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        Somewhere in England, Winter 1790 (or a variation thereof)

        Eleven years earlier

      

      

      The snow crunched under her feet as eight-year-old Annie Thatcher raced across the white meadow after her best friend, Tobias Hawke, second son to Viscount Barrington. Small flakes clung to her dark curls peeking out of her hood and settled on the tip of her nose, making her sneeze. Still, Annie pressed on even though her legs began to ache as she fought to keep up with Toby.

      When he reached the edge of the frozen lake, he jumped in the air, a wide grin upon his red face. He roared in triumph and pulled his woolen hat off his head, throwing it in the air. “Yes, I made it. I told you I’d be faster than you, Annie.” He gulped down a lungful of air. “You still have some growing to do.”

      Pulling to a halt, Annie fell to her knees into the snow, panting. “But I wasn’t far behind. I almost had you.”

      Walking over, Toby nodded, then held out a hand to help her up. “Yes, you did good. You’re getting faster every day.”

      “You truly think so?” Annie asked, gazing up into his smiling face. “Truly truly?”

      Toby laughed, and his chocolate-brown eyes shone with warmth. “Yes, Annie, truly truly.” He kept tossing his hat in the air, catching it a mere second before it hit the snow. “But why do you want to be faster than me?”

      Annie shrugged. “It looks like fun.” She regarded him curiously. “Don’t you always try to outrun Phin? He’s older and taller than you, but still you race him. Why do you try if you know you won’t win?”

      Toby shrugged at the mention of his older brother. “Well, I don’t know I won’t win. It’s unlikely that I will, but not impossible.” Again, he shrugged before once more tossing his hat in the air as high as he could. “So I keep racing him, and perhaps one day I’ll win. Perhaps one day I’ll best him.”

      Annie couldn’t quite understand Toby when it came to this competitiveness between the two brothers; however, that didn’t matter. If it was important to Toby, it was important to her. It was as simple as that. “And that’s why I race you,” she decided. “To help you practice.”

      A warm smile lit up his face. “That is so kind of you, Annie. Thank you.” Again, his hat flew up in the air, but this time a strong, icy wind caught a hold of it and carried it off.

      Toby’s eyes widened as he stared at his woolen hat, dancing through the air until it caught on a barren branch of an oak tree high above the ground. “Oh, no.” His voice was faint as he trudged through the snow, closer to the tree. “Mother will be furious. She specifically told me not to lose this one, too.”

      Indeed, Toby had lost, torn or otherwise ruined countless hats while Annie had lost, torn or otherwise ruined countless ribbons. “Then let’s get it down,” she suggested and marched closer to the tree, her eyes travelling upward along the branches.

      “I can’t.”

      Turning around, Annie saw Toby shake his head as he stared at the tree as though it were a giant meant to do him harm. His face had gone pale, and his hands balled into fists. “I can’t.”

      “I’ll get it,” Annie offered with a shrug.

      Toby shook his head. “No, you can’t.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because…because…” Toby’s mouth closed and opened a couple of times as he squinted against the brilliant winter sun, trying to figure out what he wanted to say. “My father always says a gentleman is to look out for a lady.” He glanced at the tree, and a shiver went through him. “You’re a lady. You’re not meant to look after me. I’m meant to look after you.”

      Annie frowned, never in her life had she heard such nonsense. “I’m not a lady, Toby,” she told him, hands on her hips. “I’m your friend, and we look after each other.” She reached out and grasped his hand. “All right?”

      Inhaling a deep breath, Toby once more glanced up at his hat, then nodded. “All right. But you need to promise me to be careful, Annie.”

      “I promise,” Annie vowed and then turned to the tree. “Give me a hand, will you?”

      Linking his hands, Toby gave her a push so Annie could reach the first, low-hanging branch, pulling herself up, feet braced against the trunk.

      “Careful, Annie.”

      “Don’t worry.” Pulling herself up onto the branch, Annie held on to the trunk and then pushed to her feet, reaching higher for the next. Step by step, she made her way up the barren branches, unobstructed by the tree’s usually dense foliage. “I’m almost there.” Only one more branch and she reached out her hand to grab Toby’s hat. Her fingertips were almost touching it. “Only a little farther.”

      “Annie, careful!” Toby called the moment Annie tipped forward. Her feet slipped off the branch below as her right hand grasped another one higher up. For a heart-stopping moment, her feet dangled in the air, her body suspended by her right hand alone.

      Below, she heard Toby suck in a sharp breath. He called out to her, but she couldn’t answer, her main focus on holding on as panic slowly snuck into her heart. What was she to do now?

      And then her hand began to slip. “Toby!”

      “Hold on, Annie!”

      “I can’t!” And then she was falling, her eyes pinched shut in terror.

