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			Dedication

			To Andrea and Harris—­

			Love finds a way through the darkest night.
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			Chapter 1

			

			The Duchess of Richmond’s Ball, Brussels

			June 15, 1815

			He was the only man in the world who had the power to stop her breath just by walking into a room.

			Even now, when she hadn’t set eyes on him for over a year, the familiar dizzy sensation stopped her in her tracks on the grand staircase that led down to the duchess’s ballroom.

			It wasn’t that he was the handsomest man here. There were many officers present, from five different armies, all equally resplendent in their dress tunics. At least half of them had fair hair that shone just as brightly as his did under the light of the inestimable number of candles that lit the room. Many were as tall, or taller, and had shoulders that were just as broad as his.

			It wasn’t high rank or exalted title that marked him out, or that he was both a diplomat and a cavalry officer. Rather it was his quiet confidence that compelled ­people to look at him, to take note of Major Lord Stephen Ives, and mark him as unusual, as if his good opinion mattered, carried weight. To look in the gray depths of his eyes and be found lacking was a harsh blow indeed, as Lady Delphine St. James well knew.

			She had met the major in London at another ball, more than a year ago, and she had spent just a few minutes in his company, but it had been enough. What she’d read in his eyes that night had changed her forever. From that moment, he was the one she measured all other gentlemen against, and she found every one of them wanting by comparison.

			Even now, after all the months that had passed, Stephen Ives had the power to make her breath catch in her throat, weaken her knees, and make her heart race. He had made it clear that he did not feel the same, and she desired above all things to know why. If she could choose one dance partner tonight, one man to escort her to supper, it would be . . .

			“You,” she whispered to the air, her eyes fixed on his back.

			He turned as if she’d shouted the word. He looked up to where she was standing on the stairs, and she felt a thrill run through her body as their eyes met. She read surprise, then a moment of dismay before he smoothed his features to a flat expression and nodded a brief acknowledgement. The thrill in her breast fizzled and died. Nothing had changed, then. He liked her no better now.

			Still, she smiled sweetly at him, though he did not smile back, or show any sign of moving from where he stood. The crowd took up every inch of space between her place on the staircase and his position on the edge of the dance floor. It would be quite impossible to cut through the crush to reach his side.

			Impossible was not a word Lady Delphine St. James endured.

			“Excuse me,” she said, pushing past a Dutch officer exchanging pleasantries with a lady in blue silk. “Your pardon,” she murmured, squeezing by a red-­coated lieutenant, keeping her eyes on Stephen Ives all the while. He was watching her, his expression unreadable, probably hoping she was heading somewhere else.

			She made a quick curtsy to the Duchess of Richmond, her hostess, at the bottom of the steps. “Good evening, Your Grace,” she said breathlessly. The duchess merely nodded. If she found Delphine’s haste unseemly, she did not remark on it. There were other, more important guests to see to. Delphine glanced up to see if Stephen had moved. He hadn’t. That was a good sign, wasn’t it? She picked up her skirt and hurried on.

			Someone stepped into her path, forcing her to stop.

			“Why Lady Delphine—­what an unexpected pleasure.”

			She almost cursed aloud. The gentleman bowed, and she gazed at Stephen over his bent shoulder before he rose again and blocked her view of her quarry.

			Her withering glare turned to surprise. “Oh, it’s you, Captain Lord Rothdale.” He was a friend of her brother’s, or rather a compatriot in Sebastian’s debauchery.

			“Captain Lord Rothdale? Is that any way to greet an old and dear friend?” He preened, showing off his Royal Dragoons uniform, making the gold braid glitter in the candlelight. “You promised to call me Peter when we met at your father’s home in London. Don’t let the uniform scare you away. I may be one of the heroes, but I am still as tame as a house cat, I assure you.” He smiled at his own joke and picked up her hand, though she hadn’t offered it, and brought it to his lips. For a moment she wondered if he intended to lick it, catlike. The intensity of his eyes on her bodice reminded her of an animal far more dangerous than a mere tabby. “How may I be of ser­vice this evening, Darling Dilly? You appear to lack a dancing partner.”

			Her jaw tightened at the sound of her family nickname on his lips, and she tried to withdraw her hand from his. He refused to let go. Instead he tightened his grip, leaned closer still, and she could smell rum on his breath. The glitter in his eyes had more to do with the amount of the spirit he’d consumed than the pleasure of her company. He had arrived foxed, then, since the duchess was serving champagne, not rum, which made his condition all the more shocking.

			She tried again to free her hand, but he gave her a teasing smile and held on. She felt her cheeks heat, and a scathing insult came to mind, but this was hardly the place. Rothdale stepped closer still.

			“Dance with me, Dilly. Or better yet, come out to the terrace, and I’ll whisper lavish compliments in your ear. Rumor has it we’ll be off to battle come sunup. Don’t you want to give me a proper send-­off?”

			She did indeed, but not the kind he hoped for. She felt a flare of anger. “Please excuse me, Captain,” she said in her tartest tone, emphasizing his military title to remind him where he was, and who he was. She swept a cold glance over the uniform he was dishonoring by such boorish behavior, but he didn’t move. He laughed.

			“Now don’t be like that. I’d like to know you better. I had no opportunity to enjoy your company in London. You were always out when I called.” He had the audacity to run his fingertip down the exposed length of her bare arm, from the edge of her short puffed sleeve to the top of her lace glove.

			Delphine enjoyed flirting as much as the next lady—­in fact, she was a renowned charmer, but not like this, not here. She tried again to pluck her hand free, but still he would not let go. She drew a breath, stiffened her spine. She was going to have to make a scene after all. She clenched her free hand around her fan, ready to deal him a crushing blow with it even as she opened her mouth to rebuke him.

