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One

December 18, 1886

 


“And you believe this is a good idea,” Beryl, Lady Dunwell, said to her sister. Her expression failed to reveal whether her words were in the guise of a question or a comment, which was, as always, most annoying. More so, as her sister’s face was the mirror image of her own, and one should never be in doubt as to what one’s own twin was thinking.

“No, in truth I don’t believe it’s a good idea. Wearing the appropriate cloak for the weather is a good idea. Insisting on references before hiring a new servant is a good idea. Having an equal number of ladies and gentlemen at a dinner party is a good idea. This”—Camille, Lady Lydingham, leaned forward slightly and met her sister’s gaze with a firmness that belied any niggling doubts in the back of her mind—“is a brilliant idea.”

“I suspect the brilliance of it is dependent upon whether or not it goes awry.” Beryl studied her sister over the rim of her teacup.

In recent months, the twins had made it a habit to meet at least every other week at the Ladies Tearoom, at Fenwick and Sons, Booksellers. It had become quite the place for ladies of society to gather. Even now, there was scarcely an empty table to be had. Camille wasn’t sure why it had become so popular; the room itself was not unlike the other rooms in the bookseller’s establishment, lined with shelves and filled with books in what appeared to be a random order. The tea and cakes were excellent, but in society excellent did not always go hand in hand with fashionable. Regardless, the sisters were nothing if not fashionable; and if this was the place to be, this was indeed where they would be.

“And it does seem to me there are any number of things that could go awry,” Beryl continued. “Horribly, horribly awry.”

“Nonsense.” Camille waved off her sister’s warning. “I have given this a great deal of thought, and it is a practically perfect plan.”

“It’s the ‘practically’ that should give you pause,” Beryl said in a wry tone.

“No plan can be completely perfect, although . . .” Camille thought for a moment. “I daresay, this is as close to perfect as possible. Mother and Delilah are spending Christmas in Paris with her friend, Countess Something-or-other, and will not return to England until well after the new year. Uncle Basil is on safari in Africa and, as you well know, when he goes off like this, he will not be back for months. Which serves me quite well, as I need a proper English family, having a proper English Christmas, in a proper English country house.” Camille heaved a long-suffering sigh. “And while we might well appear proper from a safe distance, close at hand there is very little truly proper about our family.”

“Millworth Manor is rather proper,” Beryl murmured. “Thank goodness for that.” Camille nodded. “And this year, that proper country house will be filled with a proper family for Christmas.” She narrowed her eyes. “There shall be no dallying between Mother and whatever potential lover has thought the spirit of the season would ease his way into her bed. There shall be no lecherous uncle pursuing any unsuspecting females, who have caught his eye. There shall be none of Mother’s usual stray foreign exiles bemoaning the olden days in whatever country they’re from. Nor will there be aspiring poets, flamboyant artists and absolutely no creative sorts of any type hoping to curry favor and patronage from Mother or any of us.”

“You make it sound like a circus.”

“There’s very little difference between Mother’s house and a circus, especially at Christmas, although a circus is probably less chaotic.” Camille heaved a heartfelt sigh. “If Father were still with us—”

“Well, he isn’t,” Beryl said sharply. “He’s been gone for twenty years now, and even at Christmas, there is nothing to be gained by wishing for what one can’t possibly have.” She drew a deep breath. “However, I suppose, as you are going to a great deal of trouble and expense no doubt—”

“Good Lord, yes.” Camille shook her head. “I had no idea the price of hiring a troupe of actors would be so dear.”

“Well, you are replacing an entire household. Let’s see.” Beryl thought for a moment. “There’s one to play the role of the well-meaning, ambitious, somewhat flighty mother, another for the aging rogue who doesn’t quite understand he is neither as charming nor as dashing as he once was, one for the role of the always indignant, somewhat superior, younger sister. . . .” Beryl fixed her sister with a firm look. “Delilah would never go along with this, you know.”

“Then it is fortunate she is in Paris with Mother.” It never failed to amaze either Camille or Beryl that their younger sister had a distinct lack of imagination and an overdeveloped sense of propriety. Where did she get it? “And don’t forget, aside from the primary players, there’s the supporting cast.” Camille ticked the roles off on her fingers. “I needed a butler, of course, as well as a housekeeper, a cook and an assortment of maids and footmen. I am bringing my lady’s maid, however.”

“What did you do with Mother’s servants?” Beryl stared. “What have you done with Clement?”

“You needn’t look at me as if I’ve done away with him and buried him in the garden.” Camille rolled her gaze toward the ceiling. “As even Mother is rarely at the manor for Christmas, in recent years, Clement has spent Christmas with his niece in Wales, I believe. It’s silly to have a butler on the premises if there is no one there. I sent the rest off on holiday—paid, of course.”

“Of course,” Beryl murmured.

“Yet, another expense. However, I have been assured most of the troupe is better at keeping a house than they are on stage, which is fortunate, as I do expect them to do so.” Camille lowered her voice in a confidential manner. “From what I understand, most of the players have been in service fairly recently. So that part of it should work out nicely.”

“Oh, well, as long as they can tend to the house.”

“They are not the least bit famous as actors, that is, which, on one hand, is convenient, and on the other, something of a concern.” Camille drummed her fingers absently on the table. “I do need them to be believable, but I should hate to have any of them recognized, so their lack of theatrical success is a benefit.”

Beryl stared as if she couldn’t quite believe her ears. “It is so hard to get good help.”

“Indeed, it is. However, as they are not in particular demand, they are more than willing to take on this . . . production as it were. And as costly as they are, they would have charged so much more if they were well known.” Camille smiled smugly.

“It’s fortunate you can afford them.”

“Thank goodness Harold left me with a tidy fortune.”

Harold, Viscount Lydingham, had been substantially older than Camille when they had wed. But then, older men with wealth and position were precisely the type of gentlemen their mother had trained her three daughters to wed. And Beryl, Camille and Delilah had obediently done so. Their reward was to be widowed and financially independent at an age young enough to enjoy life and pursue love, should they be so inclined.

Still, Harold had been a very nice man. Camille considered herself fortunate to have found him, and they had been, for the most part, happy or at least content. His demands on her had been minimal through the eight years of their marriage. She had proven herself an excellent wife and, indeed, she had been quite fond of him. Why, she hadn’t even considered dallying with another man for a full two years after his death, out of respect. Even now, four years after his passing, she still rather missed Harold.

“And you’re doing it all to impress a man—”

“Not merely a man. A prince,” Camille said in a lofty manner. Yes, both of her sisters had married well, and Beryl’s second husband might well be prime minister someday, but neither of her sisters had ever come close to genuine royalty. “Prince Nikolai Pruzinsky, of the ruling family of the Kingdom of . . . of . . . Oh, I can’t remember where, but it’s one of those tiny countries that litter Central Europe.”

“But you barely know this man.”

“Marriage will solve that.”

“Still, this scheme of yours seems rather excessive.”

“Perhaps it is, but it’s well worth the trouble and the expense. He has an immense fortune and his own castle—besides which, he is quite handsome and dashing, and, well, he’s a prince. Which means I shall be a princess. He is everything I have ever wanted and he is this close”—Camille held up her hand and pinched her forefinger and thumb to within an inch of each other—“to proposing. He hasn’t actually said the words yet, but he has dropped more than a few hints. I’m confident all he needs now is to be assured that our family is worthy of being elevated to royalty.”

“Which you shall prove by presenting him with a proper English family and a proper English Christmas?”

“Exactly.” Camille nodded.

Beryl refilled her cup from the pot on their table and Camille knew—the way one twin nearly always knew what the other was thinking—her sister was choosing her words with care. “It seems to me that, should you indeed marry him, at some point in time he shall have to meet Mother and Delilah and Uncle Basil. The real ones, that is. Perhaps at the wedding. Have you considered that?”

“Admittedly, I have not worked it all out, but I will.” She waved off her sister’s comment. “First and foremost is Christmas, which involves a great deal of planning. You may not have noticed, but Christmas is bearing down upon us with the inevitability of a . . . a . . .”

“A boulder rolling downhill ready to obliterate all in its path?” Beryl asked with an overly sweet smile.

“I wouldn’t put it quite that way, but yes.”

“And after Christmas? What then?”

“Admittedly, I don’t really know yet. But I will. The rest will fall into place,” Camille said with a confidence she didn’t entirely feel. “I shall cross those awkward roads when they present themselves. I can’t be expected to know every minor detail as of yet, but I am certain I shall come up with something brilliant.”

