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  Prologue


  Grayston Hall Berkshire, England October, 1808


  



  St. George was riding off to slay dragons and she had to stop him.


  Jessica Roweland urged her mare to a gallop, leaning over the animal’s neck, feeling her hair whip wildly across her stinging cheeks. It had rained earlier, and the air was damp and cool, smelling deeply of fallen leaves and chimney smoke. Up ahead, she could see the impressive turrets of the house framing the magnificent facade of grey stone and mullioned windows that glared down upon the long, sweeping drive to the intricately carved front door. Imposed against the swollen, dark autumn clouds, the huge mansion looked like some castle spun out of fantasy and legend.


  Her fantasy. The perfect home for her mystical hero.


  A servant was sweeping leaves off the elaborate marble front steps with a long-handled broom and he glanced up, obviously startled by her charging approach. A little breathless, she reined in at the last minute with a spurt of gravel from her horse’s prancing hooves. “Charles, tell me, where’s Lord Alex? Is he inside?”


  The man stared up at her, leaning against his broom. “Miss Jess, what’s your hurry?”


  In her impatience, she pulled the reins with an unintentional jerk, making Ellie, her high-strung mare, rear up slightly. “Never mind. Where is he?”


  “My lady, you best hold on to that horse.” Alarmed, the servant stepped backward. His wrinkled face showed concern as he watched her on the restive animal, his gaze traveling over her appearance with open curiosity. “Is something wrong?


  True, she knew she probably looked a fright: loose hair, wearing a day dress unsuitable for riding that bunched in an unseemly way around her calves, her urgency betrayed by her mount’s agitation. But none of that mattered. The minute her brother had told her the news, she had shot out of the house and ridden straight toward Grayston.


  With a forced smile, she put a calming hand on her mount’s damp neck. “Nothing is wrong,” she lied. “I just need to see Lord Alex right away. Can you tell me if he’s still home?”


  The man’s frown deepened and he nodded. “For now, I hear. ’Tis a sad day. He’s down at the stables, miss.”


  “Thank you.” Whirling her horse, she forced it to trot in that direction in a more dignified fashion.


  For now. She felt like digging in her heels and racing forward.


  Dear God, he cannot not go to war.


  The stables looked deserted. Heart sinking, Jessica slid off of Ellie and carelessly looped the reins around a post before slipping inside. Stalls lined both sides of the building, housing some of the finest horseflesh in Britain. The Ramsey family was famous for producing racers and superb bloodstock. Soft equine whinnies greeted her arrival and she regretted at once she had no carrots or sugar lumps. At a first glance, she saw only curious horses in their separate stalls until a movement to her left caught her eye.


  He was there. Her heart picked up the pace like it always did, so fervently betraying her feelings.


  Alexander Ramsey, younger brother of the Duke of Grayston, stepped out of one of the stalls and carefully latched the gate. He lingered a moment, stroking the nose of a dark bay stallion that poked his head over the top of the door and insistently nudged his shoulder. A soft laugh rang out. “Socrates, you big brute, stop begging so shamelessly.”


  Then he turned.


  Jessica felt rooted to the spot as his eyes reflected surprise to see her standing there a few feet away. One dark blond brow edged upward in unmistakable inquiry. He said with teasing politeness, “Hello, Miss Roweland. I must say I didn’t expect to see you here at this hour.”


  Any possible response was lodged in her throat. Her gaze remained fixed on his face, memorizing every perfect detail: the thick blond hair that waved back from his forehead and fell against his corded neck, the startling blue of his long-lashed eyes, the straight nose and lean jaw, and of course, the sensual line of the mouth that could melt any woman’s heart when it curved into his delicious, enticing smile. At a bit over six feet tall, dressed in a white shirt, dark breeches and polished boots, he was the very image from her dreamy romantic imaginings, every storybook hero sprung to life. Handsome, charming, utterly masculine.


  “Jess?” He frowned slightly and stepped closer. “What is it?


  Is something wrong?”


  Yes, she wanted to scream. She wanted to fling herself at him and beat his broad chest and weep in his arms.


  Yes, everything is wrong because they told me you are going to Spain to fight in some war that has nothing to do with Grayston or England or your life here in Berkshire.


  Yes, because you’re leaving and might not come back.


  She only managed a wobbly nod, tilting her face upward as he towered over her. Her palms were damp and she rubbed them with absent and furious fervor on her skirt.


  “Tell me. What is it?” His question was soft, said in that same light and teasing tone she knew so well. His blue eyes held a hint of amusement. “Something sent you haring over here without bothering to change.” He gazed at her wrinkled dress and wild loose hair, and chuckled. “Ever the hoyden. I told your brother he would have a hard time taming that out of you.”


  Ever the hoyden? Normally she would be insulted. How could he laugh, she thought with despair.


  “You just got home and you’re leaving,” she blurted out then, stung by that blithe observation. “Robert told me you’re going to fight the French in Spain.”


  Alex Ramsey’s finely modeled mouth quirked a little at the corner. “I have a commission in the army, you know that. Of course I’m going to go. I have my orders from General Moore; that’s how it works, Jess. It isn’t the kind of thing a young lady like yourself should worry over, but Bonaparte is wreaking havoc on most of Europe. We need to step in and stop further atrocities.”


  A young lady like yourself should worry over…


  He didn’t understand. Not one bit. Jessica spread her hands in agitation. “But…but you can’t go.”


