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“Four weeks before Christmas,” Callum said miserably as he looked out of the
window. In his mind, he completed the sentence. Two weeks of travelling, two weeks
of Mama' s tiresome house party, and then just another week before my marriage.

The snow falling outside the window caught his grey-eyed gaze and he stared at it,
mesmerised by the feathery flakes that fluttered down. Once, he would have been
outside, revelling in the beauty of winter. Instead, he sat in his study and tried to
create some order before the event of his wedding—an event to which he did not look
forward. He had made the choice for reasons of business only. He had never even met
Miss Rothwell before.

Her father informed me that she is beautiful and sweet-natured, he thought with a
frown. But that does not have to be true. He took a breath, composing himself. Her
looks did not matter. Her personality did not matter either. All that mattered was that
her family had the country’s most eminent and well-stocked stables. And he needed
access to those stables.

Drawing his mind back from that uncomfortable future, he turned to Mr Radwell, his
stable master, who sat opposite him at the desk. “When did we own a horse called
Stewart?” he asked. The entry in the breeding book for a hunting stallion named
Stewart was recent, but Callum did not recall him.

“Wedid not, Your Grace,” Mr Radwell replied cautiously.

“Beg pardon?’ Callum asked, eyes widening.

“We did not. That says “Starburst”. Your father’'s handwriting was always a little



crabbed,” the older man added, his brow creasing fastidiously.

Calum clenched his strong, square jaw. He had a naturally reserved, cool disposition
and he never normally struggled with his temper, but of late even small things
annoyed him. He had five weeks before his life changed unimaginably, and before
that, he had his mother’s Christmas party to contend with. He had a great deal on his
mind.

“Very well,” he said tightly. “Yes, | recall Starburst. He used to be stabled alongside
Hugh.” His mood softened as he thought of the horses at the time that the late
duke—his late father—had been in charge of the breeding program.

“Beside Buttercup.”

“Yes.” Calum’s expression lightened. He had been in the stables from as early as he
could remember. “Roger,” he said softly, saying the names of the horses in order.
“Meadowsweet, Amberleigh, Hugh, Blaze...”

“Starburst, Buttercup, Smoke, Lilac.” The stable master completed the sequence,
nodding as if he, too, had fond memories of the times when the former duke had
overseen the breeding at Stallenwood Park.

Callum inclined his head. The names had been alitany, a sort of incantation from his
childhood. When he had said them, his father had always turned and smiled. Good
fellow, hisfather had always said, praising his small son.

Calum’s heart twisted at the memory. His feelings for his late father had changed
from admiration to confusion, to despisal and then to sorrow. He had thought his
father was the best person in the world—a distant, wise hero who knew everything
about horses and about life. When Callum found out, when he was eighteen, that his
late father had left the family massively in debt, that he had been unable to stop



gambling and that he had hidden that from everyone, his admiration changed to
contempt. He had spent much of the intervening ten years hating his father, working
to save the family from ruin. It was only recently that he had allowed himself to miss
his father. He might have been complex and confusing, but he had a grin that could
light up the darkest night.

“Mayhap you could confirm the information about the latest foals for me?’ Callum
asked, pointing to the most recent entries. He could not recall what any of them
looked like, even though the entries were his own. That fact annoyed him. He was
about to join forces with the owners of the finest Arabian bloodline in England, and
he should at least know the history of his own stable.

What will the Honourable Miss Rothwell think of me? He thought wryly.

The Honourable Miss Rothwell was the woman whom he was going to marry. Her
father, Viscount Cranfield, owned the best Arabian horses in the country. It was for
that reason that he had agreed to the match. That reason alone. He needed access to
those stables, and Miss Rothwell’s father was only going to grant that access to
family.

Callum pushed his chair back and put the book down. As he did, the door opened. He
tensed instantly. He had issued strict instructions that he was not to be disturbed.

“Who is...” he barked, but before he could complete the sentence, his mother, the
dowager duchess, breezed in.

“Itis|, Calum. There is no need to raise your voice,” she said tightly. Her blue eyes
fixed him with a hard stare. Her face was a long oval, her mouth set in a grim, firm
line. Her white hair was drawn back beneath a tasteful grey silk turban, her dress the
same dark grey. Her expression was so determined that Callum almost smiled. She
looked exactly like himself in that moment. Besides his stronger jaw, only their eyes



were different—his eyes were grey like his father’s had been, whereas hers were pale
blue.

“Mother, may | ask why you are here?’ Callum said a little tightly. “I asked not to be
disturbed.”

“Radwell, out,” his mother said to the stable master, inclining her head towards the
door. Mr Radwell glanced at Callum, but stood and pushed back his chair, going to
the door. He went through it silently, swinging it closed behind him.

“Mother?’ Callum demanded, his back tense with anger. “Mr Radwell and | have not
concluded our business. | required his assistance. And | did very clearly ask not to be
disturbed this morning,” he added in a cold tone.

“l am not disturbing,” his mother said lightly. “I am coming in to tell you that
luncheon is ready and that | wish to discuss the plans for the house party. Since you
are insisting on thwarting my plans, you might as well help me to reconstruct them.”
Her voice wastight, her mouth set in ahard line.

“Mother...” Callum protested, the headache he had been ignoring pressing tight into
histemples. “I am not thwarting your plans. | am merely expressing my own wishes.”

“Preference! For that nobody of a woman who comes from some unheard-of hole in
the countryside! Is that what you call it? | call it a lack of any sort of protocol and
decency.”

“Mother.” Calum interrupted, his voice like a whip cracking. “I have told you a
hundred times. | am making a sound business choice. The viscount has the best
Arabian horses. We have none. Since | cannot travel to Arabia to select some for
myself, | am forced to select them from his stable. Which is why | am choosing to
unite myself with their family.” He sniffed. That was all that mattered.



“Surely there is some other way to obtain your precious bloodlines! Y ou cannot make
that person the duchess. | will not see it happen in my lifetime.”

Callum glared. “This is not a matter about the future duchess, Mother. This is about
our stables . The Stanhope bloodlines have always been among the best in England. |
wish that to continue. It is the one thing | can maintain from...how things were,”
Callum concluded roughly. He had inherited an estate in ruins. He had sold off parts
of what he had inherited, including a great deal of property like the London house, in
order to repay the debts. The estate he maintained was a third smaller than what he
had inherited. The least he could do was to maintain the family status as the best
horse-breedersin England.

“What nonsense!” His mother dismissed his words. “It is the future duchess that you
have chosen! And you have made a terrible choice. A nobody, from some wretched
provincial backwater. When you could have had a celebrated debutante from
London’s highest circles! I...”

“Stop. Please ,” Callum shouted. He tensed. He hated raising his voice. His father had
raised his voice, sometimes, and Callum had sworn to himself that he would not be
that kind of man. He wanted to control himself. But his mother pushed him beyond
all reason.

“l will take luncheon, then,” his mother said in a small, tight voice, her blue eyes
widening with shock. She looked down at the floor, apparently wounded by his anger.
“Y ou seem indisposed to company.” She turned and went through the door.

Callum sat down, exhausted, at his desk. All his energy had drained out of him.
“Heavens help me,” he said silently, a prayer for divine guidance. He had struggled

with his beliefs after his father's passing, but if he had ever needed help, it was with
his current decisions. He had never once met Miss Rothwell, and he could not care



less what she looked like, what her character was like, or whether her family were
acceptable. He had long ago decided that he was never going to trust anyone outside
his family with any kind of affection.

“1 do not care about anything else. | just need those horses,” he whispered.

He looked up as someone tapped on the door. He drew a breath, about to shout at
whoever it was, but someone spoke through the wood.

“Callum? Brother? Are you here?’

“Harriet,” Callum called, going towards the door. “Come in. Do,” he added. Harriet
opened the door and slipped in. Her clover-honey hair tumbled around her shoulders;
her blue eyes wide. Her face was dim, like his, but she had their mother’s shorter,
smaller nose instead of hislong, thin one and a neat, pointed chin. She frowned.

“Callum. Areyou quite well?’ she asked softly.

Callum sighed. “1 think you heard that our mother was just in here,” he said carefully.
He did not want to lay all his worries on Harriet’s slight shoulders. At twenty, she
should be enjoying her life, revelling in being newly out in society. Callum had never
had the time to enjoy his youth—at eighteen, he had become the duke, and al the
responsibilities of the household had settled on his shoulders.

“Was sheterribly horrid?’ Harriet asked, her nose wrinkling.

Callum smiled. “You know Mother. A navy captain would have a hard time bossing
her about.” He could talk openly with his sister like that, with no fear of any
misunderstanding. She loved their mother, as he did; and she understood full well that
she could be difficult sometimes.



She nodded. “Even a big navy captain. Like Uncle Gerald.”

Callum chuckled. “Yes. Even he would think twice before making any kind of
argument with Mother.” Their uncle was a commodore in the navy, and even he
tended to avoid any direct conflict with the formidable Duchess of Stallenwood.

Harriet laughed. She went to the door and Calum thought that perhaps he had
avoided laying any worries on her, but at the door, she frowned up at him.

“Are you uneasy about tomorrow?’ she asked him.

Callum sighed. “Not particularly, no,” he answered softly. In truth, he was worried,
but he was not about to tell his sister that fact. The next day, he was departing on a
week-long ride to Sussex, to meet with the viscount, and to make the acquaintance of
Miss Rothwell.

“Oh, good,” his sister said with asmile. “I cannot wait to meet her.”

“Mm.” Calum smiled at her, though his thoughts were elsewhere. “That’s good,
sister,” he said gently. “Now, if you will excuse me, | need to attend to these
wretched books.”

“Of course, brother,” Harriet said with agrin. “But do eat something. It’s cold today.”

Callum smiled fondly at Harriet as she went to the door. “I will,” he promised her.
She grinned at him—a breathtaking, dazzling grin—and then went out into the
hallway.

Callum sighed and sat down at his desk. His heart was heavy. He was going to make
a commitment the next day, and he had still not really obtained his mother’ s blessing.
She was fighting him, and the last thing he needed was fights.



| wonder what she looks like, he thought idly, recalling Harriet’s excitement to see
her. He pushed the thought away. It did not matter to him, as he had told his mother.
The horses and the future of the Stallenwood stables were all that mattered. He ran
his gaze across the line of entries in the breeding book, focusing on the task at hand
so that he could be ready to speak to the viscount when he finally met with him at his

home after aweek of riding.
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“Papal Look here! Thiswound healed up so nicely,” Rosalyn said to her father, who
was talking to the stable master, Mr Hansley, at the entrance to the stables. The scent
of hay and horses was strong in Rosalyn’s nostrils, and she loved it. It was the scent
of her childhood, of her happiest memories growing up. She scraped a fall of blonde
hair out of one eye and squinted at the scar she could see under the mane of the
stallion.

“...and we need to order more bran. What is it, sweetness?’ Rosalyn’s father called,
turning from where he conferred with the serious-faced Mr Hansley.

Rosalyn turned back to what she was doing, which was combing one of their
stallions, Bradford. “The wound on Bradford’s neck,” Rosalyn told her father as he
came over to join her. “It has healed up so nicely. It’sjust asmall scar now.”

Bradford, a part-Arabian thoroughbred, had injured his neck running in the forest—a
branch or something else had sliced into his neck as he ran past it. The wound had
been cleaned and stitched by the village surgeon, who occasionally visited the
Rothwell stable, despite his usual vocation regarding people. It had healed well:
Besides asmall, hairlessline in his russet-red coat, one could see no other indication.

“It looks very good indeed,” Papa replied, smiling. “You're doing a grand job at
grooming him. | have never had the patience that you do. The horses respond well to
it

“Thank you, Papa,” Rosalyn said with a smile. Her father never gave praise lightly,
though he gave it often. She truly had a rapport with the horses, particularly the ones
who spooked easily with other people. Their trust in her gave her more than it did to



the horses themselves. She loved their closeness. The stables were her refuge, the one
place in the world where she was absolutely herself. Since her mother had passed
away five years before, she had spent more and more time there, seeking solace in the
love that the beautiful creatures could give.

“Don’t exhaust yourself, dear. It'salong day today,” Papareminded her gently.

“lI won't, Papa,” Rosalyn said, biting her lip. She felt nauseous just thinking about it.
His Grace, the Duke of Stallenwood, had asked for her hand, and Papa had agreed to
it. And the duke was going to arrive that day to call on them.

It still stunned Rosalyn. Her family were barely known in Court circles and had never
been part of London’s high society. Their income was modest, their estate holdings
not exactly vast. Their horse breeding program was among the very best in England,
though, and that was the sole reason, she imagined, for the duke and for her father to
agree to the match. She could not imagine any other reason why a duke would
involve himself with arelatively obscure and humble family.

| have never even seen him, Rosalyn thought fearfully, her fingers twisting the fabric
of her sleeves in an anxious habit. She shut her hazel-brown eyes for a moment, her
head hurting. She knew nothing whatsoever about the duke. He could be anything at
all—old, young or somewhere in between; ugly, handsome or ordinary-looking. She
was frightened of the very idea—frightened and apprehensive. And she was going to
meet him in afew hours.

She tidied her thick, pale hair, trying to ignore the knot of worry in her stomach.

“l need to go in, now,” her father added gently. “Do not linger too long. It’s cold.”

“Yes, Papa,” Rosalyn said softly. It was cold, though it had yet to snow. In Sussex, it
did not snow heavily—sometimes, not at all. Rosalyn could remember only a handful



of years when it had snowed close to Christmastide. She lifted the brush from where
she had left it balanced on the gatepost and continued her work.

“Hush, there,” she said gently to Bradford, the stallion, as she combed his coat. He
snorted and stamped, and Rosalyn took a deep breath. Her own anxious mood was
communicating itself to him.

“I"ll let you rest now,” she told the horse, stroking his head gently. As she went to the
door of the stables, she heard voices. She tensed instantly, peering out. Her father was
walking up the gravel drive with a strange man.

Her heart thudded wildly. The man must be the Duke of Stallenwood.

Rosalyn looked down at her gown. She was wearing a threadbare white velvet dress
that she hardly ever used and she could only imagine how her hair looked. The duke
stood ten paces away. She studied him, heart racing.

The duke was tall; an inch taller than Papa, who was not a short man. He had a dlim
but athletic build, his tight buckskin riding breeches showing firmly muscled legs and
well-formed calves. His face was long and slim, his mouth a grim line. His hair was
jet black. He wore knee-length riding boots and something about his stance made her
think he rode often; his posture upright, his legs strong. His shirt collar reached up to
his ears, white and stiff. His cravat was sparsely tied, as though he could not be
bothered to expend energy on frivolity. She could not read the expression on his
face—it was what she could only describe asicy.

“His grace the duke wished to view our stables,” Papa greeted her. She gasped,
realising he had noticed her presence. The duke was looking at her. Her cheeks
burned. “May | have the honour of presenting to you his grace, the Duke of
Stallenwood?’ Papa added with an awkward grimace.



Rosalyn drew in a breath. The duke was staring at her, but his gaze was far from
friendly, and her stomach tightened. His eyes were grey, the exact colour of the
leaden sky, and his glance was coldly assessing, as though she was a horse for sale.
She reddened, anger mixing with awkwardness.

“Your Grace,” she murmured. She had learned etiquette, and she knew the exact
depth of curtsey appropriate to offer a duke. Yet as she did so, her knees were
trembling. His expression was so cold, his grey eyes so assessing, that it scared her.

“Your Grace, may | present my daughter, the Honourable Miss Rothwell?’ Papa
addressed the duke. The duke inclined his head, the barest of nods, and bowed low to
Rosalyn. Hiswintry gaze held hers for amoment as he straightened.

“Good afternoon, Miss Rothwell.”

His voice was neither high nor low, a middle-toned voice that was soft and resonant
and which, for some unfathomabl e reason, tied her stomach in knots.

“Good afternoon,” she managed to say, though her heart was racing, her palms wet
with perspiration.

The duke turned to her father. “Shall we go on, my lord?’ he asked Papa coolly. “I
wish to see your stable.”

How rude! Rosalyn thought angrily. He had not even had the courtesy to take teawith
the family and already he was demanding a look at the stables. He had travelled for a
week from the Midlands to Sussex, and, still, he could not find the manners to take a
cup of teafirst. She bristled and glared at him. He caught her stare, and she blushed.
His own look was mild, as if her anger did not touch him.

He does not seem to care if we—some small, provincial family—are angry with him,



Rosalyn thought crossly.

“Our stud stallions are on opposite ends of the stable,” her father was explaining as he
led the duke into the stables. “ At the door we have Wildfire, and Starlight is on the
other side.” One of the horses near the door neighed as he saw Papa. It was Chestnut,
his hunting stallion. He always greeted Papa like that. Rosalyn followed her father,
unsure what else to do.

“Mm. Both are Arabian?’ the duke asked mildly.

“They are,” Papareplied.

He seemed to have no idea of courtesy or decency. He had barely even glanced at her.
She looked at Papa, willing him to say something. Surely, he should address the
rudeness?

“You have your own breeding program with the two and your mares?’ the duke
asked.

Rosalyn opened her mouth, about to say that they had bred severa fine foals aready,
but Papa spoke first.

“We have,” hereplied almost nervoudly.

“Fine,” the duke said icily.

Chestnut neighed again and Papa went over to stroke him. Rosalyn looked up at the
duke uncomfortably. He was standing close to her, and the enormity of the situation
hit her like afist. She did not know him at all. She could not think of a single thing to
say to him. But in a few weeks, they would be living at Stallenwood Park together.
He was a cold, silent stranger who seemed to be assessing and judging herself and her



family at their small, provincial home.

She looked away, racking her brains to think of what to say.

“He must be two years old?’ the duke asked coolly. She jumped. She had not
expected him to say anything.

“Two and a half,” Rosalyn replied neutrally. She kept her voice firm, though she was
secretly impressed, despite her anger, by his astute observation. It took a
knowledgeable breeder to be able to guess a horse's age, and she could not help but
be impressed by that.

“Mm. Y ou have owned him since he was afoal?’ His eyes were impossible to read.
“A yearling,” Rosalyn replied. She could not help smiling at the recollection of
Chestnut when he arrived. He had been amost full-grown, around the height of her
shoulder; all long chestnut legs and swiveling ears and swishing tail.

“Heisquitetall,” the duke commented.

“Mm. His sire was very tall. Smoke, his name was. A black thoroughbred.” She
recalled the stallion—imposing and cool-tempered, quite different to their loveable
chestnut foal.

“Who owned him?’ the duke asked.

Rosalyn frowned. That was a secret of their own breeding program, not to be given
lightly to a stranger. But then, she thought as a sudden flush crept into her cheeks, he

was not a stranger. In a month’s time, he would be her husband.

Her easy rapport with him was instantly replaced with awkwardness. She looked



down at her toes, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. Her cheeks were burning
with heat as he looked at her and she realised that he must be thinking the same thing.

“Rosalyn, sweetness?’ her father called her, saving her from having to reply. She
looked up.

“Yes, Papa?’

“Mayhap you can show his grace your mare? Y ou have done so much of her training
yourself that | would hesitate to show her without you.”

“Marmalade?’ Rosalyn blinked. Why should the duke see her horse, Marmalade? She
was an eight-year-old mare, who Rosalyn had ridden since she was a teenager. She
had begun riding her at fifteen, and now, after Rosalyn’s twentieth birthday, they had
shared five years together. They were inseparable friends.

“Y es. Sheisone of our best mares.”

Rosalyn turned to the stall where her horse, Marmalade, stood, whickering a greeting
to her over the doorway.

“Easy, lass,” Rosalyn murmured, stroking her nose. Marmal ade followed her without
the need for a bridle, which was, Rosalyn realised, why her father had asked her to
lead the mare out. Marmalade followed her like that, but she would not follow anyone
else.

“Fine. Fine,” the duke praised as Marmalade trotted past him. She was a beautiful
horse. She was fifteen hands tall—a good height for a thoroughbred mare—and she
had a broad, deep chest and strong legs. She carried her head proudly, her thick mane
tossing and her white coat glossy in the late-morning light. It was a sunny day, but it
was icy cold out in the paddock. Rosalyn’s teeth chattered as she drew her shawl



closer around her shoulders.

“Sheis eight years old,” Papa was explaining. Rosalyn stopped focusing on them and
focused instead on Marmalade. She held up her hand and the horse came to sniff it,
tossing her head back in imitation of Rosalyn, who tossed back her own. Rosalyn
ached to run because if she did, Marmalade would run with her, showing off her even
gait. But the thought of running in front of a stranger made her flush. The duke was
so cold and remote that he would almost certainly be shocked by any breach of
etiguette.

“Easy, sweetling,” she said to Marmalade, reaching up to stroke her forehead. “Are
you going to rear for me?’ She lifted her hand, practising a signal that she had taught
her horse—or tried to—long ago, when she was fifteen and Marmalade was three.
She had exercised for countless hours with the horse, but she had only ever done this
particular thing a few times, and Marmalade had only managed to understand her
gesture once before. This time, Marmalade reared up on her back feet and then
brought her front feet, muscled and heavy, crashing down onto the earth in front of
her.

“Whoa! Good girl! Good girl!” Rosalyn praised. A delighted grin spread across her
face. The duke slipped from her notice, and she reached up to stroke her horse’s head,
hugging her neck in delight and appreciation of the unexpected gesture. Marmalade
snorted, snuffing in Rosalyn’s hair. Rosalyn stroked her head again, then glanced
across at the duke.

He was staring straight at her.
Rosalyn went cold and looked away hastily, her heart thudding in her chest.

Embarrassment and confuson washed through her. His gaze was focused,
unreadable.



Why is he staring? she asked herself. She tucked a strand of blonde hair behind one
ear, heart thumping hard. Maybe he was staring because she looked untidy. She
glanced down at her tatty dress and worn-out boots.

Her father was saying something—she could hear his low voice as he talked, but she
could not make out the words. She did not hear the duke reply and she risked a glance
at them as she turned to lead Marmalade out. The duke' s gaze met hers again. He
stared for a second and then looked down, as if he had noticed that she had seen him
staring. She was closer when he looked up, and his expression was utterly unreadable.
Whatever he was thinking, she ssimply could not guess.

Those grey eyes are so cold, she thought with a shiver. She risked a glance at him
from the stable door, studying his features more closely. His mouth was a thin line,
his chin hard. His jet-black hair was cut severely short. His nose was slim and well-
formed, and his face was hard, his cheekbones high and very dlight wrinkles framing
his mouth at the corners. She shivered again and looked away.

“Thank you, sweetness,” her father called to her gently. Rosalyn understood that he
wanted her to take her horse back to her stall. She went through the door, fighting not
to look back, and stabled Marmalade and then went outside again. Papa was still
talking, his posture suggesting that it was a serious matter. Rosalyn’s heart thudded
hard.

Her father looked up, smiled and waved her closer. She walked over reluctantly,
swallowing her fear and tension about being so close to the duke. She avoided his

eye, looking instead at her father.

“His grace and | will go to the house to talk,” her father said awkwardly. “If you
would prefer to stay at the stable, then you are of course welcome to do so.”

Rosalyn swallowed. “Of course, Papa,” she said swiftly. “I will remain here. Good



day to you both,” she added, though her throat was so tight that she could barely get
the words out.

“Good day,” the duke said coldly.

Her father smiled; his brown eyes set in wrinkles that showed whenever he grinned.
She knew he was trying to reassure her, his concern evident in his dark eyes. Then he
turned and walked with the duke towards the house. Rosalyn stayed where she was
for afew minutes, then rushed back into the stables.

“Should | go to take stock of the feed, my lady?’ Mr Hensley asked her. Rosalyn
jumped. She had thought she was unobserved. She nodded.

“Yes. Please, Mr Hendley. | will complete my grooming of the horses.”

“Very good, my lady.”

Rosalyn remained rooted to the spot, too flustered to move. He is here to finalise the
arrangement with Papa , she thought, her stomach churning. It was an arrangement
that involved her—no, more than involved her; she was at the very heart of it.

“That man has no decency,” she said softly but angrily. He had come to see the
stables, that was all. He had barely spared a glance at her.

Except that he did. He was staring at me for half the time, she reminded herself. She
shivered and tucked her hair into its bun. He was probably shocked by my tatty
appearance, she thought sadly. His gaze had given nothing away, but she hesitated to
call it an admiring stare.

“Well, | don’t want his admiration,” she told her horse firmly. He was horrid, cold
and frosty and she did not like him at all. She bit her lip. He was going to be part of



her life soon. An inescapable reality was looming closer every moment.

“Heavens help me,” she whispered, her fingers moving involuntarily to the little pearl
cross that she wore around her neck—it had belonged to her mother, and she wore it
aways, atalisman to keep her safe. Her fingers closed around it where it lay under
her dress, over her heart.

“Sister?’ avoice called. “ Sister? Where are you?’

“Sebastian! I'm here,” Rosalyn called, recognising her brother’s voice. She went
towards the door in time to see him striding up the path towards the stable. He was
dressed in a black tailcoat, a high-necked white shirt and long dark grey trousers. Of
all the family, Sebastian was most often in London, and he dressed accordingly.

He smiled, a grin lighting up his long, thin face. He looked exactly like their
father—or, exactly like he must have looked twenty years ago. At twenty-five,
Sebastian was the eldest of the siblings and managed the estate alongside Papa,
though he took more interest in investing and finance than Papa ever had. He looked
into her eyes and a worried expression shadowed his features.

“Areyou quite well, sister? Y ou seem troubled.”

“No, | am quite well,” Rosalyn said quickly. As the eldest sister and the one who had
managed the household since their mother’s passing, she was accustomed to
appearing more cheerful than she felt.

“Comeon. Let’sgo indoors,” Sebastian said gently.

Rosalyn walked with him out of the stables. She looked up at him, overwhelmed with
gratitude for his being there. “1 am so glad you' re back from London,” she said softly.



“So am |!” Sebastian grinned. “1 feel like when | was at school. Escaping Eton for the
Christmas season was one of my favourite parts of the year.”

“Yes! It was grand to have you home for Christmas,” Rosalyn said, sighing too at the
memory.

“l am glad you felt that way,” Sebastian said with a chuckle. “I could be a terror
when | came back for the holidays.”

“Remember the time you climbed the oak tree and got stuck?’ Rosalyn asked.

“1 did not get stuck,” Sebastian said, sniffing as if affronted. “I simply rested up
there.”

“For an hour?’ Rosalyn teased.

They both laughed.

“1t was not just me. We were both frightfully naughty when we were children—not
just me,” Sebastian commented with a laugh. “Remember when we stole flowers

from the garden at the neighbour’s house in London? Or when | stole mince pies
from the kitchen?’

“They were so hot,” Rosalyn recalled. “They had just come out of the oven. And we
tried to eat them.”

“Yes!” Sebastian was laughing heartily, a big grin lighting his face. “ The cook heard
us screaming and that rather gave us away.”

Rosalyn laughed aloud, her shoulders shaking with amusement as she remembered.
“You screamed so loudly! And then we were both laughing.”



“Indeed,” Sebastian said with a grin. “Those were grand times.”

“Mm.” Rosalyn closed her eyes for a moment, recalling her childhood Christmases.
Sometimes there had been snow—usually not more than ankle-deep—but they had
sledged and played outside for hours. Inside the hall, greenery and candles adorned
the rooms, and the kissing bough—a ball of greenery with red apples suspended in
the centre—was hung at the back of the ballroom. Her heart twisted as she recalled
how joyous she had been, watching her happy parents laugh and smile at each other.

“You tried so hard to hold us together after...after...” Sebastian coughed. Rosalyn
swallowed. She guessed that he had thought of Mama, just as she had. Her heart
ached.

“1 did. Thank you, Sebastian,” she said, her throat feeling tight. He was one of the
only members of the family who acknowledged that—that she had tried so hard to be
strong when Mama had passed away, that she had done her best to do what Mama
would have wanted and to keep the family as cohesive and strong as it had been when
she was dlive. As it happened, she did not need to try that hard—apart from Papa
withdrawing into silences, which he still occasionally did, they had remained as close
as ever. She gazed up at Sebastian, her heart filled with love.

“You are so strong, sister,” Sebastian said gently, his gaze holding hers. “So much
stronger than you know. You carried us all for a while. Those are very capable
shoulders.” He shoved her playfully on the shoulder, lightening the mood.

Rosalyn smiled up at him, unable to speak for a moment. “Thank you,” she said
softly. “Thank you, brother. You have no idea what that means to me.” She had
needed to hear those exact words. Perhaps she could do it. At least for the rest of the
evening.

Sebastian just smiled. “Now,” he said slowly, “I reckon we ought to go indoors. It's



chilly out here.”

“Yes,” Rosalyn replied, becoming aware that she was shivering and that it was, in
fact, extremely cold. She walked with Sebastian to the door and drew a breath, then
stepped into the room. She was strong, and she could face whatever awaited, as long
as there were horses and a stable to keep her sane where she was going. Or she would
try to face the cold, horrid duke, and forget about him until she had to.
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Callum gazed out of the window at the garden below. He had travelled for a week
from Sussex to his Midlands home, and during that time the light covering of snow
over the landscape had melted. The leafless trees stood along the drive like sentinels
and the sky was leaden over the dark landscape. It was barren and dark, like his
mood. He tried to forget about the journey he had just made. It was too confusing,
calling up questions he would rather not answer.

“Your Grace?’ the butler called from the doorway.
“Yes?' Callum asked alittle frostily. He did not like to be disturbed.

“Your Grace, your mother was asking for you. Her grace is downstairs in the dining
room.”

Callum’s brow creased in a frown. He had avoided discussions with his mother since
his return, but he could not avoid her eternally. She was planning for the house
party—twenty guests staying for three weeks required rooms to be tidied, menus to
be written, the ballroom to be cleaned and a host of other tasks. Mother oversaw all of
the preparations, but even with al that work, she would certainly find time to argue
with him about his choice of duchess.

“ She requested that you await her in the drawing room, Y our Grace.”

“1 will wait here,” Callum said lightly. He thanked the fellow absently. The butler
paused to tidy on the way out. The tray that he lifted from the table caught the
firelight, flashing a rich bronzy gold. Calum winced as an image of Miss Rothwell
flashed into his mind, conjured by the bronzed tones that matched, exactly, the colour



of her hair.

Stop thinking about her, he told himself firmly. He recalled her tumbledown locks
and that bright smile, as bright as sunshine on a frozen landscape. She had been
disarming, and easy to talk to. That had been unexpected.

So, | will be able to tolerate her without escaping into the countryside on long rides
too often, he told himself angrily. Why does that seem to have captured my thoughts
so much?

He turned away, determined to stop wandering in a mire of thoughts of Miss
Rothwell. It had been hard enough on the long ride back to focus—alone, his mind
wandered to her far more often than he would like. It was uncomfortable and it
bothered him.

“Son. There you are!” his mother greeted him as she glided in through the door from
the hallway. “I need your opinion on a matter. Should | put Lord Bronham and his
wife in the South suite? As an earl, | think the best view ought to go to him.”

“1 think you have afar better idea of these mattersthan | do,” Callum ground out.

“Oh, son! Do pay some interest to this party! It's Christmas!” His mother said
crossly. “I have been working for weeks, and you barely even looked at the menu
plans and the guest list. Must | do thisall by myself?’

Callum sighed. He could not help feeling a little guilty. What his mother said was
true, after all—she had been working hard.

“Mother, you have put a magnificent effort into the house party,” he said slowly.
“Truly, you have. But | have other matters weighing on my shoulders. The horses
need adequate feed to last the winter, and it is particularly cold. Seeing to their



regular exercise is aso difficult,” he explained, hoping that she would not guess he
had other matters on his mind as well. Matters like the woman he had met in Sussex
and who would be the new duchess in a matter of weeks.

"I did need to ask you something,” his mother began. “| was ordering some greenery
to be cut for the house party. To decorate the ballroom and make the kissing boughs
and so on. Have you any restrictions on where we can gather the branches in the
woods adjoining the park?’

Calum frowned. “Not that | know of,” he replied blankly. The verderers who
managed the estate woods had not told him that parts of it needed particular
protecting during the winter. “But surely, we will not be hanging the green boughs
now?’ he asked. “That is for the day before Christmas.” That was a well-established
tradition throughout the country. The house would be decorated the day before
Christmas, and then the Christmas boughs would remain there until Epiphany the
following year.

His mother stared at him. “We will be hanging the boughs in a week’s time,” she
answered. “If enough greenery can be located and gathered by then.”

“Mother! |Is that not a rather radical notion?’ Calum exclamed. The tradition
dictated that the branches be hung the day before. Many people believed that flouting

the custom would invite dreadful ill luck.

His mother shrugged. “We have a need for decoration. How is the party supposed to
seem even alittle bit festive, if we have nothing to show that it is Christmastide?’

Callum sighed. He knew better than to argue with his mother. He shrugged.

“As you wish,” he said, feeling drained. He turned to the butler. “Find whatever
greenery you can for Her Grace's decorations.”



“Yes, Your Grace.” He bowed and withdrew.

Cdlum looked at his mother tiredly. “When will we commence the ball this
evening?’ he asked.

“At eight of the clock. We will be hosting an early tea. Some of the guests will be
arriving earlier and we will be expected to offer them refreshment.” She raised a
brow, as though insisting that he be there on time.

Calum sighed again. “Y es, Mother.”

She was about to reply, when avoice called from the hallway.

“Brother? | needed to ask you something...”

“Harriet!” Callum called with somerelief. “I am in the drawing room.”

“Oh, good,” Harriet replied, hurrying in through the door. She turned and looked at
their mother and then looked back at Callum. “l can wait for you, if you are

occupied...?" A thin line appeared on her brow.

“I believe we had discussed all the matters we needed to discuss,” Calum said
swiftly. He gazed at their mother. She nodded.

“1 think we have discussed all that we needed to,” she said tightly. Her eyes fixed on
Callum asiif to suggest that their discussion would continue, and would not be limited
to decorations and tea-times. She turned and walked out of the room.

Harriet gazed up at Callum. “Brother, is aught the matter?’

“Nothing, sister,” Callum answered tiredly.



“Is Mama angry?’ Harriet asked anxioudly. “ She was shouting. | heard her voice in
the hallway.” She was always worried by raised voices and disruption, her gentle
nature distressed by any sort of argument.

“It was not anything serious, sister,” Callum said gently. “She and | just have a
difference of opinion. A few opinions. Like, whether or not cabbage should be served
at Christmas dinner.” He chuckled. He did not like the taste of cabbage—a fact
known by everyone in the house—while his mother insisted that it be served as a
winter vegetable. Harriet smiled.

“You and your cabbage,” she said with a laugh. She was chuckling, the earlier
worries forgotten, and that was all that Callum wanted.

“Have you been out to the stable?’ Callum asked Harriet. She was a keen rider, and
the horses helped her to ignore the rising tension in the house. She nodded.

“1 was out yesterday. | took Buttercup for aride. It was very cold. | did not want to
overexercise her.”

“Quite correct,” Calum nodded, walking out into the hallway. He stopped,
remembering something. Mother’s house party would be arriving later on in the day,
and he had to plan what he was going to wear to the ball that night. He had not given
it athought.

“Brother? Will all the guests from Sussex aso arrive today?’ Harriet asked him, her
blue eyes wide as she gazed up at him.

“Yes,” Callum replied. “Or, at least | presume so. Mother expects them,” he added,
sounding purposely disinterested.

“I look forward to meeting them,” Harriet told him, her smile hesitant and shy as she



gazed up at him.

“You are adear sister,” Callum said fondly. He had reached his bedroom door, and he
turned in the doorway, inclining his head. “I must plan my outfit for tonight before
my manservant works himself into a state of frenzy.”

“Brother! The ball istonight! Have you really no idea yet what you are going to wear
toit?

“None whatsoever,” he assured her. “I can only hope | settle on something that will
not also give our mother afit of apoplexy.”

Harriet giggled. Callum inclined his head in a slight bow and opened his bedroom
door. Harriet was still laughing as he retreated inside and shut it behind him.

He stared blankly at his open wardrobe. Rows of neatly starched shirts appeared
before his blank gaze, the collars high and the sleeves long. Beside them hung a few
tailcoats—thick velvet, appropriate for winter. The colours ranged from sombre grey
to deep blue to black. Trousers and knee breeches in similar shades hung beside them.

Callum sighed and reached for a pair of dark knee-breeches, holding them up to
assess the colour in the brighter light afforded by the fireplace. It was dark grey.

“Those are sufficient,” Callum murmured to himself and selected a dark blue tail coat
at random, adding a high-necked shirt as he tossed the pile over the chair-back. He
gazed at his selection. It was tasteful, restrained and nothing out of the ordinary. That
was as he wished it to be. He wondered, briefly, at the door, what Miss Rothwell
might think of his outfit. He pushed the thought away. She was hardly there to gawp
at what he wore.

He was about to go out when avivid recollection of Miss Rothwell cannoned into his



mind. He remembered her slender hand reaching up to stroke her horse, the gentle
way she spoke to the mare. He had been impressed by her handling of the horses, her
easy confidence and unconcealed care. She will love our stable, he thought with a
small grin.

“She doesn’'t have to,” he told himself aloud. She was just there to bring her family
connections and access to the stable.

He sighed. A sudden invasion of chattering, energetic guests was not something he
liked. He looked out of the window and tensed, seeing a coach approaching.

His stomach knotted and he wondered briefly who it was. It could be the Rothwell
coach. He stiffened, his body tensing in apprehension and some strange feeling he
could not name. He turned from the window and went to the door. He had guests to
greet.
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“...and how delightful it will be to have such varied company! | can hardly wait to
dance with so many new people! How truly grand it shall be!” Georgina s excited
voice filled the coach, her tone thrumming with anticipation. Her brown eyes were
wide with delight, her red velvet dress warming the spicy chestnut tones of her hair.

“The duke's house will be very grand, | expect,” Isabel, more practical, interjected.
“Will we be suitably dressed, sister?” Her pretty, soft face was pale, her black
hair—identical to their father—making it seem paler still. Rosalyn glanced from her
sisters towards Sebastian. He chuckled.

“| assure you, dear sister, that your dresses would be suitable for London. And further
north, almost certainly.” He grinned, catching Rosalyn’s eye. “They’re more distant
from the centre of fashion up here in the Midlands than we are.”

Rosalyn acknowledged his kind words with a smile. He understood, clearly, how
nervous she was.

Both of her sisters were simply too excited about the prospect of three weeks at the
duke's country estate. At eighteen, Georgina was full of life and excitement, newly
debuted into society. Isabel, two years younger, had debuted the same year since Papa
thought it unfair that the two could not enjoy parties together. Rosalyn agreed. | sabel
was very quiet and serious, and having her debut with her lively, spirited elder sister
would make it more pleasant for her.

"We're amost there!l” Georgina called out. “Look! | think | can see something.” She
gestured through the window, pointing at the top of the hill. Sebastian let out a loud
exclamation.



“Oh! Look. | think that it is on the hilltop there. There are some turrets to be seen,
there, if you look.”

Rosalyn’s stomach was tied in a queasy knot. She looked out of the window and saw
turrets there, just visible above the snow-covered trees.

The duke's home slowly appeared, and her stomach knotted up even more with
apprehension. The place was even more grim and imposing than she had imagined. It
was three floors high and made of grey stone and had evidently been added to over
the centuries; part of it fairly modern, with a facade based on Roman designs. The
section behind it was more like a fortress than a manor, though the architecture came
from only ahundred years before. It sported several ornamental turrets, built in atime
when turrets were revived as a fashionable feature. Trees clustered about the grim,
grey building, their bare branches reaching up against the grey sky. The section
behind truly was old. It could have been built in the Dark Ages, to judge from its
grim appearance. Small windows, barely more than a few inches across, dotted the
thick, ancient stone. Rosalyn shivered and drew her pelisse tighter about her.

It looks so foreboding, she thought with a shudder. A grim, dark sort of a place.

Papa alighted first. Rosalyn took their father’ s hand, jumping down. Her ankles jarred
on the stone of the drive. She winced, feeling the cold even through the soles of her
white outdoor boots.

“Looks quite large,” Sebastian commented, his breath a plume of steam intheicy air.

“Mm.” Rosalyn watched her own breath in the cold air, focusing on that for a second
before looking up at the imposing, frightening structure, to calm her nerves.

“Ah. That must be his grace,” Sebastian said, the title said with some irony. Rosalyn
had to smile. Sebastian had barely exchanged a word with the duke when he visited,



and evidently, he had found him as rude and displeasing as Rosalyn herself had. “And
his mother, | suppose,” he added, squinting up at the stairs. “ And someone else, too.”
His voice softened with those words, and Rosalyn gazed up, studying the three on the
steps. Her palms were suddenly wet with nervous perspiration, her heart thudding.

The duke stood there, his tall, imposing form drawing her eye immediately. He was
wearing a black tailcoat and a matching top-hat, and she could not see the expression
on his face—they were still too far away—~but his posture was stiff and unbending,
radiating cold displeasure. She shivered.

Beside him stood a woman with elegantly styled white hair partly covered with a grey
turban headdress—quite the fashion for older married ladies and widows alike. She
wore a dark grey dress and her expression, as Rosalyn walked nearer, seemed even
colder than the duke's. Her steel-blue eyes barely even focused on the group as they
approached the foot of the stairs. Sebastian halted where he stood beside Rosalyn and
she frowned, then saw that his eyes were focusing on the third person on the steps.
She followed his gaze and spotted a slim young woman with the same longer face as
the duke's, her pale blonde hair bright against the dark stone behind. She wore a dark
grey pelisse, a white gown just visible below. Her eyes were soft blue, and her
expression was shy and hesitant when she studied Sebastian. Rosalyn smiled.

While she had never experienced rea attraction before, the spark of something she
instantly recognised seemed to pass from Sebastian to the young woman. Her grin
widened as their group moved forward, and the young woman instinctively stepped
closer to her brother, the duke. She went hesitantly up the stairs with her family to the
large terrace. She was glad of Sebastian’s protective presence beside her, shielding
her from the dowager duchess' steely blue gaze.

“Your Grace! Good afternoon,” Papa greeted the duke formally. He bowed. “Good
afternoon, Your Grace,” he added, turning to the duchess. “My lady,” he addressed
the young woman, bowing to her. “I believe we have not had the honour of an



introduction.”

“Good afternoon, my lord,” the duke greeted Papa. He nodded to Sebastian. “Mr
Rothwell, Miss Rothwell.” He acknowledged Rosalyn with a mere tilt of the head.
His eyes met hers for a moment and she looked away, her stomach twisting with
some emotion she could not place. Her heart was racing.

The duke turned to her father. “I have not had the honour of meeting your other
daughters,” he added. “So, | regrettably cannot greet them by name. May | have the
honour of introducing you to my mother, the dowager Duchess of Stallenwood, and
to my sister, Lady Harriet?' he gestured to the two women beside him. “1 suggest we
all come in from the cold,” he added, stepping back so that Rosalyn and her family
could proceed into the manor.

Rosalyn walked stiffly, conscious of the gaze of the duke and his mother as she
passed by them. Their eyes were cold, assessing. Her heart twisted, her stomach tying
itself in knots.

“This is pleasant,” Papa commented, either ignoring the frosty unwelcoming gaze of
the duke and his mother, or oblivious to it. “Now, | can make the proper
introductions. Your Grace, may | have the honour of introducing my younger
daughters? This is Miss Georgina Rothwell, my second-eldest daughter, and Miss
|sabel Rothwell, my youngest.”

“Good afternoon,” the duke said coldly. His gaze dlid past the two sisters and Rosalyn
turned to them to apologise for his rudeness, but they were both looking around,
barely aware of him, and she had to smile. They had both curtseyed politely, but the
duke could have been eight feet tall and cast in bronze and they would not even have
noticed. His home was clearly much more interesting than he was. Georgina was
gazing round-eyed up at the high ceiling, while Isabel was studying the columns by
the door in away that made Rosalyn know she was ng the age of the place.



“The ball will commence at eight of the clock,” the dowager duchess said, the first
time she had spoken since they all arrived. “| presume you would wish to settle into
your chambers and perhaps take some tea before readying for the ball?’

Her words sounded polite, but there was a forceful coldness behind them, and the
message was clear. Go up to your rooms, she was saying. Our other guests will be
arriving, and | am otherwise occupied.

Her gaze met the duchess' for a second, but the older woman barely acknowledged
her; her own gaze dliding away in a way that suggested she had no interest in
knowing her.

Rosalyn swallowed hard, the dismissal of that glance burning. She looked over to her
father and brother, in dire need of their support. Sebastian caught her gaze and
smiled. She drew in a breath, the warmth exactly what she needed. He inclined his
head to the stairs, indicating that she should go first. Georgina and Isabel joined her,
and they all proceeded up the stairs together.

“How grand,” Georgina whispered as they moved along the hallway. The butler had
joined them at the foot of the stairs, and he led them along an upstairs corridor and to
the right, their footsteps loud on the stone floor. “I half thought that it would be a
fortress inside, but it is rather fine.” Her tone was admiring as her dark eyes moved
over the long hallway.

“It is very old,” Isabel pointed out quietly as they moved towards a wooden door.
“The columns on the inside of the door could be as old as the fifteenth century.”

“That old?” Rosalyn blinked, her throat tightening with nerves. The duke and
dowager duchess were frightening enough without the notion that their family had
ruled the area for four hundred years.



“I think so,” Isabel replied and went on to describe what made her decide that the
columns were from four hundred years before. Rosalyn would usually have been
interested, but she was barely listening, every sense aware of the duke. He was in the
hallway—she could hear his voice echoing in the corridor. She strained to hear what
he was saying. He was talking to Sebastian.

“...and you and your family will occupy the West Suite. If you would like, we could
visit the stables tomorrow. | am currently involved with preparations, and | am
certain you would wish to rest awhile.” His voice was cool, detached. It had a middie-
range pitch, cold and wintry and more accustomed to giving orders than to dinnertime
conversation. Rosalyn shivered. She had never met such a cold, pitilessindividual.

“Thank you. | would find that most agreeable.” Sebastian’s answer was tight and
clipped. Rosalyn smiled, cheered by the fact that her brother clearly disliked the duke,
possibly even more than she did.

“Ah! Daughters. Shall we go in?’ Papa walked briskly over to join them. “Georgina
and Isabel? | understand that you will be sharing the lilac room next door. Sebastian,
Rosalyn and | will be sharing the West Suite. | trust that is agreeable to you?’ He
smiled a little uncertainly at the two younger women, but Georgina let out a small
squeak of delight.

“Yes, Papal That is perfect. But we shall see you often, will we not, Rosy?’ she asked
Rosalyn with afrown.

“All the time,” Rosalyn assured them. She felt a little sorrowful—she would have
liked to share a room with her sisters, but at the same time, having a bedroom to
herself would be welcome. Her mood was so heavy, and it felt good to have a space
to allow her sorrow to show. She was doing her best to conceal it from her sisters, so
as not to spoil their Christmas.



“Hurray!” Georgina declared loudly. She saw the duke frown and covered her mouth
hastily with her hand. “Come on. Let’s go in. Will our luggage be brought up, Papa?’
she asked their father. “1 need to hang my ballgown up so that it does not crease.”

“lI am sure that it will be brought up any moment,” their father assured them. Rosalyn
glanced at the duke, who nodded frostily at Papa in reply to his assurance. “Thank
you, Your Grace,” Papa added to the duke. “We will go in and make ready to join
you for tea.”

Rosalyn could not help but be pleased by the way the duke’s eyes narrowed alittlein
offence, as though he had not expected to be so politely but obviously dismissed. She
was smiling as she went ahead of Sebastian and Papa into the suite.

“Not bad,” Sebastian replied, looking around the space. They were standing in a
small parlour, from which exited three doors.

“1 will take that room,” Rosalyn suggested, indicating the door on the left. It was
closest to her sisters room, and was, she guessed, not too warm either, since it
appeared to face east. It would receive morning sun, but none in the afternoon. She
worried for Papa's fingers—his joints ached in cold weather, swollen and knotted
from years of riding. He would be better suited to a warmer room.

Papa objected, then shrugged, seeing her resolute face.

Rosalyn chuckled, then went into her room and shut the door. She let out along sigh.
The relief of being alone for a moment after a week of aimost non-stop coach travel
was overwhelming. She sat down on the bed and shut her eyes, head sinking back
into the sumptuous pillows. The room was smaller than the one she had at home, but
much more richly decorated, the walls covered in flocked-silk wallpaper with a
pattern of roses, the bedlinen dark green and satiny. A French window |looked out
onto the grounds below. She stood and gazed out. The landscape was wintry, the



ground black and bare between the |eafless trees. She shivered.

“Itisas cold asthey are,” she said aloud. The duke and his mother were a frightening
prospect—both icy, both seeming unyielding and pitiless.

A knock at the door startled her.

“Sister?’ Georgina called; her voice soft because of the thick wood of the door. “It’s
us! Canyou let usin?’ She sounded breathless and excited.

“Of course,” Rosalyn said, feeling her weariness lift alittle. She went to the door and
her sisters burst in, al giggles and laughter, dispelling the weariness at once.

