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PROLOGUE
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London, March 1885

His brother’s town house felt like a tomb. Beyond the brightly lit foyer, the lamps were turned down, the windows shuttered. One would never have guessed that the sun was shining over London.

Michael handed off his hat and gloves. “How does he fare today?”

Jones, Alastair’s butler, had once been the epitome of discretion. But this question had become their daily ritual, and he no longer hesitated before answering. “Not well, your lordship.”

Michael nodded and scrubbed a hand over his face. Two early morning surgeries had left him exhausted, and he still reeked of disinfectant. “Any visitors?”

“Indeed.” Jones turned to fetch the silver salver from the sideboard. The mirror above it was still covered with black crepe. It should have been taken down already, for his brother’s wife had died more than seven months ago. But those months had unearthed a series of revelations. Infidelity, lies, addictions—each new discovery had darkened Alastair’s grief for his duchess into something more ominous.

That the mirror remained shrouded seemed fitting. It was an accurate reflection, Michael thought, of Alastair’s state of mind.

He took the calling cards from Jones, flipping through them to note the names. His brother refused to receive company, but if the calls were not returned, the gossip would grow louder yet. Michael had taken to borrowing the ducal carriage and one of his brother’s footmen, waiting on the curb for a chance to leave his brother’s card without being seen. Had the situation not been so dire, he would have considered it an excellent farce.

He paused at a particular card. “Bertram called?”

“Yes, an hour ago. His grace did not receive him.”

First Alastair had cut himself off from friends, suspicious of their possible involvement in his late wife’s affairs. Now, it seemed, he was spurning his political cronies. That was a very bad sign.

Michael started for the stairs. “Is he eating, at least?”

“Yes,” called Jones. “But I am instructed not to admit you, my lord!”

That was new. And it made no sense after the note Alastair had sent last night, which he must have known would provoke a response. “Do you mean to throw me out?” he asked without stopping.

“I fear myself too infirm to manage it,” came the reply.

“Good man.” Michael kept climbing, taking the stairs by threes. Alastair would be in the study, scouring the afternoon newspapers, desperate to reassure himself that news of his wife’s proclivities had not been leaked to the press. Or perhaps desperate to find the news—and to learn, beyond a shadow of a doubt, who else had betrayed him.

But he would not learn the names today. Michael had already checked the papers himself.

A wave of anger burned through him. He could not believe they’d been reduced to such measures—reduced again, after a childhood in which their parents’ marriage had exploded slowly and publicly, in three-inch headlines that had kept the nation titillated for years. It went against the grain to think ill of the dead, but in this instance, he would make an exception. Damn you, Margaret.

He entered the study without knocking. His brother sat at the massive desk near the far wall, the lamp at his elbow a meager aid against the larger gloom. His blond head remained bent over his reading material as he said, “Leave.”

Michael yanked open a drapery as he passed. Sunlight flooded the Oriental carpet, illuminating motes of floating dust. “Let someone in here to clean up,” he said. The air smelled of old smoke and stale eggs.

“God damn it.” Alastair cast down the newspaper. A decanter of brandy stood uncorked by his elbow, a half-empty glass beside it. “I told Jones I was not at home!”

“That excuse would be more convincing if you ever left.” It looked as though Alastair had not slept in a week. He took after their late father, as fair as Michael was dark, and normally he inclined to bulk. Not lately, though. His face looked alarmingly gaunt, and shadows ringed his bloodshot eyes.

Some wit had once dubbed his brother the Kingmaker. It was true that Alastair had a gift for wielding power—political and otherwise. But if his enemies had looked on him now, they would have laughed from relief as much as from malice. This man did not look capable of governing even himself.

Michael pulled open the next set of drapes. Not for a very long time—not since his childhood, spent as a pawn in their parents’ games—had he felt so helpless. Had his brother’s ailment been physical, he might have cured it. But Alastair’s sickness was of the soul, which no medicine could touch.

As he turned back, he caught his brother wincing at the light. “How long since you’ve stepped outside? A month? More, I think.”

“What difference?”

This being the ninth or tenth occasion on which they’d had this exchange, the impulse to snap was strong. “As your brother, I think it makes a great deal of difference. As your doctor, I’m certain of it. Liquor is a damned poor trade for sunshine. You’re starting to resemble an undercooked fish.”

Alastair gave him a thin smile. “I will take that under advisement. For now, I have business to attend—”

“No, you don’t. I’m handling your business these days. Your only occupations are drinking and stewing.”

With his harsh words, Michael hoped to provoke a retort. Alastair had ever been mindful of his authority as the eldest. Until recently, such jibes would not have flown.

But all he received in reply was a flat stare.

Damn it. “Listen,” he said. “I am growing . . . extremely concerned for you.” Christ, it required stronger language. “Last month, I was worried. Now I’m damned near frantic.”

“Curious.” Alastair looked back to the newspaper. “I would imagine you have other concerns to occupy you.”

“There’s nothing in the papers. I checked.”

“Ah.” Alastair lowered the copy of the Times and looked dully into the middle distance. In his silence, he resembled nothing so much as a puppet with its strings cut. Damned unnerving.

Michael spoke to break the moment. “What was this note you sent me?”

“Ah. Yes.” Alastair pinched his nose, then rubbed the corners of his eyes. “I did send that, didn’t I.”

“In your cups, were you?”

The hand dropped. Alastair’s glare was encouraging. “Quite sober.”

“Then explain it to me. Some nonsense about the hospital budget.” Michael opened the last set of curtains, and in the process, discovered the source of the smell: a breakfast tray, abandoned on the floor. Jones had been wrong; Alastair had not touched his plate of eggs. The maids were probably too frightened to retrieve it, and too fearful to tell Jones so.

“Whoever told you that we’re lacking funds was misinformed,” he said as he turned back. Devil take these gossips. He should never have let that journalist into the hospital. But he’d assumed that the article would discuss the plight of poverty, the need for legal reforms.

