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Chapter 1
Mayfair
1814
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Until this evening Lieutenant Colonel Lord Heath Boscastle had been living under the pleasant illusion that he was the master of his own fate. It wasn’t that he had escaped bad fortune. On the contrary. He had met and overcome more than his fair share of adversity. It seemed that he deserved peace. After all, he’d survived war, torture, espionage, two volatile mistresses, and a family that challenged the rules of Society on a regular basis.
It was, perhaps, a credit to his cumulative experiences that he managed to hide his astonishment at what his friend, Colonel Sir Russell Althorne, had just asked of him.
A man less adept than Heath at concealing his emotions might have given himself away. He displayed no reaction whatsoever. Most likely he was in a mild state of shock. He’d half expected Althorne to call him back into military service. As a soldier, that is, not a lady’s companion. He had not anticipated a reminder of a past sexual escapade . . . as unforgettable as that escapade had been.
“Well,” Russell asked him for the second time, “will you do it or not? I would prefer to leave London with an easy mind. Will you take care of Julia for me while I’m gone?”
“You might have given me a little more notice.”
“You’ve been in Hampshire.”
“You could have written.”
“What? So that you had time to refuse?”
Heath shook his head. “You’re all damned heart, aren’t you?”
The two men stood at the top of the Mayfair mansion’s magnificent stone staircase. To anyone observing them from the candlelit ballroom below, they appeared to be a pair of bored male guests who had retreated from the noisy crowd to puff their cigars in peace.
They had strengthened their friendship as raw light cavalry officers in Sahagun when ambushes and battles, intelligence gathering and patrols in the icy dark had beckoned to their thirst for adventure. Unfortunately Heath had gotten caught on one of those adventures, and it had been Colonel Sir Russell Althorne, his superior officer, who had rescued him, losing his left eye in the process, and earning a hero’s acclaim.
“I can’t do it.” Heath gazed through a cloud of smoke at the figures that wove through the porphyry marble columns below. He wondered distractedly if the woman he and Russell had been discussing was down there in the crush. Would they recognize each other? What would they say? It would be damned uncomfortable, considering their short but memorable history. “I haven’t seen Julia in years. I had no idea her husband was dead, or that she’d returned to England.”
Or that Russell, predator and hero of the hour that he was, had already gotten himself engaged to her. Althorne had always been an ambitious, competitive sort, even as far back as their college days. He seemed determined to leave his mark on the world. “I had to talk her into accepting my proposal,” Russell said, his voice more than a little baffled. He stood several inches shorter than Heath, with a heavier frame, rust-brown hair, hazel eyes, and rugged features. His was a rough appeal; what he lacked in refinement he made up for in resolve. “Can you believe it? Julia refusing me.”
“What could she have been thinking?” Heath murmured.
“Obviously she wasn’t.” Russell smiled down at a young debutante who had caught his eye. Flustered, she bumped ungracefully into her dance partner.
Russell laughed.
Heath sighed. “Is she in danger?”
“I don’t know,” Russell replied. “Julia’s aunt is convinced that their town house is being watched. I doubt it. Lady Dalrymple is a notorious corkbrain. Still, I do not think it is wise to underestimate Auclair. The man fights deadly duels for amusement. His quest for revenge seems personal.”
“How do you know this?”
Russell’s jaw tightened. “He’s made it known in underworld circles that he wants to destroy me.”
“The war is over.”
“Apparently Auclair’s taste for violence has not been sated. He was last seen haunting Tortoni’s and other cafés in search of a good fight. His behavior is nothing a rational mind can understand.”
Heath lapsed into silence. It was no secret to either man that Armand Auclair was their mutual nemesis, a former French spy who had tortured not only Heath but countless other English soldiers and had eluded capture in Portugal. Neither Heath nor Russell had ever seen Auclair’s face. He had conducted his interrogations wearing an executioner’s mask. Russell was well aware of the horror that Auclair had inflicted on the men he had taken prisoner. Most had died.
But did Russell have any idea what the woman he planned to marry had meant to Heath? What had happened that August long ago?
Of course not. Presumably Julia had not told him. This conversation would not be taking place if she had.

