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        24 December, 1820

        Ravenwood House

        London, England

      

      

      

      The Duke of Ravenwood strode into the entryway of his sprawling London residence to discover his wife waiting for him just inside the door.

      “This flower reminds me of you.” He handed her a perfect rose he’d plucked from his greenhouse.

      Eyes twinkling, Kate pointed at a spot above his head. “And this reminds me of you.”

      Ravenwood glanced up to discover himself standing beneath a sprig of mistletoe. He wasted no time in slanting his mouth over hers for a kiss. In fact… by his calculation, at least half an hour remained before their friends began arriving for the Christmas Eve celebrations. If they were swift, surely there was enough time to—

      “I know what you’re thinking,” Kate warned him, as she broke the kiss with a laugh.

      He affected an angelic expression. “How could you possibly know?”

      “Because I’m thinking the same thing.” She pressed her lips to the edge of his jaw and murmured, “Tonight. After the party.”

      “Parties,” he corrected with a groan. “Remind me why I agreed to this?”

      “Because you love your friends as much as you adore your sister.” She beckoned him into the front parlor, where they would soon be placing a yew tree.

      He followed her into the parlor. Instead of sitting opposite her at the front bay window, he arranged himself to one side so that she could lean back against his chest as they waited for their friends.

      “Are you certain this is respectable behavior, Your Grace?” she asked him with pretend shock.

      He nuzzled her neck. “It’s our house. We don’t have to be respectable.”

      “Thank heavens.” Kate snuggled into him. “How is your sister?”

      “Unflappable,” he replied without hesitation. “Their soirée isn’t until this evening, but I’ll wager she’s already in the ballroom managing every last detail.”

      “I’ll take that wager,” Kate said with a laugh. “Knowing Lady Amelia, she’ll have planned everything so well that there will be nothing left to supervise.”

      Five years ago, Ravenwood’s sister had married Lord Sheffield, whose family had a long tradition of hosting extravagant Yuletide celebrations. For many, it was the fête of the Season, and absolutely not to be missed.

      “Tonight is the eightieth annual Sheffield Christmas Eve ball,” he reminded his wife. “Amelia will definitely be overseeing every aspect.”

      Indeed, the famous soirée was the reason all of their friends were taking a holiday in London. Ravenwood normally did his best to avoid Society crushes, but even he could not pass up an opportunity to see all of his old friends at one time.

      As children, they had been inseparable. The lads had all gone to Eton together, and then Oxford. The girls stayed home to learn how to be ladies, but as soon as they were all old enough to enjoy a London Season, they’d fit together again as if no time had passed at all.

      Until all the men but Ravenwood sailed off to fight Bonaparte.

      “Are you thinking about the war again?” Kate murmured. “It’s Christmastide. The war is over. All of your friends are safe.”

      Even after four-and-a-half years of marriage, his beautiful wife still surprised him with how perceptive she was.

      “I know,” he said.

      He supposed he was “lucky” that unexpectedly inheriting a dukedom had kept him from joining the military with the others.

      They, too, were lucky. They’d come home. Scarred, perhaps, in ways both visible and invisible, but even the ravages of war had not stopped them from finding happiness and true love.

      War had not won. Love was too powerful.

      He held his wife a little tighter. “Happy Christmas, my love.”

      “Not yet,” she teased him. “We can exchange Christmas wishes at midnight, once we’ve decorated the tree and successfully arrived at your sister’s ball.”

      “Don’t let Sheffield hear you calling it Amelia’s ball,” he warned her with a laugh. “It’s his family’s tradition.”

      “She’s a Sheffield now,” Kate protested. “And, I suspect, the primary reason the tradition has continued so brilliantly.”

      “We should have had Amelia arrange our party, too. Where on earth are those footmen?” Ravenwood glanced over his shoulder at the empty place of honor across the parlor. “Our guests may find it difficult to decorate a tree that doesn’t exist.”

      “It will be fine,” she assured him. “Probably fine. They have been gone a long time.”

      “How reassuring,” he murmured as he pressed a kiss to the top of her head.

      “At least we have the Yule log,” Kate said brightly. “If all else fails…”

      He burst out laughing. “We are not decorating a burning log with candles.”

      “Because of the mess?”

      “Because my sister would never let me live it down,” he admitted. “Besides, how will the Yule log smolder until Twelfth Night if it’s covered in wax?”

      “Be honest,” she prodded him. “You want tonight to be perfect because you’re hoping it will become the First Annual Ravenwood Tree Party.”

      He grinned, rather than respond. His wife already knew she was right.

      As wonderful as it was that he and his friends had found love and settled down, Ravenwood could not help but miss them. Although he would never admit it aloud, he happened to think an annual Tree Party a splendid idea. It would be like picking up where they had left off.

      When the friends were younger, they had gathered every year at Christmastide. As neighbors, it had been nothing but a short walk from one house to the next. The tradition had ceased when most of the group left for battle. Now that the war was over, perhaps it was the perfect time to start a new tradition.

      Kate shot upright. “Someone’s here.”

      Ravenwood’s heart thumped faster at the telltale sound of carriage wheels on the street outside. First a team of matched greys, then a gleaming black coach, came into view.

      “Oliver and Grace!” they said in unison at the sight of the Earl of Carlisle’s family crest upon the carriage.

      “Should we let the butler answer the door?” he asked.

      “Absolutely not.” Her eyes sparkled. “We have to make certain every guest respects the bough of mistletoe above the door.”

      “As you wish.” He helped his wife from the window seat and offered her his elbow. “To the mistletoe.”

      “We should test it again, too,” Kate whispered. “To make sure it’s still working.”

      Ravenwood’s lips quirked. His wife always did have the best ideas.

      Five minutes later, they opened the door flushed with color and displaying a remarkable shortness of breath.

      The Carlisles met them with warm greetings, each carrying a white candle in their hands.

      “I can’t wait to decorate the tree,” Grace exclaimed in her charming American accent. “I hadn’t heard of the custom until I came to England. News of Queen Charlotte’s Christmastide habits didn’t make it to my small town.”

      “You’ll have to wait at least one moment,” Kate said mischievously, and pointed above their heads.

      The Carlisles glanced up, grinned at each other, and immediately busied themselves with a kiss.

      “Now may we see the tree?” Grace asked when she came up for air.

      “It’ll be here soon,” Kate promised. “Let the footmen take your outer garments, and let’s head to the parlor. I’ll show you where we plan to place it.”

      “Where are Lord David and Lady Abigail?” Oliver asked, glancing about.

      “In the nursery,” Ravenwood answered. “You can drop in to see them, but it’s best not to let those two get too close to candles.”