“As brilliant as hiring actors to play the part of your family for Christmas?”

Camille clenched her teeth. Beryl had an annoying habit of being entirely too sensible on occasion. “Even more brilliant, I should think.”

“You’ll need it. Your current brilliant idea is the most ridiculous thing I have ever heard. It can’t possibly succeed.”

“Goodness, Beryl, at this time of year in particular, one should have a little faith.”

Beryl stared in obvious disbelief. “Faith?”

“Yes, faith,” Camille said firmly. “Before the wedding, I suspect, I will confess all. He is already smitten with me, and by then, I have every confidence he will forgive this tiny farce on my part—”

Beryl choked on her tea. “Tiny?”

“Relatively tiny.” Camille nodded. “He will probably find it most amusing. He is easily amused. And it’s not as if I am misrepresenting who I am or who we are. Not really. Our family lineage is exactly as I have said. It’s just the individual personalities that can be a bit . . . unorthodox. Mother and Uncle Basil, that is. In truth, I am simply trying to protect the poor man and give him the traditional English Christmas that he expects and deserves. In many ways, it is my Christmas gift to him. And I am confident we shall have a good laugh about all this. Eventually.”

“You do realize you’re quite mad.”

“Or quite clever.” Camille tapped her temple with her forefinger. “Like a fox.”

“An insane fox, perhaps. You haven’t thought this through, Camille. This is another one of your impulsive adventures.”

“Nonsense. I gave up impulsive adventures at least a year ago.”

“After the Brighton Incident?”

“Yes, well, probably. It’s of no significance now.”

She did so hate to be reminded of what her family referred to as “the Brighton Incident.” It had not been her finest hour and embodied all the errors in judgment she’d ever made rolled into one, even if it had seemed so delightful when she had thought of it. The incident had skated on the sharp edge of full-fledged scandal involving an ill-conceived wager prompted by entirely too much champagne, two of her close friends who were even more inebriated than she, a masked out-of-doors ball and costumes that came perilously close to no clothing at all. They had only been saved from complete and utter ruin because their faces were hidden, they had relatively spotless reputations (who would have suspected them of all people?) and it was the off-season. Few knew the names of the ladies behind the masks.

“I have given this a great deal of thought.” Indeed, she’d had so much to accomplish she hadn’t thought of anything else.

“I can’t believe you are going to all this trouble.” Beryl narrowed her eyes and considered her sister. “It’s not for his money. Harold left you with more than you can possibly spend in a lifetime, certainly more than enough to buy your own castle, should you wish to do so. Is it for his title?”

“I have always thought ‘Princess Camille’ has a lovely sound to it.”

“Even so, I can’t . . .” Beryl’s eyes widened. “Are you in love with him?”

“There is nothing about the man not to love,” Camille said in a cautious manner.

Still, she’d only been in love once, and that was when she was very young and quite foolish and hadn’t quite realized she’d been in love until it was too late. She’d been extraordinarily fond of Harold and had loved him after a fashion, but she’d never been in love with him. She wasn’t at all sure there was much use for true love in a practical world; although, admittedly, it would be nice.

“I suspect he may well be in love with me.”

“That wasn’t my question.”

“We’ve never married for love in this family,” Camille pointed out. It wasn’t entirely true. She had long suspected Mother had married for love, which was no doubt why she had raised her daughters to marry for other reasons. In this respect alone, Mother was a very practical woman.

“But do you—”

“Not at the moment. But I fully expect to,” she added quickly. “Indeed, I am quite confident in no time at all I shall love him with my whole heart and soul. There is nothing about him not to love.”

“You said that.”

“It bears repeating.”

“Yes, well, an immense fortune and a royal title does make it easier to love.” Beryl cast her sister a pleasant smile.

Camille wasn’t fooled for a moment. The smile might well be pleasant, but the sarcasm was unmistakable.

“You’re scarcely one to talk. You married your first husband, Charles, for precisely the same reasons I married Harold.”

“I was quite fond of Charles.”

“Yes, but you weren’t in love with him. Nor were you in love with Lionel when you married him.”

“No.” Beryl drew the word out slowly. “But . . .”

Camille stared. “Good Lord, Beryl, don’t tell me you’re in love with your husband.”

“I might be.”

“Nonsense, no one is in love with their own husband.” Camille scoffed. “It simply isn’t done. You certainly didn’t marry him for love.”

“No, I married him because his ambitions matched my own. Now, however . . .” Beryl paused. “In recent months, since very nearly the start of the year, Lionel and I agreed to forgo our various amorous pursuits and restrict our attentions to one another.”

Camille stared. Her sister’s and brother-in-law’s extramarital escapades were very nearly legendary. “And?”

“And it’s turning out far better than I would have imagined.” She shrugged. “As it happens, I might indeed be in love with my husband.” A bemused smile curved her sister’s lips, as if she couldn’t quite believe her own words. She looked, well, content, even happy. Camille wasn’t sure she had seen a look like that on her sister’s face before. But then she was fairly certain Beryl had never been in love before. The oddest twinge of jealousy stabbed Camille. She ignored it. If her twin was happy, she was happy for her.

“That’s . . . wonderful.”

Beryl’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Do you mean that?”

“Of course I do. You know I wouldn’t say it otherwise.” Camille nodded. “Lord and Lady Dunwell have always had a certain reputation for dalliances and lovers and that sort of thing. It’s simply unexpected, that’s all.”

“No one expected it less than I,” Beryl said under her breath.

“What will the gossips do without you?”

Beryl laughed. “They shall have to make do.”

“I am happy for you.”

“Then you should consider following in my footsteps.”

“What? Marrying a man who might run the country one day?”

“No.” Beryl’s blue-eyed gaze met her sister’s. It was, as always, like looking in a mirror. “Fall in love.”

Camille drew her brows together. “It’s not at all like you to go on and on about love. I always thought you considered it rather silly.”

“That’s before I was in love,” Beryl said simply, then paused. “You were in love once, if I recall.”

“That was a very long time ago,” Camille said quickly. It was not something she wished to be reminded of. She had turned her back on love then, although she’d really had no choice. And if, through the years, there had been a moment or two of regret, a chance thought as to what might have been, it was pointless. She had put him completely out of her head and her heart. She had never asked after him, and her sister was wise enough never to bring up his name. Such was the way of life, after all. One did hate to be reminded of mistakes one might have made. There was nothing to be done about it, and it was best left in the past where it belonged.

“Don’t you want to know that again?”

“I scarcely knew it at all, but I shall,” Camille said firmly. “I fully intend to fall in love.” She picked up the teapot and refilled her cup, taking the time to sort her words.

Why she wished to marry Nikolai wasn’t at all easy to explain without sounding quite mercenary and extremely shallow. And while she certainly had a few mercenary moments and was, on occasion, a bit shallow, she did not think herself to be mercenary and shallow, all in all. It wasn’t the prince’s fortune; she had more than enough money. It wasn’t even his title, although “Princess Camille” did have a lovely ring to it. It was, perhaps, the adventure of it: the adventure of being swept away to a foreign land by a handsome prince and to live there happily the rest of her days; adventure that she scarcely knew existed; adventure that appealed to something deep inside her. Beryl was entirely too levelheaded to understand, but then she had always been the more sensible of the twins. It was the stuff fairy stories were made of, and what woman wouldn’t want that? And want it, Camille did.

“It isn’t as if I set out to catch a prince. I didn’t even know he was a prince when we first met. He is traveling incognito, which he much prefers to do when he is in a foreign country. He says it’s much easier to get to know the people of a country when he is not beleaguered by all the trappings of his royal position, when he is not treated as royalty but rather as an ordinary person.”

“What an . . . enlightened philosophy for a prince.”

“He is most enlightened and very modern. He takes his responsibilities quite seriously and says he wishes to be a prince for the people. It’s quite admirable, even if I don’t understand it entirely, but then he is foreign and therefore his minor eccentricities can be forgiven. Why, he even prefers that I don’t address him by title, ‘Your Highness,’ and that sort of thing. He says, until he ascends to the throne, he prefers, when traveling abroad, simply to be known by one of his lesser titles, Count Pruzinsky. In most respects, though, he is extremely proper. Why, he hasn’t even kissed me. Although he has requested, begged really, that I call him by his given name. Not proper, of course, but so wonderfully intimate.”

“Not what one would expect in a prince.”

“I find it most charming. There is nothing at all like being in the confidence of royalty, you know.”

“I don’t, but I shall take your word for it.” Beryl considered her curiously. “And how did you meet this unusual prince?”

