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        Near Fartherington Hall, summer 1798 (or a variation thereof)

        Five years earlier

      

      

      Lady Leonora Hurst, sister to the new Earl of Lockhart, clung tightly to her mare as they thundered across the green meadow. Wildflowers of all colors were in bloom, and above the drumbeat-like sound of hooves, Nora could hear the soft buzzing of bees and the gentle chirping of crickets.

      The sun shone brightly overhead, and a mild breeze tugged upon her mahogany curls. She swept her eyes sideways to the man riding head-to-head with her. His name was Troy Beaumont, son to the Earl of Whickerton, and he had been a dear friend for as long as she could remember.

      His family’s estate bordered Fartherington Hall, and whenever both families happened to be in the country, they seldom spent time apart. While Nora had grown up with two brothers—one of whom had sadly passed away a year past—Troy was the only son in his family, eldest brother to five younger sisters. Indeed, Nora could not remember a single day of boredom throughout her entire childhood. Always had there been someone around with whom to play, with whom to get in trouble, with whom to explore the world.

      “Do you think the others already figured out the last clue?” Nora called over the whipping wind as they raced along toward the ancient watchtower in the distance.

      Troy laughed, amusement sparkling in his blue eyes. “How am I to know? I am here with you, am I not?”

      Nora rolled her eyes at him, urging her mare closer, threatening to cut him off. “Don’t tease me, Troy. You know I don’t care for it.”

      His sharp eyes narrowed dangerously as he met her gaze before his hand flew out, attempting to grab her mare’s reins.

      Only in the last moment, Nora managed to pull her horse around, well-aware that the tips of his fingers brushed against the reins’ leather. Her eyes narrowed, shooting daggers in his direction. “How disagreeable of you!” she called, fixing him with a challenging stare. “Was I wrong to expect loyalty? Are we not a team?”

      A wide smile came to Troy’s face before he threw back his head and laughed. “Why should there be?” he challenged, the look in his eyes telling her that he was once more teasing. “Neither one of us chose the other. We drew straws and found ourselves matched in this hunt. Why, I ask you, should that inspire loyalty?”

      Nora fought to maintain a disapproving frown; yet she could feel laughter bubbling up in her throat. Troy simply was someone she could not be angry with for long. Although she disliked the way he sometimes teased her, he always did it in a good-natured way, his words never insulting or degrading.

      As they neared the ruins, both slowed their horses, their breaths coming fast as they surveyed the ancient watchtower, now little more than a heap of rocks strewn about. One wall still stood erect, but crumpled away to its sides, fading away a little more each year.

      “Would you have rather been matched with another in this scavenger hunt?” Nora inquired with a sideways glance at Troy. “Are you displeased that we find ourselves tied to one another on this quest?”

      He grinned, and she could feel his eyes come to rest upon her, daring her to face him. “Now, I did not say that, did I?”

      Huffing out a deep breath, Nora turned to look at him. “Does that mean that the moment I turn my back, I can expect to find a knife plunged into it?”

      Again, Troy laughed, almost roaringly. “My dearest Nora, I’ve never known you to be so dramatic. Pray tell, what did I say that riled you so?”

      Pressing her lips together, Nora tried not to laugh; however, this time, her efforts were futile. “Oh, I cannot be mad at you. I cannot even pretend to be,” she chuckled, delighting in the wide smile that came to his face. “You are one of my dearest friends, and I would not hesitate to trust you with my life.”

      Although Nora had spoken lightly, perhaps even a little teasingly, her words chased the smile from Troy’s face. Something serious, something almost shocked, now rested in his blue eyes as he stared at her.

      “Oh, Troy,” Nora chuckled good-naturedly, “do not worry. I have no immediate plans of placing myself in danger and expecting you to rescue me.” She saw the hint of a smile crack through the tense expression upon his face. “All I meant to say is that we are dear friends, are we not? I’ve known you all my life, and I shall miss you.” Her breath suddenly shuddered past her lips, making her realize how much she would miss him.

      How much she would miss them all.

      Indeed, this was her last scavenger hunt. Soon—in fact, in a matter of days—she would travel to London to be married and then move to her new husband’s estate. She would be a wife and expected to behave accordingly. Gone would be the carefree days of chasing the wind, of playing daring games with her friends, of being simply Nora.

      Soon, she would be Lady Hayward, wife to the Earl of Hayward. It would be a new life, a different life, and although Nora was looking forward to it, part of her could not help but wonder whether it would be exactly how she imagined it.

      Her betrothed was a most suitable match. He was young and handsome, and when he smiled at her, Nora could not help but wonder what a kiss would feel like. From the first, he had been charming and attentive, and although Nora had only recently turned nineteen, she was certain that he would make her a most wonderful and exciting husband. Oh, how she longed for this new adventure to begin!

      Yet a hint of sadness continued to linger. Sadness she ought to have expected. Perhaps she had been a fool not to see it coming. Of course, a drastic change—even a desired one—always came with a joyful as well as sorrowful eye, did it not?

      A deeply affectionate smile claimed Troy’s lips. “I shall miss you as well,” he told her in a voice that, for once, held no teasing note. Riding side by side, he held out his hand to her and waited until she took it. “I cannot imagine this place without you. It will be utterly strange to ride these fields without you next to me. Indeed, we shall all miss you dearly.”

