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        The Saint of Seven Dials returns!

      

        

      
        Harry Thatcher, once a celebrated war hero, returned to England a dissipated wastrel and avowed lifelong bachelor. In hopes of preventing Harry from degenerating into the most disreputable rake in Regency London, his best friend persuades him to take up the mantle as the Saint of Seven Dials, a role Harry adopts wholeheartedly. But even his friends don’t know the secret in Harry’s past that first set him on the path to ruin. Most assume it was his battlefield injury that transformed him from a valiant soldier into the embittered, reckless man he is now, but long before that injury, there was a woman…

      

        

      
        Xena Maxwell was a most unusual woman, even at nineteen, when Harry first met her, clad in breeches, in a rough-and-tumble Army camp on the Peninsula. Heedless of convention after traveling the world with her scholarly father, Xena could fight and shoot as well as most men and was every bit as gifted at repairing wounds as she was at causing them. Harry’s fascination and Xena’s disregard for propriety landed them in a marriage neither intended, disgrace for Harry and exile for Xena. Her ship foundered before reaching England, however, and Harry was never the same again…

      

        

      
        Now, just as he’s coming into his own as the newest Saint of Seven Dials, Harry finds himself face to face with the wife he’s believed dead for the past seven years. Will her miraculous survival prove an answer to prayer or a curse upon them both?

      

        

      
        The long-anticipated 5th book in the bestselling “Saint of Seven Dials” series!

      

      

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      
        
        For two FREE short stories (including a prequel to “The Saint of Seven Dials” series) and the latest news about my books, please subscribe to my newsletter (click here).

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter One

          

          London—November, 1816

        

      

    

    
      “WELL, LADS, believe I’ll head out before m’luck turns.” Harry Thatcher swept his winnings into a kerchief in his lap, then stuffed them into his pocket. “Give you all good night.”

      Sir Barney Phillips leapt to his feet with a scowl. “Never say you’re going already, Thatcher? Bad form to leave at the top of your game, don’t you know. Only sporting to give us a chance to win a bit back first.”

      Harry cocked an eyebrow at the irritating young dandy. “Bad form? When you’ve done the same more evenings than I can count? I’ll be back soon enough. You can have your chance then.”

      He stood, long practice preventing him from swaying even the slightest bit despite the prodigious quantities of claret and port he’d consumed over the past six hours. Fortunately his credit was still good at the Guards’ Club, or they’d have cut him off after the first bottle. Tonight’s winnings would assure that credit remained sound for another month, at least. Till his next army cheque, if he were careful.

      Not that he often was.

      “I tell you, you must remain for at least one more,” Sir Barney insisted pugnaciously. “I’ll not have you waving my voucher about, saying God knows what about my ability to pay.”

      As Phillips had done precisely that to Harry barely a month ago, he might well worry. The obnoxious popinjay had gone out of his way to discredit him since their earliest days serving together in the war, when Harry had mercilessly tweaked Phillips over his complete humiliation at the hands of a woman.

      Smiling at that memory, Harry shrugged rather than give him the assurance he clearly craved. “Shouldn’t bet more than you have on you, then, eh?” He made no attempt to moderate his voice.

      “Wouldn’t have, had I known you were using more than luck to win. S’pose it stands to reason, though. Why should I expect half a man to have a full sense of honor?” Phillips nodded significantly at Harry’s empty left sleeve.

      An indignant murmur broke out around them. Well known for his heroism as a major in the recent wars, Harry was held in far more respect by the members of the Guards’ Club than Sir Barney, who’d sold out after his first real battle.

      “Still haven’t learned your lesson about insulting those who are more than your match, have you, Phillips?” Harry drawled. “This ‘half man’ may have cuckolded a dozen or so husbands but he’s never before been accused of cheating at cards, if that’s what you’re implying. But perhaps I misunderstood you?”

      The younger man sneered. “Surely you’re not threatening me, Thatcher? Lord Peter Northrup isn’t here tonight to fight your battles for you, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

      “I only let him knock you down because he needed it, Phillips.” That incident had occurred last month, when Peter was suffering over a woman he’d married less than a week later—poor blighter. “If you fancy I can’t do the same, I invite you to give me reason right now. Unless you’d rather name your seconds?”

      As Harry’s aim with a pistol was legendary, Sir Barney fell back on bluster. “A fine fool I’d look dueling a one-armed man.”

      “And a fine coward you look refusing,” Harry taunted, using the same epithet Phillips had applied to Peter last month—though it had been a barb aimed at Harry himself that had finally broken through his friend’s vaunted calm.

      Sir Barney possessed no such claim to levelheadedness. “Not even a cripple calls me coward here,” he exclaimed, lunging forward in an attempt to strike Harry in the face.

      Harry easily sidestepped him while simultaneously planting his right fist squarely on Phillips’s nose. With a surprised grunt, the baronet fell with a crash to the general sound of cheering from the avid onlookers. For a long moment Harry stood over the man, half-hoping he’d get up so he could knock him down again. Apparently one blow was enough to jar a modicum of sense into the insufferable pup, however, for he merely sat there, scowling.

      “Right, then, I’m off.” Draining his last half-glass of port, Harry headed for the door.

      “You ain’t heard the last from me, Thatcher!” Phillips shouted after him.

      “I should hope not, as you owe me forty-five pounds,” Harry said over his shoulder as he continued out to St. James’s Street. Though it would be worth forgoing twice that to have Phillips finally barred from the Guards’ altogether.

