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            Prologue

          

          JADE STERLING

        

      

    

    
      Students and their parents, along with a few zealous faculty members, walked up and down the college apartment hallways. Rolling carts piled high with belongings. Things collected over the years. Blankets. Books. Computers. Artifacts of an era.

      Loud pop music spilled out of the open door of the apartment across from us adding to the bedlam.

      The mood was boisterous and celebratory. It was graduation day. The day we had been working toward since the day we moved in, all bright eyed, eager, and terrified freshmen.

      I’d known many of these students since Freshman day all the way through our college years.

      My best friend, the one I had shared my space and even my life with for five years, sat on the edge of her bed putting forth a valiant effort at not crying.

      Camila Alexander had been the perfect best friend for me. One of her best traits was that she did not ask too many questions.

      Camila let me be myself. I had grown and learned a lot about myself. I wasn’t sure that I would be the same person I was today without Camila.

      I sat across from her and even though I felt a deep sadness, I kept my expression blank. Emotional regulation was something that had been drilled into my psyche since I could walk. My professors called me mature. It was the only way I knew how to be.

      “Don’t be sad, Camila,” I said. “We’ll stay in touch.”

      “But I won’t see you.” She swiped at her eyes. “You’ll be in Portugal.”

      “Yes.” Technically I would be at Sterling Palace Island. But Portugal was so very much easier to explain. “I know.”

      “You could stay here,” she said, hopefully. “We could go into business together. Like we talked about.”

      “Maybe one day. Right now my family needs me.” That part was true. It was time for me to start taking my place as steward of the island.

      “Okay,” Camila said, taking a deep breath and steeling herself. “You can always find me in Whiskey Springs.”

      “I know.” I smiled. I had visited with Camila in the small town of Whiskey Springs. Even though I had to be home for Christmas every year, I had spent several pleasant summer holidays with her.

      I liked Whiskey Springs. It was a tranquil town. Larger than Sterling Village, but it had a similar tranquil feel to it, yet instead of being on the coast, it was deep in the Rocky Mountains. At an elevation of over nine thousand feet, I had learned about bears, chipmunks, and fireflies.

      “Promise?” she asked.

      “Pinky promise.” I held up my pinky.

      Camila smiled as she linked her pinky with mine.

      Then she turned and scowled in the direction of the door.

      “You have to go,” she said. “Simon is here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          JADE STERLING

        

      

    

    
      Four Years Later

      

      It was a beautiful day. What I thought of as an island day. The breeze coming in off the Atlanta bay brought the clean salty scent of the ocean with it. Seaweed. Salt. Wildflowers coming from the cliffs of the rugged coastline.

      Egrets swooped low, making their presence known by their loud calls and the gentle swoosh of their wings.

      I stepped out through the gate of the little cottage next to the ocean where I had been visiting one of the island’s seafood vendors and hopped on the golf cart next to Simon, my driver. Simon, a forty-five year old man went everywhere with me.

      I couldn’t so much as step out the door without Simon being somewhere within view.

      Oddly enough, I had more freedom inside the castle walls than outside. Or so it seemed. I’d heard rumors that there were cameras, but I had never found them.

      Simon drove slowly over the lightly paved road that wound its way around the island cabins, sometimes veering next to the water, sometimes winding back around toward the center of the island.

      “Your father wants to talk to you,” Simon said.

      “You’re just now telling me this?” I asked.

      Simon held up his cell phone.

      “Right.” I sucked in a breath. A summons from my father was never a good thing. “What does he want?”

      “I’m sorry, Miss. I couldn’t say.”

      I narrowed my eyes at this man who accompanied me on all my outside journeys. He knew what Father wanted. He just wasn’t going to tell me.

      As loyal as he was to me, he was twofold times more loyal to my father.

      I always wondered what would happen if it came down to him making a choice between the two of us.

      He stopped the golf cart in front of the door to the castle and I hopped off.

      “Do you want me to come with you?” he asked.

      “Why?” I asked. “Is it something really that bad?”

