her
she was looking at it wrong. Maybe, just maybe, they’d grant that one could be a
reasonable adult and still see the world with imaginative eyes and with a heart ready
to believe.
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Cyril pulled his cape coat on, jammed his hat onto his head, and dashed out into the
wintry air. His gaze latched onto the spot of red al but skipping toward Almond
Gate. He considered calling out, but it was still awfully early—the sun had scarcely
stretched its fingers over the horizon, and no one else in the family had put in an
appearance for breakfast yet. So instead of a shout, he opted for a lope, closing the
distance between them with gratifying quickness.

When Mariah hadn’t joined the family for the meal the night before, Cyril had been
more than a little concerned. He' d wanted to catch her after her walk with the greve
yesterday, but she had gone off into the wood instead of coming back inside, and
Castleton had intercepted him when he thought to go after her. The earl had said he
merely wanted to share a game of chess to continue their growing friendship, but he
suspected it was more that he hadn’'t wanted Cyril inserting himself into his
stepdaughter’ s musings after whatever Gyldenkrone had said to her.

By the time he'd pried himself free of the game and conversation—which had been
pleasant enough, aside from the obvious motivations behind it—he’'d caught just a
glimpse of Mariah disappearing into her room. Where she had stayed, blast her, until
now. And “family” or not, he couldn’t just go knocking on her bedroom door. If he
tried that one, he'd no doubt find himself dismissed to the bachelor wing in half a
heartbeat. So he’'d resorted to spending his hours with a book, though he could
scarcely recall what he' d read.

The morning light was cool and blue, each flat surface etched with alace of frost that
made him pause for just a moment and catch his breath in awe. The Lord's artistry



always amazed him. All the more so when he considered the different brushes and
strokes and color palettes He used. Reds and golds in the autumn, greens and yellows
in the spring, deeper variations in the summer. And then this—a muted world of
silver and blue and purple, glassed over with frost and ice and snow.

“Mariah!” Once in the little forest that would capture his shout and keep it from
echoing back to the manor house, he dared to call out. “Wait up.”

She hadn’t been in sight, but she quickly appeared in it again, on the path they’d
aready taken severa times since he'd arrived. Her face gave him pause again. She
looked ... odd. A bit resigned. A bit hopeful. A bit as though she were somewhere far,
far away, and no amount of running would catch him up to her.

Fear speared his chest. What if it was Denmark that had her dreaming? Gyldenkrone?
What if she'd aready made up her mind to bind her life to that of the coldhearted
wolf of agreve?

No . She was right there, moving closer every second, and even with a smile on her
lips. He hadn’t lost her yet. “Y ou're out and about early this morning, Cyril.”

He made certain his grin was as warm as it ought to be. “I might say the same to you.
Though I, at least, had the wherewithal to visit the kitchen first.” He reached his hand
into his pocket and pulled out the napkins that held two squares of gingerbread, still
warm. He held one out to her. “With Mrs. Trutchen’'s *good morning.’”

Her smile went warmer as she reached for the cake. “Ah, heavenly. My thanks to
both of you.”

He waited a moment, but she didn’t invite him to join her, just took a long,
appreciative sniff of the spiced, fluffy treat and then broke off a piece and popped it
into her mouth. Well. He wasn’t going to let alittle thing like that deter him. “Mind if



| walk with you? | could use the exercise.”

“Oh.” Hetried not to take it as an insult when uncertainty and anxiety flashed across
her face. “I ... | wasn't really walking. | was going to sit and do some writing.”

He hadn’t at first noticed the little satchel she had slung over her shoulder, but it must
contain a notebook and pen. “Oh.” He felt his shoulders Slump a bit. “1 don’t want to
interrupt. Though if you wouldn’t mind a bit of company at least while you eat?’

A smile claimed her lips, small but genuine. “I wouldn't mind at all. | thought to
settle at Giant’s Table anyway.”

He grinned back. “Perfect.” The path wasn't wide enough for them to wak two
abreast in this part of the wood, but it opened up just before the ancient slabs of rock
that had, to his ten-year-old mind, once been the feasting table and benches for a
family of giants.

Mariah scrambled up with ease that proved she did it often, slinging her bag onto the
table-rock and setting her gingerbread beside it. “I don’'t suppose Mrs. Trutchen sent
out any tea along with the cake? Or milk?”

He chuckled and sat on the bench-stone beside her. “1’m afraid not. Sorry.” He took a
bite of his own warm treat, savoring the rich explosion of spices on his tongue.
Molasses, ginger, cinnamon—Christmas in a single bite. He stole a glance at her.
“Areyou feeling well? We missed you last night.”

| missed you last night —that was what he meant to say. But couching it in a plural
seemed safer.

She kept her face turned toward her breakfast. “ Quite well.” No excuse followed, not
even the trite claim of a headache.



Obviously a more straightforward tactic was required. He angled himself to face her.
“All right then, out with it. What did he say to you? On that walk yesterday?’

She shrugged. Which didn’t match the words she followed it with. “Just that he
wanted to marry me.”

Cyril nearly choked on the bite of gingerbread he’ d been chewing and had to cough a
few times to clear his airway before he dared to look at her again. “What? He

proposed?’

Another of those lying shrugs. “Not exactly. He more ... informed me of his
intentions and requested my decision by the ball.”

Cyril slapped a gloved hand to the cold rock. “Well why didn’t you give it to him
then and there? It’ s absurd. Y ou can’'t marry him.”

“Can’'t?” Now she lifted her delicate brows, a hint of life sparking in her eyes.

He probably had no right, as the far-removed cousin of her stepfather, to forbid it. But
oh, how he wanted to. “Y ou barely know him!”

“I know him aswell as Louise knew Lord Swann.”

“He' swrong for you.”

She studied her food again, picking it apart rather than eating it. “How can | know
that? Mama and Papa like him well enough—they approve of the match.”

And why was she arguing for this? “He's an utter cad.”

“What?' That got her attention, and she sent a hard frown his way. “I’ve heard no



such rumors about his character, and he was quite direct about the importance of
uprightness.”

“He just stood by and let his brother brag about luring Lady Pearl into a heated
embrace!” He had the sinking feeling, as he watched a veritable parade of emotions
flit across her face too rapidly for him to keep up with, that it was the wrong thing to

Ssay.

She swallowed a small, careful bite. “1 take it you did not stand by?’

He sighed and squeezed his eyes shut. “I may have got in a bit of a scrum with his
brother over it. A week ago, in London. And | ... | may have cast afew aspersions on
the whole Gyldenkrone family and ... well, their whole society.”

“Cyril!” She sounded horrified, yes—but interested too. She leaned closer. “What did
you say?”’

“The details hardly matter. The point is that the greve was there while his brother was
running off at the mouth, and he let him. When | told Emil he oughtn’t to say such
things, the greve melted into the background, not only making no attempt to tame his
brother's wretched tongue, but not even trying to restrain him when he surged
drunkenly to his feet and asked if | was fool enough to defend her with actions and
not just words.” He shook his head, still recalling the disgust on Emil Gyldenkrone's
face.

Asif Cyril was the one saying things no gentleman should say. Asif he was the cad.
Asif defending alady’ s honor wasn't what one was supposed to do.

Mariah's face went so still, so careful that he knew he'd yet again said the wrong
thing, somehow. “What did you say , Cyril?’



He frowned. “Y ou’ re ignoring the point.”

“Indulge me.”

A sigh leaked out. “ Something, perhaps, about how no true nobleman would behave
so. And, perhaps, something about how if their society allowed for such things,

they...”

She winced. “You actually did insult the entire Danish society?’

This conversation wasn’'t going as he'd planned. “I ... it was a rhetorical device.
Obvioudly | don't really think...”

She shook her head, her gaze dropping to her half-eaten gingerbread. “| suppose one
says thoughtless things in the name of love. Y ou must feel quite strongly about Lady
Pearl.”

“That’'s not it at al.” Even then, before Pearl had sliced him to ribbons, it'd had
nothing to do with what he did or didn’t feel for her. He shook his head and glanced
back to where he knew the manor house hid behind the trees. “I have always been
keenly aware that | wasn’t born to this. I am no nobleman, certainly not a peer. I'm
just astranger your stepfather had to dig out of the woodwork.”

She frowned. “Y ou are not.”

“I am. But that's the point, don't you see?’ He leaned closer, willing her to
understand. “I’ve had to study. To learn. To discover what this is supposed to
mean—what my life is supposed to mean, once | realized that so much would be
dictated to me. And the only thing | could come to that made any sense—that made
the trappings and expectations worthwhile—was the thought that it's supposed to
matter . That even when so much is handed to us with high expectations, we still have



to choose, every day, what sort of person we'll be. We're supposed to seek what's
truly noble, truly good. We're supposed to strive to be the best we can be. | know this
world is along way off from the ideals it was founded on, but that doesn’t mean the
ideals aren’t worth trying to attain, does it? That we shouldn’'t stand up and defend
others' honor?’

“Even if they don’t deserveit?’

Something about her tone—part challenging, part apologetic—snagged his attention.
He frowned. “Are we speaking in general or of Lady Pearl in particular?’

Her mouth twisted to the side. “I know this will sound like jealousy, but we went to
school together. | know her well.”

A frown tugged at his lips. “She never mentioned you.” Which, yes, spoke volumes
about Pearl’ s personality, that she hadn’t even mentioned she was acquainted with the
daughter of his benefactor—not even when she was hurling her at him like a curse.

Was it amusement in Mariah’'s eyes? Self-deprecation? Something else altogether?
“Of course shedidn’t. | was never either ally or threat enough for her to notice me.”

He breathed alaugh. That sounded like Pearl indeed. “Y ou are now, having stolen her
chosen groom.”

Mariah looked baffled. “I’ ve done what?”’
He motioned toward the house again. “Gyldenkrone. She shouted in my face after |
dared to show up with a blackened eye that she was going to marry the greve and go

to Denmark and escape us English brutes.”

Mariah shook her head, her look of confusion not easing. “But ... she’'s chosen you .



That’swhy the greve gave up. Isn't it?”’

The laugh that slipped out sounded every bit as scornful to his ears as it felt in his
chest. “Me? | was never anything but adiversion. A story she could tell. | daresay ... |
daresay the greve gave up because of what his brother so deftly proved. Lady Pearl is
no more constant than the fashions she so loves.”

If anything, her confused look compounded. “If you believe that, then why did you
defend her?’

He spread his hands. “I didn’t want to believe it. But more ... Emil shouldn’t have
said it. Shouldn’t have done it. No gentleman should behave so.”

She pursed her lips, studying him so long that he barely kept from squirming. He was
just about to ask whether he’d measured up or been found absolutely lacking when
she said, so quietly that her voice was scarcely audible over the cold breeze, “Y ou say
you were just a distraction for her. That she dismissed you. Y ou say you defended her
more because of Lord Emil than her. And yet ... you were courting her. And from
what | know of you, you’ re not aman to do so lightly.”

Perhaps her words weren’t a question exactly, but her expression was. He sighed and
toyed with his gingerbread, looking at it rather than her. “I wanted it to mean
something—the way Lady Pearl and | met. | thought that perhaps, even if your father
didn’t really want me as heir . . . eveniif | couldn’t claim you as a friend anymore. . .
evenif | would feel like a pretender here, that the Lord had sent another means for me
to find my place. That perhaps it was His plan for my life. That | could learn the
depths she kept from others, that | had something she needed.” His eyes slid closed.
“1 think that’s all I’ ve ever really wanted. To belong somewhere, to have atrue place,
to contribute. To be what someone needed.”

When he dared a glance up, he found her expression soft. “Y ou’re what we need—all



of us here. The one who will let Papa be a father to him. The one who will keep
giving hope to the neighbors. The one who will keep this manor thriving. The one,”
she added, lips curling up and nostrils flaring just a bit, “who isn’'t afraid to take a
promenade through Christmas Wood in search of the magic of yesteryear, lest it make
him look silly.”

Perhaps she was right. But none of that had felt real to him until he was back here.
Castleton had just been a specter of disapproval that haunted him, this place had been
unknown shackles, and Mariah ... Mariah had been a friend who hadn’t needed him
anymore, who had outgrown the closeness they’d once had. Who had stopped
confiding in him or inviting his confidence in her. Pearl had seemed like a story he
could write for himself. A future beyond what was expected and forced upon him.

What a fool he’'d been. She’'d been to him exactly what he'd just claimed he was to
her—a distraction. That was all. One more excuse to keep from coming back here and
facing hisfears.

One more thing to keep him from coming home.

Silence fell asthey both finished their now-cold gingerbread, but once the last crumbs
were gone, Mariah drew in along breath and offered a bright smile. “Well. Whatever
the situation with Lord Emil and Lady Pearl and the trail of broken hearts she has
amassed as she promised she would, it's Christmastide, and | have aplan | could use
your help with.”

He was about to correct her on the broken hearts bit—it was more bruised pride than
any heartbreak on his part, and probably far less than that for the coldhearted Dane or
his hotheaded brother. But the mention of a plan stole his attention. “Is that a light of
scheming | detect in your eyes, Lady Mariah? Ought | go in search of some asparagus
swords?’



She laughed and reached into her bag, pulling out a notebook and pen. “\Wooden ones
will suffice. Here.” She fished afew sheets of paper out and handed them to him.

A three-second glance told him what it was. “ The play version of our story?’

She nodded, a grin lighting her eyes as much as it curved her lips. “The one the
children performed last week. Only, everyone at the manor missed it. Mama and Papa
were in Hope, waiting for Fred's train, which was late. Louise begged off, claiming
she couldn’t stomach it. You hadn’'t arrived yet. But yesterday, | could tell that the
families in the village were disappointed that Papa hadn’'t been there. The children
had been working so hard for weeks, wanting to impress him. A way of thanking him,
they said, for all he does for them at Christmas.”

He lowered the papers. “Well, the answer issimple, isn’t it? An encore performance.”

“Exactly.” But the twinklein her eyes said it wasn't quite as smple asthat. “Only ... |
thought that rather than staging it upon, well, a stage , we could use the original
backdrop.” She waved at the wood.

At Christmas Wood. With its Almond Gate and its Marzipan trees, its Orange Brook
leading to Orgeat Lake. He grinned back. “I likeit.”

“It will take some reworking.” She tapped the notebook. “And | was thinking that
perhaps we could make it more interactive for our dedicated audience. Lure them into
exploring our kingdom like we did as children. Add in atreasure hunt of some sort.”

He leaned onto the cold rock of Giant’s Table, studying her as she'd just done to him.
“Isthisreally for the village children?’

Her breath eased out in a puff of white. “Partly yes. Partly to bring everyone together
once more. But also because...” She trailed off, et her gaze sweep the forest. “No one



has ever seen things as we used to, Cyril. No one has ever wanted to. And more, they
keep insisting that | need to put it aside, forget the world of imagination—asiif | can’t
be both a responsible adult and someone who still believes in the impossible.”

She straightened, eyes flashing. “But that's what Christmas is about, isn’t it? The
Impossible becoming real. An infinite God becoming a fragile human babe. That
perfect God making a path for us to come back to Him, and doing it in a way both
spectacular and yet so mysterious, so hidden that people could and still do deny it.
Perhaps if | can help them to laugh and consider, just for a moment, that this world is
more than it may seem at first glance, then they’ll be willing to trust that the world
beyond is more too. That the God of hope wants them to believe in the miraculous.
Wants them to rejoice with the heavenly choirs. Wants them to truly live , not just
plod along doing what’ s expected.”

He couldn’t help but smile at her. “A reminder | need as much as anyone else. Count
mein and assign memy role. |, and anything | have, are at your disposal.”

“Well, if you mean that...” She flipped the page in her notebook and tapped a heading
that was utterly blank beneath it. “1 could use some assistance with the battle scenes.
We did afair enough job on alittle stage, but with actual space to spread out, | don’t

think our four paltry jabs will be very convincing.”

Cyril grinned. “I know just the chap. Boxing is Kellie' s favorite sport, but he's rather
amaster at other forms of combat too. He trounces me regularly at fencing.”

“Your valet?

“And friend. Yes. He'll be happy to help, | know.”

She grinned. “Perfect. And we can sort out how to integrate the treasure hunt and use
the props aready built here in the wood. But first | need to speak with the families



and seeif they’re willing to stage this encore.”

He nodded. “We haven't time to waste then. We'll have to start paying visits to
everyone on your list, and inviting anyone not participating directly to be part of the
audience.”

She gathered her papers and notebook together again. “We should start with the
professor. He's always a bit anxious and bored in the days between when he's
finished his gifts and installation and the ball. | daresay he'll be happy for something
to occupy him.”

