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        A wounded veteran, Cortland Marlow-Westbrook returns to England with nothing but his dignity and the hope of a new beginning. When he unexpectedly encounters Avery Levingtone, the Scottish lass who captured his heart, he’s torn between his past and his future. Although Cortland didn’t respond to her letters after he left for war, Avery never forgot the love they shared. Even when Cortland publicly snubs her, she’s determined to win back his heart.
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        Summer 1815

        Beeson Bros Apothecary & Alchemist

        Reabridge, Cheshire, England

      

      

      Gritting his teeth and firming his jaw against the involuntary oath hurtling up his throat, Cortland Marlow-Westbrook eased off the sway-back bay gelding before gingerly unwinding the reins from around what remained of his injured left hand.

      In truth, he ought to have waited longer before riding into Reabridge from Northwycke Court, the rundown and neglected Westbrook family estate—his fortress and refuge since arriving in the dead of night by coach a fortnight ago.

      He might’ve stayed with any number of Westbrooks—the clan was enormous, warm, and welcoming—but he needed time alone to heal in body, mind, and soul. He’d visited Northwycke Court and Reabridge as a child, and for whatever reason, he sought solace in this solitary, remote place.

      Besides, he couldn’t abide his family’s ongoing pity.

      The soulful glances and pats on his shoulders and back were meant to encourage but only served to make him feel like a beaten dog. Worse were the women’s perfumed hugs and pecks on the cheek as their eyes shone with sympathy, a sheen of tears, or more often, both.

      War truly was hell, leaving memories and scars—physical, mental, and spiritual—which made it impossible to reclaim the person one once was. In point of fact, the arrogant, jovial, determined young man he’d once been, who’d eagerly bought a lieutenant’s commission straightaway after returning from a lengthy tour of the Continent, no longer existed.

      What a pompous, immature prig he’d been in those days.

      Before leaving for the Iberian Peninsula, Cortland had daydreamed about returning home a decorated war hero. He would marry the vivacious and enchanting Scottish miss who’d stolen his heart—with eyes so blue they competed with the August sky.

      As the heir apparent, he’d eventually come into the Elridge earldom, and then he and his beloved countess would start a family and live happily ever after.

      Fustian rubbish.

      Cortland gave a derisive snort just short of a vulgar curse.

      His whimsical fantasy sounded like a bloody fairy tale. Something silly wallflowers tittered on about.

      When he’d trotted off to the battlefield in his pristine white and crimson regimentals to make a difference for king and country, naive confidence had shrouded him. A maimed, tormented shadow of his former self had replaced that man.

      How swiftly his ideals and resolves had evaporated after four years of ferocious battles and the gruesome aftermaths.

      A slightly bitter smile skewing his mouth, Cortland gave a firm shake of his head to dispel the horrific memories. The movement only succeeded in chasing them to a fusty corner where the foul demons crouched, snarling, teeth and claws bared, prepared to attack in another unguarded moment.

      As for inheriting the earldom, that life-long expectation had been blown to smithereens.

      A half-bitter, half-sardonic chuckle escaped him and earned him a bored swish of the horse’s tail.

      Fate had not favored Cortland.

      His doddering elderly uncle’s much younger third wife had birthed a male child, eliminating Cortland as the next heir. In truth, the hereditary title was an oddity, as it descended from his mother’s side, not his father’s—unusual in England but not unprecedented.

      Never mind that the strapping, healthy babe came wailing into the world two months early. Whispers circulated the upper salons that the new countess had been forced to either accept the elderly Earl of Elridge’s magnanimous marriage offer or face certain ruination. Rumor also had it that the infant’s true father already possessed a wife.

      For his part, Uncle Claude strutted around proud as a peacock and pleased as Punch about his heir.

      Bully for him.

      Uncle had waited decades to become a father. He treated his countess like a queen and his son like a prince. Neither could ask for more adoration and esteem.

      In truth, Cortland experienced relief, not disappointment or envy, that he wouldn’t inherit the title. Nevertheless, his new circumstance took a bit of adjusting to; a great deal, truth to tell. For the past two decades, everyone—including me—had anticipated that he’d become the next Earl of Elridge.

      More fool him for making no other provision for his future.

      One hand resting on the horse’s withers, Cortland tested the weight on his healing left leg.

      Holy sh—!

      A throaty grunt escaped him as blinding pain lanced him from his booted ankle to knee. But at least he could still walk, albeit with a limp, that might or might not go away in time.

      Time.

      That was what he needed.

      Everyone said so. Fellow soldiers. His family. The doctors—so many doctors. Well-meaning friends and acquaintances.

      Time to forget the plans Cortland had made for his life. Time to recover physically from his wounds. But would there ever be enough time to purge the heinous images stamped upon his sight, embedded in his hearing, and etched in his mind?

      Would he ever be able to talk about the atrocities he’d witnessed?

      No, no. Not in all of eternity.

      When, if ever, would the nightmares cease?

      God in heaven, when was the last time he’d slept more than two or three hours straight before an insidious, tormenting recollection had him bolting upright, sobbing and screaming?

      Did time heal that?

      How could it when hell had seared his soul?

      Even the chaplain who’d visited Cortland in the hospital and Reabridge’s vicar, the Reverend Joshua Owen, who’d wasted no time carrying out his spiritual duties by calling upon Cortland at Northwycke Court, had urged him to give himself sufficient time to recuperate.

      “Reabridge is precisely the sort of place to convalesce, Mr. Marlow-Westbrook,” the good rector said over his cup of India tea. “God’s own land. Good people.”

      However, the vicar seemed pressed for time and hadn’t stayed more than fifteen minutes, revealing that a toddler had been left at the vicarage and a kindly local matron currently watched the child while the vicar made his obligatory rounds.

      The man of God also mentioned that the little chap’s sudden appearance had revived the two-hundred-year-old feud between the Buckleys of Lower Reabridge and owners of the Crown and Castle, and the Pownalls of Upper Reabridge, owners of Book and Bell. The Buckleys and Pownalls speculated another ill-fated romance between members of their families had produced the child.

      Until it could be determined if the boy was indeed related to either family, the cleric had decided the church would care for the child rather than place the foundling in an orphanage.

      Decent of the vicar.

      Orphanages were notoriously ghastly.

      Mayhap another family would take the boy in temporarily.

      “Naturally, without proof,” the vicar said, nodding his head solemnly, “I cannot in good conscience allow just anyone to lay claim to the lad.”

      For the child’s sake, Cortland hoped that he would be placed with someone who would genuinely love him.

      Not above sharing a snippet of local gossip before his hasty departure, Mr. Owen had also shared that a local girl had recently disappeared. This had happened more than once over the past decades, he’d advised in an appropriately grave tone. And frequently, a Buckley or Pownall was involved, either as a suspect or a victim.

      “Unfortunate that the two families haven’t learned true forgiveness,” he said in a somber and pious tone with his fingers steepled. “Their feuding might’ve ended decades ago had they been willing to put aside pride and animosity.”

      In truth, the good vicar rather impressed Cortland with his ability to bring Cortland abreast of local tattle, down two cups of tea, two slices of seed cake, four lady fingers, a ginger biscuit (pocketing six more to take back to the vicarage, supposedly for the foundling) and departing in under a quarter of an hour.

      As he crossed the bridge spanning the River Rea, a movement outside the vicarage drew his attention. Holding a wee blond chap’s hand, the vicar waved at several people on or near the charming arched stone bridge before disappearing around the back of the sturdy brick building.

      Cortland couldn’t fault the townsfolk for their friendliness.

      He glanced at the tidy white rectangle trimmed in pine green declaring this the apothecary shop. A mortar and pestle beneath Beeson Bros Apothecary and Alchemist. Est. 1797 stood out boldly. Tonics and Tinctures curved across the top, and Powders and Potions arched neatly underneath.

      He’d taken the last dose of laudanum yesterday—vile stuff—having managed to make this bottle last almost a month. That was an improvement. Nevertheless, after a sleepless night, tossing and turning, trying to get comfortable and failing, he’d determined to make the trip into Reabridge to procure another bottle.

      Or a tonic, or elixir, or tincture…

      Whatever would ease his physical and mental pain.

      Hard work would help dispel his misery, but until his leg had completely healed, putting his plans for Northwycke Court into action would have to wait.

      The local doctor Paul Wagner had warned Cortland that one could easily become addicted to the laudanum. Cortland well knew that truth. Several officers and soldiers had become dependent on the opiate—their method of coping with the hellish situation that was war.

      He only took a small dose as a last resort.

      Nevertheless, the doctor wasn’t exactly a model of sobriety himself.

      Cortland would dance a jig if the man weren’t half-pished during both his visits. And given Cortland could barely stand upon his game leg, that wasn’t happening any time soon.

      If ever.

      After each of the physician’s calls, Cortland witnessed him taking a hefty nip from a flask inside his coat pocket before climbing—more like crawling—into his gig and, with a haphazard snap of the reins, trundling on his way.

      Regardless, Cortland wouldn’t judge the man.

      Who was he to point fingers?

      How many men were dead and buried and would never see their loved ones again because he’d followed his superiors’ dubious orders?

      Too many, by God.

      It took a special human being to dedicate their life to treating the sick, diseased, and infirm. Cortland’s step-cousin, Fletcher Westbrook—one of the Duke of Latham’s adopted sons—had studied to be a doctor. Yet, according to a letter from Father a couple of months ago, Fletcher had recently given up his practice.

      No one knew why.

      In any event, Cortland intended to ask for a sleeping draught and reserve the laudanum for the worst nights when the pain was unbearable. Thank God those were decreasing in frequency.

      Sweat trickled down his back, and perspiration dampened his upper lip.

      Bloody warm day, but then it was summer.

      If he weren’t still recovering and didn’t want to risk infection, he’d go for a swim.

      A man—hands in his pocket and hat cocked at a jaunty angle—whistled a cheery tune as he strolled by.

      Is his name Haskell? Bevan Haskell?

      He gave Cortland a friendly nod which Cortland returned.

      If he was going to stay in the area—what other choice had he?—Cortland must get to know the locals, if not precisely befriend them. Eventually, he’d require laborers, house servants, stable hands, and a steward. Also, livestock, building and farming equipment, and God only knew what else for the house’s neglected interior.

      The house’s refurbishment would have to wait, however.

      Renovating the barns and stables took precedence.

      It wasn’t as if he had a wife to please, in any event. Or ever would have.

      He slapped the dust off his buff-colored pantaloons and, after lifting his hat, swiped his good hand across his forehead before replacing the straw top hat.

      The gelding, Sully, flicked his tail and whickered.

      “I know, old fellow. You’re not accustomed to being ridden. I promise, soon you’ll do nothing but laze around the meadow all day.”

