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      For the readers who believe in serendipity—in happy accidents, fortunate chances, and the delightful possibility that love might arrive exactly when and where you least expect it.

      

      May your holidays be merry, your heart be full, and your very own brooding earl be just around the corner.

      

      With love and a sprig of mistletoe,

      Amanda

    

  


  
    
      A Christmas house party in England was never meant to end in love.

      When American heiress Serendipity Shaw arrives in Kent for the holidays, she expects festive gatherings, charming company, and a fashionable English Christmas before returning home to New York. What she does not expect is Wesley Jackson, Earl of Dayton—a reserved, quietly formidable nobleman with little use for holiday cheer and no intention of losing his heart.

      Wesley prefers order, silence, and a life governed by duty. Serendipity is warmth, laughter, and joyful chaos wrapped in winter silk. From the moment she sweeps into his world, resisting her becomes impossible. With every sleigh ride, stolen moment, and candlelit kiss, what begins as fascination deepens into something far more dangerous: love.

      But Serendipity’s stay in England is only temporary. With her return to America fast approaching, Wesley must decide whether to risk everything for a future that seems all but impossible—and Serendipity must choose whether one extraordinary Christmas romance is worth trusting with her heart.

      Set against snow-covered grounds, glittering holiday traditions, and the warmth of a country house at Christmastide, this Victorian historical romance novella is filled with longing, tenderness, and the kind of love worth crossing an ocean to keep.
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        London, England, 1847

      

      

      Wesley Jackson, Earl of Dayton, had never possessed much patience for entertainments arranged solely to please a crowded drawing room.

      He tolerated musicales because society required it. He endured recitations because one must. He had even, on occasion, submitted to amateur theatricals with what he considered admirable fortitude. But dancing—particularly the sort meant to charm a company already softened by candlelight, brandy, and Christmas cheer—had never once held him captive.

      Until now.

      He stood near the rear of the duchess’s crowded parlor, one shoulder angled toward the mantel, a glass of whisky forgotten in his hand and every shred of his attention fixed upon the young woman dancing before the assembled guests.

      She should not have commanded the room so thoroughly. The space was overfull and warm with holiday greenery, beeswax candles, and the murmur of satisfied company. Evergreen boughs had been wound about the cornices and tied with scarlet ribbons. Ladies in winter silks occupied chairs and settees along the walls, their jewels winking in the candlelight each time they turned their heads. Gentlemen stood in dark evening coats, boot heels glinting faintly against the polished floorboards, all of them gathered in a loose half-circle about the cleared expanse of carpet that had been turned into an impromptu stage.

      Yet all of it dimmed around her.

      She moved with unstudied grace and bright, unguarded joy. Not merely trained, though she was clearly accomplished. Not merely pretty, though no man with eyes in his head could have denied that. No, there was life in her. Delight. A sense that the music had entered her blood and taken full command of her limbs. She spun lightly across the floor in a pale blue gown whose skirts fluttered about her ankles like mist. Golden curls, artfully gathered at the crown of her head, caught the light and gleamed as though each had been spun from sunlight itself.

      Wesley did not look away.

      He knew he ought.

      A gentleman did not stare at a young woman as though she were a marvel laid before him for private study. It was rude. More than that, the young woman in question was clearly under the protection of his hosts, the Duchess of Abernathy and her husband, Mr. Lewis Duffield. Worse still, those hosts were his friends.

      Still, he stared.

      And the more he stared, the less able he seemed to command himself.

      Perhaps it need not signify. She was performing. Performers invited observation by the very nature of the thing. Perhaps she had been engaged to entertain the house party. Perhaps she was merely one of those unusually accomplished girls who could be persuaded to sing or dance for a country house gathering and thought nothing of it.

      Then again, perhaps she was not.

      His gaze tracked the elegant line of her shoulders, the graceful extension of her arms, the quicksilver precision with which she turned and dipped. She was slight, yes, but not fragile. Delicate, perhaps, in the way a spring branch was delicate—pliant, bright, and very much alive.

