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      London – July, 1886

      Natalia Marlowe was in love. She knew it beyond a shadow of a doubt. She knew it even though her mother, the indomitable Lady Katya Campbell, frowned at her whenever she sighed dramatically over a particularly beautiful rose, or when she buried her nose in romantic novel after romantic novel, looking for comparisons between the heroines on the page and her own, budding love affair. She knew it because, in spite of all the young lords she’d danced with at balls or encountered at parties, none had ever stirred her interest like her beloved.

      She also knew that Dr. Linus Townsend wasn’t the least bit suitable for her as a groom.

      But she didn’t care.

      The object of her desire was currently residing at the home of her brother, Lord Rupert Marlowe, while his employer, Lord Fergus O’Shea, and his new bride, the former Lady Henrietta Tavistock, were in Ireland for their honeymoon. And while, from what Natalia understood, Lord O’Shea needed the constant attention of a physician since a brutal attack had confined him to a wheelchair, she understood completely why newlyweds wouldn’t want to bring a third wheel along for the most precious holiday two people could take together. Even if part of the trip was to inspect Lord O’Shea’s Irish landholdings and to deal with the Home Rule frenzy there.

      Knowing that Linus would be under Rupert’s roof and in need of entertainment had woken Natalia early that morning, sped her through dressing and breakfast, and spurred her to walk across Mayfair, in spite of the unrelenting heat, to pay a call on her sister-in-law, Lady Cecelia Marlowe. At least, paying a call on Cece was her excuse for showing up at Campbell House earlier than decent people should.

      “Is Lady Cecelia receiving callers yet?” she asked the butler, Mr. Stewart, with an innocent bat of her eyes.

      Mr. Stewart wasn’t fooled for an instant. “I will ask, my lady, but I believe Lady Marlowe has not yet risen.” He sent Natalia a knowing look and continued with, “However, I understand that Dr. Townsend is up and currently working on a project of some sort in the conservatory.”

      Natalia fought not to let her face light up too much or to appear over-eager. Though she was fairly certain she’d failed. “Thank you, Mr. Stewart,” she said with a broad smile, continuing down the hall past him. “There’s no need to rush my sister-in-law to get up before she wants to.”

      “Understood, my lady,” Mr. Stewart said in a voice that indicated he understood everything.

      Natalia’s heart lifted, and she nearly skipped down the hallway to Rupert’s conservatory. It was a bright, friendly room with tall windows and ample space for impromptu concerts or dancing in small groups. A piano sat at one side of the room, and several music stands were clustered in the corner for anyone who brought their own instrument to a gathering there. Several comfortable chairs lined the room, and a pair of small sofas sat closer to the empty fireplace. Everything about the room was designed for social cheer, but Natalia barely noticed any of it. The moment she stepped into the doorway, all she could see, all she could think about, was Linus.

      “Good morning, Dr. Townsend,” she greeted him with a fetching smile as she stepped into the room.

      He was seated on one of the sofas, tinkering with what looked like a pair of crutches that had been taken apart and put back together again in the wrong way. The morning sunlight caught his soft brown hair—which he’d let grow unfashionably long, but Natalia didn’t mind—and the broad expanse of his shoulders. He’d grown a beard over the summer that was trimmed to perfection, and when he glanced up at her, startled out of his work, his brown eyes smiled at her.

      “Lady Natalia,” he said, setting his work aside and standing to greet her. “I didn’t expect to see you so early.”

      Natalia’s smile deepened and she shrugged as she moved slowly closer to him. “I meant to call on Cece today anyhow, and as I was up with the sun, I figured I would come straight over.”

      “Early to bed, early to rise,” Linus said, half quoting whichever renowned man had said the phrase originally. Natalia couldn’t remember.

      “Yes,” she agreed, tilting her head just enough so that she could send him a flirtatious look as she drew closer. “I remember you saying that, so I took your advice. Though I have yet to master the going to bed early part.” Her cheeks flushed hot at the mention of bed, though she wasn’t quite daring enough to mention that she would find it far easier to go to bed earlier if she had someone to accompany her. Her older sister, Bianca, would have been bold enough for the comment, but Natalia was only good at thinking of scandalous things to say, not actually saying them.

