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Lady in Ruby

by Elizabeth Cole


Once upon a December, best friends Caroline and Estelle brave the cold English winter and build a snowman in the woods. Caroline playfully shapes him into her ideal suitor, narrating all the qualities a man would require to catch her attention. Later that day, a stranger knocks on the door: Lord Snowdon, a dashing gentleman dressed in blue and white, bearing an invitation to the family’s holiday festivities. The next day, Caroline walks back to where she built her snowman…only to discover that it’s gone!

  
Is it Christmas magic at work, or is something less innocent going on? As guests gather for dinners, parties, and more, Caroline senses that Lord Snowdon is not exactly what he seems, and more than one guest has a hidden agenda. When vital documents are stolen from the house, it’s crystal clear that someone is up to no good. Stealing kisses under the mistletoe is one thing, stealing government secrets is quite another! If it’s Snowdon, it means a cold end to her Christmas wishes. Can Caroline uncover the plot threatening to ruin the holiday joy and keep her heart from breaking?
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Chapter 1

Miss Caroline Garland and her best friend, Estelle, were walking in a winter wonderland. Thanks to three days of continuous snowfall, the forest surrounding the home of Hollydell Manor had been transformed into a fairyland of white snow and crystal ice. Snow drifted against tree trunks and icicles hung from high branches, glimmering in the sun.

“It’s so marvelous to be out in the fresh air, especially after being in the laboratory all day yesterday!” Caroline said. Winter was her favorite season. She reveled in the purity of the frosty outdoors, glad to take a break from the work that had lately been consuming her—helping her father create a very particular, innovative chemical formula. Granted, she chose to do it, and granted, the poor weather during the last few days made it difficult to go outside anyway, but still…how nice it was to be free of the vapors and bubbling liquids of the lab for a while.

She wore a brand-new wool pelisse in a rich red, edged with fox fur at the neck. It certainly made the frigid weather more tolerable. She hazarded a glance at her friend, who didn’t have the advantage of fur lining or new, unblemished wool. Estelle’s cloak was in fact the very same cloak she wore at school when they both attended. It was a testament to Estelle’s careful handling of all garments that now, three years later, the cloak was still deep green and remarkably free of holes or stains. It was unspoken but understood by all parties that Estelles position as companion to Caroline was a way for the young lady to have a better life for at least as long as she lived at Hollydell, where she experienced luxury far beyond anything in her childhood.

With a rush of guilt, Caroline asked, “Are you cold?” How thoughtless of her, dragging her friend through this weather!

“I’m fine, truly,” Estelle replied quickly. “I wanted to walk. It’s so pretty outside and it is lovely to breathe fresh air, isn’t it? Houses get so smoky in winter.”

Certainly Hollydell did. Every room possessed a fireplace, and Caroline’s father was fond of telling the servants to put more fuel on. After the holidays, Estelle would visit her own mother in the northern part of the county. That small cottage would be much colder, each log only put to the fire when its previous brethren had gone to embers.

When they reached a clearing, Caroline bent down and scooped up a handful of freshly fallen snow, assessing it with a critical eye for weight and density. “Oh, it’s perfect for a snowball fight!” she exclaimed as she experimentally molded it in her mittened hands.

Estelle wrinkled her delicate nose. “Caro, we shouldn’t! We’re not children anymore. What might someone think if we were seen?”

“Spoilsport,” Caroline accused her friend. “Besides, who will see us here? We’re well off the main road, and this is Papa’s property anyway.”

“But your aim is so much better,” Estelle noted with more honest apprehension, her green eyes wide.

“Fine, no warlike action! I suppose we ought not do that sort of thing anyway, so long as a real war is happening on the Continent. It would be in poor taste. But what shall we do with all this lovely snow? We can’t waste it!” Caroline said, flinging her arms wide.

Estelle smiled. “Is it not enough to admire it?”

“No! Oh, do you want to build a snowman?” Caroline asked eagerly. She dropped her newly formed snowball to the ground and began rolling it into a larger sphere before Estelle could even respond. “Let’s make the most marvelous snowman this forest has ever seen!”

“What will make him marvelous?” Estelle asked, stooping down and gamely sweeping snow into her mittened hands. “All the snowmen I’ve seen are not exactly Corinthians. Rather pudgy and rustic, in fact.”

“Estelle, you’re a genius! That’s just what we’ll make: a snow Corinthian. An ideal snowman!”

“You’ve got marriage in mind again, haven’t you?” Estelle teased, though with a wistful look.

Caroline just laughed, hoping to disrupt any sad thoughts in her friend’s mind. “Marriage is all Mama talks about for me, but I’m sick of suitors. They never want to talk about anything in the least bit interesting.” As an only child, Caroline would inherit the entire estate of Hollydell, which generated an income robust enough to catch the attention of all the local bachelors, and even make some gentlemen venture from the glitter of London all the way out into the country for the opportunity to court her. Caroline, however, was having none of it. She knew her worth, and she was no naive miss. She would marry for love or not at all.

