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        Whickerton Grove, Spring 1797

        Six Years Earlier

      

      

      At the sound of her father’s voice, Lady Juliet Beaumont, eldest daughter to the Earl of Whickerton, pulled to an abrupt halt outside his study. She had never been one to eavesdrop on other people’s conversations and she did not mean to do so now; however, there had been a chilling edge to her father’s voice that rooted her to the spot, forcing her to listen whether she wanted to or not.

      “What do you mean?” her mother inquired, a cautious tone in her voice as she moved toward her husband. “What has happened?”

      Juliet swallowed as she peered through the small gap between door and frame, only catching a brief glimpse of her parents standing with their hands linked.

      Her father inhaled a deep breath, as though he wished he did not have to speak the words that lay upon his tongue. “I’ve just received word that,” he cleared his throat, his voice thick with emotion, “Sebastian Hurst…was killed in a riding accident.”

      “No!” Juliet’s mother exclaimed, a desperate plea in her voice that echoed within Juliet’s heart. Her own breath lodged in her throat and tears shot to her eyes, blurring her vision. This cannot be true! Oh, please, this cannot be true!

      Utterly unaware of her surroundings, Juliet stumbled down the corridor, barely able to see where she was going. She knew she ought to collect herself—her parents would need her—but she could not. All she could think about was Kit! What would this do to him?

      As she staggered out the terrace door into the cool spring air, Juliet breathed in deeply, willing her tears to subside. Only they would not. Her emotions continued to rage in a way she had never experienced before, and so she continued onward, her slippered feet carrying her down into the gardens until she came upon the small pavilion where they had spent many happy moments together.

      Of course, Sebastian had never been one of them. As the eldest son and heir to the Earl of Lockhart, he had rarely spent time at home with his family and the Whickerton siblings on the neighboring estate. Instead, he had enjoyed the diversity of the season in London as much as traipsing from one scandalous house party to another. Juliet knew very little about such things, but over the course of her two-and-twenty years, she had overheard whispered words here and there and knew that throughout his short life, Sebastian had acquired a bit of a reputation.

      And now he was gone.

      Although Juliet had rarely seen him, her heart broke at the thought of such a loss. She knew she ought to think of his poor parents. She ought to think of his little sister Nora, barely eighteen—the same as one of Juliet’s own sisters, Leo. Yet her thoughts lingered with Christopher—Kit, as she called him—Sebastian’s younger brother…and Juliet’s dearest friend.

      Leaning her forehead against one of the smooth columns of the pavilion, Juliet closed her eyes. Fresh tears slipped out and rolled down her cheeks. Her hands clamped around the strong pillar as she felt herself begin to sway upon her feet at the thought of what Kit was going through at the moment, for the thought of losing her own brother almost made her knees buckle.

      Ought she go to him? Her head rose, and she tried to blink back her tears. “Perhaps he needs me,” she mumbled, remembering the pain in his brown eyes whenever his parents overlooked him in favor of the more important son, the heir. For despite his tall stature and strong physique, Kit had always been a sensitive man, one who cared, who felt emotions deeply. Juliet loved that about him!

      Inhaling a deep breath, she determinedly brushed away the last of her tears before turning to—

      Stilling mid-step, Juliet stared across the pavilion toward the wide expanse of lawn beyond it, her eyes settling on the man who had been her dearest friend for as long as she could remember.

      Leading his bay mare by the reins, Kit moved toward her, his steps slow and somehow weighted as though iron shackles had been fastened to his ankles. His shoulders were slumped, and his head was slightly bent; his gaze, however, held hers, such sorrow and misery in his eyes that Juliet felt fresh tears stream down her cheeks.

      The need she saw in his eyes propelled Juliet forward, her feet hastening down the few steps to the lawn before large strides carried her to him. Without stopping, without a single word leaving her lips, Juliet threw herself into his arms, her own wrapping tightly around his shoulders as she balanced herself on the tips of her toes.

      For a moment, Kit seemed as still as a stone column. Then, however, she felt his arms come around her, holding her tighter with each moment that passed, as though he could no longer bear the crushing pain. His forehead sank to her shoulder, and she felt the soft wetness of tears fall upon her skin.

      “I’m so sorry,” Juliet whispered then, her voice choked. “So very sorry.” Saying these all but meaningless words made her feel even more helpless, and so she simply held him tighter.

      It was all she could do.

      If only she could take his pain away.

      If only.
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        * * *

      

      More than ever before, Christopher Hurst, now only son and heir to the Earl of Lockhart, was grateful for the slender young woman who held him in a tight embrace that threatened to squeeze the air from his lungs. He, too, hugged her with every bit of strength he had left in him, fearing the moment he would have to release her.

      Nowhere in the world did Christopher feel more at peace than when Jules was with him. He had always felt so. Even as a little girl with pigtails and freckles, she had had a way about her that had completely disarmed him. Her warm moss-green eyes always shone with kindness and compassion, her heart always seeing the good in everything and everyone. She never spoke much, but whenever she did, he knew to listen. She was his conscience, his compass, guiding him through life with a steady and kind hand.

      And Christopher had needed her last night…

      …when they had received news of his brother’s death.

      …when his world had come crashing down.

      …when he had seen fear and regret in his parents’ eyes at the thought of the earldom now resting upon his shoulders.

      Christopher had never been good enough. Never. He had always known that. Although he had never known why. Even as a child, he had done his utmost to please his parents, to make them proud, but the look upon their faces had never changed.