 
Heath’s encounter with Julia Hepworth had been a passionate if too-brief private affair. There was not a soul in the world who knew that he had desired her ever since the day she had shot him in the shoulder several years ago. That she was the only woman he wished he had not lost. He’d hesitated to acknowledge it even to himself. It was only as he grew older that he realized he had never replaced her.
She hadn’t permanently hurt him, but he’d never been quite the same. Damaged where it didn’t show.
He’d been sneaking up on Russell from behind a carn to play a prank, and Julia had taken a shot at him from her horse.
The shot had grazed his shoulder.
The first look at her had pierced his heart. It still bled from time to time, although he’d learned to live with the pain. He smiled a little as he recalled their initial encounter.
“Are you all right?” she asked, throwing herself down on the ground to examine him. “Please tell me I haven’t killed you.”
He didn’t move, awash in a sea of conflicting sensations. The searing pain in his upper body, the indignity of being shot by a female. The intrusive heat of her hands as she matter-of-factly tore open his riding jacket to examine his torso. Her dark red hair brushing against his belly, inflaming his senses. How he could desire a woman who’d almost killed him defied reason. But damnation, she had stirred him. He narrowed his eyes and considered the situation.
“Well, say something,” she said in panic.
She was tall and lushly built, deep-bosomed and supple. She was imperious. She was the most compelling woman he had ever met, and he’d wanted to bed her on the spot. Right there between the rocks like a barbarian.
“All right,” he said between his teeth, suppressing all his barbaric instincts. “You’ve killed me. I am dead. Does that make you happy?”
“There’s no need to be rude.”
“Isn’t there? Forgive me if I find it difficult, lying flat on my back with a pistol wound, to dredge up my party manners.”
“I don’t know why you’re being so horrible. It was an accident. I was frightened. I really thought I might have killed you.”
He grunted. “Came close enough. You shot me. What in heaven’s name possessed you? You shot me.”
“Well, no wonder,” she said, sounding a little indignant herself now. “What were you doing jumping out at me from behind that cairn?”
“I thought you were someone I knew.”
“Well, I thought you were the rabid fox that had attacked the livestock last night.”
“Do I look like a rabid fox?” he demanded crossly.
He was disconcerted by the wicked gleam in her gray eyes, and drawn to it, too. He didn’t know which was worse, that she’d injured him or that he desired her in spite of it. Certainly it was not a normal response to being shot. He sat up abruptly as she pulled his cambric shirt off his shoulders to study the injury she had inflicted. “It doesn’t look as bad as I feared.”
“That’s easy for you to say.”
“I am sorry.”
He turned his head, her strong chin grazing his cheek. “It’s a nice shoulder,” she said very quietly, “as far as shoulders go.”
“Is it?” he asked, grinning reluctantly.
“Of course, I’m not an expert.”
He stared at her mouth—red, moist, inviting. He’d heard one of the young men at the party comment that Julia Hepworth was something of a hellion. But it had been voiced more as a compliment than a criticism. He’d wager that the man who said it had never been shot by her and then suffered the delicious agony of her practically crawling on top of him to tear off his shirt. Or perhaps he had. For all he knew she’d left a slew of victims in her wake.
“Do we have to tell anyone?” she asked, her eyes meeting his appealingly.
“That depends.” He decided he was going to kiss her. Any young woman who could shoot and half undress him the way she had deserved to be kissed. If not more. God, she was fetching, he thought, enjoying the warm weight of her belly against his side.
She let her hand slide down the front of his shirt, her gloved fingertips skimming his chest. Heat flooded his groin. “Depends on what?” she whispered, drawing her head back to give him a suspicious look that told him he wasn’t the first man to find her attractive. He assumed he was the first man she’d shot though.
“On how sorry you are.”
Her full lips lifted in a smile. “Everyone has warned me what a rogue you are, Heath Boscastle.”
“Pity they didn’t warn me about you,” he murmured.
“That I’m reckless and impulsive?”
“No. That you’re tempting and—”
A shadow dropped over this heated exchange like a shroud, dampening the air, dousing the invisible flames that leaped between them. The chance to kiss her red mouth was lost. All of a sudden Heath’s shoulder hurt like hell. He made a face. Julia jumped up, stepping on his hand. He might have sworn. Bloody careless female.
“I think you’re going to live,” she announced in an impersonal voice as he pulled his shirt back over his bare shoulders.
