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            Introduction

          

        

      

    

    
      For several years now I’ve toyed with the idea of putting together a collection of twenty–four short stories in order to create an advent calendar. Such books are extremely popular in Denmark. I grew up on them. Usually, an entire Christmas–themed story is split into twenty–four chapters, which is also common practice for TV shows where special Christmas–themed advent calendar series are created with the last episode falling on Christmas Eve.

      This particular collection of mine consists of nine previously published short stories I’ve written over the years for blog visits, along with fifteen new ones written specifically for this book. Since it is an advent calendar, the intention is for you to read one story per day as you count down to Christmas, starting on December first.

      I hope you’ll enjoy each one!

      

      Season’s greetings and all the best,

      Sophie

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            December 1

          

          A Drunken Christmas Escapade

        

      

    

    
      Amanda set her oil lamp carefully on the side table next to the library door and adjusted the flame, brightening the space with a yellow glow. With the fire reduced to embers, the room was no longer as warm as it had been earlier in the evening, so she pulled her dressing gown tighter to ward off the chill. She glanced about, her gaze settling on the boughs of evergreen cut from a fir tree earlier in the day and tied with crimson ribbons as per her mother’s instructions.

      Taking a deep breath, she closed her eyes to savor the rich scent of the pine. She loved Christmas and the atmosphere that accompanied it when Rambly Hall was filled with people. She just hadn’t anticipated how difficult it would be seeing Peter again.

      With a small sigh and an admonishing shake of her head, she padded across the floor to one of the bookcases and spotted the thick volume she sought almost instantly. Locating a stool, she pulled it toward her and stepped up on it. The added height wasn’t quite enough though, so she rose on her tiptoes, her right arm straining in order to reach the book she wanted. She almost had it – she was certain of it – if she could only…

      The sound of the library door opening grabbed her attention. She instinctively turned, losing her balance in the process and falling onto the floor with a loud thud. “Umph!”

      “Good God, Amanda. Are you all right?”

      Amanda squeezed her eyes shut and nodded, praying the man of her dreams would leave it at that, walk away and forget he’d seen her in such a humiliating sprawl. Of course this was too much to hope for. Before she could manage a clever response, she felt Peter’s sturdy hands pulling her upright.

      “What were you thinking?” He sounded as though he’d like to give her a good shake. “You could have been seriously injured.”

      “I couldn’t sleep so I came to get a book, and I don’t believe I would have fallen if it hadn’t been for you.” She looked away from his familiar and much–too–handsome face. “You startled me.”

      With a grunt of disapproval, he guided her to a chair, then went to the side table. “Would you care for a drink?” he asked, raising what looked like a bottle of sherry.

      She steeled herself. Enjoying the company of the one man she was trying not to think about wasn’t exactly the best plan. A drink would indeed be welcome, however – especially after making such a complete cake of herself in his presence, but she wanted something stronger, and besides, she was tired of always being predictable.

      “Thank you, but I’d rather have a brandy instead.” When Peter raised an eyebrow and parted his lips as if he meant to say something, she hastily added, “It is Christmas, after all.”

      “Very well,” he agreed, abandoning the bottle of sherry in favor of a crystal carafe. He poured two fingers of the amber liquid into a pair of tumblers then handed her one. Amanda took it without hesitation, thanking him as he sat across from her. He frowned and asked, “Have you tried this before?”

      Amanda shook her head. No, she had not, but the thought of having him in her house while her beautiful cousins showered him with attention – attention he’d happily returned – had upset her to the point where she would try anything to dull the longing in her heart.

      “It may burn a little on the way down,” he warned with a crooked smile. “I advise you to take small sips until you grow accustomed to it.” Raising his glass, he added, “To friendship.”

      To friendship.

      Amanda gritted her teeth as she followed his lead, allowing her glass to clink against his. She nodded in acknowledgement of his toast, fearful any words she might speak would lack conviction. To friendship indeed. She wanted more than that, but would likely never have it. Irritation flared inside her and, forgetting his words of warning, she took a large gulp of her drink.

      Oh dear Lord!

      Her throat was aflame. She gasped, choked on her own breath, and finally coughed until tears sprang to her eyes and she thought her lungs might burst.

      “Take another sip,” Peter said. He’d risen from his chair and was now slapping her back.

      Where on earth was that gaping hole she wanted to swallow her up? Another sip of fire and brimstone. Was he mad?

      “I assure you it will help.” He took the glass she’d somehow managed to place on a table and held it out to her. Tilting it slightly, she soon felt the strong drink biting at her lips, and she reluctantly opened her mouth, swallowing just a little.