      “I’m always surprised when anyone takes my advice,” Linus said, stepping around the edge of the sofa to greet Natalia by taking her hand and raising it to his lips. His eyes sparkled as he did.

      “But you’re a physician,” Natalia said. “Aren’t people supposed to take your advice?”

      Linus laughed, lowering her hand but not letting it go. “Of course, they’re supposed to,” he said. “But in my experience, people rarely take the advice of a physician when he tells them to do something they aren’t inclined to do.”

      “People rarely do things they don’t want to do, even if those things are good for them,” Natalia agreed.

      “My dear, you have an astounding grasp of the human condition,” he said, cleverness and affection apparent in his eyes. He let go of her hand at last and stepped back toward his work. “Would you care to sit with me while I work on these?”

      “Certainly.” Natalia couldn’t sit beside him fast enough. “What are you working on?”

      “Crutches for Lord O’Shea,” he explained, not at all condescending or with any sort of implication in his tone or words that Natalia was too young or foolish to understand.

      “But I thought his condition had reached a plateau and that it was unlikely he will ever regain the ability to walk,” she said, equally as serious and trying her hardest not to sound like an ignorant miss.

      Linus glanced to her with a slight frown. “He has plateaued, but he can stand with a minimal amount of assistance,” he explained. “And while I do think the damage to his spine is beyond any physician’s power to heal entirely, it is my hope that he can regain some mobility with these specially designed crutches.”

      Natalia’s heart fluttered in her chest as though he’d read her an entire volume of love poetry. Linus was slightly older than her, though not quite thirty, and it was true that he came from some sort of mysterious, middle-class background, if the middle classes could ever be called mysterious. But he took her seriously and indulged her interest in things instead of simply writing her off as a flighty female and a lady who should be above everyday concerns.

      “How are they intended to work?” she asked, studying the crutches. They looked like tall, thick sticks with what she could only describe as a metal sleeve at the top.

      “I’ll demonstrate,” Linus said with an excited smile, standing once more. He picked up one of the crutches and slid his arm through the metal sleeve to grab a short bar that stuck out from the main crutch. “Most crutches are designed to be held at the sides and to rest under the arm,” he explained, fitting his other arm through the second one. “These, however, are designed to provide a different center of gravity, one specifically calculated for someone who has lost the use of both legs.”

      “Fascinating,” Natalia said, genuinely interested in every word Linus said.

      “Watch this.”

      He walked to a part of the room unencumbered by furniture and set the base of the crutches on the floor slightly in front of him. From there, he shifted his weight from his legs to his arms, then proceeded to use his arms as if they were like legs and the primary source of propulsion. Natalia stood and moved closer to follow his progress.

      “You almost look like a giraffe,” she laughed.

      “I suppose that’s a good comparison,” he said, glancing over his shoulder to her with a smile. “It’s a bit difficult to judge whether the concept will work, seeing as I can use my legs. I might be compensating in ways that Fergus—that is, Lord O’Shea—won’t be able to.”

      “Can I have a try?” Natalia asked, her heart beating faster. “Perhaps if someone else gives it a go, you’ll have a better idea of whether you’re on the right track.”

      Linus stopped and stood straight, turning to her with a look of such genuine surprise and gratitude that it made Natalia want to giggle. He must not have been used to having people support his medical innovations. “If you think you’re up to the challenge,” he said.

      “I’m always up to a challenge,” Natalia replied with a wink.

      Her friends would have laughed at her for finding so much joy in testing out medical equipment for a man who was just a doctor, but Natalia marched across the room to take the crutches from Linus the way her friends would snatch up the latest French fashion magazine. And though she would never say no to a fine, new hat or a pair of kid gloves, there was something so much more diverting about contributing to something serious and useful.

      “Slide your arms in like this,” Linus showed her, handing her one crutch at a time. “They may be too tall for you, but I’m interested to see how you adapt.”