Instead the reporter had fixated on the spectacle of a duke’s brother personally ministering to the dregs. Ever since, the hospital had been overwhelmed by all manner of unneeded interest—bored matrons raised on tales of Florence Nightingale; petty frauds hawking false cures for every ailment under the sun; and, above all, his brother’s political opponents, who mocked Michael’s efforts in editorials designed to harm Alastair. Had his attention not been occupied by his brother’s troubles, he would have been livid with irritation.

“You misunderstood,” Alastair said. “That was not a report of rumors. That was information. You are about to lose your main source of funding.”

“But you’re my main source of funding.”

“Yes. I’m withdrawing it.”

Michael froze halfway to the seat opposite the desk. “Forgive me, you . . . what?”

“I’m withdrawing my funding.”

Astonishment briefly silenced him. He lowered himself into the chair and tried for a smile. “Come now. That’s a poor joke. Without your funding, the hospital—”

“Must close.” Alastair folded up the newspaper, his movements fastidious. “There’s one inconvenience of treating the poor. They can’t pay.”

Michael groped for words. “You . . . can’t be serious.”

“I am.”

They locked eyes, Alastair expressionless.

Christ. He knew what this was about. “The hospital was not her idea!” Yes, it had been named after Margaret, but that had been by Alastair’s suggestion. Yes, Margaret had encouraged Michael in the idea, but it had been his project. His creation. The one thing he could do that his brother could not. “The hospital is mine.” The result of nearly a decade of his sweat and toil, with the lowest mortality rates of any comparable institution in the country. “Good God! Simply because she favored the project—”

“You’re right,” Alastair said. “It has nothing to do with her. But I have reflected on it at length. And I have decided it was an unwise investment.”

Michael shook his head. He could not believe this. “I’m dreaming,” he said.

Alastair drummed his fingers once. “No. You’re quite awake.”

“Then this is bollocks.” He slammed his hands flat on the desk and stood. “You’re right—she deserves no legacy! I’ll call in the stonemasons today. We’ll chisel her name right off the damned façade. But you cannot—”

“Don’t be juvenile.” Alastair’s words might have been chipped from ice. “You will do no such thing. The press would have a field day with its speculations.”

His laughter felt wild. “And you think they won’t when the place suddenly shuts down?”

“No. Not if you manage it with some subtlety.”

“Oh, and now you mean to enlist me in this madness?” He drove a hand through his hair, pulling hard, but the pain brought no clarity, only added a sharper edge to his disbelief. “Alastair, you cannot seriously think I’ll help you to destroy that place—the place I built—simply to sate your need for—God knows! Revenge? She’s dead, Al! She won’t suffer for it! The only people who will suffer are the men and women we treat there!”

Alastair shrugged. “Perhaps you can persuade some other charitable institution to take in the sickest of them.”

A strangled noise escaped him. There was no other charity hospital in London with the resources—resources funded chiefly by Alastair, the fifth Duke of Marwick—to minister to every patient in need. And Alastair knew that.

Michael turned away from the desk, pacing a tight circle to contain this savage uproar of feeling. This was more than anger. It was a burning mix of shock, rage, and betrayal. “Who are you?” he demanded as he spun back. For Alastair always had been a fount of encouragement, both verbal and financial. Study medicine? A grand idea. Open a hospital? Very well, let me fund it. Alastair had been his protector, his champion . . . his parent, when he was young, for God knew their mother and father had been otherwise occupied. “This is not you speaking!”

Alastair shrugged. “I am as I have always been.”

“To hell with that! You haven’t been that man in—months!” He stood there a moment, his thoughts spinning wildly. “My God. Is this to be her legacy, then? Will you let Margaret drive us apart? Is that what you want? Alastair, you cannot mean to do this!”

“I anticipated your distress, and I do regret it.” Alastair was studying his hands where they rested, loosely linked, atop his blotter. A bare blotter. He hadn’t looked over his ledgers, or read his correspondence, in weeks. All of it, all of his business, had fallen to Michael.

He’d not minded it. As a boy, Alastair had shielded and protected him. He’d been glad to repay that debt. But now . . . now the thought of all he’d done recently felt like salt in the wound. “My God. That you would do this to me—”

“You’re precisely the reason I do it. And I offer a solution, if you’ll be calm enough to listen to it.”

“Calm!” A strange laugh seized him. “Oh yes, let us be calm!” At Alastair’s pointed look toward the chair, he gritted his teeth and sat again. His hand wanted to hit something. He balled it into a fist.

His brother eyed him from behind that desk—that overlarge abomination of a desk, from which their father, too, had lorded it over the world—like a king considering a tiresome petitioner. “I am prepared to make a very sizable settlement upon you, large enough to fund the hospital for decades.”

What in God’s name? “That would be more than large.” The hospital treated the poorest citizens of London, and ran entirely on charitable donations.

“Indeed. But there are conditions.”

An uncanny feeling ghosted down his spine. A minute ago, he’d felt as though he did not recognize the man across from him. But perhaps he recognized him too well. There are conditions. That had been one of their father’s favorite phrases.

“Go on,” he said warily.

Alastair cleared his throat. “You are generally regarded very warmly in polite circles. Accounted . . . charming, I believe.”

His premonition strengthened. According to Alastair’s hierarchy of virtues, discipline and enterprise ranked first; charm appeared somewhere below a firm handshake and basic hygiene. “I won’t like what’s coming.”

Alastair’s mouth twisted, less a smile than a grimace. “Perhaps too charming. You must know your reputation. Being glimpsed entering a widow’s town house before noon—that was poorly done.”

Done three years ago, in fact. “Christ, but you’ve a memory like an elephant! I’ve never been so sloppy again!” He’d never given another lover cause for complaint. He’d refined discretion to a bloody art.

