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      To truly be the hero of a fairy tale, a man should be a seventh son, or at the very least, the third.

      Kit Arton-Price was neither, but then he was never intended to be a hero and had never wanted to be.

      He should also have endured a trial or suffered under a curse, but it would have been churlish in the extreme to regard his engagement party as a curse.

      He left that judgement for someone else to make.

      ‘Watching you looking so unconcerned at your fiancée dancing so intimately with another man, could lead an onlooker to believe you don’t care about the fact. Or the fiancée.’

      Kit slid his gaze sideways to look at his cousin. There was nothing in Oliver Vane’s expression to suggest malicious intent, so perhaps his observation was simply that.’

      ‘Adelaide is a modern woman,’ Kit said. ‘She can dance with whomever she pleases.’

      He swirled his glass around, inhaling the peaty fumes of the single malt he was steadily working his way through, before placing the tumbler on the mantelpiece of the great fireplace. This was already his third of the night and his brain was starting to feel soft around the edges. He didn’t want to give anyone more cause to stare at him than they already had.

      ‘I don’t intend to limit Addie’s social life after we’re married so would not dream of doing it beforehand,’ he said.

      Oliver snorted. ‘Even so, young Christopher, your engagement party is hardly the place to concede the floor.’

      ‘I’m not conceding the floor,’ Kit said a touch defensively. He bristled a little, too, at ‘young’. Oliver, aged thirty, was only four years older than him.

      ‘I’d rather be in the library with a pile of journals from The Royal Society than be gawped at by the gathered families from Dalbymoorside come to stare at the war hero.’

      ‘God, you sound bitter,’ Oliver muttered. ‘At least you got to serve.’

      Oliver was a veterinarian and though he had wanted to enlist, his poor eyesight had seen him remaining in his practice at home. The family had often joked that he was just about able to tell a cow from a horse but Kit wasn’t in the mood for jokes.

      He grimaced, his jaw clenching to the point of pain. ‘Be glad you didn’t. Besides, keeping the livestock fit and healthy probably did more for King and Country than me wallowing in mud-filled ditches among the dying did.’

      Their eyes met, then Oliver dropped his.

      ‘I’m sorry, Kit. I can’t begin to imagine what you went through.’

      Kit’s mouth jerked into an uncomfortable smile.

      ‘I’m trying my best to forget.’

      Some nights he almost managed it and slept for four or five hours in a row without gasping awake in sweat-drenched sheets.

      ‘I really would rather be standing here than dancing,’ Kit said. ‘I’m a terrible dancer; far too self-conscious. Adelaide deserves a partner who won’t tread on her feet, and I get to admire her from the best position to watch her dancing. No one loses.’

      Both men returned their attention to the dance floor where Adelaide Wyndham and her partner held court. They glided across the room, other couples moving out of their way, like the Red Sea parting. Adelaide had a look of utter ecstasy on her face, laughing with glee as the man dipped her backwards. He danced with much more of a sense of rhythm and flair than Kit had ever managed and, if anything, it was that which sparked his envy rather than seeing Adelaide in his arms. To be able to move with such freedom from inhibition was an attribute Kit didn’t possess.

      ‘Who is he, anyway?’ Oliver asked, leaning back against the wall and wrinkling one of the ancient tapestries that adorned the brick walls.

      Kit exhaled, frowning slightly. ‘I haven’t the foggiest idea, actually. I’ve never seen him before. Probably someone Father knows from the town council or some sort of war bureau that hasn’t wrapped everything up.’

      Oliver snorted. ‘He doesn’t look like any sort of councillor I’ve come across.’

      Kit regarded the stranger with more interest. He was a tall man, dark-haired, slender-framed and dressed in an impeccably tailored suit of light grey. At the neck of his high-collared, white shirt was a purple silk cravat tied in an extravagant style.

      Despite his assertions, Oliver’s words had hit a nerve. Kit wondered if he was being too trusting. He wouldn’t blame Adelaide if she was tempted by other men, especially one as flamboyant as this. Neither of them were the same people they had been before the Great War had left its mark. In Kit’s case, literally as well as metaphorically.

      He pushed those thoughts aside and forced himself to focus on the present moment. This was their engagement party, a time for celebration and joy, not only for the happy couple but for their families, friends and half the neighbourhood who had descended on Meadwell Hall ahead of May Day. The Long Hall, the oldest part of the original manor house, was alive with music, talking and laughter. The ladies wore long gowns in rich colours that seemed determined to prove the good times had returned, while their partners sported black dinner jackets.

      As if the four-piece jazz band wasn’t enough, at the furthest end of the room, a group of older guests stood around an old gramophone, singing along to its crackly tunes, while in the large, recessed fireplace sat a group of young children playing a game of Ludo with their nanny.

      As the dance came to an end, Adelaide’s partner bowed and murmured something close in her ear. She looked up into his eyes and smiled, then quick as a flash she dropped her gaze. The stranger walked away from the dance floor. His gait was slow and graceful as if he had all the time in the world to get where he needed to go.

      Emboldened by the whisky that was slowly working its way through his system, Kit walked to Adelaide and offered her his hand.

      ‘Come on, Addie, old thing. I owe you a dance.’

      As Adelaide took his hand, the diamond engagement ring, which Kit had placed on her finger two weeks previously, winked, catching a beam of light thrown by the heavy candelabras hanging from the oak beams. They looked at it, then smiled at each other; a private moment in the tumult. The music swirled around them, and Adelaide wrapped her arms around his neck. Drawing him closer. Bringing him into reach of her scent and warmth.

      ‘Are you having fun, darling?’ Adelaide had to shout to make herself heard above the racket.

      ‘Very much,’ Kit replied.

