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Dedication

To my wonderful daughter, whose creative talent casts mine in the shade. Your encouragement, suggestions, eye rolls, and laughter made this story both a learning experience and a joy to write. Sorry for the shocks!


Chapter 1

Lure

The long-absent Viscount Blackthorn had sworn to never again set foot inside the Hartley village church. There were only so many hellfire and damnation sermons one could endure in a lifetime, and William Blackthorn had reached his quota by the age of ten. The other location he’d vowed to shun at all costs was his destination on this journey—Blackthorn Manor. A stone monstrosity of gargoyle-infested parapets and looming towers, it presided over the village like a sentinel of doom. In no great hurry to darken its dreary doors, he turned his back on his childhood home and faced the other structure that featured prominently in his nightmares.

Drawn near to the red brick chapel by the sound of a woman’s pure contralto rising above the strains of a pipe organ, William furrowed his brow. He distinctly recalled paying a small fortune for the church’s refurbishment some years prior, not to mention a hefty annual maintenance bill, but the building looked in dire need of repair.

Perplexed, but with more pressing concerns weighing on his mind, William contemplated breaking his pledge. After keeping his distance for almost a decade, he no longer feared the oppressive sermons that had haunted his childhood. It helped that the reverend who’d tormented him was long dead, as did the knowledge the current vicar was one of the few members of the local gentry who’d treated him with kindness when he was a boy.

Fond but almost forgotten memories surfaced of the vicar—a mere curate at the time—granting William the privilege of playing with the eldest of his three daughters. Curious about the solemn boy from the manor that dominated all their lives, the golden-haired girl had welcomed him as a bemused participant in her games. His senior by several years, she was a bossy sort, but he’d been more than willing to forgive the unflattering trait as, unlike every other girl of his station, she’d not spurned him in a cruelly deliberate manner.

The position and wealth he’d been set to inherit had counted for little against rumours that an intimate association with him would result in a deadly price. The vicar’s generosity was no doubt aided by the awareness that his daughter’s much lower position in society protected her from William’s potential interest, but William had appreciated the gesture nonetheless.

A rare smile came to his lips as he recalled the family’s gift of friendship, cementing his decision to enter the sanctuary. It wasn’t as if he had anything better to do. After he’d visited his unlamented father’s grave in the cemetery beside the church—the reason for the interruption in his journey—all that would be left for him to do was drag his wretched self up the hill to his family home and then . . . die.

The wound to his left arm would undoubtedly prove fatal. The army surgeon had been adamant amputation was his only hope of survival, but William had refused. Death on the battlefield would have been a welcome conclusion to his military career, but the piecemeal destruction of his person was more than he could bear. He already wore a savage scar down the right side of his face from an encounter with a Frenchman’s sword. The musket shot wound he’d received to his leg some six months earlier had never fully healed, not that it had been given much opportunity. It was a minor miracle he’d made it this far, but upon realising his demise was imminent, William had felt compelled to return to Blackthorn Manor. His death would put an end to the curse that had plagued his family for generations, and it seemed fitting for that to occur at the place where it all began.

Moving with surprising stealth for such a large man, in particular one both feverish and encumbered with a limp, he made his way to the deserted rearmost pew of the chapel. Wary of drawing attention, he stifled his groans as he lowered himself onto the wooden bench. Once he’d caught his breath, William was pleased to discover he had an uninterrupted view of the woman with the lovely voice seated at the old pipe organ. Her appearance was as captivating as her singing. The curls visible from beneath her bonnet appeared light brown or golden blond—it was difficult to tell in the dim light of the church, as few sconces had been lit. Her profile showed a regal nose complemented by a stubborn-looking chin, and a spark of recognition had him wondering if she might be the childhood playmate he’d just been thinking of. Anna? Helen?

If he was correct in his assumption, she was remarkably trim for a woman of seven or eight and twenty years, since she would likely have borne a passel of children by now. Although she was dressed soberly—fitting for a vicar’s daughter, he imagined—William thought her most appealing. Not that he would have pursued her even if she was unwed and he wasn’t in the process of departing this mortal coil. Long used to suppressing any sensation of attraction he might feel for a member of the fairer sex, he focused instead on what had caught his attention in the first place—her skilled playing and lovely voice.

Ignoring the words of the hymns, their messages of redemption and eternal reward irrelevant to one of his dubious spiritual standing, he allowed his mind to drift with the music. Not in small part because his fever was spiking again. Despite his physical discomfort, the soothing notes granted William the first measure of peace he’d known since the battle for Arapiles on the Portuguese Peninsula.

Army life had suited him, his years of service both purposeful and rewarding despite the fact he’d spent them at the forefront of a brutal war. Rising to the rank of captain on merit rather than patronage, his plan had been to remain part of an institution where his character and accomplishments counted more than the misfortune of his heritage, irregular as that was for one of his station. A military career was normally the purview of a second or third son. Those who inherited titles and vast estates did not put themselves at such risk, engaged as they were in the running of said estates and the begetting of heirs to carry on their bloodlines. 

As far as William was concerned, the blood that flowed through his veins would have been better shed upon the battlefield.

The final hymn came to an end on a discordant note, and he opened his eyes to see the organist staring at him, a frown marring her otherwise lovely brow. William glowered in return—an instinctual response—and she turned back to face the organ, a hint of colour appearing on her cheeks. He wouldn’t describe her as beautiful, her features too strong and that chin far too determined, but there was something about her he found pleasing to the eye. Since she would likely be the last lady he ever looked upon, he decided to allow himself the indulgence of staring, even if she chose to shun his less than appealing visage.

William raised his hand to trace the scar that adorned his cheek, encountering his beard and strands of unkempt hair. The corner of his mouth twitched. No wonder the poor woman had looked askance at him, as he must appear more beast than man.

The vicar, now middle-aged and with a receding hairline, took his place behind the pulpit, and William refocused his attention. Allowing the reverend’s oratory to flow over him, words that spoke of a God of love and the promise of a joy-filled future, William’s eyes fluttered closed. While he doubted his looming encounter with the Almighty would be such a pleasant affair, he couldn’t help holding on to the faint hope death might bring some relief from his suffering.

The sermon drew to a close, and William gripped the end of the pew, using it to pull himself to his feet. Breathing heavily, he took one last look at the vicar’s eldest daughter—yes, he was sure it was her—sitting stiff-backed beside the organ. He hoped life had treated her well, that she was happy, and her husband was a decent fellow. There wasn’t a blessed thing he could do about it either way, but he liked the idea that she’d been rewarded for showing a lonely boy unexpected kindness and giving a dying man the pleasure of listening to her lovely voice.


Chapter 2

Discovery

The dutiful eldest daughter of the vicar of Hartley couldn’t shake the feeling she was being watched. Hannah Foster was not one to seek the attention of the local society, content to let others take the limelight. Consequently, the sensation of a pair of eyes boring into the space between her shoulder blades was quite distinctive.