      To her astonishment, he was right. The drink that had disagreed with her only a moment earlier soothed her in its smaller quantity, allowing her to relax and enjoy the heat as it warmed her insides.

      “Thank you,” she murmured, watching him carefully as he returned the glass to the table and sat.

      He grinned. “In all the years I’ve known you, I don’t recall seeing you imbibe even once – not even with wine. That you would start now with brandy…” He moved to rise once more. “Perhaps I should fetch a glass of sherry for you after all.”

      “No.” The word came out louder than she’d intended and was instantly met with a look of surprise. She swallowed hard to get herself under some measure of control. She’d last seen him at her coming out ball. He’d danced with her of course, but had not remained at the ball long enough to see her drink anything other than the glass of lemonade he’d offered her before making a hasty departure.

      The fact that he still thought her a child struck her with such force she tossed back the last of the brandy, wincing only slightly this time.

      Meeting Peter’s shocked gaze and taking a great deal of pleasure in having unsettled him, she smiled and said, “I do believe I’m learning to handle my liquor. Would you please be so kind as to give me a refill?”

      Peter looked around, wary. “I don’t believe that’s a good idea, Amanda. I think you’ve had enough.”

      “Nonsense,” she said, waving her hand to dismiss his concerns. She was starting to feel much better and idly wondered if it might have something to do with the brandy. Probably not. She’d heard of how silly people became when foxed. She didn’t feel like that in the least. Quite the opposite really – she felt confident and carefree.

      Seeing he wasn’t about to oblige her, she got up and went to the sideboard herself, pausing only once along the way when an overwhelming feeling of faintness made her worry she might lose her footing – yet again. That simply wouldn’t do. She slowed her pace and thankfully reached her destination without incident.
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      Peter watched her go, noticing the exact moment when she stopped to steady herself. What the devil had come over her? He’d known her since she was in swaddling clothes, and getting foxed in the middle of the night behind closed doors – in the company of a bachelor no less – was completely out of character for her. She was demure and innocent, his best friend’s kid sister. Yet here she was, courting trouble.

      He groaned, knowing he must do something to stop her from pouring herself another glass. If her brother or, heaven forbid, her father were to happen upon them like this, Peter would surely find himself drawn and quartered.

      “Amanda, stop this at once,” he urged, aiming for a note of authority.

      “Or what?” she asked, her fingers already curled around the neck of the carafe.

      “Or I shall have no choice but to come over there and remove the carafe from you personally.” Was that really the best he could do? Even she looked skeptical as she offered him a sly smile and proceeded to pour. That did it. She gave him no choice but to act on his threat. So he rose, and in three easy strides he was before her. “May I please have your glass?”

      With a small frown she leaned sideways and looked past him. “Oh dear,” she remarked. “It appears as though one of Mama’s decorations has undone itself from the ceiling.”

      He automatically turned to look, not recognizing the trap she’d set before it was too late. When he returned his attention to her, he discovered she’d already tossed back the contents of her newly filled glass.

      Despite his rising frustration he had to hand it to her – she did appear to have gotten good at handling her drink. Still, he would not stand for this insanity a moment longer. She was a genteel lady of breeding after all, and this lapse in judgment on her part was really too much.

      “I cannot begin to imagine what might have brought this on, Amanda. You’re acting like a child and you’d do well to stop it this instant.”

      Her eyebrows snapped together and he saw something then, something in her eyes that spoke of both sadness and…something he couldn’t quite place.

      “I am not a child, Peter.”

      The harshness with which she spoke surprised him so much he leaned back as if she’d struck him.

      “I am eighteen years of age – old enough to marry and bear children if that is what I choose to do.”

      It was his turn to feel affronted. He clenched and unclenched his hands, staring silently at her before he turned away in search of his own glass. He needed that brandy. Now.

      Finishing off its contents, he gave her a sideways glance. She was still looking at him as if he were the devil incarnate, but her words… Christ. As if he hadn’t noticed she was no longer the child he’d given piggyback rides to years ago or the girl he’d laughed with while skipping stones. They’d rolled down grassy hills together, tossed snowballs after each other each winter, and shared inside jokes that were different – more personal somehow – than those he’d shared with her brother.

      He’d been at her coming out ball and had danced with her because after all, that was the polite thing to do. As soon as the dance was over, however, he’d found her a glass of lemonade and fled. He was not supposed to notice the woman his childhood friend had turned into or how good she felt beneath his touch as he’d guided her in a country dance. Nor was he meant to appreciate the scent of her or to let himself wonder…

      But God help him he’d wondered – repeatedly – ever since that night.

      Consequently, he’d stayed away until now.

      He expelled a heavy breath. He could never lay a hand on her unless he planned to make her his wife, but was that something she would want?

