
Chapter One 

			“Thanks, mate.”

			Griffin Harris jumped off the bus that brought her within a mile of Rosebrook village. She lifted her large rucksack onto her back and started the walk to the edge of the village. Griffin could have stayed on to the next stop, but she wanted to draw out the time before she got to Rosebrook. She wanted some more time to be on her own.

			Ahead of her stretched the open country roads of Dorset, in the southwest of England. If she followed her heart, Griffin would just keep walking, wandering along the coastline, ending up who knew where.

			But she had an obligation to fulfil to a good friend, so Rosebrook was where she would be staying, for a while at least.

			It was a cold October day. There was a white frost over the hedgerows and grass verges. Dorset’s weather was generally mild compared to many parts of the country, but this year the weather experts said it might be unusually cold. Griffin’s friend, ardent environmentalist Evan Fox, would say it’s another sign that the climate was way out of whack.

			She walked on slowly, trying to draw out the time before she met the high road that led down into the village. When Griffin arrived at the top of the high road, she stopped.

			Griffin looked down to her left into Rosebrook, and then to the right back along the coastal road, where she could wander until maybe her head and heart could make sense of the world again.

			But she couldn’t let her friend down and so turned left and started the walk down the road which eventually led to the village. On the right hand side of the road the trees started to thicken into a forested area. This was one of her favourite places to go when village life got a bit restrictive.

			Before Griffin knew it, her legs were carrying her over there. There was time for extra solitude before the world wanted her again. She made her way through the trees and eventually found her little clearing.

			It still had the remnants of the stone circle she used to enclose a fire, and the area marked out with string where she had intended to build a tiny cabin. When she had intended to stay in Rosebrook for some time, she’d needed to find an outlet for the need for freedom that only the outdoors could bring. Clementine—the Duchess of Rosebrook—and Evan gave her permission to use this area of the woods as a camp, and a place to build a tiny cabin or shelter.

			She had just started marking out the area and taking delivery of the wood and supplies to build her new project when she got the call that her mum had a heart attack. Griffin had dropped everything and gone to her. Little had Griffin known that the time she spent caring for her mum would open up some old wounds that would tear them apart.

			Griffin put her bag on the ground beside the stone circle and sat on the log she had placed beside it when she first came here. She took a breath and closed her eyes, tried to quieten out the noise of her mind.

			Even under normal circumstances, city life got too much for Griffin before long, but this time had been even harder. Griffin and her mother had a complicated relationship at the best of times, but two months of rehab had brought out new revelations that Griffin didn’t know how to process.

			As her mind started to dwell on them again, she decided to make a fire and stay out here for a while. The making of a fire and sitting by one always soothed Griffin’s mind.

			* * *

			Bronte de Lacey zipped up her holdall and laid it by the front door of her flat.

			“Bronte, listen to me.”

			She was followed around her flat by her mother, the fierce matriarch of the de Lacey family, Matilda de Lacey, Baroness Lawton.

			Bronte carried on with her final bits and pieces of packing in the living room to her flat. “I’m not listening because I’ve already heard what you’ve said, and I said no.”

			“But Bronte—” Her mother looked out of the living room window for what seemed like the fiftieth time since she’d arrived.

			Bronte looked up. “I’m quite sure your Mercedes is safe, Mother.”

			“This isn’t a good area. A de Lacey shouldn’t be living here.”

			Bronte let out a big sigh. She was sick of this kind of comment. She sat on her couch and began to check that she had everything in her last rucksack.

			“Mother, if the family is as broke as you say we are, then this is exactly where a de Lacey should be.”

			Her flat wasn’t even in a bad neighbourhood, but it was beneath the snobbish Matilda de Lacey’s dignity. The flat was Bronte’s, and she was proud that it was bought outright, but as far as her mother knew it was rented.

			Bronte’s flat and Jeep parked outside were bought from a little pot of money her mother knew nothing about, a small inheritance left to her by a beloved uncle. Knowing Matilda de Lacey and the way she leapt on any money and ploughed it into the family seat, his lawyer arranged for it to be dealt with complete secrecy, and so Bronte did the same.

			“De Laceys are never broke, Bronte. We are simply going through some fiscal difficulties, although how you managed to buy that hideous car outside, I’ll never know. Those fiscal difficulties would be solved if you’d do what you were told once in your life and meet up with Antonia Carey.”

			Bronte gave a rueful laugh. “She’s even more snobbish than you, Mother.”

			“I’m not snobbish—I simply know my position in life,” her mother said.

			“Above others.”

			“Of course. That’s how the world works, Bronte. You have just never accepted it. Listen, just meet Antonia once. Her mother says she’s had a crush on you since school, although God knows why.”