      Disapproval.

      Disappointment.

      Regret.

      Fortunately, Christopher had only been the second son, and so his parents had lavished most of their attention—good or bad—on Sebastian. No matter what scrapes his elder brother had gotten into over the years, in their parents’ eyes he could do no wrong.

      Even though Christopher had never been able to understand Sebastian’s roguish ways, he had loved his brother. The thought that he would never see him again, never again hear him chortle in that way of his or spot him lounging on the settee after a night out at the local tavern almost brought him to his knees.

      “I’m so sorry,” Jules mumbled, her voice full of sorrow and anguish. Her hands brushed up and down his neck as he held his face buried in the crook of hers. “So very sorry.” The warmth in her voice made Christopher crush her against his chest, certain that she would object at any moment.

      She did not.

      Oh, how he had needed her last night! Only it had been too late to call on her. Christopher almost had, before his father had called him back, reminding him in a stern and disapproving way to show proper manners. And so, Christopher had sought solace elsewhere, following his dead brother’s example and headed down to the village tavern.

      Quite literally, he had drowned his sorrows.

      Christopher cringed at the thought of what he had done. He had not been himself, and yet that was no excuse. If Jules ever were to find out—

      Even more than before, Christopher recoiled from that thought. He could not bear it. Although he was used to seeing his parents’ disappointment, he could not bear the thought of seeing the same upon Jules’ face. He needed her to look at him the way she always had with those big, green eyes of hers.

      As though he were a wonderful man.

      As though he were worthy of this life.

      As though he deserved to be loved.

      Forcing his arms to release their crushing hold on her, Christopher looked down into Jules’ tear-streaked face. Her eyes glistened with sadness, with compassion as she reached out to cup his face with gentle hands. “What can I do, Kit? Please, tell me,” she sobbed, biting her lower lip as her teeth began to chatter. “What can I do?”

      Christopher wished that there were something—anything!—she could do, that somehow, she could squint her eyes or snap her fingers and rewind time. Swallowing, he shook his head. “I need to go,” he croaked, his voice raw as though he had spent last night screaming at the top of his lungs.

      “I understand,” she replied as the pads of her thumbs gently traced the line of his cheekbones. “Send word if you need me,” she dipped her head to look up into his lowered eyes, “and I will be there. Do you hear?”

      Christopher nodded, even though he knew he would not. Until the end of his days he would remember the way she was looking at him now, and he would not risk that changing.

      Ever.

      He knew he should not see her again. Not while he stood so close to the precipice, her belief in him the only thing keeping him from falling into that black pit.

      He needed her to be his conscience, his compass.

      Today more than ever before.

      He was no longer the second son.

      Now, he was the heir.

      Heaven help them all!
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        Laurelwood Manor, Autumn 1803

        Six Years Later

      

      

      “Where could she be?” Juliet mumbled to herself as she hastened down one corridor after another, eyes wide and searching. “It’s her wedding day. She can’t simply…” Juliet swallowed as she peeked into yet another chamber, only to find it empty.

      “Juliet!”

      Turning upon her heel, Juliet found her cousin Anne hastening toward her, her cheeks slightly flushed and her eyes wide with joy. “You made it!” Juliet exclaimed with relief and rushed to embrace her beloved cousin.

      Giving Juliet a tight hug, Anne nodded, then heaved a deep sigh. “Oh, I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.” Wide, wondrous eyes looked into Juliet’s. “Our little Harry getting married? I never thought I’d see the day.”

      Juliet chuckled, but the sound was strained. “Neither did I; however…” Again, she let her eyes sweep up and down the corridor of Laurelwood Manor—her little sister’s future husband’s favorite estate—as though hoping Harriet might come climbing out of a painting or reappear out of thin air.

      “What is it?” Anne asked, a slight crease coming to her forehead. “What’s wrong? You look worried.”

      Briefly closing her eyes, Juliet heaved a deep sigh. “I don’t know where she is.”

      Anne stilled. “You…?”

      “She’s not in her chamber,” Juliet clarified as she began to pace once more, her skin crawling with unease. “She’s gone!” Staring at her cousin, Juliet shook her head. “Do you think she…?”

      “No!” Anne exclaimed, a horrified expression coming to her eyes as she stepped forward and grasped Juliet’s hands. “You don’t think she…she left, do you? That she changed her mind?”

      Juliet shrugged. “I don’t know. She never wanted to marry. She’s always made that unmistakably clear. She—”

      “But she fell in love,” Anne interrupted, reluctant to believe Harriet would do something so heinous as leave the man who loved her at the altar, “didn’t she?”

      Juliet nodded, thinking of the many moments she had observed between Harriet and her fiancé. They were opposites in every way. Where Harry was impulsive, Jack was cautious. They were like night and day, complementing one another in an endearingly perfect way. Never had Juliet seen her sister so happy, so at peace.

      “I’m certain this is nothing but a misunderstanding,” Anne counseled, her face suddenly pale, and her hands tightened upon Juliet’s as she began to sway on her feet.

      Juliet’s eyes widened. “Are you all right?” Supporting her cousin, she guided her to an upholstered chair by the window overlooking the drive. “Here. Sit. I’ll fetch you a glass of water.”

      “No,” Anne replied with a hand on Juliet’s arm, stopping her in her tracks. “It is nothing. I’m fine. I’m…” She inhaled a deep breath before a radiant smile slowly spread over her face. “I’m with child.”

