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      In a world where anything is possible, sometimes the worst comes at the hands that should care for you the best.

      When Amaryllis Coultihan fled Haven House after Travis Haven threatens to make her one of his many brides, it straight into the arms of Gloriana, the woman who had married her brother, Andrew. Although her brother and sister-in-law insist she’s safe, Ammy would rather die than allow herself to be swallowed by the evil of Haven House.

      Damien Whitmore is a ranger, working undercover to bring down the religious cults, like Haven House and save the women trapped in them from a life of degradation. He’s there when Amaryllis Coultihan escapes.

      While she may no longer be in Haven House, the malevolence that lurks within follows them, threatening her and the 5 children she fosters—also escapees of the Haven cult. They might run, he might even shelter them, but while Amaryllis and Damien’s feelings grow and blossom, so does the danger chasing them.
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      Evil across generations is an ugly thing, but even more so when rational thought it absent.

      The adopted daughter of Amaryllis and Damien Whitmore, Francesca has a lot to prove, not only to herself and the world, but also to the Nobel family. When Adam, the patriarch of Nobel Crest took her under his wing, the whispers started, and they didn’t end at his death. Now as a trained Physiotraducere, she’s making a difference in people’s lives… not just by aiding them after the loss of a limb, but also running the Whitmore Foundation.

      Raphael Nobel thought the worst of Francesca. He bought into the idea that she’d used his father, and after the reading of the will, allowed himself to be used by his brother, Edward, now head of the house. Meeting her years later, he realises the mistakes he’s made. When Damien asks him to protect Francesca from Travis Haven—a man with a grudge against the Whitmore family, he accepts.

      Now, with the safety of Francesca, danger on every front and his brother’s interference, they need help, because there’s so much more than Nobel Crest at stake. The survival of their hearts are too.

      Warning: This book contains cultist and coercive scenes some may find distressing.

      Book Link: books2read.com/NobleCrest
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      Dear Diary,

       

      It seems Francesca Hemingswood-Whitmore is as determined as ever to live her life in an unconventional yet honest manner.

      Amaryllis, my dearest sister, asked her to visit now that Dawn has arrived. Such a pretty little girl she is, with the cutest nose and shining eyes. So quiet and dainty.

      In the last few years, I know Francesca’s spent many days at the house known as Nobel Crest as a guest of Adam Nobel—at least until he passed. In many ways, it seemed she preferred his company to ours, yet there is no fear she will embrace that lifestyle.

      Amaryllis is at a low ebb right now, as Francesca declined her invitation, stating she’s been inundated with patients in town.

      Damien’s mother was a physiotraducere, and since Francesca assumed the name of Whitmore, she’s been determined to honour her adoptive grandmother by running the clinic she founded. I believe that’s one of the major reasons Amaryllis and Damien waited this long to return to Haven. I have to admit, though, I’m overjoyed that they now live in the house over the river. Every time we meet, the bond between us as women, sisters, and mothers deepens.

      I know Ammy keenly feels Francesca’s absence, yet I also know that she’s Frannie’s greatest champion. Her determination is why Damien and Ammy engaged the tutors for Francesca, ensuring her education was robust so she could undertake her medical training.

      Damien wishes she were closer so he could continue to guard her. He fears Travis Haven III could be out there, biding his time in the hopes of making us all pay for the loss of Haven House. My brother cannot ever be trusted.

      The town is growing now. We’ve a second school and medical facilities to meet the needs of the families cast off by Haven House. Ammy and I have worked tirelessly with the women who were cast off before the dissolution of Haven House.

      Those who were there on the fateful day I went to call have been given options. They can be trained to be useful in the community, to earn money so they can raise their children in the town they’ve called home. Not all have accepted that offer, but those who have are now living in houses provided for them by Andrew’s company. There’s still a divide in the community, but one day, I hope that too will be healed.

      Ah, I hear Alexander on the stairs, and the steps of his nanny too, so I must close this before they enter the room and fill my life with happiness and childish chaos!