      Determined to hold the tears that threatened at bay, Nora returned his smile. “Let’s not speak of my departure,” she insisted, nodding toward the ruins up ahead. “Indeed, I am determined to win this last scavenger hunt.” She glanced over her shoulder but could spot no riders upon the horizon. “Even if the others found the last clue, it seems they are having some trouble figuring it out. This is our chance!”

      Clearing his throat, Troy nodded to her. “Then let us go see where the next clue could be hiding.” They spurred on their horses and made their way across the last stretch of land before they found themselves standing in front of the ancient watchtower.

      The rocks were covered in moss, and here and there, Nora glimpsed a bird’s nest built into a crevice. Her eyes swept over the rubble and then flew up the one remaining wall, towering over them both. The beginnings of an old staircase made of the same rock sat nestled against the inner side of the wall, and the grass grew tall and wild all around the ruins.

      “In order to remain safe from the elements,” Troy remarked as they drew closer, his gaze sweeping over the rocks as well, “I suppose the clue must be hidden somewhere in a crevice.”

      Nora chuckled. “I thought the very same thing.”

      Turning to look at her over his shoulder, Troy grinned. “You know what they say, great minds think alike.” Then he threw one leg over his horse’s neck and dropped to the ground. “Where do you suppose we should begin to look?” he asked as he strode over to her.

      Nora shrugged, gathered her reins, and placed them securely atop her mare’s neck. Then she moved to slide out of the saddle. “I’ll search along the inner wall and you the outer.”

      Troy grinned as he stood in front of her, holding up his hands to assist her down as he had countless times before. “What if I want to search the inner wall?”

      Rolling her eyes at him, Nora sighed, once again fighting a grin. “You’re impossible!” she chided as she leaned forward, ready to brace her hands upon his upper arms. “You’re truly and utterly impossible! The most vexing man I’ve ever m⁠—!”

      Her mare suddenly shifted upon her hooves, and that small movement somehow upended Nora’s balance. Her eyes widened as she fell forward, feeling her heart tighten in her chest and her stomach lurch into her throat. “Troy!” she called, her hands clutching at his arms.

      Instantly, Troy surged toward her, pulling her from the saddle and against his chest. His arms wrapped tightly around her, and she could feel his heart beat wildly against her own. “I’ve got you,” he gasped against her ear, his warm breath brushing over her skin. “I’ve got you.”

      Pinching her eyes shut, Nora tightened her arms around his neck and inhaled a deep breath. Then she released it as well as her iron grip, feeling Troy’s hands upon her waist as he gently lowered her to the ground.

      “I’ve got you,” he murmured once more, and the moment Nora lifted her head and their eyes met…

      …the world was suddenly a different place.

      A shudder surged through Nora as she stood in Troy’s embrace, their gazes locked, as though time had been suspended.

      Countless times had he assisted her off her horse. Countless times had she looked into his eyes. Countless times had she looked at him and seen a friend.

      Only now, Nora saw something else.

      Someone else.

      And so did he.

      Nora could see it upon his face.

      Although Troy possessed the ability to shield his thoughts and emotions like no other she had ever met, the look that now stood upon his face echoed her own emotions loud and clear. She saw stunned disbelief as he stared down at her, his breath coming fast and his hands holding her to him, as though he never wished to let her go.

      Her own hands clung tightly to him as well, and although Nora wanted to believe so, it had nothing to do with the moment of fright she had just experienced. Indeed, that moment had been nothing. Nothing more than a second of panic, instantly soothed by Troy’s protective embrace.

      Nora swallowed, feeling goosebumps chasing up and down her legs and arms as Troy’s breath teased her lips. He stood close. He stood so very close, his head slightly bent and his wide blue eyes looking down into hers. “I’ve got you,” he murmured once more before his gaze dropped lower for a split second. “I’ve got you.”

      In answer, Nora’s heart seemed to falter in her chest, and she licked her lips as her own gaze darted to his mouth.

      Troy drew in a sharp breath, and his hands slid to the small of her back, urging her closer. He dipped his head ever so slightly, his eyes never leaving hers.

      Nora lifted her head, her eyes wide and disbelieving as she watched him move closer.

      And closer.

      Closer still.

      And then his gaze fell to her lips, and he dipped his head, brushing his mouth against hers in a feather-light touch.

      Nora flinched, as though lightning had struck her, and Troy’s head flew back up. Both stared at the other, eyes wide and breaths coming fast.

      For a moment, Nora thought he would retreat, but he remained where he was, his arms wrapped around her as before. Long moments passed as they stared at one another, unable to move in either direction.

      Apart.

      Or closer.

      And then Nora felt her gaze flicker to his lips once more, curious, tempted, and she could see an answering shimmer in Troy’s eyes the second she looked up at him. When he leaned closer, her heart sped up, and she grasped his arms, pushing herself onto her toes, raising her chin to meet him.

      His lips felt soft and warm against hers, and although Nora could not help the sense of disbelief that still clung to her mind, the jolt of shock they had experienced before failed to materialize. Instead, a warm tingling sensation came to her lips and then moved farther out into every region of her body.

