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			“I need your brightness, your laughter. I need to feel you wrapped around me. I need you.”

			That bewitching voice vibrated against her skin as his lips nuzzled the sensitive area just behind her ear. “You will be my salvation.”

			Blaise’s breath locked in her throat as his mouth skimmed hot and open along her neck, and still she couldn’t find the strength to move. She wanted his kisses; her body wanted the pleasure of his touch. The sensual assault of his lips made her feel wanton, made her skin tingle with the hot flush of desire. She closed her eyes helplessly, her body trembling.

			“Are you cold?” he asked. “Let me warm you, my love.”

			“No,” she whispered, “this is madness. We are…too different.”

			“Yes. Sweet madness…”
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			Vitoria, Spain

			July 1813

			

			Through hooded eyes he watched the woman undress in the moonlight, his carnal hunger tempered by pain. His right thigh, mauled by a volley of cannonshot six weeks before, ached dully, although not enough to make him refuse his hostess’s late-night visit to his bedside. He would not ask her to leave. It would be rude and pointlessly cruel to reject her after all she had done for him these past weeks.

			Naked except for the heavy bandage on his thigh and the cool sheet drawn up to his waist, Julian, Lord Lynden reclined against the pillows. Waiting.

			With a whisper of black silk, she let the dressing gown fall to the floor, revealing lush, full breasts, with nipples peaked in anticipation. “Do I please you, señor?” Pilar asked in soft, throaty Spanish. She moved toward him slowly, her dark eyes shimmering with sexual awareness.

			Although not fluent in her language, he comprehended her meaning and replied politely, “Very much so, querida. You are exquisite.”

			He did not greatly exaggerate. The silver light flooding through the open patio doors spilled over her nude body, turning it mysterious and pale. He knew that voluptuous body with a fair measure of intimacy now. This was not the first time Pilar had played the ministering angel, slipping secretly into his bedchamber at night to comfort and soothe him—and to indulge in a few stolen hours of forbidden passion.

			The first time had been a surprise. She was a highborn Spanish lady, older than he by several years—a beautiful widow, lonely and hot-blooded. This hacienda was her home. Despite the fact that he had helped drive the conquering French troops from her country, she hadn’t been eager to let a wounded British cavalry officer billet there, not until she’d learned he was a war hero and an aristocratico as well. Even then she’d demanded an extravagant sum for his accommodation.

			The cost had been worth it. The opportunity to recover from his injuries here rather than in a wretched field hospital had undoubtedly saved his life. And the attentive personal care he had received from the lovely widow had been an unexpected bonus.

			Demonstrating that same attentiveness now, she climbed into his bed to kneel naked on the mattress at his uninjured side. Her gaze was fixed on his lower body, on his arousal rigidly defined by the pale linen sheet.

			“You please me also,” she murmured with a seductive smile.

			Reaching for her hand, he kissed her fingertips lingeringly, one by one, while he held her heated gaze. “I fear the honors must again fall to you,” he apologized. Before his wounding, he could claim an advanced degree of sexual prowess, but although his body was mending, he was not in the best condition to perform any demanding feats of athleticism.

			His hostess responded by reaching up to touch tenderly the savage wound that slashed across his right cheekbone all the way to his temple. “Leave everything to me, vida mía.” Her throaty whisper resonated with promise as she brushed back a tousled lock of his pale golden hair. “I will help you to forget your dark dreams.”

			Doubting, he remained silent.

			The warm, moon-splashed room grew hushed. The woman bent over him, scattering kisses along his throat, his collarbone, his bare shoulder, while her hands traced the smooth contours of his naked chest. Before his injuries had weakened and scarred him, he had been endowed with a beautiful male body, graceful and tautly muscled, well-toned by years of sporting endeavors, honed to steel by the rigors of a military campaign. His lover’s roving, slowly gliding hands expressed her appreciation now, lingering on his belly, flat and hard, circling his lean hips, drawing down the sheet that covered him.

			She drew a sharp breath as she boldly revealed his rigid manhood, her gaze riveted by the sight. In the pale light his erection stood blatant, powerfully formed.

			“Magnífico.” Almost reverently, she took his hard, straining arousal into her hand and caressed it with long, lingering strokes.

			Shuddering, he closed his eyes. His desire was insistent and sharp now, dominating the diminishing ache in his thigh.

			She continued to tease him, moving her hand slowly up…then down. At length, she lowered her mouth to his chest, arousing him further with tongue and lips. When she encountered a hard male nipple, she bit lightly with her teeth.

			Reaching up, he closed his fingers urgently on her shoulders, drawing her against him in a wordless command.

			She mounted him then. With careful regard for his bandaged thigh, she settled one leg over his hips and lowered herself onto his pulsing arousal, her gasp of pleasure loud in the heated quiet of the room as he penetrated her moist entrance.

			“Slowly…” he murmured. His hands moved to cup her full white breasts with their tight brown nipples. Restraining her momentarily, he raised his good left knee and braced it against her back to keep her from sliding onto his wounded thigh. “Now,” he ordered as he surged deeper into her sleek, hot passage.

			Her dark, passion-hazed glance locking with his, she obeyed, riding him slowly, clenching her inner muscles with practiced expertise, her honeyed silkiness holding him tight.

			He tensed with mingled pleasure and pain. Shifting his hands, he grasped the smooth mounds of her buttocks and hauled her closer; at the same time he arched his hips upward, swelling and probing deep within her.

			Her eyes shut. Her mouth went slack. Soon she threw her head back, and the room grew loud with the ragged moans that tore from her throat. As he rhythmically thrust into her, she dug her nails into his shoulders, whimpering and writhing and grinding her hips against his.

			A few moments later, the flame-hot woman above him cried out and her body jerked in a wrenching shudder. Closing his eyes, Julian let the searing release flood through him in a rush of sensation.

			Eventually he regained awareness and found her lying limply on his chest. A thin sheen of perspiration covered his body, while pain throbbed in his right thigh. With care, he rolled onto his uninjured side, easing her onto the mattress.

			In the dim light her eyes were half-lidded in languorous contentment, her pale flesh suffused with the afterglow of passion.

			Solicitously he brushed his lips against her damp temple. “Forgive me, querida, for being unable to pleasure you as you deserve.”

			She opened her heavy lids, her slow smile sated and amused. “I doubt that I could bear any more pleasure,” she replied in thickly accented English. Her glance dropped below his waist. “A wound could not slow a magnificent man like you. It is fortunate, however, that the injury was not slightly higher and to the left.”

			He laughed, a pained sound as the ravaged muscles in his thigh cramped in protest. With clenched teeth he waited until the spasm passed. Then he kissed Pilar’s fingers once more and shut his eyes, wondering if he would be able to sleep without the drugging effects of laudanum.

			He forced himself to think of something other than his injury. Home. His family seat in England. Lush pastures, ripe fields, thick woodlands teeming with game. His longing to see the cool green country of his birth was like a physical ache inside him…an ache that turned to fire as he drifted into a doze…

			The searing heat originated in his right thigh and speared throughout his body, echoing sharply in his right temple and cheekbone. Half blinded by the blood streaming from his brow, he tried to lift himself from the rocky ground and nearly screamed in agony.