Estelle, on the other hand, had no dowry to speak of. She’d often expressed her gratitude to Caroline, who insisted on Estelle living at Hollydell until one of them got married. All of which was to say, for their own reasons both young ladies were happy to be in the woods, dealing with a man of icy but dignified demeanor…a man made of snow.

They quickly assembled the body, which was remarkably close to human proportions (both Caroline and Estelle excelled in school: Caroline in maths and natural philosophy, while Estelle favored arts and letters). Caroline tweaked the snowy substance of the middle part into an appearance of fine clothing, then used her hands to edge out features on the snowman’s face.

“His mouth looks a little harsh,” Estelle noted with a critical glance. “And the cheekbones are too angled. Not quite friendly.”

“Once the sun comes out, the warmth will soften him up,” Caroline said. “I’m doing the best I can with the tools I have.” Inspired, she retrieved a small comb from her reticule, and pressed it into service as a sculptor’s knife. She scraped it over one snowy cheek, smoothing the surface. “How’s that?”

“Better,” Estelle said in approval, walking a ways off to pluck some greenery from the nearby shrubs.

“There, he’s coming along,” Caroline said, smiling at her snowman. “A little on the pale side, but that’s to be expected! I think his eyes do have just a hint of blue, don’t you? I love blue-eyed men best.”

“It’s just the angle of the light that make the eyes look blue,” Estelle said, ever the artist. “Certainly, his hair is quite white for such a young man. Why, he’s less than an hour old!” She giggled at her joke.

“He may be young,” Caroline said, “but he’s mature in attitude. He knows what he wants and he’ll keep his cool. Until he meets me, of course. Then he’ll melt! Oh, I rather wish he could be real!”

Estelle frowned as she stuck a sprig of winter holly into the snowy brim of the figures hat. “But you say you hate it when your suitors fall all over you and declare their admiration.”

“I despise false declarations,” Caroline clarified. “All the offers I’ve got so far have been for my land, not my heart. I want a gentleman who’s not afraid to really love his wife. Those tales of gentlemen keeping mistresses chill my blood.”

“So all he needs to be is sincere and loyal? In that case, why not get a dog?” Estelle asked.

“He must be much more than that! He must be well-read, and intelligent, and kind. He’d better like dogs and horses and cats, or I’ll have nothing to do with him. And it would be very useful if he were both well-traveled and still wanted to travel, for I’ve never been anywhere and I want to see the whole world.”

“Husbands like their wives to stay at home,” Estelle cautioned.

“My husband will want me to stay at his side.”

“Caro dear, I fear you are setting yourself up for a fall,” her friend said. “Women cannot afford to be so picky when it comes to marriage.”

“I can,” Caroline said before realizing how cruel her words sounded. “Oh, Estelle, forgive me. I didn’t mean to…”

“I know what you meant,” Estelle said, a gentle smile lighting her face. “There’s no reason to pretend that we have the same concerns. You have money, I have not. That’s just the way it is. I’m grateful that the sales of my paintings bring in a little income for Mama.”

“Estelle, if there’s justice in the world, a lord will fall in love with you and make you his bride.”

Her friend laughed softly, then murmured, “A lord? Goodness, Caroline. Why would a lord ever come to Hollydell?”

The two young ladies headed toward home. Estelle asked Caroline if she’d found any of the presents her parents meant to give her at the New Year—the Garlands long maintained a silly game of hiding and searching for presents before the day. It was part of their passion for the fun and games of the Yuletide season.

“Not yet,” Caroline admitted. “I’ve been busy.”

“You can hunt for some when we get back. Before the guests start arriving.”

Caroline nodded. Hearing some sound in the clearing, she glanced back at the icy snowman, that pillar of perfection they’d just crafted. It stood alone in the clearing, all white and blue. For the slightest moment, she fancied she saw it move. But no, it was just a shadow crossing the clearing. She shook her head, shivering in the sudden breeze. She was a creature of logic, and logic clearly dictated that snowmen did not come alive.


Chapter 2

After Caroline and Estelle returned to the house, Estelle immediately went to lie down for a while, saying she needed to rest until she could feel her toes again. Estelle always looked fragile, with her light blonde hair and pale complexion, but after a day in the snowy forest, she looked decidedly arctic. Caroline promised that she’d send Maggie up with hot tea.

Since she was in no way tired, even after the morning’s exertions, Caroline chose to sit in the parlor and read one of her notebooks, reviewing previous experiments she’d tried over the past several days. Her father was a noted natural philosopher focused on chemistry, and his current goal was to develop a substance that a person could take to counter the effects of extreme cold. He’d been inspired to discover such a formula after reading of the shocking death toll that occurred among the multiple armies fighting in Russia the previous winter.

Horrified by the reports, he’d said, “Imagine if our own army, or any of our allies, had to go through that again this winter. If we can save even one life, it’s a worthy endeavor.”

Naturally, Caroline wanted to help. She frequently carried out minor experiments and tests necessary for her father’s more complex efforts. They started with known remedies, such as strong spirits and warming spices, trying to isolate what activated the effects while eliminating the drawbacks.

