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            Chapter 1

         
         Stepping forward in time to the music, Juliette Matthews held her dance partner’s hand as delicately as she’d been instructed.
            Overhead, two massive chandeliers cast a brilliant glow across the Hawthorne House ballroom, the light from a thousand candles
            bouncing off gemstones and beadwork. It was a crush, the first ball of the Season, with footmen balancing trays of champagne
            and little iced cakes that looked a lot better than they actually tasted.
         

         
         Ladies paraded about like birds showing off their colorful plumage while gentlemen stood in small groups discussing political
            issues or whatever it was men liked to talk about. Juliette wasn’t entirely sure, except for the fact that this appeared to
            be the subject of recent conversations between her brother, Raphe, the Duke of Huntley, and her sister Amelia’s husband, the
            Duke of Coventry.
         

         
         Skipping along the line of dancers while executing the complicated steps she’d been taught, Juliette considered how different
            her life was now from what it had been only one year earlier. Having spent most of her life in the slums of St. Giles, she
            wondered if she appreciated her good fortune more than her peers. After all, she knew what it was to go hungry, to live in
            squalor with not enough money for firewood in the winter or to pay a physician’s fee whenever she’d been sick.
         

         
         “You look enchanting this evening,” the Earl of Yates declared while leading her in a series of tight little circles. His
            eyes sparkled with deep appreciation.
         

         
         Juliette liked him and always enjoyed his company, so she smiled at him warmly while saying, “And you look as dashing as usual,
            my lord.”
         

         
         His hand closed more firmly around hers and his gaze dropped ever so slightly. Enough to replace the contentment she found
            in his company with something she instantly recognized as deep discomfort.
         

         
         “Perhaps we ought to discuss how wonderful we both look while taking a tour of the room,” he said when the music was over
            and he was leading her away from the dance floor. His smile hadn’t changed, and yet, the brief consideration he’d given her
            mouth, the tightening of his hand and the way his gaze had seemed to darken, urged Juliette to decline the invitation.
         

         
         Because as much as she favored his company, she didn’t want more than friendship from him, and she was becoming increasingly
            worried he might not feel the same way.
         

         
         “You are always so attentive toward me, which I appreciate,” she began, hoping to let him down easy, “but I would like to
            visit the ladies’ retiring room. If you don’t mind.”
         

         
         His smile faded and the glow in his eyes dimmed. “Of course not.” He guided her toward the periphery of the room, stepped
            back and gave a curt, yet respectful bow. “I thank you for the dance, Lady Juliette.” Glancing over her shoulder, he said
            with a touch of dry humor, “It looks as though your friend is here to save you.”
         

         
         Turning, Juliette looked in the direction Yates indicated and found her good friend, Miss Vivien Saunders, coming toward them.

         
         “Did I chase his lordship away?” Vivien asked when she was within speaking distance. Her aunt’s marriage to a baron was what
            ensured her entry into Society, even though said baron had long since died and his widow was in financial straits. As for
            Vivien herself, she had few prospects and little hope of marrying a man with a title.
         

         
         Juliette returned her attention to Yates only to see his retreating back disappearing into the crowd. She sighed as she linked
            her arm with Vivien’s. Together, they headed toward the door leading out into the hallway where the ladies’ retiring room
            was located. “I’m afraid I upset him.”
         

         
         “I sincerely doubt that, Julie. You’re always kind and considerate toward others.”

         
         Juliette scrunched her nose. “I may have made up an excuse not to walk with him after our dance.”

         
         “Oh.”

         
         “Oh?” Juliette glanced across at her friend. “What on earth does that mean?”

         
         “Well . . . the man obviously likes you. A lot. And you do seem to like him as well, considering how much you smile and laugh
            when you are together.”
         

         
         Juliette thought about that for a second. “Am I supposed to pretend not to like dancing with a gentleman simply to avoid making
            him think I might be encouraging a courtship?”
         

         
         Vivien squeezed the right side of her face together as if it required great effort to answer that question. “Pretty much.
            I think. Although I’m really no expert.”
         

         
         They entered the retiring room where two other young women were fixing their hair in front of a mirror. “Why can’t a man and
            a woman be friends without either expecting more?” Juliette whispered to Vivien while one of the other women in the room giggled
            in response to something her friend had said.
         

         
         “Perhaps because it’s called the marriage mart,” Vivien suggested, moving to a screened-off seating area and lowering herself to a comfy-looking settee.
         

         
         Juliette remained standing, too agitated to stay still. She crossed her arms and eyed her friend. “Well, it’s a shame.” She
            held Vivien’s gaze before throwing up her hands and dropping onto the vacant spot beside her. “Not only did I fabricate an
            excuse to avoid spending time with a man whom I genuinely like, but now I have to sit in here for a good ten minutes or more
            so it doesn’t look like I lied to him. Even though he probably knows I did.”
         

         
         “Don’t worry.” Vivien patted her hand. “It will all work itself out in the end.”

         
         “Will it?” Juliette wasn’t so sure. She’d suffered the hurtful remarks other young ladies had whispered behind her back, endured
            the most exasperating lessons in etiquette and tried to fit in as best as she could, but there were days when she wondered
            about the point of it all.
         

         
         “—I mean, to think we could be so lucky is almost too much,” one of the women on the other side of the screen was saying.
            “Our debuts looked positively dismal with no chance to snatch up a duke.”
         

         
         “Until now, that is,” the other woman said in a dreamy voice that made Juliette roll her eyes. She glanced at Vivien and had
            to force down a laugh.
         

         
         “Can you believe our good fortune?” the first woman said.

         
         “Well, he’s not a duke yet. Is he?”

         
         Juliette straightened and tilted her head. They were obviously talking about Florian Lowell, the physician Raphe had sent
            for when she’d been sick with the measles the previous year. News of his recent change in status had been the subject of great
            discussion at Huntley House the previous evening when Raphe had returned home with the announcement.
         

         
         Juliette still wasn’t sure she understood how the title or the inheritance had come about, but it did look as though Florian
            would one day outrank his older brother, Mr. Lowell, who was set to become Viscount Armswell one day.
         

