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      For:

      My father, Virgil (Army)

      My husband, Michael (Marines)

      My cousin, Barry (Marines)

      My nephew, Nicholas (Marines)

      My nephew, Michael (Air Force)

      My nephew, David (Air Force)

      My son, Lucas (Army)

      

      They all served, three still do, and one gave his life.

      And, for all of those who serve – Thank you!

      ~ Jane
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        Brussels, May 1815

      

      “Lieutenant Storm, get back in that bed right now.”

      Nate jerked his head toward the voice, convinced he was only hearing what he wanted, but there she was, Isabella Valentine, striding down the aisle of cots, those lovely red lips fixed in a frown.

      He grinned.

      He’d happily get back in his bed if she’d join him.

      Those were his thoughts today, just as they had been the first time she’d said those very same words to him. The first time they’d ever spoken. Nate had stayed away from Isabella. Not that he hadn’t noticed her moving among the injured and sick, but he’d assumed she was married to Dr. Orlando Valentine and had followed the drum. A married woman was always off limits, no matter how beautiful or desirable, and he’d envied the good doctor. It was only after he took a bayonet to the side that left him laid up, waiting for the blasted thing to heal, that he learned that Isabella was the good doctor’s sister, and an unmarried miss.

      She’d chastised him them for moving too much and ripping a few of his stitches, and it was Isabella who repaired them because the doctors and surgeons were busy with the more seriously wounded men.

      Nate could still remember her soft fingers pressed against his side as she cleaned his wound then tried to gently stitch the ones that’d been torn. Nate had felt none of the pain as the needle pricked his inflamed and irritated skin. How could he when her kind grey eyes were so full of compassion and she smelled like heaven, as if she’d bathed in moonlight?

      Perhaps it was because Isabella was one of the few women who were respectable. Or, maybe it was because she was the only miss who wasn’t a camp follower, or maybe it was because she was simply Isabella, but Nate began to fall in love with her that very day.

      However, as much as he’d tried to occupy all of her time then, she gave him no more attention than she did the others, much to his irritation.

      Once he was free from the sickbed, he’d visited and talked with her in the evenings, but many soldiers also wished for her companionship, and he was constantly fighting to be noticed. It was no different from being one of many bachelors at a ball, vying for a dance with the prettiest and sweetest debutante.

      After the Battle of Toulouse, Nate had even less time to spend with her because he began to divide his free time between Isabella Valentine and Mary Soares.

      Dear Mary Soares, who had been injured and then rejected by her husband. Of course, her husband had already been unfaithful more times than Nate could count, but at least Soares tried to be discreet about it in the beginning. It became much worse after his wife was struck down, leaving a scar on the side of her cheek and neck.

      Nate had carried Mary from the battlefield, sat by her when she was ignored by her husband, and then took her walking in the evenings so she wasn’t near her tent when the major brought a light skirt back for personal entertainment. Isabella occasionally joined them on these walks, but not nearly as often as Nate would’ve liked. He was always torn between trying to protect Mary from the shame her husband brought, and wanting to be with Isabella, hoping she’d see him more favorably than the others under Major Soares’ command.

      Nate hadn’t laid eyes on Isabella for nearly a year, and he had missed her; but he hadn’t realized how very much until she leaned over a patient and checked the man for a fever. It shouldn’t be a surprise, many of his nights were filled with dreams of Isabella in his arms and in his bed, her soft voice in his ear, the tenderness of her touch against his skin.

      He should have courted her back then and expressed his feelings, but he held himself back. War was not the place to begin a courtship, and he was never certain where her emotions lay in regard to him. She was kind and caring to every soldier, never once indicating she saw him any differently than the dozens of others who conversed with her daily.

      Frankly, he was afraid he’d profess the truth of his heart, and she’d tell him that she thought of him only as a dear friend. As it was nearly impossible to avoid one another, Nate had kept his feelings to himself so as not to cause an uncomfortable and awkward situation between the two of them.

      However, they were both here now, and he was going to make the best of it. This war would end, eventually, and he’d return home. If he learned nothing in the year away from Isabella, he did know that he wanted her with him, and this time he wouldn’t hold back. He would claim her as he should have before.

      The only drawback to being in Brussels and this close to Isabella meant that he’d be near Major Soares, the ass. If Nate hadn’t punched the man, he wouldn’t have been transferred to a different regiment, and then he wouldn’t have been separated from Isabella in the first place.

      Isabella stopped beside his bed and placed the back of her hand against his forehead. “You are feverish.”

      He hadn’t been until he heard her voice, though he wouldn’t explain the sudden rise in his body temperature.

      “I feel well.”

      “You’re a soldier with a fever. Not to be taken lightly.” She glanced around the small medical tent. There wasn’t an empty cot and each patient suffered from either dysentery, typhoid, typhus or pneumonia. Luckily it was only a small percentage of the men who had arrived in Brussels after following Wellington. “It’s better to keep the ill from the others. We’ve both seen the devastation disease can cause to an army.”

      An unchecked illness could bring an entire regiment to their knees, unable to fight and dead soon after. Begrudgingly, Nate had to admit Isabella was correct. “But, I’m not ill,” he pointed out. “My head ached a few days ago and I did have a fever. If I remain here, I will become ill.”

      “You will remain as long as you are flushed and warm.” Isabella pushed on his shoulder. “Now lie back and rest.”

      “Perhaps illness isn’t the cause of my condition.” Nate grinned and winked at her, and the soldier beside him chuckled.

      “I’m not letting you leave this bed until I’m convinced you’re better, and then I will inform the doctor.”

      “Isabella,” Nate began to plead.

      “Nathaniel!” She lifted an auburn eyebrow and her grey eyes bore into his. Her tone was no different than he’d heard too often from his nursery maid, housekeeper, and even his sister’s governess.

      “Do you know our lovely nurse, Captain?” the man beside him asked in surprise.

      “Captain?” Isabella questioned with a smile. “Congratulations on your promotion.”

      “All the more reason why I should not be wasting time in this sickbed when I’m not sick at all.”

      “You will rest, and you will get well. You can’t lead your men if you’re dead.”

      With that, she turned and marched away, having delivered her orders, and all Nate could do was watch the gentle sway of her backside beneath her dark skirts.

      He would get well and quick. Then, he would pursue her as he should have done a year ago. For now, he had time. During the day, he and his men would continue to train and prepare for the eventual confrontation with Napoleon. At night, she would be his.

      

      Isabella exited the hospital tent and went directly to her brother’s tent. She was not allotted one for herself, but Orlando made room for her in his, both giving each other privacy when needed.

      It was all she could do not to run from the hospital, and she ignored everyone who called out to her, not stopping until she sank down onto her cot.

      Nate Storm had returned!

      She never thought she’d see him again. He was the man she dreamed about. The only man she’d ever loved. They were friends, and she cherished the memories of the short time they were in the same regiment, before he was transferred. Of course, she knew he’d never be hers. While she might love him, Nate loved Mary, a woman he could never have because she was married to Major Soares. Not that Nate had ever behaved inappropriately toward Mary, but a man does not spend so much time with a woman without caring deeply for her.

      It used to pain Isabella to see them together. Their heads close in conversation. And even though Nate always asked Isabella to join him and Mary when they walked in the evening, she declined when it was too painful to have to witness the closeness they shared. Other times, she went along because it was her chance to have a bit of Nate, even if only for a short time.

      Now, he was here. Her heart sang for joy, her stomach twisted in knots, her hand shook when she pressed it against his brow, and her blood heated when he winked at her. Thankfully he didn’t seem to notice. As much as she wanted to remain by his side, Isabella knew she could not. If she lingered but a moment longer, she might not have ever left, and that would never do.

      Besides, Mary was in camp. As soon as Nate realized his love was near, his attention would be for her friend, and Isabella wasn’t sure she could stand to watch the man she loved, pine after another. Both of them wanting what neither could have.
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      There she was! He’d looked among the ill when he was finally allowed to leave the sick tent, but Isabella hadn’t been with the patients. Instead, she was with a handful of soldiers and women doing laundry. He’d hurried back to his tent, gathered up his dirty clothing, tossed them in a bag and returned. A large pot of water was suspended above a hot fire and Isabella stood near, scrubbing linens in another tub, then passing the material to Mary, who rinsed away the soap before the two of them suspended it on a long clothesline for drying. Soldiers assigned to this task were doing the same. He placed his clothing to the side and approached the women.

      The major’s wife should not be doing the hospital laundry. Given her husband’s rank, Mary had privileges, and this was beneath her, at least in Nate’s opinion. Not that Mary ever let anything stop her from doing work that needed to be done. He’d learned early on that she’d rather be helping and working than visiting with the few officers’ wives. But that was then, when there were battles and they were often away from civilization. Not like now, where they were camped just outside of Brussels. She could be shopping or taking tea or any number of things that didn’t require she participate in backbreaking work.

      As Isabella was the sister of a doctor, she often saw to many of the hospital-related tasks, though laundry should not be one of them. There were soldiers for this job. She should be reading or writing letters, not standing over hot tubs of water and rubbing lye soap into garments.

      No, she should be strolling the streets of Brussels with Mary, or enjoying some of the many entertainments offered since so many English had descended on Brussels in the wake of Wellington. They didn’t belong here but should be allowed to enjoy society as so many other young women were doing.

      After the blanket was secured to the lines, Isabella returned to the wash basin and started scrubbing. Nate paused beside her, and she glanced up. “They’ve released you from your bed, Captain Storm?” Her auburn eyebrow raised with the question.

      “Yes, so there is no reason to chase me back there.”

      A smile pulled at her lips. “I’m glad to see you’ve recovered.”

      “Good day, Captain Storm,” Mary greeted him with a smile.

      She was such a lovely woman. It was a shame her husband did not appreciate having her as his wife. Of course, many things may have changed over the past year, though Nate doubted that Major Soares had ceased his adulterous habits. “Good day, Mary. It’s good to see you again.”

      “And ye. I understand ye were recently ill.”

      He shot a look at Isabella. The only way Mary could know is if Isabella had told him. What else had the two discussed regarding him? Did he dare hope that Isabella might have confessed any feelings for him to her friend?

      Perhaps he should take a few moments to speak in private with Mary, when given the chance, to see what he could learn.

      However, now was not the time. He’d specifically come looking for Isabella and now that he’d found her, he wasn’t leaving. “It was a mild fever. Nothing to be concerned about.”

      “I’m glad ta hear,” she said as she began rinsing another blanket.

      Isabella stopped in her scrubbing to brush a stray hair from her face, and Nate grasped her hand before it could return to the hot, soapy water. Her hands were red, chapped, and rough. “You should not be seeing to this task. There are men assigned to do the laundry.” When this blasted war was over, he would take her from this, provide a home and servants, and her hands could recover. They should be soft and without callouses.

      “It’s women’s work,” she replied. “I wasn’t unfamiliar with laundry before I followed my brother, and I daresay, I’ll be familiar with it long after Napoleon has been dealt with.” She pulled her hand from his grasp and returned to scrubbing.

      After this bloody war was over, Isabella would have no reason to even wash a handkerchief. “Then I shall assist you.”

      “Don’t you have soldiers to attend to or train?”

      “I’ve been allowed to leave the medical tent, but not given permission to return to duty.”

      “Then I suggest you rest so you do not suffer a setback.”

      “I am well, Isabella. The doctors are being overly cautious because they can afford to be. Let me wash,” Nate offered. “You and Mary can rinse and hang.”

      “This is not your duty, Captain Storm.”

      “I have no duties, Isabella,” he reminded her as he took the bar of soap from her hand.

      

      It was good to see Nate away from the sickbed. Oh, how she wished he was here for her, but that was what she’d wished for before and always knew it was Mary he sought. Her friend was beautiful and kind. Who wouldn’t love her? The soldiers were drawn to Mary, and always had been, and Nate wasn’t any different. He was always polite to Isabella, but if she slipped away, Nate would be just as happy to wash while Mary rinsed, just the two of them together.

      “How is your family?” Isabella finally asked, not sure if she should leave or remain. “Have you a chance to visit them?”

      After Napoleon was secured on Elba, many soldiers returned home and others resigned their commission because the largest threat to the Continent and England was no longer a concern. At least he wasn’t until he escaped.

      “I remained with my regiment,” he answered. “Did you return home?”

      “No.” Mary shook her head.

      “What of you, Isabella? Did you and your brothers take the opportunity to return to England?”

      She smiled at the Christmas memory. “Yes, I was able to be home for Christmas.” Her grin widened. “And, happy to be present to see my older sister wed.” Isabella almost hadn’t come back, not sure she could face the devastation and destruction the battles brought, but she knew she couldn’t remain home when she’d be needed here.

      “And Bertram?”

      “He’s still with the foot guards. They’re his life. I fully expect him to remain with the army until he is too old to carry a rifle.” Isabella nodded to the medical tents. “And, of course, Orlando is still here, or I wouldn’t be.”

      Nate handed her the blanket he’d just scrubbed. Their hands brushed, sending tingles up her arm. Goodness, what was it about him that caused the oddest sensations? It wasn’t as if being around a man was new to her. Since she’d followed her brother to the Continent, Isabella had been constantly surrounded by men. Ill men, wounded men, and very healthy men. None of them caused her pulse to race, her heart to pound, or her stomach to knot. Only Nate.

      “When ye write ta Uncle Osborn and Aunt Mary, give them my love,” Mary said.

      Nate frowned.

      “Dinna ye ken Isabella and I are related?” Mary laughed.

      Isabella had been very careful not to speak about her family. Though she wasn’t ashamed of her siblings, she wanted to keep questions at bay so as not to have to resort to lies if others asked details about her parents. Many questions came in the form of interest, while others simply liked to pry into the business of others.

      “No, I did not know.” He turned questioning eyes on Isabella. “How?”

      “Mary’s father is the older brother of my Uncle Osborn,” Isabella answered and prayed he didn’t ask anything further.

      “Then you’re cousins.” He smiled.

      “His wife, Mary, who our Mary is named for, is the sister of my mother.” And with those last words, Isabella began the lie they’d told everyone since they’d come to live with the vicar and his wife when Isabella was only a small child. She cast a glance at Mary who gave her sympathetic smile. Mary knew the truth. She was the only one outside of Isabella’s immediate family who carried her secret. Well, other than her sister’s husband. Noah Felding, the Marquess of Felding, loved Rosalind and didn’t give a fig about their past. Isabella was happy for her sister, but didn’t expect that she would be as lucky and thus, she intended to never marry.

      Mary wouldn’t even know the truth if the two of them hadn’t drank a bit too much whiskey one night following a horrible battle that kept them busy with the wounded for days. They’d both been nearly broke, overwhelmed, and unable to help nearly as many soldiers they wished, and Mary had taken a bottle from her husband’s supply, and the two of them had gone off alone. It was the drink that loosened Isabella’s tongue, but Mary had held the Valentine’s secret as if it were her own.

      Mary and Isabella hadn’t even met until Orlando was assigned to Major Soares regiment, and it was only by chance as the two of them were talking one day that they realized the connection. It was Mary who first commented, recognizing the Valentine name and then explaining that before she married Major Soares she’d been Mary Grant. Soon after, they became fast and close friends.

      “Mary, come away from there and attend me.”

      Isabella glanced up to find Major Soares standing not far away, his hateful gaze fixed on Nate.

      “Of course, Phillip.” Mary let the blanket she was rinsing drop back into the bucket of water.

      “I do not like the company you keep, wife.”

      The tension flowing between Major Soares and Nate was heavy and thick, a current that could explode at the slightest provocation.

      “Isabella and I were simply doing laundry,” Mary insisted as she took her husband’s arm.

      “Yes, well, I have my own laundry that you need attend to somewhere else.”

      They turned and walked away, and Isabella snuck a glance at Nate. The cloth in his hands was bunched so tightly that his knuckles had turned white. No doubt he’d like Mary to be rid of Major Soares so that he could pursue her for himself. “Tell me of your family, Captain Storm, are they well?”

      He turned his head and blinked at her and then focused, as if he’d forgotten she was there. It shouldn’t surprise her since Isabella always knew Nate preferred Mary’s company to hers.

      “My sister, Abigail, also married a few months ago.”

      “And your other sisters?”

      “They’re still at home,” he answered as he began to relax, and Isabella inwardly sighed. It wouldn’t be good if Nate had gone after Major Soares. He’d been lucky last time with only a transfer after striking a superior officer. She feared what would happen to him if there was a second altercation.

      “What of your brothers? You have three if I recall.”

      “Ben, who probably should marry sooner than later, has not found anyone he wishes to take as a wife.”

      Benjamin, the Earl of Kenley, if she recalled, was the oldest of nine siblings. Nate’s family was nearly as large as hers.

      “Sam hasn’t left Barbados, and I don’t expect him to ever leave. I’m not sure what Peter is doing these days, but he’s two and twenty and should settle into a profession instead of constantly seeking entertainments. At least that’s what Ben writes.”

      “I have two such brothers. Uncle Osborn and Aunt Mary have been at a loss with what to do with them.” Isabella chuckled. “Mercutio is a pugilist by trade, and does very well, but I understand that most of his hours are spent as a lothario. I shouldn’t be surprised since from as far back as I can remember, he’s loved women.” Her face heated. Why hadn’t she just mentioned that Merc was a pugilist and left it at that?

      Nate chuckled. “And the other?”

      “Petrucio, or Pete as we call him, is an actor and travels with a troupe.” The last she’d heard, he was on the Continent, even though he’d hoped to perform in London this Season. With so many of English society in Brussels, perhaps he’d perform here, and then she’d be able to see him again, if even for a short time.

      Nate lifted the last of the blankets from the soapy water and handed it to her. “You’ve never really spoken of your family. Do you have only one sister?”

      “Goodness no,” she laughed, but offered no more.

      Nate helped her hang the last blanket and then grabbed a pile of clothing and dumped them into the soapy water. “You don’t mind if I finish my own?”

      “Of course not. I’ll help you.” She often did laundry for the soldiers. Many of them hated the task, and she earned a few shillings each time. It wasn’t much, but after a few years of following the drum, she’d been able to save a bit.

      “You don’t need to ruin your hands by doing my laundry as well.”

      “I’m happy to help, Captain Storm. Besides, you’re still recovering.”

      His eyes met hers. “You used to call me Nate.”

      Her face heated. “That was a year ago, and you’ve risen in rank.”

      “I’m still Nate and wish that you would address me as such, Isabella.”

      Her blood always heated when he used her name. It boiled when he looked into her eyes and said it, just like now. A smile tugged at her lips, and Isabella quickly lowered her head so that he couldn’t see her face. Her blush might be as bright as the fire since her face felt nearly as hot. “Very well, Nate.”
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      On the list of things a gentleman should do when courting a woman, laundry was not on it. But, as this was where Isabella was, so this was where he’d be.

      If he were in London, Nate would call on her at the townhouse where she’d be staying with her family. Perhaps he’d bring her a small bouquet of flowers and then ask her to ride in Hyde Park. Or, perhaps save a waltz for him at the next ball. “Have you ever enjoyed a London Season?” There was so much he didn’t know about Isabella and so much he wanted to learn. It was odd that his feelings were so strong for this woman, and had stayed with him for over a year, but they’d never really talked, just the two of them, without others present.

      “No. Have you?”

      “A few, before I was sent to the Continent.” His face heated as he pulled the last of his clothing from the bag. His undergarments. He couldn’t wash them in front of Isabella, and he certainly couldn’t expect her to rinse them and then hang them on a line.

      “I’ve washed my brother’s clothing, Nate. Nothing will embarrass me nor should it you.”

      How the hell had she read his mind?

      “How long have you been with the army?”

      “Nearly eight years. I couldn’t decide which profession to pursue. The ones my brother suggested held no interest, so I ended up buying a commission.”

      “Which professions did he suggest?” she asked, taking a pair of underdrawers from the soapy water and rinsing them. They were all scrubbed and washed, Nate just couldn’t bring himself to hand them to Isabella.

      “Clergy and the law.”

      She hitched an eyebrow as she rung out the water from his drawers. “I can’t imagine you as a vicar.”

      “Not repentant enough?” He grinned. He’d make a horrible vicar. How could he preach against sin when his mind was full of sinful thoughts, most of them centered on Isabella? Did her lips taste like raspberries or strawberries? Were her nipples coral or rose? How many ticklish places could he find with this tongue? How would her legs feel clasped around his hips? Would she cry out her passion, or silently convulse as she reached the peak and splintered?

      “Not formal enough,” she answered decidedly.

      “Immoral?” He teased.

      “Formal! I’m sure I wouldn’t know anything about the other.”

      Isabella’s face deepened to the most beautiful shade of rose. She might just go up in flames if he told her his secret thoughts, but he didn’t wish to send her running from him either. Nate leaned over and dropped his voice. “I don’t do well sitting in Sunday services. I couldn’t imagine spending my days preparing sermons and visiting parishioners begging them to turn from sin.”

      “If you have little patience for services, then perhaps we could count on you for short ones,” Isabella offered with a smile.

      “Is your uncle long winded?”

      Isabella sighed. “On occasion. Depending on the chosen topic.”

      “Such as?” Nate prompted.

      “The weakness of women and sin, and that it falls to the man to see that she is sheltered and protected so that she does not fall into the original sin.”

      “So, a man has no responsibility?” Sometimes the double standard of the church and society as a whole astounded him. A gentleman could take lovers, have mistresses—before, after, and during a marriage—but if a woman was not a virgin upon her wedding night, she was to be shamed.

      “As the blame fell to Eve, so must it fall to the rest of us.”

      “Is it not Adam’s fault for not being strong enough to resist?”

      “Which is why men are warned, often, to be strong because women are not.”

      If Isabella wished to fall into desire, Nate wouldn’t even attempt to be strong but would willingly fall right with her. “What of you, Isabella? What are your desires?”

      Isabella turned away from him so quickly that he barely caught the sudden rose hue tint of her skin once again. As she hung his laundry to dry, Nate couldn’t help but wonder what she desired that was so embarrassing. Did he dare hope that they were of one mind?

      

      Uncle Osborn may be the kindest man she knew, but he’s also formal, respectable, and sober. He did smile, but Isabella rarely recalled him laughing, even though his heart was full of love for her family. Nate may be respectable, but he was also full of the devil, or so she suspected by the twinkle in his emerald eyes, like when he asked about her desires. Nate would be a horrible vicar. Perhaps he’d deliver the sermon appropriately, but he’d never be able to stop his female parishioners from succumbing to sinful thoughts while he stood at the pulpit.

      If he knew her true desires, he’d run away. He was her friend, and it was Mary he wanted. Anyone could see it as plain as day if they only bothered to look.

      Perhaps Major Soares had looked and that was why he took Mary away.

      Isabella still didn’t know the reason for Nate bloodying the major’s nose. She hadn’t been there, and it wasn’t her place to ask. It had to have had something to do with Nate’s desires for Mary and perhaps Mary’s for Nate, but both of them were stuck, unable to be together because Mary was married.

      She anchored the last clothing pin in place with determination. She did not want to think of Mary and Nate together. It was too depressing. “Why not pursue the law?” she asked as she turned.

      “It bored me,” Nate shrugged.

      “I have a brother who’s a solicitor. Demetrius.” She attempted to lift the tub of water so that it could be dumped, but Nate lifted it before she could. He took it away from the others and poured it out onto the ground then returned for the one used for washing, setting the bar of lye soap aside.

      “Pugilist, Actor, and Solicitor. A rather interesting group.” Nate grinned with humor after returning the last tub.

      “Benedick is an investigator with the Thames River Police,” she offered, though there was really no reason either of them needed to be in the laundry area. There wasn’t anything else they could do until everything was dry, but she hated to leave Nate, to walk away and go about her other mundane tasks. She’d been perfectly content until yesterday, but now everything was grey and dull when Nate wasn’t present.

      “How many brothers do you have?” he asked in surprise.

      “That’s all. Demetrius, Benedick, Orlando, Mercutio, Petrucio, and Bertram.”

      Nate just shook his head then offered his arm. “Walk with me?” He held out his arm, and she slipped her hand in to the crook of his elbow. A thrill shot through her. She’d walk anywhere he wished.

      Nate turned from the laundry and the others and led her away from the camp. “How many sisters?”

      “Rosalind, Bianca, and Perdita.”

      “Ten children, and I thought my family overflowed with nine.”

      Isabella couldn’t help but laugh. “I like having a large family. We were never lonely, and there was always someone to play a game with.”

      Nate nodded and his eyes took on a far-off look. Had she said something that disturbed him?

      “I didn’t think I’d ever say this, but I do miss my younger sisters.”

      “How many are there?”

      “Abigail, Hannah, Tabitha, and Deborah.”

      “All Biblical names,” she said as she realized it herself.

      “Whereas your family…”

      She laughed. “Shakespeare. My parents had a fondness for Shakespeare, though a few of my brothers dearly wished they’d not.”

      “Mercutio and Petrucio”

      “How did you ever guess?” She laughed. It was so easy to slip into the lies from childhood.
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      Nate loved the sound of Isabella’s laughter. Too rarely had he seen her carefree and relaxed. If he could control the fates, he’d see her like this always.

      The path he chose led through a wooded area. New growth of green foliage was leafing out, and wildflowers of yellow, purple, and white dotted the ground. The further they walked, the less they could hear the army camp behind them.

      “You’ve never spoken of your parents.” This was the first she’d really spoken of her family, and he was thirsty for more.

      “There’s little to tell.”

      There must be something. The couple had ten children, and he wasn’t even sure where Isabella fell other than an older sister and that the doctor was an older brother and Bertram a younger one.

      “I was only three when they were killed. Perdita, the youngest, was barely a month old.”

      She’d be lucky if she even remembered her mother and father. “I’m sorry.” Nate wanted to ask how, but Isabella hadn’t offered any details.

      “It was long ago and far away. Almost as if it’d happened to someone else.” She turned to him. “Uncle Osborn and Aunt Mary are the only parents I’ve ever really known, or remember.”

      “Far away?” Did she mean England? It wasn’t really all that far.

      “India.” She turned and they continued walking. “My father was a missionary. There was an uprising. We were lucky to have survived. My parents were not as fortunate.”

      Nate’s gut twisted. What had she witnessed? Hopefully Isabella had no memories of what he presumed was a massacre. It was an uprising so he could only believe what her parents suffered was horrible. How was it even possible the children survived? Were they hidden away or simply spared because of their ages?

      “We were sent to my aunt and uncle to be raised, as my father had no family.”

      He probably wouldn’t learn the answers, at least not right now. Isabella had been laughing just a short time ago, but the light had left her grey eyes, and the smile was gone from her face. He wanted to take her from the past, knowing he couldn’t erase it, and make her smile again. “Where do your aunt and uncle live?”

      “Hampshire.” Her smile was gentle, as if she closed the door on India. “We practically lived on top of each other in their modest cottage, but we were happy.” Isabella looked up at him. “That’s really all that matters, isn’t it.”

      “Yes.” His eyes locked with hers. Happy! She made him happy and had done so before. He’d been such a fool not to pursue her a year ago. “So, tell me, Isabella, out of the ten children in your family, which one are you.”

      “Seventh.”

      “Five older brothers? One being a pugilist?” He teased. “I will need to remember that when we return to England.”

      Her eyebrows drew together, as if there was a question, but she didn’t ask. Did Isabella have no idea of his feelings for her?

