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      Just in time for Christmas 2022 comes this boxed set of eight charming stories of love, family, and miracles. Each Belle has contributed a tale set in the festive season—one just long enough to fit in between tasks at this busy time of the year. The tales are unrelated, except by the festive season.

      Some have been written for this collection, some are made-to-order stories never before published, some have been used as fan giveaways. All are delightful.

      So, pour the drink of your choice, find a favorite chair, and step into one of our worlds.

      A Mistletoe Kiss: Sherry Ewing

      As Christmas approaches, Sophie Templeton’s one wish is a kiss beneath the mistletoe from the man who holds her heart. Spencer, Earl of Wilmott has been quietly waiting for Sophie to grow up. Has he left it too late to make his offer?

      The Magic Christmas Stew: Susana Ellis

      The life of an idle spare is no life at all for retired Captain, Daniel Winthrop. He is capable of doing many things, but they all required a wealthy bride. Governess Emily Bainbridge fears being pursued for her fortune, so she keeps hers a secret. Will this pair find the courage to conquer their pride and risk all for love?

      Flowers for His Lady: Alina K Field

      After her fall from grace years ago, Eleanor Gurnwood has made a family of the villagers in her vicar-brother's parish. His rising career means she must choose between continuing as his minion or staying with the village. Then her past rides in on a white horse in the form of Major Sir Bramwell Huxley.

      An Angel's Promise: Rue Allyn

      Artis MacKai might be only a little girl, but she is not going to let a blizzard, wolves, or a deadly enemy stop her from rescuing the stolen mare and foal who are the hope of her family. It will take the spirits of her parents, a determined boy, and her desperate brother to save her.

      Room at the Inn: Caroline Warfield

      A fatherless child requires a village with room in their hearts. A hard-hearted baroness makes it impossible. The Honorable Declan Alworth steps up to make room in his heart and his home for the little treasure. How can the vicar’s niece, Maera Willis, resist either one of them?

      Zara's Locket: Jude Knight

      After Zara MacLaren is dismissed from her post on Christmas Eve, things go from bad to worse. When a goldsmith recognizes the locket he once made in the hands of a would-be seller, he sets out to find her. What seems bad fortune might just turn into a Christmas miracle.

      Three Ships: Elizabeth Ellen Carter

      Laura Winter lives on a tidal island that is home to a lighthouse. On a late November day, a violent storm brings not only the handsome Lieutenant Michael Renten but also a clutch of pirates bent on wreaking mischief.

      The Beau of Christmas Past: Cerise DeLand

      Years ago, Alyssa and Gabriel were caught enjoying a Christmas kiss, which broke Alyssa's betrothal to another man, and caused the pair to be exiled, far from their families and one another. Home for Christmas, will they find the past something to be overcome? Or fulfilled?
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          BY SHERRY EWING

        

      

    

    
      
        
        All she wants for Christmas is a mistletoe kiss…

      

      

      Miss Sophie Templeton has been waiting a lifetime for the one man who owns her heart, but he seems to court a different woman every Season. As Christmas approaches, Sophie’s one wish is a kiss from him beneath the mistletoe.

      Spencer, Earl of Wilmott has quietly watched Sophie through the years, holding her in his heart, and biding his time until he can offer for her. He appeases his parents by being seen with a variety of eligible women. But Sophie is grown up now, and he must put aside his worries that she’ll find him too old and make his offer.

      One chance encounter, one dance in which he all but claims her; can Spencer convince Sophie to make this a Christmas romance that will last a lifetime?
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      The Village Rectory

      Edington, England

      December 1817

      Miss Sophie Templeton reached for a red ribbon and began to tie the fabric into an intricate bow. Her sister Margaret, who was happily married, went around their father’s small house decorating as though she owned the place. She was on a mission to see the rooms properly decorated and Sophie had been roped into helping despite preferring to stay in London for the holiday season. She had friends to call upon and possible connections to be made to find a man suitable to become her husband, after all. She had no time to while away the hours in the country! At ten and nine she was practically on the shelf.

      Sophie handed the newly-made bow to Margaret who attached fabric to a bunch of mistletoe. Her husband Frederick had begun a ritual when they had married to hang mistletoe from every available doorway in their house. It was his way to capture his wife at every opportunity to give her a kiss. Sophie sighed at the thought of such a romantic gesture. She only wished she had her own beau to steal a kiss or two herself.

      “Sophie,” Margaret called from the foyer. “Bring that bunch of garland for the mantel in the front parlor. We can decorate that room next.”

      “Coming, Margaret,” Sophie answered, relieved that she could take a break from making bows. She took up the garland and walked to the front room where her father, Joseph, sat in his favorite chair reading the newspaper. Tall and lean with his dark brown hair becoming greyer as the years passed, he had been a doting father as best as he knew how after Sophie’s mother had passed away. Her father missed his wife to this very day, but back then, he concentrated more on his parishioners than he did Sophie while she was growing up. It was the reason Margaret took Sophie to live with her when she married. Sophie didn’t have any ill feelings toward her father for his lack of attention and Margaret, being older, had been more of a mother to her than a sister.

      “Is your sister keeping you busy, poppet?” he asked lovingly.