      When the landing finally came, it was nothing as Annie had expected it. She’d expected a hard thud, perhaps even broken bones. What happened was a rather soft plop!

      “Are you all right?” came Toby’s panicked voice a moment before Annie felt his hands on her shoulders. Then his pale face and wide open eyes appeared in front of her. Never in her life had she seen him look so terrified.

      “I’m all right,” Annie confirmed as her eyes ran over her arms and legs, uncertain if she was speaking the truth. All seemed to be fine though.

      Then she noticed the heap of snow she had landed in. “Did you do this?”

      Still panting, Toby nodded. “I couldn’t think of what else to do.”

      Annie smiled at him, then held out her hand so he would help her up. “This was brilliant, Toby!” She brushed some snow off her coat, then surveyed the heaps of snow Toby had pushed under the tree to soften her fall. “Thank you. You saved me!” Then she flung herself into his arms and hugged him as she had never hugged him before.

      “I was so afraid you’d die, Annie,” Toby whispered as he held her tightly. “I was so afraid I’d lose you.”

      Blinking back a tear, Annie stepped back. “You looked out for me,” she told him with a deep smile.

      Toby nodded. “And you looked out for me.” He bent down to pick up his hat that had to have slipped off the branch when Annie had. “As friends do.” He grinned at her.

      “As friends do,” Annie echoed, taking his hat and pulling it back over his head.

      Friends.

      Forever.
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        Barrington House, England, Autumn 1801 (or a variation thereof)

      

      

      Barrington House with its tall columns and wide-open land held a special place in Anne’s heart. She had spent many wonderful years here as a girl, sliding down the banister in the great hall, catching fireflies at dusk and stealing biscuits from the kitchen. She had loved following the Hawke boys on their adventures, exploring the haunted attic or the gloomy library where a whispered word would echo among the rows upon rows of books. She knew every nook and cranny of this place, and whenever the sun began to set and its golden rays drifted in through the ceiling-tall windows in the salon, Anne could not help but sigh in bliss.

      Indeed, Barrington House had always been nothing short of heaven for her.

      But not today.

      “Is he still looking at me?” Anne asked in a tense whisper, forcing herself not to glance over her shoulder, but to keep her eyes fixed on her two cousins, Louisa and Leonora Beaumont, daughters to the Earl of Whickerton.

      Dark-haired Leonora frowned at Anne’s pinched expression, then cast a questioning look across the ballroom, crammed with guests at this year’s ball. “Who?” she asked, her brows drawing down in concentrated observation.

      Her sister laughed, “Well, Lord Gillingham, of course.” Unlike Leonora’s, Louisa’s brows rose in a show of triumph as she met Anne’s gaze. “Why are you so intent on escaping his company?” There was a teasing note in her voice, and Anne could not help but feel that her beloved cousin was enjoying watching her squirm much.

      Louisa and Leonora−or Lou and Leo as family and friends called them−were like night and day. Anne could not say which of her cousins she liked better for they both had such endearing qualities; unfortunately, they also both possessed the ability to rob her of every bit of patience with but a few well-aimed words.

      Leonora was reason personified, always coming up with theories about how and why something happened. She was known to ask a thousand questions when something piqued her interest and was rarely seen without a notebook and pencil in hand. Fortunately, it seemed she had not brought them to tonight’s ball.

      Louisa, on the other hand, often acted on impulse, rarely taking the time to think things through, which frequently aggravated Leonora. Still, Louisa had a way of seeing the truth regardless of its trappings and she never feared to speak her mind, her exuberance intoxicating.

      Anne sighed, knowing that neither one of her cousins would accept a half-truth. “Well, he…he simply makes me…uncomfortable,” she finally admitted, tucking a stray curl of her dark brown tresses back in place.

      “Why?” Leonora asked with a frown as she once more squinted her eyes, no doubt running them over Lord Gillingham to determine the problem. “Is it his breath? Does he smell odd? Does he have sweaty palms?” She glanced down at Anne’s gloved hands. “However, that shouldn’t affect you. Does he spit when he speaks? Or−?”

      “He wants to marry her,” Louisa threw in with a sideways eye roll at her sister. Then her inquisitive, green eyes settled back on Anne. “Does he not?”

      Anne heaved a deep sigh, “He didn’t say as much, but…every time he looks at me I cannot help but feel that…” Her voice trailed off. “What do I do?”

      “So, he has neither bad breath nor sweaty palms?” Leonora enquired for knowledge’s sake.

      Anne shook her head. “Not that I noticed.”

      “Then why do you object to him?” Again, Leonora ran her eyes over the admittedly dashing lord. “He is tall with thick hair and a symmetrical face. He comports himself with elegance and dances with the necessary proficiency. As far as I know, his family possesses a sizable fortune as well as a reputation free from scandal.” Her mouth closed and she blinked, her blue eyes moving to meet Anne’s. “Where is your objection?”