      Overwhelmed, Nora returned his kiss, guided by instinct alone. She knew not what she was doing; yet it felt wonderful, almost intoxicating, and she knew she did not want this feeling to stop.

      Pulling her closer, Troy tentatively deepened their kiss. His hand reached to grasp her chin, then moved farther back until it cupped the back of her head while his other arm remained slung around her middle. He held her gently; yet Nora could feel his longing for more grow…

      …in tandem with her own.

      The world around them vanished, and all that mattered was this feeling, right here, right now. The way her heart beat strong, and yet seemed to trip and stumble every so often. The way his warmth appeared to reach for her, touching her skin and sending shivers across it. The way his lips moved over hers with urgency and caution alike.

      And then his teeth nipped her lower lip, and Nora gasped. Her lips parted, and she froze in utter surprise as she felt him touch his tongue to hers for only a split second.

      Panting, they stared at one another, and for a moment, Nora reeled from the shock of finding herself staring up into Troy’s face. Had he truly just kissed her? Had she⁠—?

      His hand on the back of her neck tightened, bringing her mouth once more closer to his. His eyes were dark and looked into hers with such intensity that Nora felt a shiver dance down her spine. Was this Troy? The neighbor she had known all her life? How could this⁠—?

      Again, his lips touched hers, and Nora closed her eyes, her hands reaching out to slink around his neck. All thoughts vanished, slipped from her mind as though they had never been. All that mattered was Troy and the feeling of his lips against hers, of his heart thundering as wildly as her own. Never had Nora felt so alive. Never had she⁠—

      A shout drifted to her ears, and Nora froze.

      As did Troy.

      Their eyes flew open, and they stared at each other in complete shock as reality returned with full force, ripping away this moment of intimacy they had shared.

      “Over there!” someone called from beyond the wall, and they both recognized his sister’s voice.

      “Louisa,” Troy murmured absentmindedly, still staring at Nora with a rather dumbfounded expression.

      In the next instant, they both surged apart.

      Nora tried her best to breathe as Troy shook his head, no doubt to shake off the lingering emotions that had found them so unexpectedly. He raked a hand through his hair, pacing away and then back to her, his eyes wide and unblinking.

      Louisa’s voice once more echoed to their ears as the sound of hoofbeats grew louder. “Do you think we’re the first ones here?”

      “I don’t see anyone,” Leonora—or Leo—replied in her usual matter-of-fact kind of voice.

      Troy stared at the watchtower’s remaining wall that still concealed them from his sisters’ eyes before returning his gaze to Nora.

      Only a moment later, Louisa and Leo came riding around the edge and pulled up short, their eyes going wide as they saw them. “Someone is here,” Louisa exclaimed in surprise, pulling up the reins before jumping out of the saddle. “Don’t tell me you already found the next clue?” A touch of displeasure came into her green eyes.

      Troy cleared his throat. “No, we…we haven’t.” He swallowed hard, and his eyes darted to Nora. “We…We only just got here.”

      “Good!” Louisa exclaimed eagerly, then turned and dashed back to Leo. Together, they began searching the watchtower’s ruins, eagerly peeking into every gap and crevice.

      All the while, Nora and Troy stood rooted to the spot, unable to move, unable to look at each other but equally unable to not look at each other. Nora could see his breath still coming fast as his eyes returned to her again and again, the memory of their kiss etched into his face.

      “Why are you only standing there?” Louisa called over from where she was searching the ruins.

      At the sound of her voice, Nora and Troy both flinched. It seemed their minds kept slipping away to that one moment that had been different from all the others, forgetting what was around them, who was around them this very minute.

      A deep frown came to Louisa’s face as she exchanged a quizzical look with Leo. “Or did you already find it? But if you did, why would you still be here?” She tapped a finger to the corner of her mouth, thinking.

      Tearing his eyes away from Nora, Troy moved toward his sisters. “We have not found it yet,” he said in a voice that did not sound like his own. “We were merely…taking a break.”

      Louisa laughed, her watchful green eyes darting back and forth between Nora and her brother. “You’re acting…strange,” she remarked thoughtfully, exchanging another glance with her sister, who nodded along an agreement. “Has something happened?”

      Troy snorted, a smile coming to his face that looked just a little bit strained. “Oh, you are just trying to distract us from finding the clue.” He fixed her with a challenging stare. “Trust me. It will not work.”

      Instantly accepting her brother’s challenge as Troy had no doubt known she would, Louisa dashed away and rather frantically continued her search. Leo joined her while Troy moved to the other side of the wall. As he stepped around it, his gaze moved to Nora for no more than a split second before he vanished from sight…

      …but it was enough.

      Nora felt his gaze like a jolt that shocked her entire body, as though the earth beneath her feet was no longer steady but trembling and rumbling, seeking to throw her off. A tremor surged through her, and she clasped her hands around her arms, willing herself to breathe calmly and regain the peace of mind that had been hers only minutes earlier.

      Still, her mind kept replaying the moment she had spent in Troy’s arms, the moment he had kissed her. It was but one moment, and yet she knew she would never forget it. It had changed everything, had it not?