As she brought the final hymn to a close, Hannah permitted herself a brief glance in the direction of the disturbing feeling. Expecting to be met by proof of her folly in the manner of an empty space, she startled at the sight of an officer—a stranger to Hartley—slumped against the carved pew end. Even hunched over, it was obvious he was tall with broad shoulders that filled out his greatcoat in an intimidating fashion. Her fingers slipped on the keys, and the officer’s eyes flew open. His gaze found hers, and for the briefest moment she thought she saw a spark of recognition in his dark eyes before his brows lowered in a scowl.

Embarrassed at being caught out, Hannah felt an uncharacteristic blush warm her cheeks and spun to face the organ. There was something familiar about the officer, which was impossible, as she would not have forgotten being introduced to a man with such a formidable presence. Still, she couldn’t shake the feeling she knew him somehow.

Stifling a sigh, Hannah acknowledged what was to blame for her odd humour. She’d been dreading the arrival of this day for a very long time, heralding as it did the final death-knell of her girlhood dreams. With the arrival of her twenty-seventh birthday, the hope she’d nurtured throughout the years that she would have a husband, children, a family of her own one day, had died on a breathless whimper.

Reminding herself that life still held purpose, just not the one she’d aspired to, she focused on her father’s message. Prepared for this far-from-auspicious day with her in mind, he paraphrased from Jeremiah.

“God’s thoughts towards us are of good and not evil. His plan is to give us a blessed end—a positive, hopeful, and rewarding end.”

Hannah was all too aware the exact wording was an “expected” end. While appreciating her father’s attempt to be encouraging, she considered the original translation more appropriate. It had long been expected by gentry and commoner alike that the vicar’s eldest and by far plainest daughter would end her days as a spinster.

After the service, Hannah told herself she was relieved to discover the back pew empty and the stranger nowhere in sight. Whatever the dishevelled gentleman’s reason for being in Hartley, it was no concern of hers, and she ignored the urge to search for him amongst the thinning crowd.

Occupied with her duties, she found comfort in familiarity. She approached Lord and Lady Wescott, the most highly placed of her father’s parishioners, and gave them her undivided attention to ensure they did not feel slighted in any way. The elderly widow, Lady Mostyn, whose son was a baron too filled with self-importance to visit his ailing mother, required cosseting to soothe her disappointment. Miss Laidlaw, thrilled to receive an invitation to visit her wealthy aunt and uncle in Bath, beamed when Hannah congratulated her on her good fortune. If the young lady’s luck continued, she might even find herself a husband.

Mr Grantham, the odious manager of the Blackthorn estate, required extra careful handling. While not highly positioned, he was one of the most powerful personages in the district’s society, as he controlled the purse strings that paid the majority of its inhabitants’ wages—Hannah’s father’s included. Accompanying him was the equally unpleasant Mr Trowbridge, owner of a modest property on the outskirts of Blackthorn. Despite his position—and the fact he was owed a considerable sum of money by her father—his interest in Hannah’s youngest sister, Rachel, was wholly unwelcome. The man bore on his portly frame more than twice the pretty, fair-haired girl’s years, and he had a reputation for lechery. But with the power to see the vicar sent to debtor’s prison if the loan was called in, the Fosters could not afford to snub him outright.

While Hannah had no desire for either of her younger sisters to meet her lonely fate, neither did she wish to see their happiness sacrificed to expediency. If the horrid Mr Trowbridge had cast his gaze her way, she would have accepted his proposal, as an unappealing husband was better than no husband at all. The relief of knowing her father was safe from penury would have been significant, and eliciting even modest dowries for her sisters would have more than made up for any indignities she would have endured. But, typically, Mr Trowbridge had shown no interest in Hannah. Nor had the repugnant gentleman found her middle sister, twenty-year-old Naomi, to his taste, as the girl’s strong opinions had the tendency to counteract her otherwise comely charms. No, the recently widowed Mr Trowbridge’s interest was fixed on Rachel, a prize he would not have the satisfaction of claiming if Hannah had any say in the matter.

Deliberately engaging Mr Trowbridge and Mr Grantham in conversation, Hannah did her best to distract them until Rachel could make her escape. Her hope was the girl would head straight to the vicarage as promised and not allow herself to become diverted in some fashion, her flightiness an increasing cause for concern.

Once the rest of the local society had been sufficiently indulged, Hannah turned her attention to the more lowly positioned members of the congregation, many of whom she counted as friends. The highlight of her morning was sharing recipes with Mrs Darrow, Lady Wescott’s cook. The portly woman’s scones were lighter than hers, but she readily admitted Hannah’s pastry was flakier.

After luncheon, during which her birthday was celebrated in a modest fashion in keeping with her wishes, Hannah left her sisters engaged in leisurely pursuits and her father fast asleep in his favourite reading chair. Donning her bonnet, she made her way down a well-worn path to the cemetery in the field beside the church.

“It’s been quite a day, Mama,” she murmured, kneeling down beside the grave and plucking at the weeds that had sprung up since her visit the week before. “It’s my birthday, and we both know what that means.”

Sitting back with her skirts spread out around her, Hannah sighed. All she’d ever wanted was to be a wife and mother. Now, if their father was to pass away before at least one of the girls was married—the hope being a husband would be willing to provide a home for his wife’s sisters—all three girls would find themselves penniless and without protection. But finding both generous and tolerable husbands for Naomi and Rachel was proving easier said than done.

The curse that had blighted generations of the Blackthorn viscounts was believed by many to have spilled over into the surrounding district in recent years, causing a number of landholding families to relocate to more pleasant, prosperous climes. The few eligible gentlemen remaining, while content to enjoy the company of the vicar of Hartley’s younger daughters, invariably chose girls from more substantial families—girls with dowries—when it came to matrimony.

In an attempt to raise her spirits, Hannah lifted her face to the pale spring sun. A movement caught her attention, and she looked to the nearby trees to see a large, brown horse all but hidden in the foliage. After brushing the soil from her hands, she stood and slowly approached.

“Hello, boy,” she said, reaching up to stroke his forehead. He must have run off from a Sunday hunt, leaving his rider to walk home in disgrace. But rather than finding the reins snagged on a bush, she was surprised to see them tied securely to the branch of a tree.

“Where’s your rider? Off hunting for truffles?” Hannah’s lips twitched at the unlikely image of the owner of such a proud beast digging around the forest floor.

The horse pushed against her hand, and she patted his velvety muzzle. There didn’t appear to be anyone lurking—or grovelling—amongst the oak trees, and she scanned the cemetery. Spotting the form of a man sitting against a headstone, the rider she presumed, Hannah wondered who it could be. She had no intention of disturbing him, but when he remained unmoving for several minutes, she took a few steps in his direction. Her eyes widened. It was him, the bedraggled officer from the service, and he wasn’t sitting but had collapsed in a heap. She picked up her skirts and ran across the grass, but her footsteps slowed when she saw which headstone he was leaning against—the one belonging to the most recently deceased of the Blackthorn viscounts.

“William?”

The officer’s lids flickered open, revealing eyes clouded with pain. She knelt beside him and placed her fingers against his brow, unsurprised to find him burning with fever.

“Don’t worry. I’m here to help.”

