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        If sorrow can admit society,

        Tell o'er your woes again by viewing mine:

        I had an Edward, till a Richard kill'd him…

        Richard III, Act 4, Scene 4
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      "You wanted to see me, Dr. Patton?"

      Harper Forsythe stopped midway through the door, tucking a honey-brown strand of hair behind her ear. As her eyes adjusted slowly to the gloom, she realized that she had directed her question to the wrong place. The good doctor was not at his desk.

      "Yes, come in, Miss Forsythe. I'm just finishing up with our patient." Dr. Patton sat beside the white-clad form of an adolescent girl lying catatonic on the couch. Long blond hair spilled over the couch and fell nearly to the floor. The effect might have been pretty but for her eerie, vacant stillness. One hand dripped, claw-like, over the edge of the couch, as lifeless as if made from candle wax.

      The doctor’s gentle stubbornness that Camilla could be roused from her catatonic state made Harper grit her teeth to hold her tongue. Privately, Harper considered his efforts to be a waste of time. Camilla Grey was a lost cause.

      Still, she understood the doctor’s uncompromising stubbornness to save a patient. They had argued over her patients, as well.

      England’s most renowned sanatorium director leveraged himself out of his chair with a huff of effort. He shuffled to his desk. "Pass me Yorick and sit, Miss Forsythe. Miss Grey will not disturb us, I'm sure.”

      Harper’s lips resisted a smile. She placed the tips of her fingers around the circumference of the skull sitting on the seat of a battered wingback chair and peered into the gaping sockets. She delicately offered her mentor the skull, then tucked her skirts neatly beneath her and sat primly gazing at the gruesome wall behind Dr. Patton’s desk.

      Brains. At least twenty of them lined the shelves behind the desk, each shriveled specimen sulking in pickling fluid in a glass jar ringed with beeswax.

      “I can see from the look on your face how hopeless you consider her cause. Yet I detect some signs of life in her. Where there is life, there is hope. You'll forgive the curtains." The last was not a question. Harper nodded. Miss Grey curled away from the sun like a snail retracting into its shell.

      The farther he advanced into middle age, the less Dr. Patton seemed inclined to deal with the most intractable of his patients. Miss Grey was the exception. The responsibility for the ongoing care of the more damaged individuals left in the care of Patton's Asylum for the Mentally Disturbed fell increasingly onto the shoulders of his assistants—of which, Harper was the best. 

      She had to be. A woman alone in the world, she was lucky to have meaningful employment at all. Harper therefore counted her rewards by watching the seedlings of trust that sprouted in her patients’ eyes rather than pounds sterling.

      Another subtle reward was the doctor’s confidence. The doctor did not call his assistants to his office idly. Something was afoot, and he had chosen her to know about it first. Pride swelled comfortingly in her chest.

      "I received a letter of particular import this morning," he went on, shuffling through the stack of papers on his desk until he found the one he sought. Dr. Patton fished in his pocket for a pair of silver-rimmed spectacles. On his nose, they lent an owlish cast to his appearance.

      "Are you aware of the Earl of Briarcliff?" the doctor asked.

      Harper racked her brains. She had little interaction with the aristocracy, and no time to spare for gossip rags about people she didn't know.

      "I am not."

      Patton appeared unsurprised, aware that his most favored assistant rarely took the time for anything other than her patients. He wagged his head like a shaggy, aging dog.

      “Even the wrongheads know more of the world beyond these walls than you do,” Dr. Patton commented with a sigh.

      Harper raised her chin. “Enlighten me.”

      The doctor settled his bulk into the chair before speaking. Harper shifted in her seat and prepared for one of her employer’s famously long-winded stories.

      “The previous earl of Briarcliff was the present earl’s brother. Both brothers worked for the British government during the Napoleonic Wars. The elder brother was a spy and met a rather grisly death at the hands of the French in early 1808.” He tented his fingers over the round expanse of his belly.

      “The present earl, however, was an ambassador to the Portuguese court. Faced with Napoleon’s armies, the entire court—ten thousand people—fled almost overnight to Brazil, accompanied by British warships. At the time, the earl had with him his two eldest sons, Edward and Richard. Surely you recall reading something of this story as a child?”

      “A little,” Harper said defensively. Thanks to Dr. Patton and his wife, she had received a more than adequate education for a single young woman of few prospects. She thus pretended familiarity with the story, lest she insult their generosity.

      “In the chaos of the departure, the present earl was forced to bring along his children for an unexpected trip to Brazil. Tragically, the eldest son disappeared during a tour of the Amazon rainforest in 1808, not long after the court’s arrival.”

      "How sad. Was he kidnapped? Or simply lost?" Harper asked.

      "No one knows. The interior of the South American continent has never been fully explored, and although expeditions were dispatched, only rumors of the boy were ever unearthed. Until now," the doctor said with a waggle of his eyebrows. Harper rewarded him with an indulgent smile.

      "You really don't read the newspapers, do you?" he asked.

      Harper shook her head once, decisively. "I haven't time. My patients need me."

      "Are you feeling overworked here?"

      Harper blinked at the doctor's question. She had not taken a holiday in years, but that was in part because she had nowhere to go. Her only family, a sister, lived in the north of England, which might as well be the moon given the time and expense it would take to make the journey.

      Ever since the doctor and his wife had given her a home, an education and a purpose here at the asylum, she had never felt the need to be anywhere else. Her secret hope was that the Pattons would leave her the asylum to run as her own someday, when they were old enough to want more peace and rest. It was a hope she dared not voice for its breathtaking audacity—yet.

      "Not at all," she replied honestly.

      "Several of your patients are making remarkable progress. The Kilbourne girl, the one afflicted with severe melancholia, she is nearly ready to be released, is she not?"

      "Yes." The loss of little Jenny would hurt despite her joy at the girl’s recovery. There would be new patients. There were always people who needed help—and that meant there would always be a place for her here at the asylum.

      “Well done. What of Mr. Smith?”

      Harper’s heart sank. Smith believed himself to be persecuted by demons and witches who tortured him without mercy. Nothing Harper had tried in her considerable knowledge of creative treatments could convince him otherwise.

      "I am dismayed to report no progress with Mr. Smith." To Harper her inability to improve his life was the worst sort of personal failure.

      "Some cases are sadly incurable," the doctor commented without judgment. Patton had warned her that she would waste valuable time trying to treat Smith, but Harper had insisted on taking his case. The disorder appeared in late adolescence and progressively deteriorated. Harper had proven powerless to stop it. She glanced at Camilla Grey’s lifeless form.

      In his wisdom, Dr. Patton had let her try and fail. The next time she had such a patient, she would better direct her efforts into patients for whom there was hope of improvement.

      "Returning to our previous subject, the earl's son has come back from the South American continent with severe disorders. He understands English, or some of it, but he is prone to rages and melancholia. He hasn’t harmed anyone, yet the household is terrified of him.”

      A frisson of anticipation made Harper clench her fingers together in her skirts. Surely the doctor was telling her, in his roundabout way, that he would take the case and be gone for some duration. Any earl was an important client. Dr. Patton must have called her here to say that he was leaving her in charge of the asylum in his absence. This could be her opportunity to show the Pattons that she was capable of managing things. They weren’t getting younger, and she was the closest thing they had to a daughter. If she did well, she would be on solid ground in approaching them to ask for her dream. Harper folded her hands to keep them still. Her foot tapped the air beneath her skirt.

      "The earl understandably wishes to see the firstborn son inherit if his sanity can be restored. He has made me a very, very generous offer for my exclusive services." 

      Harper fought a grin and lost. It was exactly as she had imagined.

      “How wonderful for you, Dr. Patton.”

      "Unfortunately, I am entirely too busy with the asylum to accommodate the earl's request."

      Harper's smile faded. Her boot froze mid-tap.

      "In my reply to the earl, I will recommend sending my very best assistant to do an initial evaluation. You."

      Harper felt like a stone thrown over a cliff. "What about my patients?"

      "Miller and Skitchum will divide your patients between them. I will ensure that they follow your instructions to the letter. With Jenny about to be discharged and Mr. Smith receiving maintenance care as you have recommended in your reports, the burden won’t be unmanageable. If need be, I can hire an assistant with the salary I won't be paying you.”

      Harper gasped. “You cannot mean that I am to be replaced.”

      The doctor peered at her over the tops of his silver spectacles. “Harper, dear girl, don’t be so dismayed. This is a tremendous opportunity. I made my name by curing the Duke of Mayham’s son. The money I earned was enough to allow me to start my own asylum."

      “I can't start my own asylum!” Her knuckles turned white as she balled her fists into her skirt. “Who would send patients to a woman doctor? One who is young and untried, at that?"

      The older man rose from his comfortable leather chair, his paunch scraping against the edge of the desk. “You underestimate yourself. You are not untried, Harper. You've been tending your own patients for six years. You can establish your reputation as a healer by curing the Earl of Briarcliff's son. It will take you further than any apprenticeship with me ever could. The boy is disturbed, but surely all he needs is someone to help him acclimate to his natural environment. You can be that person, Harper. Teach Lord Northcote to behave as befits an earl and you will be utterly free of your dependence upon me.”

      “I don't want to be free of you,” Harper declared fiercely. She would not cry here. She could not. “You and Mrs. Patton are my family. You have been my teachers and supporters. Now you want to send me away?”

      “Oh, no, my lyrical little Harp. Nothing like that. I won't force you if you don't want to go. It is only that I hate to see you chained to this place of human suffering when you could do so much good for the world, if you would only stretch your wings.” The doctor was patting her ineffectually on the shoulder. Her face was hot, and she bit her lip to stop it from trembling.

      “If I may speak as a father, in place of the true father you lost…”

      Harper sniffed.

      “I am concerned that you have become too attached to this place. I understand that your childhood was untethered, to say the least. This is the only home you have ever known as your own. But it is not a home for a grown woman. You should have beaux. You should dance and try your hand at being a normal girl. You’re twenty-five years old⁠—”

      “Twenty-six next week.”

      “Of course. I hadn’t forgotten your birthday, dear.”

      “I danced at the Christmas ball. Twice.”

      “It’s June. That was six months ago.” Never one for prolonged contact, the doctor gave her shoulder a final pat and went to his desk. He gathered a sheaf of newspapers together and held them out to her. Harper took them silently.

      “Might I think it over awhile?” she asked.

      “Read them and make an informed decision.” He opened a black journal, palmed the pages flat, dipped his quill and began to write.

      Harper barely registered the little squeak emitted by the catatonic woman on the couch as she closed the door softly behind her.

      She deposited the papers on her desk and locked her room behind her. Out on the manicured grounds of the estate, Harper picked up her skirts and ran for the enormous willow tree that marked the presence of a shallow fishpond. The rustling leaves hung nearly to the ground in a sheltering canopy.

      She couldn’t leave the asylum. It was her whole world.

      Harper picked up a stone and tossed it into the pond. A family of startled ducks quacked indignantly away. If she went to Briarcliff, she would have to assert herself alone, with only distant support from her mentor. Although she understood that she couldn't go through life dependent upon Dr. Patton to make a place for her, the prospect of striking out on her own made her feel about as capable and brave as those ducklings paddling after their mother.

      “Coward,” she muttered.

      And yet…the thought tingled in her imagination, a diamond-bright spark of possibility. Here was a chance to do something important. If she was successful, she could make a real difference for other women who practiced medicine. 

      If there were any. She sighed. Maybe Dr. Patton was right. Perhaps it was past time for her to attempt life outside the beautiful confines of her home.

      Harper had worked hard to become the ideal protégé. How could she know if she was truly any good unless she tried?

      Just imagine if she succeeded.

      It would be even easier to make the case that she ought to be named director of the asylum. Triumph or fail, she could always come back here.

      “Heard you were up in the big office about half an hour ago.”

      Harper’s booted foot jerked as she turned. It landed in the edge of the water, leaving a dark spot on the worn leather.

      “Miller. This is my spot.”

      “You don’t own it any more than I do.” A gangly man folded himself onto the river bank a few feet away. “What’s the doctor want with you?”

      “You’ve already invaded my willow tree. Keep your nose out of my business.” Harper rose, her drab skirts falling around her legs in a protective curtain. Parting the hanging willow leaves with two hands, she enjoyed no little satisfaction at hearing them deliver a slap that she didn’t dare attempt.

      Though she’d won a measure of grudging respect from her colleagues, Miller and Skitchum, Harper was by no means friendly with them. Both men held university degrees that she would never be permitted to obtain, yet she had years of experience and close apprenticeship with a master. Only the thinnest veneer of civility masked the toxic mutual jealousy and competitiveness of their working relationship.

      Miller stomped after her, his long legs easily keeping pace.

      Harper glared over her shoulder. “Can’t take a hint, can you?”

      “Can but won’t until I find out what the doctor wanted with you.”

      The walled yard was not large. She headed toward the stables, situated downwind of the house. Two men shoveled horse manure into a wheelbarrow, the pungent scent mixed with the sweetness of early summer air. Her glare deepened. Miller choose the most humiliating work for the patients he liked least. One of Patton’s convictions was the healing power of meaningful work. Miller took that notion and twisted it.

      “The wrongheads aren’t too good to shovel horse shit.” Miller caught her disapproval and turned defensive. Fair enough, but it didn’t always have to be the same patients doing the hardest, smelliest work.

      In two long strides, Miller got ahead of her and planted his bean-pole body in her path. Harper stopped short.

      Too bad she wasn’t big enough to run him over. The crown of her bonnet barely topped Miller’s shoulder.

      Harper inhaled a steadying, manure-scented breath before meeting his eyes. She wished they were beady and birdlike. Instead, they exuded warmth and authority. The rest of his face just missed the mark of handsomeness. Bland skin, indifferent nose, thin lips, a jutting chin.

      Yet Miller was a man with good prospects. As a woman with poor prospects, she would be smart to make an ally of him.

      “With all respect, you are deluded if you think our patients are unable to discern how you parcel out the best chores to your favorites.” Harper hardly attempted to conceal her contempt for a man who entertained himself with petty games aimed at humiliating the infirm. Maybe it was harmless, but it spoke volumes about his character.

      “Have a care for your place, Miss Forsythe.”

      “My place here is not in doubt.” Harper’s eyebrows arched gracefully upward.

      Miller took one step closer. He was so quick that she didn’t understand what was happening until his tongue was slithering around in her mouth. His hand was hard on her chin, holding her in place.

      “Gah!” Harper wrenched away. Across the rickyard, one of the patients pointed, muttering to his companion.

      “You’d make a fine wife for an asylum director if you were more biddable. You’re beddable enough, for a know-it-all shrew.” Miller watched her scrub away the unwanted kiss with the back of her hand, his lips a sneer of bewildered contempt.

      Harper leaned down and picked up a glob of mud and manure in her bare hand. She chucked it at his face, only to miss when he sidestepped the missile.

      She reached for another handful. This time she hit him square in the back as he turned away.

      “You’re hopeless, Harper,” he shot over his shoulder.

      Harper returned directly to Dr. Patton's office, panting a little from the exertion of dashing up the stairs as she burst through the door. Let him mistake her agreement for enthusiasm.

      "I'll do it," she declared. "I'll go."

      The doctor beamed his approval. “I shall write the earl directly.”

      She turned toward the door. The doctor’s voice stopped her.

      “Harper.”

      “Yes?”

      “Have you read the papers?”

      She felt her shoulders droop fractionally. “Not yet.”

      “See that you do. Praemonitus praemunitus.”

      Forewarned is forearmed.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
CHAPTER 2


          

          
            
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      "I cannot believe this. Your quack physician can't come himself, even after you offered him a princely sum. So, he fobs you off with some lackey?" Richard couldn't get past the absurdity that his father was spending his inheritance in a vain attempt to restore the sanity of the mad brother whose abrupt arrival had robbed him of his future—if Edward was salvageable. The only person thus far who believed this to be possible was his father.

