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For all those who believe in the magic of Christmas










  
  
Prologue




Christmas Eve, Present Day

Cold, hungry, and travel weary, Hilde stepped out of the taxi and into the gray slush by the side of the road. Without waiting for her to move, the driver took off, splashing her with damp snow as he sped away. 

She sighed. Christmas spirit was not what it used to be.

Thankfully, she wore boots under her trousers to keep from getting wet, but her legs and feet were still cold. Stepping onto the freshly shoveled sidewalk, she made her way down the street through the old town in the fading light of day. As she walked down the sidewalk, she scanned the remaining open shops looking for that last perfect gift for her darling niece.

One of the shops, Elinor’s Fine Linens and Things, caught her attention. Inside, beautiful scarves stacked along a table with a sign that read Fifty Percent Off. The bell above the door announced her entrance. The shop was small with one register toward the back. A wall of cubbies hosted folded sweaters. Pea coats hung in various colors on a rack near the sweaters. At the back wall was a variety of winter boots and shoes. Neatly folded scarves were stacked on the table in the center.

She paused at the scarf table. Some of them appeared to be handmade, knitted from the finest wool. She ran her hand over the top one in a beautiful shimmering pink. But pink was not her niece’s favorite color. It was blue. A deep blue one with shiny thread intermingling with the chunky stitches caught her eye. As she held it in her hands, she closed her eyes and thought of the child.

Marigold was rosy-cheeked with bright blue eyes and ringlets of blonde hair framing her cherub face. She was bubbly and sweet and full of light. Since Hilde had no children of her own, she loved to dote on the girl, her sister’s only child.

Hilde headed to the register with her treasure and placed it on the counter. The woman smiled as she began to ring it up.

“It’s lovely, isn’t it?” the woman said. “We sell a lot of these handmade scarves.”

“It's beautiful,” Hilde said with a nod.

“A woman in Scotland knits them from the wool of her own sheep,” she continued. “I’m not sure why she started sending them to me to sell, but she wanted to make sure I always kept some in stock during the winter. Would you like it gift wrapped?”

As the woman held the scarf in her hands, Hilde swore she saw the wool shimmer in the low light of the shop. But, no, that was only an illusion. Even so, goosebumps broke out on her arms and skittered down her spine. Her gut tingled as she realized she was meant to buy that scarf from this shop on this day for a special girl.

“Ma’am?”

“Oh, yes, please. That would be lovely.”

The woman beamed as she wrapped the scarf in Christmas tissue. She then tied it with an elaborate Christmas plaid bow and slipped a piece of holly in for decoration. She handed her the package and the receipt.

“Merry Christmas!”

“Merry Christmas to you, too,” Hilde said, taking the small package.

She left the shop and started down the street. But something made her pause and glance back. The shop lights were off and the sign was turned to CLOSED. She must have been the last customer of the night. It was, after all, Christmas Eve.

There weren’t many taxis at this time of night, especially on Christmas Eve after dark. She would have to walk the rest of the way to her sister’s home. Lucky for her, Drumchapel Village, in which her sister’s family lived, was quite close to the small shopping area.

By the time she arrived at the two-story house at 323 Crown Lane, her tired old bones were cold and weary. The white house was outlined in cheery holiday lights from roofline to ground. The bushes were covered in lights. Even the old live oak tree in the yard was wrapped. Everything about the house was magical.

Her sister really did love to decorate for the season.

She climbed the porch stairs, rang the bell and waited. Moments later, a shout from inside and then the door swung open. Her sister, rosy-cheeked and bright eyed, greeted her with a smile.

“Hilde, you made it.” She waved her inside. “You look frozen.”

“I walked from the shopping area.”

“You walked? Are you mad? Give me your coat.”

Before Hilde could put down the gift and slip out of the coat, Linnea was already pulling on the shoulders. She slid one arm out and then the other.

“Jack, Hilde is here!” Linnea called.

