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      Her touch healed his body. Will his love heal her soul?

      

      Rescued from a disabling injury by a tender caregiver, Theo von Berg burns for vengeance and to free his abducted lover from captivity. But what—or whom—does he really desire?

      

      Julie Muromsky is a healer who cannot mend her own troubled heart. Desperate to get away—anywhere—she agrees to accompany Theo on his dangerous mission for revenge with no idea of what awaits her. And unaware of the secret Theo is keeping from her.

      

      The intimacy of their journey has them succumbing to temptation—or is it love?

      

      When they arrive in Russia on the brink of the Crimean War, nothing is as they expected. Danger lurks everywhere, and Theo vows he will do anything to keep Julie safe. But is it enough to give them a future together?
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            Author’s Note

          

        

      

    

    
      Names and titles are sometimes a distraction, especially when they are different than you expect them to be.

      Here’s a very abbreviated, simplified tutorial on Austrian names and titles. Although the story begins in Turin, then the Kingdom of Sardinia, Theodore and Maximilian von Berg are Austrians in exile in Turin after the rebellion of 1848/49,  and both have the title of Count.

      If someone was addressed or referred to by their name plus their title, it was, for example, in this book, Count Berg. If they were referred to by their first and last name without their title, it was, for example, Theodore von Berg.

      The “von” is what is called a “nobiliary particle” and generally indicates patrilineal nobility (meaning that the person’s father was of the nobility and/or titled). The “von” is considered part of the surname, but if you were addressing the person casually, giving them an order, or referring to them in conversation, you would only use their surname without the “von.” If you were being formal, it would be title plus surname, for example, Count Berg.

      If an Austrian man had a title, his children were all titled (e.g. prince/princess, count/countess), not just the eldest son as in England. After the fall of the Habsburg dynasty in 1918, all titles were abolished, and it became illegal to use a title or the nobiliary particle “von.”

      If you want to know more, check out http://www.almanachdegotha.org/id206.html

      The Almanach de Gotha (Gotha Almanack) is the directory of Europe's royalty and higher nobility.
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      Those of you who are familiar with Russian names will notice that I did not use the feminine ending on my heroine‘s last name, Julie Muromskaya, but left it as Muromsky. I decided not to use the Russian form here because they are not living in Russia and would therefore probably not have used the Russian form.
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        Turin, Kingdom of Sardinia, 1853

      

      

      He was floating. Was it air? Water? He could not tell. Theo tried to move, but his limbs felt as if they were caught in quicksand. Where was he? He concentrated on remembering, but somehow, the memory would not come. Deciding that the pain had probably driven him to empty yet another bottle of French brandy, he yielded to the numbness. He would wake up soon enough with the pain in his head a close second to the pain in his legs—and his heart. He never could decide which one was worse. It was then that he heard the voice.

      “Can you hear me?”

      The voice was soft and as sweet as honey, like one of the waltzes his mother and sister liked to play on the pianoforte. He wanted to answer, but his tongue was thick and just as disinclined to move as his limbs.

      He was coming awake already, Julie thought, as she bent over him. She had seen the telltale twitch of his hands, the quiver of his eyelids. Her teeth worried her lip as she thought of the pain he would be waking up to. Gently, she opened his mouth and placed the medicine Dr. Maximilian von Berg had given her on his tongue, catching the faint scent of ether that still clung to him.

      Forgetting that her feet hurt after the long day, she ignored the straight-backed chair that stood next to the bed. With a light hand, she brushed back the tawny hair that stuck to his forehead in damp curls. Almost as pale as the white linen he lay on, he looked very young despite the white hair that peppered his temples and the lines that pain had carved around his mouth.

      Strange that he and Dr. von Berg were brothers, she mused. There seemed to be no physical resemblance between them beyond the fact that both were tall and lean. Her fingers stroked over the fine lines that fanned out from the outer corners of his eyes. Were they the same gentle smoky gray as his brother’s? As her hands drifted further to rub his temples, Julie lost herself in a fantasy of Maximilian’s gray eyes looking at her with the same love that lived in her heart.

      Theo felt a cool, soft hand on his forehead. Maryka, he thought and wanted to smile. It gave him so much pleasure when sweet, young Maryka with her pretty, delicate features touched him. Then, like poison seeping into the bloodstream, the memory filtered in that Maryka was gone, stolen by the Russians he himself had led to her doorstep. As the grief and the guilt and the hatred wound through him, his dry lips formed her name.

