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            Chapter 1

            Dover, England, 1820

         

         The bullet wound, as far as bullet wounds went, was not dreadful.

         The bullet had caught her patient at the top of the shoulder, punching a messy hole in flesh and muscle, but not shattering bone. The icy cold of the sea had slowed the bleeding and the fact that he had been half-naked and shirtless at the time meant no remnants of fabric would be caught deep in the tissue. More concerning was the long gash that ran beneath the bullet hole, across the muscles of his upper back. The gaping, bloody edges would require a substantial number of stitches, and unlike the bullet wound, neither the cold nor the sea had slowed the bleeding much.

         “Jesus, Kate, are you trying to kill me all over again?” The question was accompanied by a groan.

         Katherine Wright increased the pressure she was applying to the wound, watching as the linen turned scarlet in the pool of lantern light. “Maybe I should.” She kept her voice steady, though inside she was shaking with fury. “If only to keep the damn soldiers from having the satisfaction of doing so.”

         From the front corner of the cottage, her father wheezed, his laughter made ominous by the rattling in his lungs. “Stop your whining, lad, or your sister might just decide to get careless with her wee knives.” The meager light from the hearth illuminated his wizened profile.

         There were a couple of snickers from the rest of the men crowded in the tiny abode who had carried her brother in. Most of the men she recognized, a couple she had never seen. Katherine glared up at them, and the snickers faded. She wished she had drawn the heavy curtain she’d put up in the center of the cottage for those times when she and a patient needed privacy.

         “Get out,” she ordered the lot of them.

         In response, they scuffed their feet and looked uncertainly between Katherine and her patient.

         From where he lay facedown on the table, her brother lifted his head and tried to look back at her. “There’s no call for—”

         “Stop talking, Matthew, or I’ll let one of these loggerheads sew you up. And then you’ll have a scar of the likes you don’t want to consider.”

         Matthew’s forehead came to rest on the table again. His dark blond hair was still wet and twisted strands fell forward against the sides of his face. “I’m told women like their men with scars.”

         “Women like their men safe,” she gritted out through clenched teeth, still glaring at the assembled crowd. “Not shot and at the wrong end of a blade.”

         Matthew grunted. “Kate—”

         “Off with you then, lads,” her father said, his voice like gravel. “Let her do her work. Go home, keep your heads down, and let the soldiers chase their tails for the rest of the night. Matty will be right as rain by morning.”

         The men muttered but obeyed the order, and one by one they vanished soundlessly into the darkness. Katherine knew they would each go in a different direction, slipping through the blackness like wraiths in the night, evading the blockade men and patrols who hunted the coast for prey. Since she’d been a child, she had watched as smugglers deliberately scattered, men with generations of experience behind them. She had watched her father do it. Watched her brother do it. When she had gotten older, she had done it as well.

         But occasionally, they weren’t as invisible as they thought. And the proof of that was still bleeding all over her table.

         “They didn’t follow you here, did they?” Katherine asked her brother. “The soldiers?”

         “Don’t be daft.”

         “I’m not being daft. I’m being careful. Something you might want to do more of.” She peeled back the linen and grimaced at the gaping wound, though the bleeding was starting to ebb. She despised deep cuts like this. Forget the deeper damage to the muscle tissue; wounds like this could fester.

         “We lost them in the tunnels.” Matthew’s words were muffled against the table.

         “You’re sure? If you were bleeding, you’d have left a trail—”

         “I’m sure, dammit.”

         “How did they know you’d be in that cove?”

         “Someone must have tipped the patrols off,” her father answered.

         Katherine glanced up at her father. He had stood and pulled back the heavy fabric covering the small window at the front of the cottage, peering out into the darkness. Wrapped as he was in the bulky blanket, he almost looked like his brawny former self. Before he’d been shot. Before his lungs had weakened and deteriorated.

         “What was it tonight?” she asked Matthew. “Silk? Tea?”

         “Brandy. From Boulogne,” he replied. “The patrols were hidden on the beach, waiting for us to retrieve it. Didn’t see them until it was almost too late.”

         “Almost?” Katherine asked angrily. “Dammit, Matt, do you have any idea what your back looks like?”

         “It was hard to run in the surf, at least until I got deep enough to swim. But I drew them out, and they couldn’t run either. The other boys got away clean, and that’s all that matters.”

         “You matter. Your life matters. And you almost lost it—”

         “Those men, those boys, are my crew, Kate. My responsibility. What kind of leader am I if I don’t lead?”

         “You said that you would stop doing this, Matt.” Katherine pulled a candelabra closer and reached for her suture kit. “You promised me.”

         Her brother mumbled something unintelligible into the table.

         “What was that?”

         “He asked how you think we’re all to eat if he stops,” her father said harshly from his post at the window. “How we’re supposed to keep a roof over our heads and coal in the hearth in winter. How we’re going to pay for the medicine you keep stuffing down my throat every time you get the chance. That all takes coin, lass.”

         Katherine set her kit aside. “I earn—”

         “You earn the occasional chicken,” her father said wearily. “A handful of carrots, or a measure of dried herring if you’re lucky.”

         “I can’t not help someone who needs me,” she snapped.

         “Aye, I know that. And you’ve a rare gift for healing, and this parish and its people desperately need you, especially now. But they have nothing, and thus, neither do you.”

         “You almost died at the hands of the king’s men, Father. Five inches is all that kept Matthew from dying tonight from another soldier’s bullet. You—” She stopped, trying to keep her voice from rising. “You speak of having nothing. If the two of you die for the sake of a bale of smuggled tobacco or a tub of brandy, then I’ll truly have nothing.”

         “I’m not so easy to kill.” Her father was still looking out into the darkness.

         “And neither am I,” Matthew added irritably from the table. “French artillery and guns couldn’t do it. A handful of leftover Englishmen with inferior weapons and high-strung horses will not be able to do what the French could not.”

         Katherine suppressed the urge to throw something. “Are you not hearing what I’m trying to say? I—”

         “Douse the light,” her father said, his voice hard with urgency. “We’ve company.”

         Katherine immediately blew out the candles surrounding the table. She reached for the lantern hanging above her head on its hook and extinguished that, too, fear spiking and making her pulse pound. “Soldiers?”