      This morning I felt a stirring beneath my breast. This time I long for a daughter. A little girl for buttons and bows, perhaps? Perhaps we might be gifted with a woman who will rival Ammy and Francesca in drive, commitment, and honour.

      I look forward to the coming adventure, as does my Andrew.

       

      Gloriana Mulligan-Coultihan
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      I scanned the almost empty room. “Well, we’ve dealt with all the patients who presented this morning. Perhaps we should take some time, have a cup of tea and something to eat, before the afternoon sees the room fill again?”

      Reginald sighed and swiped his hand over his forehead. “I don’t know how you do it, Francesca. Every day, you run the clinic for those with cash to seek the enhancements, and then in the afternoon, you meet with those needing assistance for free. If it weren’t for the Whitmore money, you wouldn’t have the funds to keep this clinic open.”

      He regularly made this comment, and after the first few times, I’d explained that it was actually the money our morning patients brought in that paid for the work we did on the “charity cases,” as he termed them. The Whitmore money was only invested in the clinic set-up, and belonged to my adoptive father, Damien Whitmore. I’d since given up trying to explain, as it was clear that it wasn’t getting through to him.

      Reginald might have been some four years my senior, but he’d only graduated from medical school last summer. As with many of the staff I now employed, he’d worked hard for his position. Unable to complete his studies full-time, he’d worked in the mortuary, preparing the deceased for their burials. It had paid well enough that he could afford the studies and kept food on the table for him and his three younger brothers. His mother worked as a washerwoman since his father died in an accident.

      Jessie, my nurse assistant, bustled into the room. “Miss Francesca, the kettle is on the stove, and Millie is just back from the markets, about to make luncheon.” She’d been a maid of Damien’s before he and Ammy married and had wanted more.

      “Thank you, Jessie.” I hustled in behind her, hearing the whirr-clank of her replacement limb. “And before we see our first patient of the afternoon, I’ll see you in my consulting room. I think you’re due for a service.”

      Jessie opened her mouth, then closed it and nodded. “Yes, Miss Francesca.”

      Reginald flung himself into a chair. “You know, if you made people pay for servicing, we’d be a lot better off.”

      It was true, but I’d made it my mission to offer the poorest the best service available at prices they could afford. Every person on my afternoon client list had extended themselves to access the services we offered. “And you know our clients can’t always afford it, Reggie. Besides, it’s my choice to offer free servicing for the first five years.”

      He harrumphed and snatched up the paper, just as he always did when he lost an argument.

      I lowered myself into the seat because on the front cover of the paper was a face I’d never forget. One that chilled me to the marrow.

      Travis Haven III.

      His face was ugly and distorted. My guts churned, but when Jessie returned and slid the tea in front of me, I was grateful. “Thank you,” I whispered and wrapped my suddenly chilled fingers around the china cup, welcoming the sting of heat.

      “Francesca?”

      I started when Damien spoke from the door, and I rose and turned to glance at him, surprised he was here. “What are you doing here?”

      His face was pale and grim. Though he was only in his early forties, his brow was creased with the lines of a man older. I had a fleeting second to wonder if some resulted from the injuries and issues my adoptive mother, Amaryllis, had overcome, worry for all of us children and the hard life he’d chosen before she had changed him. “I came as soon as Aloysius contacted me.”

      Aloysius was one of the many servants of the house, loyal to Damien, having stayed by his side during the attack on his home when I was little more than a teen. He remained in the home where Damien insisted I live, ensuring my privacy and safety.

      “I didn’t know until now.” There was no reason I should pretend I didn’t understand, but I could clearly see Reggie didn’t know what we were talking about.

      “Ammy also wanted me to check.”

      I moved to him, wrapped my arms around his middle, and placed my head against his chest. “Thank you,” I murmured. “I’m fine, but knowing you’re both so concerned”—I looked up, smiling into his concerned gaze—“makes me feel so much better.”

      Reginald stood and marched over, his brow now creased. “Mr Whitmore?”