      A ghost of a sound jolted her out of her reverie, and Julie looked down, thinking that Theo had awoken. But he still lay motionless. As her hand continued to stroke over his forehead, she felt a wave of sadness and need well out of him, as palpable to her as if it were something physical.

      Her compassionate young heart went out to him, and she covered his hand with her small one. It was a long-jointed, slender hand. The hand of a poet or painter, she decided. Or a dreamer. She curved her fingers around his and settled down to wait and dream her own dreams.

      When Theo opened his eyes, the world around him was blurred. The only things he could distinguish were the vague contours of a woman’s face floating above him and the lemony scent of verbena.

      “Maryka?” The sound of his own rusty voice pushed him a step further into consciousness, and he remembered again that Maryka had been taken from him.

      Theo heard the honey-sweet sound of the woman’s voice as she spoke, but the meaning of the words did not reach him. As he closed his eyes again, the memories came trickling back. The pain. Days and weeks and months of pain that stretched into years. Max. The hospital. The operation. Strange, he thought. There was no pain now, even though Max had told him the pain would still be there before it began to get better. If it began to get better.

      When he opened his eyes again, the woman’s face was a little clearer. He saw eyes tilted upward at the outer edges, their color the golden brown of Hungarian tokay wine. And a wide mouth that was gently curved and moving in words he could not understand.

      His eyes were slightly more focused the next time he opened them. They were not gray, Julie saw. Nor were they blue, but an odd combination of the two colors. A little like a bright sky emerging in patches from the morning mist.

      Theo frowned. It puzzled him that he could see only her face as if it were a disembodied image drifting above him, surrounded by white clouds. Then the understanding flashed through him like a solution to a complicated chess problem. Suddenly, everything was so clear that he almost smiled.

      He had died. That was why he felt no pain. Relief that the pain was gone forever wound through him before it clashed with bitter anger that he had been cheated of his revenge.

      The disembodied face must be an angel then, he deduced. But then he remembered he did not believe in angels. Nor in heaven. And hell, if it existed, was right here on earth.

      The face came closer. The scent of verbena that teased his nostrils again was so real that the puzzlement returned.

      “Who are you?” he managed

      ‘‘I am Sister Julie.” Julie felt his pain fighting to surface. Wanting to give him some respite, at least for a little while longer, she placed one hand on his chest while she stroked her fingers over his forehead with the other. Focusing her concentration on him fully, she let the light and the power pour through her.

      She felt him calm and smiled. “Close your eyes,” she whispered. “Sleep now.”

      Did angels speak French? The absurd question nudged the edges of Theo’s consciousness. Before he could brush it aside, he felt her cool, soft hands on his chest, on his face. Calm drifted through him and, although he was not aware of it, hope.

      As he slipped into a healing sleep, Theo was at peace for the first time in four years.

      

      When Theo next awoke, his eyes were clear and the pain that tore at him assured him that he was very much alive.

      “Well, Max—” he fought a losing battle for the flippant tone they had always adopted with each other “—how well did you wield your scalpel?”

      “As soon as I can tell, you will be the first to know.” Max curved his hand over his younger brother’s shoulder, the affectionate gesture belying his insouciant words.

      Guilt weighed heavy on him as he studied Theo. The lines that bracketed his mouth, the bitterness in his blue-gray eyes made him look older than his twenty-nine years. He remembered too well the carefree, dreamy young man his brother had been a scant five years ago. He remembered that it was his fault that Theo had been pulled into the inferno of the revolution from which he had emerged an angry man, wounded in spirit and body, his only goal a very personal revenge.

      “How do you feel?” Max asked and suppressed the desire to take Theo into his arms as he would one of his own children.

      “Like a Christmas goose that has just been carved with a dull knife.” Theo’s breath caught at the pain that was shooting through his back

      “Can you be a little more specific?”

      A muscle in Theo’s cheek jumped furiously as he gritted his teeth against the pain. “No.” Even as he pressed the single word out, the realization registered that somehow the pain was different than it had been before.

      Max nodded to Julie, who stood at the foot of the narrow iron bed. She folded back the blanket and held her breath as she pricked first one big toe then the other with a needle.

      Swearing, Theo tried to raise his head. “The devil—what are you doing?”

      The relief Max experienced was so great that he felt his knees go weak. “Just checking, little brother.”