         “Can’t tell.” Her father shuffled across the darkened space, illuminated now only by the dim light struggling from the hearth. He stopped beside the only other window in the cottage, on the far side of the door, and eased back its covering.

         Katherine moved slowly around the table, reaching for the long curtain that hung from a rope across the center of the cottage and drew it closed. The heavy fabric concealed the rear of the cottage from the view of anyone at the door, but it would be a poor solution in the face of a regiment of soldiers hunting for a smuggler.

         There was, however, a space beneath the floor, big enough for a man to crouch in, accessible from a trapdoor. She eyed the corner of the bed that her father and brother shared, just visible in the gloom. It would need to be pushed away from the wall, and the threadbare rug peeled back if she were to get her brother hidden.

         She took a step closer to her brother. “You need to hide.”

         “There’s not time. Get me the rifle.” Matthew staggered to his feet, swaying slightly and reaching for the edge of the table to steady himself. His breathing was shallow and labored.

         He kept a rifle near the cottage door, always loaded with fresh powder. Though Katherine doubted very much that Matthew would be able to manage the heavy weapon in his state. And she knew that her father couldn’t.

         Without considering what she was doing, she slipped past the curtain, stole across the dimly lit space, and snatched up the gun.

         “Single horse and rider,” her father warned from the window.

         That was better than a posse of soldiers, but it still didn’t bode well.

         “Bring that damn gun back here,” her brother whispered weakly. She saw the curtain twitch and knew he was watching her.

         Outside, the sound of boots on the packed earth was faint but unmistakable.

         Katherine swallowed hard, raising the gun to her shoulder and leveling the muzzle at the door.

         “Jesus Christ, Kate, get away from that door and bring me the gun.” Matthew’s demand was both faint and desperate.

         “Do what he says, lass,” her father pleaded.

         “Sit down before you fall down, Matthew,” Katherine murmured in a voice that sounded surprisingly steady in her own ears. “You’ve lost a lot of blood. Keep the curtain closed. And you stay where you are, Father.”

         There was a soft tap on the door, and the latch creaked. The door opened a crack. Katherine felt her brows draw together, even as she adjusted her grasp on the stock. Soldiers would not have knocked first. At least not that quietly.

         “Mr. Wright?” The voice was low and male. The door swung open a little farther, and a tall figure carrying a bulky bag of some sort ducked carefully into the cottage. “Mr. Wri—” He stopped abruptly, and Katherine guessed he had finally seen her silhouetted in the firelight. And the gun she was holding.

         From the side of the room, her father muttered something under his breath and moved from the window. He ducked past the man and shoved the door closed, though not before he scanned the darkness beyond. “Dr. Hayward,” he said by way of greeting. “Welcome.”

         “Mmm,” the doctor replied drily, gazing at Katherine. “I’m not so sure I am.”

         Katherine lowered the gun and set it back against the wall. She put a hand out to anchor herself, the tension abruptly broken and leaving her a little more wobbly than she’d like. She tried to will her heart back into a normal rhythm.

         Not a soldier, but a doctor. One who spent his summers in Dover with his family and saw to a great deal of the county’s medical needs while he was here. Katherine had never actually met him in the short time that she’d been back, but she’d seen him at a distance, usually accompanied by pretty young women who seemed to hang on his every word. Which wasn’t surprising because Dr. Hayward was not only a doctor, but a baron as well. A wealthy, widowed baron. Which was surprising.

         And made no sense to Katherine at all. Because rich, titled men did not labor in such professions. They did not lower themselves to toil in a field hallmarked by disease and blood and gore. They didn’t spend time worrying about people who did not possess an address west of Haymarket, London. And they certainly didn’t prowl the back roads of Dover on a night like this when the air was heavy with the promise of rain.

         Which, altogether, made the baron’s sudden presence here inordinately suspicious. She wasn’t about to test the doctor’s discretion recklessly. Who knew what Harland Hayward—Baron Strathmore—did or didn’t know about what went on along the shores of Kent County? And where his allegiances might lie? To king and country or to the peasants who struggled to survive both? Baron Strathmore was a grand lord, after all.

         He was certainly not one of them.

         Katherine deliberately did not look back to where her brother remained concealed. “What do you want?” It was abrupt and rude, but with Matthew still bleeding behind her, she needed this baron-turned-doctor to leave.

         “Miss Wright, I presume?” The baron hadn’t moved from where he stood in the shadows. Nor did he sound the least bit offended by her utter lack of decorum. “Your father has told me a lot about you.”

         Katherine’s eyes narrowed. Well, her father certainly hadn’t returned the favor. She hadn’t even realized that he was well acquainted with the baron. Everything she knew about Strathmore she had gleaned from gossip as she worked. Strathmore’s youngest sister was the new Countess of Rivers. His oldest sister was a bloody duchess. They all stayed at Avondale House, the imposing manor outside of Dover, perched on the cliffs overlooking the sea. A nest teeming with grand titles and insufferable pomposity, no doubt.

         She shot a glance in her father’s direction, but he ignored her, concentrating on relighting the candles, though not fast enough for Katherine’s liking. She wanted—needed—to see this Lord Doctor clearly, to see his face and read the nuances of his expression.

         “Yes,” she replied finally into the silence, acknowledging her identity but ignoring his suggestion that he was familiar with anything about her. “Again, I’d ask what you want—”

         “He’s come to help you, lass,” her father grumbled as he bent to retrieve the lantern and set to lighting it again.

         “If you need it, of course,” Strathmore added, sounding merely pleasant and polite.

         Katherine was not at all prepared with a story to explain Matthew’s bullet wound to his lordship any more than she was prepared to trust Strathmore with the truth. “I have no idea what you’re talking about—”

         A crash reverberated through the room, and Katherine spun. The table behind the curtain had upended and torn the fabric from its moorings. On top of the heavy wool, caught in the table legs, Matthew was inelegantly sprawled.

         “That,” the baron said in that annoyingly calm way of his. “I was talking about that.”