“Your disinterest in politics does not help matters.” Alastair settled his fingertips atop the rim of his brandy glass, turning it in increments. “You are not taken . . . seriously, shall we say. But that must change. You are thirty years old. It is time you overcame your objections to marriage.”

Michael could no longer follow even the smallest bit of this conversation. “What objections? I have no objections. I’ve simply never met a woman to inspire the thought.” Perhaps he never would. Their parents had offered a very good lesson on that count. But what difference? “Whether or not I marry has no bearing on any of this!”

“Not so.” Alastair took up his drink and bolted the remainder. “It bears directly on the family. Unless you marry, the title will go to Cousin Harry’s future offspring. And that is not acceptable.”

“Wait.” Alarm sharpened his voice. “What of your future offspring?”

Like a light going out, his brother’s face shuttered. “I will not marry again.”

Christ God. “Alastair, you did not die with her.”

He might as well have not spoken. “And so the choice falls to you,” his brother went on, his cadence curiously flat, as though he recited from memory. “I will require you to marry before the year is out. In return, you’ll have the aforementioned settlement, enough to safeguard the hospital until your death, and to make your life quite comfortable besides. However, I reserve the right to approve your choice of brides. Your taste in women to date does not recommend your judgment—and I will not see you repeat my own mistake.”

Michael felt as though he were underwater, hearing through a great distortion. “Let me be clear,” he said. Let Alastair hear how much a lunatic he sounded. “I must marry a woman of your choice. Or you will see the hospital closed.”

“Precisely,” Alastair said.

He stood, the ground beneath him seeming to shift. “You need help, Al. More help than I know how to give you.” God help him, he did not even know where to look for the kind of help that Alastair needed. An institution? Every instinct in him recoiled at it. And how would he even enforce such treatment? His brother was the bloody Duke of Marwick. No one could force him to do anything.

Alastair rose, too. “Should you refuse my conditions, the cost will be more than your hospital. You will need to look for new lodgings; you’ll not be welcome any longer in the flat on Brook Street. Also, of course, some form of employment. When I cut off your allowance, you’ll require an income.”

Michael’s laugh felt like a razor in his throat. He had not been treated this way—bullied and ordered—since their father’s passing. And to endure such treatment from Alastair, of all people. “You can’t take the allowance. It was designated to me in our father’s will.”

Alastair sighed. “Michael. You’d be quite surprised by what I can and cannot do. That said, I do not expect to deprive you very long. Given a taste of poverty, you will no doubt revisit your intransigence.”

Intransigence? He took a ragged breath. “Let’s not pretend, here.” So difficult to keep his voice even, to speak in a manner that might persuade his brother to listen, when anger was bidding him to scream. “Your threats, my . . . intransigence—they have nothing to do with your concern for heirs. This is about you.” He’d assumed this isolation to be a passing phase, a peculiar manifestation of his brother’s rage and grief. But for Alastair to make such threats . . . why, it was his soul they were battling over. “You’ve let her win. You’ve given up. On your own life. My God!”

His brother shrugged. “I must plan for the future. Once the news comes out—”

That again? “Let the news come out! Let the entire world know that Margaret de Grey was an opium eater—let them think she slept with entire armies! What of it?”

His brother’s slight smile chilled him to the bone. “Our father’s story taught you nothing?”

“That was a different time. And he earned his fate.” He’d abused their mother. Flaunted his mistresses and reneged on his debts. “His own actions ostracized him.” Alastair’s only fault had been to trust his wife. “What Margaret did had nothing to do with you. You’re innocent in it!”

Alastair’s smile widened, becoming grotesquely cheerful. “She made me a fool, no doubt. But I invited her to do so. I fed her the secrets she shared with her lovers, and we lost the elections, twice, because of it. God knows—perhaps we lost more than that. She did have a fondness for Russians, if you’ll recall. So tell me, Michael: are you truly so naïve as to believe I’ll emerge unscathed?”

Michael bit hard on his cheek. It would be rough going. There would be a scandal. “But you have allies—”

“No matter. What’s done is done.” Alastair flicked a dismissive finger at the newspaper. “I recommend you consider Lord Swansea’s daughter. The mother is everything proper, and by all reports, the daughter is handsome and mannerly. Should reports reach me of your attendance at their ball this Friday, I will take that as a sign that you’ll cooperate.”

Silence opened. He could not agree to this. Would not. But something—something had to be done, quickly. Alastair could not go on like this. “I will attend,” he said, though the words grated so sharply they should have properly drawn blood. “But I have one condition of my own: you must come with me.”

“No. My terms are not open to debate.”

God above. “You step outside with me, right now—into fresh air—and I’ll attend.”

“Alas.” Alastair gave a one-shouldered shrug.

His temper snapped. He lunged forward and grabbed Alastair’s elbow. “You are coming outside!”

Alastair tried to jerk free. “Get your hands off—”

With brutal force, he dragged Alastair a step toward the door. And then another. Alastair rocked backward, cursing, clawing at his grip. But three months of confinement did no good to a man’s strength. Michael locked his arm around his brother’s head and hauled him on.

For long seconds, he made headway. Closer and closer came the door.

A fist snapped into his chin. He stumbled backward, still gripping Alastair’s lapel. The cloth tore in a long, ugly sound.

Alastair backhanded him.

The blow knocked him back a step. He staggered and caught his balance, his hand clamped over his eye.

“Get out,” Alastair said very softly.

Shock briefly paralyzed him. Then he forced his hand to fall. No blood on his fingers. That was something, at least. “Bravo,” he said through numb lips. “Your father’s son.”

The words, their truth, caused his stomach to roil. For a moment he feared he would be sick on the floor. Your father’s son.

He swallowed. No. Alastair was nothing like their father. This was a temporary insanity, a sickness. It could be healed. Somehow. It would be healed.

Alastair walked past him back to the desk. Glass clinked. Brandy gurgled.