      To Richard’s great consternation, the earl of Briarcliff ignored his second-eldest son. That was happening more and more often since the family had removed permanently to Briarcliff to avoid the constant public scrutiny they faced in town. Here, Edward could misbehave and climb walls as he chose—and he did choose, with alarming frequency—without crowds of people following him around and a constant succession of news articles appearing in the press.

      Here in the country, Richard also had license to whinge about the inheritance he had once believed his alone.

      "Dr. Patton is reputed to be the best doctor of the mind in all England. He cured Miss Arabella Rivington of her fear of leaving the house. Upon her recovery, she made a fine debut and an even finer marriage. I want the same peace of mind for my son. Nothing would bring me greater joy than if we can rehabilitate Edward, but if he is beyond reach, I need to make plans for his future. Dr. Patton’s asylum is unparalleled, nothing like the public institutions springing up like so many weeds." Richard’s father eyed him narrowly. “To which I am certain you’ll confine Edward the instant I am dead.”

      “I would get him a private room,” Richard declared, miffed. It was simply understood the heir took care of the less fortunate family members. Even if—especially if—the heir was a lunatic.

      "I expect you to stay out of the doctor's way while he examines and treats your brother. I know you think I'm as thick as an oak tree, but I assure you I am completely cognizant of your dissatisfaction with your brother's return. Allow me to reassure you that if your brother returns to sanity and the estate passes to him, it is no judgment upon yourself but a reassertion of the natural order of the world. He was born before you. That makes him my rightful heir."

      Richard paced the Aubusson rug, hands clasped behind his back. "You would rejoice in that outcome.”

      "I would, because it would mean that I have three healthy sons, counting young Benjamin. Your life did not end with Edward’s return,” replied the earl gently, through gritted teeth.

      "It is a humiliation,” Richard insisted.

      "What’s humiliating is your constant needling and whining over money and status. You are worse than a fishwife!" roared Charles.

      Richard’s entire face tightened as though he had been slapped.

      "It is in bloody fact a humiliation to be unseated by an overgrown ape masquerading as my brother!" he shouted back. His point was driven home as a pair of very large and extremely dirty feet dangled suddenly into view through the window. 

      "Oh, is he climbing the facade again?" The earl moved to open the casement window and peered up. “Do be careful, Edward. I've only just got you back and couldn't bear to lose you again so suddenly.”

      The feet disappeared as Richard’s oaf of a brother clambered away. The entire house was in a state of constant uproar. In the weeks since Edward’s arrival, the staff had taken to muttering that Briarcliff Manor had turned into a madhouse. Several maids had quit, and the house was short-staffed, adding to the turmoil.

      Like most of the arguments that had preceded it in the past few weeks, this one didn't so much end as pause until Edward could be fetched back down onto terra firma.

      Charles collapsed into a wingback chair, his forehead a half moon between his fingertips.

      Richard couldn't remember the last time his father had yelled at him. It stung as badly as having a switch turned over his bare bottom had when he was a lad. He would have preferred that punishment to the ones he was currently suffering. He trailed his father room to room as the earl sought a window that would get him within shouting distance of his eldest son. Thank heavens the older man had not yet attempted to crawl out onto the steeply pitched roof with its precarious walkway. After a while, Richard abandoned his father and went outside to watch the earl’s balding head poke out of one window after another, like a mouse running through a giant brick of Swiss cheese.

      He saw his brother leap from a Juliet balcony into the branches of an oak tree, thirty feet off the ground, and gasped with horror.

      “Fall, you blithering idiot,” Richard seethed. Gentlemen did not go flying from rooftop to tree branch. They were mindful of family legacies. They kept two feet solidly on the ground at all times.

      Yet the incontrovertible fact remained that the Beast of Briarcliff was indeed his brother. His identity had been confirmed by the birthmark on his hip. Once washed, the face beneath the grim was unmistakably his brother’s. Leaving the estate to Edward would be an unmitigated disaster. His father was simply too blind to see that confinement was the best solution for everyone concerned.
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      Harper took great care not to trip over the hem of her new traveling dress as she stepped out of the carriage that the earl had sent to fetch her from the posting inn. Mrs. Patton had had it made in honor of what she had called Harper’s Grand Adventure.

      The new dress had not impressed the coachman, nor the accompanying footman. It had required half an hour of argument before the two men had permitted her to step into the gleaming black carriage with the crest of a lion mid-roar entwined with a heavily thorned rose. The driver had dropped her at the front of the house, scowling, and driven off in a huff of dust.

      Harper hefted her valise and trudged up the steps to the imposing manor house. She was tired and aching from the two-day journey. All she wanted to do was change into clean clothes and relax with a nice cup of tea.

      Alas, the door to the immense manor house remained stubbornly closed before her.

      She reached for the iron knocker and raised it high, determined to be heard. Her grip was such that she nearly fell over when the door swung open on silent hinges to reveal a bewigged and scowling butler. Letting go, she stumbled backward a step. The knocker banged loudly against the plate. Harper winced.

      “Prospective maids are to use the side entrance,” intoned the butler. Harper had no doubt that if she had indeed been inquiring about a position as a maid, she would not be receiving an offer of employment.

      Nonetheless, she smiled as warmly as she could. “I am Doctor Forsythe. The earl is expecting me.”

      So much for unflappable butlers. The man stared at her for so long and with such skepticism that she began to wonder if she had sprouted a pair of wings.

      “I have come a long way. Might I at least come in and sit down?” she asked after a long minute. The door slammed in her face.

      “Apparently not,” Harper remarked to herself. She placed her valise on the top step and picked her way down the stairs to the manicured gardens. Shielding her eyes, she looked up, and up, to the pitched roofs. For a moment, Harper thought she saw something large moving among the rooftops, but it must have been a trick of the afternoon sun. She dropped her attention to the carved embellishments flourishing across the pale Bath stone façade.

      A noise from above made her head jerk up. Something rolled down the shingles and landed with a loud crack on the flagstone beside her. Harper bent to pick it up. An acorn. It had been nothing more than a squirrel.  She tossed it into the air and caught it again. It was hard to believe that something as frivolous and noisy as a small rodent could survive in this silent, foreboding place.

      The door to the manor house swung open behind her. Harper tucked the broken acorn into her pocket as she turned. A slightly disheveled tall man with graying dark hair and hollow eyes stared murderously at her.

      “Where is Doctor Forsythe?” he demanded. Harper quailed before the man’s fury.

      “I am she,” Harper replied, returning hastily to the stoop.

      “I did not send for a nursemaid. I sent for a doctor.”

      Harper met the livid man’s eye straight on. “I am Harper Forsythe, Dr. Patton’s apprentice. Surely, he informed you of my sex?”

      “He did not,” the man spat.

      “Well. That was exceedingly careless of him.” Harper blinked, nonplussed. Dr. Patton must have believed that the earl would never accept a woman doctor. “I apologize on behalf of Dr. Patton for any miscommunication. I am sure it wasn’t intentional.”

      “Are you? I am not.” The man sagged against the door as a second figure approached from the shadowy interior. This one looked about thirty years younger and bore a distinct familial resemblance to the elder man. He was dressed in the finest wool jacket Harper had ever laid eyes on, over a shirt starched and pressed despite the warmth of the day. Harper had met wealthy families who had discreetly brought ill relatives to live at the asylum. She knew the difference between fine worsted and humble tweed. The weave on this jacket was so fine that the fabric glowed with a fine sheen. He was handsome, with thick brown hair, dark eyes and a strong jaw.

      Harper disliked him immediately.

      Especially when he stared at her for a long moment, then burst into laughter.

      “Your great doctor has sent not only a lackey, Father, but a female. You certainly know how to bring the charlatans out of the woodwork.”

      Harper’s shock was as cold as an ice bath.

      Being dismissed as a fraud was hardly a new experience, she reminded herself. It was only that she had expected to be expected. The doctor should have smoothed her way. Instead, his omission had made things far more difficult than they needed to be.

      The older man regarded his son with fury. “Richard, shut up. You have done nothing but complain about your brother’s reappearance for weeks now. Go back to London. Your club surely thinks you dead. Attend to your dancers and actresses and hangers-on while they’re still interested in you.”

      The amusement in the well-dressed younger man’s expression crystalized into icy daggers.

      “And miss the fun of watching Miss Forsythe trying to tame Edward? Never.”

      “You misunderstood me, Richard. Get. Out.”

      A footman appeared behind the two men. The earl gestured to him.

      “Pack Richard’s belongings and prepare the coach. He is returning to London this afternoon. Then take that bag upstairs and put it in the guest room. It’s the only decent thing to do while we sort this out.”

      The earl curtly indicated that Harper should follow him. She did, quickly, before the door could slam in her face a second time. Richard dashed past her, arguing with his father sotto voce. Harper’s hearing was keen enough to pick up some of their conversation, though she was careful not to appear interested.

      “You can’t possibly mean to do this. She is a woman. You have been tricked. Father, it isn’t going to work. Edward is irredeemable, beyond help. For all we know, this common little sparrow is scheming to take advantage of his disordered state⁠—”

      Harper quickened her pace. How dare that pigeon-livered ratbag impugn her ethics!

      “Excuse me. I could not help but overhear. Are you questioning my professional ethics, your lordship?” As angry as she was, Harper was careful to accord the man a proper degree of respect. The men stopped as one.

      “Being a woman, you can hardly claim to have a profession, much less any accompanying ethics,” replied the loathsome son.

      Harper shot the man daggers with her eyes.

      “I have been treating patients of both sexes, on my own, for six years. Many have returned to their families to live full, productive lives. I assume you want what is best for your brother…” She trailed off deliberately.

      “No, I can see that you do not. Your brother is a threat to you. As it happens, I specialize in identifying and addressing the family dynamics that can exacerbate even mild cases of mental disorder.” She gave the flintiest of smiles. A crocodile could have expressed more warmth. “You are fortunate. I am able to assist you with working through the loss of your anticipated inheritance. If you wish, your lordship.”

      Harper curtsied, just for good measure.

      Both men gaped at her. Richard looked flabbergasted. “You’re not here to diagnose me.” Then he turned on one heel and stalked away.

      She had made an enemy; so be it. He was vanquished for the time being.

      The earl’s expression changed as though a ray of sun had suddenly broken through a storm cloud. “Come in, come in. That was impressive. It is a promising beginning.”

      Harper warmed at the compliment. She followed him in silence to a study appointed with dark, heavy, immaculate furniture. It reminded her of Patton’s office, only larger, colder, tidier, and appointed with far better-quality furnishings. The room was dominated by a large fireplace, over which hung a painting so dark that its subject was scarcely discernible.

      The earl rang for refreshments, then collapsed into the facing seat. Harper observed the dark circles beneath his eyes and the lines etched around his mouth. No matter how bad off the patient proved to be, she could at least help the earl manage the strain.

      The earl spoke quietly. “I must apologize for Richard’s behavior. Everyone has been out of sorts with Edward’s unexpected return, Richard most of all. He is obsessed with the issue of the inheritance, as I am certain you have gathered.”

      “It is impossible not to. Tell me more about the older boy’s disappearance,” Harper said. Though, given Richard’s age, boy no longer seemed the right word to describe the elder brother. In the absence of information, her mind tried to fill in the blank space of Lord Northcote. But all that came to her were moving variations of the cartoons in the news articles. They couldn’t be right.

      “I was an ambassador to Portugal with the Braganza royal court during the war. I took my sons with me. I believed that they would gain certain worldliness by spending time abroad, and that any educational deficiencies could be remedied by traveling with the boys’ tutor. I had also hoped the experience might bring them closer together,” the earl began.

      “Have the brothers always been oil and water?” Harper inquired, hoping to nudge the earl past a Dr. Patton-style recitation of history.

      “Ever since birth. The hostility always seems to come from Richard. Edward was–is–indifferent to Richard’s provocations.”

      “I’ve read the newspaper accounts of your ambassadorship to Portugal.” She’d had plenty of opportunity to peruse the stack of clippings during her journey.

      “You would have been a child at the time, like my sons. No one expected things to play out as strangely as they did. We urged the king, Dom João, to leave for months, but he hesitated so long that the departure was a shamble. Overnight, ten thousand people crowded onto ships loaded haphazardly with the court’s valuables. It was too dangerous to send the boys home, so we scrambled aboard a British Navy ship sent to accompany the royal court. Conditions were terribly primitive. On the Princess Carlota Joaquina’s ship, the lice were so pervasive that all the court ladies were forced to shave their heads, douse their scalps in antiseptic powder and smear them in pig lard. It was quite a sight. Also, quite a smell.”

      The earl shuddered.

      “Edward took everything in his stride, learning some Portuguese and continuing his lessons as best he could. Arriving at Rio de Janeiro was an immense relief. A few weeks after our arrival, I decided that it would be a good distraction to send the boys on a short tour of the Amazon River. The idiotic guide allowed the boys off the boats to look at some creature they had spotted on the riverbank. That was the last anyone saw of Edward.”

      “Until a few weeks ago.” Harper reached for her tea. No sugar, only a splash of milk to cool it.

      “Yes.” The earl took his tea unadulterated. “I learned of the inheritance a week or so later. Communications were very slow. My brother had been caught spying and executed by Napoleon.”

      “Then, Edward never knew about the prospect of becoming an earl, while Richard was raised to expect that eventually it would come to him.”

      “Yes. But Edward is the firstborn. Richard regards the inheritance as rightfully his. It isn’t.”

      “It was the right decision to send him away, for now,” Harper said encouragingly. She didn’t want to contend with Richard. He reminded her of Miller—entitled, self-absorbed, and slightly malevolent in his intentions.

      The earl placed his tea upon the tray. “I trust you will overlook the rudeness of our welcome.”

      Since they hadn’t thrown her out, Harper could afford to be magnanimous.

      “I understand the shock of encountering a woman doctor. It rarely brings out the best in anyone,” she said.

      The earl propped one leg over the other knee. “Tell me, Miss Forsythe, why I should trust you with my son?”

      Harper had anticipated the question, and she launched into her speech without preamble.

      “I have worked as Dr. Patton’s apprentice, following the philosophy of cure, comfort and safe custody. This means that first we try everything we can to cure the patient of their affliction. Those whom we cannot cure, we offer comfort. Those we cannot comfort are housed at the asylum indefinitely, providing safe custody for the long term.”

      “But why should I trust you with my son?” the earl probed delicately.

      Undaunted, Harper placed her right hand over her heart and continued to speak as if the unsavory implication in the earl’s question could be avoided.

      “For each patient, I develop customized treatments to promote recovery or manage the worst symptoms, in hopes of enabling our patients to lead some degree of productive lives. My work is to determine whether the patient is capable of improvement and then plan for the extent of the intervention necessary to restore the patient to health.”

      The earl nodded. “Impressive. What happens when your plan doesn’t work?”

      “Then I adjust and look for another solution better-suited to the patient. It is a process, and it takes time. You will see improvements, but they may be frustratingly incremental. There may be setbacks.” She shrugged. “We cannot know what will happen until I begin to try.”

      The earl tapped his finger against his jaw. “Miss Forsythe. I’ll ask you one more time. Why should I trust you—a woman—with my son’s care, when I might have any doctor in England?”

      Harper glanced at the rows of bookshelves behind the desk near the window. Row upon row of gilt-spined books. Far more suitable to study than jars of pickled brains. What did the earl want to hear, that would make him let her stay?

      “I will share an example with you, in confidence, I trust. One of our residents suffered from severe melancholia after the sudden deaths of his parents. Through my intervention, he came to terms with his loss. He is now married with a family of his own.” She placed her empty tea cup on the tray. “I am very proud of the work I do, your lordship. I heal people. I help them reclaim their lives.”

      “I see.” The earl lapsed into silence for a moment, studying her. “You do understand, Miss Forsythe, the problem of allowing a young, unmarried woman to work in close confines with my son? How damaging it would be to your reputation, both professional and personal, if something were to happen between you and Edward?”

      Harper laughed. “Your lordship, Edward would be my patient. As you say, the risk is all on me. You will not find a doctor with higher professional standards, and that is because of my sex, not despite it.”

      The earl absorbed this. “If anything untoward happens, I will turn you out of the house immediately.”