      All of a sudden, Nora’s eyes widened, and she clasped a hand to her mouth as a gasp escaped her lips. “I am to be married in a few days,” she murmured to the wind tugging upon her curls. “I am to be married.” Her eyes moved to the wall, behind which Troy had disappeared. What was she to do now? Had this kiss meant something? Ought she…?

      Oh, dear heaven, what was she to do?
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        London, late summer 1803 (or a variation thereof)

        Five years later

      

      

      The streets of London were dark as Troy left his club. Stepping out onto the pavement, he rolled his shoulders, then breathed in deeply the soothing night air. Here and there, a carriage rolled by, the sound of its wheels on cobblestones drifting to his ears. Murmured sounds echoed in the night, reminding him of the buzz of voices he had just escaped. Indeed, it had been a long night, and Troy longed for the solitude of his own chamber.

      Just as he turned toward his waiting carriage, an acquaintance rounded the corner, quickening his steps as he spied him. “Leaving so soon?” Lord Kinsley inquired, an excited glow in his eyes. “The night has barely begun.”

      Offering no more than the barest of greetings in return, Troy nodded. “Be that as it may, I must return home.” He was in no mood to hear another one of Lord Kinsley’s tall tales. Indeed, the man was the worst tattletale of London, putting any and every gossiping lady to shame.

      “Have you heard?” Lord Kinsley rushed to ask as Troy turned toward his carriage.

      Troy sighed. “No, nor do I care to.” He took another step, but the man was not to be discouraged.

      Clearly, the thought of sharing this latest gossip emboldened Lord Kinsley, for he rushed forward and all but stepped into Troy’s path, his eyes sparkling with eager delight. “Lord Hayward finally breathed his last,” he blurted out, eyes expectant, no doubt eager for Troy’s reaction.

      Indeed, as much as Troy wanted to disappoint the man, it proved impossible this night. “Lord Hayward…is dead?” he gasped, eyes widening in shock as he stared at Kinsley.

      Pleased by Troy’s reaction, Kinsley straightened, puffing out his chest. “That he is,” he confirmed with a smug smile. Then he laughed, shaking his head. “It comes as a bit of a surprise, does it not?” He frowned. “Although considering the many drunken accidents the man’s had throughout his life, I suppose one should have expected such an outcome. Do you not agree?”

      Troy had expected no outcome at all, for he had done his utmost these past five years not to think of the man at all. After all, any such thought would have inevitably turned Troy’s attention from Hayward to the man’s wife.

      Nora.

      “Poor man broke his neck,” Kinsley exclaimed, the look upon his face both pleased and marked by a hint of dismay. “Fell off his horse.” Clucking his tongue, he shook his head. “Truly, he ought not have tried to ride home after a night of drunken stupor. Very unwise, that is.”

      Troy barely heard a word of Kinsley’s recounting of how Lord Hayward had met his end. The shock of the news still echoed in his bones, waves of disbelief flooding him. Never had Troy contemplated such a scenario.

      Never.

      Ever since that day five years ago, when Nora had chosen to wed Hayward, Troy had done his utmost to banish all thoughts of her from his mind. He had not attended the wedding; how could he have?

      That one moment by the ruins had changed everything for him.

      All his life, Nora had been a friend. Only a friend. Nothing more than a friend. And then, from one second to the next, the world had shifted upon its axis, turning everything upside down.

      All of a sudden, Troy had become aware of her in a completely different way. That kiss—that one kiss!—had been his undoing. Where before he had been perfectly content to spend the occasional afternoon in her presence, to chat with her and laugh with her, he now wanted more. He no longer sought to be one friend among many. He no longer wished to be only her friend. As much as he tried to steer his thoughts back on to familiar ground, they continued to stray, urging him to remember the moment they had shared by the ancient watchtower.

      To this day, Troy recalled in excruciating detail the shock in her wide brown eyes the moment they had found themselves in each other’s arms. Troy had simply meant to catch her as she fell. He had not intended anything beyond that, and yet the moment she had looked up and their eyes had met…

      Closing his eyes, Troy swallowed hard. He could not explain it, for it did not make any sense. He had certainly tried to make sense of it these past five years but failed each and every time.

      The devastating truth was that he loved her. Of course, Troy had always loved her in a way. After all, she had been a dear friend. Now, however, the love he felt was different. It was tied to other desires and wishes and longings.

      Indeed, this love urged him to remember the softness of her lips and the warmth of her body as they had stood so close that their hearts had beat as one. This love made him wish to hold her again, to run his fingers through her mahogany tresses and gently trace the elegant column of her neck. This love turned his stomach when he thought of her as Hayward’s wife.

      His wife!

      Troy’s hands balled into fists as he forced his breathing to even and his emotions back under control. Yes, whenever his thoughts were not sufficiently occupied, he occasionally lost himself to the pain that still lingered. It struck at him then, drilling its talons into his body until he ached all over.

      No! He would not think of Nora as Hayward’s wife. He would⁠—

      Troy paused, his brow furrowing as a dangerous thought surged through his mind. Had he been capable of calm, rational thoughts in that moment, he would have shaken his head at himself that it had taken him so long to realize something so very obvious.

      “She’s a widow,” Troy mumbled under his breath, staring at Kinsley but not seeing the man. “She’s no longer his wife.”