“We crossed paths quite by accident. I was leaving a ball and he was just arriving. I stumbled on a pebble and he caught me.” She smiled at the memory. “It was quite romantic and, well, fate.”

“I see.”

“I like him a great deal.”

Beryl nodded. “You wouldn’t marry him otherwise.”

“He might well be my last opportunity to marry and fall in love.”

“You might consider falling in love first and then marrying the man in question.”

“Odd advice coming from you. And how long shall I wait for that to happen, dear sister?” Camille wrinkled her nose. “We have, after all, passed our thirtieth year, and who knows how many more opportunities for . . .”

“Happiness?” Beryl offered.

“Exactly.” Camille nodded. “This may be my last chance. I have no doubt he will make me very happy, and I intend to be an excellent wife.”

“And princess.”

“I shall make a very good princess.” Camille grinned. “We shall have little princes and princesses and grow old together. And we shall be very, very happy.”

Beryl smiled. “Then you should let nothing stand in your way.”

“I don’t intend to.” She drew a deep breath. “But I will need your assistance.”

“Oh?”

“I intend to go to Mother’s house the day after tomorrow, and it certainly wouldn’t be Christmas without my sister, my twin sister. . . .”

Beryl’s eyes narrowed.

“So”—Camille’s words came out in a rush—“I do hope you and Lionel will join us for Christmas in the country.”

“Us?”

Camille nodded.

“As in you, the prince and a troupe of actors pretending to be family?”

Camille sighed. “It sounds rather absurd when you say it that way.”

“There’s no way to say it that it doesn’t sound absurd.”

“You must understand, it’s not simply that we are not especially traditional, but Nikolai seems to have some sort of odd passion for an English Christmas. Yet another eccentricity, but then foreigners can be so very . . .”

“Foreign?” Beryl offered.

“Exactly.” Camille nodded. “He has read all of Mr. Dickens’s Christmas works. Oh, The Cricket on the Hearth and The Chimes and, of course, A Christmas Carol. And I want to give him a traditional English Christmas, with a proper sort of English family. It’s what he longs for.” She forced a wistful note to her voice. “It seems so very little, really.”

“As well as convince him he would not be marrying into a family of questionable propriety.”

“Oh, well, yes. That too.” Camille waved off the comment.

Beryl thought for a moment. “This is not the sort of thing Lionel would favor.”

“But surely for a man who wishes to be prime minister, it cannot but be helpful to know a foreign head of state.”

“You do have a point there.”

Camille stifled a satisfied smile. “And you can make him see how important it is to me. Besides, it’s been years since either of us spent Christmas at the country house. It will be like it was when we were children. We shall decorate and have a Yule log and sing carols and it shall be quite, quite wonderful.” A pleading note sounded in her voice. “Oh, please, Beryl, do this for me. I promise never to ask you to do anything involving actors for Christmas ever again.”

“Oh, well, as long as you promise, how could I possibly say no? Besides, darling sister”—Beryl’s eyes twinkled with amusement—“I wouldn’t miss this Christmas for anything in the world.”
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Two

“Good to have you home, Grayson.” Lord Fairborough studied his nephew with an assessing gaze. “You’ve been away far too long.”

“It hasn’t been that long, sir.” Grayson Elliott’s smile belied the truth in his uncle’s words.

Uncle Roland raised a skeptical brow. “I would say eleven years is a very long time.”

“Perhaps.” Gray sipped his brandy and considered the older man. He looked far better than Gray had feared. In truth, the years had been kind to his uncle. His hair was a bit grayer; his face was a bit more lined; but, all in all, Uncle Roland wore his age well. Still, he couldn’t help but think a few of the lines in his uncle’s face might be attributed to Gray himself. He knew his uncle, as well as his aunt, had worried about him through these past eleven years. The only one who hadn’t worried was his cousin, Winfield. But then, on more than one occasion, Win had admitted his envy of Gray’s freedom to do as he wished and Win’s own enjoyment, if vicariously, of his cousin’s exploits. Gray would be the first to admit the regularity of his correspondence to his aunt and uncle had been haphazard at best. He had gone as long as half a year without sending a letter. He ignored a stab of guilt. “But it has passed quickly.”

“For you, perhaps, more than the rest of us.” Uncle Roland chuckled. “I suspect you have had quite an adventurous time of it.”

“It has certainly been that on occasion.” Gray grinned. There had indeed been adventures in the course of building his fortune, but it had by no means been easy. His efforts and subsequent investments in shipping and railroads and imports in America had been grueling through the years and had left little time for frivolities or the enjoyment of his success. But his hard work had paid off. He had the fortune now he had set out to make. “And I have you to thank for it.”

“Rubbish.” His uncle scoffed. “It was insignificant and you paid me back, with interest, more than two years ago.” He paused for a moment. “It wasn’t necessary, you know. Your father was my only brother and I have always thought of you as a second son.”

“And for that I have always been grateful.”

Indeed, he had always known how lucky he was not to have been treated like an unwanted responsibility. He had been barely five years of age when his father and mother, an American, had died. His aunt and uncle had then taken him in to raise alongside their own six-year-old child. They had treated him no differently than they had their own son, but there was a difference. Win bore the honorary title of Viscount Stillwell and would one day be Earl of Fairborough. Gray would never be more than an untitled relation.

“It wasn’t necessary, you know, to go out into the world as you have.” A gruff note sounded in his uncle’s voice. “I have always planned to leave you well off, to divide my fortune and property as evenly as possible between you and Winfield. Certainly, he will inherit my title and Fairborough Park, but—”

“It was necessary, Uncle,” Gray said, his tone a bit sharper than he had intended. But then they’d had this same discussion when he had left Fairborough Hall and England to make his fortune. His tone softened. “There are some things one must do on one’s own.”

“You always have been obstinate and independent. Some of which can certainly be blamed on that American blood of yours.” His uncle stared at him for a long moment; a wistful smile played on his lips. “But there is so much of my brother in you. More so now than when you left.” He raised his glass. “Welcome home, boy.”

“Thank you, Uncle.” Gray smiled. “It’s good to be back.”

It was indeed good to be home at last. He hadn’t realized until now how much he had missed England and his family—although in some ways, it was as if he had never left.

Everything in the country house was exactly as he remembered. He glanced around his uncle’s library. The floor-to-ceiling shelves with their precisely arranged volumes were unchanged. If he looked closer, he would no doubt see not a single volume was out of place, exactly as his uncle preferred it. The comfortable leather chairs and sofa stood in the same places they always had and looked scarcely any worse for the wear of years. The massive mahogany desk, which had been Gray’s grandfather’s and his grandfather’s before him, still occupied the same spot between two leaded-glass windows. The same family portraits hung in precisely the same arrangement as they had always hung, with the notable exception of the one over the fireplace.

When he had last been in this room, that place of honor had boasted a portrait of his grandfather. Now, in its place, two portraits hung side by side. Both were remarkably similar and yet not at all the same. Both were portraits of young boys and all four faces shared a similarity of features that bespoke of family. Aside from the difference in the artists’ styles, the two portraits could have been of the same two boys. But the one on his left was of his father and his uncle when they were perhaps ten and twelve years of age. The one on the right was of Gray and Win, painted when they were ten or eleven. While the style of the older painting was a bit more formal, the artist had managed to capture the affection of the older brother for the younger. As for the other portrait, Gray distinctly remembered sitting for the artist and putting him through their own version of a ten-year-old’s hell. Finally the beleaguered artist had threatened them with dire consequences if they did not behave. “Dire,” as Gray recalled, meant their behavior being brought not to the attention of Uncle Roland but of Aunt Margaret. It was Aunt Margaret who had wanted the boys’ portrait painted, even if a photograph would have been easier and less painful for all concerned, and woe be it to anyone who thwarted her desires.

“Are you back for good, then? Or is it too soon to ask?”

“It is something to consider.” Gray didn’t mean to be elusive, he simply wasn’t sure how long he would stay in England. He wasn’t certain if this was merely a visit or if his return was permanent. At the very least, he would stay as long as his uncle needed him, although he had taken the precaution of booking passage on a ship back to America the day after Christmas. The passage, however, could always be canceled.

“We shall discuss it later, then,” Uncle Roland said. “Your aunt will be delighted to see you as well.”

“Where is she? I expected to see her fly down the stairs the moment the servants brought news of my arrival.”

