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      Dear Reader,

      

      Don’t Tell a Duke You Love Him is a standalone romance that is the first of five books in a series. Your reading experience, however, will be enhanced if you first read the FREE prologue to the series, How to Reform a Rake. Not only is it a quick, fun read but it will give you tantalizing insight into Max and Lily’s story.

      

      All my love,

      Tammy
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      Maximillian Abelman, Duke of Longley, placed his foot on the first step of his carriage determined not to look back at the brothel he’d exited. Freshly fallen snow glistening all about them and blanketing the world in a sparkling cover eased his efforts.

      The stunning landscape should have made it easier to forget yesterday too. From the start to the finish, the previous twenty-four hours had been a disaster. His four closest friends stood on the steps of the brothel, silently watching him leave but he didn’t acknowledge them either. Bastards…the lot of them.

      Out of the corner of his eye, he caught the shimmering dark hair of a woman in the morning light and knew the fortune-teller, whose room the five men had shared, had stepped out too.

      “Me lord,” Vadoma called.

      For a moment he considered not turning. He’d simply pretend not to have heard her, climb into the carriage, and leave this place forever.

      His manners, what few he had, won out, and he turned slowly, giving her what he hoped was his best glower. “What?” He was a man of few words as a general rule and he felt even less like conversing today.

      “When you’ve found your Lily, would you be so kind as to return my card?” She gave him a knowing smile and though he’d only been acquainted with her for a few hours, he already hated that smirk.

      He reached into his pocket and retrieved the tarot card. If he were the confessional type, he might have admitted he’d touched the card several times during the night while he slept on the floor next to the fire. “Take it now,” he mumbled, holding it out to her even as his fingers itched to slide it back in his jacket. It was a strange feeling, because a voice in the back of his mind protested at the thought of giving over the card. As though he were attached to a piece of cardstock, which was ridiculous.

      “Oh no, you keep it for the time being.” Her smile broadened making his skin crawl.  “It will give you guidance when you need it most.”

      How a single tarot card would ever guide him he couldn’t imagine, but then again, he’d never expected to have a fortune-teller predict that he’d kiss the very woman who had plagued his imagination for the past several months.

      He didn’t answer as he turned away again and tucked the card back into his jacket. Then he climbed into his vehicle.

      “Max,” Sirius Renwall, the Earl of Clearwater called. Flurries of white snow accentuated his dark red hair. He stood next to his closest friend, Kenneth, the Earl of Kissinger, whose blond good looks made him a favorite among the ladies. “Don’t leave like this. Come to my estate and spend Christmastide with us as we planned.”

      They’d concocted this scheme to travel to the country for the holiday while completely drunk. What had followed was a monstrous day and night where they’d been forced off the road by a snowstorm while heading to Dover, and compelled to stay in a Canterbury brothel as every respectable inn was full. Then, they’d been trapped by the gypsy, Vadoma, into a bet that made Max’s stomach turn with sick dread.

      It wasn’t that they were good men. In terms of nobility, they were poor examples of proper decorum. But even Max had standards and last night had been a revolting breech in most of them.

      “Let him go,” Chase called. “He’ll only ruin our fun exactly as he did last night.”

      Rex gave Chase a dark glare. If Max hadn’t known Rex better, he’d be frightened for Chase. He was a large and formidable man compared with Chase’s more wiry build and classic features.

      In this moment, he hoped Rex knocked him hard in the jaw or perhaps the nose. Charles Black, Viscount of Averstone, had been Max’s best friend…until yesterday. Why did the man insist on wasting his life? “At some point, Charles, you are going to have to figure how to be good at something other than fun.” He rounded on his friend then, his anger bubbling to the surface. “Aren’t you ashamed your life has no meaning?”

      Chase was a man who never looked bothered about anything. He lived with a smile and a handy joke always at the ready. So when a shade of red stained his face, Max blinked in surprise. “What do you know about me?” Chase asked. “What do you know about any of it?”

      Any of what? Max shook his head. Now was not the time to ask. “Never mind. Forget I said anything and go enjoy your Christmastide spent drunk.” He sliced his hand through the air. “I’ve no more appetite for it.”

      “Of course you don’t. You’re a cold man who cares about no one but himself.”

      The words near slapped him in the face. It wasn’t the first time he’d been referred to as cold, which made the barb cut all the more. He could ignore those words from someone else but his closest friend? Without a word of goodbye, he climbed in his conveyance and hollered to the driver to begin the journey home.