      Staring at her beloved cousin, Juliet felt something in her stomach flit…and her heart ache with longing. “Oh, I’m so happy for you!” she exclaimed, blinking back the tears that shot into her eyes. She embraced Anne, reminding herself that she ought to be happy for her cousin.

      And she was.

      Truly.

      If only…

      The sound of hooves on gravel drew her attention to the window. The autumn sun shone brightly, and Juliet had to squint her eyes, momentarily blinded. Then she could make out the outlines of a rider charging up the drive before pulling to a halt just outside the front stoop. The moment he swept his hat off his head, Juliet froze.

      She could not say what it was about him that stilled her heart and stole the air from her lungs. She could barely make out his form, let alone his face. Yet…

      Deep down, Juliet knew it was him.

      Him and no other.

      She would know him anywhere.

      But why was he here today? Why had he come? Long years had passed since they had last spoken, and yet it seemed her heart still longed for him with the same intensity  it had the day after his brother’s passing.

      Everything had changed after that. He had changed, and to this day, Juliet did not even know why.

      “Are you all right?” Anne inquired, a bit more color back in her cheeks. “You look as though you’ve seen a ghost.” She rose from the chair and came to stand beside Juliet. “Who is he? I can’t see his face.”

      Juliet swallowed. “A…An old acquaintance.” Gritting her teeth, she turned from the window. “No one important.” Reminding herself of their current predicament, she met Anne’s eyes. “Do you feel well enough to help me look for Harry? I do not wish to alert her fiancé. This might all just be a—”

      “Yes, of course I am,” Anne assured her with a smile. “Do not worry. Between the two of us, we shall find her.”

      Juliet breathed a sigh of relief, and the two cousins headed back down the corridor they had come. “I’ll search downstairs while you—” Anne broke off as Juliet lifted a hand.

      “Do you hear that?” she asked, straining her ears to listen.

      “What?”

      “Voices.”

      “Voices?” echoed Anne as they slowly moved past the stairs leading to the ground floor.

      Juliet nodded, her gaze moving down the corridor and darting from door to door. “I thought I heard—”

      In that moment, a door at the opposite end of the corridor opened and Grandma Edie stepped out into the hallway. She spoke to someone over her shoulder before Juliet spotted not only Harriet but also their three other sisters, Louisa, Leonora and Christina, exit the chamber as well.

      Beside Juliet, Anne chuckled. “It looks like a war council, don’t you think? I wonder why we were not invited.”

      Indeed, Juliet could not deny that the expressions upon her sisters’ faces held something secretive, their eyes widening in a semblance of alarm the moment they spotted Juliet and Anne standing there. Only Grandma Edie seemed to possess the ability to hide her thoughts, the look upon her face almost innocent as she smiled at Juliet and Anne. “Oh, how wonderful that you could make it, Annie dear.” She embraced her granddaughter warmly.

      “I’m happy to be here,” Anne replied, beaming at her cousins and hugging them each. “I wouldn’t have missed this for the world.” She grinned at Harry.

      “How was…well, England?” Louisa asked with a bit of a frown. “Where did you travel again? I’m sorry.” Shrugging her shoulders, she sighed a bit exasperatedly. “I’ve found myself to be a bit scatter-brained ever since…” She patted the bulge under her gown gently.

      Harriet laughed. “Are you certain you’ve not always been like this?”

      Louisa feigned an outraged glare in her sister’s direction. “And here I thought brides were sweet and polite.” Her brows rose meaningfully.

      This time, Christina broke out laughing. “Oh, bride or not, Harriet has never been sweet or polite.”

      Before Harriet could retaliate, Grandma Edie rapped the end of her walking cane on the floor twice to catch their attention. “As much as I’d love catching up with you,” she grinned at Anne, then patted her hand, “there is a wedding to take place within the hour.” She looked from one granddaughter to the next. “Leo and Chris, would you help Harry get ready? Jules, I could use a bit of help getting down the stairs.” She chuckled, as though there had been something humorous to her words. “Lou and Annie, find somewhere comfortable to sit and have your husbands fetch you something to drink. In your condition, you should not be on your feet too long.”

      Juliet smiled as her sisters’ eyes moved to Anne, their jaws dropping. “You’re with child?” Louisa was the first to exclaim, one hand still resting upon her own bulging belly while the other reached for Anne as though she feared her cousin might be a mirage.

      Blushing most becomingly, Anne smiled. “I am.” After a myriad of hugs and well-wishes, she turned to their grandmother. “How did you know?”

      Grandma Edie merely chuckled in that mysterious way of hers before slipping her hand through the crook of Juliet’s arm. “Help an old woman downstairs, dear, will you?”

      “Of course, Grandmother.” As they descended the stairs, Juliet glimpsed Harry, Chris and Leo disappear into Harriet’s chamber while Lou and Anne followed them to the ground floor. “What were you all doing?” Juliet inquired, exchanging a look with Anne over her shoulder. “I was worried because I couldn’t find Harry. I half-expected her to have—”

      “Run off?” her grandmother supplied with another chuckle. Then she patted Juliet’s hand reassuringly. “Don’t worry, dear. All is well.” Juliet was glad to hear it; however, that did not answer her question. She could not help but think that something was going on…and that everyone was determined to keep it from her.

      Had it simply been some kind of pre-marital talk for Harriet? Although Juliet was the eldest Whickerton sister, she was the only one yet unwed—not counting Harriet, of course—which would explain why she had not been invited. Still, if it had been about her youngest sister joining the ranks of married ladies, why had their mother not been there?

