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        Summer, 1816, Mockingbird Square,

        Mayfair, London

      

      

      Lord Ashley Linholm stepped out of his town house at Number Five Mockingbird Square. The square was one of London’s famous garden squares, set in exclusive Mayfair. Ash was headed for an address on the other side, beyond the garden, and he was feeling confident and relieved that he had finally made his decision.

      He was twenty-seven years old and it had taken his brother Simon’s injury and long recovery to jog him into action. At the age of twenty-one, Simon had followed Ash into the army, only to find himself in the most decisive battle of the long war with France—Waterloo. While carrying a message from his superior officer into the fighting, Simon had been badly wounded. It echoed something that had happened to Ash, eight years earlier, and his brother’s close call had shocked him into action. Neither Ash nor Simon was married and there was no heir to the Crevitch estate, where their family had lived and ruled for over seven hundred years.

      The Earl of Monkstead’s dwelling lay ahead of him, the grandest in this Georgian square that was known as a rare architectural jewel. The earl’s family had once privately owned this prime piece of real estate, until his grandfather, like so many forward thinking men in the 18th century, decided to turn it into a place for the wealthy and the well-bred to reside while they were in the capital. It had since become one of the most exclusive addresses in London.

      Ash had visited Monkstead’s house only last week for a dinner party, and it was then that he had made the acquaintance of Miss Christina Beales.

      She was young, barely twenty, and pretty in a fresh sort of way. She came from a good family, with connections, although she was not personally wealthy. She was also shy and quiet and biddable, and after one Season when she hadn’t really ‘taken’, she had been content to step aside for her younger cousins to have their turn. Ash was sure that Miss Beales would be grateful for his proposal, and he told himself she would not make a fuss when he set up a mistress, discreetly of course. And as long as he was polite and thoughtful, he could probably continue to do very much as he pleased.

      He was no young, romantic youth, not anymore, and he didn’t want a starry-eyed debutante. Someone sensible, he thought, who didn’t expect her husband to declare undying love for her. Surely that was all one needed in a wife? Apart from an heir of course, because that was his main reason for shackling himself in marriage to a stranger. Once the deed was done, and the child on the way, they could both breathe a sigh of relief and get on with their respective lives.

      Christina just happened to be Monkstead’s niece—a poorer side of the family the earl was currently assisting—which was why Ash was heading there now, to ask the earl’s permission. He was confident he would be given it. He was young and reasonably good looking, and he was rich with a pedigree that was long and aristocratic.

      It was a perfect match.

      From the rumours he had heard about Monkstead, the earl was rather keen on making perfect matches among his friends and neighbours. Even if he did not have one for himself. There were other rumours—a miserable marriage made when the earl was a young man, and his desire to spare others the fate that he had suffered. Ash counted himself an acquaintance of Monkstead, rather than a friend—he wasn’t sure the earl had many close friends—and he would never presume to ask about such personal matters. But nor did he believe every piece of gossip that circulated in the square.

      Ash had sent a note ahead, requesting a meeting with his illustrious neighbour, and had been granted it. As he used the brass knocker on Monkstead’s front door, he smiled and told himself it was not arrogance to believe this morning would go just as he planned.
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      Forty minutes later Lord Ashley Linholm was walking back across the square with his hopes, if not exactly in ruins, then very much torn and shaken about.

      He turned the conversation, which he admitted now had been an odd one, over in his mind.

      “Not exactly a grande passione, I take it?” the earl said, with a mocking smile. He was a striking man, in his thirties, and wealthy beyond imagining.

      “I doubt a marriage for love would be in anyone’s best interests,” Ash replied cynically, taking the glass of brandy from his host. They were in the earl’s study, the large windows looking out to the well-tended garden at the back of his town house.

      The earl considered him with a frown. “Do you think not? Oh I agree that some love matches can be disastrous, but for you, Ashley, I think it is imperative.” He leaned forward seriously. “You would be miserable with a marriage of convenience. You need someone to keep you on your toes, and to come home to at night. You need a grande passione! I’m afraid that in those circumstances my niece would see very little of you if you walk her down the aisle.”

      Ash hesitated, thrown by this defence of love. Everyone knew that the rich and titled married not for love but to further their own ambitions. He remembered again the gossip about the earl making a disastrous marriage and being prepared to go to any lengths to help others to avoid the same fate. He’d dismissed the rumour at the time, but now he wondered if it was indeed true.

      “All the same,” Ash tried for a forceful note, “I am asking for your permission to approach her. You cannot say I would not be able to give her an enviable lifestyle, Monkstead? Surely you can have no objection there? She would live like a queen at Crevitch!”

      There was no glimmer of answering laughter in those dark eyes. Ash had never thought of his neighbour as being a fanatic but now he wondered.

      “No, but you will repent it,” the earl insisted, his gaze intent upon Ash. “Everyone knows of Lord Linholm, who sails through life without a care, never getting involved, never taking anything very seriously—”

      “That isn’t true. I am taking your niece seriously, and my estate, and the need to—”

      Monkstead held up his hand. “Let me finish, Ashley. I believe there is a deeper reason for you keeping a distance between yourself and the world. Your heart was once broken and you wish never to repeat the experience! Come, who was it? Who do you lay awake dreaming of at night, your blood running hot?” He must have seen something in Ash’s face, because now he smiled. “Ah, I see I was right. What was her name?”

      Ash found he had stopped in the middle of the square and had been standing there for some time. A breeze ruffled his blond hair and stirred his perfectly tied neckcloth. Startled, he looked about, wondering if anyone in the adjacent town houses had noticed him staring into nothing. But the square was empty, and with a shaken laugh at his own stupidity, he set off again toward Number Five.

      He knew now he should have told Monkstead that there was no lost love in his past, and that he was mistaken. That in fact he had been waiting his entire life for Christina Beales and, contrary to what the earl thought, he intended to remain faithful to her for the rest of his life. He thought he could pull it off, but Monkstead was a tricky fellow and those dark eyes of his seemed to see right through Ash.

      He’d felt vulnerable, exposed, and the truth had gushed out of him.

      “Juliet Montgomery,” he said, and then gave a surprised laugh.

      Monkstead smiled a knowing smile. “Ah, my friend, tell me about your Juliet.”

      And as if he couldn’t help himself, as if those dark eyes had put a spell on him, Ash found himself doing just that.

      “She was the daughter of one of our neighbours. Her mother ran off with an Italian count when she was in leading strings and her father never forgave the mother. Or the daughter. She was miserably unhappy at home and spent most of her time running wild in the woods. With me.”

      “Did you kiss her, Ash?”

      Mouths hot and passionate, her body arching against his, both of them beyond thought, beyond anything but the need to join . . .

      “I don’t remember.”

      The earl smiled again but to Ash’s relief didn’t refute his claim. “And have you seen her since?”