      “Or to cups of tea,” Kate added. “Or rocks. Or grass. Or marmalade.”

      “Someday you’ll find out,” Ravenwood promised Oliver, with a tone of dire warning. “Hide everything you don’t wish to be chewed, thrown, or slobbered upon.”

      As she settled their guests in the parlor, Kate turned to Grace. “Did your mother receive our invitation?”

      “I’m afraid not,” Grace said. “She and Captain Blackheart are off on another adventure.”

      Oliver slanted her a look. “Please use his Christian name.”

      “His pirate name is more romantic,” Grace protested.

      “‘Captain Blackheart’ sounds romantic?” Ravenwood said doubtfully.

      “See?” Oliver grinned. “I’m not the only one.”

      “Men,” Kate stage-whispered to Grace in mock disgust. “Now tell me. Where are the romantic duo off to?”

      “I’m not certain,” Grace admitted. “All Mother said was that a Royal Navy captain has positively identified Antarctica as a land mass. And then they were off.”

      “To Antarctica?” Ravenwood said in disbelief.

      “Probably not,” Grace admitted. “Adventure tends to find them before they get very far.”

      “They’re probably swashbuckling in a Caribbean cave somewhere,” Oliver agreed. “Old habits, and all.”

      More carriage wheels sounded from outside.

      Ravenwood and Kate sprang up from their seats. So did the Carlisles.

      “At ease,” Ravenwood said. “We’ll be right back.”

      “Not on your life,” Grace said with an impish smile. “One ought to witness the magic of mistletoe.”

      They raced to the entryway just as the butler swung the door aside, revealing Edmund and Sarah Blackpool. They had come to London from Maidstone, where most of the group had grown up.

      In one hand, each carried a candle for the tree… and with the other, held hands with one of their identical twin sons.

      “Nursery,” Sarah begged. “These adorable demons have been stuffed in a carriage far too long and desperately need to play.”

      Grace pointed overhead. “First things first.”

      Edmund glanced up and chuckled. “Don’t you know that kissing is exactly how all this starts?”

      “House rules,” Kate said firmly, not even bothering to hide her mirth. “Or none shall pass.”

      They exchanged a kiss hotter than the flames of a Yule log.

      Sarah wagged her finger at Kate. “I hope you have twins.”

      “How could you,” she gasped, clutching a hand to her chest. “I thought we were friends.”

      “Friends don’t let twins out of the nursery,” Edmund put in with a chuckle. “Ravenwood, if you don’t mind, I remember the way.”

      He shook his head and motioned for a couple of maids to lead the four-year-olds to the toys. “Come into the parlor. We have wine.”

      “A lot of wine?” Sarah asked hopefully.

      “So much wine,” Kate assured her. “Spiced and warm. Come, let me pour you a glass.”

      But before any of them could quit the entryway, wheels sounded outside once more.

      When the butler opened the door, Edmund’s mirror image stepped over the threshold, one arm linked with his wife’s.

      “Bartholomew! Daphne!”

      The greetings were chaos, each person talking over the other, until Kate pointed out the mistletoe over the new arrivals’ heads.

      Daphne wrapped her arms about Bartholomew’s neck, and he arched her backwards in a sweeping kiss.

      “See?” Edmund whispered. “That’s how people kiss before they bear children.”

      His brother burst out laughing. “Did we miss the twins?”

      “They’re in the nursery,” Sarah answered. “We won’t send them to bed until after we decorate the tree, so you’ll have plenty of time to see them.”

      “Where is the tree?” Daphne asked.

      Ravenwood cleared his throat. “It’ll be here soon.”

      He hoped.

      “There’s spiced wine,” Kate informed the new arrivals. “As well as pastries, and bowls of almonds and raisins. Right this way.”

      “Where have you been these last few months?” Edmund asked his twin brother.

      “Where haven’t we been?” Bartholomew answered with a laugh. “Daphne has so many worthwhile causes to champion, I’m surprised she allowed us a brief holiday for Christmas.”

      Daphne surreptitiously elbowed him in the ribs before turning to Ravenwood. “I’m looking forward to seeing Lady Amelia at the ball tonight. Her help has been instrumental with the Portpatrick Harbor situation.”

      Ravenwood blinked. “I cannot imagine what my sister has to do with a Scottish harbor.”

      “Most likely, ‘everything,’” Kate teased. “You lads think you run Parliament.”

      When Bartholomew joined his wife Daphne on a chaise longue, she placed a hand on his leg and murmured, “How is it going?”

      He grinned. “Since you are the first to inquire, I should say it’s going swimmingly.”

      Edmund’s jaw dropped. “Did you get a new leg?”

      “One that doesn’t make the horrid clapping noise every time I take a step,” Bartholomew said proudly. “This one has a quieter joint mechanism.”

      “It wasn’t ‘horrid,’” Daphne scolded him.

      “You cannot deny the loud clapping,” Bartholomew reminded her. “Unequivocally horrid.”

      “Well, you look wonderful,” Kate said. “I’m thrilled that you can sneak about once again. Not that it’s ever stopped you.”

      “I don’t ‘sneak,’” he protested. “That plate of lemon cakes was begging to be consumed. How was I to know they were for your Aunt Havens?”

      “Now, now, children,” Grace interrupted with a stern glance. “Time to forgive and forget.”

      “Not his lemon cakes,” Kate muttered. “I’ve been forced to provide a double batch ever since.”

      “Excellent.” Bartholomew tapped his fingers together. “Everything is working according to plan.”

      Carriage wheels crunched on the frozen dirt outside.

      Ravenwood jumped to his feet. “It might be the tree!”

      “It’s not the tree.” Kate peered out the window. “It’s Jane and Xavier, all the way from Chelmsford.”

      “Even better!” Grace sprang up in delight. “Plus, I can finally give back the book I borrowed from her.”

      “I wish you wouldn’t,” Oliver said with a wicked twinkle in his eye.

      Sarah straightened with interest. “Is it a Gothic romance?”

      “It’s… an illustrated primer with no words at all.” Grace fished a small volume from her reticule and tossed it to Sarah. “I recommend starting with page seventeen.”

      Sarah thumbed the pages rapidly, then turned the volume sideways. Her mouth fell open and a bright blush colored her cheeks. “That’s—”

      “—definitely something we should try.” Edmund plucked the book from her hands and tucked it safely inside his jacket pocket. “We’ll bring it back to Jane next Christmastide. Unless we ‘accidentally’ forget.”

      “The mistletoe!” Kate exclaimed.

      The entire party leaped up from their seats and raced into the entryway as the butler was opening the door.

