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			I wanted to know what passion was like,” Caro said. “I had read about coupling in medical texts and…I was curious.”

			“Did I satisfy your curiosity?”

			“I suppose so.” Which was a masterful understatement. Passion was so much more devastating than she had ever expected. At least passion with this man was.

			Max put his finger to her lips. “I had never experienced anything like that night. And pray don’t tell me it was the island’s magical spell. It was far more than that.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“You have no idea, do you?” Reaching up, he gently pushed a tendril of hair back from her forehead. “Let’s just say you helped me face returning to the war.”

			She was taken aback by the look in his eyes. It was almost…sensual. No man had ever looked at her that way, with desire. Except for Max. Except for that night.

			“You have haunted me ever since,” he said simply, his voice no more than a whisper.

			He had haunted her as well….

		

	
		
			Ancient Myth or Enduring Truth?

			Around myriad hearth fires, tales are recounted of a time long vanished—songs of romance and passion and glory, of a legendary leader who wielded his sword for right. Legend holds that he perished but that his legacy lives on, his sword harbored by an enchanted isle, enduring to safeguard and protect humankind.

			 

			Most believe the world is kept safe by powerful rulers and mighty armies. Only a select few guess at the truth. For a millennium, the Guardians of the Sword have stood against evil. Operating in secret, they use an arsenal of guile and skill to champion justice and defend right with might.

		

	
		
			Prologue
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			The Isle of Cyrene,

			August 1813

			The ruins seemed enchanted in the moonlight. Silver pools rippled luminously in the night shadows, fed by a hot spring that cascaded gently down terraced stairs of granite, the last vestiges of a Roman bath. Yet the spellbinding sight failed to soothe Caro Evers as usual. Her restless tension only heightened as she rode closer.

			Halting at the foot of the terrace, Caro slid from the aging mare’s back. Beyond the cliff’s eastern edge stretched the shimmering Mediterranean, calm and serene beneath the brilliant disk of the moon. This was a spectacular place, even on an island known for its uncanny beauty, but tonight the serenity seemed a stark contrast to her disquietude.

			She felt as nervous as a girl meeting her secret lover.

			Which was absurd. The major wasn’t her lover, no matter what foolish fantasies her mind insisted on conjuring. She wasn’t even certain he would come.

			In agitation Caro bent to pluck a delicate white orchid, then left her horse to graze on the wild grass and ferns that grew among the crevices as she made her way toward the baths. A fresh salt breeze ruffled her muslin skirts, scented by honeysuckle that twined among the ancient stones and with pine from Cyrene’s wooded mountain slopes. Although night had long fallen, the rock beneath her bare feet still held warmth from the summer sun as she climbed the carved steps that had been trod for more than a millennium.

			When she passed beneath an arched portal, her heart leapt. A man stood at the parapet wall above her, gazing out at the vast, moonlit sea.

			Major Maxwell Leighton.

			She recognized him at once, even though they had met only three days ago. Few of the islanders possessed such a tall form, such powerfully set shoulders, such authoritative bearing. And no one else could make her pulse quicken with a mere glance from his compelling blue eyes, as he could.

			Since the major’s arrival on a mission of mercy, she’d spent nearly the entire time with him, locked in a desperate battle, fighting for a dying man’s life.

			You came tonight, Caro reflected with relief. He obviously intended to bathe. He had already removed his boots and the short blue jacket of his Hussars uniform, and wore merely breeches and a white shirt.

			When he glanced over his shoulder at her, she suddenly became conscious of her own disheveled appearance: the skirts of her oldest gown swirling around her bare feet, her curling brown hair unpinned, spilling in even wilder disarray than usual. She tried to control her self-conscious flush.

			He spoke in a low voice. “Are you certain you want me invading your haven?”

			No, I’m not certain. She came frequently to the Roman ruins to bathe in the pools, usually when she was physically spent and aching after a hard bout of fencing practice. Rarely did she allow anyone to intrude on her solitude here. But after the strain of the past few days, the major needed the peace and beauty of the ruins to allay his exhaustion. Needed the soothing effects of the silken waters. They both did.

			“I don’t consider your presence an invasion,” she replied honestly. “I asked you to come.”

			Climbing, Caro moved to stand beside him at the crumbling stone wall, her heart beating faster simply at his nearness.

			It was startling how her body responded to him. She had never felt such a primal reaction to any man. The island of Cyrene was said to have a mythical ability to seduce the senses, but until now she’d always thought herself immune to the spell. True, Maxwell Leighton was one of the most strikingly handsome men she had ever met, with his deep blue eyes, lean features, and raven hair. But she had known stunning men before. Quite a number of them, in fact, for Cyrene had more than its fair share.

			She rarely had felt such powerful feminine feelings, though. For three days now she had tried to repress her fierce attraction to Major Leighton, as well as the missish emotions that were so uncharacteristic of her.

			Most disturbing was the heat and intensity in those eyes; when he looked at her, he aroused a wild yearning in her blood, making her feel as if she couldn’t take a deep breath.

			Willing herself to calm, Caro focused on the glimmering vista of the sea. She could hear the soft whisper of the waves below as they swelled in a gentle, timeless rhythm.

			“Is Yates still sleeping quietly?” she asked, breaking the hush.

			“Yes, thank God,” the major responded. “For the first time in weeks he has found a semblance of peace.”

			Lieutenant John Yates had lost a leg in Spain during the most recent grueling battle against Napoleon’s forces, and the wound had refused to heal. When he’d grown weaker and more feverish by the day, he had begged his commanding officer to take him home to his island, but the raw wound had turned septic during the voyage.

			Unwilling to abandon the dying man, Major Leighton had remained on Cyrene, waiting for the end that had never come. Miraculously the young lieutenant’s condition had turned around early this morning; his fever had broken, and he was expected to survive.

			“I am immeasurably grateful to you,” the major murmured. “You saved Yates’s life.”

			“It was not just I,” Caro demurred. “Dr. Allenby has the true medical skill. I merely helped.”

			“No, you were the one who stayed by his side hour after hour.”

			True, she had nursed the lieutenant constantly because the island doctor had other patients to tend. But Major Leighton had played a vital role as well—keeping vigil between his agitated pacing, obediently performing whatever tasks were needed without complaint, holding the delirious lieutenant down while she poulticed the terrible injury and poured noxious-tasting medicines down his throat and applied cold compresses to his burning body.