  His blue eyes narrowed slightly. “Now, what is this about? What’s wrong with me leaving for Spain?”


  She felt so miserable, so frightened, and he acted like it was perfectly natural for someone to go out and risk his life in a foolish attempt to stop some despotic ruler from taking over the world. She mumbled, “Can’t you let someone else go?”


  His laugh was instant, rich and mellow. “Many others will go with me, rest assured.” Then he sobered. “Many have gone before me as well.”


  “But you might be killed.” Unwanted tears stung her eyes and she blinked time and again to try and stem the tide.


  Alex peered down at her face. “I suppose that’s possible,” he admitted. “War is war, after all. Are you crying? Would you grieve for me, little Jess?”


  Jessica could feel it welling inside her, the urge to tell him, to confess the secret she’d held so deep for what seemed like forever. “Yes, I would grieve.” It was a whisper.


  “I appreciate that.”


  He appreciated it. Hardly the reaction she had imagined a thousand times.


  “I love you,” she said hoarsely. “And I can’t bear for you to go.”


  Alexander Ramsey, whom she’d known her whole life, the elegant, careless man that rumor had it, romanced dozens of ladies with his indolent, devastating charm, looked truly startled. He stared down at her upturned face and seemed unable to speak. His classic features looked frozen with surprise.


  She’d done it, she thought dimly. She’d finally told him what was in her heart.


  Silence stretched out except for the breathing of the horses in their stalls and the occasional scrape of a hoof against stone. Her chest felt oddly tight, as if she’d fallen out of a tree and knocked the wind from her lungs.


  “Jess,” he said finally in an odd voice, his lashes lowering over those incredible eyes, “I’m very flattered, but, if you must know, I am a little out of my depth here. Passionate declarations from pretty young ladies are unsettling to men of my very great age.” His smile was deep and powerful as a magnet, designed to disarm. As usual, she felt the pull of his innate fascination as if it were a tangible thing. Still, he continued in a reasonable voice that she found slightly irritating. “But, sweeting, despite what you think you feel, I still have an obligation to our country and to my own honor. Perhaps I’ll write you now and again. How is that?”


  Write her? She just said she loved him. Was he crazy?


  And…great age? He was only twenty-five. She knew that very well.


  Anger was a natural replacement for her overwhelming fears.


  “I don’t want any damned letters.” She tossed back her hair and gave him a defiant look. “Don’t you understand? I’m…I’m baring my soul. You just offered a piece of paper in return.”


  Alex’s brows shot upward. “I’ve told Robert for years he shouldn’t swear in front of you. I hope you realize society frowns on that sort of thing in a lady.”


  “We’re talking about your life, not my language.” She actually stamped her foot in frustration and she hated girls who did that. “Aren’t you paying any attention?”


  “Your concern is very touching.”


  “Touching?” she wanted to shriek.


  “Yes, touching.” His hand came out to lightly graze her cheek in a tender gesture.


  At the brush of his long fingers, she stilled, staring up into that mesmerizing gaze. Her entire face seemed to tingle in response to that warm caress. He smiled again and she melted inside.


  “Thanks for wishing me well, Jess.” He bent his head and went to place a brotherly kiss against her cheek.


  At the last moment, some impulse made her turn her face so their lips touched instead. Though it was merely a brush, for a long heartbeat she could feel the warm firmness of his mouth on hers. And then he jerked away as if he were burned, stepping back to level an accusing stare toward her face.


  Heat shot into her cheeks at her own audacity.


  “Jess, what are you doing? Are you out of your mind? You are fifteen years old, still a child. I hope you realize if Robert had walked in a second ago, we’d probably be facing each other with pistols at dawn.” He was noticeably angry, shoving a quick hand through his thick hair.


  “Robert,” she protested mutinously, stifling a telling sob, “is too busy with cards and dice to worry about me. You’re both perfectly safe, so don’t worry.”


  Alex’s expression softened a fraction. “You realize that is what all this is about, don’t you? You want a big brother, not a…a lover. Well, I’m more than happy to be the first, but the latter is out of the question. I’ve known you since the day you were born. We’ve been neighbors a long time. I suppose it’s natural that you should confuse affection with something deeper.”


  He was wrong. Jessica shook her head quickly in denial. She loved him, she knew she did. She wasn’t sure just exactly what she wanted from Alex Ramsey, but she knew it was something mysterious and wonderful.


  “But you’re leaving.” She felt suddenly even more despondent as she realized how he must see her—girlish in her simple, demure gown, her figure hardly yet what you would call womanly, with her hair in rumpled, loose waves down her back. Even at her age she’d heard plenty of idle gossip because Robert was hardly discreet—especially when he was drinking, which lately seemed to be most of the time. Alexander Ramsey was a notorious rake, famous for his sexual exploits among the most fashionable and glamorous women of society. No doubt he received declarations of love often. And he yet remained unmarried, apparently content enough to amuse himself without attachment.


  Who was she fooling? He didn’t want those beautiful fashionable women who threw themselves at his feet, so he certainly would not want her.


  She’d made quite an idiot out of herself. Never again. He said softly, “Yes, I’m leaving. But I’ll be back.”


  How could he know? Maybe he would be back, but maybe, oh God, maybe he wouldn’t. Turning away blindly, she stumbled toward the doorway, hearing him call out her name. She ignored it, grasped the reins and flung herself in unladylike haste on Ellie’s back, sending the startled animal plunging away.


