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Chapter One

Noah Tenbey knew, without a single doubt,
that it was about to rain.

A fire blazed cheerfully in the grate, a
maid having just stoked it. The curtains were pulled to keep out
the autumn chill, and the small sitting room, full of Noah’s
family, was warm and cozy. But the insistent ache in his left thigh
screamed that rain would be falling any minute.

Leaning forward, Noah used the end of his
cane to push aside the heavy drapes. Muted sunlight washed over the
neat rows of the manor’s gardens and the turning leaves of the
trees that dotted the Cotswold landscape. Grey clouds filled the
sky, and he’d only counted to twenty before a fat drop of water hit
the windowpane.

He let the curtain go and sat back with a
sigh. Being right was its own kind of joy.

The ability to predict the weather would be
a lot more satisfying if it hadn’t required Noah’s femur being
shattered by two French musket balls more than a year ago. The
Battle of Waterloo had been won, but he’d lost everything on that
day. He shoved those memories back into the far corner of his
mind.

“You’re frowning,” his sister Elanor said.
She came to sit on the ottoman he propped his bad leg on. Ellie was
much younger than him, but she’d been growing up quickly in the
last year. Next year she’d have her first season, and Noah wasn’t
sure he was ready for his baby sister to be on the marriage mart.
He’d miss her.

“It’s raining.” He swept the curtains aside
again, the steady pelt of the rain on the glass loud now.

Ellie made a face and batted his cane aside.
“Don’t remind me. It’s ever so dreary.” A dark black curl escaped
her bun, falling to frame her face. His hair was the same shade and
had to be nearly as long as hers, though he kept his in a tight
queue. It was unfashionable, something his younger brother Morgan
had harped on constantly while visiting, but since nobody besides
his family and the servants would be seeing him, Noah didn’t think
it mattered. And he had his reasons for keeping it long.

The memory of fingers running through it
stole in before he could push it away. He blinked and focused on
the here and now.

“You could read out loud.” Noah poked at his
sister. “Or run down and see if we have any late correspondence.”
He was waiting on missives from both his brothers, as well as the
regular correspondence with those he’d served alongside in the
army.

“Fine.” She stood and took off, moving more
like a frightened deer than the refined daughter of a viscount.

His mother sighed in her chair. “She’s your
daughter,” she said to Noah’s father, the Viscount Ramsbury.

“So you keep saying.” Ramsbury waved his
pipe at his wife. “And stop worrying, she’ll be fine. Let her run
as long as she can.”

His mother eyed his father before sweeping
her gaze to Noah, then looked at her husband again.

A delicate shiver passed through her. “There
seems to be quite the chill in here,” she said, setting aside her
stitching. His mother was slight, with pale blonde hair none of her
children had inherited. It made her look wan in the candlelight.
She shivered again.

“Are you all right, dear?” his father asked.
He abandoned his newspaper and pipe to sit beside her.

She covered her mouth with a shaking hand
and coughed. “I’m sure it’s an autumn ague, nothing to fret
about.”

Noah’s stomach churned. “Mother, perhaps you
should go rest.” He knew she was most likely fine, and she could be
prone to dramatics.

“I’m fine.” She coughed again, but then
picked her stitching back up. “And I’m looking forward to the soup
tonight. A little cough won’t bother me.”

It bothered Noah.

Ellie reappeared, holding up empty hands.
“Nothing.”

“I’m sure they’ll write soon.” His father
returned to the paper. “I know we’re all worried about Beth. but
there’s little we can do.”

A very familiar sense of helplessness
slithered over Noah. In his last correspondence, his elder brother
Robert had made his wife’s condition sound dire. They, and their
two children, were in Bath, availing of the medical care there.

“Perhaps you should join Robert,” Noah said
to his mother. “It’s not too long a journey from here, and they’d
be glad to see you.”

She waved a hand. “I’m fine.”

Noah narrowed his eyes at her before
returning to his book. He didn’t entirely remember the words on the
page as he read the dry paragraphs about the flora of somewhere or
other. His only requirement in reading material was that it didn’t
involve France, the army, or preferably battles at all. He’d found
himself sobbing over a three-sentence description of a battle
taking place thousands of years ago because he’d known exactly how
the men on that ancient field had felt. He’d wondered how many had
lost someone they’d loved.

