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        Wiltshire, 1820

      

      

      

      Colin West finished the tangy tomato and mutton stew he’d been served and downed the last of his Bass ale. He deliberately kept the left side of his face averted from the rest of the Screaming Rooster’s guests. The roadside tavern was fuller now than when he’d arrived, the tables near him occupied not just by men, but by women and children too.

      Inhaling deeply, he glanced through the beveled glass window beside him and studied the Wiltshire sky. Additional clouds had gathered since his arrival, their murkiness heralding rain. Wildflowers dotting the ditch across the road with a mixture of blues, yellows, and reds swayed from side to side. A gust of wind caught hold of a tree and ruffled its leaves.

      Setting his jaw, Colin retrieved the payment he owed from his pocket and dropped the coins next to his bowl. Time to go if he was to make it home before the storm hit. Woodstone Park wasn’t far now – a one hour ride at most. He grabbed his hat from the chair beside him and set it upon his head, pulled his greatcoat collar as high as he could, and stood, hoping to make his escape without any fuss.

      Head bowed and with his chin tucked close to his chest, he moved toward the door. The smell of melting lard, roast meat, and charcoal infused the air. One of the servers called out an order. The well-worn floorboards creaked beneath Colin’s boots. Laughter erupted from the table to his right. A young boy, no more than eight years of age, rocked back in his chair and blocked Colin’s path.

      Damn.

      “Excuse me,” Colin said, his voice gruff.

      The boy turned in his seat, his gaze falling on Colin’s chest.

      “Steven,” a large, bearded man, most likely the boy’s father, spoke. “Get out of the way, will you?”

      Steven shifted as though prepared to do as requested only to lose his balance. His eyes widened in panic, his small hands frantically trying to grab the edge of the table only to have it slide out from under his fingers. With a yelp, he fell, while his father scrambled to grab him.

      Colin swooped forward into a crouch, catching the boy before he hit the ground.

      Steven stared up at him and gasped, his eyes wide with an all too familiar horror. Twisting, he pushed at Colin as though he’d come face to face with a monster.

      “What’s the matter with you?” Steven’s father asked of his son.

      “Nothing,” Steven stammered while scuttling away from where Colin still knelt.

      “Forgive me,” Colin muttered, his chest tight. “I only wanted to help.”

      “And we thank you for it,” a woman said, her voice pleasant but firm.

      Colin closed his eyes briefly, expelled a deep breath and rose, acutely aware of the silence - the fact that all eyes were on him. Straightening, he raised his chin, directed his gaze at the man he presumed to be Steven’s father, and allowed him to see what had frightened the boy.

      Alarm pulled at the man’s features. His hand settled firmly upon Steven’s shoulder as he drew him closer. He gave a stiff nod - a show of appreciation while simultaneously telling Colin to leave.

      Colin held the man’s gaze for an extra beat, hands fisted at his sides, before swinging away and heading toward the exit. Cutlery clattered behind him and sighs of relief escorted him out. He pushed through the heavy oak door, straight into a gust of wind that nearly knocked his hat off his head. Pressing it back into place, he strode to the stables and collected his horse, Midnight.

      Unlike the travelers inside the tavern, the groom didn’t retreat from his presence. Appreciative, Colin dipped one hand into his greatcoat pocket, collected a penny, and tossed it to the man.

      “Thank you,” Colin told him as he swung up into his saddle, the leather squeaking beneath his weight.

      The groom nodded. “I wish you a safe onward journey, sir.”

      Colin snatched the reins, tightened his grip, and kicked his horse into motion. The beast reared its head with a snort, stepping sideways in agitation until Colin turned him about so they faced the right direction. Then, loosening his hold to give the horse power, he urged him into a gallop.

      The country road stretched for miles, winding past endless fields. Chased by the worsening weather, Colin whipped the reins and urged his horse faster. Rain was already falling, splashing into his eyes so he struggled to see. Thunder cracked from above and rumbled around him. A flash of light lit up the darkening sky.

      The rain fell harder, like water poured from a bucket, drenching Colin and turning the tightly packed dirt road to mud. Like a naughty child bent on mischief, a gust of wind whipped across his head, taking his hat with it.

      Colin muttered a curse and gritted his teeth. Another flash of lightning revealed a collection of branches and leaves in his path, and Midnight was racing directly toward it.

      “Halt!” Colin pulled on the reins and leaned back. Midnight skidded, his hindquarters dipping as he responded to Colin’s command. An unhappy whinny followed before he straightened, rearing up onto his long hind legs while tossing his head with displeasure. His front legs landed with a hard thud, sending a jolt up Colin’s spine.

      “Easy does it,” he murmured, leaning forward to stroke Midnight’s neck. “The bridge is blocked. We’ll have to go around.”

      Pulling Midnight sideways, Colin steered the horse to the right, across a waterlogged meadow, away from the road. They’d have to follow the river until they reached the crossing at Pinehill, which would add at least ten additional miles to the journey.

      Hell and damnation!

      Slowed by mud, Midnight plodded forward at a steady gait. Colin squeezed the reins, his body tense in a hopeless effort to ward off the chill in his bones.

      Midnight snorted, fogging the air, and Colin wiped his brow in a futile attempt to get the water out of his eyes.

      A heavy sigh pushed its way out of his chest. He glanced around and then he saw it, a glow immediately to his right, slightly obscured by a cluster of trees.

      “Come on.” Although he knew he’d likely be turned away at the door, Colin directed Midnight toward the house in the distance. Drenched to the bone, he’d happily risk being spurned for even the slightest chance of getting warm.

      Ordinarily, he favored the cooler climate accompanied by rain and frost. With summer came heat and the flood of memories taking him back to Aboukir - to the desert sand beneath his boots, agonized screams of men getting slaughtered, and the cloying stench of death so thick it still made him retch.

      He shuddered and buried the thought by focusing all his senses on Midnight’s solid stride, the smell of wet dirt, and the stubborn splash of rain.

      The house in the distance grew larger, stretching and transforming as Colin made his approach, until it loomed before him, a large square block with a pitched roof and a single light burning behind a downstairs window.

      Colin swung from his saddle and landed on the ground with a thud. He patted Midnight, grabbed his satchel, and walked to the heavy front door. The partially washed away gravel beneath his boots shifted and crunched with each step he took.

      Fisting his hand, he positioned himself with his left side turned away from whoever might answer his call, and knocked. Water fell from the roof in cascades, splashing onto his legs before turning to rivers that ran down the steps.

      He knocked again. Thunder cracked and lightning flashed. Midnight shifted and shook his head with a whinny.

      “Stay,” Colin commanded.

