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Mistletoe Christmas


“I’m cold,” Cressie said, though it wasn’t true. The room was small enough that the lanterns took the chill from the air.


“May I kiss you?”


Cressie couldn’t believe her ears. “What? Why?”


“Surely someone has told you that you have beautiful lips?”


Her lips opened to say “No,” but no sound emerged.


“Perfectly shaped, and a remarkably erotic color,” he said thoughtfully. “I’ve been thinking that, by the way, ever since yesterday’s soup course.”


Words reeled through her mind but none of them seemed to connect into sentences. He wanted to kiss her? Elias? It was impossible. It was—


“Cressida?” he asked, bending closer. “May I?” His breath warmed her cheek. Even though every ladylike sensibility should rebuff him, she couldn’t. But she couldn’t speak, either. She felt as if she were turned into one of those frozen instruments, waiting to be woken.


She managed a nod.
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Prologue



Lady Elizabeth Childe to her American
cousin, Mrs. Sarah Darby


November 25, 1815


My dearest Sarah,


I’m so thrilled to tell you that after years of hoping, Lord Childe and I have finally received an invitation to the Duke of Greystoke’s Revelry! ’Tis a magnificent Christmastide house party featuring every amusement and wonder. I’ve heard there are plays, dancing, a magical grotto . . . His Grace has a genius for bringing together the finest in England: the aristocracy mingles with artists, politicians, commoners—even journalists and opera dancers!


As you can imagine, such a Revelry does lend itself to scandalous behavior. For mothers, though, it’s as important as the Season: a girl who has failed to attract a husband might find success in its less formal atmosphere. We shan’t discover the other names on the guest list until it is printed in the Morning Chronicle.


My husband grumps that Greystoke thinks too highly of his party, but the Revelry has been labeled a cornerstone of British society. Now that the duke is on his deathbed, though, no one knows what will happen next year. If this is to be the final gathering, I’ve no doubt it will be a Revelry to remember.


On a topic closer to home, you would be thrilled by my hothouse peonies . . .
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Chapter One



The Duke of Greystoke’s annual Christmas Revelry
Greystoke Manor, Cheshire


December, 1815


The Duke of Greystoke would likely be dead by Epiphany, but he counted that as a triumph.


“Only a week left in the Revelry . . . I’ll make it to the end, won’t I?” He gasped for breath because his heart no longer supported bold statements. Back in the fall, his doctors had advised him he’d be gone by All Hallows. “Proved them wrong. Made it to my party,” he added.


His youngest daughter, Lady Cressida—known to most as Cressie—said, “So you did, Father.” She was seated at her father’s bedside, pretending to listen dutifully, but actually scribbling a list of niggling problems springing from the presence of so many guests in the manor.


“Going well, isn’t it?” The duke had only come downstairs once since the house party began a week ago, but sounds of raucous cheer had filtered to his bedchamber, and he’d entertained a stream of visitors.


“Yes, indeed. The cast has arrived for the pantomime, and Isabelle is working with them.”


“Isabelle?” the duke asked uncertainly.


“Your granddaughter, Lady Isabelle Wilkshire,” Cressie said.


“That’s right. Never married, obsessed by the theater. Unsuitable, very.” He nodded, satisfied. “What else?”


“The Prime Minister told me in confidence that he is feeling much better about the outcome of the farm bill in Lords.”


Her father scoffed. “Nothing more exciting?”


“The lead opera singer at the Theater Royal had chosen Lord Bennett as her new protector,” Cressie offered. “Last night Lady Bennett tossed a cup of mulled wine at his head.”


“That’s more like it,” the duke said, smiling. “Wouldn’t be the Revelry without scandal.”


There were seven days to go in the duke’s annual Christmas festivity—if His Grace’s death didn’t cut the party short. Cressie was fairly certain that her father would refuse to accompany the Grim Reaper until the last carriage had rolled away.


“The Revelry must go on,” the duke said, as if he heard her thought. “We’ve only missed the one year, when your mother passed. We must have at least another decade! Damn it, Cressie, he has to carry on my legacy.”


He was the duke’s heir.


The Duke of Greystoke and his wife had been blessed with five daughters but no heir, a tragedy underscored by the death of his brother. The title and estate would devolve to his nephew, Valentine Snowe, Viscount Derham.


Valentine, or Val to his family, was pleasant enough, although Cressie had to admit that she scarcely knew him. He dutifully attended the Christmas Revelry on the express command of the duke, but he eschewed the ballroom and closeted himself with a group of men as reclusive and rakish as he.


“A few months ago, Val had the gall to tell me that he wouldn’t carry on with the Revelry,” the duke barked.


Cressie didn’t think that Val could carry on. The truth was that the work of throwing the complicated series of parties and events that made up the annual Revelry was hers. For more than a decade, she had created the invitation list and designed all the elaborate entertainments.


Yet much as she had enjoyed the creative license her father had given her, she wanted to do something else with her life. She longed for a house of her own, and someday a family, rather than an existence consumed by an annual party.


“Changed his tune now,” the duke said, his voice triumphant.


“How did you do that, Father?” Cressie asked.


“I made him an offer he can’t refuse.”


“Indeed?” Cressie murmured, wondering if she should turn the evening’s quartet into a trio. One violinist hadn’t made an appearance.


“I am giving him the Scottish estate,” her father announced, darting a glance at Cressie. “For foolishly sentimental reasons, he wants that estate. But I told him that he couldn’t have it unless he swore to hold the Revelry for the next decade.”


Cressie straightened and her heart gave a sickening thump. The list slid from her hands to the floor. The Scottish estate had long been promised as her dowry, or if she didn’t marry, a place for her to live once the ducal estate passed out of her father’s hands.


“Pick that up!” her father ordered. “You’re always dropping things.”


Cressie’s stomach clenched into a knot. She loved designing and running the enormous machinery of the Revelry. But she didn’t want it to be her life’s work.


“Why should you mind?” her father demanded. “The Revelry is my legacy, all I leave behind, since I had no sons.” He didn’t meet her eyes, because he knew perfectly well how unfair he was being.


“I do mind,” Cressie said hotly, bending over to grab the list.


“I’ll make Val promise to take care of you. He has to take care of you because you’re key to the whole thing.”


“I refuse to be that key!” Cressie retorted, springing to her feet. “You presuppose I will agree to continuing the work involved in the Revelry—and I will not! You promised me Morley House years ago, Father.”


Her father turned his head so their furious eyes finally met. Cressie held her ground, staring back at him. “I want to marry and have a house of my own. Future Christmas parties I plan will be mine, not yours. To be absolutely clear, Father, I refuse to live at Greystoke Manor, nor will I continue planning the Revelry.”


“I require you to do so,” the duke growled, his thick eyebrows bristling.


Cressie gritted her teeth. Apparently, her father wanted her to spend her entire life in the castle, growing gray and old while hiring acrobats and arranging for the annual pantomime, watching other people kiss under the mistletoe—and never being kissed herself.


Her father’s legacy would continue, and no one would ever know that it was really her legacy.


“You, Daughter, will do as I say!” The duke hauled on the velvet cord that hung beside his bed, and when a footman opened the door, spat at him, “Fetch my heir.”


“This is unfair!” Cressie cried. “You promised me the Scottish estate after my debut was cut short. You could—you could give it to Val after my death.”


“Ungrateful chit!” her father sputtered. “You can live a life of luxury here in the manor, a security that many old maids don’t have. It’s not my fault you aren’t married. Every gentleman worth his salt has passed through this house. If you couldn’t attract one of them, we all know why!” He cast a withering look at Cressie. “How could a daughter of mine turn out such a plain, dowdy creature, trailing scraps of paper in your wake like a rubbish barge?”