      The horse was one of two kept at the estate, mainly because they were too old to be of use anymore and had been put out to pasture.

      Had Cortland not arrived, the horses would’ve lived the remainder of their lives attended by the lone groom, Lyonel Rankin, who also acted as a man of all work, while aging Vernon Halbert and his corpulent wife, Stella, oversaw the maintenance of the house and vegetable garden.

      Were supposed to, that is.

      Given the condition of the house, grounds, and outbuildings, the three employees had not earned their wages for years by any stretch of the imagination. It would take months to get the estate in order, which meant a delay in Cortland’s determination to make Northwycke Court profitable.

      Gnashing his teeth against the tenacious throbbing in his hand and leg, last week he’d given the trio a choice: promptly change their ways and obtain a work ethic or face immediate dismissal.

      There were plenty of locals who’d readily take their places.

      They’d chosen the former, earning them a temporary reprieve.

      Nevertheless, Cortland wouldn’t blink twice before terminating any of them should they fail to perform their duties with diligence and efficiency. He’d not waste borrowed monies on lazy sluggards.

      However, these things couldn’t be rushed. Particularly as he had no experience with farming or running an estate. He’d have to rely upon the big-heartedness and knowledge of others to aid him in this challenging endeavor.

      He intended to pay a call on Sherington Manor, introduce himself, and seek any advice George Sherington might be willing to share about farming.

      If he didn’t succeed at this venture, Cortland had no idea what he would do.
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        A few seconds later—still outside the apothecary

      

      

      Failure wasn’t an option.

      “I’ll only be a few minutes,” Cortland assured the drowsy horse with a gentle pat as he added acquiring horseflesh, a wagon, and probably a gig or other conveyance to his growing mental list of things to do.

      The familial coach and drivers that had delivered him to Northwycke Court had departed the next morn. Though if he’d requested it, his well-meaning family would’ve provided everything he needed.

      After securing the reins to a post provided for riders, Cortland entered the apothecary. He blinked as his eyes adjusted to the dimmer interior. Medicinal, herbal, and chemical aromas engulfed him all at once—scents similar to the hospital where he’d recuperated for two months, but also different. Less sterile and more earthy and inviting.

      Several swaths of lavender and other pungent herbs hung from a rafter, adding to the aromatic atmosphere. A counter with an assortment of products arranged neatly atop took up most of one side of the room, and shelves containing bottles, boxes, and containers of every shape and size dominated the other.

      As Cortland advanced into the establishment, his boot heels resonated on the scuffed but well-scrubbed wooden floors. At one end of the tidy shop, a slender woman attired in green and wearing a wide-brimmed straw bonnet, partially blocked by an L-shaped shelf, chatted with a clerk.

      Trying to hide his limp, Cortland approached a second clerk.

      The man raised kind hazel eyes behind thick wire-rimmed spectacles. “I’m Clayborn Beeson, partial owner of this fine establishment. May I help you, sir?”

      “Yes, I require something to help me sleep and a bottle of laudanum.”

      With a flick of his practiced gaze, Beeson took Cortland’s measure from head to toe. He gave Cortland a warm smile. “Recently home from the war, are you?”

      Was it that obvious?

      Twisting his mouth into a wry grin and resting a forearm on the polished countertop, Cortland nodded. “Yes.”

      The apothecary gave a sage nod. “You’re not alone. We’ve had several townsfolk returning home of late. Some seemingly unaffected and others…”

      He needn’t clarify his meaning.

      Many townsfolk never would return.

      “Planning on staying in the area long?” Beeson asked conversationally.

      “I’m not sure yet. I hope so.” Cortland scratched his jaw, trying not to let the massive amount of work restoring the house and property would take overwhelm him. “Ideally, I’d like to turn Northwycke Court into a profitable enterprise. Crops, sheep, and dairy cattle to start.”

      It would take hard work, dedication, and money.

      Cortland possessed the first two and a pledge from his family for the third—only as a loan, at his insistence, until he could pay them back.

      Furthermore, someone—he strongly suspected he knew who—bold as brass, grazed their cattle on Northwycke Court lands and had for some time. Now that Cortland had mostly recovered and felt somewhat stronger, he must promptly address that troublesomeness.

      Perhaps a visit to the local magistrate was in order as well. To apprise the fellow of the situation in case the trespasser proved bothersome or hostile. He rubbed his chin as was his habit when thinking. Was Sherington still the justice of the peace?

      Who was the magistrate?

      Yes, a good idea to chat with the magistrate. Tomorrow though.

      Cortland’s leg ached bloody awful, and he wanted to ride home the long route to check the fence lines. He suspected Ned Brixxton had removed a section of drystone wall between Northwycke Court lands and his property—the conniving rotter.

      Cortland didn’t know the man, but Lyonel insisted Brixxton was the only neighbor with cattle and that the man was an unscrupulous blighter.

      “You must be a Westbrook then,” Beeson said over his shoulder as he collected a small umber-colored glass bottle from another shelf behind the polished walnut counter. “Heard someone had opened the house.”

      Naturally, in a town this small, everyone knew everyone, every house, every visitor, and all of the local gossip.

      “One of the duke’s sons?” asked the apothecary as he carefully measured white powder into another jar.

      “No.” Cortland shook his head before resting his chin on his fist. “The Duke of Latham is my first cousin once removed. I’m Cortland Marlow-Westbrook, his cousin Joseph’s eldest.”

      A swiftly smothered gasp from across the store made him glance toward the other clerk and the woman, now completely visible.

      No.

      Don’t let it be her. Please.

      Not Avery Levingtone.

      The auburn-haired spitfire, with the slightest Scots accent, Cortland had hoped to make his bride—his countess before everything had gone head over arse in his life, leaving him scarred and without the means to support a family.

      But Fate wasn’t smiling kindly upon him today—hadn’t in a very long while.

      It was Avery.

      Even more impossibly beautiful than he remembered.

      Cortland had memorized every precious, delicate, precocious feature. Hadn’t he dreamed of seeing her again for four long years? And at this moment, she stood not more than ten feet away.

      A vision in a Pomona green gown, ivory spencer, and bonnet with a flurry of matching silk flowers and ribbons. Even her reticule complemented her fashionable ensemble, as did the pearls at her throat and dangling from her ears.

      She was a breath of fresh air, utterly out of place in the fusty shop.

      Agony sluiced through him, and he closed his eyes.

      How much more pain could he endure?

      You’re not a coward, Cortland Andrew Judah Marlow-Westbrook. Nor are you a child. You are eight and twenty—a soldier who has fought the enemy face to face and hand to hand.

      Open your blasted eyes!

      Forcing his leaden eyelids open, Cortland stared into the familiar sapphire blue, rimmed with ginger-tipped sable lashes. Her gaze frank but wide with surprise, Avery fashioned her pink cupid’s bow mouth into a soft smile.

      “Hello, Cortland.”
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        Ten unbearable heartbeats later

        Beeson’s Apothecary & Alchemist

      

      

      Hello, Cortland.

      Avery had sounded so composed, so calm and collected.

      Wonder of wonders.

      How could she when a myriad of winged insects fluttered about her tummy, her pulse pelted along like a frightened fox, and her breath came in labored gasps as if she’d just finished the Royal Ascot horserace?

      She thought she recognized the deep, melodic timber of Cortland’s voice as he spoke to Clayborn Beeson, and on leaden legs swiveled toward him as if in slow motion. Afraid to believe it was him and terrified that it was, she’d studied his broad back and noticed how he favored his leg as he leaned on the counter.

      She tried to convince herself it was only a man who resembled him.

      Then Cortland said his name, and a ragged gasp tore past her lips as her knees came unhinged.

      It was him.

      Why hadn’t her cousin by marriage, Justina, the Duchess of San Sebastian, or Justina’s Scottish husband Baxter, mentioned the Westbrooks owned property in the area?

      Probably to protect Avery from further heartache.

      Besides, what was the likelihood that in all of England, Cortland would venture to this quaint little glen?

      Reabridge wasn’t exactly a mecca of High Society like Bath.

      Justina alone was privy to Avery’s secret—that she’d fallen in love with Cortland that first Season.

      No man had caught Avery’s interest since, though she had her fair share of suitors—even four decent marriage proposals. Though she suspected the small fortune she’d inherited from her parents might’ve been more of an impetus to marry her than genuine affection.

      The number of fortune-hungry dandies seeking wives made her leery.

      Regardless, none of her besotted beaux had caused her heart to skip or her knees to unhinge. Nor had they kept her awake at night praying fervently for his safety. Or making girlish wishes on full, silvery moons and dreaming of stolen midnight kisses.

      She wasn’t precisely on the shelf at two and twenty, but neither had she any prospects.

      Prospects that she was interested in, at least.

      Until now, Avery hadn’t minded. However, seeing Cortland brought all those stifled emotions roaring unchecked to the surface again.

      He didn’t say a word but stared, his mouth drawn into a taut line, his midnight eyebrows slashed together, and his impossibly dark gaze brimming with disbelief.

      And… perhaps something more?

      Please let there be something more.

      To give her a sliver of hope that her nonsensical daydreams these past four years that Cortland would return to England, move heaven and earth to find her, explain why he hadn’t written, and declare his undying love hadn’t been in vain.

      In the apothecary’s muted light, a myriad of dust specks floating in the air where an intrepid ray of sunshine managed to breach the glass, Cortland’s eyes appeared olive-black. However, Avery remembered that the gold flecks and amber circles around his irises gave the stunning orbs an agate-like appearance in the sun.

      Those eyes and his disarming sideways smile had snared her that first night when a terrified, awkward, and reluctant eighteen-year-old Scottish lass had made her haut ton debut. Lord, how she’d loathed the very notion. She’d fought dear Uncle Tobias tooth and nail, poor dear man.

      Cortland roved his hungry gaze over her face, a concert of emotions flickering across his rugged features: Astonishment. Incredulity. Delight. Happiness. Unadulterated pleasure.

      Oh, yes. Yes!

      He was pleased to see her, after all.

      It took all of Avery’s willpower and determination not to kick propriety aside and dash across the room and throw her arms around him. To weep in relief and laugh from sheer joy.

      Cortland was alive. He was safe. He was home.

      He was here.

      Right here, in Reabridge.

      Her heart and optimism soared skyward like an eagle on the wind, only to plummet like a millstone tossed into the sea a heartbeat later as caution, guardedness, and finally, a banal, unreadable mask settled upon Cortland’s countenance.

      He fisted and unfisted his right hand reflexively.

      She was wrong. So very, very wrong.

      Dreadfully, excruciatingly wrong.

      He wasn’t elated to see her.

      In truth, it appeared the exact opposite.

      Why aren’t you as thrilled to see me as I am to see you? Avery’s anguished heart cried.

      Four years.

