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      Louisa-Margaretta saw the first drop of blood when she was turning to the window, trying to see how deep the snowfall would be.

      Except there was no snow, which, given the chill, seemed impossible. She had hoped that at least there would be the small mercy of terrible weather. She might be trapped in a tower, but provided she did not have to entertain strangers, the evening need not be absolutely ruinous.

      She saw the second drop of blood when her mother came in the door. She held up her handkerchief.

      “It’s not a good omen, Mother. Two drops of blood.”

      Her mother and erstwhile jailer only smiled. “I thought it had to be three to portend death, my dear. You’re getting fanciful here in the north.”

      “You would say that only things in the Bible can be trusted as omens. Forgive me if I have an easier time believing this sort of sign than four silly horsemen who come telling us all that we are doomed.”

      “I believe because we do not need to stray from the word of God, Louisa-Margaretta. It is all there.”

      “And those were the teachings you were following when you stole me away and trapped me here at Wycliff Castle, then?”

      Something caught her eye for a second time near her window. It was not snow, but perhaps it was a person. Possibly somebody getting in wine or meat, for it was far too cold for anyone to venture out for a walk except her mother, who insisted on the very great effect a bracing walk might have on one’s health.

      “I did it for your own benefit, my dear,” said Mama, more placidly than Louisa-Margaretta would have liked.

      “Well, I have benefitted quite enough. Perhaps this little interlude has reached its natural end.”

      For the first time, Louisa-Margaretta saw that her mother was nettled. In spite of long years of bringing up son after son, followed by a stubborn young daughter who was more trouble than any of the boys, the unshakable Mrs Haddington did have her limits.

      “The only natural end,” she snapped, “will be a wedding.”

      Louisa-Margaretta was about to respond to this when she paused. There was one more drop of red in her handkerchief.

      There was a reasonable explanation, of course. A young lady who had never had troubles with her nose before might well have some difficulty if she was in a very cold place, frequently weeping, susceptible to illness for the first time in her life.

      But she only said, “Three drops. This means a death in the family.”
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      The gown had appeared on Judith’s bed just after she refused to go to the ball.

      She was wearing a simple black dress which wanted altering, as it had become loose on her small frame. Judith had always been thin, but the past year had worn her down to nothing. Far from suffering over her lost bloom and thin body, she felt like this new appearance suited her spirit. She did not consider herself a saint, but she had begun to understand why ascetics took simple food. Gluttony, which she had always regarded as nothing more than a mild sin, suddenly appeared both pleasurable and dangerous. She had convinced herself that she needed only simple foods, nothing rich, and that she need not bother with balls, teas, or other frivolous things that occupied the hours of certain ladies. After all, her father needed her help with Aaron, Moses, and Joseph, so she needed to stay near her home in any case.

      She would never have asked for such a gown, and simply looking on it made her feel just as ill as a hearty serving of rich pudding. Instead of a simple piece in the violet of half-mourning, which she might at least have pretended to consider, the rich scarlet garment had enough lace and ribbons for a whole neighbourhood. Judith hardly recognized the fashions. It had been years since she was last interested in such things and longer still since she had saved enough of her own pin money for a new gown. If it had not been small, perfectly cut for her thin figure, she would have thought it must be for another woman.

      But Miriam was the only other young lady in the household, and she had not grown thin. And the fashion would not be suitable for a lady of Aunt Leah’s years. In fact, it was also not appropriate for a young girl such as Miriam, who was not out yet and would be expected to wear something much more modest. No, the gown could only be meant for Judith.

      That did not mean she had any intention of wearing it.

      She knew better than to demand answers from her father, though she did ask him. He was sitting in a chair by the fire while two of her brothers, Aaron and Moses, played on the carpet with wooden animals. Her father must have been one of the only men in England who refused to allow toy soldiers. Instead, he had taken the story of Noah’s ark as his inspiration and allowed his children to collect little animals over the years. Judith, at twenty-five, was the eldest, so many of the animals were quite worn, and she was sure at Christmas, a few new ones would make an appearance. In fact, she had meant to find at least one for each of her brothers, but the packing and new arrangements had exhausted her. Surely, someone in Brackenfield, their new village, would be able to make them and might let her have one at a good price. Being a rector’s daughter had its privileges, but she knew nobody, and Christmas was approaching.

      “Papa,” she said. “Why on earth have you bought me a gown?”

      She had to repeat this several times. Her father was absorbed in his Bible, and then some mishap with the little wooden horses their Uncle Archibald had whittled for them distracted him. When he slowly rose to his feet, having assured Aaron that even a wobbly horse would have been able to board the ark, he had a look at the red gown that Judith was clutching in her cold fingers.

      “I let your aunt choose it, my dear,” he said. “She had it made. And one for your sister, of course.”

      As Judith looked round for her aunt, Miriam came running out with a peach creation pressed to her heart.

      “Oh, it is lovely!” she said. “Judith, only look. I don’t care how rich the Haddington family is or how beautiful Miss Haddington is reputed to be, we will outshine any of them tonight!”

      “Miriam,” warned their father, but he could not help smiling at the sight. Miriam was radiant, her face alight at the idea of the first ball she would ever attend. Though Judith and Miriam both had their mother’s wide eyes and fair skin, they looked as if they were separated by more than six years. Judith was thin and pale, her straight hair arranged in a style that was severe and practical. She had insisted on shaving her head after their mother died because she had read it was a practice observed by certain men in the Orient. It seemed to be the only thing befitting the way she felt — cold and bereft. Now that it had been over a year, her hair was long enough that she could get it out of the way, but it could not be put in pretty braids and curls like her sister’s. When she had to go out, she wore a wig, but at home, she found it too much of a bother.

      Miriam was pretty and plump, and were it not for the circumstances of their mourning, Judith was sure she would have been an acknowledged beauty. Her dark hair glistened in the light, and her high spirits made her lovelier still. Her bright-blue eyes were shining with excitement. Indeed, she nearly had been considered a beauty years ago, but a girl with no fortune who was not yet out could hardly expect to attract open admiration.

