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His voice has a greater effect on me than I care to admit.

“I must speak with you tonight, Mistress Wakefield.”

My back stiffens with irritation even as my belly flares with desire. Oh that I could ignore him. I wish even more so that I could ignore the way my body responds to his deep, carefully measured voice, as if his words were an invitation to his bed, when I know that is the last thing he would ever say to me–not that I would accept him if he did ask such a thing. Sir Leopold Whitlock is the haughtiest, most difficult man in the village. Making him await my attention is the only satisfaction available to me, so I use it.

I continue arranging the greenery in the feasting hall, allowing myself to pretend a moment longer that anything he says to me is of no importance, but the other women who are helping prepare for the wedding start to giggle and glance in our direction. I have carefully evaded him for the past year. What else could I do? I have tried to ignore him, and the thoughts of him that plague me. 

But one cannot ignore the castle’s steward for long without risking some kind of consequences, and I am only the village healer.

Deliberately, I check the security of a pennant strung on a potted shrub, pause, and turn to acknowledge Sir Whitlock’s presence.

He is simply yet impeccably dressed, as always, his strong frame rigid from his broad shoulders to his narrow hips and wide-legged stance, his brown hair tidily combed away from his clean-shaven face. The picture of command and control. Yet years of reading the faces of those in pain has taught me to notice signs, even subtle ones. On first glance his angular face displays an expression of disinterested neutrality. Perhaps too angular for some, I can’t help finding him deeply attractive.

A closer look yields a tautness in his jaw. His lips are thinned slightly, and there is a strain about his thickly-lashed brown eyes. A terrible thought assails me. Is he ill? Perhaps that is the reason he seeks a word with me.

“Why not now?” I venture, testing the waters with a carefully neutral tone.

“The bridal party will be here shortly. I wanted to make you aware beforehand. Preparations for the spring ague that surely approaches must be discussed,” he says, his tones clipped. “It would not do to have your efforts undermining the lord’s orders this time.”

Any apprehension I might be feeling crumbles like dried herbs. He has not forgotten, then. Of course. Why would he?

I drop the sharpest curtsey I can manage. “Of course, Sir Whitlock. There is nothing more pertinent at a wedding feast than the parsing of every minute detail of responsibility. Heaven forbid someone should fail to keep to their own responsibilities.” It is a petty, careless thing for me to say, one that sends a sharp edge of guilt through me. The spring ague is no joking matter. I have always worked hard to heal those who fall prey to it. And for that reason and many others I hate how Sir Whitlock acts as though my time is his to command. If only I could wipe the controlled veneer off his face and see some true feeling on it for once, even if it is only hate.

His mouth turns down. “We have both been busy of late. Occupied with our responsibilities. I would have sought you out sooner, had I had the time.”

I hear rustles of skirts and whispers behind me. The other women will no doubt relay every word of this exchange later, so I had best give them as few threads to weave into yarn as possible.

“Of course.” I curtsey again, this time with more care. “I look forward to discussing the welfare of the village with you, Sir.” And I turn back to my task. I hear his footsteps leaving the hall a moment later. He, too, has no further word to spare.

The decorating is soon finished, and golden evening light spills through the windows as the newly wedded Lord and Lady Granville enter the hall, fresh from their ceremony. The excitement and curiosity is palpable in the hall: the ceremony was a small, private affair, and I suspect everyone here is eager for their first glimpse of the lord’s new bride. Everyone has their chance for an eyeful as the couple begin the feast with their wedding dance.

I stand among the others circled around the pair as they go through each move. She is small, very much so compared to our broad, brusque lord, who studies her with a grimness that does not seem to bode well for their marriage. The woman–our lady, whose name I forget–performs the dancing with smooth, neat energy that belies her fine breeding. What she is thinking, no one can tell. Her face is calm, pale. Perhaps she is resigned.

“I hope Lady Carina is sufficient to the task ahead of her,” says a familiar in my ear, and it takes all my self-control not to flinch away from Sir Whitlock. Or, far worse, lean in closer.

“Even now, you find fault, and with a stranger no less,” I hiss. “Why is it that you cannot help but bring attention to others’ supposed incapability?”

He pauses. I wonder if it is to finally offer the stinging reprimand I have been expecting.

“I did not intend to,” he finally responds. “I was merely noting that she is new to the task of being lady of the manor.”

