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London, March 1832

She felt exceedingly self-conscious wearing wedding white. But as the maid of honor, it was necessary to traditionally confuse evil spirits as to who was the bride, she or her best friend Marisa. And apparently, the ruse had worked. As her childhood friend was now joyously married and presently embarking upon her honeymoon with her new husband, Simon St. Lawrence, Viscount Waverly.

She sighed, resigned. She was so very happy for her newly wedded friend Marisa. But she, herself, definitively knew that she would never marry. So perhaps, she thought, she should enjoy wearing a color which drew attention to her as the maid of honor but would never be worn as a blushing bride.

She closed her eyes as she reminded herself that she wanted her life to be purposeful and the life, she dreamt for herself, did not require a spouse. In truth, a husband might hinder her imagined destiny.

And yet, her heart often softly murmured a longing for someone...someone to love. Someone who would love and accept her with all her many secrets and forbidden yearnings.

Lord Wesley harrumphed, pulling her attention away from her woolgathering. She blinked her eyes open and concentrated on attentively listening to Lord Wesley conversing. He was discussing an article about a medical procedure, recently performed, and it was a topic close to her heart. She loved the science of medicine and read medical journals with the same awe and passion that young ladies read sentimental novels. If only medical schools allowed female applicants, she would be the first to apply for admission.

Lord Wesley made an amusing comment and she laughed a lilting laugh. “Your satirical remark was both humorous, my Lord, and quite to the point.”

“You must forgive my sarcasm, Julia, but the author of that article was too wordy for my taste. I prefer that writers get to the point, succinctly.”

“Perhaps that singular writer was paid by the word and therefore, overstated the topic he was reporting,” Julia laughingly surmised.

“Mayhap, but regardless...”

“Forgive this interruption in your conversation...” Lady Wesley gaily stated, interrupting her husband. “Julia, dear, I have just learned that you have not been formally introduced to Viscount Holmes.” Lady Wesley then proceeded to formally introduce Julia to the handsome gentleman standing to her right. “Miss Julia Maxwell, may I present Bennet Caldwell, Viscount Holmes.”

Julia slightly curtsied as she murmured in a breathy voice, “It is a pleasure to meet you, my Lord.” She was completely taken aback by the attractiveness of the lord standing before her. And, Julia was quite surprised by her own attraction to this man when most men held no physical appeal for her.

Bennet Caldwell, Viscount Holmes was an extremely handsome man at six feet, in height, with a slender, athletic build. He possessed a squared jaw, light blonde hair, worn slightly long and tucked behind his ears, and mesmerizing blue eyes. He appeared to be nine and twenty years of age, possessing an affable and confident personality.

Bennet tilted his head in a slight bow as he countered, “The pleasure is all mine, Miss Maxwell.” He smiled a brilliant smile.

Julia struggled to maintain her composure. Her stomach fluttered at the mesmerizing brilliance of Lord Holmes’ smile.

“Lord Holmes is a dear friend of Simon’s, Julia,” Lady Wesley explained.

“Ah, being a dear friend, of Simon’s, speaks volumes as to your good character, my Lord,” Julia graciously observed with a radiant smile of her own.

“And, being a childhood friend of Lady Marisa’s, speaks to your virtuous character, Miss Maxwell,” Bennet responded, still warmly smiling.

“In truth, Lord Holmes, I was rather surprised that Simon did not ask you to be his best man,” Lady Wesley candidly confessed.

“Simon is extremely close to his cousin Dylan and wished him to be his best man,” Bennet explained. His eyes sparkled, impishly, as he added, “However, after now meeting the maid of honor, I sorely regret not being paired with Miss Maxwell as best man to her maid of honor.”

“As such a pairing would have been most entertaining, no doubt,” Julia laughingly stated.

“Most gratifying, to be sure,” Bennet wryly stated.

“Lord Holmes is also a doctor, Julia,” Lord Wesley added.

Julia’s merriment instantly faded. Nervously she stammered, “A-a doctor...?”