      

      Not until he was halfway back to his lodgings did Harry finally pull out the evening’s winnings to count it properly. Despite being as drunk as he could remember since his stint at the Congress of Vienna, he found that his quick mental tally at the table had been correct to within a farthing. Three hundred twenty-two pounds, all in cash except for Phillips’s voucher. A tidy sum. Even so, he’d need to pace himself a bit better to make it last.

      He could almost hear his best friend’s voice echoing that thought. Over the past few years Peter had begun habitually voicing such cautions—which Harry just as habitually ignored. Not that Lord Peter had time lately to act as Harry’s conscience, what with the new demands of married life.

      While Harry appreciated the respite from Peter’s continual nagging, he couldn’t deny that without his friend’s steadying influence, his drinking and gambling had begun to get just a bit out of hand. No one’s welfare but his own was at stake, however, so what did it matter?

      Up ahead, he caught a glimpse of a dark-haired woman just entering a house. A fleeting resemblance again put him in mind of the time Phillips had been bested by a woman back in Portugal, though now he recalled the incident with more poignancy than amusement. For he had been quite a different man then. Before meeting—and later losing—Xena Maxwell.

      With a shake of his head to banish such regrets and a half-rueful chuckle, he continued on to Swallow Street, where he turned into the mews that offered easiest access to his third story flat above a haberdasher’s shop.

      “Oi! You there, cripple!” came a rough voice from behind.

      Harry wheeled around with a curse. He normally ignored passing slurs about his missing arm, but this one sounded confrontational.

      “You’ll move on if you know what’s good for you,” he informed the looming figure blocking the exit to the mews.

      “Or what?” With a derisive laugh the man advanced, one fist cocked. Before he was quite close enough to land a blow, Harry lashed out with one foot, hooking it behind the other man’s knee and toppling him to the ground.

      “Or that, among other things.”

      Letting loose a string of profanities, the man tried to scramble to his feet, but again Harry was too quick for him, thrusting a knee into his midsection when he was halfway up, again landing him flat on his back.

      Two more thugs now crowded into the mews behind their companion. “We was warned you might be a tricky one,” one of them said. “Let’s see if you can take all three of us with one arm, eh?”

      So saying, the man launched himself at Harry, only to encounter a boot heel to the stomach that effectively knocked the wind out of him. Then, as the one on the ground finally struggled upright, the second newcomer charged.

      The ensuing melee required all Harry’s remembered battle skills. He made devastating use of his right fist, elbow and both feet as he fended off the trio of assailants. Fortunately none appeared to have brought weapons.

      At first it seemed Harry might prevail. The first two times he was knocked down, he immediately sprang back up to plant the man a facer. Gradually, however, the evening’s heavy drinking began to take its toll. His initial surge of energy and alertness at facing danger faded, making him slower and slower to rise and react. In addition, the three ruffians were now proceeding more cautiously after discovering Harry wasn’t nearly as easy a mark as they’d been led to believe.

      A kick to the back sent Harry staggering yet again, though he managed—barely—to keep his feet. He turned to aim another punch at his nearest attacker but before he could land it one of the others snatched up a discarded horseshoe and delivered a vicious blow to Harry’s right temple—at which point everything went dark.
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      PORTUGAL—MARCH, 1809

      

      Freshly promoted from ensign to lieutenant, Harry returned to his regiment flush with success from leading his first mission in northern Portugal. By dint of a surprise dawn attack, he and his men had freed a nearby village from its French occupiers. The grateful villagers had hailed his platoon as heroes, though in truth they’d bested a unit no larger than their own.

      When Harry hurried to the officers’ mess to report on the skirmish, his company commander was warm in his commendation. But then, with raised eyebrow, Captain Malthus suggested Harry might wish to wash off the mud of the fields before joining the other officers at table.

      Only slightly chastened, Harry headed for his tent. Just before reaching it, he spotted a lad whose dull red coat, devoid of insignia, declared him a newly-enlisted private.

      “You there, boy,” he called out, for the soldier looked no more than fifteen, with his smooth, beardless chin and close-cropped dark hair. “Help me off with my boots.”

      Turning, the stripling coolly regarded him with gray eyes surrounded by rather remarkable black lashes. “If you’re not capable of removing your own boots, sir, you surely have no business leading a platoon into battle,” came the reply, in a voice undeniably feminine. “Did they not warn you that an army camp would lack many of the comforts you were accustomed to back in England—to include a bevy of servants at your beck and call?”

      “Beg pardon, ma’am.” Examining the slim figure before him more closely, he realized the voice was not the only feminine thing about it, despite the uniform she wore. “But you must admit my mistake was an honest one. Nor have I seen you about the camp before—for I’d surely remember such a face as yours.”

      She tipped up her chin to regard him haughtily down the length of her shapely nose, making him far more aware of his dirty and disheveled state than his captain’s comment had done.

      “My father, Colonel Maxwell, arrived a few days since to advise Colonel Flagston on the regiment’s movements as they prepare to engage the French.”

      Harry had of course heard of Colonel Maxwell, the brilliant strategist who had helped more than one commander turn the tide of battle—but not that he’d brought a daughter with him.

      “And is it at your father’s behest that you wander about camp dressed in male attire?”

      Now she colored slightly. “It seemed silly to change when I was only leaving the tent long enough to fetch more water. And I do not ‘wander about camp.’ I assist my father in his record-keeping and in nursing any wounded who are brought in.”

      “In other words, the answer is no. You’d best return to your tent before your father sees you, then.” Harry allowed himself a hint of a smirk, at which the girl before him visibly bristled.

      “I’ll do as I damned well please,” she snapped.

      His brows rose. “So it would seem. Now I must beg your pardon for mistaking you for a lady, for none would use such language.”

