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      For those who keep Christmas well,

      and to the memory of Paula May Wu Loy,

      beloved, irreplaceable Dragon Mom

    

  


  
    
      
        
        At Christmas, all roads lead home.

      

      

      
        
        —Marjorie Holmes

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      The stories in Christmas with the Pride take place over several Christmases spanning from 1866 to 1889. Longtime readers of The Lyons Pride may be familiar with events chronicled in previous entries in the series: The Advent of Lady Madeline, Devices & Desires, and Intimate Delights. Readers who are new to the series or wish to refresh their memories may find the afterword—“The Story Behind the Stories”—helpful in establishing a chronology of those events.
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      THE LYONS PRIDE (1889)

      Harold Lyons, Duke of Whitborough, lord of all he surveys

      Helene de Sevigny-Lyons, Duchess of Whitborough, the natural check to his power

      Major Lord Reginald Lyons, the current heir, a man’s man

      Lord Gervase Lyons, the middle son, as sharp as they come

      Lady Margaret Lyons, formerly Lady Bellamy, his wife, warm-hearted but no fool

      Madeline, Viscountess Saxby, the eldest daughter, disillusioned but perceptive

      Hugo, Viscount Saxby, her husband, an amiable sportsman

      Richenda, Harry, and Oliver, their children

      Elaine, Duchess of Castlebrooke, the middle daughter, more devious than she appears

      Alasdair, Duke of Castlebrooke, her husband, a peacemaker

      Beatrice, Simon, and Ursula, their children

      Lady Juliana Lyons, the youngest daughter, everyone’s favorite

      Lord Jason Lyons, the youngest son, thoroughly spoiled

      

      CURRENT GUESTS

      The Honorable William Sisley, betrothed to Juliana

      The Honorable Aubrey Vernon Willard-Brewes, called “Bowlsie,” Jason’s friend and fellow student

      Surya Markham,  Reg’s orphaned ward, half-caste

      alexander Bellamy, called “Sandy,” Earl Bellamy, Margaret’s elder stepson

      The Honorable Charles Bellamy, Margaret’s younger stepson

      Roland St. Giles, Earl Tallis, Helene’s godson

      

      FORMER GUESTS

      Augustus Carlisle, Duke of Langdale, Margaret’s brother, on holiday abroad

      Lady Alicia Carlisle, Margaret’s younger sister and Reg’s former betrothed, now residing in Paris

      Andrew Hastings, Reg’s friend and fellow Army officer

      

      GONE BUT NOT FORGOTTEN

      Hal, Earl of Denforth, the much-lamented heir

      Alex, Earl Bellamy, Margaret’s late husband

      Laurence, late Duke of Langdale

      Constance, late Duchess of Langdale

      

      BELOW STAIRS

      (note: An establishment the size of Denforth Castle requires an enormous staff to maintain it. Naming every member—to say nothing of the visiting servants—would likely exhaust my powers of invention and the readers’ patience. But here are the some of the more prominent domestics.)

      Mr. Lydgate, the Whitboroughs’ butler

      Mrs. Mowbray, the housekeeper

      Mrs. Hill, the cook

      Frederick, first footman

      Albert, second footman

      Albertine, Madeline’s maid

      Fenella, Elaine’s maid

      Ida, Juliana’s maid

      Tilda James-Farnsworth, Margaret’s maid, Farnsworth’s wife

      Farnsworth, Gervase’s valet, Tilda’s husband

      Lachlan, Alasdair’s manservant

      Laurent, Roland’s valet

      MAry “Hammie’ hammond , Surya’s nursemaid

      Lucy, nursemaid to Madeline and Hugo’s children

      Jeanie, nursemaid to Elaine and Alasdair’s children
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        [Christmas] is… the season for kindling, not merely the fire of hospitality in the hall, but the genial flame of charity in the heart.

        —Washington Irving, Old Christmas

      

      

      Denforth Castle, Yorkshire, 18 December 1889

      Approaching the Great Hall, Harold Lyons, Duke of Whitborough, heard his wife’s voice before he saw her: clear, incisive, with that Gallic intonation that never failed to stir his blood.

      “Yes, there! And that one… over there, but avec soin. The contents are trés fragile!”

      As always, the practical French side of her came to the fore whenever she was overseeing some household task. Not even his mother had been a more efficient chatelaine, Whitborough mused as he strode into the room.

      His duchess, Helene, stood in the middle of the Great Hall, directing the placement of numerous boxes and crates, brought down from the attics that very morning. Two footmen had been recruited for the purpose, and now they scrupulously carried out their mistress’s bidding.

      The taller of the pair set down his crate as instructed and looked towards Helene, who smiled brilliantly. “Trés bien, Albert, and merci beaucoup! That will be all for now—you and Frederick may go.”

      “Very good, Your Grace,” the footmen replied in unison, and withdrew.

      Whitborough regarded his wife with mingled amusement and admiration. Still beautiful at sixty-one—the elegant bones of her face would keep her so forever—with the carriage and demeanor of an empress. Her dark hair carried more silver than it had, but it was still thick and abundant, and her golden-hazel eyes were as piercing as ever. The sharp, incisive mind behind them could be a source of delight and irritation to him. Indeed, he suspected that the intertwining of those two seemingly contradictory emotions was what kept their union as passionate as it had been when they were young lovers.

      Passion could burn—painfully—as well as warm, which Whitborough also knew. But since last Christmas, when so much had changed within their family, he and Helene had striven harder than they ever had to mend what had broken between them.

      Now, a year later, they were together again. Or, at least, more together than they had been since their great loss of six years before. Helene still had her interests in France—her estate, Bellevigne, and its thriving vineyard—and spent part of the year there. The difference was that Whitborough accompanied her, when his own business ventures did not require his presence elsewhere. And even then, their separations had become briefer and far less frequent.

      A return to their youth, but seasoned with the wisdom—ha!—of their age? Well, one could but hope, though Whitborough thought they weren’t doing too badly, on balance. His lady was here, after all, spending Christmas in what she called “the barbarous cold of Yorkshire” and the whole family would be joining them—just as they had last year, but with luck, the experience would be far more harmonious.

      Helene looked up then, from the crate she had been studying, and bestowed upon him the dazzling smile she had given to the footmen, but with a special warmth that he knew was for him alone.  “Bonjour, chéri! How was your walk in the woods?”

      “Pleasant,” he said, picking his way through the crates and boxes to reach her side. “And productive. I believe I’ve found the perfect Christmas tree for the Hall.”

      “As you say every year. But in that regard, you are seldom wrong. When do you mean to bring it here?”

      “Tomorrow, perhaps, after all our guests have arrived.” Whitborough slipped an arm about her waist, as trim as ever. “I thought to make a proper excursion of it, invite as many along as wish to come.”

      “Excellent. I know Elaine will want to come to gather greenery as well. Juliana too.”

      “And where Juliana goes, young Sisley will follow.”

      “As a future husband should.”

      “Indeed. Splendid fellow, is he not? An athlete, a scholar, well-born, and well to do. I have no doubt that he’ll make an excellent husband to our girl.”

      A faint line etched itself between Helene’s fine brows. “Ye-es. Although I could wish he favored a less dangerous pastime than mountaineering.”

      “Nearly every pastime carries some risks, ma mie,” Whitborough reminded her. “And Sisley’s exploits there have ended happily, so far.”

      So far.  The words hung, a trifle ominously, in the air, and Whitborough hastened to add, “But surely being a husband and perhaps one day a father will lead him to practice greater caution.”

      Helene’s expression cleared. “As any man of sense should do! Still, William is Juliana’s choice, and he has assured me that her happiness is his first priority.”

      “He said the same to me, and we should trust that he is a man of his word.”

      Helene smiled ruefully. “We could never deny our daughters anything, could we? Well, Madeline and Elaine both married for love, and have been very happy with their husbands. We will hope the same for Juliana.”

      “Our sons appear well-disposed toward Sisley too, remember. And you know how protective they are of Juliana. Especially Reg.”

      “A good sign,” Helene conceded. “But we have been more than fortunate in our sons-in-law.”

      “Agreed. And thanks to Gervase, perfectly blessed in our first daughter-in-law.”