      Of course not. Why should she? He’d never voiced them before, but he would voice them before the first battle, when he was certain she might consider him with the same affection.

      

      She and Nate would not see each other in England, and why would he be concerned about Mercutio? He may be a pugilist, but Merc was far from violent.

      Perhaps Nate didn’t realize that once this war was finally over they wouldn’t be moving in the same circles. Her life would return to the quietness of the country, where she’d become a spinster, along with her younger sisters. Nate was the brother of an earl, which meant seasons in London, friends in society, a lady for his wife. They were worlds apart. Far more than he even realized.

      It didn’t set well that she lied to him. She hated the story that had been created, but her aunt and uncle insisted it was necessary. The decision had been made by someone far more powerful than them—the Duke of Eldridge. It also brought respectability in the community, which she well understood. Her uncle’s parishioners would have never welcomed them into the church or their homes if they knew that half of the Valentine children were bastards. It was her secret and one that she would never share with Nate. Besides, there was no reason for him to ever know. She’d enjoy what moments she could with him. When all of this was over, they’d return home, and she’d never ever see him again.

      “Didn’t you mention that Samuel was your twin?”

      “Yes, but I’m older.” He grinned, as if proud of maneuvering to be the first out of the womb.

      It also meant he was the spare. If anything were to happen to his older brother, Nate would be the Earl of Kenley and further reason why they’d never see each other once this blasted war was over. Just because Noah married Rosalind, despite the circumstances of her birth, did not mean any other gentleman would overlook the same shame.

      “Did you join the foot guards to be away from five younger sisters?” she teased.

      “Mother.” He groaned. “She’d keep each of us with her until we are all old and doddering.”

      Isabella couldn’t imagine what it would be like to have a smothering mother. She barely remembered hers as she was gone so often. Truthfully, it had been Demetrius, Benedick and Orlando who fed them, often resorting to picking pockets to buy food for the table. It was how her Uncle Osborn had found them in the first place.

      “I’m sorry,” Nate said suddenly, stepping in front of her and taking her hands. “I shouldn’t complain about my mother when yours was taken from you.”

      She shook her head and smiled. “No. Don’t apologize. It’s wonderful that your mother cares so much, and I wasn’t without parents. Uncle Osborn and Aunt Mary were very much like parents to us. We could have been left with far less.”

      The concern on Nate’s face relaxed, and he returned to her side so that they could walk. “And, you and Mary Soares are cousins, of a sort.”

      With that, her heart clenched. Would their conversations always turn back to Mary? Did he long for her friend as much as Isabella longed for him?

      “But, we’d never met until we were both in France.” She laughed, burying her pain and wanting to create more happy memories with Nate. “Her family is large. Our family is large. It just wasn’t practical to travel so far.”

      “Her family is large as well?” Nate asked.

      “Not as large as ours,” Isabella chuckled. “But, Mary is the fifth of seven.”

      “Does she have an older brother who is a pugilist as well?” There was a bit of tension in his tone and Isabella wasn’t certain what to make of it, unless Nate was imagining such an older brother hauling Major Soares into the ring and beating him.

      “No, but she does have three older brothers.”

      “I’ve a thought to write them. If any gentleman were to treat my sisters the way…”

      Isabella stopped him with a hand on his harm. “You cannot interfere, Nate. You were lucky before.”

      “But it’s not right.”

      They’d had this conversation before, but it didn’t change the fact that Mary was essentially the property of Major Soares, and there wasn’t a thing anyone could do about it. Isabella just prayed Nate wouldn’t confront the major again. She just got him back and didn’t want to lose him again. Not that he was hers, but she could pretend. At least until the fighting began.
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      These quiet days of preparing for a coming battle, but knowing that it was still at least a few weeks off, were some of the most pleasant weeks Nate had spent since joining the foot guards. When he wasn’t at duty, he was seeking out Isabella. They’d walk and talk. He’d learned her favorite flower was the daffodil, the bright color of yellow was hope for a new year and the coming of spring. She loved the deep purples of a sunset on the horizon, and monkeys were a curiosity. Not that she’d ever been near one, but they intrigued her. He had a mind to fill a house with daffodils, paint the walls purple, and buy her a pet monkey once she was his and they had a home.

      “What I don’t understand is why she won’t let me escort her into Brussels,” he complained to Mary one afternoon while Major Soares was away. He missed Mary’s company and valued her advice but stayed away when the major was around.

      “Her uncle is a vicar, and her father was a missionary. She’s modest, and she probably has never gone anywhere without a chaperone.”

      “Of course!” Why hadn’t it occurred to him? No respectable miss would go walking with a gentleman, even in the park, without a maid trailing behind. Except it wasn’t like there were an abundance of maids or companions hanging around the army waiting to be needed.

      “Would you go with us?”

      Her eyes widened. “Me?”

      “I know the major may not approve, but if you were with us, how could Isabella object?”

      Mary worried her lip and looked around. “There isn’t much for me to do today.” A smile formed. “Aye. I’d enjoy visitin’ Brussels.”

      His heart leapt. Now, maybe he could get Isabella away from the camp.

      “If ye just give me time to prepare. Call on Isabella and me in two hours, at her tent.”

      Why two hours?

      He didn’t voice the question but did as Mary asked. He’d wait three or four hours if it was necessary. As long as they got away from the army for even a short time.

      

      Isabella glanced up from her book as Mary approached. She was dressed in a lovely light green walking dress that she’d not seen before.

      “Captain Storm is goin’ ta accompany us into Brussels,” she announced with excitement, and Isabella’s heart sank. Nate had asked her to accompany him, but Isabella had declined each invitation. Of course he’d gone to Mary. It’s who he truly wished to be with. This was the first day she hadn’t seen Major Soares about. Nate probably hadn’t wasted any time in asking Mary to join him.

      “I can’t wait to walk the streets and view the shops.”

      “I’m sure you will have a lovely time.” Isabella forced a smile. It wasn’t that she didn’t wish to visit the city, it just wasn’t practical. At least not for one of her station and lack of proper clothing.

      “Yer comin’ with us.”

      “I can’t.”

      “Why ever not? It’s a lovely day and ye’re readin’. What can be so pressin’?”

      Isabella’s face heated. “I don’t have a proper dress.” There, she’d said it out loud. Mary would understand, but she didn’t want to embarrass herself by telling Nate that all she owned were dark skirts and drab shirts, most of them permanently stained with blood and mud. To tell him would embarrass her and possibly him.

      Mary grinned wider. “Which is why I brought these.” She drew a satchel from behind her back. “That’s why ye’ve turned down his earlier invitations, am I right?”

      “What I own is fine for the hospital tents,” Isabella argued.

      “I agree, but you need to have a bit of fun, and I guessed that the only reason ye’re not walking with Captain Storm is for lack of wardrobe.”

      “And a chaperone,” Isabella offered weakly. Though in truth, she and Nate had been alone, often, over the past few days without another soul around. They were some of the most enjoyable afternoons she’d had since coming to the Continent. His laughter was deep and rich, and it warmed her soul. He had a sharp wit, kind smile, and was an excellent conversationalist. She’d never enjoyed coming to know someone as well as Nate.

      “That is why you have me.” Mary grinned.

      Mary may think she’d act as chaperone, but Isabella knew that it was a way for Nate to be with Mary without her husband becoming angry, if he ever found out. No. If anyone was going along for appearances, it was Isabella, and she was torn. She did want to see Brussels and spend more time with Nate, but at what cost? It was easy to forget about Mary when it was just the two of them. At least until her name was mentioned, then their topic of conversation turned to her, which occurred every time they spoke. And, he’d gone to Mary for this outing. It was Mary who’d come to her.

      Would the two of them go off without her if she declined again?

      That ate at her more. Her imagination taking off at what they would do without her, how much fun they’d have, and Nate would be reminded of how much he preferred Mary’s company to hers. If she didn’t go, she’d also be cheating herself out of time with Nate, which was foolish since they had so little time left.

      Nobody knew when they’d cross paths with Napoleon, but it couldn’t be much longer, and then there would be war once again. Battles, wounded and dying men. She could be injured or worse, Nate could be killed, and she would have given up an afternoon to be with him because of pride. “Very well,” She closed her book and stood. “I’ll go.” She couldn’t keep from smiling. “Provided one of your dresses fits.”

      She took the satchel from Mary and pulled out two walking dresses. One of light blue and the other a pale yellow. “Where did you get these?”

      “When I met my husband it was durin’ my first season. We left almost immediately for the Continent after we married. My entire wardrobe is buried in the bottom of a trunk.” Mary frowned. “They could be a wee bit out of date or style, but far better than what we usually wear day to day.”

      Isabella eyed her. “Entire wardrobe?” She had an idea of what kind of wardrobe was needed for a season. “In one trunk?”

      An impish grin formed. “Three trunks. I was goin’ to get rid of them after a year, thinkin’ they were a waste, but my husband wouldna let me, assumin’ they may be needed at one time.” Then she grinned. “And, now they are.”
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      Yellow suited her. Isabella was sunshine on any day, and her smile warmed Nate’s heart. The straw bonnet was perched upon her head, shading her face from the sun, thought it didn’t obstruct his view of her lovely features. Mary, on the other hand, had her hair pulled forward and arranged to cover one side of her face, while her hat was tipped in such a manner that shielded her scars from view. It was a shame, really, that she had to hide herself. The scar was barely noticeable, but he knew that she was self-conscious of it, as most women might be. What would be a badge of honor for most men, would be considered a horrible disfigurement for most women. Perhaps if her husband had given her the love and attention she deserved, Mary wouldn’t be quite so self-conscious, but since Soares was an ass, she had no one to compliment her. Unfortunately, it wasn’t his place to do so.

      “I’ve borrowed a landau and hired a driver.” He held out an arm to each woman. “Tell me what you wish to see, and I’ll gladly take you there.”

      Isabella and Mary shared a look. “We’re not sure.” Mary laughed.

      “It’ll be a holiday simply going into town,” Isabella insisted and perhaps she was correct. The two of them had lived with the army for at least two years. Dr. Valentine probably never took the time to show his sister about, as he was always with the sick and wounded, taking his profession with the army with such utmost seriousness that he only allowed himself a break for meals and sleep.

      As for Mary, her husband never took her from the camp, when many times he should have.

      Nate held the door and assisted each woman inside and then joined them. While he watched them, they looked at the passing scenery, marveling at the sights, from the architecture to the gowns worn by others. Their enthusiasm bubbled over and all he could do was grin, wishing he had gone to Mary sooner. Isabella and Mary should enjoy a bit of pleasure.

      No. Not a bit, but mounds of pleasure. Their sacrifice at seeing to the wounded and caring for the soldiers should have been rewarded long before now, but Nate would be willing to bet all of his pay that neither one of them ever considered it a sacrifice.

      The driver pulled over as they reached Grand Place, the central square.

      After assisting the women from the carriage, he stood by, and they turned and looked about them, taking it all in.

      Mary burst out laughing. “Oh dear, Isabella, we are gawkin’ like country girls who’ve first come ta town.”

      Isabella matched her grin. “Perhaps because I am.”

      “Surely you’ve been to London.” Nate offered his arms to them.

      “No. Until I followed Orlando, I hadn’t left Hampshire and have never seen anything so grand.”

      This surprised him. “Even with your extensive travel with the army?”

      Her face flushed. “I didn’t leave the hospital tents or the sick and wounded.”

      And with those words, Nate amended his earlier plans. Before they settled into his home, he and Isabella would travel anywhere she wished to go.

      “The architecture is magnificent.” Isabella sighed as she took in the elegance of the houses with their ornately carved stonework and gold decorations.

      For the next two hours they walked and took in the sights with Isabella and Mary often stopping and looking into store windows. A few times they’d venture in, but neither purchased anything for themselves. And they giggled. A lot. He used to hate giggling, especially when it came from the debutantes during the two seasons he’d attended or when it came from his younger sisters. But the same from Isabella and Mary did not grate on his nerves, but warmed him instead. He’d not seen either woman so happy or free the entire time he’d known them, and Nate was glad he could give them this.

      The warmth and sweetness of fresh-baked bread wafted near, and Nate took a deep breath as his stomach grumbled. They’d not eaten since they’d left the camp, and the time for the mid-day meal had come and gone. “One moment.” He excused himself and ducked into the bakery.

      

      “Isn’t this delightful, Isabella?” Mary asked as soon as Nate had left them. “I don’t believe I’ve had such a lovely time since I was in London.”

      Isabella couldn’t remember when she’d enjoyed herself so much.

      “Nor should you be here now.”

      Mary stiffened, and Isabella turned to find Major Soares approaching, a scowl upon his hateful features and a beautiful brunette on his arm. If Nate came out of the bakery now, he might very well shoot the major, and though doing so would make Mary a widow, little good would it do Nate as he hung from the gallows.

      “Phillip,” Mary greeted her husband in a tight voice. “I didn’t expect to see you today.”

      “Obviously!” He nodded his head to Isabella but offered no greeting. “You know I don’t wish for you to leave the camp.” His eyes flickered to the side of Mary’s face, where her hair covered the scar. “Or to be seen in public.”

      Mary’s pale complexion deepened to a red as she lifted her hand to make sure her hair covered her face.

      “Come along, and I will take you back.” He then turned toward the beautiful brunette, and without even offering an introduction, kissed the back of her hand and murmured, “I shall see you at supper.”

      Isabella stiffened. Perhaps she should shoot the scoundrel. It would certainly make her feel better, and Mary a widow. Then her friend would be free. Free to be with Nate as Isabella twisted from the end of a rope.

      No, that wouldn’t do either.

      The woman inclined her head then turned and walked away.

      “Come along, Mary,” her husband ordered, offering his arm.

      Mary gave Isabella an apologetic smile, though all the happiness that had shown earlier in her blue eyes was gone. It was as though her husband had just sucked the very life from his wife.

      Isabella had never hated anyone, and tried not to now, but Major Soares was the very exception to the rule, and no matter how much she searched, Isabella could not find one redeeming quality.

      Worse, he’d left Isabella standing on the street as if she was of no consequence with no escort, chaperone, or a way to return to camp. Thank goodness Nate was here. At least he hadn’t come out while Major Soares was here. That would not have gone well at all.

      “Where did Mary go off to?” Nate asked as he returned carrying a loaf of bread and a basket. She had no idea what all he’d purchased, but Isabella’s earlier appetite had disappeared.

      “Her husband came along and collected her.” It was best not to mention the details to Nate because she was afraid of what he might do.

      Nate’s eyes hardened. “Did he know I was with her?”

      “No,” Isabella quickly assured him.

      “And he left you here, alone?” Nate turned and looked around but Mary and the major were gone and out of sight. “What an inconsiderate, loathsome, ba…!” He clamped his lips shut and looked at her. “Anything could have happened to you.”

      “It didn’t.” Why was he over-protective of her all of a sudden? It was Mary he loved. Then again, Nate was always chivalrous. Or at least, he’d always been around her and Mary. “If you wish to return to the camp, I understand,” she finally offered. After all she was the one who had come along on the outing with Mary and Nate.

      He frowned down at her. “Why should we allow Major Soares to ruin our day?”

      “I just assumed…well, you did ask Mary, who asked me.”

      Nate laughed and offered his arm. “Let’s return to the landau and have the driver take us to the park. I have bread, cheese, wine and all manner of foodstuffs in this basket. Let’s feast under the blue sky and forget there is any need for an army or that Napoleon is once again a threat.”
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      Nate spread the blanket out under a shade tree. He’d intended to enjoy a picnic with Isabella and Mary after they had shopped, but the major ruined the outing for his wife. At least Isabella was still with him. And, he had her all to himself.

      Isabella settled on the blanket and he joined her, opening the basket that he’d purchased along with the food.

      Why would Isabella think that since Mary had gone he’d wish to return as well? It had taken him a sennight to get Isabella away from the hospital and the army, and Nate wasn’t about to relinquish her so quickly.

      He withdrew a glass and poured wine before handing it to her, then produced plates, as well as the bread, cheeses, and cold meats.

      Had she only come along for her friend and not him? Was that why she’d turned him down all the other times? He’d simply assumed it was because of a lack of chaperone. He thought they were getting closer given the walks they’d taken. He’d been courting her. Well, the best any gentleman could court a woman when there was nothing but soldiers about. But today, they were in Brussels, and she looked prettier than ever. The day was perfect, and he wasn’t going to take her back until the last possible moment.

      “You know, there are several entertainments in Brussels,” he began. “It’s as if the season were going on here instead of in London.”

      “I wouldn’t know.” Isabella sipped from her glass of wine.

      “Balls, soirees, musicals, luncheons, dinner parties. Everyone is on holiday while the army prepares.”

      “Have you attended any?” She tore off a piece of bread and took a bite.

      “A few. I’ve received several invitations.” As soon as people learned he was here, he’d started receiving them. It wasn’t much different from London. It was his name, heir to the Earl of Kenley, and he was a captain. The combination allowed him entrance to almost anywhere he wished to go.

      “You must go so you can tell me all about it.” Her smile lit in her eyes.

      “I have a better idea.” Nate turned more fully toward her. “You should attend with me.”

      Pink stained her cheeks. “I couldn’t. It’s not my place.”

      “It is if I say it is.”

      “My background is humble. I’d feel out of place. Awkward.” She picked at the cheese. “You should take Mary.”

      Yes, Mary should attend the functions as well, but it wasn’t his place to escort her. “It would not be proper.”

      “Of course.” The smile slipped from her lips though Nate couldn’t understand why.

      “Unfortunately, Major Soares has been everywhere I’ve been.”

      Isabella frowned.

      “He’s never been alone.” He hoped he didn’t have to explain further.

      She sighed. “He wasn’t alone when he found us today either.”

      Isabella took a drink, and it was the first time he’d seen her grey eyes harden in anger. He’d seen her sad, overwhelmed, tired, and happy, but never angry.

      “There was a woman on his arm, who he’ll dine with later, after he returns Mary to the camp.”

      Nate clutched the wine glass so tightly he was surprised it didn’t shatter in his hand.

      “That was humiliating enough, or so I assume for Mary. Seeing him escort another lady to a ball would be devastating.” She glanced up at him. “Or, at least I’d feel that way.”

      No wife should ever be treated as Mary was, and Nate would never treat Isabella so disrespectfully.

      But he didn’t want to talk about Mary and the damn major. “That’s still no reason why you cannot attend with me.”

      

      He didn’t understand. Not at all. Yes, she’d love to attend a ball with Nate. To be in his arms, dancing, wearing a beautiful gown. But, she was his second choice. If it were possible, he’d take Mary, but since the major always had his latest mistress about, Nate wouldn’t embarrass Mary in such a manner.

      Further, she had nothing to wear. She may have saved every shilling from washing, but there was certainly not enough to purchase such a frivolous item.

      “Thank you for asking, but I couldn’t go.”

      “Perhaps your brother would join us.”

      “Orlando?”

      “Or Bertram.”

      “We are not of your world, Nate.”

      “You are if I say you are.”

      Isabella bit her bottom lip and stared in his green eyes. “I can’t,” she finally said.

      He frowned and leaned back. He actually seemed disappointed. Nate couldn’t be so lacking in female companionship that he’d take her?

      Then again, they were friends. Perhaps he didn’t wish to encourage other ladies. She was safe. Mary’s best friend. “The only clothing I own is what you see me in every day at the hospital.”

      He studied her from head to toe. “If you had worn that dress while tending me, I would have certainly noticed.”

      “The heat in her cheeks warmed further.

      “That’s because this dress belongs to Mary. She let me borrow it. I own nothing fine.”

      Understanding lit in his eyes. “I should have realized.”

      “How could you?” she laughed. “I’m a missionary’s daughter, niece of a vicar and sister to a doctor. My home is a modest vicarage in Hampshire and I spend my time with soldiers. There was never any reason for me to own anything so fine as this dress, let alone a ball gown.”

      “One day, Isabella Valentine, I will escort you to a ball.”

      She laughed at his words. “Someday.” It would never happen. Of that she was certain.

      “You look lovely in yellow, Isabella. I hope you have the chance to wear many more such dresses and are able to leave the hospital more often.”

      “Thank you, and perhaps I will.” Except, after today, Major Soares would probably watch Mary all the more. He’d stayed close to her after he found Nate washing clothing. But the major didn’t want his wife, so why should he care if others were around? Except perhaps, he didn’t want anyone else to have her either. “If Mary can get away again.”

      “You’re with me now,” he pointed out. “Do you really need Mary by your side?”

      Isabella looked up into his green eyes. What was he saying? Had she misunderstood? Did he really wish to be with her instead of Mary?

      No. She shook the thought away. His first love was Mary, she was just lucky enough to fall in second. Isabella would just need to decide if her heart could take spending more time with Nate, knowing that it would be broken when all of this was over.

      Then again, she always knew that once this war was at an end and she returned to England, she’d never see him again, so why not throw caution to the wind? It might be the only time she’d be able to enjoy herself, with a true gentleman. “If my brother could spare me, and if Mary has another dress I could borrow, I might enjoy visiting Brussels with you again.”

      With that, Nate picked up her hand and kissed the back of her fingers, nearly burning her skin and Isabella’s heart skipped a beat.

      “I look forward to further outings.”

      “As do I,” she answered with complete honesty.
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      After escorting Isabella back to camp, Nate returned to his tent and began combing through his invitations and decided on the perfect ball. It was to take place in two days and left him just enough time to obtain an invitation for Dr. Orlando Valentine and a guest. If Nate couldn’t get Isabella to a ball, then perhaps her brother could.

      After paying a visit to the hostess, Nate went in search of Dr. Valentine, invitation in hand. He found him with patients and waited until he was free.

      “A word, Dr. Valentine.”

      The doctor eyed him with suspicion, but stepped away so that they could talk.

      “I have an invitation for you to attend the ball being held by the Duchess of Richmond.”

      The doctor frowned.

      “I don’t plan on accepting that invitation or any of the others I’ve received.”

      A bit of irritation settled in his gut at realizing Isabella could have already been attending several entertainments. “What of Miss Valentine?”

      Dr. Valentine’s jaw tightened, and for a moment Nate feared he’d overstepped. Did her brother not approve of him?

      “I understand you and Isabella have been spending some time together.”

      “We’ve talked often.” Nate hadn’t been trying to hide his interest in Isabella and if the good doctor had being paying half the attention to her comings and goings as he should have, he’d already know that.

      “Did you ask her to the ball?”

      “I suggested attending functions, but she refused me.”

      The doctor nodded. It was almost as if he approved. “Neither Isabella nor I belong at a ball, or any other entertainment, Captain.”

      “She said as much,” Nate admitted.

      “So why procure an invitation and then come to me?” The doctor started to walk away.

      “Because, more than anyone, Miss Valentine deserves to be at a ball.”

      He stopped and turned to Nate, suspicion and interest in his eyes, and Nate hastened to explain. “She’s spent the past two years caring for soldiers. Holding their hands as they took their last breaths. Dressing wounds and reading from books. Doesn’t she deserve to have an evening of enjoyment? The doctor’s eyes held his for longer than a moment, putting Nate on edge.

      “You care about my sister?”

      His face warmed. “Yes. I do.”

      “What are your intentions?”

      Nate swallowed. “She’s a friend. I one day hope we could be more.” He hadn’t even expressed his emotions to Isabella, so he certainly wasn’t going to tell her brother that he was in love with her.

      The doctor nodded. “You two are from different worlds.”

      “As she’s mentioned to me.”

      This seemed to take the doctor by surprise since his eyebrows rose.

      “She won’t attend with me, but you could make her go with you.”

      Dr. Valentine rubbed his temples as if a headache was coming on.

      Nate had only asked him to take his sister to a ball. It’s not as though he’d proposed. Not yet. “Dr. Valentine, your sister deserves a night at a ball. Heaven knows when she’ll get another opportunity once the fighting begins again.”

      “That’s just it, Captain Storm, my sister and I are from humble backgrounds. Even after we return home, you will never find either of us at a ball. A country assembly, perhaps, but nothing beyond.”

      “All the more reason for her to attend this one.” Though gentlemen often tried to avoid such functions, Nate couldn’t understand why the doctor wouldn’t want his sister to enjoy a night of dancing that took place in a grand ballroom.

      After a moment, the doctor blew out a sigh. “Very well. I’ll ask her to attend with me.”

      The tension Nate had been holding finally let go of its hold. “Thank you,” he said. “I only have one request.”

      Dr. Valentine lifted an eyebrow. “That would be?”

      “Don’t tell her the invitation was through me. She might not go, which would ruin the whole purpose of obtaining it in the first place.”

      He stiffened. “Is it because of you she doesn’t wish to attend?”

      Nate could not have the doctor thinking Isabella didn’t want to be with him. She certainly hadn’t tried to avoid him. “No,” he answered. “It’s because she doesn’t think she belongs and will refuse if she knows I’m the one who arranged for her to be there.”

      After a moment Dr. Valentine nodded. “I won’t say a word to my sister.” He finally took the invitation from Nate. “But you should understand, you and my sister are from two different worlds.”

      “I know.”

      “Not as well as you think.” With that he walked away before Nate could ask him to explain.

      

      “We are attending what?” Isabella was certain she’d not heard Orlando correctly.

      Her brother picked up a handful of invitations. “As a doctor of rank, I’ve been invited to a number of functions and have ignored them.”

      “Why is this different?” Did Orlando really want to attend a ball? It was so unlike him.

      “The officers expect to encounter Napoleon by the end of June, beginning of July at the latest, and this peace we’ve enjoyed will come at an end.”

      “And this prompted you to decide to attend a ball?” Her brother hated society. Hated the way he’d often been treated by those from gentry who thought themselves above others, who’d only purchased a commission because they’d not been the first born and there was little else they could do. He did not socialize with others of rank so why did he suddenly want to go to a ball being given by a duchess?

      “I should mingle with superior officers, if you must know.” He tossed the invitations back on a small table. “It is better for my career if I don’t ignore their invitations.”

      “Then go!” Isabella insisted. “You don’t need me.”

      “How could I go to a ball and leave you back here?” Orlando took her hands. “You need to get away from here too. Enjoy a night of dancing and champagne. We both deserve a night of pleasure.

      This was so unlike Orlando, but if he was concerned about his career, she’d do what she could to help him. “What am I to wear?”

      His smile slipped.

      “You hadn’t thought about that now, had you?” He might have a regimental uniform that he hardly wore because he didn’t want his finer clothing ruined by blood, dirt, and mud, but she had nothing but the same clothing she wore each day. Unless…

      “I have funds,” he said. “Go into Brussels and buy a dress.”

      Isabella laughed and started for the entry of their tent. “That shows how little you know, dear brother. A modiste cannot simply make a ball gown in two days’ time.”

      His shoulders slumped, as if he was truly disappointed. It was as if he really wished to go.

      “I’ll see what I can find.” With that, she left and went in search of Mary, who she found writing a letter for an ill soldier.

      After she’d finished, Isabella pulled Mary from the ill. “By chance do you have a ball gown in one of your trunks?”

      Mary blinked at her. “Ball gown?”

      “Yes,” Isabella blew out and then went on to explain.

      A smile blossomed on Mary’s face. “I have at least a dozen.” She grabbed Isabella’s hand and pulled her along. “And, we have plenty of time to make any alterations that are needed.”

      “I don’t want to change one of your gowns. It isn’t right.”

      Mary laughed. “It isn’t as if I’m wearin’ them.”

      “But you could.” Isabella stopped. “Come with us, Mary. It will be a grand night.”