      For a long moment she glared, then spun on her heel and stalked away. Harry watched her appreciatively from behind, making note of which tent she entered. Whether he would have opportunity to make use of that knowledge in future he didn’t know, but he rather hoped so.

      Over the next day or two Harry caught only fleeting glimpses of Miss Maxwell, dressed more conventionally in a drab gray gown that had clearly seen much wear, but she was again in male attire when he spotted her one evening upon leaving the company mess.

      Hands on slim hips, Miss Maxwell was glaring at Ensign Phillips, a brash and rather irksome newcomer to Harry’s company. Curious, he moved to join the small crowd already gathered around the pair.

      “You’ll apologize for that remark, sirrah, or you’ll name your seconds,” she declared.

      Phillips burst out laughing. “Seconds? My dear Miss Maxwell, simply because you fill out those breeches more alluringly than any man does not mean you, a mere woman, can match the skills of one.”

      “I propose we put that to the test,” she retorted. “Will it be pistols or swords?”

      He shook his head disbelievingly. “Oh, come. You can’t seriously—”

      “Pistols or swords?” she repeated. “Or are you so great a coward you dare not face a ‘mere woman’ on the field of honor?”

      “Now see here—” He took a menacing step toward her, but Captain Malthus stepped between them.

      “It’ll be swords, and you’ll stop at first blood,” he informed them both. “As my company is already understrength, I’ll not risk losing another soldier, no matter how much he might deserve it.”

      Phillips stared at his commander. “But sir, surely you can’t—”

      “Time you learned to mind your tongue, Phillips,” Malthus curtly informed him. “Miss Maxwell, fetch your weapon and I’ll see this fool’s is brought as well.”

      A few minutes later the two faced off in the center of camp with the better part of three companies—all who weren’t out on maneuvers—in a large ring about them. Colonel Maxwell, Harry noticed, was watching the proceedings with an expression of mingled exasperation and pride—but no trace of alarm.

      Captain Malthus took up position as arbitre and called out, “En garde! Prêt? Allez!”

      The amused smirk on Phillips’s face abruptly disappeared when Miss Maxwell opened with a bold thrust that he barely sidestepped in time. She instantly followed up, forcing him to parry. Within seconds it was obvious he was overmatched, his longer reach no compensation for her superior quickness and skill.

      Barely a minute into the match, Captain Malthus called a halt. The surrounding crowd broke into applause while Phillips clutched his shoulder, his face contorted with pain…and embarrassment.

      “Perhaps in future you’ll be less quick to underestimate a woman,” commented his opponent, who was not even winded. Then, with a courtly bow to Captain Malthus and the assembled soldiers, she headed for her tent.

      More intrigued than ever by the remarkable Miss Maxwell, Harry made a point the next day of seeking her out in the surgery tent, where she was laying out instruments in readiness for the next batch of wounded that might be brought in.

      “Give you good day, Miss Maxwell. Dare I ask whether you were required to patch the rent you made in young Phillips’s shoulder last night? Well done, by the way.”

      Her dark brows drew down. “You see now what can come of insulting me. And no, Ensign Phillips preferred to have the orderly dress his wound.”

      Harry chuckled. “Can’t say I blame him. For myself, I feel compelled to retract what I said to you at our first meeting, for you are clearly a dangerous woman to offend.”

      She continued to regard him suspiciously. Then, apparently deciding he was at least somewhat sincere, she allowed a small smile to play about her remarkably well-shaped lips.

      “Apology accepted. Though I fear you were correct that ladylike speech is a skill I singularly lack, much to the despair of my ayah, who has tried her best to teach me.”

      “You appear to have spent your time cultivating rather more useful skills.” Harry carefully kept all trace of amusement from his expression. “If I am indeed forgiven for my rash words, perhaps you would consider indulging me in a fencing or shooting match? I should quite like to match my skills against yours.”

      Her gray eyes narrowed, but then she gave a slight nod. “Perhaps that can be arranged, though when I finish here I still have two days of notes to transcribe for my father. Brilliant as he is, he rarely takes the time to make his hand legible to anyone but myself.”

      “At your convenience, of course.” Harry leaned a shoulder against one of the tent poles. “One of the men mentioned that you spent much of your youth in India, Miss Maxwell. Is that where your father encountered General Wellesley?”

      Deftly folding a canvas cloth on which the surgical instruments had been laid to dry after washing, she nodded. “My father was there pursuing his archaeological research and the two discovered a shared passion for military history, though my father’s research has been far more extensive. I overheard exceedingly long discussions between them about ancient battle tactics when I was eight or nine years old. When General Wellesley left Calcutta, they continued those discussions by correspondence.”

      “And where did you travel after India?”

      She furrowed her brow. “Persia, then Tibet for nearly a year—that is where I learned many of the methods I use with the wounded. Twice to Greece after that and once to Italy, Arabia briefly, then finally back to England.”

      Harry took the folded canvas from her and added it to a stack on a nearby table. “Is that when Wellesley persuaded your father to serve as an advisor to his regiments?”

      “Not immediately. General Wellesley was in Ireland, then Denmark, after which he’d intended to sail for the West Indies. Meanwhile, I was attempting to persuade my father to allow me to enlist as a man to help fight against the French. I quite fancied myself a modern day Boudicca or Joan of Arc, who would single-handedly lead the British forces to victory.” Her throaty little laugh sent a sudden flicker of desire through him.

      “You may do so yet. Indeed, Miss Maxwell, I begin to believe there is very little you could not accomplish, should you set your mind to it.”