         
         “Either way, I could easily get used to the idea of marrying Florian,” one of the women was saying. “He’s ever so handsome.”

         
         Both women burst into giggles. Muted whispers followed and then the sound of the door opening and closing plunged the room
            into silence. Juliette looked at Vivien and grinned. “Well, I wish them luck. In truth I don’t believe I’ve ever met a man
            more unapproachable than Florian.”
         

         
         “He does look rather starched,” Vivien muttered. She stood and adjusted her gown. “Mind you, I’ve only seen him once or twice,
            so I could be wrong.”
         

         
         “No. I don’t believe you are. In fact, my impression of him is not much different. He’s an excellent physician who seems to
            take his work very seriously. One cannot fault him for that, though I do wonder what it might be like to see him smile.”
         

         
         “Do you now?” Vivien asked with a smirk as the two returned to the hallway and started making their way back toward the ballroom.

         
         Juliette nudged her friend with her shoulder. “Oh, you know what I mean, Viv!”

         
         “All I know is that you wondering what it might be like to see him smile will likely pester you until you find a way to make
            it happen.” They entered the ballroom. “Of all the people I have ever known, none are as determined as you when you set your
            mind to something.”
         

         
         “Well I—” A wave of chatter cut Juliette’s thought process short. She glanced around, aware of the agitation rolling through
            the ballroom like tremors threatening to toss all the guests up into the air. “What on earth is going on?”
         

         
         “Look,” someone said as Juliette pushed her way between a few people, pulling Vivien along by her hand.

         
         “There he is,” another voice muttered.

         
         Shouldering her way past a cluster of women who craned their heads and stared toward the ballroom entrance, Juliette caught
            a sudden and very unexpected glimpse of the man she and Vivien had just been discussing.
         

         
         Florian.

         
         Her breath caught and her heart slammed hard against her chest. Because there he was and dear God if he didn’t look superb!
            Dressed in evening black, his copper streaked hair was neatly combed, though a single stray lock slashed roguishly across
            his brow. She’d never seen him like this before. The last time they’d met at a ball he’d been wearing an unremarkable suit
            cut from brown wool, if memory served. Now, however, he looked like the dukely title would fit him as well as the perfectly
            tailored jacket and trousers he wore. They seemed to accentuate his masculine physique in a way she’d never considered. It
            was almost as if his shoulders were broader, his build a little taller and . . .
         

         
         Juliette blinked. No. She would not be like all the other silly girls swarming toward him and vying for his attention. He was just a man, after
            all, even if he was capable of saving the sick and putting a broken body back together again, which was admittedly something
            to be admired. But that didn’t mean she would ever be able to look past his stern demeanor or want anything from him besides
            medical advice and possibly friendship.
         

         
         And yet, while she thought of all this, Florian’s head turned in her direction and his gaze locked with hers. Juliette’s pulse
            leapt and an unfamiliar flutter filled her stomach.
         

         
         She sucked in a breath and deliberately turned away. Fresh air was what she needed, that was all. The stuffy heat in the ballroom
            had obviously affected her senses. So with this in mind, she maneuvered her way toward the French doors and slipped out onto
            the terrace, breathing a sigh of relief as the cool night air cleared her head.
         

         
          

         Florian stared at the spot where Lady Juliette had just been. A strange sense of relief had driven its way through his limbs
            the moment he’d seen her. Because she’d been a welcome excuse, a means for him to escape the clamoring attention he’d faced
            when he’d entered the ballroom. But rather than come and greet him, she’d turned away, leaving him to his attackers.
         

         
         “My daughter would love to dance the waltz with you,” an overeager mama insisted while shoving a dance card under his nose.

         
         “Would she really?” He frowned at the woman who merely returned an expectant stare. “I do not waltz, Madam.”

         
         His dry tone had little effect. “The cotillion then?”

         
         Florian knew that he would be labeled inconsiderate if he denied her request. So he reached for the pencil and reluctantly scribbled his name,
            which only encouraged others to be equally persistent.
         

         
         “Would you like me to save you?” his brother, Henry, popularly known as Mr. Lowell, asked as he sidled up next to him.

         
         Florian cut him a look. “I doubt even you can accomplish such a feat.”

         
         “Nonsense. All you need is a little charm, which I happen to have in ample supply.” He waggled his brows which prompted a
            lady or two to snicker while Florian himself rolled his eyes. “Ladies,” Henry proceeded, “my brother has had such a trying
            day. Please take pity on him and allow him a moment to get his bearings. The Season has only just begun, after all, so there
            will be ample opportunity for all of you to secure the dances you want.”
         

         
         Florian gave his brother a scowl. He wanted to nip this developing disaster in the bud before one of them started expecting
            more than he was prepared to deliver.
         

         
         And yet, his brother’s words must have struck some feminine chord, because the sea of expectant faces waiting before him became
            one of sympathetic understanding. Miraculously, they even began dispersing, allowing Florian the freedom to move further into
            the ballroom. He turned to Henry. “I have to admit I underestimated your skills.”
         

         
         Henry shrugged one shoulder. “What can I say? It’s just a natural way I have with the ladies.”

         
         Florian snorted and snatched a glass of champagne from a passing tray. “I shouldn’t have come here.”

         
         “Of course you should have,” his brother insisted. “Your new position demands your attendance at such events.”

         
         Which was part of the reason why he’d done his best to dissuade his uncle, the Duke of Redding, from petitioning the Crown
            and making him his heir. A title was the last thing Florian wanted.
         

         
         Taking a sip of his drink, he tried to forget the dance he now had to endure. He glanced about, instinctively looking for
            Lady Juliette’s pretty face. The last time he’d seen her she’d seemed self-conscious and timid, which was likely to be expected
            considering all the challenges she’d faced. Enduring the aristocracy’s censure was difficult even for him.
         

         
         The cotillion was announced sooner than Florian had expected and Florian glanced about. “I suppose I ought to find my dance
            partner.” He moved forward, weaving his way through the crowd in search of a woman whose appearance he could not recall.
         