      He had, from a distance. He had been in Taunton once, and caught a glimpse of her passing in a carriage. He’d known it was her despite the distance of years. And then the carriage had come to a stop and she had stepped down gracefully and he had almost called her name. Something had stopped him. He still wasn’t certain what it was—perhaps a warning not to reopen that particularly painful episode for his own self-preservation, although at the time he had told himself it was prudence and good sense.

      And now Juliet had returned home.

      “My brother Simon was at Crevitch for a time after he was wounded, recovering under my mother’s care. There is a cottage hospital in the village and Juliet volunteers there. He mentioned seeing her, but I thought nothing of it until now. I’m not sure I even remembered who she was,” he added blithely.

      “Liar,” Monkstead spoke softly.

      Ash looked to him, and then gave another rough, surprised sort of laugh. “Yes, you’re right, I did remember who she was. It was just that I didn’t wish to. We . . . well, the matter between us ended awkwardly. Her father found out, and then told my uncle, and at nineteen I was handed over to the army. It was 1808 and Napoleon had invaded Spain, so we were sent to fight him. There was plenty of scope for promotion and it was thought I could make a fine career.”

      “You have a reputation as a hero!”

      Ash shrugged. “Despite that, the army and I weren’t suited.”

      Monkstead wasn’t to be distracted. “Did Juliet marry?”

      “Yes. I believe so.”

      “Happily?”

      Ash hesitated and then said it anyway. “He was a great deal older than she. He’s dead now.”

      “Let me understand,” Monkstead said, considering the matter, his fingers steepled under his chin. “Eight years ago, you and Juliet fell in love, but there was resistance from your two families. You were put into the army and she was married off to an older man. Is that not a reason for you to seek her out, Ash? You had the best of the bargain after all, in that you could leave the army when you discovered it didn’t suit, and she had no choice but to remain married to her old husband. You should listen to her point of view, at the very least.”

      Ash began to interrupt but the earl held up a hand.

      “Yes, I understand, with so many years gone by, she may feel resentful and you awkward. And yet I think there is a reason you have remained a bachelor and now seek to enter into a loveless union with my niece. I wonder if it is because you have never recovered from loving Juliet.”

      Ash drained his brandy. He was uncomfortable. He told himself that really it was too bad of the earl to bring up his past just when he had set his face toward his future.

      “I want to make a request of you,” the earl would not be silent. “Go home to Crevitch and visit Juliet. I believe you need to make peace with that part of your life first, before you think about opening a new chapter with Christina. You may find Juliet still loves you, and if so then I wish you well. Alternatively, if you find there is nothing left of her feelings, or yours, then I promise to see you again when you return to Mockingbird Square, and to give serious consideration to your request to marry my niece. What do you say?”

      He wanted to refuse. He told himself it was ludicrous, and that one did not go backwards. At the same time he was aware of a dizzy sensation, as if he was falling, and it was not at all pleasant. And yet once more those intent dark eyes drew words from him that he hadn’t meant to say, and Ash found himself reluctantly agreeing.

      “Think of this as a challenge I have set you, like a knight of old,” said Monkstead, as the meeting came to an end. “Like Lord Radulf and his Lady Lily. Surely, as their descendant, you must feel the urge to seek out a romance that soars like theirs?”

      “Madness,” Ash murmured now, as he reached the door of his town house. “Sheer and utter bloody madness.”

      He would do it, he’d have to since he’d agreed! He told himself it would be unpleasant, and embarrassing, and afterwards he would breathe a sigh of relief and head back to Mockingbird Square. Put it behind him and assure Monkstead there was no longer a spark of anything between himself and Juliet Montgomery.

      But that didn’t explain the way he was feeling right now.

      He tried to remember the last time he had been so sick and shaken, and realised it was when he was a soldier in Spain. He’d been at the head of his troop, preparing to ride through a treacherous enemy valley, knowing there were snipers above and perhaps an ambush below, and that he could die. Only he hadn’t died, although he’d been seriously wounded. Afterwards, they had called him a hero.

      He didn’t feel like a hero now. He knew he had to see Juliet, but he was feeling as if he was about to take another gallop through enemy held territory. And like last time, he may not escape unscathed from the encounter.
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        Summer, 1816, Montgomery House,

        Crevitch, Somerset

      

      

      Juliet tucked a truant strand of dark hair behind her ear and reread the letters before her. Until this moment she had not had a chance to sit down and look at them closely. There had been an outbreak of illness in the village, and she had been asked to help at the cottage hospital. She was a healthy, competent woman, with no dependents, and Doctor Knowles considered her a far more suitable prospect than some of his other volunteers.

      This morning, with all the patients sleeping peacefully, and Juliet dead on her feet, she had been sent home to rest. And to face her maid’s disapproval. Yvette had never served a lady who performed such menial tasks and she didn’t know what to make of it.

      “We must burn your clothing, madam,” were her first words upon Juliet’s entry into the house.

      “No, we must not, Yvette.”

      “Yes, madam. It is the only way!”

      “Nonsense. Fill my bath. I will wash myself, but leave my clothing be.”

      Now, wrapped in her old, woollen bedgown—something else Yvette was keen to burn—Juliet read her letters.

      The first one was from an old school friend who now lived in Yorkshire. She smiled as she read about her days as a wife and mother to five boys. It seemed as if her friend never had a moment to herself, and Juliet envied her. Her own life, apart from the hospital, was quiet and isolated since last year when her husband had died. She had moved back to her childhood home while she was in mourning, although she was no longer officially so.

      All the same, she couldn’t say the invitations were coming thick and fast. This was the house in which she had been born, but Juliet had never fitted into the local social scene. The scandal involving her and Lord Linholm had been eight years ago but it appeared no-one had forgotten it. And then there was her mother’s own disastrous decision. Was life here really so tedious that such a thing was still news? It frustrated her that people hadn’t moved on.

      After their wedding, Juliet’s husband had preferred to live in the Somerset county town of Taunton, and she had been more than happy to agree. She would have stayed there, but upon her husband’s death she’d been obliged to return to her childhood home. The house belonged to her—her father was dead—and although Juliet had had no real desire to move home, she’d had no choice. Her husband had spent almost all of his money—on her, if she was being honest—and now Juliet must live quietly if she was to live at all.

      At first she had attempted to be happy with her quiet life, trying to reconnect with the village, and ignoring the sideways glances she attracted. Doctor Knowles was a kind man and valued her contributions to the hospital, and she felt needed. But lately things had changed. Not with Crevitch village, that never changed, but with Juliet herself. She had become restless.

      It was an inner restlessness, and it seemed to stem from her meeting with Simon Linholm. Lady Linholm had brought him to the hospital after a particularly bad night with his injured leg, and Juliet happened to be there. Doctor Knowles soon ascertained there was an infection and dealt with it in his usual no nonsense manner. Simon was asked to stay at the hospital overnight so that he could be watched, and it was Juliet who had sat by his bedside.

