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Praise for  THE CAPTAIN OF ALL PLEASURES

 “Kresley Cole captures the danger and passion of the high seas in this electrifying debut.”

 —New York Times bestselling author Joan Johnston

 “In her truly winning debut novel, the very talented Kresley Cole takes readers on the adventure of a lifetime. . . .”

 —New York Times bestselling author Susan Wiggs

 “The Captain of All Pleasures is an exciting, sensuous story that will thrill you at every turn of the page.”

 —readertoreader.com

 “Fast-paced action, heady sexual tension, steamy passion. . . . Exhilarating energy emanates from the pages of this very smart and sassy debut.”

 —Romantic Times Magazine (Reviewers’ Choice Award Winner)

 “In The Captain of All Pleasures, author Kresley Cole has created a spitfire for a heroine and a hero who is a temperamental, passionate hunk. . . . There are many steamy scenes for those who enjoy passion in their read, and those who hunt for a book that mixes action and sensuality will not go away unhappy.”

 —America Online

 Acclaim for  THE PRICE OF PLEASURE

 “A splendid read! The sexual tension grips you from beginning to end.”

 —New York Times bestselling author Virginia Henley

 “Sexy and original! Sensual island heat that is not to be missed.”

 —New York Times bestselling author Heather Graham

 “Savor this marvelous, unforgettable, highly romantic novel by a fresh voice in the genre.”

 —Romantic Times Magazine (Top Pick)

 “It is hard to believe that The Price of Pleasure is only Ms. Cole’s second romance. I think it safe to assume she has a long, successful future ahead of her. I strongly urge readers to become familiar with this talented new author; read The Price of Pleasure today.”

 —Romance Reviews Today



For Ginny, the sister I never had, because we’ve been best friends since preschool. And because I’m on the phone with you as I’m writing this and wish you were here.
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No reason under heaven excuses bad manners.

 —Lady Annalía Elisabet Catherina Tristán Llorente

 Might makes right.

 —Courtland Eadd MacCarrick



Prologue
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 Carrickliffe, Scotland, 1838

 Read from the Leabhar nan Sùil-radharc, the Book of Fates:

 To the tenth Carrick:

 Your lady fair shall bear you three dark sons.

 Joy they bring you until they read this tome.

 Words before their eyes cut your life’s line young.

 You die dread knowing cursed men they become,

 Shadowed to walk with death or walk alone.

 Not to marry, know love, or bind, their fate;

 Your line to die for never seed shall take.

 Death and torment to those caught in their wake,

 Blood obscured the last two lines.



One
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 The Principality of Andorra, 1856

 Yes, yes, very well then. Take out his heart.”

 For the first time since his beating began, Courtland MacCarrick’s split, bloody sneer faltered. The general’s impatient command seemed unreal to him, the words sounding hollow and indistinct, probably because Court could see nothing, blinded by blood dripping from a gash on his forehead and by his swollen lids.

 The henchmen restraining him whaled two punches into his stomach, unable to contain their excitement at the prospect of killing off a mercenary, and a rival at that. Court could do little to defend himself in his condition and with his wrists bound.

 “If you kill me,” he bit out as he labored for a breath, “you know my men will avenge my death. You would no’ risk that over simply payin’ us what’s owed?” His voice was thick with brogue, as it hadn’t been since he’d left the Highlands years before.

 “No one will avenge you, MacCarrick, because they’ll all be dead as well,” General Reynaldo Pascal said in a casual tone. Though he couldn’t see, Court knew the man had a thoughtful expression on his face. The Spanish deserter had never looked like a power-crazed zealot—more like a benevolent statesman.

 “My kin will keep comin’ until they’ve stamped you out.”

 The general sighed. “In any case . . .” Court could imagine him giving an impatient hand wave, signaling the end of the subject. “ . . . do make it painful and prolonged.”

 “You will no’ do it yourself?”

 He chuckled softly. “You of all people should know I hire men to do my dirty work.”

 As the two yanked him away, Court said over his shoulder, “Aye, but do the fools holdin’ me know that you doona pay them for it?”

 They jostled him, heaving him from the room, then strained to pull him down the stairs and outside onto the rough slate street.

 As soon as he felt the sun on his face, he heard a woman gasp; an older man said, “Mare de Déu,” but Court knew better than to expect anything from the people here other than a sharp turning of their heads and the ushering of children inside. Their fear of Pascal was ingrained. Court could be butchered in the town square and no one would lift a finger. Actually, that was a close estimation to what he knew was about to happen.

 Yet he didn’t feel as though that was the direction they were moving in. He heard the din of rushing water, realized they were traveling to the river beside the village, and futilely turned his head toward the sound. “No execution in the town center?” he rasped. “Careful that I doona feel slighted.”

 “We are being more circumspect with our . . . activities,” said the one on his left.

 “Too late. Pascal’s already angered Spain.” He bit out the words with conviction, but in truth it was little more than a hope.

 “And we will be ready,” the other replied, just before they slammed him up against what had to be a bridge railing. And Court couldn’t fight because he couldn’t see.

 The water was directly below them, pounding furiously over a drop-off. The Riu Valira was always an angry torrent after rains to the north. He struggled to remember how high this bridge was. Would the Valira be deep enough? . . .

 He heard a knife being unsheathed. What choice did he have?

 “If you do this now,” Court said in a low, deadly tone, “my men and my kin will descend on you. They live for killing.” And kill for a living.

 Court knew he couldn’t talk them out of planting that knife. These weren’t merely two among the general’s army—these were assassins, part of the Orden de los Rechazados, Order of the Disavowed. Court just wanted time to get his bearings. A second stalled was possibility . . .

 If he jumped, they wouldn’t chase him down the river. They’d consider his battered condition, with his hands bound and with the impact of the powerful falls, and reason that he would drown for certain.

 Unfortunately, they’d probably be right. . . .

 The knifepoint pricked his chest as though poised there—almost comforting because at least he knew where it was. Then . . . gone. Drawn back for the blow—

 He shoved himself back, the force pitching him over the railing, tossing his feet over his head before he landed in the icy water.

 The impact stunned him, his body taking the hit as though crashing into a wall. He sank down so far pain stabbed his ears from the depth, then struggled upward with bound hands.

 Though it went against every instinct, he forced himself to reach the surface facedown as though dead. He sensed the pull of the water and realized that facedown in this case meant being swept from the falls’ pool headfirst.

 The Rechazados shot just as the rushing water began propelling him over the rim of the elevated basin. The bullets ripped through the water so close to him he could feel their percussion, but he didn’t flinch even when he was forced to dive from above, then ride another series of falls into the main current.

 The river boiled with rapids and swiftly carried him away. Just when he could stand it no longer, he raised his face for breath, but inhaled mostly foam.

 The churning force drove him into rocks, the larger ones knocking him above the surface for lungfuls of air, but his weight quickly wrenched him down to the river bottom lined with jagged slate. The fractures snagged his clothes until they were in tatters, and then his unprotected skin. Each hit took him closer to oblivion.

 Yet he continued to fight and managed to turn himself feet first. The water had washed away the worst of the blood, and the icy temperature had lessened the swelling, allowing him to see from the slit of one eye.

 A high jutting rock approached; he lunged for it, looping his bound arms around it. The current swept on relentlessly until the wracking pressure on the ropes snapped his wrist. He didn’t care—he gulped air. After only moments of rest, the bindings sliced away, leaving him to the mercy of the river once more.

 He’d been in and out of consciousness for what felt like days when the current finally calmed. In the lull, he perceived that the freezing temperature had muted the worst pain of his injuries. In fact, he felt nothing but the subtle warming of the water as he drifted into a static pool by the bank.

 Succumbing to the blackness was an overwhelming temptation now, nearly stronger than his will, but he forced himself to crawl to the stony shore on one hand and his knees. Free of the river, he collapsed onto his back and cradled his broken wrist.

 The sun warmed him, taking away the worst of the chill, and for how long he lay there he didn’t know. He only noticed when a shadow passed before it. He squinted to bring a thin line of vision to his one good eye.

 He must’ve sucked in a breath—his bashed ribs screamed that he did—because a woman with shining hair knelt beside him, peering down with widened green eyes. Her lips were parted in surprise, and an unusual stone glinted light from a choker around the pale column of her neck. When she tilted her head at him, a breeze blew a dark curl across her cheek.

 Breathtaking. “Aingeal . . . ,” he murmured as he resisted the blackness once more.

 “Perfect,” she answered with utter sarcasm as she rose and put her hands on her hips. “Simply perfect. This animal’s alive.”

 • • •

 Tea.

 Annalía Elisabet Catherina Tristán, daughter of the family Llorente, had ridden out for flowers to brighten the afternoon tea. Where did the marsh marigolds grow best? By the river. By the cursed river, where apparently the cursed mercenaries wash to shore.

 She hadn’t known what to think when she’d spied the body from afar. Perhaps a shepherd had fallen in the Valira during a storm to the north? Yet as she approached she’d recognized that this giant was no shepherd, and she hadn’t missed the nationality. Around his waist he had a thick, wide belt, the style of which was foreign. Attached to the belt had been a swatch of plaid left from some larger cloth.

 Plaid meant Scot. Scot meant killer.

 She bemoaned the situation yet again and tugged on the reins looped over her shoulder, trudging forward, pulling along Iambe, her hunter, who had two hundred plus pounds of Scottish deadweight attached to her. Neither she nor Iambe was used to such labor. Annalía sighed wearily—they were both thoroughbreds born for a different purpose altogether.

 She was ill equipped for a rescue—or truly anything more involved than gathering flowers —so the conveyance she’d fashioned consisted of a rope tightened around his chest, pinning his arms to his sides, then another rope pulled under both his arms and tied to the saddle.

 But why was she dragging him up the steep mountain incline to her home? Scots were hated in Andorra, and yet she was taking one straight through the narrow rock entrance—the only entrance—to the three higher plateaus separating the river from the manor. Her ancestors had gated the passage, and for five hundred years it had kept the horses on their ranch in—and strangers out.

 Surely he was one of the Highland mercenaries brought here by Pascal. Their tiny, almost hidden country so high in the Pyrenees wasn’t exactly overrun with Highlanders. But what if he was the singular Scot who came here for other reasons? And she let him die? She thought he’d called her an angel and he’d looked so relieved to see her, as if he had every confidence she would save him.

 If he was one of Pascal’s men, she’d simply have to heal him, then kill him herself.

 After plodding past the crystal lake Casa del Llac derived its name from, she and her baggage arrived in the manor’s central courtyard. “Vitale!” Annalía called for her steward but received no answer. Where was he?

 Smoking, no doubt. Over dice. “Vitale!” This whole place was going to ruin without her brother. “I know you’re smoking behind the stable, and I don’t care just now!”

 Vitale leVieux peeked his craggy face around the side of the stable. “Yes, mademoiselle—” he began before he gasped at the injured man, smoke wafting from his open mouth. His crinkly gray hair bounced as he rushed to her side. “What have you done?” he exclaimed, his French accent sharp. “He’s Scottish—look at the plaid.”

 “I saw the plaid,” she said in disgust. Spotting Vitale’s ancient dice partners lining up to see the spectacle, she said in a hushed voice, “We shall discuss this inside.”

 Undeterred, he cried, “He must be one of the blood-drinking Highlanders the general hired!”

 One of Vitale’s friends mumbled, “Highlander, you say?” When Vitale nodded emphatically, his compadres called goodbyes and shuffled off with their canes for hills unknown.

 Apparently everyone had heard the tales of their brutality.

 “Why would you save him?” Vitale demanded when they were alone.

 “What if he isn’t one of the mercenaries?”

 “Oh, of course, he must be here for the . . .” He trailed off, scratching his head as though stumped, then flashed an expression of realization. “I have just recalled—there’s nothing here to see!”

 And everyone wondered where she’d gotten her sarcasm.

 She gave him a lowering look. “Are you going to help me? I need you to get the doctor.”

 “The doctor went north to join your brother’s men.” Vitale looked the man over, all nine feet of him, it seemed. “Besides, we bring the injured to you.”

 “You bring injured animals and children to me, not beaten-senseless giants bleeding from every limb,” she corrected. When Annalía was younger, her Andorran nanny had taught her to treat some injuries—broken bones, burns, cuts, and the like, but then she’d probably never envisioned a patient like this one. “It’s not proper for me to attend him.”

 He gave her a patronizing smile. “Perhaps mademoiselle should have thought of that before dragging the enemy into our home? Hmmm?”

 Lips thinned, she replied, “Perhaps mademoiselle is displaying the same compassion she showed when she hired Vitale the Old.” Though they both knew her taking him in from the streets of Paris to her home in Andorra hadn’t been simply because of kindness. Gratitude had compelled her.

 He sighed. “What do you wish me to do?”

 “Help me put him in the room off the stable.”

 “We can’t lock that room! He could slit our throats while we sleep.”

 “Then where?” He opened his mouth to answer, but she cut him off, “And don’t you dare say back to the riverside.”

 He closed his mouth abruptly. They both looked down at the man as though searching for the answer.

 Vitale finally said, “We should put him in the manor house so we can lock him in a bedroom.”

 “Where I sleep?” “Mademoiselle has demonstrated compassion”—he smiled too serenely—“which is but a slippery stone away from hospitality.”

 She ignored his expression. “The only room downstairs that locks is the study and that’s private. I don’t want him to know our business affairs.”

 He gave the man a rousing kick in the hip. When no response came, he cackled.

 “Vitale!”

 He turned to her with an impassive face. “So mademoiselle suggests upstairs?”

 “We simply can’t do it. My horse had problems pulling his weight.”

 Some of the ranch hands’ children ran by then, eyes wide, reminding Annalía of the state of the man’s clothing. Most of it had ripped away. A tear spread up his thigh, close to his . . . She straddled his legs, sweeping her skirt over him for cover. “Run along.” Her voice was strident.

 They looked to Vitale, and though he rolled his eyes, he told them, “Untie the ropes and go take care of poor Iambe.” Facing her, he said, “If you’re insisting it must be upstairs, we can attempt it. Besides, do we really care if we drop him?”

 So by dint of strategizing, straining, and yes, using the children she’d pleaded with to return, they managed to get him to the nearest guest bedroom and transferred onto the bed. Though she was exhausted, with her palm jammed into her lower back like a washerwoman closing the day, she knew she still had to tend to him.

 While Vitale shooed the curious children from the room, Annalía assessed her patient, noting the broken wrist and the possibility of a couple of broken ribs. She removed her riding gloves, then ran her hands through his thick, damp hair past his temple and along the side of his head. She discovered a nasty knot, and the same inspection on the other side revealed a second head injury. His eyes were so swollen she doubted he could open them when awake. To cap it all, ragged cuts covered his skin, no doubt inflicted by the river bottom.

 “Vitale, I need some shears. And some bandages. Bring two big wooden spoons and some hot water as well.”

 He exhaled as though very put out. “Forthwith.” He added something in a mumble. Even his mumble could convey a heavy Gallic sarcasm.

 When he returned with all the supplies, she scarcely noticed him. “Thank you,” she murmured.

 He said nothing, just bowed, turned on his heel, and abandoned her.

 “Fine! Go,” she called. “I have no need of you anyway. . . .”

 And then she was alone. With the big, terrifying Scot.

 She really should be having tea right now.

 She billowed a sheet over him, then blindly endeavored to cut away his ruined trousers underneath it. Frowning in concentration, she placed the shears only to yank her hand back. She was fairly certain she’d stabbed his waist.

 Focusing on the opposite wall, she tried again, but pushed the sharp tips into his skin once more. This time he moaned and she jumped back. She’d bet her Limoges porcelain that any red-blooded male would rather die than have an exhausted, unseeing woman cutting near his groin.

 So she tugged the sheet down to his waist to shear away the remains of his shirt. His boots they’d discarded as unnecessary weight on the stairs. Which again left . . . his trousers.

 Biting her lip, she unfastened and pulled free his sodden belt, noticing that his torso was flat, the ridges of muscle pronounced, with a thin trail of black hair leading down.

 He was so heavy and yet he hadn’t an inch of spare flesh on him. A strong body—he would heal fast if she helped him. But she’d never seen a grown man wholly nude before. No one here swam unclothed. There simply wasn’t the laissez-faire attitude about nudity here as in neighboring Spain and France. And he was about to be completely unclothed, where she could see if she chose.

 She would not choose! Disregard these thoughts, she commanded herself. Putting her shoulders back, she assumed a brisk attitude. She was a nurse today, and a lady always.

 She opened the front of his trousers, ignoring the foreign, remarkable textures, the fascinating shape she brushed. With the fastening undone she was able to pull and cut around until they were off, always striving to keep the sheet between him and her eyes. And mostly succeeding.

 Wiping perspiration from her brow, she began on his wrist, splinting it with the spoons and tight linen strips until she could cast it with flour in the morning. When she finished, she lay his arm back above his head and spread the other arm out to the side to wrap his ribs. Again and again, she pulled the cloth around him, tightened it, then forced the material under his back. His chest was deep, and bandaging it meant reaching over him, grazing him.

 When she was done, she was oddly irritable and fidgety. Though she wanted nothing more than a bath and her bed, her gaze kept returning to his good hand. Finally she gave in to temptation and leaned beside him in the bed to lift it. The fingers and back of it were as scarred as the rest of his body and the palm was abrasive. Her brows drew together as she placed the palm flat against her own.

 She marveled at the size of his hand, at how it could swallow her own, and pressed each finger against his matching one. If he was a mercenary, and he must be, judging by all the battle scars, she wondered how many guns and knives and swords he had wielded with it. Had he ever used it to strangle the life from someone?

 Had she been completely crazed to bring a man like this into her home?

 • • •

 For the last two days Annalía had wondered if he’d ever wake up. She’d browbeaten Vitale into washing the man each day—there were just some things she refused to do—and into helping her set his wrist with a cast. Afterward she’d settled into a daily routine where she would check the Scot’s ribs and wrist and grapple to pour broth and water down his throat.

 Each day some of the swelling around his eyes and jaws receded, but she suspected that even uninjured he still would look like a ruffian.

 This morning had already heated the casa miserably. The wind was absent, and even the usually cool mountain nights had been balmy this summer. Though she’d already checked on him, she should probably return and make certain that Vitale had locked up after he tended to the man earlier.

 Who was she fooling? Vitale was still convinced the Highlander would murder them all in their sleep without the proper precautions.

 She would go because she was restless and watching the even rise and fall of his chest was . . . agreeable.

 As was touching him. Every day she would trace the star-burst scar just below his temple, along with each mark across his broad chest and down his muscular arms. She’d memorized them all and had imagined a scenario for each.

 Though he was surely her enemy, his presence broke up the monotony and loneliness in the house. Since war was on the horizon, many of her people had fled to mountains even more remote than this one, and she could only get cooks and maids from the valley to come by a few times a month. With her older brother away fighting Pascal and her parents dead, Annalía had been living alone in the main house. She’d invited the ranch hands’ wives and their children to stay, but they were ill at ease in the luxurious home. Even Vitale declined.

 Before the Scot, she’d been alone in the echoing house, and she’d hated it.

 When she unlocked the door, she saw he tossed in bed, with sweat beading his forehead. After a check of his bandages and cast, she felt his skin but found no real fever. He was probably just hot from the stuffy room. The window was open but offered no relief. She nibbled her bottom lip wondering if she should cool him, try to make him more comfortable.

 Decided, she poured water into the bowl at the dresser, then soaked a cloth. Returning to the bed, she ran it over his forehead, neck, and chest above his rib bandages.

 After guiltily looking around her, she pinched the edge of the sheet on each side of his hips and tugged it down, placing it, arranging it perfectly so his privates were just covered. Her hands shook as she lifted the cloth to the strip of skin below his bandages. She ran it across his hard stomach, and frowned when the muscles rippled and dove in reaction.

 When she inadvertently dripped water on the sheet over his groin she could see his manhood outlined beneath it. Could see it even more than she’d been able to on the previous days because it was larger, harder.

 She tilted her head, wondering what it would feel like—

 “Tell me, lass,” the man’s voice rumbled, “do you like what you see?”



Two
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 The woman gasped in surprise, dropping her cloth, the cloth that had started on his body clinically and purposefully, as he’d awakened, but had soon skimmed over him in sinuous movements.

 Her heels clicked on the polished wooden floor when she retreated. Court watched as she smoothed her already crisp dress, then the perfect knot of hair at her nape, then the choker at her throat with slender hands. At each of these tasks, her chin rose higher.

 “I-I was merely caring for you,” she answered in accented English.

 Instead of coming to in a haze of pain, he’d woken to her breasts glancing over the hair on his chest as she reached across him, and to one of her soft, pale hands gripping his hip while the other rubbed over his skin. As he’d felt fat drops of water hitting the sheet, he’d caught the scent of her hair, making even his beaten body stir. “Then consider me still in need of your care.”

 Her cheeks turned pink.

 He tried to sit higher in the bed, then grimaced in pain. As if in answer, all his other wounds finally sounded the call. He glanced down at his wrist to find a cast. “Who are you?” he ground out. “And where am I?”

 “My name is Annalía Elisabet Catherina Tristán. I am mistress of Casa del Llac, where you abide now, and daughter of the family Llorente.” Her accent told him English wasn’t her first language, though she spoke it perfectly and without hesitation, the words rolling from her tongue in a manner that was pleasing to the ear. She’d said the name Llorente proudly, as though he’d recognize it. He did feel as if he’d heard it before but couldn’t place it.

 “Where did you find me? And how far are we from the village?”

 “Straight down this mountain on the banks of the Valira, four mountain passes to the south.”

 Four passes away? He wondered if his men thought him dead. He needed to send a message—

 “I would ask the name of my . . . guest.” She indicated him with a nod.

 He studied her face, noting the high cheekbones and bright hazel-green eyes that matched the green-gold stone at her neck. She looked familiar to him—though he didn’t see how he could ever have met then forgotten her—and he had a vague impression that she didn’t like him. So why was she “caring” for him? “I’m Courtland MacCarrick.”

 “You are a Scot.” “Aye.” At his answer, he could have sworn there was a flash of sadness in her eyes.

 “And you are in Andorra because . . .” She trailed off.

 The truth whispered in his mind: Because I was hired to tyrannize the people here. “I was just passing through.”

 The sadness he’d sensed disappeared, and she said in a haughty voice, “You chose to pass through a tiny country in the Pyrenees known for some of the highest mountain passes in Europe? For future reference, most simply go around.”

 Her condescending tone annoyed him, and his body was rapidly becoming a mass of pain. “I’m a Highlander. I like high lands.”

 She glared at him, then turned to leave, as if she couldn’t wait to be away from him, but he needed information.

 “Was I out for an entire day?” he hastily asked.

 She looked longingly at the door, but then faced him. “This is your third day here.”

 Christ, three days? And from the feel of his ribs, he’d be another week healing before he could even sit a horse. “How did I come to be here?”

 She hesitated before saying, “I found you on the shore and dragged you up here.”

 She looked like a stiff wind could blow her away. “You?” “My horse and I.”

 His brows drew together. “There was no man who could do it?”

 He was nearly six and a half feet tall and weighed more than seventeen stone. He could imagine how difficult it had been to haul him back even with the horse—especially if she lived high on the mountainside.

 “We managed fine.”

 Court owed her a debt of gratitude; he despised being indebted in any way. He grated, “Then you saved my life.”

 She peered at the ceiling, appearing embarrassed.

 Forcing the foreign words, he said, “You have my thanks.”

 She nodded and turned to go, but he didn’t want the lass to leave yet. “Annalía,” he said, unable to remember anything else from her catalog of names.

 She whirled around, eyes wide, no doubt at the use of her given name. In a flash, he remembered her. Her beautiful countenance and curious expression had waned into sharp and glaring by the riverside. He rubbed his forehead with his good hand. In fact, she’d lamented the fact that he lived.

 “That is Lady Llorente to someone such as you! You would do well to remember that.”

 His eyes narrowed. He’d been right. “Why did you call me an animal? Because I was so beaten?”

 “Of course not,” she said with an incredulous look. “I could tell you were Scottish.”

 Court wrestled with his temper. “Scottish?” Many people held prejudices against Scots, and some hated them sight unseen, but no context on earth gave an Andorran the right to look down on one. “Then why would you save ‘someone such as me’?”

 She shrugged her slim shoulders. “I would spare a mangy, rabid wolf suffering—”

 “So now you think me a mangy, rabid wolf?” His head had begun pounding on both sides of his skull.

 She stretched out one hand and studied her nails, a perfect picture of disdain. “If you’d let a lady finish her thoughts, I would have added that I lowered my standards to accommodate you.”

 He’d be damned if he’d allow this prig-arsed Andorran to look down her pert little nose at him. “A lady?” He snorted and glanced around the room. “Alone with me. No chaperone.” He lifted the sheet to glance down before giving her a smirk. “And you got quite a gander. If you’re such a lady, then why were you two seconds away from takin’ me into your hand?”

 She looked as though she fought for breath. “I . . . I was—”

 “Granted, you doona seem like you’re used to entertaining men in their rooms.” He looked her up and down, not bothering to hide his blatant perusal. “But I’d wager you’d be a natural at it.”

 She stumbled back as though hit, her lips parting.

 When she rushed out of the room, with her shoulders, which had been jammed back, now slumped, his brows drew together. He was puzzled as much by her behavior as by the unfamiliar seed of guilt that lodged in his chest. As he tested to see if he could rise from the bed, he wondered why a cold-hearted bastard like himself would regret his treatment of a woman who thought him no more than—no, worse than—a beast.

 He was determined to find the reasons for both reactions.

 • • •

 Annalía had feared she was one of those women ever since she’d known of their existence.

 She’d feared that she could be one among those who lusted and acted on their passions even to their own ruin. Her discovery that the Highlander’s brawny chest could fascinate her for hours had been dismaying. Realizing that each glimpse of his private place, outlined beneath the thin linen sheet, made her heart race had been devastating.

 Now, worse than her own fear, a thick-skulled, barbaric Scot had looked her over and concluded she was a “natural.”

 Just as her Castilian mother had been.

 Denying her true nature had been easy before. If she heard whispers about her “hot blood” in the village, she ignored them. She kept herself busy with the estate and with the people here. But after the Scot had come, each night became a struggle.

 Just last night, she’d lain in bed thinking about his body—all of his body, which she’d studied and touched—until she’d slowly unbuttoned her nightdress and bared her breasts. The meager breeze fluttering past the curtains had grazed over her heated skin, making her shudder, making her . . . long.

 She’d never known what to call the urges she’d felt in the night—not lust, because they never had been focused on any one man. So she’d thought of them as longing, but not last night. She’d truly felt lust, and it had been so strong she’d finally run her fingers over her own breast and down her belly.

 A noise had startled her—just the house settling—but she’d jerked her hand away, ashamed.

 Not only was she one of those women, she was alone in the house with a man who knew it. . . .

 When she’d finally guided the shaking key into the lock of his door, she’d fled outside, hurrying in the direction of the meadow in front of her home.

 Vitale met her on the path. “What has happened? You’re white as a sheet.”

 “It’s nothing. The Scot woke.”

 “He’s a mercenary?” “I’m almost positive, though I am convinced he’s an obnoxious man.” At least he’d be gone soon. She was sure that he’d be eager to return to indiscriminate killing and sharpening knives and practicing pistols and whatever else mercenaries did.

 “Did he frighten you or threaten you?”

 “N-Not exactly . . .”

 “You never listen to me!” Vitale cried with a volley of Gallic hand gestures. “You’ve been too sheltered—can’t comprehend that there are bad people in the world that shouldn’t be saved! You’re too . . . soft!” He said the word with disgust.

 “I am not soft!”

 “When I saved you from that footpad, you were too stunned to give him your choker and you quaked like a little girl.”

 “I was a little girl and I wasn’t quaking.” Nor had she been too stunned. The choker had been her mother’s, and she’d already known how much she needed it.

 He eyed her. “The Scot will still be weak enough that we can throw him back like a bad catch.”

 “Vitale!” Unconsciously, she drew her hand over her neck. Frowning, she glanced back at the house, puzzled at her uncanny feeling that she was being watched. There was no way he could have risen. No, not with those injuries.

 The sun was directly in her eyes, and she could see nothing. After a last squint, she said, “Vitale, he’ll be out of our lives soon enough. One day we probably will find him—and our silver—gone.” With that, she walked on.

 Once in the meadow, she sank into the carpet of narcissus cladding the entire shelf of land. She’d always been able to lose herself in the scents and daydream as she gazed out over the lake and farther beyond to the twining river.

 On the next plateau down, their champion horses played and jumped, their copper coats gleaming in the sun. On the lowest plateau skirting the river, rose of Canolich swathed the ground in yellow. But here, a cloud of white blooms. She plucked a flower, brought it to her nose, and inhaled, closing her eyes with pleasure. . . .

 He’d said she was a natural! Her eyes flashed open. What was it about her that made people continually come to this conclusion? She’d saved his life, and he made disparaging comments? When one is nursing a man, contact is made and . . . parts are seen.

 Especially when they were drawing attention to themselves. She shivered.

 She would simply forget the scene, banishing it from her thoughts. She might be one of those women, but she’d been trained to be a lady. Burying uncomfortable thoughts was one thing at which ladies excelled. She looked down to find the flower crushed in her hands.

 Soon he’d be gone, and life would return to normal. Unfortunately, even then her existence would be anxious and cheerless. She continued to await some news from her brother Aleixandre, the only family she had left. She had heard nothing for more than a week, and worry preyed on her.

 A strong breeze blew for the first time in days, it seemed, flattening the grass in waves and teasing a lock of hair loose from her tight braid. Out here, the compulsion to rake it back into place wasn’t so pressing, but still won over. She smoothed her hair and picked another flower.

 Even when her brother routed Pascal and returned, she still would be in a vulnerable position. This fight had only postponed Aleix’s desire that she wed. When their father died two years ago, she’d been brought home from school so that a marriage could be contracted for her. Just as Aleix had begun narrowing the choices, Pascal had arrived.

 Before he’d shown his true nature, Pascal had surprised them by asking Aleix for her hand, though they’d never met. Aleix had refused, incurring the general’s anger, but her brother had never trusted the man even before his vile army of mercenaries and deserters had taken over the area.

 Aleix repeatedly lamented the fact that he hadn’t forced her to marry earlier. At twenty-one, she was more than old enough, and she’d been born and raised for it, but she’d never met a man she wanted. She never could imagine doing the perplexing things the girls at school had whispered about, those painful, aggressive things done in the dark—no matter how much she longed. Whenever she’d envisioned those acts with any of the men she’d been introduced to, she’d cringed.

 Besides, she’d been so content to help care for Aleix and Mariette’s baby that no man tempted her.

 Yet now there was no baby, no Mariette, and all the happiness that had been in Aleix had died with them.

 Annalía turned sharply toward the house. The feeling was back. When a cloud passed the sun, she held her hand to her forehead and scanned the windows.

 The curtains in the Highlander’s room swayed—to the side—then settled back into place.



Three
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 Why the hell hadn’t she returned? Court thought as irritation sniped at him.

 Vitale, the sometimes mute, sometimes caustic old Frenchman, had been by to warily bring food in and clean the room, but she couldn’t be bothered to come again.

 Court’s body had at least ceased weakening, and he was becoming restless. He was finally able to dress himself, in clothes borrowed from Annalía’s brother, or the “master,” as Vitale called him. He’d scoffed when Vitale had said the garments would fit. The woman might be five and a half feet and had a tiny frame, and he couldn’t see a sibling of hers even broaching six feet, but apparently this “master” was a big bastard.

 Forays to the window marked Court’s only exertion, but they no longer made his eyes swarm with black dots. He was never one to sit still, yet he’d done just that since he’d awakened four days ago. The only thing that broke up the monotony was watching her from the window. With not a thing else to do, he’d watched her a lot.

 He could admit he enjoyed seeing her playing with the children in the courtyard, chasing the laughing bairn. No matter how tired Annalía appeared, each child received the same amount of attention, even when she looked like she wanted nothing more than to put her feet up.

 Then there was spotting her returning from her morning ride, breathless, with her perfect hair finally fighting its bonds. He never failed to shake his head at the proud—no, the cocky —way she sat a horse. Welcome sights, when he could forget her disdain. For others she always had a smile, even when her eyes showed distraction. He often wondered if he was the reason her brow was drawn when she thought no one could see her. . . .

 When the unseen clock downstairs tolled eight, Court’s body tensed like a dog that’d been trained, and he rose to drag on the pair of borrowed trousers. As he did every day at that toll, he scuffed to the window, because within five minutes the front door would groan open.

 Right on time, she glided out the door, her slim hips swaying beneath her bright blue skirts. She always wore bright colored dresses. Not garish or overblown, but a world away from the subdued colors favored by the women of his clan. She wore them, he would wager, not to attract attention, but because she was so ridiculously feminine that she found them pretty.

 Morning sun shone down, glinting off her hair, making it appear golden in places. As usual, it was braided up in an elaborate style, as intricate as any Celtic knot.

 Next she would meet Vitale, who would have her hat that she continually forgot, and then they would speak for a few moments. He was impertinent to her and she allowed it, even sometimes cocking a hip out and looking up at the sky with clear frustration. They had an unusual rapport, but they obviously cared for each other.

 Like clockwork, the old man met her on the path just downstairs. They didn’t talk for long before she was off to the stable for her ride. Damn it, he wanted to look at her for longer. She always wore the choker, but something was different today. Was she wearing new jewelry? Earrings that dropped down?

 Enough of this. He wanted more information, and he was getting strong enough to where he could begin demanding it. When she left, Court knocked on the glass and motioned for Vitale—who’d bemoaned Court’s recovery and had placed his food on the ground “as was fitting for an animal”—to come up.

 The old man gave him a lewd hand gesture, but the front door did sound soon after.

 “Tell me about her,” he asked when Vitale had unlocked and entered the room.

 He cast Court a sour expression. “And why would I do that?”

 “Because if you do I’ll no’ be so disposed to beating you down when I recover fully,” Court informed him as he leaned against the windowsill.

 Vitale swallowed hard.

 “I ken what you’re thinking, old man. You’re wondering what harm could come of it. None could. I harbor no ill will toward the woman who saved my life.”

 “What do you want to know?” he asked hesitantly.

 “Where’s her family?”

 “Her parents are dead and her brother is away.” He added, “On business.”

 A vague answer, but Court didn’t press. “No husband? No other family she could stay with?”

 “She and her brother are estranged from their relatives. And she was about to be married when Pascal came to power. Now escaping his notice is our top priority. Since you are his hired killer, I suppose we should have escaped your notice as well.”

 Court ignored the last comment. “And why is this place so deserted?”

 “Many fled Pascal. Some have gone to fight him. But you would know all about that, wouldn’t you?” He shook his head. “I told her to take you back to the river and let you rot, but she never listens—”

 “Pascal ordered this done to me,” he interrupted. “How much loyalty do you think I have to the man who sought to kill me? I barely escaped into the river.”

 Vitale eyed him, clearly trying to determine if he spoke the truth, then asked, “Who beat you?”

 Court admitted, “Two Rechazados.”

 His eyes went wide, scanning the room wildly. “My God, you’ll bring them down on this house. Every day you’re here already weighs on her terribly. If you are in league with Pascal, she fears you’ll lead his men here. Now when I tell her what you’ve told me, she’ll know that Pascal’s assassins will be searching for you to finish the job.”

 Pascal would be searching, but there weren’t enough of his prized assassins to spare. “He will no’ waste any Rechazado for a task like me.” Their order never numbered more than forty-nine based on a twisted reading of the seven letters of the Apocalypse, and if they lost men they still only inducted new ones twice a year. “Besides, they’ll have thought I died.”

 Vitale marched to the second window to peer out though he couldn’t have expected to see Annalía. Court knew she’d be well out of sight by now. “Why should I trust what you say?”

 “You probably should no’.” He unsuccessfully crossed his arms, too late remembering the bloody cast she’d forced on him. “I want to talk to her, but she will no’ come back. Get her to.”

 “The mademoiselle? Attend you now that you’re awake?” He snorted.

 “If she will no’ come to me, then I’ll have to stumble out to find her.” His expression turned cold. “You ought to warn her that I might feel . . . put out when I catch her.”

 He stepped back. “I will see that she comes tomorrow.” “After her ride?”

 Vitale scowled at that. “If she knew you spied on her, she’d be very uneasy. She’s an extremely private person. But yes, after her ride.”

 Court nodded. “I need to get a message to my men. If I give you directions, can you see that it is done?”

 “Again, why would I do that?”

 “The sooner I contact them, the sooner I can leave.”

 “I’ll return directly with pen and ink.”

 • • •

 Court debated how to handle Annalía when she came for their meeting, and had to admit he was at a loss with a woman like her. She seemed complicated and mysterious, which meant she wasn’t like straightforward Highland women at all.

 And as much as he was unused to a woman like Annalía, she was surely accustomed to gentlemen, to polite behavior and nonthreatening men. So he decided to stay in bed and act as though he couldn’t rise easily, to appear less intimidating, but the gentlemanly behavior was proving elusive. Court didn’t exchange pleasantries because he wasn’t a pleasant person. He was brusque and direct. She would not respond well to brusque and direct.

 When she glided in hours after her ride, smelling of the flowers she’d been tarrying among earlier, he bit out, “Good afternoon.” He couldn’t remember the last time he’d said that phrase, when in fact it hadn’t been a better-than-average afternoon.

 “To you as well.” She appeared surprised by his gruff words, then suspicious. “Vitale said you desired to speak with me. What do you require?”

 Her words rolled from her tongue in that foreign way, and he found he liked listening to her, even as her obvious reluctance to be near him grated. A woman whom he found beautiful and who was kind to others was disgusted with him. He felt like a caged animal she was wary of—and all because he was Scottish?

 And perhaps he’d found the exact chink in her armor and had hurt her that first day, a voice in the back of his mind reasoned.

 “I’d like to ask you a few more questions.” Pleasant enough.

 She gave one tight nod.

 “How have you escaped Pascal’s notice this far?” Court had never heard of this place and wondered why Pascal hadn’t looted it.

 She didn’t hesitate to say, “Probably by not dragging his mercenaries into my home.”

 “I answer to him no longer.”

 “His ex-mercenary, then,” she said with a flick of her hand as if the difference was trifling. “Vitale told me as much.”

 At his irritated look, she added, “I don’t know why we’ve been spared.” She was clearly lying, but he let it go.

 “I have another question.”

 She remained there, though she didn’t deign to meet his eyes, and he found the question he’d meant to ask forgotten, replaced by, “Why do you hate Scots?”

 She blushed to the tips of her small ears, her skin pinkening against her crisp white blouse and her ever-present choker. “If you please, I would rather not discuss my dislike of Scots with a Scot.”

 “You can tell me. I will no’ bite.”

 She gave him a wide-eyed look that said she wasn’t sure on that count at all and hadn’t thought about the possibility until he’d brought it up. Finally she said, “I’ve heard very unfavorable things about them—about you. Worse than any of the other outsiders Pascal has lured here.”

 Court exhaled, reckoning it might be time to admit that his crew’s Highlander tales had worked too well.

 Whenever they arrived in a new area, his men spread rumors to the people underlining the Highlanders’ brutality, their lust for blood, and their enjoyment of torture. Then, when the thirty-five Scots in their company, some painted, some in kilts, all nearing or exceeding six feet tall, gave a savage battle yell and charged with the requisite crazed look in their eyes, the combatants ran. They almost always ran.

 The farmers and ranch hands in Andorra had fled so fast that even his quick cousin Niall could barely swat the last one on the arse with his sword.

 Only one leader and his men had stood their ground. . . .

 Court’s eyes followed her slim hand when she smoothed an already immaculate crease in her skirt—today a bright red one. “And what did you think of Scots before we came here?”

 She frowned, appearing genuinely confused. “I didn’t think of Scots.”

 He scowled at that. “And now?”

 “Now that you’ve come, you’ve shown yourself to be the epitome of all I’ve heard.”

 He waved her on with his cast.

 She crossed her arms over her chest and took a breath. “Violence surrounds you, as shown by your beating, but also by the gashes on your fingers. I’d wondered how you could receive such a peculiar injury, then concluded you’d cut them on someone’s teeth when you hit him in the face.”

 Court nodded, extremely impressed. That was exactly what had happened. He nearly smiled remembering the satisfaction of splitting the Spaniard’s lips, of the blood he’d spat for at least an hour afterward. . . .

 “You have a history of it as demonstrated by the scars covering you. I’d heard that your people live in bands—”

 “Clans,” he grated. “They’re called clans.”

 She shrugged. “And that these clans fight with each other constantly because you are a bloodthirsty people more concerned with warring than with culture or refinement.” He noticed she’d begun pressing one finger after another against her crossed arms as she ticked off points. “You are mannerless. Your halfhearted gratitude to me for saving your life bespeaks a sense of entitlement—”

 “It bespeaks lack of practice in being beholden.”

 She raised her eyebrows in an expression that said if he continued to talk, she would cease. “You look like a black-guard. Except when you are angry. Then you look like a brute that could readily kill me. Your insulting me that first day was hurtful and uncalled for. I’ve heard it’s that way with your people—a complete lack of delicacy. There’s little thought behind your eyes. . . .”

 “I’ve heard enough,” he snapped when she appeared to be just gathering steam. Many held these misimpressions, and he and his men played on them with the stories they spread, but to hear them voiced back to him by an Andorran? . . . Scots were a thousand times prouder and more accomplished than these medieval crag-of-a-country people cut off from the changing world.

 She blinked as if taken aback by his seething tone, then turned to walk out, tossing over her shoulder, “Indeed, your vocation may be the least of your failings.”

 Damn it, I wasn’t finished talking to you. . . .

 Though the movement pained him, he reached out and grabbed her wrist. She gave a startled cry, snatching her hand from his. It flew to her mouth, but he still heard her hiss in Catalan, “Bèstia,” before she dashed out the doorway.

 Court knew Catalan fairly well, and he definitely knew the word for beast; he’d been called it the first day his cadre had arrived and had heard it in whispers daily thereafter.

 She had to try the key several times before getting it into the lock. He’d shaken her. Unfortunately, Court knew he looked like a beast. He’d studied his reflection this morning, imagining how this woman might see him.

 And winced.

 The vessels in both eyes had exploded, so the whites were red. The right side of his face was still mottled black and blue, and his normally squared jaw looked even more so with the swelling and with a week’s worth of beard highlighting it. She was highborn to her toes—she’d probably never seen a man in this condition before.

 Just now, when she’d peered at him as she might at something on the bottom of her boot, he’d felt like a barbarian, like the animal she’d called him. He was beginning to despise her condescending tone and her sharp looks of disgust, even as he struggled to comprehend why he could possibly mind enough to be bothered by either.

 • • •

 Today had been the first time Annalía had faced the Scot with the definite knowledge that he was a mercenary.

 Before Vitale had confirmed her fears, she’d hoped MacCarrick wasn’t a killer for hire because she’d felt some small, minute—piddling, really—spark of curiosity about the intractable man. But no longer.

 During their meeting this afternoon, she had focused on the injuries still marring his face, reminding herself that it didn’t matter if he and Pascal had had a falling-out—the evidence of their history was glaring. MacCarrick’s every day here was a risk and it was one she refused to take to help a boorish, pawing mercenary like him. As soon as he was able, she’d demand he leave her home. . . .

 “Mademoiselle,” Vitale called from the doorway behind her, interrupting her thoughts.

 How long had she been ambling mindlessly through the house? She turned, dismayed to see the sun setting behind him.

 When Vitale met her, he was crushing his hat in his hands. “The boy from the village has brought a letter for you.”

 “Is it from Aleix?” she asked, heart in her throat. “It is not. But it might contain information about Master Llorente.”

 As he pulled it from his vest pocket, she murmured absently, “Please get the boy a nice dinner and a soft bed.” No reason under heaven excused bad manners.

 “I’ve already seen to it.” He handed over the letter, his face drawn.

 She nodded and turned for the study, walking with a stiff spine and unhurried steps, but once Vitale was out of sight, she sprinted down the hallway, sliding on the rugs. Tripping inside the room, heart thudding, she nearly ripped open the paper before she got there.

 Impertinent Vitale followed her in, which meant he’d heard her running, but she couldn’t be bothered with that now. Her brother hadn’t written in weeks, and waiting for word had been unbearable. He was the only family left to her since her father’s death, and Aleix had been more of a father than Llorente had ever been prepared to be.

 She didn’t care what men said—waiting for someone to return from battle had to be much, much worse than the battle itself.

 Her nerves were taut.

 At the old oak desk, she shoved back the leather chair and lit a candle, chasing away the growing darkness. Then, letter opener in hand, she flipped over the missive.

 The room spun. She stared blankly at the sender’s name—General Reynaldo Pascal.

 Instead of tearing it open, she now cut it slowly. She had to scan parts of it several times because her hands shook so wildly—and because she could scarcely believe the content.

 “What does it say?” Vitale asked anxiously.

 By the time she reached Pascal’s arrogant signature, bile had risen in her throat. Her hands went limp, and the letter fluttered to the top of the desk, nearly catching the candle flame. In a daze, she sank into the chair.

 Vitale snatched up the letter as if to read, even though he’d refused to learn how to. “Tell me what it says!”

 She hardly recognized her own deadened voice when she related, “Pascal defeated Aleix’s men more than a week ago, capturing them all. Aleix is imprisoned, his life in the general’s hands. There is only one thing that can convince Pascal to spare him.”

 Vitale sat back into the oversized chair opposite her, looking very small and weary. “He wanted to wed you before. Is he demanding to now?”

 She nodded. “I just don’t understand how he found out who I am.” When Pascal had asked for her hand, she’d feared he’d discovered she was the last female descendant of the House of Castile, but Aleix had assured her the general had probably become infatuated after he’d seen her at a village festival. Now, looking back, she realized Aleix had always known and had tried to spare her worry. In the back of her mind she wondered what else he had spared her. . . .

 “Maybe some of the villagers remember when your mother came here, and they told Pascal.”

 She nodded, lost in thought. Her mother, Elisabet Tristán, had been banished from Castile, Spain, to the mountain cage of Andorra, married sight unseen to Llorente, the wealthiest count there. Elisabet, the daughter of a princess, had been given to the much older man and exiled into a land that might as well have been an island, so isolated was it. Because she’d let passion guide her.

 It ultimately destroyed her as well.

 “Mademoiselle?”

 She glanced up. “Of course, that must be it, the villagers. I’d just believed we’d been so circumspect, remaining here, avoiding that connection.” She and Aleix had never drawn attention to themselves and had forgone any of the benefits their positions might afford, partly because they shunned that kind of life. Yet Annalía’s isolation wasn’t only to avoid notice. Fearing she would be like her mother, Llorente had kept her secluded as much as possible—in fact, only Aleix had persuaded Llorente to send her to school instead of a convent.

 “The rumors that Pascal plans to take Spain must be true.” Vitale shook his head slowly. “The damned fools have allowed an army to build up right on their border because no one cares about tiny Andorra.”

 “I thought he wanted to take control over Queen Isabella like the other generals who have, but that’s not it. Think about it—if he wants me, then he doesn’t want to simply control the queen.”

 “You think he wants to replace her?”

 She nodded. “He probably plans to use me to control Aleix, setting him up as a figurehead of some sort.”

 Vitale frowned. “But you’ve told me your house has no claim to that throne.”

 “Well, no real one. At least not in the last hundred years. But Isabella’s hated. Mare de Déu, if she thinks we are exerting . . .” She put her hand to her neck, for once not to check her choker.

 She stood to pace. Ever since she could remember, she’d always paced when upset. Her prickly Andorran nanny had complained of her wearing thin a rug when she was only five. She recalled that a few years after her father had caught her. He’d been so angry, so . . . disappointed in her. “People pace because they have no control,” he’d said, his voice laced with iron. “Will you be one of them? Or will you be a Llorente?”

 The memory made her drop down into the chair as though pushed, but without the soothing rhythm—the pacing forth and then the always dependable back—despair set in. Fighting tears, she stared at the paper and the broad, scratching strokes of ink within. She couldn’t think of all this now. All she wanted to know was if Aleix was hurt. Was her courageous big brother fearful at all?

 “Vitale,” she murmured. She was about to cry, and it would pain her for him to see it.

 He knew her so well, he didn’t ask, just reached forward to squeeze her hand over the desk. “We will talk tomorrow. Ring the bell up here if you need anything.”

 She waited until she could be sure he wouldn’t come back and then when she finally blinked her eyes, two fat tears spilled over, followed by more. After several minutes of struggling, she gave in and put her head in her hands.

 “What’s in that letter, lass?”

 Annalía raised her face, astonished to see her patient up and roaming freely. She frantically dashed at her eyes, mortified that he’d seen her like this. No one saw Annalía Llorente crying. This was far too personal. How had he escaped?

 “Tell me what makes you cry so.”

 He sounded angry that she cried. Not disappointed or disgusted but angry. She frowned. How puzzling. His eyes were focused on the letter as though he would kill it. Focused on the letter. . . . She caught it on the candle flame and tossed the burning page into the empty fireplace.

 He gave her one tight nod at the action as though she’d impressed him. “That’s the only thing that could prevent me from reading it.”

 “Obviously manners and respect for privacy hold no sway over you.” She was still drying tears, trying not to shudder with embarrassment. “How did you get out?”

 “Picked the lock. Now what did it say?”

 “It’s none of your business,” she said tartly. Her face was finally dry, but now felt tight. “Please leave me alone.”

 His expression hadn’t changed. He had the same expectant look as if he’d just asked the question again and she would answer.

 “It doesn’t concern you,” she felt constrained to say again. And it didn’t concern him. Not for certain, at least. But what if the Highlanders were the ones who had defeated her brother’s men? What if this one was responsible in some way?

 And she’d saved him.

 She had to get away. Shooting to her feet, she grabbed her skirt and swished around the desk. When he saw her approaching and didn’t step aside, she decided she must forgo manners as well and barrel right past him.

 He blocked her exit, putting a stiff arm in front of her.

 Fury snapped hot within her. “Stop this, this instant, and let me pass!”

 He looked unmoved, his watchful gaze flickering over her face, studying her as if learning her reaction. “What’s upset you?”

 “Let me go or I will scream.”

 He bent his arm and leaned into it, looming closer to her.

 “And who’ll come to your rescue? Vitale? I’ve noticed there are no other men about who are younger than he is.”

 She’d feared he would come to this conclusion, and he was absolutely right. All of the ranch hands had followed Aleix. And were now captured or dead. Her hand rose to her lips as the thought arose.

 Studying, watching her. She cast it down.

 “I asked nicely,” he grated. “My patience wears thin.”

 His patience? “As does your welcome!”

 “I want you to tell me.”

 “Why would you even care?” For the life of her, she couldn’t imagine.

 “Maybe I doona like to see a pretty lady cry.”

 Utter frustration robbed her energy. “And what would you do about it?” she asked in a deadened voice. “Solve my problems? Slay my dragons?”

 His brows drew together as if he’d just realized he shouldn’t, in fact, care.

 She gave him a disgusted look in return. “What you should be concerned about is leaving my home and removing the threat you pose to everyone here.” She feinted left and ducked under his right arm.

 As she hastened away, he called, “You’re bonny when you’re angry, Anna.”

 At his mocking use of her given name, she stumbled, shocked to the core.

 Back in her room, after locking her door, she stood thrumming with indignation. She would have thought that this heinous encounter, coupled with the crushing news, would have made her weep beyond measure.

 Strangely, the anger invigorated her. The Highlander might have seen her cry, but she’d never again give him the satisfaction of seeing her weakness—no eyes swollen from tears or face wan from pacing until the moon set.

 When she cast him from her home tomorrow like the morning rubbish, she’d look like the princesses her fore-mothers were.



Four
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 Court lay in bed staring at the ceiling, more restless than he could ever remember being. Now that he’d sent word to his crew, he was stuck waiting, a task hard for a patient man and impossible to tolerate for Court. Worse, he waited with an old man he’d like to toss from the window and with a mysterious woman he wanted to tie up so she couldn’t flee until he’d actually finished questioning her.

 What in the hell had been in that letter and why had she been crying?

 Court didn’t like mysteries. To him, they had a taunting aspect, as if their mere existence accused him of not working hard enough to solve them.

 He was used to doing as he pleased, and right now what would please him would be learning more about the secretive Annalía. She’d most likely be asleep, but her room could tell him much.

 Rising from bed, he dressed, then ran his hand under his mattress to grab the ivory knitting needle he’d found in a drawer. His own lock hadn’t withstood it, and hers shouldn’t prove any different.

 He strode down the landing, checking doors until he found one locked. When he stuck the needle point into the keyhole and pressed to the side, the corner of his lips curled at the click. Creaking open the door, he entered the room and approached her bed. The night had just a hint of breeze, with a growing moon shedding light inside.

 He found her lying on her front with a thin sheet stretched across her back and her hair spilling across her pillow. Stunning. Thick, glossy curls shone in the moonlight, fascinating him, as did the feeling that arose when he realized, when he knew in his gut, he was the only man to have seen it loose and free. He had the urge to touch it, to smell it, but he forced himself to turn from her and investigate the room.

 All of her belongings were stored with an obsessive neatness, and the ornamentations, like everything about her, were incredibly feminine. Lace predominated, but her bookshelf was like a man’s: mathematics, botany, astronomy, and studies in four different languages. He spied another text beside her bed, this one on the Greek language.

 An ornate display cabinet, polished until it reflected like a mirror, was the center point of the room and housed a porcelain collection arranged on glass shelves. He could see why Annalía might be unconsciously attracted to the pieces. They were bright and striking but fragile, which was exactly how she appeared. They were also unmistakably expensive.

 An unfamiliar and wearisome feeling crept over him when he realized her hobby was worth more than he made in a year working tirelessly and risking his life.

 His mood improved when he silently opened a drawer—not that he cared overmuch if he woke her, because what could she do?—and discovered a cache of steamy gothic novels in every imaginable language. He grinned. Lady Annalía’s dirty little secret.

 Beside the books was a thick bundle of letters. He drew it out, then crossed to the moonlit window to scan them. They were all from girls at a place called The Vines, which was apparently a school. The recognizable surnames were like a partial compilation of the world’s wealthiest and highest-ranked families. He had to wonder even for Annalía’s beauty and wealth, how she’d gotten in. He would return to the letters tomorrow during her ride and read them all by daylight—

 She kicked off her sheet in the heat of the room, and his brows rose at what was revealed. Her nightdress was silk—he wouldn’t have expected anything less from her—and rode up her creamy thighs, high. The lace edge brushed just below her backside, which was lush and full—that he hadn’t expected. He hissed in a breath when she bent one knee and drew it up beside her so that her legs were parted, with only shadow concealing her.

 His hands itched to run up the backs of her thighs to palm her curves . . . until she raised her hips to him with need and spread her knees . . . He fought to bite back a guttural sound and failed.

 Though she didn’t wake, she sighed something in Catalan and turned on her back, one slender arm stretching out to the side, her other hand resting on her chest. Perfect, generous breasts strained against the tight bodice, and he groaned, clenching his fists and crushing the letters. She’d hidden more than her hair from the world.

 She was exquisite, sensuous, and when he left this place behind he knew he would never forget this image of her. Then from nowhere, a single word whispered in the back of his mind. More.

 He froze, every muscle in his body rigid. No.

 He’d been attracted to her—mightily so—but before when he’d imagined taking her, he’d envisioned pinning her arms over her head and driving into her hard until she cried out in pleasure and surrendered to him, until he could make her look up at him with something other than disdain.

 Yet now he imagined seducing her into letting him lick every inch of her golden skin and the hours he could take tasting her sex. He wanted to seduce her into letting him spend deep within her, knowing he could never get her pregnant.

 He roughly ran his hand over the front of his trousers. Apparently he wanted her furiously. But a woman that fine wouldn’t desire him, and he would never force a woman.

 Court was a bastard in anyone’s book. He did things that made other men unable to live with themselves, and he did them without a heartbeat’s hesitation. But even he wasn’t so far gone that he would remain alone in a house with an exquisite virgin, when right now waking her with his tongue against her sex seemed a brilliant idea.

 If he stayed, he would try to bed her at every opportunity even as he knew he shouldn’t. He was sick of waiting anyway. The best course would be to leave this place and go find his men.

 Though it took will to do so, he turned from her. He was a disciplined man, and damn it, he could do it. He tossed her letters back in her drawer, then kicked it closed, daring her to wake, but she slept on. The entire way out of her room, he opened and clenched the shaking hands that had been so ready to fondle her.

 With long strides he made it outside to the stable. The horses recoiled in their stalls as if they sensed the violent turmoil within him.

 He didn’t want to take her horse, not the one that he’d seen her touch foreheads with while she murmured to it. He couldn’t see very well, so he went for a larger horse. After much coaxing, he led out a stallion, vaguely noting it felt superior, and found a saddle for him, using his good hand and the inside of his other arm to carry it. The black dots blurring his vision when he hefted the saddle and tightened it should have warned him that he was pushing too fast, but he continued as though chased.

 He glanced back at the house, saw the curtains flickering in and out of her window as though beckoning. Remember how you felt when you saw her crying, he told himself. Gritting his teeth, Court put a boot in the stirrup and stepped up.

 The black dots returned and exploded.

 • • •

 Chiron, the ranch’s primary stud, was missing. After several hours and to Annalía’s horror, they’d found the horse, still saddled, merrily impregnating a mare that had not been in the ranch’s schedule.

 Now, armed with the knowledge of an attempted horse theft—of a stallion worth his weight in gold—she followed a thick trail of hardened mud directly up to the Highlander’s room. Her outrage escalated with each step.

 Of course, the door was unlocked. She marched in, fury making a door slamming seem a worthy gesture.

 At the sound, he cracked open bloodshot eyes. “What?” he grumbled as he turned on his back.

 Mud everywhere. The lace coverlet ruined. “Rolling in the mud, MacCarrick? What a fitting recreation.”

 He put his good hand behind his head, insolently leaning up on the pillow and peering at her with a too-sly expression, a far too . . . familiar expression. As if he knew a secret she didn’t. Was he staring at her breasts? “You were just going to steal away in the night? And I do mean ‘steal,’ since we can add horse thievery to your extensive list of shortcomings.”

 He waved her statement away with his cast, which was also streaked with mud. “I was going to send it back.”

 “Is that why, of all the horses in the stable, our ranch’s stud was found saddled and with a-a . . . he was saddled and wandering?”

 “No, I took him because—” He broke off. “Just forget it.”

 “I want to know why!” Why that and why he would just leave. Without a word of thanks. And why should that nettle her so much? She wanted him gone.

 “And I said”—he leveled a forbidding glare at her—“to forget it.”

 Obstinate man! “I want you out of my house today.”

 “And how should I accomplish that, since I could no’ sit a horse last night and barely got back inside?”

 “I don’t care if you have to roll down the mountain. Pascal’s men will come for you, and when they do, we will all pay for your selfishness.”

 “Unlike you people, I canna run up and down sheer mountains all day—like bloody mountain goats—when I am strong. Much less with bashed ribs and a stone of muscle lost.”

 “If you could make it outside last night, you’re well enough to leave a place that holds no welcome for you.”

 He crossed his arms, his eyes growing darker.

 “So, MacCarrick, if you have no other objections—”

 “No.”

 “Good.”

 “No. I meant no, I’m no’ leaving.”

 Remain calm! Ignore the increasingly familiar urge to close in on his face and screech at him. “You will, because this is my home.”

 “Who’s going to throw me out? The old man? The bairn? No’ a single man in sight who can do it.”

 Mare de Déu, she wished he’d stop saying that. Because he was right. He could stay for as long as he pleased. Wrestling with her temper, she forced herself to say in a soft voice, “I saved your life, and I’m asking you to leave my home. If you are a gentleman that must count for something.”

 “If I honor your wishes, you’d have saved my life in vain. So it’s bloody convenient that I’m no’ a gentleman.”



Five
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 If Pascal’s first letter had been the judgment, his second had been the sentence. Annalía stood dazed at the oak desk, the paper in her hand crumpled and damp from her palm.

 She’d waited for his instructions, more nervous than she’d ever been. The last four days had been more nerve-wracking even than when a coach-and-six unexpectedly crunched into the white gravel drive of her school. If a carriage came, no one raised an eyebrow. A carriage meant a day trip. But a coach-and-six struck fear into the hearts of the girls, and they would all tear across the schoolroom to look out from the balcony, praying their family’s crest wouldn’t be emblazoned on the door.

 A surprise coach-and-six meant some girl’s life was about to drastically change.

 As drastically as Annalía’s was.

 Pascal had called for her. The hours had dragged by as she’d awaited his summons, hours made more miserable by hearing the Highlander restlessly stomping all over her home.

 He’d been like a loosed bull in the manor, which necessitated her behaving like a frightened hare to avoid him. Their game would end tomorrow. The general expected her to join him then and marry him by the week’s end.

 She wasn’t even near Pascal, and yet already his hand stretched far to control her.

 She burned the letter in the study’s fireplace then paced until her legs ached and the sun had set, uncaring as to what her father would have thought. Apparently, she couldn’t help it. She remembered another time when she’d been home briefly from school and he’d caught her at it. She’d been sixteen. That time his hard, weathered face had looked grave, his eyes full of pain. “Elisabet used to do that.”

 Of course, she would have. Everyone always said Annalía was just like her mother.

 When Annalía had first arrived at The Vines, one of the older girls had whispered, “Watch out for that one with the gardener. She’s Castilian.” They’d regarded her and determined things about her that she hadn’t recognized at that young age, and they hadn’t even known that Annalía’s mother had been caught making love to her family’s former stable master. Before and after her marriage to Llorente.

 She ran her fingertips over the choker at her neck. The stone attached was a reminder she was never without—

 “Why are you pacing?” The Highlander. His voice was a rumble she felt.

 She exhaled in irritation, then faced him. Her first impulse was to leave the room, but she’d tired of running in her own home, tired of him taking over everything that was hers, and instead she sat behind the desk. She ignored his question and asked, “Why are you here?”

 “I want whisky. Occurred to me that even you people might have some.”

 She closed her eyes to get her temper under control. When she opened them, he was at the liquor cabinet, noisily opening the crystal decanters, smelling their aromas, then setting them down. The silver tags on each decanter clacked against the glass.

 “You can read the labels rather than smelling each one. That is, if you can read.”

 “Canna read them in this light.”

 He was right. She’d bought them in Paris for Aleix, delighted with the flourishing engravings, but soon realized they were difficult to decipher even in daylight. Pretty but serving little use. No wonder she’d bought them. She almost laughed.

 “By all the saints . . .” he said, finally finding one that kept his interest. He poured a generous draught into a crystal glass. And placed it directly in front of her. She stared at it as if he’d just positioned some dead thing there, something foul like what the barn cats insisted on gifting her doorstep, and vaguely heard him pouring one for himself.

 Drink in hand, he sank into the spacious chair across from the desk. Llorente had always wanted whoever was on the other side to feel small and insignificant. She rolled her eyes. Of course, the deep chair fit the Highlander perfectly, and he leaned back, seeming surprised that it suited him so well.

 Wait. He’d shaved. How had he . . . ? He’d pilfered her brother’s belongings! And his cast was gone? She’d probably find the remains of it chewed off beside his bed. Brainless man. . . .

 Yet after Pascal’s letter, she just didn’t have the energy to vent her annoyance. Instead, she stared while he swirled the whisky as if with reverence. His hands were large and callused, but he held the glass gently, his dark gaze fixed on its flickering colors by the candle’s light. When he finally took a drink, he exhaled with pleasure.

 The scene was like watching someone relish a meringue. Soon all you could think about was eating meringue. She looked on in horror as her hand shook its way to her glass. Brows drawn, she lifted it. She glanced at him; he smirked at her—the horse-thieving Scot—expecting her to back out.

 Why not drink it? It was imperative to wipe that look from his face.

 She’d never touched spirits, never overimbibed rare tastes of table wine. She’d never done anything she shouldn’t have. And look where her life was culminating.

 As Pascal’s bride.

 The glass shot up to meet her lips, her hand and head tilting far back. Fire rushed down her throat in a long continuous stream. Propriety demanded that she stop. Alas, she and propriety were losing touch. She continued until the glass was drained.

 Refusing to gasp, she stared at him defiantly through watering eyes, then choked back a cough until she could reduce it to a gentle clearing of her throat behind her hand.

 “A woman who likes her whisky,” he said while refilling her glass. “Careful that you doona steal my heart, Annalía.”

 “It figures that the one requirement you’d have for your woman is ‘whisky drinker.’ ”

 “Aye, but that’s only after ‘walks upright.’ ”

 He’d said the words in his customary low and threatening voice, making it sound cutting, but she felt warm, and her lips slowly tugged into a smile.

 He stared at her lips, at her smile, and strangely his jaw tensed, bulging at the sides. He had such a squared jaw. Far too masculine.

 “Opposable thumbs rate high as well,” he said, shooting her a significant glance, but she didn’t know why. Opposable thumbs? She wasn’t familiar with the phrase in English. Her English was flawless, as was her French, Catalan, and Spanish, her vocabulary in each language stellar. For this brute to know something she didn’t rankled.

 He probably made it up.

 Still, the way his gaze moved over her, lingering, with an expectant look, made her blush all the same. She felt it heat her face and creep to her neck.

 Immediately, he asked, “What’s the stone you wear at your neck?”

 She brushed her finger over it. “Peridot. It’s called peridot.” “I’ve never seen the green-gold color. It matches your eyes.”

 Embarrassed, she quickly murmured, “It was my mother’s. It’s said to have been Cleopatra’s favorite gem.”

 “You have something in common with the lusty Cleopatra?”

 “I didn’t say I liked the stone,” she bit out.

 He raised his eyebrows at her tone, as if noting her reaction, then changed the subject. “So whose whisky am I enjoying? Your father’s . . . ?”

 “No. My father is deceased.”

 He inclined his head to her slightly. In a moment of insight, she thought that’s how a gruff Highlander might say, “I’m sorry to hear that.”

 “Your brother’s, then? The big bastard whose clothes I wear?”

 “He’s no bastard!”

 Studying. “It’s a figure of speech. No’ literally.”

 Her face colored again, and she brought the glass to her lips. “Oh. Yes, it’s his.”

 “And where is he, leaving you alone like this?”

 She set the glass down. Had it wobbled? “He’s away on business, but is expected to return this week.”

 “Is he, then? This very week?” he asked, plainly disbelieving her.

 “Is that not what I just said?” She sounded exasperated.

 “How is it you speak English as well as a native? Spanish and French, I understand, but no’ the queen’s English.”

 She frowned at the abrupt change in topic. Polite conversation followed rules. Topics were sequential, orderly, and flowed from one to the next like a gentle current when all those conversing were skilled. Why deliberately disrupt it? She sighed in a put-out way, then replied, “I went to school abroad and learned it there. English, you might not have heard, is the worldwide language of the nobility.”

 The truth was she’d had to learn it to communicate with many of her schoolmates. The Brits and Yanks couldn’t seem to string together a foreign phrase to save their lives, though everyone else was at least trilingual. Worse, the Yanks polluted the language with irregular phrasings and slang that were difficult to keep pace with. As difficult as they were secretly amusing.

 “Which school?”

 “It’s very exclusive. I’m sure you wouldn’t have heard of it.” She absently tapped her nails against her crystal glass. Apparently, he took that as a sign to refill it. Since it was empty.

 “Try me.” “It’s called Les Vignes.” “Aye, The Vines. Just outside of Paris in Fontainebleau.” She just stopped herself from dropping her jaw. How had he heard of it?

 He smirked. “Aristocrats and heiresses.”

 “Indeed,” she said in a pained tone. His gloating look rattled her, but also simply thinking about the school made her yearn for her time there. Life had been simple then. She’d loved it there, loved acquiring knowledge, but most important, Annalía had attained her coveted aura of worldliness.

 Unfortunately, this worldliness was, as yet, a façade. She’d never been farther north than Paris or farther south than just past the border with Spain. She had never even seen the sea. The Highlander, just by virtue of his traveling from Scotland to Andorra, was worldlier than she.

 But MacCarrick would never know it because she could put on a grand show. She’d learned contemporary American sass and slang from a princess of railroad royalty, fashionable disdain from a pouty French inheritrix of some medical patent, and British loftiness from a “fifteenth from the throne” duke’s daughter.

 “It’s very exclusive,” she repeated absently. In fact, she’d scarcely been received. Annalía wasn’t so closely related to a throne, unless you followed Pascal’s insane despot logic, of course. However, she was distantly related to eight of them.

 “Yet you were born and raised in archaic Andorra.”

 Her expression felt brittle. She should have known he would cut through the façade and go straight to the heart of her insecurities. When she didn’t answer, he continued, “I’ve always said there are just no’ enough Andorrans in the world.”

 “And what makes you so sure I was raised here?”

 “I’ve heard you speak Catalan to the people here. You’ve never spoken it to anyone outside of Andorra, have you?”

 She’d yearned to visit other Catalan-speaking countries, but Llorente had forbidden it. “Why do you ask that?”

 “This country hasn’t changed much since medieval times and neither has its language.”

 “Are you saying I speak with a medieval dialect?” She couldn’t.

 He leaned back and nodded with obvious enjoyment.

 “And with you being a Highlander, I’m sure you recognize medieval when you come across it.” Ha!

 His lips curled at the side. Not quite a smile. “So the Scot and the Andorran. We’re no’ so different.”

 She was decidedly different from everything that he was. “I’m Castilian,” she snapped, surprising herself. That information rarely came out sounding like a declaration. Next to a Scot she could be proud of anything, she supposed.

 “A hot-blooded Castilian, then? Collared with Cleopatra’s jewel.” Never taking his eyes from hers, he lifted his glass and growled over the rim, “Fascinatin’.”

 She barely prevented her lips from parting in disbelief. Straight to the heart. How did he manage to brush so closely to her secrets? He didn’t know her. He knew nothing. He was merely provoking for reaction. . . .

 The next several minutes were odd. If she tilted her head, his eyes narrowed. If she touched her hair, he scrubbed his good hand across the back of his neck. When she drank more, he stilled, as if awaiting something. That was one thing she realized about him—he was always scrutinizing, always weighing, and deciding. She wondered what he’d decided about her.

 Here she sat drinking with her worst enemy—well, worst after Pascal—but not because she wanted to be near the man. Certainly not that. And not because she’d forgotten what he was. He was a Highlander, and it was because of people like him and his miserable kinsmen—those cursed killers for hire—that the general had enough power to force her to his will. He was her enemy and she didn’t care.

 She’d heard that liquor made one brash, but now Annalía knew it also made one uncaring. Underhanded, even.

 Because she would use him.

 What if she could hire him and his men to help her? What if she could tempt him to want to help her? If she was one of those women—if the whispers about her were true—then surely she could have some effect on a man.

 What did she have to lose by trying?

 Before her courage failed her, she stood, then walked around the desk toward him. When he quickly stood as well, she stopped and reached back for her glass—just one more little sip for courage. . . . She turned back and he was directly in front of her, looking at her face in his intense, watchful manner.

 He took a gentle, shuffling step closer, as though he didn’t want to frighten her away. She backed up to the desk, but he kept drawing nearer, surrounding her with his body, with his appealing scent. And some common, base part deep inside her reveled in his size, reveled in the heat she could feel from his skin.

 His gaze caught hers, as if he couldn’t stop looking at her. Up so close, she could see how much his eyes had cleared, could see how remarkably dark they were, the irises black like obsidian. And the way he looked at her . . . as though he was hungry for her. As though he lusted, and understood like no man had before how incredibly much she did, too. She felt like she’d caught fire.

 She set her palms against the edge of the desk, wrapping her fingers around it, then nervously licked her lips, unsure of what to do. He must have realized she wasn’t leaving, wasn’t moving from this spot, because he appeared baffled, his brows drawn. It was as though she could hear him thinking. She knew he was suspicious of her behavior. She also knew he would decide to enjoy now and figure it out later. As if on cue, his expression changed to one of intent.

 As she’d seen women do on bridges across Paris at sunset, she brushed her hands up over his chest and then rested them on the back of his neck. When her fingers twined behind him, his breaths hastened. “MacCarrick,” she murmured. “Do you . . . like me?”

 His gaze was flickering over her face, sometimes resting on her lips, but now meeting her eyes. “Right now I like you very much.”

 She threaded her fingers in his hair. “After tonight, do you want to be my . . . friend?”

 His voice was deep and husky when he said, “Among other things.”

 “Can I trust you?”

 He nodded slowly. “With this? Aye, I’ll no’ tell a soul.”

 She frowned at his comment, but went forward with what she had to do. “If I asked you for something, would you want to give it to me?”

 He seemed to stiffen at her question, and a muscle in his cheek twitched. Then she had the impression that he was forcing himself to relax. “Anna, I will give you something that you want.”

 Though he’d turned her words around, she still murmured, “MacCarrick . . .” He bent lower to hear her better, and she whispered against his ear, “Kiss me, MacCarrick.”

 He shuddered.

 Her breath against his ear made this mercenary react so strongly? She wondered what her touch might do. If she was the type of woman people accused her of being, then maybe she was also the type of woman who could “bring a man to his knees.” She rather liked the thought.

 He put his palm on the back of her head, drawing her in. She thought he would kiss her, but he hesitated, as if to let her body grow accustomed to his, as if savoring that he was about to kiss her as he had savored the whisky.

 The second he placed his lips on hers and slanted his mouth, heat shot through her body. When he kissed down the side of her neck, she sucked in a breath, staggered by the feelings. His hands found her backside and he yanked her into him—hard—until she could feel his erection, huge against her belly. This is wrong— His lips were warm and firm and quelled the thought.

 He molded her backside with insistent fingers, squeezing her into him, then grasping her around the waist to—oh, Mare de Déu —move her pelvis against him. Wrong! her mind cried.

 Just as she would pull away, he gathered her closer to kiss her earlobe, and she wondered, mystified, why she’d deemed this so terrible. They weren’t doing more than pressing bodies together. Of course, he wouldn’t make love to her.

 Before she had any comprehension of what he was doing, he’d unfastened the top few buttons of her shirt and would’ve done more if she hadn’t seized the next button in her fist. He made some noise as if her action amused him, but he didn’t continue. He spread what he’d opened, uncovering her upper chest to her chemise, then placed his hands on her back to arch her to him. To her bewilderment, he groaned deeply and rubbed the side of his face against the tops of her breasts. She felt the low guttural sound, and it frightened her, but not more than it exhilarated her.

 Her brows drew together as she watched him—he kissed her skin as if he’d lost himself. That’s what had happened to her—she’d lost herself. Her mind was separate, as if looking on, noting her body’s response as he set her atop the desk to stand between her legs. Her breasts were growing heavy and sensitive, and her own panting breaths sounded loud.

 She was embarrassed that he heard her like this, and that he was the cause. Embarrassed that he saw her with her skirts hiked up her legs nearly to her garters and her blouse partially unbuttoned.

 “Let me see your hair.” He rasped the words against her damp skin, and she trembled. “I know the treasures you hide. I’ve seen them.”

 Hazily, she wondered when, but then he kissed at the line of her chemise, and she couldn’t bite back a soft moan, the pleasure was so intense. He raised his face to brush his lips over her ear, and she could feel his warm breath there. He’d begun loosening her hair, and she wanted him to.

 With each kiss, Annalía wanted to show this brutal Highlander more of her, to bare her breasts and let her hair down so he could run his fingers through it. But when it fell about her, he didn’t touch her so gently. He wrapped the ends around his fist as his lips returned insistent against her neck. His tongue flicked her skin, and her eyes flashed open, then slowly slid closed.

 But he tensed and drew back, releasing her.

 “Què li passa?” she murmured. As if coming out of a daze, she opened her eyes and repeated in English, “What is it?”

 She heard it then—the coming of riders into the manor’s courtyard.

 “Stay here,” he ordered, his face more menacing than she had ever seen it. “Lock the door behind me and doona come out for any reason. Do you ken?”

 In the space of a heartbeat, the fierce look of intent had vanished, replaced by one of barely controlled fury.

 When she didn’t answer, he grabbed her shoulders. “Anna, do you understand?”

 “Yes,” she began, but the voices of several men sounded, just before a pounding on the front door.

 They were Scottish.

 “We’re looking for Courtland MacCarrick,” a man shouted.

 MacCarrick relaxed and put his forehead against hers. His hand rested on her face and his thumb stroked her bottom lip. “They’re no’ known for their timing.”

 More of them? The thought of additional Highlanders traipsing across her property made her insides roil. She prayed Vitale wouldn’t wake.

 Now that the fire in her blood had cooled, shame set in. With fumbling hands she pulled her blouse together and turned her face away. He drew back from her and seemed angered by her reaction.

 “More Highlanders?”

 “Aye. We’ll stay until I can ride.”

 “Stay?”

 She choked out the word. “They don’t have permission to be on this mountain. You will tell them to leave.”

 “Always imperious. One day you’ll learn that I doona take orders. You might also ken that men like me doona appreciate it when lasses like you try to play with them.”

 She’d been buttoning her blouse and slowed at his last comment. She knew she’d made a mistake, but still cried, “But they’re not welcome here!”

 “You said I was no’ welcome as well,” he grated in an impatient tone. “Yet you were moments away from gladly taking me into more than your home.”

 She gasped. “I was not! A kiss is a far cry from lying with a man.”

 “No’ just with ‘a man,’ ” he bit out. “With me.” He pushed forward once more, forcefully wedging himself between her closed knees. His body was hot against her even through her clothes.

 “Then I certainly was not going to!”

 His lips curved into a cruel smile. He put his hand against her backside again, trapping her closer, and growled the words, “I was about to enjoy you on this desk. Rip aside your skirts and take you here like the animal you called me.”

 “A-Against my will?” she responded unevenly, almost rendered speechless by his words. She tried to inch back on the desk. “Because that’s the only way it would happen.”

 He leaned in to say at her ear, “No’ against your will. You’d be begging for me inside you.” He lingered there, as if to make sure she heard him, then lightly touched his face down her neck.

 She gasped again, her shame deepening because even his words stirred her, made her want his lips against her breasts again, his breath hot against them.

 When he drew back from her, his expression was cold. “If you ever try to use your wiles on me again, expect that I’ll use you back a thousand times—”

 “Court? Are you in there?” one of them called from outside. “Is anybody home?”

 He exhaled a long breath, then eased her legs closed to brush down her skirt with great familiarity, as if he knew her, as if they’d done this a hundred times. Strangely, that gesture was more confusing to her than anything he’d done before.

 “Listen to me. We will no’ be long here. Just a couple of days.” He turned to walk away.

 “And I should take your word for it?” she whispered, but he heard her and strode back once more, his hand shooting out to palm the back of her neck and force her to look up to him.

 “Know this, Annalía. You should never take my word. When you trust me, you will regret it.”

 “I don’t want them here,” she said in a low voice. “Any more than I want you.”

 His expression darkened ominously. “The only thing we respond to is force.” He raked his gaze over her. “And you doona have any.”



Six

[image: Images]

 As Court made his way through the house, he tried to get a grasp of what had just happened. Staring at her eyes, at her plump lips, he’d had a hard time concentrating, but he’d known that she didn’t want him—at least not at first. Her actions had been calculated. She’d had an agenda, and it had been a blow.

 He’d finally gotten to kiss her, and he’d been left . . . empty. That she’d seemed to catch on fire like a wick soothed his pride somewhat. Christ, he’d spoken the truth—he’d had a real chance of taking her on the table. And he wouldn’t have hesitated.

 But now the emptiness turned to ire. He’d truly wanted her while she only wanted something from him—to what end he was sure he’d find out soon enough.

 At the front entrance he paused, putting a hand against the wall beside the door, shaking off her effect on him. He curled his fingers against the plaster, willing his body under control, then finally opened the door wide to five of his crew.

 “Court!” exclaimed Gavin MacKriel, the oldest of their band. “By God, it’s good to see you.”

 When the man took his shoulders, Court frowned and slapped him on the back with his better hand, then again until Gavin released him and moved on.

 MacTiernay, the one-eyed giant, looked him up and down, then punched him in the upper chest in greeting before walking past.

 Court stared after him. That was more emotion than MacTiernay had ever demonstrated. Then Niall, his cousin, slapped him on the back, and Liam, the youngest, was about to as well until Court gave him a look of warning. The last inside, Fergus, who’d earned the nickname The Sleeping Scot, actually looked awake and glad to see him.

 He showed them in and then on into the parlor. As if he owned the place. “Where are the rest?”

 Liam had already nabbed a pear from a fruit-laden bowl in the foyer. At nineteen he was still growing and could eat double his weight in food every day. He took a bite and said between chews, “They have been searching for a body for your kin to bury.”

 “I appreciate the sentiment.” Court took a seat at the main table, feeling weak from their greetings. Nothing like Highlanders striking you to get your mind off a woman. “You were that sure I was dead?”

 “We followed your pair of Rechazados,” Fergus answered as he eased himself into a seat, “then persuaded them to partake in one last conversation. They told us they’d killed you.”

 “That was the plan. You took out two? We’re at forty-seven, then?”

 “Forty-seven and counting,” Gavin said. “I hope you told them we were coming to kill them.”

 “Aye, I did. It dinna have the effect I was hoping for, but satisfies now.”

 Niall stood to survey a wine sideboard. “After we got your message, I sent the rest of the crew to the smuggler’s lodge to wait for us.”

 Niall was to take over their band if anything happened to him, and Court nodded his approval at Niall’s decision. They’d stumbled upon the isolated lodge while exploring the back passes along the border with France. It was filled with long-abandoned luxuries, dust-covered crates packed with silver, porcelain, and crystal that some smuggler had never made it back for.

 “And I brought your gear,” Niall added. “You doona look like you’re hurting for clothes, but I bet you miss your weapons.”

 “You’ve no idea.” When he’d heard riders coming, he hadn’t known if he’d finally brought Pascal’s men down upon this place. He hadn’t known how he’d protect her from them.

 “So whose home is this?” Niall asked.

 “An Andorran lass’s.” Court wondered if they could see he was thrown. No battle, no violence had ever made him off balance like this.

 Niall gave him a razor-sharp look. “She’s bonny?” Yes, Niall could see.

 “Aye,” he admitted. Moments ago, that beautiful woman had sunk her fingers into his muscles to get closer to him. He’d thought her reaction was real and reveled in it, but if she was willing to manipulate him . . . He caught them regarding him quizzically. “She found me half dead by the river and dragged me back here. No men around, so I’ve just been lingering on.”

 “Dragged you? So she’s a big, bonny Andorran?”

 “She and her horse dragged me. No, she’s just a wee thing. You should see her—a good gust would send her reeling.” Court noticed Niall studying him and changed the subject. “Have you heard any news?”

 Niall removed a bottle of wine and whistled at the label before saying, “We heard word that Spain might come for its deserters any day now. And if they doona, France will.”

 “It’s about bloody time.” Court had been continually disgusted with the lack of action against the invasion. Yes, Andorra was small, but its location was critical, as Pascal well knew. “Where’d you hear this?”

 Gavin scratched his neck. “From Otto.”

 “Otto, huh?” Court’s eyes narrowed. “Now why would he be contacting us?”

 Gavin hesitated, then said, “He’s . . . overextended again.”

 “He usually is.” Which was why Court had broken from the Prussian’s company years ago and formed his own. “What’s it this time? Sixty against five hundred?” Otto kept his band winnowed down and repeatedly contracted for huge jobs. Great way to make a lot of coin. Sure way to get killed.

 “Could be that many,” Niall said absently as he returned the bottle and selected another. By the look on his face, this one was even more valuable. Not that Niall was such the wine expert, but he had an uncanny sense for money and could perceive value like a dog could scent a trail.

 “And he’s coming to us hat in hand?” Court didn’t like where this was going. Some of his men didn’t mind playing the odds, no matter how bad they were.

 Gavin nodded. “We might be able to recoup some of the pay we lost here.”

 Court shook his head firmly. “We have no’ lost it yet.”

 “No shame in cutting bait,” Niall said. “Another crew, those Tyrolean sharpshooters, left without pay.”

 Gavin added, “The region’s unstable and everybody’s tails are twitching. No one wants to go head to head with Pascal, especially no’ after what he did to you.”

 Niall removed his gaze from the wine to study Court. “They banged you up good?”

 So much that Court was still astonished that he’d lived. “Them and the river. I had to jump blind into the falls, then ride them headfirst.”

 “And your wrist?” Niall asked. Court had never met a more sharp-eyed person than his cousin. “Looks odd and you’re favoring one hand.”

 His wrist should look odd, since it was very stiff and sorer than usual, due solely to the fact that ten minutes ago he’d had both hands splayed on Annalía’s lush bottom. “Broke it. Had a cast on it. I think another week till I’m right.”

 “A cast?” Niall asked with disbelief. “What’s wrong with leather between the teeth until it stops paining you? Casts are for bairn and lasses when they fall off their ponies.”

 Only Liam and Gavin laughed. The impassive MacTiernay had never indicated he was capable of it, and Fergus had already crossed his arms over his chest and was slumped back asleep.

 “I dinna have any say on the cast.” Court gingerly flexed his fingers. “The Andorran did it when I was knocked out.” He frowned at Niall, who was returning to the table with the bottle uncorked and a clutch of wine glasses. Perhaps they ought not be drinking this bottle if it was dearer than the one that Niall had whistled over.

 “So how long were you out?” Niall asked as he poured a round.

 “Two days.” Though Court wasn’t normally a wine drinker, he accepted a glass, curious to see what it’d taste like. His drink of choice was whisky because it rendered him as jovial as he’d ever get. Wine? Not so much. “I’m just surprised Pascal dinna find me in all this time.”

 “He’s searching the countryside, but not as he might in the past because he’s been busy. Hark this—he’s taking a bride,” Niall said. “She’s some Spanish aristocrat, supposed to have royal blood or some such. Marrying her will give him more claim to Spain than any of the generals before him.”

 Gavin drank and gave Niall an impressed look as if he’d grown the grapes, then added, “Rumor is that she’s happy about the nuptials.”

 Court leaned back, disgusted. “Then they deserve each other.”

 Liam drank his glass in one gulp. “So where’s this cast-making lass?”

 “She’ll be in her room.” He surveyed his men, trying to imagine what she’d think of them, and added, “Most likely for the night.”

 Liam got a sly look on his face. “You tire her out so much that she canna leave her bed?”

 He scrubbed a hand over his mouth and couldn’t help saying, “I wish.”

 Niall raised his eyebrows. “A lass Court MacCarrick canna have? That breed does no’ exist.”

 He exhaled loudly. “It does in the Andorran mountains.”

 • • •

 They’d simply taken over the house, ransacking the wine cellar, flipping through books, pilfering a stash of tobacco, and Court suspected they’d already cleaned out the larder. Two hours and over a dozen bottles of wine between them later, Court was discovering that the stone of weight he’d lost ensured he was drunker than usual.

 He’d just pushed aside his last glass when he heard the front door groan open. “I’ll be back,” he said, his words just shy of slurred as he dashed out of his chair.

 He caught up with Annalía on the path and took her shoulder. “Where do you think you’re going?”

 “To sleep elsewhere.” She flung her shoulder back to break his grip.

 “No, I doona believe you will,” he drawled, finally releasing her.

 “You think to order me in my own home?”

 He said easily, “Aye.”

 She smoothed her hair. She’d put it up again, but it was looser. He suspected she still might be drunk.

 “It’s one thing to remain in a house with an incapacitated patient,” she said, with her accent thicker than he’d ever heard it. “It’s quite another to be an unmarried young woman staying with a gang of mercenaries.”

 “Ah, Annalía, you have no’ even met them.” Suddenly, he wanted them to see her, to understand what he’d been tempted with. He took her arm.

 “What are you doing? MacCarrick?”

 He hated that he liked hearing her say his name. She’d whispered it in his ear while testing her wiles on him—wiles that infuriated him because he knew if she’d had any experience . . .

 He swung her inside and into the parlor, announcing, “And this would be the lady of the house. Lady Annalía Llorente.”

 The men rose and her eyes widened at their size even as their eyes narrowed at her. When Court moved to sit and watch, they advanced on her until she backed to the wall.

 “ ‘Bonny’ was a bit of an understatement, then?” Niall said over his shoulder.

 Court shrugged and retrieved his glass.

 As Gavin introduced himself, he took her hand and kissed it. Court could see he was rubbing her skin with his thumb, and he wondered why that raised his hackles and why he now regretted showing her off. Gavin told the others in Gaelic that they had to feel her hands.

 They did so, one at a time, introducing themselves, with Liam exclaiming, “You have yourself some wee, soft hands.”

 Niall alone didn’t touch her. Probably because he’d determined exactly what Court was thinking.

 Their petting seemed to put her in a panic, but her reaction to the men didn’t surprise him. They were all huge and scarred. Fergus was missing fingers and MacTiernay was taller than all of them and had only one eye. She’d been intimidated by Court, too, but she’d still initiated a kiss. Whatever she wanted of him, she wanted it very badly indeed.

 “Lady Annalía, thank you for allowing us to stay here,” Niall said.

 “She didn’t,” Court informed them. “She wants all of us gone.”

 She put her chin up. “Mr. MacCarrick, my first priority is to the people of this place. Even if you are not allied with Pascal any longer, your presence still jeopardizes everyone here.”

 Court gave a harsh laugh. “Now that sounds very noble, but why do you no’ tell them what you told me at the door? You want us gone to preserve appearances.”

 She didn’t back down. “That is important as well. If my reputation is tarnished, I will not be able to make the match that is expected of me.”

 Niall muttered, “Court, she’s right—”

 He interrupted, “You were planning to ask me for something tonight, were you no’? Do it now.”

 She opened her mouth to speak, then closed it and turned her face away.

 “Perhaps in the morning you’ll be inclined to make your request. Perhaps we’ll be inclined to hear it—if we stay here.”

 She faced him again. “Very well, stay. We can speak when I return—”

 “You stay here, too.”

 She straightened her choker, appearing so miserable he almost relented. He could feel his men watching him and her, knew they were confounded by his behavior.

 She swallowed and then said in a pained tone, “Yes, of course. I extend my welcome to your men and look forward to our meeting.”

 “Go to bed, Annalía. You’ll need your rest after the night we’ve had.” She looked like she’d been struck, gasping a breath before sweeping from the room.

 Niall didn’t wait until she was even out of earshot. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

 “Doona start on me. She’s no’ as helpless as she appears and she’s been insulting me regularly for a week.” When Niall looked unconvinced, Court added, “She’s calculating and she’s spoiled, and tonight she sought to manipulate me, cutting her teeth and testing her wiles.” He ran a hand over the back of his neck, uneasy because he knew if she’d had any experience . . . she could’ve worked him like dough. “It was no’ right.”

 Niall shook his head. “I doona believe I’ve ever seen you treat a lass this poorly.”

 “That’s because you’ve no’ met a woman like her. I’m telling you, you’ve never known such an arrogant female in your life. Tomorrow you’ll see.”



Seven
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 Annalía had awakened before dawn to wretched memories of her deeds the night before.

 She’d known several unsavory things about her character. She’d realized flaws in her morality—apparently inherent flaws. Now she knew another fact: In the presence of whisky, the simple application of a man’s lips to her own, and then to her chest, induced her to lose her mind.

 And this morning she would have to ask that Philistine for his help in front of his hulking . . . associates. She would force herself to do it, even though she knew that if he did decide to help her, he would first make her . . . grovel.

 But by no means did she count on his assistance. Before the sun had risen, she’d dragged Vitale from bed and instructed him to have Iambe ready. She was due at Pascal’s today, and if she couldn’t persuade the Highlander to help her, then she was gone. She’d left her travel bags in the stable, confident that if she needed to leave in a hurry, she could.

 Yet Vitale had quarreled with her over her plan because he didn’t want her to leave under any circumstances, whether she could sway the mercenaries or not.

 Even lusty old Vitale feared what a monster like Pascal would do to her on their wedding night. She wasn’t as nervous as she had been, though. She quite liked kissing, and that had been with a ruffian she loathed. The rumors had it that Pascal was very meticulous about his dress and cleanliness, so truly, how much worse could it be?

 She’d returned to her room before the Highlanders had risen and had taken extra care with her hair and dress. Now that she heard them milling about, she descended.

 When she approached the parlor, she had to bite her tongue to keep from screeching at their boots on the table, at the smell of tobacco cloying inside the room, at the food they’d already rooted through.

 Mare de Déu! There were empty bottles of wine everywhere. She glanced around, eyes wide. Had more Highlanders come in the night? No, just the six of them had run through the abundant supply in the sideboard and raided their collection in the cellar.

 They saw her then, and she forced a smile to her face. “Good morning, gentlemen,” she said, pleasantly enough. When they stood and seemed as if they might approach her, no doubt to touch her hands again, she backed to the doorway and pressed her palms against the molding behind her. “I trust you slept well.”

 “Aye. Thank you for your hospitality.” She thought that one was Niall. They’d introduced themselves last night, but all their names had sounded the same, alike in their oddness and unfamiliarity. More ridiculous, every surname began with Mac.

 “Should we no’ cut through the chatter and get to what you wanted to ask me?” MacCarrick muttered. He appeared exhausted, his eyes bloodshot again, and when she’d walked in he’d been rubbing his forehead.

 A brittle smile. “Of course, Mr. MacCarrick. Your directness is always . . . refreshing.”

 He raised his eyebrows. “Refreshing, is it now? How did you put it before? Aye, I remember. You said my people lacked delicacy.”

 She could feel herself blushing. These mercenaries looked embarrassed for her. She hated this man. Hated him. But she would do whatever it took to help Aleix. Remember that, Annalía. “I would like to hire you to help me and my family.”

 He smirked, clearly relishing her discomfiture. “And just what would you have us do?”

 She was a private and mistrustful person by nature, and above all else she was proud, but she would have to overcome these traits for they didn’t serve her now. “M-My brother, Aleixandre Llorente, has been captured by Pascal.”

 She scanned the room to see their reactions. The youngest one was about to say something, but then there was a sound under the table, as if he’d been kicked. He shut his mouth. What had he been about to tell her? Did he know something?

 MacCarrick insolently waved her on, and with effort she continued, “He is the only family I have left, and he is in Pascal’s jail. I would pay to have him freed. I would pay more than Pascal.”

 MacCarrick asked, “Why would you think he’s still alive?”

 She felt the blood leaving her face at the thought of Aleix dead, and to her shame her eyes watered. She found herself twining her fingers in front of her, then forced her hands to her sides.

 The older man hissed something to MacCarrick in a foreign language.

 MacCarrick shot him a look and snapped, “It’s a valid question.”

 She didn’t know how to handle these people. She’d been taught a perfect stitch and elegant table manners, but no one had instructed her on how to negotiate with ruthless men. Her idea of trying to manipulate MacCarrick with a kiss last night had been laughably far off the mark, but if she was as everyone thought, then why hadn’t it worked? “He will be alive because he has value to Pascal. The people here love him and would do anything for him. The general will use that as leverage over them.”

 “Why does he need leverage over them, when he’s already terrorized them into submission?” MacCarrick asked as he leaned back in his seat. He sounded gloating about the fact.

 “He terrorized them? Or his lackeys terrorized them?” She regretted her words the second she said them.

 He glanced around to the men with his eyebrows raised as if she’d just proven some theory, then his lips curled into a mean, mocking smirk. “Run along, Annalía. We’ll be here for only a few days more.”

 This cretin was ordering her in her own home, and yet she pleaded, “But I will pay you!”

 “Do you have coin on the property?”

 “No, but I have jewelry. Priceless jewelry.”

 He gave her a patronizing expression. “And where could we sell that around here?”

 “Then my fortune. If you free Aleix, he can get it for you. I’ll give it freely.”

 “Canna imagine your ‘fortune’ would be the kind of money we usually command.”

 “That’s because your imagination is limited!” When the man called Niall and two others chuckled, she again commanded herself to bite her tongue. “Take anything you like in this house, anything! I’m sure you could find your pay here.”

 “Anything, then?” he asked with a strange expression. Niall shook his hung head, then rose to leave. The four followed him out.

 Still she nodded eagerly. “Just name your price, Mr. MacCarrick. I will gladly pay it.”

 “Then it’s settled.” He looked her over shamelessly. “I want you.”

 “P-Pardon?”

 “You heard me. I can sense desperation and you’re there. You were willing to kiss me last night to sway me to your cause, and I’ll bet you’re willing to do more than that. Why no’ do it with me?”

 Her eyes went wide. Hate you!

 “I will free him, but before I do, I’ll get to enjoy you,” he said, his tone smug. “Those are my terms.”

 She bit out each word when she said, “There is material wealth here that could satisfy even you.”

 “You mean ‘someone such as me.’ Forget it, then.” He unfolded a dated newspaper, shook it out to read, then kicked his boots up on the table. “I’ll no’ work for you for anything less than you,” he said behind the paper.

 Her brows drew together in bewilderment. Those were Aleix’s boots, stolen. And they were carelessly propped on her table. Hers and Aleix’s table. She and her brother, who was more like a father to her, had breakfast there each morning and talked about the ranch. Aleix was gone. No one would help her and she didn’t understand why.

 The other men returned and sat. She dimly noted that they appeared angry.

 The realization struck her that for the first time in her life she truly needed help and had asked for it, and no one would give it to her. For the first time in her life she’d been . . . vilely propositioned.

 As he continued reading, ignoring her, MacCarrick crossed his ankles, and a bottle by his feet drew her attention. She recognized that particular wine because it had been bottled the year of Aleix’s marriage to his beloved Mariette and had been stored with great care. They had saved it to toast the birth of their first baby. The wine never, never should have been drunk.

 Yet it sat on the table, opened and nearly full, forgotten among the refuse they’d scattered.

 She began to move, and frowned because she had little idea of what she was doing. She watched her feet advancing her toward MacCarrick, and perceived her hand closing hard around the bottleneck just before she raised it high and poured the wine on his head. The growling noise in his throat was getting louder and louder, and still, when the bottle was empty, she dropped it, hitting his thick skull. She thought he bellowed, thought someone might be restraining him. She said in Catalan to no one in particular that the wine had had meaning for her and that they could all go to hell.

 The grandfather clock struck eight. She plucked up her skirt and waltzed from the room. She grabbed her gloves at the table by the door, then strolled to meet Vitale in the stable.

 It was time to go riding.

 • • •

 MacTiernay and Niall wouldn’t release him until they saw through the window that she was riding away. Court had been so shocked, he’d hardly comprehended what she was doing. Then, when he’d lunged for her, MacTiernay snagged him as Niall caught his other arm.

 He shrugged them loose and whipped his drenched head around to find Niall glowering at him.

 “Again. What the hell is wrong with you, Court?” “With me? Did you no’ just see the most arrogant woman ever to live pour a bottle over me?”

 “You deserved it, every drop of it. Talking to her that way after she asked us for help.”

 Gavin added, “And turning her down? Granted, we doona go about doin’ good deeds, but there’s wealth here like I’ve never seen. She could pay us just as well as anyone else.”

 Court wiped his sleeve over his face. “In case you dinna realize this, she never asked for anything, and in case you dinna understand, she just told us all to go to hell.” He shook his hair out and wine splattered everywhere. “Still, I was going to help her. Niall, you ken that I would. I would have before this. I only wanted to bait her a bit. Just for a day.”

 Niall’s expression was incredulous. “I’ve seen you happily snap necks and slit throats, but I’ve never seen you be callous to someone who is weaker than you and in such a vulnerable position. Her only family is in that bastard’s cell, and you would use that over her? To bait her?”

 Court ran his hand over the new knot on his head. “God damn it, I said I’d get him out.”

 “Aye. Because you’re the one who put him there.”
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 When Annalía arrived in the village of Ordino, she heard dogs barking to each other from unseen vantages, yet nothing else stirred. Although it was early evening, the streets were eerily quiet.

 She and Iambe clacked along the slate drive to the largest building, a sizable home built of ancient stone. She’d seen it before on visits here and wondered what had happened to the people who actually owned it.

 She’d just reached the front entrance when a man strode from the inside. Her eyes widened. He was one of the Rechazados—she could tell by the cross tattoo on his bare arm. She’d heard of these legendary assassins, had heard they were every bit as evil as the Highlanders, but colder. Without warning he wrenched her down from the saddle, dropping her to her feet.

 While he seized her bags, an unkempt deserter in a ragged Spanish military uniform arrived to take Iambe. She wanted to make sure he cared for her horse properly, but the Rechazado snapped his fingers for her to draw closer. She called on every ounce of bravery she had to walk toward him, toward what her whole being knew was a threat.

 The women in the valley had said you never saw emotion, never could detect when they would strike. Another had admitted softly that the first hint her sister had that they were about to violate her had been when she hit the ground.

 He snatched her arm to drag her up the steps to the front doors, then inside the dimly lit house. She reasoned with herself that the Rechazados were known to follow their orders to the letter. To the point of death they would fulfill their command, and surely Pascal would have commanded them not to touch her.

 They climbed a sprawling staircase that led to an even darker landing. The room he shoved her into was the last, in the farthest corner of the house. Inside, he emptied her bags on the bed and rifled through her clothes. With a malevolent look, he exited, but he didn’t lock her in. Of course there was no reason to expect her escape.

 She exhaled a wavering breath, then surveyed her surroundings, surprised to find the room was large and looked comfortable enough with plenty of rugs and candles and a clean bed. The window was raised and overlooked a lantern-lit courtyard. Had she been expecting a cell? Yes, because she’d thought of herself as condemned.

 She washed off the travel grime as best as she could with the water at the dresser, then changed from her mud-coated habit behind the door. After rinsing and repinning her hair, she folded her garments back into her bag, hung her dresses, which were severely wrinkled, then she did the only thing left to do—she sat on the edge of the bed and waited, having no idea what to expect.

 An hour had passed—during which she relived her confrontation of the morning, envisioning scenarios where she could shock MacCarrick right back and leave him gaping—when the door opened. A pretty young woman about her age sauntered in, and Annalía’s heart leapt. Was she coerced into being here as well? They could be allies!

 “So you’re to be my stepmother,” the woman said with a dismissive smirk.

 Pretty until she opened her mouth, that is.

 Annalía hadn’t foreseen this, but it made sense that the much older Pascal would have children. “If you’re Pascal’s daughter, then I suppose I am. What’s your name?”

 “Olivia.” “And exactly how many more stepchildren am I to have?”

 “All but me have been disowned or have fled him.” She tilted her head at Annalía. “You look so distressed. Aren’t you excited about the nuptials?” Olivia was taunting her.

 “Would you be happy in my situation?”

 She shrugged impudently, ignoring Annalía to walk to the window and scan the courtyard.

 “Olivia, do you know if my brother is safe?”

 For long moments, she waited, then turned, as if to size up Annalía and determine if it was worth it to spare a kindness to her. “Llorente lives.”

 “If he were dead, would you lie to me?”

 “Yes,” she answered without hesitation. “Now come with me. Your new lord awaits.”

 Annalía followed, but only because she was ready to get this meeting concluded. She couldn’t imagine what the general would look like. He’d probably have a cruel face, with harsh angles as MacCarrick did. Perhaps that would be wishful thinking for him to have at least the Highlander’s looks.

 “He’s in there.” Olivia jerked her chin toward a door. When Annalía’s feet wouldn’t move of their own volition, it seemed, Olivia snapped, “Go on!”

 Annalía pushed open the door, making her manner brisk. And was dumbfounded when Pascal turned to her.

 Annalía had never seen a more beautiful man in her life.

 • • •

 Court stared into his just-poured glass, sinking back and propping his boots on a low table, attempting to relax after a day that had started out . . . wrong and had only gotten worse. At a table nearby, Liam, Niall, and Fergus played cards, though Fergus yawned repeatedly, while Gavin smoked a pipe full of expensive tobacco. MacTiernay rocked with his eyes—or rather his eye—closed, probably reliving old battles.

 When Court had finally gotten control of his temper after the wine incident and had shaken his dogged hangover, Niall had suggested he put himself in Annalía’s shoes. After all, they’d hit her property in a manner a plague of locusts would aspire to, and Court had spoken to her in a way that clearly no man had ever dared. Court also suspected that being fondled by his crew had made her . . . skittish. Creatures that got skittish always came out biting if backed into a corner, and she had.

 So he’d taken Niall’s advice and left her alone for the day. Though he’d wanted to see her later, Vitale had told him that the people here would “give” them until sundown to leave, and that the mademoiselle was so upset by “MacCarrick’s vile proposition” that she was staying on the other side of the mountain for the night.

 He could swear the chit was put on the earth just to make him feel guilty. Or try to. Luckily, he wasn’t one to wrestle with guilt.

 Usually on a night like this when they weren’t working, Court would sit and dream about Beinn a’Chaorainn, his run-down estate in Scotland. He would picture the possibilities that no one else could seem to see, and he would count the days until he’d paid for it completely and all those hills, trees, fields, and the ancient stone keep would be his.

 For a man cursed to have little else, Beinn a’Chaorainn kept him living. Yet now thoughts of Annalía somehow overrode dreams of his land. Damn it, so he’d treated her poorly. He was most likely going to get her brother for her tomorrow night, if Llorente was still alive. . . .

 A violent pounding on the front door interrupted his brooding. “Liam, go answer the bloody door.”

 Liam laid down his cards, then tromped from the room. Minutes later, he called out in a bored tone, “Court, there’s a pitchfork rebellion here to see you.”

 “What?”

 “A collection of doddering old men, torches, and farm tools. I fear for our safety and advise fleeing posthaste.”

 With a weary exhalation, Court kicked his feet down to stand. When Gavin raised his eyebrows, and MacTiernay and Niall laid hands on their pistols, he shook his head. “I’ll take care of this.”

 At the front door, he found Vitale with a half-dozen men standing behind him, spread out like a rickety fan. Their faces blanched at their first glimpse of Court’s expression, and he thought he heard their knees knocking.

 “We’ve had enough of your ill-treating the mademoiselle and stealing the master’s belongings and we want you gone,” Vitale declared in a moderately even voice. “You’ve no right to stay on here.”

 He almost answered, “Might makes right,” and slammed the door. Instead, he asked, “Does she know you’re doing this? Did she put you up to it?”

 “Of course not! She warned everyone to stay clear of you, fearing what you would do.”

 Did she think he would hurt the people here? Did she fear him? Is that why she’d avoided him when they were alone in the house? He’d kind of thought of the last few days as a game they played. “Vitale, if you leave now, we’ll no’ hurt you. You know you canna fight us.”

 “We might not be able to, but we’ll gather more and then you’ll be sorry.”

 Liam piped in over Court’s shoulder, “We’re all aquiver.”

 Court gave him a look that made him skulk from the foyer. When Vitale opened his mouth to say more, Court’s patience wore thin. “Vitale, doona make me kill you.” Seeing the old man’s eyes fill with dread, he felt like the bully he was. For the first time in many years, the feeling grated.

 As he was shutting the door, Vitale cursed him in a diatribe of French. Court narrowed his eyes. His French was not as strong as it could be, but he thought Vitale had said . . . le mariage.

 The wedding?

 • • •

 “Lady Annalía,” Pascal said in a deep voice. “Welcome to my home.” The room’s lantern light reflected off his shining medals and his thick, dark hair.

 He walked toward her with his perfectly manicured hands outstretched to grasp hers. He was so debonair, his heart-stopping smile so engaging, she raised them to him, until she remembered this man was a murderer and abruptly dropped them.

 He took them anyway, though she turned her face away, recoiling.

 “My dear, Annalía.” He rudely called her by her first name as though their engagement had lasted more than one week and wasn’t born of coercion.

 “Pascal.” Her tone was scathing.

 He drew back, releasing her hands to scrutinize her. “I didn’t think you could be as lovely as they’ve said, but you are.”

 She stared at the ceiling and he tsk-tsked. “Won’t say thank you? Now where are your famed manners?”

 “Famed?”

 “Quite. All the Andorrans love to whisper about the royal concealed in their midst. How else do you think I found out about you?”

 She gave him a blasé look.

 “They say other things about your simmering Castilian blood,” he murmured, drawing closer. “I can hardly wait to get to the bottom of the rumors.”

 “My manners?” she hastily asked. “Is that why you chose me?”

 He moved to a polite distance, but gave her a look that let her know he was patronizing her. “No, I will wed you because marrying the daughter of the oldest family in the land is strategic.”

 “Why all this trouble for tiny Andorra? I can understand why someone like you would set your sights so low, but why not Monaco?” She tapped her cheek. “Isn’t the Vatican a country?”

 He chuckled. She hadn’t meant to entertain him—she’d meant to make a point.

 Taking a seat behind his desk, he motioned for her to sit as well. She didn’t. He motioned more sharply, and something unsettling flashed in his eyes.

 Gritting her teeth, she sat. “You want Spain, don’t you? Those are the rumors.”

 “Yes. After I’ve solidified my place here.”

 She gave a sharp scoffing sound. “How original. What would you be? The sixth general du jour to try in the last two decades?”

 He laughed again, seemingly delighted with her, and the smoothness of the sound grated on her nerves. “I’d be the sixth general to succeed in the last fifteen years. But unlike my predecessors, I will have something that the others didn’t.” He stood to approach once again, then touched her face, and she knew every fear she’d had about him was true.

 The queen and her general weren’t good rulers, but they had to be better than Pascal. If she could get a message to Aleix, he could warn the outside. “You said in your letter that you would free my brother and his men as soon as we marry. How can I trust you to keep your word?”

 “Because my first priority will be your happiness,” he said so suavely.

 She raised her hand to stop him. “I’ve agreed to this charade, but I refuse to pretend when it’s only you and I.”

 He inclined his head. “Very well. Llorente will be my supporter. He’s descended from kings—he’ll be a worthy enticement in the eyes of the people.”

 “Never.”

 “Just as you would never agree to marry me?” He smiled down at her. “I’ve found that all it takes is the right incentive to make anyone do as I wish.” When he touched her lip with a too-soft finger, she cringed. “Now there’s a dress laid out for you in your room. Go upstairs and get ready for a dinner tonight. We are having guests.”

 Ordered. Another cretin was ordering her. She rose and regarded him with all the arrogance bred into her, then turned to leave.

 “And Annalía?” She froze, shoulders tensing. “Any servant found helping you communicate with your brother will be publicly eviscerated.”

 She turned back to him, lips parted, aghast. His seemingly genuine smile was still in place, his expression earnest. His broad shoulders filled out his uniform and his medals were colorful and proud. Her future husband was perfect.

 A perfect monster.

 • • •

 Well into the night, Aleixandre Mateo Llorente pounded on his cell door, yelling until his throat—and the bottoms of his fists—were raw. Today Pascal had notified him that they would be brothers.

 Annalía was going to wed a killer thinking to save him, but Aleix knew he would never leave this windowless, dank room alive.

 He also knew nothing would prevent her from going through with it, and that conviction ate at his gut. The marriage would only damn them both. How he wished for one minute with her—to convince her that she was no martyr, especially for such a lost cause, to shake some sense into her. “God damn you all,” he bellowed. “Open this door.”

 And then someone . . . did, but the shock of light blinded him after so many days of darkness. When his eyes painfully adjusted, he found a young woman there with her hair free and clad in nothing but a gauzy nightgown. His breath whistled in. She was beautiful, even with her eyes heavy lidded as if she were still half asleep. And even with the gun she had trained on him.

 “If you don’t shut your mouth,” she snapped. “I’ll kill you myself.”

 This he never expected. “I apologize if my wish for freedom—and my wish not to die —have disturbed your sleep.”

 She shrugged. “I reside directly above you. You must cease knocking on the door.”

 “Who are you?”

 She frowned. “What purpose would it serve to tell you?”

 “A dying man’s last wish?”

 She shrugged again. “I am Olivia.”

 She couldn’t be his daughter. “Olivia Pascal?” he asked in a low tone.

 Her chin went up either proudly or defensively. “Sí.”

 “I should take your threat more seriously then. If your blood is any indication, you are capable of any atrocity.”

 Her smile was a cruel curve of her lips. “Very capable. I’m also capable of whistling for the guards to beat you again just on a whim.”

 In a heartbeat he started for her. She took one step back, but coolly cocked the hammer, her hand steady. “Don’t be a fool.” Her voice was hard, her face like marble. “I’ll do it just so I sleep better.”

 Assured she would, he moved to lean against the wall, arms crossed. “I’ve never heard of that. Someone who sleeps better at night because they killed someone.”

 “Who said killed? I only have permission to maim you until your sister is wed.” She began closing the door. “But I promise to wish them well for you.”

 • • •

 Court’s hand shot out to wrench Vitale through the doorway. “What did you say?” he demanded as he slammed the door behind him.

 The others raised their eyebrows when Court dragged Vitale to the parlor, then tossed him into a chair.

 “I said you are a pig, an ingrate. My mistress saved your life—”

 “You said something about a marriage.”

 He refused to answer so Court jostled him until he said, “That’s where she’s gone!” He gestured heatedly. “To save her brother. The general was holding him to force her.”

 “She’s gone to marry him?”

 When Vitale nodded, Niall said, “Aye, Court, a real spoiled, calculating woman. Marrying Pascal to save her brother’s life. She’s chilling.”

 “This canna be right. The rumors were that he was marrying some Spanish royal. Not Andorran nobility. How do you account for that?” Court recalled her snapping to him, I’m Castilian, but royal?

 Vitale hesitated. “Why should I tell you?”

 “Because if you do, I might just decide to go get her back.”

 His eyes widened and he blurted, “She and her brother are the last direct descendants of the ancient House of Castile. They hold the last titles.”

 “That’s impossible. Her father was no’ Castilian.”

 “The titles passed through the mother.”

 When Court still looked unconvinced, Niall added, “Some houses can pass down matrilineally.”

 “This is insane. That would make her. . . . That would mean she’s . . .” Court could barely believe what he was hearing, even while thinking that this would handily explain her arrogance. “Why did she no’ plead for her family’s help?”

 “She did. As I told you before, she and her brother are estranged from the family and shun that life, but she swallowed her pride and attempted to contact them. We think the message never made it out of Andorra.”

 Niall whistled and said, “Pascal’s a clever bastard. He’s going after Isabella’s crown.”

 “But that would mean Annalía’s useless to him while her brother’s still alive. The minute he has her, Llorente’s dead.”

 “No, he won’t be,” Vitale declared emphatically. “Pascal will try to use Master Llorente as a figurehead.”

 “Wrong.” Court shook his head, giving Vitale the same expression he knew his five men were giving him as well. “Your master’s going to be killed if he is no’ already.”

 “And you just ensured she’d go,” Niall muttered from behind him. “Good on you, Court.”

 He shoved a hand through his hair. “Damn it! Why did she no’ ask again or explain everything?”

 Vitale cast him a black look. “She told me just before she rode for Pascal that she would rather be a murderer’s wife and possibly have access to free Llorente than be a mercenary’s whore and have to trust a fiend like you with her brother’s life. She said six or half a dozen—either way was unbearable.”

 When Court pictured her alone and afraid in Pascal’s always darkened home, he had an off feeling in his chest, like a painful shifting. “Oh, bloody hell, Vitale. You might’ve mentioned this earlier.”

 “Six or half a dozen?” Niall swore under his breath. “Court, you really are cursed.” 



Nine
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 Last night for the dinner welcoming several odious supporters of the general, Annalía had been given a demure yet luxurious gown. Tonight Pascal had sent her a wholly red, ridiculously low-cut farce to wear. While everyone else enjoyed the village festival, she and Pascal were to have a private dinner. Just the two of them. With a dress like this, Annalía could guess why.

 She was endeavoring to work it higher over her breasts with hopping and yanking when Olivia entered without knocking. The witch strolled straight to the wardrobe to survey Annalía’s clothes with an acquisitive gleam in her eyes. This morning her jewelry had suffered the same indignity.

 “What do you want?”

 “Tell me,” Olivia said casually as she took out, appraised, and returned a gown, “why he is unmarried.”

 In an instant, Annalía had her whirled around and her hands clenched around Olivia’s arms. “You’ve seen Aleix?” She could tell she’d surprised her. “Have you?”

 Olivia shoved her arms loose. “Why isn’t he married?” she stubbornly asked again.

 Did her curiosity mean she was attracted to Aleix? All the women in the village thought he was handsome with his tall build and his somber, golden-colored eyes. Mare de Déu, could this spawn of Pascal have feelings for him? And how could she use that to their advantage?

 “He’s a widower,” she admitted, though she felt as if she dangled a bare foot to a viper. “His wife died in childbirth.”

 Olivia’s face was a blank slate. Annalía couldn’t read her. “He has a child?”

 “No, his daughter died as well.”

 Olivia shrugged. So that Annalía wouldn’t slap her, she forced herself to imagine that Olivia hiked her shoulders every time something particularly upsetting was said.

 “Why are you interested?”

 She ran her finger across the coverlet on her way to the window. “I was merely curious about my father’s prisoner.”

 “Let me tell you more,” Annalía said as she perched on the edge of the bed. Olivia turned to stare out the window, but she didn’t say no.

 “Aleix is a good man, a strong man. He lives in a beautiful manor overlooking pastures filled with his champion horses. Each day he watches them run, and though he says nothing, I know how pleased he is with them.”

 Had her shoulders relaxed somewhat? “He’s very intelligent and well read. He went to school overseas at Cambridge. He’s somber now, but he wasn’t always.” Annalía decided then to divulge something she considered private. “He’s just very lonely up on his mountain.”

 Olivia shrugged again. “I can’t abide this prattle any longer.” She crossed the room to the door.

 “He’s here, isn’t he?” Annalía asked. “I’m in the far end of this house because he’s in the other.”

 Olivia turned, with her gaze flickering over her, and Annalía could tell she was calculating her answer, knew she would never say anything unless it somehow served her. “Pascal wants you downstairs in five minutes. Do not displease him. Both of you will suffer for it.”

 She hadn’t denied that Aleix was here! Though she hadn’t said anything to confirm it either, Annalía was convinced. “Thank you for the advice. I’ll give you some in return. You’re about to be married, Olivia. And to one of those loathsome men last night.”

 “Hold your tongue. How would you know that?”

 “In cruelty and killings, I’ll gladly defer to you, but I know marriages. Pascal’s in a tenuous position and he just happens to convene a meeting with his supporters? How convenient that each one is socially and politically well connected in Spain—and unwed.”

 Coach-and-six. A father would pay a surprise visit to his daughter at school, and when she walked into the drawing room, he’d introduce her to her new, rich, politically connected fiancé. The man’s looks and temperament would be incidental and would rarely match his prospects, but the commerce of marriage would’ve been decided before the girl ever had any idea she was leaving. With a handshake, her life was snatched from her.

 Annalía didn’t know that she could wish one of those men even on Olivia.

 Olivia glared at her. “You won’t manipulate me into dissension. I’ll simply ask Pascal.” She turned for the door.

 “And I’m confident he’ll tell you the truth,” she called after Olivia before hurriedly tussling with the bodice one last time. Finding no success there, she made sure her choker—or her “collar” as the hateful Scot had called it—was in perfect place. With luck, her formal jewelry, which Pascal had insisted she wear, would be glittery enough to draw his gaze away from her breasts.

 Though she dreaded being seen like this, she would never be late and anger the general. Her brother’s treatment was to be commensurate with her behavior.

 Annalía knew Aleix was in this house, and she planned to persuade Olivia to help them. Though Pascal had said he would kill any servant who helped them, surely he wouldn’t hurt his own daughter if she were caught.

 Annalía’s brows drew together when she recalled how Pascal had smiled at her last night in a way she might describe as lovingly. She’d determined that how strong and proud and good he appeared was directly proportional to how evil he was. Remembering his charisma and startlingly handsome visage in the candlelight, she concluded that yes, he would harm his own daughter.

 But then, Annalía thought as she rushed out of her room to meet him, she was ready to take that risk.

 • • •

 After the ordeal of dinner was over, and Pascal had escorted her from the table, Annalía asked for permission to go to her room to rest for an hour. He assured her that she would need her rest for he had much to teach her at week’s end, then leaned in to kiss her.

 When she dared to give him her cheek, patting his chest before turning toward the doorway, he chuckled behind her. “Ah, Annalía,” he sighed as she strolled from his sight.

 Once alone, she sprinted up the stairs to her room, then wedged a chair against the doorknob. She scrubbed her face with water before sitting at the mirrored vanity, staring blankly. She would become a shell of her old self under Pascal’s “tutelage.”

 She’d said six or half a dozen, but now that she knew Pascal, if she had to relinquish her innocence to one or the other, it would definitely be to MacCarrick. At least she wasn’t personally aware of his atrocities.

 The general was more handsome than the Scot—more handsome than any man she’d ever imagined—but it didn’t matter. Next to Pascal’s engaging smile, soft hands, and murderous impulses, the Highlander’s scarred face, blunt speech, and aggression were practically seductive.

 And still the hours until her wedding kept creeping by. My wedding.

 People had wondered how she could be around Aleix and Mariette, so completely in love and devoted to each other and not crave her own marriage. It was because of their love that she couldn’t. She’d seen what God in heaven had had in mind for a man and a woman, had seen their fidelity to each other, and never would she have knowingly slighted herself with a loveless marriage.

 Especially not to the degree that I’m about to . . . She couldn’t think like that! She was able to help Aleix now. She had a value with which to bargain—

 Guns went off, their shots popping, making her jump. The lowbrow revelry of the deserters consisted of drunken yells and shooting pistols in the air. Adding insult to injury, her hair was curling, escaping its pins. She reached for her brush. She liked the clacking sound her bracelet made as she raised her arm, and the strokes across her hair were soothing.

 Her mind drifted again to thoughts of the Highlander. “I’ll no’ work for you for anything less than you,” he’d said in that rumbling, gruff voice. Despicable man. She prayed Vitale would heed the last command she’d given before riding away—that he stay clear of him. She wished she had. . . . She froze, the brush halting in midstroke.

 On that night in the study, had MacCarrick said he’d seen her hair? He had! Her hair and the other treasures she’d hidden.

 She slammed down the brush. The only place she wore it loose was in the bedroom. MacCarrick had spied on her while she slept! Why would she expect anything different from an ill-mannered ogre like him? He would always do what he wanted regardless of other people’s desires and without respect for their feelings.

 Annalía was sick and tired of men running roughshod over her. What about her wants? She hated having no control. She confined her hair more tightly than usual, then adjusted her choker, tightening it, still furious—

 Something scraped outside near her window. The music trilled on, punctuated by shots, but she thought she heard a noise coming from just below the sash. Maybe the breeze had stirred a lantern.

 A huge boot slipped in through the window, followed by a man unfolding to his full height. She scrambled to her feet. “I know you! You were with MacCarrick.” He was the oldest one. “Tell me why you’re here or I’ll scream!”

 Another followed him into the room. Oh, not the whelp!

 “We’re here to take you to safety, lass,” the first said as he advanced on her. “And you ken they canna hear you scream.”

 “To hell with you both!” Mercenaries! Bloody, cursed mercenaries. Taking her to safety, her foot! When the young one captured her wrist she screeched, “Why can’t you all just leave me alone?” then lashed out, her nails and teeth bared.

 “Ach, Gavin!” he exclaimed, releasing her. “She bit me. I say we tie the little witch!”

 “No, no, son, let me handle—Bloody hell! She got me, too! And he forced this task on us to avoid the fighting?” Gavin muttered angrily as he reached for her again. “Lass, we will no’ hurt you, you ken? We’re saving you.”

 “If I leave here, you’re condemning my brother!” She kicked at his legs, but her skirts got in the way. “So I’m not leaving!” When he seized her wrists she struck wildly, yet it was only a matter of time. To her fury, he bound her hands.

 “Listen—MacCarrick is checking the jail for him right now. If he’s there you’ll both be freed and we’ll take you to a safe place.”

 Her stomach roiled. “But he’s not in the jail!”

 Gavin frowned at that. “Truly?” he asked as he forced a gag on her. “Well, we’ll, uh, we’ll let Court figure this one out.”

 She shouted against the gag and swung her bound hands at him, but he deflected the blow.

 “Liam!”—he jerked his chin at her traveling bags—“Grab those and stow some clothes.”

 Liam set to work punching ball gowns and lace and stockings without a care.

 She shook her head forcefully and spoke against the cloth. Idiot! Pascal would kill him!

 “Ach, wee one, we will no’ treat you poorly. Everything will work out as it should,” Gavin assured her, as he tossed her over his shoulder.

 She dug her nails into his back with every ounce of frustration she felt. When he tensed but continued on, she screamed in fury yet only heard a pitiful, muffled sound. 




Ten
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 Stealing Annalía was proving disappointingly easy. A bribe for information, a bout of sequestered fighting with Spanish deserters drunk from the festival, and a twenty-minute decoy were all that had separated Court’s men from her.

 From a distance, Court spotted Liam giving him a salute. Farther ahead rode Gavin with Annalía. Court frowned to see her kicking within his arms before Gavin spurred his horse to ride for the lodge.

 Court had decided not to take the time to meet the rest of his crew, and since he thought she’d go eagerly once they’d told her their plan, he’d sent his oldest and youngest to retrieve her.

 At the same time, Court, Fergus, Niall, and MacTiernay had fought deserters and checked the jail, opening every cell just for the hell of it, but Llorente wasn’t there. Annalía might be unwilling now, but once she recovered from the news of her brother, she’d be glad they’d saved her.

 He raised his rifle, resting the warm barrel against his shoulder, then signaled the others to ride out in the opposite direction. They took a false route away from town, then doubled back toward the northeast corner of Andorra, heading for the lodge. From there they followed a hidden smuggler’s route, speeding through the winding ravines that continued ever upward in elevation.

 When the trail tapered and the terrain made them slow their pace, Niall rode up alongside him. “I’ve been thinking.”

 “What about?” he mumbled.

 “About the way you’ve been treating the bonny Andorran. And about why you slept in her room last night.”

 Court turned back to see if the others could hear. Fergus was nodding off and MacTiernay was too far back. “More comfortable bed, Niall. Now drop it.”

 “We’ve established that your behavior is off.”

 “No—”

 “What we need to know is why,” Niall interrupted.

 “I’ll be damned before I let you study me. It’s my business.”

 “I’m your cousin. MacCarrick is my clan, too. What you do does concern me.”

 “How could this—”

 “The curse.”

 “Bloody hell, doona start on that.” They closed in on the lodge, the lodge where they would drop this conversation. From their vantage, he could already see it down the mountain. His brows drew together. Why the hell was the place bright with light this late?

 “You canna ignore it any longer.” Lowering his voice, Niall said, “You reacted as you never have before.” His horse, sensing a barn and rest, tried for a trot, but Niall reined him in. “I’d thought that part of you was simply dead, and was glad of it, but it’s no’.”

 Court hiked his shoulders. “This will be done soon. I’ll get her to safety, and then it’s finished.” They’d planned to free her and her brother and get them to the lodge, but if Llorente was dead, Court had promised Niall he’d see the girl to a safe house near Toulouse.

 “You will leave her behind in France?” he asked as they rode into the rickety stable.

 “Yes,” Court said firmly, but damn it all, he’d hesitated a slight second and Niall knew it. Something was off with him, his reaction to her unique. He was as confounded about it as Niall was.

 “Damn it, Court, if you hurt her, you’ll never be right. Look at Ethan—that’s as wrong as a man can get.”

 Court’s eldest brother, Ethan, was a fearsome man in both looks and deed, and his fiancée’s mysterious death had only fueled the rumors surrounding—

 Shrieks interrupted his thoughts. From inside sounded Annalía’s screams, punctuated by loud crashes and all the men cheering.

 They heard it just as they were dismounting. He and Niall shared a look, then ran into the house. They found Liam standing outside a room, egged on by thirty raucous Highlanders, as he raised his arms over his head and advanced under a barrage of vases, candleholders, shoes, and boxes. An outraged screech sounded with each hurled object.

 Court elbowed through the men, who now cheered him and slapped his back to see him alive, until he reached Liam. Court tapped him on the shoulder and cocked his eyebrows, and Liam happily backed away. The men grew quiet.

 Court almost felt sorry for her as he assumed his most threatening expression and readied to enter. He put himself in the line of fire, barely dodging a crystal vase filled with packing straw, but he never slowed his ominous stride toward her.

 He caught her eyes, saw her in a clinging fire-red dress, with her hair curling and free and her breasts nearly spilling out, and his jaw dropped. In a thunderstruck tone, he said, “Anna?” just as she brained him with a candleholder.

 • • •

 Aleix woke late in the night to the sound of many footsteps descending the stairs. He rubbed his eyes, frowning into the darkness.

 The guards never came this late. Comprehension stabbed at him, and he knew why they would this night.

 He was about to be executed.

 “Papa.” Olivia’s voice? She sounded as though she were on the stairs as well. “Perhaps you shouldn’t act hastily with Llorente.”

 “What do you mean?” Pascal asked.

 “I believe this is a very delicate time. The prisoner is beloved by these people.” Her voice was laced with disgust. “His execution could be the catalyst they need to rebel again.”

 Aleix shook himself. She was right. It would enrage them.

 “And this could be the last straw for Spain.” The footsteps halted outside his room. “You know they are on the verge of retrieving their deserters. If they decide to become involved . . .”

 Damn it, Aleix thought, that’s what I’ve wanted for months.

 “What do you suggest?”

 “We must not act rashly. I know it was infuriating that she was taken, but instead of killing her, I suggest you retrieve her and carry out your plan to marry, solidifying your claim. Afterward you can dispose of Llorente, supplanting him in the people’s affections.”

 Retrieve? Taken? Perhaps they had some ally who’d prevented the nuptials. His heart leapt at the thought. The first hope he’d felt in days.

 “But she’s tainted,” Pascal said. Tainted?

 Olivia asked, “Do you think the Highlanders will use her?” Those animals took Annalía?

 “It doesn’t matter if they do or don’t—she’ll be ruined in everyone’s eyes. Our guests will see to that.”

 Aleix struggled not to yell, struggled not to ram his head against the walls in rage. Why would the Highlanders do that when they worked for Pascal? When they’d defeated Aleix and his men not two weeks ago for the bastard.

 “The benefits of marrying her will still outweigh the detriments. Think of Spain, Papa. And if she does carry a child, she can have an . . . accident and you can marry again.”

 A pause. Alex could picture the general’s thoughtful expression. Finally, he said, “I suspect it’s too late, but I will try.”

 “I think that’s a wise decision.” “You always were my most cunning child, Olivia. Cold, just like me.”

 “Yes, Papa. Just like you.”

 That bitch.

 • • •

 Annalía could see MacCarrick’s expression turn menacing, his body tensing as he rubbed his temple. She snatched a pitcher from the straw-lined crate and readied it to throw.

 “Doona think of it,” he warned in a rasp, scowling at her weapon.

 She reared back her arm, just about to hurl it.

 “I said”—he seized one wrist, then the other in one hand, then set the pitcher down— “no.”

 “And I’ve told you,” she bit out as she kicked his knee, “to go to hell, bèstia!”

 Still holding her wrists in a manacle-like grip, he set her away so she couldn’t reach him with her pointy slippers and doubtless so he could gape further at her dress—the Pascal special she’d been trapped in. When the two ruffians had carried her inside this hovel and had set her on her feet with her hands bound, displaying her like a prize, she’d been forced to watch in horror as her breasts had nearly spilled out in front of all these men.

 MacCarrick began to speak, then closed his mouth, never taking his eyes from her chest.

 “You are despicable!” she cried. “Is that why you kidnapped me? Because you wanted me? Because of one miserable kiss?”

 At the last, she thought she heard murmuring just outside the door. MacCarrick turned to glower, but everyone had disappeared from view. “Doona flatter yourself,” he grated over his shoulder before facing her again, this time actually looking at her face.

 “Then why?”

 “I have my reasons. Chief among them is revenge against Pascal.”

 “But why me?” she demanded. “When will you return me?”

 “We will no’.”

 “But you must! You don’t understand!”

 “Doona understand that he was holding your brother’s life over you to get you to marry him? Doona understand what you are?”

 She labored for breath. “Y-You know that the only thing keeping my brother alive is my marrying Pascal? Why in God’s name would you take me?”

 “Your brother’s gone, lass.”

 “No, MacCarrick. He is not.”

 “Why do you say that?”

 “I have it on good authority that as of tonight he still lived.”

 He shook his head. “We checked the jail for him. He was gone.”

 She sneered the words. “That’s because Pascal is keeping him at the main house.”

 “And who told you that?”

 She put her chin up. “A reliable source.” She knew he would scoff that she believed Olivia. And truthfully, Olivia had never said he was there. But Annalía knew.

 “Tell me.”

 When she didn’t answer, he said, “Then I’ll assume you’re lying and will no’ listen to you anymore.”

 “Fine. Pascal’s daughter told me.”

 “Very reliable source you’ve gotten yourself.”

 “You won’t believe me, but know this, I won’t believe you. He isn’t dead, yet he might be after your efforts today if I don’t get back there!” She marched past him, but he caught her around the waist, spinning her back into the room. “You can’t keep me here!”

 “Aye, I can. I’ll no’ let you risk your life when there’s nothing to gain.”

 “It’s my risk to take!”

 “No’ anymore,” he said so easily.

 “And just what do you intend to do with me?”

 “We’ll wait here for a couple of days, then I’m taking you to a posting house in Toulouse. It’s safe there. You can contact your family.”

 Her hands balled into fists. “And I should just trust that your intention is to get me to safety? Out of the kindness of your heart? I seem to recall you saying ‘Never trust me, Annalía.’ ” She lowered her voice and mocked his Scottish accent. “ ‘I’m bluidy bad and ye wilnah liv tae regret it, Annha-leha.’ ”

 Outright laughter from the next room. He turned with a scowl, then faced her again. “I never said I was bad.”

 “I took license!” She fought to dampen her temper. “I am . . . sorry. I just want to come to some terms.” When he appeared unmoved, she resorted to begging. Clasping her hands together, she said, “I will agree to what you . . . to what you said before, but please—please—let me return to Pascal.” Instead of this softening him, he appeared to grow even angrier.

 “Forget it. The plan goes ahead.”

 “But I saved your life!”

 “And I canna tell you how much I appreciate that.”

 Loathe you. So she wouldn’t reach out her hands to strangle him, she crossed her arms over her chest. His gaze flickered over her breasts again as if he couldn’t stop himself from leering.

 And as easily as that, his mind was again on bedding her. “You are a rutting Scottish animal just as everyone said.”

 He met her eyes, his expression deadly. “Calling me that? When you were there to rut with the general.”

 She sucked in a breath. “I was there to marry him!”

 “Even worse,” he roared. “Why no’ tell me the truth?”

 “Why should I have?” she asked, truly bewildered. “Because of our friendship? Because of the kindness you showed me? You’re worse than you think he is, which is precisely why I chose him over you!”

 “I dinna harm you. I dinna steal your jewels or silver—”

 “You say these things as if they’re noteworthy!”

 “For a mercenary, they are!” He raked his fingers through his hair.

 “You’re no mercenary,” she spat the word. “Mercenaries kill and then receive money for it. From what I heard at Pascal’s you haven’t managed the last.”

 “You know nothing.”

 “Couldn’t get the gold from him? So for revenge you kidnap an innocent girl before her wedding?”

 “Innocent?” He laughed, a mean, mocking sound. “You were no’ so innocent on the desk. Milady.”

 Over her gasp, she again heard noise at the doorway. While MacCarrick strode to the door and slammed it shut, grating, “Mind your own damned business,” she tried to will the blood from her face.

 Oh, my Lord. Her skin burned, her eyes watering from humiliation that her shameful secret was known to these strange men. As long as she lived she’d never give in to passion again. MacCarrick was cruel, taunting her first taste of it, deriding what she’d found pleasant. Not so innocent on the desk. She turned from him, futilely tearing at her bodice.

 “I wonder what Pascal would think about your kissing me right before the wedding.”

 She replied over her shoulder, “I have never lamented anything more in my entire life.” A statement that was absolutely true.

 He clutched her arm hard and turned her. “I’ve done you a favor. I saved you to repay my debt. I could have ransomed you to get back my money.”

 “Yes!” she cried. “Please ransom me! Send a note, and then he’ll know I didn’t leave willingly—he’ll know I was taken.”

 “You’ve met him, you know he’s a butcher, and you still trust him to have kept your brother alive? You trust him to free a man who’s his biggest liability?”

 “Yet you worked for him? Try to reason this out with your dull Scottish brain—if you’re hired to do the dirty work of a ‘butcher,’ then guess what that makes you?” She yanked her arm free. “You might want to think twice about calling Pascal one in front of me.”

 “The opposite holds true as well, then. If we’re as bad as you think, then know the fiancé you’re keen to get back to was directing us,” he grated. “But you think to take his word?”

 “Over yours?” she asked in disbelief. “Of course I would!” He strode to the doorway, but turned back to say, “Under-stand, I’ve locked the shutters outside—the thick, heavy shutters. And we’ll all be out in the next room. There’s no way to escape.” He slammed the door so hard the walls quaked.

 “I wish I’d let you rot by the river!” she screamed, then took stock of her situation. She would get back to Pascal or she would die trying. She would marry him.

 The irony wasn’t lost on her. She’d dreaded marrying Pascal. Down to her very bones she’d rebelled against the idea. Now she was being forced to forgo being forced to marry. This was all MacCarrick’s fault, and she simply could not allow him to hurt her anymore.

 Tonight it had felt good to fight, to lash out against those who would control her.

 She balled her hands into fists and recalled when she’d once asked Vitale how he’d managed to survive on the streets of Paris. “If I hit someone,” he’d answered, “I made sure they didn’t see it coming.” She’d shaken her head, scarcely comprehending that kind of existence, but he’d told her that she could have survived as well—that she could be as cunning and fierce and dangerous as the situation demanded.

 Cunning? Yes. Fierce? Probably. Why not use MacCarrick to find out if she could be dangerous?

 He wouldn’t see it coming.

 • • •

 Court stormed from the room and found the others sitting around the table or lounging on chairs, waiting anxiously, yet attempting nonchalance.

 “So she will no’ believe you?” Gavin asked.

 “No’ at all.”

 Niall scratched his chin. “Let me go talk to her, then.”

 Court exhaled a long breath. “Pascal told her her brother lives, and his daughter did as well. Why would Annalía believe you or me when she hates us? She thinks we’re savage foreigners—she will no’ believe us over accomplished liars from her own culture.”

 “Still . . .”

