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            Chapter 1

         
         
            St. Agatha’s Hospital

            London, 1820

         

         Viola Cartwright, Duchess of Tremaine, stared down at the crisp piece of paper balanced between her fingers. Since she’d read
            the words written thereon, her heart had run off, leaving her chest with a painful knot in its place. She expelled a long
            breath in an effort to calm her riotous nerves and perhaps ease the churning in her belly. It was to no avail. Even though
            she’d known this moment would eventually come, she hadn’t been prepared for the news of her stepson’s homecoming.
         

         
         Hoping against all odds that she might find a different message if she read the letter again, she adjusted her spectacles
            and considered the bold script for a second time.
         

         
         
            Findlay,

            Please be advised that it is time for me to come home. My ship sails from New York harbor on the fifteenth of March with expected
               arrival in Portsmouth no more than thirty days later. I hope I can count on you to greet me upon my return.
            

            Robert Cartwright,

            Duke of Tremaine

         

         No request for the loyal butler to inform Viola. No mention of her at all.

         
         Setting the letter aside on her desk, she raised her gaze to Findlay, who stood near the door of her office waiting. “Thank
            you for showing me this.” She couldn’t imagine what she would have done if he hadn’t warned her.
         

         
         Findlay nodded. “I felt it my duty to do so.”

         
         He took his leave, and Viola forced herself to relax. She didn’t owe Robert anything. The decision to marry his father had
            been hers and hers alone. Robert should have no say in the matter. Especially not since he’d chosen to marry the Earl of Clarendon’s
            daughter right before departing for his father’s coffee plantation in the West Indies. He’d been away ever since and had written
            only once to inform his father that his wife was dead and that he’d sold the plantation. There had been no word from him since.
            Worse than that, when Viola had written to inform Robert of his father’s passing, her letter had been returned. It had taken
            two years to track him down somewhere in India—a task she could finally claim to have accomplished satisfactorily.
         

         
         And yet, the pricking of skin at the nape of Viola’s neck made her wary. She and Robert had not parted on the best of terms
            and she worried how he would react to her now, knowing she’d married his father.
         

         
         A quick rap at the door brought a nurse into Viola’s office. “You’re needed in the operating room. Florian is already there,”
            she said in reference to one of the best physicians Viola employed at St. Agatha’s Hospital. His full name was Jonathan Florian
            Lowell, but he chose to go by his middle name because he claimed it helped people differentiate between him and his older
            brother Henry. This had not changed since he’d inherited his uncle’s title and become the Duke of Redding. He still insisted
            his colleagues call him Florian. 
         

         
         Viola blinked. Florian was supposed to be on his way to Paris with his wife, the Duke of Huntley’s sister Juliette. They’d
            planned everything so they would be back again in time for Juliette’s expected due date. So if Florian was still here, then . . .
         

         
         She was on her feet in an instant and hurrying after the nurse. “What can you tell me, Emily?” she asked as they half walked,
            half ran through a series of corridors and down a long flight of stairs.
         

         
         “A man, roughly thirty years of age by my estimation, has been shot. Florian brought him in himself.”

         
         “Any idea who the man might be?”

         
         “No. If Florian knows him he gave no indication.”

         
         Of course not, Viola thought. Why would he? Issuing orders and acting with haste would have been his top priority. They pushed
            through a pair of double doors and turned down another hallway, entering the first room on their right.
         

         
         “Help me,” Florian said as soon as he spotted Viola. His expression was tight and professional, but his eyes revealed a crack
            in his otherwise serious demeanor.
         

         
         Viola rushed forward while Florian continued speaking. “I am going to give you some morphine for the pain,” Florian told the
            patient concisely. “It should put you to sleep.”
         

         
         Locating a bowl of hot water, Viola reached for the nearby soap, soaked her hands and proceeded to scrub them clean. Florian
            was adamant about cleanliness. He adhered to William Buchan’s notion of poor hygiene spreading disease and infection. He also
            believed in considering new developments in medicine. So when a German colleague of his had managed to isolate morphine from
            opium years ago and had written to Florian of its improved effect over laudanum, Florian had started his own study into the
            new medication. He’d been so pleased with the results that it had become his preferred opiate even though it was not yet commercially
            available anywhere.
         

         
         Emily handed Viola a towel, and once her hands were dry, Viola picked up another bowl containing gin-soaked surgical tools.

         
         “I am going to get you through this,” Florian added to the patient, his rough voice piercing Viola’s heart. “You are not going
            to die today. Do you hear? Now drink this.”
         

         
         Fishing out a scalpel, a probe, a pair of forceps and a needle, Viola placed the surgical tools side by side on a silver tray
            and handed Florian a wad of antiseptically treated linen. The patient’s jacket, vest, cravat and shirt had all been removed
            and were lying in a heap on the floor.
         

         
         “Thank you,” Florian muttered. He proceeded to clean the discolored wound in the patient’s left shoulder. The man was pale,
            his body trembling slightly beneath Florian’s touch, until the morphine’s effect caused him to relax in a state of gradual
            unconsciousness.
         

         
         Reaching for a sponge, Viola helped dab away excess blood. “I take it you know him,” Viola said as she watched Florian probe
            the wound carefully with his finger.
         

         
         “Locator,” he replied while presenting her with the palm of his hand.

         
         She picked up the tool and gave it to him, then helped hold open the wound for better access. Florian slid the locator in,
            probing for the lead ball and other foreign matter lodged beneath the patient’s skin. She’d seen the procedure performed a
            dozen times before.
         

         
         “He’s my brother,” Florian suddenly said, answering her question. He knit his brow and closed his eyes, allowing his sense
            of touch to guide him. “There! It’s not too deep, thank God, but there might be some fabric as well. Let me have the forceps.”
         

         
         Viola handed the tool over and sponged the wound clean once more. She wasn’t too surprised to discover that the man lying
            outstretched on the operating table was Henry Lowell. His reputation as a notorious rake was such that even a nonsocial woman
            like herself could not avoid hearing of some of his exploits, like the  affair the Earl of Elmwood had accused him of having
            with his wife.
         

         
         “Please check this against his shirt,” Florian said. He dropped a piece of bloodied linen into a small empty bowl.

         
         Grabbing the garment, Viola stretched the front of it out on a nearby counter and tried to match the piece of fabric to the
            part of the shirt that was missing. “I think there might be a little bit more,” she told Florian.
         

         
         He bowed his head again and probed deeper. Seconds ticked by with infernal slowness until, with a long exhale, he pulled the
            tiniest fabric piece free. Getting the lead ball out after that was fairly simple, after which the only remaining task was
            to trim the dead skin around the wound with a scalpel and suture it.
         