      Xavier and Jane crossed the threshold with their three-year-old daughter between them.

      Jane immediately cupped her free hand to Xavier’s face and pressed a kiss to his lips.

      “How did you know there was mistletoe?” Kate demanded.

      “She assumes every doorway has mistletoe,” Xavier said with a straight face. “Even in July.”

      “I should be forever mortified if I were to miss an opportunity to kiss my husband,” Jane agreed with a lascivious wink. “Where are the others? Leticia has been demanding to see them all day.”

      Oliver’s brow furrowed. “Can three-year-olds demand?”

      “Worse. Leticia can read.” Xavier gave a long-suffering shudder. “Instead of, ‘No! Mine!’ she gives well-thought-out speeches on why every item in the house belongs to her.”

      “She’s welcome to pontificate at will in the nursery.” Ravenwood motioned for a maid to fetch Leticia from her mother’s arms and deliver her to the other children. “Although, to be honest, David’s responses will only consist of, ‘No! Mine!’”

      “Perfect.” Jane handed her daughter to the maid and her outer garments to a footman. “They’ll be the best of friends in no time.”

      The entire party grinned at each other.

      “I think they will be great friends,” Ravenwood admitted.

      ’Twas perhaps his true reason for wishing to start a new holiday tradition. Not just to reunite more regularly with the entire group at once, but to give his offspring a group of their own.

      Jane clasped her hands together. “Now that we’re all here, it’s time to decorate the tree!”

      Everyone looked at Ravenwood.

      “There’s no tree.” At their shocked faces, he cleared his throat and began again. “There will be a tree. Soon. Probably. In the meantime, we have wine and treats in the other room.”

      Two glasses of mulled wine later, Ravenwood was ready to pick up an axe, chop down the closest tree regardless of size or variety, and drag it into the parlor.

      Just as he was pushing himself to his feet to ring for his outer garments, grunts and rustles outside the room indicated the footmen were arriving with what was indeed the grandest evergreen on the entire property. The topmost tip nearly reached the vaulted ceiling.

      He let out a long sigh of relief.

      Ravenwood’s guests fawned over the majestic tree as the footmen placed it in a large tub packed with soil in the center of the room.

      “It’s beautiful,” Grace breathed in wonder. “I cannot wait to see it with candles.”

      Kate leaned over and kissed Ravenwood on the cheek. “It is a gorgeous tree, darling. Well worth the wait.”

      “Now what?” Grace asked. “Do we all affix our candles to the tree at once?”

      “No,” Ravenwood commanded. For a tradition to last, it needed to be special.

      “I agree,” Kate said. “Decorating would be over too quickly.”

      Bartholomew tilted his head toward his brother. “How did we do this before?”

      Unconsciously, Edmund cocked his head at the same angle to reply. “Didn’t we make it a game?”

      “We did!” Daphne jumped to her feet. “I’ve the best idea. Let’s play ‘I love my love.’”

      Grace’s eyes widened. “What’s that?”

      “It’s a thinking game,” Daphne began.

      Jane held up her cup. “And a drinking game.”

      Conversation halted for an impromptu toast before the instructions could continue.

      “The first person starts with ‘A,’” Daphne explained. “Something like this: ‘I love my love with an A, because he is adorable. I hate him because he is addled. I took him to Andover and treated him to apples and his name is Albert Adams.’”

      “And then the next person takes ‘B,’” Jane put in. “‘I love my love with a B, because he is brainy.’”

      “She’s definitely not talking about me,” Xavier said, sotto voce.

      Sarah clasped her hands together. “That’s a great idea!”

      Xavier narrowed his eyes. “What’s a great idea?”

      “Instead of A, B, C, we’ll use our real loves,” Sarah said, eyes shining. “As each couple finishes, we’ll place our candles on the tree. Ready? I’ll go first.”

      Everyone scrambled to refill their glasses and plates, then arranged themselves in view of the empty tree, the Yule log, and Sarah.

      She took a deep breath and began. “I love my love with an E, because he is even-tempered.”

      “Edmund?” Bartholomew interrupted with faux shock. “He broke my hobby horse when I wouldn’t share. While I was still on it.”

      “Adults don’t hold grudges,” his twin said firmly. He turned to his wife. “Go on, darling. Tell everyone why I’m so wonderful.”

      “‘Hate’ is next,” Bartholomew reminded him. “I can’t wait.”

      Edmund shot a startled look toward Sarah. “Skip that one.”

      She gave him a stern look. “One must play the game. I hate Edmund because he is… energetic.”

      Oliver affected a lewd tone. “By ‘energetic,’ do you mean—”

      “In every sense.” Sarah’s cheeks were bright pink. “I’m the mother of twins! Sometimes a woman wants to fall asleep, but no, it’s ‘let me fulfill your every desire all night long.’”

      Everyone burst out laughing.

      “You poor thing,” Daphne said with mock solemnity. “How ever do you cope?”

      Sarah grinned and continued, “I took Edmund to the Egyptian Hall.”

      “Did you really?” Jane asked. “How was it?”

      Edmund’s eyes shone in remembrance. “The hieroglyphs were stunning.”

      “I found the tomb disturbing,” Sarah admitted. “I couldn’t sleep for a week.”

      “We know the real reason why,” Jane stage-whispered. “It takes time to fulfill every desire.”

      “And then, I treated Edmund to eternal love.” Sarah sent a tender glance toward her husband. “Or perhaps eternal exhaustion.”

      “Both,” he agreed with a laugh. “I wouldn’t change it for the world.”

      “Good,” Kate told him. “You’re next.”

      He cleared his throat. “I love my love with an S, because she is sweet.”

      “Not very sweet,” Sarah admitted. “I did run away from the wedding.”

      “That’s because you were standing there with Ravenwood,” Edmund told her. “Who would want to marry a duke?”

      “So true. Being a duchess is dreadful. I suffer every single day.” Kate snuggled into Ravenwood’s side and wagged her fingers at Edmund. “Carry on.”

      Edmund slid a sidelong glance at his wife. “I hate her because… she snores.”

      Sarah gasped. “I do not!”

      “You started right after the twins were born,” he said with a put-upon expression. “It’s the real reason I wake you up every night.”

      She burst into giggles. “At least there’s a happy ending.”

      “I took Sarah to…” Edmund narrowed his eyes in concentration. “The Sans Pareil Theatre.”

      Grace shook her head. “It’s called The Adelphi now.”

      “We went last year when it was still Sans Pareil,” Edmund assured her.

      “So did we!” Grace lit up. “What did you see?”

