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Spring, 1812

Ben Burton sat in the dappled sunlight, his fishing line drifting downstream.  Above his head he could hear the birds of summer twittering and flitting from branch to branch, and a soft breeze ruffled his hair.  The day was a perfect English summer afternoon.  Except for the fact that he was leaving tomorrow for the Brighton Barracks to begin his training as a cavalry soldier, then would be shipped off to the Continent to join up with Wellington's troops in Portugal.  To say he was nervous was an understatement.  His gut was tied in knots and his head throbbed.  His family had just celebrated his eighteenth birthday the week before and he wondered if he'd be alive to see his nineteenth birthday.  

A high-pitched screech pierced the warm air and a moment later he spotted his younger brother, Marcus, and that little brat, Julie, racing through the woods, coming straight toward him.  He rolled his eyes and shook his head.  Well, there goes his last chance to catch any fish, he thought.  He might as well pack up his gear and head home.  But as the two scamps drew closer, he watched them, fascinated by their lack of care or concern, their spontaneity, especially young Julie.  She may be the youngest sister of a viscount, but she acted like one of the stable hands, a little hellion at times.  Even now she had her tattered day gown hiked up so she could run faster, her raven black hair wild and whipping about her head.  He stood and gave them a wave, turned to gather up his rod and tackle, then paused to watch as Marcus taunted Julia.  

"Bet you can't reach that apple way up there!"  His brother's golden curls lifted in the breeze, his bright blue eyes squinting up at a lone apple left on one of the upper branches.  Ben knew without a doubt that Julie would latch onto the challenge.  Already he could see her gazing upward, calculating her chances of winning the bet.

"Bet I can!" she retaliated, gathering up her hair into a loose braid, making it easier to climb through the branches without getting tangled.

Ben looked up at the apple and knew that it was too high and the branches were too far apart.  She'd have to reach far beyond her ability.  He tensed as she started up the tree, limber as a monkey.

"Nah!  You're a girl.  Can't do it," Marcus yelled up, grinning like the silly fool he was.

Ben loped through the grass quickly, grabbing his brother by the collar as he passed him.  "What in hell are you thinking?  She won't make it.  It's too high," he growled.

Marcus pulled away and laughed.  "Serves her right.  She called me a coward!"  The boy looked up and rolled his eyes.  "See.  She can't reach the stupid thing."  

Ben followed his brother's gaze and held his breath.  Julie was within reach of the branch holding the prize, but she couldn't quite cover the distance needed.  She hiked herself up higher, making a lunge for the fruit.  "Julie, stop!"

She glanced over her shoulder and looked down at Ben.  "I've got it -"

Although it was only seconds, it felt like an eternity seeing her foot slip, her eyes wide in terror as she fell backward, arms reeling, trying desperately to grab onto anything to stop her fall.  A moment later she landed on the ground with a hard thump, a loud whoosh escaping her open mouth.  Marcus leaped from Ben's side and turned tail, racing off into the woods like the little coward he was.  Ben didn't give him a moment's thought as he ran to Julie's side, praying she wasn't dead or injured.  Dear God, not that.  He knelt at her side and leaned in, listening to see if she was breathing.  He felt for a pulse and found it, then felt the back of her head to see if she was bleeding.  

"Julie, Julie, can you hear me?"  He leaned in, watching for any sign, a flutter of her eyes, some kind of reaction.  He could see that she was struggling to breathe, so he shifted an arm behind her shoulders to raise her up a bit, bent his lips to hers, and blew a puff of air into her mouth.  He waited.  Nothing.  Another puff, then another until he heard her gasp and saw her eyes flash open.  He started to lower her back to the ground, ready to strip off his shirt to cradle her head when she threw her arms around his neck and pulled him back down so close he could see the golden glints in her dark eyes.

Was it a shift in the air?  A soft flutter of a bird's wing that made him pause and look closely at her?  Her lips were full and rose-tinted, her skin smooth and soft.  He inhaled and smelled summer . . . flowers and honey and a hint of the sea air.  She smiled up at him, still holding tight onto his neck.  "You saved my life . . . couldn't breathe," she whispered, then closed her eyes.  

It was those long, dark lashes that did him in.  The little brat was no longer so little.  Julie was slipping quietly into womanhood.  When had that happened, he wondered?  He lowered his lips to hers and gave her a simple kiss, enjoying her soft lips.  