         
         “I’m sorry he got shot,” Viola said, not because she had much sympathy for a renowned libertine, but because it was clear
            to her that Florian was upset. She threaded a needle with waxed silk and handed it to him as soon as he’d finished using the
            scalpel.
         

         
         He snorted and proceeded to stitch up the wound. “He’s a wonderful brother and I love him dearly, but he can also be a bloody
            idiot at times. In this case, he chose to offer a young dandy advice on his clothing.”
         

         
         Viola pressed her lips together to refrain from smiling. This was, after all, a serious matter. She was fairly sure Florian
            wouldn’t approve of her being amused by it. She cleared her throat and began preparing a compress. “Which poultice do you
            prefer to use?”
         

         
         “I’ll have the one with the crushed onion and honey.”

         
         Spreading the mixture out on a thin piece of linen, Viola placed it carefully over the wound while Florian went to clean his
            hands. She then added a thicker wad of clean linen on top and asked Emily to help her secure it with a bandage.
         

         
         It wasn’t until she was finished that she allowed herself to consider Mr. Lowell’s appearance. Until now, she’d been methodical
            in her work and professionally detached. With her task completed, however, she became aware of Mr. Lowell’s size and, more
            to the point, his stunning physique.
         

         
         This was not a man of leisure but one who exercised frequently. His belly was flat, his abdomen tight and his arms well-defined
            by muscles. As far as she could tell, he was broader than Florian, but this was not the only thing that set the brothers apart.
            While Florian’s hair was vibrant with varying shades of copper, Lowell’s was raven black. His jaw was also more angular and
            his lower lip slightly fuller. Staring down at him, Viola fleetingly wondered about the color of his eyes, now hidden from
            view beneath a pair of lids that were fringed with thick, dark lashes.
         

         
         “It’s surprising no one ever suspected us of being only half brothers,” Florian murmured, startling Viola from her quiet perusal.

         
         “People often believe what they’re told as long as the story’s convincing enough. In your case there was no reason for anyone
            to think you weren’t Armswell’s son.”
         

         
         Not even Florian’s brother had known until Florian had told him last year that their fathers weren’t one and the same. While
            Mr. Lowell shared Armswell’s blood, Florian had been sired by Bartholomew, one of England’s most infamous criminals. The scandal
            when the news had broken had almost destroyed Florian’s career.
         

         
         “I suppose so,” Florian said. He touched his knuckles briefly to his brother’s arm before saying, “We should get him upstairs
            so this room can be cleaned.”
         

         
         “Of course.” Viola turned for the door with the intention of calling a couple of orderlies to assist. She paused and glanced
            back at Florian. “How come you’re here, by the way, and not on your way to Paris with Juliette?”
         

         
         Florian shrugged. “Henry came to see me last night, told me about the duel and asked if I might be able to delay my trip.”
            He glanced at his brother. “I’m glad I did.”
         

         
         “Of course. It was the right decision to make.” She considered his weary expression for a second before saying, “He’ll be
            all right now and there’s a team of well-trained staff to help with his recuperation. So if you want to catch the next ship,
            I see no reason why you shouldn’t. You and Juliette deserve your adventure. Once the baby arrives, there’ll be no time.”
         

         
         Wincing, Florian removed his surgical apron, tossed it in a basket for laundering and rolled down his shirtsleeves. “There’s
            not enough time as it is. My work is demanding, Viola, which is why we weren’t able to get away sooner.”
         

         
         “Then for heaven’s sake go on your trip with Juliette while you still can and entrust me with your brother’s care.”

         
         “You’re taking on a lot of tasks, Viola. Between running the hospital, readying the rejuvenation center for its grand opening
            and now this . . . I really ought to be staying.”
         

         
         “We’ve discussed this, Florian. Running the hospital is second nature to me now and the rejuvenation center is coming along
            splendidly.” Intended to offer the rich a spa-like experience without going to Bath, the center would provide the hospital
            with additional funds. For although St. Agatha’s still ran smoothly thanks to donations, it could not continue to do so for
            long. Due to the free care it provided to the poor, its popularity continued to increase, which meant it would soon require
            expanding. For this to be possible, Viola would need to ensure a steady income, and her plan was to use the center’s profits
            to do so. “Last I checked, the artists were about to get started on the murals, and that was already a few days ago. Besides,
            we both know I’m more likely to draw a crowd for the grand opening than you are. It won’t matter what Society thinks of me,
            Florian. People will come for the sole purpose of sating their curiosity if I send out the invitations. They’ll want to catch
            a glimpse of the woman who snagged a duke one day and inherited his fortune the next.”
         

         
         Because of her brief marriage and her lack of interest in mingling with a social class to which she did not feel she belonged,
            she’d kept a low profile by moving into a modest house after her husband’s death, focusing on her work and maintaining what
            would probably be described as an unremarkable appearance.
         

         
         “As for your brother,” she added, “he’ll undoubtedly sleep most of the time, I should think.”

         
         Florian hesitated. “He will wake up eventually, and when he does, he’ll want to be entertained. He doesn’t like being bored.”

         
         “I don’t think anyone does. Do they?”

         
         Florian watched her with his typically inscrutable expression. But Viola knew him well enough by now to know he was carefully
            weighing the options she’d laid out before him. “My servants can help with the grand opening. You’ll need someone there to
            welcome the guests and to offer them drinks and some sort of food.”
         

         
         “I’ll meet with your manservant and cook to make the necessary arrangements.”

         
         He hesitated briefly, then grabbed his jacket from a hook on the wall and shoved his arms into the sleeves. “Very well. I
            shall agree to think about it.”
         

         
         Happy with that assurance, Viola smiled to hide her concerns and continued out into the hallway. Because although Florian
            deserved a reprieve and she’d pushed for it, his absence would mean she’d somehow have to deal with Robert’s arrival alone,
            not to mention Florian’s handsome rake of a brother. And the truth of the matter was she had no idea how to handle either.
         

         
          

         When Henry Atticus Lowell awoke, the first thing he became aware of was the gentle tread of someone moving carefully about.
            He flexed his fingers and felt the soft cotton of a sheet draped over his body. Well, it would seem he was still alive, thanks
            to his brother’s miraculous efforts. And the pain . . . it was more of an ache now, which was a definite improvement.
         

         
         Hesitantly, he opened his eyes just enough to let a bit of light in. It was blinding, the sunshine spilling in from a nearby
            window with unforgiving brightness. He winced and immediately closed his eyes again.
         

         
         “Mr. Lowell?” The voice that spoke was feminine, soft and soothing, a mere whisper almost. Henry grunted his response and
            sensed the woman come nearer. “I hope I did not disturb you.” A soft hand settled upon his brow for no more than a fleeting
            second. “You do not seem to have a fever, which is excellent news.”
         