			“Lady Delphine, I believe this is our dance.”

			Stephen Ives was standing next to her, and her breath stopped yet again. She shut her mouth with an audible snap.

			He bowed and held out his hand, waiting for her to take it. Rothdale released her fingers as if they were on fire, obviously surprised to see the major. His handsome face reddened with displeasure.

			Delphine clasped Stephen’s hand like a lifeline and let him lead her away.

			The music began—­a waltz. Stephen set his hand on her waist and swept her onto the floor. She should thank him, but he was staring over her shoulder at Rothdale as the captain disappeared into the crowd.

			“Do you know Captain Lord Rothdale? He’s a friend of my brother’s. He is not—­that is, he and I are not—­” She realized she was babbling.

			His eyes remained on Rothdale. “We are in the same regiment.”

			Oh. Delphine felt like a ninny. He didn’t add to his terse comment, or offer any pleasantries. He had rescued her from a boor at a ball, but it appeared it was now entirely up to her to change the subject, to charm him if she could, to make him like her.

			She had the advantage of being at a summer party in a room filled with flowers and candles, and she was in his arms, waltzing. She wasn’t about to waste such an opportunity talking about anyone else. The room was warm, but the glow she felt had much more to do with being held in Stephen’s arms. She could smell his shaving soap, the wool of his tunic, the heady fragrance of flowers as they whirled past the open windows.

			“Goodness you dance well,” she tried again.

			“I spent six months in Vienna. They invented the waltz.”

			She felt her cheeks heat. Where was her famous charm and glib tongue now when she needed them most? “Ah, yes. You were at the peace conference, part of the embassy. I have heard stories, of course, about all the glittering parties with the kings and queens of Europe, the Tsar of Russia, the Emperor of Austria . . .” He looked slightly bored. She swallowed. He was a diplomat, and most unlikely to want to gossip or repeat salacious stories about crowned heads or anyone else. “Was the congress successful?” she asked.

			His hand tensed momentarily on hers. “Unfortunately not, or we would not be here awaiting yet another battle with Napoleon.”

			“Will it come soon?”

			He met her eyes at last, as if assessing the seriousness of her question. There were many in Brussels who doubted the battle would come at all, but she was the sister-­in-­law of a colonel and knew better. She kept her eyes on his.

			“Within hours, I hear. The French crossed the Belgian frontier this morning,” he said at last.

			She stumbled slightly, and he caught her against his body and guided her expertly into the next step. Her breath stopped again as her breasts momentarily pressed against the hard muscles of his chest. It was thrilling, like flying.

			He set her down, utterly unaffected, and changed the subject. “How is it you are here in Brussels, my lady, especially now, with the London Season in full bloom at home?” She did not miss the slight edge of disdain in his tone. He was making it clear that he thought her the same vain and silly creature he’d known in London, a woman who lived for pleasure and flattery, all sharp wit and flirtation, and no substance. Her face flamed.

			“I came to Brussels with my sister, Eleanor, and her husband, Colonel Lord Fairlie. Meg Temberlay is with us as well. We are lodging at a villa on the outskirts of the city. It is to be a hospital, if necessary. We know that the battle is coming, of course—­there are hundreds of men camped in our orchard, and even in the rose garden—­but within hours?”

			His eyes lit with interest at last. “Meg? Is Nicholas here?” he said, referring to Meg’s husband, a mutual friend, Major Lord Nicholas Temberlay. Delphine felt a flare of annoyance as he scanned the crowds, looking for them, forgetting her, even though he didn’t miss a step.

			“Nicholas is not in the city, my lord, and we’ve had no real news of him, only that he is on reconnaissance. What exactly does that mean? Meg is beside herself with worry.”

			He swung his gaze back to her. Had he expected her to prattle about the heat of the evening, or the number of guests present, or some other banality? His look of surprise told her that was exactly what he expected from her. He brushed a glance over her gown, her face, the flowers in her hair, before meeting her eyes and looking at her—­really looking at her, gauging the depths of her interest, her intelligence. It was the way he’d looked at her once before, on that night long ago.

			“It could mean many things,” he said in reply to her question.

			“Is there reason to worry? Surely Wellington will crush the French . . .” She stopped when his eyes darkened, her breath hitching for an entirely different reason now. She felt a shiver run up her spine. She tightened her grip on his hand for a brief instant.

			“I do hope so, but the outcome of a battle is never certain,” he said.

			“Will you—­will you fight?”

			“Yes,” he replied.

			“Then you are not here in a diplomatic role?”

			He scanned the ballroom again, his expression flat, whatever emotions he might be feeling closed to her. “I will ride with my regiment when the order comes.”

			Delphine understood a little better the terrible worry her friend Meg and her sister Eleanor felt, having men they loved in battle. Bitterness filled her mouth, and she lowered her gaze to his chest.

			“The Royal Dragoons,” she murmured, staring at his tunic. She bit her lip. What should a lady say to a man riding off to war? This moment might be the last chance she had to speak with him, to tell him—­what? That she adored him, admired him, wished he would sweep her out into the June night and kiss her? She’d allow it. She’d kiss him back. Would she know then what she’d done wrong, all those months ago?

			She looked up at him hopefully. “Major Lord Ives, I—­” she began, but a soldier entered and crossed the room to Lord Wellington, his spurs and boot heels ringing above the music, the gay laughter of the ladies, and the tinkle of champagne glasses. Conversation stopped, dancers faltered, and everyone watched as the soldier bowed and handed the duke a note. Wellington rose to his feet at once, his expression carefully blank, and nodded to his adjutants. The Duke of Richmond led his esteemed guest to a private room and shut the door behind them. She felt Stephen tense as a buzz of speculation rose to hover over the ballroom like a black cloud.