			“Yates is alive,” Leighton insisted, “because you refused to let him die. I think it was your sheer willpower that saved him.”

			Caro felt absurdly warmed by his praise. “Well, I am known for my stubbornness.”

			That drew a fleeting smile from him. She had never seen him smile, and the charm of it made her breath falter. Still, it had been Leighton’s concern for his wounded subordinate, rather than his potent masculine appeal, that had drawn her to him from the first.

			They had grown closer during the long, dark hours of their ordeal. They were no longer mere strangers, not after sharing such a turmoil of emotions: fear, despair, hope, and finally, profound elation. In winning their victory, they had formed a bond that was almost tangible.

			She found herself fiercely regretting that he would be leaving on the morrow.

			“I think you give me too much credit,” Caro said. “According to John, you were the one who saved his life by warding off a saber attack.”

			“Yet he would never have been wounded in the first place if he hadn’t leapt directly in the path of a cavalry charge in order to shield me. I am greatly indebted to him. As I am to you.”

			At the fervency of his tone, Caro turned her head and saw the major gazing down at her in intense contemplation. When she met his dark-lashed eyes, an unexpected heat washed over her, starkly primitive and unmistakably sexual.

			Caro looked away. It was foolish to feel such yearnings. She doubted she held much sexual appeal for this beautiful man. Her looks were comely enough, but she suspected he found her femininity wanting after observing her for the past few days.

			She couldn’t blame him. Ladies of genteel station did not deal with blood and gore and dying men by choice, assisting the island doctor with patient surgeries and the injuries of unrelated men.

			Nor did they engage in dangerous missions across much of Europe, wielding weapons in defense of a valiant cause—to root out evil and tyranny.

			She was not like most other women. Her natural gift for healing set her apart from her peers, but her clandestine vocation separated her even further. She was a Guardian, a member of a secret society of protectors sworn to uphold the ancient ideals once championed by a legendary leader.

			But her unconventional career was not a subject she could discuss with an outsider. Certainly not Major Leighton, who would leave Cyrene tomorrow, likely never to return.

			The thought of his leaving sent a pang of distress welling within Caro. One thing was certain: She would never forget him. Although she fervently wished she could.

			Maxwell Leighton made her long for things she’d convinced herself she didn’t want or need. At the ripe age of twenty-four, she had forgone the things most women considered important—marriage, children, husband…even lovers.

			Lovers. Caro felt an ache constrict her chest.

			In her wildest fantasies she might have wondered what it would be like to experience this man’s lovemaking, but he was unlikely to choose her as his lover. After battling beside her for the lieutenant’s life, she imagined he regarded her more as a comrade in arms than an object of desire.

			“You will continue to care for Yates?” he asked, his voice dark with concern.

			“Of course,” she replied with a sigh. “I don’t think you need worry, Major. He is past the danger now. He will heal eventually.”

			“But he will be forever maimed.” Leighton shut his eyes, while his body gave a faint shudder.

			She thought she understood his despair. He felt responsible for his lieutenant’s sacrifice. And he himself was clearly suffering from the terrible stresses of war.

			The major hadn’t been wounded in battle as his subordinate had been, but after serving as a cavalry officer for eight years, he had invisible wounds that were just as raw. His emotional pain was palpable. Through their dark hours together, she’d seen the torment in his eyes that hinted at the inner demons he was fighting. A battle-weary soldier sick to his soul of death and destruction.

			She wanted to help him, to bring him comfort somehow, but she felt at a loss. His wasn’t a physical wound that could be healed by potions and poultices.

			“The lieutenant says you are a hero,” she said finally.

			Leighton’s response was a faint scoffing sound. “If you only knew.” He looked at his hands, as if seeing them still stained with blood. “You are a healer, but I take lives. And I am not even considering the countless men who have died under my command. Or the…friends I’ve lost.”

			“But think of the countless others you have saved.”

			His reply was filled with bleakness. “That’s the hell of it. I couldn’t save them.”

			Her heart ached for him. She didn’t need him to explain his feelings. He felt the guilt of surviving when he wasn’t able to save others.

			As a healer, she had fought similar battles herself, attempting to defy the Grim Reaper. And too many times she had lost.

			“You cannot hold yourself to blame for the madness of war, Major,” Caro said quietly. “You can only keep striving.” She placed a gentle hand on his arm. “It takes remarkable courage to confront death as you do, day after day. But I—and all our countrymen—am supremely grateful to you and the other brave men like you who are willing to keep trying.”

			For a long moment he didn’t answer. He simply stared down at her, searching her face, his eyes dark and fathomless as the night.

			“An angel of mercy,” he said finally. “Are you always this comforting?”

			Caro felt a flush rise in her cheeks. “I try. As you said, I am a healer. And I don’t like to see anyone in pain.”

			“And you think I am in pain?”

			“Are you not?” she asked softly.

			He gave a harsh whisper of a laugh. “You’re too damned perceptive.”

			Eager to shift the focus of his intense contemplation, she responded with another question. “Must you return tomorrow? Perhaps you could remain on Cyrene a while longer.”

			“It’s tempting, I admit.” He glanced to his left toward where France lay north of the island, then farther west, toward Spain, where the bloody Peninsular War was being fought. “I’m not eager to return to the slaughter. I have little stomach for watching my men become cannon fodder.” The major shook his head. “But they need me. I can’t forsake them.”

			“Even a few days would do you good. With the lieutenant in such a critical state, you had no chance to enjoy the peace of our little island. I assure you, it can prove a balm for the soul.”

			“Are you saying your island possesses some peculiar magic?”

			“No magic, but the sun and fresh air and the sea are healing. And legend holds that Apollo cast a spell here to create a lovers’ paradise.”

			“I’ve never been one to believe in such things as spells.”

			“Nor I,” Caro agreed.

			But spell or no, Cyrene was a haven of beauty with its azure seas, sun-splashed slopes, and golden valleys. It had the power to soothe raw, ravaged nerves, bitter wounds of the spirit, even the deepest grief. Which was why she had asked the major to come here tonight.

			He glanced behind him at the moonlit ruin with its shining, terraced pools. “There does seem to be an enchantment about this place.”

			His unsettling gaze focused on her again, and a long silence followed.

			Then slowly he reached up to slide his hand beneath her hair, capturing her nape in a gentle vise, half turning her to face him. Caro drew a shallow breath as he stared down at her mouth, his lids half-lowered, fringed by black lashes.

