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  THE CASTLE




  Then she started to walk alongside the moat with its tangle of brambles, weeds and rubbish.




  It looked a terrible mess, but Valeria could see that the bottom was more or less dry.




  Beyond the moat, The Castle was surrounded with smooth green fields, which eventually gave way to a curve of woodland.




  Deep in thought Valeria followed the moat working her way back to the drawbridge.




  This was clearly not a residential part of The Castle as there were no windows in the walls and behind them were the stables and working areas.




  Suddenly she was swept off her feet and dragged into the trees.




  She struggled against the strong arms that held her and tried to scream.




  Then she shuddered as her mouth was closed in a passionate kiss.




  As her bones turned to liquid, she realised that her captor was Sir Peter Cousins!




  With a long sigh he raised his lips, looked into her eyes and breathed,




  “I have waited days for this kiss.”
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  Barbara Cartland, who sadly died in May 2000 at the grand age of ninety eight, remains one of the world’s most famous romantic novelists.  With worldwide sales of over one billion, her outstanding 723 books have been translated into thirty six different languages, to be enjoyed by readers of romance globally.
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  Although she is often referred to as the ‘Queen of Romance’, Barbara Cartland also wrote several historical biographies, six autobiographies and numerous theatrical plays as well as books on life, love, health and cookery.  Becoming one of Britain's most popular media personalities and dressed in her trademark pink, Barbara spoke on radio and television about social and political issues, as well as making many public appearances.




  In 1991 she became a Dame of the Order of the British Empire for her contribution to literature and her work for humanitarian and charitable causes.




  Known for her glamour, style, and vitality Barbara Cartland became a legend in her own lifetime.  Best remembered for her wonderful romantic novels and loved by millions of readers worldwide, her books remain treasured for their heroic heroes, plucky heroines and traditional values.  But above all, it was Barbara Cartland’s overriding belief in the positive power of love to help, heal and improve the quality of life for everyone that made her truly unique.




  





  “Over the years I have stayed in many castles mostly in the Highlands of Scotland and on the whole they are uncomfortable, draughty and damp, but despite this there is always an atmosphere of romance that is compelling and intriguing in every castle.”





  Barbara Cartland




  





  CHAPTER ONE


  1897




  It was a beautiful morning.




  Early mist wreathed mystery around the landscape, but behind the haze there was the promise of sunshine.




  Valeria Montford exulted in the freshness of the air and the high spirits of her horse.  She had cantered up a hill and now sat down for a moment drinking in the view over the Loire valley.




  Valeria loved France and she particularly loved the château where her friend, Juliette Desrivières, lived.




  From where she had halted, Valeria could see, far away, the towers of the Desrivières château.




  Valeria had met Juliette at their finishing school in Brussels.  They had become best friends and at the end of the year, Juliette had invited Valeria to a house party at the château.




  “You must come,” Juliette had said.  “I want you to meet Jean-Pierre Delacourt.”




  Valeria sighed.  Another young man!




  Juliette was always falling in love with a different one every few weeks.




  “Jean-Pierre?  Who is he?  You haven’t mentioned him before.”




  The opportunities for meeting the opposite sex at the Finishing School were not many, but somehow Juliette managed to flirt with an astonishing range of young men.




  Juliette gave a little sigh.




  “I met the Comte Delacourt some time ago.  ’E is a near neighbour of ours on the Loire.  It would be a match most acceptable.  Both families wish that I accept his offer of marriage!”




  Valeria looked at the set expression on her face and unusually decided not to question her friend further.




  “Of course I would like to come and stay with you, Juliette, you know I always love visiting your family.”




  The house party was great fun.




  There were a number of young people staying at the château and expeditions and parties had been arranged.




  Valeria danced and flirted with several of the young men.  Laughter and gaiety were as necessary to her as food and drink.  She loved being in company and enjoyed being told how attractive she was.




  Last night there had been a grand ball.




  Juliette’s engagement to Jean-Pierre Delacourt had been announced and they had opened the dancing.




  Valeria had watched as Juliette in a lovely pink silk dress circled the ballroom with her fiancé.




  She had smiled and looked happily at her partner, but Valeria felt she lacked the especial sparkle that had so marked her in the adventures they had enjoyed together.




  At once Valeria had been claimed for dances.




  More young men wanted to partner her than there were opportunities.  She had laughed and told the unlucky ones that they would have to wait for another party.




  Which could well be the next night or the one after, for all the great châteaux around were throwing parties.




  It had been extremely late before the band stopped playing and the guests drifted off to bed.




  “Don’t wake me up in the morning, chérie,” Juliette had said to Valeria.  “I shall be too tired for our usual ride.”




  And this was a shame as Valeria had been looking forward to hearing more about her feelings for the Count.




  So Valeria set off on her own on a spirited stallion urging him on, feeling anxious to dismiss her worries about Juliette.