“You must see our chamber! It's beautiful! Lilac silk bedclothes and flocked silk
wallpaper and alovely mantelpiece,” Georgina said excitedly.

“You have alovely chamber, too,” Isabel commented gently. She looked around, her
big dark eyestaking it all in.

“The duke! Heis...heis handsome, is he not?’ Georgina asked shyly.

“He seemed quiet,” Isabel commented.

Rosalyn let out a sigh. Her sisters were evidently as unsure of him as she was, but she
was touched by their efforts not to comment anything negative. She paused, not sure
how to tell her sisters that she was tired and all she wished was to rest until the ball.
She was saved from reply by a knock on the outer door.

“My lady? Your luggage is here,” awoman’s voice called through the wood.

“Please, bring it in,” Rosalyn replied, going to open the door.



“Oh! What if ours comes too?’ Georgina declared breathlessly. “We must go to our
chamber! | need to hang up my dress so that the creases smooth out.”

“Of course,” Rosalyn said, relieved.

“We will seeyou later,” Isabel told Rosalyn as they went to the door.

“Yesl We're going to come to your room to dress!” Georgina called out cheerily.
“Just like at home! Thisis so exciting...”

Rosalyn had to smile as the two younger women hurried out of her room. Once they
had gone, the footmen brought in the big box containing her luggage. When they, too,
had departed, Rosalyn went to the box and opened it. On the top, packed so that she
could access it on the first day of her arrival, was her blue evening gown. She took it
out and hung it on the wardrobe door. The velvet skirts had creased dlightly, Georgina
was right, but in afew hours, she was sure it would be ready. She gazed at it, a dlight
tremor of apprehension in her stomach.

“1 shall think nothing of it,” she told herself calmly. Inside, she was aflutter with a
mix of emotions, but she had to tell herself that she was indifferent to it al. She had
to be indifferent to the guests, to the duchess and especially the duke. She was not
indifferent, not at all—she was angry, offended and aware of him, acutely so. But
indifference was the only way she was going to be able to attend the ball and remain
sane. So, indifferent she would be. At least for the next few hours.
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Callum surveyed the ballroom from where he stood on the steps. The chandeliers
were glittering with a hundred candles, the light pouring down on the ballroom. The
floor, of pale marble tiles, was polished so that it, too, shone, and the white-painted
walls just added to the glowing, bright impression of the space. Trestle tables were set
out here and there, laden with delicacies or glasses into which footmen poured wine
or cordial. The air smelled of a mix of beeswax polish, perfume and the hot, waxy
smell of the candles. Callum breathed in and tried to feel calm. He was distracted, and
it annoyed him that it was because of thoughts of Miss Rothwell.

His gaze had been drawn to her immediately as she alighted from the coach. Her
bright hair had seemed even more bright in the dark, grey afternoon. She had smiled
at her father, and Callum’s heart had ached at the dazzling warmth of that smile. For a
moment, he had wished that she would give him such a heartfelt greeting. She had
gazed at him almost fearfully where he stood on the steps, and that had hurt. He had
looked away, unsure what to do or say. He shook his head, trying to stop the thoughts
of her that chased themselves around his mind. He kept on wondering what she was
going to wear to the ball. He did not want to think like that, to care about that.

“Are you too warm, brother?” Harriet asked from beside him. He stood on the
ballroom steps with Mother and Harriet, to greet their guests. “It’s dreadfully hot up

here.
“l1 am quite well,” Callum replied, touched by his sister’s concern. He smiled at her
fondly. Her white silk gown of heavy silk complimented her delicate looks, the silver

necklace set with bright stones not coming close to outshining her joyful smile.

“Lord Bronham! Lady Bronham! And dear Lady Millicent! How delightful!” Mother



greeted some arriving guests. Callum tensed instantly. Lady Millicent was the woman
that his mother insisted he should dance with. Callum wished that he could feel
something, some interest, but he did not. He did not feel anything—in that sense—for
anybody. He had sworn to himself years ago that he would not. His father had broken
his trust, and he was not going to let anyone else get close.

“Good evening, Your Grace,” Lady Bronham—a woman a little younger than his
mother, with white, curly hair and a pretty, heart-shaped face—replied, dropping a
dight curtsey. “How lovely to be here. | must say, you have outdone yourself,
Dottie.” She addressed his mother.

Callum bowed. His gaze moved from Lady Bronham to her daughter, who stood
beside her.

“Your Grace,” Lady Millicent murmured, dropping a curtsey fractionally deeper than
her mother’s. She was wearing a beautiful gown of deep blue velvet, a slim silver
chain at her neck. Her thick black hair was arranged in a chignon, one curl falling to
touch her cheek. Her dark eyes caught his captivatingly. He swallowed hard. With
raven hair, milk-pale skin and those big black eyes, she was a celebrated beauty with
whom half of London was in love. He shook his head at himself, unsure why he could
feel nothing except for awkwardness in her presence.

“Good evening, Lady Millicent,” he murmured.
His mother glanced at him and he knew that she was expecting him to say something
pleasant, but he could not think of anything, and Lady Millicent followed her parents

down the steps into the ballroom.

His mother had just enough time to shoot him an annoyed look before turning to the
next guests who were coming through the door.



“Lord Rothwell. Good evening,” his mother greeted the viscount, and Callum
blinked, his reverie broken as he found himself face-to-face with the Rothwell guests.
Lord Rothwell was dressed in ablack tailcoat and black trousers, befitting a man who
was still in mourning. Beside him stood his daughter and Callum's wife-to-be, Miss
Rothwell.

With her golden hair arranged in a chignon, two loose curls escaping in front, and a
pale grey-blue velvet gown that fitted her perfectly, she was even more beautiful than
he remembered. Her hazel eyes met his and held his gaze and he struggled to look
away, lost for amoment in her mesmerising gaze.

“Good evening,” he greeted her, bowing low. She dropped a curtsey, her gaze dliding
past his and towards Harriet. He felt alittle annoyed.

Y ou could look at me, he wanted to say. Y ou ought to be just alittle curious.

He pushed the thought aside. Miss Rothwell was curtseying to Harriet, and her
brother’ s gaze was fixed upon Harriet in away that made Callum’s back stiffen.

“ Good evening,” he greeted the young Mr Rothwell coldly, hoping to distract him
from gaping at Harriet. Mr Rothwell grinned and bowed low.

“Good evening, Your Grace,” he greeted him smoothly. “Good evening, my lady,” he
added, grinning at Harriet in away that outshone the candles.

Callum dismissed his annoyance and focused on the next guests. The two young Miss
Rothwells curtseyed; all anxious glances and giggles. He bowed and tried to ignore
their awkward chuckles. It made him feel uncomfortable.

“These two entering now are the last of the guests,” his mother whispered to him as
an older couple arrived. “Now we can shut the doors and go and enjoy the evening.



Do dance with Millicent?”

“Mother...” Calum shut his eyes. He was obliged to open the ball with Miss
Rothwell—she was his betrothed.

His mother had turned away and was gliding down the stairs, the picture of poise and
dignity. Callum turned to join her, trying to comport himself as well as she did. One
thing he could say for his mother was that she was the epitome of a duchess. Nothing
had ever dented her grace and poise, not even the snide comments and cruelty of
society following Papa’ s deep debts.

He reached the ballroom floor and stepped over to the refreshments table, where
guests milled. He accepted a glass from the footman, barely even noticing what was
in it as he sipped. He chatted politely and fidgeted with his sleeves and wished that he
could escape the oppressive, noisy room. As the musicians tuned up, he glanced
across the ballroom—a sea of dark velvets and glittering jewelry—and caught sight
of Miss Rothwell again.

She was standing with her two sisters, her head tipped back as she laughed. The
golden light shone on her hair, glowing there for a second as she moved. She saw him
staring and her happy smile drooped, her manner instantly sobering. She turned away.

She doesn’'t even like me, Callum thought, tensing and mustering his cold, harsh
defenses. If she did not like him, he was most certainly not going to like her.

“You have to dance the first dance, Callum,” Harriet reminded him, grinning brightly.

“Yes,” Calum replied dully. “I know.” He tried to smile, but the prospect of dancing
with Miss Rothwell was uncomfortable. She had no apparent interest in him, and he
was determined to fight his growing interest in her. He walked across the ballroom
and bowed low.



“Miss Rothwell,” he said carefully. “It is customary for me to request the first waltz
with you.”

Miss Rothwell blinked, her gaze cool. Then she curtseyed. “I believe that it is
customary for me to accept your offer.”

Callum bristled at the disinterested reply. He inclined his head frostily. “1 imagine
so,” he said tightly.

She offered her hand, clad in a white silk opera-glove, as was custom. Her gaze was
cool and indifferent.

Callum gripped her fingers gently with his own. His heart thudded. He could feel the
warmth of her skin through the thin silk. Her touch was so light, so gentle that it set
his blood racing. He could smell floral perfume, and he looked away, his heart
aching. His response to her surprised him and unsettled him.

They walked wordlessly to the dance floor.

“Excuse me, miss,” he murmured; his cheeks burning as he placed one hand on her
back, just over her shoulder blade. His other hand rested in hers. Then he stepped
back smoothly as she stepped forward, stepping into the waltz.

They moved seamlessly together around the dance floor. Couples glided past them,
and they stepped lightly, twirling around the corner of the ballroom. It felt effortless,
as easy as he could imagine. Miss Rothwell was not only a fine dancer, but it was as
natural as though they had danced a hundred times together. She moved very
formally, both of them reserved and cool. Even so, the dance felt easy, not stiff at all.

Calum could hear someone talking nearby and he glanced over. Harriet was on the
dance floor too, and he shot her an angry glance. She was dancing with the viscount’s



son. Mr Rothwell.

The impertinent wretch! Callum thought grimly, shooting a glare at Mr Rothwell. If
the impudent fellow saw him, he pretended not to notice, gazing at Harriet instead.

Callum turned back to Miss Rothwell. Her lovely hazel eyes had been fixed on his
face, but the moment he looked at her, their glance moved demurely to the floor. It
was hard to tell if she was shy or disapproving, and his own cheeks burned with
embarrassment.

The music had altered cadence, becoming slower and solemn, and he knew from
experience that the waltz would conclude within a few bars. He slowed his pace,
keeping in step. The joyous major chords vibrated loudly, filling even the big space
of the ballroom with their triumphant, happy sound. Then, abruptly, al the dancers
stopped and bowed and curtseyed. Callum released Miss Rothwell’ s hand and bowed
low. He had not even noticed that the waltz had concluded, and his cheeks flared
even more hotly at the thought that she might have noticed his error.

She straightened up from the curtsey and for a second, her hazel eyes held his. He
gazed into them, staring into their golden-coloured depths. Then, shaken, he looked

away.

“lI must excuse myself,” he said, glancing across the ballroom to where his mother
stood with some of her friends. “1 have a matter | must discuss with my mother.”

“Of course,” Miss Rothwell said tightly.
Calum inclined his head and walked as speedily as he could across the ballroom. He

reached his mother’s side just as she turned and spotted him. Her face broke into a
big grin.



“Son. There you are! Now that you are here, | recall you wished to ask Millicent
something.” She beamed at him, and he cursed inwardly.

“Lady Millicent,” he managed to say, angry with himself for literally walking into his
mother’s scheme. “May | have the honour of the next dance?’

“Yes, Your Grace,” Lady Millicent murmured. She dropped a demure curtsey. “I
would be delighted.”

Callum shot his mother a furious glance, but she was chatting to Lady Bronham,
entirely oblivious to—or ignoring—his anger. He looked over at Lady Millicent, who
smiled at him.

“A fine eveningisit not, Your Grace?’ she asked him. Her voice was neither too high
nor too low. Her curtsey was poised and graceful. Her choice of conversation was
neutral. He could see exactly why everyone in society admired her so much—she was
exactly how she ought to be, playing by society’s rules.

“Yes, most fine,” he agreed politely.

“Your mother has done such a fine job. And such a grand ideal A Christmas house
party. So festivel”

“Mm. Very festive,” he agreed distantly.

They stepped about the dance floor. The dance was a quadrille, and they partnered
with Millicent’s friend—Lady Amelia—and Lady Amelia's betrothed. They walked
lightly, twirling and stepping and touching palms and stepping back into line. The
quadrille was a complex dance, and Callum was surprised that he recalled all the
steps. He let his mind wander as they danced.



A man with chestnut hair was talking to his mother on the other side of the room and
Callum frowned. He recognised the man—the way he stood, the long, slim profile
and angular chin. He ssimply could not recall who it was. His gaze narrowed and he
almost missed a step. He stiffened and apol ogised.

By the end of the dance, after concentrating for so long, he felt exhausted. He bowed
low.

“Thank you, Lady Millicent,” he murmured. He thanked their companions and then
moved towards the terrace doors. They had been opened briefly, and even though the
breeze that blew through them was icy, he felt drawn to them, wanting to step outside
for amoment or two.

“Callum! Do come and greet our late-arrived guests!” Mother called, drifting over as
he reached the door. Her gaze moved to the chestnut-haired man and a brown-haired
woman who stood beside him. Her gaze was inscrutable. She could have been furious
at their late arrival, pleased, or entirely indifferent. Her face was always hard to read.

“Good evening,” Callum said to the two people, bowing low. He looked over at his
mother in the hope that she would give him an introduction. He was sure he knew
them—the woman had a soft oval face and was very pretty, and the man had a long,
angular face and watchful dark eyes. He felt certain he had met them both before, too.

“1 did wonder when James and Philippa were going to arrive,” Mama said, coming to
the rescue with information. Callum sighed in relief. That was who they were, and
why they seemed familiar. James was the son of one of his late father's closest
acquaintances, the Earl of Winbrook. James and his father had occasionally been at
Stallenwood Park for visits, and Mother had maintained a friendship with Lady
Winbrook, James mother. Lady Philippawas James cousin, aless frequent visitor at
Stallenwood.



“We are very grateful to be invited, Your Grace,” James said, addressing Mother. His
expression was grave.

“Of course, dear fellow. Of course,” Mother said, her expression sympathetic. After
his mother’s own humiliation about their debt, she had felt a certain kinship with
Lady Winbrook, who had suffered a similar experience. That was why she had
maintained ties with the family.

“It isamagnificent ball, Your Grace,” Lady Philippa said softly. Mother inclined her
head.

“Thank you, Lady Philippa,” she said politely.

Callum tried to smile, but he found that he could not muster any real warmth. He had
never liked James—as a youth, the fellow had seemed sullen and withdrawn, his eyes
darting around the manor nervously, barely speaking a word. Callum would have
preferred it if his mother had not invited the two, but then he had not helped her make
the guest list, so he could not complain.

He stood with them, racking his brains to think of polite things to say. Part of him
wished he was like Millicent. She seemed so capable, gliding through social
situations with seamless ease. His gaze moved across the ballroom and stopped,
caught on a flash of bright blonde hair with coppery highlights. Miss Rothwell was
standing perhaps ten feet away. He looked away, annoyed at himself for becoming
distracted.

James and Philippa had noticed his staring, and they followed the line of his gaze. He
winced, feeling angry with himself as they glanced at each other. They probably

thought he was afool—a lovesick dolt. He tensed, ashamed of himself.

“Excuse me,” he murmured, deciding he had tortured himself enough. “I am overly



warm. | must take some respite.” He gestured to the doors.

“Of course, old fellow. Of course,” James replied affably. “It israther warm in here.”

“We will doubtless still be here when you return,” Lady Philippa quipped a little
ironically.

Calum bowed to her and then moved hastily towards the doors of the room. He
stepped outside and gulped in the fresh, cold air, feeling relieved to be away from the
confusion, the press of people and the bewildering mix of emotions that he felt
whenever he looked at Miss Rothwell.

He leaned on the balcony and gazed out into the darkened garden; the stone of the
railling icy under his arms. Miss Rothwell’s face filled his mind, and he wished that
he could think of something to say to her. She seemed so cold, so disinterested and it
hurt him, making him feel unworthy. He had never felt quite adequate as the new
duke, sure that someone else might have managed the situation better. Her cold
indifference made him feel inadequate.

“Don’'t be foolish,” he told himsalf aloud.

All the same, as he stared down at the garden, he could not help musing about Miss
Rothwell and feeling sorrowful. He pushed the sorrow down, reaching for
irritation—one reliable way to cover up al his emotions—and told himself that he
was just annoyed with her for being difficult. That was definitely all it was. It could
not possibly be that he felt a growing admiration.

“Certainly not,” he said to the silence. He could not let that happen, after all.
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The hallway was overly warm, the press of people tight and uncomfortably close.
Rosalyn drew her skirts closer about her, trying to avoid stepping on the gown of the
lady standing in front of her. Behind her, the chatter of voices was loud. She looked
at the floor, feeling unsteady and dizzy. It was ten 0’ clock in the evening and the ball
guests were attempting to exit the ballroom and cross the hallway to the dining room.
This was not ssimply a matter of walking out of one door and to another but was an
elaborate exercise in etiquette. They would need to enter the dining room in alinein
order of precedence. The highest-ranking guests would go first.

“1 believe Lady Dalforth should go ahead of us,” a woman’s voice was saying behind
her. Rosalyn strained to hear, her heart thudding. Her sisters were perhaps ten paces
avay, trying to find a place as the guests lined up, and Sebastian was
somewhere—she had lost sight of him in the crowd. Papa was ahead. She glanced
around, worried that they might have taken the position of someone higher-ranking
than they were. To make such a misstep in the intricate world of privilege and station
could lead to ridicule or, at the very least, social censure.

Perhaps somebody would advise her, she thought wildly. She scanned the crowded
space for anyone who looked a bit friendly.

“Miss Rothwell?” avoice said beside her. Rosalyn whirled around.
“Your Grace?’ Surprise made her gaze widen. She lifted her hand to her lips. She had
not expected to see him. After the awkward, strained silence during the dance in the

ballroom, she had expected him to avoid her.

“1 will escort you to dinner, if | may,” he said. His voice was cool, his expression



inscrutable. He briefly made eye contact and then looked away.

Rosalyn tensed. It should have felt comfortable to stand with him—after all, she was
to wed him in alittle more than a month. Instead, it felt wrong—deeply awkward and
uncomfortable. He made no effort to engage in conversation, instead staring blankly
ahead. It reminded her precisely of his visit to Cranfield Hall, and her initia
discomfort gave way to irritation.

How dare he? she thought crossly.

They stood in silence for a full minute. Rosalyn stepped forward, getting out of the
way of some guests. The duke stepped with her, both silent all the while.

“Say something,” the duke hissed. “People are staring. They must wonder about us.”

“And so? If they stare?’ Rosalyn asked. She tensed, amazed at her own boldness.

His grey eyes flared wide and then narrowed. “It matters. What people think matters.
At least pretend to be on good terms.”

“1f you were atouch more polite, then perhaps it would not be necessary to pretend.”

The duke stared at her. His gaze widened again, his mouth compressing. Rosalyn
stiffened, frightened by his sudden cold temper. Her own boldness frightened her
almost as much.

He said nothing. Nor did she. The only sound that she could hear was the wild
thudding of her own heart. She stood beside him, focusing intently on Sebastian,
whom she spotted a few paces away, chatting with her sisters. She tried to ignore the
duke, whose chilly presence was like a statue made from ice. She shivered at his
coldness.



He stepped into the line beside her, and she stopped breathing as he took her hand.
His fingers were firm around hers in the silk opera gloves she wore; his grip strong.
She shivered, his touch racing up her nerveslikefire.

As the hosts, he and his mother and sister would enter the room last. People were
gazing their way, some nodding in approval, some disapproving, and she focused on
the back of the person standing in front of her, cheeks flaming.

“Do you like dinner balls?’ the duke asked. Rosalyn squinted up at him in disbelief.
He had ignored her almost entirely during his visit to Cranfield—except to inquire
about their breeding program—and during the dance he had made no effort whatever
to converse. Now, suddenly, he was attempting to talk to her.

“1 have little experience of them,” Rosalyn admitted, deciding to be honest.

She glanced sideways up at the duke. His face was expressionless, but a small muscle
near his mouth was jumping, almost as though he was trying to suppress amusement.
Her heart leapt at the thought that he might smile. But his expression did not change.
“l find them tiresome,” he said.

Rosalyn blinked and tried to think of something to say. “1 imagine this one will not be
unpleasant,” she said slowly. “After al, it is only friends and acquaintances.” She
watched his expression. His mouth compressed again, as though in disagreement.
“Some of them, yes,” he said enigmatically.

Rosalyn was going to inquire about what he meant, but then they were slowly moving

in through the big doors to the dining room and she lost her chance to ask him what
he meant.



The room was hot. That was the first thing Rosalyn noticed. A fire burned in the grate
and the candles were al lit. They made the room amost as bright as daylight. The
second thing that she noticed was that everyone else was seated. All the guests—forty
pairs of eyes—were focused on her and the duke.

Rosalyn’s hands sweated, her feet almost refusing to obey her and follow the duke.
Her stomach was a tight knot, and she felt nauseous. Her gaze moved swiftly to the
floor again as she followed the duke across the room to the head of the table. There
was one seat left—the one on his right. She went and sat in it, cheeks burning with
awkwardness.

On her left, the duke was sitting straight, staring down the table towards the butler.
He inclined his head to the fellow, who in turn summoned the footmen forward to
start serving the meal. Rosalyn gazed down at the plate in front of her and wished that
she could blend in with the wallpaper. The dowager duchess sat opposite her—given
the peculiar circumstances, where neither Rosalyn nor the dowager could claim the
title of duchess in the current household, neither took the seat at the foot of the table
opposite the duke. The dowager duchess gaze on her was icy and assessing.

Rosalyn kept her eyes on her plate, ignoring the scrutiny.

Footmen moved around the room, dishing out the first course, which was soup.
Rosalyn nodded her head in gratitude to the footman who filled her dish. They all sat
waiting for the entire company to receive their soup before beginning to eat. Rosalyn
risked a glance down the table. Papa was sitting a few seats down from the duchess
and his eye caught hers. He smiled supportively. Rosalyn smiled shyly back. Beside
Papa, Sebastian sat. Rosalyn grinned at him. Lady Harriet, the duke's sister, was
sitting beside him.

Sebastian beamed at her, and she fought the urge to laugh. He had no qualms about
openly admiring the young woman, and she had to be impressed by that.



“A fine soup,” the duke murmured. Rosalyn glanced sideways, wondering if he had
meant that comment to be for her to hear. She inclined her head.

“Yes, it is very fine,” she replied. She looked up to find the duchess staring at her
icily and she decided she would not make any further remarks but remain silent.

At least saying nothing might be better than saying the wrong thing, she thought
sadly.

She ate her soup, conscious of the duke’s gaze on her. It darted to her now and again,
drifting away when she looked up at him. She frowned. She could not understand him
at all. He behaved as though she was a nuisance, as though dancing with her or
talking to her was a tiresome obligation and yet his eyes wandered to her often during
the meal.

The soup was replaced with a fish dish, and then a roast, complete with baked
potatoes and glazed vegetables. Rosalyn, who usually ate fairly informally, was
starting to feel nauseous. She glanced across the table and froze.

A man was staring at her.

The man had thick chestnut hair and a long, narrow face. He wore a dark blue velvet
tailcoat and a ssimple cravat, and he seemed pleasant enough. He was seated beside a
brown-haired lady with a pretty face. He seemed fairly handsome. It was his eyes that
troubled her. His gaze on her was not simply inquiring, nor mildly interested. It was a
stare so intense and unwavering that she shivered.

“Do you favour trifle?’ the duke asked her. Rosalyn blinked as his words jolted her
out of her thoughts. It took her a moment to discern what he was asking.

“Um...I like most desserts,” she answered quickly. “But | am afraid | could not eat



another thing.”

The duke did not exactly smile, but his lips tilted at the corners and his eyes seemed
less wintry somehow.

“1 am likewise sated,” he said, inclining his head. “I will be glad to make my way to
the billiards room.”

Rosalyn nodded. After dinner, the men would go up to the billiards room while the
women retired to the drawing room for perhaps an hour. She glanced across the table,
checking that the man was not still staring, but when she looked again, he was talking
to the brown-haired lady. It was arelief.

The dinner progressed, and Rosalyn was relieved when, at last, the footmen came
forward to tidy away the dishes. She stood when the duke stood, and they took their
place at the back of the long line that would make its way upstairs.

“Rosalyn!” Georgina called as they found her in the entranceway. “How was the
dinner?’

“Was the duke tolerable company?’ Isabel asked at almost the same time, brow
furrowing.

Rosalyn looked away. She was not sure how to answer that question. If they had
asked her before the dinner, she would have said he was unpleasant company. But
before she could answer them, her mind wandered back to that moment when he had
almost smiled. She swallowed.

“It was a pleasant dinner,” she said carefully. “And | think nobody here will be
hungry tonight.”



“No! | could not eat another thing!” Georgina agreed. “Though the trifle was
delicious.” She smiled shyly.

“It was!” Isabel agreed. “You must have liked it. You like cherries,” she reminded
Rosalyn.

Rosalyn just smiled. She had felt too nauseous to eat any of the trifle, cherries or
not—not just because of the food, but because of the strange man staring.

“Ladies!” The imperious voice of the duchess interrupted their conversation. “If you
will proceed ahead?’ she called, her voice firm and impossible to disobey.

Rosalyn glanced at her sisters, who looked equally uncomfortable, but the ladies were
all moving towards the stairs, stepping aside for one another in the same order of
precedence with which they had entered the dining room. Rosalyn stayed beside her
sisters—in the absence of the duke, she was not going to sit far away from them.

“It is such a fine evening,” Georgina gushed as she sank down onto an upholstered
chair in the drawing room. “It is aterrific start to Christmas.”

“Itisavery fine house party, thusfar,” Isabel agreed.

Rosalyn, seated a little set back from them, was not sure what to say. The duchess
had her frosty gaze on her, but then the woman’s eyes slid away to focus on a dark-
haired young lady who stood beside her. Rosalyn swallowed hard. The young lady
seemed so poised and genteel.

| don’'t belong here, she thought sadly. All the worries that she felt started to press
close. She was a countrified girl from an obscure family. She had never been much in
L ondon—just one Season. All the other people there had certainly attended dozens of
parties like this one and would know all the rules. They probably spent all the spring



monthsin London every year and were aware of all the latest fashions.

“May | join you?’ A voice asked from nearby. Rosalyn looked up. It was the brown-
haired lady, the one who had been seated next to the man across the table. Her eyes
widened in surprise.

“Of course,” she answered, feeling bewildered. “I do not believe | have had the
pleasure of an introduction?’

“Oh, yes. That is remiss of me,” the brown-haired woman said, a smile brightening
her neat, slender features. “|1 am Philippa, daughter of the Earl of Blakeley.”

“l am pleased to meet you,” Rosalyn replied. She had stood up to make the
introductions, and she dropped a curtsey. “I am Miss Rosalyn Rothwell, and | would
be honoured to introduce my sisters, Miss Georgina Rothwell and Miss Isabel
Rothwell,” she added. Georgina and Isabel stood up, hearing her making the
introduction. “ Sisters? May | have the honour of introducing you to Lady Philippa?’

Both of her sisters curtseyed, and Lady Philippa likewise dropped a low curtsey. She
smiled at Rosalyn.

“1 am delighted to make your acquaintance,” she said at once.

“Thank you,” Rosalyn replied, smiling at her. She gestured her to a chair beside
|sabel. “Please, join us.”

“Thank you,” Lady Philippa replied and sat down. She was facing Rosalyn, and
Rosalyn looked down at the table, reaching for the teapot that had been set there. She
felt just a little disconcerted. Even though Lady Philippa was smiling at her in a
friendly, artless way, there was something hesitant and quiet about her that made it
difficult to feel comfortable near her.



“It is a fine evening, is it not?” she asked Lady Philippa, feding the need to make
conversation. Georgina and Isabel were chattering among themselves, and Lady
Philippa seemed a little left out.

“Very fine,” Lady Philippareplied. “| was pleased to be invited.”

“The duchess has put a great deal of effort into this party, | think,” Rosalyn said
carefully.

“It seems s0,” Lady Philippa agreed. “ She is fortunate to have an appreciative guest,”
she added with a hesitant smile at Rosalyn.

Rosalyn smiled back. “Thank you,” she said.

“It isno less than the truth. It is always pleasant to have one’ s efforts appreciated, not

so?

“Mm,” Rosalyn agreed. “Yes, that is s0.”

She sat and chatted with Lady Philippa a little longer, discussing the weather, the
dinner and the manor in general and how they liked it. Lady Philippa smiled.

“You are very gracious company,” she said warmly. “It has been so pleasant talking
to you.”

“Thank you,” Rosalyn said appreciatively. “It has been pleasant speaking to you as
well.”

“One does not often find good company at such places,” Lady Philippa replied.

“Mayhap not.”



“Ladies! May | join you?’ avoice said from behind where she sat. Rosalyn glanced
over and her lipslifted in agrin to see Lady Harriet, the duke’s sister, coming over to
join them. She inclined her head, but Georgina and Isabel had already stood up and
were greeting her, waving her over to the chair at the head of the table. Rosalyn
smiled to herself.

“Thisisvery pleasant,” Lady Harriet said, smiling warmly at Rosalyn and her sisters.
Her big smile included Lady Philippa in the group effortlessly. Rosalyn nodded. She
could not help liking Lady Harriet, who she guessed to be closer to Georgina's age
than her own.

Her sisters started chatting excitedly with Lady Harriet, who joined in comfortably.
Rosalyn glanced sideways at Lady Philippa, wondering whether to continue trying to
talk, but Lady Philippa seemed content to listen.

“...and the musicians! They were excellent, were they not?’ |sabel asked.

“Mama decided to engage them for this ball. We usually have another group, but |
must confess, this one was far superior,” Lady Harriet agreed.

“The quadrille was excellent!" Georginasaid excitedly.

Rosalyn listened as her sisters chatted and laughed with the duke' s sister so easily and
freely. She could not help smiling to herself. It was a delight to see them so happy,
and ajoy to feel included in the group.

She glanced over at Lady Philippa. Even she had tried to make Rosalyn feel included,
and it turned out that she had included herself in their big, happy group. Rosalyn
shifted comfortably in her seat, feeling relaxed for the first time all evening. She had
felt so isolated, yet perhaps, in time, she could adapt. Perhaps, with patience, settling
into life here would be within her reach.
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Callum gazed out over the billiards room.

“If you were a touch more polite, then perhaps it would not be necessary to pretend,”
he murmured, recalling her words quietly. They ran through his mind repeatedly. He
still did not know whether to laugh or to scowl. She had struck him as spirited when
he first met her, but now he could not deny it.

Be careful, his mind warned him. He absolutely did not wish to get close to her,
though her hazel eyes drifted through his thoughts, making it impossible to think of
anything else.

“Dash it! Are the shares in the rope trade really suffering?’ A loud voice beside
Callum sounded woeful, distracting him from his musing.

Callum sighed, feeling impatient with the chatter around the low mahogany table. He
had never much liked the men's gatherings in the billiards room—the men drank
excessively and tempers sometimes flared; to say nothing of the tendency of the men
to bet on the games of billiards. He could not feel comfortable in a room where
betting took place.

“Feeling restive, old chap?’ A voice near him asked. Callum shrugged.
“It was a large meal,” he replied to Lord Bronham, Lady Millicent’s father. The
fellow had at some point joined him at the table. “Just a trifle nauseous,” he added,

hurrying to cover whatever discomfort the earl might have noticed.

Lord Bronham—an older man with white hair and a white moustache—laughed. “It



was afine meal,” he said with agrin. “Capital!”

Callum nodded and murmured something that he hoped conveyed appreciation, then
leaned back and went back to brooding.

“May |?” another voice asked. Callum looked up, surprised to see James there. He
tried not to scowl. He did not like the fellow, no matter how hard he tried. He did not
want the man to join them at the table, but he could think of no reason why he should
not. He was saved from reply.

“Capital!” Lord Bronham replied, smiling and waving James to a chair. He smiled at
Cdlum. “Grand to have al of us at one table, eh? Like-minded, we are. Like-
minded.”

Callum frowned, but James cleared his throat.

“1 was speaking to the earl about the horse races, just a minute ago,” James explained.
“l am sure you would be able to help pick a winner, given your knowledge of horse
breeding.”

“1 do not follow the races,” Calum said tightly. It was the last topic he wished to
discuss—though his father had been an avid follower. He pushed back his chair,

trying to think of an excuse to escape.

“Just meant to comment on your insight as a breeder,” James demurred, clearly
guessing that he had misspoken. That fact annoyed Callum still more.

“Long odds on Rowanwood,” the earl commented, nodding slowly. “Long odds.”

Callum pushed back his chair as James leaned in to confer, discussing the prospects
of various horses in the race. Callum was determined to avoid the topic, no matter



what anyone thought.

“Gentlemen?’ a voice caled at the door. Callum looked up, for once grateful to his
mother. She was in the doorway. “If you would like to join in, please proceed to the
drawing room for card games.”

The gentlemen turned and pushed back their chairs, standing to follow her.

Relieved, Callum stood, nodded the briefest of acknowledgements to the two
gentlemen at the table, and hurried out. He cursed inwardly as he ailmost bumped into
a person in the doorway. He looked up, chagrin intensifying as he noticed it was Mr
Rothwell.

“Apologies,” he said stiffly, looking up at Miss Rothwell’ s brother. He could not help
noticing that the man's eyes—while aimost black—were the same shape as Miss
Rothwell’ s, and something about the expression on his face was like her also.

“No need to apologise,” Mr Rothwell said lightly, giving a warm smile. Callum
clenched his jaw. He could not help but fedl irritated by the man, and part of him
knew it was because Mr Rothwell’s easy manner and jovial ways were so different
from himself. He envied him his ease in society.

Calum nodded his acknowledgement of the reply and was going to wander off, but
Mr Rothwell insisted on keeping up the conversation.

“I take it you will play whist with my sister?” Mr Rothwell asked as they walked into
the drawing room. Callum blinked. He had not intended to play cards at all, merely to
watch, but Mr Rothwell’ s suggestion reminded him that it would probably be right to
do so.

“Mayhap,” he agreed. Mr Rothwell laughed.



“l wanted to warn you. | taught her to play whist when she was fourteen. | never
played against her again.”

Callum lifted one brow, disbelieving. Mr Rothwell chuckled.

“1 just had to warn you. Better to play on the same team as her. She’s formidable.”

Callum lifted a shoulder, still not believing the man. “ Thank you for the warning,” he
said thinly. Mr Rothwell smiled.

“I might indulge in a game of whist myself,” he said enigmatically. Callum was still
trying to decide if the fellow was inviting him to join him on a team against Miss
Rothwell, when he wandered off.

Dash it, Callum thought crossly. He glanced around the room. The space was
packed—several card tables had been set up and the big tea table removed, but every
inch of space was occupied, and the room was hot. His gaze roved across the room,
seeking out Miss Rothwell.

“Your Grace?’

Callum turned around, annoyed, and his eyes widened as he took in Miss Rothwell,
along with Mr Rothwell and his own sister. They were all looking at him expectantly.

“We fancied agame of whist,” Mr Rothwell said.
“Brother, you must partner Miss Rothwell, of course,” Harriet demurred.
Callum stared at her, about to object. Harriet had sat with Mr Rothwell during the

dinner, danced with him at least once, and was clearly not often out of his company
during the ball. He meant to reprimand her, but as he tried to form words, Mr



Rothwell grinned at Harriet and she smiled back so beautifully, so innocently, that
Callum’ s annoyance dissipated.

We should all feel like that, he thought with atouch of sorrow. His own connection to
the Rothwell family was purely business-motivated, but that did not mean that his
sister could not have found genuine appeal in Mr Rothwell. Seeing the way the two of
them gazed at each other lifted his heart, even though it brought into contrast how
cold and businesslike his own connection with Miss Rothwell was.

“Well...” he let out a sigh. “I suppose it is the festive season. If one cannot play a
game of cards now, then when?’

“Well said!” Mr Rothwell grinned.

Callum looked at Miss Rothwell. She seemed to be fascinated by the windows
opposite, and he wondered if she was trying to avoid him.

“Let us take a seat here,” Mr Rothwell declared. He gestured to a card table with a
flourish. Callum gritted his teeth, the fellow’s affected manner setting him on edge.
But he went to sit down. Mr Rothwell lifted the pack of cards.

“1 will claim the privileged position,” he announced. Nobody moved to argue with
him, and so he started to deal out the cards, giving each person thirteen. Callum
watched Miss Rothwell as her brother dealt their hands. Her brow was creased, and
he wished he could ask her what was on her mind.

“The trump suit is...” Mr Rothwell announced grandly, slowly turning the topmost
card that lay beside his place. “ Spades.”

Calum smiled to himself. He had enough good cards from that suit in his hand to get
him out of a tricky situation. He glanced across the table at Miss Rothwell. She had



her head tilted, studying her hand of cards. He drew in a breath. The candlelight
played on her honey-pale hair and her soft skin, her lovely neck revealed by the low
neckline of her blue gown, and she looked so beautiful in that moment. He looked
away, shaken. He looked sideways to find Mr Rothwell looking expectantly at him.
He cursed inwardly. It was his turn to play a card.

“The ten of Spades!” Mr Rothwell declared, giving a low whistle. Callum saw Miss
Rothwell tense.

Best to start with a strong card, Callum thought. He winced. He hated playing cards.
The only reason he consented to play whist at all was his sister. Fortunately, Papa had
not lost his money on card games, or Callum would have refused to play it at al.

“My turn,” Harriet, who sat on Callum’s left, said with a chuckle. She put down the
four of Spades. Calum tried not to smile at his sister, who had never been
particularly lucky in card games.

Miss Rothwell wordlessly produced the two of Spades, and Callum wanted to
whistle. She doubtless had strong cards, but she was not playing them because he had
played a strong one and so she did not have to. If he won, their partnership won a
point regardless.

She clearly does have some talent at this, he thought.

“Dashit al,” Mr Rothwell cursed mildly and threw down the three. They all laughed.
The game continued. Callum put down the four of Diamonds, just because he had it
and to see what would happen. Beside him, Harriet threw down the ten of Diamonds,

grinning in triumph. Across the table, Miss Rothwell calmly played the King of
Diamonds. Mr Rothwell whistled.



“l say!” he said loudly. “You win again,” he added, producing the nine of Diamonds
and putting it on the pile.

Callum glanced across at Miss Rothwell. She was looking down at her cards asif she
was keeping track of the deck. When she looked up at him, her hazel eyes were
bright. His lip lifted in a half-smile. Her gaze darted back to the cards. Warmth spread
through him—yperhaps she was not quite as indifferent as he thought.

It was his turn again, and he played the ten of Clubs. This time, Harriet produced the
King of Clubs, raising a brow at him in ateasing challenge. Miss Rothwell produced
a low-ranking card in the same suit, and then Mr Rothwell did so likewise, grinning
at Harriet. Harriet’ s smile it the room.

“Our turn to win apoint,” Mr Rothwell commented.

Callum said nothing, just looked at his cards to decide what to play next.

Their team won the next two rounds, and then Harriet and Mr Rothwell won two.
Callum risked a glance across the table. Miss Rothwell studied her cards, her lip lifted
in a half-smile that took his breath away. The light from the nearby candles glowed
on her hair, making it the colour of fresh pale honey. He bit his lip, a fedling of
intense longing washing through him.

“Your Grace?” Mr Rothwell said from beside him. Callum blinked, then tried not to
swear. He had almost forgotten it was histurn.

He chose a card fairly randomly and winced as his sister’s card beat it. He glanced at
Miss Rothwell and saw that she was focusing intently. He grinned as she placed a

card that beat Harriet's.

“Dashit!” Mr Rothwell swore and threw down alow card onto the pile.



They al chuckled. Miss Rothwell glanced across the table at Callum and the bright,
mischievous twinkle in her eye made him suck in a breath. For the first time, she was
looking at him with warmth in her eyes.

Callum beamed. It was only as his grin stretched across his face that he realised what
he was doing and hastily his face resumed its reserved look.

“You have five points, and we have three,” Mr Rothwell commented, noting down
the scores. “Technically, you have won.”

This time, when Miss Rothwell grinned at him, he could not help grinning back. Her
smilewas full of joy, and he could not ignoreit.

Her gaze held his and he stared back, feeling as though he was being drowned in the
tawny depths of her eyes. He gazed into them, and it was only when Mr Rothwell
pushed back his chair to stand that he realised the rest of the players were moving. He
pushed back his chair hastily, cheeks heating with a blush.

“That was well played,” Mr Rothwell was saying to Harriet, who smiled shyly at him.
Calum, seeing the sweet look that passed between them, decided not to reprimand
her. Mr Rothwell was not exactly low-ranking—he was the son of a viscount—and
besides the fact that the fellow grated on his nerves a little, there was no reason to
object.

Miss Rothwell was standing a foot away from him. Her gaze was downcast. He
cleared his throat.

“Well done,” he said.

She lifted her eyes to his and he stared into the depths of them. He felt helpless,
unable to look away, and strangely, he did not wish to either. He longed to stand with



her, to stare into her eyes, to forget everything else—the room, the guests, the
presence of his mother not too far away. Someone coughed in a way that suggested
they wanted his attention, and he turned around to find Lord Bronham standing there.
He struggled not to glare at the fellow.

“My lord?’ he greeted him politely.

“Y our mother sent me to ask you a question,” Lord Bronham said lightly. He nodded
to Miss Rothwell, but did not do more by way of a greeting. “ She wished to ask you
if you recalled in what year the estate acquired Newford Acres?’

Callum looked away, feeling annoyed. He knew his mother was trying to distract
him, trying to get him to stand with her and the earl. He struggled to recall the time
when the small windfall of land, called Newford Acres, had come to them.

“It was three years ago,” he recalled.

He was about to tell Lord Bronham to take the answer back to Mama, but then he
spotted his mother drifting over and he tensed, knowing that he could not put it off
any longer—she expected him to stand and talk to her, and he could not refuse
anymore. He bowed to Miss Rothwell, who was looking around as if she wanted to

escape.

“Please excuse me, Miss Rothwell,” he said politely. “My mother wishes to speak to

me.

“Of course,” she said softly.

Callum turned to find his mother before she managed to frighten Miss Rothwell any
further.



He glanced back over his shoulder, seeing Miss Rothwell chatting with her brother,
her laughter light and her manner easy, and he felt a little envious, a little sad. He
could never trust anyone enough to be able to relax that much. He wished that he
could give it atry—it would be lovely to see her smile at him again.
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The hallway was silent, the pale greyish daylight seeping in through the windows.
Callum felt the cold air through his shirtsleeves and wished that he had brought his
tailcoat. It was warm in his bedroom, heated by a small fireplace in the corner, but in
the corridor it was icy. He walked briskly and quietly past the closed bedroom doors
of the guests and towards the breakfast room.

It was eight o'clock in the morning, but the corridor was silent. The guests had
obviously been too weary after the ball to venture down to breakfast that early. His
head hurt, his eyes dry and scratchy. He had lain awake for hours, thinking about
Miss Rothwell. Her spirited words in the entranceway mixed with her softer, warmer
discussion at dinner and her excellent performance at whist. She was no shallow
society lady, but a complex woman with hidden depths. He could not stop thinking
about her.

Callum walked the short distance to the breakfast room and paused in the doorway,
then tensed.

The room was empty, except for one person. His mother sat at the table; the morning
light soft on her white hair. She was sitting hunched over and she looked weary.
Cdlum’s heart filled for a moment with compassion, but he tensed again as she
looked up.

“Son! Come in,” she said softly, clearly aware, like himself, that the guests were
sleeping.

Callum hesitated, unsure of whether he felt comfortable eating alone with his mother,
who he expected to be full of criticism about Miss Rothwell, but she seemed affable



enough, so he walked hesitantly in.

“Good morning,” she greeted him affably.

“Good morning, Mother,” he greeted her, inclining his head and then settling in the
chair beside her. The breakfast room was more informal than the dining room, with
three round tables, capable of seating six guests each, taking up most of the floor
space. Callum reached for the porcelain teapot and gestured to his mother’s cup. She
inclined her head.

“Thank you, son. | trust you had a good night’s sleep?’

“It was reasonable,” Callum said, not quite truthfully. He had barely slept at all.

“Mm,” his mother murmured. “And yet you woke early, as | did.” She shrugged. “I
could not sleep any longer.”

“1, too,” Calum replied. He contemplated a piece of toast, though he felt a little
queasy.

“It was pleasant to see James here,” his mother continued, reaching for a slice of toast
herself and buttering it.

Callum frowned, not sure what to say. He had never liked the man, though he had
never said that to his mother, since she felt sympathy for Lady Winbrook, who was
an old friend of hers, and he did not want to raise his mother’ sire by stating that there
seemed to be something not quite honest about her son.

“Poor fellow,” Mama sighed. “He was always a good boy. Quiet, reserved. And their
estate suffered so.”



“Quite so,” Callum said cautiously. He did not like the fact that his mother felt sorry
for James. It made him feel a certain amount of resentment, given that the estate that
James had inherited had not been nearly as ruinous as his own. If she had sympathy
for James, he thought crossly, she might as well have some for himself too. “Do you
think it will snow today?’ he added, glancing out of the window. The sky was
blanketed with a dense layer of grey cloud, of the sort that brought snow. He sat up
straighter. He needed to hurry over breakfast and go down to the stables. Preparations
had to be made if heavy snow was likely to fall.

“Mm?" His mother frowned, then glanced at the windows, and nodded. “Mayhap.
Lord Bronham said he thought that it would not snow today. His leg hurts terribly

before a snowfall, he said. Old injury from the war.”

“Lord Bronham was in Portugal?’ Calum asked. The most recent war was the
Peninsular War against Napoleon. She shook her head.

“No. He was with Nelson in the navy.”

“Oh.” Callum inclined his head. He had not known that the earl had a naval past.

“Mm. Millicent must have been a small child when he went away to the war,” Mama
commented.

“l suppose,” Callum said carefully. He had wanted to avoid the topic of Lady
Millicent, but his mother seemed to insist on raising it.

“Now, sheis afine young lady,” his mother said warmly. “Poised and graceful. And
so charming! What afine conversationalist sheis.”

“Mm,” Callum said noncommittally. He glanced at the window again. “| need to meet
with Mr Randell. Even if it does not snow, | must speak to him about preparations.



The stables need to be made ready for the snowfall.”

“Later, son,” his mother said, flapping a dismissive hand. “You must at least break
your fast.” She glanced at the table, where a toast rack and a bread basket stood, the
basket filled with pastries. Callum’'s stomach twisted queasily. Even if he had an
appetite, he felt sick, both because of worry about the horses and because of how
confusing the entire situation was. He did not understand his feelings for Miss
Rothwell, and he wished his mother would stop trying to convince him to approve of
her friend’ s daughter. Lady Millicent.

“1 am not hungry,” he said quietly.
As he pushed back his chair, his mother shook her head.
“Must the stables always come first? Y ou have guests to meet. | am certain some of

them will come to break their fast very soon. You could wait for half an hour, at
least!” She sounded strained.

“The horses need to come first,” Callum said tightly. “I have afine stable. | intend to
keep it like that. It is the one thing | can adequately maintain.” He could barely get
the words out, so tight were his jaw and his throat.

“You are not a stable master, Callum Alexander Stanhope,” his mother said stiffly.

Calum glared at her, not sure what to retort, anger clouding his mind. As he stood, he
heard footsteps and the sound of conversation in the hallway, and he was glad that at
least he would not need to have his mother sitting alone in a silent room. He inclined

his head politely.

“Good day, Mother,” he managed to say. “I must go down to oversee the stables.”



Callum walked briskly down the stairs, breathing in the cool air of the hallway. It was
arelief after feeling stifled at breakfast. He strode to the front door, pausing to put on
his greatcoat before stalking out into the freezing cold. He breathed in sharply. The
air really was freezing cold outside, and his fingers ached. He put his hands in his
pockets and strode to the stables.

“Easy, old fellow,” he murmured to his horse, Firelight, who whickered a greeting as
he walked in. The scent of hay and horses surrounded him, and Callum breathed in,
enjoying the scent. It reminded him of his childhood. The roan thoroughbred always
greeted him, always expecting to go out for a ride if Callum was there. Callum
walked over to his stall, glad to note that the air in the stable was at least not freezing.
He took his hands out of his pockets and rubbed the horse’s nose. Firelight snorted
and stamped. Callum grinned.

“No apples today, old boy,” he said gently, scratching the horse between the ears.
“And | don't know if we will have time for aride. Perhaps later.” He frowned. Since
arriving back from Sussex, he had barely had time to take his horse out for a run.
Between thoughts of Miss Rothwell, preparing for winter and his mother’s Christmas
party, he seemed not to have a second to himself.

“Dash it. This wretched party,” he swore, but his horse stamped, and Callum winced.
“Sorry, old boy.”

His bad mood was going to affect the horses, he knew that. He did not want them to
be restless.

“l need to find Mr Randell,” he told the horses. “I’'ll be back soon.” He scratched
Firelight between the ears, patted Merry, one of the mares, and then walked swiftly

out of the stable.