“What in God’s name happened?” demanded the shadow.
“I shot him,” she said, not looking half as sorry as she should, in Heath’s opinion.
“What?” The shadow sounded shocked. Heath realized that it was Russell, the last person on earth he wished to witness his humiliation. “You shot my best friend? Answer me right now, Boscastle, what did you do that Miss Hepworth had a reason to shoot you?”
Heath had ridden back to their host’s home alone, not in the mood for Russell’s snide remarks. He decided that he would find Julia during the party when she was by herself. He didn’t have to.

*  *  *
She found him alone in the library several hours later. The rest of the party guests had gone off on a scavenger hunt and would not return until early evening. Only the infirm and the children had been left behind.
He put down his book when he saw who had interrupted him. His anger had died down. His attraction to her hadn’t. “You haven’t come to shoot me again, have you?” he demanded, sounding sterner than he felt. His shoulder was actually fine, and he knew it had been an accident.
She pivoted in surprise, her eyes widening with recognition. Her cheeks were flushed a deep rose against her pale skin. Her hair cascaded rather untidily down her shoulders, and her riding habit was a little rumpled. She looked as if she were trying to hide from someone. “I don’t have a weapon.” She held her hands up in surrender. “Search me if you like.”
He grinned at her. He couldn’t even pretend to be angry, not when she disconcerted him like that. “I think I will search you.”
“Please yourself. Just don’t—”
There were footsteps outside the door, young voices whispering, “Did she go in the library?”
“No. She ran upstairs. I heard her.”
“She’s hiding in the dressing closet. Come on, troops. After her!”
Julia spun around and locked the door. By the time she turned back, Heath’s hands had encircled her waist, drawing her slowly toward him. This was an opportunity he wasn’t about to pass up. She owed him. He lowered his head, skimmed his mouth over the curve of her cheek. Her skin was as soft as cream. He wanted a taste of her.
Her lips opened, inviting, soft, and lush. “Don’t give me away,” she whispered, her soft breasts brushing his arm, “or I’ll have to spend the afternoon reading to the cousins.”
“Boscastle cousins?”
She was studying his face, resisting only slightly as he tugged her with him to the sofa. “Yes.”
“My sympathies then,” he murmured, drawing her down beside him. “You could read to me if you like.”
“We shouldn’t,” she whispered, hiding her face in his neck. “I really shouldn’t be alone with you like this.”
“I know.” The soft weight of her body, the scent of her hair, was driving him mad. “Let’s elope.”
“You scoundrel,” she said, biting her lip, her gray eyes a little dreamy and wistful. “As if you would.”
His heavy-lidded blue eyes drifted over her. “I’m wild for you.”
“You’re going away to war!” she said with a scandalized laugh.
“What if I die and never come back?” he asked, pulling her back toward him.
Her gray eyes danced with mischief, and a healthy dose of doubt. Even then she had her feet firmly planted on the ground. Sensible and sexual. He had never encountered such a combination. “What if?” she teased.
He slid his hand under her riding jacket, flirting with the underside of one firm breast. There was something about her he couldn’t resist. Something that balanced his serious nature. He wasn’t sure if he was seducing her or was being seduced. He couldn’t remember ever falling into intimacy so easily with a woman. He’d known from the moment he’d seen her that she was different. “Your skin feels so warm and soft.”
She caught her breath. “No one has ever touched me there.”
He nuzzled the side of her neck. She’d never believe him that this was not his usual behavior, or that of all his brothers, he was the most restrained. “No one has ever tempted me like this.”
“So you say.”
“Do you think I would lie?”
“I think you’re a dangerous rogue and—”
He kissed her ripe tempting mouth, pressing her back into the sofa. He would have killed anyone who’d interrupted them. He wanted her all to himself.
One thing had led to another. They had both been young, impulsive, and passionate. Even then he’d known how to arouse a woman, but there was nothing rote or planned about this encounter. He spent almost an hour kissing her, ravaging her mouth, learning little things that pleased her. They had talked between caresses. He had slowly led her, coaxed her, introduced her to the secrets of sensuality. He’d lowered her inhibitions without her even realizing it, and although she was sexually innocent, she was so sharp-witted that he couldn’t predict how she would react to him. He couldn’t predict his own responses. All he knew was that he’d never felt like this before.