  



  * * * *


  



  The room was comfortable and lined with bookcases, smelled of tobacco and leather, and a fire in the grate sent teasing shadows into the corners. A working study, the huge oak desk was piled with neat stacks of invoices and letters. The only true distraction was a window overlooking the garden, open just enough to allow the sweet scent of dying roses to battle with the smell of autumn wood smoke.


  Alex Ramsey fingered his glass restively and then tossed back the remaining golden liquid, feeling it burn all the way down his throat. As he watched with obvious amusement, his older brother, Marcus, commented in dry observation, “You’re restless and on edge this evening. Better take it easy with the spirits or the lovely Miranda will find herself disappointed.”


  Alex’s brows lifted. “I have never disappointed Miranda and I can handle my whiskey, Marc, as you well know. I believe I can drink you under the table, as has been proven more than once.”


  “Is that so? Well, perhaps, but you practice more.” Marcus laughed and leaned back easily in his chair. He was elegantly attired in formal tailored evening clothes, the dark color a foil for his blond hair and tanned skin. “I suppose the guests will be arriving soon, so we should enjoy this respite together. How could I not know that our mother would insist on a farewell party for you? I should have expected it.”


  “That’s how she is. A party for everything. Any occasion will do. Even marching off to war.” Alex laughed sardonically and got up to pour himself another drink. He lifted the bottle and offered more to his brother, who nodded in acquiescence and held out his glass.


  Marcus said, “Don’t make light of this. I wish they’d assigned you elsewhere. A desk in London would be my preference.”


  The sentiment wasn’t too surprising, Alex couldn’t help but think. Marcus was no soldier but rather the perfect heir for the title of Duke of Grayston. Serious and capable, he had already done his duty and married, and was the father to two lovely little daughters.


  Alex said truthfully, “Not mine.”


  “I know.” A rueful smile curved his brother’s lips. “I think that perhaps the festivities are Mother’s way of coping with the anxiety over your command in the expeditionary force entering Spain. To say the least, she doesn’t want you to go.”


  I love you. And I can’t bear for you to go.


  Somehow Alex couldn’t banish the image of young Jessica Roweland’s lovely, expressive eyes as they stared up at him in frightening and innocent sincerity. It had been months since he’d seen her before this afternoon’s debacle and the changes were startling. No longer was she childishly thin and gawky, but instead her disheveled gown had hinted at soft, tempting curves and the thick halo of hair surrounding her delicate face had gleamed like rich, polished mahogany, tumbling down her back in disarray.


  Which might account for his less-than-perfect behavior. Which made him feel like even more of a debauched villain.


  Someday she would be a beautiful woman, but that day was still some distance in the future. Though not intentionally, he’d essentially kissed a child.


  “Alex? Are you even listening?”


  He jerked back to attention and focused sharply on his brother’s face. “Yes, of course.” He stood by the sideboard and moved to lean one shoulder casually against the wall instead of sitting down.


  “Any reassurance you could give her would help.” “Who?”


  “Mother.” Marcus looked at him curiously. “You are certainly distracted.”


  Alex lifted his hands, brandishing his glass. “How can I reassure her? Napoleon himself directs the French offensive and whatever anyone thinks of his ambition, there is no denying his military brilliance. The Spanish are notoriously unorganized and undisciplined, and anything they’ve really won has been through the guerilla fighters who can’t be trained or directed. I don’t know how we will fare this time in a campaign against Bonaparte on foreign soil, but I do know we can’t let him continue on this mad course.”


  “It’s true.” Marcus stared for a moment into his glass. “And as an officer, I suppose you’ll be leading your men into the field and thick of battle.”


  “You suppose right. I aim to do just that. Not all of us”—Alex smiled briefly and added—“can inherit a dukedom.”


  His brother stiffened in his chair, his head coming up in surprise. “Damn it, Alex, right now you are my heir, as I was Father’s. Second in line is—”


  Alex shook his head, interrupting with a grin. “Marcus, I’m joking. I would make a terrible duke. I haven’t your love for detail, and the sheer volume of paperwork and the workings of the estate would annoy me. Please me and live to a ripe old age after siring several sons.”


  Marcus laughed, releasing the tension. He grinned. “Agreed. Especially to the latter request. As long as you promise to come back safe and sound from this unholy war.”


  Alex took a solid swallow from his glass. He said in quiet agreement, “I promise to try.”


  Silence. The fire crackled loudly.


  As indirectly as possible, Alex changed the subject. “Word is Robert Roweland has gotten himself in another financial bind.”


  His brother snorted in disgust. “I know he’s a good friend of yours and our neighbor, but Roweland has lost whatever good sense he had since coming into his inheritance. He’s got markers from here to London and back. If he isn’t careful, he’ll eventually lose the estate.”


  “The estate?” Alex stared. Robert was a bit irresponsible— his love of gambling a well-known fact—but surely things weren’t that bad. “It can’t have come to such dire straits. When his parents died, he inherited a fortune.”


  A shrug lifted the elegant black velvet of his brother’s coat. “He has proceeded to spend a fortune.”


  “And what of Jessica?” The question was thick in his throat.


  “A good thing she is turning into a beauty. Maybe a lack of dowry will not be an issue. Mother worries about the child, but at least Roweland has promised to come up with the sum for her debut, which is not that far away.”


  “Damn him.” Alex felt a surge of real anger.


