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  Author’s Note
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This book was a challenge—but not in the usual way. Writing always asks something of me, but this story asked for more vulnerability, more honesty, and more trust. 
Richard Davenport, Viscount Ashwood, is one of the most complex characters I’ve ever written. He sees the world differently. He processes emotion, change, and connection in ways that don’t always align with what others expect. And yet, his capacity for love, loyalty, and depth is extraordinary.
Richard is autistic. Like me.
But he’s not autistic in the same way I am.
Autism isn’t a single story—it’s a spectrum, a vast and varied landscape. If you’ve met one autistic person, you’ve met one autistic person. In this book, I’m shining a light on one kind of experience, one kind of mind. There are many others, each just as valid, just as rich.
Even for me, as someone who is autistic, writing Richard was a challenge. It meant stepping outside my own way of thinking and feeling, and trying to understand his. It meant asking questions I didn’t always have answers to. It meant listening closely to a voice that wasn’t mine, but still felt familiar in its quiet intensity.
Being autistic means some parts of life are harder—mostly because the world is built for people who are wired differently than I am. But it also means I feel things deeply. I notice patterns. I seek to understand people, their emotions, their motivations, what makes them tick. That’s why I write. That’s why I wrote Richard.
He doesn’t intuit social cues the way Evelyn does. He struggles with change, with ambiguity, with the unspoken. But he tries. And Evelyn tries too. Their story isn’t about one person adapting to another—it’s about two people choosing to meet in the middle. That’s what love is. That’s what respect looks like.
I believe we all have a responsibility to take a step toward someone different from us. To listen. To learn. To honor the ways we each experience the world.
Writing Richard changed me. It expanded my understanding—not just of him, but of myself. And I’ll always be grateful for that.
With love, 
Bree
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London, June 1808 (or a variation thereof) 
“Richard!”
At the sound of his mother’s voice, Richard Davenport, Viscount Ashwood, looked up from the letter he had been writing to his steward, his gaze fixing on the sturdy door to his study. Behind it, he heard his mother’s hastened footsteps as she was no doubt hurrying down the corridor toward him at this very moment.
What on earth was going on? He wondered, rising to his feet. It was not like his mother to call out to him. In fact, never had she acted so irrationally and against proper decorum. In fact, now that he thought about it, Richard found her behaviour quite odd.
And alarming.
Opening the door, he found her all but running toward him, a sheet of paper clutched in her hand and her face flushed in such a way that his own unease grew. Although Richard knew that ladies tended to get agitated for all sorts of insignificant reasons, he also knew his mother to be a composed and level-headed woman. Never had he seen her like this.
Not since the death of his father at least.
“Richard, the most awful thing has happened,” she exclaimed, her grey eyes—so much like his own—finding his. “She’s done it! Now, she’s done it! All is lost!”
Stepping aside, Richard escorted his mother to one of the upholstered armchairs and urged her to sit down. Then he fetched her a drink to settle her nerves, his gaze drifting to the sheet of paper she still held clutched in her left hand as though her life depended on it. “What happened?”
Downing her drink, his mother coughed, the red of her cheeks darkening. “She’s gone!”
“Do you speak of Claudia?” Richard enquired, unable to think of anyone else who would put his mother into such an agitated state. As far as he knew, only his younger sister possessed that talent. Still, he had to admit that his mother’s current state of distress surpassed any other reaction he had ever observed.
“She has run off!” Nodding her head vigorously, his mother stared up at him. “With William Montgomery.”
Inhaling a sharp breath, Richard felt his jaw tense and his teeth grit together. “Are you certain?” he asked as a rather unfamiliar emotion claimed his heart, tensing the muscles in his body and curling his fingers into clenched fists.
His mother nodded, holding out the crumpled sheet of paper to him.
Uncurling the fingers of his right hand, Richard took it, smoothing out the paper as his eyes glided over his sister’s rather child-like handwriting.
I’m away to Gretna Green to marry my dearest William. Please be happy for me as I cannot help but follow my heart. I shall see you soon.
“Headstrong fool,” Richard forced out through clenched teeth, feeling a mild headache begin to form behind his left temple as it always did whenever his sister threw all caution to the wind and acted against society’s rules. However, so far her indiscretions had been of minor consequence. Clearly, that was no longer the case. “Are you certain she is referring to William Montgomery?”
His mother nodded, her face suddenly pale as she leaned back in her chair. “She’s been speaking of him for the past fortnight.”
Richard closed his eyes.
“I’ve tried to counsel her,” his mother continued, her voice feeble, “reminded her that he is betrothed and to a duke’s daughter no less. But she would not hear of it.” Closing her eyes, his mother sighed, “Still, even I would not have thought that she would do something so irresponsible.” Jerking to her feet, his mother came to stand before him and placed her trembling hands on his crossed arms. “Oh, Richard, what are we to do?”
Stepping away, he turned to the door. “I shall go after her in the hopes of preventing what would be a major scandal, one she would never live down.” Hastening down the corridor, he called for his butler, his mother’s hastened footsteps echoing behind him. “When did she leave?”
“I do not know. I only discovered the note a moment ago. I shall go speak to her maid.”
“Don’t bother, Mother,” Richard said before turning to his butler and instructing him to have his fastest horse readied without delay. Then he spun on his heel and faced his mother once more. “Whether she left only an hour ago or ten does not signify. There is only one reasonable course of action. Pray that I’ll catch up to them before she ruins her life for good. Speak of this to no one and act as though nothing is amiss.”