      Affront stiffened her back. “Would you say anything like this to a male doctor treating your adult daughter?”

      “It would not even occur to me,” the earl confessed.

      “Then we shan’t discuss it further. Think of me as a man who happens to be wearing skirts, if that helps.”

      There was a long moment of silence as the earl considered this.

      “It doesn’t.”

      A moment of withering awkwardness passed, until the earl tugged a velvet rope suspended on the wall. The door instantly opened to reveal a waiting servant. The earl gave quiet instructions, and the footman left.

      “Since you are here, I suppose it is worth taking the time to introduce you to Edward. He shall join us momentarily. Allow me to give you a brief overview of his behavior since his return.”

      “Please do.”

      Much of what the earl described Harper had already gleaned from the newspapers she had read. His English was quite good, for example, given that it had gone unused for nearly half his life. Yet Harper needed to know what was holding the newly returned heir back from claiming his rightful place. Surely not his language proficiency.

      The earl paused, looking embarrassed. “Edward is prone to leaving off his clothing. We finally got him to wear trousers consistently just this week.”

      Harper nodded. “An abhorrence of clothing is a common affliction among the mentally distressed. I am accustomed to the sight of nudity, both male and female. Many of our patients were kept in poor conditions and arrive at the asylum malnourished, riddled with vermin or wasted from disease. I imagine that your son is in a similar state.”

      There was a long silence.

      Harper held her body very still as she tried to figure out what she might have said wrong. She had already invited the earl to think of her as a man in skirts. That had not been her most adroit choice of words.

      “I’ll let you judge Edward’s physical condition for yourself,” the earl said at last.

      The study door swung open. A liveried servant appeared, trailed by a very tall, exceptionally well-built man clad in a rumpled, ill-fitting jacket. The man was missing both cravat and waistcoat. His shirt gaped open, exposing a smooth, strong neck and the curve of sharply delineated muscles.

      An ugly raised scar about an inch wide ringed the man’s strong neck. It was not a fresh wound, but neither was it long healed.

      Harper’s mind raced to reconcile this living specimen of masculine perfection with the pathetic, broken shell she had expected. Air whooshed out of her lungs as if Miller, her nemesis, had punched her in the solar plexus.

      The news reports hadn’t exaggerated. If anything, they had understated the vitality of this man. The descriptions had included every negative adjective under the sun—savage, filthy, animal. Not once had the words most gorgeous man in the known universe appeared anywhere in print. Were the reporters blind?

      They were probably all men. All they saw was threat and dirt.

      Whereas Harper was struck with the unshakable notion that kissing this man would not prompt her to throw a fistful of horse dung at him. She forced her gaze to his bare feet while the earl explained her presence in a tone and with words that one might use with a small child. Edward regarded her curiously for several moments, as if his father was of no more importance than a fly.

      “You’re a woman,” he said finally, his voice rich and a bit hoarse, presumably from the injury to his throat. It resonated along Harper’s spine, her body an instrument of his breath.

      Couldn’t you have been ugly, or arrogant like your brother?

      “Yes. I am a woman doctor.” She swallowed, feeling the heat of the earl’s scrutiny. “Miss Harper Forsythe. I am a doctor of the mind, and I am here to help ease your reentry into society. Welcome home, Edward. I understand that you have been on quite the adventure.”

      “I don’t need a doctor. I am not sick.” He cocked his head in puzzlement. The son was unmistakably the father’s offspring. There were echoes of the unlikable younger brother in the square of Edward’s jaw and the line of his mouth.

      Harper could not take her eyes from the raw, pink wound. Someone had roped him about the neck. She looked at her hands, folded in her lap, wanting to wrap her fingers around the throat of whomever had done that to him and squeeze.

      “Do you use straitjackets?” he demanded in that unearthly voice.

      Harper blinked.

      “Never. Our patients are mostly men and women whose families can no longer care for them safely at home. They are not dangerous.” A prickle of sweat trailed down the small of her back. Someone must have forced this magnificent man into a straitjacket, or he wouldn’t have asked.

      “Why, that is more conversation that we have heard from him in a week!” The earl sat forward in his seat, positively beaming with optimism.

      Edward scowled and fell silent. He glanced at the vine pattern in the carpet, then back at her with unnerving frankness. His eyes were a mournful shade of blue, the color of morning glories twining up the gates of the asylum.

      Harper tried to breathe. I cannot let him unsettle me. The feeling will pass.

      Edward rose silently and padded, catlike, to the window. Harper’s eyebrows shot up as he shrugged out of his jacket. It fell to the ground in a heap. The man was, if possible, even more impressive clad only in loose-fitting shirt and trousers.

      “Oh, Edward, not the window. Not again,” the earl begged, overturning his tea cup and saucer as he scrambled to stand.  The young lord swung one leg over the sill and disappeared.

      “No!” Harper shouted, knocking her chair askew as she rushed up from her seat. “There is no need for suici⁠—”

      “You get used to it,” Lord Briarcliff said wearily.

      Harper peered out the window and gasped. The damnable man was climbing the wall, wedging his fingers into the carved façade and pulling himself up by his fingers and toes. Edward was as wild as his moniker.

      “Incredible,” she breathed.

      “Unfortunately, this happens every day. He likes the roof and spends a great deal of time up there. The façade provides the most direct access.”

      “He wouldn’t have grown up here at Briarcliff,” Harper mused, thinking back on their earlier conversation. “He doesn’t know his way around.”

      “No. We visited once, when he was a small child. It is a confusing place, with several additions constructed over the centuries.”

      Harper closed the heavy casement window and slid the bolt home. “Which way to the roof?”
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      A footman opened the door to the rooftop, momentarily blinding Harper with late-afternoon sunlight. She picked her way carefully from the bulkhead onto the roof.

      “There’s a walkway that runs around the perimeter. Careful as you go. It gets slippery, on account of the moss what grows after it rains.”

      Harper edged one toe out onto the walkway. There was a low parapet wall on either side. It barely reached her mid-thigh. Still, it seemed safe enough.

      The house was not a square. Extensions had been added over time with Gothic windows and attic dormers. Steep ladders connected sections of the rooftop walkway where it dropped ten feet to accommodate different heights. One addition stretched away to the west, where the setting sun was just at the right angle to keep Harper squinting. She picked her way carefully along to the midway point before spotting Edward’s hunched form perched at the very end of a small circular roof at the rear of the manor house.

      “Lord Northcote,” she called out, waving. He gave no indication of hearing her. She would have to pick her way down the metal rungs of the ladder to get to him.

      Since there was no rush, Harper exhaled and looked out at the horizon. Below lay a charming patchwork of fields, farms, and forests. In the distance, a small creek glinted as it wound through gently rolling hills. The view was as bucolic and calming as a painting.

      She had thought Dr. Patton’s asylum expansive. This building dwarfed the house she had once believed grand. If there were borders to the estate, Harper could not discern them. Briarcliff stretched into the distance, a limitless paradise spread at the feet of its brooding future master.

      Harper retraced her steps. She made her way toward the circular roof, watching for the spots of mossy dampness growing on the stone. Looking out at the landscape was pleasant, but a single glance at the ground below made her dizzy. The four-story structure felt a great deal taller from above than it did looking up from the ground.

      Rounding the corner, she spotted the earl’s son still sitting motionless, his skin bronzed like a statue’s in the late-day sun.

      She pulled her skirts aside and picked her way awkwardly down to the level below. “Forgive my intrusion, your lordship.”

      His shaggy head jerked around to glare at her over his shoulder. With one fluid motion, he sprang from where he was perched.

      Harper gasped. The big man landed with a thud on another section of rooftop below. Staying low to channel forward momentum, he pulled himself up the slanted roof and disappeared over the other side.

      How the devil did he climb about so easily?

      Not a shadow flickered. It was as if he had never been there. Harper couldn’t afford to set the precedent that he could simply ignore her, even if that meant she had to clamber over the entire rooftop in her traveling outfit.

      Her future depended upon pinning him down long enough to talk.

      Turning a corner, she caught sight of him moving quickly over the largest section of rooftop, over the main part of the house near the imposing front entrance. Harper lunged back up the steep ladder, her nerves alive to the danger as she closed in on her quarry.
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        * * *

      

      The scuffling sounds of hard shoes on slate rooftops preceded the arrival of her shadow by at least a minute. Her silhouette crept over him like a cool, sheltering cloud. Curiosity got the better of Edward. This time he stayed put, settled on his haunches and ready to spring away if the strange woman proved overly intrusive.

      “Good afternoon. May I join you?” she asked, a little breathless. Her voice was soothingly rich, like a fading note from a cello.

      Edward was still considering her request when she took it upon herself to perch on the low wall beside him. He turned fractionally to glare at her, then leapt away. The lady doctor was invading the one place he found any solace. If she wanted to talk, she could bloody well chase him around the roof until nightfall. Or until she fell off. That was her choice, not his.
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      Harper watched him go. Was he truly a wronghead? Edward had understood what she’d said. Either way, the certainty that she was the one to help this man had lodged in her breast.

      The feeling was more than selfish ambition. Harper recalled the last time she had had this clear sense of purpose: at fifteen, when she had persuaded Dr. Patton to take her on as an apprentice. Harper had known with pure certainty that she wanted to heal people. She had seen firsthand how calm, compassionate care could heal hearts and minds. She wanted that power, and the good doctor had taught her to use the techniques he had developed to great effect. Harper was determined to have a great effect upon Lord Edward Northcote.

      He appeared equally determined to avoid her at any cost.

      As Harper made her way over the rooftop as quickly as she dared, the man settled himself at the far end of the roof. Again, he crouched down, staring southwest into the setting sun. Soon it would be too dark to go chasing him around the rooftop.

      Harper watched him, thinking. If one traveled south and west long enough, one would reach the sea. Sail long enough and you would reach the Americas. Edward was fixated upon his past. Why?

      This time, Harper approached him as slowly as she might a wild animal.

      “Your lordship,” she began clearly, from several feet away.

      “Go away.”

      “Why?”

      “Because I told you to.” Not once did Edward turn to look at her.

      “Your ability to move about up here is remarkable.” Perhaps flattery would open a door.

      He grunted.

      “Easier without shoes.”

      Harper glanced down at her worn, but recently shined, boots. They offered little in the way of traction.

      “I suppose so.” She swung one leg over the parapet wall and glanced down. It was a long, rough fall. Several rows of snow brackets poked up toward the end of the roof’s edge. Amazing that he’d managed not to slice his foot on the sharp metal.

      “Don’t slip.”

      Harper glanced sideways at him. “I suppose I can’t count on you to catch me?”

      “I’m nothing but a savage,” he declared, savagely.

      “That is untrue. You are an English lord. A gentleman.”

      It was the wrong thing to say. Lord Edward rose to his considerable height and glared down at her. Harper’s peered up at him with widening eyes, acutely embarrassed and awestruck. She must look so foolish in her traveling costume, perched on a rooftop with her hair coming unpinned and red-faced from chasing this deranged man.

      “You are more than either of those things,” she continued with a confidence that she didn’t feel. She glanced away. “You keep staring in the direction of your former home. Southwest. In the general direction of Brazil.”

      He stared at her, but this time he stayed.

      “May I sit?” she asked. Her legs weren’t altogether steady, and the wild lord’s admonition not to fall had made her heart beat erratically.

      Edward grunted. Choosing to interpret this as permission, Harper swung her other leg over the little wall and perched her posterior uncomfortably on the stone while bracing her feet for balance. Looking down she noticed a decorative pattern among the tilework.

      “Is there someone or something you left behind?”

      “‘Left behind’ implies I had some choice in leaving.”

      “The wound on your neck,” she guessed, suppressing a shudder.

      He nodded, once. “My captors dragged me out of the jungle by the neck. Like an animal.”

      Harper inhaled sharply. She had seen cruelty before, usually at the hands of family members straining to cope with difficult relatives. One woman had arrived at the asylum with manacles embedded deep into her wrists and ankles. She’d been chained since childhood, hidden in a cellar and discovered only when her captors had died. Harper added the brutality of a rope around the neck to her lengthy catalog of human cruelty.

      “You are not an animal,” Harper replied softly.

      She was quiet for a moment, watching him as she searched for something to say, and found herself absorbed in his sharp profile. The line of his nose sat at just the perfect angle. Thick brows above the hollows of his eyes were punctuated by feathery lashes hovering above the sharp slash of his cheekbones.

      From stillness he launched into movement. Edward was gone before Harper could protest. She tried to follow, tripping over her skirts in her haste. Off-balance, her foot slipped on damp slate. In an instant Harper had toppled over the wall and was sliding down the pretty tiled roof. Screwing her eyes shut, she braced for her body to break on the flagstones below.

      It didn’t.

      With a rip and a shudder Harper slid to a halt inches from the gutter. Fabric tangled with the metal snow guards and stone, jerking her to a halt so quickly that Harper’s teeth rattled in her head.

      “Thank God,” she gasped, never mind that the good Lord had seen fit to suspend her at an angle, face up, forty feet or more above the ground. She scrabbled futilely for something, anything, to hold onto. All she found were more snow guards. One that she had rolled over, bruising her back, came away in her hand.

      “Help!” she yelled. “Edward, someone, anyone, please! Help!”

      The only response was the sound of her cries echoing against flagstones. Well. Perhaps the blasted man was more a savage than a gentleman after all. Harper contorted herself, trying to sit up. Considering that she wore a corset like any good Englishwoman, this quickly proved to be an impossible feat. Whomever had invented ladies’ undergarments hadn’t given much thought to the need for female agility in the face of certain death. She called out again, and this time, the desperate echo of her plea bouncing off slate tile into nothingness.

      Layers of wool, cotton and metal gave way with a thunderous shredding sound. Harper screamed and clutched at the slick roof with desperate, glove-encased hands. She fought the fall in sheer terror as she hurtled over the edge into thin air.

      A sickening sensation of falling fast, then a large hand attached to a muscular arm came into view. If she’d had any breath to spare, it was slammed out of her a second later by a wall of muscle. An asylum inmate had once swung a side of beef at her in the storehouse. It felt like that, only warmer.

      A crushingly strong arm encircled her waist. The world stopped spinning as quickly as it had begun. Her palms clutched at rumpled linen smelling of salt and wind. Harper wrapped her arms around the awkward arrival with desperation. Harper’s head swam. She squeezed her eyes shut so tightly that she might never open them again.

      Edward.

      Lord Northcote.

      Metal screeched and gave. The falling sensation resumed. “Ohhhh….”

      “I have you, Miss Forsythe. You’re safe now.”

      Through her terror, the feeling of Lord Edward’s voice vibrating against her chest calmed Harper just enough for her to breathe. Then, there was another shriek of metal, and a jerk, followed immediately by another fall.

      “Hold on, Doctor. We are about to crash.”

      Harper clutched at him, too panicked to scream. With a great shuddering thud, they stopped. Both nearly lost their grip. Panicking, Harper grabbed anything she could get ahold of. With a sudden stop that nearly yanked her shoulder out of its socket, she realized that both arms were wrapped about his waist. Slowly, she was slipping down, taking his trousers lower and lower as she fell. Her face was inches from his⁠—

      “Doctor. Unless you wish to see me in the altogether you must take my hand.”

      She shook her head fractionally.

      “Fall, then.”

      Harper squeaked and jerkily released her death grip. One hand slapped onto Lord Edward’s arm. It was taut and muscled and distracting even here, suspended precariously above the earth. Her arm wrenched as he hauled her up.

      “Ow!”

      “Take hold of the drainpipe.”

      Harper grasped the metal with terror-strengthened fingers.

      “Good. Now, two inches above your toes there is a small crevice in the tree. Wedge your toes in there.”

      Panicked and trembling, Harper’s feet scrabbled against the bark of the oak tree. Edward’s arm anchored her waist with a firmness that told her that she would not fall. As much as the sight of the ground below frightened her, the feeling was counterbalanced by Edward’s confident instruction.

      “I can’t hold on like this.”

      “The drainpipe is securely braced in the crook of the tree. If you pull yourself up, you’ll be safe.”