“I never said it was your fault that I’m not married,” Cressie said. Her throat was tightening, and she had a horrible feeling she might cry. “I’m only twenty-three; I may still marry. I shall if you don’t give away my dowry!”


The door opened again, and Val walked in, accompanied by his friend Elias, Lord Darcy de Royleston.


Her father didn’t notice. “Your dowry is irrelevant. Not a soul has offered to marry you, dowry or no, and I’ve already changed my will!”


“Please forgive me. We were coming along the corridor,” Val said, walking forward. His face was composed, but Cressie thought she saw amusement in his eyes. “I hope you don’t mind that I brought de Royleston with me, Duke.” He bowed. “Cressie.” He bowed again.


Cressie didn’t bother to answer, just brushed by and ran out of the room. She felt sick to her stomach, her heart pounding, tears pressing on her eyes.


She had had no debut Season because it took most of the year to plan the Revelry, and her father would spare her for only three weeks.


So now she was, at twenty-three, an old maid.


She wasn’t precisely plain, because she had a wealth of pale yellow hair that had been particularly admired when she debuted. But she was short, and her mouth was a little too wide, and her nose turned up at the end. She did tend to scribble ideas on scraps of paper and leave them around the house. Her hair was forever falling from its pins. She wasn’t neat, and tidy, and perfect.


All the same, Val had been amused by the mere idea that someone might to want to marry her.


Even worse, Elias had overheard it too.


Lord Darcy de Royleston was the sort of man who wandered about with no idea of the effect his features had on the female population. He had dark hair and a strong nose that combined with angled cheekbones and a square jaw to give him the air of a medieval knight. A French knight, because he had a delicious accent. He would look marvelous in a suit of armor with a liveried page or two in attendance.


Put that together with a large estate, even before he inherited a title and further lands from his father, and an absurd amount of time at the Revelry was wasted in gossip about him.


Cressie scarcely knew de Royleston, other than the odd formal conversation. She thought of him as Elias because . . .


Just because.


Which made it all worse that he had overheard her father’s scathing comment about her marital prospects.


Likely, Elias had laughed at her as well. Probably, all three of them were chortling over her wish to wed, given what a lumpish fright she was.


She made it to her room before bursting into tears, which was a blessing.


Plain, dowdy, weepy—and undowered? No Scottish estate?


Her father was right. No man would take her.


She’d have to become a companion, fetching and carrying for one of her older sisters.


No. She was a duke’s daughter, still Lady Cressida, even without a dowry. She wouldn’t be a companion, but a wilted maiden aunt, sitting in the corner, gray hair poking out from under her ruffled cap, dropping crumpets instead of paper.


Wonderful. Just wonderful.
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Chapter Two



“That was awkward,” Elias said in a low tone.


His friend Val walked past him to stand at the Duke of Greystoke’s bedside. “Why were you berating Cressie, Duke?” he asked.


“No one wants that chit,” the duke retorted. The man was obviously on his deathbed but clinging to life with grim strength. “Besides, I cannot allow her to marry. You need her.”


“What for?” Elias asked, walking to the other side of the bed from Val. He didn’t like seeing anyone bullied, and he definitely didn’t like the desolation he’d caught in Cressida’s eyes as she rushed past.


“His Grace has demanded that I continue holding this Christmas gathering,” Val said with evident disdain. “It seems Cressie plays an important role in organizing it, though I fail to see why I must continue that particular tradition.”


“You could hire a secretary to organize the party,” Elias suggested.


“The Revelry is not a mere party. It is the most important gathering held in all the kingdom,” the duke snapped, pushing himself up on the pillows. His eyes were burning, as if he had a fever. “This manor has witnessed the seeds of constitutional change and great inventions, not to mention marriages between England’s greatest families.”


Elias couldn’t argue with him about that; the Revelry was famously important.


“I’ve changed my will as we discussed,” the duke said to Val.


Val stilled like a hawk that caught sight of a mouse.


“I’ve given you the Scottish estate, on your oath that you’ll keep the Revelry going for ten years,” His Grace continued, gasping for breath. “My solicitor is here, in the castle, so I made a new will this morning.”


Elias looked across the bed at Val. “Is the duke referring to the Scottish estate? The one your father lost in a card game?”


“Yes. The estate that was won by Greystoke in a hand of cribbage,” Val said in a clipped tone. “Your Grace, am I to understand from your conversation with Cressida that she was unaware that the estate is no longer her dowry? I didn’t like the fact, but I had accepted it.”


“Cressie doesn’t need it,” the duke replied with a rasping cough. “No man’s offered for her. No call for a dowry. She can stay here in her childhood home and take care of the Revelry. Another decade, that’s all I’m asking.”


“Your daughter is plain,” Elias said bitingly. “She fades into the background. And now you’re taking away her dowry, the one thing that could entice a husband? Not to mention the fact that you have bribed Val with the estate that belonged to his father before you won it at cards?”


“Are you accusing me of cheating?” Somehow the dying duke managed to wheeze out a question that sounded like the preface to a duel.


“No,” Elias stated.


There was no need to answer the obvious: the morality of winning an estate from one’s brother on the flip of a card, and then using it to bribe his son, was obvious.


At least to a man who’d been brought up to treasure family, as Elias had been.


“As I told Val last month, if he didn’t promise to hold the Revelry, I had decided to give the Scottish estate to charity,” the duke said. “For the good of my soul.” He managed a pious look.


A pulse was ticking in Val’s forehead, but he kept his mouth shut.


“Cressie doesn’t eat much, and she’s not extravagant about her clothing. You won’t even notice her,” Greystoke continued. “Damn it, every title comes along with pensioners and the like.”


“A duke’s daughter is rarely one of those pensioners, as they are dowried and married off,” Val said, a sharp edge leaking into his voice. “I assumed that you’d offered her an equivalent dowry to the Scottish estate!”


“She’ll be your right hand, better than my steward,” Lady Cressida’s father retorted. “She does it all. Invitations, entertainments, all of it. She’s a marvel. She’s run the whole thing, ever since she was fifteen years of age.”


“Cressida is in charge of determining the Revelry list?” Elias asked, astounded.


All of high society waited for the day when the Duke of Greystoke’s invitations were delivered, always by hand rather than by post, even if the recipient lived in the furthest reaches of Wales. Greystoke’s grooms would spread out through London while people waited at home, twitching the curtains in the sitting room, desperately hoping to see a man wearing the duke’s green livery mounting the front steps.


The following week, the Morning Chronicle would publish the list—on the front page. Reputations were made or lost depending on the names that appeared in that list; Elias had attended the Revelry for years, and while he disliked his host, he had reluctantly acknowledged the duke’s brilliant ability to bring together the best and brightest, and to design thrilling entertainments for their pleasure.


Except apparently the duke hadn’t done any of it.


His Grace nodded. “No one knows. Wouldn’t do to let it out that a chit has that much power. Cressie scours the papers and gossip columns front to back, deciding who gets my invites. She’ll be happy just buzzing around the estate, working on the Revelry. You won’t notice her,” he said again to Val before going into another series of panting coughs.


“On my father’s deathbed, I promised him that I would reacquire the Scottish estate,” Val said, meeting Elias’s eyes over the bed. “I had hoped to buy it from Cressie.”


“You can’t buy it from a charity.” Greystoke closed his eyes. “Tetchy fellow, your father. Rotten at cribbage.”


Elias instinctively held up his hand at the look on Val’s face. “He’s dying.”


Val’s lips moved. Elias fancied he muttered something along the lines of “Can’t be too soon,” but such things were better left unspoken.


