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"Bayneville Castle estate ahead, miss!" called out the jehu.

Miss Jocelyn Maybrey drew aside the heavy leather curtain covering the coach window. Beside her, Lady Maybrey stirred and looked over her shoulder, each woman seeking her first glimpse of the legendary estate.

Just ahead, massive stonework marked the entrance to the property.

Lady Maybrey touched her daughter's hand and gently squeezed it. Jocelyn turned her head and smiled. For all her London beau monde savvy, her mother was excited. Well, Jocelyn wryly admitted, so was she.

Christmas at Bayneville! Memories for a lifetime!

The coach turned right to pass between cream stone walls surmounted with snarling lions that overlooked the roadway. Dry, ash-brown leaves swirled upward as they passed, sailing into the air. Chiseled in the Roman style into the stone wall below the lions was the legend BAYNEVILLE, stark and arrogant. Reading it, Jocelyn felt a shiver of anticipation. She turned her head and stared down the drive and across a half-mile expanse of scythed winter-browned grass to the massive stone structure known as Bayneville Castle, seat of the Marques of Tarkington, scion of the Bayne family.

Bayneville Castle—for all its size and name—was not a true castle. The current structure had been built over the long-ago ruins of an earlier, smaller building more deserving of that sobriquet. Nonetheless, Bayneville was more than a country estate with pretenses to importance. So vast were its holdings and outbuildings, its tenantry and craftsmen, that the estate was a self-sufficient village.

But as impressive as the entire estate was, all agreed it was the house and its immediate grounds that commanded attention. From a guidebook she'd purchased at Hatchard's Bookshop, Lady Maybrey had learned that the main building was constructed around three separate courtyards. At either ends of the house wings jutted away from the main body with each wing ending in a tower topped by a cupola.

". . . And," she told her daughter as their carriage bowled down the long drive, "there are two formal gardens, a maze, a topiary garden, and an orangery. All worthy of investigation, it says in the guidebook, as the finest examples of their kind,"

"In December?" Jocelyn asked absentmindedly as she rocked gently with the carriage.

"Yes, even in December. Imagine. It does sound too fantastic to be real. . . . And to think your Charles stands heir."

Jocelyn frowned at her mother's presumption of a betrothal between her and Mr. Bayne, and at her consideration of Mr. Bayne's position as Tarkington's heir. "Only if his cousin does not remarry and sire sons," she carefully reminded, "and I think it macabre to dwell on that possibility."

"Well, naturally one does not wish ill for Tarkington, but they do say the Marques has not been himself since his wife's death. Why, I don't believe he's visited his London house at all!"

Jocelyn sighed. Her mother considered all events in light of London society. "Mama, the gentleman has been in mourning the past year. It would not do for him to have lived a social life. And, as you have often stated to me, if one cannot go to London entertainments, why be in London at all?"

Lady Maybrey nodded, the tall apricot plumes in her bonnet swaying. "But don't forget Lord Tarkington's involvement with politics. That should not have been disrupted by mourning. Maybrey says he was extremely active and vocal prior to his wife's death. His presence has been sorely missed in the House of Lords—by his peers and by those in the House of Commons who saw him as a peer for the people."

"Perhaps his notion of what is proper for mourning is stricter than most," Jocelyn suggested.

Lady Maybrey nodded and stared at the manor, a pensive expression on her finely drawn features. She worried her lower lip between her teeth for a moment, then: "I do hope overly circumspect behavior does not put a damper on the festivities. What a dreary visit we should have, and how unfortunate it would be for dear Lady Mary."

Jocelyn laughed. "Lady Mary is the liveliest of creatures. I cannot imagine her easily acquiescing to sober entertainments—especially as the Christmas Eve ball and the subsequent house party are to celebrate her betrothal to Lord Killingham. No. Whatever her elder brother's disposition, she'll run her way, as shall all the guests. Mark my words."