Better to stay away from that.

Only now, with his mother coughing her way
through the afternoon, even descriptions of foreign flowers didn’t
carry him far enough away from fear, pain, and death.

At some point, Elanor retreated to the music
room. The sounds of her practicing at the pianoforte floated down
the hall, the songs cheery tunes contrasting with the glum of the
weather. Noah waited, jaw clenched, for either his mother or father
to ask if he wanted to join Ellie. They had for months after he’d
returned to Ramsbury Manor, reminding him of how sweetly he sang,
and how they all loved his voice.

At first, he’d claimed to be too weak, then
he’d simply refused. It seemed that now, at last, they’d given up.
He breathed a sigh of relief.

His joy had died on the battlefield, and
without it, he couldn’t raise his voice in song.

Sometimes Noah thought he might have died as
well and currently resided in the pages of some gothic tale where
he haunted his former life. Now there was an idea. Perhaps he
should read those sorts of novels, they might be grim, but they
were clearly fantasy. Maybe Ellie had some stashed somewhere.

A servant announced supper—a very informal
affair for the Tenbeys when it was only the family.

His mother wavered slightly as she stood but
recovered quickly and went to collect Ellie.

Noah always took longer to get to his feet.
He planted his cane on the carpet and closed his eyes, bracing
against the pain. He shifted his leg, hissing as the muscles in his
thigh pulled tight. They trembled, spasms that would put him on his
arse if he tried to stand on the leg with his full weight.
Groaning, he leaned on the cane and hauled himself up.

“Blast,” he muttered when the stabbing pain
had dulled to a stinging burn.

“Better not let your mother hear you
cursing.”

Startled, Noah’s eyes flew open. He wobbled
and had to replant his cane hard against the floor to stay
upright.

His father grabbed his arm, steadying him.
“Careful there, lad. I didn’t keep you alive through all those
years climbing trees and swimming in every puddle of water to lose
you to the floor.”

Noah forced a smile. “Thank you.” He looked
at the door. Usually, his father followed along behind his mother,
leaving Noah to suffer his indignity in peace. “Is everything all
right?”

His father shook his head. “I’m concerned
about your mother.” He spoke in a low voice, his hand tightening on
Noah’s arm. “I’ve sent for a physician from London. I’d appreciate
your help in getting her to listen to the fellow. A Mr. James Byrd.
Have you heard of him? He came highly recommended.”

“It’s not a familiar name.” Noah grimaced.
His father had to know what he was asking. “And I’m not sure I’m
the right person to be foisting medical attention on Mum if she
doesn’t want it.”

His parents had been suggesting an entire
parade of doctors to him for months. All of which he didn’t need.
Noah had far more than enough of old men poking at his leg and
declaring things like bloodletting or a tincture of this or that
would help.

It never did.

Nothing ever would.

He’d been damaged beyond repair, good for
nothing but sitting about with an occasional nod at someone when
they thanked him for his service. That’s all he was—a collection of
bones and pain that’d once worn a uniform.

That’d once loved and been loved.

“Son, your mother isn’t you. She needs help,
and if Doctor Byrd can do the trick, he’ll be worth every penny.
But you know as well as I do your mother will rail about how
impossible to do anything he prescribes her will be, from a tonic
to eating dry toast.”

Noah had a pang of sympathy for his mother.
“I had one try a dry toast diet on me, it didn’t do a thing.”

His father’s brows drew together. “For your
leg?”

“I said the same thing. I lasted a week
before I began plotting how to kill off every baker within ten
miles. I bribed the footman for jam. And it didn’t do a thing for
my leg.”

“I’m sorry, that sounds dreadful. I promise
we’ll send Byrd packing if he suggests toast. But can I count on
you, lad, to help with your mum? Maybe you can learn a little about
him, show him around if your leg will let you … that way you can
speak up for him when he suggests treatments.”

Resignation blanketed him like wet snow. “Is
that an order?”