The duke appeared to have fallen into a doze.


Val narrowed his eyes. “You need a wife, Elias.”


“So?”


“Why not take my cousin? You live next door, so she could offer a little help with the wretched party.”


“So you do plan to continue the Revelry?”


“I swore an oath to that effect. For God’s sake, I’m sure any decent secretary could run this party,” Val snapped. “Cressie can glance over the invitation list or something. I’ll dower her, if her own father won’t.”


“I don’t need a dowry.” It was true. His father had seen the way the wind was blowing in France years ago, sold everything, and moved to England to augment the already considerable estates in Somerset where Val had grown up, since his mother insisted he be sent to Eton.


“Cressie is a duke’s daughter,” Val said. He left it at that.


Elias had met Lady Cressida repeatedly, especially when she was a child, but for the life of him, he couldn’t remember much about her as an adult. They hadn’t danced together in years, to the best of his recollection.


“You don’t want beauty and wit,” his best friend said. “They lead to trouble. Were you in the room last night when Eloise Bennett threw wine at her husband? She was the most sought-after girl on the market two years ago.”


“Bennett is an ass,” Elias said. “He was flirting with an opera singer in front of his wife.”


“But she’s having an affaire with a neighboring squire, and everyone knows it.”


“What’s your point?”


“The more beautiful a woman is, the more men tempt her to slip away with them. The more elegant she is, the more her clothing will cost. The more witty she is, the more irritating she will be over the breakfast table.” He paused. “Cressie is a good person.”


That was Val’s highest praise.


Elias felt desperately sorry for the young lady whose only value seemed to be her labor. Though he privately abhorred the trading of women like visiting cards, it was a fact of life or at least, life in the peerage. “I’ll consider it.”


“I’ll make her dowry commensurate with her . . . her lack of attractiveness,” Val said.


Elias glared at him with such disgust that his friend blinked. “You are talking about a woman who may be my wife, and you are bargaining like a swine-herder at market.”


“I apologize. You are absolutely right. I was—I am torn between my late father’s love for his Scottish estate, and my cousin’s painful situation. She had a claim to it, and if things were different, I would honor it.”


Elias turned to go.


Val met him at the end of the bed. “I meant it as a true apology, my friend. My offer was ill-phrased.”


“Ignoble,” Elias said, “and cruel to the lady, should she ever know.”


“Your assessment wasn’t much kinder than mine,” Val pointed out. “We’ve both underestimated my cousin, since it appears that she runs the Revelry. She is . . . she appears to be a sweet mouse, and I mean that in the best of ways, or I would never suggest you marry her.”


Elias hadn’t thought of marrying a mouse. In fact, he hadn’t thought much about marriage. But he knew that he had to. His younger brother had entered the priesthood in Avignon, and while his father was hale and hearty, Elias had to produce an heir at some point.


“I’ll think about it,” he said. “I suppose she’ll be at dinner?”


“Of course,” Val said. “I’ll have a word with the butler and make sure that you’re seated beside her.” He frowned. “Did I understand my uncle to say that she not only makes all the decisions regarding invitations but manages everything else? He didn’t tell me that when he bribed me to keep it going.”


“She runs this monstrous party,” Elias said. “Perhaps you’d better keep her. You could promise her a dowry in exchange for managing the Revelry for a few more years.”


“You heard her tell her father that she wants a husband. Every time I’d look at her, I’d feel guilty about her single state, not to mention her dowry. Your estate runs beside this one; you’d be a good spouse, and if she would agree to help me with the confounded Revelry, I could fulfil my father’s dearest wish without guilt.”


“You could dower her so lavishly that she’d get a husband, mouse or no,” Elias suggested.


“A fortune hunter,” his friend said, his eyes even colder than they were by nature.


“Some of my closest friends are in need of a fortune,” Elias retorted. “Decent fellows, who simply didn’t inherit land. Don’t be such a stiff-rumped ass.”


Val gave him a wry smile. “She can’t help me with the damned party if she’s married to a fortune hunter from Wales, can she?”


They began walking down the corridor, away from the duke’s bedchamber. Behind them, they heard His Grace begin another of those exhausting series of coughs.


“It doesn’t seem fair to the lady,” Elias said.


“Marriage is never fair to the lady,” Val replied.


True enough.
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Chapter Three



Cressie walked into the drawing room only minutes before the gong would sound for dinner. She and the castle butler, Twist, had been able to recruit a violinist from among the guests and the “Evening of Bach” planned for the post-dinner entertainment would go forward.


She was exhausted, heartbroken, and aware that her eyes were wretchedly red. But she couldn’t hide in her room, no matter how much she might wish to. Twist depended on her to cope with any problems, and given the mix of people in the house, there were always problems.


So she’d powdered her nose and allowed Nanny—formerly her nanny and still known as such—to pin up her hair in outrageous curls because Cressie wasn’t paying attention. Little sausage-like ringlets fell all around her head from a towering topknot of curls.


Hopefully they would stay there; Nanny had stuck in so many pins that Cressie’s head felt like a pincushion.


“I look like a children’s toy,” she pointed out, glancing in the mirror. Not that it mattered, because no one paid attention to her except to offer complaints about their chambers. Her father collected the praise; she collected the problems.


“Don’t you dare touch your hair!” Nanny said fiercely. She had never gotten over the idea that she was in charge of a nursery, even though she’d been acting as a lady’s maid for a decade. “It’s taken me the better part of an hour to tame your curls,” she added, folding her arms over her plump bosom. “You have more hair than any other lady here, and at least now everyone will notice!”


Cressie sighed, looking in the glass. “Perhaps I should cut it.”


“I’d never allow that,” Nanny decreed. “It’s a woman’s glory.”


Cressie knew what she meant. When you had an unremarkable face, you couldn’t lop off the only asset you had.


“You look a treat,” Nanny said, darting at her with the powder puff again.


Cressie walked down the stairs blinking white powder from her eyelashes.


The butler met her in the hallway. “Lord Snowe requested a change in seating arrangements,” he said anxiously.


Cressie rolled her eyes. What a marvelous time for Val to begin showing interest in seating. “What’s he done?” She managed to bite back a speculation that he’d seated himself next to the oh-so-enticing opera singer that everyone seemed to want.


“Moved Lord Darcy de Royleston to the seat beside yours,” Twist said.


Cressie narrowed her eyes.


Why was Elias suddenly seated beside her?


From pity, most likely. He had never paid the slightest attention to Cressie. No matter the speculation that Elias was finally looking for a wife at this Revelry, he certainly wouldn’t look to her.


But he was kind. Kind enough to pity her, to want to say something sympathetic to a woman shamed by her own father.


She almost stopped walking. Could the day grow any worse?


“All right,” she told Twist and entered the drawing room.


Greystoke Manor was widely known as one of the most elegant in all Cheshire, but the building itself hadn’t been good enough for her father. The public rooms had been refurbished as if royalty might stroll in at any moment. The walls of the drawing room were covered in damasked silk, specially woven from a pattern used at Versailles. The ceiling and portrait frames were picked out in so much gilt that—to Cressie’s mind—the room resembled the inside of an egg yolk.


To her surprise, it seemed that Elias had been watching the door of the drawing room, waiting for her. He moved directly toward her, ignoring the smiling invitations of several women who tried to block his path.


Given his supposed marital plans, the man no sooner strolled into a room before he was surrounded by chaperones, even though he rarely danced with their charges. He generally chose to circle the floor with married ladies and dowagers, even if all the eyes in the room followed them.


It was a trifle shameful to admit, but Cressie was one of the women who often found herself watching Elias move around the ballroom. He was so large and exquisitely dressed, with a negligent French air that put most gentlemen to shame.