      She frowned. “I have little patience with flattery, sir, for I am not so exceptional as you seem to think. In truth, most women are capable of far more than they realize, certainly more than most men would care to believe. The mere fact that we are barred from training as surgeons, lawyers, or even soldiers, does not mean we are incapable of learning, and excelling, as well or better than our brothers.”

      Harry was careful not to allow his surprise at this unorthodox view to show in his expression. “After seeing what you did to Phillips last night, I don’t dare disagree.”

      Privately, however, he had no doubt that Miss Maxwell was a most unusual woman indeed…and one who increasingly attracted him. Though alert for any opportunity to spend time with her, he at first only managed a few words here and there. He was often out on maneuvers, and she seemed to have even less idle time in camp than he did. In addition to transcribing notes, she spent long hours translating various texts of her father’s from Greek, Latin and even Sanskrit into English.

      When wounded were brought into camp from occasional skirmishes with the French, she faced more pressing work, for she proved to have far more medical knowledge than the orderly assigned to the 45th, whose sole prior experience had been two months as a surgeon’s mate.

      While days were generally spent drilling or marching, evenings in camp were often enlivened by the soldiers adding to their rum rations any wine or spirits taken from French troops or gifted by the locals. Harry never partook, however. Liquor had been largely responsible for his father losing the small estate he’d received as an earl’s second son, giving Harry an aversion to the stuff.

      That abstinence freed his evenings to learn more of Xena Maxwell’s life history—and a fascinating history it was. From the time of her mother’s death when she was but five years old, Xena had traveled the globe with her father, gaining a familiarity with foreign peoples, languages, cultures and geography that few male scholars could boast.

      Her unusual first name, Greek for “welcome stranger,” stemmed from both parents’ fascination with an obscure Greek myth about the goddess Athena, who allegedly masqueraded as a beggar woman, then showered gifts upon the only family that welcomed her into their home.

      Though Harry knew he was by no means the only man in camp who admired Xena, after a week or two he began to believe—to hope—that she was coming to prefer his company to any of the others.

      “How did you convince your father to allow you to come to Portugal with him?” he asked one evening as he helped her pack up the surgery tent in preparation for the next day’s march.

      The grin she flashed him over the stack of linens she held made his pulse quicken. “He knew full well I’d pass myself off as a lad and enlist the moment he was gone, otherwise.”

      “Able a soldier as you’d be, your skill in the surgery doubtless saves more lives. I don’t like to think how many more of those recently wounded would have died if left solely to the tender mercies of Corporal Jenkins.”

      Xena shook her head. “That man creates far more work than he saves me, for I must keep half an eye on him at all times to prevent him causing more harm than good. Why, just last week he tried to begin an amputation before compressing the artery—poor Private Miller would have bled to death in minutes had I not intervened.”

      “Jenkins is no worse than what passes for a surgeon in most camps,” Harry reminded her. “Ours is possibly the luckiest regiment in all Wellesley’s army to have you.”

      That was too direct a compliment for Xena’s taste, for she frowned warningly. “I am simply fortunate that my travels in Asia and elsewhere provided me with greater knowledge and better methods than most attempting to act in that capacity. I also have the advantage of being a woman.”

      “Advantage! How so?”

      At his startled tone her smile returned. “I was no more than twelve when it became clear to me that women are far the more rational sex the world over. Men frequently allow their judgment to be clouded by passion or pride, while women take a more practical view of life.”

      Though her declaration went counter to all he’d previously believed, Harry did not laugh. Xena’s views, as refreshing as her manner of speech and dress, were part of what he found so irresistible about her. “On what do you base such an, ah, interesting conclusion?” he asked, wanting to hear more.

      “Study, experience and careful observation. No matter the country or culture, women learn at an early age to do whatever is necessary in order to survive and prosper. Indeed, they must, as they rarely have much, if any, lawful say over the disposition of their own persons or property. That is true even in such a supposedly civilized country as England.”

      Harry supposed he could not deny that. “And you conclude that the male sex as a whole is responsible for this widespread injustice?”

      “Who else? ’Tis they who wrote the laws that ensure they hold all the power, despite being so very prone to corruption by it.” She shook her head in resigned disgust. “In all my travels, I have encountered a disappointingly small handful of men, other than my father, worthy of my respect or trust.”

      Harry made no further attempt to argue with her but silently resolved to someday be numbered among that handful.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      AS THE 45th and other regiments under General Wellesley’s command marched eastward across Portugal toward Spain, Harry’s persistence with Xena Maxwell paid off. What had begun as a case of mistaken identity eventually progressed to friendship…and more.

      One evening the two of them happened to be alone in the tent Xena shared with her father and ayah. A rare occurrence, but her Indian servant was off washing their linens in a nearby stream when Colonel Maxwell was unexpectedly summoned to meet with two regimental commanders sent over by General Wellesley to discuss tactics for an upcoming battle. As Harry had not been asked to leave, they continued their discussion of Shakespeare’s sonnets.

      “Surely you must wonder what all the fuss is about?” Harry teased when she expressed disdain for the very concept of romantic love. “Aren’t you curious to know what might inspire a person to write such poetry or even go to war, as Paris and Menelaus did over Helen?” He had discovered that references to ancient classics generally kept her talking.

      “Lust, I presume. That obviously exists, if only to ensure the continuation of the human race—and appears to be the cause of many regrettable decisions. I can’t imagine why so many wish to elevate it with the name of love and hold it up as a pure and elevating passion to be sought above all others.” She shook her head with a smile.

      Harry smiled back, holding her gaze with his. “Very well, call it lust, if you prefer. Have you no wish to experience it for yourself, if only in the name of research?”