      “Never mind,” Simon said. “Go about your business.”

      I laughed and waved him off. Simon was faithful, but when it came to secrets, not so much.

      Still, blood pounded in my ears as I went inside and headed straight toward my father’s study where I knew I would find him. His study was on the second floor with French doors thrown open, bringing in the outside. The outside concrete balcony was as big as the inside room, doubling the space where my father spent most of his time.

      The house was big and drafty. Pleasantly cool in the summer though.

      The house looked like what it was. The ancestral home of a king who had ruled alone for the past twenty years.

      I had fond, if blurry memories of my mother. The time I spent with her had been happy times. We had gone on bicycle rides around the island and had picnics on the beach. Played in the ocean waves.

      Then the sickness had taken her. It had all happened so fast.

      My father had flown her to the best doctors, but it had done no good. She had never returned.

      My father had done the best he could to raise a little girl on his own. He had employed the best people to bring me to adulthood.

      And yet my life had never been the same.

      “Come in,” Father said, turning away from where he stood at the open balcony doors.

      I went to stand next to him and together we watched a sailboat slowly make its way back toward the shoreline.

      “Who’s that?” I asked.

      “Benson,” he said.

      “Ah. Of course. Benson loves the water.”

      “Like an egret.”

      I knew what he meant. Benson liked to hover over the water like an egret. He rarely caught anything. Not surprising since he so rarely actually fished.

      “Simon said you wanted to see me.”

      “Yes,” Father said. “Come. Sit with me.”

      I joined him on the balcony where a decanter of wine and two glasses were waiting. He had obviously been expecting me.

      I took the glass of wine he offered, but instead of drinking it, I just held it.

      My father had never been one for preamble.

      “It is time for you to marry.”

      My father and I had never discussed the possibility and certainly not the mandate that I marry.

      “Marry?” I never planned to marry.

      My life, as I saw it, was laid out for me. I’d been to university. I had my degree. I knew what I had to do. What was expected of me.

      “Yes.”

      “Who Father?” I made a sweep of my hand. “Who would you have me marry?” There was no one on the island appropriate for me to marry and he knew it. It went without saying.

      “Do you remember my friend? Barnibus Cornwall?”

      “Of course. He visited last summer.”

      “Well. Barnibus has a son in need of a wife.”

      It took everything I had to remain in control of my emotions in that moment.

      Just because a man had a son in need of a wife did not mean that I had to be involved.

      “They will arrive tomorrow and we will begin preparing for the wedding.”

      I was shaking my head.

      “It’s not optional Jade.”

      “Everything is optional.” I said under my breath.

      “I’m not getting any younger and neither are you. We need an heir.”

      I didn’t care about heirs. He could give the island away if it meant I had to marry someone I had never even met. Someone whose father decided his son was in need of a wife.

      “This is the twenty-first century,” I reminded my father.

      “And you are a princess. With responsibilities.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

          HUDSON ST. CLAIR

        

      

    

    
      I was what some people called a unicorn.

      Like most things I encountered in life, I took it as a compliment.

      The second youngest of six siblings, I was the only one of the six still unmarried.

      No one had ever seemed concerned so much with our two sisters who always had managed to stay under the radar anyway.

      It was the St. Clair boys who piqued the interest of the residents living in the small mountain town of Whiskey Springs.

      Whiskey Springs began as a saloon in the mid-1800s. The town was named Whiskey Springs because there seemed to be a never ending supply of whiskey at that saloon.

      No one really knew where the whiskey came from. Some believed there was a still somewhere hidden in the hills and valleys. Others believed that the town was on a major trade route.

      Others… well… some believed that it was magical. The little town’s culture thrived on tales of romance and intrigue.

      The little town that started with nothing more than a saloon had boomed with a General Store, a livery, and a blacksmith, then it slowed down and grew slowly, houses spilling into the sides of mountains, but never outgrowing the little valley tucked high in the Rocky Mountains outside of Denver.