His father tilted his head, seeming to
consider. “Yes,” he said, before giving a sharp nod. “I’ll see you
downstairs. Not a word of this to your mother, she’s dealing with
enough.”

“Yes, sir.” The words rolled right off his
tongue. It’d been a good guess, on his father’s part. Noah had
always been good at taking orders, happy not to be the one making
decisions. Sometimes he floundered in all the decisions here, from
what to dress, to his choice of dinner, to which book to pick from
the library.

Military life as a lieutenant had suited
him. He’d been responsible for those under his command, but the
plans had come from much higher up, and his focus had been on
executing his orders to the best of his ability.

Hell, what he wouldn’t give for Felton’s
counsel now. Or to see his smile.

Noah bit back a curse. He hobbled from the
sitting room, cane striking the floor with a sharp rap every step
he took. The pain carried everything else away until it was all
that was left inside him.

After what had happened, the pain was all he
deserved.


Chapter Two

 


The carriage bounced over yet another bump
in the road, sending James’s spectacles askew. He straightened them
before attempting to focus on the book of herbal remedies in his
hand. At this point, he’d started to believe the driver was
gleefully aiming for every rut and rock in the road.

The carriage rocked again, making him bump
shoulders with the man beside him. The fellow, who reeked of gin,
snored on. The lout might have had the right idea. The two other
passengers, a lovely young woman and an elderly man James hoped was
the woman’s father, eyed him every few minutes like he might be
after their silver.

Traveling by stagecoach was not luxurious,
but it was a necessary evil when he’d needed to bring trunks and
medical supplies for an extended stay. He hated leaving London, but
the money had been much too tempting not to take. He could put up
with some dotty old women with a million imagined ills for a few
weeks when it would line his pockets with the cash he so badly
needed to keep the wolf from his and Leah’s door.

“What are you reading?” the young woman
asked him. She patted at her blonde hair while fluttering her
lashes. James changed his assessment of the couple, they were most
likely after his silver. If so, they were using the entirely wrong
bait. But two could play this game.

James always enjoyed a good game.

He lounged back against the thinly padded
seat, his tall frame taking up a lot of room in the carriage. He
favored her with a half-smile while feathering his fingers through
his thick hair, a darker shade of blond than the girl’s pale locks.
He set the book on his thigh.

The girl brightened. “I’m Edith. I’m
traveling with my papa.” She elbowed the man, who gave James a
brief nod. “We’re going to spend time with an ailing relative.” The
bland and forgettable story nearly made him chuckle.

“It’s a pleasure to meet you, Edith.” He
tapped the book. Edith, or whatever her name truly was, glanced
down to his groin then snapped her eyes back up. She covered her
mouth with a gloved hand as she giggled. Somehow, with much
difficulty, he managed to not roll his eyes. Anyone falling for
this act should be checked for senility. Edith would never be hired
to tread the boards. Time to stop this. The last thing he wanted
was for hands to start wandering and for her to find out just how
uninterested in her wiles he was. “I happen to be reading a
treatise on the treatments of various bilious ailments. I’m
especially interested in the use of purgatives. Tell me, poppet, do
you suffer from bouts of hysteria? I have a new tonic that I’m sure
would do the trick.”

Edith shrank back. “Oh.”

“Are you a physician?” the man with her
asked.

“Nah, just a surgeon. I’m on a hunt for the
best leeches. This time of year, they’re nice and hungry.” He let
the rough accent from his youth spill into his voice. He’d worked
bloody hard to erase it, but like most things, it could serve a
purpose at times.

The girl made a face.

James crossed his legs, picked up his book,
and continued reading. The miles passed slowly, but thankfully much
more quietly except for the snores of the drunk beside him. It was
midafternoon before they made the inn where the carriage from
Ramsbury Manor would meet him.

The bustle of the place invaded the inside
of the coach, along with the warm scent of roasting meat. His
stomach growled. James gritted his teeth against the emptiness.
It’d be filled soon enough at the manor house, but there was no
telling parts of himself that, not when he’d once not known where
his dinner would come from.