      Theo remembered what Max had explained before the operation. That he could not be sure that he would be able to remove the shell fragments from his back without damaging his spine, sentencing him to permanent loss of the use of his legs. He swallowed as he fought to tamp down the hope that welled up in him. “Does that mean—”

      Max squeezed his brother’s shoulder. “I don’t know if I got everything out. I don’t know if you will be free of pain.” He let out a long breath. “But it looks like you have a chance—a chance,” he repeated when he saw the desperate hope leap into his brother’s eyes, “that you’ll walk again.”

      Theo acknowledged Max’s words with a brusque nod. The two men exchanged a long look, silently giving and accepting thanks. Then Max gestured to Julie to approach.

      “This is Sister Julie, Theo.” He touched her arm briefly, unaware of the quiver that went through her. “She will be taking care of you.”

      Stunned, Theo stared at the face he remembered from his vision. She was dressed in white—a bibbed apron over a long-sleeved smock and a white coif around her face that exposed only a narrow band of dark hair. That was why he’d seen only her face surrounded by white, he realized. That was why his half-conscious mind had taken her for an angel. For some reason, the logical explanation annoyed him, as if she had purposely misled him.

      Julie took stock of the frown and the chiseled mouth that had turned sulky. He would not be an easy patient, she thought with a small sigh. But she would give him her best care because she would do the same for anyone—and because she worshiped his brother.

      Theo remembered her cool, soft hands touching him. Remembered thinking for a moment that it was Maryka. He took a long look at her. Unadorned by paints or jewels or fancy coiffures, the serene beauty of her face struck him all the more strongly. “Are you some kind of a nun?” he snapped, unsure why the thought bothered him.

      “No. I’m not any kind of a nun.” She spoke in the perfectly accented French she had learned from her parents. “I am a nurse.” She had become used to the different ways men looked at her—with yearning, reverence, curiosity, even desire. But his rude, speculative gaze made her feel uncomfortable. She lowered her eyes and began to fold the blanket into pleats.

      “I do not need a nurse.” Theo gave Max a surly look. “Send me Fritz. He has been taking care of me long enough to care for me now.”

      “No.” Max raised his hand to quell his brother’s protest. “I’ve put too much effort into you, Theo, to have it ruined by improper care. I suggest you be properly grateful.” He smiled. “Sister Julie is the best nurse I have.”

      Julie felt a glow of pleasure at his praise. As she looked up at Max, her eyes solemn and reverent, her hands tensed on Theo’s blanket, pulling it tight over his shoulders.

      “What are you doing?”

      Julie started at Theo’s growl, her fingers tightening further on the blanket for a moment before she released it.

      “I’m sorry.” As she smoothed the blanket, she saw the belligerent look in his eyes. Wanting to forestall any discord, she covered his hand with hers, instinctively opening herself to the power that always seemed to hover above her, like a ray of sunlight.

      “You should rest now. The faster you recover—” the corners of her mouth tipped upward in a quick, mischievous smile “—the faster you will be rid of me.”

      The metamorphosis from serene madonna to cheeky minx puzzled him, but Theo felt himself settle. The tension seeped out of him and, with it, some of the pain receded. Although he would have denied it, he did not look away from her smile nor retreat from her touch.

      Max observed the exchange between his brother and Julie. Saw how she defused his anger. Saw how her touch eased him. He had done the right thing, he assured himself. Theo needed a miracle, and this girl with her gentle soul and healing hands was the only one who could give it to him.

      He had done his best to put Theo’s body back together, but unless his spirit, his heart healed, everything would be for naught. His gaze drifted over to where Julie bent over his brother, and he felt a ray of hope.

      

      Theo was drifting along the edge of sleep when the scent of verbena insinuated itself into his consciousness. He opened his eyes, but the dim room was empty. He told himself that it was not disappointment he felt, but relief. He wanted to be alone. He wanted to be left in peace. He did not want anyone around him. He repeated the words to himself like a litany until his mind began to blur.

      The drug Max had given him to take the edge off the pain took him under again, and he did not feel the light touch of Julie’s hands.

      Why had she felt compelled to stop in Count Berg’s room when she should have been on her way home long ago? For the most part, she had learned not to question her intuition but simply to follow it, but this time the compulsion to ask questions was as strong as the compulsion to look in on him one more time.

      Leaning back against the door, she studied the man who lay on the narrow bed. The shadows softened the chiseled planes and angles of his face. There was something about him that drew her. Something more than her compassion for both the physical pain and the mental anguish he was suffering. Something more than the fact that he shared bloodlines and childhood memories with the man she was so hopelessly in love with.