Jack, her brother-in-law, was busy snoozing in his recliner in front of a showing of It’s a Wonderful Life. His response was a soft snore.

“He doesn’t want to see me anyway. Where’s my niece?”

“She’s upstairs in her room. She’s not feeling well.” Linnea tried to hide the concern in her voice but failed.

“What’s wrong with her?”

“I’m not sure. I thought I’d take her to the doctor after the holidays if she doesn’t get better.”

Linnea started up the stairs, motioning for Hilde to follow her.

Marigold’s bedroom was the first one at the top of the stairs. Linnea opened the door with a flourish.

“Look who’s here, Marigold.” She waved to Hilde.

Sleepy-eyed Marigold blinked owlish eyes as she sat up in her bed. Her room was decorated for a small princess with pink walls and princess furniture. She had a canopy bed with twinkle lights strung up to give the room a warm, inviting glow. Rudolph the Red-Nosed Reindeer played on the television across from the girl’s bed.

“Hi, auntie,” she said around a giant yawn.

“Hello, princess. I brought you a gift.” She handed her the small package as her sister exited the room.

“Can I open it now?” the girl asked. A bright smile was on her face.

“Yes, of course.”

“Mummy doesn’t let me open presents on Christmas Eve,” she said as she stared down at the package with the plaid bow.

“Well, this can be our little secret.” Hilde pulled up a plush stool and perched on the edge of it.

Marigold giggled and pulled open the ribbon, then shoved aside the paper. The lovely scarf shimmered in the soft light of the room. She hadn’t imagined it then. The material really did have a luster to it.

The girl stared at it for a long moment. It occurred to Hilde that the scarf was a much too grown-up gift for her. Perhaps she should have gotten her a plush toy instead. But she pulled it out of the wrapping and held it up, then cradled the soft material against her cheek with a smile.

“It’s soft,” she said.

“Let me help you.”

Hilde took the scarf and wrapped it around her neck in a stylized fashion making the young girl appear far more older and sophisticated than she actually was. In her mind’s eye, she had a vision of the girl grown and just as beautiful as ever.

“There, now,” Hilde said.

“Thank you, auntie.” She granted her a smile and sounded grown up.

Hilde always thought she was wise beyond her years. She was somewhat of an old soul, so the gift of the scarf appeared to be appropriate for her.

“Are you going to tell me a story, auntie?”

And then just like that, she sounded like a little girl again.

Hilde grinned. “Of course, I am.”

Marigold sat up straighter in the bed, her eyes alight with joyful anticipation. “What story will this be? One about Christmas?”

“Even better. One about Christmas and a pair of magical shoes.”

Before she started, her sister came in with a cup of steaming tea for her and hot cocoa for Marigold. She kissed her daughter on the head.

“Aunt Hilde brought me this gift!”

“I see.” She fingered the soft material. “It’s lovely,” and then to her sister, “and so grown up. She’s only six. And I thought we agreed no presents on Christmas Eve.”

Hilde merely shrugged. She sipped her tea, giving Marigold a wink over the rim.

“Don’t stay up too late if you want Santa to come.”

“I know you and Papa are Santa, Mummy.”

Her sister’s eyebrows raised in question.

“I didn’t tell her,” Hilde said.

“I’ve always known, Mummy,” the girl said.

“We’ll see in the morning, won’t we?” Her sister turned to her then. “Not too late, Hilde.”

She waved away her sister as she left the room and closed the door behind her. “Now, let’s see. Where was I?”

“A Christmas story about a pair of magical shoes!” Marigold reminded her and bounced in the bed.

“Ah, yes. Once upon a time, there was a beautiful young girl. She lived with her stepmother and stepsisters, but they weren’t nice to her. She worked as a servant in her own home.”

Marigold gasped and shook her head. “That’s so mean.”

“Yes, but then one day, a pair of shoes changed her life…”








  
  
Chapter 1




The chiming of the clock tower in Whitebridge clanged the early morning hour. It was a faint  bong, bong, bong that Ella counted as she laid awake in her narrow, lumpy bed under the thin blanket dreading the coming day. Dread was part of her morning routine now.