      Damien nodded, and Reginald’s puffed-out chest seemed to deflate a little. “I came to check on Francesca here. With Travis Haven free, her safety is not assured.”

      Reginald opened his mouth, appearing like a floundering fish, before closing it tight and giving a harrumph as he cleared his throat.

      Not for the first time, Reggie’s reaction caused me to flinch, though I usually covered it. The shake of my hands betrayed my internal concerns. “Damien, I’m not sure…”

      He shook his head. “You know Travis would get to Ammy if he could. Faith, Simeon, Constance, and Samson are safe. He can’t get to them or Dawn. I can take care of myself, so that just leaves you.”

      I wished I could ignore the truth of his words, but I couldn’t. “I have patients—”

      He nodded slowly. “I understand. That’s why I brought him.”

      A man stepped around the frame of the door. One I knew. I sucked my breath in.

      “Miss Francesca.” Raphael Nobel stood tall, his midnight-black hair shining in the sunlight and his face hewn as if from granite.

      God, why now? my psyche almost screeched at me, because this was the one man I promised myself I’d never see again.

      The last time I’d laid eyes on Raphael Nobel was at his father’s funeral.

      The grass crunched beneath my feet as I stepped toward the open grave. The cherry wood box which had been lowered held the remains of Adam Nobel. A man who’d spent countless hours with me, talking about the world and life.

      He hadn’t been a simple man. Neither had his life been blameless, yet I’d been drawn to him the way I guessed I would to a grandfather.

      “Miss Francesca,” a voice said behind me, cutting through the moment of introspection, and I turned.

      Raphael Nobel was the second son of Adam. He wouldn’t inherit the house that resembled a castle, nor the elaborate social structure of Nobel Crest. He’d already gone his own way, formed a group of inspectors working for the government.

      “Mr Nobel.” I waited for him to speak.

      His grimace spoke volumes. “You’d become close with my father. He enjoyed your… company.” In his eyes, something sparked. It could have been humour, but I had a suspicion it might be disgust too.

      “I enjoyed talking with him. He sent me many books, and we corresponded frequently.”

      He inclined his head, and it was rather unnerving. “My father left a bequest for you.”

      I clutched my hands together. “What?”

      Raphael’s lips thinned. “Come now, you knew he’d leave you a gift, surely?”

      I didn’t really care for his attitude. Or the implication that I’d been encouraging a friendship in return for some reward. “Not at all. In fact, I’m surprised.”

      I didn’t miss the way his gaze narrowed a little further. “Indeed. My brother has requested you meet with our man of business in the house when you’re done here.”

      I cast a last look at the large hole. Adam’s grave, I reminded myself, then turned away. “I shall go there directly.”

      I heard his footsteps echoing behind me and sighed. Some might call me cold; others whispered that I had some kind of illicit understanding with Adam. Only I knew the truth, and that was something I’d treasure and hold dear.

      At the house, I entered while the staff watched me with cautious eyes. Unlike Haven House, there were women and men hired to ensure the upkeep of the building. Also unlike Haven House, the women were catered for in their own tiny homes. They weren’t crowded in, nor were they cowed, but just because their conditions were kinder didn’t make their situation any less dire in my mind.

      They were still prisoners of a cult, even if the collars and cuffs were the softest ermine.

      I entered the office, the large room smelling of must and cigars. The chair Adam had always filled sat behind the desk, and what I considered my chair was gone. By the fire waited Adam’s heir, Edward. His clothes were an immaculate black, tailored to show off his trim physique.

      He’d positioned himself with an elbow on the mantelpiece, his profile that of a polished man.

      “So, Miss Francesca, come to collect your inheritance, I see.” The bite in his words slid over me. I refused to allow him to denigrate me. I’d faced that so many times while growing up that it had hardened the shell I’d finally erected around my psyche.

      “I was unaware Adam had made any provisions for me. There was no need.”

      Edward’s lips thinned. “And yet he did.” He moved to the desk, slid Adam’s chair from the heavy wood table, and settled himself in it.