      Her friend sobered. “Philip wouldna like it.”

      Isabella didn’t care one bit what the major liked or didn’t.

      “Besides, I’m not so blind. I ken that he has a lady, or ladies, in Brussels. It’s humiliatin’ enough here. I doona wish to face his infidelity in a ballroom as well.”

      This was the first time Mary had ever mentioned what they all had witnessed. “Why do you put up with it?” Isabella finally asked.

      “I was young and foolish enough to marry him. I’m stuck, as ye ken.”

      Yet, her friend didn’t seem overly heartbroken.

      “I doona believe I ever loved Phillip. Or, maybe I did, once upon a time, but I was so innocent of the world when we met, and he was so dashin’ in his uniform. He knew what to say and I fell. Lookin’ back, it was more of an infatuation. Had he not needed to leave and if we had remained in London, I might have realized that there was no depth to my feelin’s, and we would have parted.”

      Isabella squeezed her friend’s hand. Isabella knew she’d never marry. It must be worse to be married to the wrong person. As Mary could never divorce her husband, she was well and good stuck. And what was more of a shame, there was a good man, a gentleman, who did love her, and Mary was not free to be with Nate. 
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        Brussels, June 15, 1815

      

      Nate spotted the major from the top of the stairs in the Duchess of Richmond’s ballroom. “That ass doesn’t even have the decency to bring his own wife to the ball,” he ground out. No doubt, Mary was back at the tent or with the sick, caring for the soldiers under her husband’s command.

      “Who?” his brother, Benjamin, the Earl of Kenley asked. His brother had arrived in Brussels just two days ago, surprising Nate with his arrival.

      “That ass.” Nate nodded to the major.

      “He brought another lady?”

      “Not exactly a lady,” Nate muttered, watching Major Soares and his latest light skirt make the rounds. In fairness, she wasn’t a light skirt either, but a widow who had come to Brussels with so many of London Society.

      Ben arched an eyebrow. “Why do you care?”

      “Because his wife is one of the sweetest and kindest women I’ve ever met, and he doesn’t even try to hide his affairs.” Nate glanced away from the man who sickened him.

      “Are you in love with the major’s wife?” Ben asked quietly.

      “No,” Nate defended loudly. “But, I do care for her and admire her. She deserves much better than the likes of him.”

      The next couple to enter caught and held Nate’s attention. His pulse immediately quickened. She’d come! “I always imagined she’d look beautiful in a ball gown.”

      “Who?”

      Blast, had he spoken out loud? “Miss Isabella Valentine.” He nodded toward the most beautiful woman to ever follow the drum. “Beside her is her brother, a physician, Captain Orlando Valentine.”

      “A sister?” Ben questioned. “I thought only wives were allowed.”

      “I don’t believe she asked anyone’s permission.” Nate chuckled. “Just followed her brothers.”

      “More than one?”

      “Bertram. A soldier in the same regiment as the major.”

      Isabella and Dr. Valentine paused, glancing around. Her red hair shone in the candlelight, and he’d be willing to bet the light blue of her gown complimented her pewter eyes.

      Isabella looked up and a moment later, saw him, and a soft smile formed on her full lips.

      “Excuse me,” he murmured to his brother. Tonight, Isabella would be his. He was ready to give her his heart and prayed that she was willing to accept it and give hers to him.

      

      She never in her life ever dreamed she’d attend such a fine ball. The ballroom was grand, and it wasn’t right that someone like her should attend such an elegant event. But as Orlando had received an invitation, and he’d insisted she attend with him, she tried to block out the guilt for attending when soldiers needed her care. As her brother had said, they should enjoy these moments of pleasure.

      They were late in arriving because her brother wanted to check on a few patients, not that she minded. What she hadn’t expected was some of the tension in the room from the superior officers. Yet, Isabella would not let it concern her. This just might be the one and only ball she ever attended, and she was going to soak in all the elegance. If she were very lucky, she’d dance the night away with Nate. On the morrow, she’d tell Mary all about it and then send letters to her sisters.

      She glanced around the grand ballroom and then looked up. Her eyes met those of Captain Nathaniel Storm. Her breath left her for a moment. His dark hair was neatly brushed, and his red regimentals were without a tear or a stain. He’d always been handsome, but she’d never seen him dressed so formally.

      She’d not seen him in two days and had wondered what had become of him until one of the men mentioned that his older brother had come to Brussels. If one of her siblings had arrived, she would have also been spending time with them and nobody else. She’d still hoped that Petrucio would find his way to Brussels, but he hadn’t so far as she knew.

      Her heart ached for a moment with the homesickness that sometimes plagued her when she thought of the brothers and sisters she’d not seen since Christmas.

      Nate said something to the gentleman beside him and then made his way to the staircase, descending, coming towards her, never breaking eye contact. With each step that he took, her heart beat harder and her pulse picked up.

      This night would be magical indeed.

      Captain Storm stopped before her and bowed. She bobbed a quick curtsey.

      “Isabella, you are stunning this evening.”

      Heat rushed to her cheeks. “Thank you, Captain Storm.”

      His green eyes narrowed on her. “What happened to Nate or Nathaniel?”

      She bit her lip, her face heating more. “We are not in the camps, but at a ball, Captain.”

      “Our friendship cancels any formality.”

      The word friendship was a small stab to her heart. Her feelings may go far, far deeper than friendship, but there could never be anything more between them. But, for this one night, and only tonight, how she wished it could be more.

      He took her hand and placed it in the crook of his arm, and the two began to walk through the guests crowded into the ballroom. “Besides, you’ve patched me up more times than I can count and laundered my clothing.” He leaned in close to her ear. “Any woman who has seen my unmentionables has the right to call me by my given name,” he whispered and then grinned at her.

      “Captain Storm, you are outrageous.” It was almost as if he were flirting with her. Was this how he treated all ladies at balls? Or did all gentlemen tease at such functions?

      He turned to look at her. “And, you are beautiful tonight.”

      Her breath hitched. Tonight there was something different in his green eyes. A warmth and intensity she’d not seen before. “Thank you.” Her words were barely a whisper.  “It’s Mary’s gown, if you must know.”

      Her stomach tightened. Why had she just reminded Nate of the woman he loved? Why couldn’t she just pretend for one night that Nate loved her? That her past didn’t matter. They could dance, laugh, and drink champagne, and she’d return to reality when she woke tomorrow.

      “It’s a shame Mary couldn’t have joined you.”

      If Mary were here, Nate would divide his time between the two of them, as he always did. His heart would be with Mary, his time with Isabella because that was all he could have of the two.

      “I asked her to join us, but she declined.” With those words, Isabella spotted Major Soares across the room with his latest mistress.

      Nathaniel tensed and then turned away from the major before he nodded up to the gentleman he’d been speaking with when she entered. “Do you see the gentleman on the balcony?”

      He looked much like Nathaniel. “Your brother, the Earl of Kenley?” Isabella asked. “I’d heard he had come to Brussels.”

      “He was the only reason I haven’t called on you these past few days.”

      His declaration startled her. Nate did not need to call on her daily, though she enjoyed her visits with him. Actually, she enjoyed them far too much, which would make it all the more difficult to return home with only memories of him.

      “I always thought he and Mary would suit well, if she were free.”

      “Mary?” Why should he wish Mary were married to his brother?

      “If she were free,” he reiterated. “If I could pick my brother’s bride, it would be Mary. Unfortunately, she’s still tied to the major.”

      Her mind could not make sense of his words. Nate loved Mary. It’s what Isabella always believed. It’s what she’d witnessed. Isabella turned to him. “I don’t understand. I’d always suspected your feelings for Mary were deeper than friendship.” Her face heated. It wasn’t polite to speak of such things. But, Nathaniel had carried Mary from a battlefield after she’d been injured, sat with her often while she recovered, and then bloodied the major’s nose. One did not do such a thing if deeper emotions weren’t involved.

      His eyebrows drew together in confusion and his green eyes darkened. “As a friend. A younger sister, perhaps. I felt I should protect her, as I’d like my sisters to be protected. Though if any gentleman treated my sisters as the major did his wife, they’d not be long in this world.”

      Isabella bit back a smile. Nathaniel had a protective streak that ran deep. It was also a relief to know Nathaniel considered Mary a sister. He probably didn’t feel any differently about Isabella, but the jealousy she’d felt so often simply slipped away.

      He tilted his head and the side of his mouth quirked. “Were you jealous of what you assumed my feelings were, Isabella?”

      Goodness, her face was going to go up in flames.

      “Your blush is the only answer I need.” He drew close. “It might be forward of me, but in the year we were apart, it was you that I thought about. Not Mary, not other than concern that her husband was not treating her as he should.”

      Her chest swelled with emotion and hope. How could she have misread the situation so wrongly? He’d thought of her, as she’d thought of him? Elation and near panic collided. He cared, but he didn’t know her. Not the ugly truth.

      “Are you all right? Should I have not spoken?” he asked with concern.

      Isabella blinked at him. “Surprised,” she answered quickly. “That is all.”

      The intensity of his green eyes warmed her to her toes. Tonight the past and the future did not matter. She was at a ball and on Nate’s arm and he wanted her, not Mary. Isabella was going to enjoy herself and not think about any consequences.

      “I’d thought you’d realized my intentions.”

      “Intentions?” she blinked at him.

      “I’ve been trying to court you and have apparently, gone about it miserably.”

      Had he truly wanted to court her? “I thought you only considered me a friend,” she admitted.

      “Well, I certainly mucked that up.” He chuckled. “But now you know.” The chords of a waltz began. “Shall we?”

      She nodded and he led her to the center of the dance floor.

      She’d never danced. At least, not officially in a ballroom. There’d been plenty of dancing at night, when the soldiers could relax. As the men far outnumbered the women, she’d never been without a partner.

      This was much better than dancing upon the dirt in front of a fire. Plus, it was Nathaniel who held her close, a hand at the small of her back, his gloved hand clutching hers.

      “Why did you bloody the major’s nose?” She’d always wondered, but if it wasn’t because he was in love with Mary, she could think of no other reason why he’d be so violent.

      “He was trying to sell Mary to one of his men.”

      She was aware of the circumstances and had been surprised when Nate hadn’t offered for Mary. She never dreamed that was the reason he’d struck the major.

      “A man does not sell a wife like he would a horse he no longer wished to ride.”

      For a moment his eyes widened and there was a rose tint to his cheeks. Isabella assumed it was anger, but he was correct, some wives were treated very much like horses or livestock.
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      It felt good to have Isabella in his arms. He’d missed those rare days when there’d been dancing by the campfire. His opportunities with her were too few because so many men wanted to dance with the limited number of women available.

      But, she was in his arms now, just where he’d dreamed she’d be when he thought about her.

      In truth, dancing was not how he pictured her. Instead, he’d always dreamed of her in his arms while he kissed her.

      Nathaniel stopped the train of his thoughts. It was one thing to imagine Isabella naked and welcoming him when he was alone at night in his bed or sleeping under the stars. It was quite a bit different in the middle of a ballroom with so many around who would witness what such thoughts did to him.

      The music ended and with reluctance, he removed his hand from the small of her back and stepped back. When he turned, Nathaniel found his superior standing not far away, a grim look upon his face. Other officers were exiting the ball. A tension filled the air, higher than it had been before.

      “What’s happening?” Isabella asked.

      “I’m not sure,” he muttered under his breath.

      Placing her gloved hand in the crook of his arm, he led her to the officers.

      “Napoleon is on the move,” the colonel advised.

      His gut tightened as Isabella tensed.

      “We need to make ready. We head to Quatre Bras.”

      This was it. Sooner than anticipated, but Nate knew, in his gut, that whatever occurred in the next few days would decide the future. Either they’d beat Napoleon, or once again, war would rage for years.

      “I’ll gather my men.”

      The major nodded then headed off in another direction.

      “I must return to my brother.”

      Nathaniel was not ready to let her go. Not so soon. She’d barely just arrived, and they’d only shared one dance. Plus, he’d begun to confess his feelings for her, but Isabella gave him no indication that she might return them.

      Instead of leaving her and going to his men, Nate pulled her outside and away from anyone else. The music of the orchestra continued, and ladies and gentlemen danced as if all was right in the world. “I don’t wish to leave you yet.”

      “We both have duties.”

      “I didn’t lie, Isabella, it’s you who I have thought about when we parted. I’d hoped for more when I saw you again.” With that, he bent, placing his lips against hers.

      At first, Isabella didn’t respond, then she softened against him, her hands going to his shoulders. As this might be the only kiss he was granted from her for days, weeks, or even months, Nathaniel pulled her tight against his body, angled his head and deepened the kiss. Her fingers threaded through his hair, and Nathaniel wished he was anywhere but outside the Duchess of Richmond’s ballroom.

      Shouts were heard coming from the front of the mansion, and with reluctance, he pulled away.

      “Wait for me. Do not give your heart to another.”

      Her eyes widened.

      “I will return for you Isabella. I’ve loved you for over a year and have never stopped.”

      She took a step back, her grey eyes filled with fear. Was it the coming battle? Was she afraid something would happen to him?

      Perhaps he’d simply shocked her since he’d said nothing of his heart until tonight, and he’d been so careful in courting her that she hadn’t even realized his intentions. And, she’d thought he loved Mary. Oh, if only he had time to fully explain and express his thoughts, all of his plans and dreams for her and them, but they were out of time. Napoleon marched and so would they.

      Nate caressed her soft cheek. “When this bloody war is over, Isabella, I plan on making you my wife.”

      With that he kissed her one more time. She clung to him, kissing him just as deeply then stepped away. A tear slipped down her cheek.

      “Be safe,” was all she said before she turned and ran from him.

      

      Why did he have to kiss her?

      He loved her?

      As Isabella ran from Nate, her heart nearly shattered in her chest.

      Yes, she’d fallen in love with him so very long ago and never dreamed he’d ever share the emotion. As much as she might feel the same for Nathaniel, it was impossible for there to be anything more permanent between them.

      Of course, he didn’t know that, but she did and wasn’t about to confess to him why. Her shame was her own. One she would never share with another soul.

      She should have told him. She should have rejected him, but Isabella couldn’t. Not tonight. She’d seen too many men return from battle, injured, and maimed, near death, many of them longing for a sweetheart. The most heartbreaking were those who had given up because before the battle started, they’d received a letter that their love had found someone else.

      Isabella may not have told Nate that she loved him, even though it would have been the truth, but she would not let him go into battle having been rejected either. When it was over, she’d find the strength to send him away. The fear was, she wouldn’t be able to walk away when he was the one person she wanted more than anything in this world.

      “We need to begin preparing for injured,” Orlando said as they traveled back to the hospital area.

      “I’d thought we’d have more time,” she finally said. She thought she’d have more time with Nate, but that had come to an end tonight and it was all she could do to hold her tears inside. She couldn’t cry in front of her brother because he couldn’t ever know the truth. Never. Nobody ever would. This pain and longing would be her own. Besides, to tell any of her siblings would only welcome their comments about how foolish she’d been, and she already knew that, well enough. She’d been a fool to dream so large.

      “So did I, but now we need to work quickly to prepare.”

      Isabella nodded and bit her bottom lip, tender from the kiss Nathaniel had bestowed upon her.

      Oh, if only.

      Stop! It’s impossible.

      Mary rushed forward when they arrived. “What do ye need me to do?”

      “I’m glad you’re here, Mrs. Soares.” Orlando strode past her. “We prepare the best we can until we receive orders as to what to expect.”

      Isabella’s heart ached. She’d followed her brothers to the Continent because she didn’t wish to remain in Hampshire doing nothing and being supported by the aunt and uncle who had taken in her family. Not only would she worry about Orlando and Bertram in the coming days, but Nate as well.

      She hated war. From the bottom of her heart, she hated it and prayed that one day soon it would finally be all over.
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      Nathaniel shivered, not sure he’d ever been this cold. His clothing and boots were soaked. The rivulets of rainwater running down his uniform, mixed with the dried blood, gunpowder soot, and dirt from the fighting, pooled on the ground around the knapsack he sat upon. The night was darker than black, and he could barely see the soldiers gathered together to share warmth not a few feet away. He shared a circle with four others. Comrades who had spent many nights like this before, though Nathaniel couldn’t recall ever being this uncomfortable or frozen.

      They’d fought at Quatre Bras two days ago and retreated back to await the enemy. Wellington had decided that this area, just south of the Village of Waterloo, would be where the next battle would take place.

      “At least the French are as miserable as we are.” Hastings, a man he’d served with through the years, handed him a brandy.

      Nathaniel took a deep drink. There was little food, they couldn’t light fires, and it had been raining since earlier in the day. They were soaked to the skin and becoming stiff and sore.

      “And, we are alive.” Nathaniel handed the brandy back to his friend.

      He nodded sadly.

      So many had been lost at Quatre Bras, and once they began to fight again, more would be lost.

      “My musket is saturated and the powder is useless,” Blaine, another friend, complained. “The weapons might be ruined for weeks if this rain keeps up.”

      If they were attacked, there’d be little they could do. But, as the French were stuck in the same wretched weather, their weapons were most likely as unusable at this moment as well. Which gave Nathaniel some peace. There would be no more fighting until everything had dried out.

      At least Isabella was safe, and probably dry, helping her brother tend the wounded. It was thoughts of her that helped keep him warm through the long night. That and the brandy and rum being passed about. The rum was his. Since his brother, Sam, had first sent bottles, Nate had developed a liking for it, and his brother kept him well supplied.

      It wasn’t just the alcohol keeping Nate warm but recalling Isabella’s kisses. The memory of her body pressed against him stirred his blood and kept it from freezing in his veins. As soon as this was over, he was going to find her, make his declaration once again, and take her way from this. Together they’d put the fighting, war, and death behind them and find a warm, safe place to live.

      Samuel had such a place. A large sugar plantation on the island of Barbados. Recalling the letters from his brother, Nathaniel could almost feel the hot sun caress his face and his feet sank into the warm sand of the beach as the ocean breezes rinsed the stench of blood, death, and smoke from his memory. Yes. He would take Isabella there, and maybe buy a piece of land for himself and become a gentleman farmer of sugar.

      “What are you smiling about?” Hastings asked.

      Nathaniel grinned. “Thinking about a special lady and the island of Barbados.”

      The men spent the night talking about the women they wished to return to and the warm places they wished to visit or live, and they slept little. Not only was it near impossible to get any rest in the rain and cold, but there was also too much tension for what awaited them on the morrow.

      As the sun rose, Nathaniel stood and walked the stiffness from his muscles and joints, trying to warm himself the best he could and began to prepare for what was to come.

      He and his troop of artillery were concealed, and there they waited. By mid-morning Nathaniel’s nerves were on edge as he wondered if Napoleon was ever going to attack. Finally, at approximately eleven-thirty, the first of the cannons were heard.  Within two hours, buildings were on fire and a thick pall of gun smoke hung over the battlefield, burning his nose and eyes. With each moment that passed, the fighting became more and more intense. He reacted without thought. Self-preservation to survive and win.

      As nighttime fell, the French retreated, the Prussian army in pursuit, leaving behind devastation.

      Nathaniel stood amongst the fallen. So many bodies of soldiers and horses littered the ground that he couldn’t take it all in. Early in the fighting, he passed Major Soares, who lay with his throat slashed so deeply that his head was barely attached. While Nathaniel felt the sympathy and loss of so many of his countrymen, when he viewed Soares, all he thought was that Mary was now free.

      The battle was over and the French were on the run. He prayed this was the end but feared to hope that they were finally done with Napoleon.

      

      It was as if a floodgate of men and blood had been opened once the first of the injured arrived. More than she’d ever seen from any battle before. Or maybe she just didn’t remember it being this bad since she’d not encountered this since before Napoleon had been sent away.

      She and Mary worked to make the men as comfortable as they could while dressing wounds that were too minor for the surgeons to care about but bad enough to keep a soldier from battle. The doctors were too busy saving lives, often taking off limbs, while others waited, often screaming out in agony. Those with head wounds were separated as there wasn’t much that could be done. They’d either survive or die.

      Twenty-four hours after Isabella had danced at the ball, she finally found a bit of rest. It did not last long, because the injured kept coming. Mary worked nearby, and they took turns, moving among the men, offering what comfort they could. Other wives and camp followers joined, but there was so little help they could offer and so many in need that it was almost crippling.

      The days ran into each other, and if not for the sun rising and setting, Isabella would have lost all sense of time. Besides the wounded, they took meals and beverages to the doctors, who took far too few breaks, and only when they were near collapse. Orlando worked nonstop until Isabella practically drug him from the tent and forced him to sit, eat, and sleep. It didn’t last long, and soon her brother was back attending the most seriously wounded.

      By the afternoon of the eighteenth, the wounded once again began pouring from the battlefield. She watched from the distance as a soldier grasped Mary’s hand, speaking earnestly. She nodded, disappeared, and returned only a short time later dressed in a clean gown, and the darkest one she owned.

      Major Soares had fallen. Mary was now a widow. Yet, her friend did not stop to mourn her husband, but continued nursing those she could. Isabella tried not to think about Bertram or where he was or what could happen to him.

      Between the moans of agony, screams of pain, the stench of blood and death, some soldiers spoke quietly of the number of men who lay dead and dying on the blood covered ground that had already been saturated from the rain, the earth turning a dark red, churned up from the horses, foot soldiers, and cannon balls.

      They came by the dozens. The hundreds. Left where they’d been placed. Others lie where they’d fallen upon reaching the medical tents. The injured stretched for as far as she could see.

      Mary came to stand beside her. They grasped hands and looked out. Too overwhelmed to know where to go next. Who to help next.

      A young medical assistant tossed removed limbs upon the burning pile, and she had to turn away from the insufferable stench of burning flesh. Tears in her eyes, she ran. Men clutched at her skirts, calling out for help. It was too much. There were too many. She couldn’t help them all. She was beyond helping anyone.

      “Isabella!” Mary called, rushing to her.

      “I can’t.”

      “Yes, you can.” She ordered and grasped Isabella by the shoulders. “Think of Bertram. What if he were one of these? How would ye feel is someone who could help ran, leavin’ him alone?”

      Isabella looked out again at the wounded. “Where to begin again?”

      “With the first one ye see that you can help.”

      Swallowing her tears, and straightening her shoulders, Isabella went back to work, nursing those she could, long into the night and next morning. The battle was over, but her work was far from done.

      Orlando found her as the sun was rising on the morning of the nineteenth. As her eyes met his, she knew.

      “No!” she cried.

      Without words, Orlando held his arms out to her, and Isabella collapsed into them.

      “He fought bravely, they said.”

      “I’d prefer he was a coward and ran,” Isabella cried into her brother’s chest.

      “Nonsense, Izzy. This is all Bertram wanted. To be a soldier. He knew the risks.”

      “I still would wish for my brother.”

      “Me too.”

      Soon, a hand was on her shoulder, and Isabella turned to find Mary there to give her comfort. They should be comforting each other. Mary had lost her husband and Isabella her brother. But they weren’t alone. Thousands of people had lost a loved one over the last few days, and as of this moment, she couldn’t begin to guess the number, though any number was far too high.

      “I want to go home.”
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      After assuring his brother, Benjamin, of his health, Nathaniel began his search for Isabella the next day. He found her by mid-morning, among the injured, as he expected. He’d learned of her brother, Bertram’s death, but was unsure if the news had reached her yet.

      He found her kneeling beside a dying soldier. No longer could he tell what color her dress had been because it was now caked in dirt and blood. The apron she usually wore was white, but as it was with the dress, the original color had long been disguised by her work with the wounded. The once brilliant red hair that had been bright beneath the lights of the chandeliers in Lady Richmond’s ballroom but a few days earlier was mussed, falling from where it had been once confined behind her head--dead, dull, and lifeless. Even her hands and face weren’t without the stains of war.

      Isabella reached forward, her hand over the soldier’s face as she closed his eyes. She sat there a moment, her head bowed in what Nathaniel assumed was a final prayer, and then she stood.

      Turning, she faced him. Her face was stark, pale, with circles beneath her once warm grey, but now nearly lifeless, eyes.

      He took a step forward.

      “I am too busy to speak right now.”

      Isabella tried to push past him.

      “Wait?” he reached out, taking her hand in his.

      Her grey eyes hardened. “Unless you’re here to help, Captain Storm, I need you to leave.” She pulled her hand away. “It’s best that we never speak again.”

      The cold, hard tone of her voice slammed into his chest. “Never?” What had changed since the Richmond’s ball, besides the damned battle?

      “Good day.”

      With that, she walked away, not looking back.

      Nate rushed after her. This was not the reunion he’d dreamed about or hoped for. “Isabella, wait!” he called.

      What had changed between them? They danced. The memory of her kiss and body pressed against him had carried him through the battles. And now, she just walked away, as if she felt nothing for him.

      She stopped, but didn’t turn and he hurried forward and stepped in front of her. “What’s wrong?”

      Tears filled her eyes. “I thought you were my friend.” It was almost as if she were accusing him.

      “I wish to be more.”

      Her eyes hardened, and she took a deep breath. “I do not. Please leave me, Captain Storm, and forget we ever met.”

      “What of the ball?” He gently grasped her arms. “Your kisses?” The very ones that had kept him warm, urged him on, reminding him what he had to live for.

      “You were going into battle. It was the only right thing to do.”

      Her words were a stab to his heart. That’s what the light skirts did. Gave a man a good time before they marched because they might just be going to their death. One last fond memory before a bullet found their heart.

      Isabella pulled away from him. “The injured need me.” With that, she turned and marched away from him.

      That was it? She felt nothing? Perhaps a friendship at one time, but after his declaration, she was ready to put as much distance between them as possible, much like Napoleon was trying to do as he ran back to Paris.

      She might turn her back on him now, but he was far from through with Isabella.

      He needed to give her time. She must be exhausted from the last days, and on top of that, she’d lost her brother. Now was not the time to pursue her. But when this was all done and they’d both had time to rest, he’d find her again. They would talk, and surely she’d have a change of heart. Those kisses were too warm to be a simple sendoff into battle. Her arms had clung to him, her body had pressed against his, as if she wanted him as much as he wanted her, and Nate refused to believe he’d imagined her response to him.

      

      “I must leave soon,” Mary said as she took a sip of the coffee.

      Isabella did the same. The drinks had grown cold waiting for them. They hadn’t sat down in hours, but they needed a break and some sustenance. Not that the porridge they’d been offered was all that appetizing. In fact, she wasn’t hungry in the least, but she needed to eat to keep up her strength.

      Oh, how she wished she were numb, but working was the only thing that kept her mind occupied. If she stopped, she might curl up and cry, never stopping. She’d lost Bertram, her dear baby brother. The light of the family, with his huge heart and tender soul.

      And, she’d rejected Nate. It nearly killed her to do so, but it had to be done. He didn’t understand and never would. It was easier this way, and she was a coward, because the only alternative was to admit her heart and her love, but then she’d also be required to tell him the truth. Isabella knew she couldn’t survive his rejection of her, which would be the only outcome because the brother of an earl would never marry the bastard of a whore.

      “I just need to determine exactly how I’m going’ ta go about that,” Mary said, oblivious to Isabella’s inner turmoil.

      First Bertram, then Nate, and now Mary would leave her too. A wife was allowed only three days to remain after her husband died, and then she lost all rations and entitlements unless she remarried. Isabella never had any to begin with, but made do with the assistance from Orlando.