         
         “I think she’s over there,” Henry said, catching up with him.

         
         “Which one is she?” He really should have paid more attention.

         
         “The one with the lilac gloves.”

         
         “Right.” Florian marched toward her and sketched a bow. “I believe our cotillion is about to begin.” She stared up at him
            and batted her lashes. Unimpressed, he offered her his arm and resolved to do his duty while cursing the fact that this awful
            evening was only the first of many.
         

         
         “You seem distracted, my lord,” his dance partner said, scattering his most recent thought.

         
         He made an effort to focus on her face and realized he didn’t even know her name. “I was just thinking of one of my patients,”
            he lied, because sharing his real contemplation was out of the question. “She came in this afternoon with a kidney stone,
            so—”
         

         
         “Oh. I see. How delightful.”

         
         Florian scowled. There was hardly anything delightful about it. But his remark had had the desired effect, dissuading his
            partner from saying anything else to him for the rest of the dance.
         

         
         To his shock and dismay, he found himself more irritated about this than he’d been with her comment. It would be nice to meet
            a girl who didn’t cringe when he referenced his work. One who actually showed some interest?
         

         
         But such rare creatures were apparently hard to come by. So far, the only one he knew was Viola Cartwright, the Dowager Duchess
            of Tremaine and St. Agatha Hospital’s patroness. He had great respect for her, not only as her employee, but because he admired
            the purpose with which she lived her life.
         

         
         “You survived the dance,” Henry said, materializing by his side once more. This time, he’d brought the Duke and Duchess of
            Huntley with him.
         

         
         “I’m as shocked as you are,” Florian muttered. Smoothing his features so as not to glare at the duchess, he executed his very
            best bow and shook hands with her husband.
         

         
         “I take it you’re not fond of dancing,” the duchess said.

         
         “No, but I was ambushed, so I was left with no choice.”

         
         “You could have made an excuse,” Huntley said.

         
         Florian met the other man’s gaze, aware he would likely have done precisely that if he’d been in Florian’s shoes. “Unfortunately
            I don’t have your advantage.”
         

         
         “And what would that be?” Huntley asked with a tilt of his lips.

         
         “To not give a damn about any of this.” Florian expelled a breath. “I grew up in Society. Expectations and proper manners
            were spoon-fed to me since infancy. So dismissing a lady isn’t something I can just do, no matter how much I might secretly
            want to.”
         

         
         “Well, your sense of duty is certainly commendable,” the duchess said.

         
         “He is the very epitome of what one might consider heroic,” Henry added wryly.

         
         Florian glared at him. “Your sarcasm isn’t helping.” He glanced about. “Honestly, I find all of this so trivial. The expense
            is exorbitant! Just think of all the good we could have done if the money had gone to feeding the hungry or helping the ailing?
            I swear . . .”
         

         
         “Well, in that case there is one advantage to gaining that title you’re so opposed to,” Henry said. His expression had sobered
            to an uncharacteristic degree of seriousness. “Once you inherit, you can spend your fortune on the causes that matter the
            most to you.”
         

         
         A comforting thought to be sure and definitely one he’d already begun considering, but to say as much would not be well done
            since it did involve the death of his uncle. An event he did not look forward to in the least. So rather than comment, he
            decided to change the subject entirely, by asking Huntley the first thing that came to mind. “I don’t suppose your sisters
            are in attendance this evening, Your Grace?”
         

         
         “Amelia won’t be venturing back into Society until she’s delivered her baby, but her husband is just over there.” Huntley
            nodded toward the other side of the room. “As for Juliette . . .” He glanced about. “I’m not sure where she’s gotten to.”
         

         
         “Well, perhaps I should go and greet Coventry then.” Florian stepped back. “It’s been a while since I saw him last and I would
            like to know how his wife is faring.” He took his leave while his brother said something about heading off to the game room.
         

         
         Following the periphery of the ballroom, Florian made his way toward a spot where he would be able to cross the floor without
            too many people blocking his way. But when he reached the French doors leading out to the terrace, he paused. All thought
            of reaching Coventry fled his mind the moment he spotted a lonely figure staring out at the garden below.
         

         
         Juliette.

         
         He reached for the handle and pushed the door open, drawn to her in a way he couldn’t begin to explain. All he knew was that
            she was there, a welcome reprieve from all his responsibilities and the chance he needed to simply get away and take a moment
            for himself.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         Juliette heard him coming before he reached her side, the slow tread of approaching footsteps clicking against the stone tiles.
            Inhaling deeply, she turned toward him, ready to take her leave if it was an unwelcome intruder. But it wasn’t. It was the
            very same man who’d prompted her to flee the ballroom.
         

         
         Florian, the new heir to the Duke of Redding.

         
         Steeling herself, she waited for her nerves to respond in the same riotous way they had earlier and was thankful to find them
            completely calm and collected.
         

         
         “My lord,” she said by way of greeting, then pushed out a breath and shrugged one shoulder. “Forgive me, but I’ve no clue
            about how to address you.”
         

         
         He gazed down at her with all the solemnity in the world. “Florian will do. I have no title yet.”

         
         “I see.” He came to stand beside her, his hip leaning firmly against the balustrade in a way that highlighted the length of
            his legs. Juliette forced her gaze away from that part of his body and looked him in the eye. “How did it all come about?
            If you don’t mind my asking, that is.”
         

         
         A pause followed and she felt his stare, the unflinching mask of gravity he wore, not revealing a single thought. And then
            the edge of his mouth twitched and he moved so he could look out across the garden. “My mother’s brother has no children,
            so with no one to inherit, he asked the king to elevate him to duke. As a favor.”
         

         
         “And this made it possible for him to name his successor?”

         
         “Precisely.” He glanced her way. “A Special Remainder has been put in place to allow for it.”

         
         She nodded, considered him a moment and finally asked, “Then why the glum expression?”

         
         He lifted an eyebrow. “Perhaps because of the burdens attached to it, the plural estates I shall have to manage and the attendance
            expected of me in Parliament. Or maybe it’s because becoming duke means the loss of my uncle.”
         

