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        * * *

      

      
        
        Blind from a young age, a Regency heroine risks her overbearing father’s displeasure by attending a holiday house party, never dreaming she’ll meet a formidable lord who will discover all her secrets and still want her for his own.

      

      

      
        
        A pair of ghostly matchmakers warm two chilly hearts.

      

      

      
        
        Dominated by her father’s rigid ways since a twist of fate stole her sight, Isabella uses the magic of Christmas to steal away for an adventure of her own when invited to join friends for the holidays. Oh, how she adores Christmastime!

      

      

      
        
        How he abhors Christmastime! Hiding his war wounds beneath a frosty exterior, Lord Frostwood lives up to his name, freezing out everyone who tries to get close. Everyone, that is, until a spirited wench falls at his feet and proceeds to warm his cold existence, thanks to some strategically placed mistletoe and their resulting Christmas kisses.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        A Frosty Christmas Kiss is a sweet and spicy Regency Christmas novel of 45,000 words (with hot kisses and one sex scene after marriage).

      

      

      
        
        HEA ~ Standalone ~ Book 2 - Regency Christmas Kisses

      

      

      

      All Regency Christmas Kisses books are HEA standalones and can be read independently.

      A Snowlit Christmas Kiss takes place chronologically first, and is followed by A Frosty Christmas Kiss and A Moonlit Christmas Kiss.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For the magical Jackie Rose, whose gift of enlightening others—to see both what is and what could be—knows no bounds. She’s priceless, as are her teachings.
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        Perfect happiness, even in memory, is not common.

        JANE AUSTEN, EMMA
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            WHEN “FESTIVE” FEELS NIGH ON IMPOSSIBLE
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        * * *

      

      The specter gazed down from her perch betwixt cloud and atmosphere. For nigh on four years she’d been ready to join her precious babes on the other side but ere she crossed the final veil, she had her darling full-grown daughter to see properly cherished first. Not an easy task when her dearest Issybelle wasn’t allowed off the estate. When the man who’d sired her daughter had become more jailer than father.

      With a shake of her head, a flap of her angelic wings, she tossed off the troublesome thoughts. The season of miracles drew near. Was she not in the proper place to orchestrate one of her own? Mayhap several?
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        * * *

      

      
        
        December 25th, 1813 ~ The First Day of Christmas

      

      

      “Pray, Anne, who is that fearsome fellow darkening your doorstep? Tut-tut. Such a tardy arrival.”

      “The black-haired frowning one, you mean?”

      Isabella’s ears perked up, awaiting the answer.

      As Isabella Spier had no chance of seeing him for herself—being completely blind and in the dark as it were—she paid particular attention to the whispered comments.

      Ensconced in her favored chair near the fireplace heating the great drawing room of her friend’s home, inhaling the fragrant greenery the servants refreshed that very morning, and listening to the uplifting music—from the quartet commissioned for the entire twelve days—she’d never been more at peace.

      Pure sunshine on a dank and dismal day—that’s what Anne’s company and home had been these past weeks.

      Learning that the Spierton housekeeper, unaffectionately known as The Warden, would be spending the winter with her family in Wales, Anne had presented her pregnant self at Spierton the first week in December and insisted on bringing Isabella to Redford Manor for the entire holiday “Starting today, which will give you time to learn the arrangement of the house and grounds at your leisure before anyone else arrives”.

      How the lure of a month of freedom from the fortress she called home had beckoned.

      Her father was in London until after the new year. That, combined with Anne’s monetary mischief, had sweetened the pot nearly beyond bearing.

      Isabella had laughed when she’d learned of the gold coins that had changed palms. “You bribed our servants to not tattle?” she’d accused without rancor, deeply touched that merely the possibility of her company could inspire such devotion and generosity.

      “Not bribes,” Anne assured, “bonuses. Holiday bonuses. Something I’m sure your miserly father no doubt overlooks.”