      I noted the moment of discomfort and restrained my smile. Not as self-assured as he’d have me believe.

      “So?” I demanded, more than a little aware that he was drawing this out, hoping to upset me.

      “My father left the sum of three thousand dollars for your tuition. He claimed you planned to become a physiotraducere.”

      My refusal to acknowledge what he patently considered a spurious claim obviously irked him. His eyes flashed, and the knuckles of his hands whitened as he clenched his fists.

      “He also left smaller sums for your siblings, Simeon, Sampson, Constance, and Faith. Could you perhaps enlighten me why?”

      “Given I did not know he intended to leave funds for me, then I must answer, no, I do not.”

      He sneered. “He left this as well.” Reaching into the drawer to the left-hand side, he withdrew a heavy envelope bulging at the sides. “I’m also to inform you that he’s making a bequest to the Whitmore Foundation, on the proviso that should any members of Nobel Crest require care, you are to be the first called to duty in such matters.”

      That surprised me. I was unaware that any of the ladies of Nobel Crest had implantations, nor, from what Adam had led me to believe in the last months of his life, did the men. “I should like details of that bequest, of course. My father, the sheriff, will wish to check them with his legal counsel, I know.”

      He rose and grunted. “You have damaged the fabric of Nobel Crest. Before this, he would never have thought to release the wives from their duty, yet I am to ensure everyone knows they may leave, and further, that through the Whitmore Foundation, should they wish to learn skills and become emancipated, then I am to ensure they have those opportunities.” His voice turned waspish; his face screwed up. “I don’t know what power you held over our father, but you have done evil every day since he laid eyes on you, so take your ill-gotten proceeds and leave this place. Never return. Should our people need your assistance, we will transport them to you.” He fairly quivered with outrage, and it buffeted me.

      I inclined my head, because I’d told nothing but the truth.

      Turning on the ball of my foot, I faltered slightly. Raphael’s gaze bored down on me, and I felt jabs of hate from Edward as well. I would not give them the satisfaction of seeing me fall; instead, I pasted a smile on my face and walked from the room.

      Raphael followed, I knew. No doubt making sure I don’t steal the silver or corrupt the women, I thought with harsh insight. I heard his footsteps behind me as I headed for the front door.

      “Your things have already been loaded onto the dirigible,” he offered.

      “Then I shall leave.” I allowed myself to turn back, just once, sweeping my gaze over the building, committing it to memory. Then I turned in the cemetery's direction. Knots of people gathered at the gates, no doubt reminiscing about Adam Nobel.

      Without another word, I stepped aboard.

      “Miss Francesca.” The captain hurried forth. “It’s good to have you aboard. Would you care to retire to the lounge?”

      “No, I’ll stay here.”

      And that’s exactly what I did as the craft rose slowly into the air. I watched as Nobel Crest and Raphael Nobel became specks before I retreated.

      I shook my head, trying to clear away the veil that had settled over my mind. Raphael Nobel was here, in front of me. “Father? I don’t need… I’ve got Aloysius—”

      “Who is old. Slow. He keeps the house security in line, and under normal circumstances, I’d have no qualms. But this is Travis Haven. A very dangerous and devious man, Frannie.” His face crinkled with concern. He might have only been in his early forties, but the hard life he’d chosen as a sheriff and lawman had taken its toll. Wrinkles at his brow and eyes betrayed the depth of his concern.

      Reginald harrumphed, and we turned en masse. “Do you really think he would attempt something like that here? I know you have a checkered past, Francesca, but it’s not like—”

      “Her mother, Amaryllis, almost died because of his actions. We know of at least four deaths we can directly attribute to him.” My father’s blunt words had Reginald paling. The little man at the table dragged a handkerchief from his pocket and mopped his brow now that he was aware of the danger.

      “Father,” I implored, hoping he’d understand my concern. “I’m not in danger, but if I were and accepted security, there’s no need for—”

      “Me?” I heard the tension in Raphael’s voice and contained a wince.

