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Nestled in the very heart of England, where the Hodder and Ribble rivers meet, is a valley so green and unspoiled, it sparkles like a gem of the realm.

Here, in the ancient hunting forests, once home to wolves, wild boar, and witches, or by village greens bordered by bubbling brooks and stone-built cottages and guarded by the ruins of Norman keeps, life has its own pace. There are those who will never leave, not even the boundaries of their own village.

And then there are those who, even if they travel afar, must return.









 
Chapter One

Lancashire, England

April 5, 1816




The faint scratch at the front-door keyhole caught Lady Rosalyns attention as she passed through the center hall on the way to her front parlor. She paused, listening.

There it was againas if someone were trying to unlock the door, which was not locked.

Rosalyn had just left her companion, Covey, as she was finishing her breakfast in the back morning room. Cook was in the kitchen and Bridget, the maid, was upstairs gathering the laundry. The other member of their small household, Old John, Cooks husband and the gardener, never used the front door, nor did any of them, Rosalyn herself included. The front door was for company, and she wasnt expecting any.

 
She put her hand around the brass candlestick sitting on a table by the door.

Whoever was there realized the door was unlocked. The handle turned.

She lifted the candlestick over her head. The stub of the candle in the stick fell out, bouncing off her shoulder and onto the floor. She would usually chase it downthere wasnt enough money to waste anything, including candle stubs, in her householdbut this time, she had other concerns.

The door started to open. A swirl of damp, chilly air swept around her skirts. She mustered her courage, held her breath, ready to swingand stopped.

It was no disreputable rogue who stood in her doorway, rather a well-dressed gentleman. He had to remove his hat and duck to come in her narrow door without bumping his head. His shoulders were so broad that he temporarily blocked out the light of the first good sunny spring day theyd had in April.

The gentleman looked startled to see her. There was a days growth of stubble on his jaw. Buff leather breeches hugged horsemans thighs, and his marine blue coat was cut to perfection. He was a Corinthian, a Fashionable.

 
What was he doing at Maiden Hill?

His gaze followed up her arms to the candlestick she wielded with wicked intent. He held up a hand, warding her off. Im sorry. I see Ive startled you.

Rosalyn had two instantaneous thoughts: the first, that shed never met this gentleman before, and the second, that in spite of a shadow of unshaven whiskers, he had to be the most undeniably handsome man shed ever laid eyes on. The mud splattering his boots, the tangled curls of his dark hair, and the loose, devil-may-care knot in his neck cloth told her she was right in thinking he was not from the Valley. Hed apparently been riding hard and for some distance.

Suddenly self-conscious of her own countrymade dress in a serviceable gray broadcloth, she demanded, Who are you?

Im the new owner of this house. I say, do you mind putting down that candlestick. You look ready to crack my skull with it.

The new owner? Rosalyn started to lower the candlestick and then raised it back up again as her common sense rejected his claim. He couldnt be the ownershe was! Leave now peacefully before I-I She hesitated, at a loss for words. Before she did what to such a giant?

 
Nor was he afraid. Before you beat me around the ears until Im bloody? he suggested helpfully, his tone amused. Or grab me by the scruff of the neck and toss me out?

Rosalyn didnt answer. She couldnt. The rich, deep masculinity of his voice sparked something inside her shed thought long dead or at least put in its proper placea very definite interest in the opposite sex.

He took the candlestick from her hands and smiled. She was blinded into dizziness. No man should have a smile so devastating.

Then he brought her to her senses by asking, So, are you one of the servants?

Rosalyn didnt know if she could believe her ears. Yes, she was wearing the dress she reserved for household tasks and one, like most of her wardrobe, that was long out of fashion. And, yes, this morning, shed done little more than toss her hair up in a quick knot at the nape of her neck and fasten it in place with a pin or two. Still, his question was a douse of cold reality. His appeal evaporated.

I beg your pardon, she countered with every ounce of aristocratic hauteur bred into her. Who are you?

His brows rose as he realized his mistake. He set the candlestick on the side table before saying, Colin Mandland, Colonel Colin Mandland.

