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        * * *

      

      
        
        Santa claws? A roguish feline plays matchmaker for two lonely souls.

      

      

      
        
        A mischievous feline and a case of mistaken identity land two lonely souls together during a wretched, snowy night. Arguing over the business end of a shovel, they take refuge from the storm and find that sparks and kisses warm their frigid selves as much as unexpected laughter. But he’s engaged, and she’s decided to never marry, so in the morning they go their separate ways, leaving pieces of their hearts behind…

      

      

      
        
        Battle scarred and bone-weary, the prodigal Lord Redford finally returns home—intent on pushing everyone away. Only he’s greeted not with the small welcome party he expected, but with a house full of people ready to celebrate his engagement. Which is going to prove rather a challenge, given how he’s never met his betrothed… Or has he?

      

      

      
        
        When Anne rushes to the door, ready to give her tardy intended a sound dressing down and inform the lout who’s ignored her since their betrothal began that she has no use for marriage—or him—she’s greeted with a host of surprises.

      

      

      
        
        Merry mistress or marriage? Or mayhap, nothing at all?

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      
        
        A Snowlit Christmas Kiss is a sweet and spicy Regency Christmas novella of 40,000 words (with hot kisses and just a bit more).

      

      

      
        
        HEA ~ Standalone ~ Book 1 - 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.
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        As for the ball, so near at hand, she had too many agitations and fears to have half the enjoyment in anticipation which she ought to have had...

        JANE AUSTEN, MANSFIELD PARK
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        * * *

      

      
        
        December 19, 1811…or was it yet the 20th?

      

      

      Deep in the woods a large wild cat sat back on its haunches and watched the snow-laden figure who’d just been dumped off his horse rearrange the two bags he’d been traveling with. A few muttered curses accompanied this effort. After more struggle than the unique cat thought the situation warranted, the grumbling man pushed to standing with only one of the valises still clutched in his grip.

      The figure limped off, in the opposite direction the horse had flown, leaving the cat feeling uncharacteristically abashed.
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        * * *

      

      Edward Snowden Thomas Redford, formerly of His Majesty’s 13th Light Dragoons, and a third son with no intention or expectation of ever holding the title of Viscount so recently plopped on his head, trudged through the frozen, miserable night.

      “Damn clouds.” Covering the sky he’d expected to travel by.

      “Blame horse.” The one he’d rented seven miles back when the goer out of London came up lame shortly before sundown.

      “Blasted misbegotten devil of a horse.” The very same one that had thrown him three miles back. Startled at some strange animal cry, the beast’s front hooves leaving the ground and leaving Ed—Lord Redford, he kept having to remind himself—now hiking on numb feet through the smattering of frost and sleet that had fallen in the last hour.

      Six days of freedom. That’s all that remained.

      Six days before his engagement was announced and became a binding contract he could in no way break. Not without harming his family’s already tarnished reputation.

      A mere seven months ago, he’d been cocooned in his own wretched world of fever and pain, loss and regret, fighting for his life in Spain. And not, at the time, having a thought to spare for grieving the loss of his arm.

      Four months ago, the infection waned as his body strengthened, the amputated limb suitably “healed” but his other hand crushed, and still mostly useless when he’d arrived on English shores, mad at the world—but mostly at Napoleon.

      Angry with Beresford too, the fighting at Albuera bungled indeed by the commanding officer. Casualties on both sides beyond significant. “Such a god-damned waste. Ooph! Watch it,” he told his left leg after tripping over some unseen stumbler hidden amongst leaves and snow.

      ’Twas coming down thicker now, the sporadic sleet turned to solid white, the cold reaching past the layers he’d donned when he was forced to leave his smaller valise behind—though some lucky soul would appreciate the two shirts, buckskins, handkerchiefs and neckcloth inside, among a few other sundry items. Not to mention the fine shoes tucked within. His ankle still did better in boots, not the dress shoes. Besides—unlike the rest of his family—footwear was easily enough replaced once he reached home.

      Renewing his grip on the bag he’d kept with him, laden with important papers, a few irreplaceable possessions, money and a change of clothes, he attempted to look out, beyond the black night and glossy sheen of ice and snow covering everything, seeking some manner of landmark or hope.

      Finding naught but a quick shudder through his frame as the bite of wind sunk its teeth in his weakened, sorry self. His ungloved hand too frozen to be nimble enough to work its way inside the protective leather without aid.

      His booted feet moved well enough after the months of recovery but still not smoothly. Especially not with the bitter frost seeping past the layers, numbing him from the outside in. Quite a refreshing change, that. Had the last weeks finally provided the time he needed to absorb the shocking news he’d received while continuing his recovery in London?

      The letters from his mother, no nonsense, straightforward and practical—to the point of abrupt—just as his capable, efficient parent had always been. His other now? Father being something of a wastrel, an entertaining one to be sure, but a man who would rather drink port than ply himself with estate details. “Is that not why we hire hirelings? To run things for us, eh?” More interested in the Devil’s brew and bouncing to London town to visit his mistress than: “Remain at home, eh? Not with your mother always going draconic on me, criticizing everything from my waistcoat to my wine choices.”

