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      This story is for anyone who enjoys good banter, roots for unrequited love, and adores Christmas romance. I hope this story leaves my readers with a smile and eager to enjoy the holidays.
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      Praise for Once Upon a Widow series

      “Historically accurate with poignant characters dealing with strife so gut-wrenching, I can’t even imagine how I’d respond. Gripping story with an explosive ending.”

      
        
        N.N. Light Book Heaven Reviews

      

      

      

      “Aubrey Wynne’s epic historical romance bedazzles as much as it leaves the reader breathless! Her intricate details lavish the reader with picturesque landscapes, scrumptious dialogue, leaving nothing too small to define.”

      
        
        InD’tale Magazine

      

      

      

      “Somewhere between Austin and Heyer. A good read.”

      
        
        Verified Purchase review

      

      

      

      “The scenes are so graphically detailed and descriptive, it paints an elegant backdrop that makes the storyline pop.”

      
        
        Verified Purchase Reviewer

      

      

      

      “Aubrey wields her words as skillfully and precise as a surgeon with his scalpel.”

      
        
        Verifed Purchase Reviewer

      

      

      

      “I highly recommend.”

      
        
        Jersey Girl Book Lover
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      A contest to win her fortune…

      Lady Winfield, a wealthy widow of six years, is infamous for her outrageous house parties.  While hosting her annual Christmastide gathering, Christiana proposes a new game: a daily challenge of her choice. She will accept the proposal of the man who can best her at three or more competitions by Twelfth Night. Though all agree to the diversion, no one expects the games to include marksmanship, archery, and fencing.

      

      A contest to win her heart…

      Lucius, Viscount Page has held a torch for the countess since his university days. But he doused the flames of passion after she married his best friend. Ten years later, the embers begin a slow burn when he learns Christiana may be ready for another husband. Lucius, determined not to waste this second chance at love, presents the audacious Lady Winfield with a secret challenge that she can’t resist.

      

      Will their midnight rendezvous and private contests end in certain victory for one or a dual attraction for both?
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        June 1815

        Almack’s London

      

      

      
      Lucius, Viscount Page raked his gaze across the ballroom filled with the Season’s latest hopefuls. His sister, Annette, was busy with a group of attendees, so he took the opportunity to move toward the exit. Just as he reached the door, he glanced over his shoulder and saw Nettie waving at him furiously, pushing through the crowd to reach him.

      Blast! He tossed her a wicked smile and slid from the room, pulling out his flask at the same time the oak door slammed shut behind him. Taking the stairs to the next level below, he found a dark dusty alcove and settled in for a strong drink. But the whisky did nothing to banish the memories assailing him this evening. Lucius had managed not to think of her for an entire week and then… Smack! Her smiling face had returned, taunting, laughing, alluring.

      It had been the chit in the pale-rose silk with the honey-blonde hair. The tiny glass birds dangling from her ears as if trying to take flight, the wings glittering with the woman’s every step. She’d looked like Christiana’s twin from the back. Nodcock! Was that all it took for her to saturate his thoughts again? He tipped the flask and took a long draw, then smacked his lips and let out a defeated sigh.

      “Lucius, you shouldn’t have,” Christiana exclaimed, her light-blue eyes sparkling as she removed the delicate crystal figurine from the velvet. She held it up, watching the hand-painted swan shimmer beneath the candlelight.

      “You told me they represent grace. Something you have in spades.” Lucius smiled, feeling ridiculously pleased with himself. The gift had set him back a bit, eating up half his allowance for the month. The delight in Tia’s eyes was worth it.

      “And fidelity,” she added, casting him a sly look from beneath dark-blonde lashes. “When do you leave for university? I shall miss you, Lord Page.”

      “Not until after Epiphany. You won’t get rid of me so quickly.”

      “You will leave, make new friends, and forget about me.”

      She was such a beauty, even when she pouted. “Never,” he said and meant it.

       

       

      Lucius took another pull from his flask. He shouldn’t have left Nettie alone, but he planned on returning before the doors were locked at eleven. After which, not even a duke could cross the threshold. No one would bother his sister, he thought with confidence, not with four protective brothers watching over her.

      Footsteps echoed in the stairwell, growing louder. Lucius leaned farther into the alcove, his dark coat blending into the shadows. When the figure emerged onto the landing, he smiled to himself. Nettie always had been like a bloodhound when it came to her siblings. She could sniff them out from any hiding place.

      Silent, he watched as Nettie poked her head around the corner, looking up the next flight. With a sigh, she turned on her heel. Lucius smiled.

      “You smell of whisky.”

      Devil it! His smile faded. “Good whisky. Expensive whisky,” answered Lucius. “Less of a headache tomorrow.”

      “Brother, why do you torture yourself so?” Lady Annette Page, standing with her hands on her slender hips, the paste emeralds in her dark hair catching the weak light from the wall sconce, was a force to be reckoned with. Irritation flashed in her green eyes, so like his own, almost matching the Pomona silk of her dress. Annette knew of the Christiana tragedy, but Lucius would never admit to being lovesick.

      She sighed. “I miss her too. She taught me all the ridiculous, intricate rules I needed for my first Season. Not that I remember them all. I so wish she was here to help me through it.”

      A low growl started in Lucius’s throat. He’d met the honied-hair beauty at a Christmas ball, where she’d stolen his heart. They had written while he was at university, and he had plans to marry her when he finished. But when he came home with best friend and ever-charming rogue, the Earl of Winfield in tow, the scoundrel had wooed her himself.