  “Quite.”


  “I can’t believe this. Even back at Cambridge he was a bit selfish, but I wouldn’t think he’d risk his sister’s future over a game of dice.”


  Marcus stretched out his long legs and looked pensive. “The entire situation is regrettable. The house is suffering, as is the whole estate. Repairs aren’t being made and half the staff has left. He isn’t paying some of his bills in the village, and those people can ill-afford to absorb his irresponsibility.”


  A discreet knock on the door interrupted them. “Your Grace. My lord.” The family butler appeared in the opening, nodding in his stiff way first at Marcus, then Alex. “Guests are arriving and the dowager duchess requests your presence.”


  Alex and Marcus locked glances of mutual male sympathy. “Here we go,” Alex muttered and drained his glass.


  “Yes, indeed.” Marcus did the same.


  



  * * * *


  



  She hadn’t been invited.


  Of course not, how could she forget, she was a child. Alex Ramsey had so kindly pointed it out.


  As she edged past a row of box hedge, Jessica listened to the lilt of the music and crept closer to the back terrace.


  Luckily, she knew Grayston almost as well as her own home. She could walk through the gardens with her eyes closed, but tonight there was a convenient brilliant full moon to aid her.


  Three sets of French doors spilled light onto the flagstones of the magnificent garden terrace. Crouched by a withered rhododendron, she peered at the swirling dancers inside, their colorful clothing making a melée of brightness behind the glass. She caught a glimpse of her brother, elegant and smiling at some woman he held by the hand, unmistakable with his russet hair and good-looking features.


  But she couldn’t care less about who danced with Robert. She was looking for a tall, strikingly handsome man with blond hair and an air of reckless charm. She did care who Alex chose for a partner.


  Damn him, she thought vehemently, and took secretive and gleeful pleasure in the unladylike sentiment, even if it was just in her head.


  He was leaving tomorrow. Robert had confirmed it.


  Her breathing quickened as she saw a couple go by the glass in a graceful sweep, a lovely red-haired woman whose partner was very tall and fair. Marcus, the Duke of Grayston, she realized in disappointment, dancing with his wife, Ariel. The two brothers looked very much alike but there was no mistaking Lady Ariel’s vivid coloring.


  It was chilly.


  She shifted positions several times, easing her cold, cramped muscles. An owl called occasionally from some distant tree, the lonely sound mingling oddly with the music to emphasize her outcast state. Her stomach grumbled, reminding her that she’d been too upset to eat her dinner. Inside, everyone was warm—there was food, there was lovely music and champagne and dancing.


  On the other hand, she was hungry, cold and crouched behind some bush.


  All because she was fifteen.


  Minutes ticked by and she still did not see Alex.


  Either he wasn’t there, or he wasn’t dancing. Her throat tightened. Surely he could not have ridden off already, could he? This party was supposed to be a farewell gesture. He certainly wouldn’t miss it.


  Eventually she couldn’t take her hunched position any longer and snuck away, feeling relief when she was far enough from the festivities to straighten her aching back. Walking listlessly down one of the shadowed garden paths, Jessica couldn’t help but reflect that this was the second time she’d made a complete fool out of herself in one day. She might only be fifteen but she was old enough that spying from the bushes was fairly undignified.


  She had just wanted to see him one last time.


  A throaty giggle came through the darkness, making her stiffen. The garden gazebo lay at the end of the path she’d chosen, a frivolous concoction of gothic swirls, lattice, and marble. It was right in front of her, just a few feet away, and apparently it was occupied. In her distraction, she hadn’t noticed.


  She certainly noticed now.


  Jessica went rigid, staring against her will.


  A woman lay half-naked across the cushioned window seat, moonlight pouring like silver gilt over her bared skin. She whispered, touching her lover’s hair, her full breasts white and plump in the filtered light, her bodice gaping open. The man bent over her, his hands touching and caressing her bare skin, cupping and holding the pliant exposed flesh.


  Alex.


  There was no mistaking the dark gold of his hair, or the width of his shoulders.


  Jessica must have made some sound, a gasp of horror escaping her lips perhaps, for he immediately lifted his head and turned to look straight at her. For a brief moment, their gazes locked.


  With a low curse, he jumped to his feet.


  She turned and blindly ran, stumbling down the garden path in her mindless flight.


  “Jess!”


  The warmth of tears trickled down her face as she flew into the darkness. Her feet pounded down the path in unison with her heartbeat. She felt as if she was whirling into a world that disintegrated with each flying step.


  



  * * * *


  



  Robert Roweland lifted a brow. “Jessica says she doesn’t want to see you. What’s that all about? I thought you were her damned hero. She’s adored you since she was toddling around in nappies.”


  Some hero.


  Alex gritted his teeth. “She rode over to the house yesterday and especially asked me to say good-bye, Rob.” It was a small white lie. “So I’m here. Tell her to just come down here and talk to me for a second. I should have left two hours ago.”


  Robert shrugged. “Don’t see why it matters one way or another if you say good-bye to Jess. I’ll tell her you’re in a hurry, if you like.”


  Despite the cowardly temptation to accept that offer, Alex shook his head. “She’s like my…my little sister. And I want to talk to her. Just do it, please. If she refuses, tell her I’ll come up there and haul her down myself.”


  “All right, all right. If it’s so bloody important.” Robert threw up his hands and walked out.