      “Like this?” she asked, gripping the crutch’s handle.

      “More like this.” Linus stepped closer to her, nudging her to lean her back against his chest as he adjusted her hands.

      The sudden heat of his body, the thump of his heart against her back, and the way he took her hand so freely and positioned it exactly as he wanted it had Natalia’s blood rushing to all sorts of exciting places. Perhaps it was because he was a physician, but Linus seemed not to have the same personal boundaries as any other man she’d ever met. He wasn’t afraid to stand closer to her or to touch her. It was as if he’d missed the lesson in school where young men were taught that it was inappropriate to be physically close to a woman or to handle her as though she were an equal and not a fragile piece of porcelain.

      She liked it.

      “There,” he said once he had her positioned, taking a step back. “Now, see if you can maneuver yourself around using your legs only as a counter balance and not for propulsion.”

      “All right.”

      Natalia bit her lip and tried to imitate the way she’d seen him moving earlier. It was a challenge, but she rather liked the idea of Linus challenging her body to operate in ways it wasn’t used to. She made it a few steps before nearly falling to one side.

      “Careful.” Linus reached to catch her as she switched to using her legs and laughed.

      “It’s harder than it looks,” she giggled, setting the crutches in front of her again.

      “Here. I’ll guide you.” He rested a hand on her back and grinned at her from the side.

      That grin made it harder to pay attention than Natalia would have thought possible. She continued to giggle as she did her best imitation of a giraffe walk.

      “You’ve got it,” he said, his eyes bright and his smile wide. “Don’t be afraid to drag your legs behind you. That may be what Fergus has to do.”

      “Lord O’Shea is the farthest thing from my mind right now,” she said softly, casting another flirtatious look his way as she attempted to inch herself along.

      “Funny, he was the farthest from my mind too,” Linus replied in a tone so intimate that Natalia was certain she’d gone pink. “Here, let’s try this,” he went on, raising his voice slightly and striding a few paces in front of her. He turned to her and held out his arms. “Come to me.”

      If Natalia had needed any sort of incentive, that was it. She grinned at him, telling him with a look that he was being naughty, but that she liked it. All the same, she truly did try to test his invention the way it was intended, using only her arms to move her forward.

      “Imagine if this invention of yours is a success,” she said, growing breathless for more reasons than just exertion. “You’ll become famous all over England for your innovations. I bet people would come from miles around to be treated by the great Dr. Townsend.”

      Linus laughed, still holding out his arms. “Wouldn’t that be a treat?”

      “You’ll become famous and wealthy,” Natalia went on, inching closer to him. “And I’m quite certain you will need a beautiful and talented wife to manage your affairs and your social calendar.”

      “Do you think so?” he asked.

      His tone was so warm and suggestive that Natalia lost her focus and spilled to one side. Linus rushed to catch her, and before she knew it, she was in his arms, gazing up into his smiling eyes. They were so close that she could smell the scent of the soap he’d used that morning, so close that if she just tilted her head up a little more, he might kiss her.

      “What is the meaning of this?”

      The voice of Natalia’s mother snapping the question from the doorway of the conservatory jolted Natalia to her senses. She pulled herself out of Linus’s embrace and stood, fumbling with the crutches.

      “Mama, what are you doing here?” she asked in a high-pitched voice.

      “I could ask you the same thing,” her mother said, crossing her arms and walking slowly into the room. Her imperious gaze settled on Linus, who cleared his throat and helped Natalia struggle out of the crutches. “It’s a bit early for a social call, isn’t it?”

      “I came to call on Cece, but she wasn’t up yet, so I was just passing the time with Dr. Townsend,” Natalia launched into the explanation she’d prepared in case exactly this sort of thing happened.

      Her mother wasn’t fooled. She came to a stop, resting her weight on one hip and staring hard at Natalia. It was the look her mother had that made one feel as though she were staring straight through to their soul. Natalia tried her best not to shrink to nothing under the look, like she always had as a little girl, but it was next to impossible.