      “We need to talk, Frannie,” Damien continued. “Your office might be best.”

      That sense of unreality enfolded me as I stumbled to my consulting room, holding the door until my father and Raphael entered. Then I pushed the door closed gently, tottered to my desk, and settled in the wooden chair.

      “There’s more. We’ve received threats, Francesca—” Damien began.

      “Credible threats,” Raphael growled, cutting in. “He’s been watching you or having someone do so. We have times and places of your locations day to day combined with the letters. Your father checked your whereabouts at those times with Aloysius.”

      I blinked once, then again. “I… Well, that’s not normal, is it?”

      Damien shook his head. “No. My concern is he can’t get to us, so you’re the one he’s fixated on.”

      “And you’re sure?”

      “Yes. I would stay with you, Francesca, but Ammy’s increasing again.”

      “Ah.” I nodded, knowing Damien’s concerns for his wife and pregnancy. “And she needs you.” My guts churned. Damien couldn’t give me security himself, so the option he was suggesting meant I’d have to accept Raphael for the term of the investigation and neutralisation of the threat.

      Damien nodded.

      “Then I will grudgingly accept Mr Nobel’s presence for the moment.” I didn’t want to and thus couldn’t help if the words sounded terse. I closed my eyes, inhaled deeply. Then, once more balanced, I opened them and glanced at Raphael Nobel. His face was as it had been, finely hewn, with a sharp jaw, a flash of jet-black hair, and grey-green eyes I was sure could see his very soul in. His lips, full as they may be, were tight with disapproval. “Mr Nobel, welcome to the Whitmore Foundation.” I reached out my hand, hoping to at least calm the storm which seemed to always be there when we were both in attendance.

      “Miss Whitmore.” He nodded.

      “Dr Whitmore,” I corrected and saw the flare of recognition in his eyes. I wasn’t sure what he thought I’d done in the intervening years, but based on his expression, it certainly hadn’t been achieving a medical degree.

      “My apologies, Doctor.”

      Damien cleared his throat, and I looked back at him. “You probably need to get back, but let Jessie at least prepare refreshments,” I said.

      He smiled. “Always time for you, Francesca. I’m sorry—”

      I read the sorrow in his eyes and smiled. “I know. She’s fragile. I understand, Father.” I didn’t use the title often enough, but when I did, it was always honest, and I was rewarded with a smile and hug.
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      Once Damien left, and I was assured he’d at least eaten something, I relaxed enough to watch Raphael interrogate Reggie. There wasn’t a more appropriate term, I thought.

      “You travel by coach here every morning. Your own coach?”

      Reggie squirmed, and I took pity on him, answering in his stead. “His grandmother is Elizabeth Squires, daughter of Emmett Squires of Squires Mills.” His eyes widened. “Reggie is the third son, and while he could have lived a life of leisure, he wanted to work in medicine.” I couldn’t help but notice the flash of red on his cheeks. He was a proud man, but he was disconnected from the day-to-day grind of the lower classes, as he constantly called them.

      “Ah,” Raphael answered. “So yes, I can see why you came in a private carriage. Tell me, has anyone ever approached you regarding Miss…” He sighed. “Doctor Whitemore’s whereabouts?”

      Reggie sneered. “Only the eligible men who’ve requested her company at soirees.”

      It was hard to bite back a laugh at his answer, so instead I stood, swiping an invisible dot of lint from my tunic. “I believe it’s time to prepare for the afternoon list. Reggie, would you be a dear and send Jessie to my office with the charts?”

      I knew Raphael followed me to my office without even glancing behind me. “Mr Nobel, Reggie is a trustworthy person. I personally selected him to work with me at the foundation,” I explained, settling into my chair.

      “Your safety is the reason I was sent here by Damien. Anyone with contact could be the person who’s feeding Travis Haven details of your timetable.” His words dripped with derision, and I clenched my hands into tight fists before releasing the pressure.