			Where in God’s name was he? Who was he?

			Recognition of the tumult came slowly…the explosive booms of cannon, the crackle of musket fire, the moans of dying men, the screams of horses. An acrid black smoke obscured his vision, but through the haze he caught glimpses of devastation. The hillside was dark with dust and blood, splashed with the scarlet and blue of shredded uniforms.

			Ah, yes. This hell was Spain. Vitoria, he remembered. A battlefield…one of many he’d seen during the four years since he’d condemned himself to this war. He was Julian Morrow, Sixth Viscount Lynden. Lieutenant Colonel Lord Lynden, second-in-command of the Fifteenth Hussars. His wife was Caroline…No…Caroline was dead. He had killed her. This hell was his penance for causing her death.

			His mission…to lead a cavalry charge against a French divisional battery. He remembered succeeding, and yet he must have taken a volley of cannonfire at close range.

			He lay where he’d fallen, on a rocky hillside, surrounded by the piteous moans of wounded men and horses. The battle still raged around him. Mortar shells shrieked overhead and burst, the thunder of artillery fire rolling and echoing around the hilltops. The suffocating stench of powder smoke burned his nostrils and throat, while his mouth filled with the coppery tang of blood…the acid taste of fear.

			Fear. He was afraid to die.

			No, not afraid. Simply not eager. He wanted to live after all. Surprising, considering how zealously he had courted Death for the past four years. He truly wanted to live. Ironic to discover it only now, when Death stared him in the face. His right thigh was a mangled, bloody mass of torn flesh.

			He knew he should try to stanch the flow of blood, but the effort was too overwhelming. Abandoning the struggle, he slipped back into oblivion…

			Voices, snatches of conversation drifted toward him in the darkness. Something about his leg. He tried to open his eyes, but he couldn’t manage to weave his way through the labyrinth of pain and fever fogging his mind. The harsh pain dulled his senses, weighted his eyelids…while images floated in the fuzzy corridors of his mind…haunting images of Caroline…her lifeless body lying amid the stone ruins. He let himself slip back into the dark world where the pain was not so fierce.

			“Please, señor, lie still. You will hurt yourself.”

			He came awake with a start. At first he didn’t recognize the darkened room, but the dense night air was warm with the musky scent of lovemaking, and the cool hand on his brow was one he remembered from his weeks of convalescence. The Spanish widow. His hostess.

			“You had the dream again, no?”

			He closed his eyes, trying to ignore the question, trying to shut out the haunting memories.

			“What are these dreams, vida mía, that torment you so? Who is this Caroline? You cry her name in your sleep.”

			He didn’t answer, yet his thoughts would not be silent. Young, beautiful, unfaithful Caroline. As blond and blue-eyed as he was himself. A member of the nobility as he was, raised to wealth and privilege, indulged and fawned over. They made the ideal couple, until their last fierce argument had ended in her death…

			The woman beside him ran her tongue lightly, provocatively, along his naked shoulder, and slid her arm around his lean waist. Pouting as if jealous, she glanced up at him, her dark eyes flaring hot with a familiar emotion.

			“I shall drive away your nightmares,” she murmured, pressing her nude, voluptuous body against his in an unmistakable invitation.

			He had not planned on taking her again tonight. Certainly not with such force. Definitely not with her beneath him, a position which placed a severe strain on his healing thigh. But she was a willing body. And she had black hair, not blond like Caroline’s. She could help him forget, at least momentarily.

			Her gasp was loud and startled when he rolled over her and plunged his rising maleness between her open legs, but then her eyes widened in pleasure as she caught his savage rhythm.

			Roughly he buried his hands in her hair and drove into her, slamming his body against hers, thrusting hard, over and over again, as if he could exorcise the devils in his soul. In response she clung to him, whimpering raggedly, her climax coming swiftly, with racking power.

			His own violent release followed shortly. His breathing was harsh, his body glistening with sweat when he gave a final shudder and collapsed against her, his leg wound throbbing like fire.

			Far from being offended by his fierceness, though, she stroked his spine soothingly, offering comfort, whispering endearments in soft Spanish, until he eased his body away and rolled onto his back with a groan. “Forgive me, querida.”

			“There is nothing to forgive.” But instead of drifting back to sleep, she kissed the damp skin of his shoulder and slid out of bed in order to dress. “I must go. It will not do to have the servants find me in your bed.”

			Julian made no protest.

			When he was alone once more, he lay there and stared at the ceiling, remembering the past, thinking of the events four years ago that had brought him here.

			Murder. That was the allegation whispered behind his back.

			He was never officially charged, of course, since there was no proof. He was too wealthy, too wellborn, and too high-ranking to be arrested for murder on only circumstantial evidence. Lady Lynden’s death was ruled the result of a riding accident. Yet the rumors, fanned by her lover’s grief, persisted.

			The rumors were not unfounded; Julian had been unable to refute them with any degree of honesty. He was to blame. He had killed his wife.

			In the end it was his own guilt that had decided him. To punish himself, he had gone off to war—bought a commission in the cavalry and joined the Peninsular Campaign in Portugal and Spain against Napoleon’s invading forces.

			Not caring whether he lived or died was a decided asset in war. Ironically, his indifference had often been mistaken for courage, his reckless deeds hailed as heroic. He had driven himself relentlessly, desperately, only to discover he could never toil hard enough, never ride swiftly enough to escape his guilt and self-recrimination. He couldn’t fill the aching void in his soul. There was nothing left in his life. No joy, no passion, no fire. Nothing but dreams of his late wife. Nothing but his guilt…

			The sunlight streaming into the room made him wince as he slowly came awake. He was lying in bed, naked except for the bandage that wrapped his injured thigh. Feeling a familiar touch on his leg, he groaned softly and squinted against the bright light.

			Will Terral, his batman and personal servant, was leaning over him, scowling as he probed the bloody bandage.

			“I never would have taken you for a fool, m’lord, but you’ve proved me wrong. The scab has broken open.”

			Julian bit back a savage retort. His exploits last night had been imbecilic. And his batman had a right to criticize. Will had saved his leg from the “butcher” field surgeons, later nursing him through the worst dangers and the long bouts of agony that followed his injury…feeding him, changing his bandages, forcing him to drink bitter-tasting nostrums. Once, the terrible wound had putrefied and had to be drained, the mortified flesh cut away. But Will eventually had triumphed with his simple home remedies and the same poultices he used for his master’s horses. Julian had emerged from the ordeal a gaunt, pain-racked ghost of his former self.

			And now, just when he was beginning to recover his health, he had set back his progress in exchange for only a transient moment of forgetfulness.

			Still grumbling, Will changed the bandage, then brought water, razor, and soap in order to shave his patient. Looking in the hand mirror afterward, Julian hardly recognized the man he had once been. His skin was tanned from the summer months he’d spent fighting, but beneath the tan waxed an unhealthy pallor. Worse, his once-handsome face was disfigured by the savage puckering scar that slashed across his right cheekbone, upward toward his temple. It was probable, as well, that he would always limp. And yet he was grateful to still have the leg. He had survived, thanks to Will, and with that he would have to be content.