      “I wish I could go with you,” Isabella finally said. She knew she should remain and help. She and Mary were both needed, but she couldn’t do it anymore. She’d seen enough death, maiming, and bloodshed to last her several lifetimes, and if she never experienced the result of a battle again, she’d be quite happy. And, she couldn’t risk seeing Nate again. What if he still pursued her? Would she have the strength to reject him again, or would she foolishly give into her desires to be with him?

      Isabella glanced up as a few of the Gordon Highlanders stopped before her and Mary.

      “We’re verra sorry for yer loss, Mrs. Soares,” the lieutenant said then turned to Isabella. “And the loss of yer brother, Miss Valentine.”

      Both women murmured a thank you.

      “I could not help but overhear.” His cheeks turned a bit pink as if he were embarrassed to admit he’d been listening. “We are for home, and it would be a great honor to escort ye, Mrs. Soares.”

      Mary visibly relaxed, as if this was the one problem she faced, and not the scores of wounded soldiers. “Thank ye very much.” She stood. “If I might have time to gather my things?”

      “Take as much time as ye need.”

      The lieutenant then turned to Isabella. “We’d be honored to offer escort to ye, as well, if ye truly wish ta leave.”

      She glanced to the surgery tents, the wounded, and tears filled her eyes. She wanted home. She desperately needed to go home.

      “Doctor Valentine will not be free for days,” another pointed out. “But if ye wish to stay.”

      “No!” Isabella blurted out. “Let me tell my brother…I need to take word of our brother’s death home.”
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      Nathaniel lost count of the number of soldiers he and his men had buried through the day, or the number of bodies in each grave. It was impossible to give each man his own, or to see them marked properly. It wasn’t right that this was how it should end for a soldier who gave his all for King and Country. The priests and vicars from the nearby villages came through, murmuring prayers over the graves and moving on to the next.

      The deaths and destruction weighed heavily on Nathaniel, but he did what was necessary, then returned to his room to bathe, eat a hearty meal, and change into fresh clothing. A full day had passed since he’d seen Isabella, and though she probably remained busy, he could not stay away from her. Besides, he needed to see to Mary as well. She’d need to return home. Her time was up as a widow, unless she remarried, and Nathaniel couldn’t imagine her becoming a bride again. At least not so soon after losing her husband.

      As Benjamin was returning to England today, he would be the perfect escort. In his mind, the two suited each other, and traveling as far as Scotland would give them time to know one another.

      Though he and Benjamin searched the various hospitals, Nathaniel could not find Isabella or Mary in any of them. It was possible the two were resting, but also highly doubtful. They rarely rested, and when they did, it was in short spurts, onlyenough to renew their energy so they could continue.

      Finally, he spotted Dr. Valentine step out of a surgical tent and stretch. From his posture, the doctor was exhausted, and with good reason. They’d been treating the wounded for days and still, men lay on litters awaiting their turn.

      While Ben waited for him, Nathaniel made his way to Dr. Valentine.

      “I’ve been looking for Miss Valentine. Do you know where she might be?”

      Sadness filled the man’s eyes. “She’s gone.”

      His heart stopped. Not gone as in dead? What had happened?

      “She left this morning with Mrs. Soares to return home.”

      Nathaniel blew out a breath of relief. “How? Who took her?”

      “Some Gordon Highlanders offered escort.” He shook his head. “Isabella couldn’t do this anymore.” He gestured to the injured surrounding them. “After receiving word of Bertram, the fight simply left her, I’m afraid.”

      At least he knew she was safe. As soon as he was free, he’d go after her. “I understand you are from Hampshire.”

      Dr. Valentine frowned. “That is all you will learn, Captain Storm.”

      “Why?”

      “She doesn’t wish to ever see you again.”

      Surely it was the shock of the battle and losing her brother. When she recovered, as best as she could, she’d have a change of heart. She had to.

      “Do not contact my sister,” Dr. Valentine added. “Give her peace and leave her alone.”

      “But…”

      “You will stay away from Isabella.” The doctor’s words were harsh.

      “What if I’m in love with her?”

      Sadness filled the doctor’s grey eyes, so much like Isabella’s. “Then I am sorry for you. She does not share your affection. In fact, she was greatly saddened by your declaration.”

      “If I could only talk to her again. Just once.” As much as he hated to beg, which is what he felt he was doing, Nate couldn’t help himself as the idea of never seeing Isabella again nearly caused him to panic.

      “She thought of you as a friend, not a suitor. Leave her be and forget she ever existed.”

      “But…”

      “Enough! Stay away from my sister. I’ve sent word to my brothers. If you ever come near her again, you will be dealt with.” The doctor placed a comforting hand on Nate’s shoulder. “Forget Isabella. She’s not for you. In fact, you don’t even know her. Not like you think you do.” He shook his head and pulled away.

      

      Isabella not only mourned Bertram, but Nate as well. He might as well be dead to her too. Her heart was bruised, battered, and unlikely to recover. She wasn’t sure she wanted to recover but just to crawl into her bed once she returned home and never emerge.

      She, Orlando, and Bertram were to have returned home together, and the family would be whole once more. They’d never be whole again, and Isabella wasn’t certain she’d ever recover from the loss of her baby brother. Not that Bertram was a baby, but he’d been a sincere, loving, and sensitive young man, always wanting to do what was right. Someone so kind should not have been taken from this ugly world. He was a light that shined, but he never would again.

      And, layered on top of the pain of losing Bertram was the heartbreak of never seeing Nate again. This was for the best. She told herself over and over that it was, but that didn’t mean that she didn’t want to see him one last time. To feel his lips against hers and his arms about her. Their hearts pressed together, beating as one.

      Yes, she’d loved, so deeply, and she should be grateful for that. Happy even. She never expected to experience what she’d enjoyed with Nate, and she should be grateful. But Isabella couldn’t help but wonder if it wouldn’t have been easier to have never experienced love in the first place because she’d never have known what she was missing.

      The carriage stopped outside of the vicarage, and the driver jumped down and opened the door. She stepped outside and Mary followed. Together they approached the house, her home. So familiar, but almost foreign after having been away for so long.

      The door of the vicarage opened, and her aunt stepped out. A smile burst on her face as she rushed toward Isabella, calling behind her. Soon, her sisters gathered around, each hugging her. Then Isabella stepped aside and introduced Mary. Her Uncle embraced his niece and escorted her inside while Aunt Mary remained outside, searching behind Isabella.

      “Your brothers?” She asked.

      “Orlando needed to remain with the injured.” She couldn’t bring herself to mention Bertram. It was too soon, too raw, and she didn’t want to deliver the same pain to her family.

      “And Bertram?” her aunt asked with anguish, as if she already knew, and with that, Isabella burst into tears, crying on her aunt’s shoulder. Sobbing in a way she’d not allowed herself to do until now as they both hugged and dropped to the ground, absorbed in their own grief.
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        April 8, 1817, London

      

      “I will have a word with the three of you,” Nate’s mother announced as she breached the sanctity of the library where Nate, Samuel, and Benjamin were holed up, enjoying brandy before they left for Felding’s ball. The first of many balls he would be forced to endure this season. Or, at least until he left again.

      He snuck a glance at Sam. Maybe he should travel to Barbados with his brother.

      She closed the door behind her. “I must have your word that you will keep an eye on the girls.”

      The brothers looked at each other. By girls, she meant their three younger sisters who had accompanied them to London: Hannah, Tabitha, and Deborah.

      “Of course,” Ben answered. “They’re our sisters.”

      “I don’t mean just keeping an eye out to make sure no unsavory creatures bother them.”

      “It’s a ball, Mother, not Seven Dials,” Nate reminded her dryly.

      “That’s not what I mean.” She puffed up her chest and frowned. “I would have the names of every gentleman who shows an interest. I will not have them being courted by someone who is unfavorable.”

      “I doubt you need worry about such an occurrence at Felding’s ball.” Sam poured more brandy into his glass.

      “By unsavory and unfavorable, mother means someone who does not own an estate in Northumberland or possibly Durham or North Yorkshire,” Ben clarified.

      “I will not have my daughters living so far away that I cannot be there to guide them.”

      “There aren’t so many bachelors who are titled,” Nate reminded her. “Perhaps you should broaden the boundaries.” Was the woman really going to decide who best suited her daughters based on location?

      “A title isn’t necessary. Not even landed. They can take up residence at the estate if needed. It’s certainly large enough.”

      Ben choked on his drink. “Don’t forget who owns Kenley Manor, Mother. I will say who lives there and who does not.”

      “I’m counting on each of you to see to it that those who live in an undesirable location be discouraged.” With that their mother turned and started for the entrance. “I’ll see if your sisters are ready to leave.”

      Mary, ducked into the library after Mother left and closed the door behind her, an impish grin on her face. “Ye’ve got yer orders,” Mary giggled.

      Nate still had a hard time reckoning that Ben had indeed married Mary Soares, finally.

      After Waterloo, Nate had sold his commission and then traveled. He had tried to put the memory of Isabella from his mind, and Mary as well, since he could not think of her without thinking of Isabella. It wasn’t until last winter, at Christmas, when his great-uncle, the Duke of Danby, arranged for Mary to deliver whiskey to the castle, and forced Nate there as well that he had spoken to her. It had been the first time he’d seen her since Brussels.  Danby had thought to match Nate to Mary, but as Nate had always suspected, as soon as Ben and Mary met, it was clear they were meant for each other.

      A full year and a half had passed since Isabella had rejected him, and just seeing Mary standing in the castle, brought the pain and rejection back to him in full force as if it had happened the day before. Further, he was reminded that Dr. Valentine had spoken the truth. Isabella was not who he’d believed she was. In fact, everything about her had been a lie. He didn’t know the truth, and probably never would, but that didn’t change the fact that he had fallen in love with her. Nate could not bring himself to hate her. However, he did want the truth. It ate at him.

      Why had she lied? And, was that the reason for her rejection? Who was she protecting? Her or him?

      Nate already knew the answer. She was protecting herself and her family. They were a fabrication, of that he was certain. However, her passion for him the night of Lady Richmond’s ball was not a lie, so why the hell hadn’t she trusted him with the truth? What was their dark secret? There was no possible way Isabella thought of him only as a friend, and as soon as this blasted season was behind them, Nate fully intended to find her in Hampshire, demand his answers, and then sail for Barbados. Then, hopefully, he’d be able to put her from his mind and heart permanently.

      Ben poured Mary a glass of whiskey. This wasn’t the first time Nate had seen his brother do so. Usually it was after an encounter with their mother.

      At least he knew Isabella still lived in Hampshire. Mary had confirmed that fact but admitted that they’d stopped exchanging letters after a year. When he pressed, demanding to know if they were truly cousins, Mary had simply blinked at him, as if she couldn’t imagine why he’d think such thoughts and then, once again, told him how Isabella and her family had been the children of missionaries in India.

      Perhaps Mary didn’t know the truth either but believed the lie that had been told. She’d been duped like him, but until he knew the truth, Nate had decided not to say anything to his sister-in-law.

      “Thank ye.” Mary settled on to the settee. “Tell me ye arena really goin’ to do as yer mother asks.”

      “Of course not,” Sam insisted.

      “Good, because no marriage is better than a bad one.” She took a sip and then blew out a sigh and relaxed.

      Mary knew all about bad marriages, and though she hadn’t confronted Mother on anything as of yet, Nate had no doubt she would if it came down to his sisters being forced to marry someone they didn’t care for.

      “If they find love, make sure you do everything in your power to see that a match is made. Even if the gentleman lives at the most southern part of England or the most northerly part of Scotland.”

      “Perhaps we can see them settled in all parts of the world.” Ben grinned. “Then Mother would spend all of her time traveling between their homes and rarely darkening our door.”

      Mary said nothing, but her cheeks turned crimson. Something told Nate that the two of them had probably had this discussion on more than one occasion.

      Ben drained his brandy, as did Nate, and stood.

      “Shall we?” Ben asked.

      “Might as well get this over with,” Sam grumbled. “The sooner Roxburg is announced, the sooner I can plan my return to Barbados.” The Duke of Roxburg had recently come into his title. Before that, he’d simply been Mark Easton, Sam’s closest friend, who owned a neighboring plantation in Barbados. The death of his uncle was what brought him back to England, and the title.

      “I might be joining you in the Caribbean,” Nate said.

      “Oh, no.” Ben stepped in front of them. “The two of you will remain until the season is over or our sisters are married, whichever comes first. I will not be left alone to deal with that woman. I’ve been doing it for years and it’s time you helped for a change.”

      Nate took a step back. Ben was right. His brother had inherited seventeen years ago, when Ben was only thirteen and Sam and Nate were only twelve. Despite Ben’s title, Mother fought for control. Their father had failed to name a guardian for the family, and Danby had to step in and take over. He instilled a man of business in the house and received daily reports. When Mother became too obstinate, Danby paid her a visit. The only years their older brother had been free of their mother was when he was away at school. Poor Ben didn’t have the privilege of enjoying any freedom when he was younger, not like Nate and Sam, because he was required to return to the estate and take over control once he reached his majority.

      It didn’t help that Nate joined the foot guards ten years ago, and Sam moved to Barbados five years before. It was time for them to stick around and help with their sisters and support Ben when necessary.

      “Where is Peter?” Nate asked. Though their younger brother resided at the estate, he was rarely there.

      “Absent as always,” Ben grumbled. “Once this evening is behind us, I’ll be tracking him down. If we have any hope that our sisters are happy, it’s going to take all of us to keep Mother in place.”

      

      Isabella stood with her sisters, Bianca and Perdita, on the far side of the room. This wasn’t the first ball she’d ever attended. It was the second.

      Lady Richmond’s ball in Brussels seemed like a lifetime ago. A magical evening indeed. She’d danced with Nate, and then he’d kissed her and held her close. It wasn’t the news that Napoleon was on the move that ruined the night for her. It was Nate’s declaration of love.

      Not a day had gone by that she hadn’t thought about Nate Storm and wondered what became of him. Surely he had married by now and realized his folly in loving her. It was such a different place and time. It was war, and who was to say they would have continued to feel the same about each other once they returned to normalcy.

      It was better this way, or so she’d told herself for nearly two years, but that didn’t mean she ever stopped loving him. She never would.

      At least she had Kirkland House. The soldiers’ home gave her a purpose, something she’d been without since she returned home from Waterloo. And even though her family was unaware of her plans, Isabella had no intention of returning to Hampshire. She would remain in London and continue her work. Hopefully Felding would allow her the use of the townhouse to live in, especially since her brother-in-law and sister only made use of it during the spring and fall or when Felding needed to be present for Parliament. It’s not as though it even needed to be staffed while she was in residence, though a housekeeper and butler lived there year round. She didn’t even need them and could fully take care of herself, but she also knew Felding would never allow her to live there alone. She just prayed he allowed her to remain with only those two, as she wouldn’t ask him to incur the expense of additional servants.

      “So, this is Society?” asked Bianca, her younger sister by one year. Neither she, nor their youngest sister, Perdita, had ever attended a ball.

      “It is grand,” Perdita mused and sipped from her glass of punch.

      A sea of colors filled the ballroom, not unlike the ball gowns at Lady Richmond’s. “The ladies’ dresses are lovely.” It was so odd being in her sister’s ballroom. None of them really belonged here, but Rosalind insisted they attend.

      And, it wasn’t just the ball. She’d brought her sisters to London this year, with the intention of them joining her at functions. So far, Isabella and her sisters had been able to avoid accompanying Rosalind everywhere. Had she forgotten where they’d come from? Just because a marquess had married her, didn’t mean the rest of them should rise above their station. And, if Isabella had any say, this would be her last ball. She was only here because Felding was the host.

      “I’d like to know where our brothers are,” Perdita complained.

      “They’ll be fashionably late, or each will have an excuse that kept them from attending,” Isabella responded, not expecting any of them to make an appearance.

      A group of guests appeared at the top of the stairs, but Isabella only saw one face. Her heart stopped before it started pounding against her breast.

      She had her answer. Nate was alive and well. And as devastatingly handsome as he had been two years ago. “I don’t believe I’m feeling well,” Isabella announced. She wasn’t ready to face him yet. She couldn’t and wasn’t sure if she’d ever be able to look him in the eyes.

      As wrong as it was, her heart still beat for him.

      Bianca grasped her arm. “What is it?”

      “My stomach.” Though Isabella answered, her eyes were fixed at the top of the stairs. “I need to leave.” Isabella pulled her arm from Bianca’s and practically ran from the room. She couldn’t be here. Not now. Not with him.

      After gaining her room, Isabella fell onto her bed, shaking and near tears.

      Why hadn’t she considered Nate might be in London?

      Oh drat, why hadn’t she paid attention to who he was with? Was there a wife? If so, she wasn’t on his arm, but that didn’t mean she didn’t exist, and there had been a number of women in his party.

      Oh why hadn’t she listened as they were announced? Not that she could have heard anything. She was so focused on watching him and the shock of Nate at the top of the stairs that everything else faded away.

      That was the one and only time she would ever be a part of London society, Isabella vowed as the tears finally let loose and coursed down her cheeks. As much as her sister, Rosalind, may insist on her being present for events, Isabella could not take the chance of running into Nate again. Never. Her heart couldn’t take it.

      A moment later her door burst open and Bianca entered. Her eyes bright and face pale.

      “I cannot go back down there. Please don’t make me.”

      “I have no intention of doing so.”

      With that, Bianca burst into tears and climbed onto the bed, settling beside Isabella.”

      “Do you wish to tell me why you can’t go back down?” Bianca sniffed.

      “I can’t,” Isabella answered. “Do you want to tell me?”

      More tears streamed down Bianca’s cheeks. “I can’t.”

      In agreement, they both grew silent and cried. Tomorrow they would discuss what happened, but for right now, Isabella suspected her sister was just as heartbroken as she was.
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      A flash of lavender drew Nate’s attention and he watched a lady run for the door on the other side of the ballroom and disappear through a door. “Isabella?” Heaven knew he imagined Isabella in many places. After selling his commission, he’d been unable to remain in one place for long and traveled extensively, never able to escape the nightmares of the battles, the ground littered with maimed men, or the image of Isabella. If he wasn’t seeing her in a crowd, she invaded his dreams.

      “What?” Ben asked as they made their way down the stairs.

      “I could have sworn I just saw Isabella Valentine.”

      “The woman from Lady Richmond’s ball?”

      “Yes,” Nate answered as he watched and waited for the woman to return, then searched the sea of faces for Dr. Valentine. If the doctor was in attendance, perhaps he hadn’t imagined Isabella.

      “I hadn’t considered Isabella might be in London,” Mary said with excitement as they reached the bottom of the stairs.

      “Is there a reason she should be?” Nate demanded.

      “Lady Felding is her sister.” Mary glanced around the ballroom. “Oh, I do hope she’s here. It’s been so long, and I dearly wish to see her.”

      Not only did Nate want to see Isabella, but he needed to purge her from his heart and mind. Whenever he thought of others, only one emotion was associated with them. But with Isabella, it was a combination of longing and bitterness. Of anger and love. It was time for all of that to end, so when he thought of Isabella in the future, he felt absolutely nothing at all. Now he wouldn’t have to wait until the end of the season and travel to Hampshire to do so.

      The night dragged on but Isabella never returned. Apparently her younger sister had disappeared as well, and there were whispers throughout the room of Roxburg masquerading as a dancing master and that Miss Bianca had been his accompanist. Were the two hiding from society, afraid the truth about them was about to be revealed?

      Except, Nate didn’t know what the truth was. He only knew for certain they were not who they claimed to be. None of the Valentines were.

      His eyes found Felding in the crowd, his wife by his side. The oldest sister of the Valentines. Did the marquess have any clue that his wife was not who she claimed to be? Was it up to him to reveal the truth?

      No, of course not. He wouldn’t ruin another gentleman’s life. Yet, that wouldn’t stop him from tracking Isabella down at the very first opportunity.

      Mary tugged on his arm. “Come meet the rest of my cousins, Nate.”

      The frauds? He almost asked, but instead he followed behind his sister-in-law and was introduced to Perdita, the youngest of the children. Beside her stood Dr. Valentine. Their eyes locked and held. As much as he wanted his answers, he would get them from Isabella.

      Dr. Valentine’s eyes went wide with either shock or recognition, before his features relaxed and he smiled.

      “Captain Storm, how are you?”

      “Well, and you?”

      “Splendid, indeed.”

      It was a forced replay. Was the man worried about Nate pursuing Isabella again? He nearly snorted. The good doctor had no idea of his plans for her. “I believe I saw your sister earlier, but haven’t seen her again.”

      “Which one. I do have four.”

      Dr. Valentine knew very well which sister Nate meant, as he only knew one of them. Was he going to play games?

      “Isabella, of course.” He forced a smile.

      “I assumed she’d be here. We were all required to be, of course.”

      The man was hedging. “She ran from the room shortly after my arrival,” Nate finally said. “I’m concerned she’s become ill.”

      The forced smile slipped from Dr. Valentine’s lips.  “Perhaps I should check on her.”

      “Please do,” Nate requested. “And tell her that I wish to speak with her if she is feeling up to a visit.”

      The doctor straightened, becoming serious. “She made her wishes known after Waterloo.”

      “That was nearly two years ago,” Nate reminded him. “I think enough time has passed that we can speak to one another again.”

      “I’ll speak with her,” the doctor finally said after a moment. “Go into supper. I’ll find you.”

      Supper was the last thing Nate wanted at the moment, and he fully intended to be waiting in this very room for Dr. Valentine, and hopefully Isabella, to return.

      

      Isabella pulled pack against the pillows as Rosalind, Demetrius, and Benedick stormed into the chamber that she and Bianca had been hiding in since almost the beginning of the ball

      “Explain to me why the two of you remained up here all evening,” Rosalind demanded.

      “I suddenly wasn’t feeling well.” Isabella crossed her hands over her stomach.

      “Nor, I.” Bianca mimicked her sister’s actions.

      “Odd,” Demetrius began. “You were a picture of health until the Storms were announced.” He pinned Isabella with a look. “Care to explain?”

      She was not about to tell her family anything. If she confided in anyone it would be Orlando, but he wasn’t here. She jutted out her chin. “I was overcome with emotions and memories if you must know.”

      “Explain!” Benedick barked.

      Tears flooded Isabella’s eyes. “I knew Captain Storm during my time on the Peninsula. I last saw him the day after Waterloo, shortly after I learned of what happened to Bertram. It was a shock, and I was struck with memories of that time. I couldn’t remain.” Everything she said was the truth. She just wasn’t going to tell him that she also loved Captain Storm and he had once loved her.

      Benedick narrowed his eyes but relaxed.

      “Your running away is at least clear,” Demetrius said with sympathy when he looked at Bianca. “Did His Grace never tell you who he really was?”

      His Grace? Who were they talking about?

      “Not that it matters,” Bianca answered, tears filling her eyes once again. “He was a dancing master, and I was his accompanist.”

      “Rosalind explained that you began to play again, but only after you met Mr. East.”

      Isabella’s own problems faded away for a moment. Bianca’s Mr. East was the Duke of Roxburg? Was she understanding this whole thing correctly?

      “It’s a coincidence. The two have nothing to do with each other,” Bianca insisted. “Leave it be. I will not be seeing His Grace again and wish to forget I ever met him.”

      The two had everything to do with the other, of that Isabella was certain. She’d been the one to tell her family of Bertram’s death. He and Bianca had been particularly close, and Bianca took the news the hardest. One would have to be deaf not to notice the change in her music. Bianca could not remain away from the piano for long, but after they lost Bertram, it was as if the soul had gone from her music as well, and she’d stopped composing. It wasn’t until they came to London and she began work at the Mirabella School of Dance that her passion for music returned. And, it was after she met Mr. East that she began composing again.

      Benedick sank down onto the bed beside Bianca and took her hand. “Did he mean so much?”

      She shook her head. “Even though he was a dancing master, I always knew that whatever tender feelings that may have developed could never become anything more than my secret.”

      “Have you learned nothing?” he asked gently. “All you need do is look to Rosalind and her marriage to know what fate you always believed to be true might not be.”

      “He’s a duke!” Tears fell from the corner of her eyes. “And he lied to me.”

      Benedick helped Bianca from Isabella’s bed and led her from the room. Demetrius and Rosalind followed, leaving her very much alone. Of course, they simply thought she was overcome with memories, and Bianca certainly needed them more than she did. Her poor sister. It was bad enough that Isabella had fallen in love with an army captain. Bianca had fallen in love with a duke, and they certainly did not marry bastards.

      A few moments later there was a quiet knock at her door. Isabella assumed one of her siblings decided to check on her. Instead of calling out for them to enter, she remained silent, hoping they’d think she’d gone to sleep.

      Such was not her luck because whoever it was opened her door anyway, not that it should have been a surprise. None of her brothers or sisters ever cared about intruding on each other if they thought they had cause. What she didn’t expect was to see Orlando enter. Out of all of them, only this brother would understand.

      “Does Rosalind know you finally arrived?”

      He grinned. “Yes. I met her on the stairs as she was coming down with Benedick and Demetrius.”

      “I’m afraid Bianca has suffered quite a shock.”

      He nodded and came further into the room. “I don’t believe she is the only one.” His eyes bore into hers.

      “No.”

      “So, you’re not ill, but you were running away from Captain Storm.”

      “I can’t see him,” Isabella blurted out.

      “Why not? Are you still in love with him?”

      “Yes.” She picked at the coverlet on her bed.

      “Then why are you up here, moping about, instead of at supper with him?”

      Isabella straightened in surprise. “You know very well why.”

      “After Waterloo, I agreed with you. I didn’t think any of us had a place in Society. It’s what we all believed. But then Rosalind married Felding, and I began to see that when it comes to love, titles mean little.”

      “Felding already knew our family. Knew the truth. We cannot expect anyone else to be as understanding or forgiving.”

      “You will never know unless you give it a chance,” Orlando insisted. “Captain Storm might surprise you.”

      “I’d rather have my memories and keep my heart.”

      He simply stared at her, eyes full of sadness. “Are you so certain?” he asked gently.

      Isabella simply nodded. “I can’t risk the heartache, Orlando. I’ve been in pain since Lady Richmond’s ball, and I honestly can’t endure anymore.”

      “He’s waiting for you. What shall I tell him?”

      Tears flooded her eyes. “That I don’t wish to see him. Ever.”
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      What the blazes was taking so long? Was Isabella ill or not?

      Nate had paced the near empty ballroom waiting for Dr. Valentine to return, but as supper concluded and the guests began to return, the doctor still had not come back downstairs.

      “Oh, Nate, Mother is simply being horrible,” Hannah whispered as she reached his side.

      “What has she done now?”

      “Everything!” Tabitha cried.

      “Please tell me that you have not inherited her gift of the dramatic, or you will be on a shelf and living with her the rest of your life.”

      Tabitha straightened. “No, of course not, but that woman has asked nearly every gentleman who has begged an introduction where they reside.”

      “One gentleman was holding my dance card, preparing to write his name, when she announced that she would never consider a gentleman who resided in Coventry,” Deborah whimpered.

      “I take it that Coventry was the residence of this gentleman?”

      “Yes! Then he dropped my card without even writing in it, bowed, and excused himself.”

      “You really must do something,” Hannah insisted.

      He looked at his three sisters. He did not have time to deal with this. At least not right now. “Where was Benjamin?”

      “Waltzing with Mary,” Tabitha complained.

