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To everyone who loves romance and the Christmas season, may you always enjoy love and hope each Christmas.



 





 




 

Isabelle’s arms were getting tired as she, once again, let her lady’s hair loose. Lady Theodosia Haywood could not make up her mind as to how to wear it, nor her clothes. And if Isabelle did not hurry and help, Lady Theodosia would be very, very late for the masquerade ball that night.

“I’m sorry,” the lady whispered. She rubbed her arms, her flesh bumped and raised.

“Do not fret.” Isabelle patted her shoulder. She, too, would feel all out of sorts if she were to meet the man she was pledged to marry for the first time tomorrow, on Christmas Eve morning.

Isabelle expertly twisted Lady Theodosia’s hair into a bun on the top of her head. Her fingers teased out wisps of blond hair and curly ringlets around her dainty face. “There, is that better?”

She had styled it in a bun earlier, but her lady had deemed it too low. Still, this style was one Lady Theodosia usually liked; although, mayhap it was too familiar for the ball.

Isabelle went to release the bun, when Lady Theodosia touched her arm.

“It’s beautiful. Thank you.”

She nodded. “Now, which dress shall you wear?”

Lady Theodosia stared at herself in the oval mirror. Without a smile, her face looked longer than normal, and her blue eyes had lost their usual luster. Typically, Lady Theodosia enjoyed balls and parties, especially just before Christmas. Now she had lost not just her Christmas spirit, but also her will.

“What if he’s ugly? Or is boring?”

Isabelle held her tongue. Although Lady Theodosia was the nicest charge she had ever served under, she had only been her maid for two years. Despite their being close, Isabelle felt certain she could not speak her mind on this matter. Helping pick out outfits, yes. Suggesting countless hairstyles, of course. Talking about the husband her parents had chosen for her, definitely not.

“What if he doesn’t like me and ignores me and would rather enjoy the company of another woman?”

Ah, now that Lady Theodosia voiced her real fears, Isabelle was too moved to keep silent on the matter. “Then, we shall just have to make certain that you look your best tomorrow and make him forget that all other ladies even exist. He shall have eyes for no other but you.”

Lady Theodosia’s bright blue eyes lit up. “Thank you, Isabelle.” She stood and glided over to her bed. Her fingers traced along the curves of the golden mask she had already decided upon.

“I am sure he will love you, and you him.”

The lady’s pink lips turned downward. “How can you be so certain?”

“What of Lady Helen? Her parents matched her last month, and she is happy.”

“True. They are friends at the very least, and she thinks she might one day grow to love him. So perhaps not all hope is lost.”

Isabelle reached into the lady’s expansive closet. “Would you like this?” She held up a lovely lilac lightweight dress.

“No. Too subdued.” Lady Theodosia tapped her chin with her thin finger. “You know … Charlotte is going tonight, but we are going to see if we can find each other or not, without revealing ourselves. I can’t wear something she’ll instantly recognize. Then again … ” She sighed before brightening almost immediately. “You should accompany me! That way, I’ll have someone to talk to, and it will be your job to make sure I have a good time.”

“Me?” Isabelle took a step backward as if to hide in the mountain of clothing. “No, no I couldn’t. I have nothing to wear and no mask and—”

“I have more than one mask, and more than enough clothes. Hurry now, we do not have a lot of time.”

Lady Theodosia clapped her hands, her cheeks flushed with excitement and happiness for the first time since learning about her upcoming meeting with her intended. She had been so upset earlier she had fled the parlor before her parents could even tell her his name. Isabelle hadn’t the heart to refuse her, although she couldn’t help thinking Lady Theodosia was being a trifle bit absurd. She knew since a young age her parents had already chosen a future husband for her. It was not new news. Besides, Lady Theodosia’s parents loved her and would not choose a horrible man for their only daughter.

So, she dressed them both and soon found herself looking nothing like herself in a pale rose-colored gown and black mask with silver markings that accented the darkness of her eyes and hair. Her stomach twisted into knots as she strolled around the ballroom floor, and she held up a gloved hand to refuse the tray of foods a servant proffered her. She tried to catch the servant’s eye, to acknowledge him, but he kept his gaze on the floor and rushed to another partygoer.

The music was lovely, the most striking she had ever heard, and she inched toward the musicians. Lady Theodosia had left her side shortly after they had ducked inside behind a large group of nobles. So much for coming together. Much to Isabelle’s relief, no one looked her way or seemed to realize she had no business being here. Still, her nerves got the best of her, and she tugged on her gloves, her palms inside becoming dewy.

The song ended, and Isabelle clapped eagerly.

Darkness befell her left side, and she glanced over to see a tall man, his hands clasped behind his back. A lock of hair had fallen onto his forehead, the rest brushed up for added height. His large nose twitched, and his stare fell upon her. “Are you having a good time?” he asked.

She flushed and averted her gaze. As a maid, she wasn’t used to maintaining eye contact. “Y-yes,” she managed after a brief, uncomfortable pause. Before he could say more, she scurried away, feeling like a wounded dog with its tail between its legs.

The music wrapped around her like a welcoming cocoon, and Isabelle scanned the crowd for Lady Theodosia. At first, she saw her nowhere, but then, to her shock, she spied her lady talking to a man. They were tucked away in a dark corner, standing closer than was proper. Isabelle started toward them. Their hushed tones were inaudible, but she heard Lady Theodosia’s clear, giddy laugh easily enough. As long she was happy, Isabelle was happy.

And alone.

Always alone.





 




 

Tagging along had been a horrible idea. She wandered around, staring at people’s shoes, sidestepping bouncy dancers, wishing time would tick along faster than its wearisome pace.

“Now that is a lovely mask.”

Isabelle kept walking until she realized she heard no response to the statement. Only a man stood nearby, with no one else close. Her cheeks grew hot, and she pointed to herself.

He nodded, a wide grin stretching across his face.

“Thank you,” she murmured so quietly he held his hand behind his ear. “Thank you,” she repeated, a smidgen louder.

His own was exquisite: black with a red rose on the side, stones sparkling on the petals. A compliment died on her lips. Too much time had elapsed for her to issue one now to destroy the silence, for fear of it sounding like a lie.

“Um … ”

She found herself staring at his high polished shoes and wondering how long it had taken his servant to get them to look so shiny. Lord Haywood’s shoes never looked so fine. Black pantaloons enveloped the man’s legs. A dark cutaway coat stretched across his broad shoulders.

“Do you like what you see?”

So flustered was she that Isabelle answered without thinking first. “How can I when I know not who I am looking at?”

He tilted his head back and laughed. A strong, hearty sound. She found herself giggling despite her incredulity. How could she have said something so bold?

The tall man reached toward his mask, and she caught a glimpse of his wispy sideburns.

“No!” She touched his arm—his clothes were so soft, his arm firm beneath it—and jerked back as if burned. Where had she left her head? Her indecorous manner could get her thrown out, her name as well as the Haywoods’ tarnished, her position taken away from her, leaving her homeless two nights before Christmas …

Acting as though she hadn’t touched him, he continued on and adjusted his mask. For a brief moment, she saw his Roman nose. It perfectly matched his angular jawline.

“So you don’t want to know who I am yet do not like conversing with me when you do not know who I am. A conundrum.” He stroked his chin. The stubble there—would it prickle her palm, or tickle? What a thought! “Then there is only one solution.”

Her head shook from side to side, and she even backed up a step. She glanced to either side for a possible escape and found no easy path. They were far too close to the dancers and a servant was approaching her other side. She was good and trapped.

“A dance. May I?”

Her hand went to her throat, and her heartbeat fluttered faster than a hummingbird’s wings flickering on a summer day. A dance could prove who she was—a hired servant, and beneath the likes of everyone else here.

Thankfully, the good Lord was smiling down upon her as the familiar strains of the only dance she knew, the cotillion, began. What harm could result from one dance? He knew not who she was, and she would never have to reveal her true identity. After tonight, they would never meet again.

And so she accepted his outstretched hand and they danced. Isabelle’s feet were rather rusty at first, as if she needed to warm up some. The first two times, she stumbled through the chorus, but once the music washed over her and melted away some of her apprehension, she eased up, and her body responded in kind. Their movements mirrored each other as though they had danced together for years, and Isabelle enjoyed herself far more than she had in a long, long time.

After the last note died away, Isabelle was rendered breathless. She excused herself with a gesture and glided over to a servant to fetch a glass of negus.

Instead an arm covered with a dark shirt snaked out and snatched two. Her dancing partner handed her one, and she accepted it gracefully with a smile, her gaze averted. By now, she had started to breathe normally again, but her heart was still beating faster than normal.

She sipped her drink. The nougat was particularly strong, the sugar and honey mixing well with the roasted nut taste. “I like your rose,” she said in a rush, wishing to be the first to speak this time.

He rewarded her words with another huge smile that revealed his straight teeth as his fingers touched the rose on his mask. “Thank you. You are a most unusual dancer.”

Oh no, had she done something wrong? She covered her mouth to hide its openness.

“I know some ladies wish to hide behind their masks all night, but you won’t even look upon me. I do not even know what color your eyes are.”

“Nor I yours.” Isabelle forced herself to gaze upon his face. Light green eyes stared at her. Flecks of gold lined them, and she could not look away. More beautiful eyes she had never seen.

“I’ve never seen more beautiful eyes,” he whispered.

Hearing her thought vocalized caused her to step back. He touched her arm, and someone walked behind her; he had prevented her from colliding with that person. His hand was still on her, and in order to free herself of his grasp without offending him, she brushed her long brown curls back. She hadn’t the time to fix her own hair into a fashionable style.

Unwilling to see his haunting eyes again, she glanced around the room, as if seeing it for the first time. Indeed she was; earlier, she had been too focused on hiding that she had been staring at the floor for most of the evening. Now she saw the huge white staircase with enormously wide steps next to an ornate brass railing. The red curtains were pulled aside to reveal the tall windows. Exquisite paintings even more stunning than those in the Haywoods’ manor lined the azure walls. The nearest one depicted a sunny day at a park.

Her right shoulder felt cold; the sleeve of her dress had fallen askew. Lady Theodosia was an inch taller and a tad bit wider than Isabelle. Thankfully, the dress fit her well enough, with the crossover gauze bodice centered where it should be. She straightened her dress and checked the bow in the back. Her nerves were, once again, getting to her.

Her mysterious man handed her another glass. Without hesitation, she drank. Sweet Madeira wine. With nothing in her stomach, and already an alcoholic beverage, she had better be careful. Still, she could not help but enjoy herself. After all, an occasion such as this would never again happen in her lifetime. Lady Theodosia was making the most of the evening, the last night of her being single; why shouldn’t she?





 




 

“Have you any plans for Christmas?” she asked, then winced inwardly. Of course he had! “With your family, perhaps?” she added to try to save face.

“Not with my family this year, no. You?”

Isabelle stared at her half-filled glass. Her mother had died five years ago, the last of her family. “Not with mine either.”

“Perhaps we could spend some time together then.”

“Perhaps,” she agreed with an enthusiasm she truly felt despite the knowledge that it would never come to pass.

His lips were the only part of his face she could clearly see, and they curled into a smile she returned easily.

“I cannot wait until tomorrow,” Isabelle confided.

“And why’s that?” he asked. Through his mask, she could see the gold twinkling in his eyes. He truly was interested in what she had to say. Normally, Lord Haywood said nothing to her, and the few male servants she spoke to thought little of her because she had only recently secured her station at the manor.

“Why decorating, of course. There’s something almost magical about Christmas.” Isabelle was glad her mask hid her blushing. ’Twas almost sacrilegious to call Christmas magical.

“I know what you mean. Christmas brings out the best in people.” After he finished his wine, his lips twisted teasingly. “One year, I made my parents late for Christmas Day service. I had misplaced one of my shoes, or so I thought. Actually, the dog ate it. After we ate the Christmas meal, I gave him the other shoe. My mother wasn’t happy, but Baxter sure was.” He chuckled, and she joined in.

