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      EVERY WALLFLOWER DESERVES A CHRISTMAS ROMANCE

      A Regency Christmas Novella

      

      When Christmas wishes come true in the most unexpected ways...

      

      Lady Sarah Abbottsford has spent years as London's most overlooked wallflower, dreaming of the passionate love her dearest friend Alice found with the dashing Marquess of Skye. This Christmas, Sarah is certain her dreams are finally coming true—the charming Lord Castleton has invited her to his family's holiday celebration, and she's convinced he might be her fairy-tale prince.

      

      George Montague, Earl of Hampton, has been quietly in love with his sister's best friend for years. But Sarah sees him only as Alice's protective brother—a dear friend, nothing more. When she asks for his help choosing the perfect Christmas gift for another man, George faces an impossible choice: help the woman he loves pursue someone else, or risk their precious friendship by revealing his heart.

      

      Sometimes the greatest love stories aren't about passionate conquest—they're about discovering that your heart's desire has been beside you all along.
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      London, December 1818

      Lady Sarah Abbottsford settled back into the plush velvet chair by Alice's drawing room fire, watching her dearest friend glow with the sort of contentment that made Sarah's chest tighten with equal parts joy and envy. Lady Alice Skye moved about the room with a grace that had nothing to do with her once-painful limp and everything to do with the happiness that seemed to radiate from her very pores.

      “You're positively luminous,” Sarah observed, accepting the delicate China teacup Alice offered. “Marriage suits you remarkably well.”

      “It does, doesn't it?” Alice laughed, settling into the chair opposite with her own cup. The winter sunlight streaming through the tall windows caught the gold in her strawberry curls, and Sarah couldn't help but marvel at how different her friend looked now. Gone was the uncertain wallflower who used to hide in nurseries during balls. In her place sat a confident marchioness who looked as though she'd never doubted her place in the world.

      Only a few months ago, Alice had been caught up in a scandal and finally learned the man she’d loved for a long time, her brother’s best friend, had loved her too.

      “Tell me truthfully,” Sarah leaned forward conspiratorially, “is married life everything you dreamed it would be?”

      Alice's cheeks pinked prettily. “Better. Oh, Sarah, when two people truly love each other, when they're friends as well as lovers...” She trailed off, her eyes soft with memory. “Calum makes me laugh every single day. And the way he looks at me...” She sighed dreamily. “As if I'm the most precious thing in his world. Second most.” She patted her stomach.

      “Oh, darling. You’re with child? How wonderful.” Sarah's heart gave a wistful squeeze. That was exactly what she wanted—that all-consuming, earth-moving love that made everything else fade into insignificance. The kind of love that inspired poets and made sensible people do wonderfully foolish things.

      “Calum doesn’t even care if it’s a boy or a girl. He’s thrilled.”

      “You're making me positively green with envy,” Sarah said with a laugh that didn't quite hide the longing in her voice. “Here I am, practically invisible at nineteen, while you're blissfully wed.”

      “Hardly invisible,” Alice chided gently. “And your time will come, I'm certain of it. In fact...” She paused as the sound of masculine voices drifted from the foyer. “Perfect timing. That sounds like Calum and George.”

      The drawing room door opened, and Calum entered first, still devastatingly handsome despite his domesticated state. His amber hair was slightly windblown from riding, and his eyes immediately sought his wife with that tender intensity Sarah so envied.

      “Good morning, darling,” he said, crossing to drop a kiss on Alice's cheek. “Lady Sarah, how lovely to see you.”

      “Lord Skye,” Sarah replied with a warm smile, genuinely fond of her friend's husband.

      Behind Calum came George, and Sarah felt her breath catch slightly as it always did when she first glimpsed him after any absence. Alice's brother had always been handsome, but at twenty-eight, he'd grown into the kind of man who made ladies forget their manners. His dark hair was perfectly styled despite the winter wind, and his grey eyes held that serious, thoughtful expression she'd come to associate with him. He was taller than Calum, broader in the shoulders, with an air of quiet authority that spoke to his years of managing the Hampton estates and caring for his sister.

      George had been like another brother to her for so long that sometimes Sarah forgot how striking he was—until moments like this, when he entered a room and her foolish heart performed an unwelcome little skip.