      Her eyes lit up. “Yes! Dearest Margaret—she has always felt like one of the family. Even if it took us far longer than it should have to see which of our sons was the best match for her.”

      “We were both purblind,” Whitborough admitted. “Just as well those two took matters into their own hands! According to Elaine, they’re as devoted as a pair of turtledoves, if one can imagine such a thing with our Gervase.”

      Helene sighed. “There was much we did not know or understand about Gervase. Fortunately, there is still time to learn. This past year has been one of great change, has it not? One of our sons finally married, our youngest daughter soon to wed herself, a new grandchild—”

      “I’m half-inclined to say four grandchildren—counting little Surya and the Bellamy lads! Surely each qualifies as an honorary Lyons.”

      “An extended member of the Pride,” Helene agreed. “Do you realize, mon coeur, that we shall have nine children spending the holidays with us? Almost twice as many as last year!”

      “And with us and our own brood brings us close to two dozen for Christmas.”

      “Two-and-twenty, precisely, with that friend of Jason’s. But there is more than room enough at Denforth.” Helena smiled down at the crates and boxes piled around her. “A good thing I ordered more decorations for the tree.”

      “Sturdy ones, I trust. Children will be putting them up, after all.”

      “Some sturdy, some more delicate. But I think we shall contrive handsomely.”

      “As long as, say, Margaret’s stepsons aren’t overly afflicted with a spirit of competition.”

      Amusement crinkled her eyes, warmed her voice like the finest brandy. “Alors, you remember.”

      “How could I possibly forget?”
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        Birds in their little nests agree;

        And ’tis a shameful sight,

        When children of one family

        Fall out and chide and fight.

        —Isaac Watts, “Love Between Brothers and Sisters”

      

      

      

      Denforth Castle, December 1866

      “I should hang the rest of them—I’m the eldest!”

      “I should hang them, I’m the tallest!”

      “No, me!

      “No, me!”

      “Hal, Reg, stop it at once!” Helene exclaimed a moment too late as the box her sons were fighting over slipped from their grasp and crashed to the floor. Accompanied by an ominous tinkling sound that had two pairs of eyes swiveling guiltily towards their mother.

      Too appalled to speak, Helene could only stare at the wreckage—the cherished ornaments that had adorned the tree at previous Christmases, now reduced to colored shards and splinters.

      Ten-year-old Madeline broke the silence, rounding on her brothers like a fury. “Shame on you! You ruined them—and Lainey didn’t get the chance to hang even one,” she added, gesturing to their younger sister, who was staring round-eyed at the mess on the floor.

      As if on cue, three-year-old Elaine’s lower lip began to quiver and her hazel eyes filled. Though whether her distress was due to the broken ornaments or the tensions she undoubtedly sensed in the room, Helene could not be sure.

      Flushing, the two culprits stared shamefacedly at the floor, not meeting their mother’s gaze.

      “Here’s one that didn’t break,” six-year-old Gervase spoke up unexpectedly, holding up a shining bauble. “It rolled under a chair. Lainey can hang this one.”

      Helene found her voice. “That—that would be an excellent idea, petit. Madeline,” she addressed her daughter, “would you and Gervase help Lainey hang her ornament?”

      “Of course, Maman.” Casting one last scathing look at her brothers, Madeline took Elaine’s hand, beckoned to Gervase, and the trio proceeded to the Christmas tree in the corner of the Great Hall.

      Helene took a calming breath, then turned to face her sons, both of whom were still studying the floor intently.  Before she could utter a word, however, a familiar step was heard in the passage, and a moment later, her husband strode into the room.

      Despite her distress, Helene felt her pulse quicken at the sight of him. As always, Harold Lyons, Duke of Whitborough, brought a rush of energy and vitality with him into every room he entered. The young lion who’d wooed and won her more than a dozen years ago was just entering his prime: tall, broad-shouldered, with a full head of thick tawny hair. His eyes—a piercing blue—met hers and he sent her an almost boyish grin. “Ma belle Helene, I present myself for your—”

      He broke off, frowning as he took in her expression, then his gaze fell upon the broken ornaments, swept up to encompass his two eldest sons… and the temperature in the Great Hall dropped noticeably.

      “Casualties already?” His tone was deceptively pleasant, but no one within earshot was deceived. Out of the corner of her eye, Helene saw Madeline wince and Gervase look up sharply from his task of helping Elaine hang her ornament. “To whom do we owe the butcher’s bill?”

      Hal looked up at that. “It wasn’t really my fault, Papa! If Reg hadn’t tried to grab the box from me—”

      “You pulled just as hard as I did!” Reg retorted, obviously stung.

      “That will do.”

      The family was accustomed to the duke’s roaring like the lion that was his namesake, when his blood was up. It was when his voice grew level and cold that they feared his temper most. Hal and Reg fell silent at once.

      “Knowing you as I do, I can easily imagine how this unfortunate occurrence came to pass,” their father continued. “You, Harold, are ten. Reginald, you are eight. Such an infantile display of rivalry should be beneath you both.”

      Neither boy could quite conceal a flinch at being addressed by his full name.

      “You will apologize at once to your mother, for having thoughtlessly destroyed something that she cherished.”

      Two pairs of blue eyes turned towards Helene, who could not help but soften at the genuine contrition she saw reflected there.

      “I’m sorry, Maman,” Hal said at once. “I shouldn’t have let Reg get to me! You can have my whole allowance to buy new ones!”

      “And mine,” Reg chimed in, darting an irritated glance at his brother. “I apologize, Mother. I shouldn’t have acted the scrub with him.” He jerked his chin towards Hal, who glowered back but, mindful of his father’s presence, made no further response.

      “You will both forfeit your allowance for this month and the month after,” the duke informed them.  “However, that is not the full extent of your punishment.”

      Apprehension flickered across Hal’s face. “Are—are you going to thrash us too, Papa?” he ventured.

      Reg jutted out his jaw. “I’m not afraid of a thrashing. I can take my licks like a man.”

      The duke regarded his second son with disfavor. “Except that you are not a man, Reginald. You are a little boy, as your conduct today attests.  And as you and your brother have behaved in a manner more suited to the nursery than the Great Hall, to the nursery are you both confined until further notice. You may tell Nanny that I wish you seated in opposite corners of the room, facing the wall. Nor are you to speak to one another for the duration of your confinement. But first,” he added, “you will avail yourselves of a broom and dustpan to clean up this mess. I see no reason to burden the staff with the consequences of your folly. You may report below stairs to Mrs. Mowbray, who can supply what you need, and be quick about it. Dismissed.”

      “Yes, sir,” came the shamefaced response from both. Avoiding each other’s eyes, the boys quickly left the room.

      Once they had gone, Harold turned to his wife. “Was I too hard on them?”

      Helene shook her head. “No, mon cher—not this time. Hal and Reg must learn that they cannot go through life fighting over everything like two dogs with a bone.” She glanced once again at the broken ornaments, and despite her best efforts, her eyes stung.

      “Ma mie.” Closing the distance between them, Harold drew her into a comforting embrace.

      Helen shook her head, thrust a quick hand under her eyes. “Foolish of me! To be so distressed over some bits of colored glass…”

      “But I remember when you purchased them,” he countered. “And some go back to our earliest Christmases—our first years together.” His tone gentled. “Glass and gilding may not cost a fortune, but memories are beyond price.”

      “So they are.” Summoning a smile, Helene drew herself up to her full height. “Alors, we shall make more of them, shall we not?”

      “Bravely said,” her husband approved, his arm tightening about her waist. “As for the ornaments, shall we send to Paris for new ones? Or Germany—I hear that the town of Lauscha has become rather famous for its Christmas baubles.”

      “Perhaps.” Turning in his embrace, Helena surveyed the Christmas tree and their three remaining children, all doing their best to ignore the scene that had so recently occurred. Madeline, holding Elaine’s hand, was directing the hanging of tinsel on the lower boughs, while Gervase was sitting tailor-fashion on the floor, methodically untangling a pile of ribbons and gilt-paper chains. “Or,” she mused, “we might consider something a bit sturdier. The better to withstand the—energies of our young.”

      “A brilliant thought, my lady.” Harold leaned in to steal a kiss. “What had you in mind?”