“To the workshop, then. Unless there’ s more to plan out here in the cold?’

She shoved her supplies back into her bag. “Now that you mention it, the workshop
sounds like just the thing. And | imagine the professor will even offer us some tea.”

“Better and better.” He hopped off the rock bench and held up his arms to help
Mariah do the same.

She didn’t need his help. But she accepted it anyway, and then tucked her arm
through his in what was swiftly becoming a habit he adored. His heart had never
thrilled like this when he walked beside Lady Pearl through London, and the very
thought of her here at a country manor, walking through the woods, was nearly
laughable.

It made him realize that he' d never actually tried to form an image of the future with
her. He'd known, based on everything she said, that she had no interest in a quiet
country life, only in the bustle of a city like London—or Copenhagen, perhaps.

And yet he'd known that his primary duties would be to Castleton. To these
neighbors Mariah loved so dearly. To representing their needs in Lords someday and



doing everything he could to be their friend in the meantime. Even before he'd come
back—come home—he'd known that. He'd known this was his future. And known
that Pearl would want no part of it.

But with Mariah, he could see the years stretching out before them, imagine season
after season with her, discovering each fresh joy.

He cleared histhroat, his earlier words marching through his mind, sounding different
now than they had then. “Just to be clear—about Lady Pearl.”

She stiffened beside him. “Y es?’

“There was never any heartbreak. No love lost. It was the story | was enamored with,
nothing more. The chance to be someone’s hero. The romance of it all.”

“Really.” She sounded amused. “Dangerous thing, you know—romance. |’ ve been
informed by a very authoritarian Danish fellow that it's a flimsy foundation for
something as serious as marriage.”

He turned wide eyes on her. “Please tell me that wasn't part of his proposal.”
Shetilted her head in affirmation, a smile teasing her lips.

“Pitiful.” He shook his head as they passed through the gate of their fairyland and
exited into the real world again. Real—but still pretty. Still full of joy and promise.
“That man needs afew lessons in how to court awoman.”

“Y ou ought to offer. See what he says.”

He laughed at the very thought. And kept on smiling all the way to the professor’s
workshop. He might be no expert on courtship himself, but he understood Mariah as



he' d never understood Pearl.

Winning her heart would be the only gift he’'d ever ask for.
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S?en hadn’t realized it in London, but Cyril Lightbourne was every bit as ridiculous
as Lady Mariah. S%en sipped at his tea at the breakfast table on Tuesday morning,
stifling the urge to roll his eyes much like Emil would at the laughable conversation
the man-child was having now with Lord Castleton.

The earl had brought up a debate he'd been having about what to do with some
tenancies in the village of Hope. The population had grown, and he hadn’'t yet
decided where to build new housing.

“Why not ask the villagers where they’d like them to be situated?’ Lightbourne had
just said in reply.

As if the villagers had any informed opinion about these matters. As if they had
studied architecture or the environment enough to weigh in with any authority.

Idiot man.

In the Kingeland home, Lightbourne had been one other suitor standing between
S?ren and Pearl, more an annoyance than an actual rival. A large annoyance, yes.
When he’d happened to be on hand to rescue the lady from the boating accident and
then she' d realized he stood to inherit an earldom, she had been far too intrigued.

Lady Pearl, however, could always be counted on to be ambitious above romantic.
She enjoyed the story of Lightbourne's rescue, the attention it brought her, both from
him and her other adoring admirers. But more than that, she'd craved advancement



and position and wealth—something S?ren could offer in greater degree than any
English suitor. It was really too bad she hadn’t shown a bit more discretion when it
came to charming, handsome men like Emil.

Irrelevant now, though. Despite the letter he had in his bag from her, declaring that he
was the one she’ d decided on, and she would accept his proposal the very moment he
gaveit, Sren had no intentions of ever seeing Lady Pearl Kingeland again.

Lightbourne, on the other hand, he was seeing far more of than he’d ever thought he
would, and the increased exposure only made him more convinced this man-child
would shoot himself in the foot soon enough. S?ren probably needn’t bother with any
plan more complex than stealing his girl from him.

No doubt to humor his na?ve heir, Castleton hummed thoughtfully at the suggestion
to seek histenants opinions on their living situation. “Well now, why not?’

Lightbourne grinned. “They are the ones who live and work there. They must know
the land and their own needs better than anyone you could hirein.”

S?en took another bite of his toast and meat. The other gentlemen had opted for
porridge, but he couldn’t stomach the bland English variety, being accustomed as he
was to ?lebr?d —rye bread porridge.

If Lightbourne someday joined Lords with opinions like that— why not ask the
people? —he would make a laughingstock of himself. Though it would be years
before the pup had the chance to humiliate himself so publicly before his peers ... and
though Sren was patient, he wasn't quite that patient. Even so, he must tread
carefully, as he’d known at the start. A personal humiliation for Lightbourne would
be satisfying, but he didn’t want to impugn the Castleton family or estate—not when
he meant to attach his own nameto it.



Which he did. Perhaps Lady Mariah wasn't as beautiful as Pearl, and perhaps her
flights of fancy were tiring, but she was sweet-natured. Malleable. Charming, even, in
her own way. Not the sort of charm he personally was won over by, but she would be
well received by the Danish court, he was certain.

Movement through the doorway caught his eye, and he looked up to catch sight of a
feminine form approaching. She really wasn't at all bad to look at either. In fact, her
figure was quite beguiling. And viewed in profile like this...

No, wait. That wasn't Lady Mariah. It was Louise, Lady Swann, who most definitely
did rival Pearl in beauty, despite being seven years her senior. And she was far more
sensible than her sister. Perhaps she no longer had a dowry to offer—only whatever
widow’s portion her first husband had left her—but he didn’t need the influx of cash.
If she weren't till in mourning and if he weren't after vindication as well as a bride,
she would have been the more pleasing choice. But alas.

The sweet taste of revenge more than made up for any lack in Mariah’s beauty or
sense. He would stick with his original plan both for its logic and that powder of
sugar on top.

Louise greeted them softly and moved to the sideboard for her tea and toast. Mariah
all but skipped into the room a moment later with the energy of a schoolgirl, placing a
kiss upon her stepfather’s cheek with a grin. “Morning, Papa. Cyril. My lord.
Louise.”

Couldn’t she at least tamp the enthusiasm down a bit? Mornings and rambunctious
greetings didn’t mesh.

Castleton and Lightbourne returned her greeting, but her sister sighed and pressed
fingers to her temple. “‘He that blesseth his friend with a loud voice, rising early in
the morning, it shall be counted as a curse to him.” Proverbs—"



“Twenty-seven, fourteen. Yes, | know. You've been quoting it a me since the
moment you first read it.” She flashed a grin at Cyril. “It was the first verse she
memorized, | think. Just for my benefit. | was flattered.”

“It most certainly was not the first.” Louise's lips turned up in the corners, just a bit.
It was a shame she didn't smile more—it made her even lovelier. “But without
guestion the one I’ ve had cause to trot out most often.”

Castleton chuckled, Lightbourne returned Lady Mariah’'s grin, and S?en smiled to
himself. They were growing closer every day. Anyone with eyes could see it. Which
meant it would hurt Lightbourne worse when S?ren took her away with him.

Good. Not that he was pleased about the fact that it would upset the lady as well.
Though, come to think of it, a little heartbreak could be just what she needed to
mature and let go of some of these silly ways of hers. He would be doing her afavor.

And he hadn’t been lying on Sunday when he promised her anything she desired in
terms of possessions, travel, or benevolence. He would mend her heart with whatever
life she wanted. They’d grow fond of each other, just as his parents had done. And
once children came along, she would forget any past pain. Given the affection in her
voice when she spoke of the village children, he knew she would dote on her own.

“And what are your plans for the day, sweetling?’ Castleton directed the question to
Mariah as he slathered marmalade onto a triangle of toast.

She flounced to her usual seat at the table, a plate of gingerbread and a cup of teain
hand. “I plan on spending the day in the village. | want to make certain everyone is
well before the ball and help in any way | can with last minute tweaks to wardrobe
and so on.”

Louise frowned at her. “If you're walking to the village, don’t you think you had



better eat more than cake for breakfast?”

“Who said anything about walking? | was hoping | could take the gig, Papa.” She
sent him a smile intended to charm him.

Castleton chuckled again. “You know | don’t mind in general, but it is a bit slick out
there just now. And you remember, | don’t doubt, how you handled it last year in the
snow?’

Mariah made a sheepish face and glanced outside, where a thin layer of snow had
fallen overnight.

Lightbourne set down his spoon. “1'd be happy to drive her, Cass. | have plenty of
experience in the snow, and | would love the chance to meet the neighbors.”

S?en had far more cold-weather experience than any Englishman could have, but he
didn’t make an offer of his own, despite the questioning look the earl sent him. No,
he simply granted his concession with an inclination of his head.

Let them go together. Let them moon over each other and delight ever more in each
other’'s company. Let Lightbourne tumble even further into the teeth of love. The
deeper those teeth dug, the more they would rip him to shreds when S?ren and
Mariah announced their engagement at the ball.

Castleton gave his approval. The younger two downed their breakfasts and then all
but galloped from the room like a couple of children escaping their nursemaid. The
earl rose too, declaring he had better go and check on a few things himself.

S?en turned his head toward Louise, ready to make a bit of idle small tak, only to
find her frowning thoughtfully at him. “Is there something on your mind, my lady?’



She tilted her head a bit, her food still untouched before her. “Do you think that wise,
my lord? To let them go off gallivanting together? | cannot be the only one who sees
that neither of them remembers their intendeds when they are together. It is a
dangerous thing.”

Did she redlly believe that Lady Pearl had agreed to marry Lightbourne? It seemed
she did—that they all did. And he’'d let them think it—it would keep the earl from
encouraging his favorite stepdaughter to choose him over S?ren.

To Louise, he shrugged. “If your sister is the kind to forget herself so fully, | would
just as soon learn it now.”

Louise blushed. “I do not mean to imply she would behave inappropriately. For all
her personality quirks, Mariah is of impeccable moral character. But she once fancied
herself in love with Mr. Lightbourne, ever since they met as children. They
exchanged letters every week for ages, until my mother put her foot down. Yet they
seem to have picked up where they left off. | would think you would want to win her
heart from him, not encourage the attachment.”

What was it with females insisting upon such sentiments? He felt his brows furrow.
“1 suppose you think marriage ought to be founded on romance and love too then?’

She pursed her lips. “I think marriage ought to be founded on mutual respect,
admiration, and a shared expectation for the future. But Mariah wishes for love and
romance. And as she is the one with whom you’ re considering matrimony, not me, it
IS her opinion you ought to consider.”

He lifted his nearly empty cup and took the last sip of his tepid tea. Put that way, she
did have a point. And wouldn't it twist the knife in Lightbourne even more if S?ren
won not just her hand but her heart? Not to mention that it would make the transition
from English miss to Danish mistress easier for her. He set his cup down again,



thoughtful. “Your logic is unassailable. But | am afraid | have never given much
consideration to making awoman fall in love with me.”

When Louise smiled full like she did now, she made Lady Pearl ook like a troll.
“Lucky for you, my lord, Mariah has bored me with countless versions of her ideal
hero over the years. I’'m happy to lend you my expertise.”

“Generous of you.”

She granted it with another tilt of her head. “For al our difficulties, sheis my sister. |
want her to be happy. | think a gentleman like you could be very good for her, if you
can overcome her hesitations.” She blinded him with another smile. “And | admit |
would relish an invitation to visit the two of you in Denmark. The pictures I’ ve seen
of it are stunning.”

“You would be most welcome to stay as long as you like. My homes would always
be open to anyone in your family.” Aside from Lightbourne. That went without
saying. But having the coolheaded Louise on hand to calm any of Mariah’s outbursts
of silliness could be rather handy.

Not that her rebukes calmed Mariah, exactly. But she at least quelled her enthusiasm
some of the time.

He poured himself a second cup of tea while Louise recounted the qualifications for a
hero that she’d noted as recurring themes in her sister’s stories and games. He must
be gallant. Handsome. Selfless. Attuned to the needs of others. The sort to rescue the
heroine in one moment and yet require her aid in another.

As the list went on, his frown grew deeper. “Your sister wants a man who doesn’'t
exist.”



Louise laughed. “Obvioudly. That is what I’ve always told her. But the general ideas
can be met easily enough. Ask for her opinions and help. Be at hand to lend her your
own. Compliment the village children and look for ways to help them and their
families. And at least you needn’t worry about the handsome part.”

He glanced sharply at her at that one and found her blushing slightly. Thanked her
with the barest hint of a smile. “We are fortunate that my brother did not join me.
When viewed together, everyone aways favors him.”

“l can’t imagine that.” Her blush deepened.

He appreciated the sentiment all the more for her self-consciousness over it. “Heis ...
charming. Charismatic.”

Her eyes went wide, no doubt contrasting the idea with S?ren’ s reserve. “That sounds
exhausting. I’ ve found that charming, charismatic men must be watched like a hawk
and even then ought never to be trusted. My late husband’s brother was much the
same, and he left atrail of broken hearts and irate husbands and fathers in his wake.”
She sighed, shaking her head. “And now the marquessate is his. | have no doubt he
will run it into the ground in half a decade, and his poor wife has had to become an
expert at turning a blind eye to hisindiscretions.”

“Deplorable.” And he knew exactly how she felt upon considering such a dismal
situation. “I pray the Lord grants me a son before anything happens to me. | have no
trust in Emil’ s ability to preserve our legacy for the next generation either.”

The lady sipped at her tea. “Why, then, have you not married before now? If you
don’t mind my asking—please feel free to ignore the question if it istoo personal.”

“lI don't mind.” He held his cup in his hands, enjoying the warmth of it. “l was,
nearly. Lady Ingrid. Our families had been planning the match for over a decade, but



she was a good deal younger than I, so | was to wait for her to come of age. Sheiis, |
believe, two years or so older than your sister.”

L ouise nodded her understanding. “What happened?’

He lifted a shoulder. “Nothing grave. The king and prince summoned me for an
audience and shared their reasoning for wanting a stronger alliance with Britain. They
suggested | pursue an English bride instead, promising they would arrange another
fine match for Ingrid. 1 had no objections. Ingrid and | would have suited well
enough, but we both value our relationship with the royal family above all. Neither of
us even considered objecting to their recommendation.”

“Sensible.”

“Indeed. She is betrothed now to another greve—older even than |, a widower who
was without an heir. She will be a boon to his family. Just as your sister will be to
mine.”

“All’swell that ends well, then.” Her smile was more muted, though, than it had been
before. She glanced at the watch pinned to her bodice. “I had better return to my
knitting. If | may make a suggestion—perhaps you ought to explore the village? One
never knows when my sister could dlip or fall and need a helping hand up.”

He returned her muted smile, stood, and took the liberty of scooting her chair out for
her so she could stand. “Thank you, my lady, for your help and advice. | am in your

debt.”

Her smile this time looked more sorrowful than ever. “That remains to be seen, |
think. But you are most welcome, regardless. | wish you good luck with my sister.”

S?en thanked her and bade her farewell, hastening to his room to change into his



riding habit. The earl had aready offered him a mount anytime he felt the need for a
ride, and he had only to wait a few minutes in the stable for a fine sorrel mare to be
prepared for him.

The ride to the village was short, brisk, and did wonders for clearing his head. He
ought to have taken some exercise before now. He'd kept up with his usua
calisthenicsin hisroom, but he' d missed the invigoration of outdoor exercise.

Castleton wasn't so large that it should prove difficult to find Mariah and
Lightbourne, and he saw their gig quickly enough. Empty, but they must be in one of
the row of shops.

Reasoning that a quick survey of the town could be useful, he kept his horse moving,
filing away every detail he saw. Later, he would add his impressions to his journal,
along with afew sketches of the town.

In atown this small, he garnered a fair share of attention. More than one woman out
with her children paused to gape up at him, and quite afew men paused in their work
to stare. Ordinarily he would have ignored them, but Louise’ s advice rang in his head.

He smiled, tipped his hat, even called out a few “Happy Christmas’ greetings, all of
which were heartily returned. He didn’'t need the people of Castleton to like him. But
it couldn’t hurt if they chattered to Mariah about what an amiable fellow he was.

By the time he'd finished his circuit and returned to the village square, Mariah and
Lightbourne were exiting one of the shops and hurrying toward another. Perhaps, had
they not been laughing together, they would have noticed him dismounting from his
borrowed mount. As it was, the only thing Mariah seemed to notice beyond her
companion was a bakery window. She paused, pointed, and even from across the
square S?ren could hear her exclamations of pleasure and joy. Rather than go in,
though, she pulled herself away, and she and Lightbourne ducked into another shop.