      “Who is she?” he asked at last, his voice low and roughened in a way that irritated him.

      Beside him, Richard Collingsworth, Duke of Goldstone, did not immediately answer. Wesley felt the weight of his friend’s knowing look before the duke finally said, “She is not what you think.”

      Wesley kept his eyes upon the dancer. “And what, precisely, do you imagine I think?”

      “That whatever she is, she may be conveniently admired.” Goldstone took a slow sip of his whisky. “You would do well to put her out of your mind. She is the daughter of my aunt’s dear friends and a guest under this roof.”

      “An American, then?”

      “Indeed. And from a family with more money than good sense.”

      That earned Goldstone a fleeting glance. “Meaning?”

      “Meaning the Shaws are wealthy enough that half the fortune-hunters in England would line up to pay court if they knew the full extent of it.” Goldstone’s mouth twitched. “She is lively, intelligent, and almost certainly too warm-hearted for your black disposition. Leave her be.”

      Wesley returned his attention to the little dancer. “Her name?”

      “Miss Serendipity Shaw.”

      The name should have struck him as absurdly fanciful. Instead, it suited her too well.

      Serendipity.

      Fortunate chance. Happy accident. The sort of thing poets and sentimental women made too much of.

      And yet as she completed a turn and bent into a bow, with all the room breaking into applause around her, Wesley felt an unfamiliar tightening low in his chest.

      He had not thought himself vulnerable to such nonsense.

      Apparently he was mistaken.

      Goldstone clapped a hand upon his shoulder. “Come away and have another whisky before you do anything foolish.”

      “I had intended to go to the card room.”

      “Then have a whisky there.”

      Wesley lingered one beat too long, watching Miss Shaw straighten from her curtsey, her smile bright as a winter morning. Only then did he turn away.

      “I daresay you are right,” he muttered.

      But even as he left the room at Goldstone’s side, he was absurdly conscious of the fact that he had not once looked back—and more absurdly certain that had he done so, he would have found her watching him.

      Having completed her performance, Miss Serendipity Shaw dipped into a curtsey, then rose again amidst a burst of applause that warmed her nearly as much as the exertion had done.

      England, she had decided within two days of arriving, applauded differently than America.

      Americans clapped with hearty enthusiasm when pleased. English guests, at least fashionable English guests, seemed at first inclined toward restraint. Yet at Christmastide, beneath greenery and candlelight and the indulgent hospitality of Grace Duffield, Duchess of Abernathy, even English reserve softened. The applause that greeted Serendipity now was genuine enough to bring a pleased bloom to her cheeks.

      She crossed the drawing room toward Grace, who stood beside Amelia, Duchess of Goldstone, and Lady Sarah, Marchioness of Luvington, all three of them smiling with varying degrees of affection and amusement.

      “Well done, my dear,” Grace said the instant Serendipity came near. “I knew you would charm them.”

      “Without question,” Amelia agreed.

      Lady Sarah nodded. “Half the gentlemen in the room forgot how to breathe.”

      Serendipity laughed, though her pulse gave a curious skip. “Surely not.”

      “Oh, I think quite surely yes,” Lady Sarah said dryly.

      Grace took Serendipity’s hands between hers. “You have brought life to the whole party already. I am delighted we persuaded your parents to let you join us.”

      At that, Serendipity’s smile softened.

      Her parents had tried very hard not to let her see the anxiety beneath their arrangements. Their journey had become necessary with distressing speed, tied to business concerns and family obligations that could not be postponed merely because Christmas approached. Her mother had hated the thought of leaving her behind in New York, while her father had disliked, perhaps even more, the notion of her being left alone in a city full of callers, invitations, and opportunists while they were beyond easy reach. Grace’s invitation had therefore been received with gratitude out of all proportion to its elegance.

      Serendipity knew she had been sent abroad to be cherished, entertained, and kept safely occupied. She had not expected, in accepting the kindness, to feel so immediately as though some hidden chamber of her life had been opened.