      Mayhap, if his father had not slept in his waistcoats nor sought out the most expensive—smuggled, of course—wines to be had, Mama would not have issued complaint?

      No matter. Not now. Not with Father gone, as well as Ed’s siblings.

      Unlike Ed, his two older brothers had taken after their pater in disposition, and in recent months, first one and then the other succumbed to revelry: John perishing on the dueling field after dallying with a married trollop; Robert falling to footpads one recent night—no doubt too much opium and port to give his eldest brother a chance against the band of scourers.

      That had been several months ago, during the worst of the fever. And now Ed was, regrettably, in possession of his mama’s latest two letters, the first summoning him home: Now that you have recovered—and your brothers have dispatched—Ed thought he’d detected a smear over that line. A fallen tear or two? She might sound cold on the surface, but his knowledge of her contradicted that—and with your father’s health continuing to decline, ’tis past time the three of us accept the truths inherent in our situation and set forth our next steps.

      You, Ward, are now your father’s heir and will soon hold the title. (Very soon, my dear boy, given how he continues to guzzle tipple, despite Dr. Callahan’s orders to the contrary.)

      Which means, along with the estates and what monies your father and brothers have not yet squandered, you have also inherited the betrothal he arranged years ago between Robert and Miss Larchmont, Lord Ballenger’s eldest. She is a tad long in the tooth by now—Robert kept postponing the marriage, you see, quite unwilling to honor it though your father pressured him so—but you can make things right.

      Oh, could he now?

      There is nothing wrong with her that I can tell—if his mother thought she was reassuring him on this front, she was sadly mistaken—and supposedly, money changed hands years ago, when the betrothal was first drawn up—you may ask your father about it (for I would rather ignore him of late—and him me. Would that I could. But nay. Between Dr. Callahan’s visits, laudanum dosages, and answering Redford’s demanding shouts, I am around him much more frequently than my sanity would prefer.

      There had been more. But the hard crux was, along with the title he never expected, it seemed he’d now gained himself a bride.

      Though John—until spilling blood on the dueling field—had been counted quite attractive to the ladies, Robert started drinking to excess early and hadn’t been in prime twig for quite some time.

      Ed spared not a thought to the unknown Anne, of what she might be like. Rather he wondered what she might think of him. Of how he compared to his eldest brother, Robert. For a portly, overly pompous, selfish drunkard he was not. How would one compare that to a one-handed soldier who knew next to nothing about running estates and caring for anyone other than himself?

      In gaining him as her betrothed, the hapless Anne just may have received the short end of the bargain.

      A sphere of thick snow circled round his head and somehow snagged between his booted toes. A stumble. A totter. A lurch and he went down, knees landing painfully on the hard-packed sleet. Pride falling even lower.

      Although… If I freeze to death, then neither of us have to go through with it.

      There was that.
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        * * *

      

      “You landed yourself in the suds this time, did you not?”

      Anne Larchmont, whose younger sister Harriet persisted in calling Merry Anne the last two weeks—“Because ’tis almost Christmastide and you’re to be married, Anne. How can you not be inundated with joy?”—shivered in the dark night, chest aching and arms so tired it was a wonder she still held the heavy shovel between them.

      “Inundated with joy, my grieving soul.” The bitter words slipped past frozen lips.

      The lantern light, reflected off the recent and unexpected spate of snow, didn’t reach nearly deep enough for the unpalatable task she’d set herself, the stillborn babe of one of the Spierton tenants wrapped in her temporary death shroud brimming clearly in Anne’s mind.

      The babe, awaiting a proper burial come tomorrow, still secure at the abode where the couple farmed for the miserable, distasteful father of Anne’s dearest friend, Isabella—who Anne had come to visit early that morning, well before any hint of this fierce and freezing storm alluded to its wretched arrival.

      That morning? Pah.

      What had, in fact, been mere hours, seemed more like weeks to the heart- and body-weary Anne… Given all she’d endured since naively setting off prior to any hint of impending snowfall…

      
      Acknowledging the unusually warm weather this close to the end of the year, coupled with her eager anticipation of visiting her closest friend, was it any wonder Anne departed her boisterous home at first light, with a decided lift to her steps, despite the nearly eight-mile walk?

      Any wonder she’d applied herself the night before, convincing her mother that she was more than capable of doing so alone? Had argued that a female so firmly on the shelf—not to mention supposedly betrothed—should be able to amble a path she’d trod hundreds of times before. In truth, she wanted the quiet. Didn’t want to spend the two-hour journey talking with her maid, no matter that she liked the girl.

      With the formal announcement that decreed the end of life as she knew it looming mere days away, Anne looked forward to being alone with her thoughts. Looked forward more to visiting with Isabella, her dearest friend since childhood.

      After the leisurely, if long, walk Isabella’s delighted smile greeted and welcomed.