      “Ah,” her grandmother suddenly exclaimed with a wicked-sounding chortle, “the Earl of Lockhart returns to these shores!”

      At her grandmother’s words, Juliet almost tripped, her heart clenching at the thought of pulling her grandmother down the stairs along with her. In the last moment, however, she managed to catch herself before her head swiveled around and her eyes fell on a familiar face.

      The Earl of Lockhart.

      Christopher.

      Kit.

      His brown curls were windswept, and his eyes shone with something akin to excitement. Still, he moved with grace and decorum, unlike the eager and impulsive young man Juliet had once known. He truly had become the new earl, the expression upon his face reflecting his parents’ expectations rather than his own heart.

      But what did Juliet know of his heart?

      Nothing.

      Bowing to her grandmother, Kit greeted her sister and cousin before his gaze finally found hers. “Lady Juliet.” His eyes seemed darker than she remembered as they looked into hers, and yet they were undoubtedly his. An odd ache came to her chest, and for a shocking moment, she feared she might throw herself into his arms.

      The truth was, though, that the man standing only a few steps in front of her was a stranger.

      “Lord Lockhart.” Juliet politely inclined her head before turning away and urging her grandmother along. “Grandmother, perhaps you should sit.”

      Fortunately, her grandmother did not argue, and so Juliet exhaled the breath she had been holding the moment she could no longer sense those dark brown eyes upon her. Oh, why had he come? Never would she have expected to see him today!

      Yet, try as she might, she could not ignore the little dance of joy her heart had performed at the mere sight of him. Stranger or not, he was Kit…

      …and he would always be Kit.

      No matter what.
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      Christopher’s palms were sweating, and his pulse thundered like a stampede charging down a hill. Of course, the hard ride to Laurelwood Manor could have caused it. Christopher had been hard pressed for time and feared that he might not arrive to see the youngest Whickerton sister married. He was uncertain why he had been invited. What he did know, however, was that one did not disregard an invitation from the dowager countess. Grandma Edie—as everyone tended to call her—was a force to be reckoned with, and if she called upon one, one was well-advised to answer.

      And in a timely fashion.

      With a deep sigh, Christopher watched Juliet escort her grandmother out of the entrance hall. A part of him wished to follow. It felt like a tug upon his heart, urging him onward. How long had it been since he had last seen her? A year perhaps?

      In truth, he knew the answer. He knew the answer down to the exact day. He remembered every moment he had spent at Whickerton Grove last year. Then, too, it had been the dowager countess calling him home, back to England. She had had his steward forward a letter to him in Ireland, urging him back into her grandson’s life, and Christopher had been glad for it. Once, he and Troy had been good friends, the best of friends even…before Christopher had made yet another mistake.

      One had cost him Juliet.

      The other had cost him Troy.

      “Christopher?”

      At the sound of his old friend’s voice, Christopher turned around and found Troy standing in an arched doorway, a look of utter surprise upon his face.

      “What are you doing here?” Troy inquired; his gaze slightly narrowed as he tried to make sense of this unexpected reunion. Measured steps carried him closer, and his gaze swept over Christopher. “I assume this is not a coincidence.” The right corner of his mouth quirked slightly, as though he wished to smile, but was not quite certain whether he should.

      Christopher did smile, for he was glad to see his friend, to be here, to feel this odd familiarity once again. “I received an invitation,” he explained, stepping toward his friend, “from your grandmother.”

      Although Troy was one of the most serious-looking men Christopher had ever known, the hint of a smile touched his mouth as he shook his head. “I suppose I should’ve known.” His gaze narrowed in suspicion. “She did not tell you why, though, did she?”

      Christopher chuckled. “Does she ever?”

      Troy inhaled a slow breath, his gaze upon Christopher’s. “Welcome back…old friend.” Although they had seen each other a bit more than a year ago, that visit had felt strained. They had been unable to return to that old ease that had once existed between them. Long ago, they had been like brothers, the other’s heart as familiar to them as their own. They had shared everything, had talked about everything. In truth, Christopher knew Troy better than he had known his own brother.

      Before.

      “Thank you,” Christopher replied, uncertain what to say, wishing they could somehow slip back into their old selves. How often had he wished for that to be possible? “It feels good to be back.” He allowed his gaze to sweep over the hall. “Laurelwood Manor is a quaint little estate. Quite charming.”

      Troy nodded. “As far as I know, it holds great sentimental value for Harriet’s betrothed. He is a good man, and I am happy for her.”

      A good man, Christopher mused, feeling as though that phrase taunted him. Was he a good man?

      “Come.” Troy gestured for Christopher to join him as he moved across the hall and then headed toward the door through which Juliet and her grandmother had disappeared. “Harry and Jack decided to forgo the small chapel and be married in the drawing room. It holds more people, and Harry was quite adamant in the number of guests she wished to see present.” A small smile flickered across his face. “You might remember how strong-willed she is.”

      Smiling, Christopher nodded. “I remember well…and fondly. And her future husband, is he much like her?”

      Troy snorted, and Christopher stopped in his tracks, turning to look at his friend. “I apologize,” Troy said quickly, a look of dismay coming to his eyes at his less than proper reaction. “In fact, the duke is quite the opposite to our dear Harry. Yet…” Shrugging his shoulders, he sighed. “Somehow they are perfect for one another.” A touch of sadness rang in Troy’s voice, and Christopher gritted his teeth, knowing full well that he was responsible.

      If only…

      “Lord Lockhart,” came the dowager’s voice from across the room. “Would you care to join us?”