         
         He drew a deep breath, focused on the tightening effect it had on his chest, and gradually expelled it. “No.” Again he tried
            to open his eyes, to see the nurse who’d come to attend him. She sounded lovely and . . . The light was no longer as bright
            as it had been. It shone at the woman’s back, surrounding her in a halo of gold. She was fair, with dark blond tresses catching
            the sun and tossing it back. Her face, however, was perfection itself, a pair of pale blue eyes and full lips portraying the
            deepest shade of rose he’d ever seen.
         

         
         Perhaps he had died after all.

         
         Henry closed his eyes on that thought and allowed himself to drift off again, certain he’d just caught a glimpse of heaven
            and one of its prettiest angels. But the matter of leaving his earthly state was quickly dismissed when he woke again later
            to find his brother sitting nearby. The room was now cast in shadows, alerting Henry to the late time of day.
         

         
         He tried to speak but wheezed instead and was grateful for the glass of water Florian swiftly pressed to his lips. “Thank
            you,” he managed after savoring the cool liquid flowing down his parched throat.
         

         
         Florian eyed him with stalwart gravity. “I was worried about you for a moment.”

         
         Henry grinned and shifted, immediately regretting doing so when his wound stretched uncomfortably in response. He winced and
            grew serious, making every effort to relax. “Is that really all I deserve? A mere moment of concern?”
         

         
         “Humph! I’ve enough faith in my own skills to know when more is unnecessary. That’s the moment I’m talking about. The second
            it took to assure myself that I wouldn’t have to convey the news of your death to our parents.” He paused for a second, and
            then, “What the devil were you thinking, antagonizing a cocky lad who’s barely quit his leading strings? You know someone
            like that is going to fight before he thinks.”
         

         
         “You’re lucky he isn’t here to witness your insult or I daresay he’d call you out next. All I did was tell him his orange
            jacket looked ghastly and that his tailor ought to give better advice.”
         

         
         “Christ, Henry.”

         
         “What? Would you not prefer for someone to tell you that you look ridiculous instead of continuing to parade about as if you’re
            presenting high fashion?”
         

         
         “Of course I would, but that’s hardly . . .” Florian let the words fade and placed his hand on Henry’s arm instead. “I’m glad
            you’re all right and that you’re still here. The alternative would be unthinkable.”
         

         
         Henry allowed a faint smile. “I made you miss your ship.” He felt terrible about upsetting his brother’s plans, but he’d also
            been more afraid than he’d let on and had wanted his brother’s medical expertise to be available.
         

         
         “Yes. You did.”

         
         “Can you forgive me?”

         
         “After everything you’ve done for me? How could I not?”

         
         Grateful, Henry sank further back against his pillow. And yet . . . “I haven’t done so much.”

         
         Florian held his gaze. “No. Of course you haven’t. You only helped me fight Bartholomew after discovering I’d lied to you
            about him for fourteen years.”
         

         
         “Telling me he was your father was not a simple thing.”

         
         “No. It was not. But that doesn’t change the fact that perhaps it is I who should ask for your forgiveness?”

         
         Henry sighed. “You’re my brother, no matter what. Forgiving you was easy.”

         
         “Thank you.”

         
         Florian shifted as if discomforted by the intimacy of their conversation, so Henry decided to change the subject. “There was
            a nurse here earlier, or at least I believe she must have been a nurse.”
         

         
         The edge of Florian’s mouth lifted. “And?”

         
         “Well, I was merely thinking that if she’s been assigned to my care, it would be nice to know her name.”

         
         “Hmm . . .” Florian didn’t look convinced by this explanation, as evidenced when he said, “I don’t want you flirting with
            the staff, Henry. You need to recuperate and they need to do their jobs without you ta—”
         

         
         “For God’s sake. I only want her name. You needn’t make it sound as though I have questionable intentions.”

         
         Florian sighed. “Fine. If you can describe her to me, I might be able to help.”

         
         Pleased, Henry couldn’t stop from smiling. Especially not when he thought of the woman he’d seen. “She’s fair with golden
            hair and eyes the loveliest shade of blue I have ever seen.”
         

         
         “Ah. I believe you must be referring to Emily.”

         
         Henry frowned. It was almost as if his brother sounded relieved. “Emily . . .” What a lovely name. “Thank you, Florian. I
            promise not to flirt with her too much.” Florian gave him a quelling look to which Henry laughed and immediately flinched
            in response to the pain it caused. “You should go. Your ability to amuse me today is not helping with my recovery.”
         

         
         “Are you sure you’ll be all right?” Florian asked, ignoring his comment. “Perhaps—”

         
         “No.” He shook his head adamantly. “Take the next ship to France, Florian. Enjoy your holiday in Paris with Juliette. I shall
            be perfectly fine until you get back.”
         

         
         Florian stared down at him for a lengthy moment and finally nodded. “Very well then. I will see you in roughly one month.”
            He moved as if considering an embrace but froze and, pulling back, simply reached for Henry’s hand and gave it a squeeze.
            “Take care of yourself, brother. And please, do try to stay out of trouble.”
         

         
         Henry smiled with deliberate mischief. “Of course, Florian. You can count on me to do precisely that.”

         
         With a soft scoff and a shake of his head, Florian strode from the room, leaving Henry to think about what to say the next
            time he saw Emily.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Tucking a loose strand of hair behind her ear, Viola considered her reflection in the mirror and gave herself a firm nod.
            She looked acceptable. Not pretty by any means, but then again, who needed prettiness in a place where cleanliness, precision
            and expediency were of the highest value?
         

         
         With one final look at herself, she picked up her spectacles and placed them in the pocket of her skirt before leaving her
            office. It was time for her to make her rounds, and with Florian’s departure the day before and the promise she’d made to
            look after his brother, she would need to check up on Mr. Lowell. According to Emily, he’d slept since yesterday afternoon,
            which meant he’d gotten a good sixteen hours of rest at least.
         

         
         Passing a room shared by four female patients, Viola stepped inside and saw that Mrs. Richardson was awake.

         
         “How are you this morning?” Viola asked the older woman, who’d fallen from a ladder and broken her leg two days earlier.

         
         Mrs. Richardson pulled back the cover and wiggled her toes. “Feeling better already,” she said with a cheerful smile, and
            Viola saw that the bandages wrapped around her leg to hold the splints in place had been painted in bright displays of color.
         

         
         “Who’s the artist?” Viola asked in a whisper so as not to wake the other women who still slept.

         
         “Yours truly,” Mrs. Richardson replied. “My daughter brought me my watercolors the day before yesterday. She said she heard
            something about Viscount Armswell’s son, Mr. Lowell, being brought in around the time she arrived—mentioned him having been
            shot?”
         

         
         “Hmm . . . You know I cannot discuss other patients with you, do you not?” She’d have to find out which of her staff members
            had betrayed Mr. Lowell’s identity loud enough for others to hear.
         

