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            HAPPY CHRISTMAS TO ALL…

          

        

      

    

    
      Most of these short stories were originally written for a yearly event at the blog Ramblings from this Chick.

      Two stories (What a Woman Needs for Christmas and A Scot of Her Own) are epilogues to prior novels of mine, but the others are completely independent stories.

      A Kiss for Christmas is all-new for this collection, and is related to my Scandals series.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            BEL ASTRE QUE J'ADORE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A lonely French courtesan discovers the mysterious English spy who saved her from the guillotine cares much more deeply for her than she even hoped…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      DECEMBER 1794

      It was late when the guests left, after midnight. Celeste stood on the step, waving merrily, a smile on her face, until the last gentleman had driven away in his carriage. Only then did she close the door against the light but steady fall of snow. “It is cold out,” she declared, going back into the sitting room.

      “Come by the fire.” Rowland pulled a chair up to the fender and waited, expectant.

      Still shivering, Celeste gave in and went to take the seat. “You are too good to me,” she said, gratefully holding out her hands to the fire.

      “You don’t have to see them off from the doorway. Englishwomen wouldn’t do so, not on the coldest night of the year.” Rowland crossed the room to a dark corner. He had already put out most of the lamps, and now there was only the glow of the fire and the lamps on either side of the door.

      It was time to go to bed, but Celeste lingered, savoring the heat on her skin. It would be almost as cold upstairs as it was outside, even though Rowland had sent the girl to light the fires upstairs. “It is my way, even if your England is too cold for it. I cannot change everything about myself.”

      He was quiet for a moment, then came forward. Without asking permission he draped a shawl over her shoulders—not the delicate lacy one she had worn earlier, when her parlor was full of gentlemen, but a thick, warm shawl made of wool. She made a face even as she burrowed into the comforting bulk of it. All her French notions of fashion were being abused and undermined here in the cold climate of London. Still, there was no one who could see her looking so dowdy, and she leaned back and let her eyes close.

      “I haven’t asked you to change anything about yourself.” Rowland spoke in a low voice.

      Celeste opened her eyes in surprise. He wasn’t looking at her, but was winding the mantel clock. He was so absorbed in everything he did, she thought; he didn’t merely turn the key, he listened for the click of the mechanism. He adjusted the hands minutely. He wiped a smudge off the glass face before closing it, and then he stored the key behind the clock, where it would always be conveniently at hand. He left nothing to chance, but completed each step methodically and meticulously—not just in clock winding, but in everything.

      And it had saved her life.

      “You have,” she replied gently to his denial. “You ask me to stay by the fire when I would stand on the step. You ask me to wear this duvet of a shawl”—she flapped one corner of it without exposing her bare shoulders to the chill of the room—“when I prefer a scrap of silk and lace. You would have me become sensible and English.”

      “I would have you live a long, healthy life.” He didn’t face her but continued polishing the brass fittings on the clock. The fire cast a glow upon his profile, his prominent nose, the hard line of his jaw, the surprisingly sensual shape of his mouth.

      That mouth, incongruously set in such a grim and forbidding face, had been the first thing she really noticed about him, and tonight she found herself looking at his lips almost wistfully.

      “Thanks to you, I shall,” she murmured. “You saved me, Monsieur Rowland, from the butchers in Paris. I am forever grateful.”

      A muscle in his jaw flexed, and released. “It was my duty.”

      “To be in Paris was your duty,” she agreed. He had been an army officer attached to the British Embassy, ordered to help as many Englishmen escape as possible when the republic became a charnel house. Behind fans and handkerchiefs, as France slid into hysteria, Rowland’s name had been whispered as the man to look to for help.

      Celeste never would have done so, even though she admired the stern, taciturn Englishman who seemed to have the trick of making himself invisible to the sans-culottes. She was merely a rich man’s plaything, below the attentions of the English. He had spirited her neighbors—the sister of an English nobleman and her French husband—to safety, and then, unexpectedly, he had come for her. She had already begun packing for prison when he appeared at her window one night, one finger to his lips and his hand outstretched. Celeste still didn’t even know why she had taken his hand and followed him into the night without a backward glance.

      “To save me… Ah, that, I think, was the act of a soft heart. Or perhaps a soft head?” She tilted her head and smiled. She spoke fluent English—one of her first lovers had been an English duke, years ago—but she was still learning the English expressions. They amused her to no end.

      And Rowland was so amusing to tease. As always, he frowned and gave her a severe look. “How could I leave you? They would have sent you to the guillotine.”

      “Perhaps.”