      “I am sure you will enjoy the ball,” said Judith. “I do not plan to go and could never wear such a dress.”

      “Only think,” pleaded Miriam. She did not attempt to speak to her father but stood facing her sister, still holding the peach-coloured gown. “I was ready to be out two years ago, Mama and Papa had agreed, and I am quite ready now. It is my first ball, and if you are so selfish as to stay home, Papa will not let me attend. You know that he always wishes us to be a pair when we are with strangers.”

      “It’s only the Haddingtons,” Judith said. “If they could find more families of their set willing to join them in Derbyshire, they would not have invited us. And it’s not as if you need a chaperone. Aunt Leah will be with you, as well as Papa.”

      “Fine,” said Miriam, keeping a bit of sweetness in her face until their father turned to fetch his sister. As soon as he was out of the room, she glared at Judith.

      “There is no need to think only of yourself,” she said. “Aunt Leah went to a great deal of trouble to have these made for us, and I know yours was the more expensive.”

      Judith could only sigh. “I didn’t wish for any gown, Miriam. She could have asked me.”

      “What good would that have been, when I knew you would refuse?” said a tall, handsome woman, sweeping into the room before her diminutive brother as if she were the sole owner of the rectory.

      “Aunt Leah,” cried Aaron and Moses, rising from the floor to embrace their aunt and tell her all about their adventures with the animals.

      Before Judith could confront her, Aunt Leah had swept Moses outside, claiming that the child would faint without a bit of fresh air. She was fond of saying that a good walk could cure any ill. Judith, in her grief, had begun to find this saying intolerable.

      Moses, at seven years old, hated being confined to the fireside more than anyone else in the family. Though they were not used to the chilly wind, he was eager to use his skipping rope, even if his hands froze. And he wanted his aunt to learn all about it too. The sound of their laughter came through the windows, though they were firmly shut against the cold.

      “Papa,” said Miriam. “Tell Judith there is nothing wrong in it, please.”

      “I am sure there is not, my dear,” said their father gravely. “Do you think it improper?”

      Judith looked at her dress again, inspired.

      “I will, that women adorn themselves in modest apparel,” she said, the quotation rolling off her tongue easily. She tried to compose her cross expression into one of angelic piety. Fordyce’s Sermons, though dull and silly, did have their uses.

      Her father frowned. “Do you find the gown immodest, then? I thought, since it was chosen by your aunt, that it would be fitting for such an occasion.”

      “You have no opinion of your own, father?” teased Judith, but her father was immune to her teasing. Miriam, however, had never taken kindly to her older sister’s jokes. And now she was prepared for a battle.

      “Never spend too much time or thought on the embellishment of the body, but always prefer the graces of the mind,” she said sweetly. “St Paul was quite wise, of course.”

      Judith frowned. “St Paul?”

      Their father smiled. “Yes, my dear. Miriam, you have been reading, I see! Very good.”

      He made to leave, and Judith put a hand on his arm. “Father, as Miriam just reminded us, St Paul told us not to spend our time on embellishments such as dresses.”

      He did not have a moment to respond before Miriam cut in.

      “But you are spending a great deal of time on it, dearest sister, by arguing against it. Why not just wear it and go, and think of your mind instead?”

      There were more sounds of laughter from the frozen ground. Joseph must have convinced Aaron to leave the fireside and take him out to look at the skipping rope, though at only three years old, he did little more than toss the thing about and call it a “snake snake” as he laughed. Aunt Leah may not have had any children, but in entertaining her nieces and nephews, she was often more spirited than a natural parent. It was one reason that Judith had always got on quite well with her aunt before the present visit.

      The love between the two had unravelled when Aunt Leah started trying to interest Judith in frivolous things like balls and gentleman callers. She had hoped that her aunt might be understanding, as Miss Leah St Clair was herself unmarried, but apparently, Judith’s mother had set her sister-in-law the task of marrying off both Miriam and Judith.

      To Judith, it was a form of torture and the only thing that made her admit that her mother had not been of sound mind in her final weeks on earth.

      Their father managed to leave the room. He must have known the battle was not over, but he had expressed one thought and would now leave his two daughters to express ever so many more. Judith threw the gown on a nearby chair and faced her sister. “St Paul? You could not possibly have remembered any of his writings. You always claimed that they put you to sleep.”

      Miriam gave a wicked grin. “You ought never to ask a lady the source of her information. And I am sure I should not reveal it in any case.”

      There was a sound of pain from the outside, but Judith refused to go to her brothers before she got an answer. “Tell me.”

      Judith was always more serious than Miriam but rarely angry. Something in her tone unsettled her sister.

      Miriam frowned. “Very well. I heard you giving Papa trouble, and I grabbed his copy of Fordyce’s Sermons before I came in.”

      Judith stared at her sister, which only seemed to amuse Miriam. If she had been cowed by Judith’s anger, in recounting her little triumph, she blossomed once again.

      “It was in the first chapter!” she said, gleeful. “And what’s more, old Fordyce was arguing against St Paul’s words. He seemed to think that it was not so terrible for a young lady to have a bit of a care as regards her appearance. You see, dear Judith, if even old Fordyce is not on your side, you have no chance with Papa.”

      Judith grabbed for the gown, and Miriam only just whisked it away in time.

      “You can’t force me to go,” Judith said, “and neither can Papa. What, would you drag me into the carriage? Say what you like, but I shall not attend.”

      They heard their aunt calling them. Both saw her through the window, huddled on the ground as her three nephews looked on, ready to cry. In fact, Moses had already started crying. He was the quickest to run out and to make any game rougher, but he often ended up in tears.

      Miriam froze, and Judith ran outside, sinking to her knees beside her aunt. She took Moses into her lap and motioned to Aaron that he ought to take Joseph back into the house. Judith was used to being the eldest, the sibling expected to have a care when something went awry. Arguing against things did not come easily to her, but soothing bruises certainly did.

      “Tell me, Aunt Leah,” she said. “Shall we send for the doctor?” With Judith’s aid, the dignified lady hobbled to her feet, and they made for the door and the warmth of the house.