         
         “So that would be a yes to my question,” Mrs. Richardson said with a satisfied smile. “Doesn’t really surprise me, all things
            considered.”
         

         
         Unable to stop her curiosity, Viola took a step closer to Mrs. Richardson’s bed. “You know him then?”

         
         “No. Of course not. His family’s much too high in the instep for the likes of me.”

         
         That was what Viola had suspected. Mrs. Richardson didn’t seem particularly well off, even if she was able to afford watercolors.

         
         “One does hear things, however,” Mrs. Richardson went on. “From what I have learned, Mr. Lowell is a proper scoundrel. I’ve
            a friend who’s employed by the Dowager Marchioness of Wentworth as her companion and she claims to have seen Mr. Lowell at
            various social gatherings. According to her, he’s always flirting with one woman or another. Says she even thinks he may have
            intended to proposition the Duchess of Coventry before she married the duke. Saw him sticking a bit too closely to her side
            a couple of Seasons ago. Claims it was all rather distasteful, seeing as Her Grace had just come from the slums and all that.
            Lowell was like a tiger just waiting to pounce.”
         

         
         Viola didn’t like anything about that description. “Perhaps he genuinely liked her,” she suggested, “and was simply trying
            to be friendly without any ulterior motive.” Her loyalty toward Florian prompted her to defend his brother in spite of her
            own opinion of him, which wasn’t much different from Mrs. Richardson’s.
         

         
         Mrs. Richardson gave her a dubious look. “He took up with Viscount Blithe’s widow after that, and the viscount had only been
            dead one week. Not to mention his affair with Lady Elmwood last year.”
         

         
         Mrs. Richardson pressed her lips together as if intending to stop from saying anything more. But then she quickly continued.
            “My friend says Mr. Lowell has two extra houses in London—one where he keeps his mistress and the other where he conducts
            his affairs with unassuming young women.”
         

         
         Viola bit her lip to stop from laughing. She leaned toward the older woman in a conspiratorial way. “You make it sound as
            if he’s a predator luring the innocent into his lair.”
         

         
         “Suffice it to say that I have it on good authority Mr. Lowell enjoys the company of women excessively. So much in fact, it’s
            likely to get him killed one day if he doesn’t start being more careful.”
         

         
         Refraining from mentioning the real cause of his most recent duel, Viola promised Mrs. Richardson she’d have some breakfast
            delivered soon and went to continue her rounds.
         

         
         She arrived in Mr. Lowell’s room twenty minutes later to find the man in question propped up against a pile of pillows and
            with the Mayfair Chronicle in his lap. He didn’t notice her right away, his concentration fixed on whatever it was he was reading, which allowed her
            a moment to study him discreetly.
         

         
         When she’d last seen him, he’d been hovering between sleep and wakefulness. She’d checked to see if he had a fever and he’d
            stared at her for a long moment before slipping back into unconsciousness. Now, his eyes were focused with great intensity
            on what he was reading while a stray lock of black hair fell carelessly across his brow. It afforded him with a touch of untidiness
            that she found oddly charming and perhaps even a little attractive. If she was being completely honest. Until she reminded
            herself of the sort of man he was and instantly warned herself not to fall under his spell.
         

         
         So she stiffened her spine and strode forward with purpose. He looked up and their eyes met. Viola’s heart stuttered and her
            belly turned over without any warning, prompting her to look away.
         

         
         “Good morning, Mr. Lowell,” she forced herself to say. He was only a man. And she’d dealt with plenty of those in the past.
            Though none quite as handsome as this fine specimen.
         

         
         Stop it!

         
         Somehow she managed to offer a smile and remain upright. She made herself meet his gaze once more, her breath catching slightly
            the moment she did in response to the interest she saw there. Unnerved yet determined to avoid showing weakness, she concentrated
            on doing her job by asking, “How are you feeling today?”
         

         
         “Rather well, now that you are here,” he murmured. His voice was like silk slipping over her skin.

         
         Oh, he was good. Too good. She clasped her hands together and squared her shoulders, intent on resisting his charm. Which became infinitely easier
            when he quirked an eyebrow and added, in the most seductive tone she’d ever heard, “Emily.”
         

         
         Viola felt her lips twitch at first. And then she laughed. “Emily?” She laughed a bit more while he began frowning. And then
            a thought struck her and she turned immediately serious. They were in a hospital, after all, and he was looking very confused.
            So she went to the side of the bed, bowed over his head and stared down into his right eye while prying it slightly more open
            with her fingers. “Do you know if you hit your head when you were shot?”
         

         
         “No.” He allowed her to look in his left eye as well. “Why?”

         
         She leaned back. His pupils appeared to be responding normally. “Because you think I’m Emily and the two of us look nothing
            alike.”
         

         
         He shifted a little higher against his pillows while she proceeded to pour him a glass of water. “That’s odd. When I asked
            my brother about you and gave a description, he told me your name was Emily.”
         

         
         Setting the glass to his lips, Viola helped him drink. “Well, I cannot imagine what you told him, but I am Viola. Viola Cartwright,
            to be exact.” She rarely gave her title, preferring to avoid unnecessary attention in favor of being treated like the rest
            of her staff.
         

         
         A charming smile brightened his features. “Then your name is even lovelier than I initially thought.”

         
         A surge of warmth swept through her, pricking her skin. Disliking the effect he was having on her and feeling unmoored by
            the rare attempt at flattery, she said nothing and went to disinfect her hands. “I need to take a look at your wound, Mr.
            Lowell.”
         

         
         “You may call me Henry, if you like.”

         
         Her stomach bounced in a most uncomfortable way. “I’d rather not.”

         
         “But if I am to call you Viola, then—”

         
         “You are a patient, Mr. Lowell, and therefore free to address all the nurses by their given names. Just as you would address
            a maid.” Putting up barriers between them now was both vital and wise. Especially if she was to resist him.
         

         
         “That hardly seems fair.” He was practically pouting now, and God help her if the expression didn’t make him look totally
            adorable.
         

         
         “These are the hospital rules,” she said, deliberately turning away so he wouldn’t see her smile. She made sure to compose
            herself completely before turning back to face him. “If our inequality disturbs you, you are free to call me Mrs. Cartwright.”
            There. She’d effectively made herself quite unavailable.
         

         
         His smile fell a little. “A pity when your given name is so very pretty.”

         
         She arched a brow. “I realize I’ve put you in something of a bind, for which I do apologize.”

         
         He was the one to laugh this time. “Why, Mrs. Cartwright. Are you always this delightful?”

         
         “Only where you are concerned, it would seem,” Viola muttered, and then immediately chastised herself for allowing him to
            engage her. Amusement sparkled in his dark brown eyes, stirring her senses in ways to which she’d thought herself immune.
         