      Kinsley chuckled, a vile sound that made Troy’s head snap up. “Yes, Lady Hayward is indeed a rare beauty,” he mused, an appreciative glow in his eyes that made Troy want to plant his fist in the man’s face. “Damn shame! Young and fetching, she should have no trouble finding herself another husband.” Grinning, he winked at Troy. “I wouldn’t mind finding her in my bed, mind you.” Before Troy could explode, Kinsley shrugged. “If only she weren’t barren.”

      Troy stilled. “Barren?” he echoed, his thoughts still slow to keep up.

      Kinsley nodded eagerly. “Five years of marriage, and yet it’s Hayward’s cousin who inherits. Unfortunately, the fault must lie with her.” He leaned closer, conspiratorially. “After all, it is no secret that Hayward has too many bastards to count, and I’m certain he was most eager to get his heir on the lady the moment they were wed.” He laughed, another vile, sickening sound. “I doubt he wasted any time seeing her to their marriage bed.”

      A wave of nausea rolled through him causing Troy to think he would be sick. “Good night, Kinsley,” he gritted out, turning away. A few quick steps carried him to his carriage, and he dropped onto the cushioned seat with a groan of agony.

      As the carriage pulled away, his hands were still balled into fists against the tremors that seized him, shaking him almost violently. Over the past months, he had successfully dodged each and every reminder of Nora and her husband, and now, it had taken Kinsley no more than a few words to bring forth this raging monster Troy turned into whenever his thoughts went rogue.

      Still, this time, a ray of sunshine seemed to fight its way through the dark thunderous clouds of his heart. And as much as Troy tried to close his eyes to it, to ignore it until it went away, a sliver of hope blossomed in his soul.

      She’s a widow, something whispered to his treacherous heart. She’s no longer Hayward’s wife.

      No! Troy brought his fist down hard upon the carriage wall, briefly concerned that he might have caused some damage, completely oblivious to the pain that seared up his arm.

      Then he closed his eyes and rested his head against the seat, forcing himself to remember the truth.

      The ugly truth that had overshadowed his life these past five years.

      Indeed, after their encounter by the ancient watchtower, Troy had paced his chamber like a caged lion, raking his mind about what to do. She was to be married in a matter of days, and yet…

      Eventually, Troy had sat down and written her a letter. A letter revealing his love. A letter begging her to call off her nuptials. And he had delivered that letter to her parents’ townhouse the morning of Nora’s wedding.

      Grudgingly, Troy admitted that he ought to have acted sooner. He ought not have waited until her wedding day. Perhaps he ought to have sought her out himself. Yes, all these points were true, and yet he doubted that she would have married Hayward that day if she had cared for him, Troy, the way he had so unexpectedly come to care for her.

      The ugly truth was that Nora had not even responded to his letter. Not in any way. She had simply married Hayward…and broken Troy’s heart.

      She had chosen another, and her being a widow now did not change that fact.

      “Forget her,” Troy growled into the dark interior of the carriage. “Forget her and move on.” Only he had been telling himself to do so for the past five years. Yet his heart was still hers to command.

      What was he to do?
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        Leighton, early autumn 1803 (or a variation thereof)

        A few weeks later

      

      

      “Please remember to pack the tea from the kitchen, the one the Dowager Countess of Whickerton sent to me,” Nora instructed her maid before she stepped back, lingering in the doorway as her gaze swept over her bedchamber.

      The view of the lake was breathtaking, and she adored the light blue curtains that perfectly complemented those upon her four-poster bed. The light wallpaper was cheerful, and the tall windows allowed light to flood her chamber, bathing it in a warm glow that had more than once soothed her mind.

      Indeed, it was a beautiful chamber, and yet Nora had spent the past five years wishing to be elsewhere.

      As her maids continued to pack her things, Nora cast one last look around the room and then turned and walked down the hall. As familiar as the house had come to be to her, it had never felt like home. She had found sanctuary here, away from London, away from her husband, away from his scandalous behavior. Yet it had never been home.

      No, she would leave and return to her childhood home, Fartherington Hall.

      At the thought, Nora could not help but note a slight twitch that came to the corners of her mouth. Could it be a smile? She wondered if she had become altogether unfamiliar with such an expression. But why would she smile? What reason was there for a smile?

      None.

      Five years ago, Nora had married a man she thought she had wanted and been bitterly disappointed. For five years, she had shut herself away, existing from day to day with no hope for life to change.

      And yet, it had.

      Her husband’s death had been unexpected, to say the least. Of course, it had been! Never had Nora contemplated the notion of becoming a widow so soon. She had thought herself trapped in this marriage until the end of her days. Yet here she was, a free woman once more. What was she to do?

      Out of the distant recesses of her mind, an image arose. One that made the corners of Nora’s mouth twitch once more. One that warmed her heart. One that whispered of longing.

      Troy.

      Over the past five years, Nora had not caught more than a glimpse of him here and there. Whenever they had attended the same event, he had quickly turned away and left, his eyes meeting hers for no more than a split second. Clearly, he disliked the reminder of what had happened between them by the ruins. Indeed, he had not spoken to her since that day.

      Not one word beyond required pleasantries.

      Not one.