She knew the surname. Reverend Mandland was the vicar of St. Mary Magdalenes Church. Have we met before?

I dont know. Are you going to tell me who you are?

The abrupt response from someone who had just walked into her house set Rosalyns back up. I am the woman who owns this house. Not you. Now, sir, I will ask you to take yourself and your rude manners elsewhere. If you dont, I will take action. She reached out to close the door, irritated enough to push even a big ox like himself out of the way if necessary, but he blocked the doors closing with his arm, his next words stopping her cold.

I bought this house from Lord Woodford. I even have a key. He held it up for her to see.

Rosalyn froze at the mention of her cousin George. She met Colonel Mandlands gaze, praying he was jesting. He wasnt. She took the key, wanting to touch it to prove it was real.

Alarm ripped through her. She dropped her hand from the door. George wouldnt?At least, not without saying something?

Colonel Mandlands expression turned sympathetic. He reached inside his coat and pulled out several folded documents. Lord Woodford should have written you. I purchased the house a day and a half ago from him, but weve been talking for at least a week or more. He held out the papers to prove his claim.

You purcha Rosalyn shook her head, still unable to wrap her mind around his words. From my cousin George? She took the documents from the gentleman and stepped around him so she could take advantage of the morning light.

Outside, there was a vehicle Rosalyn recognized from her London daysa crane-necked phaeton, the dangerous sporting vehicle preferred by the Prince Regent and his set. The wheels were red with yellow spokes, and the paint was fresh and new.

Rosalyn had never seen one in these parts because they were dangerous for the local roads. The harness of the rig lay on the seat, along with the driving whip. The horse that had been attached was happily munching his way through the spring-tender plants of her flower beds.

He wasnt particularly handsome, or young, horseflesh. The animal would have been bettersuited to drawing a brewers dray than a fashionable rig. Please, she murmured, the landscaping.

Colonel Mandland stepped outside. Oscar, go on out.

Oscar looked up, the leaves and roots of a sweet pea sticking every which way out of his mouth. He had to be at least sixteen hands tall. A giant of a horse for a giant of a master.

Go on! the colonel commanded.

Oscar grumbled his disapproval, sounding like nothing more than a disgruntled old man. He then lumbered out onto her yard, which Rosalyn did not think a better solution. She would have preferred Colonel Mandland tying the beast up.

But Rosalyn had more pressing worries than her lawn at the moment. She quickly scanned the cramped writing on the documents. They were exactly what the colonel had said, a bill of sale deeding Maiden Hill, Clitheroe, Lancashireher home for these last four years and moreover to one Colin Thomas Mandland for the sum of five thousand and eighty pounds. The documents were signed Woodford, the title her cousin had inherited from her father.

Five thousand and eighty pounds? Had George taken leave of his senses? Was that all this estate meant to him?

Rosalyns mind went numb. When she could finally focus, it was on the colonels horse bending down on his knees preparing to roll on top of her prized bed of forget-me-nots, phlox, and daisies, which were just beginning to bud.

Covey! She wasnt worried about flowers right now. Instead, she spun around, leaving the door open as she raced toward the morning room.

Rosalyn had only taken a few steps when Mrs. Susan Covington, a good-natured widow some forty years older than herself, came out from her breakfast, tucking a stray gray curl neatly under her lace cap. Decades ago Coveys husband had been Rosalyns fathers tutor at nearby Stoneyhurst School. When Mr. Covington had married, her father had thought so much of his former tutor that hed let the newlyweds live at Maiden Hill. The house was as much Coveys home as it was Rosalyns, perhaps even more.

And Covey was very dear to Rosalyn. Since Rosalyn had moved to Maiden Hill, Covey had fulfilled the role of mother, tutor, confidante. She had become the caring family Rosalyn didnt have. My dear, why are you bellowing?

George sold Maiden Hill! Right out from under us! Rosalyn held out the documents, her hands shaking. This is beyond all reason. The least he could have done was tell us. I mean, the man he sold the house to, MrMr. She was so troubled that her mind went blank.

Colonel Mandland, he reminded her discreetly from his post by the door. He stood a respectful distance, but she sensed he was anxious to move into the house, to take it over.