      Adelaide pulled back slightly and rolled her eyes. ‘Are you lying, darling?’

      Kit had to remind himself that he and Adelaide had known each other all their lives and were the closest of all the children in their generation. It was exceedingly rare for him to get anything past her.

      ‘I’m only lying a little.’ He gave her a sheepish grin.

      If he’d been asked his opinion (which, he was learning, was subtly different to being consulted on matters when it came to being an engaged man) Kit would have said a quiet lunch with Adelaide and their respective parents and siblings would have sufficed to celebrate the engagement that had been on the cards pretty much since they had been born. However, it had been too many years since Meadwell Hall had seen so many guests and so much decadence, and Kit’s parents, Charles and Ellen, had declared it the ideal occasion to open up the house again.

      Adelaide seemed to read Kit’s thoughts, as she so often did.

      ‘We both know this party is to celebrate the peace as much as anything else.’

      ‘I know.’ It was never far from Kit’s mind that while he had returned home, many of the men who had enlisted alongside him, had not. Icy fingers tore at his heart and belly, ripping them with grief. What right did he have to grudge their bereaved mothers and widows the opportunity for an evening of pleasure? Didn’t he himself want a respite from the constant heartache that he couldn’t even admit to?

      ‘I just feel like a zoo exhibit. “Come and see the war hero returned home”. I can feel everyone who has lost someone watching me and wondering why it was their son or brother, not me, who didn’t return.’

      Adelaide’s embrace tightened. ‘Do you blame them? If you hadn’t come back, I’d have been feeling exactly the same.’

       The song ended and another began. A familiar tune that had been popular throughout the war. He’d performed a bad tango to it in a dreadful regimental theatre revue, a mile or two outside Vimy, with a Canadian gunner named Andrew. Later, they’d met in the gloom behind the makeshift stage. Kit closed his eyes, lost in memories of Andrew’s arms around his neck, the taste of cheap scotch on their lips.

      “Don’t suppose you’ve got a spare box of Lucifers? I dropped mine in the mud!”

      He stumbled, fingers gripping tightly on Adelaide’s shoulder.

      She squeezed his hand. ‘It’s hard for you isn’t it.’

      ‘It is,’ he admitted. But not for the reasons she would assume. How could he possibly explain that hidden, unlawful side of his nature. That he desired men in the same way as he wanted women was something he could never speak of, least of all to Adelaide.

      ‘After this dance I’ll go ask Father to do all the toasts and after that people can go on their way,’ she said.

      A feeling of affection swept through him.

      ‘You don’t have to do that if you’re enjoying dancing,’ he said. ‘I’d better get used to making myself a presence in the area. I’m going to be Lord of the Manor eventually so I might as well start practising now.’

      ‘I really don’t mind,’ Adelaide said, smiling at him. ‘We can slip off into the gardens with a bottle of champagne. Just us two, or maybe Ollie and the Youngers if I’m still feeling tolerant by that point.’

      Kit had to smile. The Youngers (as opposed to the Elders, who were their parents) was their childhood name for Kit’s sister, Charlotte, and Oliver’s sister, Millicent. Even though Adelaide was the same age as the two other girls – two years younger than Kit – she had always considered herself a contemporary (and equal) to Kit and Oliver.

      ‘If you two are going to just talk, you should move to the edge of the floor! You’re getting in the way of those of us who want to dance.’

      The speaker was Millicent Vane, Oliver’s sister. She and Reverend Keeth, the vicar of St Mary and the Holy Cross, appeared to be dancing a waltz despite the music being a foxtrot. Kit and Adelaide murmured half-hearted apologies and Millicent and the vicar moved off in the other direction.

      ‘You would think that spending two years nursing would have given Cousin Millie a little compassion, but she’s as sharp as ever,’ Adelaide muttered, eying the other woman through narrowed eyes. ‘That’s probably why she can’t find a partner her own age to dance with. I’m definitely not including her in the secret champagne drinker’s confederation.’

      ‘That’s a little unfair. It isn’t as if there are a bucket-load of young men to choose from,’ Kit pointed out. ‘Besides, Reverend Keeth is an old friend of the family and he deserves the chance to dance, too. Talking of partners, who were you dancing with before me? A tall gentleman I didn’t recognise. He was wearing a purple silk cravat.’

      ‘Lilacs,’ Adelaide said slowly. ‘He told me such sad stories. Something about lilacs and planting a seed to bloom later.’

      Her eyes glazed, as if she was overcome with grief or pity for whatever he had told her. The man was standing at the edge of the dance floor close by one of the alcoves. His arms were folded across his chest and one hand was raised to support his chin. He was alone and gave Kit the impression of a cat deciding which of a nest of fledglings to pounce upon.

      ‘There he is,’ Kit said, manoeuvring Adelaide around.

      ‘Oh yes, ‘Adelaide said. Her cheeks reddened. ‘He’s very distinctive.’

      ‘What do you know about him?’

      ‘I don’t really remember.’ Adelaide blinked and an expression of unease rippled over her face. ‘I think I forgot to listen.’

      Kit and the stranger made eye contact, and a shiver danced lightly down Kit’s spine. It was completely understandable that she’d find the man attractive (Kit did too if he was being honest with himself), but she didn’t need to fib about it.

      ‘Perhaps you should lay off the champagne,’ he suggested lightly.

      ‘Nonsense!’ Adelaide lifted her chin and gave him a determined look. ‘You know I can hold my drink and I won’t be too tired in the morning. When I worked in the convalescent hospital, they used to give me the night shift especially, as I’m so good at staying up late and still rising early. Do you know, I never once let my alarm clock ring more than three times before I stopped it. It was a point of honour.’