“Crickets,” Cressie muttered to herself. The last thing she wanted was most of the party wondering what Elias was doing with her. She looked about for one of her sisters, but they were partnered with their spouses, on the verge of making their way to the great dining hall.


It was too late. Elias was strolling directly toward her, and moreover, he was smiling. He was so handsome that even the happiest of married ladies broke into an involuntary giggle as he passed.


Cressie refused to giggle. She drew in a steadying breath and remained where she was. She wasn’t pretty or particularly witty, but she could be dignified.


Now, if ever, was the time to remember that.


“Lord Royleston,” she said, bending her head and dropping into a curtsey. To her horror, the heap of curls on top of her head swayed as if they were about to topple to the side. She’d have to curtsey shallowly from now on.


“Is it going to fall?” Elias asked, when they were both upright once again.


Cressie could feel pink stealing up her neck. “I gather you are talking about my hair,” she said stiffly.


“I have sisters,” he replied, with a charming grin. “I know about the difficulty of balancing extra swatches of hair and horsehair pads on one’s head. My little sister once dropped a curl into a teacup, didn’t realize, and handed it to the vicar.”


Cressie puzzled for a second and realized that Elias thought she was wearing fake hair. “A topknot can be challenging,” she said.


“Why do it, then?” his lordship said, apparently deciding it would be fun to chatter with her as if they were old friends. “I can’t see that it adds much to have all that extra stuff on your head. Especially as everyone knows it’s not truly one’s own, if you see what I mean. You don’t mind my saying that, do you?”


“No,” Cressie said, untruthfully. She did mind being given beauty advice by a man who had never once had to question his own attractiveness.


“Were I a lady, I think I would leave it off,” he said.


“Good to know,” she murmured.


His eyes narrowed. “Irony, Lady Cressida?”


“Absolutely not,” she said. “You misunderstand me. I agree that your face would not be well suited to additional swatches of hair.”


“Especially ones curled to look like little sausages,” he pointed out.


She didn’t have to curl her hair: it formed corkscrew curls all on its own. Which was none of his business. Still, she couldn’t stop herself from imagining him with similar hair.


Elias was incredibly male. His face topped with a bouquet of curls, as she wore? She giggled before she could stop herself. “You would resemble a large poodle.”


All too obviously, he caught back a grin.


“I suppose that I have some resemblance to that breed as well,” she agreed, resigned.


His eyes could have been mistaken for affectionate, which suggested she was losing her mind.


“May I escort you to the dining room?” he asked.


Cressie took his arm, reminding herself that she was no object of pity. Through habit, she paused in the door, scanning the dining room to make certain that every table was gleaming with linen and silver. Silver bowls graced the center of each table, filled with hothouse roses and trailing ivy.


“Looks nice,” Elias said.


“Thank you.”


“Did you plan it?”


“Yes.” She walked toward the table she’d assigned for herself, only remembering when she saw Val’s back that she had seated herself beside him. Something eased inside her.


She hadn’t been singled out for a compassionate conversation about her future. Likely, the two men just wanted to talk to each other, perhaps because they were disinclined to carry on regular conversations with the guests.


Elias hadn’t switched to sit beside her; he’d moved to be seated at a table with her cousin—whom she herself had placed at her left hand. Why, oh why, hadn’t she thought about moving Val to the other side of the room after that humiliating scene with her father? She knew the answer to that: she’d lost two hours crying bitterly, and then forgot.


In short, she was an idiot, and now she had to spend the meal next to the one person in the world—other than her father—whom she truly didn’t want to see. Through no fault of his own, Val would soon have the estate that was meant to be her home.


“Good evening,” she said to her cousin.


He had risen, of course, and was regarding her unsmilingly, doubtless noting her reddened eyes.


They seated themselves, and Elias turned away to greet the lady on his right.


“You look somewhat . . .” Val paused, obviously trying to come up with an appropriate adjective. “Diminished,” he said, finally. “I am sorry.”


Cressie decided to not waste time with pleasantries. “I want you to know that I do understand that the estate in question belonged to your father long before it was promised to me,” she said, pitching her voice below the chatter of aristocratic voices. “I shall ask my father to provide me with a dowry from other funds. We needn’t speak of it again.”


“Your father informed me that you are entirely responsible for the Revelry,” Val said. “Which no one in England knows.”


Cressie couldn’t stop a wry smile.


“Your father’s legacy is truly yours?”


“The Revelry was originally his idea.”


“When you make all decisions from invitations to entertainment to seating, you are doing far more than carrying out someone’s wishes,” her cousin observed. “Do you wish to continue the Revelry for another decade, Cressie?”


“Absolutely not,” she stated.


“I shall take that into account.” Val smiled at her, and his saturnine, angular features became charming.


The footmen placed watercress soup before each of their seats at precisely the same moment, as Twist had trained them. Cressie pushed the whole question of future Revelries out of her head. The soup was excellent, and a quick look around the room showed that every table was happily chattering.


“Lady Cressida,” Elias said, from her other side.


She gave him a serene smile. “Yes, your lordship?”


“I have attended this party for years,” he said, “and although I am always dazzled by the glittering entertainments, I feel I don’t know you.”


“True,” Cressie agreed, taking another spoonful of soup.


“Do tell me about yourself?”


He had an eyebrow raised, and a smile on his face. She cast him a look that came dangerously close to real dislike, and said, “I don’t see any point, do you?”


“Yes.”


She narrowed her eyes. “Are you looking for a companion for an aged aunt or something of that nature?”


“Something of that nature,” he said, his manner polite, and faultlessly impersonal.


She relaxed. “It’s kind of you to think of me, or perhaps it was Val who suggested it?”


He nodded.


The footmen arrived and removed the bowls without spills, and then put down the next course—duckling with cherry sauce and an assortment of roast game—before Cressida was able to respond.


“What would you need to know about me in order to hire me as a companion?” Elias asked, rather surprisingly.


His smile was extraordinarily charming, so much so that she did all she could do to keep her expression polite and not melt into a girlish puddle.


“Men are never asked to be companions,” she blurted out.


“Odd, isn’t it? Elderly women are given companions, and elderly men are not.”


“Because men generally have wives and daughters who fetch and carry for them,” Cressie said.


“That is never wasted time for a loved one,” Elias responded, which just proved he was male. “Would you like to know anything about me?”


“Why?”


“We agreed that we should get to know each other,” he prompted.


The footmen intervened again, so Cressie had time to think that this conversation was very strange. “I don’t remember agreeing to a friendship.”


“We would need to know more of each other before we could live under the same roof,” Elias said, his eyes amused.


The horrid thought occurred to her that he was teasing her for some secret reason, mocking her with an awkward version of courtship, but common sense squelched that idea. He was a decent man. Kind.


Perhaps too handsome for his own good, and prone to be arrogant, but what aristocratic male wasn’t?


“The suggestion is irrelevant,” she said, picking up her wineglass and discovering that it was empty. “I have no intention of becoming a companion to one of your elderly relatives, though I appreciate your kindness in thinking of me.” She said it as firmly as possible.


Lord Darcy de Royleston flicked a look over his shoulder, and a footman instantly stepped forward to refill her glass.


“What is planned for tomorrow?” he asked, accepting her refusal without protest.


“Twist will give you the list of activities planned for gentlemen, or you may explore on your own,” Cressie said automatically, having answered this question a million times in the last decade. “The snow grotto is open. I recommend that you explore it, if you haven’t seen it. I believe that this year’s grotto is the best we’ve ever constructed.”


“Keeping this many people happy and occupied must entail an enormous amount of work,” Elias observed.