It was only a moment and then the spell was broken when she opened her eyes again and dropped her arms, shoving Ben away.  She scampered up, yanking down her skirts, turned bright pink and ran away like a startled fawn.  Still sitting there under the apple tree, he looked up at the broken branch and that one lone apple.  Perhaps it was good that he was leaving tomorrow.  Yet he didn't think he'd forget that innocent kiss anytime soon.  
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CHAPTER TWO
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London, June 1820

"Oh, not that silly kissing test again?"  Sarah Pilkington moaned as she turned her eyes on her friend, Julia Montford, her mouth screwed up in a mew of distaste.

Julia spun around and pointed at her.  "It is not a silly test.  One can tell so much - or little, as the case may be - by a man's kiss."  She picked up a seed cake and nibbled, spilling crumbs down the front of her sprigged muslin gown.  

Sarah handed her a cloth and pointed to Julia's bodice, then rolled her eyes.  "Well, I for one wouldn't know about such things.  I would never let a man kiss me unless we were betrothed," she huffed, dabbing her lips with a delicate bit of lace.  

Julia studied her friend, always amazed at how tidy and correct Sarah was.  Nothing ever out of place—hair coiffed, gown perfection—of course, it would have to be as Sarah's father ran several haberdasheries up and down the west coast of England.  And Sarah herself designed all her gowns, seeing to each detail with an eye for color and cut, embellishments that accentuated her lithe figure.  Julia stretched out her legs and wiggled her feet, sore from last night's ball at Lord and Lady Fortescue's, hosted in celebration of their granddaughter's engagement.  An engagement carefully orchestrated by Lady Caroline Ashford and the Dowager Lady Leticia Rutherford, all under the guise of their 'school for sophistication'.  Match makers were more like it.  After all, she should know as the one and only failure of the ladies' schooling, this being her third season that she'd escaped without a serious betrothal.  Emphasis on escape, for that was how she had planned it.

No marriage for Julia Charlotte Montford, thank you.  Not interested; not to be beguiled.  Unless, of course, she found that one kiss that was magical, that would turn her head, make her swoon.  "Well, that may be the reason you're still not spoken for after three seasons," Julia muttered as she finished off the seed cake.  "Perhaps if you'd let men kiss you in the garden, you'd -"

"Tsk, tsk.  Let us not forget that you, too, are unspoken for," Sarah countered.  She rose up from her chair and walked over to the fireplace with such a degree of grace that Julia hated her for a moment.  But when she caught Sarah's visage in the mirror over the mantelpiece, she noted that her friend's face was marred by a frown.  Was she truly worried about this marriage thing?  

"Yes, well, I'm not sure I ever want to marry," she retorted.

"Oh, don't say such a thing, Julia!  Do you want to spend the rest of your life in spinsterhood, a burden to your family?"  Sarah poked at the thin line that creased her forehead.  "I really must put more milk and honey on this thing before retiring to bed."  

Sarah continued to fuss while Julia thought more about the idea of marriage.  "I mean truly, Sarah.  Would you want to be tied to one man forever?  And what about when he is old and crotchety?  What then?"

Sarah returned to her chair and lowered herself so that her profile was there for all to admire, despite the fact that only Julia was present.  "Well, you'd be old and crotchety, too, so neither of you would notice."  

Julia crossed her arms, dropping her chin to her full, rounded bosom.  Too large to her mind.  She was all rounded curves and such, while Sarah was like a Greek goddess she'd seen in one of the museums.  Proud, aloof, cool.  Julia bubbled and perked like a stew on the hob, chattering and nattering away at the drop of a hat.  And yet men wanted to kiss her, not Sarah.  It was enough to give a girl a headache.  

"So one last question before I must depart.  What do you want from marriage, Sarah?  If not kisses and passion, what then?"  Julia paced back and forth by the French doors that opened onto a walled garden beyond.  Damn, but she hated being cooped up in these city dwellings, everyone cheek by jowl.  She was glad to be leaving the next day for Montford Hall, which lay on the coast of the Irish Sea, bounded by rolling meadows and fields, wooded areas and the fells to the east.  She itched for her horse, Mercury, and a long, brisk gallop.  

"Money.  The more, the better.  As you know, Papa's shops are not doing as well as they once were.  He may have to close one or two.  And I worry about his health, Mother's as well.  My husband would have to assist along those lines.  Children.  I want children.  Two would be perfect, a boy and a girl.  That is what I require in a husband."  

Julia laughed.  "My, that is quite the list of requirements."

Her friend's blue eyes gazed back in amazement.  "How are my requirements different from yours then?  Enlighten me."  