			His batman was not so content. As Will gathered up the shaving equipment, he muttered for perhaps the hundredth time, “I’ll be right glad to see the last of this Papist country,” before he stalked from the room.

			Julian lay back wearily, contemplating his future as he had frequently during the past weeks. He would be invalided home to England unless he asked to remain here in Spain. Did he want to make such a request?

			He knew Will’s feelings on the subject. Not only did his faithful servant wish to return home, but Will didn’t mind saying, regularly and frankly, that his lordship had wallowed in guilt long enough.

			Perhaps his batman was right, Julian reflected. Perhaps it was time to end his self-banishment and go home. Perhaps he had suffered enough. He had lost his wife, his friends, his good name, the life he once knew…In four years he hadn’t found the redemption he’d sought. And he was so weary of war, of death, of pain.

			Gritting his teeth, he slowly sat up and swung his legs to the floor, then reached for the crutches that stood beside the bed, prepared to endure once more the torture of forcing the knotting muscles of his thigh to function.

			But he was girding himself mentally, as well. He had finally come to a decision.

			He had punished himself long enough. His penance had been served.

			It was time that he returned home and faced the ghosts of his past.
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			Blaise grimaced in self-disgust as she leveled the dueling pistol at Vincent Foster’s chest. She was actually trembling; her hand shook like a willow leaf in a strong wind. Really, it was absurd that she had so little self-control. She had to remember that her drastic action was for a good cause.

			Determinedly she brought her left hand up to brace her unsteady right as she met Mr. Foster’s shocked gaze. Clearly she had astonished him by accosting him thus in his own drawing room. And angered him. His dark eyes flashed with animosity as he eyed the weapon in her gloved hand.

			Blaise wasn’t nearly as concerned about Mr. Foster’s wrath, though, as by her husband’s. She knew Julian would be furious at her for what she’d done, but desperate situations called for desperate measures. He had to learn the truth so he could finally be free of his terrible burden of guilt. Pleading with him to come home would never have worked, she was certain. Not when he hadn’t replied to a single one of her letters. So she had sent Miklos to London to escort him home forcibly. And when she’d received word of their arrival a short while ago, she’d called on Vincent Foster to convince him at pistol-point to accompany her to the ruins.

			She was risking her entire future, gambling all her hopes, on a single throw of the dice. But if it were at all possible, she intended to expose the truth and wring a confession out of the villain who truly had been responsible for Caroline’s death.

			“All this time you’ve accused Julian of murder when he was entirely innocent,” Blaise declared with passion. “But I won’t let your injustice continue.”

			Mr. Foster narrowed his gaze on her weapon, as if calculating the odds of his escaping. Suddenly he turned away, presenting his back to her.

			“Stop!” Blaise exclaimed, startled by his unexpected move.

			Defiantly he strode across the room toward the bell rope. “I shall ring for my butler to show you out, Lady Lynden.”

			She waved the pistol at him in desperation. Vincent was not acting at all according to plan. He should have meekly submitted to her threat and agreed to accompany her. Instead he reached for the rope and gave it a strong pull.

			“I’ll shoot!”

			“Very well, shoot me if you dare. Indeed, I don’t particularly care.”

			Blaise nearly stamped her foot in frustration. These obsessed Englishmen who didn’t give a fig whether they lived or died were driving her to distraction. But she had no time now to convince Vincent Foster just how pigheaded he was being. Nor could she just shoot him in cold blood. He had probably known that when he’d called her bluff. Evidently she had badly miscalculated.

			“Don’t you wish to learn how Caroline died?” she asked with a frantic attempt to sway him.

			Vincent had started to give the rope another tug, but his hand arrested in midair. “What do you mean?” The sharp edge to his tone told Blaise she had his full attention.

			“I know how it happened. And I should think after all your years of piously proclaiming your love for her, you would want the truth to finally come out, as well.”

			His angry, brooding eyes bored into her like daggers.

			“Julian never killed her, and I mean to prove it,” she declared.

			“I’m listening.”

			“It isn’t something I can simply describe. You have to see it for yourself.”

			Vincent’s jaw clenched, yet he remained silent, apparently debating.

			The Fosters’ butler appeared at the door just at that moment. “You rang, sir?”

			Blaise hastened to interrupt. “My carriage is waiting below, Mr. Foster,” she said, almost pleading. “An hour of your time, that’s all I ask. I think you owe Julian that much.”

			For another long moment Vincent stared at her, while Blaise’s heart beat in an unsteady rhythm. She had no idea what she would do if he refused. Her plan depended on an element of deception, and it was imperative that he be there to witness it.

			“Very well, Lady Lynden. I shall accompany you…but without the pistol, if you please.”

			Blaise let out her breath in relief and returned the weapon to her reticule. The second hurdle had been cleared. The first had been getting Julian to return home. Miklos would be waiting with him at the Roman ruins. Now it remained only for her to obtain the final player in their little drama.

			She turned to the butler. “Would you please tell Miss Foster that her brother and I are going out? We should return within the hour.”

			The august butler looked to his master for confirmation, and when Vincent gave a brief nod, bowed himself from the room.

			Vincent escorted Blaise downstairs, where he commanded a footman to fetch his greatcoat and gloves. He was shrugging into the garment when his sister, Rachel, came rushing down the curving stairway, her usual haughtiness absent, her elegant forehead creased in a worried frown.

			“Where are you going with her?” Rachel demanded somewhat breathlessly.

			“I intend to accompany Lady Lynden to the ruins.”

			“The ruins?” Blaise saw something that looked like fear flash in the woman’s eyes, but it might have been concern for her brother. “But you can’t—” Rachel broke off, biting her lip, while Vincent raised a dark eyebrow.

			“I cannot what?”

			“Nothing. I just meant…you’ll be late for tea. I have invited the Denbys to join us.”

			“The Misses Denby can manage without me for one afternoon.”

			He turned to go, but was forestalled by his sister’s sharp “Vincent, wait!”

			“Yes?”

			“Whyever would you visit those horrid ruins? I thought they held unpleasant memories for you.”

			“Certainly they do. But Lady Lynden claims to have information regarding Caroline’s death.”

			“Indeed? How…how droll. But surely you don’t wish to dredge up the past.”

			“Not particularly. But Lady Lynden seems to think it important.”

			Blaise spoke then. “I can produce a witness to Caroline’s death who will prove Julian’s innocence.”

			“A witness?” The word was a soft rasp, while the color suddenly fled from Rachel’s cheeks. Yet almost immediately she seemed to collect herself and forced a thin smile. “After four years? This is rather sudden, is it not?”

			“I think it hardly matters how much time has passed, as long as it clears Julian’s name.”

			Rachel turned to Vincent, who was staring at Blaise. “You can’t possibly believe her. She obviously is trying to protect her husband.”