      “I am quite well, my dear,” she said. “But I cannot possibly walk on this knee. So you will need to accompany your sister.”
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      As their carriage approached Wycliff Castle, Judith began to shiver. The large stone house, though it was very grand, did not seem to have either the ornamentation or the enchanted nature that would have befitted a real castle. Instead, its looming figure and many windows made Judith think only of money, and she wondered what on earth she was supposed to say to people who had such a very great deal of it. She wished that it would snow. It was a persistent argument between the sisters — whether snow made winter warmer and more bearable or whether it was only a tedious addition to an already intolerable season. On this evening, it seemed that it would have made little difference. The wind was bitter, and Judith looked in vain for the last light of the sun. Though she knew in her heart that Derbyshire was not quite far enough from their former home for the days to be appreciably shorter, still, it felt that she had come to a place where the winter in the high peaks would be particularly unforgiving.

      And she knew the journey back to Essex, or even simply to London, would be a long one. Even by stagecoach, with the money that her father was earning in his lucrative new living, the travel would be arduous and costly. So she may as well have been in the wilds of Scotland or even in Iceland, trapped for the winter. Though she longed to travel and see her friends, unless she found a way to become very wealthy, that would not be anywhere in her future.

      Judith longed for the Christmas gatherings that used to characterize the season. The old vicarage was small, so of necessity, parties were both loud and cosy. The children and the adults were all together, and though there was no room for dancing, everyone played music and sang ever more loudly as they drank elder wine. Indeed, Judith had some proficiency on the pianoforte and was happy to play carols while others warbled along. She amused herself by rewriting the tunes, often to her father’s disapprobation and her mother’s amusement. Her jaunty rendition of an operatic aria, with the words of “God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen,” had been so offensive to her father that she had resolved only to play it when he was safely out of the house. To her father, the hymns were sacred, but to Judith, the tunes were lovely little puzzles.

      The church she grew up in, the Church of St Helen and St Giles, was built in Norman times, so old that generations of the living and the dead had thought it part of the very bones of the countryside. Because the church had such a long life, what had once been the rectory had been passed from rich family to rich family. The St Clair family had to live in a little vicarage that was not quite as near as they might have hoped, but Judith never minded. She thought there was something holy about an old building with worn stones and solid construction. It was better than the church her father had taken over, which was of a very different style, one designed to impress rather than endure.

      Now they were to pass their first Christmas in Derbyshire. It was also to be their first Christmas of festive traditions without their mother. The Christmas before, the family had all been in mourning, and the celebration had been limited to what was required of her father. There were no callers, and as long as they went to services, they were able to banish the whole season without much thought. Though her father did not stop speaking of it entirely, he spent large parts of each day with his books. Miriam stayed by their aunt’s side, Judith took to her bed, and their younger brothers spent nearly all of their days playing with neighbours.

      This year, Judith had prepared herself for a Christmas that was strange and lonely. Now, apparently, she was to celebrate Christmas in the style of a grand lady. She would not have wished for a repetition of the year before, but neither did she enjoy the prospect of what her father generally deemed “sad frivolity” and what she considered a trial of a party.

      When she stepped into the house, however, she forgot her cares for a moment. Though the greenery that would characterize the later parts of the season had not yet been put up, the house they had entered was festive and bright. No expense had been spared on candles, clearly, and the flash of gowns and jewels in the bright lights made Judith feel transported. She could not even try to frown when she heard strains of music. The tune was familiar to her, as she had played it many times, but the ensemble was not. How different the notes were when played by a group of instruments together! Her sad little rendition on the pianoforte could not compare. The grand entrance of the large home was gleaming, and its furnishings appeared to be expensive and fashionable. Since Judith had not met the neighbours, she recognized no one, though Miriam prodded her sister every so often to point out the few neighbours that she had met during calls with their father. Miriam had avoided most of the calls themselves, as they bored her, but now, she was ready to pester her father for introductions.

      Judith struggled to collect her thoughts as Papa drew them over to their host and hostess. The host looked red-cheeked and uncomfortable, a short man who was strong and solid without being fat. Like Judith, his hair was dark and mousy, his nose thin and unbecoming. She felt sorry for her host, as she saw many of the things she had always disliked about her own appearance reflected in his. To add to this, he could hardly put two words together. Judith wondered whether he was very stupid indeed or merely shy. She considered herself shy, but even she did better than this man when called upon to show politeness.

      Of course, he had little need to speak, as there was a very able woman who spoke for him. It was clear that he was one of the many plain men who had managed to marry an exceedingly beautiful wife. The hostess, Mrs Haddington, was dressed simply but with great elegance in a deep-green gown. Even if Judith had not previously learnt from Miriam that Mr Haddington was a tradesman of humble origins, and his wife was an accomplished woman from a large, aristocratic family, their appearance and manners would have brought her to that conclusion at once.

      “Your lovely daughters,” Mrs Haddington cooed to Judith’s father, beaming at the family. “You must be Miss St Clair and Miss Miriam St Clair? Delighted. I cannot tell you how blessed we are to have such a gifted rector in our neighbourhood, and we are thrilled to welcome you as part of the family.”

      Judith bristled. In her eyes, the candles dimmed, and she saw the ball once more for what it was. She was not in fairyland, she was at the home of her father’s patroness, a woman who was well meaning but clearly insensible. Judith was certainly not part of this stranger’s family, though she was not silly enough to offend the person who held the livelihood of the St Clair family in her power. However much Judith hated the lacy red gown that she was wearing, she was quite sensible of cost. It was the only garment she owned that made her look elegant rather than ill, and she was sure that was due to the skill of the dressmaker and the quality of the material. It would not do to insult the woman who had allowed them to afford both.

      “Delighted to make your acquaintance,” she murmured, while Miriam only blushed.

      “My dear, sweet girls,” said Mrs Haddington, unwilling to let her guests go. “I do hope you will soon meet my daughter, Louisa-Margaretta. You are all new to the neighbourhood, are you not? But at least the two of you have each other. My darling needs a friend or a sister,” she said, pressing Judith’s hand between both of hers, and Mr Haddington started at this.