Compassion and concern welled within Hannah, as her suspicions led her to an inescapable conclusion. The battle-scarred and gravely ill officer was none other than her childhood friend, William. The sixth Viscount Blackthorn had finally returned home.


Chapter 3

Homecoming

“Papa, girls, come quickly.” Hannah ran through the house, stopping only to collect the bag she used when visiting her father’s parishioners.

“What is it? What’s happened?”

Her father followed her into the kitchen where she rapidly assembled what she needed from her collection of herbal tinctures and medical supplies.

“William Blackthorn has collapsed across his father’s grave.”

“Viscount Blackthorn?” Naomi asked from the doorway. “After all these years?”

“The officer with the limp?”

Hannah nodded to her father before turning to Rachel. “Run down to the granary and ask Mr Jenkins to hitch up his flat-backed cart. Tell him to drive it to the top of the cemetery as quickly as possible, and get him to bring those sons of his. We’ll need help lifting the viscount.”

Obeying without question, for a change, Rachel reached for her bonnet hanging on a hook in the foyer.

“Once you’re sure he’s on his way, go and find Grace,” Hannah called after her. “She’s probably helping Sally with her confinement.”

Rachel hesitated near the door. “Sally?” Preferring the characters in her stories to the more pedestrian inhabitants of the village, the vicar’s youngest daughter had a tendency to forget the names of their neighbours.

“Sally Martin, the farrier’s wife. Her babe is overdue. Tell Grace she’s needed at the manor urgently.”

Grace, Hannah’s closest friend, had been cast from the only home she’d ever known upon the death of her father, Lord Cromley. His wife had not appreciated raising her husband’s bastard child alongside his legitimate ones, and had been only too eager banish the girl at the first opportunity. Spurned by the society in which she’d been raised, Grace had apprenticed herself to her elderly aunt, the village’s midwife and herbalist, and now serviced the district in her stead.

Hannah’s father stayed her arm, his expression troubled. “Shouldn’t we send to Thornton for the doctor?”

“Must we?” While the doctor could be enticed to travel to the village for a fee, he was unlikely to be sober, even this early in the afternoon. “Grace will do William—I mean the viscount—far more good than Dr Cooper would.”

“You’re probably right.” Her father sighed. “Mr Grantham may insist on calling a physician, but I’ll encourage him to send to the city for a more trustworthy candidate.”

“That devil will do whatever suits his own needs,” Naomi muttered, earning a warning look from her father though he didn’t dispute her assessment. “What can I do to help?”

Hannah shot her more sensible middle sister an appreciative look. “You can pack my portmanteau and make sure it finds its way into the cart, as I don’t fancy having to carry it all the way up to the manor.”

“You plan on staying with the viscount?” Her father followed Hannah out the door, donning his coat on the way.

“Mr and Mrs Potts won’t be able to care for him by themselves, and Grace is far too busy to sit at his bedside.” Hannah didn’t add that her friend wouldn’t neglect her many other patients just because Lord Blackthorn was of a higher station.

“I’m not sure I’m comfortable with you tending to a young gentleman.” Her father shook his head as they strode briskly along the path to the cemetery.

“Who else is there, Papa? I’ve done my fair share of nursing, and it’s not as if I’ve a reputation to uphold . . . well, other than as your daughter, the dutiful spinster.”

Her father’s expression softened, but Hannah had no time to regret her bitter tone. As they approached the Blackthorn plot, her priority was the man lying propped against his father’s tomb. The viscount’s condition appeared to have worsened during the short time she was away. His breath came in harsh pants, and his complexion, though tanned by some distant southern sun, was grey and waxen. Wary of the sling she saw tucked beneath his greatcoat, she gave his uninjured shoulder a gentle shake.

“Lord Blackthorn? William?” Hannah took the liberty of using his Christian name in the hopes of garnering a response. To her relief, his eyes opened. “I’m Miss Hannah Foster, and this is my father, the Reverend Foster,” she said, not sure he would remember them after so many years. “We’re going to take care of you.”

His heavy-lidded gaze followed her hands as she removed a bottle from her bag and poured a pungent liquid into a tumbler.

“If you could drink this, please.” She raised the glass to his mouth.

“No laudanum,” he muttered, turning his head.

“It’s just willow bark and some herbs to help with the fever,” Hannah assured him.

After studying her for a moment, he opened his cracked lips. The brew contained both sugar and liquorice to try and disguise the bitter taste, but he grimaced after taking a sip.

“You need to swallow it all,” Hannah said, using her best no-nonsense tone.

A shudder ran through him as he finished the tonic, his expression decidedly aggrieved.

“My horse.” He gestured weakly towards the tree line.

“Don’t worry. He’ll be taken care of,” her father said as Hannah looked to see the miller, Mr Jenkins, and his sons cresting the hill.

“Your carriage has arrived, my lord.” She winced at the sight of the sturdy cart being pulled by Mr Jenkins’ heavyset horses. “It’s not much, I’m afraid, but it was the closest vehicle at hand and the most suitable for the purpose.”

The viscount attempted to push away from the tombstone but fell back with another groan.

“Don’t try to move,” Hannah scolded. “The miller and his sons will lift you.” Shifting to make room, she hesitated when the viscount grasped her forearm.

“You’ll accompany me?”

“Yes, of course,” she said, her tone softening. The poor man must fear abandonment. “I won’t leave you alone.”

“Good.” His hand fell from her arm as he succumbed to unconsciousness once more.

It was a mercy, Hannah concluded, as manhandling the injured lord onto the back of the cart was not easily accomplished. After being helped aboard by the miller and her father, she covered the viscount with a blanket before cradling his head on her lap to protect it from the jouncing, springless cart ride. Naomi arrived just in time to deliver Hannah’s bag and offer assurances she would manage the running of the household.

“Promise you’ll keep an eye on Rachel?”

“I’ll tell her to be careful,” Naomi said, gripping Hannah’s fingers.

Hannah hoped their younger sister would heed the warning, as Rachel had a tendency to be somewhat cavalier when it came to her reputation. Hannah wouldn’t put it past Mr Trowbridge to attempt to compromise the girl, thereby forcing her to accept his hand.

“Don’t worry.” Her father reached to pat Hannah’s shoulder as the horses strained to get the heavy cart moving. “The Lord is watching over us.”

While Hannah admired her father’s faith in the Almighty’s providence, she feared his tendency to ignore their grim reality would lead to their downfall. With a muttered prayer to a God she sometimes struggled to trust, Hannah hoped her family would be fine without her. She’d stayed away for a night or two before, assisting a new mother in caring for her brood. But one look at her patient and she imagined her stay at the manor could be prolonged . . . that was if the viscount lasted the night.

“I’ll inform Mr Grantham of Lord Blackthorn’s return,” her father said, walking beside the lumbering cart. “And I’ll arrange for his horse to be stabled at the smithy. The Pottses will have more than enough to contend with caring for the viscount, even with your help.”

“I’m sure they will.” Hannah nodded then waved her sister and father goodbye.
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The Pottses, to their credit, took their employer’s unexpected arrival in their stride and rushed to prepare the master suite. It was one of the handful of rooms in the enormous, grey-stone mansion they kept in partial readiness in anticipation of the young viscount’s unlikely return.

