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        Late January, 1819

        Gordon House, London

      

      

      If asked later, Benedict knew he would have no explanation as to why, as he handed his hat, cloak and gloves to Lord Henry Gordon’s butler, he also lifted his gaze up to the gallery above the entrance hall.

      Fate, perhaps?

      Whatever had caused Benedict to make that glance upward, it felt as if by doing so he tilted his world upon its axis, as he found himself unable to look away from the most exquisitely beautiful young woman he had ever set eyes upon.

      Her fingers gripped two of the carved oak balusters as she pressed her face against them. Her arms were bare and delicate. A cluster of golden curls surrounded a heart-shaped face as pale as the finest porcelain. But most startling of all were the deepest blue eyes Benedict had ever had the pleasure of gazing into.

      To Benedict, she most resembled an angelic being, much like those painted on some of the ceilings in churches Benedict had once visited while traveling in Italy.

      Impossible to see her figure when she was down on her knees, but he believed her hands and face indicated her to be both slender and young.

      Benedict sincerely hoped she was already a woman and not still a girl, considering the manner in which his cock had completely engorged the moment he set eyes upon her.

      Before he could enquire of the butler as to exactly who she was, there was a flutter of movement behind the golden-haired angel as an older woman dressed completely in black grasped hold of one of those thin arms. She hissed several inaudible words as she pulled the angel to her feet.

      No doubt bruising her skin in the process, Benedict realized with a scowl.

      The older woman continued to mutter words Benedict could not hear as she dragged the young woman away from the gallery. In the process, unfortunately, also removing her from Benedict’s sight.

      Who the hell could that exquisite woman be?

      A maid in Lord Gordon’s household, perhaps?

      She had not been dressed in the uniform of a maid, her gown having been a swirl of blue silk before she was pulled out of sight.

      As far as Benedict was aware, Lord Gordon did not have a wife, nor was he known to have any children, legitimate or otherwise.

      Benedict was especially grateful the delectable creature could not be Gordon’s wife; otherwise, he might have to quietly and quickly dispose of the older man and so make her a widow.

      What the hell…?

      Benedict did not have the luxury of such impetuous thoughts as those, let alone the freedom to act upon them. His life, by necessity, was one of careful thought and control. It was his way of preventing people from delving too closely into his life, both here in London and at his country estate in Surrey; most especially his estate in Surrey! It was these traits which had earned him the reputation in Society as being a cold and arrogant gentleman.

      “Doctor Lord Benedict Winter,” Gordon’s butler announced as Benedict swept into the drawing room.

      Lord Gordon made no attempt to get up from where he lay prostrate on a couch. Nor did the latter’s putrid shade of green in the least flatter the older man’s florid complexion and the bruises on his face and neck, both sustained when he was attacked the previous evening.

      Lord Gordon was a regular visitor at Club Venus, which catered to gentlemen’s carnal needs and was owned by one of Benedict’s three close friends, the Duke of Blackborne. The previous evening, Lord Gordon had been attacked and beaten after leaving the club. As the doctor Blackborne retained to care for the health of the ladies residing there, Benedict had also tended to Lord Gordon after the attack, with the added promise of visiting the older man today to ensure he had suffered no delayed ill effects. The man was aged in his sixties, after all.

      “Any news as to who did this to me, Winter?” Gordon demanded in lieu of a greeting.

      Benedict was accustomed to such rudeness as this being shown toward him simply because he had chosen to enter a profession. It was the reason he preferred to treat the poor and those ladies resident at Club Venus. Many in Society assumed that because Benedict had trained as a physician, this now put him on the same social standing as a tradesperson.

      Those who made such an erroneous assumption were swiftly shown the error of their ways. As Lord Henry Gordon was about to be.

      Benedict looked down the length of his haughty nose at the older man. “I do not believe we are acquainted well enough for you to address me with such familiarity, Lord Gordon. To you, I am, and always shall be, Lord Winter or Doctor Winter.” He placed his black bag down on the side table and began to take out the instruments needed for the examination. “Nor can I look at the bruises on your torso and arms when you remain fully clothed,” he added pointedly.