Sunlight peeked through the shabby draperies at her window as dawn arrived. Even as another day of labor loomed, nothing killed the spirit of the season inside her. Not even her stepmother and stepsisters. Not even their nasty dispositions or the fact that her stepmother, Lillian, refused to decorate for Christmas.

Except for a sad looking tree in the foyer with a few decorations.

But Ella was not to be dissuaded. She dragged out all her mother’s favorite decorations and placed them around her shabby third-floor bedroom, trying to make the drab appearance a bit more cheerful. She placed her favorite decoration on the top of the tree—a beautiful gold star.

She loved Christmas.

She shoved the blanket aside and walked to the window, pushing open the curtain to peer down at the estate that had fallen into disrepair. Since her father’s disappearance on a merchant trip several years ago, Lillian squandered what was left of the estate’s money on satin and lace, shoes and parasols for her two spoiled daughters. Meanwhile, the small manor they lived in needed many repairs.

In the distance, the offending clock tower stood tall and proud and ruled her day. From her window, the peak of it was clear as well as the high turrets and heraldry of Whitebridge Palace. What was it like living in a castle? Would she be a maid as she was here? Or would she find herself as one of the noble ladies wearing beautiful gowns and having her every whim attended?

She sighed when the rooster crowed. It was time to start the day. She looked out as the sun peeked over the horizon, illuminating the outline of the castle beyond and the dusting of snow on the cold ground.

“One day, Papa,” she whispered, “I will find my way out of here.”

She often spoke to her father, even though he’d been gone all these long years.

She dressed, tied her long dark hair back with a blue ribbon, and headed down to the kitchen for the day. She put a tea kettle on to boil. Outside, she fed the chickens and gathered eggs, petted the dog, and gave the cat his breakfast. In the distance, at the pond, geese honked their arrival. She smiled. Later she would walk out to the edge of the pond and feed them, too.

The servant’s bell rang. Her stepmother. She poured hot water into the tea kettle, made a breakfast of porridge, eggs, and toast, and then carried it up to the woman’s room. At the top of the stairs, she turned right and headed down the hall to the largest bedroom. She rapped twice and waited.

“Enter,” came the abrupt, muffled response.

Ella pushed open the door. Just as she did, the cat sprinted past her and hopped onto the oversized bed where her stepmother sat waiting for her breakfast. The woman’s salt-and-pepper hair was tucked under her nightcap. Crinkles were at the corners of each eye and her mouth was drawn down into a permanent grimace. No doubt due to being unhappy for so many years. Her thin lips were a deep red, high severe cheekbones and a chin that ended in a point. She petted the cat, her long slender fingers ruffling the fur between his shoulders. Loud purrs emanated from the small feline.

“Good morning, Stepmother,” she greeted in her best pleasant voice.

“Where is my newspaper?” her stepmother asked.

“I’ll fetch it for you.” Ella placed the tray with the breakfast on the woman’s lap. She did a quick curtsy then dashed from the room.

She hurried down the stairs to the front door and pulled it open. The rolled-up paper was on the doorstep as usual. But even so, Ella saw the hint of the headline. Something about a royal decree. As she snatched it off the stoop, she heard Lucinda shouting her name.

“Ella! Where is my breakfast?”

Ella hurried back up the stairs to her stepmother’s room, her chest heaving a bit and her legs burning from her brief sprint. Jet had curled up next to her in the bed, eyeing the breakfast tray.

“Your newspaper, stepmother.”

She scowled as she snatched it from Ella’s hands, then opened it with a snap. She glowered at her over the edge of the paper.

“What are you gawking at, girl? Don’t you have chores?”

Another quick curtsy. “Yes, Stepmother.”

“ELLA!” Lucinda shouted again.