      Clearly, that day had meant nothing to him. It had shocked him, certainly; yet it had not turned his world upside down as it had hers. For days, Nora had fought with herself about what to do. After all, she had promised to marry Lord Hayward. She had waited and prayed that Troy would come to her, but he had not. She had told herself that if he would, she would call off her marriage, risk her family’s reputation, risk her own future because the simple truth was that her heart wanted him.

      Him and no other.

      Only he had not come. He had not even attended her wedding. He had left London altogether, running as far as he could from the memory of their ill-advised kiss.

      And so, Nora had resigned herself to her fate.

      Stepping off the large staircase in the hall, Nora turned toward the drawing room. She had spent countless hours within but would no more. No sadness filled her heart at the thought, only a mild twinge of uncertainty assailed her. What would life be now?

      As Nora approached, the sound of soft footfalls drifted to her ears from within. Frowning, she moved forward and then stepped over the threshold. Across the room, she spied a tall, somewhat lanky gentleman pacing up and down in front of the fireplace. “Mr. Clarke?” she exclaimed, noting the way the furrows upon his forehead disappeared as he beheld her. “I had not known you had arrived.” She tried her best to smile at him. “Please be assured that I shall be gone by tomorrow. Leighton is all yours.”

      Brushing a curl of his blonde hair from his forehead, Mr. Clarke strode toward her. “Oh, my dear, that is not why I’m here. I assure you.” He grasped her hands, and Nora tensed, fighting the urge to retrieve them. “I came to assure you that Leighton is still your home and always shall be.” He swallowed, and a shadow fell over his face. “I know my cousin’s passing has come as a shock; however, I have no intention of uprooting you.” He sighed and squeezed her hands in what Nora assumed was meant as a reassuring gesture. “These are dark times, and I believe it will do all of us good to hold on to each other.”

      Nora swallowed, still holding on to her smile—although it was beginning to feel a bit strained. “You are too kind,” she told him, then gently extracted her hands, her feet carrying her to the window. “However, I wish to return home.”

      “Home?” her late husband’s cousin exclaimed, a good amount of shock ringing in that one word as he followed in her wake. “But this is your home. Nothing has to change. We are…We are family, and you will always be welcome here.”

      “I do thank you,” Nora told him sincerely, remembering the many kind words he had always had for her. Always had they stood in stark contrast to her own husband’s dismissive ways. “However, I cannot accept.” She looked around the room. “Leighton is yours now, and I hope you and your son will find happiness here.” She sighed. “I wish to return home, to Fartherington Hall.”

      Mr. Clarke’s brows drew down, and a frown slowly spread across his face. “I admit I am surprised,” he said, his head giving a slight shake. “Why do you wish to return? You told me you spent many happy years there; however, today, Fartherington Hall is no more than an empty place, is it not?” A sorrowful expression came to his eyes. “Your father and eldest brother are dead, and as far as I know, your other brother has chosen a life of touring the continent, has he not?” He shrugged, incomprehension marking his face. “Why then do you wish to return? Would you not be much more comfortable here?”

      Nora sighed, reminding herself that only she knew that her brother Christopher had never toured the continent. Instead, he had found a new home in Ireland, choosing to leave England to protect his illegitimate son from wagging tongues. Of course, that also meant he would not be welcoming her back to Fartherington Hall upon her return. Indeed, Mr. Clarke was correct, was he not? Only Nora’s mother remained, a woman who knew how to keep to herself. Why then did she want to return?

      Pressing her lips together, Nora fought the impulse to speak his name. Alone in her chamber, she had done so every once in a while over the past few years. It had caused an odd thrill to course through her body, always accompanied by a sense of deepest loss and regret, though. Still, she could no more stop these thoughts than she could stop herself from drawing breath.

      Meeting Mr. Clarke’s gaze, Nora squared her shoulders. She could not shake the impression that only if she appeared determined would he finally relent. “Of course, you are correct. However, my mother, who is very dear to me, asked me to return, and I must admit I long to see her.” She willed a smile upon her face. “Yes, I believe it would be wonderful to see my childhood home again. It will give me comfort during these hard times.”

      Nora could see that Mr. Clarke did not approve of her decision; however, he nodded in acceptance. “Of course. I understand.” Again, he took a step closer, his gaze strangely imploring. “However, I want you to know that you are always welcome here.”

      “Thank you,” Nora told him with gratitude in her heart. “You’ve always been very kind to me. I shall not forget it.” She inclined her head to him. “Farewell, Mr. Clarke.” Then she turned and walked out of the drawing room, her feet carrying her back upstairs. Yes, even though the dark cloud of her husband’s presence no longer lingered here, Nora felt a deep desire to leave this place behind.

      Indeed, only when the carriage finally rumbled down the drive early the next morning did she feel a sense of relief, as though a burden had been lifted, one that had been weighing on her for the past five years. She looked out the window at the large estate, the sun glinting off its windows, and knew that she would never return. Whatever life held in stock for her now, it would not include Leighton.

      Turning in her seat, Nora left behind her past and tried her best to look toward the future. Yes, she would return home. But what would she find there? The only family she had left in that place was her mother, and they had never been close. Not that her mother was a cold person, but there always had been something that stood between them. An invisible barrier that Nora had never been able to make sense of. Still, at least, her mother would be someone to talk to, someone who knew her.

      That thought felt comforting.