      ‘Lucky you,’ Kit said, giving her a grin. ‘I’d happily lie in bed until nine if I had the chance. Every day I was in France, I’d dream of the day I could do just that.’

      ‘Well, now you’re home, you can do as you please,’ Adelaide said. She tilted her head to one side, looking up at him boldly. ‘After the wedding, we’ll have to work out a timetable of sorts to make sure we have some hours when we’re both awake.’

      Kit’s stomach scurried. They hadn’t discussed matrimonial sleeping arrangements and he wondered whether Adelaide would favour twin beds or the rather old-fashioned double. He assumed she was a virgin, but these days, when women had had so many interesting opportunities during war, she might well not be. He’d almost lost his virginity to a buxom Dutch nurse with whom he’d had a brief romance in 1917, but before they could consummate it, orders had sent them separate ways.

      They reached the edge of the dance floor, close to where Oliver stood, just as the song ended.

      ‘Wait with Ollie. I’ll go and speak to Father,’ Adelaide instructed Kit, before dashing off towards the far end of the room where the Elders were gathered.

      ‘You were right,’ Oliver said, handing Kit the glass, which he’d refilled in Kit’s absence.

      ‘Right about what?’

      ‘That you’re a godawfully bad dancer.’ Oliver laughed. ‘The only couple worse were Millicent and the vicar, and he’s got the excuse of an arthritic knee. Are you sure they didn’t miss a piece of shrapnel stuck in your foot?’

      A chill ran down Kit’s back. The explosion that had taken him out of action had left his legs mercifully uninjured. All the damage had been done to his face. The visible damage, that was. He felt his arm jerk, fingers instinctively reaching for his cheek.

      ‘Oh lord, I’m sorry,’ Oliver gasped, mouth dropping open in dismay. ‘I’m making a complete ass of myself this evening.’

      Kit swallowed. ‘Let’s go face the audience.’

      They wandered down the hall to join Adelaide and the Elders. Adelaide’s mother, Sarah, and Kit’s mother, Ellen, were efficiently organising the staff who stood with trays bearing champagne flutes. Their fathers were discussing the toasts they were about to give, and their grandfather, Christopher Price, ancient in his wheeled bath chair, was tolerating his wife, Sybil, who was fussing with his bow tie. Kit put the uncomfortable exchange with his cousin to the back of his mind as he greeted them all.

      He met his father’s eye and nodded. Charles tapped the small gong which had stood at the end of the hall for centuries. Silence descended across the gathering in a wave, spreading out from those closest to those at the back until there was silence.

      ‘My dear friends, I’m delighted so many of you could be here to celebrate the engagement of Kit and my dear niece, Adelaide. Almost as much as I am glad that that branch of the family will be returning to the correct part of Yorkshire.’ Charles paused for the inevitable laughter.

      Richard Wyndham had returned to his native Halifax taking Sarah Price with him. Adelaide had been adopted there, but the Wyndhams had spent every summer at Meadwell Hall.

      Kit smiled into the gathering crowd. It was good to see faces he recognised: immediate and extended family, neighbours in whose gardens he had played, the doctor who had nursed him through childhood illnesses, women who furnished the church with flowers, the nursing mothers with soups and the households with gossip.

      There were strangers, too; men and women who had arrived between his departure and return. He really should make an effort to introduce himself to them. Some faces that should have been there weren’t: the men Kit had known since childhood, whose bodies were now mouldering in French cemeteries and whose absence made his heart ache to bursting point.

      Uncle Richard gave a speech along the same lines as Charles: families creating stronger bonds, the love between the cousins, et cetera.

      He felt Adelaide slip her hand into his and he gave it a reassuring squeeze. Her lips were fixed into a wide smile. The marriage had always been inevitable and no one making a toast was crass enough to mention the huge dowry or the vaster sum Adelaide would inherit eventually. Charles had inherited the estate. Sarah’s wealth through marriage to Richard would provide the money it needed to keep going. Kit considered himself lucky that it wasn’t Millicent’s father who had made the fortune.

      After the applause died away, Christopher Price motioned for Kit and Adelaide to help him from his wheeled chair. Despite being eighty, he still stood tall, eyes piercingly blue and clear. He gazed fondly at his grandchildren then faced the guests and spoke in his rasping voice.

      ‘Reverend Keeth, I intend to live long enough to witness this marriage being sanctified in holy matrimony at St Mary and the Holy Cross, so I suggest you start considering appropriate hymns once you have sobered up tomorrow.’

      From the timbre of his voice, a listener might assume Christopher was vexatious or short-tempered but as a matter of fact he had a wicked sense of fun and had taught the male grandchildren some of the dirtiest limericks Kit had ever heard. There was good-humoured laughter, not least from the vicar himself.

      The servants had been moving through the guests, distributing champagne during the speeches.

      ‘Three cheers for Kit and Adelaide!’ Christopher announced, raising his flute.

      ‘And good luck to them both!’ shouted Kit’s younger brother Alfred, which caused a burst of laughter.

      As he raised his glass in acknowledgement, Kit scanned the crowd again. His eye fell on Adelaide’s mysterious dancing partner. His arms were crossed and his glass was still full. He had been staring into the bubbles that rose and fell in the pale liquid, but now he raised his head and looked directly at Kit with eyes that pierced him with cold. Remembering the way the stranger had danced with, then watched Adelaide, Kit wondered just how much he might need Alfred’s blessing of luck.
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      After the toasts, the floor was commandeered by the older generation who demanded waltzes. Kit and Adelaide moved through the room talking to guests eager to offer their congratulations.

      ‘Odd isn’t it,’ Kit remarked to his future bride as they left the doctor and her elderly sister and headed towards Oliver and his mother. ‘Nearly everyone here has already congratulated us, but they’re compelled to do it again now in something like an official capacity. It’s as if the engagement wasn’t official until the Elders had done the speeches.’