			“Is it bad?” she whispered.

			“Possibly,” he said through stiff lips. “May I return you to your sister, Lady Delphine?”

			She felt panic well in her breast at the thought of losing him now, or tomorrow, in battle.

			She forced a teasing smile. “But the music has not ended.”

			He colored slightly. “No, but—­”

			The door of the study opened again, and a grim-­faced cavalry officer held up his hand for silence. The music faltered and died. “Gentlemen, finish your dances, take leave of your partners and return to your units at once.” Dismayed cries rose from the ladies, and Stephen looked around, taking note of the officers in his own regiment. She saw the eager light in his eyes, knew he was already on duty, and she was all but forgotten. Still he kept his hand under her elbow protectively as he caught the arm of a passing adjutant. “What news?”

			The young soldier glanced at her and bowed before replying. “Napoleon crossed the frontier at Charleroi. Wellington plans to engage him south of here.”

			Delphine put a hand to her throat. It was suddenly real and frightening—­all the weeks of watching troops gather in preparation for a battle that seemed like it would never come, or at worst, would happen somewhere else, somewhere far away. Weeks of rolling bandages they were sure would never be needed, of flirting and dancing and picnicking with handsome officers, laughing at their bravado and the brave boasts of the daring adventures they’d have when Napoleon appeared at last. Now he was here, just south of the city. Delphine looked around her at the keen faces of the men, the tears in the ladies’ eyes. Despair made her sway. Stephen took her arm more firmly, and tucked it under his own.

			“Come, I’ll escort you back to Lady Fairlie,” he said gently.

			She felt the hard muscles under his tunic, warm and alive. She wondered again just what to say when she may never see him again, and he might—­she closed her eyes, leaned against him for a moment.

			He squeezed her hand, and smiled faintly, offering courage. Yet the depths of his gray eyes remained cool, and there was a shadow of something else there, resignation, perhaps, or sorrow. That scared her most of all.

			“My lord, what—­” she began, but they had reached Eleanor’s side, and he turned his attention to her. Her sister was white-­faced, her lips drawn into a thin line. It did nothing to soothe Delphine to see an experienced officer’s wife like Eleanor, a woman who had been through many battles before, looking so grim.

			“Ellie.” She took her sister’s hand. It was ice cold inside her glove.

			Eleanor’s grip was like iron. “Fairlie has gone to muster his men. He says we must go at once. We’re to return to the villa, keep the horses harnessed, and go north to Antwerp and home to England if it goes badly.” She looked at Stephen. Though her eyes were dry, they were huge, filled with worry. “Will it go badly do you think, my lord?”

			“We have an excellent commander, Lady Fairlie, and excellent officers under him, Colonel Fairlie among them,” he said. “We can hope for the best outcome, I think.”

			“And yet, Napoleon’s officers are every bit as fine as ours. I’ve heard Fairlie say so,” Eleanor said.

			Stephen didn’t reply to that. “If I may, I think Colonel Fairlie’s advice was sound. You must leave at once if things go badly.” He turned to Delphine and met her eyes, as if he expected she would be the brave one, the one who’d get her sister to safety, instead of the other way around. “Come, ladies, I’ll see you to your carriage. The streets will be filled with troops moving up, and it may take you some time to reach home, so it’s best to leave now.” He took Eleanor’s arm, and Delphine walked next to her sister as Stephen pressed through the crowds, seeing them safely through the crush.

			Outside, the yard was in chaos. Torches lit the faces of panicked horses, their eyes rolling white as yelling coachmen tried to force their way to the door to pick up their passengers. Stephen stayed close, protecting them from the mayhem as they waited for Colonel Fairlie’s coach to arrive.

			And who would keep him safe, Delphine wondered? He was still wearing dancing pumps. He could not fight in dancing pumps. He’d need to find his boots. She felt hysterical laughter bubble up in her throat. The other officers nearby also wore their formal footwear. No, they could not fight like that, so they must stay. But they were leaving, going to war. Fear formed a hard knot in her throat, and she tried to swallow, couldn’t. She watched a grinning officer mount his horse, stilling the beast’s panic as it capered anxiously in the crush. He reached down and hauled a lady up to perch on his stirrup, held her close, the satin of her gown shimmering. Her arms went around his neck, and their lips met in a long, passionate kiss.

			Such behavior would have been unacceptable at any other ball, on any other night, but at this moment, with battle looming, it was right. Delphine wondered how many of the men here would die tomorrow. She looked at Stephen, so alive, strong and vital. The torchlight shone on his fair hair, lit his eyes, flared over his shoulders, made his scarlet tunic glow. He looked back at her as if he expected her to speak. Her lips parted, and she stepped closer, but the coach pulled up, and he turned to help Eleanor into it before taking Delphine’s hand. “Good night, my lady, and thank you for the dance,” he said with cool politeness. “Remember, if things go awry tomorrow—­”

			She didn’t want to think about that. She threw herself into his arms to stop the words, and kissed him. He caught her, and for a moment he was stiff, his posture indignant, but she stood on her toes and pressed her lips to his, praying he would come back alive.

			Then his arms wrapped around her and he kissed her back.

			She felt the sudden desperation in him, the need. He deepened the kiss, and she opened to his urging, let his tongue sweep in. He tasted of champagne, smelled of fine wool and leather—­like a soldier on his way to battle. She pressed closer still, and he kissed her with all the passion she had dreamed of.