“Godspeed,” Richard heard his mother whisper before he rushed out the door, wondering what he would do if he would be unable to prevent his sister from marrying William Montgomery, the Earl of Mowbrey’s second son, a man betrothed to another, a young lady of impeccable standing, daughter to one of the most influential men in all of England.
It would indeed be a dark day.
A day that would plunge all those that followed into darkness as well.
Why could his sister not be more reasonable?






  
  Chapter one
Consequences
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Farnworth Manor, November 1808 
Five Months Later
“Richard!”
At the sound of his sister’s harsh voice, Richard’s hand jerked, and the quill scratched across the parchment, leaving a long, black line in its wake. Gritting his teeth, he set it aside and rose to his feet, preparing himself for yet another one of his sister’s emotional outbursts.
“I need to speak to you!” Claudia announced, her voice rather shrill, as she all but threw open the door and rushed inside without bothering to knock. 
On her heels, a young footman by the name of Maxwell Adams mumbled an apology as he tried to persuade her to turn back even now.
Claudia, however, completely ignored him, and Richard would not be the least bit surprised if she had not even noticed his presence. When in such an emotional state, his sister was far from observant.
“It’s all right, Maxwell,” Richard told the young man. “You may leave us.” When the door closed behind the footman, he turned to look at his sister, her face flushed, her eyes wide and her hands resting on her sides. All signs that she was agitated…about something. “What can I do for you, my dear?” Richard asked, trying to remain calm. After all, a shouting match between the two of them would not benefit anyone, and from experience, he knew that his sister had very little self-control.
“How dare you!” she hissed, and her eyes narrowed in what Richard presumed to be accusation. “How dare you post a guard at my door? Am I a prisoner now? Not allowed to come and go as I please? Why would you—?”
“If you were to cease talking,” Richard interrupted, taking a sudden step toward her, “I could actually reply to your accusation.”
Pressing her lips into a thin line, his sister glared at him, her nose scrunched up in open displeasure.
“I am your brother,” Richard began, hoping to discuss this like two reasonable adults. However, the way his sister rolled her eyes, he found himself losing all hope. “It is my duty to look after you. I’ve already failed you when you ran off to Gretna Green five months ago, and I refuse to do so again.”
“You did not fail me,” Claudia objected, her voice no less harsh than before. “It was my decision!”
“You cannot in all honesty claim that you have no regrets?” Richard demanded, unable to make sense of his sister. On normal days, she confused him. However, ever since he had brought her back from Gretna Green, her behaviour as well as her words baffled him.
Again, her lips thinned, and for a short moment, she was uncharacteristically silent. “Regrets or not, I do not deserve to be imprisoned in my own home. I—”
“Yes, you do,” Richard objected. “You brought this on yourself, running off with a man betrothed to another. If you had indeed married, it would have been a major scandal, and if anyone were to find out,” his voice dropped to a whisper, “that you’re with child, you would be ruined beyond redemption. Do you not see that? Do you not understand what that means?” Shaking his head, Richard stared at his sister, wondering why she refused to see reason. After all, he only wanted what was best for her…as much as that was still possible at this point.
“I understand very well,” Claudia retorted, her face twisted into a grotesque mask, making Richard wonder if she was angry or rather in pain. “I understand that you always think you know better—”
“I thought that was obvious,” Richard interrupted his sister’s hurried speech, his hand gesturing toward the small, as-of-yet well-concealed bump under her dress. “If you had listened to me, none of this would have happened, and you would not be under house arrest right now.”
Although her jaw looked painfully clenched, Claudia ran a gentle hand absentmindedly over her midsection. “You ought not have interfered. It was not your place.”
“I did not make it to Gretna Green in time if you recall,” Richard reminded her, remembering his own shock at encountering young William Montgomery in the company of his elder brother on their way back to England. However, when he had discovered that his sister was not with them but had insisted on staying behind in Scotland, Richard had almost toppled over with outrage. He could not recall ever having experienced similarly strong emotions than in that moment! “It was William’s brother, Lord Crowemore, who interfered and prevented his brother from marrying you.” Staring at Claudia, Richard shook his head, still at a loss. “I cannot fathom what possessed you to remain in Gretna Green on your own, without a chaperone, without any kind of protection.”
Crossing her arms over her chest, Claudia stared at him through narrowed eyes. “I was too disappointed in William,” she replied, her voice suddenly heavy with an emotion Richard could not quite determine. “He bowed his head to his brother and abandoned me.” Gritting her teeth, she shook her head defiantly. “No, nothing in the world could have persuaded me to return with them, to sit across the seat from him on the long journey back. I’d rather have died.”
Rolling his eyes at his sister’s foolishness as well as her tendency to be overly dramatic, Richard snapped, “And this is your reward.” Again, he gestured at the small bump under her hand. “This is what your irresponsible behaviour brought you, a child in your belly from a man you cannot even name.” He took a step toward her, his gaze fixed on hers, wondering if he would ever be able to understand her motivations. Richard doubted it very much! “You acted like a stubborn child, not like a well-brought up, young lady. At least, William Montgomery had the sense to recognise his mistake. You, however, allowed yourself to be inebriated and bedded by a man you did not even remember the next morning. Now, you have a price to pay, and you cannot blame anyone but yourself. Countless times I warned you, counselled you to amend your behaviour, but you would not listen. Now, your circumstances are direr than I ever would have thought possible, and if you are to have any chance at making a suitable match, then no one can know that you are with child. Do you understand me?”