“If you had written of your intention to at last return home, she would have been here.” A chastising note sounded in his uncle’s voice. “But as she had no idea, she has been in London for the last few days visiting with her sister’s family, shopping for Christmas gifts and whatever else she deems necessary to insure the merriment and festivities of the season. She is expected back the day before Christmas.” He smiled. “You, however, are the best gift she could have asked for. She has missed you. As have we all.”

“As I have missed you.” He studied his uncle closely. “Uncle, how are you?”

“Well enough for a man of my age, I suppose.” Uncle Roland shrugged. “I take regular exercise. I am not able to eat everything I used to, which is to be expected but is nonetheless annoying. My bones creak a bit, but, all in all, I think I am holding up rather well against the vestiges of time.”

“You haven’t been . . . ill?”

“Oh, I had a nasty bout with a head cold a few months ago.”

“That’s all?”

“It was a very unpleasant cold,” Uncle Roland said firmly.

Gray chose his words with care. “Then you’re not . . . dying?”

“Dying?” Uncle’s Roland’s eyes widened. “Do I look like I’m dying?”

“You do look in good health, but—”

“We’re all dying, Cousin. Some of us sooner than others.” Win strode into the library, dressed in riding clothes, a broad grin on his face.

Gray rose to his feet and stared at his cousin. Irritation at Win’s obvious lie mixed with delight at seeing once more the man he considered his brother. “You wrote he was dying.”

“He is.” Win shrugged. “We all die eventually. Can’t escape it.”

Uncle Roland’s forehead furrowed. “Winfield, what have you done?”

“What I have done, Father, is given you and Mother what you want most for Christmas, second only to my marrying and providing an heir, that is. And that shall have to wait for another Christmas.” Win cast his father the infectious smile that had been the downfall of more than one reluctant lady, the irresistible smile that very nearly always got him exactly what he wanted.

“Well.” He stepped to his cousin and met Gray’s gaze straight on. The two were both tall, with no more than half an inch difference in their respective heights. They were of similar builds as well, both physically fit. “Do you want to admit that you were wrong? Confess that you should have come home years ago, and you are secretly pleased that I have at last forced you to do so? Or shall I take you out into the garden and thrash you thoroughly, as I used to do when we were young.” His grin widened. “You uncivilized American.”

“You couldn’t then, and you can’t now.” Gray’s grin matched his cousin’s. “You pompous English prig.”

Uncle Roland groaned.

Win clasped his cousin’s shoulders. “Forgiven, then?”

Relief battled with annoyance, and affection won. Gray shrugged. “Well, after all, as it is Christmas. . . .”

Win laughed and embraced him. “Good to have you back.”

“Good to be back.” Even as he said the words, he knew the truth of them. He had been away far too long.

Uncle Roland cleared his throat and the cousins turned toward him. For a moment, the older man’s eyes fogged and Gray knew Uncle Roland was thinking of himself and his beloved younger brother. There was no denying how much Win looked like a younger version of Uncle Roland, with his dark hair and blue eyes, and how Gray was a distinct replica of his father, with hair a shade darker than Win’s and eyes a deep brown.

Uncle Roland fixed a firm eye on his son. “I cannot approve of deceit under normal circumstances. However, as it is Christmas, and your intentions were apparently noble . . .” He tried and failed to hide a pleased grin. “I suppose the occasional deception can be forgiven, in the spirit of Christmas and all.” His eyes narrowed slightly. “Now, about that second matter . . .”

“Never fear, Father,” Win said, a confident smile on his face. “I have a plan in the works even as we speak. Why, I would be willing to wager I am wed by Christmas next.”

Uncle Roland studied him suspiciously; then snorted with disbelief and moved away to refill his glass.

Gray spoke low into his cousin’s ear. “Do you have a plan?”

Win’s smile flickered. “Not so much as an inkling.”

Gray bit back a grin. The room wasn’t the only thing that hadn’t changed.

“My lord.” Prescott, who had been the family’s butler for as long as Gray could remember, appeared at the door. “You wished me to remind you when it was nearly one.”

“Yes, thank you, Prescott.” Uncle Roland cast a last look at his son and nephew. “Not approving, mind you, but it was not your worst idea.”

Win chuckled. “Thank you, Father.”

Uncle Roland started toward the door. “I do hope your plan regarding that other matter is as successful.”

“As do I, Father.”

Uncle Roland’s doubtful response drifted into the library behind him. Gray thought it best that the words were undecipherable, even if the tone was unmistakable.

Gray chuckled. “I see the campaign to see you wed continues.”

“As it shall until the moment I chain myself to some poor, unsuspecting creature for the rest of my days.” Win strode across the room to the brandy decanter on Uncle Roland’s desk and poured a glass. “It’s your fault, you know.”

Gray laughed. “How is it my fault?”

“If you were here, Mother and Father would divide their efforts between the two of us instead of concentrating on me alone. While Father wants an heir, all Mother really wants is another female in the family.” Win aimed his glass at his cousin. “You can provide that, as well as I.”

“I suppose I can.”

“Therefore you owe me an apology.”

“Do I?” Gray raised a brow. “It seems to me, I am the one owed an apology.”

“Because I wrote you that Father was dying?”

Gray stared. “Don’t you think that calls for an apology?”

“I don’t know,” Win said thoughtfully, and propped his hip on a corner of the desk. “As I said before—we are all dying. The fact that Father isn’t dying anytime soon is really insignificant.”

“I wouldn’t call it ‘insignificant.’ ”

“Regardless, it did what it was intended to do.” Win sipped his brandy and considered his cousin. “I should have thought of it years ago.”

“You could have simply requested my return,” Gray said and then winced.

“And haven’t I?” Win’s eyes narrowed. “Let me think, when you had been gone for three years, I requested your return.”

“I couldn’t—”

“The next year, when my first engagement was broken and my heart was shattered, I asked you to come home and help me drown my sorrows.”

“I wasn’t able—”

“And two years later, I asked you to come to my wedding and you couldn’t be bothered.”

“But that was yet another wedding that didn’t take place.”

“It didn’t take place at the last possible moment. I was very nearly left standing at the altar.” He shook his head in a mournful manner. “I was devastated, you know. I could have used the support or, at the very least, the comforting shoulder of the man I consider my brother—the man who is my dearest friend. But, no, you couldn’t be bothered.”

“Circumstances were such—”

“And two years after that, when you had at last amassed the fortune you had worked so hard for, when you were no longer penniless with no prospects—”

“Win.” A warning sounded in Gray’s voice.

His cousin continued mercilessly. “When she was widowed and the opportunity came to throw it in her face—”

“Win!”

“You didn’t come home then either.” Win heaved a resigned sigh. “If that couldn’t lure you home, I had no idea what would.” He sipped his brandy. “I’m quite displeased with myself that I didn’t think of this years ago. Father dying.” He chuckled. “He’s entirely too obstinate to die and leave everything in my hands, capable though they may be.”

“I had every intention of returning to England sometime soon.”

“I know.”

Gray’s brow furrowed. “What do you mean?”

“There’s been a tone in your letters these last two years and a vague hint in the year before that. You might not even be aware of it. But I know you as well—no, better than you know yourself.”

“I still have no idea what you are trying to say.”

“You know exactly what I am trying to say, but as this talk is eleven years in coming . . . eleven years, Gray.” Win shook his head, accusation shaded his eyes.

Gray stared. “I . . . apologize?”

“As well you should.” Win got to his feet and circled his cousin. “You left, letting Mother and Father believe you needed to make your fortune on your own because of some sort of obligation to your parents or yourself, that never was entirely clear, although it did sound good.”

“That’s exactly why I left,” Gray said staunchly.

“Is it? You knew full well Father’s plan was to put you in charge of the family’s business interests, whereas I would handle the estates and properties. I suspect he thought together, as a family, we could, I don’t know, rule the world or something a step below that.”

“Yes, well—”

“It wasn’t a misplaced sense of obligation on his part, and it certainly wasn’t charity, and you know that as well.”

“I suppose, but—”

“But, instead, you turned your back on your family and allowed a woman who had discarded you for someone with a fortune and title to influence how you lived your life.”

Gray bristled. “It wasn’t—”

“Wasn’t it?” Win’s eyes narrowed. “If I recall correctly, Camille Channing, now Lady Lydingham, the woman you loved, threw you over to marry a much older man with wealth and position. A man who had what you did not. Am I accurate thus far?”

“In a manner of speaking—”

“At very nearly the same time, you, who had always seemed a most sensible sort, got it into your head to flee the country and go off and seek your fortune, armed with little more than a modest loan from Father. Again, am I correct?”

Gray nodded. “Go on.”