“Yes, when not playing the role of viscount, he is known as Dr. Bennet Caldwell,” Lady Wesley stated. “He was most professional in the care of our Marisa, after her recent fall, when she was comatose. Dr. Caldwell was so supportive in our time of great distress.”

“Are you...the Dr. Caldwell...affiliated with Charing Cross Hospital?” Julia hesitantly asked with a slight quiver in her voice. Her mind was screaming that this man must not be the doctor associated with that singular hospital.

“Yes, I am,” Bennet replied, somewhat bemused. “How did you know that I was affiliated with Charing Cross Hospital?”

Julia blanched as she averted her eyes. She could not explain how she knew. She must dissemble but...how?

“Are you ill, Julia. You suddenly look pale,” Lady Wesley candidly observed with a caring look on her aging face.

“I...I...” Before Julia could respond to Bennet’s question or Lady Wesley’s concern, the grandfather clock, to her right, began to chime the hour of one post meridiem. “Oh my, I had not realized the hour.” Speaking directly to Lord and Lady Wesley, she apologized, “Please forgive my sudden departure but I must be leaving. I have another engagement to which I am obligated to attend.” Kissing Lady Wesley on both her cheeks and curtsying to the two lords, she gestured to an elderly woman, who appeared to be her companion. She, then, turned and hurriedly exited through the open front portal.

The elderly woman grabbed Miss Maxwell’s white satin cape from the butler and quickly followed in Julia’s wake.

“Was it something I said?” Bennet sardonically asked. “I feel as though Miss Maxwell abruptly departed because of me. Did I inadvertently insult her?”

“Nonsense, Lord Holmes, you were the perfect gentleman,” Lord Wesley assured Bennet. “But her departure was a mite brusque.”

Bennet stood staring at the door as if he expected the young lady to reappear and explain her speedy departure. He re-played the scene in his mind. And, wondered...why had Miss Maxwell appeared flustered when Lady Wesley had explained that Bennet was both lord and doctor? And, how had she known that he was affiliated with Charing Cross Hospital? There were countless hospitals and medical schools in London. He could have been associated with any number of other institutions. But she named the very hospital to which he was indeed affiliated.

The young woman had not only enchanted him with her beauty and effervescent personality but now...she perplexed him.

Earlier, he had heard her lilting laugh and had looked in the direction from whence the melodic laughter came, instantly spying her. She was slender, but very shapely, and rather tall for a woman at Bennet’s guesstimate of five feet seven inches. Her large, sparkling eyes were a deep green, like a verdant grassy knoll after a rain storm, and her brown hair, pulled into a netted chignon, was streaked with blonde highlights. Her thin, classically featured face boasted a healthy and radiant complexion, glowing with rosy cheeks, and full lips exhibiting a luminous, captivating smile.

Bennet was most definitely attracted to her.

He thought back to his conversation, with Lady Wesley, when he had commented that the maid of honor appeared to be a lovely lady.

“Oh, she is. Julia and Marisa have been best friends since childhood. Julia’s late father, Lennox Maxwell, and my husband were the very best of friends.”

Bennet’s brow furrowed. “That name sounds familiar to me.”

“I am not surprised. Lennox Maxwell was a prominent businessman, renowned for his business acumen. And, he was also a known philanthropist. He donated the funds for a wing at the very hospital in which Marisa was recuperating from her head injury.”

“Ah, yes. That is why the name sounded familiar.”

Lady Wesley looked at Julia, with sad eyes, as she spoke somewhat forlornly, “Julia is a very private person, a bit of a recluse, I fear. She rarely attends social functions.” Turning back toward Bennet, she quickly added, “Of course, she would never miss Marisa’s wedding and serve as Marisa’s maid of honor.”

Bennet visually examined the young woman as she re-entered the house, resting her delicate hand on the arm of her host. Bennet was most definitely attracted to her and wanted...no, needed...to meet her.

“I have not been formally introduced to Miss Maxwell. Would you do the honors as hostess, Lady Wesley?”