      Four years since Avery had seen Cortland’s beloved features.

      Four wretched, heartrending years without a single word.

      Four years of telling herself to move on, to get over him.

      One of the Beeson brothers sneezed, but Avery couldn’t tear her attention off Cortland to see which one.

      She’d adored Cortland—had written him every week that first year. Pages and pages of anything and everything she thought might interest him and take his mind off the war. But he’d never replied. At first, Avery had been crushed, but as the months passed, she dried her tears, summoned her resiliency, and continued with her life.

      Or at least, she’d tried to.

      Her heart, however, had remained Cortland’s, even if he didn’t want it and didn’t know it was his.

      Would never know because, after all, Avery did have a degree of pride, and self-preservation demanded she raise her parapets and fortifications. She’d trusted Cortland once—blindly and unquestioningly—had eagerly and naively given him her heart and then had the mangled organ callously tossed back at her slippered feet.

      Studying him, she tilted her head.

      A tinge of pallor edged the angles and contours of his face. Gaunt hollows emphasized his high cheekbones, and purplish shadows formed semi-circles beneath his eyes. His nose, once a straight blade down the middle of his face, now sported a lump and was slightly off-center.

      Avery had overheard him ask for a sleeping draught and laudanum.

      What had he suffered?

      How had he suffered?

      Why should she care?

      Because even now, when he rejected her again, Avery still loved him.

      If she were the maudlin type, she’d retreat to her bedchamber with a book of poetry by Samuel Coleridge or William Cowper. But she was not, and in fact, loathed most poetry. Something else that made her an oddity amongst the ton.

      The urge to weep overcame Avery, but she wrested her emotions into submission.

      Men detested tears.

      Most had no idea what to do with a weeping female.

      Cortland had grown sinewy and leaner. His tobacco-brown coat hung loosely on his frame. Nonetheless, his pantaloons revealed long, muscled legs.

      At last, Cortland shook himself out of his stupor and offered the slightest bow.

      “Miss Levingtone.”

      Cold. Clipped. Formal.

      Avery pulled her eyebrows together, his steely indifference cutting her to the core—leaving her raw and bleeding.

      Blast him.

      Obviously, he hadn’t pined over her.
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        Several tick-tocks of the mahogany-cased wall clock later

        Still in the apothecary shop

      

      

      God curse Avery for a jingle-brained ninnyhammer.

      Of course, Cortland hadn’t yearned for her as she had him.

      That’s why he hadn’t bothered to respond to a single letter.

      After all of this time, her heart twinged with self-disgust as much as from the pain of his blatant rejection. She should be angry—let her wrath buffer her pain.

      Except that Avery was irritatingly honest with herself—had been for four years.

      Cortland had made no promises or declarations before he’d left. He hadn’t even kissed her—well, kissing her hand didn’t count though his lips upon the back of her hand had sent delicious tingles up her arm and into unmentionable places.

      She had been a gullible goosecap, assuming their relationship meant something more.

      Fool. Fool.

      When Cortland remained stonily silent, she advanced a few steps, all too aware of the Beeson brothers’ rapt attention. No doubt they’d share this little scene far and wide, and speculation would run rampant. The conjecture ought to satisfy the local chinwags for at least a month, mayhap more.

      Normally, nothing exciting or gossip-worthy happened in the sleepy little hamlet.

      Except of late, a few significant events had occurred.

      Someone had left an orphan at the vicarage.

      Hadn’t Avery heard the toddler’s name was Sam?

      The ongoing feud between the Buckleys and the Pownalls had escalated, a town lass had disappeared—though some claimed she’d eloped—and almost daily, another person returned from the war. And then, of course, there was the much-touted and keenly awaited Harvest Moon Festival in September.

      An event Avery had quite anticipated—until now.

      The silence grew unbearable, thick as molasses in February and as uncomfortable as a horsehair shirt.

      Avery cleared her throat.

      She should say something.

      What?

      Anything to break this deafening, awkward silence.

      “I’m staying with my cousins, the Duke and Duchess of San Sebastian, at Wicksens House. I’m sure you remember Justina and her husband, Baxter. She’s enceinte with her second child. The babe tries to come early.”

      Terrifyingly early, truth be told, which was why Avery had traveled to Reabridge from Scotland. To help with energetic three-year-old Emile and to be a support and comfort to Justina, who had become her dearest friend since Justina’s Aunt Emily had married Avery’s Uncle Tobias.

      Two months abed already, and Justina had another six weeks before the newest Bathhurst should enter the world.

      “The midwife recommended Justina drink an herbal elixir to stop her contractions. I came to purchase cramp bark, wild yam, and…”

      Chagrined at her prattling, Avery let her voice trail off as she clutched the small brown paper pouch to her middle.

      “Please give the duke and duchess my regards. I hope the child fares well.” With a slight nod, Cortland faced the other Mr. Beeson, presenting his back and effectively dismissing her.

      Like an irritating acquaintance he couldn’t wait to be rid of.

      Stupid tears welled in Avery’s eyes, and she dropped her mortified gaze to the floor lest either Beeson brother see her humiliation. Her anguish couldn’t have been worse had Cortland pulled her heart from her chest and stomped on it with his dusty boots.

      Pull yourself together, Avery Moria Yvaine Levingtone.

      You are no mewling female.

      Chin up. Shoulders back. Spine straight.

      “Thank you, Mr. Beeson.” Avery fashioned what she hoped was a bright smile, though her cheeks felt brittle and on the verge of shattering. “I’ll check back later in the week to see if the horsetail grass has arrived.”

      “I’ll send word to Wicksens House when it does.” Phillip Beeson’s compassionate gaze almost undid her.

      Lord, how she hated pity.

      When her parents died, she’d nearly drowned in the emotion that well-meaning family and friends poured onto her. It had caused her to erect a wall that had not easily come down, and now and again, she longed to retreat behind it again to spare herself hurt.

      Except, that was no way to live—shutting people out and barricading oneself inside.

      Summoning her resolve, Avery gave Cortland’s rigid back one final glance and slipped from the apothecary. Surely it was the bright sunlight causing the moisture in her eyes, despite her wide-brimmed bonnet.

      Mack, the rambunctious market place dog, bounded over to her. She paid the butcher and the innkeeper to feed him scraps and had cajoled the hostler into letting the dog sleep on an old blanket in the stable.

      “Hello, Mack.”

      She fished inside her reticule for the piece of cheese she’d wrapped in a bit of paper just for this purpose.

      Having come to expect a treat, the scruffy dog woofed and danced in circles.

      “Sit.”

      Avery pointed a finger at the ground.

      Barely able to contain his exuberance, the obedient dog sat, though it couldn’t quite keep its hind end planted on the ground.

      “Good boy.”

      After tossing the cheese to the sweet animal, Avery glanced over her shoulder.

      Cortland, his gaze earnest and hungry, peered at her through the apothecary’s windowpane but looked away with the alacrity of a jackrabbit when her gaze meshed with his.

      For all his taciturnity, he wasn’t as impervious to Avery as he feigned.

      She would run into Cortland Marlow-Westbrook again.

      It was inevitable.

      Well, two could play his impersonal game.

      By Jove, Avery would be as dispassionate and indifferent as he when next they met. She was over him. Once and for all.

      Liar.

      “Oh, do shut up,” she muttered crossly to the disgustingly accurate little voice in her head.

      Tongue lolling, Mack cocked his shaggy head and thumped his even shaggier tail.

      “Not you.” She patted his head. “You are a sweetheart.”

      Unlike a certain male.

      Avery would never be over Cortland.

      Never.
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        Sunday service –A week later

        St. Beonna Church, Reabridge

      

      

      Tardiness did have its advantages.

      Ah, there she is.

      Having arrived late deliberately, Cortland slipped into the cool, oak-paneled sanctuary with its gleaming rows of oak pews, those closest to the altar encased in varnished paneled boxes for elite attendees. Ignoring the customary seating by rank stricture, he sank onto a hard bench in the back row.

      As his eyes adjusted to the light, he roved his gaze over the occupants until it rested upon Avery again. Sitting on the opposite side in the front box, she was a beacon to his tormented soul, a light dispelling the darkness that had engulfed him for too long.

      If only he could have made her his as he’d planned—as he still yearned to do.

      Alas, if wishes were horses, beggars would ride.

      Regardless, Cortland couldn’t yank his attention from Avery—didn’t want to, for that matter.

      Why deny himself the pleasure?

      Cortland couldn’t quite disregard the conviction prodding him that while the others worshiped the Almighty, he wallowed in self-indulgence. However, his purpose for attending Sunday service had nothing to do with his immortal soul and much less with his desire to see Avery than to corner Ned Brixxton—the sly rotter.

      Nonetheless, from back here, Cortland could look at his leisure and not have to disguise his true feelings toward Avery as he had the other day at the apothecary. His gut cramped in remembrance of the devastation ravaging her face at his calculated coldness.

      His aloofness acted as a double-edged sword, fileting him with each callous word he uttered.

      Avery hadn’t deserved his cruelty, but he’d not known what else to do.

      Seeing her had completely flummoxed him, tilted his already wobbly world further on its unsteady axis. As much as he longed to—Sweet Lord, how he longed to—they couldn’t pick up where they’d left off.

      Things had changed.

      Everything had changed—him most of all.

      It wouldn’t be fair for Cortland to encourage Avery’s interest. He could promise her nothing. Regardless, everything in him shouted to ignore common sense, honor, and decency and take her into his arms, the consequences and repercussions be hanged.

      A fortnight after arriving at the Iberian Peninsula, he’d learned of Uncle Claude’s marriage to an already pregnant woman. His parents thought he ought to know, and rightly so.

      It hadn’t taken much forethought or intelligence to surmise what that change in circumstances meant for Cortland. Due to a slight error in the address, his post from Avery had been misdirected. It had taken a full three months for her first letter to arrive, and Cortland hadn’t responded when it did. Nor did he reply to any of the others.

      And there had been many.

      What could he say?

      Wait for me, my darling? Indefinitely until I can figure out a way to afford a wife?

      His future wasn’t assured any longer.

      How could he support a wife and family on an officer’s pay?

      Particularly a duke’s niece?

      An heiress to boot?

      Ward to the Duke of Heatherston, Avery would’ve expected to become a countess—if Cortland had ever hinted about marriage to her.

      Which, thank God, believing it presumptuous and premature, Cortland hadn’t.

      And then, after he’d been injured and sold his commission… Well, he’d terrify Avery with his nightmares. His dark moods.

      She deserved better.

      Even what he intended for Northwycke Court was a colossal gamble.

      Cortland had staked everything on this venture.

      He knew next to nothing about animal husbandry or agriculture. Nonetheless, it was something he could make a go of, and if he were successful, he would pay back the funds his family had advanced him.

      It would take years though.