 “Niall, if you want to be the one to persuade her that her brother’s dead, go try.” He lowered his voice to say, “And while you’re at it, you can be the one to tell her that if her brother was no’ dead before we took her, he sure as hell will be now.” Broken glass snapped beneath his boot and he scowled. “What I want to know is why she was able to cast every object from that room. Why was she no’ tied?”

 “She promised us she would behave,” Gavin hastily said. “She told us she’d be better than before.”

 “Was she worse than this?” Court asked in amazement as he sank heavily onto a wooden bench.

 “Aye,” both he and Liam answered at once.

 “I know you said doona muck this up,” Gavin said. “But she’s a sly one.”

 Liam was nodding. “A clever lass. She looks up to you with those big green eyes . . .”

 They aren’t green, Court thought. They’re gold.

 “ . . . and then promises no’ to fight or bite again.”

 “She bit you?”

 A few men chuckled.

 “She bit, she clawed, and she kicked.”

 “Aye, and she’s got some really strong legs for a lass. Must be from the mountains.”

 Shuddering, Liam said, “Those little white teeth of hers sank deep.”

 He could hardly fathom it. Prim and proper Annalía bit Gavin and Liam? So the wine bottle incident wasn’t just a fluke. She really was a fighter, as fiery as they came.

 And Pascal would’ve been bedding her, slowly killing that spirit, if they hadn’t stolen her. Maybe even starting tonight, the way he’d dressed her. . . . The thought made him gnash his teeth, clenching his jaw. His filthy hands on her body—

 “Court, are you all right?” Niall asked. He was staring at Court’s whitened fists.

 They were interrupted by a knock on the door from inside the room.

 Court swung his head around, eyes narrowed as he rose. He strode through glass to snatch the door open and found her defiant, chin jutted in the air.

 “I want to leave the room. I don’t like being shut in like this.”

 Not a request—a statement of want. He was tired of her treating him like a lackey, tired of her looking down her little nose at him. “I’ll let you out. But only to clean the mess you made.”

 She made a scoffing noise and began to shut the door. On him. Again laughter.

 He wrapped his fingers around the edge, stopping her. “You’re going to clean it regardless.”

 “Absolutely not, MacCarrick. I refuse,” she said with a sniff. “You deserved it— they deserved it—for kidnapping me.”

 “You want out, you clean.”

 Her face took on an even haughtier look, and she parted her lips to speak what he knew would be a cutting retort. Instead, her head tilted and she bit her lip. “Very well,” she mumbled.

 This he never expected. “Why the sudden reversal?”

 “I hate being locked up. And I’m hungry.”

 He knew she was up to something, but he couldn’t find a reason not to let her clean up the things she’d used as weapons. “Good, then. I’ll have Liam help you sweep.”

 She nodded, then sauntered, swishing her skirts, to the worst pile of debris. When she eased down, he tried not to stare at her ineffectual bodice.

 Someone breathed, “Christ almighty.” Fergus? He was awake just for this?

 Court noticed the others weren’t any more successful in prying their gazes from her breasts as her chest rose and fell with her short breaths.

 With clenched fists and a glower at all of them, he stood directly in front of her to block their view. She looked at his boots, then slowly up his body, raising her head until her eyes caught his.

 Damn that dress. And it was the dress. Not the way she regarded him with her head tilted so her hair flowed to the side. Not because he’d touched his tongue to that golden skin and knew her addictive taste.

 She returned her attention to cleaning and picked up several silver accessories, a wooden jewelry box that somehow had managed not to break, and then a silver hairbrush and hand mirror—a broken mirror.

 “You’ll have bad luck for that,” Liam said warily.

 She addressed Court when she answered, “As opposed to before the breaking?”

 He ground his teeth. “Liam will finish. When you’ve stowed those things, come eat.”

 She hesitated a moment, then, though she was on her knees before him, she nodded to him like a queen deigning a favor. When she returned, her hair was up and her chest was red, no doubt from where she had been tugging at the dress. She might have accomplished a quarter inch.

 He sat her beside him and tossed bread, cheese, and an apple in front of her. She’d said she was hungry, but she ate nothing. And still that fire-red dress attracted every eye until he was uncomfortable. Under his breath, he said, “Do you no’ have something less . . . garish?”

 “No, I do no t,” she answered with stress on the t he rarely could manage with the word. “Your young henchman—Liam, I believe is his name—packed low-cut ball gowns.”

 Court removed his jacket. “Take this.” When she stared at it as though it would bite, he said more forcefully, “Take it.”

 She stood to slip it on. The jacket fell past her knees and a foot below her hands.

 “Roll up the sleeves, sit down, and eat. I know it’s no’ food like you’re used to, but you’ll have to make do.” When she remained standing, Court snared the jacket and pulled her into the seat.

 Two seconds later: “I am uncomfortable and would like to leave.”

 Without eating. “Are our table manners lacking?”

 She feigned considering the question, then said, “Hmmm. That’s not it . . . I believe it’s your abduction etiquette that’s questionable. I’ve never been kidnapped. So rudely.”

 Strange, but he almost grinned. She had a well-timed wit, he would give her that. When she stood to go to her room, he did as well. She grabbed the apple, looked Court up and down, raised her nose, then turned on her heel. He let her go alone the short distance, but his gaze followed her until she reached the door.

 “Looks like you’ve got a real soft touch there,” Gavin said with a chuckle.

 Court turned to them. “She adores me. Gettin’ embarrasin’.”

 His wadded-up jacket collided with his head.
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 To clear his mind, Court had ridden alone for most of the next morning, hunting and exploring the area, but he hadn’t been able to shake his thoughts of Annalía. When he found a lake, he stripped, then plunged into the icy water, remaining until his skin was numbed and his desire for her cooled. At least to a manageable degree. Only then did he allow himself to dress and return.

 Straight away, he knew something was off. The men were acting strangely, glancing at the sky when Court looked at them, most setting off at once to go fish or ride. He strode to the lodge, half expecting her to be gone, but he found her still in her room as he’d ordered.

 She was pacing furiously, cheeks pinkened, and for some reason this morning, it just seemed cruel to confine her in such a small room when she was like this. Chit would get dizzy. “You can come outside if you want,” he muttered. Once she swept from her room, he sat, forcing himself to read a dated newspaper and to ignore flashes of scarlet as she paced by.

 When she stopped to stand just before him, he lowered the paper and found her glaring at him. “I desire a bath.”

 He wondered how he would react if she managed to ask him for something.

 Court knew she was planning some little coup. Everyone on earth, save perhaps Liam and Gavin, would know she was. “There’s a stream nearby.” He folded the paper and tossed it away. “You can avail yourself.” With almost all his men out hunting, and the ones who stayed caring for the horses, she would have privacy.

 “You’re not afraid I’ll escape?”

 “We’re miles and mountains away from any village, and if you doona have a horse—or shoes—you will no’ get far.” And if I go with you and see you bathe . . .

 “No shoes—?”

 She didn’t get the question out before he’d risen, taken her by the waist, and plopped her in his seat. He set to her slippers, pulling them off for her. “Clear? No shoes.”

 “But my feet!”

 She had good cause to worry. Like her hands, they were as soft as baby’s skin. “The walk down to the stream is fine. It’s only once you leave the trail that your feet will get sliced.” He lifted her by the waist, then set her on her feet toward the door. “So doona leave the trail,” he ordered as he swatted her backside.

 She pivoted around, sputtering at the indignity. “You are no gentleman!”

 “Established.”

 She cursed him in Catalan, then, in a flurry of red, swished out of the room. She still hadn’t returned when he’d finished attempting the paper and two very poor cups of coffee.

 Mouthing a harsh oath, he stormed from the house to the stream and swung his head around. No sign of her. Christ, she chapped him. Any other woman would’ve stayed. The slate in the area was sharp and murderous on a horse’s hooves, much less a lady’s feet, and she damn well knew they were much too far into the mountains for her to make it out with no horse. She damn well knew he’d easily catch up with her.

 Court sprinted back up the hill to the stable, his ribs paining him, bellowing for Liam to saddle his horse. He rode out to follow the stream, scanning the shoreline both ways, and spotted red some distance ahead well off the beaten trail. He prodded his horse, then dropped down just behind her.

 When he put a hand on her shoulder and turned her, he found her eyes were watering, her bottom lip trembling—a sight that did odd things to his chest. Was she injured? “What’s wrong with you, woman?” he barked.

 “MacCarrick,” she said softly. “I’ve hurt my feet.”

 He looked down. They were cut, bloodied, briars still embedded.

 Without thought he dropped down on one knee. “Look what you’ve done, you daft little—”

 Her knee shot up to his chin, snapping his jaw shut. He fell forward to both his knees, and saw from the corner of his eye her skirt swinging toward his face. Strange, the material was hard as rock as it crushed into his temple.

 “Christ, witch!” By the time his eyes focused again, she’d abandoned the rock hidden in her skirt, run to the horse, and was in the saddle, trying to calm its rearing. Court loped forward, fell for the reins, and snatched them just as the horse was tensing to run. She had known she needed a horse.

 He grabbed her by the waist, dragging her down in a froth of silk, petticoats, and flailing arms and legs. After he caught his breath and the world righted itself, he growled, “Ye wanted a bath?”

 Her eyes grew wide. While she thrashed, he stalked to the closest pool, then dumped her into the frigid water. She sputtered, rose, and slipped back in repeatedly, soaking herself.

 “You’ll pay for this, MacCarrick!” She scraped her thick hair from her face. “Sleep with your eyes open, you bast—”

 He plucked her out of the water to swing her over his shoulder. He walked like this, leading the horse, water flooding down on him from her skirts, as she screamed and writhed the entire way back to the lodge.

 After he gave the reins to a perplexed Liam, Court adjusted her on his shoulder and ignored her blows to his back. Gavin, sitting back in a chair, smoking his pipe, nodded his approval. “Really the only way to travel with that lass.”

 In her room he set her down, more gently on her feet than she deserved. She didn’t wince or cry out. He grabbed her under the arms and pulled up one foot behind her at a time as he would a horse. A single small cut on her foot. She must’ve smeared the blood around to make it look worse. What a calculating—

 She sucked in a breath between her teeth. She’d begun shivering, her teeth chattering.

 “Get out of the dress,” he ordered as he set her away. When she didn’t move he said, “Be changed by the time I come back,” and slammed out of the room. Five minutes later, he barged in to find her shivering more forcefully, lips pale, yet still in that wet dress. “Damn it, lass, I’ll strip you down if you will no’ take it off yourself.”

 At that she reached forward to pummel his shoulder. “C-Can’t! You ignorant brute!”

 He whirled her around. The ties in the back were tight and intricate. She’d been stuck in this thing. With a frustrated growl, he set to work, but gained no headway. The laces were swollen from the water, and his hands were fumbling, clumsy against her slim back.

 “Stay here,” he barked, then stomped outside to his saddle bag for his hunting knife. When he returned with it, her eyes went wide, though she had to know what his intentions were. Was she truly afraid of him? Was the sight of him with a knife—albeit a very large knife—so frightening? When he again turned her, she resisted. “Stay still.” She didn’t. “If you doona I may end up cutting you.” More struggling. “What is it?” he bellowed.

 “I-I don’t want you to s-see.”

 In the midst of all this, she now chose to be the prim little lady again. Where was that lady when she kneed his chin? “You’re no’ in a position to get what you want. You forfeited any say you had when your rock met my temple. Understand?”

 “I-I can manage!”

 In a low, menacing voice beside her ear, he said, “In five seconds, I’m taking this thing off even if I have to put you face down on the cot, your wrists in my hand and my knee on your arse.”

 She went perfectly still but for her shaking. Carefully, he rent the dress. It sagged, but she caught it up to her front. Another cut and her petticoats plunked heavily to the floor. “Step out of them.”

 She shook her head.

 “You prefer on the bed, Annalía?”

 She stepped out of the material. He peeled the sodden dress from her, leaving her in her corset, pantalettes, and shift.

 All of which were wet, two to the point of transparency.

 It was as though she’d hit him again. Her body was slight but strong, and she was rounded, perfectly rounded, in all the right places. Her nipples were hard and pink, pressing against the clinging fabric. His mouth watered thinking of how he longed to lick them, now when they were wet, and he scrubbed a hand over his mouth as he took a step toward her.

 She crossed her arms over her chest, hands on opposite shoulders in an X, and cried, “Not again!”

 Her expression was one of complete disgust. His desire for her brought out disgust, yet she was ready to bed Pascal. Had chosen Pascal over him. He hid his anger and gave her a bored look. “I’m a man—you’re a woman I want to tup. Get used to it.”

 • • •

 When MacCarrick stormed from the room, Annalía dove for her clothes. Undressed like this! Here, with no lock on the door! She yanked one bag to the bed, casting away the bunch of bound wildflowers she’d hastily hidden behind it. One of the mercenaries had given them to her this morning, and she hadn’t wanted MacCarrick to know his men had let her outside.

 But MacCarrick returned not a minute later with a towel. He tossed it to her, and as she’d known he would, he glanced past her, scowling at the flowers on the floor. “You were outside with them?”

 “How deductive you are!” she exclaimed, wrapping the towel around her.

 “Who gave those to you?”

 “I don’t know.” Some younger, fairly handsome redhead had. “Someone called Mac-something.”

 “They’re all called Mac-something.”

 “Which is precisely why it is so difficult to differentiate, and hardly of any account anyway”—she skewered him with a look—“since you are all the same.”

 He looked like he’d throttle her. “Is that so?”

 “Aye,” she said with a sneer, hating him so much it burned inside. She’d had enough.

 Before MacCarrick had returned to toss her into an icystream and strip her by knife, his men had freed her, apparently for their entertainment. They’d towered over her, and on Liam’s suggestion, they’d wanted to touch her “wee, soft hands,” fondling her like the clan’s new bizarre pet.

 They’d wanted to hear her speak Catalan and French. A few asked to smell her hair, like animals, and the rest thought that a fine idea, but she’d peered up to the one-eyed giant helplessly, and he’d drawn the line. Literally. Over his throat to tell the others without words to behave. Enough.

 “Who?” MacCarrick’s huge fists were clenched, his sleeves rolled up so she could see bulging ridges in his arms.

 She had to wonder if her better prospect might be letting the horde smell her hair.

 “I don’t know who.” As the giant had shown her around, the entire scarred lot of them had come up to her and introduced themselves, and of course all the names had sounded the same. She exhaled wearily. “Mac-something.”

 “An entire morning with the crew?” His tone was deceptively calm and all the more terrifying for it. “They’re no’ a modest lot. Far from it. I bet you saw sights you’d never seen before.”

 She felt her face flush, which seemed to make him even angrier. It wasn’t as if she’d sought to watch brawny Highlanders without their shirts, sweating and fighting in the sun. But yes, she’d continued watching, even when one tripped another to the ground and she’d discovered that at least one Scot wore nothing beneath his kilt.

 She’d watched not only out of dazed curiosity—she’d also been noting where and how they hit each other. “I will concede that I saw . . . things a proper young lady should not.”

 “A proper young lady, then?” he asked as he closed in on her. “You’ve decided that I’m nothing but a lowly Scot and a brute, but I’m no’ quite convinced what you are.” He grabbed her by the waist, making her cry out in surprise, then carried her to the table in the corner. When he dropped her on the edge, the wood snagged the material of the bath linen. “Tell me, would a proper young lady kiss the first lowly Scot to come into her home?” He grasped her chin in between his thumb and forefinger. “Would she clutch his shoulders so the brute would no’ stop tasting her skin?” He put his lips directly by her ear. “I doona believe she’d moan when he shoved himself between her legs and took her mouth.”

 She turned away, humiliated, but he laid his coarse hands on her cheeks and forced her to look up at him. At length, she said, “You are correct.”

 His eyes narrowed. He had the devil’s own eyes. And when his face was drawn like this, the deep starburst scar below his temple whitened. When he’d first come to her home, she’d run her fingers over it. Tenderly. She was not being treated tenderly in kind.

 “I’m not the lady I strive to be. Clearly I’m flawed. I might even be so im proper that I would welcome one of these men into my bed, though I was meant for better.” She pulled from his hands but still met his eyes. “But it would never be you, MacCarrick. Mai en la meva vida!”

 “Never in your life? But it would be Pascal? Did you let him kiss you?”

 She shut her eyes to that. “Did you?

 Did he touch you?”

 “No, but he will! And I’d let him before you any day!”

 “You’ve just sealed your fate.” His jaw tensed and his hands landed on her hips, his fingers biting into her flesh. “Because he will no’ before I do.”

 He leaned forward against her pushing hands, and slanted his lips over hers. The kiss was punishing, forceful, the stubble on his chin scraping her skin until her eyes watered. “No!” she said against his lips as she struck him with her balled hands.

 When he drew back, heeding her, as somehow she’d known he would, she wiped her lips. He watched her, brows drawn, then slowly raised his hand as if to brush her stinging face. She flinched.

 Then he was gone, leaving her trembling and confused and burdened with more hatred that she’d ever grappled with in her entire life. 
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 I’ve heard you’ve been going to Llorente’s room each night. What is this about?” Pascal demanded.

 Olivia answered easily. “When I can’t sleep, I enjoy plaguing him.” Her face was cold.

 He scrutinized her for a moment, then gave her a smile of relief. “I’d worried. Some women might find him handsome.”

 “He is weak. I could never see past that,” she said in a steady tone. She’d learned to be like this when her relatives first sent her to live with Pascal. She’d been ten and had just lost her mother, Ysobel Olivia, who had been her entire world.

 Her relatives thought her an abomination, and treated her as one, frightening and confusing her because her gentle mother had adored her and showed her how much every day. Compared to them, Pascal hadn’t seemed so bad once she learned that he wanted her to be like him.

 She’d excelled, fooled everyone, fooled herself, until that one night last spring just before they were to leave for Andorra when she’d overheard the servants whispering about her mother. They’d talked of Pascal and his three favored soldiers riding into her mother’s village, smelling of “blood and evil.” Pascal had been instantly besotted with the beautiful widow Ysobel.

 As ever, he’d taken what he desired. . . .

 “Perhaps you will refrain?” he asked Olivia, though they both knew it was an order.

 She looked him in the eye, making her face like marble, her expression blank. He liked that about her. He’d never know the secrets her mind held. Like how she knew that the night he took her mother, he’d been feeling generous.

 “Of course, Papa,” she said, though there was only a twenty-five percent chance that he was.

 • • •

 After a dinner where he ate little and drank nothing, Court joined Niall outside on the porch, sinking onto a rough-hewn bench. The night was cool and the moon cast light as if it were day. Shadows framed every corner and tree, making it impossible to relax.

 “How’s the lass?” Niall asked. “Specifically, what state have you put her in?”

 Court shrugged. She wouldn’t even look at him when he brought her food, just sat on that unwieldy cot with her knees drawn up to her chest, body tense, and eyes glittering with fury. Her chin was scraped from his kiss.

 She should be furious at him; he’d behaved like the beast she thought him and had no explanation for himself, much less for her. He’d never lost control like that.

 She’d said Pascal hadn’t touched her and he believed her, but had he kissed her? Had Pascal shown more restraint than Court had? Likely. And she’d chosen him over Court. She probably found the man attractive. He scowled at the thought, knowing every woman would find him so.

 “Do you think she’s planning something?” Niall asked.

 “Count on it, after her stunt at the riverside.”

 “You’d have done the same thing in her position.”

 “Aye, but that does no’ help me now. She’ll keep trying. Do I go in there and force her to believe her brother is dead? I’m a bastard, but I doona know if I can shake that into her. Besides, Pascal and his daughter have her fooled.”

 “Hell, Pascal fooled us.”

 Court couldn’t argue with that.

 “Listen, your brothers’ll flay me if I let anything happen to you.”

 “No’ again,” he snapped as he stood to lean against a splintery pillar.

 “The curse, Court,” he said simply.

 Walk with death or walk alone. They’d all heard it. “You know you can never have a woman of your own. And still, sometimes you look at the lass as if you’d like nothing more than to keep her.”

 “I doona plan to.”

 “Things have a way of happening outside of our plans.”

 “No’ to me, they doona. Never in fact. And I’ve got a book to prove it.”

 “Aye, the book. ‘Death and torment to those caught in your wake,’ ” he quoted. “Do you think the lass truly will be safe when we leave her in France?”

 “Does no’ matter, does it? I broke it and I’ll fix it, then it’s done. I dinna sign on to be her lifelong guardian.”

 “The idea of leaving her behind is no’ sitting well with the men. Both MacMungan brothers said they’d take her to wed right now, and more are on their way. Even Liam said he’d take her if we’re just going to throw her away.”

 Court’s answer was a cruel laugh. Annalía, being so unusual and vivid, would wither like fruit on the vine among the dour MacMungan clan. Liam could never control her. “The only reason they’d be infatuated is because they’ve never encountered anything like her before.” He couldn’t fault them for freeing her for a morning even as his ire grew just thinking about it. He was responsible for this—he’d brought a delicate foreign beauty among a band of coarse Highlanders. “I wonder if they ever considered her unbounded hatred of Scots?”

 “Aye, she mistrusts us, and finds our ways strange, but her prejudice amuses the men. They know she’s no’ a spiteful lass, she just does no’ know better. Hell, when they asked to touch her hand, she even shyly allowed it.”

 That made him gnash his teeth. “And how’d you find it, Niall?”

 He hesitated. “Softer than I could conceive,” he finally said. “But that’s no’ what’s important. You ken she’s never been treated like this, and if you’d be a wee bit more gentle in your dealings with her, she might no’ be so quick to believe the things she’s heard.”

 “Gentle? She was no’ gentle when she bashed my head yesterday.”

 “She was afraid,” he said, waving it away. “A woman like that needs to be cosseted, which she’s no’ been. I saw her face.”

 Court exhaled, then reluctantly admitted, “I doona want to be so with her.” But everything about her made him crazed. Her feminine mannerisms, her accent, even the way she blushed all combined to drive him mad. In a low tone, he said, “I want to be different with her, but . . . I canna seem to.”

 “Then why do you no’ just ride ahead to Toulouse? We can meet you at the posting house.”

 That thought infuriated him. “No.”

 “Why, Court?”

 “Because I’m no’ ready to be done with her yet.”

 “Christ, you can be a selfish bloody bastard. Sometimes I feel I doona even know you anymore.”

 “Of course, I can be. I’m still a mercenary and a killer. Hell, I’d sell my own sister. Is that no’ what they say in the clan?”

 “They say that because you will no’ return—”

 “I’ll return when I’ve paid off my land—which I canna do now short of riding for Otto.” At Niall’s raised eyebrows, Court added, “Everyone needs that pay. I need that pay.”

 Niall gave him a disappointed look. “Life is not all about money. I thought you realized that when we broke from him.”

 “What is it about, Niall?” he snapped. Inside, two men glanced up from arm wrestling. Court lowered his voice. “If I canna have a woman and family of my own, and if I lose the land I’ve worked bloody hard for, then what exactly is my life about?”

 “I doona know. You’ll have to figure that out for yourself. But I do know it’s no’ about staying near a young woman until you destroy her life.”

 “You’re that sure I’d destroy it?”

 “Ethan did with his woman.”

 Years ago, Ethan had gotten engaged to Sarah, a girl he hardly knew from the neighboring MacKinnon clan. Her family had been eager, even after hearing of the curse, and Ethan’s title demanded an heir, so he’d agreed. Sarah died at the age of nineteen, she died the night before the wedding, and no one knew how. “I’m no’ Ethan, and I doona intend to get engaged to the chit!”

 “And what about your da?”

 Court swung around to face Niall, brows drawn, feeling as though he’d been punched. “I . . . We dinna mean . . .” He trailed off. What to say? That he and his brothers hadn’t been responsible for their father’s death? “You would remind me of that?”

 “I’m sorry I needed to, Court.” Niall put a hand on his shoulder before turning for the door. “You’ve much to consider.”

 To consider? Court would no more want to purposely revisit the morning his father had died than he would desire to truly contemplate his future. But hadn’t he been doing both in the last few days? Since he’d met Annalía, he’d thought more about what he was missing than he had in the previous decade.

 He started for her room, not knowing what he would say to her, not caring if she insulted him, but just wanting . . . something. He unlocked the door, then eased it open.

 The air escaped his lungs, and he leaned his head on his forearm against the doorway. “Bloody hell.”



Thirteen

[image: Images]

 The hand mirror. The one he’d forced her to clean up.

 She’d taken the heavy silver-plated frame and hammered it against the equally heavy hairbrush handle to chisel away the bottom pins of the shutters. Yes, they were locked. Yes, they were thick.

 But now they opened from the bottom.

 He stormed from the room bellowing, “Liam, saddle up my horse.”

 Just then, Liam lurched inside from the stable, eyes unfocused, hand on his head. “She’s—”

 “Aye, I know,” Court snapped, shoving his pistol in his trouser waist. As he rushed to saddle his mount, he thought about the scene in her room. He’d never forget it for all his days. She’d propped up her battered tools, carefully arranging them, to let him know the extent of her trickery. Gloating . . .

 Since there was only one route back to Pascal’s, Court knew how to follow. But she must’ve ridden like hell was at her heels, because he didn’t catch up with her for nearly half an hour. Just as he got his first glimpse of her, she disappeared. Once he rode to the spot where he’d last seen her, he understood why and didn’t even have time to tense before he and his horse went charging down a steep drop-off covered in slate. She’d taken it without even pausing.

 Even now, toward the bottom, she hadn’t slowed her breakneck pace. Daft woman! His own horse was having difficulty flying down the terrain. He could hear the hooves fracturing the stone.

 After this, the land twisted into canyons and wider coulees, and soon he was able to pull alongside her, yet every time he neared she veered away. Her riding was impressive, but in the end it was only a matter of time. His hand shot out to snag her reins, and in seconds he had them stopped and her swooped from her horse.

 “Let—me—go!” She slapped at him, sounding like she was on the verge of real violence. Which she’d proved she didn’t mind using.

 “Riding like this at night?” He set her down but took her shoulders. “On slate? You’re lucky you dinna break your neck.”

 “You rode like that, too. Yet I’m the one who’s supposed to be considered fortunate?”

 His hands tightened on her. “Why will you no’ listen to reason, lass? Your brother’s gone and you’d sacrifice yourself for nothing. If you’d cooperate with me, I’ll get you to safety. You ken we will no’ hurt you.”

 She narrowed her eyes accusingly. In the stark moonlight he could clearly see the abraded skin on her chin.

 “That will no’ happen again,” he said, but she still fought to break his grip.

 She kicked out, connecting with his leg, too high and too close for comfort. “Annalía, do you want a graphic lesson on exactly why it is you should no’ kick a man like that?” Bloody hell if she didn’t do it again and closer. “One more time and I swear tae you I’ll snatch up your skirts and turn you over—” He went silent, and drew her to him, her back to his chest, covering her mouth with his hand. A sound nearby put him on edge.

 Her teeth found his skin, of course, sinking deep, and he clenched his jaw. Something rustled in the bushes, getting closer. “Who’s out there?” he called, as he pulled his pistol free.

 After several tense moments, they heard, “We’re here to return Annalía Llorente to Pascal.”

 “My arse,” he muttered, cocking his gun. Had to be the Rechazados. No one else could have found them here. “Listen to me, Anna. These men are no’ here to collect you—they’re the Rechazados. Have you heard of them?”

 She nodded, releasing her teeth.

 “So you know they’re assassins, no’ escorts. Now will you cooperate with me?”

 She said a muffled, “Yes.”

 He eased his hand away, shaking it to regain some feeling in the skin she’d chewed. “Now we need to get—”

 “Help me!” she screamed, lunging forward when he caught her waist. “I’ve been captured!”

 One shot rang out, the sound blasting through the arroyo like a cannon, then more rained down, pitting the earth all around them. Court shoved her behind him, keeping his grip on her wrist as he fired twice.

 Too many of them. Too close. He clasped her in his arms and dove behind a hill.

 The horses shrieked and reared, galloping away. Bloody hell. His ammunition was in his saddlebag.

 “Help me!” she screamed again, struggling against his grip.

 “Shut your mouth, woman. They’re shooting at us, and you want to give them a bead?”

 “They aren’t shooting at me—they’re shooting at you!”

 “Those are Pascal’s killers, and they are no’ very discriminating.” She still resisted, though he’d brought her hard against him, her back to his chest. “Now they’ll hear the shots back at the lodge and ride out, but we’ve got to be smart until then. Understand?” he demanded. “If you want to live, you’ll do what I say or I swear to you, you’ll have a bullet in your brain within a quarter hour.”

 She sounded like she’d started crying.

 His brows drew together. “Are you . . . are you afraid?” he asked, half baffled, having no idea what to do with this. He felt her nodding shakily against his chest and realized the lass was probably scared to death. Bullet in the brain. Great one, Court. But he had to be certain. “You ken they’ll kill both of us?”

 She whispered, “Y-You will get us to safety?”

 “Aye,” he said in a milder tone. Gentle. “If you do as I say.” When she nodded again, he loosened his grip on her. At once, she drove her elbow into his throat and flew to her feet. Choking out his breath, he lunged for her and stretched to catch her dress just as he fell. The fabric brushed his finger-tips.

 He’d missed.

 She tore off into the clearing, screaming, “Help me! I want to return! I want away from him!”

 More shots rang out. He scrambled to his feet, returning fire and was sprinting after her when he saw a smoking bullet tear through the billow of her skirt. She froze with a terrified gasp, staring into the darkness. “M-Mind your bullets!”

 A split second later, her shoulder was wrenched back just before he snagged her around the waist and dove behind a boulder. He felt wetness against his hand, saw his white shirt stained dark. “Lass,” he said as he dropped the empty pistol to probe her shoulders. “Is that mine or yours?”

 He answered his own question when he felt her shuddering. “It’ll be all right,” he grated, though fury overwhelmed him. They’d shot her. A defenseless woman. He ripped off her sleeve and just stopped himself from hissing in a breath.

 In the moonlight he could see the bullet had torn open her arm. He prayed it had missed the bone. Taking the material from her sleeve, he tied it tight over the wound.

 He hadn’t been able to prevent this. He wanted to yell, to ask her why she hadn’t listened to him. She was too small to take a bullet. What kind of animal would shoot a woman?

 She jerked upright and looked at him as though she’d just realized something, and had just forgotten the bullet hole in her arm. “This is all your fault! I loathe you. Detest you!”

 He exhaled. “I’ve heard it before.”

 “Do you know what this means, you bastard?” she cried.

 Yes, he knew exactly what it meant. Pascal was making a statement to anyone who dared to take what was his. And she might now believe him about her brother.

 “Do you, you disgusting brute?” she demanded again, seemingly uncaring of the shots all around them.

 He narrowed his eyes. “Groom got cold feet?”

 She screamed, springing forward, fingers in claw position to scratch down his face just before he caught her wrists. Still she fought him.

 “Damn it! Will you stop?” He lifted her injured arm in front of her face. “Look, wench! Look at all the blood everywhere. Now faint. Should you no’ be fainting by now?”

 She sank back against the boulder, solemnly regarding her wound, and he could see shock settling over her. “I do appear to have been shot.” Her tone was dazed, and he sorely regretted his taunt.

 She was too small and too delicate. Niall was right. Women like her needed to be cosseted, protected. Two nights under his protection and she’d been shot.

 Death to those caught in his wake. “We’ve got to get you someplace safe.”

 She blinked up at him.

 With effort, he tore his gaze from hers to scan the area. He spotted her horse, frantic, caught by the reins tangled in a bush. Court tensed to run, but said to her, “Stay here! This is more serious than you know.”

 In a small voice, she said, “It hurts as though it’s serious.”

 Annalía Llorente was docile, a sure sign she was in shock.

 He sprinted after the horse, his ribs singing as he dodged bullets. Just when he’d finally secured the confused animal, which carried her bloody saddlebags full of dresses while his had had ammunition, he heard his men sounding the call. Soon after, he heard the guns he recognized by sound firing back at the assassins, but they were separated from him.

 “Niall!” he yelled in Gaelic. “How many are there?”

 “Seems like the whole order! They’re everywhere.”

 “Bypass the lodge. We’ll meet up at the posting house.”

 “Aye.”

 “Can you cover me?”

 “Aye, be careful with yourself and the girl.”

 He rode back under the shield of Niall’s covering shots. When he slid down from the horse to bend down beside her, he found her leaning against the rock, sitting very still, eyes closed, cradling her arm. Closer, he could see blood streaming in a line down her bent elbow, pooling into the dust. Her other hand was limp, palm up, and his makeshift tourniquet lay on it. Panic made his vision swim. He took it and retied it, knowing she’d only intended to look at the wound, to check how badly she’d been hurt.

 “Anna!” He lifted her up. “Annalía . . .” She cracked open her eyes. “Ye need tae hold on tae my neck with yer good arm.” His brogue was so thick, he wondered if she could even understand him. “I’m goin’ tae get ye and me on a horse.”

 He had turned and was surveying the horse, figuring out how best to mount up, when he heard her say in a frail voice, “You need rescuing as much as I do.”

 He turned back, brows drawn. “What?”

 She struggled against him, weak as a kitten. “I’m better off on my own.”

 Though he sensed she was gravely sincere, and more than a bit in shock, he clucked her under the chin. “Yer hurtin’ my male pride, and will be payin’ for that one.”

 His light response worked. She exhaled and looped her thin arm around his neck. She weighed no more than a feather as he lifted her, but he teased her, saying, “You weigh more than you look.”

 “You are weaker than you look,” she immediately whispered.

 He stared down at her in his arms and gathered her even closer. She met his gaze, looking very brave, but he could feel the tension leaving her body as she drifted into unconsciousness. Her eyes slowly closed, and her lips parted.

 That’s when reason left him.
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 You’re rich, I’ve heard.”

 “Did your father tell you that?” Aleix asked. Though it went against everything he was, he sat in his prison, on the wrong end of a gun, conversing with Olivia Pascal. Why would he speak with the woman who’d advocated a more advantageous and strategic timing of his execution?

 In the beginning he’d hoped she would give him information about Annalía, but he’d soon realized she was too intelligent to let anything slip. So why did he continue tarrying with her? Because he was about to die? Because he wanted to talk to someone? Anyone?

 And he’d done this for two nights. This room was obviously making him crazed.

 “No, not Pascal. Your sister described your home. Even here it must cost something to own a mountain with herds of horses covering it.”

 “My family has been fortunate in that regard.”

 She tapped her finger against her chin. “I want to be fortunate as well.”

 He frowned. “Your father has as much money as I do.”

 “But I don’t.” Collecting her pistol, she rose to her knees. “You have something I want, and I have something you desperately, desperately need.”

 He grew still. “You’re talking about freeing me?”

 “I’m talking about striking a deal, which would necessitate my freeing you.”

 He was so staggered he lapsed into politeness with her. “Pardon?”

 “Since your freedom has such an extraordinary value, then the price must be dear as well.”

 Trying not to show her how anxious he was to escape—he thought she would see that as weakness—he said slowly, “Whatever it is, I can pay it.”

 “Are you sure?” she asked, her gaze steady. “It will be very, very steep.”

 “Steeper than giving up my life?”

 She glanced down and traced a finger over the carvings in the wooden handle of her pistol. “Depends on how you look at it. . . .”

 • • •

 “I’ll no’ leave.”

 MacCarrick was speaking to someone, but who? Why did their voices sound as if they’d been bathed in syrup? She wanted to open her eyes, but they felt impossibly heavy. Best just to lie here. Yes. Rest and listen.

 “But, sir, I will have to examine her,” a man said. His voice sounded young. “In my practice . . . with a lady like this . . . uh, husbands do not usually remain with their wives.”

 “This one does.”

 The gall. Had he no shame? Annalía tried to protest, tried to cry out that he wasn’t her husband, but at that same moment MacCarrick had started to unlace her dress, and it sounded like a moan.

 “I suppose her wedding band was stolen when you were set upon,” the man said in an off-hand tone.

 “Aye.” Wedding band? “And they left the other jewelry?”

 Clever physician, Annalía thought hazily. Back the liar into a corner.

 Of course MacCarrick came out fighting. In a menacing voice, he said, “Listen to me, boy. You doona need to be worryin’ about that. You need to be concerned with fixin’ her arm. Nothing else. Ken?”

 “Uh, yes, monsieur. I will leave you to undress her and get supplies.” A door clicked shut.

 To her shame, MacCarrick removed her dress, skirts, and shoes. He unlaced her corset, too, she supposed when she took a full, welcome breath. Just when she comprehended his actions would leave her only in her shift, pantalettes, and hose, she felt his abrasive hand above her knee. “No, MacCarrick!” she said, but she couldn’t even hear herself.

 He leaned in. “What is it, Anna?”

 “Stop,” she whispered.

 “Stop?”

 She strove to nod, but her body felt boneless.

 “I canna do that. You might have caught ricochet. He needs to examine you.”

 “Leave . . .”

 “I will no’ do that,” he said as he untied the tight garters at her thighs and unrolled her hose.

 She wanted to scream, but she just couldn’t summon the energy.

 “I’ll put a blanket on you, so I doona see anything, if that’s what you want. Anna? Can you hear me?”

 When she chose not to answer, he rasped out a string of harsh-sounding foreign words just as something pounded the wall hard.

 She might have slept afterward, because when she woke she was under a blanket, and she heard jumbles of sound, more than one voice, all speaking soft French. Except for MacCarrick, who argued with the doctor in English, his accent thicker than she’d ever heard it.

 “What are you doin’?” he snapped. She wished she could see what was happening. Her lids felt affixed together.

 “Irrigating with salt water,” the doctor said.

 “What? Puttin’ salt in the wound?” To someone else he said, “You brought me a bloody quack?”

 “I assure you I’m no quack. I studied at Heidelberg in Germany and graduated with full honors.”

 “When? Saturday?”

 “It’s important to do,” he insisted.

 “No’ going tae happen. Too painful.” For once she agreed with him. Even if the man was a doctor, she didn’t want this. Not salt. . . . She tried to speak but failed again.

 “More painful than cutting away putrefied flesh?” the doctor asked.

 She shivered. MacCarrick went quiet. Did he say something? Did he give the doctor a look?

 “You’ll have to hold her.”

 No, no, no. They’d agreed without her. Coach-and-six.

 She felt herself falling back as a weight bowed the bed. He was behind her? Did he have her shoulders in his lap?

 “Once,” MacCarrick said. “Do it right, once.”

 “There may be powder inside—”

 “Once.” His voice was like a snarl.

 Her hair was being brushed from her forehead. Surely that wasn’t MacCarrick. Her arm caught fire. She stiffened and screamed.

 Again someone brushed her hair back. “There’s a brave  lass.” MacCarrick’s voice was close to her ear, and so low and rumbling, how could anyone hear him? “That part’s over—”

 Another pour like a hot poker. “No!” she cried as he held her down.

 “God damn it, man,” MacCarrick bellowed. “Do you want me to kill you?”

 “There was powder. If you care about her, you will let me do what must be done.”

 “Do that again, and I’ll hit you so hard you will no’ wake till you’re old enough tae practice medicine.”

 Fading. But she wanted to stay awake. Wanted to know what was about to happen and be on her guard. She didn’t trust MacCarrick. Couldn’t remember why she wanted away from him even more desperately than before or why she hated him more than she always did. She wasn’t capable of escape now, knew it as darkness fell over her, but if she could only manage to wake in the night, she’d leave him where he slept.

 • • •

 “You want me to marry you?” Aleix choked out.

 “Yes, in exchange for your freedom.”

 He shot to his feet. “Why not money? I could set up—” “Why would I not want to marry you?” she interrupted as she rose as well. “You’re handsome, you’re rich, and you’re titled.” Truthfully, these traits were mere bonuses. Listing them was simpler than explaining that she wanted a new name, and she wanted it to be his because he could hide nothing with his eyes. She would never trust a man, so she might as well find one she could read. If she was confident that she would know every time he lied, then that was like a twisted sort of trust in a way, wasn’t it?

 He shoved his fingers through his hair. “Olivia, I was married.”

 “I know your story.”

 “Do you know I vowed never to marry again?”

 She dropped her pistol in her skirt pocket. “No, your sister neglected to mention that. But is your vow not to wed greater than your fear for her in the hands of a gang of Highlanders?” No need for Llorente to know quite yet that those men wouldn’t hurt her.

 “Of course not. What will you have me do?”

 “Give me your word while you look me in the eyes.”

 He took her elbow and said, “I feel I have to remind you that Pascal will send the Rechazados after you. You are risking your life.”

 Of course he felt that way. Everything above board. Hell, Llorente needed her just to make sure other vultures didn’t get hold of him first. “Then you’d better make the risk worth it.”

 “Why are you doing this?”

 Because Pascal had taught her cruelty and malice, never knowing she would turn those very traits back on him. And freeing Llorente was just the beginning. “I have my motives. Besides, you need me as much as I can use you.”

 He scowled at that, then caught her gaze. “If you free me, I will wed you.”

 She stared long after. She’d known he would agree, had planned for it, and yet she still felt relief. “Then let’s not waste another minute.” She turned for the door. “I have two horses outside—one I have hereby appropriated from your sister.” She pointed at him over her shoulder. “Make a note of that.”

 “Do you know where they’ve taken Annalía?”

 “The last Rechazados’ report said they were riding north into France.”

 As they started up the stairs, he said, “And the guards?”

 “Have been taken care of.”

 He caught up with her and grabbed her hand to stop her. “Did you kill them?”

 With her other hand, she patted his face. “No, I’m wearing my new riding habit and I’m ever the messy killer.” She exhaled. “I drugged them. Listen to me, Llorente, I promise from now on I’ll never kill or maim anyone.” She jerked free of him and walked on, but turned back to eye him. “Unless they have it coming.”

 • • •

 Four o’clock in the morning and the doctor that they’d roused from bed didn’t even have a shadow beard. Perhaps Court was just an ignorant Scot, but he preferred two things in his surgeons: that they be sober, and that they have lived long enough to have practiced on others before getting to him.

 Court had ridden straight down the base of the Pyrenees into France with Anna in his arms—a crazed trip he had little memory of—and stopped at an ancient spa town. He had the vague notion that there’d be more physicians centered around medicinal waters than in any mountain foot village. He’d been right.

 There were many doctors, who unfortunately catered to rich, bored ladies with imagined maladies. Annalía had a gunshot wound—a tisane of chamomile wasn’t going to do the trick here.

 He’d stopped at the first boardinghouse he found, but balked when he’d seen the boy the people in the house recommended. Yet Dr. Molyneux, for all his youth, had been thorough in his examination.

 Court looked down at her arm. The bullet had passed over the side and had burned the wound’s edges, but the bone was untouched. Lass was lucky that plug hadn’t shattered it. A hair closer and Court still would’ve been arguing with the doctor, but not over something so minor as how to clean the wound.

 While Molyneux directed the boardinghouse matron for clean linen to be cut into bandages, Court brushed her hair behind her ear and watched her eyes move behind her lids. He’d ridden as far as he’d dared, and only hoped his men could prevent the Rechazados from getting through that pass. Regardless, they needed to get on the road as soon as possible. “When will she regain consciousness?”

 “Right now she’s just sleeping.”

 He gave Molyneux an irritated look.

 “I could wake her right now if I wanted to. But I don’t want to.”

 Court’s brows drew together when Molyneux put some tincture on her arm and began to roll the bandage around. “Do you no’ need to suture it?”

 “No, it looked deeper than it actually is because of all the blood.”

 “You need to suture it. You should always sew these things.”

 “Mr. MacCarrick, the wound simply wasn’t that grievous. It bled profusely, and I’m sure it gave you quite a scare, but the actual damage to the skin wasn’t enough to warrant stitches. I understand that you are worried about your . . . your Mrs. MacCarrick, but this is the best course.”

 Court set Annalía aside, then stood. “Gunshot wounds get sewn.”

 The doctor craned his neck to look up at Court, steadfastly meeting him in the eyes, though he swallowed hard. “Aside from this, your wife is the picture of health. It would be injudicious of me to put thread in her skin. Thread that can swell and break, and get dirty.”

 “My wife,” he said without the slightest hesitation, “may be the picture of health, but she’s small and of a delicate constitution. I’ll no’ have her walking around with an open gash in her arm.”

 “How long have you known her?”

 “A while,” he answered evasively.

 “I don’t know how well you know her, but your wife is not of a delicate constitution, I assure you. I’ll bet she’s told you she rarely gets ill.”

 “She might have mentioned it,” he answered, though they’d never had more than one civil conversation.

 “We’ll keep the wound together with linen bandages. I’ll show you how to put this tincture on and how to wrap it. Just make sure she doesn’t reinjure it. And of course,” he added with a disapproving look, “that she isn’t shot again.”

 Court was shaking his head. “She’ll get fever.”

 “Yes.”

 “And then what should I do?”

 “Let it burn.” That was his maddening answer. “Just don’t let it spike. You can run a cool cloth over her if it rises too high, which I doubt it will, and summon me again, but otherwise let her handle this. She’s strong.” And then with a last fond look at Annalía that almost got young Molyneux killed, he left Court alone with her.
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 Apparently, Annalía finally believed her brother was dead. And blamed Court for it.

 “How can you want to be near me knowing how much I despise you?” That had been her deadened response when he’d told her he was taking her on to Toulouse. After she’d called him a brute, a filthy barbarian, and a lowly Scot, and told him with a steady gaze that she hated him as she’d never known she was capable of hating anything.

 She hadn’t wanted to leave with him and would’ve told everyone that she was a prisoner had he not convinced her that if she stayed she’d be getting the people there killed as well as herself.

 Now Court glanced back to see her lagging behind again, her expression lost. The horse he’d been able to find for her was not what she was used to, and though he’d dropped her saddlebags at the house matron’s feet and said, “Fix these dresses so she can ride more comfortably in them,” Annalía hadn’t seemed to notice the changes. It seemed she noticed nothing.

 The journey to Toulouse normally would have taken Court only a full day of fast riding. The land grew flatter as they followed the Ariège River away from the Pyrenees until it became a table plain dotted only with small hills. An easy jaunt, but he’d been keeping a much slower pace for her, and one day had turned into three.

 For those last three days, she hadn’t spoken, had hardly eaten, and had not uttered a word but for her only response to Court’s every question, “Fot el camp.” Go to hell.

 She obviously couldn’t wait to be rid of Court, and he would oblige her. When he met up with his crew, he’d ride and never look back, but until then he’d taken his responsibility seriously. Each night he had found them a place to stay, some room where he could rebandage her arm as Molyneux had shown him.

 The first night when he’d removed her blouse—not her shift, just the blouse—she’d fought him as if he were stripping her, risking a reinjury. “I can do you the way I threatened with the dress,” he’d told her. “Or you can let me tend to your arm.” Though she was stiff and stared straight ahead, she cooperated. Each night it looked better.

 Afterward, while she took the bed, he’d sink into a chair in the room, thinking about their situation, wondering why it pained him more than anything ever had to see her balled up under the covers, shuddering when she silently cried.

 Simply taking care of her was so far beyond his realm of experience, it was staggering. Much less that he was caring for a woman who blamed him for her brother’s death.

 In less than three days under his protection, she’d been marked for death by a fanatical order of assassins and shot. He’d known he was shadowed in life, could bring ruin to those he cared for, but this was ridiculous. Still, a selfish part of him thought, Better than married to Pascal.

 Today as they rode, closing in on the posting house, he reasoned that this was not the curse raining down on him. He’d made a decision that affected her badly. Nothing metaphysical or mystical about it. Besides, he didn’t care for her—he took care of her, and only temporarily. Just to get her to safety.

 He stopped to wait until she caught up with him. She sat very still in the saddle, staring blankly ahead, looking small in her bright dress and wrapper. This couldn’t go on any longer. She needed to stay close to him because they weren’t out of danger by any means. He reined his horse around to tell her she needed to buck up—

 He turned, saw movement from the corner of his eye, and spotted a cross tattoo.

 A Rechazado attacked her from the brush.

 • • •

 “You can’t just leave me here,” Olivia snapped, her face red with fury, her full lips thinned.

 She’d demanded he stop at an inn for food—Aleix hadn’t been hungry, wouldn’t be until he found his sister and got her away from the Scot. Things became clear.

 He knew better than to try to reason with her, but still said, “I will return for you, but right now finding Annalía is my primary concern.”

 She leaned forward over the table they’d taken, planting her elbows between plates. “Dealing with Annalía will take longer. Best to complete the bargain with me.”

 He leaned forward as well, catching her gaze. “Not a chance. That’s not the order.”

 “So you won’t honor our deal until you find her?”

 “Correct.”

 “Then obviously I must expedite the search.”

 He gave her a short, harsh laugh. “I’m going on alone. We’re already at least a week behind them.”

 She crossed her arms and leaned back in her chair. “You need me. This MacCarrick is a villain. I am a villain. I know how he’ll think.”

 He had to hear this. “Please, share your wisdom.” “Our leads indicate he’s alone with Annalía. Highlanders are clannish people. He’ll be quick to meet up with his men.”

 “Very good. Any notion of where that will be?”

 “They’ll have a predetermined meeting place. Somewhere rural where a group like them won’t attract so much attention, but close to a large city where they can find ammunition.”

 His eyes narrowed. “Toulouse?”

 “Is the first possibility.”

 Aleix had suspected she had more information about the Highlanders than she was presenting, and now his suspicion grew. She was cunning, and knowing her, she would deal it out piecemeal, using it as leverage.

 Damn it, he’d have to keep her with him. But only until she no longer proved useful. “We’ve got to ride faster.”

 She stood and gave him a bored look. “I’m waiting on you.”

 • • •

 The assassin dragged Annalía down with little effort. Court spurred his mount—she wasn’t fighting. Why the hell—

 His horse’s head was wrenched to the side. Court took his eyes from Annalía to find another Rechazado had snatched the harness and trained a pistol on him. Court stared down at the hollow black barrel, a chilling sight he’d hoped never to see this close again. If it hadn’t been a foot away, he would’ve chanced it—the other was pulling Annalía into the bushes.

 He’d never forget what happened next. She screamed. She screamed, and he didn’t care if he got shot. To hell with it.  Court kicked out, catching the Rechazado’s arm just as the sound distracted him. Luck was with him, and the gun flew to the side. Court dove from the saddle at him.

 As they wrestled, the man drew a smaller pistol. They grappled for control.

 Before his injuries, Court would’ve been stronger, but now . . . now the man could win. And if he did . . . Court yelled with rage—suddenly felt as strong as he’d been before. A shot rang out.

 The man stared up, eyes growing blank, blood steeping his shirt in an even circle from his heart.

 Court snagged the other pistol, sprinted for Annalía, then forced himself to slow, to surprise the one who had her. He looked past the bushes and found a scene he’d never expected—Annalía standing with the Rechazado unconscious at her feet and a bloody rock by his head.

 Most likely one she’d been saving for Court. That’s why she hadn’t fought. She hadn’t wanted to drop it.

 Stunned, he watched her kick the man in the gut, then scan the woods, no doubt deciding where to run from Court.

 “Annalía, stay,” he ordered, though he was scarcely able to keep the disbelief out of his voice. She turned to him and rolled her eyes, but she didn’t run.

 When he reached her, he clasped her good arm, “Are you unhurt? Is your arm all right?”

 She shrugged.

 “Did the shot frighten you?”

 “No. I saw him tussling with you over the pistol.”

 He dropped her arm abruptly. “I’m glad you dinna wait around to see if I would live.” In truth, he was glad she’d planned to get away, no matter how riled he sounded.

 She squinted at him as if she didn’t recognize him. “Tell me again why I should care about that outcome?”

 He scowled until she asked, “Is he one of Pascal’s men?”

 “Aye.”

 “Did I kill him?”

 Court saw his chest rise and shook his head. When she bent to pick up her rock again, he strode over and took it from her hands. “You doona want to kill him.” Court would do that. Retribution for touching her.

 “I really do.”

 “No, Anna.” When she continued reaching for it, he added, “It’ll do things to you. No’ worth it.”

 She informed him crisply, “I—need—that— anyway.”

 He held it high from her. “For me?”

 She nodded without shame.

 Clever, brave woman. His brows drew together as he remembered the way he’d reacted to the thought of her being hurt. The way he’d decided a bullet between his eyes was incidental to the need to save her.

 He swore under his breath.

 “What was that?”

 “Nothing. Why don’t we wake up this son of a bitch and find out how many more are coming?” Her eyes widened, and he could tell she hadn’t thought about that prospect. She looked alive for the first time in days. He heaved the rock away, then bent down to slap the man, but whipped his head back around. “Annalía, doona think of hitting me again.”

 “Two with one stone,” she said waspishly.

 “Be smart. They’ll keep coming. You must prefer me over them?”

 “I prefer none of you.”

 “They will no’ kill you at first.”

 Her face paled, and she finally said, “Very well.”

 He recognized the man before him. He was called Ruiz the Scarred. Court only remembered him because the moniker fit so well. When the assassin roused, he spit blood.

 Court had always been heartless in battle, emotionless with the enemy. Now he felt rage building once more, making him hide his clenched fists from Annalía. This was a man who wanted to murder a defenseless woman. Once he let go of that fury, she’d never look at him the same. “Anna, go see if you can find the horses.”

 “No, I want to stay. I must ask him about Aleix.”

 “I promise you this is no’ anything you want to see.” She hesitated. “Go now.” His tone was lethal. “And if you try to leave, I swear to God you will regret it.”

 She regarded him with a marked fear that he hated seeing, then hurried away. He faced Ruiz. “How many more?”

 “Infinite numbers until you are both dead. The way of the Rechazados.”

 “Did you come from the group at the border?”

 He said nothing, so Court raised the pistol and hammered the handle down on the man’s skull. He choked back a sound of pain. “W-We came through the main pass to France. We know nothing of the others.”

 “Why her? She’s only tried to return to him.”

 “A moment of anger. He’s since tried to turn us from her. . . .”

 “But your order never has.” Court had heard that one had better think through an assassination command with them because once set on a path, no force could move them from it.

 “Never.” He sneered. “I wonder if she knows you’re the reason Pascal had her brother?”

 Court put all his weight into it when he punched the side of his head.

 He needed to focus. When a Rechazado got talkative, he doubtless was stalling until he could find a way to kill you. His giving you information meant nothing if he made sure you’d never live to use it.

 But Annalía had to suspect him of it—if the fool hadn’t attacked . . . “Wait, you said ’had her brother.’ ”

 “He escaped.” Ruiz smiled and flashed bloody teeth. “He knows you have his sister. He’s coming to kill you if we don’t get you first. Mark your days.”

 Court was almost so wrapped up in what he’d learned that he forgot that the more talking this one did, the closer he was to dying. Almost.

 When Ruiz’s fingers eased down his leg to the knife strapped to his calf, and he drew, Court shot him.

 The report brought Annalía running. She glanced from the body to him, her face drawn.

 What he wouldn’t have given to know her thoughts just then. “Did the horses bolt?”

 “Yes, but I’ve coaxed mine back and tethered her,” she answered absently. “Yours is down the hill by the stream.”

 He nodded. “We need to get these two farther off the road.” Strangely calm considering the circumstances, she stood watch until he’d dragged the two deeper into the woods. Afterward, he collected her horse, then started toward the stream for his. She followed him, and even sank down on her calves just beside him while he took advantage of the cool water to wash off.

 “Would you believe me if I told you news of your brother?” He stood and and helped her up. “Would you trust what I said?”

 “Y-You said not to trust you.” A tear slid down her cheek. Damn it, why did his chest hurt all the time?

 “I’ll tell you the truth.”

 She took a wavering breath, then finally said, “MacCarrick, does he still have my brother?”

 Of its own accord his hand went to her cheek and brushed the tear there. “No, no’ anymore.”
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 Why . . . how . . . explain!” she cried.

 With an impatient look, he dropped his hands to his sides.

 She knew he resented her ordering him about, but she couldn’t help it. She had to know. “K-Killed?”

 “No, no. Your brother escaped.”

 She grabbed his shirt with both hands. “You tell the truth?”

 “Aye.”

 She shook his collar until he raised his eyebrows. “That monster doesn’t have him anymore?”

 “No, Aleixandre Llorente escaped Pascal. In fact, you’re in much more danger than he is.”

 She released him. “I must find him! Let him know I’m unhurt.”

 “How do you plan to do that? We just confirmed that you’re a Rechazado target. That’s what they’re notorious for—never missing a target. They’ll trail you for as long as it takes.”

 She held her forehead between her thumb and forefinger. “I don’t know! I can’t think.” She began pacing.

 “The posting house is up the road no’ more than a few miles. You can eat, rest, and digest what’s happened. And then you can plan.”

 He was right. They’d just been dragging bodies off the side of the road—a cup of tea wasn’t an unreasonable thing to desire! She could feel herself shivering, could feel her bandage beginning to dampen.

 When she nodded, he helped her onto her horse, then mounted his own.

 Aleix is alive! her mind repeated like a mantra. And free! She felt lighter, she felt . . . hopeful. She would find her brother, and then they’d figure out a way to defeat Pascal.

 For three days, she’d feared he’d been killed, but every second that had passed, she’d plotted to get away from MacCar-rick in case he hadn’t been. Now to learn her brother was alive and free . . .

 But what if MacCarrick was the one who’d fought him? Biting her lip, she watched the Highlander ahead of her as he looked to the sky, no doubt determining from the thunder-heads that they were about to get drenched.

 If MacCarrick and Aleix had been enemies, who knew what this man’s agenda was? For all she knew, he might be planning to recoup his money by ransoming her to her rich brother. Clucking her horse on, she trotted up beside him. “I have a question for you.”

 He swept a glance at her, but said nothing.

 “I want to know if you attacked my brother and his men.”

 He didn’t hesitate. “I never attacked your brother.”

 “You swear it?” she asked, looking up at him.

 He met her gaze directly. “Aye.”

 “Why are you helping me now? Why not just ride on and leave me behind?”

 “I plan to do that just as soon as I get you to this inn.”

 At least he was honest about that. If someone like him had gone on about duty or helping her from a sense of gratitude, she would’ve ridden away from him as fast as she could.

 At his reply, she smiled up at him, and his brows drew together. “Still canna wait to get rid of me?”

 Well, that depends on how you answer my questions . . . “MacCarrick, how did you come to contract with Pascal?” She knew why Pascal had hired his men—she’d learned much at the smuggler’s lodge. The band had been together and successful for nearly a decade, their reputation notorious. They were to train the deserters and fight against Spain. She could clearly see their appeal, but why would MacCarrick sign on with a despot?

 “He was hiring. We were between jobs.”

 “Would you have continued with Pascal if he’d paid you?”

 “I canna say.”

 “The men told me that I had it backwards. That you quit first and then Pascal refused to pay you for the work you’d done—not the other way around.”

 “Did they now?” he asked without interest. But he didn’t deny it.

 They had, though she’d never quite believed them until now. “So why Pascal?” she asked. “Many thought his ideals were sound at first. Did you as well?”

 He ignored her.

 She wouldn’t be dissuaded. She was about to make a decision and she needed facts. “Pascal had you beaten because you defied him. Because you thought what he was doing was wrong. Isn’t that what happened?”

 He shrugged. Again no denial.

 Mare de Déu, everything she’d heard from his men had been true. “Why won’t you admit that to me? Why did you let me believe that you and your men were out stealing and killing?” She put her chin up. “You know what I suspect? That you’re not nearly as brutal as people think.”

 He reined his horse in, cutting hers off, and stared her down, looking very brutal indeed. She swallowed and caught herself leaning back in the saddle away from him.

 “You’ve been clever in our dealings, I’ll give you that, but your first major mistake would be attributin’ traits to me that are no’ there. I am that brutal. I’m just selective in who enjoys it.”

 With that, he rode ahead, but not far away. He’d given her another warning, but this time she took his words the opposite of how he intended them. Perhaps she should stop attributing malice and studied murder to him, and see that he wasn’t a fiend like Pascal.

 She hadn’t been completely mistaken about MacCarrick. He had killed easily and could be terrifying. The look on his face when he’d been about to question that one today . . . She shivered. She’d never seen anything so frightening—it was as though borrowed from a nightmare. No, she would never underestimate the seething power she’d sensed in him, a power that he’d proved he could unleash in the beat of a heart. But it was what was in addition to these traits that puzzled her.

 Every one of the preceding nights, he’d seen to her wound, forcing her to remove her blouse, to undress in front of him. During these times, she’d been so full of hatred and grief that she’d thought his actions were just another indignity, a chance to see her in only her chemise. Now, thinking back, she saw other things. She recalled how he’d gone to one knee in front of her and how if she winced or hissed in pain, he grated, “Doona want to hurt you.”

 The night she’d been shot, she dimly remembered that he had talked to her on the jostling ride to France, sometimes in rough Gaelic, most times making no sense even in English, but it was as if he’d known she hadn’t wanted to hear silence. She remembered that afterward someone had stroked her hair—someone with very callused hands. . . .

 She sighed, realizing that she was both free of any real grounds to hate him—and in need of his help in this perilous time. Lost in thought, her mind a whir of ideas, she scarcely noticed the first drop of rain. Or another splatting directly afterward.

 When a full torrent swept down and she lagged behind, he rode back for her. “We need to stop under the next bridge.”

 “MacCarrick!” She blinked against the rain. She was freezing in her light jacket and only one thought was getting her through this ride. “I want a hot bath and I want to drink tea when I’m in it!”

 He raised his eyebrows at her tone, then seemed to study her and the situation as if he didn’t quite know what his next step should be. She could swear he was struggling to make a decision. The second she thought he might have, he plucked her from her saddle.

 “What are you doing?”

 He placed her sideways on his lap with her back against his arm, pulling her close so he could wrap the edges of his jacket around her. After he grabbed her horse’s reins, he gently used his whole hand to turn her face into his chest.

 “Hold on tae me,” he murmured, “and mind your arm.”

 She was still protesting when he spurred the horse and they flew down the road, until she was forced to put her arms around him. His body was so incredibly warm in his jacket that soon she was, too. The rain no longer stung her face.

 Out of the blue, she remembered one of her nanny’s sayings. A bear is only a bear till you rub his belly. A wolf will eat from your hand if the treat is sweet enough. . . .
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 After four miles riding through blindingly dense rain, they reached the inn, and Court dropped down with Annalía to race inside. The interior was bright and cooking smoke wafted from the kitchen. The innkeeper was up and looked harried, but still acted as though he didn’t recognize Court.

 “We need a room,” Court said.

 “Rooms,” Annalía corrected, shimmying out of his arms. “We need two rooms.”

 The innkeeper, John Groot, peered at her hard. “Nobility,” he muttered under his breath. “Don’t have two. Just have the one,” he informed them in an English accent. “Nice one, though, once we get it cleaned up. The rain, you see. Made sure we had a full house.”

 Two women, one older and the other obviously her daughter, marched out of a back kitchen. “Another couple, John!” the woman exclaimed with a thick French accent. “Well, get the poor girl a seat by the fire and something to drink while we fix their room.” She called to someone unseen to tend the horses.

 Court led Annalía to a fireside bench, peeled her little wrapper from her, and pulled her down to sit beside him. He put his fingers under her chin and lifted her face to him. She was pale, her pupils dilated.

 When Groot asked, “What will you have to drink?” Court answered for her, “Whisky.”

 She glared at him, but said to Groot, “No, thank you. I’m fine. I don’t drink spirits.”

 The innkeeper shrugged and poured a generous draught, which Court retrieved and took to Annalía. Under his breath, he said, “You bloody well did before, now drink it or I’ll pour it down your throat.”

 Her back went even more rigid. She gave a polite smile to Groot and took the glass between two fingers, as if it were distasteful, but she did drink.

 Court returned to the innkeeper for a glass for himself. The liquid burned going down. As soon as he emptied it and put it back on the bar, Groot filled it again.

 The bartop was freshly polished, and the place was cleaner and more organized than before. “New wife?” Court asked under his breath, as he motioned for another refill, then set to drinking it. He’d been here six months ago, and Groot had been alone.

 “That she’d be,” he answered in a proud voice. He should be proud. Groot, a gangly Englishman with ruddy skin and no visible chin, had somehow married that bonny French matron. Why did that seem encouraging to Court?

 He had Groot pour another for Annalía, then traded her the full glass for her empty one.

 The mother descended then, regarding Annalía and talking in French. Court’s French was not as strong as it could be. When he’d kicked in the door to the boardinghouse with Annalía limp in his arms demanding help, he could just as likely have been asking where they could do a spot of ice fishing.

 “Is she your lady wife?” the mother finally asked him in English.

 “What?” He took his eyes from Annalía once he made sure she’d gotten enough into her belly. He didn’t like how pale she was. “Uh, aye, she’s my wife.” The liquor was beginning to hit him. He’d forgotten he’d lost a stone of weight.

 She squinted at him. “You had to think about it?”

 “Newly married,” he bit out, looking over the woman’s head at Annalía. Her wet hair hung heavy, her wee ears peeking out from the thick mass.

 “In any case, you have treated her poorly,” the woman informed him. “She’s too delicate for treatment like this.”

 He raised his finger and corrected her. “She appears delicate.”

 “Certainly too slight to cover the miles you have tonight.” She said over her shoulder to her daughter, who was just descending, “They are newly married.”

 “For shame, monsieur, riding with a new bride in such weather! That’s not the way to have a babe settle within her.”

 He made his face impassive. There’d be no chance of that even if he’d taken her once for every time he’d imagined bedding her. He would never have a chance.

 “My word!” the mother exclaimed as she drew Annalía to her feet to go upstairs. “She’s bandaged under her blouse. And bleeding!”

 “It’s a scratch,” Annalía mumbled. Both women cast him stern looks.

 “No, really,” she insisted in a bleary voice, the liquor working on her as well. “It’s not as if he shot me,” she muttered.

 “Shot?” they screeched in unison just before they descended on her, clucking and cooing. He wanted to reiterate that her wound wasn’t his fault. But it was his fault. He’d driven her out into the night. Driven her to chisel her way out of a room and run into gunfire.

 To free her brother. Who’d been alive.

 He drained his glass and slammed it down, feeling restless and uneasy.

 “We’re taking her up for a bath, monsieur,” the mother said. Court didn’t like the way the two women were proprietary about Annalía. He should be the one taking care of her since he’d done it for the last three days. Well, maybe not helping her when she’d bathed, though he’d wanted to . . .

 He saw Annalía stumble. She was hurt and drunk and, damn it, she was delicate. He reluctantly nodded to the women.

 Once they’d left, Groot said, “Fine lady you got there, MacCarrick. Rich-looking.”

 “No’ mine. Just looking out for her for a bit.”

 “Were you looking out for her before or after she got shot?”

 Court’s jaw clenched, and he saw Groot warily note it. “And your crew?” he asked, in a higher voice.

 “Meeting me here in the next few days. The lass is staying longer.”

 He raised his eyebrows.

 “I’ll need you to keep an eye on her.” Groot wasn’t merely the owner of their meeting point. Court’s brothers had introduced him to this place that they used for their work. For all his clumsy appearance and shifty ways, Groot was a retired sharpshooter and weapons expert, with a sealed shed in the back filled with everything from pistols to howitzers. More important, his brother Hugh trusted him. His brother Ethan didn’t, but then Ethan trusted no one. “She’s been marked by the Rechazados.”

 Groot whistled. “I’ll have to bring in some extra hands, then—some who don’t mind the added risk.” When Court nodded, he said, “Hugh left some clothes here last time around. You interested?”

 “Aye.” Finally, something not bloodstained. He’d hated that whenever Annalía looked at him, her gaze always seemed to fall on either the bloodstains or the scar at his temple.

 “Also got two letters from your brothers. You want them now?”

 “Might as well,” Court said with obvious reluctance. When Groot returned with them, Court kicked off his boots and put them by the fire, then tore open the first one, from Ethan.

 Courtland,

 Cut your contract with Pascal immediately. I told you one day you’d pick the wrong goddamned side.

 Ethan

 Yes, Ethan had said that, and Court had told him to mind his own goddamned business. Then from Hugh:

 Court,

 Had an investment opportunity for you and accessed your accounts. Couldn’t wait for your permission, so I used my signing card and told them you were dead. Fight hard down there, but remember, a sucking chest wound is nature’s way of telling you to slow down.

 H

Furious, Court crumpled the letters and threw them in the fire. Hugh had a signing card only because Court liked to keep his affairs in order. Just in case. Yet here he was still alive and Hugh had ransacked his accounts to bet on an investment. Hugh had plenty of money to play with; Ethan had infinite amounts, it seemed. Hell, if Court had known it was so profitable to kill for the Crown, he’d have signed on when they did instead of stubbornly going in a different direction, as he’d always done. Maybe then he’d have enough money to pay off his land.

 Court had one brother ordering him and the other doing whatever he bloody wanted, neither caring what he thought. Neither ever sought permission. He watched the last corner fold and burn. These were his ways as well.

 He needed to sober up. He looked to Groot and simply said, “Food.”

 The passing of another half hour, a change of clothes, and a hearty meal had a negligible effect on Court’s sobriety. He stomped up the stairs, passing the French women as they descended, ignoring their glares.

 He’d made sure Annalía had had some food and her bags taken up to her. And of course some whisky-spiked tea. Now that the women had left her room, he expected her to be passed out asleep after such a day.

 Damn, he would like to have seen her in the bath. Probably a good thing he didn’t. If he ever witnessed her wet, soapy body. . . . He stifled a groan and eased open the door.

 He found her on her knees, rooting through her bag, clad in nothing but a new bandage and a bath sheet wrapped around her torso. She hopped to her feet when he entered.

 She had smooth, golden shoulders, and the candlelight showed them slightly damp. He felt a muscle in his cheek twitch.

 “I-I need privacy!”

 “You’ve had an hour.”

 “But I can’t find anything to wear.”

 “Your bags were waxed. Your belongings will be dry.” When she didn’t answer, he said, “You could wear one of your silky, lacy nightdresses.”

 “How do you—? Oh, never mind! I refuse to wear that if you will be in this room with me. Now leave!”

 “Ordering me?” He raised his eyebrows. “Of course. You must want to ensure that I will no’ budge from this room.”

 “No, that’s not—”

 “I will turn my back and be glad of that,” he said, his voice hoarse. Even Annalía fully covered in a bath sheet made him crazed.

 “I need to get dressed and then under the covers.”

 “Your wish, lass. . . .”

 When she finally nodded, he made a big show of turning around with a huff. The second he heard the towel fall, he turned back around. And had to run his hand over his face to keep from whistling in awe.

 She was . . . unimaginably beautiful.

 She had her back to him, so he was treated to a view of her full, lush bottom, tight strong legs, slim back and tiny waist. Her hair was damp and curled down to her hips.

 “Mercy,” he breathed.

 “Oh! You wouldn’t!” She raced to slip the nightdress over her head, but she couldn’t manage it swiftly enough with her thick bandage and injured arm. He thought about helping, was sure he would’ve helped—had he been capable of more than staring, jaw slackened. She finally swept it to the ground, then stepped into it, drawing it on.

 She whirled around, catching him dumbstruck. “You promised! You said you would turn!” She reached forward to swipe a blanket from the bed, flashing him a thigh and breasts before she could hold it before her like a shield.

 He was just drunk enough to grin. “I did turn. I simply turned back too soon, which was the most inspired idea I’ve had all day.” Besides taking her into his lap in the saddle and having her put her arms around him. Today he’d begun to understand that all those clever bastards out there practicing chivalry weren’t doing it only for the ladies’ benefit.

 “You are no gentleman! You are the opposite. You are a rogue and a cad and a blackguard.” Her voice was a bit slurred. She wrapped the blanket around her torso over her gown and began pacing.

 He plopped on the bed, leaned back, and raked his gaze her over shamelessly. “Ask me,” he suddenly began. “Ask me to help you find your brother.” Where was this coming from? He’d had one thought—get her to the posting house, to relative safety, because he’d jeopardized her. Break it, you fix it. Now he was adding another responsibility? Why?

 Because when she’d finally relaxed against his chest earlier, it had been keenly satisfying to him.

 Damn it, whisky never made a good decision.

 “I could reunite you two and keep you safe from the Rechazados until then.”

 She halted at the window. “Why would I ask you?”

 “Because you need me.” He narrowed his eyes. “You’ve realized that by now, haven’t you?”

 “I’ve realized many, many things about you.” She leaned her hip against the windowsill.

 “Away from the window,” he barked.

 She glared at him but did move. “And I can just imagine what you would demand in return.”

 “Maybe, but maybe no’. The only way to find that out is to try me. I know this is hard. I’d wager you’ve never really had to ask for anything in your life.”

 “That is correct.”

 He put his better hand behind his head. “Well, this is a fine place to start.”

 Her head tilted sharply to the side as she sucked in a breath. He knew she would ask him, and once she did, he would help her. He also knew she was making a mental note to make him pay for this.

 “I would . . . request your”—another intake of breath—“help.”

 He leaned on his side. His ribs were tender after today’s fight, but he wasn’t about to move from his mocking position. “Given that you’re new at this, I’ll instruct you—”

 “As if you’ve ever asked for anything.”

 “Would you like me to instruct you?”

 Her chin went up. “Yes.”

 “Very well. Since you still didn’t ask, you’re going to need to say ‘please.’ It should be very moving and heartrending if you’re sincere. And clasping your hands together over your chest would no’ hurt.”

 She swallowed. Her body was tight with tension. “Please.”

 He nodded in a deigning gesture. “And why should I help you?”

 Her voice was tight. “Because you are the one who’s hurt me.”

 “Because of the kidnapping? I thought we established it was a good thing no’ to be married to Pascal. And your brother’s free. Turned out pretty damned well.”

 Except for the fact that she was an assassin’s target and they’d already struck twice.

 “Regardless.”

 “Well, because you’ve asked so nicely . . .”

 “That’s it? That’s all you wanted?”

 “ ’Course no’. That just got you into negotiations. I’m a mercenary and this will be hazardous business. I’ll need payments along the way.”

 Her shoulders slumped. “I don’t have money with me.” Then her eyes brightened. “But we’re close to a town now. I can sell my jewelry.”

 “Canna sell it. They’ll be expecting you to do just that. Besides, you’ve got something much more valuable than that.” His gaze landed on her chest.

 She sputtered, working up a retort, but he spoke over her. “Whenever I ask for it, I want you to let me kiss you. Just a kiss. And I want you to be as fiery as you were in the study.”

 “I don’t think . . . I can’t just . . . I’d been drinking . . .” She paced again.

 He nodded as if in understanding. “Of course, you can always tell me to leave.”

 When she glared as she passed him, he suspected she was about to do just that.

 “Can you never stand still, lass?”

 Anger flashed in her eyes. “Does it bother you? My pacing?”

 “No, no’ at all. Just thinkin’ if you agree, we’re goin’ to need a bigger room in the future. Else you’ll get dizzy.”

 Whatever he said was a winner of a response. She stilled, and her gaze softened so sweetly on him—she had never looked at him like that—and damned if he knew why. But he found he liked it. A lot.

 “Just a kiss?” she murmured shyly.

 “Wherever and whenever I feel like it.”

 She resumed her glare at that, but mumbled, “Very well.”

 Court was amazed she’d agreed. All he had to do was risk his life to keep her safe from the most vicious assassin order in Europe? And he got to kiss her, at his pleasure? He definitely had struck the better bargain. “Then we have a deal.” He rose and made a sweeping gesture. “You can have the bed.”

 She eyed him warily before she unwrapped the blanket from her torso then hastened under the cover. The moment she lay on her side, he eased down alongside her.

 She gasped. “You said I could have the—” She stopped herself. “I do have the bed, don’t I? But you didn’t say to myself.”

 “You learn too quickly, lass. I’ll have no more tricks in my bag.”

 She stiffened, and right when she would scramble away, he threw his arm over her, careful of her bandage. “Anna, stay. I will no’ take my payment now. We are both hurt, exhausted, and drunk. Nothing could stir me. Even the sight of your lovely bottom dinna stir me,” he said, lying so much he thought he’d be struck down. She relaxed somewhat. “But if you took away any one of the three, then I’d kiss you.”

 She was silent for a moment, then asked, “Why?”

 “Because you’re the type of woman who needs to be kissed. Hourly, softly. Fiercely.” He skimmed his hand down over her hip and murmured near her ear, “Thoroughly.”

 She shivered, then eased over on her back and faced him. Her breasts pressed against her nightdress, her nipples hard, and just below them she ran her finger back and forth across the cover in long, languorous movements. “That sounds like a lot of work, MacCarrick,” she purred with that accent. “Will you be the man to do all that to me?”

 He groaned and leaned forward, thanking God for whisky. “Anna, you have no idea.”

 She put one finger against his chest and pushed. As she turned away, dismissing him, she said, “Stirred?”
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 What imp had caused her to taunt him like this? She didn’t feel like she was rubbing a bear’s belly, she felt like she was jabbing it with arrows when the beast was in bed with her. And she knew better.

 It was just that the ride here against his chest had been so surprising, and then seeing him grin had been confusing. Here was the man who’d just spied on her and seen her naked, but the look on his face afterward had been . . . rewarding?

 Or she was simply drunk. Yet again.

 “I like that,” he said. His voice, so husky and rumbling, always pleased her. Even when she’d despised him and the words—and accent—his deep voice conveyed, she’d enjoyed the sound. But tonight she could no longer despise him. Tonight it made her tremble.

 “You like what?” she asked, too curious to refrain.

 “No’ that you tease me.”

 “Then what?”

 “That you think you can tease me and actually keep my hands off your body with a finger.”

 She did think that. For some reason she’d always known he would never force himself on her, even when he’d kissed her at the lodge. “But I have.” She needed to bite her tongue. Was she trying to provoke him? She’d already agreed to let him kiss her whenever he pleased!

 “Tonight you have,” he agreed, then pulled her to her back to face him. “But if you look at me like that again and speak to me in that voice, you will no’ fare so well in the future.” His tone was low, his eyes watchful. She realized she found his eyes as pleasing as his voice. They were dark, but now she noticed lighter flecks. She wished she knew what color those were. . . .

 Oh, Lord, she feared she was looking at him like that just this second. She tore her gaze from his and studied his lips. She remembered how good kissing him had felt and absently asked, “Then what would happen?”

 “Then I would kiss your lips.” He rubbed his thumb over her bottom lip, and the whisky insisted that she allow it. “And your neck.” He caressed his fingers down her neck. The feeling was so pleasurable, she fought to keep her eyes open and lost. Then no touch at all. Just when she was opening her eyes to his, she felt the first contact to her breast. “And then your breasts.”

 Never breaking her gaze from his she sucked in a breath and tensed. Because she would pull away. Now she would. In one second . . . He continued watching her, making it impossible to look away, while lower, his fingers were slow and hot on her hardened nipple.

 “You mustn’t do—”

 He pinched lightly, and her eyes slid closed again. She vaguely perceived him levering his body above her, but she felt his lips on her neck like fire. She moaned and soon his hands covered her breasts, his thumbs sinuously rubbing her nipples. Nothing could possibly feel this good. . . .

 Was he working his hand inside her nightdress? The jolt of his hot skin directly against her breast roused her, made her remember who this was and what they were doing. When she swatted his hand, he grasped her wholly. She tried to wriggle from him, and he groaned.

 “MacCarrick, let go of me!”

 “Let me touch you.” He growled the words.

 “No!” She broke from him, turning away, her breathing heavy. Her breasts were sensitive as if protesting the lack of his touch. She ached between her legs more strongly than she ever had alone in her bed, and to her shame she’d grown wet there.

 She felt him roll on his back and heard him exhale a pent-up breath. “You’ll be the death of me, Anna.”

 • • •

 When dawn neared and he heard her finally sleeping, he rose, still hard as iron, miserable as only a man denied could be. He’d never felt skin so soft. Never dreamed of skin so soft. And he’d had his hands on her, teasing her to need again. Only his coarse touch had stopped him from uncovering more.

 He glared at his scarred hands. They weren’t changing.

 He supposed he would have to get used to nights filled with heavy, aching erections and no relief in sight. Because apparently, he’d just signed on for many more.

 She affected him, and for some reason, around her, he either became like a lowly animal or strove to be noble. Both were asinine in his mind. Noble? Him? He’d had difficulty keeping his hands off her when she was violent toward him. And in the nights before, when he’d removed her shirt to change her bandage, his fingers had itched to sweep across her chest, to slip beneath her chemise and grasp her breasts and cup her. How noble was that? She most likely still hated him, but now she was teasing him? He was a dead man.

 As he washed his face with cold water, he looked in the mirror, scowling at his harsh reflection, seeing nothing there that would make her want his touch.

 He dried off, then sat for some time watching her sleep, listening to her whisper occasionally in Catalan, wondering why he’d decided to leave his crew and the possibility of any income behind. Why had he promised to get her to safety when all he’d wanted was to pay off Beinn a’Chaorainn?

 Court was the only man in his family in memory to have a note on his land, and it shamed him. The only thing that lessened the feeling was knowing it was a lot of land. Knowing he’d purchased it for less than half its value helped as well.

 To make way for sheep, a foppish English baron had cleared the lands of Beinn a’Chaorainn of tenants, forcing them to the coast to eke out a living there. Then the baron left the administration to factors, who knew little about the land, and without good management the farm couldn’t compete with the wool churning out of Australia. Debts from a high life in London forced him to sell at a loss akin to robbery.

 Court smiled a mean smile. The violent removal of Highlanders from the land and sometimes even their forced emigration had been happening for years. In fact, many of them had been driven to Australia.

 And now they owned those wildly profitable sheep stations that dominated the world wool market and bankrupted shortsighted English barons.

 We will always win in the end, Court thought.

 Before they’d been cleared, the tenants had been prosperous, and their rents, when fair, were still substantial—not grossly so, not able to support a high life in London, but comfortable. Court liked comfortable.

 He’d planned to ask them back. But he couldn’t—not until he owned his home completely and could never lose it. So why the hell had he decided to put his plans on hold? Why had he chosen to help her?

 At that moment Anna turned on her back in sleep. Her brows drawn, she softly murmured, “Wolf.”

 He bolted from the room, then stomped down the stairs, uncaring of guests sleeping beneath them. Groot was already up.

 “Need a coach,” Court said as he sat at the common table. “And I’ll pay extra for a driver worth his salt and horses that doona spook so easily.”

 “I can send the boy to Toulouse. Guess you’re taking the lady?”

 “Aye. I’ll need some coin.”

 “Should I put the debt on Ethan’s or Hugh’s tab?”

 It would serve them right. “Split it equally.”

 Groot chuckled. “And your crew?”

 They would not be pleased. “I’ll leave a message for them. They should be here soon.” He might have wondered why they hadn’t arrived yet, since he and Annalía had made such poor time, but he knew a standoff like that could take days, even weeks, to end, especially since both sides were in such defensible locations. It could take even longer if both doggedly refused to give ground. That was one thing he hated about the job—the bloody downtime.

 He would write to Niall and tell him to ride for Otto. If Niall thought the odds good, he should sign them on.

 When the coach arrived, he inspected the horses and quizzed the driver—a man called originally enough “Coachy.” Finding both acceptable, he went to wake Annalía. Through the front window of the inn, he spied her rushing down the stairs, smoothing her hair, and looking none the worse for wear for their drinking. His head had been pounding since he’d sobered. When she strode outside, he asked, “How do you feel?”

 She appeared surprised that he was still there, but covered it with a shrug. “I feel fine. Why?”

 Because she’d been riding through a downpour last night, recently shot, and then got drunk, he almost answered. He was learning that the black plague personified could kiss her and she’d be fine. “No reason.”

 She glanced down and ran the toe of her shoe over some tufted grass by the walk. “I didn’t know if you’d still be here.”

 Did she think that badly of him? He’d given her his word—when he was soused and under duress from needing to tup her—but still his word. “I made a deal with you, and I plan to keep my side of it.”

 She gave him a disbelieving expression. “Don’t become testy, MacCarrick. It isn’t as if you’ve presented yourself as the most trustworthy man.”

 He moved closer to her, to a point she would deem impolite. “If you will no’ believe I’ll keep my end because I’m a man of my word, then believe I will just so you’ll keep yours.”

 She blushed and observed the grass again.

 “So that means I’ll be getting you somewhere I know you’ll be safe.”

 She frowned when she faced him again. “You told me the posting house was safe. This was where you were going to leave me.”

 “Changed my mind after the attack yesterday, and I know a place in London.”

 “I’m not traveling to England!” She crossed her arms over her chest. He noticed she put her hands lower because of her injury. “You said you’d help me find Aleix, not take me farther away from him!”

 “Your brother’s coming for you. The Rechazado said he was on our trail to save you from the brutal Highlanders and then murder me for revenge. He’ll go where we go. And he’ll thank me later for taking you to safety in London.”

 “Why didn’t you tell me this information sooner?”

 “When should I have done that? During the downpour or when I was drunkenly trying to get you out of your gown?”

 She gasped, eyes wide, but then she narrowed them. “You’re attempting to distract me. To keep me from saying yet again that I am not going to England.”

 “Lass, we’re leaving. Now. The subject’s ended.”

 “I can’t leave without sending him a message!”

 “To where? Your home? He’s doubtless already in France.”

 She paced and he wondered how many soles she went through in a year. Didn’t matter—he would always encourage it. “Do you have relatives in France?”

 Shaking her head, she said, “No, my mother’s family is in Spain, in Castile.”

 “Any friends or connections?”

 Her brows were drawn. “There are only two places in France that I have connections to and both are near Paris.”

 “Which are?”

 She answered absently, “My mother’s grave and my old school.”

 Wait. . . . “Your mother does no’ rest on your family’s land?” He tried to read her expression, but she appeared deep in thought. Why the hell wouldn’t she? And if not there, then at least in Spain?

 “We could send a message to The Vines!” she continued as if she hadn’t heard him. “He’ll check for information there.”

 “We’ll see.”

 “I’m not going anywhere until you promise.”

 “Fine, promised,” he grated. “Now go get in the coach.”

 “Coach? But the Rechazados will catch up.”

 “I doona want you riding anymore. And if it rains, we’d have to stop then anyway.”

 “I will not slow us down.”

 “Anna,” he began in a warning tone, “the coach, or I’ll take my kiss and I’ll take it back in the bed.”

 She must have believed him, because she glowered at him, but only while sashaying to stand beside the coach.

 When Groot brought out their things, Court tossed the bags to the coachman, then set about loading the weapons that Hugh and Ethan had unknowingly paid for this morning. He couldn’t resist running a hand over his new rifle, near lovingly. A repeating rifle, five shots in one loading—he’d heard tales of them coming in the future, tales in the same vein as those of the beast of Loch Ness, but he’d never seen one. This rifle meant dead Rechazados.

 Once they were set and Groot had returned inside, she mumbled, “I still say we should ride.”

 “Anna, you’re no’ as strong as you think.”

 “No, I’m not,” she said, her chin at a stubborn angle. “Every time I conclude how strong I am, I surprise myself. I continue to exceed my conclusions, so I must be stronger than I think.”

 She surprised him, too. Constantly. Like now, when after her rousing statement about her growing strength, the prim little lady stood outside the coach’s door, directly beside the folding step, waiting for him to assist her in. She didn’t even realize she should be making a show of helping herself inside, making a gesture of independence.

 His eyes narrowed. Or perhaps she did realize it and wanted all things her way.

 As he strode toward her—and how could he not when she put her arms out to him?—he thought about the paradox. All Court knew was that a woman who peered at her nails infinite times in a day should not know how to hide a rock in her skirt to pummel the unwitting Scot.

 Her incongruent actions went against all that was right and governable in the laws of nature.

 He shook his head hard, then handed her in, growling under his breath, “Fascinatin’ woman.”
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 Isn’t the countryside lovely?” Annalía asked as she gazed out over a valley in Burgundy. The land was bedecked with patchwork fields of sunflowers and vineyards, and she smelled damp earth. When the sun came out from behind white clouds, a breeze blew, but swayed only the squares of towering blooms. And she couldn’t stop smiling.

 “Lovely,” he agreed though he’d never looked away from her. He’d been watching her closely ever since her . . . indiscretion four nights ago, though Annalía wished he wouldn’t read too much into her actions. She’d simply been reacting to the traumatic events of the day, and there’d been imbibing once more, but he acted as though something had changed between them other than the fact that she no longer detested him.

 To be honest, she didn’t even think she could manage to dislike him anymore. She’d seemed to grow used to him, becoming more comfortable around his size, becoming more aware when his sharp words were like teasing.

 And she suspected that the impulses to be good to her and even possibly gentler with her were within him. Unfortunately, she also suspected that he didn’t know quite what to do with those impulses.

 She could nearly think of them as uneasy allies, except for the fact that his help would come at a price. Her knight slayed no dragons without a payment, one that he hadn’t yet demanded.

 As they rode through the first town in the valley, the bright colors of the homes struck her, and she thought she heard music. When she tried to work her coach window open, he quickly reached across her to shove it down with ridiculous ease. It was a gesture a Castilian gentleman might make. Except for the total destruction of the window rails.

 With the breeze blowing in, she could hear the music carried along, could hear it even over the horses’ hooves clacking on cobblestone. “I want to stay here tonight.”

 “There are hours until dark. We need to get farther on.” Each night he would take a room for her, just long enough for her to rest and change her bandage or get a bath and for Coachy to sleep on his bench. Making up for time lost to daily morning storms, MacCarrick pushed them well into the night and then had them setting out before dawn, though she never saw him sleeping.

 She thought the only reason he’d stopped at all was because he didn’t want her to get too exhausted. So she sighed wearily. “I just felt . . . faint,” she lied. “From the arduous pace you’ve been keeping.”

 He gave her an irritated look. “You doona feel faint or I’d know it. Do you want to stay here so badly that you’d lie to me?”

 She scrunched her lips. “Well, yes.”

 He scowled. A minute later, he called out new directions.

 She gave him her most winning smile, which made him scowl deeper, but she didn’t care. She felt the sun on her face and realized she was . . . happy, genuinely happy, and it startled her.

 Her brother was not only alive, but he was free as well, which was a gift beyond measure. The man with her, whom she’d suspected of awful things, hadn’t done them and was actually behaving for the most part like a gentleman instead of a Scot.

 Was life perfect? No, she still didn’t know what to do with the Highlander during those times when he did not act the gentleman, and she still feared the Rechazados. On the outside, she’d acted unconcerned about the attacks, but in reality they’d terrified her. That fear was part of why she wanted to revel today.

 They passed a group of giggling young women strolling along the street with their baskets swinging and their pied skirts swaying, and a thought struck her. “I want clothes.”

 “What?”

 “I need clothes,” she amended. “Mine are all gowns, except for my one decent dress, but even though it’s been repaired it still reminds me of when I was shot.”

 Did he wince at that word? “How do you plan to pay for them?”

 “You must buy them for me.” They would be simple in a village like this, but she didn’t care.

 “And I would do that because . . .”

 “You said you’d keep me safe. That was our bargain. Well, look at the clothing here. See those girls. Their garments move— I’d be able to move more easily.”

 “You’re trying to convince me that new clothes equate to safety?” He looked at her as if he’d never understand her.

 “Yes. How am I doing?”

 “No’ too well. But the way your mind works is intriguing.”

 • • •

 Court was nonchalant with her, concealing the fact that nothing chapped him as much as Annalía giving him orders. She did it because she believed herself above him. He found it intolerable that she still looked down her little nose at him, that she still perceived him as a lowly Scot.

 He wondered if there was ever a worse situation than desiring a woman who didn’t even consider you a man. Because she was meant for better. Wasn’t that what she’d said?

 If she would simply ask him for something . . . Even as he considered it, the possibility made him distinctly uneasy. He’d discovered in the last couple of days that he wanted to be able to provide her with things she needed or desired. If she figured out how badly he wanted that, and that the only thing stopping him was her inability to ask, she would be merciless.

 Once they’d arrived at the town’s inn and he was securing a room, she said, “Perhaps we should have two rooms. I’m sure they have more than one and I’m recovered enough that—”

 “No.”

 She raised her eyebrows at his tone.

 “This place isn’t protected.” Everything about the inn that he saw as a liability she loved. The windows in their room were big and opened wide to a balcony. He didn’t like balconies, especially not when thick, cloaking vines grew all along them.

 But the desk in their room he could use. He called down for paper and ink.

 “Are we going to write my brother?” She knelt atop the chair giving him an excited smile. “And send it to The Vines?”

 The chit had a smile that made poor misbegotten bastards like him want to see it again. He shook himself. “Aye. I’m going to write directions in Gaelic, and I want you to copy them in your own handwriting.”

 “Why?”

 “They’ll probably have a dictionary at the school, and if no’ they’ll be able to lay hands on one. Any Rechazado who might intercept this will no’. It must be in your handwriting, so he’ll trust it.” After the maid brought writing supplies, he scratched out a missive, then watched as she nibbled her lip, struggling to decipher his handwriting and copy it. “This is the oddest language I’ve ever seen.”

 He gave her an incredulous look. “You were bloody studying Greek.”

 “Oh, that’s right, you were in my room. Did you enjoy my things?”

 “Aye,” he answered shamelessly. “I did when I slept in your soft bed.”

 She glanced down, blushing, then quickly said, “Did you see all my clothes?”

 He almost grinned at her segue. “Forget it.”

 “I don’t understand why you are being so difficult.”

 “You doona need to be out on the streets.”

 “But you will keep me safe,” she answered, as though he’d uttered something foolish.

 He strode for the door. “No, you need to rest. I’ll have a bath sent up and wait outside till you’re done.”

 Just as he had his hand on the door handle, she said, “MacCarrick, would you please buy me just a few new garments?”

 He froze. Christ, she’d actually done it. This was the beginning of the end.

 She stood and lightly touched his elbow, an unnecessarily cruel and unfair tactic. “I can repay you.”

 He closed his eyes. He’d just have to deny her. Or put a price on them she wouldn’t want to pay. He turned with a lecherous look. “Lass, you ken they will no’ come cheaply.”

 No angry words, no scathing retorts. “I also now know you won’t take advantage of a girl under your protection with no money and no family here to care for her.”

 He bit out a harsh curse under his breath. “Do you no’ need to rest?”

 “Dresses, MacCarrick,” she reminded him gently.

 • • •

 Once the seamstress had finished up a quick hem on her new skirt and the vivacious shopkeeper had packed her purchases, Annalía crossed to the front of the store, where MacCarrick prowled outside, pacing back and forth, and called him inside to pay.

 When he entered, he went no further than the tight doorway, standing there with her as he surveyed her simple blouse and skirt. He stared at her face and her breasts and all the way down and up again, unhurriedly. This wasn’t the first time he’d examined her so rudely, but this time his lingering gaze didn’t infuriate her. This time, it felt like a touch.

 The shopkeeper murmured, “I envy you the night you’re going to have.”

 MacCarrick must have heard her because he turned away from Annalía with a cough into his fist. But what kind of night did his look promise? Why would the pretty woman envy her that?

 Both the shopkeeper and the seamstress had told Annalía she was lucky to have such a “handsome Scot.” The seamstress had added, “Scottish men are such lusty devils!” as if this were a good trait.

 When MacCarrick went to the counter to pay, the shopkeeper bent forward to present the bill—and her cleavage—to him. If Annalía hadn’t been here with him, would he have kissed the eager woman? Taken her into what would’ve been solely his room and bedded her? What an unusual, infuriating thought. She sauntered up to him, then took his arm, giving the woman a glare. She winked at Annalía.

 The French!

 On their way back to the inn, she was acutely aware of every woman who sneaked a glance at him. She’d never seen him around women like this and didn’t like it, even though he seemed oblivious.

 When in Paris, she’d seen gloriously handsome men walking by, and though she didn’t sigh out loud like her girlfriends, she’d noted them appreciatively, but the looks these women gave MacCarrick were more sensual, more lascivious.

 More . . . knowledgeable? They knew something about him that she didn’t, which was maddening. So she kept his arm, and he didn’t seem to mind. When she pointed out something and accidentally brushed him with her breasts, he hissed in a breath. His reaction to such a small touch was surprising and thrilling. She would make sure she did it often.

 Now she gazed up at him, studying him as they walked along. He was exceedingly tall and broad shouldered. Of course, she’d known he dwarfed most men, but she’d always found his size intimidating, not attractive as other women seemed to see it. Though to be honest, there were things she did find attractive about him, now that she could look at him without . . . blinding hatred.

 He had incredible eyes. Black like jet, but now she noticed they were flecked with silver. His face was hard, with rough features, but when these were put together, it was attractive, if one liked brooding and scarred. His hair was black as his eyes, and thick. She liked that, too.

 She found herself asking, “MacCarrick, why did you become a mercenary?”

 He scowled at her question. “What does it matter?”

 “I’m curious about you,” she said. When he didn’t answer, she added, “I will answer any question you have, if you answer this one.” No response.

 She squeezed his arm, and he finally said, “Highland regiments were returning from far-off places talking about the money to be made abroad. After their service, some of the soldiers signed on with a foreign crew, and I joined them.”

 “It didn’t bother you? Killing for money?”

 He tensed and grated, “That’s a second question.”

 “Then ask yours.”

 He pulled her into a shaded area and put his fingers under her chin. “Do you think about the night I kissed you in the study?”

 She could feel her face heating.

 “Do you?” he asked again.

 “I might from time to time,” she said, striving for an airy tone. “It was my first kiss.”

 “And when I touched you at the posting house? Do you think about that when you stare out the coach window?”

 Her lips parted. How did he see so much? “MacCarrick,” she began in a steady voice, though she felt anything but, “that’s a second question.”

 “So it is.” He shocked her by brushing the backs of his fingers across her cheek before taking her arm again. “But I have my answer now.”
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 The moment she opened the door to let him in after her bath that night, Court knew he had a problem, and was actually thinking to himself, Court, we have a very serious problem.

 Anna, breathless and smiling, with her hair down and curling about her bare shoulders was bad enough. That and Anna in a blouse with damn little underneath it to conceal her full breasts and clad in skirts that begged to be snatched to her hips as he turned her to a wall? . . .

 “Why are you dressed to go out?” he demanded.

 “The maid who brought my bath up told me there’s going to be dancing tonight. I love to dance.”

 “You ken you canna go tonight. Too risky.”

 “I thought you’d say that, but I am asking you to please let me go.” She took his hand between hers and clasped them to her chest, exactly as Court had instructed at the posting house. “I know you’ll keep me safe.”

 “Have you forgotten the danger you’re in? You just opened the door without asking—”

 “If the knock is really high and hard that means you. And I haven’t forgotten—that’s why it’s so important to go tonight. MacCarrick, it was made very clear to me when I was shot how short life can be, and if you knew how much I have to make up for, you’d let me go!”

 She looked so young, so eager, and damn it, there was a hint of desperation in her eyes. He’d wondered how she could lightly brush off the attacks, and now understood she hadn’t at all.

 “Will you let me pretend for one night that I don’t have this hanging over me?”

 He finally said, “You’ll have your night, then. But you canna go out like that.”

 “Why not?” She glanced down at her blouse and skirt, then frowned at him.

 He scrubbed a hand over his mouth and muttered, “Your hair’s down.”

 She smiled coyly and confided, “I know it is,” as if she’d pulled off a bold coup to have it free.

 “Only the young women wear it so.”

 She put her hand on her hip. “I am a young woman.”

 “You’re a lady, as you like to remind me incessantly. So you should dress as one.”

 “You’re right, of course.” She twisted her hair around behind her, tying it into a knot, just like that.

 He exhaled as though put out, then offered his arm to escort her down. Once on the street, he braced for the torture of her breasts grazing him, fearing she’d discovered today to do that on purpose.

 Still he walked proud to have a lady like her by his side. Even as he wanted to kill the men who ogled her, and envied him. . . .

 Some children ran by, laughing, and she smiled after them. “Thank you for taking me out, MacCarrick,” she said with a sigh, resting her head against him.

 Her voice was so pleasing and the gesture so welcome that he almost regretted one of his reasons for agreeing to do so tonight—he planned to give her something more to think about when she stared out the window.

 • • •

 Annalía was determined to enjoy herself tonight and as she and MacCarrick walked to the center of the village, the music, the laughter, and the excitement around them helped relax her. As did the glasses of wine MacCarrick had gotten for her, though he didn’t touch a drop. She felt warm and reckless and dimly noted that she couldn’t seem to stop touching him. “MacCarrick, do you think I look pretty?” Where had that question come from? Did she care about the answer? Yes. Yes, she did.

 “You know very well how you look,” he said, but ran his gaze over her appreciatively.

 With a laugh, she asked, “Am I the type of woman who could bring you to your knees?”

 He caught her gaze. “Depends,” he began in a low, husky tone, “on the context.”

 The look in his eyes made her shiver, though she didn’t understand what he was implying. “Context? Then right now, right here.”

 “Right now, right here, you’re the type of woman that drives a man to drink.”

 She gave him a mock scowl to match his. “Take me to dance, MacCarrick.”

 “No.”

 Her face fell. “Why not?”

 “Canna keep watch.”

 “Oh.” Of course, he wouldn’t be able to. She thought about returning to the inn, but just then a daring young man marched up and asked her to dance. She glanced back at MacCarrick, but he appeared as though he couldn’t care less, which vexed her, so she accepted. As she’d known it would, her hair fell loose with the first turn.

 After that, she danced with man after man. The whole experience was heady, though she had the regrettable habit of comparing each partner to the Highlander. As if he were the template others should aspire to? His manner was gruff, and she’d certainly seen more handsome, genteel men. Still, she wished he would look at her as these men did. As if they were besotted. As if they were on the verge of spontaneous poetry. MacCarrick always seemed to be studying her, yet never letting her know what he had decided.

 But life was short and she was young. Another man swept her into a dance and she laughed—not a practiced ladylike laugh but a full-hearted one. And why not? Wasn’t she already ruined? She’d been kidnapped by a gang of mercenaries. In fact, barring pirates, she couldn’t call up a scenario where one could possibly be more ruined than that.

 Young and ruined—there was a lot of freedom in that. Salut to young and ruined! She laughed again at her thoughts, and the man leaned in to whisper in her ear that she was lovely beyond words and that he wanted her.

 Why, how adorable—

 She was wrenched from him, leaving the man stumbling. MacCarrick had a viselike grip on her good arm and was hauling her away. The men she’d danced with actually booed him until he turned back. She didn’t see the look he gave them, but whatever it was made them quiet.

 She frowned. Quiet and a good deal paler than before.

 • • •

 “Where are you taking me?” Anna asked with a hint of slurring in her voice. “I was enjoying myself.”

 Court bet she was. Tonight he’d recognized that while she was with him he would kill any other man who touched her. “What did he tell you?” he asked as he cut through the park, pulling her along to their inn.

 She frowned. “Pardon?”

 Court stopped and faced her. “The man dancing with you.”

 “Oh, him,” she said with a grin. “He told me I was lovely and that he wanted me.”

 He hid his clenched hands behind him, fought to control his tone. “A fine idea. I’ll take my payment now.”

 She blinked at him. “Your payment?”

 “My kiss. I want it. Now.”

 “Here?”

 “Here.”

 “Oh. Well, you are due, I suppose,” she said, shocking him. He’d expected her to beg out of it.

 “Then put your arms around my neck.” Damn, if she didn’t do just that. “And bring your lips to mine.” She stood on her toes to reach him. He’d wanted to go slow, to teach her— not frighten her as he had at the lodge.

 Yet he found his lips on hers, hard and intent, and when he flicked his tongue against her lips, she gasped. At once he touched his tongue to hers, tasting the sweet wine she’d been liberally drinking.

 She pushed at his chest and broke away, breathless. “You can’t do that! That’s not right.”

 “It’s a French kiss. We’re in France.” It was then that he noticed her choker was not on her neck. This was the first time she’d left it behind, and it signified something, he knew it, but then when she mouthed “Ohhh,” he set right back, saying against her lips, “Kiss me back.”

 She hesitantly did, with the tiniest stroke of her tongue. Then she broke away again, a look of wonderment on her face. “That felt nice.”

 His voice was harsh. “Then let’s do it instead of talking about it.”

 “Oh, of course.” She closed her eyes again and offered her lips up to him. He took them, kissing her, savoring her. When she lapped at his tongue, pleasure shot through him, making him squeeze her hips and grind her against him.

 A last haze of sense returned to him. They were in the center of the park. No privacy. By the time they reached the inn, she would realize what she was doing. He knew her. He knew that tonight nothing would cool her ardor like the sight of a bed.

 He scanned the area and saw a stone grotto only a few yards away. He took her elbow and led her inside, wondering if she would break away now, if she would come to her senses, but he didn’t wonder for long. She reached up and kissed him, as she grasped his arms and squeezed the muscles there. He laid his hands on her face as he deepened the kiss, then slipped them down, glancing past the tips of her breasts.

 She moaned against him and her hand flitted low on his torso. Without thought and greedy for her touch after her torture today, he took it and placed it against the ridge in his trousers. She froze and broke the kiss.

 “I shouldn’t do that,” she whispered.

 “No’ curious? You doona have to do more. Just feel me.”

 She bit her lip, appearing to weigh his request, then she leaned up to kiss his chest in the V of his shirt. While he tried not to groan, she adjusted her hand on him—because she hadn’t removed it.

 He took her lips again as he dipped beneath the hem of her skirt and worked his hands up the sides of her thighs. He continued up, hungry to put his fingers inside her for the first time, to watch her come, but she stiffened and locked her legs together.

 “No, MacCarrick.”

 “Open your legs for me.”

 “No, I-I can’t.”

 She was an innocent, he reminded himself, but he’d still hoped he could seduce her into giving him anything he wanted. “If you let me, I’ll make you feel even better than the kiss did.”

 She removed her hand from him and put her forehead against his chest, shaking her head, as if she regretted that she couldn’t.

 Growling his frustration, he rasped against her neck, “Then tell me I can kiss your breasts.”

 She gasped.

 “I think it will please you.”

 “You’ve thought about this?”

 “Every night since I met you.” He was kissing lower and lower until he reached the line of her bodice. “Anna?”

 When she finally whispered “Yes,” he tugged the cloth down.

 With the first mere brush of his lips against her nipple, her head fell back and she moaned. He’d known how much she would love this, had suspected he could make her come just from pinning her arms over her head and slowly tonguing her. And he’d hated the impossibility that a man like him would ever witness it. Now he suckled hard, savoring her flesh.

 “Oh, my God,” she cried, and his cock pulsed with need. He put her hand back on him and forced her to rub it up and down.

 He alternately sucked at the crest and flicked his tongue until she arched her back, offering. When she was in this state, he put his hand behind her head and pushed her against the grotto wall, pressing her hand between them.

 “MacCarrick, what do you want of me?” she whispered wildly.

 What did he want? Everything and nothing. With Annalía, he’d bloody well take whatever he could get. “I want to see you come tonight. One way or another.” When she frowned in confusion, and removed her hand, his lips found hers, but she turned her face from him. “I can’t think. My head’s spinning.”

 He knew she couldn’t think—or else she’d deny him. He hated that he was the type of man a fine lady like her shouldn’t—wouldn’t—consider for anything more. He pressed his hand against her skirt between her legs to palm her through the material.

 “Wh-What are you doing?” Her eyes opened wide, meeting his own, and she let out a tremulous breath. He leaned down to press his lips to the top of her breast just as he stroked his fingers against her. “Oh, my Lord,” she moaned and relaxed into him.

 “You like this.”

 “Yes,” she cried.

 “Do you want me tae keep touchin’ you?”

 When she nodded eagerly, he made some sound of amusement, then said, “No’ so ladylike right now?”

 Her whole body went rigid, and she pushed at his chest. She snatched up her blouse and swatted at his hand, though he resisted releasing her. When she peered down at his hand, shoved into her skirts, her face and chest colored, her eyes widening in horror. Too late, he remembered how she’d reacted the last time he’d made a comment like that.

 Humiliated. She’d reacted as if she’d been hit.

 He pulled his hand away. “Anna, I should no’ have said that—”

 “No, but it’s true, isn’t it?” She gave him a tight, false smile that didn’t reach her eyes. And he knew the bloody choker would come back the next day like a collar. He hated the damn thing now.

 He wanted to know who’d hurt her—besides himself. Who’d hurt her originally.

 And he wouldn’t mind knowing why he wanted to kill that person.
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 At odd times throughout the last two days, memories of the time in the grotto would surface, making Annalía blush uncontrollably. Actually, at most times. It was happening now, as she rocked along in the warm coach trapped with a man so intense she could feel him three feet away.

 Worse, whenever she replayed the events of that night, she wanted to repeat them, no matter how sharp her shame was. What they’d done had only served to make her cravings for him a thousand times worse. She wanted to go back to that night and take what he had offered. She wanted to go back and give him what he seemed to need.

 But even he must think that her actions were bad. Not so ladylike, he’d said when she answered that she wanted more—and she thought he’d . . . laughed. A barbaric Scot had teased free the fire in her blood, and then had ridiculed her reaction. Her behavior must have been wildly amiss. Why else would he continue to take the chair or the floor without a word of protest when they stopped for the night? Why else would he not even bother to try to seduce her again? Before, he’d always found excuses to touch her, was always staring at her, and now he’d stopped.

 Each night she lay awake waiting, hoping he would take the bed again. Because then she could rebuff him! Yet nothing happened, nothing but mounting exhaustion and disappointment for her.

 Last night, she’d realized, miserably, that she’d never planned to rebuff him.

 She squeezed her eyes shut. Why should she be surprised? One couldn’t escape one’s fate. She’d tried so hard, been the opposite of what everyone expected of her. She’d tried, and all because of some rough Highlander’s seduction, she’d failed. A seduction that vanished as if never there.

 These thoughts made her head hurt, so she leaned against the coach side near the window and tried to sleep. She needed to make up for two nights without, and a breeze was blowing in the window. Sunlight teased her face through the tree leaves. Wonderful. . . .

 When Annalía woke a short time later, she blinked her eyes to focus. Feeling heavy in her body, feverish, she glanced down, saw his huge hand slowly stroking her nipple through her blouse.

 “Sleep well?” he said, his voice rumbling against her ear.

 She scrambled away. More awake, she realized she’d been lying half on his lap, clutching his shirt. On the opposite seat.

 While she marshaled her scattered wits, determining the most effective way to curse him for touching her while she slept, he said, “You talk in your sleep.”

 “I do not!”

 “Aye. Just now and every night I’ve spent with you.”

 How humiliating! She smoothed her hair in place, checked her choker, then crossed her arms over her sensitive breasts. “You shouldn’t have . . . petted me while I was unaware!” she cried. “I know you are not a gentleman but this . . . this . . . It wasn’t fair.”

 “Doona speak to me about what’s no’ fair. It’s no’ fair that I canna stop.”

 He couldn’t stop? Well, he had for the last fifty-nine hours. Or so. Oh, she was sorry off—Wait, he made it sound like it was her fault? How dare he turn it around? “I want you to apologize.”

 He curled his lips into a shadow of a grin, dismissing the idea so easily. “I’ll never be sorry for that. Besides, you pressed against me, rubbing my chest and lower. Saying soft words in Catalan—”

 “What did I say?” she asked, her voice shrill. Probably begging him to make love to her. She was so common!

 “It’s a wee bit dirty. Are you sure you want me to repeat it?”

 “No!” she said, glad for a way out. “But I still don’t accept that I did these things.”

 “Aye, you did them, as soon as I carried you onto my lap where you belonged, you started to.”

 Her jaw slackened. “You have no shame!”

 “Annalía, we canna go on like this. I know why you’re mad at me—”

 “I’m not mad at you, I’m mad at myself,” she lied, because actually she was furious with both of them.

 “How’s that? There’s no way you can blame yourself.”

 “Of course, I can blame myself. It’s just as you said. I wasn’t behaving like a lady.”

 He glanced away and muttered, “If you knew how many times I’ve kicked myself . . .” Bringing his gaze to hers again, he said, “Anna, if anyone’s to blame, it’s me. That night I coaxed you into doing something you would no’ normally do. Remember? I’m the ruthless bastard. I pushed you into it.”

 She shook her head insistently. He had no idea how much she wanted him to touch her. How even now she craved it—

 “Have you done what we did with another man?”

 “No!”

 “Then it was me. My doing.” He sounded so confident.

 “You’ve done this with a lot of women?”

 He didn’t answer, just continued to watch her face.

 Other women. No doubt many other women. Like the women who stared at him on the street. Why did that make her furious? Scaldingly furious?

 “Anna, I’m past thirty years of age. I have no’ lived my life as a monk.”

 Bastard! She was just one of many. But she would never think of another man as she did him. In the grotto, before her humiliation, she’d felt wonder and awe. The feelings he’d given her were indescribable.

 “I’m twenty-one, and apparently I have!” A thought occurred to her. If she was to be cursed with memories of him, he deserved no less. She wanted him to long for her above all the others—above all the shopkeepers and barmaids and farmers’ daughters, the entire hateful legion she’d dreamed up—when they parted ways. She wanted to be better than all the rest.

 Instinctively, she thought she could. . . .

 When his voice grew husky and he said, “I want my next kiss,” she met his gaze.

 “Then take it,” she heard herself murmur.

 He appeared surprised, just before he cupped her neck with one hand and grabbed her waist with the other, pulling her to him. With an “Oh!” she realized he was drawing her directly back onto his lap. When he had her positioned on him, he put his hands on her shoulders to rub his thumbs over the sides of her neck.

 “This is getting in the way, lass,” he said as he began unfastening her choker.

 “Oh, wait, you can’t just—”

 “I’ll keep it safe for now.” He carefully rolled it up and placed it in his trouser pocket.

 She was about to say more, but he began massaging her up and down her back. Yet even when her lids grew heavy, he didn’t kiss her. Again, she got the impression he was relishing that he was about to.

 “MacCarrick,” she said plaintively, shocking herself. It was all the prodding he needed. He leaned her back over his arm and settled her lips beneath his. His other arm brushed over her sensitive nipples, and she moaned against him. He stilled his body, as if deciding something, then brought his hand up to grasp her breast. Another moan. Soon his hand on her breast felt vital, as if she’d beg for it if he took it away.

 As he kissed her deeply, stroking her tongue with his own, he palmed her, running his hands over the material of her blouse. When she writhed against him, she felt his manhood beneath her bottom, huge, jutting from his groin. But he drew back. Her thinking was so muddled, her craving for his lips back on hers intense, and beneath her . . . all heat and hardness. She remembered how good he’d felt in the grotto growing harder and larger directly in her hand.

 She felt air on her chest, followed by his hot breath.

 How had he bared her? Her blouse open, he tugged down the gauzy material of her chemise, uncovering her breasts. He stared, eyes intent.

 Two nights ago, there’d been the music, wine, and darkness, but this was daylight. She could feel herself blushing from her chest up to her face and began to scramble up. “No, Anna, let me see you.” He brushed the back of his hand over one breast, then the other, as if reverently. He grated some foreign word, but the way he said it . . .

 “I-I don’t know. MacCarrick—?” She watched his brows draw together as he bent his head to her. And cried out when he dragged his tongue over her nipple. An urgent groaning sound came from him as he set to her breasts, licking the peaks as he had in the grotto. Who had ever heard of this before?

 He closed his mouth on one and drew. Her back arched from the pleasure, her bottom grinding against him. He raised his face and grated, “Still, lass. You canna know what you’re doin’ tae me.”

 She stiffened. “Am I hurting you?”

 “Aye. Terribly.” His face was solemn, deadly serious when he said, “You usually do.”

 When she didn’t relax, he cupped her other breast and suckled.

 “But I don’t want to hurt you,” she said between panting breaths. She meant it—she didn’t like the idea of him hurting, and hated that she caused it.

 Against her wet nipple, he rasped, “It will no’ much longer.”

 Cool air on her legs. His palm rubbed its way up her thigh, well past her garters and higher. . . . She stiffened in his arms and pushed at his hand. He lowered it, but still caressed her thigh.

 “I need tae touch you.”

 “No!”

 He put his lips to her earlobe and flicked his tongue against her.

 “Oh!”

 His hand inched higher. “Let me touch you there.”

 “I can’t. You’ll be cruel to me.”

 “Never,” he bit out.

 “You were before.”

 “Cruel? I was no’ tryin’ tae be. But you are now.” His brogue was growing thicker.

 “I am not!”

 “If you knew how much I want my fingers against you . . . You’ve got me at your mercy, Anna. I’d give anythin’ right now.” He pressed his face down against her breasts, nipped at the peaks, making her shoot up in his arms before he soothed her back down. “Name anything.”

 He wanted this that badly? “Anything?”

 “Right now I’d give my land, I’d sell my soul.”

 “Only touching? Nothing more?”

 “I’ll only do what you want me tae.”

 She was about to be embarrassed. He should be vulnerable as well. “Then I-I want to feel you, too—without your trousers—”

 In an instant, and amid a fierce groan, he set her beside him. He looked to her and then nodded to his groin. When she stared helplessly at his erection straining against his trousers—how exactly did one begin this?—he twisted loose the waist fastening. He seemed to be preparing for something as he glanced around to snag a seat cushion. He placed it behind her, then eased her back, hooking the hems of her skirts with his thumbs and raising them to her waist. Again a palm against her thighs, massaging her resistance away.

 Her chest was bare—his should be as well. She unbut-toned his shirt, and just when she’d finished, he guided her hand past the loosened waist of his trousers, inside them . . . until she fully touched his erection skin to skin. He closed his eyes and shuddered, and it pulsed in her hand just as all the muscles in his chest and torso contracted.

 She was overwhelmed by how hot it was, how hard and big. He groaned deep, then roughly pushed her palm lower until she cupped him. Another foreign word hissed out like a curse.

 Just as she flung her head to the side, looking away in embarrassment and amazement, she felt the most peculiar sensation. His fingers skimmed the slit in her pantalettes.

 When he’d removed the locked grip on her hand, she placed her palm around his erection and was squeezing him, nervous. Just when she thought he’d finally feel her, he took both sides of her pantalettes and ripped. She sputtered, outraged, until she felt his fingers brushing over her sex. She moaned and her head fell back. The pad of one finger traced her. He would feel how wet she’d grown. . . .

 “Anna,” he said with a growl. She tried to close her knees, but his hips had found their way between them. “Do you know what this does tae me? Tae feel you so wet? I’ve dreamed of this.” His eyes caught hers, preventing her from looking away even when he said, “Tonight I’ll taste you,” just as his finger eased into her.

 Taste? She moaned low in her throat, adoring the surprising feel of his finger, of the filling sensation, only comprehending she was still squeezing him when he bucked against her palm. With every push of his hips against her hand, his finger delved into her at the same time. When she realized he was doing this on purpose, as if he were imagining his hardness pressing inside her or forcing her to imagine it, she stroked him hectically to make him go faster.

 He leaned down and put the tip of his tongue against her breast, flicking the crest, wetting one, then the other. She watched enthralled, never ceasing her hand on him. Then another, new feeling. Somehow he touched her inside and then rubbed and teased another part of her with his thumb. This made her breaths shallow, made her legs fall open.

 “Yes, spread your legs wider for me.”

 She did, because he wanted it but also because the instinct was there. She needed to be open to him. She needed to say things to him, lurid things, thanking him for the wondrous acts he was doing to her, telling him how much he was pleasing her. She’d never felt such gratitude to another. . . .

 “Anna, I lose my mind when I’m with you.”

 “Yes!” she said, completely understanding. She couldn’t call up a single reason why he shouldn’t be resting between her legs, fondling her sex, with her skirts up to her ears.

 “You want me tae,” he said, as if he didn’t quite believe it.

 She nodded eagerly, not knowing what she was agreeing to. Just wanting to agree with anything he was saying since he was giving her so much.

 His languid eyes widened, and in seconds he’d freed himself completely, looming above her, never slowing his fingers on her sex. He hung there, heavy and thick and magnificent, the muscles of his chest and stomach sharp as they tapered down, and all she comprehended was that she had to have her hand back on it.

 She grasped him, and he threw his head back and yelled out. The strength of his reaction made the building tension inside her suddenly spike. “Oh, Déu!” she cried.

 He faced her again and grated, “Come for me. I want tae feel you.”

 She moaned as her hips rolled against his clever fingers. Reason was lost. The tension exploded. As she arched her back, she heard his heavy breaths, felt them on her tight nipples, felt him drawing out her pleasure. Her body squeezed the finger inside her, needing it. She went wild, her hands on him everywhere.

 When his touch became languorous, circling her, seeming to revel in the wetness, she opened her eyes, found herself still slowly stroking him.

 “I wanted all of you, but I canna hold on. Will you help finish me for now?”

 Whatever that meant. When she nodded, too content to do more, he raised her until she sat up against the side of the coach, then shrugged from his shirt to spread it over her dress at her lap. “Take me again.” At once, she did.

 He put one hand against the coach wall above her to lean over her, then fit his other hand around hers, his large fingers encircling hers and his manhood in a crushing grip below them. Tightly, shockingly so. It would bruise, possibly even break right there beneath her fingers. . . .

 Then he moved his hand, and her hand, along the length just as his hips pumped forward. He swore in a deep, broken voice when his hips met their hands, his gaze never leaving her breasts, her neck, her face.

 Annalía watched, bewildered, as their hands moved forward and then slammed back once more. The pressure increased.

 His breaths were ragged. Low, tortured sounds broke from his throat. “Arch your back,” he ordered and she did. He leaned down to suckle her, only freeing her to grate, “Anna, I’m about tae come—” His mouth returned, but this time his teeth pinched her nipple, and she cried out with pleasure.

 The coach skidded to a stop.

 He released her hand and nipple, though he rubbed his face over her breast desperately before he hissed a harsh curse and drew back. When he forced his huge, swollen member into his trousers, he looked in more pain than with any of his injuries before. He inhaled deeply, then exhaled in shudders several times as if he was getting himself under control. “We are no’ finished with this,” he rasped, his voice hoarse.

 She quickly shook her head, but he studied her expression as if he didn’t quite trust that she’d resume what they were doing.

 Just after he shuddered again, he somehow remembered to smooth down her skirts for her as she pulled her blouse back in place. He opened the carriage door and bellowed, “Why the bloody hell have we stopped?” He sounded on the verge of violence.

 The driver called down, “A tree’s blocking the road. Probably from the storms earlier in the week.”

 MacCarrick slammed the door. “God damn it!” He reached for his bag and gave her a warning look. “I want you to stay down.”

 “Wh-What is it?”

 “Rechazados. With bloody, bloody bad timing.”

 • • •

 The rage Court felt that someone would seek to hurt her was nearly blinding. No, kill her. And he was the only thing preventing it. If he didn’t get cold like he used to be, they’d both be dead.

 So busy in her skirts that he wasn’t aware of the danger they were in.

 He snared his pistol and a bag of coin, retrieved his shirt with a bitter curse, then donned it and his jacket with more bullets in the pockets. “Down, Anna,” he ordered again, as he snatched his rifle from the overhanging net, then stormed out of the carriage, shirt still unbuttoned. He didn’t bother to duck or cower, but strode to the front. Ducking wouldn’t make a damn bit of difference with them, just would be the last thing you were doing when you got killed.

 “Turn the carriage around.”

 The driver nodded, obviously shocked at Court’s tone. Court stuffed the pistol into his pocket, then tossed the bag to him. “This is a quarter of what you’ll get if you get her to safety until I return.”

 While he hefted the bag and said, “A quarter?” Court worked the lever on his rifle, laying it over his shoulder in readiness. He stalked up to the now skittish horses to snag a bridle, helping the driver work the coach around.

 The first shot rang out, whizzing past his head. The horses shrieked but didn’t bolt.

 Court took aim at where the shot had originated and fired, then pumped the lever to fire three more times. With a second of time bought, he climbed the block as the driver prepared to flee, then in a low voice gave him new directions.

 Court was just climbing down when two shots pitted the coach roof. Anna screamed, “MacCarrick, please come back!”

 Now. Now he went cold.

 The driver snapped his whip, and Court dropped down to return a shot of his own. He heard Anna scream again before they turned the corner.
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 That bastard!” What was he thinking, jumping off the coach like that? Who did he think he was? What had she ever done to indicate that this would be in any way acceptable?

 She’d called for Coachy, ordered him to stop, but they sped recklessly on, road dust trickling in from the bullet holes.

 It wasn’t fair. Just as before—it was worse waiting, worse not knowing. Worse being sped away so fast she couldn’t even jump from the bloody carriage.

 Why not stay with her and run? No, MacCarrick had to make some grand, idiotic gesture. He hadn’t even ducked! She crossed her arms in anger, but soon had to uncross them to hold on to the strap inside the rocking coach.

 She didn’t care. She’d find her brother and get back home eventually. She didn’t need Courtland MacCarrick.

 “Oh, Mare de Déu,” she said with a gasp. She didn’t need him.

 But she wanted him. Even though he was stubborn and aggressive and Scottish, she wanted him. And he would deny her to be some cursed hero?

 Dismal hours passed before the coach finally slowed. She smelled the oddest scent and wrestled the working coach window down to find water stretching before her. The sea. They must have finally reached Calais, just across the channel from England.

 She’d never seen the coast and had always longed to. For some reason kept mysterious to her, everyone who ever came back from the sea was happy.

 Out of the corner of her eye, the sun was setting brilliantly, the waves meeting it ablaze with color.

 And she felt none of the excitement she’d thought she would when she’d envisioned this day again and again.

 The driver, inexplicably protective of her when he should be running away from a passenger who’d been ambushed and then abandoned, secured a room at a well-appointed inn directly on a cliff overlooking the sea. He even had a fine meal of fish brought up to her, but she could never eat when nervous. Instead, she stood on her balcony watching the lighthouse in England bandy with the French one on the next cliff up, their lights over the water like chalk on slate.

 But where was he? She turned from the scene and paced until she thought she might drop. Why hadn’t he arrived yet? She knew the most probable answer and refused it. Refused the deadening in her heart, realizing she’d never be the same if he died.

 Annalía had hated her mother most of her life for her adultery, for throwing everything away for passion. Before MacCarrick, she hadn’t understood how anyone could give up so much, but now she knew the feelings that could drive a person to risk it all. She’d give up everything she had to have him back, safe.

 Her brows drew together in anguish. Though the night was slow to pass, the sun was rising. And he still was missing. What if he was hurt on the road somewhere? Oh God, what if he was lying in a ditch?

 She’d go right back the way they came and retrace their steps. She’d browbeat Coachy if she had to, but she was going back.

 Resolved, she yanked open the door. A dark figure stood just outside, and she nearly screamed in fright. “MacCar-rick!” He looked more exhausted than she’d ever seen him.

 He shoved her in, then slammed the door behind them. Without a word, he ran his hands forcefully over her, looking her up and down for injuries, then stumbled away. She knew he hadn’t slept since he’d left her, and her heart constricted when she realized he’d returned to her as quickly as he was able.

 Still . . . “You Highland bastard! Don’t you ever, ever do that again. Don’t you dare leave me!”

 He stood his rifle against the wall. Before it had been shining and new. Now it was scratched all over, coated in mud, the handle dented. What had he gone through out there?

 He sarcastically mumbled, “I’m alive and well.” He lifted a ponderous chair like it was weightless, then wedged it against the door. “Doona worry yourself.”

 She watched in dismay as he lurched to the pitcher to guzzle water.

 “I’ve been worried. I didn’t know if you’d return.”

 Running his sleeve over his mouth, he turned. His expression revealed obvious irritation. “Have a feelin’ you’d be fine without me.”

 “Likely! But that doesn’t mean I don’t want to be with you!”

 He frowned as if her words had just stunned him, confused him. He stumbled again as he drew his pistol from his trouser waist and placed it on the table beside the bed. “Canna talk. Need tae sleep, woman. Doona leave this room or I’ll make you regret it.”

 He fell to the bed, flat on his face, and passed out at once.

 Her eyes widened, and she leapt forward to turn his head so he could breathe. Clearly he needed someone to care for him now. She discarded her shoes and sat, knees to her chest, beside him. The simple act of watching him sleep made the new feelings she’d experienced earlier return multiplied.

 She reached toward him and smoothed his hair from his forehead. With a pang, she watched his brows draw together as if he was unused to the touch. Was he?

 Of all the women he’d admitted to seducing, did none of them touch him tenderly afterward? She would when she made love to him.

 Well! She hadn’t realized part of her had had this discussion, much less that she’d decided. Even so, she believed it was a good decision, especially considering the three attacks on her life that would surely be followed by more. She refused to die with regrets. Now that she had a hint, a taste of what it would be like to make love to Courtland MacCarrick, she wanted it all.

 After hours of trying to imagine making love to him, her eyes finally slid closed one too many times.

 Near nightfall, she woke, still half asleep, remaining in position until she toppled to her side still in a ball. She could have sworn she heard him chuckle from across the room.

 She cracked open her eyes and found him with his hair wet, drying off his very naked body beside a tub. He’d lit only one lamp, probably to let her sleep, but she could see his sculpted muscles tensing and flexing as he took the towel and ran it over his neck, chest, and privates. Continuing to feign sleep, she studied him through her eyelashes, until, to her great disappointment, he finally pulled on his trousers.

 “I know you’re awake,” he said.

 With an exasperated sigh, she sat up. “If you knew I was awake and watching, then why didn’t you turn away instead of continuing directly in front of me?”

 “I dinna hear any complaints.”

 The man didn’t have a modest bone in his body! Yet she wouldn’t argue with him because complaining had been the farthest thing from her mind. “So how long have you been up?”

 “Not long.”

 She twined her hair, knotting it behind her.

 “How many were there?”

 “Three.”

 “You killed them?”

 “Aye.”

 He didn’t look proud of the fact. She’d learned after the second attack that MacCarrick wasn’t bloodthirsty; he was blood weary. “Why didn’t you even duck?”

 “Would no’ make a difference with them. But you would no’ know I dinna duck unless you had no’ been down as I told you.”

 “How could I not look? Please don’t leave me like that again. I can help you.” This amused him and she bristled. “I do believe I took out one of the two on the road to Toulouse. If you gave me a pistol—”

 He froze. “I never want to see you with a gun in your hand, Anna.”

 “Why not?”

 “You were no’ meant to,” he said simply.

 “What is that supposed to mean?”

 His gaze caught hers, and she saw his eyes were bleak. “It means people like me were put on the earth so people like you never have to do bad things and suffer from them.”

 After tense moments, she felt a confusing sadness seeping into her and turned away.

 As he finished dressing, she asked, “How long will we stay here?”

 “We have to wait till the morning tide to cross, then we’ll take the train to London.”

 A train. She’d always dreamed of riding one, but they were rare in France, impossible in Andorra. Now she would, and she couldn’t care less.

 “I’ll go downstairs and get food for you. And a fresh bath, if you’d like it.”

 She nodded absently, her mind on other things, such as how reluctant she was to see him go now, and how one might go about seducing a Scottish mercenary. Just like any other man, she supposed, which left her no better off.
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 I thought you’d be ready by now,” Court said as he began forcing himself out of the doorway. The room was darkened but for one flickering lamp, and she was sitting at the headboard of the bed, clad in only her thin shift and a new bandage.

 He’d given her plenty of time to bathe and dress, fearing he might see any part of her unclothed, and a glimpse of an ankle at this point would pain him. When he’d been assured she was safe, the memories from the coach began clawing at him. Even as he’d slept, he’d dreamed of a different ending entirely and woke heavy and aching for it. He’d even dreamed she’d said she wanted to be with him, though he’d realized on the ride back to her that she’d never meant to make love to him in the carriage. He’d pushed and had heard and seen what he wanted because he wanted her so badly.

 And now to see her in nothing but a sheer piece of material, with her hair loose . . .

 “Wait, MacCarrick. I need to speak with you.”

 He swallowed hard. “We can once you’re dressed.”

 “Will you please come in?”

 Why had he ever wanted her to learn to ask? Probably because he hadn’t known it about himself that he couldn’t deny her. He shut the door, then sat at the foot of the bed. “What do you need?”

 “I’ve had a lot of time to think,” she said softly.

 He stared, dumbfounded, as she began crawling toward him.

 When her breasts moved with each movement closer, he rubbed a hand over his mouth. “Uh-huh.” If he’d known this was what he’d be returning to, he’d have been quicker about his tasks.

 “This is a dangerous time for us.”

 She’d always had that accent that drove him mad, but when she purred the words . . . Her voice made him hard as hell.

 “Aye, it is.” Though the urge to pull her to him and get his hands on that body was overwhelming, he remained still, breaths shallow, curious to see what she’d do next.

 “And I don’t want to wish I’d experienced something. Not when I can. Now. With you.”

 “With me,” he agreed mindlessly. She was in bed with him. She wanted him, a rough Highlander. This was no longer a dream.

 Perhaps it should stay that way. . . .

 “Anna, if you’re doin’ this because you were afraid when I was gone or because you feel beholden tae me . . . then . . .” Court, what the bloody hell are you saying? He shook his head hard. “As if I give a damn why. Come tae me.”

 She did. When she sat up on her knees before him and her lips were close to his, she whispered, “I’m asking you to make love to me.”

 He’d been shot. Undoubtedly, they’d gotten him.

 Yet he wasted no time rolling her shift up her body and working it off her, fearing she’d change her mind. She followed his rapt gaze, then quickly glanced up. At first she was bold, but as he was unable to stop gaping at her wholly naked body, she brushed her hair forward to spill over her breasts and tugged the cover before her.

 He simply shook his head at her, slowly, in warning.

 “B-But you’re staring.”

 He pulled the material from her, then drew her down flat on the bed, running his fingers through her hair to skim the soft curls to the side. “I’m starin’ because you’re more beautiful than I could ever imagine and it gives me pleasure tae look at you, all of you. I’m starin’ because I never thought I would.” His voice was unrecognizable. He sounded like a beast. With her golden skin and plump breasts and tiny waist, she looked like an offering.

 “I’ve never been unclothed this long outside of a bath.”

 “You canna be shy with me.”

 “Why not?”

 “Because it’s me.” He swept another greedy glance down the length of her body and hissed a curse. “Woman, I doona even know where to begin.”

 She bit her bottom lip. “It’d be easier for me to be un-clothed if you were as well.”

 He didn’t say a word, just drew off his boots, then snagged his shirt over his head without unbuttoning it. He stood at the foot of the bed and unfastened his trousers, easing them over his erection before they could drop.

 “Oh, my . . .” she murmured, her eyes bright. She sat up, as she might at a picnic, her legs bent and tucked to her bottom. Still the lady.

 He put his knee on the bed, preparing to go to her, nervous that he was about to take this woman.

 “Wait.”

 Of course, wait. He closed his eyes in frustration. What was he doing imagining that he was about to make love to her? He should have known she’d come to her senses. Had to have known his luck had never run this high—

 “Will you stay there?”

 He opened his eyes to see her coming to him.

 “You are completely unclothed, and I want to . . .” When she was on her knees in front of him, her face still close to his because of the high bed, she leaned in to whisper, “May I just learn you first?”

 He tried to keep the disbelief from his face and pulled his knee back to stand fully. “You can do whatever you want tae.”

 Biting her lip, she put her hands to his face, brushing her thumbs over it, gently tracing the scar at his temple. She ran her soft palms down to his neck and shoulders, then along his arms. She tilted her head at his hands as if she didn’t quite know what to do with them, then placed them on her shoulders as if she were putting them away. “Let’s keep them there for now.”

 She was very serious about this. With his arms up, she explored his torso, sometimes lightly scratching, making the muscles contract painfully, though he didn’t let her know, and she’d never guess it by the way his cock was responding to her touches.

 “Anna,” he grated when he saw she’d begun panting her breaths, her breasts rising in time, her nipples hardening to tempt his mouth. With great satisfaction, he realized she’d become aroused by touching him.

 Then with one hand, fingers pointing down, she rubbed along his belly. “Every inch of you is hard as rock.”

 As she was slowly following the trail of hair down from his navel, he could only grunt in answer. Every lingering, teasing inch closer was increased agony. Then a shock of pleasure hammered through him when she grasped his shaft with one hand. Astonishment when she cupped him with the other. He clutched her shoulders and hissed a curse.

 “Except here.” Her nails lightly scratched the base of his sack, and his eyes rolled back in his head.

 He dropped his knee back to the bed, drawing her in by her shoulders. When he kissed her, she gasped and said, “I wasn’t finished.”

 “I was just about tae be.”

 When she frowned, he took her mouth in a fierce, wet kiss, thrusting his tongue into her, delving it against hers, a kiss more aggressive than the one in the coach. His hands found her backside, squeezing her, kneading her, and he could feel that she rolled her hips toward him even as she grasped his face and met his tongue.

 He brushed the curls over her sex, reverently, and rasped against her lips, “Spread your knees for me.” When she did, he dipped a finger into her wetness, groaning, “Anna, you feel so damn good.”

 Her head fell back, and she held on to his shoulders for support as he continued to explore her. He’d felt in the coach that she was tight, but knowing this time he meant to be inside her made him realize she was too tight.

 He laid her back on the bed, grasping her by the waist and moving her bodily to the headboard. He took her legs to each side of his and spread her, taking time to kiss her pale inner thigh as he’d wanted to do since he’d met her. The contact was grazing—she probably could feel the heat of his breaths more than his lips—and she shivered.

 Once more, his finger inside her, stirring her. She moaned, back arching, and he ran his other hand from her chest down between her breasts as he tried to fit a second finger inside. She was slick, incredibly lush, but she was too small. He could feel how untouched she was, could feel that she was a virgin.

 His hands were dark and scarred against her sex, against her thigh. They looked . . . wrong. He felt big and hulking, and he knew he was about to hurt her. Isn’t that the way of it? a part of him asked. But he would hurt her and then he would ruin her. It seemed too much, too great a price.

 It wasn’t good enough for her.

 He leaned forward, careful to keep his shaft from touching her below, and placed his forehead against hers. “I canna do this tae you.”

 She tensed; he felt it strongly. “You don’t find me desirable.”

 He reared back, shocked that a woman like her could ever draw that conclusion. “That’s no’ it.”

 She turned her face away. “I’m waiting to make love to you, we both are unclothed in bed together, and you won’t? I think it’s because you’ve decided you don’t want me.”

 He snatched her hand and shoved it against his cock. “Can you no’ feel how much I want you?”

 The minute she wrapped her fingers around him, her body went languid, and she looked up at him dreamily. “Now you’re just trying to distract my thoughts. To pacify me, when we’ve learned how much I like this.”

 He struggled for words. Pacify her? His brows drew together. It was important that she realize something . . . What was it? . . . Ah! “I vow tae you that I want you—”

 “No, I think I understand what you’re trying to tell me,” she murmured, never taking her eyes from her slow strokes. “You’re a big man. You need a woman who is a match to you. Like with horses.”

 “That’s no’ the issue—” He couldn’t bloody speak when she looked at his cock . . . longingly, with regret.