Ella hurried back down the stairs to the kitchen. As she arrived, the other two bells were ringing. One for Lucinda and one for Daniella. She quickly made their breakfast trays. It was a balancing act, but she managed to carry both at the same time back up the stairs. By the time she arrived at the landing, her legs were burning and her arms ached. She used her elbow to push open the door to Lucinda’s room.

“There you are! You lazy thing.”

Lucinda might have been pretty if not for her ugly personality. She had unruly red hair, bright blue eyes, a bulbous nose, which Ella assumed she got from her father, a square chin, and a face rather like a horse. She was tall and lanky and flat chested. Her taste in gowns was ostentatious in bright, horrid colors. And while her stepmother gave her singing lessons, the girl couldn’t carry a tune for anything.

“Good morning, Lucinda.”

“About time you came. I was about to waste away to nothing!”

Ella resisted the urge to roll her eyes as she placed the serving tray on Lucinda’s lap. She hurried out of the room to avoid any more chastising. At Daniella’s room, she knocked once and then pushed open the door. Daniella was unlike her sister. Her black hair was long, her eyes the color of coal. She had a long, thin nose much like her mother’s that gave her a pinched expression and a nasal sound to her voice. She was plump around the middle and short. Her taste in clothes was somewhat subdued compared to her sister, but she still favored bright colors in loud patterns.

“Good morning, Daniella.”

“You’re late,” the girl snapped. “And why does Lucinda always get her breakfast first? It’s not fair.”

As the youngest, Daniella often felt as though she was slighted. Ella said nothing as she placed the tray on the girl’s lap and then scurried out of the room.

“You didn’t open my drapes!” Daniella shouted.

Ella halted and immediately returned to the room. She pushed aside the heavy velvet draperies on the one window, letting the morning sun into the shadowy confines of the room. When she shoved open the drapes, dust motes danced in the slashes of sunlight.

“When are you going to clean my drapes?” the girl complained and then sneezed. “See what it does to me?”

“Tomorrow, Daniella.”

“I think you should do it today.”

But today was market day. “I will try.”

“If you don’t do it, I’ll tell my mother!” It was always her go-to threat.

“Yes, Daniella.”

Ella understood that was the only correct response when it came to those threats. She nodded and hurried out of the room before she was assigned more chores that weren’t on her list today.

She scurried back down to the kitchen. Once there, she put on her walking shoes, threw her threadbare shawl around her shoulders and tied a kerchief over her hair. She snatched up the small basket she used for vegetables and fruit, but when she headed for the backdoor, her stepmother rang the servant’s bell again. It was a never-ending cycle with them.

Ella removed the shawl and the kerchief and placed the basket on the counter. She returned to her stepmother’s room to collect her empty breakfast dishes.

“Ella, the paper says there’s a royal decree.”

She tapped the news print with her index finger, the blue jeweled ring glittering in the early morning light. Mischievous excitement crossed her stepmother’s features.

“There’s to be a royal Christmas ball in one week’s time in which the prince will select his bride from all the eligible maidens of the kingdom. All are invited!”

“A ball?” Ella gasped.

“Yes, a ball, you dolt,” she snapped. “We must see what appropriate gowns the girls have to wear. If we need to have dresses made, I will need to go to town this afternoon.” She paused and gave Ella a glare with her beady blue eyes. “Well? Why are you standing there?” She snapped her fingers. “Get to it!”

“You said all eligible maidens,” she said. “Does that mean I can go, too?”

“You?” she said and laughed. Then she tapped her chin with her forefinger. “Yes, I suppose it does.”

Elation skipped through her. She had never been to a ball before. She hoped she had something to wear. Perhaps something of her mother’s even if it was a tad out of fashion.

“Oh, thank you, Stepmother. Thank—”

“But…” She said, interrupting her momentary joy. “All your chores must be finished by then including helping with the gowns for the girls. The mending, the sewing, the cleaning, the cooking. All of it.”

Her heart sank, but still a tiny bit of hope glimmered deep down. Perhaps she would be able to get it all done in time for the ball.

“Yes, Stepmother. Of course.”