      Simon had soon recovered from his slight fever, and they had spent most of the night in friendly conversation about all manner of things. He had told her about his brother, whom he seemed to idolise, never realising that Juliet had once known Ash very well.

      “He was a hero when he was with the army,” Simon had said proudly. “The troop he was with needed to clear a valley which lay between them and the main British army. The valley was manned by renegade French soldiers who would ride out at night, attack swiftly, and then retreat to their hideaway. They had been causing havoc. No one was brave enough to take this particular band on, until Ash came along. They were asking for volunteers, and everyone knew it was likely to be a mission with no survivors. It was my brother, young as he was, who put up his hand. He led his fellows through that valley and they swept the renegades before them. Against all odds, they were victorious.”

      Juliet remembered reading about Ash’s heroic act in the newspapers. At the time she had known she would be heartbroken if he died—luckily he recovered from his injuries. She’d thought of writing to him, but by then she was married to another man and it seemed dangerous and foolish to stir things up again. Dangerous because of her aching heart, and foolish because she must learn to live without him. And yet she’d hoped that maybe he would come to her despite her marriage. He hadn’t. That was when she truly knew it was over between them.

      “I suppose I was trying to emulate him.” Simon had grimaced down at his leg. “Not particularly well it seems.”

      Juliet had replied with a smile. “I am always a little suspicious of heroic behaviour. I think it smacks of uncaring recklessness, if you really want to know.”

      Simon had laughed, sounding almost shocked. However, later, she thought he appeared deep in thought, as if he was seeing a parallel between his brother and the characteristics she had mentioned. Perhaps it had been wrong of her to plant that seed in his head, but it was the truth, surely? Ash had been reckless with her, too. And uncaring.

      When Simon left the next morning he had asked if there was anything he could do to repay her kindness, and she had told him he could persuade his mother to donate to the hospital. With such a fine reputation in the county they had attracted patients from near and far. Now they were in desperate need of funds, and Doctor Knowles, diligent as he was, could not work long enough hours to help everyone. They needed another physician to ease his burden.

      He’d promised he would, but so far there had been nothing but silence from Crevitch Castle. Which was the reason Juliet had been sending out polite begging letters to those with whom she shared even the most tenuous acquaintance.

      She picked up the next bundle of letters.

      Begging and being refused, by the look of it.

      With a sigh she laid aside the note from the Duchess of Durham, who had once been a girlhood friend of her mother, Claudia. If she had hoped to spark some happy memories, then she was mistaken. The Duchess sympathized but could not help. It seemed to Juliet, reading between the lines, that her mother’s old friend preferred to distance herself.

      When Claudia had married Mr Montgomery, it had been a shock to her friends. He was several rungs below her on the social ladder. The problem was that Claudia’s family had lost what money they had when the elder brother fell in with a bad crowd and gambled away his inheritance. Mr Montgomery was sympathetic, had prospects, and had made his appearance at just the right time, and so Claudia chose to escape her family’s bad fortune by marrying him.

      She’d hoped to be happy, but it was not to be, and once again Claudia chose to make her escape, this time by running off with the Italian count. Juliet’s young life had been blighted by her mother’s action. It was the last time she had seen Claudia—all ties had been cut by her father—and although Juliet barely remembered her, she often wondered about her. For instance, was she happy or miserable, and did she miss her daughter? As far as she knew her mother was still alive and in Italy.

      The scandal was twenty years old but it had never been forgotten. She rather suspected that her father was to blame for that. He had liked nothing better than to repeat his tale of marital woe to everyone he met. After Claudia had bolted, he wanted Juliet to live a blameless life. As if to make up for her mother’s behaviour.

      “Bad blood,” he would say, when he wasn’t happy with her, which was often. Of course, by ‘bad blood’, he meant her mother’s blood. That his strict and insensitive treatment of her might be making her utterly miserable never occurred to him, or if it did then he ignored it. He’d told himself, she was sure, that he was doing what was best for her, and perhaps he’d truly believed that.

      Anyway, it hadn’t made any difference, because just like her mother Juliet had let him down by plunging them into another family scandal.

      Abruptly she stood up and walked to the window. She had a view of the woods, the leaves on the trees were bright green, and the sky was blue. On days like this she had run wild through these same woods with Ashley Linholm. They hadn’t been children; Ashley had been nineteen and Juliet seventeen.

      Mr Montgomery might have noticed what he called their ‘inexcusable behaviour’ earlier, but he was away much of the time on business. His prospects—the promise of which had led Claudia to marry him—never seemed to eventuate. That, and his wife’s abrupt departure, had combined to embitter him.

      Later he put his daughter’s conduct down to bad blood, and the idea had been taken up by neighbours and friends, as well as those who weren’t friends. Juliet didn’t agree. When she thought about those heady days, she knew she had fallen deeply and precariously in love. She hadn’t told her father because she knew what he would think and say, but she had never felt as if she was doing anything wrong.

      Now she accepted she had been a fool, putting her heart before all other considerations. In that respect she was just like her mother. She should have looked beyond her overwhelming passion and thought of her future. Ash hadn’t offered her any future at all.

      From this window, Juliet could glimpse the summer house at the edge of the woods. These days it was looking very sorry for itself and desperately in need of a coat of paint. The shutters were kept closed over the windows and it was as if the place was sleeping. Rather like something in a fairy tale. When was the last time she had been inside? She couldn’t remember. The summer house had been her mother’s favourite place, which was possibly why her father had allowed it to fall into ruin.

      But there were other reasons why Juliet kept away.

      The summerhouse had been the scene of her disgrace eight years ago. Perhaps, seeing it now, after her recent time with Simon Linholm, was the reason that all of a sudden she felt so angry and upset. Memories that she hadn’t revisited for many years crowded her mind.

      Had she truly believed that her entire life’s happiness might reside in a pair of blue eyes and a handsome face? God help her, but she had, and that just illustrated to her older, wiser self how idiotic she’d been.

      She was young and in love, and Ashley Linholm had seemed like the prince of her dreams. His kisses had drawn her soul from her lips and filled her heart with love. And he loved her, she had been certain of it, and certain that, like his ancestor, the great Lord Radulf with the Lady Lily, he would sweep her up and carry her off to their life together in his magnificent castle.

      For one long delirious summer, they had been together, and then her dream had turned into a nightmare. On the day when her father had discovered them, locked in each other’s arms, in the summer house he blamed for his own ill-favoured marriage. Even now the remembrance of that moment made her shrivel inside.

      Which was possibly why she usually did not think of it.

      Then why, now, was she allowing herself to relive his kisses, and the hot melting caresses they had shared? It occurred to her that if her mother had felt for her Italian count half of what Juliet had felt with Ash, then it was understandable that she had bolted. And perhaps she could forgive her, just a little.

      But she would never forgive Ash.

      For abandoning her and allowing her to be married off to a man old enough to be her grandfather.