			Bronte rolled her eyes. “Thank you, Mother.” She picked up her tie-dye headscarf and fixed her hair from falling in her face.

			“I mean, look at your beautiful face, and your strawberry-blond hair. You have everything, and yet you insist on being knee deep in mud rescuing an injured wombat or something.”

			“Wombat? I think you have the wrong continent, Mother.”

			Bronte had been an animal lover all her life, and after university she trained as an animal rehabilitator. She worked at animal shelters and at wildlife sanctuaries all over the world, like the Serengeti National Park, plus spent many weekends protesting fox hunting parties in the English countryside.

			“Well, whatever. Dicky Melville said you were on his land last month, disrupting a perfectly legal trail hunt.”

			“Yes, I was. You and I both know Dicky Melville does not trail hunt. It’s a smokescreen for hunting foxes illegally,” Bronte said.

			“You see? This is why you don’t get a husband or a wife.”

			Bronte shook her head in frustration. “You see, Mother, this is what gets to me. You weren’t the nicest person to me when I came out. In fact you wanted me to marry a man for money and status, and told me to have a female lover on the side if I must.”

			“A sensible arrangement that has always been used by the aristocracy. Marriage is about what each person can bring to the relationship, so that they both become stronger as a family and more powerful.”

			Bronte wasn’t even going to go down that road. They had argued about these issues most of her life.

			“My point, Mother, is that when a few of your friends started having gay sons or daughters coming out, you saw the potential of an even greater marriage market and have been trying to set me up with women ever since.”

			“You said you were a lesbian, and I found well-bred or rich, or both, lesbians for you, and you haven’t taken me up on one. Harry Knight, for example.”

			The Dowager Countess of Axedale, Harry Knight’s mother, was in her mother’s social circle, and she’d tried to match Bronte with her.

			“Mother, Harry Knight had to fall deeply in love to ever settle down,” Bronte said as she zipped up her bag.

			“Love?”

			“I know that’s a foreign concept to you, Mother. But some of us—” Bronte corrected herself. “Some people do look for love.”

			Her mother crossed her arms defensively. “I suppose that’s a dig at me?”

			“No, Mother,” Bronte said, but it was. Her mother had ruined her chance at long-lasting love, but today wasn’t the time to go down that old road again. “I’m just pointing out that everyone isn’t like you.”

			“No, they wouldn’t have my luck. Marry a multimillionaire to fill the family coffers and have him lose it with one bad investment after another,” her mother said with disdain.

			Bronte hated to hear her mother talk about her dad that way. He was a sensitive man who had been swept away with love, only to find it lasted as far as his money did. This was another reason Bronte had to get away. The arguments that she could and did get into with her mother, over the years, were exhausting and only hurt Bronte. She had to get away, and this was her chance. A chance of a lifetime.

			“I’m going, Mother, and I’m not going to meet with Antonia.”

			Bronte’s heart still beat fast when she had to stand up to her mother. It hadn’t come to her naturally, but she had learned over the years that to get the life she wanted, she had to force herself to be strong, or Matilda de Lacey would run right over her.

			Her mother got up and started to pace in frustration. “We could lose Lawton House. Is that what you want? You’re my oldest child, my heir. It’s your duty to keep Lawton House going for the next generation.”

			“What I want is to live the life I want to live. I may be the oldest, but my sister has conformed. Jo Jo has the husband and kids to continue the line.”

			“And look where that has got us. Jocasta’s husband was about as reliable as your father. I will not be the de Lacey who loses our ancestral home. Don’t you want your own child to be baroness after you?”

			Lawton House was one of the oldest mansions in London, and her mother was very proud of the fact. A former nunnery, taken off the order by Henry the VIII, it sat on the banks of the River Thames, was a beautiful place to grow up. When Bronte met new people and described her home, they rarely believed that such a green and pleasant estate existed in London, not far from Richmond train station.

			As beautiful as it was, all Bronte ever saw in it was wasted money, hurt, arguments, and repression. Her mother was Captain Ahab and the house her own Moby Dick.

			“Mother, I doubt I’m going to be in that kind of relationship in my life.”

			Love and broken hearts weren’t something she was going to get into again. Maybe at one time she would have liked a partner and family, but now she knew her life was going to be dedicated to the animals she cared for.

			“We’ve all tried to tell you the answer, Mother. Sell the house and grounds to the National Trust. They’ll repair it to its former glory and let you and Dad stay for your lifetime.”

			Her mother gave her the steely, hard gaze, the one that, as a child, had frightened her into complying. “I will not be the de Lacey who loses our ancestral home to the National Trust so that old ladies and men can wander through and have a cup of tea and a cake in my summer house.”