      Sophie could never ask him to stop using his favorite endearment for her, since apparently her mother had also used the term before her passing. “Yes, papa. Your house will look just lovely when we’re all done and ready for visitors.”

      She came over to kiss his cheek and he patted hers. “Such a good girl,” he murmured softly as though she was still a small child. “I don’t know why you both bother every year. It’s not likely I’ll have too many people dropping by to pay their respects to an old man.”

      “You’re not old,” she scolded, smothering a laugh. “Besides, you know that’s not true, Papa. Before you know it, the whole village will have come by to ensure you have enough food on your table and a sweet treat or two to see you through the entire winter.”

      Her father chuckled. “I suppose you’re right. I’ll probably gain ten pounds just from the desserts alone.” He stood, set down the newsprint, and picked up his bible from the table. “If you need me, I’ll be in my study working on this Sunday’s sermon.”

      She watched him leave, all the while pondering if their father ever got lonely when they weren’t here visiting. She would mention it to Margaret when they could have a private word together.

      Sophie took the garland to the mantel and was putting it in place when Frederick and Margaret entered the room. Enter being a figurative word since Frederick stopped her sister to do what? Give her another kiss beneath the hanging mistletoe, of course. Sophie held back a groan of despair. She wasn’t sure she could stand many more of their public displays without her emotions getting the best of her. Was it right to be jealous of her beloved sister’s happiness? Perhaps not, but Sophie couldn’t help being pea green with envy.

      Sophie cleared her throat hoping this was enough of a hint to break the two love birds apart. Honestly, you would think they were still newlyweds instead of being married for the past five years with a three-year-old son!

      “Margaret, my darling, we are embarrassing your sister,” Frederick stated, holding his wife at arm’s length.

      “Nonsense, Freddy. Sophie has been living with us all these years. She’s used to us by now,” Margaret replied, strolling into the room. She began fussing over the garland that Sophie had just placed on the mantel. Sophia glared at Margaret whose brow rose haughtily. “What? It needed to be perfect.”

      “It was perfect, Margaret. I don’t know why you even brought me along, if all you’re going to do is nit-pick over everything I’ve done.” Sophie plopped herself down into her father’s vacant chair and crossed her arms. Her foot beat a rapid staccato on the floorboards.

      Frederick came over to give Sophie a kiss upon her cheek. “She’s a bit bothersome when it comes to these things, Sophie. Please forgive her,” he said softly. His charcoal grey eyes twinkled mischievously as if his words would take some of the sting out of whatever Margaret might say next.

      Margaret huffed and sat down in a chair opposite her sister. “You two are in cahoots against me! I knew I should have traveled here alone, Freddy. You could have easily stayed in London with Colin and his nursemaid. But no… you insisted that you and Colin come along. Family being together is important during the holiday, you said.”

      “Now, Margaret⁠—”

      Margaret waved her finger at her husband. “Not. Another. Word! Otherwise, I swear you’ll be sleeping in the barn tonight.”

      Sophie giggled, knowing her sister would never force her viscount to sleep in a cold barn. “Best listen to her warning, Freddy, elsewise you’ll never get back into her good graces,” Sophie declared with a laugh.

      Margaret looked at the two of them before they all burst into laughter. “Enough! You two will have me at my wits end before the Christmas holiday is over. I am glad you came, Freddy. I do so love to take advantage of all the hanging mistletoe.” Margaret smiled before she continued. “I forgot to mention; Jennette Morledge will be coming over for supper tonight along with her two boys. I’ve asked Cook to prepare something extra special.”

      Sophie folded her hands in her lap, trying to remember when she last saw Joseph and Michael Morledge. Had she seen them since the last Christmas season? A memory of the two brothers when they weren’t much younger than her flashed across her mind. They had both grown up to resemble their deceased father probably more than Sophie would have liked. She held back a shudder thinking of Sander Morledge and their brief association when Margaret was possibly going to wed the man. Thank goodness Freddy had come to their rescue… and Jennette’s as well.

      “Joseph is now eighteen, sister, with Michael only four years his junior. It might be best if you at the very least stop calling the elder a boy,” Sophie stated, rising from her seat.

      “They turned out to be well-behaved young men,” Frederick announced before giving a wink in Sophie’s direction. “If I remember correctly, Joseph has a small crush on you, my dear, despite him being a year younger than you.”

      Sophie blushed, remembering how Joseph followed her around her father’s house, hanging onto every word she spoke. The memory of another flitted across her mind. Once there, it was difficult not to blurt out that her heart cried out for another. Sophie had resigned herself to the fact that Spencer, the Earl of Wilmott, was far beyond her reach. Whenever she had encountered him in the past, it had always been at a distance. Her heart would race just seeing him, but he never seemed to notice her. Perhaps it had been her age, since she was much younger. And then there were his visits with his parents to the rectory during the holidays…

      “Sophie?” Margaret’s concerned tone brought Sophie back to the present and the conversation about Joseph.

      There was no sense in her dreaming about a life with Spencer or even Joseph for that matter. “He’s more like a step-brother than husband material,” Sophie said, with a slight grimace. Joseph was nice but she could never think of him in a romantic fashion. And yet, if she couldn’t have Spencer, then who would make her a proper husband? She had no answer for herself.