“My mother used to give me small presents each year. Just to show how much she loved me.” Isabelle smiled at the memory. After her mother had died, she had learned present giving wasn’t typically done, but she had already decided that if she were to ever get married and have children, she would continue the tradition.

“Sounds like she was a lovely woman.”

“She was.”

“So is her daughter.”

The alcohol must have been affecting her because she merely smiled again. She appreciated his not harping on her mother’s death and his lack of questions. Even so, she did leave his side to approach a picture a few feet away. A dark church. A pond and trees. A horse-drawn carriage. The cloudy sky speckled with blue and pink caught her eye, as did the rainbow streaking across the background.

“Shall we dance again?” he whispered in her ear, having come to stand behind her.

She could feel his strong body against her back and inhaled his scent—soap and cinnamon. As much as she wanted nothing more than to say yes, the dance was unfamiliar, plus it would soon be time for the meal, and Lady Theodosia had assured Isabelle they would leave beforehand so her being there would not be detected.

“I’m afraid I have to get going.” She faced him, careful to keep some distance between them. A pit filled her churning stomach, and she handed him her glass. No more alcohol for her this evening. No more dancing. No more conversation with this tall, mysterious, handsome man. She knew the bewitching hour would come, and yet she found herself not wanting to leave his company.

His eyes closed for a second, and his lips tugged downward in a frown for the first time that evening. Her heart skipped a beat at seeing him so unhappy. “Can I at least learn your name?” he all but begged.

No!, a voice in the back of her mind said. If he were to ask about her, he would learn her station in life, and she could not bear to see him look at her as all lords did, with unseeing eyes. Maids and servants were invisible to gentry unless they had need for them to do a chore or job. But he saw her as a lady, as one equal to him, and her heart blazed at his gaze. He saw her for her. And yet he didn’t. He knew not who she was.

With great care, inch by inch, she lowered her mask. As much as she wanted to stare at its silver darkness, she forced herself to look at him.

They were far to the right of the dancing, and no one neared. He blocked anyone else from seeing her just by standing there as he stared at her, his eyes seemingly drinking her in. She knew she should blush and not tolerate to be gazed upon in such a manner, but she enjoyed it, relishing in pretending to be a noble lady, dreaming she could spend the night dancing and laughing in his presence.

“Thank you,” he breathed, and he reached for his own mask.

A hand waving caught Isabelle’s gaze. Lady Theodosia was approaching.

“Have a wonderful Christmas,” Isabelle said, then fixed her mask back into place and brushed past him.

“Have fun decorating tomorrow.”

She faltered, almost caving and glancing behind, but she held her head high and walked with purpose to Lady Theodosia. They left as they had entered, sneaking out the door, and disappeared into the darkness and the safety of the Haywood carriage.





 




 

Viscount Adrian Wingrave rubbed his aching temples. He had drunk too much the previous night, and the early Christmas Eve sun was far too bright for his sensitive eyes. Squinting against the light, he spied the Haywood Manor. The white stucco façade reminded him of his own home. Lights shone through the bow windows. Ivy draped across the wrought iron balcony. He strolled down the entranceway, past two columns, to the black front door, which opened before he could knock.

A butler bid him follow to the parlor. Adrian steeled his nerves, wishing he had taken another swallow of alcohol upon awakening this morning.

The house was immaculate, the rug a nice weave, imported from France if he had to guess. Pink paint colored the walls, a few paintings wrapped in gold frames scattered throughout the room.

Enough stalling. He drew his attention to the people in the room. A stern-looking woman whose wrinkles disappeared when she gave him a nervous smile. At her side stood a tall man, Lord Haywood. He held out a monster-sized hand that Adrian shook. They pumped twice and released.

“You must be Lord Adrian,” Lord Haywood said in a deep voice that echoed slightly.

“Yes, Lord Haywood, Lady Haywood.” He nodded toward the lady then trailed them deeper into the room. The couple stood in front of a red velvet love seat, leaving an open space for him in a single chair. Its twin was occupied with a beautiful lady. Blond curls trailed down her one shoulder, the rest of her hair twisted into a fancy updo. Her dress was modest but elegant, and she stared at him, her hands clasped on her lap, but he could easily sense her unease and apprehension, for he shared it as well.

He had to school his feature to not reveal his disappointment, even though her blond hair and blue eyes were like a swift punch to his stomach. He’d known the chances of the lady who had bewitched him the previous night being the same as the one he was to be pledged to were almost nonexistent. All night long, he had dreamt of her, stared into her melted chocolate eyes, danced with her, stolen a kiss or two. The thought of never seeing her again caused his chest to ache.

The lady slid to her feet with grace. She held out her hand. After the slightest hesitation, he pressed his lips to it. “Lady Theodosia, I presume?”

She giggled and retrieved her hand. “You assume correctly.”

She and her mother sat down; then the men did as well. Lord Haywood directed the conversation, and Adrian answered when he was expected to, but his mind refused to focus.

“How does that sound?”

He snapped out of his thoughts and turned to Lady Theodosia, hoping his inattentiveness had gone unnoticed.

Thankfully she continued speaking, as he had no idea what she had been referring to. “A walk around the property?”

Adrian agreed. They retrieved coats, and they, as well as her mother, adjourned outside. The land was nice enough, and Adrian paid more attention to its greenery, the lush trees and the sloping hills, than his future bride. He had held no illusion; he had always known he would not marry for love. If he had to guess, Lady Theodosia also was not the happiest about the arrangement. Perhaps he should strive to get to know her better. After all, they would be spending a lot of time together—the rest of their lives.

“Tell me about yourself,” he said, breaking the silence.

Lady Theodosia glanced behind them to where her mother was trailing to ensure they did nothing improper. “I … I would much rather hear about you.”

Last evening, words had come so easily. Adrian had been to several balls and danced with many ladies, but none had captivated his attention as much as the silver and black-masked one. In a way, he almost wished he had never met her, that she had not affected his heart so. Not that he would say he loved her, having only just met her, but she occupied his thoughts ever since she had hurried off and left his side.

The lady was casting sideway glances at him. A few fish swam within the waters of a small pond. It wouldn’t turn cold for another month; no ice would grace water for some time yet.

He stopped beside the pond, faced her, and cleared his throat. Ignoring her was hardly becoming of a gentleman. “I enjoy fox hunting,” he offered, figuring that to be a safe subject.

“Fox hunting.” She shuddered. “My father enjoys the sport.”

“You seem to not care for it.”

“Not at all. It seems a trifle … barbaric.”

“Barbaric? How so?” His first impulse had been to laugh, but he suppressed it, not wishing to injure her feelings. A bird flittered from one tree to another. How he envied its freedom.

She used her fingers to tick off a list containing far more complaints than he imagined anyone ever having against the sport, including her disagreement over using hounds to hunt the fox.

“In our correspondences, your father promised me we would enjoy a hunt on Boxing Day,” he broke in when she paused to take a breath.

Lady Theodosia wrinkled her small nose. “I heard.” She smiled weakly and gestured for them to resume their trek.

Adrian stifled a sigh and wondered what the masked lady’s opinion was concerning the matter. He truly must stop thinking of her. She was his past. Lady Theodosia was his future. Deciding to try again, he said, “You know, during one race I partook in, a woman did as well.”

“No!” She gasped and covered her mouth, horror in her blue eyes.

“Yes. She seemed to quite enjoy herself, although she had stayed toward the back.”

Lady Theodosia seemed not to know how to respond, but that was just as well as they had circled the property. A maid was on the balcony, adding more ivy to the railing. The sight of the Christmas decoration again turned his thoughts to the brunette maiden, and they reentered the manor in silence.





 




 

Humming “Deck the Halls” beneath her breath, Isabelle travelled throughout the manor, decorating as she went. She placed vases filled with hawthorns and Christmas roses in each room. After adding a few more red and green ribbons to the kissing bough, she hung it inside the threshold of the house. Made up of evergreens and willow, with paper flowers she had prepared herself, it was by far the nicest kissing bough Isabelle had ever seen. Stepping back, she admired her work then adjusted the baby Jesus doll.

That done, she returned to the balcony. She had meant to add another wrapping of ivy before Lady Theodosia’s suitor had arrived so he could see the house in all of its festival happiness, but she had gotten caught up changing her lady in and out of five different dresses. The lady had been unable to decide which would impress him when her mother had settled it for her and pulled out a simple, yet sophisticated dress. The blue matched Lady Theodosia’s eyes, and even she seemed pleased with the choice.

Now humming “Here We Come a-Wassailing,” Isabelle worked efficiently, her fingers tickling and encouraging the ivy to behave and move as she wished. Down below, she spied three figures. Two she recognized instantly: her lady and the lady of the house. The third was a tall man. Not Lord Haywood, so he must be Lady Theodosia’s suitor.

From her vantage point, she couldn’t make out his features, but something in the manner in which he held himself seemed familiar. How curious.

She rushed downstairs to see if Lady Theodosia would like to change into another outfit before their meal. Her shoes scrapped against the floor as she abruptly halted. Her lady’s man was talking to Lord Haywood, his voice carrying from the parlor.

Recognition squeezed her heart.

The masked man, the one she had mentally decorated the house for, pretending the manor was theirs, was here. Terror seized her. For the first time, shame for her position, for her need to work, filled her. She had never before begrudged her lot in life. She had a place to live, food to eat, clothes to wear—what more did she need? But one night changed all that. She had tasted the sweetness the other side had to offer, and she longed for a man she could never have, for not only was he engaged, but he was promised to her charge!

Isabelle backed away, ready to turn and run and hide, when Lady Theodosia appeared at her side. “There you are, Isabelle. Come.”

Her head down, she followed her lady down the hall to the stairwell. Adam, the butler, was there, as was he, and Isabelle kept her face turned aside. Her feet betrayed her, and she stumbled, almost bumping into him. She mumbled, “Pardon me,” her voice barely audible.

“Isabelle! Apologize at once. This is Viscount Adrian Wingrave. My … my husband-to-be.”

Isabelle could feel her cheeks turn red. “My apologies, my good lord.”

He waved her away, nodded to Lady Theodosia. The butler and the lord walked up the stairs first.

“Stop being so clumsy,” the lady said, nose in the air.

Beyond shocked and hurt at her words, Isabelle clenched her hands into fits, her jagged fingernails digging into her palms. Wordlessly, she trailed her lady to her room and closed the door behind them.

“I’m sorry,” Lady Theodosia burst out. “I … I don’t know what’s come over me.”

“You’re nervous. I understand.” Isabelle said no more, not wishing to hear about Lord Adrian Wingrave. Although Adrian Wingrave was a wonderful name. A strong name. For a strong and handsome man …

How could she dare to think of her lady’s betrothed like that!

“’Tis no excuse. I never did ask you if you enjoyed yourself last night.” Lady Theodosia stood beside her bed and turned around so Isabelle could start undressing her.

“I did have fun. Thank you for having me accompany you.” Isabelle focused on the many buttons, wishing she and Lady Theodosia weren’t so close, that her lady would keep her thoughts to herself, that they would not converse, and yet she did wish to talk. She wanted her lady to be happy. Her lady’s happiness meant more than her own.

“Oh, good. I was afraid once we got separated … ” Lady Theodosia stepped out of her dress and wandered over to her closet in her underclothing. As if at random, she pulled out a green gown and handed it to Isabelle. In no time at all, she was wearing it and standing in front of her mirror.

The silence was growing heavy, oppressive, and Isabelle felt as if the air in her lungs was being sucked away. “You seem so sad.”

“Oh, Isabelle, I don’t know what to say to him! It’s not as if I’m a quiet, shy girl. I go out to parties and laugh and joke and have a marvelous time, but with him, my tongue twists into knots and I say all the wrong things. He must think I’m a dreadful bore.” She dramatically, but gracefully, collapsed into her vanity seat, her sorrow clearly visible on her mirrored face.