Colonel Mandland, she ungracefully corrected herself and gave the man her back. His startling good looks had soured in her mind. And why not? He had come to throw her out of her home.

Mandland? After Reverend Mandland? Covey asked.

Hes my brother, the colonel offered helpfully.

Ah, yes, I see a faint resemblance. And I remember you growing up, Covey said. Colin, right?

Yes, maam.

A hell-raiser, werent you, Colin? she said with her customary frankness.

 
He didnt deny it. I was different than my brother.

Aye, but I remember you. Everyone said you would come to a bad end, but my Alfred said you had a fine mind. We were all pleased when Father Ruley took you in hand and purchased your colors.

The military has been very good to me, he responded.

Obviously. Youve grown some, the older woman agreed.

Rosalyn cut through the pleasantries. Covey, please. We have a crisis here. I shall have Georges head on a platter for this. To think he didnt say a word, not even a letter

Letter? Coveys eyes widened. A letter came. I paid the frank. She covered her mouth with her hands. Did I not tell you?

There was a letter from George? Rosalyn demanded. When, Covey? And where is it? Her tone was sharper than she intended, but lately Covey had started forgetting all sorts of things, usually small details or matters that Rosalyn and the servants could managebut this! George never wrote unless he wanted something, something that usually boded ill for Rosalyn.

 
I put a letter in the pocket of my apron, Covey said, acting on the motions as she spoke.

The one you wore yesterday? Rosalyn asked.

No, yesIm not certain. Shall I have Bridget check?

She spoke to the air, because Rosalyn was already on her way up the stairs, clutching the signed deed in her hand. Coveys room was the third door on the left. This room, like all of them at Maiden Hill, was sparsely furnished with discarded pieces collected over the decades from the other estates the earl of Woodford owned. Maiden Hill was neither a large nor important piece of property, but Rosalyn had assumed that George had some sense of family responsibility. More the fool her!

Rosalyn hurried to the ancient wardrobe and threw open the doors. Covey always wore aprons around home with deep pockets. She said this helped her not to forget where she put things like her spectacles or embroidery silks. Rosalyn wondered why she hadnt been at home when the letter had been delivered, and then remembered her meeting with the Ladies Social Circle. They were planning charity baskets to give out to the needy of the parish, in addition to a spring dance.

 
Covey was wearing her green? Rosalyn ran her hands over the assortment of aprons and didnt discover a letter.

She turned, struggling with panic. Her gaze fell on the book on Coveys bedside table, and she saw the letter marking a place between the pages.

Flying across the room, Rosalyn pulled the letter out and broke the hastily made wax seal. Georges handwriting was little more than an indecipherable scrawl. She stared at it until she could understand hed spent the first portion of the letter on endless excuses, all of them having to do with gambling debts. Then, in the last paragraph, he wrote that hed been forced to sell Maiden Hill, since it was the only estate unentailed. She was directed to travel to Cornwall to take up residence with their great-aunt Agatha.

For a second, Rosalyn felt as if shed turned into cold stone, the letter in one hand, Colonel Mandlands deed in the other. This was the bleakest moment of her life. Worse even than her mothers betrayal and her fathers death.

She had no homeand she could do nothing about it.

She looked at the letters date. George had written it last week. Certainly, hed had time to travel to Clitheroe and personally explain the situation. As she was the daughter of the man whose death had given him the title, it would have been the honorable thing for George to have doneand she would have had the opportunity to talk him out of this tragic error.

Rosalyn wadded Georges letter up in one fist. The man was a drunkard who didnt deserve the noble title of Woodford. She wished she could throw the letter in the fire and the deed to the estate along with it!

How dare George lose family assets to the gambling table? At the very least, he should have fobbed off his debtors like any other gentleman of consequence. But no! George was probably in so deep hed had the choice between selling Maiden Hill or flying to the Continent, the fate of those who couldnt meet their obligations and didnt want to be thrown into debtors prison.

Not for the first time did she wonder why she hadnt been born a man. Then she would have had her fathers title and control of her own fate.