      “And would you have gone willingly if they had come for you? Would you have mounted the scaffold with a smile on your lips and a kind word for your executioner?”

      “If one must die, can it not be with grace and dignity, rather than sniveling and groveling for mercy that would never come?” She gave a slight shrug, unruffled by his harsh tone. “I would not have given the crowd such a spectacle. It would hurt to smile, yes, but then the hurt would end.”

      His shoulders fell. “I could not have borne that,” he said very quietly.

      “You need not have seen it.”

      “I would have felt it, whether I saw it or not.”

      The fervor in his voice touched her. “You are so good to me, Rowland. What would I do without you?”

      He shot her an odd glance. She raised an eyebrow. Rowland had been very odd this evening. He had glowered at her callers and now he was lingering longer than usual.

      Celeste got to her feet. She didn’t feel tired, but restless and out of sorts. Outside a carriage drove past, its wheels clacking over the cobbles. She went to the window and pulled back the drape to glance out. The clear white light of the moon sparkled on the hoarfrost that coated everything in sight. It was beautiful in its own way, she supposed, this quiet little street on the outskirts of London.

      Behind her he cleared his throat. “I didn’t like the company tonight.”

      “You never like them.”

      “No,” he agreed bluntly. “They’re all toads. You should not encourage them.”

      Her fingers tightened on the plush velvet of the drape. It was his, paid for by him; she knew it, though he wouldn’t admit it. He had never told her who owned this house he had brought her to when she had nowhere else to go, but she was sure it was his. He moved about it with the air of a man in possession, even though he left every night. She couldn’t live forever on his charity.

      “It is all I know,” she said softly. “I am too old to learn a trade. I am a useless ornament, nothing more.” She adjusted the thick shawl more securely around her shoulders, no longer even pretending she didn’t want it. She had never been this cold when she was younger. “And not even that for much longer.”

      “Don’t say that,” he said at once.

      “No?” She touched the sprig of holly and ivy that decorated the window. He had insisted on them, for the Christmas season, and in return she had insisted on candles. She missed Christmas in Paris, even if the Paris she knew was gone. “Have I lost my bloom already?”

      “Not at all.”

      “I will, you know,” she went on. “I must make an effort to attract a new lover before I am wrinkled and stooped, for then I would be a burden on you forever.”

      “You are not a burden,” he said quietly.

      “Am I not?” She turned and swirled her hand about, like a ballet dancer about to make her obeisance to the audience. “No one sent you to save me. I have no friends in England, no patron who will support me. I know only one way to live. All this… You pay for it, do you not?”

      He said nothing.

      “You brought me to London not because the English wanted it, but because you wished it.” Still he made no reply. Celeste let the curtain fall and crossed the room. “You risked your life to return for me, didn’t you? Why?”

      Gently he reached out and took her hand. “Never say you are a useless ornament,” he murmured. His fingers stroked hers. “You helped three women escape the tribunals by seducing the officer sent to arrest them and drugging his men.”

      “They were girls—mere children.”

      “One of them was rumored to be the mistress of the duc de Rochfort, with a fortune in jewels sewn into her corset.”

      “She earned them,” said Celeste simply.

      He traced the pale web of veins in her wrist with one finger. “You refused the overtures of Joseph Fouchet.”

      She tried to tug her hand loose. “He is a criminal.”

      Rowland looked up at her. She had never thought to see that look in a man’s eyes when he looked at her. “He is a dangerous man. Because of him you were on the list to be arrested.”

      Her heart seemed to be choking her. “Was I? That must tell you what sort of man he is, if he would condemn a woman for her refusal.”

      “I already knew what sort of man he was.” He lowered his gaze to her hand. His sensual mouth pulled taut. “I could not leave you to the likes of him.”

      Yes, he probably had known. Just as she knew what sort of man Rowland was. Just as she realized only now what sort of woman she might become, thanks to him.

      “Monsieur Rowland.” Hardly aware of what she did, Celeste raised her free hand and touched his face, her thumb barely brushing the corner of his lips.

      He inhaled like a drowning man surfacing for air. “Madame…”

      “Do you not know my name? All these months you have been my constant solace and friend, and I have never heard you say it.” He said nothing, but his grip on her hand tightened. “I did not like the gentlemen tonight, either,” she confessed. “I have not liked one of them. I tried to tell myself it was because they are English, and very strange to me, but I fear they are simply not you.”

      His eyes were dark with tormented hope. “You owe me nothing.”

      She touched his mouth again. “It is not mere gratitude I feel.”