      Instead of an outburst, I nodded, aware that Damien wouldn’t request this of me without a cause. In all the years I’d known him, he wasn’t one to cry danger without having some shred of evidence. Still, I didn’t enjoy having Raphael, who’d watched his brother call my actions into question, in my life and in such proximity. “While I see the why, you must understand—”

      “Look, you don’t want me here. I’m not overly enthused with this task, but Damien specifically requested me. He said you were aware of the task force, so I can speak freely. Haven is dangerous and fixated. He will end you if he can get near enough. We need to overcome the friction that exists between us, Miss Francesca. He wants a way to get back at Amaryllis and Damien for destroying Haven House and the township he and his father built as an edifice to their cult.”

      The way he said my name incensed me. “I’m no child, Mr Nobel. I have a life, a calling, and while I appreciate your task, I will not allow it to rule my life. Now, what I require from you are the details of your engagement.”

      “Dammit, listen to me. You are the target but not the reason for the danger. Your parents—”

      “I know exactly what they did, Mr Nobel. I was there. An innocent caught up in the Haven House mess. I know exactly what those cults do, the damage they wreak on the innocent, and the way they don’t care about the children.” I wanted to say more but didn’t. I’d learned restraint, and though it cost me dearly, I didn’t add that Nobel Crest was no better.

      As if he could read my thoughts, a red tide crested his cheeks. “I—”

      I raised a hand as a knock came at my door. “Enter,” I called, aware he was infuriated that I’d cut him off.

      Jessie entered the room, her arms full of patient folios. “Miss Francesca, the patients have arrived. I’ve gone through the list, and their folders are in order of their appointments.”

      “Thank you, Jessie. Could you perhaps escort Mr Nobel back to the dining room, where he can wait—”

      “No,” he growled.

      “Well, you can’t stay in here. My patients expect and are entitled to their privacy,” I returned.

      “Not in the dining room. Find me somewhere in the waiting room, at the very least.”

      “You’ll terrify my patients unless you have something to do.” I couldn’t help but scan him. The suit he wore was well fitting, but it didn’t hide his heavy gun belt or the bulge of his shoulders. He was an imposing man.

      “I have a book in my bag. I can read,” he uttered through clenched teeth.

      I sighed heavily. “Jessie, could you ask Miles and Thorne to carry in an armchair from the private consulting room? Mr Nobel will wait in the patient hall. Ensure he has tea or coffee at regular intervals.”

      Jessie nodded, though I didn’t miss the speculation keen in her gaze. “Yes, Doctor.”

      She scurried away, and I rose. “My appointments begin in ten minutes. I need time to prepare. If you’d please step out of the room?”

      I turned toward the pile Jessie had delivered, took up the first folder, and sighed once more. I knew this patient well.
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      I rubbed the back of my neck, letting the exhaustion of a day well employed wash over me. As I closed the last folder, a shout came from beyond the door. Rushing forward, I grasped the knob, wrenched open the door, and stepped into the hall.

      A girl, crying out in pain as blood dripped from beneath her gown, was being carried in. Raphael watched, his face white.

      “Bring her in here,” I urged and hurried them into my office. All too often, this would happen. An injured child was brought to me as the parents knew I’d see them without cost.

      I grabbed one of the large aprons I usually wore in such situations and donned it, then hurried to the sink, washed my hands, and inhaled deeply.

      “Let me see,” I whispered as the man laid the girl on the pallet.

      I lifted her gown to reveal a bloodied mass of flesh and bone.

      “What happened?” I enquired as I set about inspecting deeper while the girl writhed in pain. The injury was bad.

      “We were crossing at the railroad when a vehicle hit her. My Holly, she flew onto the tracks. There was wire embedded, and it…” He gulped.

      I continued to palpate the area of the injury. “I can save her leg, but it will require surgery. I take it you don’t have funds?”

      He tugged the cap from his head and gripped it in both hands, his face pale and sweaty. Oh, please don’t pass out. “Miss, I… She’s my only child.”

