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Dear Reader,


Thank you for picking up this sweet regency romance, the first in my Unknown Series. It means the world to me that you're here, ready to dive into another story. Writing stories is my passion, and knowing that my words might give you a few hours of escape and happiness makes all those sprints at the keyboard worth it.


Your support has kept me going through every scene and story. The messages you send, the reviews you leave, and the way you share my stories with others—it all touches my heart more than you know.


I write for readers like you. Hearing that one of my books helped you through a tough day or kept you up all night turning pages reminds me exactly why I do this. These stories aren't just ink on paper – they're the connection between us, even though we've never met.


I promise to keep writing stories that sweep you off your feet, make your heart race, and leave you believing in hope, love and adventure. If you'd like to stay connected and receive exclusive surprises and updates, please join my newsletter.


Your support means everything to me, and I can't wait to share more stories with you.


With love and gratitude,


Anne C. West


P.S. Let's stay in touch! You can find me on social media or join my newsletter for the latest updates.











  
  
About the Book




In the enchanting world of high society and hidden desires, Gilbert Parsons and Frances Snowley embark on a journey of self-discovery and forbidden love. 

As they navigate through societal expectations and personal tragedies, their bond strengthens, defying the constraints of their class and upbringing. But as they confront manipulative forces and unforeseen obstacles, they must decide whether to follow their hearts or succumb to the pressures of their world. Will their love conquer all, or will it be crushed under the weight of societal norms? 

Join Gilbert and Frances on a thrilling adventure of love, betrayal, and redemption in this captivating romance novel that will leave you breathless till the very end.
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CHAPTER 1




Gilbert


Gilbert Parsons heard the voices ahead before he saw the overturned wagon. There was a young lady's voice and an old man groaning. A wagon ran into the ditch on the side of the road. One of the wheels came off. Daniel Fletcher, his present oblivious companion, did not notice the scene unfolding in front of them. A second wagon stood a short distance away. 

'That young lady really thought she had me roped in. But thankfully her mother came to the rescue. Maybe it was the mother's plan. And she foiled it herself.' Daniel relayed yet again. The same story after every social event he attended. Gilbert sighed. His life felt mundane and meaningless. Every day was filled with frivolities and uselessness. Other than estate matters, once in a while, Gilbert spent his day having tea with gossiping companions or getting entangled in the flirting battles of desperate young women.

Gilbert's view outside the carriage changed to the scene of an accident. He sat up. Yes, an accident happened. Yes, a man could be hurt. Even dying to be sure. But Gilbert already decided that he would help. Be useful. 

Gilbert hung out of the open window of the carriage he was caged in. 'Stop.' He commanded the driver. Before the carriage came to a halt, Gilbert jumped down and moved around the carriage toward the overturned wagon. 

'What are you doing?' Daniel asked. Gilbert ground his teeth at his oblivious friend. Did the man hear or see nothing but his entertainment?

'These people need our help.' His voice sounded exactly as irritated to himself as he felt.

'Help?!' Daniel, his companion asked when he emerged from the carriage and stared at the carnage in front of them. 'I'm sure there is somebody… more suited… to help.' Gilbert swallowed his remark. Daniel paled at the word help.

'Go on ahead.' Gilbert said instead. Daniel's look of relief did not go unnoticed. 'I will be along soon. Please let Miss Martin know that I will join her later.' Gilbert said.

'Miss Martin?' Daniel asked. 'As long as I don't need to stay here.' His eyes wide and face grey at the prospect of hard labour. Gilbert lifted an eyebrow. However, Daniel jumped back into the carriage before Gilbert had the chance to say anything further and the carriage rumbled quickly down the road.

A heavy branch wedged itself between the dangerously overturned wagon and the wall of dirt that rose on the other side of the ditch. It probably prevented the wagon from crushing the groaning man he heard from afar. The voices sounded from somewhere on the other side, maybe below the wagon. Gilbert heard the woman's voice again. He jumped onto the far side of the ditch. The wagon leaned much further into the ditch than at first glance. Then he noticed her.