      At last, her mother turned to look at Linus. “Dr. Townsend, would you excuse us? I need to have a word with my daughter.”

      “Of course, Lady Campbell,” Linus said, as gracious and personable as always.

      He sent Natalia a supportive look as he gathered the crutches in his arms and left the room. Once he reached the doorway, he sent her one last glance, as if to tell her that she could conquer any challenge put in front of her, including her mother, then disappeared around the corner.

      “Mama, that was rude,” Natalia said in what she prayed was a mature and even voice once Linus was gone.

      Her mother laughed. “I’m your mother. It is my job to chase off unsuitable men.”

      “Linus is not unsuitable,” Natalia argued.

      Her mother arched one pointed brow. “Dr. Townsend is entirely inappropriate for a woman of your station.”

      Natalia huffed a loud sigh and flopped onto the nearest sofa. She knew she looked like a child in the schoolroom throwing a tantrum as she did, but her mother exhausted her. “I don’t know who you deem suitable for the second daughter of an earl, Mama,” she said.

      Her mother walked patiently to the opposite sofa and sat, studying her with a grim face. “I will tell you who I find suitable.”

      An uneasy feeling formed in the pit of Natalia’s stomach. “You will?” She sat up.

      Her mother stared at her for a moment before saying, “Mr. Phineas Mercer, Esquire.”

      “No, Mama. Not Mr. Mercer.” She sagged against the back of the sofa once more.

      “And what is wrong with Mr. Mercer?” her mother asked, blinking rapidly, as though she were offended.

      Natalia snorted. “Only everything. He’s such a pill. He dresses like some sort of undertaker. And he wears spectacles.”

      “Mr. Mercer comes from an old and distinguished family,” her mother argued. “His clothing is impeccably tailored, and his manners are exquisite.”

      “Mama.” Natalia arched one brow, though she was tempted to roll her eyes at her mother. “The man is as dull as dishwater.”

      “As if you’ve ever so much as seen dishwater,” her mother muttered.

      “And he’s not the least bit interested in company,” Natalia went on, ignoring the jab.

      “He’s interested now.”

      The uneasy feeling in Natalia’s gut returned, and she sat straight once more.

      “I’ve invited him for tea on Friday,” her mother finished.

      “Mama, you didn’t.” Genuine fear began to replace Natalia’s incredulity. Her mother couldn’t possibly be playing matchmaker, could she? Not when she knew full well how she felt about Linus.

      “I expect you to be on your best behavior and to show Mr. Mercer all the kindness he deserves,” her mother said, seeming to confirm Natalia’s suspicions.

      “I love Linus,” Natalia insisted, tilting her chin up stubbornly. “If you invite Mr. Mercer for tea, I will not speak to him.”

      “You will,” her mother said with a lopsided grin, “because it is not in your nature to offend company, no matter what you think of them.”

      Natalia deflated a bit. Her mother was right. “I love Linus,” she repeated, this time in a softer, more cajoling voice.

      Her mother matched her tender tone with compassion of her own. “You cannot marry him, my darling. No matter how much you love him.”

      “Bianca married the son of a woman of ill-repute,” Natalia argued.

      “Who has made quite a name for himself,” her mother reminded her. “And you know as well as the rest of us, in spite of your age and innocence, that Bianca forced us all into accepting that marriage with her bad behavior.”

      Natalia sat straighter. “Are you so determined to keep me away from Dr. Townsend because you fear I’ll take a page from Bianca’s book and force you and Lord Malcolm into letting me marry someone you don’t approve of…that way?” Her sister had ended up with child by her beloved Jack Craig, and their parents had been forced to let the two of them wed, in spite of the fact that Jack had only been a police inspector.

      “I wouldn’t put it past you,” her mother said. “I wouldn’t put it past you to fall into a situation like that without knowing what you were getting into.”

      “The only reason that would happen is because you continue to insist that everything be kept from me,” Natalia fired back. “You never tell me anything about what’s going on or how things work.”