Of course, there had been a time in England when no one would have dared throw a nobleman into prison for debt! Days when merchants had been only too happy to extend credit to the titled. After all, title should have privilege, and there were some things more important than money!

Rosalyn caught herself up short in her mental tirade. Yes, those days of rank meaning privilege were over. She knew that all too well. The good merchants of Clitheroe extended her credit, but she had to be careful with her pennies lest she overextend herself. Her pride did not want anyone to know just how far she, a daughter of the proud house of Woodford, had fallen.

And yet, she sensed they all knew.

Tears burned her eyes, but she forced them back. The earl of Woodfords daughter did not cryno matter what life handed her.

Instead, she did what she always did in times of misfortune: She considered what she could do, then attempted to make the best decision. George had blithely written orders telling her to move in with Aunt Agatha but had not provided the funds to do so. She thought of her precious hoard of coins. There was not enough to pay for a seat on the post, let alone hire a coach.

And she would write and tell George so. The opportunity for action gave Rosalyn courage. This was Georges problem and he must solve it. She would not go to Aunt Agathas docilely. Shed lived with the old tartar once before. A more petulant, difficult woman didnt walk the face of the earth. Nor could Rosalyn leave Covey behind to live on parish charityhowever, if Rosalyn had been a burden to Aunt Agatha, Covey would be even more so.

Rosalyn looked down at the deed in her right hand. How she wished shed had the funds to purchase Maiden Hill for her own. If she owned it, she would never let it go.

The random thought took shape in her mind, and Rosalyn knew what she had to do.



Colin had never felt so awkward in his life. Hed driven all night from London, spurred on by the pride of ownership. He remembered Maiden Hill from his childhood. Hed always admired the house, even during his early, misspent youth. Now it was his.

He had expected the house to be occupied. Woodford had told him the estate had been maintained and there were obligations outstanding to the servants that Colin would have to settle. It hadnt mattered. Colin wanted the estate.

However, this Rosalyn was anything but a servant, and he sensed matters were going to be very stickyespecially if there were a good number of people in the Valley who, like Mrs. Covington, remembered him from the days before Father Ruley had straightened him up.

Lady Rosalyn is very upset, Covey confided.

I noticed, he answered. So, she was Lady Rosalyn. This mess was getting worse by the minute. He cast an anxious eye on the staircase. Most of his hard-earned fortune was tied up in that deed, and he wanted it back the moment she came down the stairs. He also yearned to walk through the house, to inspect every nook and cranny. This was his house, a symbol of all hed been working toward. He was a landowner.

How is your husband? he asked Mrs. Covington.

Her expression saddened. Alfred passed away a month before my lady arrived at Maiden Hill. Her presence helped me with my loss. I hope I havent done anything terribly wrong by forgetting the letter?

It was bad news no matter when it was received, he assured her.

She relaxed slightly. Yes, you are right. Perhaps you would like to wait in the sitting room? she suggested, as if remembering her social duties.

Ill wait here, Colin answered.

His brother would be surprised Colin owned Maiden Hill. He would be surprised Colin had returned from France. Colin was not the best correspondent, although his brother, like all true clergymen, had written faithfully at least once a month.

Shifting his weight, Colin noticed signs of age and wear in the tight hallway. The tile in one corner was cracked and loose. The walls needed painting, and there was a water mark on the ceiling.

Your brother is a fine man, Covey said.

He is.

He has a fine family, too.

Yes.

My favorite is Emma. Such a sweet childbut then there is the new baby, too.

Another baby? Colin shook his head. How many do they have? Of course, Matt had written about the children, but only just this moment had they become real.

Five, I believe. All handsome children.

Five. Colin swallowed his opinion. At one time, Matt had been as ambitious as himself. Matts goal had been to ascend in the hierarchy of the Church, a vocation for which hed been well suited. However, once hed met Valerie, his aspirations had melted away, and he had, apparently, settled for a country parish and a horde of children.

It was too bad, really. Matt could have been a bishop.

Lady Rosalyn, he said, she is what to Woodford?

Oh, they are cousins. Lord Woodford doesnt write very often. I should have known the letter was important. I know I meant to give it to her. It seems of late Id forget my head if it wasnt attached.