			There was no reasoning with her. This new project had come to her at exactly the right time.

			“For the last time, Mother, I’m going to Rosebrook village. Evan Fox has given me the chance of a lifetime, and I intend to take it.”

			“Evan Fox,” her mother said, “yet another rich lesbian you should have tried to bag. If my two daughters can’t make the hard choices, maybe I will have to.”

			“What is that supposed to mean?”

			“Just as it sounds. I will need to rely on myself, it seems.”

			Bronte had heard enough. She grasped her last bag and walked to the door, and what she thought would be a new life.

			




Chapter Ten 

			Bronte hated the way she ran from Griffin. It was the shock of her two worlds colliding—the woman her mother ruled, and the one she had shaped for herself in Rosebrook. When her mother asked who Griffin was, she didn’t want her mum to know, not because she didn’t care, but because she did.

			Bronte didn’t want her mother ruining any sort of friendship she was developing with Griffin. To prevent that, she had denied Griffin was anyone of consequence to her.

			At first Bronte didn’t think Griffin had overheard her, but when Griffin never came to see her that night, the next day, or the next, Bronte knew she had heard, and that she had hurt Griffin.

			She didn’t have the courage to go to her. Every night when Bronte did her walk in the woodlands to check for hunters, she thought Griffin might be at her campfire, building her den, as she often was, but there was no sign of her.

			Bronte couldn’t leave it any longer. So she decided to walk down to the brewery one afternoon, to try to see her on neutral territory. When Bronte got there, she saw a van being loaded at the main entrance, so she looked for a door at the side, which helpfully had an intercom on the door.

			She pressed it and a voice said, “Hello?”

			“Hi, this is Bronte from the animal rescue. I was hoping I could see Griffin.”

			“Come up.”

			The door buzzed open, and she followed some metal stairs up to an office. Patrick, who Griffin had pointed out to her before, was waiting for her.

			“Hi, Bronte. Nice to meet you properly at last.”

			Bronte shook his hand. “You too. Is Griffin in today?”

			“I’m sorry, she’s gone to London to take care of some business,” Patrick said.

			“Do you know when she’ll be back?”

			“She didn’t put a firm date on it. She mentioned maybe a couple of weeks.”

			Great, you’ve messed it right up now. “Okay, thanks.”

			“Do you want me to get a message to her?” Patrick offered.

			“It’s okay. I’ve got her number. Thanks, Patrick, and it was nice to meet you.”

			“You too, Bronte.”

			That was that, then.

			* * *

			Griffin’s feelings of melancholy hung heavily over her as she sat in a leather armchair in the waiting room of her lawyer’s office. Trent, Trent, and Masters had been her father’s lawyers, the ones Griffin had dealt with when her inheritance had to be sorted out.

			Griffin had gotten on well with the younger Trent. They both were gay and had similar outlooks on life, and Griffin decided to keep Trent as her own lawyer, dealing with all legal matters to do with her estate and banking affairs.

			When Trent called asking her to sign a few papers, it was the perfect opportunity to get away for the week. It wasn’t until Bronte’s mother arrived and she overheard their conversation, that Griffin realized how much her burgeoning friendship with Bronte was getting her through the emotions of learning the truth about her father.

			But apparently, she was the only one enjoying her so-called friendship.

			No one. Just Griffin.

			She felt like a fool having put herself out for Bronte, when Bronte clearly thought she was forcing a friendship. Since then, Griffin’s feelings had been all over the place.

			Griffin didn’t want to deal with it all and couldn’t wait till she could be on the road again. Sitting in the one place, with long winter nights in Rosebrook, gave her too long to think. Although she couldn’t leave yet, having made her promise to Fox, there was one step she could make to gain some distance from her emotional luggage.

			The buzzer on the secretary’s desk went off, and she said, “Trent will see you now, Griffin.”

			“Thanks.”

			As she approached the door, it opened to reveal the well-dressed and ever dapper Trent. They were quite the contrast, Griffin in her slouchy combat trousers, heavy boots, and floppy hair, and Trent with her immaculately cut short blond hair, and equally immaculate grey suit and tie.

			“Come in, Griffin. Great to see you.”

			“You too.”

			“Take a seat. You didn’t have to come all the way from Rosebrook to sign these papers. We could have done this next time you were in London.”

			Griffin sat down at Trent’s desk. Trent’s office was like one you would imagine in a Dickens classic, all dark wood furniture, leather seats, and leather-bound books on the shelves.

			“No, it’s okay. I wanted to talk to you about something anyway.” Griffin looked to the picture on Trent’s desk and said, “How are your wife and children?”