Michael pushed out a breath. “Listen to me. I won’t let—”

“Don’t you grow bored of your own voice?” Alastair’s drawl was cutting. “Make your idle threats elsewhere, to someone who mistakes you for a man with the power to enforce them.”

Michael sucked in a breath. “There, you’re wrong. That newspaper article gives me all the power I need.”

Alastair pivoted toward him. Michael advanced a single step, and God forgive him if Alastair’s retreat did not gratify something very dark in his soul.

No man struck him. Never again. He had vowed it as a boy, when first leaving his father’s domain for the safety of school. Now that he was prepared for the possibility of violence, his brother would never again have the upper hand.

If the echo of that thought scored through him like a blade—if, for a moment, bewilderment and hurt swam through him like a toxin—he did not allow them to show. “The hospital is a great credit to you. A loud advertisement for your politics. Tell me, with the elections approaching, how do you think it will look if the world learns that you’re responsible for the hospital’s destruction? For I’ll write to the papers myself to announce your role in it. My hospital, your party’s hopes—my legacy, and yours—they will fail as one. Once again, you will cause your party to lose.”

Alastair’s smile did not linger. “Impressive,” he said. “But forgive me if I’m not persuaded. You see, I think here of your precious patients. In the end, you’ll concede—for their sake, if not your own.”

“Test me.” For now he meant it: he would not humor this madness a moment longer. Seven months now—he should never have let it go so far. “Indeed, perhaps it will be a relief to you if I spill this tale. No more waiting for the news about Margaret to break. Your name will be ruined long beforehand, along with your party’s trust.”

Alastair slammed down the glass. “You will go now. Remove your property from the flat on Brook Street, or I will have it disposed of.”

By God, that did it. “Here’s a better idea. I’ll leave London entirely. You go ahead, destroy the hospital. Give the public a jolly good show. I won’t be here to see it.”

Something dark passed over his brother’s face, twisting his mouth into a savage smile. “Oh, you’ll be here. Where would you go? All my properties will be closed to you.”

“To hell with you.” Michael turned on his heel for the door.

“Although . . . it would be amusing to see you try to hide. I give you three weeks. Perhaps four. You can’t imagine what it means to make your way in the world without my influence. You’ve absolutely no idea how to go on.”

The remark was like a hot lance through his chest. Or through his pride. He paused, his hand gripping the door latch, and took a hard breath. This room. He had always hated this study. It was where their father had been at his most comfortable. Lord of the manor. Tyrant extraordinaire.

“I am not your puppet,” he said. “And I will not dance to this tune. For your sake, Alastair, as well as my own.”

He walked out, slamming the door shut behind him. The sharp bang triggered an ache in his chest, a bruise that spread deep beneath his skin.

For his brother’s sake, he meant it: he would leave town. And he would stay gone until Alastair left this godforsaken house to come find him.



CHAPTER ONE
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Bosbrea, Cornwall, June 1885

A drunkard lay snoring in his rosebushes. She looked inexplicably familiar, though Michael did not think he would have forgotten such a face. She was one of the more beautiful women he’d ever seen, all creamy skin and long, spiraling, chestnut hair—and she was dressed as though for a ball.

He stood staring down at her for a long moment. How peculiar. She was unbearably lovely, and . . .

It’s a trap.

He took one step backward before catching himself. Christ, what a wild thought! A trap? His brother was not quite so Machiavellian as that.

Her diamond tiara, one hoped, was made of paste.

He cleared his throat. “Ho,” he said. “Wake up, there.”

No response.

He rubbed his eyes, feeling insufficiently awake to manage such novelties. The scent of bergamot still lingered on his palm from his morning tea. It was not yet seven o’clock—no time of day to be drunk. And she was drunk, was she not? He did not think it was the flowers exuding the stench of whisky.

He cast a look around the garden, but no help was forthcoming. It being a Wednesday, the gardener and job-boy were both at their homes in the village for the morning. Meanwhile, all around him, the sun was splashing brightly across glossy green leaves, and birds sang in the flowering branches of the camellias. Not the season for drunkenness, really. Summer in Cornwall was better suited to lemonade.

The woman’s body jerked on a snore—not a small or kittenish sound, that, but a phlegm-filled snort, the more startling because her rib cage didn’t look large enough to produce a whisper. She was laced within an inch of her life.

Michael frowned. This fashion could go to the devil. Half of his female patients would have returned to instant health if only they were willing to cast off their corsets.

Sleeping Beauty snorted again. Her arm flopped out. The bloody scratch bisecting her inner elbow would need dressing.

Well, at least she passed out in advantageous spots. Better the bushes of a doctor than a baker. Or a candlestick maker, his tired mind helpfully nattered.

Dear God. Rustication was rotting his wits.

He stepped forward to grasp the woman’s wrists. She was wearing only one glove, long, elbow-length, delicate lace. The other was missing.

Foreboding crept over him, prickling along his scalp. But what an absurd instinct. She had drunk herself silly, and then she had stumbled down the hill from Havilland Hall in search of God knew what. A water closet, probably.

He lifted her into his arms, discovering with a grunt that she was not as light as she looked. “Mmm,” she said. Her head lolled into the cradle of his shoulder, and he felt the wetness of drool.

A laugh slipped from him. Such an effect he had on women! He kicked open the garden gate, then shouldered his way through the front door.

“Mercy me!” This shocked exclamation came from the depths of the hallway. Mrs. Brown hustled into view, visibly appalled by the bundle in his arms. “If it isn’t Mrs. Chudderley!”

The bundle in his arms was married? What kind of man would let his wife wander off in such a state? And such a woman, too—

He closed his brain to the path his mind had started down. He was doing a very good job (he congratulated himself) of avoiding particular notice of the woman herself. Missing glove, expensive gown, possibly real jewels, very tight lacing: these details would occupy his brain rather than the feel of her in his arms, the curve of her arse surprisingly substantial.