“Alcohol is dangerous because the warming effect actually introduces greater danger, in the form of slowed mental acuity and the tendency to lose more heat—evidenced by the flushing of skin so often seen among heavy drinkers, you know,” he’d explained early on. “The spices show more promise, but their expense renders it impossible to afford for a whole host of soldiers on the march. We must distill their useful chemical components into a portable and potable form—while ensuring the cost does not exceed a reasonable amount. It is a great challenge.”

The challenge had gone on the better part of the whole year. Caroline was deep into her study when her mother suddenly hurried in. She said, “Caroline, please put your work away. A guest has arrived!”

“And?” Caroline asked, looking up blankly, her mind still lost in the problem of chemical combinations.

“And you must meet him!”

Him? Warning bells clanged in her head.

“This had better not be another suitor, Mama.”

“Goodness, no. I think he’s an associate of your father’s somehow.” Rarely was her mother so flustered. “Do come. Oh, Caro, are you still wearing your day dress?”

“Yes, as it’s still daytime.”

Her mother sighed. “Well, the color does look well on you. Come along.”

In the more formal west parlor, Caroline stepped across the threshold and immediately noticed the man standing by the window, looking out. The edges of the window were rimed with frost, and she knew for a fact that breezes often snuck in between the panes. Wasn’t he cold? Wouldn’t he prefer to stand near the fireplace if he’d just arrived?

Then he turned around. Icy blue eyes met hers, and Caroline felt a bit faint.

This man was perhaps the most handsome she’d ever seen.

“Hurry along, Caroline,” her mother urged, practically pushing Caroline into the room. “Lord Snowdon had a long journey! My lord, may I present my daughter, Miss Garland.”

“Miss Garland, how do you do,” the man said, bowing. His voice was cool and smooth, and oh so enchanting. He took her hand and raised it to his lips, a very proper greeting that nonetheless sent anticipatory chills down her spine.

“How do you do,” she echoed, undone by the pale blue eyes gazing into her own. “Welcome to Hollydell.”

“Delighted to be here. In fact, I’m glad I arrived when I did,” he said. “The weather looks to be stormy further north.”

“You keep track of such things?”

“I have to. I am an inveterate traveler, you see. I love to find new horizons, and see new sights, and meet new people.”

Caroline felt a thrill of delight at his words: inveterate traveler. “How marvelous that sounds! Where are you off to next?”

“I’m going to the Highlands of Scotland after the holidays. Then I shall go to the Orkney Islands to visit my friend there.” He smiled, and added, “If you haven’t stood on the western side of the Brough of Birsay to watch an incoming storm, you can’t truly appreciate how wild the world can be.”

Caught by the image, Caroline wished with all her heart that she could go too. Remembering her manners, she said, “Won’t you sit, my lord? We’ll call for tea and you can tell me of your travels until my father arrives. He’s often a bit distracted by his work, but he’ll be along soon.”

“I am in no hurry.” Lord Snowdon gave her another little smile, and said, “Shall we sit by the window? No, you’ll prefer to be warm by the fire. Allow me.” He gallantly led her to the chairs by the fire, though the distance was all of five steps. They sat opposite each other, Snowdon looking quite at home.

Her mother hurried to instruct the maids to deliver the finest tea that the kitchen could muster.

Meanwhile, a massive orange tabby cat stalked into the parlor, curious about the newcomer. Seeing the creature’s arrival, Snowdon looked at the cat with a raised eyebrow. “Is this the master of the house? I should like to be presented to him.”

“His name is Mittens,” she said. He had white on each paw, hence the name. Though as he grew up, the moniker felt less and less appropriate. Dragon might have been closer.

Snowdon held out a hand, allowing the cat to sniff before he stroked the orange ears. Without warning, the cat jumped onto Snowdon’s lap and began to purr.

She said, “In many ways he does rule the house. I continually have to lock him out of the laboratory, or he’d smash all the glass in his hunt for mice.”

Snowdon smiled down at the cat in obvious admiration, but then looked back to Caroline. “Laboratory? Here? I would think that most ladies wouldn’t tolerate such an addition to the home.”

Caroline laughed. “To live with Papa is to live with chemicals! He does most of his work in London, but he maintains a lab here as well, just in case he’s got an idea while he’s home. And he always has an idea!”

“And you keep his domain secure from marauders?” He gestured to the cat.

“I do my best. I’m Papa’s assistant, you see. Not officially, of course,” she added, aware of how most men viewed the notion of a lady tinkering with anything remotely dangerous. “But he’s taught me all I know, and I like to help him in any way I can.”

“Very commendable, and I’m sure fascinating as well. What is he working on now?”

Caroline opened her mouth to reply, excited to share the plan to create a formula that could help soldiers endure harsh winter conditions without damaging their bodies. But just as the words touched her tongue, something stopped her. After all, her father often worked with the War Office, and much of his work was secret. No
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