He breathed in, drawing the scent of the fresh, cold air into his lungs. The smell



reminded him of his youth. He had come up to the country estate from Berkshire,
where he attended Eton College, every winter for Christmas. Arriving at the estate
had always made his stomach knot up with excitement. His Christmastimes were full
of snowball fights with neighbouring boys—among them James—eating hot mince
pies and sledging down the hill that adjoined the estate. Of course, he had aways
found time for exercising the horses; ajob he took seriously.

Things were so straightforward then, Callum thought sadly. His responsibilities had
been easy, his days carefree and his nights full of deep sleep in a silent, snow-
blanketed house. His world had become so complex and confusing. He shut his eyes
for a moment. Sometimes, he found himself yearning to ride across the fields, to
leave it al behind and find some place where the weight of his duties might feel
lighter. Perhaps to Ireland, where he had some distant relatives.

He dismissed the thought hastily and opened his eyes again, his heart thudding, body
instantly tense, nerves straining as he listened to the noise that he had just detected.
Someone was coming around the corner, running swiftly.
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“Run! Faster! Faster,” Georgina urged; her voice high-pitched with playful urgency
as Rosalyn hurtled around the corner. Her feet were clad in winter boots of white
leather, but the path was dlippery with frost and ice, and she screamed as her feet lost
traction on the glass-smooth surface and she plummeted forward. Isabel yelled and
Rosalyn was distantly aware of her two sisters running across the icy lawn, their
earlier game of catch forgotten, but then she screamed aloud as someone grabbed her,
preventing her from crashing into the pathway kneesfirst.

“What in Perdition’s name?’ the duke's resonant voice demanded furiously. “Miss
Rothwell! What were you doing?’

“Your Grace!” Rosalyn exclaimed, horrified. “My apologies!” She straightened up,
cheeks flaring. She was leaning against his firm, muscular chest. His one arm was
wrapped around her, holding her close. She stepped back, heart racing. She was still
held in his firm arms. She looked into his eyes. He stared back.

“You could break something, slipping on this ice,” the duke reprimanded. His grey
eyes were huge with shock, his mouth firm.

“Pray accept my apologies,” Rosalyn repeated, her mind entirely blank. One minute,
she had been hurtling towards the hard stone pathway, and the next, she was caught
in an unyielding embrace. She drew a deep breath.

He stared at her. She stared back. The entire world seemed to move very slowly. The
grey depths of his eyes drew her in, wide and compelling. She reached up self-
consciously to tuck a strand of her hair behind one ear. She could only imagine what
she looked like—the style had come loose, and her hair tumbled around her



shoulders.

The sound of booted feet was loud on the pathway.

“Your Grace! Allow usto apologise,” Georgina said, running up to join them. “It was
us. We were playing catch,” she said, gazing imploringly at him.

“We should not have. It was dangerous,” |sabel said sorrowfully.

Rosalyn looked over at her sisters, feeling guilty that they took it upon themselves to
apologise for her. She gazed at the duke, willing him not to be unkind.

“It was foolish,” the duke said, his tone soft. “But | understand. You have been
travelling for aweek. It must be good to stretch your legs.”

“Yes!” Georgina breathed. Her pale cheeks were bright pink. “It feels grand. You
have a beautiful garden.”

“The woods connected to the estate seem very large,” |sabel added.

“They are,” the duke said easily. “And that’s quite advantageous for exercising the
horses.”

“1 imagine,” Rosalyn said quietly. His gaze moved to her. His eyes widened and then
narrowed, and Rosalyn’s cheeks flamed as he stared at her. His gaze held hers for an
instant, her heart racing, and then he coughed.

“You have seen the stable, of course, Miss Rothwell?’ he asked. Rosalyn shook her
head. She tucked her hair behind her ear again, feeling terribly self-conscious. His
eyes seemed to follow her every move.



“No,” she replied, clearing her throat. It was hard to talk when he stared at her like
that. “I have not.”

“You are invited to come and view them now,” the duke said, not quite looking at
her.

“Hurrah!” Georginayelled happily, then glanced at the duke and blushed.

“May we come too?’ |sabel queried.

The duke shrugged. “Of course,” he said lightly.

Rosalyn looked at her sisters, who were both looking round-eyed at the duke, and
then fell into step with them as they followed the duke down the path where, minutes
before, she had nearly injured herself falling.

They walked a short distance down the path, which curved around tall trees, and
Rosalyn noticed a long, low stone building with a thatched roof. She gazed at it. It
was clearly a stable, but it seemed even larger and more welcoming than their own.

The duke walked in through the front door, and Rosalyn followed him, eyes darting
around. The first thing she noticed was that the door lintel was scuffed and worn, then
that the boards of the roof were likewise worn, patched here and there with bright,
new sections of wood.

Their stable is old, she thought, and grand, but it isin worse repair than oursis. The
Stallenwood stables seemed to have been through a time of neglect, the building
clearly recently repaired.

“Here he is,” the duke said, his voice loud in the silence. A horse was whickering.
“Hereis my dear friend, Firelight. He's the best hunting stallion anyone could want.”



He scratched the horse between the ears and Rosalyn smiled to herself, at ease with
the duke’ s close connection to horses. She went closer.

“He is very beautiful,” Rosalyn murmured, watching as the duke stroked the
stallion’s forehead. He was a roan thoroughbred with a white blaze down his nose. He
must, she guessed, stand sixteen hands, perhaps even taller. He was a big horse. His
eyes were half closed as he rested his head on the duke, nuzzling against his shoulder.

“He is a grand fellow,” the duke said, all of his earlier coldness melting away in the
presence of the horse. “A grand old fellow.”

“He's very big,” Georgina said nervously, making Rosalyn turn around, surprised.
She had almost forgotten that she and the duke were not alone in the stable.

“Can | stroke him?’ Isabel asked shyly.

“Of course,” the duke said, stepping aside so that Georgina and Isabel could approach
the horse.

Georgina lifted up a hand, stroking the stallion’s muzzle carefully. Isabel waited her
turn. Rosalyn stepped back, moving back towards the door so that she did not upset
the horse in the stall opposite, who seemed jittery. The duke stood with her. Rosalyn
tensed. She could not help but be acutely aware of his presence.

He wore a swathing grey greatcoat of the kind that coach drivers wore, and under it,
she could see a few inches of buckskin riding breeches. He wore long riding boots
that reached almost to his knees. His tall frame towered over her, and she gazed up
into his eyes, feeling unsettled by his closeness.

“Y ou were not hurt, were you?’ the duke asked carefully.



“No,” Rosalyn replied softly. “I came very close, though. Thank you.” She could not
help smiling.

The duke's face lit up with a sudden smile. Rosalyn drew a breath. He was so
forbidding, so intimidating, but when he smiled, he looked extremely handsome and
approachable.

“The paths can be dangerous,” he said gently. “Y ou should not run around out here.”

“l discovered that,” she said with a lilting laugh. “We were in high spirits. The
weather is...uplifting here.” She drew in another breath. The cold was invigorating,
revitalising in ways that the damp, chilly cold near the coast never was. It had been a
pleasant surprise.

He smiled again, this time a grin that made her speechless. He looked stunning when
he grinned, his thin, handsome face lighting up from within.

“l imagine so,” he replied. “It is a very wearying, draining cold in Sussex. And it
seems you do not often have snow?’ he asked.

Rosalyn nodded. “Very rarely,” she agreed.

“That is unfortunate,” the duke said, eyes sparkling warmly. “Snow offers a whole
range of pleasant diversionsin the winter.”

“I can imagine so,” Rosalyn said, her heart lifting. His smile was warm and friendly,
his eyes amused. “ Snowball fights, for one.”

“Yes!” The duke laughed. “Indeed. Full-scale snowball warfare, here at Stallenwood
Park. There are ten years between myself and Harriet, so for the longest time it was
just me and a crowd of boys.” His gaze was soft, nostalgic.



“You must have got up to all sorts of mischief,” Rosalyn said with a grin. She shut
her eyes, imagining the duke as a youth. It was hard to imagine, as there seemed so
little warmth in him, so little humour. In this single conversation, though, she could
glimpse another side.

“We did. We assuredly did. Our snowball fights were second only to sledge races.”
He laughed.

“And you warn me to be careful ?” Rosalyn teased; one brow raised.

The duke chuckled. “Quite so.”

“Your Grace?” A voice spoke from behind them. The duke turned around and
Rosalyn spotted Georgina and Isabel standing close. They gazed hopefully up at the
duke. “Um...could we perhaps take the horses out, later?” Georgina asked.

“We have not had aride in ever so long. And we miss our horses at home,” Isabel
added.

Rosalyn looked at the duke. His face was set in a stern expression, and she stiffened,
trying to think of some way of easing his temper. But when he spoke, he sounded
quite untroubled.

“We will certainly have to exercise them later,” the duke replied gently. “But | do not
intend to take them on aride when it is so cold. If it becomes warmer in the next few
days, then | promise you that you may ride with me to exercise them.” He paused.
“You are of course included, Miss Rothwell.” His gaze held hers gently.

She coughed. “Thank you,” she said quickly, ignoring her sisters’ confused gazes. “I
would like that.”



The duke cleared his throat. “Well, then. Ladies, you ought to get back to the house.
It is warm enough in the stables, but it is terribly cold out there. | think we would all
do well to proceed inside. | will inform you when the horses need to be exercised,” he
added to Georgina and Isabel, who both inclined their heads in polite thanks.

“Thank you, Y our Grace,” Georgina murmured.

“Much obliged, Your Grace,” |sabel added.

Rosalyn looked up at the duke. “Thank you,” she said softly.

“1 did nothing,” the duke muttered, looking down. Rosalyn’s brow creased. Anyone
would think he was shy.

Nonsense, she told herself firmly. He probably feels impatient with our awkward
thanks. She followed him out of the stable, cheeks flaring. She had to remind herself
that this was arude, bitter man and she should not lose vigilance.

They walked out of the stable and into the cold. Rosalyn winced. Her fingers ached,
the cold sawing through the thin, damp fabric of her gloves. She folded her fingers

inwards into the palms of her hands, wincing with the pain.

“Miss?” The duke asked, turning around. Rosalyn flushed. She had not realised she
had made an audible sound of pain.

“Yes?' she asked, fighting not to make it obvious how much her fingers were hurting.

“Are you quite well?’ the duke asked, his brow furrowing in concern. “Y ou sounded
distressed.”

“1 am quite well,” Rosalyn managed to say through clenched teeth, fighting to hold



back another grunt of pain. They were amost at the house. She felt a desperate
urgency to run inside to where her hands could get warm again. “It isjust...the cold.”

“You are not properly dressed,” the duke said gravely. “It is cold here in the
Midlands, Miss Rothwell. Please, be careful,” he added, standing back so that she and
her sisters could rush in through the front door.

“I will,” Rosalyn managed to say, the pain worsening. She turned, ignoring the
duke's concern. Her sisters were hurrying up the stairs, giggling and chatting away
among themselves. Released from the duke's stern presence, they were as loud and
cheerful as always. She curtseyed to the duke.

“Good day,” she managed to say, keeping her voice level despite the pain in her
fingers.

“...and | need a new riding gown,” Georgina was saying as she went upstairs. “My
old one is quite worn out on the...seat,” she continued, going bright red. Rosalyn
chuckled under her breath and even Isabel laughed.

“Papa will buy new fabric for us,” Isabel said softly. “He said we could have two
bolts of cloth for Christmas.”

“Hurrah! | can’t wait.”

“| already decided | want a new blue ballgown,” Isabel confided. Rosalyn, walking a
few paces behind them, smiled at their innocent chatter.

If only | could feel excited about Christmas, she thought sadly. With the looming
prospect of her new life at Stallenwood set to start the week after Christmas, she
could not find it in her heart to feel real excitement like Georgina and Isabel evidently
did.



“He's so quiet,” Georgina confided as they al piled into Rosalyn’s room, as they did
at home, to warm up and chat after the walk.

“He did say we could ride, though,” Isabel commented. “I think he seems rather
pleasant. If alittle reserved,” she added, glancing at Rosalyn.

“1 think that could be so,” Rosalyn said noncommittally.

“What will you wear for the tea tomorrow, Rosalyn?’ Isabel asked, changing the
subject perceptively.

“1 have not really decided. My russet gown, perhaps,” Rosalyn suggested. She had a
reddish-brown gown in thick velvet for an occasion less formal than a ball, but more
formal than a usual meal. It would suit the special tea that the duchess had planned
rather well.

“Oh, yes! That sounds grand. | want to wear my red dress,” Georginasaid. “And you,
| sabel 7’

“The blue, | think,” Isabel commented.

Rosalyn listened somewhat distantly as her sisters chatted about their choice of
gowns, focusing on peeling off her wet gloves from her frozen, aching fingers. Her
mind strayed back to the duke and how angry he had seemed when she had fallen,
and then to the concern and care in his voice. He had gazed at her so strangely, as if
he was drinking her in. She blushed, her body heating up, her heart quickening as she
recalled that strange, intense stare that he gave her. She had never experienced
anything likeit.

Perhaps he was looking judgmentally at me because my hairstyle has come undone,
she thought, reaching up shyly to touch her damp, cold locks where they rested on her



shoulders. Her fingers throbbed and burned, still recovering from the terrible cold. It
had not seemed a censorious look, though. She flushed. It had seemed rather more
appreciative.

Nonsense, shetold herself stiffly. Y ou are imagining things.

She reached for her gloves and pelisse to hang them by the fire so that they could dry.
She had important things to think about. She had no room to focus on the duke and
what he thought of her, though she could not help wondering—wondering when she
would have the opportunity to speak so closely with him again.
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“And pull! And pull! And... Your Grace! Stand back for his grace at once!” The

butler’ s orders rang out in the downstairs hallway.

Callum, who had been walking to the door to take the air on an unusually sunny
morning, stopped and gazed in disbelief.

“What is this?” he demanded loudly. “What is al this doing here?” A bale of green

branches, holly boughs, ivy leaves, and Perdition alone knew what else, blocked up
half the hallway. He gazed at it, eyes wide. The butler frowned.

“Your lady mother ordered it, Your Grace.” He swallowed and his frown deepened.
“We followed her instructions. Were we mistaken, Y our Grace?’

Callum ran a weary hand through his hair. A vague memory from before the guests
arrived drifted through his head. His mother had asked him if she could cut greenery
in the woods, and he had given permission without much thought. He gazed at the
vast bale—around the size of the chaise-longue in the drawing room—and sighed. He
was not about to reprimand the butler for doing what he had been told to do.

“You did theright thing,” he said to the butler, who slumped in evident relief.

“Thank you, Y our Grace.”

“Where are you expected to deliver that?’ Callum asked wearily.

“Ballroom, Y our Grace. Her grace said we should put it in the centre, near the back.”



Callum inclined his head. “Wéll, then, that is what you should do,” he said lightly.
His frown deepened as he heard footsteps on the stairs. He recognised his mother’s
soft, even walk. He turned away from the butler and left his crew of gardeners to haul
the massive bundle across the entrance and into the next room.

He went upstairs briskly and found his mother on the first landing. She looked up at
him.

“Well? Isthat the greenery for decorations?’ she demanded crisply.

Callum tilted his head. “Mother...are you certain that we should do this? You really
think we should challenge local custom and put it up now?’ He still felt unsure about
the idea of ignoring the traditions and putting up the decorations straight away.

His mother looked at him. Her blue eyes held his and Callum took in how weary she
seemed, with blue-grey prints of exhaustion under her eyes and her brow deeply
lined. She was five-and-fifty, but she looked much older in that moment.

“Son, | have a house of twenty guests,” she said, and even her voice grated with
tiredness. “ They need entertaining. Since | cannot put on a ball every night, we need

to do something with them. Thiswill be adiversion for them.”

Callum sighed and nodded his head. “Well, | cannot argue with that. Turn the season
on itshead if you must.”

His mother’ s eye held his, and he was relieved to see her old spirit in her gaze.

“lI might haveto,” she said. Callum shrugged.

“Asyou seefit, Mother,” he said wearily.



“1 shall bear that in mind,” his mother said. Callum was secretly pleased to hear her
old asperity in her voice. However much she grated on him sometimes, she was his
mother, a constant in his world, and he would miss her unyielding strength.

“Good day,” he greeted her and hurried off up the stairs. She replied, but Callum was
already on the upper floor when he realised what she had said. “Tell Harriet we are
going to make the kissing boughs,” he repeated, deciphering his mother’s words. He
sighed. He had forgotten that tradition. A ball of woven greenery embellished with
apples and—in some, less religious houses, mistletoe—would be hung somewhere in
the house. It was considered good |uck—indeed, mandatory—to kiss underneath it.

He blushed as a sudden, vivid image rushed into his mind. Miss Rothwell stood
underneath the kissing bough, unaware of where she stood. He walked up and
wrapped his arms around her, pressing his mouth to her lips. They were, in his
imagination, as sweet and soft and fragrant as they looked; flavoured with some
sweet dessert she had just eaten, and as soft as satin.

He groaned and pushed the image away. That was the last thing he needed. He was
determined to feel only a businesslike respect for Miss Rothwell, and instead, his
wretched body was insisting on noticing how lovely she was, how compelling that
lively, sweet face and those hazel eyeswere.

He tensed as he became abruptly aware that he was not aone in the drawing room.
Someone was talking to themsel ves.

“...and we have the cushions to set out, and...Oh, bother! Whereis my music?’
“Harriet?” he called, recognising the voice. He spotted her a second later, in the

corner by the pianoforte. Her long pale hair had tumbled loose of its chignon, the
white dress she wore bright in the light from the windows. “ Sister?”’



“Brother!” Harriet turned, startled. “1 was just setting the drawing room in order for
the tea party. Have you seen my music books?’

Callum looked around and spied some books on the windowsill. “ Those ones?’ he
asked, gesturing.

“Oh! Yes! Thank you, brother,” Harriet said quickly, lifting them up. “Mother will
expect me to provide some music, | expect.” She put the books on the music stand.

Callum frowned. Harriet seemed unusually flustered. She was usually high-spirited,
and it was not unusual for her to be overwrought, but she seemed scattered and tense
in ways that she was not usually.

“Areyou quite well, sister?” he asked gently.

“Oh! Yes, brother. | am quite well,” Harriet replied, startled from her reverie. She had
a dreamy look in her eyes. Callum recaled Mr Rothwell, and how taken he and his

sister seemed with one another, and awry grin twisted hislip.

“1 am sure our guests will be well-pleased with the tea party. All our guests,” he said
gently. Harriet frowned.

“1 do not follow your meaning.”

Calum grinned. “The Rothwell party seem to have made a considerable impression?”’
he remarked lightly. Harriet went red. Callum tried to hide the grin that spread across
his face.

“Well...Mr Rothwell is...seems pleasant,” she stammered. Callum smiled.

“l am sure that he is a pleasant sort,” Callum answered teasingly.



Harriet beamed at him. “Oh, he isl He is amusing, and affable, and thoughtful...he
seems very pleasant,” she concluded, before diving into awkward silence. Her cheeks
flushed a deep red.

“Quite an all-round pleasant fellow, then.” Callum grinned at his sister, who looked
away.

“l suppose,” she said distractedly. “Of course, he has a pleasant family. Miss
Rothwell strikes me as extremely gracious and affable.”

“Mm.” Callum pushed the comment away. His chest glowed with the merest thought
of Miss Rothwell, and gracious and affable were the least complimentary things he
could think to say. He frowned. The magnitude of his praise was surprising, even to
himself.

“Brother?’ Harriet asked, interrupting his thoughts.

“Yes?' he asked, frowning.

“1s something the matter? Y ou seem troubled.”

“No,” Callum said quickly, not wishing to tell his sister what was on his mind. “No,
sister. | am merely thinking about the tea later.”

“And what you shall wear?’ she inquired.

Callum grinned. “Yes. Exactly that.”

“Brother!” Harriet teased him gently. “We are to have teain but a few hours! You'd
best hurry and make adecision.”



Callum laughed. “It matters little what | wear, sweet sister,” he said warmly. “I do not
think anyone here is going to be making a study of it.” In London, during the Season,
it would be another matter. What high society members like Beau Brummel wore was
literally published in places like the Gazette .

“Even s0,” hissister said primly. Callum chuckled.

“1 will do my best to dress appropriately, sister,” he promised.

Harriet grinned. “If you will excuse me, | need to go down to the kitchens. Mother
asked me to oversee the delicacies, and they should be bringing them up here
already.” Harriet hurried to the door. “Good day, brother!”

“Good day,” Callum called after her, smiling to himself. When she had hurried off,
his brow wrinkled in a frown. Harriet’ s questions made him think. Was he beginning
to fed deeply for Miss Rothwell? He pushed the thought away, feeling
uncomfortable.

Sheisameansto an end. | will not allow myself to become attached, he told himself
stiffly. All the same, he could not deny that he felt warm whenever he thought of her.

He gazed out of the window. The grounds were bathed in sunshine, the frost on the
lawn rapidly melting except where the shade from the wall touched the grass. He
recalled how Miss Rothwell had almost slipped the day before. She had leaned
against him for a moment and the scent of her had filled his nostrils, her soft, warm
body pressing against his own.

“Lady Harriet?I... Oh!” A voice spoke in the doorway. Callum tensed. He knew that
voice. He turned around.

Miss Rothwell was in the doorway. She wore a soft blue day-dress in velvet, her long



hair styled severely in a tight chignon. A white shawl draped her shoulders, and she
stood stiffly, her eyes wide, clearly surprised to find him there.

“Good day, Miss Rothwell,” he greeted her, bowing low. As he straightened, he had
the pleasure of seeing her gaze widen in surprise.

“Forgive me. | was looking for your sister. | did not expect to find you here, Your
Grace,” she said, dropping alow curtsey. Callum inclined his head.

“My sister had to rush off. Can | convey a message to her?’ He asked. He did his best
to keep hisvoice level. His heart was racing.

“Um...l wished to thank her for lending me this,” Miss Rothwell said, gesturing to her
shawl. “My sisters and | were taking a walk about the grounds, and | had no shawl
with me.”

“1 shall thank her for you,” Callum said.

“Could you kindly see that it gets back to her?” Miss Rothwell shrugged the silky
garment off and handed it to him. Her fingers brushed his as he took it. He groaned
inwardly. She was so beautiful, her touch as soft as satin.

“1 shall do so,” he said, coughing to clear his throat, which felt tight and tense. “Miss
Rothwell?” He asked as she turned in the doorway.

“Yes?' She gazed up at him, her hazel eyes wide and almost apprehensive. He cursed
himself inwardly—had he made her afraid of him?

“1 would recommend that you take your pelisse whenever you go outdoors. It is very
cold here in the Midlands. And you could have caught a fever aready after
yesterday.”



She nodded. “Yes, Your Grace,” she murmured. “Once again, | must beg your pardon
for yesterday’s happenings,” she said unsteadily, her gaze moving to the floor. “I
must have startled you.”

“Startled me? Not at all,” Calum replied hastily. “1 was merely concerned. It is much
colder here than in your Sussex home.”

“Indeed, it is. Thank you, Your Grace.” She inclined her head. “I shall take care to
remember that.”

Callum gazed at her. Her gaze was warm as she looked back at him, and his chest
glowed. He had thought she had taken offence, but she appeared rather bemused by
his advice. He stared at her, her soft smile and her twinkling eyes holding him
captive.

“Good day,” he managed to say, and bowed stiffly. When he straightened up, she was
already going through the door into the hallway. He gazed down at the shawl that he
still held in his hand. It was warm from being wrapped around Miss Rothwell’s
shoulders.

Callum tensed and marched to his sister’s bedchamber to deliver the shawl, trying to
ignore the presence of it in his hand and the tide of emotions that filled him when he
thought about it draped around her pale shoulders. He tapped on the door of the
bedroom and was relieved when it opened.

“Yes? Oh! Your Grace,” Miss Emdley, his sister’s ladies’ maid, greeted him. “| was
just tidying. Is there aught the matter?” Her eyes widened and Callum realised he
must look angry, his jaw clenched where he fought his own emotions.

“No. | was instructed to return this to my sister. She loaned it to a guest,” he
explained, keeping his voice light.



“Oh, Your Grace, you are most kind. | am deeply obliged and you needn’'t have
troubled yourself with such atrivia task. | shall see to it that it is placed properly,”
Miss Emdley replied, her dark eyes wide. She took the shawl and folded it with care.

“Thank you,” Callum said politely, his voice even. He turned and hurried down the
hallway. He had an outfit to plan, and, as his sister had said, it did matter. Not just
because Mother was there, either. He wished to make a good impression on his
guests, though there was one in particular who mattered more to him than the rest.
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Rosalyn stared out of her bedchamber window. It was three o’ clock in the afternoon,
and she should have been dressing for the duchess special afternoon tea party, but
she could not focus. Her encounter with the duke, just a few hours before, played
through her mind repeatedly. She recaled his gaze on her—so intense, so
confusing—the way he talked so hesitantly, as though he was shy. She especially
recalled the feeling of his fingers brushing against her own as she passed him the
shawl. She could almost feel their brief, soft touch if she shut her eyes. It had been so
swift, but it had seared through her nerve endings, making her body tingle.

“What is the matter with me?’ she asked aloud. And, she wondered further, what was
the matter with the duke? Since their meeting in the dining room at the ball he had
been behaving differently. Less cold and silent, more attentive. The strange glances
that he cast her way confused her.

She stood up, going to the wardrobe. She had to choose a dress to wear. As she
opened it, a knock sounded at the door. She jumped, startled. Her nerves had been
tightly strung since the morning.

“Yes?' shecalled alittle shakily.

“Rosalyn! It's me,” Georgina whispered in a particularly loud whisper through the
door. “Can we come in?’

“We wanted to ask you about our dresses,” Isabel added, talking in alow voice.

Rosalyn opened the door and let them in. Georgina half-collapsed into the room from
where she had been leaning on the wood. She had a mulberry-coloured gown in her



arms. |sabel walked in behind her, carrying a very pale lavender blue gown. She shut
the door behind them, and they stood awkwardly by the door, looking at Rosalyn.

“Are we disturbing you?’ Isabel asked.

Rosalyn blinked and shook her head. “No. No, dears! Come in. | was just planning
my own outfit. Come in!” she gestured them to the padded chair and the stool by the
dressing table, the only two places to sit, besides the bed, in the room.

“1 thought you mentioned you might wear brown?’ Isabel asked attentively. Rosalyn
nodded.

“Yes. Yes, | did. Or green?’

“Yes! Your beautiful sage-green day-dress. Do, do please wear it!” Georgina begged
her.

Rosalyn went to her wardrobe uncertainly and opened it, taking out the gown. She
had been unsure—it became her extremely well, but she had always felt a little self-
conscious in it, since when she wore it in London it had drawn some stares. She took
out the sage green gown and held it up against herself, studying her reflection in the
looking glass opposite.

Her own hazel eyes stared back at her, seeming huge in her slender, pale face. She
normally thought of her eyes as pale tawny brown, but when she wore the green
dress, green flecks seemed to appear there, making them seem larger and striking.

“Oh, do wear it!” Georginabegged again. “It is such a becoming colour on you.”

“You do look very pretty, Rosalyn,” Isabel told her gently.



Rosalyn swallowed hard. She felt too shy to wear it—the last thing she wanted was to
stand out. But if her sisters insisted, she could not refuse. Besides, she thought, her
cheeks heating up, mayhap the duke would like it.

“l am going to wear this,” Georgina informed her, holding the dark red velvet dress
up against herself. “You don't think it clashes?’ she gestured to her cinnamon curls.

“No. It suits you very well, Georgina,” Rosalyn assured her. Georgina did look very
beautiful with her very pale skin and red hair shown up by the dark red gown. Her
large caramel-brown eyes also showed up beautifully.

“1 wondered about my hair,” Isabel informed Rosalyn as she held up the soft-blue
gown. “I thought perhaps something similar to the chignon that you wore the other
day? With a silver clasp? But mayhap that would be too formal for an afternoon
event.” A frown creased her smooth brow, her slim face showing her worry. Isabel
often worried about doing the right thing.

“1 think that would be a good level of formality,” Rosalyn assured her sister gently.
“You are ayoung debutante—dressing prettily could hardly be criticised in you.”

“Oh, Rosalyn,” Isabel said warmly. “Y ou always make me feel at ease.”

“Asyou should,” Rosalyn told her softly. “Asyou should.”

She stepped behind the screen in the corner of the room to change into the green
gown, and then her sisters were racing to take their turn. Time was in limited
supply—they were expected to be ready by four o’ clock, and they all still needed a

ladies maid to arrange their hair.

“Now we had best hurry to our chamber,” Georgina said as she stepped out from
behind the screen, the dark red dress hugging her curvaceous figure. Isabel was



already dressed, waiting at the door, her black hair falling like water around her
shoulders onto the pale lilac gown. Rosalyn’s heart twisted as it filled with love for
her two younger sisters. They were so beautiful, so innocently full of joy and life. She
smiled at them both.

“1 shall meet you in the drawing room,” she said warmly.

They both hurried out of the door and into their own room, and Rosalyn shut the door
behind them, smiling to herself. Let them keep that, she thought, a silent prayer.
Please, let them keep their innocence.

She rang the bell to summon her maid to style her hair.

Twenty minutes later, her hair styled in an elegant but simple chignon decorated with
a ribbon in a similar green, she walked into the hallway. She went to check if her
sisters were in their chamber, but as she lifted her hand to knock, she heard the sound
of hurrying feet. She whipped round, as her sisters must be running over to her, but
her jaw dropped as she saw that it was not her sisters, but the duke.

He was dressed in a navy-blue tailcoat—so dark that it seemed black—with white
shirt and dark brown trousers. His hair was tousled and his eyes round. He saw her
and stopped, cheeks reddening.

“Miss Rothwell,” he stammered. “1 did not know that you were here.”

“l was looking for my sisters,” Rosalyn said, frowning. “Is something amiss, Y our
Grace?’

“One of the horses. An older mare. She is sick. | was running to find the butler,” he
explained. “ Someone needs to fetch the apothecary.”



“1s she coughing?’ Rosalyn asked.

“Yes.” The duke nodded briskly. He had turned towards the stairs. “She was
coughing al morning, the stable hand said. Intermittent coughing. She looks weary
and frightened. | need to do something to help. Sheis not strong.”

He was walking down the stairs, Rosalyn keeping pace beside him. They reached the
entranceway. The duke gestured to a footman who was hurrying past.

“Stratford? Whereis Mr Morton?’

“He is outdoors, Your Grace,” the footman replied respectfully. “A cart of ale came
in and he went to direct the unloading.”

“Oh, for...” The duke looked as though he was trying not to swear. He strode towards
the door. “I will find him myself. | have to explain to him what to do.” He reached for
his greatcoat and shrugged it on, and Rosalyn reached for her pelisse as he opened the
door. The cold air cut her like a knife, and she gasped. She tugged on her pelisse,
hesitating. She did not have to go outside, but the mare's plight had awakened her
interest and compassion, and she could not simply go to a warm, genteel drawing
room and ignore it.

“The stable boy said the warmth improved it,” the duke continued to relate. “I told
him to feed her warm mash. The apothecary should see her. He has cures for
everything,” he stated, sounding worried. Rosalyn followed him down the steps and
into the garden.

“1 am sure she can be cured,” Rosalyn said gently. Her gaze held his.

“1 hope so0,” he said softly. His brow furrowed as he looked down. “ Sheis...specia.”



Rosalyn swallowed hard. She knew how he felt. She loved her horse, Marmalade,
with every fibre of her. If Marmalade were to be coughing, she would be as worried
as he was. All the horses were important to her, but Marmalade and Swallowtail, the
old stallion with a white blaze in the shape of a swallowtail across his long, greying
nose, were even more special than the rest.

“1 am sure she can be cured. Horses can cough for many reasons. As you know,” she
demurred. She respected the duke's knowledge of his horses.

“1 hope so,” he repeated. “Mr Morton!” He shouted to the butler, who was instructing
a carter unloading a cart full of barrels. The butler came over at once. He bowed to
the duke.

“Your Grace. May | assist you?’

"I need someone to fetch the apothecary. At once. Bring him here. Buttercup is ailing
and needs some assistance.”

The butler inclined his head. “At once, Your Grace.” He strode off to summon a
rider. Rosalyn stood with the duke. It was freezing cold, a chilly breeze tugging at her
skirt. She shivered. She had no gloves with her, and she balled her hands into fists,
trying to keep her fingers warm.

“You're shivering,” the duke said softly. He was standing no more than the length of
her forearm away. His grey gaze was troubled. He reached for her hand. “Your
fingersare cold. Go inside,” he said gently.

Rosalyn stopped breathing as he clasped his fingers delicately around her own. Her
heart thudded against her ribcage, and she stared into his eyes. His own grey gaze
held hers. Her fingerstingled with his touch.



“Yes, Your Grace,” she said softly.

His gaze lingered a moment and then he turned away.

He let her hand go and she hurried back up the stairs and into the house. The warmth
seemed stifling after the intense cold. She shrugged off her pelisse and glanced in a
looking glass, checking that her hair was still tidy. She tucked a curl behind one ear
and hurried up the steps.

She turned at the sound of footsteps. The duke was hurrying up the stairs after her.
The clock struck four as they reached the hallway and they increased their pace,
rushing into the drawing room.

“And I...oh!”

The Duchess was standing by the tea table, inviting the guests who had already
assembled there to help themselves. She turned and stared as Rosalyn and the duke
stumbled in. Her gaze narrowed as she studied Rosalyn.

Rosalyn glanced at the duke. He glanced at her briefly and her heart almost stopped at
thelook in his eyes. Amused, rueful and tender, it drew her in.

She turned towards the guests, determined to face them all boldly and not to let them
intimidate her. The duke walked beside her, and they slipped into the crowd together,
determined to enjoy the afternoon.
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Callum drew his gaze back, for the fourth time, from where Miss Rothwell sat with
her sisters by the window. The sunshine fell through onto her hair, making it glow
like burnished brass, and her happy laughter drew his gaze back to her whenever he
looked away. A plate of mince pies stood on the tea table, a blue-and-white Meissen
ware tea set beside them.

“...thought we' d go for ajaunt. A fine day! Oughtn’t to waste this opportunity, eh?’

Callum blinked, Lord Grassdale's words just reaching him through the fog of his
thoughts. In his mind, he was in the icy cold garden, holding Miss Rothwell’ s hand in
his own. She gazed up at him, her hazel eyes wide with surprise. Her fingers were icy
in histouch, fine and graceful and unexpectedly strong from years of riding.

“...the fellows and me. What do you say, Stallenwood?’

“1 beg your pardon?’ Callum asked, confused. “Would you mind repeating that?’

“Of course, old chap. | thought that you, myself, Rothwell and Chesterford might
take ajaunt. What say you? Not necessarily afestive activity, but a fine one for a day
like this.”

“A jaunt? Where?’ Callum asked. He looked out of the window. The day was still
clear-skied, but the estate was freezing cold, especially in the hollows that were

perpetually in the shade.

“Oh, anywhere you care to name. It’'s your estate, old fellow. Just a shame to waste
the sunlight. What say you?’



“Of course,” Callum replied, distractedly. He was gazing across the drawing-room
again, to where Miss Rothwell was seated. Her big smile drew him in. He glanced
sideways, aware of his mother’s critical gaze on him. She had been furious when he
and Miss Rothwell had drifted in a few minutes late, obviously together and clearly
distracted. She had not said anything, but her censorious gaze had followed them
through the door and over to the chairs in the corner. He had done his best to ignore
it, but he knew that the moment she had time, she would demand to know the cause.

“Capital! Shall we go after tea?’ Lord Grassdale asked Callum, bringing him back to
the present. A young viscount, Lord Grassdale had a slim, serious face, reddish hair
and at that moment, a bright grin. Callum tried to focus.

“Yes. A fineidea. We still have an hour of daylight before sunset,” he added, trying
to plan aroute. The horses did need exercise, and aride was a good idea.

“Grand! Y our mama shall not mind if we depart alittle earlier, | think. The longer we
have in daylight, the safer. I'll go and tell Rothwell, shall 17’

“Who?’ Callum blinked. That part had escaped him, but he recalled that the name
Rothwell had been mentioned.

“Mr Rothwell. He's a keen rider. He will want to come out with us for certain. He
already expressed admiration for your stable.”

“Oh?’ Callum blinked in surprise. He did not recall taking Mr Rothwell around their
stable. Harriet. That had to be it. He hid a scowl. When had she sneaked down to the
stable with Rothwell? That was his fault. His preoccupation with Miss Rothwell was
distracting him from his duties.

“Indeed! Indeed, old chap. Well? Shall | ask him?’



“Yes. Do so0,” Calum replied distractedly. He had been glancing over to Miss
Rothwell and her sisters, to see if he could locate Mr Rothwell, when his eye fell on
someone in particular. James was seated a few paces away, his gaze fixed on Miss
Rothwell. He was staring at her. Callum’s blood boiled.

As he watched, James turned to Lady Philippa and whispered something in her ear.
Whatever it was, she laughed.

Perdition take you! Callum thought angrily. He glared at them, some of his ire
directed at his mother. She had not needed to invite two such unpleasant people to her
Christmas party. He watched the two of them, glaring at James as his gaze moved
again to Miss Rothwell. His anger dampened swiftly as Lord Grassdale approached,
Chesterford—an older baron—and Rothwell in tow. Mr Rothwell’s father, Lord
Cranfield, was with them. Callum inclined his head politely to the older man.

“Your Grace,” Lord Cranfield greeted him respectfully. “1 believe my son is going
for a ride with you? | would like to join him, if | may. | have an interest in seeing
your stable.”

“Of course,” Callum said with an easy shrug. In many ways, having more riders was
a good thing. They could exercise more horses, and it was always safer to be in a
bigger group.

“Grand,” Lord Cranfield said lightly.

“Well, we are al ready, then,” Lord Grassdale said, sounding pleased. “I will just go
and explain our departure to the duchess.” He tilted his head in the direction where
Mother stood, holding court with Lady Bronham in the corner by the teatable.

Callum nodded and stood with Lord Chesterford, Lord Cranfield and Mr Rothwell.
He shuffled awkwardly from foot to foot. He knew none of the men well, and he



disliked Rothwell, while Lord Cranfield he had to admit he found alittle intimidating.
He was very quiet, very serious: in many ways unlike his son and daughters, who
were lively, merry people.

“l say,” Mr Rothwell said, breaking the uncomfortable silence. “I reckon Rosy would
like to come with us. Shall | ask her?’

“Rosy?’ Callum shrugged and nodded. It was only after Mr Rothwell had
disappeared into the drawing room that he realised he meant Miss Rothwell, who was
called Rosalyn.

His heart thudded rapidly. He had agreed to the ride thinking that it would be himself
and a few other men. He had not planned how he would fedl if Miss Rothwell were
with them. That was an entirely different matter. He would worry about it getting
dark, about the paths being unsafe, about which horse would be safe for her to ride.
Mr Rothwell had already reached her, and she was standing up to join them. Her gaze
met his, and he blushed.

She came over to join them, and then Lord Grassdal e came back to the group.

“Her grace said we were welcome to go,” he told Callum. “ Shall we make our way to
the stable?”’

“Of course,” Callum agreed.

He followed the group downstairs and to the door, walking a pace behind Miss
Rothwell, who walked with her father. She moved with a light tread, a curl of hair
falling from its style to brush the back of her neck. Her skin shone in the soft daylight

that poured into the stairwell. He looked away, frustrated with himself.

James seems to have no qualms about staring, he reminded himself. That still angered



him. He had been surprised by the magnitude of the rage that it raised in him. He had
wanted to stride across the room and hit the fellow. He did not understand it.

He was opening the front door when he became aware of footsteps behind them. Two
sets of footsteps. Mr Rothwell was hurrying downstairs, Harriet beside him. Her face
was flushed, and she smiled at her brother alittle shyly.

“Now, Harriet. | do not think...” he began hotly. Grassdale and Chesterford were
there, and Grassdale smiled at Harriet.

“Lady Harriet! How pleasant. Do let her come along. It will be good for Miss
Rothwell to have another lady with us.” He smiled appealingly.

“You are right,” Callum agreed gruffly. While Miss Rothwell was more than
adequately chaperoned by her father and brother, the presence of another lady would
soften things and make them more acceptable. He bit back his anger at Mr Rothwell,
who was grinning as though he had been granted a thousand pounds, and let Harriet
go past them.

The ladies shrugged on their riding cloaks while the gentlemen donned their coats
and gloves, and then they all proceeded outside to the stable.

The air was bitterly cold, cutting through Callum’s thick greatcoat, and he gritted his
teeth as he glanced over at Miss Rothwell. She wore her velvet gown and a seemingly
thick velvet mantel, yet he worried about her in the intense cold. As they walked
down the path, they met with the late afternoon sunshine that shone into the stables.
That improved matters and Callum relaxed alittle.

“Right. My lord?’ he addressed Lord Cranfield, Miss Rothwell’s father. “I suggest
you take Snowstorm. He is our most spirited stallion. | think you are the most
experienced rider here?’



Lord Cranfield shrugged; his thin face relaxed. “1 will do as you suggest,” he replied
politely.

Callum swiftly assigned horses to al the riders, then hurried to call the stable hands
to assist with tacking up. While he was sure al of the people present, including the
ladies, could tack up their own horses, it would be much faster with help.

He glanced over at Buttercup. He had not assigned her to any rider, though he would
have liked her for Miss Rothwell. She was an older horse, calm in temperament and
the least likely to spook. She coughed as he approached, but her manner did not seem
as strained.

“How is she faring?’ Miss Rothwell asked from beside him. Callum jumped.

“She seems better,” he said gruffly. “Noah?’ he called to a young man, perhaps
eighteen, who was hauling a saddle out of the tack room. “What happened? Did the
apothecary visit?’

The young man bowed, touching his forehead in a respectful gesture. “Your Grace.
The apothecary was here ten minutes ago. He left us a preparation of herbs. We dosed
Buttercup with it about five minutes before you arrived. It seems to ease her, Your
Grace.”

“Good. Good,” Callum replied in genuine relief. He gazed over at the horse. She was
pale brown, her muzzle white with age. She looked at him and he was relieved to see
there was no fear in her gaze.

“Has she always been in this stall 7" Miss Rothwell asked Callum.

He frowned, thinking. “No. She was there,” he replied, gesturing to the stall at the
end of the row, which had a window that looked out onto the kitchen garden. “We



moved her so that she would not catch a draft and get cold.”

“Consider putting her back?’ Miss Rothwell suggested. “Mayhap the fresh air did her
good. We had a horse with a cough, and when we moved him to another stall, it
improved. It might be the dust.” She gestured at the straw on the floor and the
sawdust in the aisle between.

“Mm.” Callum nodded, a frown creasing his brow. The more he thought about it, the
more it seemed to make sense. He tucked the idea away in the back of his mind to tell
Mr Randell when they returned. “ Thank you. | will consider it.”

Miss Rothwell just nodded, then turned away, taking the rein of Rainstorm, a dappled
thoroughbred whom he had chosen as her mount.

Callum tacked up Firelight, his horse, but his mind was not really in it. He kept on
thinking about Miss Rothwell. Her suggestion was good, and he could not help but be
impressed. He led his horse out to the mounting block in the stable yard. Miss
Rothwell was aready seated, waiting at the gate with her father and Lord
Chesterford. Mr Rothwell, Harriet and Lord Grassdale were not yet out. Callum
swung up into the saddle, still annoyed at Mr Rothwell for inviting his sister and
Harriet. While Harriet was a competent horsewoman, she was not accustomed to
riding in the cold, or riding on the route he had planned for the afternoon.

He rode Firelight to the edge of the yard, careful to keep him away from Snowstorm,
with whom he sometimes fought. He was just getting impatient when Harriet and Mr
Rothwell emerged, followed by Lord Grassdale. Harriet and Mr Rothwell were
laughing. Callum bit back his annoyance.

| envy them their ease with one another, he thought sadly. They were both open,
direct people, and they chatted and laughed without effort.



“1 remember almost swallowing the sixpence once,” Mr Rothwell was saying as they
rode into the line behind Callum. Harriet guffawed.

“You didn’t! | alwayswondered if someone had. | always search through my pudding
for a sixpence before | take a spoonful of it.”

“Wise, my lady. Most wise.”

Callum smiled to himself. The tradition of hiding a sixpence in the pudding, to bless
whoever found it with riches, was a tradition he enjoyed. Their family did not
practice it often, since Mother feared that someone would choke on it. But in the
years when they had done it, he had himself found the sixpence more than once.

Strange, he mused. He had inherited an estate in ruins, had sold off much of it to
repay the debts, and was left as a duke of relatively modest means compared to the
wealth of other dukedoms. The silver sixpence did not seem to do its job as promised.

His thoughts drifted back to the moment as they rode out of the gate. He had chosen a
route that went up into the parklands that adjoined the manor grounds. Several acres
of wood, belonging to the estate, surrounded the manor and were maintained by the
verderers to keep them stocked with deer and other hunting quarry. Father had been a
keen hunter, but Callum was not fond of the sport. He rode up through the gate,
cutting ahead of Lord Cranfield who had been leading the party.

“Thisway,” he called, gesturing up the steep slope.
His guests fell in behind him, chatting and laughing. The route was narrow but would
widen out so that they could ride beside one another later. Callum leaned back,

slowing his horse to awalk as they navigated the steep slope.

The feeling of the horse's relaxed gait soothed Callum and he started to relax. The



woods were warmer atop the steep rise, and the sunshine was pleasant, relaxing him
and his horse still further. He could hear the drowsy rise and fall of Lord Cranfield
talking to the baron; the low, murmurous conversation pleasant and easy on the ear.
Mr Rothwell and Harriet were somewhere near the back—he could hear the
occasional laugh and giggle as they chatted brightly. He reached a wider point in the
road and stopped, turning in his saddle, to check on his guests.

Miss Rothwell was in the middle of the group. Lord Grassdale rode a little behind
her, and Harriet and Mr Rothwell behind him. Callum’'s gaze focused on Miss
Rothwell’ s soft, pretty face. She looked relaxed, turning to her father to make some
comment. Her silky hair glowed in the sunshine and an easy smile brightened her
expression. Her brown riding habit made her hair seem brighter. Her gaze caught
Cdlum’s, and she held his eye, then blushed, turning away. Callum swallowed hard.

“The road widens here,” he informed the guests, his throat tight. “We can safely ride
beside one another. It cuts to the left, and then we circle back and cross the
pastureland back to the estate.”

“Capital!” Lord Chesterford greeted the words warmly.

Callum turned to face the road again, leaning a little forward to guide his horse into a
trot. He had ridden since he was four years old, and he barely needed to think about
what he did. His mind focused on Miss Rothwell, her undeniable beauty playing
through his thoughts. It was not so much her looks—though she was undeniably
lovely—but rather her vitality, her sweetness. The warmth in her smile.

Help me, he thought wordlessly, sending up a silent prayer for aid. He did not know
how to escape the growing closeness he felt, the irresistible draw toward her that was
beginning to drive him mad. It would be one thing if she seemed to return his
feelings, but instead, she seemed politely indifferent. He could not forget her scathing
words at the dinner party. It seemed cruel that he should feel so drawn to someone



who seemed unable to return anything but chilly good manners.

“May | join you?’ avoice said beside him.

Callum turned around, blinking in astonishment, to see Miss Rothwell and Harriet
beside him on the path. Mr Rothwell was a little behind. At the point where the road
widened, they must have seized the chance to overtake the two older men and Lord
Grassdale. He stared at them, not sure what to say, then nodded.

“Of course,” he said, struggling to maintain a cool, neutral tone. Miss Rothwell was
looking at him with an inquiring gaze. He turned away, feeling embarrassed. He
could not fathom what she might be thinking about him.

She rode alongside him. He rode wordlessly, searching his mind for something to say.
His thoughts were blank, filled only with his awareness of her. She sat upright, her
posture as easy and relaxed as his own. She held the reins lightly. She used a side-
saddle, one of Harriet’s old ones, her long legs twisted gracefully around the pommel,
demurely covered with her brown velvet mantel. His cheeks flushed red.

“Do you often ride here?’ she asked him. He blinked in surprise, not expecting her to
say anything.

“No. | mean, yes. In winter. It is a good place to exercise the horses,” he explained.
He blushed, aware of how odd he must sound.

“It is warmer here than elsewhere on the estate. Or, it seems to be,” Miss Rothwell
said after a moment.

“Mm.” Calum nodded. “It is.” He gazed around, wishing he could think of
something intelligent to say.



They were riding downhill, moving towards the pastureland. He leaned back, slowing
his horse to a walk. Miss Rothwell was dightly ahead of him and, as the path
narrowed, he stopped briefly, allowing her to dlip in ahead. Lord Chesterford caught
up with them and then Callum rode on, keeping alittle behind Miss Rothwell.

They rode past a thicket, and Callum gasped as something—a bird, he thought, he
could not see what—suddenly burst out of the bushes. In the same moment, Miss
Rothwell, who was riding ahead, took off. He let out ayell. Rainstorm, her horse, was
a stable, wonderful mare, except in the presence of anything that moved swiftly. She
had a bad experience on a hunt when a gun went off too close to her, and ever since
then she had associated fast movements with danger.