      She moved closer to the bed. She knew almost nothing about him beyond the few facts his brother had shared with her. But she felt—no, she knew—that pain lived in his heart. Was that where the pull lay? Did she recognize his pain because she had so much of her own pain to live with?

      Moving up to the bed, she put her hands on his chest. Opening herself to the light, her hands began to tingle as her touch reached for the pain as a magnet reaches for a handful of scattered pins.

      

      Theo could feel the dream coming and tensed against it. In the beginning, it had come every night, turning sleep into a living hell so palpable that he had been afraid to close his eyes. He’d grown grateful for the pain in his back, in his legs that kept him awake until he was too exhausted to dream.

      He was slumped over his mount’s neck, just barely able to keep himself in the saddle. The sickly-sweet scent of his own blood was in his nostrils. The pain had faded to a dull throb. Only an occasional flash of agony had him gasping for breath.

      Maryka. He had to get to Maryka. He had to warn her. To help her get away. To hide. The final battle was lost, and soon the Russian and Austrian troops would be swarming the flat Hungarian countryside, drunk on blood and victory.

      The cabin was in sight when he felt his muscles give way, sending him tumbling to the ground. Raising himself on his elbows, he crawled forward. The effort and the heat of the August day had sweat pouring down his face, blurring his vision.

      His blood was thundering in his head as the cabin door opened, and Maryka came running out, crying his name. It was not until he saw the horses that he realized the thunder had not been his blood but the sound of hooves on the sunbaked ground.

      The soldiers reined to a halt in a half-circle around them. The sudden stillness was broken by a single man who urged his horse a few steps forward, then dismounted. He looked at Maryka for a long moment, then said something over his shoulder in a language Theo did not understand.

      A grimy soldier cantered up to Maryka and plucked her up from where she stood with the same carelessness with which he would have broken off a flower. She screamed only once before he silenced her, pulling up her skirt to stuff the fabric in her mouth and clamping his meaty hand over it.

      Horrified, Theo pushed himself up from the ground. He had managed to maneuver himself onto his knees when a shadow fell over him. It took no longer than a breath for him to recognize the uniform of a Russian colonel, to take stock of the man’s face that looked like a sculpture that had been broken and poorly repaired—the nose flattened and bent to one side, one cheekbone higher than the other, the skin deeply scarred. It took no longer than a breath for the Russian’s boot to strike Theo’s chest with such force that he heard his ribs crack.

      Tipping over like a felled tree, Theo lay on his back, unable to move, barely able to breathe. As he stared up at the Russian’s face, curses formed on his lips, but no sound came. The officer laughed sharply and walked back to his horse.

      The ground shuddered as the soldiers rode away. Helpless, Theo lay there under the brutal August sun and swore that he would never forget that face. He swore that he would live to free Maryka. He swore that he would live to kill.

      

      “Shh. It’s all right. You were only dreaming.”

      Theo woke to the sound of the velvet voice and the scent of verbena. He could feel his body quivering in the aftermath of the dream, but he was too weak to stop the trembling. Ashamed of his own weakness, he kept his eyes closed.

      This time he knew exactly who was touching him. Even without opening his eyes, he could see her serene features. Her mouth would be curved in that gentle smile. And there would be a touch of sadness in her golden topaz eyes. Or would he find scorn there instead?

      The horrible images of the dream returned, so real that he could smell the dust, the blood, and a new wave of shudders went through his body. The pictures would go away, he knew, if he opened his eyes, but he stubbornly kept them closed, afraid he would see mockery in the young nurse’s eyes.

      “Open your eyes,” Julie coaxed. “You are in Turin, in your brother’s hospital. You’re safe.” Cupping his cheek in one hand, she stroked his damp forehead with the other.

      He did not want her here, Theo told himself. He wanted to be alone with his shameful memories. He wanted to push the cool, soft hands away, but he could not. He knew what solace they could bring, and he needed it so badly.

      When he finally lifted his eyelids, the pain she saw there made Julie gasp. She had learned to deal with the physical pain of her patients, but she was completely unprepared for the anguish she saw in Theo’s eyes. Needing to do something, anything to ease it and yet afraid that what her gift could give him would not be enough, she lowered her head and brushed her mouth against his hollow cheek.

      Theo felt her lips on his skin, and the needs that had been buried for years had him turning his head as a desert plant turns toward a spring rain so they were mouth to mouth.