“Try to get him to do most of the talking then.” Isabelle focused on redoing her lady’s hair, but her fingers trembled. Two deep breaths composed her. There, now she could work her charm on the blond locks.

Lady Theodosia gave a most unladylike groan. “I tried that already and failed miserably. He went on about fox hunting. You know I care nothing for the sport! But I should have kept my mouth closed and smiled, like Mother told me to.”

“You do have a beautiful smile.”

Her lady smiled at her reflection then turned her gaze to Isabelle’s in the mirror. She patted Isabelle’s hand on her shoulder. “Thank you. You’ve been so kind to me.”

Lady Theodosia stood and glided out of the room. Isabelle toyed with the unused hair clips before sitting on her lady’s seat. She thought about playing with her nearly elbow-length hair and seeing how it would look done up as she had her lady’s. Instead she returned the clips to their containers on top of the vanity. She had had more than enough time pretending to be someone she wasn’t last night. She wasn’t about to make that mistake again.





 




 

On his way to the dining room, a servant almost walked into Adrian. The same one from earlier, he thought, but couldn’t be certain. Once again, she whispered an apology, and he wondered at Lady Theodosia’s outburst. Perhaps the maid never watched where she was going. Or perhaps his wife-to-be had no patience and abused the help.

He truly needed to stop thinking so ill of her. It was not her fault that he had fallen for another the previous night. Adrian had been to so many balls before; he hadn’t seen the harm in one more. Never had one lady so captivated him. He knew he would be a devoted husband to Lady Theodosia, as was expected of him, but he would never forget last night, or their one dance.

Lord and Lady Haywood dominated the conversation, which was punctuated by long periods of silence. Adrian paid his food more attention than normal, and he enjoyed his roll with marmalade, his eggs, and bacon. While Lady Theodosia drank tea, he enjoyed ale. Gradually, as his belly filled with delicious food, he loosened up a bit.

“Lady Theodosia, what is your favorite Christmas song?”

“All My Heart This Night Rejoices,” she answered without hesitation. She even graced him with a smile. Her face lit up. She truly was beautiful. If not for the dark silver-masked lady, he could well have been besotted with his wife-to-be.

At that moment, he decided to do all he could to forget the brunette and focus on the blond.

Her parents murmured excuses and left the room. Adrian was fairly certain they were not far off, for without their presence, he and his betrothed were alone without a chaperone.

“A lovely song. Do you, by any chance, sing?” he asked.

Lady Theodosia’s cheeks changed from pale to pink in an instant. “Oh, no, but I do play. Would you care to listen?”

He stood and walked around the table to offer his arm. They strolled into the parlor. Tucked in the corner was a piano he hadn’t noticed before. A maid was dusting it off and made herself busy elsewhere as they approached.

His lady sat and placed her fingers above the ivory keys. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, her chest rising, and the notes were conjured out of the instrument with ease. Adrian hummed along, not a wonderful singer himself, and swayed to the melody.

Halfway through the song, the music stopped. “Isabelle. Come here. Won’t you please sing for us?”

The maid had been about to leave the room. Her body stilled. “I’m not feeling well,” she said, her voice faint, her back still toward them.

“Oh, just one song. Your voice is far sweeter than mine.”

Adrian covered his mouth to hide his smile. It seemed he had mistaken his soon-to-be wife’s attitude regarding her servants.

The girl kept her head down and approached as if she wanted the rug to open up and swallow her. Must be a shy thing, the poor girl.

Lady Theodosia appeared not to notice the servant’s discomfort and began playing the song from the top.

Adrian waited for the maid to sing, but nothing came out of her slightly parted lips as his lady played the first line.

“Please, Isabelle? For me?” Lady Theodosia asked. “If you truly aren’t feeling well … ”

“I’ll sing.”

Again, his lady pressed the keys.

“All … my heart … this night rejoices … ”

Her voice was faint, as if her nerves were getting to her, but he could hear a silver tone to her voice, a quality that all great singers possessed. As the song continued, her voice grew louder, more sure, and he drank in the piano music, her sweet voice, and the lyrics, the trio merging together to make heavenly music.

Toward the middle of the song, the maid finally lifted her head. “You are … freed; all you need I will surely give you.” She coughed slightly and covered her mouth. “Excuse me.” She fled the room.

Adrian gasped. Surely his eyes had been deceiving him, but he would swear on his younger sister’s grave that the maid had been the one to wear the black and silver mask the previous evening.

Lady Theodosia played on until the last note died out, echoing throughout the room. “I’m sorry. I guess I didn’t realize how ill Isabelle is feeling.”

He blinked then smiled down at her. “Do not fear; I don’t mind. How did you learn to play so splendidly?”

His lady talked animatedly, and Adrian sorely strove to listen, to be a good future husband, but he could not stop wondering if Isabelle had played some kind of a cruel trick on him, for it was clearly obvious that Lady Theodosia knew nothing about her maid having spent time with her betrothed at the masquerade.

Finally, Lady Theodosia ran out of words and played more. He sat in a nearby chair and listened. Sleep came to him, and in his dreams, he danced with first Theodosia, then Isabelle, and back again. Light and dark, dark and light, the two girls then merged into one, and he woke with a start to find himself alone.

Blast it all. He had better get his head on straight and do what was right. Which meant ignoring Isabelle. And getting to know Theodosia better.

But how could he ignore his soul?





 




 

Isabelle ran straight to her bed in the servant’s quarters. Only one tear managed to leak out the corner of her right eye. What had she expected to happen? She could only hide her face for so long; the house was only so big.

And then his face … when recognition dawned … he looked as if he had been punched in the stomach. As if his world had died. As if seeing her again was the last thing he had wanted.

But what was even worse was that he had been looking at Lady Theodosia when she had been playing as he had looked at her as they danced—with happiness and a smidgen of awe. He was falling for his soon-to-be wife. As he should. She should be happy for them.

Yet, her stomach twisted into knots. Her chest ached, and she felt as if she couldn’t breathe.

Stop it, Isabelle. You’re stronger than this.

She forced her hands to stop their trembling and wiped one over her face. Adrian—Lord Wingrave, son of a viscount—had paid her no attention at all when he had not known who she was. Why should she pay him any attention either? Not that she would expect any lord to notice a maid; she could hardly blame him for that.

The air in her room had grown too stale. Her throat was parched. Not daring to go into the kitchen for fear of running into anyone, she slipped out the back door and into the fresh air. Perhaps a walk would clear her head. She wouldn’t be long in Lady Theodosia’s employment. She only had to last until the wedding. If she was careful, she would get a glowing recommendation from the lady and find new employment quickly. And be far away from the content couple.

Try as she might, she couldn’t begrudge the couple’s happiness. She circled the pond. A sand-colored pebble caught her eye. Impossibly smooth, it fit perfectly into her petite palm. Closing her eyes, she imagined transferring all of her hope into it. Then she curled back her arm and released it. The small stone sank from view quickly, and with it died her dream.

Even so, she struggled to accept her position and could not bring herself to return to the manor. Not just yet. When she recalled that the couple had patrolled the grounds a few hours earlier, she abandoned the path and strolled to the nearby forest. In the middle was a clearing. Someone, maybe the butler or another servant, had chopped down a log.

Isabelle sat on it and closed her eyes. The scent of freshly cut wood filled her nose. Insects shared their soft music, and she hummed along. Her mother had always encouraged her singing. She used her voice as a tribute to her mother’s memory. When she was happy, when she was sad, she sang.

Now, however, her voice was silent. She had no words to sing, no melody to vocalize, and so she hummed, the only compromise she could offer.

Twigs snapped, and her eyes opened as her mouth shut. A tall, dark form approached. Lord Adrian.

Although her leg muscles tightened, wanting to run, she remained sitting on the log.

“I can guess why you came out here,” he said, standing half a meter away from her.

“So you can read minds now?” She refused to look away, to show weakness, but could not stop her hands from shaking.

“I said guess, not know for certain.”

The insects’ song serenaded them, filling the silence between them with a soft tune that knew nothing of the bitterness wedging between them. Last night, words had left her mouth with little thought, easy, smooth. But last night, they had been on an even playing field.

She felt the need to explain. “Lady Theodosia asked me to go with her.”

He raised his bushy eyebrows.

He didn’t believe her! Her cheeks grew hot. “Her friends wanted to play a game, see if they could find and recognize each other … ”

The lord crossed his arms. Beneath his coat, his muscle bulged. “A game?”

“Yes. She wanted me there in case she could not locate any of them.” It did sound outlandish, even to her, but she could not rewrite the past, not even if she wanted to.

Whether or not she would change yesterday’s events if she could, she did not know.

“One last night for some fun.”

“Yes. She wanted to make sure she recognized one face behind the masks.” Isabelle lowered her gaze to the roots of a nearby tree. “I never thought I would remove mine.”

His clothes rustled, and out of the corner of her eye, she saw him stiffen. His boots crunched the grass, and she closed her eyes for a long moment, expecting him to be gone when she opened them. To her surprise, he was sitting on the log beside her, a meter between them.

“You have a beautiful voice.” He toyed with his large hands, his beefy fingers tracing his palm lines.

She would not accept his compliments, not now. “Lady Theodosia’s music is splendid.”

“Yes,” he agreed easily. “Do you know how to play?”

“No.” Isabelle covered her mouth to muffle the scoffing sound she could not suppress. Who would teach a maid which keys to press or which strings to pluck? Singing was one thing; she had taught herself.

“What do you think of fox hunting?”

How strange. He seemed to be comparing her to Lady Theodosia. Not that she could ever measure up. “I know nothing about it. I have never witnessed one.”

“Would you like to?”

Her heart raced, even though she knew better—this was not an invitation, merely a simple question. Which called for the simple truth. “Yes.”

But they both knew she would never see one. Fox hunting and instruments and balls and fancy weddings were not in her future, only his. His and Lady Theodosia’s.





 




 

Adrian could refrain from gazing upon her no longer. Despite the simple clothes that clearly marked her as a lady’s maid, her face was still angelic, still breathtaking. He hated himself for being drawn to her, yet his legs refused to move. He was not willing to leave her side.

He would have to, and soon, he well knew, but he would delay that as long as possible.

Isabelle’s hair looked much the same as yesterday, tumbling down her shoulders in long curls. His hand had brushed against a strand when they had made their way to the dance floor. It was just as soft as it looked. Uncovered too, unlike Lady Theodosia, who had worn a bonnet during their walk earlier.

A sudden thought had him clenching his fists and looking away again. His father had several mistresses. He could do that to neither Isabelle nor Lady Theodosia.

“Sing me another song.”

He realized too late that it came out a demand, not a request.

“Please,” he rushed to add.

Isabelle shook her head as she stared straight ahead.

“Do you often ignore the wishes of lords’?” he joked.

The corner of her lip twitched. “Just you.” She adjusted her skirt and stood. “I really should be returning.”

Adrian touched her arm. “A moment more, please.” He was pleading.

She shook her head again. “Good day, my lord.” Her legs carried her away, and he sat there, watching her, enraged with himself that he had allowed her to leave, livid with himself that he had begged her to stay.

Lady Theodosia deserved a better man than him.

A hand clapped on his shoulder, and he almost jumped.

“I see you found our Yule log,” Lord Haywood said. “We’ll be lighting it soon enough.”

He should have realized they were sitting on the Yule log. Why else would a log be cut down now? Supposedly being the first to sit upon the log before it went into the fireplace granted good luck. Isabelle and himself needed far more than merely luck.

“Care to have a drink with me?” his future bride’s father asked.

Adrian nodded, relief filling him that the lord had not witnessed his encounter with Isabelle. The two men walked back to the house. The sound of ladies talking and laughing floated from down the hall.

“My daughter has a few of her friends over for luncheon. I thought we could take some time to talk.”

“Of course.”