      Her bitterness was like a dark stain in her heart. If she was ever to see Lord Ashley Linholm again, then she would tell him exactly what she thought of him. She would not hold back for the sake of politeness and nor would she temper her language . . .

      Juliet bit her lip. She rather thought that if she were ever to see Ash again she would do none of those things. Her pride wouldn’t allow her to. She would pretend she didn’t recognise him and walk right past him.
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        Summer, 1816, Mockingbird Square,

        Mayfair, London

      

      

      Lord Ashley Linholm stepped through the door held open by one of his servants, and into Number Five. He was a different man from the one who had left feeling so confident about his future. He felt as if his life was in complete disarray.

      Ash still didn’t understand why he had agreed to the earl’s ‘challenge’, apart from the fact that the man was extremely persuasive. He’d had the unpleasant sensation that he was back in the army, being ordered to do things he really didn’t want to do, by men who seemed not to care whether he lived or died. But then the stark truth was, neither had he.

      He suspected Simon would be waiting in the library, so he went straight there. Ash’s father had died when his eldest son was five, just after Simon was born. During his minority the estate had been run by his father’s brother, Uncle George. If he was honest it still was, and although George had been a competent and diligent custodian, he was elderly now and, according to Simon, who had seen him more recently, ready to retire.

      Ash had dallied long enough, enjoying the bachelor life and ignoring his responsibilities. He needed to go home to Crevitch and take up the reins—settle down to the life of a country gentleman. If he and his brother were to die, then the estate would go to a distant cousin he had never seen nor met. He was absolutely sure such a person could not love Crevitch as he did.

      As he had thought, his brother was in the library reading one of the books that had belonged to their father. Ash himself rarely read them but Simon seemed to enjoy the dry old tales. He had even suggested they have the library catalogued, and Ash had agreed, thinking it would give his brother something to do during his convalescence.

      Simon had come up to London from Crevitch a month or so ago, after spending time with their mother, recuperating. His leg injury had initially been serious but currently he could make his way with the aid of a walking stick rather than the two crutches he had used in the beginning. Now, every day, he walked to the garden at the heart of Mockingbird Square, and Ash was certain that was doing him good. It must be. He always returned home in a far cheerier mood.

      “Well?” Simon had noticed him and was looking up with a rather strained smile on his pale face. Ash, far too full of his own concerns, barely noticed.

      Simon tossed the book aside and reached for his cane. “Did Monkstead give his permission?” he demanded with uncharacteristic impatience.

      “No,” his elder brother replied, and went to the window to stare out blindly at the promising summer’s day. “The strangest thing, Simon.”

      He sounded odd even to himself, and his brother limped slowly across to join him. “What happened, Ash?” he asked quietly. “I thought you were set on marrying Miss Beales.”

      The way he spoke her name, almost like a caress, also went unnoticed by his brother.

      “I was. I am.” He turned, his bright blue eyes searching Simon’s dark ones. “Simon . . . do you remember Juliet Montgomery?”

      Simon frowned. “Of course I do. She was our neighbour, before she married Baron Flett. Now she’s home again. When I was at the hospital she was there to help Doctor Knowles. I told you, Ash.”

      But Ash didn’t seem to be listening. Suddenly he gave a strange sort of laugh. “Eight years ago, when you were barely out of short pants, brother, I thought that it was Juliet who made the sun rise and set. I was utterly besotted with her.”

      “Juliet?” Simon couldn’t hide his amazement. “Well, she is very beautiful.” He leaned against the sill, taking the weight off his injured leg. “What happened?”

      “Her father and our uncle decided that it wasn’t a suitable match for either of us. I was bought a commission in the army, and Juliet was married off to Baron Flett. We were both young . . . Soon I found myself involved in fighting the French, and by the time I came home, well, I barely gave her a thought. I’m sure it was the same for her.”

      He sounded as if he believed that.

      “So why are you speaking of her now? I thought you were set upon shackling yourself to Miss Beales?” Once again his voice softened but neither man seemed to notice it.

      Ash tried to find an answer. “There are things I need to . . . I have questions . . . unanswered questions . . .” He gave up.

      Simon was still waiting and suddenly Ash didn’t want to discuss Juliet with him. The matter was a private one. He needed to see her again. Speak with her. Monkstead was right in that at least, even if his comments about Ash keeping himself at a distance from life, in case he got hurt again, were completely ridiculous. Ash was perfectly happy with his life just the way it was, and he’d prove it. He’d go to Juliet and make his peace. How difficult could it be?

      “I am going to Crevitch,” he said with sudden decidedness. “Today.”

      And he turned and walked out of the library.

      Simon could hear him running up the stairs as if he didn’t have another moment to lose.

      Should he be concerned by this sudden change in his elder brother? Usually Ash brushed off life’s difficulties, as if they didn’t touch him, or at least not overly much. He never spoke in the way he just had, and he certainly never ran up the stairs in his eagerness to visit a woman he hadn’t seen in nearly ten years!

      Maybe, Simon thought, he should make his laborious way up the stairs after him? Try to talk to him so that he could understand what was happening? Instead, he found his thoughts turning to Christina Beales.

      He had only met her a month ago. He’d just returned from Crevitch and had been walking—or limping—in the gardens when they had come face to face. Christina had been with Miss Willoughby, who was staying with her cousin, Mrs Maclean, in Number Nine. Miss Willoughby, who was walking her cousin’s dog, had seen the way things were between Simon and Christina. Perhaps the woman was a romantic at heart. Instead of sticking close to them, she had drifted away to a safe distance, so she could still be seen to be chaperoning the pair but was not listening to their conversation.

      They had sat on a bench and conversed for over an hour, the time had gone so quickly, and instead of sleeping that night, he’d found himself going over the moments they’d shared. Her soft voice, her smile, her eyes gazing into his. He’d hardly been able to wait to pay another visit to the garden, and when he did he had thought he would have to sit there for many hours until she eventually turned up. If she did turn up.

      She had, and with Miss Willoughby once more in tow. As soon as she saw him, she appeared relieved, as if she’d been thinking about him too. Since then they had been meeting nearly every day.

      Simon hadn’t allowed himself to consider a future with her. His injury held him back—why would a woman like her want a cripple for a husband? But then his brother had met her and in a flash was talking about marrying her. Simon had felt as if a rug had been pulled from under his good leg and he was floundering even more than usual.

      His brother was his hero, and a man he aspired to emulate. He had never disobeyed Ash before but now, as if from nowhere, he remembered Juliet’s words to him in the cottage hospital. I am a little suspicious of bravery. It smacks of uncaring recklessness.

      Was his brother uncaring? Not consciously so perhaps, but it was true that Ash always expected to get his own way. He was the heir of Crevitch, and it was how he had been brought up. And was he reckless? Had his heroic action in Spain been nothing more than irresponsible behaviour?  Sometimes when Ash rode in his curricle he could be reckless, although their acquaintances considered his behaviour ‘dashing’. He wasn’t a cautious man, that was true, and he rarely considered the consequences of his actions. Apart from recently, when he’d spoken of Crevitch and its importance to him, and how he needed to marry and secure their inheritance for at least one more generation to come.