No women. Not until his brother recovered his wits. Michael would give him no inroads for trickery. Alastair would have to sire his heirs himself.

He cleared his throat. “Mrs. Chudderley, you say? Well, then—send for her husband.” He started down the hall, the rustle of starched skirts announcing his housekeeper’s pursuit.

“Oh, she’s got no husband,” said Mrs. Brown. She sounded as stern as those occasions when she discovered dust on the mantel. “Don’t you read the newspapers, sir? She’s a widow—and an infamous one at that!”

To his discredit, he recognized a stir of interest at this announcement. Infamous. Widow. So many ways, so many words, by which to label a woman fair game. Widows had always been his favorite type . . .

Don’t be a bastard, Michael.

Granted, if Mrs. Chudderley was infamous, she herself probably had no small hand in it. A woman who passed the night in a stranger’s garden, drooling on her diamonds, clearly felt comfortable flirting with an ill fate.

As he mounted the stairs, the boards underfoot squeaked like small creatures being tortured. The thought crossed his mind: need to fix those.

Ludicrous. He would not be here long enough to make such improvements. And as Mrs. Brown constantly reminded him, the household budget could not accommodate such luxuries. He’d leased this house—five rooms and a garden, no land attached—for six months, all his small savings could afford. But surely that was all it would take. Michael’s continued absence would goad Alastair like a thorn in his side. He would bestir himself from that creaky mansion and come looking soon enough.

Until then, Bosbrea made an ideal place to hide. The only other medical man in the vicinity was over seventy and glad for the help. Furthermore, Michael had no connections in this area of Cornwall. It would take time for Alastair to find him here—enough time to properly prick his temper, and, so Michael hoped, goad him out of that house.

I give you four weeks, Alastair had predicted. Pompous bastard. Michael hoped he was enjoying his feast of crow.

He deposited Mrs. Chudderley on the bed in the front room. The depth of her sleep concerned him somewhat. He laid two fingers to her pulse. Her skin felt clammy from the alcohol poisoning her system, but her heartbeat was steady and strong.

Her upper lip looked to have been drawn by an artist’s hand, so precise were its peaks on either side of her philtrum. Her lower lip was . . . lush. What color were her eyes?

Brown like her hair, he supposed. A rich, dark shade, like Parisian chocolate. Bittersweet.

But highly edible.

Christ almighty. He stepped back, both amused and appalled. In London, he’d always known a woman willing to entertain him. But here, in the chaste countryside, he was learning ever so many things about himself. For instance: abstinence made him a very bad poet.

“Too pretty for her own good,” Mrs. Brown muttered. Michael glanced over in time to catch the edge of his housekeeper’s uneasy look, just as she flicked it away. He supposed he’d been staring. That would be typical behavior around the widow.

His housekeeper’s next remark confirmed it. “Photographs of her, sold for money.” Mrs. Brown’s tight jaw telegraphed her opinion of this industry. “You see them in all the city shops. She’s a, what do you say? A professional beauty, they call it.”

“Ah,” he said. This was that Mrs. Chudderley. He knew of her. She ran with Viscount Sanburne’s circle, a very fast crowd. He’d been to school with Sanburne, but in the years since, their circles had rarely overlapped: even with a generous allowance, he’d lacked the funds to keep up with that sort. Also, the interest. Wild parties did not appeal to him.

For this one, though, he might have made an exception. Unconscious, she looked like a figure from a fairy tale, her long chestnut hair suitable for wrapping around a man’s wrist, her pink lips slightly parted in invitation of a kiss. Something far more touchable than classical beauty, here.

He made himself look away again. “Her color seems healthy.” Poor form to ogle a woman who was not even awake.

Out the open window, over the trees, loomed the turrets of the estate from which she had tumbled. Sleeping Beauty’s abode. It looked less a mansion than a miniature castle, with banners streaming from the towers and a widow’s walk encircling the roof. Gaudy, confused architecture—not an old home, or an established one.

He smiled at himself mockingly. What a very grand judgment for a country doctor to issue.

“Shall I fetch your kit?” asked Mrs. Brown.

“Please do. I expect she’s scratched all over.”

All over.

Good God. That his mouth went dry appalled him.

“Scratched all over her arms,” he said grimly, by way of clarification. Any other scratches, he would let Mr. Morris tend. Morris was the doctor preferred by the denizens of Havilland Hall. Michael was glad to let him have them. He must keep as far from his brother’s world as possible, for now.

•   •   •

Her head hurt.

Liza kept her eyes closed, though consciousness stole in with unmerciful speed, scraping like a knife over the wooden lump of her wits.

Recollection was slower to come. Breath held, body tense, she waited for the memory of whatever had happened to give her such a terrible headache. It would be very mortifying, she felt sure; this felt like a two-bottle headache, and one did not drink two bottles unless the need was great. Already she felt humiliation crawling under her skin, anticipatory, ready to sink in claws.

“Good morning,” said a voice. A pleasant voice, not loud enough to antagonize her aching head; a smoky, low, male voice . . . which she did not recognize.

She opened her eyes and her breath caught in her throat. The man standing over her looked like a wolf in the lean season: hollow cheeks, dark hair, burning eyes. His carnivorous mouth offered her a slow, unsettling smile.

Fear flashed through her. The man was in his shirtsleeves. She had no idea who he was.

“Sleeping Beauty awakes,” he murmured, and then his smile disappeared, as though his own words displeased him. Without the smile, his angular face became severe. He had tremendously bold cheekbones, and a nose like the prow of a ship.

Swallowing nervously, she became aware of a tremendous thirst. Her mouth felt like a desert. Who was he? “Have you any water?” she whispered.

When he nodded and turned away, she pushed herself up by one elbow. Only then did she see the tall, well-padded woman hovering in the doorway—a housekeeper, judging by the key ring tied to her apron. The woman looked vaguely familiar—a face from the village, perhaps. The narrow look she cast Liza before leaving also felt familiar. It was filled with disapproval.