      ‘Rituals are important. They consecrate the ordinary and elevate it into something with higher meaning,’ Adelaide murmured, stepping forward to hug Aunt Josephine Vane.

      Kit stared at her in astonishment. The words sounded like they came from someone entirely different. She saw his bewilderment and gave him an airy smile.

      ‘It’ll be good practise for the wedding breakfast.’

      Kit grimaced, anticipating another event where he would be the centre of attention.

      ‘Can’t we just elope to Gretna and do things on the quiet?’ he murmured.

      ‘Scotland!’ Adelaide gave him a horrified look. ‘If we elope anywhere, let it be somewhere hot and glamorous. The French Riviera or the Italian Lakes. I need to be somewhere dazzling again.’

      She tossed her head back, the teardrop gems in her ears swaying back and forth. She looked far too glamorous for the antiquated hall, with its faded tapestries and portraits of long-dead ancestors. When she’d adopted Adelaide, Aunt Sarah had wanted an accessory or travelling companion as much as she’d wanted a daughter. From childhood, Adelaide had spent her time visiting fashionable spa towns and travelling down to London with her mother, attending theatres, galleries and restaurants.

      Even before the war had left him averse to crowded places, Kit had been happier walking or riding across the Yorkshire Moors or absorbed in a book. How would Adelaide adapt to the quiet life they would inevitably end up living, on an estate equidistant between two market towns with barely anything to entertain them? A little worm of doubt began to wriggle in his lower belly. The whole marriage might be a dreadful mistake.

      ‘I’ll go and find us a bottle of champagne and we can head outside,’ he said, before the worm bred and he became incapable of thinking clearly.

      Adelaide was already waving at a fashionably dressed couple that Kit didn’t recognise. He watched her sashay away, effortlessly picking her way through the dancers to reach them, then headed back to where the drinks were being served. Adelaide’s earlier mysterious dance partner was now gracefully waltzing with a short, slight woman in a moss-green gown with a purple ribbon in her hair. The man caught Kit’s eye and inclined his head an almost indiscernible degree. Kit nodded back before the couple were swept off into the melee of dancers. His partner gave Kit an initial haughty look, but followed it with a smile of such gentleness that he was unable to take offence.

      His grandparents were lingering by the long oak table where the Meadwell staff were handing out refreshments. Sybil Price was on her second flute of champagne, while Christopher was nursing a large whisky in his claw-like hands. A couple of Adelaide’s young cousins on her father’s side were being ushered off to the nursery in the company of a rather frazzled looking governess. Kit checked his watch. It was almost nine. Far too early for him to turn in.

      Sybil gazed after them fondly.

      ‘It’s lovely that the nursery wing is occupied again.’ She gave him a mischievous look. ‘Of course, within a year or two I expect it will be filled with the fond cries of babes in arms who’ll occupy it more permanently.’

      She spoke in such a convoluted way that it took Kit a couple of minutes to work out what she meant.

      ‘Oh, you mean mine?’ he said.

      ‘Of course, dear.’ She patted his arm. ‘Oh, I know Adelaide pretends to be a modern young thing, with all this dancing and smoking and that new-fangled way of dressing her hair, but I firmly believe that a woman is only truly happy when she is nursing a babe or two. I know I was. Do you think you’ll want three or four?’

      Kit was saved from admitting that at the moment he had no plans for even one babe in arms, by Adelaide’s arrival, accompanied by Sybil’s sister, Great-aunt Merelda.

      ‘Three or four what?’ Adelaide asked, sweeping towards them. ‘If you mean cocktails, then yes, please, the more the better, don’t you think, Merelda.’

      The old woman gave a high-pitched giggle then covered her mouth and glanced around with mischievous eyes. She let go of Adelaide’s arm and drifted over to the table.

      ‘Children, dear,’ Sybil said. ‘We were discussing how nice it will be to have the nursery filled with Prices again.

      ‘Were you indeed?’ Adelaide arched her eyebrow at Kit.

      ‘Not exactly,’ he said hastily, ‘And I was about to tell Grandmother that we are in no hurry.’

      ‘Absolutely right,’ Adelaide said, clapping her hands. ‘Babies can wait. We have lots to think about, such as how we’re going to improve Meadwell, and I can’t be swelling to the size of a zeppelin while I’m trying to organise plumbers and decorators. Every bathroom in the house will have hot running water if I have anything to do with it.’

      ‘I had a baby once, you know.’

      Great-aunt Merelda had spoken. She tipped her head to the side and her bright hazel eyes glinted like a bird’s. A robin or a blue tit, or something equally small. Great-aunt Merelda lived in the grounds of Meadwell Hall. She had never married and was described by kind people as extremely eccentric. Kit’s mother described her as being ‘away with the fairies’ or ‘slightly touched’. She dressed in the clothes of her youth, when she had presumably been a great beauty. Even at the age of sixty, Kit could see the traces of a beautiful woman etched on the paper-thin skin and the white hair, which she wore in thick curls down her back.

      ‘Merelda, dear, you never had a baby,’ Sybil said, taking her sister’s hand and smoothly removing the bright green cocktail she had acquired. ‘You were ill, but it was only a fever from being caught in that dreadful rainstorm.’

      ‘I’m sure you would have made a wonderful mother, Great-aunt Merelda,’ Adelaide said. ‘I remember how you used to sing to me and play hide-and-seek in the maze whenever I visited as a child. Do you remember, Kit?’

      ‘Of course. We used to make marzipan flowers and leave them on the stepping stones near the bridge. They were always gone by morning, and you told us the fairies had taken them.’ He grinned at the long-forgotten throb of childhood disappointment. ‘It took me years to realise it was probably hedgehogs or foxes.’