“Now, be gone.” She waved her away with the swish of a hand.

As Ella headed for the door, Lucinda and Daniella rushed in, their eyes alight with excitement.

“Mother! Did I hear you say there was to be a royal ball?” Lucinda said.

Ella had no doubt Lucinda eavesdropped on their conversation and then brought Daniella along with her to gossip about the upcoming ball with their mother. As she made her way down the stairs, her heart sank lower and lower and she understood she would not be going to the market today or the ball.








  
  
Chapter 2




Ella dashed between Lucinda’s room and Daniella’s room gathering accessories and gowns and then helping each of them try everything on. All the while, her stepmother hovered behind her telling her what to put on and what to take off. 

She helped Lucinda into a bright pink gown with a full skirt. The neckline was trimmed in orange roses. The colors clashed with her red hair. It was absolutely hideous but Ella managed to keep her face expressionless.

“No, no, no!” her stepmother said and then gave an exasperated sigh. “This is not befitting a royal ball. Take that off at once.” She snapped her fingers.

“But, Mother, I like this one!” Lucinda whined. She twirled to show off the full skirt which was devoid of petticoats.

“Not that one. Ella, get her out of it. Where is Daniella?”

“Here, Mother.”

Ella began to undo all the tiny buttons down the back of Lucinda’s gown as Daniella trotted in wearing a blue gown that had seen better days and was definitely out of fashion. It had a scooped neckline and a dropped narrow waist that flowed into a full skirt. The skirt was adorned with ribbons and bows and pink rosettes in the knot of each bow. Unlike her sister, Daniella insisted on the petticoats. She happily twirled with a squeal to show off the fullness.

Stepmother’s face contorted into one of horror. It took everything inside Ella not to giggle.

Her stepmother clucked her tongue in disgust. “That simply won’t do either. I must go to the dressmaker to order new gowns before he’s too busy to take new orders.”

Ella also needed to go to market and hesitated to ask. She hated the thought of traveling with that woman, but there were things she needed for the kitchen.

“Pardon me, Stepmother, may I accompany you? I have a market order to pick up.”

She looked down her nose at Ella with reproach. “Yes, I suppose you can. But ask for nothing at the dressmaker.”

“Yes, of course.” She gave a nod of understanding.

“Oh, can I come, too?” Lucinda asked with a catty smile. She gave Ella a cutting look, clearly not wanting to be outdone.

Ella cringed. The last thing she wanted was to have to go to the village with both her stepmother and Lucinda.

“Me, too!” cried Daniella.

Ella frowned.

“Does that not suit you, Ella?” her stepmother snapped. Her face contorted into an evil scowl.

As much as she tried to be careful with her facial expressions, she couldn’t keep it to herself this time.

“It suits fine, Stepmother,” she replied and gave a cheerful smile.

But her stepmother continued to glower at her. Ella ignored her as she hurried down the stairs to the kitchen to cover her hair with her kerchief, wrap the thin shawl around her shoulders, and grab her basket. She heard the commotion of the three of them heading down the stairs to the front door. Ella hurried to catch up to them knowing her stepmother wouldn’t wait for her. As she came through the hall, they were at the door. Both Lucinda and Daniella peered at her with disgust.

“Does she have to travel with us? I mean, look at her.” Lucinda waved a hand at her.

Ella stood her ground, refusing to be intimidated by her. She was aware of the shabby state of her dress and the shoes that were nearly worn through.

“We don’t want to be seen with a servant,” Daniella added.

“Girls, please. We will take the carriage. Ella can walk.”

And that was that. The girls giggled with delight as they scampered out the door and to the one carriage they had. Her only consolation was that at least it wasn’t an enclosed carriage and they would have to deal with the morning sunlight on their faces as they headed to the market.

She waited for them to get down the road a bit before she started her journey to the market. She much preferred to walk alone anyway. They were nothing but hateful shrews and she didn’t want to listen to their barbs the entire ride there and back.