      “An amusing burletta about—”

      “I love my love,” Sarah cut in, “but he is never going to finish his turn if we keep interrupting.”

      “And finally,” Edmund concluded with a grin, “I frequently treat her to fine sherry.”

      Jane raised her glass in a toast. “That is indeed how it all starts.”

      Sarah snapped her gaze toward Ravenwood. “Candles?”

      He nodded. “Candles.”

      Together, Sarah and Edmund lit their tapers and affixed them to the tree.

      “I love it,” Grace said when they finished, “but I’m not sure I have it all memorized yet. Can Oliver and I be last?”

      “Of course.” Kate lifted herself up from Ravenwood’s side. “Here’s mine. I love my love with an R, because he is romantic.”

      “Ravenwood?” Oliver snorted. “In the House of Lords, he seems more like an automaton.”

      “Lovely,” Ravenwood murmured. “Thank you.”

      Kate squeezed his hand. “For everyone’s information, my husband has the heart of a poet.”

      “In a jar under his bed,” Bartholomew whispered to the others.

      Edmund looked over with interest. “Does that work?”

      “No dismembering,” Daphne scolded. “It’s Christmastide.”

      Kate slid Ravenwood a droll look out of the corner of her eye. “I hate him because he is… rational.”

      Ravenwood tried to hide his laughter. Kate was so spontaneous, he was surprised she’d managed to celebrate Christmas on the right date.

      “I took him to Wigley’s Royal Promenade Rooms,” she continued.

      Jane leaned forward. “How was it?”

      “Fascinating! We saw Mr. Theodon’s Mechanical and Picturesque Theatre, which was marvelous, but not as wonderful as the Traveling Automaton.”

      “Did you visit the Spring Gardens?” Xavier asked with a sly look in his eye.

      Ravenwood’s lips quirked. “You should have heard her shriek when the water splashed her.”

      “I didn’t know hidden machinery controlled the fountain,” Kate protested. “No one told me I was about to step on the trigger hidden in the walkway.”

      “That’s why it’s called the Spring Gardens.” Bartholomew’s eyes were merry. “It makes everyone ‘spring’ out of the way.”

      “You’re all terrible.” Kate lifted her chin. “Back to the game. This year, I treated Ravenwood to a race down Rotten Row.”

      Ravenwood nearly had an apoplexy just remembering the occasion. “Remind me never to wager against you again, woman.”

      She snuggled back into him. “Your turn.”

      “I love my love with a K,” he began slowly, “because she is courageous.”

      Jane choked on her wine. “What? That doesn’t start with a K.”

      “I have the heart of a poet,” he reminded her. “I’m using poetic license.”

      “Can everyone?” Xavier asked.

      “Just me,” Jane said. “X is hard.”

      “Very well,” Ravenwood agreed. “Jane and I have poetic license. Next. I hate Katherine because she is… charismatic.”

      At that, Daphne shook her head. “Charisma isn’t a bad trait.”

      “I want her all to myself,” he protested. “She’s always flitting about, making people like her. Having conversations and such.”

      “I shudder,” Bartholomew said with a straight face. “Carry on.”

      Ravenwood continued, “I took her to the Curiosities at St. Paul’s Cathedral—”

      “You’re not even trying for Ks.” Oliver shook a finger in reproach. “For shame.”

      “I’d like to see the Curiosities, too.” Daphne leaned forward. “What was the best part?”

      “The Whispering Gallery,” Kate answered without hesitation. “You can whisper with your mouth near the wall at one end of a great circle, and a person on the other side, one hundred and forty feet away, can hear you quite clearly.”

      “All the people can hear.” Ravenwood gave her a stern look. “My cheeks were quite red.”

      “What did you say?” Jane whispered in glee.

      Ravenwood continued before his wife could answer. “I was forced to treat her to… kisses.”

      “Now you know what I said,” Kate whispered back.

      “Candles!” Sarah called out. “Well done.”

      Ravenwood offered his wife his elbow. They walked arm-in-arm to the tree.

      “Come around to the other side,” she murmured. “They won’t see you kiss me.”

      “We can hear you, though,” Xavier called out. “We’re right here.”

      Jane giggled. “I doubt Ravenwood had the only flushed cheeks at the Whispering Gallery.”

      Ravenwood gave up on propriety and kissed his wife before all and sundry.

      His friends erupted in a wholly improper cheer.

      When they retook their seats, he motioned to Jane. “I pass the torch to the next poet.”

      Jane immediately brightened. “I love my love with an X, because he is experienced. The things I could tell you…”

      “Please don’t,” Xavier said. “I’ll give you anything you want.”

      She kissed his cheek. “You always do. I am the luckiest woman I know. I hate him because… he’s exuberant.”

      “What?” the entire room burst out at once.

      “Xavier is the opposite of exuberant,” Oliver protested. “He is so non-exuberant that he was unconscious for six months.”

      “He’s making up for lost time,” Jane said primly. “This year, I took him to the Exeter Exchange—”

      “How was the menagerie?” Daphne asked.

      Jane’s eyes widened. “The roar of the lions frightened horses passing in the street!”

      “She means it frightened her,” Xavier said with a grin. “I told you it was safe.”

      Jane shivered. “I much preferred the kangaroo. It never once roared at me.”

      “Go on,” Xavier prompted. “Or I’ll roar at you.”

      “Right.” She tilted her head in thought. “And last, I treated him to… ecstasy.”

      “My turn,” Xavier announced before any of the laughing friends could ask for clarification. “I love my love with a J, because she is joyful.”

      “Is that poetic license for ‘incorrigible?’” Kate asked.

      “I’ll allow it,” Ravenwood said. “Jane is incorrigible, with a silent J.”

      “Janecorrigible,” she said with a nod. “I like it.”

      Xavier tucked a stray tendril behind her ear. “I hate Jane because… she’s a genius.”

      She shook her head. “That doesn’t start with J.”

      “See?” He tickled her side. “She always has to be right.”

      “Ravenwood?” Jane demanded. “A ruling, please?”

      “I’ll allow it,” he said again, unable to stop his mouth from curving. “What’s next?”

      Xavier straightened. “Every year, I take her to every subscription library in London—”

      “None of that starts with J!” Jane protested.

      “You only visit libraries,” he pointed out.

      She conceded the point. “Fair enough.”

      “And this year, I treated her to a gift from… John Arpthorp’s shop.”

      Jane placed a hand to her chest and gave a meaningful look to the ladies. “Arpthorp’s corsets and unmentionables are divine.”

      “You just mentioned them,” Xavier whispered. “You promised.”

      “Well done.” Sarah pointed to the tree. “Candles!”