“Oh, yes, of course. You will be utterly charmed by Julia as she is intelligent and quite affable, regardless of her penchant for privacy.” Lady Wesley placed her hand on Bennet’s extended forearm, allowing Bennet to escort her back into the house.

He smiled as he remembered first hearing her breathy vocal quality and thinking that it was reminiscent of the soothing sound of a stream trickling over pebbles.

His smile slowly faded as he once again recalled her hasty exit.

Sometime, in the future, he planned to encounter her, again, and at that time, determine why this woman had acted so...mystifying...exiting so unceremoniously.

Bennet shrugged as he snatched a crystal flute of champagne off the serving tray of a passing servant. He would no longer think about the enigmatic Miss Maxwell. Today was a day to celebrate.

He lifted his fluted glass and silently toasted the newlyweds...wishing them long and loving lives, together.
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Chapter Two
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“Are ye ill, Miss Julia? Ye look a mite peaked.”

Julia smiled wanly at her companion. “I am fine, Maggie.”

“But ye are trembling,” Maggie observed with a concerned expression, deepening the wrinkles lining her aging face.

Julia averted her eyes as she pulled the flaps of her satin cape tightly around her quivering body. She knew that Maggie would not let the matter rest until she understood why Julia was shivering. “I...I...met a man...”

Maggie stiffened. Angrily, she asked, “Did this man, ye just met, act improper toward ye?”

Julia jerked her face back toward her companion. “No, no, Maggie, he was a perfect gentleman. I...I...” Julia was hesitant to confess how she had felt when meeting Bennet. She loved and trusted Maggie, with her intimate secrets, but she, herself, was reluctant to admit how the handsome lord had emotionally and physically affected her.

“Ye what, Miss Julia?”

“I was attracted to the man...physically attracted to him,” Julia haltingly confessed as she bashfully lowered her eyes.

A broad smile graced Maggie’s face, deepening her wrinkles. “Well, it is about time. Ye are a beautiful young woman and should be attracted to men...in a sensual manner.”

Julia lifted her eyes to a grinning Maggie. “I do not wish to be attracted to any man, especially not this man, as you and I both know that I cannot marry.”

“Fiddlesticks and poppycock,” Maggie declared as she waved her age-spotted hand as if to dismiss Julia’s declaration. “Ye can marry. Ye thinks it impossible but it is not. Ye just needs to find the right man.”

Julia stiffened. “Well, this man is not the right man. He is a lord and...a doctor.”

Maggie gleefully clapped her pudgy hands, together. “A lord and a doctor, ye say. I think he sounds perfect.”

“He is the very doctor, under whose tutelage, Julian is assigned to study.”

Maggie’s eyes widened in utter surprise. “Oh my, that does put a new spin on it. Ye cannot be interested in a doctor who will be working closely with Julian,” Maggie exclaimed as she shook her head, vigorously.

“No, I cannot,” Julia dejectedly concurred. She suddenly felt forlorn as though she had just lost something precious, never to be reclaimed.

“No, ye cannot and that be a fact.”

****
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“Enter,” Bennet shouted in response to the soft knock at his office door. His head was bent, as he scribbled a memorandum onto a notebook, and never lifted his eyes to see who was entering the small but functional room. He was too concentrated on the note he was writing, regarding a patient who had recently contracted cholera and was showing no improvement from treatment. Bennet had lost so many patients to the cholera epidemic and did not think that his low spirits could accept another loss. “Yes? How may I help you?”

“Good afternoon, Doctor. I am the pupil assigned to you for the next few weeks.”

Bennet lifted his head and blinked. Standing before him was a young man, dressed in loose trousers, vest, jacket and overcoat, who appeared far too young to be a medical student. He stood at a height of five feet ten inches with a slight build. He wore his brown hair in a choppy style, covering his ears and accentuating his puffy cheeks, while perched on his small nose were brown-tinted gold wire-rimmed spectacles. His voice cracked when he spoke in garbled sentences as if he had not reached puberty.

“Y-you are the student assigned to me?”