He lost track of time. The rest of the world faded from his awareness, centered on this one woman. He remembered that they had rolled onto the floor, her riding jacket thrown over a card table, her breasts exposed above her unhooked bodice.
His own shirt hung open to the waist. He was practically panting with lust, already thinking of how to keep her away from his friends for the rest of the party. She had pressed her palms against him as he leaned into her, holding her captive between his thighs. He was aching for sex, hard and desperate for relief. He heard her moan softly as he rubbed his erection against her. He felt the heat of her body, her shiver of helpless excitement, the soft enticement of her skin. He shoved up her skirt, frantic for more of her. The future didn’t exist. He had to have her even though he knew that it was too soon.
His fingers gently parted the damp curls of her sex. She went still at the invasion, at the penetration of his finger. “What are you doing to me?” she whispered, her voice breathless, unsure.
“Does it hurt?”
She shook her head, her inner muscles tightening, her breath coming in broken gasps of pleasure. He delighted in touching her, kissing her mouth, her breasts, as he played with her. His fingers were soaked with her essence. Never before or since that day had he known such desperate excitement. She responded to everything he did, her body ripe for his touch.
“What if someone notices we’re missing?” she asked, her gaze on his face.
“You were doing a good deed,” he said, his fingers sinking deeper, his mouth sliding down her throat. He feasted on her creamy skin, filled his senses.
She laughed. “A good deed?”
“Yes.” He grinned at her. “You were reading to the man you wounded.”
She lowered her gaze to study his shoulders, his bare chest and belly. “There isn’t a thing wrong with you.”
“Except the hole in my shoulder.”
He hadn’t given much thought on that sultry afternoon to the rest of his life. He was going to war and knew he might not return. It was a miracle, considering how rashly they’d behaved, that he hadn’t ruined her completely. If he’d acted on his animal instincts, he would have coaxed her to sleep with him. But sanity returned to them both in time. He didn’t want to hurt her.
He’d helped her dress, conscious of how long they had been missing. “I’ll look for you tonight at supper.”
She let him kiss her one last time at the door. They lingered, bodies flushed, aroused to the point of aching awareness. “Don’t.”
“Why not?”
“Please, don’t tell anyone.”
He sighed into her neck, breathing deeply of her scent. He wanted her to stay with him, didn’t want to unlock the door. “Never.”
“Promise?”
He caught her strong chin in his hand. “I promise, but I want to see you again. I have to.”
But he hadn’t. She had not shown up at dinner that evening, claiming she caught a cold. He considered going to her father, making a confession, demanding her hand in marriage.
But she’d made him promise he wouldn’t tell.
And he hadn’t.
But sometimes he wondered what would have happened if he had.

 
Until this evening he’d assumed he would never see her again. Years had gone by since they had sworn to avoid each other. She had married another man and left Heath to nurse a wounded shoulder as well as bruised feelings. More than likely she had done her best to forget what had happened.
“The problem,” Russell said in irritation, breaking the silence between them, “is that Julia believes she can take care of herself. She always has.”
“Perhaps she can.”
“Not against a cold-blooded assassin.” Russell straightened the edge of his black silk eye patch. Heath was not sure whether this was a nervous gesture or a not-so-subtle reminder of what Russell had sacrificed to save a friend.
“She shot a man in India; did you know that?” Russell asked.
Heath hadn’t known. He’d thought her lost to him forever. He had not wanted to hear the details of her married life in a foreign land. He was not a good loser at love. He had convinced himself he did not care.
“A sepoy?” he asked.
“No. A drunk English soldier who was assaulting one of her maids. She shot him right in the arse.”
Heath laughed. “I hadn’t heard.” He wasn’t surprised though.
“Thank God it isn’t common knowledge,” Russell said with feeling. “It’s not the type of thing a decent young woman would brag about.”
“You hold it against her?”
“Or course I don’t,” Russell retorted with a boyish smirk. “But there’s no need for the civilized world to know I’m besotted with a damn Amazon, is there? Let that be our little secret.”
Heath raised a brow. Besotted. She did that to a man. “I shan’t tell a soul.”