      Margaret’s eyes lit up. “He would be perfect for you, Sophie!”

      Sophie’s eyes narrowed. “No. He would not and don’t even think about playing matchmaker, Margaret, or I’ll disown you as a sister,” she fumed.

      Margaret began humming a little tune and Sophie could tell her sister was already scheming away inside her head to make a match.

      Sophie gave a heavy sigh, knowing her sister would do as she pleased. “I’ll see if Cook could use an extra set of hands since we are having visitors this evening. Freddy… I leave Margaret in your tender loving care.”

      Frederick bowed. “You are too kind, my dear.”

      Sophie patted his arm. “I’ll expect the rest of the decorations to be put into place when I return, or I’ll know what you both did instead with your free time.”

      Margaret blushed, but a slight smile crept up at the corners of her mouth. Sophie had the idea there wasn’t going to be much decorating going on once the couple were alone. Her sister was one lucky woman!
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      Spencer, Earl of Wilmott, tightened the cinches on the saddle for his horse. An afternoon ride was just what he needed to clear his head from a morning spent with his parents. He was tired of the young, titled women they put in his path. Their intentions were good if not honorable, and he certainly understood their desire to see him wed. But he was only three and twenty. He still had plenty of years ahead of him before he settled down. Hence his need to leave their manor home for a ride in the country with the freshly fallen snow.

      He took the leather reins into his hands and led his steed over to the mounting block but turned when he heard another horse approaching the manor. Spencer waved his hand and his friend, Lord Evan Charville, returned the gesture. They had grown up together, even attending the same school, and were more like brothers than just good friends.

      Spencer handed the reins to a stable boy and clasped Evan’s hand once he dismounted from his horse.

      “It’s good to see you. Here for the holiday, Evan?” Spencer inquired with a smile.

      “You know my mother would never forgive me if I didn’t come home,” Evan said with a chuckle before lowering his voice. “I’d rather be spending Christmas with my mistress in London, but she’ll just have to do without me until the new year.”

      “I’m certain she’ll understand,” Spencer murmured.

      Evan ran his hand through his hair. “I’m not so sure, but that’s not why I’m here.”

      “I thought we were going to meet this evening at the local pub for a drink or two. What’s so important that you raced over here to see me?” Spencer asked.

      Evan’s devilish grin had Spencer cringing at whatever news his friend had to impart. “The Vicar’s house is full of his relatives who are busy decorating, inside and out,” Evan began, then placed his hand on Spencer’s shoulder. “I saw Miss Sophie myself with her dog in the front yard. She’s become a beauty!”

      Sophie… the last time he had seen her was when she had been skating in a park near London. That had been the year of the Frost Fair, which made it nearly three years ago. She had been only sixteen at the time. Spencer remembered how her face had turned up toward the sky as the snow fell onto her dark blonde hair. Green eyes to rival a springtime forest were filled with wonder and excitement as she enjoyed her time on the ice. Although she had not noticed him, he could not take his eyes from her. If he had not been otherwise engaged with a young woman whose name he didn’t even remember, he would have asked Sophie if he could join her. Alas, their timing always seemed to be off, and Spencer let the years pass despite his attraction to her.

      He had known Sophie since the time her family had taken up residence in the village rectory. She had been a teenager with a puppy with an odd name following her around. Tulip, if he remembered correctly. Tall and gangly with freckles caressing her cheeks and nose, she had been awkward and unsure of herself as only someone that young could be. But as she had grown, Spencer’s feelings for her had also changed even though he was four years older. She would be nine and ten by now and of marriageable age. Would she think him too old for her?

      “Spencer?”

      He shook his head as memories of Sophie’s yearly return for Christmas teemed through his mind: Her laughter filling her father’s house warmed his heart when he and his parents called upon the vicar and his family; her enchanting smile when they passed out small gifts to the children in the village; and those mesmerizing green eyes whenever she chanced a glance at him from across a room. Yes… there had been something there, he would swear it, and he was a fool for never acting upon his attraction in the past. He would not wait any longer. If he did, he might not get the opportunity to see if they could make a match. Unless she was already spoken for… God forbid!

      “A beauty, you say?” Spencer asked already knowing Sophie’s physical beauty but more importantly her heart as well. There wasn’t a mean bone in that young woman’s body, and any man would be lucky to take her as his wife.

      “Thought I lost you there for a minute,” Evan chuckled again.

      “You did,” he replied, with a knowing smirk.

      “Should we ride over to the rectory and see her for ourselves?”

      Spencer thought of the possibilities of what could be. “Yes, but give me a moment to run into the manor. I borrowed a book from the vicar that I should return. It’s as good excuse as any for coming over unannounced.”

      He made his way inside and up the stairs to his room. Finding the leather-bound book on his dresser, he picked it up and headed back outside. Lucky for him he didn’t run into his parents and have to explain where he was going. He shook his head, wondering when they would ever think of him as a grown man. If he was old enough to marry, then he certainly did not need to give them an update on his whereabouts minute by minute.