      With little pride left to swallow, Harper tried—and failed.

      “I can’t,” she whimpered.

      The big man sighed.

      “Hold on with both hands.”

      He forced her arm to let go of him and placed it on the drain pipe. Then he kicked one leg and swung his body up to straddle the narrow pipe. Bracing one hand on a tree branch, he reached for Harper’s arm.

      “When I say go, dig your toes into the crevice. Go.”

      Harper braced her foot against the tree as Lord Edward hauled her upwards. With a scramble, she found herself tucked precariously between the pipe, the tree trunk and a branch. Relief and a sudden rush of oxygen left her giddy. Enraptured by the fact that she was not going to fall to her death, Harper leaned forward and impulsively bussed Lord Edward on the cheek.

      “Thank you,” she gasped. Immediately, Harper clapped a shaking hand over her mouth. “I am sorry. That was completely inappropriate. It’s only…I am speechless with gratitude to you for saving my life.”

      Edward’s expression went from startled to guarded.

      “We aren’t out of the tree yet,” he pointed out.

      His comment struck Harper as absurd. Laughter bubbled up uncontrollably. To Edward’s consternation she laughed so hard that she nearly tumbled out of the tree.

      “What’s funny?” he demanded.

      “You mean—” She tried again. “I’m not only not out of the woods, I am not even out of the tree!”

      And once again she dissolved into giggles, though it didn’t make any sense. Lord Edward simply stared at her as though she was the one who had lost her mind. Perhaps she had.

      “Miss Forsythe!” the earl’s voice called up from the ground.

      Immediately, Harper collected herself.

      “Yes, your lordship?”

      “You appear to be in quite a predicament.”

      “That is an understatement, sir.” Embarrassment flooded hotly through Harper’s body. “I confess that being suspended on a broken drainpipe propped up by an oak tree is not the beginning that I had in mind.”

      “You appeared to find the situation quite entertaining just a moment ago.”

      “A reaction to my perfectly natural fear, your lordship. Do you have any thoughts on how we might get down?” Harper glanced at Edward. “I don’t suppose it’s any difficulty for you, is it now?”

      The wild lord scowled. He leapt to a lower branch, then a lower one. From there, he dropped easily to the ground and headed for the house without a backward glance.

      “Stay there, Miss Forsythe. The footmen are fetching a ladder.”

      With her feet back on terra firma, Harper dusted her maimed traveling dress and made a show of restoring her appearance. The earl took her elbow in an overbearing clamp. Harper stumbled awkwardly along, clutching the torn fabric of her skirt. Of course, she had to go and ruin the new one.

      “Your room has been prepared. I’ve asked one of the maids to show you the way and help you settle in.” At the top of the step where just hours before Harper had approached the grand residence with no few doubts, the earl turned to face her.

      “You may stay, Miss Forsythe. For now. But if I ever see you kiss my son again, I will personally turn you out of the house with a reputation so black that no respectable home will ever receive you again. Do I make myself clear?”

      “I—” Harper hung her head in humiliation. “I beg forgiveness, your lordship, and plead the peculiarity of the circumstances for my transgression. I intended nothing but gratitude.”

      She had come here to do a job. An hour ago, she had convinced the earl to overlook her femininity. In the space of one small gesture she had undermined her entire purpose. The knowledge burned like acid.

      The earl relaxed. “I understand that, Miss Forsythe. I only hope that my son does as well.”
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      The next morning, Edward stared at the strange woman across the breakfast table with frank curiosity. It was the first good look he had had at her face, when it wasn’t contorted with mortal terror. The doctor was as drab as a tinamou, the mountain hens in Brazil that laid pretty, iridescent eggs. She was younger than he'd initially thought. Her hair was some nondescript midpoint between blonde and brown in color, neatly braided and pinned up on top of her head.

      She returned his aggressive perusal with politely detached curiosity and helped herself to toast. Despite this, Edward knew she observed his every move with those lively hazel eyes of hers. They were the only interesting thing about her, a pretty green flecked with gold and blue.

      The truly interesting thing about her was that she was here at all. A woman doctor. Who knew the British could be so open-minded? Particularly his father. Edward stabbed a sausage with his fork clutched in his fist and lifted it whole. He bit the end off, ignoring the earl’s frown.

      His father had not been an earl. Edward didn’t know the man in stiffly formal worsted and starched linen sitting across the table. Forsythe caught him glowering and tilted her head, inviting him to speak. Edward kept his thoughts unvoiced.

      At least there was one woman in England who wasn’t terrified of him—yet.

      "What do you intend to do today, Edward?" she asked casually. "Do you have plans?"

      “I do.” He had no rebellious response to being spoken to like an adult. Never mind that he didn’t have plans, not really. He didn’t need her making any for him.

      “Would you care to share them with me?”

      “No.”

      “How disappointing,” she replied with equanimity. “I had hoped you might show me the grounds today. I thought we could get to know one another better.”

      Was it his imagination or did a faint blush stain her cheeks?

      “After all, we will be working together for some time,” she continued hastily, with an uncertain glance at the earl.

      “I don't need a governess.”

      "Miss Forsythe is a great deal more than a governess," Charles interjected sharply. “She is a professional with expertise in the art of healing mental illness such as yours. I have had a letter from her employer just this morning attesting to her abilities.”

      He thumped his elbow onto the table. The dishes clattered. Edward knew his behavior, combined with the fact that he wore neither jacket nor cravat, made him look both uncivilized and threatening. He just didn’t care.

      “Where were you educated?” he demanded.

      At last, a crack in the chit's composure. “I had no formal university training. None would have accepted me. I have been apprenticed to Dr. Patton, England’s most prestigious asylum director, for ten years. Under his guidance, I have had a thorough education in anatomy, physiology, physiognomy, and the treatment of mental disorders. I am, if you will, his protégé.”

      “You're a quack's apprentice.” Richard had few uses, but he did have a way with words. Edward wasn’t above borrowing the insult he’d overheard. She stiffened visibly, as though he'd slapped her.

      “I am a highly-trained professional, Lord Northcote. My record of success speaks for itself. Fifty-two patients over six years have found themselves under my exclusive care, primarily melancholics on the verge of self-destruction. Of those, I have successfully treated thirty-six, who have returned to their families and to productive lives. The rest are managed in the greatest possible comfort to ensure that they will never harm themselves, or anyone else.” The woman spoke feelingly, as though the sheer weight of numbers could convince him.

      He grudgingly admitted that her success was impressive—if it was true.

      “And which fate do you see when you look at me?” he demanded, shoving back his chair. It tipped backward, hitting the breakfront cabinet behind him. China shattered. Edward fled. There was no other word for it. He was exhausted from the number of syllables he had expended. In a moment he was outdoors, running across the lawns toward the fields.

      Running was good, the solid sound of his of his bare feet striking hard earth. Physical motion was a release for the frustration and anger he felt for everything, everyone. He settled into a steady lope, wishing he could outrun the unwanted issue of his inheritance as easily as he avoided the woman who would decide his future. His direction was the apple orchard at the edge of a sparse patch of forest. His heel smacked into a patch of mud and slid out from beneath him. Edward went down, hard.

      When he got up again, there was rotten fruit and dirt in his hair. Mud seeped wetly through his clothing into his skin, but apart from a throbbing soreness in his posterior where he’d landed, Edward found himself unhurt. Well, that would teach him to look where he was going.

      He glanced around and discovered no witnesses to his clumsiness, but oh, the hand-wringing he would endure if he returned to the house in this state. Edward removed his dirty, damaged shirt and tossed it over a tree branch as he followed a deer path into a strip of forest. A simple solution to his predicament presented itself in the form of the creek running through the property. There was a small waterfall just a few steps into the woods. He swam it in regularly, preferring the cool, natural water to the scalding hot tub of warm water he’d been nearly drowned in upon arrival. The reek of rose-scented soap had followed him for days after, until he’d found this little outcropping in the creek bend.

      Edward stripped and ducked under the bracing water. It wasn't much more than a trickle of water, perhaps twelve feet from the top of a ledge to the pool below, which barely covered his waist. Edward's ears filled with the sound of sluicing water, his heated body cooling rapidly. 

      Too rapidly. The water in England was cold. He stepped out of the little trickle of water and shook water out of his hair. Minus the smelly soap, he might reconsider his stance on warm baths in the near future.

      For a moment, he felt peace. Memories like half-imagined fantasies arose in his mind, of the needle-thin falls of the Amazon, of thick foliage and the calls of macaws and howler monkeys. Of children’s laughter as they played among the trees. England was so bloody silent, louder with human noises than with natural sounds. How strange that he had once longed for it, desperate to return to luxuries like hot baths, plentiful food, and his mother tongue. Now, he longed for his people and the adopted language he’d painstakingly acquired over years of effort.

      There were things Edward didn’t miss, however. For example, the dangers of hunting in the jungle. He bore scars from an encounter with a large cat, caught unaware. Starvation, while it taught endurance and strength, was something he was generally happy to avoid. Watching the women and children suffer during lean times had been especially hard.

      Then, there were the insects. Edward did not at all miss walking into clouds of invisible biting or the throngs of ants attacking his legs. Nor did he have any lingering fondness for the foul-smelling oil his people had used to deter pests.

      He stretched his arms toward the sky as he began wading back toward the shore, grateful for his moment of solitude—only to discover that he wasn't alone, after all.

      “Oh!”

      Edward froze halfway out of the stream. His attention arrowed to the gray-clad woman standing a few feet above him on the trail. Forsythe looked like a deer that had stumbled across a jaguar, waiting twitchily for him to pounce. Given his sudden fury at her intrusion, he was half inclined to do just that.

      “Pardon my intrusion.”

      She coughed and whirled away, but not before he caught sight of a wrinkled expanse of white linen that poked through the top of her jacket and observed that her skirt hem was spattered with mud. Her chest rose and fell from recent exertion, adding a breathiness to her normally low and calm voice. Her braid had come unpinned. It had fallen over her shoulder and was coming undone, an effect that verged on seductive. 

      Edward shook his head. Drab little Miss Forsythe, seductive because she had run after him through a muddy apple orchard and looked disheveled for her pains? How...frightening.

      “Yes, well,” she continued when he didn’t respond. “Once you've dressed again, I'd like to have a word with you about this habit you have of running away. Your father is very hurt by it.”

      She met his gaze coolly, as though men bathing naked was part of her ordinary experience. Perhaps it was. Yet Edward detected a slight shiver, a tremor of nervousness as she tucked an unruly strand of hair behind her ear.

      He wasn't stupid. It was impossible not to know the effect he had on women. His was not a typically English physique, all paunch and gut and stringy limbs. He’d inherited his father’s height—along with, eventually, an unwanted earldom—and life in the Amazon had molded his body into hard, lean muscles. The emotion he provoked most was fear, followed distantly by curious attraction among the bravest specimens of the fairer sex. The only maids who remained at Briarcliff were the ones whose curiosity outweighed their fear.

      Forsythe kept her eyes glued to his face, refusing to look at him below the neck. Equally unwilling to look away. Standing her ground as respectfully as she could, under the circumstances.

      It made him want to force her to see the rest of him, to see him for what he truly was.

      He wanted to terrify her into going back to her little hospital or asylum or whatever it was and leave him alone.

      Edward turned to face her fully, his smalls clinging like a clammy second skin. The water came up only to his mid-thigh. Every contour of his muscles and the conspicuous bulge of his cock were visible through semi-transparent linen that revealed more than it concealed.

      “Are you accustomed to casual conversation with naked men?” he inquired with deliberate menace. Her face faltered. 

      “It is an unfortunate hazard of my job,” she replied cautiously. 

      “A hazard." He laughed. "I dare you to look. Really look."

      After a long moment, the infuriating woman shrugged and did as he asked. Her gaze drifted down his body, a leisurely perusal but a medical one. The experience was no different from being examined by a doctor—dispassionately conducted at a properly scientific distance.

      Foiled, Edward stood there with his feet going numb in the mud of the creek bed.

      Then, just when he thought he'd lost this strange battle, her eyes snagged on the significant and barely concealed bulk of his manhood. A subtle flush touched her cheeks, almost unnoticeable, but present, nonetheless.

      His own response caught him off-guard. Instead of recoiling, he responded. Visibly.

      Edward swore at seeing the oddly affecting mix of shame and desire that tinged Miss Forsythe's expression. They each turned away in a rush.

      “I'll wait for you in the apple orchard,” she called as her footfalls scrambled up the trail as fast as her feet would carry her. 
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        * * *

      

      Stupid stupid stupid. Harper paced the ground beneath the apple trees, reaching up to rip off leaves and tearing them into tiny bits. She had heard, in Edward’s demand to be looked at, a desire to be seen as a human being. Not as an heir, not as a usurper of estates, not as a half-civilized animal, but as a human being whose life had been upended in ways that most people could never comprehend.

      And she had been doing so well, until her own completely human reaction had ruined it. Stupid. This single meeting would set the tone for all their future interactions. Had she done as he demanded with the proper clinical detachment, the professional tenor of their relationship would have been well established. Between yesterday’s lapse of judgment and today’s, it was going to be an uphill battle to win the kind of trust necessary for treatment.

      All because she hadn't been able to resist staring at his...his...

      “Oh, this is ridiculous!” she huffed. It wasn't as though she did not know the proper terminology. It was just that the available words seemed insufficient to describe that magnificent appendage—a perfect match to a physical form that was nothing less than incredible.

      “Talking to yourself? I agree. Ridiculous.” Edward’s unmistakable voice said behind her. Harper took a deep breath before turning, struggling to restore a measure of equanimity before facing her foe.

      No. Not her foe. If she engaged him on that level, if it ever became apparent that she thought of him as an enemy to be vanquished, failure was assured. She might as well go back to the asylum and marry Miller, if that had even been his true intent. Harper shuddered.

      “Yes.” She forced herself to laugh, feigning ease. “Ridiculous, isn't it? You clearly don't want to be here. You are angry at being forced to return to England, but you aren’t sick, just unhappy. Miserably unhappy. And you want everyone to know it.” She continued, pacing a few steps back and forth. “The injustice of it makes you so very angry. How can your father fail to see the man you've become? You keep showing him how capable you are by demonstrating your physical prowess, but all your father sees is the wild savage that has replaced the beloved son he lost all those years ago.”

      She stopped as Edward drew a harsh breath. He moved closer, eyes narrowed, looming over her, a full head taller. Harper held his eye, raised her chin, and kept talking.

      “He thinks you are disordered because you act so completely un-English. You may be angry and confused, but you are not ill.”

      Still he said nothing, just stared at her with those cold blue eyes. No man should have such eyes, like lances when he was angry, as he was now. He stepped around her, circling her fully, as though she was prey that had suddenly revealed herself to be a deadly predator.

      Apple blossoms floated silently down, snagging in her hair. Harper brushed them away, and a few delicate petals stuck to her trembling hand. “Are you quite finished? I suppose it's only fair to let you stare at me, considering...earlier.”

      “I am finished. For now.” He stepped back. 

      “What is it you want?” she asked, cocking her head slightly like a curious puppy. “Do you want to go back to Brazil?”

      Edward’s answer surprised her.

      “No,” he said without hesitation. “There are spiders the size of dinner plates there. Mosquitoes like small birds. When there's no prey, everyone goes hungry.”

      “All right. So, you want to stay here. What do you want from England? You have a veritable cornucopia of options. More options than almost anyone could wish. You can find a way to reconcile yourself with the duties necessary to becoming the earl. You can hide away on some private retreat. Or you can capitalize on the public's curiosity and take London by storm.” Harper paused and licked her lips, thinking. She could see from every corded sinew in his body how intensely he was listening. How far could she push him?

      “You are in the position to do whatever it is you want, whether that is to wallow in notoriety and self-pity or take command of your future. It is entirely your decision.” She threw the gauntlet with soft words. Then she punctuated it by turning and striding purposefully back toward the house. For six steps, she held her breath, her heart pounding. Then Edward was at her side. Harper fought a grin. Now that she’d wrestled them back onto fruitful territory, she wasn’t going to ruin it again with another careless mistake.