“Twist is marvelous, and I have a large staff. In addition, a great many people are hired only to work on the Revelry.”


“Seasonal labor? Or are they here year-round?”


“Some of them remain on the estate: the men who work on stage sets and designs, for example. Mr. Blossom designs and builds the annual grotto, so he is with us all year, as it requires tremendous planning and preparation.”


“Then why do it?” He didn’t ask it aggressively. “I mean the grotto, not the Revelry.”


“Have you never visited one of our grottoes?”


He shook his head.


Cressie had avoided looking at Elias’s face during their conversation; he was too handsome, and she was a little afraid that she might start blushing. But now she saw nothing but curious brown eyes.


She couldn’t help brightening. “They are marvelous fun, with a different theme every year. We’ve had the City of Troy, for example, with an enormous Trojan horse that people could climb into. Mount Olympus, with ten-foot-high gods sitting in state. King Neptune’s palace, surrounded by truly astonishing fish and seaweed. That one was marvelous!”


Elias had attended the Revelry for years as an act of friendship to Val. They occasionally joined the boisterous group of men who hunted in the afternoons—or whatever other gentlemanly activity was offered.


He had never made his way to the grotto.


Lady Cressida’s eyes were shining as she talked about turrets and burrows. He knew without asking that the ideas were all hers.


She looked suddenly alive, her smile transforming her face. Her hands flew through the air; her napkin slid from her lap and fell to the floor without her notice.


He’d been wrong about her looks.


Cressida was pretty with her head crowned by all that sunshiny hair, fake or no, and her brown eyes sparkling. Her lips were a dark rose color, and her bottom lip formed the most perfect dip and curve that he’d seen in his life.


“Will you bring me to look at it?” he asked, when Cressida paused to take a breath.


“What?”


“The grotto, of course,” Elias said. “Your grotto. Tomorrow afternoon, perhaps?”


“Oh, I don’t have time for that,” she said, blinking at him. “I spend every afternoon in consultation. It’s the only way to make sure that the Revelry proceeds exactly as planned.” She accepted the napkin he handed her. “Thank you! I drop things all the time. My father finds my carelessness so bothersome.”


“Remembering all the details of this vast party—not to mention designing the grotto—is a tremendous amount of work,” Elias said. “How can anyone fault you for dropping the occasional napkin?”


She gave him a sudden, quirky grin. “I wish it was only napkins. I can’t tell you how many cups of tea I’ve spilled. What’s more, I scribble down ideas on scraps of paper and leave them around the house. Twist has to send a maid around in the evening to collect them.”


They had eaten their duckling by the time Cressie finished telling him about the Herculean tasks that underpinned the Revelry. Her father was certainly right that Val would have difficulty planning the party by himself.


“Who attends the daily meetings?” Elias asked.


“All of us who lead the Revelry: me, Twist, Blossom, Mrs. Peters, who is in charge of the bedchambers, Fettle, who manages the stage and puts on the pantomime every year. Our head cook comes in to go over the menus for the next day, as do the head pastry chef, the head gardener, and the man who runs the hothouses.”


“You solve problems?”


“Exactly,” she said. “I probably should slip away now, as a matter of fact.”


“We haven’t had dessert yet,” Elias protested. He may have missed years’ worth of grottoes, but he had never left a meal in Greystoke Manor before dessert. The duke’s pastry chef was famed throughout the British Isles. “That would be like ignoring a lovely woman.” He gave her a direct look.


Cressida sighed. “Don’t. Please.”


“What?”


“Make syrupy comments. The sort you might make to . . . well, to a lady.”


“You are a lady,” Elias pointed out. He narrowed his eyes. “Does anyone speak to you as if you are not a lady in the midst of these consultations?”


“Of course not; we’ve worked together for years. I’m talking about gentlemen. I’m not the sort of lady whom a gentleman flatters.” She caught Elias’s gaze and held it. “I must ask you not to offer any false reassurances.”


Elias didn’t like it. But he could see the spark of rebellion in her eyes—and respect it. She was right. Lovely or not, he had ignored her for years. “There is nothing false about this statement: you are lovely, Lady Cressida.”


She opened her mouth, ready to spar with him again, but he distracted her. “You didn’t tell me about the theme for the grotto last year?”


“The Wild Wood,” Cressida replied, her eyes lighting up again. “Snow-caverns and snow-castles, with terraces and ramps in every direction, and in the midst a witch’s hut, because the wood was ‘wild,’ you see.”


Her napkin slipped away, followed by a stray fork. Elias bent over to retrieve both of them. “And this year?”


“King Arthur’s castle, with a portcullis and a drawbridge, and an archway leading to the castle. We reused some of the structures—”


“I thought everything was made of snow?” Elias asked, interrupting.


She shook her head. “Underlying stability is essential, if only to make sure that no one gets caught in a snowfall. Plus, some years we have sufficient snow, like this year, and others we build the grotto entirely from wood.”


Elias couldn’t stop himself. “You do realize that you are quite brilliant?”


She rolled her eyes.


“I’m serious. You have masterminded the most important gathering in all England, not just once, but annually.” He leaned forward. “Perhaps more important, you design works of art.”


She waved her hand. “Pooh! They are ephemeral. Beautiful, yes, but they melt with the snow and are gone.”


“The more beautiful for that,” Elias said, suddenly deeply sorry that he had never bothered to visit the grottoes, though he had repeatedly heard them referred to as one of the greatest wonders of England.


He was beginning to think that he was the biggest dunce in the western hemisphere, because he had overlooked the most important things.


Cressida gave him that quirky smile of hers, the one that had nothing to do with civility. “I will admit that I am very proud of the grottoes, perhaps even more so than if they lasted a lifetime. They must be experienced, if you see what I mean. No one can sell them, or hang them up on a wall.”


“Of course,” Elias said, understanding. “Your artworks can’t be bought or sold.”


Her smile deepened. “Yes.”


“I feel like the greatest fool in the world for having missed any of them,” he said. “Would you please do me the inexpressible courtesy of accompanying me to see your latest creation tomorrow after luncheon?”


“It doesn’t open until two, so that the staff can eat. I’m afraid that I shall be unable to join you, as I previously explained.” Cressida folded her napkin.


“The inestimable Twist can run the meeting tomorrow or, even better, Val can take his place,” Elias suggested. “His Grace is insistent that Val carry on the tradition of the Revelry. Don’t you think that your cousin should get an idea of its challenges?”


Cressida’s brows drew together. “Val has been a help with planning entertainments this year. I don’t know why it never occurred to me to ask him to join the afternoon meetings.”


“Let’s push him through the door and give him a glimpse of what he’s taking on, shall we?” Elias leaned forward and caught Val’s attention. “There’s an organization meeting of sorts that happens every afternoon. You’ll take it over tomorrow, won’t you? I’m going to whisk Lady Cressida away after luncheon.”


“Certainly,” Val said.


Elias smiled at Cressida. “So tomorrow—”


“I’m afraid that I must leave you both,” she said, standing up. “Twist just signaled a problem.” Her napkin fell to the ground yet again, followed by a couple of pearl-topped hairpins.


“Send Val,” Elias suggested, rising.


She shook her head and several long ringlets fell from her topknot and tumbled down her back. She didn’t seem to notice. “That would be throwing him into deep water. Planning is not problem-solving.”


Val bowed. “I am looking forward to attending tomorrow’s meeting.”


“I shall meet you on the front steps after luncheon, Lady Cressida,” Elias said.


The two men stood shoulder to shoulder, watching as Cressida made her way to the door. She was stopped constantly, as guests greeted her or—Elias suspected—requested special favors. She was polite to each, curtseying, nodding, promising whatever they asked for.