“What was | thinking?’ Callum swore at himself. Miss Rothwell was clinging on,
doing her best to remain mounted, but Rainstorm had bolted, and they were galloping
out onto the pastureland. There were fences there, and Rainstorm would not think
twice about jumping if she was spooked. Two of the most dangerous things were if
horses vaulted fences or reared unexpectedly.

He leaned forward, urging his horse into a gallop.
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Rosalyn clung to the reins. She leaned back, doing her best to stay on, as her mare,
Rainstorm, bolted at a gallop across the field.

“Easy, girl,” Rosalyn tried to say, loosening her grip on the reins as much as she
dared. Her legs were gripping the high pommel of the side-saddle, and she leaned as
far back as possible, both to slow the horse and because the horse might rear or vault.
A rider lying across the horse’s neck was vulnerable to having their own neck
snapped by a sudden rear.

God, help me, she thought silently as the horse continued to gallop. Trees and bushes
flashed past, shadows barring them as they raced past fences. The horse had left the
road and was careening down a path. If it was her mare, she would have relaxed as
much as possible, trying not to send any mixed signals that would frighten her mount
still further. But this was an utterly unknown mare, one whose behaviour she could
only guess at.

They were approaching a corner and Rosalyn screamed, then a wild plan to slow the
horse occurred to her. She grabbed the reins and pulled as harshly as she dared,
jerking the horse’s head sideways. As she had hoped, the horse veered sharply into
the corner, the movement naturally slowing her down.

Rosalyn eased her grip on the reins, the horse slowing slightly. She tried straightening
up, relief weakening her as the horse slowed to a canter.

As her horse slowed still further, she had time to look around. Her relief gave way to
a sense of shock again as she realised that she had no idea where she was. It was
twilight, the shadows lengthening and the path under her feet barely visible. She



could see woodland up ahead and somewhere far away burned distant lights; perhaps
afarmhouse. Her heart thudded in her chest.

She had no notion of how to get back to the manor.

“Sebastian?’ she called. “Papa?’

The horse heard her and swivelled her ears, pawing the dirt and snorting. Rosalyn
patted her neck, aware that her own shaky, fearful voice was frightening to the
confused, exhausted creature. She shivered, drawing her mantel tight around her. The
horse had stopped, and she could lift her hands from the reins. She looked around. It
was getting dark fast and if she did not find the way back soon, she would be lost all
night.

What about wolves? And the cold? She asked herself, a frisson of fear running down
her spine. It had been warm while the sun was out, but as night fell, the cold gnawed
at her even through her thick cloak. She and her horse could both freeze to death on
the field. To say nothing about the possibility of predators. Wolves were rare but far
from unheard of, especialy in thick woodland. And even in the countryside, the
chances of running into a dangerous human on the road were greater than she would
like. She looked around, fear gripping her.

“Easy, girl,” she told the horse, patting the creature’ s neck. Her horse was pawing the
ground again and she did not want to risk her bolting a second time.

The farmhouse was not impossibly far away, but it was almost utterly dark and there
was no way to know if aroad or track led there. She lifted the reins. The only wise
option seemed to be to retrace their steps, but since they had not followed any
particular path, that was also difficult.

“Easy, girl,” Rosalyn said gently, as she pulled on the reins as gently as she could,



trying to guide her horse to turn around.

Her horse turned, and they started to go back. There was the faintest evidence of a
path; a brighter greyish ribbon of bare earth in the sea of black that was the nighttime
grassland. Rosalyn swallowed hard, her fingersicy and her stomach queasy with fear.

She shut her eyes for a moment, trying to calm down. Her horse was exhausted, and
so was she. Neither of them seemed to have any notion of where they were. She drew
in a breath and listened to her own exhalation and the calm, steady breath of her
horse. The soft clop of hoofs on the ground reassured her. She opened her eyes.

And frowned.

The sound of the horse’s hooves seemed off, digointed. It took her a moment to
realise why; the noise was coming not just from beneath her, but also from up ahead.

“Sebastian?’ she called, her heart lifting with joy. “Papa?’ Someone had ridden after
her! Her spirits soared and she leaned forward, signaling her horse to move faster.

“Miss Rothwell?" avoice called out. Rosalyn shivered.

“Your Grace?' It was the Duke of Stallenwood. He had ridden after her. She breathed
deeply, trying to still her heartbeat. If she showed any sign of agitation, the horse
might become frightened again and bolt. Her heart thumped against her ribs. Shetried
to call out, clearing her throat, which was suddenly tight with a mix of emotions.

He must think | am a fool. Mayhap he was worried that | injured his horse. He
couldn’t be worried for me, could he? The thoughts chased themselves around her
mind. He was so hard to read. One moment, he was indifferent to the point of
rudeness and the next, tender and considerate in away that stole her breath.



“Miss Rothwell?’ his voice called out. He was not too far—she could hear the
distinct sound of a horse trotting along a dirt path. Her horse whickered a greeting,
stepping forward of her own accord.

She must recognise the other horse, Rosalyn thought, patting her mare' s neck.

“Easy, girl,” she said gently. “We'll be there soon.”

They rode forward and, before long, the sound of hoofs was almost before them. It
was completely dark, and she widened her eyes, trying to see ahead. The flash of
white of a high shirt collar came into focus, and then the white blaze on the nose of
the duke’s thoroughbred. As she watched, he reined in, bringing his horse to a walk.
The stallion walked alongside Rainstorm, who whickered again and stamped, giving
him a greeting. Rosalyn swallowed, tension tightening her throat.

“Your Grace. |...” she began, trying to apologise for what had happened. His horse
could easily have broken a leg the way she bolted. If he was angry, she could not
really blame him. She braced herself for his ire, but before she could say anything
further, he dismounted and ran to her. He reached up, lifting her out of the saddle.

“Miss Rothwell! Are you quite well? Did you fall? Are you harmed?’ His voice was
urgent.

He set her on her feet on the ground before him, his hands—which had been around
her waist—resting on her shoulders. His eyes stared into her own. It was almost too
dark to see him, but when he stood close, she could see his face in inky grey and
black shadow.

“1 am quite well,” she managed to reply. With his hands on her shoulders, and his
presence so close to her, she was shaking, but not entirely with cold. She did not
understand the wash of feelings that rushed through her, too intense and strange to



fathom.

“You are sure you are not hurt?” The duke demanded. His grip on her shoulders
tightened. She nodded.

The duke slumped visibly, the dark shadow of his presence becoming less upright. He
let out asigh.

“1 thought you had been thrown. | thought you were badly wounded.”

“No, | am quite safe,” Rosalyn replied softly. “A little shocked and unsteady,” she
added, giggling shakily.

“Of course. Of course.”

He stared into her eyes. She stopped giggling and looked into his gaze. She could see
him a little better, the light of the first stars and the moon illuminating him well. His
eyes were wide and round, his thin-lipped mouth set in a firm line. His hands were
still on her shoulders. Wordlessly, he reached up and, with a tenderness that made her
breath stop, he tucked a strand of hair behind her ear.

She gazed at him. He was so close, and in the darkness, it felt as though they were
utterly alone, the only people for hundreds of miles. He stared into her eyes and
leaned a little forward. She held her breath. For a moment, it seemed as if he might
kiss her. The thought stirred a longing within her, unfamiliar and powerful. She
wanted him to lean closer, to press his lips gently to hers. She longed for it, more
deeply than she had ever known.

“Daughter? Daughter? Stallenwood! Are you there?’

Rosalyn let out her breath sharply. It was her father. He was galloping along the



road—she could hear the horse's hoof-beats, though they were still fairly far away.
His shout was full of concern, and she flushed, feeling suddenly embarrassed.

The duke straightened up, making a small sound like a cough in his throat.

“You must be cold. Do you need assistance? There is afence here that you can use to
step up into the stirrup.”

His voice was businesslike, his manner brisk. Rosalyn swallowed. She tried to snap
back into their usual, practical manner, but it felt wrong. She shook her head.

“No, thank you. | can manage quite well.” Her voice was a little colder than she
intended it, spurred by her hurt.

“Fine,” the duke said briskly. She heard his boots crunch on the path and then the
sound of him turning his horse and mounting the saddle. She went to her own horse,
stroking her neck reassuringly.

“Easy, there.” She soothed the horse, stepping up lightly. She gripped the reins,
wincing at the pain in her fingers. She was wearing riding gloves, but the thin leather
did very little to warm her hands. She turned at the sound of anoise.

“Daughter? Oh! God be praised!”

It was her father. She heard the horse's hoofs stirring up the gravel as he drew to a
swift halt and then he was leaping from the saddle and running to her horse. Rosalyn
reached down as he reached up to embrace her. Her horse, thankfully, was not
spooked by his sudden motion and stood still, allowing him to embrace Rosalyn.

“l thought you were dead. | thought you were dead,” her father repeated. He was
amost crying. She could hear it in his voice. She let him lift her down from the



saddle and hugged him tightly, as much for him to feel assured as for herself. She
breathed in the familiar scent of his greatcoat—sawdust and horses. She allowed the
reassuring smell to soothe her heart.

“1 am not dead, Papa,” she said gently. “I am sorry | scared you so.”

“Don’'t be. | am just so grateful you are alive. My sweet daughter.” He hugged her a
moment longer. “Y ou must be freezing. Can you still ride?’

“1 can,” Rosalyn assured him, mounting up onto her horse again. She looked around
for the duke. He had ridden forward a few paces—she could see his dark outline
against the velvet blue of the night sky. Her heart ached. She loved her father for
riding so recklessly to find her, but part of her longed to be alone with the duke. She
turned her horse and rode up beside him.

“We need to get you home,” the duke said shortly. Rosalyn bridled at histight, formal
tone.

Rosalyn heard her father turn his horse on the path and the duke rode up to lead the
way. She rode up behind him and her father fell into step behind her. The duke, it
seemed, could follow a stony path in pitch darkness where none of the rest of them
could.

They rode in silence. Rosalyn was aware of the duke as he rode up ahead, his
silhouette sometimes visible as they rode out from under the trees. She could not help
but be sad that he had turned away so swiftly, returning without warning to the
former coldness they had shared. They rode without speaking back to the gate that led
to the manor.

“The duke bade the others return to the manor,” her father explained from behind her.
“Lady Harriet led them. She knows the way.”



Rosalyn let out arelieved sigh. At least Sebastian and the others were safe. The duke
dismounted and opened the gate, and she kept Rainstorm halted until they were ready
to move again.

The lights of the manor shone out over the garden, seeming impossibly bright and
warm after the moonlit, starlit dark. Rosalyn swallowed hard. She dismounted at the
stable, allowing one of the stable hands to lead her horse into the stall. She gave the
animal an appreciative pat on the brow.

Afterwards, she walked out and found the duke there, instructing the stable hands to
rub down the horses and feed them bran mash. He saw her, and for a moment, his
gaze held hers before diding away. “And give them plenty of fresh water. Warm it
dightly, if possible,” the duke was instructing.

“Yes, Your Grace.”

Rosalyn swallowed hard and looked away.

“Come,” the duke said as she and her father approached him. “We must return to the
manor. You must be cold,” he said levelly. He turned away, leading the way down
the path. Rosalyn said nothing. She could not think of anything to say. She was
cold—that was certainly true. Now that she was dismounted and standing still, the
cold seemed to overwhelm her. She drew in abreath, every part of her aching.

“Come, daughter,” her father said gently. “You have to get inside. You're barely
dressed.”

“l have...have a cloak...” Rosalyn stammered. She felt an overwhelming weariness,
the effort of walking up to the house amost more than she could bear. She tried to
walk, but she was shaking.



“Come, daughter,” her father repeated softly. “You need to get inside. You have to
get warm.”

He wrapped his arm around her shoulders as he would have when she was a small
child, weary after along ride, and they walked slowly, her weight supported against
him, into the manor.

“Ask Mr Morton for whatever you need,” the duke said to her and Papa in the
entranceway, and then he was walking briskly up the stairs.

“You need a hot bath,” Papa said, and when the butler approached, he gave him
orders for a bath to be drawn. Rosalyn leaned against the wall. Her heart was sore
from the duke’s sudden indifference, but she was freezing cold, barely able to stand,
she was shaking so hard. Her hands and fingers ached, and she tried not to cry out
from the pain. She was impossibly tired all of a sudden, her head throbbing.

“Easy, there,” her father said gently, as though she was a flighty horse. He wrapped
his arm around her again and helped her slowly up the stairs.

“Sister? Sister!” Sebastian was on the stairs, running down towards them. His eyes
were wide and round, his hair wild. “Papal Sister! There you are. Heaven be
thanked.”

Sebastian wrapped his arms around her and held her tight. Rosalyn leaned against
him, utterly exhausted. She shut her eyes, unable to move a step further. Papa took
her one arm and Sebastian took the other and they half-carried her into the hallway.
The next thing she knew, she wasin her bedroom.

“Rosalyn! Rosalyn!”

Her sisters were there at the door—she could hear their concerned voices. Papa was



also there, and she heard him explaining in aquiet voice that they should not disturb.

Rosalyn lay down on her bed and shut her eyes. She drifted, half-awake, and the last
thing she thought of before her maidservant came in with the wooden bathtub was the
duke’s face, hovering before hers, his eyes wide with care as he gazed at her.
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Callum gazed out through the window in the corner of the drawing room. It was
amost impossible to stand still, he felt so restless and impatient. Despite it being
evening, a full day after the ride in the woods, his mood had yet to settle. Miss
Rothwell filled his thoughts.

That moment, alone with her in the starlight, he had almost kissed her. He had wanted
to. He had fought so hard not to press his lips to her own, not to draw her into his
arms and hold her close. He did not want to frighten her—she seemed so diffident
and formal with him, and he did not want to impose on her.

She had kept to her chamber the entire day. Callum had sought out her brother and
father, inquiring as to her wellbeing, but they informed him only that she was too
tired to get out of bed and that they feared she had afever.

“Son? Could you come here a moment?”

Callum jumped as his mother asked him a question. He had been looking out of the
window, gazing at the darkening garden and ignoring the guests that milled around,
waiting to go down to dinner.

“Yes, Mother?’ Callum asked. “May | assist you?’

“Yes. Might you fetch me that book there?’ she pointed to a book on a shelf just
above his head. His mother’s voice was stiff. She hated having to ask for any kind of
help.

“Of course, Mother,” Callum said, more gently, and reached up to get the book she



had indicated.

“Thank you,” his mother said with a touch of asperity. “And might | ask you to come
and talk with Lady Bronham and Lady Millicent? You have been very chilly with
them, and it is most unfair. She is a dear friend of mine.”

“Mother...” Callum began to argue, then sighed and followed her across the room.

“Gertrude? My son fetched the book for me. Here it is,” Mama was addressing Lady
Bronham. She passed the book to Lady Bronham and gestured to Callum. “He is
fortuitously tall enough to reach the books | cannot.”

“You are very tal,” Lady Bronham commented to Calum. He blushed, feeling
desperately awkward. He was tall, and he had never felt embarrassed about that fact,
but in that moment he did. Opposite him, Lady Millicent gazed up at him.

“Talness is a virtue in men, it seems. Less so in women.” She smiled self-
deprecatingly. She was atall woman, her figure willowy and well-suited to the wispy,
fashionable muslin dresses. Mama made a small, disapproving noise.

“Why, Lady Millicent! Tallness in a woman is very elegant. Certainly, it must be
called avirtue also,” the duchess remarked.

“Thank you, Dottie. Do tell her,” Lady Bronham insisted, smiling at Mother.
Callum glanced around, feeling terribly out of place. Mr Rothwell was nearby and, as
he turned and gazed towards the door, Callum followed his line of sight. His heart

soared in his chest. Miss Rothwell was in the doorway.

She was very pale, and she wore a pale blue velvet gown. Her hair was arranged in a
tight chignon. She glanced warily at him for a second, her glance sliding to the floor.



Callum winced. He felt responsible for how ill she seemed, and he wished that he
could think of something to say or do that would help.

“...And | thought that we would decorate the hall tomorrow,” Mama was saying as his
mind returned to the present.

“Oh?" Callum frowned. He had assumed that the servants would do that.

“Yes! It will be most festive. The staff will put up most of it, of course,” his mother
demurred quickly. “But we can add ribbons and holly and such things. Not so? It will
bring a seasonal touch to our gathering.” She smiled.

“It will be most diverting,” Lady Millicent said lightly.

“Yes! And mayhap you could sing, Millicent,” Lady Millicent’s mother suggested.
“Millicent has a beautiful voice,” she added, looking at Callum.

“Mama...” Lady Millicent protested, her cheeks flushing with genuine
embarrassment. Callum bowed low.

“l am certain she has,” he said politely. “Now, if | may, | would offer to fetch you
ladies some refreshment?’ He gestured to the tea table, which, as usual, held tea,

cordial and afew light pastries, even before dinner.

“Oh, that is kind!” Lady Bronham replied. “I would be delighted to have a glass of
redcurrant cordial.”

“1 will fetch it directly.”

He crossed the room, passing near Miss Rothwell. He was considering at least asking
her if she felt well, when his gaze dlid a little leftward, and he tensed. James was



staring at Miss Rothwell again. Callum bridled. He glared at James, but the fellow
must have seen him looking and he had already looked away. As Callum watched,
James sat down beside Philippa, seeming to ignore the Rothwell family.

He took the cordial across the room to Lady Bronham, giving James another hard
look as he walked past.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” His mother announced. Her crisp, icy voice made the guests
fall abruptly silent. “We will proceed to dinner, but before we do, | would like to
invite you all to join us in the drawing room for a game of acting charades after the
meal.”

Callum shot his mother an annoyed look. He had always hated acting charades. The
game involved breaking up a word into syllables and then acting out each syllable.
The best ones were witty and confusing. He found it alittle silly, if he was honest.

“Come, Calum!” his mother said brightly. “Let us proceed to the dining room. And
perhaps you might escort us all downstairs?” She raised a brow, making a gesture
including Lady Millicent. Calum scowled. Miss Rothwell and her sisters were
aready leaving the room.

“lI must query after the health of Miss Rothwell first,” he said carefully. His mother
glared at him, but she could not very well argue with that—it was the most basic of
polite gestures.

He went swiftly across the room and bowed low to Miss Rothwell and her two sisters.

“Miss Rothwell,” he addressed the eldest Miss Rothwell directly. “Might | inquire as
to your health?’

“l feel indisposed, Your Grace,” she said softly. She looked away shyly and he



frowned. His cheeks flushed with embarrassment. Perhaps my strange behaviour in
the field when she was freezing cold had offended her, he thought. His intention to
kiss her might have been altogether too obvious.

“That is disheartening news,” he said carefully.

“We are going to take Rosalyn back to her chamber,” Miss Georgina informed him
briskly. “Sheistired.”

“1 regret that | will not attend dinner tonight,” Miss Rothwell said quietly.

“But you will all attend the charades?’ he asked swiftly.

“We will!” Georgina spoke up excitedly.

“Will you?' The younger sister asked, turning to Miss Rothwell.

“1 will try,” Miss Rothwell promised.

The delight on the faces of the two younger sisters echoed in Callum’s heart. He
grinned at her and saw a confused expression cross her face.

“Only if you feel well, of course, Miss Rothwell,” he demurred quickly.

“Yes, Your Grace,” she said softly.

Callum bowed low and stood back for the ladies to go out into the hallway. Then he
returned to his mother and Lord and Lady Bronham, who were waiting expectantly

with Lady Millicent.

“Allow me to escort you to dinner,” he said, bowing in a way that included all of



them.

“How gallant,” Lady Bronham said, sounding very pleased.

Calum tried to smile and stood back to let the ladies proceed into the hallway ahead
of him.

Dinner felt as though it took an age, each course seeming to stretch for hours. The
dessert arrived—a delicious syllabub—and then cheese and biscuits and fruit. Callum
felt restless with impatience. He went upstairs as fast as he could to the drawing
room.

“Ladies and gentlemen,” his mother began. “I invite you to form groups. We will
work in partners to form our charades. Paper and pencils are to be found there, should
anyone have aneed of them.” She gestured to the big table in the corner.

Callum barely listened. His gaze moved over the excited party guests, scanning the
group for Miss Rothwell. He spotted bright hair and a blue dress over in the corner
near the window. His heart leapt. She saw him and held his gaze. He smiled shyly. He
thought for a heart-stopping second that she was going to ignore him, but then, as he
approached her, she curtseyed. He bowed as low as he would at court.

“Miss Rothwell,” he said softly. “If | may, would you do me the honour of assisting
me in this evening’s endeavour?’

She inclined her head. “I would be most pleased to assist you, Your Grace. We shall
make afine team.”

“Good,” he said brightly.

They stood and looked at one another. Callum stepped awkwardly from foot to foot.



He could think of nothing to say. His mind was utterly blank, filled only with how
delighted he was to see her. He had missed her, though she had only been absent from
the festivities for a day. Nothing else entered his mind and he coughed and looked
down shyly.

“One of us ought to fetch pencils and paper,” Miss Rothwell suggested. Her voice
broke the awkward silence.

“1 shall,” Callum said, bowing low. As he swiftly crossed the room, he spotted James
and Philippa standing by the fire. James gave him a hard look. Callum glared back,

no longer caring about whether he was rude or not.

Calum retrieved a pencil and paper and hurried back to the window. Miss Rothwell
was still there.

“Miss Rothwell,” he said, clearing his throat. As he spoke, she began.

“I have an...”

He grinned and she blushed, looking down.

“What did you mean to say?’ he asked quickly, his heart thudding.

“l have an idea,” she said swiftly. “How about “festivities?” As a word to act out, |
mean.”

Callum frowned. “Is that not quite difficult?” he asked. “I mean, fes-ti-vi-ties.” He
broke up the word into syllables. “None of the syllables have a meaning on their

own.

Miss Rothwell inclined her head. “True.” she paused. “But what if we use French



meanings? If we divide the syllables differently, we have words with meanings in
French.”

“French?’ Callum blinked at her.

“Not because of any partiality to Napoleon,” Miss Rothwell demurred.

Calum grinned. “I think Lord Bronham, for one, would be abit cross.”

“l imagine that many here might be,” Miss Rothwell replied, looking around the
room. There were two men wearing military uniforms among the guests.

“Mm. So, maybe not French, then,” Callum said quickly. Given the recent Peninsular
War against Napoleonic France, he was sure that would raise some ire among the
guests, particularly any of them who had fought against Napoleon's forces there or
elsawhere.

“But it would work so well,” Miss Rothwell pleaded. “ Festive- vite .”

Calum raised a brow, then grinned. “Y es! We could act out the fact that the second
word has a meaning in French, too. Otherwise, it shan't work.”

“Yes! | haveagoodideal” Miss Rothwell said with evident enthusiasm.

Callum had never seen her so excited before. She glowed. They went over to the
corner to whisper their ideas to one another.

Callum flushed, seeing eyes turning their way. There is no reason why | should not
whisper into the ear of a woman with whom | will soon wed, he reminded himself.

His heart raced. The thought was staggering. He had made the arrangement without



knowing a thing about her, and yet he had been blessed to discover a beautiful, witty
woman with whom he could share many interests. The thought gave him a bold idea.
His cheeks burned as he leaned in to whisper it to her.

“What?” Miss Rothwell gaped at him.

“Only if you would not be offended,” Callum said quickly, his entire body heating
with a blush.

“Um...well, no,” she said, and her cheeks flushed pink in a way that made him smile
as his heart pounded. “We haveit!” Miss Rothwell declared after a moment or two.

“1 think we have,” Callum agreed.

They went to sit down, and soon the rest of the guests were with them, waiting for
someone to start off the evening performance. The two younger Rothwell sisters
boldly volunteered to go first.

The two young ladies went to the front of the room and promptly burst out laughing
as they started to enact a scene together. Even Callum could not help but be amused;
mainly because they were both laughing so hard at their own antics that it was
impossible to be serious.

“We giveup!” Lord Grassdale protested after several minutes of hilarity. “Tell us!”

“Shall we tell him?’ the older sister—Georgina—demanded.

“No!” Mr Rothwell yelled playfully, making them all laugh.

“It was, or rather, it was meant to be the word ‘generosity’,” the younger sister
informed them with a shy smile.



The crowd applauded them.

Lady Millicent and a female friend went next, and their performance was quite
skilful. Callum thought that he had guessed the word—entertainment—and he turned
out to be right. The performance was greeted by enthusiastic applause.

“Shall we go?’ Callum asked Miss Rothwell. Partly he wanted to conclude their
performance because James and Philippa were staring at them again. The sooner he
could get out of the drawing room and onto the balcony with Miss Rothwell, the
better he would feel.

“Now?’ she whispered. She was leaning close to him and her hair—the stray curl that
had fallen from her chignon—brushed his cheek. Gooseflesh raced down his spine.

“Yes,” hereplied as evenly as he could.

He went up to the front and held up his finger, indicating the first syllable. The
feeling of so many people staring at him made his cheeks burn. They began acting.

They needed to try and convey the meaning of a festive celebration. Miss Rothwell
lifted a wineglass and clinked it to the wineglass that he held. Then they mimed
singing. The next part—the part that made Callum’ s face burn with a flush—had been
hisidea. They pretended to kiss under the kissing bough.

They did not actually touch their lips to one another’s, but they stood facing one
another, their hands on each other’s shoulders. He leaned forward, his heart racing.
She leaned forward, tilting her head back, and he kissed the air close to her cheek.

Someone—nhe thought it was Mr Rothwell, but he could not be sure—whistled loudly
at them, drawing amused giggles. Nobody was shocked—such liberties were alowed
in agame of charades, which was one of the reasons why people enjoyed it. It was an



opportunity to behave in ways that would not usually be entirely proper, and to
explore bold, new ways of being. His entire body heated up with awkwardness.

“Kissing!” Lord Chesterford yelled.

“That is not asyllable,” Mother objected stiffly. Everyone laughed.

“Y ou were celebrating Christmas!” awoman whose name he did not recall suggested.
“But how isthat a syllable?’

Calum held up his hand, trying to indicate that they would act out the second
syllable.

Miss Rothwell began. She mimed a bicorne hat on her head, holding up her hands to
indicate the two corners. Then she gestured in a roughly easterly direction, trying to
indicate France, or French. The bicorne hat was well-associated with Napoleon, and
Calum had hesitated to include that part, but they could think of nothing else to
indicate France.

“Bonaparte is not asyllable!” someone objected loudly.

“Do not say that name in here!” someone else shouted hotly. It was one of the
military men.

Calum held up his hands, trying to avoid an argument. He shook his head violently,
gesturing east. He was starting to worry, but someone shouted out, loudly and
fortuitously quickly: “France! He means France.”

“French?’ someone el se suggested. Callum nodded, relieved.

“The next syllable is in French?’ Someone asked. Callum nodded again, vigorously,



grateful that they had managed that part without a fight erupting. Their audience
relaxed.

The next part was amusing. Miss Rothwell held out her finger dramatically and
Callum mimed running. Then he acted out trying to do a task very fast, with Miss
Rothwell miming that she was trying to hurry him up. Several of the audience started
to laugh.

“ Vite !” someone shouted the word, which meant “quickly” in French. Callum
applauded, relieved that someone had guessed that part.

Miss Rothwell grinned at him, clearly delighted. His heart stopped. When she smiled,
the lamplight bright on her hair, her pale skin flushed, she was breathtakingly lovely.

“Christmas- vite ,” Mother said with a sniff. “ That is not aword.”

Callum shook his head, holding up his index finger to indicate that they would mime
the first part of the word again. Feeling inspired, he grabbed Miss Rothwell’ s hand,
and they mimed waltzing around the room. She beamed up at him and for a moment,
he forgot that they were in the drawing room and that a dozen people were staring at
them. They could have been aone, dancing together in some secluded corner.
Someone coughed, rudely snapping him back to the moment.

“Dance- vite . That makes no sense either,” someone protested.

Calum looked at Miss Rothwell, desperate for her to do something. She mimed
singing again and then eating. Callum mimed drinking and eating.

“Celebrating?’ someone guessed. Callum nodded wildly.



“Festive? Festivities!” someone shouted out.

Callum beamed, relief washing through him. He had surprised himself by enjoying
the acting, but he was starting to become restless, and he had wanted someone to
guess. He glanced at Miss Rothwell. She smiled at him, a dazzling smile that stole his
breath.

They went to sit down with the audience.

Another group went up to perform. Calum barely watched, his head still spinning
after Miss Rothwell’s stunning smile. He glanced sideways to where she sat on an
upholstered chair next to him. He had perched on the piano stool, the only available
seating left. She smiled at him shyly. He smiled back.

He joined in the applause, and then stiffened as James and Philippa went up. They
mimed shaking hands and exchanging gifts and then walking arm-in-arm together.

Callum frowned.

“Friends?’ someone shouted after several other guesses. Philippa nodded, smiling
brightly.

James held up his finger to indicate the second syllable. He pretended to look through
atelescope, striding about an imaginary deck.

“Captain is not asyllable,” Lord Bronham objected. Everyone laughed.

“Sail?” someone el se suggested.

“Sail? Ship? Friendship!” someone yelled. Philippa beamed.

The audience applauded them. James bowed, looking straight at Miss Rothwell and



smiling shyly. Callum tensed, his spine prickling with anger. Was James trying to
suggest that he wanted to be friends with Miss Rothwell? He dismissed the thought
instantly.

Stop having such wild flights of fancy, he told himself with some annoyance. It isa
game of charades, not some sort of secret code-message.

He put all thoughts aside as Miss Rothwell turned to him. Her smile was warm and
lovely, and his heart melted. He beamed back.

When everyone had performed and the entire room was applauding one another,
Callum stood up and bowed low.

“Might | fetch you some refreshment?’ he asked her.

“That would be most kind,” she replied.

He went off to the refreshments table to fetch her a glass of cordial, his soul soaring.
It had been a beautiful experience, working with her on their charade. He hated the
game, but with her, it had been immensely enjoyable. He walked back across the
room and presented the glass to her, bowing low.

“You are afine actor, Miss Rothwell,” he complimented her.

“Asareyou, Your Grace.”

“1 can’t be sure of that. | was dying of fright up there. Especially when the arguing
started.”

“You did extremely well, Your Grace,” Miss Rothwell said gently.



“Asdid you,” he assured her.

“Thank you,” shereplied, ateasing smile on her lips.

His heart soared. She was standing, talking to him, her fear apparently forgotten, and
he was having the best time he could remember having. He glanced warmly around
the room, grateful even to his mother for suggesting the idea. His cheeks reddened at
the memory of miming the kissing under the bough, and he recalled his mother’sidea
of decorating the hall the next day. He could not wait to see what would happen.
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Rosalyn paused in the hallway. She had risen early, at least an hour before the guests
usually gathered to break their fast, but she had taken time deciding what to wear and
how to style her hair, and as she walked down the hallway, she redlised that the
breakfast room was aready almost full. She paused in the corridor, her heart thudding
as she heard the loud, strident noise of chatting and laughter. Crowded rooms always
made her feel alittle uncomfortable.

Her hands smoothed her skirt of heavy silk in pale yellow. She had taken almost an
hour to decide on an outfit that she felt was right, and even as she stood there, she
wondered if she had chosen correctly.

Stop it, she told herself, feeling a mix of annoyance and amusement. She knew that it
was because of the duke that she had taken so long to get ready.

Her stomach twisted as she recalled the previous evening. She remembered staring
into the duke's eyes as they mimed the kiss. It had seemed as though time stood still,
as though only he and she existed in the room; in the world. All that she had thought
of was his eyes and his closeness. She was drawn into them, drowning in them.

What is the matter with me? she asked herself as she walked into the breakfast room.
The guests fell quiet. Her cheeks burned. Luckily, nobody had received the French
words badly, and many of the guests had congratulated them afterwards on their

daring performance. It would have been hard to enter the crowded room had it not
been received so well.

Her gaze moved to the duke. He was staring straight at her. Without moving his gaze,



he stood up, politely acknowledging her as she entered. Her stomach tied itself in
knots, her cheeks flaming hotly as the other men at the table, too, stood.

“Good morning,” she managed to say, moving to a chair beside Sebastian, which was
fortunately unoccupied. The reason for this was that Lady Harriet was seated on his
other side. Rosalyn smiled at her as she sat down. Lady Harriet beamed.

“Good morning,” the duke said politely. His voice was resonant, and her throat
tightened with emotion. It felt as though it were just the two of them in the room. The
tenderness in his voice made her heart twist. His eyes were focused on her and he
poured teafor her.

“Thank you,” she managed to say.

“1 trust you dlept well?” he asked her. His expression seemed as though he really
cared about the answer.

“Mm. And yourself?’ she asked. She had lain awake for an hour, the memories of the
charades game playing around her mind. She had feared she might lie awake all night
with the same lovely memories dancing through her thoughts, but she had fallen
abruptly asleep.

“1 dept well, thank you,” the duke replied, his voice sounding as though his throat,
too, was tense with emotion.

Rosalyn smiled. “Good,” she managed to say, shyness making her cheeks flare red.
She reached for a pastry from the basket, not paying much attention to what she took.
She was too busy focusing on the duke. “How does your horse fare?’ she added,
remembering the coughing horse.

“Buttercup? She is much better. The draft of herbs that the apothecary gave her seems



to have helped a great deal. Thank you,” the duke replied. He smiled warmly at her.

“Have you...” she began, wanting to ask if he thought snow was likely—thick, heavy
clouds hung over the hillside—but before she could finish, his mother clinked her
spoon on her teacup, clearing her throat to make an announcement.

“Ladies and gentlemen! After breakfast, you are invited to the ballroom, where we
will assist in decorating the room with Christmas boughs. Then we will retire to the
drawing room for early tea.”

“Oh!” someone exclaimed, awoman’ s voice. “Oh, how grand!”

“What a splendid idea,” Lady Bronham commented.

The room was instantly loud with excited chatter as people discussed the idea. With
only a week before Christmas Day, the excitement was growing considerably.
Rosalyn leaned back, smiling to herself. Christmas had always been one of her
favourite celebrations.

“You seem to be thinking of something happy,” the duke commented. Rosalyn
jumped.

“Yes. | was. | was recalling Christmas in my childhood home,” she said with a smile.
“l recal opening my Christmas gift in the drawing room. My sisters would be
shrieking with joy, and Sebastian would usually already have opened his gift. Mama
and Papa would be eating breakfast while they watched us. We were all so happy.”
She sniffed, trying not to cry.

“That is a beautiful memory,” the duke said softly.

Rosalyn swallowed hard. She had not expected her sorrow for her mother to surface



just then. It was the prospect of decorating the hall that reminded her. The kissing
bough had been something that all the children had helped to make, decorating it with
ribbons and apples. Once it was completed, Papa would hang it up, always making a
little charade of placing it where it might catch Mama unawares. Of course, she had
always known where it was, her surprise just a sweet act that Papa, laughing, would
dismiss, and they would share a tender kiss.

Rosalyn blinked back tears at the memory and focused on her pastry, feeling a little
shy. It was a fond and intimate memory of her family, and she was not sure how he
would take it. She gazed at him, sneaking glances as they ate. He caught her eye on
him and smiled. Rosalyn blushed.

As the rest of the guests stood, she and the duke followed them downstairs to the
ballroom.

Excited exclamations filled the room as the guests entered. Rosalyn craned her neck
to see what was causing the agitation, and she, too, let out a sigh as she saw the vast
bundles of greenery set out for them to work with. There was ribbon in red and white,
and piles of hally, ivy, fir branches and other evergreens.

“Rosalyn! Look! Oh, isn’t this so diverting?’ Georgina asked, pressing close as they
stepped into the ballroom.

“1 hope we can make a kissing bough! We must ask her grace who is to make it!”
|sabel said excitedly.

Rosalyn nodded, swallowing hard. “Yes,” she replied.
The duke smiled at her. His grey eyes sparkled. “This will be quite a task,” he said

with agrin. “And | am afraid that | will require your assistance. | have no notion of
how one proceeds with decorating a hall.”



Rosalyn giggled. He sounded so serious. She looked around the room.

“1 think the staff have given us some ideas,” she replied, looking over to where hooks
had already been set out at regular intervals around the walls, some of them aready
supporting boughs or bunches of greenery.

“Quite so,” the duke replied. “Ought we to make bunches, do you think?’

Rosalyn shrugged. “That is a good way to begin. And be certain to put enough holly
and ivy in each one.”

The duke frowned, looking puzzled. “Why is that, pray, Miss Rothwell?’

She chuckled. She tucked a lock of hair behind her ear and began her explanation.
“The holly represents Christ, and the ivy His mother, the Holy Virgin. We should try
to put equal amounts of both into every bunch. That will ensure a harmonious festive
season.”

“Mm.” The duke inclined his head. “Whatever you say, Miss Rothwell. Well, then.
May | choose whatever ribbon | like, or is there a tradition regarding those as well?’
He went to the trestle table, where ribbon, wire and other things had been set out to
assist them in the making of bunches. His lips tugged upwards at the corners a little,
showing he was teasing. Rosalyn followed him.

She giggled. “I shall let you choose whatever ribbon you like. Though | shall tie mine
with both red and white ribbon.”

“Does that ensure a harmonious season?’ he asked.

“Well, the symbolism is a little different,” she began. He started to laugh. “What?’
she demanded alittle crossly, going to choose some holly from a big pile on the floor.



“You are amine of information,” the duke said, smiling at her with real warmth. “But
pray, enlighten me. What are the red and white ribbons for?’ He leaned back against
thewall asif waiting for her to answer him.

“Well,” Rosalyn continued, choosing a red ribbon and a white ribbon from the table.
“The red are, of course, representing the blood of Christ. His suffering on the cross.”
She wound the red ribbon around the bundle. “And the white is purity and
innocence.” She wrapped the white ribbon and tied it in a bow.

“That is beautiful,” the duke murmured. He coughed, seeming genuinely affected by
her words. She frowned. She wondered what he was remembering. After a moment,
he cleared his throat.

“l remember our father taking us to the chapel on Christmas morning to celebrate
mass. We used to be so excited. We would bundle up in our coats and cloaks and
walk to the chapel with him. It is here in the grounds,” he added, gesturing out of the
window. “Harriet was just one or two years old, toddling along through the snow.
Papa would lift her onto his shoulder.” The duke sniffed. “Mama walked behind us,
with a lady’s maid carrying our muffs and scarves and other things.” He chuckled.
“The chapel was lit with candles, and | remember sitting listening to the priest’'s
words, and then we would sing. | would often be dreaming about pudding and
Christmas gifts,” he added with a guilty smile.

Rosalyn laughed. “Y ou were alittle child. Of course, you were excited.”

“Excited does not do it justice,” the duke said with a chuckle. “I was ecstatic. | could
barely believe that Christmas had come and that we would have a whole day of
celebration and diversion ahead of us. When the service was concluded, we would
walk back to the manor and our gifts would be waiting in the drawing-room. | will
never forget the year that Father gave me my first horse. | did not understand why
there was no gift for me upstairs.” He laughed, and Rosalyn swallowed, her own



heart aching as atear ran down his face.

“He must have been so happy to see how excited you were.”

“1 think my scream of joy must have deafened him,” the duke said with a chuckle.
“Poor man.”

Rosalyn shook her head. “He must have loved to see your happiness,” she replied.
She had made one bundle of holly and ivy, and reached for some fir branches to make
another, different, bunch.

The duke sniffed. “I never considered it much,” he said softly. “I suppose he must

have.

Rosalyn smiled gently at him. “Of course, he did.”

The duke said nothing, and Rosalyn focused on her bunch of fir leaves. She watched
as the duke made a tolerably good bunch of holly and ivy and stared after him as he
went to hang it on the wall at the back of the hall. The images from his stories played
through her mind. She imagined a dark-haired young boy with grey eyes and a
solemn face. She completed her fir bundle, wove ribbons through it swiftly, and went
to join him. He turned to face her.

“1 have not thought about those things for a long time,” he said quietly. “I had
forgotten them.” he paused. “1 mean | had forgotten so many memories of Father.”

Rosalyn nodded. “| understand. | often think of Mama, but these happy memories are
ones that | try not to think about too hard. Or | will miss her too much.” She sniffed,
looking at the soaringly high ceiling as tears threatened to fal. “I cannot help
thinking of her at Christmas.”



When she looked back into the room, the duke was smiling. “It does me good to
remember,” he said softly. “It is good to remember the happy times.”

“Mm.” Rosalyn nodded. “It is good.”

They looked at each other without speaking. Rosalyn sniffed. The duke lifted his
hand and, very gently, pressed his thumb against a tear that was running down her
cheek. Rosalyn stiffened. Her heart was beating loudly in her chest, her entire body
rigid with the sudden, beautiful sensation of histouch on her cheek. He gazed into her
eyes, and she gazed back, her awareness filled with him, with his closeness. She
could think of nothing else.

A loud whoop startled her, and her head whipped around to see her two sisters,
running over with a sphere made out of wire. The sphere was alittle uneven in shape,
but Isabel was trying to repair it, while Georgina gestured excitedly to it and then to
Rosalyn.

“Look! Look, sister! Her grace said yes.”

“We are making the kissing bough for the ballroom!” |sabel said happily.

“1 am sure it will be beautiful,” Rosalyn assured them, her heart filled with warmth.
They were flushed and smiling, real joy making their eyes sparkle with brightness.

“Oh, you must help us!” Georgina pleaded. “Y ou used to do such grand ribbons for
the kissing boughs in our house when Papa and Mama...” she trailed off, looking
down uncomfortably.

“When Papa and Mama used to kiss under them,” Rosalyn replied, completing the
sentence. Georgina and Isabel were always hesitant to mention their mother, not
wanting to upset Rosalyn or each other. Lately, though, Rosalyn had found herself



wanting to talk about Mama. She wanted to recall all the happy memories, to talk
endlessly about her. Perhaps it was because it was Christmas, or perhaps it was
because her life was changing so fast and she missed her guiding presence, but she
felt a need to speak and remember.

“Yes,” Isabel replied, her eyes shining. “We used to decorate them with red apples.
And red and white ribbons,” she continued.

“1 wanted to put rock candy on too,” Georgina said with a giggle. “It looks so pretty!
But Mama said no.”

Rosalyn laughed aloud. She recalled that year very well. Georgina had been eight, she
ten. The considerable quantity of rock candy had been a gift from Uncle Jack who
had returned from atour abroad.

“l think that my mother will likewise say no, sadly,” the duke quipped. They all
laughed.

“We need some holly,” Georgina said, gesturing to the pile beside them, where there
were only two branches left. “ There is some over there.”

“We will come and ask you to tie the ribbons,” Isabel told Rosalyn. Then she hurried
off after her sister.

Rosalyn and the duke shared a smile. She swallowed hard. Her heart ached with the
happy memories, her mind wandering in the past. She gazed into his eyes, and she
could see that he, too, was lost in thought. He saw her staring and he smiled.

Rosalyn smiled back and, without thinking, she stepped forward towards him. He
took her hand, folding his own around it. She stopped breathing for a moment. The
gesture was so tender that she could barely think.



“Shall we go and assist Sebastian and Harriet? | think they are having some difficulty
reaching the hooks,” the duke said with a laugh.

Rosalyn looked over to where Sebastian and Harriet were attempting to hang a bunch
of fir boughs, tied with red ribbon, from a hook at least eight feet up on the wall. He
was standing on a chair, but even then, he was having a hard time reaching it. As they
watched, Sebastian wobbled on the chair and Harriet shrieked and then giggled.

“There is a ladder in the corner,” the duke said with a grin as they reached the pair.
“You know, the one that the staff use if they have to pull the curtains,” he added to

his sister Harriet, gesturing to the high curtains over the small windows.

“Oh! Yes! | know whereit is. Come on!” Harriet gestured excitedly to Sebastian. He
climbed down from his stool and grinned at Rosalyn.

“1 am not sorry to be relieved of chair duty,” he said with a rueful grin. “I feared for
my neck.”

They were all laughing as they followed Harriet to the corner to retrieve the ladder.
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Callum gazed out of the window. It was afternoon, the sky leaden grey over the
garden. He was in the drawing room, trying to read a book and relax while most of
the guests took a turn about the garden, but he was too restless for reading. His mind
went back to the events of the morning repeatedly, thoughts of decorating the
ballroom with Miss Rothwell lingering in his mind.

“Your Grace?’ the butler's voice in the doorway made Callum jump. He sat up
straight, closing the book on his lap with some annoyance.

“Yes?' he asked briskly.

“Your Grace? What are your instructions should it snow? Mr Randell has asked for
your direction.”

“Ah, you mean about the stables? Callum got to his feet. “I shall attend to it
directly,” he added, his heart thudding. It was dark outside and as he looked through

the window, the first flakes floated down.

He hurried downstairs just as the guests who had been on an afternoon jaunt about the
grounds, crowded into the entranceway.

“Oh! So enchanting!” Lady Bronham was saying loudly to Mother as they walked in.
“Itistruly Christmastide now,” Lady Millicent said excitedly.

“1 believe we should take a coach ride!” Mother declared, glancing at Callum as he
hurried to the entrance to the staff corridor. “To view the estate beneath the snow. It



IS quite charming.”

“Oh! Oh, yes, Your Grace!” Lady Millicent exclaimed, sounding delighted. “Oh, do
let us. What a delightful notion.”

Calum winced and shot an annoyed look at his mother, but the other
guests—including Mr Rothwell and his father—were all chattering about it excitedly
and Callum sighed. He would have to indulge his mother just this once. Besides, he
thought, his heart thudding swiftly in his chest, he did own a barouche. Once the
estate had started to show signs of prosperity, he had indulged his whims and
purchased one for sightseeing jaunts. It would be the perfect coach for himself and
Miss Rothwell to enjoy the wintry scenes together.

He hurried to the kitchen to meet with Mr Randell.

“Have the walls gone over carefully, and any chink where the air getsin filled up,” he
instructed his stable master briskly. “If the snow is blowing in, have the windows
shut, especially on Buttercup’s stall. If the snow falls straight down, leave them open
for an hour so that the fresh air can circulate.”

“Yes, Your Grace.” Mr Randell bowed low.

Callum thanked him and hurried upstairs. In the entranceway, he found a milling
group of twelve or so guests, all donning pelisses or greatcoats and chatting in lively,
happy voices. The sight of the snow had clearly lifted everyone's spirits.

His gaze scanned the space, seeking Miss Rothwell. He heard happy laughter, and he
spotted Miss Rothwell and her two sistersin the corner, hurriedly tugging on bonnets

and pelisses. Harriet was with them. He crossed the room and bowed low.

“Miss Rothwell,” he addressed her politely. “If | may, | invite you to join me in the



estate barouche.” His heart raced; hands damp with nerves.

Miss Rothwell stared at him, her cheeks going red. She looked away shyly, then her
gaze met his once more. He could see delight in her expression and his heart soared.
“1 had thought that we would go in the family coach, but, well, 1...” she stammered.

“Go with the duke,” Mr Rothwell said quickly. “Georgie and Isabel and | shall think
of something.” He grinned. The duke looked at him frowningly, but he could not help
but be grateful to him for persuading Miss Rothwell to say yes.

“Yes. | would be pleased to accept, Y our Grace,” Miss Rothwell said serioudly.

“Grand,” Callum said swiftly. He reached up to fetch his greatcoat from the hat stand
and shrugged it on. Then he donned his charcoal brocade top-hat and hurried down to
the kitchen to find the coachman.

Miss Rothwell was ready, her brown pelisse matched with a bonnet with brown
ribbons. Callum’'s heart soared. Her cheeks were flushed with the cold where she
waited on the step, her eyes dancing with excitement.

The other guests were waiting as their own equipages were harnessed up. The big
Landau was ready, and he watched as Mother clambered in, casting him a frosty
glance. Next were Lord and Lady Bronham, followed by Lady Millicent and a young
lord whose name escaped him, though he was the brother of Millicent’s friend, Lady
Amelia. Both of them clambered in aswell.

The barouche rolled out next, led by his favourite team, two pure black coach-horses.
The hood was down, which was what he had requested. He helped Miss Rothwell up,

then took the reins and set off at a slow walk down the drive.

The snow was falling fast, the grass already covered with a thin layer of white. The



air smelled crisp and cool, and the snow fluttered down like feathers as they rode.

They moved through the front gate and then on down the road. He guided the horses
left to where the road led through the estate parkland. Snow dusted the bushes and
trees, flurrying down onto them. He turned to glance at Miss Rothwell. She was
gazing, wide-eyed, at the woodlands, her cheeks pink and her eyes bright with
wonder. Snow fluttered down onto her bonnet, and a light dusting of it settled on her
pelisse. She looked so beautiful.

He was not sure where the Landau was—it had probably followed the other road that
curved to the right. They were alone in a wondrous white landscape. The only sound
was the shush-shush of the coach wheels on the snowy surface and the muffled tread
of the horses. The world was a silent winter land, full of magic and silvery snow.