			Trent’s face was now wreathed in smiles. “Wonderful. There’s a more up-to-date picture on the wall behind you. Alice and Noah have grown up so quickly. And Wendy has had her first children’s book published.”

			Griffin turned in her seat and saw a beautiful, smiling family, something that she would never have.

			“They are beautiful. You’re very lucky.”

			Trent sighed with contentment. “I know I am, believe me. I put the picture right across the room from my desk, so that whatever bitter divorce or client I’m dealing with, I know that a truly loving family is possible, but that you have to work at it, and that I’m extremely fortunate to have learned that.”

			“I’m glad for you, Trent.”

			“I wasn’t always this privileged, so I never take it for granted. Anyway, enough about me. What did you want to talk about?”

			“I want to sell the house and estate.”

			Trent looked extremely surprised. “You want to sell everything?”

			“Yeah, it’s what I should have done from the beginning. It’s a weight around my neck. I just want to be rid of it.”

			“Okay, but what about your great-uncle?”

			Her father’s uncle had been living in a cottage on the grounds since she inherited the family lands and fortune. He had sent messages via Trent asking to meet her since the beginning, but Griffin had such a coloured view of her dad’s family that she wasn’t interested, but did allow him to remain in his cottage.

			Griffin realized it probably sounded as if she was turfing him out. “Oh no, I don’t mean his cottage. The land his house and garden are on, keep that. He can continue to live there rent-free for as long he lives, and make sure his house is up to date as well please, Trent. If it needs new kitchen, new bathroom, anything.”

			“Of course I will do that, but I think he would dearly love to meet you if—”

			“No,” Griffin said firmly. “I can’t do that, but make things comfortable for him.”

			Trent was silent for a moment. “Griffin, I understand you had a difficult relationship—or no relationship—with your father. You’re a lot like me. I had a terrible relationship with my father, hated everything about him, but at least I knew him. Your uncle could help you know him.”

			Little did Trent know that she was running away from the fact that everything she had thought about her dad was wrong, and she just didn’t want to face it.

			Trent continued, “I’ve been up there, as you know, when business required, and it’s strange. It has a spirit of place, if you believe in that kind of thing. You can feel a unique atmosphere. I would advise you to visit it, and your great-uncle, at least once, before deciding to sell.”

			“No, I don’t want to, Trent. I just want it sold, and then I’m leaving the country as soon as Fox gets someone to replace me at the brewery,” Griffin said.

			“Has something happened?” Trent asked.

			Trent didn’t want to reveal that she’d found out her dad wasn’t as her mum had told her all her life. It cut too deep to deal with those emotions here and now, in Trent’s office.

			“No, just sell it, Trent.”

			“If that’s why you want, I’ll set the wheels in motion.”

			“It’s what I want.”

			But was it?

			



Chapter Eleven 

			A week had passed since Griffin had left for London. A week was a long time for Bronte to harbour guilt at the way she had spoken about Griffin.

			Bronte was going on her daily walk to check on wildlife and to see if there was any sign of the hunters being back again.

			It was bitterly cold today, and the first snowflakes had started to fall. The weather forecast had been predicting snow for several days, and now it was finally here. Bronte walked further in, checking on the trees, on any tracks on the ground.

			There hadn’t been any significant signs that the hunters had been back since the night Griffin had seen them. That didn’t mean they hadn’t been—there were just no telltale signs.

			The snow was already coating the ground in a light white blanket. Bronte would need to be quick, or any tracks left would be covered and snow would cover any evidence she might find. And find it, she did.

			Beside a tree lay the mutilated body of an adult badger. She gasped in horror at the state of the poor creature. From Bronte’s experience, this animal had been ripped apart by dogs. This was awful. She had to make sure the rest of the badger sett was okay. Bronte set off at a run towards the tree where the badger sett was burrowed.

			As she was running, she felt a painful tug at her ankle. In an instant she fell at speed towards the ground. Then everything went dark.

			* * *

			A week away from Rosebrook didn’t help Griffin. Why she thought being alone in a hotel room and going for drinks in her once favourite bars would help, she didn’t know. Bars, loud music, and extremely happy people were the worst things for her mood. She was past that kind of diversion.

			At one time Griffin would have been in the middle of the dance floor, drinking to quell the pain of her father’s abandonment, but not now. Everything had changed.

			When she arrived home, she went to Patrick’s house to check in with him. Griffin felt guilty. She’d left a lot of responsibility on Patrick’s shoulders because she was having a hard time. Patrick, on the other hand, didn’t seem fazed, which was good. It meant Griffin had trained him well.