  Soon they were flying down the gentle slope of the hillside, horse and rider exulting in the thrill of the ride.




  A hedge came up and Valeria did not hesitate to set the stallion to jump it.




  Then – disaster!




  On the other side of the hedge, the ground sloped unexpectedly steeply, the horse stumbled and Valeria was catapulted onto the hard ground.




  For a moment she lay there winded, wondering how many limbs she had broken.




  Nervously, she tried to move first her arms and then her legs, which luckily all seemed to be in working order.




  Wincing at the pain of her bruises, she sat up and looked around for the stallion, dreading to find that it had broken a leg.




  Then she saw a horseman galloping towards her.




  Almost before his horse was brought to a stop, he was dismounting.




  “Are you badly hurt?” he asked, as he dropped to his knees beside her.  “I saw you fall.  I feared you might have broken your neck.”




  He was obviously a fellow countryman.




  Valeria was mortified.




  She had always prided herself on her horsemanship and her riding skill was often commented on.  Now a moment’s carelessness had brought down both her and her mount.




  She allowed the Englishman to help her to her feet, biting her lip as she tried to think of something to say that would not betray her anger at being in such a situation.




  “Thank you, sir,” she managed to grind out finally.  “I must see to my horse.”




  The stallion had by now struggled onto his feet and the Englishman gently felt down his damaged leg.




  “It’s not broken but badly sprained.  I’m afraid you will not be able to ride him.”




  He straightened.




  “I believe that I address Miss Montford.  We met last night.”




  Valeria picked up the little tricorn hat, which had come off in her fall and tried to remember this man from the many that had been introduced to her at the ball.




  He stood stroking the neck of the injured stallion.




  “Charles Waterford,” he offered helpfully.  “Such was the crush of eager suitors, you were unable to grant me a dance, which was a great disappointment.  I am staying with some neighbours of the Desrivières and was kindly included in their invitation to last night’s festivities.”




  Valeria could not recall meeting Charles Waterford the previous night.




  She did not want to meet Charles Waterford now.




  Not in such circumstances.  




  She was not at all used to feeling anything less than perfect – perfectly turned out, perfectly beautiful, perfectly at ease.




  “Such a wonderful party, wasn’t it?” she remarked, wondering how she was going to extricate herself from this impossible situation.  “Juliette is really such a beautiful girl and looked lovely.”




  “Not as lovely as you, Miss Montford.”




  It was the sort of response that normally she would have expected and accepted with a sweet smile.  But it was said so simply and directly that Valeria, angry with herself as she was, found it disconcerting.




  Even more disconcerting was the reaction she felt to the way his grey eyes gazed at her.




  She felt her heart give an unusual beat and the hairs on her head seemed to tingle.  It was just as though she was about to lose control of who she was.




  Valeria was a girl who valued her self-control.  She had seen other girls dissolve into hysterics, burst into tears or blush at the admiration of men and she despised them.




  She so enjoyed knowing it was she who determined how relationships proceeded – she who decided whether an admirer was to be admitted to her favour or not.




  Already she felt mortified by the way this man had had to help pick her up.  Now she was furious that he could have such a demoralising effect on her.




  More than anything else, she wanted to remount her horse and gallop off, leaving him distraught that she would not spend time with him – and admiring her horsemanship.




  Alas, this was impossible.




  “I had better walk the horse back to the château,” she seethed.




  Something changed in his expression and he seemed to sense her hostility.




  “Miss Montford, please, allow me to switch saddles on our horses so that you can ride mine while I lead yours.  The ground is rough and you cannot risk another fall.”




  He spoke with authority, almost as her father would have spoken.




  Fuming, she looked at him more closely.




  Charles Waterford was a bit older than she had first realised.  He must be at least thirty.  He, too, had lost his hat in his helter-skelter ride to help her and in the sun his dark hair revealed chestnut highlights.




  His features, apart from his remarkable grey eyes, were indeed handsome but not memorable, yet there was a steeliness about his mouth that suggested he was not a man to be taken lightly.




  He raised an ironic eyebrow at her inspection.




  This made Valeria even more furious, but she knew there was no alternative to the course he suggested.




  “You are too kind, sir,” she said woodenly.




  There was a flash of amusement in his eyes and then he began unfastening the girth of her stallion’s saddle.




  She watched him change over the saddles, hating every moment.




  He worked quickly and efficiently.




  Soon her sidesaddle was on his gelding and he stood beside it, holding his hands in a cup for her foot.




  His calm assumption that she had no option but to obey him made Valeria even crosser.




  But she knew that protest was useless.




  So she placed her foot in his hands and allowed him to toss her up into the saddle, glad that her bruised body managed to retain its usual elegant control.




  The gelding started a little, but she took firm hold of the reins and held him steady.




  Charles Waterford watched her for a moment and then seemed satisfied that she could handle the animal.