      She returned his kiss, a trifle absently. “Nothing definite as yet. But give me some time, mon coeur, and I shall contrive.”
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      One year later…

      “Exquisite,” Harold declared, studying the contents of his wife’s carved wooden chest. “Ma belle, you’ve outdone yourself.”

      “Merci du compliment.” Helene smiled up at him, feeling again the proud glow of achievement.

      She’d started designing the ornaments not long after the New Year, working in close consultation with a seamsTréss and a jeweler to determine their final form. The body of each ornament was glass, of course, but thicker than the delicate blown glass used in most of the French and German ornaments so popular now. Afterwards, the ornaments were swathed in a rich heavy fabric—brocade, damask, velvet—and decorated further with ribbon, lace, or beadwork. Each was unique, bearing the first initial of the intended recipient. “This way, all our children will have at least one ornament to hang. And us, as well.”

      “Why should the young have all the fun at Christmas?” he agreed, picking up the royal blue ornament—piped in gold—that she’d designed just for him.

      Helene took her own burgundy ornament out of the chest. “Shall we get started, Duke?”

      Soon after, the children trooped into the Great Hall. Rather to Helene’s amusement—and she could smile about it now—all appeared to be rather obviously on their best behavior. She opened the chest with a flourish and saw five faces light up with almost identical expressions of surprise and pleasure—a rare moment of unity!

      Gravely, she and Harold directed each child to his or her particular ornament, watched in satisfaction as they walked over to hang them on the tree. Typically, Hal and Reg vied to see who could hang theirs higher—but that was preferable to their conduct from last year, Helene supposed.

      Madeline rolled her eyes over her brothers’ ceaseless competition and made a point of putting up her ornament as far from theirs as possible, while Gervase hung his without fuss, then lifted Elaine up so she could hang hers on a bough close to the one he’d chosen.

      Harold slipped an arm about Helene’s waist. “What splendid colors you’ve chosen, ma mie. Our Christmas tree will surely be the best-dressed in the county.”

      “Only the county?” she inquired lightly. “I was thinking the whole of Yorkshire.”

      His arm tightened. “Let’s make it the length and breadth of Britain, love. No point in doing things by halves.”

      “None at all,” Helene agreed, leaning back against him and contemplating the tree. Against the evergreen boughs, the ornaments shone like miniature suns—bright globes of scarlet, gold, rose, and blue…

      “The next one will be saffron,” she said aloud. “With gold accents.”

      Her husband’s breath caught as the full implications sank in for him. “The next one?”

      “In July, I think,” Helene confirmed, smiling up at him.  “Happy Christmas, mon coeur.”
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      Denforth Castle, Yorkshire, 18 December 1889

      “And it was July, just as you predicted.”

      Helene’s lips curved in a reminiscent smile. “Our Juliana.”

      “As bright and beautiful as a summer day. We named her well.” Harold’s voice grew husky on the last words. 

      He’d always been indulgent with their daughters, Helene reflected. Far more so than with their sons. But he was right about Juliana, who’d been adored by the whole family from the moment she drew breath. “It seems only yesterday that we were walking her to the tree to hang her ornament for the first time. And now she’s a bride—or will be, come Epiphany Eve.”

      “I’m a little surprised that she opted for a winter wedding,” Harold remarked. “Not that I pay much attention to such things, but aren’t spring and summer supposed to be the most fashionable seasons?”

      “Well, Madeline married in spring, Elaine at the end of summer. Perhaps Juliana wishes her wedding to be very different from her sisters’. And remember, chéri, that Denforth has seen more than one match made at Christmastide: Madeline and Hugo, Gervase and Margaret…”

      Harold sighed. “Pity we didn’t see the latter at the same time we saw the former. We might have saved everyone almost ten years of heartache.”

      Helene shrugged lightly. “Maybe, maybe not. Remember how young they were then. Gervase had just gone up to Oxford that term. And for a time, Margaret had eyes for no one but Hal…”
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        “Doubt thou the stars are fire,

        Doubt thou the sun doth move,

        Doubt truth to be a liar,

        But never doubt I love.”

        —William Shakespeare, Hamlet, II, ii

      

      

      

      Denforth Castle, December 1879

      From her vantage point on the window seat, Lady Margaret Carlisle watched the other guests mill about the room, chattering animatedly among themselves. Spirits always ran high after a performance of the Lyons family’s amateur theatricals, and tonight’s production of Romeo and Juliet had been particularly successful.

      Praise had been lavished upon the whole cast, including Margaret for her performance as the Nurse. “Such a wonderful comic turn!” one woman had gushed. “And so lacking in vanity!”

      Margaret had mustered a faint smile at that. It was certainly true that Nurse Angelica was not a glamorous part; Margaret had padded her loose sack gown with pillows, donned a grey-streaked wig, and adopted a Yorkshire brogue that worked surprisingly well. How astonished that woman would be to learn that Margaret had volunteered to take the part, instead of vying with her friend, Lady Elaine Lyons, for the more coveted role of Juliet!

      But then, Margaret had had her reasons… the most important of which had wandered off ten minutes ago, leaving her with only a plate of refreshments for company.

      Idly rolling the stem of her champagne flute between her fingers, Margaret gazed in the direction he had gone. Unlike Juliet, she could not hide her face behind “the mask of night.” Indeed, such an endeavor would be pointless in the well-lit Grand Salon of Denforth Castle. But there were other masks that might serve as well.

      Everyone had one, Margaret supposed, and she’d witnessed several on the faces of various friends and relations over the years: Madeline’s cool remoteness, Gervase’s ironic detachment, even Elaine’s kittenish innocence that concealed a remarkable degree of guile.

      Margaret’s own mask was one of smiling good humor and boundless tolerance. A mask that she had often seen her mother don in trying circumstances. “Five more guests for dinner? Why, of course we can accommodate them.”  Or “Half the servants are down with influenza—on the night of our reception? Never fear; we’ll manage without them.”

      Did being abandoned by one’s future husband in the middle of a party count as a trying circumstance? Margaret could not help but feel that it did, although she probably should be used to it by now. This was hardly the first time Hal had excused himself after spending only the shortest possible interval at her side. There were, after all, so many other things for a handsome, charming young earl to do than dance attendance on the girl his parents had chosen for him. The girl he thought of as practically another sister…

      I’ll make him see me in a different light, Margaret vowed silently. Someday she would be taller, her figure more fully formed. She would wear lovely gowns that were far more sophisticated than the girlish frocks she was permitted now. She would learn to dance as lightly as a feather and cultivate a smile like La Giaconda’s that would fascinate ballrooms full of young men, but especially Hal…

      “Margaret! What are you doing here all by yourself?”

      Startled, Margaret recalled herself to the present. Elaine was standing before her, her hazel eyes wide with curiosity and concern. Alasdair stood at her shoulder, as always. And behind them--Margaret stifled a twinge of irritation—Elaine’s older brother Gervase.

      He subjected her now to one of his annoyingly penetrating stares. “Are you feeling unwell? You had the strangest expression just now.”

      Margaret felt herself flush.  “I am very well, thank you,” she returned, a touch primly. “Just resting my feet until Hal returns.”

      The words slipped out before she thought better of them, and she bit her lip, vexed. She hadn’t meant to mention Hal at all.

      Elaine’s brow furrowed. “But I saw him with Lord Rupert Bonham barely five minutes ago—they were talking about having a game of whist if they could find two more players. Did he just… leave you here all alone?”

      “Not all alone,” Margaret hastened to assure her. “He was quite thoughtful, actually. He brought me champagne, and these lovely cakes…”

      And hadn’t stayed to share them with her, a voice in her head reminded her.

      “He might have done better to bring you coffee,” Gervase observed, with a critical glance at her half-empty flute. “Or something more substantial than petit-fours to accompany the champagne. Too much of that and you’ll be as sick as a dog later, Meg.”

      “I prefer to be called Margaret now,” she informed him with as much hauteur as she could muster. “Meg is a name for a little girl, not a young lady of seventeen.” Her argument might have carried more weight or at least more dignity if she hadn’t followed it with a hiccup.

      Gervase raised one eyebrow—maddeningly—but to her astonishment, his next words were quite mild. “Point taken. Have a lobster patty.”