      He’d lost more than a trip to Dover. He wasn’t certain but he’d likely lost at least one friend.

      Pressing the palms of his hands into his eyes he attempted to pinpoint the moment their trip to the country had gone so terribly wrong.

      He might blame the hangover. Spending the day yesterday in a carriage trying not to be ill probably hadn’t been wise.

      Of course, the storm hadn’t helped. But the trouble had really begun when Chase had suggested—well more bet them—that they couldn’t convince a respectable lady to give them a single kiss.

      The situation had only grown worse when Rex had nominated the Ducat sisters as their victims. Five lovely ladies with flawless reputations. Well, except the eldest.

      The problem was he’d met one of the Ducat sisters already. Lily Ducat was everything good in this world. Her warm brown eyes had looked into his in a way that so few people did. As though she were really seeing him. He hadn’t been able to get her understanding gaze out of his head. Even if he’d thought this wild scheme his friends had concocted was a good idea, which he didn’t, he would never allow them to subject her to such foolery.

      Except, then the gypsy had gotten involved and next thing he knew, he’d drawn a card from her deck. She’d sworn that he’d made an agreement with that card to participate in the bet and collect a kiss from Lily. He should rip the card to pieces. He should go back to the brothel, collect the card each of his friends held in their possession and shred those too.

      Perhaps he’d find the Ducats in London and warn them about…what? A bet facilitated by a gypsy? He could at the very least inform them to stay away from his friends. Of course that would mean seeing Lily. His gut churned. He wanted to protect her, but could he keep her safe from himself?

      “Bloody hell,” he growled to no one as he flicked open the curtain. While the snow still looked fluffy white, it had lost its sparkle, dark clouds blotting out the sun. He threw out a silent prayer that the bloody sky would not start bloody snowing again.

      He forgot, however, that as a man who had spent most of his days participating in debauchery, God, in all likelihood, did not listen to his prayers.
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      Lily Ducat looked out the window of the Mayfield Canterbury estate and suppressed a sigh. It was snowing…again.

      Normally, this would be an occasion of great joy in the Ducat family. A Christmastide full of snow and freshly scented pine would send the family into a flutter of joyful preparation. A tree would be cut, greens with beautiful red berries would be hung about their home. Presents would be made and wrapped in beautiful bits of ribbon.

      This year, however, was different. First and foremost, the family had separated this holiday. Her aunt was going to sponsor not one, but two of her sisters in the upcoming season. Highly unusual but Lily suspected her parents were getting frantic to begin matching their daughters to eligible lords. And Victoria and Cristina were twins so choosing which one would be launched into society first had proven difficult. While Victoria was one minute older, Cristina had declared herself the more responsible sister. Not untrue.

      So her father’s sister, The Marchioness of Wanegibben, along with their father, had gone to London with the twins. They were to attend some Christmastide party that would aid them in securing important invitations that they would need for the upcoming season.

      Lily was certain the twins would do wonderfully. Beautiful and talented, each in her own way, men would fall over themselves trying to wed them. Unlike herself, her sisters would choose wonderful husbands who would love them deeply.

      Lily did not trust herself to choose wisely. Her taste in men appeared to be awful.

      A shiver raced down her spine. The wrong sort of men always seemed to want her.

      Hadn’t that been proven this last spring? She’d adored Camille’s former fiancé, Lord Michael Ralston, like a brother. She’d thought he was one of the few people who’d seen past her shy exterior and gotten to know the real her. Like her family. In the end, he had proven the worst sort of rogue. He’d not only broken Camille’s heart, he’d hurt Lily in a very real way with his inappropriate advances. She shook her head a little to clear those painful thoughts.

      Adelaide coughed next to her, nudging Lily with her knee. Lily knew she was being inattentive to their host but she couldn’t stop thinking about the past. As Mayfield’s voice droned on, her thoughts drifted back again.

      Just days after Camille had broken her engagement after experiencing Michael’s boorish behavior, Lily had met a man in a pasty shop who’d made her heart quicken in the most exciting way. The Duke of Longley had the sort of tall dark looks that could make a woman dream of being held in his arms. His interest in her had been apparent as well. He’d openly stared at her, causing a blush to infuse her cheeks the entire encounter. The moment they’d left the shop, however, her sister, Victoria, had told her he was one of the most infamous rakes in all of England.

      That was the man who’d made her heart beat wildly? Apparently she was only capable of holding genuine feeling for a man of ill repute.