      It wasn’t fair to ask Avery to wait.

      He hadn’t been positive she even attended Sunday services, given her cousin’s fragile health. However, Doctor Wagner had paid Cortland another visit a couple of days ago and, during his examination, had casually revealed that the Duchess of San Sebastian fared well at present. As long as she stayed abed, that was.

      The doctor had also pronounced Cortland’s calf wound healed. He’d need to stretch and strengthen the leg, but the risk of infection had passed.

      Doctor Wagner had insisted on examining Cortland’s hand as well. He’d recommended rubbing the scars with honey and onion extract to decrease scarring as well as performing a series of exercises to increase strength and flexibility.

      Sitting in the pew, Cortland traced his forefinger over the rigid patterns of scars beneath the leather glove. It still embarrassed him when others saw the damage.

      A pistol exploding in one’s hand did leave a mangled mess, not to mention left one vulnerable to an opponent’s attack. He’d lost the tips of his middle and ring finger and a degree of sensation in the other fingers. Neither could he completely close his hand into a fist any longer.

      At first, the field doctor had wanted to amputate the hand, but Cortland had begged him to try to save it. Skeptical but compassionate, the doctor had agreed, and to his and Cortland’s surprise and relief, the hand had healed: a mélange of puckered flesh, scars, indentations, and knots. But at least Cortland had his hand and was learning to use it again.

      A portly matron wearing a travesty of a violet and chartreuse gown harrumphed her displeasure as she caught his eye while silently demanding to know why he wasn’t singing. If only she would refrain from doing so, most exuberantly and off-key. He’d heard bull elephants with more vocal aptitude and ability to, on occasion, actually hit correct notes more frequently than the woman.

      Perhaps that was why, despite her apparent wealth, she’d been relegated to the back of the church.

      Fashioning a roguish grin, he winked.

      The dame’s jaw sagged to her ample bosom before she gave him a flirtatious smile and batted her eyelashes.

      Good God.

      What had he done?

      Better nip that in the bud, post haste.

      Training his gaze forward, Cortland stopped fingering his maimed hand and concentrated on Avery. Absorbing every detail, every nuance, each slight movement from her smiles to how she slightly swayed as she sang “Rock of Ages.”

      The Duke of San Sebastian sat near her, a small boy between them, probably his grace’s son.

      The matron hit a particularly discordant note, rather like a dying jaguar’s scream, and two gangly youths in front of her dipped their heads together. Shoulders shaking in undisguised mirth, they pretended to follow in the hymnal, but each time the woman screeched off-key, they dissolved into laughter.

      Their mortified mother pinched each of her sons on the arm and gave them a stern glare but to no avail.

      Eyes closed and oblivious to the ongoing hilarity in front of her, the woman belted the song with admirable enthusiasm, even hitting the correct note every third or fourth stanza.

      Returning his focus to the object of his desire, Cortland allowed his lips to slide upward of their own accord.

      How could he not smile when gazing upon Avery’s loveliness?

      Her cream and peach stovetop bonnet accented her shapely nape. Rather than a spencer, she’d draped a cream-colored embroidered silk scarf over her puff-sleeved coral gown.

      He’d managed to avoid her for a week by not venturing to the town and, instead, sending one of his newly hired servants to fetch whatever he needed.

      At present, several randy young swains ogled Avery, sending her sideways glances rather than join in the singing, and Cortland curled his right hand into a tight ball against the urge to wipe the licentious smiles from their faces. However, pummeling congregants mightn’t be the best way to get into the vicar’s good graces.

      Cortland shifted his gaze, taking in each male parishioner.

      Hopefully, one of them was Brixxton.

      It was amazing and not a little hypocritical how many dishonest people filled the pews each Sunday. Cortland was certain that practice was no different in this quaint township than in London or elsewhere. But then, hadn’t the Savior died for sinners?

      Except… weren’t people supposed to stop sinning?

      Or at least try to?

      The three times Cortland had called, Brixxton’s snooty butler had declared his master wasn’t at home. The last time—a mere two days ago—when Cortland had stepped backward a few paces to examine the house’s brick front, a drapery in an upper-story window fell quickly into place.

      The cowardly sod hid from him like a child caught snitching biscuits from the kitchen.

      Sherington was indeed still the justice of the peace, but ill health kept him from his duties at present. His assistant was away until next week—something to do with investigating that girl’s disappearance, or so the talkative clerk, Norman Fontaine, had informed Cortland when he’d stopped by the office last week. Most of the townsfolk believed she’d eloped, but the assistant could be credited for pursuing the matter nonetheless.

      The wiry, buck-toothed, superstitious assistant also shared a rather unnerving legend about Jenny Greenteeth, a river hag who supposedly pulled unsuspecting children and the elderly into the water and drowned them.

      “All folklore has its roots in facts,” Fontaine had insisted in an urgent whisper, beads of perspiration popping out on his pimply forehead. “This isn’t the first time someone has disappeared from Reabridge.” He leaned forward. “Usually, the Buckleys or Pownalls are involved.”

      The nervous clerk had so worked himself into a frenetic state that he’d locked the door and lowered the blinds after Cortland left.

      What would the justice of the peace or his assistant say if he knew his clerk’s propensity to gossip and belief in the paranatural? One thing was for certain; for the time being, the peace officer couldn’t help with the trespassing cattle issue.

      “This isn’t the first time someone has just disappeared from Reabridge.”

      Concern pulled Cortland’s mouth downward and his eyebrows together.

      Perhaps the missing lass had eloped.

      Still, Avery shouldn’t be wandering around by herself.
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        Another hymn later

      

      

      Of course, Cortland didn’t believe in the river hag balderdash either. The missing girl might’ve eloped. Or mayhap—his stomach cramped at the thought—something more nefarious was afoot.

      Perchance, Cortland should drop a hint in the Duke of San Sebastian’s ear.

      The matron harumphed again, and with a start, Cortland returned to himself.

      The service had ended, and the parishioners filed out the double doors. He stepped aside to allow the woman to pass, his gaze fixed on Avery the whole while.

      Her pretty mouth formed a small ‘O’ of surprise when she saw him, and she stumbled.

      Holding the child in one arm, San Sebastian steadied her with his other hand. His eyes narrowed the merest jot as he raked his speculative gaze over Cortland. He knew Cortland and Avery had spent a good deal of time together during the Season four years ago.

      Cortland assumed that was why his grace had extended an invitation for him to peruse a few horses the duke planned on selling. His note said he’d heard Cortland had been asking around the community about available horseflesh.

      Cortland’s first instinct was to refuse the duke’s offer because of the possibility of running into Avery. However, common sense prevailed. San Sebastian’s animals would be well cared for and of excellent stock. As importantly, the duke was honest. He wouldn’t attempt to cheat Cortland.

      They were to meet at the duke’s stables this Wednesday.

      Still, the look San Sebastian leveled him at present, though not hostile, wasn’t genial either.

      No doubt, Avery had shared the scene in the apothecary shop with the duchess, and her grace had shared with her husband. And yet, his grace had still extended the invitation to view his horses.

      That begged the question. Why?

      The Duke of San Sebastian said something to Avery, and she shook her head, studiously avoiding looking in Cortland’s direction again.

      Cortland dipped his chin toward his grace in a brief greeting and escaped the throng before they reached him.

      As tempted as he was to talk to Avery, the opportunity to speak with Ned Brixxton was a greater priority. Lengthening his stride, Cortland left the building and made straight for the vicar standing outside and chatting with the obnoxious vocalist, a distinguished gentleman who fairly shouted landed gentry, and another slender, well-dressed fellow with his back to Cortland.

      At Cortland’s approach, the vicar beamed and gestured. “Please allow me to introduce Philmont Albertoth, Mrs. Myrtice Biggerstaff-Methadonna, and Ned Brixxton. This is Reabridge’s newest resident, Cortland Marlow-Westbrook of the Northwycke Court Westbrooks.”

      Ah, Ned Brixxton, at last. Perfect.

      Just this side of gloating, Cortland kicked his mouth into a satisfied smile while he pinned Brixxton to the spot, silently daring the poltroon to turn tail and run with all and sundry present to witness his cowardly flight.

      “Marlow-Westbrook.” Mr. Albertoth nodded a friendly greeting. He seemed a pleasant enough chap of middling years and sporting a slight paunch. “We haven’t had a Westbrook in these parts in a goodly while. I hope you’ll come to appreciate our little community.”

      “I’m sure I shall.”

      Cortland wasn’t sure at all, but he’d make an effort.

      His future depended upon it.

      He must not fail.

      “Welcome to Reabridge.” Mrs. Biggerstaff-Methadonna—someone had done the woman a huge disservice with that godawful name—formed a coy moue with her mouth and fluttered her eyelashes again. Sadly, she resembled a carp—in the throes of death.

      “A pleasure.” Cortland bowed, his keen regard never leaving Brixxton, who tugged at his neckcloth and shifted his feet back and forth.

      Reverend Owen flushed brick red to his hairline and gave a self-conscious laugh. “Oh, you probably are already acquainted with Mr. Brixxton, as you are neighbors.”

      “To the contrary, Reverend.” Cortland slid him an assuring glance. “I’ve not introduced myself to Mr. Brixxton. Regardless, he is precisely the person I wished to speak with.”

      Most opportune to have witnesses to what might be a contentious situation. Cortland strongly suspected Mrs. Biggerstaff-Methadonna would not hesitate to share what she heard today, far and wide. And with her ability to project, everyone within a mile—make that five—would hear her every word.

      She trained her keen attention on Brixxton, then swerved her speculative regard to Cortland.

      “Oh? Is it a matter of some urgency or importance?” she asked. “A delicate matter?”

      She fairly frothed in anticipation.

      “One might say so.” Cortland kept his response deliberately obtuse.

      Taking in Brixxton’s nervous fidgeting and the man’s gaze darting hither and yon like a cornered mouse, Mr. Albertoth raised an imperious eyebrow.

      Did his nose twitch the merest bit in distaste, as if he smelled something offensive?

      “Brixxton, one would almost think you are not eager to speak with Mr. Marlow-Westbrook,” Albertoth said drolly.

      Indeed.

      “As I’ve called thrice and you haven’t been at home to me, I am ever grateful to have this opportunity to tell you that your cattle are on Northwycke Court property. According to my overseer”—neglectful and slipshod, Lyonel Rankin hardly qualified as such— “they have been for some months—years, in truth—despite his informing you of that fact on multiple occasions.”

      At least Rankin had the good sense to record his attempts.

      Cortland had to give credit for that, if little else.

      “I have no idea what you are referring to,” Brixxton stammered. Guilt fairly oozed from the ponce.

      A few other congregates took notice and stopped to eavesdrop openly on the conversation.