Lost in his own anger, Richard had not noticed the change in his sister. Only now did he see her quivering lower lip and the way her hands clenched around her upper arms as though she feared she would break apart if she were not to hold tightly to herself. “I do understand,” she mumbled, a tear sliding down her cheek. “I do understand that all you see are my mistakes.”
Swallowing, Richard refused to allow the hint of guilt that rose in his heart to influence his actions. After all, he had done nothing wrong, and there was no reason for him to feel as he did. Quite on the contrary, it was his sister who ought to learn how to suppress her wayward emotions and allow reason to govern her actions. “Can you truly fault me for it?” Richard demanded. “All I am trying to do is guide your feet back onto the path set out for you, but you fight me at every step. I do not understand you; nor do I believe that I ever shall.” Ignoring the paleness of his sister’s cheeks, he continued, “You will stay far away from society until your child is born. Then you may return to London, and I pray that you will be able to procure a suitable husband as fast as humanly possible. I tell you honestly, that I will not mourn the day when I will no longer be responsible for your actions.”
Swallowing, Claudia nodded, her pale eyes barely looking into his. “That is all I am to you,” she whispered, “a responsibility that you wish you could rid yourself of. Tell me, dear brother, am I so unlovable?”
Confused by her question, Richard chose to ignore it. “Indeed, since father’s passing, I am responsible for you,” he stated, wondering why she would ask such a thing. “And you cannot fault me for wishing it were otherwise considering the immense effort it takes on my part to ensure that you do not ruin yourself for good.” He shook his head, eyes narrowing as he watched her face, wondering if she truly did not see her actions as unreasonable. How was this possible?
For a moment, Claudia’s gaze remained fixed on his, her eyes unblinking. Then, however, her lids closed once, only to open for the barest of moments before her eyes rolled up and all tension left her body. Within the blink of an eye, her body sank toward the floor, and Richard had to lunge forward to catch her before she hit the ground hard.
“Claudia,” he whispered as her limp body hung in his arms, her head hanging backwards, her eyes closed. Swallowing, Richard felt his heart beat quicken as a hint of fear swept through his body. He did not care for it, not in the least, and so he pushed it aside and focused on what needed to be done.
“Maxwell!” he called, knowing that the young footman would not be far. Although he had only been in their employ a little over a year, he showed great dedication to any task given to him, which had been precisely the reason Richard had sent him to guard his sister’s movements.
“Yes, my lo—” Maxwell’s voice broke off as he stepped over the threshold, his eyes going wide as he watched Richard lift his unconscious sister into his arms.
“Take the carriage and fetch Dr. Procten from the village immediately,” Richard instructed, settling his sister securely in his arms before striding out the door. “Tell him that it’s urgent and that I ask him to attend to my sister immediately.”
Without a moment’s hesitation, Maxwell darted away.
Carrying his sister upstairs, Richard could not prevent his thoughts from drifting to Dr. Procten’s headstrong daughter and the last time they had spoken. After his father’s death, his mother had been inconsolable, taking to her bed, her cheeks white as a sheet and her eyes red-rimmed for weeks on end. It had been Evelyn Procten who had sat with his mother hour after hour, and after Lady Ashwood had finally recovered, she had voiced her delight at having had such a capable, young woman tend to her in her time of need. 
Naturally, Richard had to admit that Miss Procten’s presence had helped his mother. However, that was a far cry from possessing medical expertise. Nonetheless, it had been Miss Procten who—quite unnervingly—had instructed him to call on her instead of her father in case of another medical situation. Ever since her father had begun to involve her in his work, allowing her to tend to patients alongside him, she seemed to be thinking of herself as a doctor as well.
What nonsense! As though women had the necessary calm and faculty of reason to hold another’s life in their hands. Looking down at his sister, Richard sighed. If that were the case, he would not be in this predicament.
Still, despite his justifiable reasons for calling on the doctor himself instead of the man's daughter, Richard could not shake the small tremble that gripped him as he thought of her deep brown eyes and the way they looked into his.
Always had she upended his rational thoughts.
And he could not allow that to happen. Not now. Not when his family needed him to make the right decisions for all of them.
No, it would be better for everyone if Miss Procten were not to return to Farnworth Manor…
…as much as his traitorous heart longed to see her.






  
  Chapter two
A Woman's Plight
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Tamworth Village, 2 miles from Farnworth Manor 
Surveying the trembling young man before her, Evelyn Procten inhaled a slow breath. Sweat stood on his forehead and his jaw was clenched in pain, his right hand wrapped protectively around his left arm. “Your shoulder is dislocated,” she said, her voice gentle but steady, her eyes holding his without flinching. “It needs to be pushed back into its socket.”
Young Tom Harvey, barely eighteen years of age, shifted on the small stool he sat on, instantly gritting his teeth and sucking in a sharp breath when the movement caused another stab of pain to shoot through his shoulder. “When will Dr. Procten be here?” he asked through clenched teeth.