      “Probably the only peace he’ll get all night,” Nate mumbled under his breath.

      “And Samuel?”

      “Oh, he’s been with his friends, then he danced with Lady Jillian Simpson, and then we lost track of him,” Tabitha answered.

      “I take it Peter hasn’t made an appearance?”

      “I doubt we’ll see Peter before we return home,” Deborah grumbled.

      “There the three of you are,” their mother announced as she drew up to them. “You really must remain by my side if we are going to go about this right.”

      His sisters turned their eyes on him, as if begging him to do something. He was about to suggest that he’d take on the chaperoning so that his mother could gossip with her friends when he spotted Dr. Valentine entering the ballroom. “Excuse me.”

      His sisters gasped, and he couldn’t really blame them. In time they’d understand. He hoped.

      “Isabella?” he asked when he reached the doctor.

      Dr. Valentine sighed. “She is well but doesn’t wish to speak with you.”

      “So, I’m the reason she ran?”

      “I’m afraid so.” He nodded.

      She may wish to hide from him, but London wasn’t so large, and he could easily learn where she lived, where her family lived. He would find her. She may have escaped him tonight, but there were weeks of entertainments planned, and if she didn’t receive him in her home, then she would speak with him in public. Isabella couldn’t continue to run from him.

      “I bowed to Isabella’s wishes after Waterloo, thinking it was the best for you and her.”

      Those words caught his attention “And now?”

      “I’m not so certain.” He glanced around the room, stopping when he spied Lord and Lady Felding. “We’ve assumed many things that may not be true.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      He shook his head. “I can’t explain. Only she can.” With that, he turned to walk away.

      An explanation was exactly what Isabella owed him. “How long should I give her?” Did he really want to give her time to come up with an excuse? Or worse, disappear?

      “A sennight. There are other family matters that require her attention. If they work out as I hope, then I believe she will be more open to speaking with you once again.”

      

      “I’m disappointed in you, Isabella.”

      She glanced up to find Orlando leaning against the entry to the library.

      “I know. I should be upstairs with Bianca.” She rose from her place on the settee.

      “That’s not what I’m referring to.” He entered and closed the door behind him. “Besides, I believe Rosalind wanted some private moments with Bianca now that Aunt Mary has spoken with her.”

      A smile pulled at Isabella’s lips. “What might they be discussing that is so private and hushed?”

      Orlando’s cheeks colored, and she nearly laughed. She’d thought he was beyond being embarrassed about anything.

      She widened her eyes and took on an innocent look. “It’s the talk.” Isabella couldn’t help but grin. “Men, women, babies. That talk.”

      “Stuff it,” he ground out and crossed to the sideboard and poured a glass of brandy. “They didn’t follow the drum like you.”

      “So that makes me more knowledgeable.” She blinked at him innocently.

      “Not as innocent, that is a certainty.”

      Isabella gasped. “I’ll have you know that no man has ever taken liberties with my person.” Did Orlando think…? She couldn’t even finish the question.

      “Other than a rather engaging kiss I witnessed between you and Captain Storm, no, I don’t believe anything else occurred that I should be concerned about.”

      “Then why do you believe I carry more information than my sisters.”

      He lifted the carafe of brandy, and lifted a brow as if asking.

      “Yes, please.” She didn’t normally drink any spirits when the family was near and could walk in on her at any moment, but this was Orlando, and they’d shared many drinks over the years.

      “The soldiers nor the camp followers weren’t always discrete as to what they were about, as you well know. I still remember the first time you came across two lovers.”

      Her face heated this time. A woman was on her back beside the stream with her skirts bunched about her waist and a soldier, with his trousers about his ankles, was thrusting between her legs. Orlando had pulled her away before Isabella could do anything.

      “But she was moaning. Are you certain he isn’t hurting her?” Isabella repeated the question she’d asked that day and laughed.

      “I can assure you that it’s either pleasure or she’s pretending,” Orlando returned with a grin. “But he is certainly not hurting her.”

      “I was so innocent about so many things then.”

      Orlando sobered. “I think we both were. War does strange things.” His eyes twinkled. “But I never dreamed that I’d need to be the one to explain what happens between a man and a woman to my sister.” He took a drink. “That was probably the most difficult conversation of my life.” He took another drink, shaking his head. “And then you helped me deliver a baby a few months later and exclaimed, ‘I do believe I understand how all of this works now.”

      “They weren’t the last couple I stumbled upon during those years.”

      “I’m just sorry so much of your innocence was lost. In hindsight, I probably should have made you remain at home.”

      Of all her brothers, Isabella was the closest to Orlando. He’s the one she’d followed about from the moment she could walk. When he went off with the army, it made perfect sense that she should follow him there as well. “I wouldn’t have stayed.”

      “I know.” He took a seat across from her. “But, I didn’t come in here to discuss the past or where babies come from.”

      Isabella stood. She had a very good idea of why he was here. “I really should retire. Tomorrow is going to be a long day.” A smile pulled at her lips. “Our sister is going to become a duchess.” She still couldn’t believe that Roxburg was to marry Bianca. Even though he knew truth, Roxburg’s love ran so deep, he didn’t give a whit about Bianca’s past.

      “Why are you still avoiding Captain Storm?”

      With that question she sank down onto the settee. “To what purpose?”

      “You love him.”

      “It doesn’t matter. We wouldn’t suit.”

      Orlando relaxed back in his seat. “He waited for you to return to Rosalind’s ball. Then asked to call on you. I asked him to give you a sennight, which he did.”

      “I’d asked you to tell him that I didn’t wish to see him,” she reminded her brother. This was the first time Orlando had gone against her. At least, since they’d become adults.

      “He’s been here every day since, but you’ve not been at home.”

      “Because I wasn’t at home.” She’d been at Kirkland House, which her brother well knew.

      “You’re avoiding him.”

      “I have a position, and I will not shirk my duties,” she argued.

      “Give him a chance, Isabella.”

      “Why?” she cried. “So he can reject me when he learns the truth?” Isabella set her glass on the table. “We’ve had this discussion, and I won’t have it again.”

      “If a marquess and a duke don’t care about our family’s secrets, why should a captain?” Orlando asked quietly.

      “Because his brother is an earl, and we can’t all expect to be as lucky as Rosalind or Bianca.” Though she wished with all of her heart that Nate would be of the same mind, she couldn’t hold out hope that it would be so. “Good night, Orlando. Please don’t mention Captain Storm again, and cease encouraging him to call.”
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      Nathaniel Storm glanced back at the church as Samuel found their carriage. The last time his heart pounded with such anxiety and anticipation was when the first cannonballs flew at Waterloo.

      He had anticipated seeing Isabella Valentine at the wedding of her sister and the Duke of Roxburg, but he’d been unprepared for the physical reaction. Not only did his pulse race as if he’d just finished a session at Gentleman Jackson’s, but a sweat broke out on his brow.

      When Sam’s closest friend announced that he planned on marrying Bianca Valentine, Nate had almost called on him. Did His Grace have any idea that he was marrying a fraud? His wife wasn’t a Valentine, neither was Felding’s, but the entire family had inserted themselves into Society, pretending to be children of missionaries who’d been killed in a massacre in India. He knew it wasn’t the truth.

      What he didn’t know was who they really were. Did Roxburg or Felding? Should he have said something to Roxburg before he tied himself to a Valentine for life?

      It was too late now, so Nate unfolded the missive his footman had pressed into his hand as soon as he and Samuel stepped outside the church and began to read.

      
        
        Nathaniel,

        You and Samuel must return home immediately. The most horrendous circumstance has occurred and I am so beside myself that I do not know what to do. It is far too distressing to even write in a letter. Suffice it to say, nothing this horrific has happened to our family in a very long time, and your presence is needed most urgently.

        Mother

        

      

      He grabbed his brother’s arm as Samuel started to walk away from him and handed him the letter.

      Samuel read through the short message before he shook his head and handed it back.

      “What could be so blasted important that she thought it appropriate to pull us from a wedding?” Nate asked as he crushed the missive in his fist. “At least the footman ignored her dictate and waited until we exited the church or you might have missed the wedding you stood to witness for Roxburg.

      “Let’s make this quick,” Sam’s irritation with Mother was nearly as bad as his.

      “If Mother starts going on and on about torn flounces, stained gloves, or spilled tea at the al fresco, I swear I’ll send her right back home and let Benjamin deal with our sisters.” Actually, it shouldn’t be just Benjamin, but Sam, Peter, and Nate as well, but all of Nate’s good intentions to help his sisters had faded to the background once he saw Isabella again. Once he’d spoken with her, then he could move forward, but he’d been stuck in limbo, unable to do much of anything. But tonight, he’d finally speak with her, and he wouldn’t give her the opportunity to hide from him again.

      “I’d hate to see her reaction if something actually horrific occurred.” Sam grumbled after following Nate into the carriage.

      Nate nodded and glanced out the window, hoping to catch another glimpse of Isabella. He needed answers and had intended to get them today. Nate didn’t give a damn if it was her sister’s wedding. Isabella owed him an explanation of why she could kiss him with such abandon and passion one night, then reject him with cold indifference only a few days later. And he also wanted to know who she really was.

      The carriage pulled up before their townhouse, and the gentlemen jumped out and rushed for the door. Not that they were in any hurry to find out what crisis had occurred, but to get it out of the way and dealt with so he and Samuel could retire to their club until it was time for the ball Roxburg had planned.

      They found their mother, the Dowager Countess of Kenley, in the sitting room. Hannah was pacing, which she was want to do when worried. Agitation flowed off Tabitha as she stabbed her needle into the material and drew it out, over and over. Deborah simply sat in a chair, wide-eyed and looking about, as if she wasn’t certain what the concern was.

      In complete contrast, Benjamin and Mary relaxed on the settee without an apparent care in the world. In fact, Ben looked rather good-humored. Of course, Ben had more experience with these hysterics.

      “What happened?” Nate demanded, but he suspected it was just another situation that his mother had blown completely out of proportion.

      “We were at Lady Heathfield’s al fresco when we saw him.”

      “Who?” Samuel demanded.

      “I didn’t know what to do, so of course, we left immediately.” His mother waved a handkerchief in front of her face. “Oh, I do hope he didn’t see us. Though it was highly rude to leave so quickly without paying our respects to Lady Heathfield, but it was necessary given the circumstances. I must send her a note of apology right away.”

      “Stop!” Nate yelled. “Who did you see that has you so upset?” He could think of nobody who would send his mother into such a state.

      Her eyes widened and she looked at him. “His Grace! The Duke of Danby.”

      He and Sam were nearly pulled from the wedding because the Duke of Danby had come to London? His mother behaved as if Napoleon had escaped again and the French were marching on London.

      “I don’t understand why this is important,” Sam said with barely veiled anger. “You do realize I was at the wedding of my closest friend. I stood as a witness.”

      His mother’s eyes grew wide. “But it is the Duke of Danby.”

      “I don’t care if it’s the Crown Prince.” Samuel turned and stalked for the entrance.

      Nate followed, silently vowing that the next time he had a moment to spare, his mother was going to get a talking to. The threat to send her back home because of her hysterics was far from idle.

      “But you don’t understand,” their mother cried.

      “What the blazes is there to understand?” Nate demanded.

      “Because he’s going to ruin everything.” Her eyes welled with tears. “He’ll ruin my family.” The last word was delivered with a wail as tears streamed from her eyes.

      Bloody hell!

      Ben stood and assisted Mary to her feet. “My wife and I are going for a drive in the park.”

      “But, but, but….” their mother sputtered.

      Ben didn’t look back and stopped before his brothers. “As I am forced to deal with this all of the time because neither one of you can bothered, you now have the pleasure of calming her while I enjoy the afternoon with my wife, which was ruined by her early return.”

      

      “Isabella, I will not allow you to hide up here the way you did at my ball,” Rosalind chastised after barging into her chamber that had been offered so that she might repair her appearance.

      “I’ll be down later.” She just didn’t specify when exactly. Midnight seemed appropriate as the guests would all be gone by then since Roxburg insisted on the ball beginning earlier than usual by Society standards. The wedding had taken place in the late afternoon because he’d obtained a special license, though Roxburg and her sister were still married at St. Paul’s. The families then enjoyed a private supper, and the ball was to begin at seven.

      “You will come with me now.” Rosalind linked her hand into the crook of Isabella’s arm. “It’s our sister’s wedding.”

      Without giving her any further choice, Roseland pulled her out of the chamber, down the corridor, and then descended the grand staircase, ushering her into the ballroom. “You will stay in the ballroom.

      She should have known she’d not be able to disappear again, but at least she’d be prepared this time. Or at least as prepared as anyone could be when suddenly seeing someone she never thought to see again. The only man she’d ever loved. Still loved.

      Blast, she should have just stayed in Hampshire. Life was much easier for her there. Yet, it was also a boring existence, and she needed to escape the confines of the open country.

      A chuckle rose at the idea of the beautiful countryside of Hampshire being confining, but it was. Too quiet and too often left alone with her own thoughts and memories, she had needed to be away from there and keep herself occupied.

      When Rosalind requested she come to London, Isabella latched onto the opportunity to find a distraction and possibly a position to occupy her time and start earning funds. And she had within a week of arriving in the City. She loved working at Kirkland House and helping the soldiers injured in the Peninsular War. After a few weeks she found her place where those who were injured at Quatre Bras and Waterloo lived because they could no longer find jobs. It was fulfilling, and she was once again where she belonged. Where she felt at home. Nursing and assisting the men who had fought so bravely against Napoleon.

      Oh, why had Nate decided to attend Bianca’s wedding, and what would she do if he came to the ball and wished to speak with her?

      Isabella glanced about the ballroom one more time, and she spotted potted palms at the far end of the room. “Perfect!” She’d just slip behind those and remain there for the rest of the night. Rosalind said she had to remain in the ballroom. She didn’t say specifically where in the ballroom.

      Casually, she made her way across the room, nodding to a few acquaintances before disappearing behind the foliage and breathing out a sigh of relief. It was impossible that he’d find her here.

      Of course, he might not even care to speak to her beyond a friendly hello directed toward a past acquaintance. There was always that possibility. She’d been clear in Brussels that she never wanted to speak with him again. Those were the most painful words she’d ever spoken. She’d gone out of her way to avoid him at her sister’s ball, and she’d not been available when he called recently. Certainly his pride would not allow him to even consider her any longer.

      He could easily hate her now or have dismissed her as of no consequence. Either was preferable to him wanting to spend any time with her. She couldn’t spend another moment with Nate. It was impossible to even be near him and not want to look into his emerald eyes or wish that he’d kiss her once again. Of knowing what would be denied her for the rest of her life.

      Orlando may wish for her to give Nate a chance, but she couldn’t risk it. And for that very reason, once this wedding ball was over, she’d not set foot in another ball, al fresco, breakfast, picnic, musicale, or whatever else her sister, Rosalind, seemed to enjoy. This wasn’t her world. She did not belong here but at the soldier’s charity home, where she was needed.
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      “I’ll come out and ask,” Sam said as they were granted entrance to Roxburg’s mansion.

      Nate didn’t want to be fashionably late. In fact, he’d hoped to be early so that he could have a few private moments with Isabella. Unfortunately, they were kept longer than he planned and he and Sam never even had a chance to visit their club before coming here.

      “Why is Mother so concerned with Danby being in London?”

      “He is afraid our dear, old, great-uncle will find husbands for our sisters,” Nate answered. Sam hadn’t even been in England when Danby started interfering in the lives of his grandchildren and great-nieces and nephews.

      “I gathered that, but isn’t that the point of having a Season?” Sam asked. “And as I understand it, Danby only interferes during Christmas.”

      “Yes. He’s been quite busy over the last few years.” Nate grinned. “Embracing the spirit of St. Stephen’s Day, but instead of boxes for servants and gifts to the poor, he delivers brides and grooms to those in need.”

      “At least I will be safe this spring.”

      The last person Nate was concerned with was the Duke of Danby. “I’m sure Danby has much more pressing matters than to worry about whether everyone is marrying as they should.”

      “Remind me to be back in Barbados by Christmas,” Sam grumbled. “And I fully intend to avoid the old bugger in the meantime. I’ve no intention of letting Danby settle anyone on me at Christmas or during the Season.”

      Sam wasn’t the only person who was going to avoid their great-uncle, now or at Christmas. It had been close enough last Christmas when Danby summoned him to the castle. His Grace had been intent on marrying him off to Mary, believing Nate had developed a tendre for her while on the Peninsula. Nothing could have been further from the truth, and it was the first time, at least to his knowledge, that Danby had been wrong.

      They stepped into the grand ballroom already overflowing with guests. How was he to find anyone in this crush?

      Sam murmured something about finding someone and since Nate had his own someone to find, he didn’t mind when Sam was practically swallowed up by the guests. He snorted at the thought. All those lords and ladies in colorful gowns and tailored jackets were one big monster, gobbling up the unsuspecting who might never be seen again.

      If he weren’t so intent on finding Isabella, Nate would leave. He didn’t like crowds nor the noise that they produced when gathered into one room.

      A footman passed and Nate lifted a glass off the tray and started studying the ladies, looking for a particular shade of red hair, which shouldn’t be so difficult to find as there weren’t that many redheads in the room. Or he assumed there wouldn’t be, but this ball happened to have a fair share of them, including the bride and Felding’s wife. Of course the two were Isabella’s sisters.

      Blast! He’d never find her in this crowd. He might be tall, but not so much that he could look over everyone to find her. What he needed was a place where he could look down. Once he found her and noted the color of the dress she might be wearing, if she’d changed from the pink she’d worn at the wedding, then he’d have a better chance of spotting her in the throng.

      Nate looked up and grinned. On the far side of the room, a second story was open to the ballroom. Others were standing and watching, and that’s exactly what he intended to do. At least, until he finally found Isabella.

      

      Isabella sucked in a breath at the sight of Nathaniel and scrunched herself the best she could behind the palms. It wouldn’t do well to be seen by him. He stopped on the lower steps and studied the room. Was he looking for her, or was he simply seeing who else was in attendance?

      Oh, why hadn’t she had the forethought to wear a green dress? At least it would have somewhat blended in more than this rose. And she didn’t know why she had let anyone talk her into purchasing and then wearing a pink gown. Her hair was red, and the combination must look ghastly, not that she’d paid that much attention as she prepared for the day.

      Nate, on the other hand, looked as handsome as he had at the Duchess of Richmond’s ball. That night he’d been in his captain’s uniform. Tonight he wore a dark grey frock coat with tails and long trousers, an emerald green waistcoat and snowy white, intricately tied cravat. He was quite breathtaking in formal eveningwear, and she’d bet anything that the waistcoat made his green eyes all the more intense.

      It would be quite pleasurable to simply stay here all night and watch Nate. Well, until he flirted and danced with one of the many ladies in attendance. Not that she could complain, of course. She had sent him away.

      Though it would be nice to dance instead of hide. She hadn’t danced since Brussels, and everyone did appear to be having a grand time dancing to the music from the excellent musicians.

      Oh, this was ridiculous! Just because she’d rejected him nearly two years ago didn’t mean he held it against her. He was probably thankful she’d turned him away. In retrospect, Isabella understood why he might have thought he cared for her. She was one of only a few females and the only unattached female who wasn’t also a camp follower. And he was leaving to go into battle. Of course he wanted to kiss and hold someone before he put himself into harm’s way. She might have done the same thing.

      Isabella was certain that once he resigned his commission and returned to England Nate was thankful he’d not been allowed to pursue her further and that he had realized his attraction was due only to circumstance. It wasn’t possible he’d fallen in love with her, and he certainly must realize that by now.

      Perhaps his wishing to speak with her was simply to renew their friendship, she decided hopefully. Perhaps he no longer held any tender feelings for her.

      It was far better to consider him wishing for a friendship, a reconnection. One she could enjoy and not fear being hurt by.

      Why hadn’t she considered that was why he might wish to speak with her? Why had she assumed it was because of his declaration?

      Just because she would always love him, didn’t mean he returned that affection.

      What the blazes had been wrong with her this past week? She’d been assuming something that might not even be true and had hid like a coward. She’d never been so unreasonable in her life before, but just seeing Nate had set off a panic the likes of which she’d never experienced.

      Well, enough was enough. She would not hide, at least, not for much longer. If he wished to speak with her, she would; but that was all. He was a friend. Someone she thought highly of and who deserved her respect if nothing else.

      With a sigh, Isabella scanned the room once again while remaining concealed in the greenery, but she couldn’t find Nate. He was just there a moment ago, but she couldn’t see him anywhere.

      “Ah, I can see why you’ve chosen this spot, Miss Valentine.”

      Isabella stiffened. How had he found her?

      “It’s far more preferable than being out there with the hundreds or so who have flocked to Roxburg’s ball.”

      Blast! What was she to do now? The timbre of his voice sent chills down her spine and heated her blood. But she could not let him affect her. He must not ever learn of the depth of her feelings, and she prayed he had come to realize he never really loved her. Perhaps, they might become friends again.

      Isabella straightened and slowly turned, looking up into the handsome face of Nathaniel Storm. His humor-filled green eyes, all so familiar, warmed her to her bones, and she couldn’t help but smile. Oh, how she’d missed him.
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      She was more beautiful than he remembered. Or perhaps she’d simply grown more beautiful since he saw her last.

      Her smoky grey eyes looked up into his and held. Nate almost forgot to breathe, and it was all he could do to stop himself from reaching out and drawing Isabella into his arms, hold her close to his heart, and never let her go.

      Words left him. None of the speeches he’d prepared over time came to him.

      Time seemed to stop completely. All they did was stare at one another.

      “Isabella!”

      They both blinked at the female voice. The spell broken. If that was even what it was that held them suspended in silence. Nate completely forgot where he was or that others were near.

      “This is where you’ve gone to?”

      They turned as Lady Felding stopped beside them. She looked from Isabella to Nate and back again. “My pardon.” She took a step back as she frowned.

      “Did you need something, Rosalind?” Isabella asked.

      “No, nothing.” Lady Felding eyed him with curiosity. “I just didn’t want you hiding again.”

      Nate quirked an eyebrow at Isabella. Did she simply hide from him? Or were there others?

      Others? Well, he certainly did not like that train of thought and stopped it abruptly.

      “Though the two of you should really not be back here.”

      “Of course,” Nate quickly said. “I spied Miss Valentine and wanted to greet her since I haven’t seen her in nearly two years.”

      Lady Felding frowned. “Two years.”

      “Brussels to be exact.”

      Lady Felding’s mouth formed an “o.” “Then you know my brother, Orlando?”

      “Yes.” Nate smiled. “And I also knew Bertram.” He lowered his head for a moment in respect. “I’m sorry for your loss.”

      Sadness flickered in her eyes, and Nate wondered if he should have said anything at all. “We were attached to the same regiment for a few years before I was reassigned. Miss Valentine and I became reacquainted in Brussels.”

      Lady Felding nodded as sudden interest lit in her blue eyes.

      Nate offered his arm to Isabella. “Shall we?”

      She eyed him askance before slipping her gloved hand into the crook of his arm. Together, with Lady Felding, they emerged from the palms. As it was the three of them, if anyone saw, Isabella’s reputation could not be called into question. Not that he really cared about her reputation at the moment, but he certainly didn’t want to ruin her and find himself married to the woman when he didn’t know her real name.

      “Would you like to take a turn about the room?”

      Isabella shook her head. “No, thank you.”

      “A stroll in the gardens?”

      “I don’t think that would be wise.”

      “We’ll, I’ll leave the two of you to be reacquainted,” Lady Felding said before hurrying off. From what Nate could tell, she was going straight to their brother, the good doctor.

      He turned back to Isabella. Her grey eyes watched him with wariness. What was she afraid of? That he’d be foolish enough to proclaim his love again? The emotions may be very real, but he wasn’t about to make such a declaration a second time.

      “How have you been?” he finally asked.

      “Well, and you?”

      “Much better now that I’ve found you again.”

      

      Her heart skipped a beat. “I’ve missed our friendship,” she blurted out. It was true, but it wasn’t the only thing she missed. His arms, his kiss, his company, and their long talks.

      That was completely impractical and unwise. It was best to remember that and keep Nate at a distance.

      His green eyes darkened. “At one time, I had counted you as one of my dearest friends.”

      At least he made no professions of love. It was hard enough to watch her sister marry today. It didn’t matter that her husband was a duke. It was the love Isabella had witnessed when the two looked at each other. Isabella wanted to believe Nate loved her as deeply as she loved him, but she had no faith that once he learned the truth, his heart would remain engaged. It was better to enjoy only his friendship than be hurt in the end.

      “You made those days easier as well.”

      “Yet, you ran. Dismissed me.”

      He said this quietly, and it wasn’t possible anyone else could have heard him. It was bad enough she had. “We should not talk of this now.”

      Nate stopped and turned toward her. “But we will talk of it.”

      “Why?”

      “I have many questions, Isabella. I intend to get my answers.”

      Her stomach clenched. Why did she feel as if he was speaking of something other than those last days they shared? Of his kiss and her rejection. “Your declaration took me by surprise.” Blast, her eyes were tearing up. “I thought we were friends. It’s what I wished.”

      Nate’s green eyes held her as he leaned in close. “That kiss and embrace, was not one friends share.”

      Her face heated.

      “I never believed what you told me, that you were simply sending me to battle with fond memories. Your passion matched mine that night, Isabella, and the questions that have plagued me since that day have never gone away. The woman I knew would not have been so cruel, yet you thought nothing of taking my heart and stomping it into the ground.”

      Isabella had to look away, before she confessed that it was all a lie and that she wanted him more than anything in the world. That she still did.

      Goodness, people were looking at them with mild curiosity. Of course, Nate was standing very close to her person and the intensity of his face must have made others wonder. “Now is not the time and place for this discussion,” she hissed quietly. In fact, she wished to never discuss it at all. It was bad enough she’d relived those moments nearly daily over the past few years.

      Thankfully he took a step back then nodded. “I shall call on you tomorrow.”

      Isabella simply inclined her head. He may wish to call on her, but she would not be at home.
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      Isabella was used to rising early and going to Kirkland House, but today, she was out the door before the sun was fully up. She was being a coward, of course, and it really wasn’t necessary that she leave so early to avoid the visit from Nate, but it wasn’t like she’d slept much the night before.

      At one time, I had counted you as one of my dearest friends. What had he meant? There was an edge to his tone that she’d not heard before, and it made her uneasy. Was he saying that they’d never really been friends? But that made no sense.

      Was it because she rejected him and treated him so coldly and with indifference when he came to her after the Battle of Waterloo?

      Why was it so important that he speak with her now? Almost insistent. Especially if he didn’t count her as a friend.

      His whole manner and the necessity to speak with her put Isabella on edge. She’d always been certain of the soldier on the Continent. She wasn’t so sure she knew the gentleman in London.

      A day hadn’t gone by that she hadn’t thought about Nate, and those memories only became stronger when she took the position at Kirkland House. Many of the men talked of the battles, others wished to forget they occurred, which she could well understand. If she could, Isabella would block out the ugliness of maimed men and the memory of burning flesh. The recollections may be distant, but the dreams still visited her at night. She’d wake in a cold sweat, tears streaming down her cheeks, the smell of death in her nose, panicked by the sea of men, lined up one after the other, and she couldn’t help any of them. Moans and cries echoing in her mind, along with screams of pain. At least, those had been her dreams last night.