      “How you chose a fortunate time to visit.” Issybee’s cheeks flushed with joy. “Father unexpectedly left for London yesterday, so we have the whole house to ourselves, at least for a few hours more, if not longer.” Which was absolutely wonderful, because Anne had come in the hopes of spending the night.

      With the cook gone to market, Isabella and Anne savored the warm embrace of the kitchen, baked goods abounding—without the Lord of the Manor to spoil the hours of stolen joy, his absence allowing the remaining household to take a collective breath now that his tyranny had eased, if only for a short while. Especially since the Spireton housekeeper, the rudesby Anne considered only a shade less unpleasant than her employer, had departed for Wales for the holidays. Leaving Anne and Isabella free to laugh and confide and talk of any manner of important or trivial things.

      “Tell me, do,” Isabella encouraged after the two had gathered a smattering of biscuits, breads and cakes and settled themselves inside of the open door to enjoy both treats and a coze. Or in Issy’s case, to enjoy the slice of sunshine beaming in from the outside, Anne helping to tug one chair just so, so that the bright ray fell upon Isabella’s ankles.

      “Let me know what you are wearing,” Isabella encouraged. “And then describe mine.” She stuck out one foot and lifted her skirt several inches, showing pretty pastel stockings. Anne thought the left one ecru while the other appeared pink. “I never know what I have pulled from my wardrobe these days, what with Papa being so stingy on servants, and letting Alice go.”

      “He didn’t,” Anne gasped. “Did not even let you retain your lady’s maid?”

      “I do not mind, truly,” Isabella said, and from the look on her face, Anne could do naught but believe her. “Her presence was pleasant enough, but it had to have been a huge bore, serving me, as all she ever did was help me dress and undress. No matter that I would have taken solace from country walks or perhaps just feeling the sun upon my face, Father insisted those were unnecessary frivolities and made her assist Mrs. Wynn during the middle hours, which we both know could not have been agreeable.” Of course it wasn’t; as youth, they had both called the termagant that presided over Spierton when its foul lord was away The Warden. “Though in some ways I can see Father’s view on this. It wasn’t as though I am oft leaving the grounds and need accompanied.”

      Isabella Spier…Issybee, of the dark ringlets (when she had a lady’s maid, that was) and the pale green peepers—that didn’t see a speck. Whose rotten awful arse of a father refused her liberty to visit anywhere since her sight dwindled to naught, practically kept her chained inside Spierton no matter that, like Anne, Isabella was deep into her twenties and well able to care for herself—as long as she was familiar with her surroundings, or had an understanding companion to guide her. Anne ached for her dear friend, locked in not only the prison of her blindness, but in the prison of her wretched father’s making.

      Still, impending engagement or not, she had to do something to help her friend. What if your future spouse confines you every bit as much⁠—

      Nay, that didn’t bear thinking of. Neither did Issy’s situation.

      “Only because he won’t let you,” Anne said, all the venom in her heart bleeding through her tone. “It should not be said aloud, but I hate your father. Hate him.”

      “Mind your tongue, dear.” Isabella’s voice, by contrast, was soothing, as was the touch of her fingers upon Anne’s clenched fist—after a short search over the table between them. “Some days, we know not who else may be listening in.”

      So her friend was being spied upon now? And in her own home? “’Tis unconscionable!” Anne railed, never so frustrated with their lot in life. Alas, for someone with excellent eyesight and more freedom than many females her age and station enjoyed, some days it seemed to Anne as though her choices were almost as limited as her blind friend’s. “You should return with me posthaste. I am sure my father would⁠—”

      “Nay. My place is here.”

      “Dash it, Issybee, your place is—” Anne swallowed her frustration before she choked on it. “Forgive me, dearest. ’Tis almost Christmas. Let us chatter over lighter things.”

      She would bring the subject of Issy defying her father up another time.

      Anne foraged in her reticule. “Here, I brought you a little something.” She placed two long ribbons within Isabella’s fingers. “Satin. Griffith’s latest arrival.” She mentioned the emporium the two of them used to visit together in years past, before her friend became naught but her father’s prisoner. “One is a brilliant red. The other a deep blue.”

      Isabella laughed. “Excellent. Now we can play.” After enthusiastically finishing off the last of her biscuits, she held up the blue ribbon and ran her thumb and fingers over it for several seconds. “This one is red.”

      “Right you are! Here. Again.” Anne took them both in her hand, trying to stifle laughter, and placed the blue one once again in Isabella’s fingers. “And this one?”

      “Red again. You thought you could play me false? Hand me the blue one.”

      Anne gave over the red ribbon, smiling widely and so very saddened anew that her friend couldn’t see and share in the mirth. “Can you tell any difference?”

      “Not one whit. I have every confidence you have just spouted clankers through your teeth.”

      “Me?” Anne’s voice conveyed pure innocence. “How could you even think such⁠—”

      “Mrs. Wells! Welly! I need help!” A small tornado burst through the door they’d left open, stumbling to an uncertain halt when his young face beheld not the cook he’d expected, but instead the Lady Isabella and her guest.

      “Owen?” Isabella
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