         
         Juliette’s heart stuttered a little in response to the fierceness with which he spoke. “I’m sorry,” she said, not knowing
            how else to respond.
         

         
         She’d never expected Florian to offer a glimpse of his heart. The idea of him mourning anyone had never entered her head.
            He just didn’t seem like the sort who would be too bothered, one way or the other, which of course was a very harsh judgment
            of character on her part. Fleetingly, she thought about reaching out, of offering some means of comfort if only with the touch
            of her hand. But then she decided against it, aware of the impropriety and the fact he would likely demand to know what on
            earth she was doing.
         

         
         “It is what it is,” he said as if speaking to himself more than to her. His features eased a little on a slow exhalation and
            his eyes seemed to focus more fully on her face. “You look more”—he hesitated as if searching for the right word—“at home
            amidst the ton than when I last saw you.”
         

         
         “Really?”

         
         “There’s no doubt you’ve adjusted to your new way of life. It suits you.”

         
         She couldn’t help but smile. “Is that a compliment?”

         
         “Perhaps.”

         
         “And here I was, convinced you couldn’t be charming.”

         
         His lips moved ever so slightly, but he did not smile. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves, my lady. I merely made an observation.”

         
         “And consequently ruined the moment,” she said with a sigh that was meant to convey exasperation.

         
         He tilted his head, regarding her as though she belonged on display in some strange museum for rare artifacts. “You also seem
            bolder.” His eyes pinned her in place, and she suddenly felt it again, that fluttery pulse and shortness of breath. “In fact,
            I dare say you’re quite transformed from the girl I met last Season. You’ve bloomed, Lady Juliette.” The barest hint of a
            smile did tug at his lips just then and she found herself transfixed. “I’m sure you have your fair share of admirers already.”
         

         
         Of all the conversations she’d ever expected to have with this man, this was certainly not one of them. In fact, to her dismay,
            it almost felt as though he was flirting with her, which couldn’t possibly be true. Could it?
         

         
         Swallowing, she tried to ignore the twisting of her stomach and the weakening of her knees. “The Earl of Yates has shown some
            interest,” she said and immediately wondered if that was actually true since he hadn’t really suggested a courtship.
         

         
         “He would make an excellent match.” A shadow crossed Florian’s face, concealing his features.

         
         “I disagree,” Juliette said without thinking. She caught herself, but it was too late. The comment was already out there.
            “I mean . . . he’s a likeable man, enjoyable company and—”
         

         
         “Always polite.”

         
         “Hmmm. . . .” Juliette considered the way he spoke. “As much as I appreciate politeness, I think blatant honesty has its merits
            as well.” Heavens, now she was flirting with him!
         

         
         “An interesting notion.” He leaned forward slightly, just enough for her to catch a flicker of intrigue in his eyes. “So then,
            if I were to launch into an in-depth explanation of a surgical procedure I plan on conducting tomorrow, would you honestly
            tell me to change the subject and spare you the boredom?”
         

         
         “No. Probably not.”

         
         His eyes held hers until she was forced to look away for fear of revealing the blush she could feel creeping over her skin,
            in spite of the darkness. He huffed out a breath and leaned back. “I must confess I’m disappointed to hear it.”
         

         
         “Why?” When he looked at her again, she said, “Did it ever occur to you that I might find such conversation appealing?”

         
         His lips parted and she allowed herself a moment to savor his astonishment.

         
         The door opened behind them and voices filled the air. A group of people spilled out onto the terrace with Florian’s brother,
            Mr. Lowell, bringing up the rear. He came toward them at a brisk pace, inclining his head to acknowledge her presence.
         

         
         “Lady Juliette,” he said and reached for her hand. Kissing the air above her knuckles, he straightened himself and smiled.
            “I see my brother is keeping excellent company this evening.”
         

         
         “Thank you, Lowell. It’s a pleasure to see you again.” She’d gotten to know the well-renowned rake through Amelia and Coventry,
            with whom he maintained a tight friendship.
         

         
         “Oh, indeed, the pleasure is all mine,” Lowell said, at which point it sounded as though Florian might have muttered something
            beneath his breath. Whether or not that was true, Lowell glanced his way. “Supper is about to be served.” He returned his
            attention to Juliette and smiled broadly while offering her his arm. “Shall we go in together?”
         

         
         Florian scowled at his brother. His jaw tightened, allowing shadows to play across the contours of his cheekbones. A second
            passed and then he gave a tight nod. “By all means. After you.”
         

         
         Juliette linked her arm with Lowell’s and allowed him to guide her back into the sparkling light. He was just as handsome
            as Florian and definitely more charismatic. And yet, he didn’t provoke the slightest emotion in her whereas Florian . . .
            his absence by her side made her feel slightly empty inside.
         

         
         It didn’t make any sense.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         A tingly sensation assailed Juliette when Florian took his seat beside her. Especially when he leaned to his left and their
            shoulders brushed against each other. Destabilized, she sucked in a breath and tried to force her bouncing heart into a steadier
            rhythm. He was just her physician; for her to respond to him in any other capacity than as his patient and possibly his acquaintance
            was beyond illogical.
         

         
         “Is it just me, or does Lady Gilbrecht appear to be courting Mr. Haywood?” Lowell whispered close to her ear, prompting Juliette
            to choke on the spoonful of soup she’d just taken.
         

         
         Florian leaned closer and patted her back. “Have some wine,” he suggested.

         
         She drank half a glass, thanked Florian for his help and turned to Lowell. “I didn’t realize a lady could court a gentleman.”

         
         Lowell gave her a look—the sort that seemed to sympathize with her naïveté. “She’s a widow and he’s a rake. Of course she
            can, and is, if those batting eyelashes are any indication.”
         

         
         “But, they’re in public,” Juliette muttered, a little appalled by the thought of such blatant flirtation going on around them.

         
         Lowell grinned. “That won’t stop a seduction if the couple’s determined enough. I’m sure there are several feet toeing their
            way up various legs underneath all these tables.” He lowered his voice. “Or hands straying to places they shouldn’t be straying.”
         