			Ignoring his sister’s protests, he said slowly, “I want to know the truth.”

			“The truth? How could this brass-faced little chit have any knowledge of the truth?”

			“You are welcome to accompany us, Miss Foster,” Blaise said with as much casualness as she could muster.

			The hatred that flared in Rachel Foster’s eyes took her aback. “Well, I suppose I must,” she retorted with her usual haughtiness. “If you insist on going off on this fool’s errand, Vincent, then I should be there to ensure you don’t get gammoned by some absurd nonsense. Let me get a wrap.”

			Some five minutes later Vincent handed both ladies into the Lynden carriage. It was a chill, gray December afternoon, with brooding stormclouds threatening overhead. Blaise shivered, despite the warmth of her velvet pelisse, and settled back in her seat, facing the brother and sister.

			She felt a great elation at clearing another hurdle, yet she couldn’t repress her trepidation that her plan might fail. So many things could go wrong. And even if they proceeded flawlessly, Julian might hate her for what she had done to him. Having one’s lordly husband forcibly abducted and locked in a Gypsy wagon for the seventy-odd miles of turnpikes and country roads from London was not the ideal path to marital bliss.

			The carriage ride to the ruins was accomplished in silence, as none of the occupants seemed inclined to talk. Rachel, with uncharacteristic nervousness, chewed her lip, while her brother stared broodingly out the window. Blaise generally kept her gaze fastened on the passing landscape—the barren trees and fallow fields of winter—and wished this ordeal were over. She could actually feel the tension within the swaying carriage, although she wasn’t certain how much was due to her own nerves, or to those of the Fosters.

			A short while later the carriage began to slow. Blaise peered anxiously out the window as the vehicle swept onto the field where the ruins stood. Her heart gave a lurch when she spied Julian. He was half sitting, half leaning against the rear of the Gypsy wagon, rubbing his wrists as if in discomfort. Blaise winced as she remembered her order to bind his hands so that he would be less likely to escape.

			And his appearance…She had never seen her elegant husband so unkempt, Blaise realized as the carriage came to a halt a short distance from him. Julian looked as if he had hardly slept. His golden hair was tousled, his jaw stubbled with an incipient beard. He wore evening clothes beneath his open greatcoat—a frock coat of blue superfine and breeches of cream satin that were creased and wrinkled beyond hope, a starched cravat and high shirt points that had grown limp and crumpled.

			But it was the way he looked at her, rather than the way he looked, that disturbed her most. His blazing blue eyes bored holes in her that made her want to shiver.

			Her heart sank. Only once had she seen Julian look so forbidding: the day of the duel, when he’d washed his hands of her. He wore the same unforgiving expression now that he’d worn then—relentless, chill, totally devoid of human warmth. That savage countenance made his facial scar stand out in stark contrast to the classical masculine beauty of his features.

			Unable to bear his enmity, she averted her gaze. Miklos was there with another man: Sandor, the Gypsy who, three days before, had confessed to seeing Lady Lynden meet her fate. Blaise focused her attention on them as she stepped down from the carriage. She had to forget that her husband might very well hate her. She had taken what she believed was the best course, and now all she could do was see it through.

			She forced a smile, mainly to reassure the Gypsies. Sandor, in particular, appeared ill-at-ease at the proceedings. He seemed to shrink back when Miss Foster descended from the carriage.

			Rachel gave the Gypsies a disdainful glance and kept well back, as if they might contaminate the skirts of her fur-lined bombazine pelisse. Her brother, when he stepped down, sent them a cursory look, but awarded Julian the brunt of his brooding, hostile attention. Blaise could feel the animosity between the two men. Julian’s gaze flickered over Vincent coldly, while his jaw hardened, but he said not a word. He merely stood there leaning against the Gypsy wagon, his arms crossed belligerently over his chest.

			Apparently Vincent felt someone should take command of the conversation. He dismissed the Lynden coachman with orders to wait at the edge of the meadow, and as the carriage rattled off, turned to Blaise. “Lady Lynden, you obviously went to some trouble to stage this event. Shall we proceed?”

			“Yes, shall we?” Julian seconded grimly. His normally cool disposition was in a savage state, while his leg and his pride ached fiercely. It was all he could do to restrain himself from grabbing his outrageous, disobedient wife and shaking her till her teeth rattled, an urge which was nearly as sharp as the savage desire to haul her into his arms and shower her with passion. When she’d first stepped down from the carriage and stood before him, looking so young and beautiful in a pelisse of blue velvet, her raven hair stylishly arranged beneath a matching bonnet, his heart had turned over, while his body had tightened with hunger.

			Yet that hunger was tempered by cold reality. Seeing Blaise emerge from a closed carriage, followed by his longtime friend and enemy, Vincent Foster, had aroused his irrational fear all over again, and reminded Julian of why he had left in the first place. He hadn’t conquered his fear, it seemed. He couldn’t forget the nightmares—Caroline and Vincent together, Caroline’s death—or convince himself that Blaise’s relationship with Vincent was totally innocent. Nor could he dismiss her recent behavior so easily. Her obvious reluctance to meet his eyes now proclaimed her guilt in the business of his abduction from London.

			At least Miklos had removed the leather straps binding his wrists. The moment he’d been set free and stood on solid ground, Julian had exhibited his skill as a Corinthian and amateur pugilist, delivering a punishing right to the Gypsy’s swarthy jaw, knocking the fellow to the ground. He would have commandeered the wagon then, but a repentant Miklos had pleaded with him to stay long enough to hear what Rauniyog had to say, as she would be there any moment. It turned out to be much longer than a moment, and now he was keenly impatient for this farce to end so he could attend to his wife.

			“Very well,” Blaise replied with a wary glance at him from beneath her lashes. Taking a deep breath, she made the introductions. “Miss Foster, Mr. Foster, this is Miklos Smith, who was a longtime friend of my late father’s. And this is Sandor Lee. He owns the monkey that performed at my ball.” Rachel regarded the Gypsy with cold contempt as Blaise continued, “You see…Mr. Lee was present the afternoon Lady Lynden died. He witnessed the entire incident.”

			Julian, who had appeared somewhat bored by the discussion, gave an involuntary start. Straightening, he sent Sandor a sharp glance. “Is this true?”

			“Aye, m’lord.”

			Rachel sniffed, while her brother eyed the Gypsy with similar skepticism. “Why have you waited all this time to come forward?” Vincent queried.

			“I was afeared to speak of it, yer honor. No one listens to a poor Gypsy. But then I ’eard ’is lordship was ’eld to blame for the lady’s murder, and I knew it weren’t true. And ’is lordship’s been good to us poor Rom—”

			“Yes, yes, please continue. What happened?”

			“Yes, Mr. Lee,” Blaise said more gently. “Tell these people exactly what you told me about that day.”

			“Aye, m’lady. Well, you see…” Sandor peered over his shoulder. Blaise understood his reticence; he feared retribution by Caroline’s spirit even more than he feared the powerful gorgios.