 She sighed. “I must be like a runt compared to strong Scottish women.”

 He’d meant to be good. He’d meant to be noble to her.

 “I will show you how desirable I find you. How perfect you are tae me . . .”

 With flicks of his tongue, he kissed her neck, down to her breasts, stopping to lavish attention on her nipples. He loved how sensitive she was there, how much she craved that. Another night he would suckle her until she came. He’d fanta-sized about pressing his fingers into her only to savor her already squeezing.

 He moved down her body, kissing her flat belly, forcing himself to pull his shaft out of her hand, though her fingers tightened on him to prevent him, and then her hand reached out, patting blindly for it, a reaction that pleased him mightily.

 Finally, he rested his chest on the bed between her legs and cupped her bottom.

 “MacCarrick?” she asked nervously.

 With the first exquisite taste of her, his hands squeezed too hard. He was starving for her, but didn’t want to frighten her. He forced himself to break away, to get control.

 “What is this?” she cried. “You can’t do this!”

 She tried to wriggle out of his grip when he lowered his mouth to her once more. A long, leisurely run of his tongue, feeling her soft flesh. His eyes closed in pleasure.

 She gasped, outraged. “You must stop at once.”

 “Anna” —her name came out like a growl— “no force on earth could stop me.”

 “You,” she began with a wavering breath, “you enjoy? . . .”

 “Tasting you?”

 She squirmed in embarrassment. “Yes!”

 “I could lie between your legs and kiss you all night. But does this please you?” he asked before rubbing his tongue against her once more.

 “No!”

 He pulled back. “Liar.”

 “It’s wrong.”

 “But does it please you?”

 “It mustn’t!”

 “Let go. Let me bring you pleasure.”

 Her eyes were squeezed tightly shut. “I can’t.”

 “Then all I ask is for you tae give me one last kiss and then I’ll stop.”

 In a pained voice, she finally said, “Very well.”

 He bent down to her once more, licking gently, lulling her, before shocking her with the thrust of his tongue inside her. She arched off of the bed, moaning.

 “Shall I stop?”

 Her eyes still closed, Anna impatiently waved him on with the flick of her small hand.

 He grinned smugly, then kissed her once more, sampling her, glancing up, loving her growing response.

 It wasn’t long before her taste was making him crazed and he was slowly grinding his hips against the bed. He spread her legs wide before him, forcing her to open to everything he wanted to do, and took her thoroughly, unable to get enough. Her head was thrashing, and she was lost now, needing to come.

 He knew how much she wanted to, and it made him bear down on her madly, with little more thought than that of an animal. He removed his hands from her thighs and vaguely realized he was reaching for her breasts. With a groan, he put his arms to each side of her and clenched the sheets, head down, taking her with abandon.

 She tried to pry them loose.

 He broke away. “No. I’m no’ . . . myself. I’ll hurt you.”

 “Take. Please.” She said the last as a moan, and placed his hands over her breasts.

 Palming them, he groaned against her, tongue back to her soft, slick flesh, and she began to come under his lips, arching her back, pressing her breasts into his hands and grasping his head. Her cries had him bucking against the bed with need of her.

 He moved to take her waist, to hold her steady, and watched, awed, as she skimmed her hands up her torso and brushed twice over her tight nipples before her arms fell over her head. She was completely lost to what he was doing to her, and nothing had ever affected him so. He kissed her with all the hunger he felt, wringing her, making her come longer, to a torturing degree, until her quivering finally eased and she went limp.

 Reluctant to remove his lips from her skin, he lavished attention to her thighs and hips, then lay beside her so her breasts were just before him.

 “Wait, MacCarrick,” she said in sultry voice. “What about you? Did you? . . .”

 “I’m fine,” he grated before circling her nipple with his tongue. He would be. Because he was going to wait until she slept and then take care of himself. He would never ask her to finish him now, not after the thwarted time in the coach and then after his taking her this way tonight. He had no idea what would happen when he finally got to spend, having never ached for it so furiously—

 “MacCarrick, I feel grateful to you, very grateful because of these things you’ve shown me—”

 “You feel grateful tae me for this?” He’d take much more away—he’d replay this over and over in his mind for the rest of his life, starting as soon as she slept.

 “Yes, and I will feel uncomfortable unless I can reciprocate.” She placed herself under his arm, and rested her face against his chest. His body thrumming, he laid back and held her close, vowing he wouldn’t ask her to make him come, even while feeling her breaths on him and shuddering. . . .

 She began walking her fingers down his chest. His nerves were screaming, his mind begging . . .

 “Ah, God, yes!” His back arched, his whole body rigid, when she handled him.

 She stroked him as they’d done in the coach, her grip hard, as he liked it. He couldn’t make her stop—he was too far gone. Apologies in advance.

 She moved so slowly. Tormenting him up and down. Hard, tight, but slow. Torture. Didn’t matter. He’d still come. He’d be insane, but . . .

 His voice low and wretched, he rasped, “Whatever you do—whatever I do—doona take your hand from me. . . .”

 “I won’t. But I thought,” she began in a whisper before flicking her tongue against his chest, “I should lick and kiss you now?”

 The thought of her licking his—

 He erupted in her grasp, yelling out, heels digging into the bed and back arching, pumping his seed onto his torso. He reached around to seize her breast—clutching it, pawing it—and bent down to take her lips and tongue in a raw kiss. He ground against her hand, relentless, groaning between thrusts of his tongue, then tensing until there was nothing left of him.

 It seemed hours before the world righted itself, and he finally stopped shuddering and released her breast and lips. “Did I hurt you? Did I hurt your arm?”

 “No, not at all,” she answered, her voice unsteady.

 He put his fingers under her chin to bring her face up again, needing to know how she reacted to his total loss of control—and to her first sight of a man spending. Would she be disgusted? Upset?

 No, her eyes were excited, her breathing rapid, as if she’d just witnessed a miracle. His brows drew together. He wasn’t a modest man, but he didn’t know how to feel about her expression of utter delight for him spilling in front of her. Should’ve been a means to an end, something that occurred as it would’ve in the coach, but she looked as though it was a trick she’d want him to perform every night for her. Worse, she looked at him . . . differently.

 He pulled his shaft from her hand and his arm from under her, then left the bed, swooping the top sheet with him.

 And he certainly didn’t like that he had to wipe himself off while her gaze followed his every movement, her eyes wide and curious. He threw the sheet in the corner, then returned to bed. Not close to her.

 If she noticed, she didn’t act like it. She crawled to him, putting her head back on his chest. “That was amazing,” she whispered.

 “It’s no’ exactly a feat.”

 “Why didn’t you make love to me? Am I too small?”

 “No,” he said, in half truth. He’d never thought he would curse his size before he’d been between her spread legs, glaring down at himself.

 “Then why didn’t you? Were you afraid to get me with child?”

 “That’s no’ the reason.” He wished that was the reason.

 “Then what?”

 “You still have your virtue. Your future husband will demand that.”

 “Husband? I don’t know if you realize this, but being kidnapped by a gang of mercenaries severely curtailed my husband hunt.”

 “You could go to America. Marry a rich man there.”

 “I don’t want to go to America.”

 “I read your letters, Anna.”

 She stiffened. “Why are you telling me this?”

 “I read the one from the railroader’s daughter writing about her brother.” The brother had planned to ask Llorente for Annalía’s hand. “I’ve heard of their name before. They have more money than the queen. You could go there—”

 “Aleix already turned down his suit.”

 “Did he, then?” he said, his voice deadened. Why should that surprise him? Court had obviously lost his mind during those moments when he’d thought, What if I just keep her? Lost his mind thinking she might come to want him for more. “Still, there are options, but only if you’re . . . intact.”

 “Would you demand that of me?” She rolled over on her stomach and propped her chin on her hand. “If you were to be my husband?”

 I’d take you any way I could get you, he thought again. “I doona consider those kinds of things.”

 “Why?”

 “Because I never plan to marry.”

 “Did a woman hurt you?”

 “No.”

 “I don’t believe you. Why else wouldn’t you want a woman to have all your own?”

 “No woman’s hurt me.”

 “So the issue is that you don’t want one woman. You want your harem.”

 If she only knew. . . . After tonight, she’d ruined him. Her hands brushing her nipples as he took her with his mouth. Inward shake. “Why settle for one when you can have many?”

 “It isn’t as if men stop having other women after marriage.”

 With you as his wife, this one would.

 “But it’s been repeatedly explained to me that though a man might require others, he has the need to possess one woman to call his own, the need to protect her and any children they have. It must be so, because both marriages and affairs go on. If you ignore that need, you’ll miss out on so much, MacCarrick,” she said softly but with conviction. She curled up next to his side again and laid her arm over his chest. His eyes briefly closed with pleasure.

 “Enough of this talk.” Perhaps before he let her go, he would explain to her that not all men were like that. That she should expect better.

 Let her go.

 Let passionate, brave, beautiful Anna go. She’d come along as punishment, no doubt. For all his sins. She was his perfect torment.

 “So after you reunite me with my brother, you will just leave me behind like all the others.”

 He didn’t hesitate. “Aye.”

 “Then I thank you for not ruining me further. Because I will have a family and children.”

 Barely hiding his exasperation, he asked, “Then why had you no’ married earlier?”

 “I won’t tell you—you’ll think I’m silly.”

 “Tell me.” When she didn’t answer, he squeezed her to him. She sighed. “I was waiting for someone . . . for someone I could love. I know you probably think it’s a fanciful notion, but I’ve seen it.”

 Court had too. His parents had been mad for each other. “Then you could marry where you chose to?”

 She nodded against his chest. “In the beginning, yes, but I couldn’t find anyone, so the choice was taken from me. After Pascal, I understand how vulnerable I am as long as I’m unwed.”

 He’d avoided asking her about her future because he’d known he wouldn’t like her answer, but now he said, “What will happen to you once your brother retrieves you?”

 She yawned, then murmured in a drowsy voice, “He’ll take me to Castile and get the family to find a husband for me who’ll overlook the scandal. I suppose it won’t be so bad.” She ran her smooth thigh over his legs, relaxing against him, her body warming for sleep. “MacCarrick,” she whispered, drifting, “if I’d known husbands touch like you do, I’d have been much more eager to wed.”

 Court, the blackheart, the mercenary who’d sell his sister for a pound, just took a direct hit to the chest.
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 When Court woke Anna early the next morning, she was slow to rouse, but when she did, she smiled shyly at him. He didn’t even bother questioning why his chest reacted to the sight of it. “How do you feel?”

 She sat up and gave him a surprised look, as if she’d woken in a foreign but more comfortable body. “I feel wonderful.” She didn’t seem embarrassed by her nudity, though the blanket bundled in her lap covered some, as did her hair falling over one breast. Which left one uncovered—

 When she put her hands above her head to stretch, he ran his palm over the back of his neck, and grated, “Mind the arm, lass.” If she were his, he’d always be there to see her stretch in the morning. And he’d make sure each night that she had no clothes on to conceal her.

 “Oh, I’d forgotten about it completely.”

 He gave her a tight nod. “I’ll leave you to dress. We’ll go on the crossing soon.”

 Before he could escape, she asked in a small voice, “Why are you . . . different?”

 Because he’d realized in the long hours of the night that she could never be his. Even if he didn’t have a five-hundred-year-old curse shadowing him and even if he could somehow convince a fine woman like her to want to stay with him, Court could never have her. And now he cared about her enough that he refused to ruin her. “Because things will no’ be the same between us once we reach England. We canna be together as we were last night.”

 “Then I want to stay here,” she said, surprising him.

 “No, you know we canna do that.”

 When she began to reply, he said, “Here. I almost forgot.” He dug into his pocket. “I have your choker.” He’d finally figured out the secret behind the choker, and held it with the length dropping down and swinging in front of her, hoping this would startle some sense into her about him.

 He’d recognized it wasn’t merely a piece of jewelry—it was a talisman that had been her mother’s. Her mother wasn’t buried with her father, but alone in Paris, away from Andorra and from her family in Castile. She’d somehow been disowned by both. By the way Annalía had acted after the grotto, he suspected he knew why.

 She wore it so she wouldn’t be like her mother.

 To his bewilderment, her gaze flickered over it without interest, then returned, intent only on his face. “I don’t want it. It doesn’t fit any longer.”

 When she wouldn’t accept it, he stuffed it into his pocket, then strode from the room. He shut the door and leaned back against it, thinking that once he got to London, his brothers would see that this woman had him twisted inside. They’d wonder how, if Court cared about her at all, he could let it get this far.

 He wondered, too. How could he explain that as things developed between him and Anna, he hadn’t felt that he was taking more than he ought?

 He had felt that finally—finally—the pieces were falling into place.

 • • •

 Even the exciting steamer ferry trip across the channel did nothing to break up the tension between Annalía and MacCarrick.

 He hadn’t spoken to her in anything but one-word answers, except when he’d asked if she was seasick. She’d glanced around and seen that most everyone else was, but when she answered no, he appeared bothered, which hurt her feelings.

 She scarcely cared that he was surly to her because she had much to think on. She wanted to memorize every instant of the night before because she never, never wanted to forget even the tiniest detail.

 Before MacCarrick she’d gone about her life completely ignorant of the staggering pleasure a man can give a woman. She caught him scowling at her from the ship’s railing and bit her lip. And the pleasure a woman could give a man. She’d seen it. . . .

 He’d always been in control, yet she’d wrested it from him with naught but her fingers, and made him yell and thrash with pleasure with every muscle in that huge body going rigid.

 Just remembering made her breasts grow fuller and more sensitive, and simply looking at his talented fingers gripping the railing . . . She frowned. They’d tightened so much around the wood they’d gone white. She glanced up, caught him studying her as she’d been staring at his hands. She parted her lips, and a breath shuddered out. He turned sharply away.

 This wouldn’t do. She couldn’t keep thinking of the night before without longing . . . without lusting. There. She could admit it. Annalía Llorente lusted for a ruthless Highland mercenary.

 Yet she felt tied to him, too, bound to him by what they shared. Last night, she’d acted blasé about his leaving her behind, but to tell the truth, she hated the thought. She’d actually entertained the idea of keeping the Highlander. Did that mean she loved him? She couldn’t say, but she knew she couldn’t stand the idea of being away from him.

 She’d had moments where she anticipated a future of his lovemaking and cajoled half grins, but she didn’t know how she’d accomplish this since she’d never be allowed to marry MacCarrick even if he’d “ruined” her.

 Not that MacCarrick wished for marriage to her. He’d made what he wanted clear. “Why have one when you can have many?” he’d asked, which made her angry. She’d rather not have him than have to share him. Where had that thought come from? She felt like a jealous schoolgirl who wouldn’t share her ribbon. She knew better than ever to be proprietary over a man.

 Only one thing could keep a man by a woman’s side—she’d seen it in rare couples—and that was love.

 When the steamer began docking, and he took her arm, she asked him, “Do you want to know what I was thinking?”

 “Anna, every man on board knew what you were thinking about.”

 “Oh.” Annalía hated being obvious.

 “Every one of them would have taken you up on it.” He sounded furious as he steered her toward a railed gangway.

 He was furious? She was the one who had reason to be. She looked back at the ship and in an innocent tone asked, “Were any of them husband material?”

 He glowered at her so fiercely any other woman would have quaked in her garters. After that, he said nothing, and his expression defied her to speak to him. Though she decided she wouldn’t give him the pleasure, their next stop was proving unbearable.

 He was taking her to London on a train. At the station, she had many questions, and she knew he could provide all the answers. It was like having a book in your hand with knowledge you wanted, but the pages were glued together. Sooner or later you’d want nothing more than to hurl it against the wall.

 Then London was a chaotic snarl of noise and wares and food smells to be investigated, but he swiftly got them a hansom, and soon they were away from the city center riding into a charming residential area. Copious townhomes with late summer gardens queued along the brick-paved street. Trees abounded and lawns stretched in front of each with spotless perfection. “Fifteenth from the Throne” hadn’t been lying when she’d said Brits had taste.

 They stopped in front of a grand property with a stately red brick house. Large without being overblown, with every detail tasteful, the property bespoke the wealth of the owners. As was fitting.

 “We’re here.”

 She glanced at him, turned to observe the home once again, then frowned. “Did you give Aleix directions to this place?”

 “Aye. He should find it easily enough.”

 “Do you know people who work here?”

 He looked at her strangely as he opened his door. “Aye. I suppose I do.” Then he was assisting her out and waltzing her up the freshly washed steps, directly to the double doors. The front doors.

 “You can’t just knock for entrance here, MacCarrick.” If he had friends who worked here, he’d get them in trouble.

 The skin around his eyes tightened as he rapped the huge ornate knocker. “I can.”

 Just as she was going to tell him to let her speak for them, one door opened to show a dour-looking butler, whose expression creased into a smile when he saw MacCarrick. “Master Courtland!”

 “Erskine, it’s good to see you.”

 As Erskine led them in, Annalía frowned at MacCarrick. “Is this your home?”

 “It’s my family’s. My home’s in Scotland.”

 “Oh.” And precisely why would the mercenary’s family home be beautiful and luxurious? “Is yours as nice as this one?”

 He gave her an unreadable expression. “Do you like me better now that you know I come from money?”

 She poked her chin up. The nerve. She wasn’t exactly a pauper. “No, to like you better, I would have had to like you some.” Though her answer was dripping disdain, her words seemed to please him.

 “Then no, my home is no’ near to being this nice.”

 In the next room hung a large portrait of a woman, clearly the focal point. Annalía inspected it, fascinated with the beautiful redhead. “Who is she?”

 “Fiona MacCarrick.” He said the words as though reluctant. “My mother.”

 “She’s beautiful.”

 He nodded tightly, giving her the impression that he wasn’t close to her. She lingered, noting the quality of the work. The woman was posed in front of a piano, making Annalía wonder if the family had musical talent. “Does she play?”

 “Aye, even a Scottish woman can learn to play the piano.”

 “MacCarrick! Don’t take meaning from innocent questions. Pianos are rare in Andorra and denote wealth. A family would be proud to have one and would pose in front of it whether they played or not.”

 “Then I apologize.”

 Still piqued, she muttered, “It’s not as if I questioned her posing with a book in her hand,” then continued her examination of the home. As he guided her into another spacious area, she recognized that something in the house was . . . amiss. “Are there any women here?”

 “No sisters. I have two older brothers.” “Any wives?”

 His expression tightened again. “No wives.”

 “Your brothers are older than you and still not married? What do you people have against marriage?”

 “This subject’s ended.”

 She hated when he said that. How dare he? We are not kissing anymore. We are not touching. We are not talking about this subject. She stopped and refused to follow him, weary of his orders and of his coldness today. “Fine, I shall try to determine answers to my own questions. They won’t be as factual or flattering as yours would have been. For instance, I shall say that none of your brothers are married because they are like you—thick-skulled, ill-mannered barbarians. Mal educat Escocès! Rude Scots who couldn’t hope to get a mate without a club—”

 “Appears you’ve brought a guest, Court.” A deep voice interrupted her.

 She whirled around, then craned her neck up. And this would be one of the brothers she’d just been insulting. Yes, his brother was very like him, with the same black hair, the same dark watchful eyes.

 “Aye, Hugh, this is Lady Annalía Llorente. She comes from Andorra and has no’ yet been convinced of all my charms. Annalía, this is my thick-skulled brother, Hugh MacCarrick.”

 If he intended to embarrass her, he’d have to do better than that. She was a master at social situations, even uncomfortable ones. She glided over to his brother and held out her hand, smiling demurely. He took it and kissed it perfectly. “Delighted.”

 She turned to MacCarrick. “No, I would say he is nothing like you.” When she smiled back at the brother, she saw the tight lines around the man’s mouth relax for a moment and suspected that was the only indicator of amusement you’d see from him. She’d wager her Limoges collection that this one hadn’t smiled in years. What an odd, solemn family.

 She wondered if she’d imagined the subtle easing in his expression, because now he was all sternness. “We’ll talk later?” the brother asked MacCarrick.

 “Aye,” he answered with a grim nod. “Later.”

 If she were fanciful, she’d swear there was some undercur-rent between them, some unspoken . . . warning?

 After their intense exchange, she and MacCarrick continued on. The rest of the house was just as lovely and spacious, the room she was to stay in stylish. MacCarrick had grown up amidst wealth. So what had driven him to become a mercenary? And why would his family tolerate such an occupation, even for the youngest son?
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 She’d eaten, she’d bathed, and now that she’d met him downstairs in the parlor, she was pacing, trudging back and forth across the plush carpets. Court sank back in a chair, knowing this wasn’t a good sign.

 “I need to go shopping,” she informed him as she passed his chair. “For clothes.”

 “I just bought you clothing in the village.”

 “You know I can’t go like that here.”

 He stared at her skirts swishing too high above her ankles and knew she was right. He also knew she wasn’t leaving this house. “It’s too crowded and too dangerous.”

 “Surely the assassins who want to murder me haven’t caught up with us yet. And I’m not asking you to pay for them. I could finally sell a piece of jewelry.”

 “The hell you will.” Did she think he fought her on this because of money? Did she believe she needed to sell her irreplaceable jewelry because he was unable to clothe her? “I’m no’ letting you sell your things.”

 “Then I could go to my English friend’s home and borrow from her.”

 He’d read some letters from that one, too. How many times could she drop that she was fifteenth from the throne? The idea of Anna asking for anything from that snob made his hackles rise—and his pride suffer.

 While Anna was with him, it was his due to provide her with things she needed. He gave himself an inward shake when he realized that if she were his, he’d go into hock making her happy. “Forget it. I’m trying to protect you,” he snapped. And hock it would be. He didn’t have wealth like she saw here. This house was to be Ethan’s. His eldest brother was laird and chief of the clan, and the title, the estates, and the family money were all his. On the opposite end of the spectrum, Court had returned to England with no income, no contracts, and no crew.

 “Please let me send a note to her—”

 “I said no.”

 She changed tactics. “I appreciate all you’ve done for me, MacCarrick, but I need to know that if I wanted to walk out that door and have my friends help me, I could.”

 “Damn it, Anna, no you could no’.” He stood, catching her arm. “The only way you’re leaving this house is when your brother comes for you. I estimate a week or two, so you’ll just have to put up with me until then.”

 “Why? Our bargain doesn’t seem to count anymore.” She lowered her voice. “You said we can’t be lovers. What exactly am I to you?”

 What did she expect him to say? Did she want him to admit he desired more from her, when she only wanted to repeat the night before? “I made you a promise—”

 “I’m a promise to keep?” she asked, giving him an expression as though she were disappointed in him.

 “Aye. No.” He made some growling noise. “Christ, I doona know. Then what am I to you?”

 “Honestly, I don’t know either.” She twined her fingers in front of her. “But you won’t let me find out.”

 When she turned for the stairs, he sank back to his chair again, dumbstruck by their exchange. Could she want more from him? And what did it matter since he couldn’t give it? . . .

 “A word, Court?” Hugh intoned from the doorway. He turned for the study, expecting Court to follow.

 How bloody much had Hugh heard? Court stood and pressed the heels of his palms to his eyes, walking without energy toward the study, but when he passed Erskine on the way, Court said, “Find a dressmaker or seamstress who will come here. A good one.”

 With a “Right away!” Erskine scuttled off.

 Damn it, Court wasn’t in the mood to explain Anna to his brother, but this appeared to be an opportune time to find out about his money. When he entered, Hugh was sitting at the desk, his face grave, his manner all business.

 Court had barely gotten a glass of proper whisky and sat across from him when Hugh warned, “Watch yourself.”

 “It’s good to see you, too.” Court raised his glass. “Aye, that’s right, brother. I managed to survive another campaign. Shall we discuss the investments made while I was away?”

 “Later,” Hugh said, plainly concerned with only one subject. “I’ve never seen you look at anything like you do her.”

 Court peered into his drink. “I can admit to some feeling for her.”

 “Want to tell me who she is?”

 “It’s a long story.”

 Hugh steepled his fingers. “She does no’ look like she’s going to be speaking to you this afternoon anyway.”

 True. So he detailed Pascal’s treachery, Annalía’s kidnapping and escape, and the danger she was in now. He related almost everything except what they’d done privately and how she had him so knotted inside he couldn’t think when she was near.

 When he finished, Hugh didn’t have any questions, just said, “You’re possessive about her. As if she’s yours already.”

 “I will no’ let those bastards get near her.”

 “It’s more than that. I see it clearly.” His voice went low. “I know because I’ve felt it clearly.”

 Yes, Hugh knew what he was going through. Hugh had wanted the same woman for years. Now that Court finally understood what his brother had been feeling all this time, he didn’t know how he’d done it. Court had no doubt that years of this with Annalía would turn his mind to soup.

 “So now that we know how you feel, what about the lass?” Hugh asked. “Does she care for you? It’ll make it harder for you to let her go—”

 “I doona think she’ll have a problem once there’s someone to take my place. Bring her a nice, wealthy gentleman and she’ll be content.”

 Hugh grimaced as if in pain. “That bad?”

 “She thinks I’m a brute. Lacking a Castilian’s sophistication. You heard her—she’s no’ particularly keen on Scots in general.”

 His brows drew together. “She dinna seem averse to you like that.”

 Court drank deeply. “There were a couple of times with her when I was no’ as strong as I should have been.” And she sees no reason for those times to end.

 “This woman obviously comes from a fine family.”

 Court muttered, “You have no idea.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “Pascal wanted her because she has . . . well, she’s a bit . . . royal.”

 Hugh tried to speak, then closed his mouth. On his second attempt, he grated, “Could you find any woman you were supposed to be with less? You ken you canna bed her without consequences.”

 “I have no’ bedded her.”

 Hugh eyed him hard, then apparently decided he was telling the truth. “And you will no’?”

 Court rubbed his hand over his face.

 “You’d have to marry her.”

 “I know that,” he snapped.

 “Do you, Court? You and Ethan and I do a lot of questionable things among the three of us, but we’ve never gone about ruining young innocents. Consider the repercussions for a woman in her position.”

 “I would never ruin her.”

 “So you’d risk this woman’s safety?”

 “You think I doona go over again and again that she’s in danger because of me? She was attacked three times and shot on my watch. She’s been targeted for murder because of my actions. I know she would’ve been better off if she’d never met me.”

 “Then what are you going to do?”

 “I’m going to fix her life. Then I’m going to get out of it.”

 • • •

 “Why did you no’ eat more?” MacCarrick asked as he escorted Annalía to her room that night. “You canna afford to miss many meals, lass.”

 Though she’d been put out with him earlier, his obvious concern for her over dinner mitigated her irritation. “I just have to get used to the different foods,” she answered. “I’ve never had Saxon fare.” Raised on a mountain, Annalía had never been overly fond of seafood. And the Brits seemed to eat little else.

 “Be glad it was no’ Celtic fare,” he mumbled.

 She glanced up at him. “Is Scottish food strange?”

 He gave her a short laugh. “For you? Aye. It would be.”

 When he grasped her elbow and steered her up the stairs, she said, “The tension between you and your brother at dinner was thick. Did you fight with him?”

 “I did,” he finally admitted.

 “Will you tell me why?”

 He hesitated, but she suspected he wanted to tell her. At length, he said, “Hugh did something high-handed with my property. I dinna appreciate that he acted without my permission.”

 Though a vexing urge arose to point out that it must be extremely high-handed for him to think it so, she instead asked, “Did he have good intentions?”

 “Oh, aye. But that’s not the point. He thinks he knows what’s better for me than I do for myself.”

 She couldn’t help but grin at his surly tone and reached over to touch his hand at her elbow. “I thought that was a sibling’s prerogative to think that way. Aleix is the same. When he makes a decision for me, I try to remind myself how fortunate I am just to have someone so concerned about my welfare—like you have your two brothers. I remind myself of this, then I set about thwarting him.” Her look of amusement faded. “MacCarrick, are you sure Aleix will find me here?”

 “I’ve no doubt. He’ll travel to your school and receive the message and then it’s only a matter of time until he arrives here.”

 She nodded slowly, lost in thought as they reached her room. He placed his palm at her lower back to guide her inside, but she paused in front of the bed, blushing from memories of the night before. She perceived his thumb faintly rubbing her back, and wondered if he realized he was doing it. When she turned to face him, his hand trailed along her waist before dropping abruptly.

 “MacCarrick, will you think of me after I leave here?”

 His face was impassive, concealing his emotions, but she sensed conflict within him.

 “Anna,” he began with an exhaled breath as if he were about to give some kind of an explanation. Yet after a long hesitation, he said simply, “Aye, I will.”

 Before she could respond, he said, “I’ll be sitting right outside the door, so call me if you need anything.”

 “You’re not staying?”

 “No, I’ve made sure your room is safe—”

 “But . . . But you’ve slept in the room with me every night.” She hadn’t anticipated this. They always stayed together. That was simply what they did.

 He gave her a look as if riled with her—as if he wanted to stay but she prevented him. “No’ any longer, lass,” he snapped, turning for the door.

 “Why?”

 He didn’t turn back when he answered, “Because I might try to . . . I might do something we’d both regret.”

 “Why do you think I’d regret that?”

 She saw his shoulders stiffen, saw his hands clench. “You doona know me, Anna.” As he shut the door behind him, she barely heard him mutter, “If you did, you would no’ waste your interest on me.”

 Alone, she stared after the door. “You would no’ waste your interest . . .” Too late—her interest was firmly engaged. With his words in her mind, she readied herself for bed and lay down.

 Though she was exhausted, her skin was sensitive against the fine sheets when she remembered the details of last night. It felt like a lifetime ago that MacCarrick had kissed and touched her so passionately. It seemed a dozen lifetimes ago that she’d first found him by the river. She’d had no idea how much that man was going to change her life.

 Part of her wanted to seduce MacCarrick just to make sure she could. Another part was curious about that final step that he was denying her. Still another part of her was constantly aware that he wouldn’t leave so easily afterward. She didn’t understand why the thought of their never seeing each other again didn’t affect him as it did her.

 She’d been honest today when she’d said she didn’t know what he was to her—the situation was so new to her—but one thing she was certain of was that each day her feelings for him grew. Where would that leave her by the time Aleix arrived?

 She kicked off the covers, too warm to sleep. Wasn’t it supposed to be damp and cold in England? Must make the best of it. She rose to crack open a window. When she pulled aside the heavy damask curtains and reached for the sash, she stilled.

 She stared for long moments as if the site before her was utterly foreign and inexplicable. But it was foreign, and comprehension came slowly, and with it a sinking feeling in her belly.

 He’d nailed her windows shut.

 She tilted her head and contemplated the sight with detachment. The nail heads were matte against the glossy white painted wood. Around each nail the paint was unharmed. Of course, it would be. He had a steady hand.

 With a ragged breath she released the cumbersome curtains. The understanding that she was a target had always been there weighing on her, but with the odd tableau she’d just seen, awareness seeped in until she thought she’d choke on it. She hurried to light a candle to chase away the darkness as she hadn’t done since she was a little girl.

 Even though the room was warm, she burrowed under the covers, hot, afraid, and lonely, and hours passed before she finally fell asleep in the unfamiliar room.

 Instead of her usual dreams of riding across fields or, of late, MacCarrick wrapping her hair around his fist as he tugged her close to kiss her, she dreamed of her death.

 She bolted upright in bed, out of breath, shuddering. Her hand flew to her face and she felt wetness on her cheeks. Why would she have nightmares now when she was the safest she’d been?

 Because before he’d always been with her—every night she’d felt his presence, felt him watching her as she drifted to sleep.

 And because deep down she’d finally recognized a truth that she’d desperately fought. A fourth attack would be the last.
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 When MacCarrick approached her the next morning, she was standing by the breakfast sideboard, alternately staring at her steaming, laden plate and frowning at the disconcerted footman.

 “I know you’ve explained this before,” she said to the man, “but I want to clarify. These are eggs?”

 “Yes, milady.”

 She mumbled in Catalan, “I know what eggs look like and these are not they.”

 MacCarrick peremptorily took the plate from her, and set it away so he could start her with a clean one. “Why are you so pale?” he asked, as he scanned the sideboard, unfailingly choosing things she would enjoy.

 She heard Hugh at the end of the dining table turning the page of his newspaper, and suspected he was listening. MacCarrick must have as well because he leaned in closer when he asked, “Could you no’ sleep?”

 She shrugged. “I’m sure I just need to get used to the new bed.”

 He escorted her to the table, setting the plate in front of her, then selected an orange and an apple from the table center. He held each one up with a questioning look, and she nodded for the orange.

 “Is something wrong with your room?” He began to peel. “Besides the fact you felt you needed to nail the windows shut?”

 His jaws bulged at the sides—a sure sign he was grinding his teeth. “To say you sleep heavily is an understatement. I’m trying to keep you safe.”

 “I know, I know,” she said more gently as she took the section he offered her and chewed thoughtfully. MacCarrick took a roll from her plate, pulling a piece of it for himself and some apart for her. “It’s just difficult to be reminded of how much danger there is.”

 Hugh approached, frowning at them. Only when she saw Hugh studying them did she realize how the scene looked. MacCarrick had been hand-feeding her, and they’d been eating from the same plate without even noticing. MacCarrick appeared uncomfortable, as if he’d been caught doing something he shouldn’t.

 “Court, if you need to catch up on some sleep, I’ll be here all day,” Hugh offered. “I’ll check in on the two of you.”

 When he nodded in response and Hugh exited the room, MacCarrick turned to her. As his gaze flickered over her face, his irritated expression eased. “Lass, I think you’re the one who could use a nap.”

 “I’m not tired in the least,” she said, then betrayed her assertion by yawning. She thought she saw a hint of a grin as he took her hand to lead her into the library. He scanned the shelves and chose a book on Scottish history for her. “If you read this”—he held up the tome—“on that settee”—he pointed out a plush crimson settee—“you’re guaranteed to be asleep within twenty minutes.”

 “Why is that?”

 “The book is . . . detailed, to say the least, and that settee was the death of my studies often enough.”

 She took the heavy book from him with a pained smile—where was a good gothic novel when you needed one?—and sat where he directed, opening it without enthusiasm. . . .

 She was startled when Hugh glanced inside—over an hour had passed.

 Hugh’s gaze fell on MacCarrick, who sat across from her on a sofa. With his eyes closed, his body motionless, and an arm stretched along the sofa back, MacCarrick looked as if he’d merely closed his eyes for a moment, but apparently he was sleeping, because Hugh looked satisfied and shut the door quietly.

 As soon as Hugh was gone and with book in hand, Annalía crossed the room to kneel on the sofa beside MacCarrick. She studied his face and sighed, marveling that she’d ever considered him anything other than remarkably handsome. When the urge to feather her fingers over his lips grew overwhelming, she took up her book once more and sat under his outstretched arm, with her back nestled against his side. She briefly closed her eyes, luxuriating in his solid warmth, then turned to the last page she’d read. Her mood grew grave as she mused over what she’d learned so far.

 Now that she understood more about what and who MacCarrick was, she felt ashamed of all the things she’d called him—ruthless Scot, brutish Highlander, ill-mannered barbarian . . . and she could write a page more. She’d insulted him again and again, and yet here she sat, enjoying his warmth and strength—alive only because he’d protected her.

 Her face burned when she remembered her taunts and jibes. Andorrans lived in a state of constant peace—Pascal was the first threat since the thirteenth century—but the Scots had not. They would be different. MacCarrick was different from her, and she’d vilified him and his kinsmen for it. No wonder his men had given her amused expressions, as though she were just a silly girl. No wonder MacCarrick had looked as if he wanted to throttle her.

 If he hadn’t been a fierce Highlander and a trained mercenary, she’d be dead. How had she thanked him? With insults.

 Annalía was just as he’d said, a small-minded Andorran shut off from the world.

 She put her hand over her mouth in disgust and turned to curl up with her head against his chest.

 She wanted him more than she ever had—had realized she wanted all with him—but she had to wonder if he didn’t want the same from her because of her behavior. It was one thing to desire her physically but another entirely to like her, to respect her.

 He was still protecting her, still keeping her safe, for nothing in return—she literally couldn’t give away her virtue to that man—and maybe, maybe, he was doing it because he saw more depth in her than she’d given him reason to—

 She heard his heart speed up and thought he’d awakened. He tensed, but after a moment, his body relaxed and his arm descended around her. As he slept once more, his heartbeat returned to slow and steady, lulling her.

 Before she joined him, she decided that she never wanted to sleep without that sound again.

 • • •

 That night Court sat in his chair outside her room with his head against the wall, staring at the hallway ceiling, imagining her only a door away. She would welcome him into her bed the second he entered her room. She wanted him and made no secret of it, and he was humbled that she desired him. He was also amazed he’d stayed away this long. . . .

 Waking this afternoon with her soft and trusting in his arms had nearly been his undoing—

 “A lot on your mind?” Hugh asked, arriving then with coffee. A convenient break, as if he’d sensed how close Court was to crumbling.

 “For certain,” he answered as he took a cup.

 “You stay outside?” he asked. “All night?” Hugh stared at the door, and Court knew Hugh was wondering what he himself would do if it were his Jane Weyland inside.

 “Canna be near her.”

 Hugh slapped him on the shoulder. “You’re a strong-willed man.”

 No, Hugh. No, I’m really no’.

 When Hugh sat down against the wall with his own coffee, Court asked, “Do you ever think about defying it?”

 “No. Da’s death was warning enough for me.” He looked lost in thought, no doubt remembering that day.

 Leith MacCarrick, not yet forty years old and strong as an ox. The next morning dead and cold in bed with their inconsolable mother. And he’d known he was going to die. He’d believed. “It’s no’ your fault, sons. The book will no’ be denied. I’m just glad I got tae see the men you’d be.” Their mother, mad with grief, tearing at her hair and screaming, “I told you no’ to read it! How many times did I tell you? It always wins!”

 Yes, she’d forbidden her sons to read it, but she’d gone a step further to protect her husband after she’d failed to burn the book, or bury it, or escape it by casting it out to sea. She’d forbidden them to learn to read Gaelic. The clan cooperated, hoping their beloved chief wouldn’t die before he was a glad old man. Everyone helped ensure that not one of them could read or write it.

 Hugh and Ethan still couldn’t. Court could but had only learned in the last few years, and mainly just for spite. Yet as their mother had said, “It always wins!”

 Court had been twelve when it had happened, just old enough to answer her screams by bellowing back, “Then why in the hell did you have three sons?”

 She’d answered that they’d tried not to. . . . At twelve years old, Court mightn’t have been old enough to hear that.

 “If that was no’ enough,” Hugh continued, “then Sarah’s death convinced me.”

 No one knew how Ethan’s fiancée had died, and since he wouldn’t explain anything about her last night, many blamed him, which didn’t seem to bother Ethan in the least.

 Striving for a casual tone, Court asked, “Ethan’s never gotten a child on any lass since I went away, has he?”

 He shook his head. “Court, you ken he has no’. And no’ from lack of opportunity.”

 Court exhaled. “Aye, I know.” It was hard to believe that before Ethan received the scar on his face he’d been a favorite with the ladies—at least with those outside the clan who knew nothing of the book. Yet he’d not fathered a child. And though Court had worked tirelessly over the last decade and hadn’t sown his path by way of skirts as Ethan had, there’d been ample opportunity. But nothing.

 Court knew Hugh hadn’t either—not that he expected him to since he’d partaken of women sparingly, which was understandable since he was always miserable afterward. Hugh didn’t have an eye for the ladies—he had an eye for one lady, the English chit who used to torment him when he was just a young man. “Do you ever see Jane?”

 “No’ in years.” He repeated Court’s words, “Canna be near her.”

 Four summers spent with her and Hugh had never been right. He’d thought her too young for him, but from what Court had been able to discern, she definitely hadn’t behaved like it.

 After his days with that witch, Hugh would stumble home, hands shaking, out of breath, looking like he’d been beaten dumb. Court remembered one time he’d asked Hugh what was wrong. Hugh had answered in a low, dazed tone, “Jane swimming. In a wet shift. Refused my shirt to cover herself. ‘Hugh, darling,’ she said, ‘can you see through?’ ” He’d lurched off as though in pain, but Court had heard him grate, “And, Christ Almighty, I could . . .”

 “I can take over here if you like,” Hugh said.

 “No. I’ll stay.”

 “You look like hell. When was the last time you slept for more than a couple of hours?”

 He shrugged.

 “I’m going out of town tomorrow. Something I canna get out of. Be gone about a week or two.”

 “Weyland got a job for you?”

 “Aye.”

 Court thought Hugh was an intelligent and brave man, but he must be one of those poor bastards who liked to be tortured. How else could he continue to work with Jane’s father, continually hearing details about her life?

 He rose and gave Court another slap on the shoulder. “I doona have anything to worry about here?”

 “No’ at all,” Court lied, impressed by how convincing he sounded.

 Yet it should be true—after all, he was supposed to be strong-willed. So much so that not ten minutes after Hugh left, Court opened her door. Just to check on her. . . .

 The hinge creaked.

 “MacCarrick?” she whispered.

 “Aye, it’s me.”

 He heard her breathe a sigh of relief and his brows drew together. “Did you fear it’d be someone else?”

 “No.”

 “Did you need something?”

 “You.”

 “Besides me.”

 “Then nothing.”

 He gritted his teeth.

 “I had the most awful nightmare.” She was shivering. She’d never had nightmares when he’d stayed with her in the past.

 “It’s over now,” he said, as he retrieved another blanket. At the side of her bed, he shook it open to fall over her, then pulled it to her chin.

 When he turned to go, she caught his hand. “Court-land . . .”

 He said nothing. Just stood, tensed.

 She used his hand to pull herself to her knees at the edge of the bed. “Don’t leave yet. Even if you don’t want to touch me, I still don’t want you to leave.”

 He was stunned when she pressed her face to his callused palm, showing him tenderness. “Woman, do you think I doona want to touch you?” He lowered his voice and admitted, “I crave it.”

 “Then why?”

 “Because it will no’ only be touching the next time.” He wanted her, wanted the pleasure they would have, but the urge to take her, to make her his, was overwhelming. “I’ll be just outside.” The door represented a barrier. Outside he couldn’t hear her soft breaths.

 “Or you could sit there.” She pointed to a chair that he could’ve sworn was closer to the bed than it had been before.

 “I canna. I’m no’ as strong as I’d like to be—”

 “Yes, you are,” she quickly interrupted, gazing up at him. “You are very strong. And brave.”

 Her comment made him frown. “I’m wantin’ you all the time, and sooner or later I will no’ be able to resist. Then there will be consequences.”

 “Yes, very well.”

 “Are you feelin’ poorly?”

 “No, I feel much better now. Ignore the chair, come to bed with me.”

 “Anna, do you no’ ken what I’m saying? I’m no’ the man for you. I doona have near the wealth you’re used to.” Nor the ability to afford his growing addiction to give her everything she wanted.

 “I have my own fortune.”

 “Are you tryin’ to insult me?”

 She looked down, clearly embarrassed, and he regretted his tone. “I will no’ ever be the Castilian gentleman you want. I will always be the rough Scot you think me.”

 “I want you.”

 “Why do you continue to argue when you ken what will have to happen if I bed you?” he asked in a deadened tone, struggling to understand her behavior. Then realization came. “You think you can talk me from it. You think we can enjoy ourselves and then you’ll be able to walk away. It might have been like that before, but it is no’ anymore. You’d be forced to marry me.”

 “Why do you think I want you in the bed?” she said in exasperation.

 His jaw went slack. “Are you sayin’ you want tae marry me?”

 She glanced down and nodded shyly. Marry him? His heart was hammering in his chest. “You would no’ like being with me. You’d have to live in Scotland among strangers with strange ways.” The gulf between their nationalities was daunting. His grandmother had been English and her ways had been infused in their family, but Annalía was far from English.

 He loved the difference. He was charmed by her manners and captivated by the way she spoke, but he didn’t know if she’d like how foreign Scotland would be for her. He didn’t know how the Highlands would treat a vivid Castilian—who delighted in mocking a Scots accent—in return.

 Why was he even considering this? As if this were the only obstacle? He was bloody cursed.

 “I can learn. You said I learn quickly.” Her voice was . . . hopeful? Couldn’t be.

 Best to end this. “And do you want bairn?”

 “Children?” She smiled at him and breathed, “Yes.”

 Now it seemed like his heart stopped. “I canna give them to you.”

 She tilted her head at him, brows drawn.

 “That’s right, Anna—if you are tied to me, you will no’ have them.”

 Her frown deepened. “Do you mean you can’t have children or you can’t father children?”

 What was the bloody difference? “I canna father children.”

 “But you can have them. In Andorra it’s very common to adopt.”

 He’d never expected this. It took a moment for him to work up an answer. “You’re young yet. You’ll come to want your own.”

 “What if I can’t have any? The women in my family have never been fruitful. Did you not notice the age difference between my brother and me? Twelve years. My mother was an only child and her mother was before her.” She added softly, “MacCarrick, would you not want me if the situation were reversed?”

 “Christ, yes, I’d want you,” he said in a rush, then wished he hadn’t. But as usual the thought had returned: Take you any way I could. He was staggered. If he’d ever envisioned a scenario where she might come to want him, he’d always been so sure that upon learning he couldn’t give her children, she would gasp, then demur, and then want him no more.

 He forced himself to turn from her and strode outside, knowing that that was why he’d been so hesitant to tell her now.

 • • •

 “What does it say?” Olivia asked for the third time in as many seconds.

 “I could tell better if you’d stop blocking my light,” Aleix answered with an impatient look over his shoulder.

 They’d come to Annalía’s old school on the off chance that her former headmistress might have some kind of information, and had been astonished when she produced a message for him from Annalía, written in Gaelic. Aleix felt constrained to tell the woman as little as possible, so she’d left them alone in the library with an ancient English-Gaelic dictionary and a worried glance.

 Apparently weary of blocking his light, Olivia hopped up to sit on the table, tilting her head down this way and that at the message. He exhaled loudly, then returned to the words he’d managed to translate so far. Definitely directions. Concentrating, he could see patterns forming. “The Square Mile? Wait . . . London proper is known as that.”

 With more excitement than he’d ever seen in her, she said, “Then I believe we’re going to England!” He shot to his feet, took her waist, and swung her around. She was smiling, genuinely, and it softened her whole face. A maddening urge surfaced. He wanted to know what it’d be like to kiss her.

 As he was contemplating it, she leaned forward and pressed her lips to his. Surprised, he set her to her feet, but the hands clutching her waist soon moved to gripping her back to bring her closer so he could return the kiss. He did, harder and more intently, and when she moaned, desires he’d thought were dead came clawing back to life in an instant. She was slim and tall, and as he clasped her tightly, molding her to his body, she fit him well.

 Which couldn’t be right since Mariette had been petite.

 He broke away, pushing her back, breathing hard. She appeared bemused, but she shouldn’t be. This shouldn’t have happened. He’d sworn to wed her, but he could never give her a true marriage.

 With a wavering breath he sank back into his seat, fighting to ignore Olivia and how sweet her lips had been. Somehow he attempted to continue translating. It helped when she said, “I don’t even like your ninny of a sister, but I can’t wait to find her. It is so fitting that she be the mouse.”

 He clasped his head in consternation and returned to ordering the words he’d translated, then frowned. Annalía had copied MacCarrick’s translation unaware she’d more or less written to her brother, “If you let them follow you to my bloody home, I will beat your arse.”

 • • •

 The seamstress looked very aggrieved when she handed Court the bill.

 He’d been prepared to be bowled over by the statement, and he was. Shocked because it was less than in the village. “What is this? Get her more.”

 “She said you’d say that and that I should disregard your orders.”

 He glowered and snapped, “Bring her more.”

 The woman appeared frightened, and as she darted away she assured him she would return with additional garments.

 Court had brought the seamstress to Annalía and knew the consequences and could handle them. He wasn’t destitute yet. Thanks to Hugh.

 How ironic that Hugh’s robbing his accounts would be saving Court’s arse right now. Hugh had stumbled onto the new firearms company of Horace Smith and Daniel Wesson through his work, and had believed so strongly in it, he’d uni-laterally invested for Court. Court had been prickly about his hard-earned money, but could only grumble now because this Wesson and Smith deal had begun providing income that would allow him to chip away at his debt. At least Hugh had the decency not to rub it in. . . .

 Now Anna, with her obvious forbearance, was shaming him. He would make her accept more. His brows drew together.

 Oh, she was good.

 He found her as she was gathering more books from the library. “Why did you no’ get more?”

 “I’ll only need a few dresses. Aleix will be here soon to collect me, don’t you think? It will be silly to lug so much around and then all the way back home when we can return. Especially since I already have to use an entire bedroom for my dresses now.”

 “You can have whatever you want.”

 “I know. You are very gracious, but truly this is all I need.” She leaned up to kiss him on his cheek before she turned for her room with books under her arm. Her face had been sad.

 Surely she wasn’t this good.
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 How could Annalía show MacCarrick how different she’d become if he hardly spoke to her anymore? She’d thought that when Hugh left he would relax some, but if anything, he’d grown more on edge.

 If he was denying her because he couldn’t father children, then that was simply unacceptable. Whenever she thought about his admission, she wondered if he’d been ill as a child, and her heart hurt to think of him in pain.

 If he was doing this because he saw her as spoiled and closed-minded, then she’d have to force him to see that she wanted to learn, that she wanted to be better.

 Annalía knew the most pressing reason why he was distant with her. So clearly they needed to get this lovemaking completed so they could be together. Decided on her course of action, she began planning. Tonight she’d bathed with the scented soaps the seamstress had brought her—the peculiar woman had returned with more clothing and evidently everything else she could lay hands on. After her bath, Annalía had slipped on a new nightdress she’d chosen from the selection, chosen specifically for particular characteristics.

 Now she was ready. She wasn’t as nervous as she’d imagined she might be—after all, this would be a bold move—but she knew that this was the course she was meant to take. . . .

 “MacCarrick!”

 The door burst open a second later. “Anna, what is it—” He lost his voice when he saw her standing at the foot of the bed. “Go back to bed,” he ordered in a harsh tone.

 It didn’t faze her. She stood determined before him and tugged the left string strap of her nightgown loose. The jet black silk slid down one side, just above her nipple.

 His eyes widened as if in realization, then narrowed. “Doona do this.”

 She reached back and unpinned her hair, shaking her head until it spilled down her back. Her fingers rested at the other tie strap of her nightgown, ready to pluck.

 His hand was shaking as he ran it over his face. “You canna keep temptin’ me.”

 She raised her eyebrows and tugged. The tie was on the verge of unraveling. She thought he was on the verge of unraveling. His body seemed to thrum with energy and tension throughout. She could hardly wait to touch it again.

 His voice low, he said, “Anna, I am askin’ you, please, doona—”

 She pulled it loose.

 • • •

 The nightgown dipped, hesitating over her hard nipples before floating down past her waist and legs. “What were you saying?” she asked in a purring voice.

 His jaw slackened. Taking down her hair had been merciless. The nightgown? Without the nightgown, the ground he’d managed to gain, or at least maintain, was now unrecoverable.

 “If you keep pushing me, I will take you to bed, but it will no’ be just to kiss you. It will no’ be like last time.” He struggled to keep his eyes on her face—away from her high breasts, away from her curving hips that he wanted to clench—yet even the look in her eyes was carnal. “There will be repercussions.”

 “I understand.”

 “I mean it, Anna,” he said, his voice hoarse. “I will take you this night, I swear it.” How could a man not be expected to make love to the woman he coveted above all things? When she presented herself like a newly unwrapped gift? He might as well be expected to voluntarily forgo breathing. Which was impossible. Denying himself the feel of her body?

 Impossible.

 Like a hit, things became very clear. She wanted him to make love to her, and he wanted her desperately. The reasons he’d come up with not to couldn’t withstand this. Right now, he couldn’t recall a single one anyway. He would take her so long and hard that she’d regret pushing. He kicked the door closed then strode to her, lifting her against his chest, forcing her to wrap her legs around his waist.

 “Courtland,” she said with a gasp as he carried her to the bed.

 He sat on the edge, keeping her spread over his lap, his hands splayed against her bottom, squeezing. He scarcely believed she was naked on him, and had begun eagerly kissing his neck and face and removing his shirt as if she were hungry for him. He lowered his head to her chest, drawing her nipple into his mouth. When she cried out, he stopped, not quite kissing her, his lips just next to her skin. “Mo cridhe, are you tae be mine?”

 She threaded her fingers into his hair. “Yes.”

 He grasped her face and met her eyes. “In all the ways, Anna?” he asked, his voice a rasp.

 “Yes,” she answered without looking away. “I will be yours in all ways.”

 He wanted to revel in what she’d just promised, but when he shrugged out of his shirt, she pressed her breasts against him, moaning softly and shivering from the contact, and he could only clutch her tighter against him.

 Her hands petting him, her sex resting on his . . . He grated, “You’ll make me lose control.”

 “I want you to.”

 “I canna. I need to—” He hissed in a breath when she ground against his lap. “I need to make sure you’re ready.” He lifted her up until her breasts were before his lips and dragged his tongue across her nipple.

 She moaned, “I am ready.”

 “Your body must be ready.” When she shivered once more, he stood and placed her on the bed, then removed his boots and his trousers. Unclothed, he lay on his side, easing her to her back so he could trace his fingertips around her wet nipples and down her belly until her stomach twitched.

 He said against her ear, “I need you wet.” When she bent one leg and her hips rose, he captured that leg and put it over his side, locking her there, parting her to him. “I want you tae ache with need.”

 “I am,” she assured him. “I do.”

 He closed his eyes at the feeling of her sex as he spread the wetness all around. “More than this. That means I’ll need tae tease you again and again. . . .”

 Slow, gentle strokes. Her flesh felt like heaven, and he groaned thinking he was going to be inside her tonight. When he slipped a finger into her, her back arched. As he continued to push in and out of her tight sex, she reached for his cock, but he drew his hips back.

 “I . . . I want to put my hand on you.”

 “Canna do that.” He could scarcely keep from bucking against her now. He knew she was about to ask why, so he cut off her question by working two fingers inside.

 She gasped in surprise. “That’s different than before.”

 He withdrew. “It is. But does it please you?” he asked with a slow push.

 “I-I don’t know,” she said, beginning to sound nervous.

 “There’s no hurry,” he lied. Already he wondered how he would get through this without losing his mind.

 Luckily, after several more slow strokes, she grew accustomed and wetter. “It does please me,” she whispered. “Very much.” Her hands rubbed his chest as he did it again and again, learning her body, coaxing it to accept him.

 “You like me touching you inside?” he grated at her neck where he’d been licking, though he knew she couldn’t possibly like it better than he did.

 “Yes!” She arched her back to come down hard on his fingers. She was so wet, so close even with his unhurried strokes. “I-I can’t take much more.”

 He asked against her ear, “Do you need to come?”

 “Yes,” she whimpered, her body trembling, just on the verge.

 That was his permission. He kissed her mouth hungrily as he released her, then rose over her to kneel between her legs. She was breathing fast, eyes heavy lidded, body supple. So desirable it hurt him. He returned two fingers to stir her. Just when she was on the verge, head thrashing, body tensing, he grasped himself to rub the tip against her wetness.

 “Si us plau,” she said on a moan. “Please,” she’d said, sounding like she was in agony.

 With care, he slowly worked just the head inside, though every part of him screamed to sink his hips into her. He didn’t, even when she grew used to him. Even when she rolled her hips on the tip, the movement making her breasts quiver. “Ah, God, Anna.” No greater torture.

 Damn it, he had discipline. He knew what he wanted to happen, and now he just had to make sure it played out as he wanted. He put his hands against the wall and tried to focus on them—on the diametrical patterns of the paper, on anything but the exquisite woman writhing beneath him. On him. Focusing until he was not directly on the verge of ejaculating inside her.

 The wall indented under his fingers, and the paper crumbled. Sweat dripped down his forehead. Every muscle in his body began to ache from strain.

 He felt her putting her hands on his hips, trying to pull him inside. Somehow he resisted.

 Finding no luck with his hips, she grasped the base of his rod. With her soft fingers wrapped around him, the head inside her . . . he could imagine . . .

 He groaned, his head falling back. Without thought he pumped against her hand. He was losing control. “No, Anna—”

 “Yes!” she whispered.

 Control? He bucked against her hand again, pulled back to thrust harder.

 Her hand was gone.

 He surged in, ripping through the barrier, groaning from the tightness even as she cried out in pain. At once she tried to shake him loose from her. She shoved at him and struggled to close her legs.

 “No, Anna. No.” He took her by the shoulders and held her. He didn’t want her to stop now. She would only remember pain. He remained still, praying the hurt would fade. Praying he wouldn’t give in to the screaming urge to pin her down into the mattress and pump into her as hard as he needed to. He shuddered at the thought.

 She’d quit moving, but her eyes were still squeezed shut.

 “You have tae let your body adjust tae me.”

 “This is what the girls at school talked about, isn’t it? The pain.”

 “You will no’ have it like this again.”

 She said without taking a breath, “It hurts.”

 He stroked her hair from her forehead and kissed her there. “Mo cridhe, I wish it dinna.”

 She opened her eyes. They were glittering. She was hurting, and he felt it a thousand times. He cursed himself. Too delicate, her skin too soft beneath his hands. He carefully began to withdraw—

 “No, wait,” she whispered, and he froze. “It isn’t as bad as it was.”

 Maybe not for her. He hurt as he’d never known. His sack was heavy and ached, his body pained him. The throbbing pressure was unbearable when her body was squeezing him like a fist. He rubbed his face against her neck.

 “You should finish.”

 He groaned, knowing it was over. No control. He took her legs and pinned them against his hips, then sank into her once. He pulled out and drove harder, gnashing his teeth from need.

 He put his head down and licked at her damp breast, and on his third stroke he came. Like an explosion, shooting into her heat, unable to stop himself from grinding mindlessly against her as it went on and on. He yelled out from deep within his chest, lashed by a pleasure he’d never imagined.
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 The way MacCarrick moved, the way his muscles rippled, and the abandon he must have felt did odd things to Annalía.

 The idea that his reaction was so strong that he threw back his head, with his neck and chest straining and slick, and yelled like a beast made her breaths speed up.

 Though on the whole she was not pleased with lovemaking. She found it exciting because it was a new experience, and she relished his response, yet it was vastly overrated in her mind because of the stabbing pain involved.

 But then, after he’d finished, he remained full inside her. It wasn’t . . . unpleasant.

 His body was heavy on her, though. She moved to find a more comfortable position and was amazed at the feeling of his chest, slick with sweat, rubbing her breasts. His heart thundered against her, and the hair on his chest rasped her nipples. That felt . . . nice. His harried breaths on her damp neck made her tremble, which also was nice. And she loved the way his callused hand felt when he stroked her leg, the one still levered against his hip as if he were not ever letting go.

 Everything added up until she was very aware that she had not reached her end, the bliss she’d been just one of his clever strokes away from enjoying. How would he know that she wanted his hands back on her? How did one go about asking a man to massage and kiss your breasts, with careful attention to the . . . She squeezed her eyes shut. She couldn’t ask him. The next best thing was another wriggle beneath him. She sucked in a breath.

 “Christ, I dinna want tae hurt you,” he grated, as he rose up and began to withdraw.

 “Please, stop.” He did. “MacCarrick?”

 “What do you want me tae do, Anna?” His eyes were so dark as he watched her face. She knew he was reading her expression, trying to uncover what she desired. She knew he would do whatever it was.

 Yet she turned her face from him, unable to ask.

 “Whisper what you want in my ear,” he said, and leaned down.

 “MacCarrick,” she whispered hesitantly. “My breasts . . . ache. Please touch them.”

 He shuddered, every part of him tensing. Then, like a shot, his hands were on her, molding her flesh to his fingers before he put his palms behind her to arch her back and raise her to his mouth. He drew greedily on her nipples, even while groaning desperately against her.

 She cried out and threaded her fingers through his hair, holding him to her until her head fell back. The feelings were so intense, and she was ever aware of this delicious fullness still embedded in her, making every pleasure sharper.

 “Mo cridhe,” he rasped against her breast, “tell me what else you want me tae do.”

 She ran her hands down his arms in frustration. When she didn’t answer he kissed her neck, putting his ear close to her lips. “Tell me what you want, and I swear I will give it tae you.” His voice was husky and deep.

 “I want you,” she said, panting, “to try me again.”

 He hissed between his teeth.

 “Can we? Can you?”

 “Anna, I never stopped being hard,” he said, sounding surprised. “No difference.” As if testing, he slowly pressed forward inside her.

 A swift feeling of rapture swept through her, and she arched her back in shocked pleasure. “Oh, Courtland,” she said in awe. In that instant she understood why man and woman were made this way.

 • • •

 “You doona hurt any longer?” Court asked, as he withdrew and entered her again.

 She shook her head but said nothing. He leaned down again, and she whispered, “I adore what you’re doing to me.”

 “Anna.” His hips bucked involuntarily.

 If she adored this, then he wanted her to come with him inside her, to know that feeling. He leaned down and took her mouth hard, teasing her tongue, then making his way down to her neck and breasts. When he nipped at the peak, she cried out.

 He raised his chest, then laid his hand low on her belly, resting it flat, and rubbed his thumb in time with his stroke. “Do you like it when I touch here?”

 Her answer was an incomprehensible cry as she spread her legs wider and wildly scratched her nails up his chest, making the muscles tense in reflex.

 With each pump of his hips, he fondled her. Her breasts bounced, her nipples were so hard and still wet from him, and he was on the verge again. Her hands flew to her sides, and she clutched the sheets, arching her back and undulating her hips harder against his cock. But he wouldn’t end this until he felt her sex squeezing his shaft.

 He stroked her flesh faster, and she cried, “Yes! Please don’t stop!”

 “I’ll do this as long as you want me tae.”

 She moaned, her whole body tensing as she began to come. Her back arched, her hands flew to his shoulders, clutching, her nails biting into him. Inside, her body gripped his, and the pleasure from that was greater than before if even conceivable.

 His head fell back, and he gave a brutal groan when he tensed to spend. Though the sensation was so intense he had to battle the urges to yell to the ceiling, to graze his teeth against her wet skin or clench her hips and wrench her down harder on him, he leaned forward and took her face in his hands.

 With his last grinding thrusts, he caught her gaze, daring her to turn away from him. But she didn’t. As his seed poured from him relentlessly, the words left his lips, “Is leamsa thu. Naisgeam riut mi daonnan.” You are mine. I bind you to me always. He heard them as if someone else had spoken, then collapsed onto her.

 Seconds later he pushed up, remembering he was too heavy for her. She looked at him with wonder, and, he hoped, something more that he didn’t deserve. He put his arms underneath her and rolled onto his back with her. He was too big to lie on her, but even when she rested on his chest, he squeezed her to him hard and felt her heart beating fast. When her breaths calmed, she put her arms around him and squeezed back. His lips curled.

 “Did I hurt you again?” He stroked her hair, loving how soft it was, loving her scent.

 She shook her head against his chest. “Not the second time.” In a voice so quiet he scarcely heard her, she said, “Nothing could feel that heavenly.” Her tone was marveling and he was proud. “But did I please you?” she asked.

 When he chuckled, she rose up and looked at him with narrowed golden eyes. “What is so amusing?”

 “Your question. You canna ken how much you did.”

 She bit her lip and put her face back to his chest. She was smiling against him. “I wasn’t aware you possessed the ability to laugh.”

 “Aye. I’ve the ability.” Just not much opportunity before.

 “I want to hear it more,” she said in a drowsy voice. Squeezing him one last time, she drifted to sleep. On this night, he knew more satisfaction than he had ever known, ever imagined a man could know. She was so warm on him, her hair spilling over his chest, her body fitting to him.

 Before he grew even harder inside her again—even he wasn’t enough of a beast to take her three times—he withdrew and set her beside him on the bed.

 She protested in Catalan and her head fell to the side as she slept soundly as usual.

 He rose to wash the sweat off him, soaking a cloth to run over his body, and saw blood. Turning to the bed, he spied it on the sheet like an accusation, and it twisted something inside him. He was a man, and no one had ever explained to him how to take care of his woman after he took her virginity. Not that conversations like that abounded, but Court was never supposed to have a woman of his own. Was never supposed to even entertain thoughts of a woman like her.

 He wanted to lessen any hurt he had caused her. He knew she’d be embarrassed if anyone saw the blood on the sheet, and he thought that even though she’d be prepared for the sight of it on her thigh, it might startle her just the same. Brows drawn together, he soaked another cloth, then went to grasp her shoulder. “Anna, I’m goin’ tae take care of you.”

 “Of course,” she murmured, making his chest swell.

 He brought the cloth to her thighs and ran it over her skin, then over her sex. He could see her squeezing her eyes shut, but he didn’t want her embarrassed in front of him. She was his now, and it was his due to get to care for her.

 So instead of removing it, he held the cool cloth against her, thinking that it might soothe her. When he went to take it away, she softly grasped his wrist and held him there. Her breathing was deepening, and when her hand slipped to her side, he barely heard her whisper, “Thank you.”

 She trusted him.

 She’d trusted him with her safety and her life and now her innocence.

 He hoped she’d made a good decision.

 With her asleep once more, he lifted her as he removed the bottom sheet, then placed her on the top one. He balled up the stained linen and tossed it in the corner, planning to wake before her and get rid of it. When he joined her, she curled into him, her body warm and soft. He brought her to his chest and probably held her too hard again.

 Sleeping with her was a luxury he’d never thought to enjoy again. To be able to touch her and smell her hair whenever he pleased . . . To have her body wrap around him and to feel her breaths on his chest. Could his luck ever run this high? To have her accept his childless fate as her own. A short, amazed laugh. Not childless—just playing out a little differently than he’d expected.

 She was his. And he was going to overcome any obstacle that might keep her from staying that way.

 When Hugh returned, he would ask his advice on weaponry to kill the Rechazados to a man. Court had already sent word to his crew, ready to get this finished, and expected they would receive it soon.

 Then he would have to take care of Anna’s brother when he arrived. Llorente wouldn’t have wanted a man like him marrying Anna—even before Court had fought him and delivered him to a despot. That would have to be worked out, which would be difficult because Court didn’t have a lot of experience with working things out. But he would attempt it for her.

 And then the task he dreaded—telling Anna that he hadn’t been completely honest about her brother. He’d said he hadn’t attacked Llorente, which was true, but they had fought. Would she believe that putting him in jail had saved his life?

 Her hand trailed down his arm, and when she murmured his name, he pulled her closer to him with the inside of his elbow and kissed her forehead. Yes, she would believe him, and yes, Court would kill anyone who threatened her, and if Llorente didn’t accept the situation, then yes, he’d bloody lose a sister.

 Right now, even the curse felt beatable. The rest were mere . . . complications.

 She was his.
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 Annalía slept through the entire night and woke to find Court’s big warm body all along her back, an arm flung possessively around her waist. And she was sore in the most unique places. She turned to him, burrowing down closer to his chest, and slept again.

 When she woke once more it was nearly noon, and he was gone. She sat up, rubbing her eyes groggily, then looked down at herself and scanned the sheet. No blood. Hadn’t he made sure there wouldn’t be? Her Scot was proving to be very considerate.

 She called for a bath, and as she’d hoped, the warm water soothed her aches. But while she sat in the steaming water, she thought of the one dilemma she’d neglected to settle with MacCarrick. His answer would’ve been the only thing that could’ve kept her from proceeding.

 They’d spoken about children and had settled that easily enough. He’d brought up the subject of wealth. It was probably good that he didn’t want her fortune because Aleix would never approve the marriage and release the funds. Living in Scotland? She’d live on the moon with him.

 There was only one thing she could never, ever tolerate. . . .

 She took extra care with her dress and her hair, then descended, wondering if seeing him this morning would be awkward. When she saw him downstairs, he took one look at her and then glanced away.

 Her lips parted and in that split second she had the urge to cry.

 She only realized he was scanning the room for others when he stormed up to her. He cupped his hand behind her head and pressed her hard against the wall, kissing her neck with a groan. “You took too long to come down.”

 Better! “Why didn’t you stay with me?”

 “Because I woke up wantin’ you more than I did before I bedded you. And even if I could have managed to let you leave the bed, I feared you’d be embarrassed.”

 “I was a little.” She felt herself blushing. “When you . . . cared for me.”

 “I dinna know what to do.” He raised his hand to the wall above her. “I only wanted to make you feel better.”

 She again thought she might cry. He took a curl of her hair in his other hand and coaxed it around his finger. Had it come loose? She hadn’t even noticed.

 He was acting as if he were seeing her for the first time. She understood. With him around her like this, she delighted in his size, loving his broad shoulders and deep chest. His shirt was white and crisp against his sun-darkened face and his expression was intent. She’d never seen a more handsome man. And he was hers.

 She frowned. Was he hers?

 “Anna, I’m as new at this as you are.”

 “You’ve never taken a girl’s virtue before?”

 “Christ, no, I have no’ done that.”

 “Truly?” In a way she’d been his first as well. “Why did you start with me?”

 “Because you tempt me till I canna think.” He put his face to her neck. “You smell so damn good.”

 Her eyes slid closed. His lips on her neck . . . No! She had to know. “Is it something you would want to do again?” she asked, attempting a casual tone.

 He reared back and shook his head emphatically. “No, even were it possible to go back.”

 “I meant with another woman.”

 He grew serious. “No. Never.” His eyes narrowed. “Do you regret what we’ve done?”

 She felt him tensing around her. This would be difficult for her to say, especially since he’d made his wants clear before.

 “There will no’ be another man for you.” His voice was harsh, startling her. “You’re mine now, Anna,” he growled as he wrapped her hair around his fist. “Look at me.”

 She did, shocked speechless by how quickly his anger had flared. Whatever he saw in her expression made the lines around his eyes whiten. “What exactly is it that you’d be wantin’ for yourself?” His tone was seething.

 She took a shaky breath and said, “Y-You said you wanted your harem, that you didn’t want only one woman. I-I know this isn’t the way of the world and it was ingrained in me never to expect it, but I . . . I want you to be mine too.” How embarrassing. She felt unsophisticated, ignoring what she’d been instructed was normal and anticipated from the first day she’d ever heard of marriage.

 She’d been told that a woman’s misconception on this matter was what ruined marriages and made women bitter. But on the opposite side of the coin, she’d seen the devastation her mother’s adultery had caused—why would Annalía think she would hold up better than her father had?

 She could sense emotion roiling in him. “What do you mean?” At least his voice was no longer an angry rasp.

 It occurred to her that she hadn’t done any of this as she’d been taught, not making love, definitely not choosing a “suitable” mate. If she started now, the pattern would be interrupted and she rather liked where it’d taken her so far. She put her chin up. “I won’t share you. If I’m to be loyal and faithful, I-I want the same!”

 His jaw was slack. It was unreasonable, she knew, but the thought of him with another woman . . . She hadn’t been able to tolerate it before she’d made him hers. “You distinctly warned me—”

 “When?”

 “The night on the coast.”

 He flashed a look of realization.

 “Why have one when you can have many, you said, but the thought of you with another . . .” She trailed off.

 “Finish what you were telling me.”

 She looked away again, her eyes watering. “I just couldn’t bear it.”

 He put his fingers under her chin and turned her face. He wore some new expression, just as powerful, but unseen before. He kissed her fiercely.

 But he was avoiding her question. She broke away and gazed up at him with all the hurt she felt.

 “Anna, last night I made you mine because I want you above all others.” He brushed the backs of his fingers along her cheek, then put his forehead to hers. “It will always be so. I dinna hope you would feel as strongly.”

 • • •

 Over the next two weeks, when she was in the library or reading in the salon during the day, MacCarrick would come to her with his brows drawn and his body tense and hold out his hand to her.

 No words and no need for them. The look in his dark eyes told her all. When she took his hand—she never failed to take his hand and would as long as it was offered to her—he would always mask a flash of surprise a second too late. Then as he led her to their bed, she sensed this masculine pride in him even as her heart sped up in anticipation.

 Her Scot was attentive to her and thoughtful, sending out for her favorite foods and finding her books—though she was mortified at first when he’d secured several of the gothic novels she loved.

 Each night, after or between the times they made love, they would share a book together in bed, sometimes with her reading the novels to him, her head in his lap as he caressed her hair. Though whenever she gripped the book, nervous as the heroine investigated a dark cellar, he never failed to startle and tickle her.

 At other times, MacCarrick would read her bawdy poems, making his brogue thick and rolling, until her eyes watered and her stomach hurt, she laughed so hard. Of course, she’d had to learn a new set of vocabulary to be truly appreciative.

 One day, he’d sensed something was weighing on her, and she’d finally confessed how much she missed riding. He’d given her a wicked grin and taught her a completely different meaning of bareback. That wasn’t all he taught her. If she’d thought her fingers could work his flesh, she’d never imagined what her lips could do once she convinced him how badly she wanted to kiss him.

 Then this morning in bed, she’d stretched, and as usual he’d said, “Mind the arm, lass.”

 But she’d replied, “I swear you care about it more than I do.”

 “I like to watch you stretch. Woman, I love to watch you stretch, but you have to be careful till it’s completely healed.”

 “Will the scar make me less attractive in your eyes?”

 “An impossibility, Anna,” he’d said, nipping her neck. Then he’d turned serious. “Every time I look at it I’ll remember how close I came to . . .” He’d coughed into his fist. “How close it was. Mo cridhe, we are fortunate.”

 They were fortunate to be together. Yet during this time he never mentioned marriage, and she followed his lead. There was no talk about the future. And each day that passed brought her closer to the day her brother would arrive. She’d had the brief hope that MacCarrick was waiting so he could ask Aleix for her hand. But that was an absurd idea.

 He’d never ask for her. A man wouldn’t ask for something that he’d already claimed.

 So they went on in this state without a promise from him. She thought that once she had it, she might have the nerve to tell him she’d fallen in love with him so fiercely she felt like she’d fallen from a height.
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 When Hugh returned, Court had his arm around Annalía at the dining table, stroking the back of her neck and murmuring in her ear. His brother had barely been able to grate out an “invitation” for Court to join him for a drink after dinner. Court had wanted to go with Anna when she retired, but she said she was sleepy and wanted him to visit with his brother.

 “Why, Court?” Hugh asked as he sank into the leather chair in the study. He pinched the bridge of his nose, appearing exhausted.

 “I got to a point where I could no’ resist any longer.”

 “That’s no’ why you took her virtue. Because you ‘could no’ resist.’ You’re one of the most disciplined men I’ve ever known. Which means you made a conscious decision.” He exhaled a long breath. “You did it so you would be forced to marry her. And more important, so a woman like that would be forced to marry you.”

 His eyes narrowed. “No, she wants me, too.”

 “Do you think that someone like her is going to enjoy living in a drafty four-hundred-year-old keep? No’ to mention that your propitious land grab just officially put your home in the middle of nowhere. A seamstress is no’ going to ride through thousands of acres to get to your bonny wife out there.”

 “Where she lived before was no’ exactly a metropolis.”

 “Does she even know who you are? Be realistic, Court.”

 “You mean a cursed, sterile mercenary living in a stone heap?”

 Hugh raised his eyebrows and said simply, “Aye.”

 Strange how one word could feel like a punch he hadn’t tensed for. Court didn’t bother to hide his resentment before he strode from the room.

 Afterward he walked the house, scowling at everything he saw. This was not how he lived. What she saw was gilded. Anna saw the wealth and the servants, and if she was comfortable here, she would not be at his home in the wilds of northern Scotland.

 And what did she know about him? She had an idea of him as a gentle lover, but lately he’d been losing control, little by little.

 Sometimes he wanted to take her much harder than he did. . . .

 He entered her room, found her sleeping on her front, with the sheet kicked off and her hair spilling across the pillow just as it had when he’d gone to her room in Andorra. He’d stared at her that night, envisioning himself palming her thighs and sex until she rose to her knees. Court remembered how furiously he’d wanted her, remembered how he’d hated the fact that a fine lady like her would never have him.

 Yet she would. She would right now.

 He stripped down, then knelt between her legs, running his hand up her thighs to her nightgown. She murmured but slept on as he rolled it higher to her waist.

 He put his palm to her sex, his fingers higher, massaging. She woke with a gasp.

 “Spread your legs.” She did without hesitation. “More.” She did, trusting him.

 He pressed his finger into her, closing his eyes at the lush feeling, the growing wetness that would soon be gloving him. When her breaths came faster he placed another finger in. She moaned, but he wouldn’t push far within her—just enough to make her want more. He groaned when she tried to twist down to get him to take her deeper. Using small touches, he teased her to her knees.

 “Yes,” he said, his voice hoarse. “On your knees. On your hands.” When she was as he wanted her, he rolled her night-dress up her back and over her head, pulling her up against his chest so he could untangle the silk from her arms. He threw it to the side, then inhaled the addictive scent of her hair as it brushed his face. “I canna get enough of you, mo cridhe,” he rasped as he eased her back down.

 Without his touch she must have grown embarrassed, because she started to lie down once more. He grabbed her hips before she could and steadied her. “No, I want you like this.”

 “Like what?” she whispered.

 In answer, he spread her flesh and ran his thumb up and down. Her head fell forward and her back arched down. “But . . . it’s how . . . it’s how animals mate,” she whispered wildly.

 “Aye.” He reached under her and cupped her breast, plucking her nipple, and she gasped.

 “I can’t . . . I don’t know.”

 He pulled her up to his chest again, and brushed her thick hair over her shoulder so he could kiss her neck, then trailed his fingers down her belly all the way to her sex, plunging his fingers into her. She moaned and went limp. He captured her against his chest, with a tight arm wrapped over her breasts. Beneath them, he thrust his fingers into her again and again until she was close. Then he removed them, devoting both hands to her breasts, palming them wholly and lightly pinching her nipples.

 She cried out, “Please, Court.”

 “What do you want?”

 “You know.”

 “You need something filling you?”

 She gasped but nodded.

 He prodded her thigh with his now aching erection. “Put it inside you.”

 “What?” she whispered.

 “Put me inside you. Now.”

 “How?”

 “You know how.”

 When she hesitated, he circled her nipple with the tip of his finger as he ran his tongue against her earlobe. Her head fell back to rest on his shoulder and he grazed his teeth along her neck, saying against her damp skin, “Take my shaft in your hand.”

 He felt her hand closing over him, distinctly felt one soft finger at a time curling around him. He groaned with need, wanting inside her so badly. He wanted that fine woman from the bed, the one that he’d despaired of ever having, to desire him so strongly that she’d guide him into her own body.

 She brought him to her wet flesh, and he thought he might come the moment the head pushed against her. He put his hands on the front of her thighs and pulled them farther apart, making her spread her knees wider. Then both his hands were back on her breasts, kneading, desperate, struggling not to buck into her.

 He closed his eyes as she did it, as she worked his shaft inside her tightness, loving that she moaned with each inch slowly sliding in. He hissed in a breath, but stilled halfway, letting her get used to him.

 Because he was about to ride her harder than he ever had.

 She put her hands back, grasping his thighs. He clenched her hips, plunging up into her, and she cried out.

 “I need tae take you hard.”

 “Any way you wish—” she cried between hectic breaths, but the words broke on a moan when he rocked his hips into her again.

 “You know what I want, Anna. Will you be givin’ it tae me?”

 Her fingernails dug into the backs of his thighs, and he heard her murmur, “Yes.”

 He took her lobe between his teeth and growled in her ear, “Then go tae your hands.”

 She nodded, her hair brushing up and down over his arm. He placed a flat hand on her back to ease her down, then shoved her knees wider with his own. Clamping her shoulders, he pulled her along his cock.

 He drew his hips back, then thrust again, going in harder than he’d meant to, but she cried, “Ah, yes.”

 He bucked into her, his skin sounding against hers. “Arch your back down,” he grated. She did, and in reward he reached around her to rub at her sex and place his flattened palm just beneath her breast so her nipple rasped against it with each of his thrusts.

 When she moaned, he raised one knee up beside her hip and finally entered her as far as possible. She cried out again, but her growing wetness was all the permission he needed. He squeezed her lush curves, feeling frenzied, taking her harder and harder, driving into her bodily until she was forced to her elbows.

 To his shock and pleasure, she tried to meet him, hastening to her climax. He felt her tense, saw her hands clutch the pillow. He groaned, bit out a curse from the intensity as her body squeezed his, until she fell limp to the bed.

 He turned her to her back, grabbing her leg and working it around so he could stay within her, still thrusting into her.

 He took her hands and captured them over her head with one of his own as he pumped faster and faster. With the other he seized her breast and held it so he could put his mouth on her and graze his teeth over her nipple. At once, she began to come again, her knees falling open in surrender.

 Just when he’d become too thick within her, he followed, never releasing her hands or her breast as he shot deep inside her, coming endlessly and forced to yell out from it, still driving until he collapsed.

 • • •

 MacCarrick’s head lay on her chest, his arms wrapped solidly around her, still lying as he had been when she’d stroked his hair until he’d slept.

 She believed that tonight he had been communicating something to her through his actions. She felt that the message could be one of two things. Either he wanted her to know he could be free with her, that he trusted her to understand the needs hidden within him, and to accept them.

 Or tonight had been a blatant warning.

 If the first, then she could accept him. She wanted his rough ways, craved that he made her feel so much like a woman just because he was so much a man. She thought of his teeth nipping her and shivered. She didn’t want him to hold back or feel he had to hide anything from her.

 If his actions had been a warning, he’d failed miserably. Because she desperately wanted everything he was warning her from.

 Was there a message here that would reveal why he hadn’t asked her to marry him? Were the Gaelic words he oftentimes rasped to her when they made love some type of promise? Once she had asked him what they meant, and he’d said only, “I will tell you soon.” She wanted to demand answers, to force the issue, but these days with him were so precious to her that she feared jeopardizing them in any way.

 She sighed. These thoughts plagued her because each day passing was a step closer to her ruin. Soon she would be given a choice, and if he hadn’t made her his wife, if he wouldn’t make her his wife, she would be forced to prove to all that she was just like her mother, that the Castilian blood ran far too hot in her veins. Because she would be choosing ruin to be with her Scottish lover.

 He shifted positions, bringing her to him now, his head above hers. She knew he slept, but his hand unerringly went to her breast. His hand, so dark and scarred, stood out against her skin. Such a primal sign of possession. At once her nipple hardened beneath his hot palm.

 What he couldn’t know was how badly she wanted to possess him back.
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 Court drew Anna closer against him, her back to his front, her bottom tucked in his lap. He put his face to her hair and inhaled, recalling the night before and growing harder.

 Then the doubts assailed him.

 He’d taken a young woman, innocent and impressionable before she met him, and he’d bent her over and spread her and driven into her hard. And he knew he’d do it again—

 “You’re going to ask me if you hurt me,” she said in a languid voice, reading his mind. He was just about to speak when she took his erection in her hand. “You’re going to ask me if I was embarrassed.” She stroked him. “You didn’t hurt me.” She guided him into her. “I’m not embarrassed.” She wriggled her hips until she was better placed, then slowly moved down on him.

 She was doing this? After last night? Though he was sure he was still dreaming, he met her and entered deep.

 She gasped, then sighed contentedly. “See? None the worse for your wear.”

 “I dinna embarrass you at all?”

 “Perhaps at first, but certainly not toward the end.”

 “Then maybe I’m no’ wicked enough for you?” He nipped her ear and she laughed. He felt it. “I’m an old man with no more tricks in my bag?”

 In an instant, he wrapped his arms tight around her, clasping her to him, and turned on his back. “Courtland?” she cried, when she lay atop him.

 He spread his knees, locking her legs wide outside of them and set his hands all over her breasts and belly. She moaned when he dug his heels down to thrust up into her while his fingers flicked and played. He took her like this until she arched her back off his body, driving herself nearly down to the hilt, and when she melted on him, he spent hot within her.

 Afterward he returned her to her front and reluctantly withdrew from the warmth of her body. He brushed her hair to the side and ran his thumbs along her slim shoulders until she slept again, then murmured in her ear, “Anna, my heart is full.”

 He rose and dragged on his trousers to return to his room. When he glanced back at her before shutting the door, she turned to her back, treating him to a view of her delectable breasts, and he groaned, knowing he wouldn’t even make it till the afternoon before having her once more. He’d bring her breakfast and see if he could tempt her. He grinned. She was always as tempted as he.

 In his room, he washed and dressed and found himself whistling. He wasn’t a whistler. He shrugged, then stomped down the stairs, but when he was halfway down, his face fell.

 Ethan was home.

 His brother always looked furious, but this time markedly so, his scar whitening. Bloody hell. He gave Court one look and turned for the study. Court swore under his breath and followed.

 “I have heard some of the situation,” he began as soon as Court shut the door. “How long do you intend to stay like this?”

 “Her brother will come soon,” he hedged.

 “And then you’ll let her go with him? Even though you’ve slept with her?”

 “Hugh told you?”

 “He’d said nothing. Our mother is no’ the only one getting reports from this house. I’d heard and then your face told me.”

 Of course Ethan knew. Ethan knew everything.

 “Your Castilian has been asking the servants what a peculiar Gaelic phrase means.” He skewered Court with a look. “Her pronunciation is extraordinary, I’m told. She couldn’t have just heard it once in passing and then repeated the sounds so perfectly.”

 Actually, she could. She could mimic Ethan cold within five seconds of meeting him.

 “You bound her to you?”

 “Aye.” The words had just seemed to flow from him. There was no stopping them. And yes, he’d told her that more than once.

 “So she was innocent and of good family?”

 “Aye,” he said, putting his shoulders back. He refused to be ashamed of what he’d done.

 An amused expression of disbelief. “You actually think you’re going to marry the lass?”

 “I will.”

 “Tell me, brother, do you hate her?”

 Court narrowed his eyes.

 From a leather satchel by the desk, Ethan withdrew a weighty tome and tossed it onto the desk.

 Leabhar nan Sùil-radharc. The Book of Fates.

 Court scrambled back, never taking his eyes from it as every muscle in his body instantly went rigid with tension. The cover glimmered like the scales of a fish and showed none the worse for wear from all the times his forefathers had sought to destroy it. Court’s stomach clenched, then roiled. The only marking the book had accepted was blood.

 It was not as thick as it could have been—more pages could’ve been added. But they knew it ended where it did because there were to be no more direct descendants to have their fates foretold.

 “You must hate her. You’ve put her in a situation where she can marry you or be ruined. Of course, she had better choose ruined. Much better than death and torment at worst, or at best a financially strapped mercenary who canna give her children.”

 “Why did you bring that here?” He looked around wildly, not believing Anna was in the same house as this cursed thing.

 “I thought I might need to refresh your memory.”

 Court didn’t bother to disguise his fury. He could kill Ethan for this. “As if I’d ever forget.”

 “But you have. And you’ve apparently forgotten what happened to the last woman engaged to one of us. Specifically me.”

 “It is no’ like that, Ethan. I feel that this is different—”

 “Of course you do.” He exhaled and gave Court a rare look of pity. “You want it so badly you’ll do anything to convince yourself it is, but all you’re doing is hurting her.”

 Court was shaking his head, watching in misery as Ethan opened it to the last page. Their page.

 “Good on you, Court. Why wait for ‘death and torment’ when you can meet it head-on? A career killing for money, seducing innocents . . . By the time you’re my age, you’ll have bypassed the deeds I’ve done.”

 That rocked him. Ethan was not a kind man. He’d always made the detestable things Court did seem petty.

 “Strange,” Ethan mused, “I feel no different than I did when I was still the most evil MacCarrick.”

 Court ignored his grim humor. “And what if her brother never comes? You have all the answers—what should I do then?”

 “You know Hugh and I can find her a place of safety.”

 “I can keep her safe. I will go down there and destroy every Rechazado to protect her.”

 “But you still have to let her go. If you will no’, you’ll prove you doona care for her enough. If you truly did, you would never even chance her life. Look at Hugh—he refuses to be near Jane, but you think to marry yours.” Ethan slammed the cover shut.

 With a last revolted look at the book, Court stormed from the room, passing Hugh on the way out. “Watch Anna. And doona let him or that bloody book get near her.” Outside he scarcely noticed the people on the street darting out of his way.

 • • •

 “Out for a spell.” That was Hugh’s cryptic answer when she’d asked where Court was. When she’d asked two hours ago. She didn’t like it when he went out, could imagine far too many scenarios where he got ambushed, where he was outnumbered.

 She paced the foyer, not caring that the servants gave her queer glances. They would anyway, since they all knew she was being bedded by MacCarrick daily, sometimes hourly.

 Finally, he strode in the door from the drizzle outside, shaking his soaked hair like a wolf. He must have been walking outdoors the entire time.

 “Where have you been? I was worried.”

 There was a bleakness in his eyes that wasn’t there before. “What’s happened?” he asked.

 “Nothing. I just missed you and you didn’t say good-bye.”

 He put his hands on her shoulders, absently rubbing her neck with his thumbs. She knew it was an unconscious gesture. “I was reminded of something today,” he said, his words halting. He seemed to realize he touched her, because he looked surprised and cast his hands down.

 “What is it?” she asked, becoming alarmed.

 “I’ve realized things about us, about the way . . . about the way I feel, and I never want to hurt you. I am going back to—” He fell silent and tensed visibly, then turned back to the door, his body rigid and protective in front of her. His hand went behind him under his coat and rested on a pistol she hadn’t known was there.

 One of the front doors flew open, and MacCarrick relaxed the hand on his gun.

 “Aleix?” He was well! He was here! She ran to hug him.

 “Are you all right?” Aleix demanded as he took her shoulders to study her. “Are you unhurt?”

 “Yes, I’m very well,” she assured him. Seeming convinced of her well-being, his attention focused on MacCarrick. Aleix looked as though he’d kill him. “Now, Aleix, let me explain—” A figure drew Annalía’s gaze. She turned back to the door, gaping. “Olivia?”

 At that moment, Aleix charged MacCarrick, who met him, the two like animals after each other’s throats as they fell into vases, pummeling each other. Oh, God, she didn’t want either one hurt!

 “You filthy Scot,” her brother bellowed. “You put me in Pascal’s prison, then you take my sister? You are about to die.”

 Wait, Court put Aleix in prison? . . . He’d said he didn’t. He’d said he never attacked them—“Oh!” She put her hand over her mouth. He never said he hadn’t fought against Aleix.

 “Enough!” Everyone froze. Annalía slowly peered over her shoulder to find a man—an older version of Court, but for the twisting scar running down his face. This must be Ethan. If possible he was more menacing than Courtland and Hugh.

 Hugh strode in. Annalía heard Olivia mutter in Spanish, “Terrifying, petrifying, and horrifying.”

 “Court, I doona care who you’re fighting or why,” Ethan said. “Do it outside the house.”

 Court gave him a grim nod, then looked at Aleix. Aleix turned for the door.

 When the sound of the fight ensued, she and Olivia started after them.

 “Stop. Now,” Ethan said to them, his voice low and threatening.

 She stopped and noticed Olivia did as well as they both turned back.

 “But we can’t let this happen,” Olivia said.

 “They’ll kill each other!” Annalía cried.

 “No, they won’t.” When Ethan spoke she felt compelled to believe him. She relaxed marginally until he added, “Court will undoubtedly thrash him.”

 Both gasped. Annalía’s hand went to her forehead. Olivia scanned the room, no doubt for a weapon, the little witch.

 “Is no one pulling for my brother?”

 Annalía could have sworn that this amused Ethan, not that you could tell by the granite expression on his face. Maybe the skin around his eyes wasn’t as tight. His jaw not so clenched.

 “No,” she and Olivia said in unison, then glared at each other.

 “I canna wait to have these dynamics explained to me. Shall I tear Court off your beloved . . . ?” He trailed off, expecting them to answer.

 “Aleix! His name is Aleix, and he’s my brother. And yes, you should.”

 “He’s my fiancé and you should, but not because he needs you to,” Olivia quickly added.

 “No, indeed he doesn’t,” Annalía sniffed. A split second later: “Fiancé?”

 While she restrained herself from clawing the witch’s eyes out, the older MacCarrick walked outside, in a leisurely stride.

 Minutes later, both men returned behind him, wet from the drizzle. Aleix’s nose and lip bled, and both his eye and cheek were swelling. MacCarrick had no such marks, but then he was a professional killer. . . .

 “Get in the carriage, Annalía,” Aleix said between breaths. “I’m taking you away from here.” To MacCarrick, he said, “When I get her safe, I’ll come back to finish this. Make your peace.”

 When she didn’t move, Aleix took her hand. She pulled it free to march in front of MacCarrick. “Please tell me you didn’t put my brother in Pascal’s jail.”

 His gaze was locked on hers. “I canna do that.”

 “Why did you never tell me? You said you didn’t attack them. And I believed you.”

 After a long pause, he grated, “They—attacked—us,” every word as though pulled from him.

 “It doesn’t matter,” Aleix said from behind them. “You jailed us. You kept us from killing Pascal.”

 “Jailed, aye. No’ killed,” MacCarrick bit out. “You brought us farmers and ranchers. It would have been a slaughter.” She knew he didn’t often give explanations for his actions and was surprised that he would do it now.

 “We were closing in on Pascal.”

 “You were closing in on the Rechazados protecting Pascal. Putting you in jail saved your lives. Ask Pascal’s daughter.”

 With obvious reluctance, Olivia said, “It’s true.”

 Aleix gave him a disgusted look. “I would rather have risked it than have my people suffering.” He offered Annalía his hand again. “Come with me before he decides to ransom you.”

 She waited for MacCarrick to interrupt him. To argue with him. He did nothing, just stood watching her. Her heart hammered so loud she wondered if everyone could hear it.

 “Now, Annalía,” Aleix told her in Catalan. “Leave your things and come with me.”

 MacCarrick had sworn he would get her to her brother. His task was complete. And though she’d thought they had made a commitment to each other, he’d never asked her to marry him and they’d never talked of the future. You’re mine, he’d said like a vow.

 Obviously, he’d done the same twisting of the truth that he’d done concerning the fight with her brother. You’re mine. For a time.

 Shoulders back, she walked to him. “You said you’d get me safely to my brother.”

 “So I did.”

 “Have you nothing else to say?” When he stood silent, she said, “Then thank you.” Don’t cry, don’t cry! She offered her hand. “I appreciate your . . . help.”

 He didn’t take her hand. He didn’t take it and use it to draw her against his solid chest as he told everyone else to go to hell. Her heart hurt as though she’d been stabbed. His brothers stood near him with silent, icy demeanors. Their understood ruthlessness and will highlighted those same aspects in Courtland. She’d never had a chance with him. A man couldn’t change his nature.

 She’d worried about the decision she would have to make, but it had never been about her choice. He would let her go, and she was about to burst into tears.

 “Very well,” she murmured as she turned for her brother. “I’m ready.”
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 Anna’s walking away from me. Court couldn’t think or reason beyond that.

 He’d hurt her, then made reparations as best as he was able. He needed to get her away before he hurt her again. Next time he might not be able to fix the problem. Death and torment . . . The shining cover dared him to defy it.

 She glanced over her shoulder, not pleadingly, but as if to memorize him. Then turned away. He tensed, hands clenching, barely preventing himself from acting on the command echoing inside him: Get Anna.

 Behind him, Hugh must have noticed, because he said in a low voice, “You have to do this for her. Let her go with her family.”

 Her brother shepherded her away, already protecting her. Damn it, that was Court’s responsibility. That was his right.

 She was his.

 Ethan put a hand on his shoulder. Coming from Ethan it was a threatening gesture instead of comforting, and both of them knew it.

 He turned to the two. Hugh frowned at Court’s face as if confounded. Ethan took one look at him and scowled more, if possible. Court felt mad, crazed, and knew he looked it. “Only until I make sure she’s safe,” he said with difficulty.

 “A woman like that doesn’t belong with a man like you. Even if we weren’t shadowed.”

 “You’re killing her, Court,” Hugh said. “Just like we killed Leith.”

 • • •

 “Wait.”

 She stopped in her tracks so fast her skirts surged forward.

 At this she heard Hugh mutter, “Christ.” Ethan hissed a startlingly vile curse, then said in warning, “Courtland . . .”

 Aleix turned to her, his battered face showing his displeasure.

 “How are you going to keep her safe?” Court asked of Aleix.

 Annalía turned, tilting her head at him. She’d never seen this fierce expression, the wild look in his eyes.

 “I’ll protect my own.”

 MacCarrick nodded in the direction of the doorway, indicating the lone carriage waiting outside in the rain. “You doona have outriders. I’ll wager you doona even have a weapon.”

 “You’re begging me to prove that I do.”

 “She’s been marked by the Rechazados.”

 Aleix’s tone went low as though pained. “I know.”

 Olivia piped in, “We’ve been, too.” Aleix gave her a harsh, warning glance, which seemed to delight her, then she sauntered over to inspect an expensive vase. Annalía suspected that vase would be found in their carriage momentarily.

 “They’ve attacked three times already.”

 “What?” Aleix reached for her arm, but MacCarrick lunged forward and snatched Aleix’s wrist.

 “Doona touch her arm,” he warned. She had nearly healed, but it would be tender if he’d grabbed it.

 “What happened to it?” Aleix demanded with a withering glare at MacCarrick’s grip.

 “They shot her.” MacCarrick released him. “And they’ll do it again.”

 “You let them shoot her?” Aleix’s tone sounded more frightening than Annalía had ever heard it. And MacCarrick? She couldn’t make out his feelings at all, but sensed violence in him, sharp and ready. She had to cool this situation.

 “Aleix, I ran from MacCarrick toward them. Like an imbecile, shouting for their help.”

 Aleix never took his eyes from MacCarrick. “You let her go?”

 She put herself between them, standing on her toes to attempt to reach his line of vision. “I elbowed his throat. And he still ran right after me to throw us behind a boulder. That was only the first time he saved my life.” Had Aleix relaxed the tiniest bit? “Two Rechazados attacked while we rode north. He took down one—”

 “One?” Olivia surveyed Annalía with obvious newfound interest.

 Annalía answered, “I got the other one. I had this rock hidden in my skirt meant for MacCarrick.” Aleix appeared astonished, as if he didn’t recognize her. “It had worked on him before.”

 MacCarrick gave his brothers a baleful expression as if anticipating their censure. “She told me she’d hurt her feet. When I went to look at them, she swung her dress around . . .” Hugh raised his eyebrows and MacCarrick grated, “She’s crafty.”

 Aleix took her elbow. “You can tell me about this later.”

 “You will no’ take her from here,” MacCarrick grated.

 “You think to order me? You bloody, arrogant Scot—” And they were at it again.

 Annalía flushed in embarrassment at Aleix’s comment, wondering how Hugh and Ethan MacCarrick would respond. Annalía was learning that Ethan had one expression—malice just under the surface. Hugh shrugged. “Been called worse.”

 Court slammed into Aleix, hurtling him over a table, crashing it flat. Aleix clambered up from the wood to tackle MacCarrick, pushing them into the next room. “Will you help me?” she asked Hugh. Ethan was just too fearsome to ask.

 Hugh swore, then strode between them throwing elbows. “You’re behaving stupidly, Court. And much is on the line.”

 When they broke apart, both out of breath, Ethan spoke in a disgusted tone, “You have a common enemy. Excise the threat, then kill each other if you like.” And then he was gone.

 “They’re right,” MacCarrick said finally. “You want to kill me, which might even be fair, and I’m going to enjoy beating you down when you try, but we have other tasks at hand before then. I will no’ allow you to distract me from them.”

 Aleix wiped his bleeding lip with his sleeve and labored to catch his breath. He gave MacCarrick one sharp nod.

 Assured they’d stopped fighting, she hurried to shut the front door against the rain that had started to pour and splatter into the house. She could scarcely believe it when she spotted her horse tethered to their coach. “Iambe!” she cried, amazed that Aleix had thought to take her from Pascal.

 “Anna, get away from the goddamned door,” MacCarrick barked, striding toward her.

 “How dare you speak to her that way,” Aleix snapped as he followed. “Do you even know who she is?”

 Olivia informed her, “Iambe is no longer my horse’s name.”

 Annalía turned on her, ready to do violence, when she felt a hand clutch her neck and a cold barrel at her temple.

 They’d come again.

 She caught Court’s eyes and saw the fury and rage firing in him, but this time she knew her luck had run out.

 She really wished she’d told him she loved him.



Thirty-three

[image: Images]

 She believes she’s going to die. Her eyes met Court’s, her expression telling him so. His hand eased back to his pistol, but the Rechazado shoved the barrel harder against her, a move that ripped the breath from Court’s lungs.

 He put his hands out in front of him. “Take me instead,” he bit out.

 Llorente said, “Me for her.”

 The man ran the barrel down her cheek. “We’ll return for you both later.”

 Think, God damn it, think!

 Where the hell was Ethan, where was Hugh? From where he stood, the gunman couldn’t see Hugh in the next room. Hugh could take him out—he’d been trained to kill so quickly. . . . “Hugh,” he rasped in Gaelic, “kill him. By Christ, please do this. Please . . .”

 He sensed his brother silently backing away.

 The one with Anna opened the second door for another, who pointed his pistol at Olivia and indicated she should follow. She finally advanced toward him, but said over her shoulder, “It was still worth it, Llorente.”

 Both Rechazados backed down the steps, Anna stumbling in one’s arms down the wet stairs, blinking from the rain but never taking her eyes from Court’s. As if to gain courage.

 “Doona fight him, Anna.” He didn’t know if she could understand the strangled words.

 The fury was choking him, turning everything he saw black. If the Rechazados got away, Court would find Annalía dead, discarded at the outskirts of the city.

 “God damn it, Anna,” he grated. “Just stay alive. Just hold on—”

 A blast from the second floor. The man’s head burst from one side. He tightened his arm in death around Anna as he collapsed.

 The other whipped his pistol up at Hugh, but both Court and Hugh had already fired. He slumped to his knees, then onto what was left of his face.

 Court knew he’d never forget what he saw for the rest of his life. Anna crawling from the body, eyes blank, lips parted. A bellow of rage roared from him as he ran for her, unable to get to her before her hands slipped from under her in the blood and carnage from both men and the cold rain pooling on the street. The low cries she made . . .

 He slid down next to her, dropping the gun to snatch her into his arms, clutching her to him, his fingers tracing and retracing her temple, scarcely believing. “Anna?” He clasped her head to pull her to his chest.

 She nodded faintly against him.

 How long they stayed like this he didn’t know, but Hugh had come from his vantage, and he and Ethan were outside, scanning for more.

 Llorente was trying to take Anna from him. Court swung out blindly and connected hard with his face. Something broke beneath the blow.

 Hugh took Court’s shoulder. But he couldn’t move.

 “You doona want her to live through that, then die from chill,” Hugh said.

 The words made perfect sense.

 “Come in, Court,” Ethan ordered.

 Only when she shuddered was he able to command his body to move. He drew her into him too hard and rose.

 Once inside, in the bright light, when he saw the blood all over her, things became very clear. “Ethan?”

 “They’re taken care of, Court. Doona think on it.”

 Court swung his gaze to Hugh.

 “Retribution?” Hugh asked.

 “A thousand times.”

 “I’ll ride with you.”

 Court shook his head. “I already owe you more than my life.”

 “We leave at dawn,” Hugh said, ignoring the last.

 Erskine called down in a high, panicked voice that a bath was waiting.

 Court vaguely heard Llorente speaking. Not her husband. Must let her go. Can’t care for her.

 He faced Llorente, felt his teeth bared, heard the other woman snap, “Don’t be stupid, Llorente! He won’t hurt her.”

 Court had started for the stairs when Anna finally spoke, “I’ll be fine. I am usually stronger during these things.” Her voice was faltering, her words sounding hollow.

 During these things. If she’d died, he would have meted out death and torment as they’d never known.

 “Why is everyone acting so strangely?” Anna asked.

 Olivia said, “Everyone is acting strangely because your pupils are the size of tea saucers, you’re covered in blood, and you have gun oil smeared on your temple. You’re also deep in shock.”

 “Oh,” she answered in a small voice. “Courtland, put me down, or I’ll become embarrassed. You’ve never reacted like this before.”

 Before.

 Llorente yelled something from below, apparently restrained by Hugh. Monster, brutal, killer, blamed. The last thing Court heard was Hugh telling him, “You’re lucky Court didn’t snap your neck out there.” Llorente was. The impulse had been there.

 In her room, he set her on the foot of the bed, helping her sit up as he undressed her. He’d done this a hundred times, yet he could scarcely get the first button undone. He ripped at her dress—surprising how easily the fabric parted—until he’d stripped her. Lifting her in his arms, he set her in the bath, then knelt beside her.

 Cupping warm water over her shoulders, he asked, “Anna, are you all right?” He didn’t recognize his own voice.

 “Of course.” She was looking straight ahead. Her eyes wouldn’t adjust. So bright in this room, and her pupils wouldn’t recede. When he determined she could sit up by herself, he rushed to the lamp to turn it down, then strode back beside her.

 He took a cloth and brushed at the blood on her face and neck, scrubbed her wee hands. “There’s a good lass,” he bit out as he washed her hair. The oil at her temple didn’t want to come clean, and he couldn’t rub much harder.

 She would already have a bruise from the barrel. He shuddered violently.

 “Courtland? You must try to be patient with Aleix.” Her voice sounded confused. “He is not like my fierce Scot. The fighting is new to him, and he thinks he’ll lose me as he lost Mariette and the little baby girl. I am his last family.”

 “Mo cridhe, you know I will do anythin’ you ask of me.” He put his forehead against her shoulder.

 “I do know that,” she said softly.

 He felt her relaxing, then tensing as she fought sleep, so he rinsed her hair and body, then placed her on her feet to dry her. A cursory glance around the room revealed a nightgown and some of Court’s clothes laid out for them. He dressed her in the gown before bundling her in the bed under several blankets.

 The sight of his clean clothes reminded him that he had blood on himself as well. Fearing she’d be alarmed later, he stripped and rinsed with the remaining buckets of water. He swiftly dressed then pulled a chair over so he could sit beside her.

 “I don’t know why I’m so sleepy.” She reached out her hand for his. “I’ve been so tired lately.” He took it, put his elbows on his knees, and leaned forward to press his face down against her palm. When she slept, he didn’t let it go.

 Llorente walked in shortly after. Court glanced up without interest, vaguely noticing he’d broken at least Llorente’s nose.

 “I want to see my sister.” His voice was thick, from either emotion or injuries.

 Hugh came striding in directly after him, most likely to protect Llorente.

 “Hugh, relax, I will no’ hurt him any longer,” he said, but he eyed Llorente crossing to the other side of the bed to study her face.

 Apparently assured, Hugh said, “We need to plan. Ethan wants to speak with you. I can stay with her.”

 “Tell him to come here. I’ll no’ leave her.” Court noted his hand had tightened on hers.

 “He’s with Olivia.”

 “Bring her as well, then, but I’m no’ leaving.”

 Hugh glanced at Anna. “We will no’ disturb her?”

 “No, she will no’ wake.”

 When Hugh left the room, Llorente said, “And you would know that because you’ve been sleeping with her?”

 “Aye.” He defied Llorente to say something about it now.

 The look in his eyes must have dissuaded Llorente from that subject, becaused he asked, “Are you certain she wasn’t injured?”

 “She’s bruised. She’s in shock. No more.”

 Hugh and Ethan returned with a table and chairs, Olivia following. Erskine brought the coffee service and then exited without a word.

 Court reluctantly relinquished Anna’s hand and tucked it under the blanket. After he tugged the cover higher to her chin, he strode over to sit.

 Llorente pulled a chair, uninvited, to the table, studying them. He would have to be wondering how Hugh could shoot like that, would have to be wondering about Ethan’s lethal demeanor and how he’d received his twisting scar. Though Court knew Llorente was baffled by all this as well as Court and Anna’s relationship, he wisely asked nothing.

 Court began, “Ethan, I need you to stay here with her.” He caught Ethan’s eyes, showing him how much he was entrusting to him.

 “Aye. I’ll bring in some men as well,” Ethan said.

 “If we doona come back, you must take Anna to Carrickliffe among the clan. Make them swear to her.”

 “It’s done.”

 “And what of Olivia?” Llorente asked. “She must stay with Annalía.”

 Court swung a glance at him. “You can take care of Olivia.”

 “If you’re hunting the Rechazados, I’m going as well.” He ran a sleeve over his still bleeding lip.

 “You stay here,” Court said.

 “That’s my land and my people. I need to be there if you’re going in.”

 “He’s right, Court,” Hugh said. “He’ll just follow us down anyway.”

 Court shrugged. “You’ll get in the way of what I’m after only once.”

 Llorente narrowed his eyes at that, then said, “And Olivia?” He didn’t understand what he was asking for.

 Hugh said, “Ethan, just agree to it. They’ll need to be together.”

 Ethan hesitated for several seconds, then inclined his head. And with that, a man considered wicked by so many—often rightly so—would now risk his life for both of them. “Court, what do you know about the order?”

 Court leaned forward, struggling to become cold, to focus on what they had to do. “They prefer to stay as a unified corps, dispatching smaller groups. If we could get close enough to where they camp, we could take them out at one time.”

 “There will just be new ones enlisted,” Llorente said.

 Court shook his head. “If you take out all of them, who’s to pass on their orders?”

 Hugh added, “I’ve read about them as well”—read about them, no doubt, in a thick dossier with the instructions “engage at will.”“Even if you canna take them all, if you eliminate their leader, it’s like cutting the head off a snake.”

 “But it won’t matter if Pascal lives,” Llorente pointed out. “He’ll keep sending men. He’s got an army of deserters wanting to rise in the ranks.”

 “Then we have to kill them to a man,” Court answered, obviously surprising Llorente. Court gave him a look of disgust. “Did you possibly conceive that I would leave a single man alive who would hurt her?”

 “You’re talking about the Rechazados, the deserters and Pascal. In one campaign?”

 “Aye.”

 Llorente nodded slowly. “We’ll need more men.”

 Hugh said, “No’ for the Rechazados, if they camp together and if we have the right . . . gear.” Explosives. “So we’d need men only for the deserters. Court, can you contact your crew?”

 “I’ve tried and have no’ heard back. They probably went east with Otto.”

 “I’m no’ sure they did.” Ethan said. “Weyland and I have been working to get the deserters out of Andorra for months. Which was how I’d known you’d chosen . . . unwisely to ally with Pascal. Weyland’s pressured the British ambassador, who’s pressured the Spanish to raise the bounties on the deserters. Exponentially. If I know our cousin, Niall would’ve determined how lucrative it could be. With Court’s crew, it’d be like shooting fish in a barrel.”

 “You think his mercenaries are in Andorra?” Llorente asked. “That’s good news.”

 “Aye. Good for us,” Court said. “Bad for your house.”

 Llorente raised his eyebrows. “Should I ask?”

 Hugh quickly said, “No’ if you’ve any sense.”

 Llorente prudently returned to the matter at hand. “I’ve studied the deserters and you know the Rechazados, but I don’t know Pascal and know you don’t either.”

 “No,” Court admitted. “He alters routines, moves domiciles. I could no’ find a pattern.”

 “Neither me.”

 Olivia coughed delicately. They turned to her, saw her admiring her reflection in a silver spoon. “But I have.”

 • • •

 When the others had retired, and Court took his chair beside Annalía again, Llorente remained.

 “You care for her. Obviously a great deal,” he said, taking a chair on the opposite side of the bed to face him. “Why didn’t you marry her before I got here to tell you no?”

 “Because I care for her a great deal.”

 “You kidnapped my sister and forced her into a different country. Apparently, you took over my home—while I was rotting in a cell that you had put me in. You stole from me. You bloody broke my nose. It’s hard to imagine that you could do much more.”

 “But I have.”

 “Yes, you have. She could be with child.”

 “She will no’ be with child.”

 “How can you be sure?”

 “Canna have bairn.” Normally he would never have revealed this to someone like Llorente, but now it seemed so insignificant.

 “I should believe that?”

 “Aye, it’s true, though I dearly wish it was no’.” Odd that men always thought if they got a woman with child then they had to marry her. If Anna could be with child, Court would get to marry her.

 Llorente hesitated, then said, “Is that why you wouldn’t marry her? Not that I would let you anyway, but that’s a plus in my mind.”

 Anna had said he’d lost his wife and daughter. Must’ve been childbirth. “No, that’s no’ the reason. Just leave it alone.”

 Llorente put his elbows on his knees and stared at the floor. “When we finish this I will have to go to Castile hat in hand and ask them to contract a sympathetic match for her. She will hate me for it, but it must be done.”

 Court gnashed his teeth at the thought. As if she sensed his anger, Anna turned in sleep. “Courtland?” she whispered. “On és ell?”

 “She wants to know where you are.”

 Did Llorente not think Court could understand? Of course he didn’t. Court was an ignorant Scot. “I can speak Catalan,” he snapped under his breath. Then, dismissing Llorente, Court raised her hand to his lips to reassure her.

 “T’estimo, Courtland,” she sighed.

 Llorente said in a dumbfounded tone, “Then you know that for some ungodly reason she just told you she loves you.”

 • • •

 When he heard Ethan’s men arriving near dawn, Court rose from his chair. Of course he hadn’t slept—he’d taken every minute he could with her after Llorente hesitantly left them last night.

 Court lightly touched her cheek, glad at least that her color was back and her skin was warm.

 He wanted to kiss her and tell her how much he didn’t want to leave, but if she woke and asked him what was happening, how could he answer?

 I broke your brother’s face last night; we’re going to Andorra to stamp out anyone who would hurt you; and afterward, because I took your innocence, you’ll be forced to Castile. We won’t see each other again, though I’d intended to marry you.

 If the Rechazados didn’t kill him . . .

 When he brushed her hair from her face, the bruise at her temple stood out starkly. He flinched and a coldness settled over him . . . enabling him to walk away. “Is tu mo gràdh thar gach nì,” he murmured to her before he clenched his hands and left. I love you above all things.

 Downstairs, he found Ethan preparing for war—Court had expected no less—with Hugh directing the packing of supplies. Both left him with nothing to work on.

 So to gain strength for what he was about to do—abandon Anna—he stole into the study and retrieved the book. He’d never voluntarily touched it before, and hated the feeling of it now, but he wanted to read it, and curse it to hell where it belonged. He’d just turned to their page when Llorente walked in.

 The timing. Court was really beginning to hate him.

 “Ethan told me I’d find you here.”

 “Did he, then?”

 “MacCarrick, I’ve thought about this all night, and I want you to marry Annalía before we go.”

 This was unexpected, but still . . . “No.”

 “For some inexplicable reason, she loves you, and she won’t want to go to Castile. As much as it grieves me to even consider you, I must.”

 “No.”

 “Do you think this is easy for me? I’m a proud man and I despise you—the very idea of being related to you pains me. Remembering the prestigious suits I smugly turned down only to be asking you now appalls me. But I will swallow my pride to see her happy.”

 Maybe he didn’t hate Llorente. Had to admire the man’s doggedness. Broke his nose last night and Llorente was asking him to marry his sister the next morning. For her. Must be difficult as hell.

 “She has her own fortune.”

 Court’s jaw clenched, and he gave him the look his comment deserved.

 Llorente appeared surprised. “I apologize if I offended, but you are a mercenary.”

 The man wasn’t going to give up until Court hit him again, which he could no longer do. He would give his explanation, and if Llorente scoffed, then he’d have tried.

 “See this book? This is why I will no’ marry her.” He opened it to the last page and stabbed his finger against it.

 Llorente advanced to the table, skimmed over the lines, then faced him with an expression of astonishment. “You believe you’re cursed?”

 Court sank back in his chair. “The things it says have all come to pass.”

 “Like what?” he asked, his tone almost amused.

 “It says that none of us will have children and none of us ever have.”

 “Your brothers believe this, too?”

 “Aye.”

 “Then it’s a bloody good thing you can’t have children, because lunacy obviously runs in your family. My God, my Andorran grandmother wasn’t this superstitious.”

 He looked disgusted and Court couldn’t blame him. Court had looked the same way until they’d found their father dead.

 “And your father? I suppose his thread was cut?”

 “Within a day of our reading the lines.”

 But Llorente was hardly listening to him. “This is why you didn’t marry her before we arrived?” He snatched up the book, as if to hurl it. He froze, slowly turning his face to his outstretched hand. He placed the book down as though it were as delicate as eggshell. Then crossed himself. “Return to the page.”

 When Court leaned forward and did, Llorente read again, his expression growing more furious. “There’s blood there.”

 “A warring clan stole the book hoping to cripple us. There was a battle to get it back.”

 “You don’t know what it says? Have you tried to wash it—?”

 “The blood will no’ be lifted.”

 Llorente shook his head. “But what it says could be heartening.”

 Court let out a breath. “Or it could be worse.”

 Llorente’s eyes narrowed. “Yesterday. Do you think that was . . . ?”

 “Do I believe Anna was crawling through an assassin’s blood in the gutter last night because of my fate? Maybe, maybe no’. But I will no’ risk the scarcest chance.” Whenever that image of Anna arose in his mind, he struggled to replace it with an image of the future he would ensure she had. He saw her safe in warm Spain, among her own people, with golden-skinned children playing about her skirts. “She will be free of them and free of me.”

 Llorente glared at the book, read it again. His face was tight when he turned to him. “Then you must swear it.”

 Court hesitated, then finally nodded. “Aye, my word. Let me finish my tasks first, and I’ll never have to see her again.”
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 These are eggs?” Olivia asked Annalía again as she poked at them on her plate. Eggs shouldn’t move as these did. She leaned down to peer at them at eye level. “They don’t look like eggs.”

 Olivia glanced up to see the chit put her hand over her mouth. Her face was turning green again. If Annalía didn’t eat something soon and keep it down, Olivia might have to do something drastic.

 She could just see herself confessing to Aleix that Annalía grew ill on her watch. For some reason before he’d gone, Aleix had taken Olivia aside—not Ethan, not Erskine, not a stranger from the street—and asked her to take care of Annalía. She’d stared at him for long moments, wondering what he really was asking her, wondering if he was jesting, then realized he actually expected her to protect his sister. “How have you been living off this stuff?” Olivia pushed her breakfast tray away. “I haven’t tasted a single spice since we got to Britain.”

 Annalía sat at the headboard of her bed, still in her dressing gown, knees drawn to her chest. “MacCarrick often sent out for food for me. He always knew what I liked.” And there went the bottom lip trembling.

 Olivia smiled pleasantly. “After I marry your brother, I will have the kitchen stocked with spices. Expensive ones.” She picked up a book from the stack she’d plundered from the library downstairs, licked her thumb, and flipped through with desultory flicks of her wrist. “And we’ll get a Spanish chef who knows how to use them. And who will sing opera.”

 Annalía’s eyes narrowed. “I know what you’re doing. Even as my mind refuses to believe it. Every time I want to cry you say something to provoke me.”

 Yes, Olivia had been doing that among other things. For Aleix, she was keeping his little sister from going mad or getting sick. When Annalía had woken that first morning and run downstairs, searching frantically for MacCarrick and her brother, Olivia had patiently explained that they’d left early, ready to get this fight won.

 “Did MacCarrick leave me a message?” Annalía asked.

 “He told me to tell you that they would be through in a few weeks. And that Ethan would see us down when it is safe,” Olivia had answered, veering from the truth. Llorente had told her that; MacCarrick had given no such assurance or message. When Olivia had asked MacCarrick if there was anything he’d like to relate—and yes, she’d asked—he’d only grated, “Olivia, if you are unkind to her in any way . . .”

 So ever since they’d gone, Olivia had hedged the truth—and met every sign of tears with snide comments and crude observations. Yet she could only stem the tide for so long, and even now Annalía’s eyes watered.

 Olivia slammed the book flat on the table. “That is one thing I’m not looking forward to—a watering pot for a sister. The embarrassment of it!”

 “How would you feel?” Annalía demanded. “The man I love was letting me go, though I thought we would be together. I’d just found out he’d given Aleix to Pascal. I was nearly murdered. Then MacCarrick left me without saying good-bye!”

 “One more time—your brother would be dead right now if MacCarrick hadn’t put him away, and MacCarrick never lied to you about that. He merely omitted, a tactic I know well and use whenever I feel that I’m getting just shy of hellbound. Say good-bye? He was with you the entire night before he left. I’m sure he said quite a few things”—she raised her eyebrows accusingly at Annalía—“yet it’s his fault you weren’t awake to hear them?”

 “He could have left me a letter.”

 “Now you’re just being silly. He’s a mercenary —he’s not going to go about penning love letters, and really, what would he write? ‘Anna . . . love you . . . grrr?’ ”

 Annalía ignored the last. “I just wish I could remember that night! It’s all so confusing. And I feel awful—I never feel awful.” She clasped her forehead. “How can you stand the bloody worry?”

 Olivia slid her nail file across the tabletop to drop it in her palm, then leisurely filed. “Oh, I’m not worried about your brother.”

 “What?” Annalía swung her head around, her undone hair whipping to the side.

 “MacCarrick will look out for him. To please you.” Olivia wasn’t fearful for Llorente in the least. MacCarrick? She gave him a one in two chance. “I’m confident he’ll be safe.”

 “MacCarrick would do that, wouldn’t he? . . .” She sniffed.

 “Annalía, don’t you dare—”

 “You would cry in my position!”

 “No, I emphatically would not. I’d scrounge something to eat in this blasted British house, and I’d take care of myself so that when I saw him again I wouldn’t be skin and bones with eyes red from crying. And if I had questions about MacCarrick that couldn’t wait, and I was stuck in a house rife with answers, I’d find them.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “The servants. Servants know everything. ”

“I tried! Courtland often said a Gaelic phrase to me, and it signified something important—I know it—but when I repeated it to Erskine and the cook and the maids and the foot-men no one would translate it for me.”

 Olivia snorted. “I wouldn’t have taken ‘no’ for an answer.”

 Annalía glared. “Should I have held them down and poured boiling water over them until they talked? Really, I’d like your expert advice.”

 Olivia rolled her eyes. “Of course not. You would use boiling oil.”

 In a sighing voice, Annalía asked, “Why are you being so nice to me?”

 Take it back, Olivia almost sputtered. “I’m not being nice to you, I’m acting nice to you. Your brother seems to think I can behave appropriately to certain people.” She began filing her nails again. Annalía had told her that they’d be more attractive if she didn’t file them so sharply, and she’d cast her a long-suffering look. A woman’s nails had nothing to do with attraction. “I’m merely testing Llorente’s theory.”

 Annalía pulled her legs in closer and rested her chin on her knees. “You told me how the ‘engagement’ came about, but you should know that Aleix had vowed never to wed again.”

 “I did know that.” Olivia blew on her nails. “So it’s a good thing I came along to force his hand.”

 Annalía tilted her head at her and scrunched her lips. An open book.

 “I can see that you agree.”

 “If you are what makes Aleix happy, then I will have to tolerate you.”

 “Oh. Since I was awaiting your approval.”

 Annalía exhaled a long breath, her gaze settling blankly on the opposite wall. “MacCarrick never told me he loved me.”

 “What did he say when you told him?”

 Annalía bit her lip.

 “You never told him?”

 “I wanted to. I was going to,” she said as she stood to pace. Olivia wondered yet again if the trembling bottom lip or the pacing was worse. “I just wanted the perfect time and . . . and, very well, I lost my nerve.”

 “Would you have been able to tell him if you were pregnant? You could be, you know,” Olivia said, wondering if Annalía would finally admit to her condition.

 Annalía stilled. “That’s impossible. We can’t have children.”

 Olivia’s lips parted in shock and she dropped her file. Can’t have children? Oh, the devil’s red boots, this was getting worse and worse. The chit had absolutely no clue she was pregnant. No wonder she didn’t understand why she felt so poorly—or why her emotions were roiling.

 Olivia had thought she was keeping it a secret, but no, Olivia was going to have to explain, and in terms more delicate than “In another month, I’ll be the only one wearing your clothes.” She repeatedly knocked her forehead against her hand on the table. Llorente owed her this marriage.

 “I suppose it’s a good thing,” Annalía offered.

 Olivia wearily raised her head.

 “Since he was just going to let me go.”

 “You clearly want to be with him”—Olivia leaned forward as if imparting a secret—“so don’t let him let you go.”

 “Don’t let him—?” Annalía’s brows drew together. “That’s what you’re doing with Aleix.”

 Olivia sat back and propped her half-boots on the table. “So far it’s working. He has to return to me because I have his sister hostage.” She briefly put her fingertips to her lips. “Did I just say that? I mean I’m protecting the baby sister and earning his trust.”

 After a few moments more of pacing, Annalía admitted, “I must say this is better than crying.”

 Olivia threw her hands up. “What have I been telling you? And you’ve got it even easier than I do. Llorente doesn’t love me—yet—but MacCarrick loves you.”

 Annalía frowned, then said with increasing conviction, “He did love me. I might be inexperienced to a ridiculous degree, but I should be able to tell, right? A man couldn’t simply pretend that.”

 He could with ease! But Olivia knew that wasn’t the case here. “Right!” she declared with a firm nod. “Now you stew over your plan of attack while I go find some food in this place. If we have to subsist on tea and biscuits, then we’ll start hoarding tins up here.” At the door she turned back. “And, Annalía, if I come back and see that you’ve been crying”—Olivia made a clawing gesture with her “unattractive” nails—“I will give you something to cry over.”

 • • •

 During Olivia’s absence, Annalía had time to bathe, dress, and conclude two things. First of all, there was no way she was giving up MacCarrick without a fight. She quite liked this idea of simply not allowing him to throw away what they had. It gave her a feeling of some control over her life.

 Second? Though she still had concerns about Olivia—Annalía couldn’t determine if Olivia was intermittently evil or handily the strongest woman she’d ever met—Annalía knew she would’ve gone bloody mad in this tense, foreign household without her future sister-in-law to berate her. . . .

 Olivia returned then, breezing in the doorway, her arms full of biscuit tins. Evidently, they were, in fact, hoarding. She stowed her loot inside the wardrobe, then drew out a smaller package from her skirt pocket, tossing it to her. “This came for you.”

 Annalía caught it. From a jeweler but addressed to Court?

 “The guard dogs downstairs opened it, of course. Well, go on. I want to see jewelry.”

 Annalía pried open the velvet box and found her mother’s stone inside, though without its ribbon choker. Instead, he’d had it set on a chain so delicate, so precious, it was like gossamer.

 Olivia swiped it from her hand. She didn’t cackle and abscond with it as Annalía expected, but whirled Annalía in front of the mirror, to fasten it around her neck. “I remember this stone. I considered owning this stone. The necklace makes it more valuable. Good for you,” Olivia said, as if she’d earned it from MacCarrick.

 Annalía stared in the mirror. He’d somehow figured out what it meant to her, what its significance was, and he’d turned something hurtful into something beautiful for her. The necklace was so exquisite it was like a caress over her neck and chest. God, she missed him!

 Did he send this as a good-bye?

 “You know that Gaelic phrase you were telling me about?” Olivia elbowed her from the mirror so she could try on the rings on the dressing table, modeling her wiggling fingers in the mirror. “What would you give me if I told you what it means? Would you give me an antique ring once worn by a queen?”

 “Right now, the best I’ll offer is that I won’t slap you if you tell me.”

 Olivia raised her eyebrows, obviously impressed with the threat of violence. “Very well, I will tell you.” She paused dramatically. “It means, ‘You are mine. I bind you to me always.’ According to my sources, if MacCarrick told you that, then you’re a breath away from being married.”

 Annalía’s eyes widened. “You lie! How do you know that?”

 “I asked the Scottish woman downstairs. I wouldn’t have asked for you, but I truly did expect you to give me one of—”

 “What Scottish woman?”

 “A new one.”

 “I don’t believe you.”

 Olivia caught Annalía’s eyes in the mirror. “I swear on all that is valuable that I own.”

 Annalía rocked on her heels. It was true! Her thoughts came hectic. He had planned for them to be together! Why hadn’t he told her? He should have. She supposed he did repeatedly, but not in any language Annalía could discern. She’d learn Gaelic! She’d dreamed he’d come to her that last morning and tenderly brushed her hair from her face. Maybe not a dream? She took a deep breath, wondering why her stomach felt so unsettled. Last night she’d mindlessly eaten something kippered or coddled or some dish sounding equally as foreign and unsolid, and she must be paying for it now—

 “So you are Courtland’s,” a voice said from behind them. “The servants wrote telling me as much. But I scarcely believed them.”

 Annalía whirled around, feeling dizzy. She’d stopped whirling, but her head seemed to delight in continuing. A tall, beautiful woman stood there. The woman in the portrait, Annalía realized with a gasp.

 “I’m his mother, Lady Fiona.” She was very genteel as she offered her hand to Annalía, but her eyes were lifeless and dark. And suspicious. “And you are Lady Annalía Llorente. I attempted to garner information about you from Olivia”—she cast Olivia a puzzled glance—“but after tea I realized I’d somehow divulged more than I’d learned.”

 When Olivia gave her a convincingly innocent expression, Lady Fiona returned her attention to Annalía. She tilted her head and examined her as if she were a stray—not cruelly but with detachment. “I never thought of Court falling for a tiny Castilian. Even one as pretty as you. But by all accounts—and even by his own words—he has.” The woman’s expression grew stern. “It matters naught. Lass, do you ken that you canna have him?”

 Annalía, formerly the most gracious woman in social situations, the mistress of all decorum, promptly threw up all over the woman’s skirts.
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 When Court, Hugh, and Llorente rode up the plateaus to Llorente’s home, they had to dodge villagers camping out, weaving around the clothes hanging on their lines, their children playing, and their goats grazing.

 They’d learned that most of the deserters had been scattered and that small parties raided the valleys, forcing the villagers to come to the one place they could be safe.

 Oddly enough, the place where the Highlanders were.

 Court noted that at the first sight of plaid, Llorente’s hands clenched so tightly on the reins they should’ve disinte-grated.

 “And I believe Court’s crew is in residence,” Hugh muttered.

 At the front door, Liam greeted them, graciously showing them into the home. He slapped the seething Llorente on the back and said, “Any friend of Court’s is a friend of ours. You look familiar. Do you like wine? Whisky? Just tell me whatever you need.”

 Inside, Niall and still more men played cards, ate fruit, and snacked on river trout grilled on slate, delicacies that Vitale, of all people, ensured they had plenty of.

 Court’s men saw him and cheered, asking, “Where’s our bonny Andorran?”

 This made Llorente’s look of fury turn murderous. He yanked Vitale along to the other side of the room, and Court heard him demand, “I understand about the villagers, but how could you let these Scots overrun us?”

 Vitale appeared sorry but unbending, his only concern about Annalía.

 Court jerked a chin at Niall, and he rose. “Doona worry about old man Vitale,” Niall said as he joined them, slapping their backs. “Prickly sort till you save his arse from deserters enough times.”

 “We need to discuss some plans with you,” Hugh said, all business.

 “Well, there’s a salon in the front we can go to.” Niall pointed out the direction. “By the dismal look on our Court’s face, I think he’ll be wantin’ to avoid the study and the desk.”

 Hugh raised his eyebrows, and Court scowled.

 Niall again slapped Court hard on the back. This time in sympathy. “Lass steal your heart?”

 Court surprised himself by answering, “I’ll no’ be gettin’ it back.”

 Hugh called for Llorente, who reluctantly followed them to the salon, looking dazed with anger. He sat silently and stiffly, appearing uncomfortable in his own home. Court knew no man had ever hated him as much as Llorente. He shrugged.

 Once they’d all taken seats, Niall outlined the situation. “Andorra was chaos with people fleeing to high peaks and the deserters battling to escape when the main route to Spain was blocked. We’ve cleaned the countryside of them, collecting the bounties, but there’s a group of about two hundred huddled down around Pascal.”

 “How many Rechazados are left?” Court asked.

 “We took out six in the shootout at the border.” Niall looked up to the ceiling, remembering. “Poor MacMungan, the younger one, lost an ear. MacTiernay got shot through his hand. A hole only as big as a beer stein, so it was no’ too terrible—”

 Hugh interrupted, “Seven more down in addition to that. Niall, we’re leaving today to assassinate Pascal and take out the remaining Rechazados for good.”

 Niall nodded in understanding. “And I suppose you rode here first because you want us to round up the remaining deserters? Make even more money?” He eyed him hard. “Only ‘cause you’re family.” He glanced over at the silent Llorente, frowned, then turned back to Hugh and Court. “So what’s brought down the wrath of the MacCarricks?”

 Hugh answered, because Court could not. “One of the Rechazados shoved a gun to Annalía’s temple and was seconds from killing her right before Court’s eyes. Does things.”

 Niall’s face went cold in an instant. “Why did you no’ say so? The crew will be furious.” He slapped his hands and rubbed them together. “It’ll be a slaughter. . . .”

 • • •

 “Well, I’ve never been greeted quite that way.”

 Annalía’s hand flew to her mouth. She ran for a towel by the basin to wipe the woman’s skirts—the only thing she could think of in a situation like this—but heaved again once there.

 Olivia chirped over her shoulder, “I told you there was a new Scottish woman.”

 Lady Fiona asked Olivia, “What is wrong with her?”

 “Perhaps she’s upset that Mr. MacCarrick has left her like this. She and Mr. MacCarrick, the Courtland one, traveled together—alone—for several weeks. Just the two of them. They became . . . very close.”

 What was she babbling about? Maybe Annalía had gotten sick because Courtland’s mother just brought into relief something she’d been struggling with since they’d gone. Do you ken that you canna have him. . . . Why not? When he was all she wanted in the world? She gripped the side of the table, squeezing to get herself under control.

 Lady Fiona’s voice was halting when she asked, “Are you saying? . . .”

 Annalía turned then and caught Olivia nodding slyly as the woman studied her.

 “I’m going to change my skirts,” Lady Fiona said, never taking her eyes from Annalía. “Olivia, dear?”

 “Yes, Lady Fiona.”

 “Do not”—she raised her hand in a stopping gesture—“let her go anywhere.”

 As the strange woman bolted out of the doorway, Olivia called, “As you wish, milady.” Her voice was so saccharine, Annalía nearly emptied her stomach once more.

 When they were alone, Olivia said, “You need to clean up,” then took her shoulder and ran a wet cloth over Annalía’s startled face.

 She did it hard enough that Annalía asked, “Have you never done this before?”

 “Of course, everyone was so kind in Pascal’s household, always caring for each other. What do you think?” She handed her a cup. “Rinse your mouth out.”

 Annalía quickly did.

 The woman swept in directly after. “Now, Lady Annalía—”

 Olivia interrupted to say, “Pardon me, but she likes to be called simply ‘Anna,’ since it sounds more Scottish that way. And of course that’s what Mr. MacCarrick calls her.”

 Annalía swung a lowering glare on Olivia.

 “Of course, Anna.” Lady Fiona looked so pleased, so touched, that Annalía didn’t correct her. “So you and my son became close?”

 Absurdly, Annalía looked to Olivia to answer. When Olivia nodded, she said, “Yes, Lady Fiona.”

 “You care for him?”

 “Yes.” Her eyes began watering. She loved him. So much her heart pained her all the time. She put her nails into her palms to stop herself from crying.

 But Lady Fiona’s sharp-eyed gaze flickered over her hands. “And it was only you and my son, together for all those weeks on the road?”

 Olivia answered for her in a conspiratorial tone, “It’s been just her and your son since then as well. He’s exceedingly proprietary about her. He hit her brother when he tried to take her from him.”

 Annalía rubbed her clammy forehead. “What are we really discussing here?” she asked much too tartly.

 “Lady Fiona is trying to determine if Courtland MacCarrick was your only lover.”

 She gasped in shock. “Of course he was!” she blurted, too late realizing what she’d just admitted. She was humiliated, her face flaming in front of Lady Fiona. She turned on Olivia, telling her with her eyes, Rat. Weasel. All low animals . . . Wait, why was the woman trying to determine that? It wasn’t her business. “With respect to you, I must say this is a private matter that I will not discuss.”

 “But it’s no’ wholly private.” Lady Fiona approached Annalía to stroke the damp hair from her forehead in a maternal gesture. “For this family your baby means so much.”

 “Què?!”

 • • •

 After swift preparations, the entire band rode out, arriving near Ordino late in the night. Niall’s men were to remain outside the city waiting in ready while Court, Hugh, and Llorente slipped in.

 The three found a vantage where they could assess the Rechazados’ camp—an old stone manor high on a mountain cliff. “If I can find a fracture,” Hugh said, scrutinizing it, “I can take the top of the mountain out.”

 “How are you going to get up there?” Court asked, scanning the mountain from the bottom to its sheer top.

 “Scale it. I’d planned to anyway, to make sure only Rechazados were inside.”

 “Are you going to be able to scale down quickly enough?”

 Hugh faced him with a shadow of a grin. “I’m bettin’ on yes.”

 Llorente finally spoke to them to ask, “Do you need one of us to go with you?”

 “I work better alone,” Hugh said. He always said that.

 Hugh slapped Court on the shoulder and said to Llorente, “You have the privilege of protecting them now. Doona hesitate tonight or you’ll fail. And if you get my brother killed . . .” He leaned in toward him. “Just doona get my brother killed.”

 After slinging his ropes over his shoulder, Hugh carefully stowed his volatile explosives. With a nod, he casually said, “When you hear the bang, then.”

 Court and Llorente set out after he left and advanced to a smaller town house, not nearly as grand as he’d seen Pascal in last. “If Olivia has led us astray,” Court began, “I’ll return to England and kill her myself.”

 Llorente scowled. “She wouldn’t lead us astray. See? Why would there be guards otherwise?”

 Three guards did front it. “You goin’ to be able to take down one?” Court asked.

 Llorente pulled out his pistol. “I can do what I need to.”

 Court shook his head. “No’ a chance. It’s got to be quiet and quick. Ever slit a man’s throat before?”

 “Not exactly.”

 Court’s brows drew together with realization. “Kill anybody before? A single deserter?”

 He grated, “No.”

 “Oh, bloody hell, Llorente,” Court muttered. “You might’ve mentioned this earlier.”

 • • •

 Annalía paced, occasionally kicking the bed, sometimes affecting a Scottish brogue to mock MacCarrick. “I canna get ye with bairn, Annha.” She didn’t care that Lady Fiona stared on in bemusement.

 “My dear, he truly believed it. And it was true before you.”

 He’d said he couldn’t, and since her courses were irregular and often came late, Annalía had never even considered this possibility. Yet now it was an actuality. “I am no expert, but I know a man can’t be . . . he can’t be . . . fruitful with only one specific woman. Things like this cannot happen.” This curse nonsense made her head hurt. If Fiona hadn’t appeared so sad, so remorseful when she’d related it, Annalía would have laughed.