Appointed to oversee William’s affairs upon his father’s death, Mr Grantham had wasted no time in dismissing the rest of the staff and closing up the manor after William’s departure years before. Hannah was one of the few members of the local society to visit the dark and imposing edifice. Unlike the local villagers, her concern for the aging caretaker and his wife—left to manage with minimal funds and virtually no assistance—overrode her apprehension. While she gave due respect to the curse that not even her father discounted, she refused to be intimidated by something that could have no possible bearing upon her.

Twice whilst being carried up to the master suite, Lord Blackthorn roused and groaned in pain.

“Don’t be alarmed.” Hannah patted his arm when he began to thrash about. Attempting to sit up, he grabbed hold of her sleeve.

“Where am I?”

“You’re home, my lord, at Blackthorn Manor.”

He slumped back, his eyes fluttering closed, and memories of the boy she’d played with as a child overlaid the image of the man lying on the old door they were using as a stretcher. As far as anyone knew, the viscount had never married and was all alone in the world. Hannah was surprised he’d made the effort to return, considering his condition. Maybe he had nowhere else to go.

“It’s a wonder all the rough ’andling didn’t wake ’is Lordship,” Mr Potts mused after the viscount had been transferred to the bed that dominated the enormous room.

“It’s the fever.” Hannah said.

After dismissing Mr Jenkins and his sons with a word of thanks, all three eager to depart the fearful surroundings, she wasted no time wrestling the viscount’s knee-length boots from his feet.

“Mrs Potts, could you heat some water? I’ll need to clean His Lordship’s wounds.”

“Of course, Miss Hannah.” The motherly woman bustled for the door, clearly dismayed at the sight of the man they all remembered as a lanky but otherwise healthy-looking lad now in such a sorry state. “I’ll have Mr Jenkins send his youngest lad to assist us with the to-ing and fro-ing. The family will be glad of a little extra coin.”

“I’m sure they will.” Hannah nodded, privately concerned about who would provide the coinage if the viscount were to die. The caretaker’s meagre allowance barely covered the cost of the elderly couple’s survival, and Hannah had no money to speak of.

“I’ll set some broth to simmering on the stove while I’m at it,” Mrs Potts added, and Hannah smiled her thanks before returning her attention to her patient. Her stomach knotted when she considered what she was about to do. Despite having assured her father she was up to the task of nursing the returned lord, she owned to considerable misgivings at the prospect of undressing and bathing him. To make matters worse, he regained consciousness while she and Mr Potts were attempting to wrestle his greatcoat and jacket from his body.

“What the bloody hell do you think you’re doing?” He sat up in the bed, shoving Hannah and her frail assistant aside with alarming ease.

“Undressing you so I can assess the extent of your injuries.” Hannah picked herself up off the floor and returned to his side.

“My injuries are fatal. Let a man die in peace.”

“You may be right, my lord,” she said, her tone sympathetic despite the buffeting she’d just received. “But at least let us make you more comfortable.”

Glowering, he gave a reluctant nod, and Hannah set about divesting him of his coat, jacket, and breeches while doing her best to ignore his muttered imprecations. She felt no compunction about cutting the torn and stained shirt from his body, but once it was out of the way, her breath hitched.

Lord Blackthorn had grown into a well-developed specimen of a man. His muscled torso bore a light spattering of hair that formed an inverted triangle in the middle of his chest before trailing in a line down his belly towards the waistband of his undergarments. She lifted her gaze to his face and was relieved to note his eyes were now closed, his dark lashes standing out against his ashen cheeks. Being caught admiring the man’s body would have been mortifying to say the least.

Assuming a more professional air, she catalogued his injuries, fear causing her heart to race at their extent. A savage and barely healed wound on his thigh explained the limp, whilst sundry older scars marred his long and otherwise well-formed limbs and torso. But it was the injury to his shoulder and upper arm that was cause for concern. After carefully unwrapping the soiled bandage, she recoiled at the sight and smell of the suppurating wound.

“Oh, dear,” she murmured, and the viscount slowly opened his eyes.

“You’re wasting your time. Should have just left me at the grave.”

“I suppose we could have dug a hole next to your father and pushed you in.” Hannah rolled her eyes. “But we’re not heathens, my lord, even if we are beneath your notice.”

Frowning, he shrugged, the action inducing a moan. Hannah’s conscience pricked; the viscount wasn’t responsible for the actions of his father and grandfathers before him, and she could hardly blame him for keeping his distance.

It wasn’t a good sign when his eyes rolled back into his head, but she couldn’t help feeling relieved. Sponging down his too-warm and very bare flesh while he was aware of her actions would have made the task even more unsettling than it already was. Although she gave Mr Potts the task of bathing the viscount intimately, she was forced to help him dress their patient in clean underclothes that had once belonged to the previous viscount. The elderly caretaker couldn’t manage alone, and Hannah saw more than she should. There was nothing to be done for it, and Mr Potts let her know with a look that her secret was safe with him.

Having exhausted her healing skills, Hannah didn’t bother to hide her relief when Grace arrived later that afternoon. With her long black hair, fair skin, and green eyes, the young healer had a fey quality to her appearance that belied her studious dedication to her craft.

“Is there any hope?” Hannah asked while her friend examined the viscount, speaking softly in case he roused.

“There’s detritus still in the wound.” Grace scowled. “If the field surgeons had had any sense, they’d have done a thorough search for pieces of shrapnel and cloth.”

“But you don’t think they did?”

The two women exchanged a look, having seen the results of such negligence—and ignorance—before. Some surgeons even introduced foreign matter into wounds to promote healing, a theory Grace rejected.

“The bone isn’t broken,” she said. “But amputation would have been considered inevitable given the severity of the wound.”

“He must have refused.” Hannah reached to mop the viscount’s brow with a damp cloth. “Foolish man.”

Grace harrumphed, rummaging through her bag for the medical instruments she kept hidden in a secret compartment in the base. Gasping, Hannah clutched her friend’s arm.

“You can’t mean to perform surgery. He’s a lord . . . a peer of the realm. You know what will happen if you’re discovered.”

Grace brushed her aside and washed the instruments in the hot water Mrs Potts had brought in. “It’s hardly surgery. I’m just going to have a look and see if I can find what the butchers left behind . . . and debride the dead flesh,” she added with a shrug.

“If he dies, you could be blamed.”

“If I do nothing, he definitely dies. This way, there’s a slim chance he’ll recover.”

Hannah gave a reluctant nod and helped to prop up the viscount’s head so Grace could administer him an herbal draught.

With the advent of the scientific age, herbalism and traditional midwifery had fallen into disrepute, replaced by bloodletting, purging, and the use of mercury and other tonics Grace was convinced did more harm than good. Poorly trained physicians, usually younger sons of the gentry, ignored the most basic practices of cleanliness and common sense. In Grace’s opinion, surgeons were little more than glorified barbers, or “butchers” as she bluntly named them. While not necessarily disagreeing, Hannah feared her friend could face severe censure, even imprisonment, for expressing her disparaging opinions, let alone for her actions.