      “Amanda, I…” he began, but his words faltered with uncertainty, and instead he just stood there, staring at her.

      Laying himself bare before her like this could ruin everything – his friendship with her brother as well as that between their parents. It was a tremendous risk to take when he wasn’t certain of how she’d respond, so he kept silent instead, thinking of how to proceed when she suddenly laughed.

      “I don’t believe I’ve ever seen you speechless before,” she said, pouring more brandy into her glass and taking another sip.

      Her skin had grown flushed and he could tell by the slur of her words that the alcohol had begun taking effect. She wasn’t herself and rather than standing here talking, he ought to do the responsible thing and get her to bed.

      Instead he said, “You’ve never spoken to me about marriage or children before.”

      She chuckled. “No, I suppose not.” Heading back toward her chair, she swayed a little, regained her balance, and plopped down onto the seat. She leaned back and said, “Then again, what reason would I have to discuss such matters with you? My father will eventually see to it that I marry a respectable gentleman. You needn’t concern yourself on that score.”

      Was she mocking him? He wasn’t certain, though she did sound annoyed. He was getting rather annoyed himself thinking of her in the arms of some faceless man.

      “Besides,” she continued. “You are busy enough right now. I wonder which of them you will pick.”

      Her comment threw him. “I beg your pardon?”

      “You didn’t think I’d notice your interest in my cousins?” There was no mistaking the bitterness in her tone this time, and he leaned forward with interest. “They’re truly stunning with their blonde hair and alabaster skin. I cannot fault you for being fascinated.”

      “The drink has loosened your tongue too much, Amanda,” he said, irritated she would think he gave a damn about three women who were no different than all the rest. “You speak without thinking.”

      “They like you too, you know,” she added, not heeding his warning in the least. He was about to reprimand her again and suggest she retire straightaway when a sad smile claimed her lips and she whispered beneath her breath, “Though not nearly as much as I.”

      Peter stood for a moment, frozen, unable to move. Hell, he could barely breathe, much less focus on his thoughts. Had he heard her right? He believed so and began moving toward her – the woman he wanted by his side forever. The same woman who’d just confessed to liking him a great deal, even though it had taken a lot of brandy for her to pluck up the courage to say so.

      “Would you mind repeating that?” he asked.

      Her eyes met his, focused, then she suddenly leapt from her seat, her hand clasped across her mouth as she stepped away.

      “It was nothing,” she gasped from behind her fingers, her glance darting toward the door as if she were calculating her chance of escape.

      She obviously hadn’t realized she’d voiced her thoughts, or perhaps she just hadn’t counted on him hearing her. Whatever the case, she wasn’t deep enough in her cups not to know that her words changed everything between them. There was no going back now.

      “It certainly wasn’t nothing,” he said, following her as she edged her way along one of the bookcases until she’d backed herself into a corner.

      She shook her head. “Of course it was. I only meant that they do not know you as well as I do. After all, I’ve known you forever and I…I…” She had nowhere to go with him now before her, blocking her only exit.

      Reaching out, he gently brushed her cheek with his fingers. “I have no interest in your cousins, Amanda.”

      “You…you don’t?” Her eyes were wide with confusion. “But I thought–”

      “Yes, you did, but you were mistaken.” His fingers traced the delicate structure of her jawline, leaving a deep blush in their wake. “You see, the thing of it is, there is only one woman I care for, except I never dared hope she might care for me as well – until now. Do you care for me, Amanda?”

      He saw the longing in her eyes as realization dawned, and knew she’d respond in the affirmative before she nodded her answer. As soon as she did, he breathed a sigh of relief.

      “Thank God, for I don’t think I could have borne it if you didn’t.” And then he did what he’d wanted to do for so long. He lowered his mouth to hers and kissed her, chasing away whatever remaining doubts she might have about him wanting someone else.

      Her lips parted and he was there, coaxing her and tasting her until they both gasped for breath. It was beautiful – magical – everything he’d dreamed of for as long as he could remember.

      “I will speak to your father tomorrow,” he promised while pressing his cheek to hers moments later.

      “This is indeed the best Christmas ever,” she said and promptly returned her mouth to his for another smoldering kiss.

      “I couldn’t agree more.” Leaning back, he tucked a stray lock behind her ear.

      She suddenly frowned. “I hope I won’t have forgotten about all of this in the morning. After all, I did have my fair share of brandy.”