      I nodded. “Go out in the hall. My assistants, Jessie and Miles, are required. Tell them I need tincture of morphine and chloroform. Hurry now,” I urged him out, then turned back to the child. “It’s okay. I’m going to help you, but you must lie still for now.”

      She mewled, and I could understand her fear. If she was ten, I’d be surprised. Such pain regularly overcame adults, let alone children who didn’t know what I was about to do. “It hurts,” she sobbed.

      “I know. I’m going to make you have a sleep, and then I’m going to fix it,” I soothed, hoping Jessie and Miles were quick.

      The door opened, and they bustled in, hands filled with cases of instruments and the items I’d requested. Miles settled in to prepare the chloroform, and Jessie was setting up to prepare for the task ahead. While I had an excellent office set-up, emergencies always required items we kept locked in a pharmacological room to ensure their safety.

      Once the child slept, I reached out. “We need to move the bed into a better position.” Thankfully it was on wheels, so we trundled it around, ensuring it was in the centre of the room, allowing me full access to the limb, and I got to work, cleaning the area, then setting the broken bone into position. The flesh was torn and would take hours to suture, so I set about the task, working layer by layer, heartened that none of the major veins had sustained damage.

      When the task was completed, we wrapped the injury with bandages before I allowed myself to sink into the chair with a sigh. My back ached as it often did from such wearying endeavours, and I massaged it while I waited for the child’s parent to enter the room.

      “Is she…?” He gulped and looked at the restful figure on the bed.

      “She sleeps. We sedated her. It was a nasty break, but I’ve set it. She needs to be kept as still as possible, and I’ll need to visit in the next few days to check the healing. You must keep an eye out for infection, temperature, and so on. If you have any concerns, bring her back here or send word for the Whitmore Foundation.”

      His face creased and shoulders slumped. “I… Her mother died just ten months ago. She’s all I have left, and—”

      I rose and slid my arms around his shoulders. “She’ll make a full recovery. But she needs quiet, good food, and care. Can you offer her those?”

      He shook his head. “The room we have is in a boarding house. I’ve been looking for work and…”

      His worry was palpable, a veritable stink in the air. “We can assist with that. Jessie, my nurse and assistant, can find accommodation with one of the charitable associations hereabouts. Several have agreements with us. They will house you both and offer sustenance. They may also assist you in finding work. Go see her just outside, as you can’t leave until the child wakes.”

      He left me then, and I sighed. I had once been in a similar situation. Memories of the tiny hovel where we’d lived with Mama were always there, in the back of my mind. We’d been brought low when she’d become ill, and it was the charitable associations there which had brought Amaryllis and Damien into my life. I was a walking and talking advertisement that sometimes charity worked.

      The door opened, and Raphael stepped into the room. “Are you…?”

      “What are you doing in here?” I demanded, rising from my seat.

      “Checking on you. It’s been hours, and you’ve yet to have a break.” His face was shadowed, and I glanced at the clock on the wall. Eleven o’clock.

      “I have to wait for her to wake, then check her. Plus, we need to wait for assistance to find them somewhere safe and clean to stay.” I rubbed my eyes, aware of my sudden drop in energy.

      “Couldn’t someone else—”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m the head of the facility. This is my task, and as it is, I still can’t send Jessie or Miles home just yet, either.”

      “Then you should at least have something to eat. Take a break, and get someone to sit with her and call you when she wakes.”

      A sound from the bed had me rising from the chair. “She’s waking now. Ask her father to come in, and then give us some privacy, please.”
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      The child woke slowly, her father hovering by the side of the bed. I waited, sitting quietly in the chair. The girl was young but old enough to have me explain the situation.

      Her cry when she was aware enough told me it was time to make my presence known. “Hello. I’m the doctor who attended to your leg. Do you remember me?”

      The girl, Holly, looked at me with large dark eyes. “Did I…? Is my leg going to be okay?”

      I knew what she was asking and squeezed her hand. “It’s a terrible break, but it will get better in time. Your father and I plan to move you to a recuperation house.” She started to rise, so I pressed firmly on her chest. “Holly, you won’t be alone. Your father will go with you and stay there. I’ll visit in a day or so to check your injury.”