Worried for her friend, but troubled by more immediate concerns, Hannah studied their patient. “How shall we keep him from fighting us? He tossed Mr Potts and myself aside like we were March flies when we started undressing him.”

“The sleeping draught should help to keep him subdued, but we may have to tie him down.” Hannah blanched, and Grace eyed her pointedly. “Our only hope of saving him is to clean the wound and stop the poison’s spread. I can’t do that if he’s thrashing all over the place, so don’t go getting all missish on me.”

“Missish?”

Hannah had never been accused of oversensitive behaviour before, though she did require a breath to steady her nerves. Her previous nursing experience had been in the order of sitting by patients’ bedsides, wiping brows, and administering herbal tonics. Assisting with surgery was outside her purview.

“What would you have me do?” she asked, her determined tone masking her fear, or so she hoped.

“Climb atop the bed and kneel on his far side but nice and close,” Grace said, her tone quite reasonable despite the extraordinary nature of her words.

“I beg your pardon?” Hannah stared at her friend.

“You heard me.” Grace readied her instruments. “We can’t both stand on this side of the bed. You’ll get in my way.”

Bemused, Hannah did as she was told.

“Now what?” she muttered, aware this was the first and no doubt only time she would ever share a bed with a man.

“Lean over his body, and press one hand on his shoulder and the other on his elbow. I need you to keep his upper arm still. You can always lie on him if he becomes too restless.”

“Don’t be ridiculous.” Hannah rolled her eyes, but Grace just gave a slight shrug of one shoulder.

“It’s either that or tie him down.”

Swallowing hard, Hannah leaned across the viscount’s chest and carefully placed her hands on his burning flesh. He was dreadfully ill, not to mention unconscious, but she couldn’t help being mindful of the fact she’d never been so close to a half-naked man before . . . well, not such a prime physical specimen. Holding her breath so as not to brush against his skin, she focused on her duty.

Despite her friend’s careful actions, the viscount grew restless, moaning as the stitches were painstakingly removed. When Grace probed the festering wound, he began to struggle in earnest.

“Keep still, my lord,” Hannah pleaded, lying across his torso as Grace had suggested to hold him in place. 

His eyes flickered open, his vision glazed with fever and the effects of the sleeping draught.

“Stop torturing me, woman.”

“We’re trying to help you,” she said, and he studied her for a moment before turning to watch Grace remove a shard of metal from his wound.

Neither woman flinched at the curse that erupted from his lips, the poor man well within his rights to be outraged at the incompetence of the surgeons who’d sentenced him to an agonising death.

“How much longer?” he asked, grinding the words between his teeth.

“Not long,” Grace answered, allowing the wound to bleed freely for a moment to dislodge any remaining impurities. “I just need to redo the stitching and apply an herbal salve, then we’ll leave you to rest.”

After a pause, he nodded, and Hannah went to lift herself from where she lay across his chest.

“Don’t.” His other hand fumbled to grasp hers where it pressed upon his uninjured shoulder.

“Very well,” she said, concluding her touch must comfort him in some way.

To his credit, the viscount kept his arm perfectly still as Grace restitched the wound, tugging the torn pieces of flesh together and threading them through with the curved needle and catgut she kept for the purpose. But his chest heaved with ragged breaths, and Hannah prayed God would be merciful to the suffering man. With tears stinging her eyes, she sagged with relief when his head lolled and he succumbed to unconsciousness once more.


Chapter 4

Torment

William was on fire, pinned down and unable to escape the burning pain.

The screams of men and horses rose above the heavy thud of the big guns spewing their deadly missiles. The battle for Arapiles, south of Salamanca, had begun well. The English-fired shrapnel, a new development, shifted the balance in the favour of the Anglo-Portuguese troops, but still their losses were great. Cut down by a spray of fragmented shell casings fired by the superior French guns, William’s cavalry unit was decimated. His personal demons—images of his men, his friends—swirled through his mind, their faces hovering before him. Then a real spectre appeared.

“We’ll have to remove your arm, Captain.”

The army surgeon loomed over him while the lantern above his head swung to and fro, in time with the familiar sway of the ocean.

“He won’t thank you,” someone argued, William’s vision too blurred to make out his advocate’s more distant features. “He’s a viscount. He’ll have your head if you don’t gain his permission before amputating.”

“I don’t care if he’s the Duke of bloody Wellington. It’s the only way to save his life.”

“Not my arm,” William shouted at the feel of steel cutting through his flesh.

“Shh,” a woman’s voice soothed, her cool hand caressing his brow. “It’s going to be all right.”

“Don’t take my arm.”

“We’re trying to save it.” Her voice was soft, in stark contrast to the vicious pain radiating from his limb.

“Just let me die,” he begged.

“I can’t do that. You must fight to live”—the sweet voice scolded before changing to that of his father’s—“but it would be better if you’d never been born.”

William flinched from his sire’s angry face. At least he’d done one thing right, leaving no heir behind to bear the burden of the Blackthorn Curse or hear such hateful words.

God, have mercy, he prayed before realisation dawned that it was too late for supplication. The heat and pain were no less than he’d been warned to expect, but the woman’s presence confused him.

What was an angel doing here in hell?

“Bloody well leave me be, woman!” he shouted when her prodding and poking became too much.

“I’m trying to help you, my lord.” Warm hazel eyes met his gaze on the rare occasion he could force his lids to open, but her gentle voice and soft smile didn’t fool him. She was no angel, but a devilish imp allocated to his personal torment.

“You’re a demon.” He glowered at her when she insisted on bathing him and changing his sweat-soaked bedding, the jostling increasing his agony.

“And you’re an impossible man, but we all have our crosses to bear.”

Her tone was acerbic, which added to his confusion. Where the hell was his valet? Markham couldn’t have been struck down in battle, as William had left him safely back at camp. Why, in God’s name, was he being cared for by a woman? And not just any woman—her voice was cultured, her demeanour marking her as a lady.

“You shouldn’t be doing this,” he said, but his concern for propriety gave way to panic when she turned to leave. “Wait!” He grabbed hold of her hand.

“It’s all right. I’m not going anywhere.”

Holding to her words like a talisman, he gripped her fingers with equal fervour. His uncharacteristic neediness would have appalled him . . . if any of this had been real.

Over and over, he returned to the war—different battles, different fields, but the sounds of gunfire and the smell of blood and death always the same. When it all became too much, his angel’s voice drew him back to the bed where he lay in his father’s room. Pungent herbal aromas assailed his senses, but occasionally he would catch a whiff of her scent.

Floral but subtle, her fragrance was infinitely more appealing than the cloying perfumes used by the camp whores. Wives of common soldiers who’d accompanied their men to war, now widows, they sold their bodies to survive. Unable to ignore the desperation on their faces, William had given them money, not for services rendered but to ease their suffering. While his peers had taken their pleasure without a thought, William’s concern had been for the gaggle of ragtag urchins hanging off the women’s skirts. Filling even one child’s belly made it worth enduring the ribald comments about his tenderheartedness.