Evelyn sighed, well aware that most people did not think a woman capable of such work. Certainly, women knew how to take care of other women as well as children when it came to childbirth or little scrapes and bruises. However, resetting a bone or relocating a shoulder was a man’s work. Hating that her gender kept her from being the doctor she knew herself to be, the doctor her father had passed on his knowledge to, Evelyn tried to remain calm. After all, an emotional outburst would only discourage the man sitting at her feet from bestowing his trust in her.
After all, the fact that he would not meet her eyes, suggested that he disliked insulting her by asking for her father instead of allowing her to help. It was not much, but Evelyn was determined to seize this opportunity.
Leaning forward, she met the young man’s reluctant gaze. “Soon,” she said, her voice gentle as before, but with the same strength of conviction she had heard in her father’s tone all her life. “However, the longer we wait, the greater the pain. I advise you to allow me to reset it now without delay.”
His hand tightened on his injured arm, and he pressed his lips together tightly as his green eyes searched hers. “Have you done this before?”
Evelyn nodded. “I have.” Only once though, for lack of another opportunity. “May I take a closer look?” she asked, hoping to gain his permission to treat him step by step.
Inhaling a slow breath, Mr. Harvey nodded.
“I need you to remove your shirt,” Evelyn said, her face trained to show no emotion, simply professional determination.
Mr. Harvey swallowed, and she could see a hint of doubt in his eyes.
“Here, I’ll help you.” Before he could change his mind, Evelyn urged him to relinquish his claw-like hold on his injured arm. Then she unbuttoned his shirt, aware that the young man’s face turned a darker shade of red. Pulling his good arm out of the sleeve, she stepped behind him and moved the shirt around to his injured shoulder, gently easing it down the arm. Then she ran her fingers over his skin, feeling for the bones underneath.
At her touch, he flinched, then groaned in pain.
“As I said,” Evelyn remarked, ignoring his reaction to her proximity, “it’s dislocated.” Her gaze found his once more, and her brows rose in question.
A moment of silence stretched between them that had Evelyn’s nerves wound tight. Still, she forced herself to wait calmly and not pressure the young man into making his decision. After all, a doctor needed to treat not only the body but the mind as well.
Finally, Mr. Harvey sighed, his gaze darting to her, before he nodded his head.
Pride swelled in Evelyn’s chest, and she could have hugged the young man for putting his trust in her, for allowing her another opportunity to feel like a doctor. However, that would have been far from professional, and so she merely cast him an appreciative smile and set to work.
Pulling up another stool, Evelyn placed it right next to Mr. Harvey’s injured shoulder. “This will hurt,” she warned, noting the way his muscles tightened even more. “However, it will be nothing compared to the pain you’ve endured so bravely thus far.”
Mr. Harvey exhaled a slow breath, and she could see a touch of pride in the way he lifted his head. “I’m ready.”
“Good.” Setting her foot on the stool, thus bringing her knee level with Mr. Harvey’s left shoulder, Evelyn gently put her hands on his arm. “Try and relax your muscles. It will be much easier and faster this way.”
Swallowing, Mr. Harvey did as he was asked, or at least tried to for his jaw was still as clenched as before.
When she lifted the man’s arm and placed it over her knee, Evelyn saw beads of sweat pearl up on his forehead. His jaw was locked tight, and yet, a small groan escaped his lips. “It’s almost over,” she whispered, positioning one hand on the man’s shoulder and the other on his upper arm.
The moment she was about to apply pressure in order to encourage the bone to slide back into the socket, the door to her father’s examining room flew open, revealing Mr. Bragg in its frame. 
As her father’s official apprentice, Mr. Bragg had been living in Tamworth Village for about a year, training to take over as her father’s health was beginning to fail. Unfortunately, the man felt no calling for the profession of a healer. Still, that did not prevent him from walking about the village with an enormous ego and the ill-conceived idea that he knew all there was to know.
His eyes widened as he found her beside a half-clad patient, the man’s arm laid across her knee, a fact which instantly turned the bewildered expression on his face into one of scandalised outrage. “What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded as he stepped into the room, closing the door with an unnecessary loud thud that made Mr. Harvey flinch, causing him needless pain.
Meeting Mr. Bragg’s accusing gaze with a determined one of her own, Evelyn replied with a calm voice, “Treating my patient.” Then, before her father’s apprentice could interfere, she simultaneously pushed down onto Mr. Harvey’s shoulder and upper arm, feeling the pressure of the man’s taut muscles against her hands. Still, a moment later, the bone relented, sliding back into place with a soft pop.
Instantly, Mr. Harvey slumped forward, a groan escaping his lips, as his muscles relaxed. His right hand came up to curl around his left shoulder, a small smile of relief on his red face. “It feels better,” he mumbled as though to himself. Then his gaze met hers. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome,” Evelyn replied with a smile, determined not to look at Mr. Bragg and allow him to ruin this glorious moment for her. “I’ll put your arm in a sling to promote healing. You mustn’t move it for at least a week.”
Mr. Harvey’s face darkened, and she knew that idleness was nothing he was accustomed to nor ever would be. Life was far from easy, and most men needed two good arms, legs and a strong back to provide for themselves as well as their families.
After tending to Mr. Harvey, Evelyn sent him on his way, aware of the dark presence behind her. Still, she refused to look at Mr. Bragg, instead busying her hands by tidying up the small room.