			Just as they were finishing off their catch-up, Patrick said, “Bronte stopped by looking for you.”

			Griffin gulped her tea, and her heart thudded a few times. “Did she?”

			“Yeah, said you promised her a tour of the factory, and she said to tell you that she wanted to apologize.”

			That made her heart sore more that she’d imagined. Griffin had tried not to think about Bronte while she was away, but she couldn’t help it. Even though Bronte had hurt her with her words, Griffin wanted to believe it wasn’t her, deep down.

			When Bronte’s mother arrived, Bronte changed. There was some stress or strain that Griffin didn’t know about, but now that Patrick had told her this news, Griffin was determined to find out.

			Griffin put her cup on the coffee table. “I better get going, Paddy.”

			They both stood up, and Patrick pointed out the window. “Look, the snow’s really flying now. The locals say Rosebrook’s never had as cold a winter as this.”

			“Yeah, and we’ve agreed to do Fox’s big dip in the sea come Christmas morning. Think about that,” Griffin said.

			Patrick rubbed his arms. “That makes me shiver at the thought. I think she might kill all the younger people of the village with this idea.”

			“Hope not.”

			Griffin opened the front door and walked down the steps to the path, her feet making that characteristic crunch on snow as she went. She took a big cold breath in. In all the snowy places Griffin had been on her travels, she always swore that fresh, newly fallen snow had a fresh scent all its own.

			She looked up to the dark grey sky. “Looks like the snow’s here for the night, Paddy.”

			“Yeah, a night for being inside in the warm.”

			“Have a nice meal with Alanna.” Griffin grinned.

			Patrick had let slip he and Alanna were getting closer, and Patrick had a romantic meal all planned out for her tonight.

			Patrick gave her a shy smile. “Thanks.”

			Griffin closed Patrick’s gate and walked, more slowly than usual, up to Bronte’s animal sanctuary. She didn’t bother with the front door, knowing, more often than not, that Bronte would be either outside or in the heated conservatory, or in the kitchen.

			Griffin was nervous. They hadn’t parted well, and she just hoped that Patrick had conveyed Bronte’s message correctly.

			There was no one in the garden, nor in the conservatory. She walked up to the indoor pens and saw Hedge and Hoggy looking much better.

			“I don’t suppose you two know where she is?”

			When no reply was forthcoming, she turned around and listened for any noise. There was nothing, and Griffin was starting to get a bad feeling. She hurriedly checked the workshop. Nothing. Then out to the back fields, which were empty.

			Griffin looked at her watch. Where would Bronte be at this time?

			A sweep of the woods.

			Griffin jogged through the garden and out to the front, after a quick look into the living room window, to check Bronte wasn’t there, then over the road into the woods. She remembered all the places that Bronte checked, the burrows and the dens.

			It was when Griffin approached her own clearing in the woods, where she was building her shelter, that she noticed signs the hunters were back. There were cans of beer strewn around the fire, and burnt wood was all over the place—clearly the fire hadn’t been put out correctly.

			The snow was getting heavier. Griffin could be worrying about nothing. Bronte could be having a cup of tea inside one of their neighbours’ houses, but something in her gut told Griffin otherwise.

			Griffin followed the path that Bronte had led her from this spot, and before long she was shocked to find a badger that had been torn apart.

			“Bastards.” Griffin knew badgers were a protected species, and even if these men had permission to hunt on Clementine’s land, which they didn’t, they were breaking the law by letting their dogs do this.

			Griffin heard a moaning up ahead, then weak shouts. “Help!” She ran towards the sound and got the shock of her life when she saw Bronte lying in the snow.

			“Bronte!” Griffin ran and knelt by her side. “What happened?”

			She lifted Bronte up to lean against her, and Bronte grabbed at her to steady herself.

			“I’m dizzy.”

			“And cold.” Griffin saw she was shivering and took her jacket off, leaving her in her T-shirt. Griffin wrapped the jacket around her, and Bronte held it closed tightly. She noticed a bloody injury on Bronte’s forehead. “What happened?”

			“I saw a badger that had been mutilated and ran to see if the rest of its sett mates were okay. My leg caught in one of the hunters’ traps, and my leg was jerked back. I hurt my ankle, tripped, and hit my head on a rock.”

			“Did you lose consciousness?”

			“I—I think so. Everything went dark, and then when I came to, my ankle was so painful.”

			“Okay, let me look at your ankle. Can you hold yourself up?”

			“Yes.” Bronte braced her arms against the ground, and Griffin moved down to her ankle. Straight away she saw the blood seeping into the white snow. The twine—God, not twine. It was metal wire. An animal would have had its leg sliced clean off.