      He prepared to knock once more when the door eased open just enough to reveal an older woman with narrowed eyes, thin lips set in a firm line, and creases etched upon her brow. Her white cap and black serviceable dress suggested she was a maid.

      “Yes?” she asked, staring at Colin with pale, demanding eyes.

      “I’m sorry to bother you on a night like this, but the bridge back yonder is blocked by a tree. I’m unable to cross it and with the weather being what it is, I was hoping you might be willing to give me a dry spot for the night, even if it’s in the stables.”

      The maid stared him up and down, then glanced past his shoulder at Midnight. “Name?”

      He reached inside his greatcoat and retrieved a calling card. Embarrassed to note it was damp and the top corner slightly bent, he returned it to his pocket. “Mr. West of Woodstone Park.”

      “One moment,” the woman said. The door closed with a thunk.

      Colin cupped his hands and breathed warm air onto his palms. It didn’t do much. He’d need a good hour in front of a fire before he expelled the clammy chill coursing through his veins.

      The door swung open again and the maid moved aside. “In you come.”

      “What about my horse?”

      “It will be taken to the stables.”

      Colin thanked her and crossed the threshold, taking care to keep the left side of his face averted. The door closed and the maid dropped her gaze to the large puddle forming around his feet.

      “Sorry about the mess.”

      “I wager you’ll want to get out of those clothes so you can get warm,” she said, looking up. “A hot bath will help.”

      “I don’t want to burden you.” It hadn’t escaped Colin’s notice that there was no butler or even a footman in sight. “A fire will serve just fine.”

      “I have my orders,” she said. “A bath will be prepared soon enough. This way, Mr. West.”

      Colin followed the maid through a sparsely furnished hallway toward the stairs. The carpet runner was old, filled with patches where tufts had been worn away to reveal the backing. Not a single piece of artwork adorned the walls though discolored marks showed where some had once hung.

      The steps creaked and moaned as the pair climbed to the first-floor landing where a hallway extended in both directions with six doors leading off it. Windows at each end provided natural light, though this was greatly dimmed now due to the weather.

      “You’ll be staying here,” said the maid once they reached the door farthest to the right. She opened it to reveal a sizable space containing a double bed, a dresser, an armchair, and a table upon which an oil lamp stood waiting alongside a flint box. A brass tub positioned to one side waited to be filled.

      “It’s perfect,” Colin assured her despite the thick smell of mildew harassing his nose. He moved so she still only saw his good side, and set his satchel on the floor.

      “If you’re able to build your own fire, I’ll see to heating some water and having a meal prepared.”

      “Thank you but–”

      “Like I said, I’ve got my orders.”

      She was gone before Colin could argue.

      He stared at the door, then swept his palm across his face and raked his fingers through his sodden hair. Moving swiftly, he shrugged out of his greatcoat and hung it on a wall hook, then crouched before the fireplace and selected a log from a discolored iron rack. After getting the fire going, he warmed his palms for a moment before grabbing the white linen towel that hung by the washstand. He rubbed it over his head with rough movements.

      A knock sounded and Colin deliberately turned so his left side faced the wall. “Come in.”

      A man with thick white hair and bushy brows entered with a steaming pail in each hand. He had to be well past sixty. “Water for your bath, sir.”

      Colin stepped forward. “Allow me to help.”

      The man hesitated. “Doesn’t seem quite right seeing as you’re the guest and all.”

      “That may be, but I’m not the sort to take advantage. Please. It would make me feel better.”

      “Well in that case…” The man set the pails down and rotated his shoulders. “As regrettable as it is, I’m not as young as I once was. But the exercise does me good. Name’s Reynolds. Mark Reynolds.”

      “I’m Colin West.”

      “Aye. So I’ve heard.” Mark watched while Colin grabbed both pails and emptied them into the tub. “Thought you might like to know that your horse is safely secured in the stables. Gave him some fresh hay myself.”

      “Thank you.”

      “Think nothing if it.” Mark reached for the empty buckets. “I’ll fetch some more water.”

      “Let’s do it together.”

      Mark looked as though he’d like to accept but felt he ought to protest. “Pouring the water’s one thing. Having you fetch it is quite another. Not really the done thing, if you know what I mean.”

      “I really must insist,” Colin said. No way in hell would he let the old man trudge up and down stairs, carrying water while he lounged on his arse.

      Mark hesitated briefly, then shrugged one shoulder. “We’d best get on with it then if you mean to take a hot bath.”

      Ten minutes later, after two additional trips, Colin peeled his wet clothes from his body and sank with a sigh into heavenly warmth.

      He hadn’t met other servants while helping Mark with his errand. Not in the stairwell nor in the kitchen. When he’d commented on it, Mark had replied, “We’ve got what we need.”

      Which made Colin wonder about his host.

      What sort of man ran a house this size with a skeleton staff?

      A frugal one.

      Or one with financial troubles, considering the threadbare linen he’d found on his bed and the otherwise lack of wealth on display.

      He climbed from the bath and went to towel off in front of the fire. Warmed by the dry heat from the flames and the humid steam rising from the water, he retrieved a clean set of clothes from his satchel and dressed. He paused briefly before the oval mirror that hung on the wall and stared at his face - one side perfect, the other side ruined forever by meaningless war.

      Except it was more than his face that had been destroyed on that fateful day in the desert heat. Lives, not only of the wounded soldiers, but of their families waiting back home, had been forever changed. And then there were those who hadn’t made it.

      His good friend Richard Hughes had been at his side. They’d been heading up the beach together with James Dale and Grayson Grier, who’d been right behind them. Until a quick shot to the head from a sniper had struck Richard down. Colin had barely registered his demise before a cannon blast sent him flying.

      Closing his eyes, he blocked out his tarnished reflection and took a calm breath. It was, he’d learned, the quickest way to ward off the anger that twisted inside him whenever he let his mind linger upon that long ago day.

      Best he get out of the room too and away from the mirror. The meal the maid had promised would offer a welcome distraction as well, so he made his way downstairs and went in search of the dining room.

      The first door he opened led to a parlor, the next to an unfurnished space where faded curtains and an equally faded carpet seemed to serve as a reminder of better days. He shut the door and continued his progress through the hallway. His hand reached out toward another door handle.

      Someone cleared their throat and Colin froze.

      “That’s a restricted area, Mr. West.”

      He turned his right side toward the maid who’d approached with a near silent tread. “I was attempting to find the dining room.”

      “Last door on your right,” she said. “If you make yourself comfortable, I’ll fetch your meal.”

      “Thank you, Miss...”

      “Mrs. Reynolds,” she corrected.

      “Mark’s wife?”

      She folded her hands and raised her chin. “He’s never been one for formalities, but you’ll not have my given name, Mr. West.”