The occasions he’d been sent to bed hungry as a boy were not ones he would forget in a hurry, even though they’d not happened too often. His lot in life might have been bleak, but on the whole, he’d been well fed and rarely beaten. What his childhood had lacked was kindness, a virtue his angel seemed to possess in abundance . . . when she wasn’t torturing him. William feared her presence was part of his punishment, a taste of heaven to show him what he’d missed, what he could have had, if not for the curse.

Agitated by the futility of his thoughts, he groaned with pain and regret. His angel wiped his brow, murmuring reassurances, and he vowed to moan more often. Her arm came around his shoulder, an added comfort, a guilty pleasure. Wanting to catch another glimpse of her, he tried to force his eyes open, but it was as if his lids were glued shut.

A woman’s face floated before him, familiar and arresting. His angel? With hair the colour of honey, her strong but feminine features were those of a lady. Puzzled, he couldn’t recall from where he knew her. It was unlike William to focus his attention too keenly on a female of his class. He tended to keep his distance, appreciating their fear his family’s misfortune would rub off on them if they allowed him too close.

“We kill the ones we love, all except the spawn that live to perpetuate the travesty.”

The memory of his father’s bitter diatribes plagued William, the words the same whether spoken coldly sober or in one of his many drunken rages.

“Shh. It’s all right, my lord. This will help ease your pain.”

The woman’s voice brought him back to the present, and he reached out to grasp her hand. Relief swamped him as her cool fingers entwined with his.

“I need you to raise your head a little for me,” she said, and he allowed her to ply his lips with another foul-tasting draught. With his head resting against the cushion of her breasts and her arms virtually embracing him, William took comfort in her presence. Although one thing bothered him. He knew he shouldn’t complain, but surely an angel could have found something more tolerable for him to drink.
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Hannah was exhausted, never having nursed such a difficult and demanding patient before. Considering he was barely cognisant most of the time, she tried not to blame him for his ill manner.

“It’s not right that you should be caring for a gentleman by yourself,” her father said, fretting when he came to check on her the day after the viscount’s arrival. “But I’ve had no luck finding anyone to assist you. Unless I can guarantee payment, none are willing to come up to the manor for a prolonged stay.”

Hannah tsked. “Utter foolishness.” In the decade since a goodly number of the village folk had lost their employment at the estate, despondency had set in. Now superstition overrode common sense.

“Will Mr Grantham not be persuaded to release the necessary funds? Surely he must realise how badly it will reflect upon him if his lack of action hinders the viscount’s recovery?”

“I’m beginning to wonder if it might be in Mr Grantham’s favour if the viscount did not recover.” Her father pressed his lips together in a grim line. “But that’s neither here nor there, as the man is nowhere to be found. He informed his housekeeper he was going away on a business trip after the Sunday service, ostensibly on the viscount’s behalf.”

Hannah raised a brow. It would be interesting to discover just how many of Mr Grantham’s callous directives had actually originated from his employer. She was beginning to think they might be few, if any.

“Don’t worry about me, Papa. I’m more than capable of caring for His Lordship. As for propriety, I have Mr and Mrs Potts to assist me with the more intimate aspects of his nursing.”

Hannah was pleased to have mollified her father’s concerns, though she’d no idea the dramatic change in circumstance that would confront her on the third day of her nursing duties.

“Mr Potts’ knee ’as blown up like a bullfrog,” Tommy, the Jenkins boy, informed her in a breathless voice after running up the stairs the following day. “Said to tell ye all the trips up and down the stairs ’as brung on an attack of ’is rheumatism. Mrs Potts ain’t in any better shape, neither. She’s ’obbling around the kitchen, and ’er knuckles are all swollen.”

“Oh, dear.” Hannah sighed then assured the boy she would be down to check on the elderly couple shortly.

“You’ll manage,” Grace said when she stopped by to check on her patient.

“But I’ll have to bathe, dress, and help toilet him alone.”

Grace shrugged. “You’ve seen a naked man before, haven’t you?”

“Well, yes, but old Mr Pettigrew is in his dotage, and I only got a glimpse of his, er . . . intimate region. It wasn’t very pleasant to look at.”

“Something tells me you’ll find His Lordship’s intimate region a sight more appealing to the eye, or is that what’s worrying you?”

“Of course not.” Hannah crossed her arms, refusing to take the bait of her friend’s provocation despite her misgivings.

“He’s strongly built and has obviously maintained an active disposition.” Grace observed the semi-naked viscount. “Probably has a lot to do with why he’s still alive. It’s hard to say what he looks like underneath all that hair, though. Pity about the scars.”

“Grace!” Hannah gestured for her friend to lower her voice. “He might hear you.”

“Oh, I think the viscount’s heard much worse than that in his time.” Grace shrugged again, a gesture considered unacceptable for a lady but one in which Hannah’s friend now freely indulged. “He’s almost as much of a societal pariah as I am. Of course, the toffs are happy enough to accept my services when their gout is troubling them or they feel an attack of the quinsy coming on.”

“That may well be.” Hannah made allowance for her friend’s bitter tone, brought on as it was by her cruelly reduced circumstance. “But the poor man deserves to be treated with dignity.”

Grace studied her. “I hope you’re not allowing yourself to become attached. Nothing good could come of it.”

“Now you’re being preposterous.” Hannah busied herself covering the viscount with the bedclothes that had been removed to aid Grace’s examination. “If he lives, which is highly doubtful,” she whispered, “and if he is of a mind to find a wife, I can assure you it will not be me.”

“Stop selling yourself short,” Grace said, rebuking and defending her in the same statement. “You’d make an excellent wife. It’s not your fault gentlemen are fools, preferring malleable girls and financial gain to women of substance. All I’m saying is it’s not uncommon for a patient to become enamoured with his nurse. You mustn’t forget why the viscount is a pariah.”

Hannah blinked. “I thought you were a woman of science—well, herbal science—not superstition. You believe in the Blackthorn Curse?”

“Even your father believes in the curse.” Grace picked at her fingernails but didn’t rescind her warning. “We both know mothers die as a result of childbirth all the time. The fool physicians confine them to their beds for days if not weeks beforehand, robbing them of their strength, and then insist the poor women deliver flat on their backs so as to make it easier to examine them. Add to that the repeated purges and bleedings they use as common practice, not to mention rejecting the herbal remedies that have helped labouring women for generations . . .” She threw up her hands in disgust.

Hannah nodded. “Precisely why I’d thought you would consider the curse to be nonsense. The viscount’s mother probably died giving birth under a physician’s care. Though I suppose his forebears would have been delivered with the aid of a midwife using the old ways.”

“My point. Regardless of the type of care they were given, we have five generations of women all dying after giving birth to their first born, a son each time. Twice in one family would not be inconceivable, three times ill-fortuned. But five in a row? It’s not natural.”

The fire had long since chased the cold of old stone walls from the room, but a shiver ran down Hannah’s spine. 

“So you believe any woman who marries the viscount is destined to die in childbirth?”

“Don’t you?”

It was Hannah’s turn to shrug, her gaze returning to the viscount’s less-than-civilised visage.

It seemed she wasn’t the only one destined to spend her life alone, though at least she wouldn’t have a spouse’s death on her conscience. Then again, neither would she ever have a child of her own.