“And then, when she was widowed and you had made a great deal of money, indeed, at that point, you could have been considered almost unseemly wealthy—”

“I don’t know that—”

“Nonetheless . . .” Win continued to circle Gray, like a beast of prey moving in for the kill. It was most annoying. “You still refused to come home. Because . . .”

Gray clenched his teeth. “Because?”

“Because it wasn’t enough.” Triumph sounded in Win’s voice. “You needed to prove to her not only were you as good as the man she chose, you were better. No title, perhaps, but more money. And as she and her sisters have always been rather mercenary in that regard, returning once your fortune was greater would be a lovely triumph over the woman who broke your heart.”

Gray could scarcely deny it. “I admit, that might have been a factor of motivation—”

“Aha! I knew it.” Win raised his glass. “Now you can throw your success in her face.”

“Once perhaps, but now . . .” Gray shook his head. “It’s simply not worth the effort.”

“ ‘Not worth the effort’? Good Lord.” Win stared. “When did you become so noble?”

“I’m not noble.” He sipped his brandy thoughtfully. “It—she—is of no consequence anymore. The past is the past, over and done with. It cannot be changed and I see no need to dwell on it. I put Camille—Lady Lydingham—behind me longer ago than I can remember. As I said, proving something to her now is simply not worth my time.”

“Oh, bravo, Gray. Excellent speech.” Win raised his glass in a salute. “Most impressive. I don’t believe a word of it, of course, but still, it is impressive.”

“It scarcely matters whether you believe it or not.” Gray shrugged. “I have no interest in anything regarding Lady Lydingham—aside, perhaps, from the friendship we once shared.”

“I see.” Win sipped his brandy and considered his cousin thoughtfully. “You do realize she remains a widow and has not remarried, as I might have mentioned in my letters?”

“Indeed, you have.” Gray sipped his drink. “With remarkable frequency.”

“And you don’t care?”

“Not a bit.”

“Then were I to add, she is residing at her mother’s house for Christmas this year, no more than a thirty-minute ride from here, it would make no difference to you?”

“None whatsoever.”

“And if you were to come across her unexpectedly on the road, your heart would not beat faster like a trapped bird fluttering in your chest?”

“A trapped bird?” Gray laughed. “Good God, man, what has come over you?”

“I was trying to be poetical,” Win said in a lofty manner. “I have the heart of a poet, you know.”

“You do not.”

“Perhaps not.” Win shrugged. “It’s of no consequence at the moment, as it is not my heart we are discussing but yours.”

“Win.” Gray leaned forward and met his cousin’s gaze directly. “Admittedly, I once offered my heart to Camille Channing. And, yes, that did indeed contribute to my desire to make my way in the world, which I have done in a most successful manner. In that respect, she was the means to an end. Perhaps once, she was indeed the end, but no longer. I have no lingering feelings for her whatsoever, save those that one old friend has for another.”

“Then you would make no effort to avoid her?”

“I don’t see why I would.”

“And were you to meet her again—”

“ ‘Unexpectedly on the road’?” Gray grinned.

“Or wherever,” Win continued, “you would treat her as—”

“As one does any neighbor one has known for much of one’s life, as the friends we once were,” Gray said firmly. “With polite cordiality.”

“You would feel no need to sweep her into your arms, shower her with kisses and pledge your undying love?”

Gray laughed. “Good Lord, no.”

“If you are sure—”

“I am.”

“Excellent.” Win nodded. “Mother left for London three days ago with instructions that when Lady Lydingham or the rest of her family arrived, Cook should prepare a basket of her best scones and cakes and biscuits to be sent to Millworth Manor as a gesture of neighborly goodwill. They are still the best in the county. Mother was a bit confused as to whether or not Lady Lydingham’s mother and sisters would be in residence for Christmas as well, as she had heard Lady Briston and her youngest daughter were in Paris.”

Gray cast his cousin a suspicious look. “And?”

“And, according to my information, Lady Lydingham arrived yesterday. Cook has prepared the basket and it needs to be delivered.”

“And?”

“And, while I can certainly send a footman, Mother would have my head if it wasn’t delivered by a family member.”

“I suspect she intended that family member to be you.”

“Only because she didn’t know you would be here. But I have a great deal to do.” Win aimed the younger man a hard look. “While you have been off making your fortune, I have been learning everything Father intended the two of us to share—business, finance and management of all the family’s properties and investments. Which means I am an extremely busy man. It is an immense burden, you know—”

“I can only imagine,” Gray murmured.

“And leaves me little time for social niceties.”

“Probably why you keep losing fiancées.”

“I wouldn’t be at all surprised. Why, I had to practically steal the time for a ride today before you arrived. And I need you to deliver this gesture of neighborly Christmas cheer to Lady Lydingham.”

Gray stared. “No.”

“Why not?”

“I’d prefer not to, that’s all.”

“Why?” Win studied him closely. “You said you weren’t avoiding her.”

“I’m not.”

“And the two of you were friends long before you fell in love with her.”

“True enough.”

“You said you have no lingering feelings. You have put her behind you. And should you meet, you would treat her with nothing more than polite cordiality, as one old friend encountering another.”

“I did say that, but—”

“But?” Win’s brow rose. “Unless, of course, you didn’t mean it. Unless, you still harbor feelings of affection. Unless you fear seeing her again will bring back—”

“Bloody hell, Win,” Gray snapped. “I’ll take the blasted basket.”

“It is, after all, the very least you can do after abandoning me for all those years to—”

“I said I’d do it!”

“Yes, I know, but I was having so much fun.” Win cast him a triumphant grin and started for the door. “I’ll tell Cook to ready the basket and you can be on your way in, oh, a quarter of an hour, I would say.” He reached the door, paused and turned back to his cousin. “Regardless of what you say, I know this will be a bit awkward for you. You haven’t seen her for eleven years, and until you do, you can’t truly say with any certainty that your feelings for her are completely dead.”

“Rubbish,” Gray said. “There isn’t a doubt in my mind, even if there is in yours.”

Win considered him for a moment, then nodded. “Excellent. And when you return, you can help me with my plan to at last be wed by next Christmas.”

“I suspect you need all the help you can get, as you have no one in mind at the moment.” A wry note sounded in Gray’s voice.

“It just makes it more of a challenge, old boy. And I have always loved a challenge.” Win grinned in the wickedly confident manner he had had since boyhood and took his leave.

Gray’s smile faded with the closing of the library door. Damnation, why did Win have to force this visit on him today? Tomorrow, perhaps, or the day after, or maybe even on Christmas Day. . . . Yes, that would be perfect. A chance encounter at Christmas services surrounded by any number of people, that would be the civilized way to see again, after so long, the woman who had, however unintentionally, broken his heart.

Gray swirled the brandy in his glass and paced the room. He hadn’t lied to Win, not really. He had long ago put Camille in the past. Just as he had long ago come to the realization that what happened between them was as much his fault as it had been hers, more perhaps.

He had known Camille for years, but he hadn’t realized he loved her until she was about to wed Lord Lydingham. No, that wasn’t true. He had realized it long before, when one day he abruptly saw the girl who lived on the neighboring estate had become a woman. The woman who owned his heart. He simply hadn’t done anything about it. He had been young and uncertain; and when he looked back, something of an idiot as well. It wasn’t until the day before she was to marry that he had at last declared his feelings.

He had been a fool to expect she would abandon all she’d been taught her entire life, but he had hoped. He knew she understood her responsibility in life was to marry well, as one never knew what might befall one’s family. They had discussed it, now and again through the years, and it had seemed an eminently practical way of looking at a woman’s lot in life. Poverty, she had once told him quite earnestly, was always just around the corner. Not that, to his knowledge, Lady Briston had ever been close to impoverished. Still, one never knew what went on in another household. Lord Briston had been gone for many years, and Lady Briston had never remarried. Lord Briston’s twin brother still preferred to use his military rank of colonel, instead of the title he had inherited from his brother, in homage to the deceased, no doubt. So, perhaps, neither Colonel Channing nor Lady Briston had ever completely come to terms with Lord Briston’s demise. Camille’s sister Beryl had already married well, and now it was Camille’s turn.

She had been shocked by his declaration of love and had told him, in as kind a manner as one could hope, that it simply wasn’t possible. And, indeed, she had thanked him for trying to stop her from marrying without the true love she had always longed for. But there had been something in her eyes that had belied her words.

That’s when he had kissed her. For the first time, and for the last. And she had kissed him back. And for one incredible moment, he knew, deep in his heart, that anything was possible. That regardless of what she said, she did indeed love him.