         
         Having just taken another spoonful of soup, Juliette coughed again, and Florian patted her back, handing her the wine. He
            leaned past her and spoke to his brother. “What are you telling her, Henry?”
         

         
         “Nothing too outrageous,” Lowell replied.

         
         “Judging from her shocked reaction, I very much doubt that.” Florian patted Juliette’s back once more for good measure. “I
            must apologize for my brother, my lady. I believe he has an unfortunate inclination for impropriety.”
         

         
         At Juliette’s left, she heard Lowell say, “There’s something to be said for knowing how to have a bit of fun, Florian. You
            needn’t be so stuffy all the time.”
         

         
         “Have some more wine,” Florian said.

         
         “There’s no need,” Juliette told him. Her throat had cleared and she was able to breathe again without choking. “Really, I
            am not as delicate as most people think.”
         

         
         Florian knitted his brow. “I wasn’t suggesting you were, but there are subjects one does not discuss with an innocent young
            lady such as yourself. Lowell crossed a line, I believe.”
         

         
         Juliette knew he was right and yet she didn’t want his domineering righteousness to win over his brother’s easygoing joie
            de vivre. Because it was like two opposing forces, each needing the other for the sake of creating perfect harmony. “It was
            a joke. You could try it one day,” she said, not knowing where on earth her words were coming from.
         

         
         His frown deepened and he removed his gaze from hers, seemingly concentrating on the soup before him. “Jokes aren’t really
            my forte.”
         

         
         The gravity with which he said it was like a stab to her chest. “I’m sorry,” she hastened to say, “I did not mean to offend
            or imply anything, I just . . .” She struggled to find the right words without making things worse. “You don’t look happy.”
         

         
         His head turned slowly toward hers, catching her gaze in a riotous blend of emotion. “Happy?” The word sounded silly when
            he said it. “If only I had time for such frivolity, but the truth of it is that every time I catch a glimmer of it, life interferes
            and snuffs it out.” His jaw tightened, as did his voice. “Most days bring pain and suffering to my doorstep, my lady. My efforts
            to fight death are often futile, many of my patients poor and destitute. The things I have seen have led to despair and anger.
            It troubles me to see how easily the class to which I belong wastes its money on meaningless and ridiculous things when it
            could be put to much better use by helping those in need.”
         

         
         It took Juliette a moment to process his cynical tone and the frank response he’d delivered. But rather than shy away from
            it as she might have done last year when she was still getting used to her new circumstances, she straightened her spine and
            prepared for battle.
         

         
         “You have good reason to be frustrated, and yet I think you should count your blessings instead of complaining.” His expression
            hardened and he looked ready to disagree, but she didn’t give him the chance. “Whenever you want a reprieve, you can have
            it. My siblings and I did not have that kind of luxury. Every day was an ongoing struggle for survival. We starved, as did
            our friends, leaving my brother with no choice but to accept help from Carlton Guthrie.” Her voice quivered at the memory
            of what that had meant for Raphe. “That man owned him, Florian. He ruled his life, insisting he fight to pay back his debt,
            and still we barely had enough to make ends meet.
         

         
         “When my youngest sister, Bethany, got sick, we couldn’t afford a physician or medicine. I watched her die, her body carried
            away on a cart to God knows where because we had no money to spend on a funeral.” She heaved a shuddering breath as the memories
            came flooding back. “Do you have any idea how often I wished to be whisked away from it all? To be someone else for simply
            one hour?”
         

         
         “Lady Juliette, I—”

         
         “This opulence you hate so much is a welcome escape from the hardships of life, Florian. It doesn’t mean the people here are
            ignorant or that they don’t care. It simply means they choose not to do so tonight, because life will be hard enough again
            tomorrow when this is all over.” Her annoyance with him had increased, pouring through her in waves and demanding she speak
            her mind. “You have an advantage, the rare opportunity to do more than most and to make an actual difference and yet you choose
            to cast a shadow over everyone else’s enjoyment with your brooding scowls and lack of enthusiasm.”
         

         
         A nerve ticked at the edge of his jaw and Juliette finally ceased with her lecture. Blinking, she considered the manner in
            which she’d just cut him down to size and immediately thought of apologizing, but then she decided against it. He’d said he
            valued honesty rather than empty platitudes, so there he had it. She’d served it to him on a platter.
         

         
         “Were you serious when you said you’d be interested in hearing about my work?”

         
         Caught off guard by his question and how he’d apparently chosen to ignore everything she’d just said, she gave him an absent
            nod. “It’s certainly better than having to talk about who each debutante hopes to marry or which young lady might face potential
            ruin.”
         

         
         He snorted in a way that hinted at a grin. “You don’t like gossip?”

         
         “No,” she told him without even having to think. “I despise it.” When he arched a brow she said, “It’s usually malicious.
            Additionally, it’s hardly any business of mine what other people choose to do with their lives.”
         

         
         Dropping his gaze, he ate another mouthful of soup, appearing to hide the beginnings of a smile behind the spoon. Encouraged,
            Juliette chuckled lightly to herself and ate some more soup as well. This conversation between them had probably been the
            most unpredictable one she’d ever had, and something about that thrilled her. She set her spoon aside and dabbed her mouth
            with her napkin while trying to think of a way to engage him further. It wouldn’t be easy since he was now discussing something
            with the man who was seated to his right.
         

         
         Biding her time, Juliette decided to address the subject Florian had brought up twice already this evening. The moment she
            got her chance, she asked, “Did you see a lot of patients today before coming here?”
         

         
         His glass faltered on its way to his mouth, the note of surprise widening his eyes as he darted a look in her direction, impossible
            to deny. He took a quick sip of his wine. “I um . . .” He cleared his throat and proceeded with greater certainty. “There
            were a few. One will require the removal of a kidney stone.”
         

         
         “Really?” She tried to think of what might be involved. “So you will have to cut this person open and extract it?”

