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FOR OVER A YEAR ALISTAIR Godstone has been the Duke of Marlowe. Though he’s now a wealthy nobleman, it’s his wife and daughter who are most important to him.

With Christmas at his lavish estate approaching, all Alistair wants to do is celebrate with his family by honoring the father he never met. But rumors start to spread that threaten to tarnish the family name. Rumors suggesting that Alistair isn’t the true heir to the Marlowe title.

Now, instead of focusing on Christmas, Alistair has to track down the source of the rumors and discover if he really does have an older brother he never knew existed.

The Duchess of Marlowe, Evelyn Godstone, is happily married and enjoying motherhood. Since this will be her daughter’s first Christmas, the holiday season at Marlowe Estate promises to be extra special. 

Except Evie never counted on being at the center of a scandal. Rumors threaten her family and could jeopardize her daughter’s future. With high society turning its back on her and Alistair, can Evie discover the truth and bring her family together in time for Christmas?  
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The estate groundskeeper held the axe out to her. “Lady Marlowe, would you like to do the honors?”

Evelyn Godstone stared at the axe in surprise. For a little over a year she had been getting accustomed to life as a duchess at Marlowe Estate, but nothing had prepared her for wielding a large axe. “Well I...” Her voice trailed off into a puff of vapor as she exhaled. Fresh as the winter air was in the forest surrounding the estate’s grounds, she suddenly felt very out of breath. Anxiety was making her chest go tight. It likely didn’t help that an army of estate servants was staring at her expectantly.

She cleared her throat softly and took the heavy axe from the groundskeeper. “Yes, Mr. Riley, I would be glad to.”

“Just lift the axe over your shoulder like so, my lady, and then give it a good heave into the tree trunk.” The groundskeeper started swinging his arms in demonstration.

Mr. Riley made it look so easy, but as Evie gazed skywards, taking in the enormous fir tree in front of her, she was starting to suspect that it was much tougher than it looked.

They were standing in the section of the forest that was reserved for Christmas trees. And with the help of the estate servants, Evie had managed to choose the perfect tree for the front hall of the main house. The only problem was that tradition demanded that either the duke or the duchess make the first cut into the tree trunk. If her husband wasn’t so busy overseeing important business in town, Evie would have stood aside to let him do the honors. Alistair was a strong, muscular man who had always been good with his hands. The total opposite of her—a baron’s daughter who had never had to lift so much as a finger to get what she wanted in all her twenty-eight years. Evie had only just mastered how to work a stove in the past few months.

She stepped closer to the tree, nervous about embarrassing herself in front of so many servants. Though the estate’s staff had always shown her kindness and respect, Evie could still sense that they expected a great deal from her. Before she had married Alistair last year, there hadn’t been a duchess at Marlowe Estate for years. As the new lady of the house, nobles and servants alike now watched her every move. If she stumbled, word of it would spread like wildfire. High society could be vicious and ruthless when it came to even the smallest misstep. Getting something as simple as a Christmas tree cutting wrong could turn her and her family into the targets of endless gossip. And that was if high society decided to be kind. If there was enough boredom during the Christmas season, a single mistake could end up being a rumor that spun out of control and affected everything from the family’s social standing to business relationships. Ordinarily, Evie would have stopped caring about the aristocracy’s vicious ways a long time ago, but now that she and Alistair had a daughter Evie only wanted the best for Grace. Which meant striking the first blow into the fir tree without making an embarrassing error in the process.

Taking a deep, fortifying breath, Evie lifted the axe over her shoulder. Somehow the axe felt even heavier now that she was trying to wield it with all her strength. Tightening her grip on the handle, she swung forcefully and the axe blade sank into the tree trunk with a thunk. 

The sound of applause from the servants caught her off guard for a moment, but she took a step back from the tree and gave them what they expected—a polite smile. Having an audience for even the simplest of traditional tasks was just part of being a noble. She should have been used to it as a baron’s daughter. And she was used to it. But the gap between a baron and a duke was so vast it might as well have been the gap between commoner and noble. There was so much more expectation and pressure now that she was Evelyn Godstone, the eighteenth Duchess of Marlowe.

“Well done, my lady,” the groundskeeper said with a smile. “The workmen will take over the work of cutting down the tree so we can transport it to the main house.”

Grateful to let the workmen take over, Evie headed to the footman and the maid who had accompanied her for the tree cutting. The maid handed her a warm mug of coffee and they all started drinking to warm themselves up. 