      One eyebrow went up and for a moment he feared he’d been too bold—but then Xena laughed, throwing her head back and giving him a delicious view of her lovely white throat above the collar of her frumpy gray work dress.

      “From what I’ve read—and witnessed—lust is an affliction far more common to men than to women.” She then stunned him by adding, “But never let it be said that I am less than thorough in my research. If it is indeed possible for a woman to feel lust, I should like to experience it first hand. You seem knowledgable about such things, Lieutenant. You may attempt to inspire lust in me. What is the first step?”

      Heart hammering, knowing he might never again have an opportunity like this, Harry moved to sit next to her on her father’s trunk.

      “This.” Slowly, softly, so as not to alarm her, he leaned in and touched his lips to hers.

      She did not resist, but nor did she respond. For several seconds he maintained a light pressure, then drew back slightly to examine its effect upon her.

      Xena quirked a shapely eyebrow. “I have seen kisses before, Mr. Thatcher. That scarcely qualified, unless you meant to show me how you might bid goodnight to a child.”

      Harry grinned. “I didn’t wish to frighten you.”

      Again, she laughed. “You have yet to frighten me in the least, Lieutenant, even when menacing me with a weapon rather more lethal than your lips.”

      “Will you allow me to try again?”

      She nodded, her expression both skeptical and amused.

      Daring all, he put both arms around her and drew her to him for the kind of kiss he’d dreamed of for the past several weeks. “For a kiss to qualify,” he murmured, “it must be mutual.”

      Xena responded with a tiny, uncertain nod and he covered her mouth with his. She stiffened for an instant, but before he could release her with an apology, she put her hands on his shoulders to pull him closer. Hesitantly, experimentally, her lips began to move under his, causing a desire beyond anything he’d ever experienced to rocket through him.

      Fighting the impulse to deepen the kiss, Harry held himself back, allowing her to explore this new sensation. Finally, cautiously, he moved his own lips, parting them, touching his tongue to the corners of her mouth. Instead of stiffening again as he’d half feared, she mimicked his motions with her own tongue until his and hers entwined.

      Tightening their embrace, he probed the sweetness of her mouth while his hands savored the curve of her back. She made a slight sound of pleasure, deep in her throat, then deepened the kiss further herself, her hands now moving over his shoulders, his sides, his back. Fire bursts seemed to explode in his brain, his loins. Even when he’d lain with a woman, he’d never experienced such bliss.

      He was reaching up to undo the top button of her gown when sanity abruptly returned. Belatedly recalling that someone might appear at the flap of the tent at any moment, he forced himself to draw back.

      She stared at him, her face slightly flushed, her gray eyes wide. “What…interesting sensations. So that is what a real kiss is like? A normal kiss between a man and a woman? I had no idea.”

      Harry nearly blurted out that there had been nothing the least bit normal about that kiss, at least not in his own, admittedly limited, experience. Uncertain whether she had been as profoundly affected as himself, however, he simply nodded.

      A smile now played at the corners of her delicious mouth. “I believe I begin to understand what all the fuss is about. And kissing is only the start, is it not?”

      “Er, yes,” he said cautiously. “But a nice start, don’t you think?”

      “Much nicer than I expected,” she admitted. “Indeed, it was quite enjoyable. I rather think I should experience everything else that occurs between a man and a women. For research purposes, of course.”

      Startled and gratified, Harry returned her mischievous grin. “Of course. But…this is perhaps not the best time and place to continue. Your ayah will be returning soon, will she not?”

      “Oh. Yes. I’d nearly forgotten.” Xena blinked and glanced around the tent. Though larger than most other officers’ tents, it was far too small to afford any more privacy than the cloth that had been hung to screen Xena’s cot from her father’s.

      She thoughtfully furrowed her brow. “To avoid any risk of being pressured to a commitment neither of us desires, we’d best be discreet—something I’m certain we can manage with a bit of imagination. And then…” Her smile made his pulse, which had barely begun to slow, accelerate again. “Then we can continue my research.”

      

      And so they did. As the regiment advanced inexorably toward Spain, where General Wellesley planned to engage Napoleon’s forces sweeping down from the North, Xena proved her cleverness was not limited to ancient texts and healing. With admirable ingenuity, she created frequent opportunities to be alone with Harry so that he could continue educating her in the ways of love.

      “I begin to understand how lust might possibly cloud the judgment of women as well as men,” she observed during a stolen moment when he was allegedly helping her to gather local herbs for use in the surgery.

      He smiled, caressing her bottom through the fabric of her dress as he pulled her closer. “You find this sensation pleasant, then?”

      “Indeed. Does my touch inspire lust in you as well?” As she spoke, she ran both hands along his sides.

      His arousal pressed against her stomach. “Can you not tell?”

      In response, she slipped a hand between them to feel it through his breeches. He nearly gasped aloud with pleasure, then retaliated by doing the same, massaging the juncture of her thighs through her skirts.

      “Oh, my,” she exclaimed, pressing herself more firmly against his hand, then startled him by adding, “’Tis a shame we cannot dispense with the encumbrance of clothing, for I should rather like to experience more of this sensation.”

      He chuckled at her naiveté. “A shame indeed. But perhaps as well, for if I were to show you all I wish to, we could indeed find ourselves obliged to wed.”

      She tilted her head back to look up at him. “Because I might become pregnant, you mean?”

      Surprised yet again by her plainspokenness, he nodded. “There is also the risk that our, ah, lust might develop into something more profound, breaking down our resistance to such an outcome.” In truth, his own initially-voiced disinterest in marriage had changed some days ago.