“She’s left a trail of hairpins,” Val observed. “You would always be able to find her, unlike those children lost in the wood because their bread crumbs had disappeared.”


“Hansel and Gretel?” Elias asked, seating himself. A footman instantly removed Cressida’s chair. “Your cousin is a bloody genius, Val. You didn’t know?”


His friend shook his head. “The duke takes all the credit.”


“You never bothered to look below the surface,” Elias said. “Any more than I did.”


Val bent over, picked up a piece of note paper from the floor, and read aloud. “ ‘Val: Sleeping Beauty? B and B! Bluebeard.’ The last is crossed out. And there’s a few more sentences I can’t read. What on earth?”


“Ideas for future grottoes,” Elias guessed. “B and B is likely Beauty and the Beast.”


“No Revelry, no grotto,” Val said firmly.


Elias took the paper from him. Cressida’s handwriting was spiky and quick, speckled with exclamation marks, as creative as the woman herself. “I’ll give it back to her.”


“My uncle is a beast,” Val said, dislike rumbling in his voice. “She should have received the credit for fashioning the Revelry. Instead, he made himself into a powerful figure in English society.”


Elias tucked the paper away in his pocket, giving Val a wry smile. “I don’t think she minded. It’s my impression that she loved the challenge of running the Revelry, especially the more creative aspects.”


“If she agrees to help me, I would make certain that all England knew that it was her work,” Val declared.


“You might be able to convince her to help you with a new grotto, but the problems should be yours, Val.”


His friend winced. “A decade of problems.”


“In exchange for your father’s dearest wish.”


“A fair trade.”
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Chapter Four



The next day Elias was just beginning to think that perhaps Cressida wouldn’t join him when she tore into the entry, Twist at her shoulder. She was dressed for cold weather, he saw thankfully.


“Lady Cressida, good afternoon,” he said, bowing.


She glanced at him and then back at the butler. “Lady Elizabeth Childe wants rice water in the afternoon; Mrs. Perkins is complaining of indigestion, so please find her with a soothing draught; and don’t forget that Isabelle is working in the music room on Cinderella and will need tea. She often forgets to eat.”


“Yes, Lady Cressida,” Twist said, opening the front door. “Your gloves.”


“New snow!” Cressida exclaimed, trotting down the front steps. “I haven’t even looked out a window since breakfast.”


Elias looked down to where she had stopped at the bottom. Little snowflakes were twirling in the chilly afternoon sunshine.


She smiled, turning her head so that snow fell on her face, never mind the fact that most ladies would have done the opposite.


She must have removed all that extra hair she’d bundled on top of her head yesterday, because the hood on her pelisse fit close to her head. Even he, who knew little of ladies’ fashion, could tell that her garment was several years out of date.


Perhaps all her hair was false? Perhaps she wore a wig and shaved her head. That might explain Val’s insistence on plumping up her dowry.


Bewigged or no, she looked utterly fetching at the moment, her cheeks pink with the cold and a smile on her lips.


In fact, Cressida wasn’t plain in the least, he registered, an odd tremor going through his body. Her lips were delicious and just now, as she closed her eyes, he saw that her lashes were luxurious, a darker color than her hair.


There was an almost audible click in his ears, the sound of a puzzle piece slotting into place, or a piece of carpentry sliding into alignment. She wasn’t what he had pictured as his bride, but she was going to be his wife.


This brilliant, reclusive, creative woman whom no one seemed to know—including her own cousin—was going to be his.


“Forgive me,” Cressida told him. He expected her to stop and take his arm, but she turned and walked away. “I haven’t been outside in several days.”


“It’s not healthy to remain indoors for days,” Elias said, catching up and taking her arm before she could speed ahead.


“I’ve had no time,” she explained. “The grotto is down the hill to the east. Excuse me.” She gently disengaged herself and picked up a scarlet ribbon that had fallen by the path. Then she kept walking ahead of him, looking about her cheerfully, as if he didn’t exist.


Elias didn’t think he was being vain to say that unmarried young ladies—and yes, married ones as well—generally didn’t behave as if he were no more interesting than a footman. Cressida wasn’t glancing up at him through her lashes. She didn’t begin a conversation, giggle, or cast him a simpering look. In fact, by the time they rounded a curve and headed down a hill, he had the distinct sensation that she’d forgotten he was following her.


The paved path must have been recently shoveled, although snow was beginning to blur the corners of the paving stones. Cressida’s indifference to him was prickling Elias’s sense of self; he caught up and took her gloved hand in his.


Sure enough, she startled.


“You’d forgotten I was with you,” he said, an involuntary smile curving his lips.


“It’s only because I have so many things on my mind,” she said, glancing at him. “The archery field, for example, needs to be swept again.” She nodded to the right, and he saw targets standing red against the black tree trunks, but like the path, they had a softer aspect now, with snow clinging to the scarlet paint. “I designated it as the gentlemen’s activity for tomorrow afternoon.”


Elias nodded, determined to keep her attention on him. “Is the grotto always in the same location?”


“Oh, yes. On the other side of this small wood. Last year, Mr. Blossom used the far edge as the boundary of his Wild Wood.”


They reached the grove of trees and walked under a festively painted arch that read Tintagel Castle.


Elias tried to shock her into paying him attention. “As I recall it, King Arthur’s father disguised himself as his mother’s husband in order to sneak into her bed. An unsavory parentage for a king.”


“One that I’m hoping no one acts out back at the house,” Cressida said, glancing at him. He was delighted to see the laughter in her eyes. “One never knows at the Revelry.”


The snow was thicker in the woods, bunching under their feet. The grove was silent but for a bird call here or there and the muffled sound of their boots on the paving stones.


King Arthur’s castle had to be eleven feet high, a tall icy structure cut with ramparts and windows that allowed light to go straight through the building. They walked over the drawbridge that crossed the moat, under a great arching door that led to a single room. Leaning against the wall were human-sized musical instruments carved from ice: a base viol, two violins, a pianoforte, three flutes.


Elias reached out and touched the dark string of a starkly white base viol. It let out a soft noise as he plucked it.


“Merlin turned the musicians into their own instruments when Arthur died,” Cressida told him. “They wait for the master of the castle to return.”


“Amazing,” Elias murmured.


“We have guides who explain the story, but they’re at luncheon at the moment,” she added, more prosaically.


They peered into a moat swimming with creatures that looked like gargoyles or winged creatures.


“Who thought up those?” Elias asked, knowing the answer.


“Oh, I make up things,” Cressida said. “It’s Mr. Blossom who tackles the work of figuring out how to bring my rough drawings to life in ice and snow.”


“I should like to meet him,” Elias said.


“Yes, you must ask Val to introduce you,” she said. She kept stepping away from him, testing the strength of a pillar, or poking at the underneath of a gleaming ice sculpture.


“What is that?” Elias asked, pointing.


“Head of an eagle,” Cressida said.


If he squinted, he could recognize it. “Looks like a donkey,” he commented.


She looked again. “Only if donkeys had beaks in Arthur’s day. Over there is the king’s favorite steed, with which he would ‘beat back the cloudy skies’.”


“A quote?”


“Yes. We write a description to go along with the grotto, and that is one of my favorite lines. Quite silly, really.”


What Cressida meant was that she wrote the description. Elias drew in a deep breath. He took self-confidence as a given; ever since he left Eton, ladies had simpered at him. But Cressida was different. She was uninterested by his title.


In fact, he wasn’t certain what sort of man would interest her.


She headed through a different archway that led to a hole carved in a snowy hillside. “Every year this cave becomes something different,” Cressida said over her shoulder. “One year it was King Neptune’s treasure chest.” She pointed to a signpost. “This year, Merlin’s cave.”