S?ren strode to the bakery window, toying with the idea of buying her something.
Women liked gifts, didn’t they? And she had a sweet tooth—she seemed especialy
fond of the seasonal delights of Christmas. How was he to know which of the biscuits
and cakes and confections had caught her eye? And what if it had been the massive
gingerbread house dominating the display? He could hardly cart that back to the
manor house on his horse. Besides, he' d seen most of these same treats on the trays
that had been included with every meal and tea.

An idea percolated in his mind. Yes, these traditional English treats were already on
hand at the manor house ... but he knew a few confections that most assuredly
weren't, and that wouldn’t be found in any English bakery either.

And to be honest, he rather missed the taste of his own traditional baked goods,
enough that he'd considered asking the cook at the manor to bake a few of them
before deciding against it. A good guest never asked for what wasn't readily offered.
And he certainly didn't want to appear to be a sentimental fool. He'd contented
himself with a review of the recipes he had written down in one of his old journals
and the knowledge that when he returned home in the new year, he could ask his own
chef to bake them.

Decision made, he pushed into the shop, a bell heralding his arrival and the scents of
sugar and yeast and spices greeting his nose.

A plump fellow with a flour-dusted apron stepped from the back kitchen to the front
sales area, his eyes going wide as S?ren strode toward him. “Em ... good day, sir. You

must be avisitor to our fair village. To Plumford, perchance?’

“Quite right.” He smiled, telling himself to try and imitate the way Emil did it. “Lord
Castleton and his family have been quite welcoming.”

“Oh, they’re the best sort, they are indeed.” The baker’'s tone was warm, and his



shoulders relaxed a hit.

Good. Still imitating his brother’s relaxed demeanor, S?ren leaned onto the glass
display case. “I wonder, good sir, if you are available to help with a holiday scheme
of mine?’

“Scheme, you say?’ His eyes darted toward the door, uncertainty coloring them.

S?en chuckled. “Nothing underhanded, |1 promise you. | only want to surprise the
Castleton family with some confections from my country. Denmark.”

“Ah.” The shadows fell away from the man’s eyes, but he frowned in the next
second. “I don’t believe | have any Danish recipes, I'm afraid.”

“lI have a few.” At the way the baker's brows flew up, Sren shrugged. “I have an
excellent memory and write down every new thing | learn. Last year, | gifted my own
chef with a very lovely printed book of classic recipes, and | read through it myself
first to make certain it was appropriate. | copied out a few of my favorites.” Oh, how
Emil had scoffed at him when he' d come in and found him about it. He would never,
his brother claimed, have any need for those recipes, so why had he bothered?

But what was so comical about studying the things one liked best? It had helped him
to realize what common ingredients he favored most, and hence why he was drawn to
the dishes he was and steered clear of those he didn’t. He could now tell his chef “no
anise, but anything with almond paste is acceptable” and know that he would never
have to send a dish back.

And besides, writing down one's favorite recipes might even be called whimsical,
mightn’t it? Mariah would certainly find it so and would appreciate the effort he was
going to now.



The baker pursed hislips. “Well now, sir. I'm happy to help, if | have the ingredients
on hand. Could you copy the recipes out for me now, do you think? Or send them
aong later?’

“1 can copy them for you now, if you have some paper and a pen or pencil.”

Ordinarily he would have referred to his journal to guarantee accuracy, but he had
just reviewed those recipes yesterday. The memory was fresh and clear.

The baker watched as he wrote, nodding encouragingly and muttering things like,
“Ah yes, a classic pastry crust. I've plenty of butter and flour on hand, of course....
Y east! An interesting addition. Give it abit of a puff, I'd think. Delightful.”

By the time S?%en finished, the chap was beaming. “Not a problem at all. | can’t
guarantee the presentation will be exactly what you're used to, mind you, having
never seen them. But the processes look familiar enough, and the taste ought to be
right. What do you call this, now?’

“Kringle.”

“Looks like a bit of rest time for that dough ... but I can have them prepared for you
by this afternoon. Though if 1 may offer a suggestion?” The man looked up from
studying the recipe.

S?en nodded dlightly.

He tapped a finger to the instruction to fill it with atart cherry jam. “1 happen to have
severa jars of plum preserves made from the earl’s own fruit. It's afavorite of theirs.

| don’t see why it wouldn’'t work in thisjust aswell as cherry.”

His first instinct was to refuse—after all, the mixture of cherry and amond filling



was what made it say Christmas to him. But remembering Louise's advice— selfless
—he reconsidered. Something or another with plums had been at nearly every meadl,
which he hadn’t bothered to notice until the baker drew his attention to it. It made
sense, though—the vast plum orchards dominated the estate’s southern acres. The
earl and hisfamily were proud of their fruit in all its forms, so much so that the entire
estate bore the name. Wouldn't using their own preserves gain him even more favor?

He nodded. “Brilliant idea. Please make the adjustment as you see fit.”
He left the bakery again more than satisfied. Emil would call him smug. And he
might be right. Setting himself to follow his soon-to-be-betrothed, he smiled to

himself. He' d steal her if he must. Win her if he could.

And either way, Lightbourne would be wallowing in sorrow this Christmas instead of
joy.
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Mariah led Cyril into the carpenters shop, still laughing over the jokes he'd been
exchanging with a couple of the school-aged boys who were freshly on holiday and
hence out in the streets, chasing mischief about. The soothing scent of wood shavings
greeted her, as did the familiar voices of Joe Green and Jack Smith.

“Lady Mariah! Happy Christmas.”

“WEell now, to what do we owe this considerable honor?’

“And if it isn’t the young Mr. Lightbourne too!”

Mariah’s grin shifted to a quirked brow at that last part. “Have you met?’

“Unofficialy,” Cyril said from behind her. “Kellie and | had the honor of helping
right an overturned cart of Christmas greenery on our way to the manor. How do you
do today, gents?’

“Oh, fine, fine,” Mr. Green said. “Finished the last of our commissions for Christmas
yesterday, so mostly just whiling away the time before we close up the shop
tomorrow.”

“Oh good. You're available, then.” Mariah stepped past the desk where customers sat
to discuss their needs and into the workshop, catching a glimpse of what she was
hoping would have been stored there—the Almond Gate that they’d crafted and
painted with far more care than she’'d expected. And the rest of the stage sets were



there too, making her clap her hands together in delight. She'd been half-afraid they
would have been taken apart already. “1 was hoping to put your magnificent props to
use again.”

Mr. Smith and Mr. Green had both trailed her the few steps into the workshop, and
Mr. Smith now patted one of the gates but kept his gaze on her. “ Another play? So
soon?’

“Part encore,” Cyril supplied with a grin from his place in the threshold to the shop.
“Part embellishment.”

Mariah laid out her plan—how she wanted to give the children the chance to put on
their play at the manor, not only for her parents but for the visiting Danish lord, and
how she hoped it would brighten the holiday for everyone, especially if they lured the
audience into participating. “Do you think your children will be game? | even found
someone to coach them in the battle scenes that gave us such trouble before.”

Both the men chuckled. “A chance to put on the show again, better even than
before?” Mr. Green gave her a what-do-you-think look. “Try and keep them away.
Mine are still talking about it every moment and bemoaning that his lordship and her
ladyship missed it.”

“Ours too,” Mr. Smith agreed. “They’ll clamor at the chance, | know it. Though you
can ask them yourselvesif you stick about for afew minutes, | daresay.”

“Oh good.” Mariah gave them each a grin. “We' ve spoken to a few of the other
families on our way into the village, and the vicar was agreeable when we stopped in
to see if he was available to be our narrator again, given that the performance would
be Christmas Eve afternoon.”

Mr. Green nodded toward Cyril—or perhaps to the front door behind him. “There



comes Suzanna now, and the children with her.”

Suzanna Smith—sister of Mr. Green and wife of Mr. Smith—entered the shop with a
flurry of wind-blown snow, her three rosy-cheeked children skipping in with obvious
joy at being released from their lessons for Christmas. Mariah had aways thought
Suzanna one of the loveliest women she'd ever seen. Tall and willowy, her face as
exquisite as Louise’ s—and her disposition a good deal more prone to fun. She was
one of those women who was even more beautiful now, in her mid-thirties, than she
had been at twenty, when Mariah first met her.

If only lifetreated all of them so well.

Mariah greeted Suzanna and the children heartily, listened to the younger ones chatter
about their grand Christmas plans, and let them try to ply information from her on
what Professor Skylark had up his sleeve this year—making a show of buttoning her
lips at that one. And when they met her silence with exaggerated groans, she laughed
and leaned forward.

“You know | can't tell you that—»but | do have afavor to ask, which | hope will be a
special treat for you as well.” Seeing the way their eyes lit up at the thought of a
conspiracy, she grinned. “Mr. Lightbourne and | have decided that we should put on
our play again, but at the manor this time—and not just on a stage, but over the
grounds. What say you?’

The children were an immediate cacophony of enthusiastic agreement, scarcely
standing still for details before dashing out to secure the cooperation of their friends.

Suzanna chuckled as they left. “I predict your entire cast will be gathered for another
rehearsal within a quarter hour.”

“Do you think they’ll be able to come for an official one this afternoon?’ Cyril had



tucked himself out of the way but eased forward a step now. “Lady Mariah
mentioned that the sword-fighting scene could use a bit more choreography, and I’ ve
drafted my valet to act asinstructor.”

“1 daresay the mums and das will be glad to have the little ones out from underfoot
for an hour or two.” Mr. Green grinned. “And | wouldn't mind coming along to
observe. Call me achaperone. Or a helper. Whatever you need.”

Suzanna frowned, the look more one of question than un certainty. “Y ou mentioned
the performance spanning the estate. Would you like some of the parents to come
along to shepherd the children and keep them in their proper places? | know you
handled them backstage last week so we could enjoy the performance, but even you
can't be everywhere at once, my lady.”

She hadn’t given that any thought, but Suzanna had a point. She nodded slowly, the
idea forming and bringing a new smile to her lips. “That would be helpful indeed,
since you’'ve seen it already. Although ... | think it'll be more effective if you're in
costume too.”

The woman’s brows lifted. “Us? But—"

“l have a number of gowns I’'ve found in the attic that should work splendidly. |
found them when | was searching for items we could use for the play, but they were
too big for the children. They’ll be perfect for you and Jane and Martha, though,
especidly if | can talk Mrs. Roy into making a few last-minute adjustments.”

Suzanna looked caught halfway between excitement and doubt. “But the gowns in
your attic will be from previous countesses. It doesn’t seem quite likely that anything

would suit us.”

“Nonsense. In fact, | unearthed a beautiful purple gown that should fit you perfectly.



Y ou can be afairy guide.”

Her lips twitched into asmile. “ A sugar plum fairy, from the sounds of it.”

“Exactly s0.” A laugh bubbled up. This would be even better than the origina play. If
parents volunteered to help direct the children, then it meant most of the village
would be involved. What better to remind her parents of how beloved they were? “I’ll
pay avisit to Mrs. Roy straightaway and will send the gowns to you as soon as | get
back to the manor. Could | put you in charge of the other mothers and their
costuming?’

“Of course. We were planning to have tea together this afternoon anyway.”

“And just tell us when to haul the props up to the manor and where to set it up, and
we'll be there,” Mr. Smith added.

As Mariah and Cyril exited the shop a few minutes later, she couldn’t help but smile.
She'd hoped everyone would be eager for another performance, but there had been
the possibility that everyone would be too busy tomorrow, and she certainly hadn’t
wanted to impose on planned family time.

The streets were now abuzz with children shouting happily over getting to don their
costumes and play their parts again, excited all the more when Cyril promised them
that Kellie would arrive after tea to train the soldiers on the village green—and that
they ought to bring sticks or toy swords with them. The girls were pirouetting as if in
their costumes again already, ignoring the talk of mock sword fights. Georgette Green
and her friends rushed up to inform her that they were going to add a few decorations
to their snow-fairy costumes.

“l can’t wait to see your work,” Mariah pronounced with a tap on each cold-pinked
nose. “You were the loveliest snow fairies | have ever seen.”



“Mama made us each snow crowns,” Victoria Nithercott said, presumably for Cyril’s
benefit. “From tin foil and white sequins and paper lace doilies.”

Cyril gave a solemn nod, eyes alight. “As every snow fairy should have, clearly. |
can't wait to see it. | was heartbroken to have missed the play, when Lady Mariah
told me about it. Did you know | helped her write that original story when we were
children?’

Victoria' s eyes went wide. “Did you? Y ou know the real Christmas Wood, then?’

He laughed with delight rather than anything patronizing. “Are you kidding? It's my
very own realm.” He struck a dashing pose. “I’m the original Prince Nutcracker
himself, you know.”

That was enough to send the girls into renewed giggles and shouts. “Now you've
doneit,” Mariah said softly as the children darted off to regjoin their friends. “All the
little girls will be mooning over you. They decided during our rehearsals that Prince
Nutcracker was the noblest, dearest hero ever to be conceived.”

His cheeks went pink.

It made her heart warm to see it. To see him here, interacting with the people who
would someday be his tenants. Laughing with the children. Plotting with the parents.
Being a part of the village, and loving every moment.

She had never doubted that he'd make Castleton his home—not as he had. She'd
always known that when he came back, he would be coming home . She just hadn’t
known how it would touch her heart to see how excited he was about their old story-
turned-play, or the way everything inside her would go bright and warm as she
watched him so quickly find his place.



She hadn’'t dared admit to herself in recent months how much she'd wanted to see
just this. Him. Here. How much she yearned to see him here for years to come. How
much she wanted to stay here, too, for the rest of her days. Not go off to Denmark, or
to any other place in England, for that matter.

But Cyril wasn’t a brother or even a close cousin that she could just impose on. He
was Papa’s heir, yes, and her friend. But neither of those things was enough to give
her a true, long-lasting place a Plumford Manor. Only one thing could do
that—something she’ d forced herself to write off as an impossibility.

By the time they’d made their visits—though by the end, word had spread and half
the village was aready gathered again—morning had turned to afternoon and teatime
was approaching.

Mariah’'s stomach was growling as they neared the little stone-and-brick bridge over
the river Esk. Their last visit had taken them to one of the cottages on the far side of
the ice-coated river, but they needed to return to the gig in town before they could
drive home.

Cyril chuckled, either at the noises rumbling from her abdomen or at the heat that
stung her cheeks at such an unladylike announcement of teatime's approach.
“ Perhaps we should have accepted one of those offers of luncheon.”

Mariah shook her head. “We had far too many visits that needed made to take the
time to eat with any one family.” But now that they’d ticked the last one off their list,
contentment seeped into her veins. “A day well spent, | think.”

“Agreed. My only regret is that we didn’t drive out to this last one.” He' d been the
one to suggest the longer walk, so she frowned at this pronouncement. She wasn't so
hungry that the extra five minutes to walk and then drive back over the bridge was
really any inconvenience. “ Seems we have atroll blocking the way.”



At that, she turned to the bridge, not knowing quite how to respond to the vision that
met her eyes.

Lord Gyldenkrone stood at the crest of the small arched bridge, holding his horse's
reins with one hand and a telltale baker’s box in his other. He was watching them,
waiting for them—and not minding that doing so blocked the narrow bridge.

Not that there was any traffic waiting to get by him. Even so, Mariah picked up her
pace. If he'd stationed himself there so that he couldn’t miss their arrival, then he
would move and clear the way after he’d said whatever he meant to say, and she
didn't want them to be an inconvenience for anyone who might need the road.
Though why he didn’t just wait to find her until they were back at Plumford she
couldn’t guess.

Cyril sighed and increased his stride as well. “Usually people don’t run to meet the
troll, you know,” he mumbled.

She sent him a chiding, if amused, look. “Do behave yourself, Cyril.”

“Must |7

Rather than answer, Mariah smiled and closed the distance between them and their
Danish guest. “Good afternoon, my lord,” she said once they were near enough.

“What brings you to Castleton today?’

“A specia errand.” He smiled—actually smiled, in a way that looked not only
genuine but ... apologetic? Sheepish?

“It occurs to me—" he darted a glance at Cyril, hesitated, and then looked back to
Mariah—"| owe you an apology for the brusque manner in which | broached the
subject of my courtship on Sunday. | pray you can forgive me. For so many years



now, responsibility has been the byword for my every thought and consideration. |
haven't spared any time for matters of the heart, nor considered how to approach
them. Y our sister took me to task for that this morning, and she was absolutely right.
Y ou need—deserve—to be more than a choice made from logic and responsibility.”