      Merelda smiled wistfully. ‘Everyone liked the songs. They promised me I’d be able to charm the birds from the trees but the birds never came. The guns scared them all away. Only the crows liked it when I danced.’

      She held out her skirts. Kit and Adelaide exchanged a glance. Merelda had a club foot and had walked with a stick since the age of fifteen as a result of the illness Sybil had referred to. Dance partners had probably been few and far between.

      ‘Merelda, would you like me to fetch you a glass of punch?’ Kit offered. ‘There’s lots left over now the children have gone to bed.’

      She fixed him with a hostile stare. ‘I don’t want the stuff the children are drinking, young man. I’ll have the one with gin in it. Walk with me.’

      She held her arm out and Kit obliged by slipping his through it. Looking over his shoulder, Kit saw Adelaide helping herself to a bottle of champagne. ‘I’ll go and find Oliver,’ she mouthed to him.

      Kit nodded.

      ‘I did have a baby,’ Merelda repeated as he escorted her to a chair. ‘Only they took it back and left a stone instead. One day I shall have words with the gentleman.’

      Kit poured her the punch without gin. She was behaving very strangely tonight. He wondered where her companion, Enid, was. He left Merelda with her punch, humming along with the music and went in search of Enid but couldn’t find her, and when he returned to the chair, Merelda had gone. Feeling his obligation was behind him, Kit walked outside.

      The night was warmer than usual for early May. The Long Hall had been filled with myriad colognes and perfumes and the air smelled of night-scented stock, mingling with freshly mown lawns. He took a deep breath and walked halfway to the maze before he looked back at the house that would one day be his. His heart swelled at the sight of the structure cast into shadows beneath the waxing moon. The damage to his right eye; the result of concussion, meant that the silhouette was slightly blurred at the edges, giving it a green tinge. He doubted he’d ever become accustomed to seeing people and objects with a touch of double vision and he blinked, trying to resolve the aura into one outline.

      ‘It’s an odd-looking house isn’t it.’

      Kit jumped in surprise. He’d thought he was alone. The voice was deep and husky and in his mind he imagined someone of his parents’ age, but his eyes settled on a young woman leaning against one of the statues that lined the long path. The statue was of a woman carrying an urn on her shoulder. Her Greek chiton fell in carved drapes to the plinth and the live woman was leaning in such a manner that she appeared to be a continuation of the sculpture. Her hair was sandy blonde and her dress was pale green, which was why Kit almost hadn’t seen her in the shadows.

      He scowled, not liking the thought he was being spied upon, before allowing his more reasonable side to admit that she must have been there before he had arrived and he had simply failed to notice her.

      ‘It is rather odd,’ he admitted, turning to look back at the building.

      Meadwell Hall had started life in late Tudor times as a simple, rectangular building and home to a wool merchant. In the late sixteenth century, it was extended by Robart Tessincham, an influential businessman who had grown tired of waiting to be given a title. Since then, it had been passed down through generations of the same family, each adding their own touch of splendour and elegance to the structure in accordance with current taste, or developments in engineering or technology. The result was an odd amalgam of architectural styles, from Gothic to Georgian.

      ‘You’re Kit and it’s going to be yours one day,’ the woman said, walking to his side. He recognised her then as the waltz partner of the enigmatic man. She sounded as if she might be Scottish, or perhaps from Northumbria. ‘But you aren’t happy about it.’

      She sounded Irish now. Kit looked properly at her, surprised and unnerved at how she had gleaned the information. It couldn’t be from reading his expression, because the shadows were deepening, and besides, she was standing at the side of his face that wasn’t capable of showing much expression. He had a horrible thought that his reticence might be common knowledge and the subject of gossip.

      ‘It’s a lot of responsibility,’ he admitted grudgingly, in what he considered to be a grave understatement. Meadwell Hall had been an integral part of the local landscape and economy for centuries, and if the Price and Arton-Price families had their way, it would remain so for generations to come. The prospect of taking the reins from his father weighed heavily on Kit’s shoulders. At least with Adelaide by his side, it might stand a chance of surviving for the next decade or two.

      ‘I would like to congratulate you on your engagement.’

      She looked downcast. Was she yet another poor soul who had lost a husband or lover in the war? Kit’s heart throbbed.

      ‘Is there anything I can do to help you?’ he asked.

      She smiled. ‘An offer so ill-defined can be a dangerous thing!’

      ‘I just meant… I don’t know what I mean really,’ Kit said.

      She pursed her lips. ‘My homeland isn’t free, and I need it to be. Will you help me?’

      ‘I meant more along the lines of if you need me to fetch a friend, or if you want a drink of water.’

      ‘I think my friend is busy,’ she said, ‘but I appreciate your kindness. A heart as good as yours gives me hope.’

      ‘I’d better go, I’m meeting someone,’ Kit said, feeling her words were slightly excessive. ‘You should probably go back inside the hall. These gardens are private, after all.’

      She tilted her head to one side and gave him a serene smile. ‘We’ve been invited.’

      ‘Yes of course you have,’ Kit replied. ‘Who asked you, by the way? I’m afraid I don’t know who half the people here are. I didn’t have much say on the guest list.’

      She nodded sagely. ‘Yours is not that role. The consort is there to look pretty.’

      Whoever the woman was, she wasn’t close to the family if she thought Adelaide was the daughter of the house he was marrying into.

      ‘I’m not the consort,’ he said, leaving unsaid the fact that he could never be described as pretty. ‘Well, it’s been nice talking to you, but I have to go. I’m sure I shall meet you again,’ he said.