“Have you lost your mind, Woman?” Mr. Bragg’s voice was low and almost menacing as though she had wilfully insulted him. Slow steps carried him closer, and Evelyn could feel the hairs on the back of her neck rise in resistance to his words and their meaning. When had the term woman ever been used as an insult? Still, with each day, Evelyn felt that it was one. The worst one. The one that kept her from her rightful place.
Straightening her shoulders, Evelyn turned to meet the man’s hateful glare. “Not at all,” she replied evenly. “I merely tended to a patient. He had a dislocated shoulder, and I—”
“I saw what you did!” Mr. Bragg spat, taking a threatening step closer. “What you did was indecent. He was half-clad, and you had your hands on his naked skin.”
“I’m his doctor,” Evelyn objected, doing her best to hold back the anger that boiled within her. “Would you not have asked him to remove his shirt? Would you not have touched him?”
“You’re a woman,” he sneered.
Evelyn shook her head, annoyed that every discussion always reverted back to the same argument. “That does not signify,” she insisted, hands on her sides as she leaned forward, meeting Mr. Bragg’s stare with an unflinching one of her own. “My father trusts my skills. He—”
“I do not!”
“Well, that is your problem then, not mine.”
With steam coming out of his ears, Mr. Bragg stepped forward, his breath brushing over her face. “You might think you’re a doctor, but you’re wrong,” he hissed. “No one would allow you to treat them if it weren’t for your father’s reputation. You’re nothing without him.”
Evelyn swallowed, knowing Mr. Bragg’s words to be true, and yet, she could not surrender. Would not. Not ever. “Simply because people do not trust in my abilities does not mean I do not possess them,” she told him. “People can be wrong in their assumptions…as you must know.” Although Evelyn rarely succumbed to hidden insults, she could not help herself in that moment. Mr. Bragg’s overbearing attitude riled her, and she could not in good conscience bow her head to him.
A hint of shock came to his eyes when her meaning sank in, causing his face to turn dark red. “You harlot!” he hissed, and his hands curled painfully around her upper arms. “Your father ought to have taught you how to behave as a woman.”
Ignoring the touch of fear that crawled up her spine, Evelyn glared back at him. “He taught me how to be a doctor.”
A growl escaped Mr. Bragg, and he yanked her against him. “Once you’re my wife, you will learn how to—”
“I will never!” Evelyn objected, fear finally urging her to shove against him. Unfortunately, he was right about one thing: her strength was no match for his.
A satisfied smile curled up the corners of his lips when she struggled against him unsuccessfully. “You will,” he sneered. “Once your father is gone, I will be your only chance to get anywhere near a patient.” Suddenly, his gaze dropped from hers, lower, and she understood his intention the moment he crushed her against him, his mouth seeking hers.
Averting her head in disgust, she felt his lips brush over her cheek. Her leg pulled up of its own volition, like a reflex triggered by his attack, and her knee connected with his groin.
A howl escaped his lips, his hands falling from her as he bent in pain, cursing her under his breath.
Swallowing the panic that still coursed through her, Evelyn stepped back and brushed her trembling hands down her dress. “Someone ought to teach you how to behave like a gentleman,” she said as she stepped around him, eager to leave this room.
Closing the door behind her, she inhaled a deep breath and then crossed through the kitchen, hoping that her father had returned from his walk. She needed to speak to him about Mr. Bragg. There was no way around it. Unfortunately, her father had been wrong in his assessment of the man. Not only did he not possess the skills or dedication needed in order to heal others, he also had a backward way of looking at women. Even if she married him—as had been her father’s suggestion—he would never allow her to work as a doctor as he had made unmistakably clear only a moment ago. They would have to think of another solution.
“Ah, my dear, there you are,” her father greeted her warmly as she stepped into the small parlour. Sitting in his favourite chair, Whiskers curled up on his lap, purring contentedly, he smiled at her, his white hair almost blinding in the sun streaming in through the window.
“Hello, Father.” Approaching, Evelyn did her best to forget about her encounter with Mr. Bragg and focus on the more important occurrence that morning. “Mr. Harvey allowed me to relocate his shoulder.”
A smile came to her father’s face. “That is wonderful. The young are not as stern in their ideas as those that have seen more winters.” He chuckled, patting the armrest of the chair next to him.
Sinking onto the seat, Evelyn exhaled a shuddering breath, noting the way her hands still trembled.
“Is something wrong?” her father asked, his watchful eyes gliding over her. Decades of treating patients had given him a keen insight into human behaviour. “You seem out of sorts.”
Evelyn sighed, “Mr. Bragg objected to me treating Mr. Harvey on my own. He was quite adamant.”
Sadness came to her father’s gaze as he nodded, and she knew that he felt guilty for bringing that man into their lives. As skilled as he was at reading people, her father had allowed himself to be deceived by Mr. Bragg due to his own desire to find a young man eager to be trained. A man who would secure his daughter’s future and see to the health of the people of Tamworth Village.
“Father, we need to talk about—”
A horse’s whinny interrupted her thoughts, and Evelyn turned to the window as the sound of wheels churning on gravel reached her ears. “Someone is coming,” she said, rising to her feet. The moment her gaze fell on the Ashwood crest on the carriage’s door, her heart beat faster.
“Who is it?” her father asked from his seat by the fireplace.