      Her mother sighed. “Natalia, innocence is a beautiful thing. You should be thankful that you’ve been spared so much of the harsh realities of life.”

      “What if I don’t want to be spared?” Natalia asked with a scowl. “Do you know why I love Linus so much? Because he doesn’t hide ugly things from me. He tells me the truth about the patients he has treated and the way the world is. He doesn’t force me to be ignorant and call that innocence.”

      Her mother pressed her fingertips to her temples. “Good gracious, Natalia. Why must you be so difficult?”

      “Because you do not listen to me,” she said. “I love Linus, and I believe he loves me. Why should we not be together?”

      “Because you are not of the same class, my dear,” her mother sighed, frustrated. “You lack the experience of a man like that. And you do not understand the sort of life you would live if you ended up married to him.”

      “It would be a happy life,” Natalia insisted. “Why are you trying to punish me for Bianca’s sins? She may have behaved scandalously, but she went after the man she loved and won him. I should do the same.”

      “Your sister’s life has changed drastically because of her choices,” her mother said, speaking in firm, hard tones. “She is no longer accepted in the highest circles of society. You do not have the same strength that she has. If you want honesty, then there it is.”

      “You’re wrong, Mama,” Natalia insisted. “I am stronger than you think I am. I will not be pushed into marriage with the likes of Mr. Phineas Mercer, Esquire simply because you find it more expedient.”

      Her mother’s frustration transformed into a tired sigh as she shook her head. “Oh, my darling. I love you so much. I am simply trying with everything I have not to let you get hurt.”

      “Perhaps we have different ideas of what might hurt me,” Natalia snapped.

      “I believe we do,” her mother said, arching one eyebrow. “Though which of us is right is another story all together.”

      “In this instance, the person who is right about what is best for my life is me,” Natalia insisted. She stood, wanting to gain at least a few inches on her mother by doing so. “I will prove it to you, Mama. I will prove to you that Dr. Linus Townsend is absolutely the right man for me, and that he is good and noble and ambitious in every way.”

      “I have never said the man isn’t good or noble or ambitious, just that he is not your equal,” her mother said. “But if you think you can make me change my mind, then go right ahead and give it a try.” She rose as well, drawing herself to her full height, which was several inches taller than Natalia. “But if you don’t convince me, you need to be ready to accept your future as Mrs. Mercer.”

      “Never,” Natalia said. “Linus is the man for me, and I’ll do whatever it takes to show you that.”
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      Linus Townsend was good at two things—one he was proud of, and one, well, that was another story. He was proud of the accomplishments he’d managed to make in the treatment of men who had been disabled in one way or another. All too often, once a man was deemed physically imperfect, he was shunted off to the side of society and treated as an invalid for the rest of his life. It was even worse when the disabled man gave up hope of his life being any different. But Linus believed it didn’t have to be that way. He was determined to stop that sort of thing from happening to Lord Fergus O’Shea, his patient and benefactor.

      Which was why he found himself marching through London, heading toward the May Flowers’s political rally in advance of the election, with the crutches he’d made tucked under his arm. Nearly everyone he passed stared at him, but he didn’t mind. He’d been stared at more than enough in his lifetime to make him immune to curious, prying, or even disapproving eyes. At least now he was being stared at for something he was proud of.

      “Townsend!”

      Linus snapped himself out of his thoughts and searched the area at the sound of his name. He found Lady Henrietta O’Shea’s brother, Lord Frederick Herrington, waving to him from across the street. The man seemed to be heading to the rally in St. James’s Park as well, so Linus waved back, put on a friendly smile, and waited for Lord Herrington to cross the street and meet him before walking on.

      “Good morning, Lord Herrington,” Linus greeted the man.

      “What on earth are you doing with those crutches?” Lord Herrington asked with a laugh. “You look like you’re up to no good.”

      “Your brother-in-law conveniently forgot to take them with him to the rally,” Linus answered with a pointed look.

      Lord Herrington smirked. “I’m not certain my brother-in-law is entirely used to his new situation in life yet.”