      “No need to get on your high horse, old chap,” Lord Gordon blustered as he sat up to remove his coat and waistcoat. The removal of his shirt revealed the soft and excess flesh beneath. “I was only being friendly.”

      “I am very particular as to whom I take into the small circle I call friends,” Benedict informed the older man loftily. “Be assured you are not one of those people,” he announced without apology.

      Lord Gordon’s face became even more florid as his temper rose. “Arrogant bastard, ain’t ya, just because you’re acquainted with Prinny and your closest friends are two earls and a duke.”

      “I do not believe you know Prinny well enough to address him with such familiarity either. Nor, I assure you, does my arrogance have anything to do with my choice of friends,” Benedict scorned. “I merely know myself to be of superior breeding and education compared to you.” He showed little or no emotion as he listened to Lord Gordon’s heart before inspecting the man’s bruises.

      Lord Gordon harrumphed before returning to his original subject. “Is Blackborne any closer— Is the Duke of Blackborne any closer,” he corrected at Benedict’s reproving scowl, “to finding the men who did this?”

      As of last night, Benedict knew Gabriel had not yet succeeded in apprehending the attackers.

      And Benedict had forgotten, after seeing that angel peering at him from abovestairs, that helping to discover who had hired the thugs who had carried out the beatings outside Club Venus was one of his reasons for calling upon Lord Gordon today.

      There had been three such attacks to date. Lord Evesham. Lord Gordon, and a young gentleman named Jimmy Brown. The latter was currently resting in one of the beds in the infirmary Benedict kept at the back of his London home, Jimmy having been severely beaten some time during the night.

      This attack on Jimmy had given Gabriel reason to believe that either Lord Evesham or Lord Gordon was responsible. While in the presence of those two gentlemen, Gabriel’s soon-to-be-wife had inadvertently revealed that Jimmy, who hailed from one of the London slums, was sure to know the names of the thugs who had been paid to carry out the attacks. Mere hours after she had made this statement, Jimmy had sustained a beating of his own.

      Gabriel was talking to Lord Evesham this morning, and Benedict had agreed to question Lord Gordon in the hope they might find the culprit.

      Benedict moved to stand behind the older man and placed the listening tube, invented by René Laennec in France just a few years earlier, so that he might listen to the beat of Lord Gordon’s heart as he questioned him. “What do you know about these attacks?”

      The heartbeat remained steady. “Nothing at all until I was attacked myself.”

      “So you don’t have an axe to grind against the Duke of Blackborne?”

      The heartbeat remained the same, although the older man looked puzzled by the question. “Why would I when the man runs the best establishment in town?”

      Benedict’s top lip curled back at the use of the word “establishment” for what was, after all, a brothel. Admittedly, none of the ladies at Club Venus were there under protest or duress. All also voluntarily agreed to a medical examination by Benedict to ascertain their health and their response to physical stimulus. Gabriel was adamant that this be a necessary requirement of all the ladies who worked at his club.

      As a consequence, Gabriel did run the best establishment in town, as well as the healthiest for all concerned.

      Many might find the intimacy of Benedict’s examinations of those ladies to be offensive, but he had no wife or other significant lady in his life to whom he need apologize. He doubted he ever would.

      He continued to press his ear to the tube he held against Lord Gordon’s pale and flabby back as he questioned him. “You have no idea who could have carried out these attacks?”

      “None.”

      “You did not recognize any of your attackers?”

      “No.”

      “They made no other comment except the one you overheard regarding ‘the earl’?”

      “No.”

      “Who is the young lady living abovestairs?”

      Lord Gordon jerked forward and away before standing up to turn and glare, but not before Benedict had heard the spike and then unmistakable quickening of the older man’s heartbeat. “There are no young ladies living here, abovestairs or anywhere else,” he denied in a harsh voice.

      “I saw her when I arrived.”

      “Then it was probably one of the maids,” the older man dismissed in that same hard tone. “I would like you to leave now.” He pulled his shirt on over his head. “Nor is there any need for you to call here again.”