The coach halted and James threw open the
door, glad to extricate himself from the cramped confines. He held
his hand out for Edith, who gingerly took it. Once her feet were on
solid ground he let go, but then leaned in. “If you and your papa
need someone to fleece, might I suggest the man about to enter the
taproom? The one with the green trousers?”

Her eyes darted to where the man, short and
wearing an overabundance of velvet, stood beside the door chatting
with others of his ilk. Someone slapped his back.

“Gentry, I wager,” James said. “And about to
have a pint or two.”

Edith bobbed a curtsey. “Obliged.” She
waited for her erstwhile papa to alight, then made a beeline for
the taproom, determination on her face. James wished her luck. In
another life, he would be her.

“Excuse me, are you the physician James
Byrd?” a lad asked. He was all big eyes and freckles under his
cap.

“I am.”

The lad pointed to the far side of the yard.
“Carriage is this way, Mister. I’ll tell ‘em where to send your
things.”

James stared at the boy, trying to judge how
trustworthy he was. “Let me at least get my physician’s bag.”

“Right-o.” The boy darted around James and
clambered up the side of the coach. “Mr. Byrd’s trunks are to go to
Ramsbury Manor,” he said. “On the wagon with the supplies.”

“My bag,” he called up.

The driver twisted and rummaged for a second
before hefting up the black leather bag that contained the tools
James would need to treat Mrs. Tenbey. The driver dropped it down
into his arms.

“I’ll see you at the house,” the boy said
with a wave.

James hesitated a second before turning
away. He wanted to wait and watch his trunks be unloaded and sent
on their way to the manor, but he also didn’t want to make a bad
impression by not trusting the people his new employers had
sent.

This wasn’t London, he reminded himself. It
had fresh air, and the dirt underfoot looked honest and not full of
the whatnot that it would be in the city.

On the far side of the stable, he found a
well-sprung carriage pulled by two bays. It was small, with no
place for his trunks. He supposed that pointed to the boy telling
the truth.

“I see Jamie found you,” the brown-skinned
man holding the reins said. “I’m Hemmou, stable master for Lord
Ramsbury.”

“Nice to meet you,” James said, hauling
himself up beside the man.

Hemmou clucked at the horses and they
trotted off in unison, the cart rumbling under James and the wind
in his face a relief after the enclosed coach.

“Bit brisk,” Hemmou said as they left the
coaching inn behind. “Winter’s going to be rough this year.”

James mumbled an agreement. The chill
invigorated him, as did the countryside, still lush under the
colorful mantel of autumn. The gently rolling hills, covered with
grass just starting to brown, seemed to beg for burdens to be set
down and hearts lightened. The trees shimmied in the wind,
releasing dry leaves that skittered across the fields and caught in
piles against hedgerows and stone fences.

“It’s peaceful,” he said.

Hemmou gave him a wide grin. “I’m going to
remind you that you said that in about a week, Doctor. Ramsbury
Manor isn’t London, there’s less of a chance of your pocket being
lightened by sticky fingers, but I wouldn’t call it dull.”

“I shall withhold my final judgment then.”
James scratched at the stubble on his cheek, but his hand stilled
as the buggy topped a hill and the estate house came into view. It
soared three stories, the sand-colored stone exterior glowing
warmly in the afternoon light. Smoke curled up from chimneys as
people and animals bustled around a neat and clean yard. There was
an extra flash of light from one side of the house and James’s
breath caught. “Is that a greenhouse?”

“Big one, but besides a few pots from the
gardener there’s not much in there, so I apologize if you were
expecting a profusion of flowers. None of the family have known
what to do with it since the viscount’s spinster sister passed. It
was her pride and joy, but it’s all gone to naught now.” 

“That’s too bad.” If he was going to be here
for any length of time perhaps he’d be granted room to grow a few
small batches of herbs. Someday he’d have more than an
out-of-the-way corner to his name, perhaps he’d even write a book
about his work with plants and ailments.

Hemmou pulled the team to a stop in front of
the wide stone stairs that led up to an impressive front door.
James thanked him and jumped down from the carriage, bag in hand.
Holding tight to the handles he marched up the steps and knocked
sharply on the heavy wood.