      Proposed.

      Married her.

      Christiana had stolen Lucius’s heart. They had both shattered it.

      A few months ago, the noxious rake had died in a scandalous accident, leaving Lady Winfield childless and alone. After the funeral, Lucius’s flask had come out.

      “Have you tried talking to her again?” Nettie asked, placing a hand on his arm as he tried to take another drink.

      “She won’t see me when I call or answer my letters. At the cemetery, she told me that men had been the cause of all her sorrows. She would never allow another into her heart.” He put the flask away. “Got herself locked away on her mother’s country estate.”

      His sister shook her head. “I’m sorry, but I’m sure she just needs time. Winfield was a terrible husband⁠—”

      “I tried to warn her. Of course, it only made me appear jealous of the knave.” Lucius snorted, then handed Nettie the flask. “Take a nip. It will make the night pass faster.”

      She took a swallow and gasped, choking a bit. “Heavens, how can you drink this rot?”

      “It’s an acquired taste. It gets better with each swallow. Try again,” he teased with a grin.

      She shook her head and handed it back with a shiver. “I don’t care for spirits. You know that.”

      “The more for me, then,” he mumbled.

      “Don’t get foxed.”

      “Only mellow,” he promised.

      “Papa says it’s time you start looking for your own wife. She may never come around, Lucius.” Annette reached up on tiptoes and kissed his cheek. “Lady Jersey is introducing me to… someone, and I must dance the next quadrille with him. Please make sure you’re back before eleven. Please, Lucius. Don’t embarrass me by leaving me unchaperoned.”

      He sighed like a true martyr. “Of course. I’m your oldest brother. I will always protect you. Now go,” he said, pushing her toward the stairs. “I’m crossing my fingers for you that he’s handsome, plump in the pocket, and brave enough to face all your brothers.”

      This produced a snort from his sister, who promptly returned to the ballroom.

      Lucius wasn’t sure how long he sat there, drowning in his self-pity. But his flask was empty. Reason enough to return to the dance. It was a quarter of an hour before eleven. He poked his head inside, searching the room for Nettie. He saw her near the refreshments, her gaze scanning the occupants. She’s worried I won’t make it.

      He cursed himself as he moved through the crowd, holding up a hand so Nettie would know he was there. Behind her, Lord Frederick—a well-known rapscallion in the clubs—approached his sister from behind. Another growl scraped his throat. The man better not touch her.

      A knot formed in his stomach when Lord Frederick smiled. No, leered. Nettie’s eyes went wide. The bloody nodcock had done something. Lucius saw him wink at a friend and extend his hand out again. Rage seared his chest as he yelled for his sister.

      It happened so quickly. Nettie turned with a clenched fist and punched the cretin in the nose. Planted a perfect facer. His pride at her skill was cut short as chaos ensued. A deafening silence followed by a roar of gasps and murmurs. They gathered around her like vultures, the women whispering and pointing, the men smirking and nodding. Lord Frederick whined like the coward he was as red spurted from his nose, his finger wagging at Nettie as if she were the devil incarnate. Someone shouted for help.

      Lucius couldn’t help the slight smile. Justice, to be sure. But the consequences would be ruinous. He watched helplessly as Nettie offered Lord Frederick a handkerchief and was rebuffed like a leper. As Lucius pushed through the crowd, the remarks echoing throughout the room would soon be all over Town.

      “Lord Frederick has been attacked!”

      “Did Lady Annette plant him a facer?”

      “Lecherous lickpenny? Such language!”

      “She never did act a proper lady.”

      “Between her brothers and that right hook...”

      “She’s this Season’s social pariah now.”

      Lucius reached his sister just as her courage faded. He gripped her elbow, silently cursing the panic in her eyes. “I-I…” The tears fell, and she hid her face in his coat.

      Anger bubbled in his belly, sending heat to his face as he held Nettie close. “I saw what happened, you disgusting cur. To think a lady could take you out, you deuced molly,” he yelled over her head.

      “She’s no lady,” came the muffled response from behind a second bloody handkerchief. His blond hair was splattered with tiny droplets of cherry red, his weak chin thrust out indignantly.

       “I will find you later and finish the job. Count on that.” Lucius smiled thinly when Lord Frederick went even paler. Yes, he would find the rat and beat him soundly.

      The crowd parted as they made their way to the door, indicating the need to distance themselves from the ruined lady and her brother. Lucius noticed her hands trembling, one tugging on his coat.

      “I think I may⁠—”

      Lucius swept his sister into his arms as she fainted. His heart twisted again. This was his fault. If he’d been in the ballroom instead of drowning his sorrows, he would have stopped the duke’s son. Nettie wouldn’t be ruined.

      ***

      One week later

      White’s Gentlemen’s Club

      “She’s a hoyden.” A nasal voice coming from the library. “If she were my daughter, I’d beat her soundly.”

      “Because you couldn’t, eh?” asked another deeper voice. “She has a deuced good right punch, though I’d be more worried about her brothers.”

      “They’re all bags of wind.” Nasal man again. “I could take any of them in an honest fight. If they even knew how to play fair.”

      Lucius grinned. His friend, Mr. Hawkesbury, had done well. Pushing the library door open with a bang, he confronted Lord Frederick. It was difficult not to laugh at the man, his eyes still discolored and puffy from the facer Nettie had planted on him.

      “Seems you’ve got a crook in your nose.” Lucius strode toward the table by the window. “I’d be happy to straighten it
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