To that pronouncement, Colin had no opinion. However, Lady Rosalyn was a different story.

She was Quality. A true pearl of the first water, in spite of the fact that she appeared to be one of those who didnt seem to care how she presented herself. Her dress was more suited to a chambermaid than a lady, and her hairstyle was too tight and dowdy for her age. Her hair was a dark brown, and her nose straight and aristocratic. He had no doubt all the Valley matrons, as he and his mates used to refer to the wives of the gentry, basked in her reflected haughtiness.

As if his thoughts had conjured her, there was a rustle of movement from the top of the stairs. Colin looked up expectantly and watched Lady Rosalyn walk down the stairs. He noticed two thingsone, she held his deed in her hand, and the second, she had trim ankles. He suspected she was all leg.

He liked long legs, but usually on younger and more attractive women. It wasnt as if Lady Rosalyn was uglyshe was far from thathowever, there was something determinedly spinsterish about her. Shed placed herself on the shelf, not the world, and far be it for him to argue with her.

Still, he did notice that for such a rigid, conventional woman, she had surprisingly lush, full lips. They might or might not be kissable. He couldnt tell because, at the moment, they were pressed together in anger.

As she reached the bottom stair, he saw that, in addition to the deed, she also held a crumpled letter. The correspondence from Woodford. Colin could have cursed the man, not only for his unfeeling incompetence but also for placing the mess in Colins lap.

Lady Rosalyn, I know this is difficult Colin started.

Her angry gaze swept past him and went straight out the door. Your horse is in my perennial bed again, she interrupted as if hed not spoken at all.

 
Colin turned, and, sure enough, Oscar was stomping all through the overturned earth, rooting with his nose for any shoots of green. Colin went out the door onto the front step. Oscar, get out of there!

The huge chestnut twitched an ear in Colins direction and then had the audacity to pretend he hadnt heard as he kept rooting through the earth.

Colin turned to Lady Rosalyn. Usually he is better mannered He stopped. This was no time to lie. No, thats not true. Oscar has the manners of a cow.

He looks a bit like a cow, she observed icily.

Hes good-sized and fairly ugly, Colin answered, struggling to keep his own anger in check. But he carried me well into French cannons and I forgive him much.

For the first time since coming downstairs, Lady Rosalyn looked at him. Her eyes were a grayish green. Hostile eyes without guile framed by feminine, long black lashes.

I dont care if Wellington himself rode your horse to drive Napoleon out of France, she said. I-want-him-out-of-my-flower-bed.

Her imperiousness sliced through him. No one talked down to Colin. Not anymore.

 
Do you mean my flower bed? he countered. I know you are unhappy, Lady Rosalyn, but with all due respect, the deed says it all belongs to me now, and if Oscar wants to graze there, I give him leave to do so. Weve traveled a long way together to arrive here.

He anticipated a spate of temper. Or even feminine tears.

He hadnt foreseen her slamming the door in his face.

The key in the inside lock turned. He was shut out.

Colin stood in disbelief. Shed locked him out with his own keyand she had the deed. She could sign it or cross things out and it would take him ages to regather the witnesses and correct it.

Bloody hell.

Lady Rosalyn, open this door.

For the past decade, whenever Colin had given an order, it had been instantly obeyed. His men had known better than to defy him.

Lady Rosalyns answer was obstinate silence.

 










Chapter Two




What did you do after she slammed the door in your face? his brother, the good Reverend Matthew Mandland, asked.

They stood by the hearth in the all-too-cozy cottage that served as rectory for St. Mary Magdalenes Church. The rugs were worn and the furniture, past its prime, but one knew this was a home.

Of course, there was no privacy in the small sitting room. Matts wife, Valerie, had ignored any of Colins hints that he wished to talk to her husband alone. She rocked the latest addition to the familya baby girl named Sarahwhile five-year-old Joseph charged through the room chasing his four-year-old sister, Emma, the one Mrs. Covington liked so much. The twosome disappeared in the kitchen only to turn and run back out again.