      “I wouldn’t expect to.” He withdrew his hand from the handle he’d been about to use and walked to the door at the end of the hallway.

      The solitary place setting Colin found suggested he would be dining alone. Did that mean the master was presently absent or that he deliberately chose not to join his uninvited guest? He decided it must be the latter once his meal arrived - a savory dish consisting of roast chicken, potatoes, and steamed vegetables. It seemed unlikely servants would offer up such food unless they’d been ready to serve their employer.

      “May I ask who the owner of this estate is?” Colin inquired when Mark came to clear his plate. “I should like to know to whom I’m indebted and offer my thanks.”

      “Leighton is the name,” Mrs. Reynolds said before her husband could reply. She’d brought a trifle, served in a chipped glass bowl, which she set on the table in front of Colin. “We’ll be sure to pass along your appreciation.”

      “Thank you, Mrs. Reynolds, but I–”

      “When you’re done eating, you may take a drink in the library. It’s just across the hall from here. You cannot miss it.” She gave him a pointed stare. “I would ask that you not wander about the rest of the house. This is after all a private residence, not an inn. Several rooms are off limits. Is that understood?”

      “Absolutely. It was not my intention to overstep in any way. As I explained before, I was merely trying to find the dining room.”

      “Good. I shall leave you to finish your supper then. Please ring the bell when you’re done eating, and enjoy the rest of your evening.” Moving briskly with a stiff posture, Mrs. Reynolds turned and left.

      “Don’t mind her,’’ said Mark. He set Colin’s used plate and cutlery on a tray. “She’s very protective of our employer and unaccustomed to having guests.”

      “Her loyalty is commendable. I take no issue with it.”

      Mark smiled, added a nod, and took his leave, allowing Colin to savor his trifle. The berries, sherry-soaked sponge cake, and custard delighted his taste buds. As soon as he was done, he pushed back his chair and stood. Following Mrs. Reynolds’s request, he rang the bell pull, then went in search of the drink she’d offered.

      Contrary to the rest of the house, the library turned out to be a wondrous work of art lined with bays of shelving. Portraits of philosophers and poets bordered the ceiling cornice. An ornate marble fireplace and large bay windows interrupted the shelving and offered comfortable reading nooks.

      At the center of the room stood a wide oak table with a globe set upon it and books stacked to one side. A silver tray contained two crystal decanters. Colin selected one, removed the stopper, and sniffed the contents. Brandy.

      Satisfied with his choice, he poured a good measure into a glass and took a large sip, his senses jumping to life in response to the spicy flavor. This brandy had more of a bite than what he was used to, burning all the way down his throat and heating his chest.

      He took another sip and picked up the book at the top of the pile on the table. Books told all sorts of stories. Maybe this would give him a better idea of who his host was.

      He flipped it open and leafed through the pages. It detailed farming and agricultural practices with a green ribbon marking a spot pertaining to water supply for crops.

      Colin gave a soft grunt. Apparently, they shared an interest.

      He set the book aside and reached for the next one.

      Roman aqueducts and Archimedes’ system of raising water, along with instructions on how to dig wells.

      Colin’s curiosity grew, especially when he glimpsed the title of the third book. He picked it up.

      Sense and Sensibility.

      An odd choice for a farmer. Perhaps it belonged to his wife?

      Mystified by the strange assortment of reading material, the lack of servants, and poor overall maintenance to the rest of the house, Colin could only conclude that his host was in financial straits, possibly even infirm, and that he loved books. It showed in the library which, although of modest size, appeared to be exceedingly well kept.

      Returning Sense and Sensibility to the table, he arranged the books so they were exactly as he’d found them. A log snapped in the fireplace, and he crossed to one of the armchairs near the bay window. Heavy curtains crafted from sage green velvet were pulled shut. The only reminder a storm raged outdoors was the drumming of rain against the glass.

      Glad to be warm, dry, and well fed, he sat and dropped his gaze to the low table beside him. A chess set filled most of the space with a game well underway. He studied the pieces. White was clearly the stronger player and would likely win unless black moved his bishop, setting up a three-step opportunity to take White’s queen.

      Unable to resist, Colin picked up the piece and made the move.

      Thunder boomed in the distance. The clock on the mantelpiece chimed the hour. Something behind him creaked and a flash of awareness stole over his shoulders.

      Whipping around, he glanced at the doorway, certain he’d catch someone watching.

      But there was no one.

      The doorway remained empty.
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      Victoria Leighton climbed the stairs to her room while cursing her cowardice. She’d remained closeted away in her study since learning of her guest’s arrival - had even taken supper there.

      Stupid woman.

      She’d spent four hours working up the nerve to personally welcome him while making excuses not to. There was after all next week’s shopping list to prepare; her ledgers probably ought to be checked an extra time; then she’d need to tackle her paltry income.

      After being informed by Mrs. Reynolds that Mr. West had finished supper and moved to the library, Victoria had finally dared go and greet him.

      Pulse leaping and stomach rolling until she feared she’d be sick, she’d walked the short distance, had made it to the open doorway, when one of the floorboards creaked beneath her foot. She leapt out of sight, much like a child caught in the act of causing mischief.

      Idiot.

      This was her house. She’d every right to be here. And the worst part was she actually longed for social interaction.

      Annoyed, she entered her room at the end of the hall and rang for Mrs. Reynolds. Had it not been for her late husband…

      She struck that thought from her mind and lowered herself to the sturdy stool in front of her vanity table. The chair she’d initially had, upholstered in creamy silk with rose vines printed upon the fabric, had been sold weeks ago.

      “Tell me about my guest,” Victoria said when Mrs. Reynolds came to attend her.

      “Mr. West?”

      The name was familiar. Victoria’s brother had once been friends with a Mr. West. He’d mentioned him in his letters.

      Mrs. Reynolds began undoing Victoria’s chestnut-colored hair. “He’s tall, strong of build, and older than you by a few years, I should think.”

      “Is he pleasant?” Victoria asked while Mrs. Reynolds set the hairpins aside and began unwinding Victoria’s long curls.

      “I found him grave, but he did help Mark with the water for his bath. Didn’t think it was right to let an older man do the hard lifting himself.”

      Victoria considered this while Mrs. Reynolds ran a comb through her hair. She stared at herself in the mirror. How long had it been since she’d met with a stranger? How long since she’d interacted with the outside world? A lifetime, it seemed.

      “That was considerate of him.”

      “Indeed.”

      Victoria caught Mrs. Reynolds’ gaze in the mirror. “There’s something else. Something you’re not telling me. What is it?”