Then she had pushed him away and suggested it would be best if he left at once. He’d made the stupid charge that she would marry him if he had money; and she had said, as he didn’t, it scarcely mattered. He knew the moment he said the words that he was wrong; he knew her better than that. He had started to argue with her but realized it would do no good. She was determined to go through with her wedding. With the life she had planned. Perhaps if he hadn’t waited so long to tell her of his feelings. Perhaps if he had been stronger or they had not been so young. She had been nineteen, he was just twenty. Perhaps . . .

So he had left her. She had become Lady Lydingham and he had gone off to make something of himself. Now he had returned home and she was free. Still, it scarcely mattered. Too much time had passed for them both. He was a different man than he had been all those years ago. And she was, no doubt, an entirely different woman. A widow of independent means with her own plans for her own life. Whatever might have been between them once was lost with the passage of years.

But once they had been friends, and it was as a friend that he would make his aunt’s delivery. They would exchange pleasantries. She would inquire as to his uncle’s health. He would ask about her sisters. He would linger for the correct amount of time required for a call of this nature; then he would bid her felicitations of the season and take his leave. And that would, at long last, be that.

He ignored the voice in the back of his mind that whispered, What if it wasn’t?




Three

“Now then, Mr. Fortesque.” Camille studied the actor standing before her in the parlor. “Are your players ready?”

“We are always prepared for a performance, my lady,” Frederick Wenceslas Fortesque said in a lofty manner. Fortesque was the manager and lead player of the troupe of actors she had hired. He had taken the part of the family butler because, as he had said, regardless of the play, the butler was the pivotal role. Camille bowed to his expertise in this particular matter, even if she wasn’t entirely convinced. “The prince noticed nothing out of the ordinary when he arrived this morning.”

Indeed, Nikolai had arrived an hour or so ago in a most discreet manner, in an elegant hired coach. He was now freshening up from his travels and would shortly join her for tea. He had arrived unaccompanied, which had struck Camille as odd. She had always assumed royalty, even royalty traveling incognito, would travel, nonetheless, in a manner befitting, well, royalty. Or, at least, nobility. Still, the prince was adamant about not attracting undue attention. Not merely because of his desire to see the true nature of a country he was visiting, but because he had hinted darkly to her that one never knew what sort of brigands might be lurking about. Kidnapping and assassination were a constant threat for a royal. She had never quite considered that, but it did tend to dampen a bit of her enthusiasm for becoming a princess.

“That’s something at any rate,” Beryl said sotto voce. She sat on a nearby sofa to lend her sister what she called moral support, although Camille suspected Beryl simply hated to miss the opening act.

“It was an excellent beginning,” Camille said with more confidence than she felt. She twisted her hands together absently. She would never admit it to Beryl, but she was far more apprehensive about this farce than she had expected. In spite of her assurances to her sister before their arrival, she was well aware of exactly how many things could go wrong. What had she been thinking, anyway? Still, it was too late to turn back now.

“Perhaps it would ease your mind somewhat if I were to reiterate, again, who is playing which of the primary roles,” Mr. Fortesque said with a helpful smile.

Camille couldn’t help but like the man; he was a most likeable sort. Older, somewhere in his forties, she thought, quite tall, with a head of hair that had seen fuller days, he had thrown himself and his players into this production with enthusiasm. Naturally, she’d had no other choice but to take him into her confidence, at least to some extent, to explain why she thought it was necessary to conceal her family’s eccentric nature from Prince Nikolai. Mr. Fortesque appeared to understand and had vowed he and his troupe would do all in their power to ensure a successful performance. But then she was paying them a significant amount to do so. Mr. Fortesque understood as well that if their farce did not end happily, payment for services rendered might be far less than expected.

“Oh, please do,” Beryl said brightly.

Camille cast her a quelling glance. “That would be most appreciated, Mr. Fortesque.”

“Very well.” He cleared his throat. “The role of your mother, Lady Briston, is being played by Mrs. Angela Montgomery-Wells. She has vast experience, has spent years touring the provinces and has played mothers of every ilk and fashion. A fine actress in her day.” He winced slightly, as if he had said more than he had intended.

“Do go on, Mr. Fortesque,” Beryl said.

He chose his words with care. “On occasion she might be somewhat absentminded. Rarely she has been known to forget her lines. But I have rehearsed her quite thoroughly,” he said in what was obviously meant to be a reassuring tone. “She could play this part in her sleep. This role was made for her.”

Beryl bit back a grin. Camille did wish her sister would desist being quite so amused.

“The part of your younger sister, Lady Hargate, is being played by our ingénue, Edwina Murdock. Not overly experienced before she came to us, but most enthusiastic and extremely friendly, with a natural gift one does not see often.” He lowered his voice in a confidential manner. “With her looks and her talent, that young woman will make her mark in the theater one day.”

“Talent will tell,” Beryl said.

“She is quite pretty.” Camille wasn’t entirely sure of the girl’s acting ability, however. Upon meeting Miss Murdock, one wasn’t struck so much by the young actress’s intelligence as by her appearance. Still, no man in her presence would question what she was saying, as they would, no doubt, be too busy staring at her red curls or her pouting lips or voluptuous bosom. Camille suspected the young woman’s primary success on the stage would be in catching a wealthy husband.

“And the role of your uncle, Colonel Channing, will be ably managed by Mr. Wilfred Henderson. A fine Shakespearean actor with extensive credits and, even now, a considerable presence on stage.”

“Really?” Beryl’s brow rose. “I’ve never heard of him.”

“He never quite gained the acclaim he should have.” Mr. Fortesque paused. “Mr. Henderson had the unfortunate habit of imbibing more than was wise before a performance.” He hesitated. “Afterward as well. But he has given up overindulgence,” he added quickly.

Beryl snorted.

He ignored her. “The rest of the troupe will be playing the parts of maids and footmen. And while they may be actors now, very nearly all of them left a life of service to seek their fortune among the footlights.”

He met her gaze with confidence. “You may rest assured, Lady Lydingham, this shall be our greatest performance ever.”

Camille cast him a grateful smile. “Thank you, Mr. Fortesque.”

“It is I who should thank you.” He hesitated. “I should confess that we are not, as yet, a very accomplished troupe. We have only recently formed, in fact, and, indeed, some of us are as yet lacking in . . . extensive experience on stage. We are most grateful for the opportunity you have provided us to hone our skills, as well as spend Christmas in as magnificent a house as Millworth Manor.”

Camille stared. “How recent?”

“Specifically?” Concern flashed across the actor’s face.

“No, no.” She thrust out her hand to stop him. “I don’t think I want to know, after all. It’s far better to maintain hope than have it shattered.”

“That’s what I always say,” Beryl added.

“Not that I’ve noticed,” Camille snapped. Perhaps she should have been somewhat more selective in hiring the troupe, but she’d never hired actors before and considered herself fortunate to have found these. Besides, nothing could be done about it now, but hope for the best. She adopted a pleasant smile. “I’m certain you will all do an excellent job.”

“The theater is in our blood, my lady. We have all thrown off the shackles of ordinary lives to pursue the dream that is the theater.” His voice rose, and he stared off into the distance. Camille exchanged glances with her sister. “The dream of speaking the words of Shakespeare as they were meant to be spoken or performing the works of Mr. Gilbert and Mr. Sullivan as they intend them to be performed.” He reached his hand out, palm up, as if to catch something just out of reach. “The dream of taking an audience away from their dull existence and bringing them, however briefly, to another place, another time, to a story they will long remember. And that”—he closed his hand and pulled it back to rest over his heart—“is the dream and, yes, the magic of the theater.” He bowed his head.

Beryl choked back a laugh. Camille wasn’t sure if she wished to laugh or cry.

“Quite,” she said in a weak voice, then cleared her throat. “Well, then, Mr. Fortesque—”

“Simply Fortesque, my lady,” the actor said. “If I am to play the role of your butler, you should address me as such.”

“Yes, of course.” Camille nodded. “Thank you, Fortesque.”

“Now, then, if there is nothing else at the moment, I shall make certain your mother, sister and uncle are preparing themselves for their first appearance, as well as oversee the preparation of tea.” He nodded at the sisters and took his leave.

“That went well.” Camille forced a cheery note to her voice.

“ ‘Well’?” Beryl stared in disbelief. “ ‘Well’?”

“Yes,” Camille said firmly. “Well.”

“It doesn’t concern you that you have a house filled with actors who need to hone their skills because they are lacking in extensive experience?”