      While Jane and Xavier hunted the perfect bough for their tapers, Kate leaned over to Ravenwood to whisper, “Shall we plan a visit to John Arpthorp?”

      “Definitely,” he whispered back. “I cannot wait to strip you of whatever we’re about to buy.”

      “My turn,” Daphne announced with a soft smile at her husband. “I love my love with a B, because he is brilliant.”

      “A wise man never argues with his wife,” Bartholomew agreed solemnly.

      Daphne continued, “I hate him because he is… brawny.”

      “What?” everyone choked out. “What’s wrong with muscles?”

      “All the women stare at him!” Daphne said, affecting the mien of a woman incensed by jealousy. “He’s mine!”

      “They weren’t staring at my brawn,” Bartholomew consoled her. “They were trying to figure out why my leg kept applauding them.”

      “Lies,” she said immediately. “They still stare, even with the new leg. But they shan’t have you. That’s why I take you to bed and treat you to bliss and intend to keep you very, very busy—”

      Bartholomew cut off her tirade with a kiss. “I love my love with a D, because she is both daffy and devoted.”

      She fluttered her eyelashes at him. “You say the sweetest things.”

      “It’s true,” he said. “I have never met anyone more passionate about helping people in need. Oftentimes, your sense of humor is the only light in their lives.”

      “That… is incredibly sweet,” Daphne admitted. “I love you, too.”

      Bartholomew continued, “I hate her because she is… determined.”

      “I thought you liked my determination,” she protested.

      “You bullied me into becoming your fiancé,” he reminded her.

      “Only the first time,” she said with a straight face. “I turned you down the second time, which makes you the determined one.”

      “True,” he conceded. “This year, I took Daphne to… dinner.”

      Grace arched her eyebrows. “Dinner?”

      Daphne nodded. “We’re gone most of the year. By now, we’ve been to every hotel and pub in England. I’ll write a guidebook if I ever run out of charities.”

      “Which means no guidebook,” Bartholomew said. “Which is too bad, because I always treat Daphne to dessert.”

      “Excellent.” Kate clapped her hands. “To the tree with you and your candles.”

      “Last couple,” Ravenwood said gruffly. His heart warmed. The evening was turning out perfectly after all. “Grace, are you ready?”

      “I think so.” She took a deep breath and turned to Oliver. “I love my love with an O, because he is observant.”

      Oliver raised his brows. “Bartholomew gets ‘brawny,’ and I get ‘observant?’”

      She nodded shyly. “Whenever you see someone in trouble, you rush in to help. It’s why I fell in love with you.”

      “I’ll take it,” he said quickly, and kissed her on her forehead.

      Grace continued, “I hate Oliver because he is… organized.”

      “You should see my sister,” Ravenwood murmured.

      “What’s wrong with putting things in order?” Oliver protested.

      “When you tidy my things, I can’t find them anymore,” she shot back. “This year, I took Oliver to the Opera House—”

      “I took you,” he said between laughter. “It’s my box.”

      “‘Our’ box,” she allowed. “And then I treated him to… er… orgeat?”

      Edmund frowned. “I thought Oliver didn’t like orgeat.”

      “Oliver does not,” Oliver agreed. “It’s rubbish.”

      “It starts with O,” Grace said.

      “So does ‘orange marzipan,’” he pointed out. “And ‘oats.’ And ‘olives.’”

      “And ‘outrageously arrogant about the letter O during his wife’s first game-play,’” Grace added, and stuck out her tongue.

      “I promise to make it up to you later.” He whispered something into her ear that made her cheeks flush bright red.

      “Deal,” she said faintly.

      “I wish we’d had a Whispering Gallery for that one,” Kate murmured to Ravenwood.

      He rather agreed.

      Oliver straightened and began his turn. “I love my love with a G, because she is gifted. Grace makes her loved ones feel very loved.”

      She smiled up at him. “Thank you.”

      “Thank you.” He squeezed her hand. “I hate her because… Grace is grouchy whenever she’s hungry.”

      Bartholomew leaned forward. “How grouchy is grouchy?”

      “You should hear the rude things she says when her stomach starts growling.” Oliver widened his eyes in shock. “I fear for my safety. This is my cry for help.”

      Grace swatted him with a sofa pillow. “You cad, I’m growing a baby in there!”

      “You are?” All the friends jumped up to embrace them at once. “Congratulations!”

      “I took her to Gunter’s Tea shop,” Oliver managed, from somewhere deep within the pile, “and treated Grace to great quantities of everything.”

      “I said I’m expecting!” came Grace’s muffled protest.

      “Expecting twins?” Sarah asked slyly as they all resumed their seats.

      Grace covered her ears. “Can’t hear you.”

      “Triplets?”

      Ravenwood tapped a spoon against his wine glass to stop the commotion.

      When he had everyone’s attention, he grinned. “Shall we do this again next year?”

      “Absolutely,” Sarah said. “I can’t wait to meet Grace’s quintuplets.”

      Grace tossed a pillow at her. “There’s just one.”

      “Which makes six so far for the new generation.” Jane’s eyes turned dreamy. “Do you think they’ll be proper, or will they turn out just like us?”

      “Proper,” Ravenwood said, at the same time Kate said, “Just like us.”

      He grinned at his wife. “We’ll have to wait and see.”

      And with that, the First Annual Ravenwood Tree Party was born.ere.
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        Scotland, 1817

      

      

      Mr. Anthony Fairfax might not be the lord of a manor, but he was king of the gaming hells. Or had been. Anthony glanced at his pocket watch. He should be resuming his throne at any moment. His luck was already turning back around, right here in a humble inn on the Scottish border. And Anthony knew why. He slid another look toward a certain young woman seated alone in the shadows.

      Making her acquaintance was almost as tempting as winning the next hand of three-card Brag.

      To feign disinterest in the twitches and tells of the other three men at the card table, Anthony lifted his untouched glass of brandy to his lips and leaned back in his chair. Careful to keep a subtle eye on the other gamblers, he glanced about the inn’s surprisingly well-appointed salon while he waited his turn.

      This particular posting house was a bit dear, given the unpredictable condition of Anthony’s purse, but he’d chosen it for that very reason. Rich guests meant higher profits at the gaming tables.

      Bored gentlemen—after all, who stopped at a small village on the border between Scotland and England save those on a long, dusty journey?—meant virtually every soul present had wandered into the guest salon after supper to be entertained for a moment or two. Drivers. Gentlemen. Ladies.

      For Anthony, the most interesting of all was the intriguing woman in the corner. She drank nothing. Spoke to no one. Seemed uninterested in the bustle of life about her. Yet he knew she was not.