         Katherine jerked into action, cursing under her breath and hurrying forward. She dropped to her knees beside Matthew. In the soft light, she could see that his eyes were closed, his face pale. A dark, rusty stain was smeared over the surface of the wool where it had come into contact with his wound as he fell. She cursed again and pushed the crumpled fabric away from where it had bunched across his hips.

         On the other side of the overturned table, her father hovered above her with the lantern, a worried expression on his face. “Is he all right?”

         “He’s merely fainted because he came in here bleeding like a stuck pig.” Katherine put her fingers beneath Matthew’s chin, searching for his pulse, relieved to find that it still beat steadily beneath her touch. She withdrew her hand. “Which is why I told him to sit down before he fell down.”

         “Brothers,” came a voice by her ear, “rarely do what they’re told. At least that’s what my sisters tell me.”

         Katherine started, not having heard Strathmore crouch beside her.

         “Bullet or blade?” he asked almost conversationally.

         “Both,” she said with a frown, not taking her eyes off Matthew.

         The baron leaned forward, his long, graceful fingers sliding over Matthew’s scalp in sure movements, searching, Katherine surmised, for any lumps that he might have suffered in the fall.

         The baron has incredible hands, she thought. They were not the hands of a soft, pampered peer, but the capable hands of a man used to working. Hands that were used to soothe and discover and communicate— She averted her eyes. She should not be noticing a baron’s hands while her brother languished insentient and bleeding in a pile at her feet.

         Those hands had stopped, and he pushed the wool farther away from Matthew’s shoulder. “Ah. Yes, I see the exit wound now. He was lucky. Minimal damage, more bruising to the muscle than anything else, I think. This the only bullet wound?”

         “Yes.”

         “Mmm. And the laceration? That is on his back, then?”

         “Yes.” She couldn’t really see Strathmore’s face, his thick, dark hair falling carelessly over his ears and concealing his features. She tried not to notice his nearness or the warmth she could feel from his body.

         “Has it been sutured?”

         “Not yet.” Katherine studied the back of his head. The baron wasn’t asking the obvious questions. Like how her brother had come to be shot and wounded. Or why Katherine had greeted him at the door with a leveled gun. He hadn’t asked any question that wasn’t clinical in nature. He hadn’t even expressed surprise or dismay or disapproval. She really didn’t understand this man at all.

         And she didn’t like what she didn’t understand.

         The baron rocked back on his heels and pushed himself to his feet. “Well, then, let’s get him back up on the table so we can get his laceration sutured, shall we? I need to examine the severity of the wound.”

         Well. The baron might not be asking the expected questions, but he was certainly giving the expected orders.

         “You don’t have to do anything, my lord,” Katherine said coolly. “I can assure you that my brother is in good hands under my care.” She had lost count of the number of times that a physician or a surgeon—a male physician or surgeon—had inserted himself into a situation, dismissing her and her talents amid a fog of condescension. That was not about to happen here. Not when it came to her own brother.

         She got to her feet and turned to face the baron in the light for the first time.

         Her mouth went dry.

         Viewed from a distance, he had struck her as attractive. Standing as close as he was in the soft light, Katherine realized he was not merely attractive—he was striking. He was long-limbed and lean, his simple clothes doing nothing to hide the strong lines of his body. His hair was a rich mahogany, pushed carelessly away from a face crafted of impeccable angles—sharp cheekbones, a straight nose, a strong jaw. His eyes were dark beneath his brow, and they were watching her without expression.

         Her insides did a slow, horrifying somersault, and she could feel a flush start to creep into her cheeks. No wonder he had women hanging on his every word. At another time in her life, a time long past, perhaps she might have been one of them.

         “Doctor is fine,” the baron said.

         “I’m sorry?” Katherine had lost her train of thought.

         “My title, I find, is more of a hindrance than a help when I’m attending my patients.”

         “He’s not your patient, my lord.” Whatever unwanted and unwelcome reaction she had just suffered was instantly cured by a healthy dose of irritation. “He’s mine.”

         Strathmore held her eyes for a moment longer before looking down at her brother. “Of course.”

         Katherine blinked. He wasn’t going to argue?

         “Though perhaps you might need help getting him up?”

         She blinked again, wary of his motivations. The Lord Doctor was being far too reasonable and agreeable. But he was also right. Her father, still hovering with the lantern, didn’t have the strength to lift such a deadweight. And alone, neither did she. Matthew was not a small man.

         “Yes, thank you.” She swallowed her pride with effort and tried to sound at least a little gracious. “I would appreciate it.”

         Strathmore nodded and bent, carefully pulling the table away. As he heaved it upright, Matthew groaned, and his eyes fluttered open. He stared up at the ceiling with an expression of dazed confusion before his eyes found Katherine.

         “You fell over,” she said before he could speak.

         Matthew winced and raised his head.

         “You really should have listened to your sister,” Strathmore added as he settled the heavy, wide table back in place.

         “Hayward,” Matthew grunted, and let his head fall back. “You don’t need to take her side. I’ve had a trying night. Have a little sympathy.”

         From the far side of the table, her father barked out a laugh, and the shadows from the lantern light danced off the walls.

         Katherine scowled. She did not see the humor. And was everyone in her family on familiar terms with the Lord Doctor? Something that they’d failed entirely to mention?

         The baron straightened from the table. “How are you feeling?”

         “Like I’ve been bloody well shot.” Matthew grimaced and struggled to push himself to his good side. “Help me up.”

         Strathmore glanced at Katherine. “You take a side, I’ll take the other. We’ll try not to do any more damage than what’s already been done.”

         Katherine sighed and did as she was instructed because to argue for the sake of argument was petty and ridiculous. Between them, they helped Matthew to his feet and eased him back onto the table so that he was once again lying facedown. A sheen of sweat had broken out on Matthew’s forehead, and he hissed in pain as he moved.

         “Well, that is a bit of a mess.” Strathmore bent slightly to peer at her brother’s upper back.

         “I’ve been told.” Matthew rested his forehead on the table.

         “A jealous husband, was it?” The baron sounded amused now. “Didn’t get out that window fast enough?”

         “Something like that,” Matthew mumbled.

         Katherine eyed Strathmore. He seemed happy to accept Matthew’s nonanswer answer.