Lord Haywood led Adrian into a study and poured two drinks. Adrian drank his in two gulps. Without batting an eye, Lord Haywood refilled it, then sat in a high-backed chair, and gestured for Adrian to do likewise.

“How is your father doing?”

“Quite good. He gives his regret that he could not come, as does my mother, but they had a prior engagement they could not break off.” He rubbed his free hand on his tight pants. His parents couldn’t come because his mother was quite ill. They did not want the Haywoods to know that detail for fear her poor health would cast a poor light on him. Poor health was a sign of weakness, and his parents weren’t about to do anything that might cause the wedding to be put off.

“Your father and I grew up together, you know.” Lord Haywood swayed his cup, and the amber liquid inside swirled around. “We promised each other we would have our children married, and now that time has come. Will your parents be able to come for the wedding, do you think?”

“I hope so.” Adrian swallowed hard. He had not wanted to leave his mother’s side. The physician had said some promising words, but his mother had always been frail. If anything should happen to her while he was here …

“Now then, it’s time for the documents to be drawn and signed. There’s the matter of the dowry and … ”

He swigged his remaining drink. It was going to be a long afternoon.

Adrian closed his eyes for a moment, and the sweetness of Isabelle’s singing voice washed over him.

Yes, a very long afternoon indeed.





 




 

After returning to the manor, Isabelle had started toward her room when Adam the butler informed her that Lady Theodosia had need of her, so she changed direction and went to her lady’s bedroom. There she found her charge sitting beside her mirror, her eyes closed.

“May I help you?” Isabelle asked.

“I have a headache.”

Without a word, Isabelle walked over and massaged her temples.

“Oh, thank you. That feels wonderful. My last maid pressed too hard and made my headaches far worse.”

Lady Theodosia often had headaches, so Isabelle had quickly learned the right amount of pressure to use. She also knew it was best for her not to speak.

“Good servants are hard to find,” Lady Theodosia continued. “Have you thought of what you will do after I’m married?”

Cry. Curl up into a ball. Rip out my hair.

“I was wondering if you would be opposed to staying on and coming with me. Move in with us.”

Isabelle was so shocked, and devastated, at such a request that her fingers stilled. Her palms grew dewy, and her fingers slipped. To recover, she quickly resumed massaging.

“Ouch!” Lady Theodosia cried. “You’re hurting me.”

“I’m so sorry.” Isabelle backed away, her head down.

“Are you feeling quite all right? You seemed fine this morning, but then with the singing and now … Are you ill?”

“I’m fine, milady. A little tired, is all.”

“You’re sure nothing is wrong?”

Isabelle still couldn’t look her lady in the eye and shook her head.

“All right then. Helen and Pamela should be arriving shortly for luncheon. Will you serve us?”

She blinked then fell into a curtsey. “Whatever my lady wishes.” Normally, Lady Theodosia stated Isabelle would help, not ask first. Her lady’s cheeks were quite pale, but her eyes were sparkling. She was happy.

Because her friends were coming over? Or because she was engaged to a wonderful, handsome man?

A man who stole time away from her to waste on her maid.

***
Isabelle threw herself into her duties and poured more tea in Lady Pamela’s porcelain teacup. The fruit was running low—Lady Pamela had a tendency to eat enough for two to three men with hearty appetites—and Isabelle rushed to the kitchen to fetch more. An apple threatened to fall, and she struggled to catch it and not drop any others when hushed tones came to her small ears from the other room, and she strained to listen.

“He was the most handsome man I had ever seen,” Lady Theodosia was saying.

Me too. Not that she had seen many handsome men, at least not that she had danced with.

“And brown eyes, just like our tea. And hair as red as a flame.” Lady Theodosia giggled.

An apple dropped. So did a pear. And Isabelle’s jaw. Brown eyes, red hair? Why Lady Theodosia wasn’t talking about Lord Adrian after all! Adrian had green eyes and brown hair. Heat had radiated from his strong body as they sat near each other on the log, heat that now caused her cheeks to flush.

She grabbed the ripe fruit and stole another moment to compose herself before walking inside the room. None of the ladies looked over at her; it was as if she was invisible.

As soon as she refilled the fruit bowl, Lady Pamela reached for one. She bit into the apple, and some juice sprayed onto the tablecloth. Isabelle would have to remove the stain. “Do you know his name?”

Isabelle stood behind her lady’s chair, against the wall, in case any of the trio would have need for her. Careful to keep her churning emotions to herself, she kept her gaze on the back of Lady Theodosia’s blond strands.

“No. Nor where he’s from or anything about him at all.” Her lady sounded so despondent Isabelle sympathized with her. She knew exactly what her lady was going through, although her own plight seemed even more hopeless than Lady Theodosia’s.

Lady Helen giggled. A slight woman with golden curls and a wide smile, she looked far younger than her fifteen years. She bit into an apple. Her dainty bites had hardly caused a dent in the fruit yet. “Did you tell him anything about you?”

“I … I wanted to.”

“So that’s a no. Now what are you going to do?” Lady Pamela asked.

“There’s nothing I can do! Lord Adrian seems nice enough, and he is handsome too, wait until you see him, but something’s missing.”

Lady Helen patted Lady Theodosia’s hand. “I know what you are going through. I went through it too. Is it not preposterous that both your parents and mine actually arranged marriages for us? Pamela is so lucky she has a say in who she weds.”

“Not that that will be any time soon.” Lady Pamela brought her hand to her forehead. “Laura has to marry first, and Sophie too. Who knows if there will be money left for a dowry for me?”

“I have an idea!” Lady Theodosia clapped her hands. She held up her tea cup.

Isabelle rushed forward and lifted the teapot. Only a drop poured out. “I’ll fetch more.” She gripped the handle so tightly her knuckles turned white. With small steps, she inched to the door, hoping to hear Lady Theodosia’s idea, but her lady was silent.

Nothing she could do but open the door and latch it behind her. Her small ears strained to hear the hushed whispers the ladies shared amongst each other, but their words were too soft and did not carry.

A lump formed in her throat. She must stop this nonsense. Lord Adrian was not hers. She had no claim on him.

Before she took a step, one voice reached her loud and clear: “I do love watching a fox hunt. Maybe I could tempt him away.”

Isabelle’s body shook. The notion of Lord Adrian being with Lady Theodosia was unbearable, yet tolerable. But for him to be with Lady Pamela, that was inconceivable. Lady Pamela was spoiled and pampered and treated her maids so poorly, none lasted more than a few months at a time.

Her legs like tree logs, she slowly made her way to the kitchen to fetch more tea. Never once did she hum. She had no more songs inside her.





 




 

The paperwork was more than Adrian had expected, and he rubbed his temples.

“It’s a lot to take in. Marriage is a big step,” Lord Haywood said.

Adrian agreed. Especially when forced into it. When his father had first reminded him of the old promise, Adrian had laughed, thinking it a joke. No one other than royals had arranged marriages. But no, his father had been quite serious. And Adrian had been quite adamant that he would not agree to it. His mother had wailed and huge tears gushed from her eyes, and his father had shouted and thrown plates. It wasn’t until his father had threatened to cut him off without a penny to his name that Adrian relented.

But now, after reading the contract and knowing how much money was involved with marrying another gentry, Adrian’s rebellious side wanted to rear its ugly head again.

Not that he could easily walk away from Lady Theodosia. Now that he knew her, he couldn’t tarnish her reputation like that, especially not on Christmas Eve.

Lord Haywood held out a quill pen, and Adrian could ignore it no longer. His arm slowly rose, and his fingers brushed against the soft feather.

Before he could remove it from the lord’s grasp, a knock sounded at the door.

Relief flooded through him, and he turned to see Lady Theodosia there, two ladies beside her.

“Father, might we steal Lord Adrian away? We want to celebrate Christmas Eve.”

Adrian held up his hands as if to say “I’m sorry but I must go,” and did his best not to run to her side, although he rushed over with greater speed than he probably should have.

“What do you lovely ladies have in mind?” he asked, keeping his gaze on his future wife. He held out his arm for her to take. She did, her hand hardly touching his sleeve.

Another lady took up his other arm as he allowed Lady Theodosia to dictate where they were heading, which was the parlor, if he was not mistaken. “We thought perhaps you could tell us about your most daring fox hunt,” the lady said, her voice oozing with enthusiasm.

“Oh, pardon my manners,” Lady Theodosia said easily. “This is Lady Pamela, and Lady Helen. Ladies, this is Lord Adrian.”

She had not introduced him to her friends as her betrothed. One of her friends, he hadn’t paid enough attention to know who was who, continued to press him for details about hunting. This led him to suspect one thing—Lady Theodosia was also not the happiest about their arranged marriage.

His heart swelled at the thought for only a moment before he scowled. Even if he were to find a means out of the marriage, he would still have no means in which to be with Isabelle, other than the mistress route. If his father cut him off, he would have nothing to offer her. Not a home, not food nor fancy clothes, nor the chance for happiness.

Lady Theodosia led him to the couch. He attempted to sit on the end, so as not to be forced to sit in between ladies, but proper manners dictated they sit first, and of course, one lady sat in a chair, and the other two left the middle of the couch available.

Instead of sitting there, Adrian sat in the other unoccupied chair. If Lady Theodosia was going to play a game, he would have a say in the rules.

Her one friend, the slightly plump one, was looking at him expectantly.

A story she wanted, a story she would get.

“Now this wasn’t an organized hunt, but one time, a friend and I decided to go out hunting. We had our rifles and found tracks.”

“I’m sure you’re a master hunter,” the eager friend cut in.

“Hush, Lady Pamela,” Lady Theodosia said. Only the other friend seemed uninterested, more intrigued by him and Pamela, her gaze shifting between them, a curious curl to her lips.

“Actually, my friend is a much better tracker than I am, but we managed to find a fox trail. We followed it all the way to its cave.”

“Oh my! Were you scared?” Lady Pamela asked. “I would have been terrified!”

Adrian lowered his head to hide his smirk. He couldn’t have been scared; the event hadn’t actually happened. “My friend ran inside first. He fired his gun, and I rushed ahead, not wanting to miss all of the fun.”

Lady Theodosia winced at his word choice. He should have worded it better. Too late now.

“My friend had shot the fox in the leg. For some reason, he had his rifle turned around to butt the creature in the head. The fox reached for the rifle to bat it away, and the rifle went off again. Thankfully, I had shoved my stupid friend out of the way, so neither of us was injured by the blast.”

“Oh,” Lady Pamela breathed.

“I killed the fox, and that was that. It was also the last time that friend went hunting.”

They all laughed.

The ladies began to converse amongst themselves, and Adrian nodded and smiled. Thankfully, the other ladies left shortly thereafter. He didn’t bother to look at them as he said his adieus; then he sat back in the chair.

Lady Theodosia patted the seat beside her on the couch. “Sit here, please.”

“What game are you playing?”

“Pardon?” Her blue eyes grew wide, but her nose twitched slightly and a faint color painted her cheeks.

If she wouldn’t be forthcoming, perhaps he could trick her into sharing the truth. “You went to the masquerade ball yesterday. By yourself?”

“N-no.” Her eyes widened even more. “Of course not,” she added smoothly. “What lady would go to a ball without a chaperone? Why, did someone say otherwise?” Now her eyes narrowed, and she turned to face the door.

“Did you enjoy yourself?”

“I had a pleasant evening, yes. What is this all about?”

He leaned forward and placed his elbows on his knees. “Did you—”

“Lady Pamela went as well. You should have seen her. She’s a far better dancer than I am, I must admit.”

“Lady Pamela is not the one I am to spend the rest of my years dancing with,” he said pointedly.

Lady Theodosia’s lips twisted downward, and she stared at his shoes.

“Tell me why you want me to know so much about your friend instead of yourself.”

She lowered her eyelashes several times then smiled. “Of course I want my friends to get to know you.”

“So you would not be jealous in the least bit to know I danced with a friend of yours all night last night?”