“I know that, too.” Russell broke into an insulting grin. “She shot you in the shoulder once, too, didn’t she?” He started to laugh. “God, I’d almost forgotten. That was a time. You wallowing in the muck, white as a ghost, and Julia certain she had killed you. I thought at first there was something else going on between you. I was livid with jealousy. It looked as if she were lying on top of you.”
Heath paused. The image remained vivid in his mind. Mud, pain, blood, Julia leaning over him with those clear gray eyes and her luscious, tempting body. “I remember you laughing your head off when you realized what had happened.”
“I think that was the day I decided that I would marry her if I married anyone at all.”
Heath glanced down at the ballroom, his expression unchanged. There was a woman attempting to hide behind one of the columns below the balcony. He couldn’t see her face, but there was something about her that caught his interest. What the devil was she doing? Playing hide-and-seek? “You and half the men at the party.”
“Except you.” Russell leaned his elbow against the balustrade. Light from the multitiered crystal chandelier illuminated half his face; shadow blurred the rugged contours of the rest. Part hero, part cad. He was a human being with flaws, and Heath knew this, knew he was probably no better at heart. Russell had not had the easy Boscastle upbringing. He had practically pulled himself out of the gutter to achieve his success, and he was a damned fine soldier. “You and Julia took an active dislike to each other, didn’t you? I suppose it’s natural. The pair of you are complete opposites.”
“I did not—do not—dislike Julia.”
“You most certainly did. I have never seen a man and woman go to such amusing lengths to avoid each other. Julia made me switch places with her at the dinner table that night so she wouldn’t have to talk to you. And then she never showed up. She left the next day, and I lost her. At least until her husband had the consideration to get himself killed in an uprising.”
Heath shook his head. Time had been good to Russell, carving masculine angles in his face to replace the pleasant boyish appeal of his youth. Of course the eye patch, added to his reputation for death-defying heroics, had enchanted England’s female population. At heart though, Russell remained the same rough-around-the-edges, likable bastard he had always been.
But he had saved Heath’s life once. And he would probably do it again without a second thought. He was a brave man for all his shortcomings.
Heath nodded distractedly at a friend who had just walked beneath the balcony. He should have known the day would come when Russell would take advantage of his rank, their friendship. But in his wildest dreams he hadn’t expected it would involve Julia Hepworth.
He was astonished to discover that his feelings for her had remained this raw, this bittersweet . . . this ambivalent. He’d believed her memory to be buried beneath the many other issues of his past that were best left undisturbed. He didn’t particularly care to be reminded of what he’d lost.
“If she and I are so ill suited, well, that’s all the more reason why we should not spend time in each other’s company.”
Heath waited for a response, watching the graceful movements of the waltz below them. He could feel Russell appraising him, thinking, reshaping his strategy. Apparently he no longer harbored suspicions about what had happened between Heath and Julia years ago. Perhaps his sense of self would not allow him to imagine that the woman he planned to marry might have been involved with one of his friends.
“You owe me, Boscastle,” he said in a quiet, deliberate voice. “I’m calling in the favor. I only want you to do this for a month.”
Heath’s blue eyes darkened. A month with Julia? He hadn’t been able to trust himself with her for a few hours. “I had plans to go to Paris.”
“Did Wellington’s staff invite you to help play ambassador?”
Heath almost laughed. Russell was so predictably ambitious. “Worried you’ll miss an opportunity?”
“This is an opportunity. Help me to catch Auclair and I guarantee you shall be rewarded.”
“For playing nursemaid to your fiancée? Do they give medals for that? What am I to do, stop Julia from shooting someone? Are you serious?”
Russell smiled without warmth. “Are you a man of your word?”
A man of his word. He was, and always had been. It was his one infallible code in a world of war and chaos, the lodestar to follow when he began to lose his way. And the irony of it was that this one virtue, or flaw, prevented him from confessing why he had to refuse.
To explain the truth meant breaking his word to Julia. It would damage Russell’s opinion of her. It would conceivably bring a dramatic end to their engagement. Heath would appear to be a cad, a scoundrel, a seductor of young ladies who kissed and told. He’d rather cut off his left foot. It would probably be less painful.
He shook his head in resignation. Hoisted with his own honor. That should humble him for thinking himself so bloody self-righteous.
Russell started to laugh. “For a moment I thought you would refuse. Why don’t you go downstairs and talk to her? Make friends.”