It opened without a creak to reveal a young
woman with flyaway hair and a dress too fine for her to be a maid.
“Hello?” she said.

“Doctor Byrd to see the lady of the house.”
The break in the expected decorum of a glowering butler opening the
door left him on his heels.

The girl burst out smiling. “We’ve been
expecting you. I’m Elanor. My mum is waiting.”

“Miss Tenbey,” said a stout elderly man in
livery. “I shall escort the doctor upstairs.”

Her lower lip pushed out. “Fine. I’ll see
you later.” She waved and trotted off. James raised a brow at the
man, who must be the missing butler.

“Welcome to Ramsbury Estate, Doctor Byrd.
Your room is on the second floor. It overlooks the gardens and
should be quite pleasant this time of year. I’ll have your trunks
brought up when they arrive. If you’ll follow me, I will bring you
to the viscountess. Lord Ramsbury is waiting with her.”

James handed his coat and hat to the man.
“Do the young ladies of the house always answer the door?”

The initial answer was a long-suffering
sigh. “Miss Tenbey is a force of nature. She debuts next season and
I pray for whoever offers for her hand because they will need all
the help they can get.”

“Sounds like my sister,” James said with a
chuckle, even though a pang from missing Leah lanced through him.
She was an adult and quite capable, and he’d left her the end of
his money to tide her through until he returned with the payment
from this job. Not having her to talk to would gall, as she was the
only one that truly knew him and loved him anyway.

The butler handed James’s outerwear to a
footman they passed. It still felt wrong to simply trust a stranger
to haul off his good wool coat, but he chided himself because he
needed to be every inch the son of an earl that he was, even if
he’d been born on the wrong side of the sheets. The nobs in the
house had to accept him as one of their own if he was to do any
good and earn his fee.

At the end of a long hallway festooned with
a plush rug and silver candlesticks that would fetch a pretty penny
in a back alley of London, the butler rapped on a chamber door
before opening it. Laughter leaked out along with the cheery glow
of a fire.

“Doctor Byrd,” the butler said, bowing
before retreating and closing the door.

The Lord and Lady Ramsbury were seated in
matching chairs before the hearth, both looking hale enough. The
lady’s cheeks were pink, and a smile flittered over her lips. She
looked as far from death’s door as London was from the Orient.

The viscount rose, an imposing man with a
head of thick grey hair. He looked every inch the noble, but then
there was a whine from his coat pocket.

“Oh, hush,” he said, reaching in and pulling
out a tiny white-and-tan piebald puppy. “I had to stand up.”

James blinked, not sure what was
happening.

“He fell in love with one of the old rat
catchers in the barn this summer,” Lady Ramsbury said. “But she
went north with our son, and it took me more than a month to talk
him into having a dog of his own, and then he goes and picks the
smallest runt in the litter to spoil.” Her eyes were brimming with
love … and health.

“That’s wonderful,” James replied. “Though
may I ask what I am doing here? You seem as fit as a fiddle, if I
may say so.”

“Sit,” Lord Ramsbury pulled a chair over.
“Warm your feet, it’s blasted freezing out there.” He sat back
down, the tiny puppy in his lap gnawing at his sleeve. “We’ll have
a chat while you thaw. You must be worth your salt if you can so
easily say that Isabelle is healthy.”

James cautiously took his seat, not sure
what he should trust, which included furniture. Neither the Lord
nor Lady seemed to be headed for Bedlam, but he wasn’t quite sure
they were right in the head. In his experience, nobs didn’t coddle
puppies. Or
















tmp_0000132-a5b3277f-ff5c-4f76-9e06-056efdeac8f2_Fvvhmf_html_71dbcfad.png
)
[

BXxX xt

!
|

.o





tmp_0000132-a5b3277f-ff5c-4f76-9e06-056efdeac8f2_Fvvhmf_html_m3f06823d.jpg
VERNIGHT PUBLISHING @

HANNAH MORSE





tmp_0000132-a5b3277f-ff5c-4f76-9e06-056efdeac8f2_Fvvhmf_html_7b4a6fb9.png





cover.jpg
VERNIGHT PUBLISHING

HANNAH MORSE