      He tucked the book away inside the leather satchel attached to his saddle, and Spencer and Evan mounted their horses and took off across the countryside. The rectory wasn’t far and before too long, they arrived at the small house with a low stone fence around the dwelling. The church stood off to the right with a tall steeple but was vacant now. They dismounted, slipping their reins into the hitching posts. Taking off his leather gloves, Spencer placed them inside his jacket.

      Spencer almost forgot the book in his eagerness to see Sophie. He ran back for it and had just walked through the front gate when a dog came barking to see who was intruding.

      “Tulip, you come back here,” a woman’s voice called out from the back yard.

      The dog continued to loudly bark. Spencer’s eyes looked at the hound. “Tulip, sit!” he commanded. The dog promptly sat on its rear haunches, wagged its tail, and began panting with her tongue plopping out to one side.

      “You, bad little dog,” the woman called out before coming to a skidding halt. “Oh! Forgive me. I didn’t know we had visitors,” Sophie said, while a becoming blush streaked across her cheeks.

      Spencer could only stare at the woman across the space between them. Clearly, she had been in the kitchen if the wooden spoon she held was any indication of her whereabouts before her dog decided to run away from her. Flour dusted her hair and face, her apron had what appeared to be jam across the front, causing Spencer to wonder what she had been attempting to bake.

      “Hello, Sophie,” Spencer said liking the sound of her given name as it passed his lips.

      “Spencer… it’s so good to see you,” she said affectionately until she remembered herself. “I mean, Lord Wilmott.”

      He came over and took her hand without the spoon and bowed over it. “There is no need to stand on formalities, is there?” he asked.

      “B-but y-you’re an earl…”

      “I am just a man…”

      “Well… of course you are!” A gasp escaped her, and she wrench her hand from his. “M-my f-father would n-never a-approve,” she stammered shyly.

      Spencer straightened. What a pity Society’s rules must be applied. “If we are to stand on formalities, may I present my friend, Lord Charville,” he stated, waving a hand for Evan to come forward.

      Sophie gave a brief curtsey, hiding the spoon behind her back.

      “I would ask you to call me Evan, but I suppose that would be too forward of me,” Evan said with a wink.

      Sophie didn’t say anything but only continued to stare at Spencer, not that he would complain. “Are you here to see my father?” she inquired, making her way to the front door.

      “Yes, to return a book I borrowed,” Spencer said, taking off his hat once he entered the foyer.

      “I’m certain he’ll be glad to see you, Lord Wilmott,” she stated with a smile. She appeared as if she would say something further, but they were interrupted by her father coming out of his study.

      “Lord Wilmott! What a pleasure. Come in, come in. No sense standing there in the entryway getting cold. Sophie, you daft girl, close the front door,” Joseph Templeton ordered.

      Embarrassment flooded her face before she did what she was told. She took their coats and hats and mumbled an apology with a bowed head.

      Spencer frowned then introduced Evan. Remembering the book, he held it out for the vicar to take. “I thought it was about time I returned this, sir. Thank you for lending it to me.”

      Joseph took the book and tucked it under his arm. “No need to thank me. You’re welcome to anything in my library. You must stay for dinner… Lord Charville, too. I won’t take no for an answer. Sophie, please let Cook know we’ll have two more for dinner. Now, come with me to my study. We can talk there without interruption from all the decorating my girls are doing.”

      “Miss Sophie… A pleasure to see you again,” Spencer said with a bow.

      Her hands full, she bobbed an awkward curtsey, reminding him of that shy little girl from years ago. “And you as well, Lord Wilmott. Lord Charville… If you’ll excuse me, I’ll see to your things and then inform Cook you’ll be joining us for the evening meal.”

      Spencer watched her leave and wished he could have said something more to her. If he was lucky, he’d get his opportunity before the night was over.
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      Sophie pushed her food around on her plate. Her appetite waned as the evening progressed. Conversations flowed around her, including the gentleman seated to her left. Her short answers had left Joseph Morledge struggling to keep up some form of interaction, but Sophie didn’t care. She wasn’t trying to be rude to Joseph or her father might have taken her to task in front of the entire table… Heaven, forbid! It was just that all she could concentrate on was the man seated across from her who kept up a lively conversation with not only her father, but everyone seated around him.

      Spencer, Earl of Wilmott… He was the one man of her acquaintance who had been like the forbidden fruit offered to Eve in the Garden of Eden. His tawny-colored hair and amber eyes would be any woman’s downfall and Sophie was no exception. In truth, she had hidden a secret attraction to the man since he first came to the rectory all those years ago with his parents. He had been on the brink of manhood, a rake in the making, if she were to guess, and always with a different woman whenever she saw him in London. Not that she was keeping tabs on the man but it was hard not to notice that his attention appeared to waver between the various blondes, brunettes and redheads of each Season.

      Then to see him today of all days when she looked her worse! She had resembled a kitchen maid with flour in her hair and a dirty apron. Those jam tarts had better be the most delicious dessert item on the table this evening or she’d toss the whole batch into the rubbish!