      Peter grinned. “That you did.” He placed a gentle kiss upon her forehead. “Fear not though – I shall leave you a note to remind you of all that has happened.”
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      Amanda woke the following morning, groaning in response to the pounding headache that threatened to split her skull in two. She rolled onto her side and opened her eyes to find a crisp piece of paper perched on her bedside table. Picking it up, she frowned, read it, and finally leapt from her bed in a state of total and utter bliss. She hadn’t forgotten, but Peter’s words made her heart sing with joy:

      In case you fail to recall last night’s events, allow me to tell you that I love you, Amanda, that I have always loved you, and that I will never cease loving you. I hope you will do me the very great honor of marrying me, though it goes without saying that a formal proposal is in order. After all, you deserve the very best.

      With the deepest affection and admiration,

      Peter.

      P.S. I have a Christmas present waiting for you downstairs.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            December 2

          

          A Royal Affair on Christmas Eve

        

      

    

    
      “If we’d only left before the last snowfall, we might have returned to England for Christmas,” Francesca said as she peered at the winter landscape, her palm pressed against the frosty window pane.

      “The snow would still have been too high for our carriage,” her mother, Lady Redfirn, said. “We wouldn’t have made it very far before getting stuck.”

      “Which is why I decided it would be better to remain here where it’s dry,” Lord Redfirn said. He’d pulled his chair as close to the fireplace as possible and was happily drinking a glass of what he claimed to be excellent brandy.

      Francesca sighed, then watched as her breath fogged the window. Her parents were right of course, but that didn’t mean she wouldn’t rather be home amidst her familiar belongings and enjoying the comfort of her cozy bedchamber rather than feeling chilled in a drafty German castle. “We ought to replace that bottle you’ve been drinking from before we depart, Papa.”

      “Fran is correct, my dear,” Lady Redfirn said. “We’ve already imposed on Prince Ludwig enough, and without his knowledge, I might add. It wouldn’t do for him to return and find his reserves completely depleted – least of all in the middle of winter.”

      “Oh, he won’t return any time soon. According to his man of affairs, the prince will be away until spring, but I agree with the point you’re making.”

      “Did you remember to speak with the cook about Christmas dinner?” Francesca asked her mother as she moved away from the window and strode to the fireplace. Turning her back on it, she enjoyed the heat wafting over her even as she pulled her shawl tighter.

      “Yes. Apparently there’s a goose she can prepare along with some mixed vegetables. There will even be a plum pudding for dessert,” Lady Redfirn said.

      Satisfied that they would not go hungry and that they’d be able to celebrate Christmas to some degree of satisfaction, Francesca settled in a chair adjacent to her father’s and picked up the embroidery she’d abandoned earlier.

      That evening, they had soup for supper, accompanied by thick slices of salted ham, which encouraged Francesca to drink more wine than usual. So when her parents decided to retire an hour after the meal had ended and they’d had tea in front of the fireplace, she chose to go outside for a bit of fresh air.

      “Don’t stay too long,” Lady Redfirn cautioned.

      “And don’t go too far,” Lord Redfirn said.

      “I plan to check on the animals in the stable,” Francesca told them. “I’ll come upstairs to bed soon.”

      Wrapped in her pelisse, she stepped out into the cold. It nipped at her cheeks and chilled the tip of her nose as she walked along the driveway toward the stables. All was still, except for the snow squeaking beneath her feet and the sound of her deep breaths. Each inhalation sent frigid air rushing into her lungs, cooling her from within until she expelled it as a mist.

      Reaching the stables, she pulled the door open and stepped inside, then closed it quickly to avoid a draft. Although the air wasn’t overly warm, it was still more pleasant than outside, the smell of clean hay and the glow from lanterns hanging under the ceiling creating a cozy atmosphere that Francesca appreciated far more than the grandeur of the castle.

      “Hello?” she called, checking if any of the grooms were around.

      An unfamiliar man’s head popped out from one of the stalls, dark strands of hair falling into a pair of equally dark eyes. Dimples formed on either side of his mouth as he offered Francesca a smile. “Can I help you?” he asked, studying her with interest.

      Francesca’s chest tightened a little while an odd sensation swept through her stomach, leaving her slightly dizzy. She shook herself and straightened her back. She would not allow herself to be affected by the handsome features of a groom. “I wanted to take a short walk before retiring for the evening and decided to look in on the horses.”

      His gaze swept over her, sending a shiver down her spine. She decided to give him the set–down he clearly deserved, but before she managed to speak, he waved for her to come closer. “I was just cleaning Wolfgang’s hooves, but he’s going to need brushing as well. You’re welcome to help if you like. There’s a brush just there on that hook.” Then he disappeared back inside the stall.

      Francesca stood, speechless, for a moment. Had a groom just asked her to help him with his duties? She blinked. In England he wouldn’t have dared, yet she realized she liked being treated normally and without all the fuss her title generally evoked.