      If Nate was the reason for her nightmares, why couldn’t he have inspired a pleasant dream instead such as Lady Richmond’s ball? Her last happy memory of that time. He was her friend, and Bertram was still alive.

      As he was in London, Nate would be enjoying the Season, possibly even looking for a wife, and all the more reason she would not attend another function. It didn’t matter how much Rosalind may beg, Isabella couldn’t watch as he flirted and danced with respectable young ladies who would make him a fine wife.

      She’d never stopped loving him and never would. He took her heart long ago, even if he didn’t realize it, and she couldn’t stand by and watch as he fell in love with another. It had been difficult enough when she thought he loved Mary. But now that she’d experienced his kisses, his passion, and his love, it would be twice as hard to watch him court a lady that was worthy of him.

      Isabella let herself in the lower level of Kirkland House and entered the kitchens. The cooks were already busy baking bread and beginning to prepare breakfast for the residents. All the men cooking were veterans, able to live here and work. Many of the men took on jobs around Kirkland House, at least those who were able. Even those who were missing limbs did what they could to help make this place a home. They weren’t charity cases, or they refused to be treated as such. Of course, it was impossible for any of them to find positions once they returned from battle, and this was where they ended up, but not one laid around feeling sorry for himself.

      In fact, there was very little nursing for her to do. Some men still needed their injuries treated, and many were in constant pain, which she helped when she could. Otherwise, her services were not much different than before. She read and played games or simply talked to the men, while pretending they didn’t have flasks of brandy and whiskey hidden away, since alcohol was forbidden at Kirkland House.
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      Although he’d retired long after midnight, Nate was up before the rest of the household, and was left with nothing to do but cool his heels until an appropriate time to call. At least Isabella knew to expect him this time, and she’d be at home.

      Rarely was the family townhouse this quiet, but he knew it would remain so until nearly noon, when his mother finally rose from her bed.

      That woman would drive him to Bedlam if he had to live in this household much longer, but did he really wish to obtain bachelor apartments when he wasn’t going to be in London beyond the season?

      “You are up rather early.”

      Nate turned to find Hannah standing in the entry to the parlor.

      “I could say the same for you.”

      “I wasn’t the one out until the early morning hours.” Her lips quirked. “In fact, I’m not sure I’ll be allowed to leave this blasted house again. At least not until we return home.”

      Hannah was two and twenty and should have married by now. He knew where the fault lie, and it wasn’t with her. Something needed to be done about their mother. Even if it meant visiting Danby.

      No, it was best that he deal with the matter himself. He did not want to bring himself to Danby’s attention. “Have you breakfasted?”

      “No. I was just going in now.” She smiled. “I prefer my meal hot, and not just warmed waiting for Mother to finally rise from her bed.”

      Nate inclined his head. “Shall we?”

      He followed her down the corridor and paused just inside the breakfast room. Nate watched as the staff finished setting out the meal on the sideboard before he filled a plate and took a seat across from Hannah.

      “Mother hasn’t allowed you to leave at all.”

      “No.” Hannah signed. “She’s afraid that we will either run into Danby or a gentleman might steal me away.”

      “There is no one of interest at home?”

      “No.” She took a sip of her tea. “And further, no one there has the slightest interest in me. Any gentleman worth marrying has already done so.”

      “I assume you are at least interested in marrying.”

      “Yes. I would do nearly anything to escape this household,” Hannah grumbled.

      “Good morning,” Tabatha greeted them happily as she entered the room.

      “Why are you so happy?” Nate asked.

      “Because this is the best part of the day.” Tabitha piled eggs onto her plate before adding toast and took her seat. “We’ve a good two hours before Mother rises.”

      “Is she really so bad?”

      “She ordered me away from the windows yesterday. Afraid someone might see me.”

      “Or Danby,” Hannah added.

      Irritation with his mother only mounted.

      “Honestly, if I knew that being in London was just like being at home, I wouldn’t have begged to come this year.” Deborah marched to the sideboard and began filling a plate. “I’ve written Sarah to assure her she isn’t missing out on anything grand. Or anything at all for that matter.” At seventeen, Sarah was old enough to be in London and enjoying the season, but their mother had insisted she could wait a year.

      “We at least get to leave the house at home.”

      Nate tossed his napkin aside. “That is it! I am going to do something about that woman.”

      Their eyes widened. “What?”

      “I don’t know yet, but I will not allow you to spend the entire season cooped up in this house.” Between him, Sam, and Benjamin, the three of them should be able to thwart their mother somehow. “Is there anyone who has shown an interest?” he asked after a moment.

      “We’d have to meet someone first,” Tabitha complained.

      There was that, of course. Then he noticed Hannah’s face color a light shade of pink. “Hannah?”

      The blush grew darker and she looked down. “He doesn’t know I exist, so it means nothing.”

      “Except she knows he exists,” Deborah teased.

      “Who?”

      “It’s not important,” Hannah insisted.

      “The Earl of Stalter,” Tabitha answered with a grin.

      “Stalter?” As in Ashton Grell?

      “Yes.” Hannah set her cup of tea aside. “Not that any of this matters. We danced once, but as I haven’t been anywhere he’s been, he’s probably forgotten I exist.” She pushed her chair back and stood. “You must excuse me.”

      He and Stalter had been classmates when they were younger, and perhaps now was a time to renew their acquaintance.

      After he’d dealt with Isabella, he’d see what he could do about bringing Stalter and Hannah together. After that was accomplished, he’d see what he could do for Tabitha and Deborah.

      

      “You and I are going to talk,” Orlando informed her as he exited the room of a soldier. It wasn’t anything life threatening, but they were trying to find the best treatment for the constant pain in his back. As the doctor who donated his time to Kirkland House was at a loss, Isabella had asked Orlando to come look at the patient.

      “Is there anything you can do?”

      Orlando shook his head and continued down the stairs. “I have nothing more to offer. I could operate and remove the bits of metal, but I’m afraid it would leave him in a worse condition, and it’s dangerous being so close to his spine.”

      That had been the other doctor’s opinion, but Isabella had hoped for a different answer.

      “Now, it’s time that you explain a few matters to me.” He paused at the bottom of the stairs in the foyer. “Is there a room where we can speak in private?”

      “Of course.” She led him down the corridor and stepped into the smallest of the parlors, which they used for administrative tasks.

      “Why didn’t you tell me what Kirkland House was?”

      At least he wasn’t going to yell at her for avoiding Nate again. “I assumed you knew.”

      “I don’t know what I thought, but not this.” His eyes bore into hers. “Are you sure it’s wise that you work here?”

      “It’s where I belong. I knew that the moment I stepped inside.”

      “Are they the reason for your nightmares?”

      How did he know? “I had them before I came here,” she reminded her brother.

      “They’ve become worse.”

      “How do you know?”

      “My room is next to yours.” His eyes bored into hers. The one sibling in the family she’d never been able to hide anything from was Orlando.

      “I believe they are more due to who I’ve encountered in London, and not the soldiers.”

      He nodded and a small smile pulled at his lips. “The other reason I wish to speak with you.”

      Blast. Why did she bring up Nate?

      “Captain Storm has called for you every day since the wedding.”

      A wee bit of guilt seeped into her conscience.

      “You could be home to receive him.”

      Isabella threw out her arms. “I’m needed here not at home taking tea with Rosalind.”

      “At least give him a chance to say his peace.”

      Orlando had no idea how much he was asking of her.

      “I’ll give you one week. If you do not allow Captain Storm a moment of your time, then I will tell him exactly where to find you.”

      Panic rushed through her veins. “You wouldn’t!”

      “Yes. I would.” He took a step forward. “I love you, Isabella, but I fully believe you are doing a disservice to both you and Captain Storm.”

      Tears sprang to her eyes. “I’m afraid.”

      “I know,” he said gently. “That’s why it’s so important and why I will be here for you no matter the end result.”

      “You may be a good doctor, but you can’t mend a heart.”

      “I don’t believe I’ll need to.”

      Orlando wasn’t going to change his mind on the subject, and Isabella knew him well enough that if something didn’t happen, she’d be facing Nate in a week.

      Unless Nate decided he wasn’t going to be bothered and stopped calling on her.
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      Had he not looked directly into Isabella’s smoky eyes and felt the instant rush of love and desire mingled with distrust and betrayal, Nate would forget her and plan where he would travel to next, which would most likely be Barbados to visit his brother’s sugar plantation.

      Isabella promised to speak with him, but like the days before the wedding, when he called on her, she was not at home. She couldn’t be gone every day could she? And if so, where the hell was she?

      And the more she avoided him, the more he became determined to find her.

      He’d even asked Mary to call on her yesterday. The two were friends at one time, and Mary was eager to visit with Isabella again. But she wasn’t even home then.

      If Samuel wasn’t pacing behind the settee in the parlor, Nate would be. Frustration didn’t begin to describe his emotions at the moment.

      Since when did he chase after a chit?

      Except, Isabella wasn’t a chit. She was the woman he’d fallen in love with.

      A woman who was avoiding him.

      A woman who had lied to him about who she was.

      A woman who kissed him with passion and desire.

      A woman who rejected him and might as well have torn his heart from his chest.

      Why the hell was he even pursuing this?

      When did he lose his pride?

      Perhaps he should wait outside of Felding’s townhouse for her to either leave or return. It may be the only chance he had to encounter her. Yet, the very idea was unappealing. He wasn’t so desperate, yet.

      If his head was in charge, he’d forget her. But while his mind was being reasonable, his heart remained stubborn on the subject, and his nether regions, well, they were all too prepared for an intimate encounter with the beautiful Isabella.

      “Can we go to a ball tonight, Mother?” Hannah asked.

      “Are you so anxious to marry?” Mother demanded with disappointment.

      “I am two and twenty,” Hannah reminded her.

      “A child,” her mother dismissed.

      “I believe you’d already been married and safely delivered four children by the time you were the same age as Hannah,” Nate pointed out.

      “A much different time,” his mother dismissed. “In this modern age, there is no need for ladies to marry fresh out of the school room.”

      Samuel hitched a disbelieving brow.

      “Besides, I would have my daughters close. There are plenty of bachelors in Northumberland, and they will marry one of them.”

      Deborah frowned and slouched in her seat.

      “Then why come to London at all?” Nate demanded.

      “For the holiday, of course,” she answered brightly.

      “A holiday spent in a townhouse in Mayfair with an occasional walk in Hyde Park,” Tabitha grumbled. “We can walk at home.”

      The butler hurried into the room, his eyes wide. “It’s His Grace.”

      His mother’s teacup and saucer clattered as she tried to set it on the table.

      “Which His Grace?” Samuel asked calmly.

      How many dukes called on them? It was unlikely Roxburg pulled himself from his bride, so of course it had to be Danby. It was only a matter of time before their great-uncle darkened their doorstep.

      “Me!” The Duke of Danby strode through the doorway.

      His mother appeared as she might have an apoplexy at any moment by the terror on her face.

      “To what do we owe this visit, Your Grace?” Nate asked politely.

      “Would you care for tea, Your Grace?” Hannah asked.

      “No, thank you.” He turned his attention, or glare, on their mother.

      She sank back against the cushions.

      “You, Madame, will cease hiding in this house as if the world is full of monsters.”

      He shook his cane at her. She pulled even further back as terror filled her eyes.

      “You’ve not presented your daughters anywhere since you scurried from my granddaughter’s al fresco. They will attend the Bentley ball this evening even if I have to come here and drag them there myself.” He narrowed his eyes on her. “You do not want me to be forced to do so.”

      “Of course, Your Grace,” Mother stammered out.

      Then Danby turned on Sam, waving that blasted cane in his brother’s direction. “And you will attend me this evening.”

      “Me? What of Nathaniel?”

      “I have other plans for him.” Danby poked Sam in the chest with his cane. “Dress for a ball, and I will retrieve you tonight.” He glared back at Mother. “It will also allow me to make sure your mother is doing as ordered.” Danby then turned to Nate and pulled a pouch from the inside of his suit coat. “Deliver this to Kirkland House. My donation to the good work they do.” He turned and marched from the room, leaving them all in stunned silence.

      As the front door clicked, his mother burst into tears.

      

      “Lady Chester, a gentleman is here with a donation.”

      “Thank goodness,” Isabella’s employer breathed out. Lady Chester founded Kirkland House years ago after her brother had been killed in battle, and funds to operate the home had been running low.

      “Why don’t you go,” she said to Isabella.

      “Me? No, you should.”

      Lady Chester grinned. “Shortly, this house will be your responsibility,” she reminded Isabella. Kirkland House was actually a number of townhouses along one block.

      Her employer was increasing and soon would no longer be able to hide her condition. Thus she was leaving for the country in a few days, leaving Isabella to watch over this home while others looked after the rest. “Are you certain someone else shouldn’t be taking over in your absence?” Isabella wasn’t at all comfortable with the idea of stepping into Lady Chester’s shoes, even on a temporary basis.

      “As I told you,” she said with a smile. “You are the first person who has come to work at Kirkland House who not only cares about the soldiers but understands them as well. Even better than I. I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather leave in charge.”

      Isabella’s face heated at the compliment.

      “My husband will be stopping in periodically. If something is amiss, all you need do is send word to me.” She leaned back, placed a hand on her abdomen as she puffed her cheeks and blew a breath. “You should take the donation.” Lady Chester covered her mouth. “Perhaps now is not the best time for me.”

      Isabella recognized the sudden, pale and greenish tint to Lady Chester’s skin. This usually led to her employer grabbing the receptacle and tossing up her accounts.

      “I’ll go,” Isabella blurted out. Not that someone becoming ill bothered her, she just knew her employer would prefer to be left alone when these sudden instances of illness struck.

      After taking a steadying breath, Isabella made her way to the small receiving room at the front of the house but was brought up short to find Nate standing by a chair.

      A smile slowly formed on his lips as he took a step forward. “This is where you’ve been hiding?”

      Her back stiffened as she clutched her skirts, hoping Nate didn’t notice her hands were shaking. How did he find her? “I’m not hiding. I’m employed by Kirkland House.”

      His smile slipped. “Employed?”

      “Yes. I have a position, which I intend to keep, so I hope you did not seek me out with the intention of talking. I don’t have time.”

      His green eyes narrowed. “I didn’t seek you out. Well, at least not here. I’ve called at Felding’s, but you are never in.”

      This was just a coincidence? Did he really come to give a donation not knowing she was here?

      “What is this place?” he finally asked.

      “If you’re here to give a donation, I assumed you would know.”

      Nate shook his head as he thrust his fingers through his dark hair. “My great-uncle sent me with a donation.” He retrieved a pouch from his pocket.

      Please let there be enough funds to see them through for a few months, she silently prayed. “Thank you.” She held out her hand.

      The corner of Nate’s mouth tipped. “Not yet.”

      Was Nate going to withhold the funds until they finally had the conversation Isabella had been hoping to avoid?

      “Tell me about Kirkland House.”

      Inwardly, she relaxed. “It’s a home for soldiers who have been injured in battle and are unable to support themselves any longer.”

      His eyebrows shot up. “What is your position?”

      “Much as it was back on the Continent. I read, play games, whatever they need.” This time she smiled. “Some require medication, which I dispense. Others have wounds that have never truly healed. I do whatever is required of me. This particular house serves soldiers from Quatre Bras and Waterloo.”

      Admiration lit in his green eyes. “Can I be shown around?”

      It wasn’t unusual for someone wishing to make a donation to want a tour, to make sure their funds were being used as intended. However, Isabella suspected it was more to Nate. He was a soldier and could have ended up like these men. Not so much needing to live in a place like Kirkland House since his family was wealthy, but he could have been injured, needing to rely on the care of others.

      “Of course,” she finally answered. 
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      Could Danby have known that Isabella was here and that Nate had been seeking her out? Danby didn’t even know Isabella existed. If he had, the man would have sent for her at Christmas and not Mary.

      Then again, Danby did have a way of knowing practically everything, so how could he have learned about Isabella? Nate had never confided his feelings to anyone. Well, other than Isabella and only hinted at them to Dr. Valentine. Neither one of which even knew Danby.

      Suspicion settled in the pit of his stomach. Yet, he couldn’t be angry at his great-uncle for this manipulation of events. It could very easily be a coincidence, but where Danby was involved, nothing was coincidental. Nate had half a mind to thank the old bugger, but in doing so, it would only encourage Danby to continue interfering in his life, which Nate did not need.

      At least now he didn’t. Now that he knew where Isabella had been hiding.

      Except, she hadn’t actually been hiding? Maybe Isabella simply did not have time for him.

      “This is the main parlor. Many of the men spend their days in here or in one of the other common rooms.”

      Nate followed her into a room where about ten men were playing cards or chess. A few were missing limbs, another had a patch over his eye. They weren’t old men, but they were scarred and weary from battle, aged beyond their years, even though their physical years were no more than his own.

      They glanced up when he entered, and a man pulled himself from a chair, balancing on a pair of crutches.

      “Captain Storm,” Blaine grinned at him, and Nate’s heart constricted. The night before Waterloo the two of them had sat together in the rain, sharing a flask of whiskey and bottle of brandy and talking about where they wanted to be when this was all over. Nate talked of the warm sands of Barbados, and Blaine was going to find a piece of land and then the perfect miss to marry and become a farmer. Blaine had no family, no funds, and it would have been difficult. Now that he’d lost a leg, the dream was impossible.

      Nate stepped forward and shook the man’s hand. “It’s good to see you, Blaine.”

      “Good to see you too, Captain. What brings you to Kirkland House?”

      “My great-uncle sent me with a donation.” Nate looked around at the faces. “I didn’t know this place existed.”

      “It’s been a saving grace to all of us.” Blaine grinned. “A place to live for those who can’t work and have no funds.” He grinned at Isabella. “Pretty women to keep us company. A man could do much worse coming home from war.”

      “How many men live here?” Nate asked.

      “In this house, nearly two dozen.”

      His eyes widened. It wasn’t that large.

      Blaine laughed. “It’s not so bad. We sleep four to a room. And in real beds, not cots, and we aren’t out in the rain or cold.” He patted Nate on the shoulder. “It’s a good place to be.”

      “Blaine, get your arse in here,” a man called as he walked into the room. His face immediately colored. “Begging your pardon, Miss Valentine.”

      She simply chuckled. “I’ve heard worse, Hastings.”

      The man’s eyes widened. “Storm?”

      Nate grinned. “Hastings.” He shook the man’s hand. He seemed well and whole, but Nate knew as well as anyone that not all wounds were visible.

      How was it that the two men that he drank with the night before the English sent Napoleon running had both ended up here? Nate knew he’d been lucky to survive unscathed, but the faces in the room and seeing two men he’d spent so much time with, brought home the reality of how very lucky he was.

      “Captain Storm’s family has been very kind to give us a donation, and I was showing him around Kirkland House.”

      “I hope you can stay for supper, Captain. It would be good to catch up,” Hastings offered.

      In that moment, Nate knew that he would spend much more time here, and not just because he needed to settle everything with Isabella once and for all. “I’d like that. Thank you.”

      “Of course, there won’t be much of a dinner if Blaine doesn’t get his carcass to the kitchen and get to work.”

      “The man behaves as if he holds rank over me,” Blaine grumbled has he moved to the entry.

      “I run the kitchen and if you want to eat, I have rank,” Hastings reminded him. “I’ll see you at supper, Captain.”

      “Nate,” he corrected. “Just Nate.”

      

      “How many servants are in the house?” Nate asked when the tour concluded.

      She’d shown him all of the common rooms, the sleeping chambers and taken him outside where a few men always congregated, no matter what the weather, because they couldn’t stand being cooped up inside.

      “A few maids come in during the week. Another woman takes care of the laundry. There is Lady Chester, who runs Kirkland House, and me.”

      “For nearly two dozen men?” Nate asked in disbelief.

      “They aren’t invalids and hate being treated as if they are. The men see to their own meals and help those who are bedridden see to their personal needs.” There was one room in the back of the house for the men who could not walk. Most had chairs, but often their pain was too severe for them to leave their beds. That was where Isabella spent a good portion of her time. Reading to them to help take their minds from the tedium of their situation. At least they had a nice room in the house. A larger, former parlor, with long windows that opened to the back gardens. In the warm months, the doors were often opened to let the fresh air inside. Just because the men were mostly bedridden, didn’t mean their room needed to be shut up and smell like a sick room. “They take care of themselves and each other. This is simply a place where they can live.”

      Nate hadn’t mentioned anything about what occurred at Lady Richmond’s ball, or that she’d left without a goodbye. Instead, the tour and conversation was much like it had been before Lady Richmond’s ball, when they spent so much time together, talking and working together. Nate always seemed to be around so much back then when she needed assistance, and the questions and concern he showed today were no different from how he’d been back then. Once again, she was reminded of why she’d fallen in love with him and why she still loved him.

      Nate cared. Not just for himself but for every single man that he served with and most especially those under his command. She could tell he was saddened at the reminder of what damage the war could cause, and he took a few moments to gather his emotions before they entered another room. He didn’t say much. He just asked for a moment, not meeting her eyes. Their being together today had nothing to do with them, but the soldiers. The past and future of these men.

      He also brightened the soldiers’ day. There wasn’t a room they entered that he didn’t know at least one of the men.

      Lady Chester stepped into the foyer where Isabella and Nate were standing. She was dressed to leave for the day. Then Isabella remembered that it wasn’t just the day, but weeks, if not months, and Isabella hadn’t spent any of the remainder of the day with her employer. Instead, she’d been showing Nate the home. Of course, usually the tours were quicker because most visitors didn’t spend time talking at length with the men.

      “I leave Kirkland House in your hands,” she announced to Isabella.

      Her stomach lurched. So much responsibility and she wasn’t the least bit prepared.

      “Are you certain you must leave tomorrow? I’m not ready.”

      “Of course you are,” Lady Chester insisted. “I would not be leaving if I didn’t have the utmost confidence that you’ll take care of my soldiers.” Then she turned to Nate. “Thank you for visiting with the men. I hope you can return. They’ve enjoyed talking with you.”

      How could Lady Chester know Nate had been visiting with the soldiers? Isabella hadn’t even seen Lady Chester since she left her.

      “A few stopped in and mentioned how good it was to see you. You’ve brightened their day.”

      “It would be my pleasure to return, often,” he assured Lady Chester. “Had I known of Kirkland House, I assure you, I would have been here much earlier.”

      Her smile broadened. “And thank you for the donation. After the tour, I’m sure you understand how much we need funding.”

      His eyes widened as he drew the pouch from his pocket, as if he’d forgotten it was there. “Of course.” He held it out to her. “I promise, there will be more.”

      “Give it to Miss Valentine. I’m placing her in charge now.”

      Nate lifted a questioning eyebrow as he held the pouch out to her. She took it and relaxed. It was heavy and needed. And she didn’t need to have an uncomfortable conversation to obtain it. “Thank you.”

      “No. Thank you!” Sincerity lit in his green eyes. The warmth in them heated her blood.

      Drat! She should not allow herself to be affected in any way by Nate Storm.

      “Well, I must be on my way. Send word if you need anything at all, Isabella.”

      “What does she mean you’re in charge?’ Nate asked after her employer was gone.

      “Lady Chester is in an interesting condition,” Isabella whispered. “And has decided to retire to the country for the time being.”

      “She left you in charge?” He  almost sounded surprised. Did Nate not think she could take on the responsibility?

      Isabella lifted her chin. “Yes!”

      The side of his mouth quirked. “I don’t believe she could have found a better person for the task.”

      The warm timbre of his voice further heated her blood. This was not good, not good at all. “So, you see, I’ve been far too busy and carry too many responsibilities to be at home for callers.” He didn’t need to know that she was intentionally avoiding him and that her two purposes at the moment happened to work well together.

      “Yes. I wish I’d known.” He glanced around again. “It’s a good place and a good thing Lady Chester has done.”

      “This isn’t the only home,” she advised. Perhaps Nate would visit the others and not begin spending all his time here. “Nearly this entire block is part of Kirkland House. Each houses soldiers, but they have been divided into sections according to where men served and in which battle they were injured. It helps when a man finds a friend in his new home.”

      “It isn’t a coincidence that Hastings and Blaine are both here. They’ve been together since they purchased their commissions.”

      “No. It’s hard enough that a soldier’s life is altered so dramatically because of war. They should be around friends if nothing else.” Nate nodded in understanding.

      “The first house on the block was the beginning of Kirkland,” Isabella continued. “Those soldiers go back to the beginning, when Napoleon first became a problem.”

      “You’re in charge of all the houses? How many are there.”

      “There are six, but I’m only in charge of this one, temporarily. The others have a housekeeper, cook, and other servants. Many of them, the soldiers are aging now, and their injuries are more severe than those who live here.” Maybe now he would understand that this was where she belonged and not sitting at home, waiting for him, or anyone else for that matter, to call. It was better this way. They could continue their friendship, and he’d never need to learn the truth she’d always hid from him.
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      Isabella may have been successful in avoiding him before, but now Nate knew exactly where to find her. And even if she wasn’t there, he’d still visit, often.

      He’d stayed at Kirkland House much later than he intended last evening, enjoying supper with the soldiers, sharing stories with Blaine and Hastings and the others. The men had a decent life, and even though they relied on charity to keep Kirkland House operating, they weren’t charity cases. Their only complaint was that alcohol wasn’t allowed. That rule was set down by Lady Chester. One she also turned a blind eye to and was well aware that her husband often provided spirits when she was not present.

      Those spirits were also running low, which Nate learned at supper, after Isabella had left for the evening. He never did get a chance to ask his questions, but what had been driving him in the past was no longer of as great an importance. He still intended to learn the truth, but these were his men. Some of them at least, and time with them was more important than answers.

      After the door had been locked, and the table cleared, cheroots and brandy came out of hiding.

      “You will not tell Miss Valentine,” Hastings warned.

      “I wouldn’t dare!” Nate grinned.

      It was a late night, but one Nate hadn’t realized he needed. Since Waterloo, he’d wandered and traveled, trying to forget Isabella, which was impossible. He’d also tried to forget the horrors of what he’d seen in battle, which were as equally impossible. He’d been running, and as he drained the last of his brandy, he realized that this was what had truly been missing from his life. The understanding and the friendship that can only be born from serving side by side with honorable men. And he found the two things he needed, Isabella and the men, in one place.

      “Where did you disappear to last night?” Benjamin asked as he came into the breakfast room.

      Nate’s head still pounded from the amount of brandy he’d consumed the night before, but it had been well worth the pain of today. “Kirkland House,” he answered then focused on Mary. “I’d like to take you there.”

      Nate wasn’t the only one who sometimes suffered disquiet over what he’d seen. Ben confided in him that Mary often experienced nightmares, and Ben was at a loss as to how to help her.

      “What is it?” Mary asked.

      “A home for soldiers. This one in particular serves as the home for those injured in Quatre Bras and Waterloo.”

      Her eyes lit with interest while Ben frowned and placed his hand over Mary’s. “I don’t believe that is a good idea.”

      He should have anticipated his brother would be overprotective of his wife. “It’s not just the men but the person who is currently in charge.”

      “Who?” Ben and Mary asked in unison.

      “Isabella Valentine.”

      A smile blossomed on Mary’s face. “I’ve so wanted ta see her. It’s been so long.”

      “I’d prefer your visit be at her home or ours,” Ben said slowly, concern heavy in his voice.

      Mary turned to him. “No. I’m wantin’ ta go.”