      “Sarah,” George said, his voice warm with genuine pleasure as he bowed over her extended hand. “What a delightful surprise. I didn't expect to find you here this morning.”

      “I came to steal some of Alice's happiness,” Sarah replied lightly, trying to ignore the way her skin tingled where his lips had brushed her glove. “It's terribly selfish of me, but married bliss seems to be in such short supply among my acquaintances.”

      George's expression grew thoughtful as he straightened. “I hardly think that's selfish. We all need reminders that such happiness is possible.”

      There was something in his tone that made Sarah glance up at him more sharply, but his face revealed nothing beyond polite interest. Still, Alice was watching them both with that speculative gleam in her eye that Sarah had learned to be wary of.

      “George,” Alice said, settling back in her chair with the satisfied air of a cat who'd spotted a bowl of cream, “Sarah has the most exciting news. Don't you, dear?”

      Sarah shot her friend a warning look, but Alice merely smiled innocently.

      “Lord Castleton has invited Sarah to spend Christmas Day with his family. They too are in London for Christmas this year.” Alice continued. “Isn't that wonderful?”

      Sarah felt heat rise in her cheeks as both gentlemen turned their attention to her. Calum looked politely interested, but something flickered in George's eyes that she couldn't quite identify.

      “Castleton?” George repeated, his tone carefully neutral. “I wasn't aware you were acquainted with him.”

      “We met at Lady Morrison's musical evening last month,” Sarah explained, her voice coming out slightly breathless. “He was so charming, and when he mentioned that his family keeps Christmas in the old tradition, I may have mentioned how much I love Christmas celebrations...”

      “And being the gallant gentleman he is, he issued an invitation,” Alice finished with obvious delight. “Sarah's been in raptures about it for days.”

      “Have you indeed?” George's voice was still neutral, but Sarah caught the slight tightening around his eyes. Perhaps he was concerned about her reputation, being invited to a gentleman's family home. George had always been protective of her, just as he was of Alice.

      “It's a perfectly respectable invitation,” Sarah said quickly. “His mother and sisters will be present, naturally. And I believe there will be quite a house party. Nothing improper about it.”

      “Of course not,” George agreed, though his tone suggested he was reserving judgment. “Castleton seems... amiable enough.”

      There was definitely something in the way he said it that caught Sarah's attention, but before she could question him, Alice clapped her hands together.

      “Oh, but Sarah, you haven't told them about your dilemma!”

      Sarah wanted to sink through the floor. Trust Alice to make everything sound far more dramatic than it was. “It's hardly a dilemma⁠—”

      “She's been agonizing over what gift to bring Lord Castleton,” Alice announced cheerfully. “She wants it to be perfect, something that shows her regard without being improper. I told her she should ask George's advice, since gentlemen understand what other gentlemen might appreciate.”

      The silence that followed felt charged with undercurrents Sarah didn't entirely understand. George was studying her with an expression she couldn't read, while Calum looked as though he was trying not to smile.

      “I see,” George said finally. “And this gift... it's very important to you?”

      Sarah felt her cheeks burn even hotter. Put like that, it sounded terribly forward, but she couldn't deny the truth of it. She was smitten with Lord Castleton—had been since the moment he'd smiled at her across Lady Morrison's drawing room and made her feel, for the first time in her life, like she might be the most fascinating woman in the room.

      “I suppose it is,” she admitted quietly. “I... I should very much like him to think well of me.”

      Something shifted in George's expression, becoming carefully blank in that way that usually meant he was thinking deeply about something. Alice, meanwhile, was practically bouncing with excitement.

      “Isn't it romantic?” Alice sighed. “Just think—this could be the beginning of Sarah's own grand love story!”

      “Romantic,” George repeated, and there was definitely something odd in his voice now. “Yes, I suppose it could be.”

      Sarah found herself studying George's profile as he gazed into the fire. There was a tension in his jaw that hadn't been there moments before, and she wondered if he disapproved of her attachment to Castleton. Perhaps he thought her foolish for setting her cap at a gentleman she’d only just met. But wasn’t love like that? It just hits you when you least expect it.