      “I’ll just bet you haven’t,” muttered Albertoth, scraping a scathing glance over Brixxton.

      Hmm, that was interesting.

      Cortland had been correct when he’d detected a hint of aversion there.

      The sweat beading Brixxton’s pasty forehead and dribbling from his temples belied his denial. “I have never received any notice, nor am I aware of my cattle having crossed into other lands via breakages in the drystone walls.”

      “I do not recall mentioning how the cattle came to be on Northwycke Court lands.” Cortland pinned the man with an accusatory gaze.

      Flushing crimson, Brixxton hauled out a handkerchief and mopped his face. “I… that is… er… I assumed.”

      “As neither myself nor any other Westbrook has granted you grazing rights, have your herd removed from Westbrook lands by sunset tomorrow.” Cortland straightened the cuff of his dove-gray jacket. Looking up from beneath hooded eyes, he said, “I should dislike having to involve the magistrate or justice of the peace.”

      Brixxton gave a terse jerk of his pointed chin before pivoting and striding away, his legs and spine stiff as a branding rod.

      Cortland didn’t fail to notice the man hadn’t exactly agreed.

      “If you’ll please excuse me.” Mrs. Biggerstaff-Methadonna bustled away, waving at two of her cronies. “Yoo hoo,” she called in a sing-song voice. “Endellion. Petronella. Ladies, you’ll never guess what…”

      Her voice faded as the trio put their bonneted heads together and moved farther away.

      They’d smudge Brixxton’s reputation beyond recognition by the morrow.

      “Yes, excuse me as well.” The vicar offered an apologetic smile. “I must greet my other parishioners.”

      He moved off, and the small crowd immediately consumed him.

      “A few of us are picnicking by the River Rea before going home,” Mr. Albertoth said amiably. “You should join us, Marlow-Westbrook. It would give you a chance to become acquainted with a few of the local families. If you’re seeking advice on farming, you would do well to speak to Martin Bromelton.”

      It was on the verge of Cortland’s tongue to refuse, but San Sebastian walked past and spoke to a lady dressed in the first tulip of fashion who Cortland hadn’t met. Three pretty young women stood nearby, chatting with Avery, now holding a parasol angled to protect her from the relentless sun’s rays.

      Albertoth slid a speculative glance in the direction Brixxton had stomped off in. “You and I should also discuss Brixxton, Marlow-Westbrook. He might attend Sunday services to assuage his blighted soul, but the man is not trustworthy.”

      Cortland canted his head.

      That was interesting.

      The Duke of San Sebastian approached the women. “Might I impose upon you to escort Miss Levingtone to the picnic, Mrs. Albertoth? We have a basket in the carriage.” San Sebastian adjusted the drowsy child in his arms, who bore a strong resemblance to his sire. “I’m going home to check on the duchess and put Emile down for a nap before I join the others.”

      Ah, Albertoths’ family.

      Avery slid Cortland a sidelong glance, a dare in her pretty sapphire eyes and the merest mockery framing her sweet mouth.

      Did she think him a coward?

      Wasn’t he?

      No, confound it.

      He was not.

      “Of course, Your Grace.” Mrs. Albertoth fluttered a plump hand, causing the pink fringes on her parasol to dance. “It’s no problem at all. My daughters will be thrilled to have Miss Levingtone ride with us. They are quite taken with her London fashions and hope she can advise them about their wardrobes. And we have much to discuss and plan for the Harvest Festival too.”

      Surely, an hour or two couldn’t cause any harm.

      Do not do it. You’ll only come to regret your foolhardiness.

      Aye, but Cortland might also learn something valuable about Brixxton, and if Reabridge were to become his permanent residence, he’d have to befriend the locals, sooner or later.

      “I gratefully accept your kind offer, Albertoth,” Cortland said, answering the cry of his heart even while his head shouted idiot. Fool. Imbecile.

      You’ll regret your impetuousity.

      Mayhap.

      Probably, in fact.
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        Twenty minutes later

        The banks of the River Rea

      

      

      As Avery descended the Albertoths’ barouche, she took what she hoped appeared a casual glance around the noble oaks forming a protective semi-circle on one side of the glen.

      Cortland hadn’t arrived yet.

      She wasn’t certain what she’d say to him, but as Mr. Albertoth had invited him, he’d no doubt picnic with the family.

      Nothing the least bit awkward about that.

      Four years of traveling in le beau monde circles had taught her to school her features and conceal the riotous thoughts tumbling about in her head. Usually, she managed to hold her tongue—though not always because, dash it all, sometimes a pompous twit needed a politely delivered set down.

      Raising her face, she smiled at the golden ribbons of sunshine filtering through the verdant canopy overhead—just enough light to prevent gloominess and enough shade to shield the picnickers from the day’s heat.

      The Albertoth girls had chatted non-stop about the Harvest Festival in September. There was to be a parade of Morris dancers, a baking contest, dancing, a massive bonfire, a harvest supper, and even a harvest king and queen. Their enthusiasm proved contagious, and Avery couldn’t help but anticipate the bucolic event.

      She’d visited the Roma on Gypsy Hill last year for their annual gathering and liked it very much.

      These past weeks, she’d come to enjoy these after-service gatherings. They were so much friendlier and more relaxed than London’s formal affairs. It was an ideal way to become ingrained in a community, and Reabridge almost felt like home now.

      In truth, she preferred the country to London.

      Had always done so.

      Today, Justina insisted Avery, Baxter, and Emile attend St. Beonna Church’s Sunday service, proclaiming she was perfectly fine for a few hours. Not that she was ever truly alone with a staff of seventeen who adored her and seldom left her unattended for more than fifteen minutes.

      The last to arrive, Cortland pulled his older curricle to a plodding stop behind several other conveyances. The ancient horse pulling the equipage—the same one she’d seen outside the apothecary if she recalled correctly—swished its tail and whickered its discontent.

      Cortland carefully descended, only slightly favoring his left leg. He made a point of murmuring something low to the horse before skimming a hand down the beast’s neck and offering a sugar lump.

      A very different type of lump formed in Avery’s throat at his compassion for the aged animal.

      She permitted her attention to drift surreptitiously lower to his booted calf.

      What had happened to his leg?

      A war injury, no doubt, but what precisely?

      Blade? Lead ball? Broken from a fall?

      Cortland raised his dark head, his even darker gaze catching hers across the distance.

      Time hung suspended in a surreal, ethereal miasma.

      That adage that time could stand still rambled through her foggy brain.

      And it did.

      At that precise moment, the world, in all its vastness, narrowed to just the two of them.

      Her soul beckoned to Cortland’s across those few feet—a quickening of her spirit and a yearning so intense, overwhelming, and relentless she couldn’t draw a deep breath.

      It was still there, that undefinable draw that had always been between them, whether Cortland wanted to acknowledge the enigmatic, fascinating, and compelling allure or pretend that it had never existed.

      Regardless, something so unique, persistent, and all-consuming could not be ignored.

      Surely Avery’s feelings were requited.

      They must be.

      She hadn’t imagined those magical weeks in London.

      The potent, enduring memories had sustained her all these years.

      Well, then, she would have to be the one to do the pursuing.

      It wasn’t done, of course—chasing after a man.

      Men generally dominated matrimonial quests in a masculine demonstration of their prowess at stalking prey.

      Oh, posh and piddle.

      Fiddlesticks and flim-flam.

      A giggle nearly escaped her at her ludicrous musings.

      Of course, it was done.

      All of the time, truth be told.

      Only haut ton assemblies, routs, balls, and musicals masqueraded as hunting fields. Scandalous decolletages, flirtatiously fluttered fans, exposed ankles, dropped handkerchiefs, and hefty dowries comprised the weapons used to snare the targeted quarry.

      Regardless, Avery anticipated the challenge. Excitement tingled through her veins as she contemplated her quest. Oh, eyebrows would shoot skyward in shock, accompanied by frenetic whispers in ears and behind hands.

      Brazen. Fast. Shameless.

      Unrefined, indecorous, and unseemly.

      Even in this provincial locale, Avery could expect those unbecoming terms and others even more unflattering affixed to her name should her intentions become known.

      And surely they must, for subtlety rarely won the day. Or the man.

      She honestly didn’t care.

      Cortland was worth the risk. The disgrace. The potential failure and resulting heartbreak.

      She’d never know unless she tried, would she?

      Since her arrival in London four years ago for the deuced Season Uncle Tobias had promised her parents Avery would have, she’d been avant-garde—less than conventional. Unless she wanted to spend her life as a spinster or settle for a loveless marriage of convenience, she’d have to prove to Cortland—the beef-headed, mulish bacon-brained adorable man—that they were meant to be together.

      No matter what.

      And if, in the end, her love remained unrequited, well, at least she would know once and for all.

      Avery fashioned a radiant smile and held out her hand.

      “Mr. Marlow-Westbrook. Please allow me to introduce my friends. You must picnic with us. I know for certain that Cook sent Scotch eggs and Banbury Cakes.”

      Two of his favorites, if she recalled.

      Yes, she would use every trick conceivable to lure him.

      It was for his own good.

      At her invitation, Cortland’s eyes lit with a combination of amusement, suspicion, and yearning.

      Avery had him just where she wanted him.

      Unless he wanted to snub the Albertoths, one of Reabridge’s most elite families, he must join them. To refuse would seem churlish.

      “I have never been able to say no to a Banbury Cake, Miss Levingtone.”

      He twisted his mouth into his infamous sideways grin and gave her a scorching glance that said he knew exactly what she was about.

      Whether his comprehension of her tactics made her mission more or less difficult remained to be seen.

      In short order, Avery had introduced him to Mrs. Paulina Albertoth and her daughters Philina, Perlita, and Petula. The pretty sisters, ranging in age from eleven to seventeen, gave Cortland flirtatious smiles and coy glances as they nibbled the baskets’ tasty contents.

      Baxter had yet to appear.

      Avery peered toward the impromptu road the vehicles used to reach this destination.

      Perhaps he’d opted to remain home with Justina. One would think they were still newlyweds from their unrepentant devotion to each other. At times, she felt like an intruder.

      Avery yearned for that kind of love.

      Drowsy from the afternoon heat and full stomachs, the Albertoths and several other adults settled onto their blankets for a nap. Eleven-year-old Philina joined a few of the younger children in playing games. With her parents’ permission and Perlita acting as chaperone, Petula accepted Mitch Stoneyard’s offer to stroll along the shore.

      “Miss Levingtone. Mr. Marlow-Westbrook, please join us.” Philina gazed at them expectantly.

      Patting his stomach, Cortland grinned. “I’d welcome a chance to stretch my legs and walk off some of that delicious food.”

      He’d eaten heartily, to Avery’s relief.

      In the little over a week since she’d last seen him, he appeared stronger, haler. His face had lost the piqued look around the edges too.