      Stepping forward, she grabbed the brush the groom had indicated and approached the stall, her heart almost skidding to a halt when he returned to view. Hunched over with his back toward her, he held one of Wolfgang’s legs while scraping away the dirt from the horse’s hoof with a metal object. His jacket had been flung over the side of the stall, allowing Francesca to observe his broad shoulders, muscular arms, and most notably, a rather firm–looking backside.

      Additionally, there was a ruggedness about him brought on by the work he was doing with his hands that every gentleman she’d ever met lacked.

      “If you come over here,” he said, releasing Wolfgang’s leg and straightening, “you’ll have better access.”

      How she managed to put one foot in front of the other when she was barely able to breathe, she’d never know, but now that the groom was standing at his full height, she’d become alarmingly aware of his much larger size. And then of course there was the fact that he was looking at her again, affording her with another glimpse of those dark eyes that crinkled slightly at the corners as he smiled. God help her but she’d never seen a man this attractive before in her life.

      Feeling terribly foolish for her ridiculous response to him, she gave a curt nod and moved to the spot he’d suggested. Setting the brush against Wolfgang’s back, she started to brush him, gasping when the groom placed his hand over hers shortly after. “Like this,” he said as he guided her hand. “Nice and easy.”

      Drawing a deep breath, Francesca hoped to slow her racing heart, but he was too close, crowding her with his masculinity, the scent of wool, dirt, and leather assaulting her senses.

      “I understand,” she said, her voice but a whisper that sounded far too sensual to her own ears.

      He released her hand and moved to the corner of the stall where he picked up a bucket and held it so Wolfgang could drink. “Do you enjoy riding?” he asked.

      Unable to look at him, she simply nodded. There was something about the way in which he’d posed the question that made heat swirl inside her. This wasn’t normal. Dropping her hand, she took a step back. “I ought to return to the castle.”

      “I was rather hoping you might join me for a glass of wine first. After all, it is Christmas Eve.”

      Drinking wine with a groom? That had to be at the top of the list of scandalous things a young lady ought to avoid at all cost. Right below kissing a groom, which would undoubtedly be worse. Her cheeks heated at the thought. “Thank you, but I don’t think that would be such a good idea.”

      “Why not?” His features were all seriousness while his dark eyes seemed to pierce her with intensity.

      “I’ve had enough for tonight,” she confessed.

      “A pity since the wine in my satchel is far superior to any of the ones in the castle.”

      Amused by the pompous tone he’d just used and the implication that his wine would be better than that belonging to a prince, Francesca grinned. “I’m sure it is.”

      “Perhaps just a sip?” he suggested.

      It was tempting, but so was he, and with added wine, who knew what might happen. She couldn’t allow herself to be ruined. “I’m sorry, but I really can’t.”

      “Hmm…” He set down the bucket and snatched up his jacket. “Will you at least keep me company?”

      “I’m not sure–”

      “You have the prettiest blue eyes and the loveliest smile, you know. And when you just laughed…well, I must admit that the sound of it went straight to my heart.” He placed his hand over his chest, his eyes sparkling with irresistible sincerity. “Please, allow me to enjoy my wine in your delightful company.”

      The simple request was impossible to deny. “All right. But I can’t stay long.”

      He smiled at her broadly. “Just as long as it takes for you to tell me about yourself.” He gestured toward the door of the stall, and she went through it, feeling quite absurd about this newly formed companionship. Stranger still was when she took her seat on a bale of hay with him next to her, she found herself relaxing. Certainly her stomach still flipped whenever their eyes happened to meet, but aside from that, she felt increasingly comfortable in his presence – as if they’d been friends for years.

      “Do you like to travel?” he asked her a good hour later when he’d finished the last of his wine, “or do you prefer to stay at home?”

      “I’ve always loved seeing new places, though I’d rather be home for Christmas.”

      “Then you must be quite disappointed to be stuck here in the snow.”

      His tone was light, yet Francesca couldn’t help but sense he was hoping she’d disagree with his assessment. “It’s not what I wished for,” she told him honestly, “but since I have no choice in the matter, I’m quite determined to make the most of it. As are my parents. Besides, I wouldn’t have met you if we hadn’t been forced to stop along the way, and I must say I’m very glad I have.”

      Smiling with clear satisfaction, he reached for her hand. “Me too.”

      Tilting her head, she studied his rumpled jacket, his messy hair and his muddy boots. “I hope you won’t be offended by this, but you’ve proven yourself very knowledgeable and well–spoken for a groom.”

      His brow creased with a slight frown. “A groom?” He sounded surprised.

      “I’m sorry,” she said, “Are you not a groom?”