      In other words, Benedict realized, the other man did not want to give him the opportunity to enter his home again or ask more questions.

      Because Benedict had enquired about the young lady he had seen up on the gallery?

      Undoubtedly.

      Laennec’s instrument did not lie, and Lord Gordon’s heart had first leaped and then quickened in beat when he was asked about the young lady Benedict had seen up on the gallery.

      Benedict bit back the frustration of his still having no idea who she was or why she was in Lord Gordon’s home.

      But Benedict was not a man who gave up easily, if at all, and he was determined he would discover the identity of the angel in the gallery.
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      “What on earth do you think you were about, leaving your rooms and spying on Lord Gordon’s guest in that way?” Mrs. Tailor, the housekeeper at Gordon House, demanded as she pushed Chloe into her suite of attic rooms and locked the door behind them. “His Lordship would be very angry if he was to learn of it.”

      Chloe had no reason to ask how Lord Gordon might learn of such a thing. She knew Mrs. Tailor took delight in informing him of any infraction on her part.

      Chloe lifted her chin defiantly. “I will not inform him you omitted to lock the door again if you do not tell him I left my rooms.”

      The older woman’s eyes darkened to almost black. “Are you threatening me?”

      “I do not believe so,” Chloe dismissed lightly. “I was merely pointing out that we were both of us at fault and that the transgression is probably best forgotten.”

      Although aged only in her midthirties, Edith Tailor’s countenance was naturally dour, and her current frown only added to her air of bleakness. “I am willing to forget it this time,” she allowed begrudgingly.

      A heavy weight lifted from Chloe’s shoulders. “Who is the gentleman calling on Lord Gordon?” she prompted curiously.

      “I believe Lord Gordon mentioned he was expecting Doctor Lord Benedict Winter to call this morning.”

      It was a strong-sounding name and perfectly suited the gentleman Chloe had seen earlier.

      He was a man who looked to be aged in his early thirties. Exceedingly tall, possibly a foot taller than her own four inches over five feet, with a wide and muscular frame shown to advantage in perfectly tailored and fashionable black superfine and gray pantaloons. His hair was dark and curled slightly about his ears, and his eyes, when he looked up at her, were a dark brown with what appeared to be a gold ring about the iris. His features appeared as if carved from marble: prominent cheekbones, a long aristocratic nose, and chiseled lips above a square and determined jaw.

      Chloe frowned as she recalled the entirety of the visitor’s name. “Is Lord Gordon ill?”

      Mrs. Tailor gave a sniff. “No doubt you would like it if he was. But I believe the doctor is here to check on His Lordship after he was set upon by thugs on his way home yesterday evening.”

      Chloe knew from the gossip belowstairs that Lord Gordon spent most, if not all, of his evenings at a place called Club Venus, where there were apparently scantily clad ladies aplenty whose time he might purchase for one or several hours. As Chloe suspected that Mrs. Tailor occasionally warmed His Lordship’s bed, she wondered how the older woman felt about his nocturnal visits to such an establishment.

      Chloe stood to walk over to the window when she heard the sound of voices outside the house.

      She was just in time to see Lord Benedict Winter striding purposefully down the pathway to where his carriage waited at the front of the house. One of his grooms leaped down from the back of the vehicle to open the nearside door with a flourish for his employer.

      Lord Winter hesitated before stepping inside the carriage, instead turning and look up at the front of the house through narrowed lids. He perused the first floor, the second, then higher. That questing gaze stopped the moment he spied Chloe looking back at him as she stood at one of the small windows at the top of the house.

      Firm lips curled into a smile as he lifted his top hat and bowed to her.

      Chloe heard a pounding on the door behind her before she could respond to Lord Winter’s acknowledgment of her. She turned back into the room in time to see Mrs. Tailor unlocking the door so that Lord Gordon might enter.

      The riding crop he carried in one of his pudgy hands and the glitter of anger in his piglike pale blue eyes did not bode well for Chloe’s immediate welfare.
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        One week later.