Elias bent his head and followed her inside, happy to find that he could stand once inside. He tapped the walls of the cave with a gloved finger. They were solid: rock that had been covered with layer after layer of shimmering ice and hung with glass balls enclosing tiny candles that bounced light around the cave. “It’s beautiful, Cressida.”


She cast him a look. He caught back a grin. Ladies angled for him to show the slightest interest in intimacy, and she was chiding him for using her name without her title.


“Doesn’t Val call you ‘Cressie’?” he asked.


“Val is a member of the family,” she said coolly, turning to leave. “I see no reason why you and I should be so familiar.”


“Because I’d like to marry you.”


She froze, outlined in the bright light of the cave entrance. She had a curvaceous figure, Elias noted. Which he liked.


Cressida turned. “What did you say?”


She didn’t seem to be greeting his proposal with enthusiasm, but Elias knew perfectly well that it would be a shock. He hadn’t wooed her. But he didn’t have time to woo her. The duke had one foot in the grave, and somehow, after ignoring the issue for years, Elias thought he’d quite like to have a wife now.


Not after six months or a year of mourning: now.


Cressida was staring at him, eyes round. “I asked for your hand in marriage,” he said.


“No, you didn’t. You announced that you’d like to marry me, which I gather you considered a proposal? In other words, the declaration of your desire, if it could be so termed, was good enough?”


She had a point. He gave her his most charming smile. “Will you do me the honor of your hand in marriage, Lady Cressida?”


“Absolutely not,” she said, turned, and sailed out of the cave, her little nose in the air.


He followed her and realized that she was heading back to the manor. “Wait!” he called, to stall her. “What about that one?” He nodded to the last structure, a square house that seemed made entirely of snow.


Cressida put her hands on her hips. “Are you mocking me?”


“No.” The sincerity in his voice had the effect of making her glower at him.


“We have only the merest acquaintance,” she said, pursing her pretty lips.


“We’ve been acquainted for years,” Elias protested. “We’ve shared a meal; you’re here with me, unchaperoned. A marriage proposal is practically de rigueur.”


“Nonsense! I suppose my cousin talked you into this.”


He shook his head.


Her eyes watched him steadily. “Bribed you?”


“That is an insult, my lady,” Elias said, his voice expressing precisely how offensive that suggestion was.


“I beg your pardon,” Cressida said, looking taken aback. “I’m sorry, but I can’t imagine any other reason for your farcical proposal, if one could call it that.”


“You don’t remember me, do you?”


“What are you talking about?”


“You don’t remember when we first met?”
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Chapter Five



It was humiliating to admit, even to herself, but Cressie knew precisely when they had met, at least, as adults. It was her debut ball, and her cousin had walked over to her and said, “Here, Cuz, dance with Elias; he’ll be a marquess someday so he’s good to practice society conversation that’s not about that infernal Revelry.”


She had looked up into the eyes of the most beautiful man in the ballroom and managed a wavering smile.


Elias hadn’t said more than a few words to her and ignored her the rest of the evening.


They danced once again the following year, and although Elias had been entirely polite, he had engaged in exactly the prescribed amount of talk of the weather before he lapsed into silence, bowed at the conclusion of the music, and left. He likely didn’t even remember.


For years, he had strolled the manor at Christmas, making all the ladies’ hearts thump and their knees weaken, looking confident, arrogant, uninterested.


Make that deeply uninterested.


“Other than passing encounters as children, we met when I debuted,” Cressie said now. She had the odd feeling that she had somehow wandered out of time and into a fairy tale, perhaps one set among King Arthur’s knights.


One of the most objectively beautiful men in the British Isles was glowering at her because she had the temerity to suggest that he might have had to be bribed into offering her marriage.


It was a perfectly rational conclusion. He could have anyone: a delicate lady with auburn hair and a sweet laugh; a fairylike sylph who floated around the ballroom; a plain lady whose inheritance would fill Merlin’s cave with gold coins.


She had nothing to offer, including a dowry. While she didn’t believe in unnecessarily downplaying one’s own charms, he scarcely knew her, so her intelligence played no part in his offer.


So his proposal had to have sprung from that pitiful scene in her father’s bedchamber.


“Years before that,” Elias said impatiently.


“In that case, I have no idea what you are referring to,” she said, managing to make it sound as if she was uninterested.


“You were five years old,” he said, rather surprisingly. “Do you suppose that you could call me Elias?”


“No,” Cressie said, more and more certain that she had become the butt of a jest, and not a kind one. “I’m cold, sir. I should like to return to the house now.”


He took a long stride and caught her right hand. “Show me the last structure? I already missed the other grottoes. I don’t want to miss anything of this one.”


Cressie didn’t roll her eyes, but it was a near thing. “Right.” She tugged her hand free, nearly losing her glove in the process, and walked over to Queen Guinevere’s bower.


“We follow a pattern,” she said briskly, ducking her head. “There’s always a glittering chamber like the one we were just in—Merlin’s cave, or Neptune’s jewel chest—and there’s always a bower. One year it was Queen Titania’s; this year it is Queen Guinevere’s.”


Elias stopped short inside the door. Her eyes followed his to the strings of fresh flowers crisscrossing the roof, and from there to the white fur thrown over elaborate fainting couches carved from snow and ice. All around the room, ice lanterns flickered, their light hidden behind more flowers and holly berries frozen in the ice. “How on earth did you achieve this?” he asked, turning in a circle and looking upward as well.


“Those are sugared flowers draping the lanterns,” Cressie said, softening despite herself, as he looked genuinely interested. “They keep their color because the air is so cold.”


“The lanterns?”


“A round glass container, with a smaller one inside, and water, flowers, and berries in the space between. We freeze them, and then add a small candle to each. The grooms light them in the morning, and they will burn well into the night. First thing in the morning, all the lanterns are replaced with fresh ones.”


“I’m astounded,” Elias said, bending to look closer at a lantern.


“People relax on the furs,” Cressida told him. “We make certain the cave is always attended.”


Elias was thinking to himself that likely Guinevere’s bower had been the site of many a chilly kiss and perhaps more.


“What’s this?” He stooped over a musical instrument lying in a small cradle. The flute was carved like those in Arthur’s castle, from ice but much smaller, every hole painstakingly cut in a perfect circle.


“Oh, nothing much,” she said dismissively. “Just another instrument.”


“But it’s here rather than Arthur’s castle,” he said. “And it’s in a cradle.” He straightened and looked back at her.


“Legend has it that Arthur had beautiful women playing instruments for his court,” she explained. “I thought that perhaps one of them had a baby. And if she did, Queen Guinevere wouldn’t have left it lying about the castle, leaning against a wall.”


Elias took another look at the little flute, realizing that the cradle was lined with fur, and turned back to her. “This is astounding, Cressida. You do know what a genius you are, don’t you?”


She turned a little pink. “Nonsense. It’s just . . . just entertainment, that’s all.”


“No,” Elias said. “This is a work of art and I’m furious at myself for missing years of grottoes.”


“We’ve only started the tradition seven years ago,” she told him, a smile lighting her face.


Elias took a step closer.


Cressie tilted her head back to look up at him, which gave her a peculiar feeling, even if she wasn’t already feeling a little dizzy from the warmth in his eyes. And his compliments.


“You didn’t answer my question,” he said.


She frowned. “If your question is about when we met, and you aren’t referring to my debut, then I have no idea. If the question is about marriage, the answer is no. I refuse to marry you.” She took a step backward.