      The older woman firmed her jaw and proceeded to braid Victoria’s hair. “Men with tragic pasts can be harsh and cynical creatures. I’m not comfortable with someone like that remaining beneath this roof.”

      Victoria frowned. “How do you know he’s got a tragic past?”

      “It’s in his appearance. He does his best to hide it. Might have succeeded too if he’d just had a tiny scar. But when a whole side is mangled, it’s hard not to let people see.” She shook her head and clucked her tongue.

      Not the same Mr. West her brother had known then. That man had been described as charming, incredibly handsome, and friendly - the sort of man whose company everyone sought.

      Mrs. Reynolds helped Victoria change into her nightgown, then bid her good night and left. Victoria climbed into bed and stared up at the cracked plaster ceiling for a few minutes before turning down the light. She was glad she’d changed her mind about joining her guest this evening. Mr. West didn’t seem like the sort of man whose company she would enjoy.

      He’d depart soon enough and she would have one less thing to concern herself with.

      It was as it should be, she decided as she closed her eyes and drifted off to sleep.

      When she woke, however, the lack of sunlight streaming between the thin gap in the curtains informed her the day might not be as inviting as she had hoped.

      “I’m afraid Mr. West won’t be leaving anytime soon,” Mrs. Reynolds informed her when she came to help her dress. “The storm is still pretty bad. The river has risen, flooding the fields, and several trees have been knocked over.”

      “What else” Victoria asked, noting the look of alarm in Mrs. Reynolds’s eyes.

      “Jasper escaped from the barn and–”

      “Good lord.” Victoria scrambled from bed, the soles of her feet pressing into the cold floorboards as she stood. “Why didn’t you say so sooner? Quick. Help me put some clothes on.”

      “I’m sorry.” Mrs. Reynolds grabbed a chemise from the dresser. Stays followed and then Victoria was putting on one of the three black gowns she’d worn since Gavin’s death a little more than eleven months earlier. “I didn’t want to add to your concerns. Especially since Mr. Reynolds has gone out to find him. I’m sure he’ll return with Jasper soon.”

      Victoria dearly hoped so. She’d paid good money for the truffle dog, upon whom she’d pinned most of her hopes for a steady income.

      “Has Mr. West risen yet?” Victoria asked before leaving her room. She needed to know if she risked running into him in the hallway.

      “I don’t believe so.”

      “Please make sure breakfast is ready for when he does. In the meantime, I shall go help Mr. Reynolds search.”

      “Oh no, Mrs. Leighton. You mustn’t. That’s not the sort of weather a woman ought to venture out in.”

      “It’s not right for Mr. Reynolds to be out there either. Besides, Jasper is my dog. I must find him and two people searching are better than one.”

      “Yes, but—”

      “I’ll need my boots and my woolen cloak.”

      Mrs. Reynolds didn’t move. “I really don’t think this is wise.”

      “You may be correct, but I cannot simply sit here and wait. My boots and cloak, if you please.”

      The maid collected the items and helped Victoria ready herself without another word, then accompanied her to the kitchen door.

      “Please be careful,” Mrs. Reynolds said as Victoria slid her hands into a pair of brown leather gloves she’d grabbed from the foyer cupboard.

      “I will.” Victoria pushed the door open and stepped out into a blast of cold air that brought a spray of water with it. She shut the door and proceeded along the muddied path that led to the barn. She’d start her search there by checking to see if Mr. Reynolds had met with success.

      The barn wasn’t far, but her cloak was already damp by the time she reached it, the toes of her boots wet from a puddle she’d accidentally stepped into. Whinnies and grunts from the horses greeted her as she entered, the comforting smell of animals and hay like an earthy oasis in the midst of the mayhem outside.

      Stepping forward, Victoria checked the stalls on each side until she encountered a horse she did not recognize. Gleaming black and built for resilience, with long legs and muscular thighs, Mr. West’s mount was an undeniable thing of beauty.

      Victoria raised her hand and gave the horse a few loving strokes before moving on. Finding Jasper’s spot empty and realizing he wasn’t anywhere else in the barn, Victoria went back outside and cast her gaze about.

      “Jasper,” she called, her voice muffled by the howling wind. “Jasper!”

      The rain was falling heavily now, soaking her through in a matter of seconds. Water dripped in her eyes. Trees at the side of the house creaked as they swayed to and fro. No sign of Mr. Reynolds. He wasn’t searching the fields or she’d see him.

      Heart thumping, she made her decision and strode out onto the open field where the crop she’d hoped to harvest during the autumn was now submerged in mud.

      Her feet sank into the watery soil, filling her boots and putting her slightly off balance. Heedless, she continued toward the canal she’d hired a couple of laborers to dig when the drought in June had cost her an acre of lettuce and cucumbers. It led from the river and was meant to help with irrigation next year.

      “Jasper,” she called again. A tremulous whimper, softened by the rain’s relentless drumming, responded.

      Victoria quickened her pace as best as she could. Her right foot slipped and she skidded. Her arms shot out in both directions, jolting her shoulders. With a gasp, she managed to regain her balance and keep from falling.

      The canal ditch was just there, half filled by rainwater since the runoff channels had not yet been dug. She edged forward and peered inside, wary of the sodden ground collapsing beneath her and of the wind pushing her in.

      It took her a moment to spot the dog - a muddy lump desperately clinging to one side, the lower half of his body submerged in the rising water.

      Oh no.

      Careful with her steps, Victoria moved to where Jasper was. “I’m here,” she assured him, her soothing voice in stark contrast to her riotous nerves. “I’ve found you. Now let’s get you out of this mess.”

      Lowering onto her knees, she reached down. Her fingertips barely brushed Jasper’s paw. His eyes, large and round, begged for assistance.

      Victoria swallowed and scooted down onto her stomach. The mud shifted beneath her, molding to her body as she sank deeper.

      She reached for Jasper again. Her hands grasped at the underside of his front legs and attempted to pull. He tried to help, his paws clawing the side of the channel as he did his best to climb out.

      It was no use. Victoria couldn’t get a good grip and Jasper kept sliding backward.

      “I need to fetch something solid for you to climb onto.” A ladder should do the trick. She pushed up onto her knees and swiped some loose strands of hair from her eyes. “I’ll be back in a minute. I promise.”

      Jasper’s shrill howl as she turned away cut straight through her heart. She had to get him out of that channel before exhaustion overcame him and he drowned.

      Stepping between rows of waterlogged cabbage, Victoria set her course for the shed where tools and garden supplies were kept. Her soaked and muddied skirts clung to her legs, slowing her progress.

      Blinded by the rain, she peered out from beneath her sodden hood and readjusted her direction. Her body trembled and was only held upright by a pair of increasingly weak legs. She staggered sideways, stepped onto a patch of solid ground, and hastened toward her goal.