			Her heart began to pound. No man had ever looked at her this way, with something very much like desire. Was it possible he felt desire for her?

			“Major Leighton…”

			“My name is Max.”

			She thought perhaps he intended to kiss her, but instead his other hand closed over hers, where unwittingly she had crushed the orchid between her fingers.

			He took the bloom from her and lifted it to her cheek, running the delicate petals over her lips.

			Helpless to move, she could only stare up at him.

			“I need healing, sweet Caro. Can you heal me?”

			Her heart lurched crazily at the question. He seemed to be asking for more than simple comfort. And she wanted to give it to him….

			Suddenly he gave a start, as if waking from a daze, and took a step back, distancing himself with a muttered oath. “Forgive me. I didn’t come here to seduce you.”

			Caro felt oddly bereft. That simple contact had left her shaken—yet his curse had filled her with hope. Perhaps he truly had wanted to kiss her but remembered that he was an officer and a gentleman. An honorable man would be reluctant to take advantage of their isolation.

			But what if I want to be seduced? The unbidden thought caught her off guard.

			“My coming here was a mistake,” he said in a low voice, starting to turn away.

			A feeling of panic swept through Caro. “No! Please don’t go.” She couldn’t bear to see him leave. “You haven’t tried the bath. And I promised to show you the techniques of massage.”

			“I don’t want to put you to such trouble.”

			“It is no trouble, truly. And you need it, Major. You know you do.”

			He must have heard the plea in her voice, for he stood there in indecision. “This isn’t wise.”

			Striving for calm, Caro adopted a mock sternness in her tone. “I have far more medical expertise than you do, Major. You should heed my advice.”

			The shadows in his eyes softened slightly with a faint hint of amusement. “Or what? Will you bully me into doing your bidding the way you did Yates?”

			“Indeed. I have a variety of methods to deal with recalcitrant patients, which I won’t hesitate to use if necessary.”

			“Your threat sounds ominous. Very well.”

			Stripping off his shirt, he tossed the garment down beside the stone wall. Immediately Caro felt her pulse leap at the sight of his powerful torso, rippling with muscle.

			“Which pool should I use?”

			“The middle one is the deepest—and the warmest. You’ll find it more appealing, despite the warmth of the night.”

			“Do you intend to join me?”

			She hesitated for a heartbeat. “Yes. A massage will be more effective in concert with the heat of the water.”

			He gave a deliberate shrug, circling his shoulders as if trying to relieve the ache. “I would give a year off my life if you could give me some respite from the pain.”

			Turning, he made his way across to the middle pool. “You told me your Dr. Allenby sometimes employs the Eastern arts here on Cyrene. Is massage part of the Eastern philosophy? You were constantly working Yates’s limbs to keep the blood flowing and to ease the pain.”

			“Yes,” Caro said. “Eastern medicine puts great faith in the healing power of touch.”

			She watched then as the major silently shed his breeches.

			She had studied human anatomy before. And she had seen unclothed men countless times. But they were all cadavers or patients who were ill or injured. There was nothing frail or infirm about this man. He looked more like a Greek god, long-limbed and perfectly sculpted. There was a wild, primitive beauty to his body. The silvery light accentuated every hard muscle in his wide shoulders, his powerful back, which tapered to narrow hips, his taut buttocks, his sinewy horseman’s thighs….

			The brazen sight of him took her breath away, while his casual nudity flustered her. But then, he evidently didn’t suspect she was sexually inexperienced. With her unconventional vocation, he would likely assume she knew about men and lovemaking. In the army, the only female medical orderlies to attend wounded soldiers were camp followers.

			He eased himself into the pool. The lower side sloped much like the head of a chaise lounge, and he lay back, reclining so that the surface level came halfway to his chest. Shutting his eyes momentarily, he gave a harsh sigh of contentment as the heated water washed over him.

			“You were right,” he murmured at last. “This is paradise.”

			The silence that ensued, however, had the opposite effect on Caro. Her tension had returned with a vengeance.

			She knew now that she couldn’t remain professional and indifferent with Max Leighton, as if he were any other patient. How had she ever thought she could?

			“Are you coming in?” He was waiting for her, she realized. Watching.

			It struck her then that she also had been lying to herself. She’d thought she had persuaded him to come here tonight out of simple compassion. Because he was hurting and she had never been able to turn away from anyone in pain.

			But had she secretly hoped for something more?

			She could hear her heartbeat vying with the low hum of the cicadas in the warm night and wondered if her inner turmoil showed.

			Was this her chance to indulge her wild yearnings? Her feverish imaginings? She had controlled her restless longings for years, content to live her life without passion, on the shelf by choice. Yet tonight that could change….

			“Caro?”

			When he called to her again, she obeyed, as if lured by some irresistible force. She halted at the edge of the pool, and after a moment’s hesitation, let her gown drop to the ground.

			When she lowered herself into the bath, her cambric shift floated around her hips. The warmth of the water caressed her body as she waded toward him, but it was the heat in Max Leighton’s eyes that made her feel flushed and feverish. His intense glance set her quivering.

			By the time she reached him, she felt clumsy with nerves, yet she tried to keep her tone even. “Give me your back.”

			He eased away from the wall and turned so that his back was to her. Kneeling behind him, Caro raised her hands and gently curved her fingers over his shoulders. At first contact she could feel the rigid tightness of the muscles.

			“Close your eyes,” she ordered softly.

			With a light pressure, she began massaging, making small circles with the tips of her fingers. The flesh beneath his skin felt as hard as wood, the tendons in his neck as taut as bow strings. His body was one massive knot, no doubt from both physical exertion and keeping his dark emotions bottled inside for so long.

			“Just try to relax and feel my touch,” Caro murmured. “Let the water’s warmth soothe you.”

			She heard him exhale as he surrendered to her ministrations, and she earnestly set about her task, using her fingers to work the strained, tight muscles in his shoulders, her thumbs pressing more deeply into the worst knots. When she struck a particularly painful spot, he arched in protest but made no sound.

			Eventually she shifted lower, moving over the slick wet skin of his upper back. She faltered when her thumb found a long ridge near his right shoulder blade. “What is this?”

			“A bullet graze.”

			The answer disturbed her, reminding her of the dangerous life a military officer led, but she moved on, slowly kneading down his back with her fingers, pressing with the heels of her hands.

