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Chapter One
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Snow fell like scattered starlight over London, drifting in slow, enchanted spirals through the gaslit streets. The Harfords’ carriage rattled to a stop outside the Grand Merriweather Ballroom, its towering windows aglow with a golden warmth that spilled onto the white-dusted steps.

Inside, music shimmered—violins soaring, laughter bubbling—while masked guests in jewel-toned satins and velvets swept through the glittering hall like figures from a dream.

Serafina Davenswood paused just inside the entrance, breath catching at the sight. She had never seen a gathering so splendid. Twinkling chandeliers cast prisms of light across pale marble floors, and evergreen garlands draped every balcony like garlands in a winter kingdom. The air smelled faintly of oranges and fresh pine.

She tugged her pale gold filigree mask a little higher, the ribbon at the back of her head securing it in place. It glittered softly against her dark hair—a last-minute loan from Isabella, who found it “entirely too old-fashioned for a second season.” To Serafina, it felt like treasure.

“Do stop dawdling,” Isabella hissed from behind a plume of white feathers, sweeping past her as if she owned the ballroom—and perhaps she intended to. Mrs. Harford trailed at her side, chin raised, gaze sweeping the room for the most advantageous company.

Serafina followed at a careful distance, reminding herself she was only here to ensure Isabella behaved impeccably. That was what companions did—hovered in the background, ready to smooth the ripples others caused.

But tonight, with music calling her and the snow still glistening in her hair, a strange sensation fluttered in her chest:

For just a few hours... she belonged among the glittering.

She drifted to the edge of the ballroom, watching dancers swirl in perfect circles, gowns flashing like icicles beneath the chandeliers. Viola strings rose, a bright, triumphant sound. Every face was hidden. Every name is a mystery.

Here, she could be anyone.

She felt her heart beating faster.

A gentleman laughed nearby, sweeping a woman in a silver mask into the dance. Serafina imagined, just for a moment, that the music could lift her away from reality—away from the Harfords who had taken her in as “charity.” Away from the tragedy that left her with no dowry, no freedom, only vague promises that “one day” her situation would be improved.

Here, under crystal lights and swirling snowflakes outside clinging to hems and lashes—anything seemed possible.

But the crush of bodies, the heat of the room... it was overwhelming. She needed air.

Slipping between groups of chatting guests, she found the balcony doors and stepped outside.

Winter wrapped around her like a welcome hush.

Serafina released a breath and watched it cloud the night. Snowflakes fluttered onto the railing as she brushed them away absently, her pulse slowly returning to its proper rhythm.

And then—

Soft footsteps approached.

She turned.

A man stood just a few paces away, dressed in black with subtle silver embroidery that caught the moonlight. His mask—dark as midnight—obscured most of his face, but she could see his eyes.

Warm, curious, and fixed entirely on her.

“I hope I’m not intruding,” he said, voice low and rich.

Her heart startled into a faster rhythm. “Not at all, sir.”

He stepped closer but respectfully kept a space between them.

“The ballroom is beautiful,” he said, “but rather like a snow globe shaken too hard.”

She let out a soft laugh before she could stop herself. “Yes,” she admitted. “Quite dazzling, and rather dizzying.”

He angled his head slightly. “Yet you seem to belong to the enchantment more than the chaos.”

Her breath caught.

No one spoke to her like that.

“Is that so?” she managed.

“I noticed you in the crowd,” he said, eyes warming. “You moved as if you were listening to a different song entirely.”

Her cheeks flushed beneath the mask. “If I was, I fear it was only the music of my own nerves.”

“Nerves?” His tone softened. “No... anticipation, I think.”

The icy night suddenly felt too warm.

He offered his hand—gloved in soft leather — the gesture elegant and impossibly tempting.

“May I ask your name?” he said.

She hesitated only for a moment.

“...Sara,” she said finally, choosing a sliver of truth wrapped in a simpler guise.

His smile deepened, not flirtatious but genuine.

“Sara,” he repeated, as if savoring it. “I’m... James.”

They stood in the hush of falling snow, names tentative as wishes.

Inside, laughter swelled as the music shifted to a lively waltz.

“Would you like to dance?” he asked.

Her first instinct was to decline—to remember her role as chaperone, her place in the Harfords’ shadow. But something in his voice—warmth, wonder, invitation—

Yes, whispered a rebellious part of her.

But before she could answer, a swirling gust of guests spilled onto the balcony, searching for Isabella’s lost fan or some other drama, and the moment scattered like startled starlings.

James stepped closer, voice soft with urgency.

“I hope I’ll see you again before midnight.”

Serafina nodded—unable to speak, afraid her voice might tremble and give her away.

He bowed once, his eyes lingering with a promise.

Then he was gone, swallowed by the glittering sea inside.