      The weather-worn door shook on its hinges. With frozen fingers, she undid the latch and eased the door open. A blast of air hit her, wrenching the panel from her hands and slamming it into her head.
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      Colin stared out of his bedchamber window, his shoulders hunched, his posture stiff. He’d not slept well, his rest interrupted numerous times by the howling wind and claps of thunder. When he’d woken, he’d been more tired than when he’d gone to bed.

      He tracked the water droplets sliding over the windowpane, smearing his view. The storm had not diminished during the night. Instead it raged on, tugging at trees and bushes, snapping off branches, filling every hole and crevice with water.

      He pushed out a breath and glanced at the dark morning sky where thick, low-hanging clouds assured him more rain was to come. Blasted weather. Instead of letting him get home in a timely manner so he could help plan for the upcoming harvest, it had trapped him with nothing to do but wait. 

      Bloody nuisance.

      If there was one thing he hated, it was knowing he had work to do and being prevented from getting on with it.

      He turned his back on the window and grabbed his jacket. A cup of coffee would probably make him feel better. Breakfast too. And once he’d finished his meal, he’d go check on Midnight. Yes, that would give him something to do besides twiddling his thumbs.

      Satisfied with his plan for the first part of the day, he left his room and made his way downstairs. The newel post on the banister wobbled beneath his touch as he descended the last step. He stopped, gave it a gentle nudge to check, and saw that the nails securing it must have come loose. Perhaps he’d try and fix it as a means by which to repay his host’s hospitality.

      Satisfied knowing he might accomplish something useful - that his delay would not be completely wasted - he continued toward the dining room and almost made it through the door when Mrs. Reynolds came hurrying toward him. The old woman’s face was etched with concern. She panted for breath.

      “Mr. West,” she gasped, her voice raspy. “It’s my…my…”

      Forgetting himself, Colin turned and immediately hardened his jaw when he realized his error. He stared at the maid, intensely aware that she stared back. Without shrinking away in horror. 

      He stepped toward her, his movements measured. “What’s happened?”

      Distress was evident in her wringing hands, but it wasn’t his appearance that had struck fear in her heart. It was something else, something more terrifying to her than a man who looked like a monster.

      “It’s my mistress.”

      “Your mistress?”

      “Yes. Mrs. Leighton. Her dog ran off last night and Mr. Reynolds went out looking for him, but Mrs. Leighton insisted on helping and now…” Mrs. Reynolds gulped down a breath. “Please, you must come help. Mr. Reynolds still isn’t back but Mrs. Leighton is out there. I can see her by the shed but I don’t have the strength to help her myself and–”

      Colin placed his hand on Mrs. Reynolds’s arm and grounded her with a firm look. “Take me to her.”

      “Right this way.” 

      Mrs. Reynolds spun on her heels and ran to the servants’ stairs with Colin in swift pursuit. His boots thudded on the steps as he made his descent. The fragrant smell of eggs, bacon, and toast that greeted him when he arrived in the kitchen made his stomach rumble with eager anticipation. He did his best to ignore it as Mrs. Reynolds guided him past the range and into a narrow hallway. The burnt-red terracotta tiles sloped and sagged in spots, especially near the outside door where the threshold, a length of granite, had been worn smooth by the excessive tread of feet. 

      At some point in the past, this house had clearly bustled with servants.

      Mrs. Reynolds yanked open the door, inviting cool air to fill the hallway. “See beside the shed? On the ground?”

      Colin nudged his way past her and stared at the spot toward which she pointed. He squinted against the onslaught of wind and rain until he spotted a lump that, upon further inspection, appeared to have legs and hair and... “Good God.”

      Without another word, Colin stormed forward, his boots kicking up mud as he ran to where Mrs. Leighton lay. Water already seeped through his clothes by the time he reached her. It dripped from his hair, ran over his forehead, and finally fell from the tip of his nose. 

      Heedless of his own discomfort or the fact that he’d put on a clean pair of breeches, he knelt and placed his hand firmly upon Mrs. Leighton’s shoulder. Her face lay on its side, the cheek that faced him smeared by dirt. And yet, Colin could tell from the sweep of dark lashes resting against her pale skin, the delicate curve of her nose, her full lower lip, and her graceful jawline, that this was a beautiful woman, not a great deal younger than he. 

      “Mrs. Leighton?” he asked, his heart producing anxious beats as he gave her a gentle shake. Bowing forward, he searched for her pulse and nearly sagged with relief when he felt a weak flutter. He tried to rouse her once more. “Mrs. Leighton?”

      She didn’t budge and the weather was doing little for her eventual recovery.

      Pushing into a crouch, Colin drew her into his arms and lifted her until he cradled her slender frame. With her head tucked securely against his chest in an effort to shield her from the rain and blasts of wind, he started back toward the house at a steady gait, careful not to slip and take her down with him.

      “Dearie me,” said Mrs. Reynolds, her voice shaking. She’d been waiting by the door and held it open for him as he strode inside. “Bring her into the kitchen so she can get warm while I go look for my husband.”

      “You’ll do no such thing,” Colin said in a no-nonsense tone as he went after Mrs. Reynolds. “I’ll search for him while you tend to your mistress.”

      “Thank you, Mr. West.” Mrs. Reynolds pulled a chair closer to the range, and Colin lowered Mrs. Leighton into it. She groaned and slid to one side, her eyelids fluttering as she regained consciousness. An angry bruise, indicative of a hard blow, had formed above her right eyebrow.

      Careful to keep his left side averted from Mrs. Leighton in case she happened to glance up at him, Colin placed a steadying hand against her upper arm, effectively stopping her from toppling out of her seat.

      “Easy does it,” Mrs. Reynolds said, her voice gently soothing. “You’ve taken a nasty hit to the head.”

      “Jasper,” Mrs. Leighton murmured, focusing her attention on Mrs. Reynolds. She clasped the older woman’s hand. “Did Mr. Reynolds find him?” 

      Mrs. Reynolds shared a quick look with Colin. “He hasn’t returned with Jasper yet, I’m afraid.”

      “Oh no.” Mrs. Leighton moved as if to stand. “We have to fetch them. We have to–”

      “If you’re all right on your own for a bit,” Colin said, addressing Mrs. Reynolds while pressing his hostess back into her seat with a gentle touch to her shoulder, “I’ll head back out to look for them.”

      Mrs. Leighton directed her gaze toward him. Rosy lips parted and almond-shaped eyes, a warm shade of brown, widened as though with surprise. Colin instinctively tensed beneath her scrutiny. Bruised and filthy, she was still the loveliest woman he’d ever seen.