			She covered every inch of skin, feeling the texture marred by other scars of war. At last the hard muscles seemed to be softening, even though the tension in his body was not relaxing as she’d hoped. Worse, an unmistakable tension was rising within her own body. The sleek flesh beneath her fingers seemed suddenly hot.

			Abruptly leaving off, she moved up to his neck again. He gave a faint groan of mingled pleasure and pain as her fingers gently dug into the tendons there. After a moment, she lifted her hands to his ebony hair. It felt soft and satiny to the touch as she began massaging his scalp. She heard him sigh in pure pleasure this time, a sound that filled her with pleasure as well.

			Caro drew an uneven breath, aware of the erotic sensations flowing through her. The rippling warmth of the water was somehow seductive, the silver hush of the night as unreal as a dream.

			Was he feeling any of the same primitive feelings that were claiming her?

			Slowly she let her hands slide down his back again, her palms molding to the warm skin, the sculpted muscles. He must have sensed the difference in her touch, for she felt a sharpened tautness in his body at her unintentional caresses.

			And yet she couldn’t stop herself. Of its own volition, her thumb returned to the bullet scar. She let her fingers linger there, brushing the grooved ridge, wishing she could have prevented his pain. With a murmur of sympathy, she bent to press her lips against the scarred flesh.

			She felt him stiffen, felt his long hesitation before he slowly turned to lean back against the sloping wall once more.

			Her heart beat an erratic pulse in her throat as he looked at her. She was no longer a healer now; she was a woman. And the molten heat in his gaze only heightened the wild urges rioting within her.

			He lifted his hand to touch her cheek, holding her gaze with his passionate intensity. “You must be some kind of dream…a lovely figment of my imagination. But if I am dreaming, I don’t want to wake.”

			“Nor do I,” she said, her voice scarcely a whisper.

			He drew her down to him to lie fully against his hard length while his arms came around her. Only the wet fabric of her shift lay between their naked skin.

			Caro felt her stomach flutter violently.

			His mouth almost touching hers, he brought her even closer, pressing her lower body against the rigid, swelling flesh at his groin, letting her feel his arousal.

			She had seen animals mating, so she understood in principle the act of lovemaking. And her dearest friend, Isabella, had shared risqué tales of her various lovers. But nothing had prepared Caro for the reality of this man, for the feel of him, so swollen with male need. Or for the hot, shameless sensation that washed over her helpless body.

			His warm breath caressed her lips when he spoke. “I want you.”

			The fierce declaration took her aback. No man had ever said those words to her. His desire for her couldn’t be more clear. Yet she thought she understood: he wanted her for physical solace. He wanted to feel life, not death—and passion was a most profound expression of life. No doubt Max Leighton would respond this way to most any warm female body.

			Even so, Caro couldn’t deny the responsive desire his words stirred in her.

			His mouth covered hers then. His kiss was hard and fervent, demanding and desperate at the same time. She could feel the dark need in him as his tongue slid urgently into her mouth, stealing her breath completely.

			An aching sound came from her throat, and her fingers clutched reflexively at the taut muscles of his shoulders. She had never experienced anything like Max’s dark, almost savage kiss.

			Long moments later he broke off with a groan. Shutting his eyes, he rested his forehead against hers, as if struggling for control.

			“You should stop me before this goes too far,” he urged, his voice undeniably hoarse.

			Bewildered and more than a little dazed, Caro shook her head. “I…don’t want you to stop,” she said shakily.

			For a dozen heartbeats he didn’t respond. Then he drew back, his eyes searching. “What do you want, angel? Tell me.” His hands came up to cup her breasts, his palms pressing against her nipples, which pebbled beneath the cambric bodice.

			A streak of fire shot through her, and Caro had to fight to suppress an instinctive whimper. What she truly wanted was scandalous. She wanted him. To hold her. To touch her. To show her what pleasure was.

			What if she was to give her body to him? an insistent voice asked. She never expected to see Max Leighton again after tonight. Once he returned to the war, he was unlikely to have any other reason for coming again to the island. And he could be killed….

			The thought of this strong, vital man dying wrenched at her heart. But it only made her internal argument stronger. This could be his last night for passion.

			And hers.

			She couldn’t deny her yearning to be fully a woman. And now it was like a fire burning deep in her heart.

			For once in her life she wanted to experience a man’s lovemaking. One moment to last her a lifetime.

			Absurdly, though, she couldn’t bring herself to declare her need so boldly. In her role as a Guardian she had faced danger and intrigue countless times, but now she felt ridiculously awkward and shy. She could only answer indirectly and hope he understood.

			“I…am not as experienced as you think me.”

			He went very still. “Have you never been with a man?”

			“Truthfully…no.”

			A new silence lay between them. Moonlight played over his chiseled features while she waited for his response. Water lapped at her breasts and eddied between her legs, further sensitizing her feminine flesh, awakening long dormant desires, making her keenly aware of the hollow ache inside her.

			“You had better go, then.” His voice was raw, almost harsh.

			“I want to stay.” Her own voice dropped to a nearly inaudible whisper. “Please…I want to know what passion is. Will you show me?”

			His hesitation drew out for an eternity. “I should be shot for even considering what you’re suggesting.”

			“Please, Max?”

			A tenderness stole over his expression. “Are you certain?”

			She had never been more certain of anything in her life.

			Tonight she would finally understand the mysteries between a man and woman. She could surrender to her most secret desires. She could be as wild and needy and womanly as she wished.

			She had little doubt this man’s lovemaking would leave her breathless. She had no doubt whatsoever she would cherish this memory for as long as she lived.

			In answer, she reached up to touch his lean cheek. “I know sometimes there is pain, so please…be gentle.”

			“You needn’t even ask.”

			He was gentle. Incredibly so. She could feel his determined control as he brushed kisses soft as butterflies’ wings against her lips, along her jaw, the skin of her throat. Still nuzzling, he lifted her up and eased her legs on either side of his hard thighs.

			With long fingers, he lowered the bodice of her shift so that her bare, trembling breasts spilled out.

			Caro tensed, wondering if he would be disappointed at her physical attributes, but the heat of his gaze never faltered as he surveyed her wet, glistening flesh. His brazen scrutiny made her cheeks flame. And when his hands molded to the swelling curves, they seemed warmer than the water.

			He took his time, massaging gently, rhythmically, and she forgot her apprehension. He drew out his caresses, as if determined to arouse her the way she had unwittingly done to him.