			“Delphine St. James!” her sister cried. “What are you doing? Get into this coach immediately!”

			Stephen released her at once, his gaze hot and surprised for an instant. He bowed stiffly, the proper diplomat once more, the officer, the gentleman. “Good-­bye, my lady,” he said, and took her hand in his, and squeezed it, a thank-­you, perhaps—­or forgiveness for her forward behavior. Her heart throbbed in her chest, and she was on the verge of tears.

			“You will come back,” she whispered, making it a command.

			His eyes swept over her. “English daisies,” he murmured, looking at the flowers in her hair. “I used to pick them when I was a boy, carry them to my mother, my sister, even the cook.”

			She plucked one loose and held it out to him. “Take this one for luck.”

			He stared at the small pink blossom for a moment before he closed his hand over it. “Thank you.”

			He helped her into the coach before she could say another word, his eyes on hers as the vehicle lurched forward.

			She fought with the latch, lowered the window, and leaned out so she could watch him walk away. “I will see you again,” she said softly. “You will be safe.” The shadows swallowed him.

			Suddenly it hardly mattered if he admired her or not. She only wanted him to live.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 2

			

			Stephen pushed his way through the crowded streets to his quarters, a house he shared with five other unmarried officers.

			Marching columns of men filled every boulevard and alley, flowing like a river toward the city’s southern gate. Officers waded through the flood on horseback, bawling orders. Women waved and cried, and children marched alongside the soldiers until their mothers caught their hands and pulled them back. The heavy beat of the march step pounded like thunder in Stephen’s breast.

			He was late. He should have left the ball much earlier, and he would have, had it not been for Delphine St. James. He hadn’t expected to see her there.

			She’d kissed him. And he had kissed her back.

			It hadn’t been a sisterly peck, or a fond send-­off for an old acquaintance. It had been a lover’s kiss. It had been surprising and unexpected, but not unpleasant. In fact, he’d found it very pleasant indeed, and that surprised him most of all.

			Of all the eligible females on earth, Delphine St. James was the last woman he’d have chosen for what might well be his last kiss. He’d thought that honor would belong to another woman. The familiar ache of losing her filled him. He ran a hand through his hair, but it was the faint ghost of Delphine’s perfume, not Julia’s, that rose around him. What had Julia’s perfume been? He couldn’t remember.

			Odd—­he hadn’t thought of Julia Leighton for hours, and it was the first time in weeks that she hadn’t filled his mind every waking minute of the day. He tried to picture her as he’d last seen her, at another ball, months ago, in Vienna. He’d lost her to a man far less worthy of her in Stephen’s opinion than he himself would have been.

			He loathed balls.

			Still, if he could choose a man to fight alongside him now, it would be that particular rival. And if there was one woman he’d want waiting for him once this battle was over, it would be Julia, not Delphine. He licked his lips, realized he could still taste her kiss.

			He stepped around a soldier locked in the clinging embrace of a tearful woman, kissing her good-­bye every bit as passionately as Delphine had kissed him. It was a night for kisses, for prayers, for farewells, for understanding that until the battle was over, there was no future. A soldier could not plan beyond the intention to fight bravely and die with honor if it came to that.

			You will come back, Delphine had whispered fiercely. Would he? He was not certain he even wished to, with nothing to come back for. It annoyed him for some reason, her pronouncement, as if she’d ordered him to do so, and as a soldier, he must obey. Would she mourn him if he did not? He didn’t care. Why the devil was she even in Brussels?

			It had been more than a year since he’d met her in London, at a ball given by her mother, the Countess of Ainsley. Stephen had bowed over Delphine’s hand, instantly captivated by her vivacious beauty. She had been intelligent, attentive, and charming—­until a duke had caught her attention, and she had turned that charm on that gentleman instead. It had been hard-­edged, practiced, and utterly false. And that wasn’t the only time he’d watched Delphine claim the undivided attention of a room full of ­people, or saw her cause outrageous scandal with a whispered word or a flick of her fan. It was his job to observe ­people, understand them, and after his mistaken first impression, Stephen saw the haughty Lady Delphine for what she was: the outspoken daughter of an outspoken political father, a Tory debutante, a wealthy marriage prize for a titled man with the proper political and social connections, and the vast fortune it would take to keep her.

			Why the devil wasn’t she married by now? She should be the obnoxious wife to an equally obnoxious earl or marquess, busy breeding obnoxious heirs. The fact that she was here, on the edge of danger, helping her sister set up a hospital was something he never would have expected of Delphine St. James. That surprised him almost as much as the kiss.

			He’d felt as if he’d been struck by lightning when he turned and saw her on the staircase, her eyes shining in the candlelight. He’d been tempted to bolt for the door as she pushed through the crowd toward him, but dignity and good manners insisted he remain where he was. In truth, he feared she might chase him down if he fled, yelling his name. That was the Delphine he knew in London, the one who always got whatever she wanted, be it attention, favors, or the gentleman of her choice, by whatever means necessary.

			Shortly after her mother’s ball, it appeared Delphine had set her cap for him. With just as much determination, he had set his to deny her. Even if he wanted a wife, it would never be Delphine St. James. She talked too much, and listened not at all.

			Yet he recalled how her wide green eyes had taken in the events of this evening without fuss or comment, how she’d held her sister’s hand, lent Eleanor bravery and grace. Did she truly understand what tomorrow might bring, what Fairlie’s grim orders meant? Eleanor did—­she was an experienced army wife—­but this was Delphine’s first foray into war. He had no doubt she’d come as some kind of lark, joining the parade of ladies who had followed their men here to Brussels to await the battle as if it were a pageant for their amusement.