“She has spent her life in training for this,” I return. “Wherever she hails from, Lord Granville would not have married a kitchen wench.” Lady Carina is clearly highborn, even if her family is from an obscure realm. “Why must you be so disapproving of everyone?” I ask, half-turning to stab the steward with a glare and finding he is closer than I expected.

In the crush of bodies, I had not registered the warmth of his at my back. I register it now, as hot and dangerous as a fire in a hearth. When have we ever stood this close? Never. I would have remembered it.

He turns his face to mine. “I am sorry,” he says quietly, the music almost drowning his voice. I cannot look away from his mouth, so I know quite clearly what he says. “It is not my intention.”

I tear my eyes from his mouth I find him looking at me. It is the most humble thing I have ever heard him say to me. Coupled with the way he watches me–surely I must be mistaken– his apology throws me off balance. I respond the only way I know how. Turning my back to him again to hide the frantic bobbing of my throat, I say, “Then you might try finding some other words to express your intentions, Sir Whitlock.”

I feel him shift behind me. “Do you believe I am angry with you, Mistress Wakefield?”

There is genuine puzzlement in his voice. Well then, I thought, anger rippling like a beast beneath my skin, if he really wants to know, then I shall tell him.

“You interfered with a patient I was caring for in my own home, because you insisted on taking him to Lord Granville’s estate.” I toss the words over my shoulder through gritted teeth. “You forced your way into my work because it is your right. It was not right for the patient. You refused to trust my judgement and act to this day as if you are better than me. I have trained in the healing arts my whole life. Whether or not you are angry with me, it matters little. I am angry with you.”

“The patient lives,” he says, still sounding as if confused.

“Yet he suffered while you moved him to the castle. It weakened him at a time when he could ill afford it. Tell me, sir, was it worth it? Choosing to parade the lord’s right while risking a man’s health?”

I am speaking treacherously, placing myself in possible danger. Yet holding my tongue when angry has always been difficult. I crane my neck to glare at him, a challenge to one of the realm’s most powerful men.

He is studying me again, his expression frighteningly neutral. “This conversation is weighty indeed,” he says. “I must hear everything you have to say.”

The music ends. Our lord must be leading our lady to their table, for the crowd around us disperses. 

“Even if what I have to say might disrespect our lord?” I ask, my voice low in the surrounding murmur.

He dips his head towards me. “It is my job to keep troublemakers close.”

Something crosses his face, a fleeting expression so unfamiliar in his chiseled features that I cannot interpret it. 

“Dance with me,” he says. “It will give me a chance to hear more from you.”

This is not at all how I expected him to respond. Surprised, I nod once, my heart pounding, and turn my back to him again. Before I can move two steps away, a woman shoves past me, pushing me against Leopold’s broad chest. His hands catch me, steadying me. One hand on my ribs, his fingers brushing the underside of my breast, the other on my hip. Almost as disconcerting is the hard erection I feel pressing against my backside.

I tell myself that many a red-blooded man would respond thus to a woman’s body flush against his. That does not alleviate my own arousal, nor cool my heated skin. It is more frustrating than spoiling a month’s worth of healing charms to be reminded so forcefully of how attractive I find the steward.

“The dancing is after the feast,” I say, my voice deliberately slow. “There is no need for you to hold me in such an improper fashion.”

Quickly, he pushes me away from him, the press of his hands firm on my hips before he releases me.

“Indeed.” He stands before me and bows, swift and precise. A muscle in his jaw feathers. “I’ll find you after the feast, Mistress Esme. I can assure you that our dance–and the questioning–will be completely proper.”

I stand by an open window as the food is served, gulping cool air in an attempt to calm my blood.
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Sir Whitlock does not come for me at the first dance, nor the second, nor even the third. A tall, robust woman leaves the feasting hall through the door nearest me. I absently watch a man, the stable master I believe, follow after her. I tell myself I am not looking for him even as I scan the crowd.

He finds me before the fourth dance begins.

When I see him wending through the dancers who have already taken to the floor, I down one last swallow of wine and tuck the charm back into my skirt pocket, rising from the lower table. At least let him find me on my feet. He greets me with a bow, looking as calm and composed as ever. I am tempted to ignore the hand he holds out for me. But I do not know where he intends this questioning to lead, nor what he might make of it. I have already said too much. I may be a healer, but he has the lord’s ear. I have nothing to gain by snubbing him, so I take his hand.

I can feel the strength of his arm as he pulls me along, and I am perplexed when he does not release me. Instead, he draws me close so that I can feel the warmth of his body through
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