The market was its usual bustle of activity. Decorations for the upcoming season were throughout the small village. Garland decorated with colorful lights was strung across the street from one building to the next. Festive wreaths with ribbons were on every shop door. There was a sense of cheerfulness about the village people and shopkeepers. It was infectious. Ella couldn’t help but smile as she strolled through the streets, greeting people with a smile and a nod.

She loved Christmas. It was her favorite time of year. Well, it used to be when her mother was alive. She was unable to enjoy it as she used to with her stepmother and stepsisters in the house. They made her life a living hell as she served them day and night, never getting a day off. Not even Christmas or the day after. Still, she found a way to celebrate in her own quiet way. She hoarded a few treats for herself to enjoy long after they went to bed on Christmas Day.

Young women everywhere were in a fit of excitement over the announcement of the upcoming ball. She wished she was able to share in their excitement, but she knew there was no way her stepmother would allow her to attend. She was a servant girl, after all.

At the general store, she headed to the counter to pick up her order of eggs, bread, sugar and tea. The proprietor was a nice man by the name of Mr. Gibson. She gave him her best smile.

“Good morning, Mr. Gibson.”

“Ah, Ella. Here to pick up your order?”

“Yes, thank you.”

His brows drew together in a look of regret. “I hate to ask, Ella, but do you have the money to pay the balance on your account first?”

“My stepmother pays that weekly.”

“Ah…” He scratched his balding head. “I’m afraid she hasn’t in weeks.”

“Weeks?” Ella’s heart picked up. “What do you mean, weeks?”

“It’s just that the account has a bit of a balance and, well, I can’t be letting you have your order without payment.”

“How much is owed?” she asked.

“A hundred pounds.” His shoulders slumped as he said it, a mixture of sadness and hesitation evident in his voice.

Ella swallowed hard as mortification swept through her. How could her stepmother not pay the bill? What was she doing with the household money?

“I’m sorry, Ella.”

She didn’t know what to do. She needed those items for the rest of the week. If she didn’t have them, then how was she to make the tea they expected for breakfast every day? She bit her lip as she made a decision that would likely get her into more trouble than she’d ever been in.

“If I promise to pay you in full by the end of the week, may I have my order?”

Mr. Gibson glanced around the store to see if anyone else was within earshot. Luckily, there wasn’t.

“I shouldn’t…” he said.

Ella leaned across the counter and whispered, “Please, sir.”

He shifted from one foot to the other as he ran a hand over his shiny pate. “If you promise?”

“I do.”

He turned from the counter, went into the back and returned a moment later with her items. She took them, grateful he gave them to her and then dashed from the shop before he changed his mind.

How was she going to get a hundred pounds? As she walked down the street, her basket full of goods on her arm, she spied her stepsisters and stepmother coming out the dressmaker’s shop. Both Lucinda and Daniella wore grins, their faces lit with excitement, as they skipped along the street talking about how much they were going to love their new gowns. And one for her stepmother, of course. Nothing for Ella. It wasn’t even a thought.

She watched them for a moment, reminding herself to be kind as all sorts of horrid thoughts came into her mind. She didn’t want to wish ill on anyone, but she hoped Lucinda ended up with a giant pus-filled blemish on the day of the ball. And maybe Daniella would burn her hair when she tried to curl it.

Ella reprimanded herself for her mean thoughts. She was about to step into the street to cross, when a red and gold coach rumbled down the street. It was absolutely ornate with gold trimmings, a footman, a driver, and four white chargers. Ella’s breath caught in her throat as it came to a halt not far from where she stood.

A tall, beautiful woman stepped out with the help of her footman. She wore a magnificent red velvet gown and a matching cloak trimmed in ermine. Her silvery hair was piled high on her head in the latest fashion. Dainty curls framed her face. She had bright blue eyes and lips the color of the red rose. Even her cheeks were rosy. She noticed Ella gaping at her and gave her a bright smile.

“Good morrow, young miss.”

“H-hello.”