Mariah could only blink, agape, for a long moment. In her shock, she didn’t know
where to begin. On second thought, yes she did. “Louise said that?’

Lord Gyldenkrone nodded. “And | am not fool enough to ignore sound wisdom when
| hear it, nor too proud to admit when | was wrong. Please, Lady Mariah, can you
forgive me for my coldness the other day?’

Cyril shifted beside her, and she could feel the tension radiating from him, just as she
could hear the barely whispered “What is he up to?’

Her spine straightened. She couldn’t quite imagine accepting the greve's proposal and
going with him to Denmark in two short weeks, but she wasn't about to snub a man
who was seeking to do the right thing and apologize for his past behavior.

She took a step away from Cyril, toward Gyldenkrone. “I forgive you, my lord. And
thank you, besides, for demonstrating such care now for my feelings.”

He ducked his head a bit in a move so boyish that she had to blink to make sure she'd
seen correctly. He indicated the box he held, tipping up its lid. “A peace offering? |
had the baker make some traditional Danish treats for you—well, for everyone at the
manor. But especially with you in mind. I’ ve noticed how you love holiday sweets.”

Intrigued, Mariah took yet another step toward him, close enough that she could peer
into the box. Her mouth watered at the beautiful golden pastries cut into diamonds,
some delicious-looking fruit filling oozing out and icing glazed on top. “Oh, that
looks divine. What isit?’



“Kringle. It's baked in the shape of a wreath, but that seemed difficult to layer in the
box with the amount he made, so the baker and | agreed he would go ahead and cut it
into portions. Traditionally a cherry filling is used, but we decided to use plum
preserves instead. From your own orchards.”

Her eyes went wide with delight, especially when the breeze brought its fragrance to
her nose. “It smells amazing.”

“Try a piece. Please. | admit to already tasting one at the bakery. He did an
impressive job, especially when one considers that he'd never even heard of kringle
until this morning when | gave him arecipe.”

She reached into the box and pulled out a delicate piece of pastry. “You had a
recipe?’

He shrugged, looking a bit sheepish again. “I am what my brother calls ‘a fiendish
journaler.” | record everything, including my favorites from a recipe book | gave to
my chef last year.”

The admission made Cyril’s frown deepen, but Mariah found it rather endearing. She
didn't know any other gentlemen who bothered to write down recipes for their
favorite dishes. She took the first bite of the plum kringle, and her eyes did closed in
joy. “Oh, thisis beyond delicious.”

Gyldenkrone held the box out to Cyril. “Would you like one, Mr. Lightbourne?’
Cyril didn’t even glance down at them. “No. Thank you.”
An unexpected, sharp frustration surged up in her. Gyldenkrone was trying to be nice.

Why couldn’t Cyril embrace the Christmas spirit enough to accept this peace offering
that obviously cost the greve a bit of his pride? “Try one, Cyril,” she said. Prodded,



really. And perhaps her tone had absorbed a bit of her frustration. Perhaps that was
why he bristled.

“Haven't you learned anything from fairy tales, Ri? When a crone offers you
something tasty-looking, you're wise to refuse.” His tone was light, joking, but his
eyes were hard and calculating.

She flushed, her lips parting in surprise. It was one thing to joke about fairy-tale
villains between the two of them, but to say it aloud to Gyldenkrone himself?

The greve frowned. “I don’t know this word. ‘Crone’ ? From context, it’s a villain of
some sort, and | can appreciate the similarity to the ending of my own name, but if
you mean your insult to land, Mr. Lightbourne, perhaps you ought to define the term
for me.”

Mariah's cheeks burned even hotter. “A crone is an old witch—and Mr. Lightbourne
ought to apologize for saying such things.”

“Mr. Lightbourne would rather demand an explanation.” He took a step closer to the
Dane, eyes narrowed. “What are you really about, Gyldenkrone?’

“Apologizing.” But the flash of his ice-blue eyes said he knew well Cyril wasn’t
asking about this exchange in particular.

Cyril ignored him, spreading his arms wide. “Is this about the brawl with your
brother? Is that why you’ ve followed me here, to obtain some sort of revenge? Well
then, take it. Take your best shot. Leave Mariah out of it.”

Gyldenkrone let the box’s lid fall closed again. His face smoothed out into its usual
stony, impassive planes. “You think far too highly of yourself if you presume that
you are my reason for asking the lovely Lady Mariah to marry me.”



The words seemed to ricochet off Cyril—but they then pummeled Mariah over the
head. Was that what this was about—part of it, at least? Was he after not only her
family connections, but revenge on Cyril for the brawl with his brother, the slight her
old friend had placed on his family and country?

Heat surged up so fast it nearly blinded her. Of course. Of course that was it. None of
this was really about her. Not Gyldenkrone's attention. And Cyril ... Cyril was only
out to best the man he deemed ignoble. Prove him even more so, even now, even with
her . What was it he had said about the brawl? That it hadn’t been about Lady Pearl, it
had been about Emil.

Thiswas certainly the same. Not about her—never about her. About them .

“And this,” Cyril said, motioning to the pastry box and Gyldenkrone and his horse,
“is obvioudly just one more step in your plan. Make her like you. Win her over with
sweets and apologies.”

The greve frowned. “Certainly that was my intent. Yes, my lady, | hoped to win a bit
of favor with sweets and apologies. If that is so wrong of me, then | will beg your

forgiveness yet again. | wasn't aware that saying | was sorry wasasin.”

“It isn't.” Her words were little more than a murmur, lost under Cyril’s next
accusation.

“It iswhen you do it for the wrong reasons. You aren't trying to win her for the sake
of winning her. You're trying to win her to get revenge on me.”

Because she was his friend? Or had Gyldenkrone suspected there was something
more to their relationship—the very thing she used to dream it would be?

Shetried to tell herself that it was the sudden gust of icy wind making her eyes sting,



but even she couldn’t believe that fiction. The stinging was too hot, too wet. Too
blurring. Was it so inconceivable that a man of Gyldenkrone's status would care just
abit about her opinion?

Cyril clearly thought so. And if that was what he thought, it was a wonder he didn’t
go on to point out that it was a useless endeavor, because why would he care whether
she married some heartless Scandinavian man and moved away forever?

She spun and prepared to run, to push past Cyril and dash the mile home.

She didn’'t have the chance. The heel of her boot caught on an icy cobblestone, but
she had too much momentum to dlip and right herself. Her foot went out from under
her, half-eaten kringle flying. She had just enough purchase remaining from her other
foot to give herself a bit of direction, so she aimed for the solid stone of the sides of
the bridge. It would be embarrassing, but it would catch her.

A miscalculation, which she knew the moment her hands landed. The stones, too,
were icy, and her palms flew off them, her torso folding over the railing but finding
no purchase either.

No. No, no, no, she wasn't going to fall over this dratted bridge! She felt momentum
carrying her over and reached for anything she could, and her fingers managed to
catch one of the seams between brick and stone. It caught her, slowed her just enough
to stop her from tumbling headfirst into the icy river.

But her legs had aready followed her top over the side, and their weight proved too
much for her precarious fingerhold. With a scream more of protest than fear, she lost
her grip and tumbled down.

The drop wasn’t far. And the river wasn't deep. This time of year, the Esk had only a
foot or two of water in it as it wove around Castleton. But it was coated with a thin



sheet of ice that she broke through, and that was enough to throw off her balance. Her
knees buckled, and her rear broke through the ice too, inviting a sluggish surge of ice-
cold water not only into her boots but into her |ap.

“Mariah!”

“My lady!”

She would have called up that she was fine, but they could obviously see she wasn’t
injured—other than her dignity—and her teeth were already chattering so fiercely
that she feared no words would be intelligible anyway. She saved her energy instead
for pushing to her feet.

The water came only to her mid-calf once she was standing, but her dress and coat
had soaked in enough of it that she was dripping from waist to hem. And the ice had
only broken where she'd fallen. The edges of the river were still frozen over, and how
was she supposed to cross to the sides? Either direction was only three feet away, but
it looked about a mile just now.

The men had raced down, both of their faces masked in horror. Both were jabbering,
but she didn’'t pay any attention to their words. Just to the arms stretching out from
the bank toward her.

Gyldenkrone was the taller, which meant his arm reached farther. She stretched out
her own, able to grip him and let him grab onto her arm, then, once halfway secure,
reaching to Cyril with her other hand. Between the two of them, she was back on
solid, slippery ground in another few seconds.

“We need to get you home posthaste,” Gyldenkrone said.

“I’ll get the gig.”



“The horse will be faster and is right here.” Gyldenkrone's larynx bobbed with a hard
swallow. “The two of you can takeit. I'll fetch the gig.”

Cyril shook his head. “I’'m not much of a horseman. She'll be better off riding with

you.

Gyldenkrone hesitated only a moment. Then, with a nod, he scooped her up into his
arms without asking if she actually needed such assistance—which she would have
felt obligated to turn down—and darted back up onto the bridge. Within a minute,
he' d gotten them both onto the mare and was galloping toward the manor.

“I’'m sorry,” the greve whispered only when they slowed as they came in through the
gates. “| never intended you to get hurt.”

He meant more than the shivers, she suspected. And she could only pray her answer
spoke of more too. “I'll be fine.”
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Cyril trudged through the door of Plumford Manor with the winter's early night
following him in, step by heavy step. He could only nod his thanks to the doorman
and hand off his hat and cape, his lips unable to form words.

If only they’d had good enough sense to be silent three hours earlier. He handed off
the box of pastries that Gyldenkrone had left forgotten on the bridge, trusting that the
man would know to whom they should be delivered in order to be added to the
evening's dessert trays.

The doorman inclined his head. “ The dressing gong sounded about ten minutes ago,

sir.”
“Thank you,” he managed to eke out between his cold lips. That gave him fifty
minutes before he would be expected to join the family and make polite conversation.

It felt like a quest of Arthurian proportions. He had too many apologies vying for
their chance to be spoken to leave any room for idle chitchat. And he'd had all
afternoon to reject one wording after another.

To Gyldenkrone, yes. He shouldn’t have acted as he had on the bridge. It had been
jealousy that had spurred him on, pure and ssimple. Because he' d recognized as surely
as Mariah had that apologizing as he’ d done—in front of Cyril, no less—had cost the
man agreat deal of pride. He' d done the right thing. He' d made a peace offering.

Even if he did have not-so-stellar motives behind it, of which Cyril had no proof, he



had still done the right thing—and it was wretched of Cyril to have tried to make it
about himself instead of Mariah.

Because even if Gyldenkrone had followed him here seeking some type of revenge,
he was too honorable a man to punish Mariah on his behalf. Even if it had started that
way, he was no doubt half in love with her by now. How could he not be? She was
everything sweet and lovely.

But Cyril’s petty lashing out had instead made her feel insignificant, used, unwanted.
He ought to be drawn and quartered for such a crime. Or at least left in some old-
fashioned stocks or something. It would serve him right if she refused to speak to him
again altogether.

Not feeling up to the number of stairs required to reach his room—he had Kellie to
thank for the physical exhaustion that rivaled his emotional one, after the afternoon’s
“training” of village men and boys—Cyril turned toward the library instead. He knew
well there would be a fire crackling in the hearth, since this was Castleton’s favorite
room in the evenings, and indeed there was. He sank into one of the leather chairs
nearest to it and sighed, staring into the flames.

He would have to apologize to Gyldenkrone. And to Mariah. If only he knew how to
make the words enough. If only he had a way to wind back time and undo that
ridiculous exchange on the bridge. He should have tucked his own pride away and
accepted the peace offering. He should have tried, somehow, to offer friendship to the
Daneinstead of contempt.

That was the kind of man Mariah deserved—the kind whose heart was as big and as
golden as hers. The kind who made friends of enemies, not enemies of friends. The
kind who was big enough to forgive and Christlike enough to walk an extra mile for
someone who had never shown him even a scrap of kindness. It was the kind of man
he wanted to be, had been trying to shape himself into.



He had along way to go.

Raking a hand through his hair, he closed his eyes and offered up a prayer that was
more silent groaning than words, that the Lord would show him how. How to be
worthy of Him. Worthy of her. How to convince her to give him a chance when he
kept ruining things with his own insecurities and childish jealousies.

“Well now. Don't tell me you decided to go wading in the Esk today too. Y ou look as
forlorn as Mariah did when she went upstairs.”

Cyril looked up at Castleton’s increasingly familiar voice, but he couldn’t manage a
smile. “Isshe al right?’

Her stepfather certainly wouldn’t be chuckling as he clamed the chair across from
Cyril’sif she weren’t. “Nothing a hot bath and change of clothes couldn’t fix, though
her mother insists she stay in the upstairs sitting room with her blankets and a good
book this evening rather than joining us for the meal.”

Was that relief or disappointment swelling in his chest?

Disappointment. Definitely. Hard as it would be to apologize, seeing her would
always be better than not. “Would Lady Castleton object if | dropped in to apologize
to her?| feedl terrible for my part in the afternoon’ s misadventure.”

“You may—though | don't see what blame you could possibly take on yourself.
Mariah said she dlipped and tried to steady herself on an icy railing, and that was
that.”

Of course she wouldn’t tell him why she'd tried to run on an icy bridge—she was too
good to cast blame on anyone else. But his guilty conscience writhed. “It was my
fault. | upset her, and she meant to storm off to berid of me.”



Castleton’s good humor didn’t entirely fade, though he frowned. “Y ou’ ve piqued my
curiosity, | confess. From what I’ ve seen, the two of you have picked up right where
you left off with your friendship from childhood. Don't tell me you’re still bickering
asyou did then too?’

Bickering? Cyril’s brows crashed together. And with their joining, forgotten
memories sprang up behind his eyes. Yes, they had bickered, as children always did
when their enthusiasm took different bents. They’d argued over which path to take in
the wood, whether today they would act out the fairy world part of their story or the
battle again. Whether they wanted hot chocolate or tea to drink when they came
inside.

The quick, inconsequential arguments of childhood that had felt insurmountable for
the half hour in which they roared ... and then were forgotten before the clock could
chime again, as they chased the next adventure together. That sort of bickering hadn’t
carried over into letters, but minor conflict was part of being with someone. Of
sharing space. Of mixing ideas.

Cyril sighed. “Not exactly the same sort of bickering. | insulted her.”

“How s0?’ Castleton sounded baffled, as if he couldn’t conceive of anything over
which his favorite could be insulted.

He was right about that. Cyril waved a hand before resting his head on it. “I meant to
insult Gyldenkrone—which | also shouldn’'t have done. But | made it sound like she
was unworthy of his court on her own merits.”

Castleton’ s wince looked empathetic. He sighed too. “It's a tricky thing, | grant you,
these society matches. Mariah is charming and beautiful, and that is ultimately what
will win the heart of her future husband. But one can’'t discount that decisions are
made for more logical reasons and that softer emotions often have to run to catch up.



Poor Mariah—that reality doesn’t rest easily on her shoulders.”

1 No.”

Silence pulsed, stretched out by the crackling fire for a long minute. Then the earl
turned inquisitive eyes on him again. “Why would you have meant to insult the
greve? A hit of leftover antagonism from when you were both courting Lady Pearl?’

“1...” He shifted, the supple chair suddenly uncomfortable. “In away, | suppose.”

Castleton shook his head. “Time to let that go, | should think. Y ou’ve won your lady.
L et him choose another without butting heads.”

Cyril sgueezed his eyes shut for a beat. Apparently Mariah hadn’t shared the truth
he'd told her yesterday, which oughtn't to have surprised him. Though he rather
wished she had, just now.

“l haven't, though. Won Lady Pearl, | mean—and don’t want to. The truth is, my
lord, neither of us was ever really fond of anything but the story of our meeting. She
dismissed me last week ... and I'm glad of it.”

Bemusement and understanding mixed in Castleton’s eyes. “So why, then, this
antagonism between you and the greve?’

Cyril dragged in a long breath. “To be honest, I’'m none too keen on him pursuing
Mariah when | ... when | would like to do so myself.” No need to bring up his
suspicions about Gyldenkrone's motivations, nor the honor he'd been so convinced
was lacking. Regardless, Cyril had no room to judge.

“When you...?” The bemusement gave way to a sparkle in his eyes. “Well. Why
didn’t you say so, old boy? | may not have been so quick to encourage Gyldenkrone's



suit if I'd known you inclined that direction.”

The old adage about honesty and best policies knew what it was on about. He pinched
the bridge of his nose. “She was very clear from the start that friendship was what she
desired between us. I'd hoped to convince her otherwise, but | fear I’ve shot myself
in the foot with my behavior today.”