      For a long moment, they remained still, their lips chaste, unaware of the undercurrents that had begun to course beneath the surface.

      When he moved beneath her, Julie instinctively retreated. Stunned, her pulse unsteady, she sat up as embarrassment and guilt surged through her, obliterating the realization that something momentous had happened to her.

      There was confusion in her eyes, and Theo closed his eyes against it. But her image stayed with him, a bulwark against a return of the dream. And against the darkness.

      Julie felt her tension ease as his eyes closed. The drug and his pain had drawn them together for a moment out of time, she told herself. Tomorrow, in the light of day, they would not even remember it.

      For the second time in as many days, she took his hand. As she waited for Theo to sleep, this time, she did not dream of Maximilian von Berg.
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      Julie finished putting fresh dressings on Theo’s back, and together with Dr. von Berg’s assistant, she began to wrap the bandages around him.

      “Are your duties almost done for today?”

      “In a few minutes.” Julie smiled at the young doctor. “Did you need something else, Dr. Schalk?”

      Coloring slightly, the young man shook his head. “I just thought to accompany you home,” he said softly. “If I may.”

      “I suggest you make your assignations elsewhere,” Theo snapped before Julie could reply.

      Her patience with Theodore von Berg was wearing more than a little thin, Julie decided, as she bit her lip to suppress the sharp retort that rose to her lips. Ever since that evening when she had soothed him after his nightmare, he had not missed a single opportunity to take his ill temper out on her. But this was the first time she had seen him take it out on anyone else.

      Seeing the young doctor’s discomfort, she nodded to him. “I can finish up here.”

      Obviously deciding that, in this case, discretion was the better part of valor, Dr. Schalk picked up the suitcoat he had discarded earlier. Sending Julie a shy smile, he closed the door behind him.

      “Did you have to snap at him like that?” Julie demanded.

      “Him?” Theo raised his head. “I was snapping at you.”

      “How comforting. I should thank you for that, I suppose.”

      Her tart tone had him raising his head further. “Ah, she bites back after all.” His eyebrows rose in a sardonic curve. “And here I thought that you were a model of Christian forbearance.”

      Julie pulled the bandage taut and tied its ends before she looked at him. With his tawny hair tumbling over his forehead, he looked like a small, naughty boy, making her forget that his tone was caustic and his eyes bitter. “I am.” Her lips quirked in a quick smile at odds with the cool, haughty look in her eyes. “I have merely decided to make an exception in your case.”

      He stared at her for a moment, then he laughed, surprising both of them.

      When had he last laughed? Theo asked himself and found that he could not remember.

      When had he last laughed? Julie asked herself and found that suddenly, all his fault-finding, his testiness of the past days were forgotten.

      Max paused in the doorway, his heart stumbling at the sound of Theo’s laugh. The only sound to compare with it had been the first time he had heard his wife, Felicity, laugh and truly mean it.

      “Well,” he said, swallowing past the lump in his throat, “are you going to let me in the joke?”

      “Your brother was being difficult.”

      “Your nurse,” Theo mimicked, “was being insolent.”

      “No less than you deserved,” Julie murmured as she skillfully turned Theo onto his back even before Max could reach out to help her.

      “She is vexed because I reprimanded her for making assignations with her sweetheart at my bedside.” The caustic tone was back.

      “Sweetheart?”

      Julie raised her eyes to Max’s face. His eyebrows had risen in question like raven’s wings, and his eyes mirrored his surprise. Suddenly, it was clear, so very clear to her that he had never seen her as a woman before, let alone a desirable one, and her heart broke a little.

      “Ah, I see. So that is why my friend, Horst Schalk, has been mooning about like a lost soul.”

      The gentle smile he sent her did nothing to ease the pain that was twisting her heart.

      “Unless you have another task for me, I would like to go home now.” Pride kept her chin up and her eyes steady.

      “Go ahead. I—” The joking comment Max had been about to make faded at the lost, dismayed look in her eyes. Of course, he thought, for once his intuitiveness deserting him, she was embarrassed. He had become so accustomed to her quiet efficiency that he tended to forget that she was young and beautiful. But then, he had never really looked at a woman since Felicity had come into his life six years ago.

      Both men stared at the door after it had closed behind her, both moved, both uncomfortable without quite knowing why.

      “Where did you find her?” Theo asked with the cynicism that was his refuge from any unwelcome emotion. “In some orphanage? On the street?”