      A sobering thought since she’d probably think him the ugliest man alive if she saw the other side of his face.

      Annoyed by this for reasons he could not explain, Colin spun away from both women and marched to the door.

      It opened before he reached it, admitting Mark, who looked like he’d been for a swim in a bog. 

      “It’s bloody awful out there,” he said, teeth chattering.

      “No arguing that,” Colin said. “Come on. Let’s get you warm and dry.” 

      Mark snorted. “Looks like you could do with some drying off too. Go for a stroll, did you?”

      “Not exactly.” He ushered Mark into the kitchen where Mrs. Reynolds hurried to pull another chair close to the range. Although concern was evident in her creased brow, the rest of her face was slack with relief. 

      Mark drew to a halt when he spotted his mistress. “Please tell me you tripped into the bathtub fully clothed and that you didn’t just risk life and limb by going out into that weather, Mrs. Leighton.”

      “I wanted to help search for Jasper.” Her voice was stronger than earlier, but contained a defensive tone one might expect from a daughter being chastised by her father rather than a mistress receiving a reprimand from her servant.

      “It was foolish of you to do so,” Mark said. He dropped into the chair his wife had brought and leaned forward to warm his hands.

      “Perhaps, though I did manage to find him before I…” She swallowed and sent Mrs. Reynolds a nervous glance. “He’s in the canal trench we’ve dug, but it’s filling up fast with water, so I don’t know how long he’ll survive. It may be too late already.”

      “Where’s the trench?” Colin asked.

      “Across the field behind the shed,” Mrs. Reynolds informed him. “You can’t miss it.”

      Colin sent her a stiff nod and went in search of the dog, who was frantically clawing at the embankment when Colin reached him. His front legs were spread in a desperate attempt to find purchase while his hindlegs and tail were submerged in the water beneath him.

      Without wasting a second, Colin dropped to his knees and lowered himself to his stomach, then reached for the terrified dog. “Come on boy. Let’s get you home.”

      Jasper whimpered slightly when Colin grabbed him beneath his front legs and started to pull, but he was a clever pup and realized soon enough that Colin was trying to help him. He kicked his hind legs and with Colin’s added assistance, managed to scramble out of the trench and away from danger, the wag of his tail sending a spray of mud straight into Colin’s eyes.

      He laughed and patted Jasper, who pranced and barked while rain streaked over his head.

      Pushing into a crouched position, Colin wound his arms around Jasper and stood. The dog’s panting breath was hot against his throat as he sloshed across the field. An eager lick here and there made him grin despite his discomfort. He was after all sopping wet. 

      Again. 

      Unlike yesterday, however, he was also caked in dirt from head to toe with at least an inch of water in one boot and half a pond in the other. So he was glad to return indoors where Mrs. Reynolds was quick to offer a cup of hot tea and a plate piled with toast, bacon, and eggs.

      “I hope you don’t mind, being a guest and all,” Mrs. Reynolds said while Colin removed his jacket and moved a bit closer to the range, “but I insisted Mrs. Leighton take the first bath, so you’ll have to wait a while for the water to heat for yours.”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t have it any other way, Mrs. Reynolds.”

      The older woman smiled at him for the first time since his arrival. “You’re a good man, Mr. West. I know Mrs. Leighton will appreciate the help you’ve offered today. Mr. Reynolds and I certainly do.”

      The back of Colin’s neck pricked with unease. Unaccustomed to words of kindness from strangers, he cleared his throat and managed a gruff, “I’m glad I could be of assistance,” before digging into his food.

      It took an hour before he was able to wash himself off and put on a set of dry clothes - the ones he’d arrived in the previous day and which had since dried. After raking a comb through his hair, he dabbed a bit of sandalwood oil beneath his jaw and savored the pleasure of feeling like a new man.

      Someone knocked.

      “Come in,” Colin called.

      Mark opened the door. “I’ve come to thank you for what you’ve done. And to tell you that Mrs. Leighton would like to see you in the library whenever you’re ready.”

      Colin stilled as his heart gave a jolt. He tightened his jaw and responded with a stiff nod. “Thank you, Mark. I’ll be right down.”

      “Very good, sir. I’ll tell her to expect you then.” 

      Mark departed, his footfalls fading as he walked away. Colin snatched up his jacket, took a deep breath, and pushed his arms into the sleeves. No need to worry. He’d met with strangers plenty of times before.

      None as pretty as she.

      His stomach turned over, tying itself into knots. A foolish reaction. She was just a woman - one he would leave behind as soon as the storm had passed. What did it matter if he repulsed her?

      It didn’t.

      Liar.

      For some inexplicably stupid reason he could not explain, he wanted her to think well of him.

      Cursing himself, he strode from his room, descended the stairs, and made his way to the library. He paused immediately to the left of the open doorway, took a deep breath, squared his shoulders, and positioned himself so the ruined side of his face remained out of view as he entered the room.

      It took him a moment to find Mrs. Leighton. Slight of build, she stood to the right of the door, her attention fixed on a book she’d pulled from one of the shelves. Although her back was partially turned toward him, there was no denying her beauty. Not even at this angle. 

      Auburn tresses swept into a loose knot afforded him with a view of her neck, of the delicate bone at the top of her spine as she bowed her head to read. A stray strand of hair lay against that unblemished skin, infusing him with a most bizarre need to tuck it into place. 

      He shook himself free from the notion and gave the open door a gentle knock. 

      With a small start and a swift glance over her shoulder to see who was there, she turned. “Mr. West. Thank you for agreeing to join me.”

      Colin stared at her. It was impossible not to when the hesitant smile she offered lent an almost angelic innocence to her appearance. He’d thought her beautiful when he’d first seen her, partially covered in mud. Now, he acknowledged, she was much more than that.

      This woman, with her almond shaped eyes fringed by long sooty lashes and with a pair of rosy lips parted as if in question, was utterly divine.

      Her slender body, gently curved beneath the black folds of her bombazine gown, hid what he imagined to be a pair of dainty ankles and–

      “Mr. West?”

      He blinked at the realization that he was admiring the tips of her slippers while wondering about her toes. Idiot. He snapped his gaze back to hers and cleared his throat. “Thank you for inviting me into your home.”

      That hesitant smile curved upward with added warmth, dimpling her cheeks. “I’m glad I did or Jasper and I would likely have been worse off.”

      A shudder raked through him. 

      “Surely not. Mr. Reynolds would have found you both eventually.” He considered her obvious state of mourning and told himself not to pry. Ignoring the voice of reason, he gently asked, “I trust there’s no husband?”

      A long inhale was followed by a deep exhalation, as though she needed additional air to steady herself. “He died nearly a year ago.”