      “No,” he told her pensively, as if trying to figure out why she might think such a thing.

      “A stable hand then?”

      “Does it really matter, as long as we enjoy each other’s company? If you thought me a groom then you’re clearly not the sort of lady who would consider herself too good to share a modest man’s company, for which I am grateful. Most of the ladies I’ve encountered would have snubbed their noses. They certainly wouldn’t have helped take care of a horse or sit on a bale of hay inside a stable.”

      Absurdly pleased with his praise, Francesca gave a little shrug. “I’ve always judged people individually and with a deliberate attempt not to generalize.”

      “Another reason why I like you. As selfish as it may be, I hope the snow doesn’t melt too fast. I’d like for us to be allowed more time together.”

      He squeezed her hand a little, which made her shudder in a delicious sort of way that she really shouldn’t allow. And yet, she couldn’t deny that she liked the idea of meeting him again and talking more. Still… “As much as I’ve enjoyed this evening, I’m afraid that won’t be possible.”

      “Because no matter how you feel or what you want, you were born to fulfill a duty? Because your future cannot possibly include a mere groom?” He shook his head even as her throat tightened with the unfairness of it all. “I know all too well about the restrictions Society can place upon one’s shoulders and how difficult it can be to accept them. But since it is Christmas, perhaps you should allow yourself to dream a little.”

      “I should go,” she said, rising to her feet. He rose as well. “Thank you for a lovely evening. I–”

      “Allow me to escort you back to the castle. It’s cold and dark outside. I’d hate for you to slip on the ice.”

      “The ice was cleared from the path earlier.”

      “Nevertheless. I insist.”

      So she took the arm he offered, disturbed by how right it felt when she knew she could not allow herself to fall for this man. Her heart ached with it for she feared she’d never meet anyone else again to spark such an interest in her. It was as if her very soul leapt at the possibility of spending every waking hour in his company. Which of course was ridiculous, since they’d only just met.

      Politely, he opened the stable door and followed her into the cold. Neither spoke a word as they started up the path. It was as if just being together was enough, until he suddenly stopped. “I don’t suppose you might give me something with which to remember this magical night?”

      Turning, she looked up at him, but his face was shrouded in darkness now, allowing only a silhouette. “I’m afraid I have nothing with me – not even a trinket.”

      “And I’m glad for that, for there’s something I’d much rather have. If you will allow it.” Her heart quickened. “If you look up, you’ll find that we’re standing below some mistletoe.”

      She glanced toward the door of the castle, then back at him. One kiss that would make this Christmas the most memorable one of her life. Could she allow it? Uncertainty warred with temptation. “I can’t promise you anything after. I mean, you and I…it would be impossible.”

      “Perhaps not quite as impossible as you imagine.” But before she could contest his statement, he lowered his mouth over hers and pulled her close, her breast pressed firmly against his chest.

      It was an experience unlike any other. Never before had she felt so revered or cherished. The way he held her and kissed her – it was as if he’d ridden for days just to be with her in this moment.

      Lazily, her mind acknowledged the sound of a door opening and closing even as her knees threatened to give way beneath her. Then footsteps sounded and it was as if she was hurled back to reality with startling force.

      Concerned with who had witnessed her indiscretion and what her parents might say if they discovered their daughter kissing one of Prince Ludwig’s employees, Francesca pulled hastily away, adding distance between herself and…

      Good lord, she’d spent well over an hour with him, had told him so much about herself, had even allowed him to kiss her, and yet she’d no idea of his name.

      Horrified by her own lack of manners, she said, “I’m so sorry, but I don’t even know your–”

      The man whom the footsteps belonged to arrived, cutting her off as he told her companion, “Forgive me, Your Highness, but I was not aware of your arrival. You were not expected so I…that is…oh dear.”

      “Your Highness?” Francesca could only stare from one man to the other. Surely not. He couldn’t be. Could he?

      “It’s quite all right, Herr Albrecht. You know I prefer to see to Wolfgang personally.” Taking Francesca by the arm, the prince resumed walking toward the entrance of the castle. “I understand we have some houseguests, the Earl and Countess of Redfirn?”

      “Yes,” Herr Albrecht said. “They arrived a few days ago when the snow grew too heavy for their carriage. In fact, I’m surprised you made it here yourself.”

      “Wolfgang is very dependable. He always manages to take me where I want to go. Now, if you’ll please ensure my bedchamber is made ready, I’d like a private word with Lady Francesca.”

      “Yes. Of course,” Herr Albrecht said before hurrying through the large front door of the castle.

      “I can’t believe I thought you a groom,” Francesca said, mortified by the degree with which she’d insulted the prince. “Why didn’t you correct my error?”