         “Well, are you going to fix him up, lass, or are you going to stare at the doctor all night?” Her father laughed again, though it quickly dissolved into another round of coughing.

         Katherine would have been incensed had she not been so worried about the sound of his chest.

         “Why don’t you come sit back down by the hearth, Mr. Wright?” the baron asked easily. He glanced at Katherine in question, and she gave him a curt but grateful nod.

         She busied herself retrieving the basin of water and the clean towels she had set aside earlier, though she watched Strathmore out of the corner of her eye the entire time. The Lord Doctor took the lantern from her father and hung it back up on its hook in the ceiling. He was now settling her father back in his chair, tucking his blanket around him with an endearing gentleness that made her heart turn over. She could hear the baron murmuring something to her father, and though she couldn’t make out the words, she saw her father nod his head a few times.

         Are you going to stare at the doctor all night?

         Katherine snatched up her suture kit, turning away from Strathmore. She wasn’t going to stare at him at all. Because the Lord Doctor was not endearing. He was unwanted.

         She set to cleaning up the new blood that had leaked from Matthew’s wound and fetched the bottle of brandy from the sideboard behind her. Smuggled French brandy. Ironic that she should be using it on wounds earned in acquisition of the damn stuff.

         She returned to the table, stuffing towels along the edge of Matthew’s torso before opening the bottle. “This might sting a bit,” was all the warning she gave to her brother before she poured half the contents over his wounds.

         Matthew jerked and choked, his hands gripping the edge of the table so hard his knuckles were white. A loud string of curses exploded.

         “You could have given him more warning.”

         Katherine almost dropped the bottle. She hadn’t heard Strathmore approach her side. Again.

         “Better to just have done with it,” she said as her brother cursed under her touch. “Better, too, if he never had cause for me to do it in the first place,” she said more loudly.

         Matthew groaned.

         She poured a measure of liquor into a cup and dropped her needles in, wiping her hands on the brandy-soaked towels. “You don’t have to stay,” she said to the baron without looking at him.

         “I’ve nowhere else to be.” He reached for the brandy bottle. She could hear him inhale. “Good stuff, this,” he said with a note of approval. “Cases of this sell for a bloody fortune in London.”

         That was exactly the problem. And that was also why Strathmore wasn’t endearing. Because comments like that encouraged her brother and, for that matter, her father. Convinced them that their fortunes could be found in contraband.

         The brandy wasn’t good stuff at all, any more than the tobacco or the tea or the silk was.

         Because one day, they were going to get her family killed.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2

         

         Harland Hayward leaned against the near wall, sipping brandy and watching Miss Katherine Wright bend to her task. Her every movement was sure and steady, each suture done with efficient precision. A healer was how her father had described her, but Harland had seen experienced surgeons who had far less skill than what he was observing now. He would have intervened if she hadn’t been up to the task, but as it was, Miss Katherine Wright was impressing him.

         And not just with her surgical prowess. She seemed damn well fearless. A modern-day Valkyrie, who looked just as capable of handling the rifle she’d leveled at him in defense of her family as she did with her sutures. A woman who, in the face of both threat and calamity, simply did what needed to be done. It seemed that it was not only the men in the Wright family who possessed nerves of steel, though he supposed that shouldn’t be a surprise, given that she’d grown up the daughter of one of the most intrepid smugglers in Kent.

         Harland shifted, and Miss Wright glanced up at him. There were shadows of worry and fatigue beneath her eyes, and her expression was suspicious and resentful. He met her gaze and took another sip of his brandy, offering neither comment nor reaction, even as he felt a peculiar sensation wind through his veins. Something deeper than mere awareness and attraction. Something that he hadn’t felt in a very long time. Something that he had thought long extinguished.

         Miss Wright returned her attention to her task, though Harland continued to study her. Her hair, pulled back in an untidy braid, was light like her brother’s, but its hue put him more in mind of champagne than honey. She had a generous mouth that he suspected smiled often in better circumstances and a scattering of freckles over the bridge of a straight nose. Her eyes were remarkable and startling—the color of a tropical sea—with an undeniable intelligence that blazed from their depths.

         Miss Wright would be classically beautiful in a ball gown, Harland reflected, her fair hair adorned with pearls, a smile pasted on her pretty face, a fan fluttering coyly in her hand. Society matrons who measured value by appearance would nod in approval. Men who did the same would do a whole lot more than merely nod.

         But dressed as she was now in a nondescript gray dress and a bloodstained apron, her hair disheveled, her mouth set in a grim line, a suture needle balanced in her fingers, she certainly wasn’t classically beautiful. Or even pretty.

         She was stunning.

         Another wave of anticipatory sensation gripped Harland, and he downed the rest of his brandy, welcoming the burn as the liquor slid down his throat. He had pursued these sorts of feelings before, when he was young and foolish, and it had led to nothing but silent heartbreak and vociferous humiliation. He was much older and wiser now. He could recognize the threat when it arose and smother it entirely.

         He set his glass aside with more force than was necessary, earning him another suspicious, resentful glare from Katherine Wright. Harland wondered how much she had been told about what had happened tonight. Clearly, Matthew would have provided her at least a moderately accurate account, given his injuries. He had a bullet hole high in the muscle of his shoulder for God’s sake, and it was not from climbing out a lover’s window.

         It was reassuring, however, that since he had arrived, both Matthew and Paul Wright had remained decisively silent about the actual events that resulted in Matthew’s injury. It meant that they still believed Harland to be nothing but what he presented himself as—a doctor concerned for the well-being of his patient. A doctor who was often called to strange places at strange times and asked no questions. A doctor who could move easily and invisibly about the harbor and the coasts and the vessels that came into port because medical help was always a wanted commodity.

         The perfect cloak to keep his role in the network of smugglers up and down this Kentish coastline concealed.

         It wasn’t that Harland doubted Matthew and Paul’s discretion, but even under extreme duress, one could not tell what one did not know. He was counting on the fact that Katherine Wright was equally unaware of his involvement. She might have grown up among smugglers, but Harland knew she had been gone from Dover for a long time. Long enough that her allegiances might have changed. And while she would be loyal to her family, it would be folly to simply assume that loyalty would be extended beyond the familial boundaries should the worst happen and Harland be exposed for more than just a simple doctor.