			“Well, yer honors…it was blowing up for rain that day. I was ’ere with my wife, right over there.” He pointed toward the line of bare elms. “We was looking for hotchi.” Abruptly he glanced at Lord Lynden, as if afraid he might be charged with poaching. “We meant no ’arm, yer lordship. Gorgios don’t want hedgehogs—”

			With as little patience as Vincent had shown, Julian ignored the apology. “Go on. You said you were here that day?”

			“Aye, well, there was two raunis ’ere also…a fair one and a dark one.”

			Rachel gave a most unladylike snort of disgust. “Must you speak in your devil tongue? What do you mean, raw-ni?”

			“A rauni is a lady,” Blaise replied. “Please let him continue. You said you saw Lady Lynden here?”

			Sandor sent Blaise a grateful look. “Aye, m’lady, the fair one. And another lady with dark hair.” Raising his hand slowly, he pointed at Rachel Foster. “I saw this lady here also.”

			Rachel stiffened with evident outrage. “I? Why, that is absurd!”

			“Beware, sir,” Vincent warned, leaping to his sister’s defense. “I will not countenance your fabrications.”

			“There was two ladies,” the Gypsy said stubbornly, “and they was arguing.”

			“Perhaps so, but you no doubt mistook my sister for someone else. You said it was raining. It must have been difficult to see clearly.”

			Sandor shook his black head sadly. “No, yer honor. It was ’er I saw, before the rain started. An’ I ’eard ’er voice. I didn’t ken ’oo she was until the ball when she floored my poor monkey, but I knew then it was ’er.”

			Julian interrupted, his voice low and commanding. “You claim to have seen my wife’s death. Tell us what happened, Mr. Lee, in your own words, if you please.”

			“Well, like I said, I saw the two ladies argue. The fair one on a chestnut grai made to ride this one down—”

			“A grai is a horse?”

			“Aye, forgive me, yer lordship, a chestnut ’orse. This lady threw a stone at the ’orse, which made it rise up on its ’ind legs. The fair lady fell to the ground and ’it ’er ’ead. She never got up.” Sandor sent another fearful glance over his shoulder, looking for ghosts.

			“The blow crushed her skull,” Julian murmured grimly. “What happened then?”

			“This lady ran away. Then you came, yer lordship. And this rye—this gentleman—I saw ’im also. My wife an’ me, we brushed off then. We didn’t want no part of it.”

			There was a long silence.

			Then Rachel tossed her head, making the ostrich feather in her bonnet quiver. “I have never heard such utter nonsense! I won’t stay another minute and listen to these scurrilous lies.”

			As she turned away, though, her brother reached out and caught her arm. “One moment, Rachel. These are serious charges. I wish to hear what you have to say.”

			Shaking off his grasp, she gave him a fierce scowl. “Say? Say about what, pray tell? You aren’t possibly suggesting I defend myself against these lies?”

			“Are they lies?”

			“Of course they are!”

			Vincent hesitated. “Do you deny being here that day?”

			“Of course I deny it!” When he remained skeptically silent, she glowered at him. “You mean to believe the word of a dirty Gypsy over mine?”

			“What reason would he have to claim such a story?”

			“How should I know? Perhaps someone put him up to it. Perhaps this common chit—” She sent Blaise a venomous look. “You!” she hissed. “You bribed him to make this outrageous claim.”

			“No,” Blaise said quietly. “Sandor came to me. He had the courage to tell the truth. As should you, Miss Foster.”

			Rachel took a step toward Blaise, her gloved hand raised as if to strike, but Julian intervened by moving between them. “Don’t even think it.”

			At his harsh warning, Rachel gave a sharp laugh, one tinged with an edge of hysteria. “No, no, of course not! You wouldn’t want any harm to come to your precious wife! You only condone murder—”

			“Rachel!” Vincent said sharply. “That is quite enough!”

			She turned on her brother. “Enough? What would you know, you fool! If you hadn’t gone panting after Caroline’s skirts, none of this would have happened.”

			“What do you mean…none of what would have happened?”

			“Caroline’s death. It was your fault as much as anyone’s. My brother, who had no more sense than a village idiot. You were a fool, Vincent, for letting her drag you into a ruinous affair. Caroline never cared the least fig about you. She only used you.”

			“So you killed her?”

			“I didn’t kill her! Julian did! You know that!”

			“I thought I did, but now…I’m not so certain. Perhaps you had a hand in it.”

			“I didn’t kill her! It was an accident—” Rachel broke off with a horrified look.

			“It was an accident?” Vincent’s voice was tight, raw. “How would you know unless you saw her fall?”

			She refused to reply.

			“You were here that day, weren’t you? You caused Caroline to fall from her horse.”

			“No.” Wildly Rachel looked around her, at the sober faces. “No, it isn’t what you think! It didn’t happen that way!”

			“Then how did it happen? Did you throw a stone at her horse, as this man says?”

			“No! No—”

			“Don’t lie to me, Rachel.”

			“All right, yes! I was here, but it was an accident! I swear it!”

			“Why? Dear God, why?” The bewildered anguish in Vincent’s tone echoed loudly in the silence.

			“Because—” Rachel’s quivering voice broke. “I only wanted to protect you, Vincent, you must believe me.” Her shrill voice turned pleading. “I thought if I confronted Caroline. I could put an end to your affair. I saw her message to you that day, asking you to meet her at the ruins. But I arrived here first. We did argue, I admit that. I was furious at Caroline for leading you on, for stealing Julian from me. But her fall was an accident, I swear it. She tried to run me down…The rain…the ground was slick and her horse reared…I never meant for her to die!” Rachel was sobbing now, tears streaming down her cheeks in ugly rivulets.

			Vincent looked stunned, as if he’d taken a sudden blow between the eyes. “All this time…you’ve allowed me to accuse Julian of murder…you helped me to blacken his name…”

			“He deserved it! I should have been Lady Lynden! I! Not that whey-faced, selfish little flirt Caroline. But he chose her instead.”

			Rachel was sobbing in earnest now, her gloved hands covering her face. When she sank to her knees, no one stepped forward to aid her.

			The observes watched her with varying degrees of pity. Blaise offered up a silent prayer of thanks. Perhaps now Julian would finally cease blaming himself for the tragedy of Caroline’s death.

			When Blaise spoke, though, it was to Vincent. “All this time you blamed Julian, but you should have looked closer to home for the culprit.”

			Vincent shook his head, as if he still couldn’t quite believe his sister’s confession. Finally he met Julian’s gaze. “It seems I owe you an apology. I’ve thought you a murderer all these years.” He gave a bitter laugh. “My own sister.” With obvious effort he seemed to collect himself. “I hope…someday you can come to forgive us.”

			Julian ran a weary hand over his forehead, not responding.

			“What do you mean to do?” Vincent asked.

			“I haven’t considered yet.”

			“I know I have no right to ask…but I would be grateful if you would perhaps keep this quiet for a few days, at least until we leave the country. I think it best if I take my sister abroad for a time.”

			Julian nodded slowly. “I see no need to dredge up the scandal again. It would serve no purpose. My reputation is already tarnished, but I see no reason to destroy your sister’s. It is enough that I know the truth.”