“But what they lack in acting experience, they hopefully make up for in the positions of servants.”

“Thank God for that,” Beryl said sharply. “Have you also considered that you have a drunkard playing your uncle—”

“Former drunkard, if you please.” Camille sniffed. “He has given up overindulgence and we should give him the benefit of the doubt.”

“What we should do is inventory the brandy. And probably the silverware as well,” Beryl added darkly. “Add to that, a tart for a sister—”

“With a natural gift—”

“No doubt.” Beryl sniffed. “One suspects that gift is not for acting.”

“You haven’t mentioned Mrs. Montgomery-Wells,” Camille said. “She apparently has a great deal of experience at playing the role of a mother.”

“She forgets her lines!”

“So does Mother.” Camille shrugged. “Yet another way in which this role was made for her.”

“Good Lord, Camille—”

“We just have to get through Christmas, Beryl.” Camille paced the room. “Just Christmas. A traditional, Mr. Dickens’s Christmas, with a proper English family. That’s all. Certainly, I had planned to stay here through Twelfth Night, but I can see now that might be a mistake. Of course one never knows.” She cast her sister an optimistic look. “This might go much better than anticipated.”

“It would have to.”

Camille paused in midstep and glared. “Thank you for your support.”

“I’m here, aren’t I?”

“Yes, and I am indeed grateful for that. And Lionel is still coming as well?”

Beryl nodded. “Yes, but probably not until Christmas Eve. He is a very busy man, you know. And he does hate to be away from London for any length of time. But once I explained the circumstances . . .” She chuckled. “He has a better sense of the absurd than I give him credit for. He said he wouldn’t miss it.”

“Wonderful. Very well, then.” Camille resumed pacing. “I shall come up with some reason why we must return to London at once. You can help me with that. You can be quite devious when you wish.”

“Thank you.”

“Perhaps we could arrange . . .” Camille thought for a moment. “I know! A telegram from his country calling him home.”

“How on earth would we do that?”

“Oh, it wouldn’t really be from . . . from . . . oh, wherever it is.”

“Do try to remember the name of his country, Camille.” Beryl shook her head. “It’s rude to become the princess of a country whose name you can’t recall.”

“As I cannot recall it, it’s difficult now to fit asking what it is into the conversation.”

“Even so—”

“Regardless.” Camille pinned her sister with a firm look. “I think sending a telegram insisting he return home is a brilliant idea. A crisis of some sort, I would think. Now, what sort of crisis . . .” Her mind raced. “I suppose a declaration of war on the Kingdom of Whatever would be extreme?”

Beryl grimaced. “Probably.”

“Then perhaps—”

“Monetary,” Beryl said abruptly.

“ ‘Monetary’?”

Beryl nodded sagely. “Tiny countries are always having monetary crises of one sort of another.”

“It sounds rather dull.”

“It can be, which is what makes it perfect for your purposes. A monetary crisis is at once vague and threatening.”

“Excellent.” Camille beamed. “Then we shall lure him back to his country with the report of a monetary crisis. Although . . .” She frowned. “I should hate to worry him unduly.”

“That’s the lovely thing about monetary crises. If his country’s economy is stable, it’s a momentary problem. If not, well . . .” Beryl shrugged. “If not, he shouldn’t be traipsing across England in the first place.”

“Then he should have nothing to cause undue concern. Although, when he’s worried or is concentrating, he gets the faintest little furrow between his brows. It’s quite delightful and makes him look rather serious and . . .” Of course, she should have seen it before now. She cast her sister a smug smile. “I know what is going to make this all much easier.”

“Oh, do tell.”

“I should have realized it before. English is not Nikolai’s native language. Aside from that charming accent, one would never know it, as he seems quite proficient. But he has confessed to me that, on occasion, there are things he doesn’t understand. Any odd occurrences in conversation or behavior from Mrs. Montgomery-Wells or Mr. Henderson or Miss Murdock, he will attribute to his failure to completely comprehend.” Delight washed through her. “He won’t question a thing. I’ve noticed this before. When he doesn’t quite comprehend, that tiny furrow appears and he smiles and nods and pretends to understand. It’s most endearing.”

“You don’t think he’ll notice if he’s smiling and nodding all the time?”

“I doubt it. I know all sorts of people who smile and nod continuously as they have no idea what is going on around them.” Camille shrugged. “They seem quite happy.”

“This is getting worse and worse,” Beryl warned.

“Nonsense. I think it’s getting better and better.” Camille ticked the points off on her fingers. “The actors are in place. They all know their roles. Nikolai will attribute anything odd to his own misunderstanding. We have a plan as to what happens immediately after Christmas. One can’t ask for more than that.”

Camille breathed a deep sigh of relief. Certainly, she still had no definitive idea on how to eventually reveal all to Nikolai, but she would. At the moment, she was oddly confident of it. “Indeed, I can’t imagine what could possibly go wrong.”

 



Gray couldn’t quite put his finger on it, but something here struck him as wrong.

The butler had shown him into the front parlor at Millworth Manor and taken the basket from him, saying he would fetch Lady Briston. That meant he would not have to see Camille yet. Not that he cared. Still, it was a relief, and he wasn’t entirely certain why. Surely, after eleven years, he was prepared to see her again.

He absently circled the parlor. The room itself was precisely as it was in his memory of the last time he’d been here, the day before Camille’s wedding. The furnishings were placed as they had always been, the furniture itself appeared none the worse for the passage of time. Even the clock on the mantel and the paintings on the wall remained in the positions he remembered. But then, according to Win’s letters, Lady Briston and her daughters were rarely here, much preferring to spend their days in London. Of course, Lady Briston’s children all had lives of their own. Beryl was apparently on her second husband, a political type Win had written. Delilah was a wealthy widow, but then she would be. A wry smile curved his lips. Lady Briston’s daughters had married exactly as she had trained them. Upon reflection, he realized it was odd the mother had not remarried in the manner of her offspring.

Perhaps his vague unease was due to the presence of a new butler at Millworth Manor. For as long as he could remember, the butler was a man named Clement, stiff and stodgy and eminently proper, but usually with a vague air of long-suffering about him and often a hint of amusement in his eye. And at Gray’s last visit, a touch of sympathy as well. He was particularly suited to the eccentric household of Lady Briston’s family. Gray didn’t recall Clement as being especially old, but it had been eleven years. He had no doubt retired from service. Gray would have to ask Camille. At least that would give him something not fraught with hidden meaning to talk about.

That’s it. He pulled up short. This new butler—he had said his name was Fortesque—was entirely too perfect for this household. Gray wondered how long he’d had his position. And how soon, if indeed Lady Briston and her daughters were in residence, it would be before he left.

“I heard we had a visitor.” An elderly lady swept into the room in a dramatic manner. “And such a dashing visitor at that.”

“Good afternoon,” he said cautiously, wondering who this might be. Although, as he recalled, there were always a few unique sorts staying at Millworth Manor. Camille had referred to them as lost tribes—the wandering, displaced nobility of Europe—but he had never quite been certain if she was amused by them or merely tolerant.

The lady was a good half a foot shorter than he, of matronly figure, with nearly white hair and a face that must have been beautiful once and was still quite lovely. Her blue eyes sparkled and she held out her hand. Gray wasn’t sure if she expected him to shake it or kiss it.

She cleared her throat, glanced pointedly at her hand and raised it an inch. Kiss it, then. He smiled and obediently did so.

“What a handsome young man you are.” She cast him a flirtatious smile, and it was all he could do to keep from snatching his hand back. “And who, exactly, are you?”

“My apologies, I have not introduced myself,” he said slowly. “I am Mr. Elliott. Grayson Elliott.”

“Grayson? I knew a Grayson once. Oh, he was quite mad, in a very good way, of course. One never knew what he might do next. I remember once, at a gathering at Lord . . . what was his name?” She paused as if searching her memory; then apparently thought better of what she was about to say, much to Gray’s relief. “It scarcely matters at the moment, I suppose. I shall tell you my stories later, after we have come to know each other much, much better.”

Gray smiled weakly.

“Welcome to my home, Mr. Elliott, Mr. Grayson Elliott,” she said in a grand manner. “I am Lady Briston, Millicent to my close friends, and I do think we are going to be close, close friends.”

“Bernadette,” he said without thinking.

Her eyes widened. “I beg your pardon?”

“Lady Briston’s given name is Bernadette.”

Her brows drew together. “Are you certain?”

“Fairly certain.”

“I could have sworn it was Millicent,” she murmured.