      And that was where Christina Beale had come in.

      Just now, while he waited in the library, Simon had steeled himself to tell Ash how he felt about Christina. He had never stood up to his elder brother before, and the very idea of going head to head with him on this matter made him feel slightly queasy. But it had to be done, he was determined, no matter if it caused a rift between them. He was in love with Christina and he could not watch her life and her future ruined by his brother’s sudden decision to find a suitable wife.

      Now it appeared Ash was off on some wild goose chase, and Simon was very glad he had not had to say the words he’d been practising all morning. It would also give Simon a chance to steal his brother’s chosen bride right out from under his nose.
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        Summer, 1816, Montgomery House,

        Crevitch, Somerset

      

      

      It was a beautiful evening and Juliet was bored. Since she’d returned home her life, apart from the hours spent in the hospital, seemed to have narrowed into one long tunnel of doing very little. It was true that while she was married her time had been full of social engagements which, in hindsight, had not been terribly important. Not like the hospital. But at least her days, and nights, had been busy enough to keep her thoughts occupied.

      After her hasty wedding she had discovered that Baron Flett liked to entertain. It was a pleasant surprise, and once they had moved into the house in Taunton, she found she was a good hostess. They’d had some merry old times.

      She’d been fond of the baron, perhaps  even loved him, but it was the sort of love she might have felt for an elderly relative. Their intimate moments had been few and far between, and rather embarrassing if the truth be told. Apart from the bedroom, her marriage to him had been surprisingly enjoyable. She’d put aside her resentment at being handed off to him by her father and made the best of things.

      “Enjoy yourself, my dear,” the Baron had said to her, near the end. “Don’t mourn me for too long. Someone as young and beautiful as you deserves to be adored.”

      At twenty-five she was not so young as she had been, Juliet thought wryly, although she was still an attractive woman, or so her mirror told her. What were a few lines here and there, and the occasional grey hair—which Yvette made sure to pluck out. And anyway, who would she find to adore her as her baron once had?

      As Ash once had.

      “No!” Juliet shook her head angrily. She would not think of him. Ash lived in London these days, and although there had been some recent talk of him returning to take over the Crevitch estate from his elderly uncle, it was yet to happen. She thought it unlikely it ever would. Ash was probably enjoying his life in the capital far too much to put himself out, just as he had never bothered to come and see her after he left the army.

      “Madam?” Yvette was standing in the shadows by the door. “Do you require me to help you change your clothing?”

      “Thank you, Yvette, but I am going to swim in the lake,” Juliet replied, ignoring the moue of displeasure on the woman’s face. “I should be back in time for supper.”

      Yvette had been trained in the art of being a lady’s maid in the home of a Parisian duchess and she took her job very seriously. The duchess had been caught up in Napoleon’s Republic and had lost everything. She’d had to let her maid go. Baron Flett had found Yvette on a trip to London, sheltering in the house of one of his exiled French aristocrat friends, and thought she would do well for his wife.

      Yvette turned out to be an exceptional lady’s maid, and very clever at dressing Juliet’s long dark hair into some wonderful styles. Though these days, when she went nowhere apart from the hospital, there was little call for dressing up. Juliet was well aware that Yvette considered her position here to be vastly inferior to the one she had held with her duchess. She asked herself why the girl stayed on, especially when she obviously thought herself far too good for provincial Somerset. Juliet wouldn’t be at all surprised if one day she woke up to find her maid had flown to greener pastures.

      She was looking forward to her swim in the lake.

      The evening was balmy, the air seeming to caress her skin. She went through her garden gate, which led out onto a path that took her through the woods and down to the lake.

      The small stretch of water bordered her land and that belonging to Crevitch Castle. As long as anyone could remember the castle had been owned by the Linholm family, descendants of Lord Radulf, who had been one of King William’s most trusted men. Legends about him abounded and as a child Juliet had enjoyed listening to them, especially the stories of Lady Lily, the beautiful Saxon bride who had won the Norman Radulf’s heart.

      In what she now considered her more foolish moments, she had imagined herself standing in Lily’s shoes by Ash’s side at Crevitch Castle. She had never told him that however; she had been waiting for Ash to mention the possibility first. In short, to ask her to marry him. He never had, and it was her opinion—eight years on—that he had never intended to.

      Juliet reached the lake and stood a moment, gazing over it with a smile. The water was quite shallow—about chest height at its deepest—and therefore warmed by the sun at this time of year. It wasn’t a natural part of the landscape but had been made over a hundred years ago by one of the Linholms. The fact that it had overstepped his property boundary hadn’t seemed to bother him, and as Juliet Montgomery’s ancestors hadn’t minded either, the lake had been used by both families.

      These days, with the castle so empty and so quiet, it was only Juliet who came here, and she had begun to think of it as her very own sanctuary.

      She had always loved to swim. At an early age she had been taught by a nanny who believed girls were more than capable of doing most of the things boys could do. She was soon dispatched by Juliet’s father as being a bad influence on his daughter, but by then it was too late, and her Nanny’s lessons had taken root, and even her father’s disapproval had not been able to dislodge them. Juliet could swim, and she could think for herself, and now that she was home again, she had returned to her habit of swimming here most evenings, when the weather permitted.

      And this evening was perfect.

      Reeds grew near the stone edging that bordered the path, and there were shrubs in clumps, nicely placed so that she could disrobe in private. She preferred to swim naked. It might be shocking to some, but as there was no one to see her—none of the resident Linholms ever came down to the lake—it didn’t matter. Her evening swims were a simple pleasure she was not about to forgo. Why should she when everyone in the village already thought her a scandalous hoyden?

      Quickly she undressed, setting her loose gown and slippers aside, before stepping into the water. It was chillier than she had expected but the air was so mild she knew that with exercise she would soon become accustomed. She set out with a gentle breast stroke, moving efficiently toward the other side of the lake. The Crevitch side.
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        Summer, 1816, Crevitch Castle,

        Somerset

      

      

      Ash had arrived at Crevitch the night before. His mother, Felicity, the Dowager Lady Linholm, greeted him with mild pleasure, just as she always did. He’d known for many years now that he was not her favourite. Simon had that dubious honour, although his brother was often rather embarrassed by it, and Ash certainly held no resentment. Being the favourite was a burden and he told himself he was more interested in being the one to inherit the estate rather than winning his mother’s love.

      Uncle George was ill in bed, but arose when Ash called upon him, the old man insisting on examining the estate records with him and pointing out what needed to be done. George would have thrown off his bedgown and ridden out with his nephew to inspect his lands, but Ash insisted he stay indoors.

      The fact that his uncle tamely obeyed his orders was worrying. Ash had not realised how much his uncle’s health had deteriorated. Why had the old man not written to tell him? Why hadn’t his mother? But there was no use pouring blame on other people when Ash knew in his heart that it was he himself who was at fault. He’d been selfish, his London life taking precedence, and he needed to remedy the situation.

