
  
    [image: One Wicked Christmas]
  


  
    
      ONE WICKED CHRISTMAS

      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

    
      
        USA TODAY BESTSELLER

        AMANDA MARIEL

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CONTENTS

          

        

      

    

    
    
      
        Prologue

      

      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Excerpt

      

      
        Prolouge

      

    

    
      
        About the Author

      

      
        Also by Amanda Mariel

      

      
        Afterword

      

    

    

  


  
    
      For Brooklyn. Thank you for being my plotting buddy!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        December 1815, Yorkshire

      

      

      Adam twirled a strand of Cristiana’s silken hair around his fingers as she lay snuggled against his chest. He should leave her bed and return to Danby Castle. Never in his life had he remained to cuddle a woman after bedding her. Something about Cristiana felt safe, though. Perhaps the fact that she was a widow or more likely the fact that she did not desire a husband.

      He inhaled her scent of vanilla and lilac. “Tell me about your husband?” A sudden curiosity gripped him, and before he could stop himself, the question was out, hanging in the air between them.

      Cristiana stiffened for a moment before tilting her chin to look at him. “What would you like to know?”

      Adam smiled, rubbing her naked back and relishing the way she relaxed as he did so. “Nothing, I suppose. It was just a momentary curiosity.”

      She rose up on her elbow, her eyes narrowed in speculation. “And now it has passed?”

      Adam chuckled softly. “I realize that it is none of my concern.”

      “Perhaps not.” She dropped a kiss to his bare chest. “But I shall enlighten you at any rate.”

      “You needn’t do so.” He stared into her warm grey-blue gaze. He really shouldn’t have asked. “I have no wish to make you relive unpleasant memories.”

      “It’s not as though he mistreated me.” Cristiana lowered herself back to the bed, her cheek coming to rest on Adam’s chest. “Ours was no great love affair, but we had a tender for one another all the same. Jonathan was good to me, and I to him.”

      “Then what prevents you from wanting to marry again?” Adam found himself utterly confused. Most woman—all of the ones he’d meet—wished to be wed. If her previous experience had been pleasant, then he saw no reason for her to avoid a second marriage. Was she attempting to trick him? Dread sent cold chills through him as he awaited her answer.

      “I said our union was pleasant, not ideal. Jonathan was a soldier. We married a fortnight before he was called for duty. On the occasions when he returned home, we had very little time together. It was a lonely existence…even more so now. As you know, he was killed at Waterloo.”

      “I can imagine how difficult such an existence must be.”

      “Indeed.” Cristiana splayed her hand over Adam’s warm chest, her fingers playing with the fine hairs. Warmth replaced the previous chill he’d felt. “After my mourning time, I determined to remain a widow. The state allows me a certain freedom and forgiveness not enjoyed by other ladies. Doing so ensures that I will never be lonely again.”

      There was no sadness in her voice, she did not cry or curl tighter against him, and still, his heart ached for what she’d endured. Clearly, her marriage had left a scar despite her calling it pleasant. Had she been lonely as a child too? He’d not ask, for he’d already questioned her more then he should.

      Adam rolled until she was beneath him, then met her passion filled gaze. “In that case, it is my duty to ensure you are not lonely tonight.” He brought his lips down on hers, kissing her soundly as he pressed his cock into her wet center.

      Cristiana wrapped her legs around his hips, moaning softly as she met him thrust for thrust. She trailed her fingers over his back and kissed his chest, sending spirals of heat and desire through him.

      He increased the pace, her cries coming quicker as he took what he needed. Before long she moaned his name, her head dropping back to the pillow. She lay beneath him, gasping with a sultry grin on her face. Adam captured her lips in a searing kiss as he took his own pleasure.

      Rolling off of her, he pulled her back against him. He held her for long moments as they caught their breath, their hearts beating together. If he were looking to marry, he’d be looking for her.

      The thought terrified him, sending dread through his veins. This was a dangerous affair. One he needed to end. “Cristiana.”

      “Yes.”

      “I will be returning to London soon.”

      “I know.” She tightened her hold on him. “I am soaking you up while I have you.”

      Adam’s throat grew tight. He was finding it far more difficult to walk away from her than he should. “I will be busy during the remainder of my stay…too busy to come to you again.”

      “What drivel. You told me you’d be in Yorkshire until after twelfth night.” She stroked her fingers delicately over his abdomen. “That’s a fortnight from now. Surely you will find a reason to sneak away and see me.”

      Of course, he could, and the temptation she presented almost changed his mind. Bloody hell, why did he have to go and catch feelings for her? No choice remained other than to end their acquaintance before his feelings for her grew into something more profound. “I’m afraid I can’t. Danby has many plans and demands my presence. In fact, I am required at the castle this evening.”

      Cristiana did not argue as she rolled away from him, but neither did she appear pleased. She turned to him, her lips in a practiced pout. “If you must, I will not attempt to stop you.”