“Oh, bah.” Castleton leaned forward, a smile dancing over his lips though he tried to
tamp it down. “Mariah isn't one to hold a grudge. Tell her you're sorry, state your
intentions, and win her over. Nothing would make me happier.”

He made it sound so easy. “And ... you would give your blessing? Y ou approve of
Gyldenkrone and already granted him your blessing—"

“Because he is afine man, if a bit cool for Mariah. As are you—the fine bit, not the
cool bit.” Castleton spread his hands. “I only want her to be happy and well loved.
Whoever she chooses, that is all that mattersto me.”

That’s what Cyril wanted too. But up until this afternoon, he'd have been willing to
bet that Gyldenkrone did not have those same interests at heart. Now, though?

The man had done something thoughtful. And had been just as shaken by her fall
from the bridge as Cyril had. And whether he still harbored any animosity toward
Cyril or not, he’' d shown himself the bigger man today.

His throat felt tight and dry. “Do you know where | might find Gyldenkrone? | would
like to apologize to him too.”

“1 believe he and Fred were finishing up a game of billiards before dressing for
dinner.”



“Thanks.” He pushed himself to his feet, urging a bit of speed into his step in the
hopes of finding Gyldenkrone in the main part of the house and not having to venture
out to the bachelor wing in search of him. Now that he'd decided to apologize, he
didn’t want to wait.

Luck was with him. He passed Fred in the corridor outside the billiards room and
found the greve just inside it, about to follow Fred out.

Cyril stepped inside and cleared his throat. “Could | detain you for a moment, my
lord?’

The greve paused, and curiosity filled his eyes. “1 suppose.”

Another long inhale was required before he could begin. “I ... owe you an apology.
Severa of them, actually. First for my rudeness this afternoon. It was uncalled for. |
have no reason to question your motivations in pursuing Lady Mariah. She is
certainly worthy of any and al attention.”

The muscle in the Dane’ s jaw ticked, but he made no reply.

Just as well. Cyril rushed on. “More, | must apologize for my arrogant thoughts, as
you so aptly called them. You were right. | thought far too highly of myself,
attributing your arrival here to me and my brawl with your brother. | hope you'll
forgive me for those selfish assumptions.”

Now Gyldenkrone' s fair brows tugged down.

Cyril pressed on. “But most of al ... | must beg the forgiveness of you and your
brother. | let my temper and affront lead me to an insult as grave as the one your
brother gave to Lady Pearl. | maintain that his behavior, both in luring her into an
embrace and then in bragging about it, was wrong. But | shouldn’t have slurred your



family and nation as | did. | will write him aletter of apology this very evening, and |
will do what | can to rectify any damage | did to his reputation.”

The silence stretched so long that it crackled and wheezed in his ears. Cyril was about
to give up and turn when Gyldenkrone finally let out a short puff of breath. “You
needn’t bother—with mending Emil’ s reputation, | mean. | had a wire from him this
morning. He has aready returned to Copenhagen. | don’t imagine he'll be returning
to London anytime soon, and by the time he does, one evening’'s drunken brawl will
not be remembered.”

Cyril shook his head. “That is not the point. | was wrong. You demonstrated today
that you are a people of honor. | would be remiss in my own if | didn’'t share that
observation with any who will listen.”

Gyldenkrone took one step toward the door but then paused. “You ... are not who |
thought you were either. | accept your apology, sir, and will offer my own. Because
you weren't entirely wrong. You were not my sole reason in pursuing Lady
Mariah—nbut | would be lying if | said it hadn’'t played a part in my decision.” He
strode out into the corridor then, leaving Cyril to gape after him.

He hadn’t been wrong? But . . . what did that mean now? Were his intentions still so
muddled when it came to Mariah? Or did he mean to step aside?

He didn’t know. And honestly, it didn’t matter. His own pursuit of that most worthy
lady ought to be independent of any concerns of Gyldenkrone. He would try to win
her heart on his own merits, not by casting aspersions on his rival. Just as she
deserved to be loved for her own.

And he knew the perfect place to start.

He flew along the passageways, into the service corridors, aready mumbling



apologies to every single person he passed, knowing he was in their way during one
of the busiest times of day. Though when he reached the kitchen, everyone bustling
about seemed to be in surprisingly good spirits. They even had a gramophone set up,
with Christmas carols spilling out.

Mrs. Trutchen turned and spotted him the moment he stepped inside, her face lighting
up. She hurried over to him, motioning toward the white baker’ s box that rested on a
workbench. “Thank you for the pastries, sir. They smell delightful. Are they for the
pudding this evening?’

“1 imagine so. They are actually courtesy of Lord Gyldenkrone. Only, he forgot them
in his haste to get Lady Mariah home this afternoon. They are a traditional Danish
Christmastresat, | believe.”

Her expression shifted yet lost none of its brightness. “Lovely! Perhaps I'll see if the
baker will lend me the recipe so | can try my hand at them.”

“His lordship has the recipe himself. He's the one who shared it with the baker.”
Cyril smiled, wishing it were easier to give the man the credit he was due, but trusting
that, with practice, the ease would come. “Though | did wonder if | could abscond
with one of them now? Lady Mariah won't be coming down for dinner, and I'd like
to replace the one | made her drop earlier.”

The cook chuckled and plucked out a perfect diamond of pastry, setting it on a dainty
plate. “Any other time of year, | may feel the need to caution about ruining one's
supper. But it's Christmas, after all. | hope she enjoysit.”

“Asdo |.” He said his farewells and then backtracked to the main part of the house,
finding plenty of energy now to climb the stairs and move to the hallway that
contained the family’s bedrooms. There, between the rooms she and her sister
occupied, he spotted the small, feminine sitting room with its cozy sofa and crackling



fire. Lady Mariah nestled into the cushions, her hair in a ssmple braid that hung over
her shoulder, and a thick blanket tucked over her legs. A book rested in her lap, her
fingers poised to turn a page.

He' d never seen amore beautiful sight.

Though the door stood open, he rapped a knuckle upon its frame anyway. “Pardon
me, my lady. Have you time for abit of groveling from an oaf of a man not deserving

of your forgiveness but who dares to ask for it anyway?’

She paused, looked up, and smiled. Not quite as brightly as usual, but she smiled.
“Cyril. Comein.”

He did, choosing the chair at right angles to her sofa. He set the plate on the small
table between them. “A peace offering.”

Shetilted her head. “I believe that was Lord Gyldenkrone' s peace offering.”

“Exactly. | oughtn’t to have questioned it as | did. I’ ve already apologized to him.”

“You have?’ That clearly surprised her.

Frankly, it surprised him too. He wouldn’t have thought, as the Cyril who'd made his
stand in London, that he had it in him.

But he was a different Cyril here, with her. A better version of himself. Or he wanted
to be, anyway. Thought he could be, with her warm heart to show him the way and
help him better understand what the L ord wanted of him.

He nodded. “For many things. For today, for my assumptions, and for what | said
about his brother and family at the Marlborough. So now | must apologize to you.”



She swallowed, her gaze never leaving his face. “Not necessary. | know you meant
no insult, and it wasn’t your fault that | slipped.”

He reached out to rest hisfingers over hers. “Don’t be so easy on me. | may not have
meant the things | said to hurt you, but | still said exactly what | meant. And that was
wrong of me. | should have given him more credit, and certainly should have given
you more credit.”

The fact that Gyldenkrone said he hadn’t been wrong was irrelevant. Wrong or right,
he shouldn’t have let his suspicions reflect on her.

Mariah drew in along breath and let it Slowly out. “No, I think you were right. There
was nothing about me that brought Lord Gyldenkrone here. He meant no harm to
me—he was genuinely upset by what happened on the bridge, | could tell. But | can’t
fathom why he thought the way to antagonize you was through me.”

Couldn’t she? His lips wanted to twitch into a grin, but if he set it free, he would just
blurt out here and now that obviously the greve could see in a moment how Cyril
loved every single thing about Mariah.

That wasn't how he wanted his confession of his feelings and intentions to be
given—on arandom evening in her sitting room, while she still chased off the chill of
his stupidity. She deserved more than that.

She deserved magic.

In response to her question, he simply said, “Well, | think it's irrelevant. If I’'m not
mistaken, Lord Gyldenkrone has aready been softened a bit. After our little

adventure tomorrow, he's certain to be abowl of bread pudding.”

And as long as that oh-so-soft greve didn’'t direct that hidden sweetness to her and



somehow win her yet with his change of heart, they’d be fine. Cyril had a bit of his
own plan brewing ... and he' d spend the night plotting and praying and hoping.
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Mariah turned in front of the full-length mirror, unable to hold back a smile. The
gown for this evening’s ball had turned out beautifully. She’'d aready turned slowly
to examine it from every angle and had declared to Mrs. Roy that it was the most
gorgeous thing she’' d ever worn.

Mrs. Roy had smiled in pleasure, whispered that the other projects were done and in
the hands of their recipients too, and then had gone to make certain Mariah’s mother
and sister had no last-minute adjustments needed for their own gowns. Blakely had
trotted off with her to assist Louise.

Which meant no one was watching.

Feeling a dly grin settle onto her lips, Mariah curtsied low to the mirror, pretending
she saw Cyril in it instead of herself. “I would be delighted to give you this dance,”
she whispered to his imagined question. Left arm raised as if resting on his shoulder
and right hand holding up the long skirt with its short train, she hummed her own
music and waltzed about her bedroom.

It was going to be a good day—no, a magical day. It was Christmas Eve, and she’'d
awoken with a heart warm and thrumming and ready for delight. She'd sneaked
outside at daybreak and found Misters Smith and Green already in the wood, their
children laughing with them, setting up the play’s props—all but the Almond Gate,
which would be too visible from the house. Those would come | ater.

The children had decided that the best way to be certain the guests traveled the right



paths throughout the adventure would be to position themselves strategically around
the wood. The boys, already in the grey clothing of their mouse costumes and one of
them even with a tail on, had chosen spots by potential wrong turns and were
planning to toss acorns and snowballs at passersby to keep them from entering.

“Gently,” young Theo Green had solemnly sworn. “We'll only frighten them off.
We'll aim for their feet.”

“And we,” Georgette had added, spinning about in her snow fairy costume, which
looked positively darling, “will guide them on the right path.” Then she’'d come to a
halt, bounced on her toes, and grabbed Mariah’s hand. “Y ou ought to see Mama! She
looks so pretty in her gown!”

Of that Mariah had no doubt. Just as she had no doubt that Louise would outshine her
at the ball. But as she pretended to dance with Cyril, none of that mattered.

Because she would dance with Cyril tonight, and it would be twelve years' worth of
dreaming coming true. Even if he stomped on her toes or she spilled mulled cider
down her front, it would be perfect.

She'd lain awake long into the night, staring out the window at the few pinpoints of
starlight visible before clouds obscured them, praying and thinking over the choices
she had to make. She tried to imagine herself accepting Gyldenkrone's proposal,
traveling with him to Denmark, leaving England behind. Leaving Plumford behind.

She couldn’t. Much as his reaction yesterday had helped her to see his warmer side,
that very revelation made it clear to her that he wasn’t the husband the Lord had for
her. Because even as she'd looked into his repentant blue eyes, even as he begged her
forgiveness as they hurried back to the manor, al she’d wanted was Cyril’ s apology.
Cyril’s repentance. As the greve had helped her from the horse and rushed her into
the warmth of the house, she’d wished it had been her old friend’ s arm steadying her.



She hadn’t meant to remember every dream she'd ever dreamed of Cyril. She hadn’t
meant to fall in love with him even before he confessed that he'd never felt anything
but wishful thinking for Lady Pearl. She hadn't meant to give in to the blasted
convenience of it all.

But it had taken only a few hours of his company to remember why he'd been her
dearest friend for so many years, even when they had only letters to connect them.
The distance of the last four couldn’t erase that, especially when that gap was bridged
so easily now.

It wouldn’t be fair to marry Gyldenkrone when she felt this way about Cyril, even if
Cyril never saw her as anything but his childhood friend.

And so tonight might be only an illusion, a magical pretending that faded back to
ordinary after the holiday. But for tonight, she was going to let herself dream.
Tonight, she wouldn’t know yet if he'd never want her as she wanted him. Tonight
would be all potential. It would be Christmas, and that was something no
circumstance could take away.

However the day went, it would end at ten till midnight, and their ball would stop,
and the vicar would step forward and lead them to the manor’s chapel. They would
hear the story, again but always anew, of Christ’s coming. They would sing her
favorite hymns.

It would be Christmas. Magica—no, miraculous Christmas. The day when heaven
had come down to earth. The day when the stars sang out His glory, and the angels
with them. The day God Eternal wrapped Himself in delicate human flesh and put
Hisfeet into time.

Today would be a beautiful day, and tomorrow too. No matter what happened, no
matter how wrong things went, no matter how her silly little plan of fictiona



adventure fell through, it would be beautiful.

“Oh, Mariah. How | envy you.”

She nearly tripped, not just at Louise' s voice suddenly intruding, but over that strange
note in it. Mariah halted, spun, and spotted her sister leaning into the doorway that
Blakely had left open. Louise watched her, not with her usual disdain, but with ...
wistfulness.

Mariah frowned. “I can’'t think why you would.” Louise also wore her gown for the
ball, and it highlighted every perfect feature that her sister had.

Y et her sister’s smile was small and sad. She pushed off the door and moved to sit on
the edge of Mariah's four-poster bed, her gaze never leaving Mariah’'s face. She
shook her head. “I don't think | ever ... | don’'t remember ever being so free as you
looked just now. So ... light. Bright.”

Mariah hesitated. Just for one moment, or perhaps two. How many times had she
tried over the yearsto redly talk to her sister? To shower her with affection? To make
them friends? But Louise had rebuffed her and chided her and always left her feeling
more alone than before.

And yet never before had Louise sat there with such vulnerability on her face. How
could Mariah not try, just one more time? She moved swiftly to sit beside her sister,
even daring to reach out and weave their fingers together. “It’s no secret that we are
very different. But that’s no reason you can't be free.”

Louise shook her head, even that action looking elegant and graceful. “I aways
resented you so.”

“Resented me?’ That wasn't the word that Mariah would have thought fit the



situation. She would have said she annoyed her sister, that she frustrated her,
disappointed her. But resented made it sound as though it originated in Louise’'s
heart, rather than in Mariah’s own flaws.

“You didn’t remember. Within months of Father’s death, you ... you forgot. You
were too young.” Gaze unfocused now, Louise stared into a past Mariah couldn’t see.
“1 know you were only two when he died, but | hated that you forgot him so quickly.
He was my favorite person in the world. Fred remembered at least alittle, but you...”

Mariah frowned, but what else could she do? Apologize for being too young?

Louise didn’'t wait for her response anyway. “And then Mother married Cass, and
before the first year was out, you were calling him Papa. And you were laughing
again and twirling about and telling your silly stories. You were happy. You were
aways happy, and 1...” She squeezed her eyes shut, and her lips trembled. “I never
stopped missing him. It tinged everything.”

Throat tight, Mariah took Louise’s hand into her lap and forced out a question. “Why
are you telling me this?’

Louise's head bowed. “I thought life would grow brighter when | married Swann.”
Not an answer, but Mariah didn't push. Perhaps her sister was working round to
something. “We were a good match. Well suited. | ... I know you think me heartless,
but | did love him. Perhapsit wasn’'t why | chose him, but it came quickly.”

“I never thought you heartless” Not convinced her sister even heard her, she
squeezed her fingers too.

“1 thought once | had a family of my own, I’d be able to shake the old sorrow. But
instead, new sorrow found me.” Tears dripped down Louise's cheeks. She didn't
even wipe them away. “First the stillbirths. Then Swann himself. Why, Mariah? Why



has grief and death dogged my every step?’

Mariah had no answer, and she didn’t think her sister honestly expected her to have
one. Shelet go of her hand and wrapped her arms around her instead, resting her head
on Louise’'s shoulder. “I don’t know. But | do know that a woman of lesser strength
would have buckled. Not you, though. Y ou are so strong, Louise.”

“I'mnot. I'm ... brittle.”

“You're strong. And you're inspiring. | know we disagree on our approaches to life,
but | have always looked up to you.”

The breath of laughter that puffed from Louise's lips sounded more incredulous than
amused. “No you haven't.”

“Of course | have. My beautiful, perfect sister.”

“Hardly. I'm adusty old widow well past my prime.”

Mariah's laugh was also more incredul ous than amused, if a good deal brighter. “Are
you jesting? Fishing for compliments? Louise, you are only twenty-six, and without
question still the most beautiful woman in London. You put that ghastly Lady Pearl
to shame. Crook your finger and you'll have men falling at your feet again whenever
you' re ready to wade through them.”