 “But it has. There must be something among the last two lines about binding with the right woman, or finding her.”

 Annalía didn’t believe in the supernatural. Her father had always told her in a derisive tone, “Why do people bring the supernatural into the equation when they can’t even control the natural? Only a fool would.”

 “Please, I don’t want to hear any more about the book.” Annalía was already half delirious.

 Fiona insisted, “If you’d just go downstairs and touch it, you’d feel there is something there, some power.”

 “Of course there’d be power,” Annalía conceded. “Because clearly the book was written by elves,” she breathed with wide eyes.

 Fiona chuckled, then appeared startled that she’d laughed. Annalía figured she’d laughed in the years before this as much as her sons had.

 Olivia rolled her eyes at Annalía, then asked, “Lady Fiona, will you tell Ethan?”

 Fiona said with obvious reluctance, “I will, but no’ until Anna leaves. He’s been most affected by the curse and, unfortunately, he’d think badly of her before he believed the babe was Court’s. But Hugh I’ll tell at the first opportunity.”

 “He should think badly of me regardless! I’m ruined. Courtland never asked me to marry him.”

 “Because he loves you and dinna want to see you hurt. After the attack he would have felt responsible. But he said words to you, words that you doona say to anyone but the one you want for the rest of your life.”

 “That’s all well and good, Lady Fiona. And I appreciate the sentiment—it means much that he has said these things to me. But some Gaelic love words aren’t going to give my— Mare de Déu —my baby a last name.”

 Fates were inescapable. Look on the bright side, she told herself, nearly laughing out loud. At least I can no longer look down on my mother.

 • • •

 “A little more efficiently, then,” Court advised Llorente as the third guard dropped, though he wasn’t completely unim-pressed.

 “Go to hell, MacCarrick,” Llorente snapped.

 “Give it time,” Court mused. “Now move fast. We need to get there before Hugh sets up.”

 They entered the building, treading down the dimly lit halls that Olivia had mapped for them. Just as she’d predicted, they heard Pascal inside the manor’s office.

 At the end of the adjoining hall, they set up against opposite walls, Llorente with two pistols and Court with his rifle and pistol.

 Court said in a low voice, “The men with him will believe the explosion is the arsenal blowing from an attack. When they run out, pick them off. Doona hesitate.”

 Soon after the manor quaked as the massive detonation sounded outside. Dust from the roof timbers and plaster ceiling rained on them, coating their shoulders and hair. “Andorran construction,” Court said under his breath. Llorente cast him a black look.

 At the explosion, the door flew open, and as predicted, four men ran outside. Court began shooting, Llorente followed, and the men dropped. But another four, this time Rechazados, had lined up, stealing glances at the doorway. Court exhaled. They were going to be here all night. This was what he’d always hated about the job. The bloody downtime—

 Wait . . . “Llorente,” he hissed in whisper, “shoot through the wall. Now.”

 Taking out the Rechazados behind the walls required more bullets, but eventually they saw through a cloud of white dust and ricocheted stone that they’d fallen. “As I said, Andorran construction,” Court mumbled as they advanced past the bodies. He swung his empty rifle to his back, then handed Llorente a handful of bullets. “Put one in each of their skulls to make sure they’re dead.”

 He heard Llorente shooting behind him as he made his way to the doorway to the office. Inside, Court found the Rechazado leader armed with only a knife and scowled. Too easy.

 He raised his pistol to fire, but his weight left the ground as he was wrenched from his feet. One of the fallen Rechazados had not been dispatched. Court scrambled up, swinging the gun around, and shot twice, killing the man, using two of his three remaining bullets. He spied Llorente grappling with another. He had the advantage, but Court couldn’t risk it. “God damn it, Llorente.”

 “They won’t die!” he responded wildly just before Court fired.

 That’s why I told you to shoot them.

 Now Court faced the Rechazado leader with an empty pistol, knowing he’d never be able to reload in time. When the man tossed his knife back and forth, taunting him, Court understood what he had to do. “If you’re goin’ to play with it, let me know, but I’d thought you might get the urge to throw it.” The man had no emotion on his face, even as he flipped up the blade to pinch the tip.

 He flung it; Court dodged but caught it deep in his left shoulder. He’d known he’d catch it somewhere at this range. “My thanks,” he hissed as he tore the knife from his shoulder.

 Movement to his right. Court threw the knife blindly.

 The last thing he saw before the Rechazado soundlessly plowed into him was Pascal levering the blade out from his collar area.

 He and the Rechazado hurled toward the room’s main window, crashing through the glass onto the street below. Court landed on his back, taking both their weights against his rifle, his pistol knocked from his hand. He scrabbled to his feet, struggling for breath. The man drew another knife from an arm sheath.

 Court’s lips curled into a sneer. He nodded at the Rechazado, then daubed at his neck, as though indicating to him that he missed a spot shaving or nicked himself. The man lifted his hand and felt the protrusion of glass jutting from where it was buried in his neck. Court would give him five minutes. Fewer if he removed it. Court doubtless had a similar wound that he’d been incapable of feeling and willed himself not to look down.

 The man stumbled, but his knife stayed poised. Court ventured a look in the window and saw Llorente and Pascal in a pistol-to-pistol standoff. Though blood had spread across his shirt, Pascal began speaking to Llorente, just as Court had known he would. The Rechazado lunged and Court skipped back, but all the while he could hear. . . .

 “Surprising that my daughter chose a life with you over one with me,” he said, his tone even and mild despite the injury. “And I’m not often surprised.”

 “I’m sure she had other reasons to leave you.”

 “Yes, I believe she found out that, sadly, the odds are against my being her father.”

 Court heard it all, but remarkably the Rechazado was still prowling. Court glanced up and saw Llorente’s brows drawing together. Don’t get dragged in, he wanted to yell, but knew if he distracted Llorente for a second he’d get him killed.

 He began digging for a bullet, but the Rechazado flicked the blade up, readying to throw. Court put his hands up. They continued to circle.

 “She didn’t tell you?” Pascal made a tsking sound. “That’s not very forthcoming of her, and I do apologize in the case that she actually is mine.” He smiled a sheepish smile, looking so . . . sane, then added, “If you do happen to get out of this alive, please tell her that her dubious parentage is all her mother’s fault.”

 The Rechazado lunged and Court dodged.

 “I will never tell her that her mother was impure,” Llorente grated.

 “Did I say she was impure? It was her very purity that attracted us. Not only a devout widow, but beautiful as well. How could we not have her that night?”

 At that Court had to glance up. Llorente’s face was twisted with fury, his hand shaking just as Pascal intended. Court faced the Rechazado with an irritated look. “Be quick about this, man. I doona have all night.”

 Finally, he gurgled blood, and his knife hand drooped. Court strode up, knocked the knife down, and without slowing, he twisted the man’s neck until it broke. Below the window, he collected the rifle, taking time only to load it with one bullet. He ratcheted his arms up, and set his shoulders.

 Court drew a bead on Pascal and fired.

 Pascal fired and fell.

 Immediately sounding from inside: “God damn it, MacCarrick!” Then more weakly: “You got me shot. . . .”
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 Stop your caterwauling,” Court snapped. “Your sister’s was as bad as this, and it dinna stop her from glaring at me with hatred for even a second. She never shed a single tear.”

 Truth was that Llorente’s wound was a wee bit worse. The bullet had torn past his side leaving a sizable gash. Court himself had collected a good-sized shard of glass, and since it was wedged into his calf, sitting seemed much preferable to walking, even if he had to do it with Llorente. Hugh had found the two of them propped up against separate walls, drinking whisky and sniping at each other. He’d sent Liam to fetch a physician, then stood guard as they waited.

 “She really dinna cry?” Hugh asked as he pressed his shirt to the ragged slashes on his face caused by the splintering rock. Though successful, Hugh had returned, shaking his head and mumbling, “Slate. Who knew?”

 Court sounded proud when he said, “Bravest lass I’ve ever known.” Of course he was proud, but he didn’t get to be. She wasn’t his any longer. His head fell back against the wall, and he stared at the ceiling.

 “God damn it, Court”—Hugh kicked his good leg—“I’ll no’ tell you again to keep pressure on your shoulder.”

 “How could you do that?” Llorente bit out the question for the fifteenth time. “Make him shoot me?”

 “I figured my aim was better than his. Looks about right to me.”

 “He bloody shot me!”

 “If you had killed the others we would no’ be in this situation.”

 “That one had a gaping hole in his stomach. How did he live through that?” Llorente set his bottle down as if he’d just comprehended something. “You’ve now done everything you bloody could to wreck my life.”

 Court swigged, then said, “I swear to you, man, Anna is no’ the one who should wear skirts in this family.”

 Finally, Llorente appeared furious.

 “Hugh, tell him what Pascal would’ve done if I had no’ shot.”

 “He would’ve pulled the trigger soon. He was baiting you, and his aim would’ve been colder.”

 “Did you hear what he said about Olivia?” Llorente’s words were a touch slurred.

 “Aye,” Court admitted.

 “I’d wondered about her loyalties, could never quite see why she’d do this to her father.” He added to himself, “She’d been loyal all along to her mother,” then frowned. “Think I love her.” He winced when he tried to move.

 Court shook his head at Llorente’s wound. That one truly needed to get sewn.

 He could hear Niall and the others yelling and laughing in the distance as the shots became fewer and fewer. They were going to tear apart this place tonight looking for Pascal’s stash of goods and coin.

 Court figured they liked playing the heroes because they’d decided almost to a man to restore everything to its rightful owners before Andorra’s typically harsh winter came to these people. Lucrative bounties made it easy to be a hero, he supposed.

 “I’m going to contact Ethan now,” Llorente said. “Ask him to send them home with escorts.”

 “What for?”

 “Your brother said to leave it to him—not to you—when the time came. Now that we’ve won, is there any reason I shouldn’t be bringing my sister and Olivia here?”

 Both Llorente and Hugh waited for his answer. “No. No reason no’ to. Ethan will make sure they’re safe.”

 “You’ll ride before then?”

 Court felt a muscle in his cheek twitch.

 • • •

 Each hour that had passed on the way home was agony, but at least during the trip Annalía had stopped throwing up everything she ate. With every mile closer in that coach, she and Olivia had bickered, even after Olivia had said, “As far as spoiled heiresses go, you’re not too bad,” and Annalía had responded, “As far as conniving witches go, I’ve met worse.” But truly, if they hadn’t bickered, what else would there have been to do?

 And though Olivia seemed unaffected by the news of her father’s death, Annalía had kept her occupied in any event. “I keep replaying the scene we’ll have when we ride into the courtyard,” Annalía had told her. “I’ll rush to MacCarrick. Aleix will push you into the lake. It will be perfect.”

 “Keep up your teasing. I don’t care,” Olivia had responded. “But after I tell Aleix how nasty you’ve been to me, what incentive will he have to be civil to your unsuitable mate?”

 She’d had a point, but fortunately she suspected Olivia wouldn’t tell Aleix anything.

 And now, today, they were finally here. When the coach stopped and Ethan’s guards deemed it safe to clear room, Annalía tumbled out and ran to the house. She tripped in breathless and hugged Aleix, who’d come to greet them.

 He smiled down at her and then at Olivia when she entered. A peculiar smile for Olivia. A loving smile? She’d never really seen them together. Oh, Olivia did not just blush?

 Annalía waved her hand in front of him. “Where’s MacCarrick?”

 He faced her, his expression turning grave. “Annalía, he’s . . . well, he’s ridden from here. He went north, I believe.”

 A wheezing sound passed her lips as she sank down onto an ottoman. “I don’t understand. Why would he do that? Didn’t he know we were returning?”

 Olivia walked up behind her. “Did he say anything?”

 “He wished Annalía well.”

 “Wished me well?” Her voice was strident. She hadn’t stopped throwing up. She believed she would right now.

 “He’s not exactly a man of many words, as you know. Annalía, he and I decided it was for the best. He wasn’t the right man for you.”

 Her eyes narrowed. “You and he decided? The two of you decided my future? Coach-and-six! ” she cried as she shot to her feet. “You . . . You coach-and-sixed me!”

 He looked at her as though she’d lost her mind. She felt the blood leaving her face, and her legs buckled, forcing her right back down.

 Aleix rushed to her and grabbed her shoulders. “What’s wrong with you? What did he do?”

 She dimly saw a hand snake from behind her to slap his sharply until he released her.

 “Annalía, this is for the best. He’s from a completely foreign culture and doesn’t have wealth to keep you as you should live. And I don’t know if he told you or not, but he can’t father children.”

 She stared up at him, tears welling. “I beg to differ.”

 • • •

 “Court, are you all right?” Hugh asked with a snap of his fingers.

 “Huh? Why?”

 “If your horse had no’ sidestepped, that limb back there would’ve taken your head.”

 Court jerked around for a look. He’d never seen it. He’d been lost in thought wondering where she was right now, what she was doing, and knowing she was happier than he was. She had to be. He faced front again, surprised they’d already arrived at the drive for Groot’s—though he shouldn’t be surprised. They’d made good time since Hugh had led them off the main road to follow a shorter horse trail. Hugh hadn’t taken any chances that Court might pass Annalía on her journey home.

 “I was thinkin’ about her,” Court muttered. “Miss her.”

 “Aye, I know.”

 “I miss her so bad it’s like . . .”

 “Grief?” Hugh asked, as he swung from the saddle.

 He nodded slowly.

 “Court, I wish I could tell you it’ll get better.” Hugh gave him a weary look. “But it does no’.”

 If this wouldn’t get better, if everything continued to remind him of her . . .

 “Where’s the pretty Andorran?” Groot asked the minute they entered the posting house.

 “Safe at home,” Hugh answered for him when Court could only scowl.

 “Good to know,” he said absently as his wife called him to help with guests. They had another full house. Court sank down on a bench because his leg was paining him, and thought to himself that the seat wasn’t too uncomfortable. He’d sleep right here before he took the room he and Anna had shared before.

 Hugh crossed to the bar and helped himself to pouring two whiskies.

 “You know, Hugh, got a missive for you,” Groot said, leaning in to add, “From Weyland himself.”

 Hugh’s brows drew together and the bottle slammed to the bartop. “Now, Groot.”

 When Hugh ripped open and scanned the message, he went rigid and his face grew tight, the lines there deepening. The new jagged gashes on his forehead and the side of his face twisted.

 “What the hell is it?” Court had witnessed Hugh once in a killing fury, and it was a memory he would never forget. The savage look on Hugh’s face right now was so far beyond that—it was chilling. Court rose, then limped over to work the note from a hand clenched so hard it was white.

 MacCarrick,

 Jane’s life is in grave danger. Come quickly.

 Weyland

 “We ride now,” Court said as he turned for the door.

 “No, Court.” When he looked back, Hugh shook his head hard. “I go alone.”

 As if Court didn’t understand what he was capable of. “I owe you a debt greater than I think you comprehend. And I’ll be payin’ it now.”

 “God damn it, Court, no. You’re injured, and I’ll need two horses, which means yours as well.”

 “Of course, but—”

 Less than a minute later, Court stood outside with the wind swirling around him as he watched Hugh ride off at a reckless clip. Court was confident he’d reach her in time, and could almost pity whatever force had jeopardized Hugh’s Jane. In fact, his only concern was if Hugh would be strong enough to resist his feelings for her. For Hugh’s sake he hoped the shameless chit had outgrown her teasing.

 Court ran a hand over the back of his neck, considering his own situation. Damn it, Hugh had been all that had gotten him out of Andorra. If his brother hadn’t been there to warn and rail and commiserate with him, Court doubted he could’ve left. Now the temptation to return and find her was nearly overwhelming.

 He watched the setting sun through a veil of darting leaves, but everything was dead to him, the colors muted. He had no plans, had no idea what he would do. He could go east with the others and ride for Otto or head north for home. He could go south. . . .

 Anna was better off without him. Established. But was she happy? Or was she as bloody miserable and bad off as he? Was she dreading her trip to Castile?

 He’d given his oath to Llorente not to see her. Vowed not even to go near her.

 And Llorente had proven himself a decent man. He’d presented Hugh with a fine steed for his help. To Court he’d offered a handshake, which was “much, much harder to part with.”

 In return Court again had given his word.

 Hugh and Ethan had accepted their fates. But Court had dared to defy it for a time, and that was the only time in his life truly worth living.

 He thought of the ten lines that had been seared into his mind the first day he’d seen the Leabhar, and narrowed his eyes. As the wind picked up again, rattling the trees, he turned to the south.

 Court had a feeling he’d given Llorente his word as a gentleman.

 Which was bloody convenient.

 • • •

 Autumn had arrived here on the mountain, and as regular as a clock, the meadow turned indigo with blooms. Annalía sank into the flowers to watch the sun go down—and to get away from Aleix and Olivia as they vainly tried to hide their feelings for each other. Annalía wanted to shout at them that she was enceinte, not stupid.

 She plucked a bloom, then pulled the binding from her hair. Why not let it flow free? Would people talk? The way she was growing, in another month they’d have much more to talk about. . . .

 In response to the news of her condition, Aleix had wanted to kill the Highlander or drag him back here and “force him” to marry her. Another dismaying option he’d talked about was going to the family in Castile. “Should I take her there?” he’d asked Olivia. Asked Olivia!

 Annalía answered again and again, “I don’t want to marry anyone you’d have to force to the altar or anyone sight unseen.” Besides the fact that she was still miserably in love with MacCarrick, Annalía refused to go to Castile, the very image of her mother, carrying a bastard.

 Olivia’s solution? Do nothing until they found MacCar-rick. “His mother will tell him soon enough that Annalía is pregnant. He’ll know the book is wrong, and then he will find her wherever she may be. If she is wed, he will kill the unfortunate groom for touching her and collect her regardless.”

 “Yet it could be months before he returns to London or receives any message from us,” Aleix had pointed out. “Years, even, if he rejoins his men to the east. Her child will be a bastard in seven months if we don’t get her married!” But fortunately, he’d taken her advice. Olivia usually did give good advice.

 Since they’d arrived home, Olivia had settled in here, which wasn’t that difficult since the people at the ranch were grateful to her for freeing Aleix. Even Vitale liked her. Annalía could only guess that he sensed a hardness in her, a fellow survivor, and respected her. . . .

 “It’s getting chilly,” Aleix said from behind her as he pulled a shawl over her shoulders.

 Before long, the snow would come, sealing them in from the rest of the world as though in a cocoon. “I just want to watch the sun go down.”

 “The guards don’t like you out after dark.” Aleix had hired the men Ethan sent down, as they’d planned, until everything was settled in their country and around. She rarely saw them. Mostly they stayed at the foot of the mountain at the narrow passage to the plateaus. “How are you doing?” he asked.

 She tried to answer lightly. “Besides being unmarried, with child, and abandoned, I’m far too splendid.” She’d merely accomplished sullen, and sighed. “I believe I’ve topped even Mother’s . . . peccadilloes.”

 “What do you mean by that?”

 “Her affairs.” She waved her hand as if she didn’t care.

 “Everyone always said I looked just like her, that I was just like her.”

 “Affairs?” he choked out.

 She faced him with a frown. “I’ve heard the rumors. I know she abandoned her family because of . . . passion.”

 “You think that’s why Mother wasn’t here?” he asked, his voice incredulous. “She had an affair with a man—a good man named Nicolás Beltrán—whom she’d been in love with her entire life.” When she shook her head in confusion, he continued, “They were caught eloping, and the family sent her away. It would’ve been as if someone had forced Mariette away from me the night before our wedding to marry an older stranger in exile. Mariette would’ve wanted me to come for her and nothing would’ve stopped me.”

 “But what took him so long?” she asked, becoming completely lost in the story.

 “When the family was through with him, he was penniless and in ill health. He had no idea where she’d been taken, and it took him years to find her.”

 She gave him a bitter smile. “Yes, but when he did, she left me, her own daughter, for him. It didn’t affect you as it did me. You were grown, but I was devastated.”

 “Annalía, she didn’t go voluntarily. When Llorente found them together, he disowned her, forbidding her to come near you. Beltrán took her to France, where she wrote daily to Llorente, begging him to let her see you. She journeyed here again and again, but he always intercepted her. She didn’t stop trying until she died, a year later.”

 “B-But I always thought she’d left me for a man. I thought she chose him over her own family. That she’d never looked back and had crushed Father with her indifference.”

 “At Mother’s funeral, I talked to Beltrán. She had been telling him she would never leave her children when Llorente found them together.”

 Annalía rose to pace. “That bastard! How could Father keep my mother from me? How could he let me think she had many lovers? Aleix, he warned me that I would be like that!”

 “Though I make no excuses for him, I know he was devastated because he’d believed she’d grown to love him. Annalía, I never suspected Llorente would poison your thoughts like that or I’d have taken you away myself.”

 When she paced faster, he said, “We should discuss this later. Once you’re feeling better.”

 “I’ve waited sixteen years for this! She’d told Beltrán no?” She was still shaking her head, disbelieving that everything she’d known was a lie. “She didn’t leave me of her own will?” She took her necklace between her thumb and forefinger and felt the stone.

 “I was well old enough then to see that no mother could love a daughter more. . . .”

 She sank down and when the tears fell, she did nothing to stop them. “I wasn’t at her funeral! I never put flowers on her grave.” She leveled a watery glare at him. “Why didn’t you tell me all this?”

 “I never knew.” He appeared dumbfounded. “You were so young when this happened, and since you never asked me about her, I thought you scarcely remembered her.”

 “I must go to her grave. I must give her the respect I never have.”

 “You know I can’t leave until things settle here. But we’ll see how you feel after the baby comes.”

 She wiped at her eyes. “I’d always thought about going, but I was so angry and so afraid that I would do something like she did. Or what I thought she did.”

 “Mother was a good woman with a kind heart. And you are just like her. I see it more every day. Tomorrow afternoon, when I get back from the council meeting in the village, I’ll tell you everything I know about her, but you need to come in now. You’re to be a mother now, too.”

 She exhaled a faltering breath. “Aleix, what am I going to do?”

 “You’re going to have a child that will be loved. We take care of our own.”

 “Then what? Will I grow old here on the mountain waiting for him?”

 “Annalía, let’s get through one thing at a time. All I know is that these choices are yours. And that I won’t repeat history and try to marry you off to someone you don’t love.”

 “Thank you for saying that,” she murmured.

 “Now you need to concentrate on being healthy. On caring for your new one.”

 He rose and offered her a hand, but she said, “Just a minute or two longer.”

 He patted her head, then turned for the house.

 When she was alone, and the last light of the day was mirrored in the lake, she rubbed her barely rounding belly, frowning. “My new one,” she said aloud. Mine, she thought. And new. She’d been so busy feeling sorry for herself and thinking of her condition as though she were ill, as though it were lamentable.

 Now that she knew her mother had loved her, had never wanted to leave her, Annalía saw everything differently, as though she’d been looking through a filmy glass that had just been smashed away. She could be a good mother. She would be a good mother and would love as apparently Elisabet had. “I’m having a baby,” she whispered as the full truth struck her for the first time.

 If the Highlander couldn’t take part in this because he was off warring for years, or if his mistaken beliefs were so strong that he ignored what was in his heart, then so be it.

 He wouldn’t be in their lives. And it would be his loss.

 Because she and her baby were going to have a glorious time of it.



Thirty-seven

[image: Images]

 As Annalía set out for her meadow, she passed Vitale with his friends playing dice and wished him snake eyes.

 “You look different,” he remarked as he squinted at her.

 “Do I?” When she’d told Vitale she was carrying, he’d been delighted that another child would be running about the mountain, but he’d also confessed that he was pleased it didn’t work out with MacCarrick. “I love you like a daughter,” he’d said. “But following you to Andorra was one thing. There was no way I’d follow you to Scotland.”

 Now Vitale studied her. “You look . . . determined.”

 “I am.” She patted her book on the Gaelic language. “Determined to learn Gaelic by next spring.”

 “Ach, lassíe,” Vitale quipped, still sounding terribly French. His friends laughed uproariously. She even chuckled as she continued on.

 When she’d found out she was pregnant, she’d asked Lady Fiona for an instruction book. The woman had given her tomes, so delighted that Annalía was interested in their culture and language, so proud that Court had found her. Even as Fiona regretted the past.

 Annalía was starting slowly. Luckily, she’d only just been digging into Greek when MacCarrick came into her life. She believed her capacity for languages had a ceiling of five.

 Although she’d been making steady progress, she couldn’t seem to focus today. The flowers in her meadow smelled too wonderful, and the sun teased her face until she wanted to remove her hat.

 And she kept returning to the book to trace her finger over the definition she’d found of “Mo cridhe.” My heart. That’s what he’d called her.

 “Neach-dìolain.” That’s what she would call him. Bastard.

 She resolved to take off her hat, and was just shaking her hair loose when she saw something that could not be right. She leapt to her feet, heart thudding, her hat falling from her limp hand. She’d just gotten to where she wasn’t crying herself to sleep each night!

 MacCarrick spotted her and rode toward her. He looked tired and worn. And resolute?

 Wait! She was furious with him. She didn’t even know if he was here for her. He probably left a belt or his favorite pistol or a lucky machete he needed to retrieve before he went back to work.

 She knew that must be why he was returning—any man who could wish her well after what they’d had . . . Yet she was still dizzy. She inhaled deeply and rocked on her heels. Her brows drew together, and as she saw the sun straight ahead, she muttered, “Merda.”

 • • •

 She just collapsed? Court felt like he’d had his breath punched from him even as he spurred his horse. He didn’t wait for it to stop before he swung off and rushed to her, scarcely noting the pain from his leg. She never got sick. She must be injured. He’d kill Llorente. What good were the bloody guards down there when she was outside and alone up here?

 Fortunately, she’d fallen into thick flowers. He grabbed her shoulders and drew her up to him. “Anna!”

 Cradling her head, he frowned. She didn’t look injured or ill at all. He ran the backs of his fingers over her cheek. Warm, golden skin. “Anna?” When she blinked open her eyes they were clear and bright and focused on his.

 “What’s happened tae you, mo cridhe?” His voice was hoarse.

 Now she rolled her eyes in irritation and stiffened in his arms. “I’m fine, thank you.” She pulled away from him and sat up.

 He reluctantly let her go. “Why’d you faint?”

 She hesitated, then said, “My dress was laced too tightly.”

 He swept a glance over her dress and found it was snug across the bodice. Finally, she’d put on some of the weight she’d lost. His gaze flickered over her neck, and he saw with pride that she wore the necklace.

 “Women faint all the time,” she added.

 They did. Yet he could name ten instances when she surely should have fainted and hadn’t.

 “Did you forget something?” she asked crisply.

 His brows drew together. “No. I wanted tae check on you.”

 “I appreciate your checking on me, but I’m doing fine.”

 “Aye, you are.” She looked amazing, more beautiful than he had ever seen her. Had he hoped to find her miserable? Bloody hell, yes, he’d hoped that. Because he was a selfish bastard, and he wanted her to miss him as fiercely as he did her. She never could eat when she was anxious or unhappy, and yet without him she’d put on flesh, making her body softer and rounder. She’d been content. Why was he still here, then? Why wasn’t he turning away?

 Out of the corner of his eye, he spotted her hand flitting in the flowers behind them. He peered over her at the book she was slipping under her skirts. “You’re studying Gaelic?”

 “Greek or Gaelic. Really, what’s the difference?” she said airily, but at his look she added, “Very well. I have no personal connection whatsoever to Greece, but I’ve been treated shabbily by a Gael.”

 He flinched.

 “You could’ve written. I would have responded that everything was well and saved you the trip.”

 “I wanted tae see you.”

 “You wanted to see me. You can’t just go in and out of my life whenever you please because of what you want. You left without even a good-bye. After all we’d been through together, you wished me well.”

 “If I saw you, then I would no’ be able tae leave you. I left you for you.”

 She tilted her head. “I don’t understand.”

 “I need tae explain something.”

 “If this is about the curse, then your mother’s already told me.”

 He lowered his voice to say, “She told you about . . . about the Leabhar?” When she nodded, he said, “It’s no’ something she has ever talked about since my da’s death. Do you know what it says?”

 “Yes, I read it.”

 He couldn’t believe Fiona had allowed Anna near it. They would have words over this. “That’s what I thought I would bring to you. The more I cared for you, the more I knew I had tae leave.”

 Her smile was cold. “Yet you’re here now? What does that tell me?”

 “Aye, I’m here. Because something that is in the lines has been proven false.”

 • • •

 “What would that be?” Annalía asked, feigning nonchalance. She didn’t want him to come only for the baby. He must’ve already gotten Aleix’s missive to Groot’s, but how so soon? Perhaps his mother had written before she and Olivia had even left. Annalía would always wonder in the back of her mind.

 He was thrumming with some emotion, tense with it. “It says I will no’ know love.” He stood and ran a hand through his hair. “But damn it, I do.”

 Her lips parted.

 His face was hard, intent, but his eyes . . . “Above all things I love you.” His expression tightened. “I could be out of my mind. I want you so badly that I want tae believe the rest is false. I could be hurtin’ you right now.” His brogue was thick. “Maybe it means I’ll no’ know love from another.” He winced, apprehension clear on his face. “I had no’ thought of that.”

 He looked so guilty, she found herself easing to her feet and murmuring, “That’s false, too.”

 He took her shoulders. “You told me once. But you were half asleep and hurting, and I dinna dare believe it. You could even after I left you?”

 Her brows drew together. He was nervous. She laid her hand on his chest, curious. The simple touch made him close his eyes.

 Nervous. Beneath her palm, his heart was thundering.

 With that, the resistance she’d thought she could hold on to slipped from her fingers. The truth left her lips, “Your leaving hurt me. Badly. Even though I was so confused and afraid, I never stopped.”

 His eyes opened, and she saw they were full of pain. “I wish I had no’ hurt you. I never wanted tae.”

 “I know,” she said with a sigh. He’d always wanted her happiness, had always hated the idea of her hurt. How the attack must have seemed, the blame he would’ve placed on himself . . .

 “I still feel that I canna risk your safety. I canna settle in with the idea,” he said. “Though everything in me wants tae.”

 “MacCarrick, I really don’t believe there’s any risk.”

 He leaned in, putting an arm around her as though to shield her from being struck down. “We canna scoff at it,” he warned in a low tone. “It is very real. And I’ve lived my life with that hangin’ over me. It made me what I am.”

 She pushed him back to face him. “Then I thank it! But I must respectfully demand its exit from our lives. What we could have together is stronger than anything dire in that book.”

 He shook his head. “So much of it has come true. None of us with children because the book ends with our generation—”

 “It ends with your generation because our children will make their own fate!”

 His dark eyes revealed his regret. “Anna, you know that I will no’ have—”

 She took his hand and placed it on her belly.

 • • •

 Court grew very still. “What are you sayin’?” His hand on her began shaking. He’d kissed her there, caressed his fingers over her, and he knew that there to the touch was the slightest rounding.

 She pushed his hand away. “I’m saying the book seems to be getting everything wrong when it comes to you. And that you’re getting more than you bargained for.”

 “You’re . . .” He swallowed hard. “You are . . .”

 She put her chin up. “I’m carrying your child.”

 I bind you to me. The first night—the first night he’d made love to her. He had bound her to him and claimed her. At the same time, he’d felt that everything he was became hers as well. They’d done this then.

 She was carrying his child.

 He stood, staggered. She was right. He was getting more than he’d bargained for. He’d only had a faint hope today of finding a way to be with her, and yet he’d discovered that she loved him. How the hell she did, he couldn’t imagine, but he knew better than to question such fortune.

 The babe would be his permission to keep her, and proved that the Leabhar had something else in store for him entirely. He felt the weight of that worry lifting for the first time since he’d read it. Suddenly, falling to the ground seemed like a bloody fine idea.

 “Your mother says early spring.”

 “She knows?”

 “Yes. She is very sorry about the past and wants to speak with you soon.”

 The only way he’d do it would be if Anna asked it of him, but he feared she might just. “How is she reconcilin’ it, then?”

 “Olivia came up with a theory.” Impersonating Olivia’s accent, she said, “ ’The ten lines begin with death and misery, loneliness and suffering, et- cet -era, et- cet -era, until the last two, which obviously say all of these unpleasant things will occur, until the blockheaded Scot comes to Andorra to pluck the spoiled little ninny from a mountain.’ ” She grinned. “Your mother believes it’s something along those lines but nicer—perhaps about binding with the woman fate meant to be yours.”

 “And what about the man meant for you? Would you want tae be marryin’ someone like me?” His voice was gruff.

 “I can’t say.” She turned from him and said over her shoulder, “I need to know what type of life we would live. I won’t have you going away all the time risking your life.”

 “Then I’m retired,” he quickly said, striding in front of her. She gave him a soft smile. “That’s what I wanted to know.” But he continued on, “I’ve got a place in Scotland. Beinn a’Chaorainn, it’s called. A long-neglected keep that needs work, but a lot of land. It’s hilly, with mountains in the back, so you might like it. I vow I will make it so you do.”

 “Are you trying to convince me, Courtland?” She jabbed her finger at his chest. “Do you honestly think there is any way you will be leaving here without me?” He was stunned and didn’t bother to hide it. At his expression, she grinned and ran that finger up and down his chest. “What does the Beiiinnn-something mean?” She was touching him playfully as if she’d missed simply being with him, an idea more gratifying to him than she could know.

 He felt the corners of his lips curl. “Beinn a’Chaorainn means . . . Land of Marsh and Pestilence.”

 “Oh.” Her face fell, but then brightened. “You said it needs work.” She asked hopefully, “Does that include draining swamps?”

 He put his hands on her shoulders and stroked the sides of her neck. “I’m teasing you, mo cridhe. It means Hill of the Rowan Tree.”

 She cuffed him with the back of her hand, then returned it to his chest. “Hill of the Rowan Tree. Pendant del Roure,” she said, rolling the r’ s in that voice he’d longed to hear, making his home’s name her own. As she should.

 “I do think you could like it there, but if you doona, then I’ll take you wherever you can be happy.”

 She went to her toes to nuzzle her face against his neck, again stunning him. “I’m happy where you are.”

 His eyes closed from the tenderness in the gesture. She wants to be with me, he thought in amazement. Damn, if she doesn’t want to.

 She drew back and said, “But on the way there, we’ll need to stop in Paris.”

 He swallowed and nodded. “Anna, I’ll deny you nothing.” If money was the only obstacle between them, he’d bloody well rob trains.

 She tilted her head. “Oh, you think I want to go shopping.”

 He made his expression stoic.

 But sadness flashed in her eyes. “Thank you for the offer, but I’ll have to decline. This stop is of an entirely different nature.” When his brows drew together, she said, “I’ll tell you on the way. But if we’re going to Scotland, then you have to get me over the mountain before I get too big to fit through the pass.” She glanced around and added conspiratorially, “Trust me, you do not want to be stuck here for the winter with Aleix and Olivia mooning over each other.”

 He grinned and leaned down to put his forehead against hers. “Anna, I’ll take you away whenever you please. I still canna believe that you . . . that we . . . I thought I’d lost you.”

 She twined her arms around his neck. “I don’t suppose you can lose the woman fate decided was to be yours. You only needed to find her.”

 “I have found her. And I’ll no’ be lettin’ her go.” He laid his hands on her cheeks and gently kissed her.

 “Actually,” she murmured against his lips, “I found you.”



Epilogue
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 Not to marry, know love, or bind, their fate;

 Your line to die for never seed shall take.

 Death and torment to those caught in their wake,

 Unless each dark one finds his forechosen mate.

 For his true lady alone his life and heart can save. . . .
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 It’s keeping him there that’s the tricky business. . . .

 —Jane Farraday Weyland



Prologue
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 The Kingdom of Morocco, North Africa

 1846

 “T ake the shot, MacCarrick! ” Davis Grey ordered yet again. His tone was harsh, but low enough not to give away their vantage, concealed high in the desolate headlands of the Atlas Mountains.

 Hugh ignored him. This was to be his first kill, and he knew that once he committed this deed, there was no going back—a weighty decision for a man of only twenty-two years.

 He would do it when he was bloody ready.

 Taking his eye from the telescopic sight, Hugh released his rifle with one hand and ran his forearm over his face, wiping away the sweat and sand that stung his eyes like needles. Summer was upon them, and the surreal blue of the sky stretched relentlessly, unmarred by clouds. Hugh squinted against the light of a white, indistinct sun.

 “Why in the hell are you hesitating?” Grey bit out. “It’s noon.” The sun was directly above, casting the fewest shadows of the day. Shadows mocked a gunman’s truest aim.

 Hugh didn’t want to disappoint the older Grey, his mentor of sorts. Grey was Hugh’s only real friend outside of the MacCarrick clan, and the only person Hugh would spend time with, apart from his brothers. And apart from an auburn-haired lass Hugh would kill for. He gave a bitter laugh, adjusting his rifle against his shoulder.

 In a way, he was killing for her.

 To take out a stranger in cold blood was to cross a line. Which was what he wanted.

 “Goddamn it, MacCarrick!” Grey yanked his own rifle and its detached refractor scope from his leather holster, assembling them. “It’ll take us four more weeks to get a shot like this again.”

 That was true. The traitor knew he was marked for assassination for his treason and had been running for a month, before holing up in the abandoned Berber farm far below them. In this part of the world, even a battered, flat-roofed hut like the one below had a courtyard for a private oasis, and the man sat within it. He faced the courtyard’s only entrance with a pistol in his lap and a shotgun by his side, yet he was unguarded from above.

 The shot was clear, but both of them knew Grey could never hit a target so far away. Where Grey’s preferred weapon was a blade, Hugh had been hunting and target-shooting since he’d been old enough to lift a rifle. Besides, Hugh wanted to act soon while the man was still alone. “I’ll do it,” Hugh grated, sliding a glance toward Grey. He refused to believe he saw excitement there in the man’s expression. This was a job, a foul task. Grey couldn’t enjoy this.

 Hugh turned back and took a bead once more. The wind was light, but the target was more than a quarter of a mile away. The glare of the sun was an environmental factor, and the nearly four feet of his gun barrel were heated, as was the single bullet inside the chamber. He took all of this into account.

 He stroked his forefinger over the trigger guard before placing his sensitive fingertip at the trigger, beginning a ritual he performed with every shot, almost unconsciously. With his other hand gripping the forestock, he rubbed his thumb twice over the wood, then froze halfway through an exhalation of breath.

 The press of the trigger was smooth; the report was like a cannon boom in his ears, louder, for some reason, than all the times he’d shot while hunting.

 Nearly two seconds later, the bullet pierced the man’s forehead and cast him to the ground. Blood seeped out from the back of his head, soaking the gravel, and his legs twitched in death, stirring a cloud of dust at his feet.

 It’s done, then.

 Hugh was done.

 There again, he saw something like pleasure in Grey’s eyes. “I’ve never seen anyone shoot like you, Scot.” Grey slapped him on the back, then took a swig from the flask he always kept near, grinning against the opening.

 All Hugh felt was disgust and a strange sense of relief.

 They mounted up quickly, then rode hard down winding mountain trails. An hour after they reached the valley, they neared a village and slowed.

 “When we get back to London,” Grey began, still jovial, still excited, “I’m going to tell Weyland that you’re ready to go out on your own.”

 Hugh’s expression must have revealed his uneasiness with Grey’s buoyant mood.

 “Don’t look at me like that, MacCarrick. You do this for as long as I have, and we’ll see if some part of you doesn’t come to love it.”

 Love it? Hugh shook his head and quietly said, “It’s a job. Nothing more.”

 “Trust me.” Grey’s smile was knowing. “It’ll be something more—when it’s all you have. . . .”
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 London, England

 1856

 A hardened killer, denied his obsession for a decade.

 That was what Edward Weyland was bringing back into his daughter’s life with one cryptic message: Jane is in grave danger.

 Since receiving Weyland’s missive in France two days ago, Hugh had read and reread it with fingers gone white from clutching it in fury.

 If anyone had dared to hurt her . . .

 Now, after days, and nights, riding like hell was at his heels, Hugh had finally reached the Weyland town house. He slid down from his saddle and nearly toppled over, his legs gone boneless from so many hours on horseback. His mount was as winded as Hugh, its coat lathered and its barrel chest twitching.

 As Hugh approached the side door, where he always entered, he encountered Weyland’s nephew, Quinton Weyland—who also did work for Weyland—sprawled along the stairs.

 “Where’s Jane?” Hugh demanded without preamble.

 “Upstairs,” Quin said, seeming preoccupied and even somewhat dazed. “Getting ready for . . . for her night out.”

 “She’s safe?” When Quin nodded absently, relief sailed through Hugh. Over the hours alone on the road, his mind had conjured too many ways she could be in grave danger. He’d prayed she hadn’t been hurt, that he wasn’t too late. Now that Hugh had been assured of her safety, the hunger and thirst he’d ignored for two days began to gnaw at him. “Who’s watching her now?”

 Quin answered, “Rolley’s inside, and I’m trailing her tonight.”

 Rolley was Edward Weyland’s butler. Most butlers in the exclusive enclave of Piccadilly were older with a hint of grandeur about them, denoting experience and the longevity of a family’s fortunes. Rolley was in his mid-thirties, wiry, his nose shapeless from being broken so many times. His fingers were scarred from his incessant use of steel knuckles. Hugh knew the man would die for Jane.

 “Is Weyland here?” Hugh asked.

 Quin shook his head. “Not getting in till late. He said if you somehow managed to get here tonight, to tell you he wants to see you in the morning to give you all the details.”

 “I’m going in—”

 “I wouldn’t do that if I were you.”

 “Why the hell no’?”

 “For one thing, your clothes are covered with dirt, and your face looks like hell.”

 Hugh ran a sleeve over his cheek, remembering too late the jagged cuts marking his skin.

 “For another, I’m not sure Jane would want to see you.”

 Hugh had ridden nonstop for days, and his body was a mass of knotted muscles and aching old injuries. His head was splitting. The idea of being near her again had been all that kept him going. “That does no’ make sense. We used to be friends.”

 Quin flashed him an odd expression. “Well, she’s . . . different now. Completely different and completely out of control.” He caught Hugh’s eyes. “I don’t know that I can take another night of it.” He shook his head forcefully. “No longer. Not after what they did last night. . . .”

 “Who? Did what?”

 “The Eight. Or at least, three of them. Two of whom are my sisters!”

 Society’s notorious Weyland Eight consisted of Jane and her seven female first cousins. Remembering the brazen antics they’d encouraged Jane to take part in, Hugh felt his irritation building.

 “But this is no’ what I’ve been brought here for?” Hugh had abandoned his injured younger brother Courtland in France and nearly killed his new horse, a fine gelding that had been a gift for a service he’d rendered. “Because Weyland needs someone to rein her in?”

 Surely Weyland wouldn’t be so foolish as to call Hugh back for this. Weyland knew what Hugh was, of course. He was Hugh’s superior and dispatched him to deliver deaths in the name of the Crown. But then, Weyland had no idea how badly Hugh coveted Jane. Nor for how long.

 An obsession. For ten bloody years . . .

 Hugh shook his head. Weyland would never have exaggerated the danger in his missive.

 “Weyland didn’t tell you what’s happened?” Quin’s brows drew together. “I thought he sent you a message.”

 “With little information. Now, what in the hell—”

 “Bloody hell!” Rolley came barreling through the doorway. “Bloody, bloody hell! Quin! Have you seen her?”

 “Rolley?” Quin shot to his feet. “You’re supposed to be watching her until she leaves.”

 The butler cast Quin a scowl. “I told you she knew we’d been following her. She must’ve gone out the window. And got that saucy maid of hers to walk about, tryin’ on dresses in her room.”

 “She’s gone?” Hugh lunged for Rolley and fisted his hands in the man’s shirt. “Where’s she going and who’s she with?”

 “To a ball,” Rolley said, but immediately glanced at Quin.

 Hugh gave Rolley a shake, knowing he was risking Rolley’s swift uppercut, usually accompanied by those steel knuckles.

 “Go ahead,” Quin said. “Weyland tells him everything anyway.”

 “She’s goin’ to a masquerade with Quin’s sisters and one of their friends.”

 “What kind of masquerade?” Hugh asked, though he had a good idea.

 “Libertines and courtesans,” Rolley said. “In a warehouse on Haymarket Street.”

 With a grated curse, Hugh released Rolley, then forced his legs to cooperate while he crossed to his horse—which seemed to eye him with disbelief that their journey wasn’t over yet. Gritting his teeth at his tightened muscles, Hugh mounted.

 “You’re goin’ after her?” Rolley asked. “We’re just supposed to follow her. Weyland doesn’t want her to know yet.”

 “MacCarrick, rest,” Quin said. “I’m sure they took a hansom, and the traffic will be mad. I’ve got time to saddle up and beat them there—”

 “Then follow, but I’m going now.” Hugh reined around. “Best tell me what I’m up against.”

 Quin’s grave expression made Hugh’s fists clench around his reins.

 “Not what, but who. Weyland thinks Davis Grey’s on his way to kill her.”
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 At his first sight of Jane in nearly ten years, Hugh forgot to breathe. The pain in his body, the hunger and fatigue went unnoticed.

 He strode headlong after her, shadowing her group from a parallel alley as they strolled down Haymarket after alighting from their hansom.

 At the mere mention of Grey, Hugh was determined to take Jane from this place—

 A massive hand clamped on his shoulder and yanked back. “Could’ve planted a knife in your back a dozen times these last ten minutes,” a deep voice intoned from behind him. “Losing your touch?”

 “Ethan?” Hugh wrenched his arm back, throwing off his older brother’s grip, then swung a lowering glance at him. “What are you doing here—”

 “Christ, what happened to your face?” Ethan interrupted.

 “Explosion. Falling rock.” Hugh had been caught in a shower of slate in a battle down in Andorra just days ago—the same battle Courtland had nearly lost his leg in. “Now answer the question.”

 “Went by Weyland’s. Caught Quin just as he was readying to leave,” he replied. “And lucky thing I did. It’s no’ like you to be so careless in a place like this. What are you thinking?”

 “I’m thinking I’m taking Jane home.”

 “Weyland only wants her followed. Stop shaking your head—Grey has no’ made England yet.” When Hugh remained unconvinced, Ethan said, “And he might no’ make it here alive. So just calm yourself and take your nursemaid duty like a man.”

 “Is that what I’ve been called back here for? Why would Weyland want me?”

 “He seemed to think I would unnerve Jane while protecting her,” Ethan said casually. His scarred face had been known to scare women. “And that Quinton is only qualified to divest certain foreign ladies of certain critical secrets. No, Weyland needed a gunman. And you know Grey best.”

 Hugh returned his attention to Jane, who was at that moment passing the cross-street where he stood concealed, so close he could hear her throaty, sensual voice, but couldn’t make out the words. She was clad in a rich green dress with a plunging neckline that bared her alabaster shoulders and revealed how much fuller her body had become. Her face was partially covered by a mask of dark green feathers that fanned out to the sides, like the wings they’d been plucked from.

 In that dress and that mask, she looked . . . wanton.

 He wasn’t even surprised when cold sweat dotted his forehead. He’d always reacted physically to her. He remembered well the symptoms he’d endured that last summer he’d spent with her—the thundering heart, the need to swallow half a dozen times a minute, the stifled shudders of pleasure at her lightest touch.

 One of her soft whispers in his ear could make him bite back a groan. . . .

 “Is Courtland back in London with you?” Ethan asked.

 Without looking away from her, Hugh said, “I had to leave him behind when I got the missive from Weyland. Court injured his leg and could no’ ride fast enough.”

 “Where did you leave him?” Ethan snapped. “Far enough away from her, I hope.”

 Hugh had been charged with more than just seeing Court back to England—he was supposed to make sure that Court didn’t have second thoughts and return for his woman, Annalía Llorente. “I left him in France. Court will no’ go back for her. He understands what he’ll do to her if he returns,” Hugh said confidently enough, though he had to wonder. Court yearned for his lass so badly it was palpable. But Hugh hadn’t had a choice except to abandon him, not after learning Jane was in danger. “What the hell is this I’m hearing about Grey?” Hugh asked. He had counted the man a friend until the last couple of years.

 “Weyland sent him on a suicide mission. That failed.”

 That got Hugh to face Ethan. “Were you a part of that?” Sometimes, most times, he wished Ethan had never been recruited with himself by Weyland.

 Ethan gave him a chilling half smile—distorting the whitened scar winding down his face—the sneer that now seemed to say, Brother, had I been, there would be no failure. Then he replied, “I was no’, but I did volunteer to take him out. Weyland seemed to think I was personally too involved, and declined.”

 “You volunteered?” Hugh asked in disgust.

 Ethan shrugged, unconcerned. “Well, go on. Doona let me stop you from overtaking their little coterie once more so you can see her from the front.”

 Hugh scowled, but Ethan was well aware of his desire for Jane—there was no use denying it. “Have no’ seen her in years,” he bit out defensively as he strode down the side lane with Ethan following. “Curious about her.”

 “It’s like a carriage wreck I can see coming from a mile away,” Ethan muttered. “First Court with his lass and now you with Jane—again. Thankfully, I remain immune.”

 Hugh ignored his comment, settling into another dark spot farther up the street. “Why is Weyland so certain he’ll target Jane?”

 “Grey wants revenge,” Ethan said simply. “He’ll destroy what’s most precious to the old man.”

 Just then, Jane laughed at something one of her cousins said, and Hugh returned his gaze to her. She had always been quick to laugh—a quality that was foreign to him, but one that had beguiled him. She’d told him once, while cupping his face with her delicate hand and gazing up at him solemnly, that she promised to laugh enough for both of them, if need be.

 “So now Grey plans to kill Jane,” Ethan murmured over his shoulder, “seeks to slit her throat like he’s done with other women. Only now it seems he’s got a real taste for it. Likes to make it last.”

 “Enough,” Hugh grated, still staring at Jane’s soft smile. The idea that Grey needed to be taken out permanently had never sat well with Hugh, even as he understood it might be the only course. No longer would he be reluctant.

 “I wager that right about now, you wish my offer to kill Grey had been accepted,” Ethan said, easily reading him. “But no’ to worry, little brother, it certainly has now. Weyland will do anything to protect her.”

 Ethan jerked his chin at Jane, faced Hugh, then did a double take back to the girls, only to stare. A disquieting interest flickered in his eyes, then flared—all the more unsettling to Hugh because it was completely unfamiliar. Interest? In Ethan’s deadened eyes?

 At once, Hugh’s fists clenched. Was Ethan casting that hungry look at Jane?

 Hugh had him shoved against a building wall, his forearm lodged against Ethan’s neck, before he’d even realized his own intention. They used to fight constantly when younger, and had mutually called a truce when the two determined they were getting better at it and could easily kill each other.

 Hugh was ready to resume hostilities.

 Unaffected by Hugh’s ready violence, Ethan gave him a weary look. “Rest easy. I’m no’ ogling your precious Jane.”

 After a long moment, Hugh released him, believing him, although it was hard to understand how any man would not be battling lust for her. “Then what held your attention?” Still he was looking over Hugh’s shoulder, and Hugh followed his gaze. “Claudia? The one in the red mask?” That would fit Ethan. Hugh remembered Jane telling him Claudia possessed a wild and wicked nature.

 When no answer came, Hugh turned back. “Belinda? The tall brunette?”

 Ethan shook his head slowly, never taking his eyes from the object of his attention—the third girl, a short blonde wearing a blue mask, whom Hugh didn’t recognize.

 Since the injury to his face, Ethan had seemed to lose interest in so many things—including chasing skirts, as he’d once been wont to do. Now, it was as if years of something, some kind of need, rushed to the fore.

 Ethan, it seemed, was not immune.

 The unusual notice shocked Hugh. “I doona know her, but she must be one of Jane’s friends. And she looks young, no’ more than twenty. Too young for you.” Ethan was an old, old thirty-three.

 “If I’m as bad as you and Court and all of the clan believe, then I’ll find her that much more enticing for it, will I no’?” In the blink of an eye, Ethan’s hand shot out to snare a passing masquerade-goer’s domino. The man opened his mouth to object, took one look at Ethan’s ominous expression, and darted away.

 “Doona toy with her, Ethan.”

 “Afraid I’ll ruin your chances with Jane?” Ethan asked as he donned the mask. “Hate to remind you, brother, but they were ruined before you even met her. And you’ve got a book to prove it.”

 Shadowed to walk with death . . .

 “Your fate is just as grim as mine,” Hugh reminded him, “yet you’re going after a woman.”

 “Ah, but I’m in no danger of falling in love with her”—he turned to stride into the masquerade, tossing over his shoulder—“so it’s no’ likely my dallying will get her killed.”

 With a grated sound of frustration, Hugh followed him in.



Three

[image: Images]

 A brick dropped into a reticule was a necessary evil when touring Haymarket Street, Jane Weyland knew, but the drawstring strap was murder on her wrist.

 As Jane and her companions—two intrepid cousins and their visiting friend—waited impatiently in queue for admission to the Haymarket warehouse, Jane shifted the bag to her other hand yet again.

 Though tonight was by no means their first foray to tickle a bit at London’s dark underbelly—their decadent haunts included the east-end gaming dens, the racy stereoscopic pictorial shows, the annual Russian Circus Erotisk—the lascivious scene that greeted them gave even Jane pause.

 A horde of courtesans fronted the warehouse like a painted, and aggressive, army. Masked, well-dressed patrons, in clothing that screamed stock-exchange funds or old-money tweed and university, perused the wares, physically sampling before deciding which one, or ones, they would sponsor and escort inside.

 “Janey, you’ve never told us what brought about this change of heart about attending,” her cousin Claudia said in a light tone, no doubt trying to relax the others. “But I’ve a theory.” She must dread that the others would back out. Raven-haired “Naughty Claudie,” tonight sporting a scarlet mask, lived for thrills like this.

 “Do tell,” said her sister Belinda, a heads-and-tails opposite of Claudia. Belinda was brilliant and serious-minded, here tonight for “research,” and not euphemistically. She planned to expose “egregious social inequities,” but wanted to write with authority on the subject of, well, the other side of inequity. Already, Jane could tell, Belinda was eyeing the scene in terms of reform from behind her cream-colored mask.

 “Did we need a reason to come,” asked the mysterious Madeleine Van Rowen, “other than the fact that this is a courtesans’ ball?” Maddy was a childhood friend of Claudia’s who was visiting for a few weeks. She was English by birth, but now lived in Paris—a seedy Parisian garret, if rumors were to be believed.

 Jane suspected that Maddy had journeyed to London to call on an old friendship and see if she could snare Claudia’s older brother, Quin. Jane was not at all perturbed by this. If Madeleine could get Quin to settle down and marry, then she deserved him and all his money.

 In fact, Jane genuinely liked the girl, who fit in with their set perfectly. Jane, Belinda, and Claudia were three of the Weyland Eight—eight female first cousins notorious for adventures, pranks, and general hijinks—and were the only ones born and bred in London. Like all young Londoners who had coin in their pockets, they spent their days and nights recklessly pursuing all the modern pleasures to be had in this mad city, and all the old sins still on offer, within reason.

 Jane and her cousins were moneyed, but not aristocratic. They were gently bred but savvy, ladylike but jaded. Like Jane and her cousins, Maddy knew how to take care of herself and seemed perfectly at ease in the face of this risqué masquerade.

 As if revealing a great secret, Claudia said, “Jane’s finally going to accept that gorgeous Freddie Bidworth’s proposal.”

 Guilt flared, and Jane adjusted her emerald green mask to disguise it. “You’ve got me all figured out, Claudie.” She and Freddie Bidworth were an item of sorts, and everyone assumed Jane would eventually marry Freddie—including him. But Jane had yet to accept the rich, handsome aristocrat.

 And she feared she never could.

 That conclusion was what had brought about her change of heart tonight concerning the masquerade—she needed something to get her mind off the conundrum she found herself in. At twenty-seven, Jane knew prospects like him would only become more and more scarce. And if she didn’t marry Freddie, then whom? Jane knew the train was leaving the station, yet she couldn’t board.

 She’d told her cousins she wavered because of Freddie’s horrid mother and sister. In truth, she’d hesitated because, her upstanding father excepted, she didn’t trust men.

 Over the last couple of years, Jane had begun to realize she’d been ruined. Not socially ruined. No matter how badly the Weyland Eight behaved, they never could seem to manage that coup, since her unassuming father, a mere businessman, had an inexplicable influence with the aristocracy and powerful government figures. Invitations continued to arrive, even as the cousins shook their baffled heads.

 No, a black-haired Scot with a deep, husky voice and intense eyes had ruined Jane—though he had never touched her, never even kissed her, no matter how much she’d teased and tempted him.

 Belinda frowned at Jane. “You’ve come to terms with Bidworth’s family?”

 “Yes, I believe so,” Jane replied carefully. “I’ve just been moving slowly with something so important.” Slowly? Freddie had asked her the first time nearly a year ago.

 “Are these wild oats we’re sowing, Jane?” Maddy asked, making Jane wonder how wild any oats would seem to a woman from the not-nice part of Paris. Sometimes on their nightly thrill-seeking adventures, Maddy had appeared . . . bored. “A last hurrah?”

 “Did we need a reason to come,” Jane said wryly, repeating Maddy, “other than the fact that this is a courtesans’ ball?”

 Luckily, they’d reached the bottleneck of the entrance, where a burly attendant with a pig mask and a shining pate accepted the steep admission price, so the subject was dropped. As the four labored to keep their skirts from being dirtied in the crush, Jane tendered a guinea apiece for everyone—mainly to pay for Maddy and not hurt her pride.

 Though Maddy was attired in a lavish sapphire gown, Jane had seen the girl’s trunks in Claudia’s room and knew her stockings and underthings had been mended and remended. Her jewels were paste. Maddy spoke of French mansions and elegant parties, but Jane suspected she was nearly destitute. Sometimes the girl had a back-against-the-wall air about her.

 Once the attendant waved them through, Jane blithely crossed the threshold with the others close behind. Inside the warehouse, masses of perfumed bodies swarmed around the edges of the central dance floor, or waltzed to the jaunty music of a seven-man band. Legally, this place was termed an “unlicensed dance hall.”

 Those in the know called it “the Hive.”

 If the outside of the Hive had been rough and unassuming, the interior was lush. The walls were silk papered, and expensive-smelling incense burned, oozing a flat layer of smoke that floated just over the heads of the crowd. Along the walls were massive murals, hanging from shiny brass chains and painted with nymphs and priapic satyrs in lurid poses. Beneath the murals were Persian rugs with pillows cast about. There, women kissed lechers and fondled them artfully through their breeches—or were fondled in return.

 Anything more, Jane surmised, was taken to the rooms lining the back wall.

 Happily married Belinda murmured, “Just look at what these women are forced to do to earn their coin.”

 “Earn coin?” Claudia breathed, feigning ignorance. “You mean you can . . .? Ah! And to think I was doing it for free!”

 Belinda glared, because twenty-eight-year-old Claudia was, in fact, carrying on a torrid affair with the family’s groom. “Claudia, you might try doing it while married.”

 An exhibit, of sorts, silenced all of them—halting yet another sisterly row.

 Men and women with shaven bodies covered in a layer of clay posed as statues, motionless even when admiring patrons cupped and weighed body parts.

 “This was so worth attending,” Claudia said with a quirked eyebrow, gaze riveted to the well-endowed and muscle-bound men.

 Jane had to agree. Nothing like naked, real live statues to distract the mind from thoughts of marriage, ticking clocks, and rumbling-voiced Scotsmen who disappeared without a word.

 Their group had little time to admire the scene as the crowd, circling the warehouse like a current, pushed them along. When they passed a table where a half-naked debauchee in a fox mask served punch, they each eagerly swooped up a glass, then made for the wall to get out of the traffic.

 Jane drank deeply. “Well. No one told us coverage from the waist up was optional—for both sexes,” she observed as another half-clad woman sauntered by, breasts bouncing as she smiled flirtatiously up at her. Jane gave her a saucy wink back, as was polite. “Otherwise,” Jane continued dryly, “I might have opted for a lower-cut bodice and a bigger brick.”

 Maddy sniffed her glass with a discerning expression, then took a hearty drink just as Claudia raised her own and said, “I’m just glad to be at a ball with punch I don’t have to spike.” Having seen her older brother Quin doing that once and noted the raucous results, Claudia never failed to bring flasks to staid gatherings.

 When a middle-aged roué exposed himself to the Persian-rug women and they laughed, Belinda harrumphed. She shoved her glass at Jane so she could surreptitiously take notes, like a first-year plebeian might write up boys’ school demerits. Jane shrugged, placing her own finished glass on a tray, and started on Belinda’s.

 She nearly choked on the last sips as she spied a towering man in a long black domino pushing through the crowd, clearly searching for someone. His build, his stride, the aggressive set of his lips just beneath the fluttering veil drop of his mask—everything about him reminded her of Hugh, though she knew it couldn’t be him. Hugh wasn’t in London.

 But what if it had been him? Sooner or later, he would have to return to the city, and they would run into each other. It was possible she might see him on the carpets, with his knees falling open and eyelids growing heavy as a woman’s skilled hand rubbed him. The thought made Jane drain Belinda’s cup. “Going for more punch,” she mumbled, suddenly longing to be away from the warm throng of bodies.

 “Bring us back some more,” Claudia called.

 “A double,” Maddy added absently. She was watching the tall man wending through the crowd as well.

 As Jane made her way toward the punch table, she recognized that the restless feeling in her belly that she continually battled had grown sharply worse. Ever since she could remember, she’d been plagued by an anxiety, as if she were missing something, as if she were in the wrong place with greener grass calling to her. She felt an urgency about everything.

 Now, after regarding the man who was so like Hugh, and imagining Hugh being serviced by another woman, she felt an urgency for fresh air. Else she’d lose her punch.

 Once she had glasses in hand, she returned to the group to see if they wouldn’t mind going outside—

 But Maddy wasn’t there.

 “I turned around and she was gone,” Claudia said, sounding not too concerned. Maddy had a habit of slinking off whenever she felt like it. The more she did it, the more Jane realized Maddy didn’t find environments like the Hive threatening.

 “Shall we start looking on the dance floor?” Jane asked with a sigh.

 The three began maneuvering through the crowd. Unfortunately, Maddy was short and had an uncanny way of blending in. A half an hour passed, and they still hadn’t spotted her—

 A shrill whistle rent the din; Jane’s head jerked up. The band whimpered to a lull.

 “Police!” someone yelled just as more whistles sounded all around them. “It’s the bloody peelers!”

 “No, no, that isn’t possible,” Jane said. These dance halls always paid off the police! Who in the devil had forgotten the “payment for protection”?

 All at once, waves of screaming people clambered toward the back entrance, jostling them. The Hive was suddenly like a bottle turned upside down with the cork pulled out. The entire building seemed to rock as people fled, colliding with Jane and her cousins until a current of bodies separated them.

 Jane battled to reach them, but was only forced back. When Belinda pointed to the back door, Jane shook her head emphatically—that way out was choked with people. They would be crushed to death. She’d rather get nicked and have her name printed on the page of shame in the Times.

 When Jane lost sight of her cousins completely, she backed to the wall—stunned to find herself separated and completely alone. The wave of people continued to swell until Jane was engulfed again. Unable to find a clear spot or an empty corner, she felt the world spinning out of control.

 Two hands shoved against her back, sending her careening. She whirled around, swinging her reticule. She garnered a split second’s worth of room but connected with nothing, and the momentum tore her reticule down and off her wrist. Gone. Her money, her makeshift weapon . . .

 The next push didn’t take her by surprise, but someone else was standing on her dress hem. Jane flailed her arms, helpless to stop herself from being pitched to the ground.

 At once, she attempted to scramble up, but her skirts had spread out over the floor like the wings of a framed butterfly, pinned there by the stampede. Over and over, she fought to rise, but always new boots trapped her skirts.

 Jane darted her hands out between ankles, yanking at the material with desperate strength, struggling to gather her dress about her legs.

 She couldn’t catch her breath under the press of people. How had this night gone so wrong—

 A boot came straight for her head. To dodge it, she rolled toward the wall as far as she could, but then, even over the commotion, she distinctly heard the eerie ping of metal.

 Looking up with dread, she saw one of the hanging murals directly above her, swaying wildly. The brass chain holding it had an opened link that was straightening under the massive weight.

 Like a shot, the link popped, and the chain lashed out like a whip. The mural came crashing down.
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 When Davis Grey chased the dragon, he had no dreams.

 In that hazy twilight of opium, the pain in his body ebbed; no longer could he see the faces of the men, women, and children he’d killed.

 Chasing the dragon, Grey thought with a weary exhalation, staring at the paint chipping across the ceiling of his hidden east London loft. What an appropriate saying to describe the habit—and his life.

 In the past, the smoke had quelled the rage in his heart, yet finally his need for revenge had overpowered even opium’s sweet pull.

 He rose in stages from his sweat-dampened bed, then crossed to the basin to splash water over his face. In the basin mirror, he studied his naked body.

 Four crusting bullet wounds riddled his pale chest and torso, a constant reminder of the attempt on his life. Though it had been six months ago since Edward Weyland, for whom Grey had killed faithfully, had sent him to his own destruction, the wounds still hadn’t healed completely. Though half a year had passed, Grey could remember perfectly the order in which he’d taken each bullet from a trio of Weyland’s hungry, younger killers.

 Yet somehow Grey had survived. He’d lost much muscle, but he still possessed a wiry strength—enough to enact his plans.

 He ran a finger down his chest, skating around the wounds in fascination. Perhaps Weyland should have sent his best man for the kill. But then Weyland always spared Hugh MacCarrick the altering jobs, the ones that changed a man forever.

 Those tasks should have been split between Grey and Hugh, but Weyland carefully meted out each one. Hugh was dispatched to kill people who were out-and-out evil, dangerous people who often fought for the lives Hugh sought to take. Grey executed the variables, the peripherals. Toward the end, Grey hadn’t been very particular if children got in the way.

 In dreams, he saw their glassy, sightless eyes.

 Weyland, that bloody bastard, didn’t even send Hugh to kill me.

 That galled Grey more than anything, scalding him inside.

 Soon Grey would deliver his retribution. Weyland treasured only one thing in this world—his daughter, Jane. MacCarrick had loved her from afar for years. Take away Jane, and two men would be destroyed, forever.

 A little work had ensured that Weyland and his informants knew Grey was stirring. Cunning and two deaths had ensured that they thought Grey was still on the Continent. Weyland would already have sent for his best gunman to protect his precious daughter.

 Good. Hugh should be there to see Grey end her life. Both MacCarrick and Weyland should know the searing purity of grief.

 There was power innate in having nothing left to lose.

 Years ago, Weyland had said that Grey was suited for his occupation because he possessed no mercy, but he’d been wrong then. Years ago, Grey wouldn’t have been able to happily slit Jane’s pretty throat. Weyland wasn’t wrong now.

 • • •

 With a shriek, Jane rolled out of the way just as a corner of the mural hammered into the floor directly beside her. She didn’t have time to gape at how close it had been because more charging people overwhelmed her. She couldn’t breathe. With a cry, she ducked her head down, raising an arm over her face.

 Seconds later, Jane lowered her arm, brows drawn in confusion.

 The crowd was parting around her instead of treading over her.

 At last, she had room to maneuver, a fighting chance. . . .

 She’d be damned if she’d be killed by the very spectacle she’d come to leer at! Finally able to gather her skirts, she made another wobbling attempt to rise, and lurched to her feet. Whirling around, she lunged forward. Free!

 No! Brought up short, she dropped to her front with a thud. She crawled on her forearms, but realized she was crawling in place. Something still anchored her. More people coming in a rush—

 The middle-aged roué she’d seen earlier dropped bodily to the ground beside her, holding his bleeding nose, staring up horrified at something behind them. Before she could even react, another man went flying over her, landing flat on his back.

 Suddenly, her skirts were tossed up to the backs of her legs, and a hot, calloused hand clamped onto her thigh. Her eyes went wide in shock. Another hand pawed at her petticoats, ripping them.

 “Wh-what are you doing?” she screeched, her head whipping around. With her mask askew and her hair tumbling into her face, she could barely see the man through the shadows of a jungle of legs all around them. “Unhand me this instant!” She jostled the leg he held firmly.

 With the back of her hand, she shoved her hair away, and spied another flash of her attacker. Grim lips pulled back from white teeth as if in a snarl. Three gashes ran down his cheek, and his face was dirty.

 His eyes held a murderous rage.

 The visage disappeared as her attacker bolted to his feet and felled another oncoming patron, before dropping down beside her once more. His fist shot up at intervals as he ripped again at her petticoats.

 She realized he’d finally stopped—when he swooped her up onto his shoulder.

 “H-how dare you!” she cried, pummeling his broad back. She vaguely noted that this was a bear of a man who’d lifted her with the ease of plucking lint from a lapel. The body she was looped over was massive, the arm over her heavy and unyielding. His fingers were splayed, it seemed, over the entire width of her bottom.

 “Don’t go this way! Put me down!” she demanded. “How dare you paw at me, ripping at my undergarments!” As soon as she’d said the last, she spotted the remains of her petticoats pinned beneath a mural with a jaunty satyr covering a nymph. Her face flamed.

 With his free arm, the man sent patrons careening. “Lass, it’s nothing you have no’ shown me before.”

 “What?” Her jaw dropped. Hugh MacCarrick? This murderous-looking fiend was her gentle giant of a Scot?

 Returned after ten years.

 “You doona remember me?”

 Oh, yes, she did. And remembering how she’d fared the last time the Highlander had drifted into her life, she wondered if she mightn’t have been better off trampled by a drunken horde.
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 Outside, instead of following the general flight down Haymarket, Hugh immediately ducked down a back alley behind a gin palace, then set her on her feet.

 Before she could say a word, he began pawing her again. “Were you injured?” he barked. While she could only sputter, he pulled up her skirts again to check her legs, then rose to fist his hands around her arms, dragging his palms down them from her elbows to wrists to fingers, checking for breaks, sprains. Amazingly, she felt herself to be unharmed.

 “Jane, say something.”

 “I . . . Hugh?” Somehow he was here for her, though she scarcely recognized him. It was Hugh, but it wasn’t. “I-I’m all right.” Soon, yes, soon, she would catch her breath and stop gazing up at him.

 How many times had she imagined their first time meeting after so long? She’d envisioned herself coldly sighing and spurning him as he begged her to marry him. He would plead for forgiveness for abandoning her without a word.

 How different reality was proving. Of course, Jane would be quite foxed and capable of little more than dumbly staring. Oh, yes, and fresh from a police raid and near death by stampeding.

 As he lightly tweaked her crooked mask, he exhaled a long breath. “Ah, lass, what in the hell were you thinking, coming here?” Though his looks were altered, his voice was the same—that deep, rumbling brogue that used to make her melt.

 Buying time to collect herself, she drew back and brushed off her torn skirts. “This would have been perfectly safe if the proper bribes had been paid.”

 “Is that so?”

 “Quite.” She nodded earnestly. “I’m writing a letter to management.” She could tell he couldn’t decide if she was serious or not. Jane did have a tendency to joke at inappropriate times.

 When she began untying her mask, he said, “Keep that on for now. Till I get you in a cab—”

 More whistles sounded, and a harsh horn trumpeted the arrival of a police wagon. Hugh took her hand and strode forward, quickly putting distance between them and the warehouse—and her group.

 “Hugh, you must stop. I have to go back!”

 He ignored her.

 When she tried to dig in her heels, he easily pulled her along. “Hugh! My cousins and my friend are still back there.”

 “They’re fine. But if you go back in your condition, you’ll get arrested.”

 “In my condition?”

 “Drunk.”

 “Well, since you’ve addressed it, I will tell you that, in my condition, the idea of going back to save my friends feels imperative and quite achievable.”

 “Will no’ happen.”

 The alley finally ended, and they reached a cabstand. So Hugh was sending her home for the night? Perfect. She’d let the cabbie go a block, and then she’d get out and return.

 As ever, a score of drivers geared up to jockey and wrangle for the fare. But Hugh held up one finger with a look that subdued even this lively bunch, then pointed to the nicest-looking cab. The chosen cabbie eased his vehicle over, all obliging.

 Hugh tossed Jane inside, then turned to direct the driver to his mount on the next street over. When she realized Hugh was accompanying her, Jane opened the opposite door and heedlessly climbed out.

 “Damn it, Jane.” He loped around the carriage after her, swooping her to his side with his arm around her waist.

 She was being carried again and could do little more than drunkenly blink behind her mask.

 • • •

 “Your friends are safe,” he repeated as he tossed her back in, keeping a fist in her skirts as he joined her. He slammed one door, then reached over her to slam the other. Once they’d begun to roll along, he finally relaxed a fraction.

 He’d never forget catching sight of her inside, then seeing her disappear in that swarm of people. Never, not as long as he lived.

 “How do you know they’re safe?” she demanded.

 “I saw Quin go in, no’ five minutes before me. And trust me, Quin will no’ let his sisters stay to look for you.”

 Jane’s eyes narrowed. “What was he doing there?”

 “He suspected his sisters would attend.”

 She quirked an eyebrow, glancing out the window in the direction of the warehouse. “Really?” When she said the word slowly like that with her proper English accent, it always sounded like “raaaally.”

 Oh, yes, she was very suspicious. She hadn’t climbed out her window tonight for no good reason.

 She suddenly gasped, facing him. “B-but we were separated from Maddy!”

 “Is she the blonde in the blue dress?”

 “You noticed her?” Jane stilled. “I didn’t think blondes were your type.”

 He frowned at her tone. “Apparently, they’re my brother’s. Ethan is intent on the lass and went in to . . . talk to her.” Even after Hugh had followed him inside and warned him yet again not to seek out the girl, Ethan was undeterred. “Your friend Maddy—”

 “Madeleine. Madeleine Van Rowen.”

 Van Rowen. The name hit him. His brother could not be lusting after that one. What in the hell would Ethan do when he discovered whose daughter she was?

 “Your friend will be fine.” At least from the crowd and the police. “Ethan will no’ let her be hurt.” By anyone else. “But when you see her again, you might want to warn her about Ethan. He’s no’ the most honorable of men.”

 Another understatement. Hugh would like to say Ethan had changed after he’d received the injury to his face. Or when his fiancée had died the night before their wedding. But Ethan had always been a rough, roguish sort, showing a marked indifference to feelings and forming few attachments even as a young man.

 “Oh.” Then she frowned. “Actually, Hugh, you might want to warn your brother about that one. Little Maddy’s not as sweet and helpless as she looks. I’d worry more about Ethan.” He cast her a doubting expression, but she ignored it and said, “So, both Quin and your brother were there. I wonder, what were you doing in a place like that?” When Hugh simply shrugged, her lips thinned. “No need to answer, I can imagine. Curious, though, that you’re not scandalized that I was there.”

 Did she want him to be? Of course, he hated it, hated that she was in a place so rife with danger. “Nothing you do could shock me, Jane.”

 “No comments on my behavior?”

 “You’re a woman grown, are you no’?”

 “Hugh, you don’t have to interrupt your night’s revelry just to take me home.” Her tone was almost cutting. “And there’s another establishment very like the Hive, not too far away. I could give you directions. Much amusement for a man to have inside.”

 “I dinna go for that,” he answered quietly.

 “Then why on earth were you there?”

 He studied the window beside her as he muttered, “Heard you might be.” He glanced back at her. Her sudden smile was as baffling as it was devastating to him. Never taking her eyes from his, she untied her mask. Somehow she made that small movement sensual—as if she were undressing her body for him alone.

 Want tightened his every muscle, and he leaned closer to her, even as instinct screamed for him to ease away.

 She dropped the mask; he stifled a curse. Goddamn it, how could she have grown more beautiful? He’d hoped he might have imagined how lovely she’d been. He’d thought she would have lost the first blush of youth, the fire in her personality diminishing. Seeing her again now, he knew these qualities would never fade.

 An old question arose for the thousandth time: Would he have been better off never having met her?

 Right now, he believed so, yet he was still greedy for the sight of her, studying her face at leisure, savoring.

 Her eyes were that changeable, intoxicating green. Her cheekbones were high, her nose slim and pert. In the cab’s flickering lamplight, her loosened hair appeared dark, nearly black, as it curled all around her face and shoulders, but it was actually a deep auburn. Her lips were plump, and on the one occasion he’d dared stroke his thumb over them, he’d been amazed at how soft and giving they’d been—

 “Do I pass muster?” she murmured breathlessly with a slow, easy grin that made his heart punch the insides of his chest.

 “As ever.” He fought not to touch a curl that teased her cheek, taunting him.

 “You, however, are quite dirty,” she said with a disapproving glance at his clothes. “And your face is cut up.” Were her words slurring worse? “Hugh, whatever have you gotten into?”

 “I’ve ridden for days on end.” He hadn’t taken time to heal and sure as hell hadn’t stopped for ablutions when he’d believed she was in danger. But how badly he wished he looked successful, as wealthy as he’d finally become. Any man would want to appear rich and powerful to the woman he desired. Instead, Hugh was injured, his clothing covered in road grime.

 Appear successful? Right now, he’d accept clean.

 “And what brings you to London?” she asked.

 You. Finally, I’ve permission to see you. Hugh had never lied to her before. Yet the last time he saw her, he’d been a decade younger and still concerned with honor. No longer.

 He opened his mouth to speak, but the facile lie he’d prepared refused to escape his lips. So, he told her the truth. “Your father sent for me.”

 “Important business?” she asked, gazing over at him with an understanding expression.

 Staring at her, he searched for his voice, finally grating, “ You canna imagine.”

 • • •

 Jane had been quaking with jealousy at the thought of Hugh sampling the pleasures of the Hive—and at the possibility of his interest in Maddy. Jane had no objection to Maddy snagging her cousin Quin, the only male in Jane’s entire Weyland generation, solely for his money.

 But the idea of Hugh together with Maddy had made Jane want to claw her eyes out.

 Then came Hugh’s quiet admission. His words had softened her, undermining her guard.

 “How do you feel, Sìne?” he asked.

 Sìne was the Gaelic form of Jane—he pronounced it Shee-ah-na and had never seemed to realize that he always said it as if it were an endearment. Her eyes nearly fluttered closed with pleasure at the name rolling from his tongue. That brogue would be the death of her.

 “Lass, are you shivering?”

 “Too much excitement,” she said, though she knew that wasn’t why she shook. Even if the crush hadn’t scared her witless, even if seeing him once more hadn’t stunned her, she’d still be reduced to shivers by the way he said her name in his language.

 “Hugh, someone really ought to see about these.” Before thinking better of it, she lightly touched the backs of her fingers to the three marks on his face, but he flinched as if burned.

 “Did I hurt you?” She laid her hand on his arm, but he slowly shrugged away. “I’m sorry.”

 “No bother.”

 Then why had he shifted as far away from her as possible on the bench and turned away without a word? As he stared out the window, eyes subtly darting over the street as though searching for something, she took the opportunity to study him.

 She couldn’t decide whether the years had been kind or unkind to Hugh. He’d grown larger than he’d been at twenty-two, which was saying something, considering his strapping build even then. He was perhaps six and a half feet tall, still towering over her own five and a half feet, but now his body seemed packed with even more muscle. He was a man in his prime, and the years had honed the strength of his body.

 Virile, masculine, rough. All the qualities she’d loved about him before had now become magnified—his heroic actions tonight were proof of that.

 Yet if his body had benefited by the years, his face had not. Those three long gashes carved his cheek, and a furrow was etched between his brows. A raised scar marred the side of his neck. And his brown eyes seemed darker, as if the flecks of warm amber that she’d loved to stare at had been extinguished.

 As she’d discovered tonight in the melee, Hugh looked . . . dangerous. The steady, grave Hugh she’d known had become an intense man—an alarming man.

 But he also looked markedly unhappy. Wherever he’d been without her for all this time, he hadn’t been content. She could have made the brooding Highlander happy these past years. That was all she’d ever wanted. Just a chance to—

 “Do I pass muster?” he asked quietly, facing her.

 Striving for politeness, she replied, “The years have been kind.”

 “No, they have no’. And we both know it.” His gaze flickered over her. “At least they have for one of us.”

 Her hot blush of pleasure flustered her. Luckily, she was saved from having to reply when the cab stopped for Hugh’s horse. The poor animal looked as road-weary and fatigued as Hugh, but Jane could tell that under the layer of dust the animal was exceptionally fine with an unusual build and markings.

 After Hugh had tethered the horse to the back of the hansom, and he’d rejoined her, she said, “You’re lucky someone didn’t steal a horse like that. Why didn’t you take it to the city stables a block away?”

 “I dinna have t—” He broke off, seeming irritated. “I just dinna.”

 “Oh. I see,” she said with a frown. After several moments of silence, she ventured to make conversation with him. Her home was only fifteen minutes away, but as the ride was filled with clipped, awkward exchanges—between two who used to be so at ease with each other—it seemed the longest of her life.

 Mercifully, they arrived at last. When Hugh put his hands to her waist to help her down, he seemed to linger, then kept his palm across her back as he escorted her to the front door.

 “I don’t have a key.” Jane patted her skirts as if she had pockets. “I lost my reticule tonight.”

 “Rolley will be awake,” Hugh said, but he didn’t make a move to knock. He looked like he was about to say something, but whatever he saw in her eyes made him fall silent.

 There they stood at the door facing each other, each seeming to await something. Could he see how much she yearned for an apology, or, at the very least, an explanation? The moment stretched out interminably.

 Hugh, if you were ever going to make things right between us, now would be the time. But he didn’t. Instead, his eyes grew intent, and his brows drew together.

 He’s going to kiss me! she vaguely comprehended, her breaths growing shallow. For the first time? Now?

 Anger simmered inside her. He didn’t deserve her kisses. He could have had them freely for the last ten years.

 He leaned in. . . .

 Without even an apology? Her palm itched to slap him—

 At the last instant, the door swung open. “Thought I ’eard something,” Rolley said, standing tense in the doorway.

 Hugh drew back and had to cough into his fist to rasp to her, “Go inside now. I’ll see you in the morning when I return.”

 “See me?” She blinked up at him. “Whatever for?”
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 Jane’s cousins called him Hugh “Tears and Years” MacCarrick.

 Because she’d wasted an inordinate amount of each on him.

 Now that the giddy rush of seeing him again—and the effects of the deceptively potent punch—had worn off, she stared into her dressing table mirror, combing out her hair after her bath. When her eyes glinted in the glass, Jane realized she was about to go wasting even more. She laid down her brush beside the message from Claudia saying they’d all gotten home safely, then put her head in her hands. She shoved the heels of her palms against her eyes, as if that would stem the tears.

 Countless nights crying and years of her life she’d squandered. Jane—who knew how precious time was!

 When Jane was only six, her mother had died from a lung inflammation, and since then Jane had never been content. Perhaps she knew too well that she could never take for granted a single second, and that was what made her restless. Perhaps she was simply never meant to experience a feeling of complete satisfaction.

 She burned to travel, to experience exciting new places—but was it wanderlust, or the yearning to be wherever she wasn’t at the time? Ten years ago, with Hugh at her side, that anxious feeling had dimmed to a point where she could ignore it. She couldn’t explain why.

 Then he’d left her behind without a word.

 She’d grieved for him, longed for him, and had wasted nearly half of her life on him.

 Damn him, no more, she swore to herself, and yet still she replayed their history in her mind, seeking, as usual, some answer as to what she’d done to drive him away. . . .

 “The Scotsman is mine.”

 Jane had made that declaration to her cousins with her very first look at him. Her heart had stuttered, and she’d decided then that she would be the one to make him happy so his eyes wouldn’t be so grave. She’d been thirteen and he’d been eighteen.

 He and his brothers had come down from Scotland to summer at their family’s lake house, Ros Creag, which shared a broad cove with Vinelands, her family’s. When she’d charged up to him to introduce herself, he’d chucked her under the chin and called her “poppet,” and it sounded wonderful the way he said it with his brogue. He was kind to her, and she followed him everywhere.

 At her urging, her father had also visited and befriended the reclusive brothers, though they seemed to want to have nothing to do with the rest of the merry Weyland brood. Somehow he persuaded them to come back down the following summer, delighting her. Since he had no sons, Papa was set on recruiting them to work in his import business.

 By the end of the next season at the lake, whenever she got a bee sting or splinter she ran to Hugh alone.

 Her fifteenth summer they returned again, but Hugh spent most of the time frowning at her, as if he didn’t quite know what to make of her. When she’d turned sixteen, just when she’d started to fill out, he’d avoided her entirely. He’d decided to work for her father, and spent all his time with him at Ros Creag, discussing the business.

 She’d cried from missing her big, solemn Scot. Her cousins told her she could have anyone and that they didn’t want her pining over “that rough MacCarrick,” but upon seeing she would not be dissuaded, they’d suggested she play dirty—and her cousins had known what they were talking about. Their saying was, “Man bows before the Weyland Eight. And if he won’t bow, we’ll make him kneel.”

 Claudia had said, “Now we scheme, Janey. By next summer, we’ll make sure you have low-cut dresses, soft-as-silk hands”—she grinned a devilish grin—“and a shameless demeanor. Your Highlander won’t know what hit him.”

 But he didn’t come the next summer, leaving Jane devastated. Until that one night when luck was with her, and he’d arrived with an urgent message for her father. Whatever could be pressing about relics and antiques, Jane couldn’t fathom.

 Before he could ride off again, she made sure he saw her, and he gaped as if he didn’t recognize her. A single night’s stay had turned into two, then three, and he couldn’t seem to spend enough time with her.

 Her older cousins had taught her much in the previous year, and every day he was there, she teased and tormented him for the days he hadn’t been.

 She’d learned that whispering in his ear could make his eyes slide shut and his lips part, and that running her fingers through his hair as she hugged him could make him hiss in a breath. As often as she could, she’d coaxed him to swim with her—especially after that first time, when he’d frozen in the middle of shrugging out of his shirt to silently watch her removing her skirt and blouse, until she was in naught but stocking, garters, and a chemise. After they swam, Jane—never one for modesty—had slipped from the water in the transparent garment. She’d followed his rapt gaze on her body before he finally jerked his face away. “Hugh, can you see through?”

 When he’d turned back to her and given her a slow nod, his eyes dark, she’d said, “Well, darling, if it’s only you.” She’d noted that it had taken him a very long time before he’d been able to get out of the water that day.

 During what would prove to be their last afternoon, they’d been lying side by side in the meadow, and she rolled on top of him to tickle him. He despised it when she tickled him, and for hours afterward was surly and tense, his voice husky.

 But that time, instead of shaking her off, he reached up and tugged her ribbon loose to free her hair. “So fair,” he rasped as he ran his thumb over her bottom lip. “But you know that well, do you no’?”

 She leaned down to kiss him, intending not the torturing little kisses on his ear before she whispered to him, or the brushing of her lips on the back of his neck that she’d been giving him all summer. She wanted her first real kiss.

 But he took her shoulders and pushed her up, grating, “ You’re too young, lass. ”

“I’m almost eighteen, and I’ve already had marriage offers from men older than you.”

 He scowled at that, then shook his head. “Sìne, I’m leaving here soon.”

 She smiled sadly. “I know. That’s what you do when summer’s over. You go back north to Scotland. And every winter I miss you very much until you return to me here.”

 He just stared at her face as if memorizing it.

 Jane had never seen him or heard from him again. Not until this night.

 She’d been so convinced Hugh would marry her—it had been a foregone conclusion for her—that she’d only been counting the days until Hugh deemed her not too young. She’d believed in him so much, certain they would be together. Yet he’d known he was going to work abroad for years, had known he was leaving her behind. It had been a conscious decision on his part, and he hadn’t even told her why.

 He hadn’t asked her to wait for him, or given Jane her chance to make him happy.

 And now, ten years later, she stared into the mirror, watching the tears roll down her face. . . .

 Tonight, the women Jane had seen at the masquerade had hard eyes for all their swagger and flirting. They were bitter, but it wasn’t simply due to economics or circumstances, as Belinda lamented.

 Those hard-eyed women had been hurt by men.

 Jane recognized it in them with perfect clarity, because this very mirror reflected the same quality growing in her own eyes every day. She could finally acknowledge that.

 She would do whatever it took to avoid that fate. Bitterness was a life sentence, and it was one that was entirely avoidable.

 She dried her tears—for the last time.

 Early tomorrow morn, she’d accept Freddie’s proposal.
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 The side door to the Weyland home was unlocked the next morning.

 Hugh’s body went tense as he let himself inside the quiet house, striding directly to the second floor to find Jane, unholstering his pistol as he hurried up the carpeted stairs. Had Weyland even arrived home from the night before?

 He finally heard movement in a room down the hallway and hastened to follow the sounds. Through a cracked-open bedroom door, he spied Jane on her knees, sweeping her hand back and forth under the bed.

 He inhaled deeply, gathering control, then stowed his weapon behind him under his jacket.

 Unable to help himself, he entered her room and approached silently, staring at her body clad in naught but a silk gown. She slowly gazed up to meet his eyes. She had the damnedest green eyes.

 “Just what are you doing in my bedroom?” she demanded, rising to her feet. Though scarcely dressed, with her curves more highlighted than concealed, she sashayed around him, continuing to search through piles of lace for whatever she was missing, unconcerned by her state of undress.

 He could see her nipples under the silk and swallowed hard. Why couldn’t she have grown reserved over the years? Never had he encountered a woman so immodest. But then, that last summer with her, he hadn’t complained whenever she swam with him.

 “What do you want, Hugh?”

 “Where’s your father gone so early?”

 When she shrugged, the threadlike strap of her gown skimmed down her shoulder. Typical Jane, she did not pull it back. “I don’t know. Did you check in his study? That’s where he is these days, twenty hours out of twenty-four.”

 Something was different about her this morning. From the time he’d left her last night, fighting not to kiss her, to now, she’d become colder. He felt it strongly.

 “I dinna see him. The door was open, and Rolley’s nowhere to be seen.”

 “Then your guess is as good as mine. Why don’t you run down there and check again?” She turned, dismissing him.

 “You’re coming with me. Put on a robe.”

 When she ignored him, he scanned the room for a wrap. No wonder she’d been searching for something. Shoes, stockings, laces, and satiny corsets littered the room. Dresses were puddled where she’d dropped them. So much disorder. Hugh hated disorder, craved the opposite in every aspect of his life.

 He finally spotted something that might cover her. “Put this on.”

 “I’m not going downstairs until I’m fully attired. I’m late as it is for an engagement.” She chuckled as if at some private joke.

 “We have a problem, then.” For all he knew, Weyland and Rolley had been taken down. “Because I’m no’ letting you out of my sight.”

 “And why is that?”

 “Your house is empty with the door unlocked.”

 “Call down.”

 He strode to the doorway. “Weyland,” he bellowed. No answer. “The robe, Jane.”

 “To hell, Hugh.”

 Why was she the one woman on earth he didn’t intimidate?

 “I’ve told you I’ll go when I’m ready.”

 “Then dress yourself,” he grated.

 “Leave the room.”

 “No’ going to happen.”

 “Turn around, then.” When he didn’t, she tapped her cheek and said, “But there’s nothing you haven’t sneaked a peek at before, is there?”

 Stunned by the difference in her, he grated, “As I said last night, lass, there’s little you have no’ shown me.”

 Her eyes glittered with anger. “But just as you’ve changed, so have I.” She put her shoulders back and pulled her hair behind her, clearly aware that her figure had become even more tempting.

 He scrubbed a hand over his mouth, about to say something he shouldn’t. “Just dress,” he ordered. As he turned from her, he caught his reflection in the basin mirror and scowled. He was well aware that the years had not been kind.

 One night’s restless sleep had done nothing to alleviate his exhaustion, and for the last three days, his injuries had prevented him from shaving.

 Was it only three days ago that he’d been in a war? That he’d killed?

 Now her reflection caught his attention. He watched her in the mirror as she poised a dainty foot on a stool to roll her stocking up one long leg—

 He found his jaw slackening in wonderment when she slid her gown higher to wrap the wickedest garter he’d ever seen around her thigh. As she tied it into a perfect bow, his hands clenched the edges of the washstand so hard he thought he’d break the marble.

 That last summer, she’d always worn her garters high. Because her shifts were so short. . . .

 He forced himself to look away. When he heard stiff material rustling, he asked, “Are you no’ done yet?” He didn’t recognize his voice.

 “Be patient with me, Hugh.” How many times had he heard that phrase?

 He exhaled and answered as he always had, “I try, lass.” Think of other things. He spied her bow propped up near the doorway and noticed fresh blades of grass affixed to the bottom of her full quiver. He was pleased she’d kept up with her archery.

 He’d bought Jane her first bow, and helped her with her aim, and by the end of the summer, she could split a wand at a hundred paces. She’d taken to shooting as if she’d been born for it.

 Perhaps she had. In the past, when she wasn’t torturing him with coy smiles and soft words and touches, Jane had been a bit . . . fierce.

 He glanced at her dressing table and saw a book entitled A Gentlewoman’s Apprentice. Probably a scathing satire, knowing her. He picked it up, finding that the cover was a false one stretched over the real cover. Brows drawn, he opened it and scanned some pages, quickly comprehending the nature of the content. A swift perusal of one scene told him this was more lewd than anything he’d ever read.

 The idea of her reading these writings didn’t outrage him—it aroused him, and blood rushed to his groin with each word he skimmed. After swallowing, twice, he grated, “Where do you find books like this?” Without turning, he held it up over his shoulder.

 In a bored tone, she said, “All the printers on Holywell Street sell them.”

 “Is this what young ladies are reading these days?”

 “Very much so. Women patrons ensure that our favorite bookseller returns from his grubby little Holywell shop to his grand estate outside of the city each night. He can’t print them fast enough. You can turn around now.”

 No . . . no, he couldn’t.

 At length, after getting his erection under control, he turned and found her holding out a necklace to him. “Hugh?”

 He crossed to her and took it, and she gave him her back. Tendrils of dark red hair lay starkly against the alabaster skin of her neck. He wanted to press his lips there more than he’d wanted anything in his life, and was a heartbeat from doing so. Instead, he inhaled her perfume—so light as to be a mere tease of fragrance, but spicy.

 Then his big hands, which had never been clumsy except around her, fumbled for several moments. Once he’d finished, he lost the struggle to keep from stroking the backs of his fingers over the soft, smooth skin of her neck.

 When she shivered, he briefly closed his eyes.

 “Hugh, did you just touch me?” she asked, her voice sultry. When he said nothing, she turned, gazing up at him. Her breaths were shallow—he doubted he breathed at all.

 His eyes darted to her lips, and she saw it.

 “Did you?”

 “It happens, when you fasten a necklace, does it no’?”

 Her brows drew together in puzzlement, but without waiting for an answer, he grabbed her hand, pulling her along the corridor and down the stairs.

 They found Weyland in his study, gazing at his late wife’s portrait, absently rolling a letter as one might roll a map. The man schooled his features immediately, but Hugh had always known how much he missed his lovely wife, whom Jane favored so strongly. Weyland faced them and forced a smile, but he appeared exhausted. He looked twenty years older than when Hugh had seen him just months ago.

 “MacCarrick, it’s good to see you, son.”

 Hugh didn’t shake hands since he still clutched Jane’s. “You as well, Weyland.”

 “Papa,” Jane said, yanking her hand away, “please tell me why Hugh was allowed to walk in on me dressing.”

 When Weyland raised his graying eyebrows, Hugh gave her a baleful look. “No one was here and the door was unlocked. I thought that was . . . unusual.”

 “Oh, yes, well, Rolley was with me in the mews. The damned coal vendor was shorting us again,” Weyland explained, as if he would ever worry himself over something so trivial. “Jane, I want you to wait outside my study for a few minutes.”

 “Can’t, Papa. I’m supposed to meet Freddie at Hyde Park this morning,” she said airily.

 Hugh’s stomach clenched. Freddie?

 “Do give Frederick my regards.”

 Who the hell is Frederick?

 She nodded and swirled out of the room without a backward glance at Hugh.

 Hugh said, “I go with her, if you have no one else.”

 “Quin’s got it. She’s just going down the street,” Weyland assured him, but Hugh continued to stare after her. “You know, all of Jane’s beaus call her Plain Jane.” Weyland gave a chuckle. “I suppose sarcasm passes for wit among these young bucks today. But who can keep up with them? I only remember Frederick Bidworth because he’s lasted so much longer than most.”

 Now Hugh glowered at the door. Beau? Just how long had “Freddie” lasted?

 “So I trust your moonlighting went well?” Weyland asked.

 Hugh turned, frowning until Weyland pointed to the cuts down the side of his face.

 “Aye, successful,” he said, inwardly shaking himself. Just a casual suitor. An innocent meeting in the park. So why this sudden roiling in his gut?

 “I expect you’re wanting to know what the situation with Grey is.” When Hugh nodded, Weyland said, “You knew he was becoming more unstable, but it finally got to the point that he was uncontrollable. We made an attempt to take him out. But a more cunning killer, I’ve never seen. He survived, and in retaliation, he’s gone rogue, threatening to make public a list of all our people in the organization. He might already have done it.”

 Hugh’s fists tightened. “Everyone?”

 “I was just receiving word from a messenger out back when you arrived. From what we’ve been able to gather, it’s the entire Network. If the list goes public, you’ll be officially retired.”

 Hugh had never expected to end his career that way. “Does Jane have any idea?” he asked, trying not to reveal how much the idea disturbed him. “Any idea what I am?”

 “No, she still thinks you’re in business with me. And I plan to keep it that way until we know with absolute certainty that the list has gone public. After that, it won’t matter—everyone will know.”

 Hugh exhaled a weary breath. “Weyland, you ken the danger you’re in. No’ just from Grey.”

 “I know.” Weyland nodded gravely. “At last count, no man in England has more people who want him dead than I do. And they’ll want more than that—the information, the secrets, the political prisoners. . . . It’s about to be a maelstrom. That’s why I need you to take Jane away for a time.”

 “And you?” Weyland had become like a father to Hugh, and he wouldn’t allow him to be hurt. “I will no’ leave you here to the wolves.”

 “This is the worst crisis in the history of our organization. I can’t go to ground. But I’ll call in help, and with luck, we’ll bait Grey to come here. Stop shaking your head, son. Ethan has been spoiling for a chance at Grey. Quin and Rolley are itching for the fight. But my daughter must go.”

 The reminder that Ethan would be fully involved reassured Hugh, and he finally relaxed somewhat—

 “And you will marry Jane first. That’s why I brought you here.”
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 Jane’s soon-to-be fiancé was so much Hugh’s opposite, he was like a foil to him.

 As she gazed into Freddie Bidworth’s cerulean blue eyes, Jane considered how perfect a man he was. He was the golden boy, the gentleman Adonis, and his looks made young women sigh whenever he strode by. If his blond locks caught the sun, swoons would be imminent.

 When he laughed, and he laughed often, he threw back that blond head, giving himself up to it. Whereas Hugh was brooding and a loner, Freddie was merry and got along with everyone. Society loved him. And he loved it back.

 Even after her unsettling encounters with Hugh, Jane couldn’t help but smile at her good fortune that Freddie had waited so long for her. He’d joked that he would be the knight who tamed Plain Jane. He treated her as if they would be “partners in life,” as he’d put it, and he’d promised that they would have a bloody good time of it. He let her be herself and even seemed to like her wild ways, since his personality tended toward . . . safe.

 Not to mention that he was the Earl of Whiting.

 “Freddie, let’s go away together,” Jane murmured. Since it appeared that Hugh was remaining in the city, she thought it best for her to vacate it. “Let’s leave London for a holiday and get away from everyone.”

 “You’re irrepressible, d’you know that?” Freddie sighed. “I can’t be running off with you.”

 “No one would have to know. Besides, you like that I’m irrepressible.”

 “Now, that I do.” He tapped her nose. “But I did want to talk to you about your wicked ways. Mother has asked me to coax you to be a bit more circumspect. Since everyone assumes we’ll be wed, she says your behavior reflects on our family.”

 “To coax me, Freddie?” she asked, her tone gone leaden.

 “Just until Lavinia finds a husband, you see.”

 His sister, pursed-lipped Lavinia, wed? As soon as waspish, sanctimonious prudes came into matrimonial demand.

 Jane had no sympathy for the young woman, not after she’d found out that Lavinia and the dowager countess routinely did the unthinkable, the unforgivable.

 They donated funds to the Society for the Suppression of Vice—the bane of most Weylands. The sodding S.S.V.

 The society that received anonymous hate mail whenever Jane sat down at her escritoire.

 Jane wondered what they would say if the new Lady Whiting formed the Society for the Expression of Vice. Just a thought.

 “Well, if you’ll ever agree to be my wife,” Freddie continued, “countesses sometimes must make sacrifices. And it’s just for a while.”

 For a while? No, it’d be a protracted sacrifice. So long as men shuddered at the sight of bitter females. Her face fell. Who was she to talk? She was becoming bitter. “Lavinia might not wed for a spell,” she said carefully.

 “Surely she will!” He gave her a boyish grin. “Could you do it for me, vixen?”

 She smiled tightly, hating it when he called her that. Just last night, Jane had had a Scot with a body like a god’s rasp “ Sìne ” to her. Compared to MacCarrick’s husky brogue that set her blood afire, Freddie’s clipped “vixen” was downright insipid.

 Still comparing every man to Hugh, Janey?

 “Kiss me,” she said suddenly, placing her palms on his chest. “Give me a nice kiss, won’t you, Freddie?” she asked almost desperately. They’d kissed hundreds of times before, but this would be the most important one of her life.

 Be the man to make me forget him.

 • • •

 “What? ” Hugh hadn’t heard correctly. Surely he hadn’t. “Something you should know—I’m no’ marrying anyone. Ever.”

 “You must wed her,” Weyland said. “If news of the list breaks, then I want her gone for at least a couple of months, out of the city. Away from the scandal and the danger. As her husband, you can take her away.”

 “I can do that without wedding her.”

 “No, Hugh, it must be—”

 “You ken what I am. And what I’ve done.” Weyland couldn’t truly want his daughter married to a gunman with a broken-down body and blood on his hands? “How can you choose me for this . . . task?”

 “It’s because of what you are and what you’ve done that it must be you. Do you know what the marriage would say to anyone who would think to do her harm? She’d become a MacCarrick. If the threat of your reputation failed to deter them, then what about Ethan’s? She’d be his sister-in-law. And Courtland’s as well. The only bride in the family. Who would risk your family’s wrath to hurt her?”

 Hugh’s head was pounding as if a vise were tightening at his temples. “Goddamn it, did you ever think that I might no’ wish to wed? When I made my first hit, I knew I would never take a bride—”

 “There are several members in the organization who have spouses.”

 “And they put their families’ lives in jeopardy because of it.”

 “Jane’s life is already in jeopardy.”

 Hugh made a sound of frustration. “Then did you ever think I might no’ want to marry her specifically?”

 “No, I did not.” Weyland gave him a sympathetic smile. “That thought never entered my mind.”

 Hugh hid his astonishment. Or maybe he didn’t. Apparently he hadn’t been able to hide his feelings for Jane before.

 Weyland continued, “If there’s a choice, you always opt for the jobs farthest afield, and you never come to my home unless Jane’s out of town. It’s telling how determined you are to stay away from her.”

 Hugh could deny nothing.

 “I’d believed you would be more receptive, but if you’re truly averse to the idea, then you can get an annulment after these difficulties have been resolved.”

 “No,” he snapped. “It will no’ happen.”

 “It must. I won’t trust her with anyone but you.” When Hugh still refused, Weyland clasped his forehead. “Son, I’m tired, bloody tired, and I’m about to have the fight of my life. I can’t win against the deadliest, most skilled adversaries on earth when I have one blatant vulnerability that would be like a red flag to them.”

 An unmarried, heartbreakingly beautiful, trouble-seeking daughter. No wonder Weyland looked like hell. “Weyland, you doona understand.” Was Weyland forgetting that Hugh was uncomfortable around groups of people, unsociable and forbidding? Jane would slowly die around him. “I canna make her happy.”

 “Hugh, you can bugger happy!” He slammed his fist on the desk. “I want her alive.”

 Hugh was undaunted by his tone. “Let’s talk scenarios. The most likely is that you apprehend Grey, and Ethan goes on the offensive and strikes out against a few of the worst threats so severely that he warns the rest away. Everything returns to nearly normal, except that we overreacted with this marriage when I should simply have taken her to lie low for a couple of months. And then Jane and I are stuck with each other for the rest of our lives.”

 “In that case, you can get an annulment after things die down. If the two of you are so dead-set against it, then don’t have a marriage in truth.” Hugh shook his head, but Weyland spoke over him. “Here’s a scenario, Hugh. You know I might not make it through this alive.” He put his hand up when Hugh opened his mouth to interrupt. “Before I die, I know that my daughter is married and could not have a more fearsome protector. I don’t die wondering what will become of her. Can you comprehend what a boon it would be to me to know she’s safe with you? Finally to have her settled? Would you not do this for me?”

 “You doona know what you ask. She’d be safer without me.”

 “I hadn’t wanted to bring this up, but Grey isn’t targeting Jane only because of me. I know you beat him bloody years ago. And I know it was over her.” When Hugh could only grind his teeth, Weyland said, “He wants revenge against you as well. I am letting her go—you too need to do what you must to keep her safe. We both owe it to her. She’ll be the one to pay for our actions if we don’t make sacrifices.”

 Hugh shoved his fingers through his hair. “This idea of yours has a serious flaw. Jane will never agree to it.” Hugh had been only a summer diversion for a young lass of just seventeen years. Upstairs just now, she hadn’t even wanted to give him five minutes of her time.

 “Then I’ll make you a deal. If she agrees, you wed her and take her into hiding until this dies down. If she refuses, you take her away temporarily with no bond between you, risking scandal at best and increased danger at worst.”

 Hugh scowled at that, but stubbornly insisted, “She will no’ agree.” Right now she was with her long-term beau, the one who’d lasted longer than the others.

 Was Jane in love with this Bidworth? The possibility clawed at him.

 “Then do we have a deal? Hugh?” Weyland added, when Hugh remained lost in thought.

 Confident of Jane’s refusal, Hugh faced Weyland and gave him one tight nod.

 “Good. Now, I believe this must be done as soon as possible. This morning, even.”

 “You canna get a license that . . .” He trailed off at Weyland’s mildly offended expression.

 “If only everything was that easy,” Weyland said. “So, if you’ll just go fetch her from the park—she usually goes to the folly by the fountain. Tell her I need to speak with her at once.”

 Hell, Hugh wanted to go just to get her away from this Bidworth.

 “And, son, if I may make a suggestion before she returns? A wedding ring for Jane might help smooth any ruffled feathers over the suddenness of all this.”

 Hugh glowered. “I would no’ know the first thing about how or where to buy a ring.”

 “You’ve never bought jewelry for a woman?”

 “Christ, no.”

 “You pass Ridergate’s on Piccadilly on your way to your family’s town house. They have her ring size on file.”

 Hugh raised his brows—even he had heard the name of that exclusive jeweler. “You must know more about my finances than I do.”

 “Don’t poormouth me, Hugh. I do know you’re truly wealthy now.”

 Hugh shrugged.

 “And I think a part of you has always been saving up for a wife and family.”

 “If so, I dinna know about it,” he muttered, turning to stride from the room.

 Once outside, he realized his heart was thundering. Because within hours, he could be wed to Jane.

 No. If Hugh wed her, if he said the vows and signed his name, he would be exposing Jane to his own doomed fate.

 He could take her away without marriage. As soon as Jane had, as expected, scoffed at the idea of wedding him, Hugh would prevail upon Weyland to allow them to go into hiding without that bond. The man couldn’t know that there was a risk to Jane in marrying Hugh—one that might even outweigh the danger inherent in Grey. Not to marry . . .

 What was he thinking? Jane would never agree.

 But what if she does?

 In the park, Hugh spied Quin lounging on a bench on one side of a whitewashed folly, admiring young women strolling in the sun. “MacCarrick, good morning,” Quin said when he caught sight of him. Strangely, he stood to block the path around the folly.

 “Anything happen last night at the warehouse?” Hugh asked.

 “We lost Claudia’s friend, Maddy.”

 Damn it, Ethan.

 “I forced my sisters to return home while I searched for her. When I finally decided to check back at home to see if she’d come in, she had just arrived, pale and shaken but unharmed. I think the chit was so frightened, she might have learned a lesson,” he said, then gave a long-suffering sigh. “My sisters, of course, remain undaunted.”

 Hugh was glad to hear that at least nothing permanent had resulted from Ethan’s pursuit. His brother must have taken the girl home.

 “The lot of my cousins should be married off to unsuspecting Yanks,” Quin added in a grumble. “So, what are you doing here this early?”

 “Come to fetch Jane for Weyland.”

 “I’ll bring her back in a trice,” Quin said quickly.

 “No, I’ll do it.”

 A flash of something like pity flickered in Quin’s eyes. “She’s meeting with someone.”

 Hugh immediately determined two things: Quin knew he’d wanted Jane. And she was even now being kissed—or worse—in her meeting with Freddie.

 He shoved Quin out of the way, but the man followed.

 “And how did you know, Quin?” Hugh asked in a seething tone.

 Quin didn’t bother pretending he didn’t understand what Hugh spoke of. “Grey told me. Said you were . . . in love with her.”

 Who else had Grey told? Who else pitied the big, lumbering Scot his obsession with the exquisite Jane?

 He stormed around the folly.
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 “H ere, Jane?” Freddie asked, his voice breaking as he glanced around. “You want me to kiss you here?”

 Nodding, Jane leaned forward. “There’s no one to see us.” She cupped his neck and tugged, and finally, he met her, brushing his lips against hers.

 No, kissing was not new for them. What was new was Jane’s recognition that his kiss felt as good as someone reassuringly patting her cheek. Last night, the feel of MacCarrick’s big, hot hand surrounding her own hand had aroused her more than this.

 Dismayed, she kissed Freddie more deeply, clutching his shoulders to provoke more from him, desperate to convince herself she could live with only this for the rest of her life. Even as she went through the motions, she remembered the books she’d read—the lascivious ones that were suppressed —and she knew there was more than what he was giving her. There was passion and aching and longing. Just not with him —

Freddie’s body flew away from her.

 Jane stared up in shock. “Hugh? ” His wild eyes raked over her, his black hair whipping across his cheek. His jaw and fists were clenched. He shot her a disgusted look, then turned toward Freddie, looking for all the world like he would kill him.

 Jane could do nothing but gape as she rose unsteadily. Freddie was stunned as well, struggling to get to his feet.

 “No, MacCarrick!” Quin snapped, barring his way. In a lower voice, he said, “You could easily kill him.”

 “That’s the goddamned idea,” Hugh grated.

 The next moments seemed to go so slowly. She watched, as if from a distance, Hugh shoving Quin far to the side. Freddie made it to his feet—just in time to catch Hugh’s fist. Blood spurted from his nose as he went hurtling back.

 Quin caught Hugh’s arm behind him; Jane screamed and ran to Freddie. She grabbed him under his arms and tried to lug him to his feet, darting nervous glances over her shoulder. Freddie was big, yet Hugh’s one blow had sent him flying.

 “You’d best get out of here, before the constable shows up,” Quin warned. “Don’t know if you’re aware, but you just broke the nose of a well-respected earl.”

 Hugh’s look of hatred only seemed to deepen.

 “You have to get Jane out of here,” Quin insisted. “You hurt her more than you know with this insanity.”

 Hugh flung Quin off so readily that Jane realized he could have done so at any time, then he lunged forward, seizing her elbow to drag her away from Freddie.

 This morning, Hugh’s touch against her neck had been so gentle that she had scarcely felt it. Now his massive hand clutched hard, squeezing.

 “Obviously, Quin’s been spying on me,” she said, her tone strident. “But what in the hell are you doing here?”

 When he didn’t answer at once, she pried at his fingers, trying to get back to Freddie. She gave Hugh’s hand a withering glare when her efforts failed to loosen his grip. “I want to make sure you didn’t kill him!”

 Quin said, “He’s fine, Jane. I’ll stay with him, but you need to go.”

 “I won’t do it—” She broke off with a gasp as Hugh dragged her along the walk toward her home, uncaring of the morning pedestrians staring or scrambling out of the way.

 • • •

 “Hugh, unhand me this instant!” she hissed. “What in the devil has gotten into you?”

 “I ask you the same.” Out of sight of the folly, Hugh stopped to grasp her shoulders, his hands shaking. In the minutes before, he had seen nothing but a red haze over his vision, felt nothing but the need to rip the man limb from limb. He knew what he must look like, but Jane stood her ground, chin up.

 “Who is he?” Hugh bit out, trying not to notice that her lips were swollen. “Why’re you kissing some man there for all to see?”

 For me to see.

 “His name is Frederick Bidworth, Lord Whiting.”

 Naturally, she’d be kissing a peer. One who’d never seen Hugh coming because he’d been too drugged by her kiss.

 “And he’s not just some man to me,” Jane continued. “How can you react like this, when I was just at a courtesans’ ball? This is mild! You told me I was a grown woman just last night!”

 That was before he was expected to marry her. Before there was the possibility that he was to take her under his protection. Now everything felt different.

 “Why are you behaving this way, Hugh? I demand an answer. Now!”

 Because I wanted to kill him for touching you. The first man he’d ever wanted to kill. “Because the daughter of a close family friend was being compromised.” Not a lie, an understatement. When she began to deny it, he said, “You ken he should no’ have been risking your reputation by kissing you in the park.”

 “It’s not as though any of this concerns you!” Her face tightened into a glare. “I do not have to explain my actions to you! This is none of your business.”

 “No? Perhaps no’ yet,” he said, making her frown at his words.

 He knew that he was wrong to behave this way, but the idea of marriage to her, no matter how far-fetched, was like an opening wedge freeing every possessive instinct inside him. When he’d seen that bastard kissing her, a thought was seared into his mind: Mine. He’s taking what’s mine.

 On the walk to the park, Hugh had been trying to determine what his move should be, wanting to make a cold, shrewd decision and ignore the fact that everything within him burned to possess her. Is the sacrifice to marry her or not to marry her? he’d asked himself with damned near each step.

 Now he was so furious that there was no reasoning. All he knew was that he never wanted Bidworth to touch or kiss Jane again.

 Hugh knew a fine way to ensure he couldn’t.

 Back inside the town house, Hugh yanked her into Weyland’s office, ignoring her gasp and furious glare. “See it done, Weyland,” he bellowed to the unperturbed man. Had Weyland known Hugh would find Jane in a compromising position? Of course. Weyland knew everything. And Hugh was responding just as predicted, being manipulated. “Just see it done.”

 “Consider it so.” Weyland nodded solemnly. “Why don’t you go round and pack a case, son, make any purchases you’ll need? I’d like to speak with Jane privately.”

 Hugh strode out and shut the door, but listened for a brief moment.

 “Papa,” she began, “how can you stand by and let him treat me like this, manhandling me and ordering me? If you knew what he just did to—”

 “I can and I must,” Weyland interrupted, “because Hugh’s about to be your husband.”

 “Have you gone mad? Married to Hugh MacCarrick?” Her sharp laughter grated. “Never! Never, on your life.”
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 “W hat is wrong with you?” Jane cried as soon as she heard Hugh slamming out of the house. “Have you sustained a blow to your head in the half-hour since I’ve been gone? Perhaps Hugh did it in his present state of violence?” She snapped her fingers. “Of course! Rapid senility!”

 “If you will calm yourself.” Her father’s lined visage looked so serious. His kind blue eyes were now grim.

 “How am I to be calm? Hugh just attacked Freddie.” Hugh’s face had been set so cruelly, she’d thought he would kill him. “Like some crazed man—”

 “I trust there was no permanent damage?”

 “—and you just told me I’m to marry him! You should know—I was accepting Freddie’s proposal this morning!”

 “Indeed?”

 She gawked at his tone, at his utter lack of reaction. This man before her was somehow harder than the easygoing father she’d seen earlier this morning.

 “I know this is difficult to accept,” he said. “But I finally must put my foot down.”

 “Put your foot down? I’m twenty-seven! You can’t force me to marry him.”

 He continued as if she hadn’t spoken. “I have turned a blind eye to all your doings with your cousins.”

 When she peered at the ceiling, all but whistling to it with guilt, he went on, “I know that Samantha has accounts with the printers’ shops on Holywell. I know Claudia is having an affair with her groom. I know of Nancy’s penchant for dressing in men’s clothing. And your cousin Charlotte is most likely even now waiting in line to get into the divorce court to hear every scandal firsthand.”

 “I get the point,” she hastily said, wondering how he could possibly know all this. . . . Quin! Quin had told on them. It must be. But he should know better than to call down the wrath of the eight cousins.

 “I’ve allowed these things because it seems your entire generation has gone mad.”

 She rolled her eyes. “This isn’t the Regency, Papa.”

 “But I’ve also allowed them because on her deathbed your mother made me promise that I would give you the freedom she was afforded and never stifle your spirit.”

 “She did?” Jane gazed up at her mother’s portrait. Lara Farraday had been the only child of a famous artist, and a gifted one herself. Lara’s unique upbringing had been acceptable for a celebrated artist’s daughter. “I never knew that.”

 “Already at six, you were so much like her. And I have kept my promise, even when I was stricken with worry for you.”

 Jane narrowed her eyes. “Is that why Quin was spying on me?”

 “No. That’s not why. He was doing that for the same reason I’m going to break my word to your mother.”

 “I don’t understand.”

 “I’ve had ill dealings with one of my business associates. I made a decision that affected him and his fortunes critically. He wants revenge, seeks to hurt me in some way. Everyone knows you are what I hold most precious in the world.”

 She said slowly, “Hurt you?”

 “He’s afflicted with a hunger for opium. He hallucinates. There could be violence.”

 She nodded, adding sarcastically, “And who is this dastardly businessman who has struck fear in your heart? Who moves you to force your daughter into marriage—a marriage, I might add, that is much less advantageous than the one she arranged for herself?”

 He ignored her rising tone. “Do you remember Davis Grey?”

 “You’re jesting?” she said, as a shiver of alarm ran through her.

 “Not in the least.”

 “I-I had tea with him a couple of times while he waited here for you.” Of all the men he could’ve mentioned . . .

 Upon first meeting Grey, she’d been struck by his soulful brown eyes, boyishly handsome face, and open mien. He’d been extremely well dressed and had an urbane polish to complement his congenial air.

 Yet he’d given her chills when she’d been forced to be near him.

 She’d once caught him examining her with an eerie concentration. His expression had never been lustful. That she could have dismissed. She hadn’t understood it, but for the first time in her life, and at the age of twenty-five, she’d wished for a chaperone. Now she said softly, “He gave me chills.”

 “Then you sensed that he could be capable of violence?”

 “Yes,” she finally admitted. “But why such drastic steps?”

 “Hugh knows Grey from the past, knows him better than anyone does. He can protect you.”

 “Freddie could protect me.”

 “Jane, we are both pragmatists, realists above everything. And we both know that Frederick couldn’t protect you from anything worse than committing a fashion mistake.”

 She gasped at the insult, and her father shrugged. “You know it’s true.”

 “Why not just call the police?” she demanded. “With all your influence, you could get Grey on a prison hulk by teatime.”

 “I have called in favors and requested help with this matter. But we can’t find him. We have no idea when or where he could strike.”

 She stood, then slowly crossed to the window. “So he could be out there watching me right now?”

 Incredibly, her father didn’t scoff and reassure her. “He could be. But we don’t believe he is. He was last seen in Portugal, and there’s been no indication that he’s made England yet, only that this is his destination.”

 She stared out at two mothers pushing perambulators and tapping each other’s forearms as they leaned in with gossip. A boy played at the edge of the park with a hoop and stick. So peaceful. She bit her bottom lip. Though this all seemed so far-fetched, she’d heard of madder scenarios.

 After all, she lived in London.

 As much as she loved this city, she could acknowledge its dangers and the violence that played out here daily. Just a year ago, Samantha had had a vial of vitriol splashed on her by a perfect stranger. Luckily, it only ate through her dress and scarred her leg—instead of her face, as other women had suffered in similar random attacks over that summer. There were grave robbers, or resurrectionists, who got impatient waiting for corpses to sell. And Jane had been mugged so many times that a lull in the offenses gave her cause to wonder if she was dressing shabbily.

 She’d read of opium eaters like Grey who, in the grips of hallucinations, assaulted others.

 As with a dazzling yet dangerous animal, one could admire London, but had to respect the risks inherent here. If her father said Grey was unhinged and she needed to flee the city, then very well. She’d certainly read stranger accounts in the Times —accounts she’d always cringed to see included not only the criminals’ names and addresses, but the victims’ as well. . . .

 She shivered. “I’ll agree to leave London for a time. But not with Hugh. There’s no reason for him to do this. Why would he ever agree to a marriage?”

 “As of ten minutes ago, I don’t believe he was agreeing, I believe he was demanding your hand.”

 “That’s correct. He was behaving like the crazed, ravening madman you want to protect me from.”

 What she said struck her father completely the wrong way. His face grew tight and his lips thinned. “They are nothing alike, Jane. Don’t you ever say that again!”

 She drew back at her normally placid father’s furious tone. “Papa?”

 “Hugh is a good man. An honorable man. He and Grey worked together and shared similar experiences. Hugh could have taken the same path, but he didn’t.”

 She swallowed. “F-fine. Then I shall go with Hugh. But there’s no need for marriage—”

 “What have I ever done to indicate to you that I’d let my only child, my unmarried daughter, run off to travel with one of my business associates?” When she opened her mouth to answer, he cut her off. “Yes, well, that ends today. Besides, if you are so miserable, you can get an annulment as soon as this is over.”

 “You can’t make me marry him. I’ll simply go to Freddie and get him to take me away.”

 “Yes. I’m sure the dowager countess and her pinch-faced daughter will welcome you with open arms. Surely they won’t mind that I won’t be providing you with a dowry.”

 Her eyes went wide. “You wouldn’t!”

 He nodded gravely.

 “Who are you?” she asked, blinking at him in bewilderment. Her father’s personality had shifted utterly, just as Hugh’s had. “I-I’ll stay with my cousins. Samantha and Belinda and their families are going to Vinelands this week—”

 “And how long will you flit from cousin to cousin? From estate to estate as a hanger-on?”

 She crossed to him, determined to reason with him. “Father, you know I can’t go back if I do this,” she said with a light touch on his arm. “Once this is over, I will not be able to make another match.”

 “Certainly you will. John Ruskin got his marriage annulled just last year, and his former wife is already remarried. And think of all the girls who elope to Scotland. When their families find them and drag them back, the chits have their marriages annulled, and a couple of years later they marry again. If I had a pound for every time that happened during the last season—”

 “Those girls are eighteen, nineteen. They have time to wait for another match.” She lifted her hand from his arm and gripped her forehead. “I’m too old to wait! And you know my chances with Freddie would be ruined by this.”

 “If you still want him after all of this is over, then I would use all my influence to see it done.”

 She sank into a chair. “And why on earth would Freddie still want me?”

 “He’s waited this long.”

 She bit her lip at that, then said, “I still don’t understand why Hugh has agreed to this. How can you make him take a wife he doesn’t want?”

 “Are you so sure he doesn’t?”

 “Of course he doesn’t!”

 “I believe he cared deeply for you when you were both younger. Don’t you think he acted as if he did?”

 “If he cared for me so much, then why would he leave without a word?” Looking back now, it was difficult to see him as anything other than a typical male, enjoying the attention she lavished on him.

 “You know he told me to tell you good-bye. If you asked about him.”

 “If? ” She gave her father the same expression she’d given him when he’d last voiced this nonsense. “It doesn’t matter anymore. He’s had a life of his own, and we hardly know each other anymore.”

 “Yes, he has had a life of his own, and in that time he’s earned enough money to take care of you. I know that you two used to get along. Can’t you charm him? Cajole him and win him over? It should be easy enough for you. Maybe you might try staying married?”

 “Why would I ever choose Hugh over Freddie?”

 “Because you never loved Freddie.”

 No, she didn’t, but she cared for him, and they had fun together. And since she hadn’t loved him, she’d known Freddie had no power to wound her. “Perhaps that’s so—but Freddie’s never hurt me.”

 “You don’t believe Hugh purposely hurt you? I think you’re forgetting all the times he took you riding, or the hours he spent helping you with your archery. He was patient with you, when I could scarcely be.”

 When she said nothing, recalling scenes from her childhood, her father said, “In the weeks to come, I want you to remember one thing. Remember that Hugh tries. He’s going to try to make you happy.”

 “You’re assuming I’m going to agree to this.”

 “Just think, Jane, he’ll likely take you out of England.”

 “Where? Far?” she quickly asked, then flushed at her father’s knowing expression. Transparent Jane, eager to travel. “To Carrickliffe?”

 “Yes, possibly among his clan. It’s up to him. But I do know that he’ll go north. And that he won’t travel more than a day’s ride from a telegraph. I’ll be able to contact you the minute you can return home. If at that time you still want an annulment, it will be done.”

 Self-preservation, Janey. What if you get attached to him again?

 When she was still shaking her head, he said, “Jane, this is not up for debate. You will leave London, and you’ll do it this morning.”

 She’d concluded that she didn’t recognize her father, but just when she determined that she didn’t care for this new stranger, his face and tone softened. “Ah, daughter, you’re so brave about everything, and yet you’re terrified of this, aren’t you?”

 “Well, if I am, it’s because Grey looked at me in such a disquieting—”

 “Not about Grey. You’re afraid of getting hurt again.”

 Her lips parted, but she couldn’t deny her apprehension. “Hugh left me once and never came back. And I know you invited him again and again.”

 “But, Jane, he came back when it counted.”



Eleven
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 Never! Never on your life. . . .

 With Jane’s words running through his mind, Hugh rode for Grosvenor Square in a daze. There’d been too many developments this morning for him to digest. Simply seeing her kissing another man had nearly been his undoing.

 And then, after so many years of fighting to stay away from Jane, to be forced to be with her—no, to marry her. He was shocked at how badly part of him wanted Weyland to succeed in persuading her.

 Even as Hugh knew he couldn’t keep her.

 Did I truly just see Jane kissing another man?

 When he arrived at the square, Hugh strode inside the MacCarrick family’s mansion. They all called this place “the family’s,” though in truth it now belonged to Ethan. As the oldest son, Ethan had inherited all of the MacCarrick properties, as well as the Scottish earldom of Kavanagh—though he would likely pummel anyone who dared remind him he was a peer.

 In the entry hall, Hugh ignored, as usual, his mother’s messages to him, lying in the silver tray. He couldn’t say he hated the woman, but she’d blamed her sons for their father’s death, and that made it damned difficult to want anything to do with her. His brothers felt the same. All her messages to them were unopened as well.

 Ethan hadn’t banned her from the property, yet. By tacit agreement, she never stayed here when any of her sons were in London, though Hugh would bet she was still bribing the servants for information about them—everyone but Erskine, their butler. The dour-faced man was committed to his job of discouraging any and all visitors, and loyal down to his bones.

 Hugh strode directly to the study, his boots drumming across the marble floor. He knew precisely where the Leabhar nan Sùil-radharc, the Book of Fates, would be—still laid out on the long mahogany desk, where Hugh had found Courtland, staring at it almost pleadingly just weeks ago.

 As always, Hugh was amazed that such an ancient book could be preserved so well after countless years had passed. Of course, the only marking it had ever accepted was blood.

 Long ago, a clan seer had predicted the fates of ten generations of MacCarricks and inscribed them in the Leabhar. The lines within foretold tragedies and triumphs that had all come to pass.

 Although Hugh had long since memorized it, he turned to the last page, written to his father . . .

 To the tenth Carrick:

 Your lady fair shall bear you three dark sons.

 Joy they bring you until they read this tome.

 Words before their eyes cut your life’s line young.

 You die dread knowing cursed men they become,

 shadowed to walk with death or walk alone.

 Not to marry, know love, or bind, their fate;

 Your line to die for never seed shall take.

 Death and torment to those caught in their wake . . .

 The last two lines were obscured by dried blood that could not be lifted from the page.

 Tragedies and triumphs revealed? Hugh exhaled wearily. No triumphs were revealed to the brothers. No, they had sired no bairns among them, had killed their father by reading this very book, and continued to hurt everything they cared for.

 Running his forefinger down the prediction on the crisp parchment, he felt his skin grow cold and clammy. There was something innate there, some palpable power in the Leabhar. The last person from outside the family who’d touched it had stared at it in horror and crossed himself.

 Hugh turned away in disgust, then made his way to his bedroom. He forced himself to pack, though he wasn’t convinced that Weyland could in fact move Jane to this measure, short of blackmail—

 “What the bloody hell are you doing?” Ethan barked from the doorway. He glared at Hugh, who was dragging clothing from his wardrobe to a leather travel bag.

 “Leaving London.”

 “With her?”

 “Aye. Weyland’s asked me to . . . wed her and take her away.” His tone was defensive.

 “No’ again!” Ethan’s scar was whitening. “We just got Courtland’s woman away from him. Now you’re running off with yours?”

 “And what of you?” Hugh countered, snatching up shirts. “I think you showed more interest in that girl last night than I’ve ever seen you show another woman.”

 “Ah, but I merely played with my wee blonde.” He rubbed his scar unconsciously. Did he hate it anew after last night? Or had the chit slapped his face? Hugh hoped the latter. “But you and Court are always wanting more.”

 “I’ve agreed to wed Jane— temporarily. And only to take her away until you capture Grey and the havoc caused by the list dies down. I’ve made it clear to Weyland that this marriage will be annulled at that time, and he understood.”

 Ethan was shaking his head. “You’re no’ thinking clearly. You took one look at her after all that time away and bloody lost your mind. And the clan calls you the reasonable one?”

 “I am reasonable,” he grated, punching shirts into his bag so hard that the stitches in the leather strained.

 “Running off with the woman you’ve been lost for, to marry her? Temporarily? Aye, the example of reason you are,” Ethan sneered. “My God, you lectured Court about this verra thing. Rightly so.”

 Hugh glanced away. He’d been smug when he’d lectured Court, smug that he’d had the discipline to stay away from Jane all these years.

 “Hugh, how can you ignore what’s happened? Court made up his mind to marry Annalía, and within days, a bullet almost splattered her brain across our front doorstep. And then me. Have you forgotten my fiancée? It was you who found Sarah’s broken body. Would you expose Jane to a fate like that?”

 Christ, no. Never. “I will no’ consummate the marriage. I will no’ keep her,” he said in a low tone. “It will no’ be a marriage in truth. Besides, I’ve already jeopardized her. Grey will seize on her because of me. I know this. Grey will definitely kill her without me to protect her. I might hurt her.”

 “Even ill in the head, Grey will be deadly. As much as I hate to say it, he has unmatchable instincts.” Ethan caught his gaze. “Why do you no’ let me take Jane away?”

 The thought made Hugh’s blood boil. “Grey will never harm her while I live. Mark me, Ethan. Never.”

 Ethan raised his eyebrows. “Then you’d better hope I get to him before he gets to her. You think to protect her when you’re no’ cold about this? Certainly no’ cold like Grey is. You’re going to get both yourself and the girl killed.”

 “Damn it, I can take care of her—”

 “And keep your hands off her at the same time?” Ethan gave him an incredulous expression.

 “I have discipline. You ken that I do.” Hugh strode to his wardrobe for a few essentials—a pistol as backup to the one he always wore holstered, and another rifle, second to the one he kept in his saddle holster. He also packed a good deal of ammunition for all of the weapons. “And I’ve stayed away this long, have I no’?”

 “I also know you’ve got years of want stored up. You might seem calm on the outside, but I’ll bet inside you’re seething with it.”

 Seething. The perfect word for how he felt. “Does no’ matter. She hates me.” Especially after this morning. “Hell, she’ll probably balk.” Though he wondered. Weyland always got what he wanted. But then, so did Jane. Surely Weyland couldn’t want him as a son-in-law as much as Jane wanted to have nothing to do with him. “I will no’ keep her,” he insisted again. “And she will no’ want me.”

 Ethan studied him for long moments. Then he exhaled a resigned breath. “Aye, then. That, I can accept. Even if the old man forces her to wed, the chit will want out at the first opportunity.”

 Hugh scowled at Ethan’s tone. As if he were reciting a fact.

 “Is it so bloody inconceivable that she might want me as I want her?”

 Ethan simply said, “Aye.”

 Hugh snatched up his bag, then exited the room to stomp down the stairs.

 “Where’re you taking her?” Ethan asked, following. “No’ to the clan?”

 Hugh shook his head. He’d considered taking her to Carrickliffe, but the people there all knew about the curse. At best, they would be wary around Jane, superstitious and treating her as though she were doomed. At worst, they would try to spirit her away from Hugh, seeking to save them both. He would only go there if there was no other alternative. “I’m taking her north to Ros Creag.”

 “Does Grey know about the lake house?”

 “I never told him about it, but I canna be certain whether he does,” Hugh answered. “If he hasn’t reached England and I only keep us there for a few days—”

 “I’m fast, but I’m no’ that fast.”

 As Hugh reached the front door, he said, “Any suggestions among your various hideaways?”

 “Grey knows of several, and I canna swear by the rest. You should take her to Court’s.”

 Hugh slowed. He hadn’t thought of Court’s property, probably because his brother had owned it for so short a time.

 “Court said the keep was old, but it’s solid and only needs a bit of work,” Ethan said.

 He’d told Hugh the same, and that it was in the middle of thousands of acres. “I’ll go to Ros Creag, and if I haven’t heard anything from you in five days, we’ll journey north to Court’s.”

 “Good. I’ll alert the staff to your arrival,” Ethan said, referring to the skeleton staff that lived just off the property.

 “If Grey follows us, I hope to God you’ll be following him.” Hugh skewered his brother with a look. “Much is in your hands, and you canna afford to get distracted. The sooner you kill Grey, the sooner this marriage is annulled.”

 “Then doona get settled in,” Ethan said with a chilling smile. “And best take care with the marks on your face. You doona want them to scar.”

 “Go to hell,” Hugh bit out, opening the door.

 Ethan cursed under his breath, then said, “Wait a minute.” He strode off, returning with the Leabhar, and offered it to Hugh. “Take it. It will remind you as nothing else can.”

 Hugh accepted the weighty book. “And what about you? What if you need it?”

 Ethan’s face was perfectly cold. “I’ve no heart to be tempted, remember?”

 Hugh narrowed his eyes. “What did you do to the girl last night?”

 He smirked, reaching up to rest his hand on top of the door. “Nothing she dinna want me to.”

 “Quin said she’d been afraid.”

 Ethan’s brows drew together. “No. I dinna scare her.” He touched his scar for the second time—something he never did. Either he’d never wanted to remember the injury, or had never wanted to draw attention to the mark. But this morning, he’d been mindful of it for the first time in years. “Goddamn it, I bloody had a mask on.”

 Hugh didn’t think this was a good time to point out that his bearing and demeanor were as disturbing as his face. “Do you know who she is?”

 “Was going by Quin’s today to find out,” Ethan drawled, “but now I find my calendar filled. Did you find out her name from Jane?”

 Hugh saw an eagerness in his brother’s eyes that gave him pause. Though Hugh didn’t have the full details, he knew that Geoffrey Van Rowen was somehow responsible for Ethan’s scar. Hugh also knew that the injury to Ethan’s face had been deliberately delivered in a manner that ensured it would never heal seamlessly.

 In turn, Ethan’s revenge had been protracted and ruthless—and not particularly discerning between those in the Van Rowen family who deserved it, and those who didn’t.

 Hadn’t he done enough to them?

 Perhaps Ethan would lose interest in her over the coming days. “I know she’s a friend of Jane’s, so doona hurt that lass, Ethan, or you’ll answer to me.” He stuffed the Leabhar into his bag.

 Ethan’s cold expression turned menacing. “You think you can stop me if I feel like amusing myself? Go to hell, Hugh. You’re smug about this subject, too,” Ethan said. “But if you get Jane killed, you’ll find you have a lot in common with me. Brother, you’ll end up just like me.”

 Hugh cast him a disgusted look before turning away. As Ethan shut the door behind him, Hugh thought he heard him mutter, “ Just doona end up like me. . . . ”



Twelve
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 Though well over an hour had passed by the time Hugh returned to the Weylands’, their muffled argument was still going strong in the study, so he sank down into a chair outside the room. He let his aching head fall back against the wall while he anxiously brushed his fingers over the small case in his jacket pocket.

 Everything in Ridergate’s whisper-quiet shop had appeared breakable to a man of Hugh’s size, and he’d wanted to pull at his collar the entire time he was there. But when Hugh had found just the ring for her, he hadn’t hesitated to spend a small fortune on it. What else was he going to spend his money on, if not her?

 He’d known what to buy her because, that last summer, she’d told him exactly what she dreamed of receiving from her future bridegroom: “A gold ring with emeralds and an enormous diamond in the middle. It should be so heavy, I’ll be forever knocking it into things, breaking shopkeepers’ counters and accidentally unmanning pedestrians.”

 They’d been floating in a rowboat, her head in his lap as he played with her silky hair, fascinated as he lifted it to the sunlight, but he’d frozen at her words, tensing with anxiety. As a second son, he’d had no money to speak of and could never afford anything remotely like what she’d described.

 Then he’d remembered that he could never have her anyway. . . .

 Now, years later, he stared at the ceiling as round and round his mind played out the same scenarios and consequences.

 Far too early in life, he’d learned about consequences, both avoidable and unavoidable.

 The morning after he and his brothers had found and read the Leabhar —which was thought to have been destroyed—Hugh had woken to his mother’s screams. She’d discovered her husband, Leith, the clan laird and a bear of a man in his prime, cold and dead in their bed.

 And then she’d shrieked her blame. Hugh had been nigh on fourteen, far too young to be saddled with that guilt.

 Years later, Ethan had scoffed at the curse, calling their father’s death a freak coincidence, and found a bride from the neighboring MacReedy clan who would actually dare to wed a “cursed MacCarrick son.” Sarah had fallen—or, as most believed, had been pushed by Ethan—from a turret at Carrickliffe.

 Then Court had lost his heart to a foreign lass and intended to marry her, though he knew that he could never give her children and would only bring her misery.

 Court had been defiant, daring to challenge their fate—until his Annalía had been a breath away from being shot in the head. Court had finally left her behind, safe at her home in Andorra, though it had nearly killed him. She’d become his entire world.

 Consequences. The lines within that book said Hugh was not to marry or to bind. Hugh worked to convince himself there was a difference between married and wed.

 Damn it, there would be no sealed union. If Jane agreed, they would be wed, but not truly bound together. As long as he didn’t claim her, she’d be safe. Surely. And God knew, he had no intentions of keeping her.