      For the remainder of the day, Ash busied himself about the estate. He rode out over his lands and visited his tenants. As he sat upon his favourite horse and gazed across the golden fields, he couldn’t help but imagine he felt a shimmer in the mists of time—so had Radulf sat here and gazed with satisfaction over this same land. A Norman knight who had come with the Conqueror, Radulf had married the Saxon Lily, and although it had been a marriage forced upon them by the dangerous times, it had turned into a love story that resonated down the ages. Their dynasty continued to this day, and Ash knew he could not be the final Linholm. He would not allow it!

      Suddenly Christina Beale popped into his head—she was the reason he was here, after all—but he seemed to have lost interest in her. To his dismay he was struggling to remember what she looked like. Ash told himself that this was Monkstead’s fault. Since the earl had brought memories of Juliet back from the past he had been unable to think of other women.

      Disturbingly he was having no difficulty at all in remembering what she looked like.
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      Ash’s manservant Truscott had dressed him for dinner as if he was attending a suave London do rather than a meal en famille. Truscott was very aware of Ash’s consequence, far more than Ash himself, and sometimes he wearied of the man’s snobbery. He only put up with him because he was so very good at what he did. Ash doubted he’d walk out of his door at Number Five looking quite so prime if it were not for the ministrations of Truscott.

      However it seemed his splendour was all for nought, because when he arrived downstairs for dinner he was told his mother had retired early with a headache.

      He suspected it was an excuse so that she could curl up with one of her romance novels. He knew his parents’ marriage hadn’t been a happy one, so he couldn’t blame her for seeking solace elsewhere. At least the Dowager kept her dalliances between the pages of books—other women might have found a compliant neighbour and caused a scandal. Look at Juliet’s mother and her Italian count!

      The Dowager Lady Linholm had lost interest in entertaining when her two sons left home, but he hoped he could help her to regain some of that pleasure. What of the Midsummer celebrations that used to be held around this time of year? He had fond memories of the musicians in the gallery overlooking the Great Hall, and guests from near and far enjoying the hospitality of Crevitch Castle. Perhaps they could resurrect that festivity at least?

      Ashley sat down to the meal, but he wasn’t hungry despite his busy day, and picked at the food before pushing it away. Afterwards he retired to the library for brandy, but again he was too restless to settle.

      From the French windows here, he could see across the lawns and down to the lake. The view was very familiar, although he noticed the trees had grown taller, interfering with his enjoyment. He’d have to get the groundsman to do something about that—it seemed the tasks that had been neglected were never ending. And yet he didn’t mind, this was his land and his responsibility, and it was time he assumed control.

      A bird flew up by the lake, crying out as if it had been startled by something. Perhaps a fox on the prowl. There were swans down there, but he thought they could look after themselves. The evening sky was far clearer than it was in London, the stars just beginning to show themselves, and the whole prospect was suddenly very inviting for a man who wanted an excuse to work off his disquiet.

      He didn’t even pause to change out of his evening wear—the thought of Truscott was too much to bear just now—but slipped out through the French windows and set off across the park.

      The air was like warm milk, and as he strode across the lawn toward the perennial border and the overgrown trees, he felt as if he were walking into the past. His past. The path that ran around the lake was somewhere here, or at least it used to be. Now it was more like a wilderness, and he had to force his way through shrubs and vegetation. A thorny climbing rose caught his jacket and, when he pulled away, tore the cloth. He tried not to think what Truscott would say about that.

      Ah, here at last was the path he remembered!

      He stopped to admire the view. There, across on the other side of the lake, was the wild and unkempt woodland where he had spent more time than in his own home. In those days the grounds at the castle had been as neat as a pin, his uncle had seen to that, but the Montgomeries had never shared George’s need for perfection. Their property had always been rather untamed, and Ash wondered if, for him, that had been part of its appeal.

      Once he had entered those woods with Juliet it had been as if they were in their own world with their own rules, and nothing and no one else mattered. He remembered there was a track through the woods, which led directly to an old wooden gate, and once through the gate, one could safely make one’s way via the shelter of the trees to the summerhouse . . .

      Helpless to stop it, he felt himself being catapulted back into the past. Juliet’s dark eyes smiling into his, her fingers warm and entangled with his, her lips so soft and welcoming under his . . . Impatiently, Ash shook his head to clear the memories. He’d been nineteen for God’s sake! He’d had many intimate experiences of the flesh since then, and yet he realised he could barely remember any of them. Surely, he told himself, slightly desperate now, Juliet had changed? He knew he had. They were no longer the young couple they had been, wild for each other, spending every moment they could together.

      In love, a voice whispered in his head, but he ignored it.

      Perhaps it would be best if he turned around and went back to London? There was obviously something wrong with him and he needed to calm his thoughts, before he sank in this mire of his own making . . .

      A splash came from up ahead, followed by another.

      For a moment he thought he must have imagined it. Surely she didn’t still swim naked? His heart began to pound, and before he could stop himself or think of the consequences, he was moving in the direction of the sounds.

      There was definitely something out there, he thought, as he stood shielded by some of the undergrowth that grew at the lakeside. Moving further along the path, Ash could now see quite well in the starlit dusk.

      Someone was swimming and there had only been one person he could remember who swam in this lake. He opened his mouth to call out and then stopped himself. Would she welcome his intrusion? But then again this might be his one and only chance to discover what she really felt about their shared past. He had no illusions about the effect his questions would have on her. She would tell him to go away, but right here and now she was as exposed as it was possible to be, and he could . . .

      All rational thought left him as the swimmer crossed in front of him.

      Ivory skin was clearly visible beneath the surface as she glided through the lake. She reached the end and then turned in the water like a fish. Ash saw a sleek thigh and the curve of her hip, and the dark strands of her hair clinging to her shoulders. The sheer beauty of the moment, of her, took his breath, and sent heat spiralling deep inside him.

      He edged closer. She was moving more swiftly, as if she had come to the end of her evening exercise, kicking up swathes of water and heading back to her own side of the lake.

      Ash didn’t think. Hastily he made his way around to her escape route, and found her clothing, hidden in the bushes, just as he’d known they would be. He could have changed his mind, walked away, but he knew it was too late for that. But neither was he going to lurk out of sight, like some sort of village pervert. If she wanted to abuse him then so be it.

      Ash stepped out into the starlight.

      At first she didn't see him. She had reached the edge, only a few feet from him, and paused to catch her breath. Her face was a pale oval, with her dark hair clinging to her skin and making an effective cloak, and even her lashes were speckled with droplets of water. He opened his mouth to warn her, but before he could utter a word she had risen to her feet, the water lapping at her waist.

      And then he couldn’t speak.