“A carriage from Farnworth Manor,” Evelyn called over her shoulder as she stepped up to the front door and pulled it open. A young man exited the carriage, his long strides carrying him closer. He had a friendly smile on his face, and stopping in front of her, he inclined his head to her. “Miss Procten, I presume.”
Evelyn nodded. “You’d presume right. How can I help you?” Although she had never met this man before, Evelyn knew him to be a footman at the Ashwood estate as he was dressed in the same black and gold livery.
“I’m Mr. Adams,” he introduced himself. “Lord Ashwood sent me here to call on Dr. Procten. His sister, Miss Davenport, has fainted, and he bade me to return with your father as soon as possible.”
Evelyn’s smile faltered. Had she not asked Lord Ashwood to call on her instead? Why would he ignore her request?
Sighing, Evelyn forced her hands to unclench, very well aware why Lord Ashwood would insist her father treat his sister. It was for the same reason Mr. Bragg had all but forbidden her to treat patients and Mr. Harvey had hesitated to allow her to relocate his shoulder.
Apparently, Lord Ashwood was yet another man who did not trust in her abilities. 
Frustration surged through Evelyn as she recalled the man’s haughty gaze. However, the moment his silver-grey eyes appeared before her inner eye, she felt her heartbeat quicken and the breath catch in her throat.
Curse that man for the effect he had on her!
Where Mr. Bragg’s arrogant glare had always repulsed her, Lord Ashwood’s sharp, almost hawk-like gaze did something to her insides that she did not dare admit even to herself.
“Please come inside,” Evelyn mumbled, belatedly recalling her manners. Escorting the young man to the parlour, she introduced him to her father, who immediately sat up, his gaze narrowed with concern. “The young miss has fainted?” he asked, already pushing himself to his feet and ignoring Whiskers’ mewling protests. “We should leave immediately.”
“Father, you’re in no condition to travel,” Evelyn objected, trying to urge him to sit back down. However, as expected, he would not hear of it.
“Did you not hear what he said? We need to leave immediately.”
“I can go, Father,” Evelyn suggested, holding her father’s gaze. Although she still felt miffed by Lord Ashwood’s slight, she did not want her father to overexert himself.
Mr. Adams took a step forward, a hint of unease on his face. “I’m sorry but Lord Ashwood specifically asked for Dr. Procten.”
“I will go.”
At the sound of Mr. Bragg’s voice, Evelyn exhaled an annoyed breath. This was truly one of those days that ought to be stricken from the calendar.
Turning around, she met Mr. Bragg’s challenging gaze as he walked into the parlour, a touch of discomfort on his face as he set one foot in front of the other. “I’m Dr. Procten’s apprentice,” he told Mr. Adams. “I’m more than qualified to see to Miss Davenport.”
At a loss, Mr. Adams looked from Mr. Bragg to Evelyn’s father, at odds about how to decide.
“I will not stay here,” her father objected. “The late Lord Ashwood was one of my closest friends, and if his daughter is ailing, I will see to her.” His gentle eyes were hard, and Evelyn knew that there was no use in arguing with him. 
“Fine,” she said, looking at Mr. Adams. “I suppose then we shall all go.” She turned to Mr. Bragg. “Unless you wish to stay behind?”
Staring at her, he slowly shook his head, the glare in his eyes all but promising retribution.
Offering her father her arm to lean on, Evelyn cursed her bad luck. Why did she have to be born a woman? Everything would be so much simpler if she were a man. After all, her father would not live forever. What was she to do once he passed? The thought brought tears to her eyes, and she quickly blinked them away.
Still, the day he would breathe his last, she would not only lose the only parent left to her, the one man who had supported and encouraged her throughout her life, but also the one thing she needed to be herself. Being a doctor was not what she did, but who she was.
Who would she be if she no longer was allowed to treat patients?






  
  Chapter three
A Delicate Situation
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Pacing the length of his sister’s bedchamber, Richard watched as his mother gently placed a wet cloth on her daughter’s forehead. Stretched out on the bed, Claudia lay with her eyes closed, her chest rising and falling evenly. 
It was a strange sight for Richard, and he could not deny the lump of apprehension that settled in his stomach. Never had he seen his sister so still. She was always so vibrant, never remaining seated for long, always rushing from one place to another, her mouth rarely ceasing to speak her mind. When she entered a room, people noticed, people turned to her, sought her presence and welcomed her into their midst. With a smile and a few kind words, Claudia found friends wherever she went, and Richard could not help but envy her for the ease with which she found and claimed her place in this world. Despite her dire circumstances at present, Richard doubted that he was the happier of the two.
Still, her happiness might be snatched away by the threat of society’s censure, and so it was up to him to protect her and ensure that her future remained the carefree place she wanted it to be. Even if he had to force her hand. Perhaps one day she would come to see the wisdom of his decision and thank him for his tenacity.
He could only hope so.
“How is she?” he asked, glancing out the window for what seemed like the thousandth time. “Where is Dr. Procten? He ought to be here by now.”
“There is no need to worry, my son,” his mother counselled as she rose from the chair beside her daughter’s bed and walked over to where he continued to pace. “She merely fainted. That is not unusual in her condition. Was she agitated?”
Richard shrugged, staring at his mother. “Isn’t she always?”
A knowing smile came to his mother’s face. “She certainly is forceful in her demands and her idea of what is her due. Still, great sadness can hide behind a smiling face.” Sighing, his mother placed a gentle hand on his cheek. “Remember that she is more than yours to protect, my son, but she is also simply your sister.” 