			Stephen hugged the rough wall as a trooper rode past him. Battles were not about glory. They were ugly, bloody, brutal events, men at their worst, not their best. And women—­he swallowed. Women were casualties and liabilities. They faced rape and abuse if fortune went against their men. What would happen to a woman like Delphine?

			She was still as pretty as he remembered, from her dark hair, wide green eyes, and pale skin, to the slender curves under her fashionable gown of delicate gold silk, embroidered with flowers at the bodice, sleeves, and hem. He’d only taken note of her dress in case his sister asked for details of what the ladies wore to the ball when she wrote to him next. He realized with dismay that he had no idea what any other lady had on. In his defense, the gown had suited Delphine well, made her shimmer in the candlelight. He hadn’t been the only gentleman to notice.

			His jaw tensed, remembering her face when Rothdale had stepped into her path. Her eager smile faded, and the bold Lady Delphine suddenly looked vulnerable—­if such a word could ever be used to describe her—­under the captain’s overbearing attentions.

			Every protective instinct Stephen possessed had come alive, but he knew of Rothdale’s reputation. The captain lived on his charm and the prestige of his father’s title. He’d purchased his commission because he liked the cut of the uniform. He had his tunics made by London’s finest tailor, and polished his boots with champagne so he cut a dash even among his fellow officers. But Rothdale also cheated at cards, abused the men he commanded, and there were rumors he’d forced his attentions on the unwilling wife of a sergeant, among other women.

			Stephen held one of Rothdale’s vowels for a very sizeable sum of money, and the debt had yet to be paid. As he’d watched Rothdale with Delphine, Stephen hadn’t missed the fact that the man was drunk.

			Delphine’s bright smile had faded when Rothdale kissed her hand with a smack of his lips that Stephen could hear a dozen feet away. She’d looked stricken when the man drew his ungloved hand over the exposed flesh of her arm. He watched the captain smirk at her discomfort when she tried to withdraw her fingers from his grip, saw her blush.

			What else could Stephen do but rescue her from Rothdale’s clutches? The gratitude in her eyes when he’d asked her to dance had taken him aback—­lovely eyes, the color of lush English meadows, a cool pond on a hot day.

			Rothdale’s eyes shone like greasy cobblestones, his indignation at Stephen’s interruption evident, but he could only watch as Stephen whisked Delphine away.

			The entire incident had been annoying in the extreme. Stephen had not intended to dance tonight. He hadn’t wanted to come at all. He’d planned to remain on the sidelines, exchange pleasantries with other officers of the allied armies, and to leave well before supper was served.

			He was stunned at just how easily she set his plans awry.

			Yet dancing with her had not been as onerous as he expected. He studied her face as they waltzed, read uncertainty, curiosity, delight, and sorrow. He saw the concern in her eyes when the news came, her understanding of what this battle could mean for him and for every other man in the room. It spoke of a level of intelligence and compassion he hadn’t thought she possessed. And what’s more, her concern had been for him, and for Eleanor, rather than for herself. Which was the real Delphine? he wondered, as he had every time he’d ever met her.

			As she’d held her sister’s hand and listened to Fairlie’s orders, he’d had the feeling Delphine would be the one to see them carried out, even if the colonel’s wife fell apart. He imagined Delphine with a pistol in her hand, ready to fight off the French if they broke through to Brussels, and hoped it wouldn’t come to that.

			Stephen reached the door of his lodgings and stepped aside as two other officers hurried down the steps on their way out. They grinned as they passed him, eager for war and glory. Stephen had seen too many bloody battles on the Peninsula to relish another one. He recognized that this must be done, that Europe must be freed from Napoleon’s tyranny once and for all, but he took no joy in it.

			He took a deep breath. The air was smoky, filled with the tang of horses and gun grease, familiar smells that put his senses on alert, tightened his gut and groin. He always felt this way before a battle. They would grow tighter still as he rode onto the field, lined up to charge and set his spurs to his horse’s flanks. From that moment, he’d be in the hands of fate.

			He turned as a woman called out in the street, watched her race alongside the marching column of troops, holding out her handkerchief. A soldier fell out of the ranks to snatch the favor from her hand as his sergeant screamed curses. The lad stepped back into place with a regretful smile and marched on, tucking the scrap of cloth into his pocket. Stephen watched him go, saw the hope on the young woman’s face, as if a handkerchief could save a man’s life. Stephen hoped he’d live to return her token.

			There wouldn’t be anyone waiting for his return, he thought, even as Delphine’s kiss came back to haunt him again. Would it be Julia’s face or Delphine’s that filled his last thoughts if he fell in battle?

			He took the stairs to his quarters two at a time, saw light shining from the room next to his own, heard someone moving inside. “Greenfield?” he said, coming around the half-­open door, expecting to find the lieutenant inside. Greenfield had been at the ball, and was probably just as late as Stephen changing his dancing shoes for boots. They’d have to hurry now. “Come on, lad, we’d better get ourselves—­” He stopped in the open doorway as Captain Lord Peter Rothdale turned to face him.

			Stephen took in the captain’s unbuttoned tunic, his glazed eyes, and the open mahogany trinket box in Rothdale’s hand.

			“What are you doing here? Why aren’t you with your men?” Stephen demanded, his jaw tight.

			Rothdale offered him the same sodden grin he’d given Delphine, all teeth and arrogance. “My sergeant can muster the men. Jamieson owes me a few bob. He told me to come and collect it on my way out.”