“You’ve told her?” he asked, amazed at Russell’s arrogance.
“Yes. You try keeping a secret from Julia.”
“How did she react?”
“I don’t think she quite believed I—”
Aware of furtive movement on the stairs, both men turned at the same instant. A young footman in dark livery glanced up with an air of self-importance as he approached.
“This came for you, Sir Russell. The earl directed me to find you.”
Russell unfolded the sealed letter and read it. “Auclair has just left for the country,” he said with a soft curse. “I don’t have time to convince you, Boscastle. You have to do this. It seems I’ll be in Paris before you.”
“Playing up to Wellington?”
Russell shot him a frown. “You do remember what she looks like, don’t you?”
“I remember,” he said in a clipped voice.
Not only did Heath remember what Julia looked like, he also remembered the spellbinding pitch of her voice, her easy laugh, the texture of her skin. He remembered the glint of gold in her red hair. And how her hair had fallen across his bare chest like a mermaid’s net, alluring and sensual.
It seemed as if he had been attracted to her since, well, since forever. Since before his sexual tastes had grown jaded, leaving him empty, unfulfilled. She had not been the first or the last woman he’d seduced. But she was the one who had left the deepest mark on his memory. The one who had left him hungry, aching for more of her, curious to know what could have been.
No one else in the world knew that, of course, including Julia. He had not even told his brothers of his feelings. Heath kept his personal affairs and desires to himself. He’d take his secrets to the grave before getting potted at the club or bawling his eyes out on some whore’s perfumed shoulder.
His thick black eyebrows met in a scowl. “When are you leaving?”
“In a few hours. He isn’t going to get away.”

Chapter 2
[image: image]
Julia stood concealed behind one of the columns in the ballroom, watching the two men on the balcony above her. It was impossible to decipher their conversation. She could hardly see their faces from this distance, but she would have recognized Heath Boscastle anywhere. The handsome devil still drew attention. Several debutantes, in fact, had made a show of walking back and forth directly beneath him.
Her fiancé was drawing attention, too. Julia frowned as two giggling young women stopped directly in front of her.
“Do you think they noticed us?” one of them whispered.
Her friend glanced up at the balcony. “Boscastle is looking right at me.”
“What about Sir Russell?”
“I heard he’d gotten engaged, but he’s looking, too.”
“Let’s look back. They’re like gods.”
Julia cleared her throat. The two younger women appeared startled, taking a step into each other. “Ladies,” she said rather coolly, “haven’t you been told that it is not only impolite but unforgivably forward to stare—even at the gods.”
As they scurried away, duly shamed, Julia, hypocrite that she was, resumed staring at the two compelling figures on the balcony. They couldn’t be discussing her all this time. They seemed perfectly calm, which meant that Heath could not have told Russell their secret.
Heath looked down to the exact spot where she stood. She slipped back behind the column. If Russell found out what had happened between her and Heath years ago, he would be understandably appalled. The mere fact that Julia had kept it a secret would seem to compound her guilt.
She had good cause to feel guilty. For heaven’s sake, she had shot a man and practically invited him to ruin her all in one unforgettable day.
Her blood still went cold when she remembered Heath lying between the rocks, silent and unmoving. How relieved she’d felt when she had flung herself down on the ground and discovered him still alive. Very much alive, in fact. His blue eyes had seared her like a naked flame, disbelieving, furious . . . and disconcertingly male.
She’d had the distinct feeling he was undressing her with those eyes despite the fact that she could have blown him to kingdom come.
“You shot me.”
“Well, no wonder.” She was terrified. He had a magnificent body, and she’d probably scarred one of those muscular shoulders. Her father would hide her gun again. “What were you doing jumping out at me from behind that cairn?”
“I thought you were someone I knew.”
“Well, I thought you were the rabid fox that had attacked the livestock last night.”
“Do I look like a rabid fox?” he demanded.
No, she thought, biting the tip of her tongue. He looked like a lean, angry wolf who would leap up at any moment and eat her. Even wounded he gave the impression of dangerous strength. And sensual appeal. She had been warned about him, of course. Every debutante wished to snare a Boscastle. Well, she had just shot one. Did that count?