      After collecting her parasol, Avery accepted the hand Cortland extended to assist her in rising. His severely scared hand. He’d not replaced his gloves after eating, and she couldn’t help but feel this was a test of some sort.

      Without hesitation, she placed her fingers on the puckered flesh and stood.

      If he thought a few scars would scare her off, he’d better think again.

      Avery possessed a stronger constitution and more pluck than that.

      Cortland released her hand the moment she’d attained her balance.

      Rather than repulsion or disgust, sympathy engulfed her, but mindful of how she’d despised pity directed toward her, she peered directly at the damaged flesh as they followed the others toward the riverbank.

      “What happened to your hand, Cortland?”

      A slight, refreshing breeze played with the hem of her gown and the ribbons of her bonnet she’d left untied.

      Cortland shot her a startled glance, then lifted a shoulder as he held the injured appendage before him. “A flintlock exploded in my palm.”

      Her heart ached to take the distorted hand and raise it to her lips. Rather than respond with feminine squeamishness, Avery furrowed her forehead. “I imagine that’s not common?”

      Soldiers would all have mangled hands if it were.

      “No. Amid a battle, with no time to reload my gun, I seized a fallen officer’s pistol. I don’t know why the weapon malfunctioned. Perhaps it was jammed, but this…” He turned his hand this way and that. “Is the result.”

      “I’m glad you didn’t lose your hand.”

      Avery deliberately looped her hand through the elbow of the same arm that bore his damaged hand.

      Gazing down at her, Cortland gave her a cockeyed smile. “Me too, though it’s not without hindrances. It is still weak, and I cannot make a tight fist.”

      “I think you are doing remarkably well. You’re not limping as badly today.”

      Avery would pry as much information out of him as she could. She didn’t know what detail might be useful in this one-sided courtship.

      “No, that wound has healed, except for a bit of residual stiffness.” Scratching his temple, Cortland tightened his mouth. Something near self-recrimination shadowed his angular features.

      Was he ashamed?

      “It’s not a hero’s wound either. When the gun exploded, I tripped and fell. A dying French soldier managed to lash me with his bayonet.”

      Avery cocked her head and let her gaze rove over his torso. “Have you any other wounds?”

      He chuckled, that delicious melodious rumble deep in his chest she’d fallen in love with. “Bloodthirsty wench, aren’t you?”

      She lifted her nose in mock offense. “Not at all. I simply want to understand what you have endured.”

      They’d reached the water’s edge, and Cortland bent to collect a handful of rocks. He tossed the first into the blue-green depths, and the water rippled outward after the initial splash.

      He faced her.

      “Why, Avery?”
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        A bit farther along the shore

      

      

      Avery shifted her parasol to the other shoulder to see Cortland’s face clearly in the bright sunlight. She puckered her eyebrows in feigned innocence. “Why what?”

      “Why are you curious?”

      There it was again.

      That unfathomable sentiment in the depths of his eyes.

      He might say one thing, but his remarkable eyes said something different.

      “Oh, Cortland. I think you know very well why.”

      She took a huge gamble. However, if someone wanted something—something magnificent and life-altering—didn’t they risk everything?

      Avery gave him a cheeky grin meant to disarm and entice before selecting a round, flat rock and sending it expertly skipping across the burbling water.

      As disapproval bracketed his mouth, Cortland folded his arms, lifting his eyebrows into a severe line.

      He had such a nice mouth.

      Not too full or too thin.

      Just right for kissing.

      What would it be like to kiss him?

      To be kissed by him?

      Utterly marvelous, for certain.

      In the distance, the frolicking children laughed, and farther along the shore, several people had removed their shoes and stockings and waded in the cool water.

      It looked splendidly refreshing and reminded her of the many times she’d gone swimming in Scotland.

      “Pray tell me, Avery. What do I already know?”

      Did Cortland realize he’d used her given name?

      Avery glanced up and down the shore, and once positive no one would overhear her, she stepped near to him until her parasol covered his head and provided a private sanctuary from prying eyes.

      “Because I care about you, silly man.”

      There. She’d said it.

      Out loud too.

      Not that she loved him.

      Cortland wasn’t ready to hear that yet.

      “Well, don’t.” he snapped, his countenance warrior fierce.

      That took Avery by surprise. “Why not?”

      She’d known winning him over wouldn’t be easy, but that didn’t mean his brusqueness didn’t sting.

      Did she honestly want to hear his answer?

      She dampened her suddenly dry lips with the tip of her tongue.

      His expression granite hard, Cortland’s gaze followed the innocent movement.

      “Because I’m not the man I once was.”

      Sighing, he cupped his nape and kicked a pebble.

      “What might’ve been between us is no longer a possibility. I’m not inheriting the earldom.”

      “I know you’re not, Cortland.”

      Avery had known for years.

      It mattered naught.

      The title had never been important to her.

      Surprise skittered across his face at her admission. “You know?”

      Did he honestly believe she’d only cared about becoming a countess?

      Avery shut her parasol with a waspish click, trying to stubble the indignation welling behind her breastbone. Nonetheless, ire bubbled inside her.

      Oh, this obtuse man was so infuriating.

      “You insult me, Cortland, if you suggest that I was only ever interested in you inheriting the earldom. It was never about that for me.”

      “And just what was it about?” he scoffed, bitterness and disenchantment turning his tone raspy and rapier-sharp. “I don’t recall ever declaring myself, Avery. I never approached your uncle. I never hinted or intimated in any way that I meant to ask for your hand. You were scarcely out of the school room—a starry-eyed green girl. We enjoyed a Season. That is all.”

      Every word was true.

      Each lashed her soul.

      His throat working, he absently rubbed his scarred hand and stared out over the glistening water.

      “Didn’t you ask yourself why I never answered your letters?”

      He was being deliberately cruel to push her away and rejecting her so she’d turn and run.

      Avery knew that.

      In truth, she’d expected as much.

      It still wounded.

      Maybe it was too soon to declare herself, but she might never have the opportunity again. Her heart nearly shattered at the notion, and she bit her cheek to hold back a wail of despair.

      “I know—I know—that what we had was special and rare and does not come along every day.” She filled her lungs, striving for poise, praying for the words that would convince him. “I refuse to demean or belittle that gift. It is something to be treasured.”

      “You’ve been reading too many romance novels, Avery.”

      “I don’t read romances, Cortland.”

      An occasional gothic novel didn’t count, nor did Jane Austen’s books.

      He shook his head, a sable tendril falling over his forehead.

      “Happily ever afters are fanciful tales fabricated by fools for fools.” A rueful smile twisted his mouth, and sadness crimped the corners of his eyes. He flicked the end of her bonnet’s ribbon.

      She skewed an eyebrow. “Did you plan that alliteration?”

      “Moonlight wishes and midnight kisses aren’t the stuff of real life, Avery. They are nonsensical rubbish. Tarradiddles. Farcical, fluffy, make-believe stories.”

      Though every heartbeat ached from his hateful words, Avery refused to be cowed or to retreat.

      She’d set upon this undertaking of winning his heart and meant to see it through.

      Did a general throw down his sword at the first defeat?

      No. The officer might retreat to reassess the situation, but he took to the field again once he’d conceived a new battle plan.

      “I’m a broken man, Avery.”

      Tiredness, defeat, and hopelessness threaded Cortland’s tone.

      “I cannot sleep for the nightmares that haunt me, and I’m fumbling my way about at Northwycke Court, hoping—no, praying—that I can turn the estate into a profitable enterprise. I confess, I do not honestly know what I’m doing, but I have nothing else. Nothing.”

      You have me.

      You’ve always had me.

      “Look me in the eye, Cortland Marlow-Westbrook, and tell me you never felt anything for me. That even now, you feel nothing for me. That you want nothing more to do with me.”

      How would she stay upright and continue breathing if he said the dreaded words?

      Would they be enough to curtail this self-imposed quest?

      Anguish etching his features, he extended his injured hand, palm upward.

      “Avery, I have no wish to hurt you.”

      A sarcastic laugh escaped her.

      He’d done nothing but hurt her for four years, whether he’d intended to or not.

      “Say it,” she demanded through stiff lips—dreading the words but standing her ground.

      If Cortland truly felt nothing for her, how would she win his heart?

      Could she?

      Was it even possible?

      A wiser woman might give up, but she couldn’t.

      She must know. Must hear it.

      “Why must you be so stubborn?” He shook his head. “I have—”

      “Miss Levingtone?” Philina, frantically waving her arms, pelted toward them. “Miss Levingtone! The baby.”

      Baby?

      Oh, no.
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        A half dozen excruciating heartbeats later

      

      

      Avery exchanged a shocked glance with Cortland. “No. It’s too early.”

      Gasping, her hands planted on her knees and shoulders heaving, Philina croaked, “The duke sent for you. The babe is coming.”

      “Justina. No. No.” Avery lifted her skirts, uncaring that she exposed her ankles and calves, and dashed toward the coaches and gigs.

      She must get to Justina.

      Stumbling to a stop, she glanced at the row of equipages.

      Homer, one of the footmen, guided his horse toward her. “Miss Levingtone, the duchess’s time is at hand. You are to come at once.”

      Why hadn’t Baxter sent a coach?

      Men didn’t always think clearly when their wives were giving birth. When Justina’s time with Emile came, Baxter’s note had said Now.

      That had been it—one word.

      At least this time, Baxter had sent a footman.

      How was Avery to get to Wicksens House, for pity’s sake?

      Atop the mare, behind Homer?

      That ought to send tongues wagging to next June.

      Well, she didn’t give a horse’s hind end.

      She stepped forward, prepared to do just that.

      Cortland grasped her elbow.

      “I’ll take you, Avery.”

      How she wanted to refuse him, but now was not the time to get on her high horse. Her attention flitted to Homer for a second. Not the time to get on any horse, for that matter.

      Cortland’s conveyance was the last in and, therefore, the easiest and quickest to turn around.

      “Thank you.” She waved Homer away as she clambered into Cortland’s curricle without assistance. “Quickly. Return home. Tell them I’m on my way.”

      Giving a short nod, Homer kicked the horse’s sides and flew toward Wicksens House.

      The house lay only fifteen minutes away. Yet the plodding clip-clop of the aged nag caused every minute to crawl by in agonizingly slow motion.

      Cortland remained silent, his expression contemplative as he expertly guided the old horse along the track. Once they reached the brick courtyard and the vehicle stopped, Avery hopped to the ground, eschewing the step.

      “Thank you again, Cortland.”

      Even though Justina’s labor took precedence, Avery hadn’t forgotten that Cortland had not answered her direct question.

      She’d made the top stair before he spoke.

      “Tell San Sebastian to contact me at his convenience about looking at the horseflesh he’s interested in selling me.”