Serafina pressed a hand to her racing heart.

Before midnight.

She looked back into the ballroom, searching for the black and silver mask among the whirling dancers.

But he was nowhere to be found.

Snow swirled gently around her as the bells in the city tolled the half hour.

And she whispered to the winter air:

“I hope so too.”
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Chapter Two
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The ballroom music followed Serafina like a lingering spell as she rejoined the Harfords, her pulse unsteady with the thrill of the balcony encounter.

“Where have you been?” Isabella demanded, tapping her fan against her palm with a petulance that drew attention. “I require my handkerchief. I dropped it during the reel, and you are supposed to retrieve such things.”

Serafina quickly lowered her eyes. “My apologies. I stepped out for air.”

“Well, try not to wander,” Isabella muttered, before turning her attention back to a passing gentleman and fluttering her lashes.

Serafina swallowed the sting and moved to search for the handkerchief — a scrap of silk that apparently carried the weight of the world.

As she wove through the crowd, she tried to calm the flutter in her chest.

James.

She tasted the name silently. It felt... too important now to speak aloud.

She found the handkerchief caught beneath the leg of a chair and slipped it quickly into her pocket. Isabella had already forgotten she had sent Serafina for it, lost in a flirtation with a merchant’s son whose purse was heavier than his wit.

Serafina stepped toward the refreshment table for a glass of lemonade — a tiny indulgence — when a group of young women paused near her.

“She shouldn’t even be here,” one whispered sharply. “A companion with a mask of gold... how brazen.”

“I heard she’s a charity case,” another murmured behind her fan. “Taken in because her parents wasted their money.”

Serafina stiffened — but did not turn.

If she had learned anything in the Harford household, it was that silence protected her far better than protest.

Her parents had not been wastrels. They had been kind, generous, beloved — and one moment of treacherous ice had robbed her of them.

But these women preferred their own version of the truth.

With her spine straight and chin tucked, she walked past them without a word.

***
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LATER THAT NIGHT, WHEN the last waltz faded and guests prepared to depart, snowflakes clung to cloaks and hair like delicate lace. Mrs. Harford fussed over Isabella’s wrap while Serafina stood quietly behind them, checking no garment was forgotten.

As they stepped out into the night, Serafina cast one hopeful glance back toward the ballroom doors.

But the man in black and silver did not appear.

Was he already gone? Had their moment been nothing more than a charming, fleeting spark?

She did not know. But her heart insisted the night was not finished.

***
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THE CARRIAGE RIDE HOME was a cocoon of candlelight and velvet — though hardly peaceful.

Isabella chattered endlessly about which gentlemen showed interest, which gowns were hideous, and who had worn last season’s fashion. Mrs. Harford nodded in approval or pursed her lips in judgment.

Serafina remained silent as she listened, observing the world as it drifted past the window. It was as though the snow, swirling about, was like a dream that was attempting to stay within the bounds of reality.

“Sara,” James had called her.

Not Serafina the poor relation. Not Miss Davenswood the burden. Just Sara — a woman who belonged in his eyes.

She closed her fingers around the ribbon of her golden mask, still warm from her skin. It shimmered faintly in the dim carriage light.

Her parents had once promised her a season like this — a chance to dance, to laugh, to be courted.

But winter had stolen that future.

Now, she was merely a companion — a shadow ensuring Isabella sparkled brighter.

Yet tonight... something within her stirred, a flicker of daring hope.

***
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THEY REACHED HARFORD House near midnight. The footman opened the carriage door, and the wind swept in — sharp, cold, honest.

Serafina hurried inside with her small reticule, lighting a candle once she reached her tiny room in the attic. She set the mask gently on her narrow dressing table, its gold catching the flame’s glow.

Then she sank onto the edge of her bed, the blankets rustling beneath her.

How foolish, she chastised silently. To feel changed by a single conversation. A single pair of eyes watching her like she mattered.

Her sensible mind told her it was nothing — coincidence, politeness, the enchantment of winter festivities.

But her heart...

Her heart whispered that magic sometimes arrived without invitation.

Snow tapped against the attic window, soft and persistent, like a promise.

Serafina lifted the golden mask once more, fingertips tracing its delicate pattern as her eyes drifted closed.

Somewhere in London, perhaps only streets away...James might be lying awake too— remembering the woman in gold— a name on his lips that sounded like a wish.

And though duty would call her onward, and winter would always carry loss...

Tonight, as snow blanketed the world in shining silence, she allowed herself a secret hope:

That the enchantment was not over. That she would see him again. That the winter might yet bring something wondrous.

She whispered into the hush:

“Goodnight... James.”

The candle flickered low, painting her in amber warmth — a quiet girl in a quiet room with a heart suddenly too full to sleep.

And outside, winter listened.
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