  Alex glanced around the room, idly twirling his hat in his hands. There were paintings missing, he noticed with dismay, and the furnishings looked shabby and worn. Sir Richard would spin in his grave if he saw how his son had let the place go. Alex paced over to the window and stared out over the gardens. The neglect was evident there too, with leaves in drifted piles and dying overgrown bushes lining the walkways.


  Jessica didn’t make a sound, but he sensed when she came into the room.


  Turning around, he saw her in the doorway, a wooden expression on her pale face. She looked considerably older than she had the day before, but perhaps it was due to the hardness he saw in her gray eyes. She wore a rose day dress that was out of style and hung on her slender figure. He suspected it had once been her mother’s, dead these four years. Rich dark hair spilled over her shoulders and down her back like gleaming, spun silk.


  He’d hurt and disillusioned her and wasn’t sure what he could do about it—except one thing. He couldn’t ride away with it on his conscience. He had to try.


  “If you plan on telling Robert I was spying on you, it won’t matter. He won’t punish me. He doesn’t care what I do.” The declaration was quiet and defiant.


  Not quite yet a woman, with a child’s fears so evident. Alex felt his heart tighten. He was only too afraid she was right about Robert. “No, I don’t plan on telling Robert anything.”


  “Then why are you here?”


  “To say good-bye.”


  Stonily, she responded, “All right then. Good-bye.”


  He hesitated, not sure of how to handle the situation. What happened needed to be addressed, he was sure of that. After a moment, he asked, “What were you doing there, Jess?”


  She shrugged, feigning an indifference it was obvious she didn’t feel. “I was home here alone. I’m here alone a lot. I guess I just wanted to see people enjoying themselves.”


  An awkward pause ensued. He had no idea how to approach what she had seen happening between him and Miranda. He felt acute guilt over her shattered innocence, though it hadn’t been at all intentional on his part.


  He smiled at her. “You’ll have fun soon too. There will be more parties than you can attend and I’m sure you’ll be invited to them all.”


  She stared back with hostility blazing in her eyes. “Perhaps.”


  Though she was young, it was a sour realization— apparently the outrage of a scorned woman knew no age limits.


  Hell. He swallowed and said in abrupt apology, “Jessica, look, I’m sorry.”


  “Are you going to marry her?” The question was brittle and accusing.


  Damn it, a chit of fifteen should not make him feel so ashamed of himself. “No, I’m not. The lady in question is already married.”


  Silver eyes widened in open shock.


  Good, he told himself violently. He wanted to shake her out of this foolish notion that he was someone she should love.


  The worry was unnecessary, of course. He already had.


  Slim hands clenched into fists in her skirts. Her chest heaved under the ill-fitting dress. She said between her teeth, “You’re a…promiscuous cad. I hate you and all you stand for.”


  The accusation hit a bit too close to home for comfort. He lifted a brow. “It seems to me just yesterday you said you loved me.”


  Jessica tilted her chin up defiantly, her eyes flashing silver fire. At that moment, she looked every inch the woman she would be become, astoundingly lovely and full of outraged pride and flaming spirit. “I didn’t know you. I guess I thought I did, but I didn’t. And I do hate you.” She whirled around and marched from the room.


  “Good-bye, Little Jess,” Alex said softly.


  The slamming door was all the answer he received.


  Chapter 1


  April 1812 Badajoz, Spain


  



  They’d finally taken the city.


  The trenches emptied, the fury of the siege driving the men like wildfire drives a frightened animal. Alexander Ramsey could feel the energy and terror throbbing around him like a giant heartbeat. Artillery fire still belched from behind him and men scaled the walls like ants, bodies falling in sickening, repetitive arcs to pile on the ground. He whirled his horse and shouted orders to his men, pushing forward. One hand dripped blood and his leg hurt, but he barely noticed.


  Always forward until Wellington decided he had flung enough men at the walls.


  It looked like it finally had been enough. Escalade. The ladder parties had done their work well. He’d just gotten word the 3rd Division had been inside the castle walls for some time and there were three breaches still swarming with men.


  But the cost. His mind registered the mangled sea of dead around him with numb horror. By God, they’d lost thousands. The air smelled heavy with carnage and death.


  He spurred forward, telling himself to concentrate on the possibility of victory instead of the terrible scene spreading out like a nightmare. They were doing it—he had to remind himself ten times a day. The Allies were forcing a French retreat, painfully slowly and city by city, but a retreat it was. Wellington had vowed to follow them over the French border.


  At least this was one more battle won.


  The massive front gate still smoldered, the timbers blackened with the evidence of the enemy’s desperation. Inside the city, buildings were on fire and everywhere there were people running and shouting. Surely Phillipon would be requesting terms of surrender, Alex thought as he nudged his weary mount forward. Maybe the French commander already had. It had been hours since he’d heard any news that was reliable.


  What a bloody, bloody battle. What utter chaos.


  He had to dismount and proceed on foot. The melée he found inside the fallen city confirmed his worst fears.


  A tiny child darted across the street, slamming into his legs and then scrambling away, much too young to be alone in the whirl of panicked people, and squalling at the top of his lungs. People milled everywhere, both civilians and British, Spanish and Portuguese soldiers, shouting and tripping over bodies. The sound of rifles banging against doors rose through the din of gunfire.


  The triumphant troops were wild, beginning an uncontrolled looting of the city against all instructions.