      Eventually, with a lilt of joy in her heart, Isabella had succumbed to Anne’s urging. She could do no less when Anne had added, “Come now, Issybee, he forbade your presence at our wedding. Would you deny me now too?”

      Of course she couldn’t, not now that circumstances had seen fit to provide a reprieve from her solitary station. What was the worst Father could do to Isabella upon discovering she’d dared leave without his permission? Banish her to an asylum? A convent? It wasn’t as though he hadn’t already applied those threats.

      Though Mama was no longer around to grace Isabella with her shielding presence, neither was Isabella a child to be ordered about or threatened into obedience.

      And after reminding herself of that three hundred times or more in the days that followed, she’d finally begun believing it, her life since The Disastrous Accident seeming more remote with every second that passed. With every delightful moment she spent surrounded by cheerful friends and carefree fellowship.

      “Likely he’s all Friday-faced because he missed receiving any gifts this morn.” While she’d been woolgathering, speculation over the newcomer’s identity had continued.

      “Do tell, Anne,” another lively voice chimed in, “who is he? I certainly wouldn’t want to be seated next to such a glowering crank at dinner.”

      Amidst the excitement surrounding the grim arrival, the not-quite woman at her side leaned over and spoke in Isabella’s ear. “To be sure, I find him rather handsome—always have—and if I were permitted to join the adults for dinner, you can be assured I would sit next to him. Or directly upon his lap.”

      Laughing at Harriet’s emphatic pronouncement, Isabella missed the name of the belated guest. “Harriet!” she admonished Anne’s younger sister with a smile. “Let Anne or your mother overhear you and it’ll be straight to bed without any supper.”

      “That threat won’t work. Miss Primrose would bring me biscuits and milk, I am sure.” Harriet mentioned her governess, a soft-spoken woman who had earned Isabella’s respect, given how she handled the energetic and outspoken Harri.

      “Oh no she wouldn’t,” said the governess from Harriet’s other side, likely tucked away in the nearest corner, ready to whisk the girl off at her mother’s command. “You best be minding your manners, lest your evening with the adults be cut shorter than you might wish.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Harriet responded. But even that was offered with a hint of good-natured rebellion in her tone. “My manners shall be minded without further ado.”

      Nearing the “advanced” age of fifteen—which she continually liked to remind everyone—Harriet had appointed herself Isabella’s guide upon her arrival, saying she was better suited to the task than Anne, not having a house full of guests to prepare for, and not being pregnant—which caused their mama to exclaim, “Thank the heavens for small favors! And don’t you be getting any ideas, young lady.”

      Isabella soon became acquainted with the immense estate her friend had moved to upon her marriage to Lord Redford—or Edward, as he gave her leave to call him—and reacquainted with Harriet whom she’d last visited with at such length almost ten years before when Harriet’s only topic of conversation—unlike her current fascination with men—tended to be that of kittens and kittens and more kittens.

      A time when Isabella had still been in a position to see. Cats and ribbons and most everything else…

      “A girl can dream, can she not?” Harriet sighed wistfully before straightening and rejoining the general conversation, leaving Isabella to ponder her own dreams for the remaining fortnight. A mere twelve days and the most wondrous holiday season she could imagine would be at its end, as would her expectation of ever enjoying anything so grand again.

      But she refused to think of that now. Certainly not. Not with so many entertaining companions huddled nearby.
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        * * *

      

      He hadn’t wanted to lend his presence. Hadn’t wanted to dance and make bloody merry. Most especially, he hadn’t wanted to celebrate the blasted Christmas Season.

      Yet here he was.

      Tidings be damned, he should’ve cried off.

      He’d tried. Had, in fact, tendered every excuse he could legitimately think of—and a few illegitimate ones as well—but Ed would have none of it.

      “It’s Christmastime we’re talking about,” his longtime friend had proclaimed a month ago with all the persistence of a nagging nanny, as though Frost were still in the nursery instead of just acquiring a tidy sum over the pugilistic endeavors the two had wagered upon. “You simply must celebrate with us. I am not at liberty to brook refusal.”