Julia came to Sarah's side and knelt, taking her hands in hers.  "I'm not certain.  Magic?  Passion? Adventure, perhaps?"

Sarah pulled her hands away and shook her head.  "You're a silly young woman, then.  Passion and magic are to be found only in those horrible novels you read.  Life is harsh.  It is best if two people can rub along together, help each other, be mindful of each other.  You should think about that, Julia."

Julia barked out a laugh.  "Never!  The man I marry—and that's if I marry—will desire me, take me on a lifelong adventure."

Sarah shook her head.  "Better think again, especially after witnessing those horrid brothers of yours and their despicable antics."  Sarah blushed.  "Oh, dear.  I didn't mean to bring up those memories for you, dearest.  Forgive me?"

Just the mention of Stephen and Simon made Julia cringe.  They had been the scourge of her family and of Whitehaven, whoring and drinking and gambling and ultimately almost destroying the Montford estate.  Thank God, they died early in life, thus making the third brother Gabriel the viscount.  Nodding, she glanced over at Sarah.  "I know, I know . . . and yet I still want to experience one true passion.  Then I'll be satisfied and can continue on with my life."

Sarah shrugged.  "I highly doubt the viscount will allow you to traipse about after having a passionate affair.  Watch out for parson's mousetrap, you know.  And why, pray tell, do you abhor the idea of marriage when you see how happy your sister Mariah and Gabriel's wife are?"

It was true.  She'd never seen her brother so happy and content since his marriage to the fiery Bostonian, Abigail Prescott.  And Mariah?  Happy as a bee in a rose garden, now enceinte with her first babe.  Charles Burton, the eldest Burton brother, was a true gentleman, doting on Mariah and his two boys from his first marriage.  She was surrounded by happily-married couples, at least at home.  But here in London, it was such a meat market.  Turning to her friend, she frowned.  "Yes, that's true at home, but the London season is like being on the auction block at Tattersall's!  'What do I have for this young, healthy woman?  She has her own teeth and a dowry, to boot! "

"Ha, you jest.  Don't be absurd, Julia."

"Absurd?  May I remind you of last night's ball, the men with their quizzing glasses, examining us?  They might as well have asked us to open our mouths so they could count our teeth."

A small pillow landed in Julia's lap.  "Stop, I will not tolerate this little tirade of yours.  Are you getting your courses, is that why you're in such a grump?"  Sarah picked up a letter that had been lying on the side table.  She tapped it, an odd smile on her face.  "Have you heard the latest from home?"  

Julia shook her head.  "So what has your mama written that's making you smile like a milk-fed kitten?"  

Sarah made a show of perusing the missive, one finger raised.   Impatient, Julia reached for the letter, but Sarah pulled it out of her grasp just in time.  "Come, do tell," Julia growled.

"Well, first item is that Marcus Burton may—and I emphasize may—be on his way home from India."  

Julia bounced off her chair and did a little spin around the room, hugging herself.  "Huzzah!  It's about time!"  She flopped back into the chair and laughed.  "It's been too, too long.  He must have wonderful tales to tell, don't you think?"  

Sarah smiled and raised finger number two.  "And Benjamin Burton arrived back home at Burton House just after we left for London."

"Benjamin?  Good Lord, it's been years.  How many?  Eight years since he joined the cavalry?

Sarah gazed out the window, noting the light drizzle that was sending the back garden into a gloom.  "I wonder more about Benjamin than Marcus.  He was always the odd duck, wouldn't you say?  But bigger than his brothers and more handsome, even back then," she murmured.

"Ben?  You're a ninny.  He was always so grumpy and rude.  He always called me a brat."  Julia blew her lips, making a rude sound.  Ben?  Handsome?  Frankly, she couldn't recall his features all that much.  She'd been too busy riding and getting into scrapes with Marcus.  "How old is he?  He must be ancient by this time," she muttered.

"Now who's the ninny?  He is twenty-six, I believe, the perfect age to marry, especially after his years in the war and then his travels afterward."

Julia perked up.  "Travels?  Where?"  

Sarah moved to the bell pull and tugged.  "Will you join us for lunch?  I must see to Papa, but you're more than welcome."  She directed the maid to clear away the tea tray, then turned back to Julia.  "Where did he travel?  I believe I heard someone mention the West Indies and possibly America."

Julia suddenly felt a great need to leave, to take a walk back to Montford House, a few blocks from here rather than take her brother's carriage.  She scooped up her gloves, stuffing them into a small pocket inside her Spencer jacket.  She hated gloves; she could just about tolerate the bonnet.  "Thank you, Sarah, but I'm going to head home.  I find I have a tiny ache building in my head."