 He stood when Jane came out five minutes later, her eyes bright with either unshed tears or fury. A good wager said the latter.

 What’s it to be, then? What’s the verdict?

 Weyland was right behind her. “I’ll just go send a note to the minister and pick up the marriage license. Jane, you need to begin packing immediately.”

 Then Weyland was gone, leaving Hugh so dumbfounded he nearly rocked on his feet. “You’re going tae . . .” he began, but his voice broke lower. “We’re tae . . . marry?”

 “Yes, I am constrained to agree to this insanity—you are not. And you will ruin my life if you don’t refuse to do this for him.” Turmoil and emotion rolled off her in waves. She’d always been like that—volatile, like an explosive. Yet no one but Hugh seemed to understand just how complicated Jane was.

 So Weyland had succeeded. Hugh hadn’t expected her to be happy about the nuptials, but . . . “A temporary marriage to me counts as a ruined life?”

 Every word she spoke was clipped with her proper English accent, and dripping with outrage. “Do you know why I was with Frederick Bidworth— Lord Whiting—this morning?” She answered her own question, “Because I was accepting his sodding proposal today!”

 Hugh’s vision swam. But why should he be surprised? He’d wondered as each month went by, for years, why she hadn’t married. Wait. How had Weyland not known about this? He had to have. She was about to be “settled” without any interference from them.

 Bloody hell. This just kept getting better. Hugh had wanted to kill Bidworth for kissing Jane—whom the man had thought was his.

 “However, my plans were interrupted when you attacked Freddie.”

 Jane was within her rights to be kissing her soon-to-be fiancé. Just because Hugh could think of naught but her didn’t mean she was affected the same way by him. She’d had a life of her own these last years, and Hugh had just been dropped in the middle of it, swinging as he landed. “You were about to accept an earl, yet your father is still insisting on me?” It was a genuine question, but she took it as a retort and glared at him.

 “Why, Hugh? Why is Davis Grey doing this? You know him—is he truly so dangerous that I have to flee my home?” Her face was drawn with confusion. “Why is Father so set on you? Did he blackmail you into this as well? Of course he did. Why else would you agree to such a lunatic idea?”

 “I’ve no’ been blackmailed, but I have promised your father. Just cooperate with me. The arrangement will no’ be permanent as long as we doona . . . consummate the marriage.” He lowered his voice. “Rest easy, this is temporary. I have no intention of remaining married any more than you do. And you know that if I dinna touch you before, then you’re safe from it now.”

 “As if I’d let you,” she hissed.

 He pinched the bridge of his nose. His head was throbbing, his neck knotted with tension, but he tried to calm his tone. His ire never daunted Jane. “Did you ever think that this is no’ something I want either?”

 No, he didn’t want this, was never supposed to marry. But now that he’d seen her once more, he didn’t want anyone else to wed her either. And he was just selfish enough to agree to Weyland’s machinations. Her father knew what was best for her, he reasoned, and Weyland had chosen Hugh. “Jane, I dinna come here thinking I’d leave with a bride.”

 “Then why did you tell Papa to see it done?”

 “Because I can protect you.”

 She advanced until she was toe to toe with him, unflinching as she raised her face to his. “If you do this, Hugh, you have no idea how much I’ll make you regret it. I’m giving you fair warning right now to desist from this.”

 When he said nothing, making his expression unbending, her lips parted in disbelief.

 “Resolved, are we? Then so must I be.” She made her tone soft when she asked, “Hugh, do you remember when I used to tease you?”

 As if he could ever, ever forget.

 “Darling, you’re going to find that I’ve gotten better at it.” She walked her fingers up his chest, and her voice grew breathless. “You’ll see that I’ve gathered new arrows . . . in my quiver.” Somehow she made that phrase sound wicked, and the customary sweat beaded on his brow.

 “You’ve made it clear that you don’t want this marriage,” she said. “So before you go forward with this madness, consider—how much can you resist . . . day after day?”

 He swallowed.

 “Prepare yourself, darling.” She turned, sauntering up the stairs with a hip-swinging gait that drew his riveted gaze. Over her shoulder, she said, “Because I’m about to make your life a living hell.” Disappearing into her room, she slammed her door.

 “More of the same,” he muttered, wondering if his wedding might go smoother than his engagement.
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 The wily old man had done it.

 Weyland had somehow convinced MacCarrick to marry his daughter. Felicitations all around.

 Grey had been creeping around the house all morning, entertaining himself by dodging Quin and Rolley. Though Grey didn’t blend as perfectly as he had in his prime, he’d been able to get close enough to gossiping servants to garner information.

 Apparently, Miss Jane was having trunks packed for at least a month, but she couldn’t provide a destination to help them select appropriate clothing to pack. And her lady’s maid was being left behind, while her horse and her bow and quiver were not. Food preparations were being made—refreshments for the minister, who’d arrived early, but no wedding breakfast, as the newlyweds were setting off immediately after the simple ceremony.

 The servants were sniffling at the news of the wedding and their mistress’s departure. They all fawned over her. Not surprising. Weyland had told Grey and Hugh with obvious pride that Jane had always been generous with her wealth and her time, regardless of a person’s station.

 The servants were far from enamored of the groom, however. As one of them opined: “ ’E’s frightening as ’oly ’ell and not near good enough for our Miss Jane.”

 This was true. Jane was so far out of his league it was laughable. MacCarrick was massive, stony, and intimidating; Jane was a celebrated beauty brimming with wit and charm.

 And she was MacCarrick’s sole weakness.

 Grey had discovered that the night of Jane’s coming-out ball—an event Weyland had insisted they attend. Grey had gotten MacCarrick drunk to lure him there, but Hugh had skulked outside, watching her through a window, his body tense. There’d been such longing in his eyes that Grey had realized the young Highlander was in love with the fair Jane.

 A bear chasing a butterfly.

 Grey had had to stifle a chuckle at the illogical match—even more so because Hugh had known he wasn’t good enough for her, yet he’d been unable to let go of his feelings.

 More shocking to Grey than Hugh’s capitulation was that Weyland had somehow convinced Jane as well. How? Had he come clean about their occupations? About Grey’s?

 It had been years since Grey had felt genuine amusement, but this situation was boiling over with such rich irony. An assassin bade to protect a life, the life he held dearest in the world—his wife’s. And to protect her from a better assassin.

 All of them had to know that Grey was a much more accomplished killer than Hugh was a protector.

 His amusement faded. He hadn’t wanted this to be easy. . . .

 With Quin and Rolley hovering about them, and a sharp-eyed coach driver who had “Network” written all over him on the lookout, Weyland escorted Jane to the coach. Hugh followed, close behind her, behaving as if she had a target on her back.

 She did. Grey had a clear shot from where he lurked this moment. Unfortunately, his aim was . . . impaired at present. If he missed, he’d be doing nothing but alerting them that he was in England. No, he would have to get closer.

 At the coach door, Weyland held Jane’s head in both hands and put his forehead to hers. Her face went stark white, her expression stunned, when her father kissed her cheek good-bye. “Papa? ” she said in a breaking voice, as if she was just now realizing she was leaving him and her home.

 Weyland forced himself away, pausing only to squeeze her shoulder and to give MacCarrick a hard look, letting him know what he was trusting him with. Then he left them, his own shoulders sagging like an old man’s—like the old man he was becoming.

 As Grey watched their actions and interactions in a kind of dazed captivation, he wondered if Weyland had told MacCarrick about the list to convince him. Probably.

 Grey did have the list, and had threatened to release it, but if that information went public, Weyland would be dead directly. In Weyland’s clandestine service, he’d routinely had to make cold-blooded decisions, dispatching men like Grey, Ethan, and Hugh to carry them out. If those numerous decisions were traced back to Weyland, it would be over.

 That wasn’t Grey’s agenda, not yet—

 When a sudden cold clamminess broke out on his neck and back, dampening his shirt, Grey reached into his jacket pocket. He’d anticipated that smoking would be more inconvenient in England than in some other countries, and had had his “medicine” prepared differently. He needn’t have bothered. In London, opium was proving easier to find than tobacco and cheaper than gin.

 But he liked the alteration. He chewed it, relishing it. The taste was like almonds that were slightly off. The texture was gummy.

 My medicine. He snorted. His body had been ruined from injuries sustained in his profession, and laudanum had made the pain bearable. Upon noticing that Hugh limped himself, especially in the mornings, Grey had offered him some. The bastard had shook his head firmly. So bloody sanctimonious.

 As he chewed, Grey’s heartbeat slowed to a ponderous rhythm, though he felt more excitement than he could remember. Luckily, with this dosage there would be no hallucinations. He hoped. . . .

 Ah, and there went Jane, waking as if from a trance, beginning to gesture and fume even as MacCarrick was loading her into the coach. Stubborn Jane wasn’t one to be led blindly, and she was no doubt demanding answers, ones that Hugh clearly wasn’t providing. At the coach door, she stepped up, but turned to say something else to Hugh, putting their faces close. They both fell silent.

 Grey had compared Hugh to a bear chasing a butterfly. The corners of Grey’s lips tilted up. No, Hugh was better than that—he was like a wolf with a rabbit twitching her tail in front of him.

 Sooner or later, the wolf would attack.

 When Hugh shut the carriage door, he stood for just a second, exhaling deeply, as if getting his bearings. He ran a shaking hand over his face, no doubt disbelieving he’d wed the chit.

 “Don’t worry, Hugh,” Grey softly assured him. “It shan’t be for long.”

 • • •

 In the past, if Jane had caught Hugh staring at her breasts, he’d always averted his eyes. In the coach for the last hour, he’d looked at her brazenly, studying her body, as if relearning it, as if it was his right to do so. It galled her. He could have had unfettered access to her body. She would have denied him nothing in the past.

 The fact that she reacted to his heated gaze only infuriated her further. Why couldn’t she have found him less attractive than she had years before? She’d always thought him the most beautiful man she’d ever seen—even before she’d spied on him shucking off his clothes to swim naked in the lake and had gazed in awe at his magnificent body. And now this new hardness about him was nearly irresistible.

 A living hell, she’d promised him. She’d sounded so strong, so determined.

 Now she waffled.

 Stay married, her father had advised. She didn’t want that, couldn’t have that. She’d been forced to accept the alliance, but Hugh hadn’t been and could have saved them both from this.

 He’d refused.

 Because Hugh had left her no way out, Jane felt he might as well have pushed her off a cliff. Yes, a nice, big shove, sending her flailing and screaming right over the edge.

 Inevitably, once she landed, it was going to be messy.

 She was already livid with him over the past, before he attacked Freddie. Now she was wed to the very man who’d betrayed her, and this on the heels of the rawest show of fury she had ever seen. Hugh in the warehouse had been bad, but this morning he’d been worse. What she couldn’t understand was why.

 Had he become one of those men whose first reaction always tended toward violence? Or had her father already promised her to him, days, even weeks, before? Which would mean Hugh had thought his fiancée had been kissing another? She frowned. Recalling her conversation with her father, she realized he’d never asked her why Hugh had attacked Freddie. . . .

 Hugh’s own explanation had rung hollow, even as he’d uttered it. Yes, Hugh was a close friend of the family’s, and, yes, perhaps she oughtn’t to have been kissing Freddie in the park behind the folly, but nothing excused what he’d done.

 Jane was angry and she wanted revenge. Her talent still lay in teasing and tormenting. In fact, as she’d pointed out to Hugh, her arsenal had only expanded, thanks to all the tricks she’d learned in her five London seasons among seven master cousins.

 Hugh should know what he’d given up back then. He should have a taste of what he couldn’t have now without risking a binding marriage to her.

 For every hopeless day and night filled with tears, for every man she’d compared to him and found lacking, for his decision to leave her . . .

 For all her pain, she would make him pay.

 “Oh, Hugh, darling, it’s close in here, is it not?” She unfastened the first few buttons of her blouse and drew it wide to fan herself. After opening the window on her side, she tugged up her skirts so she could kneel on the bench facing him. She reached past Hugh toward his window, resting one knee against his thigh, and placed her palm just above his own knee. His entire body went rigid.

 With her other arm stretched out to the window, she turned her head so their lips were barely inches apart. “You don’t mind, do you, darling?” she asked in a sensual whisper as she slowly rubbed her palm higher up his rock-hard thigh. His jaw clenched, and he swallowed hard. His brows drew together as though he was in pain.

 Make him pay.

 They hit a bump, and though his hands shot to her waist to steady her, she made sure she landed straddling him.

 He hissed in a breath. “Jane,” he growled, tightening his grip. But he didn’t raise her from her position—if anything, his shaking hands on her waist pressed her down.

 “What is it, darling?” she murmured.

 “Doona touch me, lass,” he rasped. “Just . . . you canna touch me.”

 And pay.

 “How clumsy of me,” she purred. “Needing you to support me, or else I might slide . . . slowly . . . inch by inch . . . down upon your ”—she leaned in close to his ear, making sure he felt her breaths before she enunciated—“ lap.” He shuddered violently, lowering his head to her neck.

 When she eased back, he faced her, appearing stunned. His normally clenched jaw was slack.

 She patted his shoulder firmly—all business—then maneuvered and swished back into her seat to gaze casually out the window. “Yes, darling, now it’s much better in here.”



Fourteen

[image: Images]

 Hugh violently rubbed his palms on his legs, struggling for a calm he didn’t possess. His swift, blood-pounding erection strained against his trousers. His breaths came haggard.

 After wanting her for so long . . .

 She didn’t understand just how tenuous his control was, and was even now gazing out the window, unconcerned. But he could see her coral lips curling without humor. She was playing with him, just as she always had.

 He’d tolerate it no longer. I saw her kissing another goddamned man.

 His hand shot out to grasp her arm, and her smirk vanished. She turned to him with a glare. “Hugh, release me.”

 He yanked her closer to him on the bench. “You’d do well to recognize I’m no’ the same lad I was.”

 “And what are you now?” she asked airily, seemingly unaffected by what had just occurred and by Hugh’s building anger.

 “I’m a man with a man’s needs.” He would teach her, give her this lesson now so that she would stop these flirtations. Because she was right—she had gotten even better, somehow improving on perfection. He sensed it was critical to put her in her place now. His voice grating, he said, “Doona expect to tease me like that and no’ relieve me in some fashion.”

 Her eyes widened, then narrowed. “Some fashion? Enlighten me, darling.” Her soft fingertips toyed with his chest in the V of his shirt. Christ, she made him weak. “How do you usually prefer to be . . . relieved?”

 So she’d meet him measure for measure? He was a man with more experience, he should be able to win this handily. There had to be a line she wouldn’t cross. But could he pull back once they reached it?

 “I’ll have tae show you,” he heard himself saying. In one sweeping motion, he dragged her onto his lap, easing her back against his arm until he was leaning over her. She looked startled—after all, this was the first time he’d ever touched her back when she’d teased—but then a flicker of that stubborn look crossed her face. In the space of a heartbeat, she was all seduction again, reaching out to pet his neck even as she relaxed into his arm.

 His blood pulsed in his groin, making it hot and aching. When she gasped, he knew she could feel his erection throbbing under her arse. He was having difficulty thinking. Didn’t he have an agenda with this?

 Kiss her so hard she’ll forget she was in another man’s arms this morning. . . .

 No. He was only doing this to push her, to startle her, to win this battle of wills. They always used to have them, and Hugh had lost as many as he’d won.

 Her lips were parted, welcoming. Her body was so damned soft against him. Just one taste. Yes, get this out of the way in the beginning. Of course. He’d only imagined how good kissing her would be, and when that was proved otherwise, he could get past his obsession.

 He leaned down, never taking his eyes from hers. He felt the lace hem of her skirt clenched in his shaking fist and had no idea how it had gotten there. No doubt he wanted to get to those wicked garters he’d seen her lace around her white thighs this morning.

 Her open blouse revealed the swells of her creamy breasts above her corset, and he bent to brush his lips over them, stunned to find her skin was as soft as it looked. When she shivered, her playfulness gone, he kissed up to the base of her neck, realizing this was the first time his lips had ever touched her.

 He inhaled the light scent of her skin and knew that he wouldn’t rest until he’d tasted her. Just once. With a defeated groan, he opened his mouth and flicked his tongue over her flesh. He shuddered with pleasure, and she gave the sweetest little cry, making him want to wrench more from her.

 “Is this what you want from me?” he rasped, drawing back to take in her face. She looked as dazed as he felt, staring at his lips, no doubt wondering how things had escalated so fast.

 He cupped her nape and slanted his lips over hers. She hesitated as if startled by the contact, then parted her soft, giving lips in offer.

 Her mouth was hot and wet as he slipped his tongue in, and when she met it, taking his strokes with hers, he stifled a groan. She moaned against him, the sound making his cock pulse painfully in reaction, and soon he was lost in the experience. At last he was tasting and touching her, dazed by sensation.

 This wasn’t a dream, not a scenario he’d envisioned in a lonely bed in some distant country. He was kissing her. And it wasn’t as good as his imaginings.

 It was better.

 His hand had slipped up the outside of her thigh almost to her garter, about to slowly untie—

 “Miss Weyland!” a voice called from outside the carriage. “I say, is Miss Weyland in there?”

 Jane froze, then pulled back. “Freddie?” she gasped.

 Not Bidworth.

 “Hugh, we have to stop.”

 His gaze flickered over her chest, her neck, her lips. When he met her eyes, he shook his head slowly. Leaning in, he took her mouth once more.

 She shivered, then pushed against him. “Stop!” She scrambled to sit up. “I am in deadly earnest, Hugh!”

 He finally released her, though he struggled not to yank her back when he realized she’d just responded to him. Such a small taste, after such a long wait, and it was still worth it.

 But as sanity returned, he disbelieved what he’d done—and been about to do. He had to cough to speak, and still his voice was hoarse when he said, “Never do that again. Never, Jane, or I vow tae you, I’ll—”

 “Stop the carriage,” she said, inhaling and exhaling deeply as she fumbled with the buttons of her blouse. When he made no move to do so, she added, “We’re setting off for a location so secret you aren’t even going to tell me, but if you don’t let me talk to him, he’ll follow us all the way there.”

 “No’ if he’s unable to follow,” he said quietly.

 Her eyes widened, and she gazed at him as if she didn’t recognize him. “You’re crazed, aren’t you? Have the years warped your mind? You listen to me, Hugh MacCarrick. You are not to hurt him again. Do you hear me? Or, so help me God, I will get in the middle and—claw—your—very—eyes—out.” She gave him a glare to punctuate her threat.

 “You told your father that you’d sent a message to him.”

 “Of course I did,” she said, straightening her hair. He took the opportunity to pull his jacket edges together and furtively adjusted his shaft within his trousers. “Freddie must have ridden over directly upon receiving it, just missed us, and followed us north.”

 Biting back a curse, Hugh called to the driver to stop.

 “I want five minutes with him—alone,” she said, throwing open the coach door.

 “No’ a chance—”

 “I’m telling him good-bye. He deserves five minutes of my time. Especially after your attack today.” She met his eyes. “Hugh, damn you, please.”

 She always knew he couldn’t deny her when she looked up at him like that and said please. When he bit out a curse, she quickly descended before he could assist her. Through the back window, Hugh watched as Bidworth dismounted. When she rushed to him, the bastard laid his hands on her shoulders, then pulled her to his chest.

 Hugh couldn’t watch this, not now. She was his wife now. Not for good, only temporarily, but for now, she was his.

 His first impulse was to stalk out there, drag her away from him, then plant his fist in Bidworth’s face again. That last hit had felt so sodding good, and the break at the bridge of Bidworth’s nose was swollen and already blackening his eyes gruesomely. Hugh stifled the impulse, barely, but stayed tensed and ready to reach her in a hurry. He half-expected Bidworth to snatch Jane up and toss her on his horse to steal her.

 Hugh would have.

 He would use this time to study them interacting, to determine what type of loss this would be for her. Jane stared up at Bidworth adoringly—but then, it made sense that a woman like her would want a man like him. He was an earl, tall and blond, and they looked rich and aristocratic together. A perfect Briton couple.

 Hugh was a black-haired Scot with a menacing expression and gashes marring his face.

 Not to mention his occupation.

 Jane lightly brushed her fingers over Bidworth’s cheek, and Hugh hated him for it. She touched Bidworth lovingly—as she used to with Hugh. Now she touched Hugh to hurt him.

 Seeing this was hellish. Put Hugh in a sweltering marsh, force him to stand perfectly still with a rifle poised for a shot for half a day as the sweat stung his eyes and insects devoured his legs, and he would be happier than watching this. Jaw clenched, his hands in fists, Hugh watched as Bidworth refastened her top blouse button and suspected they were already sleeping together.

 • • •

 “Jane, you cannot tell me this is what you want,” Freddie said. “I thought we had an understanding.”

 “I don’t, and we did.” She could feel Hugh’s eyes on her and shivered, still affected by how rapidly things had escalated between them. In the past, she could always touch and tease him, and he never touched her back. Just then in the coach, he’d had her in his lap, her bottom pressed against his very sizable and insistent erection, in the space of a heartbeat.

 His kisses had been scalding, devouring. Until five minutes ago, Jane had never known kisses could be like that. As though Hugh were branding her. . . .

 As she and Freddie stood at the side of the road, she wanted to adjust their positions, so that Hugh couldn’t see her flushed face—and could only burn holes in her back with his eyes.

 “Your father said this MacCarrick has just returned after a long absence,” Freddie began, “and that you two had been promised to each other years ago. Is this true?”

 In a way. In her mind. “It’s rather involved, Freddie.”

 “Is Weyland forcing you to do this, sweetheart?” He stroked her hair. “Jane, you poor thing. You’re trembling.” He looked as if he might kiss her to comfort her, and Hugh immediately descended from the carriage, unfolding his towering height. In a clear warning, he crossed his arms and leaned his muscular frame against the side of the carriage.

 Freddie’s expression was aghast. “My God, he looks more barbaric than before! I still cannot believe your father is letting him marry you.” Then Freddie gave Jane a look that suggested he was amazed by her fortitude in surviving the marriage even this long. “What is Weyland thinking? This won’t be tolerated! We will figure out some way to free you from this man.”

 Jane glanced at Hugh and had to admit that he looked fearsome. Unfortunately for her, she’d always liked that about him, when it was directed at others.

 “I’ll take you away from here this very moment,” Freddie vowed.

 In a toneless voice, she said, “It’s done, I’m afraid.” Yes, her father did have significant influence with persons of power, but even he wouldn’t be able to smooth this one over.

 In her letter to Freddie, Jane had broken it off with him—completely.

 “This is probably for the best,” she said with a sigh. “You know your mother and sister don’t approve of me.” She would have been Lady Whiting by the skin of her teeth.

 “I hope that is not what has swayed you in this, because I say to hell with them.”

 Despite these heroic promises now, Freddie actually wasn’t accustomed to taking stands or becoming involved in discord in any way. That was one of the reasons she’d liked him so much, because he was so opposite to Hugh, who’d always been so quick to roll up his sleeves and fight for her.

 “I just don’t understand this,” Freddie continued. “I-I won’t accept this!”

 Yes, he would. Because the truth was that he wasn’t in love with her, either. He’d lost his heart to Candace Damferre, their mutual friend and his childhood sweetheart, who’d been forced to marry a doddering old man who was, impossibly, richer than Freddie.

 But Jane and Freddie had promised each other that if they did wed, they’d do their best to make a go of it, and Jane had known that Freddie was looking forward to a future with her. The entire situation was wrong.

 “I’d be sending you off to your doom—” He broke off as Hugh stalked toward them, exuding menace. Freddie’s voice scaled an octave higher when he said, “He’s going to hit me again, isn’t he?”
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 As Hugh neared, Bidworth’s face paled, making his bruises stand out. Hugh heard him murmur, “Jane, th-there are ways to amend this predicament, I’m sure. You’re not inescapably his wife, not yet.”

 “Seems like she’s more mine than yours,” Hugh bit out, aggravated by Bidworth’s statement, because it went to the heart of this whole situation. And the galled look the man was casting him tried his patience.

 Why did everyone find it so unbelievable that Jane would wed a man like Hugh? She’d kissed him in the coach like she was bloody well wed to him. Hugh placed his hand on her nape, an obvious sign of possession.

 Jane shot him a look that promised reprisal. “I wanted five minutes.”

 “Get in the carriage. Now.” When she only gaped at his command, Hugh leaned in and told her in a low tone, “Do it, or he’s going to get more than a tap this time.”

 In a rush, she took Bidworth’s hand and briefly shook it. “I’ll write, Freddie,” she said, then hurried to the coach.

 When she paused outside, Hugh told Bidworth, “Doona follow us. Doona come near her again. Forget you even know her.”

 “D-do you have . . .” Bidworth swallowed and began again, “Do you have a-any idea who I am?”

 The miserable coward, Hugh thought with disbelief, grappling for control of his temper. He had expected a jilted suitor, especially one nearly engaged to a woman like Jane, would be a threat waiting in the wings.

 Not a threat. Not even giving Hugh a serious argument.

 “Aye, I ken who you are. You’re the man who’s letting a woman like that go without a fight.” If Hugh had been in Bidworth’s position—able to have a life with Jane without risking dire consequences—he’d have fought off a bloody legion before handing her over to another man. A real brawl, with mud flying and blood spraying.

 For Jane as a prize, he would have spit blood with a grin on his face.

 “You doona deserve her, and you sure as hell could no’ have handled her,” he snapped. Leaving Bidworth floundering for words, Hugh turned to the coach, scowling as Jane climbed in instead of waiting for him to help her. When he joined her inside and the coach began to roll along, she waved at Bidworth until he was out of sight. Long after, she continued to gaze out the window, her little hands in fists. If Hugh ever expected a woman to cry, it’d be now.

 Jane had rarely cried when younger. On the few occasions when she had, he’d been at an utter loss. Seeing she was on the verge, he ran his hand over the back of his neck, realizing that hadn’t changed. “If you wanted him so badly, why did you no’ fight for him? You’ve always gotten your way in the past.”

 “This is your fault,” she snapped at him, “this entire situation. If Father hadn’t been able to order up another lackey bridegroom so handily, he would have let me marry Freddie.”

 “You blame me more than your father, who arranged all this? More than yourself, who agreed to go through with it? Maybe you might blame Grey?”

 “Why did Father pick you? You weren’t even in London. I demand to know what is really going on! Is this some scheme you and he cooked up to get me to marry you?”

 “As I said, I dinna go to your home thinking I’d be leaving with a bride. I never asked your father for you.”

 “So I’m actually supposed to believe that Grey might do violence to me. The business of imports must be spectacularly dangerous. And all this time I never knew the risks Father was taking.”

 Hugh said nothing.

 “Look me in the eye and tell me Grey’s unhinged and might hurt me.”

 Hugh met her eyes. “I can say with absolute certainty that Grey is soft in the mind and has dangerous intent, probably toward you.”

 “Grey was always nice to me,” she muttered.

 “I’ll bet he was.” When Grey became increasingly crazed, his taunts to Hugh always involved Jane. He’d known that she was Hugh’s one weakness. “Did Grey ever say or do anything odd to you? Show an untoward interest in you?”

 “No, I wasn’t around him that often.” She shivered. “Why would he want to do something so drastic?”

 “He was becoming unstable. Your father broke off ties with him and ordered an action—something that was within his right to do—that furthered Grey’s ruin.”

 “What do you mean by ‘an action’? What kind of ruin? Where do you fit into this?”

 Weyland had again stressed that he didn’t want Jane to know anything about the Network until they’d confirmed that the list had indeed been made public. Until then, Hugh was supposed to brush aside her questions, or lie. As Hugh wanted to avoid telling her of his own role, he’d readily agreed. Unfortunately, he found it impossible to lie to her. He needed some time to get his bearings with her, to find a way to deter her questions. “You’re keen on interrogating me, but I doubt you’d answer questions so readily.”

 “Ask me anything!”

 “Why did you wait so long to marry?” She’d had plenty of opportunities, had had offers when she was still a young lass and a coming-out ball when she was nineteen.

 “I hadn’t found the right man,” she answered in a that’ll-show-you tone.

 “Bidworth was the right man?”

 “He has all the qualifications I’m looking for. Every single one of them.”

 “Like what?” he asked.

 “He’s gentle and kind and considerate.” At Hugh’s bored look, her eyes narrowed. “He’s blond, with a face that makes women swoon, and he’s titled and popular and rich.”

 If these were the traits she was looking for, Hugh had never had a chance with her, family curse or not. “Bidworth’s cowardly,” he said. After meeting the man, however briefly, Hugh knew Weyland had been right not to let her marry the earl—he could never protect Jane.

 His comment got her going. “Just because he didn’t call you out over this doesn’t mean Freddie isn’t brave! He’s a peer of the realm and a proper British gentleman—who’s above issuing a challenge on the side of the toll road!”

 Hugh supposed there were advantages to being a brutish Scot with no title.

 “Freddie’s a wonderful man, all around,” she continued. “And your attacking him today? My Lord, Hugh, what has gotten into you?”

 “He should never have kissed you in public—”

 “I kissed him.”

 Twist that knife, Jane, he thought. That’s right, lass, from twelve o’clock to three.

 “And what about provoking him just now?” she asked. “He woke up this morning thinking I was his. Yet you threw this marriage in his face as if this means something to you.”

 “No worse than you throwing yourself at him on the side of the road.”

 She gasped. “I didn’t throw myself at him! I embraced him in farewell. Which would be expected, since Freddie and I have been seeing each other for years!”

 “Aye, but during those years, you likely were no’ panting in another man’s lap, returning his kisses, just moments before.”

 Her lips parted wordlessly, as if she’d only just realized she couldn’t deny it.

 “Jane, even if this marriage of ours is a farce, it’s binding until it’s ended. Never touch another man in front of me. Unless you want him dead.”

 She rolled her eyes at him. “Why, Hugh, you sound jealous, which we know can’t be true.”

 It was undeniably true. In this one day, Hugh had felt more jealousy clawing at his gut than in his entire life before. If they’d been truly committed, perhaps he wouldn’t have felt it to such a blistering degree just now—but there was no foundation for them. They were embroiled in a sham. He’d given her his name but could expect nothing back.

 The situation was maddening. How had he found himself agreeing to it, when all his instincts screamed against it? He’d been well aware that he was being maneuvered—and yet, he’d allowed it.

 Hugh had never been one to lose his temper or react impulsively. Now he felt he was losing control. What was it about Jane that made him feel primitive and possessive? He’d felt compelled to bare his teeth at Bidworth—or to hit him again, just for pleasure.

 Men like Hugh could not afford to lose control. Grey wasn’t the first of their kind to succumb to darker impulses. “And doona tease me any longer. Lass, you play with fire.”

 “If you can’t stand my teasing, you never should have agreed to this. It’s not as if you haven’t experienced it before or didn’t know what to expect when I warned you not to go along with this!”

 “We both agreed to end this marriage when the situation is resolved,” he grated. “I will no’ be trapped into something I dinna want because you think to amuse yourself by playing with me.”

 A coldness seemed to settle over her. “Don’t spend another minute’s desperate worry that you might be ‘trapped’ with me. There is nothing that can happen between us that will bind us together in this marriage, I assure you.” She opened her small traveling case at her feet and withdrew a book, turning from him dismissively.

 If only he could turn away and shut her out as easily.

 All morning Hugh had felt outside of reality, waiting for everyone to realize what a mistake his and Jane’s marriage would be. Each minute, he expected Jane to back out.

 In the back of his mind, he’d never thought it would truly be his decision as to whether they would move forward with this or not.

 When she’d begun packing, Hugh had paced. She’s actually going through with this? Impossible. What if the final choice came down to him? Time and again he weighed the risks, but before he knew it, they were all waiting for him to sign his name to the marriage certificate.

 Hugh had heard Rolley mutter to Quin, “Never thought I’d see the day steady MacCarrick’s hand would shake like that.”

 How could it not, when Hugh felt he walked upon a razor’s edge between what fate would allow—or punish him for?

 And when he risked the only woman he’d ever loved.

 • • •

 After an hour of silence in the coach, Hugh reached over and removed her book from her hands. Before she could gasp her displeasure, he presented her with a glass jewel case, offered in his big palm.

 “And what is this?” she asked, though she recognized the R emblem etched in the crystal.

 “Take it.”

 After a hesitation, she did, then opened it with a nonchalant air. Her heart flipped over like a cart’s wheel.

 Inside lay the most gorgeous piece of jewelry she had ever seen.

 She stared, light-headed, then gazed up at him. “This . . . this is wholly unnecessary.” She tried to hand it back, but he wouldn’t take it, and the bewildered look on his face made her hesitate.

 “Will you no’ wear it, lass?” he asked incredulously.

 He’d obviously never envisioned that she might not accept it. She finally set it on the bench between them. “Hugh, you didn’t have to do this. I know many women who do not have wedding jewelry.”

 “You will.”

 “I also know many women who don’t like to be given temporary jewelry.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “We know this will be over soon,” Jane said. “Jewelry, in this case, seems a bit . . . cruel.”

 He shook his head firmly. “You’ll keep it. After.”

 After he left her. Again.

 “So, did you have this lying around the house, in case of any impromptu weddings?”

 “Got it this morning. While you were packing.”

 “Hmm.” She tapped her cheek. “Now it all becomes clear. You got it after you guiltily realized that perhaps you shouldn’t have bludgeoned Freddie and manhandled me. You rode out and bought me a very expensive olive branch.”

 “You’ve been slighted a grand wedding and all that surrounds it. This is one thing I can control. I wanted to give my friend something befitting her.”

 “Are we friends, Hugh?” she asked, her voice sounding sad, even to her.

 He stiffened. “I’ve never doubted it.”

 She bit her lip at that, then surreptitiously glanced down at the ring case, her hands itching to pick it up. Her father had told her Hugh had saved some money, but Ridergate’s was fantastically expensive, and that ring—classically set with a huge diamond amidst a cluster of emeralds—was oh-so-lavish.

 With a sigh, she realized she ought not take it, because Hugh shouldn’t be spending that money on her, no matter how badly she wanted it. Especially when they weren’t to stay wed—

 He swooped the case back, surprising her. But he did it only to pluck out the ring and capture her hand. “Wear—it,” he grated.

 Was he nervous? Jane could always tell when Hugh was uncomfortable or discomfited because his shoulders went back. They were presently jammed back. “This is what you wanted.”

 “Why would you think that?” Had he possibly recalled her description of her dream wedding ring? She nibbled her lip as she awaited his answer.

 He muttered, “You told me, lass.”

 He remembered? If a man could recall such minute details all these years later, then perhaps they had at least been the friends she’d thought them.

 When he slipped it on her finger, she shivered—she didn’t know why. He appeared relieved that she’d accepted it. And now that he was at ease, she began to react to him, finding herself relaxing as well.

 No matter how hard she fought it.

 Damn him, they’d always been like that—able to settle in with each other in easy companionship. Now it came more slowly, little by little, like a feather wafting down, but in the end, the amity was the same. Damn, damn, damn. . . .

 Could a woman miss a man who brought her pain? Then somehow ignore all that pain and be excited to be near him again?

 A quick consideration indicated: possibly.

 Maybe she was simply grateful that for a space of many minutes, she’d forgotten about her anxious feeling. Or, more likely, she just liked the ring. Typical, typical Jane.

 She sighed. A near-acceptance of a proposal and a kiss before nine; a marriage, another kiss, and a ring before noon. She wished she could say that all these had occurred with only one man.
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 “B e forewarned, Hugh,” Jane said, when he held out his hands to assist her from the carriage. “I will now place my waist into your grip. Please don’t take it as teasing or making merry with fire in any way.”

 Ever since she’d entreated him to stop at this inn, he’d been wearing a scowl, and at her words it deepened, a glaring contrast to her own jewelry-induced blithe mood.

 When he grasped her waist and swung her down, she asked, “Hugh, why are you so averse to this place? It looks perfectly acceptable.”

 Hugh still held her. “It is. But you have to go through the common room to get upstairs.”

 “You’ve been here before?” she asked.

 He gave a short nod, his dark eyes raking over her décolletage, and she reacted yet again to his avid gaze. All day in the carriage, she’d alternately relaxed and tensed under his stare. After that kiss—which she’d worked to convince herself was a fluke of perfection, a devastating anomaly—she’d felt her breasts grow sensitive, swelling against the lace cups above her corset.

 And while he’d studied her today, she’d done so to him, though much more circumspectly. She’d noted that those gashes on his face and the scars on his neck and hands didn’t square with the occupation he professed, nor had the way he’d struck Freddie. Freddie was a tall man, yet Hugh had sent him flying—and he’d done it with the ease of an afterthought.

 Jane had been to pugilist matches before and had seen the great, hulking fighters with their meaty fists, yet she’d put everything she owned on Hugh against the lot of them. That didn’t fit. Nor did the way his muscular body had been honed as though from hard labor.

 She was convinced that he wasn’t just a businessman. What he might be instead eluded her—

 “Can you no’ cover yourself more?” he grated, finally releasing her. “The patrons here have no need to see you.”

 “I don’t have any clothing that’s not in my trunks.”

 “No’ even for your hair?” He frowned at the loosened tendrils.

 She wasn’t a bonnet type of woman, and a hat was impractical for carriage travel. “Hugh, I haven’t complained about the rigorous pace you’ve set. But if you continue to keep me out here in this damp night, famished and weary, I shall begin.”

 He exhaled a long breath, took her hand, then dragged her inside as though they were in a race. The common room they entered was, well, common. Boisterous patrons swilled gin and lunged for barmaids. Jane watched, impressed, as one escaped capture with a swift swish of her hips.

 Of course, Jane had been in much seedier places before with her cousins. If all of London seemed to be caught up with seeking thrills, then the Eight had made an art form out of successfully locating them. After disguising themselves in men’s clothing and pasting on fake moustaches—which probably served no purpose other than to make them chortle with laughter—they’d visited bawdy wax museums. They’d gambled in the east-end gaming halls. They’d gawked wide-eyed at lascivious pictorial shows.

 For Jane, this common room was a bit tame.

 When Hugh had to slow to wend through a crush of patrons, too inebriated to dart out of his way, a drunkard approached Jane. He stumbled after her, leaning in, looking for all the world as if he wanted to lay his head on her breasts.

 “Here, Hugh,” she said, squeezing his hand. “You might want to—”

 Hugh wheeled around, yanking her behind him, drawing back a fist in one fluid movement. Her eyes went wide, just as the room grew quiet.

 She touched his arm and murmured, “Hugh . . . don’t. It’s hardly sporting.”

 Jane’s cousin Sam had once described Jane’s temperament as fierce, but even Jane was startled at Hugh’s deadly demeanor and swift aggression. An importer? And she was the queen of Egyptian artifacts.

 When Hugh lowered his fist, the drunk lurched back, mumbling apologies—and, Jane feared, wetting himself a bit.

 Hugh kept her locked behind him in a vise-like grip as he scanned the room slowly. It occurred to her that she was with the biggest and most fearsome-looking man in this place. And the patrons all seemed to know it, as they peered at him warily and avoided looking at her altogether.

 When Hugh relaxed his hold and turned to offer her his arm, she proudly took it. As the room returned to normal, she and Hugh made their way to a salon off the common room. His body was still thrumming, as if not hitting that clod had taken much from him. She tried to make light of it. “My darling, the perilous world of imports has hardened you—”

 “MacCarrick!” a lovely older blonde called as she exited a back room. Her eyes sparkled as she sashayed up to Hugh. “I couldn’t believe it when they said you’d returned to my modest establishment,” she all but purred as she took his hand. She was buxom, with a sexy French accent and a bodice more riskily low-cut than even Jane had ever dared.

 Jane now fully comprehended Hugh’s reluctance to stay here. She suspected he and this curvaceous French woman had been lovers.

 Hugh extracted his hand from the woman’s, then presented her to Jane. “Jane, this is Lysette Nadine. Lysette, this is my . . . wife, Jane . . . MacCarrick.”

 Jane thought of all those times she’d written her name as Jane MacCarrick, and sighed. Hugh could scarcely utter the words. The pleasure that used to warm her turned into an annoying jab.

 “Wife?” The woman’s lips parted, but she swiftly recovered. “Must be a recent acquisition. You were unwed six months ago when I last saw you.”

 Hugh shrugged without interest. So they hadn’t seen each other for that long?

 Lysette lowered her voice to say, “I’d heard you’d sworn never to marry.”

 “Circumstances changed,” he replied, and Jane knew she was only dipping a toe into the undercurrent of their conversation. Sworn never to marry?

 This Lysette had big, ingenuous blue eyes—but she was actually very alert, taking in details, missing nothing. When Lysette rudely looked her up and down, Jane simply smiled at her as she might an unruly child seeking attention. She was confident enough in herself and, strangely, in Hugh’s attraction to her over the voluptuous woman—even if they’d been lovers. However, this woman’s misplaced possessiveness couldn’t go unanswered. Though Hugh had warned her not to tease him, Jane sidled closer to him, rubbing her cheek against his arm. She felt him tense immediately.

 Raising an eyebrow as if in challenge, Lysette asked, “How many rooms do you desire, Hugh?”

 “One,” Jane said before Hugh could answer. A challenge? Jane’s hand traced up Hugh’s back, passing a pistol in a holster she hadn’t even known he carried, and her fingers settled about his neck, nails languidly scratching just above his collar. His body shot even tighter with tension. “And we’d like a bath and our dinner brought there.”

 Lysette looked at Hugh as if expecting him to naysay Jane.

 Jane placed her other hand flat on his muscular chest, displaying her ring. “Have I overstepped, husband?”

 He glowered down at her, but he did tell Lysette, “One.”

 Lysette gave her a tight smile. “I will show you up myself.”

 Once inside the surprisingly spacious room, Jane hopped on the bed and patted it. “Yes, darling, this will do nicely.” She gave Hugh a lascivious look and a teasing growl in her throat. “And I wager we’ll even sleep well on it, too.”

 He and Lysette both shot her looks. Hugh’s was one of warning. Lysette’s was one of promised retaliation.

 Finally Lysette huffed out, with a halfhearted, “If you need anything . . .”

 As soon as the door closed, Hugh asked, “More games?”

 “Shouldn’t we act as if we’re married?” Jane collapsed back on the bed, raising her hands above her to sneak another glance at her ring. She’d decided she would definitely keep the ring, even if she wasn’t keeping the groom with whom it was associated. “This is how I will behave with my final husband when he comes into the rotation. I’ll be eager to flirt with and touch him. And I won’t take it lightly when another woman tries to do the same.”

 “You’d be possessive of your husband?”

 “Quite so.” She eased up to her elbows. “Especially when it’s obvious that you—I mean, he has some type of history with a buxom innkeeper who’s intent on making me feel like an outsider in your—I mean, their little party of two.” She raised an eyebrow. “Care to enlighten me about your history with the Frenchie?”

 “No, no’ particularly.”

 “Hugh, sometime soon you’re going to burn to know something from me. I won’t be inclined to answer you if you continue to brush aside my questions.”

 Before he could reply, a maid knocked and entered to set up a copper bathtub behind a dressing screen.

 Under his breath, Hugh said, “Do you need her to help you undress before she leaves?” At her look, he added, “I thought you might be missing your lady’s maid.”

 “Oh, since you wouldn’t let me take her with us? It’s no matter—anything I require, you can provide. Besides, I’m sure you’re quite well versed in undressing women.”

 Behind the screen, the maid coughed. Hugh gazed at the ceiling, as if praying for patience.

 Jane ignored him, studying the maid behind the flimsy screen, noting that she could see every detail of her form in shadow or clearly through the slim gaps between the panels. If Hugh stayed in the room while Jane bathed, he would see the same. Jane shrugged. She wasn’t going to develop a sudden case of modesty when she was traveling and confined with a man indefinitely.

 Once the red-faced maid had carried in several cans of steaming water to fill the bath and retreated from the room, Jane crossed to the screen, slipping behind it. Was she undressing a trifle slower than usual? She thought she heard a low groan when her petticoats dropped, and a louder one when she slid her shift up her body, over her breasts, then up over her head.

 Oh, her poor, poor back was so travel-fatigued. She raised her arms above her and stretched.

 Hugh paced the room like a caged tiger.

 When she finally got in the tub, Jane softly moaned with pleasure—not feigned, as she adored taking baths. Then she lounged back to reflect on her insane day.

 She recalled the disappointment in Freddie’s eyes and immediately felt a pang. She’d been wracked with guilt over the way things had turned out, and his expression had nearly been her undoing. Adding to her guilt was the fact that just seconds before Freddie had overtaken them, she had been on the verge of forgetting why she’d teased MacCarrick in the first place.

 Even as impulsive and impetuous as she was, she was still was reeling. And it was by no means over. Now she was setting off on a grand adventure with Hugh.

 Jane believed he was finally taking her to Carrickliffe far in the north of Scotland. After he’d described it to her years ago, she’d always longed to visit it. Now she wanted to go there to experience the place that produced men like Hugh.

 She’d been to Scotland, but never north of Edinburgh, never into the wild Highlands. Was Hugh finally going to make good on a promise?

 She felt out of sorts—naturally she would, after the day she was having—but she was especially concerned about her burgeoning fascination with her new husband. After seeing Hugh so beautifully menacing downstairs, and after feeling the pistol holstered at his back, she was burning to know more about him.

 When he paced by once more, she stretched her leg up and smoothed bath oil down it. He stopped pacing, and she knew he could see her. In the past, she never would have worried that he was the type of man who might yank down the screen at the sight and ravish her.

 Now, she was forced to wonder.

 Exactly who was Hugh now? If he wasn’t in trade, why lie about it? Unless he’d been doing something illegal—perhaps with his younger brother, Courtland, the infamous mercenary? She raised an eyebrow. What if Hugh was a mercenary?

 She sighed. The problem with this fascination was that fascination led to feelings, feelings led to love, and love led to misery. She’d endured this sequence before and would give anything to avoid it.

 He was right. He wasn’t the same lad. The quiet, steady Hugh she’d fallen in love with was gone forever. And she didn’t know how to handle this new ruthless, intense man.

 He’d warned her that toying with him would be like playing with fire, and her antics in the coach this morning had definitely earned her a nice singe.

 She tilted her head to the side and frowned. But then, when have I ever hesitated to play with fire?
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 Hugh almost asked himself what he’d done to deserve this torment, but the answer would be too lengthy.

 She was running her hands up and down her long, long legs. He suspected she knew he could see, though she was such a sensual person that he’d wager she rubbed her legs as lingeringly when she was alone.

 What else did she linger over?

 The thought of her running her fingers over her sex . . . He had to gnash his teeth as his erection stiffened even more. He’d wager anything he owned that she did indeed touch herself like that whenever the need arose. Did she ever think of him? He unfailingly did of her. After Hugh had seen her last night, even his beaten, fatigued body had hungered for her, and he’d taken himself in hand.

 She had always been forward-thinking about sexual matters, and he knew she was filled with passion—passion that would need an outlet.

 He remembered Bidworth buttoning her blouse. Had Bidworth fulfilled her needs?

 Hugh should have killed him.

 How long before he could escape this impossible situation? Hurry up, Ethan. Else I’ll go mad. Striving to think of other things, distracting things, he paced to the window.

 Hugh hadn’t wanted to stay here. There were too many people he knew, and one who was privy to exactly what he was—Lysette, Grey’s ex-lover. But they wouldn’t have reached the next inn until nearly dawn, and once Jane had begun insisting, Hugh had thought he might as well try to extract some information from Lysette about Grey.

 Lysette had always been partial to Hugh, and Grey had left her to be with a whore.

 Yet the incident in the common room had proved this was a bad idea. Hugh should have had his arm around Jane’s shoulders, but he’d been dragging her along to get through the crowds. And Jane had taken one look at Hugh’s expression as he fought the urge to deal the drunkard a blow, and she’d known—not precisely what he was, but definitely what he wasn’t.

 He heard her rise from the water. Bounder that he was, he leaned back. When he caught a glimpse of her, he had to bite back a curse and shuffle his feet to keep his balance. In the space between the panels, he could see her damp back and hissed in a breath at the sight of the spot where her surprisingly generous arse met her long, slim leg.

 He closed his eyes briefly, berating himself for looking—even as he imagined striding forward to palm that taut cleft as he ran his mouth down her neck.

 He was stunned anew at how shapely she’d become. Her arms and legs were still slender, her torso as well, but her breasts and arse were plump and seemed to taunt his hands to cup them. Pull her to the bed, cover her wet, slick body with mine, take her furiously—

 The maid knocked once more, possibly saving them from disaster, and entered to set out their dinner on the room’s dining table. Hugh stayed facing the window since his cock was stiff as wood. When the girl left, he sat so Jane wouldn’t notice. He found the fare was simple, but the wine appeared to be a tolerable vintage.

 A few minutes later, Jane emerged from behind the screen, having donned a deep blue dressing gown and wrap. She wore the wrap open enough that he could see the pale tops of her breasts. When he could drag his gaze away from them, he saw that her shining hair was loose, with damp tendrils curling all about her face. Her flawless skin was pinkened, her eyes bright.

 She was elegant and fine, the lines of her face and body so pure. For a moment he just wanted to pretend that he was a lucky bastard who’d somehow truly landed her as wife. He wanted to pretend he saw her fresh from the bath at his leisure, and dined with her every night before they went to bed together.

 Here he was with a woman so lovely she’d make any man conscious of his words and actions, concerned about how she perceived him. She would unnerve most men. And yet she was still Jane.

 And when she allowed it, it was so damned easy being around her.

 “My wedding night.” She sauntered to her seat. “Darling, it is just as I’ve always dreamed.”

 She wasn’t going to allow it.

 He felt a flare of anger. Everything he was doing was for her benefit. Now, if she would just allow him to do his job unhindered . . . “My wedding night as well. I’m just as disappointed.”

 “Disappointed in the circumstance—or your bride?” Never taking her eyes from his, she took a sip of the wine he’d poured, then dabbed her tongue to her bottom lip.

 He shifted in his seat. “Any man would be proud to call you wife.”

 “Then, does this disappointment have anything to do with the fact that you’d sworn never to marry?”

 “Partly.”

 “Partly? So why else . . . ?” She trailed off, eyes widening. “You have a lover, don’t you? One you didn’t want to forsake? That’s it, isn’t it? You already have a woman.”

 “I’m . . . between,” he said, hedging. He had never formed an attachment with another woman—didn’t think he’d slept with the same one twice. If he got angry enough at the world, he might drink and take a woman to try to forget, but it just worsened his resentment.

 Court had once asked Hugh why he bedded so few. If you felt like I did after, you would no’ either. “I just never had any intention of marrying—”

 “Never?” she asked in a strange tone.

 “It was not in my plans,” he said.

 She drank deeply. “Between, then, is it? I’ll bet you’ve had a lot of women.”

 “I’ll no’ speak of this with you.”

 “You used to tell me your secrets.”

 Never the big ones. Though he’d burned to.

 Hugh had often considered telling Jane about that terrible and weighty curse, but knew she would scoff. Jane could be irrational, temperamental, unreasonable—but she was never, never fanciful. He could just imagine her smirking and playing along: “ Then I must eschew your cursed company, darling, for I quite fancy being alive. ”

And now, why would he tell her? The closeness they’d shared was gone.

 “So, Hugh, what do you truly do? You’re not a businessman. Unless a nefarious import attacked your face?”

 He raised his eyebrows at that. She was such a curious female, and one who had an infuriating habit of deducing and then deciding fixedly on her own theories. That could help him now. “Knowing you, you’ve worked out a theory as to what I am.”

 She put her hand out, palm up, motioning for him to give her his hand. Before he even had time to think better of it, he’d reached across the table. She captured his hand in hers, then ran the soft pads of her fingers over the calloused, scarred skin of his palm. Such a simple touch, but she made it sensual.

 Glancing up, she met his eyes. “I believe you’re a mercenary.”

 She was getting close.

 “Is that what you do?” Increasing the pressure, she ran her forefinger down the center of his palm, then back up.

 His voice was rough when he asked, “What makes you think that?”

 “It make sense. Father said you’d just come from travels with your brother Courtland on the Continent. Court is a known soldier of fortune—we’ve all heard of him wreaking havoc down there with a band of Highlanders. You must be one of them.”

 Hugh had been in Andorra riding with his brother’s men, but he’d only been there to help Court. They’d fought the Orden de Rechazado—the Order of the Disavowed, a band of fanatical assassins bent on killing Court and Annalía.

 “That would be how you cut your face,” Jane continued, with a feathery brush over the back of his hand. “And that’s how you saved up some money.”

 Some money? Hugh had turned his earnings into wealth with meticulous planning and calculated speculation. He was rich by anyone’s standards, with a grand seaside estate in Scotland. Her words sparked another first for Hugh—the unfamiliar need to boast, to impress her. Which was purposeless. “Why do you no’ believe I work in your father’s business?”

 “Hugh, I’m not a complete imbecile.” She tapped her finger against the worst scar on the back of his hand. “Look at your hands. And look at how muscular and fit you are. You did not hone a physique like that by working in commerce.”

 He checked a flush of pleasure at her inadvertent compliment and said, “I get outdoors a lot.”

 “I’ve been to pugilist matches with my cousins.” Her wee hands worked his into a fist, and she studied it before meeting his gaze once more. “I know what those fighters are capable of, yet after I saw the way you hit Freddie, I’d put you up against them with stacked odds.”

 Another roundabout compliment. He thought. “I had two brothers. I received a lot of practice. You ken that I used to fight with Ethan more hours than no’.”

 Of course, she was aware he was being evasive, but he knew that was only making her dig in her heels. “Father covered for your career as a mercenary, didn’t he?” She released his hand abruptly. “The youngest son gone bad would be met with a clucked tongue and a head shake. But two brothers? That would start to affect Ethan’s reputation, and he has a title.”

 Ethan’s reputation? She had no idea. How such a cold-blooded bastard could somehow keep his deeds secret amazed Hugh. Especially since Ethan had never bothered to try to. Still, he only shrugged.

 She leaned back. “Hugh MacCarrick, the mercenary. Unless you want to offer another explanation.”

 “No, no’ at all.” Take that one, lass, and run with it.

 “What do mercenaries do?”

 “Mercenaries fight for money—professional soldiers.”

 “Have you gotten to travel all over the world?” she asked, her tone suddenly wistful.

 “No’ to many places you’d want to tour.”

 “It must be exciting at times.” When he said nothing, she admitted, “I’ve always wanted to travel to exotic places. Quin has promised again and again to take Claudia and me on a grand adventure, but he’s always so busy.”

 Quin, take them traveling? Only if the two lasses wanted a tour of the world’s upscale brothels.

 “Do you ever get scared?” she asked. “During the fighting?”

 Hugh’s objective was to avoid fighting. “Even if I did, men doona admit to things like that.”

 “So you’ve been in wars? How many people have you killed?”

 He ignored her question. “You’re no’ eating, though you told me you were famished.”

 “I am.” At his look, she amended, “I’m eating distilled grapes. Answer me, won’t you?”

 “I have no’ kept a count.” Grey had taught him that. He’d said, One day, Scot, you’ll wake up, and you won’t be anything more than that number.

 “What did happen to your face?”

 She would bring that up again. She was pale and perfect in her silk.

 When Grey had begun sinking farther into the abyss, he’d loved to remind Hugh how far out of reach a woman like her was for a man like Hugh—a man with a beaten, pained body that made him feel so damn old and weary, a man who was awkward in social situations.

 A man who’d crossed a line from which there was no going back.

 “I was cut by falling rocks.” After he’d exploded a mountaintop to blow up the Rechazado camp—while they were still in it. “There was an accident.” True, he hadn’t meant to be in the way of a shower of slate.

 Hugh had killed thirty Rechazados, dead in an instant.

 She has no idea what kind of man sits across from her.

 “On the job?” She looked as if she was truly curious about him. But it wasn’t genuine interest. She only delved to gather what Hugh refused to give her—and only because he’d refused. Jane loved nothing more than fighting for something she wanted.

 He took a drink of wine, remembering that he was the fool who’d encouraged that drive.

 Once, when she was fifteen, Hugh and a grumbling Court had taken her to a nearby archery tournament. When the other female contestants discovered that she’d entered, none would compete against her.

 Hugh had seen the sharp disappointment in her eyes, a glimpse of a vulnerability that was so rarely seen. It had torn at him, and he’d found himself telling her under his breath, “ Challenge the men, lass. ”

She’d brought a bloody medal home.

 It hadn’t been her first—there was a reason the women knew they’d be trounced—but Jane had stared at it as though it were, as if with that one came realization. She’d clutched it in two hands and met his gaze. “I want more.”

 “You’ve the skill for it,” he’d said, hedging, saddened. He’d known there weren’t many more for a young lass to go out and fight for—no matter how badly she needed that fight. . . .

 “That’s why you don’t want to be married?” she asked. “Your job would prevent it.”

 “Jane, why is it that I’m always the one being interrogated?”

 “At least tell me where we’re going.”

 “If I’d told you this morning, would you have told Bidworth?”

 “No,” she said quickly, then admitted, “Well, I might have. But Freddie wouldn’t have told a soul.”

 “Then no, I will no’ tell you.” When she opened her mouth to argue, he made his voice like steel. “No more questions.”

 She sighed, glancing around the room, visibly restless. She didn’t seem to notice when her wrap slid from her smooth, pale shoulder, while every muscle in his body tensed. The thin nightdress beneath clung to her breast, and he found he couldn’t drag his riveted gaze from it. The material was so stark against her fair skin, and he imagined brushing the silk down her shoulders, letting it whisper over her nipples and slide down her lithe body. He exhaled a breath and hoped it sounded exasperated instead of enthralled. “Put your wrap back on.”

 She glanced down with a frown, then studied his reaction. “I need to leave it off. Because it’s warm in here, and I can’t ask you to crack a window.”

 “Put it back on.”

 She quirked an eyebrow. “You stared at my breasts so much in the coach today, you should appreciate when more of them is displayed.”

 “I admit I take pleasure in looking at you.” He wouldn’t even bother trying to deny that. Even now, her small nipples jutted hard against the fabric, and he imagined taking one between his lips, feeling it swell and throb as he sucked it. He glanced away and said quietly, “You’re a beautiful woman.”

 When he turned back, he thought she had blushed at his comment.

 “But seeing you like this makes me desire to do more, a desire you doona share and one we canna indulge.”

 She tilted her head, seeming to weigh his words very carefully, then said, “What if I told you I did share that desire?”

 “I’d answer that you’re a merciless flirt, and then I’d remark on how easily you have forgotten Bidworth.” In the space of an afternoon. Inconstant woman.

 Her eyes narrowed at his words, but she didn’t offer an answer.

 Not even a show of loyalty. And to think Hugh had worried that he might have to see her pine for the man.

 Hugh wouldn’t want a woman like Jane, even if he could have her.

 Didn’t matter. He was only here to protect her, and her games would get in the way. In a deadly calm tone, he said, “I’ve given you warning. You know what will happen.”

 She made no move to cover herself. This was just another battle of wills with her. Yet another.

 But he wasn’t the same compromising lad he’d been. Couldn’t be, even if he wanted to be. The things he’d seen had changed him. The things he’d done had tainted him.

 He’d killed with his bare hands.

 He shot to his feet and crossed to her, tossing her onto the table. He’d only planned to stand before her and yank her wrap up, yet he found himself grabbing her slender arms, pinning them to her sides. He could still back away; why was he drawing closer?

 No good can come of this. Because he was a hardened killer, obsessed for the last decade with an inconstant woman. One who loved to provoke him. A woman he could not touch, specifically because he’d married her. No good . . .

 She seemed to wait breathlessly to discover what he would do. Hugh had no idea either. When he eased his hips between her thighs, she began trembling. He was learning that her skin was sensitive, her entire body so damned responsive. Taking her would be like handling a firebrand.

 What if he sought to make love to her, and she let him? He swallowed hard, his breaths coming fast from the mere thought.

 To finally possess her.

 With a defeated groan, he leaned forward to briefly catch her sensitive earlobe between his lips, flicking it with his tongue. She hissed in a breath and shivered. With one hand flat on the small of her back, he tugged at her hair with the other, making her arch till she rested back with her elbows on the table.

 Dazed with intent, he leaned down to press his mouth to her silk-covered nipple.
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 As Hugh moved his lips down her breast, he rasped harsh words in Gaelic against her skin, seeming lost, as if he was so absorbed in what he did that he truly had no comprehension of it.

 She threaded her fingers through his hair, cradling him to her as she sighed with pleasure.

 This was what she was missing with Freddie. And, no, she could not live without it.

 It wasn’t only that he’d made her desire him; she sensed he needed her, or needed something from her. She was desperate to give him whatever that was.

 Thoughts of the future and memories of the past all dimmed before the hunger she’d seen in his eyes.

 Still gently tugging her hair to make her arch, he nuzzled her hard nipple, rasping against it, “Damn it, you’re supposed tae tell me tae stop.” After a hesitation, he closed his mouth over the aching peak, then began languidly circling his tongue around it.

 “Oh, my God,” she whispered in wonder.

 He glanced up, eyes dark, measuring her responses, studying her. “You like that?” At her helpless cry, he moved to her other breast. “You think that I’ll react the same way to your teasing as I did years ago.” He repeated the same tender exploration, saying against her breast, “You’re going to push until I finally break.”

 “B-but in the past—”

 “In the past, I was young and honorable. Now I’m old enough to know what I need and dishonorable enough”—he softly tugged on her nipple with his teeth, making her gasp and arch harder into his mouth—“ to take it. ”

“Hugh,” she murmured, “Hugh, please.”

 “Do you want me to take it, lass? Push me more, and you’ll soon feel me sinking into your soft body.” He pulled back, met her eyes. Whatever he saw there made him recoil from her. Stabbing his fingers through his hair, he opened his mouth, then closed it. Finally, he bit out, “Stay here. Lock the door behind me and doona leave this room.”

 “Why?” she whispered.

 “I never thought you would be like this,” he grated. “No’ with me.” Then he stalked out and slammed the door behind him.

 She wasn’t supposed to be like what with him? How was she wrong?

 He remained outside, leaning against the door. He would have to wait there before going downstairs—she’d seen his thick erection bulging against his trousers and knew he’d have to get his body under control. Hers was just as ungovernable.

 As Jane sat panting on the edge of the dinner table, a fork parallel to her thigh and a glass of wine perilously close to the hand she’d thrown back to support her, she realized something dire. The kiss in the carriage hadn’t been an anomaly.

 She and Hugh were going to be like this every time they were together.

 She’d known Hugh would be a skilled lover—he was accomplished at everything he did, and whenever he’d assisted her from a carriage or into her saddle, he’d handled her as if she were made of glass. But she’d never imagined that the towering Highlander would be so . . . erotic.

 He’d made her burn for him, made her wet and aching between her thighs. Again.

 His kisses were slow and devilish, his lips firm and carnal. Could he guess that his threat to, oh, dear Lord, sink into her soft body, made her yearn for him even more? She’d almost cried, “Yes, do it!”

 She thought he hit something outside their room, then she heard him finally leave.

 She hadn’t wanted to charm and cajole Hugh into staying married, because she knew that he likely would leave her behind again, married in truth or no. And she’d been so angry with him for putting her in the position to be hurt all over again, and had vowed that she would protect her still raw emotions.

 Now she reasoned that they were both hurting at this moment. Though she didn’t want to stay married to him—she hadn’t wavered that much—she didn’t want to be separated from him right now. Not so soon. She half-expected him to disappear for another ten years, and wasn’t nearly ready for that to happen again.

 Get him back here. . . . Give him what he needs.

 Decided, she smoothed her gown, pulled her wrapper closed, downed a glass of wine in one unladylike gulp, then made for the door. She glanced out, but he wasn’t on the landing.

 Looking both ways, she hurried down the landing and peeked over the railing, down into the boisterous common room. Hugh sat at a table draining some liquid, his hand white from clenching the mug.

 She exhaled in relief. She wasn’t alone in this feeling—she’d affected him just as much as he had her.

 Perhaps he’d never returned for her because of his dangerous occupation. Her eyes widened. Perhaps he’d always wanted to but couldn’t—

 Her lips parted when she saw Lysette saunter up to him, draping her arm around him. The woman drew in close, whispering something in Hugh’s ear as she ran her hand up and down his back.

 He pushed her away, but Jane saw to her shock and horror that he did so only to follow Lysette to a back room.
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 “M acCarrick, it’s been too long,” Lysette said, closing the door behind them.

 “Do you have information about Grey, or no’?” Hugh’s voice was still rough from the pleasure of kissing Jane, his mind still in turmoil.

 When Jane had been pleading before, Hugh had looked into her eyes and seen something he’d never expected. She hadn’t been pleading with him . . . to stop. She’d wanted him to take her, had been asking him to.

 Never. Never was it supposed to be a variable that Jane might desire me back.

 He strode to the whiskey decanter and helped himself, then stared down into the liquid. He’d counted on the fact that even if he lost control, Jane would remind him with a stiff-wristed slap that she would not welcome his attentions. Without that check, he was doomed.

 “No pleasantries?” Lysette said. When he turned an unbending look on her, she asked blithely, “Why would I have information about Grey?”

 Women and their games. Hugh was sick of them. “Because you slept with him for years. And I know you’ve been keeping tabs on him since he left you.”

 Her look turned calculating. “If you want to know anything about Grey, then tell me who she is.”

 “You owe this to Weyland regardless.” Weyland arranged loans for people like her—information gatherers—to open shops and taverns and inns at crossroads all over Europe, like nets. Lysette was good at her job—she was observant and intuitive—and in exchange for information, she made a good living.

 “Doesn’t Weyland have a daughter named Jane? One who is reportedly lovely.”

 He swigged, knowing he wouldn’t drink more than a glass. “One and the same.”

 “Now it all makes sense. Everyone expects Grey to strike out at Weyland, and you show up here married to his daughter, taking her out of London. You’d do just about anything for the old man. Apparently, you’ll brook a marriage in name only.”

 “So sure it’s a marriage of convenience?”

 “Yes, when I find you here in my room—away from your new bride.” When he only drank again, Lysette said, “Grey told me once that you were in love with her.”

 Who hadn’t Grey told? How many people pitied him his feelings for Jane Weyland? Christ, Jane MacCarrick. Hell, he pitied himself for how much he liked the sound of that. “Grey said a lot of things that were no’ true. You of all people should know that.”

 “It’s obvious she’s playing with you. That one cares nothing for you.”

 “And why would you say that?” he asked, striving for an uninterested tone.

 “When I was flirting with you earlier, she looked at me as if she was amused. The last thing women regard me with is amusement, especially when I’m draped over their husbands.”

 “Perhaps she’s confident.”

 “Arrogant.”

 Possibly.

 “You reach too high with that one.”

 “Lysette, you are the third person today to express that exact sentiment. It’s ingrained.” Ethan, Bidworth, Lysette. Hell, even Jane’s servants recognized the divide between him and Jane.

 Lysette approached him, running her finger down his chest. It left him cold, and he drew her hand away with an expression of distaste, but her other hand was busy easing his shirttail from his trousers. “You should be riding a woman tonight. Even if the arrogant English chit would let you, she still wouldn’t be woman enough for a man like you.”

 Lysette had no idea. He’d had a glimpse of Jane’s unfettered passion just moments ago, and it had staggered him.

 Hugh exhaled and took her wrist, removing her hand. “Doona speak badly of her in front of me. We were friends long before this. Besides, I took a vow.” Until their marriage was annulled, he’d keep it.

 She pouted. “You’d deny yourself for a marriage of convenience? When I’ve been attempting to seduce you for years?”

 Hugh had noticed her flirtations. Might even have taken her up on it. She had all the qualifications—in other words, she looked nothing like Jane. But she’d been sharing his friend’s bed, and Hugh had never needed it badly enough to lose his head as some did.

 “Let me give you what she won’t. Or can’t.” Her voice went low. “I can do things to your body that will make you wonder how you’ve lived without me for so long.”

 Here he had a willing, attractive, and, apparently, wicked bed partner who’d gladly accept a night with him. And the only desire he had was that Jane would give a damn if he did it. Lysette ran the tip of her tongue over her bottom lip, gaze locked on him.

 Knowing what he’d just come from, he felt vaguely insulted at Lysette’s interest. He still had Jane’s taste on his lips and could almost still feel her warm, soft flesh against his tongue. Hugh had learned long ago that it was of little use trying to find a substitute for her.

 He set the glass down. “If you’re no’ going to give me information on Grey, then I’ve no other reason to be back here.”

 “Where are you going?”

 “Back to my arrogant English chit. Who could teach you a thing or two about seduction.”

 “You’re still in love with her,” she said stiffly. “You’re different. Already.” She gave a humorless laugh. “You’re satisfied with the mere idea that she is yours.” When Lysette cast him a pitying look—yet another to add to the count today—Hugh wanted to roar that Jane had wanted him, too.

 He turned to the door.

 “Oh, Hugh. You stupid man! People like her don’t want people like us. I know this. Your Jane Weyland might flirt, she might even desire you. But you’ll never have her heart.”

 He bit out over his shoulder, “Jane MacCarrick.” For however long.

 “And what happens when she finds out you’re a cold-blooded killer?”

 He slowed.

 “What will she think of you then?”

 He couldn’t imagine. Killing as a soldier was a celebrated thing. Even the mercenary she thought him sounded better than an assassin. Assassins hid and struck from the shadows. That’s what people believed. Generally that was true, but Hugh had also had to fight for his life more times than he wanted to remember.

 He feared that even if she could get past all the killing he’d done, fierce Jane still might find his means . . . cowardly.

 “Even if she wanted you, you can’t go back to a life like the one she lives.”

 Lysette was right. The odds were against Hugh ever settling back into society, finding those day-to-day rhythms. They called it reverting —when battle-weary soldiers or assassins too long in the field went back to civilian life and somehow made a go of it. It was extremely rare, especially for someone like Hugh, who had always been adrift in social situations anyway.

 Just as he’d made it out of the doorway, stabbing his shirttail into his pants, she said, “Hugh, wait!” She hurried over to him, putting her hand on his chest to stay him. “Grey reached France this week.”

 He shut the door behind them once more. “How do you know?”

 “Because the woman I solicited help from to keep tabs on him showed up dead there.”

 “Does no’ mean—”

 “Her throat was slashed so violently, her head nearly came off.”

 Grey. No doubt of it. “He’s out of his mind.”

 “Even so, he’s still lethal. And he hates you and Ethan for what you did to him.”

 “You were right in league with us,” Hugh was quick to remind her.

 “But something else happened that night. What did you do to him?”

 “I’ve no sodding idea,” he lied, finding it easy with her.

 “If he’s coming after Jane, it’s just a matter of time before he finds you two.”

 “He’ll seek you out as well, Lysette. You canna reason with him, and he’s beyond saving. I hope you’re prepared.”

 “I will be.” Her expression resigned, she said, “Aren’t we a pair? A coquette about to be taken down by an assassin, and an assassin about to be taken down by a coquette.”

 • • •

 When Hugh returned to their room, Jane lay curled up in bed with nearly all the lamps out, though he could tell by the tenseness of her form that she was still awake.

 He sat and watched her for more than an hour, and eventually she fell asleep, but it wasn’t long before she grew as restless as she was during waking hours, tossing and turning. Her eyes moved rapidly behind her lids. He wondered what it would be like to see her utterly relaxed.

 A real husband could join her and pull her to his chest, pet her, soothe away whatever dream gripped her. He wouldn’t fear that she might want him to make love to her for comfort, or that he’d need to for the same reason.

 Hugh wasn’t a real husband. No matter how badly he wanted to be.

 He reached for his bag and drew out the Leabhar. Ethan was right. Reading it would strengthen his resolve. It would remind him of the consequences of his actions and keep him from musing about what it would have been like to take Jane right on this table.

 Walk with death or walk alone. What more did Hugh need to see?

 The three brothers all walked with death, just as had been predicted. Court was a mercenary, and somehow Hugh and Ethan had met the one man in England who could guide them into their current occupations—Ethan, a jack of all lethal trades who was called in to deal with unpleasantries, and Hugh, an assassin.

 Hugh had been fortunate. He’d only been dispatched to kill grown men, and on each mark, he’d agreed that they’d needed to be taken out. Still, the faces began to accumulate. The grueling hours of preparation and the innate loneliness of the job took their toll.

 Always, in the back of his mind, he imagined the look on Jane’s face if she found out.

 On his first kill, he’d hesitated, knowing that if he pulled the trigger, he would cross a line and could never go back. But he had done it. He’d killed in cold blood, purposefully, determinedly. How dare he think to entwine his life with hers in any way?

 The idea flashed through his mind that there was still time to summon Ethan to come take her away—from himself. He dismissed the idea. Hugh wanted Jane protected—not terrified.

 Lost in thought, he barely heard her soft moan. She still slept, but she’d turned onto her back. One arm slowly fell over her head, stretching her gown taut, outlining her breasts in cool silk.

 Another soft murmur and a very sensual shiver accompanied her quickened breaths.

 This was not happening. She couldn’t be dreaming of something erotic, but her body and her movements told him otherwise. Could she possibly be dreaming of him? Of the way he’d kissed her earlier? No! He couldn’t let himself think like that.

 No good can come of this.

 Yet, as he looked from the book back to her, he realized his resolve was already faltering. She would need an outlet for all that passion. Like handling a firebrand. . . .

 She raised her other hand and her ring glittered in the lamplight as her fingers brushed the side of her breast. He swallowed hard. He could give her an outlet, provide her release. His hands were fists as he fought not to touch her. If he were truly married to her, he could wake her by sliding his shaft into her. He’d find her already wet, already close, and he would slowly rock her to orgasm. But she wasn’t his to reach for in the night. All he could do was spy on her from the shadows.

 She turned her face into her auburn hair spread over the pillow, nuzzling the curls as if she desired to feel them against her skin as much as he did. A lock tangled around her pale neck, and he rose, reaching down to tug the thick strand free.

 Unable to help himself, he carefully lay beside her. As ever, he had to gnash his teeth against the pain that stabbed at him whenever he finally let his body be at rest. Everyone believed rising in the morning was hell on old injuries, but relaxing for sleep was just as bad, especially after what he’d put himself through over the last few days.

 At length, once the pain had subsided to bearable, he levered himself up on an elbow to gaze down at her. Surrendering to the need to touch her, he brushed the backs of his fingers over her cheek. She stilled, but didn’t wake, her breaths growing deep and even.

 I could take care of you, he thought. In all ways. Some part of him had always believed that if he worked hard enough, he could give her whatever she needed. If things were different, he could try to win her, to prove that he was the man for her.

 He marveled at the sweep of her dark lashes, the gentle parting of her lips. Even after all this time, he was still fascinated with her, still filled with affection for her.

 Nothing would ever change that.

 Hugh had known she was the only one for him since that night all those years ago when he’d returned to the lake and had seen her after more than a year away. Her eyes had sparkled as though from some secret amusement, and her hands held the doorway behind her as she rocked her hips up and back. Playful, bright, smiling. Everything a man like him would crave like air.

 “Why, Hugh MacCarrick, do my eyes deceive me?” she’d asked.

 “Jane?” he’d bit out incredulously.

 “Of course it’s me, darling.” She’d sauntered up to him and touched her pale, soft hand to his face.

 With her touch something passed over him, shocking him, calling him.

 “Jane?” he’d repeated in a strangled tone as he tried to assimilate all the changes in her. Her voice had grown sultry, would forever be that way. Her breasts were lush. She’d become a woman, the most beautiful one he’d ever seen. His heart had thundered in his chest.

 “It looks like you’re leaving,” she murmured. “That’s a shame, Hugh, because I’ve missed you so.”

 “No’ goin’ anywhere,” he’d growled, and his life had never been the same.
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 Jane had heard him return to the room last night and wondered if that was how their situation would work. All done? Passion spent with Lysette? Go back to protecting Jane?

 When she’d seen him leaving Lysette’s room, tucking in his shirt—only to be coaxed back inside once more—Jane had lurched back to her room. Berating herself as a fool, she’d clutched the basin, close to being sick.

 This morning in the carriage, which now seemed far too small, Jane kept her eyes averted so he couldn’t see how much his betrayal had hurt her.

 But what had he betrayed? The vows of a sham marriage—a marriage he’d made clear he couldn’t wait to discard.

 So why did it hurt so badly?

 Even knowing what he’d done, she’d dreamed of him last night. She’d dreamed he’d done exactly as he threatened—taken her, sinking into her body.

 Though she was still a virgin, she could imagine how he would feel thrusting inside her, how his big body would flex and move over hers as she wrapped her legs around him. In her fevered dreams, he’d fondled her breasts in his hot palms and sucked her nipples.

 Instead, he’d probably been doing those things earlier to Lysette. She turned away and put her knuckles to her mouth.

 What a bewildering position to be in—and she wasn’t particularly steady and clear-thinking in the best of situations! She knew her own weaknesses. She was impulsive, often saying and doing things without thought. She had emotions that swung from one extreme to another like a pendulum, and she felt things too strongly.

 Worse, all her faults seemed to be exacerbated when he was around. Her emotions ran high, and actions and words that seemed undeniable at the time made no sense in retrospect.

 She’d always been like that to a degree, but she’d endeavored to better herself. She’d learned that whenever she got into a temper, or whenever she was inundated with what her cousins labeled Bad Ideas, she needed to step back from the situation, perhaps leave the room to compose herself—to give herself a chance to see things rationally, reasonably.

 Stepping away had always helped her; now here she was, trapped in a coach.

 She let out a weary breath. She wished she were a reasonable person, wished that inexplicable urges and impulses didn’t goad her.

 Why was it that everyone could see these faults in her, but no one bothered to suppose that she didn’t want to be so flawed?

 Jane could imagine what it would feel like to be reasonable. She imagined she could do something as simple as donning spectacles to see the world more clearly. She would peer at her relationship with Hugh, and see a very simple equation.

 Hugh equaled pain.

 • • •

 By the second day after they’d left the inn, Hugh had decided he would welcome Jane’s games.

 She’d ignored him with an ease that would bruise any man’s sense of worth. As their coach rolled through another sleepy town, he glanced over at her by the open window, watching as the sun and the breeze streamed in, toying with her loosened hair.

 Over the past day, she’d silently read A Gentlewoman’s Apprentice —or whatever book was behind the false cover. He hoped it wasn’t a novel in the same vein as the one he’d skimmed in her room in London. Especially since her eyes had been riveted to it as she ate an apple, or nibbled on a piece of hay she’d plucked when they stopped for food at midday.

 He should be glad that she’d left him alone. So why did he hate it when she ignored him, if the alternative was enduring her teasing?

 How many more days—and nights—can I take?

 For the tenth time that day, he silently willed his brother to work fast. Ethan had an uncanny way of finding people, and the best case scenario would be for Ethan to locate Grey and stop him before he even reached England. The worst case was that Grey could evade him for months. . . .

 Hugh thought back over his and Ethan’s last conversation. He should have pressed him about what had happened with the Van Rowen girl. He should have given Ethan the benefit of the doubt and asked if his brother might be searching for something more. Hugh had, Court had—why had Hugh never considered his older brother would have the same needs?

 When Hugh saw him again, they would split a bottle of scotch and discuss this situation like men. If Ethan truly wanted the lass—even after discovering who she was—Hugh could share strategies for putting her from his mind.

 Strategies to share? Smug once more, MacCarrick? When he could think of little but Jane?

 Eyes wide, she gasped and flipped to the next page.

 At least she was in better spirits now than yesterday. Then she’d appeared deadened—not sullen, just lacking her usual animation. Jane generally exuded energy, but she had stared out the coach window, seeming to see nothing.

 He’d feared he had startled her with his attentions. Or that she even felt guilt for allowing his kiss because of her relationship with Bidworth. Perhaps she’d been appalled with herself for . . . enjoying it.

 As much as he couldn’t comprehend it, she had enjoyed his lips on her. He kept recalling how she’d appeared—breathless, pupils dilated, her skin flushed. But if she’d been like a firebrand that night, the next morning, she’d been like ice. . . .

 Jane was clearly unhappy—a condition Hugh had never been able to handle well. “Sìne, I want to speak with you about the other night.”

 She didn’t glance up from her book. “So speak.”

 “Lass, I am fallible,” he said quietly. “And I’d asked you no’ to taunt me like that.”

 She raised her face to him in a flash, eyes glittering with fury. “So what you did at the inn is my fault?”

 Taken aback by how strongly she felt about this, he said, “No, I should have been able to govern myself. It will no’ happen again.” Of course she felt strongly. She’d thought she could play without repercussion. She’d never expected him to kiss her like that.

 “Why do you care how I feel about your . . . your behavior?” she asked. Had her accent ever sounded so proper?

 He hesitated, then admitted, “Your opinion of me is important.”

 “Is that why you won’t talk about your profession?”

 He said simply, “Aye.”

 “Silly, Hugh.” Her slow, unexpected smile in the sunlight was spellbinding. “I can’t think less of you than I do right now.”

 • • •

 “Lysette,” Grey whispered at her ear, stroking her blonde hair from her forehead. “Wake up.”

 She did in an instant, shooting up in bed. Her jerky scream into his hand turned to a whimper when he placed his knife against her pale throat. The polished blade reflected the light from a nearby lamp, glinting when she began to tremble. “You’ve got so many men watching the place, I’d started to think you were expecting me,” he murmured. “Don’t tell me you’ve missed me.” He eased the pressure of his grip on her mouth, but increased the pressure of his knife. “I don’t have to remind you how short your scream would be, do I?”

 When she cautiously shook her head, he grinned in the face of her fear, of the tears beginning to fall, before finally removing his hand. “Yes, you must have suspected I’d visit, since you have your inn guarded like a fortress. But you of all people should know I can get past anyone you’ve brought in.”

 “What do you want from me?” she whispered, easing the bed covers up to just below her neck.

 “Hugh and Jane stayed here on their journey north. I want their destination.”

 “You know he wouldn’t trust me with that information.”

 Grey raised his brows. “And you discovered nothing in all of your customary prying while they were here?”

 “Hugh’s cautious, and I don’t believe the girl knows.”

 “I have a good idea anyway,” he said honestly. “I merely was hoping to confirm. So it seems this might have been a wasted trip.” He removed the blade. Just when her big blue eyes began to fill with hope, he said, “Of course, since I’m already here, I plan to make you pay for selling me out to Hugh and Ethan.”

 Her shoulders slumped. “They wanted to help you.”

 “Help me?” He remembered Hugh in a terrible rage, his bone-crushing blows raining down so quickly that Grey hadn’t had a chance in hell of defending himself. Then the two brothers had forced Grey into a murky basement where his muscles had curled and tightened, until he’d screamed with pain. For day after day, he’d suffered hallucinations in the dark, interrupted only by his vomiting.

 Even now, shadows passed before him as he remembered how those haunting faces with their glassy, sightless eyes had descended on him. He hadn’t been able to escape them. Because of her duplicity.

 “I only told them because I wanted you back with me,” she cried. “I wanted you to get well.”

 “You wanted me to get well, or you wanted to ingratiate yourself into the bed of a strapping young Highlander?”

 She looked away. “What are you going to do to him?”

 Grey spotted a bottle of scotch—fitting, he thought—beside her bed. He helped himself to a glass. “Take away what’s most precious to him.”

 “The girl is innocent in all this.”

 He nodded. “Which is lamentable, but, in the end, incidental.”

 “Hugh will die before he lets you hurt his woman.”

 Grey sipped, savoring. “So I’ll likely kill him within minutes of Jane.”

 “His brothers would hunt you to the ends of the earth.”

 He shrugged. “Ethan’s already on my trail. With all the subtlety of a charging bull.” That was how Ethan had always operated. No sneakiness, just annihilating his enemies with relentless pursuit. He would wear them down until they got sloppy—or grew too wearied of looking over their shoulders expecting to find his gruesome, scarred visage in the night.

 Ethan was incredibly effective in his occupation, a legend of sorts. Not famed like Grey, of course. “He nearly found me three nights ago. Apparently, he somehow knew about my London loft,” he said in a chiding tone. That was his Lysette, selling out to the highest bidder. Not a drop of loyalty.

 Luckily, Grey knew all of Ethan’s hideaways and properties as well.

 “I didn’t tell anyone about it”—she shook her head, her blonde tresses dancing about her pale shoulders—“I swear it.”

 Deciding that she was actually being truthful, he said, “Don’t worry, I believe you. I can admit that Ethan’s good.” If information was as valuable as coin, then Ethan had amassed a fortune from others like them who secretly worked in service to the Crown—outside the law. “And I realize now that he must have been keeping tabs on me ever since he deigned to free me from his basement.” Grey’s fist tightened on his knife handle.

 Lysette saw it and flinched.

 “I’ll take care of Ethan, though his life’s so bloody miserable, it’s almost not sporting to relieve him of it.” Which would be more cruel, to make him live or to kill him? Didn’t he himself have an affinity with Ethan? Ethan was a man who had nothing left to lose. Wasn’t there power in that?

 “And Courtland?” Lysette asked softly. “Do you think he won’t seek retribution for the rest of his life, if it takes that long?”

 “Lysette, I’d be more worried about your own survival right now.” He gave her his most affable grin. “Or you can just relax and accept what’s inevitable.” He would finally sever her from his life . . . slowly.

 That got a fine Gallic rise out of his little Lysette. Her tears stopped, and her eyes narrowed. “Hugh’s going to win. And I just wish I could be around to see it.”

 Grey threw his glass to the floor and lunged across the bed. “I try to avoid allowing last words.” He grabbed her chin, skimming the knife up her body. “And I don’t normally tolerate last-minute confessions, but I’ll make an exception for you.”

 Hatred burned in her expression. “My last words? You’ll lose—because Hugh has always been better than you. Faster, stronger. Even before your affliction you were a pathetic shot—”

 The knife flashed and blood sprayed over him.

 “You clever girl,” Grey said wonderingly with a cluck of his tongue. “You got me to do it quick.”
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 Jane slammed the door on Hugh hard enough to make him grit his teeth just before the impact. The pictures on the walls were still rattling when she locked it behind her.

 After two days trapped at Ros Creag, the MacCarricks’ depressing lakeside manor, with Hugh’s curt surliness as company, she was ready to march up to Grey and say, “Do your worst. I defy you.”

 The only reason she hadn’t hied herself off to a cousin’s estate was that members of her family were due to arrive at Vinelands any day now. Not that Hugh knew that. “At this season, there will no’ be many around,” he’d said, defending his decision to take her here. But her family sought out the quiet fall season when there weren’t many around, since it was the only time they could be themselves. . . .

 “Jane, I’ve warned you about locking the door,” Hugh grated outside her room. “Open it, or this time I’ll break the goddamned thing down.”

 “As you said yesterday—”

 The door burst open.

 She gaped, as much from the wildly swinging door and splintered doorframe as from Hugh’s lethally calm demeanor—he wasn’t even out of breath.

 “I’ll be damned if I can figure out why you’ve been angry,” he said. “But I’ve about had enough of this.”

 “As have I!”

 “You know, I always wondered what it’d be like to live with y—with a woman.”

 “And?”

 “It’s a wee bit like hell, with your carrying on.”

 “What do you construe as carrying on?” she asked, indignant. “When I avoid you because you’ve cut me off at every attempt I’ve made to start a conversation? Why would I want to be around you when talking to you is like pulling teeth?”

 “And how’s that?”

 “I asked you why your brothers haven’t married, and you snapped, ‘Drop the subject.’ I asked you why none of you have any children, and you said, ‘Enough of this.’ I asked you if you’ve ever considered adding a trellis and a rose arbor, anything to soften the grimness of this place, and you just walked out of the room! I’ve never met a surlier man.”

 “If I am, it’s because you’ve ignored everything I’ve asked of you.”

 “Like what?”

 “I asked you to avoid the windows, yet I continue to catch you in the window seat in the upstairs parlor, staring out at Vinelands. I’ve asked you to pick up things in your room, and you tell me it’s your ‘horizontal system’ and that if I canna discern it then I must be stupid.”

 Everybody who knew Jane knew she was untidy—her lady’s maid played solitaire and read gothic novels all day because Jane wouldn’t let her straighten much—but untidy worked for Jane. Without her system, how would she ever find anything?

 “And you refuse to let the maid clean up here,” Hugh finished.

 “I don’t wish to cause any extra work for anyone, and the servants are only here for a few hours a day. If it bothers you so terribly—and, really, Hugh, when did you get to be so exacting?—you can keep the door closed.”

 “You know I canna do that.”

 She sighed and trudged across the plush rugs to peer out the window. Ros Creag, which meant “stony promontory,” was as forbidding and no-nonsense as its name, just as it had been in the past. But then, the appearance did exactly what it was meant to—it kept people away. Had this place been welcoming, the MacCarrick brothers would have been overrun with Weylands borrowing fishing gear and foodstuffs, dropping off pies. . . .

 Everywhere she looked outside, the gardens were freakishly orderly, as though a gardener had laid out the shrubs and flowers to the inch with a ruler, then ruthlessly checked any undue exuberance. The manor was stately but imposing, its bricks made of dark rock, like the craggy, lakeside cliff it clung to.

 Though separated from Vinelands by just that small cove, this place was a world away from it. Whereas Ros Creag was stern and solitary upon a cliff, Vinelands occupied an expanse of lawn rolling down to the water and a swimming beach, and looked like a quaint country cottage, though it had eight bedrooms. Arbors and follies dotted the property, and a small dock crawled lazily from the shore into the water.

 And Hugh wondered why she’d always preferred her own home to his.

 “So you truly doona like it here.” His words came from just behind her, but she hadn’t heard him approach. She frowned, recalling that he’d done that in London, too. He used to stride loudly, his boots booming across the floor. Now he was all sneaky silence.

 With a shrug, she turned and headed for the door. One good thing about Ros Creag? It was big enough that they need never see each other.

 • • •

 Damn, she’d been nettled since the night he’d kissed her. Apparently, Jane agreed with everyone else that Hugh reached too high in wedding her.

 As he watched her walking away, he told himself yet again that it didn’t matter. Once Grey had been killed and she was completely out of danger, Hugh would leave her just as he had before.

 And go where? Do what? If the list went public, he would have no profession. He’d thought about joining up with Court’s crew of Highland mercenaries, but had dismissed the idea. Hugh was a loner, always working solo. Always on the periphery.

 Except with Jane. She was the only person on this earth he’d ever been able to be around constantly. Hell, he’d never been able to spend enough time with her, had always yearned for more.

 Now that he’d gotten his wish, he wanted to take it back.

 No, he could tolerate this. The situation was only temporary.

 Yet it wasn’t only the clutter or even her continued pique that bothered him. It had finally hit him that he would be living with her, under the same roof, appearing as man and wife. She was so mysteriously feminine, and never having lived with a woman, he found himself a shade overwhelmed.

 With a grated sound of frustration, he strode after her, picking his way around piles of clothing. Hugh was uncomfortable with disarray, having come to crave order and structure in everything. Without order, came randomness; Hugh hated random. He felt he’d been chosen at random for his fate, and he resented the lack of control.

 Weren’t women supposed to be fastidious, organized creatures? More unfortunate for him, much of Jane’s disarray came in the form of her fascinating undergarments. There were garters he hadn’t seen in her room in London, and even stockings with designs in them.

 “Wait, Jane.” He caught her elbow just as she reached the hallway. “Tell me why you doona like it here.”

 “I’m used to being around family and friends, everyone talking and laughing, and you take me away from all that to stay in this depressing —there, I’ve said it—manor. And even then I could tolerate it, if you were fit company.”

 “What is so bad about this place?” he asked, glancing around with an incredulous expression. “You never liked coming here in the past, either. Why?”

 “Why? I would have to leave my house—where there was whistling, and my uncles chasing their giggling wives, and happy children running about like wild creatures—to come here, where the curtains were drawn, and it was as dark and silent as a tomb.”

 “I was just as uneasy at your home.”

 “Why on earth?”

 He doubted he could ever convince her that her family’s behavior might make outsiders uncomfortable, much less someone as solitary as Hugh. But her locking the door on him rankled on so many levels, and he was just irritated enough to say, “Your aunts ran about with their skirts hiked up, fishing, smoking, passing a bottle of wine between them. And sometimes when your uncles caught your aunts and swooped them upstairs, they weren’t as quiet as they could have been with what they were doing.”

 “And how would you even know that, from the collective fifteen minutes you spent with them over five years?” When he said nothing, she asked, “Do you deny assiduously avoiding everyone but my father?”

 He couldn’t deny it—he’d never wanted Jane to see how awkward he was around groups of people. “You ken I’ve usually preferred my own company.”

 “At least my family was kind to you. Unlike your brothers’ treatment of me.”

 “My brothers were no’ unkind to you.”

 “Are you jesting? One entire summer, Ethan crept about like a frightful ghost in his lair with the entire side of his face bandaged from some mysterious injury—which you would never talk about. And if anyone happened to glance at his face, he’d roar with fury and run them off.”

 Ethan had been a harrowing sight that summer. And every summer after. “And Court?”

 She gave him an incredulous look. “My God, I think he’s the angriest man I’ve ever encountered, always simmering. You never knew when he was going to go off. Being around him was like sidling around a bear trap. And it wasn’t a secret that he wasted no love on me.”

 No, Court had never liked Jane. Hugh supposed Court had resented the girl who tagged along with them everywhere and was frustrated that Hugh didn’t mind at all. That last summer, Court had despised her teasing treatment of his brother, never considering that Hugh woke every morning impatient to return for it, day after day.

 But Hugh hadn’t known Jane felt as strongly about Court, and about Ethan, as well. “I dinna realize it was so bad.”

 “You never seemed to notice these things because you were so used to them.” She adjusted a vase on a shining end table, as if she couldn’t stand its perfect placement. Seeming to calm herself, she said, “Hugh, rehashing all this will help nothing. When I ask you questions, you don’t have to answer them, and you can be as dismissive as you please. That’s your prerogative. My prerogative is that I don’t have to be around you when it’s avoidable.”

 “The subjects you brought up are difficult ones.”

 She raised her eyebrows, waiting for more.

 “If I answer one question, you’ll ask a dozen more about my answer, no matter if I doona want to talk about it. You’re no’ happy until everything’s laid bare.”

 “I do apologize for wanting to know more about a man I used to be friends with, who disappeared for years without a word, who has now returned to be my husband in an odd marriage of convenience.”

 “Damn it, I told your father to tell you good-bye.”

 She glared at that. “Don’t you think I deserved it from you? It’s becoming clear to me that we didn’t have the friendship I’d imagined. I must have been like a gnat in your ear, a silly little girl who followed you around when you only wanted to hunt or fish with your brothers.”

 “We were friends—”

 “A friend would have told me good-bye when he knew he was leaving and had no intention of returning for years.”

 Could she have thought of him? Could she have missed him? “Are you angry about that?”

 “I’m puzzled. I would have told you good-bye.”

 “I dinna believe you would even think of me much after I’d gone. I dinna think you would care overmuch one way or the other.”

 She didn’t deny it or confirm it, just continued, “But now you’ve come back and we’re in this confusing situation, and I’m trying to reason it all out, but I don’t have enough information. Papa told me this might take months. Are we to be like this the entire time, with you cutting me off or getting angry when I ask questions?”

 “I doona want to be that way. I just . . . I just doona know how to handle this as well as I should.”

 “What do you mean by ‘this’?”

 He pinched the bridge of his nose. “Jane, sometimes you throw me. And I’m unused to being married—even if it’s only temporary.”

 “Very well, Hugh. Let’s start with an easy question.” When she raised her eyebrows, he nodded grimly. “Why would my father ever find occasion to associate with someone as deranged and violent as Grey?”

 That’s an easy question? “Grey was no’ always like this. He came from a wealthy and well-respected family. He had strong connections.”

 “And he was your good friend?”

 “Aye.”

 “Did you try to help him with his affliction?”

 Hugh chose every word carefully, knowing he owed her more of the truth, but unable to divulge his own dealings without revealing everyone’s. “I attempted to reason with him, bully him, bargain with him. Nothing worked.”

 After that, Hugh and Ethan had decided to take matters into their own hands to wean him from opium. They’d captured Grey and carted him back to one of Ethan’s estates.

 Grey had been furious, frothing at the mouth, spouting insults. Either he had always been a sick bastard—and opium, like liquor, magnified his faults—or his entire personality had been altered.

 He’d vowed that if Hugh couldn’t “muster the ballocks to finally go fuck Jane Weyland as she so clearly needs,” then he’d make short work of her. Hugh barely remembered lunging for Grey’s throat and raining blows on his face. Ethan had scarcely been able to haul Hugh off. Afterward, all three of them had seemed shocked by Hugh’s utter loss of control.

 But after two weeks in a basement, Grey had emerged, seemingly cured. For a year, Hugh had believed he’d maintained an even keel. Ethan, however, suspected Grey only waited for a chance to strike out, and he’d been right.

 “I thought for a while that he’d gotten better. But the last time I saw him, his pupils were like pinpricks even in the night. . . .”

 Seeing Hugh’s disappointment, Grey had self-consciously smoothed his soiled jacket and given him a half grin, and with it a glimpse of his old self. His accent had been clipped and proper, even as he looked away and said softly, “I didn’t want to be like this, you know.”

 “Then why?” Hugh had asked.

 “Not quite the way I’d planned things, as it were,” he’d continued lightly, but when Hugh said nothing, Grey finally cast Hugh a look that was raw, unguarded. “I woke up one morning, and I was nothing but that number.” He averted his face again as if embarrassed. “Good-bye, Scot.” Then he’d walked away. . . .

 Hugh shook off the memory. “He was lost for good.”

 “Do you miss your friendship with him?”

 After a long hesitation, Hugh nodded. He did, even as he now burned for Grey to die—and even as Hugh knew his brother was out in the world, seeking to kill him.
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 “H ugh! It’s me.”

 He blinked his eyes open. He was clutching Jane’s wrist as she leaned over him, her expressive face full of worry. He released her and fell back onto the bed. “Jane?” He ran his hand over his brow, finding it damp with sweat. “What’re you doing in here?”

 “I heard something. I thought you were having a nightmare.”

 “Aye.” He was often plagued with nightmares, murky scenes of targets who refused to die. He had always strived to make clean shots, to make it quick. But sometimes at great distances, in inclement weather, he’d failed to do so. When the shot was off the mark, they often writhed; some screamed shrilly. “Did I say anything?”

 She shook her head. “What was the nightmare about?”

 “No’ important.” It was then that he noticed her nightdress. Clinging, sheer white silk. His gaze dropped to her breasts—and she noticed, nibbling her lip.

 At once, he sat up and snatched a bundle of the cover over his sudden erection. “Damn it, you canna come in dressed like that.” His voice was hoarse.

 “I rushed in when I heard you. I didn’t stop for a robe.”

 “When will you learn, Jane? I’ve told you, I’ve a man’s needs. And when I see you like this . . .”—he shook his head hard—“it affects me. I doona want to do something we’d both regret.”

 She quirked an eyebrow. “You’re saying the sight of me in a nightgown is so irresistible it might make you, a man of the world, lose control?”

 “Aye,” he said simply, then added, “I’ve been long without a woman, Jane, and you are verra beautiful—”

 “What do you mean, long?” She angrily crossed her arms. “As in four days?”

 He frowned. “What’re you speaking of?”

 “I saw you go into Lysette’s room. And come out with your shirt untucked.”

 His eyes narrowed. “You would no’ have seen that if you had stayed locked in the room.”

 Her voice was cutting. “That is of no matter.”

 “She tried to seduce me.”

 “Tried to, or succeeded?”

 “Are you jealous?” He didn’t dare hope she could be. Didn’t dare hope she felt the blistering envy that clawed at him when he thought of her with another.

 She put her chin up and sniffed, “You spent our wedding night in the arms of another woman. I hardly felt complimented by it.”

 “So it’s your vanity that’s been injured.” Disappointment settled over him. In a deadened tone, he said, “I dinna sleep with her.”

 “You didn’t?” Her arms fell to her sides as if they’d gone boneless.

 “Why do you sound so disbelieving?”

 “It was clear she wanted you.”

 “I took a vow to you, and until that vow is annulled, I’ll keep it. Now, go back to your room.”

 Her hand fluttered to her forehead. “I see.” Strangely, her face had paled. After a moment, she nodded. “I’ll try to straighten my room. And don’t worry about me ‘carrying on’ anymore.”

 “And what’s brought about this change?” Hugh demanded, about to bellow with frustration. “Because now your vanity’s intact and you lost no competition with Lysette? So you can go back to being decent to me?”

 She seemed to flinch at that. “It wasn’t competitiveness or vanity. And I’m sorry for how I’ve behaved.” She looked as though she genuinely meant it.

 His ire eased somewhat, and he softened his tone. “Then what, Jane?

 Twining her hands, she said nothing.

 “You’re making me crazed, lass. I know you’re unhappy, and I doona know how to change that.” He rubbed his forehead, and exhaled. “Tell me how to change that.”

 At length, she whispered, “I was unhappy because I was jealous.”

 • • •

 Jane left him with his lips parted and brows drawn, and withdrew to her room, easing the door nearly closed.

 She stood trembling against the wall with her hands flat against the rich wainscoting. Though she’d wanted to stay in his room, she’d stepped back. She was proud of herself and felt mature for her decision, especially since she’d been flooded with compelling impulses—along with many Bad Ideas on how to handle them. She was a mix of roiling emotions.

 It was possible that Jane could have been more awful to Hugh over the past few days, but she couldn’t conceive of how. “I know you’re unhappy, and I doona know how to change that,” he’d said, sounding so weary. Immediately, Jane had remembered her father’s words— Hugh tries. . . .

 She squeezed her eyes tight, embarrassed at her cutting behavior, even as she was so pleased with him, so relieved that Hugh hadn’t touched that woman. Of course, a major deterrent to her feelings for him had just been eliminated. Which brought about her revelation.

 Was she right back where she’d been at the inn as she sat on the table? When she’d feared letting him out of her sight?

 Yes—

 Jane’s eyes shot open when Hugh’s hand wrapped around the back of her neck. He’d pulled on his pants and entered her room silently, giving her little warning before he dragged her to his naked chest. Leaning down, he slanted his lips over hers, groaning at the contact. He broke away only to ask, “You were truly jealous?” then set back in.

 Telling him the truth could open her up to hurt, could accelerate the rate at which she dropped off that cliff. And still, between their licking, seeking kisses, she whispered, “I didn’t want you kissing her. Because you should’ve still been kissing me.”

 At her admission, he tensed, hesitating for only a heartbeat before he lifted her in his arms, striding with her back to his bedroom.

 “Hugh?” she murmured in a daze. “What are you doing?”

 “I’ve something on my mind,” he said, setting her on the bed, following her down. As he leaned above her, his dark hungry gaze flickered over her, and his voice broke low. “Something I need tae see.”

 He rubbed an unsteady hand over his mouth, looking like a man in agony. His body seemed to thrum with tension. Frowning, she brought her palms up to cup his face, but he shuddered, even at that slight touch. What was happening here?

 For all the books she’d read, for all that she’d heard from her cousins and learned in London, she’d never imagined a man behaving like this—as though he were about to die from desire. The erotic books she’d read never had accounts of men’s bodies shuddering with lust, pained with a need so great they could scarcely speak and could barely stand to be touched.

 He reached forward to brush her nightdress straps down her shoulders, then dipped a kiss to her collarbone. Just as she felt cool air on her breasts and belly, he hissed something in Gaelic, and sank back on his haunches to stare. She felt his gaze on her bared skin like a touch and arched her back for him.

 Leaning forward once more, he rasped, “ Mercy. ”

She thought she would scream in pleasure with the first wet flick of his tongue to her aching nipple. He cradled her breast with his whole hand, holding her in place as he sucked her between his lips.

 “Hugh,” she moaned, threading her fingers through his thick hair. “It feels so good when you do that.”

 His other hand was easing upward between her legs, his fingers caressing as they slowly ascended. “Tell me tae stop this,” he said against her breast.

 She shook her head, body quivering when he kneaded her inner thigh, coaxing her to spread her legs wider. The rough texture of his hand abraded her tender skin, but she loved it.

 “Tell me now.” His palm rubbed upward. She shook her head again and whimpered, afraid she was about to climax. She didn’t want this ever to end.

 “Ah, God, I canna stop.” His fingers passed the thatch between her legs. “I need tae stroke you here.”

 She cried out when he slipped the pad of his thumb against her clitoris, rubbing it sensuously. Another finger delved to her slick sex. “So wet. ” He lowered his head, and against her damp nipple, he said, “ You’d be ready for me, would you no’? ”

When he spread the moisture and continued his slow, agonizing strokes, she writhed helplessly to his touch. “Please, Hugh,” she said, panting. “Don’t stop.”

 He raised his head, studying her face. “I will no’.” His voice sounded hoarse, lost. “I want tae make you . . . make you come for me.” He stroked more firmly. “Tae see you—”

 She gave a strangled moan—she was already there.



Twenty-three

[image: Images]

 Hugh gazed in awe as she suddenly arched her back, hands clutching the sheets.

 Without thought, he set four fingers on her, cupping and rubbing her sex fast, mouth sucking greedily on her nipple to make it stronger for her. With his other hand, he snatched up her gown so he could watch her body twisting with pleasure.

 She gave a breathy cry that made his cock jerk painfully in answer, and her knees fell wide open. In utter abandon, she rocked her hips against his hand, over and over, until the tension left her.

 Trembling, she fell back onto the arm he’d draped behind her, lying docile and open as he slowly continued to pet her flesh.

 He couldn’t catch his breath. The sight of his fingertips against the wet auburn curls at her sex . . . He was going to lose his seed right in his trousers.

 She leaned up to bury her face against his neck. To his disbelief, she whispered how much she loved his touch. His touch. After a decade fantasizing about it, he’d made her come.

 And it was the most incredible experience he’d ever had.

 Her breaths were warm and quick, and between her words, she gave his neck little licks that made his cock grow impossibly hotter and harder.

 At that moment, spending in his pants did not strike him as a bad idea.

 He inwardly shook himself and pulled away, but she’d looped her soft arms around his neck and eased a knee up beside his waist.

 “Hugh, what about you? Won’t you stay with me?” She tugged gently, until he allowed himself to settle his hips between her thighs.

 She wanted him to come as well? Could he drag himself away? Not when she undulated her bared sex against him. Impossible. He was burning to free himself and sink into her slick heat, desperate to ride her mindlessly, finally taking what he’d needed for so long.

 Instead, when she did that sensual roll of her hips again, he tentatively thrust back against her. She sucked in a breath.

 “Dinna hurt you? ” he choked out.

 When she said, “No, darling, no,” he leaned up and found his hand shooting between them to rip open the fastening of his trousers. He shoved his pants down to his thighs, baring his cock, so that it hung down over her.

 They were both breathing heavily, staring at where their bodies almost touched. Their flesh was so close. Her eyes were half-lidded as she stared at his shaft, at the slick head. As if in a dream, he watched as she rolled her hips again, seeking him. He put his straightened arms on each side of her, holding himself up, sweating with the effort not to take her.

 He knew he couldn’t have her, even when it felt so right to be here with her like this. He was awash in how right it felt. Yet, unable to stop himself, he pressed his own hips down. Lower, so slowly, until his shaft grazed against her swollen little clitoris.

 His eyes rolled back in his head.

 She gave a cry and another undulation that nearly put his cockhead inside her, ending everything. One of his hands shot to her hip to pin her down, then he pressed his shaft harder against her mound. He stayed there, letting it throb against her. Where his control came from, he had no idea. He only knew he had to stretch out every second, to make it last the rest of his life.

 But when she reached eager hands forward to grasp him, he grabbed her wrists, knowing he’d come before her last finger had wrapped around his shaft. “Put your arms over your head, Sìne.” She let them fall above her. “Keep them there for me.” She nodded, as if she understood his struggle.

 Soon the urge to thrust grew overwhelming. He obeyed it, pushing slowly over her sex, slipping up to her flat belly, then back, a near-constant groan rising from his chest. With his position and the movement, he was close to being inside her, as close as he would ever allow himself to get. Her cries would be the same—as would the way she was gazing up at him when she spread her legs wider and whispered, “ Oh, God! Yes, Hugh! ”

He savored even this agonizing pressure. Another slow push over her sex.

 “Jane,” he groaned. Each time his shaft slid over her, he could feel his sack tightening until it ground against her wetness too. She made some unintelligible sound at the contact.

 The pleasure was too great. He was going to come, and he was going to come hard.

 He dropped his head and rasped, “Arch your back for me. Have tae taste you again.” When she rushed to do so, he sucked her nipple between his lips, then tugged it with his teeth until she moaned.

 Was she telling him she was about to come again? He’d make her. He’d hold on until she did once more.

 The pressure had nearly turned to pain when she cried out his name and thrashed beneath him in her orgasm.

 Lost, he ground himself determinedly up and back against her. “Ah, God, Sìne, I have tae . . . come,” he groaned, beginning to ejaculate. He gave a brutal yell each time the hard spurts lashed across her belly . . . over and over until he’d finally emptied his seed.

 His body wracked with after-shudders, he sank onto his elbows with hoarse exhalations of breath against her damp neck.

 He couldn’t believe he’d been thrusting over her like that. He closed his eyes in shame—he’d spilled his seed on her.

 Drawing away, he tucked his sensitive shaft back into his pants, then rose to grab a towel. When he returned he couldn’t bear to look at her, even as he wiped her skin and pulled her gown into place. He tossed the towel away and sat on the edge of the bed, head in his hands. Never had he felt so ashamed, so low. How was he going to face her tomorrow? Didn’t matter, he’d have to.

 No matter how badly he needed to leave, they couldn’t be separated.

 “Jane, I doona know what happened. I’m sorry.” He should be humiliated to be near her, and yet it was she he wanted to be with in the face of his shame—so that he didn’t have to take it alone. It was enough to drive any man mad.

 “There’s nothing to apologize for.” She sat up on her knees behind him. “Nothing.”

 “No, I should have had more control.”

 “Hugh,” she murmured, rubbing his back, “it’s just me, remember? It’s just your Jane. We were always comfortable around each other.”

 “This should no’ have happened,” he insisted.

 Just when he’d decided to rise, she said, “Stay. Sleep with me, please.” She coaxed with light touches and soft words until he somehow found himself out of his pants and in bed with her. When he’d resigned himself to staying like this, he drew her back to his chest, his arms smoothly crossing over her as if he’d locked her against him thousands of times before.

 As he’d imagined that last summer again and again, she was finally naked in his bed. He’d stared at this very ceiling and fantasized about touching her, kissing her. He’d dreamed of holding her as she slept.

 The reality was so much more. He’d known he would love the scent of her hair. He hadn’t known he would want to groan and shove a handful to his face. Or that he would realize her hair was long enough to brush his legs if she threw her head back while she rode him.

 He’d known he would love the feel of her, but he hadn’t realized how round her arse would be or that it fit like a puzzle piece to his lap.

 “No more nightmares, Hugh,” she whispered drowsily. “Or we’ll have to do that again.”

 He already wanted to do that again, was even now growing hard against her bottom. When she sighed in contentment, he frowned as he tried to recall how he’d ever thought living with her was bad.
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 When she woke the next morning, Hugh was sleeping soundly. She lay staring, fascinated with the man before her.

 With his jaw unclenched, his face looked changed, younger even. The gashes on his cheek were healing, giving him a roguish look. That made her smile. He was a rogue—a mercenary—but he wasn’t a rake.

 She skimmed the pad of her forefinger over his bottom lip, remembering how he’d kissed her last night—deeply, desperately, like it was the last kiss he’d ever take from her, and he had to make it last.

 Everything in her had responded, and she’d let herself go. She shivered just recalling how he’d rocked his massive body over her, sliding his shaft against her sex until he’d brought her twice to orgasm. And then to see him take his pleasure as well, to see him spending over her flesh . . . wondrous. Though judging by his discomfited reaction last night, she doubted she’d ever be seeing it again.

 Which was a problem, as she’d all but decided Hugh MacCarrick had to be her first lover.

 If she’d ever needed her cousins’ advice, it was now. Today. Surely, today they would arrive.

 When she tenderly brushed a lock of black hair from his forehead, his gorgeous dark eyes eased open. Seeming still half-asleep, he reached his hand up to stroke her cheek. When she smiled, his brows drew together in puzzlement.

 Then he shot away from her.

 After stabbing his legs into his pants, he paced for long moments, the muscles in his upper body growing more and more tensed. “This should no’ have happened, and it canna happen again,” he finally said.

 His tone implied that they were discussing a tragedy, something akin to a death in the family—not the most mind-boggling pleasure she’d ever imagined. She couldn’t help but feel insulted, and sat up, drawing the sheet up to her chest. “Honestly, Hugh, you’re making a mountain out of a molehill.” She waved her hand dismissively. “We . . . trifled a bit.”

 Instead of being grateful as she’d expected—after all, she could have called him a cad and pressed to stay married—he appeared furious. “If we’d ‘trifled’ an inch lower, there could be dire consequences. Have you forgotten that we both agreed no’ to do this? We agreed at the outset. Do you want to get stuck in this marriage?”

 “I wish you would stop living in terror that you might get trapped in marriage with me. We didn’t make love. Now, it’s very simple. We put this behind us and never speak of it again.”

 “I’ve never met a woman who could skewer a man’s sense of self-worth like you can. Whoever marries you in truth will need to be a better man than me.”

 She glared up at him. Skewering had never been her intention, but at that moment, she didn’t regret the outcome. “You are making too much of this,” she insisted. “Why are you so angry when nothing permanent occurred? You’re acting like a provincial.”

 “Maybe you can easily put it behind you, but that trifling affected me.” Suddenly his eyes narrowed as he lunged forward to grab her elbow. “You’re no’ a virgin, are you?”

 She drew back her head in bewilderment. “Why would you ask that question?”

 No, no, Hugh. Don’t be like this. For ten years, he’d been out sowing his wild oats; yet he probably expected her to have been waiting for a husband. Of course, she was a virgin, but, as was often the case, right now she wished she weren’t.

 Such a narrow-minded expectation was galling.

 “Answer me.”

 Her tone cold as ice, she said, “Darling, I’ve been as celibate as you have been since we last saw each other.”

 He released her, but kept his hands raised as he backed away, as if he couldn’t believe he’d touched her.

 “Why would you care if I bedded a dozen men?” she asked in confusion.

 He raked his fingers through his hair. “Because women like you doona get ‘easy annulments.’ No’ based on lack of consummation.”

 Women like me.

 He hit the wall, making her jump, then turned to her with the air of some trapped beast who knew the end was near. He was that averse to having her as his wife?

 “How in the hell did you plan to end the marriage?” he demanded. “How?”

 “I’m sure my father can manage something—”

 “It will no’ bloody stop me, Jane. I dinna sign on for more. If our annulment does no’ go as planned, I will still leave you.”

 Her heart went cold. Memories of loneliness and hopelessness washed over her.

 He’d left her before without a warning. He would again, this time after telling her to her face that nothing would cleave him to her—even as she sat naked in a bed still warmed from him.

 No longer would she open herself up to him. She couldn’t. Self-preservation, Janey. Hugh MacCarrick was the only man who could ever make her cry. False smile in place, she said with all honesty, “Of course you will leave me, darling. I never expected anything else from you.”

 He shot her another disillusioned look, then strode away.

 • • •

 After his behavior the night before, this morning had already been grueling enough. But now to learn that Jane had definitely had at least one man was punishing for him.

 He’d suspected she and Bidworth had been lovers, but to know . . .

 The idea of Bidworth, or another man like him, taking her innocence made Hugh’s stomach clench, made him want to roar with fury. He felt this even as he knew he had no right to, no right to hate the fact that she’d welcomed another—or others—into her bed.

 He’d said those things to Jane out of jealousy and because he’d been furious with himself—for one foggy moment when he first awakened, he’d been about to start the madness again. Even now, he found himself wishing he’d just gone ahead and taken her last night, or even this morning, when she’d looked so tousled and well-loved.

 He’d taken his frustrations out on her, sounding like some inflexible old-guard Tory, and she hadn’t deserved it.

 Jane was unique and independent, and she couldn’t be judged by others’ standards. She was twenty-seven and had a very healthy sexual appetite. Even as he understood this, the idea of her appeasing her needs with others maddened him.

 Because he was obsessed with her. He wanted her to lavish that desire on him, wanted her all to himself. The idea of Bidworth trying to handle all her passion was laughable. After last night, Hugh knew that he was the man for it—even as he knew he could never allow himself to have her.

 He’d given her a few hours to get over her pique, but now they needed to talk about what the hell they were going to do about their annulment. Hugh loped to her room, but found no sign of her. He made his way to the upstairs parlor. After dressing this morning, she’d sat in the window seat there for hours, gazing out at Vinelands as she had for the last two days.

 He and his brothers used to do the same constantly. They’d first traveled down to this property at the suggestion of concerned relatives in the clan. Ethan had just received the injury to his face and would be able to heal in a more private setting; Court would have no one to fight. . . .

 They’d been there only a week before the Weylands had descended on the area.

 From the lofty vantage of Ros Creag, the three brothers had sat and watched the goings-on at Vinelands. Always a huge fire burned outside, people danced in the yard, and singing and raucous laughter carried across the water.

 Hugh, Ethan, and Court had gawked in confusion. Their existence had been dour, their home in the north of Scotland dark ever since the death of their father. They’d rarely spoken to their mother, Fiona, who couldn’t recover from the loss of her beloved husband Leith.

 The day he’d died, Fiona had pulled at her hair, screaming at her sons, “ I told you no’ to read it! How many times did I tell you? It always wins! ”

Hugh shook himself, preparing to face Jane as he entered the parlor—the empty parlor. She wasn’t in the window seat. Excellent, she was avoiding him again.

 Or would she have tried to leave, after his callous words this morning?

 A sense of unease settled over him. He bellowed her name. Nothing. Just as he was about to go tearing through the house, some movement outside caught his attention. He glanced out the window, saw bairns piling out onto the front lawn at Vinelands, with some harried woman running after them. Adults alighted from carriages. Weylands were here? Now? Brows drawn, he strode forward to peer out.

 And spotted a glimpse of Jane’s green riding skirt on the shore path to Vinelands.

 He bounded down the stairs, then outside onto the terrace, disbelieving his eyes. As though she sensed him, she turned back, gave him a sarcastic salute, then turned away dismissively. Sprinting for the stable, he vowed he’d tie her arse to a chair before she did this again. He looped a bit on his horse, not taking time for a saddle, before charging hell-bent along the path.

 As he neared, Jane began racing for Vinelands as if for a friendly country’s border. But Hugh dropped from his horse to the ground and snared her around the waist in one fluid movement.

 Swinging her around to face him, he snapped, “Never, never leave like that again!”

 “Or what?” she asked, panting.

 He clutched her slim shoulders. “Or I’ll tie your arse to a bed.” When had chair become bed?

 “Not likely, you brute—”

 “Brute? This brute’s tryin’ to protect you, yet you treat all this like it’s a game.”

 “How can I not when you tell me nothing? You’ve given me nothing truly tangible to worry about! You and Father both said Grey isn’t in England, so how could he have followed us here?”

 “Why take that risk?” Hugh said, loosening his hold on her shoulders. “Why’re there Weylands here now?”

 “They like the quiet season.”

 “You knew they were coming?”

 She nodded. “Hugh, I need to go there. It’s important to me.”

 “Why did you no’ just ask me to take you?”

 She rolled her eyes. “I knew you wouldn’t let me. But I’m asking you now to come with me.”

 Go with her? To the other side? No’ bloody likely. “I canna keep an eye on you among all of them.” He was so unused to being around groups of people, it made him constantly wary. Much less around these people. “And how would you explain us?”

 “I’d tell them the truth.” Her chin went up. “We’re married. That’s all I’d say, for right now. In the future, I’ll explain what happened.”

 “Too many people,” he insisted. He had no wish for Jane to know how utterly inept he was in social situations.

 “This is my family. They’ll never say a word. You’ve never seen such a loyal family.”

 “Jane, you’ve got to understand that your life is on the line.”

 “Look me in the eyes and tell me that a day at Vinelands will put my life in more danger than staying at Ros Creag.”

 Hugh opened his mouth to speak, then closed it directly. If Grey had somehow made it past the net into England, then he would have Ethan breathing down his neck long before he ever thought to approach Ros Creag. And if he somehow got past Ethan, Grey would have to traverse the lake by ferry, which could be seen from Vinelands.

 Technically, Hugh deemed it safe enough. But the last social event he had attended as a participant, not just skulking in the shadows, had been the festivities the night before Ethan’s ill-fated wedding, and Hugh had never seen any of those guests again.

 His next attempt was to be a day at Vinelands? A trial by fire? Damn it, he’d avoided this all those times in the past—yet now she expected him to voluntarily walk among the mad, carefree Weylands. He’d be more comfortable walking into a hail of bullets.

 And God help him if Jane told her cousins about his behavior the night before. He shuddered at the possibility. A trial by inferno. “Does no’ matter. I’ve told you we’re returning. So that’s what we’re going to do.”

 She bit her lip and gazed up at him with those big, green eyes. When he realized she was about to ask in a way he hadn’t yet figured out how to deny, he cut her off, snapping, “No’ a chance,” and dragged her toward the horse.

 He was biting out Gaelic curses, she slapping at his grip on her elbow and kicking at his shins, when a voice cried, “ Jane? ”

They both faced forward and froze.
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 “O h, bloody hell.” The seventh circle of hell. That’s what Hugh looked like he’d ventured into as more and more of her family filed out of the house and approached them. Belinda was here with her husband and children, and Sam and her family had arrived as well.

 She had to laugh evilly. “Too late to run. You’re snared, I’m afraid.”

 “Aye, and you’d best enjoy it,” Hugh muttered. “You go back to a locked cellar.”

 “Jane!” Samantha cried again, her russet curls bouncing. “What are you doing here?”

 “Aunty Jane!” five children called as they besieged her, trampling her to the ground as she laughed.

 Belinda clapped her hands in delight. “But you said you couldn’t come this week!”

 Then they noticed Hugh behind her, and everything went silent while jaws dropped. The children stared up at the towering Highlander in wonder. To break the awkward moment, Jane held up her hand, and as expected, Hugh shot forward to help her to her feet.

 “What’s he doing here?” Sam asked, never one to mince words.

 Hugh gave Jane an expression as if to say, “Indeed.”

 “Well, he’s . . . we’re married.”

 Sam’s jovial husband, a physician named Robert Granger, murmured to Sam, “Not four days ago, you told me she was marrying Bidworth.”

 From the side of her mouth, Sam answered, “That’s because she was.”

 “Well, obviously that did not happen,” Jane said blithely. “So wish us well and meet my new husband.”

 Hugh knew her cousins—barely—so she introduced Hugh to Robert, and they shook hands. If Hugh’s threatening look hadn’t deterred him, Robert would likely have bear-hugged him a welcome into the family.

 Then she presented Hugh to Lawrence Thompson, Belinda’s husband, a prankster and a considerable wit with a ready laugh, who cradled his hand after Hugh shook it.

 Seeing all of them lifted Jane’s spirits and made her realize how much Hugh’s awful words had hurt her. I’ll still leave you.

 Hugh eyed everyone with such a leery demeanor, so noticeably out of his element, that she couldn’t resist. She knew she had a diabolical gleam in her eyes when she faced Hugh and said, “I absolutely must catch up with my cousins and show off my new ring. In private.” He was subtly shaking his head. “Hugh, why don’t you get to know the other husbands —they like to drink scotch and sit on the lawn about this time of morning. Talk about the stock exchange and such.”

 She hadn’t missed his wary glance at the children either. “Oh, and, children, your new uncle Hugh loves to buy presents and treats. You’ve only to tell him what you want!”

 • • •

 “Off of him now!” Robert exclaimed as he shooed bairns off Hugh. “Run along and play!”

 Hugh wanted to fall down with relief when the last one made yet another request, released his leg, then scampered away. Jane really was going to do this—she truly was leaving him to deal with these men. She and her cousins had gathered up bottles of wine and strolled out on the dock without a backward glance.

 “Don’t know what Jane was thinking, to set the hounds to you like that!” Robert flashed him a sheepish grin. “But, finally, it’s just men.” He led them over to a set of wicker lawn chairs and, once seated, began pouring a round of drinks, though it was not nearly ten.

 “So, what do you do, MacCarrick?”

 Hugh reluctantly sat and accepted the glass, not knowing his way around this. “I’m . . . retired.” He’d never been forced to make conversation. Never spoke unless something needed to be said. In more than one way, he’d been perfectly suited for his occupation.

 “That’s the way to do it, my boy!” Robert raised his glass—then drained it. “Retire, take a beautiful bride, and enjoy life.”

 Lawrence worked on his drink more slowly, but not by much. “Are you and Jane starting a family straight away?”

 Hugh shrugged. After seeing her happiness when all those bairns waylaid her, he had never been more keenly aware that he could never give her children.

 Robert sank back with his second drink on his knee. “We waited, Sam and I, nearly three years to start.”

 Waited? So odd to hear these upper-class gentlemen speak of topics like this. “Waited” meant contraception.

 Robert and Lawrence then mused on how their wives had behaved and looked when pregnant (“quite lusty” and “pleasingly plump”), how children changed a man (“didn’t know what I was about before them”), and other things Hugh tried his damnedest to block out.

 He kept glancing over at Jane and her cousins deep in conversation, knowing she was telling them everything about last night. Each time she closed in to whisper to the two women, he cringed, feeling his face flush violently.

 After a grueling hour of conversation Hugh barely heard, Lawrence suggested that the men target-shoot. Hugh ran his hand over the back of his neck, knowing he would have to miss. Though he had a powerful desire to impress Jane, to shoot as these people had never seen, he stifled it, aware how unwise it would be to demonstrate exactly what he excelled in.

 A quick glance told him that Jane had shaded her eyes with her hand to see. Would she remember that he could shoot? She used to tag along with him on hunts all the time, had tromped with him over every inch of woodlands in the area.

 Hugh recalled one of the first times Jane had accompanied him. Afterward, she’d bragged to Weyland about Hugh’s shooting: “Papa, you wouldn’t believe how he can shoot—so calm, and steady as a rock! He hit a duck at seventy yards at least in a stiff breeze.”

 Weyland had eyed him with new interest. “Did he, then?” Hugh hadn’t understood why at the time. He’d had no way of knowing that Weyland was sizing him up for a lethal profession—one that had provided wealth to a second son who’d had none, and laid out the path to walk with death. . . .
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 “S o how is your Scot in bed? As good as you’ve always dreamed?” Sam asked.

 Jane rolled her eyes. Of course, the conversation had wended its way to this topic, and Sam was going to needle for details until the entire truth came out. So Jane related everything—well, almost everything.

 She told them of her stunned hurt over Lysette, and her subsequent relief when she’d found out Hugh had been true to her. She admitted that they’d been intimate last night but hadn’t consummated the marriage, and she related their last conversation—or, more accurately, fight. She confided her suspicion that Hugh was a mercenary of some sort.

 Sam said, “I can’t imagine what Uncle Edward is up to, forcing you to marry MacCarrick.”

 “And Hugh being a mercenary?” Belinda glanced in his direction. “Does sort of fit.”

 “But, marriage of convenience or not, why haven’t you rendered it very inconvenient already?” Sam asked.

 Jane surreptitiously rolled down her stockings, discarding them and her shoes to dip her feet in the water. “Hugh doesn’t want to be trapped and will do whatever it takes to get out of it. He’s made that abundantly clear. I believe his words were, ‘ I will still leave you.’ ”

 Belinda had pre-opened the cork on the second wine bottle, but still couldn’t get it open. She handed it to Sam and said, “Jane, I can see why you wouldn’t want to chance this, but I don’t understand why he is so averse. Does he have a lover?”

 “No, he said he is ‘between.’ ”

 Sam took out the cork with her teeth, then spat it into the lake. Recorking a bottle was something of a crime at Vinelands. “Does he make any money as a mercenary?”

 “Father told me he had some. But then, Father also neglected to tell me his true occupation.”

 Sam asked, “So sure he’s a mercenary?”

 Jane nodded. “His brother is. And Hugh was just down there on the Continent fighting with him. That’s how he got those marks on his face.”

 Sam handed Belinda the bottle. “Which brother?”

 “Court. Courtland. The angry one.”

 After they both flashed expressions of recognition at that, Belinda said, “At least he wasn’t as bad as the oldest one.”

 “The one whose face was all cut up! He used to give me night terrors,” Sam admitted.

 “Oh, me too!” Belinda said. “One morning I was out berry-picking with Claudia, and we met him on a foggy lane. We froze, and he scowled as if he knew what was about to happen. When we dropped our baskets and ran, he roared curses at us.”

 For some reason, Jane felt a brief flare of pity for Ethan. He would have been only twenty or so.

 “Later we felt awful. Silly.” Almost as an afterthought, Belinda muttered, “But we didn’t go back for our baskets.”

 “So what the devil is MacCarrick’s hesitation?” Sam frowned. “He’s got enough money to support you, he doesn’t have a woman, and he’s completely lost for you.”

 Jane gave Sam an unamused expression, then turned so Hugh couldn’t see her take a gulp of wine. After his rant this morning, Jane figured he’d be displeased to find even a temporary wife stockingless and passing around a bottle. “He’s so lost for me, he tells me twice daily how our marriage will end.”

 Sam waved her comment away. “I’m merely saying what I see. It is a puzzle. I do so love puzzles.”

 “Maybe he’s got a lusty Scottish lass waiting for him back in the clan,” Belinda offered, taking a more ladylike taste of the wine. “Someone with ample breasts and wide hips, someone who can cook.”

 Jane’s brows drew together. Suddenly, she found the idea of traveling to his clan’s seat decidedly less appealing. Jane would be the outsider, not speaking the language, not understanding exchanges between Hugh and his kinsmen, or between him and any lasses he’d left behind.

 Sam said, “At least Jane has the lusty part down pat.”

 Jane didn’t bother contradicting that. Her cravings before had been an irritation, but now with Hugh—and after last night—they seemed to consume her. “I swear”—she leaned in as Sam’s two daughters ran by the end of the dock, chased by a heaving nanny—“I swear, sometimes I believe that I think about making love as much as a twenty-seven-year-old male. There are people obsessed with all things carnal. Maybe I’m like them.”

 Sam rolled her eyes. “This, coming from the twenty-seven-year-old virgin.”

 “Samantha, you mustn’t judge,” Belinda chided in a prim tone. “Jane never asked to be a virgin.” She snapped her fingers for the bottle. “So what happens if you don’t consummate the marriage? What happens at the end of this adventure for you?”

 Jane put her hands behind her and leaned back, inhaling deeply. The air was redolent with the scent of wild roses, not yet checked by the autumn’s first frost. “Our marriage is dissolved. Hugh goes back to mercenarying or marauding or whatever his secret endeavors are.”

 Then Sam asked, “Janey, just a thought. Do you want to stay wed to him?”

 Jane had wondered if Sam and Belinda were tiptoeing about Jane’s past fixation on Hugh, focusing only on his motivations. They most likely feared Jane would cry over Hugh yet again.

 As she contemplated the question, she watched Hugh purposely miss yet another shot, even with Lawrence slapping his back and elbowing him. Hugh could have embarrassed the two men, but he hadn’t. And she’d seen him eyeing the way Robert held his rifle and knew he badly wanted to correct it, but he’d said nothing. He really was trying to rub along with her odd family.

 Jane sighed. After their encounter the night before, she knew she could spend the rest of her nights with that man. Even after their row today, she knew he’d make a good husband.

 At an early age she’d discovered his personality and temperament were devastatingly attractive to her. She’d set her cap at him, and after he’d left, she’d never met his equal.

 She gave them a tight smile. “Doesn’t matter, does it? He couldn’t have made it more clear that as soon as this is over, he will leave and not come back. I swear, you should have seen the look on his face when I told him I hadn’t been celibate.”

 “To be fair,” Belinda began, “an easy annulment was one of the terms of the deal he agreed to. Without it, this could get tricky. He might even fear you’ll have to divorce. Which cousin Charlotte can tell you is nasty business, after all the hours she’s spent at the courthouse.”

 Sam was shaking her head. “No, he’s jealous. He reacted to the thought of you with another man, or men.”

 Belinda covered her mouth with three fingertips, stifling a hiccup, then snapped her fingers for the bottle again—this time from Jane. “Jane, I’m actually going to have to agree with Sam on this one. He does look at you like he’s been starved and you’re a feast.”

 “You’ve only seen us together for the shortest time!”

 Sam said, “But he keeps looking over here at you. Watch for it now. Give it five seconds. Five, four, three—”

 Jane tugged one of Sam’s russet curls, but Hugh did, in fact, turn to look at her two seconds later. “He might appear a bit possessive,” she allowed. “But he should. He’s protecting me.”

 “Come on, haven’t you ever seen a Highlander madly in love? No?” Sam jerked her thumb over her shoulder toward Hugh who was staring at Jane with a smoldering expression. “Behold!”

 “Madly in love. That’s ridiculous.” Yet her heart had started knocking hard in her chest.

 Belinda frowned. “Jane, where’s your famed confidence?”

 “Embattled. Running screaming for the hills. Which happens when one’s husband regards his marriage as a sprung bear trap. When he appears determined to gnaw off a paw to escape, well, that never helps, either.”

 “Maybe he doesn’t think he’s rich enough or good enough for you,” Belinda said. “After all, you were about to marry an exceedingly handsome and wealthy earl.”

 “She’s right,” Sam said. “This smacks of self-sacrifice to me.”

 “So you think he’s here, ready to risk his life for me, because he’s in love with me and couldn’t stand to see me hurt?”

 Belinda nodded. “Why, that’s it, precisely.”

 Why was Hugh doing all this? Yes, she knew he owed her father for his livelihood. But surely this was above and beyond repayment. “Any ideas on why he’d leave before and be furiously resolved against marrying me now?”

 “No, but in your place, I’d be finding out,” Sam said. “And I’d develop a strategy.”

 “A strategy for MacCarrick,” Jane said, tapping her chin. “Why do I have a sense of history repeating itself?”

 Sam shrugged. “True, our last plan wasn’t utterly successful—”

 “Utterly successful?” Jane asked with a laugh. “We endeavored to get him to marry me, and instead, he disappeared for a decade.”

 “Well, then, what are you going to do?” Belinda asked.

 Brows drawn, Jane said, “Wait until an answer comes to me from nowhere, then act impulsively and inappropriately?”

 Sam rubbed her chin thoughtfully. “It might just work.”
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 Toward sundown, Hugh caught her just as she was leaving the house through a side door. “You canna avoid me all day.” He eased her against the wall, and she let him.

 “I stayed within your eyesight,” she said, surprised when he rested a hand beside her head and leaned over her. “Besides, I thought you were enjoying spending time with Robert and Lawrence.”

 He narrowed his eyes. “Oh, aye. Today, I’ve shot, fished, and smoked, and because I’ve had to keep my eye on you throughout it all, they’ve ribbed me without cease for being ‘wrapped ’round the old finger.’ ” He sounded so gruff, she almost smiled. “Did you tell your cousins about last night?”

 “Of course I did.”

 “You told them how I . . . how we . . .” He trailed off with a groan, bending down to rest his forehead against hers. “Jane, you dinna.”

 “Have you been worried about this all day?”

 He pulled back his head. “Christ, yes.”

 She studied her nails. “Well, you deserved to agonize over it, after how hurtful you were this morning.”

 “Likely, but I doona want our private business bandied about by your cousins. After one day’s post run, all seven will know.”

 “I did tell Sam and Belinda, but I didn’t give details. I merely told them we’ve been . . . intimate but haven’t, well, made love.”

 “That’s too much still,” he said, but he relaxed a fraction, leaning in again. “I dinna think you would voluntarily speak to me after this morning.”

 “I’m going to make myself forget what you said.”

 “I’d appreciate that—”

 “If you make a deal with me. Every time you brood over the next two weeks, you have to give me a hundred pounds.”

 “A hundred? Why do you want this?”

 “I’ve realized today that just because we’re forced to spend this time together, it doesn’t have to be miserable. I want to enjoy myself—with you—and it’s impossible when you’re mired in thoughts of something else.”

 “I canna just change myself—”

 “Make the deal, Hugh, or I won’t forget what you said this morning, and I will divulge everything to my cousins, right down to the exact words you were saying when you were above me.”

 He looked away, jaw clenched so hard that she thought he could chew metal, and gritted out, “I’ll make the deal.”

 “Good. But be warned, those pounds will add up rapidly.”

 “I think I can handle it.”

 “The expense or the not brooding?”

 He was saved from answering when Sam’s daughter Emily appeared.

 “Come on, Aunt Janey,” the girl cried, grabbing Jane’s hand and pulling her toward the lawn.

 Jane caught Hugh’s hand, and over her shoulder, she explained, “Emily’s like I was when I was little—running wild all day until I dropped where I stood.”

 “When you were little?” Hugh raised his brows. “You were still like that at thirteen.”

 She chuckled, which seemed to surprise him. When they reached a blanket on the lawn, Jane sat and tugged Hugh’s hand until he dropped down beside her. Emily crawled into her lap.

 “Aunt Janey,” Emily whispered loudly, “is he the rough Scot you married?”

 Jane saw his face grow cold immediately. “He is.”

 Emily eyed him suspiciously. “Am I really to call him uncle, then?”

 “Um, yes, sweeting, he’s your uncle Hugh.”

 “Is he really going to buy us presents?”

 To Emily, she whispered loudly, “You should ask him.”

 Emily tilted her head. “Are you going to get me the dollies I asked for?”

 Hugh looked at Jane briefly before answering. “Aye.”

 “You won’t forget?”

 When he shook his head, Emily flashed him one of the beatific smiles that, in the past, had gotten Jane to promise her—and deliver—a brown-spotted, white pony that Emily could name Freckles. Hugh merely gave Emily a nod, like a man greeting an acquaintance at a club.

 Before Emily scampered away, she said, “Bye . . . Uncle Hugh.”

 Jane frowned at him. “You act like you’ve never been around children before.”

 “I have no’. No’ in years.” Then he tensed. “What should I have done?” He seemed to be waiting intently for her answer.

 Hugh tries. . . . “Well, you could have said, ‘Yes, sweet, but only if you are good all week long,’ or something along that line.”

 He seemed to be filing that away. “Dinna know you liked bairns so much.”

 “I love them,” she said, glancing over at the children playing, getting grass stains all over themselves. “I love everything about them. How their hair smells like sunshine at the end of the day, and how they feel everything so strongly and they’re so quick to laugh. . . .” She trailed off at his darkening expression. “Did I say something?”