      “You weren’t this tenacious last year,” Frost remarked dryly after his fifth excuse was shot down.

      On foot, they headed to No. 23 Henrietta Street where Frost had offered to treat them both to the best beefsteak and ale around.

      Perhaps the sustenance would lend strength to his arguments.

      “Ah…but last year, our first as a married couple,” Ed responded with an odd softening in his gaze—one Frost found unaccountably difficult to witness, “we celebrated the season with her parents, at the Larchmont home. This year, Anne insists we host you all at Redford Manor.”

      Then again, perhaps sustenance wouldn’t aid his cause because beholding Ed’s love for his wife was downright painful.

      When had Frost ever felt soft toward another human being? Toward anything during the season under discussion?

      He looked away and hastened his pace. Offley’s wasn’t far now. “I don’t see how my presence will signify one way or the other.”

      “It signifies, and you know it. With all we’ve shared. Suffered together, how can you question that?”

      “Suffered? Me?” Frost spared a glance at Ed’s overly serious mien. “You’re the one missing parts. Warrick’s the one rolling about. I didn’t lose one arm and crumble another. Lose the use of both legs⁠—”

      “Nicholas.”

      That was it, just his name. His given name.

      Followed by a heavy sigh as Ed matched him stride for stride. “Yet you have been there every step—pardon the pun—of the way. Suffering right along with us, perhaps more—in your own way. Some wounds aren’t visible, you know.”

      How he did know.

      He ground his teeth, refusing to succumb to the guilt hovering on the fringes, and waited. He knew there’d be more.

      And he was right. “Beyond the war, it signifies because you’re my friend, and now that your remaining family has passed on”—Ed glossed over the demise of Frost’s contentious mother nearly a year past—“I don’t want you spending the holiday alone.”

      Frost swallowed the instinctive retort. Though he counted Ed Redford among his most intimate of companions, had ever since the two of them shared rooms while at Oxford, he’d never divulged his apathy toward the holidays. Or the reasons behind it.

      “Moreover,” Ed continued, dodging the efforts of a Covent Garden nun to wave him down, “Anne charged me with the task of securing your attendance. She says we shall gather those closest to us and celebrate the spirit of the season with those we love.”

      At the reminder of the amiable, gregarious woman his friend had married, Frost finally allowed his jaw to unclench. “Might I ask why your paragon of a wife did not accompany you to tender this…this… Hmm, I’m not sure I would call such an impassioned appeal an invitation. A campaign, more like.”

      One with a well-thought-out battle plan, he acknowledged, feeling the familiar, holiday-induced irritation start to take hold. He ruthlessly shoved it away. December had yet to begin, and as they trudged through the dirty, wet streets of London, he was already smelling pine boughs and evergreen, however impossible, tasting gingerbread and wassail and bloody wanting to spit.

      Simply the thought of the so-called “joyous season” soured his mood and his stomach. Maybe he’d skip the beefsteak for once, go straight to the ale.

      “Quit demurring and I’ll tell you.” Ed’s voice rang with happiness. “She’s breeding, don’t you know! I bid her to stay at home while I met with my solicitor and called on you. We suspected you’d likely disdain any written invitations, as you have our prior requests to join us.”

      “Disdain? I have done no such thing.” But neither had he responded to the three separate missives.

      “Ignore, then. Come now, I want you with us as well. Were it not for you, I may not have made it home for there to be a wedding. Or at all.” Granted, Frost had ridden in and rescued his fallen comrade at Albuera, before further damage could be done, after a blade from a French dragoon found its mark, knocking Ed from his horse and severing the lower part of one arm in a mangled slice that required full amputation, but he was uncomfortable with the reminder.

      “You know I prefer to observe Christmastide here.” Alone.

      In actuality, he spent the days just as he did any other…if colder of heart and chillier of soul.