      ‘Yes. Soon.’ She looked up at him. ‘May I have your permission to go down to the water for a minute? The moon looks especially beautiful at this time of year.’

      ‘Of course. Though it’s getting rather dark so watch where you put your feet. The edge is a bit crumbly when you go along from the bridge and the river is faster than it looks.’

      He walked off and by the time he looked back again she had vanished. He shoved his hands in his pockets and strolled towards the maze, hoping Oliver and Adelaide had left him something to drink.

      The maze had been planted at some point in the early days of the house, though no one was quite sure which ancestor had been responsible. It was hardly challenging, given that the hedges were only six feet high but when they had been too small to peer over the top, Kit and the other children had spent hours at a time squealing with mock (and sometimes genuine) fear at being unable to find the centre.

      Now Kit was the same height as the laurels and yews that formed the walls, and if he were to raise himself onto his toes he would be able to peer over the top. Not that he needed to, given that he had a perfect memory of the route through the winding pathways that curved, spiralled and twisted around themselves. He could have walked to the heart whilst wearing a blindfold and not missed a turn.

      At the centre was a grove containing a small pergola with five slender columns, up which roses had been trained to climb. Inside the structure was a low bench and as he walked into the gravelled area of the heart, Kit saw that Adelaide was not alone. Her companion was the gentleman she had been dancing with earlier. Kit’s skin fluttered with annoyance. Dancing with a stranger was one thing, but inviting him to join the champagne party was entirely another. Kit began to whistle the tune of ‘The British Grenadiers’ as he stuck his hands back into his pockets and strolled into the clearing, determined not to show his irritation.

      The occupants of the bench both turned, and Kit stopped whistling. The woman was Great-aunt Merelda. There was a resemblance between her and Adelaide in terms of height and build, but it was probably the hair that had deceived him. Adelaide was wearing hers so that it cascaded down her back in the same way that Merelda’s did every day. Adelaide’s hair was pale blonde and Merelda’s was white, so in the moonlight the shade appeared the same.

      ‘And here, of course, is my great-nephew,’ Merelda said in her sing-song voice.

      ‘I’m sorry, did I interrupt something?’ Kit asked.

      ‘We were discussing the old times,’ said Merelda.

      ‘The old times and the old ways,’ the stranger said. His eyes settled on Kit as he spoke. They were deep pools of a green that was extremely rare. Most people who claimed to have green eyes had a sort of brownish, mossy colour, but these were quite startlingly green with no trace of hazel in them.

      He was exceedingly handsome, with an angular chin, sharp cheekbones and black, glossy hair, which was slightly longer than was fashionable but framed his face in a way that meant Kit couldn’t imagine him with any other cut. Why a man who looked barely thirty was sitting alone with a woman of Merelda’s age was highly suspicious. She wasn’t wealthy, so if he was hoping to take advantage, he had picked the wrong woman.

      ‘Old ways of what?’ Kit asked, strolling a little closer and trying to keep the misgivings out of his voice.

      ‘The old ways of being. The old ways of doing,’ answered the man, bestowing a wide smile on Kit that positively brimmed with charm. His silhouette glimmered but when Kit blinked, it resolved itself.

      It wasn’t even close to an answer.

      ‘We haven’t been introduced,’ Kit said curtly.

      The man rose to his feet, demonstrating the same smooth movements he had when he had been dancing.

      ‘Isn’t the customary phrase “I don’t believe we have been introduced”?’

      His voice was very soft and deep. There was a touch of accent to it that Kit wasn’t able to place.

      ‘In this case, I know we haven’t.’

      The stranger laughed. ‘I appreciate your directness. You are a truth teller, I see.’

      Kit blanched. Adelaide had called him a poor liar already that evening and now someone else was making claims about his relationship with the truth. It felt rather odd to have his character remarked on, so to hide his feelings of unease, he held out a hand.

      ‘Christopher Arton-Price.’

      ‘Yes. Kit, I believe.’

      ‘To my friends,’ Kit answered, giving a not-quite smile that he hoped suggested he didn’t count this man as one of them.

      The stranger’s eyes gleamed as if he understood perfectly. He took Kit’s outstretched hand in one that was very warm. It came as something of a surprise to Kit who had, for some reason he couldn’t explain, expected it to be ice cold.

      ‘Silas Wilde.’

      It was a very English-sounding name and contrasted with his distinct accent. Kit looked at him with more interest. In his time in France and Belgium he had encountered men from the lowland countries as well as a few from eastern Europe, and of course Britain was still teaming with displaced persons whose homes had been destroyed. It would have been too rude to ask who had invited him and where he was from in the same breath, so he just smiled.

      ‘I saw you dancing with my fiancée,’ he remarked. ‘You’re exceedingly good.’

      ‘Yes, I hope you didn’t mind me stealing her away.’ Mr Wilde gave a vulpine smile.

      ‘Not at all. It was a pleasure to watch you dancing. I’m afraid I have two left feet myself.’

      Mr Wilde glanced down as if expecting to see evidence of such a claim, adding to Kit’s conviction that English might not be his first language.

      ‘I did dance once,’ Merelda said with such longing in her voice that Kit’s heart ached.

      ‘I’ll ask you to dance at the next opportunity, Merelda, and damn anyone who might laugh at the pair of us,’ he said.

      ‘A gallant offer.’ Mr Wilde raised his eyebrows at Kit, then nodded with apparent satisfaction.

      Merelda rapped her cane on the floor sharply.

      ‘Mr Wilde, I am growing tired and we should leave Kit to wait for Adelaide, shouldn’t we. Will you escort me back to my house?’ she said firmly, making it clear that refusal would be looked upon most unfavourably.