      Part of her wanted to refuse, but the greater, more sensible part dismissed that response as churlishness. Besides, the aggravating boy wasn’t entirely wrong. The wine had made her feel a trifle light-headed, and more food might help.  So she accepted the lobster patty and one of the cheese tartlets from the plate he held out to her.  Both were delicious—savory and still warm—but she tried not to consume them too voraciously.

      “May we join you?” Elaine asked. “We’ve been looking for a place to sit and enjoy our plunder, but all the other alcoves are fully occupied.”

      Margaret summoned a smile for her friend. “Of course you may.” Anything would be preferable to lonely solitude just now—and she was even willing to put up with Gervase, who had his moments, after all.

      The window seat was probably large enough to accommodate all of them if they squeezed in together, but the boys chose to lean against either side of the embrasure, while Elaine sank down beside Margaret.

      “It feels so good to sit,” she said on a sigh. “The last act was positively exhausting!”

      “You spent most of it flat on your back,” her brother pointed out.

      “Yes, and very wearing it was too,” she retorted. “Having to stay still all that time while everyone around me was acting. What if I’d had to sneeze, or suddenly got a cramp in my leg?” She shuddered at the thought. “Madeline would have skinned me alive for ruining the play!”

      “Fortunately, that didn’t happen,” Margaret reminded her. “And I thought you managed beautifully as Juliet in the tomb. Much better than I would have done.”

      “Well, you were exceptionally good as the Nurse,” Elaine declared loyally. “I’m never as good as you in the comical parts.”

      Margaret murmured her thanks. It was nice to be praised, though she hadn’t offered to play the Nurse because of her flair for comical roles. Of all the women, only the Nurse had a scene with Mercutio, even if he was teasing her unmercifully. And Hal had laughed, hadn’t he, when they were rehearsing together? And he’d even approved of her using that brogue…

      “The Nurse is one of the characters who gets about the most,” Gervase said unexpectedly. “So she has dealings with more of the cast than Juliet or Lady Capulet.”

      Flushing anew, Margaret dropped her gaze to her plate. Elaine might not have guessed her reasons for choosing to play the Nurse, but she had the uncomfortable suspicion that Gervase had. Why make that observation otherwise?

      “Well, Romeo and Juliet are living in their own little soap bubble once they meet,” Elaine pointed out. “No one else really exists for them, afterwards.”

      Margaret toyed with a petit-four, remembering how Hal had effortlessly captured her heart one golden afternoon in the spring. “But that’s typical of young lovers, isn’t it? Complete absorption in each other, to the exclusion of all else.”

      “I’d say it was.”

      It was Alasdair who had replied, his tone oddly soft. Margaret glanced up in surprise, but the young duke was looking not at her, but at Elaine, the Juliet to his Romeo tonight.

      Margaret felt a sharp pang of envy at the sight. The growing attachment between her two friends came as no surprise—they had been in each other’s pockets for years, it seemed—but what she wouldn’t give to have someone look at her that way!

      Elaine flushed prettily under Alasdair’s gaze, but said briskly, “True, but it’s not only young lovers who behave that way. Did any of you notice Madeline and Lord Saxby during rehearsals?”

      “Madeline and Lord Saxby?” Margaret echoed, startled. Elaine’s elder sister had so far refused every offer that had ever been made to her since her debut more than five years ago. Some were even whispering that she was on the shelf, though with her looks, birth, and fortune, Madeline had the luxury of remaining single as long as she pleased.  “But they’re so different! He’s a sportsman. I would have thought that she’d prefer someone with a more… artistic bent.”

      “So would I, but there’s no accounting for taste. Of course,” Elaine mused, “Lord Saxby is a very amiable man—and a handsome one. Especially on horseback!”

      “Well, he’s certainly a hearty fellow,” Alasdair observed with less enthusiasm. “But I have to confess, I didn’t care for his dragging you about the stage like a rag doll tonight.”

      “It was my idea,” Elaine reminded him. “And it didn’t hurt in the least.  If anything, I had to tell him in rehearsals to make it look more convincing. Lord Capulet is supposed to be angry with Juliet.”

      Alasdair grunted, only slightly mollified. “As long as you weren’t injured.”

      “Madeline would have had Saxby’s hide if he’d so much as bruised Lainey,” Gervase pointed out. “And he most definitely wishes to please her. In my opinion, a man who truly appreciates our Madeline is a man worth knowing.”

      Elaine nodded vigorously. “I think we can all agree that this sportsman has hidden depths. It may be that, this time next year, we’ll have a new brother-in-law, Ger.”

      A brother-in-law. No mention of the sister-in-law they’d be gaining when their eldest brother married her, Margaret reflected morosely, then chided herself for being oversensitive. While her betrothal to Hal was imminent, it would be several years before they officially wed. At seventeen, she wasn’t even out yet, and there would be much for her to learn as the future Duchess of Whitborough. She would need time to become familiar with her new responsibilities… and time to persuade Hal to return her affections. To convince him that she could be more to him than just a sister-figure.

      Meanwhile, she should stop feeling sorry for herself. Hal might have gone off to play cards, but her friends were here, celebrating tonight’s triumph with her. Just as they had last Whitsuntide, when they’d played the four Athenian lovers in A Midsummer Night’s Dream. Success was always sweeter when it was shared.

      Her companions were discussing Romeo and Juliet again, speculating as to whether the peace at the end would really endure, and wondering just what had caused the Capulet-Montague feud to begin with. Elaine opined that rivalry over a woman might have played a part, while Gervase argued that a quarrel over money and power was equally likely, given the various intrigues of Renaissance Italy.

      “Why not both?” Alisdair suggested peaceably. “If the feud has such deep roots, couldn’t there be more than one cause?”

      “I agree with Alasdair,” Margaret said. “Although if the feud is as ancient as the play describes, the Capulets and Montagues may not even remember what caused it in the first place!”

      “Depressing but entirely believable,” Gervase conceded, after a moment.

      Elaine hummed an agreement. “Perhaps someone should write a play about the origins of the feud. A pity none of us are dramaturgically inclined.”

      “Dra-ma-tur… is that an actual word?” Margaret wondered.

      “It is,” Gervase informed her with the lofty assurance of a new Oxfordian. “From ‘dramaturgy,’ meaning ‘the composition and production of plays.’ Although, I grant you, the adverbial form is deuced hard to pronounce—especially if you’ve drunk too much champagne.”

      Margaret made a face at him. “Beast.”

      A single dimple creased his cheek as he held out his plate again. “Another cheese tart?”

      She accepted it, a touch begrudgingly. Tempting as it was to imagine flinging it at his head, she was too much her mother’s daughter to waste good food. And Mrs. Hill’s cheese tarts were among the best she’d ever tasted.

      “Oh, look, it’s snowing!” Elaine exclaimed, leaning closer to the window.

      Margaret turned her head to look, could not help but smile at the sight. Winter—and Christmas—never felt wholly complete to her without snow.

      Alasdair leaned forward as well. “Is this the first of the season?”

      “Here, yes,” Gervase confirmed. “But I imagine it started snowing earlier farther north.” He peered through the window in his turn. “Well, it makes for a change from rain, at least.”

      “I like it,” Margaret declared stoutly. “The world always looks so fresh and new-made after a snowfall.”

      “Until people start walking, riding, and doing other things in it.”

      “Oh, you haven’t a romantic bone in your body, Gervase!” she scoffed.

      His mouth crooked in a faint half-smile. “No, I suppose I haven’t.”

      “Don’t listen to him, Margaret,” Elaine advised. “I like watching the first snowfall too. Why don’t we all go to the conservatory? The view would be even better there.”

      Alasdair and Gervase assented almost at once, but Margaret hesitated. “What if Hal should come looking for me?” Unlikely though it seemed, she could not help but ask.

      Elaine shrugged. “Well, then, let him. It would do him good to have to put in some effort with you, for once.”

      Margaret blinked, taken slightly aback by the sudden tartness in her friend’s voice. Even more surprising was the twinge of satisfaction she experienced at the thought of Hal returning to the salon and not finding her where he’d left her.

      “You’re right,” she said, fanning that rebellious little spark into something fiercer and brighter. “Let him.”
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      Elaine was right about something else as well: the transparent walls of the conservatory afforded a much more impressive view. Standing with her friends, Margaret gazed out at the seemingly boundless night sky, its inky blackness spangled with stars. Feathery white flakes floated down to whisper against the glass.