         He was relieved that it had only been brandy that was to have been moved tonight and not—

         “I can’t quite figure out how it was that you knew Matthew was injured, my lord.” Miss Wright’s words broke the silence with no warning. She didn’t look up but her unabated suspicion hung heavy in the space between them.

         “Ran into Hervey Baker on the road,” Harland replied easily. He’d thought she’d have asked that question sooner. His answer was, in fact, not a lie. Hervey Baker had been one of the men who had helped carry Matthew here. And it was always better to tell a version of the truth whenever possible.

         “On the road?” The words were skeptical. “Where you just happened to be riding? In the dead of night? When a storm is threatening?”

         “Kate,” Matthew admonished, sounding annoyed.

         “It’s all right. Your sister asks reasonable questions.”

         Matthew scoffed. “It’s rude, not reasonable.”

         “And I don’t really care, Matt.” Miss Wright reached for her scissor. “Why were you really out tonight, my lord?”

         “Croup,” Harland said. It was his standard answer. A doctor, after all, got called out for all manners of ailments in all manners of weather. No one ever wanted further details about common croup or common children or a combination of those two things.

         “Who?”

         No one except Katherine Wright, it seemed. “Who what?” he stalled.

         “Who had croup?” She snipped the end of her thread and put her needle aside.

         “The tinker’s daughter.” There had, of course, been no tinker, but he needed a transient patient whose existence could not be proven or disproven. “They were camped on the side of town.”

         “I see.” She bent over Matthew’s back, critically examining her work.

         Harland had no idea if she believed him or not.

         “Are you done with your torture, Kate?” Matthew sounded exhausted.

         “Yes. How does it feel?”

         “Like my bloody back is on fire.” He groaned and gingerly pushed himself up, swinging his legs over the side of the table. “Give me the damn brandy, Hayward.” He held out his hand.

         Miss Wright made a sound of disapproval.

         Harland retrieved the bottle and passed it to Matthew.

         “You need to rest,” Harland told him as he watched Matthew take a healthy swig. “No riding, no swimming, no strenuous physical work for at least a week. Probably two.” Outside, a distant thunder rumbled.

         Matthew rolled his eyes, though the effect was marred by a grimace at the end. “I’m not an old woman.”

         “True. You are, however, a man in possession of a bullet wound and four dozen very expertly executed stitches. And if you want them to heal, you shall not undo all of your sister’s hard work.”

         Harland glanced at Miss Wright to find her staring at him. She looked away almost immediately and started gathering the blood-soaked towels. A few drops of rain splattered against the cottage window, and the thunder outside increased in volume.

         Harland retrieved the brandy bottle from the patient. “You should have that arm in a sling so long as it doesn’t catch your stitches around back. Your shoulder—”

         “Stop.” Miss Wright’s voice was sharp. “Listen.”

         Harland’s blood ran cold. The thunder that had accompanied the rain was not thunder at all, but the sound of many hooves bearing down on the cottage.

         “Goddammit,” Matthew swore under his breath, looking around him frantically.

         Harland followed his gaze, taking in the bowls of pink water, the stained towels, and bloodied curtain still lying forgotten on the floor. The sound of approaching hooves was now accompanied by a shout. Soldiers, no doubt, and Harland cursed himself for not being more vigilant.

         From the sound that was steadily building and the vibrations now rumbling through the ground, he guessed they had less than a minute before someone barged through that door in the name of the king, wanting nothing more than to arrest and make an example of someone guilty of smuggling.

         “We have to hide him,” Miss Wright whispered urgently. “There’s a trapdoor under the bed. Help me move it, my lord. Quick.”

         There wasn’t time. “No.” In a swift movement, Harland snatched up the heavy wool curtain. “Get off the table,” he ordered Matthew. The man obeyed, staggering slightly as his feet hit the ground. “Lie down underneath,” he instructed him. “And for God’s sake, no matter what happens, no matter what you hear, don’t move a muscle.”

         Matthew stared at him for a moment before Harland helped him lower himself to the ground, sliding awkwardly under the table on his stomach.

         “Good.” Harland took the curtain by two corners and threw it over the table, letting it settle as the edges pooled on the ground on all sides, concealing Matthew. “Get on the table, Miss Wright,” he snapped.

         “What?” She was pale.

         “I need to explain all this blood when neither of us requires stitches. I need a patient. Get on the damn table.”

         Comprehension dawned, and she hitched up her skirts and clambered onto the wide surface. The unseen riders were upon them, light from their torches now flickering ominously past the edges of the curtains.

         “Lie back.”

         She searched his eyes for a brief second before she obeyed, lowering herself so that she was staring up at the ceiling. Harland reached into one of the bowls, cupping a handful of water and letting it dribble across her forehead. He smoothed the moisture into her hairline to make her look fevered, trying to ignore the softness of her skin and her hair.

         He glanced up to find the elder Wright staring at him from where he still sat opposite near the hearth. His faded eyes darted to the door, the sound of men’s voices clear, and he gave Harland an almost imperceptible nod. Harland nodded back. Paul Wright had not survived as long as he had by being dull-witted.

         The horses were being reined to a stop, their blowing and stomping audible. Boots were on the ground, the sound of steel being drawn.

         Harland grabbed a handful of the bloodiest towels, shoving Miss Wright’s skirts just above her knees and then covering them with crimson-stained linen. She made a small sound of distress but didn’t move.

         “I’m so sorry,” Harland murmured, meaning it. But they were left with few options.

         “It’s fine,” Miss Wright said tightly.

         He nudged her knees apart gently with his hands, set a few more of the bloodstained towels under her legs, and swallowed hard. Streaks of blood marred the pale skin on her legs where the soaked towels had brushed against them. Jesus, it really looked like she was bleeding to death. He only hoped that—

         The door reverberated on its hinges as someone pounded on it. Which was all the warning they got before it flew open, crashing against the wall. He saw Miss Wright jerk and put a reassuring hand on her leg, willing her to remain as she was. And then he went on the offensive.

         “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” he barked, none of his outrage feigned.