      His hand when it grasped hers this afternoon had been warm, sending shivers of delight racing through her entire body. If she could have been folded into his arms, she would have died and gone to heaven! How many nights had she dreamed of this man over the years? Too many to count and, as she had grown to womanhood, those fantasies only grew as each night rolled into the next. To have him so close had only fueled her thoughts of what his kiss would taste like. How would those broad shoulders feel beneath her fingertips? His hair as she brushed it from his forehead… would it be silky to the touch? How rapid would her heart beat if he turned those amber eyes to her with a fair amount of affection? She was dying inside to know…

      “Sophie…” Margaret’s voice from her right shook her right out of her daydreaming.

      “Hmmm?” she muttered quietly.

      “Joseph was speaking to you, dear heart,” Margaret said politely, although the look she gave Sophie told her she had better start paying attention to the conversations going on around her.

      She turned to look at the man to her left. Joseph had also grown up over the years and seemed to have a maturity far beyond his eight and ten years. Perhaps this came from the responsibility he felt for his mother and younger brother. And who could blame him! His father, what Sophie could remember of him, had been the very devil. He had hidden away his injured wife as though she were dead and had been looking to marry again. That man had charm and plenty of it but there had been something sinister hiding beneath his wicked smile.

      Jennette Morledge had borne the brunt of his displeasure so, when he had died, she had sold the country house and moved her family near the rectory. It wasn’t unusual for the two families to get together often, which was why Sophia thought of Joseph and Michael like the brothers she never had.

      “My apologies, Joseph,” she murmured politely, hoping he would excuse her poor manners. “What were you saying?”

      “No need to apologize, Sophie. I was just wondering if you would allow me a dance at the village social next Friday evening? That is, if you’re attending,” Joseph asked flashing a confident smile.

      Before she could answer, Margaret spoke up. “Of course, she would love to dance with you. Isn’t it lovely of him to ask, Sophie?”

      Sophie gritted her teeth until her jaw hurt. She caught her father’s glare and plastered a smile upon her face. “Thank you for asking, Joseph. I’d be delighted.”

      Joseph appeared relieved when he sat back in his chair raking his hand through his black hair. He began speaking with his brother who was on the other side of him, and Sophie was happy she didn’t have to further respond to another strained conversation.

      Her eyes moved to the man seated across from her. Her breath hitched to find him staring at her, and her body became flushed. Spencer was the only person who could make her flustered, so she raised her chin as though to prove, if only to herself, that she could keep a handle on her racing emotions. A slight grin began to etch its way across his handsome face, and for a moment Sophie thought he might be staring at another woman behind her. After all, Spencer had never looked at her in that way. But clearly there wasn’t anyone. He was looking at Sophie and his roguish smile only continued to widen, causing her heart to beat rapidly in her chest. She would never survive through dessert if he continued staring at her like this!

      “I would be honored if you would also allow me a dance, Miss Sophie,” he said, and the husky baritone of his voice almost made her melt into her chair. She could hardly believe her good fortune. He was actually asking her to dance with him.

      She heard Margaret take a breath as if to answer for Sophie again, and she quickly reached over to take her sister’s hand and give it a squeeze beneath the table. She would answer for herself this time. “Of course, Lord Wilmott. I’d be honored to dance with you.”

      He gave her a brief nod, took up his glass of wine and sipped, all while holding her gaze. If she was ever jealous of an object, it was that crystal goblet that had briefly touched his lips. She gave him a small smile, not trusting herself to speak because she knew she’d be tripping over her tongue like she did earlier this afternoon.

      The dinner dishes were cleared. Her freshly baked tarts were a success, thankfully, and her father led the gentlemen back to his study so they could partake of an after-dinner brandy. This left Sophie with Margaret in the parlor. Sophie went to the pianoforte and began to play, hoping that Spencer would hear how accomplished she was and rejoin her.

      “You shouldn’t ignore Joseph, Sophie. Can’t you see he cares for you?” Margaret asked, crossing the room and sitting in a chair by the hearth.

      Sophie continued playing. “And you should mind your own business, Margaret. I know you meant no harm, but I can answer for myself. I am a grown woman, after all.” She took her eyes momentarily off the keys before continuing. “Joseph Morledge is like a brother to me. Nothing more”

      “But Sophie⁠—”

      “A brother to me,” she said interrupting. “He’ll never be anything more.”

      “It’s such a shame, dear heart. He really does care for you,” Margaret declared trying again.

      Sophie stopped playing to look at her sister who clearly was only attempting to see to Sophie’s best interest. “You found your happily ever after with the man of your dreams. Don’t you wish me to find mine?”

      Margaret sat back in her chair. “Well, of course, I do. Everyone deserves to find love.”

      “Then let me worry about my own love life, please. You know how much I love you for all your efforts on my behalf over the years, but trust me when I tell you, everything will eventually fall into place… in time.”

      “Very well. I’ll try my best not to meddle,” Margaret said with a frown of displeasure.

      “If only it was that simple,” Sophie muttered beneath her breath. She began playing again. One tune after another until she grew bored with the keyboard. What difference did it make how well she played if Spencer wasn’t in the room to hear her? As if she conjured the man with her thoughts, the men returned to the parlor, causing Sophie to lose her breath when Spencer came to stand by her chair.

      “I am sorry to cut our evening short, but I must return home. In my eagerness to visit with your family, I completely forgot that I had agreed to dinner with my parents,” Spencer stated, looking a bit embarrassed. “I’ll have some explaining to do.”