Lady Maybrey took her eyes away from the manor house and leaned back against the velvet squabs. "If that is true, this may well prove the social event of the year. And prove your highlight as well if Charles should come up to scratch. . . . Wouldn't that be lovely? I can think of a few mamas whose noses would be good and tweaked," she finished with relish.

"Oh, Mama," Jocelyn gently chided, shaking her head in loving exasperation though a faint blush of embarrassment tinted her cheeks.

Sir Jasper and Lady Maybrey more than enjoyed the social milieu. They thrived upon it. It was their life. The Maybreys were invited everywhere. Jocelyn could recall very few times when their house wasn't filled with guests. Her parents had always been socially active and socially conscious. Consequently, they had not been surprised when Jocelyn was readily accepted into society as she made her social bow. Though her fortune was only modest and her appearance pleasant rather than beautiful, she quickly found herself with a handful of dedicated, worthy suitors.

Her favor fell upon Mr. Charles Bayne, for she felt the most at ease with him. They became friends, and Jocelyn supposed that was adequate for a good marriage. She knew her parents smiled and nodded approval. Charles Bayne was socially active, well connected, interested in government, possessed a modest though adequate competence, and stood heir to a Marques. What more could a young woman require in a husband? And, though she may blush at her mother's verbalization, Jocelyn did expect Mr. Bayne to solicit her father for her hand in marriage during their visit at Bayneville Castle. What a suitable finale that would be to her first season. Everyone said so. She could be serene in the knowledge that her life was secure and mapped out to continue in the mold created by her parents. Hers would be a familiar and comfortable existence.

But how could she account for the little mental gremlin who wouldn't leave her alone, the imp of mischief that searched for something else than an ordered existence? In the lonely hours of the night when she lay abed, sleepless, staring at the shadowy folds of the bed hangings, Jocelyn wrestled with a sense of deep disquiet. It felt like an itch that had no source and therefore could not be scratched.

Something was wrong. Desperately wrong. She was not content and she did not know why. She wanted to dismiss the odd feelings as hesitancy to leave her family, to commit to marriage; but somehow that explanation was too simplistic. Nonetheless, she wouldn't—couldn't—guess at an answer. She had to know.

She hoped this trip to Bayneville, away from familiar, everyday events in London, would help her grasp what this odd feeling might be and therefore help her discover a cure, or at least an acceptance.

She sighed and turned her head to look at Bayneville again. The nearer the carriage came, the grander the estate's appearance seemed. It went on forever, a formidable beauty. Odd to even consider finding simple answers in such an ornate backdrop. Looking at the vast property, Jocelyn felt an odd prick of curiosity for the man who held it, the eighth Marques of Tarkington. She'd yet to meet him, even though he was the elder brother of her best friend. She did know him by sight, though, for she'd seen him from a distance at the theater and about town.

Lady Mary's mother preferred London to the country; consequently after the requisite mourning period following her widowhood, she took up residence at the Tarkington London house, bringing Lady Mary with her. The Marques and Marchioness remained at Bayneville for most of the year, coming to London for the height of the season and when Parliament sat.

It was only now, after Lady Mary's betrothal, that the dowager marchioness came to spend any time in the country. There was curiosity in London as to why the Lady Tarkington deemed it necessary for Lady Mary's betrothal party to be at Bayneville Castle. Still, society did not complain, for when invited they were not averse to journeying to the country to visit legendary Bayneville Castle.

According to the letter Jocelyn received from her friend, the house would be full by Christmas. Looking at the bucolic peace of Bayneville in its pastoral setting, Jocelyn felt a surge of joyous relief in the knowledge that she and her mother were arriving before the press of London guests bringing London society with them. Her eyes sparkled in anticipation, and her pulse quickened.

As the carriage drew up before the entrance to Bayneville, Jocelyn was delighted to see her friend coming out to greet them, a hastily donned shawl thrown about her slight shoulders. Lady Mary skipped down the wide stone steps, eager for the waiting footman to open the carriage door and set the steps. Jocelyn's anticipation matched Lady Mary's.