      Avery half-turned, darting her glance to the well-maintained stables and corral, then back to Cortland. “You’re buying horses from Baxter?”

      A forearm resting on his knee, he hitched a shoulder. “He knew I was in the market and made the offer.”

      Baxter’s stables were full of prime horseflesh.

      Cortland could do far worse than acquire his animals from the duke.

      With a nod, she gained another two stairs.

      “Avery?”

      She must get inside.

      Justina needed her.

      Nevertheless, Cortland’s husky tone mesmerized her.

      Slowly, afraid of what she’d see when she faced him, she pivoted on the landing—terrified of what he’d say.

      Fisting her hands around her still-raised skirts, she managed a surprisingly steady, “Yes?”

      “You weren’t wrong. There was something between us four years ago.”

      But?

      There was assuredly a but.

      She could see it in the sadness and regret haunting his eyes and shadowing his handsome, beleaguered features.

      “But.”

      And there it is.

      “There cannot be anything anymore, Avery. Please understand. I’m asking you to let it go. Let me go. Find someone else. For both of our sakes.”

      Avery stared at him for a timeless moment.

      She’d asked him for the truth, and there it was.

      Blunt and as straightforward as old, toothless Mrs. McDougal in Aberdeen.

      She forced herself to meet Cortland’s tormented eyes, and her composure marshaled, Avery summoned every ounce of bravery and fortitude she possessed.

      “I’m just supposed to stop loving you, Cortland?”

      He flinched before his countenance grew shuttered.

      “Just like that because you said so?” She snapped her fingers. Drat, she’d left her gloves at the picnic. “Because you’re afraid or a coward or…”

      She threw her hands in the air.

      “Or I don’t know what.”

      God help her. She sounded desperate and frantic and not just a little mad.

      “Well, let me tell you, Cortland Marlow-Westbrook. Love, real abiding, soul-deep love, doesn’t just stop. It doesn’t blow away with the next puff of wind like dandelion down or evaporate like tea spilled on a hot hearth, leaving no evidence that it ever existed.”

      Her Scots accent tinged her words.

      It only happened when she became truly upset.

      Avery put her hand on her chest. “Like breathing or a heart beating, love gives life, and only death can end it. And I’m not positive that true love ever dies.”

      Expression stricken, Cortland opened his mouth, but Avery shot her hand out to stop him.

      She would have her say, by Juniper.

      Now, before she lost her nerve or the opportunity never presented itself again. Before whatever he had to say stripped her of all hope.

      “You might be able to stop loving me. But call me a fool.” Fool. Fool. Fool. “I shall never stop loving you.”
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        A few days later

        Wicksens House

      

      

      As Cortland neared Wicksens House’s stables, he cast a half-wary, half-yearning sideways glance toward the mansion situated majestically on a knoll. The morning sunlight cast the house in a golden glow.

      What was Avery doing?

      Had she seen him ride up?

      How could he long to see her and at the same time dread an encounter with her?

      Unforgivable blackguard that he was, he’d broken her heart not once but twice.

      Afraid to respond after her heartrending declaration of love had left him wounded and bleeding, he’d faced forward, clenched his jaw, and driven away without a word. Had he stayed a second longer, selfish cur that he was, he would’ve leaped from the curricle, hauled Avery into his arms, and begged her to be his for all time.

      Nevertheless, as the well-maintained drive bent and disappeared into the forest, he couldn’t resist glancing over his shoulder.

      She had remained in the same position—statue-like—frozen in pain, disbelief, and humiliation. Across the space, he felt the heartache radiating off her in great, unmerciful, undulating waves and detected moisture on her alabaster cheeks as her attention remained fixed on him.

      As if even in her agony, so precious was he to her, she must watch until he disappeared.

      A moment later, the frazzled butler had flung the door open and spoken to her.

      With a stiff nod, she’d slowly turned around and crossed the porch, her movements that of an old crone rather than the spirited woman Cortland adored.

      He’d done that to her.

      Heartlessly and callously stripped Avery of her joie de vivre—joy of living. To make certain she stopped pursuing him—stopped loving him.

      In that instant, something had withered and died inside of Cortland too.

      No, he had killed it with his cruelty. His weakness. His fears.

      And sweet, unique, fiery Avery was lost to him forever.

      If only he had something to offer her except years of hard work, frugality, and the possibility that one day, Northwycke would be a self-sufficient, profitable estate.

      Cortland suspected Avery would’ve eagerly accepted those terms because she loved with pure, unconditional love. He’d spurned the treasure she’d offered, the whole while telling himself it was for her good.

      These past days, after much soul-searching, he’d concluded that justification was a poltroon’s excuse.

      No one ever promised love was easy, that the roads life took one down weren’t bumpy.

      But to have a soulmate at your side, someone who would stand with you, support and encourage you as you endured those bumps and bruises—that was beyond value.

      Cortland slid off Sully and handed a nearby stable hand the horse’s reins. The gelding blew out a horsey breath and swished his tail. After today, he and Sally—the other horse past her prime—would enjoy their dotage and neither carry him nor pull his curricle about any longer.

      “Make sure he has something to drink, will you?”

      “Aye, sir.” The lad grinned and shook his shaggy head. “I’ll treat the old fellow right well.”

      San Sebastian must be inside the stables.

      Cortland strode into the welcoming shade, inhaling the scent of horses, hay, liniment, and leather.

      He’d heard via the servants—Cortland’s new butler was second cousin to San Sebastian’s housekeeper—that the duke and duchess had another healthy son.

      It seemed good fortune fell into the laps of some, while others… Well, those poor souls rattled through life always wondering what might’ve been.

      He’d had a bit of unexpected good fortune himself.

      Brixxton had moved his cattle onto his lands without argument. His compliance had been unexpected, but after a discussion with Albertoth, Cortland understood why. If Cortland wanted to be vindictive, it was within his legal rights to demand compensation from Brixxton for his cattle grazing Westbrook lands for six years.

      It amounted to a significant sum.

      Brixxton had a sullied reputation in Reabridge for being a skinflint, pinch-penny, and cheat, but he’d not challenged Cortland’s authority. There was no need to involve the assistant magistrate, who’d returned to Reabridge with the welcome news that Sadie Yardley had indeed eloped.

      Arching his back, Cortland inhaled a deep breath.

      Since moving to Reabridge, he’d grown stronger in body, spirit, and demeanor.

      He scarcely limped at all and even slept through the night now, though whether from the herbal tincture his housekeeper brewed for him each night or because his soul had finally found a measure of peace, he could not say.

      Pausing in the spacious barn, Cortland glanced around.

      No sign of San Sebastian.

      He flicked open his pocket watch.

      Two minutes past eleven.

      Replacing his watch, he leaned a shoulder against a stall, prepared to wait.

      Musing over Avery’s heartbreaking declaration also caused a great deal of self-examination.

      She wasn’t wrong.

      Cortland did love her—couldn’t stop loving her even if he wanted to.

      And by God, he bloody well didn’t want to.

      The truth was, if she’d still have him and didn’t object to the challenges restoring an estate demanded, he would ask her to marry him.

      “Forgive my tardiness, Cortland.”

      His grace strode into the stables, sans a waistcoat and jacket. “When I told my eldest son that I had a meeting in the stables, he insisted on a game of ponies before I came down.”

      A bit of his Scottish brogue slipped through.

      He grinned. “I make a deuced good pony if I don’t say so myself.”

      A stab of envy pricked Cortland, but he swiftly tamped it down.

      Just because he might never experience fatherhood didn’t mean he’d entertain jealousy.

      “I’ve only just arrived,” he assured the duke.

      “Let me show you the horses.” His grace extended an arm, and Cortland fell into step beside him.

      San Sebastian was being awfully amiable. Suspiciously so.

      Was he unaware of Cortland’s latest unfortunate exchange with Avery?

      Out of consideration for the duchess’s health, Avery might not have told them.

      “They’re in the corral. In truth, I hate to part with them, but I honestly do not need as much horseflesh as I have. It’s unfair to the beasts. They need exercise and attention. I’m most particular who I sell them to, however.”

      As long as the asking prices weren’t too exorbitant, Cortland hoped to gain a few animals for Northwycke Court today. Due to his family’s generosity, Cortland had sufficient funds available, but prudence and thrift were always good guides.

      The less he spent, the less he’d have to pay back. And he would pay back every single cent.

      In less than an hour, Cortland had purchased five exceptional horses; one for riding, two for pulling conveyances, and two for working the fields. He couldn’t have done better if he’d attended Tattersalls’ auction.

      “Thank you, Your Grace. You didn’t exaggerate. They are indeed high steppers.”

      Cortland extended his hand, and his grace clasped it in a firm embrace.

      “Baxter, please.” The duke cast an approving glance around. “I don’t stand on formality, particularly in the country. It’s my Scots blood, ye ken. Drives the English crazy.”

      He chuckled, well pleased with himself.

      Cortland chuckled too.

      The duke wasn’t wrong.

      Among prestigious English social circles, one didn’t bend certain rules. Addressing a duke by his given name was the worst sort of faux pas.

      “I’ll have my men deliver the horses this afternoon, if that works for you.” The duke slanted his head, a question in his gaze.

      “Yes. The stables aren’t completely rebuilt, but the refurbished portion is large enough for them.” Cortland had prioritized the rebuilding of the stables.

      The manor house could wait.

      San Sebastian—Baxter—scratched his jaw.

      “By the by, Cortland, I had all the horses reshod last month. There’s an excellent farrier in town—a father and daughter, though Gwen Hughes does most of the farriering these days. They do a bit of smithy work too. Nails, hinges, hooks, and the like.”

      “Excellent.” Cortland wouldn’t have the expense of shoeing the horses straightaway.

      “Let’s go to the house and sign the bills of sale, shall we?” Baxter grinned.

      Avery wouldn’t like that.

      But perhaps Cortland would have a chance to speak to her alone.

      He must speak to her. To apologize and pray she could forgive him for his bull-headedness. It was the most he dared hope for.

      “If he’s awake, I’ll introduce you to my new son.” The man fairly glowed with pride.

      Fatherhood. Something Cortland wouldn’t likely experience.

      What woman wanted a crippled pauper for a husband?

      Besides, there was only one woman he’d ever love.

      The duke slapped him on the shoulder.

      “You must stay for luncheon, Cortland.”

      San Sebastian was being a trifle too accommodating.

      Cortland’s suspicion burst into full bloom.

      The duke was up to something.

      “Forgive me for my impertinence, Your Grace, but you are as subtle as a purple pig in a tutu.”

      Quirking an eyebrow, Baxter cupped his nape. “May I speak frankly?”

      “I prefer it.”

      Cortland stopped and waited for the duke to say his peace.

      Scrunching his forehead, expression contemplative, the duke clasped his hands behind his back.