Looking into his mother’s eyes, Richard found himself at a loss as his mother’s words did not seem to make sense. Was Claudia not his to protect because she was his sister? What did his mother mean? Was she criticising the way he looked after his family?
Not knowing how to reply, Richard kept silent, cursing his own inability to connect with others. Why was it that his sister seemed to possess that skill in abundance while he himself was more often than not completely at a loss when it came to understanding others?
When a soft sigh echoed over from the bed, his mother turned and hastened over to her daughter’s side, feeling her forehead, her watchful eyes intent on her child’s face. “Claudia, my dear, can you hear me?”
No answer came, and Richard’s heart clenched painfully. Still, a moment later, confusion drew down his brows when he saw a gentle smile curl up the corners of his mother’s mouth.
“She’s fine,” Lady Ashwood said, lifting her eyes to his. “She’ll come to shortly.”
Richard exhaled, momentarily closing his eyes. Stepping closer, he wondered how his mother could tell. For all intents and purposes, Claudia looked as pale as he had ever seen her. Her eyes were still closed, and all the movement he was aware of was the rhythmic rise and fall of her chest. What was he missing?
“Don’t worry,” his mother told him, her kind eyes suddenly fixed on his face instead of on his sister’s. “Before long she’ll be arguing with you again.” A soft chuckle escaped her.
Frowning, Richard tried to understand how his mother could be so cheerful. “I hardly think that is reason for joy, Mother,” Richard objected, unable to keep quiet. “With her headstrong attitude, she threatens to undo everything I am working so carefully to put into place.” He glanced at the door. “While I hope that the servants are not yet aware of her condition, it will not be long before she won’t be able to hide it. What will we do then? I was thinking it might be a mistake to have her here at Farnworth Manor for much longer. Perhaps we ought to remove her to a more remote estate, sending along only two or three trusted servants to care for her until the child is born.” As he spoke, Richard noted that his mother’s eyes had dimmed, and her lips seemed to be pressed together. However, he could not say if she simply disagreed with him or was more worried about her daughter than she had led him to believe. There could be a number of reasons, and one was as likely as any other.
At least for him.
Gently, his mother took her daughter’s hand into hers, her thumb brushing back and forth over the back of her hand. Then she looked up and met Richard’s gaze. “If you send her away, it’ll be the death of her.”
Annoyance washed over Richard, and the air rushed from his lungs. “I would ask you not to exaggerate, Mother. Perhaps a little peace and quiet will do her good.”
“It would do you good, my son,” his mother said, her voice determined. However, her gaze was gentle as she looked at him. “Your sister, however, needs company like the flowers need the sun. Alone, she will wither. You cannot send her away.”
“What if her condition is discovered?” Richard asked under his breath, his gaze once more darting to the door. He could only hope that no one had their ear pressed to the other side. “What if one of the servants talks? What if someone outside Farnworth Manor learns of this?” He swallowed. “She’d be ruined. For good. You cannot want this, Mother.”
“Of course not.” Closing her eyes, his mother inhaled a slow breath. “I admit I do not know what the right course of action is here. For it seems that every choice comes with a significant sacrifice.”
Richard frowned. “I would think that a few weeks of solitude is a small price to pay in order to avoid societal suicide.”
For a moment, his mother’s gaze swept over his face, searching, studying, as though she had never truly seen him before. “For you it might be a small price, but not for her.”
Before Richard could reply, a knock sounded on the door and Wilton, their butler, announced himself. Calling for him to enter, Richard strode toward the entrance, relieved to see Dr. Procten follow Wilton into the room. His hair seemed whiter than Richard remembered, and his breath seemed to rattle in his chest. Still, there was the usual air of authority about him, and Richard could not deny that he felt better knowing that his father’s oldest friend was here.
“Good day, my lord,” Dr. Procten greeted him before his gaze shifted to the still figure on the bed. “What seems to be the matter? Mr. Adams said she fainted.”
Richard nodded, trying to find the right words to inform the doctor of his sister’s condition. However, the moment he was about to open his mouth to reply, the air was sucked from his lungs when his gaze fell on the dark-haired, young woman standing in the doorway.
Richard barely took note of the doctor’s apprentice beside her. All he could see were her dark brown eyes, so wide and yet focused as they took in the room and then came to rest on his sister. Without even acknowledging his presence, she stepped forward and went to his mother’s side, whispering something he could not understand.
Richard knew of his mother’s fondness for Miss Procten as she had spent many days here at Farnworth Manor after his father’s passing. Upon losing the man she had loved almost all her life, his mother had succumbed to despair, refusing to see anyone, to leave her chamber, even to eat. It had been Miss Procten who had found a way to reach her, to bring her back from that black abyss of despair and return her to her children. It had taken weeks, but ever since then, Lady Ashwood had a soft spot for the doctor’s kind daughter in her heart as was evident by their almost familial greeting.
Back then, when Miss Procten had spent weeks in this house, Richard had found himself torn between the desire to seek her company and the fear that she would reject him. After all, Miss Procten seemed to have an uncanny ability to see into people’s souls, always knowing exactly what they needed. It was an ability that baffled but also fascinated him like nothing had ever before, for he could not for the life of him understand how she knew what she did. It was almost as if she could read her patient’s minds, responding to their needs before they had even had a chance to voice them. 