      Sarah wanted to fall in love. She wanted someone fascinating to sweep her off her feet and make her feel as if he would die if he just couldn’t have her heart as his own. She’d read Bryon. She’d read the gothic romances of the day, and she dreamed of escaping her quiet, boring life where no one ever noticed her, when the hero of her dreams came to claim her. The way Lord Castleton looked at her. Treated her. Excited her… She thought he just might be her hero.

      “You think I'm being silly, don't you?” she asked, surprised by how much his opinion mattered to her.

      George turned to look at her then, and the intensity in his grey eyes made her breath catch. “I think,” he said slowly, “that any gentleman who doesn't appreciate your regard would be a fool.”

      The words were perfectly proper, but something in the way he said them made Sarah's heart flutter in the most disconcerting way. She found herself unable to look away from his gaze, caught in a moment that felt suddenly intimate despite the presence of Alice and Calum.

      “That's very kind of you to say,” she managed, her voice barely above a whisper.

      “George is quite right,” Alice chimed in, breaking the spell. “You're a treasure, Sarah, and Lord Castleton would be lucky to win your affections. Which is why we must ensure you have the perfect gift for him.”

      George blinked and seemed to shake himself back to the present. “Of course. If you'd like my assistance in choosing something appropriate, I'd be happy to help.”

      “Would you?” Sarah's face lit up with relief and gratitude. “Oh, George, that would be wonderful! I've been positively torturing myself trying to decide what would be suitable. Something meaningful but not too personal, elegant but not ostentatious...”

      “I understand the dilemma,” George said, and his smile was warm even if it didn't quite reach his eyes. “Perhaps we could make an expedition to Bond Street tomorrow morning? I have some errands to attend to anyway.”

      “That would be perfect!” Sarah clasped her hands together, her mind already racing with possibilities. “Thank you, George. You're such a dear friend to offer.”

      “Yes,” George said quietly, his gaze lingering on her face. “Such a dear friend.”

      There was something in his tone that made Alice glance sharply between them, her expression suddenly speculative in a way that made Sarah's stomach flutter with nervousness.

      “How lovely,” Alice murmured, her eyes bright with mischief. “I do so enjoy watching dear friends help each other find happiness.”

      Sarah shot her friend a puzzled look, but Alice merely smiled and rang for fresh tea, humming softly under her breath with the air of someone who'd just solved a particularly satisfying puzzle.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter Two


          

        

      

    

    
      Bond Street, the next day

      George adjusted his gloves as his carriage drew to a stop outside Sarah's family townhouse, his stomach tight with an emotion he refused to name. He'd spent a restless night wrestling with the implications of yesterday's conversation, and the cold light of morning had brought no relief from the uncomfortable truth that had settled in his chest like a stone.

      He was in love with Lady Sarah Abbottsford.

      The realization shouldn't have surprised him—looking back, he could trace the progression of his feelings over the years, from protective fondness to something far more dangerous. But he'd been so careful to keep those feelings buried beneath the safe facade of friendship that even he had managed to fool himself. He was too young to marry. Too young to know his mind… That’s what all his friends would say. No one wanted to be leg shackled when they were young. Men should sow their wild oats.

      He was sick of sowing.

      Up till yesterday he thought he had all the time in the world. Until she'd spoken of Castleton with such breathless admiration, and George had felt something crack inside his chest.

      The door opened, and Sarah emerged in a flurry of deep blue wool and nervous energy, her blonde curls escaping from beneath her bonnet in the way that always made his fingers itch to smooth them back. She was beautiful—not in the dramatic way that turned heads at balls, but in a quiet, genuine way that grew more compelling the longer one looked. Which was precisely the problem, George reflected grimly. He'd been looking for years.

      But it would appear, not seeing. And now it was too late. She was falling for another man.

      “Good morning,” she said, settling herself across from him with a bright smile that made his heart perform an unwelcome somersault. “Thank you again for doing this, George. I confess I barely slept a wink for thinking of all the possibilities.”

      As did I, George thought, though his sleeplessness was from entirely different reasons. Improper reasons. “It's my pleasure,” he said aloud, his voice carefully controlled. “Have you given any more thought to what sort of gift might be appropriate?”