Friend was a stretch, but he never heard of a lady sneaking a maid into a ball before, so their relationship had to be somewhat close.

“You did?” Her voice rose an octave.

“Yes. I’m sure that you can’t blame me.”

“No, no, certainly not.”

“And I’m sure you spent a great deal of time dancing yourself.”

Lady Theodosia stood. “I’m not feeling well myself. If you will excuse me … ” She hurried out of the room.

Adrian leaned back in the comfortable chair, his fingers tracing along the intricate design on the fabric. Lady Theodosia was hiding something. He was certain of it. Perhaps her secret, whatever it was, could help to null their pledge. Since she was most obviously pawning him off on her friend, she evidently wanted nothing to do with him. That she was playing games instead of speaking plainly was most infuriating. The next time he got the lady alone, he would demand answers.





 




 

Not ten minutes later, several servants struggled to bring in the Yule log. Adrian almost didn’t want it to be burned. He would have so few memories of Isabelle to hold him over for a lifetime without her. That one should be burned in front of him killed his hope, not that he had much to begin with.

He had followed the servants over to the grand fireplace and spied Isabelle lurking in a corner. When she saw him, her cheeks at first paled before blossoming to a precious rose color. She ducked out of the room.

Lady Theodosia approached, but Adrian excused himself and followed Isabelle. “Are you ill?” he whispered. He didn’t think she was, but he wanted to make certain. First his mother, now Isabelle …

She jumped and whirled around, her hand to her throat. “I’m quite fine, my lord. I have to fetch more food. You can go and relax. Enjoy the fire. I’m sure Lord Haywood will grant you the honor of lighting it with a lump of charcoal from last year’s Yule log. Have fun.”

Although he admired her backside, it was growing quite wearisome that she constantly turned away from him. Knowing better than to dare touch her, he maneuvered himself to block her path. “How can I have fun when I know you’re off serving others?”

Isabelle scoffed and brushed past him. “You have servants at home, I’m sure. You have no problem ordering them around,” she called over her shoulder.

True enough, her point was valid. He could deny her claim all he wanted, but they both knew it would be an untruth.

He heard footsteps behind him, and he relaxed his shoulders, having tightened up at his fight with Isabelle. The lady who claimed his heart seized the chance to run away.

Lady Theodosia reached toward his arm but lowered her hand without touching him. “Come, we’re going to light the Yule log in a few minutes.”

“A word please?”

“Everyone will be waiting.” She turned to retreat back toward the fireplace.

Why were ladies so insistent on leaving his side? Just two months ago, he had been surrounded by lady admirers at a ball. Now none wanted to talk to him, not the one he was engaged to, not the one he wished to be engaged to.

He applied light pressure on her back and forced her to enter her father’s empty study. “You don’t want to marry me.”

“Oh!”

“Is there another man?” he asked.

“I don’t … Where is this coming from?” Shock and sadness flashed across her features, quickly replaced with rage. She stepped away from him, around the large wooden desk, and slapped her hand on it. “Isabelle. The ‘friend’ you danced with. You fell for her!”

That she had pieced everything together stunned him into silence. Her nose in the air, she sauntered past him, and he made no move to stop her.

Well, that talk hadn’t gone as planned. Not at all.

Stumped as to what to do next, Adrian paced the floor, around the desk and the two chairs in front of it. A gentle knock halted him mid-circle.

“Lord Haywood sent me to fetch you,” Isabelle said, her spine so straight it had to pain her.

“Lady Theodosia doesn’t want to marry me.” Desperation bled into his voice.

“And what does that matter to me?”

“Stop being so cold.” Two long strides had him standing before her, inches separating them. “You know as well as I do that you care for me, and I you.”

“We hardly know each other.”

“Our hearts do.”

“You fell for a mysterious lady in a mask. That mask is gone now. All that remains is a simple maid with nothing to offer the world but fixing hair and dressing ladies and fetching food. And a surly groomsman who knows nothing of love.” Her chest heaved with each accusation she stated, her words carving into his heart like icicles. “You do not love me.”

“Ah, but you’re wrong.” Adrian lifted his hand to her face. She did not move to stop him or back away, so he touched her neck, then her cheek. Her eyes closed, and a soft sigh escaped her pouty lips. He longed to kiss them, but his honor forbade him to. Instead, he traced them with his finger. She could deny it all she wanted, until air failed her, but she would be lying. They belonged together. He knew it. She knew it too. “I do love you.”

Her eyes opened, and the depth of the pain he saw in those coffee orbs took his breath away. “No.”

“Yes. You challenge me like no other. You deserve so much more than a servant’s life. I want to know all about you, and your mother, what presents she gave you. I want to take you on a fox hunt—”

She had seemed to melt at his words until the last when she backed up into the hallway. “The Yule log.”

Curse him for reminding her of the differences between them, the only difference that mattered in the ever watchful eyes of society. But he wasn’t about to allow this talk to end poorly. Normally he was an excellent conversationalist. At least, that’s what his father claimed. Said Adrian could talk his way out of any trouble.

And trouble was exactly what he was in right now.

“The log isn’t big enough to burn for the entire twelve days; a few more minutes won’t be remiss.”

She pursed her lips.

“Look at me.” He was careful to keep the statement light, and not a command.

Isabelle did. She stared at him as if trying to memorize his face. “You have beautiful eyes,” she whispered.

He grinned at the compliment but figured it would be in his best interest not to return it. “You did not deny that Lady Theodosia does not wish to marry me,” he pointed out.

“I cannot speak for my lady.” Again, her back was stiff, and she stared at his chest, not his face.

He bent his knees so she was looking at his eyes. Her lips twitched upward before she lowered her gaze to his shoes.

“Oh, but I think you can.”

She glanced around the hallway before reentering the study. “She also enjoyed dancing with a man last night.”

“See, I knew you enjoyed dancing with me. Admit it—I was the best dancer you ever danced with.”

“That’s not saying much considering you’re the only male I ever danced with. Sabrina, another maid, taught me the cotillion. If not for her, we wouldn’t have been able to dance at all.”

“Then I should thank this Sabrina.”

“We don’t have time for this,” she hissed. “The problem lies with the man. Lady Theodosia knows not his name. I don’t even know if she would recognize his face. All we have to go on is his red hair and brown eyes. She’s besotted with him—“

“As you are me.”

“As you are me, but I don’t see what good can come of this knowledge. Are not the two of you to be wed on New Year’s Day?”

He shrugged. “I see no need for two people to be forced into marriage because their parents insist upon it when both parties have already found happiness elsewhere.” Adrian leaned forward. “You are my happiness.”

Then he strolled out of the study and to the fireplace, the image of the delight in Isabelle’s exquisite brown eyes enough to burn the fire of hope within his chest.





 




 

Despite his words, Adrian could not avoid Lady Theodosia any longer, and for now at least, he had to continue the charade of being her betrothed. But even she seemed to know it was an act, or merely showed subtle signs of it. She sat farther away from him than she had to. She would barely smile or laugh when he cracked a joke while her mother and father chuckled appreciably. When she did look his way, her blue eyes were cold.

Only then did it sink in that she had given up on optimism, resigned to their fate, pledged to his side via a shackle not yet broken.

He would uncover a means to destroy it, or else his eyes would be as frozen as hers.

The heat of the fire blasted toward him, yet he shivered, half convinced his body would never be warm again unless Isabelle was at his side. The notion of never being with her again suffocated him, and he coughed.

“Are you all right?” Lady Theodosia asked, her tone sardonic.

“Does my lady care?” he muttered.

“I most certainly do!” She sat up straight and stared her nose down at him, looking like a peacock he had once seen strutting across a grassy meadow, her neck the same as the colored bird’s.

Her parents glanced over. Before they could pick up on the tension growing quite palpable between them, Adrian held out his hand. “It’s lovely out. Would you care to join me for another walk outdoors? I would love to see more of the property.”

Lady Theodosia jutted out her chin. “I must have twisted my ankle earlier.” She bent down and rubbed her right shoe. “I’m afraid I must decline.”

Frustrating girl! She knew he wanted to talk to her, and she was not going to allow him to do so privately.

Well, then, he’d just have to do it in public.

Adrian stood, stretched, then sat back down, a fair amount closer to her, although not close enough to be deemed improper. “The fire is a wonder to watch. The heat, the roar … the flames. Why, it’s almost like a dance.”

Lady Theodosia’s face and neck tinged pink. “Not at all. It’s too unpredictable to be a dance.”

“Spontaneity is not evil,” he countered, referring to her invitation to Isabelle.

Her cheeks now deepened to a bright red; she knew exactly what he was referring to. Her eyes looked wet, which upset him. He had not intended to make her sorrowful, merely to get her to understand that he was on her side, whether she wanted him to be or not. Christmas equaled happiness, and he wasn’t going to make a lifelong pledge he wasn’t the least bit happy about, not if he could help it. Why she wouldn’t help, though, was beyond maddening.

“But let’s not talk about anything evil right now,” he added.

“Oh, good.” She did not relax her posture.

She didn’t trust him. He inwardly laughed. Lady Theodosia was a smart one. At times.

“What is your favorite color?” he asked.

Lady Theodosia blinked. “I know you want to get to know me, my lord, but my favorite color? You can’t come up with a more interesting question than that?” She managed to pull off a teasing tone, and to his relief, her parents began to converse amongst themselves, essentially ignoring them.

“I’m afraid not. Won’t you please enlighten me? Is it red?” He ran a hand through his brown hair. “Or brown?” He blinked once, then again, slowly, deliberately.

She jumped to her feet. “It’s too hot in here for me.”

“Are you all right?” Lady Haywood asked. Her small hands gripped the arms of her chair, ready to rush to her daughter’s aid.

“I’ll go,” Adrian offered, and hurried after his future wife.

The house was unfamiliar to him, but he found her easily. Catching up to her was also effortlessly accomplished. She was just passing her father’s study when he nudged her elbow.

Lady Theodosia whipped around. “What are you trying to do?” she demanded, her voice shrill, her volume far too loud.

Without touching her, he managed to back her into the study. Their location was not lost on him. He closed his eyes and could swear he smelled Isabelle’s essence—soap and woodsy and floral.

“What are you trying to do?” she repeated. Although quieter than before, her tone was just as sharp, if not harsher.

“I want you to be happy.” Her happiness equaled his. And Isabelle’s.

“Then stop. All of this.” Lady Theodosia waved her hand around in a circle. She walked away to the great oak desk and picked up a stack of papers her father had left there. “And sign your name.”

His jaw lowered. Had Isabelle been mistaken in her assumption?

“I meant you no impudence.”

She made a sound like a cross between a sigh, a snort, and a sob. “You and Isabelle … ”

“Have done nothing to disrespect you.”

Lady Theodosia repeated the noise.

“Allow me to assure you.” Adrian held out his hands.

After a moment, she placed hers in his. Her blue eyes were as cold as before, and two tears ran down her right cheek.

He could wipe them away; he should. But he couldn’t. Holding her hands felt like a betrayal to Isabelle as it was.

“Does someone else play the piano?” he asked.

“My mother knows a few songs.”

“Then come. We did not get a chance to dance last night, so we shall now.” He held out his arm, and she took it. Before she faced forward, another tear ran down her cheek.

There was more to the story of the mysterious red-haired man that he did not know. The man was the key to everyone’s happiness, but without Lady Theodosia’s help, this Christmas was going to be the worst one ever.





 




 

Isabelle’s arms were tired. Between all of the decorating and making countless trips from the kitchen to the Yule log gathering, her legs were ready to collapse. A fresh pie balanced in one hand, a cheese tray in the other, she entered the room and promptly dropped the tray with a loud clatter.

Lady Haywood stopped playing the piano.

Lord Haywood looked up. He’d been standing behind his wife, turning the pages of her music book.

Lord Adrian and Lady Theodosia halted their dance.