         
         “No, no. Nothing that drastic.” He stared at her for a long hard moment before continuing. “There’s a way for me to do it
            without having to use a scalpel.”
         

         
         Juliette pondered that comment and the vagueness of it while thinking back on some of the medical texts she’d managed to read
            in the past and the diagrams she’d seen of the human body. Realization suddenly hit. “Oh! You can go in through . . . there . . .”
            She felt her cheeks flush but refused to let it deter her. “And . . .” She couldn’t quite figure out the rest.
         

         
         “There’s a special tool I use for crushing the stones,” Florian explained. “It allows the patient to eliminate smaller pieces
            on their own and without excessive amounts of pain. Especially with the recent discovery of morphine.”
         

         
         “Morphine?”

         
         He nodded. “It’s not officially on the market yet, but when a German colleague of mine informed me of his development of it
            a couple of years ago, I knew I had to try it. The results are truly incredible.”
         

         
         “Better than laudanum?”

         
         “Without a doubt, even though they’re both derived from opium.”

         
         “Really?”

         
         “The difference is in the way they’re produced. And with morphine, I can operate on my patients without them feeling pain.”

         
         Fascinated, Juliette turned her face more fully toward his, allowing her to catch a glimpse of excitement in Florian’s deep
            blue eyes. “That’s astonishing,” she murmured, momentarily lost in the depth of his gaze and the passion with which he was
            speaking. “It’s amazing to think of the discoveries being made. The tool you mentioned for extracting the kidney stones is
            remarkable. I wonder who invented such a thing.”
         

         
         “I can tell you.” Hesitance crept its way along his voice and he carefully added, “If you like.”

         
         Genuinely riveted by the extent of his knowledge and eager for him to share it with her, Juliette quickly nodded. “When we
            were living in St. Giles, my brother was determined to ensure our education. He always felt that if we were well-read, we
            stood a better chance at improving our prospects.”
         

         
         “That was very farsighted and wise of him. Considering how young he was at the time.”

         
         Juliette nodded. “He was only eight years old when we lost our parents.” They shared a moment of silence before she continued.
            “When the debt collectors came, we fled our home to avoid being placed in different orphanages or, God forbid, workhouses.
         

         
         “Raphe took a couple of books with him, never selling them no matter how desperate we were. Instead, he traded them for new
            books and continued doing so until we’d learned about all sorts of subjects. Maybe it was my need to understand why I was
            often sick that fueled my interest in the medical texts he occasionally procured, or maybe they simply appealed to me because
            they were interesting. Either way, I would love to hear whatever you have to say on the subject, so by all means, please go
            on.”
         

         
         Florian’s face lit up, not with a smile or anything close to humor, but with the sort of enthusiasm a child might display
            when encountering a puppy for the very first time. His shoulders even seemed to relax and his voice eased into something much
            smoother than she’d ever heard before as he told her the history behind not only the lithotrite but other medical instruments
            as well.
         

         
         It wasn’t until he finished telling her about René Laennec’s invention of the stethoscope three years earlier that Juliette
            realized the other guests had returned to the ballroom. Perhaps she ought to look for Vivien and see if she wanted company?
            She’d left her alone for quite some time already and . . . Florian glanced around, apparently noticing the same thing as her.
            Dismay crossed his face and then he blinked, focusing back on her.
         

         
         Juliette’s heart leapt and her stomach rolled over, the look in his eyes revealing a deeper respect than he’d ever shown her
            before. “I was wondering,” he said, speaking as though he hadn’t expected to say something more. “Would you like to dance
            the next set with me?”
         

         
         “I um . . .”

         
         “Unless you’re already engaged of course, in which case—”

         
         “Yes.” He frowned and she realized she hadn’t been clear with her answer. “I’d love to dance the next set with you.”

         
         His eyes held hers, drawing her in and holding her captive. Whatever his thoughts, he hid them well. “Good.” The word stirred
            the air, propelling them both into action as he pushed back his chair, stood and offered his hand.
         

         
         Her palm connected with his, and even through the silk fabric of her gloves she could feel his heat and his strength rousing
            her senses. Confused by her curious response, which was unlike any she’d experienced before, she inhaled deeply and deliberately
            tried to concentrate on her posture and walk. The last thing she wanted to do was fall over and she feared she might do so
            at any moment.
         

         
         It didn’t help that he kept quiet while guiding her through to the ballroom, his silence settling between them like a heavy
            block of awkwardness. Juliette tried to think of something to say, but nothing seemed right or compelling enough in the wake
            of their recent discussion.
         

         
         Entering the ballroom, her attention was momentarily drawn to Vivien, who was laughing at something Gabriella was saying.
            She caught Juliette’s gaze for a second and gave her a cheeky smile after acknowledging who she was with. Juliette responded
            with a reprimanding frown—the sort that was meant to suggest there was nothing between herself and Florian and no need for
            Vivien to try and imply otherwise.
         

         
         They reached the dance floor and Juliette became increasingly aware that they were being watched. By everyone. “Your new position
            has certainly caused some attention,” she said as he slid his arm out from under hers and led her forward by the hand.
         

         
         “An unfortunate consequence indeed,” he said as he took his position across from her.

         
         She glanced around. “What are we dancing?” She’d been so distracted by her thoughts and by the crowd and perhaps a little
            by Florian as well, she hadn’t had time to consider the steps she would soon have to make.
         

         
         “The waltz,” he said.

         
         A flutter rose up from Juliette’s stomach to beat more rapidly inside her chest. In other words, she was about to be pulled
            into his arms, to have him daringly close. She wasn’t sure why she found the prospect both troubling and enticing or why she
            felt the need to both run from him and to stay.
         

         
         “There’s no need for alarm,” he added with impassive detachment. “It’s only a dance.”

         
         “Of course it is,” she said, aiming for her most nonchalant tone of voice and sounding breathless instead. She swallowed,
            chided herself for her silliness and squared her shoulders. This was Florian after all, the sternest man she’d ever met. Waltzing
            with him would likely be an unflappable experience.
         