      “The sky is so clear,” she whispered at last. “Even with the snow falling, I can see the stars…”

      “So can I,” Gervase said from behind her. “I wonder if that one—there, towards the west—is the evening star. Hard to be certain without a telescope.”

      Margaret followed the direction of his finger. “It might be. I’ve heard that the evening star is usually the most visible—and the most constant.”

      “Bright star, would I were steadfast as thou art,” he murmured.

      Keats. Not a poet he was in the habit of quoting… and he’d spoken pensively, without his usual irony. Fleetingly, Margaret wondered at the reason: some girl he’d met at Oxford, perhaps? They were admitting women now, though in small numbers. Even so, she found it difficult to imagine sardonic, unromantic Gervase struck by Cupid’s arrow…

      “Star of the evening, beau-ti-ful star,” Elaine sang softly.

      “You should make a wish, Ger,” Alasdair said suddenly. “On the evening star. Or the morning star, since it’s after midnight,” he amended.

      Gervase raised an inquiring brow. “I thought one only wished on falling or shooting stars.”

      “It can also be the first star you see at night. At least… that’s what my mother always told me,” Alasdair finished, flushing slightly.

      They all stared at him. The young duke rarely mentioned his mother, who had died when he was still a child. He spoke even less of his father, who had predeceased her.

      “That’s a lovely memory to have of her,” Elaine said warmly, reaching for Alasdair’s hand. “Why don’t we all wish on the evening star? Seeing as there’s four of us, someone’s wish is bound to come true!”

      Gervase favored Alasdair with one of his rare, dimpled smiles. A smile that had probably prevented his siblings from strangling him any number of times, Margaret thought. “I’m game, if everyone else is.”

      “So am I,” Margaret added. Wishing upon a star might be a bit of childish whimsy, but there was no harm in it and she would be in good company. Besides, Alasdair was smiling at them all with such open affection that she could not find it in her heart to feel even a little embarrassed or self-conscious.

      “Right, then,” he said. “On the count of three, look up at the sky, close your eyes, and wish. One…”

      Four pairs of eyes sought out the evening star, shining brightly even through the descending cascade of snow.

      “Two,” Elaine chimed in.

      “Three,” Gervase finished.

      Margaret closed her eyes and wished with all her might.
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      Denforth Castle, January 1889

      “The evening star, love’s harbinger,” Margaret quoted, as she gazed up at the darkening sky through her chamber window. The sun had recently set, but she could see a silver glow, steady and constant, in the west.

      “Do you remember that night?” she asked, looking back over her shoulder. “When we all wished on the evening star together?”

      The man who shared her bed and would soon share her life joined her at the window. “When we went to the conservatory to watch the first snowfall? You and I, and Lainey and Alasdair?”

      “Yes.” Margaret smiled ruefully at him. “I was just reflecting on what a self-absorbed, oblivious idiot I was then.”

      Gervase raised his brows. “Aren’t you being a bit hard on yourself, ma perle? I would argue that most of us are idiots at seventeen—and I include myself in that assessment.”

      “Lovesick schoolgirls can be particularly dense,” she explained. “All I thought about that night was Hal and how I could get him to notice me. Meanwhile, the man meant for me was there all along, right under my nose.” In retrospect, she could see how he, along with the other two, had looked after her: bearing her company, keeping her fed, annoying and amusing her by turns so that her evening wasn’t spoiled by loneliness and self-pity…

      “You and Hal were practically engaged,” Gervase pointed out. “Of course you wanted him to notice you. I imagine you wished that he might return your affections?”

      “Strangely enough, no.”

      His eyes widened in genuine surprise. “No? But I’ve always thought—”

      “It was in my mind to do so,” she admitted. “But at the last moment, I changed it—just a little, but perhaps enough. That is, if you honestly believe that wishes made on the evening star come true.” She paused, then laid her hand on his before resuming. “I wished for love, Gervase. True, abiding, enduring love. And I found it, twice—with Alex and now with you.”

      His gaze softened, and he turned his hand palm-up to entwine their fingers. “Belle amie, you never needed to wish upon a star where my affections were concerned.”

      She cupped his cheek with her free hand.  “That’s something else I should have realized too. And I intend to make up for lost time—all nine years of it, starting right now.”

      Gervase smiled, the unguarded, dimpled smile that she loved, and drew her towards him. “A noble resolve—and I shall do all in my power to help you fulfill it.”

      Their kiss was sweeter than petit-fours and more intoxicating than champagne. “What did you wish for, that night?” she murmured against his lips. “I’ve always wondered…”

      His eyes, silver-blue in the shadows, glinted at her. “Did you now? Well, if you must know—for something I thought I would never have.”

      “Definitive proof of Shakespeare’s authorship?” she teased and felt him quiver with silent laughter.

      “No, you torment, but I shall keep that in mind for the future.” He threaded his hands through her hair, letting the heavy waves of it tumble over his fingers. “Like yours, my wish came true—beyond my wildest imaginings. And having it… I find myself with no need to wish for more.”

      When the maiden hath that she loveth, she is without longing. Margaret smiled, seeing her past and her future in his eyes. “Nor I, my dearest love. Nor I.”

      And with one hand, she closed the curtain, and let the evening star shine on unattended…
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      Denforth Castle, Yorkshire, December 1889

      “At least they found each other, so all’s well that ends well,” Harold remarked.

      “Sans doute, though we can claim no credit for that, whatsoever.”

      They exchanged a rueful smile. “Brilliant matchmakers we are not,” Helene said on a sigh. “So we must be grateful that our children’s instincts have proven better than ours.”

      “It’s downright humbling—at least for me.” Harold fell silent, staring down at the surrounding crates and boxes without actually seeing them. Then, “I’ve been a fool,” he said abruptly. “More times than I care to mention.”

      Helene bit back the too-ready agreement, something she might not have done even a year ago. But such an admission did not come easily from a man as proud as her husband. A man who succeeded at so many ventures to which he turned his hand, who’d earned the sobriquet “The Golden Duke” because he had grown his wealth while so many of his fellow peers had lost theirs.

      His—their—private life had been a different matter altogether. There had been periods of shining, near-transcendent happiness, but there had been dark times too. And never more so than six years ago…

      Harold’s eyes—as brilliantly blue as in his youth—met hers, and she knew beyond a doubt that his thoughts had gone in the same direction as hers.

      “How did we ever survive it, ma mie?” His voice held a pained wonderment.

      She took his hand, felt it close almost convulsively around hers. “How did any of us?”
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        The time draws near the birth of Christ…

        The moon is hid; the night is still;

        The Christmas bells from hill to hill

        Answer each other in the mist…

      

        

      
        Each voice four changes on the wind,

        That now dilate, and now decrease,

        Peace and goodwill, goodwill and peace,

        Peace and goodwill, to all mankind.

        –Alfred, Lord Tennyson, In Memoriam A. H. H.

      

      

      

      Denforth Castle, 20 December 1883

      “I wish,” Madeline began, then fell silent.

      Hugo, Viscount Saxby, glanced swiftly at his wife. At any other time, he might have asked what she was wishing for, but her shadowed eyes and mourning gown already provided the answer.

      Less than six months since Hal’s death. From injuries sustained in a race he should not have ridden. Should have known better than to ride…

      But that had been Hal. Daring, reckless, fiercely competitive, and determined to prove himself in the shadow of a dominant—and sometimes domineering father.

      And now the Duke of Whitborough had lost an heir, the Duchess a much-loved son, their children a brother.  All were in mourning, but Hugo knew that Madeline’s grief bore a keener edge than her siblings’. Hal had been not only her brother, but her twin.

      He reached out to touch her shoulder. “Are you wishing we had not come, love?”

      Her lips twisted. “Where else would we go, at Christmas?”

      That wasn’t exactly an answer. And Hugo knew that his family would have welcomed them at Bevington Chase, though the Lowells observed Christmas more quietly—and would have done so even more quietly this year, out of respect for Madeline’s loss.  But Hugo’s parents had understood why they had made the decision to go to Yorkshire, as they had so often before… although, for the Lyons Pride, this Christmas would be nothing like the ones that had preceded it.