"Probably all that champagne you imbibed last night.  Next time, be more careful."  

"You may be right. The bubbly stuff does not suit me."  She kissed her friend and headed for the front door, only to find that the drizzle had turned into something a bit steadier.  She waited while the footman had the carriage brought around, then nearly leaped into the dim interior, her mind spinning with the news of Marcus' possible return, and of the moody yet handsome—at least in Sarah's mind—Ben Burton.  

She tapped a steady tattoo on the squabs, feeling anxious, unsettled.  Glancing out the window, she sneered at the passing views of the city.  She hated London, the crowds, the constant clatter and rumble, the silly fribbles that wandered along the streets of Mayfair.  Home.  Montford Hall.  Whitehaven, a crisp, clean jewel of a town perched on the edge of the Irish Sea.  Yes, it was time to return home, to leave this grubby city for fresh air, her horse and hounds.

Her hounds.  Julia was a budding breeder, dabbling in cross-breeding.  As time moved along, word had gotten about that Miss Montford knew a thing or two about hounds, especially those bred for hunting and tracking water fowl.  Her brother had written that her latest venture, water spaniels from Ireland had successfully mated, producing a healthy litter of pups.  She couldn't wait to see the pups.  

Her mind wandered back to the issue of betrothals and marriage. This whole marriage business was such a nuisance and although her kiss from Lord Wesley at last night's ball had been quite pleasant, the kiss had left her still craving that elusive spark of magic, had left her wanting more.  The problem was: more of what?
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CHAPTER THREE
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"Please tell me that Julia Montford has departed London," Lady Caroline Ashford whispered as she shifted in her bed, rising up on one elbow to stare out the window at the city's bleak sunshine.

"Yes, she left just this morning, my dear.  You can rest easy now."  Leticia Rutherford, known to family and friends as the Dowager Lady Rutherford, patted her friend and business partner's hand.  "How's your megrim?"  She settled down into a side chair and stretched out her long legs, flexing her overly large feet.  She'd always hated her feet.  They looked more like men's feet, she thought, tucking them back under her skirts.

Caro shifted slightly and smiled.  "Much improved now that we have peace and quiet once again.  My word, that young woman was almost the death of me, I swear."  

"Shall I ring for tea, or perhaps something a bit stronger, eh?"  Leticia knew Caro's penchant for chilled champagne.  And this certainly was an occasion for celebration.  

Caro chuckled, then sat up with a start.  "My, what a difference a few hours make.  I think I'll rise and dress.  I feel so much more improved."  Tossing the covers to the side, she scooted to the edge of the bed, letting her bare legs dangle over the side.  "How shall we celebrate this momentous occasion, Lettie?"  

Both women laughed.  After all, they'd survived Julia Montford's third London season and that was no mean feat.  Leticia rose and crossed over to the bell pull, giving it a quick tug.  "I'll await your presence in the drawing room, and we'll discuss celebrations.  Hurry, as the day is half gone."  With a rustle of silk, the Dowager disappeared.  

As Caro's maid assisted her in her choice of gowns and styled her short, golden curls streaked with silver, Caro pondered what had gone wrong for the third time with the viscount's youngest sister.  It wasn't as if Julia was an ungrateful snit or harbored a foul nature.  On the contrary, the young woman was a happy, appealing lass.  Her figure was lovely, her disposition pleasant.  However, her energy was overwhelming and she was headstrong.  She dashed, skipped, danced and chattered endlessly.  And she loved her wagers. How many times had Caro found Julia wagering a race through Hyde Park?  And then there had been that time in Vauxhall Gardens.  She shook her head at the memories.  Viscount Montford had warned them.

Stepping into the light-filled morning room, Caro paused then pointed at her friend.  "You know, I truly believe that if Julia found the right gentleman and married, she'd settle down.  Where did we go wrong?  I keep asking myself that."  The butler filled their glasses with champagne, then left the bottle to chill in the silver bucket between them.

Leticia tapped the rim of her glass as she stared out into the back garden.  Now June, the climbing roses were in full bloom, and they were so high she couldn't make out the top of the stone wall that enclosed the long, narrow garden.  "I don't agree.  Every eligible man between twenty and eighty was thrown at her and they all seemed to find her delightful.  But none of them 'took', shall we say.  She'd smile and chat and dance, but she'd soon tire of each.  It was like watching a bee flit from blossom to blossom."