      Light from a nearby candle reflected in her eyes every time she looked his way.

      Anthony was certain she was the catalyst for his phenomenal luck this evening. A rush of hope filled him. As a lifelong gambler, he was accustomed to both long stretches of near-invincibility as well as dry spells of dashed fortune. From the moment he’d laid eyes on this mysterious woman, every hand he was dealt contained at least a flush or a run.

      She was his talisman. His saving grace.

      Her moss-colored gown was simple muslin, but the blood-red rubies about her neck and dangling from her ears indicated wealth. A nondescript bonnet bathed her face in shadow. Were it not for a rogue ringlet slipping out the back, he would not have known her hair was spun gold.

      “Fairfax?” prompted Leviston. “You in?”

      “Absolutely.” Anthony placed a dizzying sum of money on the corner of the table. Thirty pounds was more than he’d seen in months—and far more than he could afford to lose. But with Lady Fortune gazing in his direction, he knew he could not fail.

      Mr. Bost, failing to hide his smug expression, tossed his final cards onto the table, face up. Mr. Leviston and Mr. Whitfield groaned as they displayed their cards.

      As Anthony had expected, their cards were no match for his. Not tonight. He turned over his straight flush without fanfare.

      Bost gasped in dismay. “You are positively beggaring me tonight, Fairfax!”

      Anthony gazed back impassively as he tucked his winnings into his purse. He knew a thing or two about being beggared. It was what had chased him from London to Scotland—but only temporarily. He would recover his losses. Every penny.

      Beau Brummell might be able to hide in France for the rest of his life, but Anthony had friends and family in England. People he loved dearly and would miss dreadfully. He straightened his shoulders. London would welcome him back with open arms once his vowels were paid. A few more big wins, and his IOUs would be a distant memory.

      Tonight was the night. He could feel it. Fate had been on his side from the moment Leviston had suggested a game of three-card Brag. Anthony could not possibly have resisted.

      He had always preferred games of chance over strategy. His strength was not in counting cards or doing figures, but in being incredibly lucky. Any gambler experienced periods of soaring highs and devastating lows but, in Anthony’s case, fortune favored him so often that his winnings at the gaming tables had been his family’s sole income for years.

      True, he had also suffered agonizing losses but, as any gambler knew, a windfall was always a mere turn of the cards away. Tonight, in fact.

      All he needed was one big win.

      Whitfield shook his head. “Demme, I should never have believed the rumors of your luck running out. You’re unsinkable! Think you’ll ever retire from the gaming tables and leave a few pence for us mortals?”

      “Never!” Anthony twisted his face into a comical expression of horror.

      Chuckling, Whitfield gathered the remaining cards and began to shuffle.

      Anthony sent a quick smile toward his shadowy Lady Fortune. She was his charm, his muse. Her power was immeasurable. He had won that last round simply because she’d gazed upon him.

      “I see our would-be adversary has caught your eye,” said Whitfield.

      “She wagers?” Anthony asked in surprise.

      “She’d like to,” Leviston answered dryly, “but Bost wouldn’t let her join us.”

      Bost drained his brandy and waved his empty glass at a barmaid. “What do women know about cards? She’ll lose her money. Her husband should pay more attention to the purse strings.”

      Whitfield’s eyes glittered. “And if she hasn’t got one, she should just say the word. I’d be happy to step in for the night.”

      Anthony’s lips flattened in distaste. “Leave her alone.”

      “Why?” Bost’s laugh was cocky. “You have claims on the lady?”

      “You certainly do not,” Anthony countered icily. His tone served to silence the blackguards.

      Good. He needed to keep winning. A brawl over Lady Fortune’s honor would have ruined everything.

      “Your wine, my lords.” The harried barmaid refilled the other gentlemen’s glasses, then turned toward Anthony. “Anything for you, sir?”

      “Not for me.” Anthony placed a gold sovereign he’d set aside onto her tray. “For you. Everyone deserves some good luck once in a while.”

      Her eyes glistened. “Thank you, sir. Thank you.”

      Anthony inclined his head. Inn staff would not know him this far north, but he always shared a small token from his winnings. Everyone did deserve good fortune. He couldn’t imagine a worse fate than having to be employed to scrape out a living—not only because gentlemen of his class did not work. Anthony had never cleaved to anyone else’s schedule or demands. Gaming hells were much more suited to his style of living.

      In fact, he won the next several rounds. A thrill shot through him each time. Lady Fortune’s presence had made him unconquerable indeed. Tonight’s total winnings were well over a hundred pounds.

      “I’m out.” Bost pushed his chair back and stood with a disgusted expression. “If I risk any more, I shan’t be able to afford to break my fast in the morning.”

      “Make that two of us.” Whitfield glanced at Anthony as he rose to his feet. “I suppose the gossips also lied when they said all the gaming hells in London had closed their doors to you.”

      “London?” Anthony leaned back in his throne with a careless grin. “Try England. Why do you think I came all the way to Scotland to deprive you of your last ha’penny?”

      “Scoundrel.” Whitfield shook his head with a chuckle. “Good night, all.”

      Bost adjusted his hat with a sigh. “Next time I see you, Fairfax, I’m winning back my blunt.”

      “You can try,” Anthony agreed with good cheer before handing the cards to Leviston. “One last round?”

      “I’ll no doubt regret this,” Leviston grumbled as he shuffled the cards.

      A movement caught Anthony’s eye. He straightened his spine as Lady Fortune rose from her shadowy corner and made her way toward their table. Her very presence dazzled.

      “Now is there room for a lady?” she asked in a rich, sultry voice.

      “Without question.” Anthony leaped up in deference while she took her seat. She had no chance of winning, not with Anthony’s luck tonight, but he saw no reason not to welcome her to the table.

      “Your funeral,” Leviston said to her under his breath. “Fairfax here is unbeatable.”

      Anthony was in full agreement. Leviston could bid his last farthing adieu. Now that Lady Fortune was seated at their table, Anthony’s luck would be boundless. He was on the longest winning streak of his life.

      “Fairfax, meet Miss Devon.” Leviston began to deal the cards. “Starting wager is ten pounds, pet.”

      She placed her bet on the table without changing expression. Either the sum meant nothing, or she expected to win.

      Anthony couldn’t stop staring at her from the corner of his eye. He was normally quite gifted at sizing someone up in the briefest of moments—it was the key to reading tables, and knowing when to pass or when to triple his wager—but he couldn’t quite get a fix on Miss Devon.