Her skirts puffed up around her legs where she crawled in under the precariously balanced wagon. Then he saw the body of the trapped victim. The woman shuffled back and came to her haunches, mud and dirt faintly streaked on her black skirts. She fidgeted with the clips of her bodice and yanked it off quickly before she threw it onto the wagon. Gilbert knew he had to say something. Anything; announce his presence. Offer help. Anything. Instead, he was mute. And enthralled. A lady of the gentry, on her knees in the dirt to help an old peasant. 

'If you are here to stare, sir, I would rather you leave. If, however, you are here to assist me in helping this man, you are welcome.' She tucked the scarf from around her neck and dabbed the sweat on her forehead then tucked the scarf into her blouse sleeve.

'Gilbert Parsons at your service.' Gilbert yanked his coat off and rolled his sleeves up to below his elbows.

'Frances Snowley.' The young woman answered. 'And your service is well needed. Thank you.' She pointed to the branch he noticed moments ago. 'Please see to that branch. I tried to secure it. But I can't be sure.' The man groaned again. Frances soothed the man. Gilbert set to work on the branch. The branch was safe, but the wagon seemed to be coming apart around the very spot where the branch pushed against it. Gilbert walked around the wagon and found a piece of the wagon that must have broken off during the accident. He pushed the wagon away from the branch and slipped a plank in between. The old man groaned again.

'Mr Parsons, the man seems to be caught under the wagon. When he was still conscious, he tried to move his leg out, but I was just not strong enough.' Frances said. She dropped down on her haunches the way Gilbert saw her first and motioned for him to follow. 'From what I can see, he seems to be stuck there.' Gilbert, down on his haunches next to the woman, stared at the woman instead of where she pointed. The soft aroma of roses surrounded her. Her cheeks were flushed with exertion. 'Mr Parsons, I believe you should direct your attention there.' Frances said and scooted away from Gilbert.

'Quite right.' Gilbert said and forced himself to study the situation. 'The wagon is quite dilapidated. I believe it will come apart with little effort.'

***


Frances


Frances observed Gilbert pulling the wagon apart. She mimicked his actions by pulling at one of the panels. It fell apart with little effort. Sam groaned with the slightest movement of the wagon. She feared that the old man might not survive the ordeal. The smell of death and blood seemed to be part of her every waking moment. First Papa. Then Mama. And now Sam. The man is very much still alive! She berated herself. 

'Miss Snowley, I suspect this is as far as I can go without causing more harm.' Gilbert said. He stood with his hands wedged onto his hips and studied his handiwork. 'If we can find a man to help me, it will save your patient much pain.'

'Must it be a man? I'm sure I can muster up the strength you need.' Gilbert made a strangled sound at her remark. 'What is the matter?' Frances asked. 

'It is not that it's heavy. A clear lift off from your patient is what's needed.' Gilbert answered. Frances looked at the last remaining part of the wagon. She had no idea what it was called or what it did. All it did was cause pain to poor Sam.

'O good.' Frances walked to the edge of a gnarled piece of wood and Gilbert walked to the other side. 'I think it will be sufficient if I lift here. Don't you agree, Mr Parsons?' 

'I believe it will.' Gilbert said. 'We lift together on three.' He said and started to count. Frances manoeuvred her skirts out of the way and copied his stance. '... three.' He said and they lifted together. 'Let's move it this way.' Gilbert motioned with his head and Frances followed. The wood was not heavy but from Sam's reaction, it was the sole cause of his pain. The old man groaned more than ever. 

'Mr Parsons, my wagon is parked over there. We can load him in the back and drive him to town.' Frances said. 'Sam. It's not long now.' She took his hand in hers. 

'We can't lift Sam without causing more injury.' Gilbert said. 'We need a sort of carrier to lift him.' Gilbert started looking through the debris. 

'Fabric of some sort?' Frances asked. 'I was on my way to the mill. For feed. There's some hessian bags in my wagon.'

'Perfect.' Gilbert said. He fetched it from the wagon and ripped the side seams to make a long piece of fabric. 'We can slide this under Sam to lift him easier. Handles would make carrying him easier but we don't need to carry him across a battlefield.' Gilbert said. He smiled when Frances stopped moving and looked at him.

'The Napoleonic Wars?' Frances asked. Gilbert nodded. She gave him a small smile before she said. 'I can roll him onto it.'