  “I am afraid we are some way from the château,” she said as lightly as she could manage as he started to lead her horse.  “It will be a long walk for you.”




  She expected some flattering response, such as that no walk could be too long if he was at her side.




  “Oh well, they do say that exercise is good for the soul,” was all he muttered.




  Which just increased Valeria’s anger.




  “I think it would be best if we headed for the road,” he added.  “The horse will find it easier on the flat.”




  Valeria would have liked to argue against this, but she could not dispute his reasoning.




  Despite herself she was rather impressed with his knowledge of the way the land lay and how quickly he led them onto a well-trodden path.




  “This should lead us to the road to the Desrivières’ château,” he commented amiably.




  Valeria bit her lip and said nothing.




  They proceeded in silence for a mile or so, Valeria keeping an eye on the stallion’s gait.




  Politeness dictated that she should at least attempt to engage him in light conversation to ease the tedium of their progress, but many unpleasant feelings were boiling inside her, not least of which was the knowledge that she was behaving exceedingly badly.




  Eventually they joined the highway and soon after that a roadside inn came into view.




  He halted the mare.




  “I think we deserve a little refreshment.  They may well have hot chocolate and I would appreciate an ale.”




  Against all her instincts, Valeria found her mouth watering at the thought of a delicious cup of hot chocolate.




  She wondered if anyone would be worried at her late return, then she dismissed the thought.  Juliette and her parents never stood on ceremony.  They would assume that she was enjoying the beautiful countryside.




  “Why don’t we sit outside?” he suggested.  “Then we can keep an eye on the horses.”




  He tied the two horses to the hitching post, invited Valeria to sit on a wooden bench and then went inside.




  Soon he reappeared with a mug of ale.




  “If I followed the French, your hot chocolate will be along shortly,” he smiled.  “Madame was all of a fluster at having to produce it, but I do hope she understood my fractured attempt at her language.”




  Valeria thought that he suddenly seemed much less sure of himself and it made her feel a little more confident.




  He sat down and put his mug on the table.




  “Have you known Mademoiselle Desrivières long, Miss Montford?” he asked.




  She explained that they had been at school together.




  Charles Waterford listened with an appearance of interest and encouraged her to talk about the school and their adventures together.




  While she talked Madame brought out a mug of hot chocolate.  As she thanked her in her fluent French, Valeria realised with a start that, apart from a small boy, they were now alone outside the inn.  So very involved had she been in their conversation, she had not seen the other patrons of the inn disappear.




  It did not seem to matter.




  She tried the hot chocolate, then continued with a laugh,




  “I’m afraid Juliette and I were threatened often with dismissal.  My father had to write me a severe letter.”




  “Did you have a lecture when you returned home?”




  Valeria shook her head.




  “Papa tries to be strict, but he loves me too much.  You see, Mama died two years ago and I have no brother or sister, so we only have each other.”




  “How sad that sounds.”




  “Oh, but we have enormous fun together!  He is so intelligent and loves his music.  We go out to concerts and I accompany his violin on the piano.”




  “I wonder if I have met him,” Charles Waterford murmured.  “What is his full name?”




  “Sir Christopher Montford Baronet, a very ancient title,” Valeria replied proudly.




  She considered her father the epitome of a perfect gentleman.  He was as tall as Charles Waterford and even more handsome.  He knew exactly what to say to everyone and women clustered around him.




  But Valeria was certain that he and her mother had enjoyed such a perfect marriage that no other female could tempt him into marrying again.




  “I miss Mama very much,” she sighed in a sad little voice and then laughed, “but while I have Papa I am happy.  We talk about Mama often and recollect how beautiful she was and how she made our lives such fun.”




  He gazed at her seemingly fascinated by her words.




  Then suddenly he reached down behind him.




  “No, you don’t, you thief,” he howled.




  Valeria glanced around and saw that the small boy had crept up behind her and was now securely grasped by Charles Waterford.




  “He was trying to cut off your purse,” he cried.




  Looking down at her waist, where a small leather purse was secured by loops, she saw the boy held a knife.




  She gave a small scream as she realised how nearly she had lost her purse.




  “Méchant garçon,” she shouted at him and raised her hand to give him a slap.




  “No,” intervened Charles Waterford in a voice that brooked no argument.




  “What do you mean?  He tried to rob me.  We must call for the law.”




  “He’s terrified and looks half starved.”




  He sounded so compelling that she swallowed her anger and took a good look at the young thief.




  He could not have been more than seven years old.  His eyes flickered from the man who held him to the girl he had tried to rob and back again.




  Anguish was written all over his dirty pinched face.  He wore a torn shirt and breeches.  His bones were birdlike and small.




  Valeria reached and took the knife from his hand.




  Tears came to the boy’s eyes and he hung his head.




  “Alors, garçon,” stammered Charles in a very poor French accent.  “Que faites vous?  Or should it be tu?” he asked Valeria.
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