      Xena, however, laughed. “Small chance of that, given our mutual feelings toward matrimony. And as for the other, a Persian wise-woman shared with me some secrets to prevent conception. The main challenge will be to find a safe venue. Meanwhile, I suppose I must be content with this.” Again pressing close, she lifted her lips to his for another kiss.

      After two more days marching, the regiment was again encamped when Harry found a small, folded slip of paper in his mess kit one morning. Curious, he unfolded it. One hour past sunset. Thicket near largest chestnut. He recognized Xena’s hand, distinctively clear and bold for a woman’s, from the various transcripts and translations he’d seen in her tent.

      That day seemed to move with preternatural slowness. With every passing hour, Harry feared some order might arrive that would send him away from the camp before sunset. When the appointed time finally approached, he could scarce contain his eagerness.

      Already he’d made certain to mark the chestnut tree she’d mentioned, some hundred yards beyond the boundary of the camp on the edge of a steep riverbank. Passing rows of tents, he heard the beginnings of the usual evening revelry now all the men had finished their sparse evening meal. Even so, he moved casually but with purpose, as though going to answer a call of nature—which, in a sense, he was.

      On reaching the thicket of tall ferns between tree and riverbank he slowed, listening. “Xena?” he whispered, when he heard nothing but the river below. No answer.

      A knot of disappointment settled in his stomach. She must not have managed to slip away after all. Still, he moved into ferns nearly as high as his head and sat down, unwilling to give up so easily—and not two minutes later heard soft footfalls drawing near. Peering between the fronds, he saw Xena hurrying toward him, something bulky in her arms. Disappointment instantly gave way to elation.

      “Over here,” he called softly when she paused to glance about.

      Immediately she plunged into the ferns and an instant later was beside him. “My apologies. I meant to be here before you, but Yamini—my ayah—asked rather more questions about my supposed errand than I expected. She knows me well and is far more difficult to deceive than my father. Indeed, I believe she may already suspect. I dare not stay out more than half an hour, lest she come hunting for me. Here.”

      She handed him her burden, which proved to be one of the rough wool blankets from the surgery tent. Harry quickly spread it upon the ground. As she settled down next to him, his heart began to hammer with anticipation.

      “Have you something in particular in mind for tonight’s research?” He tried to keep his tone light, but feared he failed at that.

      Xena smiled up at him through the near-darkness. “I thought we might begin with a review of my lessons thus far and, ah, proceed from there.”

      Chuckling, he drew her into the circle of his arms. “A most logical plan.” He lowered his lips to hers and she responded instantly—and eagerly. Her lips were warm, pliable and delicious, causing pleasure to spin dizzily through him. Long, blissful minutes passed before they finally paused for breath.

      More profoundly affected than ever, Harry longed to know whether she felt the same.

      “Surely every kiss cannot be like the ones we’ve shared thus far, or I can’t conceive why men and women would ever do aught else,” she breathed wonderingly before he could think how to ask.

      He smiled, when elation made him want to shout for joy. “I fear I am not the expert you have assumed, but judging by what little experience I have had, I should say no—every kiss is by no means like this.” He again covered her lips with his own and again she participated wholeheartedly.

      Desire built within him to a fever pitch—and now there was little risk of interruption. He fumbled with the buttons of her gown, aching to touch her flesh, and she made no move to stop him. Soon the front of her drab work dress parted far enough to allow his hand access and he discovered with an exultant shock that she wore no chemise beneath it. Gently, he cupped his hand over one small, taut breast.

      Xena gave a little gasp and he froze. “That…that feels wonderful. Pray don’t stop!” She quickly undid the rest of her buttons, freeing both breasts. Lowering his head, he tentatively took one into his mouth while continuing to massage the other. “Oh. Yes,” she breathed. “More, please.”

      Obligingly, Harry reached under her skirts to slide a hand up her inner thigh until he touched the soft curls at the top, then delved a finger into her already-moist cleft. Now she gasped more loudly.

      “I…I had no idea.” One hand ceased stroking his back, instead moving to cover his bulging arousal. “This means you wish for more too, does it not?”

      “Of course,” he fairly panted. “But surely you don’t wish to risk—”

      She leaned up to kiss him. “Pray do not worry I mean to trap you into marriage, Lieutenant. I have taken steps to be certain we’ll face no unwanted consequences. Now, I believe I mentioned I haven’t much time?” So saying, she began unbuttoning the front of his breeches.

      Though Harry knew he should stop her, should at least demand to know what sort of precautions she had taken, his desire for her now burned too fiercely for caution. In a fever of eagerness, he worked with her to divest both of them of the majority of their clothing. Still, just enough sanity remained for him to whisper, “Xena, are you sure?”

      “Yes, Harry.” It was the first time she’d used his first name. “I wish to know all.”

      With a groan, he gave himself up to what they both wanted so desperately. So aroused was he, he’d barely entered her when he felt his climax coming. Determined that her first experience of the act of love be an enjoyable one, he reached between them to pleasure her, but there was no need. Already she was gasping and bucking against him as she reached her own peak. He followed only seconds later, clasping her tightly to him as he drove into her one final time.

      “That was…remarkable,” she murmured once their breathing had slowed. “If there were time right now, I should rather like to do it again.”

      Harry, still completely overcome by the experience, managed a shaky laugh. “I, ah, fear I would not be able to oblige you for some minutes, in any event.”

      “Oh, yes, I seem to recall hearing… ’Tis just as well, for I really must get back before Yamini comes in search of me.”