      He rose from the bed and dressed before turning back to her. “I have enjoyed our time together. Never doubt it.” He dropped a kiss on her forehead. “Goodbye.”

      She said nothing, only stared at him as he turned to take his leave.
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      Adam Brighton, Viscount Radcliffe entered the Duke of Danby’s study with a sinking feeling turning his gut. His great uncle had summoned him to Danby Castle a fortnight ago, leaving him no room for escape. Adam had done his best to avoid the Duke and managed to remain in London the previous year, but in this case, it was inevitable. Danby had promised to come to London if Adam did not arrive in Yorkshire. A risk Adam would not take.

      Adam settled into the chair Danby indicated then meet his great uncle’s gaze. He’d aged over the previous two years but still held his edge. And based on the mixture of concern and mischief dancing in his eyes, Danby planned to focus a considerable amount of attention on meddling in Adam’s affairs this Christmas season.

      “Tell me how you’ve been?” Danby gave a jovial grin.

      Danby’s cheerful disposition did not fool Adam. Danby was a formidable man, and he well knew it. Adam hadn’t been summoned to the castle to discuss how he fared. All the same, he returned his uncles smile. “I’ve been well.”

      “Rumors of your less than desirable behaviors, drinking, hell raising, and womanizing, have reached me here in Yorkshire.” Danby leaned forward, studying Adam through crisp blue eyes. “I believe the time for you to settle down is upon us.”

      There it was. Danby’s real reason for demanding Adam’s presence—and the very thing he wished to avoid the most. Adam released a breath. “I am not ready to become leg shackled.”

      Somehow, Adam would escape Danby’s match-making efforts. He may not have had a choice in whether or not he came to the castle, but he damn sure got a say in who and when he married. Adam didn’t care to think on the who at present, because the when would not occur for several more years. He wasn’t ready to relinquish his freedom just yet—regardless of what his uncle demanded.

      “Nonsense.” Danby peered hard. “A good woman is exactly the thing for you.”

      “I won’t be forced into marriage.” Adam returned his stern gaze.

      “You will remain here for the holiday season, and you will participate in the festivities. Furthermore, I demand that you spend time with Lady Edith Voss.”

      “Uncle—”

      Danby sliced his hand through the air between them as he continued giving his dictate. “She is a soft-spoken, sweet girl. The very picture of propriety and exactly what you need.”

      Adam could think of several things he needed, none of which included a proper lady of his great uncles choosing. The minute he finished here, he would seek out a stiff drink and the company of a willing woman—one of his choosing. Perhaps he’d pay a call on Christiana. He’d not seen her in two years. Would he still find her the willing and wonton widow she was when he’d last called?

      “Adam.” Danby leveled his peering blue gaze on him.

      “I’m listening.”

      Danby pressed his lips into a tight line.

      “Truly, I am. It is your wish that I spend time with Lady Edith Voss, and so I shall.” What Adam failed to convey was that he’d not spend any more time than necessary with the lady, and he most certainly would not court her.

      “Very good.” Danby settled back in his chair. “You are excused.”

      Adam wasted no time sprinting from the office and the mandates of the duke. He quickly traversed through the halls, down the stairs, and out to collect his horse. Even a whisky could wait for the less time he spent at Danby Castle—the better.

      He rode neck or nothing across the Yorkshire countryside until he reached Christiana’s home. If he had his way, she would meet him with the same passion she’d bestowed on him in the past. Visions of her lush body filled his mind, and he wondered why he’d made such a hasty retreat from her.

      He and Christiana enjoyed a sizzling affair. Neither making demands on the other. Both willing and wild. He’d spent most nights in her bed that holiday, and several days beside her fire. Would she still prove to be a great escape from Danby? Or had too much time past? It had been two years since he’d seen her last. Perhaps she’d remarried.

      There was but one way to find the answers he sought. Adam took the porch steps two at a time then rapped on the door. If worse came to worse, he would find another woman to distract himself with.

      The solid oak door swung open, revealing Christina’s butler. “My lord.” The grey-haired man proffered a bow.

      Adam nodded as he extended his calling card. “I’ve come to see Lady Cristiana.”

      “She is not in residence.”

      “When might she return?” Adam studied the man, knowing full well that he recognized him. How could he not after Adam had spent so much time here.

      “She has left for the holiday.”

      Adam pressed his lips together and peered at the butler. “Away where?”

      “I am not at liberty to say, my lord.” The butler stepped back and began to close the door.

      “Wait.” Adam reached out, placing his hand against the doorframe to prevent the man from closing him out. “I wish to surprise her. Surely she would not mind if you pointed me in the right direction. You are well aware of our,” he cleared his throat, “acquaintance.”

      The butler’s expression went stern. “I most certainly am not. Good day, sir.”

      “Very well, then.” Adam dropped his hand from the doorframe, pivoted, and strode toward his horse. The click of the door closing met his ears before he reached the first porch step. Adam took no offense. It wasn’t the first time he’d been turned away, and he doubted it would be
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