“Yes, Dr. Caldwell. Were you not expecting me?”

“Yes, yes, of course I was. I am...just slightly taken aback by your...youthfulness,” Bennet explained, trying to be sensitive in his candid observation.

“I assure you, Doctor, that I have reached my majority and am in my final year of studies,” the young man indignantly stated as he stiffened his spine.

Ignoring the young man’s indignant attitude, Bennet curiously observed, “I notice that you wear brown-tinted spectacles.” Cocking his head, he asked, “May I ask why?” Bennet occasionally prescribed similar tinted glasses to patients exhibiting sensitivity to light and wondered if that was why the young man wore a pair of brown-tinted spectacles.

“I have an acute sensitivity to light and have been overly sensitive since I was a child. Therefore, I always wear these spectacles,” the young man matter-of-factly explained.

Bennet frowned. “What is your name? You seem familiar. Have we met before?”

“My name is Julian, Doctor.”

“Julian...?” Bennet looked to the files and papers haphazardly scattered on the surface of his desk. “I am certain that I have a communique here regarding your assignment to me. But where it is, I cannot say.” Lifting his eyes, he peered at Julian. “What is your last name, Julian?”

“My name is Julian Maxwell.”

Sudden realization dawned on Bennet. “Ah, I think I comprehend why you seem familiar to me. Do you have a sister? Is Miss Julia Maxwell your sister?”

“Julia is...my twin.” Julian frowned. In an accusatory voice, Julian demanded, “How do you know Julia, Doctor?”

Bennet immediately rose to his feet, holding his hands in a surrendering pose. “We only just met at a wedding breakfast, last Saturday. I have made no untoward advances toward her, if that is what you are thinking.”

“Julia is under my protection. So, forgive my accusatory attitude, Doctor. But Julia mentioned nothing, to me, of meeting you.”

Bennet suddenly felt disappointed and somewhat insulted. “Do you and your sister enjoy a close relationship?”

“Yes, we do.” Julian shrugged. “Perhaps meeting you was not of paramount importance to Julia and therefore, she never mentioned the meeting to me.”

“But I believe that she recognized my name and associated me with this hospital. Most likely because she knew that you were assigned to me as a pupil. Surely, knowing that connection, she would have mentioned meeting me?”

“And yet, she said nothing. Mayhap, she was not impressed by you, Doctor, and did not wish to negatively influence my opinion of you.”

Bennet unceremoniously plopped onto the chair he had just vacated. “That supposition is certainly disheartening.” He peered at Julian who stood with perfect posture as if he were a soldier at attention. “She left the wedding breakfast rather abruptly. Mayhap, I somehow offended her.”

“When did you say this wedding breakfast took place? Was it for Lady Marisa, last Saturday?” Julian queried.

“Yes, it was.”

“Then Julia, no doubt, hastily left the wedding breakfast because she needed to change and arrive at Earl Grey’s townhome by teatime,” Julian explained, matter-of-factly.

“Teatime at Earl Grey’s...? Are you referring to the Prime Minister?”

“Yes, Doctor, I am. The Prime Minister was a good friend of my father’s. And, both Julia and I were invited to tea at the Prime Minister’s residence on Saturday, at four in the afternoon.”

“Ah, that would explain her somewhat abrupt exit.” Bennet smiled. “Then, mayhap, I did not insult your sister and she just forgot to mention meeting me.”

Julian shrugged. “Perhaps...”

“Your sister is a lovely young lady, Julian,” Bennet complimented. “I found her to be quite personable and witty.”

Julian did not respond.

Since Julian did not respond, Bennet assumed it was time to change the subject of his sister. “You have arrived at an opportune time, Julian. I truly need an assistant, what with the cholera epidemic claiming so many lives.” Bennet stood. “Shall we begin rounds.”

“Yes, Doctor, I am eager to learn from you and assist you in whatever manner you wish.”
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She was trying to concentrate on a published volume, she was reading, entitled “Lectures in Midwifery and the Diseases of Women and Children as Delivered at Guy’s Hospital”. The lectures of Dr. James Blundell, an obstetrician, greatly interested her. But she had read the same sentence three times.