“It’ s quite something,” he murmured as he slowed the horses to a walk. He gazed out
over the landscape.

“It' s so beautiful,” Miss Rothwell whispered. “ So, so beautiful.”

She was sitting close to him, her shoulder pressing against his. The coach jolted,
making her slide closer to him. He stopped breathing for a moment.

He altered his grip on the reins, slowing the horses to awalk. They passed by a snow-
covered field, the expanse pure, unmarked white. Miss Rothwell gasped and pointed.

“Look! A hare!”
Cdlum smiled as he spotted the furry creature darting across the white expanse,

leaving a trail of delicate footprints behind it. He glanced at Miss Rothwell, her
radiant smile lighting up his soul.



The coach continued down the road, moving through the forest.

They reached a crossroad, and Callum swore under his breath as another vehicle
passed them. The coach was also a two-seater, but a smaller, lighter one than their
barouche, and his eyes widened as he recognised it. It belonged to his sister. Mr
Rothwell was holding the driving reins. Callum saw Mr Rothwell’s eyes widen in
alarm as he spotted their coach and who was driving it.

“Perdition take him,” Callum said softly, not sure whether to be impressed by the
fellow’s audacity or annoyed. Mr Rothwell was risking Harriet by riding in the light
coach that could turn easily on a dlippery path, but then, he had to agree that he was
driving at little more than a walk, and doing well with the pair of coach-horses. He
knew how to drive a coach, that much was clear.

“ Sebastian has always been alittle, um...” Miss Rothwell said with a small smile.

“Cheeky?’ Callum asked.

Miss Rothwell laughed. “A good word,” she replied. “And a fairly accurate
description.”

They both laughed. The small two-seater coach was ahead of them on the road, and
Callum kept a good thirty feet or so behind, both to maintain the sense of being alone

on the road and to avoid Mr Rothwell being tempted to go faster.

They rounded a corner, moving past a stand of fir trees, al covered in wintry white.
The other coach was out of sight, and they were alone in the wintry landscape.

“So beautiful,” Miss Rothwell murmured.

“Mm.” Calum stared around. The coach had slowed to a walk, and they moved



slowly, each new vista unfolding at a gentle pace before them. The snow was falling
more slowly, the flakes drifting down silently past their wide-eyed gazes to dust the
trees and bushes like powder.

They rolled past an inn, the windows spilling bright golden light onto the snow, then
crossed a bridge and moved down a hill, moving back towards the easterly boundary
of the estate. The road moved under dense trees and Callum let the horses have their
head for a moment, the ground beneath them snowless and firm footing.

“Oh!” Miss Rothwell gasped, the fast pace tugging at her bonnet and causing it to fall
backwards to rest on her shoulders. She giggled, her thick hair tugging partly loose
from the confining bun. Callum slowed the horses and then turned to her.

He stopped breathing for a moment. Her lovely hair was tumbled around her face, her
cheeks flushed, breathless from the excitement and intense cold.

“Are you quite well?’ he asked softly, unable to look away. Her hazel eyes locked
with his and he gazed into their depths. She was indescribably lovely, and so close
that he could so easily have put his arms around her shoulders and drawn her into a
Kiss.

“1 am quite well,” she said in a soft tone.

“Are you sure?’ he asked gently. His hand moved off the reins—the horses were
walking, and he could guide the coach one-handed—and wrapped his fingers around
hers. She wore gloves, but despite the thin leather, her fingers were freezing cold.
“You'recold.”

“It's so lovely out here,” Miss Rothwell protested softly, her eyes holding his. “We
do not need to go back yet.”



“We should head indoors,” he said in a quiet tone. “It is truly bitter out here.” He
shivered, the cold seeping into him. Snow had built up on the collar of his greatcoat
and even through the high collar of his shirt, he could feel the cold dampness. He
lifted the reins, urging the horses into atrot.

The horses, it seemed, were also pleased with the idea of returning and as they neared
the estate, he let them trot back down the road and up the drive. He gazed up at the
manor as they neared it. Light blazed from the windows, pouring out onto the snow-
laden garden. He could not recall when it had seemed to welcome him as it did. He
jumped down, reaching up to help Miss Rothwell down.

“Thank you,” she murmured softly as his fingers closed around hers.

“My pleasure,” he whispered.

Miss Rothwell gazed into his eyes and for a moment he forgot all about where they
were. The coachman had come out to lead the horses into the stable, and he could
hear a distant coach approaching, but all he could think of was her closeness, her
flushed cheeks and those bright eyes, full of wonder and excitement.

He rested his hands on her shoulders, holding her gaze. Snowflakes fluttered down to
settle in her hair. She smiled at him, and in that instant, Callum lost his breath, his
heart swelling with joy and longing as he looked into her eyes.

Miss Rothwell glanced towards the door, and Callum, reluctant to break the moment,
reached out to take her hand. His mother and her coach party were already there,
divesting themselves of soaking wet coats and bonnets, stamping snow off their
boots.

“We will retire to the drawing-room,” she announced as they entered the space,
though whether she was speaking to Callum or to her other guests, he was unsure.



She was ignoring him, untying her bonnet to pass to the butler. “I shall order
chocolate to be served.”

Callum smiled. Chocolate—with its rich warmth and velvety texture—would be most
welcome after the cold snowy trip.

The other guests chattered excitedly about the prospect and the sights they had just
seen. Callum gazed at Miss Rothwell as she undid her bonnet, shaking out her damp
hair. It had come loose, and he drew in a breath, staring at the beauty of her. She saw
him looking and looked away, shyly. He hastily transferred his gaze to the wall
opposite, to save her embarrassment.

When he looked round at the others, he went suddenly cold. James was staring at
him.

Callum frowned. He had caught James looking—many times—at Miss Rothwell.
Never before had he intercepted the fellow studying him, though. The look he
levelled at Callum was one of such hatred that Callum shivered. He looked away and,
when he looked back, James had turned to Philippa and was whispering something.
Philippa smiled.

What in Perdition are those two gossiping about? Callum asked himself. He shivered
again, thinking of the undiluted hate in James' stare. He had never seen such a look
before.

Miss Rothwell stepped into his line of sight. His heart tightened with an emotion he
had never felt before. His eyes widened as she saw him and smiled. He watched her
drift up the stairs towards the drawing room. His gaze did not leave her until she was
out of sight, and he blinked, shaking himself.

Am | inlove? Isthiswhat this strange, wondrous feeling is? He asked himself.



Mr Rothwell barged into the entrance, greeting the other guests loudly and distracting
Calum. Harriet was with him, her eyes bright, her cheeks flushed as she was
laughing.

Calum drifted towards the stairs. When he saw Mr Rothwell and Harriet together, he
could see what he and Miss Rothwell must look like. It was obvious to him that the
two of them felt more than fondness for one another. His heart skipped, shock
mingling with joy as he realised that what he was beginning to feel was love. He was
falling in love with Miss Rothwell.

He walked up towards the drawing room, his head spinning in confusion and
wonderment. He had never imagined he would fall in love He had thought he never
would. It was a wondrous, terrifying prospect, a million times more frightening than
the first time he had ridden at a gallop. Like galoping, it felt uncontrolled, wild,
terrifying. But galloping also felt incredibly freeing and magical.

| need to speak to someone, he thought distantly. He needed good counsel, and soon.
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Rosalyn blinked, opening her eyesin the dimly lit room. She had slept deeply, utterly
fatigued from the cold, the long coach ride, and the conflicting yet exquisite emotions
that stirred within her. She sat up, looking around.

There was a soft glow in the grate where the fire had burned low, and a slight gap in
the curtains showed pale dawn light. She dlipped out of bed and reached for her
nightgown, shivering in the cold bedroom. Her maid had hung a dark brown velvet
dress on the wardrobe for her, and Rosalyn tugged it on, reaching behind herself to
fasten the buttons. Then she thrust her feet into her outdoor boots, which had been
drying all night by the hearth. She felt restless and she wished to go outdoors.

“Good morning,” a male voice greeted her as she hurried down towards the
entranceway. She stiffened, body tensing. It was not the duke. She did not recognise
the voice and so she said nothing until she reached the foot of the stairs. Then she
stopped and blinked in surprise.

“Lord Winbrook,” she greeted, addressing the man with red-brown hair, whom she
had caught staring at her on more than one occasion. He seemed to be some sort of
acquaintance or relative of the Duke of Stallenwood. She had never exchanged more
than two words with him, yet he often glanced her way, and he smiled at her after he
had performed his charade. His gaze on her was intense and he bowed low.

“Good morning, Miss Rothwell,” he greeted her again. “I see you also found it
difficult to find rest last night.”

“Mm,” Rosalyn said, making as noncommittal a reply as she could think of. “I woke
early.”



“Asdid I,” Lord Winbrook replied. “I took a stroll about the grounds. It is extremely
cold out there,” he cautioned as she lifted her pelisse from its peg. A member of the
household staff must have hung it before the fire to dry because it was crisply warm
when she shrugged it on.

“I imagine s0,” Rosalyn said a little briskly. She did not like the way he stared at her
or attempted to make conversation despite her evident lack of interest.

“1 would recommend that you remain indoors, miss,” he said with aworried frown.

Rosalyn lifted a shoulder. “I shall not be long,” she said as lightly as she could,
opening the front door as she spoke. She stepped out into the snow.

“You might catch afever,” Lord Winbrook said as she turned to shut the door. She
raised one brow, trying to be calm, though her heart was thudding in her chest, and
she ached to run off.

“1 suppose | might. You also might have,” she reminded him. He grinned.

“Well said, miss. Well said.”

“Good day,” Rosalyn said, a little more firmly than she usually would, and shut the
door. She hurried out into the snow. She shivered, though not only from the cold. The
man’s behaviour was most unsettling.

She walked across the path. It was freezing cold. She shivered again and tucked her
hands into the sleeves of her pelisse. She had forgotten her gloves. A light dusting of
snow covered the path, and she stepped into it, her footsteps crunching as she hurried
past the lawn towards the hedge-lined path.

Lord Winbrook had disturbed her and, while she would usually have taken a brisk



walk around the lawn and gone in—perhaps staying for a moment or two to admire
the snow-dusted foliage and the icicles on the tree—she walked towards the stable.

Just a moment with the horses, she promised herself. That isall | need.

Horses had always been her first source of comfort. Whenever she was sad or
disturbed, she went to find them. She stepped into the stable and breathed in, smelling
the rich, dusty hay and the pleasant, warm smell of living creatures drowsing in the
stable’'s warmth. A horse whickered, and Rosalyn walked instinctively towards the
stall.

“...and you’ re much better now. Much better,” a male voice murmured.

Rosalyn moved back, pressing herself against the wall. It was a refined voice, rich
and resonant and clearly mature. It might be the stable master, she reminded herself.
She stood where she was and listened.

“You'reagood girl. Such agood girl.”

She drew in a breath. It was the duke's voice. He was in the stall at the end. She
guessed he was talking to Buttercup, the mare who had been sick earlier in the week.
She stepped out of hiding, turning in the aisle to go out again. She did not want to
disturb the duke. She froze as he called out to her.

“Miss Rothwell? Is that you?”

“Um...yes, Your Grace,” she murmured, turning to face him. She reached up to tuck a
curl behind her ear. She had not yet taken the time to arrange her hair, planning to go
back to her room and style it before going down to breakfast. It was tied back in a
ribbon, that was all.



“Come and see Buttercup. She has made such progress. The medicine must be quite
effective.”

“1 would not wish to intrude,” Rosalyn demurred, reluctant to disturb the duke on his
morning rounds in the stable. Perhaps, like for herself, this place was his refuge.

“Come,” he said gently, gesturing to the stall. “You are not intruding. | have invited
you to step inside.”

She grinned, awry smile. “Indeed, Y our Grace, that is s0.”

“Quite so.”

His smile was wry, and his one eyebrow lifted in amusement as he looked at her. His
long, thin face was still, his gaze intense.

Rosalyn’s heart thudded in her chest. It was there, the look that had so confounded
her the day before. It was admiration. She could not deny it to herself any longer. She
gazed up at him, losing herself in the grey depths of his eyes.

One of the horses neighed, making him look away, startled.

“Oh. Firelight? Isthat you?’ the duke chuckled. “Whatever is the matter now?”’
Rosalyn laughed. He sounded just a little impatient, though the love he felt for the
horse was evident. It was just like her voice must sound when she talked to her own
mare, Marmalade. At the thought of Marmalade, her heart twisted. She had no doubt

that she was being well cared for at home, but she missed her sorely.

“1 should take them out for exercise today,” the duke confided as she came to join
him next to Buttercup’s stall. “At least, my horse needsit.” He chuckled, gazing over



at the stall. “That big fellow is used to being out and about. He hates being shut away
in astablefor long.”

“He looks like an intelligent creature,” Rosalyn commented, looking over at the
horse. “I imagine he findsit very tiresomein here.”

“Quite so,” the duke replied. “Intelligent, brave and as stubborn as amule. Not so, eh,
old chap...?” Heturned to his horse.

The horse neighed and stamped, and it seemed as though he had understood the
duke’s minor insult. Rosalyn chuckled.

“Heisasweet fellow.”

“Mm.” The duke stepped back to rub the stallion’s nose, then came back to where the
mare, Buttercup, had stuck her head over the gate of her stall and was swishing her
tail, waiting impatiently. He smiled and rubbed her nose, then tickled her behind the
ear. “Thereyou are. You are such a dear, dear creature.”

The horse snorted and shut her eyes. Rosalyn’s heart twisted. She was quite old, her
reddish fur showing white at her muzzle. Her coat was not particularly shiny. Her
eyes were big and limpid and full of wisdom and patience. Rosalyn stroked her head,
feeling drawn to the wise old dame of horses.

“She's beautiful,” she said softly.

The duke smiled. “She is one of the only horses who has been here since my father’s
time.” He swallowed. “| remember her from when | was a boy.”

“How old is she?’



The duke shrugged. “She must be more than ten—fifteen, perhaps?’ he frowned.
Rosalyn felt her eyes widen.

“That’s a considerable age for ahorse.”

“Itis,” the duke replied. “She’s an old dear.” He rubbed the horse’s nose again. “I am
so glad sheis better.”

Rosalyn smiled. “Soam 1.”

The duke walked down the aisle to the feed room and put his hand into a bag, then
drew it out filled with rolled oats. Rosalyn watched as he fed half the handful to
Buttercup and then went to Firelight's stall and fed him. The big, red-coated horse
gobbled the oats, lipping the duke's fingers as he ate. Then he stamped, as if to ask
why he was not getting more.

“Greedy thing,” the duke teased him. Firelight snorted.

Rosalyn’s heart twisted as she chuckled with mirth and pleasure. Seeing the two of
them interacting was something special. The duke was vulnerable with his horses in
ways she had never seen him be with people. He showed them a side that she had
never seen before. He seemed to trust them more than he trusted others.

And yet he has shown care to me, she thought, drawing in a breath. When her horse
had bolted, or even when she had been cold outside, he had shown a caring, gentle
side.

“1 shall need to come back here at a later hour,” the duke said, gesturing to the tack
room. “Firelight needs a proper brushing. It is one thing for the stable hands to attend
to him, but when | do it, it is different. We both need it. That connection.”



“1 understand you completely,” Rosalyn said, nodding. “I groom Marmal ade too.”

“It is not just about cleaning them and caring for them. It is a way of speaking to
them,” the duke explained.

“Yes. | tell Marmalade | love her, but grooming is away of showing it.”

The duke nodded. “ Quite so.”

He held her gaze. Rosalyn stared up into his grey eyes. They were mesmerising, the
colour like the snow-clouds that blanketed the sky. His skin was pale in the light from
alamp on thewall.

“Few people understand so well what | mean when | talk of my love of the horses,”
the duke said softly. His gaze was soft, his expression serious.

“Few people understand how deep and meaningful the bond can be. Marmalade is
like no other—she listens, and she does not judge.” Her eyes dampened as she
thought about her beautiful horse, so many miles away in the south.

The duke nodded. “Quite so. Firelight knows so much about me.”

“l used to tell Marmalade all my secrets when | was a girl,” Rosalyn nodded. “She
has been with me since | was sixteen.” She smiled, her eyes damp.

“That is a very specia thing,” the duke said softly. His gaze held hers and Rosalyn
smiled. His expression was intense but tender, and it made her flush with warmth.
They had stepped back from Firelight’s stall towards the door, and she shivered. The
draft that blew in from the snow outside was icy. The duke frowned.

“You're cold,” he said softly. “You have no gloves! Miss Rothwell...you’ll give



yourself afever likethat.” His tone reprimanded her gently.

Rosalyn smiled alittle teasingly. “Y ou, too, are bare-handed.”

He raised a brow. “I am not,” he said, and patted his pocket, where she could see the
ends of leather gloves just under the flap. He grinned smugly.

Rosalyn laughed. “| seethat | am wrong.”

“Quite so. Now, | am going to escort you to the house. | regret that | must stop at the
kitchen...I must give some instructions to our stable master,” he explained. He
gestured to the door that led out into the snow, and she stepped out, curling her hands
into the sleeves of her coat.

The duke followed her. They walked down the pathway, their steps crunching on the
snow. He reached the steps and bowed. “1 shall see you upstairsin afew minutes,” he
said gallantly.

She smiled and dropped a brief curtsey. She would have given a formal curtsey just
days ago, but now—especially after their heartfelt talk about horses—it felt wrong
somehow.

“l shall see you upstairs in a moment. | promise to leave some pastries and tea for

you.
“Just alittle,” the duke teased.
“A pastry. Or two. At the most,” she called teasingly. He laughed and she frowned in

amazement at herself. Only a few days ago, she had been positively wary of the man.
Now, she teased and joked as she did with nobody else.



What in Perdition’s name has possessed me? she asked herself, giggling as she
walked into the hallway and up the stairs. If it was madness, it was of the most
delightful sort.

She stepped into the breakfast room and stopped. Lord Winbrook was there and he
stood up, bowing to her. His dark eyes held her own as he straightened from the bow.

“Good morning, Miss Rothwell,” he greeted her.

“Um...1...I need my shawl,” she stammered. She had not taken the time to rearrange
her curls, forgetting all about her dishevelled appearance. She gazed down, relieved
that her dress had not become wet around the hem when she walked through the snow
outdoors.

“Of course, you must fetch it, then,” he demurred. Rosalyn turned in the doorway and
fled to her room.

“Whatever is the matter? Why does he unsettle me so?’ she asked herself. She hastily
arranged her hair, tucking it up into a ssimple bun and tying it with a dark-coloured

ribbon. Then she donned her shawl and hurried to the breakfast room.

Lord Winbrook was still there, but—she was pleased to see—so was the duchess, and
two other guests, an elderly couple who nodded and smiled at her in afriendly way.

“Tea, Miss Rothwell?’ Lord Winbrook asked. He reached for the teapot and poured
some for her. Rosalyn flushed with embarrassment.

“Thank you,” she managed to say.

“A pleasure, Miss Rothwell.”



Rosalyn looked away. She could not think of something to say, desperate to escape
from the table where Mr Winbrook sat watching her with an attentive look. As she
cleared her throat, about to excuse herself on grounds of feeling off-colour, her father
walked in.

“Sweet Rosalyn! Good morning,” he greeted her with afond smile and came and sat
down at the table beside her.

“Good morning, Papa,” she said quietly. “Did you have a pleasant rest?’

“l slept so deeply | was surprised to wake as early as | did,” her father said with a
smile. “Y ourself?’

“1 dept well enough,” she replied quietly. When she glanced across the table, Lord
Winbrook was talking to the elderly man and ignoring her. She leaned back, her
posture relaxing with her relief.

She and her father chatted about the snow and the ride in the coach—Father had not
gone, but had walked around the garden and he had heard al about it from Georgina
and |sabel. She was laughing happily as she heard someone walk in and saw the duke
come over to the last unoccupied seat at the table.

He inclined his head in a slight bow when he looked at her and she smiled. She tensed
as the duke's gaze moved coldly to Lord Winbrook, who sat opposite. Lord
Winbrook gazed at the duke and she shivered at the look in his eyes. It was hateful.
She looked away, feeling shocked.

Whatever is the matter with them? she asked hersalf.

It made little sense, yet she knew she disliked the young viscount, and she fervently
hoped to avoid his attempts at conversation. He unsettled her, though she could not



say why, but if she could manage to steer clear of him for the remainder of the
festivities—whatever the duchess had planned—she would be most content.
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The scent of snow icy and pure was in the air as Calum stepped down into the
garden. It had snowed all night and all day, and the lawn was buried in three or four
inches of snow. He gazed up at the sky, where aflurry of flakes was still falling. The
snow was starting to fall heavily and he shivered, drawing his coat tight about him.

“The horses,” he murmured under his breath.

He had checked on them before breakfast, but almost ten hours had passed since then.
He had promised to take Firelight out on aride, and he had got as far asriding him up
the path when the snow started to fall so thickly that he had deemed any outriding as
dangerous. He could barely see, and his horse was skittish, snorting at the flurry that
fell on him and the heavy, dull thump when snow slid off atree branch near them. He
had turned and ridden him back and ordered the grooms to rub him down.

“Make sure he stays warm. Keep his stall window shuttered until he is completely
dried off,” he had said.

“Yes, Your Grace,” the stable-hand had replied.

That was six hours ago.

Callum battled through the thick snow, hurrying towards the stable. He had brought a
lantern with him, the darkness long fallen. He kept careful eyes on the path, not

wanting to dlip.

He reached the stable, and there he stopped, blinking in confusion. Usualy, there
would be alamp or two burning while the stable-hands mucked out the stalls on their



evening round. Instead, the stable was entirely dark, no light showing under the door,
and he frowned. It was understandable if the stable-hands had done the task earlier,
hurrying indoors to where it was warm and dry, but something felt wrong and he
stepped up to the door, pushing it open.

The stable smelled damp, and Callum lifted his lantern. A horse neighed. It was
Firelight, he guessed. He stepped into the aisle, scraping the snow off his boots as he
did so.

“Easy, boy,” he called out to Firelight indulgently as the horse snorted again.
Firelight was always talkative, especially when he heard Callum. He walked on down
the aisle and frowned as his foot splashed into water. The circle of light from his
lantern showed a puddie on the floor, water flowing from the corner. Firelight
neighed more urgently. Callum swore under his breath, marching down the aisle and
pausing in the doorway. The oil lamp hung on the wall there and he lit it, then gazed
around in the brighter light.

He could see nothing untoward. The light fell on a clean-swept aisle. The stable-
hands had mucked out, laying fresh straw. The only odd thing he saw was a puddle of
water. A big one.

Firelight neighed again, and then Snowstorm and Rainstorm together whickered and
stamped. The two stallions—Firelight and Snowstorm—sometimes neighed at one
another, but that Rainstorm joined in was odd. Callum waked down the aisle and
gasped aoud.

“What in Perdition?’ he swore.

Part of the roof had collapsed.

A great, gaping hole stretched above him, perhaps a yard across and two yards long.



Through it, he could see the night sky, snow clinging to the edges. A rotten board
swung freely, and another one sagged, two or three bending inwards where the
supporting beam broke. By such improbable luck that he could only deem it a
miracle, the roof that had collapsed was at the very end of the aisle, where the feed-
room joined the stable proper. Snow drifted in and melted in the warmer environs,
making a big puddle that stretched more or less the length of the aisle. Callum swore

again.

“1 knew that would happen!” he said aloud. He gazed up at the roof, the weight of
what he was seeing slowly filtering through his mind.

The stable was cold. Snow was drifting in and, while the body heat of the horses was
enough to make the area closer to the floor warm enough to melt the snow, if awind
came up during the night, the horses would freeze in their stalls.

It was the thing he had feared more than anything. He had always feared that he
would fail with the horses. The stable was the one thing he had inherited from his
father that he had succeeded in devel oping.

“Please, help me,” he whispered. He looked around. There were twenty horses—his
usual fifteen, and five belonging to guests. The horses for the guests coaches were
stabled at the coach-house, along with his three teams of coach-horses. He could
move some of the horses to the coach-house stalls—but they were also in scant
supply, since the guests' coach horses used up the spare stalls.

Callum went to Firelight’'s stall. His horse neighed, rolling his eyes, and then came
forward to lip at Callum’s hand. All the horses were agitated, and no wonder, Callum
thought angrily. They must have been confused, cold and afraid for hours. Heaven
only knew when the roof beams had broken under the snow. Since the stable-hands
had not mentioned the fact, it must have been after their rounds were made.



“Easy, boy,” Callum said distantly, stroking his horse’s nose. His mind raced. He
needed to get the horses to safety—that was his first priority. But he had no idea
how—he was by himself, and did not want to spare a moment in case more of the
rotten roof beams collapsed under the heavy snow.

He breathed in deeply, marching to the tack room. What he needed to do first was to
get the horses out, starting with Buttercup—who was most at risk if the stable was
becoming too cold—and Firelight. To do that, he needed to put bridles on them.

Should I fetch someone? He asked himself. The village carpenter needs to be fetched
straight away. And what about the weight of the snow? Someone should go up there
and brush the roof. But what if the boards are so rotten that their weight causes
damage to the roof?

His mind was in turmoil. He walked into the tack room and grabbed the bridles of
Firelight and Buttercup from the wall by the door, then marched out. As he walked
into the main stable, someone spoke.

“Your Grace? Are you there?’

“By Perdition!” Callum swore, jumping with fright. Then he turned to the door. Miss
Rothwell stood in the half-open gap. Her hair was uncovered, her bonnet hanging
down her back. She wore a brown pelisse. Her eyes were huge and confused. She
gazed at him with worry.

“Your Grace. | beg your pardon. | saw a light in the garden and | followed it. | was
out walking before dinner. | did not intend to intrude.”

“No! No, you are most welcome,” Callum said quickly. “1 was merely...” he paused.
He hesitated to share his troubles, but he was in desperate need of assistance. He was
but one man and he had no idea where to begin in moving the horses to safety. “I



noticed a problem with the roof—the back section. It has collapsed,” he explained,
gesturing toward it. Speaking of it seemed to steady his nerves, and he drew a deep
breath. She gazed down the aisle, her eyes widening as she took in the damage,
before turning back to him.

“The horses. We need to get them out,” she said at once.

Calum nodded grimly. “But where?’ he asked her, already beginning to bridle
Firelight. His horse stepped back, ears flat, whinnying as if Callum was a threat.
Callum sighed. His own fear was communicating itself to the horses. He took a
moment to gather his thoughts. “1 have no other stalls. The coach-house stalls are
full.” He gazed at her, wishing she could think of something.

“The coach house stalls are full,” she repeated, then frowned. “But the coach house
itself is not. We can put them in there!” Her eyes brightened, a big smile blooming on
her face. “Come on! We must get them there at once, before the roof suffers any
further damage.”

“Sorry?’ Callum blinked, struggling to keep up with her rapid speech. He gazed at
her, and soon her words began to make sense. “Y ou mean...in the coach house? The
coach house proper?’

“Yes!” Miss Rothwell’s eyes danced with excitement. “We should take the carriages
out. They can remain outside for the night—on the lawn, in the pathway... it matters
not where. We can clear the space and prepare it for the horses.” She was already
making her way toward the door.

“But...” Calum frowned. “But they will all be next to each other,” he protested.
“They may fight.”

“How many do you have that fight?” Miss Rothwell demanded. “We can place the



troublesome ones in the stalls that are available in the coach house, or we may
fashion temporary fencing to divide the space. It will only be for the night until the
carpenter can be summoned. It isthe only space we have.”

Callum nodded. His heart soared, a surge of joy flooding him. “It could work!” he
exclaimed. “Yes. | will bridle the horses,” he began, managing to buckle the bridle he
had put over his hunting-horse's nose. “If you could, please go to the kitchens? Tell
Mr Morton that we need the coach-house to be cleared. And send for the stable-
hands. And inform them that a carpenter needs to be summoned from the village.
After hisworking hours or no. Get him here—the cost is no matter,” Callum insisted.

“Yes, Your Grace,” Miss Rothwell said, pausing at the door. “Anything else?’

“No,” Cdlum said swiftly, the redlisation sinking in that they were working
seamlessly together, that he had sent her off to the kitchen as though it was Harriet or
Mr Randell that he talked to—people with whom he had the rapport of a lifetime's
knowing. “Thank you.”

Miss Rothwell disappeared into the snow.

Callum bridled Buttercup, then walked to the tack room to fetch more bridles. He
needed to ready all twenty of the horses to be moved. In the group of horses who
lived on the estate, only two could not be put in the same paddock, and that was the
two stallions. All the rest had an easy rapport with one another and could be housed
in the same space for a night together.

“You can have your own stalls,” he told Firelight as he passed on his way to put a
bridle on Snowstorm. He glanced at the guests’ horses. He had no idea which of them
would tolerate the others, but the stable-hands must have some sense of that by now.
He dipped the bridle onto Snowstorm, noticing that the stallion stood without
complaint and let him do it. His own mood must have settled a great deal if the horses



were no longer feeling afraid.

He was putting a bridle on one of the guest’s horses when a voice hailed him from the
door.

“Your Grace?’' It was Alan, one of the stable-hands.

“Alan! Grand!” Callum beamed at the sound. “Come in! You, too,” he added,
summoning the other stable-hand, Noah, who waited at the door. “We need to move
the horses. If you two will bridle them with me so we can lead one pair at atime to
the coach-house?’

“Yes, Your Grace,” Alan replied, frowning.

“The coach house is amost full. Begging your pardon, Your Grace,” Noah said,
looking down asif afraid to contradict an order from a duke.

“Yes. It is. Quite right. Which is why we are going to stable them in the main part
where the coaches go. If you could tell me which of the guest’s horses may safely be
stabled with my herd? | would appreciate it,” he added honestly. He slipped a bridle
onto Rainstorm and stroked her muzzle, calming her.

“The coach house? Cor!” Alan exclaimed, eyes round.

“Good idea,” Noah complimented warmly.

Callum just smiled. He was too busy to thank them, and besides, he was not sure how
to respond, and so he continued with his task, going back to the tack-room to fetch

more bridles.

They fell into an easy rhythm. Callum worked with the horses belonging to their



estate, while the two stable-hands bridled the guests' horses swiftly. A knock at the
door made them all turn around. Miss Rothwell was there. She caught his eye and
smiled.

“The coach house is empty, Your Grace. The coaches are parked on the lawn. They
are quite asight there.”

Callum grinned. She was smiling, her energy infectious. It seemed to crackle in the
air around her. He looked at the stable-hands. At that moment, if she had told them to
throw themselves into the brook, they would have done it. They hung on each word
she said.

“We can begin leading the horses in, two at a time,” Callum announced, his heart
soaring. He beamed at Miss Rothwell. “Thank you,” he murmured quietly.

She smiled back and he smiled to himself. He would have done anything she asked in
that moment, even if it meant leaping into the brook himself.

“Come on,” he called to the stable hands, summoning them to the door. “Let’s get the
horses out. | shall take Firelight and Buttercup.”

“I’ll take Rainstorm and Snowstorm,” Alan said swiftly.

“I’ll do the two guest-horses who make a fine team together,” Noah offered.

They began leading the horses out.

Miss Rothwell stood silent in the doorway where the aisle widened and met the tack
room. The horses walked calmly past her. Callum led them into the coach house

without complaint. Firelight went into his own stall on one end of the row of stalls
where the coach-horses dlept.



They worked for an hour. Callum leaned on the door, sweating despite the trips into
the cold, as the last pair of horses were led into the coach house. The vast space was
spread with straw on the floor, and one of the gardeners had helped to move the
feeding mangers from the stable into the space and filled them with hay and oats.
Eighteen horses milled about in the space, feeding or resting calmly. Firelight and
Snowstorm were in stalls on opposite sides of the space, able to see the rest of the
horses, but not able to see or reach each other.

“All is settled now, Your Grace,” Alan said, collecting a bridle from where he had
hung it on a post. All of the horses were standing comfortably, their bridles removed.
With so many of them in the space, it was warm, and, more importantly, it would
remain so because it was dry and sheltered from the elements. Callum shut his eyes,
relief making him feel suddenly weakened.

“Go to the kitchen,” he told the two stable-hands tiredly. “Tell the cook to prepare a
fine meal for you—whatever is being served to the guests, you are to have your share.
Asmuch asyou desire.”

“Cor!” Alan exclaimed; eyes wide.

“As much aswe like? Blimey, Your Grace! Thank you!” Noah effused.

Callum nodded wearily. “You need it. And arest. Thank you for your assistance.”
“Thank you, Your Grace!” Alan called as the two youths hurried to the door.

Callum sighed, leaning back against the wall.

“They did a grand job today,” he remarked after a moment, as Miss Rothwell entered

the space. She had worked alongside them all, supervising the proceedings and
relaying messages, where necessary, between the duke, the stable-hands and the team



who were already working to restore the stable roof. He stared at her. She stood in her
brown pelisse, dightly open at the neck to show a pale gown below. Her hair had
escaped its style and curls hung around her face. Her cheeks were flushed, but
otherwise, she was calm, her eyes bright and glowing in the lamplight. He sucked in a
breath. She looked so beautiful. He cleared his throat. Words would not come. He felt
too shy.

“Those young fellows were pleased with your offer,” she said softly. “I have never
seen two young men run to the kitchen so fast.”

Callum grinned. “They needed it. They did agreat job.” He paused. “As did you.” He
shook his head. “None of this would have been possible without you. It was your
idea” He gazed around the space. Twenty horses grazed in peace, where, so easily,
al twenty could have been shivering in their stalls, catching pneumonia—or worse,
succumbing to the cold.

She gazed into his eyes and smiled, shyly, then looked away. “1 am simply so grateful
that the plan succeeded,” she said softly. “And that | could be of help. The horses are
happy here.” She looked up, staring at the small, calm herd of horses.

“They are. | am so glad. And so grateful,” Callum said gently. “Without you, | had no
idea. | do not know what | would have done.” He swallowed hard.

Miss Rothwell blushed. “I am glad | could help,” she repeated softly.

He stared into her eyes. She was so close, just a few steps away, and he stepped
forward, and slowly took her hand in his. Her palms were warm, the tips of her
fingers cold. She gazed into his eyes. Slowly, deliberately, he folded her fingers into

his grip. His eyes held hers, her skin soft against his fingertips.

“Thank you,” he said, his voice rough with emotion. “I owe you so much; at the very



least, a heartfelt thank you.” Hislipslifted at the cornersin asmile.

She gazed into his eyes. “You are in no way indebted to me, Your Grace. | am glad |
could assist.”

His heart ached. He stared into her eyes. The skin of her cheeks was petal-soft in the
lamplight, her gaze gentle. He longed to press his lips to her own. He moved
fractionally forward, then stopped.

“You must betired,” he murmured. “We should go in. They will fare well without us,
| think. They have al they need. We can go inside.”

“Yes,” Miss Rothwell murmured.

Callum loosened his grip on her fingers, heart aching as she drew them away. She
looked towards the door.

“We should take ourselvesinside,” she said softly. “It is quite cold outside.”

“Itis,” Callum agreed and stepped out into the cold. He had taken off his greatcoat
during the work and it hung by the door at the front of the coach-house. He lifted it
down and shrugged it on. They stepped out into the garden.

The garden was cold. It had stopped snowing, the breeze ruffling the snow on the
bushes and blowing soft, powdery drifts of it across the ground. Everything was
covered in a thick blanket of white. The path beneath their feet was trampled by
dozens of footprints, both of humans and horses. It was slippery, the compacted snow
already freezing in theicy cold. Callum reached for Miss Rothwell’ s hand.

“It’ s dlippery. You might fall,” he murmured.



“Thank you,” she said softly.

Her fingers were warm in his own. They walked down the path silently. They reached
the front terrace. The steps led up to it, bathed in light from the long windows of the
house. Callum gazed at her.

“Thank you,” he said again. “We are probably late for supper.” He chuckled.

“We need to put on some other clothes,” she answered. “We are both soaked
through.”

“Goin. It'scold,” heinsisted.

13 YeS_”

He paused where he was on the step, letting her go ahead of him. She walked to the
door and opened it. He stood where he was, reluctant to move. The space of the
garden, and of the stable, was magical—there, connection was possible that was not
possible in the crowded, public space of the manor. There, it was possible for him to
be himself, and for her to be herself. He swallowed hard.

“Good evening,” he murmured as she went inside. “Until dinnertime.”

She laughed. “Until dinnertime, Your Grace,” she replied. She turned in the doorway,
dazzling him with agrin.

He stood on the step, unable to move for a second or two. Then he walked up the
stairs. His legs ached, his feet seeming heavy as balls of lead. He marched wearily
into the entranceway and leaned against the wall, breathing hard. The horses were
safe, the roof was being fixed. And he had just spent the afternoon with the most
beautiful woman he could imagine.



He was smiling as he walked up the stairs to his room to dress for dinner.



Page 19

Source Creation Date: August 11, 2025, 11:11 am

By the fire in the breakfast room, it was cosy and quiet. Callum listened to the
companionable rustle and crackle of the flames in the grate and gazed out of the
window at the grey sky. Though the sun had risen already, nobody else had yet come
to have breakfast, and Callum enjoyed the peaceful cam of the space. As he poured
himself another cup of tea, his thoughts strayed to the moment in the snow when he
had gazed into Miss Rothwell’ s eyes and held her hand.

“S0 beautiful,” he murmured to the empty space. She seemed not only astonishingly
lovely in appearance, but her character, too, seemed more and more appealing. Her
bright idea had saved his horses, and that mattered more to him than he could
express.

“Cdlum? There you are,” Mother called him, just as she was walking into the
breakfast room as briskly as he had ever seen her move in hislife. Her white hair was
carefully styled but some of it had come loose from its elaborate chignon and fluffed
around her face. Her severe grey-blue velvet dress was ruffled in a way that
suggested she had walked swiftly all the way to the room. Callum got to his feet,
heart thudding. “1 was looking everywhere for you.”

“l am here, as you see,” Callum began. “What is it, mother?’ he asked swiftly. For
her, moving quickly was alevel of agitation she bestowed on nothing.

“Recall that | said that we would hand out the gift-boxes to the craftsmen and
villagers today, not the traditional St. Stephen’s Day?’ she asked.

“No,” Callum said truthfully, but held his peace when she shot him a hard glance.



“Well, | did. How are we to involve our guests when half of them will travel back
home again on St. Stephen’s Day?” she demanded. Callum inclined his head.

“True.”

“Quite s0,” his mother said firmly. “And now the guests will be down any moment
and all the hampers are not packed yet and there’s no way of readying the coaches
because they’re all over the place!” She gestured to the door.

“It will bewell,” Callum began soothingly, though his mother glared at him.

“1 would appreciate it if you could go down and tell the coachman to find some way
of harnessing half a dozen coaches that are halted al over the lawn. Then | shall be
satisfied.”

He stood. “Yes, Mother,” he answered swiftly and hurried downstairs.

In the entranceway, he was met with a chaotic scene. Half a dozen baskets filled with
food lay strewn around the floor, while boxes that contained blankets and bolts of
fabric were lined up somewhat casually against one wall. Three footmen were
working there—one completing the baskets with oranges and other things from the
kitchens, and another two beginning to carry them outside.

“Your Grace!” The butler spotted him and sounded relieved.
“The coachman will begin harnessing the coaches,” Callum assured him swiftly. “In
the meanwhile, direct the men to arrange the goods on the terrace beneath the

overhanging roof.”

The butler bowed. “Yes, Your Grace.”



Callum instructed the man, then hurried back up the servants' corridor. As he reached
the stairs, he tensed. He could hear James talking.

“...and it will likely snow more heavily this evening.”

“Perhapsit will,” Miss Rothwell’ s voice replied.

Callum bridled at the thought of her talking to James. He had seen the fellow stare
after her with what he could only name hunger in his gaze. His cheeks flushed with
anger and he stalked up the stairs after them.

He slowed down behind them. Miss Rothwell wore a blue gown, her hair styled with
a blue ribbon into a simple bun. James walked attentively beside her, his dark trousers

and brown jacket sombre in the darkened space of the stairwell.

“It would be grand for sledging. Though | reckon we are al too old for that. A fast
sledge might already give me an apoplexy.” James continued calmly.

Miss Rothwell laughed. Callum’'s jaw stiffened. He marched up to them as they
reached the second floor.

James smiled smugly. Callum glared at him.

“l trust you sept well,” Callum greeted Miss Rothwell abruptly. He heard the
abruptness of his own voice and winced.

“Yes. | did,” she stammered, sounding confused and upset. Callum groaned inwardly.
After all her help and kindness, and the connection they had shared, such a rough,

rude greeting was much less than she might have expected.

“Thank you. As did I,” he managed to say. Dash it, he thought wildly. | must sound



quite the fool! James was staring at him, amusement playing at the corners of his
mouth, brown eyes gazing sardonically at him.

“Have you visited the horses?” Miss Rothwell asked conversationally, walking beside
him up the hallway.

“No. | was helping my mother. She is organising the hampers for St. Stephen’s Day.
Yes, | know.” He made a wry face, seeing her gaze widen in surprise. “It is a little
unconventional to give out the charity hampers a few days before Christmas, but
Mother wished to do it before the guests return home, and so it must be so.”

Miss Rothwell smiled. “I1t will be a most pleasant morning,” she said. Callum raised a
brow, but her smile was genuine.

“1 am glad you will find it so,” he replied.

They had reached the breakfast room, and Callum stood back for Miss Rothwell to
enter, aware of James trailing behind them. He did not turn around to see whether the
fellow was watching and listening.

Several guests had arrived since his brief exit, and Mother sat at a table with Lord and
Lady Bronham, Lord Chesterford and Lady Millicent. His mother caught his eye and
Calum knew that she was about to wave him over to take the empty seat at their
table, but he evaded her and swiftly gestured Miss Rothwell to a seat at the table in
front of them.

“Miss Rothwell?’
“Thank you,” she replied, sitting in the chair he indicated. Callum sat opposite her

and let out arelieved breath as James took a seat at the other table. He poured tea for
Miss Rothwell, then for himself. She seemed quiet and he was content simply to gaze



at her. Her lovely soft hair glowed in the light from the fire and she gazed out of the
window, her hazel eyes dightly unfocused. She looked relaxed but lost in
thought—an expression that became her well.

“Did you see the coaches? | do wonder what we shall do today!” Miss Georgina
Rothwell commented brightly. She and her sister, along with Harriet, appeared at
their table and sat down hurriedly.

“A coach ride, | expect,” Isabel said seriously. Callum chuckled.

“Well said,” hereplied.

“It's the St. Stephen’s Day hampers,” Harriet related excitedly. “We're going to go
and give them out, are we not, brother?’

“Yes. We shall,” he assured them.

A few minutes later, Mother stood and made the announcement to the guests. The
news brought a hush of focus to the diners, who seemed in a hurry to eat so that they
could go outside and take part in the new activity.

When the guests began to drift from the room, heading downstairs, Callum stood and
walked with Miss Rothwell. He glanced over his shoulder, glaring hard at James, but
he was laughing with his cousin, an affable smile on his face, and did not seem to be
staring after them.

“How will we take so many people—along with al the hampers—to the village?’
Miss Rothwell asked Callum as he shrugged on his greatcoat. He smiled.

“Mr Morton shall follow behind us with a cart. Most of the gifts will bein that.”



Miss Rothwell looked pleased. “Your family is most generous at Christmas,” she
remarked as they walked down the front steps. The remaining boxes were being
loaded up into the cart as they passed by. Callum smiled.

“Thank you,” he said softly. He hesitated to tell her that there had been years when
they had been so poor, due to repaying the debts, that they had been unable to
dispense charity. He suspected that was the reason why his family outdid themselves
with the St. Stephen’s Day hampers—it was, in part, a celebration for them of their
restored wealth. They were sufficiently wealthy to be able to give gifts again.

“Can you see my sisters?’ she asked him, gazing over the milling guests. Callum
spotted them patting the coach-horses harnessed to the big Landau, and he grinned,
inclining his head to indicate where they were.

Miss Rothwell wandered over to the coach. Calum followed at a deliberate pace,
unwilling to let her out of his sight. He was resolved to be in the same coach as she.
James and Phillipa were about to alight into a coach and he looked away, bowing to
Miss Rothwell.

“Might | help you in?' he asked.

“Oh! Yes. Please,” she said, holding out her gloved hand. Her sisters shrieked in
delight.

“Areweto go inthisone?’ Georgina asked him excitedly.

“Oh! How grand!” Isabel exclaimed, her usualy quiet mood lightened by the
apparently exciting prospect.

Callum inclined his head. “Asyou wish,” he said smoothly.



The cover had been removed from the Landau, and it afforded unparalleled views of
the snowy landscape.

He helped them up, then swung up behind them. He was not surprised to see Mr
Rothwell and Harriet rushing to join them. Mr Rothwell helped Harriet into the
coach. Laughing, she budged onto the seat beside Callum, pushing him against Miss
Rothwell, who sat beside him.

“How diverting!” she said, abig grin on her face. Callum laughed.

“My legs might disagree with you,” he told her with a grimace. “Y ou leave them no
room.”

Opposite them in the coach, the two younger Miss Rothwells chuckled. The carriage
was unusually cramped, with barely enough space for six passengers and the driver,
adding atouch of levity to the situation.

“Well, then,” Mr Rothwell declared, clambering up into the groom’s seat at the back
of the coach. “We can set off!”

Callum turned to squint up at him with some annoyance. Guests would not usually sit
on the rear seat, which was uncomfortable and little better than balancing on the
running-board of a normal coach. Mr Rothwell was grinning serenely and Callum
wanted to laugh when he guessed that it was because he wanted to be close to Harriet.

The driver climbed up onto his seat and they set off.

They rolled out of the gate and the coach headed downwards, following the road that
curved up towards Stallenwood Village.

They arrived after half an hour, the rest of the guests drawing up in their own coaches



on the village green. Callum jumped down, his legs tingling and his feet jarring on
the hard, snow-covered ground. He reached up to assist Miss Rothwell down. Her
eyes were sparkling.

“When shall we begin?’ she asked him as he helped her sisters and Harriet out.

“As soon as the hampers arrive. Mother has no doubt informed the villagers of our
unconventional arrival.” Dozens of people dressed in their finery poured out of the
expensive carriages. The village craftsmen and poor would have a big surprise. That
was the tradition on St. Stephen’'s Day. The artisans who had worked for the
family—that was, the carters, builders, farriers, painters and others—would be gifted
with a hamper to thank them for their services. The household staff would likewise
receive hampers to take back to their families. Those, though, Mother had decided to
give out on the right day, so that the staff could take them home on their day off. Any
remaining hampers would be graciously distributed to those in need.

Miss Rothwell was grinning with delight, and he followed her gaze to see four or five
children gazing over at them, round-eyed. The children were tattily dressed, their
faces pinched with hunger and one of them—a boy of around fourteen—was dirt-
speckled in a way that suggested that he worked as a sweep. Callum'’s heart twisted
uncomfortably. The difficulties faced by many in his duchy were never far from his
mind, but he found it hard to face them directly; it would unsettle him deeply.

“Look! Let’'s begin with them. Have we any oranges?’ Miss Rothwell asked him
briskly.

Callum frowned. “We ought to take the hampers to the craftsmen’s homes first,” he
reminded her gently. She shook her head.

“Look at them. They look so excited. Please, let's! | would love to give them a
surprise. And is that not what Christmas is about?’



Callum sighed. “1 will ask Mr Morton if he has any oranges,” he told her, stalking
across the gap to where the cart had just arrived.

“Oranges?’ Mr Morton looked shocked. “They are all in the hampers, Y our Grace.”

“1 know,” Callum said with aweary exhalation. “But, indulge me. Have you really no
extra oranges to speak of ?’

“Well...” Mr Morton shrugged. “Thereis a bag. But those are for the staff, and...”

“Give me six of them,” Callum asked. “And the staff who do not receive oranges will
be compensated with money.”

“Um...yes. Yes, Your Grace,” Mr Morton said swiftly. He opened a cloth sack and
passed down six oranges. Callum looked around, then took off his top-hat and put
them inside as Miss Rothwell came to join him.

“Hurrah!” she exclaimed, taking the hat from him. “Thank you! Oh, thank you.”

“My pleasure,” Calum said quietly, watching her as she rushed off across the snow.
He had thought she was going to join her brother and sisters, but instead, she took off
towards the six children. Callum tensed. Images of them rushing her, trying to steal
her jewels, filled him with fear and he ran after her. He stopped three paces away.
“My lady! Cor! Blimey,” the boy was saying, eyes round as she handed him the
orange. He looked at it fearfully, as though he had never seen one before. “Is that for
me?’

“Yes. Merry Christmas!” Miss Rothwell said brightly.

Callum watched as the boy tucked the orange into his pocket, looking around as



though he feared that someone would take it from him.

“Merry Christmas, dear,” Miss Rothwell murmured to a little girl, dark-haired and
bundled in a worsted shawl, as she passed her another orange. The little girl’s dark
eyes widened.

“For me?’ she whispered.

“Yes. Of coursg, it is for you. Merry Christmas,” Miss Rothwell said, bending down
to realign thelittle girl’ s shawl that was slipping down her shoulders.