      Camille laughed, pulling her away from her memories. It was a high, clear, lovely sound that echoed about the room. Lily honestly had no idea how her sister managed to pretend so well as she listened to the most boring story ever told.  Then she winced at her own thoughts. Mr. Mayfield was most likely enjoying the somewhat attentive audience. Didn’t everyone deserve to be seen sometimes? Well except for her. She wished she could fade into the walls.

      Still, she found it difficult to focus on his words. The rest of her family should have travelled with their father and sisters to London but another opportunity had arisen that couldn’t be ignored. Camille had been invited to the Baron Mayfield’s estate to discuss a possible match between her and his son.

      The Honourable Clarence Mayfield had one requirement for a wife. Rich. Which was why he was considering Camille, despite her tarnished reputation. A heavy man with thick lips and a thicker waistline, his eyes danced all over her every time they were in the same room. She knew she was pretty enough but for goodness sakes, the man was courting her sister. Her skin itched as he assessed her and her heart ached for her sister, Camille. This was the best offer Camille had received in some time. Her belly niggled with guilt at all her sister had gone through.

      Poor Camille had ended her engagement six months prior and with it, her reputation. Lily held in another sigh. Camille deserved the best sort of man. Not one like Clarence. Though, to be fair, she had no idea how to go about finding her sister a better husband. If she tried, she’d likely land Camille with the worst sort of rogue.

      Perhaps she and Camille could be spinsters together?

      “A-a-arr-rr e you li-i-istening, La-la-ady Lily?” Clarence asked, his nasally voice whistling with his apparent irritation. Lily’s attention snapped back from the window. His brow was low, his frown firmly in place as he once again, looked her up and down.

      “Of course.” She gave the man her cheeriest smile. She didn’t mind his stutter. Quite honestly, if it accompanied a nicer person, she’d find it endearing. But his overbearing attitude only added to her annoyance every time he spoke.

      She glanced across the room to where her mother sat talking with the baron and his wife. Thank goodness, her mother wasn’t looking over and hadn’t heard the exchange between Lily and Mr. Mayfield. The last thing she needed to explain was that she’d set about ruining another possible match for her sister. Her mother would send her to the convent.

      Camille reached for her hand, a blonde curl falling delicately over her shoulder. “Forgive my sister. She loves snow. Isn’t that right, Lily?”

      Adelaide rolled her eyes, discreetly of course. If Lily hadn’t known her youngest sister better she’d think the gesture was at her love of the frosty powder that blanketed the ground but Adelaide would never treat Lily with such disdain. The eye roll was meant for Clarence and his attempt at conversation. How Adelaide got away with such brash behavior was a mystery to Lily.

      “Yes, do forgive me. Snow at Christmastide is my favorite.” She made her smile broader until it pulled at her cheeks in a most uncomfortable way.

      Clarence gave a curt nod as Adelaide shot her a knowing glance, her eyebrows wiggling and then she turned back to their host. “Now, pray, continue discussing the finer points of what makes one meat pie tastier than another. Truly fascinating topic for discussion. Was it the cinnamon?”

      Clarence nodded, his chin bobbing up and down causing the skin under his jaw to wiggle wildly. “Oh indeed. All-all sp-spice helps too. But cinnamon is k-key.”

      Lily filled her lungs to steady her nerves. The urge to run made her muscles twitch with unused energy. What she wouldn’t give to be outside in the snow taking deep breaths of fresh clean winter air.

      As if God had heard her, the bell for the front door rang, echoing in the entry hall. The noise carried to the front sitting room where they currently resided.

      Lily turned and pulled up the curtain again. While she couldn’t see the front door, she could make out the drive and sure enough, a set of fresh footprints came toward the house.

      “Wh-wh-who is it?” Clarence asked.

      She leaned out further from her chair to try and catch a glimpse of the door but she couldn’t quite see it, or the person who stood on the stoop. “I can’t see.”

      “Here is a thought,” Adelaide called from her chair. “Why don’t we answer the door and find out?”

      “We c-c-couldn’t just answer the door.” Clarence wrinkled his nose. “That’s what the staff is for.”

      Lily winced, then quickly attempted to train her features back into a polite mask of indifference. The staff was small and ancient. A cup of tea might take hours to deliver. Case in point, they had arrived for morning tea in the sitting room forty-five minutes prior. It had yet to arrive and that was a scheduled event in the house.

      Adelaide raised a hand above
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