      The comment started out as little more than a friendly jab at Fergus, but Lord Herrington grew somber as he finished, staring at the pavement in front of him, lost in thought. Linus instantly remembered the man wearing the same look at Lord Howsden’s house party earlier in the month. And with that memory, he recalled several other things he’d stumbled upon about Lord Herrington and Lord Howsden’s intimate connection.

      As soon as the thoughts hit him, he pushed them aside. It was none of his business. None whatsoever. He wasn’t one to judge when it came to falling in love with someone he shouldn’t.

      Natalia’s eager smile popped into his mind, making him smile as well. She was one in a million, his Natalia. She was vivacious, curious, and far cleverer than anyone gave her credit for. Not for the first time, Linus found himself scoffing at the ridiculous notion too many people had that young women should be closeted away and treated as fragile art pieces. It wasn’t the way he was raised.

      Then again, very few people were raised the way he had been, which was probably best for all.

      “I’m sorry,” Lord Herrington spoke suddenly as they crossed the street and made their way onto the paths of St. James’s Park. “It is exceptionally rude of me to walk with you without engaging in conversation. I apologize.”

      “Not at all.” Linus shrugged. “I’ve always admired the ability of people to be companionable in silence.”

      Lord Herrington laughed. “Not something you find very often in your work with the aristocracy, I’m sure.”

      “Some people like to talk more than others,” Linus said judiciously. Though he never minded when Natalia went off on one of her soliloquies. He found them completely charming. Even the memory of them made him smile.

      Lord Herrington smiled along with him. “I suppose I can guess who your thoughts have turned to.”

      “I think everyone can guess,” Linus answered with a look of honest self-deprecation.

      Lord Herrington laughed. “You’ve got your work cut out for you if you plan to make a case for Lady Natalia’s hand. Her parents are—”

      “Her parents,” Linus finished when Lord Herrington hesitated.

      “That they are,” Lord Herrington agreed jovially, but then his smile grew slightly forced. “I feel I should tell you that they’re advocating hard for Natalia to accept the suit of a Mr. Phineas Mercer.”

      A flash of jealousy nearly made Linus trip. “Is that so?” Natalia hadn’t said anything. It hadn’t dawned on him that he might have competition for her hand. That thought brought with it a whole new feeling of urgency. Had he been too complacent in the last few months, simply enjoying Natalia’s company without making a move? Was now the time to press his suit?

      “From what I understand, it’s true,” Lord Herrington said with a wince. His smile returned, and he clapped a hand on Linus’s shoulder. “But I don’t think the man stands a chance. I cannot think of anyone more suited for Lady Natalia than you. I may not know you well, but seeing the two of you together at Albany Court was enough to convince me.”

      “Thank you, my lord.” Linus nodded to him.

      He would have continued the conversation, but a small dais and the crowd gathered around it at the corner of the park caught his attention instead. A man past his middle years, dressed in a plain, black suit, stood on the dais addressing the crowd in a bombastic voice.

      “Our God is a god of love, my friends,” the man appealed to the crowd. “And He has bid us to love one another as He has loved us. What good are divisions of politics and class if they keep us from doing as we have been ordered by a loving God?”

      Linus stopped and stared at the man, his jaw going loose. Old anger welled within him, but it was secondary to the shock he felt.

      “Is it not our duty to come together as a community of loving believers?” the man went on addressing the crowd, many of which, Linus noted, were ladies. As usual. “Is it not our duty to cling to each other, loving and consoling one another with those sacred bonds of spiritual togetherness?”

      The women in the crowd hummed and murmured in agreement.

      “I hadn’t pegged you as a religious sort,” Lord Herrington commented. He had stopped as well and watched Linus with a curious grin, as if he wasn’t sure whether to make a joke or not.

      Linus cleared his throat and shifted Fergus’s crutches in his arms. “I dare say there are several things you may not know about me,” he mumbled. He presented the crutches to Lord Herrington. “Would you do me the favor of taking these on to Lord O’Shea for me?”