         
         But then the music started and he stepped toward her. His hand closed over hers while the other settled firmly against her
            lower back, pulling her closer. Juliette’s heart tripped over, her feet moving of their own accord, thank heaven, because
            her mind was in no position to make sure she got the steps right. Not when all she could think of was the precision with which
            he moved. His posture was stiffer than any of the other dance partners she’d had and yet, in spite of that, he seemed to possess
            a greater degree of elegance.
         

         
         Not to mention, the way he held her. It suggested dedication toward her—as though he meant to ensure she did not falter. The
            thought of him being so considerate warmed her heart and it struck her that she shouldn’t have been surprised to discover
            he cared beneath his otherwise blunt and growly manner. Because what other man would dedicate his life to helping the sick
            than the sort of man capable of deep compassion?
         

         
         “Your sister-in-law has worked a miracle with you and your siblings,” Florian said as he led her around the edge of the dance
            floor. “You dance much better than I expected.”
         

         
         Trust him to crush her romanticized thoughts of him with a dose of unrefined candor. “What you’re experiencing now is the
            result of several months’ practice.” It had been hard and grueling, especially in the beginning. She met his gaze and arched
            a brow, intent on giving as good as he gave. “You dance much better than I expected as well, by the way. In fact, I never
            thought you were the dancing sort.”
         

         
         “I’m not.”

         
         When he failed to elaborate, she simply had to ask, “Then why on earth would you choose to dance two sets in the course of
            one evening?”
         

         
         “It wasn’t by choice,” he said. His brow knit and he suddenly added, “Except with you. I invited you to dance because I wanted
            to. The other dance was an obligation.”
         

         
         Juliette tilted her head back and gazed up into his face, at the firm outline of his jaw and the hard shape of his lower lip.
            Except, it wasn’t really hard at all, was it? It was smooth and supple and only looked hard because of the way it was set.
            His eyes were difficult to see as they stared out over the top of her head, but she noticed for the very first time that his
            lashes were long and black, beautiful even, if such a word could be used to describe them.
         

         
         He must have realized she was staring, for he dropped his gaze and locked it with hers while twirling her between two other
            couples. His fingertips pressed slightly harder against her back, producing a buzzing sensation at the base of her spine.
         

         
         “I see,” she said because she felt the need to say something in order to distract herself from the way she had started responding
            to him. “Then I am flattered.”
         

         
         He puffed out a breath. “Indeed, it is I who ought to be flattered by your willingness to listen while I went on about surgical
            tools.”
         

         
         “I would have found an excuse to extricate myself from that discussion if I had wanted to do so,” she said, needing him to
            understand that she’d genuinely enjoyed hearing what he’d had to say on the subject.
         

         
         “Hmph. You are a bit of an oddity, my lady.” The edge of his mouth hitched just a little while the rest of his features transformed
            into something that almost resembled a look of admiration. “I mean that as a compliment,” he added. “In case you were wondering.”
         

         
         Not knowing what to say besides thanking him, Juliette focused her attention on completing the rest of the dance while wondering
            why she’d never taken the time to get to know him better. The answer was simple really. For one thing, he hadn’t been present
            at more than a couple of social functions she’d attended in the past. She’d been new to Society back then and he had been
            very standoffish. Then the Season had ended and she had gone to spend the autumn and winter at Raphe’s estate in Gloucester.
            So the opportunity to improve her acquaintance with Florian hadn’t really been there. Until now. And considering how much
            she’d enjoyed his company this evening, she had every intention of improving it even further during the course of the coming
            weeks.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         The dance came to an end and Florian reluctantly released his hold on Lady Juliette. He’d been honest with the woman who’d
            begged a dance from him upon his arrival. He didn’t waltz, but somehow with Lady Juliette, he’d wanted to. Stepping back,
            he bowed while she curtseyed, after which he escorted her from the dance floor. “Would you like a refreshment?” he asked,
            hoping to keep her by his side just a little while longer.
         

         
         The effect she had on him was curious. Whereas he always counted the seconds until he could leave a social event without being
            rude, he had no desire to be anywhere else right now than here, with her. The attention and depth of concentration she’d shown
            when he’d spoken about his work was not only unusual but strangely intoxicating.
         

         
         And then when she’d clasped his hand and a surge of heat had swept through him, he’d felt momentarily unmoored, which should
            have alarmed him. After all, he was, if anything, the sort of man who thrived on certainty and fact, not at all the type who
            took to flights of fancy or succumbed to endless romantic ponderings. But Lady Juliette’s effect on him had been a refreshing
            change, offering him a welcome reprieve from all his concerns. And the way she’d put him back in his place during supper had
            been strangely arousing.
         

         
         “Florian?”

         
         “Hmm?” He realized she’d been talking to him and that he had not been listening. Which again contradicted his character. Focusing
            on people was never a problem, and yet his mind had allowed itself to wander . . .
         

         
         “You asked if I would like a refreshment.”

         
         “Would you?” He saw to his surprise that they’d crossed the room and were presently standing before the refreshment table.

         
         “A glass of lemonade would be nice.” Her eyes sparkled, her lips trembling as if she fought to suppress a smile, and Florian
            wondered if she knew the extent to which she distracted him.
         

         
         He reached for a glass, grateful for a task he could anchor himself to, and filled it. Handing it to her, he watched as she
            took a sip. Her upper lip carefully settled against the edge of the glass, and something inside him tightened into a straining
            ball of fire. Reaching for another glass, he snatched it up and filled it, the lemonade sloshing slightly over the side because
            of his shaking hands.
         

         
         Bloody hell!

         
         No woman had ever affected him so. He was a physician, accustomed to the human body in ways few people could even imagine.
            There was no mystery there for him. Lips and breasts had never stood apart from hands and feet. Until now, when the smooth
            skin rising above the neckline of Lady Juliette’s bodice and the sudden urge to claim her mouth overcame him with the force
            of a charging carriage. It threw his entire world off balance and challenged his composure.
         

         
         “Are you all right?” She asked the question with innocent eyes while he did his best to bury some very inappropriate thoughts.