      With a sigh that sounded sincerely regretful, she pulled her dress back around and began buttoning up the front. “Thank you, Harry, for a most instructive and enjoyable lesson. I quite look forward to my next, for I should like to further expand my education as soon as may be.”
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      The very next day, the 45th was again obliged to pack up and continue their grueling eastward march across northern Portugal. Nevertheless, Xena’s eagerness for more lessons in “lust”—she still refused to admit the existence of love—continued unabated.

      Though no true privacy could be contrived while on the march, she used the excuse of discussing Shakespeare, on whose works Harry was fortunately well-versed, to walk a bit apart with Harry so that they could at least talk without being overheard.

      “I have thought quite a lot about my lesson in the fernbrake,” she commented on the third day of the march. “Now that I better understand the pleasure involved, I see how women might be lured by such into the slavery of marriage, as most cultures give them no other acceptable way to enjoy such a wondrous experience regularly.”

      “You, however, feel no such lure?” Harry couldn’t help asking. Occasional fantasies had begun to intrude into his waking as well as sleeping hours wherein Xena wished to continue their exclusive relationship even after they were safely back in England.

      She snorted derisively. “I’d like to think myself far too rational to be seduced into lifelong subjection by a mere fever of the flesh, no matter how pleasurable I find it. Men frequently partake of such delights without being obliged to marry. Should not a woman also be allowed to enjoy a purely physical relationship without trading her freedom for the privilege? I mean to prove it possible.”

      “Given a choice, most women seem to prefer the married state to spinsterhood,” he carefully replied. “Surely that must mean there is something to be said for it?”

      “They simply believe what they’ve been told by their fathers and brothers: that they are incapable of handling their own affairs, so must allow some man to provide for them—as well as their progeny, since most English women have no idea how to avert pregnancy.”

      During a previous conversation, she had confided to him that a surgical sponge soaked in juice from the lemons so prevalent in Portugal, combined with the added precaution of ingesting wild carrot seeds, was known to prevent such a consequence. Harry could only hope she was correct.

      “Then you still maintain that love is a mere invention of poets and playwrights?”

      For the first time, she shrugged rather than nodding. “Given how much has been written about it, I cannot completely discount the possibility of its existence in specialized cases. Though it’s likely many infer that emotion simply because they happen to find more pleasure in the company and attentions of one particular person in comparison to others.”

      Harry kept his smile to himself, privately thinking there might yet be hope of changing her mind on that particular issue.

      

      As the days passed, Harry had cause to be grateful that their first coupling had been under such relatively ideal conditions. Even when they again made camp, never again did they have the luxury of a blanket or the leisure of knowing they were unlikely to be discovered. They instead had to settle for the occasional private moment behind a tent or quick interlude in some nearby woods for any subsequent lovemaking.

      Even so, despite the war raging around them, Harry’s focus increasingly centered on Xena and the stolen moments she contrived for them. If he had any illusions that her aversion to a permanent commitment might be fading, however, they were disabused one evening when he stopped by her tent to return a translated Greek battle account she’d lent him.

      “Your young man is here,” Colonel Maxwell called out teasingly when Harry appeared at the tent flap. “Have you come courting again, Lieutenant?”

      Before he could respond, Xena emerged from her side of the tent with a frown. “Pray do not be ridiculous, Father. Lieutenant Thatcher is not courting me. What would be the point, when he knows as well as you do that I’ve no intention of marrying? We simply share several common interests.”

      Harry was impressed that she could claim that without a blush, given their primary common interest. At the same time, he was disheartened to learn she had not unbent her stance on matrimony at all, despite her obviously increasing fondness for him.

      Just how engaged his own feelings had become was driven home to him the following week during one of their increasingly frequent clashes with the French. Having recently crossed into Spain, the 45th was beset by a fairly large force less than a mile from camp. After a sharp engagement, the British proved victorious, though with losses. Harry was escorting a cart full of wounded back to camp when a shout from ahead warned him it had also been overrun by the enemy.

      Xena!

      His heart in his throat, he wrested the reins of the closest horse from the soldier leading it and leapt astride. Heedless of the rough terrain, he urged his mount to a gallop, his only thought to reach her side and assure himself she was safe. If she were not…

      On reaching the camp bare minutes later, he saw Xena, dressed in her private’s uniform and wielding a pair of pistols, holding three French soldiers at bay. Two others lay bleeding at her feet. Behind her huddled the few other women in the camp, while a patient or two sound enough to hold a weapon appeared to be assisting in the defense.

      Just as Harry came thundering up, another French soldier came round the corner of the surgery tent, rifle raised. Without hesitation, Xena shot him dead. A moment later more of the 45th arrived and the three still standing threw down their arms to surrender.

      That evening Xena was hailed by the entire regiment for her heroism in preventing the massacre of those left behind in camp, for it was she who had sounded the alarm and rallied those able to the defense. Though he cheered with the rest, Harry was more than a little shaken by the discovery that, completely without intending to do so, he had fallen head over ears in love with her.

      

      “It appears that my father is not the only one who has noticed how much time we are spending in each other’s company,” Xena commented two days later as they adjusted their clothing after a brief but passionate encounter in a deserted barn near the camp.

      “And that concerns you?” In truth, Harry would as lief the other soldiers recognized Xena’s clear preference for him, as it would make them less likely to pursue her affections.

      “Of course. I’ve no more wish than you to be pressured into a commitment neither of us desires. Perhaps it would be wisest if we avoid being seen together for a while. In public, I mean. I have no wish to curtail this sort of activity.” She winked at him.

      “Nor I.” Though it cost him an effort, Harry winked back. “Very well, if you think it best, I will keep my distance and strive to conceal how you affect me. In public.”