“Forgive me.” Despite her trembling hands, Isabelle managed to lower the pie onto a clear spot on the food table before cleaning up the cheese. Once done, she ran out of the room and back into the kitchen. She tossed the tray onto the counter.

“What’s wrong?” Olga the cook asked.

“I need more cheese. Don’t worry; I’ll cut it.”

“What happened?”

Isabelle busied herself with her task. It felt refreshing to do a chore she hadn’t done in years. The swift flicking of her wrist, the glistening gleam of light reflecting off the blade, the repetitive movement all served as a barrier, a wall to keep her pent-up emotions inside.

What had she expected? For Adrian to locate the mysterious redhead so Isabelle could be with him, freeing her to have a lord? The idea was ludicrous. Even if Isabelle and her masked man were to get together, the Wingraves would never allow their son to marry a simple maid.

“I think that’s enough.” Olga eased the knife from her vicious grip.

Isabelle had cut far more cheese than was needed, perhaps even enough for tomorrow’s feast. She plated a good deal, then pivoted on her heel, and sauntered to the Yule gathering. Her gaze was firmly on the tray the entire time, and she did not linger but immediately turned out.

Adam caught her elbow. “I have too many duties to attend to so you’ll have to do it. Take Hector and go to the market. You won’t have much time. We’ll need—”

“Do what?” Her heart sank. More work? She was hoping her lady would retire soon, so she could cower in her bed the rest of the night, trying to forget every memory of Adrian, every glance, every touch, the desire to kiss his sensual lips …

“You have not heard? Lord Haywood has decided against having a fox hunt on Boxing Day. Instead, he’s going to invite everyone here, to celebrate the engagement.”

“Oh.” Isabelle tightened her jaw.

“Apparently it was Lord Wingrave’s idea, or so I’m told.” He rattled off a list of ingredients they would need for the party for more food would be required than they had anticipated for the hunt.

Ten minutes later, Isabelle was sitting in the carriage with the servant Hector driving. She had never been inside one prior to yesterday, and today already was her second ride. They would never reach the market before it closed without it.

Her hair blew in the breeze from the open window, and she readjusted her white bonnet. She never cared for her appearance before, but today especially, her plain gray dress had never looked drearier compared to the soft tones of even the simplest of Lady Theodosia’s dresses.

Adrian—she really must stop thinking of him like that—Lord Adrian’s decision to have a celebration instead of fox hunting was most curious. Was he doing so in an act of solidarity since he knew his future wife’s opinion on the sport? Or, as her heart longed to believe, was he hoping a certain brown-eyed man would make his appearance sans his mask?

All but one shop had closed for the upcoming holiday, and even they were in the act of taking down their wares as Isabelle and Hector approached. They weren’t able to purchase every item on Adam’s list, but they got what they could and returned to the Haywood Manor.

At one time, Isabelle had loved the white house. Now the sight growing closer every passing second brought her nothing but misery. She had a feeling Lady Theodosia would rescind her offer and certainly would not be offering a recommendation. But if, for some reason, Lady Theodosia still wanted Isabelle to come with her, she would decline. The cheese tray had clearly demonstrated she could not be in the same room as Lord Adrian and Lady Theodosia. As much as she wanted them to be happy, their happiness meant a lifetime of misery for her.

The temperature was colder than normal. Were her eyes playing tricks or was that a speck of snow? She captured the flake in her palm. Her mother had once told her no two flakes looked exactly alike, but the snowflake melted before she could see its design.

Hector carried in most of their packages; she brought in only two. As she placed them on the kitchen counter, Olga informed her that another handmaid had helped Lady Theodosia into bed, so Isabelle retired for the night. She climbed into bed and expected tears to come. Instead, a song stirred within her heart, and she sang so softly her voice was hardly audible. She sang of love and hope and life. Tomorrow was Christmas and no matter the circumstances, she would not allow herself to become a shell of her former self. She was proud of her position. She was grateful to have a job. She might not have riches or gowns or a carriage, or a lord, but she had air to breathe and food to eat and hope that tomorrow would be a better day.





 




 

Christmas service had come and gone, and still Adrian had not seen Isabelle. His heart ached. As much as he tried not to think of her, his thoughts were drawn to her all the more.

Lady Theodosia seemed to be in slightly improved spirits this day, more likely as a result of the day rather than his company. Still, he enjoyed her much more when she was smiling and talking instead of pouting and refusing to answer his coded questions. An unspoken truce had been made.

His betrothed’s hair was styled in a different arrangement. Perhaps because a maid other than Isabelle had styled it? If Isabelle and Lady Theodosia had indeed crossed paths, he was not sure it would have been a pleasant meeting.

As they walked side-by-side to the carriage, her parents behind them, one thought troubled him the most. Isabelle had been so certain of Lady Theodosia’s affections for the man, but now, the lady appeared to no longer want him. What could have changed her opinion?

He had spotted Lady Pamela lurking outside after he had thought she and the other lady had left. Could she have told Theodosia something that made her reconsider her allegiance?

The man—he must be the source of a scandal then. Adrian wracked his brain and nearly forgot to help Theodosia into the carriage. Once he was settled across from her and next to her father, he realized who the man had to be. None other than Baron Malcolm Thrush. Thrush’d had an affair with a servant girl two or three years prior and threw her out onto the streets. And rumor had it he had squandered most of his family’s properties to gambling debts. No wonder Theodosia wanted nothing to do with her masked man.

For Adrian could not cast her aside nor could he hand her over to her love, not when her love was a man who used women and money as if they were meaningless objects. Adrian was honor bound to his future wife.

Honor came above love.

“You seem to be deep in thought,” Lady Theodosia said.

He could hardly share his mind’s churnings with her. Instead he asked, “Are you pleased with my suggestion? For the party?”

“Of course. I’m so glad you proposed it.”

Adrian gave her a tiny smile. This year would be the first time in a decade in which he did not hunt fox on Boxing Day.

“I hope we have a good turnout,” he said.

“Oh, I’m sure we shall. All those who were planning on coming for the hunt will already be coming. Lady Pamela has ways to spread news faster than anyone. She knows so the entire country probably does by now.” She laughed and glanced out the window.

“Good. The more, the livelier it will be. But for right now, I can’t wait until the feast.”

***
Christmas dinner was most exquisite. The pig’s head, the gingerbread, and his personal favorite march pane, all melted in his mouth. The roast beef was tender; the Brussels sprouts cooked to perfection. Their Christmas pudding was rather different than what he was used to. Heavy on the currants and citron, not enough brown sugar, but all in all, the pudding was still pleasant.

He ate and ate and ate. Lady Theodosia sat across from him. Three or four of her small mouthfuls were equal to his one.

She patted a napkin to her mouth and stood. “Please excuse me.”

Adrian stood, as did her father. “Happy Christmas,” he called to her.

The lady held up her hand to acknowledge him but did not turn around.

“Nerves,” her mother said. “I had originally promised to take her out shopping for the wedding tomorrow since I thought you would be out fox hunting, but we’ll go the day after. I must say I am very excited about us hosting a party to celebrate your engagement. What a wonderful idea.”

“Any chance your parents will be able to attend?” Lord Haywood asked before reaching for more gingerbread.

“I’m afraid I don’t think so.” Adrian swallowed hard. Some march pane was stuck in his throat, and he drank the rest of his wine. He missed the wassail bowl, a tradition in the Wingrave Manor. A mixture of beer, sherry, sugar, and various spices had a lot more kick to it than wine.

“Where exactly are they? I don’t believe you said.” Lord Haywood gestured to Adrian’s empty glass, and a maid stepped forward to refill it.

He winced at his disappointment that the girl was not Isabelle. She still had not made an appearance, and the fear that she had been kicked out of the house seized him so suddenly he wanted to jump to his feet and search every centimeter until he found her. But a scene he would not make, and he downed half the glass in two gulps.

Keeping his parents’ secret no longer felt necessary. “My mother was feeling too ill to travel.”

“Will she be all right?” Lady Haywood inquired.

“The physician believes so.”

“Then that is a Christmas miracle.” She smiled and raised her glass.

He did the same and drank the rest. The wine filled his stomach with an agreeable warmth, although it was too filled with food for him to take another bite or sip. It was going to take a Christmas miracle for him to survive until the wedding.





 




 

Light shining on her face woke Isabelle early on Christmas morning. She stretched her arms above her head and sat up. Her stomach rumbled. She had too many chores to do before she could think about eating.

Isabelle made her way to her lady’s room and saw another maid duck inside. Her appetite fled. There were plenty of other activities and preparations she could take care of, but she lingered there, amazed at how solidly her position had been lowered. Within the hierarchy of servants, she had most obviously been demoted.

She had no one to blame but herself, and her own foolishness.

Do not dwell on it.

A faux cheery hum flittered through her pursed lips, and she set about her tasks with unabashed determination. Soon enough, she felt somewhat better as the Christmas spirit filled her, and she concentrated on things much bigger than employment and happiness and instead, the true reason for the season.

She, along with the other servants, walked to the church service. The priest gave a wonderful homily that concentrated on family and togetherness. And although she was alone in the world, she felt as if her mother stood beside her, holding onto her shoulder as she often had when they went to religious services.

Would Mother be proud of me? Or scold me for my actions?

Isabelle wasn’t certain. Her mother had luckily fallen for another servant, and they had married a week after they first met. Her father had died shortly after Isabelle was born, and she and her mother had been closer than jam and rolls. From an early age, Isabelle had done all she could to help her mother, and the household they served. A few years later, they had new masters, and the lord of the house had an eye for her mother. Her mother had refused him, and she had been beaten, and the two tossed out.

Finding new employers took some time. Unfortunately, the nights had been bitterly cold, and her mother got sick. Isabelle, by then, had been old enough to find employment as a maid and used all of her earnings to pay for a physician, but her mother had been too sick and before spring warmed the earth, she had been buried within it.

Remembering her mother’s death brought tears to her eyes, and she wiped them away. One thing she did know was that her mother would not want her to be sad. Not today. Christmas had been her mother’s favorite holiday. Isabelle’s too.

Her mother, despite her position, had been rather educated and had instilled her love of learning in Isabelle. Perhaps she should learn from her mother’s happiness with her father, and choose another man to love, one she could possibly marry.

But in her heart, she knew she could love no one other than Adrian.

Just then, from a pew near the front, Lady Theodosia glanced behind her. Dressed in clothes fit for a princess, she had to attract the attention of everyone crowded in the church. Their gazes locked, and Isabelle lowered her head. Out of all the ladies she had tended to, Lady Theodosia had been the only one she had truly cared for. Lady Theodosia had evidently felt the same; otherwise she never would have invited her to the masquerade. And how had Isabelle repaid her? By loving her betrothed.

The service ended, and the people ushered out of the church slowly, without pushing or shoving. With ivy and other greenery, holly, lit candles, and bows, the church was beautifully decorated. She paused beside a wreath and admired its intricacies, how the various evergreens wrapped upon each other to form a perfect circle.

Olga nudged her shoulder once they walked outside. “Now do you care to tell me what’s going on?”

Isabelle glanced at the plump cook. “I would rather not say.”

“You’ll force me to listen to gossip then.”

“And just what is being said?” Isabelle was straining her neck, forcing herself not to turn around and watch Lord Adrian help his beautiful future wife into the carriage.

“That you and the lady had a falling out. But no one can figure out why.”

Her breathing came easier. Her secret was safe. If tongues stopped wagging or told so little, she might not be long unemployed. She desired greatly to never return to the streets.

The sight of a tall red-haired man standing with his back to her made excitement well deep within her. She glanced at the Haywood carriage, but the horses were already clop, clop, clopping along their merry way, too far for him to be visible.

Isabelle stood still as people crowded around her. The man turned slightly, and she glimpsed at his eyes. Brown.

Olga followed her gaze. “He is a fine-looking specimen, isn’t he? That’s why he’s trouble.”

“Scandal?” Isabelle’s hopes dashed as quickly as they had started to bubble up again.