  Not knowing what to do, his orders swallowed by the holocaust of noise, Alex whirled in circles, barking out instructions. If he was heard, he could not tell it in the actions of the men around him.


  “Hell,” he ground out, and swallowed hard. After a night and day that had seemed a lesson from the depths of despair, this madness was even worse.


  Out of the corner of his eye he saw a young woman being dragged out of a splintered doorway. One of the few people not screaming, she was instead fighting valiantly, her long, dark hair streaming like banners of ebony silk across her bared shoulders. That the two men holding her could succeed in stripping her of the rest of her clothing soon seemed a forgone conclusion. As he watched, one of them shoved at her skirts.


  Fury seethed through Alex’s body. This was not why he’d suffered and starved and repeatedly risked his life. Badajoz had finally fallen after what seemed like a lifetime. He wanted to celebrate and move on, not cloud the hour by soiling the honor of the army he represented.


  “Halt!” He threw himself forward, one hand on his sword. Recognizing one of the men clutching at the girl, he shouted, “Captain Welsh, let her go. Now, sir.”


  Welsh, short and stocky, with the dark hair and thick features of a peasant, gave hardly more than a passing glance at the direct order. He fumbled at his breeches and for the first time, the girl sprawled on the street whimpered in real fear. “Shove off, Colonel.”


  The indifference to his words together with the recognition of his rank made Alex nearly speechless with fury. He stopped a few feet away and hissed through his teeth, “I told you to let the woman go, Captain, and I expect to be obeyed. We are soldiers in King George’s Army, not rapists and pigs.”


  “She’s asking for it, sir, harboring the French.” It was a half-hearted protest. Welsh rose to his feet warily, eyeing Alex’s outstretched weapon. His uniform coat hung open and his shirt was unfastened, making Alex wonder if this poor girl had been the first.


  “She had no choice but to harbor the French, any more than we gave her a choice today to harbor the English. Make no mistake, we are not here to commit more atrocities against these people.”


  “Atrocities?” The word was ground out. A cannon exploded in the background but neither man flinched. Welsh’s small, flat eyes flashed defiance.


  “I chose the word with care. Your intentions, sir, are despicable.”


  “Did you see how many of our men…of your men”—a sneer curved the captain’s mouth as he spoke—“died last night? We paid for every inch of this ground in blood. Sir.” The last added word was made a deliberate insult.


  “None of that being her fault.”


  Welsh’s thick lips parted in a macabre parody of amusement. “Perhaps not. But her people owe me, which means she owes me. Would you care to go next, sir? I have heard you are a bit partial to the ladies.”


  A reddish haze overshadowed Alex’s vision. “Damn you, Captain. Stand aside. It’s an order.”


  As in battle, the events of the next moments seemed to blur and grow hazy. Alex remembered lunging forward and the stocky captain coming up to meet him. His sword swung out, only to be parried by a skilled thrust. Both of them were seasoned by years of battle after battle. Whatever Welsh lacked in finesse he made up for in ferocity and brute strength. The fight was instantly fierce and as ugly as the frightful carnage around them. Alex found himself trying to win the fight but not wound one of his own, his mind at the same time boggled by the absurdity of the situation. They’d come so far, only to…this?


  The other solider had an absorbed interest in the fight, allowing the young Spanish girl to get up and away. She managed to scramble to her feet and run back into the house, clutching her torn clothing. As he dodged a deadly blow aimed right for his groin, Alex was vaguely grateful she was gone and therefore out of harm’s way.


  Welsh was relentless and without honor. Alex tried hard not to follow his example.


  Neither of them noticed when the girl, a shawl now around her bared shoulders, came back out of the house. The gleam of metal in her raised hands registered only dimly.


  By this time they were face to face, and sweating. All around them the city heaved in turmoil, screams piercing the dawn again and again.


  The shot came out of nowhere.


  Alex felt at first as if he were stuck by some flying object, something that hit him hard and left him breathless. The blood soaking his shirt immediately brought reality crashing down.


  Christ. He was shot. He knew the feeling a little too well.


  It was bad. He had enough experience to sense that too. His sword clattered to the stones of the street, his whole arm going numb and useless.


  Welsh loomed over him as his knees buckled. There was a gloating smile on the officer’s face. “Those stray bullets are hell, aren’t they, Ramsey? I owe someone with bad aim a favor. Well, Colonel”—the words were said softly in the turmoil—“it seems your order is cancelled after all—”


  Alex couldn’t have called a warning even if he cared to when he saw the upraised knife in the girl’s hand dive downward and bury itself in the captain’s back. As he watched, Welsh’s expression changed from vindictive to twisted agony and he fell forward screaming, pitching across Alex’s body.


  



  * * * *


  



  The late afternoon sun slanted in the windows and laid quiet patterns across the trim grass of the lawn outside. April in Sussex meant a thickening of green in the countryside, and when Jessica Roweland looked out the window of her dormitory room, she could see tiny white flowers blooming in the tumbled remains of the nearby abbey ruins.


  “I fear the yellow does nothing for you.”


  With a laugh, Jessica turned from admiring the view and whirled in an exaggerated pirouette. “I was rather thinking that myself. Your brother might not fancy himself marrying someone who just stepped out of a bowl of tropical fruit.”


  Rebecca giggled lightly, clapping her hand over her mouth. Her dark eyes shone with amusement. “Nathaniel tends to be a bit picky, it’s true.”