Then, to make matters worse, she had proceeded to pull off his shirt. Her relief that the wound was only superficial gave way to a sting of pleased shock to discover that he was every bit as gorgeous as she’d suspected.
“It doesn’t look as bad as I feared.”
“That’s easy for you to say.”
She was beginning to feel better. She hadn’t really hurt him. “I am sorry.”
And that had been the start of it. A humiliating incident that had led to the most magical interlude she had ever experienced.
The eroticism of his kisses, the sinful thrill of being captured against that hard male body, still haunted her like a sensual dream. She’d never imagined, before or since, that she could respond to a man that way.
She certainly couldn’t imagine what she would say when she came face-to-face with him tonight.
But she was about to find out.
Sometimes, examining how her life had turned out, she wished he had told. She might never have gone to India. Her father would probably have forced her to marry Heath and advised them to make the best of it. She would never have shot that soldier in the buttocks. Of all her sins, that was the one that had shocked Society the most.
 
She realized in alarm that he and Russell had left the balcony. That Heath was suddenly standing at the opposite end of the hall. Just that one glance at his profile, the hawklike nose and strong, clefted chin, made her heart beat a little faster. She leaned against the wall, watching him in resentful fascination. Why couldn’t he have grown fat, or lost his teeth? Perhaps he had. She could not properly see his mouth from where she stood. She remembered it, though. His firm, sensual lips with the small white scar, his beguiling smirk, the dizzying kisses they had shared.
She had never met a man who possessed the lethal elegance of Heath Boscastle, or who even came close. A man who had once seduced her down to her stockings at a hunting party when they both had been too young to know better. Or had it been the other way around? Had she clumsily attempted to seduce him? Wild Miss Hepworth her friends had called her in those days. They probably called her far worse now. The Wicked Lady Whitby.
She’d had plenty of time to reflect on what had happened between her and Heath. Years, in fact, for reflection and regrets. Naughty woman that she was, there were moments when her truest regret was that the two of them had not followed their heated encounter to the end. She hadn’t always felt like that. It had taken a lonely marriage to make her face what she had wanted, what she could have had. That there wasn’t only one path to contentment.
But on the day that she and Heath had parted, she had felt only an overriding panic and a guilty relief that they had stopped themselves before anyone discovered them.
And that he had kept his promise he’d never tell.
 
Heath was coming closer.
He walked toward the column with the same languid grace that had once set her nerves on fire, that took her breath away even now. He was tall, broader in the shoulder, than she recalled, a little leaner perhaps, but still dangerously attractive in a long-tailed black evening coat and pantaloons. Older, more experienced, more on edge, as elusive to the female heart as ever. Her throat closed as she stared at him. She’d believed she would never see him again. The ache of unresolved feelings inside her made her wish that she had not. It hurt to realize what might have been. And yet she could not deny the anticipation that rose inside her. Clever, handsome, an irresistible rogue. How silly to assume he would remain preserved as he was in her memory.
Six years, she thought, astonished that so much time had passed. She had been married and widowed in India. She had seen a side of life that the haut ton could only read about in the newspaper and gasp at in horror.
What had Heath heard about her?
She knew he could see her, that he was perfectly aware of who she was. His stride was unhurried, yet powerful.
Did he remember what they had done together that day in the library?
She steeled herself to look up into his heartbreakingly beautiful face, the chiseled features, the hard, sculpted chin. His dark blue eyes danced with restrained amusement, answering both her unspoken questions. He stopped as she stepped into his path.
He knew everything about her.
And he remembered perfectly well what they had done.
Furthermore, he hadn’t lost even a single white tooth.
Even worse, she couldn’t stop staring up at him, drinking in all the details of his appearance. One would think she had never seen a handsome man in her entire life. Of course there was a little more to it than that. They shared a secret.
“Julia,” he said in the deep, cultured voice that brought another rush of forgotten memories to the surface, teased her starved senses. “Still hiding, are you? I trust you aren’t armed tonight. Should I search you?”
She studied him in feigned puzzlement. “I’m sorry—do I know you? Have we been formally introduced?”
He took her by the hand, drawing her forward without a qualm. “Very funny, considering the fact that you almost shot me dead the first time I saw you.”
“You shouldn’t have been hiding behind that rock. I thought you were a fox.” Now that she found her voice, she seemed to have turned into a chatterbox. The warmth in his eyes made it too easy to talk to him. “Oh, Heath, have you forgiven me? Did I leave you with a scar?”