      “Young ladies like company,” he said in a rough voice that sounded a bit louder than the whisper of moments before. “And that’s all, my dear.”

      Mrs Haddington nodded. “Quite. I tell you, I will be delighted to introduce you all, if only I can find out where she has gone! The house is new, you see, so we are constantly searching for each other.”

      For the first time, there was worry behind her wide smile, but Miriam nodded. “I am sure we shall see her before too long.”

      Mrs Haddington nodded. “You are too good, dear. The truth is, we have three gentlemen staying, so it is lovely that you have come, and I must find my daughter! I should hate to see any of my dear nephews sitting idle for want of a partner.”

      Miriam looked rather too eager to be introduced to the “dear” nephews, and Judith succeeded in steering her away.

      Once they were a safe distance from Mr and Mrs Haddington, she sighed. “Papa, we have come and paid our respects. And now, I only wish that we could leave. I should be happy to plead a sick headache. And should we not use caution, given the season? I am afraid we will encounter difficulties getting home. The weather is sure to turn.”

      “We do not live far away, my dear,” he said. “I am sure no horse would be unable to find her way to the edge of the property in a storm. And I see this as an opportunity to meet my flock. Perhaps you can assist me. Mr and Mrs Chant are over there. The whole family paints, I believe, except the mother. Three daughters, though they are rather younger than you are. I know that there, in the corner, is a Mrs Maxwell, a widow who lives in the village with her sister.”

      Though Judith had not met Mrs Maxwell, she had heard her father mention the woman’s name, and she looked at her hosts with some curiosity. In London, a woman of Mrs Maxwell’s standing would never have been invited to a ball in such a grand home. In their little village back in Essex, a woman such as Mrs Maxwell might receive visits of charity from a grand lady, but she would not be found taking refreshments in a castle with all of the grandest local families. Judith concluded that there must be something in the country manners of Derbyshire that she did not yet understand. Failing that, their hosts must have very curious ideas about the villagers.

      In spite of this very interesting detail, Judith still did not wish to pass the evening with Mrs Maxwell or other ladies of advanced years. The idea of slipping away to gossip with Miriam suddenly seemed a little less odious. Accompanying her father about, ready to lecture on the subject of remembering that balls and puddings were secondary to the spiritual meaning of Christmas, was a task that Judith always tried to avoid.

      “Perhaps I ought to go with Miriam,” she said. “I am her chaperone, after all. I would very much like the chance to admire this beautiful home before we all must sit and eat.”

      Her father, knowing that she was uninterested in architecture, frowned. “Are you sure, my dear?”

      “Yes,” she said, but it was too late to escape over to the wall where Miriam stood, smiling a bit too brightly as she fingered the ribbons on her gown.

      There was a gentleman approaching them.

      “A pleasure to see you again,” said her father placidly, turning to his daughters.

      He beckoned to Miriam so that he would have both of his daughters near him, and she came at once, no doubt drawn to the presence of one of the gentlemen of the family.

      “My dears, let me present Mr Morgan Ramsbury.”

      They were introduced to the man who had walked over, a bit too quickly, to speak with them. Judith wondered if he had been sent by his aunt to ask one of the two sad, friendless Miss St Clairs to dance. Indeed, though he had approached them at a brisk pace, after the introduction itself, he had little to say.

      Judith realized that her father had met Mr Morgan Ramsbury once, but he had not provided them with much of an account of the man. After meeting him, this made sense to her.

      Mr Morgan Ramsbury, it appeared, was not a man of much conversation. His countenance might have been called handsome, except it was just as constrained as Mr Haddington’s.

      “How do you find Derbyshire?” he said, barely looking at her, after her father had been called away to another parishioner.

      “It is rather chilly,” said Judith, and he smiled.

      “Quite.”

      There was a pause so long she wondered whether her father might break it on his eventual return. It seemed unlikely that Mr Morgan Ramsbury would say anything that was not a response to a direct question. Miriam ended up being the one to continue the conversation.

      “Do you often spend Christmas here?” she asked, her smile warm and open.

      “We are here at my aunt’s invitation and Mr Haddington’s,” he said. “As the family has only been settled here for a month, it is my first Christmas in Derbyshire.”

      “And ours,” said Miriam.

      “Indeed,” he murmured. Then he blinked. “I see the dancing is to continue.”

      “Yes,” said Judith. “But we are a rector’s daughters, both of us, and thus neither accomplished dancers nor eager ones.”

      “Quite,” he said again, and bowed to both of them. “Well. I wish you ladies an enjoyable evening.”
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      As he left, Judith stared after him. There was something about Mr Morgan Ramsbury that she found quite unsettling. Perhaps it was the way he didn’t wish to meet her eye or his lack of conversation.

      “You needn’t refuse for the both of us,” snapped Miriam. “There was no need to be so rude.”

      “There is no need for you to be rude to me, either, and yet, here we stand,” said Judith, beginning to glare at the musicians. She suddenly felt angry at the whole Ramsbury family and the Haddingtons with them. It was unpardonable that anyone should have money to buy such a monstrous, large building and have the conceit to live there. And to offer her father so much money that he found it imperative to uproot his whole family. It was as if their income were a large club, too unwieldy to hold, heavy enough to damage everything in sight.

      Miriam gave a sigh then began an impression of a young lady being properly presented in London. “This is a lovely occasion for my coming out, dear sister. I feel just as if I am being presented at court. Oh, look! I do not know how I missed the queen. There she is, just there.”

      Judith did not think the joke was particularly amusing, especially as she herself was very much inclined to wish that their country were ruled by a queen rather than a profligate regent. Still, she was reminded of her own coming out. Her mother, in spite of her nerves and watchful eyes, had been excited to share the world of adulthood with her daughter. And she was quite clear with Judith that she did not see marriage as a requirement. She had always been firm upon that point, at least until her mysterious deathbed instructions to Aunt Leah. In the years before she died, Mama had been positively sanguine about the many blessings that spinsterhood might hold for either or both of her daughters, though even then, it had hardly seemed likely that Miriam would choose to forgo marriage if she had any real prospects.