      Troy placed a hand on his friend’s arm and leaned in conspiratorially, reminding Christopher of days long gone. “See if you can find out why she invited you here.” Something almost youthful twinkled in Troy’s eyes. “Not that I’m disappointed she did, mind you.” The ghost of a smile played over his face before he turned…but then stopped and looked back. “Your sister is not here with you, is she?”

      Christopher saw hope and dread war with one another in his friend’s eyes. “She’s not. She is still…mourning her husband.”

      A muscle in Troy’s jaw twitched. “Of course,” was all he said before he spun on his heel and walked away.

      Clearing his throat, Christopher turned toward the dowager, his eyes immediately moving past her and settling upon Juliet. She sat beside her grandmother, her head slightly bowed and her hands folded in her lap. She did not look up, not once, not even to acknowledge his presence, and Christopher felt his heart sink. What had he expected? After he had left all those years ago.

      Without a word.

      Without an explanation.

      Without even a farewell.

      Of course, Juliet had every right to be angry with him, to still fault him for what he had done. Yet as his gaze swept over her, Christopher could not help but think that she did not look angry. Nor did she look sad or regretful. Indeed, the look upon her face held nothing but indifference, the expression of a person whose heart had not been touched in any way. Had he been mistaken? Had he only ever imagined that he was dear to her?

      “It is wonderful to be here,” Christopher greeted the dowager with a nod of his head. “I thank you for your kind invitation.” To his surprise, he saw Lady Juliet’s head snap up at his words. Her eyes widened as they flew to her grandmother, her jaw tense and her breath suddenly quickening.

      Christopher frowned. Had she not known? Did her reaction speak of nothing but surprise? Or…was it more than that? Christopher knew it was ill-advised, and yet he couldn’t stop the feeling of his heart lightening, hope growing anew. Was it possible that he still held a spot in her heart?

      “Come,” the dowager invited him, gesturing toward the empty chair next to Juliet. “Sit with us and tell us of your travels. How did you find the Continent?”

      Christopher did as she bid him, but he did not fail to notice the way Juliet tensed as he moved to sit beside her. She kept her gaze lowered; her head slightly turned away as though she expected her grandmother to speak to her at any moment.

      Seating himself, Christopher recounted the tales he had recited more than once. Of course, they were falsehoods.

      Lies.

      Inventions.

      After all, he had never gone to the continent. He had left England, yes, but he had not gone to the continent. It had simply been a story he had invented because that was precisely what society expected of a young man like him. One traveled to the continent, did one not? No one had ever questioned his tales.

      Slowly, the room began to fill as more and more guests arrived and found their seats. Wildflowers decorated every available surface, reflecting Harriet’s spirit perfectly, and Christopher wondered about the man she had promised to marry. In fact, he recalled how adamant she had been in her youth about never accepting the shackles of marriage. It still made him smile. Always had he admired her free spirit, that dauntless certainty that she was who she ought to be.

      As Christopher continued to speak to the dowager of his imagined adventures, places he had never seen nor cared to, he felt acutely aware of the young woman sitting beside him. Her gaze remained fixed upon her folded hands, the look upon her face distant, as though her mind was somewhere far away. Yet every so often, a slight shiver seemed to dance down her spine, and Christopher could not help but wonder if it was because of him.

      He hoped it was because he felt it as well.

      To avoid staring at her, Christopher allowed his gaze to sweep over the other assembled guests. He saw familiar faces as more and more of Juliet’s sisters arrived. They walked in arm in arm with their husbands, smiles upon their faces and their eyes aglow with happiness. Always had they been a joyous family, sharing in each other’s lives in a way Christopher had never known in his own. He remembered that as a young boy, he had often wished he could be one of them.

      One of the Whickertons.

      Oddly enough, he could not help but notice that the moment the sisters’ eyes fell on him, a quite unusual expression came to their faces.

      All their faces.

      Christopher suspected it could be surprise at his unexpected arrival, for it seemed the dowager countess had not informed her family that he would be in attendance. Although Christopher could not help but wonder why, he had learned long ago that the dowager’s mind could not be understood by mere mortals.

      He grinned inwardly.

      Once more looking up from recounting his tales, Christopher found that Juliet’s sisters were…watching him. Perhaps even observing him. Was that possible? Or was he merely imagining it? Yet time and time again, their gazes strayed to him before they turned to one another, whispering quietly.

      “Are you all right, dear?” the dowager asked, gently patting Juliet’s folded hands. “You haven’t said a word since we sat down.”

      Lifting her head, Juliet smiled at her grandmother. “I’m perfectly fine, Grandmother.”

      The dowager nodded, then leaned heavily onto her walking cane and pushed to her feet. “Pardon me for a moment.” Juliet was about to jump to her feet, but her grandmother pushed her back down. “You sit and talk. How long has it been since you’ve last seen each other?” And then she hobbled away, leaving them alone.

      Alone in a room full of people.

      Curious people.

      Christopher swallowed, then allowed his gaze to move to Juliet, determinedly ignoring all those watching them with ill-concealed interest. What was going on?

      Juliet was still looking after her grandmother as though wishing with all her heart that she could join her. Then, however, she inhaled a deep breath, no doubt to steady her nerves, and her head slowly turned back to him.

      Inch by inch.

      Christopher held his breath as he watched her lashes sweep downward, her head turning another fraction in his direction before her eyes rose to settle upon his.

      Finally.