Well, then. Liza’s reputation had preceded her here—wherever here might be. Here also obviously was a place located firmly on the moral high ground—that look from the housekeeper proved it—so she needn’t fear her wolfish interlocutor, either. Men bent on rapine did not employ aged women with consciences.

Good God, her head hurt! Why couldn’t she remember—

The man turned back. She tried out a smile. He did not reenter the room, but took up his servant’s former place in the doorway. Some look on his face—a flash of wariness—gave her the odd impression that he did not wish to come too close.

Her intuition faded as she studied him. He did not look prone to intimidation by a woman. Lean through the hips, broad at the shoulders, he filled the doorway comprehensively. A touch underfed, perhaps—those hollowed cheeks suggested a recent illness. But it was nothing a month of Sunday roasts could not fix. She looked for such long, well-muscled lines in her public servants, and knew them very hard to find.

Alas, footmen must also have classical features and natural vanity. This one’s hair was a gorgeous shade of brown, dark and glossy, sure to be soft to the touch—but unkempt, as though he often ruffled it. His suit was not only incomplete—where was his jacket?—but pointedly plain. His waistcoat and trousers, both a muted gray, were slightly too large for him.

When her survey returned to his eyes, she discovered that he was watching her, his regard steady and unreadable. For some reason, her heart tripped pleasantly. Well, the wolfish smile, of course. And men who did not babble and fuss over her—men of athletic self-possession—were rather her favorite type, though she knew they should not be. But who could resist a challenge?

How did she not know this man? He had a striking presence. Or perhaps that was only a trick of his nose.

“Where am I, sir?” It seemed more courteous than demanding his name.

“Outside Bosbrea, ma’am.”

His respectful address eased the last of her fears. “Then you must be a neighbor,” she said. The village of Bosbrea was only an hour’s walk from home.

“I suppose so.”

Taciturn, wasn’t he? And she’d thought she knew all her neighbors. She cast a curious glance over the room. The bedspread was stitched together in homely fashion from mismatched patches of cloth. No carpet softened the polished wood floorboards. A modest, unornamented suite of walnut furniture stood guard on the perimeters of the room: chest of drawers, trunk, and armoire. The walls bore an old-fashioned print, little bouquets of flowers that suddenly swam together.

She frowned and knuckled her eyes. Clearly she was not on either of the neighboring estates. How had she gotten here? Last night—last night—

Nello had left!

Of course. God in heaven, how had she forgotten? She’d told him the disastrous news, and he’d then shared his own. He’d been waiting to tell her—waiting all day and most of the night, while he consumed her food and abused her hospitality. The memory flooded her now like nausea.

Wait—the nausea was real.

She swung herself off the bed so quickly that her balance went. A hard grip closed on her arm and pushed her back to a safer, sitting position. The man must have lunged across the room in a single pace. Very impressive, no doubt, but balance wasn’t of much value to her when her stomach was still protesting. Sharply she said, “I’m going to—”

The man dropped to his knees to rummage beneath the bed. He popped back up with a chamber pot—clean, thank God, smelling of vinegar. She grasped it to her belly, feeling its coolness even through her gown and corset and linens. And then she closed her eyes and fought to retain her dignity.

He left. It was final, this time. She’d thrown him out on his ear, for the very moment Nello had discovered her financial troubles, he’d decided to propose marriage to that—that child, that timorous miss who could not even pronounce her own name without stammering—

“Yes, Elizabeth, an innocent. What other kind of woman should I marry?”

How casually he’d said it, while examining his nails. By that point—shredded by his coldness, by his utter indifference to her tears—she had known better than to speak the reply that came to mind.

She took a deep, ragged breath now. You were meant to marry me.

“Are you in pain?”

The quiet voice was edged with concern. As she opened her eyes, she realized why. A tear was slipping down her cheek.

Good God, what drama! How mortifying. Wiping it away—feeling, to her regret, the warmth of a blush forming on her skin—she shook her head. “No,” she said, and then cleared her throat. Be cheerful, Liza. Nobody likes a bore.

She lifted her chin and smiled. In reply, the man frowned. It was not the first time she’d had cause to reflect that the onus of being charming generally was borne by women alone.

I grow bored with this, Nello had said. As though her distress were performed for his amusement! As though he had not been begging to marry her six months ago!

The man was waiting for her reply. She took a deep breath. “Forgive me, sir.” Her smile did not want to balance properly; it kept slipping off her lips. “It’s terribly awkward, seeing as we’re neighbors, but I’m afraid I don’t know your name.”

His eyes were striking, a smoky bluish gray, the pupils ringed by starbursts of gold. Their steadiness seemed increasingly judgmental. “I’m the new doctor,” he said.

“The new . . .” She hadn’t known there was a doctor in the area apart from Mr. Morris.

He saw her confusion. “Michael Grey, at your service.”

“Oh.” She wiped again at her eyes, still appalled by that brief moment of tears. Nello did not deserve them. What a fraud! He had not meant one word of his promises. And all the dreams she’d spun for their future . . . they were fraudulent, too. She should not mourn for them. It was clear now they had always been as hollow as spun glass. “Well, Mr. Grey.” She cleared her throat. “How do you do, then?”

“At the moment, I’m concerned,” he said evenly. “Does something hurt you in particular?”

“What?” She could not imagine how she hadn’t noticed his eyes instantly. Such unlikely beauty. His nose, she supposed, had overshadowed them. “No, I’m quite well indeed.” Nello’s nose was straight and narrow, but his eyes were a very plain brown. The color of pig muck.

The doctor’s dark brows arched, a message of skepticism. “Did you injure yourself in some way I cannot see? There’s no call for modesty.”