			“How’s it looking?”

			“Were you running when this happened?” Griffin asked.

			“Just a light jog, thank God. I think I’ve sprained my ankle because I couldn’t push myself up on it.”

			“Probably. Hopefully the wire hasn’t gone too deep. I’ll cut away the loose wire and let the doctor look at the rest.”

			Griffin took her survival knife out of her back pocket and tried to gently move Bronte’s ankle.

			“Argh!”

			“Sorry, sorry, I’ll be more careful.”

			Griffin cut the wire and then pulled the trap from the ground so that it couldn’t hurt anyone else or any animal.

			“If I catch these hunters,” Griffin said, “they won’t know what hit them.”

			“Did you see the badger?”

			“Yeah, poor creature.”

			“I took a picture. This is a police matter now. Whoa.”

			Bronte appeared to be hit by a wave of dizziness.

			“Let’s get you to Dr. Blake. I’ll pull you up, but don’t put your weight on your foot,” Griffin said.

			As Griffin pulled her up, Bronte clung to her T-shirt for support. “My head’s going round and round.”

			“You’ve probably got a concussion. I promise you I’m going to find these men,” Griffin said angrily.

			“We’ll find them, if you forgive me for—”

			“Shh. Don’t say any more. We’ll talk about that later.”

			Before Bronte could protest, Griffin scooped her up in her arms.

			“Griff, no…”

			“Do you propose hopping on your foot through the woods? The snow is getting heavier.”

			“You’re right.”

			As they walked on, Bronte wrapped her arms around Griffin’s neck and rested her head on Griffin’s neck. Griffin loved it. Bronte felt so right in her arms.

			When she’d seen Bronte lying motionless on the snow, her stomach dropped, and panic spread throughout her body. Griffin had to admit she cared for Bronte a lot, and she was so glad that she knew Bronte had wanted to apologize. It meant she could be close to her new friend again.

			Griffin looked down at Bronte in her arms and said, “I’ll have you at Dr. Blake’s in no time.”

			“What about Hoggy and Hedge? They need to be fed and their water bowl checked.”

			“Don’t worry. I’ll call the duchess and ask her to bring Lucy down. She’ll know what to do, right?”

			“Yes, yes, she will, but I don’t want everyone to know, Griff. I don’t like a big fuss,” Bronte said.

			“Don’t worry. Everything will be fine.”

			* * *

			Whatever Dr. Blake had given her when she arrived at the surgery made Bronte extremely drowsy. She had flitted in and out of sleep as Blake worked, but this time when she woke, Bronte felt much more clarity.

			“How is it looking, Doctor?”

			Blake smiled. “Oh, you’re back with us.”

			“Yes, I was knocked out cold there.”

			Blake was taking bandages from her nurse and wife, Eliska.

			“I got the wire out. The damage could have been a lot worse. I’ve cleaned it all and bandaged it. You have sprained your ankle. We were worried you had dislocated it.”

			“So I’ll be okay in a few days?”

			“A few days is maybe a bit optimistic. You also have a concussion. Griff said you lost consciousness when you fell.”

			Bronte rubbed her head and found she had a sticky bandage across her forehead.

			“Would you like a drink of water?” Eliska asked.

			“Yes, please.”

			In a few seconds Eliska was back from the water dispenser with a cup of cool water.

			“Thank you.” Bronte took a sip and remembered about her animals. “Did Lucy come for my keys to the sanctuary?”

			“Yes,” Blake said, “Clementine brought her, and you gave Eliska your keys to take out to her. Ola went to help her.”

			“That’s your daughter, isn’t it?” Bronte asked.

			“It is indeed,” Blake said with a huge smile on her face.

			Bronte caught a sweet, loving look that passed between Blake and Eliska. They must be newly married.

			It must be nice to find someone who would look at you the way Blake looked at her wife. She’d long ago dismissed the idea of falling in love. Most of the time Bronte was stoic about it, but every so often, she longed for the feeling and cried for the two people who had broken her heart.

			“I’ll finish up bandaging your leg, and you’ll be good to go. I’ll give you some painkillers to take away with you.”

			“Thank you, Doctor.” Bronte hated being ill or injured. She was so independent and hated asking anyone for help. But she would cope. She always did.

			* * *

			Clementine got the keys for the sanctuary and set Lucy and Ola off to look after the animals. Soon after, both Ash and Kay arrived. Word got around the village very quickly.

			Clementine had her eyes glued to Griffin since she first arrived at the doctor’s surgery. Griffin was pacing backwards and forwards, tension and stress pouring off her. She knew Griffin and Bronte had become friends quite quickly, but Clementine felt there was something different going on here.