         
         Giving herself a mental shake, Viola removed Mr. Lowell’s newspaper from the bed, pushed down his sheet and began tackling
            his shirt. It was what she did, what she’d done more times than she could count, and yet for the first time ever, she felt
            her fingers tremble as she fumbled with the fabric.
         

         
         Pull yourself together, she chided herself. But then her fingers made contact with his skin and he sucked in a breath. Without thinking, she raised
            her gaze to his and immediately regretted doing so. Because he was watching her closely and with the sort of look . . .
         

         
         Her pulse beat faster and her mouth went instantly dry. She forced her attention back to her work, clinging to the methodical
            familiarity it offered.
         

         
         When she’d finally changed his compress and bandaged the wound again, she took a step back and breathed a sigh of relief.
            As she reached for the newspaper with the intention of returning it to her patient, her eye caught the section he’d been reading,
            which prompted her to pause.
         

         
         She shook her head and looked at him in amazement. “You like the puzzles?” It didn’t seem to square with his rakish reputation.

         
         He smiled, not the flirtatious sort of smile he’d given her before, but a more playful variety. A shrug followed. “I find
            them entertaining.”
         

         
         “So do I,” she admitted, and for a long second after, it was impossible for her to look away. It was as if his gaze was pulling
            her to him.
         

         
         Feeling a wave of heat creep over her skin, she returned her attention to the newspaper in her hand with the intention of
            reading one of the puzzles herself. Her hand instinctively went to her skirt pocket and paused. She knit her brow, attempting
            against all hope to make out the blurry words without using her spectacles.
         

         
         Failing, she returned the newspaper to Mr. Lowell’s lap. She was plain enough as she was. No need to add to her undesirability
            by showing off her long-sightedness as well. Not that she wanted Mr. Lowell to find her desirable, because she most definitely
            didn’t, but Robert had always laughed when he’d seen her wearing her spectacles, which was why she only ever put them on when
            it was absolutely necessary.
         

         
         Mr. Lowell gave her a curious look, but rather than broach her unwillingness to attempt the puzzle, he settled back against
            his pillows and yawned. “I do apologize, Mrs. Cartwright, but I seem to require more rest than usual at the moment.”
         

         
         She chuckled lightly and with a strange appreciation for his consideration toward her. “Let’s not forget you were recently
            shot and underwent surgery. It would be strange if you weren’t feeling somewhat put out.”
         

         
         The edge of his mouth lifted. “Beautiful and amusing,” he murmured. “Remind me to send my dueling opponent a thank-you note.
            Had it not been for him, you and I might never have met.”
         

         
         She pursed her lips before saying, “Something tells me you would have arrived here sooner or later.” Determined not to let
            him detain her any longer, Viola picked up the bowl containing the old compress and bandage and strode to the door.
         

         
         “One moment,” Mr. Lowell spoke to her back.

         
         Muttering a curse, Viola paused on the threshold and turned. “Yes?”

         
         He smiled beatifically, which not only put Viola’s nerves on edge but also made butterflies soar in her belly. “Might I request
            a bath after my nap? And if so, will you be good enough to assist me with it?”
         

         
         A rush of heat swept through Viola, so intense she feared she might catch fire. Of all the things he might have asked, she
            had not expected this. It proved he was more of a scoundrel than she’d imagined, because heaven above, the man was shamelessly
            staring at her with a wolfish gleam to his eyes and a smirk on his handsome face.
         

         
         “I . . . um . . .” Oh, for God’s sake! Viola straightened her spine and pressed the bowl she held to her chest like a shield. “Considering the immobile state of
            most patients, bathing tends to require a great deal of heavy lifting. Consequently, the nurses are all exempt from this duty.”
            She smiled back at him and told him gently, “I’ll ask the strongest orderlies I can find to come and help you as soon as possible.
            And since you’re not allowed to make any movements that might put a strain on the wound, I hope you’ll allow them to clean
            the more hard-to-reach places for you.”
         

         
         Mr. Lowell’s smile evaporated completely.

         
         Offering no more than a nod, Viola used his dumbfounded silence to make her escape. It wasn’t until she was well out of sight
            and hearing that she allowed herself the grin that threatened. She’d gotten the best of Mr. Lowell just now and she found
            she rather enjoyed it.
         

         
          

         Henry stared at the vacant doorway, his mind still occupied by the woman who’d turned the tables on him only seconds earlier.
            She was stunningly beautiful, not in the classical sense, but in a way that set her apart from the rest. He’d been wrong,
            he realized, to tell his brother her eyes were blue and her hair golden. No wonder he’d thought he was speaking of the other
            nurse, Emily, instead of Viola, whose eyes were an interesting shade of gray. They were the eyes of a sharp and intelligent
            woman—the sort of woman whom he suspected capable of holding his interest for infinite lengths of time. Her hair, on the other
            hand, was perhaps a bit duller than Emily’s, but it was thicker and longer, as judged by the volume of her tight chignon.
            He’d longed to unpin it and watch it fall over her shoulders ever since he’d first seen her.
         

         
         But it wasn’t just her eyes or her hair that was fascinating. It was also the shape of her mouth, the perfectly plump lower
            lip and the dimples at either side. And then there were the freckles . . . Lord help him, he’d never thought he’d find tiny
            little dots of brown so attractive, but they somehow seemed to suit her personality, which clearly leaned toward the teasing
            side.
         

         
         Sighing, he decided he had to encourage more of the same. Because her ability to get the better of him had provoked him in
            ways nothing had in recent years. Which was why it was such a pity she was only a nurse.
         

         
         It didn’t matter how smart or feisty she was, because when it came to doing his duty, he would have to choose a respectable
            lady from amid the peerage. This was the only way to improve his reputation and prevent further scandal from befalling his
            family.
         

         
         Of course, he would also have to consider a woman who wasn’t already married.

         
         What an unfortunate shame that was.

         
         Henry picked up the paper and stared at the puzzle. Mrs. Cartwright had said she enjoyed them and yet she’d clearly avoided
            attempting to solve it. He wondered over that for a while and when he failed to arrive at a plausible explanation, he decided
            to get some more rest. Not that he was particularly tired. He’d affected the yawn for Mrs. Cartwright’s benefit so she’d have
            an excuse to leave his side. For although he regretted letting her go, he sensed she wasn’t the sort of woman who responded
            well to a man’s blatant interest. Her constant attempts to school her features and refrain from smiling, along with the way
            her hand shook when she returned the newspaper to him, were telling. She was loyal to her husband and refused to be charmed
            by another man, which only made him like her more.
         