      “I think spinsterhood sounds rather delightful. But don’t share my views on matrimony with your father, dear,” she told Judith more than once, her voice lowered playfully, her eyes twinkling. “They would only upset him.”

      She was, of course, not a stupid woman, and she was always sure to share the perils of spinsterhood with her daughters as well.

      “Any child a married woman bears is her husband’s,” she told them. “But if you do not wish to marry, you mustn’t let your heart run away with you.”

      Judith always responded to this with blushes and vexation. Let her heart run away with her! She was not particularly prone to strong feelings. To her, parties used to be enjoyable, but none of the gentlemen ever seemed in danger of winning her heart.

      Of course, they were not the sort of the family whose daughters were presented at court. The gatherings they did attend were much more humble. Still, at her first ball, Judith had felt every bit as eager to dance every dance, to be seen as a young woman, as any of the ladies who curtsied to the queen must have felt.

      And for the first season, and the second, and even the third, she had continued to enjoy herself. Though the parties were simple and some of the gossip was tedious, she had never tired of the music. She had even thought that she felt the beginnings of affection once or twice, if not love. But somehow, when her mother became ill, she had ceased to think about any of it. And tonight, her period of wearing full mourning in public had ended, and she seemed to be quite decidedly a spinster. Even Mr Morgan Ramsbury had hardly deigned to speak to her, though he seemed interested enough in beautiful Miriam.

      Perhaps it was time to accept her new station. If she could not be a charming young lady, she could at least become an adequate chaperone.

      “I will be kinder to the next one, for your sake,” she said. “Look! Father has found another gentleman. I promise to go over and beg him to dance with you. Only, I will be sure to imitate the way you used to look at Wynn when you wanted a bit of pastry. I will not give the appearance of begging.”

      This got a smile out of Miriam. She was, Judith realized belatedly, close to tears. Judith straightened her shoulders. She had been failing to take her mother’s place or even her aunt’s. She dragged her sister over to where her father stood with the gentleman, determined to be much more than civil.

      The introductions were made, and it turned out that this was the brother of the man Judith had just waved off. But this was young Mr Theo Ramsbury, his father’s heir, and both his manners and his looks were remarkable. He was not nearly as tall as his brother, and his complexion was darker, but he shared the same brilliant-blue eyes.

      “It is a pleasure to meet you, Miss St Clair, Miss Miriam St Clair,” he said, managing to bestow the same brilliant smile on both sisters at once. “I have heard much about you.”

      “Really, sir? From what source?” said Judith, forgetting again that she was supposed to be kind to this man for Miriam’s sake. She felt rather than saw Miriam bristle beside her. Miriam had immediately stood straighter when Mr Theo Ramsbury was introduced to them, and Judith could tell that her sister already felt partial to the impressive young man.

      Fortune was kind to her, and Mr Ramsbury was not offended. “From your father, of course! He is quite proud of all his children, as he should be,” he said, turning his smile toward Judith’s father. All three of them were now smiling, and Judith saw that Mr Ramsbury was one of the happy people who could bring gladness and amusement to an entire family with only the simplest of compliments.

      “You are too kind, sir,” she said, but she began to mean it. She had forgotten that her father needed the comfort and company offered by a ball, perhaps more than either of his daughters.

      “Nonsense! Miss St Clair, may I take this opportunity of asking you for the next two dances?”

      “Certainly,” she replied, still smiling.

      It was only when the dance itself began that she saw Miriam’s expression. Instead of helping her sister, Judith had taken another false step. Because she was now dancing with the handsomest gentleman in the room while her sister stood at the edge of the crowd, scowling.

      But she had little time to think of it, because Mr Theo Ramsbury was apparently determined to be an attentive partner while dancing.

      “How shall you spend Advent, then, Miss St Clair?” he asked. “I hope your father’s profession does not mean you have to spend hours arranging boughs in a frozen chapel.”

      Judith was silent for a moment. In fact, seeing to the church decorations had always been an activity that she enjoyed, but she knew that religion was not fashionable amongst the rich when it involved anything beyond weekly attendance. And she recalled that she was more likely to be engaged in fixing church doors than she was in decorating. Her father said that someone had been trying to get into the chapel, perhaps to sleep, as the nights were very cold.

      Judith had promised to check the doors with him and to help him find a locksmith in the village. Her papa was hesitant, because he wanted to offer a warm place to any soul without a home, but he thought it was best not to have anyone sleeping in the church.

      “We can fix up one of the cottages at the back of the gardens,” he said. “They are small, but they will be warmer.”

      Judith, clearing her throat, remembered that she was supposed to be talking about the amusements of Advent. The trouble was, she could not think of what they might be in the frozen wilds of Derbyshire.

      “I suppose I shall see more of our new home,” she said. The word “home” felt like a betrayal on her tongue, and she gave a silent apology to their dear old village of Greenhill for using the sacred word to describe what felt like a place of exile, not belonging. “Though I am not sure how. Even the shortest path can be quite dangerous if it is icy.”

      “A horse would be safe,” he said. “They know very little and yet never seem to lose their footing in winter. Tell me, do you plan to make use of our stables? I believe most of the beasts from my uncle’s old country house remain there, but I know of several who have managed the journey. In fact, many of them have done much better than the furniture.”

      Judith wondered why her Aunt Leah expected her to find a husband at such a gathering. This Mr Theo Ramsbury, with his fine clothes and talk of horses, would hardly consider the degradation of a match with either her or Miriam. Even the second son, Mr Morgan Ramsbury, had been so rich that she had felt perfectly safe in ignoring him. She tried not to sigh.

      “I am not a great rider,” she said. “We never had more than one horse, so I learned, but I am certainly no expert. I should not know what to do in a hunt.”

      “My cousin Louisa-Margaretta is a spectacular huntress,” he said. “A fine horsewoman. I could not be more different from her.”