      Tears spilled down her pale cheeks. “But he has to find work.”

      I nodded, keeping my face neutral. “Yes. But while you’re there, they will assist him to find a job and help you both find a home so you can build a safe future.”

      She probably didn’t understand, and I remembered back to when I was her age. My mother was ill, her second “husband” was dead, and she had multiple mouths to feed. Times were tough and money scarce. I understood her fears all too well.

      Turning to Holly’s father, I implored him to make her understand that all would be well so long as they did as was asked.

      “It’ll be okay, Holly love. They’re going to help us, and you’re going to be well again. Just wait and see. One day, we’ll have us a tiny house, and you can be a lady, just like your mama wanted.” He hunched over the girl on the bed, swiping an unsteady hand at Holly’s face.

      A rap came at the door, and I opened it. Jessie handed me a note. “They’ll be waiting outside. Miles and her father can carry the pallet and lay her on the seat.”

      I unsuccessfully tried to fend off a yawn and relayed the information before stepping back so Miles and Jessie could prepare Holly for transporting, ensuring she was adequately covered with a blanket. Then Miles gave instructions to her father, and Jessie followed them out.

      When the room was empty, I made the last notes in the file, inordinately aware that Raphael had returned and watched me.

      I took my time closing the file, then straightening my desk. Finally I rose and turned, removing my soiled apron and coat and setting them on the bed.

      Jessie appeared, my coat in her hand.

      “Jessie, in the morning, you send Lily in. Do not come in until at least ten.” The girl nodded her acceptance of my order. “And tell Miles he’s not to come in until then, either. Send for Carl. He can fill in tomorrow. He wanted more experience, he said.”

      Raphael took the coat from Jessie, and I shrugged into it, not wanting him near me. But what other option was there? I’d agreed with Damien that I would allow him to act as my bodyguard, and I kept my promises, no matter how hard they were to keep.

      “You’re ready now?” His voice played over my exhausted brain like a sudden violin in silence.

      “Yes.” I moved toward the door.

      “What about Reginald?”

      I turned, his question surprising me. “He would have gone home hours ago. I don’t ask him to stay back and assist in emergency cases like this.”

      Raphael opened the door, revealing the carriage ready and waiting, as I knew Jessie would have arranged. I waited as he opened the door to our conveyance before climbing inside. Exhaustion settled over me like a heavy weight, but I wouldn’t give in just yet. When I was home and safely within my bedchamber, then I’d let it wash me away.

      “Why?” He’d followed me into the dark confines.

      I wrinkled my brow. “He’s not aligned to the foundation apart from as an employee. His grandmother would love him to form a relationship with me, and initially, it’s why he came to work here. But I never wished to encourage that, so I never requested his help. It didn’t seem right when I had no…” I struggled to find a word.

      “Designs on him?” Raphael queried.

      I nodded and covered another yawn with a hand. “Yes.”

      “So instead you fill the gaps alone, running yourself ragged.”

      “I didn’t know you cared,” I quipped tiredly, letting my eyes close. Conserving my energy, I tried to tell myself, but the truth was they were heavy, and I just needed to last the next ten minutes or so before I could collapse.

      That small act cost me, because when I opened them, I was in Raphael’s arms, standing at the door to my home.

      “Put me down,” I asked.

      “You’re exhausted. Tell me which room, and then you can sleep.” There was a tension about him I hadn’t noticed before, along with the breadth of his chest and the strength of his arms.

      “Please, Mr Nobel,” I started, but I could hear the weariness myself there in my words.

      “Raphael,” he corrected. “Which room?”

      The door opened. Aloysius stared at the sight of me held in a man’s arms. “Miss Francesca?” His face was heavily lined and his limp more pronounced, likely because of tiredness.

      “I’m fine. I fell asleep in the carriage, it seems.” I smiled, though my eyes felt gritty. “Mr Nobel, you can put me down now.”
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