			Blaise opened her mouth to protest, but then bit her tongue. She wanted Julian’s name vindicated, but now was not the time to argue with his notions of honor. She watched as he signaled the Lynden coachman, who immediately took up the reins and drove the carriage back across the field, coming to a halt before them.

			“Grimes, please take Miss Foster home,” Julian commanded quietly.

			Vincent, looking infinitely sad, helped the sobbing Rachel to her feet and handed her inside. She seemed limp, crumpled, like a spineless rag doll.

			Before climbing in after her, though, he turned back to Julian. “I’ve been a blind fool, I realize that now. I allowed my bitterness to destroy our friendship. And I’m sorry for that. And for suggesting an untruth.” He glanced at Blaise. “I lied to you, Julian. I never so much as looked at your wife—this Lady Lynden. You’re as much a fool as I if you don’t realize she loves you.”

			With that he climbed inside and shut the door softly behind him.

			As the carriage drove off, Blaise held her breath, waiting for Julian’s response. But he didn’t even look at her. Instead he grimly thanked Sandor Lee for coming forward with the truth and promised a reward. Then he turned a quelling eye on her Gypsy friend Miklos. “As for you, I think it is time you left. I shall deal with you later.”

			Miklos glanced at his wagon, the one he had used to transport Lord Lynden forcibly from London. “But m’lord, my wagon—”

			“Beware, Mr. Smith, don’t press me too far. I still haven’t made up my mind whether to send you to Australia for an extended visit.” He let that sink in. “It would serve you right to have to forfeit your wagon, but I’ll consider the matter later. Just now I wish to be alone with my wife.”

			Blaise’s heart suddenly began an erratic pounding, while her stomach clenched. Afraid to be left alone with her grim-faced husband, she cast a pleading glance at Miklos. But both Gypsies were climbing up on Sandor’s horse. And in all too short a time they had departed, riding across the field to disappear behind the elms, leaving her

			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			Chapter 25
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			Hiding her hands behind her back like a guilty child, Blaise glanced helplessly across the field, where Miklos had disappeared.

			“Don’t bother calling for aid,” Julian warned. “Your cohorts in crime won’t save you.”

			Blaise swallowed hard. “Are you very angry with me?”

			“What do you think?”

			“I’m sorry for what I did Julian, but you see—”

			“Blaise…” He trailed the word out threateningly.

			“You…won’t do anything violent?”

			“I might. I will, if you don’t come here this instant.”

			She forced her feet to move. Step by slow step, she closed the distance between them, till she stood a scant yard away.

			“Closer.” His voice had lowered slightly. Had it also softened? she wondered hopefully.

			She took the final steps, halting directly before Julian. The disreputable stubble on his jaw did nothing to lessen his air of menace, and she found herself nervously clenching her gloved hands together as she looked up at him warily. Something predatory showed in the narrowed blue eyes, in the curved sensual line of his mouth. His gaze was hard and penetrating—yet at the same time intently searched her face, as if drinking her in.

			Then he reached for her.

			Blaise flinched involuntarily, but instead of wrapping his fingers around her throat as she expected, Julian twined them in the ribbons of her bonnet and tugged. Her eyes widened as he drew the bonnet from her head and tossed it carelessly on the ground. Then he began to remove the pins from her stylish coiffure.

			“What are you doing?” Blaise asked with a measure of alarm.

			“I’m punishing you.”

			His cryptic answer did nothing to reassure her, or clarify why he needed to take down her hair in order to punish her.

			“Julian, please…I can explain…”

			“I’m not interested in your explanations.”

			He tossed away the final pins and let the ebony cascade fall down her back. His piercing gaze held hers as he captured her face in his hands, his palms framing her jawline.

			“You have every right to be angry with me, Julian, but you see, I was desperate—”

			“Shut up, you infuriating brat…”

			His mouth descended on hers then. Hard and compelling, he kissed her, his lips rough, urgent, punishing. Ruthlessly his mouth parted her lips, his thrusting tongue forcing its way inside. His hands clenched in her hair, holding her prisoner.

			Yet to her startlement and immense relief, his fierce plundering was more hungry than vengeful. Her body leaped in response, and Blaise shuddered with longing. After Julian’s long weeks of absence, she was just as hungry for him. The sharp, relentless ache of desire flared inside her, feeding the memory of other intense moments of passion they had once shared. Blaise let out a soft moan as she clutched at his shoulders.

			Abruptly Julian drew back. His eyes smoldered, not with anger but with heat—a heat that had somehow transferred itself to her.

			Without a word, Julian grasped her by the elbow and propelled her around to the front of the wagon, where he shoved aside the canvas flap behind the peacefully grazing horses. Then, in a single swift motion, he bent and caught Blaise up in his arms and lifted her inside.

			The interior was dim except for the light from a high, small window. Julian allowed no time for her eyes to adjust, though, but climbed in after her and lowered the canvas flap, shutting them inside. His greatcoat slid from his shoulders as he pushed Blaise to the straw mattress and turned her onto her back.

			She gasped in surprise, yet before she could recover her wits, he had followed her down, his lithe body covering her. She could feel distinctly the hard, full pressure of his arousal through their clothing.

			His elbows planted on either side of her shoulders, Julian dug his fingers into her hair. His chiseled face was hard and impassive, but his eyes were alive with burning emotion.

			“I lay here,” he muttered, his voice low and thick, “for twelve hours, planning exactly what I would do to you when I got my hands on you. And now I have you.”

			He intended to take her right there, right then, Blaise realized with shocked comprehension. Her mouth went dry, while excitement pounded in the pit of her stomach, tightening every muscle in her body.

			Then he kissed her again. His mouth, wild and rough, sank into hers, filling her with the hot, searching stab of his tongue that followed the motion of his hips. The stubble on his jaw scraped her soft skin, but she didn’t care. He showed her no tenderness, but she wanted none. She simply wanted him. If this was to be her punishment, then she would gladly, gladly suffer it. She wanted him, wanted this…

			She uttered not a single moan of protest when he shoved her skirts to her waist and bared her naked loins; instead she helped him shamelessly. She felt his hand rake the curve of her hip, the flat plane of her belly, then move to the silkiness of her crotch. With a whimper of delight, Blaise let her hips arch wildly against his probing fingers.

			Almost as if he wanted to torment her, Julian suddenly broke off his kiss and raised his head. His eyes glittered with barely controlled passion as he moved his fingers between her legs, raking the ebony pelt there, probing the feminine cleft, finding the hot, aching bud hidden by her velvety folds.

			Breathing hard, his face taut, he watched her start and shiver under his touch. He stroked her roughly, deliberately arousing. And at each rough brush of his fingers against her silky skin, she shuddered.

			Unable to wait any longer, he shifted his hand to the thick bulge at his groin. Feverishly he unbuttoned the front flaps of his breeches and smallclothes to free his rigid manhood, which jutted from a nest of downy, dark gold hair. Then his hands positioned her legs apart, ready for him.