      Although Whiskey Springs came in at just over nine thousand feet in elevation, it was dwarfed by the tall rugged mountains surrounding it on three sides. That was probably part of what kept the town small. The steep, rugged cliffs were majestically beautiful, but since they didn’t lend themselves to snow skiing, it didn’t attract the usual skiers from Boulder. There were some nice hiking trails and lots of beautiful spots for photographers and artists, but the town was mostly known for its Christmas celebrations.

      The St. Clair brothers all had similar features. Six feet tall. Lean and fit from working outside in the family’s timber business. Strong jaws. Aristocratic noses tempered by quick charming smiles. Deep blue eyes.

      No one older than a Gen X could tell us apart. It made for some interesting rumors.

      None of them were true as far as anyone knew. People tended to take them with a grain of salt and often a good chuckle.

      Being the last single St. Clair male, I was afforded a great many… opportunities.

      It was common knowledge that the St. Clairs were old money. Our great-great… great-great Grandfather Nathaniel St. Clair had built the manor that we all lived in.

      He had built it while he waited for his mail order bride to arrive from France. Apparently he’d had an overabundance of time.

      Some people called the house a castle and no one found it odd that the entire family lived there. That would be like faulting the royal family for living together in Buckingham Palace.

      Not that we were royalty.

      Tonight, however, we might have been mistaken for royalty.

      Our parents had invited everyone in their social circle, everyone in their business circle, and a few others just because they could to come to St. Clair Manor for the soiree of the decade.

      It wasn’t a wedding. Our family had small private weddings. A person was just as married with a small private wedding as they were with a large lavish wedding designed only to impress others. My family had no interest in impressing others. Or so they said.

      At the moment I saw reason to bring that into question.

      Tonight we celebrated the first annual St. Clair Christmas Gala.

      Guests, many of whom had flown in to the Whiskey Springs private airport from across the country, traveled to our home via chauffeured cars. The winding mountain road leading to the sprawling manor was decorated with festive lights casting a wide twinkling net across the blue spruce trees in the front and the row of towering pine trees behind them.

      The fairy tale drive ended at the manor, the theme of clear twinkling lights continuing along the stone path to the door.

      Once inside the house, guests were greeted by a live towering Christmas tree, a grand blue spruce, brought down from the north side of our property.

      The lights on the tree twinkled in shades of pink and silver. The decorations, some of which were as old as the house itself blended with newer ones gifted by happy customers over the years and others collected with time.

      Even the staircase banisters were wrapped with pink and silver garland. Everything blended together in an understated elegant way.

      A string quartet sat on an outside balcony, sending a splash of classical music through the air along with waves of cold evening air. They mostly played the easily recognizable classics interspersed with newer renditions of festive music.

      A team of chefs had been brought in to prepare a lavish feast that featured all sort of maple syrup desserts from our family’s own maple syrup farm.

      The desserts were displayed on our dining room table, where our Mother insisted we have dinner every night. Not tonight though. Tonight we mingled.

      It was all very fitting. The St. Clairs were known for supplying not only the town, but also the area with firewood. Any family that had a real Christmas tree in their home got it from our Christmas tree farm. And now my next older brother Wyatt had started a maple tree syrup production.

      Some called it a farm, but it was so much more. It was an elaborate system my brother had built himself to gather sap and turn it into syrup. He also had our sister-in-law giving tours and selling syrup to tourists and locals alike.

      The St. Clairs were the biggest employer in Whiskey Springs and they hired local, gaining us even more loyalty from the townspeople.

      “Why aren’t you mingling?” My oldest brother Gregory asked, coming to stand next to me.

      Like me, he wore a black tuxedo with a red ascot. Unlike me, it was rather obvious he rarely dressed in anything other than jeans and sweatshirts.

      “Why aren’t you?” I asked.

      Gregory shrugged. “I have a wife for that.” He lifted his champagne glass and after tilting it toward me, swirled it and took a sip.

      I looked over at my brother and wondered how anyone, even the elderly Mrs. Miller could possibly confuse the two of us.