It had been that thought, the thought that she might look into his mind, that had been—and still was—greatly unsettling for Richard. What would she see if she chose to look at him? Would she see what everyone else saw?
Despite his tendency to keep to himself, Richard was well-aware of his reputation as the cold-hearted viscount. He knew very well that people disliked his company and thought of him as strict and unfeeling. And a part of him did not even fault them for it because he feared that they might be right. After all, he could not even relate to his own sister. What did that say about him?
True or not, Richard knew with absolute certainty that he would not be able to bear having Miss Procten look at him that way, and so he kept his distance from her. When his mother’s health had improved, and Miss Procten had returned to the village, Richard had been relieved…and saddened at the same time.
And now she was back.
Right here.
Only a few steps away.
“My lord?”
All but flinching at the sound of the doctor’s voice, Richard forced his eyes from the man’s daughter and turned his attention to his father’s oldest friend. “I’m afraid this is a fairly delicate situation, Dr. Procten,” he said, glancing from his sister to the man’s apprentice now stepping into the chamber. “As it is, my sister finds herself in…dire circumstances.” Holding the older man’s gaze, Richard wondered if he would need to speak more plainly when he saw the doctor’s eyes widen slightly before his head bobbed up and down in acknowledgement.
In the back of his mind, Richard wondered if he would have understood such a mere hint of a suggestion. He doubted it very much.
“Therefore,” Richard continued, “I’d appreciate it if you could tend to my sister alone.”
“I understand your concerns,” Dr. Procten said, his voice kind as he spoke. “However, I’m afraid that my own health is not what it once was, which has led to the conclusion that it is time to train a successor.” He gestured to Mr. Bragg, a young man with a rather unpleasant expression on his face.
“Good day, my lord,” Mr. Bragg greeted him as he came to stand beside the old doctor. “I assure you I am highly qualified and will tend to your sister with the utmost dedication.”
Richard nodded. However, he could not help but dislike the man as his words clearly indicated that he had been listening to the quiet conversation between Richard and Dr. Procten. If he dared invade others’ privacy without deeper thought, would he treat his sister’s condition with the necessary confidentiality? Richard could only hope so.
“I’m glad to hear it,” Richard said, wishing he possessed Miss Procten’s ability to read others and see into this man’s mind. Involuntarily, his gaze drifted back to his sister’s bed and the young woman currently speaking to his mother.
“I find that my daughter has a very calming effect on female patients,” the doctor said, quite obviously in possession of that same unnerving ability as his daughter. “Women generally are more comfortable speaking to her about what ails them. If you do not object, I would suggest that she be the one to speak to your sister.”
Richard drew in a slow breath. Here was his chance to rid himself of Miss Procten, to send her home and reclaim his peace of mind. However, as much as he knew he ought to—for all the right reasons—he knew he could not. For deep down, his desire to have her near overruled every rational thought. Somehow over the past few months of her absence, his need for her had grown…and he had not even noticed.
Gritting his teeth, Richard cursed silently. Oh, why did she have to disregard his request? Why could she not simply have stayed behind? Why did she have to come?
Giving his approval, Richard stepped outside into the corridor, hoping that he had not just made a severe mistake in allowing Miss Procten to stay. Still, she would only be here for an hour or two. His sister would not require the same care as his mother had then, would she? The thought of Miss Procten once more staying under the same roof sent his heart into an uproar, and he clenched his teeth together painfully to keep from cursing out loud.
As he hastened down the corridor, he barely noticed Maxwell standing guard outside Claudia’s room, his eyes straight ahead and his arms linked behind his back, giving him the expression of a true guard rather than a footman. Still, Richard had no thought for the young man as he all but rushed to the sanctuary of his study. Only when the door was firmly closed behind him did he dare exhale the breath he had been holding.
What if he were wrong? What if Miss Procten would stay with them once more? Claudia and his mother would certainly be thrilled.
Great sadness can hide behind a smiling face.
As his mother’s words echoed in his mind, Richard realised that he was no closer to a solution with regard to his sister than he had been that morning. If his mother was right, then sending Claudia into isolation would pain her—in what way Richard could not fathom. However, if she stayed, he had no doubt that she would cause trouble due to lack of entertainment. Perhaps he ought to invite a few trusted friends for the holidays in order to pacify his sister and divert the servants’ attention at the same time.
Naturally, it would have to be someone he could trust with his life. The only one who came to mind was his childhood friend, Sebastian Campbell, Earl of Weston, a man who—despite his numerous, but good-hearted complaints about Richard’s own rather cold heart—had never strayed far from his side. Sebastian might not understand him, but he was loyal…to a fault.
In any case, if Richard were to allow his sister to stay, then it might be good to have someone keep her company, in which case he could only hope that Miss Procten would be willing to return to Farnworth Manor once again. Certainly, her presence would be torture for him, but he had to think of his sister’s future. If Miss Procten was the solution to keeping his sister’s tantrums to a minimum, then that was a price he would have to pay.
Richard could only hope that he would not lose his mind over the constant struggle that assaulted him whenever he laid eyes on her. What would happen if he was to see her every day?
Richard swallowed, very much afraid to know the answer.
Then he headed back upstairs to hear from Dr. Procten—and hopefully not his daughter—how his sister was doing.
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