Behind Lady Mary, descending the broad manor steps in a sedate manner, came an elegant gentleman dressed in a soft pigeon-gray suit. His dark hair waved back off a high brow, though one recalcitrant lock curled forward. Studying his confident, settled demeanor, Jocelyn was surprised that his hair dared to fall out of place. She recognized the man at once. Here was the eighth Marques of Tarkington, Simon Charles Froborough Bayne.

It struck Jocelyn that his mien—while in high contrast to his lively sister's and his amiable cousin's—was not the somber, morose aspect she'd expected. Nor was there the arrogance one often found in a man of his portion. His was a hard face, true, full of angles and planes with a stubborn, square-cut jaw. Nonetheless there was a welcoming smile on his lips, and he radiated a calm contentedness. Here was not a man with ghosts to dispel, a mask to wear, or hidden goals to achieve. He was as he was.

Fascinated at this divergence from idle supposition, Jocelyn stared at him until her attention was recalled by the feel of Lady Mary's arms about her shoulders in enthusiastic greeting. She blushed at her preoccupation with the Marques—and not a little for the realization of the rudeness in her stare. Flustered, she fixed her eyes firmly upon Lady Mary and vowed not to let them stray again in the Marques's direction until they were introduced. She grasped her friend's hand, kissed her cheek in gentle salute, and exclaimed on how good it felt to see her again.

"And I you! I swear I have been driving poor Tarkington to distraction with my pacing and wondering when you'd arrive! I'm so glad you and Lady Maybrey could come early," Lady Mary said, turning to greet Jocelyn's mother. "Mama's in the parlor anxious for all the London news."

"After your guests have had a chance to rest and freshen up," interceded Tarkington in a calm, surprisingly low voice that rumbled along Jocelyn's spine. She gave a tiny, involuntary shiver.

"Well, yes," Lady Mary agreed with her brother. "Oh, dear, and I have been most shatter-brained again, haven't I? I haven't yet made you known to Tarkington!"

"Ah, I was wondering when you would recall that trifle," Tarkington faintly drawled.

"I do apologize, but excitement and happiness overwhelm all thoughts!"

"Odd, I thought that an everyday occurrence," murmured her brother.

"Beast!" Lady Mary exclaimed, laughing. "Now please hush, I'm trying to do this right." She drew her shawl closer about her shoulders, cleared her throat, and drew herself up. "Tarkington, may I present Lady Maybrey and Miss Maybrey?" she said solemnly—and promptly sneezed.

Everyone laughed, Lady Mary pouted, and Jocelyn clapped a hand over her mouth, apologetic blushes for her laughter running high.

When the laughter quieted and the smiles settled, Lord Tarkington greeted Lady Maybrey easily, for they were known to each other from London's political circles. Then he turned and, quite to Jocelyn's surprise, winked at her. Her blushes soared again, and she could only hope that as she ducked her head and curtsied he would not notice.

To her relief he merely acknowledged her greeting before turning back to her mother and offering his arm to escort her into the house.

"We have so much to talk about and to do before the ball!" Lady Mary said as she and Jocelyn linked arms and followed behind. "When will your father and Charles arrive?"

"Not until Christmas Eve, I'm afraid. They would have come with us, but there was some meeting or other on the twenty-third they needed to attend."

Lady Mary pulled a handkerchief out of the cuff of her dress and dabbed at her nose, which was turning bright pink in the cold outside air. "Aunt Bayne has not been happy that Charles delayed his arrival. She lives in the Dower House, you know."

"Yes, Mr. Bayne told me."

"Mr. Bayne?" Lady Mary teased archly.

"There has been nothing formalized between us," Jocelyn said carefully.

"Yet. . . . But I should not tease you. I know how uncertain I was before Edward approached Tarkington for my hand in marriage. Even when I knew he meant to! I miss him. I wish he were here now. Unfortunately he arrives with the rest of the Killinghams in the very midst of the Christmas Eve rush!" She sneezed again, jamming her handkerchief against her nose. "Oh, Jocelyn, I am so happy! I would you were, too! As I would everyone share in my joy."
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