      “Indeed,” said Judith, frowning a bit at the mention of Miss Haddington. Miriam had seen the young lady of the house from a distance and was completely in awe of her riding habit, her seat, and her horse, not to mention her beautiful golden hair.

      Judith noticed, not for the first time, that the famed Miss Haddington had still not put in an appearance. Even for her sort, this was shockingly rude. Perhaps the rumours about the young lady being too wild for her parents to control were true.

      “Perhaps she could teach you,” Judith said. It was the mildest comment she could think of.

      Mr Ramsbury was laughing.

      “Thank goodness she has not forced me to learn,” he said. “I should much rather be in town this time of year, or anywhere but this county of ice, snow, and very large rocks. These country sports bore me.”

      “You do not take after your cousin, then?” she asked, and he shook his head as emphatically as he could while keeping time in the dance.

      “We are all to go fox hunting,” he said. “Though, I confess, I shall be hunting for the horse least likely to throw me. Imagine!”

      Though she did not wish to betray any enjoyment to her sister, she found herself laughing. It was as if the setting had conspired to change her. A beautiful gown, a handsome gentleman, and the knowledge that Christmas approached were all having the intended effect on her spirits, no matter how much she railed against the Haddingtons and their palatial home.
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      Judith had been given a wise piece of advice about balls many years ago from one of her oldest friends. Of course, Letty Radcliffe was lost to her now. They were doomed to communicate only using letters, and even for the most momentous of occasions, they would not be able to meet.

      Even before they were spinsters, Lucia had given her advice about balls. Well, Lucia was not quite a spinster. There was something about her air, her openness, that marked her as a young woman with great wit and little money. That meant she might have difficulty finding a husband, not that she had no prospects at all. For Judith, things were quite different. She felt as if she had been a spinster all her life. She certainly was one now.

      Lucia had said that balls were uniformly dull, and there was only one way to cope with them. “Find a friend,” she said. “And go for a walk.”

      At the time, Judith had protested that she had few friends at such assemblies. Her mother and father were determined that she should be admitted to gatherings of people who likely considered themselves her social superiors. They told Judith that she was their equal but never quite understood that she preferred simpler gatherings where she would not be lonely.

      “Then find a young woman of quality,” said Lucia. “Preferably someone who finds the whole thing as dull as you do. And go off with her. Only make sure you don’t get separated, and that your chaperones don’t give you away once you are back.”

      At the happiest of balls, this was a perfect description of Lucia and Judith themselves. Though Judith’s mother never approved of Judith’s shameless attempts to miss most of the dancing, she was happy if her daughter was with Lucia and always had some polite excuse about the young ladies’ whereabouts. After all, as strict as some of the mamas were, their sharp eyes generally did not extend to the powder room. Respectable young ladies, as a pair, could have some degree of freedom that they would not have had alone.

      This time, Judith was quite alone. She was a chaperone, of course, so she was supposed to stay with Miriam, but there would be nothing disreputable about her leaving the dancing. And Miriam was so furious that there was little point in staying.

      Judith had come over to stand with Miriam after she finished dancing with Mr Ramsbury, only to discover that nobody had asked Miriam to dance. The poor thing was flushed and humiliated.

      “Mr Ephraim Ramsbury came over to speak with Papa,” she murmured. “We were introduced, and he did not even speak of dancing! He is a physician, and he would go on about all sorts of diseases and cures and every dull thing. He even said that he was christened here, in this very village, because he was born here when his parents were passing through on a journey somewhere else. As if I care about his christening! Too many gentlemen here, and still none of them will dance with me.” She was trying to be brave, but her lip trembled in just the way Moses’s had when he was crying for Aunt Leah earlier in the day.

      Judith looked about, but the next dance had started, and it did seem as if there were more gentlemen than ladies. Overall, there were not many young people dancing. Most of the visitors appeared to be either married or children, and she imagined that many of the families living in Derbyshire already knew each other and might not be eager to give the wrong impression to a vicar’s daughter.

      A rector’s daughter, she reminded herself. Her father was no longer a vicar. But the difference in pay was as nothing to families like the Haddingtons. If they were to be at all mercenary in their marriages, they would be looking for brides with a fortune of at least five thousand pounds, very likely more.

      “Miriam,” she said, “we only have to stay here, and eventually, one of the gentlemen will wish to dance. Or I can go and be introduced to this Mr Ephraim Ramsbury, then ask if he might help even the numbers. I see Mr Fletcher is not dancing, but I wonder if he dances at all. His brother, Mr Colin Fletcher, seems the likelier dancer, but I have not seen him.”

      Judith hoped that she had remembered their names. She had pleaded a sick headache when the Fletcher family came to call. She had to piece together what she had seen from her bedroom window with her general impression of the young men.

      She realized that she was rambling a bit. In fact, she was rather glad that Mr Colin Fletcher had not come, as he was a charming young gentleman, and Miriam would have been most put out if she had not got to dance with him. With the Mr Ramsburys, at least, she seemed to have more interest in appearances than in the men themselves.

      Judith cleared her throat, trying to keep her voice low.

      “Mr Ephraim Ramsbury, as a member of the family, is perhaps our most logical choice.”

      “He is ancient,” sniffed Miriam. “You will only ask him to dance with you, anyway. Perhaps you would be well suited.”

      Judith sighed. She could stand in a ballroom and listen to her sister calling her ancient, which would quickly turn into calling her ugly. Judith’s nose and face were thinner than all her siblings, her eyes were muddier, her hair was flat and unimpressive. Where Aaron had eyes as bright as the sky on a spring morning, Judith had eyes the color of mud. Moses had eyelashes that any lady would envy, thick and long, but Judith’s lashes were thin. And Miriam, well, she was simply a beauty in every sense. Miriam had not mentioned Judith’s notable lack of physical splendor during their period of mourning, but now that she had gone from wistful to furious, she might well decide to go on about all of them.

      Vanity had never been one of Judith’s vices, at least not when she was happy. But now, trapped in a fine but frozen home, without her mother or any of her friends, she felt that her looks were a curse. They were especially galling when all of her siblings happened to have been blessed with great beauty.