      “Is that what you think I'm doing?” he demanded. “Wallowing in notoriety and self-pity?” He fell quickly into step beside her, easily keeping pace.

      “You certainly aren't doing anything to contradict that impression,” she fired back evenly, without breaking her pace.

      “What would you have me do? Crook my pinky over afternoon tea and talk about the latest gossip? Blather on about sheep and the headaches of keeping account books?”

      “Any of those things would be preferable than running about half-naked, bathing in streams and literally climbing the walls,” Harper replied firmly.

      “Oh, really?” Edward’s words bubbled up in a volcano of words. “Have you ever lost everything you loved and knew in the blink of an eye and had to adapt to an utterly foreign environment?”

      "Yes."

      “Do you know what it's like to be stuffed into a straitjacket and locked in a room, ostensibly for your own good?”

      “Yes.” Harper kept going, determination steeling her spine.

      Edward grabbed her shoulders and forcibly turned her to face him. “Do you have any idea what it's like to be stuffed into a cage for circus animals and shipped halfway across the world?”

      Harper saw his eyes catch on the slight tremor of her hands. His grip on her shoulders eased fractionally when she stiffened. Edward knew that he was terrifying her, and she knew that the hurting part of him relished it. He wouldn’t hurt her. She knew it instinctually. Yesterday, he had saved her life. To save his, she would work with any connection she could make.

      “No.” She was breathing hard, her chest rising and falling just beyond his line of vision. “But I do know what it's like to feel trapped. And what it is to be stared at like an animal in a cage. How many female doctors do you think exist in the world?”

      With those words his anger dissipated. Edward released her shoulders and stepped back. Harper tugged her jacket straight.

      “And yet,” she continued calmly. “You will not find me flinging off my clothes and climbing out the window or smashing the china and running off barefoot through the fields in the middle of breakfast. I can help you learn to manage your frustrations in a more socially palatable manner—if you want my assistance. I can't force you to do anything.”

      “I thought you said I wasn't ill.”

      “I don't believe you are. Nonetheless, you are my patient and your behavior is unacceptable. It is my responsibility to help you change it, if you want to.”

      “If I want to,” he spat back. “Do you mean to say that I have some choice in the matter? That you will not use straitjackets and laudanum to subdue me?”

      “Never. But you must decide what course you wish to chart. You do not have the luxury of time. If you do not choose, Richard or your father will. You will lose the freedom to enjoy all of this if you are sent to the asylum.” Harper raised her arms wide, gesturing to the cloudless sky, the expansive fields in the distance, the apple orchards. Then she turned on her heel and left him to make his decision.

      Edward watched her go, hope and anger glimmering in his mournful blue eyes.
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      “Good afternoon, your lordship.”

      Harper had recovered her composure after the morning’s strange encounter with Lord Northcote by writing a lengthy assessment in the new leather-bound patient journal. The only significant item she had omitted was Edward’s nakedness in the stream.

      The vision of him had intruded in her narrative again and again. Twice she had reached for a goose quill to scratch out the precise lines of her crow feather. There was no telling who might see Edward’s record in the future. Savoring the details of Edward’s narrow waist and the strength of his thighs left Harper grappling with a wholly inappropriate and unwanted attraction. Yet she must conceal it, for Edward’s sake most of all.

      “Miss Forsythe.” The earl nodded to the empty place setting. “We are awaiting Edward’s arrival before we begin.”

      “Of course. It’s best to demonstrate the behaviors expected of him.” Harper demurely folded her hands before her, as if in prayer. Harper searched for words to explain to the earl that he had to stop pretending as if his son’s fifteen-year absence had never happened. Edward was not going to magically snap into the behaviors expected of an English gentleman.

      “Has he said anything to you about missing luncheon?” the earl asked after several minutes passed.

      “No, your lordship. I last saw him this morning in the orchard,” Harper offered, her cheeks burning at the thought of what had transpired.

      “Let’s begin without him. Edward will soon learn that mealtimes are taken at regular intervals, once he has gone hungry a few times.” He signaled to the footman, who placed a roll upon the table and filled the earl’s goblet with wine.

      Harper nodded, though she was doubtful that the prospect of a rumbling belly would compel her patient to honor mealtimes. He was accustomed to greater hardships. Soon the butler returned. Bending ever so slightly, he whispered something into Briarcliff’s ear. The earl coughed.

      “You are needed in the kitchen, Miss Forsythe.”

      “Yes, sir.” Harper bolted from her chair. What could Edward possibly want in the kitchens? She followed the butler down twisting warrens of hallways into the stone-floored hallway leading to the cook’s den. She and her staff were huddled in a clump of outraged womanhood against the wall. A lake of shattered crockery lay before them.

      “Oh! Not the strawberry jam!” gasped one of the scullery maids. Cook wailed. A glass jar shattered on the flagstones.

      “Edward,” Harper called sternly. “I am coming in. Do refrain from throwing any pots at me.”

      The sounds of metal and stoneware crashing together stopped, then resumed at a lower volume. Harper lifted her skirts a few inches and tiptoed over the mess of broken glass and smashed food.

      The first thing she saw were the preparations for lunch. Soup had bubbled over on the cookstove and was burning against the iron. The smell of burnt potage permeated the room. A ham lay partially sliced on one end of the long worktable. At the other end, Edward stood with his back toward her, a bowl of flour and something overturned and a large, messy pile of foodstuffs beside it. The magnificent, exasperating man grunted at her over his shoulder, then shoved another jar onto the table, knocking several others over the edge in the process. They smashed unceremoniously against the flagstones. Harper winced.

      First, she retrieved a towel and moved the soup away from the flame.

      “Edward,” she asked evenly. “What are you doing?”

      “Hungry,” he grunted, without looking up.

      “By all means, join us for lunch. We were waiting for you upstairs. Or at least eat some ham.”

      He paused in his destruction and sniffed.

      “Not for that. There is a type of … I don’t know what to call it in English. It’s a corn cake.” He said a word she didn’t understand, and Harper cocked her head. He stared down at the jar in his hand with such an expression of disappointment that she jumped. Edward hadn’t hurt anyone yet, but that didn’t mean he couldn’t start at any moment. If he’d hit someone with one of the missiles, there could have been more serious consequences than a devastated pantry.

      “One of the girls put flour in a bowl, but it isn’t that kind of cake,” Edward said over his shoulder. The set of his jaw eased, and he placed a tin on the table behind him as he surveyed the mess he’d made.

      “Did you try saying that to her instead of overturning the bowl?” Harper asked.

      Edward scowled fearsomely.

      “I thought not,” she said briskly. “Tell me what went into it.”

      “Maize,” he said immediately. “Corn?”

      “Wheat? That is likely wheat flour.” She indicated the bowl the maid had already attempted. Corn could mean any number of grains. She knew nothing about what they might use in Brazil. There might not be an acceptable substitute available here.

      “No! Not that pitiful stuff. Kernels, typically yellow, about as big as a pea. They grow in rows along a cob. Maize.”

      “All right. The cakes you want to make are made from maize. What else?”

      “I don’t know. The women in my tribe always made it. I thought it might help if I looked through Cook’s stores, but nothing looks familiar.”

      “I imagine it wouldn’t. Here. Help me clean up the mess and we’ll ask Cook if there is anything that might suit.”

      Harper picked her way over to him and began stacking the undamaged containers back in the wooden pantry. It was hopelessly out of order, but if she could get Edward to demonstrate a modicum of contrition, they might convince the cook to assist them. As it turned out there was a bit of dried corn that Cook had brought up from London. It was not in the pantry, but in the storerooms. Cook ventured into the kitchen to finish her preparations for the noonday meal, now sadly delayed. One of the maids boiled the dried maize while Edward described the snack that he so missed.

      “It was a bit sweet, cooked on a flat thin rock over a fire. It was lumpy, the corn partly mashed and partly whole.”

      “Show me.” Harper handed him a bowl and a large spoon. Edward began bashing the metal against the wood, until he’d mushed the yellow grains into a coarse meal. His hair flopped forward over his eyes, and the hopeless, restless agony had eased. The sight of Edward’s focus brought a small smile to her lips. Dr. Patton was right. Purposeful work helped everyone.

      “It won’t hold together right unless you use eggs,” Cook advised warily from several feet away.

      “Edward, did the women use eggs in these cakes?” Harper asked, sensing that he was about to erupt at the woman’s interference.

      “Quail eggs,” the big man confirmed.

      One of the maids brought them two small eggs. She placed them horizontally on the table, so they wouldn’t roll off, and quickly retreated to a safe distance. Edward’s big hands dwarfed the little ovals as he split them in two and drained them into the bowl.

      “Won’t taste right without salt,” interjected Cook.

      When it was done, Edward looked down at the mixture with a scowl. “It looks too wet. This won’t hold together right when it’s cooked.”

      “Don’t know what your lot used, but here we use flour to make griddle cakes.”

      “Thank you,” Harper replied to Cook. She stepped next to Edward and pulled the bowl a few inches closer to her. She poured a small measure of flour and handed it to Edward.

      “Pour it in slowly while I stir,” she instructed.

      Edward tapped the cup so that a fine rain of flour fell into the mixture.

      Cook placed the ham on a tray with boiled eggs, kippers and pickles. The soup was a loss, unfit to serve an earl. Then Cook handed the tray to the impatiently waiting butler.

      “Are you all right here for a few minutes? I must set the girls to cleaning up the mess in the hallway, now that his lordship’s luncheon is seen to.” She eyed Edward warily.

      “Of course,” Harper declared with more confidence than she felt. The kitchen staff disappeared.

      “Add more flour,” Edward demanded, looming over her.

      Harper felt more than heard the rumble of his voice. She pushed the bowl to Edward. His astonishment was almost comical. “You try. What else did the women use in these cakes?”

      “Hot peppers.”

      Harper eyed him. Was he serious?

      “Hot peppers?” she repeated, incredulous. Perhaps if the cook had an Indian spice cabinet.

      He nodded solemnly, tapping more flour into the batter. Harper sighed and reached for the spoon. He relinquished it easily but immediately restarted his instructions. “Not like that.”

      “Then how?”

      His large hand closed over her fingers. For a long moment they stood there, frozen by the shock of physical contact. Harper’s entire body tingled. Waves of heat pulsed through her as he slowly moved the spoon in a wide circle. She’d never stood so intimately close with a man. She might never do so again—not with one she longed to touch her. Harper couldn’t bring herself to put distance between them.
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        * * *

      

      Edward felt the stillness of her body and the slim strength of her fingers falter as Miss Forsythe glanced up at him warily through long lashes. He saw the tiny hairs on the back of her hand rise. He leaned ever so slightly toward her, wondering if she would drop the spoon and run, yet hoping that she would stay. Her presence comforted him.

      The flour disintegrated into the mixture. Speaking, always difficult for him, turned impossible as his throat tightened with unnamed emotion. The rage, loneliness and exhaustion that had roiled him ever since Richard had sprung the door on his cage calmed. The doctor smelled warmly of soap and lavender water. He wanted to peel back the layers of drab wool and linen to see the roundness of her breasts that rose and fell with each inhale, just out of view. He yearned to lean down and touch the tender skin at her nape.

      Instead, he scooped a spoonful of flour into the bowl and stirred it more. “This is starting to look right.”

      “Oh?” Forsythe said a little breathlessly.

      Edward took her hand and flattened it into his, palm up. The cool dough squished as he folded his hand over hers, rolling it into a ball.

      The doctor’s fingers were pliable beneath his. He flattened the dough between their bodies, then placed it on the table. Pressing his advantage, Edward rubbed the pad of his thumb over the hill at the base of her thumb. The Mount of Venus. He remembered this term suddenly, a sharp memory drawn jaggedly from the depths of his youth.

      Her hand was cold and small in his. He leaned ever so slightly closer, absorbing the warmth of her body against his side. Then he scooped another ball of dough into her hand and rolled it slowly across the palm. Breath left her body in a whoosh.

      “Like this,” he said, his voice even more gravelly than usual. There was a clattering sound in the hall as the maids returned with buckets and mops to clean up the food he had smashed on the floor. In an instant, Harper was halfway across the kitchen. All that remained was a sudden chill where her body had been near his.

      Even more extraordinary, he felt a thickness in his trousers. Arousal was something he had never expected to feel again. It had been so long absent from his life that Edward was unprepared for its abrupt reentry now. He liked Harper Forsythe. His body liked the strange young woman.

      Edward made quick work to roll and flatten the remaining cakes while the servants finished their cleaning. Mercifully, by the time they were rinsing their hands in the sink, any outward indication of Edward’s interest in Forsythe had subsided. Cook marched into the kitchen, clearly putting on a brave face in front of the maids.

      “Cook,” said Harper. “How would you recommend we cook these cakes?” she asked.

      The portly woman looked down. “I suppose I’d fry them in a bit of butter.”

      “Would you please try it, and if they are any good, bring them upstairs to the luncheon table?” Then she took Edward by the elbow and directed him upstairs to where his father was already finished with most of his midday meal. Edward allowed the woman to pull him along the hall without resistance to the end of the passageway. There he stopped.

      “Thank you,” he said. “You were remarkable in helping me recreate my favorite food.”

      She regarded him searchingly. “It was no trouble. Next time, though, please ask before you terrorize the kitchen maids.”

      “I tried,” Edward replied, sheepish now that he considered the way he’d let his frustration get the better of him. A hunter never rushed his prey until he was ready for the kill—he was hardly unacquainted with the concept of patience.

      “Next time, if you need assistance, come and find me first. Promise?”

      Edward nodded. He’d be seeking Miss Forsythe out at every opportunity, if she could help him quell his longing to return to his adopted tribe. He’d never had a moment to say goodbye. There had been a flash of warning, then the rope around his neck, followed by more ropes around his wrists and ankles. After dragging him for a painful, considerable distance, his captors had thrown him into a boat and then into the cage, where he’d remained for almost two months. After the horrifying journey, waking up in elegant England as the heir to an earldom had seemed little more than a cosmic joke at his expense. Everything was different from what he’d remembered. There had been little comfort in his return—but perhaps, it was time to give up his grand notions of stealing a ship and going back to his people.

      He followed Miss Forsythe’s swish of plain skirts into the dining room, where his starched and disapproving father glared while Harper explained what had delayed lunch for so long. At that moment, a footman appeared bearing a platter of golden cakes.

      “You see, your lordship,” she said proudly. “Edward wanted to share some of his recent history with you. I am afraid they took several tries. You must forgive our lateness.”

      The earl kept his face carefully blank as the footman placed one corncake on his plate. Gingerly, he sliced a small bite and placed it in his mouth. His expression changed from skepticism to wonderment.

      “Not bad,” he declared. “These are not bad at all. Try one.”

      Harper took one cake out of politeness, while Edward piled four onto his. They bore only a distant similarity to the food he remembered so fondly, but Edward could see how next time they would be better. They tasted like a blend of his past and his present. The stew of fury and frustration that had led him to ransack the kitchen subsided, leaving in its place a kind of peace. Perhaps he did need Forsythe’s help. She was the only one patient enough, and brave enough, to listen to him.

      Yet why would any young woman pursue such a dismal profession? If he was anything like a typical patient, her work must require an almost saintly devotion and selflessness. Selfless was not the word he would use to describe her. The word he would choose was fierce.

      Forsythe gave him the smallest smile across the table as she chatted with his father, a parsimonious measure of her pride at righting the luncheon ship. He would have battled legions to glimpse it again. Out of nowhere, Edward thought of the giant anteater a few lads from his tribe had cornered once. The animal was a silly-looking creature, but it had proven lethal to one boy who had gotten close enough to get swiped by its four-inch claws. Forsythe was a little bit like that. An amusing creature with odd habits and surprising defenses.

      He wondered what would have happened if he had tried to kiss her in the kitchen.

      “Why do you work in an asylum?” Edward asked, interrupting their conversation.

      The earl and the doctor glanced at one another as if gold coins had fallen from his mouth as he spoke. Annoyance flashed over him, but his curiosity about Miss Forsythe overcame the impulse to react.