			Did Griffin like Bronte more than as a friend? It would be lovely for Griffin to find someone, but then again, she was leaving soon. That thought put a downer on her romantic ideas.

			“She’ll be all right, Griffin,” Clementine said.

			“Just wait till I catch those bastards.” Griffin said with anger.

			Clementine was furious herself. “We’ll find out who they are. Cameras will be going up.”

			“Their dogs ripped a badger apart. Bronte has a picture for evidence,” Griffin said.

			“It’s disgusting,” Ash said.

			Kay shook her head. “I’d never have imagined we’d have traps and badger-baiting in our forest.”

			“Don’t worry,” Clementine said. “As soon as Bronte is up to it, we’ll go to the police station, and I’m going to go full duchess-mode on them. This better be taken seriously and stopped.”

			Kay gazed at her approvingly. “They have no idea what’s coming their way. Full duchess-mode is dangerous.”

			“Well, I only use it under very special circumstances.”

			The doctor’s office door opened, and Bronte came out on a pair of crutches. Griffin was immediately by her side.

			“How is she, Doctor?”

			“You can ask me, you know.”

			“Sorry, how are you?”

			“I’m fine. Dr. Blake has bandaged me up.”

			Dr. Blake cut in, “She has a concussion, though. Is there someone who could stay with her, or could Bronte stay with someone?”

			“Yeah, me,” Griffin said instantly.

			“No, there’s no need for that. I’ll be okay.”

			Clementine, Kay, and Ash all walked up closer to them.

			“If you don’t let Griffin take care of you, then I’ll drag you up to Rosebrook, and one night of Fox on her high horse because of what’s happened will have you jumping from the windows,” Clementine joked.

			Bronte sighed. “Okay. Griffin can watch me like a hawk then.” She turned to Griffin. “I did say not to tell anyone. I don’t like a big fuss.”

			“There’s no secrets in a village,” Ash said.

			Kay joined in. “It might seem like we’re nosy, but really we just want to help.”

			“Exactly,” Clementine said, “now I’ll drive you two back to the sanctuary and pick up Lucy and Ola.” Clementine then said to Blake and Eliska, “I’ll drop Ola back to you on the way back.”

			“Thanks, Clem,” Eliska said.

			Dr. Blake said, “Griffin, watch out for vomiting, confusion, slurred speech, memory problems—and call me straight away.”

			“I will, Doctor, thanks.”

			Clementine saw Bronte’s knuckles turn white on the handles of her crutches. She was clearly so independent that it was hard letting others look after her.

			Before she exploded, Clementine said, “Okay, let’s get you home, shall we?”

			* * *

			Bronte was sitting in her living room, quietly cursing whoever put down that trap, not only for trying to injure the animal, but for leaving her in the position that she had to accept help. Her sprain wasn’t that bad, and her concussion was a headache that wasn’t nice, but Bronte was sure she’d sleep it off.

			She would have sent Griffin packing if the doctor and her new friends hadn’t made such a fuss, and if not for the fact that she owed Griffin an apology. How did you send someone packing if you needed to say sorry to them?

			Maybe she should have gone up to Rosebrook and braved the larger-than-life Fox. Griffin made her feel uncomfortable in a way that was difficult to understand.

			When she looked at Griffin or Griffin was near her, her skin prickled and her chest and throat tightened. It was such a strange sensation. The uncomfortable sensations posed uncomfortable questions, but she wasn’t going to go there.

			Bronte normally kept people at arm’s length, but in such a short space of time Griffin had become entangled in her life, in a natural way, and whether she liked it or not.

			No, here she was, in pain, staring at the flames in the fireplace while Griffin made her dinner.

			Griffin came through the double doors that led to the kitchen and said with a flourish of her tea towel, “Dinner is served.”

			“I never knew you knew how to cook.”

			Griffin offered her hand to help Bronte up on to her feet, with the aid of her crutch.

			“I’ve travelled the world, learning about all the world’s cuisines, and I bring that knowledge with me.”

			“You know, something small like a sandwich would have been perfect.” Bronte hopped through the doors to the kitchen while saying, “You didn’t need to go to all this trouble—” Then Bronte saw two plates filled with beans on toast, and she started to laugh. “All the world’s cuisines, eh?”

			Griffin pulled out Bronte’s chair. “Yeah, a British classic.” Bronte took a seat and handed her crutches over to Griffin. “I saw you had them in your cupboard and thought, you can’t go wrong with beans on toast, although there is a special difference.”

			Bronte felt a tiny bit worried now. “Something from your travels?”

			“Nah, I melted cheese through them. That’s the way my mum always did it. One of my favourite childhood meals. It’s called cheesy beanos.”