Chapter 5

Miss?

William stared at the woman in the upholstered chair beside his bed. She was asleep. The gentlemanly thing would be to awaken her and inform her she need no longer watch over him. But he couldn’t bring himself to do it, finding her presence comforting. Dragging his gaze away, he looked down at his arm. Having been told remaining alive and in possession of the limb were mutually exclusive propositions, he was surprised to find it still attached to his body. The wound was neatly bandaged and the pain, while ever present, was nowhere near as fierce as he recalled. He wiggled his fingers and was relieved when they responded, albeit weakly, to his command, but the fire that burned up his arm discouraged further experimentation.

A feeble snort inflated his chest when he looked around, recognising the master suite at Blackthorn Manor. Against all odds, he’d made it all the way from the peninsula, the journey a patchwork of painful memories. Recalling his unscheduled visit to the church in Hartley, his gaze returned to the sleeping woman—the vicar’s daughter with the lovely voice. What was she doing by his bedside? Fanciful dreams must have interwoven with his nightmares, for it simply wasn’t possible a lady had tended to him in the manner he recalled.

A groan was all that escaped his lips when he attempted to call for his valet or footman or whomever else should have been watching him in her place. Woken by the faint sound, the woman stretched like a cat. With her eyes still closed, she arched her back, causing her high-waisted, cream-coloured gown to cling to her feminine form. The sensuous action would have been indicative of poor schooling on her behalf—or the existence of a considerable degree of intimacy between them—if she had known he was watching her.

She clearly did not.

William considered averting his gaze, but the image of her arms akimbo, putting her generous curves on display, had already been seared into his brain. When he cleared his throat to alert her to his awareness, her eyes snapped open.

“You’re awake.”

She smiled, and impossible images bombarded his thoughts, images of her nursing him, comforting him, lying across his body to restrain him whilst a green-eyed witch did despicable things to his wound. Despicable things that appeared to have saved both his life and his arm, William mused, struggling to discern what was real and what must surely have been fever-induced imaginings.

“You must be thirsty. Let me get you a drink.” The vicar’s daughter stood and patted her hair into place. “Don’t worry, it’s laced with a little brandy. I’ve never known a gentleman to fuss so over drinking Adam’s ale. You’re not due for another herbal draught until tea time, so you can save your spitting and cursing.”

Her words were preposterous—a gentleman never spat or cursed when a lady was present—but William wasn’t sure he had the strength to argue. After allowing her to assist him to a slightly more raised position, he sipped cautiously at the cup she brought to his lips.

“Why,” he croaked, before trying again. “Why are you here?”

“I would have thought that was obvious, my lord.” She fluffed his pillows and smoothed the blankets into place.

“Where are the servants?” he asked, his voice fading to a whisper as he succumbed to the encroaching darkness.

The next time William opened his eyes, he was being force-fed a concoction so foul he reexamined his earlier opinion on when spitting might be appropriate. Holding the spoon to his lips, his tormentor was actually stroking his throat like he was a damned dog, encouraging him to swallow.

“Bloody hell, woman.” He jerked his head away from her hands.

“And now with the cursing.” She moved the spoon away with a sigh. “I know it tastes dreadful, my lord,” she said, her tone resigned rather than apologetic. “But it’s for your own good and appears to be working. You’re looking a little better every day. Certainly much better this week than last.”

This week? Her cream gown had been replaced by a plain but fetching blue, her hair fashioned in a braided coronet rather than the bun she’d worn the last time they’d spoken . . . whenever that might have been. Raising a hand to scratch his jaw, William froze when he encountered a full beard rather than the straggly scruff he recalled.

Ignoring his glower, his nursemaid brought the spoon back to his tightly compressed lips. Her shoulders drooped, and there were shadows beneath her eyes.

“My lord, would you please stop fighting me?”

William’s conscience twinged, and he jerked his head towards the god-awful tasting medicine. “What’s in it?”

“An old but powerful recipe,” she said, her expression lightening. “Grace swears this tincture was used by grave robbers in France during the plague years . . . grave robbers who lived to enjoy their ill-gotten gains.”

He snorted. “Grave robbers?”

“Infection has no respect for person, my lord.” Her tone was prim, but he detected the hint of a smile.

She was right about that. Suffering and death cared not for human distinctions. If his family’s history had not been sufficient to teach him that lesson, five years at war had pounded home the truth. Realising he was behaving like a petulant child, he opened his lips and allowed her to dose him with the vile concoction. Bitter and reeking of garlic, it did appear to be working—he was alive, after all, despite the odds—but he would have been more appreciative if the cure was not worse than the malady.

“Well done,” she murmured when he finished the final drop, her smile reward enough to forgive the patronising tone. “How about some of Mrs Potts’ beef broth to chase away the bitter taste? Now your fever’s broken, it’s time we started building you back up again.”

Unaware he had wasted away, William glanced down, relieved to note that, though thinner than usual, he was far from skin and bone.

While the vicar’s daughter busied herself at the sideboard, removing a silver dome covering a bowl of what turned out to be a tasty soup, he attempted to marshal his thoughts. There were questions he wanted answered, but every time he came close to formulating one, she slipped another spoonful between his lips. He had never known the act of swallowing to take such effort and, halfway through the bowl, exhaustion overwhelmed him once more.

The next time he awoke, it was courtesy of the urging of his bladder. Though Markham would empty a chamber pot without complaint, William preferred not to overburden his soldier-servant and made the walk to the latrines whenever possible. Doing so in the middle of the night was not his favourite pastime and, grumbling, he attempted to rise from his cot, but his body refused to obey. When he forced open his eyes, he was met with the view of a firelit bedroom rather than his neat but functional officer’s tent.

What the devil?

The memory of his current location and circumstances came back to him in a rush, and he breathed a sigh when he spotted the vicar’s daughter, curled up in the padded chair beside his bed, reading a book. She was dressed in the pale-blue gown he recalled from the last time he’d awoken, leading him to hope it was the same day.

“Excuse me, madam.”

His rasped words drew her attention, and she stood. “It’s good to see you are awake again, my lord.” She smoothed the hair from his brow, testing his temperature in the process. “No sign of fever. Do you think you could manage some more broth?”

“Please,” he said and cleared his throat. “Please call for my valet or a footman.”

She raised her eyebrows. “It’s just me, my lord, and the Pottses. But I’m afraid the stairs were too much for them after the first few days.”

Frowning, William tried to make sense of her words. His need was becoming urgent, and he moved restlessly. Wanting to press upon his afflicted organ but unable to do so in front of a lady, his hand moved automatically in its direction.

Spotting the action, she pulled a face. “Oh, I see.” Moving away from the bed, she returned with an oddly shaped bottle. Initially puzzled, he realised its purpose when she brought it to rest beside his leg, her hands moving to lower the bedclothes.

“What the devil do you think you’re doing?” He grabbed her wrist.

“Assisting you, of course.”

“But you’re a woman . . . a lady.”

Her lips formed a determined line. “And the only person available, so let’s not make a fuss. Don’t worry . . . I’ve managed this a dozen times already.”