			“I want to be inside you.” His tone was hard, uncompromising, while his eyes had darkened to a midnight shade.

			Blaise felt the surging, hard, silky flesh brush her inner thigh and made a soft whimpering sound of need. “Yes…please…” She reached for him, almost sobbing with longing. Her flesh clamored for release, throbbed with heat.

			Spreading her thighs farther apart, Julian lowered himself onto her and thrust heavily inside her. She was fully, slickly ready for him. Gritting his teeth against the ache in his leg, he sank deeper, deeper into her, going as deep as he could with a single powerful thrust. “Take me…all of me…”

			Blaise gasped as she fully absorbed his hard length. The sudden assault of his maleness on her senses took her breath away; the hard stretching pressure of his invasion was a shock so intensely pleasurable that she nearly screamed with it. She could feel him huge and hard inside her, filling up every inch of her, possessive and commanding.

			And then he seemed to lose all control. With a rough sound of passion, Julian exploded against her, his thrusts driving deep and hard, carrying him into her to the hilt, his groin grinding against hers. There was nothing gentlemanly about him now, only the need to take her, to sate himself after the long bleak days of separation.

			Yet Blaise responded with equal passion; her body wanted him wildly, savagely. She sank her nails into his back and clung to him as he pounded into her, meeting the driving need of his body without restraint.

			Their breaths came in harsh gasps as they strained together in frenzied pleasure, their coupling raw, primitive, carnal. In only a moment she cried out in shattering release. An instant later his hips jerked in the spasms of completion, his surging climax pumping hotly into her.

			When it was over, they lay there, still joined, still vibrating with powerful aftershocks. Blaise closed her eyes in ecstasy. Her whole body quivered with sated warmth. She heard Julian draw a long ragged breath, felt him bury his face in the hot flushed skin of her throat. She cradled him gladly, her fingers tangling in the soft golden curls of his hair, holding him close.

			His voice, when he spoke, was raw and husky. “I’ve been going mad, wanting you.”

			Her mouth curved in an uncertain smile. “I was afraid you hated me.”

			“I should, you little wretch.”

			“Julian…I’m sorry, truly—”

			“Don’t try to cozen me, minx,” he muttered dryly in her ear. “You’re preening over the success of your scheme, admit it.”

			“Well, I think I deserve to preen just a little. It did turn out just as I had hoped.”

			Julian tried to repress a reluctant chuckle, but Blaise heard it, and her hopes soared. Perhaps she hadn’t destroyed her marriage after all.

			“I suppose you orchestrated Rachel’s confession?” Her husband sounded more resigned than disapproving.

			“Yes, but it wasn’t easy, let me tell you. Mr. Foster nearly overset all my plans. He wouldn’t accompany me, even when I threatened to shoot him. And he had to come. Otherwise, Miss Foster might have continued to deny her involvement in Caroline’s accident.”

			“You threatened to shoot Vincent Foster?” Julian’s choked laughter teased her ear as he buried his face in her raven tresses.

			“I had no choice. But it didn’t succeed—he’s even more stubborn than you are. But I was quite determined. And in the end, he proved no match for me.”

			Julian eased his body off her and settled beside her, saying unsteadily, “No, Vincent is certainly not up to your weight.”

			The air was chilly inside the wagon. Solicitously Julian pushed down the hem of Blaise’s skirts to cover her slender bare thighs and drew a blanket over them both. Quite naturally, she nestled her head in the curve of his shoulder.

			“I only did it for your sake, Julian. Even if you hated me forever, you had to know the truth about Caroline—so you would stop blaming yourself.”

			He heaved a sigh as he toyed with a black lock of her hair. He couldn’t absolve himself totally of his first wife’s death, yet the burden of guilt that had weighed him down for so long had lifted. It was one more thing for which he owed Blaise his gratitude. Yet to admit it would only encourage her. He compromised. “It pains me to say it, minx, but your scheme worked.”

			With a contented murmur, Blaise snuggled closer to him.

			“There is, however, still the minor matter of my forcible removal from London to be dealt with.”

			“Yes, well…” Blaise said meekly. “Really, Julian, I think you might be grateful to me.”

			“Grateful?” Julian lifted his head to fix her with a baleful eye. “I spend the past dozen hours trussed up like a Christmas goose, in this godforsaken rattletrap, with perhaps two hours’ sleep, while my thigh tightens up like wet rawhide, and you expect me to be grateful?”

			“But I already apologized for that. And I am truly sorry about your leg,” she said fervently. “I never meant for it to be hurt. Indeed, I told Miklos to ensure your every comfort. But I simply had to take drastic action. You wouldn’t reply to any of my letters, and I had no idea when, or even if, you would ever come home—”

			“I planned to set out today.”

			“You did? You really meant to return home?” She stared at him blankly. “Well, I didn’t know that. And I was desperate.”

			“You are always desperate. But that doesn’t excuse your disobedience. As memory serves, you swore to me that you would behave. Threatening to shoot my neighbors does not precisely fall under the category of ‘propriety and decorum.’ ”

			Blaise looked repentant. “I didn’t think you read any of my letters.”

			“I did, fool that I am. I should have consigned them all to the fire.”

			“I’ll massage your leg, if you wish.”

			“Perhaps later. Just now I want to make certain you heed my warning. The next time you dare even think of concocting one of your schemes, sweeting, I’ll afford you the punishment my father was fond of when I was in short coats—a sturdy birch rod. You won’t be able to sit down for a week, I promise you.”

			“But, Julian, my intentions were good. What if—”

			“No! I don’t give a bloody damn how good your intentions are, I won’t countenance any more of your machinations, do you understand me?”

			“Yes, of course, Julian.”

			Her meek tone didn’t fool him for a moment. Julian eyed Blaise narrowly, torn between exasperation and the fierce desire to kiss her breathless. “Why do I have the distinct feeling you haven’t fathomed a word I’ve said?”

			“But I have, Julian, and you have my promise, I swear it! I’ll never, never disobey you again.”

			“Until the next time I refuse to grant you your way,” he said dryly.

			“Do you think…will you ever forgive me?”

			“I expect so…if in the future you will attempt to confine your scandalous behavior to our bedroom.”

			“Then…” She hesitated, giving him an uncertain glance. “You mean to give me another chance?” she asked in a small voice. “You won’t send me away?”

			Something twisted in his chest, making it difficult for him to breathe. His blue eyes turned entirely serious as he took care answering. “Yes, if you’ll allow me another chance, Blaise. I owe you an apology, as well. I behaved abominably, jumping to conclusions and accusing you of adultery.”

			“You did misunderstand. How could you possibly think I would take up with Vincent Foster? I love you. I would never be unfaithful to you.”

			“I realize that.”

			“I tried to tell you that before you left, but you wouldn’t believe me.”

			“I know, and I was wrong.”

			“I am not Caroline,” Blaise said indignantly.

			He smiled at her tone, but managed to say soothingly, “I know, sweeting. You are nothing at all alike. Caroline would never have placed herself in the path of a bullet meant for me.”

			“I didn’t want you to be shot. I love you, Julian, you should know that by now. I just wish…”

			“Wish what?”