			Bronte furrowed her brow. “Cheesy beanos?”

			“I take it you never had these as a kid at private school?”

			“No, it wasn’t on the menu, but I’ll give it a fair taste test.”

			Bronte took a forkful of the beans, and they were surprisingly tasty. “They’re quite nice actually.”

			Griffin sat at the other end of the table and pointed a fork at her. “You’re not just saying that, are you?”

			“Absolutely, I’d never tell you a lie,” Bronte said.

			Griffin just gazed at her then with an unreadable look upon her face. “Thank you.”

			It was true. Despite seemingly worldly experience, travelling the world, being a survivalist, and a beer maker, Bronte felt there was a wounded animal behind those eyes.

			As they both tucked into their food, Griffin said, “Being someone who camps a lot, I’m a connoisseur of canned food.”

			“Tell me the most beautiful place you’ve been camping.”

			“Eastern Canada. On the edge of a frozen lake”—Griffin pointed at the snowfall outside the window—“in weather much like this.”

			“You camp in the snow?” Bronte said with surprise.

			“Yep, thirty degrees below zero it was.”

			Bronte dropped her fork. “Thirty below? Are you serious?”

			“Hot tent camping. You have a woodburning stove inside the tent with a metal chimney taking the smoke outside. It gets too hot inside.”

			Bronte couldn’t believe it. “I’ve never heard of that. I bet I’d be too cold.”

			“Picture it.”

			Griffin had this passionate intensity come over her as she explained. “You’re sitting on the side of a frozen lake, you’ve just finished eating, and the campfire is crackling. Darkness falls and the sky is inky black, and the stars are shining brightly. You feel like you’re at peace, connected to the earth and the galaxy above your head. It’s almost spiritual.”

			Bronte was lost for words, and that chest tightening that she felt when she looked at Griffin turned another few notches. Beneath that floppy blond hair and the unkempt look lay a heart that felt deeply.

			“Wow, you make it sound beautiful.”

			“It is. You should try it sometime.”

			They gazed into each other’s eyes until Bronte realized what she was doing.

			She cleared her throat. “Maybe I will. If I get to eat your delicious canned food delicacies.”

			Griffin laughed. “You would love them.”

			They ate their meal in silence for a few minutes. It all seemed to be going well, Griffin thought. She hadn’t scared Bronte off with her cooking, anyway. It was good they were having this time together. Obviously, Griffin wished she wasn’t hurt, but after not seeing Bronte for a week, but thinking about her for a week, she was happy to be near her.

			Bronte was so beautiful and could make her heart pound with just a look. It wasn’t the same feeling Griffin usually got when chasing a girl—this was deeper and more intense.

			“Griff? Griff, did you hear me?”

			Shit. Griffin had been caught daydreaming about the woman across from her. Bronte would probably be thinking, Why do I have to have this scruffy character here?

			“Sorry?”

			“I wanted to talk to you about what happened before you left for London.”

			“You don’t have to explain,” Griffin said.

			“No, I do. I was rude and said things that I didn’t mean. I’m really sorry about what I said. I didn’t mean it.”

			“Your mum seemed to upset you,” Griffin said.

			Bronte took a sip of her juice. “She did. My mother is a difficult woman, and she’ s been overbearing and into all of my business since I was a little girl, telling me who I can and can’t be friends with, and as I got older, who I could date.”

			“Do you have brothers or sisters? Is she like that with them?” Griffin asked.

			“I have a little sister—she’s called Jocasta. No, Mother wasn’t bothered so much with her. She married a suitable man young and all was well. But I’m the oldest, you see, the heir to the title and family seat.”

			“Does she bug you to get married all the time?”

			“Married to a man with money. It’s a long story. I shouldn’t bore you,” Bronte said.

			“No, I want to know about you. Why don’t we go back through, I’ll bring us some tea, and you can tell me more.”

			“If you want.”

			* * *

			Five minutes later, Griffin brought through the mugs. She handed Bronte a mug and sat on the other end of the two-seater couch.

			“I just want to say before we talk any more, that you don’t have to apologize to me,” Griffin said.

			“I do,” Bronte said firmly. “I did come to say sorry sooner, at the factory, but Patrick said you were in London on business.”

			“He told me.”

			“That night, I was having so much fun with you, feeling a close connection with you and the village, that I didn’t want to spoil it. She wants to spoil things when I try to make my own life away from her. So when she asked about who you were, I said nobody, so that you wouldn’t be of any consequence to her, but I know how it sounded.”

			“Then I accept. Let’s hear no more about it.”

			Bronte squirmed as she couldn
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