      In all her twenty years, Serendipity had never crossed the Atlantic before. England itself had felt like a grand unfolding adventure, with its green countryside, old stone houses, traditions, titles, and peculiar devotion to rules that no one ever seemed inclined to explain fully.

      And then there had been the man at the back of the room.

      The dark-haired gentleman who had watched her dance with such a fixed intensity that she had been aware of him every instant, even while smiling at the company and giving herself over to the music.

      Most women, she supposed, would have found such scrutiny rude.

      Heat had risen beneath her skin at the weight of it, and she had danced all the more brightly for knowing those dark eyes had not once left her.

      She tried not to glance about the room in search of him and failed at once.

      He was gone.

      Her gaze swept the room once, then again. By the second look, her smile had begun to falter at the edges.

      Amelia linked her arm through Serendipity’s. “Come. Sarah and I mean to steal you away before the older ladies decide you must sing next.”

      Grace laughed. “Go on, then. I shall be rescued by Lewis in any case.”

      As though summoned, Mr. Duffield came toward them, handsome and easy in manner, his affection for his wife plain in every line of him.

      Serendipity let Amelia and Sarah guide her from the crowded parlor and into the quieter corridor beyond. The cooler air there soothed the warmth in her cheeks.

      She had nearly resolved to forget the dark gentleman altogether when the duchess’s husband and another man appeared at the far end of the passage.

      The other man.

      Tall. Broad through the shoulders. Dark-haired and grave of countenance, with deep brown eyes that fastened upon her at once and did not waver.

      Her breath caught, hard enough that she felt it low in her ribs.

      He stepped forward with deliberate calm, though his expression remained unreadable. “Your Grace,” he said to Amelia, “won’t you introduce me to your new friend?”

      Amelia turned toward Serendipity, a question in her bright blue gaze.

      Serendipity, who had never in her life thought herself timid, felt her stomach give the oddest little turn. Still, she inclined her head, though she was aware in that instant of an absurd desire to appear composed, clever, and unlike any woman he had ever before been introduced to in a corridor.

      “It would be my pleasure,” Amelia said. “Lord Dayton, Miss Serendipity Shaw.”

      Lord Dayton.

      The title suited him. There was something austere about him, self-contained and serious in a way that made her instantly want to laugh and tug him toward something delightful merely to see what might happen.

      He bowed over her hand and pressed his lips lightly to the back of her glove.

      The touch ought not to have signified. It was no more than politeness. Yet the light pressure of his mouth against her glove sent a quick, bright shiver from her knuckles to her elbow, as though some sleeping nerve had startled awake at once.

      When he straightened, his gaze met hers fully.

      “The pleasure is all mine,” he said.

      His voice was deep and faintly rough, as though he spoke little and meant most of what he did say.

      Serendipity’s cheeks warmed all over again. “You are very kind, my lord.”

      Lady Sarah made a soft sound of amusement. “We were on our way to the blue drawing room,” she said. “Do not think to monopolize our guest.”

      “I should not dream of it,” Lord Dayton said, though his eyes remained on Serendipity. “But if you are willing, I believe Goldstone and I would rather join you than be abandoned to the gentlemen and their whisky.”

      “Would you?” Serendipity asked before she could stop herself.

      The slightest curve touched his mouth. “I would.”

      That ought to have been enough to satisfy her.

      Instead, she found herself suddenly and unreasonably glad she had danced well.

      Amelia saw far too much. “Take care, my dear,” she murmured as they resumed their walk down the corridor.

      “Of what?” Serendipity asked, though she suspected perfectly well.

      “Of looking pleased.”

      Sarah gave a low hum of agreement. “Men are encouraged by less.”

      Serendipity tried for dignity and failed. “I am not pleased.”

      “Of course not,” Amelia said.

      “Not in the least,” Sarah added.

      Serendipity looked from one to the other. “You are both intolerable.”

      “True,” Amelia said cheerfully. “But not wrong.”
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