      “Let me get your coat and hat. I’ll inform a lad to bring your horses out to the front.”

      She left the room, delivered her message to one of the staff, and then went to a closet to retrieve Spencer’s and Lord Charville’s things. Taking hold of Spencer’s jacket, she held the fabric up to her nose and inhaled while the heavenly smell of spice filled her senses. She heard footsteps coming closer to the foyer and didn’t want to be found out, so she quickly retrieved the other coat and their hats.

      Spencer came into view, took Evan’s things and handed them to the man who returned to the parlor to say his farewells.

      His hand brushed hers when he reached for his coat. “Will you walk me out, Sophie?”

      Her heart would never be able to stand being this close to him, but she would take the chance she might survive their brief moment of privacy. She took her own redingote from the closet but before she could slip her hands in the sleeves, Spencer took the garment from her.

      “Allow me…”

      He went behind her to assist her with putting on the garment. His hands briefly resting on her shoulders caused her to tremble. He then went to open the door, giving her the opportunity to bow out if she felt so inclined. Nothing could be farther from her thoughts.

      The night was cold, and Sophie could see her breath in the air as she exhaled. The clip clop of horses was getting closer. He would be leaving her soon. Plus, Lord Charville would be exiting the house at any moment. She didn’t have much time!

      “Spencer… I⁠—”

      He took her hand this time bringing it to his lips. “Ah… there it is…”

      “What?” she asked in confusion.

      “The sound of my given name passing your lips as though you are happy to be alone with me,” he answered tucking her hand in the crook of his elbow. He began walking toward the road. “I have waited years to hear such a sound, if I am being perfectly honest.”

      “You have?” she gasped out.

      “Yes, I have. It’s been torture waiting for you to grow up,” he said caressing her hand.

      She halted their progress to the road, not believing he was speaking the truth. “You’ve been waiting for me?”

      “Yes.” A simple answer with so many possibilities.

      “Why me?” Her eyes widened when she realized she had spoken the words aloud.

      He took his hands to caress her cheeks. Leaning down, he stared into her eyes. “Because you were worth waiting for, my dear.”

      She closed her eyes, hoping for her first kiss. But she was to be disappointed when the front door opened, and they broke apart.

      “I will look forward to our dance together next week, Miss Sophie,” he said as he put on his gloves. His fingers then went to the brim of his hat giving it a slight tip as he took his leave.

      There was no further time for any whispered words. Lord Charville bid her goodnight and the two men mounted their horses. She would spend the rest of the week with her head in the clouds waiting until she could be held in Spencer’s arms while they danced.
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      The assembly was much as Spencer expected. The room filled with all the local villagers and landed gentry who had come to the country for the holiday. Bright decorations hung from the walls and hearths and even a bit of mistletoe had managed to find its way to hang near the entrance. Spencer smiled with thoughts of kissing Sophie beneath it. Now, if only he could claim his dance as she had promised.

      One wouldn’t think such a feat would be that difficult but, to his annoyance, Sophie was in much demand as one gentleman after another claimed her to the sound of a merry tune. She would no sooner leave the dance floor to recover from the fast patterns of a dance before another would come to whisk her away. Spencer was tired of standing on the sidelines waiting for his opportunity.

      “She’s lovely, isn’t she?” a voice said next to him.

      Spencer turned to see none other than Joseph Morledge. “Yes, she is.” Spencer was uncertain as to the younger man’s feelings, but if his expression was any indication of how he felt about Sophie, then he was in love with her.

      “I saw the way she looked at you at dinner last week,” Joseph said before sighing. “She’s never looked at me that way before, more’s the pity.”

      “You wish to marry her,” Spencer assumed. A muscle in his cheek ticked in annoyance.

      “I wish for her happiness. There’s a difference.”

      Spencer’s brow rose. “How so?”

      “I could marry her, of course. Her father would approve as would her sister, but I would never make her happy,” Joseph informed him.

      The man certainly had Spencer’s attention. “And why couldn’t you make her happy?”

      Joseph placed his hand on Spencer’s shoulder. “Because of the way she looked at you last week at dinner,” he repeated, patting Spencer. “You should make your intentions known, and soon, or you’ll miss your opportunity with the fair lady.”

      Spencer watched the younger man leave. The band stopped playing, and he saw Sophie leave the dance floor. She made her way across the room and picked up a glass of punch. It was now or never!

      Several acquaintances tried to stop him to have a word or two, but he only nodded and continued to make his way to the lady while she was still alone. He bowed before her. “Miss Sophie. I hope I can now claim my dance?”

      The smile she gave him was radiant. “I was beginning to wonder if you had forgotten, Lord Wilmott.”

      “Never,” he vowed placing his hand over his heart. “I only gave you the opportunity to dance with whomever you wished because once I claimed you, I plan on never letting you go.”

      Her brow lifted, and she appeared as though she was hard pressed to keep her laughter inside. “Is that so?” she smirked.

      “Yes, it is,” he replied while his gaze swept over her. She never looked more beautiful. If she were his wife, he’d adorn that graceful neck with diamonds and emeralds to bring out the color of her eyes.