      “If I may offer a personal story. I was so traumatized after my parents’ death that I didn’t speak a word for nearly six months. My sister was overwhelmed with trying to care for us both. She had heard somewhere that the Pattons were famous for treating their patients well, so she wrote directly to Mrs. Patton, who convinced the doctor to take me on charity. Working with others gave me something to dwell upon other than the loss of my family. Many people would have locked a mute child away indefinitely. I was fortunate. My experience led me to believe that many people can learn to cope with their illnesses and live normal lives, when given proper support and encouragement. I have great faith in the power of second chances.”

      “To second chances,” the earl declared, raising his wine glass. Forsythe raised her water goblet. Edward had forgotten all about this ritual, so he scrambled to join in.

      “To support, encouragement and new beginnings,” the earl continued. “Son, I am very pleased with your progress during the short time that Miss Forsythe has been with us. Pray continue.”

      With that, the earl excused himself. A moment later, Forsythe followed suit. He wanted to follow her, but in keeping with his progress and new beginning, he let her go.

      For now.
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      Dear Dr. Patton,

      No thanks to your obfuscation, I have made some small progress with the family in the two days since my arrival. The source of the conflict is the younger son, until recently the heir apparent. Thankfully his disruptive influence has been removed to London for the time being, at the earl’s insistence. I shall work with the earl and especially with Lord Edward to help them manage their reactions to Lord Richard's more provoking behavior.

      Lord Edward is not, I believe, truly disordered. He has had to adapt to a stunning number of drastic changes, including treatment that has crossed the line into outright cruelty. He is resentful and angry but will, I think, learn his place in due time, as his father desires.

      The earl is brittle when dealing with Lord Richard and treats Lord Edward as though he is still a boy of fourteen or fifteen, not as an adult (although I admit that the heir rarely acts like it). Under the circumstances, it seems reasonable to double the fee.

      I jest, of course.

      The dim sound of shouting momentarily distracted Harper, leaving a large ink blot in the middle of the page.

      "Oh, bother," she huffed, drying her pen and shoving the letter beneath a fresh sheet of paper. The shouting became more distinct.

      “Beast!” a woman’s shrill voice echoed along the hallway just outside her door. Harper slammed the letter into a drawer. Her drab skirts swished after her as she opened the door to her room and peeked out.

      The butler and one of the parlor maids stood together. The maid, disheveled and red-faced, gesticulated angrily at something Harper could not see. The door blocked her vision. The butler stood behind her, trying to get the poor woman to shush. Neither of them noticed her.

      “I tell you that man was watching me!” the girl hissed. She appeared to be in her mid-twenties, plumpish with fair hair and pretty features. Her eyes, however, were wild with fright and anger. “I don’t care whose son he is, the Beast of Briarcliff is deranged and dangerous!”

      Oh dear. If this was how all the household reacted to Lord Northcote, no wonder he wished for solitude.

      “You mustn’t walk off the job. We’re short-staffed as is,” the butler entreated.

      “Aye, and no one in their right mind would work in this madhouse!”

      The tall, unhandsome butler shushed her.

      “I’m afraid for my safety, Mr. Smith,” the woman hissed.

      “We’ll find a way to protect you, Ann. Where were you when this happened?”

      “In the blue bedroom,” the maid replied, gesturing down the hall toward Harper’s room. Harper pulled back sharply. She had no intention of being caught eavesdropping on the help.

      A shadow crossed her window. Harper sucked in a breath and glanced up.

      Edward’s large form was blocking the window.

      In that moment, Harper understood why the maid had felt so unsettled. The peculiarity of being observed from the exterior of a second-story window was genuinely disturbing. In a few steps, she crossed the room and threw open the sash.

      “Would you care to come inside, Edward.” It was not a question.

      The big man did not respond verbally. He simply contorted his lean, muscular frame to fit through the casement. Standing barefoot on her cheerful bedroom rug, clad only in loose trousers and a looser linen shirt, he rose to his full height. Harper had to crane her neck up to look him directly in the eye.

      “You wanted something?” she prompted, when he still did not speak.

      “Why did you kiss me?”

      Heat flashed through her body at the memory. It was not the question she’d anticipated.

      “In the tree, you mean? I already apologized to you. In that moment, I was unable to express my gratitude to you for saving my life in words,” Harper replied.

      “I liked it.”

      Harper’s eyebrows shot up. “Whether or not that was the case, I encourage you to forget the incident, because there won’t be a repeat experience. You know you just scared one of the maids half to death, crawling about the exterior of the building like that.”

      “Did you like it?” he asked, with hope brightening his eyes a shade or two.

      “No, I do not like seeing you clamber about the façade,” Harper responded with as even a tone as she could muster.

      “I meant, the kiss.”

      “That was hardly a real kiss,” she blurted, her cheeks scalding hot. Why hadn’t she said no, it was wrong and terrible? That would have been the correct response. It would uproot the sprout of hope in his eyes.

      But Harper couldn’t bear to do that.

      Lord Northcote had suffered enough without her stamping out the one bright spot in his life. She could not kiss him again. Not that this had prevented the memory of his spicy, masculine scent and the rough stubble of his chin from intruding upon her thoughts every few minutes in the evening and breakfast since the mortifying accident. It was base, unprofessional and worst of all unhelpful to her cause to think of Lord Edward in that way. She should have better control over her emotions.

      It’s a physical reaction, that’s all.

      “Forget it ever happened,” she muttered, turning away on one heel.

      “Not a real kiss,” Edward repeated with confusion.

      “No.”

      “We could try a real⁠—”

      “Absolutely not! Edward, even you must comprehend the inappropriateness of barging into a lady’s room and asking for a kiss. You’re not thick. Why are you even here?”

      He glared sullenly. “You’re the one who told me to come in.”

      Exasperated, Harper glanced into the empty hallway. “Out, now. We cannot be caught here in this manner.”

      “The help is up to something,” he growled as Harper shoved him through the door and turned the key in the lock.

      “What, precisely, do you mean?” demanded Harper, trotting to keep pace with him as they passed down a dimly lit corridor. Finally, he stopped and turned to stare at her. Harper took several deep breaths. The day was warm. Her hair stuck to her face. She preferred not to think about the state of her underarms. Edward scowled darkly. Harper swallowed, fighting the mix of awe and attraction so roiling her internally.

      She had kissed him. The rough stubble of his cheek and the spiced rum scent of his skin haunted her. She must never do it again—but oh, how she wanted to.

      “The servants hate you nearly as much as they detest me. You are different.”

      Harper cocked her head at an angle. “I’m listening.”

      “To a one, they want to send you away. They are looking for an excuse. Any excuse.

      “Be careful. Richard is … devious. He will use every advantage.”

      Harper finally nodded. “We must watch our every interaction.”

      Lord Edward looked relieved. “Yes.”

      “Richard is in London. For now, he’s not a threat. Do you mean to tell me that’s why you came to my room, via the window?”

      “Yes.”

      Edward blew an exasperated sigh and stared broodingly back at the large manor house.“I need an ally.”

      “I am pleased that you trust me. That said, no more window visits.”

      “I don’t trust you at all.”

      “Then why come to me?” Maddening man. Harper couldn’t even keep him on track for the space of a single conversation. No wonder everyone thought he was unsalvageable. Yet she was an optimist, and Harper remained convinced that despite Edward’s unique approach, he was not mad.

      Edward cupped her chin roughly. “Understand this, Miss Forsythe. You and I are outsiders. They will ruin us if they can. Together, we stand a chance against them.”

      “Them who?” Harper jerked her chin out of his loose hold. “I am not here to fight anyone, your lordship.”

      “Edward. It’s just Edward.”

      “Lord Northcote, I am here to help you. To that end, I must ask that you stop climbing the walls. Literally. It is an incredible feat of physical prowess and daring, but it scares people.”

      His only response was to huff a strand of hair out of his face.

      “What is it you’re looking for when you climb the walls like that?”

      “Peace,” he said instantly.

      “Don’t you have a room for privacy.”

      Edward scowled.

      “Is it unacceptable in some way?” Harper demanded, feeling more than a little out of patience. He was an aristocrat. Unless the earl had locked him in a grim cell—which she was certain was not the case—there could be little for Edward to complain about in this lavishly appointed country house.

      Edward frowned, grabbed her hand, and led her through the hallways. They passed footmen and maids, and Harper was mindful to appear willing so as not to cause alarm—though she couldn’t have escaped Edward’s grip if she tried. In the family quarters, he threw open a double door to a cavernous, dark room with red silk figured wall coverings and heavy, dark wood furniture. Even on a bright summer day, the place was cave-like.

      “Is this your room?” she asked, panting a little.

      “Yes.”

      “What’s wrong with it?”

      “It’s too dark,” Edward declared. “I feel like I’m being buried alive. I need light and air.”

      “Ah. And the roof is the only place you can find privacy.”

      “Precisely.” His relief at being understood was carved into the lines of his face.

      “I will show you how to access the roof through the stairs, Edward. If you want my help, you must try to change your ways, starting right now. I can’t fix you. I can only help you if you want to adapt.”

      “I may not have time.” Edward’s features turned to granite.

      “What does that mean?” she demanded. When Edward didn’t respond, Harper threw up her hands and stalked to the window. Perhaps the room would be more inviting with a bit more light. But Harper quickly realized from the angle of the sun that the room faced north, and the sun’s rays would rarely penetrate the gloom.

      From their vantage point, they had a clear view of the road winding toward the main house. A puff of dust rose in a faint plume—a carriage, driving fast.

      “Richard,” Edward said flatly. She jumped. He’d moved to stand an inch behind her so quietly that he appeared at her shoulder without making a sound. Harper’s breath caught as she sensed the darkness of spirits that overtook him with that single word. He spoke his brother’s name like a curse.

      Harper’s confidence cracked. Could she do anything to help this family? Lord Northcote had experienced so many dislocations that she wondered how he had survived. His misbehavior arose from anger, confusion and isolation, but underneath he had streak of kindness and selfless heroism—one she’d experienced when he’d saved her life.

      Did she want to see him made into a proper English gentleman?

      Harper wasn’t sure. A sudden sadness burst sharply into her breast like glass shards. If she couldn’t commit herself to reining in Edward’s worst impulses, she should leave today. She would do him no favors by staying if she could not help him.

      Harper shook away the thought. He deserved Briarcliff. Edward would be a magnificent, if unconventional, earl. Whatever it took, Harper knew she would do anything to see him claim his proper place in the world. Confining Edward to an asylum would ruin a magnificent man. If he could not take his rightful place, Richard would be a conventionally entitled and heedless keeper of Briarcliff. He would corrupt the great estate as surely as a festering wound was mortal to the body.

      Allies. Edward wanted her on his side. That, she could give him without hesitation. Though if she couldn’t get her emotions under control, she would do him little good.

      “Lord Northcote, I will give you time. I will fight for you to have the space you need to recover from your…Lord Northcote?” Harper turned, but she was alone in Edward’s room. She sighed and leaned on the sill. The oncoming carriage disappeared from view, then burst into view with a pair of foaming grays. Richard descended like a dark angel. The hair on the back of Harper’s neck rose. Then, he glanced up.

      Even from this distance she could clearly see the smoldering malevolence of his expression. Calculating hatred blanked his features, but his eyes…they positively burned with loathing. His lips curled into a twist that was not a smile, but a threat.

      Harper met his eyes. Richard could not have made it clearer that he was plotting against his brother. In that moment, Harper knew implicitly that she was nothing more than an obstacle in his quest to usurp his brother’s inheritance, and that he would not hesitate for a single second to ruin her in the process of ruining his brother. Richard did not care whom else might be hurt.

      Harper went to her room and poured a splash of water into her washbasin, her stomach turning as she splashed cool water on her face. She had learned the hard way that appearing before her patients’ families in a state of dishevelment did not enhance her already-questionable professionalism. After patting her damp hair into place, she followed the sounds of raised male voices down the hall to the earl’s study.

      The door was ajar. Harper paused just outside, listening.

      “When are you going to see reason and have Edward sent away?” bellowed Richard, pacing before the fireplace.  “First, he runs half-naked over the rooftops of London, then he climbs the walls and runs about like a savage here at Briarcliff. This has been going on for weeks, Father. Miss Forsythe’s presence is worse than useless — ahem. Miss Forsythe.”

      Richard looked every inch the future earl, his brow properly furrowed in outrage at his older brother’s purported villainy. Edward, on the other hand, stood near the window, looking as though he was one second away from opening it and making his escape. His shirt hung half-untucked, his trousers rolled at the ankle, and he was bereft of cravat, waistcoat, jacket, and stockings, much less shoes. Dirt smudged his legs and arms. There was no avoiding the fact that he looked like a farmhand.

      Charles brightened at Harper’s silent entrance.

      “It’s Doctor Forsythe,” Harper reminded Richard coolly. It was now or never. She had to decide whether she was going to help Edward or leave. But if she stayed, whose interests was she serving? Her own, or her patient’s?

      Richard rolled his eyes. It was almost as if he could hear her thoughts.

      “It is my professional opinion that Lord Edward is no danger to anyone. Incarceration would be inappropriate and would set back the progress that Lord Edward has already made,” she began. “Do recall, Mr. Northcote, that your brother has survived a series of ordeals that would have broken a lesser man.”

      “It’s Lord Northcote to you, Miss Forsythe,” Richard snapped.

      “I beg pardon. Upon your brother’s return, I understood that the courtesy title had reverted to the eldest son.” Harper curtsied. There was nothing to fault in her actions and words, but Richard’s grimace told her just how much the salt of her words stung.

      Lord Briarcliff wearily indicated his eldest son. “Richard believes that Edward is a danger to the staff.”

      Aha. Perhaps Edward had been onto something. His meaning hadn’t been altogether clear, but he had been trying to warn her. The subject of their discussion continued staring out the window, still as a statue.

      “And, quite possibly, to you, Miss Forsythe,” the earl said quietly. “I have every faith in your ability, but I must also consider how the world views this most peculiar arrangement.”

      Harper shook her head. “I don’t understand. We agreed that it was not an issue.”

      “Your youth and your sex make you a prospective victim of Edward’s depravity. Do recall that he has lived amongst savages these past fifteen years.” Richard’s pitying tone reminded Harper that her entire livelihood depended upon her devising a strategy for managing Richard. Right now.

      “I assure you I am not at risk,” she replied sternly. “Lord Northcote is not depraved.”

      “Yes, if anything, your brother is at risk from Miss Forsythe’s advances,” the earl interjected.

      Startled, Harper turned to the earl. “Your lordship?”

      Wearily the earl waved her away. “Yes, I understand. Peculiarity of the circumstances and all. I haven’t forgotten the incident in the tree yesterday.”

      Harper took several shaky steps to where Edward remained by the window sill. She was going to lose everything – this opportunity, the asylum directorship, any chance of a career.

      “Edward, I trust you will not allow my temporary lapse of judgment to interfere with the excellent progress we have been making toward your restoration to full health,” she said with all the sincerity she could muster.

      “I’m not sick,” he countered automatically. “Does this mean you take it back?”

      “The peck on the cheek? Yes, of course.”

      “That’s too bad, I quite liked it.”

      Silence descended. Shocked, Harper gaped at him. It was one thing to say such things in private conversation, but before his family? Bizarrely, he seemed sincere.

      Richard began to laugh.

      He thinks I’m a joke, she realized with a hot rush of fury. Richard thinks I’m nothing but a spinsterish, desperate fool. She pasted a brittle smile on her face as though she were in on the jest, and not the butt.

      “You see, your lordship?” she said to the skeptical earl. “Edward has regained a very British sense of humor. Surely this is progress indeed.”

      Harper’s voice betrayed no hint of the humiliation crushing her lungs. You are a lonely spinster with an idiotic attraction to a man so distant from you that he might as well live on another planet. Nothing in this world will change that fact.