  “Then perhaps I should change into a different gown.”


  At the open wardrobe, Rebecca fingered several dresses thoughtfully before retrieving a rose silk trimmed with white satin. “Try this one, Jess.”


  Quickly, Jessica shook her head and frowned. “That’s one of your new gowns. I don’t recall you even wearing it yet. I accept your older gowns with gratitude but that is enough charity on your part.”


  “It isn’t charity.” Rebecca rolled her gaze heavenward. “We’re going to be sisters—real sisters and not just best friends—once you and my brother are married.”


  Stepping out of the maligned yellow dress and moving to carefully hang it up, Jessica said, “I still cannot believe it sometimes. Your family has been so kind to me.”


  Rebecca gave an unladylike snort at odds with her refined features and gracefully slender form, and tossed back her long, dark hair. “I hardly think Nathaniel would consider it kindness to fall head over heels in love with you. He simply couldn’t help himself. He tells everyone he meets how he is engaged to the loveliest girl on English soil.”


  As she reached for her dressing gown, Jessica turned away and drew the soft, worn material over her chemise. References to her looks always made her uneasy, especially in the context of her recent engagement. Nathaniel Greene, Rebecca’s oldest brother, had swept her into a somewhat whirlwind romance that was the height of any young woman’s fantasy. He was handsome, attentive and, above all else, lavish with his compliments and apparent satisfaction over acquiring a wife whose physical beauty pleased him.


  Acquiring, Jessica thought wryly as she crossed the room to drop down on the bed. That was the problem. Nathaniel managed his family’s business with shrewd competence. Acquiring was one of his favorite words. She just wasn’t sure she liked it applied to her, though as she had reminded herself often enough, she was indeed a lucky young woman to have captured his interest.


  Yet, there was a cloud obscuring her happiness.


  She murmured, “You do know I have heard the rumors, Beck.”


  Rebecca tried unsuccessfully to look puzzled, her arched brows lifting. “Rumors? Pray what are the gossips whispering about now?”


  Plucking at a loose thread on the quilt beneath her, Jessica tried to maintain an idle tone. “Nathaniel has a mistress. Her name is Elizabeth Frey, she’s an actress, and she lives in London…in a house he bought for her.”


  Still standing by the wardrobe, Rebecca looked both stricken and vaguely defensive. Her slender hands smoothed the material of her skirt. “The depths some of these petty, jealous chits will stoop to, I mean really—”


  “Actually, Robert told me in an unguarded moment the last time I saw him. You know how he is when he’s in his cups, which is often enough.”


  Rebecca bit her lip and sank down into the chair next to the dressing table. She sighed. “I’ve heard it too. I don’t know what to say, Jess.”


  Jessica propped her chin on her fist. “Do you think it is true?” She could not fathom how to feel about it. On one side of the coin he was a wealthy, handsome young man, and while she wasn’t worldly by any stretch of the imagination, she did know gentlemen were often allowed to do as they pleased while their wives looked the other way.


  “I don’t really know.” It was an apologetic admission. “He wouldn’t be the first, would he? It’s just as fashionable for young men to have mistresses as it is for them to tie their cravat in a certain way.”


  “What an unfair double standard. I’m sure he fully expects me to be an innocent on our wedding night.”


  Instantly Rebecca was up out of her chair and across the room. She flung herself down on the bed and hugged Jessica. “Please don’t be angry with Nathaniel, Jess. He’s older and more experienced, certainly, but what man isn’t? Since you aren’t married yet, I’m sure he is just amusing himself, dreaming of you.”


  “Believe me, that’s what I’ve been trying to tell myself, Beck.” Jessica blinked, not willing to show her friend just how deep the betrayal went.


  Why was she even surprised, she asked herself, returning Rebecca’s hug. Once upon a time, she had believed in heroes.


  But she now knew better. They just didn’t exist. Four years ago she had learned that the hard way.


  



  * * * *


  



  His eyelids were weighted with lead, his mouth full of twisted cotton.


  The fire was all around, sending up a licking heat that singed his skin and laid siege to his sanity. Alex fought it, just as he’d fought the French troops for four years, with steely determination and ruthless will. He surged and writhed against that relentless inferno, tearing at the bonds that would keep him engulfed in the flames.


  He couldn’t let it win.


  But, damn it, he was so very, very tired.


  So far he’d survived everything war had to offer. For four aching, terrible years, he’d survived. The blood, the smells, the sightless eyes that haunted his every dream. Cold, hard ground; biting, bitter winter; the rations that crawled with worms. He’d gone without blankets, without food, even without ammunition. Everything.


  He’d even survived Albuera, when he thought all was finally lost, and delivered the news to Beresford himself that the battle was against them and Soult was going to be victorious.


  Then the English had managed to march on and he’d gone with them.


  To Badajoz. And that citadel had fallen.


  But this fire was too much. It consumed him.


  “Colonel, can you hear me?” Cool hands touched his face, fluttering with gentleness against his burning skin.


  Alex opened his eyes. They hurt, the eyelids scraping dryly, but then his whole body seemed to hurt. He ached in places he didn’t even know he possessed.


  “Colonel Ramsey?”


  “Yes.” His voice was raspy, sounding disused. It was a struggle to focus.


  A face swam into view. A plain, wide face creased in a frown of concern. A woman’s face, unknown, but kindly. “Praise the Lord, you’re awake.”


  “Water,” he croaked. “Of course.”