      “More than two dances, and we’ll cause such a scandal we may never recover. Whatever would we do?” She waved her fan in front of her flushed cheek before snapping it shut and tracing it across her cheek.

      A smile lit his face. If he correctly remembered the language of the fan, Sophie just said she loved him. “I guess we’ll just have to wait and see. Shall we, my dear?” he asked offering his arm. He swore he felt her fingers tremble, and he covered her hand briefly with his own. Smiling down at her, he led her to the dance floor. The beginnings of a waltz filled the room. He held out his hand, and she placed hers in his palm, the other upon his shoulder while he took her waist. My God, she was so tiny she barely reached his chest. Rose perfume filled his nostrils, and he prayed she wouldn’t become such a heady distraction that he stumbled over his feet.

      “Did you pay the musicians to play a waltz for us?” she teased again, her eyes sparkling mischievously.

      “Sheer luck!” he murmured looking down into her lovely face as he twirled her around the floor. “You look lovely this evening. Blue becomes you.”

      She fingered the edges of his jacket. “And you look very handsome, Spencer,” she whispered softly. “You kept me waiting long enough to claim me.”

      He chuckled. “Surely you only waited an hour or two.”

      “More like years…”

      He was so startled by her reply that he did indeed stumble but quickly recovered. Her soft laughter caused his heart to lurch. He pulled her a step closer into his embrace, and her green eyes widened. She looked around in a panic. “Don’t worry, Sophie. I would never do something inappropriate on the dance floor that might damage your reputation. Your father and sister might never forgive me,” he remarked to acknowledge the sudden fear that sparked in her face.

      She relaxed, squeezing his hand, then looked up into his face. “You’d best behave, if you want to stay in my good graces, too,” she murmured.

      His laughter rumbled inside his chest. “My only desire is to remain forever in your good graces, dearest Sophie.”

      Her brow rose. “Are you about to inform me of your intentions, my lord?”

      He twirled her around. The faces of the other dancing couples became a blur. He had every intention of asking her to become his wife, but not here… not in a crowded room full of curious people just waiting for a bit of gossip about why he had hurried his marriage proposal. He had always dreamed of asking Sophie to wed him in a setting far more intimate and private. A moment to be shared with just the two of them together.

      “Spencer?” His name crossing her lips brought him back to the present, and he smiled down at her.

      “Not here,” he remarked and watched her disappointment so he quickly continued, “but soon.” Her eyes lit up, and he couldn’t be happier that he was the cause.

      The music chose that moment to end, leaving Spencer no choice but to bow before his lady while she curtsied in return. He took her hand, tucking it into the crook of his elbow while he escorted her from the floor. They stopped to talk to several acquaintances, including his parents, although Spencer couldn’t tell if they were happy that Sophie was on his arm… not that he cared. They would have to learn to love her just as he did. Love… yes… love her he did and he vowed that Sophie would know it, too, before the Christmas season was over.
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      Christmas Eve

      Sophie, full of excitement, twirled around in her bedroom in front of a full-length mirror. Margaret had informed her of the earl’s arrival a short time ago, but he had asked for a private word with her father. Memories of the past two weeks spent in Spencer’s company filled her head. Sleigh rides in the freshly falling snow, skating on the nearby frozen lake, dinner at his parents’ manor that also included her sister and husband, and even sitting in her father’s parlor having lovely conversations after dinner. She almost cherished those moments together more than all the others because it gave her, and her family, the opportunity to get to know Spencer further.

      A knock on her door gave Sophie a second of panic. What if he wasn’t asking her father for her hand? What if he had changed his mind? She went to the door to find Margaret holding Colin who squirmed in her arms. Her nephew started crying, and Margaret heaved a heavy sigh.

      “He’s late for his nap,” she said as though she had to make an excuse for the child. “But come downstairs. You have a visitor.”

      Sophie leaned over to kiss Colin’s cheek and made her way down the stairs. She stopped short on the next to last step. The person waiting with his hat in his hands wasn’t exactly who she was expecting.

      “Joseph! What brings you here?” Sophie said coming forward. She noticed her father’s study door was still closed, then took Joseph’s arm to lead him into the parlor. Not giving him the opportunity to answer her question, she continued. “I’m actually glad you’ve come over.”

      “You are?” he said taking off his coat and laying it over a vacant chair. He followed Sophie over to a worn sofa and sat next to her.

      She took his hands not knowing how to begin this difficult conversation that must be said because she wanted no hard feelings between them. She cared for Joseph but not in the way that would make a good marriage.

      “Joseph… I wanted to tell you“

      “I already know, Sophie,” he said, and yet his tone was somber as if he regretted the fact she did not love him.

      “You do?”

      He brought her hand up to his lips and kissed the air between them. “You want to inform me, very nicely by the way, that your affections lie with another. It hasn’t been very easy to see for myself the attraction you feel for Lord Wilmott but as long as you’re happy, then that is really all that matters,” he said. It was probably the most she ever heard Joseph speak all at one time.

      A sigh of relief escaped her. “Then you’re not mad at me?”

      “How could I be mad at you? We’re family. We may disagree on things from time to time, but in the end, we all just want what is best for one another, don’t we?” Joseph replied before he stood.