She lifted her eyes from the written words and audibly sighed. Reluctantly, she mentally admitted that she could not concentrate. Her thoughts were centered on a certain handsome lord...and physician.

She abruptly closed the volume and tossed it onto the floor where it landed with a thud. She then pulled her knees toward her chest, wrapping her arms around her legs, and sitting unladylike on the cushioned window seat. She rested her right cheek upon her right boney knee and peered through the rain-streaked glass, of the paned window, at the grey rainy day.

Why could she not stop thinking of the viscount she had met at Marisa’s wedding breakfast?

A soft knock sounded at her bedchamber door and she ignored the entreaty to enter.

Her bedchamber door creaked open and Maggie inched her way into the room. Hesitantly, she announced, “Ye have a gentleman caller, Miss Julia. He awaits ye in the front parlor.”

Julia abruptly jerked her head upward and toward Maggie. Her green eyes were widened in utter surprise. “A gentleman caller awaits me in the front parlor?”

“Aye, Miss. A Viscount Holmes awaits ye.”

“Viscount Holmes...?” Julia gasped.

“Aye and a right good-looking man he is, if I can boldly observe.” Maggie frowned. “Ye do not look pleased, Miss. Be this the lord, who is also a doctor, ye mentioned last Saturday?”

“Y-yes, Lord Holmes is Dr. Bennet Caldwell to whom Julian reports as a temporary assistant.”

Maggie nodded, completely comprehending the awkward situation. “Should I send him away, Miss?”

Julia sat immobile, silently trying to decide what she should do. After several moments of mental consideration, she slowly lowered her feet to the wooden floor and stood. “I shall speak with his lordship and determine the reason for this unexpected visit.” She cocked her head as she pointedly inquired, “Are you absolutely certain, Maggie, that Lord Holmes is here to see me and not Julian?”

“He stated quite clearly that he was calling upon Miss Maxwell,” Maggie replied.

Julia nodded before quickly crossing to her vanity table and plopping onto its coordinating bench. “Tell his lordship that I shall be down, presently.”

“Yes, Miss.” Maggie turned to exit but paused momentarily as she watched her Mistress primping in front of the looking glass. A slow, knowing smile appeared on her aging face. “Ye look beautiful, Miss Julia. Right pleasing to the eye.” She then left the bedchamber, softly closing the door behind her.

Julia stared at her reflection, looking back at her with a bemused and panicked expression. One thought gripped her mind...why was Lord Holmes here to see her? Did he suspect...something...was amiss?

****
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Bennet felt as if he were an anxious young buck tentatively approaching his first crush. His palms were sweaty, and he could not seem to control his nervous energy. He paced the length of the large room, back and forth from open double pocket-doors to closed French doors facing a side street, as he waited impatiently for the young woman he had impetuously come to visit.

“Good afternoon, Lord Holmes.”

Bennet whirled around to face the source of the breathy voice and spied a radiantly beautiful Julia, smiling a luminous smile. She stood, framed in the doorway, dressed in a lime-green day dress which drew forth the sparkling green of her eyes. She appeared both welcoming and bemused.

Bennet mirrored her smile as he slowly approached where she stood extending her delicate right hand for his perfunctory kiss. “Please forgive this impromptu visit, but I was in the neighborhood and thought to act, impulsively.”

Julia’s smile slowly faded. “You were in the neighborhood...? And, you were aware of my address from...Julian?”

Bennet chuckled. “In a manner of speaking. Julian’s address was in the file provided to me by his instructor. I had hoped to ask Julian’s permission, yesterday, to call upon you. But we were so busy with hospital rounds, attending to the needs of our patients, that it simply slipped my mind to ask.”

“And, if you had asked Julian, I am not certain that he would have granted his permission,” Julia bluntly informed Bennet.

Bennet blinked as his own smile metamorphosed into a frown. “Why would your brother discourage me by not granting permission to call upon you?”