Callum let out a sigh. The children surrounded her in a half-circle, gazing up at her.
They were half-afraid, half mesmerised, and he stood where he was, reluctant to
disturb. Miss Rothwell handed out her oranges. Her face fell as another two children
arrived.

“l have nothing,” she began, voice aching. The little girl gazed longingly at the
oranges and Callum tensed, considering running back to see if he could filch some
from the butler’s cart. As he watched, Miss Rothwell dug in her reticule and took out
two coins. “Here.”

Callum’s heart twisted as the little girls both stared at her in amazement.

“Cor!” One lisped. “Pastries! We can buy pastries.”

Callum'’s soul lifted. He had a purse with coins in it under the seat in the coach—he
always kept it there lest unforeseen expenses arise on the road. He ran to the coach to

fetch it.

“Here,” he said, pressing it into her hand as he hurried back across the snow. “Give
these to as many children as you can find.”



“Your Grace?' Miss Rothwell blinked. Then she beamed at him as she understood.
“Thank you.”

Callum looked away. Her joy in giving affected him greatly. He had always enjoyed
giving, but it was something that he had crushed in himself. The years of having to
mind every cent because of the debts had forced that joy out of him, making him
think of charity as a wasteful indulgence. Now, however, a spark of joy kindled in his
heart once more, and he moved toward the cart.

“Blankets,” he said to the butler, who was passing hampers to the guests to take to the
craftsmen’s families. “We should distribute them to the poor and those in need.”

“Your Grace? The blankets are gifts for the tradespeople of the village,” the butler
demurred.

“We pay the tradespeople for their goods,” Callum argued. “They will be
compensated. But please, do this. It is Christmas. We cannot |let good people freeze in
their homes.”

“Yes, Your Grace,” the butler said, sounding sceptical. His face was stiff with
disapproval as he passed a bundle of blankets down to Callum. He looked around,
unsure what to do, but Harriet ran over.

“Blankets! Brother! What agrand idea.”

Callum beamed, straightening up gratefully as she took the load of blankets. The
butler wordlessly passed him another.

“Thank you, sister. If you and Miss Rothwell can distribute these?’

“Yes! Yes, let’s. Join us, brother!” she called as she walked briskly off to join Miss



Rothwell. Word must have spread, because there were more children clustered
around her, and two beggars, dressed in patched, old clothing, shivering in the cold.

Callum watched as Harriet, grinning warmly, passed one of the beggars a blanket.
The man’s eyes widened and he gazed at it in disbelief.

“For me?’ he asked. He had severa missing teeth, Callum noticed, his skin raw and
rough from days outdoors and his fingers gnarled and blue-white with cold.

“Yes! Merry Christmas,” Harriet said with agrin.

The look in the man’s eyes twisted Callum’s heart. He was amost mistrustful, almost
sceptical. Callum rushed up to join them, overcoming the last of hisinhibitions.

“Here,” he said, thrusting one of his blankets towards the woman in a tatty, thin
shawl. Her eyes widened.

“No, good master,” she said, sounding shocked. “Y ou cannot give me that. It's...it"s
fine wool.”

“Itisyours,” Calum said firmly. His throat was tight, his eyes damp. “Take it, and |
wish you a merry Christmas.”

“No, good master,” she stammered again. She took the blanket, though, and Callum
watched as she smoothed her hand over the wool.

Miss Rothwell was surrounded by children. He gazed over at her, feeling concerned,
but she beamed at him, eyes shining.

He went to fetch more blankets, dazed by her dazzling grin. The blankets seemed
heavy, and more and more poor people seemed to be drifting onto the village green.



The other guests had largely disappeared, dispensing the hampers to the craftsmen or
milling about the cart, waiting for more goods to be passed out for them to give away.

He carried the blankets towards where Miss Rothwell stood with five villagers.
Harriet and Mr Rothwell were handing out more blankets, this time to a thin-faced
young woman with a baby in her arms,

“Merry Christmas,” Miss Rothwell was murmuring as she handed out coins, blankets
and whatever else she had. “Merry Christmas!”

Callum came over to join her. “Merry Christmas!” he said with a smile, handing a
blanket to a poorly dressed man who gazed at it with the same wary eyes he had seen
so often.

The village was not very big, and, as such, its population of poor people was also not
extremely large. The group thinned and soon Callum and Miss Rothwell stood by
themselves.

“Thisisawonderful day,” Miss Rothwell said, her grin huge as she turned to him.

Callum swallowed hard. “Yes,” he said softly. “Yes, it is. A wonderful day.”

He took her hand and they stood silently as Miss Rothwell’s sisters, Harriet and Mr
Rothwell came to join them. His heart was full, too many emotions flitting through
him to express. Joy was there, and appreciation, and contentment. He gazed at Miss
Rothwell.

She has given me so much, he thought wordlessly. More than all the blankets, coins
and oranges in the world. She had returned his joy of giving, his joy of doing as he
felt wasright in hisown heart. He beamed at her. She smiled back.



It was a wonderful day, he thought silently. And a wonderful lesson. And, he thought
with awry smile, they would soon be home.

He could not wait to enjoy the warmth of a cup of chocolate and a conversation with
her. It would be areal pleasure.
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“And | thought a ribbon would be decoration enough? What think you, Rosalyn?’
Georgina asked, her voice soft in the quiet of the room.

“1 think you are right,” Rosalyn replied, a little distractedly. She glanced at her own
reflection in the looking-glass opposite. She had chosen to wear a pale blue heavy
silk gown to the soiree that the duchess had organised for the evening. She was tired
after the morning’ s activitiesin the village, and her mind kept on drifting to the duke.

He had been so helpful, so thoughtful, she acknowledged smilingly. And sometimes,
his gaze on her had seemed more than supportive or friendly. Her cheeks glowed. She
could not deny that she felt something, and that he did, too.

“l thought | would wear my lavender gown again? It is my favourite,” Isabel
commented. Rosalyn inclined her head.

“And so, you should,” she replied. “If you do something a little different with your
hair, it will look entirely different, too.”

“1 thought perhaps | would try leaving the front loose in ringlets?’ |sabel suggested.

“1 think that would be grand,” Rosalyn replied. She glanced at her own reflection
again, considering the gown and her choice of hairstyle. She had taken her hair back
in abun tied with green ribbon, some loose locks |eft in the front to curl in around her
face. The sage green gown brought out the colour of her eyes. To her own surprise,
she looked fresh and well-rested, not tired at all.

“1 will fetch my red ribbon,” Georgina announced. “It is so red, that | think it might



not match!” She giggled as she ran to her chamber to fetch it.

Rosalyn smiled to herself. She wished she did not feel so tired. Usualy, she would
have been amused by her sisters' lively interchange, but she felt drained and a little
confused after the morning in the village.

| wish | understood the duke, she thought distractedly. He gazed at her sometimes in
away that set her heart aflame, and yet sometimes he was distant and businesslike. It
makes no sense.

“Hurrah!” Georgina announced, disrupting her musings. “Here it isl And it matches
so well, | could have bought it for the purpose.” She had wrapped a thick crimson
ribbon around her hair, tucked in under the bun at the base and encircling her hair
midway between her brow and the bun. It looked beautiful, especially with the red
gown that Georgina had chosen.

“It looks very well,” Rosalyn told her firmly.

“Thank you,” Georgina said shyly. Rosalyn smiled to herself. Lately, she had noticed
that uncertain expression on Georginas face more often, as though she was
distracted, thinking of someone. She tucked the thought away, intending to inquire,
subtly, if there was a man who held her fancy.

| suppose | understand that feeling now, Rosalyn thought, cheeks flaming. She was
grinning to herself as she went to fetch her shawl from the wardrobe. Isabel was
styling her hair at the looking glass while Georgina chatted about the music and the
dances.

When they were all ready, they went out into the hallway together. Papa and
Sebastian were waiting, and Rosalyn’s heart thumped with excitement as they joined
them and walked down the stairs. Sebastian looked particularly grand in a black



taillcoat and she smiled. He most certainly had a reason to look his best. The duke's
sister and he never hid how they felt about each other.

“Well, thisis pleasant,” Papa said warmly as they reached the ballroom.

“Yes, itis,” Rosayn murmured quietly. Her stomach was knotting with anticipation,
her heart thudding. Part of her wondered what had possessed her. She never normally
felt that way about balls—a little apprehension and excitement, yes, but nothing like
shefelt in that moment.

She was still musing as they walked in and the duke, his mother and his sister waited
at the top of the stairs to welcome them. She dropped a low curtsey, cheeks flaming
as she lifted her eyes to the duke's. He wore a blue velvet tailcoat and pale grey
breeches and his cloud-grey eyes seemed even more intense than usual. She stood
straight, lifting her gaze to his face.

“Miss Rothwell,” he greeted her, his voice resonant and rich.

Rosalyn looked away, the tone sending shivers through her. Her sisters greeted their
hosts, seeming oblivious to the tension between herself and the duke as they walked
towards the stairs. Rosalyn was a little ahead of them and arrived first in the
ballroom.

“Ah! Miss Rothwell!” Lord Winbrook drifted over to her almost at once. “May | say
how ravishing you look?’

“Um...” Rosalyn blushed, but from discomfort, not from pleasure. “Thank you, my
lord,” she managed to say. She glanced around, but her sisters were engaged in
conversation with Lady Amelia and Lord Grassdale, and they could not see her.
Sebastian lingered on the stairs to talk to Lady Harriet, and Papa chatted to the
duchess. There was nobody to help her.



“Might | say also that nothing would give me greater joy than to have your hand for
the first waltz?’

“My lord,” Rosalyn said carefully. While there was no reason for her not to dance
with him—even though she was betrothed to the duke, a friendly dance with someone
else would not be frowned on—she did not wish to. He unsettled her greatly.

“Ah! Miss Rothwell! You look lovely,” Lady Philippa murmured, gliding across to
join them. “I was so touched to see your act of charity for those young children
today.”

“Thank you,” Rosalyn managed to say. She had not thought of it as an act of
charity—she had seen the children and she had longed to give them a Christmas gift.
She knew that her action had not been well-received—the duchess, for one, had shot
her a furious glance, doubtless annoyed that the oranges that were intended for the
staff—as the duke informed her—had found a place with the village' s poor children.

“You set afine example,” Lady Philippa continued. “ So many of the guests withessed
it.”

“Thank you,” Rosalyn repeated, shrinking inside. Though she was certain that Lady
Philippa meant to compliment her, the words made her feel acutely aware of the
duchess’ disapproval, and the disapproval of many of the guests. They reminded her
how much she stood out.

“You are certain you will not waltz with me?’ Lord Winbrook asked her again.

“Um...well...there is no custom that would gainsay it,” Rosalyn stammered.

“Thank you, Miss Rothwell. You do me a great honour,” he said, smiling warmly at
her. Though everything about his expression seemed affable and friendly, Rosalyn



felt uncomfortable.

| did not say yes, she reminded herself as he came to stand beside her. Even so, the
viscount had acted as though she had approved of his invitation.

She looked around the hall, planning to escape onto the terrace. Perhaps if she hid
sufficiently well, the first dance would go by and he would ssmply have to wait for
her to appear.

She curtseyed, about to excuse herself from his company, but before she could say
anything further, the music started. Rosalyn bit her lip as he reached for her hand. His
touch through the thin silk of her opera glove felt cold and repel lent.

The music rose and fell in cadence as they stepped out onto the dance floor. It was a
somber waltz and Rosalyn swallowed hard. She did not want to look directly at Lord
Winbrook—it felt terribly wrong. But she also could not very well spend the entire
dance looking away. It smply was not possible, since occasionally she had to check
what was ahead of her.

“It is an enchanting piece of music, is it not?’ Lord Winbrook asked her as they
stepped neatly around a corner. His hand on her shoulder-blade made her feel
Nauseous.

“Yes,” she managed to say. She gazed out over the ballroom. The duke must be
somewhere. She wished he would come and rescue her.

“1 enjoy the waltz. It is my favourite of the dances.”
“Mm,” Rosalyn said, as non-committal a response as she could make it. The waltz

was quite controversial, given that in turns, the two partners touched quite closely.
She tensed as they turned. She gazed over Lord Winbrook’s shoulder, searching



across the dance floor.

The duke was there. He was standing one row back from the dance floor. She spotted
him gazing at her and her heart soared. He had noticed! She tried to convey her
distress to him, gazing into his eyes, but two dancers moved past them and when they
had passed, she could not see the duke because she and Lord Winbrook were
elsewhere in the ballroom.

“Your sisters seem to be enjoying the evening,” he commented.

“l am surethey are.”

“Y ou do not seem to like to talk during a dance. We shall remain silent, then,” he said
lightly.

“Asyou wish,” Rosalyn replied. Relief washed through her. She was glad not to have
to try and talk to him.

They danced around the ballroom once more, and then the cadence changed, the steps
slowing, and Rosalyn felt relief flood through her as she let go of his hands and he
bowed. She dropped a curtsey and straightened up, hastily thinking of an excuse to
escape the ball.

“1 fedl a little indisposed. | will retire a moment to the drawing room,” she said
swiftly.

“May | fetch you some refreshment?’ Lord Winbrook asked. He looked a little
puzzled.

“No, thank you,” Rosalyn said firmly. “I just need a moment to gather myself. | feel
dizzy.”



“Of course, Miss Rothwell. Thank you for alovely dance.”

“Thank you,” she managed to say, then turned and walked as swiftly as she could
through the ballroom and out of a side door. She stood in the corridor, shutting her
eyes for a moment with relief. The tension of waltzing with the viscount had been
awful. Shereally did feel sick.

Footsteps hurrying closer made her open her eyes, startled. She looked up to see a
footman hurrying towards the ballroom. His eyes widened in surprise to see aguest in
the halway, then he bowed respectfully. Rosalyn inclined her head in
acknowledgement and hurried up the stairs. The drawing room was empty, the fire
burning in the grate. Refreshments had been set out for later, when the guests would
retire to play card games or make music. One window was still uncovered by a
curtain, the night sky black and mysterious and enchanting. Rosalyn went to the
window and leaned on the sill. She gazed out at the stars that sparkled there. Down
below, the garden was white, the snow glistening in the light from the windows.

Rosalyn stared out, feeling calmer. The beautiful sight helped to settle her nerves. She
leaned forward, resting her weight on her elbows. The duke flitted across her
thoughts and she frowned, wishing that she could have understood that cryptic gaze.
He had looked concerned, as if he had guessed at her distress.

She looked out at the stars and wished she could run out into the garden, escaping the
stifling house party and guests and enjoy the blissful quiet. The silent gardens seemed
to beckon and she half-turned. A shadow at the door had distracted her attention.

A man stood there in the doorway—the duke. She recognised him instantly. She
straightened up, feeling flustered.

“l beg your pardon,” he said softly. “I did not mean to disturb you. Are you feeling
well?’" His voice was low and resonant, concern clear in every word and in the



expression on his face. He frowned, his thin mouth a firm line. He gazed at her
uncertainly.

“1 feel quite well,” she said. It was not an untruth—since being in the tranquil silence
of the room for a few minutes, she aready felt alittle better. Seeing him also helped
to lift her spirits.

“Forgive me,” the duke said softly. “I saw you exit the ballroom. | wished to check if
you were feeling well.”

“Thank you,” Rosalyn murmured. His voice sounded so concerned, the expression in
his eyes worried.

He moved over to stand next to her by the window. Her heart thudded loudly and she
tensed, acutely conscious of his arm resting on the sill just a few inches from her
own.

“A beautiful night,” he murmured softly.

“Mm.” Rosalyn cleared her throat. Her heart was racing wildly and she could barely
think. “ltis.”

“A winter night is always something beautiful, | think,” he murmured. He turned to
face her, his eyes locking with hers—intense, as though boring into her, lit with a
light she had never seen before.”

Rosalyn’s heart thudded, loud and slow. She gazed into his grey eyes. He seemed to
be speaking of the night, yet his words were meant for her, she felt that deep in her

soul.

“Forgive me,” the duke murmured. “I was overcome. Your beauty strikes me that



way sometimes.”
“1...” Rosalyn stammered. She had no ideawhat to say. The notion that anyone would
find her beautiful was new enough. The notion that he—the man she had come to
admire and long for—found her beautiful was enough to amaze her.

“1 find it very hard not to do what we are compelled to do,” he said softly. Rosalyn
frowned, but he was gazing upwards and her eyes moved to where he was looking.
Above them, green, red and white, hung the kissing bough. Her cheeks flared. Her
heart stopped. She looked into his eyes.

Gently, so slowly, with impossible tenderness, his lips pressed against her own. She
shut her eyes. His mouth was warm, his lips smooth and firm where they met her
own. His arms enfolded her and she leaned against him, losing herself in the
sensation of his lips against hers. His chest, muscled and firm, pressed against hers,
his arms tightening around her protectively, possessively.

Rosalyn leaned against him, forgetting how to breathe. All she knew was the
sensation of his closeness and his warmth, and a longing such as she had never felt
before to hold him and be held, to be closer and closer. He held her tight, his lips
resting against hers tenderly. She wrapped her arms shyly around him, holding him to
her chest.

The duke gasped. His eyes opened and he gazed into her own. He stepped back a
little, but he did not release her from his embrace. He stared into her eyes and she
stared back. Her heart thudded slowly, her breath slowly returning. She could see
surprise in his eyes, and wonder.

She felt exactly the same.

“Your Grace, |...” she murmured.



“Cdlum,” he said firmly. “Pray, call me by my name. My Christian name.”

“Calum,” Rosalyn whispered. It was a pleasant name, unusual and musical. It suited
him. Her heart raced, chills racing through her body as she said the word and his eyes
widened to hear her use his name for the first time.

He said nothing, just gazed at her. Rosalyn cleared her throat shyly.

“Please call me Rosalyn,” she said softly. Her cheeks burned. She looked up into his
eyes.

“1 shall. Rosalyn,” he murmured. His voice was low and resonant and chills erupted
through her body at the sound of her name on hislips.

He had stepped back, so that his hands rested on her shoulders and her hands were on
his back, her armsloosely holding him.

She gazed into his eyes. It felt strange, exciting; almost dangerous. They had crossed
an invisible barrier. The distant formality between them had dissolved gradually over
the past weeks, but now it was irrevocably replaced with something else. A new,
untravelled, unchartered landscape through which they forged their own way. Her
heart |eapt, her breath catching in her throat.

“We ought to return to the ballroom,” he murmured distantly as footsteps drew
closer. Blushing, Rosalyn stepped hastily back. “The staff will be making ready for
the after-dinner tea and card games.”

“Yes. | suppose so,” Rosalyn said quietly.

He held her gaze. She stared back levelly.



“We ought to go,” he said again.

She did not say anything, and he did not speak or move, but stood staring at her, his
eyes kindling with the same longing that she felt racing through her body like fire.
She ached to feel his lips on hers again. They stood like that, neither moving nor
speaking, but with a wealth of words in their eyes. A sound startled Rosalyn, and she
turned. The butler had come in, pushing a trolley laden with crockery that clinked
softly as he moved.

“Come, Rosalyn,” the duke said softly. “Let us return to the ball.”

Rosalyn smiled as the wonder of her name on his lips raced through her. They
returned to the ballroom.
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Sunlight slanted into the library. Rosalyn stepped in silently, narrowing her gaze as
she passed through a ray of sunshine that spilled onto the floor. She searched the
darker space beyond, looking for her brother.

“Sebastian?’ she called.

He was standing by a shelf in the corner, his back to the door, a small booklet in his
hands. He turned around and his gaze widened as he saw Rosalyn there.

“Sister! Were you looking for me?’ he asked. His dark eyes were concerned as he
scanned her face.

“Isabel and Georgina said you were here,” Rosalyn said simply. She stared up at his
thin, handsome face. It was late morning, around tea-time, and Rosalyn had hoped to
find Sebastian. She had barely slept, images of the ball, of the duke and of the kiss
returning to waken her and twist her heart with a mix of confusion and wonder. She
could not understand her own feelings, or what any of it meant. Sebastian was the one
person she felt she could turn to for honest advice.

“1 thought | would explore the duke’s collection.” Sebastian smiled. “It seems not to
be lacking.” His eyesteased. “| am surprised it is so well-stocked, even with the |atest
books.”

Rosalyn laughed. “Isit al to your satisfaction?’ she asked, her own voice teasing.

“ Satisfactory indeed.”



They both laughed. Rosalyn drew a breath, not certain about how to ask.

“You are feeling better this morning, sister?’ Sebastian asked before she could begin.
“1 heard that you were feeling indisposed at the ball yesterday.”

“1 felt alittle queasy, yes,” Rosalyn began uncertainly. “1 needed a moment to calm
my mind.”

“Mm.” Sebastian nodded, frowning. “Are you certain that you are well, sister? You
did exert yourself in the village yesterday, and it was very cold.”

“1 am quite well,” Rosalyn assured him.

“Harriet was delighted! She enjoyed handing out the gifts to the poor. She said that it
brought her such joy and that she wantsto do it every year, now.” He laughed.

“She seems a very pleasant young woman,” Rosalyn said warmly.

“Sheis. From a pleasant family, | think,” Sebastian said slowly.

“The duke is afine man,” Rosalyn said, blurting it out before she lost her opportunity
and her nerve.

“l am certain heis,” Sebastian said unsurely.

“Heisagood man. He can be difficult to get to know—reserved, cold—but when one
knows him, heis entirely different,” Rosalyn breathed.

“l am surethat is so,” Sebastian said, still sounding alittle unsure.

“| feel...oh! I do not know how to explain it.” Rosalyn gazed up at Sebastian. “1 wish



| did. It is so strange. One moment, | feel full of admiration and affection, and the
next moment, I am in turmoil in my thoughts, confused and uncertain. What is
happening to me?’ she demanded.

Sebastian raised a brow. “Love is strange. Like water. It leaks slowly into our hearts,
and, where we have built dams against it, it pushes at our resistance.” He paused.
“That is where we feel the discomfort, the fear. Where love challenges our confused,
conflicted beliefs.”

“Love?’ Rosalyn gaped at him.

Sebastian smiled. “| believe that is what is happening to you, as you say.”

“You think so?’ she asked, a smile spreading across her lips. It made sense that the
wondrous feeling that consumed her, that set her thinking of the duke and smiling for
no reason, that made her heart warm when she saw him, longing just to be near him,
was love.

“Assuredly,” Sebastian said with agrin. “1 recogniseit.”

Rosalyn chuckled, her eyes widening in understanding. “Harriet! You and Lady
Harriet?’ Joy made her voice rise as she spoke.

“1 believe that | have gazed at her with the same soft eyes with which you sometimes
can be seen staring at the duke.”

Rosalyn went red. “Isit that apparent?’

“It isto me,” Sebastian said gently. “But | suspect that it is because | find myself in
like position.”



Rosalyn giggled. As delightful as the feeling in her heart—and the knowledge that it
was, indeed, what she thought it was—was the fact that Sebastian could shareit.

“I think | realised what | felt for her when she fell in the snow.”

“Sheféll in the snow?’ Rosalyn gaped at him. She did not recall the incident.

“Yes. On the day when we went out on a coach ride. | believe you were in the
barouche with the duke?’

“Yes!” Rosalyn lifted her hand to her lips, recalling the day. “How did that all
unfold” she asked.

Sebastian blushed. “It was my fault, | suppose. | lifted her down out of the coach. |
was showing off,” he added with a shy grin. “She was a little unsteady on her feet
when | set her down, and she fell into the snow. | was so worried,” he confessed, eyes
wide. “Her pelisse was soaking wet and | thought that she might die of the cold.”

Rosalyn smiled, seeing the concern in her brother’s eyes, and she took his hand in
reassurance. “But she did not. Sheisalive and well.”

“Alive, certainly. She had a cough for aday or so afterwards, but she iswell again.”

“Good,” Rosalyn said softly.

“1 hope that she will consent to ride with me in a coach again,” Sebastian said wryly.
“1t was grand to share the ride with her in the little coach.”

“1 imagine so,” Rosalyn agreed. The coach ride with the duke had been magical. She
could not think of atime, like Sebastian had just described, when she became aware
of her love for Calum. It had crept into her awareness slowly, growing like a seed



from the moment that she first saw him, each incident and each new awareness
making her love fuller and broader until even she could no longer fail to notice its
presence. She beamed, joy filling her heart.

“What apair we are,” Sebastian said with a laugh. Rosalyn smiled.

“It isawondrous feeling.”

“It is,” Sebastian agreed. He gazed out of the window onto the snow. Footsteps
patterned it, and off to the side was a mass of horse-prints from where she and
Callum had led the horses to the coach-house. She frowned, wondering if the roof had
been repaired.

“Have you taken aturn about the grounds?’ she asked Sebastian conversationally as
he glid the book back into the shelf where he had found it. The sun shone down on the
snow and it seemed too beautiful a day not to take advantage of it. Besides, she
wished to see how the horses were faring.

“1 have not,” Sebastian said with a smile. “I had thought to take some teafirst. | feel
the need for something to eat.”

“We just broke our fast two hours ago!” Rosalyn protested with agrin.

“l see no reason why that precludes a dlice of raisin loaf at tea,” Sebastian said
primly.

They were both laughing as they stepped out into the hallway. Rosalyn’s laughter

faltered as two people walked past on their way to the front door. Lord Winbrook was
one of them. He saw her and smiled. He bowed low.

“Miss Rothwell! How delightful to see you.” His dark eyes held her gaze. Rosalyn



curtseyed, looking hastily at the tiled floor of the entranceway.

“Lord Winbrook,” she greeted him blandly. “Lady Philippa.”

“Have you been outside?’ Lady Philippa asked Rosalyn warmly. “It is a beautiful
day.

“l had...” Rosalyn began awkwardly, thinking of an excuse. She did not want to
mention that she had thought to go outside, since Lady Philippa was wearing a pelisse
and they might go with them. She did not wish to go with Lord Winbrook.

“We were just planning to take a brisk walk about the garden,” Sebastian interrupted
with a smile. Rosalyn winced and gazed up at him, but instantly Lord Winbrook was

replying.

“1 would suggest that you join us, then,” he said, his gaze holding Rosalyn’s own.
She looked away.

“Well, nothing better than company, eh?’ Sebastian said brightly. Rosalyn swallowed
hard. Sebastian was a bright, sociable sort and he was clearly also unaware of the
tension between herself and Lord Winbrook.

“Capital,” Lady Philippa said warmly.

Rosalyn went to the hat stand and retrieved her brown pelisse, shrugging it on in a
desultory way. Sebastian shook out a charcoal-coloured greatcoat, wrapped it around
his shoulders, and then opened the front door.

“Let usproceed!” he said, grinning.

Rosalyn went outside and waited for Sebastian to step out with her, ignoring Lord



Winbrook, who hovered at her elbow as though he expected her to walk with him.

“Is this not fine?’ Sebastian asked brightly as they wandered out into the snow. “A
fine day.”

“It israther cold,” Lord Winbrook pointed out tightly.

“It is December,” Sebastian pointed out.

“Quite so,” Lord Winbrook said disapprovingly. He was walking beside Rosalyn,
who walked as close to Sebastian as she could. She was determined not to let him
distract her or override her will as he had the previous night at the ball. He sounded
put out, as though he had expected her to be pleased to see him.

“Is it not beautiful?’ Lady Philippa asked Rosalyn, gesturing to the snow-covered
landscape around them. The sunshine sparkled on the ice that clung to the hedges and
trees, making long, lacy patterns that shimmered in the daylight. The air was crisp
and cool, the snow glittering in the bright sunshine.

“It is very beautiful,” Rosalyn agreed. She focused on the landscape, ignoring the
sullen Lord Winbrook who walked beside her.

“The coaches are safely housed in the coach-house again,” Sebastian pointed out as
they crossed the lawn. Rosalyn nodded, noting that the horses must all be well-settled
in the stable once again.

“A foolish risk, to put the coaches all out in the snow to rust and moulder,” Lord
Winbrook said tightly. “I cannot imagine what was in the duke’s mind.”

“It was a wise decision,” Rosalyn snapped, her patience wearing thin. “Between
risking the coaches and saving the horses, there is no choice at all. Mechanical



objects can be replaced. Living beings cannot.”

Lord Winbrook’s eyes widened and she felt a moment’s fear at the rage on his face.
Then abruptly, he calmed. A fatuous smile appeared on his face.

“Quite so. Well said.”

Rosalyn looked away. She had little enough liking for the fellow as it was, but to hear
him criticise a wise decision and then to act as though he agreed with her, was too
much. It showed her that her assumptions about the man were not wrong. He was
unpleasant and untrustworthy.

“Have you cdled at the stable lately?’ Sebastian asked Rosalyn, sensing her
discomfort.

“I have not,” Rosalyn replied quickly.

“Shall we go there?’ Sebastian suggested, gesturing in a way that included Lord
Winbrook and Lady Philippa. “1t might be interesting to see the repairs on the roof.”

“| have seen roofs before. It cannot be so different,” Lord Winbrook muttered, but he
fell in with them asthey turned to take the path | eft.

Rosalyn walked ahead, doing her best to ignore the two who walked behind her.
Sebastian was at the back of the group, loudly pointing out the frozen water of the
pond and theicicles that clung to the trees in the water garden.

The stable door was open, the scent of hay and horses strong in the cold. Rosalyn
walked in swiftly, sighing with relief. Lord Winbrook and Lady Philippa remained
outside, while Sebastian, who seemed to have become suddenly aware of her
discomfort, distracted them with comments about the history of water gardens.



“Rosalyn?’ a voice called from in the stable. She turned and saw Callum there,
standing by Buttercup’'s stall. Her heart soared in relief and she went to stand next to
him.

“Calum,” she said shyly. Her cheeks grew hot with shyness. She gazed up at him. He
gazed back. “How does she fare?’ she asked.

“Well,” he replied warmly, turning to Buttercup. “Her cough came back after the stay
in the coach-house, but it has entirely gone now. | think perhapsit is the dust from the
straw, as you suggested.” His gaze was admiring.

“l am glad that | could help.”

“You are agreat help,” he said softly. His eyes held hers and Rosalyn’s heart began
to beat loudly as he rested his hand on her shoulder, looking into her eyes. His stare
was so full of feeling, so tender, that she forgot how to breathe.

“l say!” Sebastian’s voice rang out, and Rosalyn spun around to see him, along with
Lord Winbrook and Lady Philippa, in the doorway. She glanced up at Callum, whose
gaze narrowed as he stared hard at the viscount, who gazed back with equal dislike.
“It would seem the roof is mended,” Sebastian said. “Grand. Grand,” he repeated,
seeming to sense both Callum’s and Rosalyn’ s discomfort.

“It is indeed well mended,” Callum said thinly. His gaze held Lord Winbrook’s,
distastein every line.

“Well, then! We ought to let you have some peace. On€e's tasks with the horses
should not be disrupted, en?’

“Quite so,” Callum said crisply.



Rosalyn gazed up at him, but he was not looking at her. Instead, his eyes were fixed
on Lord Winbrook, a hard, cold stare in place. Lord Winbrook moved toward the
door, briefly returning the challenging gaze before turning away. Rosalyn shivered.
She could not understand what had possessed the two men, and it unsettled her.

She looked up at Callum as Lady Philippa and Sebastian went out of the door. He
gazed back at her. His eyes were full of tenderness, her heart twisting with warmth
and love as she gazed up at him.

“Thank you for coming to see the horses,” Callum said softly. Rosalyn swallowed,
his smile making chills run through her body.

“A pleasure,” she said softly.
He smiled and she turned to walk out of the stable, feeling as though she was floating

as she walked onto the path beyond. She walked silently, Lord Winbrook walking
sullenly behind Sebastian up the path, drifting in thoughts of Callum and his smile.
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Callum wandered down the hallway. His fingers were numb after his visit to the
stable and his walk in the icy garden, but it was not that which made him feel so
restless. He needed good counssl.

“Harriet?’ he called, as he walked up towards the drawing room. Some guests had
gathered there for morning tea, but a brief glance showed him that Harriet was not
among them. He frowned, then drifted down the stairs, thinking that perhaps she had
retired to the library to read. As he walked past the entrance to the dining room, he
paused. The door that led through into the conservatory was open.

He walked lightly through the dining room, nodding to the housekeeper, who was
supervising the setting of the table for luncheon. The conservatory—part of the
terrace that wrapped round the house from the ballroom—was long and narrow, the
glass walls and roof letting in sunlight and keeping out the cold.

“Harriet,” he caled. She was bent over one of the tables that ran around the room,
gently repotting an orchid. She turned when she heard him and her face lit with a
smile.

“Brother, look! Thislittle plant has grown so well.”

“It has, indeed,” Callum commented, pausing to admire the small plant, which had,
indeed, burgeoned over the summer. She carefully set it into its new pot filled with
tree bark, then placed the pot caringly back where it had stood. She paused to wipe

her fingers on arag, then turned to him.

“Isaught amiss?’ she asked, a delicate brow lowering in afrown.



Callum shook his head, smiling at her. “No, dear sister! All iswell,” he assured her.
“Most well.” The memory of Rosalyn’s smile made his own lips tug upwards at the
cornerswith agrin.

“Good, brother,” Harriet said gently. “Were you looking for me for something?’ she
asked, lifting ametal watering can and pouring water into some plant pots.

“l wanted to ask you something,” Callum replied, deciding to throw aside caution.
“Do you think that it is possible to fall in love in amonth?”’

Harriet blinked at him. “These things cannot be measured by time, brother,” she said
with a gentle smile. “ Just like a plant does not grow in aday, or aminute, or ayear. It
does so continuously. Sometimes slowly, sometimes fast.”

Callum grinned. “That iswell said,” he replied, his heart soaring.

“Have you falen in love, brother?’ she asked him, her blue gaze level where it held
his own.

Callum nodded. “I believe so, sister,” he told her, warmth glowing in his voice. “I
believe | have.”

“Miss Rothwell 7" she asked, her own eyes lighting with joy.

“Yes. Yes!” Callum nodded, joy filling him as he expressed his love. Keeping the
truth to himself had been hard. Being able to share it, to enjoy it, to speak of it, felt
wonderful. “Sheis...like no other | have ever met.” His throat tightened with feeling.

Harriet smiled. “ She seems like a good person,” she replied gently.

“Sheis. A good person. Bright, clever, and good-hearted.” He grinned, aware of how



obvious it must be to anyone listening that he had fallen for her.

“1 am so happy for you, brother,” Harriet said warmly. “Truly, | am.”

Callum grinned. “I think that you have a great deal of experience with falling in
love,” he replied, eyes widening as he thought of her wise words on the topic. He had
never realised how many hidden depths his sister possessed.

“Mayhap,” she said with asmile, turning to hide her blush. Her eyes sparkled.

“Mr Rothwell?” he guessed.

“It could be,” his sister replied, and the bright grin that blossomed on her face made it
clear to him that he had guessed rightly.

“They are a remarkable family,” he teased. The sound of Harriet's giggle kindled his
heart.

Before she could reply anything, footsteps at the doorway made Callum turn. He
tensed instantly as he spotted his mother standing there.

“Son! Harriet. Grand. | am pleased to see you both here. | have to speak to you,
Callum.” She gazed firmly at him.

“Mother, if it is anything of an uncomfortable nature, might we not do it somewhere
else?’ helooked at Harriet. Loud voices and distressing topics upset her.

“1 see no reason why, son,” his mother said firmly. “ Should Harriet wish to exit, there
Is nobody saying that she has to stay and listen.”

“No,” Callum agreed, trying to be reasonable. “But...”



“Allow meto say first of al,” she began, interrupting him without embarrassment. “I
have always been appalled by your choice of the next duchess. That woman has no
social graces and no idea of what is appropriate. One only had to see her on our
outing to the village to know that she acts without discernment or consideration.”

“Mother!” Calum exploded. His face heated with anger. “How can you say that? She
acted with the utmost sensitivity and consideration. How else could you explain her
actions?’ He glared at her.f

“She showed no decorum. It is not for her to decide which gifts are given to whom,”
she said thinly.

“Oh! So, it is because she flouted your decisions. Not, | presume, because giving
charity to destitute children isacrime now?’ He made awry face.

“She handed out our oranges to a flock of grubby ruffians,” his mother said tightly.
“That is not how a guest should act.”

“Sheis not a guest,” Callum hissed. “She is the future lady of the manor. | think we
can allow that she has more right here than a mere acquaintance.” He winced as he
glanced sideways at Harriet, hearing the venom in his own voice and knowing it
would distress her.

Harriet was standing with her back against the wall of the conservatory, watching
them with round, scared eyes. Her hands hung at her sides, her posture tense.

“That iswhat | am talking about!” his mother shouted.

“Please, Mother. At least we should have the decency to shut the door,” Callum
interrupted, striding toward it.



“Do not change the subject. | shall not stand for this. You must reconsider. You are a
fool if you do this to the manor. Y ou will be bankrupt before long. No one shall want
investments from a man who has the dull-wittedness to choose someone with no
sense of social standing or proper etiquette.”

Callum looked at his mother in disbelief. His throat tightened and he fought the urge
to shout at her. After a moment, he managed to speak. “What, exactly, are you
requiring me to do?’

“l am requiring you to become betrothed to someone else instead.”

Callum gaped at her, unable to comprehend her words. She could not be serious.

He repeated the words slowly.

“Become betrothed to someone else?”

He could not find words to explain to her how he felt. After a long, long pause of
staring at each other, he cleared his throat.

“Are you out of your wits?’ he demanded softly. “Do you truly believe | could turn
my back on that woman, and walk towards a socialite who, although undeniably
pretty, has the shallowest of characters and no apparent values?’

“Lady Millicent is the sort of stuff that duchesses are made of!” his mother said
angrily.

“l do not want a duchess like her,” Callum said roughly, and as he spoke, he found
words coming to his mind that he knew were absolutely true. “1 want a duchess who
IS compassionate, caring, one who understands my vision for the manor and has
aspirations of her own. A woman who is gentle, loving, and who loves me in return,



as | love her. | know who | want. | have chosen her already. | love her with all my
heart. And | will not change my mind, no matter what threats you concoct. | love

her.

His mother looked at him. Her eyes widened and her jaw dropped and for a long
moment, she said nothing. Then she shrugged.

“Well, what can | do?’ she asked, and her voice was tight and small, a mix of hurt
and disbelief in her words. “If you have made your decision, then you have made it.
But do not expect me to celebrate with you.” She turned around and went out through
the door.

Callum leaned back and shut his eyes. He felt impossibly weary, drained of al his
strength. He heard someone drop something onto the table and he opened his eyes

again.

“Harriet?’ he asked with concern. “Are you quite well?’

“Brother,” Harriet said quietly. She was crying, tears running down her cheeks. He
went to her, wrapping his arms around her and holding her tight. She sobbed silently,
then leaned back and looked up at him.

“Shh,” Calum said gently, as he had when she was a little child, and she was crying
in distress. He stroked her hair back from her brow. “It isal well. It will be well.”

“You won’'t let Mama chase the Rothwell family away?’ she asked, her voice barely
above a whisper.

Callum shook his head. “No, my dear. | will not. Your heart, and mine, matter. She
will come round to the idea.”



“She will?” Harriet sounded unsure as she gazed up at him.

“Mm.” Calum nodded. “You know her. She may not like it now, but she shall come
around. Remember how she was when | bought the barouche?’ he teased.

“She was silent for awhole day,” Harriet remembered.

“She was. But eventually, she looked at it and said that if | wanted that lump of metal
and wood, | waswelcometo it.” He chuckled at the recollection.

“You areright,” she said softly. “Mayhap she will come to accept our choices soon.”

“Shewill,” Callum assured her softly. “It will all be well, Harriet.”

“Good,” Harriet said in asmall voice.

Callum squeezed her fingers reassuringly. “Thank you, sister, for talking to me,” he
said sincerely when she was alittle calmer. “I valueit agreat deal.”

“Thank you for talking to me, brother,” she said with a grin. Callum smiled to see her
happiness returning. He was angry with his mother for making Harriet witness their
argument. She knew how distressing Harriet found such things.

“1 am certain that she shall be talking again by dinnertime,” Callum said with agrin.
Harriet giggled. “Mayhap she shall,” she agreed.

“Now, | need to go and choose atailcoat. | have not yet decided what to wear.”

Harriet laughed. Calum’s heart lifted to hear her happy giggle, and he exited the
room, hurrying upstairs to go and find something to wear to dinner that evening. He



wanted to look his best, and he also did not want to offend their mother—he had
offended her enough as it was, and he hoped that she would forgive him soon. He

hoped that he was right in what he had said and that she would accept him and his
decision.
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Rosalyn sat on the end of her bed. Her stomach hurt, and her head ached. She was
dressed in her red gown, prepared to attend the duchess' planned music evening, but
the thought of attending made her feel sick and Philippa’s insinuation that all the
guests were watching her had not helped. She had always disliked having to perform
in public—playing an instrument was not something she enjoyed, and she did not like
to sing in front of people. While there was no pressure placed on any of the guests to
perform, the young ladies would almost certainly be expected to, and it was one area
in which she felt lacking. She did not want to perform in front of the judgmental,
critical duchess.

She frowned as someone knocked at the door.

“Betty?’ she called, thinking it was her maid. Instead, Georgina and Isabel answered
her through the door.

“Sister? Sister! May we come in?’
“Of course,” Rosalyn said. She stood and opened the door.

“Sister!” |sabel called out. Rosalyn frowned. While her sisters usually came into her
chamber to complete their outfits—seeking advice about their hairstyles or borrowing
fans or shawls—they were always high-spirited. This time, though, their eyes were
wide, faces pale and tense.

“Isabel? Georgina? Whatever is the matter?’ Rosalyn’s heart thudded. Was one of
them aso feeling sick? Had something happened? Was their father unwell? A
hundred thoughts raced through her mind.



|sabel looked at Georgina.

“Shall we...?

“l don’'t know...” Georgina said unsteadily in answer.

Rosalyn stared at them. “ Sisters?’ she asked, heart racing. “Please. Whatever it is, tell
me. | want to know. | must.” Their father was ill, she knew it. Sebastian. Something
had happened to Sebastian. Her hands clenched into fists, fear stiffening her entire
body.

“We were walking in the hallway,” Isabel began. “And we heard...”

“He said it. He said he was going to marry someone else.” Georgina concluded in a
rush.

“Who?’ Rosalyn said carefully. “Who said what?’ Her head pounded, the headache
pressing in on her forehead like an iron fist.

“The duke,” Georginablurted. “I am so sorry.” She was crying.

“Wedidn't believe it,” Isabd said. “But his mother was there. It was her!” |sabel said
angrily. “Itisall her fault. She' s rude. She hates us. All of us.”

“1 know,” Rosalyn said. Her voice was a whisper. None of it made sense. She could
not believe it. She swayed, losing her balance. Georgina rushed forward, grabbing
her, hauling her upright.

“Rosalyn! Don't fall. Forget about him,” she said angrily, her voicerising. “He' s just
horrible. And what sort of man listens to his mother when he's...he's...old,” she
completed her sentence.



“He’ s not that old,” Isabel protested.

Rosalyn shook her head. Part of her wanted to find their comments amusing and part
of her even did. Y et the overwhelming majority of her felt as if she were trapped in a
snowstorm of confusion and shock. What could have happened? Surely, her sisters
were mistaken?

She hates us, Rosalyn thought, her heart twisting.

That was undeniable. The duchess had been rude and hurtful from the first moment
that her family had met her. She had not once attempted to be friendly or
caring—even being welcoming had seemed too much for her. She had accommodated
them and made sure that they were taken care of, but she had never even spoken to
Rosalyn, and she had made it clear that she found the company of other people more
appealing than she did that of Rosalyn and her family.

“1 want to tell him how horrible he is,” Georgina said angrily. “1 think we should go
and find him.”

“We cannot do that,” Isabel said quickly. “We arein his house.”

“Sisters...” Rosalyn said quietly. She was struggling to think, and their heated
argument about whether or not to tell the duke was not making it easier. “Please. We
shall do nothing,” she said quickly.

“But Rosalyn!” Georgina protested. “He cannot do that. It'swicked! It'swrong!”

“It isnot hisfault,” 1sabel said. “It’s her. She'swicked! The duchess, | mean.”

Rosalyn drew a breath. “We shall do nothing for the moment,” she said quickly. Her
heart raced. “All we shall do is attend the musicale.”



She had not wished to go—she had felt too sick. But now, something drove her to do
it. Even if she did have to perform and her performance was appalling, she did not
care. The duchess already hated her. She had aready decided that Rosalyn and her
family were beneath her, and were worthless. It did not matter how bad Rosalyn was
at playing the pianoforte and singing. It would make no difference to anything.

“You want to go?’ Her sister demanded. “We should avoid everything that horrid
woman plans!”

“Itisfor Rosalyn to decide,” Isabel said carefully. She looked at Rosalyn. “ Sister?”’

Rosalyn took a breath. “I wish to go,” she said, her heart filled with cold bitterness.
There was nothing the duchess could do to hurt her. Nothing that would hurt her more
than what she had done. There was no point in feeling shy or avoiding her.

Georgina gaped at her. Isabel lifted a hand, quelling whatever Georgina was about to
say.

“1f Rosalyn wishesto,” Isabel said carefully.

Georgina shrugged. “Very well,” she agreed. “But myself, | think we should tell the
duchess that her silly musical evenings are not welcome. Nothing of hersis.”

Rosalyn smiled. Her heart was in more pain than she could imagine, her mind in such
turmoil that she could not yet think to fathom what they had said. But they cared, and
that touched her. She took a deep breath. Lifting her reticule, she went to the door,
her sisters following her.

“Daughters!” Papa greeted them in the hallway. Rosalyn blinked. She looked away,
trying not to cry, her father’s friendly manner touching her more than she could say.
“Come! Let us go down. My, how beautiful you are!”



Georgina looked as though she might say something, but I1sabel lifted a finger to hush
her, and they all walked down the stairs together. Rosalyn walked beside Sebastian.
She kept her back straight, her face stiff. She wanted to cry, to run away. But she
could not. She was the Honourable Miss Rothwell. And she would not let the duchess
heap more shame on her.

“Capital,” Sebastian murmured as they reached the entranceway. It was crowded with
guests and Rosalyn glanced up, knowing that her brother did not mean it as a
compliment. They stood on the edge of the group while the duchess greeted her
guests and invited them into the ballroom.

The ballroom was filled with chairs, and the pianoforte had—somehow—been moved
from the drawing-room into the space. Trestles with refreshments had been set out
further down the room, and there the guests stood and sampled the delicacies while
exchanging polite conversation.

Rosalyn found a space at the far end of the room. Her mind felt empty as if frozen.
She could not feel a thing—just a cold, blank void. She gazed out of the window at
the evening snow, the hum of conversation and the laughter of the guests drifting past
her, distant and muffled.

She spotted the duke staring at her across the room. She stiffened and looked the
other way, turning her back on him to stare out of the window. She could not bear it.
She could not look into those grey eyes and think of what he had said. He had not
even had the decency to tell her himself. Her gaze fixed on the falling snow, and she
tried to focus on the delicate flakes. If she could just trace their patterns, perhaps she
could lose herself in them and forget everything else.

“Ladies and gentlemen!” the duchess called. “Our musical evening will begin! If
everyone could make their way to the chairs? | invite one of you to come forward to
begin the entertainment for the evening.”



Rosalyn turned around and gazed straight at the woman. To her surprise, the duchess
looked straight back. Her cold blue eyes held Rosalyn’s and Rosalyn was surprised to
see their gaze widen, amost as if the other woman was afraid. Then the duchess
turned away.

“Please, find a seat,” she called to the guests.

Rosalyn blinked and looked away.

“Come, sister,” Georgina said, appearing on her |eft.

“We will find aplaceto sit,” Isabel told her, gesturing towards the chairs.

Rosalyn alowed her two sisters to lead her to a chair. She was grateful for their
presence—being in the room was only possible because of it.

“Ah! Lady Amelial Will you go first? That is most kind,” the duchess was saying as
Rosalyn looked away from studying the front of the room. There was awindow there,
and if she focused on it, she could watch the snow and forget where she was.

Everyone greeted the performer with polite applause. Rosalyn clapped, barely aware
of what she was doing. Every part of her that was able to think was focused on the
snow, while the rest of her was awhirling blank.

Someone was playing the pianoforte. If she listened to it, she recognised strains of the
tune. Her mind refused to focus on it. It kept on repeating the words she had heard,
while the rest of her tried to ignoreit.

The crowd applauded and another young lady went up to play. Rosalyn wondered
distantly if one of her sisters would play, but they sat resolutely still as one young
lady after another went up to perform. Rosalyn watched them, seeing debutantes and



ladies going up to perform. Her heart twisted. It felt as though they were part of a
parade, each performance a reminder of her own weaknesses, her own inadequacies.
You are not one of us, it seemed to scream. Y ou are not one of us.

“Thank you for being so attentive, ladies and gentlemen!” the duchess announced,
making Rosalyn blink. “I invite you al to join us for a brief interval. Please feel
welcome to partake of refreshments.” She gestured to the tables on the other side of
the room.