			The slow, languid motion was unbelievably sensual. Yet Caro was unprepared for the rush of feeling when he bent to capture a peaked nipple with his mouth. Her breath fled as he suckled her. Heat flooded through her, while a nearly unbearable ache curled low in the pit of her stomach and between her thighs.

			For long minutes his lips and tongue aroused her. It was tantalizing, intoxicating, sending thrills of sensation to every nerve in her body. With the same languor his hands began to stroke down her back, tracing the curve of her hips, her buttocks, making slow, kneading circles.

			Her head fell back, and she sighed at the sweet pleasure of his seduction. Finally his lips left her breasts and traced a blazing path back up her throat. His breath was hot in her ear when he asked, “Do you need this?”

			Not waiting for a reply, he caught the hem of her shift and drew the dripping garment over her head, baring her fully to his gaze.

			His eyes grew darker if that was possible. He seemed enthralled and fascinated by the sight of her.

			It was the night magic, she knew. No doubt the island’s seductive sensuality was intensifying his hunger. But she didn’t care what the reason. She felt the same hunger. She felt beautiful when he looked at her.

			A drugged, dreamy languor filled her as his hands slid down her body again, sensuously caressing. Slowly his palm moved over her thigh to her belly, then lower to the curls at the juncture of her thighs. When he found the most tender, vibrant part of her body, Caro shivered.

			He cupped her, stroking. Then one finger slid slowly into her, making her gasp aloud.

			Ignoring her instinctive protest, he went on exploring, arousing, his teasing fingers gliding inside her…lingering…withdrawing…only to begin all over again.

			At his rhythmic assault, desire swelled dizzily within her, along with a wanton excitement. Caro arched against him, her aching breasts seeking closer contact with his naked chest.

			“Easy,” he murmured, but the husky rasp of his voice held satisfaction.

			Drawing back, he guided her hand to his loins, to the male member that swelled so rigidly erect against her abdomen. Even in the silken water, it felt hot, throbbing to the touch.

			He gave her the choice, waiting. But there was no longer any choice for Caro. Foolish or wise, she wanted this. Wanted him.

			“Yes,” she whispered, replying to his silent query.

			His eyes burned as his hands went to her hips and lifted her up, centering her over the engorged crest of his phallus, only to gently lower her again.

			His entry was infinitely slow and careful; her body was slick with feminine need. But even so, the invasion felt overwhelming. She went very still with the shock of it.

			There was no real pain, but she felt stretched and penetrated almost to the breaking point.

			His warm lips touched her fluttering eyelids, her cheeks, her lips, until her panting breaths began to lessen.

			“Better now?”

			“Yes…”

			The dull ache had subsided, yet she was afraid to move with the huge, pulsing shaft so deep inside her. But then his hands closed over her hips, and he drew her the slightest degree nearer.

			A spark of pleasure kindled inside her that made her shudder. When she felt his hard, masculine flesh press deeper, filling her, she realized her body had begun to accept and even welcome his impalement.

			His mouth went from earlobe to throat, sliding down to her bare collarbone, then farther. He was suckling her breasts again, this time more strongly, his tongue rasping and licking, setting off a hot, urgent clamoring inside her.

			Whimpering, Caro melted helplessly against him, pushing her quivering flesh hard against his searing mouth. She was trembling with sensations so vibrant, she thought she might burst into flame.

			Then his wonderful hands slid down once more between their bodies, his thumb finding the slick bud hidden within her feminine folds.

			“No…” She said the word instinctively in a raw, shaking voice as she tried to pull back from the frightening intensity.

			“Yes,” Max insisted, not allowing her to escape.

			One hand clamped on her hip while his other fingers stroked her sexual center. He kissed her again, his tongue thrusting deep into her mouth, just as his rampant arousal was doing to her body.

			The dark waves of pleasure built relentlessly until the ache was almost intolerable. Caro writhed with the wild sensuality of it.

			A moment later a panicky, anguished sound escaped her. Her fingers bit into the corded muscles of his arms as molten fire engulfed her.

			She clung to him, shaking helplessly, her cries shattering the night as the inferno continued…so powerful, so devastating, it left her senses reeling.

			Dazed and depleted, she collapsed on his chest, her heartbeat loud in her ears as he cradled her in his arms.

			“I never knew,” she murmured long moments later, her voice hoarse with passion. “I suppose that is why they call it ‘the little death.’”

			“That is exactly why.” She heard the smile in his voice, felt his lips press against the damp hair curling at her temple. “But there is more, sweetheart.”

			“More?” She gave a husky, disbelieving laugh.

			“Much more.” He moved his hips slightly, so that she could feel his still-thick arousal thrusting deeper.

			Breathless once more, Caro drew back to gaze into his dark eyes. “Will you teach me?”

			“It will be my honor—and my pleasure.”

			His hands cupped her buttocks once more, and he began to rock her gently against him.

			His eyes squeezed shut as he surged slowly into her. He was just as careful this time, but she sensed his effort at control. His face grew taut, his jaw rigid, while his breathing became as tortured as hers had been.

			She felt his desperate need when his mouth blindly sought hers, heard it in his voice as he whispered against her lips, “Heal me, fierce angel.”

			At his plea, she was lost. His dark desire filled her with tenderness, with the ardent longing to soothe his war-ravaged soul.

			Her arms came around him tightly, and she returned his fervent kiss with all the yearning she’d kept hidden for years.

			For tonight she belonged to this magnificent man. Whatever he wanted, she would do. And what he clearly wanted, needed, was to surrender to the night, to the moonlight, to the island’s passionate enchantment.

			To her.
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			One

			London, September 1814

			Partially shielded from view by a potted palm, Max Leighton leaned against a marble column and surveyed the crowded ballroom without enthusiasm. After enduring so many years of war, he had returned to England resolved to banish his grim memories by losing himself in the mundane pleasures of civilian life.

			But this was not what he had in mind—pursued by countless matchmaking mamas and their nubile young daughters, eager to ensnare him in their nets. In the current craze of victory celebrations, a wealthy, decorated war veteran made an extremely eligible matrimonial prize, Max had learned to his chagrin.

			His mouth curled in a wry grimace. He had little appetite for fighting on the battlefield of love, especially when he had no interest in settling down in marriage. But even the more seasoned beauties of the ton were vying for his attention now. Needing a respite from his popularity, he’d escaped the ballroom floor moments ago and sought refuge behind the palm.