      The earl, visibly fatigued, nonetheless seemed bemused. The vise around her midsection released. Air sucked into her lungs. Two breaths steadied her. Richard’s intentions were clear. He wanted his brother locked away. Harper understood that this was just a skirmish in a war she stood little chance of winning.

      Richard had power, money and influence on his side; she had what little virtue was accorded unusually-employed women and her wits. Odds were good that unless she could get Richard out of the way for more than a few days at a stretch, she was going to fail spectacularly at rehabilitating Edward into polite society. And if Richard succeeded at provoking his brother to violence, his brother was finished. She would be fine as a lonely spinster with no employment prospects of any sort and the kind of blackened reputation accorded women who spent time alone with men. But Edward? He would be destroyed.

      Worse, Edward didn’t appear to have registered the damage his comment had done.

      It occurred to Harper that she hadn’t asked him whether he wanted to be the earl. What if he didn’t care about the title?

      “Returning to our original topic. Mr. Northcote, you implied that the staff perceive a threat in Edward’s behavior. Can you be more specific?” She narrowed her eyes. Given the state of alarm amongst the servants she had overheard in the hall, it would not take much effort from Richard to fan the flame.

      “The female staff in particular fear for their virtue.”

      “Why?”

      Richard scowled. “He can access any area of the house from the exterior. Several maids have reported him watching them.”

      “Lord Northcote and I have discussed how his unorthodox methods of egress and ingress are unsettling to others. Haven’t we?”

      Edward ignored her, still staring out the window at nothing. She poked her elbow at his side. He nodded curtly. Harper fought a surge of hopelessness. She could not change someone who did not want to change. Then again, this was longer than she had ever yet observed him to remain in an uncomfortable setting without fleeing via the nearest exit. Credit where credit was due.

      “Edward has agreed to refrain from climbing in and out of windows, effective immediately,” Harper continued. “Tomorrow we shall address his perpetual state of dishabille. I consider this quite substantive progress for such a brief period of peace as I have had to work.” She cut Richard a sharp glare. Harper bobbed a curtsey and exited the room with her chin high. She resisted the temptation to linger at the door, though Richard began arguing the instant she left the room. As soon as she was out of earshot, Harper’s feet turned faster, racing for the sanctuary of her room.
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      Edward did not go out the window. He stared out into the summer afternoon for some time after Harper had left the room, listening to his brother rage as he fought the impulse to go to her and soothe the stricken expression away. Richard’s words had hurt her. Or his. Edward had a feeling it was the latter. His father poured a glass of something alcoholic and sat beside the fireplace, rubbing his forehead.

      Having let him out of the cage in which he had arrived, Richard now wanted to lock him away in an asylum. What would it feel like, being locked away from the sky, from the air? How would he live without staring at the stars for the comfort that came from knowing that somewhere in the world his people were telling ancient stories about the same bright lights?

      The pull to return to his people was waning. While this cavernous manor house felt as foreign as ever, he had begun to realize that the idea of commandeering a ship and sailing back to Brazil was highly unlikely at best. He did not have the knowledge or money to get to a ship and sail home—and he wouldn’t, unless he inherited the earldom.

      Edward had long forgotten that there were elements of England that weren’t so terrible. Like the weather, which in summer was warm but rarely hot, at least if one wore the proper degree of clothing. Years ago, after he had been accepted into the tribe, he had forced himself to stop dreaming of his homeland. Since Miss Forsythe’s arrival, he had started boxing his memories of Brazil. Soon they would be packed into a corner of his mind, and then what?

      The endless idleness of aristocratic English life gnawed at him. There were no hunts to prepare for, no children to teach how to use a blow dart, no traditions to capture in carved tooth and bone.

      “You’re still here, Edward?”

      Edward started. He had forgotten all about his father’s presence. “I am.”

      “Pour yourself a drink and sit with me awhile.”

      Edward pushed away from the window and went to the chair, foregoing the drink. He had never had a chance to develop a taste for the stuff and it smelled vile.

      “You so resemble your mother,” Charles said, peering at him.

      Edward didn’t know how to respond to that, so he remained silent. Conversation didn’t come easily, although when he was fighting with Dr. Forsythe, he managed to get the words out. His father looked disappointed.

      “I wish you were more like her. It nearly killed your mother when she received news of your disappearance. She wanted to leave your sisters behind to track you down herself. I wonder if we would have found you sooner if she had.”

      The sadness in his father’s voice made his heart sink. We’ll never know, he thought. It occurred to him that this was a step forward, conversationally, so he said it aloud.

      “No,” his father replied sadly. “We won’t.”

      Since Edward couldn’t think of anything else to say, the conversation petered out. No wonder his father treated him like a child. He richly deserved his father’s disappointment. A seedling of shame sprouted in his breast.

      Although she had tried to frame it as a choice, Edward knew that Dr. Forsythe was wrong. There was no choice, not with Richard conspiring to imprison him. His brother may have initially opened the cage that Edward had been delivered in, but now he was hell-bent on shutting Edward away again, this time for ever.

      There was only one path to survival. The alternative was no future at all.

      He had once learned to be a hunter. He could learn to be a gentleman.

      It had been fifteen years since he had tolerated itchy wool and choking cravats, but he could learn to do so again. His feet would adapt to being enclosed in hard-soled shoes rather than moving silently over the ground. In the jungle, his life had depended upon stealth. Here it depended on self-presentation.

      The hall ended, and Edward turned away from his past, toward his future. Now he walked with purpose in the direction of the doctor’s room.

      He stopped at Miss Forsythe’s door. There was silence from the interior. He raised one fist to knock, but hesitated.

      Unbidden, his knuckles rapped twice against the door. His feet, under different instructions, twitched in preparation for flight.

      Shuffling sounds emanated from the room, barely discernable. Had the house not been utterly silent and he not standing mere inches from the door, it would have been impossible to hear them.

      The door opened.

      Edward forced his body through the opening, forgetting his resolve to be gentlemanly.

      “Yes, your lordship?”

      Forsythe’s eyes were pink around the edges and bright like watered seedlings. Tears lent her an air of vulnerability that made his gut twist. Tendrils of hair had escaped her braid to brush her temple and the nape of her neck.

      Edward swallowed. Up close, her skin had a velvety texture. Her elegant nose perched above pretty lips and a stubborn chin.

      “I won’t be confined,” he declared, though it was not the message he’d come to deliver.

      She yielded the door another inch. Edward pushed past her, occupying the small, bright bedroom as he had done hours earlier. This time he observed the green-sprigged coverlet and trimmed pillowcases, the tastefully impersonal painting on the wall. It was a guest room for temporary residents, infrequently occupied and easily transformed into a study, or a child’s bedroom, with a change of furnishings. The only hint of its current occupant was the writing set and the neat stack of papers on the desk.

      A little ball of tightly wadded paper lay at the bottom of a waste basket beside the desk. The fury in that crumpled rag paper made him itch to reach for it. If he smoothed it out and deciphered its contents, he might better understand the woman standing tight-lipped before him. Edward wondered whether anyone had tried to see past the drab clothes and straight spine to this soft-hearted woman beneath.

      “What do you plan to do to prevent confinement, Edward?” she asked.

      “I…” The paper would tell him what he wanted to know. At least it would give him an insight, some clue to what drove her to fight for a beast like him. He wanted that scrap of discarded paper like a starving man craved sustenance.

      “I’ll do anything. I want to live up to my birthright.” He paused. “I don’t know how to get there.”

      Determination squared her slim shoulders. “You get there the same way anyone achieves anything in life. You work for it.”
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      The next morning, Harper’s pencil scratched quickly over the page of her plain treatment journal, leaving a precise graphite summary of the morning’s progress. About ten feet away, Edward and two farm laborers lifted heavy stones, smeared mortar over them and fit them as neatly as possible into the existing patches of missing rock. The sun was getting high, and summer’s warmth had prompted all three men to remove their shirts.

      Edward, of course, had gone first.

      At first, she’d moved to tell him not to. But he wasn’t harming anyone, there was no one to see for miles around, and she hadn’t seen the point of embarrassing him.

      Instead, Harper sat on the meadow and enjoyed the view. The field stretched around and beyond them to the arms of the sky. Cloud puffs trailed after one another. She watched them for a while—anything to keep her mind off the sight of Edward’s muscular back and the ridges that bunched across his abdomen.

      A grasshopper landed near her skirt. Harper observed its striped body for a moment before it sprang away.

      She picked up her journal and made a few more notes, omitting any mention of nudity. Harper glanced up at the men. She found her attention lingering on her subject and forced herself to turn away.

      If she was overworked at the asylum, at least she’d never been bored. There was always something more to do. The tedium of watching men work was tolerable only with furtive glimpses at Edward. Stop watching him. You cannot afford the distraction.

      With her pencil, she turned to the last page in the journal and sketched a wildflower growing a few feet away. Then she sketched the grasshopper, or another grasshopper, that had popped back into view. Against her better judgment, Harper’s pencil began tracing the lines of three men working on a fence. Quick marks sketched the outlines of bodies, two average, one larger. The two average figures were mere gestures. Harper spent some time detailing Edward’s body in plain graphite. A stone fence stretched into the distance.

      Edward’s image held a large rock at shoulder-height, his arms bent, the better to capture his narrow waist and the curve of his…Harper dropped her pencil. She had seen those buttocks. Naked.

      She unbuttoned the very top button of her bodice. Warm air escaped, yet she didn’t feel cooler. Edward was shirtless not twenty feet away. Harper was there to observe him. Maybe she should take advantage.

      For a while, she did. Every few minutes she dutifully scribbled a line in her book so that it wouldn’t be obvious how she was ogling Edward. Lord Northcote, if she wanted to be proper. She didn’t—Harper enjoyed the easy friendliness developing between them. He had a lifetime of your lordships ahead of him.

      A dark shadow fell over her scribbles. A large male form settled on the grass next to her, inches away. The journal leapt from her hands and landed face-down in the grass.

      “I startled you,” Edward commented. “Sorry.” He picked up the journal with one sweaty hand. Harper reached for it. He held it away, flipping through the pages. “It’s about me. That means I get to read it.”

      “It’s my journal.” But she didn’t protest, because it wasn’t her journal, not really. It was his record. He had a right to know what she was writing about him. Harper squirmed as he left damp thumbprints on her notes. Rivulets of perspiration ran down his neck, tracing the veins standing out from his muscled forearms.

      He smelled of sweat and dirt and man. She watched a droplet trace the long muscles of his neck, pooling momentarily in a ridge of scar tissue before continuing its journey to the well of his right clavicle.

      Harper fought the urge to lean over and trace its path with her tongue. Instead, she pretended to focus on retying her boot. While she watched him from the corner of her eye, he stared at her drawing of him and the laborers for a long time. Then he closed the book and handed it back to her. Without a word, Edward pushed off the ground in a fluid motion and returned to the other men and accepted a long drink of water from a flask. Harper watched the long convulsion of his throat as he swallowed. The men returned to their mess of rocks and mortar.

      Harper fanned herself with the journal. She shouldn’t be feeling this way. It was wrong. Edward needed her help, not her unbridled lust. He didn’t need this from her. He had enough problems.

      “I’ll meet you at the house when you’ve finished,” she called. The men ignored her. Harper trudged back to the house and up the stairs to her bright little room. She’d only been here for one week, but she had stopped counting the days before she returned home. She was beginning to understand what Dr. Patton had wanted her to understand before she committed to the asylum. Could she really endure the life of isolation pursuing her dream required? Harper had never realized how comfortable she had been in the cocoon of the Pattons’ care until she had been forced to leave it.

      With a shuddering sigh, Harper pushed away the ruined paper and took a fresh sheet.

      Dear Viola, I expect you are busy with your family and I hope this letter finds you well. I missed hearing from you this past Christmastime.

      Harper stopped. She had not seen her sister in nearly a decade. She knew there was a son and that there had been a stillborn daughter, but her sister’s letters had always been scant on detail. Viola had been her only protector after their mother had died of consumption and their father had shot himself in despair. Harper had been eleven, and Viola just turned fifteen. If Harper hadn’t needed so badly to unburden herself to someone, she wouldn’t have picked up the pen.

      I need your help, she wrote in neat lines. I’ve developed an affection for a patient. It is best for everyone if I leave, only I cannot do so gracefully. I ask you to send word to Dr. Patton that you need me to come to you. I won’t be a bother. I promise.

      Miller’s ungracious compliment nagged her. Beddable enough, for a know-it-all shrew. She placed her thumb over the smudge of Edward’s thumbprint at the bottom of the page with the picture she had drawn. Her colleague was wrong. She didn’t know much of anything, about anyone—herself least of all.
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      Harper had not come down to supper. Edward watched the door with some anxiety, but she did not appear. At last his father noticed his agitation and explained, “Miss Forsythe has a headache and will not be joining us.”

      Edward nodded, trying to hide his disappointment. Here he was ready to embark on his new life as an English aristocrat, and she wasn’t even here to watch. Every muscle ached from working on the wall, but the hot bath had been restorative. For the first time in a long time, he felt calm.

      Richard entered the room and waited for the servant to pull out his chair. “You will both be delighted to know that urgent business calls me back to London tomorrow.”

      “Excellent news,” Charles commented acerbically. “I am certain your mistresses are feeling neglected.”

      Richard gave his father a hurt look. “This has nothing to do with my lady companion—singular—and I am nothing less than shocked that you would broach such an indelicate topic at the table, Father.”

      Charles’s soup spoon paused midway to his mouth. “The man who stormed in and shamelessly accused his own brother of threatening the servants presumes to lecture me about manners?”

      He calmly continued with his meal.

      “Richard, a gentleman is more than the gloss on his boots and the cut of his jacket. A gentleman’s moral deportment is evident in his manner and his bearing. You are nothing but a popinjay, my son. You are pewter shined to ape silver.”

      Richard swallowed and turned red. “I see I shall not be missed,” he said stiffly.

      “Nor welcomed back for some time. Go back to London, to your gambling, to your light skirts, to your friends. The sooner the better.”

      For once, Richard did as he was asked. He shoved back his chair and stomped noisily from the room. Edward eyed his father speculatively.

      “What is it, son?” the earl asked after a few minutes.

      “Why are you cruel to Richard?” Edward demanded.

      “Cruel? I?” Charles paused with his fork halfway to his mouth. “I have raised a son who out-louts the average aristocratic rakehell entirely by accident. There are moments I wish Briarcliff had never passed to me. Excessive wealth has ruined him. Your return is the best possible cure for Richard’s irresponsibility.”

      “We are not children,” Edward said slowly. His father couldn’t see how he’d grown, and he couldn’t see how badly Richard wanted his affection. Thinking back to the childhood he’d purposely spent years forgetting was painful, but he realized it had always been this way.

      “No,” the earl replied curtly. “You are not. Why my eldest and second-eldest sons insist upon acting like overgrown brats is beyond my comprehension.”

      Courses of food passed before him untasted. Though he was hungry, the tension had stolen his appetite. He wished Forsythe was here. She would have known how to deflect Richard’s barbs.

      “Is Forsythe all right?” he finally asked. His father was so startled that he dropped his fork.

      “Oh, yes, of course, son. A headache is the universal female complaint, and for all her wisdom Miss Forsythe remains, inevitably, a woman.”

      Undeniably so. Edward thought of her tumble from the roof. It was her job to watch him. Knowing this did not diminish his sense that she did so with a carefully guarded hunger. Technically, the picture in his patient record was well-done and descriptive of the manual labor she’d assigned him to do as part of his reintegration process. Yet a slow glow of warmth spread through his chest at the thought of how he’d been drawn with considerable detail, his companions less so.

      Edward thought of the way she had stared at him in the pond.

      In the apple orchard.

      When he’d gone to her room.

      This morning, in the field.

      His cravat seemed to have shrunk in the past few minutes. His jacket, which like all his clothes had come from Richard’s wardrobe and was a hair too small, felt like it was cutting off circulation to his arms. The instant his father ended his meal, Edward followed suit. He restrained himself from running through the halls to Forsythe’s room. He ambled, aware of the servants passing silently in a way that a true aristocrat would not be. He paused outside her door, leaning close to the wood.