To top it all off, Colins night of travel and the euphoria of buying Maiden Hill were catching up with him. What did I do? he repeated, trying to hear himself think. Well, since she had taken the key from me, I ordered her to open the door. She ignored me. I pounded on the door, but she would not let me in. Finally, I shouted at her and, frankly, made a fool of myself. Unfortunately, she had time to lock or bar all the doors to the house.

Valerie shook her head. Nothing ever comes of losing ones temper, Colin. You of all people should know that.

Colin bit his tongue and an urge to strangle her. Funny how he could have been away for a little over a decade, mastered his way to the top of his field, led men on the battlefield, and received commendations from Wellington himself, but when he returned to his family they talked to him as if hed never left. They assumed he was the same wild seventeen-year-old of their memory.

Hed noticed theyd changed.

Couldnt they see the same in him?

He picked up the poker and, resisting the urge to smash something with it, stirred the peat embers in the hearth. In a low voice intended for his brother alone, he said, Ive traveled all night, spent the better part of three hours cooling my heels on the porch of my house, and still dont have the deed. I could hire a solicitor, but there must be a better way to get the damn deed back.

Lady Rosalyn doesnt have to do anything she doesnt want to do, Val answered patly. And, please, watch your language. She gave a pointed look at the children present.

Matt agreed. Lady Rosalyn has the run of the Valley. We do exactly as she wishes.

What the bloody hell does that mean? Colin demanded.

Colin, the children, Val said. Here, Joseph, Emma, run outside and play.

Waiting until the little ones left the room, Colin frowned an apology to his sister-in-law. Sorry. Forgot myself. He took a step closer to his brother. What does that mean? he demanded.

Matt reached for his tobacco on the mantel and began filling his pipe. Colin wondered irritably when his brother had turned so pokey, or did marriage do that to a man?

At last, Matt said, We call Lady Rosalyn the Velvet Hammer. Few gainsay her. She is the power behind our humble little society. Until she came along, we were a bit of a boring lot.

Dont misunderstand him, Val hurried to add. Lady Rosalyn does many good works, but she does things her way. Weve all found it easier to go along. Of course, Mrs. Lovejoyce and her friends would like to dethrone her, but Lady Loftus adores her. For right now, Lady Rosalyn is in control of who does what and when.

Even of you, Val? Colin couldnt resist the dig.

His sister-in-law answered with complete honesty, Oh, Im not in anyones class. Not with the parish duties and the children giving me more to think about than flower beds and dances.

Lady Rosalyn came up from London, Matt explained. Had a Season there or two. I dont know why she didnt marry, and, the truth be known, we gentlemen were happier before she brought her Society ways to the Valley. However, the wives are content, and that is often all that matters.

Well, Im not going to march to her tune, Colin replied. And as for doing things a certain way, Im accustomed to doing things my way.

Exactly, his brother agreed, lighting his pipe. Thats why the two of you have a conflict.

 
We have a conflict because she wants to keep my house, Colin stated, perturbed neither one of them seemed particularly upset by Lady Rosalyns flat-out larceny.

Yes, Val agreed, rising from her chair, Sarah asleep in her arms. But you must have some empathy for the woman. Her life hasnt been easy.

So hard she needs to keep things that dont belong to her? Colin wondered aloud.

Hard enough that we should have more Christian understanding, Val answered. Isnt that right, Matthew?

Matt answered by raising his eyebrows, a noncommittal sign if ever there was one.

How hard can it be to be born titled? Colin countered. If shed been a cobblers son, she would have known a hard life. Matt and I have had to fight and scrape for everything we have.

Ah, but you have always known love, Val soothed, as if it explained everything. She lowered the sleeping baby into her cradle.

Love?

Colin rolled his eyes. What was it with women? They believed everything poets scribbled.

Val caught his look. She stood with an impatient sound. Its true, Colin. Love is a valued commodity and one Christ taught. I firmly believe the lack of it is what is wrong with much of the worldincluding Napoleons problems.