         
         Thankfully, when he woke again later in the day and requested the bath he craved, he was able to convince the orderlies who
            brought the small tub to his room that he was perfectly capable of managing on his own. Initially they insisted they help,
            but when he showed he could stand on his own two feet by himself without falling over, they relented.
         

         
         “I understand you have chosen to ignore my advice and refused to listen to the orderlies when they asked to stay in the room
            with you while you bathed,” Mrs. Cartwright said when she came to see him in the evening. She was holding a tray on which
            Henry spied a plate of food and a glass of something he hoped might be wine. “Your wound is serious, Mr. Lowell and the cause
            of some restriction. What if you slipped in the tub while reaching for the soap? What should I tell your brother then after
            promising him I’d ensure your complete recuperation?”
         

         
         Henry did his best to hide the smile that threatened. And failed. “Forgive me, but I do think you’re overreacting.”

         
         She stared at him, and for a moment he feared she might toss the tray and all of its contents directly at his head. Instead,
            she took a step closer and narrowed her eyes in a way he found both alarming and strangely arousing. “I work in a hospital,
            Mr. Lowell. I see what happens when people aren’t careful enough. The last man I met who slipped in his tub arrived here with
            two broken wrists and a concussion.”
         

         
         It was clearly time to accept her point of view and do the right thing. “I apologize, Mrs. Cartwright. From now on I’ll heed
            your advice. You have my word and my full cooperation.”
         

         
         Her shoulders dropped as her jaw went slack, and it occurred to Henry that she was dismayed by his willingness to cede the
            argument. A frown followed. She pursed her lips as if in speculation. “Really?”
         

         
         “I swear it.” He smiled brightly. “And if I break my promise, I’ll . . .” He considered his options for a moment while regarding
            her carefully. “I’ll work in your employ for a week after I recover.”
         

         
         Her lips twitched. “Why do I feel like this is a trick?” Moving around the bed, she approached the table next to it and set
            the tray down. The delicious smell of spiced meat and vegetables wafted toward him from a covered plate and made his mouth
            water. The glass of wine standing beside it had him straightening his posture in anticipation of his meal.
         

         
         “You think I might deliberately misbehave in order to spend more time in your company?” he asked. Shifting his gaze away from
            the tempting contents of the tray, he looked up at her and felt his heartbeats echoing through him. Christ, she was lovely.
            “Even though doing so would involve submitting myself to your will?”
         

         
         A choked sound rose from her throat. “Of course not.” Her cheeks were turning a fascinating shade of pink. “That would be
            ridiculous.”
         

         
         “Would it?” He stared at her boldly, appreciating the small gasp she made and how the air seemed to crackle between them.
            A pity she wasn’t a possible choice when it came to his future wife. Because although he placed little weight on titles and
            rank since he’d rather consider character first, he wasn’t free to marry whomever he pleased. Not as an earl’s heir and not
            when he was trying to restore his own reputation. Indeed, the woman he chose to marry would have to be as respectable as they
            came and of good social standing. It would also help a great deal if she wasn’t already married.
         

         
         He laughed when he realized how shocked she looked. “I jest, Mrs. Cartwright.”

         
         Relief swept over her features. “Of course you do.” She took a step back.

         
         “I’ve never enjoyed eating alone. It would give me great pleasure if you would remain here with me for a while and keep me
            company.” Surely there was no harm in that. She glanced at the door as if salvation waited beyond it. Henry took a deep breath
            and then spoke the one word he hoped might sway her. “Please?”
         

         
         Her eyes met his and he saw in them her struggle with indecision. When she eventually slid her gaze across to the vacant chair
            beside his bed and nodded, joy fizzed through his veins like rich champagne.
         

         
         “I cannot stay long, Mr. Lowell. I am expected home for dinner.”

         
         “I see.” The joy turned to flat disappointment. Her husband was probably waiting for her to join him. Attempting a smile to
            hide his true feelings, yet determined to do the right thing, he said, “Now that I know this, it would be thoughtless of me
            to desire your company. If you would rather—”
         

         
         “No. It is quite all right.” She picked the tray up again and waited for him to reposition himself before placing it in his
            lap. Lifting the lid off the plate, she set it aside and lowered herself to the chair. “It must be dull to remain abed all
            day, so I can appreciate your need for conversation.”
         

         
         What he appreciated was she, but he refrained from saying as much. Instead Henry took a bite of his food. It wasn’t the best
            pork roast he’d ever had, but it was certainly good enough. Why, it was almost as if the flavor was diminishing the ache from
            his wound as he chewed. He washed the meat down with a sip of his wine.
         

         
         “Your husband is a lucky fellow, Mrs. Cartwright.” He proceeded to cut a potato, once lengthwise and then across, before dipping
            each piece in the gravy and making a very deliberate effort not to look directly at her. Her silence was pulling his muscles
            and tendons together in tight knots of tension.
         

         
         “I’m not married,” she finally said.

         
         Henry’s entire body relaxed. This new information shouldn’t make a difference to him since he’d already determined that there
            were other reasons for him not to pursue her. Yet knowing she was available flooded his mind with extreme satisfaction, even
            though he knew it was wrong, considering what her words meant.
         

         
         “You’re a widow.”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         Carefully, he raised his gaze and was slightly surprised to find her studying him. A wave of heat washed over his skin even
            as she glanced away in an obvious effort to hide her interest. “Then who’s waiting for you with dinner?” he asked, and proceeded
            to eat some more meat.
         

         
         She cleared her throat and shifted in her seat. “A couple of friends with whom I share my home.” A soft smile pulled at her
            lips. “Life can be hard for a woman with no prospects. I felt compelled to take them in when they told me of their troubles.”
         

         
         Henry frowned. “As kind as that makes you, it also suggests you were living alone for a while before these friends of yours
            came to join you.”
         

         
         “I was,” she confirmed. “For almost a year.”

         
         Henry set his fork down and stared at her. “That is most unusual, Mrs. Cartwright, not to mention unsafe. Especially when
            considering your young age and your beauty.” Had she no family who cared what people might think of an unmarried woman living
            alone without a companion? Was there nobody to offer her some protection?
         

         
         “Perhaps I am not as young as you think, Mr. Lowell. As for my beauty . . .” She took a deep breath while allowing her fingers
            to toy with the fabric of her gown. When they stilled, she said, “I thank you for the compliment, but I know I am not the
            sort to turn heads. You may rest assured that I have been perfectly safe from harm until now.”
         

         
         “But what of your reputation? Even if you are older than twenty, which is what I imagine your age to be, a respectable young
            woman does not live alone, no matter what.” He realized he was suddenly angry, not at her but on her behalf. She’d obviously
            been neglected by those who ought to have her best interests at heart or . . .
         