			If only his cavalry regiment could see him now, Max thought, amused in spite of himself.

			But few of his men would be sympathetic to his plight: nestled in the lap of luxury, courted and feted by so many eager females.

			What had happened to him? Before his army days, he hadn’t considered balls and soirees and garden parties so trivial. But perhaps the genteel challenges of the Beau Monde simply couldn’t match the satisfaction of saving Europe from the bloody machinations of a despot.

			Or perhaps it was the women themselves who aroused his dissatisfaction. None of them had the honest charms of one woman he’d found impossible to forget.

			His gaze narrowing, Max let his mind drift back, as it had countless times since his mission of mercy more than a year ago.

			He had never expected to discover a Mediterranean island paradise, or experience an enchanting night of passion with an innocent temptress. He hadn’t been able to forget that night on Cyrene or the bewitching woman who had offered him solace.

			He’d fought the growing urge to return to the island and seek out Caro Evers simply to see if the magic he’d felt with her was real or the result of the extraordinary circumstances. If, during the long months of war, he had built her up in his memory into an impossible ideal.

			He had no real excuse to make such a journey. By all reports Lieutenant Yates had recovered well enough from his injuries to lead a satisfactory life. Yates had found gainful employment as a secretary to an elderly noblemen on the island, and his cheerful letters showed no hint of bitterness at becoming a cripple.

			But even so, Max told himself, he could use the pretext of checking on his former subordinate—

			“Don’t tell me you are in hiding?” an amused male voice broke into his reflections. “Do you realize how many belles you are disappointing?”

			Christopher, Viscount Thorne, stood before him, surveying him with wry understanding. They had met the previous year on Cyrene during Max’s brief visit there, and in recent months had become friends—quite against Max’s better judgment. He wanted no more close friends while he was still so raw from losing so many others.

			“Here, perhaps this will help,” Thorne said, offering him a snifter of what looked to be brandy. “I thought you would prefer a more potent libation to my aunt’s insipid punch.”

			Max accepted the brandy gladly and took a long swallow, letting the fire burn down his throat.

			Thorne was the rakehell son of a duke—tall, fair-haired, and athletic. It was Thorne who had introduced Max to many of the notorious pleasures London had to offer. And Thorne who had coerced him into attending the ball this evening.

			Max raised his glass of brandy. “This helps,” he said, “but you are still bloody well indebted to me.”

			Thorne flashed a grin. “I am indeed.” He was primarily in London for the fall Season because he’d reluctantly promised his aunt, Lady Hennessy, that he would squire around his young debutante cousin, who was trying to acquire some social polish in preparation for her come-out next spring. He had asked Max to attend tonight so he didn’t have to endure Lady Hennessy’s ball all alone.

			He gave Max a friendly cuff on the back. “It must be a severe plague, being hounded so mercilessly by so many women who love you.”

			“It isn’t my person they love. It’s the size of my income and my prospective title that draws them.” As the only living male relative of an elderly uncle, Max was the heir presumptive to a viscountcy.

			“Along with your charm and looks,” Thorne interjected. “And the fact that you’re a celebrated war hero. Have you any notion how many men would kill to be in your shoes?”

			Max returned a pained smile. “I would rather be anywhere else than here. Back on your island, for example.”

			Thorne shook his head. “I’m not certain that would be an improvement. Cyrene has more than its share of marriage-minded debutantes. There are some three dozen British families who lead society there. They have their own little ton and can be quite as ruthless as London’s Upper Ten Thousand.”

			“I would be willing to risk it just for a little peace.”

			Thorne gave him a scrutinizing glance. “Ah, I fancy I know what your problem is. You were infected.”

			“Infected?”

			“By Cyrene’s spell. It gets in your blood.”

			Taking another swallow of brandy, Max shook his head. “I heard something about a mythical spell, but I don’t believe in such things.”

			“Even so, the island affects some people strangely. It has seductive qualities that can be downright dangerous.”

			That much was true, Max agreed silently. He had found it enchanting, seductive, beguiling….

			“Is that why you settled there?” he asked his friend. “You were seduced by the island?”

			To his surprise, Thorne gave an enigmatic smile. “In part. But Cyrene has other appealing traits that aren’t apparent at first glance.”

			Reportedly, Thorne had been exiled to Cyrene years ago by his infuriated noble father. But even though he’d eventually reformed enough to appease his sire, he still chose to make his home on the tiny island in the western Mediterranean, between Spain and Sardinia. Max had never quite understood why; he wouldn’t have thought such serene allure could attract a man of Thorne’s reckless nature.

			“Perhaps you should pay another visit there,” Thorne added. “The tranquillity might do you good.”

			Indeed it might, Max reflected, remembering the peace he’d found so briefly. Warm, golden sun. Sparkling aquamarine seas. Mountain peaks wooded with pine and holm oak. Rich valleys lush with vineyards and orange orchards and olive groves. Ancient ruins. Spellbinding, moonlit nights…

			Paradise.

			The thought was so tempting. Though he loathed admitting it, he still hadn’t completely recovered from the years of war. The long conflict had been over since Napoleon’s abdication in April, yet Max was still plagued by the nightmare. By his own private hell. He had returned alive, when other, more deserving men had not. In the darkest hours of night, it was only by determinedly dreaming of his ministering angel that he could keep the guilt and grief at bay.

			Just then his attention was diverted by a familiar curvaceous figure beyond the potted palm, and he let out an oath, barely quelling the urge to shrink farther behind the column.

			“I certainly haven’t found tranquillity here,” Max muttered, eyeing the blond-haired widow who was scanning the ballroom, doubtless in search of him.

			“Then come home with me at Christmas,” Thorne said. “My obligations will keep me in London until then, but I plan to spend the holiday on Cyrene and would be delighted to have you join me.”

			“I could easily be persuaded. I’m eager to see for myself that Yates has recovered.” And to meet a certain tempting angel again…

			He knew better than to bring up the subject, but the question seemed to be dragged out of him. “What do you hear about Miss Evers?”

			“Caro?” Thorne’s eyebrows rose with curiosity. “Ah, yes, you met her when she nursed Yates.” He smiled slowly, as if recalling a fond memory. “Why, she’s as singular as ever. Caro tends to set the blue-blooded denizens of Cyrene on their ears with regularity.”

			“She did strike me as rather unconventional.”