 “Why have you no’ gone about getting your own?” he snapped.

 She drew back. “Alas, there’s an intermediary necessary for ‘getting’ them—he’s called a husband.”

 “Seems like you should no’ have been so stringent about your ‘qualifications’ for a husband, then.”

 “You make it sound like it’s too late—I’m only twenty-seven! My mother had me when she was twenty-nine. There is no reason for me to settle. Or there was no reason to settle—oh, I’m confused. I swear, it’d be so much easier if I was either completely married or completely single.”

 “But right now, you’re half-married to a rough Scot?” he grated.

 That had really gotten to him. “They don’t mean anything by it.”

 He looked away and plucked a piece of grass as he asked, “Were you . . . were you shamed to have me here as your husband?”

 “Oh, heavens, no!” she said, then wished she’d been a little more poised—and a little less exclamatory—in her answer, even as his grim expression eased somewhat.

 She didn’t care what her cousins said. She’d always found Hugh’s rugged looks handsome. He dressed simply but well, and he had good manners for all that he didn’t talk much—and for all that his handshake was a “bit excruciating,” as Robert had told Sam, who’d told Jane.

 “Besides, rough Scot is a lot better than what they call Robert.” When Hugh raised his eyebrows, she said, “They call Robert the laughing quack. He thinks the two of you are fast friends, by the way. He told me he got a good sense about you, though he couldn’t wrangle more than two words out of you. He’s usually right about these things.”

 “Good sense, huh? Then why . . . ?” He never finished the question, as he’d caught sight of Lawrence starting the bonfire. “There’s to be a fire?” He eyed his surroundings warily. “Here?”

 She nodded. “We eat supper out here whenever the weather’s this nice.”

 “I ken that.” His gaze was watchful as Belinda and Sam began setting out food and wine.

 “We will stay, won’t we?”

 He swung a look at her as if she’d just asked him to drink from the Thames.

 • • •

 They intended to sit out here. All of them. Together. Oh, no, no.

 “No, we canna stay.” He rose, pulling her up with him. This, Hugh would not do.

 He and his brothers had been invited to attend those fireside dinners, but they’d never accepted, all of them too uncomprehending of the strange behavior of this family. Men drank readily and smoked cigars in front of their wives, trilling laughter sounded throughout the night, children slept draped over their parents wherever they’d fallen asleep, not waking even at the loud laughter.

 How many nights had the three brothers sat out on their terrace, listening, giving each other looks of bewilderment?

 Now he was to be on the other side of the cove, for the fire?

 He must have shown how dismayed he was, because she sidled up to him, a smile playing about her wine-reddened lips—the lips he’d burned to sample when he’d pressed her against the house just minutes ago.

 “I’d really like to eat here tonight,” she said.

 He shook his head sternly.

 “Please?” she asked in a soft voice, making him wonder which was worse—that she could manage him, or that they both knew she could.

 She took his hand, easing them back down to the blanket. “We’ll just sit here.” He knew she was manipulating him, but he was also aware she would clasp his arm and mold her body to his as they sat. Withstand the fire; get this attention.

 He would win this one.

 Leaning close, her breasts soft against his arm, she trailed her hand up to the back of his neck, then made slow, lazy circles with her nails. “This is not so bad, is it?”

 Not with her, but the others had all convened—from nannies to bairns to couples—all lazy on blankets around the fire, with delicacies spread about on china dishes. Though Jane prepared him a selection, and the food smelled delicious, he had no appetite.

 Once the children had dropped off—with the wee lass Emily bundled in a blanket and curled over Jane’s ankles—and the nannies had retired, more bottles of wine surfaced. The talk grew lively and the language turned frank, even in front of the ladies, even by the ladies.

 Hugh glanced up when he heard Robert say, “At least Hugh knows what she’s like. Imagine if he’d married her without having known her for so long.”

 Samantha said, “Well, I’m sure he knows that Janey’s the wildest of the Eight.”

 “I am not!” Jane cried.

 “Does Hugh know about the Russian prince?” Samantha asked, and Jane gave a self-satisfied smile.

 Hugh’s no’ sure he wants to know about the Russian prince. . . .

 But Samantha had already begun. “Just this spring at a ball, a horrid old lecher of a prince stuck his hand down Charlotte’s bodice. Little Charlotte was so mortified! So we all went on the offensive, spreading rumors about his eleventh toe of a male appendage.” Samantha’s eyes were glinting with amusement. “But Jane merely watched from the side like a tigress sizing up prey, waiting for the right moment. I saw the whole thing happening. As he strolled past her, she flashed him a come-hither smile. His attention was so fixed on her that he never saw her foot sweep out from under her skirts to trip him. He crashed face first into the gala-size punch bowl.”

 Hugh felt the corners of his lips quirking. Fierce lass.

 Belinda added, “Jane sauntered up to us, brushing her hands off, and remarked”—she mimicked Jane’s sensual voice—“ ‘Darlings, all men bow before the Weyland Eight. Or they fall.’ ”

 Hugh raised his eyebrows at Jane, and the words slipped out: “They bow, do they?”

 “Weren’t you listening?” she asked with a saucy grin. “That, or they fall. And the big ones like you fall hard.”

 No bloody kidding.

 Everyone laughed. After that, the conversation devolved into a dirty limerick contest. When Hugh found himself on the verge of grinning, he grew guarded. He forced himself to draw back. That’s what he did—he was always on the outside, looking in. Always. It wasn’t difficult—he was so different from these people, it was like night and day.

 Everyone here was so bloody comfortable in their own skin, so settled and sure in their relationships, affection displayed openly, unconsciously. Samantha laughed with her lips pressed to Robert’s neck. Belinda and Lawrence held hands to walk ten feet to go retrieve her shawl.

 What would it be like if he belonged here, if Jane truly were his? What would he be like without the constant shadow of the Leabhar over him? How he envied this life.

 One family so blessed, one cursed.

 When he exhaled, Jane absently stroked the back of his neck with her nails, as though she sensed he needed it.

 He stared into the fire. Just weeks ago, the woman his brother loved—the only one he’d ever loved—had almost died. Because of Court’s brash actions, the two of them had been hunted down by the Rechazado.

 Two had followed Annalía’s brother to the MacCarrick home in London, and had seized her, dragging her outside. When Court had charged after her, one shoved a gun against her temple so hard she’d been bruised. Court could do nothing to help her, could only grate out a strangled plea to Hugh, who, as usual, had been on the periphery and able to back away.

 Hugh had made it upstairs to his room, snatched up his rifle, and drawn a bead from the second-story window. Never had a shot meant so much—he knew his brother would be destroyed if the girl died.

 Hugh had succeeded in killing the target in a way that prevented the man from firing, but Annalía had had to crawl away from the dropped body that still clenched her. Before Court could get to her, she’d slipped in the pooling blood, crying softly.

 And as he’d seen Court rushing to her, Hugh had been shamed to feel relief—that he himself had never risked Jane. He remembered thinking, “I’ll die before I expose Jane to something like this.”

 But he was. . . .

 Jane kissed his ear and murmured, “A hundred pounds and counting. Care to make it two?”
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 Grey felt the hairs on the back of his neck stand up just before the tavern went silent.

 He shook his head, grinning into his cup. The unrelenting bastard had just entered the very lakeside tavern where Grey had reposed during the day—and the one he was departing from by ferry as soon as darkness fell.

 Grey had already determined his means of a swift exit and slipped toward the side door, but he hesitated in the shadows to get a closer look at his pursuer.

 Ethan MacCarrick. Ah, the fiend that fiends feared.

 That made Grey want to chuckle.

 Ethan’s eyes were intent, surveying the scene for threats. His face was set in a scowl, his scar bone white. Grey had always hankered to know who’d dealt Ethan that blow, but Hugh wouldn’t speak of the subject and resented being asked about it. Yet Grey knew that whoever had done the job had had skill—Ethan’s scar whitened with any expression—and he had done it when Ethan was still a young man.

 Backing to a wall, Ethan continued searching the crowd, no doubt for drunken patrons who looked like regulars. Grey knew that they were the gatekeepers—the ones with all the information—because drunks could be remarkably perceptive, and no one was guarded enough around them.

 Under Ethan’s watchful glare, a patron suddenly bolted toward the door. Within the space of a heartbeat, Ethan had the man by the hair, hauling him outside.

 Grey skulked out the back, trailing as Ethan pulled the man into a foggy alley. From a distance, Grey watched him slowly strangling the man with one hand, then allowing him to gasp out words in violent intervals. Grey rolled his eyes. Ethan’s style had always been blunt and dependent on power.

 When the mark yelled a name that was actually a roundabout lead to him, Grey supposed Ethan had had some success with it. After knocking the man flat, Ethan returned to the tavern, inadvertently trapping Grey—the bloody ferryman was inside, guzzling ale, waiting on Grey to give the word to depart.

 Damn it! Although Grey was only a half-hour ferry ride away from Ros Creag, he felt he needed to move quickly. He suspected that Hugh wasn’t planning to remain at the lake much longer. Hugh must know Grey would eventually discover his den.

 If Ethan didn’t withdraw from the tavern directly and ride from this small town, Grey would have to kill him tonight. Grey hadn’t planned to—at present; he wanted to murder Jane. He’d always found it prudent to prioritize these things lest one overextend oneself, and yet already he’d deviated from his plan by pursuing Lysette.

 In this matter, however, Grey might not have much choice.

 But Ethan wasn’t exactly an easy target. To strike without detection, getting close enough to the man to gut him, would take hours of work—hours Grey didn’t have.

 After a quarter of an hour passed and Ethan remained inside, Grey realized he was going to have to shoot Ethan. . . .

 Assessing the area for a serviceable vantage, he found a balcony that faced the tavern’s front entrance with a view of the side alleyway as well. As he climbed up one of the balcony’s iron filigree supports, each old bullet wound in his chest screamed in protest.

 But once he’d set up his position, time crawled by as he waited for Ethan to emerge. He watched people strolling on the street, or entering and exiting the tavern’s groaning front door. Was Ethan eating in there? Interrogating? Grey knew he wasn’t likely buying a woman. Ethan took no pleasure in life, not even pleasure in women any longer.

 After well over an hour, Ethan exited from the side door. Grey aimed his pistol, though his hand shook wildly. With his other hand, he slipped medicine between his lips to ease it.

 Immediately, Grey knew something was different about Ethan. In the light of a flickering street lamp, Ethan looked distracted, off his game.

 Grey knew of only one thing that could make the man look like that, because he’d seen a similar expression on Hugh’s face many a time.

 Ethan MacCarrick had a woman on his mind.

 In the past, Ethan had put on a good show, seeming uncaring about his appearance. But now, when two boys stopped and stared at his face, his brows drew together, as if he were only just comprehending how people saw him. He glowered at them, but evinced no satisfaction when he made them flee. Instead, he ran the back of his hand roughly over the scar.

 Grey wouldn’t pity him, though. Not when he remembered sweating with pain while locked in that dank basement. A flare of rage began to burn inside him, until it overrode even the most assiduous chewing of his medicine.

 When Ethan had finally released him, Grey had acted as though he were grateful and on his way to wellness. Hugh had appeared so bloody relieved—and so guilty for hitting Grey. “Ach, it’s good to have you back,” Hugh had said. But Ethan had given him a look that said, “I’ll be watching you.”

 Now Grey watched him. Again, he took a bead with a tremulous hand, willing it to grow steady.

 Though Ethan couldn’t have heard the sound from his distance away, the instant Grey cocked his pistol, he froze. He either sensed Grey at last or realized how careless he’d been, walking into an alleyway with vantages all around, without so much as a cursory scan of the area.

 Ethan gazed upward and spotted Grey. His expression was disbelieving; so was Grey’s—he’d never thought he would take out the great Ethan MacCarrick so easily. Then Ethan’s face became a mask of rage. He yanked his gun free and fired.

 When the bullet merely whistled through a deceptive billow in his bagging clothing, Grey pulled the trigger.

 Blood spurted straight into the air from Ethan’s chest, then cascaded over his fallen body.

 A pathetic shot? Not tonight. Grey had aimed true.



Twenty-nine
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 Hugh rode back to Ros Creag with Jane dozing in his arms. She’d fallen asleep tucked against his chest in front of the fire, with the girl still slumbering over her legs. Once Robert had scooped up Emily, Hugh had gently lifted Jane, then quietly refused offers to stay the night.

 Now Hugh found himself almost grinning as he imagined the looks on his brothers’ faces when he told them he’d endured an evening at the Weylands’. They’d never believe him.

 Yet it hadn’t been that bad. No, he admitted to himself, it was one of the most enjoyable times he’d had in years. And now he was holding Jane again, and the moon was out, and she was . . . nuzzling his chest? He drew back his head. “Jane, are you awake?”

 “Only just,” she murmured, sliding her hands up to clutch his shoulders.

 He frowned down at her. “Then are you drunk, lass?”

 “No, I feel very clear.”

 In a voice gone hoarse, he asked, “Why’re you unbuttoning my shirt?” There was no way she could miss his instant reaction, seated as she was. Grabbing her upper arms, he shifted her until she wasn’t directly on his stiffened shaft. “No, Jane, you ken we canna—” Sweet Christ, had she just touched her lips, her tongue, to his chest? He threw his head back and stared up at the moon. All of the vows he’d reiterated to himself today grew indistinct in his mind, and he shook his head hard. “You continue to treat this like it’s a game.”

 She blinked open her eyes as if she’d just woken from a dream. “I don’t treat it—”

 “You knew better than to go anywhere without me.”

 “I had to talk to my cousins. I needed their advice. Badly,” she said cryptically.

 Though he knew she’d never answer, he asked, in a deadened tone, “About what?” Excellent. Yet another secret that would taunt him.

 “About the fact that . . .”—she leaned up to press her lips tenderly to his—“I want you to make love to me.”

 He almost slid off the horse and took her with him.

 Her light touches during the day had goaded him, stoking his need for her—which had only burgeoned after last night—to a fever pitch. And all day, he’d played the part of her husband. Despite himself, he’d begun to feel like one.

 Tonight, he wanted to demand a husband’s due.

 “You want me tae take you?” His voice roughened at the thought.

 When she nodded against his chest, he exhaled a breath he hadn’t known he’d held. He found himself positioning her on his lap, turning her until she was astraddle him. Once her legs hung over his, he ruched up her skirt high in the front and back. As he kissed her neck, one of his hands clutched her nape, the other rubbing far down her back to dip inside her silk pantalettes.

 Squeezing her bottom, he lifted her up against his erection, rocking her to it, making her whimper, and him curse in agony. When he set her back down, she sucked in a shocked breath, because he’d cupped her between her legs so her sex rested in his palm. Her flesh was warm and wet in his hold, and she moaned in delight at the contact. But her moan turned to an anguished cry when his finger eased inside her.

 Her sheath was incredibly tight and gripped his finger hungrily, making his cock ache to replace it. “I will no’ be able to stop myself,” he grated. “It will no’ be like last night.”

 His thumb and forefinger played, and her head lolled, but he retained his firm hold on the back of her neck to make her face him.

 Eyes heavy-lidded, she nodded.

 “Do you understand me?” He rubbed her sensuously, and she began to undulate against his fingers.

 “Hugh, oh, God! Yes, I do.”

 As soon as she’d panted the words, realization hit him and his entire body stiffened. “I’m going tae be inside you tonight. ” After so long. “You want me tae be.” Another thrust of his finger to punctuate his words.

 “Oh, I do!” She was close. He could feel her body quivering, her thighs tightening and relaxing around his hips in seeking intervals until he thought he was going to explode.

 Inevitable. He ached to possess her, and she wanted him to do the same. Why had he ever imagined that he could fight this? At her ear, he rasped, “ Come for me first. ”

“Hugh, I will . . . ” She kissed him fiercely when her orgasm began, giving a wild cry against his lips. Her nails dug into his shoulders, and her wet little sheath clenched around his finger, again and again. His cock grew slick at the tip in anticipation of that tight heat.

 When she sagged against his shoulder, he moved his hands from her sex to cupping her bottom. Once they’d reached Ros Creag, he kept her in the same position with her legs locked around his waist, even as he dismounted and tossed the reins in the vicinity of the tethering post.

 By the time he’d bolted the front door behind them, she’d gone from resting her forehead on his shoulder to kissing him, clutching his arms, her hand colliding with his as they grasped each other.

 Desperate to bury himself inside her, he hastened toward his bed, bounding up the stairs two at a time, breathing hard against her damp neck. Inside his room, he laid her back on the bed, then shrugged from his jacket and pistol holster, tossing them both aside. After he’d yanked his shirt over his head, she reached her arms up to him.

 He had one knee in the mattress to go to her. After wanting her for so long—

 Hugh froze.

 Outside, the gate to the terrace creaked on its hinges.

 • • •

 Hugh’s head whipped up, his dark eyes flickering over her face. He bolted to his pistol.

 “Hugh? What’s happening?” She felt so dazed from her recent pleasure that she could barely form words.

 “Stay there,” he snapped, striding to the windows, yanking the heavy curtains closed. “Doona move, especially not in front of the windows.”

 “I-is Grey out there?”

 “It could be nothing.” Hugh cautiously peered out one side of the drawn curtains.

 “I thought he hadn’t reached England yet.”

 “I doona want to take any chances.”

 She was startled by the idea of Grey being just outside, but she wasn’t afraid. She was too reassured by Hugh’s presence. “Should I have my bow?”

 “No, lass, you doona need your bow.”

 “How long will you stay there?”

 “Till dawn,” he answered.

 “What? Why don’t you come to bed? You bolted the doors—he can’t get in.”

 “If he’s out there, I might catch sight of him.”

 She asked slowly, “And what would you do if you found him?”

 His voice was quiet, cold. “Kill him.”

 “But he was your friend,” Jane said. “I always believed we were more or less absconding, not, er . . . executing.”

 “He’s killed before.”

 “No, you’re not serious. . . .” She trailed off when he caught her gaze, his eyes locked on hers.

 “Men. And women.”

 “Why? What’s made him do that?”

 “I’ve told you, his mind is damaged. His affliction is worse than it’s ever been.”

 Her eyes went wide. “Is he like Burke and Hare, or Springheeled Jack?” she asked in a breathless voice. “One of those compulsion killers that I’ve read about in the Times?”

 “I’m sure he has much in common with them.”

 “Why didn’t you tell me?”

 “I didn’t want to frighten you needlessly,” he said, then added in a distracted tone, “And I never thought he would even get close to us.”

 “If you knew he was such a horrible killer, why did you agree to this? You could be risking your life.”

 He said nothing.

 “Hugh, you wouldn’t, um, risk your life for mine?”

 “What kind of question is that?”

 She made a sound of frustration. “Oh, just answer me, won’t you?”

 His body seemed to tense, and after an obvious struggle, he gritted through his teeth, “Aye.”

 “T-truly?” Her voice went higher.

 “Just try to get some sleep.”

 As if that was going to happen. After a few long moments, she asked, “How does he kill them?”

 “With a blade.”

 The blood drained from her face, leaving it cool. “Grey . . . stabs them? Even women? Would he do that to me?”

 Hugh hesitated. “I doona know that telling you—”

 “I have to know, Hugh,” she interrupted sharply. “I need to know what he plans.”

 Hugh’s gaze flickered over her face. Finally he said, “He slits their throats—”

 A violent pounding on the door boomed through the silent home.



Thirty
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 Jane jerked with fright, then whispered, “Who in the devil would be knocking?”

 “Ethan.” Hugh relaxed a fraction, stowing his gun in his pants waist. It has to be. “My brother is supposed to meet us here. Jane, lock the door behind me, and doona come out until I return.”

 When she followed him to the door, he strode from the room, pausing outside only long enough to hear the lock click into place.

 His brother’s timing was as impeccable as ever—just when Hugh had decided to take Jane, just when he hadn’t had a doubt in his mind that he would . . .

 Hugh hurried down the stairs, then crossed to a front window. When he glanced past the curtain, unease crept up his spine. It was one of Weyland’s messengers—not his brother.

 In that instant, he realized something had happened to Ethan. Hugh yanked open the door and snatched the missive from the grim man. “Do you know anything about my brother?” Hugh asked, though it was unlikely since most messengers weren’t privy to important information.

 The man shook his head, then turned away directly to set off and confirm that the missive had been received.

 Locking the door again, Hugh ripped open the letter and read the one line. Disbelieving what it said, he crumpled the paper in his fist, then turned and charged up the stairs.

 As soon as Jane opened the door to him, he shouted orders. “Pack your smallest bag with clothes, essentials only. You can take your bow but no’ thirty bloody books. We leave in ten minutes.”

 “What’s happened?”

 “Grey’s in England. Has been for days.” If Grey could control the Network like this, deceiving and manipulating so many in the field, then his addiction wasn’t impairing him mentally as they’d suspected. It seemed the man had lost nothing, and was playing with them. “He could have followed us directly here.”

 Hugh had been so intent on getting into Jane’s skirts, he hadn’t been concentrating on protecting her from a man whose entire life centered on killing.

 Grey could attack in so many insidious ways. He could poison the well, or burn the house with a mixture of turpentine and alcohol, then pick off anyone who escaped. Toward the end, burning had become a particular favorite of his.

 Swooping together piles of clothes, she said, “How do you know he’s in England?” She must have sensed that he was about to hedge his answer, because she snapped, “This is no time to be secretive! I’m in the middle of this, too!”

 Hugh ran his hand over his face. “He killed Lysette.”

 She gasped, dropping the bag she’d been filling. “If he could be near, then what about my family at Vinelands?”

 “Grey has never gone out of his way to kill indiscriminately—only people he hates, or who fit his agenda. But to be safe, I’ll leave a letter for Robert explaining that they should make haste to leave.”

 “Only people he hates? Then why would he kill Lysette?” She resumed packing. “You said they were lovers.”

 “They had been, but it ended badly. He thought she betrayed him.”

 “Hugh, if he’s really out there right now, he could shoot us.”

 “He does no’ like to shoot,” Hugh assured her. “He was never verra good at it, even before he was afflicted with tremors.”

 “But why don’t we stay here? Stay locked in—”

 “He’ll have no qualms about burning the house down around us.” He strode up to her, grasping her shoulders. “Lass, I’m going to keep you safe, I vow it, but you need to trust that I know what I’m doing.”

 She gave him a shaky nod.

 “Now, dress to ride in the forest. Something dark if you have it.”

 “We’re leaving the coach?”

 “The driver’s off the property. Besides, Grey can track a coach, but he’ll never follow our trail on horseback,” he said as he scanned her suddenly empty floor. Was there a bloody system to her clothing that he couldn’t discern? “Remember that rocky trail up by the waterfall to the north?”

 “Yes, you wouldn’t let me ride it when I was younger.”

 “Well, we’re going to ride it tonight, and until we’re well away, we’re going to do it really bloody fast.”

 • • •

 Fifteen minutes later found them riding in the woods through fog so thick, it seemed to swirl like an unctuous current in the moonlight.

 Hugh had her reins fisted in his hand, and Jane held on to her horse’s mane as it charged up and over the harsh terrain. Branches snatched at her clothing and at her hair until it came free, streaming behind her.

 At the first sign that her horse stumbled, Hugh brought her mount forward beside his own, and dragged Jane behind him. Making sure she was holding on tight, he took up a breakneck pace. His surefooted horse proved up to the task, her mount bustling along behind.

 Nothing in London could compare with this thrill—her arms around the torso of a Highlander as he rode faster than she’d ever ridden a horse, much less at night.

 Though it all felt dreamlike to her, Hugh was very purposeful and alert. All night, like a chess player anticipating his opponent’s moves, Hugh guided them north. Oftentimes, he would ride in one direction, then slow, cock his head, and turn back around.

 “How are you doing, lass?” he asked periodically, patting her leg.

 Now that she realized the danger she was in, she was overwhelmed by how much Hugh was doing for her. The image of him at the moonlit window, body tense, eyes watchful, ready to do battle, was seared into her mind.

 He’d admitted he would risk his life for hers. With that, she knew for certain that he couldn’t have left her before out of callousness, or neglected to tell her good-bye out of indifference. No, Hugh was so much more than what she saw on the surface. And she planned to investigate all the layers.

 She hugged him tighter, and all of a sudden she was seventeen again, riding behind him just as they’d always done when they’d explored new places.

 “Do you need to stop?” he asked over his shoulder.

 “No, I’m fine. I-I’m excited to go to the Highlands at last.”

 After a hesitation, he answered, “It’s no’ always like it is in English ballads.”

 “What do you—”

 “Duck,” he commanded. She did, just in time to skim under a limb. “There are brigands and reivers who are no’ as heroic as you read about.”

 “Oh.” Long ago, she’d looked up Carrickliffe on a map, and she remembered it was far to the north on the coast. “Are we going to your clan?”

 “No’ that far. No’ yet.”

 She stifled a sigh of relief. After all these years of yearning to go there, now she balked.

 “We’ll go to Court’s.”

 “Where’s his home?”

 “Southern Highlands. If it seems all right, we’ll stay there instead. I warn you, it’s no’ going to be luxurious, but I think it will be the safest place.”

 “Is Court going to be there?” Please say no.

 “No, he’s probably in London by now. Or he might have decided to stay on the Continent and go on a job to the east with his men.” He muttered something that sounded like: “As long as he didn’t go back for her.”

 “What’s that?” she asked, clasping her hands on his hard torso, fighting the urge to rub her face against his back.

 “Nothing, lass. Try to get some sleep if you can.”

 When he placed his big, rough hand over both of hers and warmed them, a realization hit her like a thunderbolt: she hadn’t been pushed off a cliff. She’d dived, and the ground was approaching, had always been approaching.

 She’d just had her eyes closed.



Thirty-one
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 As Jane bent down to the crystal-clear creek, cupping water to her mouth, a branch cracked behind her. She whirled around, but saw no one in the dying light of the day. She knew Hugh would have announced himself, and he wouldn’t have been finished unpacking the horses for the night. It must be an animal—the forests they’d been traveling through were teeming with roe deer.

 She sat on the bank, pulling her skirts up to dip her stockingless legs and a cloth into the chill stream. As she brought the cloth to her face, she reflected over the last four days, during which Hugh had taken them racing through thick woodlands and over craggy rock plains.

 The scenery continued to grow more and more breathtaking as they passed ancient Celtic fortifications and sweeping vistas. The leaves were staggering in color—shot through with scarlet, gold, and ochre. Now that they were officially in the Highlands, everything seemed crisper, sharper. Even the air was sweeter. London was dingy by comparison.

 Late each night, they’d stopped to camp beneath the trees. Each morning, she’d watched Hugh rise in stages, wincing in sympathy as he clenched his jaw against what must be marked pain. And still he’d set to work, quickly readying them so they could make their way—as he’d told her—toward his brother Courtland’s property.

 Over each mile, as she rode beside him, she’d watched him study the land, much as he had done when he’d taken her hunting years before. He used every amazing skill she’d ever seen him demonstrate as a hunter, and she’d realized she was as awed by him as she had been at thirteen.

 And now he was her husband.

 His intense, focused expression drew her eyes again and again, reminding her of how he’d looked at her those last two nights at Ros Creag. Unfortunately, he’d made no move to touch her since then.

 She knew he would deem their last encounter a close call and be thankful they’d dodged a bullet. She deemed it an if at first you don’t succeed encounter.

 As she brought her wet towel to her face, she contemplated her future, wondering, as ever, if it would include him. The facts: He found her attractive, and he’d wanted to make love to her. He would die for her. That first night he’d returned to London, he’d been so dirty because he’d ridden for days to reach her.

 So why wouldn’t he desire her for more—

 Footsteps over crackling leaves sounded just behind her. Before she could whirl around, a hand covered her mouth; other hands seized her, dragging her away from the water and deeper into the shadowy woods.

 She dug her heels into the ground, furiously biting at the hand over her mouth, clawing wildly. The man holding her grunted and cursed. Just as his hand moved, she twisted around to see her attacker; cold metal pressed against her throat and she stilled in terror—

 “Get your hands off my wife,” Hugh said with a steely calm.

 The men froze. Jane frantically blew hair from her eyes and saw Hugh with a rifle, raised and steady, his eyes as cold as ash in the dying sun. He had it aimed at one of the two men who’d grabbed her, the one who had a hunting knife against her neck and a soiled bandanna hanging down around his own. The second man trained his pistol on Hugh. “Let her go, or I’ll kill you.”

 Raw fury emanated from Hugh, but somehow he controlled it.

 These two must be bandits, some of the very unheroic ones Hugh had mentioned. Why weren’t they hiding their faces with the cloths they wore?

 Because she and Hugh weren’t only to be robbed.

 Rattled by Hugh’s killing look, the man holding her swallowed audibly, his bandanna rising with his Adam’s apple, and pressed the blade harder to her skin. When she felt blood dripping down, she gasped.

 Hugh’s eyes narrowed, but he said nothing, just waited. Jane realized that she’d seen him go utterly still like this before—when he’d been hunting and had a target in sight.

 Time seemed to slow. How many times had she seen this uncanny concentration just before his forefinger smoothly pressed the trigger? When she saw Hugh’s thumb brushing his rifle, she realized these men were about to die.

 The one clutching her began dragging her away. The knife wasn’t so tight at her neck as they stumbled back. She should hit him . . . kick him . . . give Hugh his chance to shoot.

 Jane felt the bandit’s rank breath waft over her as he said to Hugh, “Yer bonnie wife’s about to be my—”

 The boom of the rifle made her jerk with fright, but the knife was gone. The man lay crumpled to the ground behind her, blood oozing from a hole between his sightless eyes.

 She glanced back at Hugh.

 Never taking his gaze from the second man’s shaking pistol, Hugh emptied the cartridge from his rifle as if he had all the time in the world. “Pull the trigger, then,” Hugh demanded, impatiently.

 Jane screamed when the bandit shot; a bit of dark cloth flew up, but she couldn’t tell where Hugh had been hit. When the man saw Hugh was still standing, he paled and hurled his gun at Hugh before spinning around to run.

 Jane tottered on her feet. So close. But Hugh must have been unharmed, because he tossed his empty rifle to the ground and caught the man in three long strides, his movements contained, lethally silent.

 Everything’s as silent as he is. The woods hushed by the shot. Or is my hearing weakened from the report? Then she heard a whimper, and didn’t know if it came from her or the wide-eyed man struggling to free himself. But his thrashing was useless—Hugh’s grip was unyielding, his massive hands and forearms clamped around the man’s head.

 How can Hugh move so quietly? What an odd grip he’s got on the bandit—

 Jane flinched as Hugh’s strong arms twisted in different directions. Suddenly, the thick pop of breaking bone was deafening. The man dropped to his knees, head lolling at an unnatural angle, before his body slumped to the ground.

 After a heartbeat’s hesitation, Hugh turned to face her.



Thirty-two
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 Jane’s slim body shook with ragged breaths. Her pupils were dilated and her lips were pale and parted in shock.

 A trail of stark crimson crept from the slice at her neck, and alarm flared in him. “Sìne, I need to look at you,” he said as he cautiously eased closer, fully expecting her to run. He knew what he must look like, and he knew that what he’d done to those two would terrify her.

 No response.

 “Jane, I dinna do this lightly,” he explained slowly, approaching her. “Those men would have killed you.” Eventually.

 Nothing. Her face was drawn, white with fear. When he stood before her, he prayed she wouldn’t run. Doona flinch from me. . . . He couldn’t take it if Jane feared him.

 He eased a hand to the slash on her neck, brushing his fingertips to it, then nearly sagged in relief to find it was a mere graze. Before he could stop himself, he put his arms around her. As he clutched her to him and lowered his head to hers, he groaned at the feel of her, warm and safe in his arms, but her body was quaking. “Shh, lass,” he said against her hair. “You’re safe now.”

 “Wh-what just happened?” she whispered. “I don’t understand what just happened. Were they bandits?”

 “Aye, of a sort.”

 “Are you hurt?” There was a burn mark and a small hole through the outside of his pants leg.

 “No, no’ at all. Do you think you can ride tonight?”

 “But what are we going to do with the b-bodies?”

 “Leave them. They will no’ be found for some time, if ever.” He drew back so he could look down into her eyes. Running his hands up and down her arms, he said, “We must leave this place immediately. Can you get dressed while I see to the camp?”

 She nodded up at him, and he forced himself to release her, knowing he had work to do, and quickly. Keeping a close watch on her as she dressed and daubed a wet cloth to her neck, he packed up their gear and re-saddled their horses.

 When Jane was ready, she said, “Can I . . . can I ride with you?” She glanced down as if embarrassed to ask.

 Without hesitation, he lifted her into his saddle, then swung up behind her, wrapping an arm around her. He exhaled a long breath, pleased she still wanted to be near him.

 “Try to rest—I’ll ride through the night.”

 She gave him a shaky nod.

 Eager to get her away from this area, he redoubled their already punishing pace. After an hour of hard riding, they reached a craggy, dry creek bed. When they had to slow to cross, she murmured, “Thank you. For what you did back there—for what you’re doing.”

 “Say nothing of it.”

 “Apparently, you’re more of an expert at this than I’d imagined.” When he was silent, she continued, “Which makes me wonder, in light of this and Lysette’s death, how much of an expert Grey is.”

 He ground his teeth.

 “You’re not a mercenary, and he’s not a businessman.”

 “No.”

 “Care to explain?”

 Finally, he answered, “I canna tell you, even if I wanted to.”

 “Do you want to?”

 “I . . . doona know.” Part of him did—to get her look of disgust over with.

 After long moments passed, she asked, “Are you angry with me?”

 “God, no, why would I be?”

 “Because I got you into this situation.”

 “Lass, you are no’ at fault here. I am. I should have been more aware—”

 “No, I wasn’t saying I thought I was at fault— neither of us is. I was saying that I’m sorry you had to kill because of me. I fear you’ll feel badly about it.”

 “Should I no’?”

 He felt her shoulders stiffen. “I will truly have my feelings hurt if you regret doing something noble and necessary to save my life.”

 Noble? He felt a deep welling of pride, and discovered then that noble was exactly how he wanted to be around her—exactly how he hoped she might see him.

 She’d watched him kill with his hands, but she understood he’d had no choice. Necessary. The thought came from nowhere: She could accept that I’ve killed. Without judging me.

 But could she accept the way he’d done it?

 In the papers and in literature, assassins were regarded as cowardly and were universally reviled—even those from one’s own country. In the last three major Continental wars, every army that captured snipers executed them summarily—there were no prisoners, no exchanges. Not that there would have been bargaining for gunmen like Hugh anyway. . . .

 None of this mattered. Hugh couldn’t tell her of his involvement without divulging others’.

 “Hugh?”

 “I could have let the second one run for his life.”

 “What if there were others in his gang? Or h-he might have wanted revenge for the death of the other. Or he could have caused a commotion, and then Grey would know we’ve been here.”

 Hugh might have considered these factors, but he hadn’t. There’d been no thoughts in his head when he caught the second man—nothing but the need to kill him for daring to touch her.

 “You don’t feel guilty, do you?” Jane asked.

 “It dinna exactly improve my mood.”

 She twisted around, wriggling over his leg and against his arm so she could face him. Irritation was clear in her expression. “You act as if you’d had to shoot orphans and kittens! You killed killers.” She frowned, her voice growing soft. “Do you regret having to do that to save me?”

 His arm tightened around her. “No, lass, never.” I relished it. “I just would rather . . . I dinna want you to see that.”

 She blinked at him. “To see how brave you are? To see you just stand there while the man shot at you?”

 “It was no’ bravery. The odds were slim that he could have hit me in a place that would put me down before I could get to him. And I meant that I dinna want you to see blood and death. I doona want that memory to follow you. To hurt you.”

 “If it was a memory that could hurt me, I simply wouldn’t allow it to pervade my life. I don’t want you to think I’m glib, or cold.” She seemed to be choosing her words very carefully. “But I believe when the load gets too heavy, we have to shuck some weight from our shoulders. And Hugh”—she gently laid her hands on his forearm locked across her middle—“it really seems that you need to lighten your load.”

 What if I did? What if he just refused to feel guilt over his deeds and stopped dwelling on all he’d done? The temptation to do so was great.

 Another mile passed in silence. At length, she murmured, “Hugh, when you called me your wife like that . . .” She trailed off.

 He briefly closed his eyes. “I know. It will no’ happen again.”

 “Th-that’s not what I was going to say.” She was trembling against his chest, her wee hands tightening their grip on his arm.

 “Then what?”

 Her next words made him sweat for the first time that day. “When you called me your wife, I found I really . . . like it.”

 • • •

 If Jane had been curious about Hugh’s life before the attack yesterday, now she was desperate to know more.

 Though they’d finally slowed their pace to ascend a slippery embankment, she wouldn’t question him now. She glanced over at him riding beside her in the morning sun, and her heart ached at how exhausted he appeared. He’d been ever wary, so vigilant to protect her—and they’d ridden hard.

 The attack had demonstrated yet again how stalwart a guardian Hugh was. When she’d had the knife at her throat, she hadn’t believed she was going to die—not then—but she had comprehended how her life would end if it came down to Grey.

 Jane wouldn’t take another minute with Hugh for granted.

 “We’re almost there, lass,” he said then, with an encouraging nod. “I ken how hard this has been for you.”

 “For me? What about for you?” He and his horse looked much like they had that night in London.

 He shrugged. “I’m accustomed to days like this.”

 “Of course,” she said absently as she tilted her head to study him.

 Hugh was a powerful protector, ready to unleash a chilling violence; yet, with her, he was tender and passionate. He had secrets, but she knew he’d be a faithful husband. He’d always desired her happiness above his own.

 Just then, a breeze blew a lock of his thick black hair over one of his dark eyes. . . .

 She swallowed hard. Recognition took hold.

 The Scotsman is . . . mine. As she gazed at him, she realized he was still her Hugh. Jane wanted him, always had, but now she felt an abiding respect for him—a deeper, more mature . . . love. Oh, lord, she didn’t love Hugh as much as she had before.

 She loved him much, much more.

 Yet she’d barely survived his leaving before —now what would happen to her if she lost him again?

 She had decided he would be her first lover. Now she knew that this quiet, wonderful man had to be her last. How can I get him to stay wed to me? she thought, feeling panic rush through her at the thought of being forced to part from him. No! Calm down. Think!

 “Jane, what’s wrong?” he asked.

 “N-nothing.” She eked out a smile for him as a plan evolved in her mind.

 No teasing. Only seduction. And only for keeps.

 He frowned in return, and once they’d reach the rise, he increased their pace again. She was glad of the time to think.

 Obviously, she needed him alone to prove that living with her wouldn’t be a “wee bit like hell.” So, she was pleased anew they weren’t going to Carrickliffe.

 Unfortunately, the only thing more undermining than a clan of strangers would be Courtland MacCarrick —who’d always hated her.

 Hugh had said he didn’t expect Court to be at his secluded home. Perfect. And barring Court’s presence, nothing could keep them from staying there.



Thirty-three
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 A bit of work, my arse. Hugh stifled another curse.

 Upon reaching the border lands of Beinn a’Chaorainn, Court’s property in the wilds of Scotland, Hugh had had his first sense of unease. The long, winding drive was overrun with fallen trees, strewn across it at irregular intervals. They were rotting, meaning no one had been here in ages, not even a caretaker with a work cart.

 By the time the house came into view, rain clouds had gathered, casting the manor in an ominous light. At the sight of it, Jane seemed to wilt in her saddle. The estate where Hugh had planned to hide Jane for possibly the entire fall . . . left a lot to be desired.

 With a sinking feeling, he surveyed the tangled, stunted gardens, the front door hanging askew from one rusted hinge, the windows either broken out or matted with dirt and dead ivy.

 At that moment, something wide-eyed and furry careened out of the front doorway.

 He glanced at Jane. Her lips were parted, her breaths little puffs in the cold air. Dark circles were stark against her pale face. Their pace had been furious, but Hugh had reasoned that they could rest and recuperate at Beinn a’Chaorainn. Yet even under the strain of their travels, she’d been trying to cheer him up, keeping her mood buoyant for him, sweetly scolding him for brooding.

 Now, Jane’s expression was guarded as Hugh dismounted and helped her from her horse. Without a word, he strode inside with his shoulders back, as if taking her here hadn’t been a colossal error. The next viable alternative was to go to the clan, and he’d wanted to avoid that at all costs.

 Hugh crossed the threshold, took one good look around. And so the clan it will be.

 Feathers and nests from grouse and pigeons littered the hall. It appeared that red squirrels, maybe badgers or even foxes denned here, and Hugh could hear teeming in the chimney. As if standing in sentinel, a pine marten was poised upright in the entry hallway, front legs bowed aggressively.

 “Look, Hugh!” Jane cried, showing genuine energy for the first time today. “It’s a ferret. Or part cat? I can’t tell.” She eased past Hugh, cooing, “It’s the most adorable wittle thing.”

 Hugh reached for her arm. “No, Jane, doona—”

 It hissed at her and scuttled away—back inside. Jane looked crushed, mumbling something about never liking “ferret cats” anyway.

 She followed him further inside, batting at the cobwebs that drifted in his wake, spitting frantically against one that brushed her lips. Freed of it, she gazed around the great room, her eyes wide with dawning horror.

 His face flushing, his tone defensive, he said, “This is the last place anyone will look for us.” He reckoned the manor had been broken into, and once the front door was lost, nature had moved in. Still, Beinn a’Chaorainn had never, by any stretch of the imagination, been habitable in recent memory.

 There wasn’t a stick of furniture to be seen, apart from three damp, pitted mattresses slumped against a wall. When Hugh’s further exploration found the kitchen empty of pots and dishes, Jane said, “It appears that I’ll be forgoing a bath.” Her tone was strained.

 He opened yet another cabinet—nothing. “I saw a loch out back.” He might even have spotted steam from a hot spring, adjacent to the rocky banks—hot water ready for the taking. “If I could just find one sodding bucket, a pot to bring water up—”

 He broke off when some unseen creature upstairs thundered into a run, crashed into a wall, then darted back the same way. Jane turned away, covering her face with her hands.

 Crossing to her, he muttered, “Ach, Jane, I dinna know.” He tentatively laid his hand on her shoulder, frowning as he pulled free a few feathers that had settled in her hair.

 He’d done it—he’d finally pushed her past her limit. As they’d neared the property, he’d again warned her it would be far from luxurious. She’d replied that as long as there was a bath, she would be fine. In fact, she’d dreamed aloud about soaking for hours—and that was before they’d been covered with dust, feathers, and spiderwebs.

 She was exhausted, she’d been attacked, and not only was there no bath, there was no bed and no fire, and the areas where there were precious stretches of intact windows seemed to be precisely where birds had nested.

 Hugh couldn’t believe he’d brought his lass to a place like this. How could she not cry?

 She bent over, and when her shoulders began to shake, Hugh vowed silently that he was going to beat Courtland to within an inch of his life.

 “Jane, I never would have brought you here if I’d known. And we will no’ stay.” He turned her toward him and gently drew her hands from her face.

 Jane was . . . laughing.

 • • •

 “I’m sorry,” she said, biting back a snicker, holding up her palm. “Our situation is not funny.” With an expression of concentration, she tapped her temple and said, “ Dire, Jane, that’s what it is. Not amusing.”

 She was likely delirious—Hugh’s expression indicated that he certainly suspected so. He was peering at her as if she’d just been released from Bedlam and would be returning forthwith. But then the accommodations would be sublime compared to this. Many fewer grouse.

 And she lost it again.

 Of course, this was where Courtland MacCarrick lived. She didn’t know which was worse: Court owning a place like this—or the fact that her determination to stay here was still unfaltering.

 “Jane?” he said slowly. Poor Hugh. He’d been so discomfited when they’d entered—his broad shoulders had been jammed back—and now his worry was evident. “Lass, what’re you laughing about?”

 When another feather wafted down to stick jauntily out of Hugh’s hair, she snickered some more. Wiping her eyes, she said, “It’s just that this is so much better than what I’d expected Court’s home to be like.”

 “And how’s that?”

 “It’s above ground.”

 Hugh’s eyes briefly widened, then he half-frowned, half-grinned.

 Jane inhaled, forcing herself to continue in a dry tone, “And I had no idea Courtland was such an animal lover. Look at all these beloved pets.”

 “Aye,” Hugh agreed, his tone as dry as hers, “since he was a lad—never could keep enough of the wee beasties. Names them, every one.”

 She gave a burst of laughter, surprised and delighted with Hugh, but reined it in to observe, “And Court’s quite clever with his menagerie. I never would have conceived of utilizing the chimney and the mattresses as pens for them.”

 Hugh nodded solemnly. “Makes it easier to feed them their steady diet of dirt and cotton. Look how they thrive.”

 Wrestling with laughter, Jane observed, “And the décor is quite fetching.” She tapped her chin. “Early hovel, if I’m not mistaken. Only the most studious and dedicated neglect could achieve this.”

 “Aye, this level of hovel is rarely seen. He’s been hard at it for years.”

 She did laugh then, having more fun bantering with Hugh in this awful place than she could remember. “Hugh, I think you’re enjoying yourself with me.”

 He looked at the wall to her right as he said, “When you can refrain from teasing me, I like being around you.” When he glanced back at her disbelieving expression, he added in a gruff voice, “Always enjoyed your company.”

 There was something in his expression, the smallest hint of vulnerability, as if he expected—or only wanted—her to make the same admission. “I enjoyed being with you as well,” she murmured.

 “And by enjoy, you mean that you liked having someone at your beck and call to retrieve anything you could no’ reach and to bait hooks.” Had the tight lines around his eyes relaxed somewhat? “Admit it—you never lifted a paddle to row around the lake when I was near.”

 “And you liked having me run my nails down your back, and filch for you whatever pie was cooling on the kitchen windowsill, and give you peeks of a transparent linen shift when we swam.”

 His eyes went half-lidded. “Christ, I did like you in nothing but wet linen.”

 Her toes curled in her boots, as much from his admission as from his sudden hungry expression. But then he seemed to grow bewildered by what he’d just said, and strode outside toward the lake. She was right behind him.

 At the edge of the water, they turned back to face the manor. Sidling next to him, she butted his arm with her head until he grumbled but lifted his arm to put it around her shoulders.

 “I truly dinna know, Jane,” he said, his tone weary. “I welcome your humor, but it does no’ erase the fault. This has added at least two days’ riding to get to Carrickliffe.”

 Even if she weren’t bent on staying here, the idea of more riding made her feel ill. “This was a fine property once,” she offered, planting the seeds for a later request to stay here. If she came out and asked now, he would think she’d completely lost her mind. But, in truth, the place had probably been incredible at one time. Nicely situated on a hill overlooking the crystal-clear lake, the manor consisted of two wings. But the wings weren’t connected at a right angle—they flared out so that all the rooms in each had a view of the lake and the glens unfolding behind it for miles.

 “Aye. Once.”

 “Just pulling down the dead vines covering the brick would make a big difference in the façade.” A hovel it might currently be, but the manor house had been designed in the much-lauded baronial style. The massive stones at the foot and the ancient beams inside shouldering the ceilings in that great room were all the rage in England.

 Most important, Jane could be alone with Hugh here. In her eyes, that meant it was perfect.

 Except for one thing, she thought, running her hand over the back of her neck and gazing around. She’d just gotten the eerie feeling that they were being watched.

 “Perhaps so,” Hugh said. “But that does no’ help us for tonight.”

 “Cheer up, Hugh,” she said absently. “Things can’t get worse—”

 Rain thundered down, like a loosed bucket of freezing water.



Thirty-four

[image: Images]

 “W ell, the good news is that I got my bath,” Jane murmured in a drowsy tone. She lay on her side, her head resting comfortably in his lap as he sat back against the wall.

 Where her fortitude sprang from, Hugh had no idea.

 This afternoon, after they’d run for the manor in pounding rain, he’d settled their horses under a portico for the night, and then they’d investigated most of the interior.

 Dodging streaming leaks from the ceilings, they had finally stumbled upon a tiny bedroom off the kitchen, likely a servant’s quarters. It had only one window, and the panels, though cracked, were intact. The room was free of feathers, and no scrabbling sounded from its undersized fireplace. The chimney was only partially obstructed—the smoke from their small fire crept in flagging tendrils, but always up.

 After eating a dinner of biscuits from a tin, tea steeped in heated rainwater, and apples liberated that morning from some farmer’s orchard, they’d settled down for the night.

 “Hugh, why did Court let this place get so run-down?” she asked.

 “Now that I’ve seen it, I think it was probably neglected before Court even bought it.” After that, his brother had had no time to improve it. Court had been on the Continent with his gang, working to pay off this place, which he’d bought for pennies on the pound.

 Though the land was rich, and there was an astonishing amount of it, the manor was occupied by its own demolition crew. Hugh was amazed that Court had considered bringing Annalía, a rich and cultured lass, here to live. Annalía was a brave girl, but Hugh thought even she would have swooned at the state of Court’s home.

 Yet, hadn’t Hugh done the same? He’d brought a rich and cultured woman here.

 Lightning flashed outside, and when thunder rattled the structure, the creatures outside the room began to mew and tussle with renewed vigor. Hugh pinched the bridge of his nose, but Jane only chuckled.

 “I’ll take you to an inn tomorrow,” he said quickly. “There’s a village a few miles north of here, and they might have a place for us to stay. You can have a proper bath.”

 “Hugh, you’re brooding so hard, I can hear my money piling up. And you already owe me five thousand pounds, at least.” She sounded lazily comfortable and amused.

 “Five thousand, is it?” He stroked her damp hair, and they settled into companionable silence. But as ever, worry for Ethan weighed on his thoughts. Hugh was cut off from communication with London and daren’t leave Jane anywhere while he went to search for Ethan or hunted for Grey.

 Hugh had to assume that Grey was still loose, which meant Hugh and Jane could be together indefinitely as they waited for the bastard to be captured or killed.

 Indefinitely? Hugh gave himself ten days before he was in bed with her—and that would be drawing on every reserve of discipline he possessed . . .

 “Hugh, tell me something about your life, something exciting you’ve done since I saw you last.”

 Anything exciting he’d done fell firmly into the category of classified. He finally answered, “I bought a home in Scotland.”

 She turned on her back, gazing up at him with interest. “Oh, do tell me about it.”

 He ran his free hand over the back of his neck. “I stumbled upon the estate on the coast in a place called Cape Waldegrave.” She had to tap his hip to prompt him for more. “The waves are relentless and so lofty that you can see the sun set through them.” He admitted, “I could no’ rest until I owned it.”

 She sighed. “It sounds breathtaking. I think I’d like living in Scotland.”

 He berated himself for imagining the look in her eyes if she saw the cape. It was of no bloody consequence that she would love its wave-tossed cliffs, or that when he’d chosen the property, he’d specifically thought of her there, of wanting to impress her. . . .

 Since leaving Ros Creag, he’d tried his damnedest not to think about how close he’d come to having her after all these years. He recalled how inevitable it had felt to be with her, as if resisting the need to be inside her was senseless. Especially since she seemed to desire it just as much.

 The idea that this stunning woman, who laid her head trustingly in his lap, had been willing—eager—to make love to him made him crazed. And the more time that passed, the less embarrassed he was about his actions those nights at Rose Creag—and the more aroused he became.

 Ten days? Mayhap a week.

 • • •

 Doona look down . . . just doona look. . . .

 Hugh hissed in a breath when he did look, glimpsing her naked body as he helped her from the hot spring into the cool morning air. He threw the towel around her as though she were on fire, but the image of her standing wholly naked, with water sluicing down her smooth flesh, was seared into his mind.

 A week without touching her? That had been an absurdly optimistic estimate.

 “This was such a wonderful surprise!” She gazed up at him as though he was her hero, her eyes sparkling with pleasure. She showed no visible signs of fatigue from their demanding journey, or from last night’s bleak accommodations in what was, in essence, a closet. Resilient lass.

 In a breathless voice, she asked, “Hugh, how did you find the spring?”

 “Yesterday, I thought I saw steam rising from this cove of the loch, but dinna want to get your hopes up until I explored it.”

 “I wondered where you’d gone this morning.”

 “I had no idea the water would be this clean.” He frowned. “Or that you’d be willing to shuck off your clothes and dive in.” After making sure the towel was firmly tucked in, he swooped her up into his arms for the five-minute walk back to the manor.

 She laughed, throwing her arms around his neck and clinging to him so sweetly. “I woke thinking I’d find you beside me, but that ferret cat was there instead. When it hissed, I tossed my boot at it, which it appropriated. I want to stay here. Can you help me find my boot?”

 “You’ve thrown me again, Jane.”

 “Well, I’ve been thinking, and I’ve concluded this place is not half bad.” When he gave her a stern look, she said, “I’m not jesting, Hugh. If I’m to be in Scotland for an indeterminate time, away from all my family and friends without any town entertainments, I’ll need something to do. This is actually the perfect opportunity. Since this tumbledown place needs work, we might as well see it done.” He said nothing, so she continued, “Together, we’ll compile a list of materials we’ll need, and you can fix and I can clean.”

 “You? Doing the cleaning?”

 She blinked up at him. “How hard can it be?”

 He opened his mouth to explain, then closed it. Jane had decided that cleaning wouldn’t be difficult; Jane would not be moved from this opinion until she’d tried it.

 “Why would I want to do this?”

 “It needs to be done. It’s your brother’s home. He can pay you back.”

 No, he couldn’t. Court was taking in a much larger income now, but overhauling this manor would be costly. Still, Hugh was warming to this idea. For one thing, setting this place to rights—to order—had a definite appeal.

 “And don’t you think we’d be safe here, surrounded by all this land?” she asked.

 Even safer than with the clan. If he could protect her here, provide her with something to occupy her, deaden his body with work, and be doing Court a favor, why not?

 She gazed up at him. “Can’t we stay here? Please, Hugh?”

 And so it’s settled.

 So he wouldn’t look like the easy mark he was with her, he waited until he’d deposited her back in their closet room before saying, “Aye, then. We’ll do it. But only if you stay near the manor and do as I ask you—to keep you safe.” He gently clasped her chin. “We canna let our guard down. Even here.”

 “I promise.”

 As he turned toward the door, he said, “Call for me when you’re dressed, and I’ll come help you reclaim your boot.”

 When she nodded happily, he strode outside. The morning fog had dissipated. As the sun rose higher, illuminating the front elevation of the house, he was better able to assess how much work would be required to make this place livable.

 In the morning sun, refurbishing it looked possible.

 Hugh believed he could do a lot of the work himself. Perhaps this wasn’t such a daft idea. Yes, work like this could deaden a man’s body and burn off a woman’s energy. This place might just be his salvation—

 Jane shrieked.

 Not a heartbeat later, Hugh was sprinting for her.



Thirty-five
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 Jane hiked up her skirts and dashed out of the house, bent on nabbing the Peeping Tom she’d caught spying on her through a cracked windowpane.

 She turned the corner and found Hugh steadying the peeper after he’d apparently run into him. The miscreant’s hat flew off, revealing a spill of long black hair. A girl? Yes, dressed in a bulky hat and clothing. She was likely eighteen or so, short, with a strong build and incongruous freckles.

 Jane pointed her finger. “She was watching me dress.”

 “I was no’,” the girl lied.

 “You most certainly were.” Jane was furious. She’d seen the peep’s jaw drop and they’d met eyes—Jane had clearly caught her red-handed—then she’d hied away. Jane had sensed a presence for some time, but had thought Hugh was watching her.

 The girl had seen a show indeed.

 “Why would I be looking at ye dress? I’m a girl, can you no’ see?”

 Provincial, she mouthed to Hugh, but he scowled at her. After steadying and releasing the girl, he asked, “What are you doing here?”

 “Been using the land, since no one else was.” She hiked a thumb over her shoulder toward the dilapidated stables. “Those are my chicken coops beside the stable and my turnip patch in the back. My horse, too,” she said. Jane spied a swaybacked pony, pulling weeds with very long teeth in a broken down corral. Corralled? As if it was going anywhere. “I’m yer neighbor of sorts, or as close as ye can get with this estate.”

 “What’s your name?”

 “Mòrag MacLarty—stress on the Mac, if it pleases ye. Are ye kin to Master MacCarrick?”

 “I’m his brother, Hugh MacCarrick. My wife and I are staying on for the fall. We plan to fix up the place.”

 She nodded slowly. “My brothers have the windows Master MacCarrick ordered last year stored in our barn. And they’ve got a fine share of lumber they’d likely be willing to sell before winter.”

 “That’s good news.”

 “And ye could hire them to help around here. Six of them, all strong as oxen.” The girl gave Jane a once-over, then said in a pert tone, “And ye’ll be needing help with the housekeeping?”

 That little peeping witch . . .

 “Aye. Are you interested?”

 Mòrag nodded, and named her price for daily cleaning, cooking, and laundry. He countered, and they settled.

 Without consulting her, he’d just hired a maid. Jane knew how to run a house, and knew that hiring servants was firmly in the woman’s sphere of the home.

 Hugh added, “But you’ll need to ride over every day for at least two weeks. And I expect you to work as hard as we do.”

 She snorted at Jane. “Should no’ be a problem.”

 “Why, you saucy little—”

 “Jane, a word with you.” As he grabbed Jane’s elbow, he said, “Mòrag, what are the odds that we’ll have a hot meal tonight?”

 “If ye can get the hearth flue cleared of the squirrels, ye can count on it.”

 He nodded, then dragged Jane across the weed-clotted yard. Jane glanced back, just in time to see Mòrag stick her tongue out at her before turning toward the manor. “I don’t want her, Hugh. She’s impudent.”

 Hugh glared down at her. “Why have you taken such a dislike to her? For watching you dress? She’s probably never seen anything like your Parisian silks and laces. And believe me when I tell you that anyone would have stopped and stared. She would have to be curious.”

 Jane couldn’t put a finger on why she bristled around the girl. Perhaps it was because Mòrag—or whatever her name was—clearly didn’t like her. “She stuck her tongue out at me,” she said lamely.

 “The last owner to live here was a verra foolish Englishman who was hard on all those around here. Keep that in mind.” When she remained unconvinced, he said, “Once we get the inside habitable, the outside is going to keep me busy from sunup to sundown. Do you truly want to haul water and pluck chickens? Surely, you canna cook?”

 Haul, pluck, cook. Not her favorite verbs, and not ones traditionally associated with Jane. Her idea of turning the house around by herself suddenly seemed very daunting and not quite as adventurous as she’d hoped. At that moment, they heard banging in the kitchen. The girl had found the cookware! Jane rolled her eyes at Hugh.

 Hugh pressed his advantage, saying, “She can buy us supplies in the village as well.”

 Jane put her chin up. “It might be nice to have someone around—but only to help me as I work.” She marched toward the manor, with Hugh following her. Inside, Jane made her manner brisk. “What can I do?” she asked the girl.

 “I’m thinkin’ no’ much, by the look of ye.”

 Jane gave Hugh a meaningful look, but he just squeezed her shoulder. “Is there a ladder anywhere around here?” he asked the girl.

 “In the stable, just behind my saddle and gear.”

 Taking Jane aside, he said, “You stay right in here. I’ll be back directly,” then set off for the stables.

 While Hugh was gone, Jane attempted to help the girl—who, she admitted, got things done —but Jane was under the impression that she only got in the way of Mòrag’s cleaning. Her first clue was when Mòrag snapped, “Git yer scrawny arse out o’ my way, English.”

 • • •

 The squirrels sensed something was afoot with their chimney community, and began chattering their fury.

 When Hugh returned with firewood and a damp blanket, Jane frowned. “You’re not going to start a fire directly under them? There could be baby squirrels or injured ones or older ones—”

 “Squirrel stew is mighty tasty,” Mòrag interrupted.

 Jane gave her a horrified look, then whipped her head around to Hugh. “Squirrel st-stew?”

 He checked a grin. “Jane, I’m going to start a verra small fire, with damp wood that will smoke more than anything. Then I’ll drape a wet blanket over the hearth opening down here. It’ll give them enough time to run up to the roof.”

 When she still appeared unconvinced, Mòrag said, “Enough with the bluidy squirrels, English. Now, which do ye want to do? Dress chickens or scour pots?”

 When Jane merely bit her lip, Mòrag said, “Pots it is.” She nodded at an open closet full of them. “You can take all of them to the pump in the back and wash them. There’s soaps and brushes in the shed off this kitchen.”

 Though Hugh wanted to help, Jane waved him away. “I can do it by myself,” she said firmly.

 “Doona go anywhere but to the pump and back. Agreed?”

 “Hugh, really.” At his unbending look, she muttered, “Agreed.”

 When she began hauling pots out to the pump, he moved to a window where he could see her. “We’re going to need supplies,” he told Mòrag. “But I doona want anyone to know we’re here, nor any visitors out here.”

 “Why no’?”

 He’d thought about telling her something ridiculous, like they wanted to surprise his brother with the renovation, but the girl was smart and, he sensed, trustworthy. “There’s an Englishman who might come looking for us. A dangerous sort of man, and one we’d rather avoid.”

 She eyed him, knowing he was being less than forthcoming. He didn’t care, as long as they understood each other.

 “The sundries storekeeper will know ye’re here, and that means the whole village will know. But no one outside of it will.”

 He added another piece of wood to the small fire he’d started. “The villagers doona like strangers?”

 “Nay, no’ at all. Strangers are met with a tight lip and a surly expression anyway, and if an outsider asks any of the townsfolk about yer whereabouts, I’ll hear word of it directly. And I’ll make sure everyone knows ye’re honeymooning and are no’ keen on receiving any visitors just now.”

 Hugh raised his brows. They might as well have dropped off the face of the earth by coming here. Hugh and Mòrag understood each other perfectly. He nodded, finished draping the blanket over the fireplace, then strode outside. He chanced his tottering ladder all the way to the second-story roof to clear debris from the top of the chimney.

 From the higher vantage, he could keep an eye on Jane as she worked. When she disappeared inside, he took in the views, comprehending more and more what had possessed his brother to buy Beinn a’Chaorainn. A breeze rippled the loch, then stilled, and the water reflected sunlight in a perfect mirror. On a fine day like this, he could see twenty miles away to the rounded spine of mountains at the far edge of Court’s property.

 For the next half hour, Hugh dodged the exodus of fleeing squirrels and marked damaged spots on the roof to fix when Mòrag’s brothers could help with the major repairs. All the while, he checked on Jane, hard at work on her task.

 The pots were heavy and unwieldy, but she seemed content to transport only two or three at a time to the pump. Back and forth she went, again and again, until she’d finally collected a mound of pots, handles sticking out in every direction.

 At the pump, she rolled up her sleeves, then drew down on the lever—

 Black sludge exploded out of the faucet, splattering over the front of her dress and her face like paint from a dropped tin.

 “Oh, bloody, hell,” Hugh muttered, hurrying to climb down, snapping two rungs on the descent.

 Jane froze for long moments, then sputtered, wiping her face with her forearm.

 The girl had done that on purpose, no doubt of it. Mòrag could have told Jane to take the pots to the loch. Before Hugh reached her, Jane swung her gaze to him and raised one finger, her eyes murderous.

 “I will handle this,” she said between gritted teeth. “Don’t you say a word to her.”

 “Jane, this will no’ be tolerated—”

 “Precisely why I’m about to take care of this. If she wants to toss down the gauntlet, then I’ll pick it up.” After carefully filling the largest pot with sludge, she lugged it toward the stables. The weight was so heavy it dragged her arm down, skewing her balance.

 When Jane returned from the stables—where Mòrag’s saddle and bags were—the bucket was empty and swinging at her hip, jaunty as a berry basket.



Thirty-six
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 By the end of the first five days at Beinn a’Chaorainn, Hugh felt like a cauldron about to boil over.

 This unfortunate state was attested to by the fact that the property was already turning the corner. Every time Hugh thought about touching Jane, he worked.

 In his time here, Hugh had accomplished the labor of a dozen men.

 This afternoon, he sawed boards for the entryway floor, while Mòrag and Jane cleaned upstairs. The days that were clement enough for him to work outside were the days Mòrag aired the manor. Through the open windows, he could hear Jane humming or laughing as she cleaned, or spy flashes of her as she strolled down the hall.

 He found himself looking forward to those glimpses of her.

 With the three of them toiling, his and Jane’s living situation had improved dramatically. Hugh had selected the two best adjoining rooms in the manor for Jane and himself, and then Mòrag had gone to work like a dervish cleaning them, as if to embarrass Jane for her sneezing clumsiness with a broom.

 On Mòrag’s second day, she’d returned with a packhorse and a cart. She’d only purchased necessities for them— linens, mattress rolls, kitchen and cleaning supplies, foodstuffs—but the shopkeepers in Mòrag’s small village were quick to pile wares on her to take back to the brother of “Master Courtland.” They all saw Court as a savior, the ruthless warrior Scot who’d reclaimed the land from a haughty English baron—a baron who had insisted on raising sheep, and running off tenants to allow them to graze.

 Court had done nothing but capitalize on the baron’s bad business sense, but Hugh wasn’t going to enlighten the shopkeepers.

 In fact, Hugh was becoming more and more confident that staying on was the right decision. Having Mòrag around was ideal because not only was she transforming the interior and reluctantly teaching Jane how to help, but her presence kept Hugh from trailing after Jane’s skirts like a wolf licking his lips.

 The one problem with Mòrag was that she and Jane bickered constantly. Jane was bewildered to be ridiculed for the way she talked or disliked simply for being a foreigner. Hugh didn’t want Jane to be miserable, but he wouldn’t mind her understanding that “bloody English” was merely an equivalent to “rough Scot.”

 Sometimes Jane won an argument, and Hugh would hear her say, “No, no, I promised myself I wouldn’t gloat.” Sometimes she lost a spat and would sniff, “Oh.” Pause. “Well, obviously.”

 And they competed at everything. When he’d dragged some old furniture down from the attic and repaired it, Jane and Mòrag raced to paint or stain it, looking more at the other’s progress than their own. When he replaced the windows, they raced each other at cleaning them. In fact, Hugh feared Jane was working much too hard, toiling with an almost frantic zealousness. Hugh knew she was competitive by nature, but this seemed to be more than a mere rivalry.

 To distract her, Hugh had crafted a target for her out of a dense hay bale with a sheet stretched taut over it, and she’d painted the rings. Yet she didn’t practice in lieu of work; she woke earlier to do it all.

 Every morning, on the terrace between the manor and stables, she donned her three-fingertip hunting gloves and her quiver. Her breaths would be visible in the cool air as she drew her bow, her expression intent. It was a thing of beauty to watch, and he secretly did so every morning.

 Even Mòrag would pause at the kitchen window and stare in amazement.

 Though Jane had been behaving herself, his want of her never relented. Even if she wasn’t teasing him, she might as well have been. Jane exuded sexuality. Today, he’d passed her in a tight spot and had laid his hands on her waist. Her breaths had gone shallow and her cheeks had heated.

 If he passed her room and spied her stockings and little garters strewn about, his gut tightened with want. Because their rooms were so close, each night Hugh drifted off to the intoxicating scents of her lotions and light perfume and to recent visions of her laces and silk corsets. In other words, he went to bed every night hard as steel.

 On several occasions, Jane had approached him, nibbling her lip, appearing as if she needed to discuss something serious. He had no idea what she might be wanting, but always found himself relieved when she turned away without saying anything. Yet he knew soon she would broach whatever subject she wrestled with—and he sensed that this wouldn’t bode well for him.

 If he wasn’t tormented with desire for her, he was wracked with concern about his brother and Jane’s continued safety. And growing each day was a thick sense of foreboding Hugh couldn’t shake.

 Something had to give. . . .

 • • •

 As Hugh labored with his horse to haul debris away from the manor, Jane perched in the saddle, sitting backward so she could watch Hugh.

 She loved to watch him work, especially when he was shirtless. Whenever he stood and ran his arm over his forehead, the sweat-slick ridges of his stomach would tense, and Jane’s breath would go shallow. She didn’t think she’d ever seen anything half as beautiful as his muscles covered with sweat.

 Today was her first afternoon off since they’d arrived. Mòrag was harvesting kale today, so Jane was relaxing, which obviously pleased Hugh.

 He likely believed she worked so hard just to compete with Mòrag, but Jane feared her cleaning skills would be forever eclipsed by the girl’s.

 No, Jane worked to prove she could be an asset to Hugh, that she was a good wife and one worth keeping. She tended the gardens, she painted furniture, and she arranged the beautiful homespun rugs Mòrag had bought from local artisans. The house was already becoming homey and comfortable.

 If she lost Hugh in the end, it would not be from lack of trying. . . .

 “Water, lass?”

 She blinked, tossing him his canteen. He drank greedily, then ran his forearm over his mouth. She loved it when men did that. And by “men” she meant “Hugh.” When he tossed the canteen back, she was so busy staring at him that she missed, fumbling the canteen twice before it thudded to the ground. She could barely contain her yearning—indeed, she’d ceased bothering to hide the depth of it—yet Hugh still hadn’t touched her. Again and again, she mulled reasons why.

 With a frown, he released the leather trace over his shoulder, then scooped up the canteen on his way to the saddle. When he dusted it off and handed it to her, she gave him a sheepish smile.

 He backed away from her with a guarded expression, then took up the traces again. The horse strained forward once more.

 She’d struggled to broach the subject of staying married to him, but his eyes always seemed dark with warning—just like now. She felt as if she would be all but proposing to him, and she could admit her confidence was shaken. Men were usually tongue-tied, stumbling over themselves to give her whatever she wanted. Hugh was distant, his countenance shuttered.

 She inhaled, grasping about for courage. There wasn’t going to be a better time than now. Before she lost her nerve again, she quickly asked, “Do you want to know what I’ve been thinking about?”

 He shook his head emphatically, so she waited several minutes before she asked, “Hugh, do you think I’d make a good wife?”

 After a hesitation, he slowly answered, “Aye.”

 “You swear?”

 “Aye.”

 “You’re not just saying that to spare my feelings?”

 “No. Any man would be proud to call you wife—”

 “Then why don’t you just keep me?”

 He stumbled over his feet, falling to his knee in the mud.

 • • •

 “I want to keep you,” she declared, as if her seemingly innocent question hadn’t just sent his body and mind reeling.

 He rose, inwardly cursing. Why did she have to start with the teasing once again? Damn it, all in all, he’d been having a good day. The unseasonably mild weather had held pleasant, and he’d been enjoying her company, as usual. As she’d chatted and laughed about this and that, he’d been sneaking glances up at her, marveling at how much Scotland was agreeing with her.

 Her cheeks were pinkened, her eyes appeared, impossibly, a more vibrant green, and her auburn hair was even shinier, seeming burnished with gold.

 The lass was growing so beautiful that at times, she rendered him speechless.

 “It’s a reasonable question, Hugh.”

 Now he felt himself growing cold. “This is no’ something to jest about.”

 Earlier, the expressions flitting across her face had gone from thoughtful to panicked to fearful, then to the determined mien she wore now. “I’m not,” she said in a steady voice. “At all. I want to stay married to you.”

 He opened his mouth to speak, but couldn’t quite manage it when he saw that she was serious. Unbelievable. His voice hoarse, he finally said, “It will no’ happen, Jane.”

 She wanted to be his lover and his wife? Right now, he wished to God he were selfish enough to keep her.

 “Why? If you give me a good reason, I’ll desist from this. Otherwise . . .” She trailed off, as if in warning.

 “I told you, I never wanted to be married.”

 “But why? Give me one reason.”

 “That is just no’ the life for me,” he said simply. “Never has been and never will be. You have to accept that some men are no’ husband material.”

 “I think you are.”

 “You doona even know me anymore.”

 “Because you won’t tell me anything,” she countered.

 “Take my word for it.”

 “Are you certain you don’t want just to try staying married after all this is done? To see if we suit?”

 “Aye, I’m verra certain,” he said, making his tone cutting.

 “Really?” she said slowly. Raaaally. As if she hadn’t heard him, she slipped down from the saddle. “It’s a big decision.” She gave him a solemn nod. “I know you’ll want to think it over.” Before strolling off, she tilted her head and studied him, her bright eyes focused and clear.

 It was, he thought, swallowing hard, the same way she looked at her arrow’s target.
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 Having raised the subject of staying married, Jane returned to it over the next week with stubborn frequency.

 As Hugh worked a Dutch block plane over a new column for the rickety portico, he waited for a glimpse of Jane and mulled over her latest campaign.

 The night before, he’d been drinking scotch on a rug by the fire. She’d sat behind him, up on her knees to rub the sore muscles of his back, sharing sips of his drink. His lids had grown heavy as he’d relaxed against her.

 The fire, the scotch, his wife easing his body after a hard day’s labor. Bliss. He took a savoring sip—

 “Any thoughts on our marriage, my love?”

 He’d choked on his drink. She’d smiled innocently when he glowered.

 This morning on her way out to the terrace to shoot, she’d said in a casual tone, “I noticed you didn’t pack any reading material—except for that odd book—so I left a novel on your bed.” As he stared after her, she tossed over her shoulder, “And I marked the scenes I particularly enjoyed.”

 He knew exactly what kind of novel she spoke of. As soon as she was out of sight, he bounded up the stairs, eager to see what she would like. Set on his pillow was a book with her false cover, and he tore it open. Five minutes later, he sank to the bed, running a shaking hand over his dazed face.

 If these were scenes she enjoyed, then they would suit perfectly. . . .

 No, damn it, this was just the latest battle in her insidious campaign. Her continual sallies never let him forget that every day, here for the taking, was the woman of his dreams. He was like a stallion around a mare in heat—he couldn’t concentrate, couldn’t keep his mind on anything but how her hair smelled and how her skin tasted.

 His eyes followed her everywhere. When she worked, she’d taken to wearing a bandanna over her hair, and she’d begun unbuttoning her blouses to beat the heat of the kitchen or whatever chore she’d undertaken. It seemed to Hugh that her dampened breasts were always on the verge of spilling out. Jane, usually so elegant, looked like a lusty barmaid, and he loved it.

 In fact, he couldn’t decide which version of her he liked best: the clever beauty in London, the archer with her leather-tipped hunting gloves, or this carefree temptress.

 His need for her was unrelenting. He wasn’t thinking clearly. He was constantly hard during the day and couldn’t sleep a night through without having to spend. The other night, after dreaming about her riding him, he’d awakened soaked in sweat—and precisely three quick strokes away from ejaculating.

 She’d wrecked him, weakened him. And when she began staring at Hugh with a mixture of almost innocent curiosity and blatant yearning, only one thing kept him from answering the plea in her eyes.

 The book. He kept it out now, staring at it often. It reminded him of what he was. . . .

 He frowned when he realized that well over an hour had passed since he’d heard humming or seen a flash of her going by. Hugh hoped she’d decided to sleep for an hour or two, instead of her usual exhaustive toiling, even as he doubted it.

 He laid aside his plane, dusted wood shavings from his trousers, then strode in the front door. He met Mòrag, returning to the kitchen with a basket of turnips.

 “Where’s my wife?”

 She shrugged. “Saw English in the north wing last. Said she was going to wax the floors.”

 He nodded and grabbed an apple from a bowl, then dropped it as he caught an unmistakable scent.

 The girl sniffed. “What the hell has she done now?”

 “Paraffin, Mòrag,” he barked over his shoulder as he took off at a run. “Think about it.”

 Mòrag gasped and dropped her basket to follow.

 Paraffin wax was for floors.

 And was easily confused with paraffin oil—another term for . . . kerosene.

 He burst through the closed door and swallowed at the sight. Jane had coated thirsty mahogany wood with jugs of kerosene.

 She tottered to her feet. “I wanted to surprise you and have this all finished.” She rubbed her nose delicately with the back of her hand. “But I feel quite foxed.” Shrugging, she picked up a chunk of sandstone and said, “I was just going to sand the dried area—”

 “No! ” he and Mòrag shouted at the same time. One spark . . .

 Heart in his throat, he lunged for her just as Mòrag cried, “Are ye daft, English?”

 Jane blinked, sputtering as he hauled her outside to the well. “I assume I did something wrong?” she said as he quickly stripped her of everything but her shift.

 “Aye. I’m agreeing with Mòrag on this.” He pumped a continuous stream of water all over her wee hands and arms, scrubbing the oil away. “You’ve taken on far too much for one person with this project. And that oil is flammable and usually used by”— lanterns —“by professionals. If one drop of candle tallow hit your skirt just then, you’d have gone up in a blaze.”

 “Oh.” Jane bit her bottom lip. “You’re angry.”

 “Concerned.”

 “Hugh, be patient with me.”

 “God knows I try, lass.”

 When he spied Mòrag preparing to leave for the night, he ordered Jane, “Scrub your legs and feet. I’ll be right back,” then strode to the stable to catch the girl. “Mòrag, I want you to keep my wife away from any and all dangerous and flammable substances that might be on this property. Lock them away if you have to. And I’ll triple your wages if you can keep her out of the north wing till I can replace the boards.”

 Hugh turned back to Jane to bark, “Scrub!” and Jane jumped with fright, then dutifully scrubbed.

 Mòrag made a disgusted sound. “You’re no’ going to scold English worse? After ruining the room like that?”

 Hugh shrugged. “From now on, I’ll make sure she understands some things are dangerous around here, but, no, she’ll no’ know she damaged an entire mahogany floor.”

 “I’d have been tarred.” But then Hugh knew Jane had started growing on the girl when Mòrag glowered and threw her hands up. “English is no’ stoopid —you ken we’ll have to bluidy age the new floor, too?”

 • • •

 “It’s time you told me why’re you’ve been working so hard, lass,” Hugh said when he returned.

 She was feeling tipsy and cold, and yet delightfully shivery as Hugh’s rough hands rubbed up and down her arms, checking for oil residue. She grinned drunkenly. “I’m endeavoring to impress you. So you’ll keep me. And let me live in your seashore house.”

 When he gave up a shadow of a grin, she said, “Actually, that wasn’t a joke.”

 His face creased into a scowl. “You bring marriage up? Again? You’re as stubborn as a Scot! Do you know that?”

 “I could make you happy,” she insisted. “And you’re in a position to take a wife.”

 “Damn it, lass, you would no’ like being married to me.”

 “How would it differ from what we’ve been doing?”

 When he’d agreed to this marriage, he’d anticipated her wanting out at the first opportunity. That was supposed to be the one constant. He’d never imagined he would be grasping for arguments against himself, as he stared at Jane’s shift getting soaked with cool well water and clinging to her plump breasts. His hands on her arms began to move more leisurely.

 He hadn’t been concentrating well anyway, but how could he be expected to formulate an argument when faced with her little nipples stiffening under every spurt of water that hit them? He was in a bad way. He remembered that last time he’d kissed them, he’d felt them throb beneath his tongue. . . .

 He broke away, removing his hands completely from her body. “Jane, forget this plan of yours. I’m no’ a good man. And I would no’ make a good husband.”

 “This makes sense to me. It’s a logical move for us. We’re already married, and we’ve done the formalities.” She lowered her voice to say, “All you have to do is make love to me.”

 “Logical? You want this because it’s logical? That’s the one bloody thing it is no’.”

 Her brows drew together as she gazed up at him. “Hugh, what is so wrong with me?”

 He’d never imagined a woman like her could fear herself lacking. He couldn’t allow her to think that in any way. Which meant telling her the truth. At least, part of it.

 “It’s no’ you. It’s me.”

 Whatever he’d said had evidently been the worst he could have. Her face grew cold in an instant. “Do you have any idea how many men I’ve told that to spare their feelings?” She crossed her arms and eased away from him. “Oh, how the worm has turned. Now I’m the unwanted, unhappy recipient of platitudes.”

 “Jane, no.” He reached out and laid a hand on her hip, tugging her closer. “You are everything a man could ever want in a wife.” He caught her eyes. “The truth is . . . the truth is that if I were ever planning to marry, I’d have you or none at all.”

 She tilted her head. “None at all?”

 “None. It truly is my problem. I have . . . difficulties that prevent me from marrying.”

 “Tell me one reason you don’t want to marry.”

 “That will merely invite more of your questions. As I said before, you doona seem to be happy unless everything’s laid bare.”

 “Hugh, this involves me, and I deserve to know more. I’m just asking you to be fair.”

 “Aye, I know. Believe me, I ken that. But you need to get inside and dry off.”

 “I’m not leaving until you tell me one reason.”

 Finally, after a long hesitation, he bit out, “I canna . . . give you bairns.”
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 “O h,” Jane said, letting out a breath she hadn’t known she held. “Why not?”

 “Just never have.”

 He was right. Now she wanted to ask a slew of questions. “I suppose you purposely tried,” she said, struggling to disguise the hurt she felt. The thought of him wanting a child with another woman scalded her inside.

 “Christ, no, I have no’ tried.”

 She frowned. “Then how can you know?”

 “My brothers canna either.”

 Her eyes widened a touch. A childhood illness. It would have to be. Her eyes widened even more—was this why he’d never wanted to marry at all? Never wanted to marry her?

 It would explain everything! She swayed, and Hugh’s grip on her hip tightened. Hugh wouldn’t want to deny her children. He was always selfless like that. This made sense—this was the reason she’d wracked her mind for! She wasn’t daunted by this in the least. If she had her Scot, she could go without children. After all, her cousins would continue to spawn at an accelerating rate, inundating Jane with children to play with.

 If her heart had turned like a cart’s wheel at the sight of her wedding ring, then this latest revelation made her feel like someone had lit the cart on fire and sent it careening down a mountain.

 Her first impulse was to tackle him to the ground and kiss him, but she stifled that impulse, realizing almost immediately that it had been a Bad Idea. Surely he would be vulnerable after his admission, and she didn’t want to appear pleased over what he considered a loss. Her second impulse was to scoff at what he erroneously thought was a major obstacle, but to scoff would mean she didn’t respect his beliefs on the subject.

 Men really cared about these things, didn’t they? Did he feel he was less of a man because of it? She took a steadying breath. Be rational.

 “I see. I appreciate your taking me into your confidence.” She sounded calm, reasonable.

 He nodded gravely. “I’ve never told anyone before. But now you understand why I would no’ want to marry.”

 “I understand.”

 He nodded grimly.

 “But it doesn’t change my mind about us whatsoever.”

 “What? ” he bit out, releasing her to take a step back.

 “I don’t know how to convince you that this wouldn’t have a huge impact on my life.”

 “You told me you love children. Even gave me reasons.”

 “I love other people’s children,” Jane said with a wry grin. When he scowled, she grew serious. “If you think I’ve ached in my breast wanting my own, it just isn’t true. I love the ones you saw me with because they are my family.” She glanced away. “I hope you don’t think I’m an unfeeling woman because I haven’t experienced that need. That’s something I haven’t told anyone.”

 “Did you never think to have them?”

 “If I got married and it happened—or didn’t happen—I wouldn’t have cried either way.”

 “This is no’ how I expected you to react to this,” he said, running his hand over the back of his neck.

 “I’m sorry to disappoint you. But this changes nothing for me.”

 “Damn it, the only reason you want this is because you have to fight for it. And once the fight is over, the desire will be, too.”

 “That is not true.”

 “In the past, you’ve fought for things you dinna necessarily want—you did it only because you needed the challenge. Admit it!”

 Well, maybe once or twice . . . But when she was younger she’d also believed she was all but married to Hugh—no challenge there, and yet she could think of little else but him.

 “And what happens if I give in and your interest fades?” Hugh demanded. “When you get back to England among your friends and family and parties, your desire to stay with me will wane. This is obvious to me, Jane.”

 “It hasn’t faded yet,” she muttered.

 He gave a humorless laugh. “Oh, aye, for the entire few weeks we’ve been together?”

 She shook her head— now, where’s that cliff? “I meant for the ten years we’ve been apart—or you can just round it up to half of my life.”

 He visibly swallowed. “Are you saying . . . ? You doona mean . . .” His voice broke low. “Me, Jane?”

 Jane sighed. “Yes, you—”

 He tensed just as she thought she heard horses down the wooded drive. In one movement, he turned, shoving her behind him, and ripped off his shirt to cover her.

 • • •

 After Hugh’s trail vanished in Scotland, Grey’s options hadn’t been promising.

 This was Hugh’s country, and the wilds were his element—never Grey’s.

 Worse, Hugh would bloody know he was good enough to lose Grey. That galled him.

 If Grey hadn’t been dallying with Ethan, he wouldn’t have missed Hugh and Jane’s nighttime departure. He found it ironic that by taking the time to kill one brother, he let another one escape.

 Though he knew the countries of western Europe and northern Africa like the back of his hand, he’d never worked in Scotland. He was fluent in four languages, but Gaelic was not among them. The farther north he traveled, the more closemouthed and hostile the people were toward Englishmen—even more so toward Grey, who was emaciated and appeared ill. And possibly mad.

 He had thought about returning to London to torture Weyland, but he knew the old man wouldn’t talk—and Weyland probably didn’t know for certain where they were anyway.

 Just as Grey had begun to wonder if he could ever find them, he’d remembered that it was standard procedure in the Network to stay as close to telegraph lines as possible—and that only the most vital information, coded, of course, was dispatched.

 Hugh would stay within a day’s ride of a telegraph office, checking in periodically for word of Grey’s capture or death, so he’d know when to return home. Even though Grey knew all the codes and possessed the keys, no message would be sent without his own defeat. Which was a conundrum. How could Grey get Weyland to telegraph?

 Then he’d realized he didn’t have to be defeated before a message was sent.

 Word of Ethan’s death would be considered critical.

 Grey had suspected an urgent telegraph to Hugh about his brother would be sent to several stations throughout Scotland. In the end, Grey uncovered—through varying degrees of violence—that only four went out, and two of the receiving offices were located in this small area in the south central Highlands. Grey had combed every inch within a one-hundred-mile-radius of the first station and had almost completed the radius of the second. Hugh had to be around here somewhere.

 Unfortunately, the people here were cold, as usual, and money had no effect on them.

 He’d just decided to throttle someone for the information when he heard the nicker of a horse behind him. Glancing back, he spied, far up the road, a girl emerging from a path in the woods—one that he hadn’t seen as he’d passed.

 She was alone, leisurely riding a pony in the opposite direction, and she had no saddlebags. A day trip. Interesting. What was out in this wilderness? Perhaps Hugh’s hideout?

 This girl would likely be as closemouthed as every other Scot he’d encountered, but Grey just smiled, slipping medicine between his lips to ready himself. The wee black-haired miss obviously worked for a living. Grey’s hand flitted to his blade, holstered at his hip.

 Grey knew that women who worked for their bread were particularly keen on keeping their fingers.
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 Jane rested her chin in her palm, staring out the window down at Hugh as he drank with the other brawny Highlanders.

 The sounds they’d heard on the drive had been half a dozen towering Scots riding what looked like warhorses—Mòrag’s brothers, come to arrange work on the last part of the roof.

 Hugh had joined them for homemade scotch, but hadn’t invited her to socialize. Which didn’t bother her. Whatsoever. Nor did the fact that Hugh hadn’t even seemed particularly interested in her earlier revelation, at least not more than he was in swilling mash with other Gaels well after sundown.

 She was still reeling from his admission, and had dozens more questions for him, but he’d remained down there for hours. For someone who professed to being a loner, Hugh seemed to be getting along well with the men, and they treated him like one of their own. She frowned. He was one of their own. He was a tall and proud Highlander, and when he spoke to them in his low tone, these men quieted and listened. They already were growing to respect her steady, patient husband.

 Jane twirled her hair at her lips, then sniffed. Lord, would she have to bathe in a vat of acid to get rid of that harsh wax smell? Barring a vat, she was having another bath—and she wouldn’t be heating water for it. Hugh wouldn’t miss her if she headed for the spring, and she couldn’t go ask him to accompany her without being accused of “teasing.”

 Gathering her bathing gear and a towel, she exited the side door, away from the men. During the pleasant stroll, she gazed up at the nighttime sky and mused over the last few weeks with Hugh. She’d sensed she was wearing him down with each encounter they had, but did she really want a man she had to “wear down” to get him make love to her? A man who hadn’t particularly seemed to care that she’d always had feelings for him?

 When she reached the loch, she marveled at how beautiful it was here. The moon was full, yellow and ponderous in the sky, reflecting over the hint of fog enshrouding the surface. Steam rose in wisps from the concealed pocket of rocks containing the hot spring.

 Breathtaking. Damn it, she didn’t want to leave Scotland. Now London seemed so drab, sooty, and heartless. When Grey was caught, how could Jane go back there, knowing what she was missing both with Hugh and with this country?

 With a sigh, she disrobed. The water looked too appealing to resist any longer, and she slipped in. After setting her soaps and oils on the small ledge jutting from the side of a cliff, she washed her hair thoroughly. She’d just dunked under to finish rinsing it when Hugh appeared.

 For the first time, she actually heard him before she saw him. Glancing over her shoulder, she saw that his hair was disheveled and his demeanor was weary, but his eyes . . . they burned wild.

 “You didn’t have to come out here to coddle me,” she said. “Go back to your new friends.”

 He was silent, just staring.

 “Are you drunk?” She’d never seen him this way. Even at Vinelands, he’d had no more than a glass of scotch while everyone else imbibed heartily.

 “Aye,” he finally answered. “But it does no’ help.”

 “Help what?” she asked, bewildered by this new facet of Hugh.

 “Help me stop wanting you day and night. And I’ve come to realize only one thing will.”

 • • •

 She stood waist-deep in the water, her hair streaming down her back, looking at him over one shoulder. Steam swirled all around her, and a hunter’s moon glowed above, illuminating the pale perfection of her body.

 Long moments passed as they both remained still, breathing heavily, as if gauging what the other’s next move would be. Unless she’d been jesting earlier, this exquisite woman had admitted to having feelings for him—for years.

 He’d rather not have known that.

 He hadn’t drunk with the MacLarty brothers only to make sure none of them got any ideas about his wife—especially after they’d all seen Jane in nothing but a wet shift and his shirt. He’d drunk because she’d absolutely staggered him—

 She turned fully to him, arms by her sides. Something in him simply . . . snapped.

 With a muttered curse, he snatched off his shirt, boots, and pants. He dove in after her, then yanked her naked slick body to him, pressing her close. Her hands trailed up his chest to twine behind his neck and her lush breasts slipped against him, making her moan softly.

 “This was supposed to fade, but it has no’,” he slurred against her neck. “It’s worse. How the bloody hell can it be worse?”

 “I-I don’t understand you, Hugh.”

 “You will,” he said, then used a straight arm to sweep off her bathing oils from the rock ledge. He set her roughly atop the shelf, putting them face to face. She gasped, but he simply gazed at her, committing this scene to memory. Her dark hair was streaming over her breasts, over her tight, jutting nipples. The silky curls at her sex were stark against her pale, spread thighs. “So beautiful,” he rasped. “You torment me. If you only knew . . .”

 He shoved his hips between her legs, leaning in to softly suck her earlobe. She sighed, relaxing, allowing him to work her legs wider.

 He grasped her breasts, molding them, covering them completely with his hands. Then, as she gazed at him breathlessly, he leaned down to suckle her as he’d wanted to do that afternoon.

 She cried out, and he recognized that he couldn’t stop what was happening, even if he wanted to. And he did not want to.

 Switching to her other nipple, he sucked her hard, but she liked it, holding his head to her breast, arching her back for more.

 Only after he’d made sure that both of the peaks were hard and throbbing did he pull away to move down her body, to her spread thighs. When his mouth was inches away from her sex, he let her feel his breaths before he pressed his opened lips to her, and slid his tongue out. She gave a strangled cry as he closed his eyes in bliss, delving at her folds, finding them deliciously slick with her own wetness.

 He glanced up to gauge her reaction and found her wide-eyed, shamelessly watching him. If possible, that aroused him even more. He spread her flesh with his thumbs, kissing her so that she’d never forget the sight of it. Between licks, he rasped, “Have you had this done tae you before?”

 She shook her head. “N-no, never.”

 He knew his expression was wicked. “I’m going tae make you come like you never have before.”

 She gasped. “Are you sure you want me to, Hugh?” she asked with a hint of nervousness. “While you’re down there?”

 “I want you tae come right under my tongue,” he growled, taking her between his lips to suck her clitoris for the first time.

 She cried out, threading her fingers through his hair, clutching him hard. “Hugh, I will, yes! There. Oh, God, yes!”

 At that, he went mindless . . . felt her damp breast clutched in his hand, her soft, soft flesh beneath his tongue . . . licking, devouring, squeezing her. He pushed up against the backs of her thighs, pressing her knees wider to get to more of her exquisite taste. She gave a sharp cry, undulating her hips up to his greedy mouth, completely abandoned.

 He broke away to say, “Now come for me,” then returned his tongue. When she did, her long moan was broken only by her awed words: “It feels so good. Hugh, you make me feel so good. ”

He licked her madly as she writhed, and his cock seemed to pulse in the warm water with her every word, her every cry. When she grew too sensitive, he finally eased up, then stood before her. “I have tae be inside you,” he groaned, desperate to sink into her glistening, plump flesh, still spread to him. Becoming frenzied, he used one hand to pin her wrists above her head against the rock.

 Her half-lidded eyes grew wide and she quickly said, “Wait, Hugh. L-let me free. I need to tell you something.” But her words sounded indistinct as he cupped her sex beneath his whole hand. “Hugh, please—”

 “I am,” he growled, keeping her wrists pinned. “I’ve waited too goddamned long, and I’ll wait no more.”

 “But I’m—”

 “No more talking.” He was through listening. “You’ve haunted me.” He wanted to punish her as she’d punished him again and again. He wanted to take out ten years of pain on her and make her feel what he’d suffered. He shoved her legs wider, about to plunge into her and take her mindlessly, furiously. Finally.

 With his free hand, he clutched her breast, feeling his cockhead straining against her, seeking to be inside her. “I’ve told you I’m no’ a good man. If you would believe me, if you only knew, you’d no’ want my hands on you. But you push and push.”

 “I know. I do.” Her face went soft, and her body relaxed. “And I’m sorry. It’s just that I need you, Hugh,” she whispered, then leaned up to press kisses to his neck. “So much that I can’t think of anything but you.” The light touch of her lips and her panting words against his skin set him awash in that indescribable feeling of . . . rightness.

 Her eyes met his. She gazed up at him with desire, but also with trust.

 He released her wrists and lowered his forehead to hers. “Damn you, Jane,” he whispered harshly.

 Had he actually thought he could hurt her? The woman he’d been born to touch and to hunger for?

 “Don’t be angry, please,” she murmured. “I want this, but only if you do.”

 He almost laughed at that— if he did.

 “I do, Sìne.” He was glad she’d made him come to his senses. Not because he was going to back out of this—no, their fate was sealed on that score—but because he’d be damned if he took her like a mindless, rutting animal. The first time.

 He disbelieved what he was about to do, but he was resolved. For once in his life, he would have the woman he desired more than anything else on earth. He didn’t deserve her, but he was a selfish bastard. He didn’t deserve her, but God, he needed her.

 He’d bring her pleasure again. He’d meant for her to come around his cock when it was thick inside her, but knowing how badly he wanted this, he’d probably embarrass himself, losing his seed with the first thrust.

 He slipped his middle finger into her wetness, and she moaned, hips arching up to meet his hand. She was wet for him, but so tight.

 “Hugh,” she gasped out when he withdrew his finger and returned with two, preparing her, thrusting deep just as she arched up—

 He froze. Staring down at her in confusion, he said in a strangled tone, “Jane? You’re a virgin?”

 Her eyes flickered open at his tone, and she bit her lip guiltily. “I-I was going to tell you.”

 He removed his fingers, shaking over what he’d been about to do. He’d been about to hurt her—had wanted to—never knowing how devastating it would be. “Why did you no’ tell me?”

 “I thought you’d be less likely to make love to me.”

 “You thought right!” His eyes narrowed. “But you and Bidworth?”

 “Never even got close.”

 His relief staggered him, but then he realized that now there was no way he could have her. Just as he was about to pull away, she grabbed his hips, holding him to her.

 “Hugh, I want you to show me this, only you. I’ve waited so long, and I know you’ll make this incredible for my first time.”

 She couldn’t have said anything more convincing, because he knew she was right. He’d imagined taking her virginity countless times, envisioned the care he would take to spare her pain if he could. He would do everything in his power to pleasure her. Would another man be able to give her what Hugh was dying to?
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 “I will,” Hugh vowed, returning his fingers to her. “I want tae show you this. And that means readying you.” He began to tease and stroke her flesh again, making her melt for him, until she was on the verge of release. Mercilessly, he kept her just on the edge as he delved and rubbed, over and over.

 She moaned with need, ready to beg. “Hugh, I’m ready!” she cried. “I ache so much inside . . . please . . .”

 He was so gorgeous in the moonlight—his eyes were burning with intent, with possession. She swept her palms over his damp chest, reveling in the way the muscles in his torso flexed under her hands.

 At last, he took his shaft and positioned it, clenching his jaw when the head met her entrance. “So hot . . . so wet.” His lips were parted, his breaths ragged. “It’s everything I can do no’ to come right now.” When he began working the head inside her, she felt it stretching her—no matter how much he’d prepared her, the fit was still tight. “Tell me,” he rasped, feeding his length into her, “tell me what you meant this afternoon, Sìne.”

 By the time he met the barrier, she was trembling, clutching his shoulders, and he was sweating with the obvious effort to go slow. He gazed down at her, dark eyes questioning.

 “I’m yours,” she whispered. “To take.” She’d never been more certain of anything in her life.

 He groaned, thrusting deep. She felt the tearing, hissing in a breath just as he groaned, “So tight.” He shuddered, but remained still inside her as he gently smoothed her hair back from her forehead. “I dinna want to cause you pain.”

 “No, I knew there’d be”—she tried to conceal a wince—“a bit of hurting.”

 Even with this discomfort, the feeling of closeness awed her. This was worth the wait a thousand times over. She could feel him throbbing inside her, could see his anguished expression, but somehow he didn’t move, wanting to spare her pain, wanting to please her.

 She gazed up at him and couldn’t hold back the words: “I . . . love you.”

 • • •

 “What did you say?” he bit out, battling the frantic need to shove his hips at her.

 “I always have.”

 Her words made him wonder if he was dreaming this entire scenario—this was exactly as he would imagine. Now, when he was buried so deeply inside her, the need arose to say the words that would bind her to him—a vow of self, spoken in the old language. Yet he couldn’t. He didn’t have that right.

 Instead, he bent down and kissed her, with everything he felt for her, until she was panting. Her hands went from holding on to his shoulders, as though for dear life, to exploring touches over his body. When she tentatively rolled her hips, he withdrew, then eased back inside her, determined to make this good for her. Concentrate. Slowly in . . . easing out. Again.

 He had to stop wondering why she had chosen to give this gift to him —to love him. He drew back to study her face. “Does it still hurt, Sìne?” he asked, rocking against her.

 Her eyes fluttered open with a look of wonder. “N-no, not anymore,” she murmured. “That feels so perfect. . . .” She leaned up to press her wet little kisses on his chest, driving him mad. “Does it for you?”

 In answer, he shuddered again and couldn’t help stirring himself in her, savoring all her wetness around him. When he thrust again, her nipples were hard points goading his chest. He bent to lick them, and she began meeting every thrust.

 As soon as he slipped his thumb down between them and rubbed, she cried, “ I’m about to . . . You’re making me . . . Oh, God, promise you’ll do this again to me. Tonight.” She took his face in both of her hands. “Promise, Hugh.” His name became a cry as she climaxed.

 Though he fought it, had even stopped thrusting, her hungry body demanded, her sex squeezing him, tight as a fist. He couldn’t hold his seed. Defeated, he bucked between her thighs with all his strength, yelling to the sky. He came with a violent force, shuddering with each fierce pumping inside her.

 As he leaned against her, heart thundering against hers, he said hoarsely, “You love me?”

 • • •

 Back in his bed, she curled against him, her breaths light on his chest, her body warm and soft with sleep. But Hugh was wide awake, turning thoughts over and over in his mind.

 Tonight, he had dared to put his rough hands on her delicate body—his hands, which had killed so many times before. He’d dared to take her virginity—had been about to do it in a crazed moment of anger. He’d almost hurt her without measure.

 Yet he hadn’t.

 The only dire thing he’d done was to give in when she’d wanted him four more times. If he was destined to bring her pain, then why had she told him that what they’d done had awed her?

 He wondered where the guilt was. He’d expected to be disgusted with his weakness; instead he felt alive, energized, optimistic. His body was relaxed, his muscles at ease. Throughout the night, she’d made him feel like the lad he’d been when he’d seen her last. He wanted more of that feeling.

 Tonight, he’d made her his, and it had felt like it was his right to do so.

 Because she wants me, too. She’d always wanted him. Before she’d slept, she confided to him about her feelings, and how long she’d struggled with them. The more she revealed, the more astounded he’d become.

 She’d told him she compared all men to him—and found them all lacking. Compared to him. He pulled her closer with the crook of his arm. He could scarcely credit it, but knew she told the truth.

 What if I just tell her about the curse? he thought again. She was intelligent. He respected her ideas and admired the way her mind worked. Maybe between the two of them, they could figure out a way.

 Tomorrow, then. It would be done.

 • • •

 The next morning, Jane stretched with a grin on her face, feeling sore and well-loved. She was also more in love than she’d ever been. Last night had been everything she’d always dreamed it would be—better than.

 Her only regret was that they hadn’t been spending the last ten years of their lives like this. But as long as they spent the rest of them this way, she was mollified.

 Her eyes slid open, and she found Hugh was dressed in pants, seated on the edge of the bed. She took one look at his face and knew.

 “Oh, dear God,” she murmured. “I’m a regret.”

 “It’s no’ like that, Jane—”

 “Then tell me you don’t regret making love to me.”

 He raked his fingers through his tousled hair. “It’s more complicated than that.”

 She gave a bitter laugh. “It’s very simple. The man I gave my virginity to, wishes he hadn’t taken it.”

 He flinched.

 “You win, Hugh.” She stood, wrapping the sheet around her. “I’m going to say three words I’ve never uttered to anyone in my entire life: I—give—up.” She stormed out, striding into her room. After slamming her door, she locked it behind her.

 Seconds later, her door was rocked from its hinges. With a gasp, she glanced up from donning her shift.

 He was huge, filling the doorway. She was even more aware of his strength and the power in his body because she’d spent the night learning every inch of it, rubbing, cupping, and licking it.

 “Stop doing that to my doors!” she cried.

 “Then doona ever keep a locked door between us.”

 “I’m done talking to you!” she snapped, and darted past him, heading for the broken door.

 He grabbed her elbow, swinging her around. “Will you no’ just listen to me?”

 They were toe to toe, both breathing heavily. His brows drew together as if he was confounded, then his hand shot out to clutch her nape, yanking her against his unyielding chest. His voice a broken rasp, he said, “My God, I’ll never get enough of you.”

 His lips crashed into hers, slanting into a scorching, possessive kiss, making her ache anew. But she somehow shoved against him. “No! I’m not doing this! Not again. Not until you tell me what happened between last night and this morning.”

 After a hesitation, he took a deep, seemingly calming breath, then nodded. “Verra well. Dress yourself. Then we’ll discuss some things,” he said, looking for all the world like a man sentenced to the gallows.
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 Half an hour later, once Jane had washed and dressed, preparing for whatever he had to confess, she sat patiently waiting on the side of his bed.

 Hugh hadn’t spoken, just paced the room like a caged beast, appearing as if he were . . . nervous.

 “Just say what’s on your mind,” she said as he passed. “Whatever it is, it can’t hurt to tell me.”

 He slowed. “And how would you know that?”

 “Is it a secret that someone would kill me for? That Grey would torture me for?”

 “No.”

 “Does it embarrass you?”

 “No, but—”

 “Hugh, they’re just words. Trust me with your secret, and you won’t regret it.” When he still resisted, she tried to make light. “Do you worry that I won’t find you as attractive if you’re not the brooding Highlander with his devilish secrets? Tell me.”

 “Hell, you won’t believe me anyway,” he muttered. “This is going to sound mad. I ken it’s going to.” He ran a hand over the back of his neck. “But my family was . . . cursed. I believe that I will bring you nothing but misery if I stay wed to you.”

 Cursed? What the devil is he talking about? Though her thoughts were wild, her tone was inscrutable when she said, “Go on, I’m listening.”

 “Ten generations ago, a clan seer foretold the futures of the Carrick line and recorded them in a book called the Leabhar nan Sùil-radharc, the Book of Fates.” He pointed to the old book he always had on the table. “My brothers and I are fated to be solitary, living our lives alone, and will bring pain to those we care for if we think to do otherwise. We will be the last of our line and can never have children. For five hundred years, the foretellings have all come true—every single one of them.”

 “I-I don’t understand . . .” She inhaled and began again, “Do you care for me enough to stay with me otherwise?” she asked.

 “Aye, Christ, yes.”

 “Then you’re telling me that nothing stands in the way of us staying married except for a . . . curse?”

 When he didn’t deny it, Jane barely stifled the scream welling in her throat. This just isn’t happening to me! How could she be rational in the face of this? Reasonable was impossible.

 It was as if one of the foundations of her adult life had just suffered a fracture. Now everything built on it had gone askew. The quiet, steady Hugh she’d known for half her life was gone, and in his place was a superstitious madman.

 “Hugh, people simply . . . people like us simply don’t think like this anymore. Not with science and medicine. Mòrag is superstitious because she doesn’t know any better. You’ve traveled the world, and you’re educated. Beliefs like this belong in the past.”

 “And I wish I could put them there. But this has shadowed me for my entire life.”

 “You know me well enough to know I can’t accept things like this.”

 “Aye, I ken that.” He exhaled a long breath. “And I know that you scorn those who do.”

 “Naturally!” she snapped, then struggled for calm. “Are you telling me this now because you’re willing to forget this, forget these beliefs?”

 His expression looked hopeless—and resigned. “If I could have figured out a way to get around it, I never would have had to tell you.”

 When she realized that he wasn’t revealing this to explain his past behavior, but to explain why he couldn’t stay married to her, her lips parted. “You’re really saying this? That a Scottish curse—and, my goodness, aren’t those always the worst kind?—keeps us from remaining wed?”

 All of the worry, the careful strategizing, the effort to win him—all of it was for nothing.

 Because of a curse.

 Frustration threatened to choke her. No, Father, actually I can’t cajole him into staying with me. She’d never had a chance from the outset.

 “Everything in the book comes to pass,” Hugh said. “Everything. I ken it’s hard to believe.”

 “I should have kept a tally of your excuses! You’re not the marrying kind, you can’t have children, and, oh yes, you are cursed. Anything else you want to declare to scare me away? I know! You used to be a eunuch? You’ve only two months to live?” Then, in a breathy voice, she said, “You’re a ghost, aren’t you?”

 He clenched and unclenched his jaw, visibly grappling for control. “Do you think I’m lying about this?”

 “Hugh, I sincerely hope you’re lying—” She broke off as a thought arose. “Oh, dear God.” A trembling hand flew to her forehead. “Does this mean that a five-hundred-year-old curse is the only thing you were trusting to keep me from conceiving?”

 “I told you I canna get you with bairn.” His eyes narrowed. “But you said it dinna matter either way.”

 “I said it didn’t matter, so long as we were married! Right now, all I know is that you’re still leaving. And, yes, you told me you can’t have children, but I’m having trouble with the source of your information.”

 He strode to the table, flipping to the end of the book. “Just read the words, and let me explain.”

 She shook her head. “I can’t listen to this. I would no more listen to this than I would hear an argument that the sun is blue.”

 “You’ve wanted to know, and now I’m telling you—the first person I’ve ever told—but you doona want to hear it?” he demanded. “Read the words.”

 She yanked the book out of his hands. “This is the root of the curse?” At his nod, she tossed it back to the table and flipped through, not bothering to be careful with the pages, though she could tell it was very old. Some of the text was written in Gaelic, some in English. Her brows drew together as she flipped toward the end. Now it all seemed to be written in English.

 “Why’re you frowning? Did you feel something—”

 “Yes!” she cried, swinging a wide-eyed gaze at him. “I’m feeling an overwhelming urge to toss this into the lake.”

 Ignoring her comment, he moved beside her and turned to the last page. “This was written to my father.”

 She perused the passage. Not to marry, know love, or bind, their fate; Your line to die for never seed shall take. Death and torment to those caught in their wake . . . “You said all of this has come true?”

 “Aye. My father died the day after we read this the first time, the verra next morning, though he was no’ much older than I am now. And years ago, Ethan’s intended died the night before his wedding.”

 “How?”

 He hesitated, then said, “She either fell. Or jumped.”

 “Is this blood?” Jane scratched her nail against the copper stain at the bottom. At his nod, she asked, “What’s under the stain?”

 “We doona know. It’s never been lifted.”

 She peered up at him. “What if it says, ‘Disregard the above’?” At his scowl, she said, “Hugh, I don’t think this is a curse—I think this is life. Bad things happen, and if I made myself a template of future woes, I could pick and choose from everything that might have happened to match it. Now, I admit, your father’s death was strange. But there are physicians in London who posit that the mind can make the body do anything—even shut down. Belinda told me about it. If your father believed strongly enough, he could have effected this.”

 “And Ethan? The death of his fiancée directly before his wedding?”

 “Was either an accident or his intended wasn’t well and couldn’t take the idea of marriage to someone she didn’t love.”

 Again and again, she brought up points, calling on everything she’d ever learned about science or just plain human nature.

 Finally, he undermined all her efforts by saying simply, “I believe it. I feel it.”

 “Because you were raised to, and you grew into this curse, grew to fit it. You are the epitome of a self-fulfilling prophecy. You believed that you would walk with death, that you weren’t supposed to have joy in life.” She reached out and tentatively touched his arm. “But Hugh, I’m not expecting you to simply turn this off. It’s been with you for thirty-two years—it will take time to let go. I’m willing to work at it if you are.” His silence actually made her more optimistic. “In time, we’ll get you to start believing that you will have happiness—that you deserve it.” She cupped his face. “Tell me you’ll at least try. For me? I’m ready to fight for us if you are.”

 The moment stretched interminably. Her whole future hung in the balance—but surely he would make the right choice. She couldn’t be this in love with someone who would throw away what they had.

 When his gaze left her face to flicker uneasily to the book, she realized she’d lost.

 Jane didn’t lose well.

 Releasing him, she snatched the book, then stormed out of the room and down the stairs.

 “What’re you doing?” He was right behind her as she marched out of the house into the thick morning fog. “Tell me what you’re aiming to do.”

 She hurried through dew-wetted grass toward the loch. “To get rid of the problem.”

 “The book is no’ the problem. Just a reminder of it.”

 She had the lake in sight and didn’t take her eyes from it when she said, “Then I’m ridding you of the reminder.” She drew the book to her chest with both arms around it. She suddenly felt a sheen of cold sweat over her body, and inwardly shook herself.

 “No, lass, it’s no’ that simple. Pitching it into the water will no’ do anything.”

 “It might make me feel better.” She turned to go to the first rocky rise, farther up the water’s edge. It was deeper there, and she wanted this tome to sink to the bottom, never to touch another life again.

 “It will no’ matter if you cast it in the loch. It always finds its way back.”

 “Are you mad?” she snapped over her shoulder without slowing. “Listen to yourself!” When she reached the spot she wanted, she changed her grip on the book, readying to lob it, but hesitated.

 “What are you waiting for? Do it, lass. I’ve done it enough.”

 She raised her eyebrows in challenge. “You think I’m jesting? I’ll do it!”

 He waved her on, and she flung it with all her might. They both stood silently watching it sink, the pages fluttering until it disappeared.

 “Odd. I don’t feel any different.” She faced him. When he evinced the same grim, resolved expression, she didn’t bother to hide her bitter disappointment in him. “You were right—it didn’t do anything. You’re still going to throw away what’s between us. We must still be cursed.”

 “If I risked only my life, this would be done,” he grated. “I would no’ think twice. But if I were to cause you any kind of hurt, I could never forgive myself.”

 Tears began spilling from her eyes. “Any kind of hurt?” She threw her hands up. “This hurts right now, Hugh. It hurts worse than anything I’ve ever known.” She futilely wiped her eyes with the backs of her hands. “Of course, you’ll just see that as proof that the curse is in effect, right?”

 “I would no’ have had you feeling even this.” He looked as if watching her crying was torture. He seemed to want to touch her but only clenched and opened his fist. “I would no’ have come back if no’ for Grey and would never have seen you again. I managed it for years—”

 “You . . . you purposely sought not to see me?” He’d been avoiding her? When she’d been begging her cousins to ride with her past his London home, praying for a mere glimpse of him? “This just gets better. Well, understand that the last ten years have been unbearable without you. So by staying away, you hurt me. By abandoning me, you devastated me.”

 “Abandoned? I never made you any promises.”

 “I thought we were getting married!” Her tears streamed without check. “I thought you were just waiting until I was eighteen. I didn’t describe my wedding ring to someone I didn’t believe would be my husband.”

 His lips parted, but then he shook his head. “Even if none of this had happened, even without the curse, I still would no’ have offered for you. I dinna have anything to offer you. I had nothing.”

 “I wouldn’t have cared as long as I was with you.”

 “That’s bullshite!” he roared, finally reaching the limits of his control. “You liked wealth and made no secret of it. And every time you made that clear, you dinna see me tensing at yet another reminder that I was no’ good enough for you. You described that ring for a reason, Jane—because you expected it!”

 “The only thing I expected was not to be abandoned without a word. And I’ll tell you right now that it’s so much worse to be left behind than to do the leaving.”

 “You have no bloody idea,” he bit out, his tone seething. “You want to know my secrets, Jane? Know that at twenty-two, I went out in the world and did a cold-blooded thing. And I did it for you. Because I knew if I did such a heinous act, I would never dream of entangling my life with yours. So doona tell me it’s easier to walk away—it’s no’. No’ if you can possibly go back.”

 “But you’re still going to do it again. When Grey’s caught.”

 “Aye. I know that I will,” he said, staring down at her. “Even if I doona know how.”
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 Later that morning, when Hugh felt he had calmed enough from the morning’s fight, he found her on the terrace shooting her bow. With her face cold and expressionless as marble, she drew back her bowstring and shot, drawing one arrow after another from the quiver at her back with incredible speed.

 She’d long since shredded her target.

 “Jane, can you stop for a moment?” he asked, falling in beside her when she retrieved her arrows.

 Angrily yanking them out, she collected them in the quiver. “Can you not see I’m busy?” She didn’t even glance at him, just returned to her line to nock another arrow. In one fluid movement, she raised her aim to the target, pulled and released the bowstring, hitting dead center.

 “I need to speak with you,” Hugh said.

 “And I need some time alone.”

 Noting the drawn expression on her face and her arms beginning to shake, he said, “You’ve been at this for hours, lass.”

 “There’s nothing to talk about, since I understand the situation perfectly. I’ve all but begged you to remain married to me. I’ve confessed my unwavering feelings for you and offered to do whatever it takes to get us past this. But there’s a rub. You can’t, because you’re cursed.”

 At last, he’d revealed his weighty secret, and she’d brought up the strong arguments he’d anticipated from her. But what had he expected—that he could be talked from something that had pervaded every corner of his life? Hell, even if somehow he could come to disbelieve the curse, he’d had it hanging over him so long, shaping him, that he was suspicious of happiness, was uncomfortable with it.

 He knew he shouldn’t have told her, if he wasn’t capable of even trying. “So what do we do about this marriage? We need to decide something.”

 “We can decide this very easily. You let go of this curse absurdity. If you swear never to mention it again, I’ll vow to wipe this memory from my mind. Then we’ll live happily ever after. Or, if you insist on this tripe, then we will end in one of two ways—divorce or separation.”

 “If I could let this go and stay married to you, I’d give my right arm for it.”

 At that, she hesitated in the middle of a shot, and hit just wide of the center.

 “But you can’t,” she said softly.

 He gave a weary exhalation. “No.”

 Making her manner brisk once more, she said, “Then we’ve made our decision.”

 “Jane . . .” When she wouldn’t look at him again, he turned from her, but didn’t know where to go, what to do.

 Work. Work would take his mind off her, off scenes of the night before. Yet the only thing left to do on the property, after weeks of ceaseless labor, was to clear the trees from the drive. He crossed to the stables, entering the darkened building. His mood must be palpable—the horses seemed startled by him, though they never had been before.

 Yes, getting lost in exertion would dull his desperate want of her. Who was he deluding? Nothing would dull it. It’d bloody gotten worse, now that he’d been foolish enough to think he could slake himself inside her—

 Blinding pain exploded through his head. The side of his face slammed against the hard-packed ground; warmth seeped down the back of his neck.

 Grey.

 Another blow connected with Hugh’s temple. Two hits, placed just as Grey had been taught to do—if he wanted to keep a victim alive but immobilized. The booted kicks to Hugh’s gut were solely for Grey’s enjoyment.

 Grey clucked his tongue. “Damn, Hugh, you could’ve made this a little more challenging.”

 • • •

 Jane had watched Hugh amble down the hill toward the stables, looking as if he carried the weight of the world, and felt a pang, then grew more angered than before. He never allowed her to just step back, to lick her wounds a bit. And if she’d ever needed to . . .

 She felt as if she’d been slapped and was still reeling.

 He didn’t want to stay with her, even after they’d made love and she’d easily concluded that it was the most wondrous thing that had ever happened to her. It was bad enough that she’d given her virginity to someone who regretted taking it, when she’d waited so long, waited so impatiently. But rubbing salt in the wound was the fact that Hugh regretted taking it because of a sodding curse.

 This was so fantastical as not to be believed.

 Give his right arm, he’d said. Though all signs pointed to his caring for her much more deeply and for much longer than she’d imagined, she actually prayed that wasn’t true. If he’d felt half of what she had for all these years and denied them a marriage because of this . . .

 She thought she might begin to hate him.

 If Hugh had been honest and forthcoming about his superstitions all those years ago, she would have gotten over him. She would have understood there was no chance for them, and she would have married someone else. But he hadn’t been forthcoming, and she was done letting her feelings for Hugh “Tears and Years” MacCarrick eat away at her life.

 It was time for Jane to be practical. She could never compete with a five-hundred-year-old curse. She was never going to have a life with Hugh, so what would she do after Grey was caught? Though she’d told Hugh they could divorce, the idea of it made her cringe. Perhaps she could still get an annulment.

 Based on Hugh’s insanity.

 Or they could stay married but separated. She tilted her head. Yes, that was the better option. She would demand her dowry from Hugh—and her father had better be prompt to pay it, after he’d forced her into this farce of a marriage.

 With that money and as a married woman, she could be independent. She could travel, sponsor the arts, finally found the Society for the Expression of Vice! She could write dirty books for Holywell Street, take lovers like there was no tomorrow and have ten children by them. Yes. This could work—

 A thought made her heart sink and her blood boil. Hugh might believe in a curse as contraception, but Jane did not.

 She could be pregnant from last night.

 How could he do this to her? He expected her to accept this madness, and vowed to leave her, when she could very well be carrying his child!

 Before she had any real idea what she was doing, she was marching down to the stables. This was probably a Bad Idea. She’d impulsively tossed that book, but throwing it away hadn’t made her feel any better—well, not that much better. It had gone differently in her mind and such.

 But what did it matter how she behaved now? What else could be hurt by releasing the tirade bubbling inside her?

 Nothing.

 Because things couldn’t possibly be worse than they already were.



Forty-three
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 Hugh cracked open his eyes, wincing with pain, and found himself staring into the barrel of a pistol.

 He struggled to rise but almost lost consciousness. Though he knew he couldn’t dissuade Grey from this course, he had to try—because he understood exactly why he’d been kept alive, and his gut roiled with dread.

 “Doona do this,” he bit out, laboring for breath against the stabbing pain in his ribs. “Kill me, make it slow, but she has no place in all this.”

 “Why waste your breath?” Grey asked. “I just don’t think that way. In case you never noticed, I don’t think like you at all. I’ll kill her as easily as an insect.”

 “You were no’ always like this.”

 “Precisely why I’m here, Scot. To redress wrongs.”

 “How did you find us?” Hugh grated, trying to stall.

 “It was the oddest thing. I was stalking this young lass, not far from here, planning to remove her fingers, when she met up with a band of six riders. Big bastards on massive mounts. They set off onto a path into the woods, but left a trail so deep that a blind man could follow them, a trail straight here. . . .”

 Out of the corner of his eye, Hugh spied a flicker of white. Raising his gaze, he saw Jane poised at the stable entrance, face stoic as an angel’s. An avenging angel’s—she had an arrow nocked in her bow, pointed at Grey’s back. The string was pulled so tight with her leather-tipped fingers, Hugh thought the bow would snap.

 Hugh dropped his eyes, but Grey must have followed the direction of his gaze. He twisted around to fire at her, but she let her arrow sing without hesitation. She’d obviously aimed for his heart, but she’d caught him too quickly. Grey hadn’t finished whirling around when her arrow struck. It only pierced his gun arm—through the forearm, pinning it to his chest. Hugh couldn’t see Grey’s face and reaction, but saw Jane’s.

 Her eyes were stark and wide, her lips parting in shock.

 • • •

 A monster. The man she’d known as Grey was gone and in his place was something she could scarcely comprehend. His face was drawn tight over his prominent cheekbones. A wide coal-black hat shaded his wasted face and darkened teeth.

 Before she could nock another arrow, he lunged for her. Swinging his free arm out, he backhanded her, sending her spinning into the wall. She heard Hugh’s roar of fury just before her head hit and snapped forward. She slumped, sinking inch by inch to the ground, as she fought to keep her eyes open.

 Even though Hugh had been lying on the ground with blood coursing down his neck and temple, now he somehow lumbered to his knees, but Grey turned. With a yell, Grey reared back his leg and kicked him across the side of his head, making Hugh’s body jerk in recoil before collapsing once more.

 Jane bit back the hysterical scream clawing at her throat and crawled to her bow. She snatched it up just as Grey turned, setting those crazed eyes on her. Scrambling backward, she clumsily tore another arrow from her quiver.

 The movement made her vision blurry . . . couldn’t stop blinking . . . even while taking aim. On a prayer, eyes closing, she pulled back the bowstring and shot again. She heard a meaty thump. Hit him . . . In the shoulder.

 Not a kill shot. Try again. Fight. Another arrow.

 Grey closed in and ripped the arrow and bow from her with his free hand, tossing them both away. “Jane, I’m afraid you’re just being tedious now,” he said, his tone gently chiding and utterly out of place with the maniacal expression on his waxen face. “If you cooperate, I might make this a bit less agonizing.”

 Blood poured from his wounds; his right arm was still raised against his chest, the hand that clutched his pistol useless. When he attempted to remove the first arrow, he rocked on his feet. Finally he just broke the shanks of both arrows at the middle, then dropped his gun, catching it with his left hand.

 “Grey, goddamn it, there must be something,” Hugh bit out, laboring to speak, “something you want more than this.”

 “We aren’t going to do this, are we?” Grey asked, as though exasperated. “Hash out old ills and slights, revealing things never revealed before in the hopes of a final understanding? If we did that every time you and I killed, we’d be wise men indeed. Besides, you know there’s never been any reasoning or bargaining that has moved me— or you —to mercy.”

 What is he saying?

 Grey stowed his pistol and unsheathed his blade, making her freeze with fear. Grey slits their throats, Hugh had told her.

 When he turned to her with the knife, she tried to meet his chilling gaze. “W-why?” she whispered.

 “Why? Because your father ordered my death, and he almost succeeded. Four bullets in the chest in return for nearly twenty years of murder for the old bastard. And because, once, when I was in a very bad way, your husband beat me to within an inch of my life—over you, incidentally—then left me to rot in a dark basement. I’m going to kill you to punish them for their slights. It’s nothing personal, you see.”

 “My father? What are you talking about?”

 “You didn’t know any of this?” He cast a glance at Hugh, and tsked. “That’s not very forthcoming of you. And now that I think on it, it’s arrogant. You never told her, because you didn’t expect me to last long enough to be a threat. Take me out and she never has to know? But here I am.” To Jane, he said, “Your father deals death for a living, and Hugh is his most prolific assassin. Your father, Hugh, Rolley, even Quin have all lied and hid their real faces from you. How much you must have trusted them all to protect you. I bet you feel more foolish than frightened right now.”

 She spat the words, “They knew well enough that you needed to die.”

 “Yes, Weyland sought to destroy what he’d made.”

 “He didn’t make you like this—your addiction did—”

 “Wrong! When your father was doling out jobs, he made sure I took the brunt of the bad, the ones that really twist a man. My sacrifice made your husband what he is. Know that Hugh could so easily have been like me.”

 “Never,” she hissed.

 “Why not? Hugh’s a cold-blooded killer too, creeping about in the night and taking lives—just as I do.” He drew his lips back from his dark teeth. “But he’s not ruined, not yet. Because your father made sure he preserved Hugh for you.”

 She blinked in confusion.

 “Did they tell you nothing?” He gave her a pitying smile. “Dear girl, Hugh has yearned for your heart so badly and for so long that I’m finally going to give it to him. Still warm from your chest.”



Forty-four
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 As he gathered the last of his strength, Hugh was forced to do nothing but listen as Grey revealed what Hugh was. He saw Jane’s face, stark with confusion, her gaze darting to him as if waiting for a denial.

 But when Grey took the merest step closer to her, Hugh lunged forward, tackling Grey’s legs. They plunged forward and struck the ground.

 Hugh rolled away. Grey’s body lay poised, propped at a grotesque angle by the remains of the arrows—until with a sickening rush, the tips pierced his back.

 At once, Hugh struggled toward Jane. Over his harsh breaths, he barely heard the faint gurgling sound coming from Grey. When Hugh reached her, he drew her up in the crook of his arm, gently touching her face, but she couldn’t seem to focus on him. “How badly are you hurt, Sìne?”

 “Hugh, you got . . . hit, kicked.”

 “He pulled the blows. Wanted me to see.”

 She gave a weak cry. “Oh, God, I feel his blood.” It was seeping outward from Grey, soaking her skirts.

 Hugh swooped her away, moving her into the sun.

 “Is he d-dead? Make sure he’s dead, please.”

 Hugh gently laid her back against the wall, then bit back pain as he closed the distance to Grey. When Hugh turned him over, the man’s eyes were open. He lived still, but the arrow through his chest ensured it wouldn’t be for long.

 Leaning in so Jane couldn’t hear, Hugh hissed, “Goddamn you, where’s the list? Did you release it?”

 Grey made a small movement as though he’d tried to shake his head. “Have it,” he said with a gasp, blood bubbling up from his lips.

 “Did you do something to Ethan? Tell me!”

 Grey’s face split into a gruesome grin. Just before he died, he rasped, “Ethan . . . was . . . my last number.”

 • • •

 Through a haze, Jane felt Hugh lifting her in his arms, though he had been injured as well. She felt him shuddering as he clutched her, but she wanted to walk on her own, to take care of him. Yet every time she made a move to free herself, he squeezed her to him like a steel vise.

 She frowned when her skirts dragged down, then remembered they were wet with Grey’s blood. As Hugh walked, the material made sickening smacks against his legs. Nauseated, she fought to keep her heavy eyelids open, but it was impossible. . . .

 When she cracked open her eyes once more, she found herself in Hugh’s bed, already stripped of her bloody clothes.

 “You’re awake.” Hugh was gazing down at her with an agonized expression.

 Well, of course she was. She only had a bump to her head and a bruised jaw. He was the one who was hurt, with dried blood tracking down his face and neck. When he began washing her off with a wet cloth, she said, “Hugh, stop this . . . let me get up to see to you.” He continued on as if she hadn’t spoken, and she couldn’t summon the strength to rise.

 Just when he’d finished and had slipped a new shift on her, Mòrag entered the room, took one look at the pile of bloody clothing, and began firing questions.

 “Go downstairs,” he ordered, talking over her. “There will be a saddled horse somewhere near the main house. Secure it outside the stable.” Then, seeming to rethink the matter, he said, “The Englishman who’d been aiming to hurt us is dead in the stable. Doona go in there.”

 “Well, if he’s dead, he will no’ need his horse!”

 “Do it!” Hugh barked. “And doona read anything in his bags.”

 “I canna read,” she called over her shoulder as she hurried from the room.

 Jane reached a hand to his temple. “We have to see to your head.”

 “It’s nothing.” He knew from experience that he would be foggy and would sleep more for a couple days. His ribs would hurt like hell for weeks, but he’d recovered from far worse than this. “I’m a hard headed Scot, remember? But you . . .” He studied her jaw, touching the tender area, and she couldn’t prevent a wince. “The bastard meant to break it.” His voice thrummed with cold anger when he said, “And would have, if he’d been stronger.”

 “What did he say to you in the end?”

 “He said he . . . killed my brother.”

 “Oh, Hugh, I’m so sorry.”

 Mòrag bustled into the room again. Between breaths, she said, “I’ve secured his horse.”

 “Good.” He rose unsteadily and told her, “Stay here till I return.”

 “Hugh?” Jane whispered, not ready for him to leave her sight. She was shaken to her bones, in pain, and still afraid, even though Grey was dead.

 “I have to check on something,” he answered, not looking any happier that he had to go. “I’ll be right back.” To Mòrag, he said, “Stay with her.”

 The girl replied, “Fine horse o’ his, with such high-class tack. My saddle was ruined by English with the sludge—”

 “Take it,” he barked. “Just doona dare leave this room, in case she needs anything.”

 Mòrag nodded, and as soon as Hugh had left, she said, “What the hell is going on, English? Did you shoot that man full of quills?” She appeared almost admiring.

 Jane nodded, feeling no regret for helping to kill a man, so she was surprised to find tears tracking down her cheeks. Her mind was a tangle of thoughts and questions.

 How much of what Grey had said was true? He was either a madman speaking lies—or her life was not at all as she’d thought. Was she surrounded by deceivers, by killers? Did Hugh truly lurk around in the dark and kill unsuspecting people?

 Could Hugh have wanted her to the desperate degree that she’d wanted him?

 Grey had been as dangerous as they’d said, but now he was dead, and the threat was gone. Even after this, she sensed nothing had changed with Hugh—which meant soon she’d be going home.

 To live among people she didn’t even know anymore.

 • • •

 Hugh found the list in a sealed, waxed tube in Grey’s saddlebag, and burned the paper, watching until nothing remained but the finest ash.

 Jane was safe from Grey, and this other danger would never touch her or her father. They’d come through unscathed. But Ethan hadn’t.

 No. Hugh refused to believe it. He didn’t think Grey would lie about this, but maybe the man had been mistaken. He might have hallucinated.

 Wouldn’t Hugh feel it if one of his brothers were dead?

 Hugh would write and request information about Ethan. Yes, he’d get Mòrag to ride to the telegraph office this morning. Grey’s death needed to be reported, as did the recovery of the list.

 He wished he had an idea of what he would be writing about Jane—other than the fact that Grey had told her so much that Hugh would now be forced to explain the rest.

 When he returned with the message and sent Mòrag off to post it, he found Jane was sleeping, her cheeks still wet. How could the events of the day—and of their long night before—not have left her exhausted?

 He washed himself, gritting his teeth against the pain as he removed the dried blood from his beaten body. After he’d wedged a chair against the door, he crawled into bed beside her.

 When he woke, he found her on her side, watching him. It was night, but the moon was firing light into the room.

 “How is your head?” she asked sleepily.

 “Doona worry about me, lass. I’m concerned only with your jaw.”

 She brushed her fingers over it. “It’ll be sore. And it’s already starting to bruise, but I’ll be fine.”

 He touched it too, needing to make sure.

 “Hugh, I want to understand what Grey was talking about. What did he mean about you, and about my father?”

 She’d heard too much—she’d have to know the rest. And didn’t he owe her the truth after what had happened with Grey? She’d tolerated so much, had coped with all that had been forced onto her. Hugh knew this, and yet, still he hesitated.

 As many times as he’d imagined making love to her, he’d imagined the look on her face to learn of this. “Jane, I worked as . . .” He trailed off.

 “Go on. Please.”

 “I was a gunman.”

 “What is that?”

 He swallowed. “I . . . I killed people for the crown.”

 “I don’t understand. I thought you worked with Courtland. And how could my father be involved in that?”

 So Hugh explained that Weyland headed an organization that dealt with situations —ones that couldn’t be resolved diplomatically. He revealed what all of their roles were.

 “Quin and Rolley, too? Why didn’t I ever discover this?” she asked.

 “Most family members don’t. And your father never wanted this to touch you. That’s always been his worst fear. Lying to you sat ill with him.”

 Her voice soft, she asked, “Did lying to me sit ill with you?”

 “Never lied to you.”

 She bit her lip, frowning as she clearly thought back. Then she said, “My father did try to have Grey killed?” At Hugh’s hesitant nod, she asked, “Was Grey right to say that you were favored over him?”

 He ran a hand over his face. “I dinna believe so before. I thought Grey got the jobs he did because he was a bloody decade older than me and had years more experience. Now . . . I think unconsciously, Weyland might have.”

 Her eyelids were getting heavy though he knew she was burning to ask dozens more questions. “And what about Grey’s comment about . . . you and me?”

 After a lengthy hesitation, he grated, “True.”

 His answer seemed to hurt her more than anything. “How long, Hugh?”

 “Since that summer. Same as you.”

 She met his eyes. “Do I know all your secrets now?”

 “Aye, lass. Every single one of them.” When she fell silent, he said, “Jane, will you no’ tell me what you’re thinking about all this . . . about me?”

 She answered his question with one of her own: “Will what happened today change anything for us?”

 He finally made himself shake his head.

 “Then nothing will.” She turned away from him, murmuring, “So it doesn’t matter what I think.”



Forty-five
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 Hugh shot up in bed, wracked by a nightmare worse than any he’d ever had. The piercing pain in his ribs and head was still unfamiliar, momentarily confusing him when he woke. He frowned at his surroundings, rubbing at his eyes. It was well into the afternoon. Had he slept through the entire night and morning?

 His body was still shaking; his sheets were soaked with sweat. He’d dreamed of Ethan’s fiancée on the cold flagstones, head framed by her blood shining in the moonlight. But instead of seeing her glazed, sightless eyes, Hugh saw Jane, cold and still in death. He shuddered just remembering it—

 Where the hell is she?

 When he heard her in her room, getting dressed, he let out a relieved breath. After rising in stages, he staggered to the basin, wetted a cloth, then ran it over himself to wash the chill sweat from his body.

 Her light footsteps sounded in the hall outside his room as she made her way downstairs. He dressed as quickly as his injuries would allow, then followed. When he eased down the steps and into the kitchen, he found her motionless, staring blankly.

 The first thing he noticed was that her bruise had darkened and spread since yesterday, and he flinched to see it. Then his gaze landed on the object of her rapt attention—the Leabhar.

 He crossed to her side, silent. Even after all this time, the mysteries of the book still stunned even him. He wondered again how many of his forefathers had futilely tried to burn it or bury it in a locked chest, desperate to rid themselves of it. But the Leabhar was tied to his family like a disease passed down.

 “It can’t be the same,” she said softly. “I threw it in the water.”

 “It is the same.”

 “S-someone must have dragged it up from the bottom. You got Mòrag’s brothers to retrieve it.”

 “It’s dry, Jane.”

 “This is a jest. It has to be,” she insisted. “There’s more than one book.”

 He opened to the last page with the distinct blood stains.

 She gaped at it in horrified wonder. “I don’t understand.”

 “This is why I dinna care if you threw it in. The Leabhar always finds its way back to a MacCarrick. Do you still think this is naught but superstition?”

 She rubbed her forehead. “I . . . I don’t . . .” She was saved from answering when the loud nicker of horses sounded down the drive.

 When he strode to the window, she asked, “Who can that be?”

 A coach pulled to a stop at the front entrance. Hugh spied a man stepping out, and panic rioted in his chest. “It’s . . . Quin.”

 Hugh knew his telegraph would have arrived at Weyland’s yesterday morning; Quin must have set out at once, taking the daily rail to Scotland, then crossing the distance from a station to here by coach.

 Quin could only be here for one of two reasons. He’d come to collect Jane—though Hugh hadn’t asked him to, not yet.

 Or he’d come to deliver news of Ethan.

 Hugh turned to her, but she was already ascending the stairs, her back ramrod straight, no doubt thinking Hugh had telegraphed her cousin to rush up here and collect her at the first opportunity.

 Before Quin could make the front steps, Hugh threw open the door and met him. “Why’re you here?” he demanded. “Have you heard anything about Ethan?”

 Quin answered, “We were just receiving the latest dispatches in London when I got your message.” His expression was guarded. “We haven’t been able to find him. I do know that witnesses heard gun report and saw two men yanking Ethan’s body into an alley.”

 “To rob him or aid him?”

 “We don’t know—only that he’d definitely been shot.”

 Definitely been shot. Hugh stepped back to keep himself from pitching forward. He’d blindly held on to the belief that Ethan lived.

 “He could still be alive,” Quin said. “We’re combing the area, and Weyland will let you know if anything breaks.”

 Hugh didn’t trust others to look for his brother—he needed to be out there searching. His brows drew together. “But why are you here?”

 Quin answered, “Weyland wants the list destroyed or delivered into his possession.”

 “It’s destroyed. Then why’re you in a coach?”

 “To retrieve Jane.”

 “I dinna send for you to do that.”

 “No, but you also didn’t tell us that she was staying with you, just that she was safe here and had heard a great deal from Grey. As Weyland observed, your message said more than was written. Was I wrong to come for her?”

 In the fall morning air, Hugh had begun sweating again, reminding him of haunting scenes from the night. . . .

 When he didn’t answer, Quin snapped, “Goddamn it, man, make a decision and quickly. You’re affecting others’ lives now. And I won’t watch you toying with my cousin any longer.”

 “No’ toying with her,” Hugh said quietly.

 “Maybe not on purpose, but the end is still the same—and it’s been going on for years!” Quin was the only male in Jane’s generation and was like an older brother to all the cousins, but especially to Jane who was an only child. Hugh understood Quin’s anger and didn’t begrudge him for it. “I’m sure she’s been too proud to tell you this, but Jane’s been in love with you since she was young.”

 “I ken that.” Unbelievable as it seemed to Hugh.

 Quin didn’t hide his look of surprise. “Then what is it? Is it because you think she can do better? I hate to tell you this, MacCarrick, but she can. I know what you are and what you’ve done.” He lowered his voice. “Now that the list is destroyed, you’re going right back to work. Would you leave her behind each week as you sneak off to make a kill? What kind of life would that be for her?”

 “She knows about me. And if I kept her as my wife, I would no’ continue,” he said, as if he was arguing to keep her.

 “So you’ll stay at home with her? Try to be domestic?” he asked, his voice full of derision. “How will you fit in with her friends and family, when you simply don’t know how? My God, you couldn’t sit a gathering before you turned killer.”