      Over the next week or two, Xena all but ignored Harry in public while making a point of talking frequently to others in camp. He would have found the change impossibly hard to bear were it not for the notes she continued to slip into the hollow of the little elephant-shaped clock he kept near the flap of his tent, naming the time and place of their next rendezvous.

      Suspicions against them seemed to subside, just as Xena intended, their names no longer linked in the conversations he overheard in the mess. He was startled, therefore, to return to his tent one evening to find Colonel Maxwell waiting for him inside.

      “Sir?” he inquired in what he hoped was a tone of respectful curiosity, though his stomach clenched with sudden nervousness. Only two hours earlier, he and Xena had enjoyed one of their most passionate encounters yet, in the copse behind the livery tent. Surely her father’s visit could have nothing to do with that?

      He was wrong.

      “Lieutenant Thatcher. I understand you and my daughter have entered into a liaison that can only end in marriage—and quickly.”

      Harry swallowed, hard. “Entered… Did Xena—?”

      “She has admitted the whole to me, yes, and agrees that a speedy marriage is the only option.”

      He could hardly believe it. “She…she does?”

      “Of course. I assume you also see the necessity. But whether or no, you will reveal no reluctance you might feel to my daughter. I have already sent for the chaplain from battalion headquarters.”

      Though he’d hoped to change Xena’s views on marriage once the war was over, Harry could scarcely believe that Xena herself would force the issue by telling her father about their activities! This was no time for questions or arguments, however, unless he wished to be run through or court-martialed.

      “Of…of course, sir.”

      Half an hour later, he found himself facing the battalion chaplain in Colonel Maxwell’s tent while Xena was led to his side by her father. Still perplexed by this sudden turn of events, Harry turned a curious glance her way. She did not meet it, instead staring straight ahead, her face set—seemingly determined to forge the very bond she had claimed to despise.

      Persuaded that she would soon explain the reason for her apparent volte face, Harry repeated the vows steadily, as did Xena. But the instant they were pronounced wed, Colonel Maxwell stepped between them before Harry could so much as kiss his new bride.

      “Thank you, Chaplain. You may go. And you, Lieutenant, will come with me. Xena, bide you here until I return.” So saying, the colonel took Harry by the arm and frog-marched him from the tent and all the way to headquarters.

      “Major Thorne,” he addressed the startled officer on duty, “I request that this man be posted to another regiment. The 48th is currently below strength, is it not?”

      The major nodded, his eyes darting curiously from Colonel Maxwell to Harry and back. “It is, sir. I, er, can see to it first thing in the morning.”

      “Tonight would be preferable. I’ll leave him with you until the reassignment can be effected. Send an orderly to pack up his tent.”

      Colonel Maxwell turned on his heel and left both Major Thorne and Harry to stare after him—one merely curious, the other stunned.

      Harry never saw Xena again.

      On arriving at the 48th, bivouacked several miles to the north, Harry was greeted by two other young lieutenants he recognized from his days at Oxford—Lord Peter Northrup and Jack Ashecroft. Sharing the dangers and challenges of battle soon strengthened their earlier acquaintance into bonds of friendship. Even so, Harry never revealed the true reason he had been transferred to the 48th.

      For the first week or two, he daily expected some word from Xena—a note of apology or explanation, or perhaps a demand for half his pay. Nothing came, however, and as skirmishes with the French intensified, his attention was necessarily diverted to other concerns.

      Not until a week after their unexpected and spectacular victory over the massed French forces at the Battle of Talavera did Harry finally receive a letter—but from Colonel Maxwell rather than Xena herself.

      Lieut. Thatcher, regret to inform you my daughter, whom I sent back to England as a result of your actions, never reached her homeland. I have just received word that the frigate Mary Anne, on which she sailed, was sunk by the French on the eighteenth of July and all souls aboard her lost. I write with the assumption that you held her in some degree of affection and therefore extend condolences, despite your being nearly as much at fault for her death as the French.

      Yours, etc.

      Colonel Geo. Maxwell

      Jack and Peter stopped by Harry’s tent while he still sat stunned, the letter in his hand. Jack jovially called out that they were on their way to the mess tent, but Peter, unusually perceptive even then, waved him to silence.

      “Bad news from home?” he asked sympathetically.

      Harry stuffed the letter into his pocket. “You might say that.” Hard on the heels of shock, grief and guilt, came the realization that he would likely never know why Xena had decided to marry him. Perhaps it shouldn’t matter now, but…

      “Occurs to me I never did celebrate our recent victory properly. I’m minded to get roaring drunk tonight. Care to join me?”

      Though by then his friends were well aware that Harry never drank, they both agreed without question—Jack enthusiastically, Peter with reluctant concern. It was the beginning of a pattern that was to endure for the next seven years.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          London—November, 1816

        

      

    

    
      A SLIGHT sound jarred Harry awake. Confused, he took in his unfamiliar surroundings: dark blue bed hangings and matching drapes, a cheerful fire burning on the hearth, an ornate clock ticking on the mantelpiece above it. The luxurious chamber was a far cry from the army tent he’d just been dreaming of—or even his own modest lodgings in London.

      “Where the devil am I?” he asked the medallioned ceiling.

      “In one of my spare bedchambers,” Lord Peter Northrup startled him by replying. “Glad to finally see you conscious, old boy. Must say you gave me rather a turn, remaining insensible for the better part of two days, though the physician claimed no permanent damage had been done.”

      Harry tried to struggle into a sitting position but abandoned the attempt when the dull throbbing in his temples became acute. Collapsing back against the piled pillows, he turned his head just enough to see his friend, sitting at his ease in an overstuffed chair near the head of the bed.
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