His eyes widened in horror. “I’m not concerned with your proficiency. It’s the impropriety of the situation that bothers me.”

“Oh dear.” She sighed and let the blanket drop. “You’re lucid. It’s to be expected now the fever is broken, but I dare say it’s going to make things complicated.”

“The situation isn’t complicated, it’s incomprehensible. Why, in heaven’s name, would a lady perform such an intimate task for an incapacitated gentleman?”

“An incapacitated patient,” she said firmly, “and not for any prurient reason that soldier’s mind of yours might conjure.”

William fisted his good hand in exasperation.

“I meant no disrespect, madam, but since I’m now fully awake, I insist on having a male servant assist me.”

His nurse took a moment to reply, her tone gentling. “I’m sorry, my lord. I don’t know if it’s as a result of the fever, but you appear to be suffering a delusion. Other than Mr and Mrs Potts—the elderly caretaker and his wife,” she said carefully as if he wouldn’t remember the couple who had assisted in raising him, “there are no other servants, male or female, at Blackthorn Manor. They were all dismissed many years ago, not long after your father’s funeral, in fact.”

William stared unblinking. That was a decade ago. Whose wages had he been paying all these years?

The mystery would have to wait, his current dilemma taking precedence. If she was speaking the truth, and he could think of no good reason for her to lie, there wasn’t any other help to be found. To his shame, he wasn’t sure he could manage alone in his weakened state.

“A dozen times, you say?”

“At least.” She nodded. Colour stained her cheeks, and he could only imagine an insensate patient was a tad easier to deal with than an indignant one.

“Very well, then.” Gritting his teeth, he prayed his body wouldn’t betray him. He’d never had a woman’s hands on him intimately before, and her gentle if impersonal touch was unsettling to say the least. There was also the issue of her appeal. A compassionate woman, she’d gone above and beyond even those duties expected of a vicar’s daughter. William could only imagine her husband must be a curate, for it would take a far saintlier gentleman than he to allow his wife to care for another man in such a fashion.

“All set,” she said after a moment that seemed to drag for an eternity. “I’ll give you some privacy and be back to collect the bottle when you’re finished. Do you think you’ll be able to manage alone?”

Stifling the urge to curse—again—he nodded, relieved when she turned and left the room.

A part of William wondered if he was still trapped in a nightmare or had been consigned to hell after all. Either option would have been more bearable than the situation in which he found himself.
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“This is an outrage! Why wasn’t I called sooner?”

William awoke to the sound of an argument being carried out above his head.

“We’ve been rather busy, doctor. It’s not our fault Lord Blackthorn’s estate manager took this long to send for you.”

“That’s not good enough.” The doctor’s voice rose unbearably. “His Lordship should have been under the care of a physician, not a couple of ignorant misses plying him with useless herbal remedies.”

“Useless remedies that have saved his life.”

“I’m the physician. I’ll be the judge of that.”

“Actually, I believe I’m the best judge of whether or not my life has been saved,” William muttered. The officious-looking doctor, whom he remembered none-too-fondly from his childhood, had unwrapped the bandage from his arm and was prodding at his wound. Batting the man’s hand away, William sought his nurse’s steady gaze. Relieved to have her near, the tightness in his chest eased.

“Lord Blackthorn, I am Dr Cooper. I was your physician when you were a boy,” the doctor said unnecessarily. “I was only recently apprised you’d returned to Hartley and were in need of medical attention. I must say, I am appalled by the treatment, or the lack thereof, you have received. This . . . this . . . woman”—he pointed to the dark-haired young lady standing at the end of the bed—“has admitted to performing what is tantamount to surgery on your arm and has been dosing you with all manner of vile and useless concoctions.”

“I merely cleaned the wound and removed metal shards and fragments of the viscount’s uniform that had been left to fester.” The woman’s green eyes flashed. “The herbal remedies I prescribed have been used effectively by generations of healers.”

“Old wives’ tales,” the doctor said with a sneer. “His Lordship should have been medicated with a mercury tonic to combat miasma and detritus introduced to the wound to encourage seepage. It is the only way to promote healing.”

“I was told the wound would not heal, that my only hope of survival was amputation.” William studied his mangled but mending arm. “While I won’t dispute the concoctions have indeed been vile”—he shot a dark look at the vicar’s daughter—“the care I’ve received at the hands of these two ladies appears to have accomplished what the army surgeons and physicians declared impossible.”

“Infusions and herbal plasters are outmoded forms of treatment rejected by modern science, my lord. You need to be bled immediately and purged.”

William narrowed his eyes. “I believe I was sufficiently bled on the battlefield.”

As for purging, the thought of being forced to expel the bile from his stomach when he was already weak as a kitten was not particularly appealing.

“If you insist on continuing in the care of a couple of untrained, unmarried young misses, this one”—the doctor pointed again to the dark-haired lady—“nothing more than a midwife with a bag full of herbs, and this one”—he pointed to William’s angel—“the vicar’s spinster daughter, then I refuse to be held responsible for the outcome, my lord.”

“Duly noted.” William hid his reaction to the doctor’s disclosure and dismissed him with a flick of his fingers.

The man departed, muttering darkly, and William’s unlikely healer redressed his wound. He paid little attention, his gaze fixed on the young lady who had nursed him proficiently, intimately, and single-handedly for God only knew how long.

She was a miss?
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Also by Elise de Sallier

Innocence (A Forbidden Love, Book 1)

Ignorance is supposed to be bliss, but in Anneliese Barlow's experience, it leads to unwise choices and unnecessarily tragic outcomes . . . and there is nothing blissful about either.

Forced to flee her father's brutal heir, Anneliese masquerades as Lisa Brown, a servant, in the grand country mansion of the Duke of Worthington. Discovering the life of gentility she had known was a virtual fairytale, reality a dark and forbidding place, she faces danger at every turn. 

Captivated by the beautiful maid, the Marquis of Marsden, decides the only way to keep Lisa safe is by offering her his protection. With all hopes of returning to her previous station lost, she surrenders her virtue to the man she has come to love almost beyond reason. Finding unexpected passion in Nathaniel's arms, her senses are awakened to a world of sensuality she'd not known existed . . . a world not without grave risks.

If her identity is uncovered, Lisa's innocence won't be the only thing that's lost.

Protection (A Forbidden Love, Book 2)

He'll do anything to protect the woman he loves . . . but first, he must make amends for taking advantage of her innocence.

In the much awaited conclusion to Innocence, A Forbidden Love – Book One, Nathaniel, the Marquis of Marsden, is left reeling at the revelation of Lisa's royal heritage. Keeping her safe has always been his priority, and he is determined to protect her . . . from the King's machinations, their enemies, and her own overly generous nature if necessary.

Although overjoyed to be reunited with Nathaniel, Lisa fears she made a better mistress than she will a marchioness. Longing for a return to the freedom they shared when he thought her a commoner, she does her best to live up to his—and society's—expectations, but she's only willing to compromise so far. Being kept in the dark is no longer an option. Despite the unexpected pleasure she discovered in Nathaniel's arms, if there is one thing Lisa has learned . . .  ignorance is far from bliss. 
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