         There was an officer standing just inside the door, his sword drawn, squinting into the light. Harland should have known. Captain Buhler. A bulldog of a man who had made it his singular mission to bring to justice by any means necessary every man, woman, and child who survived just outside the edges of the law. A man enamored with power and who was becoming more and more ruthless wielding it in the name of the crown. Harland had no respect for him.

         Two more soldiers crowded into the cottage behind their leader, trying to get a better view of the interior.

         “I said, what the hell do you think you’re doing, Captain?” Harland repeated.

         The captain’s eyes were glued on Miss Wright’s blood-streaked legs. “Jesus wept.”

         The men standing behind him were staring now, too, fixated on the sight of Miss Wright’s exposed, bloody calves and the stained towels covering her knees.

         Jesus wept, indeed.

         “What’s wrong with her?” one of the men managed in a strangled voice.

         “She’s bleeding,” Harland snarled. “Isn’t that obvious?”

         “From where?” The soldier was ashen.

         “From her woman parts,” Harland snapped. “Now get out and give us some privacy while I treat my patient.”

         Buhler’s soldiers visibly blanched and took an involuntary step back. One disappeared completely back in the direction he had come from.

         “Dr. Hayward.” The captain seemed to recover and was trying for an authoritative, if somewhat conciliatory, tone. “I must ask you to leave. We must search this cottage.”

         “I beg your pardon?” Harland tightened his fingers on Miss Wright’s leg. Beneath his palm, her muscles were stiff.

         From his position near the hearth, Paul stirred. “What’s going on? What do they want?” he asked in a wavering, feeble voice that made him sound three hundred years old.

         “Captain Buhler was just saying that he was sorry he lacked the common decency to allow me to treat your daughter in privacy,” Harland growled, not taking his eyes off Buhler. “And that they were leaving now.”

         Paul labored to his feet and shuffled toward the soldiers, coming to stop directly in front of the men. “My daughter, she’s very ill,” he bleated plaintively.

         “We have information that says there is a dangerous criminal on the premises.” The captain had dragged his eyes from the scene on the table and was addressing Harland.

         “A dangerous criminal?” Harland laughed without humor and made a great show of looking around him. “Which one of us would you consider to be most dangerous?”

         “Dr. Hayward, again, I must ask that you leave—”

         “What the hell is wrong with you, Captain? You can see the interior of the entire damn cottage from where you stand. There is no dangerous criminal here.”

         “I have orders from the king himself.”

         “Orders? To watch a woman bleed to death?”

         Paul made a wheezing noise followed by a spate of coughing. “She’s dying? Don’t let my daughter die,” he gasped.

         “She’s not going to die.” Harland reached for one of Miss Wright’s knives she hadn’t put away. He held it up to the light, examining the edge of the gleaming blade. “So long as I can excise the source of the inflammation and bleeding.” He was making this up as he went along.

         “I have orders,” the captain repeated with impatience, “to eradicate the scourge of this county. Smugglers. The men who would cheat their king of his due.”

         Miss Wright moaned then, her head thrashing from side to side, her eyes tightly shut. She looked, Harland thought with some admiration, like a woman about to suffer a seizure.

         Or perhaps an exorcism.

         “Dammit,” Harland swore loudly, and moved to press his hand against the flat of her stomach.

         “What’s happening?” Paul had never sounded more pitiful.

         “I need to stop this bleeding now,” Harland said. “Before it is too late.”

         Buhler’s expression was one of profound distaste, but still he refused to budge. “Dr. Hayward—”

         “Search the barns, search the grounds, do whatever you need to do, Captain. But unless you want the death of this young woman on your hands, I suggest you take your men and get out.”

         “Not yet. Where is your son right now, Mr. Wright?” Buhler, apparently unhappy and unsatisfied with Harland’s lack of cooperation, was now directing his questions at Paul.

         “My son?” The man pulled his blanket more tightly around himself and looked confused. “I don’t…what…who—”

         “Matthew Wright is your son?”

         “Yes?” Paul’s answer sounded more like a question.

         “Where is he?”

         “He went to war,” Paul said faintly, looking confused.

         “War?”

         “To fight the little French madman. He’s artillery,” he said proudly. “My son, not Napoleon.”

         Buhler shook his head in impatience. “Where is he now?”

         “I told you he’s at war.”

         “The war is over, Mr. Wright. Has been for years.”

         Paul twisted the edges of the blanket around his thin shoulders. “That can’t be right.”

         “What has your son been doing since he’s returned?” the officer demanded.

         Paul shook his head helplessly. “He’s not back.”

         “I can assure you, he is.”

         Paul put a shaking hand out as if to steady himself on the captain’s arm. Buhler moved away in distaste.

         “He used to fish,” Paul warbled with a faraway expression. “Yes, my Matty loved to fish.” He paused, his eyes widening. “Is he drowned? Tell me he isn’t drowned. He’s drowned, isn’t he?”

         The captain frowned. “What? No, he—”

         “The selkies come ashore on nights like this, you know.” Paul peered around as though he expected to see such a mythological creature crouched in a dark corner. “Come from the black depths to claim their revenge on the men who have killed their selkie sons and husbands. I’ve seen them, you know. Luring men out into the dark sea or off the edges of cliffs. I’ve warned my Matthew against them.”

         Harland was barely following Paul’s babble but the soldier remaining behind Buhler paled and shifted nervously. Experience had taught Harland that soldiers, like sailors, were a superstitious lot. Paul, it seemed, had also been taught the same.

         The captain, however, was having none of it. “Get out of the way, old man,” he sneered, pushing past Paul and into the cottage, approaching the table.

         A bloodcurdling scream from Miss Wright split the air and made the hairs on Harland’s arms stand up. “Make it stop,” she shrieked, her head thrashing again.

         The soldier remaining behind Buhler in the doorway lost whatever color he had remaining and fled back toward the safety of the night. The captain tightened his hand on the hilt of his sword.

         “Make it stop.” Miss Wright was now sobbing in a performance worthy of a London stage.

         Paul started swaying and moaning loudly, punctuated by words that Harland could only guess were supposed to be interpreted as a prayer. “Save her,” he cried every time he stopped long enough to take a breath.

         Outside, distant thunder—real thunder this time—rolled through the air and shook the ground.