      “Because I liked discovering you’re unbiased and willing to give a man you believed to be beneath you in station the chance to talk with you.” Guiding her up the front steps of the castle, he opened the door and ushered her inside. “I may be a prince, Lady Francesca, but I’m also a simple man who enjoys working side by side with his men. I spend much of my time either outdoors or in the stables. It pleased me to see you are able to enjoy such surroundings.”

      “I truly did.” She bit her lip as she looked at him, his face more distinct now due to the lanterns lighting the foyer. “In fact, I have to say that the more I spoke to you, the sadder I became, knowing I could never let our acquaintance develop into anything more.”

      “Yet you let me kiss you.” His cheek dimpled as the corner of his mouth edged upward.

      “I decided to allow myself one spectacular moment by which to remember you.”

      “And I am grateful for it.” His arms came around her, pulling her close. His lips brushed the top of her head with tenderness. “But now that you know who I really am, perhaps you’ll allow us the chance to explore this bond that seems to be forming between us.”

      “You mean to court me?” She could scarcely believe it.

      “I mean to encourage you to stay here with me after the snow melts. But first, I intend to enjoy spending Christmas with you and your parents.” Dipping his head, he brought his lips to hers, kissing her with all the wonder and magic the Season had to offer, and with the promise of many more kisses to come.
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          A Duke Surrenders His Heart on Christmas Eve

        

      

    

    
      Smoky clouds darkened the afternoon sky by the time Blake Knightly, Duke of Ravensby, alit from his carriage at Oxborough Abbey. The chilly specks of snow that had started to fall a half hour earlier now dusted the front steps of the estate where he would spend the holidays. He stepped forward just as the massive oak door swung open.

      “Ravensby.”

      Looking up, Blake found his longtime friend, Charles Dalton, the Earl of Bellmore, grinning at him with sparkling eyes. “It is so good to see you again. Thank you for coming.”

      Returning the salutation with a smile, Blake started up the steps. “I could not turn down your gracious invitation.” Reaching the top, he shook the hand his friend offered. “It has been far too long since I last saw you.”

      “Indeed it has,” Bellmore agreed. “Come. Let us go inside. I believe a brandy by the fire is in order.” After asking a couple of footmen to collect Blake’s things and take them up to his room, Bellmore showed the way to the library.

      “Where is the rest of your family hiding?” Blake asked, his eyes searching the entryway where garlands tied with bright red bows filled the air with the scent of pine.

      “They are all upstairs in the green parlor enjoying their afternoon tea. Mama and Papa were quite eager to come and greet you, but I asked them to wait a while.” Upon entering the library, Bellmore went to the side table and began pouring drinks. “After all, they have not seen you for some years, so I thought I would spare you from being attacked by their many questions the moment you stepped through the door. No need to worry though. You will see them shortly.”

      Thanking his friend for his thoughtfulness, Blake accepted the tumbler he offered and took a sip. “You mentioned in your letter that your aunt and uncle are here as well?”

      “Indeed they are.”

      “I cannot recall seeing them since I was a boy.”

      Nodding, Bellmore gestured for Blake to take a seat. “Do you know who else is here?” With a twinkle in his eyes, Bellmore claimed the armchair opposite Blake’s. “My sister, Melanie.”

      Blake suppressed a groan. Had he known she would be here as well he might have had second thoughts about coming. “I thought she was travelling with family friends. As I recall, you mentioned sometime ago that she wasn’t due home for several more months.”

      Bellmore’s lips twitched. “You really have no concept of time, do you, Ravensby? That was a year and a half ago. She is now eighteen and will embark on her first Season this coming year for which she must be here so she can prepare.”

      “Eighteen?” Blake frowned. When he’d last seen Bellmore’s sister, she’d been a hoydenish child with a penchant for mischief. She’d found great joy in pestering him with her pranks.

      “I believe you will find her vastly improved,” Bellmore said dryly. “She no longer keeps mice in her pockets.”

      Blake coughed. “What a relief.”

      “And,” Bellmore added, “she also manages to look more ladylike.”

      “Are we still speaking of your sister or of someone else entirely?” Blake asked. To this day he could not recall ever coming across another person who looked as disheveled as Lady Melanie. Something had always ruined her ensemble: a bramble bush, a bit of mud from a puddle, or a few stray twigs haphazardly caught in her hair.

      “She has grown up, Ravensby.”

      Blake wasn’t sure he liked the way in which his friend said that. It almost sounded as though he was plotting something – something that might involve a vicar. “If you are suggesting I take an interest in her–”

      “I would never. Not even if Mama and Papa are of the opinion that marrying her off to you would be a coup.”