      Nate grinned. “Good. I’ll return for you this afternoon.” He’d go this morning, but they’d depleted what was left of the brandy last night and he needed to see that cases of brandy and whiskey were delivered, along with cheroots. Of course, those wouldn’t arrive until later. Much later. After Isabella had gone.

      And he had every intention of calling on Lord and Lady Chester, before they retired to the country to find out exactly how much was needed to run Kirkland House. He may not be as wealthy as his great-uncle, but Nate had funds. Plenty of funds to help the men who had served alongside him.

      Kirkland only housed two dozen men because that was all they had room for. Far more had returned from the Continent, injured, with no place to go or unable to work. What had happened to them? Were they somewhere else, or had only a handful of lucky ones found Kirkland? That was another question he intended to ask Chester. There had to be something more he could do besides provide alcohol, cheroots, and funds. He’d survived, healthy and whole, and it was time he stopped feeling sorry for himself. It was time to stop running from the memories, the nightmares, and demand answers from Isabella and do something worthwhile with his life.

      

      Isabella fully expected to see Nate at Kirkland House again, but as the day dragged on, he didn’t make an appearance. She wasn’t sure if she was relieved or disappointed, but she suspected that he was recovering, as were many of the men. The number of headaches and pallor among the residents this morning was not a coincidence. Plus, she’d found an empty bottle hidden in a plant.

      It wasn’t that Lady Chester was against the drinking of spirits, she feared what it could do. So many of these men were haunted by the past, and Lady Chester didn’t want them turning to drink at each opportunity, losing themselves in the bottle, which was why it was prohibited. She knew they drank, but in her opinion, the more difficult it was to drink, the less likely they would develop a debilitating addiction, which Isabella well understood. She and Orlando had both been guilty of drinking more than they should, in the privacy of their home when it was just the two of them, when the memories became too hard. If she wasn’t a female, in a vicar’s home, Isabella could have easily slipped and turned to drink often.

      Practically every soldier ignored the rules last night, apparently. Though, she doubted it was to bury the memories. Instead, she suspected it was camaraderie and Nate.

      When her brothers had woken in a similar state from a night of imbibing, Isabella and her sisters often made as much noise as they could in the house. Such was not the case earlier today, and she had moved about as quietly as she could. It wasn’t as if this was a regular occurrence, and Isabella believed that last night had been good for the men, even if they were paying for it today.

      By the afternoon, they were back to their usual routines of seeing to the small repairs to the house, playing cards, chess, or reading. A few were outside working in the small garden, while others were napping. Just seeing them brought a smile to her face, and she didn’t want to be anywhere else. What could only make this more perfect was if Nate was by her side.

      Isabella stilled. What was she thinking? She couldn’t have Nate, and she knew it was impossible.

      But it didn’t stop her from wishing everything could be different. That she was who she claimed to be, with no shame.

      “He’s back,” Hastings called and Isabella’s heart skipped a beat. Hastings could only be referring to one person—Nate. Of course, they had a few other regular visitors, but none of them received the reception that Nate did yesterday.

      Did she greet him or remain at her task?

      He wasn’t here for her, but the soldiers, Isabella reminded herself. It was best to simply continue with the bookkeeping and then writing out the shopping list and let Nate enjoy his visits with the men. It was a relief to receive the donation yesterday. The Duke of Danby was quite generous, and his contribution was enough to cover all expenses for at least two months.

      She glanced up at movement in the doorway, and her heart warmed. “You’ve returned?”

      “And I’ve brought another visitor.”

      Isabella frowned. “Who?”

      “Come see for yourself.”

      Curiosity brought her from the chair and out into the foyer. A woman stood at the entrance to the parlor, richly dressed, her black hair arranged artistically behind her head. Involuntarily, Isabella smoothed her own hair and quickly glanced down at her drab dress. Who was the woman, and why would Nate bring her here? Had she been wrong about the reasons he wished to speak with her? Was he married?

      Wouldn’t she have learned by now if that was the case?

      If he was, did she even want to meet Nate’s wife?

      Of course she did. Nate deserved happiness and a woman who loved him and one he could love in return. Even if that woman could never be her, Isabella did wish him all the happiness.

      The lady turned slightly, revealing her profile and a slight scar. “Mary?”

      Her friend turned, a bright smile blossomed on her face. “Isabella!” Mary cried and came forward. “Nate told me you were here, and I just had to see you.”

      Tears sprang to Isabella’s eyes as she and Mary embraced. The two had endured so much together. Oh how she wished they hadn’t stopped corresponding with each other. It wasn’t until this moment that Isabella realized how much she’d missed her friend.

      Mary pulled back and swiped a tear from her cheek. “It is so good ta see ye.”

      “And you.” Isabella sniffed.

      A handkerchief was waved between them. “I wish I would have had the forethought to bring two,” Nate laughed.

      Isabella took the one tucked in her sleeve and wiped her cheeks as Mary took Nate’s.

      “How have ye been?” Mary finally asked.

      “Well, and you?”

      “Blissfully happy.” Then Mary glanced at Nate, and Isabella’s heart sank.

      He’d told her that he wished Mary for his brother. Had Nate changed his mind and decided he wished for Mary himself? Was that what he wanted to tell her at the ball? Oh, why hadn’t she noticed Mary when Nate entered with all of those ladies at Rosalind’s ball? Then she would have realized the truth and been able to prepare herself for this awkward meeting.

      “Please, show me around. Nate told me next to nothin’ about Kirkland House.”
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      Nate followed as Isabella escorted Mary around as she had done yesterday. Many of the men recognized Mary from her care during those horrible days following Waterloo, before the women returned to England. A few had served under Major Soares and were already familiar with Mary.

      “I feel bad that I doona remember the names and am surprised that they remember me,” Mary said once the three of them were alone, back in the room where Isabella had been working.

      “The same happened when I first arrived, taking me by surprise as well. All I remember is a sea of men, wounded and whole. So many names forgotten.”

      Nate chuckled.

      “What?” Mary asked.

      “No man is ever going to forget two beautiful women who were with them during those days.”

      Isabella’s face heated. “There were many women.”

      “There is a difference between camp followers and respectable women, though they probably remember the names of the camp followers as well.”

      Mary frowned as if she wasn’t sure.

      “The two of you, and a few of the other wives who were out amongst the men, were angels in hell. None of them will ever forget you.” They simply didn’t understand. Beauty, gentleness, soft voices, kind words, and a caring heart in a time and place filled with death, pain, and despair. Even when they were between campaigns, the women were a welcoming sight. One that reminded the soldiers of home and what they were fighting for.

      “How can I help?” Mary asked with enthusiasm.

      Isabella shrugged. “We need donations, but I’m not certain what else is needed.”

      “There must be somethin’. Are there volunteer positions available?”

      “I don’t believe Ben would approve,” Nate said before Mary got carried away. His brother hadn’t wanted her to come here in the first place.

      “That’s because Ben doesna understand.”

      “Who is Ben?” Isabella finally asked after watching their exchange.

      Once again a smile blossomed on Mary’s face, and her eyes lit with happiness. “My husband, Benjamin Storm.”

      Isabella blinked and looked to Nate as if surprised.

      He grinned at her in return. “Remember when I told you that I always believed Mary would be perfect for my brother?”

      She nodded as if shocked.

      “I was correct.”

      “You married the Earl of Kenley?”

      Why did Isabella seem so surprised, confused even, if he read the frown and question in her eyes correctly.

      “Yes. This past winter,” Mary answered. “Can ye believe that I’m a countess?” She laughed.

      

      Mary was married to Nate’s brother? Not Nate?

      Isabella could have sworn by the affection Nate was showing Mary that they were married. But Nate had always been caring toward Mary, and it was one of the reasons she had thought for years that it was Mary he loved.

      Not that the two would not make a fine couple, but Isabella was also relieved. Yes, relieved that Nate was not married.

      Or was he? Just because he brought Mary here did not mean he didn’t have a wife waiting for him, and it was suddenly very important that she know. “Nate, did you also wed after the war?”

      His green eyes locked with hers, an intensity she’d not seen since the night he proclaimed his love for her. “No, Isabella. I’ve only ever loved one woman.”

      Her breath lodged in her throat. Oh, why had she asked? She could try and convince herself that he spoke of someone else, but it would be a lie.

      Mary whipped around in her chair. “Who? Ye’ve never mentioned anyone ta me.”

      Nate didn’t look at Mary but his eyes remained locked with Isabella’s. “A gentleman does not like to speak of rejection.”

      Mary slowly turned and pinned Isabella with a look. She opened her mouth as the realization of whom he spoke dawned in her blue eyes. “Isabella?” she questioned on a whisper.

      This was not the time or place for such a conversation. And not one she would have with Mary. “A profession made before battle,” she said. “One cannot alter a life when the circumstances are already filled with tension and fear.”

      Nate took a step forward and by the set of his jaw, Isabella believed he was going to argue, which she could not allow. Not here. Not in front of Mary. Not now. Not ever. She cleared her throat and focused on her friend. “We welcome volunteers, but so few return after a few visits.”

      Mary frowned and glanced back at Nate, then returned her gaze to Isabella. A question in her eyes. A question Isabella would not answer. After a moment Mary asked, “Why?”

      “It’s difficult for many, I believe,” Isabella answered honestly. “In their heart they want to help, but they are not accustomed to the men, the soldiers, their needs.”

      “What do they need?”

      “Some simply wish for someone new to talk with. Others who can rarely leave their bed enjoy conversation and being read to.”

      “I could do that.”

      Isabella felt the smile pull at her lips. “I recall, you did that often.” They both had. Reading letters from home. Writing letters for the soldiers who were too injured to do so for themselves. Mary had even written down the last words some had ever spoken and sent them on so loved ones would know their last words were often that of a mother, father, wife, or child. They’d also done their share of reading from books to men gathered around, wishing an escape from the realty of their current situation.

      “Would mornings or afternoons be better?” Mary asked anxiously, as if she were ready to start reading this very moment.

      “Afternoons. The mornings are filled with meals, chores, whatever needs to be done. Most men are free after they’ve lunched.”

      “I’ll return tomorrow,” she announced.

      “Perhaps you should speak with Ben first,” Nate suggested.

      “Ben will understand,” Mary responded with conviction. “I’ll make him understand.”

      He nodded his head. “If you’ll excuse me. I believe I will visit with Hastings and Blaine while the two of you discuss Mary’s volunteering.”

      Isabella inwardly relaxed once Nate was gone. Why had she asked if he was married? She would have been better off not knowing and wondering. Now, she knew for certain where his feelings lie. Was he going to become a part of Kirkland House because of her? Could she give up her position to avoid him?

      No. The men needed her and she needed this position, and she’d simply have to find a way to protect her heart.

      Isabella nearly laughed at the thought. He already had her heart. He simply didn’t know it.

      “Nate professed his love to ye?” Mary asked after he was gone. She should have known Mary wouldn’t simply forget what she’d heard and not mention it.

      “It was at Lady Richmond’s ball after they received word that Napoleon was near,” Isabella answered. “I believe it was more of the situation and not a depth of his feelings.” She told the same lie she’d told herself for nearly two years.

      Mary studied Isabella. While they were following the drum there was little, if anything Isabella could hide from her friend, and she feared that even with the passage of time, Mary could still see right through her. “Ye and I both know it wasna the circumstance.” She leaned forward. “And I believe Nate insa alone in his feelings. I suspected as much before he was transferred to another regiment, but now I see the truth.”

      “There isn’t any truth.”

      “Doona lie to me, and please doona lie to yourself, Isabella. Life is too short.”

      “That was then and this is now,” Isabella reminded her.

      “And I believe Nate still loves ye.” Mary leaned back and shook her head. “Ye rejected him, correct?”

      Isabella nodded.

      “Why, when I ken ye feel the same?”

      Tears sprang to Isabella’s eyes and she quickly blinked them away. “You know as well as I do. If Nate knew everything about me that there is to learn, he’d never wish to be associated with me again. I’m saving us both that heartache and pain. Myself more than him.” Isabella focused on Mary. “And you must never tell him, or anyone, what I told you that night.”

      “Doona do a disservice ta him or ta yerself.”

      Isabella sighed. “You are in Society, Mary. You know there is only one way any of this can end. Badly. I simply don’t wish to endure it.”
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      If Nate knew everything about me that there is to learn, he’d never wish to be associated with me again. I’m saving us both that heartache and pain. Myself more than him. Those words played over and over in his mind all evening, through the night, and into the next day, until Nate finally took himself off to Whites, hoping conversation, noise, and brandy would quiet his mind and his memories.

      He already knew Isabella wasn’t who she claimed to be, but what didn’t he know? That was what gnawed at him. Since he’d first seen her at the Felding ball, Nate had tried to hold onto his anger from her dishonesty so he could finally purge her from him, but each time he was near, all he had to do was look into her grey eyes, and his heart pounded and his pulse raced. As much as his mind told him she could not be trusted, his body responded in the opposite.

      Mary knew the secret. Would she tell him if he asked? Did Ben know? Certainly his brother would tell him if he knew the truth.

      What was Isabella so afraid of? What could be so bad that Nate would never wish to be associated with her? He already knew she lied about who she was, and he still wanted her. How much worse could it be?

      Blast, this was not how he thought this would be once he saw Isabella again. He was supposed to be the one to walk away from her this time, after taking his heart back. But that wasn’t how it worked out, not even close. And on top of it all, he found himself being reminded of how much he loved her, especially after seeing her at Kirkland House, instead of being reminded of why he couldn’t ever trust her, no matter how beautiful and desirable she may be.

      And she loved him as well. Or had at one time at least. He hadn’t been wrong in Brussels. So whatever her secrets were, they’d always kept her from confessing her love as well. Further, they were the reasons she rejected him with such cool disdain after the battle.

      Of course, neither she nor Mary had any idea that he’d overheard their conversation. He hadn’t even intended on doing so, but he heard Mary’s question about his profession of love, and could not walk any further. He needed to know Isabella’s reaction.

      Blast, why hadn’t he gone to his sister-in-law today and demanded answers? He could have convinced her to tell him.

      But he wanted Isabella to tell him. To trust him enough to share her secrets. Only then might he be willing to trust her again. Or finally purge her from his heart and mind and travel far, far away from England to start over.

      What was so horrible that she could not trust him with her secrets?

      “Could I have a word, Storm?”

      Nate glanced up to find Stalter standing beside his table. Ah, yes, he needed to speak with him, and it was exactly the distraction he needed.

      “Have a seat, Stalter.” Nate motioned for the footman to bring two brandies. “How have you been? I haven’t seen you in nearly a decade.”

      “Not since you bought a commission.”

      “A lifetime ago.” He’d been so young then. Instead of ten years, Nate often felt as if he’d aged fifty.

      “I have a rather delicate question,” Stalter said after taking a drink.

      Nate sat forward. “Yes?”

      Stalter opened his mouth a few times, then closed it, then opened, as if he couldn’t quite form the necessary words.

      “Out with it man.”

      “Very well, what exactly does your mother have against me?”

      Nate frowned. “What has she done?”

      “I had the honor of waltzing with Miss Storm at the Felding ball,” he began.

      The very ball at which Nate had seen Isabella for the first time in nearly two years.

      “Then Miss Storm seemed to disappear for days.”

      “Mother was keeping my sisters at home,” Nate answered dryly.

      “Then, at the Bentley Ball, I had Miss Storm’s dance card, ready to write my name, when your mother yanked it out of my hand.”

      Nate’s eyebrows rose. “She actually yanked it from your hand?”

      “Yes! Then she said I would not be considered, so my time with Miss Storm was not necessary.”

      His sisters certainly had not exaggerated Mother’s behavior. “Have you had a chance to speak with my sister again?”

      This time Stalter smiled. “We were paired together on a scavenger hunt at the Thorndyke picnic this afternoon.”

      “I take it that my mother wasn’t there.”

      “No.”

      “Which of my brothers attended with her?” Nate had been so caught up in his own life and what to do about Isabella that he had neglected the promise to his sisters.

      “Your twin.”

      Nate nodded. Sam wouldn’t have stood in the way of any worthy gentleman wishing to spend time with Hannah.

      “Did you speak with him about your concern?”

      “Your brother was occupied with Lady Jillian Simpson most the time.”

      Nate frowned. “Isn’t she your cousin?”

      “Once removed, but yes, she is.”

      Nate nodded. He’d need to ask his brother about the lady. They’d shared more information in letters when they were in different parts of the world than they’d talked since both had come to London.

      “What of my older brother? The gentleman you should actually address your concerns with, Kenley?”

      This time Stalter frowned. “He won’t see me.”

      That didn’t sound like Ben. Was there something about Stalter that Nate didn’t know?

      “At first I called at your family residence for Miss Storm, and was told she was not at home. Then I called on Kenley only to be advised of the same.”

      His mother was behind this, Nate knew it in his gut. “I’ve a feeling my brother never knew.” Then he shook his head. “Not that it matters, I will stand in his place. What would you have spoken to Ben about?”

      “Frankly, I’d simply like to court Miss Storm to see if we would suit. She delighted me at the Felding ball, and I had an enjoyable day at the picnic. However, if your mother keeps me from dancing or calling on her, how will I know if I wish to pursue more, or if she even wishes to be courted by me?”

      Nate smiled as he remembered the breakfast conversation. “Unless she’s changed her mind, I’m certain Hannah would be quite open to being courted, by you.”

      Stalter sat forward. “She’s mentioned me?”

      “You caught her interest as well, my friend, though she had no idea you noticed her. I believe her words to our younger sister were that he doesn’t know I exist.”

      “Oh, I’m very much aware that she exists.” Stalter took a deep drink of his brandy.

      Stalter was a good man, an honorable one, or at least he had been ten years ago. Even though Nate had every intention of giving the gentleman permission to call on Hannah, he’d still speak with Ben to make sure there weren’t concerns he wasn’t aware of. His sister could do far worse. Stalter was an earl, his father a marquess, and the family was landed and wealthy.

      “Is it simply that your mother dislikes me?” the man finally asked.

      Nate laughed. “Not you but the fact that your home is in Oxfordshire.”

      Stalter frowned. “It’s a large estate. I don’t understand her objection.”

      “Because my mother would have her daughters close so that she could interfere, though she calls it providing guidance in their lives on a daily basis. As far as Hannah, or any of them are concerned, the further away an estate is from Northumberland, the more appealing the gentleman.”

      Stalter relaxed and smiled. “How do I get past your mother so that I might court Miss Storm?”

      “Simply slay the dragon, my friend.”

      Stalter frowned.

      “My brothers will offer no interference and assist when necessary. Feel free to call on my sister tomorrow if you wish. I will speak with the staff myself. They will only tell you that she is not at home if she truly is not there.”

      

      The house was empty of everyone but servants when Isabella walked through the door. “Where is everyone?” she asked the housekeeper.

      “The doctor has gone out, but did not give me his destination. Lord and Lady Felding have gone to a ball.”

      “And Perdita?”

      “She’s not returned home from the foundling hospital.”

      Isabella nodded and began to climb the stairs. Her youngest sister would live at the foundling hospital if it were allowed, and Isabella suspected that her sister would one day work her way into a position that would require she live there.

      “Cook would like to know when you’d like supper.”

      Isabella turned. “Whatever is convenient for her.” She really wasn’t all that hungry. “Something simple. There is no need for Cook to go to much trouble for my sister and me.”

      The housekeeper pursed her lips.

      “What is it?”

      “You and your sisters are so much alike. Lady Felding tells us the same whenever Lord Felding needs to be away from the evening.”

      Isabella chuckled. “I apologize, Mrs. Clark. We did have a woman of all work at home, but we also helped with most of the cleaning and cooking.” Isabella took a step back down. “We hate to be a burden when it isn’t necessary, and we’re perfectly capable of seeing to matters ourselves.” The last thing she wanted to do was offend the servants when she was still getting used to having them about.

      Perdita breezed through the door, her cheeks pink, her blue eyes glowed, and she wore a bright smile. “Good evening,” she greeted, and Isabella wished she could feel half the enthusiasm as her sister.

      “Why are you so happy?” Isabella asked.

      Her sister only grinned wider. “Oh, nothing at all. It’s just a glorious day, is it not?”

      Of all the Valentine children, Perdita was always the happiest and could find sunshine even on the most overcast day.

      “When would you like supper, Miss Perdita?” Mrs. Clark asked.

      Her sister shrugged. “Whenever it’s convenient, and please ask Cook not to go to any trouble if it is just Isabella and me.”

      Mrs. Clark simply shook her head, not approving at all, and left them.

      Of the four sisters, Perdita was the only one blessed with blonde hair and blue eyes, unlike the red hair Isabella, Rosalind, and Bianca were given. Not even their brothers had red hair, and often Isabella wondered why she and her sisters were cursed. Perdita didn’t even have one freckle upon her face. It was all rather unfair.

      Perdita was the true beauty of the family, and if anyone were to capture a lord, Isabella would have thought it would be Perdita before anyone else. Then again, it is hard to catch a lord when one spends all of one’s time at an orphanage.

      “The most delightful little boy was brought in today,” Perdita said as she glided into the sitting room. “A Captain Trent found him wandering along the docks. He searched all over for a family member, but none could be found.”

      She settled upon the settee. “It is a shame, really. His clothing was of fine quality, though ruined beyond repair, and the only thing he could tell us was that his name was Over, which we assumed is Oliver.”

      “How old is he?” Isabella asked, following her sister into the room.

      “Around two, I believe.”

      “And nobody knows where he came from?”

      “Captain Trent said he was going to continue looking for the mother or father, or a family member.” Perdita frowned. “Oliver is not like the other orphans who come in. He’s healthy, and chubby, not like so many of the foundlings who have been abandoned before.”

      Isabella looked into her sister’s blue eyes. “You tried to bring him home, didn’t you?”

      An impish grin formed and Perdita shrugged.

      If she could, Perdita would bring half of those children home with her.

      A moment later, her sister turned serious. “I don’t plan on returning to Hampshire.”

      Their eyes locked. “Neither do I.” This was the first she’d admitted her plans to anyone.

      “I’ve found my place, where I belong,” Perdita continued. “I don’t want to leave the foundling hospital at the end of the Season.” She threw up her hands. “I don’t want to ever leave it.”

      Isabella settled beside her. “I don’t wish to leave Kirkland House. Ever.”

      “Do you think Felding will let us remain here, in the townhouse?” Perdita worried her bottom lip.

      “If he doesn’t, we’ll find a place for the two of us.”

      “Isabella?” her sister asked quietly. “Do you think we’ll find love?”

      “Finding love isn’t the problem.” She leaned her head back against the cushions. “Finding a man who will accept you for who you truly are, is.”
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      Nate looked up as Dr. Valentine stopped at the table he shared with Stalter. With him were Felding and Roxburg. His gut tightened. As the two gentleman were married to the doctor’s sisters, Nate knew this could only be about Isabella.

      “Gentlemen,” he greeted.

      Without being asked, they each pulled a chair up to the table and sat.

      Were they going to warn him away? Dr. Valentine had done that after Waterloo, and it worked until Nate had seen Isabella again.

      “Is my sister still avoiding you?” the doctor asked.

      “Which sister?” Stalter asked. Did he know the Valentines? How, when the family lived a modest life in Hampshire. Unless that had been a lie as well.

      “Isabella,” Roxburg answered.

      Stalter simply nodded and took a sip of his brandy.

      “I found her at Kirkland House, if you must know.”

      “And?” the doctor prompted.

      “We spoke of the soldiers and the home, but nothing of a personal nature.” This was probably not the best place or time, but Nate was bloody sick of the guessing and the wondering, so he leaned forward, resting his elbows on the table and looked the doctor in the eye. “Tell me, who are you really.”

      All of the men pulled back, their eyes shifting to each other.

      “What do you mean?” the doctor asked quietly.

      “I mean, she is not really a Valentine.” It was probably not well done of him since a duke and a marquess, whom had both married Valentines, were sitting there, but the gentlemen had a right to know who they’d married.

      “How did you come by this information?” Roxburg asked calmly.

      “Did you have her investigated?” asked Felding.

      Neither of the gentlemen seemed surprised in the least. “What do you know?” Nate asked.

      “Apparently more than you.” Stalter laughed.

      “You too?”

      “It is a closely guarded secret,” Stalter said before his eyes grew hard. “And I’d think very carefully before you mention your concerns again. Especially in a public place.”

      Any friendliness the gentlemen may have shown when they first appeared at his table was gone.

      “If you want your answers, they must come from Isabella,” Dr. Valentine finally said. “I suggest you call on her now. I saw her return home.”

      Nate drained his brandy and stood. “Very well.”

      “Each of us will understand if you no longer wish to be associated with my sister.” The doctor came to his feet. “However, if you hurt her in any manner, you will answer to me.”

      A chill went down his spine. He’d faced many battles, French soldiers, bayonets, bullets, and cannons, but none of them were as deadly as Dr. Valentine’s eyes at this very moment.”

      “I understand.” With that he left Whites and made his way to Felding’s home.

      A housekeeper of approximately sixty years of age frowned at him when he produced his card.

      “Miss Valentine is not at home.”

      How many times had he called here and been given the same response when she had been within? How many lies had he been told that had everything to do with Isabella?

      “Who is it?” a woman asked as she entered the foyer. She was a pretty young woman with blonde hair and blue eyes.

      “Mr. Nathaniel Storm.” The housekeeper passed the card off to the younger woman.

      “Captain Storm?” Her eyes brightened as if she recognized the name. “Orlando is not here, but Isabella is.” She stood back. “Please, follow me.”

      At least someone in this family was on his side, assuming the young woman was family.

      “Forgive me.” She said brightly and held out her hand. “I am Perdita Valentine. I’ve heard your name from my brother and so often in my sister’s letters from when she was away, that I feel as if I already know you.”

      Isabella had written of him? How dearly he would have loved to read what she wrote.

      “She spoke often of you, as well,” he answered politely. Well, she hadn’t until Brussels, when she’d finally spoken of her siblings the day they were doing laundry. But after, they’d shared stories of their childhood, many of them similar from growing up in a large household.

      “Captain Storm!” Isabella came to her feet as he entered the room.

      “I’ll just leave the two of you alone.” Perdita grinned and pulled the door shut behind her.

      

      What was Nate doing here? Now? She’d not seen him since yesterday when he visited Kirkland House with Mary and hadn’t expected to see him again.

      No, Isabella. I’ve only ever loved one woman. The words had played over and over in her mind last night, in her dreams and all through the day. Loved as in he no longer loved her? Or loved, as in always and forever? She was almost afraid to ask.

      “What brings you here?” She tried to appear nonchalant, as if gentlemen called on her often, and this was not an out of the ordinary occurrence, while inside her nerves were on edge and she was barely stable on her feet.

      “We’ve unfinished business.”

      “You wish to know more about Kirkland House?” Oh, why did her words have to squeak and her throat grow tight? Why were his emerald eyes so intense, growing dark as he approached?

      No, make that more like stalk in her direction, as if he were a panther ready to pounce on his prey.

      “I know all I need about Kirkland House.” He stopped directly in front of her and slid a hand around her waist, drawing her against him.

      Isabella had no choice but to tilt her head back and look up so that she could see him.

      “But first…” Nate didn’t finish the sentence but took her lips and pulled her even closer. His mouth claimed hers, seeking, plunging with desire. Her body flamed and her knees nearly gave way. This was so much better than she remembered.

      Isabella grasped his shoulders to remain upright and desire swirled in her belly, heating her veins, centering at her woman’s core.