He opened his mouth to protest. Hed met Napoleon. A lack of love was not his problembut Val shushed him with a wave of her hand. Lady Rosalyn has spent most of her life orphaned and being handed off from one relative to another. Her mother created a terrible scandal by running away with her riding instructor, and her father drank himself to death of a lonely heart

Is this what Lady Rosalyn told you? Colin asked skeptically. The proud woman hed met today did not strike him as the sort to exchange personal confidences.

This is what we all know, Val declared. The deacons wife, Mrs. Phillips, knew someone in London who knew of Lady Rosalyns parents and, well, the information is very reliable.

Rumor often is, Colin murmured, tongue in cheek.

Val ignored him. Maiden Hill is what Lady Rosalyn considers her first real home. She confided that to me once herself. You cant expect her to give it up easily.

Colin did feel a bit of sympathy. He knew how important home was, and he hated the fact that he was a soft touch for such a story.

He forced himself to be hard. The house was his. She is her cousins obligation. Hes the head of the family. Woodford will take care of her.

Hes not done a good job of the matter so far, has he? Val flashed back.

Where do women find their logic? Colin demanded in exasperation. And what do you want me to do? Give her the house? Lose all my money and ignore my dreams? He turned to his brother. You remember Father Ruleys plans for us? The aging cleric had been a distant relative, as well as their generous benefactor. Hed financed both their educations and had held high hopes for both of them. Hed once done the same for their father and had been disappointed. Look at us now. You are a country vicar and Im He broke off, so frustrated that words failed him.

A colonel, Matt finished.  Tis no small feat.

You think? Colin said, unable to keep the self-derision out of his voice. Im not knighted, brother. I should have been for my service to my country, but I wasnt.

 
A knighthood? Val echoed. You did aim high.

And why not? Colin asked. Any other man who had served as I had, who had endeavored, risked, and accomplished what I did would have been knighted.

Then why arent you? she wondered.

I spoke my mind, he admitted. I said what needed to be said for the good of my men. If I saw something that was wrong, I corrected it. When the men went into battle, I didnt hide behind the lines, I marched with them. Wellington trusted me and used me well, but in the end, even he said I was my own worst enemy.

Matt met Colins gaze with understanding. We both have a great deal of pride for a cobblers sons.

Well, Im proud of you both, Val said firmly. You are men of integrity. I think well of you, Colin, for having courage and honesty. There was a time everyone feared you would have a noose around your neck.

You didnt know me then, Val, he said testily.

The family told me, she said, blithely dismissing his objection. Colin felt a touch of betrayal. From the moment Matt had met her, she had come between the two brothers. She was Matts confidante. His helpmate. The mother of his children and his partner.

And what of their parents? When they were alive, did they think more of her than their youngest son, who had been a trial? Especially when hed lost all good sense for a while after Belinda Lovejoyce had rejected him and married another?

I had high spirits, Colin said soberly. I wasnt criminal.

Val looked as if she had an opinion but was wisely keeping it to herself. She walked up to him and straightened the knot in his neck cloth. What is important is that you have returned to the Valley. We need you here, dont we, Matthew? The children shall come to know their uncle, and well find you a lovely girl to marry.

Colin looked to his brother, uncomfortable because he felt Val patronized him. Why is it that women believe the solution to most problems is marriage?

Because a marriage based on love is the secret to a well-lived life, his sister-in-law answered for her husband. She gave Colin a sisterly pat on the shoulder and returned to her chair, picking up her darning.

 
There was that word againlove. Vals mind only worked in one direction. Well, Colin had been in love before and a more uselessly extravagant, silly emotion did not exist

Loftus, Matt piped in.

The old lord? Colin asked. Is he still alive? I thought he would have broken his neck over a fence years ago.

Hes alive and still hunting, Matt answered. More than ever, in fact. Lady Loftus is so wrapped up in Valley routs and affairs she rarely nags him to take her to London anymore.

But Id wager he doesnt ride any better, Colin said.

He is the bane of his horses, Matt agreed. He is the man you need to talk to about Maiden Hill. He and Lady Loftus have sponsored Lady Rosalyn from the beginning. If anyone can negotiate a sensible arrangement to your dilemma, it is Loftus.

Youre right, Val agreed, knotting her thread and biting it off with her teeth.