A thought struck him, but surely his cousin would have mentioned this. “Unless, of course, you’ve married Lord Briston. Colonel Channing, that is.”

“Dear Lord, no. Absolutely not. Such an idea.” She shook her head. “I am definitely not married. As far as I can recall, although I was once.” She heaved a heartfelt sigh. “It did not go well.”

Gray stared. “Then I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“That’s quite all right.” She patted his arm and cast him a sympathetic smile. “It happens to everyone on occasion. I myself don’t understand, rather more often than not. Let me see if I can explain.” She thought for a moment. “I am Lady Briston. I have a brother-in-law, Colonel Channing. Right, thus far?”

Gray nodded mutely.

“I knew I was right.” She beamed. “And I have three daughters. Two of them look exactly alike, you know.” She shook her head. “It’s most confusing.”

“Lady, er, Briston.” Gray chose his words carefully. “I have been gone for a number of years. Still, there are things—”

“I beg your pardon.” Fortesque stepped briskly into the parlor. Gray wouldn’t have thought it possible from their initial meeting, but the man looked a bit harried. “Lady Briston, I was sent to find you.”

“And so you have, my dear Fortesque.”

The butler slanted a quick glance at Gray. “I was to find you before you greeted any visitors.”

“Then you do need to be on your toes, Fortesque,” she said in a chastising manner. “Why, I have already met Mr. Elliott. Mr. Grayson Elliott. Delightful name, don’t you agree?”

“Yes, my lady.” Fortesque’s jaw tightened, but his tone was eminently proper. “Your presence is required elsewhere.”

“Is it, indeed?” She cast the butler what could only be described as a saucy look. Who was this woman?

“Yes, my lady,” he said in an overly stern manner. “Elsewhere. At once.”

“To meet the prince, no doubt.” She leaned toward Gray confidentially. “I haven’t met him yet, but I understand he’s very handsome and quite taken with one of the blond daughters. I’m not sure which.”

Gray drew his brows together. “What prince?”

“At once, Lady Briston,” the butler said again.

“Oh, well, then.” Her eyes twinkled with amusement. “I shall make my exit with the grace and dignity befitting my position.” With that, she raised her chin and fairly floated out of the room, Fortesque a step behind.

Gray stared after them. Perhaps that was one of the odd guests who were so often to be found residing at Millworth Manor. Still, he was certain few of them believed themselves to be Lady Briston.

A young woman passed by the doorway, casting an absent glance in his direction. Less than a moment later, she reappeared and favored him with an interested smile.

“Good day.”

Her hair was a vivid shade of dark red and she was extremely pretty, with large doelike brown eyes and an exceptional figure.

He smiled. “Good day.”

She studied him curiously. “Are you another one of the players?”

“The players?”

“Mr. Fortesque said he might have to hire additional players, as this house is so very large and requires a fair number of servants.” Her gaze wandered over him in an assessing manner. “I must say, you’re handsome enough, even if you are entirely too well dressed for an actor, especially one who might take this role. It’s not as if this was Covent Garden, after all. You certainly don’t look as if you are here for the money.” She considered him closely. “No, you look as if you have money.”

He chuckled. “I shall have to do something about that.”

“Oh no,” she said quickly. “It’s always better to look as if you don’t need money than you do.”

“I shall keep that in mind.”

“The pay is better than usual here, probably because we are all sworn to secrecy under threat of legal action. Indeed, I should hate to cross Lady Lydingham.” She shuddered. “I think the woman would track us to the ends of the earth if we were to cross her, and God knows she has the money to do so. Nonetheless, one can always use more performing experience, so keeping one’s mouth shut is a small price to pay. Besides, this is a pleasant enough place to spend Christmas, and—” She sucked in a sharp breath and her eyes widened. “Oh, dear Lord, you’re not the prince, are you? Please say you’re not the prince.”

What prince? “No,” he said slowly. “I’m not the prince.”

“Thank goodness.” She breathed a sigh of relief. “I should hate to have let on to the prince that Lady Lydingham had hired . . .” The young woman’s eyes narrowed. “If you’re not the prince, and you’re not an actor, then who are you?”

It had been Gray’s experience that complete honesty was not always as effective as partial honesty. “I never said I wasn’t an actor.”

“Oh, how lovely.” Her expression brightened. “I’m Miss Murdock, Edwina. Perhaps you’ve heard of me?”

“I’m afraid not.”

“Don’t be.” She raised a shoulder in a casual shrug. “I’m not famous yet, but I will be. I intend to be as famous as Ellen Terry one day.”

“She’s a very good actress, you know.”

“As am I.” She tossed him an impudent smile. “And at the moment, I am Lady Hargate, the younger sister of Lady Lydingham.” She paused thoughtfully. “She’s supposed to be quite proper and was described to me as something of a stick in the mud, but I’m not sure I see the part that way.”

“And how do you see it?” What was going on here?

“Well, goodness, how proper can she be? She married a much older man and now she’s a wealthy widow. A very wealthy widow, apparently. And her name is Delilah,” she added pointedly. “I don’t see her as being the least bit proper, but rather”—she deepened her voice slightly—“provocative, I would think. The kind of woman who knows what she wants and does what she must to get it.” She met his gaze directly, and he wasn’t sure if she was acting or simply very dangerous.

“Well . . . um . . .”—he swallowed hard—“it’s been my observation that nothing makes a performance more realistic than when an actor plays the role the way he—or she—feels it should be performed.”

She gasped. “That’s exactly how I feel. Then you think I’m right, to play the part as I see it, that is?”

“Without question. If you think Lady Hargate is, well, something of a tart—”

“And I do. Really, how could she be anything else?”

“Then you owe it to your audience to play the role as you feel it—” He laid a hand over his heart. “Here.”

“You’re quite right. I don’t know why I hesitated. And I have always been very good at playing the tart.” She raised a shapely shoulder in an offhand shrug. “It just seems to come naturally for me.”

“I can see where it would.”

She cast him a brilliant smile. “You’re obviously very good as well, but I didn’t realize there were any more roles for men other than servants, of course, and you don’t seem suited to play a footman.”

He shrugged.

“The butler is being played by Mr. Fortesque, and Mr. Henderson is cast as Colonel Channing. Do you know what role you have?”

“I’m afraid not.” He shook his head. “I have only just arrived.”

“There’s probably another part I am unaware of.” She heaved an overly dramatic sigh. “I don’t know how they expect me to be prepared when the script is constantly changing. Although, I suppose, as there is only an audience of one, one can allow for changes.”

“Audience of one?”

“The prince, of course.” She raised a brow. “You didn’t know?”

“As I said, I have only just arrived.”

“Of course. And, as no doubt Lady Lydingham would prefer the entire world not know she has hired a troupe of actors to play her family to impress a prince at Christmas, it makes perfect sense that you would not know all until you arrived.”

“It does indeed make sense.” And more so with every word from the actress’s mouth.

“I believe I shall rehearse a bit more before I meet the prince. Now that I know I was right about my portrayal of Lady Hargate.” She tilted her head and considered him. “Wouldn’t it be great fun if you are here to play the role of Lady Hargate’s secret lover?”

“That would indeed be interesting.” He grinned.

“I shall hope for the best, then.” She smiled in a flirtatious manner and left the room.

Surely, he misunderstood, although Miss Murdock was quite clear as to why she was here. Why on earth would Camille hire actors to play her family? And who was this prince everyone kept waiting to meet? None of this made any sense to him; it all seemed entirely farfetched. Beryl was probably behind it. She had always been more devious than Camille, although the two of them together had made a dangerous pair. Apparently, in that respect too, nothing had changed.

“Miss Murdock,” a harried feminine voice sounded from the hall. “Have you seen Fortesque?” The voice grew closer. “Apparently, Mrs. Montgomery-Wells is wandering about freely—” His heart skipped a beat. Regardless of the passage of years, he would know that voice anywhere. “And who knows what kind of mischief she might get into.” Camille passed by the door, glanced his way, then pulled up short and stared.

Her hair was as blond, her eyes as blue, her face as lovely as the last time he had seen her. Nothing had changed. The moment her gaze met his, the clock turned back eleven years. To the day before her wedding when she had gazed into his eyes and he had known without question that she loved him. A myriad of emotions flashed through her eyes—disbelief, delight, annoyance, even anger. But there was more. So subtle that he doubted she was aware of it. No more than a hint or a vague promise perhaps of something deeper and richer and forever shone in her eyes.

And Gray suspected he had lied to his cousin; and worse, he had lied to himself.
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