      

      

      “There is a young lady at the back door asking to speak with you, Your Lordship,” Carlton, Benedict’s butler, informed him as he stepped into the infirmary.

      Benedict finished adjusting the bandages on what he had initially thought were Jimmy’s broken forearms, but which he now believed were but severely bruised, before answering the butler. “You may show her into my examination room and tell her I will be with her shortly.”

      “Got yaself a lady friend callin’ on ya, Ya Lordship?” Jimmy teased.

      Benedict gave the younger man a chiding smile. Despite the difference in their stations in life, Benedict of the aristocracy, Jimmy from the London slums, the two men had formed a friendship of sorts since Benedict had taken the beaten Jimmy into his infirmary a week ago.

      He was very pleased with Jimmy’s progress during that time. The bruises had faded from his face, the swelling gone from about his eyes, and his split lip had healed. His arms were severely bruised, possibly sprained rather than broken. That and the internal bruising to one of his knees had so far kept Jimmy from returning to his life in St Giles, one of London’s many impoverished areas.

      Benedict liked to think that regular bathing and the delousing of Jimmy’s body while he was here would have also added to the younger man’s comfort.

      “No, I do not think so.” Benedict stood as he answered the younger man’s teasing. He turned enquiringly as his butler lingered rather than left to do his bidding. “Do you have something you wish to add, Carlton?”

      The butler looked hesitant. “I do not believe the young lady to be one of your usual…patients, my lord.”

      “Explain, if you please?”

      “Her gown is made of silk, even if it is too big for her and unsuited for the cold weather. Also, she is not wearing a cloak and bonnet. She is exceedingly thin, and her face very pale,” Carlton explained in an increasingly worried tone. “The dark circles beneath her blue eyes are so intense, they almost look as if someone has struck her.”

      “Blue eyes, you say?” Benedict echoed sharply.

      His butler nodded. “Of such an intense blue as I have never seen before— Your Lordship…?” Carlton called after Benedict as he rushed from the infirmary toward the back of the main house.

      Benedict had spent the past week lecturing himself as to the inadvisability of his calling at Gordon House for a second time, completely in the hope of seeing his blue-eyed angel again rather than any concern for that ill-mannered blusterer, Lord Henry Gordon. Unfortunately, Benedict had no reason to call on the older man now that Gabriel had settled the situation regarding who was responsible for the attacks outside Club Venus.

      It had been a very long week.

      There had been the usual rush and bustle of patients calling, plus Jimmy to care for on a day-to-day basis. Benedict had also attended the wedding of Gabriel and his Victory before they left for their honeymoon in France, where they also hoped to learn more of the niece Gabriel now knew he had. A young lady who would be aged nineteen. Another of Benedict’s close friends, Lord Julius Soames, the Earl of Andover, had also returned to London from spending the holidays in the country, and the two men had dined together in the evening twice this week.

      Still, it had possibly been the longest week of Benedict’s life. It was made worse by the fact he knew he could not just barge into Lord Gordon’s household or demand the other man tell him the identity of the blue-eyed angel Benedict had seen looking down at him from the gallery and attic in the other man’s home.

      Benedict’s own discreet enquiries as to who she might be had proved unsuccessful. Frustratingly so. None of Lord Gordon’s friends or associates knew of any young female relative or ward living with him at Gordon House. The few of Lord Gordon’s servants willing to answer questions, for a monetary sum, also, after being given the money, denied all knowledge of her.

      One thing Benedict was very sure of: he had not imagined her.

      He could never have imagined such a beautiful young woman nor the intensity and depth of her blue eyes. Eyes that haunted him, day and night, not only in his thoughts, but also in his dreams.

      The same beautiful blue eyes Carlton had just described?

      To think that the young lady might be here now. That she might have come to Benedict…

      He came to an abrupt halt the moment he saw the crumpled heap of unmoving blue silk on the back step of his home.

      The same blue silk gown he had seen his angel wearing the previous week?

      His angel?