      Blake gritted his teeth. “Really?”

      Bellmore nodded. “You are a duke, after all, so they are correct. Unlike them, however, I remember how much you and Melanie dislike each other. That said, I cannot wait to see what you think of her transformation.” The grin that lit Bellmore’s face filled Blake with apprehension. His friend was clearly of the opinion he’d be impressed by the girl.

      Impossible.

      But what if?

      Blake’s cravat suddenly felt tight. He took another sip of his drink, recalling the precision with which Lady Melanie had once hurled a cherry pie after him, hitting him squarely in the back of the head. Or the time when she’d filled his hat with spiders so he’d gotten the pesky creatures all over his hair. She was an infuriating troublemaker whose company he’d rather avoid. Marry her? Bellmore’s parents had to be cracked in the head if they thought he’d ever consider such a thing.

      To his friend, Blake simply said, “I am sure I shall find her as charming as always.”
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      Dressed in a pale blue silk gown, Melanie reached for her teacup and took a sip, oblivious to the conversation taking place around her. Ravensby was here. She’d seen him arrive a short while ago when she’d looked out the window. The carriage had pulled up to the front step, and he’d alit onto the snow–covered driveway.

      Her heart skipped slightly as she recalled how imposing he’d seemed. As a child, he’d always unnerved her, which probably explained why he’d fascinated her so. Gradually, as she’d grown older, her fascination with him had developed into a strange emotion she’d dealt with in the only way she’d known how – by pestering him.

      It wasn’t until recently, when her brother had mentioned that Ravensby would be joining them for Christmas, that she’d begun to understand her feelings for him.

      Love.

      That’s what it was. And it just about terrified her to pieces.

      “Melanie?”

      She glanced at her mother, who was sitting beside her. “Yes?”

      Lady Oxborough gave her a quizzical look. “Your aunt was just asking if you would be kind enough to show her your watercolors.”

      “Of course,” Melanie said, addressing her aunt with a smile. “I would be delighted to. Perhaps this evening, after dinner?”

      “I look forward to it,” said her aunt, Viscountess Featherington.

      The door to the salon opened at that precise moment and her brother, Charles, entered.

      “Ravensby has finally arrived,” he declared, moving aside so his friend could step into the room.

      Melanie tried not to stare. Lord help her if he wasn’t more handsome than when she’d last seen him, his dark hair falling haphazardly across his brow and with a glint of confident control lurking behind his coffee–colored eyes.

      “It is good to see you again,” Melanie’s father announced as he and her uncle went to shake Ravensby’s hand.

      Her mother and aunt rose to greet him as well, concealing him from Melanie’s view as they did.

      “How many years has it been, Ravensby?” Mama asked.

      “When I last saw you, you were still climbing trees with Bellmore,” Lady Featherington said. “You cannot have been more than fifteen years old.” There was a brief pause, and then, “It does appear as though you have both grown a few inches since then.”

      Everyone laughed.

      “They are not the only ones who have grown up,” Melanie’s mother said, moving aside.

      The room went completely still as everyone turned to look at Melanie, their expressions filled with pride and expectation. Except for Ravensby, who looked as though he might be about to suffer a fit of the vapors. Encouraged by his obvious state of shock, Melanie’s nervousness subsided.

      Rising to her feet, she smiled and said, “Welcome back to Oxborough Abbey, Your Grace. I trust you journey went well?”

      He nodded. Then as if recalling himself, he hastily said, “Yes. Yes it did. Quite well. Thank you.”

      Melanie’s smile widened. She could scarcely believe what she was witnessing. Certainly her experience with men was limited, but judging from the way Ravensby was staring at her, she could only assume he was seeing her in an entirely new light.
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      Five days later

      Why on earth would Lady Oxborough ask him to help Lady Melanie search for mistletoe on Christmas Eve? Devil take it, he knew the answer to that question as well as he knew his own name. But that didn’t mean he appreciated the meddling. Courting Lady Melanie was something he could bloody well figure out on his own, thank you very much.

      Frustrated, he paced the entryway of Oxborough Abbey with increased impatience. He’d no idea what he was doing or thinking or anything else really. In the time it took to glance across a room, his world had been turned upside down. And by whom? By the very last person he’d ever thought would affect him in this particular way. Lord help him, Lady Melanie was just as infuriating as she’d always been, though in an entirely different way now.





OEBPS/images/break-snowflake-screen.png





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/sophiebarnes_sealedwithayuletidekiss_ecover_hr.jpg
;/.,’

gﬁhﬁ’l‘lgﬂﬁ ‘1{,88 K

An Historical Romance Advent Calendar

%@M E