      “I’m sorry.” He was a cad for making her state what he’d suspected to be the case, for making her address the loss she’d suffered. And it had been a loss. Her anguished expression proved it.

      She held his gaze until the silence became pronounced before suddenly dropping the book she’d been holding onto the table where Sense and Sensibility still remained. An awkward pause followed, then she seemed to collect herself and gestured toward the armchairs. “Please, come have a seat. There’s tea if you like.”

      Her artlessness suggested she was unused to entertaining guests. A strange occurrence in an upper-class woman who didn’t look more than five and thirty.

      Accepting her invitation, Colin crossed to the proffered seat. As he passed her, he took a deep breath and was instantly struck by the sweet, fragrant scent that swirled in the air around her. It was like peonies after a cool spring shower - an understated perfume that served to enhance the allure of the wearer rather than overwhelm them.

      As far as Colin was concerned, it was tempting as hell and a blatant contrast to the bolder scent of roses worn by his mistress, Isabella. 

      He took his seat and waited for Mrs. Leighton to do the same, then watched with interest as she served the tea - first his cup and then her own. Her hands, he noted, were delicately formed with slender fingers that quivered ever so slightly beneath the weight of the pot, until several drops missed the cup and stained the white cloth that covered the table.

      “Forgive me.” She set the pot aside and reached for a napkin with which to dab at the mess. “I’m not accustomed to having visitors, though I dare say that’s no excuse for clumsiness.”

      “It’s as good as any.” He raised his cup and sipped his tea.

      “You’re too kind.” This was said without glancing in his direction. Followed immediately by, “I wish there were more I could do to repay you.”

      “For not minding about the spill?” 

      “Of course not.” A nervous chuckle escaped her. She took a quick sip of her own tea, then sent him a hesitant glance. “For ensuring my livelihood. As you may have noted, the situation here at Leighton House is not the best. But Jasper will change that, I’m sure. Which is why I’m doubly grateful to you for saving him.”

      Colin knit his brow. He wasn’t quite sure how a cross-breed like Jasper would improve Mrs. Leighton’s finances. “If it’s not too bold of me to ask, what do you expect of Jasper, exactly?”

      “He’s a truffle dog,” Mrs. Leighton declared. “One of the finest ever bred in these parts, according to the man from whom I bought him.”

      Colin almost forgot himself and turned directly toward her. He stopped at the last second, his posture stiff as he carefully asked, “You know the seller well?”

      “Not at all. I think he was a traveling salesman.”

      “And he convinced you to purchase Jasper.” Anger was quickly brewing inside him. There were no worse creatures upon this earth than those who took advantage of others. And as unfortunate as it was, Mrs. Leighton had clearly been conned.

      “It seemed like a good investment.” She sent him a swift glance accompanied by a weak smile. “Granted, I know very little about truffle hunting, but I’m certain I can learn. The important thing is for me to acquire additional income, and with Jasper already trained to–”

      “Jasper is no such thing,” Colin said. He stood, his jerky movements rattling the china. “That dog will never find a single damn truffle.”

      “But…but…”

      “He’s all wrong for that sort of work. For one thing, he’s not a poodle, a spaniel, or a setter, besides which truffle dogs are obedient and extraordinarily clever. They do not run off and get stuck in water-logged holes during storms.”

      Mrs. Leighton stared at him, her eyes as wide as Steven’s had been at the tavern. The slightest gasp let Colin know that it was indeed his misshapen face, not his words, that prompted this reaction. Because he’d forgotten himself after all and in his frustration, he’d turned to her directly, allowing her to see the scarring that puckered his skin and made him look beastly.
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      It took Victoria a good second to recover from what she’d just seen - just long enough for Mr. West to turn his back. She gave herself a proverbial kick to the head. Judging from his rigid posture and fisted hands, her poor reaction had clearly upset him. As it should, considering she’d been gaping at him as though he’d just sprouted horns.

      She cleared her throat. “Forgive me. I simply didn’t realize…that is to say, I did not expect…I mean–”

      “It is I who should beg your forgiveness, Mrs. Leighton, for making you witness to something no gently bred lady should see.”

      “I was surprised - caught off guard. That is all.”

      “You were shocked, for which you ought not be blamed. The fault is entirely my own. I forgot myself in a moment of anger and acted without thinking.”

      Anger on her behalf, she reflected, because she’d been taken advantage of. Embarrassment heated her skin, causing her to flush with discomfort.

      “What a fool you must think me,” she muttered. Her husband had certainly shared that opinion, believing her incapable of intelligent thought or action. She’d never doubted his leaving Leighton House to her had been a vindictive move, intended to save his blood relations from sinking into debt.

      Mr. West sighed, visibly releasing some of the tension from his body. “I do not think you a fool, Mrs. Leighton. Too trusting, perhaps, though that tends to be the trait of kindhearted people, for which there’s no reason to feel any shame.”

      “Then you mustn’t feel any either. Especially when there is absolutely nothing—” She bit her tongue and snapped her mouth shut before the words “wrong with you” could escape her. To say as much would only insult his intelligence since there was no doubt his face had been partially ruined.

      A grave injustice and a definite blight on his otherwise handsome features, which included a square jaw, an angular nose, a shrewd mouth with a full lower lip, shortly trimmed hair that reminded her of late autumn leaves, and eyes that gleamed like liquid gold.

      She huffed a breath and determined to try again. After all, their conversation had been pleasant earlier, if perhaps a bit stilted due to her lack of practice playing hostess. But it had been so long since she’d had a conversation with someone besides her two loyal servants, she did not want the interaction to end just yet.

      “Please, Mr. West. Come and enjoy the rest of your tea. I beg you.”

      A moment of hesitation ensued before he quietly asked, “Are you certain you wouldn’t prefer that I leave?”

      “Quite so,” she assured him, this time with deliberate firmness. Another pause followed before he returned to his seat, taking great care, she noted, to keep the scarring averted from her throughout the entire process. And yet in doing so, its existence became more pronounced, until she saw no way out but to boldly ask, “Will you tell me what happened?”

      He sent her a cautious glance while drinking his tea. Upon returning his cup to its saucer, he said, “To be honest, I’d rather talk about something else, if that’s all right with you.”

      Victoria bit her lip. She’d asked out of sympathy, not to be nosy, though he would undoubtedly think her such. The awkward atmosphere between them now was entirely of her making, and she felt terrible for it. All she wanted was to put her guest at ease, but his appearance clearly troubled him and instead of helping the situation, she kept bungling it.

      Perhaps if she opened up a bit more - made herself vulnerable to him - he’d see that she meant well?