			“That you could love me in return.”

			Julian lay back, staring up at the canvas roof. If he had been at all unsure of his feelings for Blaise, the long separation had convinced him where his heart lay. He couldn’t imagine facing the future without her. She had filled up all the dark and empty places in his soul. “I do love you, minx.”

			Abruptly she raised herself up on one elbow, peering at him in the dim light. “You really mean it? You love me?”

			“To distraction.” His lips curved ruefully. “Can’t you tell? I assure you, I wouldn’t suffer such affliction from anyone else.”

			Her radiant smile made it seem as if the sun had suddenly begun to shine within the small wagon. Tenderly, he drew her down against him, holding her close, but Blaise apparently needed verbal as well as physical reassurance.

			“You truly don’t regret being forced to marry me?”

			“Regret it?” Thoughtfully he pressed his lips to her forehead. “No. Perhaps at first I did. I resented you for making me feel. Certainly I didn’t want to love you. I fought it at every turn. But I discovered I couldn’t help myself.”

			Inordinately pleased, Blaise rubbed her face into the hollow of his throat, seeking his warm, heady male scent. “I didn’t want to love you, either. I thought you were a cold-fish Englishman like my stepfather.”

			Julian winced.

			“And I didn’t want a marriage of convenience. I think they’re horrid.”

			“We don’t have a marriage of convenience. We have a marriage of inconvenience.”

			“Do you really mean that?”

			The hurt in her voice jolted him. Tightening his arms around her, he squeezed threateningly. “Yes, I mean that, you enchanting little torment—and I wouldn’t change it for the world—even if I could, which I doubt is possible. I expect Panna would say you and I are fated to be together.”

			“You don’t have to be stuck with me,” she said hollowly. “I could always go live with my Aunt Agnes—”

			“Hush, idiot. I love you, Blaise, and I’m not letting you go. Never. I’d sooner cut out my heart.” He held her away and smiled. “Which would be foolish, considering that I just got it back.” His voice softened. “These past fours years, I’ve felt as if my soul were missing. You helped me find it again. You brought me back from the dead.”

			Blaise shuddered as she realized how close she had come to losing Julian. “I just wanted you to stop blaming yourself.”

			“I have…I will. That’s all in the past now. In fact…what do you say we begin anew, sweeting? From this day onward, we start fresh.”

			“Oh, Julian…” Her violet eyes sparkled with happiness. “I would like that above all things.” She fell silent a moment. “I know! I have a splendid idea—we can repeat our vows in the Gypsy fashion. I’m certain Miklos wouldn’t object. Gypsies love a celebration.”

			Julian didn’t find much to favor in the suggestion, but he didn’t reject it outright. “We’ll see.”

			Lazily he glanced up at the small window, gauging the remaining daylight. “I suppose I should send a message to Will Terral in London. He’ll be concerned that I never returned home last night. When I was wounded, Will appointed himself chief mother hen, and he only relinquished his duties to you—and you weren’t there. He didn’t approve of my abandoning you, by the by. His scowling face these past weeks was enough to drive me to drink.”

			“He is only worried about you.”

			“I know. It wouldn’t surprise me to learn he’s called out the Bow Street Runners at my disappearance.” Julian gave a shuddering laugh at the thought. “Faith, I hope this story doesn’t get bruited about town. I’ll never live it down. No one would understand how a war hero came to be abducted by his wife and her Gypsy henchman.”

			“You wouldn’t really have Miklos transported, would you?”

			“I haven’t made up my mind.”

			“Julian, please? He only did what I asked.”

			“He should have known better than to listen to you.” Beneath the blanket, Julian flexed the knuckles of his right hand in satisfaction. “I must say I took great pleasure in planting him a facer.”

			“You didn’t! That was rather poor-spirited of you.”

			Her husband made a sound much like a grunt. “He deserved far worse. As do you. I still haven’t settled on a fitting punishment.”

			“I think I like this one.”

			“Indeed?” Julian turned onto his side, facing her. “Then by all means we should continue.” Purposefully he tugged off her pelisse and her gloves. Then slowly he began the delicate task of unfastening the hooks and tapes of her clothing, as usual turning her disrobing into an exercise in sensual pleasure.

			Prevented from helping, Blaise spoke as he worked. “I should like to go to London with you some day, if you wouldn’t mind.”

			“I might risk it. I suppose I should give them fair warning first—take out advertisements in all the papers perhaps, announcing your arrival. I doubt you would be there two minutes before you set London on its ear.”

			“Well, at least I would be where I could compete with your London mistress.”

			He caught the uncertain, probing note in her voice. “I don’t have a London mistress, Blaise. I don’t have any kind of mistress, and I don’t want one.”

			“You don’t?”

			“Absolutely not. I haven’t so much as thought of another woman since I met you. Why would I, when I have you?”

			“Truly?”

			“Truly.”

			She smiled in fervent relief. Then her eyes suddenly widened as she recalled his earlier words. “You really meant to return home today? To me?”

			“Yes, sweeting. Only to you. No one else.”

			By now he had bared her breasts. His hungry gaze moved over her, lingering on the pale sweet mounds with the rosy areolae and budded nipples. He reached out to stroke her. His palm barely brushed her nipple and she arched her back in ecstasy.

			His lips curved in a sensual smile at Blaise’s reaction. Her breathing had changed, going more shallow, while a delicate flush warmed her skin.

			“Julian…”

			He ignored her plea. His fingers toying with her, he fondled her breasts, caressing them with both hands. “You have a perfect genius for causing trouble.”

			A breathless moan was her response. “I try, Julian…truly I do, but you must know by now it is hopeless.”

			He knew that was true. Extracting promises of good behavior from Blaise was one thing, but expecting her to keep them was entirely another. Like trying to capture fairy dust, it simply wasn’t possible.

			He shook his head sadly. “What am I to do with you?”

			Her violet eyes misted as she pulled his head down, seeking his lips. “Just love me…”

			Julian felt his loins tighten and swell. He wanted her slender legs clasping him, her body sheathing him, the wild sweetness of her body beneath him—or above him, it mattered not. He simply wanted her.

			Suddenly his body throbbed. He couldn’t bear to be separated from her even for the time it required to finish removing her gown. Swiftly he moved over her, spreading her thighs to mount her.

			“Julian, your leg…”

			“My leg be damned. I want you.”

			He watched the way her face changed as he slowly eased into her, watched the radiance that lit her features as her body softened and warmed around him.

			“Oh…Julian…” Her voice was breathless, reverent, adoring.

			“My lady of fire…I love you…”

			Blaise sighed, feeling her heart soar with hope and contentment at his tender expression. She had never seen Julian’s eyes so intensely blue, so full of love, so entirely at peace. Her beautiful, scarred nobleman had at last conquered the ghosts of his past. And he would find joy in his future, if she had anything at all to say in the matter.

		

	
		
			To those not-so-Turkish Delights, Jennara and eluki,
 with heartfelt thanks for all the years of
 commiseration, hand-holding, and worldly advice.
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