      Max shook his head. “It was the other way around. She found me.”

      “Whatever. She is another addition to your lifelong collection of strays.” He frowned, not quite certain why he felt such a need to deride her.

      If it had been anyone else but Theo, Max’s disapproval of his contemptuous tone would have been vocal. “Julie is no more a stray than you or I, Theo.”

      “Do tell.”

      “Does it signify?” Max shrugged with as much nonchalance as he could muster. “She is an excellent nurse, and I would say that is all that matters.” He sent him the same smile he used when he tried to cajole his four-year daughter Lisa into eating her carrots. “It would seem that you are feeling your oats today.” His tone was hearty. Too hearty. “They tell me you refused to take any more laudanum.”

      “You know, Max, considering that you led a clandestine life for years, you can be a very poor dissembler. And that charming smile of yours may work on Lisa, but not on me.” Theo narrowed his eyes. “What is it you are trying so hard not to tell me?”

      “It does not signify, Theo. Why don’t you just leave it be?”

      It was not like Max to be so evasive, Theo thought, as he watched his brother stuff his hands into his pockets and pace to the window. Suddenly, it was of paramount importance to know just who the girl who nursed him was, and his mind raced as he examined the possibilities. When he reached what seemed the only logical conclusion, he laughed aloud.

      “Tell me, Max, is she my niece or our half-sister?”

      Max turned and met his brother’s eyes. For a moment, he was tempted to let him believe either one of his assumptions.

      “No, Theo.” He shook his head. “She is neither.”

      “Damn it—” Theo winced as he propped himself up on an elbow “—who is she then? And why are you bending over backwards to keep it from me?”

      Max capitulated. He had known that the moment would come when he would have to tell Theo the truth. “Because she is Russian.”

      Hatred and a cold fury flashed into Theo’s eyes, turning them the color of steel. When he remembered that moment days ago when their lips had briefly met, the fury heated still further. Then he saw the edginess in his brother’s eyes. “That isn’t all, is it?”

      Max drew in a deep breath. “Her name is Princess Julia Muromsky.”

      Theo called on every bit of his strength to say aloud the name of the man who had taken Maryka and left him to die. “And Boris Muromsky is what to her?”

      “Her uncle.”

      “How could you? How could you let her touch me?” The words spilled out of him like poison from a lanced wound. “Or did you have a little homeopathic theory of having a Russian cure me of my hatred for the Russians?” His chiseled mouth curled in a sneer.

      “I gave it a great deal of thought before I made the decision. You can believe that.”

      Theo snorted derisively, and Max felt his own temper erupt. “Damn you, Theo, I wanted the best care for you, and she was the one who could give it to you.” He began to pace. How could he explain that she was a healer beyond her competence as a nurse? How could he explain the feeling he had had—that he still had—that she was the only one who could really help Theo heal?

      “Besides, she has nothing to do with what happened to you.” He whirled to face Theo. “Nothing. Her parents had to leave Russia after the 1825 rebellion. They are exiles, just as we are.”

      “Get out of here, Max.” The feeling of betrayal surged through Theo like a wild river. “And don’t ever send her here again.”

      “Theo—”

      Theo met his brother’s eyes and held them. “Get out of here.” Deliberately, he turned his head aside to stare at the white wall. “Leave me alone.”

      He would not think of her, he told himself. He would not. He would think of Maryka. He closed his eyes and tried to call up his young lover’s image, but, no matter how hard he tried, all he could see were separate features that would not merge into a face.

      Four years of constant pain and disability had taught him to discipline his thoughts, to channel them. Controlling his mind had been his way out of the depths of despair where pain and guilt and his own helplessness had plunged him. Why then were his thoughts evading his grasp now, becoming even more wayward, more willful? They seemed to have taken on a life of their own, taunting him, provoking him. Fighting back, he found that the weapons at his disposal were paltry.

      Had he not despised her from the beginning? You’re lying, the voice in his head said. But he pushed it away.

      Had he not known that she was vile and base even before he had known that she was related by blood to a man who was vile and base and worse? His conscience rebuked him. But he ignored it.

      The room grew dim, then dark. Night came. And with it came those hours that make the strongest man weak. Those hours that bring doubts to the most confident of men. Theo clung to his lies, his injustice, his contrived hatred with a desperate grip because the thought that he would not see Julie ever again was unbearable.

      When he finally fell into a restless sleep, he dreamt of Julie.