         
         “You do not know my circumstances well enough to place judgment, nor are you entitled to do so.” She spoke calmly but with
            an edge of authority to her voice. “As you are my patient, it is my duty to care for you and ensure your recovery, but my
            personal life outside this hospital is none of your concern. Unless, of course, you wish for me to reproach you for your affairs.”
         

         
         Damn the tabloids and damn his stupid attempt at ruining his own reputation. He’d done it so successfully that Mrs. Cartwright
            had labeled him a reprobate scoundrel right from the start. “None of the rumors you’ve heard about me are true,” he told her,
            even though he doubted she would believe him.
         

         
         “What about your affair with Lady Elmwood?”

         
         He blew out a breath. “The earl is jealous of any man who talks to his wife. It was a misunderstanding.”

         
         “And I suppose all of your other exploits described in the newspapers over the years are false as well and that you are instead
            a saint?” She stood, collected the tray from his lap and set it aside on the table. “I am not a fool, Mr. Lowell. The fact
            that even I am aware of your poor reputation can only mean one thing.”
         

         
         He dared not ask and yet he had to know. “And what is that?”

         
         Flattening her lips, she looked at him with eyes that held little hope for his salvation. “You are notorious and probably
            far more dangerous than I would ever have imagined possible before I met you.”
         

         
         Rendered dumb by her statement, Henry failed to voice a defense and was forced to watch as Mrs. Cartwright turned away and
            strode from the room, leaving him utterly alone with his thoughts. Never in his life had he met a woman with that much backbone
            or such ability to make him feel small and undeserving of her attention. It made him want to prove himself to her, to show
            her that he was nothing like the man she believed him to be but rather the sort who deserved her respect.
         

         
          

         Returning home to the modest town house she inhabited on Gerrard Street, Viola shut the door and paused to listen. A loud
            thud was followed by a rapid drumming sound. She turned toward the stairs, waited expectantly and smiled broadly when a large,
            dark brown beast skidded across the top of the landing and proceeded to bound down the steps. His tongue flapped from the
            corner of his mouth as he flew toward her, barely managing to slide to a panting halt on the slippery marble floor.
         

         
         Viola crouched down and scratched her Rottweiler lovingly behind his ear. “Good boy, Rex.” His tail wagged furiously from
            side to side as he nuzzled deeper into her hand, begging for more affection. She laughed, allowing him the pleasure while
            reaching into her skirt pocket and retrieving a small piece of meat.
         

         
         Rising, she stood over him and commanded him to sit, rewarding him with the tasty morsel and another scratch of his head.

         
         “Oh, Viola,” Diana, one of Viola’s two housemates, said as she entered the hallway from the stairs leading down to the kitchen.
            “I thought I heard you come in.”
         

         
         Viola removed her gloves and placed them on a narrow table next to the wall. “I suppose it’s hard not to with Rex making such
            a commotion every time.”
         

         
         “He’s a loyal dog and misses you tremendously when you’re not here,” Diana replied. Younger than Viola, she’d been sold by
            her uncle to a bawd and was one of the two runaways Viola had rescued after relocating from Tremaine House. The other was
            Harriet, who’d fled a brothel after taking a beating. Viola had offered both women shelter and food, and in return they carried
            out some of the chores Viola didn’t have time for. They also ran a support group every Monday at the hospital to help and
            advise other women in similar situations. All in all, it was an arrangement that had become increasingly permanent over time.
         

         
         “Thank you,” Viola said. She gave Diana a pleading look. “I don’t suppose dinner’s ready?”

         
         Diana smiled. “Of course it is. Harriet has made the tastiest pork pie and vegetable soup.”

         
         “I still wonder at her culinary skills,” Viola said.

         
         “We’re very lucky to have her.” Diana went to the door through which she’d recently come and called for Harriet to come upstairs
            and join them.
         

         
         “How was work today?” Harriet asked Viola when they were all sitting at the dining room table eating their soup.

         
         Viola took another spoonful of the tasty broth and savored the soothing warmth it provided as it slid down her throat. She
            glanced at her friends. “Mrs. Richardson was in a fine mood and Emily proved very helpful in cheering up an eight-year-old
            boy who was brought in with a fever. It looks like influenza, but I’m not too worried since he appears to be a strong and
            otherwise healthy child.”
         

         
         Diana and Harriet responded with appropriate sounds of interest while Viola continued relating the highlights of her day.
            As an afterthought, she told them, “I also finished the invitations for the grand opening of the rejuvenation center so they
            can be sent out tomorrow.”
         

         
         “How many people have you invited?” Diana asked.

         
         “One hundred.” 

         
         Harriet’s eyes widened. “Do you think they’ll all show up?”

         
         “I expect so, if for no other reason than curiosity.” They finished their soup. Viola helped Harriet and Diana remove their
            bowls and put clean plates on the table.
         

         
         “And Mr. Lowell?” Diana asked while serving herself a piece of roast meat.

         
         Viola felt her stomach contract. Of course she’d mentioned his arrival and had voiced her concerns about being responsible
            for his care because of the added interaction this would require. She had, however, hoped to avoid discussing him further.
            But apparently that wasn’t possible.
         

         
         “I quarreled with him this evening.” She took the dish with the roast from Diana and selected a piece of meat for herself
            before offering it to Harriet. When neither woman commented, she said, “He refused to heed my advice on bathing and later
            suggested that some might think me a loose woman when he discovered I’d once lived completely alone.” Grabbing the bowl with
            potatoes and carrots, she spooned several onto her plate while recalling Lowell’s horrified expression. His reaction had struck
            a sensitive nerve.
         

         
         “You shared such personal detail with him?” Diana was staring at her with a quizzical expression while Harriet looked equally
            stumped. “How unlike you, Viola.”
         

         
         “He said my husband was lucky to have me and when I told him I didn’t have a husband, one comment led to another until I eventually
            told him he had no right to judge me considering his reputation.”
         

         
         Harriet smiled. “Bravo, Viola.”

         
         “Indeed,” Diana murmured. “But in spite of the set-down you gave him, I must urge you to be careful where Mr. Lowell is concerned.
            Men like him do not bring up a woman’s husband unless they hope to discover whether or not she has one.”
         

         
         Viola nodded. “I am aware but I also despise lying, so when he told me my husband was fortunate to have me, I could not allow
            myself to deceive him.”
         

         
         Harriet leaned forward and peered at Viola. “You like him.”

         
         “I most certainly do not.” To suppose such a thing was silly in light of what she knew about him.

         
         “Your cheeks are turning pink,” Diana remarked. “For someone who claims to despise lying, you really ought to make more of
            an effort at being honest with us and with yourself.”
         

         
         Frowning, Viola stabbed a piece of meat with her fork. “Very well. I will admit that I find him charming and that I enjoy
            sparring with him. I mean, you know how well I enjoy a good challenge and—”
         

         
         “Oh dear,” Harriet murmured.