      A gentleman wouldn’t be here, intruding on her private space. But Edward didn’t want to be a gentleman. He wanted to barge through the door and see the rise and fall of her chest.

      He tried her first name, a whisper of breath past his lips. The door remained silently, stubbornly closed. If a flutter of movement penetrated the thick doors, it was not loud enough for him to be certain. He placed one palm against the warm oak barrier and breathed her name again, testing the syllables.

      Harper. The soothsayer, the woman who peered into his soul and saw promise, potential—and a future he couldn’t yet imagine. Yet Edward knew that whether his future meant confinement to an asylum or taking his place among England’s aristocrats, he had no future without her.

      One day, he would kiss her for real—and then she would know the truth of his feelings even though he couldn’t seem to find the right words to say.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, Harper assessed the sad state of her clothing and resolved to have a new gown made. Though prohibitive in cost, the loss of her damaged dress from her fall off the rooftop left her three remaining outfits in short supply. Yet when she found the earl in his study to request an afternoon in town, he scowled.

      “Is it truly necessary that Edward work in the fields? That is why there are laborers and stable boys.” The earl placed his paper neatly beside his plate. Dark shadows smudged beneath his eyes.

      “Physical labor is an essential component of treatment. It provides focus and distracts the mind from dwelling on less pleasant topics,” Harper said firmly. She glanced at the window as a flush of heat at the memory of watching her patient’s muscles move under the bright sun played through her mind. “It’s foundational to Dr. Patton’s method.”

      “I’d vastly prefer you have Edward attend to his sadly neglected studies.” The earl tented his fingers and touched them to his chin.

      Harper brightened. “A delightful idea, your lordship. I may observe for a few minutes to track his progress. I may use the morning to go into town and order a new dress made. The one I was wearing when I fell off the roof is a total loss.”

      “The dressmakers in town aren’t particularly skilled. Perfectly nice, but nothing like London quality. If you can wait a day or two, I shall send for someone suitable from the city. After all, it’s about time we get Edward his own set of clothes. Richard’s are a hair too small. They fit him badly, and now that he can be trusted to wear them, it is time to have some properly fitting garments made up.”

      Harper started. No wonder Edward had been so eager to leave his clothing off at every turn. Richard’s clothes must have been torturing him all this time.

      “You are full of excellent ideas this morning, your lordship. I regret that London tailors are not within my means. A local dressmaker suits me perfectly well.” Harper ignored the earl’s skeptical glance at her dowdy dress. Fashion was for frivolous women with too little to do. She was a busy woman doing important work, and she wasn’t about to let a society gentleman’s opinion of her practical approach to clothing bother her.

      Truly.

      “I would like you to supervise Edward’s education personally, Miss Forsythe.”

      Harper blinked and resisted the urge to cross her arms over her chest.

      “I regret I am unqualified as a teacher, your lordship.”

      “Are you refusing?”

      “I am not…refuse-” Harper began slowly, but the earl cut her off.

      “Excellent. Then you shall begin with improving his literacy skills, and a focus on mathematics, history and science. I trust that, as a doctor, you have some experience with these topics?”

      “I—yes.” She swallowed. What could she say, that she was uneducated? A flush of anger scorched her skin. He had asked. She had declined as politely as she knew how to. Now the man was acting as if her distinct reluctance was consent. Yet he was her employer, and the earl’s good opinion was the key to her future. Harper hated being railroaded, but she had little choice.

      “I shall inform Lord Northcote after my journey to town.”

      “Yes, of course. Have the butler arrange a carriage and a maid to accompany you.”

      “There’s no need. I can walk.”

      The earl slapped closed the leather-bound book before him.

      “Go, Miss Forsythe. Finish your errand, then set to the task I have set before you. I will see my son rehabilitated—and you are the only one who can reach him.”

      Harper rocked back on her heels. She dropped her gaze to the floor and made an awkward curtsey before murmuring, “Yes, sir.” Her clenched teeth held back the words she wished she had the freedom to say.

      I wouldn’t be the only one who can connect with Edward if you or Richard would make the smallest effort.
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        * * *

      

      Edward strode in from the fields as Harper stood in the hall awaiting the carriage. His shirt was damp and clinging to his body, unfastened halfway to the waist with his linens visible beneath.

      “Are you leaving?” he asked, stopping short. He wore boots covered in mud. “It’s raining.”

      “As is often the case in England.” Harper smiled.

      “You’ll get wet.”

      Harper took a breath, trying to control a sudden blush. From the way he was staring at her, she had the strange impression that he wasn’t talking about the rain.

      “I’m not made of sugar. I won’t melt,” was all she said as she pulled her wrap tighter. It was poor defense against the hunger in his gaze. Harper shivered. Edward didn’t seem to care one way or another about her dowdy dresses. Their usual power to deflect masculine attention was not working on him.

      “It wouldn’t be gentlemanly to let you go alone,” he tried again, and Harper shot him a look. The look clearly said what do you think you’re doing, you idiot?

      Her fears were realized by the unmistakable sound of the earl’s footsteps behind them. Behind him were the butler and a maid.

      “Your lordship, I shall complete my errand by early afternoon and be back in time for tea,” Harper said with excessive formality. “I believe your father has a new project for us to work on together. I’ll allow him to explain it to you over luncheon.”

      The earl shot her a glare. Well, too bad. Harper was not a governess. She was a doctor, or at least trained as one.

      “Yes, quite. Edward, your sentiment is noble, but Miss Harper is perfectly capable of making a shopping trip on her own. About your clothes not fitting properly, I shall have my secretary send for the tailor posthaste. Now, come with me. You’re making such excellent progress under Miss Forsythe’s guidance, I believe it is time for you to pick up where your education was left off.”

      The village was a half-hour drive down soft but not too muddy roads. A young maid accompanied her like a shadow, utterly silent except when spoken to. Harper gave up trying to draw the girl into conversation after a few minutes, surmising that the girl had been instructed not to speak unless spoken to.

      At the dressmaker’s, Harper ordered two new gowns of calico. By her standards, the fabrics were even attractive, one a roller-printed sage-and-cream-striped calico with a small blue floral motif and the other a beige and pink botanical pattern on a gray background.

      “Someone of your coloring oughtn’t be wearing dull colors,” the seamstress told her earnestly. “The green is all right, but you need a brighter color to bring out your eyes.”

      “I don’t want to bring out my eyes. Bring the bodice up another inch, please. Another. More still. There. I don’t want even a hint of collarbone showing.”

      “You’ll stifle.”

      Harper laughed, though the woman’s effrontery annoyed her. “I have survived worse than an English summer.”

      The seamstress eyed her skeptically as if to say there was nothing worse than suffering through a summer heat wave. “You’ve a lovely figure. Why do you hide it?”

      Harper looked the woman in the eye.

      “I don’t even think about such things. I haven’t the time.” The implication that the seamstress was insufficiently busy did not escape the woman’s notice.

      She nodded stiffly. “Your dresses will be ready in a few days, miss.”

      After visiting the seamstress, Harper trudged through the rain to post her letters, the little maid at her heels like a spaniel. The girl was probably twenty but looked younger, closer to fifteen. Every few minutes she would catch the girl glancing in her direction. During the short drive, back to the Briarcliff estate, Harper finally caught the girl’s eye like a fish on a hook.

      “Is there something you’d like to ask me?”

      “What’s he like?” the maid blurted, then swallowed visibly.

      “Who?”

      “The wild lord.”

      “Are you new to the house staff?” she asked, though inwardly, she groaned. Harper hadn’t forgotten the cursed moniker. She was reminded of it daily in the newspapers that she now read diligently.

      She nodded, all big brown eyes and freckled earnestness. “Aye, ma’am, I arrived from the agency but a week ago. Sara is my name.”

      “Welcome, Sara.” Harper could use any allies she could get, especially amongst the staff. “And what have you observed about him?”

      “He lives up to his name, but he doesn’t seem dangerous. I don’t know why the other girls are so upset by him. What do you think? You’re the one they called in to help find out what’s wrong with him, right?”

      Sara’s question was so genuine that Harper didn’t have the heart to comment on her impertinence. “I don’t think he’s frightening either. He does some unsettling things, but he is learning not to do them.”

      “Why’s everyone so afraid of him, then?”

      Harper chose her words with care. “There is much about himself that Lord Northcote does not discuss with anyone. People are often afraid of what they don’t understand.”

      Sara accepted this, though she looked as if she had more questions. They lapsed into companionable silence, and Harper hoped Sara would whisper her message of compassion and understanding among the house staff.
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        * * *

      

      Edward looked heartbreakingly correct at tea, and though it was hardly fair of her, Harper found herself missing the disheveled imperfection of his very recent wild days. Not only was he wearing shoes and a jacket, his collar was spread fashionably wide and a black cravat hung from his neck. He fiddled with it uncomfortably.

      “You look very proper, Edward. How did your studies go this afternoon?” Harper shot him an encouraging smile.

      “Swimmingly!” the earl answered for his son, beaming. Edward scowled. Harper returned Charles’s genuine smile and turned back to Edward.

      “Tell me all.”

      “He shows considerable aptitude at grasping the basics of accounting,” Charles told her proudly.

      “Father, it was addition and subtraction. I learned that as a child.”

      Harper shot Edward a quelling glare and shook her head. Now was not the time to assert his independence. She understood that it rankled when his father treated him like an imbecilic ten-year-old, but Charles needed to experience and express his pride in Edward if he was ever to see his son as more than an overgrown, half-civilized child.

      “There is something very pure about accounts. The numbers tell stories about the lives of the residents. I have always found it interesting, even when struggling to make the numbers reveal their secrets.”

      “Are you skilled at mathematics?” inquired Edward with a gleam of mischief.

      Harper laughed. “Quite the opposite, in fact. My mathematical knowledge is hard-won. But accounting is more than simple sums lined up in neat ledger columns.”

      “Do you keep accounts at the asylum, Miss Forsythe?” the earl asked, with a raised eyebrow.

      “It is one of my duties, yes. Mrs. Patton and I work together on the books. Dr. Patton has no head for numbers. He is a philosopher of the mind.”

      “I see,” Charles replied, satisfied he had reminded her of her place. Harper’s position in the household was frustratingly ambiguous, not much different from that of a governess. She took meals with the family and occupied a small guest room, but as an employee, she could also be commanded at a whim. “Miss Forsythe, what exactly do you do with my son all day?”

      “I listen.”

      “To what?”

      “To whatever Edward is saying, or not saying, in any given moment. For example, having observed Lord Northcote over the past several days, I can tell you how hard he is working to suppress his discomfort in English dress right now. I also observe how happy he is to have spent a productive few hours with his father, whom he wishes to please.”

      The earl’s face turned pale, then red. “Yes. Well. Keenly observed. Carry on.”

      After tea, Charles asked Harper to join him for a tour of the house.

      “I sent a report yesterday to Dr. Patton,” Charles began as they walked down the long main hall past paintings of pickle-faced Northcote ancestors. “I expressed to him that I am most pleased at the progress you have made with Edward in such a short time. I admit I was less than enthusiastic about a female doctor, but you have behaved commendably, particularly in light of difficult circumstances.”

      “You mean Richard,” Harper clarified.

      “Yes. I regret to say that he has always been this way where Edward is concerned. Jealous, callous and conniving.”

      “I admit I have been curious about the hostility between them. I don’t sense that Edward harbors any particular ill will toward Richard. If anything, he seems puzzled by his brother’s dislike.”

      “The hostility is and always has been from Richard’s side. I suppose it was my fault, in a way. We doted on Edward as a boy, and his temperament made him an easy child to love. Richard was born a mere nineteen months after Edward, and it was an anxious time for my wife and me. Richard was born several weeks early, and he was colicky in temperament. Clara and I were terrified of becoming overly attached to Richard lest we lose him. Sometimes I think he must have sensed that, as young as he was.” Charles fell silent as they passed into an unused wing of the building.

      Charles pushed open a heavy door. A grand ballroom ornately decorated with neoclassical plaster columns and large walls of mirrors opened cavernously around them. Harper’s breath caught.

      “This was where we used to hold parties and balls. Oh, how Clara loved a party. We would dance every dance, all night long.” Charles held up his arms and waltzed several steps, smiling at the memory. The sight made Harper’s heart swell like water-soaked wood. What was it like to feel such love? How could he bear to lose it?

      “Sometimes I still talk to her,” the earl said as he caught her in his arms and waltzed her awkwardly around the dance floor.

      “Oh?” Harper stumbled. The earl’s sudden familiarity made warning bells sound in her head. She was not afraid of being alone with men, but she was also aware of the potential for danger.

      “Yes. I write to her, in a journal. She was so easy to talk to, and you remind me of my late wife at times, Miss Forsythe. I have told her of Edward’s return, and how I miss her. It is painful to see him called such names in the press—the Beast of Briarcliff, really these mobs of scribblers will say anything without the least relationship to fact—but we shall show them yet! In a few weeks, we shall make a triumphant return.”

      “So soon? Is that wise?” She stopped mid-twirl. The earl released her hand and continued dancing his way across the ballroom with an imaginary partner, presumably his wife.

      “He can’t hide here forever. Edward must learn to take his place in society if he is to inherit the earldom. No sensible bride would marry the Beast of Briarcliff, so we must show the world that he is altogether changed since his inglorious arrival. Time is of the essence. The longer these rumors go on the more difficult it will be. You are a terrible dancer, Miss Forsythe.”

      “A hazard of extensive scientific study, my lord. There is little time for learning social graces.” At the opposite end of the ballroom the earl swung open the door with a grand gesture. Harper trotted after him, her slippers scuffling lightly over the wood floor.

      “This is the winter salon,” he said a moment later. “It gets excellent light in the winter, although in summer it’s too hot for use.” A lovely, cheerful room decorated in bright yellow and muted greens waited patiently for its services to be needed again.

      “It’s beautiful,” Harper said honestly, glad that he had not asked her opinion of taking Edward to London, and relieved that the earl had confided his plans. She must find a way to prepare Edward. Her heart squeezed at the thought. She didn’t want him to change—not fundamentally. Edward was magnificent.

      “Yellow suits you,” the earl commented. “It doesn’t, most people, but you are all honey tones. Given your dismal profession it is strange that you are such a cheerful sort. You ought to consider wearing cheerful dresses.”

      Harper shrugged, aggrieved that her appearance had come under such scrutiny twice in the same day. She wore what was modest and reasonably comfortable. Having never had cause to dress for beauty, she wouldn’t have known how to go about it if she tried.

      “You puzzle me, Miss Forsythe. Why do you want to be a doctor? Don’t you want marriage, a family?”

      Yes. With your son. The thought came faster than she could prevent it from happening. She trailed one hand over the windowsill. “It never occurred to me that they were mutually exclusive. Dr. Patton is married, after all, and one of the other doctors at the asylum courts a girl in Leeds. I have meaningful work that genuinely helps people. I do not feel as though anything is missing from my life.”

      Or hadn’t, until she met Edward. Now it seemed rather obvious that a great hole sat at the center of her entire existence. There was no one else like him.

      “You are a singular young woman, Miss Forsythe.” Charles beckoned her through a side door into a nearly empty room. This room was also quite warm and bright, owing to the enormous glass panels making up two walls. “This is the conservatory. In winter, we bring in the more delicate plants from the gardens so that we can enjoy them year-round. A few live here permanently. They grew too large to go outside anymore.” Several bushes towered out of their wooden pots, and a real lemon tree stood twelve feet high, brushing the ceiling.

      “This must be lovely in winter.” Harper brushed the leaves with her fingertips.

      “It is.”

      Something in the earl’s voice made her glance up. The man’s brown eyes glistened. He did not show emotion easily. Harper was touched that she’d won his trust.

      “Miss Forsythe, can you restore my son or not?”
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      “There is hope. You said yourself that he is improving.” Harper stalled, not ready to answer and keenly aware of the earl’s reaction to disappointment. The earl had a precise image of what restoring Edward meant—and Harper knew that achieving it would destroy Edward’s essential resilience and honesty.
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