      She was naked, and he saw the soft swell of her belly, her breasts smooth and rounded, dusky pink nipples hardened by the chill. As he stared, she gathered up her hair and began to wring the water from it, bending forward slightly, the bare skin of her back and arms reflecting the silver light from the stars.

      A siren, alluring and seductive. Irresistible.

      He couldn’t stand here any longer without speaking because, Ash reminded himself, he was a gentleman. And gentlemen did not spy on naked women, no matter how intimate they had once been.

      “Juliet.”

      Her head came up. Her dark eyes widened. In a flash he saw the recognition in her gaze, quickly followed by the realisation that she was standing before him wearing nothing but the lake. Juliet gave a gasping scream and ducked down beneath the water.

      He waited, expecting her to surface immediately. And waited. And still he waited.

      The ripples that she had caused had fanned out and vanished, and now the lake was still. And silent. Anxiously he asked himself how long she had been under.

      Too long!

      There was nothing for it. Ash leapt into the lake in his fashionable Jermyn Street clothing, not even waiting to remove his shoes.

      The water wasn’t deep, and he began to wade forward with his hands stretched out beneath the surface, trying to find her. “Juliet!” he called, desperate now. “Juliet!”

      And that was when she shot out of the water, gasping for air, straight into his arms.
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        Summer, 1816, Crevitch Castle,

        Somerset

      

      

      Juliet was trying to breathe. Strong arms were wrapped tight about her, and her face was pressed into a fashionable jacket with metal buttons. Ashley Linholm had jumped fully clothed into the lake to save her and she wasn’t quite sure whether to laugh or cry. So instead she clutched onto him, while she struggled to regain her feet.

      And her equilibrium.

      "Let me go!" she demanded in a muffled voice.

      He hugged her even tighter. Perhaps, she thought, he couldn’t hear her. So she tried again, shouting the words, and this time he released her abruptly, stumbling back and almost falling.

      She ducked down into the water.

      Juliet looked up at him, and the first thing she noticed was that he was very wet. The second that it was definitely Ash, she hadn’t been mistaken, but he was older. The frown he was wearing now brought creases around his eyes and mouth, and incongruously she knew he would look like that when he was his uncle’s age. Wrinkled, but still golden and handsome.

      "Are you well?" he demanded, reaching out a hand toward her, in case she sank beneath the surface and he had to drag her up again.

      Because she was only just keeping her chin above the dark water. In a way it seemed ridiculous to act so when this man had seen her naked before. They had been lovers. But that had been eight years ago and now they were strangers.

      "Perfectly," she retorted, glaring up at him. He was already tugging off his jacket—with difficulty because he was soaking—and a moment later he had wrapped it about her. “Ash, it’s wet,” she reminded him, but as she stood up with the jacket about her, she realised that it was warmer than the air. Warm from his body.

      She shivered. If she had known he was in residence she would never have come here tonight. She would certainly never come here again! That made her sad because she loved this place. She felt safe here; it was a part of her life, and now he had spoiled it.

      At the same time Juliet noticed how broad he was across the shoulders. He had filled out. He was a man, grown. Once upon a time she had dreamed about him, trying to imagine how he would look in his army uniform, scouring the newspapers for information because no one else would tell her anything. Not that she would ask. She was too proud for that.

      "Come out of the water," he ordered. "You're frozen."

      "I'm n-n-not!" she said, with her teeth chattering.

      His expression was a struggle between compassion and laughter. Laughter won. He doubled over. Juliet stood for a moment, watching him, and not sure what to do. And then her own laughter came bubbling up inside her, and although at first she tried to hold it in because . . .  well this was not amusing, it escaped. Soon she was giggling and spluttering, in between her shivers.

      Eventually they both stopped, almost at the same time. Now she felt awkward, and there were other emotions too, skulking beneath the surface, and she needed to be alone to examine them more closely. Juliet knew that meant escaping as quickly as possible.

      He was watching her, waiting to see what she would say. She wondered what his thoughts were—did he think she had changed too?—and then decided she didn’t want to know. It was Ashley who had abandoned her without a backward glance, and he did not deserve to have any opinions on the matter whatsoever.

      “Can you hand me my gown?” she asked him, nodding at the pile of clothing behind him. When he climbed out to find it, as she’d known he would—Ash was nothing if not a gentleman—she quickly exited the lake after him. Her swift departure seemed to amuse him, one eyebrow lifted at the sight of her with the jacket swallowing her up, wriggling her bare toes to stay warm, and from sheer nerves.

      She took the wrap and clutched it against herself, aware of the drip, drip of her sodden hair, and feeling terribly exposed.

      “If you would turn your back,” she said politely, pretending there was nothing odd about the situation. It would do no good to acknowledge that this was one of the stranger moments in her life.

      He did so, bending down to take off his shoes and tip out the water, before replacing them. At the same time, he said, “I guessed it was you.” His voice was deep and measured, familiar and yet different. “Only you would do something so outrageous, Juliet.”

      Unfair!

      “You could be rather outrageous yourself, if I remember,” she said calmly when she was feeling anything but. It was as if their moment of laughter had never been. She began to dress, quickly, very aware of his broad back beneath his sodden white shirt and the tight fit of his breeches over his buttocks and thighs. Everything was clinging to him very nicely but she refused to let her eyes linger. Dwelling on him, and their shared past, would do her no good. She felt off kilter, and as if to make matters worse, being with him, looking at him, was heating her blood and causing her body to ache in places she had forgotten existed.

      Although that wasn’t entirely true. She remembered very well, too well, it was just that she was trying to put such awkward memories out of her mind.

      Just as he had put her out of his mind, all those years ago.

      The spurt of anger sobered her. He had left her, abandoned her, without even a note of regret or explanation. Without even a vague promise to give her hope. All his declarations of love had turned to ashes and despite all their years apart she had not forgotten nor forgiven. And yet, to be fair, hadn’t he been a victim of her father and his uncle, just as she had? Well, perhaps, she thought grudgingly, but no one had forced him into a marriage that at the time had felt like the end of her life.

      There! She was as dressed as she could be in the circumstances. With trembling hands, she twisted her long hair and wrung it out so that the water dripped away from her feet. Any other repairs would have to wait, she thought, as she slid on her slippers.

      “You can look now,” she said quietly.

      He turned swiftly, which might have made her smile, but then their eyes met and she no longer felt like smiling. The warm sensation inside her was growing, as if someone had lit a fire and she was standing too close. It seemed ridiculous to be so aroused by a man she had not seen in so long. As if her body had missed him and was reminding her of how many nights she had lain alone in her bed.

      She wondered what he felt. Confusion? Similar emotions to hers? She thought she had seen something bright and painful in his face, before he closed his emotions down. Ash had finally learned to hide his feelings, something he had struggled to do eight years ago.

      She handed him back his jacket, preparing to take her leave.

      “I will walk with you,” he said, firmly, as if he thought she would refuse him.

      “Of course,” she replied, more to surprise him than because she wanted to prolong this uncomfortable meeting.