      Anne shrugged. “I don’t know.” However, whenever Lord Gillingham drew near, there was that part of her deep down that all but told her to run. She could not explain it. It felt like a sense of dread, of reluctance as though she simply was not where she ought to be. As though she was walking in the wrong direction.

      “What kind of man do you wish for?” Leonora enquired; her hands moved as though they were reaching for her notebook and pencil, ready to take notes. When she discovered them absent, the look in her eyes was one of deepest regret.

      “Oh, I can tell you what kind of man she wishes for, dearest Leo,” Louisa exclaimed, her lips curled into a smile that made Anne squirm even more. “I can even tell you which gentleman it is who’s standing in the way of her seeing Lord Gillingham−or any other−in a favorable light.”

      While Anne felt her insides twist and turn in dread, wondering what kind of fantastic story Louisa had cooked up this time, Leonora’s jaw dropped in curiosity. “Who?”

      Louisa smiled devilishly. “Him.” Without turning her head, she let her eyes dart to the wide arch through which more and more guests were entering the ballroom.

      Holding Louisa’s daring gaze, Anne raised her chin, fighting the urge to turn her head.

      Leonora, however, did not hesitate for a second. Her head snapped to the side, and a moment later, the hint of a frown began to crease her forehead. “Lord Barrington?”

      Anne felt herself pause, then frown. “What? That’s ridiculous!”

      Louisa rolled her eyes at her sister. “I quite agree. Phineas Hawke is the last man in the world who would capture a woman’s attention.”

      “You truly ought to call him Lord Barrington,” Leonora chided. “It’s a question of respect. After all, he inherited his father’s title more than four years ago.”

      Louisa shrugged off her sister’s comment as though it were a ludicrous demand that did not make the slightest sense.

      While Anne had grown up with the Hawke brothers, their families’ country estates closely situated, Louisa and Leonora had only occasionally spent time in their company. However, for Louisa, that had been enough to come to detest the eldest Hawke brother Phineas; and it seemed the feeling was mutual. “No, I meant Mr. Tobias Hawke,” Louisa clarified with a smile in Anne’s direction. Then she turned and her eyes sought out the man in question.

      “Toby?” Anne exclaimed, wondering how on earth Louisa had come to that conclusion. “You must be jesting.” Her gaze followed Louisa’s and she found herself looking at her childhood friend. As though he felt her looking at him, his head rose, and a second later, his chocolate-brown eyes found hers. A small smile touched his lips, and he winked at her.

      “See?” Louisa exclaimed in triumph. “You cannot tell me that he means nothing to you.”

      Anne stared at her cousin in utter confusion. “Of course not. Why would you think that? He’s my dearest friend. Of course, he means something to me.”

      Louisa crossed her arms over her chest and regarded Anne in that way of hers that said she didn’t believe a word Anne was saying.

      “Truly,” Anne insisted. “He’s my friend and nothing more. To me, he’ll always be Little Toby, the boy who pulled on my braids and hid frogs in my bed.” Still, she could not help but smile at the memory, for she’d gotten back at him by hiding his homework, which had gotten him in trouble with his tutor. Toby had been furious when he’d realized it had been her, and he hadn’t simply misplaced it.

      “Well, he’s not Little Toby any longer,” Louisa remarked with a sideways glance at Tobias’s tall stature, “and neither are you Little Annie.” Her green eyes became thoughtful for a moment before she took a step toward Anne. “I dare you, dear cousin, to look at Tobias not as the boy you knew but as the man you could marry.”

      Anne’s heart stumbled in her chest. “Marry?” she exclaimed, not certain if in horror or something other; something she couldn’t quite name. “I could never marry him!”

      “Why not?” Leonora interjected curiously, her watchful eyes going back and forth between Anne and her sister. “I must admit that he, too, possesses most amiable qualities. Judging from both your characters, I’d say the two of you would suit.”

      Louisa rolled her eyes at her sister yet again. “Marriage is not a science experiment, Leo,” she snapped, then sighed before a slow smile spread over her face. “It should be about passion. You should choose someone who sets your blood on fire and steals your breath away.” Her smile deepened as she looked at her sister. “Have you learned nothing from Mother and Father?”

      Indeed, Anne’s aunt and uncle had gone against convention, against their parents’ wishes and gotten married because they’d been in love. And even today, after thirty years of marriage and six children, they still looked at one another like love-sick youths.

      It was…inspiring?

      “Lou, I don’t disagree with your notion of passion in marriage,” Anne stated, “however, Toby is my friend. He’s like a brother to me. I could never marry him.”