      Lord Herrington took the crutches, glancing from Linus to the evangelist and back again. “Certainly. Shall I tell him you’ll be along in a minute?”

      Linus heard the full question in Lord Herrington’s words. “Yes,” he answered gravely. “This won’t take long.”

      The two men exchanged a nod, and Lord Herrington walked on. He spared a final glance over his shoulder for Linus before marching toward the other side of the park, where the May Flowers’s rally was being held.

      Linus squared his shoulders, put on a frown, and walked off the path and toward the dais.

      “A community of loving, like-minded individuals,” the speaker had gone on. “That is what we need to create. And with your help and generosity, my dear ladies, that is what we can create. But do not open your purses,” he told them, holding out a hand to one woman who must have done just that. “The Lord’s work needs to be done with so much more than money. Money is treasure on earth that lasts but a day. Oh no, what we need is treasure in heaven. We need—”

      The man stopped in the middle of his sentence, his mouth open, as he spotted Linus striding quietly toward him. In an instant, his expression went from surprise to worry before charging on to delight. Linus braced himself for what he was sure would come next.

      “What an astounding surprise,” the man said, standing straighter and extending his arms toward Linus. “What a blessing. Linus. Come, come here, my boy.”

      “I’ll stay right where I am, thank you,” Linus replied, his brow knit in a scowl. “And it’s Dr. Townsend to you.”

      The small crowd glanced from the evangelist to Linus, as if waiting for some sort of revelation or a show.

      “Ladies and gentlemen,” the evangelist went on, only a slight trace of tension in his smile. “May I introduce you to living proof of God’s love and the joys and benefits of a strong and loving community that serves him. Dr. Linus Townsend. My son.”

      A few small gasps rose from the crowd. Along with them came the curious stares that he was so used to. He thrust his hands into his pockets and looked past them all to meet his father’s eyes.

      “Come up here, son. Come. Tell these fine ladies and gentlemen about the gifts and blessings God bestows on those who join together to worship him,” his father said, beckoning him toward the dais with a smile that had taken on a desperate edge.

      “No,” Linus said simply. He nodded to some of the onlookers. “These people are free to live their lives in any way they choose.” Which was more than could have been said for him in his younger years.

      “But surely you can tell them how much joy is to be had living in a community of like-minded believers.” His father’s expression was beginning to fill with doubt.

      “I don’t think you want me to do that,” Linus said in a quiet voice.

      The air practically buzzed with tension. The crowd was suddenly alive, as if they were about to get more of a show than they had bargained for. Linus’s father must have sensed as much. He cleared his throat and rubbed his hands together.

      “I will return to speak more later, dear souls,” he said, stepping off the dais. “For now, I must be reunited with my son.”

      The onlookers began to disperse as Linus’s father cut through them, heading for Linus. Linus began to think that stopping was a bad idea. He couldn’t remember how many years it had been since he’d laid eyes on his father. However many, it wasn’t enough.

      “Why are you here, Father?” Linus asked, crossing his arms as his father came closer.

      “Why…er…um…it would seem I’m here to see you, dear boy,” his father fumbled as he rushed closer. “You’re looking so well, Linus. It appears I was wrong and that a medical career suits you after all.”

      He reached Linus and embraced him. Linus kept his arms crossed, tensing like a statue, as he endured the hug.

      “I thought we agreed you would never darken London with your chicanery again,” he said, his jaw stiff.

      His father laughed as he took a step back, keeping one hand on Linus’s arm, as though Linus might bolt and he would need to hold him to the spot. “The past is the past, son. Let’s let it stay there.”

      Linus arched one brow. “The past is a great deal more than just the past, Father.” He paused, studying the man and finding nothing even close to repentance in his weathered face. “So did you manage to avoid jail-time all together or have you recently been released?”

      His father made a scoffing noise, still smiling. “I never went to jail. I’ve never done anything but spread the Lord’s word and His message of love as it should be spread.”