“Y ou exaggerate.”

“l don't! Do you know that the only time Lady Pearl paid me any attention at
finishing school was on our last day, when she took it upon herself to interrogate me
as to whether you would be rgjoining society this last Season? She was in dread that
you would be, and that she’ d be competing with you.”



For a moment, Louise looked flattered—or, no. Just startled. Genuinely surprised at
the thought that a debutante would be intimidated by a widow so much her senior.
Then even that melted back into malaise. She shook her head. “I admit that | miss
society. That | miss the company of a husband. But the thought of competing for one
again holds no alure.”

“Well look at that. Something we can agree on.”

Louise smiled. A real, true, albeit small smile. Aimed at Mariah. Over something she
said.

She'd count it as the first miracle of Christmas.

Her sister drew in a long breath and rested her head against Mariah’'s. “You'll not
have to navigate those waters again. | hope you realize how fortunate you are, little
sister. Lord Gyldenkrone is one of the finest men I’ ve ever met. He'll be good for you
and you for him.”

Did she dare to risk this fragile peace by contradicting her? Not quite yet, anyway.
Better to firm up its foundations a bit more first. “He told me what you said
yesterday. How you advised him to offer kindness instead of logic.”

“Well. Not my exact words ... but you're welcome.” She sighed out the breath she'd
just pulled in. “I do want you to be happy, Mariah. And | ... | don’t want to see you
ruin your chances with Lord Gyldenkrone over this old attachment you have to Cyril.
He's afine enough young man too, don’t get me wrong, but he's already engaged.”

“He isn't, actualy.” That didn’t mean he had any interest in Mariah as a potential
wife. But a friendship like theirs could so easily grow into more. She had to believe
that. It might take some time, but if she could artfully worm her way out of any
expectations with Gyldenkrone, there was still hope.



And the way her sister spoke of the greve ...

Mariah narrowed her eyes. “Louise ... one can't help but notice that you , in fact,
would be better suited to Lord Gyldenkrone than I. And honestly, the thought of a
husband who has already agreed with you more than with me is a bit exhausting.”

Louise looked caught between dismissal and amusement. “I know it’'s difficult for
you, Mariah, but don’t be silly. He came to England looking for a young bride with a
dowry and family connections. Not an old widow with nothing to her name but her
name.”

“You are not old! | do wish you'd stop saying you are, because | have no intention of
granting that | am in afew years.”

Louise waved that off and straightened from her lean into Mariah. “Don’t fill my
head with nonsense. It's you he's after. Not me. And that’s ... that's as it should be.
It s your turn, little sweetling. Mine has passed and isn’t likely to come round again.”

She wanted it to, though. Never in her life had Mariah understood anything about her
sister so clearly. Shereally did admire the greve, and this decision on her part to help
him win Mariah ... it was a brave, selfless thing she was trying to do. To give to
Mariah what she herself most desired.

Love surged up for this woman with whom she'd been at odds her whole life. Mariah
captured her hand again and held it between her own. “You’'re agood sister.” Her lips
curved. “But so am |. Don't give up hope yet, Louise. | think the Lord has a happily-
ever-after in store for you yet, if you're bold enough to seizeit.”

Her sister narrowed her eyes. “What are you up to now?’ Her voice, however, didn’t
sound suspicious like it usually would have. It sounded curious.



Mariah just grinned al the more and stood. “| think we had better get out of these ball
gowns.”

“1 suppose you're right. We don't want to wrinkle them.” Louise stood too and
moved toward the door.

“Louise? When her sister paused and looked back, Mariah pursed her lips. “Dress
warmly. | have afeeling we may end up outside this afternoon.”

“In the snow?’ Louise sounded disbelieving as she glanced out the window.

It was snowing? Mariah spun around, a gasp of pleasure slipping out when she saw
the beautiful flakes drifting slowly down. “Oh! Perfection! Well, that sedls it. We
must go out later! Oh, | hope there' s enough to break out the sleigh.”

“That does sound festive.” Louise sounded begrudging. “All right. I’ll dress warmly.
Should I caution Mother to do the same?’

She couldn’t quite believe that her sister would accept her advice without demanding
to know what she had up her sleeve, but perhaps the conversation had left her feeling
warm toward Mariah too. She nodded. Waited for Louise to move to her own room,
or to Mama's. Waited until she heard their voices.

Then she darted out into the corridor, down to Cyril’s door, and rapped lightly upon
it. She had no idea if he was there or if—"Oh!”

Hisvalet, Kellie, opened the door, looking startled to find her there.

Cyril was right behind him, then elbowing him aside. His eyes were wide as they
swept her from head to toe. “Mariah. Wow. Y our costume for the day?’



She laughed at the idea—not ashamed to admit she was delighted by the response.
“Don’'t be slly. For the evening. I'm about to go and change. But first ... a dlight
tweak to the afternoon’s plans.” She leaned closer so she could pitch her voice low.
“We need to orchestrate things so that Gyldenkrone and Louise end up together
during the adventure.”

“We do?’ His surprise quickly gave way to understanding, and then a smile. “Quite
right. That makes much more sense.”

“Doesn’tit just?’

“They’'re rather perfect, realy. | mean, they’ll be doubly insufferable together. But
perfect.”

She laughed and stepped away. “If you make it outside before | do, give the
instruction to Mrs. Green and the children.”

He saluted her, stiff asatoy soldier, but for hiswide grin.

Mariah darted back to her room just as Blakely made her way to it as well. As her
maid helped her out of her exquisite ball gown and into the pretty, warm clothing
Mariah had chosen for the day, Mariah let her smile—and her plotting—fade.

Better to pray than to scheme. Pray that the Lord would breathe life upon them today.
That just as He had sent the ultimate miracle to earth on this coming night so long
ago, He would send a smaller one now to their family.

That He would show them true joy. True peace. True love of family and neighbor.
That somehow, through the whirl of snow and music of laughter, they would see what
she so dearly prayed they would.



That joy didn’t come from what the world said made sense. Joy came by embracing
love.
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The sentimentality took S?ren off guard—and kept him in hisroom all morning. He'd
awoken with a strange, tense feeling in his chest. Strange enough and tense enough
that he' d been alarmed. Was he unwell? Something wrong with his heart?

He' d lain there for several minutes, sounding out his muscles and limbs. He' d risen
carefully, done his usual morning calisthenics, and had realized that it wasn't his
physical self that ached. It was, inexplicably, his inner self. Emotional? Mental?
Spiritual? He hadn’t been certain.

So he'd sat down at the small desk in his well-appointed guest room and he'd pulled
out a few leather-bound books. First, the Bible that he always carried with him on his
travels but rarely opened—he had many key passages memorized aready, so it
seemed superfluous on many occasions. Secondly, the journals he’ d packed.

It was Christmas Eve. It was Christmas Eve, and for the first time in his life, he
wasn't in Denmark for the holiday. How strange that this should cause such a pang
when he thought of it. How strange that he sat there for no fewer than ten minutes,
blinking through three decades of memories and wishing he were home. Wishing
Emil were at his side, poking and prodding and cgoling him into having fun.
Wishing, even, for memories yet to be made ... memories that would bring life to the
dream that still lingered even after he awoke from it.

A dream of afamily gathered around the hearth in his own home, his own Christmas
tree towering above them. A dream of the laughter of children and the smiling face of
their dark-haired mother. A wife he didn’t have. Not yet.



He' d stared at the Bible, another strange feeling overtaking him as he flipped open its
thin, crisp pages. Familiar Danish words sprang out at him as he flipped toward the
Gospels, soothing afew of the ragged edges even as that new feeling burned hotter.

He knew the words in this Book. He'd read it through five times, front to back.
Because it was a good thing to do, even an expected thing to do. Because a favorite
cousin of the very devout Lutheran king must know his Scriptures backward and
forward. Because they were as true as any textbook or history. Because it was what
one did.

Y et here, now, on Christmas Eve in a foreign country, at a house he’d come to with
vengeance in mind as much as any noble motives, those reasons felt flimsy and dull.
Tarnished.

He felt tarnished, when all his life he’d worked so hard to be sterling. Golden.
Worthy of hisfamily name.

He hadn’t just come here seeking a bride. He' d come seeking revenge for an insult to
his brother that had been deserving, if not kind. He'd come determined to make Cyril
Lightbourne pay.

His father would have been appalled. His king and cousin too. He should be appalled
that he'd considered even for a moment using Lady Mariah as a means of revenge
against Cyril Lightbourne.

The conviction had dliced him through as he watched Lady Mariah tumble over that
icy bridge yesterday. He hadn’t really paused to think about how short the fall was, or
how low the water. And even after he'd realized it, it hadn’t made his regretful heart
thud any less violently. If she hadn’'t slowed her tumble and flipped herself, that low
water could have spelled her doom. She would have gone down headfirst into that
shallow, icy trickle. She could have broken her neck. Been paralyzed. Been killed.



And for what? His anger over someone calling Emil exactly what he was? His desire
to win Mariah as much for spite as because she’d been a reasonable choice? Even
though he didn’t want her to be his wife?

That realization hadn’t come yesterday, though. No, it was the one he woke up to,
disorienting as it was. Hers hadn’'t been the face in his dream. Nor had Ingrid’s,
though there would have been logic to that.

It had been Louise there in his unconscious imaginings.

He didn’'t know why his mind had gone that direction as he dept, but when he
considered that today was the day Lady Mariah ought to be giving him an answer on
his proposal, dread curled in his stomach. Not that she might refuse—but that she
might accept.

He didn’'t want to marry Lady Mariah Lyons. Even more so because he'd realized
yesterday that she was, in fact, a sweet and charming young lady with a heart of gold.
She didn’t deserve to have that heart broken, despite his thoughts yesterday morning.
She didn’t deserve to be his means of revenge.

And revenge rang rather hollow after Lightbourne’s sincere apology last night.
It was one thing to hold a grudge against an arrogant, insufferable blighter. Quite
another to hold one against a good-hearted, humble man whose main flaw was being

young.

He wouldn’'t always be young. But he could always be good-hearted, if the world
didn’t pummel it out of him.

S?en had decided, at some point in the night, that he didn’t mean to be part of the
pummeling. Not anymore. He wasn’'t so petty. Or at least, he didn't want to be.



Something about Lightbourne' s admission that S?ren had proven himself the bigger
man that day did him in.

He hadn’t been, not really. He'd only wanted to look like he was. But Lightbourne
had met his counterfeit humility with the real thing, and he'd recognized the
difference in himself. He'd seen that the younger man had achieved in truth what
S?en had only pretended to.

That wasn’t who he wanted to be. It wasn’t honorable. Wasn't noble. Wasn't worthy
of his name or hisfamily or his king.

Certainly wasn’t worthy of the King they were celebrating today.

He read the familiar Nativity narrative in Luke, even though he knew many of the
words by heart and would no doubt hear them at church tonight as well, albeit in
English. He read it again just to cement it in his mind, and then he spent the next
severa hours with hisjournals, ignoring the grumbling of his stomach.

He would feast later, with the family. First, a bit of fasting to punctuate his
repentance. It seemed fitting.

By the time he was satisfied with his self-reflection, it was one o’'clock in the
afternoon—he’ d missed luncheon too, but that was al right. He felt, for the first time
in years, light. Clean. Like the fluffy mounds of snow pillowing the world outside his
window.

His lips turned up. A white Christmas, at least, as Christmases ought to be. He hadn’t
dared to hope for such athing in England, where it was just as likely to be a drizzly
and foggy one, but the snowflakes dancing down felt a bit like a kiss from heaven. A
promise that no matter how frozen and hard the ground of his heart had been before,
it could be made pure and sweet again.



A knock made him spin for his bedroom door. No doubt it would be a servant,
inquiring after him on behalf of the earl, perhaps seeing if he needed a tray of food.
Perhaps even Castleton himself, making certain he was well.

He grimaced a bit at that one. He'd have to talk to the earl sometime today. Confess
that he didn’t think he was a wise choice of husband for Lady Mariah after all—and
encourage him to encourage Lightbourne to pursue her instead. That would be the
right thing. The kind thing. The good thing.

Neither a servant nor their employer stood at his door, though. It was Lord Lyons, a
winter coat draped over his arm and hands shoved into his pockets. He looked caught
halfway between glum and curious. “ Afternoon, Gyldenkrone,” he said.

S?ren nodded. “Good afternoon. And Happy Christmas.”

“Right.” The ladies’ brother half turned away. “I’ve been sent to fetch you. We've
been summoned downstairs and instructed to dress warmly.”

S?en gripped the door rather than move through it. “Summoned by whom? To what
purpose?’ New leaf turned over or not, aman couldn’t just be expected to trot merrily
off without afew details.

Lyons shrugged. “I received my instructions via Cass, but | got the impression
Mariah was behind it. So brace yourself for something ridiculous.”

Was that how he had sounded, even yesterday? S?ren smiled. “I believe the word
you're looking for is delightful . A bit of Christmas whimsy sounds like just the
thing.”

The young lord rolled his eyes. “Not you too. You seemed perfectly reasonable last
evening.”



Chuckling, S?ren fetched the outerwear he' d taken up here with him yesterday rather
than handing it off to a servant below. “Let's just say I've redized that | can
appreciate her perspective.”

“We'll see about that, | think. She’'s aso invited any of the servants who could dlip
away from their duties for afew minutes.”

Unusuad ... but it was Christmastime. To recognize one's staff and even grant them
extra time off from their duties wasn’'t so uncommon. And considering that tonight’s
ball was for the entire region, rich and poor alike, how could he be surprised by this
news?

He shrugged and followed Lyons down the corridor and toward the main part of the
house. His guide asked him a few polite questions about what he’'d usually be doing
on Christmas Eve in Denmark, and S?ren answered with fuller answers than he would
have done any other day.

Talking about home made him miss it more. And yet also made him look forward to
the festivities here. He would be forming new memories, which he would be able to
regale his friends and relatives with back home. Perhaps he could even exaggerate
here and there to make it sound as though he'd had a sort of Dickensian Christmas
experience, his heart made soft by an epiphany. A Christmas miracle,

Or maybe it wouldn’'t require much by way of exaggeration. As they gathered with
the others outside the ballroom'’s closed doors and he spotted Lightbourne guarding
the entrance with a grin, he had to admit that the animosity was gone. Just ... gone.
That had to be a miracle, didn’t it? How could he really have purged his heart on his
own, so quickly?

He gazed over the crowd of family and servants, searching for Lady Mariah. There
were more people here than there had been yesterday, and he suddenly remembered a



mention of some more distant relatives arriving today. He had a feeling she would
consider it an early gift for him to rescind his proposa and remove from her
shoulders the burden of sorting out how best to let him down. But if she was here
among the throng—there had to be seventy people gathered outside these doorsl—he
didn’t spot her.

He spotted Louise, though, standing off to the side with her hands clutching her
elbows, arms folded across her middle. She looked a bit lost, and though he'd only
known her afew days, that struck him as out of character.

“Excuse me,” he muttered to Lyons, who didn’t seem to mind that he abandoned him,
and slid his way through the crowd until he’d come up beside Louise.

Odd. Never in his thoughts had he called her Lady Swann, though he ought to have.
That was interesting, wasn't it?

“Happy Christmas, my lord,” she said in greeting, perking up a bit as he neared. Her
smile, however, looked strained. “We missed you this morning. Though | suspected
you were planning your next step in wooing my sister. She's to answer you by the
ball, correct?’

Was there a note of something in her voice? Dread? False cheer? Or was that only
wishful thinking on his part?

He shook his head. “On the contrary. | was repenting of ever asking her, when it's so
very clear that we're not well suited. The scare yesterday convinced me that she’s too
sweet a girl to be forced into a match like | could offer. She will be better off with
Lightbourne. And I ... I think | will be better off with a wife who possesses a steadier
head on her shoulders and a bit more maturity. Y our sister is charming, but charming
aoneisn’'t what | seek.”



Louise blinked at him, her lips parting, but she had no chance to put voice to
whatever thoughts swirled through her lovely blue eyes. At that moment, piano music
boomed enthusiastically from within the ballroom, and the matching French doors
swung wide under Lightbourne' s hand.

“Enter,” said a voice from within, resounding over the piano with authority and
drama—wasn’t it the vicar’ s voice? He hadn’t sounded so theatrical behind the pulpit
on Sunday, though. “Enter to a world of terror and delight. Of dastardly villains and
heroes so bright. Enter to a world of magical things ... of miracles and mayhem and
the hope to which we cling....”