         Good Lord, if Harland closed his eyes, he would have thought he was in the chaos of a field hospital again amid the screaming of the patients and the booming of the guns.

         Buhler’s eyes were fixed on the incoherent Miss Wright. “I have a duty to the king—”

         “I, too, have served the king for years, Captain.” Harland pointed the tip of the knife in Buhler’s direction. “As a surgeon on the battlefields of France and Belgium. I’ve treated the king’s men—your men—in your own damn barracks.”

         “I am aware—”

         “Then I’ll trouble you to recall that I am not just a doctor, but a peer of the realm, and I have a very vested interest in this country and the men who uphold its honor. If you think I am harboring an enemy of the king in my damn medical bag, you may arrest me once I’m done here,” he continued icily, “but I would suggest that you have a care with your accusations.”

         Buhler took another step forward. His small eyes flickered from Harland to Miss Wright’s bared legs as she writhed, the toe of the captain’s boot an arm’s length from where Matthew lay concealed.

         “You are dismissed, Captain,” Harland said in a voice that would have made his ducal brother-in-law proud.

         Buhler finally sheathed his sword. “Check the barn!” he shouted in the direction of his men still waiting outside as Miss Wright continued to thrash and moan. “Every nook and cranny.” The captain lifted his eyes to Harland’s. “Then burn it.”

         Anger surged. “There is no call for that. These people have nothing.”

         “Then they have nothing to lose, do they?” Buhler sneered.

         “Captain—”

         “I act in the name of the king.” He spun on his heel and stalked toward the door. “And you can tell Matthew Wright that if you see him, my lord.”

         Paul shoved the door closed behind him and retreated back to the window, peering outside through a crack in the curtain. “Goddamn blighters.”

         Relief filtered through Harland’s fury, though he made no move to step away from the table. The soldiers could barge back in again with no notice. Outside, there was a muffled thump as the doors of the barn were hauled open. Muted torchlight flickered, and the crashing sounds of crates and barrels being turned over followed. The barn would be a loss, but far better they ravage the barn than the cottage. Barns could be rebuilt. Lives could not.

         Miss Wright had stopped moaning and was listening as well, her head cocked slightly, though she was watching him.

         “What are they going to find in the barn, Father? Before they burn it, that is.” Her voice was steady and direct, and if Harland hadn’t been there to witness everything he had, he would think she was merely inquiring after a misplaced crate of turnips.

         “Dust and mouse shit,” Paul muttered. “Bloody bastards.”

         Harland knew Paul and Matthew too well to think that they would ever leave something incriminating in the barn to be found by soldiers.

         Miss Wright lifted her head and glanced down, and with some discomfiture, Harland realized that he still had his fingers on her bare leg. He withdrew his hand, as nonchalantly as possible, suddenly feeling flustered. Which was ridiculous. He had touched hundreds and hundreds of legs before. Men, women, children. He’d stitched them, dressed them, set broken bones in them, crouched between them to deliver a baby on occasion. And like each of those occasions, this intimate contact was a product of necessity, not—

         “I’m so sorry, Father.” The muffled, miserable voice drifted out from the space beneath the table. “The barn—”

         “Is half rotted anyway,” Paul grumbled. “Not a great loss. Don’t worry yourself.”

         “I’m glad you’re still with us, Mr. Wright,” Harland murmured, trying to refocus on what was important here.

         “Is Kate still with us is the better question.” Matthew’s muted jest from his hiding place sounded weak. “I’m convinced the Inquisition would have nothing on you, Hayward.”

         “Everyone tells me I have a way with the ladies,” Harland replied lightly to hide his concern. He needed to get the young man up and off the floor. Just not yet. “Your performance was indeed impressive, Miss Wright.” The torchlight was still moving in the windows. Another roll of thunder echoed, momentarily eclipsing the sound of voices outside.

         “I think you should have led with the lordship bit,” she muttered. “Your title has some use after all.”

         “Perhaps.”

         A crash of thunder obliterated whatever she was about to say. In the next second, the sound of a torrential rain drumming into the thatch and against the windows filled the silence. The sky lit up with lightning, and another round of thunder shook the ground and the very air around them. Outside, horses thrashed and snorted, their panic met with exclamations and angry shouts. The rain intensified even more, and rivulets of water dripped through the thatch and into the cottage. The wavering torchlight was abruptly extinguished. Within minutes, the sound of men and milling hooves gave way to retreating hoofbeats that faded quickly in the downpour.

         “Hard to burn a barn in a storm, isn’t it, you scaly buggers,” Paul crowed before a round of coughing stopped him. He recovered and pulled the curtains tightly across the windowpanes. “Good riddance.”

         “They’re gone?”

         “Every last one of them.”

         “You sure?” Harland wasn’t taking any chances.

         “I’m sure.”

         Harland looked back at Miss Wright, still sprawled out on the table before him, wearing bloody towels and a look of worry. A sudden image of her sprawled out before him wearing nothing but a look of invitation assaulted him, and he flinched, horrified. What the hell was wrong with him? He was better than this. Certainly not so predictable as to be titillated by a pair of legs.

         With a deliberate flip of his wrist, he cast the towels to the floor and then drew her skirts gently back over her legs. As graciously and as matter-of-factly as he could, given the circumstances, he extended a hand toward her. “I’m sorry about your skirts and your shift. I think both have blood on them now.”

         “I’m not worried about my skirts or my shift, Lord Strathmore.” He was aware Miss Wright still hadn’t taken her eyes off him. She was regarding him warily, a crease between her brow, but she accepted his hand without hesitation.

         Harland would not notice how perfectly her hand seemed to fit into his. He would not reflect on the capable strength he could feel as her fingers wrapped around his. He would not wonder at the urge to keep her hand in his indefinitely. He would not imagine pressing his lips to the inside of her wrist and—

         “My apologies if I made you uncomfortable.” At least his words were civil and courteous, even if his imagination wasn’t. He needed to pull himself together.

         “You didn’t.” She sat up, and he released her hand immediately.

         “Good. Right.” He cleared his throat. “Well, let’s get your brother somewhere a little more comfortable?”

         “Of course.”