“Why, aren’t you a pretty thing.” Her smile was infectious.

Ella glanced down to her worn shoes. “Thank you, but I’m not.”

“Nonsense!”

The woman approached her, looking her up and down with curiosity. When Ella failed to lift her gaze to hers, the woman put a finger under her chin and tipped it up with a gentle nudge.

“I can see into the depths of your deep brown eyes,” the woman said. “I see a lot of heartache.”

Ella’s stomach twisted into a knot.

“But there is also kindness,” she continued. “What’s your name, dearest?”

“Ella,” she said, her voice quiet.

“Ah, a beautiful name to match the girl! Wouldn’t you agree, Percy?” she said to the footman.

“Yes, madam,” the footman replied in a monotone. He never cast a glance toward Ella.

The woman latched her arm around Ella’s. “Dear Percy. He always agrees with me. It’s why I keep him around.”

She laughed, her eyes twinkling with a sort of mirth Ella had never seen before. She liked her right away.

“Now, tell me, dearest Ella. What are you planning to wear to the ball?”

Ella blinked in confusion. Had the woman not seen her ragged dress, her thin shawl, her worn out shoes?

“I-I’m not going.”

“Not going!” She clucked her tongue. “Why not?”

“I don’t have anything suitable to wear, madam.”

“Madam!” She said on a gasp and then a laugh. “You must call me Noella.”

“Oh, but I—”

“I insist. Now, what do you say we pop on over to the dressmaker and order you something exquisite for the ball? I personally know him and he’s sure to give me exactly what I want.”

Panic rose in Ella. She tugged her arm away from the woman’s. “Thank you, but I can’t accept.”

She stuck out her bottom lip in an exaggerated pout. “Why not?”

Ella started to back away from the woman. “It’s generous, to be sure, but I don’t know you and, well, my father said never to accept gifts from strangers.”

“Your father said that, hm?” She tapped her finger on her chin as she gave Percy a glance.

He slowly shook his head. “Madam, it appears she doesn’t know who you are.”

“Yes, it would seem that way.” She turned back to Ella, who had put considerable distance between them as she backed away. “My dear, I’m Noella Fairchild. Have you never heard that name before?”

“No.” She shook her head. “I do thank you for thinking of me, madam, but I simply must go.”

Before Noella Fairchild said another word, Ella spun and dashed up the street. She didn’t stop running until she was at the end of the market on the dirt road heading back to home.


      [image: image-placeholder]Noella Fairchild watched the young girl hurry down the path and disappear, her tattered skirts fluttering around her ankles. Using her magic, she sensed a sort of sadness mixed with a deep hope of better days to come. Well, she could give her that.

“Percy, follow her. Find out where she lives and report back.”

Percy nodded. “Yes, madam.”

Her long-time servant followed the girl’s path. Percy understood discretion better than anyone. She’d know everything there was to know about the girl by the time he returned in a few hours. Smiling, she returned to the carriage to await news of the girl.








  
  
Chapter 3




By the time Ella reached home, she was out of breath. Her legs burned from the sprint from the market. She had no idea who Noella Fairchild was. She’d been a resident of the village since she was born and had never heard the name. 

Then again, she only ventured to the market once a week and then it was a quick trip there and back. She had so much work to do. She hung up her shawl and kerchief and paused a moment in the kitchen to catch her breath. But as she did so, the three women rang for her. It was time for luncheon and she hadn’t anything prepared.

She had several slices of bread leftover from the previous day and quickly put them in a linen lined bowl and covered them. That would have to do for the time being. Swallowing hard, she headed to the dining room to face her stepmother and tell her it would be at least another hour before luncheon was served.

Her stepmother sat at the head of the table. She placed the bowl in the middle. Her stepmother shoved off the linen cover and glowered at the bread. Her fiery glare bored into Ella with a searing intensity. Her anger radiated from her like waves of blistering heat.

“Stale bread is all you have to offer for luncheon?”

“I’ve only just returned from the market and—”

“I don’t want your excuses,” she snapped.