 He was right. Hugh had been too long in the field, and was so different from the people in her life anyway.

 “If you can’t make a decision,” Quin said, his tone low and seething, “I’ll bloody make it for you!”

 The dream, the ominous reminder of the book, Quin’s arrival—what more did Hugh need to see to realize he had to let her go . . . ?

 Apparently, Hugh needed to see Jane at the door with her bags packed, her mien stoic, and jaw battered. Hell, after the events of yesterday and the sight of the book this morning, she likely wouldn’t have stayed with him anyway.

 Quin sucked in a breath at the sight of her face. “My God, Jane. Are you all right?” When she nodded, Quin shot Hugh a black look.

 Jane was dressed for travel, her bags at her feet. She was truly leaving. Today.

 “You’re goin’ with him?” Hugh asked, his voice breaking a pitch lower.

 “What else would I do?” She smoothed her skirts. “I’m glad you sent for him when the threat passed. Very forward-thinking.”

 “I dinna—”

 “I thought so as well,” Quin interrupted. “Doing the right thing for both of you. Jane, we need to get on the road if we intend to catch the train in Perth. Say good-bye and come along.”

 When she nodded absently, Quin collected her bags, then strode to the carriage—because they were leaving. Now.

 Hugh had known he and Jane would part, but he’d thought he would have time to prepare himself. He turned back to Jane, staring down at her. “I was going to see you home.”

 “You don’t think Quin can keep me safe?”

 “Aye. Now. But I wanted to get you settled in, before—”

 “Before you leave again?” She shrugged, her face cold. “We knew it would come to this. No reason to prolong it unnecessarily.”

 He exhaled, running a shaking hand over his face.

 “We both have to get on with our lives,” she continued. “This is what you want, isn’t it?”

 “I doona want you to go yet.”

 “Yet.”

 “What do you bloody want?” Was he sweating more? He couldn’t stop seeing that dream before him.

 Her voice quavering with emotion, she said, “We’re back to the simple choice. We put the curse behind us. Or you refuse, and once I leave here today, I will never want to see you again.”

 He couldn’t promise her he would disregard or forget something that had molded him and he couldn’t easily give her loss, which was all she would have with him. But he had to know . . . “You’d be willing to be with me, even after everything you learned?” he asked, wishing she would say no. To find the one woman who could accept him, and to find her in Jane would be too much.

 “I’d be willing to try, to see,” she finally answered. “To maybe understand everything better.”

 “And after seeing the book?”

 “That’s something I don’t think I will ever understand.” She shivered. “Yes, when I look at it, I fear it—but I also know we could be stronger than anything written there.”

 Jane was here for the taking, ready to face hell for Hugh—and it humbled him. But shouldn’t he be ready to do the same for her?

 “Jane, come along!” Quin called from the carriage. “We have to make a train.”

 She turned back to Hugh. “If I leave here today, it’s over. Forever, Hugh. I must move on from this.” Her voice dropped to a whisper. “If you don’t choose me now, you never will. But the sad thing is that one day you’ll realize what you threw away.” When he was silent, her eyes watered. “And I promise you, it’ll be too late to get it back.” She turned toward the carriage. Just as she was about to climb in, Jane stopped and strode back to Hugh.

 She’d seen reason—she would stay with Hugh for a week more, a day more.

 The cracking slap to his face took him completely off guard. “That was for the last ten years.” She slapped the other side of his face, even harder. “And that’s for the next!”



Forty-six
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 “I never thought I’d say this,” her father began, as he nervously regarded Jane’s face, “but perhaps you ought to just cry.”

 Quin had suggested the same thing repeatedly on their journey back to London, right up until he’d deposited her in her father’s study. She’d been home for an hour—long enough for her father to finish explaining what he and Hugh and everyone else did.

 “I’m fine.” I’m numb. When had her voice begun to sound so tinny?

 She took a sip of her iced Scotch, defying him to say anything about her drinking so early.

 “I’m sure this has all been a blow to you.”

 “Are you competing for the most patent understatement?” She rolled her eyes. “I mean, really, Papa, imports?”

 He shrugged helplessly, and she sighed. He’d finally been totally forthcoming with her—she thought. She’d been markedly less so about Hugh’s reasons for letting her go. “Who knows what he’s thinking?” she’d said to him and to Quin. “He made comments like he thought he wasn’t good enough for me. . . .”

 “Jane, you keep saying you’re fine, but you don’t look it.”

 No, she’d been on the verge of crying since she’d first comprehended that Quin was there to retrieve her. In fact, she’d been as close to it as she’d ever been, without actually spilling tears. As she’d absently packed her things, she’d somehow prevented herself because she’d known that with her first tear, she might start something she couldn’t stop.

 “You’re right.” She gingerly touched the chilled glass on her swollen jaw, but the pain made her wince, and her father flinch—again. “This has all been a lot for me to digest. I see you and Quin and even Rolley, and I feel like you’re strangers.” She’d tried to put on a strong front when facing each of them, but for right now, all she could seem to manage was a wary indifference. “And Hugh? I had an idea of him for half my life. Now that’s . . . changed.”

 She wasn’t angry about Hugh’s role in deceiving her. He had a job to do, and after talking to her father, she better understood the seriousness and significance of what he did. One of his bullets could spare a million of them in some needless war, and yet his job was lonely and grueling and he would never receive credit—or support if he’d been captured. She’d forgiven Hugh—for this, at least—but her father? “As for you, well, perhaps you might have provided a bit more warning about all this, and a lot less pressuring me to marry an assassin. Just a thought.”

 Her father couldn’t meet her eyes—and she’d noticed that for the last hour, he’d avoided looking at her mother’s portrait as well. “I regret what I did. But I swear that I believed Hugh would come around and do the right thing. The man has been in love with you for so long, and he’s always been honorable. But then, you understand that—you’ve always understood that. Jane, do you know how proud I was of you for choosing a man like Hugh? You saw things in him others couldn’t. I thought the two of you were perfect for each other.”

 We almost were.

 “Are you sure that you made it clear you were in love with him? And that you wanted to remain married?”

 She made a sound of frustration. “You—have— no —idea.”

 He briefly raised his palms in the air. “Yes, yes, very well. I won’t ask again.”

 “Well, what do you propose I do now?” She rotated the glass against her cheek to the cooler side and added, “With all the money from my dowry that you’ll be giving me.”

 He quirked a brow, but wisely said nothing.

 “I really have no idea what a woman in my situation does.”

 “Jane, I know I promised you I could smooth this over with Frederick, but”—he tugged on his collar—“he’s not precisely available any longer.”

 “How’s that?” she asked without interest.

 “He’s engaged to Candace Damferre. Her husband expired with no heir, leaving her everything. Bidworth’s, uh, quite beside himself that they’re both free.”

 What would Jane have done, weeks into marriage with Freddie, when his true love became free? Hugh might not have been able to give her a love-filled marriage, but he’d helped her father save her from a completely loveless one. “I’m happy for him.”

 “Are you truly?”

 “Yes. I couldn’t have gone back with him anyway.”

 “I know, but I promised you something I wasn’t completely sure of because I was positive it would work out with you and Hugh.”

 She shrugged. “Don’t feel guilty on that score, at least. You told me you could work all this out with Freddie,” Jane began with a careless flick of her hand, “if the marriage to Hugh was unconsummated.” She glanced up and frowned. “Your face is an interesting shade of red, Papa. Really remarkable.”

 His fists were clenched. “I’m going to kill him.”

 “Now, it seems”—she glanced both ways with exaggerated slyness and hushed her voice—“that I have to clarify if you mean literally.”

 • • •

 For the last week, Hugh had combed the small lakeside village and all the surrounding areas for word of his brother. After days of doggedly chasing down every lead, Hugh was no closer to discovering anything to indicate whether Ethan was dead or alive.

 As Quin had said, many had heard gunshots, and some shopkeepers saw two men dragging Ethan’s lifeless body into an alley. One might have spied a very slim man loping down the street. The bottom line was that Ethan had disappeared, and Hugh had no more leads to follow.

 Nor had he any idea where to go or what to do.

 Without Jane, nothing held appeal.

 In the past, his life had at least had some purpose, but he didn’t know if he could go back to his occupation. Yes, the odds had been against Hugh reverting to a normal life—but, damn it, he had changed. Jane had changed him, and he had to wonder if he could return to that same existence. Besides, if it was true that Weyland always knew everything, then he now knew that Hugh had compromised Jane—and then all but kicked her out. He feared Weyland had washed his hands of Hugh.

 In his place, Hugh would have.

 Hugh’s official missives to Weyland were responded to promptly, but coolly.

 If not having Jane in his life had been painful before, now it was agonizing. Hugh knew exactly what he was missing. Worse, he knew how badly he’d hurt her. The more he thought about that morning, the more he regretted letting her go. But what choice did he have?

 Where to go? He hadn’t been to Cape Waldegrave for almost a year. He should go check on his estate and see if any improvements needed to be made—then do them all himself. Beinn a’Chaorainn was on his way there. He could pay Mòrag in advance to oversee the property. He could pick up the rest of his things and close down the house for good.

 To go there and not hear Jane’s laughter? Hell, who was he fooling? He just planned to go there to do eighty thousand pounds’ worth of brooding.

 • • •

 Jane’s cousins were hovering.

 Claudia had basically moved in, and Belinda and Samantha visited as often as they could between time with their husbands and children. Today, Claudia and Belinda were flipping through fashion plates, smoking French cigarettes, and raiding Jane’s clothing.

 During the last two weeks, Jane hadn’t had an hour to herself. Apparently, when Jane had returned home, she’d worried her entire family with her mottled jaw and insouciant demeanor. But now the bruise on Jane’s face had healed, and her headaches had disappeared.

 She often wondered if Hugh had completely recovered.

 When she reflected over her time with him, she could think of only one thing she’d have done differently, even after all that had occurred between them. “Trust me with your secret and you won’t regret it,” she’d told him. She felt a flush of guilt, knowing he would have to regret it. She’d demonstrated no understanding or compassion, but then she’d never felt such fury, such strangling frustration.

 Jane had comprehended that she was losing the only man she’d ever loved—and that all the fight she had in her wouldn’t change that fact. Because she was losing him to something that didn’t truly exist. . . .

 “Janey,” Claudia began in a scolding tone, “are you thinking about Tears and Years again?” She shook her head slowly. “We don’t think about him any longer, do we?”

 For obvious reasons she hadn’t told them what Hugh’s profession was. For some unknown reason, she hadn’t confided to them about the curse. Though telling them about it would actually have made Hugh more sympathetic to them, she knew Hugh wouldn’t want them to know. As it was now, they suspected he let her go out of shortsighted stubbornness or, taken with his past behavior, inconstancy.

 She had told them she’d made love to Hugh, and they’d all counted down the days together until she could determine whether she was carrying.

 Jane had been relieved that she wasn’t, of course. But she’d also felt a confusing pang. . . .

 “Jane, I don’t believe I’ve reminded you today,” Claudia said, flicking her mane of raven hair over her shoulder, “that you spent a decade of your life pining for him.” She gave Jane a piercing look. “You can’t get those years back. Gone. Spent.”

 The first time Claudia had made this observation, Belinda had chided her, saying, “Jane needs to look to the future, not dwell on the past.” Now she said, “Claudia’s right. It’s been two weeks, Jane. You’ve got to at least begin to get over him.”

 Claudia made a sound of frustration. “My Lord, Jane, I think you’d take him back—”

 “Don’t you dare think that!” Jane snapped. “I’m not a complete idiot. Getting thrown over by the man I’ve loved—not once, but twice, mind you—destroyed any hopes for a rekindling.”

 “Then what is it?”

 “Things remind me of him. And every time I look at my father’s guilty expression, it kills me inside.”

 With a firm nod, Claudia said, “Right, then. I think getting over him would be more easily done while traveling, perhaps to Italy, where gorgeous, virile men abound.” When Jane raised her brows at the idea, Claudia continued, “Haven’t you ever heard the old saying? The best way to get over a man is to get under an Italian.”
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 “C ourtland, you made this place sound awful!” Annalía Llorente MacCarrick said as she skipped along the winding walk to Beinn a’Chaorainn. “It’s beautiful—I can’t believe this is my new home!”

 “Woman! Slow down,” Court grated, limping after her. Now that she was feeling stronger after two months of illness, he always seemed to be slowing her down, chasing after her bright skirts. With his still-healing leg, he was scarcely able to keep up—which made him a nervous husband.

 What if she stumbled, and he wasn’t there to catch her?

 Yet once he’d taken her gently by the hips and glanced up, Court could do no more than stare past her. Whose home is this and what did they do with mine?

 Squatters. Of course. Squatters with good taste clearly had taken over here.

 The shutters and front door, which had been barely hanging on by their hinges, were new and painted. A shining brass knocker beckoned visitors, the gravel walk was free of weeds, and greens were planted in intricate, immaculate beds. The roof seemed to have been completely repaired, and through the spotless new windows he could see furniture and carpets. Had his mother done this? Who else would it be?

 When he unconsciously squeezed Anna’s hips, she laid her hands over his and gave him a flirtatious smile over her shoulder. “Again already?” she purred, her accent giving the words a lilt. “My lusty Scot.”

 He raised his eyebrows at her clear invitation, and just like that, the house was forgotten. His voice grew husky. “I dinna give you enough at the inn last night? Or this morning?”

 She turned in his arms and whispered, “I don’t believe I can ever get enough of you.” She cupped his face with her wee hands. “Courtland, why did you tell me your home was so awful, when it’s grand? Why did you say we’d have to live at the inn until you got it inhabitable? I remember the words you used: decrepit, dilapidated, and, um, what was the other? Oh, yes— sty.”

 “I . . . it was no’ like this when I left it.” He dragged his gaze from her face and pondered his home once more. He’d known one day it would be beautiful, had vowed to make it so, but he’d never imagined this.

 And he didn’t even know who to thank.

 “I can tell you now that I was so uneasy,” Annalía continued, “not knowing what brutal Scottish wilderness you were bringing me to. And with the baby . . .”

 Court had been dreading this, especially now that they were starting a family—albeit unintentionally. Even had she not been carrying, he had cringed at the thought of bringing her here. But then, he didn’t have a lot of options.

 To keep her, he’d had to give up his life as a mercenary. Without doing that work, he had little money. It had been a conundrum that had crazed him. His inability to keep her in the style to which she was accustomed had been one of his concerns in marrying her, a wealthy and regal—literally—beauty. And after that first time she’d tried, she knew better than to offer money to him.

 He’d planned to fix one room, then do his damnedest to keep her in it until he could afford to do more. Now Court felt like a weight had been lifted.

 Anna tapped her chin, frowning in the direction of the freshly painted stables. “Courtland, isn’t that the horse my brother gave to Hugh?”

 Court followed her gaze. It was indeed. Aleixandre Llorente had given Hugh that stallion for bringing his “unique talents” to Andorra to help rid his country of the Rechazado. Even Court hadn’t known Hugh could blow up a mountaintop, or that he’d do it, killing thirty men, without blinking.

 Hugh had come here and done this for him? This was where he’d been? Court had scoured London for him and Ethan and sent messages through a dozen channels to tell them about the Leabhar and the curse and the future—as in, now the brothers all had a future. He’d gone to Weyland to ask about Hugh’s whereabouts, but the old man was cryptic, as usual.

 And here Hugh was in the one place Court had never thought to look for him.

 Court shook his head, remembering how indebted to Hugh he already was. First, Hugh had invested Court’s money, giving him a steady income that freed him from having to ride with his gang. Then he’d come and renovated this property completely, knowing Court couldn’t pay him back, at least not for a while.

 Christ, he already owed his brother for something he could never pay back.

 Hugh had also saved Annalía’s life—

 Something caught his attention from the corner of his eye. Turning, he saw a panicked young woman lurching from a side door, fleeing the house followed by some indistinct bellow. That couldn’t be his brother’s voice. Hugh didn’t bellow unless there was a sodding good reason.

 When Hugh yelled once more, tension shot through Court. He drew out the pistol holstered at his back and pulled Annalía into the house, then straight to the stairwell. “Anna, get in there. Now! And doona come out until I return.”

 Eyes wide, she climbed into the closet tucked beneath the stairs.

 He turned back with a glower for good measure. “Woman, I bloody mean it this time.”

 Once she nodded, Court made his way up the stairs quietly—thanks to a plush carpet runner and the absence of groaning and loose boards. He followed the sound of his brother’s cursing, punctuated by slamming and crashing. Was he fighting someone?

 Court lifted his gun, and with his other hand he cracked open the door.

 His pistol hand dropped, in time with his jaw. Not only had someone replaced his house, but they’d replaced his brother as well.

 Even-tempered, steady Hugh was unshaven, dead drunk, and regarding him with crazed eyes.

 Hugh pointed at the door, and the movement made him stumble. “That little witch took my goddamned whiskey.”

 “Who?”

 “Housekeeper.”

 Court applauded the girl for having the ballocks to do so, and then the sense to flee. “Aye, and it looks as though you’d be lost without it.”

 “Go to hell,” Hugh said, but his tone was more tired than angry. He sank down on the edge of the bed, elbows to his knees as he hunched forward. “What’re you doing here?”

 Court stared at his brother. “This is my home. Or it was. Why’d you fix it up?”

 “Because Jane wanted to. Never could deny that lass.”

 “You were with her here?” Court couldn’t fathom her reason for wanting to fix up his home, but he knew it wasn’t out of any concern for himself. “I think it’s time you explained everything,” Court said, then listened in amazement as his brother recounted the threat from Davis Grey, the man’s subsequent death—and Hugh’s hasty marriage to Jane Weyland.

 “. . . I sent her away, and now she hates me,” Hugh finished. “But hell, you made the sacrifice for Annalía, so I could for Jane.” He exhaled with a measure of weariness Court had only ever seen in Ethan before.

 He reckoned this was probably not a good time to mention that as soon as Hugh had left him in France, Court had seemed to lose all reason and had sped back to Andorra to win his wife back—the wife presently stowed under the stairs.

 In fact, after weeks of searching for his brothers, and now that he finally had the opportunity, Court hesitated to tell Hugh about Annalía’s pregnancy. Once Hugh sobered up, Court would break it to him.

 “I was on my way north to my place and found myself here for the last week,” Hugh said, then looked away to mutter, “Miss her.” Seeming to shake himself, he said, “You can have your house back directly. No’ good for me to be here any longer.” Then he frowned. “I thought you’d go east with your men.”

 “Changed my mind,” Court said shortly.

 “Seems you’re reactin’ to the loss of your woman better than I am. Damn, Court, you looked like hell when I last saw you. Got over her so quickly?” He ran his hands through his disheveled hair, then winced and swayed—no doubt from a healing head injury. The movement must have worn him out, because he rested his forehead in his hands. “Tell me how to go about that. And be smug about it.”

 “What the hell happened to your head?”

 “Grey knocked me a good couple of hits.”

 “At least the bastard’s dead.”

 Hugh nodded, his expression grim. “Court, I have to tell you something. About Ethan.”

 Court exhaled. “What has he done now?”

 “He . . . Ethan is—”

 “Courtland,” Annalía said softly from the doorway.

 Hugh’s wild eyes got wilder at the sight of Annalía, but they seemed unfocused. He shot to his feet and roared, “ What the bloody hell have you done?” He pointed a shaking finger at Court, advancing on him. “You vowed to me you would no’ go back for her.”

 In her nervousness, Annalía fluttered her hands to her rounding belly—a gesture she’d assumed in the last couple of weeks—and the movement drew Hugh’s gaze. Court saw when realization took hold.

 He rocked forward, the heels of his palms shoved to his eyes.

 Then he plunged backward to the ground.
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 An hour later, when Hugh shot up in bed, he reeled once more.

 Court caught his shoulder. “Drinking while concussed! You bloody know better. What are you trying to do? Kill yourself?”

 His voice hoarse, Hugh said, “It is no’ yours?”

 Court ground his teeth. As much as it infuriated him, he had expected this question, and when Hugh had appeared to be rousing, Court had made sure Annalía was out of earshot, leaving her downstairs with the recently returned housekeeper.

 “It’s my child,” Court answered. “I know why you ask, know you doona want to hope. I trust Anna with my life, but for your benefit, I’ll tell you that I was with her every hour, day and night, for weeks.” He struggled to rein in his formidable temper. “I’ll say that once. Doona ask again.”

 “But, she’s . . . you canna. What about the goddamned curse?”

 “It’s no’ what we’d thought. The last lines must qualify the others, cancel them out. The general consensus is that it’s about finding the right woman.”

 “Consensus? Who else bloody knows?”

 “Annalía’s family and . . . Fiona.”

 “You’re speaking to our mother?” Hugh gazed at him wordlessly for a moment. “I canna believe this.”

 “Aye, I know. But she regrets her actions so much, and she wants to talk to you. Now that I’m married, I see . . . I can see why losing someone you love would make you crazed.”

 And Fiona and Leith had been deeply in love.

 “When did you figure all of this out?” Hugh asked.

 “After you left, I replayed the words from the book in my mind,” Court explained. “No’ to know love. But I did. I was lost for Annalía.”

 “I thought that meant no’ to know love from another.”

 Court shot him a guilty look. “I was no’ thinking. Bit desperate. I was ready to convince myself of anything. Then, when I got there, she told me she loved me, too. And that she was having my babe. The curse is wrong, Hugh.”

 Court knew exactly when Hugh felt a glimmer of hope, because he grated a harsh oath. “Ah, God help me. I might have gotten Jane pregnant.”

 “Best hope you dinna,” Court muttered.

 “What? Why’s that?”

 “Imagine your new wife delivering the babe of a six-and-a-half-foot-tall Highlander, and tell me if that is no’ enough to keep you up nights for nine months. If I’d had any idea I could get a babe on Anna, I’d never have done it. Never.”

 Hugh’s brows drew together at the warning. “If it’s no’ already too late.” Rising a shade more slowly this time, he bit out, “Going for her.”

 Court pushed him back and assured him, “There’s plenty of time for that.” Now that Court knew what it was like to have a good woman’s love, he wanted it for his brother as well. And certainly there were better women out there for him than Jane Weyland. “Hugh, how can you be sure it’s her?”

 Hugh’s grip on Court’s wrist was shockingly strong. “Are you . . . are you jesting?” Hugh cast him an incredulous look. “I’ve wanted her for a third of my life, I’m presently married to her, and I’m so bloody in love with her it pains me.”

 Lost for that woman! There was nothing to be done for what Court was seeing now. “You will no’ make it to the property line in your condition,” Court said. “So you’ll sleep this off and leave when I think you can ride.”

 Hugh stubbornly shook his head, rising once more.

 “Do you really want to face Jane coming off a drunken bender and still recovering? And I doona like to say this—but what makes you think she’ll welcome you as her husband, just because you slept together? You said that you sent her away and she hates you now.”

 “Aye, and I know I hurt her. But the lass told me she loved me. She did. She has since she was a girl.” Hugh glowered. “Doona look at me like that. I ken how unbelievable it sounds.” He walked unsteadily. “She believed we were to be married, then thought I’d abandoned her.”

 Court whistled through his teeth. He had never seen that one coming. “That’s why she teased you? Then, brother, you’ve got an uphill battle ahead of you, I fear.”

 “Tell me something I doona know,” he mumbled as he began scouring the room for clothes.

 All the clan thought Court was the volatile one. Ethan was considered cold as ice. Hugh was supposed to be the even-tempered, logical—and neat—one. If they could see him now, grumbling about his injuries and sniping complaints as he quickly dug for clothing from haphazard piles on the floor, they wouldn’t recognize him.

 “You’re no’ up to this yet,” Court insisted. “Just do me a favor. Stay here until dawn.”

 “No’ a chance.”

 “Then for a meal and coffee? You need to sober up.” He gave Hugh a pained expression. “And, brother, a bath would no’ go amiss. You do know there are hot springs out back?”

 Hugh stumbled over a boot, then coughed into his fist. “That so?” he said, flushing for some reason.
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 As Hugh neared London after a day of rail and riding, he fought a sense of urgency so strong it knotted his gut. After struggling against his feelings for so long, to give them free rein now was nigh overpowering.

 And the crushing presence of the curse was . . . gone. Hugh finally believed he could have a future with Jane. He had seen Annalía, and he trusted his brother’s judgment. On the subject of the Leabhar, Hugh trusted his mother’s as well—and Court had said she believed as he did. At last, Hugh could reconcile that sense of rightness, of inevitability when he’d been with Jane.

 A storm was whipping up to match his turbulent mood, but he didn’t care—he’d still reach her on this very night. All he had to do was get to her and win her back.

 One mile down, another mile closer. He leaned into the wind, frowning to realize that the only thing that stood in the way of his keeping Jane was how well he could persuade her.

 Hugh had rarely had need of that skill. He usually got his way by intimidation or force.

 He’d have to convince her that he would make an effort with her family, and that he could fit into her life. If he took it slowly, instead of a sudden immersion like he’d endured at Vinelands, he could get used to them.

 He’d bloody figure it out.

 Though she’d promised not to take him back, right now, anything felt possible to him. In fact, he hadn’t even told Court about Ethan because, for some reason, Hugh had a strong sense that his older brother still lived. He would continue to search for Ethan, unleash runners to investigate, then make a determination one way or another before he heaped more apprehension onto Court’s plate.

 Court was already dreading the upcoming birth—Hugh had seen him eyeing Annalía’s belly guiltily, even as she was unmistakably delighted.

 Hugh had never thought about worrying for a wife in labor before—he’d never believed he was meant to have a wife or children—but now the idea of Jane going through that made him shudder.

 Even as he reassured Court that women had bairns all the time, Hugh was promising himself he’d be talking to Robert, the laughing quack, and asking him exactly what the best way was “to wait” to have bairns—if she wasn’t already pregnant.

 By the time Hugh reached London, the rain had let up, but he hadn’t. His horse’s hooves clattered as they raced down the wet streets of London. A life with Jane, free of this constant dread, depended on his skills of persuasion. He swallowed.

 Hell, Weyland might not even let him in the house.

 Hugh owed the man yet another huge debt. Weyland was the only bloody one who’d seen so clearly that Hugh and Jane needed to be together that he’d taken steps to see it done. He’d forced Hugh to confront his feelings—and, Christ, he’d prevented Jane from becoming engaged to another man.

 Hugh had repaid him by sending his daughter packing.

 • • •

 As more guests continued to arrive, Jane smoothed the silk of her new emerald green gown and pasted on a fake smile. She was preoccupied, restless, and bored at this party her father had manipulated her into hosting—her and Claudia’s own going-away celebration.

 Though she and her cousin had decided weeks ago to take a trip to Italy, her father had stalled them at every opportunity. Finally, they were departing by steamer in the morning.

 Though her father was furious with Hugh, she knew he still had hope for them, believing Hugh would return for her. Yet without receiving a word from him for weeks, Jane knew better.

 When Freddie and Candace arrived, Jane’s smile turned genuine. Not only was she happy for the laughing and obviously adoring couple, she also experienced a renewed sense of relief that she hadn’t wed him. Once she’d greeted them and they’d moved on to speak with someone else, she breathed a sigh.

 “Why the serious look, Janey?” Claudia asked, handing her a glass of champagne. “You always liked elegant parties.”

 “I know.” She loved the scent of the rose arrangements all over the house, the glitter of their chandelier fully ablaze, and the tinkling of crystal flutes kissing champagne bottles.

 “Has anyone said anything about your marriage?”

 She shook her head and took a sip. “No. Everyone’s been tiptoeing around it.” Most everyone here—a crowd of family and good friends—had heard rumors of Jane’s hasty marriage, and just as hasty separation, but no one except her London cousins had dared to ask her about it.

 “Well, then, cheer up! Tomorrow begins the adventure. We’re actually going to leave this sodding little island.”

 “Claudie, won’t you be sad to leave your groom behind for months?”

 “His eyes watered today,” she admitted, glancing away. “And I had a moment when I thought about backing out. But we’re not getting any younger, Jane.”

 Jane exhaled. “That’s too true.”

 When Belinda and Sam joined them, Claudia resumed taunting them. “Admit it, you old matrons, you’re jealous of our trip. We leave tomorrow, sailing toward sun, cuisine, and virility. . . .”

 From across the room, Jane caught her father’s glance, and he gave her a quizzical look. She smiled at him in answer—she’d made an effort of late to be cheerful again, to get on with her life, but he’d been keeping a close eye on her tonight. He was continually worried, had been since she returned, and it showed. He’d barely agreed to let her go to Italy, until she’d reminded him that she didn’t need his consent.

 Suddenly, his face broke into a wide grin—which he immediately checked. His expression grew stern just as the crowd went silent.

 She heard a commotion in the hallway—a banging, then arguing, then the booming: “I’m here for my wife.”

 Loud, striding steps echoed down the hall behind her. No. It just wasn’t possible.

 “My God,” Belinda murmured. “Janey, what did you do to your Scot?”

 Jane turned slowly to find Hugh at the doorway, seeming to fill it. Her eyes went wide at his appearance. He was soaking wet, his boots covered with mud, and his neck was bleeding readily from shallow lines where a branch must have struck him as he rode. He’d lost weight and his wet hair whipped across his face—his unshaven face.

 But his eyes were what held her attention—they were black as night and burned with intent. He caught sight of her and his body tensed, like he was about launch himself at her.

 Everyone was silent or gasping. Hugh just continued to stare at her as if he couldn’t do anything else, his brows drawing together.

 At length, when he finally dragged his gaze from her, he surveyed the crowded party in progress, swallowing because everyone here was dressed to the nines.

 Except for him.

 His expression turned grim, and his shoulders went back.

 • • •

 He’d just walked into a room full of people—normally punishing enough. But to look like hell washed over— and to be clearly embarrassing her? He swallowed again, wiping the rain from his face with his sleeve.

 An older woman tittered. “That is Jane’s new husband?”

 Jane swung her gaze on the woman and snapped, “Oh, shut up.”

 So it’s to be another trial by fire?

 Didn’t matter. Hugh was prepared to do anything. He strode toward Jane, past speechless guests, who stared at him so hard he could feel it.

 He held out his hand for Jane. “Come, Sìne. I need to speak with you.”

 Her cousins were glaring at him, urging Jane to demand that he leave, telling her not to go with him. She didn’t appear to be in any danger of the latter.

 “I am sure this can wait,” Jane said. Had her accent ever sounded so crisp? “Come back tomorrow. Afternoon.”

 When some people nervously laughed at that, Hugh glanced around, brows drawn.

 He met Weyland’s gaze, trying to read the man—who was clearly trying to read Hugh as well. “I just want tae speak with her, Weyland.” His brogue had never sounded so thick.

 But then he spied Bidworth strolling into the room. Hugh gnashed his teeth, having never considered that Jane might take back up with her suitor. He’d also never imagined that Bidworth wouldn’t heed Hugh’s warnings to stay the hell away from Jane. The man caught sight of Hugh, blanched, and made a strangled sound.

 If Bidworth had dared to touch Hugh’s wife . . . With his fists clenched, Hugh strode forward.

 Bidworth backed up to a wall. “Bloody hell. He’s going to hit me again, isn’t he?”
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 “T his is not happening to me,” Jane muttered.

 “Will he really harm Bidworth?” Belinda asked, eyes wide as Hugh stalked poor Freddie.

 “Yes,” Jane hissed desperately, casting her father an entreating look. He wasn’t going to do anything! He only studied Hugh and her, back and forth, eyes watchful.

 “Fine.” Jane glared at her father over her shoulder as she hurried toward Hugh. “I’ll handle this.” Once she’d reached Hugh, his hand shot out to clutch her elbow as if he feared she’d flee from him at any second. “If you’ll come with me to Papa’s study?” He hesitated, so obviously wanting to thrash Freddie. “Hugh, if you want to speak with me, I won’t do it here.” He finally allowed her to lead him from the room.

 In the front hallway, Hugh slowed and grated, “Why in the hell is Bidworth here?” She saw him glance at her bare ring finger, and his tone went lower. “Have you . . . have you taken up with him again?”

 “Not that it is any of your business, but he’s here with his new intended,” she answered calmly, letting him relax an instant before adding, “to wish me well on my travels.”

 “Travels? ”

“Yes, you just ruined the party my family threw for Claudia and me to see us off to Italy for the winter.”

 “When are you supposed to sail?”

 “On the morning’s tide—”

 “No.”

 She rubbed her temples. “I clearly misheard you. For a moment, I thought you had just dared to insert yourself into my life once more. You gave up any right you had to do that.”

 “No, I dinna. I’m still your husband. We’re married, and we’re staying that way.”

 She blinked at him.

 “You heard me, lass.”

 Perfect, Jane thought with a sigh. I can get this man to keep me, but first I have to wear away his will for weeks, and then he must be pistol-whipped, bludgeoned, and concussed. It’s a formula.

 “What brought about this change of heart?” she asked.

 “There’s been no change of heart.”

 Behind Hugh, she saw her father ordering her cousins away, barring them from coming to her rescue. He probably thought he was buying Hugh time to apologize—when that notion hadn’t seemed to have occurred to Hugh at all.

 There was no apology, no flowers, not even a preamble. In fact, he hadn’t bothered to take the time to shave before he’d barged into her party, threatening servants and frightening guests—after she’d thrown herself at him for weeks. “How dare you show up here like this!”

 She couldn’t understand him. Something had changed in Hugh—yes, he wasn’t known to assail genteel soirées like a crazed Highlander—but this change was beneath the surface, a drastic shift in his whole personality. She sensed it. She . . . feared it. Maybe his head injury had been worse than he’d let on. Maybe it had altered him.

 “I dinna mean to embarrass you like this, God knows I dinna, but what I have to say canna wait.”

 “Yet you couldn’t tell me during all the time we were together?”

 More titillated guests peered around the corner, and Hugh looked over his shoulder, seeming to snarl at them.

 She gave the group a pained smile, and said in a confiding tone, “He’s just about to leave, you see—”

 “No’ a chance of it,” Hugh interrupted, telling her softly, “No’ without you.”

 Under her breath she said, “What could you possibly have to say to me now?”

 He opened his mouth to speak, but saw her glance past him once more at the gathering crowd.

 Hugh’s brows drew together. “This will no’ work.”

 Her gaze snapped back to his face. “That’s what I’m saying.”

 “You’re coming with me.”

 “When hell freezes— Oh!”

 Before she had any idea what he intended, he’d picked her up and easily lofted her over his shoulder. Her cousins gasped.

 “Hugh!” She kicked futilely. “What in the devil are you thinking?” Jane felt her face flushing from humiliation—and probably from being upside down. She didn’t deserve this treatment, and she didn’t have to tolerate it. She was a woman who had bloody steamer trunks by her door!

 Her father strode forward, and to him she snapped, “How many times are you going to let Hugh act this way with me?”

 “I swear to you, this will be the last,” he said, his tone steely. “Is that correct, MacCarrick?”

 “Aye, it is.”

 “That’s good to hear, son. My carriage is outside—you can take her to Grosvenor Square in it.”

 Hugh nodded, then strode straight out the front door. More guests were arriving as he descended the stairs with her. She closed her eyes tightly in mortification.

 When Hugh placed her in the carriage, she was breathless, speechless, and dizzy. As soon as they were rolling forward, Hugh dragged her across his lap, his hands flying to her face, cradling her cheeks as he pressed his lips to hers.

 She froze, stunned.

 “Sìne,” he rasped. “Ah, God, lass, kiss me back.” He brought his mouth down over hers, kissing her in that desperate way, as if it was the last he’d ever take from her. And like a fool, she felt herself responding to his need, to the urgency of it. He groaned, deepening the kiss as he clenched her in his arms.

 She was so close to getting swept up, missing him so badly, all but forgetting the pain he’d caused. No, no, no! She forced herself to break away, pushing at him. “You said you wanted to talk to me. And I didn’t even agree to that. You haven’t given me any explanation.”

 After several moments, he released her, just as the carriage eased to a stop. When a footman opened her door, she hurried out, but paused when faced with the grand façade of the MacCarrick town house.

 Her anger and hurt came back redoubled; a light mist began to fall, making her blink as she stared.

 All those times she’d ridden by, praying to see him—and he’d been avoiding her all along. Had he seen her from the window and closed the drapes? She felt her bottom lip trembling to remember how badly she’d ached, how terribly she’d yearned to see him.

 And that had only been the first time she’d lost him.
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 “J ane?” he bit out in a strangled tone to see her eyes watering. His one chance to win her back . . . And all I’ve done is make her cry. Of all the reactions he’d anticipated, her crying was not one of them. He clasped her hand in his, pulling her inside out of the damp night. He could tell she wanted to resist, but she didn’t seem to have the energy.

 He took her directly up into his room and sat her on his bed, curling his finger under her chin. She’d closed her eyes, but the tears were spilling out. He felt as if a knife was being plunged repeatedly into his chest with each tear. “My God, lass, did I hurt you? Was I too rough with you in the carriage?” His breath left his lungs in a rush. “Christ, I was.” He remembered little of that mind-boggling kiss—he’d probably squeezed her with all the strength in his body. “I’ve wanted this for so long, and to be so close . . . I could no’ control myself.”

 When she said nothing, just continued to cry, he murmured, “This played out badly, I ken that, and I am sorry for it. Ach, Jane, this is killing me.”

 “Then take—me—back,” she said, biting out the words.

 “You doona want to go back like this with all those people there.”

 She pummeled his chest. “Then take me to Claudia’s!”

 “I canna do that either, lass.”

 How could he have bungled this so badly? He hadn’t been thinking clearly after everything that had happened and the mad journey here. But then to see her like a vision in the candlelight? The realization that this stunning, brave woman was his wife had hit him like a punch. He was the lucky bastard who got to dine with her each night and wake up beside her each morning. All he had to do was win her.

 Then he’d seen Bidworth. And assumed the worst.

 “I’ve much to tell you and could no’ wait any longer. I wanted to stay married to you. But you know why I believed I could no’.”

 “Because of the curse.” Her eyes glittered, and her tone was cold. “I would be very careful bringing that up to me.”

 “Aye, but since then I found out my brother’s to be a da.” How odd to say that. Hugh liked saying that. “He’s married, happy—”

 “So are you saying that the curse has been lifted?” She put her chin up. “Perhaps a magical charm was used to combat it? Will I be expected to wear a MacCarrick talisman around my neck?”

 “I’m saying we misinterpreted the words. I knew when I saw Annalía was pregnant—”

 “Listen to yourself! There’s this curse that’s prevented you from accepting me as your wife, but since some woman that I don’t even know named Annalía conceived, now we can be together. Do I have it right?”

 “It sounds mad. But today, for the first time, I realized I could have a future with you—without fear for you.”

 “Not good enough, Hugh. What if something else happens to make you think you’ll hurt me again? You didn’t believe in us before—why should I now? What if you find out what the book says under the blood, and it’s even more devastating?”

 “Court and Annalía think the last two lines qualify the ones that came before—that they’re about each son finding the one woman he’s supposed to be with. I believe that.”

 “And I’m the one woman for you?” Her tears were easing.

 He drew his head back. “I have never doubted it.”

 “So you think you can get me with child now?”

 “Aye.” His voice gruff, he said, “I dinna, did I?”

 “No, you didn’t.” At his relieved expression, she said, “Is the idea of children with me such a dread prospect?”

 “No, but the thought of you in labor, in pain, at risk . . .” He stifled a shudder. “I dread that. And lass, I would no’ share you well, no’ even with my own bairns.”

 She tilted her head at his admission, her eyes seeming to soften as she gazed at him. “But you didn’t get me pregnant. Will that change your mind?”

 “No, nothing will.”

 “You said over and over that it wasn’t just about the curse. You gave me reason after reason why we wouldn’t suit.”

 “No, they were just excuses—”

 “Are you saying you lied to me, then?”

 “No, I’ve never lied to you. And I made those excuses to myself as much as to you.” At her raised eyebrows, he said, “The reasons were true, but they doona matter anymore—because I will be whatever you need me to be.” He brushed away the last of her tears with his thumb, and she sniffled, but let him.

 “You can’t change that you’re a loner. I’m not, and I won’t live a solitary existence. Would you keep me from my family?”

 “No, never. If that’s the only thing standing between us, I’ll bloody move in with a houseful of them.”

 Her eyes went a shade wider. “Really?” she said slowly. Raaaally. “You would do that?”

 “Lass, none of what I’ve found out will matter if I canna have you. My future’s with you, or I might as well not have one.”

 “But I’m . . . afraid, Hugh. Something else could change your beliefs, and then I’d lose you a third time.” She briefly looked away when she admitted, “I couldn’t do it a third time.”

 “Do you know how badly I wanted to seize on any of your arguments at Beinn a’Chaorainn for why we could be together? But I could no’. And even then I struggled no’ to let you go. It was selfish of me, but I never sent for Quin to come for you.”

 “You didn’t?”

 He shook his head, gently laying his hands on her shoulders to rub up to her neck and back. “I’ve always been searching for a way I could have you, and now I’ve got one. If you accept me now, you will no’ be able to get rid of me.”

 “So you came for me tonight because you want to be completely married?” Jane said, nibbling her lip. “To live together?”

 “Aye, Sìne, if you’ll have me.” He swallowed, then enfolded her in his arms, but she was stiff, silent. Moments passed. . . .

 When she at last wrapped her arms around him, too, he exhaled, realizing he’d been holding his breath.

 He drew back and cupped her face, gazing down at her. “Jane, I’ve told you before that I’m no’ a good man—”

 “But won’t you be good to me?”

 “Oh, Christ, yes. Always.”

 “Will you love me?”

 His brows drew together, and his voice went hoarse. “Till my dying breath,” he said, the words sounding like a vow. “And you? Can you love me, even knowing what I’ve done?”

 “Hugh, I understand more about your profession now. I know that you saved soldiers’ lives, but you never got any recognition. You might not get credit for your grueling job anywhere else, but I, for one, am so proud of you.”

 “Proud?” he choked out the word. “Do you know how often I dreaded ever having to tell you about this?”

 “I always have been proud of you, and that hasn’t changed.” Then she eyed him. “Though I do want you to understand that if I’d been a son, I would have had your job.”

 “I doona doubt it,” he said, his lips tugging into a grin, but then he grew serious once more. “You ken what this will mean? So think on this, because I swear to you, lass, I’ll never let you go again.”

 • • •

 Gazing up at him, she said, “Never let me go? I like the sound of that.”

 He blinked as if he didn’t really believe this was happening. She understood the feeling. But she sensed they’d crossed a threshold—finally.

 The antsy feeling was . . . gone. Because she was right where she was supposed to be.

 “I have money for you now,” he said, like he was trying to convince her to be with him. “I can spoil you. And we have that estate by the sea in Scotland.”

 “I get to live with you in your seashore home?”

 “Our home. And you should, especially since I bought it with you in mind—”

 “You did?” she asked, both surprised and delighted. When he’d told her of it weeks ago, she’d dreamed about being there with him, never knowing he’d done the same about her.

 “Aye, I think you would be proud to call it yours. I’ll take you there straightway, if you like. We can leave tonight.”

 She bit her lip and murmured, “Or we could stay here for tonight . . . and finish what we started in the carriage.”

 “My vote’s for that,” he said in a rush, making her laugh, but it turned to a delicious gasp when he pressed his lips to her neck. His tongue flicked out with wicked kisses until she was shivering and clutching his shoulders. Against her damp neck, he said, “I need to take you again so badly . . . dreamed of it . . .”

 “Me, too.” She moaned softly as he laid her back across the bed, pressing her skirts to her waist.

 “After so long,” he began, his voice a husky rasp, “finally I’m free to claim you for my own.” He tugged her lacy undergarments from her, baring her to his gaze. Her knees fell open with his first hot touch between her thighs, and she watched in fascination as his eyes slid shut with pleasure. “I’m warning you now,” he said, biting out the words. “I’m going to be so damned greedy for you, lass.”

 She eased her arms up to him, reaching out in welcome. “I’m yours for the taking.”

 At that, his expression turned fierce, his eyes burning with feeling as he stared down at her. “After tonight, love, you will no’ ever doubt it.”
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 “A re you ready to see our home, Sìne?” Hugh asked, as they stood near the end of a hedge-lined walk at Waldegrave.

 She nodded, breathless. “I’m beyond ready.” There were only so many minutes left until dusk, and they’d just arrived. “I’ve been dying to see it for the last week!” It had taken them that long in London to resolve certain concerns. If Jane hadn’t been utterly in love with him already, then she would have been when he’d asked for help to fulfill his promise of toys to his new nieces and nephews.

 He’d gruffly explained, “It’s simply good strategy to get on with your family. I’ll bribe the youngest generation directly before the holidays and ensure their cooperation.”

 Biting back a grin, she’d answered, “Toys: you’re positively Machiavellian.”

 Jane had also taken the time to make up to Claudia for canceling their trip, and to thank her father repeatedly for, as he called it, “his brilliant marriage coup.” Hugh had spoken with Dr. Robert, returning home from his meeting with a red face and a box of various . . . supplies. She and Hugh had decided they would reevaluate the question of children in a year or so. After all, she was greedy to have Hugh all to herself, too.

 Now he clasped her chin and brushed her bottom lip. “If you doona like it here, you’ve only to tell me.”

 “I’m positive I’m going to love it,” she assured him. Then she narrowed her eyes. He didn’t look nervous whatsoever. She sensed he knew she would love it as he did—and that meant he was only increasing her suspense. She lightly cuffed his chest. “If I can ever see it. I promise I’ll love it, even if it looks like Ros Creag.”

 “It’s a wee bit grimmer. But I ken how you like that.” He grinned, reminding her of how heartbreakingly handsome he was when he smiled. She’d be seeking out his smiles as if they were her target.

 Though he’d offered to take her anywhere in the world for their honeymoon, she’d wanted only to come here. Undoubtedly, they would travel in the future, but they needed to be within a day’s train ride of England because they were confident Hugh’s runners would soon pick up a lead on Ethan. Jane also wanted them to be near Beinn a’Chaorainn for the birth of Hugh’s niece or nephew in the spring—even if Courtland was going to be there. If Hugh could make the effort with her family, she’d do the same for him. . . .

 “And we can change things here, too,” Hugh said with deliberate slowness. “The color or—”

 “Please, Hugh, I can’t stand it anymore!” she said with a choked laugh. “I want to see our seashore home.”

 “You know I canna deny you.” He took her hand and led her past the end of the walk and out into the open.

 She gasped at the sight, feeling light-headed. When her eyes watered, he squeezed her hand. “Say something, lass.”

 “It’s like . . . a dream.” The manor was stunning both in beauty—and in size. Built of dark cream-colored brick, it had classic black shutters and marble balconies fronting the sea side. The grounds were picturesque, rolling down to majestic cliffs. And the waves . . . When she caught her breath, she whispered, “You really can see the sun set through the water.”

 At her words, he looked so proud, as though he felt ten feet tall. “I’m glad you like it,” he said simply. “Ready to see the inside?”

 “Can we just watch the rest of the sunset?” she asked.

 “Of course.” He drew her back to his front, wrapping his arms around her and resting his chin on her head.

 As they gazed out together, she said, “But, it is a shame that it obviously won’t need any improvements.”

 “Oh, aye.” He chuckled, a low, rumbling laugh that was still rare, but came more often each day. She adored hearing it. “Still glad you married me?”

 “A bit,” she said, and he turned her in his arms. “I’ve only been waiting for this since the first day I met you, when you called me ‘poppet’ in your brogue.”

 “I recall that day. I remember thinking that when you grew up, you’d lead some man on a merry chase.” He tucked her against his warm chest. “Ah, lass,” he rasped, pressing his lips against her hair, “I just dinna know it would be me.”
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The love of a good woman?

 To save a wicked man like me?

 Never . . . because there’s no woman born

 who’s as good as I am bad.

 —E THAN ROSS MAC CARRICK,

LAIRD OF CLAN MAC CARRICK,

EIGHTH EARL OF KAVANAGH

 I didn’t steal it—I swear!

 Oh, as if things never fall into your pocket!
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 Iveley Hall, Buxton, England

 Spring 1846

 Ethan MacCarrick thought the bored wife he was about to tup might be a bonny wench.

 However, this was a best guess. At present, his vision was compromised by whisky, the great equalizer of women’s charms. Even after the wind-whipped half-hour ride to her home, he was drunk; in fact, he seemed to be getting worse.

 But the woman behaved as if she was pretty, he assured himself as he removed his jacket, tossing it toward a divan in her opulent bedroom and missing it. Even in his muddled state, he detected a superficial silliness about her that men would tolerate only if she was fair. Plus, she’d been confident when she’d propositioned him in the shadowy hall of the Buxton tavern, having had no doubt whatsoever that he would meet her tonight.

 She had a French accent and was tall, he thought, though she was now reclined, and he’d only briefly stood next to her when they’d met. They’d been together just long enough for her to pass him an expensively perfumed note with directions to her home, to ask if he could be circumspect, and to murmur what she planned to do to him.

 Ethan was a red-blooded male of twenty-three—her wicked plans for him had seemed just the thing.

 As he crossed the spacious room to the whisky service, she rose to her knees on the bed. “Did you wait to leave fifteen minutes after my maid and I left?” She feared her husband might hear of this indiscretion when he returned from his trip.

 Ethan served himself a drink. “Aye, I waited.” He wouldn’t have traveled with her, anyway. A rake’s first rule of thumb? Always ride your own horse to a meeting with a woman you’re about to bed, so you can leave when you like. Else they’ll want to cling for the night.

 Ethan loathed clinging women.

 “Did anyone see you riding here?” she asked.

 “No, no’ a soul.”

 “Because I can’t have my husband hearing about—”

 “Enough!” She was already grating on his nerves, and he hadn’t even used her yet. “You’re no’ the first married woman I’ve had,” he answered honestly. “I’ve done this many a time before.”

 “Of course, I’m sure you have,” she said hastily. When he finally made his way toward her, she murmured, “You’re such a handsome young devil, Ethan. So tall. So strapping.”

 He drank, frowning into his glass at her use of his given name. He hadn’t quite caught hers back at the tavern, when she’d been whispering in his ear, describing herself on her knees, sucking him deep. “Young devil? I dinna get the impression you were that much older than I am,” he said as he reached the bed.

 She laughed. “Just a bit.” Her features were clearer now. She was pleasing enough. Maybe early thirties. “I’m old enough to know what I want, and when I saw you, I knew I had to have you.” She took his drink from him and set it on the bedside table. “But I bet women throw themselves at you, don’t they?”

 “Everywhere I go,” he said, not bothering to hide his arrogance. It was true. He was a young, rich laird, and women liked his looks. And it seemed the more drunken and cruel he became, the more they wanted him.

 “So if it hadn’t been me tonight, it could easily have been another woman from the tavern?”

 “Easily,” he replied. When he’d left, the raven-haired barmaid he’d been contemplating had cast him a hurt expression. So had her sister. He’d shrugged at them as if he hadn’t cared. Because he hadn’t. “One woman or two.”

 “Then why me?” the wife asked breathlessly, angling for a compliment he wouldn’t give.

 “I like married women better, find them more convenient.” He never heard from them again. A married woman readily faded into the past, one among many in his memory—as she should. And if her husband was weak enough and stupid enough to get cuckolded, then he deserved it, and Ethan would oblige.

 “So all I am is a convenience?” She gave a mock pout as she began unbuttoning his shirt with deft fingers.

 “Aye, precisely.”

 His callous treatment seemed to be exciting her. “Say my name with your accent,” she whispered.

 “Doona know it.”

 She smiled. “It’s Sylvie—”

 “Doona need to,” he interrupted sharply, making her gasp with desire.

 He was used to women who liked a cold, domineering male in their beds, but he sensed she might want him to be worse than that. On his solitary ride over here, he’d had time to think about the situation, and his drunken mind said something wasn’t right about her.

 Her perfume cloyed, but not more than that of the woman he’d had last night. She was tall, voluptuous, and dark-haired—the type that normally attracted him. Yet as she licked his chest, brushing his shirt away from his body, he again found that something about her was off-putting.

 People had long said that Ethan had no more feelings than an animal. Well, right now pure instinct was telling him not to take her. He frowned as her mouth eased down his chest to his navel, her destination unmistakable.

 But could the message possibly be louder than the Scotch and the promise of a below job?

 Aye, it is. He plucked her fingers from his trousers and stumbled back.

 “What are you doing?”

 “I’m leaving.” Bending for his shirt, he lost his balance, but he swiftly righted himself. He knew he’d been drinking too much lately. He was the oldest brother and head of a family that suffered, and the responsibility of it, and the inability to change it, weighed more heavily on him than anyone would dare suppose.

 But his drinking was helping nothing.

 “Leaving?” she cried. “You can’t be serious.”

 He gave her one curt nod.

 “Then why did you come here? What did I do?”

 “No’ a thing.” Where the hell had he dropped his jacket? “Just doona care to any longer.”

 “Tell me what you want, and I’ll do it. Anything, ” she added plaintively, making him shudder in disgust.

 A clinger.

 Turning from her, he said, “Doona want anything from you. No’ anymore.”

 “You cannot do this!” She shot to her feet and stormed over to him. “Just pass me over like a woman you’ve bought.” Her anger transformed the refined French inflection of her voice to a sharper, more common accent. Ethan had heard similar before—it was a lower-class accent. “Like some stray whore!”

 “If the shoe fits . . .”

 “No one treats me this way, not now. No one! ” She darted in front of him. He turned from her once more, and she did it again, antagonizing him. Already his decision to leave was justified. “I’ll have you horsewhipped for this!”

 Finally he spotted his jacket. “Get the hell out of my way.”

 “I’ll whip you myself!”

 “Temper, temper, wench.” He faced her with a sardonic expression. “Now I’m really no’ going to fuck you.”

 She screeched, flying at him, nails raking down his face before he could shove her from him. He pressed his sleeve to his cheek and saw the crimson, stark against the white linen. “You goddamned bitch! You doona ken what you’re provoking.”

 He headed for the door, but she beat on his back, screaming, “Do you know what I could have done to you?”

 When Ethan whirled around, her face was streaming with tears, her eyes alight with fury. “Touch me again, and I’ll break my rule about no’ slapping crazed bitches who canna take no for an answer.”

 “Do it, then!” Had her expression flashed with excitement?

 To scare her so she’d leave him be, he made as if to backhand her—

 The door crashed open.

 There stood a gray-haired, enraged man. Must be the aging husband, Ethan thought with a tired exhalation as he lowered his hand. Pistols at dawn and another death on my hands.

 “He tried to force himself on me!” the wife shrieked, tears still streaming.

 Ethan swung his gaze on her. “Are you mad, woman? You invited me here!”

 More men filled the doorway, hardened ones—henchmen. A blond giant flanked the old husband, looking almost more enraged.

 “Never!” she cried. “He must have followed me home from the inn tonight.”

 The husband narrowed his eyes on Ethan’s face. Ethan swiped a hand over his cheek. “Oh, bloody hell,” he said wearily. “She scratched me when I wanted to leave.” Though Ethan was still drunk, even he recognized how ridiculous that sounded.

 “Sylvie, are you injured?” The husband’s grasping for this like a lifeline.

 “You canna be serious. Can you no’ see she’s lying?” Ethan made a disgusted sound. “The witch asked me here, I vow it—”

 “No, ” she wailed loud enough to crack glass. “He tried to rape me, but I fought him. Do you see his face?”

 Ethan gave her a look of pure fury, staring at her while telling the man, “Ask at the inn, ask anyone there. She invited me.” But she had been circumspect. Would any of the patrons have seen them together in that hallway for the brief moments when she’d approached him?

 The woman shook her head fiercely. “My maid was with me at the inn and when we came home. Ask Flora! Ask her!” Touching the back of her hand against her forehead, she sank to the edge of the bed. “Oh, God,” she whispered, “ I was so afraid.”

 Ethan gaped in amazement. Christ, she’s good —

With a bellow, the old man charged for Ethan. Habit took over. Ethan threw a fist, breaking his nose—blood spurted.

 “I’ll see you in Newgate for this!” the husband roared, cupping his face.

 It was important for Ethan to remember something. What was it? “Goddamn it, I did nothing to this woman . . . and she instigated it all.”

 “Get him!” the old man thickly commanded his men.

 At that instant, the answer Ethan sought came to him, and he lunged for his jacket.

 A blow crashed against the back of his skull. His face pounded the floor. Fists rained down again and again, kicks to the gut. . . . He fought the blackness for as long as he could; he had to explain, had to defend himself.

 He dimly heard the bitch crying to her husband, worrying about the scandal if this were to go to trial . . . their reputations, their standing . . . other husbands with his power would take care of this themselves.

 Ethan knew that in this isolated part of the country the lords were their own entities, laws unto themselves if they chose, always with henchmen willing to do black deeds. And they hated strangers, much less foreigners.

 The note, his deliverance, was stowed in his jacket pocket just feet from him. He tried to speak but could only grunt in pain. An attempt to reach for it earned him a booted kick to the chest.

 Forcing his eyes open, he saw that she was crying hysterically, seeming to believe her own lies. “With you and Brymer gone, I was an easy target.”

 The cuckold was soothing her, wrapping her in his coat. “I should never have left you—”

 “Th-that fiend was in the house with me, with Maddy!” she added significantly. Whoever this Maddy was, the mere mention of her in this context made the old man swing his gaze on Ethan. Seeming dumb with rage, eyes glazed over with it, he assured her they’d take care of this on their own—no one would have to know. Ethan felt true fear rippling through him.

 They’d make sure the Scottish bastard never raped another woman as long as he lived.

 Castration. Cold sweat broke out over Ethan’s body; they were going to take a knife to him.

 The old man hesitated, then gave a nod. “Brymer, take him out back. See it done.”

 This Brymer was the giant with the killing look in his eyes. “It will be a pleasure.” He hauled Ethan up, dealing a punishing blow to his jaw. Ethan tried to shake it off, but blackness consumed him. . . .

 He woke to the bite of a rope cinched around his wrists. A bone-deep ache radiated from his shoulders up to his clenched fingers. He tried to open his eyes—only one swollen lid would crack enough for him to see—and found himself strung up to the rafter of some type of stable. A blood-soaked gag filled his mouth.

 Ethan saw a tall, burly man sitting on the edge of a stool that was about to buckle under his great weight. His meaty leg bounced with nervous energy as he cast Ethan furtive, guilty glances. The man knew. He knew Ethan was being wronged. Of course, the wife would have done things like this before. Ethan yelled behind his gag and grappled against his bonds, frenzied to tell him about the note.

 From behind him, he heard a door creak open. Brymer asked, “Is he awake yet, Tully?”

 “Only just,” Tully said, heaving his big frame to his feet. “I was thinking . . . m-maybe one of us should ride to the inn, and just ask a few questions.”

 “Van Rowen wants us to do a job on him,” Brymer said. “So that’s what we’re going to do.” Brymer was eager for it.

 Van Rowen. Why did the name sound familiar? When Ethan got out of this, he would kill Van Rowen, ripping him apart with his bare hands. The man had no idea what he’d just brought down on himself and his entire family—

 Ethan heard the unmistakable sound of a blade being unsheathed, and he fought to free his hands.

 “But, Brymer, what would it hurt to ride—”

 “I just returned from the inn. No one saw anything untoward.” Brymer moved into Ethan’s field of vision. “They just saw Mrs. Van Rowen eating a meal with Flora for about an hour before they left.” He picked his teeth with the knifepoint. “Coachman swears he saw no one else and drove them home alone, as does Flora.”

 “But sometimes . . . it seems Mrs. Van Rowen might—”

 “On the other hand,” Brymer continued, ignoring Tully’s words, “this one here’s a foreigner, swilling spirits. The barmaid said he’s a mean drunk and a Scottish brute.”

 That spiteful bitch . . . just because I passed her over . . .

 “His die is cast, Tully. But as for you, you’ll either follow your orders—or you’ll take yourself off Van Rowen lands tonight.”

 No, no. Ethan could pay him a fortune not to do this.

 Tully’s shoulders slumped.

 No, goddamn it, no!

 “Hold his head,” Brymer ordered.

 Tully did as he was told, taking Ethan’s head in his thick arms. Ethan fought against the grip, spitting curses behind the gag.

 “Wh-what do you plan to do?”

 “First off, I’m going to finish what Mrs. Van Rowen started,” Brymer said with a nod at the marks on Ethan’s face. “I bet the ladies fancy his looks. They won’t ever again after tonight. Of course, that’ll be the least of his worries.”

 When Ethan felt the cold blade against the heated skin on his right cheek, he twisted, using all his remaining strength to break free. Nothing.

 The knife sliced cleanly; Ethan roared in pain.

 “Hold him still!” Brymer snapped.

 “I’m trying!” Tully clenched harder. “He’s a big bastard!”

 Brymer cut and cut until blood coated Ethan’s neck. Soon Ethan was numb all over, barely conscious.

 “What are you doing?” Tully asked.

 “If you take the strip from the middle, it will never heal right when he gets sewn up.”

 The desperate need to fight was there, burning in him, but his leaden body wouldn’t cooperate. When Brymer was at last done, Tully released Ethan, and his head lolled forward.

 Brymer took him by the hair, yanking him up to smile at his handiwork. “Come look, Tully.”

 The man did. His eyes went wide, and he retched repeatedly before he lunged away, vomiting in the hay.

 When Ethan saw the strip of skin lying in the dirt, blackness dotted his vision. He silently vowed, I’m going to destroy you. You’re all going to die as slowly as you’ve done this to me. . . . Then his eyes slid closed.

 He was roused by an anguished bellow sounding from the manor house. The bitch began screaming as well, a series of shrieks growing louder in succession.

 A door slammed . . . someone ran toward them . . . seconds later a servant burst through the doorway of the stable, gasping, “ Stop! Let him free!”

 In a flash of clarity, Ethan comprehended what had happened. Another of the bitch’s screams rent the quiet of the night, then sudden silence.

 Ethan laughed behind his gag, crazed. Wetness leaked from his eyes.

 Van Rowen had found the note.



One
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 London

 Summer 1856

 Ethan had long grown used to the sinking expressions people cast him when they realized it was he who darkened their doorsteps—but in the East End rookeries this tendency seemed even more pronounced.

 Many saw Ethan and ran.

 The sound of his boots booming across wet cobblestones was all Ethan heard as he chased a drunken cockney—one among many of his sources of information.

 Lunging forward, Ethan clamped the cockney’s shoulders, tossing him headfirst into the side of a tenement building. The man collapsed into a stunned heap.

 Hauling him to his feet, Ethan drew his pistol, pressing the muzzle against the man’s temple. “Where’s Davis Grey?”

 “I ’aven’t seen ’im.” He hissed in a breath between the copious gaps in his teeth. “I swear to ye, MacCarrick!”

 Ethan casually cocked his gun. The drunk knew of his reputation, knew Ethan would just as easily shoot him as not back in this dark alley. “Then why did you run?”

 “B-because ye scare the piss out o’ me.”

 Understandable.

 “I ’eard Grey was in Portugal, with an ’unger for opium. And that ’e might be returnin’. That’s all. I swear it!”

 After a hesitation, Ethan released him, deciding to believe him. The information meshed with his own, and this man likely wouldn’t court Ethan’s wrath by lying. “You know what to do if you see Grey. And you know what I’ll do if you doona notify me.”

 The cockney muttered thanks for his mercy, then scurried off into the night.

 For the last several hours, Ethan had combed the slums, using all his resources to track Davis Grey, a onetime compatriot and family friend—and now Ethan’s target.

 Though all his reports indicated that Grey wasn’t in England, Ethan had wanted to make certain. Tonight he’d chased every lead he’d been able to think of in London. Tomorrow he would leave the city to hunt for Grey elsewhere.

 As Ethan strode down the winding, narrow streets back to his mount, a surprisingly comely whore smiled and dropped her shawl, revealing her heavy breasts to him.

 And he felt nothing.

 When he passed under a flickering gaslight, he showed the woman the other side of his face. She turned away in disgust, yanking her shawl to her neck. It was because of women like her that he’d stopped seeking sex entirely.

 At twenty-three, he’d still been in bandages when he’d fully comprehended he wouldn’t be having any woman he didn’t have to pay. He’d already vowed never to drink again after that night in Buxton. And for a young man suddenly deprived of drinking and women—two of his routine follies—a profession in the Network, one of the Crown’s clandestine organizations, had held definite appeal. Along with his brother Hugh, Ethan had signed on, but only after he’d delivered a subtle, but absolute, revenge against his enemies.

 Whereas Hugh was an assassin in the Network, cleanly completing his assignments, Ethan would kill, spy, and extort to get a job done. Ethan was skilled at what he did, successful doing the jobs no one else wanted to do. His brothers called him a jack of all lethal trades.

 Once he’d returned to his horse—a fine gelding with a strong and unwavering dislike for him—Ethan mounted up and decided to ride by the London town house of Edward Weyland, Ethan and Hugh’s superior. More news might have come in. Besides, what else did he have to do?

 When he arrived, he caught Quin Weyland just climbing into his saddle. “Is your uncle in?” Ethan asked. Quin also worked in the Network and was being groomed to eventually take over his uncle’s role.

 “No, he’s out of town. But I saw Hugh just a few minutes ago.”

 “Just Hugh? No’ Court?”

 Quin absently shook his head.

 Damn it, Hugh was supposed to be with Court, their younger brother, making sure he returned to London from the Continent.

 In an irritated tone, Quin said, “I thought you told us Hugh was going to be able to handle this situation with Davis Grey.”

 “Aye, he will.”

 “You should have seen the look on his face when I apprised him of the threat.”

 “He should react that way,” Ethan said impatiently. “Grey’s a dangerous killer with an agenda.” Grey had worked in the Network as an assassin—in fact, he’d trained Hugh.

 “No, I meant when I told him it was Jane in danger.” Jane Weyland, the fair daughter of Edward Weyland.

 They’d heard word that Grey sought to kill Jane for revenge against Weyland because she was what Weyland treasured most in the world. To protect her, Weyland planned for Ethan to hunt and destroy Grey and for Hugh to act as Jane’s bodyguard, trailing her.

 Shouldn’t be a problem. Where Jane went, Hugh yearned to follow.

 Quin added, “Grey told me Hugh loved her.”

 Ethan quirked a brow. “We’re talkin’ to Grey now?”

 “Years ago, before he turned.”

 Turned madman. Grey was known to wear a jovial expression, his demeanor complimentary and amenable, even while he was slitting his targets’ throats.

 “Well, is it true?” Quin asked.

 “Hugh might have had an infatuation when they were younger,” Ethan lied. Hugh was likely still in love with Jane to an unspeakable—an embarrassing —degree. “He hasn’t even seen her in years.” And had never told her how he felt.

 “He rode off after her tonight quickly enough.”

 “Where’s she gone at this hour?” Ethan asked.

 “She sneaked out her window to meet my sisters and their young friend from out of town.”

 “To go where?”

 “Haymarket Street,” Quin finally answered. “I’m on my way there right now.”

 “Gin palaces and prostitutes.” The rookeries were squalid, but Haymarket was seamy. “What’s there to tempt them?”

 Quin admitted, “The Hive.”

 “They dinna go there,” Ethan bit out incredulously. The Hive, a warehouse converted into an unlicensed dance hall, was infamous for debauchery. “How do the women in your family even find these things?” Quin’s two sisters and his six female first cousins comprised the Weyland Eight, as society called them. They were progressives, loving all things modern, and had dubbed themselves “sensation seekers.”

 Ethan called them “spoiled chits with too much coin and too much freedom.”

 Quin shook his head. “I wish I bloody knew.”

 “I canna believe they’re voluntarily going into that place. You ken your sisters will no’ come out in the same shape as they went in.”

 “Go to hell, Kavanagh—”

 “Doona call me that,” Ethan snapped. He hated being reminded of his title, of that life. “Why do you no’ drag them home by their ears?”

 “And be forced to give Jane a reason why she suddenly has none of the freedom she’s accustomed to?”

 “She does no’ know she’s in danger?”

 Quin shook his head. “We are hoping you’ll take out Grey early enough that Jane never has to know about any of us.” He reined around when Ethan prodded his obstinate mount forward. “You’re going?”

 “Aye, I need to see my brother.” And make sure he’s capable of the job at hand. “What’s the fare tonight at the Hive?”

 Quin muttered, “An illegal courtesans’ ball.”

 Ethan gave a humorless laugh. He could practically feel sorry for the unsuspecting “young friend from out of town.” The lass was about to get an eye-opening lesson in depravity.

 • • •

 Regrettably, Ethan had seen the love-struck look on his brother’s face before.

 Though Hugh was an assassin—one of the most skilled and prolific in the world—his mind went blank when he was near Jane Weyland. He had difficulty speaking. His brow would bead with sweat like a green lad’s.

 Just minutes ago, Ethan had found him in this state in an alleyway that crossed Haymarket Street. Hugh had been so engrossed as he watched Jane stroll up Haymarket with her entourage that he hadn’t even heard Ethan approach.

 Hugh was never taken unaware; tonight a runaway dray cart could have slipped up on him.

 The situation with Hugh and Jane was incomprehensible to a man like Ethan, who’d never felt even a casual regard for a woman. As Ethan often reminded his brothers, he himself remained immune to untidy entanglements like that.

 But for some reason, Hugh wasn’t shamed that a woman could make him so weak. And obviously, ten years of being away from her had done nothing to make his feelings ebb.

 After Ethan had joined him in the alley, the two of them had begun exchanging terse words—as was customary—only this time they argued in lowered voices.

 Hugh had always been disgusted that Ethan had wanted —and had offered—to kill Grey, who’d once been Hugh’s friend; Ethan had always been disgusted that Hugh had fallen for Jane and opened himself up to such a glaring liability. Ethan’s liability was his protectiveness of his brothers, but he’d been born into that one, and it couldn’t be helped.

 “I wager that right about now, you wish my offer to kill Grey had been accepted,” Ethan told Hugh, his smugness conveyed even in hushed tones. “But no’ to worry, little brother, it certainly has now. Weyland will do anything to protect his daughter.” Ethan jerked his chin at Jane and her group as they passed the alley. He faced Hugh, then did a double take back to the group, only to stare.

 The fourth woman in the group—a wee lass with shining blond hair—had caught his attention utterly.

 The young friend from out of town . . .

 She wore a deep blue gown and cape, tied at her pale neck like a choker, and a matching mask tilted up into points at the corners above her bright eyes. By the flickering glow of the gaslights, Ethan saw her dark pink lips curl intermittently into a mysterious grin, yet not when her friends were laughing. She seemed to be in her own little world.

 Though she appeared lively and fresh, he sensed in her a world-weariness—the same that affected him so markedly.

 He frowned to find that his heart had started to race—

 Hugh had him shoved against a building wall, his forearm lodged against Ethan’s neck, before he could tense.

 What is this . . .? Ethan rolled his eyes. “Rest easy. I’m no’ ogling your precious Jane.”

 Hugh finally released him but appeared disbelieving. “Then what held your attention?” he demanded. “Claudia? The one in the red mask?” When Ethan gave no answer, Hugh said, “Belinda? The tall brunette?”

 Ethan shook his head slowly, never taking his eyes from the blonde.

 The unusual notice clearly stunned Hugh. “I doona know her, but she must be one of Jane’s friends,” he said in a wary tone. “And she looks no’ more than twenty. Too young for you.”

 Ethan’s age was thirty-three, and he felt every year of it, but she was young. So how could she possibly have that weariness about her? “If I’m as bad as you and Court and all of the clan believe,” Ethan began, “then I’ll find her that much more enticing for it, will I no’?” Ethan strove for a bored tone, but he suspected his bitterness came through. Truthfully, he wasn’t as bad as they thought.

 He was worse.

 He had blood on his hands and a heart so cold that he was considered the evil brother of the three—and the other two were a gunman and a mercenary. Ethan was the sodding laird, and yet most in the clan feared him, wanting nothing to do with him—and that was before he’d been scarred.

 Reminded of his appearance, he tried to turn away from the girl. If he approached her, a beauty like that would run in terror at the sight of his face. Drop back in the shadows where you belong. Forget you ever saw her. . . .

 But then a loud masquerade-goer neared them, sporting a domino in the latest style, with a drop of cloth in the front. Ethan’s lips slid into a smirk that tugged the tight skin of his face. Perfect.

 In the blink of an eye, Ethan’s hand shot out to snare the mask. The much smaller man opened his mouth to object, but Ethan gave him a killing look, and the man dashed away.

 “Doona toy with her, Ethan,” Hugh said.

 “Afraid I’ll ruin your chances with Jane?” Ethan asked as he donned the mask. “Hate to remind you, brother, but they were ruined before you even met her. And you’ve got a book to prove it.”

 “Your fate is just as grim as mine,” Hugh said, “yet you’re going after a woman.”

 “Ah, but I’m in no danger of falling in love with her”—Ethan turned to stride into the masquerade, tossing over his shoulder—“so it’s no’ likely my dallying will get her killed.”

 With a grated sound of frustration, Hugh followed him to the warehouse entrance, where they tendered admission to a bald man in a pig mask. Inside, the drunken crowd was thick; there had to be over a thousand people crammed in.

 Oh, aye, the girl was about to get a lesson. All around them, obscene murals hung on the walls, and half-clad whores were openly fondling men.

 Ethan couldn’t see the group immediately in the crush, so he and Hugh strode to the second-story landing for a better view. They spotted the women in front of a small raised stage, scrutinizing an exhibit —which consisted of two women and a man, unclothed and covered in clay, posing as Greek statues.

 In such an atmosphere of dissolution, the young chit looked . . . bored.

 When Jane viewed the naked man with an appraising eye, Hugh’s fists clenched. The blonde appraised him, too, but Ethan had no urge to hit anything. Ethan had known he was immune. . . .

 The group moved on to a punch service tended by a half-clad courtesan, but the blonde turned back to the stage. With a sensual grin, she languidly blew the male model a kiss. Ethan frowned. I doona like that. Bloody hell. Why do I no’ like that?

 “I dinna think blondes were your type,” Hugh said, beginning to sound alarmed.

 Never looking away from the girl, Ethan said, “They’re no’.”

 “Nor slim, short lasses.”

 “Tall and buxom for me,” Ethan said absently. He watched her accept a glass of punch, delicately take a sniff of her drink, then partake heartily.

 “Then what is it?”

 “Doona know,” Ethan answered in half truth. He knew why he was attracted to her—he could tell she was an extraordinary beauty, even with her mask—but he didn’t understand the degree of his attraction.

 He’d bedded women as lovely as she, so why did he feel an inexplicable sense of urgency to join her—to get her? Ethan knew he could find her again. She was friends with the Weylands. So why did he want her at this moment?

 “Are you actually going to approach her?” Hugh asked.

 “Bloody hell I am.”

 “I thought I was no’ to reveal myself to Jane if I could help it. She’ll recognize you.”

 “No’ with this mask,” Ethan said, then asked, “Why are you behaving as if my interest is so bloody consequential?”

 “It’s consequential because you’ve never pursued a woman in your entire life.”

 Ethan had never had to before that night in Buxton—and he hadn’t bothered to after.

 “No’ even your fiancée,” Hugh added.

 No, Ethan’s fiancée had been handed to him as though on a platter—and it had cost Sarah her life. He’d had no idea that by trying to salvage his life after what the Van Rowens had done to him he’d be destroying another’s. . . .

 Shaking off those memories, wanting to forget, Ethan strode for the stairs to go after the blonde lass, but Hugh shoved him back.

 “What the hell is wrong with you?” Hugh demanded.

 “Doona shove me again, brother, or I will put you down.” Hugh was the only one who’d ever dared to challenge him like this. “Did you never think I just want to bed her?” Christ, he wanted to bed her, wanted her fiercely. Finally! his mind seemed to roar.

 “Bed her?” Hugh got an uncomfortable look about him. “No, I dinna think that.”

 Ethan narrowed his eyes. So Hugh suspected or knew the truth about him. Ethan should have realized that the secret of his celibacy would have gotten out among the Network. The members gossiped worse than old matrons at the village well.

 Ten years had passed since his face had been so horribly damaged. As he’d predicted, the only way he’d been able to bed women had been to pay them, and he’d done so for the first seven years. Yet there were only so many times a man could tolerate looking down at a woman he was using and seeing her thinly veiled revulsion—especially after he’d paid for her.

 One unsatisfying encounter after another had taken their toll, and now his body couldn’t seem to be bothered to desire, to ache, any longer. If he was attracted to a woman, it was tepid, like a shadow of what he used to feel. Though his manhood had been left intact that night, it might as well not have been. He hadn’t had a woman beneath him in years.

 And even more disquieting—he hadn’t especially missed it.

 Until now . . .

 “She’s a lady,” Hugh insisted. “No’ to be used by you.”

 “Then what is she doing here?” Ethan asked incredulously, waving his hand around the warehouse.

 “The same thing Jane is—they’re thrill seekers. Typical rich Londoners.”

 “In a place like this, even a lady is fair game.”

 “You doona know that she’s no’ an innocent.” His expression severe, Hugh added, “Ethan, you’re . . . you just canna be this bad.”

 Ethan raised his eyebrows.

 “Damn it, if for no other reason, then you should leave the girl alone to concentrate on hunting Grey.” Hugh ran his fingers through his hair. “If I canna count on you to take out Grey while I’m watching Jane—”

 “Have you forgotten who you’re addressing?” Ethan reached the end of his patience and snatched off his mask to stare his brother down. “I’ve wanted to put a bullet between Grey’s eyes for years—a dozen times, I’ve had him in my rifle sights and my finger on the trigger—but I dinna because you thought the man could be redeemed.”

 Ethan had stalked Grey repeatedly, always keeping an eye on him. In fact, Ethan was the only one in the whole bloody Network who’d discovered Grey was killing on his own. “Now, when Jane’s involved, you see reason. So how can you possibly think I would waste my opportunity to destroy someone I’ve craved killing?” When Hugh remained unconvinced, Ethan said, “I’m going to scratch this itch, then get to work.” His tone and demeanor were bored.

 He turned back, but the girl was gone, separated from her friends. He felt a flare of alarm. This was a dangerous place, and she was alone.

 Or was she?

 She could be meeting someone. She could even be married and already involved in an affair. He found himself striding down the stairs, donning his mask once more. He ignored Hugh’s last call of warning, then plunged into the crowd.

 Ethan was bent on finding her, which baffled him. He liked voluptuous brunettes, earthy women who gave as good as they got in bed. And Hugh was right—he didn’t pursue women.

 But if it took a delicate, angelic-looking blonde to provoke his body to this kind of reaction once more, then he’d be damned if he was letting the object of his lust out of his sight.

 He promised himself he’d be inside her this very night.



Two
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 If Madeleine Van Rowen was ever going to lose her virginity outside of a collateralized, signed marriage contract, it’d be with the towering man she’d spied in the black domino. He’d just begun navigating his way through the crowds of the Hive, the gaudily extravagant dance hall in which she found herself tonight.

 From her spot on a raised dais, decorated with swans and lusty satyrs, Maddy watched him over the rim of her second glass of punch. She was growing light-headed and suspected the drink was spiked with more than rum—the spirit du jour—but she didn’t particularly care. She wouldn’t mind getting foxed after the day she’d just endured.

 Today she’d learned that she’d failed to secure the man she’d journeyed from Paris to London to marry. “Madeleine, I’m just not the marrying type, ” he’d said. “I’m sorry. ”

Preferring to drown her sorrows in private, she’d wandered off from her group of friends, the Weyland women: Maddy’s childhood friend Claudia, her sister Belinda, and their cousin Jane. The three Londoner Weylands were always craving the next forbidden thrill, and the Hive was supposed to be . . . thrilling.

 Jane Weyland, the de facto leader of their group, had told the younger Maddy not to wander off again. After all, gentlewomen needed to stay together at all costs when out in London at night. Maddy rolled her eyes even now.

 Please, innocent girls, Maddy had wanted to say. Though this masquerade was packed to the rafters with not only prostitutes and their lecherous patrons but also thieves and swindlers, it still paled in comparison to her everyday life.

 Her secret life.

 Maddy told everyone she lived in the wealthy Parisian parish of St. Roch with her mother and stepfather, but she actually lived alone in a slum called La Marais—translated as the Swamp—and every night she drifted to sleep to the music of gunfire and brawls.

 She was a sneak thief, a pickpocket who would steal a diamond as easily as an apple, and she wasn’t above an occasional burgle. In fact, if Maddy hadn’t considered the Weylands her friends, they’d do well to be wary of her.

 After adjusting her sapphire cape behind her and then her blue glacé mask, Maddy relaxed on the dais bench, settling in to enjoy her view of the tall man. He stood well above most everyone in the room—six and a half feet in height, at least—and he had broad, muscular shoulders filling out his jacket.

 The black domino he wore had a fluttering drop in the front, and though she could see his brow and lips and strong chin, the rest of his face was covered. He had thick, straight jet hair, and, she’d bet, dark, intense eyes.

 He was clearly searching for someone, striding with aggression, his head turning this way and that, fighting the crush of what looked like thousands of people. When a gaggle of bare-breasted tarts blocked his path, angling for his attention, his brows drew together—with consternation or irritation, Maddy didn’t know.

 What she wouldn’t give to bed a strapping man like that for her first time. After all, she was an aficionada of male beauty. Her friend Claudia would chuckle each time Maddy tilted her head and peered at a passing man on the street. Maddy grinned into her glass. Making men blush as she so obviously sized them up was one of the things she lived for.

 But if today was any indication of her luck, her husband and first lover was to be the Comte Le Daex, an obscenely wealthy roué who was three times her age. He was so antiquated he still wore a wig, forgodsakes. She tried to look on the bright side—he wanted to wed her—and to ignore the fact that he’d handily survived all three of his previous young wives.

 In a last bid to avoid marrying that man, Maddy had journeyed to London, calling on her childhood friendship with Claudia, specifically to snare her brother, Quinton Weyland. Unfortunately, Quin—with his curling hair, laughing green eyes, and robust finances—refused to marry.

 It was time to face her three remaining choices.

 First, she could continue on her own in La Marais as she had for years; second, she could reveal her litany of lies to the Weylands, confess her current pitiable situation, and beg them to make her their charity case; or third, Maddy could marry Le Daex.

 The mere idea of admitting to Quin and Claudia everything she’d fabricated about her life made her flush with mortification. She could imagine Quin’s laughing eyes narrowing with disgust. Maddy shook her head hard, resolving that she’d never tell them.

 But to continue in La Marais, she faced a mountain of debt and a cold, uncertain winter. A hungry winter. Maddy loathed hunger.

 So Le Daex it would be. How dismal. . . .

 To distract her thoughts, she focused once more on the tall one as he made the perimeter of the building. His methodical and determined hunt, even the way he moved, fascinated her. He finally stopped, raking his fingers through his hair, turning in a circle in the crowd. She felt sad that he couldn’t find the paramour he sought so urgently, and she drank to him, wishing him luck—

 He raised his head to where she sat, and his gaze locked on her. At once, he turned that aggressive stride toward the swan-and-satyr dais.

 Frowning in confusion— she was the only one seated here—Maddy lowered her glass. He must have mistaken her for someone else. She wondered if she should take advantage of his mistake and enjoy a few kisses with him. How delicious that would be. Just to squeeze those muscular shoulders while his lips brushed hers . . .

 As he neared, his gaze held hers until she was captivated. Everything else dimmed. The drunken men were unseen; the high, false laughter of the courtesans below her was silenced.

 He took the steps to her two at a time. When he stood before her, she stifled a gasp. She was eye level with his groin, and there was no disguising the fact that he was . . . aroused. She slowly tilted her head up.

 He stared down at her, silently offering his big hand. His eyes were dark—and she’d never seen such intensity. She inhaled a shaky breath.

 Le coup de foudre.

 Bolt out of the blue. No, no. No bolts for me! Maddy was ever practical, never fanciful. She had no idea why that thought had arisen—because le coup de foudre had a second, more profound meaning.

 The urge to take his hand was overwhelming. She clutched her glass in one hand and her skirts in the other. “I’m sorry, sir. I’m not who you seek, nor am I, er, one among these other women.”

 “I ken that.” He took her elbow—gently, but firmly—and helped her to her feet. “If you were like these other women, I would no’ be seeking you at all.” He had a marked Scottish accent and a voice so deep and husky that it gave her shivers.

 “But I don’t know you,” she said, sounding breathless.

 “You will soon, lass,” he answered, making her frown. But before she could say anything, he took her glass and set it away, then caught her hand to pull her from the dais into the crowd.

 For Maddy, two flaws warred with each other for the title of What Would Prove to Be Maddy’s Downfall: an overly developed sense of curiosity and a marked pride. She imagined the traits to be in a race, like two horses in the mutuels on which she occasionally gambled. Right now, curiosity took the lead, demanding that she hear what the Scot had to say—even when she realized he was taking her toward the rooms lining the back wall of the warehouse. She quirked a brow. The rooms where prostitutes more fully serviced their patrons.

 He opened the first door they came upon. Inside the dimly lit area, a woman was on her knees before a young man, taking him with her mouth while he leaned down and pinched her swollen, rouged nipples.

 “Out,” the Scot ordered with quiet menace. “Now.”

 The woman obviously sensed a threat better than her patron did, and she pushed the drunken man back to tug up her bodice and scurry to her feet.

 The Scot swung a glance at Maddy as the pair lurched out, no doubt to gauge her reaction to what they’d just witnessed. She shrugged. One of her best friends and across-the-hall neighbor was a popular girl, and scenes like this took place constantly where she lived. Turn any corner and find a different vice on display.

 At twenty-one years of age, Maddy had seen it all.

 As soon as they were alone, he closed the door and retrieved a chair to wedge against it. Where was her alarm? Where was her well-developed sense of self-preservation in a place like this? The room was dominated by a massive bed—twelve feet square at least—draped in glaring scarlet silk; no one could hear her scream back here, and they would ignore it even if they could, thinking a prostitute was giving a good show.

 Yet, for some reason, she sensed this man wouldn’t hurt her, and she possessed unfailing and proven instincts with men—a priceless gift to have in La Marais.

 In any case, if things played out badly, this wouldn’t be the first time she’d kindly introduced her knee to a man’s groin and her fist to his Adam’s apple. He would be shocked at how dirty and fiercely this dainty mademoiselle could fight.

 When he returned from securing the door, he stood before her, far too close to be polite. She had to crane her head up to face him. “As I told you before, sir, I’m not one of these women. I don’t belong back here, nor should you be . . . collecting me as you did.”

 “And as I told you before, had you been a courtesan, I would no’ have collected you at all. I know you’re a lady. What I doona know is why you’re at this masquerade.”

 I’m trying to forget that soon I’ll have to return to hell. . . .

 She shook herself and answered, “I’m here with my friends. We’re out for adventure.” At least, the others were. She planned to pick pockets once the punch was flowing freely.

 “And by ‘adventure’ you mean affair.” His tone seemed to grow irritated. “A bored young wife looking for a bedmate?”

 “Not at all. We’re merely here to be scandalized so we’ll have something to write in our little diaries.” As if she could afford either the diary or the time to write.

 “Is that why you allowed me to lead you back here? Because you thought I’d make good diary fodder?”

 “I allowed you because it would have been fruitless to resist,” she replied. “I’ve seen intent like yours before. Would anything have stopped you from taking me to one of these rooms?”

 “No’ a thing in the world,” he said, catching her eyes.

 “Precisely. So I decided that instead of being hauled over your shoulder and carried, I might as well follow you to a quiet spot so I could explain to you that I am not interested in this.”

 He stalked closer to her, forcing her back to a narrow table along the silk-papered wall. “My intent was no’ only to get you alone, lass. And it has no’ waned.”
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 Her demeanor was surprisingly composed, her brilliant blue eyes calmly measuring behind her mask, as if a six-and-a-half-foot-tall Highlander accosting her in a darkened room made for sex was commonplace.

 Up close, Ethan could see that she was probably no more than twenty, but she was possessed of herself—and even more impossibly lovely than he’d believed when she’d passed him on the street outside.

 “And what is your intent?” she asked. Her breaths might have shallowed at his undisguised attention, especially when his gaze dropped to flicker over her breasts. She was slim, too much so for his customary taste, but her small breasts were expertly displayed, her cleavage plump above her tight bodice. He wanted to rip off his mask and rub his face against that creamy flesh.

 “My intent is to”— have a woman beneath me for the first time in three years —“kiss you.”

 “You’ll have to get your kisses ”—she stressed the word as if she doubted that was all he wanted—“from one of the hundreds of courtesans out there.”

 “Doona want them.” When his gaze had met hers in the crowd and her pink lips had parted, Ethan had been stunned to find himself swiftly growing hard as stone. Now as he leaned his face in closer to her hair—a mass of white-blond curls, swept up to bare her neck—he smelled her light flowery scent and shot harder, his shaft straining hotly against his trousers. He savored the rare feeling, wanting to groan at the unexpected pleasure. “I followed you in here from the street.”

 “Why?” Her tone was straightforward, and he silently thanked her for not being coquettish.

 “I saw you outside under a streetlight. I liked the way you smiled.”

 “And you just happened to have this with you?” She reached up, skimming her fingertips along the edge of his mask, but he caught her wrist, lowering it before releasing her.

 “I liberated it from a passing patron when I saw you enter.” The drop of his mask fluttered above his upper lip, and he’d quickly determined that no one could discern the extent of his scarred visage when courtesans had sought his attention in the crowd filling the Hive. When they’d hindered his progress, he’d been tempted to lift his mask to frighten them away.

 “Truly?” Her lips slid into that mysterious half grin, and the need to see the rest of her face burned in him. “So the entire time I saw you searching the crowd, you were looking for me?” Her accent was unusual—English upper class mixed with a tinge of French.

 “Aye, for you,” he said. “You were watching me from your vantage?”

 “Raptly,” she said, again straightforward, again surprising him.

 The idea of her noticing him gave him an odd sense of gratification. “You’re no’ from London, are you?” When she shook her head, he asked, “Why are you here?”

 “Do you want the truth or an answer fit for a masquerade?”

 “Truth.”

 “I’ve come to England to search for a rich husband,” she said.

 “No’ unusual,” he replied. “At least you have the ballocks to admit it.”

 “I have a proposal waiting in the wings at home,” she said, then frowned. “Though I had hoped not to fall back on that one.”

 “How is your hunt going?”

 “Not as well as I’d wished,” she said. “A few discountable proposals.”

 “Discountable? Why?”

 “Whenever I ask them to qualify themselves, they back off.”

 “Is that so?” he asked, and when she nodded solemnly, he felt a completely unfamiliar tug at his lips. “And how would a man qualify himself to you?”

 “By giving me a token that would actually be dear to him, like an expensive ring or a pair of matched bays, or something along those lines.”

 “You’ve given this a lot of thought.”

 “I think of nothing else,” she said so softly that he scarcely heard her. Then she added, “I did almost secure one. A truly good man.” Her blond brows drew together as she clearly mused about him. “There might still be the slimmest hope with that one.”

 For the first time in his life and at the age of thirty-three, Ethan felt the unmistakable heat of jealousy.

 What the bloody hell is wrong with me? “Then should you no’ be working tonight on securing him?” he asked, his voice colder.

 She blinked up at him. “Oh. Well, the man I mentioned went out for the evening. I’m his sister’s houseguest, so I’m accompanying her tonight.”

 That generation of Weylands had only one male— Quin. Ethan ground his teeth. Quin had always been a favorite with the ladies.

 She sighed. “Ça ne fait rien. It doesn’t matter.” Her voice was growing a bit slurred.

 “No, it does no’.” The hell she’d be securing Quin. Ethan would have to see her around London continually as their paths crossed—and if tonight was any indication, he’d have to continually cuckold Quin. “Forget him. He’s no’ here and I am.”

 She gazed up at him and tilted her head. “Take off your mask.”

 “That defeats the purpose of a masquerade, does it no’?” If he removed it, she would stop looking up at him with a growing curiosity glinting in her eyes, and instead, stare in horror. “I can enjoy you just as well with our masks on.”

 “And what makes you think I’d allow you to ‘enjoy’ me?” A flirtatious note had eased into her voice, so subtly he might have missed it. Not coquettish—but amused, intrigued.

 She was playing, enjoying herself, but she had no idea what she toyed with. “I’ve a sense for these things.” He brushed the backs of his fingers below the sapphire silk of her mask, down her cheek, and she allowed it. “Tonight you’re aching for a man.”

 At that, she glanced away. “You might be right, Scot,” she said casually, then faced him once more. Her voice a purr, she asked, “But are you the man I await . . . where I ache?”

 He felt on the verge of grinning. Ach, he liked this excitement. This bandying. He liked that she flirted with him, even knowing she didn’t plan to go further. Why hadn’t a man like himself been attending masquerades every bloody week?

 “I am that man.” He took her by her tiny waist and lifted her onto the table along the wall.

 “Scot, put me down!” she cried, but he could tell she was excited, well past intrigued now. “Why did you do that?”

 “I want to be face-to-face with you when I kiss you for the first time.”

 Finally, his words drew a small gasp from her lips. “Are you always so arrogant?”

 “Aye, always.” He wedged his hips between her legs.

 “You need to let me down,” she said, even as she hesitantly ran her fingertip over his arm—as if she’d struggled not to but hadn’t been able to help herself. “I’ve no time or use for handsome rakes with smooth words.”

 His lips did curl then, pulling on the tight skin of his face, forcing him to recall that he didn’t smile—and that he was no longer handsome. “How do you know what I look like? This mask covers most of my face.”

 “You have a powerful body and a seductive smile. Gorgeous eyes,” she said in a breathy voice that made his shaft throb. “You said you’ve a sense for certain things—well, I appreciate handsome men. An aficionada, if you will. There’s a reason I spied you out tonight.”

 “Is that so?” When she nodded, he said, “Tell me your name.”

 “That defeats the purpose of a masquerade, does it not?” she answered, repeating his words. She placed her gloved hand on his chest and let it rest there, as if she couldn’t decide if she should push him away or clutch his shirt and draw him to her. He caught her hand, rucking the glove up to bare her wrist, then placed a kiss on her satiny skin there.

 She shivered, tugging her hand back until he released it. “Look at you, Scot. You’re a practiced seducer, if I’ve ever seen one.”

 “Practiced?” For the last decade, his flirtations hadn’t been practiced—they’d been nonexistent. And before that, he’d never needed to seduce.

 Impulse had made him kiss her hand.

 So where did the sodding impulse come from?

 “Yes, practiced. That kiss to the wrist is a perfect communication. The brush of your lips demonstrates that you’d be gentle and sensual in bed. The firm hold on my hand as you placed it indicates that you’d be masterful at the same time.”

 Gentle? He thought back. Had he ever been gentle? Right now, he recognized he had no desire to be so with her. He wanted to grind his hips against her, rubbing his erection at the juncture of her thighs to proudly show her how fierce his reaction was.

 “I’ve met a lot of your kind,” she said. “Know that I’m invulnerable.”

 “I take that as a challenge, aingeal. I’m going to be inside you tonight, and I’ll remind you of your words when I have your legs wrapped round my waist.”

 “Oh, Scot, that won’t happen.” She shook her head, and a few glossy curls tumbled free, bouncing over her shoulder.

 “You’re obviously no innocent.” Which puzzled him, since he knew she was upper class. She must indeed be a jaded thrill seeker like Jane Weyland and her crowd. “Why no’ spend a night with me?”

 “You don’t think I’m untouched? Why?”

 “You looked like you could have yawned at the scene we found in here. No’ many innocents would be unfazed by the sight of a prostitute giving a man a below job.”

 “Well, whether I am or not is incidental. The fact remains that I’m here to find a husband—not a lover. And I’ve no time for dalliances.”

 “Make time. If you’re in London to find a husband, seems like you might no’ be so disdainful to an unmarried man like myself.” He didn’t have time for this. Tomorrow he would leave town to hunt Grey, and for the first time, the call of a kill like that wasn’t as strong as the call of a woman.

 She laughed then, a seductively sultry laugh that made him yearn to kiss her. “You are so unreachable, you’re not even a remote candidate.”

 He tensed. “Based on what little you know of me?”

 All humor gone, she said, “I know enough to suspect that you would use me and never look back. And I’m not condemning, just stating a fact.” Her guileless blue eyes were suddenly inscrutable. “I think we have a lot in common, you and I.”
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 “I n common? Then you’re achin’ for us to tup, too.”

 Maddy grinned then. She simply couldn’t help it. “And just like that, you disarm me.” There was something about his rough—markedly rough—around-the-edges demeanor that appealed to her. Who was she fooling? Everything about him appealed to her, from his rumbling brogue to his muscular body to his peculiar fixation on her.

 “I want to do more than disarm you.”

 Her smile faded. The Scot wasn’t giving up, and she regretted leading him on. She was behaving foolishly, like a normal girl of twenty-one might, when she didn’t have that luxury. Ever-practical Maddy felt herself closing down, the barbs sharpening, the walls going up. “My friends have probably begun to look for me by now. I need to get back to them.”

 His brows drew together. “You’re truly . . . leaving?” He sounded baffled, as if he had no idea what to do with this.

 “And you’re truly not used to being turned down?”

 “I’m no’ used to being in a position to be.”

 “You never pursue women?” she said in a doubtful tone.

 “Never.”

 “So I was the lucky first?” Normally she would roll her eyes at comments like these and take them for what they were—verbal attempts to get into her skirts. But there was something about the way he said them, as if they were significant to him, as if they were not only truths but new and unwelcome ones.

 And as if he blamed her for them.

 “Aye.” He exhaled. “You are the first.”

 “It’s a shame that on your first sally you’re going to fail.”

 His dark eyes narrowed. “And you call me arrogant? What makes you think you can dismiss me?”

 “Because you are the one who sought me out.”

 “And I dinna do it in vain.” He placed his hands against the wall on either side of her head, then leaned in as if to kiss her. “I’m taking you from here tonight.”

 Though she was dying to know what his lips felt like, she pushed against his chest, striving to ignore how rigid and big the muscles there were. “Not a chance of that, Scot. There’s no chance in hell I’ll leave with you . . .” She trailed off as he drew in closer. He’s going to kiss me right now! Her breaths shallowed, and her eyelids nearly fluttered closed in pleasure at his clean scent and the heat emanating from his body.

 She licked her bottom lip, and he noticed, giving her a wicked grin just as he was about to reach her. She couldn’t stifle a soft whimper—

 Whistles rent the air.

 She froze. “Are those police whistles?” she whispered, her lips inches from his.

 “Aye,” he murmured. “I’d wager you’d like to leave with me now.”

 The entire building quaked as the crowd began to flee. She felt the vibrations through the table under her bottom, and the fog of desire cleared in a rush. Self-preservation, Maddy!

 “Must go now!” Ducking out from under him, she hopped down, then dragged the chair from the door. Just as she was about to dash off, he grabbed her skirt and yanked. “Let me free!” she demanded over her shoulder.

 “Can you no’ hear the chaos outside? You doona stand a chance of getting past the police, but you’ll likely be trampled.”

 She turned to him. “But my friends are out there!”

 “They’ll be safe. Two acquaintances of mine came here tonight and already had their sights on the women you were with. They’ll see them home.”

 “But—”

 “Both of those men are capable—and a thousand times more honorable than I am.” He met her eyes. “Worry only for yourself, lass.”

 Nibbling her bottom lip, she said, “Earlier, I saw a back way out.” Wary by nature and out of habit, she always traced an escape route from any building she entered. When she and the others had first arrived, Maddy had surveyed a back hall where she’d seen a couple donning jackets before entering it. They hadn’t returned. “Could you help me get out?”

 “I seem to recall that you’d never leave with me.” He leaned back against the wall and drew a knee up, still holding her skirt. “ ‘No’ a chance in hell,’ to be exact.” He smirked, then immediately stopped, as if even a cold smile was unwelcome. She’d seen people do that when they had missing teeth, but his were white and straight and perfect. Perfect like everything else about him. Except for his arrogance.

 “Then release me.”

 “I’ll see you clear of this place . . . for the kiss I almost stole.”

 She had an insistent need to kiss him and, of course, her well-developed sense of preservation—these were not at cross-purposes, yet now was not the time. With a long-suffering sigh, she said, “If I must. But only after you get me to safety.”

 He showed no alarm about what was happening outside. “A kiss now, or more later. What would one kiss hurt?”

 “What would it help?” she countered, but he remained unmoved. “Oh, fine.” She crossed to him, then reached her hands up to his neck. Tugging him down, she briefly pressed her lips to the corner of his.

 When he stood fully once more, he said, “Ah, aingeal, that was sweet, no doubt of it. But it was no’ quite what I had in mind.” He cupped his palm over her nape. “I’m demanding a deep kiss. Until you’re panting.”

 “Panting?” she murmured, gazing up at him. “Truly?” How . . . titillating.

 With his other hand, he cradled her face and brushed his thumb across her bottom lip. “It’ll be easier just tae show you—”

 More whistles shrilled. Screams grew louder outside.

 “But they’ll be back here soon—there’s no time!”

 He shrugged. “Then prepare yourself for more, later.”

 “Be specific, sir! What’s more?”

 He drew his head back as if he’d never expected her to agree. “I want to take you.”

 “Impossible.”

 “Then kiss you”—he grazed the backs of his fingers over the tips of her breasts—“here.”

 With a gasp at the surprise shock of pleasure, she jerked back, crossing her arms protectively over her chest. “No, emphatically no.” She wondered if he’d imagined pressing his lips against her there, and her face grew flushed. “Haven’t you heard the old adage: At least attempt your own escape from the police before you allow a strange Scotsman to kiss your breasts?”

 He either coughed or laughed into his fist, then frowned at her as if she were an unknown breed of animal. “You’re a daft lass, do you ken that?”

 “And you ask too much from this daft lass.” When she opened the door to step out—and was almost trampled—he reeled her back in, slamming the door.

 “A wee lady like you does no’ stand a chance out there.”

 “I’m not wee.” She was five foot three!

 “Stubborn, too. But I canna let you run to your death.”

 I can always renege. “Very well, I agree to your terms. Now can you please get me to safety?”

 “Too late. The terms have changed.” When she held her tongue, he said, “You’ll let me touch you where I wish, and you’ll touch me as well.”

 “You’re ruthless to take advantage of me this way!”

 “You have no idea,” he said in a deliberate tone, his eyes dark with warning. “What do you think will happen if you go to jail this eve? I’m the lesser of two evils—take advantage of that, for it is no’ often the case.”

 If she were jailed, Quin would have to come bail her out. The humiliation! “Yes, yes! I agree,” she said, planning to run from the Scot as soon as he freed her from this place.

 “Good. Now doona let go of my hand.” His hand was warm and swallowed hers when he took it, and they both glanced down. When he caught her gaze again, he said, “As I said—wee. But I’m thinkin’ I like it.”

 She didn’t have time to point out that everything was wee compared to him, because he opened the door. “Stay behind me,” he commanded, having to raise his voice over the din of the crowd.

 “Can you get to that hall?” She pointed out that back hall she’d seen, which was now pouring fleeing patrons.

 “Aye, but there’s no exit. That’s why they’re running from that direction.”

 “Just go that way! Please, I can find a way out of anything!”

 He faced her, narrowing his eyes, but finally started forward into the chaos. He stiff-armed anyone who got in his way, and she easily trailed along in his wake. A less powerful man wouldn’t have made any headway, much less defeated the flow to reach the hall, but he did. Then he barreled his big body through that crush as well, until he found an empty corridor.

 “Yes!” she cried. “Go down there!”

 He turned into it, and at the end, they came upon a door to the outside.

 Bearing an oversize, ominous padlock.

 He raised his brows at her, and she shrugged helplessly. She turned back, trying to determine another escape. They were trapped back here, perfectly snared—

 A crash sounded behind her. She whirled around to find the Scot kicking forward, connecting the bottom of his boot to the door just beneath the lock. Splinters arced into the air. Another kick and the door flew open, making her gasp.

 He was magnificent! And Maddy had seen her share of magnificent men. When she strode forward to exit, he grabbed her elbow. “No’ yet, aingeal. Behind me, then.”

 She nodded breathlessly, staring up at him, not bothering to hide her admiration.

 He glowered, pulling at his collar. “Stop lookin’ at me like that.”

 “Like what?”

 “Like I’m something I’m no’.”

 “I don’t understand—”

 Two policemen leapt in front of them, and the Scot tossed her out of the way. He elbowed one officer and punched the other, leaving the first stumbling to his backside with a busted nose and the other laid out cold.

 When the Scot grabbed her hand and pulled her after him once more, she said, “You just hit policemen!”

 He grated, “They got in my way.”

 Some of the gendarmes in her rotten neighborhood were honest, but most weren’t. There’d been many a time she’d wanted to lay one flat. “But—”

 “I told you I’d get you from here safely.” He paused and turned to gaze down at her. “Doona think I’m no’ prepared to move mountains for my reward.”

 Magnificent? No, glorious. She knew she was staring up at him like an idiot—dumbly, with her lips parted. Every girl dreamed of a rakish masked man to protect her from villains, or a highwayman to relieve her of her jewels and her virtue. Maddy was no different, and she had to wonder if she would, in fact, renege on their bargain.

 Of course she would! She was wavering only because he’d planted those ideas in her head—of his kissing her breasts and her touching him. Add to that one of the most splendid demonstrations of male power she’d ever seen, and naturally she would falter a bit.

 No one had ever fought for her before—never, no matter how badly she’d needed someone to.

 Again, he seemed uncomfortable with what he saw in her expression. “Try to keep up, then,” he said gruffly, then turned away, speeding them down back alleys, farther from the harsh whistles. Continually glancing back at her, he appeared surprised that she was keeping up, but she could run miles at a time.

 When they finally slowed, he released her hand to hail a cab, freeing her to flee. Yet she found herself unable to leave him, as if she’d been moored to his side by an invisible force.

 Why was she wavering? She needed to be escaping him, not sizing him up and wondering what his skin would feel like. . . .

 Maddy loved to touch—cool silks made her shiver, velvets awed her fingertips, gloves plagued her—and he’d invited her to touch his body. Daily, she saw women stroke men, but she had never been able to imagine what hard, masculine flesh would feel like flexing beneath her hands. She loved beautiful men; she loved to touch.

 He was offering her both to enjoy.

 “You doona seem verra frightened,” he commented over his shoulder.

 “It takes more than this to set me on edge.” Tonight was tame compared to her life in La Marais. She’d survived a multi-building fire there at eleven, and she’d lived through two cholera epidemics, a feat few in La Marais could claim; violence erupted in the streets daily.

 Besides, she felt utterly safe with this Scot.

 “Brave as well as bonny?” he murmured in that rumbling voice.

 With that, Maddy knew her plan to renege had just gasped its last rattling breath.
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 As soon as the carriage started off, the Scot yanked the curtains closed, reaching over Maddy to draw them shut on her side. Once he’d cast them into darkness, he peremptorily dragged her over the bench and onto his lap.

 “Wait! What are you . . .? You can’t just . . .” When he flicked his tongue against her earlobe, pleasure rippled through her, quelling her need to put distance between them. She sighed, “Ohhh.”

 “I fulfilled my end of the bargain,” he began, his words rough. “You’ll fulfill yours now.”

 “Where do you think you’re taking me?”

 “To my home.”

 “Your home?” She shook herself. “As much as I’d like to be one of the many strange women to be entertained in your bachelor apartments—”

 “Again, you’d be the first,” he interrupted.

 “Am I supposed to believe that?”

 “Believe it or no’. It’s the truth.”

 “What is it about me that has wrought such changes?”

 He leaned back, seeming aggravated—at her or the situation? “I’d bloody like to know.”

 He wasn’t feigning these things. Maybe he felt with her the same awareness, the same sense of familiarity, that she felt with him. Her attraction to him had been instantaneous and furious, so strong she felt as if she’d been plowed down by a locomotive.

 Could he possibly be experiencing the same?

 This was all madness anyway—she hadn’t even seen his face. “Scot, if it’s any consolation, I’m behaving completely out of character as well.”

 “Then what do you say we figure this out afterward?” He curled his fingers under her chin. “There’s no reason for me no’ to be kissin’ you senseless right now.”

 Senseless? Part of her wanted him to render her senseless, to make her pant, while another part of her still couldn’t believe any of this was happening. As he drew in, her eyelids eased closed. . . .

 His lips were warm and firm as he grazed them against hers, and that mere coaxing contact made heat race through her. When she parted her lips for him, he slipped his tongue in to slowly stroke hers. Never had she experienced anything so blatantly erotic as how his tongue flicked and teased.

 Never had she felt such an awareness that kissing like this was meant to be a prelude to sex.

 She found herself lapping back—which doubled the sensations. He clutched her closer, groaning into the kiss, deepening it. She squeezed his shoulders, reveling in the power she felt in his muscles. She craved it, wanted his strength, wanted his arms around her.

 Their tongues twined again and again, sending her to heights of need she’d never imagined. He must be feeling it, too—he adjusted her on his lap, groaning when his thick erection pressed fully against her bottom. She swore she felt the heat of it even through their clothes and couldn’t help but imagine stroking it in her palm. In all her fantasies, she’d never dreamed of how hot it would be. She wriggled in his lap. . . .

 He drew back, gazing down at her as though in shock, his lips parted, breaths ragged.

 “I-I never much liked kissing before,” she whispered, aware that she was, indeed, panting.

 Brows drawn, he rasped, “Aye, me neither.”

 She whimpered, needing more. He cursed in answer. They both set in again.

 He leaned her back against his unyielding arm so he could take her more thoroughly, slanting his lips over and over until she felt boneless and unguarded. Senseless . . . She moaned against his lips.

 But he broke away again, appearing wary. “That was . . . that . . .” His eyes narrowed. “You keep kissing me like that, and this night will be over before it begins.”

 He was obviously so worldly and experienced, and yet she’d still pleased him. He continued to please her. She was excited, for some reason happier than she’d been in months. “Scot,” she murmured, threading her fingers into his thick hair, “I’m glad I invited you on my escape.”

 “Already, I’m verra glad to be here.”

 It suddenly struck her as miserably unfair that her husband wouldn’t be someone like this god who held her, who set her afire with every clever flick of his tongue.

 But what if she could get him to marry her?

 True, she still hadn’t seen his face—and she didn’t know his name. But to be fair, she could probably go out on a limb and guess that the Scot hadn’t been widowed three times. And to be fair, she had seen the count’s face.

 Between this man’s fierce kisses, her irresistible attraction to him—and a good deal of the decidedly potent punch—this struck her as a brilliant solution to her problem. “Scot, I don’t suppose you’re rich and looking for a wife?”

 “One out of two. I’ll never marry.”

 “Never, never? Or do you mean not until after a few years more of bachelorhood?”

 “Never.” He was emphatic, seeming irritated by the mere subject.

 “Oh. Well, I really can’t be going home with you,” she said, just as the carriage rolled to a stop. He set her on the bench and opened his door—in front of an imposing redbrick mansion.

 “Where are we?” she asked in confusion.

 “In Grosvenor Square.”

 “This is your home?” she said, without looking away. It was grand and bigger even than Quin’s! White columns proudly stood sentinel alongside wide marble steps. Pristine gardens were generously illuminated with hidden gaslights.

 “Aye, my home.”

 She quirked an eyebrow. She could easily imagine herself as mistress of it.

 When he reached for her hand, she said, “Wait! I can’t just go in with you like this!” Though she was dying to see the inside.

 “We had a deal.”

 “But not to go home with you!” They weren’t that far from the Weylands’. What if someone saw her?

 “This idea really bothers you?” When she nodded, he leaned out and commanded, “Drive,” before shutting his door. The carriage rolled on once more. “Matters naught. I can take you in here as well as I can in a bed.”

 “Take me?” Her eyes went wide. “I thought the bargain was only to touch.”

 He pulled her into his lap again, his big hand resting on her hip with casual familiarity, as if they’d sat like this a hundred times. “Just trust me. I’ll make it good for you. You’ll have much diary fodder,” he said with a hint of a grin.

 “You can have me, Scot. Completely. By noon tomorrow. That will give me enough time to skim over your account books, and for you to get a special license. We can be wed before lunch.”

 He grasped her chin. “Understand, lass, that nothing on earth will move me to marry. Nothing.”

 When she realized he was just like Quin, her heart sank. “I understand.” Unfortunately, she did and perfectly well—this was the second time today she’d heard that same sentiment, the second time she’d been turned down flat. Some men just weren’t the marrying kind, no matter how much they should be.

 Which meant girls like her picked through the leftovers of gouty old counts.

 “Make sure that you do,” he said, warning clear in his tone.

 She absently nodded. At every turn tonight, she’d had her decision to marry Le Daex reinforced, but she shuddered to imagine the man heaving and grunting over her as he took her virginity. She, who adored beautiful men, wouldn’t lose her virtue to one. Yes, it was unfair, and suddenly—or, after the liquor and the Scot’s firm lips—it was intolerable.

 She’d weathered misery after misery since her father had been shot, heaped on her as though by a cosmic jest. Like an animal caught in a snare, the more she struggled, the worse it seemed to get. She expected so little in return for her constant sacrifices, but this one aspect of her life—deciding who would introduce her to lovemaking—she could control. And her instincts were screaming that she could trust this mysterious stranger.

 She nibbled her lip. Le Daex could be fooled to think she was untouched. Maddy’s landlady and best friend in Paris had been a virgin at all three of her weddings. . . .

 The Scot had told Maddy he’d be inside her tonight.

 At that moment, she realized he was right.

 “Very well.”

 “Verra well, what?”

 “If you wanted more . . .” She could feel him instantly pulsing harder beneath her.

 “You’re . . . you want me tae take you,” he rasped, but it sounded like a question.

 “Yes. I want more than the terms of our bargain,” she murmured. “I want you.” To show me this . . . to give me this night to secretly treasure.

 “What has changed your mind?”

 She sighed. “My reasons are my own, Scot. Do you care anyway?”

 He smirked, flashing white teeth. “No’ in the least.”

 “So, um, in light of this, don’t you think we should take off our masks?” she asked.

 “It adds something, do you no’ think?” He skimmed the backs of his fingers against her cheek under her mask.

 She wasn’t shy by any means, but this was her first real encounter, and she had concerns about the desirability of her sparse frame. In other words, her breasts were small. The mask would help conceal heated blushes, and it suited her fine. Especially since this would be just one night—a single night of mystery and need. And then of endings. “Yes, I suppose it does.”

 But he wasn’t listening, appearing captivated as his fingers glided over the line of her jaw. “So delicate,” he said absently, seeming not to realize he’d spoken aloud. Somehow she knew this wasn’t a mere seduction. He was exploring her, his eyes dark with curiosity. “I’ve no’ had a woman like you before.”

 “Like me?”

 “So slight.” He traced the shell of her ear, making her shiver. “I’m almost afraid to put my hands on you.”

 “Oh, don’t say that.”

 “I said almost. Nothing could stop me from taking you tonight.” He trailed his fingers down, running the pads over her collarbone. As he brushed lower, her breaths grew harried, her chest rising and falling madly under his touch. When he reached the edge of her tight bodice, he worked his fingers inside. Slowly delving, pressing deeper . . . deeper . . . until the tip of his forefinger met her throbbing nipple.

 “Oh, my God,” she moaned, clutching both of her hands on the back of his neck.

 “Delicate . . . and sensitive.” He languidly rolled her swollen nipple, rasping, “You like that.”

 Her eyes fluttered closed, and she nodded.

 When he withdrew his hand she wanted to keen, but she was mollified to see that he’d begun an attempt on the laces of her bodice. The ties, however, were thin and difficult to manage even for her. After fumbling for several moments, he gave a growl of frustration and curled his big fingers inside the fabric.

 When she realized he was about to yank, she opened her mouth to sputter her outrage—she’d gone into debt to afford this dress!—but then, he released her. With a frown of concentration, he endeavored it again.

 Something in her softened toward him—even more. “Let me, Scot,” she said, removing his hands with a tender kiss to each palm.

 At different points in the evening, she’d noticed that he would hesitate, drawing back for the briefest moment as though to take time to think. He did that now. She’d begun to wonder if she was behaving incorrectly—this was her first affair—or if what was happening between them was just completely different from what he was used to. She suspected the latter.

 Once she’d freed the laces at last, he pulled wide the edges of her gown. As he unhurriedly tugged down the gauzy cups of her corset to bare her, she swallowed. It’s dark. He can’t really see me. . . . When cool air caressed her breasts, she willed herself not to turn her face away or to cover herself with her hands.

 He hissed something in a foreign language, possibly Gaelic.

 “What did you say?” she asked nervously.

 “I said I’m goin’ tae kiss these all night.” He ran the backs of his fingers over both of her nipples, his gaze flickering over her face, gauging her response. She sucked in a breath and felt the tips hardening even more, right before his eyes.

 Then he cupped her with his hot, scratchy palms. “You could no’ be softer. ” He covered her small breasts completely, kneading until she grew sensuously warm and wet between her legs.

 Exactly how had she been living without this?

 When he removed his hands to shrug out of his jacket, she found herself arching forward for them. He made a grated sound that might have been a chuckle. “Greedy lass,” he said, but she thought he was pleased. He returned his hands to her. “Then undo my shirt for me.” He might have been making fun of her, but she didn’t care. Her need urged her on.

 As she struggled with his buttons, he leaned down to nuzzle her nipples, his hot breaths making them throb, but he didn’t suckle her, only teased until she was squirming on his lap, writhing over his jutting erection.

 He finally set upon her breasts with his hot mouth. “Oh, my God,” she whispered as he dragged his tongue over her stiffened nipple. When she vaguely perceived his hand under her skirts, his fingers ascending from her knee to her thigh, she said, “Scot, I . . . please go slow. I want you. Oh, God!” she cried as he closed his lips around her aching peak, sucking her hard. “B-but can’t we go slower?”

 He drew back. “Why?” he asked, seeming genuinely confused.

 “I just think . . . maybe I would be more comfortable.”

 “I’ve been long without a woman,” he said, his voice strained as he removed her from his lap to the bench. “I’ll do it slowly for the rest of tonight.” He wadded up his jacket and placed it behind her. “But for now, I need tae be inside you.” Her other nipple received the same fierce attention as the first as he pressed her back.

 “Oh, God . . . that feels nice.” The way he touched her was proprietary, possessive—and a bit . . . rough. So why was she arching in delight? “But, Scot . . . you see . . .”

 He leaned up then, meeting her eyes. “What is it?” His shirt gaped open, displaying his chiseled torso to her fascinated gaze, and she lost track of what she’d been about to say.

 She could touch him. This was what she’d wondered about, dreamed about. She frantically yanked off her tormenting gloves to caress him. She sighed with delight when the muscles of his chest tensed and flexed to her touch so perfectly, as if she’d trained them over years.

 She placed her palms flat and rubbed down over rigid indentations and swells, in a heaven of sensation, her fingertips tingling with delight at each new texture . . . his firm, smooth skin . . . the crisp hair in a trail just below his navel. She savored his reaction—his lids sliding shut, his jaw slackening.

 Nearly dumbstruck with pleasure, she scarcely noticed that her skirts were suddenly rucked up to her waist.
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 Ethan burned for this, finally to have a woman after so long. Though it had never been his way, he wanted her throughout the night, to take her again and again. To kiss every inch of her ravishing body.

 Before sending her along.

 “Oh, my word,” she murmured, still seeming enthralled with his chest.

 Her fingertips brushed him as though with reverence. He didn’t understand this tenderness—it was foreign to him—yet he couldn’t stop her.

 “Your heart’s thundering.” She laid her hand over the center of his chest. “Are you nervous?”

 “I’m no’ nervous,” he lied, his voice unaccountably gruff. It had been so long that he feared he’d shame himself with one thrust. And for the first time in his life he cared about what his partner would think. He wanted not only to pleasure her but also to impress her. He wanted to be the best she’d ever had.

 “You said you’ve been long without a woman. A very long while?” she asked.

 “Aye, a verra long while,” he answered, shocked that he’d told her the truth.

 “Well. I’m sure we can muddle through this together,” she said, sounding calm, but she’d begun trembling. He wasn’t the only one who was nervous.

 Yet once his fingers skimmed up her smooth thighs to dip into the slit of her pantalettes, she relaxed. At his first touch between her legs, he shuddered with pleasure. “You’re wet for me,” he rasped, so damned excited by her. With one hand, he petted her breasts, and with the other, he ran his forefinger up and down her sex, taking her wetness to circle her little clitoris.

 She cried out, arching her back. Soon she was undulating her hips with need, growing more wanton with each of his strokes. He wanted to taste her there, to delve his fingers inside her, but he knew he’d come immediately.

 He absently recognized that two hours ago, he’d feared he was quit of this feeling, and now, with her . . .

 Ethan was about to spill like an untried lad.

 He had to take her before it became too late for him. When he removed his hands to hastily tug her pantalettes from her, she wriggled her chest to put her breast back under his palm.

 My God, she’s a hot little piece. He couldn’t imagine what riding her would be like.

 With her undergarments removed and her skirts bunched at her waist, she shivered and whimpered with abandon. One coaxing press against her inner thigh and her knees slid open, without teasing. He began to wonder if her ungoverned responses—so unpracticed and therefore unfamiliar to him—were innocent responses. He’d never been with a virgin and didn’t intend to start tonight.

 No, she kissed like a courtesan, accepting it when he took her mouth deeply, wetly. But just to be certain, he unfastened his trousers, releasing his sensitive shaft with a choked groan. “I want you tae stroke me.” A virgin’s touch would be hesitant, tentative.

 She nodded and took him in her soft palm—his first contact in so long; he couldn’t prevent himself from bucking into her grip.

 With her brows drawn, she eased her other hand down to expertly heft and tug his sack. When she thumbed the wet slit of his penis in slow circles, his eyes rolled back in his head. All doubt dispelled, he grated, “That’s enough. You’re going to see a man spill his seed if you doona stop.”

 He nearly groaned when she nibbled her lip, clearly contemplating it. “Would that embarrass you?”

 “No’ at all. In fact, sometime tonight I’ll have your eyes on me when I do.”

 “I think you must be awfully wicked.”

 “Aye, in bed, there’s little I will no’ do tae a woman or press her tae do to me.”

 She ran the back of a smooth nail down his shaft, which jerked up as if seeking her touch. “You’re, um, very large.”

 “But you’ll like it, I promise you.” When he lowered his body into the cradle of her thighs, he buried his face against her neck. The scent of her hair and the feel of her breasts and nipples against his chest were making him crazed. Their kissing had nearly put him over the edge, and she’d worked him into a lather with her skillful fondling.

 He was at that stage where he could scarcely feel anything but the ache in his ballocks, thinking of nothing but driving into flesh until he could relieve the pressure. “Just let me get this out of the way.” He hadn’t felt this frenzied in memory. “And I’ll take you nice and slow later.”

 Her eyes were heavy-lidded but locked on his as he levered himself up above her, forcing her knees wider open with his own. He positioned his cock at her wet folds, running the tip up and down, his muscles straining as he fought not to shove into her.

 Once she was writhing beneath him, he pressed his hips forward until just the swollen head was wedged inside her. The perfect, tight heat that greeted him nearly robbed him of his seed in that instant. “It’s so good, lass,” he choked out.

 He flexed his hips and thrust inside her fully, the wet glove of her body shocking him, scalding him—as if he’d never had a woman before her. The feel of her arching beneath him, her nipple budding even harder under his kneading palm . . . he’d never known such pleasure— never.

 “Oh, God!” she cried. “This . . . this . . . it’s too—”

 He groaned, “I know.” Another exquisite thrust made him shudder violently over her. When he withdrew, her slick flesh squeezed his cock like a fist. He was already on the verge of coming. It had been so damned long. . . . Once more, he drove inside, needing to bury himself to the hilt. He ground against her, wanting in deeper—

 She shoved her palms at his hips. “N-no! ”

He shook his head hard and frowned down at her. “What is it? What did I do?”

 “You have to stop!”

 “Stop?” he bit out incredulously. “Give this up?” There was no way he could pull out of the most luscious little body he’d ever had—especially not after being celibate for three years. “You’re too hot . . . too tight.”

 She was frantically trying to dislodge him. “P-please . . . you can’t imagine . . . how badly this hurts.” A sob broke from her.

 He stilled instantly. “Are you . . . are you crying?”

 When she didn’t answer, just turned her face away, he gritted his teeth and muttered a vile oath. His mind in turmoil, he somehow began to withdraw. Inch by agonizing inch, he strained against the staggering pleasure as her sex seemed determined not to relinquish him.

 He had to make his body understand that he wasn’t to thrust back in and take the release he wanted so badly. That he was giving up this absolute pleasure—not to get it back.

 Too late. As soon as he’d withdrawn he yelled out, uncontrollably beginning to spill against her. His hand shot down to stroke himself to complete release. His forehead rested on her chest, his mouth too close to her hard nipple to resist suckling her as he came. Over and over, he ejaculated across her thigh and against her sex, shuddering and groaning above her.

 When he’d finally finished, he lay heavy atop her, catching his breath as he tried to sort out what had just happened. When he’d first entered her, all he’d perceived had been a nearly uncomfortable tightness and burning heat surrounding him, but now he recalled a hesitation, a pressure giving way.

 She was—or she had been—a virgin.

 Why would she do this? Why give this to him?

 Even with the unplanned ending, taking her had still been amazing. He felt light-headed, nigh euphoric, like he’d figured being completely satisfied would feel. By God, he was satisfied—as if he’d done something he’d always been supposed to and had been rewarded beyond imagining. And the next time would only be better.

 He raised himself on his elbows. “Ah, lass, why did you no’ tell me.” He ran his thumb over her cheek and felt wetness. “Ach, doona cry,” he grated, brushing her hair from her forehead. “I dinna know.”

 • • •

 Maddy blinked up through tears, watching as his eyes went from expressing heavy-lidded content to something like narrow-eyed suspicion.

 At last, he sat up, and she scrambled away from him. The movement made her hiss in a breath at the fresh pain, and her tears began anew. As he fastened himself back into his trousers, she swatted her skirts down. She couldn’t stop her shaking, knowing he’d kept going, ignoring her cries. She’d asked him to stop at least three times, and he’d just closed his eyes, acting as though he hadn’t heard her, as though he’d gone mindless. If she hadn’t shoved at his hips . . . she shuddered.

 “Again, why did you no’ tell me?”

 She could feel his anger growing. Yes, she should have told him, had been about to, but she’d been distracted by his chest, overwhelmed by her first feel of a man’s body. With trembling hands, she pulled her cape to cover her unlaced bodice, then collected her pantalettes and gloves. “I was going to—”

 “Did you think to trap me?”

 “Trap you? Wh-what are you talking a—”

 “ ‘My reasons are my own,’ you told me,” he interrupted. “Your reasons had something to do with seeing my home.”

 “No!”

 “You picked the wrong man, aingeal,” he sneered. “I could no’ care less if you’re ruined now.”

 Couldn’t care less? Ruined?

 “I will no’ be manipulated and deceived, then reward you for it. Nothing could move me to marry you.”

 Openly crying now, she whispered, “Wasn’t trying . . .”

 “Damn it, then why did you capitulate so readily? I was having to work for you to allow a kiss, and then suddenly you’re surrendering your virtue in the back of a cab? After telling me you’re hunting for a rich husband?”

 She wiped at her tears, embarrassed by them. “I decided to go through with this specifically because I recognized I am going to be forced to wed someone else.”

 “What in the hell is that supposed to mean?”

 “I told you I had a proposal. After meeting yet another eligible male who refused to wed, I concluded I would have to accept the offer of marriage I did receive. And before I went and married someone I don’t desire, I wanted to discover what making love was like with someone I did want.”

 “Then it seems that I just enjoyed something that belonged to another man.” He gave a bitter laugh. “So you planned to trick your unwitting fiancé into thinking you were still untouched? Cuckolding him even before the ceremony?”

 “For the first time in memory, I made a decision to have what I desired.”

 “You admit to your scheming? I canna believe I thought you were different from every other deceitful female I’ve met.”

 “How dare you! I wasn’t trying to deceive you. Is it so unbelievable that I simply wanted you?” Hurting, bewildered by what had just occurred, she whispered the truth, “Though how I ever desired you is a mystery now.”

 “But you did, and what’s done is done now. You can never get it back, no matter how ill-considered the giving—or, God help you, the recipient—was.” He untied his mask and tossed it to the floor, then sat motionless, only giving her one side of his face. In the shadow, she could see his profile was strong and bold. The beast who’d just taken her was, on the surface, a beautiful man. He didn’t say a word to her and wouldn’t face her, seeming to wrestle with a decision.

 “Avail yourself of the carriage,” he finally said in a dismissive tone, tossing cash on the bench between them.

 At his words, she froze. This couldn’t be happening. She’d guarded her virtue for years, defended it jealously, and then in a wild, reckless moment, she’d thrown it away on this animal, this oaf.

 And received nothing but searing pain and humiliation in return.

 Her vaunted instincts had served her ill.

 He pounded his fist against the roof. When the carriage stopped, he turned to her slightly. “I’ll be gone for a week or two. But afterward, I will return for you to decide what’s to be done with you.”

 Her jaw slackened. “What’s to be done with me? ” How did he think to find her? She still wore her mask and hadn’t revealed her name. And she would make sure she was long gone from London by the time he returned. The idea that she never had to see him again helped her temporarily stem her tears.

 The count would’ve been a better lover than the Scot. He couldn’t have been worse. She would run back to Le Daex eagerly—gratefully.

 As if he read her mind, the Scot said, “And, aingeal, doona think of marrying anyone before then.”

 At that, he stepped out. Before he slammed the door, she could have sworn she heard him say, “ Or I’ll make you a widow. ”
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 As Ethan rode for home, his mind was a knot of conflicting ideas. All of them involving the girl.

 He’d realized that by the time he finished with Grey, she could be married to the fiancé she had “waiting in the wings.”

 When asking himself why in the hell he cared—he’d always preferred married women—he could posit no credible answer. At least, none better than the fact that he wanted her at his complete disposal. If she were wed, she would be Ethan’s only after her husband had taken his due.

 That was intolerable.

 He reasoned that he felt possessive of her like this only because he had taken her virginity, claiming her as he had no other woman before. Tonight he had made her a woman, and on some primal level, he was proud that he had. Ethan didn’t want another man enjoying her in between the times he did.

 Yet there were only two ways he could have her exclusively—as his wife or his mistress. The former was impossible, and even that latter struck him as far too much of a commitment.

 Let her fade into the past. . . . Now was not the time to have his mind on a woman.

 If Ethan wasn’t cold and focused in the days to follow, he’d get himself killed.

 Before Grey’s affliction had twisted him, the man had possessed untouchable instincts. Even addicted to opium, Grey had been able to escape the suicide mission Edward Weyland had dispatched him on six months earlier—and from what they knew, Grey was still strong enough to exact revenge for it.

 Ethan had assured Quin that Hugh could handle the threat at hand. Yet tonight, Hugh had seen Jane for the first time in years, and Ethan had noted with frustration that none of his brother’s feelings for her had faded whatsoever—even after so much time had passed.

 This couldn’t go on. Once more, he would be forced to act. . . .

 Ethan knew his faults and reveled in them—he was selfish, callous, and coarse, and he killed easily; his only redeeming quality was that he would die for his brothers and wanted them to have some measure of happiness.

 But for some reason both Hugh and Court had always wanted—needed—more. They were never satisfied to continue with less than other men could rightfully expect. It maddened Ethan to know how miserable they both were.

 Just as he’d done years ago, Ethan was going to have to remind Hugh of why he couldn’t have Jane, though he didn’t relish the task—it would only drive a wedge deeper between him and his brother. Just as he’d done before, Ethan would use the book that shadowed his family.

 When he arrived back at his home, Ethan strode directly to the study to reach the Leabhar nan Sùil-radharc, the Book of Fates. Long ago, a clan seer had predicted the fortunes of ten generations of MacCarricks and inscribed them in the Leabhar. The lines within foretold events that had all come to pass.

 The tome was centuries old but well preserved, its cover producing an unearthly gleam. The only marking it had ever accepted was blood, on the last page—the one written to his father. . . .

 To the tenth Carrick:

 Your lady fair shall bear you three dark sons.

 Joy they bring you until they read this tome.

 Words before their eyes cut your life’s line young.

 You die dread knowing cursed men they become,

 shadowed to walk with death or walk alone.

 Not to marry, know love, or bind, their fate;

 Your line to die for never seed shall take.

 Death and torment to those caught in their wake . . .

 The last two lines were concealed, covered with indelible blood.

 Both of Ethan’s brothers believed the foretelling, abiding by the warning in it. They lived their lives by the book, and Ethan encouraged that. But Ethan’s relationship with it was more . . . complicated.

 He knew there was power within the tome—it was palpable and the book was indestructible. And there was much evidence to support the predictions: Neither he nor his brothers had fathered a babe, they all walked with death in their professions, and of the two times any of them had thought to marry, one fiancée had perished and another nearly had.

 Just as foretold, their beloved father, Leith, had died the very morning after his sons had read the lines.

 Coincidence could explain some. An undivulged or unknown childhood illness could explain why none of the three brothers had ever been petitioned for support of a child or marriage—though they’d actually hoped for it years ago. In fact, Court had once speculated that this was why Ethan bedded so many women. Hell, maybe Court had been right—maybe Ethan had been trying to get a bairn on any one of them.

 And to explain the death of Ethan’s fiancée the night before their wedding?

 If one believed the rumors circling him, Ethan had cornered her on the roof of Carrickliffe, his family seat, and then pushed her to her death. . . .

 Ethan didn’t worship the book, taking it as his creed, because the three brothers were well and truly cursed on their own—so why bring the Leabhar into it? Ethan lived his life rationally, and a modicum of common sense said that, cursed or not, assassins and mercenaries and worse best not taint the innocent.

 Then why in the hell was he even considering going for the lass tomorrow?

 • • •

 Did you ever think I just wanted you . . .?

 Ethan lay in bed for hours until dawn, scowling at the ceiling as he replayed every minute of the night. That same inexplicable sense of urgency to see her continued to claw at him.

 Part of him wanted to shove her from his mind, even as another part of him had wanted to storm Quin’s house last night and take her away. Again the need to get her, to possess her, surged within him. He didn’t understand it. He hungered for her as he never had for any woman before.

 He remembered his lack of response to the comely prostitute displaying her breasts. However, if he recalled the lass’s soft, wee ones beneath his palms he shot hard as wood. Yes, he’d just had her and the pleasure was fresh, but his reaction to her still made him uneasy.

 What if she was the only one who could provoke him to that kind of lust? Even with the abrupt ending, taking her had been . . . mind-boggling. Just touching her trembling body . . .

 What if he never experienced that fierce need again without her?

 There were other questions surrounding the mysterious chit that he wanted answered. If she was untouched, then why hadn’t she been shocked at the sights in the masquerade? And how in the hell had she known how to fondle him with such skill?

 Moreover, what could possibly have given her the impression that he’d be honorable enough to offer for her once she’d made her play?

 And he wouldn’t mind knowing why his shaft had been hard, miserably tight and throbbing, from the time he’d left her. He took it in his fist and stroked, but stopped directly, drawing his hand away with a hissed oath. Why should he spend in his hand—instead of inside her once more?

 There was nothing to be done for it.

 Ethan would make her his mistress.

 With a resigned exhalation, he rose to wash and dress, determined to enter into some kind of arrangement with her this morning. As he set up to shave, he realized there were obstacles to this plan.

 The first? If she truly hadn’t been thinking to trap him, then she would be outraged by his accusation and disinclined to accept him.

 The second? He’d hurt her last night. Ethan recalled her responses, her exquisite body writhing beneath his, first in pleasure—but then in . . . agony.

 Now that the haze of the night had faded, he comprehended that the pain he’d given her would have been substantial. She had asked him to go slowly, yet he hadn’t taken the time to ready her. He’d been frenzied for release, stupid with lust. He’d taken her hard, rutting over her, when she’d been so delicate and fragile.

 Damn it, he hadn’t meant to hurt her, to make her . . . cry.

 Women’s tears did not affect him—this was simply a fact, a part of the coldheartedness others had seen in him since he was a teen. So why had seeing hers troubled him so much?

 There’d been a brief moment when he might’ve promised her anything to get her to stop.

 With practiced care, he grazed his razor past the jagged end of his scar. Another obstacle? Quin might actually care for the little witch. Or Ethan’s superior, Edward Weyland, might step in. The girl’s parents were probably shabby-genteel, land-rich and cash-poor but still influential, if they were friends of the Weylands. Though none of them could force Ethan to wed her, they could bloody well irritate him on this subject.

 Yet everyone had a price—she’d been hunting a rich husband for a reason—and Ethan had already ruined her. Perhaps there were debts weighing on her family, or maybe she had sisters who needed dowries. Ethan was prepared to pay a fortune to make her his mistress, to slake himself on her for a time, and get past her. All he wanted was to put her up in a house close by, somewhere convenient to his needs, and in return, he could make her family’s problems go away.

 He drew the razor across his face again, then stared into the mirror, regarding the greatest obstacle to his plan.

 If I see the girl again, there will be no mask. For the first time in years, he studied his reflection. His scar was deep, stretching taut over the length of his right cheekbone, then twisting down the front of his cheek. Stitches had left uniform depressions at the edges. Every inch of the mark whitened starkly with any expression.

 Brymer had done his job well.

 That night, once Van Rowen had realized his mistake, he’d hurried to the stable and had grown sick at what Brymer had already done to Ethan. Dazed, Van Rowen had offered restitution or an exact reprisal to himself.

 But Ethan had had bigger plans for him and his wife—and for Brymer. When freed, Ethan had just gritted his teeth against the pain and blindly lurched to his horse. Sheer will had gotten him off Van Rowen lands before he’d blacked out in a ditch for two days.

 Just months later, before Ethan had been able to finalize his revenge, Van Rowen had provoked a drunken duel. He’d turned without drawing, dying in what was known as a “gentleman’s suicide.”

 As for Sylvie, Ethan had rendered her penniless, leaving her to rot in a slum.

 For some reason, Ethan had spared Tully. But his confrontation had left the man so shaken, Tully had promptly disappeared from the area and likely still lived in fear.

 And Brymer? Ethan had gutted him—his scarred visage the last sight the bastard had seen on this earth. . . .

 Before he’d been cut, Ethan would have been a fitting match for the girl. Now she would probably laugh at his appearance. Hadn’t she professed herself—what had she called it?—an aficionada of male beauty?