  The cool trickle was like a miracle. He swallowed as much as he could with effort and blinked again. “Where am I?”


  She didn’t smile, wearing that same grave expression. “A hospital. Or what passes for one in the ruins of this town.”


  “I was wounded.” Images of what had happened hovered just out of reach.


  “You could certainly say that. You’ve had the fever for several days. How do you feel?”


  “Like hell.” It slipped out and he instantly cleared his throat. “Excuse me, madam. I didn’t mean…that is, I guess I’ve been too long away from home among rough soldiers. Forgive me. My deepest apologies.” His head swam, but he tried to incline it anyway.


  Finally, a crease of that somber mouth came. She chuckled. “Please, sir, I believe I’ve heard that and worse in the midst of this army. Though, I do remember enough to appreciate a fine gentleman with fine manners. I am Mrs. Bennet.”


  “Captain Bennet’s wife?”


  “For many years.” She moved a little, going out of his line of vision. A cool cloth was produced, and she came back to press it against his forehead. It felt like heaven.


  “I assure you, Colonel, I have accompanied my husband into many a battle during this awful campaign. My nursing skills have become honed in the saddest of ways. If there is anything you need, please tell me. There are few enough physicians, but one will be through here eventually to look at your wounds and how they are healing.”


  In his experience, the surgeons were harried and cynical men, overworked and all too used to death.


  “Perhaps I should simply ask you, ma’am, with your experience. What do you think? Are they healing?”


  “I think so. Now. Had you been capable of asking yesterday, my answer might have been quite different.”


  “Wounds? I suppose that means more than one?” He closed his eyes and simply enjoyed the feel of gentle fingers against his brow.


  “The left shoulder is the worst. A little lower you would be conversing with God and not myself. The one in your right thigh is just a flesh wound that needed some stitching, and there was a bullet graze along your right hand that is, at a guess, more painful than crippling. That’s all.”


  He murmured, “It feels like quite enough. Tell me, the town…our men?”


  “I prefer to not think of it, sir. Some were hanged at Lord Wellington’s orders. That I do know. My husband wouldn’t tell me more.”


  He cleared his throat with effort. “I think I can understand why from what little I saw. What’s happening now?”


  “After the victory, Colonel, Wellington is pursuing Marmont and pushing on toward Madrid.”


  The victory. Satisfied, he drifted away.


  



  * * * *


  



  Alex shifted, reading the letter in his hand. Around him men lay in similar positions, propped on makeshift cots or lying on rough blankets laid on the stone floor, some awake, some moaning, some eerily still and unmoving. He’d gotten used to it quickly enough in his time in Spain and at least he was mending. Too many of them were carried out each day on stretchers draped with sheets.


  “Bad news from home, Colonel Ramsey?”


  At the deep voice, he looked up. To salute was impossible in his present state, so he simply nodded politely. “General.”


  “You were frowning pretty fiercely, Alex.” General Pierson pulled up a camp stool and sat down, wearily stretching out his legs. Portly and middle-aged, he looked tired and a decade older than when Alex had met him a few years before. His red uniform was dusty and splattered with suspicious stains.


  Alex smoothed the letter across his bended knee and shook his head. “My brother tries to keep me up to date on family matters—that is when his letters reach me at all. Apparently a neighbor is engaged to be married, that’s all.”


  “It seems a far away life, doesn’t it, when such gossip matters?” A weary chuckle escaped Pierson’s lips.


  “Yes, sir.”


  “You said a neighbor. Can I assume a female neighbor?” One bushy brow lifted as the general asked the question.


  Alex laughed but it really had nothing to do with mirth. “As it happens, yes.”


  “Young, pretty?”


  Affecting carefully cultivated indifference, Alex drawled, “Both. Actually, very pretty. Would I care otherwise?”


  Pierson let out a hearty laugh, his thick shoulders quivering. “The officers’ wives will miss you, Ramsey. Their husbands may miss you on the field, but the ladies will miss your handsome face and charm in the camps.”


  Alex stiffened. “Miss me? Sir, the—”


  “You’re on leave, Colonel. As of this minute. You’ve been wounded in three different battles. You’ve not been home in years, or so I’ve been told. As little as we can spare you, you’re going back to England. This isn’t my decision either. I would selfishly keep you here, but the orders I received from London were very clear.”


  Acutely aware of the crisscross of bandages across his bare chest, Alex fell silent. Home. Grayston Hall. Green fields and decent food and clean linens. His mother and her incessant parties. Marcus and Ariel and the children. There was a new nephew he’d never met. Marcus had finally produced a direct heir.


  And Jessica Roweland—little Jess—she was now a woman and apparently engaged to be married. A mixed blessing, to be sure.


  Quietly, he said, “Thank you, sir.”


  Chapter 2


  June, 1812 Berkshire, England


  



  The public coach had let her off, and Jessica struggled with her trunk, dragging it behind with effort, feeling it bump her heels.


  When she got home Robert was going to get a good tongue-lashing for forgetting her. Despite her letter reminding him of her impending arrival, he’d still neglected to send the carriage, leaving her to have to scramble for transportation on a public coach bound for Berkshire. The journey had been a nightmare. No chaperone, no money for food at their infrequent stops, nothing but her body squeezed between an elderly priest who mumbled and constantly wiped his nose, and a stout farmwife who babbled on about her very large family and smelled rather pungently like a wet chicken.
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