      “I don’t want to be one of your protectors,” he said. “I would rather have none of you than only part of you.”

      Something inside her chest quivered. “But you already have part of me.”

      He tensed, looking uncertain. She tried to smile, and a sprig of mistletoe caught her eye, hanging from the chandelier above their heads. She had put it there, and then spent the entire evening avoiding it—until now. “Will you give me a kiss?” she asked with forced lightness. “For Christmas?”

      He glanced up, and got to his feet. He towered over her, as harsh and imposing as ever, except for the softness in his expression. “I want to marry you. Will you have me?”

      “If you will kiss me,” she whispered, swaying on her toes.

      “Once I kiss you, I shan’t stop until morning,” he told her. Her lips parted. “Perhaps not even then.”

      “Oh, my,” she breathed. The quivering inside her grew harder. “Yes.”

      “Yes?” He frowned, grasping her shoulders and scrutinizing her face. “Yes?”

      “Yes. I am in love with you!” She smacked his chest with her fist. “I cannot keep looking for another gentleman when all I think of is you!”

      Slowly his beautiful mouth eased into a smile, and her heart gave an answering leap. “Happy Christmas, my Celeste,” he murmured, and finally he kissed her.
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        It's the first Christmas together for newlyweds Adam and Sarah Milbank. With a busy inn to run, they don't have much time alone with each other, until a snowstorm gives them a holiday to remember…

      

      

    

  


  
    
      CHRISTMAS EVE, 1820

      Her nose was numb.

      Unwilling to open her eyes, Sarah Milbank tilted her chin, thinking to tuck her nose beneath the warm blanket. Unfortunately that only alerted her to the frost on the edge of the blanket. She pried open one eye with a groan.

      The old latch on the casement had slipped again, letting the window blow open. Just a bit, but enough to allow a fine silt of icy snow to blow through and settle on the bed.

      “Adam,” she mumbled. “The window’s open.”

      Her husband stirred. “It’s not dawn yet.”

      “But the window is open.” She remained where she was, burrowed into the warmth of his side. Adam was a tall, strapping man, and he put off more heat than the kitchen fire.

      He rolled over and threw one arm over her. “If I have to get out of bed to fix it, I’ll wake up.”

      “I know.” She sighed, trying not to think of starting the day early. “But it’s snowing.”

      His breathing was soft and deep, and for a moment she thought he’d gone back to sleep. She was strongly tempted to do the same. “Do you think it’s deep?”

      She smiled, rubbing her cheek against the bare skin of his chest, where his nightshirt fell open. Her nose was not cold now. “I’d have to look out the window to guess.”

      “If I open my eyes and it’s dark, we’re staying here,” he muttered. “Agreed?” His hand stroked down her back, urging her closer against him.

      “Agreed.” She hooked her knee over his.

      There was a moment of silence. Then Adam raised his head. “Sarah, the snow is almost covering the bottom panes.”

      She groaned again. “Perhaps the wind blew it.”

      “Then there must be a fair amount of it to blow about.” He squeezed her hip before rolling over and sliding out of bed. “Damn, it’s cold!”

      She huddled under the blankets, but all the heat had gone with him. Reluctantly she opened her eyes, squinting in the dim light of early dawn. Adam walked stiff-legged around the bed, his breath hissing with every step on the frigid floorboards, and slammed the window shut, forcing the broken latch closed. “I’ve got to fix that,” he said, for the twentieth time.

      “I know.” She took a deep breath and threw back the blankets. “It’s freezing!”

      Adam was already stepping into his trousers and rolling thick wool socks up his feet. “You can stay abed a while.”

      “No, I’m awake now.” Teeth chattering, she snatched up a shawl and flung it around her shoulders, slipping behind the screen to wash up. There was a crust of ice over the water in the pitcher, and she was shivering by the time she had finished washing. She heard the door open as Adam left, heading out to check the livestock, no doubt. Sarah sighed, casting a bittersweet glance at the bed before rushing to put on her own warm clothes.

      When she had straightened the bedroom and swept up the snow that had come through the window, she went downstairs. The Queen’s Head was quiet today; no guests had stayed last night, which meant she only had to cook breakfast for herself and Adam. Even Minnie, the girl who helped in the kitchen, had gone home for Christmas. Adam had worried it was softhearted to let the girl leave a day early—what if an influx of travelers appeared unexpectedly?—but Sarah thought she could manage without her, so Minnie went.