			Stephen took note of the valuables scattered across the counterpane on the bed, and the gold watch clutched in Rothdale’s hand, clearly engraved with Greenfield’s initials.

			“This isn’t Jamieson’s room.”

			Rothdale didn’t even have the grace to look ashamed. “Oh?” He reached for a silver flask on the bed, glanced at the crest engraved on it. “No matter.” He used his teeth to pull the stopper. “Shall we drink to victory?”

			Stephen ignored the proffered flask. He straightened to his full height, a head taller than Rothdale, and put steel in his glare, a major facing down a captain. “Why are you in this room, Captain?” he asked again.

			Rothdale took a swig of brandy. “It’s not your affair, Ives. Turn around and leave.”

			“It’s Major Lord Ives to you, Captain.” Stephen reached into his pocket and pulled out a scrap of paper and held it up. “Is this what you’re looking for? A vowel you gave Jamieson—­or Greenfield, for that matter?”

			Rothdale stared at the vowel like a hungry dog eyeing a bone.

			“No, this isn’t it,” Stephen said. “This is the one you gave me. I keep it with me. So does every other officer you owe money to, for eventualities like this one. Your gambling vowels have a way of disappearing, and now I can see why.”

			Rothdale took a step toward him, tossing the watch and trinket box onto the bed. “Are you actually accusing me of theft? You wouldn’t dare if we were in London.”

			“This isn’t London. We’re at war, Rothdale, and I outrank you here. Just like cards. A major trumps a captain, even if the captain is an earl’s second son back home. I intend to make a full report of this in the morning. Go and join your men at once.”

			Rothdale clenched his fist, but Stephen held his gaze until he dropped it.

			“Don’t be a fool,” Rothdale said. “There isn’t going to be a morning. Not for you, or Jamieson, or Greenfield. There’s a battle coming. What if you die?”

			“Then I shall die with honor. If I live, I am coming to find you. You will satisfy your debts to your fellow officers, and then I will see you court-­martialed for insubordination and theft.”

			Rothdale threw back his head and laughed. “If you survive, Major. Men die in battle all the time. What makes you think you’ll be one of the lucky ones?” He pocketed the silver flask, making a show of it, as if he had a right to it. He slammed his shoulder against Stephen’s as he headed for the door. “See you in hell,” he said as he left.

			Stephen let him go. Rothdale was a blackguard and a thief, but there was nothing he could do about it now.

			In his own room he took off his dancing shoes and tossed them into his trunk. He pulled on his boots, belted his sword and pistols to his side and picked up his helmet. He was tempted to check his own valuables, to see if Rothdale had taken anything here, but a bugle sounded a warning. He picked up his watch—­a gift from his father—­and a small purse of coin. He was tucking them into his pocket when he found the daisy that Delphine had given him.

			Daisies filled the hillsides of England at this time of year. They were everywhere, wild and pretty things that boldly pushed themselves between rocks, sprouted in ditches, and dared to spring up in gardens where they were not wanted among prim roses and lilies. Like Delphine. He smiled grimly as he stared at the flower’s frilled petals, and remembered her kiss again, the way she’d felt in his arms, soft and warm and feminine.

			He tucked the blossom into his breast pocket with Rothdale’s vowel, a little piece of England to carry into battle. Perhaps it would bring him luck after all.

			He turned and hurried down the stairs to join the march southward to battle.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 3

			

			It took hours for the Fairlie coach to push through the crowds.

			“This is the first time I’ve been to a ball where the crush was worse outside than in,” Delphine said. Eleanor had barely spoken a word since they left the Duchess of Richmond’s party. They sat in the coach as it edged through the streets, watching the faces of the soldiers as they marched by.

			Eleanor named the regiments as they passed. “There go the Cambridgeshire lads,” she murmured. “The Scots Greys . . . the Gordon Highlanders . . . the Somersets . . . How proud and fine they look.” Though her eyes shone with tears, she did not let them fall. She sat at attention, watching the parade.

			Delphine watched for Stephen and the Royal Dragoons, her hands clasped so tightly in her lap they hurt. She swallowed fear. You will come back, she let that thought echo in her mind over and over again, hoping it had the power to drive out danger and death.

			It was nearly dawn when they reached the villa. Eleanor got down from the coach and went into the house without a word. Delphine turned to the driver. “Keep the horses harnessed, and be ready to leave at a moment’s notice,” she said, repeating Fairlie’s instructions.

			She wrapped her arms around her body against the coolness of the night and looked out across the wide orchards that surrounded the house. A few hours ago, they’d been filled with soldiers waiting for battle, men talking, laughing, and arguing to pass the long days of waiting.

			The gardens were unbearably empty without them. The last vestiges of moonlight cast shadows over trampled grass, and ghosts rose in the trailing smoke of hastily damped campfires. Delphine shivered and went inside.

			Eleanor’s gloves sat on the table, and yellow light spilled across the tiled floor through the open door to the library.

			“Ellie?” Delphine called, pushing the door wider.

			Eleanor was winding bandages, her hands quick and deft, her eyes focused on the task. She hadn’t changed her gown, or even taken off her cloak. She sat resplendent in satin and pearls and hummed softly as her fingers flew.

			“There’s never enough bandages,” she said when Delphine touched her shoulder. “I’ve seen it before. We always run out. Then ladies must tear up petticoats and rip the hems from their gowns.” Eleanor paused to run her hand over the pink gown she was wearing, and forced a grim smile. “Surely the brave lads we saw marching tonight would find it dreadfully insulting to wake up with my pink ruffles binding their wounds! No, we must have plenty of bandages.” Her fingers kept moving, winding.