      Yes, because if this was that same beautiful creature he had seen for the first time a week ago, then Benedict had absolutely no intention of returning her to Lord Gordon’s home until he knew exactly what or who she was to the older man. And, more importantly, why she had needed to seek Benedict out in this way. He did not for a moment fool himself into thinking it was because she had become as instantly enamored with him a week ago as he had with her.

      Benedict was well aware of the harshness of his features and the air of superiority and arrogance he exuded which tended to keep most people in Society, except for his three closest friends, at a distance. It was an air he had deliberately nurtured and for the reason of protecting someone very dear to him.

      He sincerely doubted the blue-eyed angel had seen something in him during that brief meeting of their gazes a week ago, to make her regard him any differently than that.

      But she was here now, and Benedict intended to ensure she did not leave again until he knew who she was and why she had run away from Lord Gordon’s home wearing only an inadequate silk gown.

      He moved forward to crouch beside the still figure, drawing in a harsh breath as he stared down into the deathly pale face of the blue-eyed young woman who had taken such complete possession of his thoughts this past week. A face which appeared even thinner and paler than it had then, the high cheekbones more pronounced, even the plumpness of her lips a paler shade of rose. No wonder Carlton had been concerned.

      For a moment, Benedict wondered if she was still breathing, and then he saw the shallow rise and fall of her breasts beneath the bodice of the gown.

      A short-sleeved silk gown which, as Carlton had already noted, was too large for her and totally unsuited for the late January weather when she did not have the benefit of a cloak, bonnet, and gloves.

      The matching blue slippers peeping out from beneath the hem of the gown were currently soaking wet. Meaning she had in all probability walked here, and these flimsy shoes had become wet from walking through the puddles on the pavement and roads formed by the rain which had fallen heavily the previous night. The hem of her gown was completely sodden in confirmation of that possibility.

      None of her limbs appeared to be out of alignment or swollen, as indication she had any broken bones, and although her hands were slightly blue in color, her fingers did not look to be injured either. Nor were there any visible injuries to her head or torso.

      After weighing up the danger of moving her if she was injured internally against leaving her out in the cold and wet a moment longer than necessary, Benedict quickly and carefully gathered her up into his arms.

      He tensed as she gave a slight groan. He allowed her time to settle with her head resting against his shoulder before turning on his heel and hurrying back to the infirmary. She weighed little more than a child, but he was inclined to think, taking into account the thinness and pallor of her face, that was more from a lack of sustenance than a specific illness.

      Carlton stood at the ready to open the doors through to the examination room. “Do you know who she is, Your Lordship?” he enquired quietly once Benedict had lain her down on the examination table before covering her with a blanket. Being placed on the table had caused her to give another groan.

      To answer Carlton’s question, Benedict had no idea what her name was, what possible connection she could have to Lord Gordon, nor anything else about her.

      Indeed, there was only one thing Benedict was absolutely sure of as he stroked the tangle of golden hair back from her brow. “She is mine,” he stated emphatically.

      Carlton gave him a wide-eyed look before nodding. “Very good, my lord. I’ll have Cook prepare a pot of hot sweet tea and bring it over directly.”

      Benedict was barely aware of the older man leaving as he stared in fascination at the young lady who had somehow taken up residence in his heart and soul without the two of them having even spoken a word to each other.

      Did she feel that connection too?

      Was that the reason, after a mere few seconds of the two of them staring at each other a week ago, she had now sought him out?

      Benedict somehow doubted that.

      Yet here she was. And once he had examined her and was satisfied she was not seriously ill, Benedict intended to carry her over to the main house and make her comfortable in one of the guest bedchambers there.

      “She’s a beauty.”

      Benedict turned to see Jimmy standing in the doorway. “But half starved, wouldn’t you agree?”

      The dark-haired young man strolled over to stand on the other side of the examination table, with only a slight limp to his gait to indicate his injured knee still troubled him. “I’d say so, yes,” he confirmed, his expression grim. “’Er gown and slippers is silk, and she’s refined lookin’, so starved on purpose, does ya fink?”

      Benedict pictured Henry Gordon’s glittering piggish eyes and his bloated and overfed body before nodding. “Yes, Jimmy, I do think.”