Evidently her reputation did not precede her, or he wouldn’t imagine she had any modesty. “No,” she said, “I’m quite fine.” But of course he did not look convinced, having seen her weep. “It’s only that the light is so bright in here.” As he cast a doubtful glance toward the window, she rushed onward. “And I do hope you won’t think too terribly of me, but I confess, I don’t recall precisely how I came to be”—in your bed sounded a bit indelicate—“here.”

His gaze returned to her. He really did put her in mind of a wolf, or some other predatory creature. It wasn’t owed so much to the sharpness of his bone structure or the darkness of his coloring—for he was quite tanned—as it was to his absolute and obvious ease with her discomfort. “I can’t say how you arrived here, ma’am. But I found you in my rosebushes.”

His . . . rosebushes? She sucked in a long breath, wrestling for composure. Good heavens, had she slept outside in the dew? This was . . . humbling, even by her own recent standards.

He was still watching her, the steadiness of his observation somehow clinical. She forced herself to meet his gaze. She could not control her color, but she certainly wouldn’t duck her head like a meek little girl. “The rosebushes,” she said brightly. “But how novel!”

He laughed, a low, slow, husky sound. “Indeed,” he said. “Novel was precisely the word that came to my mind.”

That laugh. And the smile that lingered on his mouth now! Slow to spread, it assumed a mocking edge that—to her amazement—made her breath catch. She reared back a little, and his head tipped as though to see her better, and that smile . . . continued to spread.

Goodness. For some reason she suddenly felt certain that he knew precisely what effect his smile worked on her. Moreover, he was enjoying it.

She swallowed. How unexpected. “The new doctor, you say?”

“Here to tend to your scratches,” he confirmed with a bow so slight as to be insulting. His low, smooth voice made the task sound distinctly . . . unchaste.

Her bewilderment increased. Such a raw, animal presence did not generally belong to doctors. Now she was awake to it, she could feel its effect, thrumming through the air between them like curling tendrils of electricity, reaching for her.

This one . . . this one would say very nasty things in bed, and laugh at her when she protested, and make her like it anyway.

She pushed out a breath. Obviously her night in the bushes had scrambled her wits. “I hope the roses did not suffer overmuch for hosting me.” Pray God this doctor did not incline to gossip.

“I believe they will survive,” he said. When he reached out to take her hand, the contact of his bare skin on hers made her fingers twitch as though she’d been shocked.

His light eyes met hers. Perhaps this attraction was only in her imagination, for his expression remained bland. “If you would follow me downstairs, I’ll see to your scratches.”

She let him pull her to her feet. He was taller than Nello, his shoulders broader. And those long, long legs . . .

She eyed them as she followed him out, putting her hand once to the wall to catch her balance. His trousers might have been tighter, but as he walked, she could glimpse sufficient hints to form an ardent appreciation for his musculature. Nello looked very well with his clothes on, but this man would fare the better for losing them.

She bit her lip, amazed by herself. But . . . why hesitate? To the devil with Nello! What she required was a distraction from heartbreak, and this mysterious neighbor might keep her well entertained.



CHAPTER TWO
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Thankfully, Mr. Grey was a bachelor: that was clear from his drawing room, which was small and well dusted but spartanly furnished and barren of curios. A lady never would have allowed the appearance of that flower-patterned carpet, either. It was too thick and garishly bright to be anything but new, and factory made at that.

Yet the dearth of valuables perhaps moved his staff to a more relaxed attitude than Liza’s household adopted, for the curtains were thrown wide, allowing the light to damage what it might. As a result, the room felt cozy, sunlit and cheerful, despite the awful carpet.

Mindful of her tendency to freckle, she took a seat in the only corner where the sun did not reach, in a pretty green velveteen chair so generously upholstered that she felt as though she were sinking. Were it not for her corset, she would have slumped into a boneless heap.

Mr. Grey, standing over her with kit in hand, frowned. “You should not lace so tightly, Mrs. Chudderley. It will injure your health.”

Goodness! She swallowed a laugh at his frankness. How endearingly naïve! Her doctor clearly did not know much of London fashions. For that matter, he didn’t seem to know of her. In town, men would have lined up at the door to glimpse her in this dress. She could only imagine their reactions to the notion that she would do better to expand her waistline by five inches.

Mr. Grey settled the kit on the floor and then knelt before her—and began to roll up his shirt cuffs. Her mouth nearly fell open. What a barbaric thing to do! He was a savage. A savage whose bared forearms . . . made her mouth go dry.

His wrists were broad, lightly haired. His forearms looked to be carved from pure muscle. The veins on them stood out distinctly as he unwound a length of gauze.

Adorably barbaric. She wanted to trace those veins with her fingertips. Surely his arms could not be as hard as they looked.

Her fingers curled into her palm. She could not assault innocent country doctors. She would give him the vapors. “It looks to be a . . . lovely day,” she said.

“Indeed.” Without warning, he grasped her arms—a little sound catching in her throat as he held them out for inspection.

He glanced up. “Are you all right?” he asked.

His voice was pure courtesy. But he gripped her bare skin very firmly, his palm hot and dry and a little rough.

“Yes,” she said faintly. What in God’s name ailed her? This reaction was nearly animal.

She forced her attention elsewhere. To the dreadful carpet. But that only brought into view his lower half. His squatting position made the lawn of his summer trousers strain over his thighs.

His thighs looked even more well muscled than his arms.

She shook her head slightly. Rustic, untutored Mr. Grey gave new meaning to the notion of a diamond in the rough.

“I see nothing that requires stitches,” he said.

She manufactured a laugh. “Lovely. I confess I’ve no fondness for needles. Why, my needlepoint would give you terrors.”

“Oh? I’d no idea I seemed so cowardly. Must work on that.”

Was that a giggle that slipped from her? She bit her lip, appalled. She was Elizabeth Chudderley: she did not giggle. “No, I assure you,” she said. “It’s dreadful. I aim at a simple flower, and I achieve a . . . well, a blob would be a generous description for it.”