      
        
        
        With such compelling cause to grieve

        As daily vexes household peace,

        And chains regret to his decease,

        How dare we keep our Christmas Eve…

      

      

      

      The words rose unbidden in Hugo’s mind. Shakespeare was unquestionably the preferred poet of his in-laws. But Tennyson’s verses on the subject of lingering, lasting grief could not but resonate here.

      The first Christmas, the first anything, after such a loss, was destined to be painful. All he could do was to help Madeline and her family see it through, and provide what support he could.

      In a little while, they would need to join the others in the Great Hall. But for now… Hugo slipped his arm about his wife’s waist and she leaned against him. Together, they stood at their window, watching the snow fall—as they had the first Christmas of their acquaintance.
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      Unlike some babies, Beatrice had taken the journey to Yorkshire in stride. On seeing her daughter safely settled in the nursery with her two-year-old cousin Richenda, Elaine slipped quietly downstairs. Young as they were, there must be a way to make Christmas merry for the children, in spite of… well, everything.

      The Pride had always kept Christmas handsomely, with music, revelry, and good cheer. And Hal had been the merriest of them all, at this time of year.

      Elaine’s eyes misted at the memory. Beatrice would never know her Uncle Hal, would grow up with only pictures and stories about him.

      At least he’d been there for her christening. And there had been photographs. Better than nothing, she supposed. She would make sure her eldest brother was not forgotten.

      A light, somewhat familiar footfall reached her ears. Turning towards the sound, she saw Margaret approaching from the passage on her left.

      She did not wear mourning, as the family did, but a traveling dress of deep charcoal-grey. She’d been Hal’s betrothed for nearly four years, but he had never set a date. As time wore on, Elaine suspected that Margaret had minded less and less about that.  Hal’s indifference to his fiancée had been painfully obvious from the start, despite both families wishing that he would discover a warmer regard for her as he matured.

      Neither had happened—not the maturation, not the ripening of what was, at most, brotherly affection, into the feelings one should have for a future wife.

      Putting those painful reflections aside, Elaine quickly summoned a smile of greeting for her dearest friend. “Margaret! I’m sorry to have missed your arrival. Have you and your family been here long?”

      “Not quite an hour. Papa. Augustus, and Alicia have gone upstairs already. My sister,” she added with a smile, “is delighted to have a chamber all to herself this time.”

      “Well, she’s sixteen now, isn’t she? Quite the young lady.”

      “Seventeen in March, and determined to make her debut this spring. And to be taken seriously at last.”

      “Much as we were then.” And so much had happened since she and Margaret had been Alicia’s age, Elaine mused. Marriage and motherhood for her, betrothal… and bereavement for her friend.

      “Indeed. It makes me feel positively ancient now.”

      “Nonsense!” Elaine retorted in her most bracing tone. “You’re only just one-and-twenty. Many would say that’s the very beginning of life.”

      “The beginning of one part of life, perhaps, but the end of another.” Margaret paused, then resumed almost abruptly. “I just had a private word with your mother. I needed to return the Whitborough betrothal ring to her.”

      “That… must have been difficult.”

      Margaret exhaled. “Yes, though not quite in the way one might think.”

      Elaine waited for the clarification she knew would come. The ring was an heirloom, but she knew that her parents would not have demanded its immediate return, not with the wound of Hal’s death so fresh. So it must have been Margaret’s decision.

      Her friend’s next words confirmed it. “He never loved me, you know.”

      “Oh, my dear,” Elaine began but Margaret cut her off with a shake of the head.

      “No, Lainey, he didn’t. Not as one should love a future wife,” she added, echoing Elaine’s own thoughts. “But then” –her lips formed a wintry little smile— “my affections for him underwent their own sea change.  The world thinks I grieve for Hal, and so I do. I never wished him ill—or dead. But by last summer, before his accident, I knew… I wished to be free of him. And of this engagement.” She glanced at her unadorned finger. “I took the ring off three days before I heard the news. I never put it back on.”

      “Do you think… Maman and Papa knew, how you and Hal felt—or rather, didn’t feel—about each other?”

      Margaret sighed. “Very likely. I know they hoped for more, as did my own parents, but their Graces aren’t blind. And Hal certainly made no secret of his feelings on the matter.”

      “I’m so sorry.” Elaine reached for her hand.

      Margaret shrugged but did not rebuff the gesture. “Just as well I recovered from my infatuation, is it not? In the end, we neither of us loved each other. And I hope I know enough now not to settle for a marriage without affection.”

      Elaine squeezed her hand. “I was fortunate enough to make a love match. I wish no less for you, my dear.”

      Margaret smiled, a bit ruefully. “Not all of us can be as blessed as you and Alasdair. But I have… hopes that I may find the right man, someday.”

      “Mmm.” Elaine fretted her lower lip, wondering if… but it wasn’t her secret to tell. And if she meddled in this business, she could spoil everything, and strain—if not ruin—two of the relationships she most cherished. “Perhaps,” she ventured at last, “the right man is closer than you think.”

      “That’s a… pleasant thought to have. But I don’t think I’m anywhere near ready for—for that sort of entanglement.” Margaret glanced down the adjoining passage. “I should go to my own chamber now, oversee the unpacking. Perhaps take a short rest before dinner.”

      “Of course.” Elaine released her hand. “You must be weary from your journey. We’ll talk more later.”

      Margaret nodded. “It’s lovely to see you, Lainey. You look wonderful, by the way—motherhood agrees with you. I hope, perhaps, I can visit your Beatrice tomorrow?”

      “Naturally. You’re one of her godmothers, after all.” Elaine kissed her lightly on the cheek, had the salute returned. “I’ll see you this evening.”
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      Closer than you think.

      Could Elaine be prescient? Margaret wondered as she closed her chamber door behind her. But no, her friend could not possibly know about Earl Bellamy’s attentions, which—while perfectly circumspect—had become more noticeable during the last two months or so.

      And even if she had known, would she consider him a likely contender? A widower some seventeen years their senior, with two sons nearly of an age to be sent off to school?

      Margaret could almost hear her friend’s protest. “But he’s nearly old enough to be your father! And so—well, so staid.”

      Maybe so, Margaret argued with the Elaine in her head. But when one had been betrothed for years to a charming, willful boy who refused to grow up—and never would, now—staid had much to recommend it.

      All the steadiness and stability that Hal had lacked. And a consideration for her comfort and convenience that Hal had seldom shown. Bellamy might not be a golden youth, but he was still a good-looking man with a kind heart and no lack of common sense. Margaret’s own father admired and respected him.

      I feel safe with Lord Bellamy. Safe and protected.

      Was that enough to encourage a deeper association than friendship?

      Well, Margaret certainly wouldn’t embark on one without that sense of safety. Nor would she tie herself to another thoughtless, careless boy who took her affection for granted and offered only the most perfunctory courtesies in return.

      The memory still stung: all the adoration she’d lavished upon Hal—a schoolgirl’s passion but no less real for that—and his indifference to it… and her.

      I won’t be the one to risk my heart this time. I won’t.
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        Yet go, and while the holly boughs

        Entwine the cold baptismal font,

        Make one wreath more for Use and Wont,

        That guard the portals of the house.

        –Alfred, Lord Tennyson, In Memoriam A. H. H.

         

      

      

      

      “There you are!” Elaine exclaimed as she entered the Great Hall. “I’d wondered where you’d got to.”

      Her brother Gervase—sitting tailor-fashion on the floor—glanced up quizzically from the gilt paper chain he was attempting to untangle. “I hadn’t realized my whereabouts were such a mystery.”

      “Well, you weren’t in your own room, or the library, which is where you usually go to ground once this house party begins.”

      His hands stilled momentarily at his task. “I found both a little too… quiet, just now. Here, at least, I have some companionship, if not of the human persuasion.” He gestured towards the window seat where Volumnia—one of their sister Juliana’s cats—was industriously washing her latest litter of kittens and then towards the hearth, where their father’s aging mastiff, Galahad, lay snoring by the fire.

      Elaine could not help but smile at the sight. “So, where are the other humans in the family? I know that Maman was upstairs receiving guests, and Papa—”

      “Went to the woods in search of the Christmas tree. He took Jason and Juliana with him. Ju thinks we need more greenery.”