      Gregory’s nose was much longer and he looked the ten years older that he was.

      “I’m not so sure that marriage agrees with you,” I said. “It’s turning you into a Neanderthal.”

      “I don’t hear any complaints coming from Hallie.”

      “You got lucky when you convinced her to move here to be with you,” I said.

      “Indeed I did. Which lucky lady are you planning to dance with tonight?”

      “I think I’ll dance with Kelly McPherson.”

      He laughed out loud.

      “I can’t wait to see this,” he said.

      Kelly McPherson was a seventy-five year old spinster who had worked at the town’s library her whole adult life and still worked there at least three days a week. Over the years she had donated a substantial amount of money to the town.

      Her generosity had gone unnoticed and unrecognized until Mother had taken note of her at one of this year’s planning committees for the Christmas festival.

      “I’ve heard she’s a good dancer,” I said. I’d heard nothing of the sort. In fact, I was making this up on the fly to annoy my brother.

      “You’re such a tease,” he said, then walked off.

      I’d always heard that the truth hurts.

      I did not consider myself a tease. It wasn’t my fault that women found me interesting.

      Still. Gregory’s comment stung.

      Shaking it off, I went in search of a maple syrup tart.

      It was the specialty of one of the chefs working here tonight. And the tarts were extra special because they were made from maple syrup from our farm right here in Whiskey Springs.

      Would it be so very wrong if I took the whole tray of them and hid them in my room for later?

      It was a trick I’d learned when I was eight years old. If it worked then, surely it would work now. Being part of such a large family, a man learned at a tender age to do what he had to do.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          JADE

        

      

    

    
      Camila and I climbed into the back seat of a new car with buttery leather seats and a chauffeur wearing a tuxedo with a top hat.

      Apparently my college friend had achieved enough status in the little town to warrant a chauffeured ride out to the St. Clair’s first annual Christmas Gala.

      I had a hard time wrapping my head around having a first of anything. Where I was from every tradition was hundreds of years old.

      Including the tradition that heirs must marry to make more heirs.

      Somehow I had managed to deny that existence of that particular tradition until my father handed that mandate down to me.

      It was dark already as we drove through the town of Whiskey Springs. Everything was festively decorated. It was quite charming, if a little over the top.

      I was used to that though. Americans did everything over the top. It was part of their allure.

      Go big or go home.

      “I am so glad you’re here,” Camila said, putting a hand over mine.

      “Me too,” I said with a little nod.

      I felt more than a little overdressed as I rode in the back seat of the sedan to the St. Clair party. In the week I had been here, everyone I’d encountered wore jeans and sweatshirts.

      It wasn’t Camila’s fault. I was the one who had brought my entire wardrobe. Well, technically I hadn’t brought it. Technically Simon had brought it.

      When Simon had found out I was leaving, he had made his choice.

      He had chosen me.

      “Does Simon have to go everywhere with us?” Camila leaned close and whispered.

      “Yes,” I said. “But don’t mind him. Besides, if anyone tries to jump us, he’ll stop them dead in their tracks.”

      Camila looked blankly at me a moment.

      “The only thing that might try to jump us might be a bear.”

      “If that happens, you will be glad to have Simon along.”

      “Huh.” Camila turned her attention to the soft twinkling lights draped across the trees along the St. Clair driveway. “It’s beautiful. Like a fairy tale.”

      We would be there shortly.

      I rearranged the silver silk of my long dress and adjusted the pale pink sash that ran over my shoulder, down to my waist where it was tied in a bow, the ends left to flutter at my side.

      I’d made the mistake of letting Camila pick out my dress for the evening.

      This was the kind of dress one wore to a ball on the island. One with the presence of dignitaries. Not a party in the little town of Whiskey Springs.

      It wouldn’t be so bad except that Camila’s dress was completely different. Her dress was slim and stylish looking in sparkling navy.

      “How well do you know the St. Clairs?” I asked.

      Camila turned back to me, her smile bright.

      “Well enough.”

      “You work with them, right? At your bank?”

      Camila was
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