      Christopher felt it like a lightning strike. Her moss-green eyes held him in place, barely allowing him to breathe. To look at her like this, so close, was something he had dreamed of for years.

      He had been a fool.

      In more ways than one.

      The very day he knew her lost to him; Christopher had come to realize that he loved her.

      Not like a friend.

      Or not only like a friend.

      “Are you all right?” Juliet asked tentatively, her voice barely more than a whisper, her eyes still hesitant as they looked into his.

      Swallowing the lump in his throat, Christopher nodded. “I suppose I am. It…It’s simply been a long time since…” Again, he cleared his throat, mesmerized by the dark green flecks illuminating the moss-green of her irises. “Last time I was at Whickerton Grove, we…we didn’t…”

      Juliet swallowed. “Speak,” she finished for him, as she had countless times before. It was a small, almost insignificant thing, but it made Christopher’s heart soar.

      “We did not,” he agreed, wishing he could think of something more to say.

      Her eyes fell from his but only for a moment. “You did not seem to wish to.” A hint of accusation rested in her voice; yet Christopher could not help but think that she mainly longed to understand.

      “I did,” he admitted out loud, feeling his heart skip a beat when her eyes flew open at his words and returned to meet his. “I did.”

      Her breath shuddered past her lips as she held his gaze. “But you did not,” Juliet finally remarked, and her gaze once more fell from his as she turned in her seat, once more facing the front of the room.

      Christopher closed his eyes. Indeed, he had not. He had not spoken more than a few words to her, nothing beyond a greeting or a polite remark. He had wanted to but had thought it wiser to keep his distance. Only after he had left, had he realized the moments he had lost. If only there was some way for him to explain. Would she understand, though? Or would the truth simply sever the thin thread still connecting them?

      “Which one is Harry’s betrothed?” Christopher asked, leaning closer, for he desperately wished to continue this moment.

      To hold on to it.

      Juliet’s gaze flickered to his before moving to a tall, dark-haired man at the front of the drawing room. “Over there,” she whispered. “His name is Bradley Jackson, Duke of Clements.” A small chuckle escaped Juliet’s lips, and she carefully glanced at him. “Harriet calls him Jack.”

      Christopher smiled at her, delighting in the warmth that shone in her eyes. “I assume Jack was not too happy about that?” Indeed, the man speaking to Lord and Lady Whickerton possessed a bit of a stiff and rather formal demeanor.

      Another chuckle left Juliet’s lips, and Christopher wished he could lock it in a box for safekeeping. “He was not…at first.” Her gaze warmed as she looked at her little sister’s betrothed. “But I think he likes it now. It’s in the way he looks at her when…” Her voice broke off, and she seemed to retreat into herself.

      Christopher swallowed. “And who is that?” he asked, nodding his chin to an equally tall and broad-shouldered man. This one, however, wore his brown hair unfashionably long; so long, in fact, that he could tie it at the back of his neck.

      “His name is Keir MacKinnear,” Juliet replied after a moment of hesitation. “Grandmother invited him. He’s from the Highlands.”

      Christopher frowned, then tried to catch her gaze. “Your grandmother invited him?”

      Juliet nodded.

      “Do you know why?”

      “She won’t say,” Juliet replied with a glance at the Scot. “Chris and Harry speculated it had something to do with Grandma’s matchmaking schemes. They think she brought him here for m—” Her voice broke off, and her head snapped around, her wide eyes meeting his before they dropped back down to her folded hands.

      Christopher swallowed hard. “For you,” he finished this time. “You meant to say, she brought him here for you.” His jaw clenched at the thought. “Do you care for him?”

      Juliet’s gaze remained so stubbornly fixed on the front of the room that Christopher wanted to grasp her by the shoulders and shake her. Instead, he followed her example and turned away, his eyes staring straight ahead as he fought the urge to strangle the unknown Highlander.

      And then the wedding ceremony began, and a hushed silence fell over the room, allowing Christopher to force a few deep breaths down into his lungs as he watched bride and groom stand up together. As stiff and formal as the duke had appeared only moments earlier, Christopher could not deny that a rather besotted look came to his face the moment his eyes fell on his young bride. Harriet being Harriet, she winked at him; her smile luminous as she took his hand.

      Christopher felt his own heart clench with envy. He wanted nothing more but to reach out and grasp Juliet’s hand. Again, it seemed like such a simple, almost insignificant gesture. To him, however, it meant everything. He had dreamed of holding her, of seeing those enchanting green eyes looking into his.

      Gritting his teeth, Christopher glanced at the Scot. Was it true? Had the dowager invited Mr. MacKinnear because she wished to see him matched with Juliet? And why had she brought him, Christopher, here? Again, for Troy? To see two old friends reunited? Although Christopher wished for it, it was not all he wished for.

      Far from it.
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      Juliet felt as though she had scarcely drawn breath since the moment Christopher had arrived at Laurelwood Manor the day before. Her memories of Harriet’s wedding breakfast were a bit hazy. She dimly remembered speaking to her sisters, her parents, a few guests as well; however, she could not for the life of her recall what about.

      All she remembered was the dark look in Christopher’s eyes as she had blurted out her sisters’ suspicions. Do you care for him? He had asked, his rough voice sending a shiver down her back. She had not known what to answer, her voice caught in her throat.

      Of course, she did not care for Keir. She liked him, yes; how could she not? He was a very charismatic man with a smile that had the power to light up the world. She had liked him instantly, for he had such an honest, cheerful way about him that had endeared him to her. Yet she did not care for him. Not that way. But was that truly what Christopher had meant? Had she misunderstood him? Such a simple question, and yet it had stumped her.