      

      Julie saw Dr. von Berg at the top of the stairs that led to the hospital from half a block away. She ducked her head, and her steps slowed. For the first time since she had been working at the hospital, she was not in a hurry to arrive. Nor was she in a hurry to face Maximilian von Berg.

      She was a silly, little fool, she told herself. How many times had she reproached herself for falling so desperately in love with Dr. von Berg? How many times had she tried to talk herself out of her feelings? But nothing had worked. But then how could it, when every day she toiled at the side of the most wonderful man in the whole world? A man who was kind and capable. A man who healed.

      Risking a look from beneath her lashes, she saw that he was still standing where she had first seen him. He was looking straight at her, but he was not smiling that gentle smile of his. Instead, his eyebrows were knitted in a frown, and his eyes were worried. Pushing her embarrassment and the ache in her heart aside, Julie speeded up her steps.

      “Will you come to my office before you start, Sister Julie?”

      “Is something wrong?” She had reached out to touch his arm before she remembered that it was not her place to do so. “Your brother has not taken a turn for the worse, has he?”

      Max shrugged. “In a manner of speaking.” He saw the distress surge into her eyes. He saw them grow warm with emotion. He saw the compassion there but not the adoration. If he felt uneasy, he ascribed it to what he had to say to her. “I will be in my office,” he said and hurried off.

      Dr. von Berg was standing at the single window of his cubicle of an office when Julie entered. The moment she closed the door, he began to speak.

      “Do you remember how I asked you not to speak of your Russian background to my brother.”

      “Of course. You said that he had been mistreated by my countrymen during the civil war. I never said anything to him.” Julie took a step backward when he turned around, his face grim. “Truly, I did not.”

      “I know you did not.” His mien softened at the distress and the earnest innocence in her eyes. “But I did.”

      “But—”

      “He questioned me about you. When I evaded, he—” Max broke off, unwilling, unable to voice what Theo’s initial suspicions had been. “Suffice it to say that I told him who you were.” He ignored the stab of guilt that accompanied his decision not to elaborate and tell her that the man who had abused Theo was the uncle she had never known. It would be a useless piece of information that would only upset her further. “And now—”

      “Now he does not want me to care for him any longer,” she finished.

      He nodded.

      “And you? What do you want?” Julie’s breath caught in her throat as she realized that she was talking about Theo von Berg and yet she was not.

      Max closed the distance between them. Smiling, he took her hands in his, unaware of the undertones of her question. “I cannot explain it. Everything I have learned as a doctor, as a scientist tells me that such things do not exist. But your hands work miracles.” He squeezed her hands lightly. “And I want a miracle for Theo.”

      Those were not the words she wanted to hear, but when he smiled at her like that, she would have willingly entered the jaws of hell for his sake.

      “I will do what I can.” She found she could do no more than whisper.

      “He will make it difficult for you.” He released her hands.

      “Then everything will be as it was.” Now that he was no longer touching her, her voice and her sense of humor returned. “Won’t it?”

      Max laughed ruefully. “Yes. He has not exactly been a model patient before this, has he?”

      “He will get well with or without me,” Julie said, remembering the dogged determination in Theo’s eyes. “He wants it too badly not to.”

      Max nodded. But Theo wanted to get well for all the wrong reasons, he thought. Perhaps this young woman could give him the right ones. Still, as Julie left his office, he could not rid himself of the misgivings that crawled up his spine, and he wondered, not for the first time, if his loyalty to family had gone too far.

      

      Julie pressed her hand to her stomach to quiet the jitters there. Theo von Berg would do no more to her than he had done already, she told herself. He would snarl. He would complain. He would look at her in that surly way that she found so strangely attractive and that always made her want to ruffle his hair.

      But when she entered the room, her chin was stubbornly tilted upward, and there was fire in her eyes.

      Theo heard the soft click of the door and turned his face toward the wall. The restless sleep fraught with dreams had left him listless, and he had little interest in seeing who had come to change his dressings this morning.

      The faint scent of verbena teased him, and he felt a spurt of anger that the Russian girl—as he had resolved to think of her—was not only haunting his dreams but his waking hours. When the scent intensified, he turned with an imprudent swiftness that had his breath catching at the fierceness of the pain.

      Nothing had prepared him for the violence of the emotions that streaked through him. The anger was undiminished, like a solid fortress wall. But, at the same time, a vivid joy burst through it, dazzling him for one insane moment. And in tandem with it came the fear of loss of control.