Ella stood frozen in place, the words clotting her throat.

“Well, get to it!” she said.

She hurried out of the dining room as Lucinda and Daniella snickered. In the kitchen, Ella put together their luncheon including a small portion for herself. After she served them, she returned to the kitchen where she sat alone at the scarred wooden table and stared down at her half-empty plate.

A knock on the back door startled her.

She opened the door to see an elderly man standing on the other side. He was hunched over and held a gnarled cane in one hand. The knit cap on his head barely covered his ears. His jacket was threadbare with what appeared to be a moth-eaten hole on his shoulder. When he smiled, he had crooked stump teeth, his face wrinkling with the movement making his eyes squint.

“Beggin’ ya pardon, miss. I was walking down the road there heading through town to the next.” He pointed to the road behind the house. “Could ya spare a wee bit of bread and water for me?”

Ella hesitated.

“I don’t want to be any trouble. Just a bit a bread and then I’ll be on me way, eh?”

“Just a moment.” She pushed the door closed.

She found two-day old bread which she cut in half and wrapped into a linen napkin for him. She poured water in a small cup, then reopened the door. She handed him the bread.

“This is all I have.”

“Thank ya, miss.” He took the bread and cradled it against his chest as if it were a prize.

“And water.” She handed him the cup.

He drained it, then returned it to her with a smile of thanks. “I’ll be on me way, now. Thank ya, miss.”

She watched him hobble away back toward the road before she closed the door. It was odd, really. There were rarely strangers in the area and certainly they didn’t knock on doors and ask for food and water. It occurred to her, too, how strange it was she’d met two strangers in one day.

But she paid it no more mind as she set about cleaning the kitchen of the luncheon dishes and prepared for dinner that evening, humming a familiar Christmas tune her mother used to sing to her. It gave her comfort as she went through the day’s drudgery.


      [image: image-placeholder]Noella Fairchild waited for Percy’s return in the carriage at the edge of the village on the dirt road. She shivered even under her thick cloak as the wind turned from the north. With a flick of her wrist, an ermine-lined muff appeared in a sprinkling of fairy dust on her hands. She settled back into the seat to wait.

She dozed off, her head against the padded wall, as the sun dipped to the horizon. Percy had been gone for quite some time. No doubt doing all he could to find out who the girl was.

“Here he comes now, madam,” the driver called.

Noella jarred awake at the driver’s words. She pushed open the carriage door and hopped out, eager to hear the results of her footman’s investigation.

Percy was more than a footman, though. He’d been with her for more years than she counted as her advisor in all matters. Even when she came up with the foolish idea of finding a suitable young woman for her son. He’d tried to talk her out of it, but she had refused to listen.

“Well?” she asked as soon as Percy was within earshot. “What did you find out?”

“She lives in a small house a few miles that way with her stepmother and stepsisters.” He pointed back up the road behind him. “She’s a servant, madam. The three women she lives with are less than kind to her.” He sniffed derision.

“A servant girl, you say.” She tapped her finger against her chin.

“However,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “She is kind despite being treated as though she were nothing more than dirt on their shoes. She gave me stale bread.” He held up the bundle.

Noella’s eyes widened in shock as her heart did a quick thunk. “She didn’t recognize you, did she?”

“No, madam. My disguise was convincing.”

Noella nodded. “Good, good. Do you think she’s worthy?”

He tilted his head to the side making a curl of dark hair fall across his broad forehead. “Madam, I believe only you have the answer to that. I will say, though, she was singing a familiar Christmas tune as I left.”

Her heart swelled with joyous anticipation. Excitement skittered through her as her mind raced with possibilities. She swung open the carriage door with alacrity.

“That’s good to hear, Percy. Come! We have much work to do!”

Percy climbed in after her and closed the door.

“Let’s away, Alfred!”

The carriage lurched forward as the horses started a swift gallop.

“I do hope you know what you’re doing, madam.”

“I do, too, Percy. I do, too.”
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