      He fell into step beside her, and she thought it was just as well the evening was balmy, because they were both still very wet from the lake. He wrung the water from his jacket, glancing at her with that raised eyebrow, but she bit her lip and wouldn’t laugh.

      Up in the treetops the last birds were settling down for the night, while the stars were peeping at them through the branches. It was, she thought, a night made for love. Eight years ago they would have run, hand in hand, stopping to kiss, and then running again. And now here they were, strangers, walking in this sedate manner.

      “Simon told me your husband was dead,” he said. People rarely spoke so bluntly, but then she remembered that was another thing about Ash she had always liked. It was good to know at least one of his old character traits had survived.

      “A year ago. He was very ill.” She glanced sideways at him. He was tall, more than a head taller than her, and again she admired those broad shoulders. She wondered how many women had been in his life in the years since they were lovers. A dozen, two? The question caused her to feel uncomfortable, and she pushed it away, to be examined later, when she was alone.

      “Are you married?” she asked, although she knew he was not. If the heir to Crevitch had been wed, the news would have spread through the village and the church bells would have been ringing.

      “Not yet,” he said easily.

      “That seems to suggest you are about to marry.”

      He didn’t answer, so she supposed she could make of that what she willed.

      They were silent for a time, following the path they had followed all those years ago. She wondered idly if he was tempted to lead her to the summerhouse and take her in his arms. Well, she told herself, if he dared try she would slap his face and call him names. Juliet had learned quite a few names since the old days.

      “Simon told me you were volunteering at the cottage hospital,” he said at last.

      She turned to look at him but it was now so dark in the woods that she couldn’t see more than a shadow.

      “I volunteer when I can. Doctor Knowles is grateful for my help, and it passes the time.” That sounded rather pathetic, she thought, but it was too late to take it back. “I suppose you are too busy in London to need to pass time?” she said sweetly, with a sting.

      His shoulders moved in a shrug. “I am busy, yes, but I’m not sure I do anything quite so worthy as volunteer in a hospital.”

      That surprised her. Was he flattering her, or genuinely impressed? She thought of asking, but the gate to her garden was just ahead and she did not want him to go through it. Suddenly she very much wanted him to go away.

      And yet despite herself she was curious, and her steps slowed.

      “You are no longer in the army then?” she asked him, although she knew he was not.

      “I left a long time ago.” He hesitated as if he wanted to say more, and then contented himself with, “A soldier’s life wasn’t for me.”

      So he had no excuse for not coming back to her! Juliet struggled with a sense of outrage mingled with a wave of sadness. It was too late for these feelings. She needed to say goodbye in a way that left him in no doubt she was no longer interested in pursuing this conversation with him.

      She turned and held out her hand. “Goodbye,” she said. “Thank you for the escort.”

      He seemed surprised, and then glanced past her into the shadowy garden and the faint lights of the house beyond. “I don’t think it is goodbye,” he said in a perplexed voice. “Not yet.”

      She felt his warm, strong fingers close over hers. “What is it then?” she demanded. “Surely polite conversation over tea and cake is not for us? What would we talk about? Neither of us would wish to rake over old times.”

      But still he hesitated.

      “You would not like what I have to say.” There was a lump in her throat, but she lifted her chin and made her voice a warning.

      “Perhaps not,” he said quietly, “and yet I want to hear it.”

      And with that he turned and left her, staring after him.
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      Ash was trying to understand his own emotions as he made his way back to the castle. The sight of her in the water, and the feel of her, the weight of her in his arms, had seemed so familiar and yet so new and exciting. The moment had affected him far more than he could ever have imagined. He’d tried to hide his emotion from her, but perhaps not entirely successfully.

      He picked up a stick from the path and used it to slap aside overgrown branches and foliage. Juliet’s reactions confused him. One moment she’d seemed pleased to see him, and then she’d been distant and cold. Maybe that was because he had said the wrong thing, or presumed too much? The truth was, he’d forgotten how to read her.

      One thing he was determined on. He was going to see her again. He was going to talk about the past and listen to her answers. No matter what she might think, this was not goodbye.
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        Summer, 1816, Mockingbird Square,

        Mayfair, London

      

      

      Simon made his way into the garden at the centre of Mockingbird Square. Christina had told him that the ‘Mockingbird’ was an American bird, known for its ability to imitate.

      “The Monksteads came from a family of thieves and raiders, or so the earl says,” she went on, with a wry smile. “They grew wealthy and great through nefarious means, and then they had to pretend they were as good as everyone else. So they imitated their betters.”

      “I see.”

      She had giggled at his puzzled face. “The name of the square is a family joke known only to us, and now you know it, too!”

      It was a fine day but there were clouds on the horizon. Rather like a mirror image of his current situation, he told himself wryly. He had had time overnight to begin to worry about the future. What if, when he told Christina about his brother’s proposal, she was glad of it? What if, despite what he thought to the contrary, she actually preferred the heir to the crippled younger brother?

      And then all thought left him as he saw her waiting for him in their usual spot. The fact that they had a ‘usual spot’ seemed precious, although there had been many times recently when he had wondered how much longer they could go on meeting like this.

      Christina spotted him and smiled, her anxious expression changing to joy and her eyes lighting up with pleasure. He wondered if his face looked the same and knew it did. Any stranger coming upon them now would know in an instant that they were in love, and yet he couldn’t hide it. He didn’t want to.

      “Your leg seems so much stronger,” she said shyly. “Soon you will be able to burn your cane.”

      It was the joke he had made when they first met and she had never forgotten.

      “Miss Beale . . . Christina . . .” he glanced around until he spotted a seat with no one close by. “Will you sit with me for a while?”

      She smiled and followed him to the seat. She’d slipped out without her maid again and even Miss Willoughby wasn’t about—she was becoming very adept at losing her chaperones.

      Simon launched into speech. “My brother has asked your uncle permission to marry you.”

      Her eyes widened and then colour flooded her cheeks. She shook her head a little wildly. “I-I have not heard of such a thing. Your brother?” she repeated as if she couldn’t believe that was right.

      “He told me so himself. I don’t know what your uncle said. Ash has gone to Crevitch for a visit. My brother was behaving a little strangely, but I am assuming one of his reasons is to tell our mother of his plans.”

      Again she shook her head. She looked bewildered. “I don’t understand,” she said. “I have barely spoken to Lord Linholm! Why would he want to marry me?”

      “He thinks you’re suitable.”

      “I don’t want to be suitable! I don’t want to marry your brother,” she said decisively. A moment later her lip trembled and her eyes filled with tears as she met his gaze. “I-I want to marry you,” she said.

      His heart beat hard as he reached to grasp her hands. If they had been entirely alone he would have kissed her. He’d been wanting to kiss her for weeks now.

      “I want to marry you, too,” he declared.

      The words were spoken. No going back. He was no longer the amenable younger brother. Simon was going to fight for the woman he loved and be damned to the consequences.
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