      “We have two full baskets of holly and ivy already.”

      “She wants mistletoe too.” Gervase’s face was carefully expressionless. “It is traditional, after all—even if no one feels like kissing anybody this Christmas.”

      Starting with their parents, Elaine thought with an inward wince. Since this past summer, the Whitboroughs had maintained an icy civility in public, though Elaine suspected there had been no lack of heated words between them in private. Each blamed the other for Hal’s death—or rather, the circumstances that had led their eldest son to take such risks in that ill-fated race.

      In Elaine’s view, there was blame enough to go around, and Hal himself owned the largest portion of it.  But whether or not her parents could see past their embittered mourning to acknowledge that was anyone’s guess. One could only hope that time would work its healing, and her parents would find that forgiveness was possible. Thirty years together must surely count for something.

      “Perhaps that will change once Christmas is truly underway,” she suggested.

      Gervase smiled crookedly. “Ever the optimist, Lainey.”

      “Well, someone has to be. And there are the children to consider. We should make an effort, if only for their sakes.” Elaine picked up one of the baskets of holly from the table. “Where are the others?”

      “Madeline and Hugo are in their room, Reg is out riding with that new friend of his—”

      “Lieutenant Hastings. They’re very much in each other’s pockets, aren’t they?”

      “Reg’s latest ‘new-sworn brother’—but with a difference.”

      The difference being that Reg had never seemed at ease with any of his actual brothers. Elaine recalled all too vividly his constant rivalry with Hal, the wary distance between him and Gervase, the indifference laced with casual contempt that he tended to show towards Jason… nothing like the camaraderie he shared with his fellow officer. Andrew Hastings himself seemed pleasant enough, blessed with an easy manner and dark good looks that formed a dramatic contrast to Reg’s tawny fairness. Elaine could just imagine how splendid both would look in their scarlet regimentals.

      “I suppose we should be grateful for that difference,” she said at last. “It makes for a more… peaceful gathering at any rate. And Reg seems happier too. Do you know, I think he misses Hal, in spite of all their rows.”

      “He’s been in competition with Hal practically since birth. Having one’s lifelong rival suddenly, irrevocably gone” –Gervase lifted a shoulder in a shrug— “well, it wouldn’t surprise me if he were feeling somewhat lost.”

      “As we all are, surely.”

      Gervase did not disagree. He and Hal had not been particularly close, partly due to their very different temperaments, but neither had they quarreled overmuch. “He was a constant in our lives. And now, there’s this void—one that can never be filled.”

      “For Madeline, especially.” Elaine shivered. She loved all her brothers—though she felt closest to Gervase—but Madeline had been Hal’s twin. How could she bear such a loss?

      “I’ve noticed that Hugo is being especially solicitous of her right now. As he should.” Gervase’s grey eyes narrowed as he studied Elaine. “And I trust Alasdair is taking proper care of you.”

      “Oh, most definitely. But he’s just got over the influenza, so I’ve been taking care of him. He’s much improved but still tires easily, poor darling, so I insisted that he take a nap after we arrived.” Elaine seated herself in an armchair, the basket of holly on her lap. “He was asleep when I last looked in on him.”

      “I’m glad to hear that he’s recovered. This has been a hard autumn—a hard year—for us all.” Gervase set aside the chain he’d just untangled, reached for another from the boxes and crates surrounding him.

      “Let us hope that the year ahead will be better.” Elaine gently teased a clump of holly out of the basket.  “By the way, did you know that Margaret and her family had arrived? About an hour ago.”

      Only someone who knew Gervase as well as she did would have noticed his slight pause at her words, then, “I had heard as much, yes.” He lifted out a second chain, a shimmering cascade of red and gold, and resumed his labors, gently separating the links.

      “I am surprised that you weren’t there to greet her, such friends as you are.”

      Gervase did not look at her. “As her friend” –he emphasized the last word— “I thought she might prefer a bit of privacy, given the circumstances.”

      “Well, I spoke to her,” Elaine continued, undaunted. “She told me she returned the ring to Maman.”

      “The right and proper thing to do,” Gervase said, after a moment. “Not that our parents would have pressed the issue just now, but still…”

      “She also told me that she’d decided—on her own—that she no longer wished to marry Hal. If he had lived, I am sure they would have ended their engagement. Which, in my opinion, would have been the best thing for both of them.”

      He did look at her then, his gaze keen and probing. “Are you so certain of that?”

      “Entirely. Margaret knows that Hal never loved her. Or—let us be frank—even appreciated her. She deserves better.” Elaine met her brother’s gaze squarely. “She deserves a man who truly cares for her. Who will cherish her as the jewel she is. I believe that you and I are in full accord on this.”

      “I… would not disagree.” Gervase lowered his gaze to the chain in his hands. “But ending an engagement by mutual consent is—not the same as having it end because of your intended’s untimely death. The wound, the loss, would be very fresh. There is a danger, in speaking too soon.”

      “There’s also a danger in not speaking at all,” Elaine pointed out. “If it were me… I would not wait too long.”

      He stared at the chain a moment longer, then looked up with that crooked smile. “O Lord, I could have stayed here all the night / To hear good counsel.”

      “O, what learning is!” Elaine said lightly, capping his quotation. “Although I think you might find a better use for your time than staying here.”

      “You’d be in the right of it.” Setting the chain aside, he rose to his feet in one fluid motion. “Now, if you’ll excuse me, I have some business to attend to.”

      “Of course.” Elaine gave him a demure smile and watched with deepening satisfaction as he strolled from the Great Hall.
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      He’d had the gift wrapped for weeks, almost from the moment it had come back from the printer’s. Nothing ostentatious, not even a ribbon—just plain brown paper. Nothing to cause alarm or even unease, or make his intended recipient wonder at his motives.

      Gervase opened his top drawer and took it out. A simple gift, simply presented, offered by one friend to another. But Gervase fervently hoped that the contents would please her.

      There had been many things that he’d wanted to give Margaret, especially after witnessing Hal’s neglect of her. Small things like a posy of her favorite flowers, a box of her preferred sweets, books she wanted to read, or sheet music for songs she wished to learn… things that any boy might give the girl he fancied.

      And then more consequential things…that a man would offer the woman he loved and wished to marry.

      
        
        
        A heart as soft, a heart as kind,

        A heart as sound and free,

        As in the whole world thou canst find,

        That heart I’ll give to thee.

      

      

      

      All very well for Herrick to make such a declaration, Gervase reflected morosely. Had the lady he addressed been engaged to his brother—who had never had the sense or discernment to value what he’d been given?

      Gervase knew his own heart to be a far more guarded entity, and with good reason. But what there was of it was Margaret’s for the asking—and had been for more than four years.

      Whitsuntide, 1879. When he had first looked at Margaret, his friend since childhood, and seen her in a new light.

      Except that Margaret had looked at Hal and seen only him. It would have been funny, a true comedy of errors, if it hadn’t been so painful.

      The time is out of joint.

      But was it still? Hal was gone, and, tragic though his death had been, it did leave Margaret free. Free of a fiancé who had never wanted her, and from an engagement she herself had been planning to end, if Elaine had spoken truly. And while Gervase knew that his sister had a devious streak—well-hidden beneath her sunny, seemingly innocent demeanor—he did not think she would mislead him about something like his. She alone knew the secret of how he felt about Margaret—and to her credit, she had kept it.

      Margaret was free now. Free to do as she pleased, free to give her heart and hand elsewhere. Free, even, to snap her fingers in the face of the whole Lyons Pride and walk away.

      No blame to her if she felt like that, given Hal’s cavalier treatment of her, but Gervase hoped he could persuade her otherwise.

      Nonetheless, he would have to proceed with caution. The last thing he wanted to do was distress her, or pressure her into something she might not be ready or even willing to consider just now.

      Gift in hand, Gervase turned towards the door, catching sight of his reflection in the glass.

      He studied himself somberly for a moment. Not as handsome as Hal, not as tall as Reg, brown hair instead of gold, eyes of a changeable blue-grey—“sea-mist eyes,” Elaine called them—rather than the sapphire hue of his father and elder brothers. But he thought his features were pleasant enough—his mother’s bones, fortunately—and he’d grown less gawky over the past few years.