      The play of emotions in his eyes was so quick that Julie could not identify them, but they moved her in a strange way she could not have described. She set down the basin with dressings and bandages that she carried and moved to stand at the side of the bed.

      “I told you once before that the quicker you recovered, the quicker you would be rid of me.” She folded her arms across her chest. “I can only repeat it.”

      “Damn it—” Theo struggled up onto his elbows. “I told Max—”

      “I know what you told him.” Gently but firmly, she pushed him back down on the bed. Leaving her hand in the middle of his chest, she bent down toward him. “What kind of a man are you to blame me for what some faceless, nameless Russians did to you just because I am of Russian blood?”

      Theo stared at her. “Faceless? Nameless?” He opened his mouth to tell her what Max obviously had omitted, but he lost himself for a moment in her amber eyes that were full of sparks. Then she was speaking again, and it was somehow too late to say anything.

      “Now, you listen to me very carefully because I am only going to say this once.” She could feel the warmth of his body through the thin linen shirt he was wearing, and her hand began to tingle, distracting her for a moment, but she forced her mind back to what she had to say.

      “Your brother has done everything in his power to make you well again. Now it is your turn. And if that means you need to suffer my presence, then you will suffer it.” She pulled in a deep breath. “If you have no gratitude for him, then at least show some common courtesy.”

      Anger streaked through Theo again, but it was not the wretched, morbid anger he had felt before. Anger that had nothing to do with her. This anger was clean and sharp and hot—and it was for her only.

      Theo gripped her wrist. “How dare you say that? You have no concept of what I feel.”

      His fingers circled her wrist painfully, but Julie smiled. “Yes, be angry at me. Me.” She tapped her breastbone with her free hand. “Not because I happen to be Russian, but because I have made you angry.”

      His grip on her wrist gentled, and the anger in his eyes faded, giving way to puzzlement and a reluctant admiration.

      “Why are you doing this?”

      “This is what I do. I help people to heal,” she said, deliberately misunderstanding him.

      “No. Why are you doing this for me?”

      Julie shrugged, reluctant to let him see her wounds.

      “You are doing it because Max asked you.” Again he felt a streak of anger, this time for his brother. “You are doing it for him, aren’t you?”

      “Yes.” Her eyes met his and held. Because his grip on her wrist had tightened again, she added defiantly, “For him, I would stand up to anyone. Even you.”

      “Touché.” His mouth tilted up in a lopsided smile. He had seen enough of the love and devotion his brother inspired to not be surprised, and yet he found himself resenting it.

      As he released her wrist, he saw that his fingers had left marks. Frowning, he reached for her again, this time his fingers gentle.

      “I am sorry.” He rubbed his thumb over the reddened skin. There was a tracery of pale blue veins beneath the delicate skin, and he wondered how such fragile hands could work so hard.

      “It’s all right.” Julie pulled her hand away. Although she would not have admitted it, she had felt something when he had touched her. “I do not bruise easily.”

      Theo gave her a long look, surprised by the subtle warmth that wound through him. “I wonder.”

      “I need to get to work,” she said briskly, refusing to acknowledge his last words. “You are not the only patient in my care.”

      Her hands quick and efficient, she began to unwrap his bandages. As always, Theo struggled against the tranquil contentment that stole over him when she touched him. As always, he lost the battle.
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      They had settled on a kind of armed truce, Julie thought as she opened the window to let in the crisp air that seemed to carry the first hint of spring although it was barely January. Theo von Berg rarely let an opportunity go by without sniping at her, but that was purely personal, she mused. The fact that she was his enemy by the accident of her birth no longer seemed to matter.

      There were no more pitched battles, but they certainly locked horns often enough, She remembered how he had cursed her when he had started walking—first with a chair to support him, then crutches, then two canes. And she had teased and provoked and bullied him every time, knowing that if he was angry with her, he would feel his own pain less. She figured they were due for another battle today.

      Yesterday, she had watched him try to negotiate the staircase that led to the garden and fail. She had seen the fury, the self-disgust in his eyes. It was time to take the next step.

      Turning around, she approached the chair where Theo was sitting.

      He frowned suspiciously when he saw her mischievous smile. “Since you are grinning like that,” he grumbled, “I can only assume that you’ve devised some new method of torture for me.”

      “Your abilities of deduction are truly excellent.” She said dryly as she plucked the blanket from his lap and folded it away. “However, not quite precise today.”
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