      Seeing both his friends so severely injured—simply enduring his miserable mother in the years before that—had taught him one thing: avoidance. If one avoided feeling, one avoided hurting.

      “Then it’s time for a change, by damn. I’m sure it won’t equal the level of revelry you’re used to but be assured we’ll try.” Little did Ed know the traditions of Frost’s youth, the ones he’d spent so much time at Oxford blathering on and on about, were nothing more than figments of a guilty imagination. He’d last celebrated a true Christmas when he was eleven, and he had no intention of ever doing so again. He despised the holidays and everything they stood for—family and merriment and memories.

      God, how he detested the memories. The only way he could muster through the wretched season was if he faced it more soused than sober.

      This is what came of attending Ed’s betrothal kick-up two years prior—the mistaken impression that Frost wanted to racket about in society. Not hardly. Yet after all their side had suffered, had lost, in 1811, once both Redford and their friend Warrick mustered the will to overcome the physical mulligrubs caused by the blasted war, Frost’s conscience had given him no choice. But now?

      Avoidance bled loneliness, aye, but also a modicum of peace. “What of Warrick?” he thought to bargain. “Will his recreative presence not suffice?”

      Compared to his unwilling company, Warrick’s jovial bent would certainly foster more good cheer in those weak enough to yield to Ed’s plaguey urgings.

      For himself, Frost knew better than to surrender, his thoughts still too frequently mired not in merriment, but back in time, on the battlefield…

      
      Picking through the bodies littered upon the soggy ground, hours after the fighting halted, searching for any improbable survivors. Searching more specifically for Warrick, who hadn’t gathered with the rest of them when the order had gone out.

      Pausing to retch—the sights and stench turning his stomach and churning his heart until nothing but a hollow shell remained. Brittle and broken.

      A whimper, weak and breathy, but miraculously sighing his name met his straining ears over the remembered sounds of the earlier battle, the shouts and weapon fire competing with the hail and rain storming down on them as though the Almighty himself had disapproved of the fight being waged.

      Frost stilled, drew in a deep breath after wiping his mouth free of spittle. “Warrick!”

      Nothing, blast it.

      Nothing beyond the wind, carrying the scents of death and despair. Nothing but his conscience waging its own war with duty. Why had he not returned home by now? With his father’s demise some years hence, and the full weight and responsibility of the title and estates now entrenched on his broad and battered shoulders…

      “Warrick!” Had he imagined the earlier sound? “You damn reprobate! Where the hell are you?”

      “Saint Nick…”

      Blessed saints, it came again—the nickery he’d been saddled with by his school chums. He lurched to his feet. Started plundering through yet another heap of bodies until he found the one he sought.

      That’s when the real work began… Extricating an insensible fifteen-stone comrade who had lost the ability to move.

      Anything but his tongue, it seemed.

      “I say, naggin’ Nicky-boy,” Warrick slurred, while Frost frantically dug past the dead covering his fallen mate, needing to search beneath his friend’s filthy uniform, locate the injury that had assailed him. “Angels, I tell you. Flappin’ those glitt’ry wings…”

      Warrick was still muttering, jawing about as though he had something to say, and for once, his blather was the most welcome sound Frost could imagine. “…the hopes of carting me off. Till you got your muddy hands on my digs.”

      “Angels? Pah.” Frost heaved another dead soldier—a Frog, this time—from Warrick, nearly casting up his accounts again, nothing left but bile, when half the man’s innards fell out. Biting his lips, his cheeks puffed against the urge to cascade, he shuddered. Suffered through more nonsensical jabber while he brought his stomach under control.

      “Apple-fed pigs would be more likely to cart off your burdensome carcass,” he told Warrick. “Pray to your angels, man. I need some aid.”

      Frost dropped to his knees, inspecting Warrick’s muck-covered torso and legs, fighting against his friend when Warrick persisted in twisting his shoulders, arms reaching upward, to some unseen sight far beyond Frost’s fathom, before his mate groaned, grimaced in pain or sorrow, tears leaking from the edges of his eyes even as he cursed like the devil, sinking back into the muddy ground.