      “Does ya need me to ask the lads ta pay someone a visit?”

      Jimmy’s “lads” consisted of the three equally disreputable young Cockney men who had visited Jimmy here several times during the past week.

      “Can I defer making any decision on that for the moment?” Benedict answered slowly. “But let’s keep it in mind as an option,” he added in a hard voice as the young woman groaned again. She tried to roll over to her side but, for whatever reason, found the movement too difficult.

      “’Er back’s ’urting ’er,” Jimmy said softly.

      A spinal injury would surely have prevented her from walking here. So it must be some other injury to her back that was causing her this discomfort.

      “’Elp ’er to roll over onto ’er side,” Jimmy advised. “I’d ’elp ’er meself, but me arms ain’t working proper right now.” He held up those bandaged appendages.

      Benedict very carefully turned the young woman and was rewarded with a relieved sigh once she lay on her side facing away from him.

      Turning her had revealed the high-backed gown was fastened with a dozen or so tiny pearl buttons down the length of her spine.

      Even so, Benedict hesitated to unfasten those buttons so that he could examine her more thoroughly. It somehow seemed like an invasion of her privacy to half undress her when she was not conscious enough to be aware of it. Or protest it.

      Which was ridiculous. He was a doctor and examined patients every day. He had actually cut Jimmy’s clothes off him the previous week so that he could learn the extent of the younger man’s injuries, and then had to give the younger man some of his own older clothing when it transpired the ruined clothes were the only ones Jimmy possessed. The younger man now made quite a dashing figure in one of Benedict’s white linen shirts, a silver brocade waistcoat, and fitted pantaloons. A slightly scuffed pair of Benedict’s boots completed the outfit of a gentleman, something that had caused Jimmy to grin cheekily.

      Jimmy.

      Benedict now realized his reluctance to unfasten this young woman’s gown was because he did not want to do so with the other man in the room.

      Again, ridiculous.

      Jimmy was hardly in any condition to appreciate this young lady’s body, let alone do anything about it.

      Even so, that hesitation remained.

      “Want me ta give ya some privacy?” Jimmy obviously sensed that reluctance. “Ya bein’ a doctor an’ all,” he added teasingly.

      Benedict gave him a reproving glance. “Me bein’ a doctor an all, I merely wished to maintain this young woman’s modesty.”

      Jimmy gave him a boyish grin. “I ’eard ya tell Carlton she’s yorn?”

      Mortified, Benedict felt the heat of an uncharacteristic blush in his cheeks. He had said that. And he should not have done so. Circumstances were such that he had no right to lay claim to any woman, let alone one who already appeared to be in some distress.

      He straightened. “Be ready to offer words of comfort if she should awaken when I examine her.”

      Jimmy lifted one bandaged arm as high as he could in the facsimile of a mocking salute. “Wiv pleasure, my lord.”

      Benedict was careful not to touch flesh as he unfastened the gown’s tiny buttons before folding back the sides of the opening to reveal she wore a white camisole beneath. The skin Benedict could see was as smooth and pale as the rest of her.

      Lifting a scalpel from a tray beside him, Benedict pushed away all thoughts as to who he was examining and concentrated solely on learning what was causing this woman to groan in pain whenever she was moved. It took mere seconds to slice down the back of the camisole and reveal that the skin here was also unblemished, with nothing visible that might have caused her pain.

      “Try lower,” Jimmy pressed.

      “Lower?”

      “’Er bottom and the tops of ’er legs.” The other man’s expression was grim. “A good thrashin’ on the bum and fighs causes the person being ’it great discomfort sittin’ down or standin’ up, wivout anyone else bein’ the wiser for it.”

      “You sound as if you speak from experience.” Benedict voiced his concern for his new young friend.

      Jimmy shrugged. “I do, yes.”

      “I am sorry for that.”

      “Not your fault.”

      If Benedict was to be able to see the areas of this woman’s body that Jimmy had suggested, then he would need to cut down the back of the gown and her drawers. Benedict felt an innate aversion to doing that. It seemed far too…invasive.
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