			“She is that indeed,” Thorne said with a low laugh that suddenly faltered. “What in blazes…?” His eyes narrowed. “Speak of the devil.”

			Following his gaze through the palm fronds, Max glanced past the throngs of dancers, toward the main entrance to the ballroom. A woman stood there, looking starkly out of place among the begowned, bejeweled, befeathered ladies. She wore plain dark traveling clothes, and she was searching the crowd impatiently.

			Max felt every muscle in his body tense. He recognized her from his dreams. The proud carriage of her slender body. The delicate strength in the set of her jaw. The compassion in her healing touch…

			Wondering if he was again dreaming, Max blinked rapidly, just as Thorne said in a suddenly terse tone, “Excuse me. Caro may be looking for me. I need to discover what brought her here.”

			As his friend strode away, Max stood momentarily rooted, feeling slightly stunned. Like Thorne, he had no idea what had brought Caro Evers here to London, specifically to Lady Hennessy’s ballroom.

			Yet he had no doubt whatsoever why his life had suddenly brightened.

			 

			Relief flooded Caro when she spied Thorne approaching. At least she wouldn’t have to search further for him.

			When he reached her, she forced herself to return his smile of welcome, knowing that she was the object of countless curious stares. The notoriety didn’t bother her—she was fully accustomed to it by now. And in the five years since her horrible Season in London, she had conquered the sick, hollow feeling of being an outcast. But no one needed to suspect that she and Christopher, Lord Thorne, were anything more than longtime acquaintances and neighbors, or that she had come here to fetch him for an urgent mission.

			“Did you just arrive in London?” he murmured as he bent gallantly over her hand.

			“Yes. I called at your house but was told I could find you here. Thorne, it is Isabella. We think she has been taken captive.”

			His pleasant smile never wavered, although a spark of dark emotion flared in his eyes. “I am delighted to see you again, Miss Evers. Come, you can give me all the news from home.”

			Tucking her arm in his, he ushered her from the ballroom and along the elegant corridor to a large library.

			Caro shivered as he closed the door behind them. A fire had been lit in the grate, but it was still far colder here than home on her beautiful island.

			“So tell me what happened,” Thorne said brusquely, all business now that the need for pretense was over.

			“Five weeks ago Isabella was returning home after visiting Spain, but her ship never arrived on Cyrene. In all likelihood it was overrun by Barbary pirates and she was enslaved.”

			Caro heard the note of fear in her voice, saw the dismay in Thorne’s frown as well. There was always danger in sailing the Mediterranean. Now that Napoleon had been vanquished, the French fleet no longer threatened merchant vessels. But for centuries corsairs from the Barbary Coast of North Africa had menaced the waters, practicing the lucrative business of seizing ships and selling their captives as slaves. In fact, a decade ago the American navy had fought a war with Tripoli over that kingdom’s enslavement of its citizens.

			“Sit down and start from the beginning,” he suggested as she began to pace.

			“I couldn’t possibly sit. I have been doing nothing but sitting on board a schooner for two weeks now. I wish it didn’t take so blasted long to reach London!”

			“Well, you won’t do Isabella any good by wearing out my aunt’s carpet,” Thorne replied. “Would you care for some sherry?”

			“Yes…thank you.”

			His pragmatic tone had a calming effect. Taking a deep breath, Caro moved over to the hearth and held out her gloved hands to the fire while Thorne went to a table and poured her a glass of sherry.

			Memories rushed through her mind as she stared at the flames. Lady Isabella Wilde was her dearest friend—a beautiful Spanish noblewoman who had outlived three husbands and now frequently traveled the globe, living life as she pleased. The adventuresome Isabella had been like a mother to her, ever since Caro’s own mother died when she was a girl. Isabella was also a role model of independent thinking and had encouraged her in countless ways to pursue her dreams.

			Caro was fiercely determined to save her friend from captivity—and so were all the other Guardians. This was not just a personal mission for them. As the daughter of an exiled Spanish statesman, Isabella had been granted sanctuary on Cyrene many years ago. And the capture of someone under the Guardians’ protection struck at the heart of their order. Their leader, Sir Gawain Olwen, considered their very honor to be at stake. There was no question they would mount a rescue if necessary. Caro had come directly to London to give Thorne his orders.

			He handed her a full wineglass, then settled himself on a sofa while she explained the facts they had pieced together after Isabella went missing—facts that suggested she’d been taken captive by Barbary corsairs.

			“We actually had little information to go on. When Isabella’s ship never arrived, we sent out inquiries. There had been no storms that week, or any other reason to suggest it might have sunk. And then we learned that a vessel flying an Algerian flag had been sighted in the packet’s wake.”

			“And there has been no word of Bella since? No demands for ransom?”

			“None. Sir Gawain sent two agents to Tripoli just in case our intelligence was mistaken, but the odds are greater that she was taken to Algiers.”

			“And Sir Gawain wants me to go directly to Algiers to search for her?”

			“Yes.”

			“Doubtless he understands the difficulty of locating her there.”

			Caro nodded. From what she’d heard, Algiers was a large, crowded city with dwellings crammed together like rabbit warrens. And the country itself—the Kingdom of Algiers—was a vast expanse of rugged mountain and hostile desert.

			Her sherry remaining untouched, Caro set her glass on the mantel to reach into her reticule. Drawing out a thin sheaf of folded papers, she handed them to Thorne.

			“All the particulars are here,” she said. “Everything we have planned thus far…each of our assignments, including yours.”

			Thorne perused the details quickly, not questioning why Caro had come personally to deliver his orders. The Guardians often communicated by mail dispatches and carrier pigeon, but this assignment was too important to risk being lost.

			Caro shuddered to think of what might have happened to her friend. It was hoped that Isabella’s dark beauty and elegant manners would have spared her the fate of many slaves—a terrible life of toil and beatings—and landed her instead in some wealthy lord’s harem. The Kingdom of Algiers was ruled by a Turkish dey, who governed from a massive castle. If Isabella was imprisoned there, breaking her out might be next to impossible.

			Yet first they had to find her. A half-dozen Guardians were in Barbary now, seeking information, while several others had been recalled to Cyrene in the event they had to mount a rescue.

			Thorne looked up from studying his orders. “Hawk is leading the search in Algiers,” he verified, “and I am to link up with him there.”

			“Exactly. And I don’t need to tell you how imperative it is that you proceed quickly.”