      Unable to sleep, Juliet rose early and spent a good deal of the morning pacing the length of her chamber. Her heart yearned to see Christopher again, and yet she dreaded the very moment. What ought she to say to him? Her limbs trembled at the thought of meeting him alone, of having that suffocating silence linger about them. Once, they had known how to speak to one another without thinking. Now, however, everything was different.

      A lot had changed in six years.

      They were no longer the two people they had once been.

      Especially not to each other.

      That morning, Juliet was one of the last to set foot in the breakfast parlor, afraid to find herself alone with Christopher if she were to arrive early. However, he was already there, his gaze instantly finding hers the moment she stepped over the threshold. Juliet felt it like a soft graze along her skin, and she instantly averted her eyes.

      Fortunately, conversation was lively that morning, everyone reminiscing about Harriet’s wedding, teasing the new couple and recounting the most precious moments of the day before. Juliet sat and listened; her gaze fixed upon her plate. Yet, deep down, she knew Christopher was looking at her. She could all but feel it. Or was she imagining it? Was that simply what she wished for? Proof that he still cared? That she still meant something—anything—to him?

      After breakfast was finally over, Juliet found herself dragged along by her sisters. While the men remained behind in the breakfast parlor, the women retreated to the drawing room, yesterday’s setting of Harriet’s wedding once again looked as it had before.

      “It is so wonderful to have you back with us,” Juliet’s mother exclaimed as she once more embraced Anne. “We’ve missed you dearly.” After Anne’s parents had passed on years ago, their beloved cousin had come to live with the Whickertons and been like another sister to them.

      “I’ve missed you all as well. It feels as though ages have passed since we’ve last been all together like this.”

      Juliet helped Grandma Edie settle into a cushioned armchair by the fireplace and then took her place beside her. Leonora, Christina and Harriet managed to squeeze onto the settee next to Anne while their mother and Louisa occupied the other two remaining armchairs.

      “This is a snug little drawing room,” Louisa remarked with a grin, one hand draped over her growing belly. “It’s not just me, is it? Because I’m getting larger with each passing day.”

      Everyone chuckled. “Don’t worry, dear,” their mother said gently, reaching out a hand to grasp Louisa’s. “It is perfectly normal to feel like this.”

      “You mean like a whale beached on the shore?” Louisa demanded with a huff. Then she turned her head and looked at Anne. “Something for you to look forward to.” A teasing grin came to her face, and everybody laughed again.

      Everyone except Juliet.

      Although she wished she could join in, all of a sudden, there was sadness and regret in her heart. She did not want to feel it, but the sensation remained, stuck and unable to leave like Louisa’s hypothetical whale on the beach.

      Never would Juliet be a mother. Never would she know the feeling of a child growing inside her. Never would she share this experience with her sisters.

      With a sigh, Juliet reminded herself that she had accepted that fact long ago. Why was she lamenting it now?

      Somehow, she had become Grandma Edie’s companion, the task to ensure that their beloved grandmother was well and safe and taken care of every moment of every day had fallen to her. It was not a thankless task, far from it. Juliet adored her grandmother as they all did, and yet her acquiescence to her grandmother’s wishes had kept her from pursuing her own.

      With a heavy heart, Juliet sat among her family and listened as her sisters, her mother, her cousin, even her grandmother began reminiscing about marriage, about falling in love, about their first kiss.

      Their first kiss with the man they loved.

      The man they had married.

      “Mine was most awful as you recall,” Anne chuckled, her cheeks slightly flushed as she looked around their small circle.

      Louisa laughed. “Yes, the worst mistletoe kiss I have ever had the misfortune to witness,” she teased good-naturedly.

      Anne glared at her in feigned outrage. “It was your fault. You forced Tobias and me under that dreadful thing.” She shuddered at the memory. “Everyone was watching. I wanted to sink into a hole in the ground.”

      Louisa flashed her an apologetic smile. “Yet you have to admit that without that disastrous first kiss, there would most likely not have been a second one.” Her brows rose in challenge.

      Juliet saw Anne’s blush deepen. “I suppose.”

      “And the second was better?” Christina asked as only Louisa and Leonora had accompanied Anne to the Hamiltons’ house party that year. The rest of the Whickertons had been forced to remain behind after catching a nasty cold.

      Anne nodded with a twinkle in her eyes. “Much better.” She sighed. “Tobias found me the next day in the library. We were alone, with no one watching,” she cast a meaningful look at Louisa, “and…it was wonderful.” Another sigh left her lips before she turned to Louisa. “What about you? The day you kissed Phin as a dare, was that truly the first time you kissed him?”

      Louisa chuckled, and Juliet remembered the hatred that had once existed between Louisa and her husband because of a misunderstanding years earlier. “It was.”

      “You kissed Phineas because of a dare?” Harry interjected. “How come I never knew that? Was he surprised?”

      Before Louisa could answer, Anne nodded. “Oh, yes, he was,” she exclaimed with a laugh. “She marched right up to him, told him not to read anything into it and kissed him on the mouth.”

      Louisa bowed her head, trying to hide a grin, and her sisters roared with laughter. “And then?” Harry pressed, now at the edge of her seat.

      With a sideways glance at Louisa, Anne said, “He kissed her right back, far from satisfied with only one kiss.”