      He plundered and took. Delved and tasted. She, his willing victim.

      Just as abruptly, he pulled back and set her aside. Her knees gave and Isabella sank to the settee.

      “Blast! That was better than I remembered.”

      Isabella blinked at him.

      “Which makes this twice as difficult.”

      A knot formed in her stomach. “What is difficult?”

      His green eyes nearly pierced hers as he took a step back and crossed his arms over his chest. “To demand answers to your many lies.”

      Isabella gulped past the tightness in the throat. Oh dear, her day of reckoning had come. “Brandy?”
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      At least she hadn’t denied having lied to him, so they were making progress. “A brandy would be nice. Thank you.”

      Nate watched as she slowly rose from the settee, walked to the sideboard, and poured him a glass of the amber liquid. She then proceeded to pour herself one. Oddly, he approved.

      When she returned, he took the glass from her trembling fingers.

      “I will tell you my lies,” she finally said before taking a sip and turning from him. “But first you must assure me that they’ll never leave this room.”

      It was never his intention to tell anyone, and he should have never said anything to Orlando in front of Roxburg or Felding, but he’d had enough of the wondering. Nearly a year of it. “Which lie would you like to address first?”

      Her back stiffened, but Isabella didn’t turn around. He’d really like to watch her face right now.

      “Your family?”

      This caused her to face him. Her auburn eyebrows drew tightly over her stormy grey eyes. “My family?”

      “Yes. What is your real name?”

      Fear flashed in her grey centers, but in a blink it was gone. “I don’t understand.”

      “Let me explain, Isabella.” Nate took a healthy drink. “You see, after your heartless rejection of my love.”

      She sucked in a deep breath,

      But Nate continued, “I sold my commission and traveled. I wished to get away from my memories of the war and of you. I couldn’t go far enough because you were still, always there, haunting me every time I closed my eyes.”

      Tears pooled in her eyes, but Nate refused to allow himself to be moved.

      He took another drink and began pacing, otherwise, he’d reach out and pull her to him again. “One of those places was India. Fascinating country that I found delightful. Of course, it could be because it is the country where you once lived, and you were haunting my dreams.”

      Isabella sank down onto the settee, her face pale, but she offered no words of objection nor did she ask him to stop.

      “In one of the provinces there was a delightful little church that I was quite taken with. And just for a moment I began thinking about pursuing a career in the church.”

      Isabella raised her eyebrows in surprise.

      Nate shook his head. “It was a momentary lapse. We both know I’d make a horrendous vicar.”

      “There is always the law.”

      Nate pretended to think about it for a moment and then shook his head again. “Still sounds as boring as before.” He took another drink. “But back to this delightful little church. Imagine my surprise when I stepped inside and saw a gold plaque on the wall, a dedication to Peter Valentine and his wife Martha, for their sacrifice to…I can’t recall the name at the moment, and I never did learn how to pronounce it.”

      Isabella gulped and drank deeply.

      “Of course, I had to know if they were your parents. I assumed they must be. How many Valentines could be in India that were also associated with a church?”

      Any color that had returned to her lovely cheeks was now gone.

      “Luckily for me, I found a person who not only spoke English, but remembered Peter and Martha.” Nate grinned. “A few persons actually.”

      Isabella groaned and slouched against the settee, but Nate wasn’t about to stop in his storytelling.

      “Do you know what I learned?”

      Isabella looked away.

      “Well, I’ll tell you. After several discussions, I did confirm that Martha Valentine is the sister of Mary Valentine, the woman you claim to be your aunt.”

      A tear slipped down Isabella’s cheek and Nate almost stopped, but she’s the one who was never truthful. Not once had she ever hinted that she was someone else the entire time he was falling in love with her. He’d felt sorry for the little girl who had lost her parents in a massacre when it’d all been a fabrication. The whole family still kept up the charade and he wanted to know why.

      “Sadly, I also learned that all four of their children also died. I saw their graves myself and was assured, that no children survived, or returned to their aunt and uncle.”

      Nate sat down across from her. “Well, you can imagine my surprise, since you told such a heartbreaking tale of your parents, dying in a very similar massacre and you being sent to England.”

      Isabella stared down into her empty glass, and he waited. He’d wait forever, and he wasn’t leaving her until she told him the truth.

      He rose and crossed to the sideboard and grabbed the decanter and refilled her glass. “Perhaps this will help loosen your tongue.”

      A moment later she finally looked up, her grey eyes dead and distant. It was as if he’d taken the very life from her. That had not been his intention, and for a moment, he regretted everything he’d just said to her.

      “What would you have me tell you?” she asked softly.

      “The truth.”

      “When I’m done, will you leave and never speak of this again to anyone?”

      Nate nodded.

      Isabella took another drink and closed her eyes. Then she opened them and Nate saw determination in her grey depths. “My mother, daughter of a marquess fell in love with a stablehand,” she began haltingly. “Because her father would never approve of such a match, the two ran off to Gretna and married. Jones, the stablehand, thought that as her husband, the marquess would have no choice but to accept them, and his life would improve greatly.”

      Nate suspected what would come next.

      “Instead, my grandfather threw her out of the house and cut her from his life. The two made their way to London where they settled in St. Giles and Jones found a position with a livery.”

      Nate nodded.

      “Soon after, Demp, Benny, and Ollie were born.”

      Nate frowned. Those were not names he’d heard before.

      “You wanted the truth, I’m giving it to you, along with the real names of the Valentine children in question.”

      Anger laced her words, not that Nate blamed her. He had been the one to insist that she tell him.

      “Jones turned out to be a drunk and died while my mother was increasing with Merc.”

      His stomach tightened.

      Isabella laughed bitterly. “I’d always thought I’d never know the name of my father, or that any of us born after Merc would.” Her eyes met his. “You see, even as a widow, my grandfather would not let her return home and offered no assistance. So, my mother went to work doing the only thing she could.” Isabella leaned forward. “On the Continent, you called them light skirts, in St. Giles, they are called whores.” She practically spit the words.

      No wonder she’d kept this secret, but it still explained little, like how the family stayed together and their names were changed.

      “A month ago, I learned differently.” She took a drink. “You see, a certain gentleman was in love with my mother and had wanted her to marry her before Jones was successful in his seduction. A Viscount Perry.”

      Then why wasn’t Isabella a lady? Why had she been raised by others?

      “Of course, he didn’t love her enough to marry her after what she’d done, so he set her up in a house, for only her, of course. He didn’t want any of the children around, and proceeded to support her as his mistress and in producing six more children.”

      Isabella took another sip is if trying to compose herself. Nate didn’t rush her. This story was difficult for her to tell, and as much as he wished to save her the pain, he needed to know everything. Their future depended on it.

      “My mother died shortly after Perdita was born. Delivering a babe a year for ten years had taken its toll.”

      “What of Viscount Perry?”

      She snorted. “I never knew the gentleman existed until a month ago. He certainly did not offer any assistance.”

      “So how did all of you end up with the Grants?”

      A small smile pulled at her lips. “When Demetrius tried to lift his purse, Uncle Osborn chased him down and found all of us living in one room. Demetrius, Benedick, and Orlando had been doing their best to take care of us, but if Uncle Osborn hadn’t come along, who knows what might have become of us?” She shivered as if she didn’t want to contemplate what kind of future that would have been.

      “At the time, Uncle Osborn was assigned to the same parish as the Duke of Eldridge, my mother’s cousin, and my uncle found letters addressed to my grandfather, uncles, and cousins, begging for assistance. My uncle assumed the letters had not been delivered, and it was a travesty that relatives of the duke were living in such a manner. So he gathered us all up and took us home.”

      “I’m assuming that did not go over well with His Grace.” Nate only knew of the current Duke of Eldridge, and if he was anything like his father, the orphans would have been turned away without blinking an eye.

      “He arranged for my uncle to relocate to a new parish and insisted he keep the children since he was the one who plucked us out of Seven Dials without inquiring if anyone wanted the brats.”

      “Seven Dials? I thought you lived in St. Giles.”

      She shrugged. “We moved often, sometimes living on the street when rent could not be paid. Truthfully, I was so young, I have no idea where we lived at the time.” Isabella took a deep drink, as if to fortify her nerves. “Eldridge arranged for the boys to be educated so long as the connection to our families remained a secret. He’d learned that Martha and Peter Valentine had been killed in India and created the story that my aunt and uncle were to tell so that no uncomfortable questions were ever asked.” She looked up into his eyes. “And that is the secret I’ve been keeping. Had any of us ever said anything, all financial support my aunt and uncle received would have been terminated, and Eldridge would have denied all association with our family. Society would always believe a duke over penniless orphans.”

      

      Isabella set her glass on the table, stood, and walked to the door. “If there is nothing further, I’d like you to leave and once again beg you not to ever tell anyone what I told you.”

      She couldn’t look at him. She already knew that she’d find disgust and all manner of disrespect and loathing in his eyes. Not only for the lies she’d told him, but for the fact that she was a bastard while holding herself out to be a gently bred miss.

      “Roxburg and Felding know, don’t they?”

      “Yes, so you don’t need to worry about going to them with the awful truth about their wives.”

      “I would never do so, Isabella.” His voice was so soft and kind, and it nearly tore her heart in two. “And I’m not finished.”

      Isabella straightened her spine and lifted her chin. Nate knew the worst, so how much more difficult could this be? She’d simply need to answer his questions, and then she’d never see him again. She turned and looked him in the eye, refusing to be ashamed of who she was. “What is it that you wish to know?”

      “Was it the truth, the day after Waterloo, that you’d only kissed me so I might have a pleasant memory going into battle?”

      This could get worse, and she held out a hand. “Please, don’t.”

      “I need to know, Isabella. Did you ever love me, or did you only consider me a friend?”

      Tears spilled down her cheeks. “Don’t you understand?”

      “No, I don’t.” He took a step toward her. “Explain. I need to know if I only imagined the passion we shared. I need to know if my love was only one-sided.”

      He was a blur because of her tears, which was for the best. Being able to see his eyes would be her undoing.

      Blast, she was already undone.

      “No. I mean yes…I mean.”

      He grasped her hand, and her words failed.

      “I loved you from almost the moment we met when you were recovering from the bayonet wound. I loved you as I watched you with Mary, believing you loved her. I craved moments of you, and while we were in Brussels, I could pretend for a very short time that I was worthy. That I was someone else. That I truly was Isabella Valentine, daughter of a missionary, and that Captain Nate Storm might one day love me too.”

      He drew closer, but she couldn’t look up into his face. Hatred would be easier to see than sympathy, and she very much suspected that he was feeling sorry for her right now. “I had no idea you felt the same as me until the ball. I never dreamed it could actually be possible, but when you told me you loved me and asked me to wait, my world collapsed.”

      “So you lied to me again, when you sent me away?”

      “Yes!” She cried and pulled away from him, then swiped the tears from her cheeks. “We could never have a future.” She whipped around and looked him in the eye. “The son of an earl does not marry the bastard daughter of a whore. It was easier to reject you than to tell you the truth and have you reject me.”

      “Your mother wasn’t a whore but a mistress.”

      “I didn’t know that at the time,” Isabella cried. “And it still doesn’t change the fact that I was born on the wrong side of the blanket.”

      “You didn’t even give me a chance,” he said after a moment. His words were quiet, as if he was sincerely hurt. Perhaps he was. She’d handled this badly, but it was the only way she knew how.

      “You are a gentleman, privileged. You are meant to marry a lady.”

      He took a step in her direction, and Isabella held her place even though she wished to retreat from the intensity in his green eyes. She couldn’t read the emotion at the moment and feared it was anger.

      “Don’t you think that was up to me to decide?”

      “Perhaps it was,” she finally admitted. “But I’m not sure I could have trusted any declaration made before or after the heat of battle. We’ve both witnessed poor decisions from near death experiences.”

      Nate simply nodded. “I will give you that.” He took another step toward her. “Then answer me this. Did you truly love me?”

      Tears filled her eyes again. “Yes. With my whole heart.”

      “Did you ever stop?”

      Oh why did he have to ask her this, now? “No.”

      A gentle smile formed on his lips as he cradled her face and swiped away her tears with the pads of his thumbs. “And I never stopped loving you.”
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      He understood everything now. His only regret was that he demanded his answers in the way he had. Of course, Isabella was ashamed, though she had no control over her birth. And while he’d like to argue that she should have trusted him and known him well enough, Nate was all too aware of Society’s opinion on by-blows. It was not his opinion, however, and apparently not that of Roxburg or Felding. And Nate would much rather live out his days with the woman of his heart and the passion of his soul, than a suitable bride from the peerage for which he had only a mild attraction.

      The tears had stopped but her beautiful grey eyes were still damp. He’s the one who had made her cry, and never again would he be the cause of her tears. Nate would do everything in his power to see that she never had a need to cry because of him again, but only smile and even laugh. Oh, how he missed her laughter.

      “I do love you. I tried not to. I tried to forget, but it was impossible.”

      “I didn’t even try.” Isabella offered him a watery smile. “I just never expected to see you again.”

      Nate could stand here all day looking into her eyes, holding her, but what he wanted more than anything was to kiss her again. As if sensing his thoughts, Isabella’s tongue darted out, moistening her lips, and he plunged. This wasn’t a kiss in the heat of passion like before. But gentle. He wanted to convey love and tenderness. He treasured her and always would. She was his heart. She always had been.

      Isabella tilted her head as her hands grasped his shoulders. He drank her in, and she did the same. His body grew warm, and he pulled her tighter against him.

      The door crashed open, breaking the spell that was being woven about them, and they jerked apart. The first to stride in was Dr. Valentine, followed by Demetrius and Benedick Valentine, whom he’d met at Roxburg’s ball. Two others Nate had not met followed in their wake.

      “Please tell me one of them is not the pugilist.”

      Isabella giggled and stepped away from Nate and quickly made the introductions.

      Her five brothers stared him down, not an ounce of friendliness or humor in their eyes. Thinking back, the French Army didn’t seem so terrifying in comparison.

      “She told you?” Dr. Valentine demanded.

      “Yes,” Nate and Isabella answered at the same time.

      Demetrius stepped forward. “And what are your intentions?”

      He glanced down at Isabella and smiled. “I intend on making Isabella my wife, if she will have me.”

      Her eyes widened, and she looked up at him. Did she really think that after his professions of love, that kiss, that marriage wasn’t next?

      “Will you have me?”

      The happiness he longed to see in those grey eyes burst forth with her smile. “Yes!”

      If her five brothers weren’t standing before them, Nate would grab her up in his arms again. Years of longing and distrust, wiped away in a matter of moments.

      “And were you going to discuss this with me, with any of us?” Demetrius demanded.

      He was her oldest brother and even though Vicar Grant had raised her, he wasn’t really her uncle either. Nate cleared his throat. “I’d be honored to sit down and discuss whatever you wish.”

      “Leave us, Isabella,” Demetrius ordered.

      She gasped. “I will not.”

      “Your two sisters took matters into their own hands and were married by special license with little time for any of us to prepare.”

      That had been Nate’s intention too. He’d waited long enough and did not appreciate the idea of waiting even a moment longer to make Isabella his wife.

      “You will not do the same,” Benedick ordered.

      Again she gasped. “What if I don’t wish to wait?”

      One of the men stepped forward. “Think of Aunt Mary.”

      “Aunt Mary?”

      She never told your sisters, but she has me.” He glanced at his brothers and they nodded. “She and Uncle Osborn couldn’t have children of their own, as you know. After Bianca wed so quickly, she said she hoped at least you or Perdita would allow her the privilege of helping you plan your wedding.”

      With those words, Nate knew instantly that they’d wait a month, at the very least, to wed.

      Isabella looked up at him, her eyes laced with disappointment. “I hope you aren’t in a hurry. My aunt and uncle gave my brothers and sisters so much, I need to give her this if it’s her wish.”

      How could he argue with such a plea? “I’ll even pretend to like the idea,” Nate grumbled.

      “Now, run along, Isabella, so that we can discuss marriage settlements.”

      She snorted. “What marriage settlement.” Then the smile dropped from her face as she turned to Nate. “I don’t have a dowry.”

      He placed a finger against her lips. “I assumed as much, and it matters not.”

      Her shoulders dropped as if relieved. “Then there is no need for me to leave.”

      “Isabella,” Demetrius ground out.

      “Oh, very well.” With a huff she marched from the room, leaving Nate very much alone with her five older brothers. He just prayed their reason for having her leave had nothing to do with killing him for making her cry.

      

      Isabella hadn’t felt this light in years. At least not since before she followed Orlando into war. Her aunt and uncle arrived a week after Nate proposed, and ever since, her aunt had been busy planning her wedding. Isabella would have been happy with a small affair in a country church with only family, but as this might be her aunt’s only opportunity, it was turning into a rather grand affair. Almost as grand as Bianca’s who’d married a duke.

      However, with Bianca, Roxburg had planned everything with Aunt Mary simply observing. And with Rosalind, the marriage had been by special license, in their family church, with very little planning involved.

      Nate complained and grumbled, often. Especially when they stole moments alone. With each kiss, their caresses became bolder, more passionate, and he’d end up setting her aside before they got carried away and anticipated their vows. Isabella hadn’t cared if they did. She couldn’t wait to be with Nate and to experience what she had only stumbled across and glimpsed on the Continent. At least she had an idea of what would occur and hoped she was prepared.

      At the request of her brothers, Nate had not placed an announcement yet because her brothers wanted them to court for the time being. They would be more comfortable and would give their blessings more freely if Nate and Isabella took their time to get to know one another again, in London, in a world no longer in fear of war.

      That was all well and good, but it had also been over a sennight already, and Isabella did not want to wait any longer. It was not a secret that she was to marry Nate, but until it appeared in the papers, apparently, it wasn’t considered official.

      During her days, she was at Kirkland House, unless her aunt and sisters dragged her away for a fitting. That was the only thing she was required for in the preparation of her wedding. Her aunt took over everything else, with the assistance of Rosalind and Bianca, who had more time than she did. This suited Isabella perfectly. All she cared was that on May thirty-first, she and Nate would be married.
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      “It’s been a bloody week!” Samuel complained as he paced in the library while Benjamin watched on in humor. Nate did feel sorry for his brother in his pursuit of Lady Jillian, which was not progressing as quickly as he’d prefer.

      If Nate didn’t have the promise of marrying Isabella on the last day of May, he might feel the same. But at least there was an end to his torment in just over a month’s time.

      “I don’t know why you’re even bothering with Lady Jillian. There are better suited ladies,” Danby barked.

      Nate glanced toward the entry to find his great-uncle, the Duke of Danby.

      “Who I pursue is none of your concern,” Sam argued.

      “I forbid you to have anything further to do with Lady Jillian.”

      Nate straightened. Danby was usually handing out Special Licenses, not forbidding marriages. What did he have against Lady Jillian?

      Sam gaped at his great-uncle. “You have no control over who I pursue or even marry.”

      “I’m saving you time and heartache,” Danby announced. “Her father won’t accept you, and I will certainly not accept her into my family.”

      “I’m not one of your grandchildren to be ordered about,” Sam reminded him. “If you wish to play matchmaker, pick on another great-niece or nephew. Not me.”

      “Heed my words, young man, or you will be very sorry.” Then he turned on Nate, thrusting his cane in his direction. “You will cease visiting Kirkland House. You’ve served King and Country and no reason to continue lowering yourself by associating with anyone associated with the soldier’s home.” With that he turned on his heel and marched out of the room.

      “Bloody bastard,” Nate mumbled quietly.

      “I take it you’ve not told our great-uncle of your pending nuptials?” Ben asked.

      Nate had hoped not to tell him at all, but he supposed he must get it over with.

      “I shall return.” With a sigh he pulled himself from the chair and went after His Grace.

      The carriage was still before the townhouse, the door open.

      “Well, get in. I don’t have all day,” Danby barked.

      He already knew! Nate launched himself inside and took a seat.

      “Why did I have to hear from another that you are marrying that Valentine chit?” Danby banged on the roof of the carriage, and it started to move into traffic.

      “Because my marriage is none of your business. You will receive an invitation when they are sent.”

      Danby narrowed his eyes on Nate. “Do you know who she is?”

      Nate’s spine stiffened. “I know exactly who she is.”

      “To clarify, her parents didn’t die in India,” Danby informed him.

      Of course Danby would know this too. The bloody bastard knew everything. “I’m very much aware.”

      “Good for you!” A slow smile came to Danby’s face. “Now, tell me about Hannah and Stalter. Has he been brought up to scratch or must I intervene?”

      Nate just shook his head and chuckled.

      “Bloody hell!”

      “What?”

      “I loathe Eldridge, not only are his politics wrong, but he has no redeeming qualities.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Sam is courting his daughter, you are going to marry his niece, and Hannah has set her cap for his nephew.” He shook his head. “Do not expect me to invite that family to the castle for Christmas. I won’t have that jackass anywhere near my home.”

      As Nate had no intention of traveling to Yorkshire either, he found it a very easy promise to make.

      “And keep the rest of your siblings away from that blasted family.”

      “I will,” Nate assured him, though they both knew he had little power in seeing that happen as they’d all be at the wedding.

      “The only promise I see in these matches is that my family marrying into his will aggravate him to no end, which I find quite pleasing.

      

      Isabella stood at the end of the aisle. At the opposite end, awaited her dreams. Beside Nate was his twin, Samuel, then Benjamin, and finally Peter, the brother she’d met only three days ago. For her stood Rosalind, Bianca, and Perdita. All of her family was here, save one. Bertram always liked Nate, and she was just as certain he was now looking down on them smiling, happy with this match.

      Aunt Mary began crying this morning and waited near the front, a handkerchief clutched in her hand. As much as Isabella would have wished to marry Nate sooner, her aunt had enjoyed every minute of planning her wedding and the breakfast to follow, but it wasn’t nearly enough to repay her aunt and uncle for the kindness they showed in bringing her entire family into their home and claiming them as Valentines.

      She took a step toward her fate, wanting to run, but forced herself to walk toward her love with decorum.

      Oh, how she loved this man, and very shortly, he would be hers forever and ever.

      The soldiers who’d served with Nate smiled at her as she passed. She’d remain with Kirkland House until Lady Chester returned, and then Nate promised to take her on a wedding trip. Isabella tried to tell him that she only needed to be with him, yet Nate insisted.

      His green eyes held hers as she took her place beside him. Isabella recalled nothing of the ceremony, but must have answered as was required because before she knew it, Nate placed a sweet kiss upon her lips.

      They were married.

      As they turned to return down the aisle, she spotted His Grace, the Duke of Danby, who nodded with approval.

      Goodness, her uncle was a duke, not that he’d ever claim her, and her great-uncle-in-law was as well.

      How the fates had changed the moment Nate Storm walked into her life.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        

        
          Epilogue

        

      

    
    
      
        Barbados, February 1818

      

      “Are you ready?” Nate took Isabella’s hand and pulled her from the waves that were lapping around her feet. Her light muslin gown was pulled up, revealing Isabella’s shapely calves and ankles.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever be ready to leave.” She sighed and glanced back at the ocean. This was how Nate had pictured her the night before Waterloo. Her feet in the sand and sun shining on her face.

      They’d sailed to Barbados with Sam and his wife, the former Lady Jillian Simpson. Also on their ship was the Duke of Roxburg, and his bride, Bianca.  After enjoying the winter on this beautiful island, it was now time to return to England. Roxburg was just as reluctant to leave as Isabella. Only Sam and Jillian would remain behind. Neither of them had any need nor desire to return to Society.

      “If you stay here much longer, the freckles will take over,” he teased. Her face had practically exploded with them within a day of walking along the water without a hat. They were always there, but light and sparse. Such was not the case in Barbados.

      “You said you loved my freckles.”

      “I do.” He pulled Isabella close and kissed her deeply. “I find them delightful and wonderfully you.”

      Isabella pulled back and grinned up at him. “And I like how you haven’t cut your hair since we wed, and you have a tendency not to shave. You resemble more of a pirate than a gentleman.”

      “And you resemble more of a wench with your skirt hiked up.” Nate bent and swept her up in his arms. “I’ve a mind to take you someplace private and have my way with you for teasing me with glimpses of your legs.”

      Her grey eyes darkened even as Isabella laughed. Soon they’d be boarding a ship to return them to England with nothing to do but walk the deck or relax in their cabin. Even though they’d been married for eight months, Nate never got tired of being alone with Isabella, especially if there was a bed in the room.

      “Do you think we will come back?” she asked as he carried her back to Sam’s house.

      “I’ll make sure of it.” Nate stopped by the low wall and swiped up Isabella’s discarded shoes and stockings. “But, we have an adventure awaiting us back in England.”

      Her grin broadened. “I still can’t believe your great-uncle gifted you with a large piece of land and a manor house.”

      He hadn’t expected Danby to give him anything. All Nate had done was approach His Grace with his concerns that so many soldiers returned from Waterloo to no future in England. After a few glasses of whiskey, Nate told him of the men he’d served with and their dreams. Before he knew what was happening, Nate was gifted with a small estate that Danby had little use for and which also happened to possess a large manor house and fertile land. There was plenty of room for tenant farming, and cottages started being built at the same time the repairs to the neglected manor began. When he and Isabella returned home, it would be in time to plan for the spring planting. Soldiers would be given a chance to begin anew. If they weren’t farming, they could tend the sheep or horses, or become footmen or cooks. Yes, Nate and Isabella’s home and lands would be run by men who had once served in the military.

      Sam and Jillian stepped out on the veranda, his arm around her back, and when they stopped, Jillian laid her head against Sam’s shoulder while her hand rested on her belly. Their child would be born in two months, and Nate suffered some regret for not being here when his brother, his twin, became a father. Though, he wouldn’t be the only father in their family since Isabella would be delivering their first child in about six months.

      As they drew closer, Jillian pulled away and approached Isabella as Nate set her back down and drew Isabella into a hug. When she pulled back, there were tears in the eyes of Sam’s wife.

      “To think, I spent years denying the relationship, and now we are sisters.”

      “When Rosalind married, I never dreamed this was the future,” Isabella laughed.

      “I am going to miss you and Bianca so much.” A tear slipped down her cheek.

      “And I will miss you.” Isabella squeezed Jillian’s hand. “And, I can’t wait for word of the birth of your child.”

      “And, I will await word of yours.”

      “It’s time,” Bianca announced as she came through the door with a sigh.”

      “The carriage awaits, so I suppose we must be on our way,” Roxburg grumbled as he stopped beside his wife. “Let’s hope this Season is quick so we can come home.”

      “Have heart, Roxburg,” Sam laughed. “Last year at this time you were dreading this even more, and see how well it worked out.”

      Roxburg smiled down at Bianca. “Yes, it did at that.” Then he looked back at Sam. “Still, that doesn’t mean I enjoy my duty any more than I did then.”

      “Be sure to write often,” Jillian said as she hugged Bianca. “I look forward to hearing all the news from London, just not enough to go there myself.”

      They’d all stay if they could. But, Nate and Isabella had a home and soldiers waiting for them. Roxburg had his duties. Further, Nate’s sisters would once again go to London, and he’d need to do what he could to help them marry who they wished, and not based on a location their mother preferred. He glanced down at his wife. This year he’d be of assistance to Ben in thwarting their mother and seeing that their sisters settled happy, well and loved. He’d found the match to his heart and was the luckiest man on this earth. His sisters would settle for no less.
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