“Yes. And yes. Actually I have gotten several scars since we met, but yours is the only one associated with a pleasant memory.”
There was a pause. She was aware of how hard her heart was beating, of other guests glancing at them, that time had only intensified his personal magnetism. She’d been surprised when Russell told her that Heath had never married, but then he was young enough and could afford to wait, could take his pick from the entire female population of England. A man who looked like Heath Boscastle would hardly have to search for a companion.
She was staring at him again. And he was smiling, although not out of any sense of superiority or conceit that she could tell. A perfect gentleman, he didn’t launch into gloating reminiscences of their sinful interlude.
It was more emotionally charged than she’d imagined it would be, meeting him like this, and she had imagined it countless times. He was the same charming rogue she remembered. The war had changed so many of her male acquaintances, and Heath had been captured, had survived a great deal.
He cleared his throat.
She gave herself a stern mental shake and glanced away.
“Would you care for something to drink?” he asked, drawing her to the end of the corridor.
“A drink?” She wished she would not keep remembering how he’d looked half naked, how the hand that was guiding her in such a gentlemanly way had plundered the private recesses of her body. He was so poised. It must amuse him to remember what they had done.
“Yes,” he said in a light voice. “A beverage. You know, that liquid stuff one swallows from time to time.”
“A drink,” she repeated.
“Do you need me to draw you a picture, Julia?” He waved his free hand in front of her face. “Julia?”
His voice was warm, teasing, as seductive as she remembered, had tried to forget. He’d always had a wicked, wry sense of humor, and it took all of her wits to pretend she was not affected, that every word he said, every gesture, did not take her back to the past. The lure proved too strong. She adverted her gaze, afraid she would give herself away, afraid that he was too intelligent to deceive. How humiliating that she could still recall every word.
I had one glass of claret, Heath.
Yes, well, it’s all gone to your head.
No, it hasn’t.
It most certainly has, or you wouldn’t be kissing me like this.
Do you mind?
Of course I don’t mind, but I daresay you will tomorrow.
I won’t. I never do anything I regret. Well, until now . . .
He’d threaded his long fingers through her hair and pulled her back into the sofa, his sensuality overpowering, the heat of his chiseled lips on her throat drugging her senses. The other house guests had gone off on a hunt, and she and Heath had been locked together in the library for three hours, unable to open the door, or at least pretending that the lock was jammed. Three fateful hours. Her life had never been the same, the stolen pleasure of their interlude overshadowing her to this moment. The ache inside her became more persistent, bittersweet and unfulfilled. There was something about him that inspired confidence and penetrated her defenses. Yet he had kept his promise to her.
She forced her mind back to the present. He was no longer holding her hand, but she had felt the warmth of his strong fingers all the way down to her knees. A blush of pleasant awareness washed over her.
She met his curious, perceptive gaze and sighed inwardly. It was far too easy to lose herself in those eyes as she had once learned. Guests were milling around them, staring at them in recognition now. Clearly those in the know had heard that Julia was engaged to Sir Russell, and Heath was a Boscastle male—eligible if elusive, a conquest to be pursued by the marriage-minded at any price.
She started to laugh. “Yes. I’d like a drink—anything as long as it’s not claret.”
A flame kindled in the depths of his dark blue eyes. His mocking smile was irresistible. “Ah, yes. I’ve heard it goes to one’s head.”
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The Seduction of an English Scoundrel

When the respectable Lady Jane is lefe at the altar,
the groom’s sexy cousin, Grayson Boscastle, the
Marquess of Sedgecroft, comes to her rescue,
posing as her latest suitor in a courtship that
quickly becomes all oo real.

The Love Affair of an English Lord

Chloe Boscastle is banished to a summer estate
0 repair a tarnished reputation, but when she finds
a viscount asleep in her lingeric closet, she learns
that even in the country it’s impossible to
clude seduction.

The Wedding Night of an English Rogue
Julia Hepworth and Heath Boscastle shared an
intimate moment in the past that haunts cach of

them with an unfulfilled passion. later, they
are reunited—and tempred again—when Heath
swears to protect his commanding officer’s
bride-to-be: Julia.
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