      The thought to not be alone in the world.

      Still, now that the carriage was on its way back to her childhood home, Nora could not help but think of all the hopes and dreams she had entertained upon leaving it five years ago. Of course, life did not always provide what one wanted; however, Nora had never thought about it going so horribly wrong. She had been so hopeful, and now, everything was lost. She had neither love nor a family of her own. Nothing to bring her happiness.

      Nevertheless, Nora could not help but feel relieved she had not borne Hayward’s child. He had blamed her, of course. After all, he already called countless bastards his own. Never had he tried to hide that fact from her. He had never pretended to be faithful. The man she had once thought him to be had quickly vanished after their vows had been spoken.

      Oh, what a mistake she had made! Only now, it was too late. She would never be a mother, and she would never marry again. All that awaited her now was loneliness, was it not?

      And yet as the wheels turned upon the hardened ground, Nora’s thoughts strayed to Whickerton Grove.

      Fartherington Hall’s neighboring estate.

      Troy’s home.
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      Tearing his gaze from his sister and his oldest friend, Troy marched back down the path he had come and headed toward the stables. He was uncertain why the sight of them together irritated him so; yet he refused to dwell upon it. He had his reasons. Sensible reasons, of course.

      Calling for his horse to be saddled, Troy paced up and down in front of the stable doors. He raked a hand through his hair, his gaze drawn back to the gardens where somewhere inside Juliet and Christopher were going for a stroll. Indeed, he had seen his sister’s eyes light up the moment Christopher had reappeared in their lives. People whispered that he spent his time touring the continent; however, Troy knew better. Not because his old friend had told him so, but because Troy had made it his business to find out the truth.

      Pulling himself into the saddle, Troy urged his gelding down the slope toward the open land surrounding Whickerton Grove. He needed distance. He needed to get away. Usually, the estate’s business kept his mind busy, shutting out all concerns and questions he might otherwise foolishly entertain. However, since Christopher’s return, his mind had been most adamant in drawing him back to matters past.

      To the man’s sister.

      To Nora.

      Gritting his teeth, Troy spurred his mount on, eager to feel the chilling wind tear on his clothes and whip in his face. He had promised himself he would not think of her. He had done his utmost to distract himself, and yet…

      A dark growl rose from his throat as his gaze locked upon the far horizon, white clouds drifting overhead across a light blue sky. If only it would rain! He thought. If only it would pour as though buckets of water were dumped upon the earth!

      Perhaps it was simply Christopher’s return that made thoughts of Nora linger. If only he would leave again! However, if he did, Juliet’s heart would break once more.

      Troy was certain of it. He had seen it happen once before. Although the eldest of his five sisters had always known how to hide her pain behind a polite expression, Troy had seen the depth of her despair. The thought still made his blood burn with anger. How could Christopher have simply left? Without a word? How could he have done that to Juliet? Although there had been no understanding between them beyond that of friendship, Christopher ought to have… He should have…

      Closing his eyes, Troy bowed his head, trusting his gelding to find his way. Yes, he was furious with Christopher for hurting his sister. But that was not why control was repeatedly slipping from his grasp lately, was it? Yes, he liked to believe so; however, deep down, Troy knew better. It was not only Juliet’s pain he remembered. It was not only her pain he feared to see spark to life again.

      It was his own.

      To this day, a part of Troy could not believe that Nora had not sought him out after receiving his letter. She had not even had the courtesy to pen a brief reply. She had simply…married another.

      Without a word.

      Without an explanation.

      Without…

      Troy’s eyes were unseeing as he thundered along, his thoughts drawn back to that day five years ago. He still remembered how the two of them had charged down the meadow side by side, Nora’s mahogany tresses billowing in the wind. It had been a wonderful afternoon, filled with joy and excitement, a dear friend by his side.

      And then Troy had suddenly no longer seen the friend who had been in his life since the day she had been born.

      From one moment to the next, he had become aware of her in a completely different way…and he had not seen it coming. Countless times, he had looked at her, talked with her, even danced with her; and yet he had never seen what he had seen in that one moment.

      If only it had never happened!

      A muttered curse flew from Troy’s lips at the thought of Nora’s hold on him, even after all these years. Could she not simply have remained a friend? But it had been his own bloody fault, had it not? He had kissed her, not the other way around. Perhaps she had simply been too shocked by his actions to put him in his place.

      The thought turned Troy’s stomach. He could have sworn she had kissed him back, but perhaps it had simply been his addled mind that had made him see things the way he wanted them to be.

      The memory of their kiss still lingered, as though no more than five minutes had passed since. More than anything, Troy remembered that sudden need to feel her, to hold her in his arms and taste her lips. He recalled the warmth of her skin and the softness of her mouth with excruciating detail. A groan slipped from his lips as longing barreled into him once more. Would it ever stop?

      Running a hand through his hair, Troy all but flinched when his gaze fell upon the ruins of the old watchtower. Instantly, his hand jerked on the reins and his gelding tossed up his head, irritated by Troy’s erratic behavior, forcing him to drop his gaze and reassure the animal.

      When Troy looked up again, his eyes were drawn to the spot where he and Nora had stood five years ago. The spot where he had kissed her. The spot where everything had changed.

      At least for him.