Despite her anxiety about getting her part of the cutting right, Evie was reminded of how happy she had been to discover that Christmas at Marlowe Estate was a community affair with everyone pitching in for the festivities. She hadn’t been able to fully take part in Christmas traditions last year because she had been heavily pregnant. But now that Grace was almost a year old, she and Alistair were going to celebrate their daughter’s first Christmas. As she watched the workmen start to fell the tree, Evie’s heart warmed. This year, there was so much to be thankful for. Being a happy newlywed, Grace—not to mention Alistair and Evie’s parents’ delight at being grandparents. That was why she wanted this Christmas to be special. Her family deserved to have a perfect Christmas, even if that meant a little stress like braving wintery weather to find the right tree. 

Soon the tree was cut and the workmen began to move it towards the small truck that was waiting for transport back to the main house. With the moving taking place, Evie headed back to the main house with the servants.

The moment she was inside, Evie went to the upstairs nursery to check on Grace. One of the nannies was bundling Grace up in warm clothes at the changing table when Evie walked into the nursery.

“Ah, there’s your mummy,” the nanny cooed to Grace as she turned to dip a polite curtsey before placing a little cap on the baby’s head.

Grace’s huge blue eyes lit up and she reached her pudgy arms out to Evie, the way she often did when Evie approached her.

Smiling, Evie scooped her daughter up in her arms to start humming to her. Grace gurgled and returned the smile, then jammed her tiny hand into her own mouth.

Evie laughed at her daughter’s antics. Though Grace had been a crier in the early months she was now less fussy, usually smiling and laughing. And with her blond curls and round rosy cheeks, Grace was the most beautiful baby in the world. All parents thought their children were the most beautiful, but Evie had to admit that Grace looked like a little cherub with her round face and chubby cheeks.

“Grace, would you like to see the Christmas tree go up?” Evie asked.

Grace chewed on her own hand, which Evie decided must have meant that she was tremendously excited to see the tree go up in the great hall. So, with Grace in her arms and the nanny following after her, Evie went back downstairs where she found the workmen hauling the tree in through the double doors of the front entrance. She kept an eye on everything as a dozen workmen and servants maneuvered the tree into the great hall.

The great hall was like the halls of old. An expansive space where guests were greeted, with plenty of seating, huge arched windows that allowed in lots of light, columns dating back to the nineteenth century, marble floors, and a fireplace. All of it coming together to make the space elegant yet cozy in the winter months.

While the workmen adjusted the ropes to prepare to lift the tree, Evie sat down several feet away and the nanny took a seat beside her. Last year at this time, her pregnancy had been far too exhausting for her to watch the tree go up. But now she could watch with Grace, who was staring attentively as the workmen started to hoist the tree up.

At last they managed to lift it, the tree so tall that it almost touched the vaulted ceiling. Though Evie had grown up in a large country manor, Smythe Manor might as well have been a shack in comparison to Marlowe Estate. Here at Marlowe Estate, everything was larger and grander. Back at Smythe Manor, for example, the Christmas trees had been no more than six feet tall. Yet here at Marlowe Estate, the Christmas tree towered over the entire hall. It would take a full-length ladder for the tallest man to reach the top. 

The housekeeper, Mrs. Poole, suddenly appeared and dipped a curtsey. “Lady Marlowe, shall we go over how the tree should be decorated this year?”

Evie paused. Though she was the lady of the house, it was Alistair’s biological father who had been the previous duke. Marlowe Estate was Alistair’s ancestral home, and something as important as Christmas traditions ought to be discussed with him. “I’ll wait for my husband to get home so that he and I can discuss it.”

“Discuss what?”

Her heart fluttered at the sound of her husband’s deep baritone voice. Even now, after more than a year of marriage, she still got giddy in Alistair’s presence. And it certainly didn’t hurt that he looked positively gorgeous in a well-tailored smoke-gray suit that emphasized his broad shoulders and towering frame. From his wavy dark hair to that prominent, kissable mouth, to his square jaw, her husband was incredibly handsome. His gaze swept over her, those dark brown eyes holding the spark of an almost burning appreciation. One part wonder, one part desire. 

She quivered, the way she always did when he looked at her like that.

Grace squealed happily at the sight of her father and reached her arms out to him. Alistair greeted the maid and the housekeeper, then, with a smile, he picked up Grace to start dancing around the room with her. Evie’s heart warmed again at the sight of father and daughter together in their own little world. Alistair absolutely adored Grace, and had taken to fatherhood with so much
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