			He nodded. “I’ll leave tomorrow morning, as soon as I arrange a few details to put my current assignment on hold.”

			The light of anticipation in Thorne’s eyes greatly encouraged Caro. For the first time in weeks, she felt her taut nerves relax the slightest measure. She was infinitely glad to have Christopher Thorne on their side.

			She had known he would be eager to participate in the mission, since he loved the thrill of danger. A rebel at heart, Thorne was the hotheaded, reckless member of the group. And of all the Guardians besides Caro, he was closest to Isabella, so he understood perfectly her anxiety for her friend.

			Thorne rose from the sofa and crossed to her, taking her gloved hands in his larger, stronger ones. “We’ll find her, never doubt it.”

			Caro smiled faintly. She was far more troubled about this mission than any previous one, doubtless because she had such a high personal stake in the outcome. “It is just so frustrating to be this helpless. I cannot stop seeing Isabella at the mercy of some cruel master. She is all alone, Thorne—”

			“Have you considered another possibility? That Bella may look upon her captivity as an adventure rather than a tragedy?”

			He was trying to reassure her, Caro realized, yet he did have a point. Most women would be terrified at being enslaved by Barbary pirates, but the spirited Isabella was far more resourceful and enterprising than any average woman. If anyone was a survivor, it was she.

			But still, it distressed Caro immeasurably that they couldn’t even begin to make detailed plans until they discovered if and where Isabella was being held captive, which could take weeks or even months.

			“You are right, of course,” she murmured. “But I shall go mad with nothing to do but wait.”

			Thorne chucked her under the chin. “Oh, no, my girl, you won’t get off so easily. At the moment I have the perfect task for you. You may make my excuses to my aunt. She won’t be eager to free me from my promise to squire my cousin around London.”

			“Why me?”

			“Because Aunt Hennessy likes you. And she will be more willing to forgive me if you ask it of her.”

			Lady Hennessy had sponsored Caro’s disastrous London Season years before and held her in high affection, despite the scandal she’d inadvertently caused.

			“Just tell her that Bella has gone missing,” Thorne added, “and that I’m needed to rescue her.” He led Caro to the library door and opened it. “Go attempt to wind her around your thumb, love. Meanwhile I’ll fetch some dispatches for you to carry to Sir Gawain tomorrow. I should return in an hour or so. Do you mean to stay here tonight?”

			“If Lady Hennessy will permit me.”

			“I have no doubt she will—if you promise not to cause a scene at her ball. She is still trying to live down your Season.”

			Color rose in her cheeks at his wicked teasing. “Of course I won’t cause a scene. I intend to make myself scarce as soon as I speak to her.”

			“She will be grateful, I’m sure.” Thorne turned to go, then glanced back over his shoulder. “Oh, and Caro? One other thing you may do for me…. Extendmy apologies to Max Leighton.”

			Caro felt every nerve in her body tighten. “Major Leighton is here?” she asked, her voice a bit too high and breathless.

			“Mr. Leighton. He’s a civilian now. But you should know that. He is in all the society pages.”

			She did know. Sir Gawain had the British newspapers shipped to Cyrene with his weekly reports so he could keep up with current events in both the world and in the Beau Monde.

			“Why must you apologize to him?” Caro asked, trying to appear casual.

			“Because I dragged him to this ball so he could keep me company. It was a supreme sacrifice on his part, considering how persistently the ladies are hounding him. I regret having to abandon him to their sweet mercies. Tell Max that I am sorry and that my invitation to him to visit Cyrene at Christmas still stands.”

			Caro lowered her gaze to hide her dismay. “If I see him,” she answered reluctantly, “I will give him your message.”

			“That isn’t good enough, love. Promise me you will seek Max out after I leave. Otherwise I will have to delay long enough to do it myself.”

			“Very well…I promise.”

			“No doubt he will be pleased to see you. He was just asking about you earlier tonight.”

			She gave Thorne a startled glance. “He was?”

			“Yes. You evidently made quite an impression on him during his brief visit to the island last year. Now go find my aunt. I will return as soon as possible.”

			As Thorne strode away, Caro stared dazedly after him, wanting to curse. The last person she wanted to see was Maxwell Leighton, but it didn’t seem as if she would have much choice.

			 

			Caro returned to the ballroom with grave reluctance. She wasn’t a coward—ordinarily. But the thought of encountering Max Leighton again was unnerving.

			It astonished her that Leighton had asked after her. You evidently made quite an impression on him. Heat rose to her cheeks. She could only imagine what he thought of her behavior that night. Acting like a perfect wanton. Pleading with him to make love to her. Practically seducing him. Even now her face burned at the memory. Even now the memory of his touch filled her with a sweet, aching longing.

			Did he have similar remembrances of their night of passion? After all the women he had likely been with, Caro doubted their tryst had meant anything special to him.

			She certainly would never forget it, though. That magical night had shown her so clearly what she was missing in her life. And Max’s wonderful lovemaking had only increased her yearnings….

			It had been a profound mistake to surrender to her wanton urges, but still she cherished the memory. So much so that she didn’t want it spoiled by cold reality, or the disappointment of encountering him now in the light of day. She had read numerous newspaper accounts of Max Leighton over the past months—the titillating gossip about his amorous affairs and the predictions regarding the race to secure his hand in marriage.

			Lamentably, however, she saw him the moment she entered the ballroom. The crowd had parted slightly, revealing his tall, commanding form a short distance away. Rather than the dashing uniform of the 7th Hussars, he wore an exquisitely tailored blue coat that molded his muscular shoulders to perfection and no doubt reflected the striking color of his eyes.

			He was surrounded by a half-dozen beauties, as she’d expected. Determinedly Caro tried to repress the hollowness in her chest. She had often wondered if Max was still the wounded warrior, or if he had somehow managed to heal after the terrible conflict with Napoleon had ended. He certainly did not look as if he was suffering now, she reflected wryly.

			She was infinitely glad that he had come through the war safely. And he deserved happiness, certainly. Considering the horrors he must have endured, the mind-numbing pleasures that London offered a battle-weary soldier would go a long way toward helping him to forget. But still, it had disillusioned her to learn that he had turned into such a rake. More damningly, it hurt to see him with so many beautiful women.

			Just then he turned and met her gaze across the ballroom. Her heart seemed to

			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
			
		

	
		
			This book is dedicated to veterans of all our wars, my late father and my brother included, with thanks for their courage and sacrifice.
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