      Louisa laughed, “A brother?” Her gaze moved to her sister and then back to Anne. “Well, considering you don’t have a brother, I can understand that you have no frame of reference. Still−”

      “You’re beginning to sound like Leo,” Anne pointed out with no small measure of enjoyment.

      Louisa rolled her eyes in annoyance. “Don’t try to distract me, for it will not work. I love you dearly, and I will not see you married to a man who will no doubt make you miserable. You need to follow your heart in all truly important endeavors, or you’ll come to regret it.”

      “But my heart tells me that−”

      “Does it?” Louisa challenged. “Truly? Or have you simply never looked at Tobias in any other way but through the eyes of the little girl you once were?” Her eyes lit up. “In fact, I dare you to look at him right here, right now, and see him as a man grown, not as a boy.” She came to stand at Anne’s side, her gaze pointed across the ballroom to where Toby and his brother were conversing with a group of gentlemen. “Look at him,” she whispered in Anne’s ear, “and ask yourself if you truly see him as Little Toby still.”

      Anne drew in a shuddering breath, reluctant to do as her cousin bid her. Still, her gaze moved over her childhood friend, and she knew that she loved him. She loved that teasing spark in his dark brown eyes. She loved the way his gaze strayed to hers every so often. She loved the confidence that existed between them. Always had she known his secrets. Always had he confided in her as she had confided in him. His smile warmed her heart and made her feel special as though it was for her alone.

      She loved him.

      But did that mean she was in love with him?

      Clearing her throat, Anne turned to look at her cousin. “I don’t know what you hope to accomplish, Lou, but Toby is my friend. He’s always been my friend, and−”

      “He could be your friend and your husband,” Louisa pointed out. “One does not exclude the other.” Her gaze narrowed. “Have you ever kissed him?”

      Anne’s eyes flew open. “Of course not!” The thought alone was ludicrous…wasn’t it?

      “Well, then I think you should,” Louisa stated, “to…” she paused and cast a somewhat annoyed look at her sister, “to test your theory.”

      Leonora’s face brightened at the thought of an experiment. “Indeed, a kiss would prove quite telling in determining how you feel about him. It will certainly tell you whether or not you love him as a brother.” Again, her fingers moved as though they longed to grasp that elusive pencil and jot down the parameters of Louisa’s proposed experiment.

      Panic welled up in Anne’s heart, and she shook her head vehemently. “You’re mad!” she exclaimed in a hushed voice, looking from one cousin to the other. “You cannot truly suggest I walk up to him and kiss him? I’d be ruined!” More than that, it would forever alter the friendship between them. If she kissed him, they could never be Little Toby and Little Annie again. What if she lost him?

      The thought was too terrifying to bear!

      “You’re right on that account,” Leonora pointed out reasonably, the tip of her forefinger tapping against her lips as she thought. “We need some kind of pretext.”

      “How about a mistletoe kiss?” Louisa suggested, wiggling her brows as she looked at Anne.

      Anne huffed out an annoyed breath. “It’s not Christmas.”

      “It will be soon,” the two sisters said as one. Why was it that the second her cousins finally found some common ground, it was to her disadvantage?

      “The Archibald Christmas house party is not far off,” Leo pointed out, her eyes slightly squinted as she no doubt counted out the days.

      Louisa’s face brightened. “I like how you think, Sister.” Now, that was a first!

      “You cannot be serious,” Anne stated feebly, getting the disquieting feeling that no matter what she said she could not win this.

      Smiling gently, Louisa reached out to tuck another stray curl behind Anne’s ear. “Listen, you know that I’m right even if you cannot admit it right now. You care for him, and you need to know how much before you make a decision to marry anyone.” Her green eyes were soft and kind, and Anne knew that despite Louisa’s tendency to push people into something they did not want to do, her actions sprang from a deep sense of concern. She cared, deeply, and Anne loved her for it.

      “What if…?” Anne began, not certain what it was she wanted to ask.

      “If the kiss makes you think of Little Toby hiding frogs in your bed,” Louisa said with a smirk, “then you laugh it off and continue your friendship as before. If, however,” her cousin’s gaze grew imploring, “it makes you want to swoon into his arms and never let go, then I think it’s fair to say that you do not see him as a brother.”

      “I agree with that assessment,” Leonora threw in, an equally sympathetic smile on her face as she stood shoulder to shoulder with her sister, her clear blue eyes looking into Anne’s.

      Not knowing what to say, Anne stared at her two beloved cousins. She could not deny that what they said made sense; however, there was one aspect neither one of them had considered yet. What if Tobias would forever see her as Little Annie? What if their kiss would prove that she loved him, but he would forever see her as the little sister who’d discovered his secret hiding place for the biscuits they’d stolen from the kitchen and eaten them all? What if Tobias could never see anything more in her?

      What if kissing him would break her heart?
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