S?ren moved inside with the others, careful to stay close to Louise's side. He heard
some of the staff murmuring that those were the opening lines of the children’s
Christmas play that they’d performed in the village the week before, someone else
adding that they must have decided to stage it again so that the Castletons could see
it. He didn’t know why that would require a winter coat, though. And, to be honest,
the prospect of sitting through a children’ s play sounded boring.

But he had to blink in wonder as they entered the ballroom. When he'd seen it last, it
had been already bedecked for Christmas, yes, but not like this. Now, dozens of paper
snowflakes seemed to drift in midair from whatever strings on which they dangled.
Candlelight turned to gold the snow-softened light that poured in through the
windows, and the scent of cinnamon and cloves spiced the air. There were no chairs
set up for the audience, nor an invitation to make themselves comfortable.

The piano went softer, turning from thunderous announcement to a playful tinkling of
keys. That must have been some sort of cue. Figures he hadn’t noticed emerged from
where they’ d been curled under chairs or beside tables, twirling out onto the floor in a
dance whose enthusiasm outshone its choreography. The village children, he realized.
Mostly girls, though there were two or three lads among them.



They acted out a scene of Christmas gift-giving, the little ones belting out their lines
with confidence. They were telling a rather typical tale of a holiday party, boys and
girls at odds, eventually fighting over a large nutcracker doll that Professor Skylark
presented to them. It broke during the argument, and the professor mended it.

S?en shifted from one foot to the other. Why had they not brought chairs in for
them? Was there not space enough in the ballroom for this audience, perhaps? He felt
a bit of familiar irritation creeping in but shoved it back down. The village families
had gone out of their way to create this encore production of the play the lord and
lady of the manor had missed. It spoke of these neighbors dedication to one another.
Which said volumes too about the kind of landlord Castleton was. The kind of family
thiswas.

He glanced down at Louise. From what he’ d gathered in the last several days, she had
declined attending the original performance for reasons he'd not heard. But the ook
on her face now was of longing as she watched the little ones. Longing and a gentle
sort of joy. He found himself smiling simply because of how it softened her lovely
features.

Just as the rest of the audience began shifting impatiently, as the drama wound down
and the children pretended to be sent off to bed in the play, a sudden bugle call had
them all jumping. Children again swarmed forward, some dressed as mice, others as
toy soldiers. The lead soldier, dressed like the nutcracker doll, called out a challenge
to the “vile mouse king,” and a battle clashed.

S?en grinned at the very dramatic—but rather well choreographed, he noted—Dbattle
that ensued. Both mice and soldiers jumped about, thrust, parried. He caught sight of
an adult at the side of the room giving muted directions that probably weren’t meant
to be heard over the music and narration, but the concentration on the fellow’s face
made S?en smile still more. Lightbourne's valet, wasn't he? He mocked a few
thrusts and parries, nodding to the children.



At last, the largest of the mice, who wore a tinfoil crown upon his head, was facing
off with the nutcracker boy. Their antics were even more exaggerated than the
others’, earning more laughs and gasps from the audience. He was certain they were
about to thrust each other through when the piano went thunderous again, and the
doors out onto the porch sprang open.

He hadn’t even noticed the adults who had crept up outside to open them, but he was
fairly certain as he watched them jump away again that Mariah was one of them. Not
surprising, he supposed, if this was her doing.

Both mice and soldier hordes had been circling the audience and, once behind them,
must have begun delivering a few prods to those in the back, given the squeaks of
protest, giggles, and shouts of “Onward, onward! You must help in the battle! Into
Christmas Wood!”

Ah, the portion of the play that required their outerwear. Sren dlipped his overcoat
on and then assisted L ouise with hers, offering her a smile—and then hisarm.

Their guides got more insistent once everyone had bundled up, urging them outside.
The vicar’s parting words carried after them. “Go, go into Christmas Wood! Through
the Almond Gate as Prince Nutcracker would. Find, find the magic he seeks, that will
make him a man and defeat the vile Squeaks! For somewhere in his kingdom a
present is hid—will you find it first? Oh, you'll wish that you did! Look for a box
wrapped in gold bright as sun, and at Orgeat Lake show your prize to the ones who
have written this tale for your Christmas delight. The gift will unlock further joys this
fine night.”

“Oh, a treasure hunt! Jolly good!” Castleton tugged his wife out through the doors
and into a trot that had the lady squealing and laughing. “Come, love. Let’s find it,
whatever itis!”



S?en led Louise out into the swirling snow behind her parents, though rather than
take off for the wood as the others were doing, he instead steered her toward where
her sister stood grinning against the side of the house, no doubt poised to close the
doors again after her guests had exited.

Lady Mariah’s smile only grew when they drew near. “Oh, good! | was hoping you
both would join the fun. Though | wouldn't dawdle—Papa seems pretty bent on
finding that golden package.”

“l only wanted to take a moment first, to save you some trouble.” He cleared his
throat, making a point of looking at no face but her own—he owed her that. “You
needn’t sort out how to turn me down this evening, my lady. Don't let it cast a
shadow over your day. You were right. I’ve come to understand that. Consider my
offer rescinded and...” Now he glanced over toward where Lightbourne stood sentinel
at the next door. “And | wish you a bright and happy future.”

He expected a bit of surprise at least. A widening of her eyes, or visible relief. What
he didn’t expect was the hand she held out, businesslike. “Y ou’re a sensible man, my
lord. I knew you'd see reason. | wish you every happiness as well.” She had no
compunction, it seemed, about darting her own gaze to her sister. “And | wish you
success in your mission.”

He couldn’t recall ever shaking a lady’s hand before—a clasp and a kiss was the
standard, after all—but he shook hers, the corners of his mouth lifting in a grin. He
had a feeling she knew exactly what his new mission was. And he would take al the
well-wishes and prayers he could get. “I thank you for that. Happy Christmas, Lady
Mariah.”

She grinned again. “ Enjoy the adventure, my lord. Louise—Yyou too. Please.”

He led Louise away then, into the fluff of fresh-fallen snow, away from the tracks



others had already put down. Yes, he saw the strange “gates’ shaped like almonds
positioned directly ahead, but if they were to end up at the small lake—he had to
assume that was the one they’ d renamed so whimsically—then why not take a bit of a
shortcut?

Louise was silent for several minutes, and he let her digest everything that had just
transpired. Before she finally spoke, she delicately cleared her throat. “Well. I'm
surprised, my lord. And, | confess, disappointed. | did so hope to have an excuse to
visit you in Denmark.”

He was beginning to understand Mariah’s perpetual smiles. His own lips refused to
return to a neutral position. “1 was rather hoping you still would.”

Her laugh was dry. Sad. “| daresay Lady Pearl won't appreciate that.”

“| daresay Lady Pearl has no right to an opinion, given that | never intend to speak to
her again unless our paths cross by happenstance.”

Finally, she looked up at him, confusion on her face. “But if you' ve decided against
my sister and Lady Pearl...”

“If you recall, my dear Louise”—A risk, yes, that liberty of calling her by her first
name, but he prayed she'd forgive him—*“1 said before this delightful adventure
began that | needed a woman with more maturity, and with a steady head on her
shoulders. | was rather thinking ... hoping ... praying that | may convince you to
entertain the notion of a courtship.”

She came to a halt, her eyes not only wide but—tearful ?

He sucked in a sharp breath. “Forgive me. | meant to cause you no distress. If it’ s still
too soon after the loss of your late husband—"



“No!” She rested a hand briefly on his chest, flushed, reclaimed it again to wipe at her
eyes. “No, it isn’t that. | do miss Swann, but ... but it's been severa years. It's only
that ... | didn’'t dare to dream. Not of something—someone—so perfect.”

Perfect? Hardly—as Lightbourne and Mariah had helped him to see. But they’'d
taught him something el se too.

He claimed her hand, raised it to hislips, and let akiss linger on her gloved knuckles.
“1 rather hope you do dare to dream. For the first time, | want to. It would be al the
sweeter if you' d share the dreams with me.”

It took one more pulse, one more breath, but then her lips rose in a beautiful smile.
She squeezed hisfingers. “Let’s dream, then. Together.”

“Together.” He pulled her toward the wood, out of the range of the mouselings
rushing them, snowballs in hand, clearly trying to redirect them. Laughter filled his
throat.

Oh yes, they would have quite the story to tell someday. He could only imagine how
Emil would laugh.
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Cyril closed the doors behind the last of the audience members being shooed out the
door and the few remaining helpers who would now dash to join their friends and
relatives in the wood. The mice would use snowballs and acorns to redirect them, and
the heroic characters would guide toward the generally correct areas with songs and
dancing.

He dslipped over to Mariah’s side, grinning when he saw what she did—Gyldenkrone
and Louise, arm in arm, paying more attention to each other than to the path the little
mice were chasing them toward. “I don’t think he needed our help.”

She shook her head good-naturedly. “Well, one could never accuse the greve of not
knowing his own mind. Or of being too shy to act on it. It seems he realized the
obvious too, and so why delay?’

“Good.” Cyril jauntily offered his own arm. “Now. Shall we?’

She took his arm, and he led her skipping through the snow-covered garden, aimed
not for the Almond Gate, but for the more direct route to the lake. They had to be
there to receive whoever found the gold-paper—wrapped box and brought it to the

sleighs that ought to be lined up and waiting.

They were only hafway there when a snowball exploded against Cyril’s back.
“Hey!” It was more alaugh than a shout, but he spun to see who the culprit was.

One of the Green boys, though he didn’t remember the right name just yet. The lad’s



eyes went wide with alarm but quickly melted its way into laughter and then apology.
“Sorry, Mr. Lightbourne, Lady Mariah. Didn’t realize who you were.”

Mariah chuckled. “Good to know you' re doing your job so enthusiastically, Henry.”

When he grinned, his cheeks al but vanished beneath his paper-cone nose ... which
was growing a bit soggy in the snow. “This is the best Christmas Eve ever. Can we
do it next year? Or do something that lets me throw snowballs at the blokes?’

They both laughed, and Cyril said, “I’m with young Mr. Green. | think a village-wide
holiday play is a perfect new tradition. We ought to start writing next year’ s while the
Christmas spirit is still upon us, my lady. That will give us plenty of time to prepare.”

“Yeah!” That pronouncement apparently enough of a promise for him, the little
mouse scurried off, scooping up more snow for a new snowball on hisway.

Mariah, still grinning, turned them back toward their shortcut. “It came together
rather well, didn’t it?’

“Indeed. When everyone works together, amazing things can happen. A good life
lesson, | think.” Certainly a good one for a future landlord. He hoped he'd always
remember it—how all it had taken to unite this whole community was the promise of
joy and hope and the humble asking for help.

Perhaps he ought to take a lesson from Gyldenkrone and start a journal. To make
certain he never forgot such lessons.

“Though we can't just have the children’s play as our lead-in to the treasure hunt
every year. They ought to have the chance to hunt for the prize too.” She flashed him
a grin, her cheeks and nose prettily pink from the chill. “Especially since we can
reuse the prize every year.”



“Stroke of genius, that,” Cyril agreed. “Glad the professor thought of it.”

“l only hope the snow doesn't cover it over. We don’'t want to lose it—can you
imagine?’

He chuckled. “I daresay the wood will provide enough shelter. The snow won't be
quite asthick in there, at least not yet. And we found a good spot for it.”

“And | suppose if the hour grows too late and no one has found it, we'll give them
hint upon hint until someone does.”

“1 will be utterly surprised if it comesto that.”

They could hear the hunt, though from here he only caught stray glimpses of color
through the trunks of the trees. Laughter rang out merrily, along with squeals. And
the occasional thunk of a snowball finding its target.

No one had made it to the lake yet, happily. Well, no one but the two they’ d arranged
to meet them there. Kellie and Blakely stood in front of the deighs, talking and
laughing. Mariah’'s maid spotted them first and directed Kellie's attention toward
them with a smile while she reached into one of the sleighs and pulled out a bundle of
fabric.

“This part was a stroke of genius too,” Mariah said, giving him a smile so warm it
was awonder the snow didn’t melt.

He shrugged off the compliment but not the smile. “Didn’t seem quite fair that we
wouldn’t have some role in our own story.”

When they’d written it as children, Mariah had lobbied to have the story end when
their little heroine had grown up—the prince must return for her, she declared, and



marry her so that they could live happily ever after.

It had been one of their many arguments. What did Cyril care, after al, about that?
Growing up and taking on the responsibility it entailed hadn’t sounded like a perfect
ending to him. He'd insisted they end their story while the girl and the nutcracker-
turned-human were still young. Still able to live in their imaginations.

But she’'d been right, of course. The real world aways found them, whether they
wanted it to or not. Thelr part, then, ought to be to bring what magic they could into
the world with them. Steal a bit of the joy of childhood and carry it aways in their
pockets—or their hearts, asit were.

Would she still want the fairy prince to carry her away? Or in this case, to stay here
with him forever? Would she grant him a chance to be that prince?

He' d know soon.

Kellie greeted him with a smile and the old military jacket they’d dug up from the
attic, which looked close enough to the nutcracker’s style. “Found the hat too,” he
pronounced happily, waving it in the air. “Y ou’ll be quite the grand hussar.”

“Perfect.” Cyril shrugged off his cape coat and traded it for the uniform, doing the
same with his hat amoment later. “How do | look?”’

“Dashing.” With a grin, Kellie pulled a promising little paper bag from the floor of
the sleigh too. “And here. Mrs. Trutchen insisted you' d need a little something to tide
you over out here in the cold.”

With a grin of his own, Cyril took the bag and, after a gentle squeeze to ascertain
what was in it, tucked it into his pocket. Sugar plums, naturally. Perfect. He didn’t
want to sample one now—with his luck, he'd have a mouth full of the chewy



confection just as the winners rushed forth with their treasure in hand—but he’ d share
them with Mariah after they’ d ushered the playersinto their sleighs.

He spun to see how her own transformation was going, and his eyes went wide. Like
his own, her impromptu costume was more outerwear than anything. But she or her
maid had dug up a cloak of thick, luxurious velvet in deep purple, trimmed in white
fur and embroidered with silver and gold thread.

“What queen did you borrow that from?’ he had to ask.

She laughed and spun in a quick circle so that it flowed out around her. “It was
Papa’ s mother’s, | believe. Or stored with her things, anyway. Magnificent, isn’t it?”’

“And instead of your hat, my lady...” Blakely held out a box with a grin. “Found this
with the late countess's things too. His lordship said you were welcome to wear it
tonight. | think he thought | meant for the ball, but why not start now?’

Clearly intrigued, Mariah pulled the lid off the short, square box and then gasped at
whatever was inside.

A tiara, he saw a second later as she reached in amost reverently and pulled it out.
Not an uncommon thing for a countess to have, he supposed. Even having missed the
London Season, he' d seen enough drawings and photographs in newspapers to know
that such accessories were a favorite for noblewomen to wear to balls.

This one shimmered with gold and was inlaid with purple stones he guessed were
amethyst—though why atiara with so many gemstones had been in a random corner
of the attic and not in the earl’s safe with, presumably, the other family jewels, he
couldn’t imagine.

Perhaps Mariah heard his thoughts. “It’s paste. The late countess had duplicates made



of her grand pieces, which she would wear in place of the real ones on most
occasions. She had a necklace stolen once and became quite paranoid. But it’s just as
lovely, isn't it? | always loved this purple one.” She touched a finger to one of the
large oval stones. “Don’t they put you in mind of plums?’

“Perfect, then, for the lady of Sugar Plum Manor.”

She grinned at him, unfastened her hat, and let Blakely position the tiara on her hair.
Snow quickly claimed the newly available space too, but the crystals clung for only a
moment before melting. Even so, she looked as if she really had just stepped from a
fairy tale.

Blakely clapped her hands together, beaming. “Absolute perfection. And with that,
Kellie and | had better hurry back to the house so that everything's ready for you
when you come in. Don't linger too long out here, now—you do still have a ball to
dressfor.”

“l know, | know.” Mariah touched a hand to the tiara. “This will go with the gown
too, don’t you think?’

“Beautifully.” That assurance given, Blakely moved to Kellie's side, and the two set
off for the house with waves and demands for a full update on how the adventure
ended.

Cyril could turn his full focus, then, on Mariah. He offered his arm once more.
“Ready to greet our guests, princess?’

She chuckled and rested her hand on his forearm in a far more stiff and formal way
than usual, and they turned to face the exit from the wood, set off for the adventurers
with velvet ropes someone had dug up from a nearby theater. The laughter and shouts
from within the forest had grown abit louder.



Mariah's face softened. “| admit it—I was afraid my family would think this ... silly.
Stupid. | can’t say how relieved | am that they seem to be enjoying themselves.”