Olga gripped her arm and forced her to walk along. Once they were a good deal separated from the crowd, the cook whispered, “Baron Malcolm Thrush. Surely you’ve heard of him.”

Isabelle waited with little patience. She never bothered to listen to stories, but Olga knew everything about everyone, sometimes even before they did, or so it seemed.

“Gambler, womanizer. Supposedly he got a girl pregnant. And a few years back, he cut off an engagement. He claimed they never had an agreement, but the lady was devastated. Caught a lucky break there, she did.” Olga nodded solemnly. “If you are eyeing him, I suggest you look at someone else.”

“I’m not interested, don’t worry.”

The gray-eyed woman old enough to be her mother shook her head. “Not interested in him you mean. I can see right through you. As long as he’s in your class, there’s nothing wrong with it. But that’s not the case, is it.”

Isabelle kept silent the rest of the long walk to the Haywood Manor. Olga was smart; she probably pieced everything together already. Isabelle had to prepare and hope that, tomorrow during the party, she could find another lady in need of a maid. Haywood Manor had become a sinking ship for her, and if she wasn’t careful, she’d drown.





 




 

Once the lords and ladies were done eating, the servants were finally able to enjoy a simpler Christmas meal on the leftovers. At first, Isabelle had no desire to eat, but one taste of the roast beef changed her mind. The march pane was especially delicious this year.

Olga eyed her the entire time but thankfully said nothing. When she finally lowered her fork and opened her mouth, Isabelle jumped up. “I’ll return presently.”

She dashed from the room, not planning on coming back until she needed to help clean up. After creeping up the stairs to the servant’s quarters, she jumped back when she saw Lady Theodosia sitting on her bed.

“Is there something you need?” she asked once she overcame her shock.

Lady Theodosia handed her a rolled-up letter, sealed with her family’s crest of a small dove perched on top of a full tree. “I’ve written you a letter of recommendation.”

Her mouth grew dry, as if the moisture in her body had fled to her eyes. “My lady … ”

“Lord Adrian is a wonderful man. I can understand why you fell for him. But he is to be my husband.”

“O-of course.” She hung her head, unable to lift her arm to accept the letter from her former lady’s outstretched hand.

“Do not feel badly. Everything that has transpired has been my fault and no one else’s.” Lady Theodosia’s sigh echoed throughout the crammed chambers. Her high-waisted green muslin gown looked positively festive, the opposite of her face.

Isabelle had hung a tiny wreath above her bed. She walked over to it and plucked a piece of holly from it. With a careful hand, she pinned it to Lady Theodosia’s gown where it would direct attention to her bosom.

Lady Theodosia clasped her hand for a moment, then placed the letter on Isabelle’s bed, and walked out.

Finding a new employer would be far easier in some ways, but the single hardest reason remained, and would forever.

***
The part of the day Adrian dreaded the most had come: the Christmas toast.

“Adrian, would you like the honors?” Lord Haywood asked.

How could he graciously refuse without sounding like an aloof fool? Nothing came to mind, so he stepped forward. Everyone in the entire manor was in the dining hall, including the servants. Including Isabelle. She looked smaller today, more drawn in, and her plain gray dress appeared too big for her petite frame. He wanted to clothe her in silks and rich colors, gemstone hues to bring out the darkness of her hair and eyes. He wanted to wrap his arms around her and never let her leave his side. He wanted to give her the world.

But he couldn’t.

A gulf larger than the ocean spread between them. No ship could traverse the wicked waves. They were at an impasse that could never be conquered. Not if it meant leaving Lady Theodosia to be ravaged by a man who cared so little for ladies and their worth. Thankfully Lady Theodosia had her head about her and hadn’t run off to be married to the baron. Some ladies did that, married against their families’ wishes, and the results were unanimously disastrous.

Most everyone was staring at him, but he waited until she finally lifted her head and he melted a little at the hopeless resignation he saw in her russet eyes.

Adrian had no idea what to say but once he got started, the words tumbled out of him like a rushing waterfall gushes to the pond it fills. “Christmas is a time for new beginnings. A time for laughter. A time for joy. A time for setting aside differences and making amends. Christmas is about something so much more than the here and now. It’s a time to remember what is truly important.” He raised his glass. “To Christmas.”

“To Christmas!” Everyone raised their glasses before drinking. The sherry in his glass was much darker than in Isabelle’s, he noted.

Lord Haywood’s voice rose above all others. “You forgot one, my boy. Christmas is a time for love.” He nodded above Adrian’s head.

In the air, attached to the ceiling was a kissing bough. He and Lady Theodosia were standing beneath it.

“Go on, kiss her.”

Lady Theodosia prettily blushed and turned to the side, offering her cheek. He lowered his head and may have brushed his lips against her temple. He wasn’t certain; he pulled back immediately. Adrian raised his glass again and gulped the rest of its contents down. Normally, he loved Christmas, but this one was proving to be a catastrophe.

Lord Haywood himself poured more sherry into his empty glass. Adrian conspicuously glanced around the room. Isabelle was gone. Although he didn’t want to see how wounded she must be, he wanted to see her again. He even went as far as to start to walk away, but a plump woman barred his path and shook her head. Her gray eyes were like a hawk’s: wary, watchful, knowing.

Feeling like a slapped child, Adrian rejoined the crowd. All of him, that is, but his heart.





 




 

Time passed on in a blink of the eye and before Adrian knew it, the Haywood Manor was filled with more guests than he would have thought could be contained within its walls. Most of the well-wishers he recognized, but each exclamation of happiness left a foul taste in his mouth and no amount of beer could wash it away.

He felt lighter the instant he spotted Isabelle. She was tucked in the back corner, talking to a red-haired lady. Careful not to bump into anyone, smiling and nodding as he passed people, he made his way over to them. The Lord was also smiling down on him as the lady left precisely when he reached Isabelle’s side.

Her throat muscles constricted as she swallowed. “My lord … congratulations.”

“You must know I did all this for Lady Theodosia. I wanted—”

“I know what you wanted. I wanted the same. But the baron … ”

She was by far the most intelligent maid he had ever conversed with, and he wasn’t the least bit surprised she had shared his conclusion. But it still made this conversation the most difficult one he’d ever had to have.

He cleared his throat and struggled to think of something to say, anything that she might be able to take with her, but his tongue numbed and his mind went blank. Perhaps he should merely turn and walk away. This goodbye was too much to express in words.

But Adrian Wingrave was not a coward.

“I am now Lady Elizabeth’s maid. I’ll start in the morning. You shan’t be seeing me again.”

Adrian loved her more than he thought possible in that moment. Her head was held high, her voice strong. Only in her eyes could he see that she loved him, would always love him. She was far stronger than he was.

He could be just as strong.

“Lady Elizabeth is lucky to have such a wonderful and caring maid. I’m sure Lady Theodosia will miss you.”

Isabelle opened her mouth, then shut it, tilted her head to the side, and laughed. “Only until her new maid learns how to curl her hair. It gave me fits at times, and I almost mastered it.” Her features grew somber again, and the mirth disappeared from her eyes. “Goodbye, Lord Adrian. I wish you and Lady Theodosia all the happiness in the world.”

“Thank you, Isabelle. And Lord Adrian is right, I will miss you.” Lady Theodosia stepped from behind her to grasp her former maid’s arms. Adrian hadn’t seen her approach. His betrothed pulled Isabelle close for a hug. “And for more than just my hair.”

The two ladies giggled.

“For the past two years, I’ve given you a gift on this day to honor the good service you have given me all year long. Instead of a necklace and a book, this year, I would like to give you Lord Adrian. If I could.”

“I know you would. And that means so much to me.”

“But … ”

“I know. Do not fear. I will not steal your husband away.”

Adrian felt like he was intruding upon on their personal conversation. He walked away, glancing over his shoulder to see them still talking. They could not be more different: Isabelle all dark, Theodosia light; Isabelle slighter in build, Theodosia taller. At least Isabelle was wearing a plain blue dress this day instead of her customary gray, although the brilliance of the blue in Theodosia’s made Isabelle’s look just as dreary as yesterday.

He bumped into someone. “My apologies.”

“Don’t worry, chap, it was my fault.”

Adrian started to move away, when he turned back. “Excuse me … ”

The man turned back around.

His hand curled into a fist. He had been right; the chap was none other than the baron. That he had the gall to show up here at the engagement celebration of the lady whose heart he’d broken the heart infuriated Adrian. He brought his arm back to swing a punch when he saw Theodosia look his way. She clearly saw both him and the baron before returning her attention to Isabelle.

Confusion bubbled up inside him. “Have you had a chance to congratulate Lady Theodosia yet, Baron Malcolm?” he asked through gritted teeth.

“Who did you say?” the pompous redhead asked.

Adrian gnashed his teeth and forcibly brought the baron with him over to the ladies. “Lady Theodosia, this gentleman would like to congratulate us.”

“So he says.” The baron hiccupped.

The man was drunk. The desire to punch him was growing by the second.

“I just came for the food,” the louse continued. “It’s satisfactory, by the way. The meat is a little overcooked, too dry for my tastes, but then again, what did I expect? Not all parties are created equal.”

“My lord,” Adrian spat out, wishing he could dispense with courtesy and say what he truly wanted to, “if you do not congratulate us, I will demand—”

“Fine, fine. Congratulations. Happy now? You have the blessing of a baron for whatever it is I just congratulated.”

Isabelle must have walked away because she returned with the butler, who promptly herded the drunken away and not a moment too soon.

“Baron?” Lady Theodosia asked.

Isabelle’s eyes widened. “Have you ever seen that man before, my lady?”

“No. Of course not. I would never waste my time with someone so ill-mannered and poorly bred. Baron or no baron.”

“Not even with a mask on?” Adrian asked.

“Mask?”

“That was Baron Malcolm Thrush, was it not?” Isabelle directed the question to Adrian, but he didn’t bother to answer. He didn’t need to.

Lady Theodosia’s blue eyes looked ready to pop out of her head. She placed her hand on Adrian’s shoulders, trying to look over the crowd, so he lifted her up from the waist. Almost immediately she waved to him to put her down. Without a word, she rushed forward, soon melting into the crowd. Not two minutes later, she brought over another red-haired man.

Lady Theodosia looked like a completely new woman. Her blue eyes were so bright they were azure, her cheeks stained a bright red, her laugh light and airy, her delight visible in every gesture, every breath she took. “Lord Adrian, Isabelle, allow me to introduce Lord Lionel York.”

This gentleman Adrian had never had the pleasure of meeting before. They shook hands.

“You’re Lord Adrian? Lady Theodosia’s betrothed?” Lionel looked as if he had eaten an eel.

No one answered.

The lord was tall, taller than Adrian, but not quite as broad or muscular. Lionel seemed more a scholar than a fox hunter.

“Do you typically skip out on fox hunting?” Adrian asked him.

“I’ve never had the chance to, I’m afraid.” Lionel seemed almost abashed to admit it while also appearing unlikely to rectify that.

Adrian grinned as the ladies giggled. Yes, Lionel and Theodosia would make a fine match.

Too bad their parents thought differently.





 




 

The quartet talked easily. Even Lionel talked to Isabelle, as if her inferior status meant little or nothing to him. No wonder Theodosia had been so taken with him. Adrian felt almost ashamed at having assumed she had fallen for the dreadful baron, until he remembered that she had feared the same.

He was working up the nerve to tell Theodosia they should take her parents aside and perhaps try to reason with them when a heavy hand clapped onto his shoulder.

“Adrian, my boy, has your Christmas been everything you ever wished?”

His heart skipped a beat, and he had to force himself to turn around. “Father, how fares Mother?”

She was standing just behind his father, looking the picture of good health.

“You are all better then?” He enveloped her into a warm embrace. His mother he loved completely, but he and his father butted heads more often than they had civil conversations.

“I am,” she said.