      It wasn’t just the high-necked modesty of her thick fichu being paired with extravagant rubies, or her concealed golden tendrils and pristine white gloves. Now that she was close enough for him to read her features, he still couldn’t do so. Her clear blue eyes were as calm as a winter lake and her pretty, unlined face betrayed nothing.

      He was fascinated, tempted to give up on cards altogether in favor of unraveling the far more intriguing mystery beneath the simple, oversized bonnet.

      But winning big was his only chance of repaying his debts.

      Anthony took the next round, and the round after that. Leviston took the third, only for Anthony to win it back double the following hand with three jacks.

      By the fifth round, Leviston’s grip on his cards was white-knuckled and he trembled with obvious anxiety.

      Miss Devon turned as if to soothe him. “Breathe in through your nose,” she murmured, “and out through your mouth. It is but one hand of cards amongst many. A moment in time. Feel your fingers relaxing. If you wish to stop, you may do so. It is only a game.”

      To Anthony’s amazement, Leviston visibly relaxed as he listened to Miss Devon’s soft, coaxing words. His knuckles returned to their normal color and his hands ceased trembling.

      “You’re right,” Leviston said with a rueful smile. “How easily we forget that the turn of a card is meaningless overall.”

      Meaningless? Anthony would have laughed if so much wasn’t riding on his continued lucky streak. For him, the turn of the cards meant the difference between eating or not. Between having a roof to sleep under or not. Between being able to look his loved ones in the eyes or consigning them to poverty. Or worse.

      Thank God, up ’til now, Lady Fortune had only worked her calming magic on Anthony, or he would not have won a penny. He needed the other players to be on edge. The sight of white knuckles and trembling fingers was his cue to wager big.

      Then again, Fate alone dealt the hands. All the subtle cues in the world were useless without the capacity to win.

      He glanced down at his cards. Indescribable joy spread through him. He should never have doubted Lady Fortune’s effect. A rush of excitement surged through him. Miss Devon could calm Leviston with as many reassuring words as she wished, because Anthony’s hand was unstoppable. Triple aces. These were truly the best cards he’d ever been dealt in his life. The best cards anyone had ever been dealt.

      Leviston was about to go home in tears.

      “All in.” Anthony dropped the entire contents of his purse next to the pot. “Seventy pounds per player if you stay in.”

      “Curse you, Fairfax.” Color drained from Leviston’s face, but he kept a stiff upper lip and ponied up his blunt. “This is my last hand.”

      With her porcelain face as smooth as a doll’s, Miss Devon placed her purse alongside her bet.

      A twinge twisted Anthony’s stomach. He felt bad about taking money from a lady. It wasn’t gentlemanly. Once he won, he would return her portion to her and take the rest straight back to London. The other toffs could afford to lose a few pence, Anthony reasoned, but he needed every penny he could get in order to stay out of prison. Two thousand pounds’ worth of pennies, in fact.

      It had taken a year of ill luck—and increasingly riskier bets in growing desperation—to amass such mindboggling debt. Because Anthony had always gambled everywhere and with everyone, months had passed before his peers began to realize he had no means to repay them. Not even a few pence. To say they were displeased would be an understatement.

      His goal was much higher than repaying his debts, of course. He wanted a pot so full of gold he couldn’t budge it without a wheelbarrow. Not only to win enough never to fear being poor again, but also to win big enough so that those he cared about would never lack for anything. He wanted to be rich. Not just for a few months or a few years. Forever.

      With a sigh, Leviston displayed his cards. A low flush. Poor pup. The man had no chance of winning, and likely knew it.

      Anthony felt oddly proud when Lady Fortune turned over her cards to reveal an astonishing hand. Three tens. If Anthony hadn’t held triple aces, the mysterious Miss Devon would have swept the table—and the two-hundred-pound pot.

      Alas for her, luck was firmly on Anthony’s side. This was his night. His streak was invincible. Finally, he could go back home.

      He flipped his cards face up with a flourish.

      Leviston covered his face with his hat. “I suspected as much.”

      A streak of visceral, hopeless dismay flashed across Miss Devon’s face so quickly that Anthony almost missed it.

      “We can play again,” he said. “You might earn your money back.”

      “I’m out,” Leviston reminded him with a sigh of regret.

      “Not you.” Anthony shot him a pointed look. “Miss Devon.”

      Her eyelashes lowered. “I have no more money.”

      “You can wager something else.” When her blue eyes widened with outrage, he regretted his unfortunate phrasing. Anthony had meant to be gentlemanly, not offensive. He added hastily, “A lock of hair, perhaps. I’ve just the locket to put it in.”

      “Don’t do it,” Leviston advised her under his breath. “This man is why half the members of the House of Lords have grown bald.”

      Miss Devon’s lips twitched. “And yet, I am tempted. What, precisely, is the bet? Just seventy pounds? Or are we playing for the entire pot?”

      Anthony stared at her. His blood raced at the idea of such a fearless wager. He should reply “Just seventy pounds” and be done. He knew he should. There was nothing to be gained from risking it all. Except for bragging rights when he won the entire pot all over again.

      “The whole pot,” Anthony assured her magnanimously. She wouldn’t win—no one could beat him tonight—but he would still be certain to return her seventy-pound portion to her after he won. This way, she would feel as though she’d had a fair shot.

      “Very well.” She gave him a brave smile and his insides melted with pride. “I’m in.”

      As the most impartial party at the table, Leviston agreed to deal again.

      Fifteen years of daily gaming was the only reason Anthony’s body didn’t betray him with even a flicker of satisfaction upon seeing his first card. It wasn’t going to be the same hand he’d held last time—that was a rare enough instance he’d dream about for weeks—but it was close enough to steal the breath from his lungs. His luck was damn near unbeatable.

      His first card was breathtaking. And the second.

      “I’m afraid you won’t like my hand,” he said when it was time to display triple kings. Twice in a row! What were the chances? His luck was unbreakable.

      Leviston nearly choked into his cravat. “How do you do it?”

      “And I’m afraid you won’t like mine,” Miss Devon said as she turned over hers.

      Anthony froze.

      No. She couldn’t have triple aces. The only hand capable of beating his.

      It was impossible.

      A cold sweat broke out on his skin as his stomach dropped… and dropped… and dropped. The room was spinning, spiraling him down into a void of nothingness and despair.

      It couldn’t be. It just couldn’t be.

      “I won the entire pot,” Miss Devon crowed with delight. She had destroyed him. “Just over two hundred pounds, is it not?”

      Anthony stared at her. He wasn’t breathing, wasn’t blinking. His body wasn’t responding to anything his mind offered. How could it? All Anthony could think was no, no, no. And, this is the end. He needed every florin and crown in his possession order to keep winning.