      Not since that day had Troy come here, and he had not meant to come here today, either. Was it a mere coincidence? Or had his subconscious mind somehow guided him here? It was more than likely, was it not? After all, as much as he hated to admit it, Nora was the most prominent thing on his mind these days.

      In truth, she always had been.

      Ever since that day.

      Yet ever since she had wed Hayward, Troy had been unable to bear thinking of her. Every glimpse of her had been torture. Every thought of her had threatened to drive him mad. Every day had pushed him a little closer to the edge of a dark, endless pit.

      In the end, only his father’s interference had brought Troy at least some piece of mind—if one could call it that. By handing over the estate’s affairs into his care, his father had given Troy something to focus his thoughts, to anchor them to a safe topic. From that day on, the study had been Troy’s domain and the ledgers his to watch over. His father’s trust in him had felt good, soothing, and Troy had given everything to his family’s estate.

      Every moment of every day.

      Every thought.

      Every bit of strength.

      Indeed, he had believed himself in control of his feelings, of that pit of fury deep inside, that well of pain. Perhaps he had been fooling himself.

      Perhaps the past five years had made no difference at all.

      Dismounting, Troy let his gelding graze freely, his own legs carrying him closer to the crumbling wall. A cold wind blew across the meadow, stirring the tall grass and tugging upon his coat. Autumn was well on its way, and leaves everywhere were changing color. Another year was drawing to a close.

      Another year, like all the others.

      Troy knew well that his life stood still. These past five years, he had done what was expected of him, as a son, a brother, heir to his father’s title; yet he had not lived. He no longer knew how.

      He suspected the same of Juliet.

      After Christopher’s departure, she had retreated from the outside world, suddenly content to merely serve as their grandmother’s companion. Indeed, Troy had always known that his eldest sister was the most maternal of them all, and to see his four younger sisters married while Juliet remained unwed seemed wrong somehow.

      If anyone ought to be a mother, it was Juliet.

      Heaving a deep sigh, Troy leaned his shoulder against the rough stone wall, the last remnants of the old tower that yet withstood the ravages of time. Perhaps there was still a chance for Juliet after all. As much as Troy feared she would be hurt again, as much as it pained him to see Christopher and feel himself reminded of Nora day in and out, he knew he could not be selfish. If there was any chance for Juliet to find happiness, he needed to ensure that she would. Was that not what brothers did?

      Troy inhaled a deep breath, his molars grinding together as he fought the urge to simply turn his back on this matter. Yet he could not. It was his responsibility and, also, his desire to see his sister happy. And she needed him. She needed him to assure that Christopher’s intentions were indeed honorable. He needed to ensure that Christopher had returned for a reason that would not once again shatter Juliet’s heart.

      However, if Juliet finally received her happily ever after, it meant that Christopher would remain. He would become Troy’s brother-in-law, and they would see each other often. Although Troy could not deny that he missed his old friend, something deep inside twisted and turned painfully at the reminder of their shared past. How could he look at Christopher and not think of Nora?

      Pushing off the wall, Troy raked his hands through his hair, his fingers grasping, tugging, making his scalp tingle. Somehow, he needed to make his peace with the past. Yet it had been exactly what he had tried his utmost to do for years now and found himself unsuccessful. He paced back and forth, stepping around the boulders strewn about, his gaze blind to his surroundings, his eyes unseeing as his heart thundered wildly, painfully in his chest.

      Indeed, where was the calm he had managed to hold on to for so long by burying his head in the earldom’s affairs? Had it simply slipped away? Had it taken no more than the mere mention of her name? The mere thought…of her?

      Troy felt his hands ball into fists, the desire to plant them somewhere, anywhere, almost overwhelming. His teeth ground together painfully, his steps growing larger and more forceful as he walked aimlessly through the ruins. Every once in a while, he would spin around and walk back the way he had come, as though some kind of enclosure existed around the watchtower, not allowing him to leave, keeping him in this very place.

      This one place that had been the site of his doom.

      A frustrated growl rose from his throat, and once again, Troy jerked around, his feet moving without thought, his eyes snapping to the horizon.

      And then he saw her.

      For a moment, Troy was certain he had strayed into a dream. He was certain that he was hallucinating, that he was imagining seeing her. Perhaps the turmoil of the past few years had somehow addled his brain. Perhaps he was no longer capable of rational thought, of seeing what was real.

      Blinking, Troy stared across the small stretch of grassland, the stalks swaying softly in the autumn breeze. He blinked again and again, and yet she remained.

      Seated atop a honey-colored mare, Nora looked back at him, her eyes wide and her lips slightly parted, as though seeing him had come as an equal shock to her. She wore black from head to toe, and Troy once more heard Lord Kinsley’s words echo through his mind. Indeed, Hayward was dead, and Nora was a widow. Unbidden, joy blossomed in Troy’s heart; only the feeling was quickly subdued when he reminded himself what her black attire meant. She was in mourning.

      Nora was mourning her husband.

      His loss.

      Was her heart broken?

      Troy knew he ought to simply turn and leave. Yes, it would be rude, incredibly so, but it would still be wise. He should not step closer. He should not meet her. He should not speak to her, and he should definitely not look into her eyes.

      Yet…

      …Troy did not move.
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