“Not exactly,” his father said at the same time.

“I’m confused.” Adrian stepped to the side, bringing his parents slightly away from the trio, who eyed them with curiosity. The ladies’ faces had paled once they realized who the older couple was. Even Lionel looked stricken. When they were far enough away not to be overheard by the trio or the other guests, he whispered, “Speak plainly.”

“Your mother’s sickness … it’s not of a physical sort.”

“Meaning?”

“Oh, Owen, stop. I’m not ill. I’m ashamed.”

“By?”

“Your father.” She crossed her arms and glowered at the tall, thin man she had been married to for twenty-two years now.

Had she not been as ignorant to her husband’s many affairs as he had thought? Before he could inquire more, the Haywoods approached. After many greetings and exclamations and hugs and kisses on both sides, the two sets of parents ushered out of the room, their children lingering behind, Lionel and Isabelle still farther back.

The Haywoods entered what had to be their bedroom first, followed by the Wingraves. “Stay here,” Adrian said to Lionel and Isabelle.

“I should get back to the party. The guests—”

“He’s right, Isabelle. Please.”

Isabelle nodded at Theodosia.

“Are you ready?” Adrian whispered to his hopefully no longer future wife.

“Not exactly.” She accepted his offered arm.

He knew precisely what she meant. Going against their parents’ wishes was not going to be easy. And Adrian had far more to lose than Theodosia. Regardless, he’d give up anything he had to in order for Isabelle to be his, as well as for Theodosia to be Lionel’s.

His nerves settled, and he waltzed into the room with his shoulders back, his chin up. “Father, Mother, Lord and Lady Haywood.”

His solemn tone silenced the longtime friends. The four turned to them as one.

Theodosia deliberately stepped away from Adrian. “We have something we wish to say.” She glanced at him.

Adrian nodded. Even though he knew this was the right course, his mouth grew dry. He cleared his throat. Pain burned.

His father the viscount was staring at him with cold eyes. Adrian suppressed a shudder. For more reasons than he could understand, he never felt affection or love toward the man. But right now, he almost felt fear.

A deep breath freed him of its icy grip. “I do not wish to marry Lady Theodosia.”

“What?”

“Why not?”

“How could you say such a thing!”

The last exclamation had been his father’s, his booming voice reverberating against the walls. A painting of a summer day now hung crooked on the wall.

Theodosia stepped forward. “And I do not wish to marry Lord Adrian.”

Her mother gaped at her. “But, my girl, you two seemed so happy … ”

The lady shook her hung head. Her body looked smaller, as if she, too, was scared, and trying to hide within herself like a turtle does in its shell, making her look more like the girl her mother called her than the lady Adrian knew her to be. She took several steps back until her back almost touched the door.

The viscount’s hazel eyes flashed. “No, you two are to be wedded. Have you not signed the contract?” He turned to face Lord Haywood. “You were to acquire his signature on Christmas Eve!”

“We were interrupted.” Lord Haywood stroked his chin, eyeing his daughter. “What has happened to change your minds?”

“I love another,” Adrian said clearly and without reservation. Was it his imagination or had he heard a faint “I love you too,” from beyond the closed door?

“As do I.” Theodosia’s voice was muffled, her head still lowered, her gaze on her shoes.

“Who could you love more than this beauty?” His father stepped forward and gestured to Theodosia. “She will be a good and pleasing wife for you. She can play the piano, she has a sound mind—”

“A mind and heart that has chosen another.” Theodosia walked up to her parents. “Please understand, I did not mean for this to happen, but it did. I know love now—”

Her mother gasped sharply. “You are not a … virgin?” she whispered, dread etched in every line on her face.

“I did not mean physical love. I found love at the masquerade ball.”

Her mother’s shoulders eased considerably, and her lips curled into a wide smile. “Ah, my girl, you only think you met love there. How could you love someone if you have never seen their face? No, my child, you have fallen in love with the idea of love. You will marry Lord Adrian, and that will be that.”

“My lord, will you please come inside?” Theodosia called.

The door opened, and Lionel approached. Adrian’s parents moved aside, and the Haywoods approached him.

“Who are you?” Lord Haywood demanded.

“Lord Lionel York.”

“And where do you hail from? What spell have you placed my daughter under?”

Adrian snorted. He had thought Isabelle had cast a spell on him. Now he knew it had been the first stirrings of love.

“What is so funny?” his father barked.

Time to come completely clean. Adrian reentered the hall and held out his hand to Isabelle. “Do you trust me?” he whispered.

She nodded, her brown eyes shining.

He squeezed her hand, and together they walked into the room. Before he could command everyone’s attention, he saw his mother collapse on the ground. Adrian ran to her side, shoving his father out of the way.

“Mother, Mother, are you all right?” He brushed her brown hair from her forehead, kneeling beside her, placing her half onto his lap.

“I-I’m fine.”

He glanced around the room for help. The Haywoods and his father were on the other side of the room, conversing. Arguing and yelling might be more apt. His mother was prone to fainting spells; his father had long ago stopped fretting over her when she had one. Isabelle flicked her fingers toward him and ducked out of the room once he nodded. She would fetch a physician.

“That girl … the servant … she is the one you love?” Her voice was so faint he had to have his ears against her lips to hear her.

“Yes.”

“The heart can be fickle. Are you certain?”

“Yes.”

“Do you know what that means?”

“I do.”

“And you’re prepared for the consequences?”

“I am.”

Her smile and the sudden happiness in her eyes had Adrian relieved and then suspicious.

“Mother, you didn’t faint.”

“No, I am fine. Your father … ” She sighed. “I should have told you this long ago. I never loved your father. A week before we were married, I had relations with another man—the one I truly loved.”

Shock rendered him incapable of speech.

“He wasn’t a lord, but he was a good man, a noble man. He would have loved you, but he died shortly after the wedding. I never had a chance to tell him you were his, for I never saw him again after that night.”

“Why couldn’t you have been with him?”

She touched his cheek. “You know the answer already.”

Adrian was stunned. His father had been a servant. Or a butler. “What are you saying, Mother?”

She knew what he was asking. “Your father may not know and will not grant his blessing, but I do.”

“But your promise … ”

“Is rooted in money.” Her features hardened with bitterness. “Your father is a gambler. Time and again, he’s lost most of our assets. He’d always managed to win some back, but he owes so much now. He was hoping one last game would turn his fortune around. That’s why we stayed behind. Instead, we have lost all but the house. Your marriage to Lady Theodosia would keep us afloat.”

Adrian leaned back. He had known their fortune had waxed and waned over the years. Their status as viscount would have been plenty of reason for the richer Haywoods to agree to their daughter marrying the poorer Wingrave heir. “You deserve more than him.”

“I know. But I had to marry someone. If it had come out that I was pregnant … it was easier to pretend you were his. I had to accept the first marriage proposal I received.”

“But it was only a week. Did you know you were already with child?”

“Sometimes, you just know.” She smiled again. “You have his eyes.”

His true father’s eyes.

The eyes Isabelle loved.





 




 

Adrian helped his mother to her feet. “He will destroy you.”

“Better me than you.”

“He will disown me.”

His mother’s face turned serious. “That may be for the best. I fear there won’t be anything left for an inheritance.”

“Leave him,” he said, desperate to convince her, to save her from her misery.

“You know I cannot.”

The door opened, and Isabelle and a short, stout man entered. Adrian stepped aside as the physician overlooked his mother, but he knew the man could do nothing to help her. Now that he reflected upon it, his mother’s fainting spells coincided with whenever she disagreed with his father or seemed unwilling to converse with the man. His mother had given up so much for Adrian, and now she wanted him to have the happiness she never had.

Adrian walked over to his father.

“You will marry Lady Theodosia or you will no longer be my son.”

He wanted so badly to tell him the truth, but the secret was not his to share. “Then I will no longer be your son.”

The viscount slapped him across the face. It had been years since his father had laid a hand on him, but it had not lost any of its sting.

“Now, now,” Lady Haywood said, standing between them. “Please, let’s be civil.”

“He means nothing to me!” the viscount said.

“From here on, I renounce the name Wingrave.” A weight lifted from around his heart. He no longer had to pretend to love the man he had no blood relation to. He was free to do what he chose, to love whom he wished.

The Haywoods, all three of them, his father, and even Isabelle, all sharply inhaled. Only his mother, and Lionel, seemed unfazed by the proclamation.

A trembling Isabelle inched up beside him. “Are you certain?”

In answer, he held her hand.

“For a servant girl?” Lord Wingrave roared. “All this over a maid? Whose maid is this?”

“I am Lady Elizabeth’s maid.”

“Elizabeth? Who is she?”

Theodosia entwined her arm through Lionel’s. “She was my maid.”

“You fell in love with your future wife’s maid?” Lord Wingrave barked.

“So I did.” The admission was easy for Adrian to make.

“Father, Mother, I know this isn’t the life you picked out for me, but I love Lionel. I want to spend the rest of my life with him.”

The earnestness in her voice seemed to move her father. “Owen, my dear friend, it seems our old promise will have to be dissolved,” Lord Haywood said. He had one hand on his wife’s shoulder, the other on his daughter. “We give you our blessing, if you two are certain this is what you want.”

“We are,” they answered together, and Adrian could not tell whose voice sounded louder or happier—Lionel’s or Theodosia’s.

“But-but … ” Lord Wingrave sputtered.

“Our debt will have to be settled another way. Perhaps … ”

The lords continued their conversation, but Adrian tuned them out. The matter no longer concerned him. He and Isabelle approached the other loving couple. “Good luck with everything,” he said.

Theodosia hugged him, then Isabelle. Lionel and he shook hands until Adrian pulled him close for a one-armed hug.

“You’ll be invited to the wedding,” Theodosia said, her blue eyes shining. “The both of you.”

“New Year’s?” Adrian asked with a sly grin.

“Yes.”

His smile stretched from ear to ear. “We might already be married by then.”

“Oh? You’re eloping!” Theodosia turned to Lionel. “Yes, let’s.”

“My parents, and yours, deserve a proper wedding,” he said slowly, but his grin matched hers.

“They don’t need to know we’re already married.” The lady’s enthusiasm was infectious.

Isabelle clapped her hands as best she could while still holding onto Adrian’s. “A double wedding!”

Adrian loved her happiness. Even so, he had to ask, “You do know what marrying me means. We have no place to live. I am a lord no longer.” Never was. He’d save that story for another day though. “We need more to survive on than love alone.”

“The Lord will provide. Perhaps, if you do not mind demeaning work, Lady Elizabeth’s family could employ the both of us.”

Lionel coughed slightly. “This Elizabeth, does she have red hair? Favor me?”

Isabelle stared at him and nodded slowly. “Yes, actually.”

“She is my sister. I am most grateful for you not marrying Theodosia and for giving her to me. I am sure my parents will love her as well and agree to the match. And they will be just as grateful. There is a small cottage on our property. It needs a little work but no one has use for it. You two could live there.”

“We would have to work to earn it,” Adrian said, not wishing to accept such a gift without something in return.

“Only if you live there while you earn it. You have given me so much … ” Lionel gazed at Theodosia the way Adrian had to assume he looked upon his Isabelle. “Allow me to give some in return.”

“Very well then.”

His mother approached and pulled Isabelle aside. He could not hear their intense conversation, but they were both crying and his mother was touching his future wife’s cheeks. Perhaps one day soon, they could invite Lady Wingrave into their humble cottage. Once it was proper enough to receive a lady.

And so, the next day, Lady Theodosia and Lord Lionel, and Adrian and Isabelle stood before a priest and soon were married in a modest private ceremony. This Christmas season was the start of love and happiness for the quartet that lasted their lifetimes. The Yorks were elevated to baron and baroness a few years later, and the Hopes, as Adrian and Isabelle had claimed as their new surname, entered the class of gentry. Even so, they lived simply, needing nothing more than their love and the hope that tomorrow would be just as wonderful as today.
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