“As am |.” Not because he feared being deemed silly or even stupid by the
family—Dbut because embracing this joy meant embracing hope, embracing light. And
it was arelief to know they could. That they were willing to. How dismal life would
be without that.

Other words, more important words, warmed on his tongue, ready to be spoken. But
he didn’t dare, not yet. Not when at any moment the household could come bursting
out of the tree line. No, much like the sugar plums, his heart would have to keep a
few minutes more.

But only afew. The snow must not have hidden the package too much, because soon
enough, Fred came dancing out, the small golden box held high as Castleton tried,
laughing, to reach up and snatch it from him.

Mariah's breath of laugh sounded incredulous. “Is that Fred? Acting like a child?
Teasing Papa?’

“Either that or we're sharing a vision of madness.”

But it really was Fred, cheeks pink, hat covered in snow, and smiling—truly
smiling—in away Cyril had yet to see him do. He was flaunting his victory, yes, but
with nothing but teasing in his tone as he mocked his parents for being too slow.

His shouts of success must have urged the others to cut short the hunt and follow the
path, because after those first three came a steady stream of family and staff, all
emerging from the trees with smiles and laughter. They came in twos and threes and
fours, arms linked together, hands sometimes clasped in hands, shoulders touching.



Cyril drew in along, happy breath. It had turned out exactly as Mariah had hoped. A
snatch of adventure, a dose of fun, a dash of competition for a mystery prize. It had
united them. More, it had filled them with joy and anticipation. It had made their
hearts and faces bright.

He couldn’t think of a more fitting way to usher in this holy night. The Christ child
they would celebrate had already touched each of them with Hislove. And He' d done
it through the sweet imagination of the woman beside him.

Please, Lord , he prayed even as the happy crowd approached. Please help me to keep
her always beside me. Nothing in this world would make me happier.

Fred reached them first, though only by a few steps. His eyes glimmered with a
lightness Cyril had never seen in them, and he was grinning wide as he held out the
golden box with its white ribbon, still tied. The expression took about a decade from
his looks. He could have been a boy with a mouse nose tied to his face and a rope tail
dangling behind him.

More fascinating still, he took one look at Cyril and his sister and dropped to one
knee, holding up the box as if it were his pledge of fealty. “My lord nutcracker, my
princess. | have recovered the golden box and present it to you as instructed.”

Mariah's lips twitched. If he was surprised to see her brother playing along so fully,
he could only imagine how she felt. She'd said he’' d been like this once, eager to join
her games of make-believe. But not for many years. Since he went off to school.
Since the burden of the Lyons estate and title loomed and then rested so heavily on
his shoulders.

“Well done, brave knight,” she said, projecting her voice enough that it would reach
the rest of the crowd too. Their happy chatter faded as they realized she was
speaking. “Well done, all! Y our laughter has unlocked the magic of Christmas Wood,



and your joy has sent the vile mouse king, Squeaks, away from our kingdom for
good! For his treachery cannot stand in the face of such joy and goodness. And as
long as peace reigns in your hearts and on your lips, he will remain banished.”

“But beware!” Cyril added on cue. “When strife comes among you, so will Squeaks
and his minions. Cling to the joy, my loyal subjects. Cling to the love warming your
hearts now as you prepare to celebrate the true King.”

“Hasten now to prepare for this grand celebration! Sir Frederick the Brave, bring your
prize to the ball with you, and you will see what magic it unleashes.”

They stepped to the side, indicating that the guests should pile into the sleighs. Fred,
however, moved to his sister first and gave her a swift hug. “This was fun, Ri,” he
said. “Just what | didn’t know | needed.”

Within a few minutes, everyone had climbed into the line of sleighs—Fred and the
Castletons and their personal servants in the first, Gyldenkrone and Louise and some
other upper staff in the second, and so on. And then they were dashing toward the
manor, bells jingling merrily on the horses’ harnesses and laughter filling the air once

again.

Beside him, Mariah let out a happy sigh. “Better even than | imagined. And that Fred
found it!” She laughed in delight. “I honestly expected him to be moping at the back
of the pack, furious at being dragged into the game.”

He caught her hand in his and gave it a squeeze. “Those least likely to want a bit of
fun are the ones most in need of it. I’'m glad he embraced it.”

“Me too. And now | suppose we had better walk back.” But she didn’'t take off,
plowing new tracks through the snow already filling their old ones.



Good. Had she tried it, he would have had to stop her. As it was, he could shift to
move in front of her and reach for her other hand too. “Mariah, | ... Beforewegoin, |
have a confession to make.”

Though she frowned, it couldn’'t erase the joy shining from her whole self. “That
sounds terribly serious.”

“Serious, yes. But happy, | hope.” He lifted their joined hands between them, easing
closer. “I'm afraid | lied. Last week, when | arrived.”

“Lied.” That probably sounded quite seriousto her ears. Her brows sank lower.

He nodded. “I lied when | said that | was happy with your suggestion that we just be
friends. I'm afraid ... I'm afraid it didn’t take but an hour for me to regret agreeing to
that.”

Now her brows flew upward. And he hoped with everything in him that the shift of
her expression from lighthearted to something deeper was because it was wonder that
filled her, and not dread. It didn’t look like dread, but she didn’t say anything.

He lifted her hands higher and pressed a kiss to each set of knuckles. “Mariah—my
lady. My princess. | have no desire to imagine a future without you at my side. Please
tell meyou’'ll let me try to win your heart. Give me a chance to be more than your old
friend.”

It wasn't just the laughter that rang out like silver bells that made his heart sing—it
was the sheen of happy tears in her eyes and the way she leaned closer too. “Silly
Cyril. You needn’t try to win my heart. It's been yours all these years. There is no
one | would rather serve beside to make our little corner of the world filled with joy
and love.”



Love. A week ago, as he was preparing to leave London and come here, he' d thought
the whole notion one that brought more pain than joy. But that was only because he'd
let himself forget. Let himself be ruled by his fears and insecurities. Let himself think
this—her—nothing but a dream.

Yet here she stood before him, promising a lifetime of laughter to counter every
heartache. Of smiles to combat every pain. Of dreams to lead them through any
nightmares life threw at them.

It felt as though his blood bubbled like champagne. Laughing, he let go her hands so
he could put his own on her waist, lift her, spin her around in the whirl of Christmas
snow. When he put her feet on the ground again, she was laughing too, and she made
no argument when he drew her closer, his arms wrapped now around her.

He caught her gaze and lowered his head, asking silently if this could possibly be
true. If she'd let him kiss her, let him clasp hold of this dream.

She circled her arms around his neck and tilted her face up to meet his. Answer
enough for him. He touched his lips to hers—and he could have sworn he heard a
chorus of angels singing. Or perhaps that was just the echo of the neighbors singing a
carol asthey trekked back toward their homes.

Either way. He kissed her softly, a promise of what was to come. And then again,
because he couldn’t help himself. More, because she was the sweetest thing he'd ever
tasted.

When he pulled away enough to claim a breath, she smiled up at him again, her eyes
looking as dazed as he felt. “Please tell me you’ re not planning along and drawn-out

courtship with an equally long and drawn-out engagement. Are you?’

Was he? It was probably the reasonable thing. But then, her parents had been willing



to let her go off with Gyldenkrone to Denmark after scarcely an introduction. Cyril, at
least, would be here, right here, all the time. Even with four years of near-silence and
twelve since they’ d last been face-to-face, they knew each other so well.

“Perish the thought.” Perhaps they would need a bit of length to their
engagement—there were plans to be made, after all, and put into reality. But they
both knew what they wanted. He dropped to one knee, claiming her hands again. He
didn’t have aring—didn’t honestly even know how to get one. But he had something
to offer, anyway.

Grinning, he withdrew the bag of sugar plums and pulled one out, held it up. “It’s the
only sparkling thing | have to offer right now. But | think it's a fine symbol of all |
would make yours. Will you marry me, Lady Mariah Lyons? Will you spend your life
here with me at Plumford? At Sugar Plum Manor?’

She took the plum from his fingers, the most beautiful smile in the world on her lips.
“Yes and yes and yet another yes. Today, tomorrow, and forever.”

What was he to do but surge to his feet and seal the promise with another kiss?
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Mariah stood at the entrance to the ballroom, her smile so perpetual that her cheeks
ached. She couldn’t have let it fall from her lips had she tried. How could she?
Today, at least, life was perfect. She stood beside her papa and Cyril—her
betrothed!—in front of the cart full of sweets and candies. She handed a bag of sugar
plums and marzipan and other delights to each of the children, wishing them a Happy
Christmas.

Music danced through the air from the string quartet set up between the Christmas
tree and Skylark’s castle, still cloaked. A thousand lights twinkled from tree limbs
and chandeliers and the fire in the hearth. It was Christmas. And it was the happiest
day of her life. Because she had this family and these people and the man she'd loved
since they were children beaming at her side as if he’d just been handed the keysto a
kingdom.

Papa intercepted her gaze when there was a momentary lull in the receiving line,
sending her a wink. He and Mama had been waiting for them when she and Cyril
arrived back at the house two hours ago to thank her for bringing the play they’d
missed to them, congratulate them on such a clever and fun adventure—and to share
that Louise and Gyldenkrone had asked for their blessing on a quick engagement. The
greve wanted to take Louise back to Denmark with him as his fiancée and introduce
her to his family, and Louise had been thrilled.

Perhaps they’d been afraid the news would upset Mariah, but she'd put that to rest
within seconds, first regjoicing for her sister and then sharing her own news. It was too
perfect a match for them to do anything as silly asinsist on along courtship, but they



had recommended a Christmas wedding next year, no doubt to give her and Cyril
plenty of timeto be certain they were certain.

On the one hand, waiting a year seemed torturous. On the other hand, it would be a
year of joy as they got reacquainted with every detail about each other. And a
Christmas wedding! She couldn’t think of anything better. Marrying at the chapel at
Plumford would aways be a delight ... but marrying at the chapel at Sugar Plum
Manor would be magical.

And now here she stood, knowing that here she would stand for every Christmas for
the rest of her life. Well, unless they took one to visit Louise and Gyldenkrone in
Denmark some year. She didn’t want to miss their own ball, but the Dane had regaled
them with tales of his country’s traditions while they waited for the guests to arrive,
and it did sound charming. She'd like to experience it someday, so long as Cyril was
by her side as her husband.

That was for some future time, though. For now, this. Her favorite night of the year.
The glee of each child who entered, who took their beautifully made candies with
such enthusiasm, and who rushed then to the tree, where Professor Skylark gave them
each their special nutcracker gift. The rainbow of gorgeous gowns twirling about as
the couples danced. The laughter. The music. The peace. The joy.

Cyril took her hand in his as the last of the guests filtered in. “You,” he whispered
into her ear, “are the most beautiful woman at any ball ever. My princess.”

Papa had drifted away in conversation with Mr. Nithercott, so Mariah had no
compunction in turning to her beloved with a smile that must look every bit as
besotted as she felt. “ And you are the most handsome prince.”

He looked at her in the same way he' d done just before he kissed her. Of course, he
couldn’t repeat that just now, but he would sometime. And she thrilled at the thought.
She knew that life wouldn’'t be all moments like this—but she thanked the Lord for



thisone.

He bowed before her, rising again with asmile. “May | have this dance, my lady?’

“With pleasure.”

She' d attended this ball since she was one of the children, had danced countless times
at it with nearly every fellow in the room—nher father, her brother, their more
extended family, the neighbors from both Castleton and Hope, and those from the
wider county who wanted to join them. But no dance had ever been like this dance, in
the arms of the man she’d spend her life with. Never had she felt more the princess
than she did now with her new gown, commissioned to impress a Danish lord who
had so wisely chosen her sister instead, with a tiara of glittering Sugar Plum
amethysts—or so she’' d dubbed them—on her head.

Papa had taken one look at the paste version from the attic and declared she ought to
wear the real one tonight, when they were celebrating two engagements as well as the
coming of the King of Kings. He'd taken Cyril with him to the safe that held the
Castleton jewels, and they’d returned with more than just the headpiece. Cyril had a
matching amethyst ring too, its purple oval surrounded by diamonds. And he'd dlid it
onto her finger with a promise of what was to come.

She didn’t think her feet actually touched the floor all through this, their first dance as
acouple.

The music came to a halt after the waltz ended, and Mariah gripped Cyril’s arm,
excitement zinging through her. “It’ stime,” she whispered. “The unveiling.”

Cyril chuckled. “Y ou’' ve already seen it, you know.”

“But not moving. And | haven't seen them see it.” She motioned to the crowd of
children clamoring around the covered castle, bouncing on their toes in anticipation.



Cyril led her to the edge of the room, where they had a good view but weren’t in the
way of the children.

Professor Skylark had taken his spot, much as he'd done for the family the other
night. But his smile was always at its brightest when he was with children. He spoke
to them a moment, asking them what they hoped was beneath the cover—getting
answers as varied as the answerers. He asked if they’d been good boys and girls this
year. And then, when their impatience was at its peak, he grabbed hold of the edge of
the silken cover and gave it atug.

It rippled down, revealing the castle beneath. Even having studied it before, Mariah
still had to gasp in awe. The lights from the Christmas tree twinkled in its tiny
windows, and it looked different to her, knowing it was about to come alive.

The professor scanned the room. “Lord Lyons? Time for your prize to shine. | do
hope you brought it with you.”

Fred edged his way through the crowd, his wide smile warming awhole different part
of her heart. It had been fifteen years since she’d seen him smile like that. Fifteen
years since he’'d just been Fred, her brother, and not Lord Lyons. Or no. He'd been
Lord Lyons then too—he just hadn't fully realized it yet. Now, it seemed he'd
reclaimed a dliver of that boyhood good humor. And she prayed with everything in
her that he’ d hold onto it.

He held up the golden box and then, with a flourish, untied the white bow and let the
ribbon dlip away. Unwrapped the paper, lifted the lid, and brandished what it had
been hiding.

A small silver key.

He' d probably guessed by now what his prize was, but that would make it no less a
treasure. The professor had never, not once, let anyone but himself turn on the magic



of his creation. That he'd offered it as a specia gift today was no small thing. And
given the many times Fred had tried to wheedle him into sharing the honor, it was
especially fun that he' d been the one to find it.

Professor Skylark smiled, nodded, and indicated the place hidden in the castle' s base
where the key would fit. “Very good then, my lord. Insert the key and twist clockwise
until it stops.”

As Fred twisted, the sound of winding gears ticked from the castle. With each
additional click, another notch in their own anticipation grew. When finadly it
stopped, Skylark indicated the switch beside the key, and Fred, catching his breath
first and looking up to meet her gaze, smiled and flicked.

The castle sprang to life. Windows and doors opened and closed, the figures that had
been installed on their tracks the other night began gliding through their courses, and
music unlike any she'd ever heard tinkled out.

She spotted the figure she’d chosen as the hero, dancing with a dark-haired girl in a
purple gown, and she smiled. Then she laughed when the other figure burst from
another door, his wooden arms raised as if they were on the attack. His appearance
sent the other two scattering, though their tracks eventually circled back together. The
villain slipped back into his door, and the dance repeated.

She took in the other little mechanical miracles too—the children who slid down the
snowy hill and then climbed back up it; the little dog chasing a postman along a
narrow street; the flock of birds on thread-slender wires that went round and round
the castle, their altitudes shifting as they flew; the carolers that sang at one door,
bowed, and moved to the next.

For a quarter of an hour, it held them rapt as they watched each of the mechanical
stories play out. But then, as aways happened, they learned al the stories, and the
children began drifting away, back to the toys they could make move according to



their own desires and the treats still waiting to be eaten. The adults returned to their
dancing and talking, sipping and nibbling.

Mariah stayed, though, and Cyril with her. More surprising, Louise and Fred both
joined her too, and Gyldenkrone with them. They stood for a long moment more,
watching the magic of Professor Skylark’s imagination played out in synchronized
clockworks.

Louise grasped Mariah's hand. “Well, little sister,” she said, contentment making her
voice richer than ever, “I don’'t know how you've done it. But you've delivered
everyone a happily-ever-after this Christmas.”

Mariah smiled but shook her head. “No. It wasn't my doing—that’s the thing. It was
everyone coming together that made it possible. That’s where joy is aways found.”

“True.” Louise leaned over, bumping their shoulders together. “But sometimes ...
sometimes we need a bit of help to see it.”

Sometimes they did. And if she could be the one, now and then, to deliver that help,
then she would count it as the deepest honor. She would bring any joy she could to
whomever the Lord put in her path.

She and Cyril, their family and friends ... and all who crossed through the Almond
Gate and into the heart of Sugar Plum Manor. Here, she prayed, they would aways
find the heart of Christmas waiting to welcome them home.