“Shall we sit, my Lord?” Julia graciously suggested as she gracefully floated toward the burgundy settee and lowered her slender frame onto the velvet divan. “Would you care for a cup of tea, my Lord?”

Bennet shook his head as he crossed to the chair positioned directly in front of the settee upon which Julia sat. He was feeling offended and annoyed. “No, no, I do not care for a cup of tea. Why would your brother object to my visiting you?”

“I did not say that Julian would definitively withhold his permission to call upon me. I merely postulate that he might not wish the physician and surgeon, with whom he is presently working, to socialize with his sister. He may think that doing so would make the waters a mite murky.”

Bennet was somewhat mollified by Julia’s explanation. “Ah, yes, now I comprehend. Then, mayhap, I can speak with Julian and allay any supposed fears.”

Julia tilted her head, in silent acquiescence, before rising to her feet.

Bennet immediately stood in polite deference to the standing lady. He watched as she crossed toward a hanging rope and tugged on the pull, silently summoning a servant.

Within moments, an elderly butler ambled into the room. “Ye summoned me, Miss?”

“Yes, Nelson, I did. Could you kindly ask Master Julian to please join Lord Holmes and me here in the front parlor?”

“I am sorry, Miss, but Master Julian left the townhome approximately an hour, ago.”

“Did he say to where he was going and when he would return home?” Julia asked with a slight quiver in her voice.

Nelson shook his balding head. “No, Miss, he did not inform me as to his intended whereabouts nor did he indicate what time he planned to return.”

“Thank you, Nelson. That will be all.” Turning toward a still standing Bennet, she warmly smiled as she apologized for her brother’s absence.

“Then, I shall speak with him, at the hospital, when he reports for duty, tonight. Unless...” Bennet paused, reluctant to pose his next question for fear that Julia’s response would be unfavorable. “Unless, you do not wish for me to call upon you, Miss Maxwell.”

“I should very much like you to call upon me, Lord Holmes, but with one...caveat,” Julia gaily responded.

“That being...?” Bennet warily asked.

“I should like you to address me as Julia.” She impishly smiled as she laughingly added, “When you address me as Miss Maxwell, I feel as though I were a spinster governess and you my demanding employer.”

Bennet chortled. “A demanding employer is not the role I wish to play...Julia.”

“Then, what role do you wish to play, my Lord?”

Bennet quickly censored the role his lascivious mind was mentally shouting...lover. “I wish to play that of a friend...and possibly, a suitor.”

Julia’s eyes slightly widened. In a timorous voice, she responded, “Indeed...we shall see as to which of those two roles you are best tailored to play, my Lord.”

“My given name is Bennet...and I am accustomed to playing various roles, quite adeptly.”

“I must admit that...you appear comfortable both as a lord and as a physician...Bennet.”

An arousing sensation stirred in Bennet’s groin at the whispered sound of his name on Julia’s lips. “Then, mayhap, I will be adept at playing both friend and...suitor.”

“We shall see...Bennet.”

“Do I detect skepticism, Julia?” Bennet drolly asked.

“It is not my supposed skepticism which should concern you. But, rather, it is Julian’s possible uncertainty which should give you pause.”

“I can be most persuasive,” Bennet confidently countered. He, then, bowed to Julia before declaring, “I shall take my leave now. But with a hope that I shall return soon.”

“Until then, Bennet, I wish you the best,” Julia graciously stated as she offered her hand for Bennet’s perfunctory kiss which he graciously rendered before exiting the room.

Julia caressed the spot, on the back of her hand, where Bennet had gently planted a kiss. She tried to suppress a smile, but her effort was futile. A burgeoning smile graced her comely face.

“Beg pardon for my eavesdropping, Miss Julia, but with the doors open, I could clearly hear what his lordship was proposing. And, I wished to be ready should ye have need of me.”

Julia turned to her servant, smiling appreciatively. “You and Maggie are privy to all my secrets. So, I cannot fault your alertness, Nelson. Nor can I accuse you of eavesdropping. You are just being...protective.”