         Harland lifted the heavy wool curtain from the table. With a considerable effort and Miss Wright’s help, he got the woozy man into bed, careful of his stitches and shoulder. Paul left the window to join them, shooing both Harland and Miss Wright out of his way. “I can see him settled,” he admonished.

         I need to talk to Matthew in private, Harland translated. Because Paul and Matthew would need to make decisions tonight. Decisions that Harland suspected Paul did not want to involve his daughter in. Decisions he most certainly didn’t want to involve an interloper in.

         Harland refrained from telling Paul that he knew very well that there were still a dozen tubs of brandy sunk in the north side of the cove after the failed retrieval attempt tonight. Harland didn’t mention that it was this load that was holding up the remainder of the shipment that was already prepared and concealed, awaiting transportation to London. That the financier would need the complete delivery before he issued payment.

         One could not tell what one didn’t know.

         Harland retreated back to the table and busied himself tidying tools. Miss Wright’s surgical kit was still laid out on the surface of the battered wooden sideboard that was shoved against the wall. He ran his finger over the long, flat leather case that could be rolled up and tied for quick storage. Along the top edge, the initials KW had been etched into the leather. Secured along the length was an impressive set of instruments. Bone saws, knives, forceps, scalpels, clamps, probes. Tools of the trade and all things that a surgeon wouldn’t go anywhere without. His own field kit was almost identical, though Miss Wright’s was more complete. He wondered if she was as capable with the bone saws as she was with her needles.

         “Why did you do that?” Miss Wright had come up behind him.

         “I beg your pardon?” He kept his eyes on her instruments, stalling. Pretending he wasn’t sure what she was referring to.

         “Why did you help hide Matthew?”

         Because I know him to be a good man and a better smuggler. Because I rely on him, even if he doesn’t know it.

         He would say none of that.

         “No one should be hanged for the crime of climbing out a lover’s window.” Harland withdrew his fingers from the leather case and turned to look at Miss Wright.

         Her expression was hard. “Do you think I am a half-wit, my lord?”

         “No.”

         “Then have the decency to answer my question with something better than that.”

         “Why does it matter?”

         “You’re a lord. Your loyalty should lie with the crown and its agents. And yet you protected my brother. Why?” Her distrust was blatant.

         “Because your father needs him.” Harland had to give her something believable.

         Her expression didn’t change.

         “My job is to heal people, not judge them, Miss Wright.” He crossed his arms. “I am a doctor before I am anything else.”

         The lines around her mouth tightened. “Of course.”

         It was clear she didn’t believe his last statement. For some reason that bothered him more than it should.

         She tilted her head slightly. “Woman parts.”

         “I beg your pardon?”

         “I was recalling your doctorly use of medical terms.”

         Harland almost scowled but caught himself in time. “I wasn’t speaking to medical students.”

         “Good thing. You would have been asked to leave the theater.”

         “I spoke a language soldiers could understand. Because in my experience, references to woman parts, coupled with copious amounts of blood, make most men falter.”

         “But not you.”

         “I am a doctor. It will take more than that to make me falter.”

         “Of course.” Again, her skepticism was clear. He’d faced plenty of doubt before. Learned not to rise or react to it long ago. Why he found Miss Wright’s lack of confidence in his abilities so vexing was vexing in itself.

         “He can’t stay here.”

         Harland realized that she was no longer looking at him and instead was gazing at her brother.

         “No,” he agreed. The subject of his medical aptitude had seemingly been set aside for more pressing matters.

         “The soldiers will be back again. The storm will keep them under their toadstools for a little while and will make a barn burning difficult, but they’ll come back looking for him.”

         “Yes.”

         “They knew who he was.” She sounded troubled.

         “He must have been recognized.” Or betrayed. The latter made Harland’s blood run cold. If someone had tipped the soldiers off about tonight, if someone had knowledge of Matthew Wright and the brandy he had sought to recover, then there was no telling what else they knew.

         Miss Wright’s suspicious gaze shifted back to him, and Harland could feel the weight of it. He couldn’t shake the feeling that he was being studied and examined. Measured, somehow.

         “Matthew can’t ride,” she said abruptly.

         “I agree. I am hoping that your family owns a cart of some sort.” Harland didn’t need to hope. He knew very well Paul and Matthew owned a long cart. A cart with a false bottom, large enough to hide tubs of brandy or bolts of silk. Or an injured man. “I’d prefer not to move him, but I think it’s best if I take him with me when I leave.”

         Miss Wright’s brows shot nearly to her hairline. “Take him with you? Where?”

         Even given everything that had just transpired, everything he had done, she didn’t even try to temper her distrust.

         “To Avondale.”

         “Avondale? The Earl of Rivers’s estate?” she asked incredulously.

         “Yes. It’s where I’m staying.” He had no idea if she would know that or not. “I’ll be able to keep an eye on that wound, and he’ll be safe there.”

         “Why?”

         “The Earl of Rivers is, coincidentally, married to my youngest sister—”

         “No, I mean why would you continue to hide my brother?” She took a step closer, so close that he could feel the warmth of her presence, smell the faint scent of her soap even under the sharper tones of blood and brandy. This close, in the soft light, he could see that her irises were edged in a darker blue, flecks of gold dancing in the turquoise sea. It was suddenly hard to draw a full breath, and he wondered how many men had drowned in the depths of her captivating eyes.

         “Because I can.” That explanation was all that came to him. He was having a hard time thinking. He was generally a very accomplished liar, but his usually nimble mind was strangely sluggish.

         “I don’t believe you.” At least she was being honest now.

         Harland looked down at the pile of bloody towels in his hands. He would not leave Matthew Wright here because the soldiers would be back. And if Matthew was here when they returned, they would clap him in irons and drag him away and leave him in a dank cell. They would torture and starve him until he either died or until he told them what they wanted to hear. Things that might expose others. Things that might ultimately expose himself.

         Neither option was acceptable.

         Harland chose his words carefully. “All I know,” he started slowly, “is that your brother is a good man. A good man who doesn’t deserve to be punished for doing what he needs to do to support his family.” That was not a lie. That was the truth. Harland knew that better than anyone. Because he had lived that truth for far too many years.

         He was still living it.
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