			“Shall I fetch more linens?” Delphine asked. Eleanor didn’t look up.

			“Send the maid. Come and sit by me now.”

			Delphine picked up the scissors and began to work in silence. She longed to ask her sister what they could expect once the battle began, and once it ended, but Eleanor’s expression was closed, and her eyes never left her work. Delphine had never seen Ellie afraid of anything before, and she wondered if this was the usual way the wife of a soldier handled impending battle, or if there was something different about this particular fight.

			She recalled the weary, resigned look on Stephen’s face, as if he’d faced enough war, enough loss, even as he marched to one more battle. Her heart contracted, afraid for him, and she drew a sharp breath at the pain in her breast. Eleanor looked up. “The scissors are sharp—­don’t cut yourself. There will be enough blood staining this linen . . .” Her voice trailed off again.

			“Will it be so bad?” Delphine asked.

			Eleanor shrugged. “I don’t know. There’s never any way to know. Fairlie will see that we receive the earliest possible news. He’ll send someone to me, because he knows that I worry, you see, that I—­” Eleanor let the linen fall into her lap and rubbed her eyes.

			“Ellie—­” Delphine took her sister’s hand, and they sat in silence for a moment.

			Outside, the wind sighed through the apple trees, scattering the last of the white petals, and Delphine rose to look out the window. “It looks like we’re in for a storm before morning. I can hear thunder.”

			Eleanor sighed and picked up the linen again. “Close the curtains, Dilly. It’s not thunder—­it’s the guns, far off. The battle has begun.”

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 4

			

			The stallion sidestepped nervously as the guns crackled and the cannon boomed, and Stephen tightened his hands on the reins and looked at the grim faces of the dragoons lined up beside him, waiting to charge across the plain to overrun the French guns.

			He thought of Julia. Now, standing this close to almost certain death, he wished her only happiness.

			He thought of his sister, newly married and awaiting the birth of her child at her new home in Kent. He’d left a letter for her, in case. She’d be the only one to mourn him if he fell, and she’d faced so much loss in her life, was a fragile, delicate creature. Her new husband was a good man, and Stephen was glad of that.

			He thought of Delphine St. James, and her kiss. Would she have kissed Rothdale that way, or any other dancing partner? Something in her eyes had told him she would not. That kiss was for him, and him alone. He felt an instant of pure male vanity.

			His stallion shied as a cannonball tore up the ground, and Stephen tugged the horse back into line. He stared ahead at the French bastion, and his heartbeat picked up. In a moment the bugle would sound and they would charge. His feet twitched, eager to set his spurs to the stallion’s flanks, to get on with it, to cover himself in glory before—­if—­he was fated to die today.

			“A forlorn hope if ever there was one,” the man next to him muttered, his eyes on the muzzles of the guns as they belched fire and death across the very path they would ride. “Best of luck to you.”

			“And to you,” Stephen replied.

			The signal came. Stephen drew his sword and pointed it at the enemy. He opened his throat to let out a battle cry as the stallion lunged forward, leaping into the fray, as eager as he was to see it done.

			Stephen felt the wind in his hair, smelled gunpowder and blood, felt the hot June sun on his face. “Julia,” he whispered, and wondered if she’d hear.

			He saw the soldier he’d spoken to—­a sergeant—­fall almost at once as a bullet grazed his horse. Stephen saw the bloody streak in the animal’s side, watched as it bucked, maddened by pain. The rider kicked his feet free of the stirrups and jumped as the horse reared. Miraculously, he landed on his feet, but his mount raced away in panic, hardly knowing or caring its rider was gone. The man stood in the path of the oncoming charge, and Stephen saw that there was blood pouring from the side of his face, and the chaos of the battle whirled around him. The soldier swiped at his face, tried to clear his vision. It wouldn’t be enough. In seconds, he’d be dead, run down by the charge. He turned to face his peril, and Stephen saw his shock, the realization that he was about to die.

			Stephen leaned out of the saddle and grasped the man’s arm, met his eyes briefly, saw the relief there. The sergeant put his foot on Stephen’s and clung to the saddle as he rode hard for a close and relatively safe place to leave him, which turned out to be behind the body of a dead horse. Stephen let him slide to the ground, felt the last bloody clasp of his comrade’s hand as he turned back to battle, and spurred the stallion toward the guns.

			Stephen felt the first bullet punch through his shoulder moments later and knock the wind from his lungs. The second shot tore a button from his tunic, sent it spinning in the air before his eyes. The pain was instant, a white-­hot light that blurred his vision, even as his grip tensed on the reins. He held on, kept the stallion moving, let the beast carry him forward.

			The third shot came from behind. He felt it sear a path through his flesh, throw him forward in the saddle, and he felt his hands loosening. The stallion was hit too, and the big body twisted beneath him, and plunged sideways, lost in its own agony. Stephen kicked free of the stirrups as the horse thrashed, let the animal throw him from its back.

			He stared into the sky as he fell, saw the azure blue was obscured by the smoke of battle. He gritted his teeth as he hit the ground. The sound of the guns faded, and he lay still, staring up at the sun. The pain ebbed, and the battlefield was suddenly silent. A horse and rider leaped over him, blocking out the light for an instant, and spraying him with dirt as if he was already in his grave, and he cried out, but the charge continued without him, pressing on, moving ever closer to the French guns.

		

	
		
			 

			Chapter 5

			
			Captain Lord Peter Rothdale searched the battlefield, his handkerchief pressed to his nose against the stench. He had to be sure, had to find Stephen Ives and take the vowel from his pocket. If Ives survived to make good on his threats, then Peter would be ruined. If he had to pay the amount of that vowel, he’d have to sell his commission and retire in disgrace—­if his father allowed him to come home at all.