The murmur of conversation began, growing louder as people stood up, pushed back
their chairs and moved towards the refreshments table. Rosalyn blinked. The room
was whirling, and she felt sick and dizzy. She tried to stand up and stumbled
backwards.

“Rosalyn!” Georgina cried out.

“Areyou quite well, sister?’ Isabel demanded, sounding concerned.

“I am well,” Rosalyn managed to say. She was about to cry. She could feel it and she
did not want anyone to see. Not the duchess, not the ladies who had performed, and
not her sisters—although for a different reason. “I just need some air.” She looked
away, trying to hide her expression.

“We shall come with you,” Georginasaid at once.

“I think Rosalyn might wish to go by herself?’ Isabel asked, looking at Rosalyn.
Rosalyn nodded.

“Thank you, sisters,” she said softly. “I would like to go alone. | am just feeling a
little unwell. I shall only be a moment—just amoment,” she reassured them.



She walked as briskly as she could through the milling guests, heading to the terrace.
A footman opened the doors, and she strode out, fleeing to the railing. She leaned
against it, her shoulders shaking. Tears ran down her face, soaking it. She could not
stop crying. It was cruel pain, as cruel as aknife, as the winter cold.

She sobbed again, unable to hold it back a second longer. She had tried so hard to
contain herself. The pain had solidified, the confusion lifting and the impact of it
hitting her full in the stomach. She sobbed and sobbed and gasped and sobbed again.

“Miss Rothwell?” A voice spoke behind her. It was quiet, middle-register, one she
recognised, and it was not the duke. She spun round.

“Lord Winbrook?’ she said, disbelief making her voice shrill. She hastily lifted a
hand, batting away her tears. The last person she wished to see at that moment was
someone who already made her feel weak and afraid.

“Miss Rothwell,” he said softly. “Why! My dear lady! Whatever is the matter?”’

“1 am quite well,” Rosalyn replied, hastily pulling a handkerchief from her purse and
wiping her face. “Just feeling indisposed. That isall.”

“Oh, my poor dear lady,” Lord Winbrook said softly. He stepped close and, to her
horror, his arms wrapped around her, drawing her close. “Allow me to offer you
comfort.”

She went stiff. Horror rooted her to the spot. His closeness was so unwanted, so
nauseating, so unexpected, that it froze her to the spot. She could not move or breathe

or think, shock robbing her of words or action.

“1 would like to help,” he breathed.



Rosalyn drew in a breath, trying to find words, desperate to think of away of pushing
him away. She did not know what to say, but as she tried to find the words, the door
to the ballroom burst open.

“Oh! Your Grace!” Lady Philippa svoice cried out in alarm.

Rosalyn whipped around in horror to see Callum and Lady Philippa staring at her.
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Callum stopped breathing. His eyes were riveted on the scene before him. Rosalyn
was enveloped in James's arms, her body pressed to his. She saw Callum and her
eyes widened, staring into his.

“No,” Callum whispered. He felt as though he had run into awall, the breath knocked
from him. He had thought that Rosalyn cherished him, that she cared for him. But
here, right under his nose, a different truth was revealed. And, much as he disliked
her, Philippa had been the one to guess. Philippa had come to find him, wringing her
hands. She had told him she was worried, that James and Rosalyn had disappeared
onto the terrace together for quite some time. And thiswas clearly why.

“l have been a fool,” Callum said bitterly. Rosalyn’s eyes widened, and she pushed
James away, though he had already stepped aside.

Calum rounded on him, and his anger must have shown in his eyes because James
said nothing. Philippa stood where she was in the doorway, gaping at them.

“Callum?’ Rosalyn whispered.

“l have been a fool,” Calum repeated, gazing bitterly at her. “I have trusted you,
when | should have known that nothing so good could be true. | should have seen it.
All the while. You and him. He was staring at you, walking with you, talking to you.
| was afool! | ignored it. | should not have. Now, what can | do? | cannot trust you.”
He was close to tears and he stopped, looking away. The last thing he wanted was for
her to see his tears. She had clearly thought him a halfwit for months. He had thought
she cared for him.



“Callum, it isnot...” Rosalyn began.

“Enough,” Calum interrupted. “I can see with my own eyes. | should have seen it
weeks ago. | have been stupid. My mother said that | should never have invited you
into my circle. Do you have to make it clear that she was right? That | cannot make
good decisions?’ His throat ached. “There is nothing left for me to do, then. | should
have done as she wished all along.”

“Callum! But...” Rosalyn tried to speak. He shook his head.

“No.” He had to harden his heart. He could not allow her to persuade him that he was
wrong, that he had been seeing things for the past few weeks. James' interest in her
had been clear since shortly after he arrived. It should have been plain to see that she
returned his affection. “I have been a fool. All | can do, now, is free you from what
must be an odious bondage. | shall do as my mother wishes. | shall choose another.”

“Calum! But...but...” Rosalyn was blinking at him, horror on her face. He turned
away. He could not look at her. If he looked at her, then he would listen to her. If he
listened, then he would be fooled. He did not want to be fooled. He walked to the
door.

“Do not approach me,” he said, making his voice harsh though everything in him
longed to take her in his arms, to believe her flattery. “I do not believe a word you

say. | let myself believe you all too readily.”

“Callum!” she called after him. He pushed open the door. Philippa was standing
beside it. Callum glared at her.

“Y ou have done me afavour, but | cannot thank you,” he said tightly.

“Asyou wish, Your Grace,” she said, dropping alow curtsey.



Callum stood back for her to go into the ballroom. He pushed ahead of James, who
was trying to speak to him.

“Your Grace! |...” The fellow’s eyes were bright with triumph, though his face was
calm. Callum glared at him.

“You are fortunate | do not throw you out of here,” he hissed. “Get out! | should hurl
you into the snow. Y ou come into my own house and betray me? How dare you.”

“Your Grace. | did nothing,” James said mildly. “I broke no agreement with you. |
merely pursued a beautiful woman.”

Calum gritted his teeth. The words were horribly true. James had broken no vows.
The only person who had betrayed Callum was the only person he would have
trusted, without question.

He turned away and stalked through the ballroom.

“1 shall retire upstairs,” he told the footman at the door, who stood back for him and
let him through. Callum stalked through the entranceway and out toward the stairs,
not once looking back. He could not bear to return to the party. He had no doubt that
many of the guests had overheard the exchange—the windows had been open, and he
had made no attempt to speak quietly. And, he thought with resignation, if they had
not heard, they would soon learn of it from those who had—perhaps from Philippa.
Or James.

He marched to the drawing room and shut the door behind him. The place was set out
for the guests to relax after the musical evening—Ilow tables were set with tea and
refreshments, a few extra tables had been brought in and the fire and lamps were lit.
Callum marched to the window and looked out. The snow was falling, flakes drifting
down towards the garden, where white snow showed in the light that fell from the



well-lit room.

“What can | do?’ he whispered to himself. His heart was recovering from the shock,
and pain washed through him. He could not really make sense of what he had seen,
even though he knew that it must be true—James had been pursuing Miss Rothwell
for weeks, and he had made it perfectly obvious to everyone. The only fool was
himself,

“Callum? Callum!”

The sound of his mother’s voice at the door made Callum spin around, anger mixing
with hurt and the need for her not to vaunt herself for how right she had been.

“Mother. If | amin the way here, | will go elsewhere. | will retire to my chamber,” he
said swiftly. He marched to the door. He should have gone there already. Of course,
his mother would find him in the drawing room—but then, she would have no qualms
about finding him in his chambers either.

“You are not in the way,” his mother said softly. “Harriet told me you were shouting
outside. Whatever is the matter?’ she asked. Her voice, to his surprise, was not harsh.

“Mother, I...” Callum blinked, tears suddenly flowing. “Mother. | waswrong. | was a
fool.”

“Hush, Callum,” his mother said softly. “We can al be fools.”

Callum sniffed. Oddly, that was the kindest thing his mother had ever said to him. He
coughed. “You were right. Mayhap everything | believe is wrong.” His throat was
raw. He and Harriet had always laughed at the elaborate customs of society, at their
empty politeness, at the notion that things like etiquette mattered.



“Mayhap,” his mother said with a sniff. “Y ou know, part of me wanted to be wrong.
Part of me wanted to think that mayhap these things, like breeding, do not matter. But
sadly, | was right. That family is all a pack of worthless scoundrels.” She sniffed

again.

“They are not worthless,” Callum said hotly. He recalled Miss Rothwell laughing as
she handed out the oranges to the children. Her tender care for Buttercup. She was
not worthless. She was a good person. That was why the betrayal cut so deeply. It
was unbearable.

“You cannot argue that now,” his mother said tightly. “That woman has shown no
decorum from the beginning.”

“You can hardly compare the improper depth of curtsey to...to this,” Callum
protested.

“They are all wastrels and fools. | shall tell them to depart at once.”

“No. Not al of them,” Callum said quickly. “Mr Rothwell...Harriet...” Harriet would
never forgive him. He could not let his mother hound them all out of Stallenwood
Park.

“Do not change your mind, son,” his mother said firmly. “They are all scoundrels. Mr
Rothwell took liberties that he should not have, inviting your sister alone in the
coach. That was a dangerous risk to her reputation. | cannot approve of him.”

“It isn't as though nobody could keep an eye on them. | saw them,” Callum said
quickly, springing to Harriet’ s defence. His mother made a disapproving moue.

“That is hardly decorous. Anyone could have seen them and noticed how improperly
they behaved,” she added. “No, | have entertained that horde of provincial nobodies



for long enough. | shall require that they |leave immediately.”

“It's cold,” Callum said tightly. “Y ou cannot make them leave in this cold.” It was a
winter’s night. Miss Rothwell would suffer on the coach ride, and what if there were
no inn for them to stay at? He recalled how she had suffered in the cold, how she had
shivered that day when she fell in the snow, falling into his arms.

“It will bejust as cold tomorrow,” his mother began, but she saw Callum’ s expression
and her posture softened. “I shall require that they depart the manor before breakfast
in the morning.”

Callum turned away. “As you see fit, Mother,” he said tightly. “I have been wrong in
every respect—I begin to wonder if | know anything at all.”

Callum kept looking at the fireplace. He heard the door open and he heard feet in the
hallway and he did not turn around. Whatever his mother did, he would simply allow
her to do it. He did not trust himself anymore. He had made one choice without any
contribution from anyone, and it had proved to be pure foolishness.

He could not believe it. He could not believe that her sweet smile, her care, her
gentleness—that it had all been aruse, a game. He could not allow the weight of that
betrayal.

He stood up and went to the door. It would only be an hour before the guests flooded
in to relax after the performances. He absolutely did not want to be there. He could
not bear the house party, the playful afternoon games, the festivities. He stalked to his
bedchamber and shut the door. It was darker in there, the lamp burning low, the fire
red embersin the grate. He leaned back and shut his eyes.

Wild plans raced through his mind. He would run away and bestow the manor on his
uncle. There was a relative in Ireland—his mother’s uncle. Perhaps he could escape



the dukedom, the responsibilities, and the pain that weighed on him.

“Don’'t be afool,” he told himself harshly as he stood up to unfasten his cravat. He
opened his wardrobe, took out a thick greatcoat and tugged it on. The horses could do
with a visit, and that was the one place where he could find solace and be able to
think clearly. As he walked down the stairs, thoughts of Miss Rothwell cannoned into
him and he pushed them away with a groan. He could not let himself think of that.
Not anymore. He had to think ahead and decide whether to remain the duke and
follow his mother’s orders or run away and seek his fortune somewhere abroad. He
could not stay and hope that he had, again, been mistaken. However much he might
wish to. He had to do something befitting a duke. It seemed he had done so little of
that.
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“Papa,” Rosalyn whispered, her hands tight where they gripped together, fingers
threaded stiffly through each other, “I do not know what to do.”

“Sweetling, it doesn’t matter,” her father said gently. “Whatever he might think, the
duke needed us, but we do not need him.” He reached a soothing hand out.

“But, Papa, it is not about the horses,” Rosalyn whispered. Tears ran down her
cheeks. She barely understood it herself. A few weeks before, she would have been
relieved if the duke had decided as he had. Standing in an anteroom with Papa, the
fire low in the grate, she could not find words. “It is not just about the horses.”

“lI know.” Her father breathed out. “Sweetling, | understand. You like the fellow.
More than like him, | know. | know how it feels.” He reached for her hand again, and
when she placed her palm against his, he drew her into an embrace. He smelled of
dust, with afaint undertone of leather, and she wrapped her arms around him.

“It's just...] do not understand. My sisters overhead him say something, and then it
seems as though he never said it at al. And now, because of that foul man and his
unwanted embrace, now...”

“1 know, sweetling.” Her father let out a sigh. He gazed into her eyes. “But you are
still so inexperienced. There are countless opportunities ahead of you. You need not

cry.

Rosalyn shook her head, biting her lip. She understood what her father could see of
the situation—that she was young, and her heart would soon mend. But it was not
that ssimple. Even though she had never really met any other men, she knew that the



duke was different, that he mattered to her, that he connected with her in ways that
nobody else ever had before. She trusted him.

A knock on the door made her jump. Her father tensed, then relaxed.

“Whoisit?’ he called.

“It'sme,” Sebastian’s voice called through the wood. “May | come in?’

Her father looked at her, and Rosalyn nodded. He cleared his throat.

“Yes, you may come inside.”

Sebastian’s head peered round the half-open door, another man standing beside him.
Rosalyn tensed. It was Lord Winbrook. She turned away, her heart thudding. She did
not wish to see his face. The memory of his embrace still nauseated her. She heard

her father take a deep breath.

“Lord Winbrook. What do you mean by coming here?’ His voice was cold as the
Snow.

“My lord,” Lord Winbrook said politely. “I came to apologise. | did not intend to
compromise your daughter’ s reputation. | also wish to offer amends, if | may?”’

“l do not know that | can accept an apology from you.” Papa's voice remained cold.
“What amends do you propose to make?’

Lord Winbrook’s voice was grave as he replied. “Since | have tarnished your fair
daughter’s reputation so, | can think of only one solution. | ought to give myself to
her in marriage.”



Rosalyn’s jaw dropped. She turned to her father, terror making it impossible to speak.
He could not do it. He must not. Marriage to that man would be repellant.
Unbearable.

“Papa...” she whispered urgently. But her father was aready replying.

“1 suggest, sirrah, that you leave this chamber. And do it quickly. You have tried my
patience enough. | am not known for my temper, but | am an expert marksman and |
am not averse to duelling if | need to defend a lady’s honour. Get yourself from my
sight.”

“My lord viscount! 1...” Lord Winbrook began.

“Out!” Papa shouted. Rosalyn gaped. She had never heard her father shout before.
His voice was like awhip, like the shot of a gun.

Lord Winbrook fled.

Sebastian was dtill standing in the doorway. Rosalyn gazed at him, hurt that he had
brought the fellow into the room. He opened his arms.

“Sister. | wanted to choke the life out of that loathsome fellow myself, but | thought
Papa would do a finer job. | beg your forgiveness. | did not know what he would

w.”

Rosalyn went to him wordlessly, wrapping her arms around him. She had been
succeeding in holding back her tears, but Sebastian was someone with whom she had
always cried if she needed to. She leaned against his chest and sobbed and sobbed.

“You know, | never liked that fellow,” Sebastian said quietly. “He has no taste in
cravats. And | cannot speak well of a man who ties them so poorly.”



Rosalyn giggled. In spite of the pain and the horror, it was still possible to find
Sebastian amusing. She hugged him close.

“Let us go back to the suite,” Sebastian suggested softly. “It’s |ate at night. We do not
need to sleep,” he said to Rosalyn gently. “We can sit in the parlour and play cards. |
do not need to sleep.” He grinned.

Rosalyn gazed at him with affection. He understood better than anyone, better even
than Papa did. She let him lead her to the door. They walked out and up the stairs and
if anyone was there to stare and whisper, she hugged Sebastian firmly and paid them
no mind. Together, they made their way to the suite.

“1 shall rest,” Papa said as they entered the parlour areathat formed the centre of their
three chambers. He was grey with weariness, Rosalyn noticed, and her heart twisted.
It was already one o’ clock.

“Come, sister,” Sebastian said gently. “We can sit here. It will be like when we tried
to stay awake when we were little.”

Rosalyn chuckled. Memories of their childhood were sure to make her laugh, no
matter how much her heart was aching. She let Sebastian guide her to the table and
settled in alow chair. She had brought a shawl, and she wrapped it tightly around her
shoulders. There was afire, but she felt icy cold. She shivered.

“Now,” Sebastian said, reaching for a pack of cards. “I think you might do me the
grace of showing me how it is that you always manage to win at cribbage. It has
bothered me since you were eight.”

Rosalyn smiled at him. She knew that he was trying to make her laugh, and she
wanted to let him; wanted him to coax her out of the sadness that had settled like
winter on her soul. She just could not quite ignore the pain that she wasiin.



She took the cards, and they started to play. It was impossible to focus, and so she set
the cards aside and they began to talk instead.

“Remember when we tried to get into the kitchen through the window?’ Sebastian
said.

“1 did not try,” Rosalyn reminded him with asmile.

“No. True. You did not. | did, though. Cook almost hit me with a spoon. She thought
| was a proper bandit.”

Rosalyn smiled. She was feeling tired. Cold and tired. She blinked, trying to stay
awake. Sebastian’s voice continued, talking about how the cook had shouted at him
for trying to enter the kitchen by force. Her eyelids drooped and her thoughts
wandered, and she drifted off to sleep.

The next morning, she woke to the sound of voices. Papa was in the parlour, and
Sebastian was with him. They were talking in hushed voices.

“...we should go back.”

“We could go to London!” Sebastian argued. “So many diversions. It would be best.”
“Your sister should avoid London. People talk. We need to go to Cranfield Hall.”
Rosalyn's heart ached. Her father was correct. Lord Winbrook had damaged her
reputation and, though she was grateful to her father for taking her views on things, in

many ways it would have been safer for her to do as he had suggested.

“Papa...it should not matter,” Sebastian began, but Rosalyn could hear he agreed. She
stretched, and the two instantly fell silent.



“Sister,” Sebastian said gently. “Would you care for some breakfast? | am starving.”

Rosalyn blinked. She was stiff and cold. She smiled at Sebastian, doing her best to
look as well as she could. She was grateful to him for his kindness. “1 do not really
feel much like eating,” shetried to explain.

“I’'m going to send for some tea and things anyway,” Sebastian said firmly. “And
then you can decide what you would like, eh? | cannot eat it al by myself, you
know.” He strode over to ring the bell. He was wearing fresh trousers and a white
shirt and Rosalyn shivered. She had slept in the chair without a change of clothes.

“1 would like to dress,” she said softly, standing and going to the door of her
chamber.

“Of course, sister,” Sebastian said gently. “I shall not touch the pastries.”

Rosalyn smiled. He was trying so hard to make her laugh, and she wished more than
anything that she could. She shut the door behind her and went to the wardrobe,
selecting a brown dress at random. She dressed herself hastily, drawing her hair back

into abun.

When she returned to the parlour, her sisters were there. They were dressed and they
looked worried. They embraced her.

“Rosalyn! We were so worried.”
“Rosalyn, dear! Let us go hometo Cranfield Hall.”
Rosalyn sat silently. It made sense to do so. She reached for the food and drink that

Sebastian had ordered brought to the room. It gave her something to do while she
thought. “We should go to the Hall,” she agreed.



“l shall inform the duchess,” Papa said after they had eaten. Rosalyn's stomach
twisted. She did not want to think about that woman. She did not want to see any of
them. She wanted to run back to the Hall and try to ride Marmalade and forget
everything that had happened.

They waited for Papa and then all of them went down to the coach. Rosalyn glanced
at Sebastian. It was unfair, she realised suddenly. He had no need to depart from the
manor. He could stay. She turned to him, about to say so, but he turned back to her.
“Papa said mayhap we could make a trip to Brighton,” he said lightly. “In the
springtime, of course. You won't catch anyone bathing in the wintertime; no one in
their right mind, at least.” He chuckled.

“Sebastian. You...” Rosalyn began.

“l am doing what | think is right,” Sebastian said firmly. “Now, let me help you in.
It's snowing and my toes hurt.”

Rosalyn gazed up at him, horror and sorrow aching in her heart. They were both
suffering. And her sisters, too, looked sad and subdued. She shut her eyes.

Papa clambered up into the coach, and then he shut the door, and they were heading
off. Rosalyn gazed through the window. Sebastian was right. It was snowing. It was
thick, heavy snow and she frowned. They should not travel in such conditions. Not
only for the horses, but because the coach could easily become stuck.

“Papa. Should we not...” she began.

“1 wish to be away from that place,” her father said tightly. “It offends me.”

Rosalyn breathed out. She had not expected his absolute, unwavering upholding of



her. Somehow, she had expected societal matters to carry more weight with him than
she did. But she was absolutely and entirely wrong. He supported her utterly. She
blinked, touched beyond words.

“1t shall be warmer in the southern parts,” her sister said firmly.

“ And we can see the horses,” 1sabel reminded her.

“Yes,” Rosalyn whispered. She gazed at her sisters and at her father and brother. Her
heart ached. She was more hurt and frightened than she had ever been, and yet one
thing—one wonderful thing—was that she did know just how much she was loved.
The coach rolled on. Rosalyn watched the snow fall, her heart aching, and the only
thing greater than her sorrow was the constant, gnawing fear that they might become

stuck in the snow.

She closed her eyes, listening to the soft chatter around her, and silently prayed for
their safety—for their well-being both on the journey and beyond.
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Callum sat in the drawing room. The snow fell in a flurry down onto the garden. It
was the day before Christmas and the house was silent. The guests were still al at the
manor, but Mother had the decency to take them on an outing to the lake, which had
frozen, so that those who wished might go ice-skating. Callum watched the snow.
When he stared at it, he did not have to think. The world became small and silent, and
it blotted out his thoughts.

“Brother?’

Callum blinked. He thought he heard a voice, but he must have imagined it. Harriet
had gone with Mother to the lake to ice-skate, so it could not be her. He kept on
looking out over the snow.

The sound of the butler pushing the tea trolley—rattling, clanking—broke his
concentration. He cursed softly as memories of Miss Rothwell surged unbidden into
his mind. He recalled her laughing in the snow with her sisters, her cheeks flushing as
she sat in the coach beside him. He remembered her tenderness on the night when he
had needed her help. He swore under his breath.

“Brother! | had to talk to you!” Harriet’'s voice was loud. Callum spun around. His
eyes widened.

“Harriet! | thought you were ice-skating?’ he asked swiftly.

“lI was,” Harriet replied. “1 chose to come back earlier. But Mama and the others are
on their way. | have to tell you something. Please, listen!”



Callum frowned. He had been shutting himself away in his study for the entire day
and night since the Rothwell family departed. He knew that he had been unfair to
Harriet, who must be as upset and confused as he was himself. But he could not bring
himself to talk to anyone. It was al he could do to keep his own thoughts locked up,
unable to hurt him.

“What is it?’ he asked gently. He gestured to the chair opposite. There was a teapot
and some cups there. Perhaps she needed him to comfort her. He hoped he could find
words.

“Callum, | need to tell you something,” Harriet said firmly.

“What isit?’ Callum asked.

“l overheard something. It is something you have to know. James. Philippa. They
planned this. It was al their idea. They did it on purpose. | don’t know why, but they
did. You have to talk to them!”

Callum held up his hand. His head had been pounding all morning, and his sister’s
words were confusing him and worsening his headache. “Wait, sister. What was their
iIdea? What was their plan? What did you hear them saying?’

Harriet drew a breath. “ Sorry. | just had to tell you. James and Philippa. They planned
that you would see Miss Rothwell and James like you saw them. They planned that.
They wanted you to think that James and she were..were in love” she said
uncomfortably.

“They planned it?" Callum’s heart soared. He clenched his fingers into fists, fighting
against the fragile glimmer of hope. What if it was alie? He couldn’t allow himself to
believe something so wonderful, and yet so improbable, all at once.



“James and Philippa staged the embrace. They wanted you to believe that Miss
Rothwell was in love with James. That was why Philippa knew to come and call you!
Because they had planned it all along,” Harriet said urgently.

“Please cam yourself, sister,” he said gently. “Why would they do that? James was
clearly interested in Miss Rothwell; | saw that from the day that he arrived. But what
would it benefit them to stage something like that? No, | believe that he is in love
with her and that she returns his affections.”

It was painful; it was horrible. But at least, if that was true, then he could feel noble
by allowing her to have what she truly wanted. It was the last way he could think of
saving himself from the pain.

“Wait! Listen,” Harriet said urgently, but there were footsteps in the hallway and
their mother strodein.

“Calum! There you are,” his mother said briskly. “1 was looking for you. Millicent
was asking to speak with you, and | cannot deny her any longer. You have been
moping around miserably for far too long now. Come and join the party. It’s the night
before Christmas!” She gestured to the hallway.

Callum swallowed hard. “Mother,” he said carefully. “I am in no mood for company
and | would make a terrible one myself, especially on a festive occasion. Please, et
me remain here as | wish.” He gritted his teeth. He wanted to shout at her to leave
him alone.

“Millicent is here, and | demand you speak to her,” his mother insisted. “You are
doing yourself no favours by skulking away. And you have duties to do. This manor
needs a duchess. And you have spent enough time ignoring the ideal person for the

”

job.



Callum drew a breath. He pushed back his chair and rose from it. His mother tensed.
He cleared his throat.

“Mother,” he said in a tight, clipped tone. “I am miserable, as you yourself have
pointed out. | am sunk into despair. My heart has been betrayed by someone who,
treacherous and cruel though she may be, is also the woman | love. | cannot simply
turn from that and devel op affections for another to whom | feel indifferent.”

“Indifferent! To a young lady who is beautiful and accomplished, as well as your
social equal?’ his mother demanded. “It is not possible.”

Calum drew a breath, rage dispelling his pain. “Love does not work like that,
Mother, and | believe you know that. Love cannot be called forth by socia status, or
wealth, or manners. It cannot be won by pretty conversation or fine looks. Love is
something that grows between two people, a sharing of souls. It isnot areward; itisa
gift. And it cannot be earned. It must be received.”

His mother gaped at him. She stared, eyes wide, as though he was speaking a foreign
tongue, as though he expressed ideas that she could not understand. He continued.

“I love Miss Rothwell. | always shall. She might be treacherous, and deceitful, and
Heaven knows what else. Sheis also kind, and loving, and gentle. She is amusing and
witty and diverting. And she is herself. | can love no other as | love her. | shall love
her all my life.” He turned away. “ She rode away from this manor and took my heart
with her, and | cannot give to another what | no longer have.”

There was no sound in the drawing room when he turned to face his mother and
Harriet. They both stood silent. Harriet was gazing at him, eyes shining. His mother

was looking at him with a shocked, hurt |ook.

“Son...you...” she began. Harriet interrupted.



“Calum! You have to listen to me! | heard them. Please. If you mean what you say,
do something.”

Callum took a deep breath. He turned to Harriet, his heart aching. “What, Harriet?’
he said caringly. “What must | do?’

“Confront James.” Harriet gestured to the hallway. “He was saying it when | walked
past. At the lake. He was talking to Philippa at the lake's edge. | was behind some
trees. | had hurt my foot while skating, and | wanted some peace and quiet. | heard
them. He said it all. He said how he had staged the embrace to make you think that
Miss Rothwell was in love with him. They wanted you to think that, to hurt you.”

Calum gaped at her. “You truly heard that?’ he demanded.

“l swear,” Harriet said firmly.

“Harriet, what are you saying?’ their mother demanded. “Y ou must be mistaken, or
imagining things. You have not been well since they left. Mayhap the afternoon

exertion was too much for you.”

“l did not imagine it!” Harriet protested. “I heard it. | swear | did. If you do not
believe me, then confront him yourself. He said it. Heredlly did.”

“Jamesisagood man,” Mother began firmly. Callum interrupted.

“It was certainly noble of him to seduce my betrothed right in front of me. That is
certainly the action of amorally superior person.”

His mother blinked. That, at least, seemed to make her see sense for a moment.
Callum inclined his head. Though he had said the words simply to contradict his
mother, they were accurate.



“You know,” he said, turning to Harriet. “I think I might go and talk to James. | think
he might have something to tell me.”

As he strode down the hallway, Harriet beside him, their mother’s dire warnings
about not making a scene still ringing in their ears, Callum tensed. James was coming

up the hallway towards them. Philippa was with him.

They were chatting together, clearly in good spirits, and when they saw Callum and
Harriet, they fell quiet. James bowed low.

“Lady Harriet! Callum, old chap. | did want to apologise, but...”

“1 would not wish you to apologise,” Callum said carefully. “For then you might have
to tell me what, exactly, you are apologising for.”

James frowned. “But, Callum, surely that is obvious?’ he asked in a soft tone. “I am
apologising for the pain that | have caused.”

“Why, pray, when that was precisaly your intent?’ Callum asked.

“I say!” James began, his face flushing. Philippa held up a lim hand.

“lI would like to know what you mean,” she said in a thin, even tone to Callum.
Callum shrugged.

“1 believe you already know. However, should you wish to explain, | invite you both
to the Green Room to do so.” The Green room was something akin to a parlour
downstairs, so called because of the green curtains. It was the one room in the house
where nobody was likely to overhear what they said.

“This is preposterous,” James blustered. Philippa, though, seemed calm. She walked



ahead, leading the way down the stairs.

Calum walked with Harriet, a little behind James, who, though he seemed reluctant
to go, nonetheless walked down the stairs with Philippa to the entranceway. They
turned left at the library, entering the small, warm room that their parents had

sometimes used for informal gatherings. Callum shut the door.

“What exactly do you think you are doing?’ James demanded as Callum stood in
front of them, arms folded.

“I think you are aware that you have something to tell me?’ Callum inquired.

“You're being ridiculous,” James blustered, but Harriet interrupted.

“l heard you. You said that you were glad that you had made a fool of my brother,
made him suffer like you wanted to. | heard you!” she said firmly.

James eyes widened. His cheeks turned an ugly shade of red and he rounded on
Harriet. Callum stepped in front of him. His hand made afist. He took a deep breath,
trying to resist the temptation to hit the man. James paled.

“1 suggest that you do not turn your ire on my sister. Do not dare.”

James went quiet. Philippa spoke up.

“I think perhaps Harriet has misunderstood. Y es, my cousin was pleased to have hurt
your feelings, but that stems from childish jealousy,” she said smoothly. James
whipped around, a surprised expression on his face as he stared at her, but she

shrugged and looked at Callum appealingly.

Calum winced. That was atogether too possible. James probably had been



jealous—though that was the first time he had heard about it—and the words Harriet
heard could easily be interpreted that way. He turned away. He had longed for
Harriet’ s story to be true. But he was left to believe the evidence of his own eyes, and
that was that she was mistaken. Philippa must be right about what she had heard.

“Thereis nothing to say,” he began, but Harriet interrupted them, voice high-pitched.

“Wait! Wait! You said that James was pleased because he was jealous. But that isn't
what he said. He didn’'t say that. He said he was pleased because the plan worked as
he intended. That the plan to humiliate and hurt my brother had worked. That means
It wasn't an accident. It was intended to hurt him all along.”

Callum caught his breath. James gasped. Philippa turned on Harriet, gazeicy.

“She is lying,” Philippa began, looking at Callum, but he shook his head. He had
been prepared to forgive them, to believe Philippa s words about James having been
jealous of him. But her response changed that.

“My sister,” he said thinly, “does not lie. | think you are the one with little regard for
the truth. And | want to hear what really happened.” He rounded on James.

“You saw what you saw,” James said stubbornly. Philippa was silent.

“1 think | saw what | think | saw,” Callum countered. “I thought that | saw you and
Miss Rothwell embracing. But now, | am not so certain. Was she willingly embracing
you? Or were you forcing yourself on her?” He shut his eyes. It had happened so fast
that he, himself, could not have said which version of the story was true. He had not
even thought to look more closely.

“She embraced me,” James said firmly. “ She was crying, and | went to comfort her,
and she clung to me.”



Callum drew a breath. That, too, could have been true. Miss Rothwell had certainly
been crying—her face had been streaked with tears. But why had she been crying?
Another thought struck him, hitting him as though a cannonball had been fired at him.

“She was not embracing you.” He gaped, his jaw dropping in shock at the realisation.
“Her arms were at her sides. She was not clinging to you. You are lying.”

James looked up at him. Callum saw fear in his eyes. Fear and anger. Joy surged forth
in Callum. They had staged it! His sister had not been misunderstanding their words.
They truly had planned to hurt and humiliate him. It truly was a plan.

“You did stage this,” Callum said when James did not speak. “You intended to hurt
me. All those glances, all the moments | caught you together with her. Those were
deliberate.” His heart raced as he realised the depth of how they had fooled him.

James did not look at him. After along moment, he raised his eyes to Callum’s. The
expression in them was so angered and so bitter that Callum blinked in surprise.

"What if |1 did?’ he asked with a small shrug. “Y ou have so much. Why should | not
take from you the one thing that you would care about losing? Y ou have everything,
but it doesn’t seem to mean alot to you.”

Calum’s frown deepened. He felt utterly baffled. “What do you mean?’ he asked
after along moment.

“Hah! You see?’ James demanded. “Y ou see? You have everything. But you don’t
even know it. A house. Land. Titles. Wealth. A family. Y ou have a purpose in those
wretched horses. Y ou have respect. And then, on top of it all, you have someone you
love? | wanted to take at least some of it from you. What | could take. The one thing
you seemed aware of.”



Callum swallowed. “I don't have everything, James. Like you, | nearly lost it all.”
His throat tightened as the memory of that fear resurfaced—the looming threat of
losing everything. He and Mother had been cast out of society, working tirelessly to
restore the manor despite the scandal that had barred them from entering society
without shame. There had been years of hardship, as he fought to repay the debts and
rebuild their family’s standing in the world.

“Hal Asif your situation and mine were anything alike. Y our father was the one who
ruined my father! It was his fault ! If he had not led my father down a bad path, my
father would never have ruined us. And you got it all back! | lost half my estate. We
were rejected from society and we remained rejected thereafter. Can you imagine the
humiliation? Having to depend on charity from my uncle and from your mother? It
was shameful!” He spat.

Philippa blinked and cleared her throat. She had remained entirely silent throughout
the time. Callum had forgotten she was there. “That is not fair, James,” she said
quietly. “My family was happy to support you.”

“They should not have had to!” James yelled. “Can you imagine how terrible it was
for me? Needing charity? | am a viscount!” He drew himself up. “I should have to
depend on nobody! And your family reduced me to begging from my relations like a
pauper.” The last sentence was directed at Callum, the words roared angrily at him.

“What happened between your father and mine,” Callum said softly, “was between
your father and mine. It should remain there. | cannot pretend to speak for either of
them. But | do know that it was not my fault. Or yours,” he added gently. While he
was shocked, and hurt, by what James and Philippa had done to him, he could not
help but feel sorry for the man. Besides, while part of him tried to understand how
someone could have come to hate him, another part of him could not stop thinking
about the fact that it was not true. Rosalyn had not run into the open arms of James,
He could not contain his delight.



James blinked, and Callum watched closely as his words took effect. The stunned
look in James eyes suggested that, for some unfathomable reason, he had sought
revenge because he believed—wrongly—that he was responsible for what had
happened. He had blamed himself for the ruin of the estate, and again when he had
failed to repair it.

“Maybe that’s true,” James blustered. “But | still wished to hurt you. And | am not
sorry that | did it.”

Callum sighed. “You did hurt me,” he said honestly. “And if my sister Harriet had not
overheard you, you could have done a lot worse than that. Y ou could have changed
the course of my life. But that was not meant to happen,” he added wonderingly. For
the first time since his father’ s death, faith was stirring within him. Someone—some
higher power—had decreed that Harriet would overhear that snatch of conversation.
And the same Someone had brought James and Philippa to this place and made them
confess their wrongs.

“What will you do?’ Philippa asked. She was gazing at him fearfully and Callum
frowned, then understood that she meant to ask if he was going to punish them. He
sighed.

“You were both foolish. And | hope that you never come to experience firsthand the
depth of hurt you caused or the horror that you could have wrought on me. | would
not wish that upon anyone. But it did not happen. And you told the truth—eventually,
at any rate.” He sighed. “Now, leave the manor. | forgive you, but do not seek me out
or call on me again.”

“You forgive us?’ Philippa gaped.

James just stared at him. Callum could not guess what the man was thinking.



“1 do,” Callum said wearily. “Be gone. | wish you well, and | forgive you. But | pray
our paths never cross again.”

The two of them gaped at him and then, slowly, they went to the door. Callum stood
and watched as they walked out into the hallway. Then, when their footsteps had
gone, he went and shut the door. He leaned back against awall, breathing heavily. He

was exhausted.

“Brother? Brother?’ Harriet asked gently. “You forgave them. It was the right thing
to do.” Her blue-eyed gaze was solemn.

“It's Christmas,” Callum said wearily.

“Yes,” Harriet agreed. “1t’'s Christmas.”

Callum sighed. “It’s Christmas, and | have much to do.”

Harriet frowned. “Where are you going, brother?’ she asked as he walked towards
the door.

“l am going to ready the coach. Sussex is five days journey from here and they
cannot have got far.” He opened the door. Harriet ran after him as he went briskly
down the hallway.

“You're going to Sussex?’ she demanded.

Callum nodded tiredly. “I am.” He had never been more convinced about anything in
hislife. He had to find her. He had to tell her that he knew the truth.

Harriet walked with him, and they went upstairs to prepare for the journey.
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Rosalyn looked out of the coach. The snow was falling heavily. It had fallen heavily
al day and through the night. They had stayed at a wayside inn, and she had advised
her father that they should not continue on their journey, but he had insisted. The
snow had not abated all morning, and, by afternoon, it was falling too thickly to see.

“Papa,” Rosalyn said tightly, as the coach slowed to awalk. “We need to stop.”

Her father blinked and nodded. “Y ou are right, daughter,” he said softly. He sounded
tired. He banged on the roof of the coach with a walking cane. The driver stopped and
Papa opened the window, letting in a flurry of cold snow. Georgina and Isabel, who
were sitting closest to the window, screamed as the snow fell in on their uncovered
faces. Rosalyn gazed out at the whirling flakes.

“Mr Simmons? Please stop at the first inn that you see.”

“Very good, my lord!” The coachman called back. He sounded pleased.

Rosalyn leaned back, shutting her eyes. The coach trip had been exhausting.
Sebastian and her sisters were the only reason that she was still sane—the former for
his cheerful support, and the latter for their irrepressible spirit. Without them, she was
sure that she would be stark mad. She could not understand how Sebastian found the
strength that he did to comfort her—he himself was suffering as much as she was.
But she was grateful, and she did not question it.

The coach rolled on.

“Papa?’ Rosalyn whispered as they slowed again. “Will we manage to reach the



closest inn?’

That was the thought that terrified her. If they were forced to stop, the horses might
die of cold—to say nothing of Mr Simmons, on the roof, and themselves in the cold
interior. The padded coach walls did something to keep out the cold—and it was dry
inside—Dbut it was still almost as freezing inside as it was without, her breath visible

vapour if she exhaled hard.

Her father gazed at her. “We will have to be brave, daughter, and pray,” he said
tightly.

Rosalyn swallowed hard. He was as worried as she was. Her fingers laced through
each other. Her heart skipped with elation as Mr Simmons got the coach going again.
Every yard ahead was a yard closer to an inn and safety.

They rolled on.

As it was starting to become dark, her prayers were answered. The coach turned and
rolled slowly into an inn yard. Her sisterslet out acry of joy.

“Papal Look!” Georginayelled. “It'saninn! A real inn!”

“The horses can dry off. And we can get warm!” Isabel announced with delight.
“You'd think we were traversing the frozen North,” Sebastian joked though the relief
was evident on his face as well. Rosalyn squeezed his hand, and he smiled back at
her.

The coach came to a halt.

“Here we are,” Papa murmured, helping Rosalyn down, and then her two sisters, who



shrieked as the thick snow fell on them. They ran under the shelter of the overhanging
roof. Rosalyn walked up the steps to join them. Her gaze followed her father as he
directed the coachman to the yard, handing him coins to pay for the horses' lodging
and hisown.

They bundled into the inn hallway.

“Two bedchambers, please,” Papa requested of the innkeeper. “One for my
daughters, and one for myself and my son.”

“Very good, my lord.”

“And we would like to take a hot meal in the parlour,” Papa added. Georgina nodded
vigorously. She had been terribly hungry during the coach-trip, since they were
entirely unprepared and had not brought any food with them.

“Well, look at that,” Sebastian murmured as they bundled into the inn parlour—an
upstairs room overlooking a small garden, with wood panelling to keep it warm and a
small fireplace. It was aroom set aside for the gentry to dine in, while the local folks
would use the taproom downstairs. “It’s snowing and it’s Christmas Eve.”

“Mm.” Rosalyn’'s heart ached. She did not want to remember. At the very least, she
wished it to be an ordinary day. It was worse than an ordinary day.

“We' ve nothing prepared, my lord,” the innkeeper’s wife told Papa as she came into
the inn parlour, wringing her apron in her hands. “It's too early for supper and too
late for dinner. What may we prepare to feed you?”’

Rosalyn took a breath. She had no appetite. She would have been perfectly happy to
retire to bed without eating anything. Georgina looked hopefully at Papa and |sabel
did likewise. Papa frowned.



“Whatever you have that is warm and filling, good lady. Please prepare that,” he said
politely.

“Well! My lord! We've nothing but dumplings and stew. | can hardly serve such
humble fare to persons of your station...” she stammered, looking away.

“Please, prepare that,” Papa repeated gently. “We would be most pleased with a hot
meal.”

“Of course, my lord. Of course.”

Rosalyn leaned back and tried to focus on the snow. It was falling heavily outside the
window, big, heavy flakes fluttering down. She listened to the conversation around
the table sporadically. Sebastian was trying to keep up cheerful banter with Georgina,
who was becoming positively poetic about the stew and dumplings. If guilt about
Georgina s hunger had not been one more weight of pain on Rosalyn’s shoulders, she
would have laughed.

She watched the snow and tried to ignore everything else around her.

“Rosalyn? Rosalyn?’ Isabel nudged her gently on the shoulder.

“Mm?" Rosalyn asked softly.

“Papa says that we shall have to stop here the night and depart tomorrow—mayhap
only by the afternoon. He says that he will not attempt to go forward while it still
snows so heavily.”

“Mm. Good,” Rosalyn replied distantly. Nothing seemed to make sense. Nothing

touched her. Besides the fear that they would al freeze in the snow, no emotion
seemed to get close to her, as if she was surrounded by an invisible wall that turned



away joy and anger alike.

“Look, Georgie!” Papa declared as the food arrived. “Now, isn’t that fine?’

Georgina nodded, and even through the strange, cold wall around her, Rosalyn
couldn’t help but smile at the joy on her sister’ s face as a steaming plate of dumplings

and meat stew was placed before her. The innkeeper’s wife blushed.

“Bless my stars! To think that fine gentlefolk like yourselves would be eating the
humble fare | prepare.” She grinned.

“Y ou have done a good thing this night,” Papa said warmly. “We all thank you.”

“1 thought | would starve!” Georgina said dramatically. Even the innkeeper’'s wife
laughed.

Rosalyn focused on her food and tried not to think about anything.

As she retired to bed in the big room that she shared with her sisters, Rosalyn tried to
forget that it was Christmas Eve. Her sisters chatted to one another and Rosalyn tried
to shut out their banter.

“...and we should do something special for tomorrow!” Georgina said with a smile.

“1 cannot help but wish we were spending Christmas Day at home,” Isabel said softly,
her voice tinged with longing.

“Let’s make it special anyway!” Georgina said playfully, her good humour restored
with the warm food.

Rosalyn looked away as her sisters continued to talk about the holiday plans. The



reminder of home was too painful, and the pathos of the conversation deepened her
grief. Sherolled over in bed and tried to Sleep.

The next morning, Rosalyn awoke to sounds of arguing coming from the inn yard.
She blinked, opening her eyes. It was daylight. She had slept much longer than usual.
Church bells were ringing loudly. Her sisters shot upright at the sound of the bells
and the raised voices.

“What is...” Georgina began.

“Who are...” Isabel asked.

Rosalyn held up a hand and they fell silent. They all listened to the words that drifted
up from the yard. They were loud enough to hear in the crisp, clear air now that the
bells had stopped ringing.

“...and the cheek!” The innkeeper’ s wife was saying.

“It'sall well, Judy. Don’'t go fretting about it. It's Christmas.” That was a male voice
and Rosalyn guessed it must belong to the innkeeper.

“I’m not fretting, Albert. | just cannot abide rudeness,” she said, sounding put out.

“1t’ s not rude to stable your horse, dear,” the innkeeper said gently.

“1 know, Albert. But it was still rudely done. When there's barely enough room, too!
And them upstairs are such fine gentlefolk. Not a rude bone in their bodies, that lot.”

Rosalyn smiled to herself, the compliment to her family bringing a vestige of warmth
to her heart.



“1 wonder what happened?’ Georgina was saying as she tugged on her white velvet
dress. “ She sounds so angry. And it’s Christmas Day.”

“Some customer was rude, | suppose,” Isabel said quietly, donning a green velvet
gown. “| suppose it must happen all the time.”

Rosalyn tugged on her dark red gown. As shetied her hair back in a ribbon, an urgent
knocking on the door made her frown.

“Daughter? Daughter! Are you awake?’

It was Papa.

Rosalyn’s frown deepened as she hurried to the door. She opened it a crack.
Georgina, who was still arranging her hair, shrieked. Rosalyn stuck her head around
the door.

“Papa? What is the matter?”’

“Youre awake. Good. There is..um...there is a visitor downstairs.” Papa's
expression was pained, his brow lined with worry.

“Whatever is the matter?”” Rosalyn’s heart thudded. “Whoever is it?" A horrible
thought occurred to her. It was Lord Winbrook. It must be. Only that could make
Papa ook so worried. Or mayhap an emissary from the duchess herself, come to stir
up trouble.

Her father wet hislips. “Best if you come down, my dear,” he said carefully.

“Tell her to stay put,” Sebastian yelled from the stairwell. “1’ll break this scoundrel’s
head if hetriesto...”



“Rosalyn!” A voice shouted. It was a voice that made Rosalyn’s heart stop. Middle-
register, soft and melting. She would have known it anywhere. Her soul soared; her
throat tight with sudden emotion. “Rosalyn! Wait! Let me speak.” Callum shouted.

“I’ll tell this dastardly fool to return to the hole he crawled from,” Sebastian said from
the hallway. His face appeared in the gap as he marched up the stairs, two spots of
anger flushing his pale cheeks. His dark eyes blazed with fury. “Just let me handle
him, sister.”

“No.” Rosalyn shook her head. “No. | shall go down.”

“Rosalyn...” Sebastian gaped at her. “Why would you?’

Rosalyn shook her head, reaching for her coat, which was hanging on the back of the
door to dry.

“1 shall only be a moment,” she assured her sisters and hurried downstairs. They
rushed after her, then she heard the sound of their feet stop on the stairs.

Rosalyn carried on, running to the bottom of the stairs. Hope flared in her heart. Her
soul was soaring above her. She ran to the door and cried out as the duke, Callum,
grabbed her. He lifted her up, crushing her against his chest in an embrace so strong,
So urgent, that it knocked the breath from her.

“Rosalyn!” he cried. His voice was rough with emotion. “Rosalyn.”

“Callum,” she croaked. “Calum. You're here.”

“| travelled al day. And all of the next day. | had to find you. | had to. You're here.
Oh, God be praised!”



He set her down gently on her feet and his arms tightened around her, drawing her
close. Rosalyn leaned against him, her heart melting as he held her in his tight
embrace. He stroked her hair and she leaned against him. She held him close, the
scent of him warm in her nostrils, his closeness a balm that dissolved the walls of
pain around her. She hugged him tightly.

“How did you come to be here? Why did you follow us?’ she asked, leaning back
and looking up at him.

“l had to,” Callum said softly. “I am blessed with a sister who overhears things,” he
added with a faint smile. At that moment, the front door creaked open, and a
woman'’s face appeared, her hair hidden beneath a white fur-lined hood.

“Calum? Brother? Oh! Miss Rothwell! You're here!” Lady Harriet's pale face
flushed delicately pink. “1 am so grateful you're here!”

Callum gazed at Rosalyn. She gazed back. His grey eyes were wide and unclouded,
their depths honest and true.

“Rosalyn,” he said softly. “I was a fool. | have been such a fool. Can you forgive
me?’ He took her hand. His gaze moved to her fingers. He lifted them, kissing the
knuckles. She closed her eyes. His kiss seemed to spiral down her nerves, lighting
them with incandescent warmth. She gazed at him, heart thudding.

“l can forgive you,” she said, just a little playfully. “But you have to tell me what
happened. How did you come to be here? How did you find us?’ Her eyes widened
with surprise.