      “Papa,” said Judith when the two of them caught up to her father. He was in what she and Lucia had always called the “invalid nook” with the elderly widows, holding forth on one of his favourite subjects, a modern-day Bethlehem. Or rather, what a modern-day Bethlehem would be like if the Christ child were to be born in England.

      “No crib for a bed,” he was saying. “And yet kings were visiting, in the form of the wise men! Only think of it. If royalty were to visit a family who were staying in these very stables for want of a room at one of our inns, it would make quite a story. Yes, indeed, it would.”

      “Papa,” said Judith again. “I must step away for a bit, but I know Miriam was hoping to sit with you.”

      Her father performed the introductions, and Judith faithfully repeated and forgot every single name before she fled.

      She could not run away from the ballroom as she wished, because a family party had rudely clustered around one door. A woman who was not as old as the ladies sitting with her father but well past her first youth was holding court. She spoke with a curious accent that did not quite fit anywhere in England yet was not as faithful to her native Scotland as it might have been. She was standing rather close to a gentleman in an extraordinary purple tailcoat, whose pale skin and curly hair marked him as another person who did not seem to have Ramsbury or Haddington blood. There was a certain resemblance that most of them shared, but the loquacious Scottish lady and the taciturn gentleman looked quite different.

      Judith knew that the lady was Scottish because she was boasting about her life in Gretna Green.

      “Famous, isn’t it, and the stories are all true. All kinds of couples coming up, long journeys, to wed over the anvil. And a marriage, isn’t it, records and everything, no matter whether they announce it or not.”

      Mrs Haddington, the hostess, touched her husband’s arm and smiled. “Well, I’m sure you have many stories, dear Matilda. I must tend to our guests.”

      Mr Haddington did not look too pleased as she waltzed off, but one of the older gentlemen there looked even more displeased. “I don’t know that the young people wish to hear all about Gretna Green,” he said. “After all, they should be dancing.” That gentleman was not as stout as Mr Haddington, and he looked more tired. He seemed quite ready to escape the ball out of indisposition rather than lack of inclination for such a social gathering. Mr Haddington, though he was clearly none too pleased to be entertaining a great deal of family and strangers, had a natural strength and vitality that was not lost even in the richly lit room and cheerful music.

      “Indeed, Papa,” said Mr Theo Ramsbury, Judith’s dance partner of a few minutes before. “There are not a great many young ladies here, and if I am not introduced to them all, I might be forced to sit out much of the night. Imagine!”

      Judith looked over at Miriam. If only she knew that Mr Theo Ramsbury was seeking partners! That was probably why he had asked her to dance. It was senseless to pretend otherwise. At the time, she had hoped it was because her red gown was becoming, but perhaps it was not.

      The elderly gentleman grabbed the eager young man’s arm. “A word with you first, Theo, if you please,” he said.

      “Morgan, Ephraim, go and dance,” said the Scottish woman to the other young Ramsbury men, both of whom had been silent. “I’m sure you have also had quite enough of my stories.” Her eyes settled on Judith rather too quickly, and before she could suggest a partner, Judith nodded quietly and forced her way through the party as politely as she could. She did not wish to dance with Mr Morgan Ramsbury, who had barely spoken to her. She certainly did not wish to face the humiliation of being the “old” partner for Mr Ephraim Ramsbury, the other unmarried gentleman.

      As she passed him, it occurred to her that he was neither terribly old nor completely lacking in looks himself, in spite of Miriam’s condemnation. True, his hair was turning grey, but his face would have been handsome if not for its sour expression.

      “Excuse me,” she said. “Pardon me.”

      As she left, she heard the other older gentleman saying to Mr Haddington, “Stories of old times, eh? Puts me in mind of my own boyhood, so it does, and summers in the country.”

      Mr Haddington turned to a latecomer and gruffly introduced the old man as a Mr Horace Ramsbury, father of Mr Morgan and Mr Theo Ramsbury. If he hoped that this would put an end to the older man’s reminiscences, he was much mistaken. The indefatigable Mr Horace Ramsbury went on about summers in the country and his glorious youth. He made it all sound so idyllic that Judith frowned. Though her childhood had certainly had its beauty, she never would have described it so romantically. Perhaps she would feel differently when she was much older.

      Outside the ballroom, the house was quiet and cool. Though Judith had almost been on the point of fanning herself after the dancing, as soon as she was away from the crowd, the heat ceased to disturb her. However, she did see servants and guests moving about, so she knew that she needed to find a place where she could be settled if she were not to have her integrity compromised. Moving freely through a grand home, claiming that she was looking for a retiring room, was all very well for a spinster. But if she were to encounter a gentleman and they were to have a conversation, she might find herself in difficulties quickly. No matter how innocent the conversation, it would not be at all proper.

      Finding herself in a hallway with ceilings that seemed almost obscenely high, she thought about where a library might be situated. It would be just her luck to walk straight into a breakfast room or a room that was private for the family. A library was also supposed to be private, but the thought of a book was enough to tempt her.

      Judith did not cry easily, but the memory of choosing books to leave behind before their move north was enough to make her teary. She had wept and wept at the time and cursed the Haddingtons and their patronage.

      A servant girl passed by, her eyes averted. A housemaid, perhaps? Judith managed to stop her.

      “I’m so sorry, I was looking for the library?”

      She did not give a reason. She only succeeded in lying when she told a partial truth, never when she invented a history.

      “Of course,” said the young girl. “It’s just up those stairs, second on the left.”

      There were a great many stairs, and by the time Judith made it to the top of them, she had to catch her breath and had forgotten half of the instructions. On the third try, she found the library. It was ostentatious and grand, but the books were beautiful. She found herself quite in awe of the collection. Since the family was new, she wondered if they had brought the books with them or purchased the collection from their predecessors. She had even heard of some very grand families hiring scholars to not only purchase books but also supervise their arrangement on special shelves. In fact, many of those families were probably just like the Haddingtons, making money hand over fist from industry in Manchester. The very idea of this practice had always amused Judith. The rich, it appeared, would pay for anything.