			He scanned the field. So many red coats, blue coats, green coats, all bloody and blackened, the limbs inside them twisted grotesquely. He felt his gorge rise yet again, and cursed, stumbled on, and tried not to think about what he was treading on. He’d seen Ives fall, but Peter had missed his aim, and the bullet had gone high, and had only hit Ives in the shoulder. He saw the black hole appear in the major’s tunic, saw him arch at the impact, watched the blood spurt. But Ives had still managed to hold on to the reins, even when Rothdale’s next shot hit his horse. Ives had still been conscious enough to kick free of his horse as it fell, and then Rothdale lost sight of him. Peter had ridden off the field, lest the same thing happen to him, found a hayloft, and waited until the guns fell silent, and the next day dawned. Only then did he return, and only because he had to make sure Major Lord Stephen Ives was dead.

			The ground was slick under his boots, but at least there were no bullets flying. He wouldn’t end up like these poor bastards. Not that everyone here was dead or dying—­scavengers scuttled past him, stripping the corpses as stretcher crews searched for survivors, carrying them back to die in one of the overcrowded hospitals in Brussels. They’d take the officers first. Time was of the essence. Rothdale swung his gaze over the gruesome dead, and the even more gruesome wounded, suffering the torments of their injuries. He stopped looking into the faces, reading the horror, the agony. He looked for a dragoon’s uniform instead, for the familiar yellow facings. So many had fallen in the charge. He wondered if it was truly necessary to bother finding Ives, or if the French had finished the job of killing the bastard for him. There were so very many bodies—­even he felt a sense of horror at the slaughter, the sharp nudge of shame along the place where his spine would have been if he’d had one.

			He reached the spot where he’d seen Stephen Ives fall. At least he thought it was here, or nearby. It was hard to tell. There were a dozen dragoons here, all still, their limbs tangled with the bodies of the horses that had died along with them. It was like an artist’s image of hell. Peter turned aside and vomited. As long as he lived, he would never forget the sight of this place, the sounds, or the stench. He blamed Ives for that too.

			“Water,” a bloody hand reached out to clutch Rothdale’s boot, and he looked down into the man’s face. It wasn’t Ives. Rothdale shook him off and moved on, ignoring the plea. The sun was coming up, and it was getting hot. The smell would soon be unbearable.

			Where the devil was Ives? His stomach knotted at the thought that the stretcher bearers might have found him first, and already carried him away. Even now, Ives might be giving a full report, making good on his threat to destroy Rothdale’s career. And he had the damned vowel in his pocket as proof, signed, sealed, and legal, for an amount close to twelve thousand pounds.

			His father would disown him. His gambling debts had nearly beggared the family once. His mother had been forced to sell her jewels to help cover the astronomical amount. He’d stolen the family silverware and art and sold those too, until the servants told his father. The Earl of Lowe was not a forgiving man. Nor was Peter’s older brother, Lowe’s heir and Peter’s superior in every way possible. Arthur had stared at his ne’er-­do-­well brother with undisguised disgust as he played the dutiful son and held their tearful mother’s hand as she watched Peter pocket the proceeds from her jewelry.

			His father had forced him to buy a commission and join the army. Lowe thought—­hoped—­the army would make a man of his wastrel son. Lowe’s last threat had been dire. If Peter failed to come back a hero, if he further disgraced himself and his family name in any way, he need not come back at all. His father would wash his hands of him. He couldn’t let that happen. He liked the pleasures of life as an earl’s son too well.

			Would the old bastard have insisted on the army if he could see this?

			Peter stopped. Ahead, he saw the body of the black stallion Ives had ridden into battle, identified it by the diamond blaze on the animal’s nose. A pity such a magnificent horse had been killed, he thought, even as his hope soared at the sight of the body next to the beast.

			He saw unruly yellow hair, thick with blood, and hurried forward. Stephen Ives lay sprawled on his back, his eyes shut, his slack grimy face turned toward the blistering sun.

			Rothdale nudged the toe of his boot into Ives’s side. His head lolled sideways, but he didn’t move.

			He was dead. Relief flowed through Peter like cool water in hell, and he stared down at his fallen adversary, feeling joy, even in this terrible place. Luck was on his side after all.

			He squatted and tore open the buttons of Ives’s tunic, and fumbled for the inside pocket with a grimace. The good major had shown him exactly where to look when he’d taken out the vowel to wave it in Peter’s face. Now he’d have it back, a final triumph over his enemy, a foe far more deadly to Peter than any French lancer. He rummaged in the pocket, his stomach roiling at the hideous but very necessary task.

			Would Ives haunt him? It hardly mattered. The dead couldn’t collect on debts, or make reports.

			His fingers touched the folded paper just as Ives’s hand closed on his wrist. Peter bit back a scream. Ives’s eyes were open, and he was staring at him. He tried to pull his hand free, but the major held on, his grip like an iron manacle.

			“Water,” Ives demanded.

			Rothdale twisted loose, and scuttled backward like a crab, coming to rest against the horse’s stiff corpse.

			He watched as Ives ran a hand over his eyes, licked his lips, and tried to rise, then lay still once more. Peter held his breath, waiting for him to move again. He didn’t. Had he imagined it, seen a ghost?

			Then Ives groaned faintly.

			Damn him. He wasn’t dead. Peter would have to finish him, be forced to look into Ives’s eyes as he killed him. He stuffed the crumpled vowel into his own pocket with a curse and crept forward. He wrapped his hands around the major
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