      How could he possibly have lost it all?

      “Y-you can get your pound back from the serving wench,” Leviston stammered, clearly suffering just as much shock as Anthony. “A barmaid can’t have expected to keep such a sum.”

      “No,” Anthony snapped. “Once I handed over that sovereign, it became hers. The barmaid’s luck was in. Mine will have to come back around.”

      Somehow.

      He hoped.

      Miss Devon motioned toward the pile of purses on the table. “May I, then?”

      Every muscle in Anthony’s body shook with fear and desperation. The night was young. There was plenty more money to be won. Just as soon as he got his winnings back. Or at least a few shillings. Something. Anything.

      There had to be a way.

      Charm, he reminded himself. When his empty wallet got him tossed out through doors, his charm was the one thing that could open new ones.

      “Of course,” he replied easily, and pushed all three purses to her side of the table as if they contained nothing more valuable than handfuls of dirt. “Although I’m certain you’ll return the favor and allow me one last wager, will you not?”

      Her expression was more than enough answer. And that answer was no.

      “Just enough to stay in the game,” he said quickly. “I’m not asking you to wager the full pot. Just give me a chance to win my seventy pounds back. One chance. That’s all.”

      She hesitated, her fingertips mere inches from the stack of full purses. Anthony tried not to fall to his knees and beg.

      No, she did not wish to return the favor. Who would? But luck was a powerful seductress, promising lies of invincibility too sweet to resist. Perhaps she would succumb to its sway.

      “What would you wager? I’m afraid I don’t collect hair,” she hedged. “I wouldn’t want any of yours.”

      Relief coursed through Anthony’s veins. He had her. Maybe. He wiggled his eyebrows, affecting a teasing mien. “A boon, that, as I’m quite attached to my mane. Let us wager something far more valuable. If I lose, I’ll offer you my… purity.”

      Her eyes lost their twinkle. “I doubt you have any.”

      Blast. His ill-advised joke had alienated him even further. Yet there must be something a penniless rogue could offer… Anthony leaned back in his chair, careful not to show his desperation. “Then I shall be your slave for the evening. A servant of any sort you desire. I’ll darn socks if I have to.”

      He wouldn’t have to, of course. He would win his seventy pounds. And then he would win back the entire pot.

      Lady Fortune sent him an arch look as she picked the heavy purses up from the table. “I might enjoy seeing you muck out a chimney.”

      But she didn’t say no.

      “Is that a yes?” he asked lightly.

      He held his breath as he awaited her decision. Anxiety flooded him. Miss Devon was the most unpredictable card he had ever been dealt. She held all the power. The wisest choice for her would be to leave the cards, pick up the money, and walk away. Then again, gamblers weren’t known for making wise decisions.

      The question was… What would Miss Devon choose?
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      Beware romantic spirits from Christmas past...

      

      Due to the terms of an estranged relative's will, the Duke of Silkridge must revisit the cold, unforgiving mountains where he lost everything he once loved. As soon as he restores his family legacy, he'll return to London where he belongs. He definitely won't rekindle the forbidden spark crackling between him and the irresistible spitfire he'd left behind...

      

      Noelle Pratchett is immune to charming scoundrels like the arrogant duke. He stole her heart, stole a kiss, and then stole away one night never to return. Now he's back—and they both know he won't stay. But how can she maintain her icy shields when every heated glance melts her to her core?

      

      The 12 Dukes of Christmas is a laugh-out-loud historical romance series of heartwarming Regency romps nestled in a picturesque snow-covered village. After all, nothing heats up a winter night quite like finding oneself in the arms of a duke!
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      Get Yours: Grab Once Upon a Duke here!

      (Keep turning for a sneak peek!)

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Sneak Peek

          

          Once Upon a Duke

        

      

    

    
      Benjamin Ward, the fifth Duke of Silkridge, didn’t want to mingle with the other guests in this godforsaken castle. He wanted a room for the night, he wanted his mother’s locket, and he wanted to be gone.

      Before he could have any of these things however, he caught sight of golden blond hair and laughing brown eyes. Just like that, his world tilted on its axis.

      Noelle was here. Right here.

      His heart beat uncomfortably fast.

      She looked both the same and yet somehow even better than before. Soft curves and gold-rimmed spectacles. Happy and smiling and beautiful. Surrounded by a group of equally cheerful friends.

      He’d thought she would be gone. He’d hoped she would be gone.

      So many years had passed since he’d last seen her. For the longest time, he had expected her to have a Season in the capitol, to take London by storm. Perhaps she had done so, and he had missed it. After all, he spent his days in the House of Lords and his nights in his study.

      Perhaps she was now “Lady” or “Mrs.” and no longer the Miss Noelle Pratchett he remembered.

      He didn’t want details, he reminded himself. Learning she’d found someone else would serve no purpose, and discovering she was still unwed would not signify. And yet he couldn’t help but gaze at her hungrily as she broke from her friends and made her way to the refreshment table, right in his direction.

      The moment she caught sight of him, she pulled up short. All traces of laughter disappeared from her eyes. “Silkridge.”

      “Miss Pratchett,” he replied, bracing himself for the inevitable correction.

      It did not come.

      “Five years,” she said instead.

      “You look lovely,” he blurted out, and could have kicked himself. She did look lovely. He had not meant to notice, much less give any compliments.

      She ignored it. Her lips pursed. “I thought I would never see you again.”

      “So did I,” he admitted. He had missed her so much, those first few months.

      After that, he had done his best to push her from his mind. One should not dwell upon things one could not have. Such as a rekindled romance.

      Or forgiveness.

      She crossed her arms beneath her bosom. “No doubt you’re here for the will.”

      Ten o’clock on the morrow. He wouldn’t be a single moment late.

      “I shall be gone before you know it,” he promised.

      “No doubt.” Her smile didn’t reach her eyes. “You were last time, too.”
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      Want more?

      Grab Once Upon a Duke here!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            About the Author

          

        

      

    

    
      Erica Ridley is a New York Times and USA Today best-selling author of historical romance novels.

      In the new 12 Dukes of Christmas series, enjoy witty, heartwarming Regency romps nestled in a picturesque snow-covered village. After all, nothing heats up a winter night quite like finding oneself in the arms of a duke!

      Her two most popular series, the Dukes of War and Rogues to Riches, feature roguish peers and dashing war heroes who find love amongst the splendor and madness of Regency England.

      When not reading or writing romances, Erica can be found riding camels in Africa, zip-lining through rainforests in Central America, or getting hopelessly lost in the middle of Budapest.
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        Let’s be friends! Find Erica on:

        www.EricaRidley.com
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