      “Very well,” she agreed. “Let’s speak of my troubling situation instead. Perhaps you can offer me some advice on how to avoid debtor’s prison.”

      A distinctive grunt rose from his throat before he muttered, “Go on.”

      Bolstered by her own daring, she folded her hands in her lap and proceeded. “When my husband died, he willed Leighton House to me, no doubt to save his dear nephew from being saddled with insurmountable debt. Instead, that burden was placed upon my shoulders. For although I initially saw my inheritance as a gift, it didn’t take long for me to realize it was a millstone about my neck. Enormous amounts of money have been borrowed from one lender to pay off the next - a scheme my husband managed with cunning until he died and all those he owed demanded I pay them.”

      “Have you considered selling?”

      “Of course. But I would be out on the street if I did that. The money the house would fetch might be enough to pay everyone back, but it won’t see me settled as well. My only immediate recourse was to sell off the art and furniture individually. The relief is temporary though. I need to procure an income if I am to cover what has been borrowed and squandered while also ensuring my own future.”

      “Hence the reason you leapt at the opportunity you saw in a truffle dog.” When all she could do was nod in silence, he asked, “What about your family? Have you no parents or siblings who might lend support?”

      “No.” She swallowed hard, recalling with bitterness what she had lost. “My mother died when I was an infant, Papa some eighteen years later when he learned of my brother’s death in battle. The news led to an apoplectic fit that weakened his heart but left his mind clear enough to see me taken care of. I was married off the day before he died.”

      “And with your father having no living heir, I presume your husband received whatever wealth your father owned?”

      “Yes. As you have no doubt surmised, it slipped between his fingers. All of it spent, my dowry included.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      So was she. The worst part of all was that she’d believed in Gavin. He’d been a family friend, almost thirty years her senior. She’d known him all her life and had trusted him. It hadn’t occurred to her that he’d lied when he told her he had invested the money her father had left them and that the returns were impressive. Funds came from somewhere, after all. Just not from where she’d thought. And then he’d died and the fantasy world he’d made her believe in had vanished, replaced by angry lenders who wanted their money.

      “You mentioned a brother who died in battle,” Mr. West said, his gentle voice scattering her thoughts. “My sympathies, Mrs. Leighton. It’s a tragedy to lose a relation in such a meaningless way.”

      “Meaningless?” Victoria glared at him, confounded by his heartless audacity. “My brother believed in standing up for this country. In doing so, he laid down his life. I’ll not let you suggest his death was meaningless in any way.”

      “Forgive me. It was not my intention to cause offense.” He took a deep breath and let it out slowly while sending her a cautious glance. “Having been to war myself, I no longer view the act of dying in the name of a flag as noble, but rather as senseless. Especially when one’s king remains comfortably safe at home, far away from all the bloodshed.”

      The bitterness in his voice was enlightening. It also made her want to know more. Not so much because she was curious, but because she longed to talk to someone who’d shared a similar experience with her brother - to help her understand what he’d been through.

      Gripping her teacup between her hands, she dared herself to ask, “Which battle did you participate in?”

      He leaned forward, bracing his forearms on his thighs. “I was in Egypt. Aboukir, to be precise.”

      A rush of exhilaration sent her heart racing. Of all the Napoleonic conflicts, what were the chances? Again, the name West struck a chord, but to suppose he might be the same West who’d served with her brother was far too great a coincidence, surely. But what if it weren’t?

      “What is it?” Mr. West asked with a frown. “You look slightly startled.”

      “Only because I can scarcely believe what you’ve just revealed.” When he raised a questioning brow she explained, “Richard was in Aboukir too. He was stationed there with three university friends - a Mr. Dale, a Mr. Grier, and a Mr. West. I don’t suppose…that is to say…I mean I realize it’s highly unlikely but–”

      “You’re Richard Hughes’s sister?”

      The wide-eyed shock with which Mr. West stared at her drew a nervous laugh from her throat. She quickly flattened her lips and nodded. “Indeed.”

      “But that’s…that’s…”

      “Extraordinary?” she offered, adding a wary smile.

      “Unquestionably so.” He continued to stare, infusing her with no small amount of self-awareness. “We tried to find you when we returned, to offer our sympathies and to relate our experiences with Richard, but you weren’t to be found.”

      “Most likely because I’d already married and moved by the time you arrived.”

      “And you’ve been here ever since? In this very house, no more than a one-hour ride from my own estate?”

      “I suppose so.”

      He huffed a breath and shook his head. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

      Victoria waited to see if he might say anything more. When he didn’t, she asked, “I’ve always wondered what happened. The letter Papa received was brief and unsatisfying.”

      Mr. West stilled. He sank back in his chair and seemed to consider how best to respond. “Richard’s death was swift and painless. A sniper struck him in the head. He died on the spot.”

      “You were with him when it happened?”

      “I was at his side,” he confessed, his words slow and measured as though it took effort for him to think back and recall what had happened. “But a cannon blast sent me flying at almost the same time, and then another one struck a crate full of gunpowder I’d landed close to. Ripped my cheek and part of my ear off. Almost took out my eye.”

      “Good lord.”

      “It could have been worse, I suppose. I could have lost an arm and a leg had it not been for the excellent surgeon who tended to me.” He chuckled as though attempting to lighten the mood. Sobering almost immediately, he said, “I never forgot about Richard, however. Neither did James or Grayson, with whom I meet once a year for a drink in his memory.”

      “I honor my brother in much the same way,” Victoria confessed, while thinking back on the last time she’d seen him. He’d looked so smart in his red coat tails and white breeches when he’d headed off with that boyish smile of his pulling at the edge of his lips. The memory tore at her heart and made her throat ache as she forced back emotional tears. “He should have come home. Had he done so, Papa would not have died as he did while I–”

      She snapped her mouth shut and turned her gaze away from Mr. West.

      “You believe your situation might have been better if Richard had lived?”

      “To think as much would be incredibly selfish. Richard died. Pitying myself is–”

      “Only natural.” When she said nothing to this, he quietly said, “What you have suffered as a result is no small matter.”

      “It seems almost laughable when compared with what you yourself have been through.” Needing to move - to do something with her hands - she picked up the teapot and refilled both cups.

      “Anyone who has had the misfortune of inheriting someone else’s debt would probably disagree. And judging from those books over there, you’re not exactly sitting around waiting for a miracle, but working to improve upon your crop production.”

      “You’re right. The drought this past year hasn’t helped, which is why I attempted building canals linked to the river. As luck would have it, the downpour started as soon as most of the work was completed, flooding everything and drowning the crop.” She suddenly laughed, for what else was there to do besides crying? “Everything I do turns to muck.”
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