      Louisa threw up her hands. “All right, enough about me. Tell us about your first time kissing Jack!” Louisa wiggled her brows at Harriet meaningfully.

      Harry sighed with a slight roll of her eyes. “Well, he argues it was when I tried to catch him off guard with a peck on the cheek.” She shook her head. “But anyone knows a peck does not count.”

      Juliet swallowed, wishing she could neglect a kiss with such ease. If only she had ever received one; even if only just a peck on the cheek. She felt her fingernails dig into her palms as she listened to her sisters—her younger sisters!—speak of the kisses they had shared with their husbands, knowing she could never join in.

      Never.

      Harry chewed on her bottom lip in thought. “It was some time later. We had discussed kisses and their effect at length—”

      “Truly?” their mother asked, surprise in her eyes before she exchanged a meaningful look with Grandma Edie, who chuckled with amusement.

      Harry nodded. “Why?”

      Leonora grinned. “It sounds very scientific,” she remarked. “Like something I would do.”

      Rolling her eyes in a somewhat exasperated fashion, Louisa laughed. “Very true.”

      Harry shrugged. “Well, we did. We spoke of want and wanting, and then Jack suddenly looked at me and said that,” a mesmerized smile came to her lips, “he wanted to kiss me.”

      “Oh, that’s sweet,” Leonora exclaimed with a sigh. “I think I’m beginning to understand why you call him Sweet Jack.”

      “What about you, Leo?” Christina asked gently. “When did you share your first kiss with Drake?”

      Juliet watched Leonora tense slightly. Although her sister was not shy by nature, she rather disliked being the center of attention.

      “Well,” Leonora began tentatively, her hands folded in her lap, “I…I asked him to kiss me.”

      Louisa’s jaw dropped. “You did? Bravo, Leo.” She squeezed her sister’s hand affectionately.

      Leonora offered her a bashful smile. “Well, after…er…you know…”

      Everyone nodded, and Juliet could all but feel a dark cloud descend over their heads at the reminder of what Leonora had suffered.

      It had been roughly a year and a half ago—before Leonora had even met her future husband—that Louisa and Leonora had sneaked away to a forbidden masquerade. There, Leonora had been attacked by a man in a mask, the experience shattering her trust in men and haunting her every step for months after. In the end, it had been Drake who had seen her fear and offered his help. He had taught her how to protect herself, and Leonora had slowly regained a part of herself she had thought lost for good.

      “I knew I cared for him,” Leonora recounted, a soft smile gracing her lips as she spoke, “and I wanted to know what a kiss freely given would feel like.”

      Juliet saw their mother’s eyes mist with tears, her hands clamped tightly around one another as she listened.

      “And?” pressed Grandma Edie from her seat by the fire.

      Leonora smiled. “It made me realize I wanted him and no other.”

      Everyone cheered, and Leonora blushed crimson.

      “Well, who’s left?” Grandma Edie exclaimed, and Juliet swallowed as her grandmother’s gaze passed over her to settle upon her younger sister Christina. “Chris, we all know that you married dear Thorne because you thought him an awful creature and wanted to protect your friend from being forced into a union with him.” She chuckled loudly. “We can all see that your opinion of him has changed. Pray, tell how did that happen?”

      Christina grinned at them. “Truthfully, our first kiss was a test.”

      “A test?” exclaimed Harriet. “What do you mean?”

      Christina cleared her throat. “Well, frankly, I had never been kissed before and the thought of being married to him, being…his wife,” her brows rose meaningfully as a slight flush came to her cheeks, “made me somewhat uneasy. I told him so, and he suggested a test.”

      “To see how a kiss would make you feel?” Harry asked, a teasing grin coming to her face. “And?”

      Christina fought the wide smile that began to spread over her face and failed. “Let’s just say that after our test, I no longer felt uneasy.”

      Another cheer went up, and Juliet wanted to weep. How exactly had this happened? How had life simply…passed her by? Nothing in her heart but regret?

      No, that was not quite true. Of course, Juliet felt more than regret. She loved her life, considered herself fortunate to be part of such a loving and devoted family and yet…something was missing.

      Silently, Juliet rose from her chair. She mumbled an excuse under her breath and then quickly left the drawing room, her sisters’ joyful voices echoing after her. Closing the door behind her, she stilled, wrenching a deep breath down into her lungs as she closed her eyes and rested her forehead against the smooth wood.

      Regret pulsed in her veins, and she felt sadness trickle down her cheeks.

      “Are you all right?”

      At the sound of Christopher’s voice, Juliet spun around, her eyes wide with shock and humiliation that he should see her like this. She wished he would leave, simply turn and walk away. She expected him to do so—men felt uneasy around weeping females, did they not?

      Instead, however, Christopher moved toward her, the look upon his face whispering of concern as his dark brown eyes swept over her. “Tell me what happened,” he murmured a heartbeat before she felt his hands cup her face, the pads of his thumbs gently brushing away her tears.

      Juliet stared into his eyes, shock freezing her limbs. He was a stranger. Years had passed since they had really spoken. Yet, here, in this moment, he suddenly felt like Kit again. “Would you kiss me?” The words left her lips without thinking.

      Instantly, Christopher’s features stilled, frozen in place as though suddenly turned to ice. His eyes were wide and unblinking; yet there was something in his gaze that…

      Humiliation found Juliet like an arrow suddenly piercing her heart. Heat shot to her cheeks, and her breath lodged in her throat. “I-I’m s-sorry. I…I didn’t mean—”

      “Yes.” The word flew from his lips, echoing between them.
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