      ‘Oh yes, the young lovers.’ Mr Wilde smiled at Kit. ‘We shall leave you to your assignation. Thank you again for giving your blessing to my dancing with Miss Wyndham. You must tell me if you have any objections to me stealing her away in the future.’

      ‘Not at all,’ Kit said, feeling it was the only polite response.

      Merelda started to speak but was interrupted by a cough. Kit darted forward but Mr Wilde had already struck her between the shoulder blades.

      ‘Miss Tersingham, you have a toad on your tongue it appears,’ he said with concern.

      He’d got the expression wrong – another suggestion that he was from foreign parts – but it did indeed sound like the elderly woman was croaking rather than choking. Her watery eyes gazed at Kit and she looked as if she was still trying to speak. Mr Wilde reached out a hand and plucked a white rose from one of the columns.

      ‘I say, some of those bushes are older than I am,’ Kit exclaimed, eyeing the partially closed bloom.

      ‘But not older than I am,’ Wilde said, holding the flower to Merelda’s nose. ‘Breathe deeply, Miss Tersingham, and the toad will return to sleep.’

      Merelda did as instructed. Against Kit’s expectation, but to his relief, her wheezing began to fade.

      ‘I believe fair Adelaide is approaching,’ Mr Wilde said, tilting his head. ‘Come along, Miss Tersingham. A little walk will help you recover fully.’

      The maze had a trick exit that led straight out from the left-hand corner of the grove. From most angles it looked like an unbroken hedge, but on approaching it obliquely, the walker would see it was in fact two overlapping hedges, with a gap that was only visible at the correct angle. Watching visitors puzzle over how to leave without returning the same way had been one of the things Kit had most enjoyed growing up here. He expected Mr Wilde to look around in confusion, but he simply guided Merelda gently, one arm under her elbow, and they left that way as if he knew exactly where he was going.
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      No sooner had Merelda and Mr Wilde exited the grove than Adelaide, with the timing of an actress following her cue, walked into it through the archway. She was carrying a bottle of champagne in one hand and clutching her silk shawl around her shoulders with the other. She swept towards Kit.

      ‘Kit, darling, there you are. I’m sorry I took so long getting here. Do you know, I actually took the wrong turning and went right instead of left almost as soon as I came in. I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’

      ‘Never mind,’ he said, taking the bottle of champagne that she waved in his direction. ‘You’re here now. Where’s Oliver?’

      ‘He was busy being quizzed by some old dear about her pregnant goat, so I didn’t bother asking him. Millicent spotted the bottle, but I pretended I couldn’t see her. I couldn’t find your brother or sister, so I came by myself. It will be nice to spend some time together alone, won’t it. We can catch up properly now.’

      He’d been back in Yorkshire for nine weeks but had only seen Adelaide twice before the engagement party. They were long overdue some time in each other’s company. The air was strongly scented with roses, and some of the flowers winding up the pergola were fully open. It was unusual for them to be so awake at this time of night. Kit inhaled deeply, as a pigeon flew over and settled on the top of the hedge, staring down at him.

      He sat down on the bench, beckoning Adelaide to join him and drummed his fingers on the edge.

      ‘Do you find it odd to think that one day this place will be ours?’

      Adelaide sat beside him and kicked off her shoes. Her toenails were varnished bright red. As she flexed her feet, they looked like beetles trying to burrow into the gravel.

      ‘I suppose it’s a little odd, but we’ve always known it was going to happen. It could be decades in any case until you inherit it properly. Not that we want that to happen too soon,’ she added.

      ‘No of course not,’ Kit agreed. ‘Though Father has told me that when he is sixty he will hand over all the responsibilities to me and go off to play golf in Scotland for six months of the year. I’m not sure he has shared that plan with Mother, however, so we’ll have to see.’

      Adelaide made a non-committal noise.

      They sat silently for a few minutes. Kit had discovered some silences were amicable, where the people present were comfortable enough in each other’s company not to need to speak. Others were more awkward in nature, brought about by having nothing much to say. He was aware that it was the second type that they were now observing.

      Adelaide looked as if she was feeling it too from the way she was twisting her engagement ring back and forth around her finger.

      ‘I was talking to Merelda and Mr Wilde before you got here,’ Kit remarked.

      ‘Mr Wilde? Who is that?’

      ‘The gentleman you were dancing with.’

      Adelaide’s eyes widened. ‘Do you know, I had completely forgotten his name! I’m going to be such a terrible hostess when we are married. I shall have to give all our guests little buttons with their initials on whenever we do a Saturday to Monday party.’

      ‘You won’t be a terrible hostess,’ Kit said loyally. ‘You’ll be perfect.’

      ‘We’ll have hundreds of parties, so I’ll get lots of practice,’ Adelaide said.

      She leaned forward and kissed him softly on the cheek. Not the cheek with the puckered scars, that would involve a level of courage that he’d expect from no one.

      ‘That’s for being so brave my love,’ she whispered before leaning back and taking a deep breath. ‘I’m so very proud of you, Kit, you deserve all the honours that comes your way for what you have done for our country.’

      He nodded at her words, all the while knowing how greatly he was undeserving of them, no matter how much Adelaide might think otherwise.

      Shells. Guns. Screams. Pleading.

      He blinked rapidly in an attempt to rid himself of the ghosts that flashed before his eyes.

      He was such a hypocrite. Such a damned, undeserving fraud.

      He pulled his hand away from Adelaide’s and reached for the champagne.

      ‘Let’s have a drink,’ he said, twisting the cork and letting it shoot off into the air.

      There was a fluttering of wings and he looked up to see the pigeon flying off. The poor thing must have been startled by the cork. Adelaide hadn’t brought glasses, so he drank from the bottle then held it out to her. But she was sitting on her hands, gazing at him solemnly.