At that moment, the front door burst open and Boyd and Thomas, Matt and Vals oldest children, ages ten and eight, respectively, came running into the cottage, followed by Joseph and Emma. Theyd seen the phaeton by the rectory stable and wanted to know who owned such a rum rig.

Their boyish enthusiasm reminded Colin of himself and Matt as boys. He was also a bit startled to have before him all of these people whod been born after hed left for the military, people who bore a bit of a resemblance to him. Yes, hed known they were born, but there was a great difference between reading about someone and seeing them in flesh and blood.

Lads, Matt said, his use of the term reminding Colin so much of their father, this is your uncle Colin. He has returned from the military.

The oldest, Boyd, was a touch reserved, but Thomas greeted him with enthusiasm and questions. In contrast with his older brother, Thomas had a bit of the devil in him, and Colin was again reminded of himself in his youth. He noticed they smelled a bit like unwashed potatoes and spring air.

Val shushed them. Sarahs asleep and your uncle has ridden all night and is tired. There will be plenty of time for questions later. Colin, you are welcome to stay with us as long as you wish. Were crowded, but we always have room for one more. Emma had climbed into her mothers lap, and Val gave her a hug.

On the floor in front of the fire? he asked, remembering how he and Matt had always preferred sleeping there to sleeping in their beds.

As a matter of fact, yes, his brother said with a smile. Or you can squeeze in with the boys in their bed.

The boys eyes widened. Would you, Uncle Colin?

Perhaps, he hedged. Actually, Id like to see Loftus today, if we can.

Right now? his brother asked.

Is there any time better? I want to see the matter settled quickly, Colin answered.

Matt exchanged a look with Val, who said, I dont see why you must push this, Colin. Id hate to see Lady Rosalyn gone from the Valley. There must be a solution.

All the boys looked up. Lady Rosalyn cant move, Thomas declared. What will we do for a judge on May Day? Shes the only one who remembers everyones name. Lord Loftus always calls us by the color of our hair. Hey, you, the yellow-haired one, you win,  he mimicked, and his siblings laughed.

 
Looking over their heads, Colin said, I cant give her the house, Val. Its mine.

For a moment, she appeared to struggle with her opinion. However, when she spoke, it was to say, Then youd best shave. You look like a pirate rogue. And do you have a clean shirt?

Yes, maam, he responded dutifully.

Well, youd best get on with it. Scooting Emma off her lap, Val rose from the chair. Ill expect you for dinner either way. We need time to get reacquainted, dont we? And I know the children would like a ride in that fancy London vehicle of yoursif everyones chores are done, and their hands and back behind their ears are washed.

Nephews and niece all turned pleading eyes on him, and he could only say yes. His response was greeted with cheers, before the children charged off to happily do their mothers bidding.

Colin turned to his brother. Lets go meet with Loftus.


Within the hour, Matthew and Colin were on their way to Lord Loftuss house in Downham. Matthew rode a nag that was half lame. After all his traveling, the mighty Oscar didnt mind the slower gait, but Colin was restless. Rain was in the air. Increasingly larger clouds were drifting across the April sky, and he didnt know if it was a good omen or bad. He was exhausted and at this point running on sheer willpower. He wanted Maiden Hill, and he wanted to stake his claim now.

Vals words on behalf of Lady Rosalyn, in addition to the childrens reactions, haunted him. He knew the Valley. It was a close, opinionated community. If he wasnt careful, in spite of the house being legally his, he could be the one ostracizedand he didnt want that. Riding along familiar roads, seeing the curve of Pendle Hill and other landmarks that were important to his childhood, Colin realized this was home, and hed missed being here. Hed been gone a long time. Too long, he realized heavily.

Did they suffer? he said abruptly.

Matt didnt mistake his meaning. Colin asked after their parents, who had passed away from an epidemic some five years ago. No, their deaths were peaceful, and Father passed on a mere hour after Mother, which was good. You know neither one of them would be happy without the other.

That was true. His parents had worshiped each other. As a child, when hed been Boyds or Thomass age, Colin had taken pride in his parents obvious love for each other. I wish I could have been here for them during that time.

His brother hesitated a
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