      And now, as she stirred up the fire in the big kitchen fireplace, she was glad. It had been a long time since she and Adam were alone. The Queen’s Head was a small inn, but Adam hoped it would grow. Traveling coaches stopped in four times a day in good weather. They didn’t get the mail coaches, which went to The Dog and Thistle a mile up the road, but they ran a cleaner establishment with better cooking, or so Adam boasted.

      Sarah always blushed when he said that, but she was elated that her husband was proud of her. An innkeeper’s wife’s cooking could make an inn’s reputation.

      The kitchen warmed up quickly as she fed the fire. She filled the kettle from the hand pump Adam had installed over the summer—such a convenience, to have the pump inside the kitchen—and ground the coffee. Adam would be frozen by the time he returned from the morning chores.

      She paused on that thought. It was terribly cold out, but it was also the day before Christmas. They had no guests, and judging from the depth of the unexpected snow outside the kitchen door, they weren’t likely to get any. A smile curved her mouth. Yes, she would show Adam how good a cook she was today.

      She flew about the kitchen gathering supplies. It was a far richer breakfast than they usually ate, but today felt deserving. She hummed a tune as she cored apples, cut slices off a leg of ham, and diced dried herbs. All was almost ready when Adam tromped through the door, shaking snow from his shoulders and boots. He handed her a basket of fresh eggs from the barn, then paused, raising his head like a hound on the scent.

      “Bless my soul,” he breathed, his blue eyes brightening. “Do I smell…?”

      She nodded, hardly able to contain her delight. “Baked apples.” She took the eggs and cracked a few into the bowl she’d prepared. “With omelette and ham.”

      “Breakfast for a king!” He shrugged out of his coat and hung it up, coming to the table with a look of eager anticipation on his face. “Who’s arrived? Do I need to carry up luggage?”

      “No.” She poured the beaten eggs into the pan, sprinkled the herbs on top, and took the coffee pot off its hook. “This is just for my husband.”

      “That lucky bloke!” He grinned as he straddled the bench and warmed his hands at the fire. “He’ll eat me out of house and home.”

      She laughed. “It’s our first Christmas as man and wife. I wanted it to be special.”

      His face softened, and he caught her around the waist as she passed with a plate of warmed ham. “I hope it is, Sarah. I know ’tis not easy being an innkeeper’s wife. You were a brave soul to accept me. If we can turn a bit of profit this year, I’ll hire another girl to help with the cleaning—“

      She put her finger on his lips. “I’m not sorry I married you,” she said softly. “Now let me serve you a Christmas breakfast befitting the keeper of the finest inn in Yorkshire.”

      “I intend to enjoy it more than the King himself could.”

      And he did. They ate ham, salty and juicy with a spoonful of saved gravy. The omelette was tender and fragrant with summer herbs from the walled garden behind the kitchen. But it was the baked apples that made Adam’s eyes droop closed in happiness.

      “If I hadn’t already married you,” he said as he polished off the last bite, “I would fall to my knees right now and beg for your hand, after such a feast.”

      She was ridiculously pleased. Too often they ate separately, Adam in the public room out front, seeing to guests, and she in the kitchen, a few bites at a time between tending a roast or kneading bread or baking a pie.

      “The snow is fairly deep. I doubt we’ll have any travelers today.” He wiped one finger around the edge of his plate and licked it, a blissful expression on his face.

      “No?”

      He shook his head. “It’s up to my knees and still drifting down. I daresay we’ll be quiet for a day or more.”

      “Oh.” She sat for a moment in growing jubilation. A day free! They never had days free—and it was almost Christmas, too.

      “I hope it clears soon.” Adam went to the window and peered out. “We can’t go many days without guests.”

      Oh yes. That tempered her delight. Adam had inherited The Queen’s Head from his uncle, but he’d taken out a mortgage to make repairs and modernizations. They couldn’t afford idle days.

      Still, if one was forced upon them… She rose from the table. “Let’s not worry about it now. I’ll tidy the kitchen, you do the main room, and then we’ll…” She waved one hand.

      “Do what?” he prompted.

      Sarah grinned. “Have a spot of fun!”

      A slow smile curved his mouth. “You’ll have to show me how.”

      So she did. Sarah rushed through the kitchen chores, then wrapped herself in her winter cloak and mittens. She went out into the kitchen yard, strangely quiet in the drifting snow, devoid of the chickens who usually strutted about. There was no rumble from the road. Everything was blanketed in white, and it seemed she and Adam must be the only people in this corner of the world.

      By the time her husband came out, muffled in his own coat and hat, she was ready. As he squinted into the snow, she crouched behind the rail fence and lobbed the first snowball.
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