“How will Master Julian respond to his lordship’s request to court you?”

“His response...” Julia’s smile faded. She paused as if she were not quite sure of how Julian would respond. Then, in a clear, decisive voice, she continued, “...will not be favorable.”
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The door slowly opened, and Julian hesitantly entered the small room in response to Bennet’s verbal permission to enter.

Bennet lifted his eyes from the file he was perusing. At the sight of Julian, he immediately tossed the file onto the surface of his desk and arose to his feet. “Julian, come in. You are the very person with whom I wish to speak.”

Julian closed the door and crossed the short distance to Bennet’s desk. “Julia mentioned that you visited my townhome, earlier today,” he mumbled almost incoherently.

“Yes, I did.”

“But Julia did not say why. She simply indicated that you wished to speak with me. Have I done something wrong which has displeased you, Doctor?”

“No, no, not at all. You did exceptionally well on your first day here. I was most impressed with your bedside manner and equally pleased with the skills you displayed in the procedures I required you to perform. I was, however...” Bennet paused, choosing the right words so as not to appear critical in his observation. “...a mite confused by your insistence that you wear both your overcoat and cotton gloves while conducting rounds.”

“I can understand how my insistence, in wearing my overcoat and gloves, might appear as a behavioral quirk to you, Doctor. But I assure you that I am of sound mind. I was a sickly child and as you can clearly see, I am extremely thin. I catch colds quite easily. Therefore, I wear my overcoat to protect myself from drafts and gloves to eliminate the transference of germs.”

“I understand...”

“Is that what you wished to discuss with me?”

“No, I merely mention it as an observation. The matter I wish to discuss does not pertain to your position here as a pupil under my tutelage.”

Julian frowned. “Then, what do you wish to discuss, Doctor?”

“Please sit, Julian,” Bennet suggested as he mimed for Julian to sit on one of the wooden chairs positioned in front of Bennet’s desk.

“I would prefer to stand, Doctor,” Julian stated as he clasped his hands behind his back and stood with legs braced slightly apart.

Bennet eased his right posterior cheek onto the corner of his desk in a subtle effort to look Julian directly in his eyes. “I wish to ask for your permission to court your sister Julia.”

Julian did not respond but stood staring at Bennet’s face for several long seconds, making Bennet somewhat self-conscious. Then, Julian spoke in his habitually garbled delivery. “I cannot give permission for you to court Julia.”

Bennet stiffened. “Why? Do you fear that the line between the professional and the personal will be blurred? Because I assure you that my critique of your skills will not be influenced by my relationship with Julia.”

“Yes, I do fear that the line of demarcation between professional and personal will be compromised. But...” Julian dramatically paused. “That is but a minor issue. I cannot allow you to court Julia as your intentions may not be honorable.”

Bennet abruptly stood, defiantly countering, “I am a lord and honorable gentleman. You misjudge me, sir.”

“Do I, Doctor? Prior to accepting this position, with you, I was offered the opportunity to work with you or Doctor Kohl. Before making my decision, I researched both you and the other physician. You, Doctor, are an esteemed member of the peerage but a lord who has inherited great debt from your late father who was a compulsive gambler. You are mired in debt.”

Bennet closed his eyes against the utter mortification he was feeling. He could practically read the young man’s mind and he could not fault Julian for suspecting that Bennet had ulterior motives in pursuing Julia. After all, she was an heiress.

“Your financial status did not concern me when deciding if I wished to study under your tutelage. I choose to work with you because of your stellar reputation as a physician and surgeon. And, quite honestly, because you are a close friend of a renowned military physician and surgeon I greatly admire.”

Bennet opened his eyes, frowning. “You are no doubt referring to Doctor James Barry. Yes, we share a friendship, forged in grief over the loss of a great man, my late cousin Lord Charles Somerset.”

“I am sorry for your loss, Doctor. Yes, I refer to Doctor James Barry. And, although I know that Doctor Barry is currently stationed in Mauritius, I had hoped that if I proved
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