      ‘What’s wrong?’ he asked.

      ‘The way you change the subject. At some point we’ll have to talk properly about our experiences in the war,’ she said. ‘Tell me what it was like for you.’

      Kit drew in a juddering breath as his stomach clenched. Bursting shells. Screaming voices. Flashes of artillery in the blackness.

      ‘You’ve read the newspapers I’m sure you know what happened. You must have heard what happened to the men who came back, too. Raving and weeping. Insensible with shellshock.’

      ‘I know. I saw them when I nursed,’ Adelaide snapped.

      Kit half-lifted his hand to his face then forced it down. ‘Then what more do you need to know?’

      ‘I need to know what it did to you,’ she whispered. ‘Because we’re going to be married and we shouldn’t have secrets.’

      Kit slumped against the back of the bench. She really wouldn’t want to know his secrets. ‘Maybe in a couple of years I’ll be able to face talking about it, but it’s too soon now.’

      ‘I understand,’ Adelaide said quietly. ‘That is, I don’t because I can’t imagine. You’re right. Nursing was an adventure. Taking responsibility. Having freedom. It sounds dreadful to say it, but my life expanded and I did things I never believed I was capable of. Some of the men I nursed spoke of friends in the trenches, and fun in between the battles. There were good times for me. Were there no good times for you, at all?’

      A boyish grin beneath a barely there moustache. “Don’t suppose you’ve got a box of Lucifers?”

      Kit dropped his head. Already feeling tense, his throat filled with a bitter taste that the bubbles from the champagne did nothing to help. ‘There were. But all my friends are gone. Everyone I loved over there died.’

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Adelaide said. She leaned against him, her shoulder pressing up against his. ‘You’ll make new friends and of course I’ll be able to introduce you to new faces at the wedding and afterwards. All my friends will be able to visit us, and I do need to stay in touch with them.’

      There was pain in her voice that Kit had never heard before. It occurred to him that although the marriage would be a bit awkward for him, it would be harder for her; she would need to uproot herself from everyone and everything she knew.

      Meadwell Hall had been a feature of Adelaide’s life since birth and Kit was so used to her coming and going that it had never occurred to him it had never actually been her home. The villagers and neighbours were acquaintances rather than friends, and the leisurely pace of village life was no substitute for a thriving town and the frequent trips to the capital she took. It wasn’t the same as knowing his friends were dead, but he could see how, in a slightly clumsy way, she was trying to cheer him up, and he was grateful.

      ‘We can have as many parties as you like,’ he said.

      ‘And of course we can go down to London very often,’ Adelaide said, reviving slightly.

      ‘Well perhaps not both of us so often,’ Kit said hesitantly. ‘You know I am rather a country mouse. The local players doing a spot of Gilbert and Sullivan is enough culture for me.’

      Adelaide pouted then laughed. ‘I don’t imagine you’ll want to come to fashion shows, but you can go sit in the reading rooms at the British Library or go to the museums or galleries, and then we can spend the evening doing exciting things.’

      Kit bristled slightly at the implication that the museums and galleries that he loved weren’t exciting. ‘You’d probably have more fun taking Charlotte or Millicent,’ he suggested.

      He meant it helpfully, but she frowned at him. ‘I don’t want to be taking my spinster cousins around London when all my friends will be there with husbands or fiancés. Do you know, in some cultures when a husband dies the widow is buried alive with him, or thrown onto his funeral pyre.’

      ‘I have heard of such a thing,’ Kit said.

      ‘Well, I don’t intend to be buried alive before you’re even dead! Even the country mouse visited the city.’

      ‘I haven’t said that I won’t,’ Kit snapped. ‘Just not as frequently as you’ll want to. I’m going to be busy running the estate, and I’m hoping to continue some of my studies in my spare time, too. I want to learn about advances in biology for cultivating new crops and perhaps strengthen the breeding pedigree of the deer. Besides trips to London will cost an awful lot.’

      Adelaide tossed her head. ‘Lucky we’re going to have my money then, isn’t it!’

      It was the first time she’d ever openly referred to her wealth. Kit drew a sharp breath.

      ‘Addie!’

      Adelaide gathered her shawl around her shoulders defensively, fingers tightening in the silk. ‘Well, it’s true, isn’t it. We can dress it up as much as we like, but even though your branch of the family tree owns the orchard, my branch has got much more fruit.’

      ‘That’s a dreadful metaphor,’ Kit retorted.

      She snorted and reached for the champagne bottle that Kit was still holding, tugging it from his hand. She lifted it to her lips, swigging quite a lot of it in one go.

      ‘Steady on,’ Kit cautioned.

      She lowered the bottle and gave him a contemptuous look. ‘Yes, far be it from me to want to have some fun,’ she sneered, emphasising the final word heavily. ‘I’m going to go back to the house. There will still be some dancing. Are you coming?’

      ‘Not yet.’

      ‘Then I’ll have to find a different partner!’

      She tossed her head and stalked off. Kit leaned back and closed his eyes. The argument had erupted from nowhere and he felt quite in shock. Remembering Adelaide’s temper tantrums in childhood, he suspected the best thing he could do now was give her some space.

      He gave it ten minutes, then went back through the ornamental gardens. Although much of the land belonging to Meadwell had been given over for wartime food production, the grounds immediately surrounding the house were well kept and beautifully landscaped with hedgerows, flower beds, fountains and statues. He walked past three statues before something caught his attention and he spun around.

      Someone was standing in the shadow of a statue – this one was a youth dressed in an indecently short tunic that showed off the muscles in his well-formed thighs, while he reached over his shoulder for an arrow with a knowing look on his stone face. Kit’s first thought was that the person was male but then Mr Wilde’s companion stepped towards him and
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