“That was easy enough,” Callum said gently. “Though | was sick with worry. You
should not have travelled so far. | never expected you to venture so far on the road,
especialy in this weather. | cannot quite forgive my mother. She should never have



let you go in these conditions.” His face darkened with a mix of anger and concern,
but then his expression softened. “As to the former, | came here because Harriet told
me the truth. | cannot believe | ever thought otherwise. | was a fool. | should never
have believed him. | truly hope you can forgive me.”

Rosalyn looked into his eyes. Her heart was melting, the pain and sorrow and
disbelief melting like the snow under the bright sunshine. Joy flared up inside her,
pure, wonderful joy like the cry of an eagle who soars for the sheer pleasure of it. She
gazed up at him and for a moment, their gazes held. Then she looked away,
swallowing hard.

“Of course, | can forgive you,” she said softly. “I, too, believed the worst of you. |
thought...” She laughed, almost in disbelief, at her own thoughts. “I believed that you
had decided to wed someone else instead of me.”

“What?" Callum stared at her, his eyes wide and his face a picture of disbelief. “How
in Perdition’s name did you come to such a notion?’ he demanded. “I must know! If
my mother was behind this, | swear that | shall not forgive her.”

“It was not your mother,” Rosalyn interrupted gently. “I think perhaps it was a
misunderstanding. Did you ever say that you intended to wed another? You were in
the conservatory. With your mother,” she added, hoping that he might remember and
contradict it.

Callum gazed at her in disbelief. “No! No! | said the exact opposite. | said that |
wished to marry you. Beyond all others. That | would never choose another. | never
would.” Histone was intense.

“No?’ Rosalyn gaped at him. Though they had been betrothed for a month and a half,
he had never said that. He had never actually told her, without withholding, that he
would have chosen her for herself. Not for status, or horses, but for herself and her



aone.

“No!” He shook his head. Rosalyn stared as she saw tears form in his eyes. “I love
you, Rosalyn. | love you like no other. | admire you, | respect you, and | would
choose you blindfolded. | would choose you for your spirit, for your compassion, for
your wit. | would choose you for your kindness and your caring. | would choose you
over anyone. | love you, Rosalyn. | love you with all my heart.”

Rosalyn’s eyes widened. She cleared her throat, trying to speak, but tears ran down
her cheeks. She smiled at him, laughing at his bewildered expression as he saw her

happy response.

“Callum. Your words move me deeply. They stir my heart in ways | cannot fully
express. | love you. | think | fell in love with you that day in the snow, when you
caught me. Y ou were so cross!” she chuckled at the memory. “Or mayhap it was even
before. | do not know. One cannot put a time on these things. All | know isthat | love
you like no other, and that | will love you aways. | love you, Callum.”

She gazed up into his eyes and he looked back at her. Slowly, tenderly, he reached for
her hands and held them in his. She stared into his eyes, his lips lifted at the corners
in a half-smile. He gazed back at her. He leaned forward so gently, so carefully. Just
as his lips were about to touch hers, two sets of feet sounded on the stairs.

“Gracious! Look at that!” Georgina svoice said loudly.

“It's Christmas!” Isabel yelled.

Rosalyn laughed wildly as Callum lifted her off her feet, spinning her around and
setting her gently in the entranceway of the inn. She frowned, bewildered, but as her

gaze moved upward, she realised why. A kissing bough hung above the entrance at
the bottom of the stairs.



Callum’s face moved toward hers, and with atender smile, he pressed a soft, heartfelt
kiss to her cheek. Rosalyn shut her eyes, her heart swelling with warmth as his
affection flooded her. It was a kiss that spoke of everything they had shared and
everything yet to come, a promise of love and devotion.

* k%

Later, they sat at the table in the inn parlour. Harriet was there, sitting next to
Sebastian, and Papa and Georgina and Isabel. The inn parlour seemed crowded, and
when the innkeeper’ s wife appeared, carrying a tray laden with pie and potatoes and
buttery carrots, they all cheered aloud.

“What wholesome fare,” Callum said appreciatively as Papa carved up the enormous
meat pie. Steam and savoury smellsfilled the space. Rosalyn’s mouth watered.

“It’s Christmas!” Georginareminded them all, making everyone laugh.

“Thisisthe best meal | have ever eaten,” Callum said with a sincere look in his eyes.
Rosalyn smiled back.

It was true, she thought as she sampled the delicious pie and trimmings. The meal
was humble but delicious. And the warm, cosy space of the inn parlour was ssimple
and undecorated, but it was a veritable palace because love filled the space between
itswalls.

“Itisagrand meal,” she murmured, staring at him.

“1f we had a pudding, | wonder who would find the sixpence?’ Callum mused.

“You, brother,” Harriet teased. “Y ou alwaysfind it.”



“l do,” Callum said with a smile. “I am rich. | truly am. More than | ever thought
possible.” He gazed at Rosalyn, his eyes gentle as he looked at her.

Rosalyn swallowed hard, her throat tight with emotion, her heart warm with love.

“And so, do you see?’ Georgina declared as they settled down to their meal. “Despite
al the hardships and amidst the sorrow, we have been blessed, after al. We have
recelved more than we could have ever imagined—Callum, Harriet, and the rest of
us’

Everyone laughed. Rosalyn smiled; her heart so full of happiness that she could
barely speak.

“1 think there is truth in that,” Isabel said quietly. “ Christmas, after all, is not about
any single figure or tradition, but about the spirit that fills our hearts when we are
surrounded by those we hold most dear. It isin the joy of giving, yes, but aso in the
quiet grace of receiving with an open heart.”

Rosalyn nodded, her heart swelling with a quiet, peaceful certainty. “That feels
right,” she whispered. “It is the spirit of being together, of love shared, that truly
makes Christmas.”

“Love is not a reward; it is a gift. It cannot be earned, it can only be received,”
Harriet said, nodding at Callum.

Callum inclined his head. Rosalyn frowned. She did not know the significance of the
interchange, but she felt the truth of the words deep in her heart. She took Callum’s
hand and smiled.

He smiled back, and Rosalyn shut her eyes for a moment, the warmth and joy of the
moment settling on her soul. She was surrounded by love and she opened her heart to



it, recelving all the joy that drifted in to settle there. When she opened her eyes again,
she glanced sideways and noticed Sebastian and Harriet sitting close together, their
hands resting gently near each other, dightly touching, exchanging soft smiles.
Georgina and Isabel were laughing with Papa, and even the innkeeper’s wife who
dropped in with some fresh-baked bread for the gravy looked happy. The room was
full of love and joy.

Callum leaned forward and pressed his lips to hers and they kissed.
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“Rosalyn! Hereit is!” Georgina s voice called through the bedroom door.
“We made a special trip through the garden just for you,” Isabel added brightly.

Rosalyn turned away from the looking-glass where Betty arranged her hair. Her heart
thundering with excitement, she half-stood, going to the door. She had no idea what
her sisters meant, but their voices were welcome, adding to her joy. Betty stepped
back from where she was arranging a few pearl-ended pinsin Rosalyn’s pale hair to
open the door.

Rosalyn stood up slowly, trying not to disturb the elaborate hairstyle. As she did, she
turned to the door, where shrieks of delight erupted from her sisters' throats.

“Rosalyn! You look beautiful,” Georgina exclaimed.
“How lovely you look,” Isabel murmured.

Rosalyn’s throat tightened. Her sisters looked beautiful. They were dressed in winter
finery—Georgina in a dark red gown, Isabel in sapphire. Georgina's lovely chestnut
hair was fluffed around her face in a cloud of curls, and Isabel’ slong, sleek black hair
hung in ringlets beside her slim face. They both gaped at Rosalyn in her long white
gown.

Rosalyn frowned as she saw what they were holding. Then her eyes widened, filling
with tears as she recognised what it was. A bouquet of winter greenery and a small
wreath.



“We went picking leaves for you, since there are no flowers,” Georgina said with a
grin.

“Thisisfor your hair,” Isabel explained.

“Sigters...it’s beautiful.” Rosalyn swallowed hard, unable to find words. “It’'s just
beautiful.”

“We're so glad you like it!” Georgina said with a big grin. “I shall put it here. Be
careful...it’'s got some little prickles.” She put the bunch of trailing ivy, conifer and
holly sprigs on the table. It was tied with red and white ribbons.

“Will this do, for the veil?’ Isabel asked carefully, holding the wreath. Rosalyn
nodded, swallowing hard.

“It’s beautiful,” she said softly. “It's so beautiful. Betty will arrange the veil with it.”
She turned to smile at Betty, who nodded.

“1 shall take care of it, miss. It shall be achallenge.” She grinned and giggled.

Rosalyn smiled as she watched Betty carefully lift the delicate gauzy white veil. With
meticulous hands, Betty took the simple silk loop meant to secure it and tied it into
the elaborate wreath of greenery her sisters had lovingly crafted for her. All the
grateful, happy emotions in her throat made it impossible to speak as Betty lowered
the wreath onto her hair and she carefully picked up the bouquet. She smiled down at
it. Since it was the middle of winter, she had not thought that she would have a
bouquet or awreath. But her sisters had somehow contrived both—and they were just
right. They reminded her of so many beautiful moments.

“Oh! Sister! Look at you. You look lovely,” Georgina breathed.



“Yes. Come and seein the looking glass,” Isabel insisted.

Rosalyn went over to have alook at her reflection. She drew a deep breath, touched
and amazed and excited all at once.

The gown that she wore was of a smple style, made of thick white silk. The long
skirt fell from a high waist that was decorated with a thick white ribbon. The sleeves
were long, extending down to her hands, the upper section of the sleeves full and
dightly puffed. The dress swept to the floor in front, with atrain trailing perhaps half
ayard behind her. The delicate, gauzy veil cascaded down her back, merging with the
train that followed in its wake. Rosalyn gazed at her reflection. Her hazel eyes
seemed enormous, framed by soft, pale curls that framed her slender face. The back
of her hair was arranged in a neat chignon, hidden beneath an inch-thick wreath of
ivy and holly that encircled her head. The fine veil draped over it, falling gently to
frame her face.

Her throat tightened with excitement and wonder and she gazed down at her hands,
which clasped the pretty bouquet. The arrangement exactly matched the wreath in her
hair. She gazed at her sisters, her eyesfilled with love. They beamed back.

“Areyou ready?’ Georgina asked solemnly.

“We'll go out first. You should descend the stairs alone as is proper.” Isabel inclined
her head, adding emphasis to her words.

Rosalyn swallowed hard. Her eyes filled with tears, joy mingling with the knowledge
that she would be going away from her home. She thought of Callum, his strong face
filling her mind, her heart overflowing with the love that she felt for him. And
besides , she thought with a wry smile , it will not be long before | see Georgina
again, at least —if things unfold as | imagine.



“l am ready,” she said softly.

Georgina and Isabel looked at one another and then solemnly walked forward. They
wrapped their arms around Rosalyn, holding her tight. She struggled to hold back her
tears. She wrapped her arms tight around them and hugged them with all the force of
her care.

“That bouquet is prickly,” Georgina objected. Rosalyn laughed and released her hold
on Georgina, the bouquet still firmly clutched in her hand.

“Thank you, sisters,” she said softly. “I love you both so much.”

“We love you too,” Georginaechoed. Her big dark eyes were full of tears.

“We'll see you often,” Isabel promised, her voice firm though tears collected in her
lovely black eyes aswell.

“1 will see you, too,” Rosalyn assured them. She waited until they had gone out of the
room and then she embraced Betty and walked silently to the door. Her silk slippers
were soundless on the wooden floor, and then she was walking down the stairs and
towards the front door, ready to begin her new life.

Papa and Sebastian were at the foot of the steps. Rosalyn took her father’s arm, her
heart thudding in her chest. The household staff were gathered at the foot of the steps,
watching her proceed towards the front door. The housekeeper and the cook were
crying. Rosalyn squeezed their hands, her heart filled with love and thanks.

“Bless you, Miss Rosalyn,” the housekeeper stammered.

“We will al missyou so much,” the cook said softly.



Rosalyn thanked them, her heart full. Then she was walking with Papa down the path
towards the chapel in the grounds.

Despite the original plan to have the wedding at the duke' s home in the Midlands,
they had decided instead to travel to her family estate in Sussex for the wedding.
Rosalyn’s heart lifted as they walked slowly towards the chapel where her family had
taken mass all her life. Isabel, Georgina and Sebastian went in ahead of them, and she
and Papa walked slowly down the empty path together.

At the door, she gazed into her father’s eyes. He blinked, his own tears threatening to
fall.

“Bless you, my daughter,” he said softly. “I love you.”

“1 love you, Papa,” Rosalyn whispered. She squeezed his hand. She knew that she
would see him often, but not every day—the Midlands were too far for that. She
swallowed hard and focused on the door. She had a new life ahead. A wonderful,
exciting life with Callum.

Papa helped her to cover her face with the veil. Then he opened the door and they
walked into the chapel.

It was dark at first, and Rosalyn struggled to see. The light from the snow outside had
been much brighter than the interior, especially through the veil, and it was difficult
to orient herself at first. They walked slowly down the aisle. A tall, dark-clad figure
stood at the atar. It was Callum. He was standing slightly turned away, his pale face
in profile, his thick black hair blending with the shadow, aong with his dark grey
velvet jacket. He turned and her heart soared.

Two steady, unwavering grey eyes held her own and she could ook nowhere else.



She smiled through the veil, smiling so wide that her cheeks hurt. Her heart was
soaring, her soul rgoicing with love. Callum must have seen her smile despite the
gauzy lace because he grinned back and his smile seemed to light the chapel. She
could look nowhere else.

The vicar stood beside the atar, and he, too, smiled when he saw them approach. He
cleared histhroat and began the ceremony. Rosalyn gazed at Callum. He gazed back.

The words of the ceremony rose and fell in a steady chant, and though Rosalyn tried
to focus, the thudding of her own heart drowned out much of it. Her mind and heart
were consumed with thoughts of Callum, and the overwhelming joy that surged
through her, leaving little room for anything else.

“...and do you, Rosalyn Grace Rothwell take thee Callum Alexander Stanhope to be
your lawful wedded husband?’ the priest asked. Rosalyn swallowed hard.

“1 do,” she said, softly but firmly. She had never meant anything more sincerely in
her life.

The vicar turned to Callum. “And do you, Callum Alexander Stanhope, take thee
Rosalyn Grace Rothwell to be your lawful wedded wife?’

“1 do.” Callum’svoice, firm and deep, rocked through her soul.

The ceremony continued and Rosalyn’s heart thudded as they reached the concluding
words. She gazed up at Callum as he turned to face her. Very slowly, very tenderly,
he drew back the veil that covered her face. He smiled as he smoothed it carefully
over her hair. Rosalyn’s heart raced as he leaned toward her and, so slowly, so gently,
pressed his warm, firm lips to her own. She shut her eyes, joy flooding her heart as,
so sweetly, so tenderly, they kissed, their lips meeting in a union that made her soul
soar.



He straightened up and, slowly and shyly, they turned to face the congregation.
Rosalyn blinked, tearsfilling her eyes as she gazed at all the joyful faces.

They walked down the aisle. As they reached the door, the small crowd in the church
erupted in cheers.

“Congratulations!” Georgina yelled, her high, clear voice carrying above all the
others. Rosalyn’s heart filled with love.

“Blessings on you both,” Isabel called, more softly.

“Congratulations,” Sebastian said loudly. Beside him, Harriet beamed, calling out her
own congratulations to them both.

Rosalyn’s ears were filled with the sound of so many murmurous voices, shouting
congratulations and well-wishes as they walked out into the daylight. Her heart was
filled with love and thankfulness. Callum grinned at her, taking her arm.

“You are not cold, are you, dear?’ he asked softly as they walked across the lawn.
They would sit down for luncheon with her family and then proceed to the coach for
thefirst part of their journey northwards to his home. She smiled and shook her head.

“Not too cold,” she said, though her teeth were chattering in the dress, her feet in
their silk dlippersicy on the cold stones of the path.

“1 would offer to carry you,” Callum said with a grin as they walked briskly towards
the house, where the staff waited to offer them congratulations. “But | think your
dignity would not allow it.”

Rosalyn tilted her head, grinning a him. “Perhaps one day | might let you,” she
teased.



“Mayhap,” Callum said, laughing, and he took her hand and they half-ran up the path,
laughing in delight, to reach the warmth and shelter of the house.

In the doorway, the kissing bough still hung. It was a week before Epiphany, and
nobody would touch the Christmas decorations before then. Rosalyn gazed up, seeing
it as Callum did. Without warning, Callum wrapped his arms around Rosalyn,
making her gasp as he lifted her off her feet. Then he pressed his lips to hers and held
her closein abig, firm, lovely kiss.

Rosalyn kissed him back, then let out a delighted laugh as he twirled her around and

set her on her feet again. He took her hand and they walked into the hallway, ready to
start their new lives together, full of love and joy.

The End

Thank You for Reading “ The Duke's Festive Proposal” !
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Hugh, Seventeen Y ears Ago
Thunder crashed outside Westendale Manor, sparks of lighting flashing through the

sky through the window. Hugh startled awake to one of those flashes, gasping,
through another fitful waking moment. Had he even properly fallen asleep yet?

His wide eyes glanced towards the window as another roll of thunder rumbled
through the countryside. His small body quivered beneath the bed covers as he tried
to burrow down and forget about the storm.

Just sleep , he willed himself. Mamawill come to comfort you soon.

He whimpered, closing his eyes.

Once again, he drifted off fitfully, unsure of how much time passed before he was
awoken again.

It was not by thunder this time. Hugh sat bolt upright in his bed, blinking in panic.
The air was heavy and thick with smoke. He followed the trail to beneath his
bedroom door, and beyond, flickering lights flashed.

“Has the storm come into our house?’ he thought, his sleepy thoughts muddling what
was happening. But before he could do anything or cry out for his mama, his

bedroom door burst open. A wave of heat rushed into his face.

It is not the storm , he thought, panicked. Itisafirel



Behind the figure in the doorway, fire blazed through the hallway.

“Master Winterbourne.” The figure grew closer, but Hugh was paralyzed. “Master
Winterbourne, forgive me, but we must get you to safety.” The butler coughed into
his sleeve. Before Hugh had a chance to say anything, he was pulled up. And then he
was taken—out of his bed, towards where those flames licked up the walls,
destroying everything in its wake.

He watched in terror as the butler ran with him, right through the bedroom door.

“Mamal” Hugh yelled. “Papal” But the fire tore his cries from his mouth and
devoured them too.

“Please hold your breath as best as you can, Master Winterbourne!” the butler
shouted, as he raced Hugh through the hals of the east wing. Hugh couldn’t help
looking around in fright as he clung onto the butler’ s jacket, eyes wanting to snag on
something that would help him know where his mama or papa were. But the butler
kept running, kept him close, and kept telling him to keep his mouth closed.

Debris fell, crackling resounding through the rooms and hallways. He could hear the
harsh pants of the butler as he struggled to hoist Hugh for so long and run. What is
happening ? Hugh wanted to ask, as terror tightened his chest. Smoke concealed his
home, and paintings were falling victim to the flames as they dashed through to the
staircase.

Heat pressed at Hugh's back, through his thin pajama shirt, and he cried out as the
butler ducked from more debris.

“1 will get you outside, Master Winterbourne, please just hold on.”

The instruction came with as much tight panic as Hugh felt. Still, he could only cling



on and watch as ruins fell around him. The butler raced them down the stairs of the
east wing but as they reached the first landing, a deep crack sounded from above. The
butler halted in fright, and Hugh looked up in time to see a flaming beam as it
plummeted from the rafters above.

“Master!” The butler shouted and threw Hugh forward, but it wasn’t enough. As his
shoulder hit the stairs, and he cried out, the beam came right for him. He tried to roll
out of the way but even though he rolled fast, still that flaming, wooden pillar came
hurtling for him.

“Help!” he cried helplessly but then all he knew was heat. Pain burst across his face
as the beam soared past him, embers and flames jumping. A scream tore from Hugh's
throat, and he was aware of another crackling sound.

His breaths came in panicked bursts because that wasn't just the halls and the
paintings crackling—it was his skin.

He screamed and screamed, sobbing in pain and distress, hands twitching to grasp his
face. The smell of burnt flesh hit his nose nauseatingly. Hugh’'s vision went dark, or
perhaps it was the smoke, but he felt utterly too light as arms wrapped around him.
He moved, each jostle sending more stabs of pain through his face, and suddenly the
cool embrace of the night air was a brief reprieve until the heat settled back in a
moment later.

“He needs medical attention!” A voice yelled but Hugh's vision was still going spotty
with darkness.

“Where's Mama?’ he thought he asked, or maybe he didn't, because nobody
answered him. It was wet—tears, or rain. Both. As tears slid down his cheeks, and
rain pelted hisface, asif the sky wanted to cool down his skin and save him from the
fiery grips of whatever had happened, Hugh lay there, immobile.



Crackles and the snapping of wooden beams falling, and the roll of thunder, and
voices. It al reached him in a storm of noise that he wished he did not have to hear.
Footsteps walked past him and every time their flurry of steps went past, the shift in
air caused more agony to ripple through his face. Buckets of water were carried past.
Some splashed over him.

V oices snapped to be careful but Hugh peeled his eyes open again.

Mama? Papa?

His head felt weak but he still lifted it, trying to find his parents in the chaos. Servants
regarded him with expressions of alarm and trepidation. A wave of dread engulfed
him as he perceived their horrified gazes upon him. What had transpired? Y et, where
were his parents? He strained to seek their familiar visages. His mother’ s dark tresses,
elegantly coifed into arefined bun, came to mind, and his father’ s deep, warm brown
eyes, frequently alight with mirth, haunted his thoughts.

Where are they ? He thought desperately, a sob escaping him.

Time passed, and Hugh screamed at anyone who came near him. He kicked and
thrashed, ignoring their pleas. All he did was beg and cry for his parents, telling
anyone who would listen that he did not understand why they weren’'t there. He
didn’t know how much time did pass but soon, the sky above began to lighten, and
the buckets got less and less, and servants retreated from him and towards the manor.

As dawn broke over Westendale Manor, Hugh met the eyes of his butler.

“Master Winterbourne,” the butler said, his voice hoarse. “I am here to support you.”
There was a graveness about his face that Hugh didn’'t like. The pain in his face was
no longer sharp and searing, but now a dull, aching heat. He accepted the butler’s
outstretched hand, wincing as he moved, for any motion seemed to aggravate the



affliction that awaited him.

He heard whispers, glances at him as he was helped up.

Only ten years old, the poor thing , one whisper came from amaid.

He shall remain looked after , another said. We should not speak of his business, only
await our new employer.

Hugh barely registered the words. He was dizzy and a nausea had settled within him.

The butler’ s hands were on his shoulders as he was steered around. | am going home
now , Hugh thought. He is taking me back inside where Mama and Papa are.

His thoughts broke off as soon as he saw the wreckage and devastation before him.
The entire east wing was in charred ruins, blackened beyond recognition. Smoke still
poured from the house as the orange flames no longer raged through anything in their
path.

Windows were smashed through, and the roof had caved in. Walls crumbled, and a
charred shell of the east wing stood in its tragedy against the breaking dawn.

“Master Winterbourne,” the butler said, his voice soft. “I am sorry to inform you that
the Duke and Duchess of Westendale did not make it out of the manor. Your parents
did not survive the night.”

Before Hugh could process the horrifying news, he heard hurried footsteps
approaching, a physician rushed by his side, his expression grave yet determined. He
had been summoned for the boy, the butler had said, with the weight of loss heavy in
theair.



Hugh fell to his knees, tears falling down his face, and suddenly, he raced for the
smouldering manor, screaming for his parents because that could surely not be true!

“No,” he moaned, in pain, in tragedy, in grief. “No, no, no. Mama—Papal”

Hands caught him and stopped him from getting any closer.

“Please, Master,” the butler said, his voice thick. “I am so sorry.”

Hugh’s wails should have buried the sun beyond the horizon so the day did not have
to begin, for he did not want any day to begin without his parents there. His screams
tore the deathly silent morning apart, and he did not care that his skin cracked and
crackled with each wail.

***

Hugh moved automatically in the days following. He was taken from his bed, the
very bed he now hated, for his parents had last been alive when he had been in his
bed, and he should have stayed there .

Questions rolled through his young mind. Why had the butler saved me? Why did my
parents not leave? Why did | have to be the one who got rescued ? | wished | had
gone with them.

He stared blankly as food was placed before him once he was dressed and seated in
the dining room. He ate alone, and wept silently, as constables combed his father’s
study in the east wing.

“The Duke had a candle burning,” he overheard several days after the fire. “It was
among many papers and ledgers, and His Grace must have forgotten about it and
retired for the night.” They looked at Hugh, who kept his head down. He now saw



how people looked at his face: in utter horror.

“This has been a tragic accident, Master Winterbourne,” one of the constables said.
“Pray, accept my heartfelt sympathies during this sorrowful time.”

Their words meant nothing to him. He stayed silent, built up his walls, and retreated
into the heaviness of his mind. His face ached with the burns he now knew had seared
right down his face but that was nothing to the grief burning through his heart. He
moved from room to room only when instructed. Otherwise he remained still, a
statue, alost boy with no parents in a house that had taken them from him but should
have taken him, as well..

In the days that followed, Hugh found a cane by the door, one of his father's
promenading canes, and he forced his legs to move. Each room he came by had a
reflective surface of some sort. One by one, Hugh smashed every mirror, and when
the butler tried to stop him, Hugh only screamed at him. He was a beast now, he
knew that, and he used it to keep the butler away.

“Leave me be!l” he cried out, wielding the cane. “Do not stop me.”

He could not bear to see the scar, to see the permanent damage of the fire—to not
only feel it through grief but be the starkest reminder of what had happened. Hugh
collapsed into angry, devastated tears, surrounded by the destruction of his own
bedchamber, which he had ruined, lest no reminders linger of the beast that he had
become.

* k%

Years passed, and Hugh grew older, and as he did, the shunning of himself grew
deeper. His grandfather took over Westendale Manor. He was a cruel man who
forced Hugh to dine with him, to show his face, but Hugh resisted and argued. Every



argument pushed him further back into his reclusive state. He often hid away in his
father’ s study, hiding hisface, his scar, his grief.

And Hugh did not speak aword to anyone in the years following his parents death.

News of the night of the Westendale Manor fire spread through London, and Hugh
never once let the memories fade. They haunted him until he had built up walls so
high he could not even peer over them. But he did not wish to. More time passed, and
Hugh's grandfather passed away, leaving the dukedom to him. He despised every
moment of it, hired a steward, and proceeded to lock himself away in his study.

He was a beast, and he was afraid of seeing it reflected in the eyes of others.

To be aone was to remain safe and unjudged.

Hugh let more time pass isolating himself with such determination that he could
hardly entertain the notion of any alternative. Westendale Manor was now his

sanctuary and his prison, where the world did not have to see his scars—the ones on
hisface, or his heart.
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Hugh, Present Day

The countryside air was refreshing as Hugh stepped out of his hothouse, looking at
the expansive, rolling countryside beyond the grounds of Westendale Manor. Nearby,
a host of birds tweeted their early afternoon song, and he turned to find their flutter of
wings in the trees as he closed the door to the hothouse and strode away.

Each step took him further away from his sanctuary and towards Westendale Manor,
and his mood grew fouler at the thought, as it always did, of being trapped within
those oppressive walls. His gaze flicked over the east wing. It had long since been
repaired but he still felt aroll of nausea whenever he looked at it for too long.

His ever-present scowl twisted as he strolled across the manicured lawn. Springtime
bloomed around him but he ignored it all, wishing he was back in his hothouse
aready.

There is solace to be found among the plants , he thought to himself. At least they do
not look at mein horror .

The sunlight made him squint further, and the sun’s heat prickled the back of his
neck, but he paid it no mind. He cared only for the sun and what it would do for the
orchid he'd begun nurturing in the late winter, into early spring, ready for the sun to
help it bloom to life. Each petal he had caressed was velvety, and it was the only time
he did not have to worry about being watched. When he was in his hothouse, it was
simply him and the petals and the scent of mint, herbs, and ferns, rising up. The
flowers spoke in a language of color and beauty. He did not need words, and that was
why he had begun to covet his hothouse so thoroughly years ago. No servants were



required in there, for he enjoyed doing everything himself. His grandfather had rarely
ventured out to the gardens, and Hugh was | eft to his solace and his rare plants.

As soon as he passed the entrance of the manor, where the glass walls did little to
shield him from the sun but still offered a semblance of cool air, he felt the tightness
in his chest return. But as soon as he adjusted to the absence of his peace, he was
stopped by a woman—one of the very few who still met his gaze — his housekeeper.
He did not speak to her, the words thickly clogged in his throat. He nodded at her
instead.

“Your Grace.” She inclined her head respectfully. “Lady Eleanor awaits you in the
drawing room. Sheis expecting your cooperation to have tea with her.”

He gave her another curt nod and went to stride past her but she murmured, “Oh,
Y our Grace? Y ou might wish to change your gloves.”

Hugh glanced down at the gardening gloves he had been wearing, as if he truly was
very reluctant to let his time in the hothouse be over. Slipping them off, he put them
in her outstretched hand.

“1 shall see that they will be there for your next use,” she assured him.

He walked on past her, through the hallway, ignoring the paintings surrounding him.
Disapproval somehow had been painted in the eyes of the former Dukes—all passing
down the Westendale title. They bore into him as he passed by each one.

| know | disappoint you , he thought sourly. But what choice did | have ?

The door to the drawing room was quickly opened by a footman who nodded at him,
and he walked in, immediately spying Lady Eleanor, his aunt.



“Your Gracel” she greeted, rising as he entered. “I woke up this morning thinking
that it has been a while since we last had tea together. | wished to steal you away
from those plants you love so much. Would you humour an old lady?’

She sat primly on the edge of her chair as did he, and she smiled brightly at him. Y ou
arenot old , he thought.

“The housekeeper informed me that | would find it quite difficult to persuade you to
leave that hothouse, but | did instruct her to make the attempt,” Lady Eleanor said as
she picked up the teapot to pour them both a cup of tea. He eyed the sandwiches and
delicate dessert treats that had been set out. “But it appears you were aready done for
the day, were you not? It is a beautiful day. As much as | love your passion for
botany that | believe | myself ignited in you, it is good to get some sun on your face.”

Hugh gave a grunt of response and picked up his cup, swallowing the scalding liquid
in one mouthful. He did not wince as it went down his throat. Eleanor, as well as Mrs.
Simmons, was one of two ladies who looked at him properly. Who actually saw him
beyond a burned, scarred face, and she did not falter in her regards of him today.

“Do tell me of your latest botanical experiments, dearest nephew.” She settled back in
her chair, smiling cheerfully. The duke eyed his aunt silently. She knew full well that
he did not speak, and even if he did, it would certainly not be to the extent of
explaining his experiments. She kept chattering, filling in the blanks of his silence.
Hugh’'s mind strayed on the peculiar plant he was currently nurturing. It had a strange
lilac look to it at the very center of the veins on the leaf.

He was proud of its cultivation but he did not feel the need to express that to his aunt.
He poured another cup of tea, sipping this one. Lady Eleanor brushed back an errant

curl. She shared her dark hair with her sister, Hugh’'s late mother, and it amost hurt
to look at the similar mannerisms. The years he'd been alive without his parents had



surpassed the years he' d had them, so time had dampened many of his memories, but
he always remembered how she brushed stray hairs back into her bun with a warm
smile, elegant and graceful, always.

His heart lurched, and he looked away.

“I must admit | did not only ask you to tea to talk about botany,” Lady Eleanor
confessed moments later. He paid her no mind, still sipping his tea. He loved his aunt
dearly, as much as his reclusive heart alowed, but he truly wished for solitude. “We
have received an invitation from our neighbours, Lord and Lady Hartley.”

Hugh's head snapped up, his gaze alighting on his aunt. They narrowed as he
corrected her, finding his voice. She always did manage to get him to break his
silence.

“ You have received an invitation,” he amended. “As you well know, | have no
interestsin social events.”

His voice came out harsh, a sharp slice of argection, and his aunt’s smile faltered.

“Come now, nephew,” she said softly. “Surely you understand that, as a Duke, you
have duties. | know you did not ask for it, nor even particularly like it, but it is
important to maintain your social connections. Not just with the Ton but with the
people in your dukedom. They should see you, Your Grace. They should know you
do not wish to live your life reclusively in this manor.”

He shook his head, his temper flaring. He never quite could keep it down—especialy
since his grandfather had shown him that being angry was acceptable, for he had
acted that way himself very often. Their only difference was that Hugh's was
internal, whereas his grandfather’ s had spiraled outwards.



He glanced at his aunt. Did she really expect him to attend such an event?

Setting his teacup down, it slammed down against the saucer, and the delicate china
quivered. He heard his aunt’s sharp inhale as silence descended over both of them.
The teawas the color of bark, and he stared into it to avoid the hurt in his aunt’ s gaze.
But he could not—he outright refused —to attend any societal event. He despised the
expectations put upon him in his role. But one look at the way Lady Eleanor drew
herself smaller at his frustrated silence had guilt spiraling through him. She is simply
another person | disappoint. Except she can voice herself, and | have to hear that as
well asseeit in her face.

Beneath that, though, there was fear. Genuine fear of what would happen if he gave
into her request.

He stood to his feet, pacing the length of the drawing room by the window, shaking
his head. He could not face the outside world, he smply couldn’t . He hid himself
away for areason. For he had tried, endlessly, but the people of the Ton were ruthless
and cruel, and he was fearful and monstrous.

His aunt’s eyes tracked him. He was a caged animal to be watched, and he hated it.
All they ever do iswatch. Eyes on me everywhere.

But despite her worry over his anger, he looked back at her and saw determination.
She would do everything in her power to have him attend, and he could not alow it.

“Hugh,” she said, her voice a firm but quiet tone. “Perhaps it shall be good for you to
attend. It shall be a small step to you regjoining society. | am saddened to watch you
spend your years behind these walls.”

A growl built in his throat. | do that for a perfectly good reason . Clenching his jaw,
Hugh's step was fatered as he caught his vague reflection in the window. The



tightened muscles in his face made his scar starkly stand out. Red edges of faded,
folded scars, from where he had been stitched and healed. He closed his eyes, and a
spearing, phantom flame cut across his face.

The clock chimed in the drawing room, and he startled, opening his eyes but not
before he turned away from the window.

“l have... | have been away from my work for too long,” he told his aunt. “Please
excuse me.”

He stalked to the door and left her behind, ignoring her look of disappointment. Yet it
was not a surprise, he supposed. And she would not be surprised at his behavior, for
she expected this of him, and somehow that made him feel more wretched.

He retreated down the hallway, up the stairs, and into his study, where he sammed
the door shut and exhaled deeply. Hugh buried his face in his hands, yet upon

encountering the disfigured flesh, he recoiled in horror and withdrew

How could he ever |eave his manor?
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Standing in her bedchamber, Henrietta turned her gaze from the busy London street
beyond the window to her lady’s maid, Lucy Dutton. The young girl was folding a
beautiful pale blue dress into the trunk, along with her other belongings for the
journey to the countryside.

“1 am quite looking forward to this ball,” she said to Lucy. “It has been quite some
time since | saw my sister, but from her letters, | know she is making an excellent
viscountess. This house gathering will be a grand way to spend time with her.”

“Indeed, milady,” Lucy answered, smiling over her shoulder at her. “You shall have a
most wonderful time in the countryside. The viscount’s home there is very beautiful.”

Henrietta had visited her sister in the countryside since her marriage to Lord Hartley,
aweadlthy viscount.

“Their love match is very admirable.” Henrietta sighed, sinking onto her bed. “But |
do not care much for that sort of thing. You know me, Lucy. | wish for... broader
horizons.” She gave her lady’s maid a secret smile. She glanced at her bedroom door,
listening for a brief moment for any sign of footsteps on the stairs or down the
hallway. When she heard none, she hurried over to her writing desk.

In there was a secret compartment within the top drawers. With a key that hung on a
chain around her neck, she unlocked in and reached in to close her fingers around a
leather-bound journal. She brushed her fingers over the pink string that tied the front
and back cover together, enclosing her deepest secret.

“Tuck it between my gowns,” Henrietta whispered, handing the book to Lucy, who



did asinstructed. “ That way, even if anybody thinks to check my trunk, it shall not be
seen. Perhaps between the second and third gown at the bottom.”

“Of course, Henrietta,” Lucy whispered, giggling. When they found themselves in
private, Lucy addressed her by her given name as the two of them had become close
friends, perhaps unconventionally so. But Lucy enjoyed talking, and Henrietta had
always wished for a close friend to confide in who did not only talk of suitors and
balls. Ever since Caroline had left to marry Lord Hartley, Henrietta and Lucy had
grown closer, their loneliness blossoming into a friendship.

“Have you written anything new of late?’ Lucy asked.

“Since you asked me yesterday?’ Henriettateased. “No, | do not believe | have.”

Her journal was filled with her deepest secret: her love of botany. It detailed every
plant she loved, every herba remedy she had recreated and concocted herself, and
every note on plant growth, herb tending, and optimal flowering seasons. It was her
pride and joy, and her most coveted passion.

It served as the link to her great aunt Ruby Wentworth, and the summers she had
spent at her great aunt’s manor.

She was ever so kind to me , Henrietta thought. Her great-aunt had lived out in the
countryside, in a sprawling manor that was covered in wisteria. Every day had been
spent in the sun, beneath her parasol, wandering the gardens, exploring the different
paths, crouching down in her fine gowns to take notes on the flowers that bloomed
along the pathways and fountains. It had been extensive, endless, and Henrietta had
delighted in the luxury of it all.

Aunt Ruby’s manor had allowed her to take specimens of plants from around the
world, herbs and plants she could not find in London, or even in the surrounding
towns. The manor had been filled with sunshine and warmth, not only from the



season but her aunt’s manner. She had been loving, kind, attentive, and cultivated
Henrietta s love of botany.

In contrast, the coldness of Turner House, the townhouse where she lived in London
with her parents, was unsettling and upsetting.

“1 was thinking about—"

“Henriettal” Her mother’s shrill voice came from downstairs. It was an alarm—a bell
to answer, always a demand and never a request. It made Henrietta shudder. “You
must make haste in your preparations! | shall not endure the embarrassment of telling
the viscount that his sister-in-law is the reason we are late.”

“We are not even departing tonight,” Henrietta muttered to herself. Then, to Lucy,
she resumed, in a whisper, “I was thinking about finding a plant of some sort that
might aid migraines. | understand peppermint and ginger root do but... | wish to find
something that can be ingested without a lot of preparation. Something to chew on,
perhaps. | think | can concoct—"

“Henriettal | shall not ask you again.”

Her mother’ s sharp voice rang through the house, and Henrietta stood up straight, as
if the countess was in the room directly. Lucy met Henrietta's gaze knowingly,
sighing. It was not just Henrietta who suffered the burden of her mother’s icy
impatience and rigid ways, but Lucy, too. As her maid, Lucy went everywhere with
Henrietta. She knew exactly how the countess would behave, especially at a ball that
her own daughter held as a viscountess.

“She shall be insufferable in the countryside,” Henrietta whispered, trying not to
show her distress. But Lucy reached out and squeezed her hand encouragingly.

“And as always, | shal help you through it,” she promised. “Now, let us not forget



why Lady Goodheart is frustrated in the first place. We must finish your packing and
have your trunk ready to depart with everybody else’s.”

“Quite,” Henrietta muttered. “Heaven forbid | make everybody late. Not to mention
that there could be delays on the road itself. | should be honoured my mother thinks
so highly of me that me delaying packing shall delay the whole ball!”

Lucy sniggered but they hushed themselves.

“Do not be late for dinner,” came Lady Goodheart’ s voice once again. “We are going
for several days, Henrietta, you do not need your whole wardrobe.”

Henrietta rolled her eyes. It was not a whole wardrobe she took the time to pack but
her belongings that meant alot to her, that she felt empty without if she were to leave
them in Turner House. Her journal, of course; a locket from her aunt Ruby, even if
she did not wear it; her favorite charm that she held for good luck; and a seeing glass,
asmall, flat spherical piece that helped her to better see the plants she examined. Her
mother thought of Henrietta as a blushing, dolled-up lady of the Ton, and Henrietta
played the part well but it was the botanist in her that packed the trunk, not a lady
needing many gownsto only last aseveral days worth of ajourney.

“Of course, Mama,” Henrietta answered dutifully. “1 shall take care to do as you
suggest.”

The footsteps echoed down the hall, retreating. Henrietta rolled her eyes and turned
back to watch Lucy fasten her trunk closed.

“1 have rather good feelings about your trip to the countryside,” Lucy whispered. “I
believe you shall find this plant you are looking for among your sister’ s estate.”

“It shall be a new turn in my research if | do,” Henrietta decided, nodding. “Now, |
shall attend to the preparation of dinner before my mother faints from her incessant



exclamations.

***

There was the silence of a spring day, with only the breeze to weave through the
grasses, sending them billowing—atranquil solitude that Henrietta craved.

And then there was the silence of the dining hall that evening.

The stark contrast nestled within her heart until Henrietta could no longer bear it. She
was not often one to reduce silences but today she simply could not stand the heavy
silence, broken only by the clinking of cutlery.

“1 think Caroline will be glad to see us, do you not think, Mama?’

Her mother spared her a brief, withering glance as she pieced asparagus into her
mouth. Pointedly, her mother paused. “Henrietta, if you take your mind off your
sister for a moment you might begin to focus on your true task for visiting the
countryside.”

“Indeed.” Lord Goodheart, her father, interjected. “Henrietta, you must focus. The
ball will be ample chance for you to begin meeting suitors. Only today, at the
gentleman’s club, some other lords were discussing their sons who shall be in
attendance.” He gave her ameaningful look. “ That includes Lord Philip Barnsdale.”

“You shall be on your best behaviour,” her mother interjected.

Henrietta stared back and forth between them, realizing she had made a mistake in
breaking the silence.

“Yes, Mama. Y es, Papa.”



“That means no soil beneath your fingernails,” her mother chided. “And Heavens
forbid your lady’s maid do her job in presenting you properly. | shall never live down
the embarrassment of when you greeted Lady Barnsdale at the end of Season ball |ast
year with amint leaf in your hair!”

“It was afern,” Henrietta mumbled.

“None of this mumbling, Henrietta,” her father scolded. “You shall speak with
confidence and grace, as your governess instructed you.”

“1 have not needed a governess in some years, Papa.”

“Then why isit you are not married, hm?’ Her mother questioned. Between the two
of them, Henrietta’'s mood dropped and dropped, until she miserably pushed around
her vegetables.

“Of course, in attendance, there shall be the viscount’s brothers,” Lord Goodheart
said. “Lord Hartley has proven an excellent match for Caroline. He has a brother not
two years younger than him.”

Henrietta fought the wrinkle of her nose. “Papa, | only wish to spend some time with
my sister.”

“And you shall seek out suitors while you do that. You are twenty years old now,
Henrietta, you cannot expect Caroline to cater to your side at every social gathering.”

“1 do not,” she argued lightly.

“There will be none of that at the ball,” Lady Goodheart snapped. “Pray, do refrain
from any impertinent retorts, Henrietta. It is expected that you maintain a demeanour
most polite and express a sense of gratitude. Y ou must embody the image of a most
proper young lady, as we have endeavoured to cultivate. However, for the love of



Heaven, do ensure that Lucy attends to the brushing of your hair with greater
diligence next time. Goodness, there are quite a few tangles near your visage. Such a
state is ssimply unacceptable.”

“Do not blame Lucy,” Henrietta spoke up, frowning. “ She was packing my things and
| told her my hair looked perfectly fine.”

Her mother gave a scoff. “It is perfectly not fine. We shall have none of this unkempt
appearance when you enter Lord Hartley’ s estate.”

Their voices continued, and Henrietta lapsed into silence.

“Your posture is awful, Henrietta. Did you not listen to your governess when she
taught you the proper way to hold oneself? And your face! We must do something
about the uneven blush. We cannot have you looking as though you are coming down
with something in front of Lord Philip Barnsdale.”

“Indeed, no.”

“And remember not to eat too much cake, Henrietta. You do not want to fill out all
your dresses after we have spent alot of money at the modiste for the Season.”

Henrietta craved that silence of a spring day. She craved the whisper of the wind
through the grasses, and the peace of her aunt Ruby’s gardens. So very expansive and
tended to by Henrietta herself. In Ruby’s house she had shed the propriety of alady,
donned some gloves, and gardened right along with the staff.

She could amost feel the velvety petals beneath her fingertips, and the coarseness of
some plants she grew. The way the blades of grass would irritate her soft skin but she

never once minded.

“Above dl, Henrietta, you must make a good impression. Your sister did, so | do not



understand why you make it such a difficult task.” Her mother shook her head as her
father listed off other suitorsin attendance at the gathering.

Their names left her mind as soon as he said them, scattered like dandelion seeds on
the wind.

Her mother poked at her fingernails, her hair, her dress, the downturn of her mouth as
she sullenly ate.

“And do not forget to ask polite questions about your suitors. | am sure your father
can tell you about each one so you have some background knowledge and questions
to think of,” Lady Goodheart continued. “Y ou have a duty, as did Caroline, to marry
well, Henrietta. Y ou cannot burden us forever with your life in this house. Y ou must
marry and do well for yourself. Heavens, after two failed Seasons you have caused us
to be the topic of enough gossip. Do you not think of us at all, Henrietta?’

She swallowed, shrinking into herself.

“See? Thisis the sort of silence that shall have men like Lord Ashley Darby walking
away!” her father complained. “He is young, wealthy, a very eligible man. | hear he
and his cousin, Lord Patrick Tenson will be there as long as we shall be. These are
the men you should speak with, Henrietta.”

“You must marry,” her mother continued. “You must secure a match and see your
family looked after in society. Y ou have aduty to us.”

Henrietta nodded, vacantly forking more vegetables into her mouth so she did not
have to talk. But her mind was drifting far from the table, as the weight bore down
upon her. The societal pressure was never something she endured well at all, and she
felt that pressure close up her throat. She swallowed, wincing, wishing they would
stop just for a moment.



| shall not pursue botany when all | am good for is societal duties , she thought
miserably.

Her mother’s voice rang in her ear. Henrietta nodded at the right moments, long
accustomed to her accusation and criticism. They were ashamed of her, and soon,
they would throw her not at young lords but older men who were desperate for a

wife.

And they would give her to them, knowing her chances dwindled with each failed
season and each smear against their name.

Her shoulders were rigid with the worry of that being her future.

But she did not want to do what society expected of her. She wished to stay in the
field of flowersin Aunt Ruby’s house, and bury herself in the grasses and herbs and
the earthly smell of soil and not have to worry about balls or marriage.

It had brought her the utmost freedom, those summers spent at her great aunt’ s estate.

“Henrietta.”

The snap of her mother’ s voice brought her back. She startled, blinking.

“Yes, Mama?”’

“Have you finished eating?’

Henrietta looked down at her half-eaten dinner. “Yes, Mama. |—| am too excited for
the ball and having another chance to meet suitorsto fully finish my plate.”

Her father looked pleasantly surprised at the confession. Henrietta could play the part
for now. “May | retire for the night? | wish to sleep well before we travel.”



“Of course,” her father said gruffly. “Good night, Henrietta.”

When she made it back up to her room, she closed the door and unpinned her hair,
letting it fall about her shoulders in her long curls. Lucy was there, knocking on the
door, prepared to ready Henrietta for bed.

She combed her hair out—including the tangles—and unlaced her dress before
hel ping Henrietta into her nightgown. Together, the two sat on the edge of Henrietta's
bed, their voices pitched low.

“1 know | must feel excited about the gathering and the suitors | shall meet but all |
can feel isthe utmost dread, Lucy,” she confessed. “My mother and father need me to
meet a suitor and be courted into a marriage, like Caroline, but | ssimply cannot
promise my life away in such ways!”

“1 understand, Henrietta,” Lucy murmured sadly, clasping her hands. “And as much
as | wish to encourage you to pursue only what you wish to | know it is not so simple
so | shall hope for this. That whomever your suitor is, | hope he has the most vast
garden so you may lose yourself among the brambles and the plants.”

Henrietta let out a weak laugh. Perhaps Lucy was right. Whether it was one young
lord or another, there was hope that he would have beautiful gardens to rival even
Aunt Ruby’s.

“The weight of society is too heavy,” she lamented. “Some days | cannot bear to
shoulder it.”

“But you do not have to do so alone,” Lucy reminded her.
“No,” she agreed. “I shall not. For you will be with me the whole time, and | will

weep and wail with you if ever | am forced into such a terrible arrangement.” She
mustered a smile but her mind was on the countryside.



Perhaps Lucy was right. Her future husband might have a beautiful garden, and if he
was old, then perhaps he would not notice if she snuck out to enjoy her botanical
love. If he was cooperative, he might even let her build her own hothouse.

Maybe she could find one thing positive out of al of this.

My sister’s gardens are bound to yield something. | shall sneak out at some point to
explore.

If only she could escape the watchful eyes of her parents. But she would find a way.
She had to.

For among the flowers she might find, Henrietta was sure she would feel close to her
Aunt Ruby once again.