      Linus pressed his lips together, bristling with frustration at what was either his father’s lack of remorse or his complete commitment to the lies he loved to spread. “What about the colony?” he asked. “What did you do to the others? Returned them to the bosom of their families, I hope.”

      “The members of our community were always free to come and go as they pleased,” his father insisted, standing straighter. “You know that.”

      “I know how difficult you made it for me to leave,” Linus said. “And I know that I wasn’t the only one of us who wanted out of your scheme.”

      His father made a noncommittal sound, waving away the comment. “It’s all in the past now. And it’s been so long since we last met. I am eager to hear about everything you have accomplished since we last sat down to break bread together.”

      Linus sighed, letting his arms drop at last. “I’ve no wish to smile and nod and forget that you made my life nearly impossible, Father,” he said. “I became a doctor, just like I always said I would. And I had to fight every step of the way to do it. That’s all you need to know about me. It’s all you deserve to know. Now, kindly remove yourself from London and stop preying on the generosity of people who don’t know any better.”

      He attempted to move on, but, as he’d predicted, his father grabbed his arm and stopped him.

      “There was a time when you enjoyed the work I did,” he said, seriousness in his eyes. “You enjoyed the benefits of it as much as I did.”

      Linus sighed and pushed his father’s hand off his arm. “I was young and foolish. I am neither of those things now.”

      He tried to walk on, but his father caught up to him, saying, “Why turn me away when the two of us have always worked so much better together?”

      Linus stopped and turned to him. “You came perilously close to ruining my life. I struggled for years to find a respectable place in society. I have good friends, a woman I love, a life I can be proud of. How can you stand there and ask me to give it all up to join you in your conniving games again?”

      “God’s work is not a game,” his father said, snapping straight in offense. “His message is absolute.”

      “The only god you worship is yourself,” Linus hissed, marching on.

      Surprisingly, his father let him go. But he called out, “You cannot escape your destiny, son. You cannot walk away from the life you were born to live.”

      Linus wanted to raise his hands to his ears to block out his father’s words. He’d said the same thing on that night over a decade ago when Linus had packed his things and walked out of the insulated community where his father held sway, like a dictator, insisting he’d been given a divine mandate. It had cost him far more than anyone would ever know to leave that place, to leave all the people he had ever known, all the family he had ever had. But from the moment he’d discovered what it all really meant and what his father had really been up to, he couldn’t have stayed. From the moment he’d learned what a normal life with a normal family was, he’d craved it like he’d craved sunlight.

      But that didn’t mean there weren’t times when he didn’t bitterly regret the decisions he’d made. All the decisions he’d made.

      He walked on, the pain of his past slowly sliding from his shoulders as he made his way around families out for a day in the park, young people walking through the gardens as they courted one another, nannies pushing prams while children capered around them, and half a dozen other demonstrations and speeches. The May Flowers’s political rally was at the far end of the park, and by the time he reached the crowd gathered to hear speeches, he was at least able to smile, even though the shock of seeing his father again—and seeing that the man hadn’t changed—stuck with him.

      He was only truly happy when he heard Natalia’s call of, “Dr. Townsend. Over here,” from the edge of the crowd.

      He glanced toward her, and the moment their eyes met, his heart lifted. He changed directions, marching straight toward her. Natalia was the reason why he’d left his father’s enclave all those years ago, though it would be years still until he met her. Her vibrancy and her optimism were all the reasons he had broken away from the life he could have lived and set out to live an honest life, one of service to others.

      “Lady Natalia. You look lovely today,” he said, greeting her with all the propriety that was required of him, considering her position and his relative to hers. Thank God Natalia didn’t care about silly things, like rank and station in life. Though, he supposed he would have to explain his past to her at some point.

      “You look handsome today yourself,” she flirted with him, eyes sparkling. She glanced over her shoulder to where her friends, including Fergus and Henrietta, congregated. When it was clear no one was paying much attention to them, she grabbed his arm. “I have to speak to you,” she said in a serious voice, though her eyes continued to shine with mischief.

      “About what?” he asked, even as she pulled him a few yards aside, under the shade of one of the
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