      He had a man’s face and form now. And the mind on which he’d always prided himself was also more mature, thanks to Oxford and his clerkship. Time to see if he possessed a man’s courage as well.

      “None but the brave deserve the fair,” he said aloud.

      Letting himself out of the room, he took a breath, squared his shoulders, and went in search of his love.

      O, that she knew she were!
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      Margaret was lodged in the tower chamber that was her particular favorite at Denforth. Fortunately, her sister Alicia had been given her own room this time, so their conversation could be private.

      Approaching, Gervase saw that Margaret’s door was half-open, caught a glimpse of her moving about the room. Good—at least he would not be disturbing her rest. Quickly, before he could lose his nerve, he rapped on the door.

      She turned, and he saw with relief what might have been a hint of welcome in her eyes.

      “Hullo.” He kept his tone light and casual. “I heard you’d arrived. Settling in all right?”

      “Fine.” Velvety dark eyes scanned him from head to toe, taking his measure in the frank way that she had. “You look well,” she observed, after a moment. “City life must be agreeing with you.”

      Gervase leaned against the doorjamb, doing his best to appear nonchalant. “London has its charms. Although I’m usually too busy to take advantage of its myriad dissipations.” Indeed, it seldom occurred to him even to try. His university degree had shortened his clerkship by at least two years, but if he wished to become a successful solicitor before he was thirty, he could not afford to slack off.

      Margaret smiled. “Is Mr. Allingham pleased with your work?”

      “He appears to be. I try to give satisfaction.” He studied her in his turn; she’d changed from her traveling clothes into a black afternoon dress. Mourning wear of a sort, though the somber hue could not wholly quench her warm autumnal coloring. “And what of you, Margaret? How have you been these last few months?”

      She’d been pale but composed at Hal’s funeral, offering quiet support to Gervase’s mother and sisters. He did not think she had shed many tears in public, but he had sensed the sorrow hanging about her like a cloud. Whatever Hal’s shortcomings as a fiancé, he had been a huge part of her life, and Gervase remembered all too well the hopes Margaret had once cherished regarding his brother, even if they’d ended in disillusionment.

      “Oh, well enough,” she replied. “Life has been very quiet, of course. But I have my books—and I’ve been doing my best to keep up with my studies.”

      “Do you think you’ll go back to Oxford—once you’re...?” He gestured at her dress.

      “Once I’m out of mourning? I haven’t decided, actually. You were right, you know,” she added. “I was very happy at Oxford—I could probably be so again. But if I did go back, it wouldn’t be before spring.”

      “Well, then, perhaps this will help you decide one way or the other.” He drew his gift from behind his back, handing it to her with a flourish.

      Surprise and pleasure flickered across her face as she accepted the gift, ran her hands over it. “It feels... like a book! What did you—?”

      “A copy of Thomas More’s History of Richard III, of course.” Gervase kept his expression perfectly bland.

      Her eyes narrowed at the provocation, just as he’d known they would. “If it is, I’ll have no compunction about hurling it straight at your head!”

      Gervase sidled out of reach. “Ah, but will you hit your target? Perhaps I should make myself scarce while you unwrap it. Happy Christmas, Margaret.”

      She sighed, but her gaze held affection as well as exasperation. “Happy Christmas, you aggravating boy.”

      He smiled at her and sauntered off down the passage, concealing his mounting anticipation.

      So far, so good; they were back on their old comfortable footing. Tempting though it had been to linger, to witness her reaction to his gift, he did not wish to reveal too much by his own reaction.

      Nonetheless, he hoped it would give her pleasure, revive her enthusiasm for a subject long close to her heart. A subject that had led her to apply to Oxford last year, with his encouragement.

      Would she return there? Women were not yet awarded degrees from Oxford or Cambridge—a serious injustice in Gervase’s view—but they could still attend as long as they wished. If Margaret resumed her studies for, say, two more years or so, he would be finished with his clerkship right about the same time. And if Mr. Allingham was satisfied with his work, he might be offered a junior partnership with the firm.

      Prospects, he mused as he made his way towards the stairs. A solicitor might not be most women’s idea of Prince Charming, but Margaret was not most women.  She admired men who made their own way, as opposed to those who were handed everything from birth.

      Despite the advantages of wealth and position, Gervase had always known that he was expected to pursue a calling. His father had tried to make a cleric of him, but with the support of his mother, Gervase had persuaded him to accept the law instead. His decision to become a solicitor rather than a barrister—the latter being deemed more prestigious—might strike some as peculiar, but Gervase had considered every option before choosing between the two. A solicitor could wield just as much influence; moreover, a solicitor enjoyed more independence. A barrister relied upon a solicitor for employment and payment, conditions that Gervase would have found hard to swallow indeed.

      Far too similar to life under Father’s thumb. The life under which Hal had chafed, and against which Reg and Gervase himself were determined to prevail. There were some advantages to not being the Duke of Whitborough’s heir…

      “—much closer to Reg in age, after all.”

      His father’s voice—rising from the lower floor—roused him abruptly from his musings. He must be returned from the woods.

      “What are you saying, Duke?”

      And that was his mother replying, with the cool formality that now characterized most of her exchanges with her husband. A glance down at the landing revealed that they were ascending the stairs together.

       “Merely that I know how fond you have always been of Margaret.”

      Margaret! If Gervase’s ears could have pricked up, they would have at that moment

      “Naturellement.” A hint of warmth crept into the Duchess’s voice. “She is her mother’s daughter, and I loved Constance dearly.”

      “And we all approved of her engagement to Hal, four years ago.”

      “Yes.” It was said on a sigh. “Perhaps we should have reconsidered, under the circumstances.”

      Gervase’s eyes narrowed in speculation. According to Lainey, Margaret had returned the ring. Had that occurrence led his mother to reexamine the relations between her eldest son and his former fiancée?

      “No one could have predicted Hal’s d—the accident.” Whitborough cleared his throat, continued more gruffly, “Well, what’s done is done. We thought we were acting for the best, then. Langdale and Constance thought the same.”

      “Perhaps we should have looked more closely at them, to judge whether they were well-suited.”

      They had nearly reached the landing. Glancing wildly about the passage, Gervase spied an unoccupied chamber and slipped inside, easing the door shut behind him.

      Eavesdropping might not be commendable, but an unwelcome suspicion was taking root in his mind. He had to know if he was right…

      His father’s voice, coming closer. “A duke’s heir, betrothed to a duke’s eldest daughter. Why shouldn’t they have suited?”

      “Because, Duke, their natures were far too different. And it may be that our son was accustomed to thinking of Margaret as another sister. If there is no spark, no frisson between a couple”—Gervase could picture his mother’s eloquent Gallic shrug— “well, I would not wager a sou on the success of that marriage.”

      “Plenty of people marry with only moderate affection between them,” Whitborough argued. “Some might even prefer it that way.”

      “Did you, Duke?”

      Gervase winced. A palpable hit, Maman. His parents’ romance was the stuff of local legend. So were their quarrels.

      “There’s much to be said for it at times, madam.” Whitborough bit off each word with icy precision. By the volume of his voice, Gervase judged that he must be just outside the door, or close enough.

      “But that is neither here nor there,” the duke resumed. “I am speaking of our children now—and I include Margaret because she was to be a daughter to us. A daughter and, in time, the next duchess. She may yet be—if she and our… our current heir are amenable.”

      Gervase’s sharp intake of breath was drowned out by his mother’s exclamation. “Margaret and Reg? No, no, and no!”

      “Helene—”

      “Hal is barely six months in his grave! This is not the time even to think of such things!”

      “I wasn’t proposing to marry them off tomorrow! After a suitable period of mourning—”

      “No, Duke!” The duchess’s voice once again overrode her husband’s. “Margaret is not some garment to be handed down to a younger brother when the elder can no longer wear it.”

      “But she and Reg have always got on so well!” Whitborough protested. “Better than Hal and Margaret, in some respects.”

      “That does not mean they are suited to marry. They may well be better off as friends.” The duchess paused—probably to compose herself, Gervase thought—and then said more temperately, “Reg is in no hurry to wed. He is making great strides in his career—he may even command the regiment one day.”
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