      She gave him a brief hug that she’d done a hundred times or more in their past. “I want your happiness, too, Joseph, and hope you’ll find the lady of your dreams one day.”

      He nodded and took up his coat and walked toward the front door.

      Sophie’s brow furrowed. “You never mentioned why you came over.”

      Joseph looked embarrassed. “I almost forgot! Mother wanted to invite your family over to celebrate the New Year together. Just let us know if you can attend,” he said, opening the door.

      “Please thank her for the invitation,” Sophie answered with a smile. Jennette was always so considerate, another mother figure toward Sophie that she appreciated.

      He bent forward and kissed her cheek. “Goodbye, Sophie,” he said staring into her eyes before taking his leave.

      She touched her cheek where his lips had been just moments before. Somehow Joseph’s farewell was solemn, as if she had lost something that could have been if only her heart hadn’t gone in another direction.

      She had no further time to ponder her reaction to Joseph’s departure because suddenly Tulip came bounding into the house barking and tracking mud onto the clean floor.

      “Tulip! You bad dog. Don’t you dare… Ack!”

      Tulip’s muddy paws as she placed them on the front of Sophie’s dress left dark brown prints on her otherwise pretty green gown. The misbehaving dog continued its antics, running circles around Sophie until the hem became just as dirty. Tulip then did the unthinkable by trying to weave her way in and out of Sophie’s legs. Sophie screeched when the dog and the fabric of the dress wrapped around her legs. Sophie began to trip and fall over her obnoxious pet. She was going to land in a heap on the floor!

      Falling backwards, Sophie was unprepared to be enfolded in strong arms while she breathed in the heavenly scent of Spencer’s cologne. Brought up against his chest, she took hold of his arm to steady herself.

      “I’ve got you,” Spencer whispered in her ear.

      “Thank goodness,” she whispered, her voice faint from the proximity of being held in his embrace.

      “Tulip, sit!” he commanded the barking dog until she finally obeyed. Spencer then assisted Sophie to stand, and she swayed once she gained her feet. His hand stayed upon her waist, pulling her close.

      She tried to step back, but the man continued to keep her near his side. “I’ll make a mess of your clothes,” she said quietly, knowing how muddy her gown had become.

      “It hardly matters, Sophie,” he replied with a grin spread across his handsome face. “Can we go outside for a walk? The day is lovely, and we should take advantage of the sunshine.”

      “I would love to but only after I’ve changed. Just give me a few minutes,” she said. Rushing up the stairs, she ran into her room and began to quickly change her soiled gown. Looking in the mirror, she patted her hair back into place and returned downstairs. Spencer already had his coat, and hers, in hand. Once they were dressed to brave the cool weather, he took her hand, tucking it into the crook of his elbow, and escorted her outside.

      The snow crunched beneath their shoes and Sophie became conscious of the stupidity of not changing into boots. But it was too late to worry about shoes that would certainly be ruined. She was with Spencer… alone… and she waited patiently for the words she had longed to hear.

      He finally halted their progress beneath a tree, causing Sophie to gaze upward. A smile lit her face from what she saw above before returning her attention to the man who held her heart in the palm of his hands.

      “You must be wondering why I asked you to take a stroll outside,” he began looking somewhat apprehensive of what he would say next.

      “To share a bit of witty conversation?” she teasingly asked.

      “Perhaps afterward.” Laughter rumbled in his chest while the sweetest grin slipped across his mouth.

      “After what?” she said, and her breath caught in her throat when he took her hand, bringing it up to his warm lips.

      “After I ask you to become my wife,” he said in that husky voice that caused her heart to flip end over end.

      “You wish to marry me.” Her answer was more of a statement than a question.

      “You may not have known it, but I have watched you from afar for many years now. I’ve seen you grow up from a little young miss getting into mischief with her puppy to the beautiful woman you are today. Is it any wonder I want to marry you?” He kissed the inside of her wrist and Sophie practically melted right there on the spot.

      “I can’t believe you’ve thought of me for all these years. I’ve noticed you, too, but always saw you with other women on your arm. I figured my chances of catching your eye were beyond hope.” A burst of jealousy at the women who came before her rushed through her but, as Spencer brought her closer, she realized they meant nothing to him.

      “My apologies, dearest Sophie, but that was the doing of my parents. If I had had my way, there would have been only one woman on my arm, and she would have been you. I just needed to have a fair amount of patience while I waited for you to grow up.”

      She stared up into his amber eyes with golden flecks sparkling in the sunshine. She would never tire of being held in his arms. “Ask me…” she whispered reaching up to play with the edges of his tawny hair.

      “I adore and love you, Miss Sophie Templeton. Will you do me the greatest honor by becoming my wife?”

      “I love you, too, Spencer,” she happily said, “and yes! Yes, I’ll marry you.”

      Spencer breathed a sigh of relief before leaning down to seal their fate with a kiss. It was a gentle claiming, and Sophie matched his movements as he taught her what she had dreamed about all her life. To have the man she loved giving her her own mistletoe kiss. She opened her eyes and looked upward toward the bunch of mistletoe hanging above their heads before she closed her eyes once more. Spencer had fulfilled her Christmas wish, and a lifetime in his arms would never be enough.
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