      In the meadow, a horse whinnied, and another answered the call.

      Overhead, a hawk screeched in the cloudless sky, and still, the duke remained silent.

      As if choosing his words with care, he drew in a lungful of air. “My duchess and I want Avery to be happy. She’s pined for you for four years, though she’s independent and would fervently deny it.”

      Avery would.

      “I realize it’s not our place,” Baxter said. “But her grace and I have discussed it at length. We think you should know. Avery’s leaving at the week’s end to return to her uncle’s in Scotland. We’ve asked her to stay, but she’s determined to go.”

      No. No!

      The pain couldn’t have driven the air from his lungs or been worse than if a horse had kicked Cortland in the gut.

      “Where?” The word came out a harsh croak. He cleared his throat. As if signaling its agreement, a frog croaked from the nearby pond. “Where is she now?”

      Cortland could not let her go—not broken and dejected.

      “She was in the rose garden when I left the house.” The duke pointed toward the back of the house. “It’s beyond the hedgerow, just there. Past the boxwood maze.”

      “Signing the bills of sale will have to wait, Baxter. I have something more important I must do.”

      He took off at a dead run.

      To hell with pride and dignity.

      Neither would fill and warm his bed, heal and nurture his soul, or love him for eternity.

      Whatever it took, Cortland must convince Avery to stay.

      Not only to stay but to marry him and make Reabridge their home.
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        Five minutes later

        Wicksens House rose gardens

      

      

      Avery trailed her fingertips through the burbling three-layered fountain. Today would be hot again. Already the temperature rose, and the clock striking the noon hour had filtered outdoors through open windows and terrace doors.

      Earlier, Justina had taken Brody to the nursery to nurse the wee bairn.

      Feeling discontented, out of sorts, and out of place, as Avery had since deciding to return to Scotland and packing most of her belongings, she wandered into the fragrant gardens.

      Justina and Baxter would remain at Wicksens House another couple of months until they were certain Brody could travel, and then they’d leave as well. This visit wasn’t to have lasted several months, but Justina’s and the babe’s health had warranted a longer stay.

      Not so long ago—mere weeks, in truth—Avery had considered making Reabridge her home. Something about this quaint township with its rustic buildings, arched bridge, charming market center, and kind people beckoned to her. However, now that Cortland lived nearby and had made it clear there would never be a future together for them, she couldn’t stay.

      She wouldn’t subject herself to that torment, the pain and suffering.

      She’d had enough.

      Avery was good and done—defeated.

      From her bedchamber window, she’d seen Cortland arrive.

      Her traitorous heart had jumped with unfettered joy before tumbling to her feet, where it lay gasping and writhing in agony.

      Unrequited love was the cruelest of emotions.

      When he’d turned toward the house, she’d gasped and retreated into the floral draperies lest he see her spying on him.

      So much for courage and fortitude.

      With everything in her, Avery had believed she could win Cortland’s heart. She would’ve pursued him too, but he’d made it abundantly clear that she wasted her time. The chase had been humiliatingly short-lived.

      There came the point when one had to accept reality.

      To do otherwise was insanity.

      Cortland had determined he did not want a future with her.

      Her love didn’t matter.

      His didn’t either.

      Their love didn’t matter. He viewed it as an obstacle, an impediment to the life he wanted to build at Northwycke Court.

      Without her.

      What did one say to that?

      It was time Avery faced the truth, no matter how painful or how much she wanted to deny it.

      Cortland was lost to her.

      Likely had been for years.

      It was time to release the silly, enduring hope she’d clutched like a drowning woman thrown a ratty, unfurling rope. She opened her palm, letting the cool water flow over her fingers.

      No more holding on.

      After turning from the fountain, she crossed the flagstone patio to stop and smell a pink rose. She fingered the velvety petal as she contemplated leaving Reabridge.

      Several house sparrows hopped in and out of the shrubberies around the edge of the slate pavers. One intrepid songbird flew to the topmost layer of the fountain for a bath.

      Avery might take Mack with her when she left. The dog would make good company, and she fretted no one would care for him after she was gone.

      “Avery?”

      Every muscle in her body went taut and pain cleaved her heart.

      Why couldn’t Cortland have just left?

      Why did he need to seek her out after his brusque behavior?

      How much more could she bear and not dissolve into a blubbering fool?

      “Go away, Cortland.”

      She refused to turn around and feast her gaze upon him. He’d see the love she could no longer disguise—would not hide anymore.

      “No. I cannot.” His tenor thickened, almost as if he struggled with his emotions. “Not until I’ve had my say. Then, if you ask me to, I shall leave.”

      Dropping her chin to her chest, she permitted her shoulders to slump.

      Why, Lord? Why?

      I’m not strong enough for this. Not anymore.

      “You were abundantly clear, Cortland. You asked me to let you go, and I have done that. I’m leaving in a few days, and I doubt we shall ever see each other again.”

      Though it eviscerated her to face that truth.

      His boot heels clicked on the stones as he approached. When he stood directly behind her, so close she could smell his woodsy cologne, he whispered raggedly, “I was wrong, Avery. About everything. I kept every single letter you sent. I still have them.”

      A tiny seed of hope tried to take root, but she ruthlessly stomped on it and ground it under her heel.

      No more.

      Hope deferred made the heart sick, and she was heartsick. Yes, but a longing fulfilled is a tree of life.

      He sighed and gently took her shoulders and rotated her so that Avery faced him. He lifted her chin with his forefinger until her eyes met his tumultuous brown gaze. A storm brewed in the depths, but she couldn’t conceive the source.

      Folding her arms across her chest, she canted her head. Avery would not make this easy for him. He’d spared her no mercy or grace. Simply holding her tongue against the scold tapping at the back of her teeth took all of her determination.

      He traced his gaze over her features, a yearning, visual caress, and she almost yielded.

      “For four years, I’ve tried to justify my behavior. Validate the many reasons I’ve believed we cannot be together.” A rueful grin pulled his mouth sideways. “And you know what? Every single one fades in the light of one unarguable, indisputable, irrevocable, enduring truth. I love you.”

      Averting her gaze, Avery swallowed.

      Drat, the blasted man.

      Now he said the words her heart and soul had coveted for so long?

      What, precisely, did that change?

      Nothing.

      Not a dashed thing.

      In truth, Cortland’s confession made things worse.

      “Look at me, Avery. Please.”

      The last seemed an afterthought, but he asked with such tenderness that she couldn’t refuse.

      He held up his injured hand. “You’ve seen my hand. I can use it but shall never have the same capacity as I did.” He then stuck out his leg. “My leg fares better, but my gait may always be uneven. I don’t know if I can run, dance, or do a thousand other things, but I mean to try.”

      She’d never cared about his injuries other than how he’d suffered. A hand and leg did not the man make.

      “Why are you telling me this?” she whispered.

      Rather than answer her, he went on.

      “I suffer from horrid nightmares, though they’ve abated a trifle of late. I cringe when I hear gunshots and do not know if that will ever change. Restoring Northwycke Court will take years of hard work and dedication, and even then, there is no guarantee I’ll succeed.”

      “I ask you again, Cortland. Why are you telling me this? It changes nothing.”

      Because none of those things mattered to her. She would have accepted Cortland blind, without legs, and poor as a pauper.

      The smile he bestowed upon her would’ve melted iron.

      How could a mere female withstand such seductive charm?

      “I want you to know exactly what you are getting—what you are agreeing to should you consent to marry me.”

      Avery had no doubt she looked and sounded like an idiot.

      Her jaw fell open, and her eyes went wide as saucers. She shook her head over and over as she made inarticulate sounds.

      Cortland’s face fell into devastated creases.

      “I’m too late then.” He glanced over her shoulder, his eyes haunted and jaw tense. “I’d hoped… But I understand, darling. I do. I waited too long and inflicted too much angst.”

      He cleared his throat, a rough rasp resonating through the tranquil garden.

      Avery tried to collect her scattered wits, but the stupid things fluttered around like inebriated butterflies.

      Cortland said…

      He wanted to…

      Agree to marry…

      Good heavens.

      Cortland wanted to marry her.

      A small closed-lip smile framed his mouth as he skimmed a knuckle over her cheek.

      “I hope you find happiness, Avery. I pray you are able to forgive me for the pain and suffering I caused you. And when you think of me, know that I love you. Have always loved you.”

      He kissed her forehead with such reverence that tears sprang to her eyes, then made to turn.

      Yes. Yes. Yes. A thousand times, yes, her heart shouted.

      Avery sprang forward and grabbed his arm.

      “Don’t go. I…” She laughed. Pure, unfettered jubilation. “I was taken aback.”

      Astonished. Flabbergasted. Flummoxed. Ecstatic.

      And a hundred other euphoric emotions.

      “Yes.” She touched his jaw.

      “Yes?” Incredulity tempered with hope lit his eyes. “You will marry me. Just as I am?”

      “Yes.” Avery nodded, unable to control the exuberant grin stretching from ear to ear. “Yes. The sooner, the better.”

      It was Cortland’s turn to laugh. It welled out his chest and sent the birds to flight.

      “She said yes!”

      He picked up Avery and swung her in a wide circle, raining kisses on her face.

      Breathless, giddy, and overflowing with joy, Avery clung to him.

      At last, he lowered her to the ground, holding her steady but not releasing her.

      “I love you, Avery. Everything about you, from your smile to your stubbornness to your blue eyes I get lost in every time I look at you.”

      “I know you do.” And she did because she loved Cortland like that too. “And I love you. Now kiss me, silly man. I’ve waited quite long enough.”

      “With the greatest pleasure.”

      As he settled his mouth over hers and Avery’s eyes slid shut, her last coherent thought before passion and bliss overtook her was, moonlight wishes do come true.
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        September 18, 1815

        Reabridge Town Green

        Harvest Moon Festival

      

      

      With his wife of an entire week on his arm, Cortland watched the Harvest Moon Festival’s Morris dancers’ parade. The bells on their shoes rang out merrily, as did the calls of the townsfolk cheering them on. Handkerchiefs waving, the dancers skipped, hopped, turned, and kicked in their colorful costumes.

      Woofing in excitement, Mack, now wearing a leather collar that pronounced him a vagrant no longer, ran in circles before darting over to sit at Avery’s feet.

      “Good boy.”

      She slipped him a piece of Cheshire cheese from Martin Bromelton’s farm and received a sloppy lick upon her hand as a reward.

      Cortland hoped to one day supply milk for the tasty cheese too. Martin Bromelton had been invaluable in helping Cortland select a quality dairy herd. He owed the man much.

      Across the green, the Duke and Duchess of San Sebastian, their sons, and the boys’ nurses also watched the festivities. Catching Cortland’s eye, the duke dipped his chin in greeting and approval.
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