      “Blazes, Nick…” Warrick wound down his vocal tirade, using the name from their school days, instead of the formal Lord Frostwood he’d been harrying him with in recent years. “Can see naught but you getting pert with my groin and pizzle. I don’t conjobble that way, man. Or are you tryin’ to help me piss? God damn—’pologies, angels—but I can’t feel⁠—”

      “Help me, damn you,” Frost grunted, winded by the effort of gaining Warrick to his feet, after confirming nothing was falling out of his middle. Worried about both his friends. Worn beyond frazzled by the blasted war. “Got to get you back up on my horse, for I have no hope of carrying your heavy arse⁠—”

      “Not t’day, you crank of a commandin’ officer. Angels said I could fly with them. Fly, man. Or wait. For you. Your tardy hide. No walkin’ today. Maybe never.” A deep moan ruptured up from Warrick then, the pain slicing through Frost despite his efforts to stay enured, to blunt back all the human misery his job and evil Bonaparte caused.

      More groans. More insensible angelic mutterings. More blood and tears (these, his own, hidden by the sweat, thank the God Frost had begun to doubt more and more of late). Until finally, he delivered a now-unconscious Warrick to the field doc who only shook his head and ordered Warrick’s body be dumped in a pile with his lost patients. Those either gone. Or nearly so.

      The row that followed should have at least brought down a few of Warrick’s angels. It was certainly loud enough to summon them. But the colorful content spewing between the two men—one a determined officer and stalwart friend; the other a ravaged, overworked and heartsick physician—was more suited to summoning demons.

      In the end, Frost had his way, the doctor had his say: “He won’t thank you. Won’t walk again, not with these injuries. Likely going to wish you’d left him back there. Let him expire in peace.”

      Peace? In pieces, more like, given the reavers coming to scour the battlefield, taking anything and everything off the deceased and dying. Heaven’s angels would come down and whisk Frostwood off—not likely—before he would let that happen.

      He inhaled, ready to rail at the physician all over again, when a new voice surprised them both⁠—

      “No, he won’t.” Bloody bandage wrapped around his mostly severed arm, waiting for the accommodating doc here to finish the job, forehead pale, eyes glassy and cheeks flushed with pain, Ed Redford had made his way inside unnoticed and spoke from his perch on a cot in the corner. “Warrick is too glib for hell, and I’m not sure he’s earned his way to heaven yet.” Damn, but Ed’s voice was weak. “He’ll fight. Feet or no. Legs or not.” Ed gave a nod to his hanging-by-skin-and-ligaments arm. “Least he’ll have them, even if they don’t work.”

      And with that, the sawbones got back to the nasty business of just that—sawing bones. Frost loaded Warrick onto the cart of survivors too injured to walk. And he kept Warrick’s angel ramblings to himself.

      For even if his friend had earned his way upstairs, who would believe him?

      
      “Nothing on the grand scale you enjoyed growing up…”

      Ed was still talking?

      It took a moment for Frost to bring his mind back from the painful past and into the present.

      “Ours is simply a little gathering of friends and family, and we want you with us. Come now⁠—”

      “And Warrick?” Frost interrupted, still working to rid himself of the muddle and memories of Spain. “Is he gracing us with his convivial presence this year? Ready to wheel about the ballroom floor with the latest Diamond?”

      At least if Warrick was there, the ladies would be all over his Merlin’s-chair-bound hide. Because while the pain of war may have stolen his mobility, Warrick’s mouth still worked fine. And unmarried females, or so Frost had observed, felt an enviable ease flirting with a man confined to a wheeled chair and were wont to leave Frostwood alone. Just the way he preferred it.

      “You’re not attending my discourse—and after you inquired.” Ed stopped walking and spun to clasp his hand around Frost’s upper arm—with an impressively firm
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