         
         A cold sip of lemonade helped, as did his deliberate effort to think about the procedure he’d be performing in the morning.
            He took a deep breath, and a second later, he knew he’d managed to school his features and calm his nerves successfully.
         

         
         “Fine,” he said, in answer to her question. “I was merely experiencing a little discomfort. On account of the heat and the
            exercise our dance entailed and . . .” He let the words fade, aware he sounded ridiculous. Which was yet another new experience
            for him. He cleared his throat, tried to think of something to say. Anything to distract from his recent bumbling.
         

         
         She came to his rescue. “Is it true that your brother owns a popular club here in London?”

         
         Thank God! A safe topic he could speak of with ease. “Yes. He wanted to make one available for gentlemen and ladies alike,
            so husbands would have somewhere to take their wives. It’s very exclusive and tastefully done.”
         

         
         “A little strange, though, isn’t it, for an heir to do such a thing?”

         
         Florian dipped his chin. “It’s unusual for any aristocrat to do so, not only for an heir. But it’s Lowell’s passion, and although
            there was some resistance to the idea and a fair bit of gossip in the beginning, it has become a great success.”
         

         
         She gazed up at him, studying his face until discomfort flooded his veins. “You’re really proud of him,” she said as if surprised
            by the fact.
         

         
         “Of course I am. Lowell has worked extremely hard to make the Red Rose what it is today.” He leaned back slightly, the heady
            scent of honey and jasmine making him slightly light-headed. “You should visit it one day. I’m sure you’d enjoy it.”
         

         
         “Why?”

         
         The question threw him a little and for a second he was at a complete loss for words. They came to him in the next heartbeat
            and as naturally as a stream flowing through the woods. “Because of your easy ability to smile.” A charming frown appeared
            above the bridge of her nose, forcing him to continue talking, lest he lose himself in the intricate detail it provided. “The
            Red Rose is a place of entertainment, my lady. There’s card play, music, a fine restaurant and even singers who come to perform.”
         

         
         “I’ll mention it to Raphe. Perhaps he and Gabriella can take me there one evening.” She hesitated briefly, glanced away as
            if considering the crowd before returning her attention to him. She took a deep breath, expelled it slowly, and finally said,
            “Maybe you could come with us.”
         

         
         Florian’s heart thudded hard against his chest. His skin tightened around his limbs and heat poured into his stomach. She
            wanted to see him again, to keep his company and . . . what? He was not in the market for a wife and had no intention of ever
            gaining one. So then what would be the point? The sort of friendship that was destined to torture him with lusty thoughts?
         

         
         “Possibly,” he said, promising nothing. She was lovely, the sort of woman a man like him would be fortunate to spend his days
            with. But his life was not as simple as most. He wasn’t destined to be a husband, not only because of his dedication toward
            his patients, but because he would never lie to his wife about who he was. Telling the truth wasn’t something he ever wished
            to endure.
         

         
         Depressed by this thought, he wondered if it wouldn’t be best for him to take his leave before he ruined the evening for Lady
            Juliette with the black mood closing in around him. He hesitated because her presence was the only thing stopping him from
            descending into the melancholic pit in which he so often found himself whenever thoughts of his “real” father rose to the
            surface.
         

         
         He clenched his fists and fought the bitterness rolling through him, his gaze leaving Lady Juliette to wander across the crowd
            in search of escape. A group of women moved to the right and two older gentlemen stepped to the left, allowing a glimpse of
            a face that chilled Florian’s blood. His heart slammed against his chest and a fist tightened around his lungs, cutting off
            air. He muttered an absent excuse to Lady Juliette and started toward the man he’d just seen.
         

         
         Other people had hidden him from view once again, forcing Florian to weave his way toward the place where he’d seen him. His
            appearance was different from when Florian had last seen him, his hair color altered, his mouth and jaw concealed behind a
            neatly trimmed beard. Even his cheeks had taken a different shape. They were fuller, rounding off the features that had always
            looked so drawn. But his eyes, those ice blue eyes . . . They could only belong to one man.
         

         
         Bartholomew.
         

         
         It couldn’t be him, not here in a Mayfair ballroom. And yet, the similarities were there, small as they might be, and they
            made Florian wonder.
         

         
         Nausea assailed him. The thought of sharing the same blood as the most notorious criminal in England turned his stomach. The
            possibility of it ever being made public filled him with dread. And the notion that he still lived, when everyone else believed
            he was dead, had resulted in many sleepless nights.
         

         
         A judge had sentenced Bartholomew to death by hanging, but whatever justice Florian had hoped to find had evaporated when
            he’d come to witness the execution and examine the body afterward.
         

         
         Whoever it was that had died that day, it wasn’t Bartholomew. Just a man who looked a hell of a lot like him. Which meant
            the bastard was still out there roaming free, perhaps even knowing it was his own son who’d ensured his conviction.
         

         
         Seeking a closer look at the man he’d just seen, Florian quickened his pace while clamminess crawled across his skin.

         
         A pair of debutantes laughed to one side and a merry fellow with golden locks and a broad smile stepped into Florian’s path
            while recounting a story to his friends. Muttering an oath, Florian stepped around him only to catch a fleeting glimpse of
            the man’s hair. If it was Bartholomew, then he’d selected a color that matched Florian’s.
         

         
         Breathing hard, he pushed onward, apologizing as he increased his pace and brushed past people in an effort to reach the villain
            who should have died last year. It had to be him, as impossible as it seemed. Florian felt it in his gut and in the rapid
            beats of his heart. How dare he show his face in public? How dare he come here and taunt those he’d hurt?
         

         
         Shoving past a few more people, he threw his gaze around, frantically searching, knowing he couldn’t have gotten far. A hand
            grabbed his elbow and he jerked away, knowing he had to keep looking.
         

         
         “Florian?” Henry’s voice ricocheted through his mind, pulling all thought into one fine point on which he was forced to focus.

         
         “Not now,” he said, spotting the man he sought and already moving to follow him up the stairs he was taking toward the front
            entrance.
         

         
         But Henry held him back. “You seem distraught. What’s
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