      Sarah clasped her hands together, her eyes bright with excitement. “I've been making lists, actually. Something personal enough to show I've been thinking of him, but not so personal as to be improper. Perhaps something for his study? A fine pen set, or maybe a leather-bound book of poetry?”

      George nodded, trying to ignore the way her enthusiasm for another man felt like a physical blow. “Both sensible suggestions. Castleton strikes me as the sort of gentleman who would appreciate quality craftsmanship.”

      “Oh, you know him well?” Sarah leaned forward eagerly, and George caught a hint of her lavender perfume—the same scent she'd worn for years, so familiar it felt like coming home.

      “We move in some of the same circles,” George said carefully. He knew Castleton well enough to have serious reservations about the man's character, but how could he voice such concerns without sounding like a jealous fool? “He seems... charming enough.”

      Something in his tone must have alerted her, because Sarah's brow furrowed slightly. “You don't sound entirely convinced.”

      George cursed silently. This was precisely why he should have declined to help her. How was he supposed to assist Sarah in winning the affections of a man he neither trusted nor wanted her to marry, all while pretending his own heart wasn't breaking in the process?

      “I simply want you to be careful,” he said finally. “You have such a generous heart, Sarah. I'd hate to see it taken advantage of.”

      Her expression softened, and she reached across the carriage to touch his gloved hand briefly. The contact sent a shock of warmth up his arm that he felt all the way to his toes.

      “You're so protective,” she said fondly. “Like another brother, truly. But I'm not entirely naive, you know. I can tell the difference between genuine regard and mere flattery.”

      Brother. The word hit him like a physical blow, and George had to look out the window to hide his reaction. A brother. Of course, that's how she saw him—how else would she see him? He'd been part of her life for so long, had been so careful to never cross the line between friendship and something more, that he'd become as fixed in her mind as family.

      “Of course you can,” he managed, his voice rougher than he'd intended. “I didn't mean to suggest otherwise.”

      The carriage turned onto Bond Street, and George welcomed the distraction of the bustling shopping district. Perhaps if he focused on the task at hand, he could get through this morning without making a complete fool of himself.

      “Oh, look at all the shops!” Sarah pressed her face to the window like an excited child, and despite his inner turmoil, George couldn't help but smile at her enthusiasm. “Where shall we start?”

      “Perhaps Rundell and Bridge?” George suggested, indicating the famous jewelers. “They have an excellent selection of gentleman's accessories that might suit your purpose.”

      They alighted from the carriage, and George offered Sarah his arm, trying to ignore the way her fingers curled trustingly around his forearm. The December air was crisp and cold, their breath creating small puffs of vapor as they walked. Bond Street was bustling with last-minute Christmas shoppers, the shop windows decorated with festive greenery and ribbons.

      “It's rather magical, isn't it?” Sarah said, her eyes bright with wonder as she took in the holiday displays. “Christmas in London has such a different feeling than in the country. All this energy and excitement... But father wanted to be here. Some of the lords are still working on some new Act they wish passed when Parliament recommences.”

      “That is why I’m still here. The Criminal Libel Act. I feel it’s vital to protect our political stability.”

      She glanced up at him with admiration. “I love how you take your role in the House of Lords seriously. You’re a fine man. But it will be my first Christmas in London in a long time.”

      “You prefer the country celebrations, I take it?” George asked, filing away this small piece of information about her preferences as he always did, though God knew why he tortured himself with such details.

      “Generally, yes. There's something so intimate about gathering around the fire with people you love, sharing stories and gifts chosen with real thought...” She paused, blushing. “Listen to me, getting sentimental over Christmas traditions. You must think me terribly provincial.”

      “I think you're exactly right,” George said quietly, meaning it. “The best celebrations are the ones that come from the heart.”

      Sarah glanced up at him with surprise, and for a moment, their eyes met and held. George felt his pulse quicken at the softness in her gaze, the way her lips parted slightly as if she were about to say something important.

      Then she seemed to shake herself and looked away, her cheeks pink from more than just the cold air.





OEBPS/images/bronwen-logo-1-2.jpg
b N






This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.



OEBPS/images/everywallflower-christmas2-pichi.jpg