His smile was brief, and he made no reply as he bent his dark head once again to his task.

Her mild disappointment mixed with puzzlement. Perhaps he thought himself too far beneath her to flirt. The poor dear! She must correct him.

Once again, he turned her limb without permission. In bed with a woman, would he manipulate her body in this same way? Commanding, but not cruel; he would not accept any shyness, nor any reluctance, either. He would have his way with her, calmly and deliberately. Methodically.

With a small shock she registered her own thoughts. It was not her way to dream of such intimacy with a stranger. Why, apart from her husband, Nello was the only man—

A pang shot through her. No. Do not think of him. He doesn’t deserve a single thought. Ass, cad, pig!

How could one’s own judgment err so terribly? She had felt so certain that at last she’d found love. So certain!

She should never have told him of her troubles. Never should have gotten involved with him in the first place. All her friends had warned her of his motives. Fortune hunter. Rake. But even fortune hunters and rakes could fall in love. So she had told herself. So she had believed.

You terrible, unforgivable fool.

His face, when she had told him of her financial troubles . . . She had never seen a sneer form so quickly.

If Nello told tales abroad, what would she do then? For there was no one less popular in society than a widow desperate for funds.

“You did not simply fall into the bushes, Mrs. Chudderley. It would appear that once there, you rolled.”

As the doctor glanced up, a trick of the light turned his eyes to a deeper blue. The effect caught like a hook in her stomach.

She stared at him. He was not handsome, precisely—but his face rewarded study. Bold cheekbones. Striking eyes and a very firm jaw. He had a cleft in his chin that begged to be touched.

Something chemical seemed to be bubbling inside her, a reaction unbalancing in its vigor. She would embrace it, gladly. It was better than weeping. “How clumsy of me,” she said. “Are you certain your roses didn’t suffer for it?” She could offer to replace them with something lovely from her hothouse. Could deliver them herself, in fact.

“Oh, the roses are thriving,” he said easily. “Certainly they fared better than your hands.”

“Indeed.” She tried for a teasing tone. “A lady should always wear gloves on her midnight ventures. How brazen you must think me!”

He gave her another brief lift of his brow, a look she could not read. Or perhaps she would only have preferred that it be unreadable, for it reminded her as strongly as words that he had not merely found her unconscious in his bushes, but drunk besides—a far greater brazenness than the lack of gloves.

Mortification burned through her again.

One could not blame him for condemning your behavior.

The thought seemed to announce itself in her mother’s voice. She frowned and glanced toward the window, letting the brightness of the sunshine scald her eyes until she could swallow the knot that had come into her throat. Enough. Don’t think on that now.

Mama would never have liked Nello. But she had liked Alan Chudderley, so her judgment, too, had not proved so sound.

What a hash I’ve made of everything. Mama would never have foreseen it. “My golden girl,” she’d called Liza. Gentle, kind, misguided Mama. Nobody would ever again look at Liza with such faith.

The thought was too painful, and her sharp breath too loud; it caught the doctor’s attention.

“Yes,” he said, “this one is the deepest.” His low voice had a rich, soothing, almost honeyed quality to it—the voice, she supposed, of a man born to sing.

Indeed, he was very well spoken for a doctor. She could not catch a hint of his origins. “Where is your home, Mr. Grey?” She would focus not on her own wretched state, but on making him comfortable. She would show him that it was all right to address her less professionally, more . . . flirtatiously. A distraction was what she needed.

He dabbed a length of gauze in the liquid his housekeeper had brought—sharp-smelling, almost like vinegar. “North of here.” Before she could insist on a good deal more specificity, he added, “This may sting.”

As he laid the tisane to the long scratch bisecting her forearm, she sucked in an obliging breath. It didn’t hurt, of course. Only a ninny would imagine that it hurt. But she supposed she had no cause for surprise if he imagined her an idiot.

Your recent behavior invites all manner of cruel judgments.

Liza bit the inside of her cheek to stem the next prick of tears. Even in death, it seemed, Mama could not hold her tongue. Would this nattering voice never leave her in peace? It seemed only to grow stronger with each passing day.

Dared she ask him for a peg of whisky? It would lessen her headache. Whisky was held to be medicinal, was it not?

“The headache will diminish,” said Mr. Grey—startling her, until she realized that she was rubbing her temple. “Be sure to take fluids until it does,” he added. “Broth and tea, preferably.”

The dear, sweet bumpkin! He issued his instructions as though he imagined this was the first time she had drunk to excess. Only the kindness in his eyes stopped her from laughing at him. Indeed, as she looked into them, the ache in her heart seemed to ease a little.

“You are very decent,” she said. “A true gentleman, sir.” Perhaps they all inhabited the middling classes. That would explain their rarity in her world.

The compliment made him frown. “I’m a doctor, Mrs. Chudderley. This is what I do.”

“Perhaps you see it so.” But some men, on finding a woman unconscious in the night . . .

She laid her hand over his where it cupped her elbow. His fingers twitched, the only sign of his surprise. His knuckles felt slightly rough. Of course they did. He worked for his living.

The idea caused a flush to move through her. Exotic creature. Capable, skilled hands. This man did not merely know how to handle reins and hunting rifles. Pity that true gentlemen and handsome bank accounts so rarely coincided. “Thank you,” she said.

Their eyes met. That electric current seemed to snap into place again.

“My pleasure,” he murmured.

She drew in a great breath of him. He smelled so . . . masculine. A great, muscled laborer of a man, with no notion of proper fashions, no inkling that she might be one of the more famous beauties in the country. Ludicrous, perfectly absurd, but she felt a sudden, overpowering wave of fondness. He was just lovely. Pity she couldn’t keep him—simply take him back with her to Havilland Hall, and have him tend to her arms and scowl very adorably at her every morning she woke up with a sore head.
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