         
         Diana shook her head slowly.

         
         “What?” Viola asked. She ate the piece of meat on her fork.

         
         Harriet and Diana exchanged a look before Diana took a deep breath and said, “You have accepted his invitation to flirt with
            you, Viola, which essentially means you’ve admitted an interest.”
         

         
         Viola stared at her friend and suddenly laughed. “That is ridiculous. I talk to all my patients, Diana. You know that. Everyone
            does. So for Mr. Lowell to presume there might be more to it than professional courtesy would be utterly mad.”
         

         
         “Except for the fact that you readily took his bait regarding the husband remark, gave him the answer he needed and chose
            to attack his reputation when he said something offensive to you.” Harriet took a sip of her wine before adding, “Essentially,
            this proves you care, even if only a little, about all of his past indiscretions. A woman without any interest at all would
            not do so, Viola.”
         

         
         Concern pricked at Viola’s skin. She reached for her wine and took a long sip. “How can you be so certain about this?”

         
         Both women raised their eyebrows. “We have some experience with men,” Diana said while Harriet returned her attention to her
            food. “Trust us when we tell you, Mr. Lowell has designs on you, Viola, which is hardly surprising, given what we know about
            him. As your friend, I advise you to be cautious where he is concerned.”
         

         
         “Of course,” Viola assured her. “That goes without saying since I have no interest in encouraging any man’s attention.”

         
         “Perhaps not,” Harriet agreed. She’d set her fork aside and was giving Viola her full attention. “But a rake of Mr. Lowell’s
            renown is more dangerous than you can imagine. He will know precisely what to say in order to seduce the most defiant woman
            straight into his bed.”
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         When Emily stopped by Viola’s office the following day to inform her that Mr. Lowell would allow only her to tend to his wound, she bristled. After her conversation with Harriet and Diana the previous evening, she’d gone about
            her day with the intention of letting others check up on his well-being and then report back to her. This had worked until
            now, but could go on no longer. Which was rather unsettling since it would mean having to see him again. The mere idea of
            it released a swarm of butterflies in her belly. Because if his comments and smiles had proved anything to her thus far, it
            was that in spite of her very best efforts, she wasn’t immune to his good looks or charm.
         

         
         Quite the opposite.

         
         But, she was first and foremost a caregiver who’d made a promise to Florian. So, with the same degree of trepidation most
            people would feel if forced to jump from a cliff, she marched into Mr. Lowell’s room and ignored the furious pounding of her
            heart.
         

         
         “Why must you disrupt things?” she asked, speaking before she had time to think.

         
         “Is that what I’m doing?” His dark brown eyes followed her as she went to the chest of drawers by the wall and collected a
            few supplies.
         

         
         “Emily is perfectly capable of changing your compress and bandage.”

         
         “I’m sure she is,” Mr. Lowell said, “but I want you.”

         
         The words were softly spoken. A verbal caress meant to break Viola’s defenses. She turned to face him. “Why?”

         
         He smiled then, disarming her completely. One second ago, she’d been ready for battle. Now, however, her legs had grown weak
            while her brain seemed to sigh with pleasure.
         

         
         “Because of this.” He gestured between them. “You challenge me, Viola.” He paused for a second as if considering, then chuckled
            lightly and added, “You’re also lovely to look at.”
         

         
         She glared at him, which made him frown. And then he said, “You disagree.” He shook his head as if such a concept was inconceivable
            to him.
         

         
         Instead of engaging, Viola rolled her eyes and brought the materials she needed closer to the bed. “Come on then,” she said,
            resigning herself to the task at hand. “Let’s get this over with.”
         

         
         He eyed her coyly while she pulled back his sheet and proceeded to lift up his shirt. Her hands made contact with his skin,
            and just as before, she felt herself tremble.
         

         
         “I like it when you touch me like that,” he murmured as if his voice alone could entice her to do the wickedest things.

         
         She cleared her throat and met his gaze as frankly as she could muster. “Perhaps you would like the orderlies to give you
            another bath, Mr. Lowell?”
         

         
         He started to laugh, then winced with pain and fell silent. The tension between them was effectively dispelled, allowing Viola
            to focus. She worked quickly, intent on going to check on Mrs. Richardson again as soon as she was finished.
         

         
         “There. That ought to do it,” she said, satisfied with her work. She began pulling down Mr. Lowell’s shirt but froze when
            he caught her wrist.
         

         
         To her chagrin, her entire body came alive beneath his touch, her skin warming precisely where his fingers made contact. “I’m
            sorry if I have made you feel uncomfortable.” He released his hold on her slowly, as if preparing to grab her again if she
            tried to flee. “This wasn’t my intention. I just . . . I like having fun, Viola, and flirting with a woman who’s able to respond
            in kind is vastly entertaining. It is also the only source of amusement available to me at the moment.”
         

         
         To Viola’s surprise, Mr. Lowell looked utterly sincere. The mischievousness from earlier was gone from his eyes. In fact,
            he appeared to be truly concerned he might have offended her somehow.
         

         
         Against her better judgment, she chose to take pity on him. “It’s all right,” she said. “I suppose the days can be rather
            long when all you’re doing is lying in bed.” She recalled the paper he’d been reading yesterday. “Did you at least manage
            to solve all the puzzles?”
         

         
         “All except one. It was mathematical in nature and I simply couldn’t figure out the missing numbers.” He reached for the paper
            and held it toward her. “Here. Why don’t you give it a try?”
         

         
         Taking a step back, Viola deliberately started tidying away her supplies. “You can read it to me while I work. It’s more efficient
            that way.”
         

         
         He frowned but refrained from protesting, for which she was grateful. “If two plus one is thirteen, and five plus three is
            twenty-eight, and seven plus five is two hundred and twelve, then how much is nine plus two?”
         

         
         “Oh, it’s one of those.” Viola poured a glass of water for Mr. Lowell and handed it to him. “Here, it’s important for you
            to drink.”
         

         
         He did so and winced. “Perhaps I can have some more red wine later?”

         
         She laughed. “Maybe. If you promise to stay on your best behavior.” She considered the problem. “I think I need to see this
            written down.”
         

         
         “That’s what I thought, but you said I should read it out loud so—”

         
         “No, I mean like actual numerals. Spotting the pattern is difficult when the numbers are spelled out. It doesn’t make the
            same sort of sense.”
         

         
         “Oh. Right. Do you have a pencil?”

         
         She picked one from her pocket along with the small notebook she carried with her, placing the paper at just the right distance
            so she could see what she was writing. She jotted the numbers down from memory and studied them for a moment. “Ah!”
         

         
         “Ah?”

         
         She cut a glance at Mr. Lowell and smiled. “The answer is seven hundred and eleven. You have to subtract first and add afterward
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