'You have nursing experience, Miss Snowley?' Gilbert asked.

Frances shook her head. 'No, sir. My mother showed me how to change linens without requiring the patient to get up from his sick bed.'

Gilbert looked around a bit for something to bandage Sam's injured leg. He found a narrow straight branch and a piece of cloth.

'Miss Snowley, please wrap that branch with this cloth. It will be a great support for that leg.' Gilbert said. Frances did as he instructed and felt excited when he nodded in approval. 

'I have to ask,' Gilbert said after they made Sam comfortable in the back of the wagon. 'The only Snowleys I know were the late Captain Snowley and his wife, Lady Snowley. Were you family?' 

Sam's trouble gave Frances a reprieve from her constant sadness after losing her parents. Gilbert's question reminded her of her dire situation. Frances took a deep breath. Tears were ever so available but she refused to cry in front of Gilbert. 

***


Gilbert


The young woman sat in silence for a moment. She rubbed her upper arms and then she gripped her seat before she answered. 

'I'm their surviving daughter.' 

Gilbert sat upright. 

'Forgive me, Miss Snowley.' Gilbert said. Her jacket served as a pillow for Sam, as Frances called him. He hung his coat around her shoulders. 'My condolences for your loss. I served under Captain Snowley but never learned much about his private life. Truly a remarkable man.' Gilbert said. Frances pulled crumpled and wilted rose petals from her skirt pocket. He noticed her rub the petals between her fingers with uncanny ferocity. 

'Papa never spoke about his time away from the house. And Mama kept me secluded from society in general.' Frances noticed him looking at her hands. 'The rose oil takes the smell away. The smell when Papa died is always there.' Gilbert nodded.

'It's an overwhelming experience. Death.' Gilbert said. His time during the Napolean wars is still vivid. 'Nothing prepares one for it. Or wipes it from memory.' They sat quietly side by side each with their own memories.

'Forgive me in return for not knowing anything about you and your family.' Frances said. Gilbert smiled. She was like nobody in society. Least of all, honest to distraction and selfless and kind. Daniel's expression at the mere mention of the word help popped to mind; an example of the average member of society's opinion of Frances' actions earlier.

'Yes. Captain Snowley was very private. But it was clear that his family meant the world to him.' Gilbert wanted to change the subject. It had to be painful for such a young woman to speak of her recently deceased father and mother. The town inn came into view. 'Here we are. I will send for the physician. At least Sam will be comfortable here and taken care of while he's on the mend.'

***


Frances


Gilbert pulled the wagon to a halt and jumped down to make arrangements. Frances watched in silence as men fetched the injured Sam. The conversation with Gilbert left her feeling shaken and vulnerable.

'Thank you, Miss Snowley, for an eventful afternoon. Will you be attending tonight's ball?' Gilbert asked.

'Ball?' Frances asked in return.

'I believe it's touted to be the event of the season!' Gilbert said and waved his arms with a grand flourish. 'But there's at least another half dozen events-of-the-season to look forward to.' Gilbert said behind his hand for Frances alone to hear. It felt good to laugh a little.

'No, Mr Parsons. I will not be attending. It's hardly appropriate for frivolities in mourning, wouldn't you agree.' Frances said. Gilbert swallowed his smile and a crease appeared between his eyebrows.

'I believe you are correct, Miss Snowley.' Gilbert said.

'No harm was done, Mr Parsons. Again, thank you for your help and do enjoy yourself tonight.' Frances smiled and took up the reins where Gilbert hooked it. With a smile and wave, she set off home. 

Her thoughts travelled to Sam. Then the miracle of Mr Parsons' arrival. She felt guilty for settling on keeping Sam comfortable until he died. Death was too much on her mind. Mr Parsons popped to mind. And she felt herself smile. A first real smile in a very long time. She felt relieved that she still knew how. 

The afternoon's activities distracted them from her upcoming meeting with Mr Ralph, Papa's lawyer. Frances felt her shoulders sag and her smile vanished. Mr Ralph fixed an appointment to discuss Papa's estate and will. A meeting that Mama avoided, according to Mr Ralph.