      She took several turns around the room, walking with much more grace, elegance, and true amusement than she had been able to summon in either of the dances. Deciding that she should settle on a book, as she surely could not steal away for the entire ball, she took out a volume of Shakespeare. Though her father tended to disapprove of the plays themselves, he did acknowledge certain similarities between the poetic language of their translations of the Bible and the Bard’s work. And she must read something familiar — she could not bear to pick a new novel then leave it half finished when she rushed off to supper. And she would, of course, hurry back to the ball. Quite soon. She fully intended to return, she told herself as she settled into one of the more comfortable chairs.

      “What on earth are you about?”

      She was out of the seat before she had a moment to think, the beautifully bound volume of The Tempest falling to the floor.

      When their parents were cross, Miriam immediately told a lie or tried to correct her sister if Judith had the temerity to go first. Judith herself was incapable of thinking on her feet in that manner. “I was hoping to read,” she said with as much dignity as she could manage.

      “Well, I’m sure that as a guest, your place is not in the library,” said the person who stood before her.

      She was a woman, at least Judith’s age, of wealth and beauty. Her gown, in sharp contrast to Judith’s red, was of a pale blue and would have almost looked like the violet shade of half mourning were it not ostentatiously decorated with beads and lace. Nobody could have mistaken it for anything other than a ball gown.

      And the gown’s owner, though she was practically snarling, was beautiful. She was tall and fair, with deep blue eyes and golden hair. She had a complexion that could have been sickly were it not for the fact that her cheeks were pink, and she seemed quite healthy and strong.

      “I’m sure that your place is not in the library, either,” said Judith. “My name is Miss St Clair. I am the rector’s daughter.”

      She should have added some polite niceties about the ball or about how she had come to find herself with a large collection of expensive books. But she was completely unwilling to make such a concession. She wanted just enough politesse to make the young woman feel ashamed and no more.

      “Miss Haddington,” said the young woman. She did not include her first name, but Judith already knew her to be the wealthy family’s only daughter. And of course she was. With a name like Louisa-Margaretta, she could only be a princess.

      “Someone is coming in here,” the young princess said, now hushed. “Hurry!”

      She dragged Judith behind a curtain before she could explain then whispered to her, “It is only Aunt Matilda. But she will kill me if she discovers that I have left the ball. It was her chief aim that I survey all of the eligible gentlemen, particularly my own cousins, whom I could just as easily speak with across the breakfast table.”

      Judith only nodded, silenced by the revelation. She could not quite soothe her wounded feelings, not even upon hearing that Miss Haddington’s aunt was equally interfering. Surely, that was no excuse for treating a guest so poorly. She looked away, out the window at the frozen ground. Judith had the sense that she was not truly meant to know anything about Miss Haddington or her cousins but that the urgency of the moment had led Louisa-Margaretta to speak to her almost as a friend.

      The door to the library opened. It wanted oil. Judith reflected that the room might not get enough use for anyone to notice the problem with the door. It would not have surprised her to learn that all the Haddingtons and Ramsburys preferred either hunting or parties to reading. After all, Louisa-Margaretta did not appear to have her own book. The room was solely a sanctuary for her, its great wealth of volumes pearls before swine.

      They heard the older woman’s voice, the one who spoke with a Scottish inflection. She sounded just as merry as she had in the ballroom, but there was a softer note in her voice, too, one of affection.

      “My darling, at last!”

      There was a pause, and then she laughed. “Why, it is not time for supper! Only, you have surprised me. Well. Stealing from the kitchens, I suppose, is its own gift. A bit early for Christmas cake, perhaps, but I will not refuse.”

      They heard the sound of the door again and someone eating and drinking. They could not be sure whether it was the same woman who had spoken before, but when Judith thought she detected snoring, Miss Haddington pulled at her arm again.

      “She is asleep. We must hurry.”

      Miss Haddington kept such a grip on the lacy sleeve of Judith’s gown that it seemed sure to tear. They were down the stairs and nearing the ballroom before Judith pulled away. “I do not see why we had to hide from your aunt,” she said. “She would have scolded you for neglecting your duties as daughter of the hostess, I suppose.”

      “You suppose wrongly, Miss St Clair,” said Miss Haddington, drawing herself up. “She would have lectured me, yes. But worse, she would have forced me to return and then complained to my mother. My aunt is no ally of mine, and she is already cross with me.”

      “I hardly think being scolded and forced to attend a party is a harsh punishment,” said Judith, who only hours before had been on the verge of tears as her own aunt and sister attempted to do that very thing.

      “Well, you know little of my family,” said Miss Haddington. “And I wish you well. To be perfectly honest, if any of my eligible cousins tries to dance with you, it would be best for you to make any excuse you can and run away. They are bores, all three of them. Theo has a bit more wit than the others, but I have a feeling that he is the most boring in his heart, and I do not intend to find out by marrying him.”

      “Well, I say,” said a gentleman of some fifty years, bumping into the pair of them. Judith recognized him as the man in the purple tailcoat they had seen earlier. Since he appeared close to the family without being a part of it, she wondered why he was attending the ball. And why he had slipped away.

      And, of course, Judith was most worried about what this mysterious friend of the family might say about his discovery. In the heat of the argument, they had forgotten to watch the passage, and they needed to convince this gentleman that they had only been absent from the ball for a moment. Miss Haddington drew herself up again.

      “Mr Bragg,” she said, her face bursting into a smile that, while insincere, was indisputably beautiful. “Tell me, has supper been served? We were going to the kitchens to see when it might be ready and were waylaid by Miss St Clair’s desire to see our beautiful breakfast room.”

      “Yes, quite something, what?” he said vaguely. “I wager your friend has never seen a finer.”

      He smiled at her, but as they had not been introduced, he could make no further comment. Miss Haddington did not seem to register this and stared absently at the man.

      “Perhaps we should join the ball again, what?” he said. “Allow me to escort you, Miss Haddington.”

      The gentleman seemed to be lurching along in an odd manner. There had not been the smell of liquor on him, but it was possible he had already had far too much wine. Judith
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