Caro nodded in agreement.  "It was well that we had our success with Lady Fortescue's granddaughter.  At least our coffers are full once again."  They smiled and toasted each other as they settled back into their well-upholstered chairs, content for the moment to watch the birds splashing about in the marble bird bath under the chestnut tree.  

"So, what shall we do to celebrate?  I don't believe we have anything scheduled now that the season has ended and many are vacating the city for cooler climes."  Caro took another sip and glanced at Leticia.  "Now there's a thought—to vacate London and this heat."  

"I concur.  I was thinking about that lovely seaside town of Whitehaven."

Caro bolted upright, staring.  "What?  Have you lost your mind?  That's where the Montfords reside."  

The dowager waved her protestations aside.  "Our chances of running into that little hellion are slim.  She'll be dashing all over the countryside, probably riding to the hounds dressed in her brother's castoffs."  

Caro snorted.  "Or she'll be in some back room at the local tavern playing cards and sneaking a cheroot or two."  

"So what do you think about Whitehaven?  And, if I recall, Admiral Hilliard lives there, does he not?  He was always sweet on you, Caro."  She smiled to herself, knowing that last tidbit of information would sway her friend.  Caro always loved to have a willing man by her side.  Although she had buried three husbands, she had a roving eye for a handsome man.

"Yes, so he does.  Yes, let's give Whitehaven a try, shall we?  Of course, we must write to Abigail, the viscountess.  And also to Sarah Pilkington.  Such a serious young woman."  Caro leaned forward and winked at Leticia.  "She, too, had another unsuccessful season, as well.  Someone mentioned that she may try again this autumn, hoping for better luck in the Little Season.  Perhaps we might cultivate her business while we're in Whitehaven?"

Leticia leaned back, twirling her glass between beringed fingers.  "Not a bad idea, Caro.  That girl would certainly be less trouble than Julia.  I don't think either of us could survive another client like her."  
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CHAPTER FOUR
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August, 1820

Julia stood in the middle of the parlor of Burton Hall, her sister's home.  Hot and irritated, she wiped a drip of sweat from her brow and crossed her arms, chin up.  "Tell me again why I should do this," she muttered, eyes squinting as she studied her sister.

Mariah sighed and rubbed her growing belly.  "Come now, don't be such a turnip.  Charles is out and about somewhere with the boys, most of the servants have a half-day off, and I am certainly not equipped to deliver this hamper of goods to Ben."  

Julia watched as Mariah attempted to bend down and retrieve the heavy basket, then relented, grabbing the handles and tugging the thing away from her.  "All right, I will do this one good deed because you asked me and because I love you.  Now sit and I'll fetch you a pot of tea before I go."  She moved easily despite the heat, depositing the hamper by the door before turning back to Mariah, who was beginning to look like a beached whale as she lowered herself down to the chaise.  Julia skipped forward and helped put her sister's feet up, smoothing out the hem of her gown.

"Ah, thank you, thank you.  Ben does get so grumpy when he can't get down here to feast on a few meals."

"Where is he?  Why can't he come down here and retrieve his goods?"  Julia continued to fuss about her sister, tucking a light throw over her legs. Why, she had no idea as the temperature was climbing with every minute passing.  She felt a river of sweat traveling down between her breasts and she knew that damp spots were showing beneath her arms.  

Mariah waved her away from her ministrations.  "Please, sweet, that's enough," she muttered as she balled up the throw and tossed it aside, "or I'll melt into a puddle with this heat."  She closed her eyes and breathed deeply.  "I'm not sure where Ben is—he could be up in the hills with the sheep or stumbling around in the woods, looking for a tree or two to fell.  It's hard to know with him.  He's such a private person."

Julia waited for more explanation.  She'd known the Burton brothers since she was a tot, their families close neighbors for over two centuries.  But Ben was an enigma, unlike the elder Charles or Marcus, who had been her ally in so much mischief over the years that it would make her own brother's head spin if he knew the half of it.  But Marcus finally had overstepped propriety and been shipped off to India over two years ago.  She missed him terribly.  

Within the next minutes, Julia fetched the tea pot and some dainties for her sister, gathered the hamper and prepared to make the quick journey up into the foothills to the Burton's old hunting lodge.  Built over a century earlier by their great-grandfather it had been more an escape from a large, growing family than a true hunting lodge, but it had fallen into a state of neglect after the passing of Squire Burton six years earlier.  And then Charles' first wife and died suddenly, leaving him with two small sons.  No one had time for the lodge.
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