“You were only five,” Elias said, catching her hands in his. “Val and I would have been sixteen. We were going skating, and you desperately wanted to come. You got free of your nanny and followed us to the lake. Do you remember now?”


She shook her head. “My father does not countenance a lady on skates.”


“You tried to run onto the lake, lost your balance, and slid straight into me,” Elias said, holding her hands very tightly. “I crashed to the ice, and you laughed and laughed. I lay on my back, completely winded, and thought that your laughter sounded like music. Birdsong.”


“Huh,” Cressie said. “I’m afraid I don’t remember that.”


She’d had no time for laughter in years. Her father’s ambitions grew every year. He was never satisfied with the Revelry: he always demanded more and bigger: more spectacle, more scandal, more fabulousness.


The last three years he hadn’t even come to view the grotto—but he had listened to his guests talk of it, repeating the slightest criticism to her, demanding ever greater heights of artistic beauty.


“You look tired,” Elias said.


“I’m cold,” Cressie said, though it wasn’t true. The room was small enough that the lanterns took the chill from the air.


“May I kiss you?”


Cressie couldn’t believe her ears. “What? Why?”


“Surely someone has told you that you have beautiful lips?”


Her lips opened to say “No,” but no sound emerged.


“Perfectly shaped, and a remarkably erotic color,” he said thoughtfully. “I’ve been thinking that, by the way, ever since yesterday’s soup course.”


Words reeled through her mind but none of them seemed to connect into sentences. He wanted to kiss her? Elias? It was impossible. It was—


“Cressida?” he asked, bending closer. “May I?” His breath warmed her cheek. Even though every ladylike sensibility should rebuff him, she couldn’t. But she couldn’t speak, either. She felt as if she were turned into one of those frozen instruments, waiting to be woken.


She managed a nod.


He bent his head and kissed her.


Elias’s kiss was far more than the brush of lips she would have expected. He pressed his lips to hers, his hands on her back rather than politely at his side, his tongue . . .


His tongue begged entry.


Cressie opened her mouth without thinking, without any notion of how a kiss can change the world, how much it changed the fabric of the moment. One stroke of his tongue and she was aroused to the tips of her fingers.


She’d never felt anything like it. Her blood thumped through her body in a rhythm that made her off-kilter. Her tongue met his, timidly at first, then in more daring caresses, her breath coming quickly, his in little pants.


His hands were still on her back, but rather than lying flat, they were gripping her tightly, so that she was pressed against him. For the first time in her life, her curves made sense. She was soft in some places, and he was hard in others.


Elias breathed an oath, his voice harsh in the silence of the bower, and that woke her.


“Elias,” she gasped.


“Please don’t stop me,” he breathed. “You kiss like an angel.” His hands left her back and cupped her face. His broken groan matched the sound she made in the back of her throat, but she’d never—


“We shouldn’t!” she said, gasping, pulling away so quickly that she almost fell over.


Elias pulled back immediately, looking down at her, his eyes fierce with need. She’d never seen that emotion before, but her body instinctively recognized it and swayed back toward him.


“Marry me,” he said. “Marry me, Cressida. Please.”


She blinked at him. “Certainly not. That was a kiss, not a courtship.”


“I don’t have time to court you,” he said. “Your father is dying. If we don’t marry, we’ll end up with a baby out of wedlock.”


His heady, presumptuous words sank slowly into her head because she was looking at him and seeing, for the first time, not a beautiful man, but a concoction of parts like anyone else’s: a strong nose, a nice mouth with a firm set to it, eyes with laughter wrinkles spreading from the corners, hair showing just the faintest signs of silver on the temples.


Elias didn’t look beautiful at this moment. He looked desirous. His eyes were scorching, the demand in them making her shiver and feel oddly hot. Her mind supplied her with another word: lustful. The concept made her feel dizzy.


Men didn’t feel passion for her. Their eyes slid over her as she didn’t exist, as if she were part of a wainscoting oddly dressed in a skirt.


“Why do you want me?” she asked.


“Damned if I know,” he replied.


Her heart squeezed into a small ball, and before she could stop it, her mouth quivered.


“You misunderstood me,” Elias said.


She shook her head, and her hood fell back. “It’s been a long day. I think we should get back . . .” Her voice trailed off because he wasn’t listening.


Instead he was staring at her head. “You didn’t take your hair off.”


“Well, no,” she said, regaining a bit of her normal snappish manner. “Any more than you do, I assume.”


Elias looked shocked.


She pulled up her hood back over her head, and he moved his gaze back to her eyes. And then to her mouth. He did seem to admire her lips, which was interesting. Cressie had never thought much about mouths, as they existed for talking and eating. She had to stop an impulse to touch her bottom lip.


“All that hair was yours? It’s the color of barley sugar twists.”


She sighed and turned to go. “This has been interesting, but—”


Long arms caught around her middle. “Please don’t go.”


Instinctively she knew that if she struggled even the smallest amount, he would let her go. But she froze, enjoying the feeling of a large male body flush against her back, his arms around her.


“Will you marry me?” Elias asked in her ear.


“No,” she said flatly. “One doesn’t marry someone on the basis of a kiss or two.”


“I’ve kissed many women in my life.”


She stiffened. “Am I meant to applaud?”


“No kisses felt like ours, Cressida. Not a one.”


“You are exaggerating,” she said, feeling horribly uncertain. She wished she could see his face. Of course, she hadn’t, but then she had never . . . well, whatever it was that happened. With tongues and all.


That.


“No, I am not.” Elias’s voice was deeply certain and rather charmingly, his French accent strengthened. “You are so creative, Cressida. But you kiss like a woman on fire.” His voice dropped to a lower key. “You have the most sensual bottom lip I’ve ever seen. You have a wealth of hair that would send Queen Guinevere into fits of jealousy.”


“The queen probably had twice as much hair!” Cressie said, unable to think. The conversation was making her feel peculiar.


“No, she was bald,” Elias said. “Completely bald. I’ve heard it a million times.” He gently turned her about to face him, his hands still at her waist. “If I might raise an improper subject, may we discuss your bosom? So many women have no need for a corset, because there is nothing to hold up.”


“That is a shocking thing to say,” Cressie managed. Secretly she was enjoying it because she desperately envied slender young ladies who drifted around the ballroom like willow trees. Not needing corsets, because willows didn’t.


“It would be shocking if I moved my hands so that they brushed the bottom of your breasts,” Elias said. His voice was so deep and dark that he sounded nearly hoarse. “Do you want me to say aloud how I feel about your hips?”


Cressie thought about that.


The answer was yes. But on the other hand . . .


“When did you start feeling all of these emotions?”


she asked. “Were you by any chance hit on the head? I’ve heard that irrational behavior can follow a head injury.”


“No.”


“You may not remember,” she pointed out.


“I would know.”


“If you didn’t take a blow to the head, you must be drunk.”


Elias shook his head. He traced the arch of her eyebrow with a gloved finger. “As delicate as if drawn with an ink pen, but a darker barley sugar, as if it were burnt in the making.”


She blinked. “Eyebrows don’t matter. Eyes matter. Mine are plain brown.”


“So are mine.”


He was right, but the rest of his face was chiseled and beautiful.


“I used to pray for blue eyes when I was little,” she told him. “My sisters have blue eyes and I thought that perhaps the color would change overnight.” Cressie had a sudden pulse of sadness, thinking of how hopeful she’d been.


“I am not drunk,” Elias said, a touch of reproof in his voice. “I didn’t know you then, or we would have married seven years ago, after that first dance we shared at your debut.”


Cressie was used to judging truthfulness, thanks to hiring the hundred or so workers who joined the household for the Revelry. She searched his eyes and they seemed . . . truthful.
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