 Ethan tried to smile, but he found it uncomfortable, the sight repulsive, even to himself. Hating the Van Rowens anew, he threw down the straight razor, sending it clattering into the basin.
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 An hour later, after having run into Hugh—and engaging in yet another brotherly row—Ethan made his way to Quin’s. This morning, Ethan was more acutely aware of how people on the street stared at him. In return, he gave them his most menacing glower.

 When he reached Quin’s home, he found himself anxious. Hell, the girl would likely spurn him for his behavior last night anyway. He supposed it didn’t matter as long as he got this settled with her, for good or ill.

 Quin scowled when Ethan strode uninvited and unannounced into his study. “Excellent, another MacCarrick to deal with. Already this morning, I’ve had to haul your brother away from a fight with another man over Jane.”

 “I saw Hugh just a short while ago—he dinna tell me there was a fight.” So much for loving her secretly from afar, Hugh.

 “In reality, I wouldn’t so much call it a fight —that would imply two contenders,” Quin amended. “Needless to say, after witnessing Hugh in a rage like that, Jane’s reluctant to be near him, much less to go into hiding with him.”

 Going into hiding. And that had been the subject of the brothers’ dispute. Hugh had actually agreed to take Jane out of the city—just the two of them. Disaster awaits. . . .

 “What are you doing here?” Quin asked. “I thought you were going after Grey.”

 “I combed his haunts last night. I doona believe he’s made London from the Continent yet.”

 “Then what do you want?”

 “To talk to the lass staying with your sisters.”

 “Madeleine? Is this about Grey? How could she know anything?”

 Madeleine. Ethan liked the name. But then he frowned as some memory tugged at his consciousness. “This is no’ about Grey. It’s . . . personal.”

 “What in the hell could you have to say to her? How do you even know her?”

 “I met her last night, at the masquerade.”

 “I wondered what had spooked her!” Quin rose and paced to the window. “I should have known only one man in London could terrorize the poor girl like that.”

 “Terrorize? Oh, aye, such a sweet, innocent girl. Did you know she’s been trying to trap you into marriage?”

 Quin turned back. “I might have suspected something when she told me she’d dreamed of being my wife since she was a girl and then asked me if I would ever consider marrying her. So devious—how does she sleep nights?”

 Dreamed of marrying Quin. Ethan ground his teeth, suddenly needing to pummel Quin’s unscarred face.

 “Here’s the thing, MacCarrick. I did consider it. She’s secretive, occasionally dishonest, and inordinately concerned with money, but she’s also kind and winsome and intelligent. Any man would be proud to call her his wife.”

 “Then why did you no’ keep her?”

 “You know why.” Quin’s role in the Network required him to seduce women, often traveling the world to do it. “Besides, she has a proposal in hand,” Quin said as he returned to his desk. “She’s going to accept him directly.”

 The hell she was. “Who?”

 “You don’t expect me to tell you that?”

 “You know I can have that information in a day.” Ethan’s job wasn’t only to deal the blows that no one else wanted to deal. He also brokered information.

 “Why are you so bloody interested in her? She’s a lady and a virgin, not your usual fare of jaded whore.”

 “Do you want me to hit you?”

 “Just stay the hell away from her, MacCarrick. I don’t know what dire thing happened at the masquerade—she refused to talk about it even to Claudia—but when I saw her this morning, she looked as if she’d cried all night.”

 Cried all night? Had it been that bad? “Aye, Quin, something dire happened. She made a play to get me to marry her. One that failed.”

 “A play to wed you?” Quin gave a harsh laugh. “You’ve some nerve. The girl is utterly lovely. Yes, that’s clearly what she wanted, as evidenced by the fact that she fled London this morning.”

 Ethan froze. “What did you say?”

 “She’s gone, couldn’t get out of here fast enough.”

 Goddamn it! Ethan would have to kill Grey before he could go after her. “Tell me the chit’s name and how to find her.” He stalked around the desk, and Quin shot to his feet.

 “Throw her to the wolf? I don’t know why you’ve suddenly taken an interest in a well-bred girl, much less someone who’s a friend of my sister’s, but you won’t get the information from me.”

 “She does no’ get much say in the matter, no’ after I relieved her of her virtue last night.”

 Quin’s eyes widened, and he lunged at Ethan, throwing a punch. Ethan caught his fist, crushing it with his hand. “Doona fuck with me, Quin. My patience wears thin.”

 Quin gritted his teeth in pain. “Ethan, I know you’re not a man concerned with morals. But I didn’t think you’d despoil an innocent more than a decade younger than you are.” When Ethan released Quin, he sank to his chair, shaking feeling back into his hand. “My God, she’s ruined. I know you will never do the honorable thing, and her betrothed won’t want her now. I must go offer for her at once.”

 “Stay away from her,” Ethan grated. “She’s mine.” When Quin still looked to argue, Ethan made things simple. “Marry her, and I’ll kill you.”

 “You don’t even know who she is!” Quin snapped. “And you won’t marry her yourself.”

 “No, I will no’.”

 “Then why are you here? What had you planned to do with her?”

 “After I’ve taken care of Grey, I’ll bloody figure it out then. I’m going off to save your cousin’s life, so you ken why there’s a time element here.” Ethan couldn’t care less about Jane, other than the fact that his brother was in love with her to an unspeakable degree and would be devastated if she died. “The sooner I get my mind on killing, the better for everyone. So tell me the girl’s name. Then we’ll talk about her betrothed.”

 Quin got an analytical air about him, studying Ethan for a long moment. Then he flashed an expression of realization. “Little Madeleine got under your skin, didn’t she? She has that way about her. I knew to be on guard, but you . . . you were probably blindsided.” He nodded, giving Ethan a smug grin. “I’m going to give you her information because Grey must be stopped at all costs—and unfortunately, you are the best hope we have. But I’m also assisting you because in this kind of arena, you’re no match for her. She’ll have you not knowing up from down.”

 Ethan gave a humorless laugh. “That so?”

 Quin met his eyes. “Ethan, I could almost feel sorry for you.”

 “Just tell me her bloody name.”

 “Very well. Her name is Madeleine Van Rowen.”
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 Sharp pops of gunfire, screams, and the sound of breaking glass.

 Maddy sighed as she finally reached La Marais. Ah, home sweet home. . . .

 Though the distance across the Channel from Dover to Calais was only twenty miles, the crossing usually proved grueling. Her return had been no exception. For the better part of a day, the small steamer—a floating tub awash in vomit and choking coal smoke—had labored against treacherous currents and boiling gales.

 Then, in the third-class train car from Calais to Paris, miners and garishly dressed confidence men had leered at her—and very nearly fleeced her. For some reason, every time she rode in a train she dropped off, asleep in seconds if she didn’t battle it.

 Even knowing her fellow travelers would steal from her, she’d begun her familiar cycle of blinking her lids, then jerking awake, as though one of those mesmerists from le théâtre whispered in her ear, luring her down. Luckily, she’d escaped unscathed, but as usual, she was in a torpor for hours after the train, groggy and lethargic.

 And after she’d completed those arduous travels, she was rewarded with . . . La Marais.

 Her cab rolled to a jerky stop in front of her ancient tenement building. Centuries ago, this area had been the playground of kings, and her building, with its slate roof and high Gothic style, had probably been a lord’s mansion in the sixteen hundreds. Yet it had since been sectioned off into cheap boarding rooms, and like the entire area, it had been ravaged by time and marked by decay.

 As soon as she stepped from the cab, Maddy heard the unmistakable, heavily accented English of her two nemeses, the sisters Odette and Berthé Crenate.

 “Miss High-and-Mighty Madeleine’s returned,” Odette called from their stoop across the street, fluffing her titian-dyed hair. “And in a cab, too. No omnibus for her.”

 When the driver lugged Maddy’s trunk from the rear boot, Berthé added, “Careful, driver, she’ll try to get you to take her trunk up—and she’s au sixième.”

 Maddy swung a glare at the sisters. They loved to ridicule her sixth-floor home. In Paris, the highest floors were reserved for the poorest—her building only went to six.

 “Au sixième? ” the man asked with raised eyebrows and an outstretched palm. After Maddy paid him, he drove off without a backward glance.

 Fantastic. Somehow she had to get the trunk up one hundred and two stairs. In an unlit stairwell.

 “La gamine has her work cut out for her,” Odette added, snickering.

 Maddy stilled, balling her hands into fists. Gamine meant “imp” or “urchin,” but it also meant “street child.” She loathed it when they called her that.

 Just as she was about to wade into the fray, Maddy heard from behind her, “Berthé, Odette, fermez vos bouches.” Maddy turned to find her friend Corrine emerging from the dark building, descending the front steps. Corrine, a fellow expatriate Englishwoman, was like a mother to her. Years before, when Maddy had had nowhere else to go, Corrine had taken her in.

 Grabbing one end of the trunk, Corrine raised her eyebrows and waved Maddy on to pick up the other. With a sigh, Maddy did, and together they wound around the harmless drunks snoozing on the stoop. Inside, they entered the tunnel-like stairwell. Maddy had climbed the rickety steps to her room in the pitch blackness so often that she didn’t even have to use the rope that acted as a banister.

 Once they reached her landing and dropped the trunk, Blue-Eyed Beatrix swung open her apartment door directly across from Maddy’s. Whenever Bea heard the board at the stair-head groan, she hurried out, hoping either Maddy or Corrine was leaving the building and would fetch her goods from outside—any of the three Cs she lived on: coffee, croissants, and cigarettes—so she wouldn’t have to make the journey down the stairs more than twice a day.

 Bea was a prostitute, known in La Marais as Bea the Whore. Maddy found the name offensive; moreover, it really was useless in a definitive sense, considering that most of the females here—like Berthé and Odette—were prostitutes as well.

 Maddy had begun to call her Blue-Eyed Bea because of her pretty eyes, but this had proved eerily prophetic. Maurice, the man Bea had fallen in love with, had a nasty habit of giving her black eyes—or “blue eyes” as the people in La Marais called them. She had one right now.

 “How did you fare, Maddée?” Bea asked breathlessly. “Was the trip a success?”

 Maddy was bedraggled, exhausted—and back here. A good wager said no. Bea was a bit simple sometimes. “I failed. I told you both he was out of my league.” She removed the key ribbon she usually wore around her neck and unlocked the door to her colorful apartment. Scuffing directly to the bed, she fell forward on it. “It was a debacle, all the way around,” she muttered against her threadbare cover.

 Corrine sat beside her and patted her shoulder. “Let’s have some tea, then,” she said. “And you can tell us all about it.”

 Talk about her disastrous trip? What could it hurt? Maddy couldn’t feel worse. “Very well. Faisons du thé. Lots of tea.”

 While the water boiled and her friends began unpacking all the dazzling gowns she’d soon have to sell, Maddy drew back her scarlet baize curtains to open the casement windows to her balcony.

 She was secretly proud of her home, pleased with what she’d been able to do to it with such limited resources. To conceal the crumbling plaster, she’d pasted a collage of bright playbills and opera posters on the wall. The entire room was awash with sumptuous fabrics, thanks to a friend at le théâtre who alerted Maddy whenever a company discarded props and materials. Maddy always got there before the ragpickers.

 On her diminuitive balcony, ivy flourished in tin cans and petunias still bloomed. Chat Noir, a fickle rooftop cat owned by no one, was patronizing her balcony to laze in the sun, and a late summer breeze blew, fluttering her wooden wind chimes. Maddy wasn’t au sixième solely because she was poor. The sour smell permeating the street didn’t reach this high, and from her vantage, she could see all the way up to Montmartre over a sea of roofs and a forest of clay chimneys.

 When she turned back to the room, the sun caught Bea’s face. “Maurice or a client?” Maddy asked, pointing at Bea’s puffy eye.

 Bea sighed. “Maurice. He gets so angry.” Her tone forlorn, she said, “If only I didn’t anger him so much.”

 Corrine and Maddy made disgusted noises, and Maddy bent down to toss pumps at her. There was no convincing Bea that she deserved more, no matter how hard they tried. Though she was lovely and kind, Bea wouldn’t believe that anything better than Maurice awaited her.

 La Marais had a way of doing that to its inhabitants. Their unofficial motto was de mal en pire— “from bad to worse.” Their reasoning was that one’s situation, no matter how unbearable, could always deteriorate. Especially if one dared aspire to more.

 “Best to accept one’s lot,” they said. To which Maddy inwardly answered, “Fortune favors the bold.”

 But it hadn’t this time for Maddy. . . .

 When the tea was ready, they adjourned to her balcony, sitting on milk crates and drinking from mismatched cups. Chat Noir deigned to allow Maddy to pick him up and settle him in her lap. She couldn’t help but grin at how hot his fur was as she petted him.

 “I thought he was cross with you,” Bea said, with a nod at the big tomcat.

 “He was. Forsook me for weeks.” All she’d done was explain to him that he didn’t want her for his keeper. He could do better—perhaps even find someone who could afford to feed him more than apple cores.

 She stretched her legs out to her iron railing, musing over how much she’d missed this—the easy camaraderie the three of them shared.

 Maddy did enjoy being around Claudia and the Weyland women, but she had so little in common with them now. Bea, Corrine, and Maddy were of a kind—each with her secret sorrows and tragic past.

 Like Maddy, Bea had come to La Marais young. Her mother had been married to a poor soldier, and she’d followed his regiment around the world with Bea in tow. To this day, Bea always woke at dawn, and the sound of drums still depressed her spirits. Her own and her mother’s food and safety had depended on keeping that soldier alive. They’d managed to until Bea was twelve; then they’d lost everything.

 At sixteen, Corrine, an educated English parson’s daughter, had married a fancy French tailor traveling through her hometown. “I’m a tailor. I own a shop,” he’d said, which—more literally translated—had actually meant, “I live four floors above a shop, I stitch sailcloth for a living, and I spend every centime I earn on gin.”

 Corrine had had two more husbands since then, each raising the bar for indifference and laziness. She might have tolerated the former but couldn’t stand the latter—her work ethic was remarkable. Though she only received rent for au sixième and a small pension, she considered the building her personal charge and slaved herself to the bone to fight the decay. Yet she waged a losing battle. Her broom, washrag, and near ceaseless labor were no match against time and neglect.

 “Are you awake enough yet, Maddée?” Bea asked. “Won’t you tell us what happened with your Englishman?”

 Maddy was only halfway through her cup, so she opted for a brief summary. “I went to London, I flirted and cajoled, but he simply didn’t want to marry—much less marry me. As I suspected,” she added a bit pointedly, since they’d browbeaten her to go. Maddy had known better—but not because of the law of de mal en pire, she hastily assured herself. No, simple reasoning said that if Quin was rich and cultured, and she was uneducated and lived in a gutter, then there was no future between them. “He told me just two nights ago that he wasn’t the marrying kind.”

 “I hate it when they say that,” Bea murmured, and Corrine raised her cup in agreement.

 Though Maddy had thought the memory of the Scot would be too fresh, too raw, she found herself saying, “But there was another man. . . .”

 “And?” Corrine prompted.

 “He was a tall, strapping Highlander whom I met at a masquerade ball. We had this . . . this je ne sais quoi, a connection—a strong one, I believed.” Since that night, she’d thought about him at every hour, no matter how hard she tried to put that man from her mind. “And I don’t even know his name.”

 “Le coup de foudre,” Bea said, nodding enthusiastically.

 “Love at first sight?” Maddy gave a humorless laugh. “I thought so. I’d known so after strong punch and his sinful kisses.”

 Bea’s eyes lit up. “Oh, Maddée, you finally took a lover, non?”

 Maddy sighed, then explained everything that had happened, before finishing, “. . . and after that, he tossed money at me like I was a pesky problem to be resolved and abandoned me in the cab.”

 “It won’t be painful like that again,” Bea assured her. “The first time is always the worst, and if he was très viril . . .”

 Maddy knew that had to be true, but she still feared what her next experience might be like—though she could say with certainty it wouldn’t be with anyone très viril. “On my trip back here, I decided if I’m never with another man again, it will be too soon.” Affecting indifference, Maddy briefly raised her face to the sun, courting freckles on her nose, but she didn’t care. “He turned out to be an ass, anyway. I wouldn’t want him if he begged me to marry him.”

 “What about your instincts?” Corrine asked. “Surely you were warned away if he was so terrible?”

 “My instincts told me he was . . . good.” She didn’t miss that Bea and Corrine shared a look. Corrine never rented a room to a male unless Maddy gave approval.

 “Why didn’t you tell your London friends of your plight?” Corrine asked.

 “I thought about it. I imagined revealing all over tea and scones. I would begin with the setup: ‘Well, the thing of it is . . . after Papa died, my mother and I didn’t move to Paris because she’d missed her birthplace—we fled creditors in the middle of the night. After a year in a slum, she did marry a rich man, named Guillaume, and for a while we lived in the wealthy part of Paris—what you believe is my current address and my present situation. But it’s not now! I pay the maid there to save my mail for me and tell visitors I’m away.’

 “Then would come the denouement: ‘Sylvie died years ago, and my miserly oncle Guillaume tossed me out on my ear. Actually, I live in a slum teeming with danger and filth. I’m really an orphan, and not in the exciting sense of an heiress orphan but in the penniless pitiful sense. Because I couldn’t steal enough to pay for the dresses and paste jewels necessary for my plot to ensnare Quin, I borrowed money from a lender who will happily break my arms over a late payment.’ ”

 Corrine pursed her lips and sniffed, “Well, when you put it that way . . .”

 Bea added, “Oh, Maddée, c’est déplorable!”

 As if bored by Maddy’s dramatics, Chat Noir deserted her with a yawn. He leapt to the railing, sidling along, drawing Maddy’s gaze down to the street. Two burly men had just arrived at the building. “Are those Toumard’s men?” she asked without looking back. “Who else besides me would be foolish enough to get involved with Toumard?”

 She’d borrowed heavily—for more than she could make in a year with sporadic work selling cigarettes, serving in the cafés, betting mutuels, or picking pockets. When she turned back, she saw that their expressions were pensive. “What is it?” Maddy asked. “Tell me. My day can’t possibly get worse.”

 “Come, then, let’s go in so they can’t spot us,” Corrine said. They grabbed their milk crates and hurried inside. “Maddy love, those henchmen came round yesterday, too. They were searching for you, demanding to be let into the building. We’re keeping it locked at all times.”

 “And I will only see regulars!” Bea added with an earnest nod.

 “They were here already?” Maddy pinched her forehead. “I’m not even late.”

 “They said Toumard raised his rates. The interest is escalating each week.”

 Maddy sank onto her bed again. “But why?”

 “You know how gossip spreads around here,” Corrine said. “You went into debt to buy a new wardrobe, and then you left town. Everyone figured a cull was happening. Berthé or Odette probably told him, and he could be betting on your success.”

 But even after delivering the news, Corrine was still wringing her lye-eaten hands. Beatrix had begun studying her chipped cup.

 “What else?” Maddy forced a smile. “I can take it.” She could find a way to weather bad news. Somehow she always did.

 Corrine hesitantly said, “Toumard might have another agenda. He might not be keen on getting paid back at all.”

 Maddy swallowed. She’d heard that was how Berthé and Odette had gotten started in their present line of work. They were barmaids who’d owed money. Instead of getting their arms broken, they’d gone into a more lucrative trade—facilitated and overseen by Toumard.

 Corrine set her cup aside. “If we can’t come up with the money . . .”

 Bea’s eyes started watering. “Maddée will have to flee for her life.”

 “No, Bea, no,” she rushed to assure her. “Maddée’s not fleeing anywhere. I have all this under control. I’m going to marry the count.”

 Le Daex was her mother’s only legacy to her, the alliance having been arranged by her years ago. Maddy was supposed to have wed him when she’d turned fourteen— but her mother had died just before then, Maddy had balked, and that’s when Guillaume had kicked her out.

 “But you told me you sense Le Daex is a bad man,” Corrine said. “And there are those rumors. . . .”

 Maddy stifled a shiver. “No, no. I will outwit Le Daex, outlive him, and inherit.” She’d heard his last three wives had entertained similar aspirations before dying under mysterious circumstances. “Then we’ll all be rich, and we’ll leave La Marais for good. Everything will be fine. You’ll see.”
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 Maddy lived in a ruthless world.

 Growing up in La Marais, she’d made observations—she’d learned her environment. And she’d quickly comprehended that here, for most, civility and ethics had been stripped away, until nothing remained but the pursuit of elemental needs—food, shelter, intercourse—and the overwhelming drive to avoid death and pain.

 The latter had compelled her to don her last gown, trudge down one hundred and two steps, and begin making her way to Le Daex’s. She couldn’t afford the omnibus fare to the count’s, so she walked. She didn’t need to be walking—she was losing weight already, after just a week back—and she’d had to take in her clothes, including this last fine gown she owned.

 Each day in La Marais, Maddy made countless decisions, and the stakes were high. At every turn, her choices could lead her to reward—or fate would ruthlessly check her.

 Each night before she went to sleep, she catalogued her actions for the day, analyzing them for weaknesses or exposures. She would ask herself, Did I do anything today to leave myself vulnerable . . .?

 Marrying a man like Le Daex would be one of her most critical moves, yet she would do it to avoid Toumard’s punishments—or plans. She’d sold her other gowns and paste jewels, but she hadn’t been able to keep up with the man’s demands for money. His lackeys hounded her more and more.

 Out on the street, Maddy passed the usual prostitutes in the usual alleyways, perched on their knees servicing clients. The pained expressions on the men’s faces had always fascinated her. The young ones, usually dressed in regimental uniforms, pleaded with the tarts not to stop. The older ones commanded them not to. Maddy had always wondered what could be so pleasurable that they feared its incompletion so much.

 The Scot had certainly made sure he’d completed his, by his own hand. She stumbled, nearly catching the hem of her dress.

 With him, she’d had a taste of passion and had begun to understand more about the scenes she witnessed routinely. At night, when she was alone in her bed, she recalled the pleasure he’d given her—before the pain. Even after he’d hurt her so terribly, she thought of him—more than of Quin, whom she’d failed to snare.

 As the neighborhood grew higher in elevation and therefore more expensive, she passed the boulangerie shop that was the bane of her existence. As was her custom, she stopped to stare through the window.

 The warmed shelves were piled with glazed treats, begging her to come liberate them. Inside, behind the counter, were the downtrodden ice creams jailed in a patented ice cream freezer. Alas, she’d never figured out how to pocket goods that melted or flaked apart with the merest touch.

 Leering at the food was only an appetizer of anguish for her. Maddy’s true torment was watching the young bourgeoisie wives sitting inside. Her hungry gaze drifted to a group of them now.

 They were her age and happy, gossiping and glancing over fashion plates, leaving food untouched. Some had gurgling babies in perambulators with silver teething rings, and all of them probably had respectable husbands at home—men they could adore and be adored by in return, men who would protect them and their children.

 Maddy envied them so bitterly that her eyes watered and her stomach churned with it.

 I would give anything to be one among those women. Anything.

 She coveted everything they had. She wanted a happy, well-fed baby of her own whom she could love and care for, much better than her own self-serving mother had cared for her. Maddy wanted to wear a watch pinned to her bodice to check if it was time to meet her husband back at their warm, secure home. She wanted to read fashion magazines—not to dream about a new wardrobe but to plan one.

 Maddy admittedly sought a rich husband, but not for the reasons everyone supposed. Precious jewels and baubles were welcome, but incidental. She yearned for the safety and security money would bring to her—and to the family she imagined of having.

 She’d turned her matrimonial focus to the very rich because those men were in less danger of losing everything, as her own father had. Her papa had been dearer to her than anyone, always striving to make up for her mother’s lack of affection, but the fact remained that he’d left his daughter defenseless in a world that seemed to lie in wait, ready to punish any misstep she might make. . . .

 The old boulangerie shopkeeper eyed Maddy through the window. Though she was dressed in her costly gown, he recognized her and glared. He put on a grandfatherly face to paying customers, but he was hateful to her, chasing her away with a broom on more than one occasion. She gave him a lewd gesture, turning on her heel and continuing on her way.

 A single woman in La Marais dreaming about a stable home life with a passel of children and a decent husband to safeguard them all was beyond ridiculous. She might as well yearn for a tree that bloomed gold.

 But even worse, Maddy still believed in . . . love.

 Even after her parents’ ill-fated May-December union, and even after seeing the twisted relationships in the garret, Maddy still longed for a man to love her.

 In a ruthless world, dreams like hers were liabilities. . . .

 In lieu of them, she’d take Le Daex and the luxury of not having her arms broken.

 • • •

 Ethan peered down at the informant whose throat he clenched, regarding him pitilessly. He released his grip enough for the man to gasp a breath, and then he squeezed harder. “Still saying that’s all you know about Grey?”

 The bug-eyed man nodded as best as he could, and Ethan finally released him, leaving him in a collapsed heap in an alleyway.

 He strode back inside the Lake District tavern from which he’d plucked that man earlier. But this time he took a seat at a back table, sinking into the shadows to contemplate all he’d learned in the last week.

 In his inexhaustible hunt, Ethan had ridden hundreds of miles and had thrashed so many informants that his knuckles stung. He’d discovered that Grey might indeed be afflicted with a hunger for opium, but he was far from being out of his mind—Grey had secretly reached England, surprising them all.

 Yet then the man had made the critical mistake of viciously knifing a woman in the Network. Grey’s preferred weapon was his blade, and the brutality of the killing had alerted Ethan to his whereabouts. . . .

 Grey was already on Hugh’s trail.

 Ethan had to be faster than Grey, better. He’d always managed to be in the past, though they’d been closely matched adversaries, each with his own talents.

 Grey relied on technique; Ethan on brute strength. Grey spoke four languages with flawless native fluency and was eerily brilliant with strategic matters, but there was a reason he’d become so lethal with a blade—with a gun, he couldn’t hit the broad side of a barn.

 Ethan would take his humble street smarts and his aim any day.

 Weyland considered Grey the most talented natural killer he’d ever encountered; Ethan was deemed the most doggedly brutal and relentless in pursuit. . . .

 Ethan knew he was closing in on the man now, but he hadn’t been able to force Grey into the open. So he’d decided to anticipate Grey’s moves.

 Hugh had taken Jane to Ethan’s remote lake house just a few miles north of this tavern, to stay for a few days before traveling to Scotland. Grey would likely have uncovered information about the residence by now and would pursue her there, but the place was most readily accessible from the ferry that ran from this very tavern. Otherwise, it would take days to go north and circle back south to get to the estate. This tavern was the portal, and Ethan would act as sentinel here, waiting for Grey to come to him.

 The trap had been baited; Ethan felt he was close.

 As if there wasn’t enough pressure to kill Grey, Edward Weyland had demanded that Hugh and Jane enter into a hasty marriage of convenience before they’d departed together. Hugh hadn’t reacted particularly well to denying himself Jane ten years ago. Now, after being near her constantly, bloody married to her . . . Hugh was going to lose his mind.

 After the lake house, Hugh planned to go to the Highlands to hide out at their brother Courtland’s ramshackle estate. If Ethan couldn’t catch or kill Grey, then he at least wanted to buy time for Hugh to escape with Jane. Hugh would travel by horse into the Scottish forests. He was an expert rifleman and hunter, the wilderness his element. . . .

 Ethan’s thoughts were interrupted when he spied Arthur MacReedy and his barely bewhiskered son entering the tavern. Of all the people.

 Ethan recalled then that the MacReedy family had a hunting lodge in the Lake District and spent the fall at leisure in this area. Ethan knew a lot of things about the MacReedys—he’d been a day away from marrying Arthur’s daughter, Sarah.

 Meeting up with them now was a timely reminder of when Ethan had ignored the curse and sought to have a normal life, to take a bride, and try to father an heir.

 To get past what had been done to him.

 His planned marriage to her had in no way been a love match—he and Sarah had never met until the days leading up to the ceremony—but the union had made sense. Sarah had been a renowned beauty, and Ethan had been a wealthy young laird. Everything was supposed to have been settled—until the night before their wedding, when she’d stood at a high turret of his family’s ancient hold. She’d gazed at his face, at his newly healed scar, alternately with pity and disgust.

 He reached out his hand and rasped, “You doona have to marry me, Sarah. . . .”

 “Kavanagh,” MacReedy the elder said, nodding at him once, respectfully—as he should.

 In return, Ethan cast the man the menacing expression he deserved. MacReedy and his son walked on.

 When the barmaid finally sauntered over to Ethan’s table, she averted her eyes, no doubt thinking that with eye contact, he would proposition her. After all, a man with a face like his would have to be paying for it.

 He was sick of the furtive looks or horrified glances women always cast him. What he wouldn’t give for a woman to look him full in the face and address the fact that he was scarred, maybe even say, “How did you receive such an injury?” He would never reveal the truth, of course, but he wanted to experience what it would be like simply to have the subject on the table for once.

 Without facing him, the barmaid asked him what he wanted to drink or eat. He declined curtly, though he was tempted to snap, “As if I’d have you. Just five nights ago, I took a woman who would shame you.”

 And there his thoughts turned to Madeleine yet again—Madeleine Van Rowen. Ethan had barely hidden his amazement when Quin had revealed the girl’s identity, though the connection wasn’t improbable. The Weylands had a family seat near Iveley Hall, the former Van Rowen manor—which Ethan had seized at Van Rowen’s death. It made sense that upper-class families like theirs in the same county would associate.

 Yet Ethan could scarcely believe he’d slept with the girl, the Maddy referred to on that night—the one mention that had turned the tide of Ethan’s fate, putting Van Rowen in a fury.

 Learning Madeleine’s identity had made Ethan reevaluate the entire night of the masquerade. The morning after, he’d practically convinced himself that she’d been innocent of any deceit. He’d only recognized how truly devious she’d been, how arrogant, when he’d discovered that she was the child of two of the most vile people he had ever imagined.

 Ethan had always heard that those in desperate situations behaved in unpredictable ways. This had not been so for the Van Rowens. They had been so easily manipulated that Ethan’s revenge hadn’t satisfied whatsoever.

 Van Rowen had already been in financial straits. He’d leveraged all his lands and investments to pay for his much younger wife’s jewels and silks, frantic to keep her happy.

 Working insidiously, Ethan had bought up the man’s loans, forcing himself to act slowly, though he’d burned to make them pay. He had never let them know he’d been the catalyst for their ruin, and they’d never suspected a young Scot could destroy a powerful English landholder.

 So many accused Ethan of being unfeeling. In truth, he felt too strongly—always had—and Ethan’s hatred for the Van Rowens had boiled over into every aspect of his life. He’d tried to let the revenge go when he’d won—when Van Rowen and Brymer had been killed, and Sylvie left penniless.

 Ethan had thought his work had dulled some of the rage, but his encounter with Madeleine made him realize the same fury still simmered.

 Now he knew why her accent was tinged with French. The final report he’d received on Sylvie and her daughter several years ago had had them living in a Parisian slum called La Marais.

 Some digging had uncovered that Sylvie had actually hailed from that place, and Ethan had been gratified to learn that she’d fled back there. She deserved to root about a slum, and any spawn of hers and Van Rowen’s could keep her evil, deceitful arse company in misery, as far as Ethan had been concerned.

 Instead, the widowed Sylvie had married a rich Parisian; Quin’s current address for Madeleine was in the well-heeled parish of St. Roch. If Sylvie lived there now and could clothe her daughter in such an affluent way, teaching her airs, then obviously she hadn’t been punished enough.

 The woman had brazenly dispatched her daughter to England to secure Quin while enjoying a backup proposal from the aging Count Le Daex, a man so rich that his wealth outstripped even Ethan’s. The thought of Sylvie benefiting from a match like that sickened Ethan.

 Worse was the idea of Le Daex enjoying young Madeleine. Ethan’s hands clenched.

 He exhaled a breath and forced himself to relax. Before he’d left, Ethan had thought it imperative that Le Daex discover what his fiancée had been doing behind his back in London on a particularly wild night.

 Insidious dealings—Ethan excelled at them, and he happened to have many contacts in Paris.

 There’d be no rich count for the grasping Van Rowens.

 And yet, despite knowing what blood ran through Madeleine’s veins, Ethan’s desire for her refused to wane. If anything, it grew worse each day. Filled with conflicting thoughts, he was uncertain what his next move should be.

 Damn it, he needed to focus—he could decide what to do about her later. He rose from the table, stepping out a side door into the night air.

 When two passing boys froze at the sight of his face, he scowled, making them run.

 Madeleine would react the same way.

 Movement from the corner of his eye drew his gaze up—

 Davis Grey stood on a balcony across the street, his gaunt face creased into a smile, his brows raised, no doubt dumbfounded by Ethan’s uncommon carelessness. The man’s pistol was already drawn and cocked.

 What the hell have I done . . .? Rage consumed Ethan as he snatched his own pistol and fired.

 Too late. Pain exploded in Ethan’s chest, the bullet driving home.



Eleven
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 “I ’m doomed, ” Maddy whispered to herself as she wandered La Marais in the dark in a silk ball gown.

 Oh, what was she thinking? She was always doomed in varying degrees. Why had she ever thought she would get a concession from fate? One bloody bit of luck?

 “I’m more doomed than usual,” she amended. Toumard’s pair lay in wait in the alley beside her building, forcing her to roam the streets until they gave up. She was in debt, with no prospects to pay them, and the one thing she’d possessed of value—her virtue—had been wasted with a laughable return.

 And now she would pay for that wild, reckless night.

 Because the count had heard from a contact in London, who’d heard from another, that his prospective bride had been free with herself, running with a fast crowd in London. The hypocrite! He’d demanded an examination to determine if she was still a virgin or possibly carrying another man’s babe, as if these were the medieval times the ancient count had likely grown up in.

 Maddy hadn’t even known that people actually did that anymore. She’d been tempted to huff and whine, “But I was wearing my chastity belt!” Instead, she’d blankly refused his demand—trying to sound outraged, instead of baffled at the timing—and he’d withdrawn his proposal.

 Refused by the count. He might as well have slapped her.

 Worse, she’d allowed it to happen. She’d managed men for years and knew dozens of ways she could have finessed the situation, ways to wriggle and finagle to get what she wanted. She could cry at the drop of a hat and could have acted overwrought at his capriciousness. If that tactic hadn’t worked, she could have adopted a seductive demeanor, or simply made sure she was examined by a bribable physician. And yet . . .

 She hadn’t.

 Did I do anything today to leave myself vulnerable?

 A bit.

 As though she’d been outside her own body, she’d heard the words spilling from her lips: “I never wanted to marry you anyway! And your wig smells fusty.”

 She’d burned her ships. Why? She was never so foolish—except with the Scot.

 Maddy should never have gone to England. Returning to her native land after such a long exile had made her miss it even more. She had been arrogant and rash there, and apparently she hadn’t left those traits behind.

 “Oh, please, just one crumb of fortune!” she whispered urgently to the sky. As if in answering jest, she spied thunderclouds swelling, obscuring the stars. Where would she go if it rained? Not all drunks on stoops were as passive as her building’s collection. They could be ferociously territorial.

 The air was thick and damp, presaging the storm. Maddy hated storms. Every tragedy in her life had been accompanied by thunderclaps and pounding rain.

 The morning her father’s second had come to report his death in a duel, lightning had punctuated the man’s words. The day of her father’s funeral, rain had spilled in torrents. When Maddy and her mother had returned from burying him, they’d been turned away, their home of Iveley Hall having been seized by creditors while they’d been gone.

 Though one ring or brooch could have kept them for years, it was considered in poor taste to wear jewelry to a funeral, so they’d fled with nothing more than the clothes on their backs. As they’d ridden away, Maddy had looked back at the manor through the rain-streaked window of the coach and known she would never find a way to return home. . . .

 The fire that had nearly taken her life when she was eleven had raged, whipped to a frenzy by the fierce winds of a storm, yet barely dampened by the scattered bouts of rain. Maddy had been trapped inside the small apartment she and her mother shared several floors up. She’d been convinced she would die even before a burning beam had fallen on her and fractured her arm.

 When she’d finally battled her way through the flames to reach the window, Maddy had blinked against the smoke, gaping in incomprehension down at the street.

 Her mother—obviously one of the first ones out—stood outside.

 In that moment of flames and terror, Maddy had thought, I’m as good as alone.

 To this day, she had nightmares filled with fire that always ended in that gut-wrenching recognition . . . .

 Maddy jerked, startled, when the sky opened up. As the rain poured, she ran beneath the closest cover, a chestnut tree.

 And laughed until she wept when the leaves began to fall on her in clumps.

 • • •

 Clawing the cobblestones in pain, Ethan lay in a pool of his own blood funneling from his upper chest. He cracked open his eyes, realizing he’d released his hold on his pistol when he’d fallen. As he listened for Grey’s approach, he heard people filing out from the front of the tavern.

 Gritting his teeth, Ethan swept his hand to the side until he brushed his gun. Stretching his arm, his very fingers, he glanced his fingertips off the handle, spinning it—

 Too late. He looked up to find that Grey had a bead on him, gun raised. As Grey approached Ethan, his demeanor was as pleasant as ever. With his free hand, Grey poked his finger through a still-smoking hole in his shirt and jacket, and grinned. Ethan’s bullet had only hit a deceptive billow in the man’s bagging clothes.

 “And people said you were better than I?” Grey said.

 I was for ten years. . . . Ethan tasted blood in his mouth and knew he was about to die, even if Grey didn’t plug another bullet into him. “Hugh will destroy you,” Ethan said, choking out the words.

 Grey shrugged. “So everyone keeps assuring me. And yet, I’d always believed it would be you.”

 The tavern’s nearby side door creaked open, and noise and dim light spilled out into the alley. Grey glanced up, then faced Ethan once more, furtively stowing his pistol. “That’s a kill shot, old friend, and we both know it.” He cast Ethan his disconcertingly sympathetic smile. “You had to have been thinking about a woman earlier with an expression like that.” He turned to lope away, saying over his shoulder, “I hope she was worth it.”

 Ethan rolled to his side for his gun, biting back an agonized yell, but Grey had already disappeared.

 Though Ethan couldn’t see who’d exited the tavern out the side door, he could hear them.

 Grimacing to the clouded night sky above, Ethan listened as the MacReedys sodding debated whether to help him or not: “I’ll no’ get dragged into trouble.”; “We do owe him.”; “He’s turned into a blackguard.”; “Think he might’ve deserved the shot?”

 “Warn my brother,” Ethan grated to them, blood spilling from his mouth, but they ignored him. His body was beginning to shudder with cold. “Listen to me. . . . ” They didn’t.

 He had failed Hugh utterly. Never had Ethan been so careless, walking into the street without even a cursory scan of the vantages surrounding him. He was dying, and he had only two thoughts—getting a warning to his brother . . . and the fact that he’d never get to see that damned little witch again.

 Ethan perceived hands under his arms, and braced for the pain as they lifted him, but he still blacked out. . . .

 He had no idea how long he’d been unconscious, but when he came to, he was in a bed, with a shaky-handed surgeon removing the bullet while others held Ethan down. He roared with agony as the man plucked metal and charred cloth from the wound then splashed whisky into it.

 Before he began stitching, the doctor tossed back half the bottle down his own throat. “I did what I could,” he said when he finished.

 “Will he live?” the MacReedy whelp asked.

 In and out of consciousness, Ethan caught the doctor’s parting words: “Let’s put it this way. If he recovers from a wound like that and the fever to follow . . . I’ll quit drinking.”



Twelve
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 “I ’m beginning to wonder if anyone has even noticed the blackguard’s missing,” MacReedy the elder said. “It’s possible no one’s coming for him.”

 “Aye,” the whelp replied in a distracted tone.

 “Bugger off, you weak-kneed old bastard,” Ethan growled, ready to claw at the gaudily papered walls after five weeks of being trapped in the MacReedys’ lodge. “You think I canna hear you?”

 He could. Every day as he lay bedridden, slowly recuperating, Ethan could hear the sounds of their leisure—the fan of cards shuffled, or the taps as MacReedy emptied his pipe or their dominoes connected.

 Tap . . . tap . . . tap . . . all bloody day long, until Ethan thought he’d go mad.

 Why has no one come for me? He felt like an unwanted dog tied to a tree, then forgotten.

 “Go to hell, MacCarrick!” the whelp replied.

 “Where do you bloody think I am?” Clenching his fists in the blanket, he surveyed “his” room. Most closets boasted more space. “You’re brave now, but by God, when I’m on my feet again, I’m going to make you eat your goddamned teeth.”

 A few moments later, MacReedy the elder stepped into Ethan’s small room, eyes grave. “Son, I’m no’ going to talk to you about that language again.” The first time had been after Mrs. MacReedy’s ill-fated attempt to read psalms to Ethan—he had declined in language so foul he’d thought he’d heard something burst in her brain before she’d skittered from the room and fainted. “Debt or no’, I’ll be tossing you out,” MacReedy said calmly before stepping out once more.

 The debt. Always back to the debt with this family. They knew they owed Ethan because he had delivered the completely unbelievable lie that Sarah had slipped instead of jumped, ensuring that she would have no suicide stigma and would receive a Catholic burial. Ethan had also ensured that he would be shadowed for more than a decade by rumors of his pushing her to her death.

 MacReedy knew Ethan hadn’t lied to protect Sarah’s memory for her family; in fact, Ethan blamed them for forcing her into the marriage. And he’d been sure to let them know it every time he encountered them, which fortunately hadn’t been often.

 Yet now Ethan was trapped in their home.

 When he’d awakened from two weeks of delirium, he’d immediately tried to rise, frantic to leave this place and find out what his careless actions had wrought. Was his brother safe? Had Grey gotten him, too?

 Ethan had promptly ripped open his wound and blacked out. The consequent stitch repair by the shaky physician had earned Ethan another week’s worth of fever and guaranteed he’d been even weaker than he had been the first time he’d come to.

 Every bloody time he tried to rise and leave this place, he ripped open stitches and passed out. With his height and the size of the cramped room, he invariably knocked his head in the fall, making his total time trapped in bed at over a month and counting.

 He’d been forced to ask MacReedy to find out if Hugh and Jane had left for Scotland. Ethan had also had to pay the whelp to wire London to report his situation.

 MacReedy the elder had learned that Hugh had indeed left the lake house the very night Ethan had been shot. At least there’d been one good thing about Ethan catching that bullet—Grey’s waiting to kill Ethan had allowed Hugh to begin his journey north into the Highlands, putting Hugh firmly in his element.

 Ethan was confident that his brother was safe for the time being. The problem was that Hugh would be holed up on Court’s estate in utter seclusion with the woman he wanted more than anything on this earth—now his temporary wife. At worst, the curse was real, and Hugh would be risking her death and torment. At best, Hugh was still secretly an assassin, massive and stony and awkward around people, such an unfitting match for the celebrated beauty, who loved to socialize.

 Not to mention that Hugh took his orders to kill from Jane’s own father. . . .

 But in the condition Ethan was in, there was nothing he could do to help his brother. The inaction ate at him. He burned with urgency. With nothing to do but think, he stewed, alternately dwelling on his failure and on Madeleine.

 Though Ethan had ruined her chances with Le Daex, Ethan couldn’t say that she wouldn’t find another after so many weeks had passed. She was tempting, and if she was provided with a large enough dowry, a man could be moved to overlook her lack of virtue.

 Ethan had shown mercy to Grey and look what had happened. He would not make the same mistake twice by allowing Sylvie to go unscathed.

 When he was finished with Grey, Ethan would lure Madeleine away from Sylvie back to one of his more obscure estates, with an offer of security in a mutually beneficial arrangement. Or, if she proved stubborn, he was not above promising marriage, with no intention of going through with it.

 He wondered if her parents had warned her about a scarred, black-haired Scot, but he doubted it. Sylvie lacked the imagination to make the connection. Van Rowen had been eaten with shame and guilt over the incident and likely wouldn’t have spoken of it before his death six months later.

 In any case, it wouldn’t matter if the girl had been warned. Ethan would have her one way or another. He’d been disfigured—the exquisite daughter offered up would appease him. Once she was in his possession, he’d use her until he tired of her.

 Then he would throw her out, thoroughly ruined, on her pert little arse, saving countless foolish noblemen from Sylvie’s clutches.

 Madeleine had told him that his kind used and gave nothing back.

 Miss Van Rowen had seen nothing.



Thirteen
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 For the love of Christ, let it be someone come for me, Ethan thought the next day when he heard a carriage on the drive.

 He closed his eyes in relief when he heard Hugh’s voice in the front parlor. Though Hugh was usually so silent, Ethan distinctly heard him attempt to make conversation with the MacReedys. He wasn’t polished with it, but he seemed to take his fumbles with a light heart.

 When Hugh entered, Ethan noticed his brother looked hale and . . . happy?

 “Ethan, it’s good to see you!” he exclaimed as Ethan made a painstaking attempt to sit up in bed. “Grey told me he’d killed you.”

 Ethan quirked a brow. “So we’re talking to Grey now?”

 “No, of course no’.” He grinned. “Those were his last words.”

 “You . . . killed him.” Grey was dead at last? “How?”

 After all this time—it wouldn’t be Ethan who destroyed Grey.

 “Well, I dinna kill him precisely.” Hugh pulled at his collar. “More like Jane and I did it together. It’s a long story. I’ll tell you on the way back. If you’re ready to go home now?”

 “What do you think? It’s about bloody time someone came for me. I sent a wire weeks ago.”

 “There was no wire from you. I’ve searched everywhere—even had runners combing the countryside. That’s how we located you here.”

 “No wire? ” he bellowed, then heard the whelp take off, slamming out of the house. That was why he’d been stuck? Because the whelp had pocketed the telegraph fee? “I’m going to kill that puny bastard.”

 “Do it another time. I have to get back to London. Do you need help getting dressed?” When Ethan reluctantly nodded, Hugh helped him to the edge of the bed. “Let me see the damage.” He gave a whistle at the sight of Ethan’s wound. “That was close. Another inch—”

 “And I would no’ have been trapped here for five weeks.”

 “A bullet wound, though? Exactly how slowly were you moving for Grey to be able to hit you?” Hugh asked, and Ethan’s fists clenched. “The skin’s healing nicely. A couple of weeks more for the stitches—if you’re careful with them.” Frowning, Hugh said, “Why are you still so weak?”

 “Because the food here tastes like sawdust,” Ethan said. He’d probably lost a stone of weight.

 “That might be, but you’re still going to have to thank them for it.”

 “The hell I will.”

 Hugh lowered his voice. “If you doona, I will no’ tell you how Grey died. And I might just leave your arse here. . . .”

 Twenty minutes later, Hugh and his coach driver were heaving Ethan up into his carriage. “That was no’ so bad, now, was it?” Hugh grated with a last shove.

 Ethan gritted his teeth, collapsing back onto the squabs. “Sod off, Hugh.” His wound was singing, his head was spinning, and yet even after being blackmailed into muttering gratitude to that family, excitement drummed in him. Because Ethan had realized that Grey’s death meant his duty was done. Ethan was free to go to Paris as soon as he got his strength back.

 Suddenly he felt ravenous.

 “Now, tell me how the hell Grey died,” Ethan said once the coach began to roll along.

 Hugh peered out the window as he answered, “Well, Jane plugged him with some arrows, and I . . . tripped him.”

 Ethan grew still. “Grey died by tripping?” This was too humiliating.

 “It was worse than it sounds,” Hugh said quickly, facing him again. “Gruesome. A trial, truly. So how did Grey get the drop on you?”

 “I was careless, and I paid for it.” He shrugged, wanting away from that subject. “What else has happened in the last five weeks? Have you gotten your marriage annulled yet?”

 “No, I dinna.”

 Ethan exhaled. “You told me Grey died weeks ago, and you still have no’ done this?”

 “I’m . . . staying married. Jane is mine now.”

 “But the curse,” Ethan said, scowling at this absurdity. “Your past—”

 “She knows about my past, about her father, about everything. Grey was sure to reveal all to her. And of the curse . . . it’s no’ as we thought, brother. Court’s gotten married to Annalía, and, well, he’s to be a da.”

 “No. That’s no’ possible.” Ethan grew light-headed. Never seed shall take. . . .

 Hugh shook his head. “It’s true. Annalía’s big with his child. I saw her myself.”

 “The babe’s no’ his.”

 “That’s what everyone thought you’d say. Annalía’s a good lass, but for your benefit, I’ll tell you that Court was her first and only, and that it was just the two of them together for weeks.”

 Ethan had met Annalía and knew she wouldn’t possibly lie about the parentage of her babe—or take another lover besides Court. But still, to have this sole development refute what they’d believed for so long? “So how do you explain why Court’s never gotten a bairn on any girl before? And then he does it so quickly with her?”

 “Everyone who knows about the book and what’s happened agrees that the last two lines of the foretelling must say something about each son finding the woman meant for him.”

 This was exactly what Ethan had feared—his brothers getting their hopes up, to be crushed. And yet Ethan couldn’t argue the reasoning. Many a time, he’d used the book in just such a way as this. “You believe that?”

 “I do, Ethan, and I hope you will, too.”

 “So you feel certain that I can marry and have bairns?” Ethan was unaccountably restless after hearing this news, even as he felt removed from the entire conversation, as if he were watching it instead of participating in it.

 “Aye, if you find the right lass. And then you can get back to the life you’re meant to lead.”

 “I am—”

 “No, you’re no’,” Hugh interrupted. “You’re the Earl of Kavanagh. You’ve got responsibilities and lands and people. You’ve got a title to pass down.”

 “Maybe I’m more satisfied in my current occupation.”

 “It’s no’ the life Da wanted for you—no’ killing and being shot. And no’ being alone nearly every damned day and night of your life,” Hugh snapped.

 “Just because you and Court have suddenly settled down does no’ mean I have the same needs. I like the hunt. I like the danger.”

 “For how long, Ethan? You’re no’ getting any spryer. You bloody got tagged by Grey.”

 Ah, that was low, and they both knew it. Ethan narrowed his eyes. “So you think you can just walk away from your job without looking back?”

 “Aye, because now I have something to look forward to.”

 “Have you ever thought that you should no’ be staying with Jane for reasons other than the curse, and other than your past?” Ethan demanded. “This all goes back to common bloody sense—something I’m discovering my brothers dearly lack, especially in their choices of brides.” He flashed an expression of realization. “Jane’s with bairn, is she no’? Apparently, it’s quite easy for MacCarricks to propagate these days. That’s why you are staying with her? And that’s why she had to accept you.”

 “No, she is no’ pregnant. We’re waiting.” At Ethan’s look, Hugh hurriedly said, “ No’ as in abstinence.”

 “Waiting,” Ethan said with a slow nod. “So my mercenary brother has gone off and married an excruciatingly rich heiress and gotten a babe on her, and my other brother is practicing contraception like a radical. Let me guess, her idea?”

 “Our idea. And I have thought over my marriage, Ethan. For weeks, I agonized over keeping Jane or no’. Every time I tell someone I married Jane Weyland, they laugh, thinking I’m jesting.” Hugh frowned, muttering, “That’s grown wearying quickly.”

 “It is laughable,” Ethan said, never one to palliate his words. “She’s a famed beauty and wit, with an enormous extended family. You canna stand to be around groups of people and rarely talk to most.”

 “Aye, I know. But she is happy being my wife—turns out she’s wanted to marry me since she was a girl.” Hugh sounded so bloody proud. Ethan had to admit he’d never have suspected that from Jane. “And I’m making an effort for her.”

 “A man canna change his nature,” Ethan said.

 “No, no’ often,” Hugh replied. “But I believe when men like us do, the change is profound.”

 “What’s that supposed to mean?”

 “Take Court. He was almost as selfish as you are, but now he’s different.”

 Ethan didn’t bother denying he was selfish, but he said, “Aye, take Court. Another example of a ridiculous match. Annalía’s an heiress—Court does no’ have two guineas to his name. And he’s a bloody mercenary while she could no’ be more genteel. How’s he to support her? Leave her at home with a new bairn while he marches off to wage war for money?”

 “He’s retired.”

 Ethan gave a humorless laugh. “They’ll starve. And they’ll do it at his run-down manor in the middle of the Highlands—unless he lives off her.” He scowled deeply. “The hell that will be happening. I’ll settle money on him before he becomes the first MacCarrick to live off his wife.”

 “No, when he was on his last campaign, I reinvested for him what he had managed to save,” Hugh said. “Court actually has a steady income now. And when Jane and I were hiding out at his property—waiting for you to kill Grey—we needed something to do, so we renovated the manor house. Put it this way—I saw work as the only thing I could do to keep my hands from Jane. Trust me, Court’s home is a bloody showplace now. And Annalía loves it there.”

 “And how long will that last? How long can it? You two baffle me. I thought my brothers had more sense than this.”

 “If what I enjoy now is due to senselessness, then I doona want sense.” Hugh sank back, appearing to have given up on convincing Ethan. “You will no’ understand, you canna, until you feel it, too. It’s like trying to impress upon a virgin what sex is like.”

 And with one word, Ethan’s mind was back on Madeleine. He’d been doing so well. At least ten minutes had passed since the last time.

 Wait . . . Ethan narrowed his eyes. “I hate it when people make asinine arguments like that. That’s like our mother telling us that we could no’ comprehend—or forgive—her behavior toward us after Da died, until we’d been in love.” When she’d said that, Ethan had replied, “Bullshite. I doona have to jump off a bloody bridge to understand the landing will prove disagreeable.”

 Ethan could never forgive her for her actions. There was no excuse for the woman to have blamed her sons for Leith’s death, no excuse for reacting so irrationally. She’d screamed, tearing at her hair, uttering things that could never be taken back. . . .

 Hugh said, “No, Ethan, she was right.”

 “Of course you agree—now that you’ve been inducted into the cult of marriage. I canna decide if I’m amused or disgusted by all this.”

 Hugh stared out the window, and his tone turned grave. “If I . . . if I lost Jane, I could no’ predict my actions, but I know I would no’ be verra concerned with watching what I said.”

 “I’ve decided. Disgusted.”

 “Have you never thought about marrying?”

 “No, never. I thought we were no’ supposed to, and to say my personality isn’t favorable to it is an understatement.” Ethan sounded so sure, but now, for the first time in his life, doubts on the subject had begun to creep into his thoughts. Both of his brothers were wed and sounded happy, and apparently, the curse wasn’t as they’d believed.

 Ethan had heard that a man’s life flashed before him just before he died. Ethan had been on the verge, and nothing had flashed before him—but then, he’d had few meaningful moments in his adulthood. He’d never had friendships like Court had with his band of mercenaries. Ethan had never felt the selfless love for one woman that his brother Hugh had for years.

 That night in the alley, Ethan had believed he was going to die—and he’d realized how pointless his life had been. And for some reason, at such a critical time, he’d thought of that lass. . . .

 After a quarter of an hour of silence passed between them, Hugh said, “What are you going to do when we arrive in the city?”

 “Ready for a trip to Paris.” Unfortunately, he’d need to spend a few days in London before setting off. He’d eat and regain his strength, healing more as he arranged the logistics of his plan.

 “What’s in Paris?”

 “Madeleine Van Rowen.”

 “Still thinking about her?” Hugh raised his brows. “This is interesting.”

 Ethan shrugged. “Doona read anything into it.”

 “This is no’ still about revenge, is it?”

 “And if it is . . .?” He wanted to finally finish his retribution, to make Sylvie suffer as she was supposed to have. The fact that he would get to enjoy Madeleine in the process was insignificant to his main goal.

 Yet even as he assured himself of that, another part of his mind whispered, You’re seizing on this revenge as an excuse to go after her.

 “Because she canna be made to pay for what her parents did.” In a low tone, Hugh added, “What if she’s the one?”

 Ethan jerked, startled. “What? You must be jesting.”

 “Have you ever thought about another woman as much as you do her?”

 Ethan had never, since he’d been old enough to notice females, had one fascinate or frustrate him so badly. “If I was convinced of your beliefs on the subject of the curse—which I’m no’ saying I am—the fact would no’ matter. There could be no union more doomed. It’s ridiculous even to contemplate.”

 “Would you really go despoil an innocent girl to exact more of your revenge?” Hugh looked as if he was praying for Ethan to say the right thing—for Ethan not to be the bastard he feared him.

 But he was. “No.” Ethan paused, letting Hugh relax before adding, “I already despoiled her. I took her virtue that night of the masquerade.”

 “You would no’.” Hugh appeared aghast. “You have to marry her.”

 “The hell I will.”

 “She’s my wife’s friend. I will step in, Ethan.”

 Ethan gave him a menacing sneer. “You think to stop me from enjoying her? Nothing will stop me, least of all you.”

 Hugh studied his face, then he raised his brows. “I see. Well, the picture’s becoming clearer.”

 “What’s that supposed to mean?”

 “Look at the facts: Madeleine’s the first woman you’ve been with in God knows how long, and you canna stop thinking about her. After all the years you’ve wanted to kill Grey, now you never will be able to, and something like that would normally consume you. The fact that Grey bested you should rankle as nothing else, much less the fact that Jane shot him when you could no’. In the past, you would have made an attempt to thrash that MacReedy whelp even if you had to crawl to do it, but you canna be bothered about anything because all you want to do is get back to her.”

 Refusing to be baited, Ethan said, “I want to enjoy her for a few weeks. Nothing more.”

 “I wish you all the luck in the world with that, brother,” Hugh said, then Ethan thought he heard him mutter, “ Welcome to the cult.”
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 This was where Madeleine Van Rowen lived?

 Ethan gazed up at the six-story building before him. The dilapidated structure had obviously once been a mansion but now looked as if it would collapse if he put a shoulder to it and leaned. Most surprising, it was in the middle of La Marais, one of the worst slums in Paris.

 Madeleine was believed to live on the top floor—usually taken by only the poorest, since continually carrying water and food up the stairs was grueling.

 He climbed the front steps to the stoop, then wound around drunken men fixed there in varying stages of unconsciousness. But the door was locked. He’d have to wait her out, or wait for another tenant to open the door. Descending the steps once more, he dropped back to the closest corner. He leaned against a wall and drew his knee up, surveying the world she inhabited.

 Men strutted by with machetes or guns visibly secured in their belts. Prostitutes actively solicited—then took their work into every alley. Children ran naked and grubby in the streets.

 It reminded him of the rookeries in London, except this was more harrying, more chaotic. If Madeleine truly lived here, then every day she passed this madness, was part of it.

 He tried to picture her here among these street people, elegant and fragile in her blue gown, and he couldn’t whatsoever. Nor could he believe that Madeleine had chosen to live in this place over the luxury of St. Roch. He could too easily imagine Sylvie hearing the rumors about Madeleine in London and punishing her daughter for failing to secure either Quin or the count. So why hadn’t Ethan found Madeleine clawing at the door in St. Roch begging for entrance . . .?

 Just this morning, Ethan had arrived in Paris, a full ten days after leaving the MacReedys’. Once he’d checked into a hotel, he’d begun his search for her in St. Roch, at the address Quin had given him.

 Ethan hadn’t wanted Sylvie to see him, so he’d asked around the neighborhood, to uncover if Madeleine was even in town, or possibly where her favorite haunts were.

 No one had any idea who he was talking about until he’d described Madeleine.

 A gardener thought she came by the house a couple of times a month. A groomsman had caught an omnibus with her a week ago. She hadn’t gotten off at the last stop before the slums. He’d remembered wondering why a woman like her had continued on.

 Ethan had recalled that Sylvie’s former address had been in La Marais—and he’d discovered that, for some reason, it was Madeleine’s present address.

 Her trail had been easy to pick up here. It seemed everyone in La Marais knew “Maddy Anglaise ” or “Maddy la Gamine,” and they obviously liked her, because they were closemouthed with information concerning her.

 A group of older women sitting on a stoop had ignored him, smoking their pipes and chatting—until he’d flashed the diamond ring he’d brought with him in case Madeleine proved . . . averse. When he revealed his plans to wed her, the women couldn’t seem to direct him to this building swiftly enough, and they only asked that Ethan remember their names so that Maddy would “ passez le gras, ” or “pass the fat”—give a kickback to the ones who’d assisted in securing her good fortune.

 As Ethan waited, he mused that Madeleine might actually be persuaded to come with him. Even after she saw his face. Surely she’d be desperate to leave this place any way she could.

 Madeleine Van Rowen beholden to me. He liked that idea—

 Ethan tensed when he spotted the door to her building opening. A tall, gray-haired woman with a bucket emerged from the dark interior. She strode around the drunken men fixed on the stoop, seeming not to notice them, then made for a pump not a block away.

 The door was easing closed behind her. Fearing Madeleine might have warned others about a tall Scot, he dashed for the entry, then slipped through the doorway. Inside, he made for the pitch-black stairwell, forced to use the rope banister as he climbed blindly. The steps were unsound, the corridor so tight he had to sidle up.

 What if she was indeed upstairs? He could see her in mere seconds. . . .

 As he alighted on the sixth-floor landing a board groaned beneath him, and a blowsy woman shot out of her room—a whore, by the look of her heavily painted cheeks and lips. A glance behind her confirmed Ethan’s guess. In a haze of cigarette smoke, a man lay tied to her bed and blindfolded, turning his head dumbly at different sounds.

 Ten minutes in this neighborhood—not to mention in Madeleine’s home—had certainly answered Ethan’s question about how the lass had learned to fondle him so well. She must see men serviced hourly.

 “I’m looking for Madeleine Van Rowen,” he told the woman.

 “And who are you?” she asked, blinking.

 Good, she spoke English. Ethan could speak French but preferred not to, outside of penalty of death.

 “Are you the man from London?”

 Had Madeleine spoken of him? If so, he couldn’t imagine what she’d said. Still, he took a chance. “Aye.”

 “Which one? The first one or the second?” At his nonplussed look, she said, “The Englishman or the Scot?”

 Madeleine must have been talking about Quin. Still thinking about that bastard. “The . . . Scot.”

 She shut the door behind her, ignoring the man’s protests, then clasped her hands, her mien delighted. “Maddée told Corrine and me all about you! The masquerade, n’est-ce pas?” She wagged her finger at him. “You were très mauvais to our Maddée. But here you’ve come for her at last!”

 Madeleine told her friends all about me? He couldn’t imagine what she’d said, or what, in particular, they had deemed très mauvais.

 She leaned in and said in a conspiratorial tone, “You’re just in time, too, with the debts coming due.” What debts? “I’m Bea.” Bea was simple, he realized. Kind, but simple. “I’m one of Maddée’s good friends.”

 “Aye, Bea.” He feigned a look of recognition. “I’ve heard much about you.”

 She patted her hair, pleased. Then she frowned and pointed directly at his face. “Maddée didn’t say you were battle-scarred. From the Crimean War, yes?”

 “No, no’ exactly—” He broke off because she’d already shrugged and turned to another apartment door.

 “Maddée’s not here just now—out working.” She dug in her blouse for a ribbon around her neck with keys strung together. “But I’ll let you into her room to wait.”

 “Perhaps you could direct me to her place of employment?”

 “Who can keep up with her? The bridge or the corner. Different taverns and cafés. Who knows?”

 He felt his face tighten. “And what exactly does she do?” In the nearly seven weeks since he’d been with her, she’d become destitute. Who knew if she’d succumbed to her neighbor’s profession?

 At his expression, Bea cried, “Oh, no, Maddée serves drinks or occasionally sells cigarettes.” She proudly added, “ Turkish ones.” Then in a chiding tone, she said, “Our Maddée’s a good girl. Not popular in that way at all.”

 “Of course,” he said smoothly, relieved. “I just doona like that she has to work.”

 Bea’s eyes lit up. “Exactement! ” she exclaimed, bustling to open the door. “So, here is her room.” She smiled widely as she showed him in.

 Ethan drew his head back, stunned by the interior.

 “Amazing, n’est-ce pas?” Bea was right to be proud. Though Madeleine’s apartment was basically part of an attic room—the ceiling was slanted until he could barely stand up straight even at the apex, and beams crisscrossed overhead—Madeleine had made it into a fantastical space.

 The top floor of an old mansion like this would have been used for servants’ quarters or possibly a schoolroom, and there were remnants of the mansion’s former glory—elaborate gilt and wainscoting decorated the long, narrow space. Above the wainscoting along the more damaged wall, she’d pasted colorful posters.

 Two large windows dominated her bedroom area and were framed by red drapes and fronted by a small balcony outside. Glancing out, he found that she had an unimpeded view of Montmartre. On her balcony, plants grew in profusion and wooden wind chimes clanked.

 “Maddée loves to sit out there.”

 He nodded, then said, “Do you no’ need to get back to your . . . friend?”

 “He is not going anywhere,” she said, stating the obvious with an insouciant wave. “Well, go on, open up.”

 Ethan unlatched one of the windows, swinging it wide. An unseasonably warm breeze blew, and the chimes began tolling, the curtains fluttering. A black cat leapt inside from the balcony, pawed at Ethan’s trousers, then wound around his legs. “Her pet?”

 “Non, she cannot feed Chat Noir. He doesn’t often take to people like this. This is a good sign.”

 Ethan shrugged. Considering how people universally disliked him, the fact that some animals took to him always surprised him. Indeed, beasties seemed to either love him or hate him.

 Turning his attention back to Madeleine’s home, he crossed to the second of the two windows. When he found a bucket hanging beside it, he realized Madeleine didn’t  haul water and supplies up those rickety stairs. She pulled them up, and easily too—with two pulleys working in tandem to lighten the load. Clever girl.

 Past the second window, a velvet curtain cordoned off a ridiculously small wooden tub—but then, she didn’t have to fold six and a half feet of body inside it. Atop a simple plank bed was a bedspread, intricately sewn together of rich-looking materials, yet wearing thin.

 He’d suspected that perhaps Sylvie had thrown Madeleine out after they’d lost the count. But Ethan felt a sense of permanence here—this was Madeleine’s home and had been for some time.

 Though pleasing now in the warm afternoon sun, her apartment would prove a hell to heat in the winter. The roof undoubtedly leaked, and many of the panes in the windows were cracked or missing, replaced with thin cloth. Artistic flare wouldn’t keep her warm in the coming months.

 Another thing he noticed—though she had a stove and kettle, there wasn’t a scrap of food but for a single shining apple.

 An unfamiliar, heavy feeling constricted his chest. No wonder she’d had that air of weariness about her, one of the tantalizing things that had first drawn him to her. And no wonder she’d been hunting for a rich husband. But why would she endure this destitution for so long when she had a wealthy parent and even wealthier friends?

 “Why doesn’t she live with her mother?”

 Bea blinked again. “She did not tell you?”

 “Tell me what?”

 From the stairwell, a woman called up, “Bea! Is that you?”

 “Oui!” she yelled near Ethan’s ear. “C’est moi!”

 “The drunks said a man slipped in—is he one of your regulars?”

 “Non! I saw no one.” To him, Bea whispered, “I have to go now! Corrine would be very upset to know you are here.” She sighed. “But then, she does not understand l’amour as I do.”

 In a low tone, Ethan said, “When will Maddy return?”

 “I could not say. Best make yourself comfortable. Knock across the hall if you need anything.” With that, she left him.

 Alone, but for the cat weaving around him, Ethan searched through Madeleine’s meager belongings. She had a few dresses, all of them frayed, yet bold in color and design, with a modern look to them. He didn’t find clothing fitting for London, but she’d probably already sold that wardrobe. Had she given up the blue gown she’d worn that night with him?

 In her chest of drawers—which only boasted two of the four possible drawers—her wee underthings were meticulously folded and overly mended.

 He uncovered a stash of contraband in a hollow under a loosened windowsill. Inside, a silk handkerchief enfolded two silver engraved money clips, which she would no doubt have melted down after a waiting period. Also inside was a betting book, and her personal tally had more pluses than minuses. Stacked neatly by the book were coupons for coal and fruits—purchased this last June.

 Fascinating. She was a thief, a gambler, and someone who bought discounted coupons in the summer for goods that grew dear in the winter.

 After he replaced her belongings, he spied a milk crate beside her bed. Atop it lay fashion periodicals— Le Moniteur de la Mode and Les Modes Parisiennes —and a book, The Bohemians of the Latin Quarter: Scenes de la Vie de Bohème. He frowned, recalling that he’d heard of that book. It contained sketches of “Bohemians,” poor artists, as they went about procuring food, drink, and sex. Did Madeleine consider herself one of those artistic garret types? She definitely had talent to have transformed this place.

 He exhaled, sinking down on her small bed, with the purring cat quick to follow. Ethan knew he was alone but still glanced around before petting it.

 Admitting that his revenge plot had glaring holes, he wondered if Sylvie would even care if he took her daughter away out of wedlock. The idea of removing Madeleine from the woman’s use no longer seemed to apply. The girl was already very distinctly removed.

 Perhaps he should merely walk away.

 He picked up Madeleine’s pillow and brought it close, wanting her scent. His eyes slid closed in pleasure. No, there’d be no leaving until he had her beneath him again.

 Besides, he liked solving mysteries, and if Madeleine’s life wasn’t a mystery . . .

 Decided, he stood and began pacing as if he was . . . nervous. A man of his experience, cynicism, and bitter derision was anxious about seeing the chit again.

 Because now she would see his face.

 He crossed to stand before the partially cracked mirror hanging above her chest of drawers. Every time she looked into this glass, beauty stared back at her. Regarding his own brutish reflection, he gave a harsh laugh. Beauty and the beast.

 But this beast has money, he reminded himself, something she obviously lacks.

 Dusk was coming soon, so he climbed out onto the balcony, hoping to catch sight of her before the sun went down. He noticed that two neckless bruisers, obviously henchmen, had begun casing the front of the building. Bea had mentioned something about debts. Were the men here for Madeleine?

 Ethan rotated his shoulder, testing the stitches in his chest. If he had to fight the two, he might not tear his wound too badly—

 The stair head groaned. His entire body tensed with anticipation. He lunged for the door and yanked it open. He found himself staring at Bea, who’d yanked open her own. They frowned at each other across the hall.

 The woman he’d seen earlier with the bucket stood at the stair head, only now she carried a broom. Though gray-haired, she had a wholly unlined face, making her age difficult to approximate. “And who might you be in Maddy’s room?” she demanded. “Who let you in?”

 Out of sight of the woman, Bea was shaking her head frantically, waving her arms.

 “I’ve come for Madeleine. I’m waiting for her here—unless you know where she is.”

 “You’re the Scot! The one who hurt my Maddy!” She changed her grip on the broom, raising it above her. “I’ll be damned before I tell you. We’re going to get rid of you before she comes back. She has enough on her plate without you!”

 Bea finally stepped forward. “Corrine, maybe we should wait. Maddée said he’s the one she truly liked. Truly—”

 “Shut your mouth, Bea!”

 She liked me? Ethan thought, then castigated himself. As if he gave a damn.

 But Bea persevered, saying out of the corner of her mouth, “Maddée said that the Scot was the one she—”

 “That was before this one threw money at her, treating her like a whore.” She glared at Ethan, then turned back to Bea to say, “No offense.”

 “Non?” Bea blinked at Corrine as if she didn’t comprehend the offense.

 Was that how Madeleine had viewed the money he’d tossed to the bench? He’d thought he’d simply been paying for the cab. “I wish to make amends to her,” Ethan said. “And to explain a few misunderstandings.”

 Corrine studied him from head to toe. With one shrewd look she’d probably nailed his net worth within five hundred pounds. Strangely, his scar received only a passing glance.

 “I just want to talk to her,” Ethan said, sensing she was wavering, “If you’ll tell me where she is.” For good measure, he added, “And I liked her, too.”

 “See!” Bea cried.

 At length, Corrine lowered her broom, setting it against the wall. “Unless you’ve come to offer for Maddy, you don’t have any business here.”

 “That’s precisely what I intend to do,” he said.

 She exhaled a relieved breath. Over Bea’s excited clapping, Corrine said, “In that case . . . Maddy told me she was going to try to get work in the Silken Purse, in Montmartre.”

 He nodded. “Excellent. I’ll go there directly.”

 “That’s up the hill,” Bea chirped, smiling encouragement. “Look for her waiting in line in the back.” Then her face fell, and she turned to Corrine. “The Silken Purse? Corrine, are you sure?” When Corrine nodded, Bea spoke in French so rapidly that he couldn’t keep up. All he could catch was “she said that he said,” “then her cousin heard,” “he told them,” and finally, “Berthé.”

 Corrine paled.

 “What?” Ethan demanded. “What exactly did all that mean?”

 “It means you have to hurry. Maddy’s about to get attacked.”
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 Any question as to if he’d be so fiercely attracted to Madeleine again was answered the moment he spotted her outside the tavern.

 At a nearby corner, he rested his shoulder against a wall and watched her waiting in line. In the light of the dying sun, he could see she was more breathtaking than he’d figured. When she’d worn her mask, he’d been able to see her bright blue eyes, full lips, and determined chin, but the rest of her delicate features had been hidden. He now saw her nose was slim and pert. Her cheekbones were high and aristocratic.

 Stunning.

 Yet even with her seemingly guileless blue eyes, she didn’t look innocent. Far from it. Her blouse was opened wide to reveal cleavage he hadn’t recalled she had. She wore a black ribbon choker around her pale neck, and though part of her hair was braided atop her head like a gold crown, the rest curled long and loose down her back.

 Her cheeks were rouged, and her skirts were strangely cut—they didn’t flare out at the waist as usual but were tight around her hips and backside.

 Madeleine looked older and a bit . . . wanton, as if she was ready to be tupped, and he responded with a swift heat that shouldn’t even have surprised him anymore.

 Her gaze was darting over the other women in line as she examined the situation. She reminded him of a fox, crafty and wary as she calculated her next move.

 When an aproned barkeep opened the back door, all stood at attention. The man spoke in French, saying something about taking only two more girls for the night—anyone else seen on the premises would be arrested for loitering.

 Immediately they jockeyed for position. Madeleine didn’t stand a chance against the bigger women—the ones glaring at her and crossing their thick arms over their chests in warning. If she challenged them, she would get attacked.

 Obviously realizing that fact, she backed from the fray, pausing only to squire to safety a young girl wearing a cigarette tray.

 The wee girl looked like she was about to cry over not getting in. Madeleine furtively chucked her under the chin, then held up a gold coin, pinched in her fingers. “I’ll bet a hundred francs against any of you,” Madeleine began in a carrying voice, “that I’ll be one of the two in tonight.”

 Like vultures surrounding carrion, they circled Madeleine and the girl, tensed to pounce. Ethan pushed up from the wall, striding forward to intervene; Madeleine turned her head to meet some of their stares, taking her eyes from the money. Surely she would know better—

 The brawniest one lunged for the coin, slapping Madeleine’s hand. The coin went flying into the air, pattering on the bricks ten feet away. The group dove for it, pulling hair and slapping. Madeleine slipped inside, dragging the wide-eyed cigarette girl behind her.

 From the pile of women, one exclaimed in French, “It’s a stage coin!”

 The rest began a chorus about killing la gamine.

 Ethan grinned from the shadows. La gamine —the name fit. She did have an impish air about her. He hurried to the front entrance of the tavern, suddenly finding it imperative to see what the chit would do next.

 • • •

 The other barmaids were visibly shocked that Maddy and the cigarette girl, aptly named Cigarette, had made the cut. Maddy had helped the girl because Cigarette reminded her of herself at that age—hungry, desperate, praying for a break.

 Wait. That was Maddy now—

 Oh, deuce it! Berthé was here, sneering at her from behind the counter. Sometimes Berthé and Odette worked the taverns, but only to solicit new customers. Berthé’s presence boded ill.

 Maddy hadn’t been in the Silken Purse in years, but she’d never been this impassioned to save her arms before. That group of women outside would be waiting for her later, ready to make her pay. Maddy prayed she’d be able to do so in coin.

 The interior hadn’t changed since the last time she’d seen it. There was an entrance hall and then two large rooms—the main area where food and drink were served and the darker back room, where popular girls like Berthé served drinks while arranging to sell more.

 Gaslights dotted the tavern’s walls, their cut sconces stained yellow from tobacco smoke. Behind the bar, the wall was lined with vast mirrors, the glass etched with the brand names of ales or gin.

 Some older men were already drunk and singing songs from the revolution, but other than their small gathering and a few lone drinkers, the place was empty. She’d heard the bell on the front door ring a few moments ago, but she’d been watching out for Berthé and hadn’t seen who’d entered.

 Naturally, the one time she’d contrived to get into the usually packed tavern it would be slow. Leaning her elbow on the bar, her chin in her palm, she regarded herself in the back mirror. Even with rouge along her cheeks and a dash of face paint to cover the smudges under her eyes, she appeared tired.

 Suddenly she frowned, rubbing her hand over the back of her neck. She had the eerie feeling that she was being watched. Her gaze darted in the mirror, but she didn’t see anyone in the main room watching her. The back room was shadowed, and she saw the outline of a man, but she couldn’t distinguish features or even determine if he was turned toward her. She was curious but knew better than to go back there.

 Assuring herself it was nothing—just overwrought nerves—she turned back, resting her head on her hand again. One little break, she thought again. A single crumb of luck.

 When she did get her break, she wouldn’t hesitate to take it, as so many in La Marais would. She had to believe that someday she’d leave this place. She, Corrine, and Bea always used to dream about sailing away somewhere, maybe even to America. Maddy would open a dress shop in a city like Boston, and Corrine would sew Maddy’s designs. The first time they’d hit on this idea, Bea’s face had fallen. “But what will I do?”

 “Model, of course,” Maddy had said as Corrine nodded earnestly. “We can’t very well open a dress shop without a model.”

 Bea’s blue eyes had lit up. “I am so good at standing still! Oh, Maddée, you won’t believe how still I can be!”

 Maddy grinned at the memory even now. . . .

 As if Maddy’s prayers had been answered, a big party of English tourists filed in. Berthé got them, but then a group of rich University of Paris students entered. Mine, all mine, Maddy thought as she donned her brightest smile and swooped in on them.

 Soon, the place was packed with businessmen, lower bourgeoisie shopkeepers, and les Bohèmes. She steered clear of the latter—especially the ones with cheap clay pipes and wear on the elbows of their coats.

 She was earning a small windfall in gratuities, doing better than she ever had, and she’d even managed to eat two lemons and at least half a dozen cherries off the bar service. As she prowled to make it a solid dozen, the barkeep noticed and rapped a cane over her fingers—hard.

 Biting the inside of her cheek, she shook her hand out, and again had the sense that she was being watched.

 Luckily, she could still hold a tray. And over the next two hours, she served countless tankards of ale, bowls of punch, and opaque bottles of absinthe. Berthé was jostling her whenever they met at the bar, but Maddy could still balance a full tray—she was light on her feet, even for all that her boots were two sizes too small.

 Yet at every turn, she felt pinpricks of awareness over the back of her neck.

 When Cigarette sold out, Maddy felt generous with her windfall and gave her fifteen sous to pay off anybody who might want to beat her up. The girl deftly swung her hanging tray aside to hug Maddy, then skipped away, her braids flopping.

 Just as Maddy turned back, one of the university students took a firm hold of her waist and yanked her into his lap. She studied the smoky ceiling as she listened to his comparisons of her to Leda and various nymphs and to all his hopes and dreams for his and Maddy’s future. His musings grew tedious, so she accidentally knocked his drink off the table onto his feet. She vowed to replace the drink at once—putting the charge on his bill, of course.

 A group of four middle-aged men were more direct in their propositioning. When Maddy caught their eye, they waved her over, and one asked how much it would cost for her to sleep with all of them. One hundred francs? She smiled tightly, choking back a retort. When the man got up to four hundred francs—what she could only imagine earning in a really bountiful year—she still firmly shook her head. To mollify them, she directed them to one of the more likable girls in the back, asking them to remind her to passez le gras back to Maddy.

 Surprisingly, the men were still nice to her and even ordered a bowl of punch. That was one of the most expensive orders in the Silken Purse. She dashed away to get it.

 On her return, she rushed to serve the sizable bowl, grinning at her fortune. . . .

 • • •

 Ethan had decided to examine what a typical night in Madeleine’s life was like, garnering insights into her present situation—such as why she was forced to work so hard instead of eating chocolates on a divan in St. Roch. With each minute passing, he grew more uneasy.

 Though this was just another tavern and he was here to observe as he had night after night in his job, he had to struggle to retain his customary detachment. He found himself engrossed with Madeleine’s behavior—the skill with which she eluded groping hands, her generosity with the young cigarette girl, the way she made the men laugh with her sly sense of humor.

 He could tell every time she received a proposition—she seemed to stifle a haughty air, biting back angry words. He’d counted at least a dozen, meaning he’d wanted to kill at least a dozen admirers.

 If Ethan was to be an objective observer, then why had he decided to come back later and punish the barkeep for striking her with a cane? And why, when a young man had planted Madeleine in his lap, had Ethan come very near to wiping the floor with the man’s face?

 In the end, Ethan had learned much about her tonight—and everything he saw, he grudgingly admired.

 Even now, the chit worked tirelessly, carrying that punch bowl with a proud expression—

 Suddenly, Ethan saw another girl’s foot sweep out, hooking Madeleine’s ankles, tripping her forward. Before he could react, Madeleine and the full crystal bowl crashed to the ground.

 The tavern grew silent except for some men snickering. Ethan wanted to thrash every single one of them.

 She tried to get up, but her foot slipped in the liquid. She hit her little fist on the floor, her expression a mix of exhaustion and resolve. Just as he rose to help her, she scrambled up. Brushing off her skirt, she swallowed and closed her eyes, as if praying the crystal bowl wasn’t truly broken. When she opened them once more, her eyes were dazed and glinting.

 The barkeep roared Gallic curses and opened his palm, stabbing it with his other forefinger. Chin up, she dug into her skirt pocket as she scuffed to the bar. As she paid the coins out, she clutched each one, unwilling to part with them. Once she’d surrendered at least what she’d made this night, the barkeep pointed to the door. Patrons booed, but the man was unmoved.

 Shoulders back, she trudged to the entrance, but she had to know the women from earlier would be waiting. Ethan quickly followed. In the entrance hall, a loud party was entering, and in the commotion, she smoothly filched an umbrella from the stand as she exited.

 Ethan slipped out behind her and silently trailed her down the crowded stairs. Sure enough, Madeleine’s enemies awaited her. With false bravado, she hit the umbrella into her cupped palm and asked, “Who wants to be first?”

 He stood directly behind her, casting the women his most murderous expression over Madeleine’s head.

 The closest one’s eyes went wide, and she backed away. The others followed, until they’d all scattered.

 “That’s right!” Madeleine called after them. “Remember my name!”

 Suddenly she froze. After a hesitation, she began to turn toward him.

 Ethan’s heart thundered. After waiting weeks, he was finally going to see her again. He wiped his sleeve over his damp brow.

 She needs me more than I need her, he reminded himself, then asked, “Friends of yours?”
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 Maddy didn’t shriek or startle, just gripped the umbrella like a cricket bat as she turned.

 She gasped in recognition. “The Scot!” It couldn’t be him, yet those eyes, that accent, and his towering height told her it could be no other. She surveyed his face, shocked to find that the man she’d thought was so perfect was horribly scarred.

 He stood motionless, as if steeling himself for her reaction. She didn’t think he even breathed while she stared at the jagged mark.

 “Well, I see now why you wouldn’t take off your mask.” She tilted her head. “You had to cover up the ten-inch-long scar twisting across your face.”

 His eyes narrowed. “Aingeal, there is only one thing on my body that’s ten inches long, and if you’ll recall, the scar is no’ it.”

 “The scar is that long.” She gave him a smirk as she said, “Regarding the other, well, I hardly even remember.” As if she’d ever forget that searing pain. “How long have you been spying on me?”

 “I was no’ spying on you. I was making sure you dinna get waylaid by bloodthirsty French barmaids. Now, I think it’s time I told you my name. I’m Ethan MacCarrick, and I’ve—”

 “Why?” She tossed aside the umbrella, then skipped down the steps, starting down the street.

 When he caught up to her, he was frowning. “Why what?”

 “Why do you think it’s time I learned your name? Why would you think I care to? I don’t, so bonne nuit.” Maddy hadn’t thought this day could possibly get worse. She quickened her pace to get home before something else happened. She would rid herself of these torturing boots, crawl under the covers, not to wake for days—and forget she’d ever seen the Scot.

 “You doona even want to know why I’m here?”

 As ever, she was curious. How did he find me? How much does he know about me? But after his cruelty the last time she’d seen him, and after the day she’d had . . .

 She couldn’t think of much more than the money she’d lost on the punch bowl and how badly her feet hurt and how she craved the oblivion of sleep. “No.” She paused, tapping her chin. “Not unless you’ve come to return my virginity, which, regrettably, I misplaced in a cab in London.” She raised her brows in question. “Don’t have it with you? No? Then . . . good-bye.” She reveled in his expression before she hurried on. Priceless. That bastard had actually imagined that she’d be happy to see him.

 “Are you going home?” he called from behind her. “Say hello to the henchmen on your way in.” When she slowed, he added, “How much do you owe?”

 At that, she snapped over her shoulder, “Why would this be any business of yours?”

 He caught up with her once more, striding beside her. “Because I might offer to help.”

 “And why would you do that? Out of the goodness of your black heart?”

 “No. I admit I want something from you. If you’ll just listen to my proposition—”

 “MacCarrick, is it?” At his nod, she said, “I think I can predict what your proposition might be, and I’m emphatically not interested!”

 “Maybe, maybe no’. Share a meal with me, and we’ll discuss it.”

 “I’m not stupid. You want to go to bed with me again. Which will never happen. I couldn’t have been persuaded to even before I saw your face. Now? I won’t even waste my time talking about it. There’s nothing you could offer that would affect that.”

 She could almost hear him grinding his teeth to a pulp. “I believe you’re in need of a lot of things I could offer.”

 “What’s that supposed to mean?”

 “Winter’s coming and you’re living in a wet, drafty hovel.”

 She nearly stumbled. “You were inside my apartment?”

 “Aye, Bea let me in. We talked for a bit.”

 “So she’s the one who told you where you could find me? Why would she do that? Did you threaten her?” she demanded. “Were you cruel to her because she’s . . . because she’s popular?”

 “No, she helped me because she said you liked me,” he answered, raising his eyebrows.

 Bea had revealed that? How embarrassing! Maddy sounded like a simpering girl at her first cotillion.

 “Corrine told me how to find you at this tavern.”

 Corrine, too? “I can’t imagine why they helped you—my last word on the subject of you was that you were an ass.”

 “Corrine entreated me no’ to let you get hurt by some woman named Berthé.”

 She slanted a glance at him. “How did you find my apartment in the first place?”

 “Quin Weyland gave me an address in St. Roch, and I followed your trail to La Marais.”

 “You’re friends with Quin?”

 “I’m a family friend of the Weylands. Even related to them in a way—my brother recently married Jane Weyland.”

 “That makes no sense. The last I heard, Jane was supposed to marry some rich English earl.”

 “Believe me, I doona see it either.”

 “So you knew who I was the night of the masquerade?”

 “No, only that you were an acquaintance of theirs as well. Listen, Madeleine, with the rate you’ve lost weight since I last saw you, the apple I found in your garret is likely the only dinner you’re returning to, and the men outside your building are no’ the type to show mercy.”

 She could deny none of it.

 “All I’m asking you to do is share a dinner with me and hear me out.” When she was still shaking her head, he snapped, “Do you really need to mull over the choice of a warm meal with me or facing those men?”

 If Toumard’s men were there, she’d be forced to wander the streets again. Yet still she said, “Yes, MacCarrick. Yes, I do. You were hateful that night, and the only thing that got me through it was telling myself I never had to see you again. ‘Decide what’s to be done with you,’ you said. How galling. I want nothing from you—not then, and not now! I’ve taken care of myself since I was fourteen.” She was almost home, to her bed, to oblivion.

 “Aye, and a capable job you’re doing. With the poverty, hunger, and debts. Seems you might have stuck around Quin’s till I came back if this was what you were returning to.” He waved a hand at the street.

 Homeless men gathered around fires in clay pots, casting long shadows over the buildings. Gunfire popped in the background. Somewhere in the dark a fistfight broke out.

 “Quin told me you were intelligent and practical. Surely you’ve the sense to at least hear me out.”

 “Quin talked to you about me?” she asked, slowing.

 “Aye, and he knows I’ve come to Paris to see you. He would no’ like to learn that you live in a place like this.”

 She would die if Quin knew! She twined her fingers. But would her pride force her to go along with the Scot? At that moment, she feared pride had just taken a generous lead over curiosity toward her downfall. She finally stopped. “I don’t want him to know.”

 “Then come along,” he said in a stern tone that must usually send people scurrying to do his bidding—because he looked perplexed when she only raised her brows at him. “Come with me, and I’ll get you a room at my hotel, and you’ll enjoy a nice hot meal.”

 “Now it’s to your hotel? Do you think I’m a fool? Besides, I thought you preferred intercourse in moving conveyances.”

 He made a sound of frustration, then dug a small jewelry case from his pocket, presenting it to her. “Have dinner with me, listen to my proposition, and I’ll give you this. No strings attached.”

 Her hand shot out for the case so swiftly that he had to blink. She whirled around, opening it. A diamond ring! “You don’t mind if I examine this more closely?” she asked over her shoulder.

 He quirked a brow, waving her forward. “No’ at all.”

 She needed a streetlight. Of course, the sole one in La Marais had been torn down, its iron sold for scrap. But she could feel the stone’s weight and knew it couldn’t be paste. A diamond, a real one. This would pay off Toumard and keep her for years. “One dinner earns me this?”

 “Aye, you can keep the ring, regardless of your decision.”

 “Would you vow you won’t try anything unseemly with me?”

 “Unseemly? Aye, I can vow that.”

 She could tell the ring wouldn’t fit her thin fingers, so she pulled her key ribbon from her skirt pocket. After untying the red ribbon and threading the ring along it next to her apartment key, she stowed it back into her deep pocket.

 When she faced him again, he appeared to barely check a smug smirk, no doubt thinking she’d just agreed. “It’s obvious you always get what you want,” she said. “Maybe it’d be good for you to be turned down flat by a girl from the slum.”

 At that, he obviously reached his limit. He took a step forward, looking as though he planned to toss her over his shoulder.

 “Ah-ah”—she wagged her finger at him—“I wouldn’t do that. You won’t catch me, not in my neighborhood.”

 He seemed to grind his teeth again, then clearly lit on an idea.

 From his jacket, he pulled an apple—it was her precious apple, abducted from her home.

 “No!” she cried, forced to watch as he took a big bite, chewing with exaggerated relish.

 “So I take it we have an engagement for dinner,” he said between bites.
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 When Ethan tossed the core away, she looked as though she would cry, and for some reason he almost felt guilty. He gentled his tone. “Come with me, Madeleine. I promise your apple will be a worthy sacrifice.”

 Even now, dressed as she was, she seemed so out of place in La Marais. She was tired, but her hair shone in the street fires, and her eyes were bright, not like the sunken eyes of the denizens all around them. She appeared so fragile, yet she had no reaction to the shots fired at regular intervals not more than a couple of blocks away in any direction.

 “I still have to go home to let my friends know I didn’t get hurt,” she said. “They’ll be worried.”

 “So you plan to wade into a dangerous area in order to inform your friends that you’re safe? That’s ridiculous.”

 “It’s not dangerous,” she scoffed.

 The mere idea of her down here at night was insufferable. “Do you no’ hear the guns going off?”

 She gave him a look that said he was daft. “Well, it’s not as though they’re aimed at me. If you’re afraid, then stay here until I return.”

 Little witch. “I’m no’ afraid —”

 “Then you won’t mind waiting here. You can’t tell me Corrine and Bea were worried and then expect me to ignore their worry.”

 At another time, he might have been impressed with her loyalty and concern for her friends. Now, it only irritated him. “If you think I’m letting you go down there alone, you’re mad.”

 She put her hand on her hip. “And what will you do about it?”

 He lunged forward, seizing her elbow, and began dragging her back up the hill.

 “MacCarrick, I live here. I only want five minutes.” She cursed him in French. “You can’t order me about, Scot!” Her hard little boots connected with his shins.

 He grated, “Damn it, Madeleine, we’ll send them a message from the hotel.”

 “No one will deliver a message to La Marais after sunset!”

 “They will if I pay them enough.” He considered throwing her over his shoulder, but he risked opening his stitches. When she still resisted, he said, “We’ll send them food as well, then. Would that sway you?”

 She eased her scuffling. “How much food?”

 “I doona bloody care. As much as you like.”

 She got a gleam in her eye that he thought he’d soon be growing familiar with. “I will hold you to—”

 A woman cried out from just behind him. Ethan shoved Madeleine back as he twisted around. In a murky alley, a prostitute was pressed up against a wall, studying her nails and feigning moans as one man took her from behind. Another man awaited his turn.

 When Ethan turned to Madeleine, she shrugged at the sight of people having intercourse just feet from the two of them, with the same indifference she’d demonstrated the first night he’d met her.

 He couldn’t imagine all the things her young eyes had witnessed.

 Stitches be damned. “I doona want you here,” he said simply, about to sling her over his shoulder, but the waiting man strode forward from the shadows and addressed them in a strange tongue. Argot, Ethan thought, the French cant of criminals. The man pointed to Madeleine with raised eyebrows.

 She gave a bitter laugh and muttered, “He wants to know if you’ve finished with me.”

 A haze fell over Ethan’s vision. He dimly heard her answering retort, speaking argot herself. The bastard thought Madeleine was a whore, thought to use her in a filthy alley. . . .

 Ethan yanked her behind him as he pulled his gun. The man took one look at Ethan’s expression and drew his own pistol. Too late. Ethan had already drawn, cocked, and aimed.

 Madeleine glanced out from behind his back, then touched his shoulder. “Don’t, MacCarrick.” Her voice was urgent. “Allons-y. Let’s go. I’m ready to go with you now.”

 “Why should I no’ kill him?”

 “Because his gang will come after me and my friends. You didn’t want me here, and now I want to go with you. Please, Scot. . . .”

 At length, he backed them away, keeping his gun raised and the man in sight until they’d turned the corner. He finally stowed his gun, wincing in pain. His wound had started to throb.

 “Do you always carry a pistol?” At his brusque nod, she said, “Why?”

 So when a criminal mistakes my woman for a whore, I can kill him. He shook himself, trying to throw off the surge of protectiveness that welled within him. His woman? She was a means to an end.

 She tilted her head at him. “I don’t understand why you were afraid of gunfire when you have a gun—and obviously know how to use it. In any case, I wouldn’t have let anything happen to you.” She frowned. “Well, probably not. Unless it inconvenienced me to step in or I had something better—”

 “I was no’ bloody afraid,” he grated again. I suspect I’m going to throttle her before all this is done. “Damn it, just come along. . . .”

 When they arrived at his hotel, the brasserie downstairs was still open, but Ethan didn’t want to take her in there. He didn’t care if people stared at his face—he was used to it—but he didn’t want her analyzing him, discerning his reaction.

 “We’ll eat in my room,” he said, clasping her hand and leading her to the stairs.

 Instead of protesting vehemently, she gazed up at his scar. “It really bothers you, doesn’t it?” No furtive glances for her.

 He narrowed his eyes. “Wouldn’t it you?”

 She shrugged, and they ascended in silence to his floor. Inside his room, she whistled and turned in a circle. “Pricey. Nothing but the best, then?”

 He rang for a waiter. “Why no’?” he said, carefully shrugging from his jacket.

 She’d just returned from surveying the balcony’s view when a liveried waiter arrived to take a bill of fare. The man handed the single menu to him to order, but Ethan waved him to Madeleine.

 She accepted it with a regal inclination of her head, sitting at the room’s polished dining table. “Do you speak French?” she asked Ethan as she skimmed the offerings.

 “Nary a word,” he lied. “Only Gaelic and English.”

 “Lobster,” she immediately told the man in French, casting Ethan a furtive glance. He gave her a blank look in return. She amended her order to six lobster entrees with accompaniments—soups, cheeses, pastries, fruits, salad.

 “And if you box up half of the order and have the porter deliver it to an address in La Marais, my . . . husband will add a forty percent gratuity.”

 “La Marais?” the waiter said, choking on the words.

 She sighed. “Seventy percent.”

 While Madeleine scribbled the address on the bill of fare, Ethan told the waiter, “Bring up champagne while we wait.” To Madeleine, he said, “Feel free to choose the vintage, lass.”

 In French, she ordered, “Whatever’s most dear.”

 With a bow, the man departed. When he returned directly with the champagne, poured, then left once more, Madeleine seemed content to drink and explore the room.

 Ethan sank back into a plush armchair, content to watch her opening drawers, investigating closets, even rooting through his bag. Sionnach, he thought. She again reminded him of a fox, so wary, so sly.

 She touched all the fabrics in the room, brushing her fingertips lovingly over the counterpane, even over his trousers in the closet press, seeming unaware of what she was doing. He, however, was quite aware and wanted her to run her fingers over those trousers like that when he was in them. She effortlessly made him randy as hell.

 When she ambled into the bathroom, he leaned forward to keep her in view. She eyed the plunge tub, which was big enough to swim in. “Unlimited running water?” she asked, coveting it with her eyes.

 “Aye. You’re welcome to it.”

 He thought he heard her mutter, “You mean, you’ll let me avail myself.”

 By the time the food arrived a short while later, she was visibly tipsy, which wasn’t surprising considering how thin she was. The sizable table proved too small for all the fare, so she had the server spread out the plates on the room’s thick Brussels rug for a picnic.

 Once the man left, she sat on the floor, with the dishes all around her. Ethan shrugged and eased down with her, careful with his injury.

 “Casual as ever,” she remarked.

 “What’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, reaching for a lobster dish, but she changed her grip on her fork to a dagger hold.

 He raised his palms in surrender, his gaze flickering over her small frame as he said, “You obviously need it more than I do.”

 She couldn’t seem to decide if that had been a cutting comment or a statement of fact. He couldn’t either. “Tell me what you meant,” he said.

 “You acted so familiar with me that night in the carriage.”

 “Aye, it happens when two people have intercourse.”

 She glared at that. “No, you acted as if we’d been together for years—just a night among many between us.”

 Sometimes it felt that way. . . .

 “Here. I’ll let you have this to eat,” she said, solemnly handing him a garnish. Then she took her first forkful, rolling her eyes with pleasure.

 Though he would have thought she’d inhale her food, she savored each bite as if it would be her last. She had a sensual, tactile way of eating that was . . . stirring. When she ate juicy strawberries and clotted cream, he ran his hand over his mouth. When she licked the cream from her fingers, he uncomfortably shifted the way he sat. Any male could easily imagine her actions in a different light. Finally, he could take no more.

 “Enough,” he said as he levered himself to his feet. “You’re going to make yourself sick.” He clasped her hand to help her up.

 She reluctantly let him. “But I haven’t eaten more than a regular meal.”

 “Which is still much more than you’re accustomed to right now.”

 When he led her, grumbling, to a seat at the empty dining table, she stared over her shoulder at the food. He again experienced that tightness in his chest, the same he’d felt when she’d been about to cry over her apple.

 “Lass, there’s more where that came from. You doona have to behave like it’s your last meal.”

 She laughed without humor. “Spoken like a man who’s never missed one.”
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 The Scot hadn’t even raised a brow when tray after tray of food had arrived—fruit, pastries, lobster, salads, and a trio of desserts. Surveying all the dishes she’d just enjoyed, she realized he’d been right—the apple had been such a worthy sacrifice.

 Yet Maddy had been suspicious when he’d wanted to dine in his room and had almost fled with the ring. Then she’d concluded that he didn’t want to be in the restaurant because of his face, which was understandable, considering how extensive the scar was. She couldn’t believe he’d hidden his true appearance from her that first night—willfully hidden it, even as he’d taken her.

 He brought her glass of champagne to her seat at the table. Though she was already light-headed, he’d drunk nothing. She’d noticed before that he seemed to favor one side, and now he sat gingerly on the bed as though he was in pain.

 “You told me you’ve lived alone since you were fourteen,” he said. “I’m curious to know how you pay for rent and food.”

 “You mean, if tonight’s performance was any indication.” She’d lost more than she’d made—until the Scot had given her a diamond! Unfortunately, it would be difficult to sell promptly for its true value. And she needed money immediately. But then, she’d already snared a gold watch from his bag and some silverware from the dinner settings.

 He wisely said nothing to her comment. She wasn’t keen on answering his questions, but she figured she’d have to until she could either eat more or pocket more of the silver. “Sometimes I deal cards and sell cigarettes at a café near Montmartre.” She shrugged as she drank. “If not that, then I run a shell game at fairs or bet the mutuels on the side.”

 “I saw the book by your bed. Doona tell me you consider yourself a Bohemian.”

 “Not at all. The book is recent and set in a neighboring quarter. I was merely picking up tips on getting things for free. I have no sympathy for them, even the ones who are poorer than I am.” She absently murmured, “Do you know how hard you would have to work to be poorer than me?” Shaking her head, she said, “Many of them purposely leave their wealthy families to come starve in La Marais.”

 “Quin told me your mother and stepfather live in St. Roch. Did you no’ do the same by leaving?”

 “My reason for leaving St. Roch had nothing to do with pretension. And it’s a matter I don’t wish to discuss.”

 “What kind of woman lets her daughter live in the slum?”

 Maddy set her glass down and rose, turning toward the door.

 He lunged for her wrist, moving swiftly for such a big man. “Just wait,” he said, gritting his teeth as though in pain.

 She glared at his hand. “I’ve told you I don’t want to talk about it.”

 “I will no’ bring it up again.” He released her and she swished back to her chair, resuming her drinking. “But I wonder that you’re so inclined to leave when you’ve no’ even heard why I’m here.”

 “Yes, your ‘proposition.’ I’m quite certain I know what it is. You as much as told me so that night.”

 “Aye, I’d thought about setting you up as my mistress. And it seems you might have waited in London until I returned, if this life was what you faced.”

 “I didn’t want to be your mistress. That would mean I would have to repeat the actions of that night.” She shuddered. “I think I might rather die. The only way I’d ever endure that again is in marriage—”

 “Then it appears I’ll be marrying you,” he grated.

 She gave him a look of pure disgust. “I have had a day like no other, MacCarrick. I really don’t need to sit here and listen to this.”

 “What if I told you I came here specifically for you? To collect you and take you to Scotland to wed?”

 “I’m in no mood for your jesting.” She stared at his impassive face with dawning horror. “Oh, Lord, you’re . . . serious.  Marriage is what you’ve decided needs to be done with me?” In a panicked tone, she said, “I only mentioned marriage because I was certain you’d violently balk again!”

 He glowered at that, then seemed not to know how to proceed, running his hand over the back of his neck.

 “You actually thought I’d welcome your proposal?” she sputtered in disbelief. The arrogance! “You looked at my ‘hovel’ and thought I’d weep with joy and consider you my savior. Should I fall to my knees?”

 “I think no,’ else all that silver stowed in your skirt pocket will clink about like chimes.”

 She quirked an eyebrow. She didn’t get detected often, and she’d been careful tonight. He was good. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

 To his credit, he didn’t press that subject, instead returning to the proposal. “It would make sense that you might be pleased to receive any offer of marriage.”

 “You told me you would never be moved to marry.” She made her tone woeful. “Oh, if only I’d listened! Then I wouldn’t have tried to trap you seconds later.”

 “Things have changed. Recently I was injured, and it brought my life into focus. I have a title, and I’ve realized I need an heir, so I must marry.”

 “What’s your title?”

 “I’m an earl in Scotland. The Earl of Kavanagh.”

 “Planning to make me a countess?” she breathed with wide eyes. “How novel! I’ve never heard that one in Montmartre.”

 “It’s true.”

 “And why would you choose me?”

 “None of my options seemed enticing, and then I thought of you. After I asked around and learned much about you, I determined we would suit. You’re known to have a steady, practical personality, and to be intelligent.”

 “You could make a much more advantageous match.”

 “You underestimate your charms.”

 “No, I don’t. I know I’m pretty and intelligent, but I have no connections—and no dowry. In case you haven’t gathered, I’m abysmally poor.”

 “I have no need of connections and have more money than either of us could possibly spend in a lifetime. I can choose my bride based only on if I find her pretty and intelligent.”

 She quirked an eyebrow at that. “Why do you think I would actually have you?”

 “You told me at the masquerade that you wanted to marry a man with money. I have money. You told me you wanted an expensive ring, and I’ve given you one worth a small fortune. You’ll be a countess and have more wealth and homes at your disposal than you’ve dreamed of.”

 Homes and wealth? Countess? Was this odd Scot genuine? Hadn’t she just begged for one break? One pause in the endless series of heartaches?

 And then this MacCarrick just happened to show up at her door, proposing?

 No! Gifts don’t fall from heaven like this! Not for me. Something is off!

 “All you have to do is leave Paris with me. I’ll wed you in Scotland.”

 “Why not marry here in la ville lumière?” In a dry tone, she said, “You’re clearly such a romantic, and this is Paris . . .”

 “Because I’m the laird of my clan, and I’m expected to marry at the MacCarrick seat with a grand wedding for all the clan to enjoy. And marrying in front of witnesses from my county in Scotland will help ensure my children inherit without challenge.” When she remained unconvinced, he quietly said, “Money, protection, a life of ease are all within your grasp. Marriage to me is that repulsive a proposition?” He absently dashed the back of his hand over his scar.

 “Yes, and before you begin thinking it’s because of your face”—he dropped his hand, seeming surprised he’d been touching it—“I’ll ask you to hark back to your behavior that night. You ruined what could have been, should have been, wonderful. I thought I had a firm grasp of what cruelty was, but you educated me further.”

 “It was no’ that bad—”

 “Yes, I’ve heard some women enjoy overeager Highlanders pawing at them, nearly ripping their clothes off, then delivering excruciating pain. For some reason, I just couldn’t understand the appeal.” She shrugged. “I’ll bet it eats at you, knowing that I found you to be a horrible lover.”

 The black look he gave her was rewarding. “Given the chance to do things over, I’d have done them differently.”

 “Is that supposed to be an apology?”

 “I doona believe in apologies. Instead, I’m offering you a future, which is more valuable.”

 “That night, you kept going even though I was hurt.”

 “I dinna know—”

 “You mean to tell me that an experienced man of the world couldn’t tell when a woman beneath him is in pain and on the verge of sobbing?”

 Did he stifle a wince? “You had a mask on. I could no’ see your tears. And I swear to you, I stopped as soon as I realized.”

 “Right. And then you . . . you finished what you’d started, adding to the humiliation.”

 “I dinna intend to humiliate you. That was . . . involuntary.”

 She frowned. “Involuntary? What does . . .?” She trailed off, feeling herself flush at the notion of him overcome with lust. “Oh. Well, the fact remains that even when you realized, you almost didn’t stop.”

 “But I did. And one day you’ll understand just how goddamned difficult that was.” He looked to the right of her and said absently, “It’s hard for you to imagine because you were feeling pain, but I was no’.” His brows drew together as if remembering the encounter right then—an idea that made her shiver. “I was feeling more pleasure than I had in years.”

 “Then why did you stop?”

 “I dinna want to hurt you.” He turned back to meet her eyes. “I suppose that means I’m no’ yet thoroughly beyond redemption.”

 “Redemption? I hope you didn’t come here expecting me to redeem you, MacCarrick, because if so, you’ve chosen the wrong girl.”

 “No, I came here expecting you to marry me.” Raking his heated gaze over her, he said, “And I think I got her right.”
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 Ethan was confounded by how much she wasn’t jumping at this opportunity.

 “So how rich are you? As rich as Quin?”

 “No. Quite a deal more than Quin.”

 Instead of being pleased by this, her face turned cold. “You’re rich, titled, and not too terribly old. You could have anyone you wanted. Yet you chose a dowryless girl you don’t know?”

 Too terribly old? “I’ve already explained this.”

 “And I don’t accept your explanation. Something is wrong with you or your situation, and you’re hiding it. You chose me, a foreign girl, so I wouldn’t have heard about unsavory predilections or tales of gin-swilling or shaky finances—”

 “I doona drink liquor. My finances are solid.” He wondered why he sounded so fierce about this, when he had no intention of marrying her. “And the only unsavory predilection I have is that I plan to use you well, until we’re both spent, every single night.”

 Her face screwed up into an expression of distaste. “Would you really want me, knowing that the only reason I’d accept a man like you is because I’d rather forgo hunger pangs and torture by henchmen?”

 “Does no’ matter why. Just that you do.”

 “It doesn’t feel right to me. I know how aristocratic lords are—there’s always something wrong, always some secret.” Though he wouldn’t have thought it possible, he realized she was more cynical than he was.

 In a deliberate tone, he asked, “Are the reasons why I have no’ made a match no’ obvious?”

 “Because of your foot-long scar?” She rolled her eyes.

 “Damn it, witch, it’s no’ that long,” he said between gritted teeth.

 “Maybe it’s not if you measure end to end, but if you trace every turn, it is.”

 How badly he’d wanted a woman to acknowledge the scar, to get the awkwardness out of the way. And here this chit was looking him in the eyes, facing him fully, discussing it—but not in any manner he’d ever imagined. “You’re daft.”

 With a huff of irritation, she crossed to his spot on the bed. She lifted a knee to the edge, tilting her head as she studied his face. She smelled of strawberries and sweet woman, and his cock shot harder. He was struggling not to clutch her waist and roll her to the bed—

 She . . . touched his scar.

 Biting her lip, concentrating, she traced her finger along it.

 A beautiful woman was touching his face— analyzing it. The mark was disgusting—why wasn’t she repelled?

 When she apparently couldn’t get the length she’d claimed, she tugged on his face. He willed himself not to snatch her hand away, anxious to see what she would do next. What will she say? What will she call me . . .?

 At last, she simply seemed to grow bored with it. “Well, perhaps I was wrong,” she conceded. “But the scar is big—very big. How did you get it? Did it hurt?”

 “Of course, it bloody hurt,” he snapped, reminded as ever that she was the daughter of the one who’d dealt him that blow.

 She drew back from him, the intimacy lost. Then assuming a haughty expression, she clucked her tongue. “Running with scissors, Scot?”

 “One day, I’ll tell you all about it,” he lied.

 She huffed back to her spot on the floor and mouthed, “ Big ” to him before plucking up another strawberry.

 • • •

 “Well, thank you for dinner and the ring,” Maddy said half an hour later as she rose to leave. “Both proved agreeable.”

 “Madeleine, the watch you’ve pocketed belonged to my father’s father. You canna have that one, but I’d be glad to get you another.”

 She jutted her chin up, digging for it and tossing it on the bed.

 “And you managed to get that candle holder you were eyeing into your pocket, too?”

 Deuce it, how had he seen her?

 “Commendable, sionnach.”

 “What does that word mean?”

 “It means ‘fox.’ That’s what you remind me of.”

 “Do you know what you remind me of? A wolf in sheep’s clothing. Tonight you’ve been more civil, but it’s obvious to me that it’s a strain on you. It’s not your nature.”

 “Aye, that might be true,” he said, surprising her with his honesty. “I’m no’ polite, nor am I one for wooing and compliments. I say what’s on my mind whether a lady’s in the room or no’, but—”

 “But if I look past the tarnished surface,” she interrupted in a saccharine tone, clasping her hands to her chest, “there’s a good man beneath? Just waiting for the right woman to turn him around? Tell that to Blue-Eyed Bea. She believes it again and again. I do not.” She put her hand on the doorknob.

 “No, I was no’ going to say I’m a good man. I canna make that claim. And I doona believe a man can change his nature. But I was going to point out that I’m likely the best you’re going to get. I will no’ ever strike you, you will never want for anything, and you will never have to back down to anyone again. There’s a reason you have no’ asked the Weylands for help. You’re prideful. Why no’ go back to England as their equal?”

 “On the surface, this seems logical.” So why did she feel like she was about to pocket a scarf and a hidden gendarme was watching her every move? She suddenly narrowed her eyes, suspicion flaring. “You’ve never asked me about my proposal, the one I told you I had waiting in the wings.”

 “It was obvious to me that you had no’ and would no’ accept him if you were still living in poverty, and the last thing I wanted to do was remind you of another candidate.”

 “No, I was ready to accept him, but he refused me. After waiting for so long, he was suspicious of my virtue.”

 MacCarrick’s brows drew together. “Do you think I could possibly have something to do with that? Of course, I wrote him of my conquest.” When she remained unconvinced, he said, “Which begs the question: Why did you keep him waiting?”

 “I had a bad feeling.”

 Instead of scoffing, he nodded and said, “Do you have a bad feeling now?”

 “I don’t know.” She couldn’t tell. She was exhausted, bewildered, and probably drunk. She didn’t think she should believe him, but if she trusted her instincts . . . “I just need some time to think about all this.” Am I doing something to leave myself vulnerable? “It’s a big step.”

 He ran his hand over his face. “Then at least stay here. What happens if you get caught by those henchmen? They’ll take you straight to their boss.”

 “I never get caught.” That wasn’t true. She had been caught several times, but no one had ever made it to the police station with her in tow.

 When she opened the door, he quickly rose, and his hand shot to her elbow. “Going out into the night again? That is out of the question.” He seemed alarmed at the idea of her escaping him. “Damn it, Madeleine, would it be so terrible to have a man take care of you? To protect you?”

 Protect? She swallowed, the image of the ladies in the boulangerie flashing in her mind. Had the dream ever been this close . . .?

 “I’m no’ leaving Paris without you, lass.” Softening his tone, he said, “You’re going to be mine—I doona know what I have to do to effect that, but it must be so.”

 Maddy knew men. They could feign love and affection easily, yet jealousy, when absent, was hard to conjure. She’d noted the look of rage on MacCarrick’s face when the man had asked if he was done with her. She’d seen how swiftly he’d pulled his gun.

 He was possessive already. So why am I so afraid of this? She could establish parameters to protect herself, limit her vulnerabilities.

 De mal en pire. From bad to worse. Was she afraid to take this chance because she didn’t trust him—or because La Marais had already beaten her?

 Never. Fortune favors the bold.

 And that’s when she knew she was going to go along with this. “I will consider your proposal.”

 He exhaled and schooled his features, but she’d seen he was relieved—very much so.

 “But I have some conditions. . . .”



Twenty

[image: Images]

 “T he hell we’re no’ having sex till we’re married! ”

“I’m in earnest, Scot. I won’t make the same mistake twice.”

 He’d just been fighting an overpowering sense of relief that she was staying when she’d thrown these ridiculous conditions in his face. “I will no’ question you about your past, and, aye, I’ll be faithful to you. Fine, I agree to those conditions. As for your wanting to start a family right away—then, aye, God willing,” he baldly lied. “I’ll certainly do my part to contribute. But the fourth condition is unacceptable. I’ve a man’s needs, and they will no’ simply disappear during our engagement—”

 She strode for the door. Why had he ever assumed this would be easy?

 “Those are my terms,” she said without looking back. “I think I’m being very generous.”

 “So am I. The ring you’re walking away with will keep you in apples for many a year.”

 She turned to him. “I don’t even like you.”

 “Yet I have it on good authority that you did once.”

 Her lips thinned, and he wagered she was silently vowing to kill her friends. “Worse, you don’t even like me.”

 He didn’t bother denying it. He was feeling a lot of things about her, but a liking for her was not one of them. “You’re negotiating with me as if you have a leg to stand on. Where does a girl like you get the ballocks to risk losing a man with money and power who’s willing to marry her? You’ve been ruined, remember? Most wealthy men would only accept a virgin. Since I relieved you of yours, this is your good fortune that I’m still interested.”

 “I know that I’m not negotiating from a position of power—but I don’t trust you. I fiercely don’t trust you.”

 “Do you want this condition for leverage or because you fear me getting a bairn on you before marriage?”

 “Both,” she readily admitted.

 Seeing that she would hold firm on this for now, he said, “Fine. I’ll agree that we’ll wait—if you vow to slake me in other ways, whenever I want it.” When she frowned at him, he said, “I doona care how I’m satisfied—just that I am.”

 “You’re only saying that because you think you can seduce me to do more.”

 That was precisely what he’d planned. He didn’t like how she continued to anticipate his moves.

 “It won’t happen because I have no interest in you that way,” she added.

 “You’ll learn to want me again.”

 “You’re amazing! If your behavior didn’t kill any spark of desire for you, then your true appearance did.”

 He narrowed his eyes, stalking toward her. When he’d backed her against the wall, he reached his hand out to cup her nape. “You canna deny you enjoyed my kiss,” he said as he slowly drew her into his chest.

 Her breaths shallowed. “B-because I believed you were different then.”

 “Do you ever think about what happened in the carriage before I took you?”

 When her cheeks grew flushed, he had his answer.

 “I do,” he admitted. “I think about it. Constantly.” He knew he needed to use a measured seduction to get what he wanted. Though it took will, he moved his hand from gripping her neck to cradling her face. “And I remember that you liked the way I kissed you and stroked you.”

 She gazed at his lips, with her brows drawn as if she was thinking of it just then.

 He leaned down and murmured at her ear, “You were so close to coming for me.”

 She gasped, shivering against him.

 Nuzzling her neck down past her choker, he said, “Why do you think you will no’ enjoy it again?” Their ragged breaths were the only sounds in the room. “I’m going to kiss you now, and if you doona respond, then I’ll leave and never bother you again. If you do . . . then you’re mine.”

 “I’m not going to agree to that . . .” She swallowed. “Agree to your ridiculous”—he drew in closer—“little test.” Her hands were balled against his chest. “Silly, really . . .”

 He slowly slanted his mouth over hers, but she tensed, pushing against him. He didn’t release her, just continued to tease her lips with his tongue. After long moments, her fists relaxed, and she rested her palms against him.

 At last, her lips parted for him, letting him taste her as he’d wanted to for weeks. She brushed her hands up from his chest, twining her fingers at his neck, pressing her body against him so sweetly.

 When he deepened the contact, she gave a whimper, then began kissing him back, filling him with a sense of triumph. Maybe she didn’t find him repulsive. Why would she feign this? Her lapping tongue made his blood race, made him want to reach down and cup her arse to grind her against him. He’d been prepared to seduce, to cajole, to pleasure her. But he hadn’t been prepared to lose himself from a mere kiss—again.

 She tugged on his neck, rubbing against his front, and he groaned. How could she render him so crazed so swiftly? He was already nearing the edge of his control, fighting the nearly irresistible urge to toss her to the bed and mindlessly cover her.

 With a will he hadn’t known he possessed, he forced himself to release her. After struggling to collect his thoughts and to catch his breath, he rasped, “It does no’ have to be bad, Madeleine. I’ll teach you to trust me again, and we can bring each other pleasure.”

 She looked stunned, guarded, almost worse than before, so he tried to make his tone light. “Though I think after a couple of days, you’ll find it easier just to lie back and receive me.”

 “Why? Is it difficult to please you? It didn’t seem that much so in the carriage.”

 He clenched his jaw and forced himself to even his tone. “No’ necessarily. It’s just that you’ll be doing it three or four times a day.”

 “With a man of your advanced years?”

 Advanced years? By God, I am going to throttle her. “Let’s just say that I’ve got a lot to make up for. And it begins tonight.”

 “I haven’t agreed, MacCarrick.”

 “You will. But before you do, I reserve the right to try to seduce you completely.”

 After a long hesitation, she said, “I’ll agree, if you’ll get me my own room tonight. As for the other, I guarantee nothing.”

 “Why would I get you a room? As of this minute, we’re engaged.” Ach, that sounded unnatural.

 “I just want to soak in that tub and think about everything. My head’s spinning.” She swayed on her feet. “Please, if you knew the day I’ve had . . .”

 “How can I be certain you will no’ run off in the night? You did before.”

 “If I promise not to?”

 “I will give you some time to bathe, but from now on, we share a room.”

 She exhaled, then reluctantly nodded.

 “I’ll return in half an hour,” he said before leaving. As he made his way downstairs to the street, he took in the chill air, trying to shake off her effect on him.

 Damn it, he could go a night without touching her—a small sacrifice for the larger plan. He didn’t know how well he’d acquit himself anyway. He hadn’t slept more than a few hours at a time since he’d decided to journey to Paris for her, and weakness from his injury lingered.

 He frowned. How would they sleep tonight? He understood why he’d had to insist they share a room, but it had been strange to do so since he’d never stayed the night with a woman in his entire life. He’d shuddered at the prospect of waking to most of them and had resented even the idea of the intrusion into his life.

 After sex, when they’d sighed, reaching for him with their clinging arms, he’d bolted every time. Throwing on his clothes as he hastened out into rain, snow, or whatever element—he’d just made sure he escaped. Clingers, every bloody one of them.

 Women had a lamentable and ridiculous tendency to conflate sex and affection, not understanding that these were two distinct scenarios—and that he only had interest in the former. Ethan thought they ought not go together at all. . . .

 A laughing older couple, clearly married, passed him on their way into the hotel. He studied them, supposing some people had success with matrimony. Ethan’s own parents had been deeply in love. But then, their union had ended in tragedy. Would his brothers fare better—

 Did Madeleine really just agree to marry me?

 If he took away the charade, the fact remained that she’d accepted his proposal—after seeing his face.

 He scowled. The only way a man who looked like him could land a beauty like her was because she was starving and in danger and she believed he could protect her. The only reason he was so repulsive was because of what her parents had done to him.

 In his mind, she was his. He was owed her. Owed the use of her soft body. In fact, it was his due to touch her anytime he pleased. Hadn’t he told her she’d satisfy him whenever he desired it?

 So why had he left now? Anger simmering, he stomped back up the stairs to stake his claim.
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 As Maddy sat in the vast plunge tub, rinsing complimentary lavender shampoo from her hair, she mused that she might—just maybe—have gotten back on her feet.

 Just with that ring, currently threaded on her length of ribbon and glinting at her from the nearby bureau, she could dig her way out of debt.

 And if the Scot genuinely wanted to marry her, she’d be rich! A countess even.

 She leaned back in the hot water—so high it practically hit her shoulders—allowing herself to relax as the steam rose all around her. She definitely could get used to this.

 Maddy frowned. But then she’d have to allow him to make love to her. If only he could do that part as well as he kissed. Nevertheless, she could endure much to receive all this. And at least she’d come to believe that he hadn’t meant to hurt her that night. He’d flinched every time she brought it up.

 She opened her eyes—

 He was just there, watching her!

 Shooting to her feet, she dove for a bath towel. She yanked it over her shoulders like a blanket, but she feared that with his eagle eyes, he’d seen her arm. How had she not heard him come in? “You said you’d give me half an hour!”

 “And you said you’d satisfy me whenever I wanted it. I want it now.” He removed his jacket. “Drop the towel.”

 “I-I never agreed to be naked!”

 “You want me to marry you without ever seeing your body in the light?”

 “Most do!”

 In a flash, his hand shot out, stripping her of the towel. When she grappled for it, he whirled her around, and with his grip both gentle and firm, he pinned her wrists together behind her. He was maneuvering her as if he was searching for her scar, but the sight of her breasts seemed to stop him.

 His voice roughened. “I only got to see these in shadow before.” He made some growling sound, and his big palm covered one. She froze at the shock of heat. He hissed in a breath.

 Would he still want her after seeing her body completely? She wouldn’t want him anyway! Why couldn’t she have bigger breasts? She squeezed her eyes closed, mortified.

 Softly kneading her flesh, he grated, “No bigger than a teacup.”

 Maddy wanted to die.

 “You might be intelligent, but you’re no’ pretty,” he sneered.

 Die immediately.

 He dropped his hand to palm her bottom, and low masculine sounds broke from his chest. “You’re bloody beautiful.” He sounded infuriated by that fact.

 She peeked open her eyes and found his muscles tensed. His erection was huge, straining against his trousers.

 Beautiful? After he’s seen me naked in the light?

 His hand began rubbing all over her, along her hips, over her belly and breasts, as if he didn’t know where to touch her next—as if he was overwhelmed by a bounty. His brows drawn, his breaths haggard, he said, “ So fair . . .”

 Though he was clothed and scrutinizing her, Maddy’s pleasure heightened with each stroke. He thinks I’m beautiful. The idea was so pleasing . . . her eyelids fluttered closed. The more he touched her, the more she wanted just to lie back and let him explore her like this. What is happening to me?

 When he swept a hand over the curls between her thighs and rasped, “The color of your light hair,” she shivered, having to stifle a moan.

 • • •

 “Aye, just let me look at you, lass,” he bit out once she relaxed in his hold.

 When he released her hands, she took a breath, as though gathering courage. He could tell she had the urge to cover herself—she blushed and glanced sharply away—but she didn’t.

 He’d taken her virginity, enjoyed her, touched her, and had never comprehended—or savored—exactly how lovely her body was.

 The room’s lamp cast light over her pale, smooth shoulders. Her long hair cascaded in wet curls, brushing over her hardened nipples. His gaze followed the rivulets of water sluicing down from her breasts to her belly and lower, and he hungered to follow that trail with his tongue and lips.

 He heard a low rumbling sound and was surprised to find it came from within him.

 She was slim, but somehow shapely, utterly womanly. Her hips flared from her tiny waist, giving her an hourglass shape. Her arse could not be more pert and lush. And the two dimples above it . . .? Ethan stifled a groan. He wanted to press his thumbs over them as he held her in place and thrust against her.

 But her sensuous little breasts riveted him. . . . They were small yet high and plump, and her nipples were so sensitive, budding with the lightest touch. Though he remembered he’d always preferred heavy, full breasts, after cupping hers in his palm, he couldn’t quite recall why.

 She was perfect—but for one thing. His attention turned to her scar, the one she hadn’t wanted him to see. He took her elbow and tugged her closer to the steam-fogged lamp, raising her arm. The mark covered about a third of the bottom of her forearm and looked like a typical burn scar, with white twisting lines contained within borders of red.

 “You broke it, too?”

 Her eyes widened before she made her face blank.

 “When?”

 She shrugged as best as she could with her arm seized. “I don’t know. It happened a long time ago.”

 “You raised your arm against something that was burning. And it broke the bone.”

 Now her lips parted. “How could you . . . why would you say that?”

 “I know scars.” His lips curled in a bitter smile. “Where were you in a fire?”

 She hesitated just a heartbeat, then said in a blithe tone, “At a manor we lived in. When I was younger. One of the servants was drunk and careless with his pipe.”

 “In other words, your garret caught fire from a drunken tenant.”

 She shuddered, then whispered, “I wasn’t always poor, MacCarrick. I did live in a mansion, and there were servants and parties and friends.”

 “Aye, I know that.” I’m the one who took it all away. “Or you’d hardly be friends with the Weylands.”

 “W-will you please let me go?”

 His chest felt heavy and uncomfortable again, goading him until he released her.

 She sank down into the water, her back to him, streams of her hair curling down. Her shoulders curved in miserably. Her ribs were visible, not terribly bad, but enough to show she’d missed meals.

 Goddamn it. This was not the time to be developing a conscience. He cast about for something, anything, then recalled how much she’d insulted him this evening. “You’ve a lot of nerve to comment on my scar.”

 She sucked in a breath.

 He knew why he might be moved to say something like that at a time like this, but he wasn’t too far gone toward absolute cruelty to understand why he mightn’t have said it.

 “Stand up and come here,” he demanded. “I want to touch you more.”

 “No! It’s bad enough baring my body to you, but to be ridiculed—”

 “Ridiculed?” he asked, incredulous. “There’s no’ anything to ridicule!”

 “The th-thing you said about my scar. And about my . . . my breasts being small.”

 “You did repeatedly insult me tonight, and it’s no’ as if I need you to remind me what I look like.”

 She peeked over her shoulder, her cheeks even more flushed. Does she feel guilty for her insults?

 “As for your breasts, if you could no’ tell by the raging cockstand I had while touching them, or when I outright told you I find you beautiful, I’ll say it plain: I look at your wee body and reasoned thought leaves my brain. So if you want to see a man lose his mind, you’ll come to me and let me touch you more.” When she still didn’t rise from the water, he said, “If you doona want my hands on you again, then come touch me.”

 She nibbled her lip at that. A promising enough answer for him. He promptly began to strip down, pulling his shirt over his head.

 “Uh, wait! I don’t want to do that either. . . .” She trailed off, brows drawn as she stared at the stitches in his chest. “What happened to you?”

 “Doona worry. It’ll soon scar, and you’ll have more to belittle about me.”

 Ignoring his comment, she said, “You’ve lost weight, too. Is this the injury you spoke of?”

 “Aye.”

 “What happened?” When he didn’t answer, she quirked an eyebrow. “Scot, you really must stop running with scissors.”

 “You are such a daft lass.” As he sat on a cushioned stool, removing his boots, he found himself telling her, “I was shot.”

 Curiosity lit her eyes. She leaned against the side of the tub, resting her chin on her hands. “Shot?” She flashed him an expression of realization. “No wonder you were afraid of the sounds of gunfire.”

 “I was no’ bloody afraid—”

 “So, who would shoot you?”

 He shrugged. “A bad man.”

 “I can see you’ve had other serious injuries. So what do you do that’s so dangerous? Are you some kind of renegade? Or insurgent? I know—you’re a soldier of fortune!”

 Ethan had never been secretive about what he did, only for whom he did it. “Maybe I’m a bit of each.”

 She opened her mouth to say more, but when he stepped out of his trousers, she turned away. He used the opportunity to join her in the water. She gasped, darting for the side to flee, but he caught her by the shoulders. Relaxing against the back of the tub, he dragged her to him, groaning when her breasts slid over his torso.

 Gentle, he reminded himself as his hand rubbed down her back to cup her arse. He could still very well frighten her away, and after seeing her completely naked in the light, he did not want to frighten her away.

 When she pushed against him, he curled his hand around her nape, tugging her back.

 “MacCarrick, no.” She grabbed the sides of the tub to hold herself apart from him. “I’m not . . . I don’t want this.”

 “Why no’?” he asked, skimming his forefinger between her breasts.

 She shivered, but answered, “B-because I’m exhausted and overwhelmed. I just need to think about all this.”

 Her arms were shaking with effort as she resisted, making her breasts quiver lusciously. Her nipples were hard and taunting him. He wanted to suck them for hours. He wanted her to touch him—

 The image of her pounding her fist on the floor of that tavern flashed in his mind. Reminded of the weary resolve he’d seen, he studied her face. He could see faint smudges beneath her eyes. The day she’d had would throw anyone.

 Her hands were slipping along. . . .

 “Though you tempt me sorely, I’ll let you go so you can rest tonight,” he said, disbelieving what he was hearing himself say. “For a kiss.”

 She flashed him an expression of disappointment and in a deadened tone said, “Fine. Get it over with.”

 He moved his hands to cradle her face, making her frown. He stroked her cheeks with his thumbs as he kissed her forehead, the tip of her nose, then her mouth with a mere brushing of his lips against hers.

 When he released her, it took her a moment to blink open her eyes.

 “The first rule of a successful cull,” she murmured, “give a little, then take it all.”

 “Am I to get away with nothing, Madeleine?” he asked, amused for some reason. As he stifled a smile, her gaze dipped to his lips. She looked like she might kiss him. But then she abruptly twisted from his hold to rise from the water.

 When she stepped out and turned for a towel, he was surprised to see his hand reach out to swat her adorable arse. She swiftly covered herself, casting him a startled glance over her shoulder. But whatever she saw in his expression made her give him a baffled half grin.

 Then she sauntered out of the room, collecting her ring, actually seeming more relaxed.

 As he finished washing, he wondered how he could be so bloody jovial when his shaft throbbed miserably. He told himself it was only because she’d accepted the plan. He’d won the first battle.

 It is no’ because she’s accepted me, agreed to marry me. . . .

 After drying off, he returned to the room with a towel wrapped around his waist. He found her dressed in one of his shirts with the sleeves rolled up. It hung off her shoulders and down to her knees. Around her neck, she wore the ring on that long, red ribbon.

 She’d also borrowed a pair of his thick gray socks. They swallowed her feet, bunching down around her ankles. She nibbled her lip, rubbing one wee foot over the other, and again his chest felt tight. “I hope you don’t mind.”

 “No, no’ at all.” Can she possibly be more fetching . . .?

 “How are we to, um, sleep?” she asked.

 He stiffened, his mood souring. “Doona care.” Just as long as it’s not with me.

 She padded to the linen closet for a blanket and pillow as though she’d read his mind. “Oh, well, you see, I don’t really sleep well with anyone in the bed with me.”

 Ethan drew his head back. “So you doona want to share a bed with me?” After all those women in his past who’d yearned to sleep with him, this chit looked as if the prospect was appalling.

 “That’s part of the reason that I wanted my own room,” she said. “But I’ll happily settle on the divan—”

 Swooping her up, he ignored her sputtering protests and dumped her in the bed. He’d make her sleep with him—just to punish her for being contrary. If she hadn’t weighed less than a feather, his wound would’ve been singing, but he didn’t care. “You’ll be in this bed with me tonight.” After throwing off his towel, he joined her.

 “I don’t want to sleep with you!” She rose to her knees, haphazardly marching on them to the edge. “This, MacCarrick, is my fifth condition.”

 He caught her makeshift nightgown in his fist, reeling her back. At her mutinous look, he took her in his arms once more to shove her under the covers.

 When she shimmied to the side of the bed, tugging against his hold, he said, “Stay, and I’ll buy you new clothes tomorrow.” He needed to anyway. There was no way they’d go about in public with her dressed shabbily compared to him. Already people were going to wonder what a woman like her was doing with him. Money would be the natural conclusion, but he’d be damned if he handed others that answer.

 She froze, shoulders tensed. “But not . . . not every night, MacCarrick?”

 She sounded so horrified at the proposition of sharing a bed that he said, “Every . . . single . . . sodding one.”

 “I want this sacrifice remembered,” she muttered, hitting her pillow before lying down on the far edge of the bed.

 Sacrifice? Good, she wouldn’t prove to be a clinger. He was pleased. Of course.

 But an hour later, once she’d fallen asleep, he remained awake, watching her. He found two things interesting about how she slept: silently, and curled up with her knees pulled tight to her chest—the position people took when receiving blows they couldn’t defend against.

 Ethan understood that her harsh life had made her guarded, but now he wondered specifically what had happened to her once she’d left England. He hadn’t known she’d been in a fire, and by the look of the scar, she’d been young when she’d received the injury. She was obviously resilient, even as she appeared so delicate and vulnerable to him.

 Surrendering to the urge, he lightly grasped a handful of the blonde glossy curls drying over her pillow. As he rubbed his thumb over the silky texture, he began to ponder what the mysterious appeal was of holding another in sleep.

 Some men genuinely seemed to like it. He remembered Hugh coming home from a day spent with Jane when they’d been younger. He’d had that moonstruck look about him, even more pronounced than usual after meetings with Jane. Ethan had thought he’d finally tupped her, but Hugh had been disgusted with Ethan at the idea. “No, I held her. While she slept,” Hugh had said, then he’d exhaled with pleasure. “For over an hour.”

 Now, Ethan eased out his hand to feel the enticing warmth of Madeleine’s body. Willing her not to wake, he edged closer to her, stretching out behind her, only wanting to test this out for a minute. But she woke and tensed. Well, if the dam was breached . . . He ran his hand under her side and tucked her against him.

 He waited for her to relax. Minutes passed, and still she was stiff. He could be contrary, too, and he forced her to remain in this position. He even dragged her tighter to him, which put her pert bottom in his lap and his face against her neck, sending him awash in the scent of her hair. Not surprisingly, he shot hard against her. He looped his other arm under hers and around her chest so that he completely enfolded her.

 He ached to be inside her, so why was he feeling that perplexing sense of satisfaction again? As if he was where he was supposed to be?

 He’d been exhausted for days, and soon her warmth lulled him. The last thought he had was that if the little witch would relax a bloody bit, sharing a bed might not be the burden he’d thought it.
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 Men just aren’t built like this anymore, Maddy thought with a sigh. Like gladiators, like warriors.

 Tilting her head this way and that, she studied him sleeping in the muted morning sun. He lay on his back with an arm raised over his head, the cover precariously positioned low at his waist, displaying his broad chest and muscular torso. She flushed when she saw that his morning erection elevated the heavy cover.

 Maddy had awakened without hunger in a warm, soft bed after a full night’s rest uninterrupted by nightmares. And apparently, now that the critical needs of food, safety, and shelter had been met, her body had an entirely different need to contend with.

 She was aroused, and his clean, masculine scent and the warmth emanating from his body were making it worse. She had to struggle not to run her fingers over his skin as she recalled the scenes from the night before—how her breasts had rubbed against his unyielding chest in the tub, or later when his hard body had wrapped around hers. Though she didn’t want to sleep that way each night, she’d felt surprisingly safe with him. His erection had pressed against her bottom, but he’d kept his promise, never making an advance.

 She’d never thought she would enjoy intercourse again, but now she was beginning to believe she could tolerate sex with him—and if he could do it as splendidly as he kissed her, she might even enjoy it once she grew accustomed to his size.

 Of course, this didn’t mean she planned to let him take her before their wedding. She had to hold firm on that—she knew too many women who’d been promised marriage only to return to La Marais big with child and utterly destitute.

 Yet after they’d wed . . . what would a second attempt be like? She might not be looking forward to it, but she was definitely curious.

 In fact, everything about him made her curious. For instance, why was he so skilled with a pistol? And who’d shot him so recently? She’d noted at least one other scar that looked like a bullet wound and would bet there were more on his back. What did he do that was so fraught with danger?

 Who’d cut his face so terribly, leaving that bone-deep scar?

 Already she had a good idea of how intensely it troubled him. But the truth was that even an aficionada like herself could see past it. Indeed, MacCarrick’s face was still captivating to her, his features pleasing and even. He had a strong, straight nose, firm lips, and a square jaw shadowed with the night’s growth of beard.

 The good was so exceedingly good with this man, that it far outweighed the bad.

 Maybe in the gentrified Grosvenor world he knew, people were flawless, but that was no longer Maddy’s world. She was so used to seeing Crimean soldiers returned from war with parts of their regimental uniforms empty and pinned up that MacCarrick’s scar was mild in comparison.

 In the hierarchy of characteristics she needed in a potential mate, unmarred skin was not a contender compared to virility, strength, and wealth—all of which this Scot had in spades.

 She mentally catalogued his good points: He was rich and seemed generous with his money. He was a sinfully skilled kisser and possessor of the most gorgeous, sculpted body she’d ever beheld. He was fierce—this Scot was no gentle giant—which suited Maddy fine.

 The bad points: He was selfish, stubborn, rough, aggressive, and untrustworthy.

 Would Ethan MacCarrick be difficult to manage? Absolutely. She had no doubt that she was going to have to draw on every man-managing skill she’d ever learned—and then call on every ounce of patience she could muster.

 But she could do it to say good-bye to debts and her hardscrabble existence, and bonjour to a new life with a mysterious Scot who’d made her blood burn with both passion and fury.

 Finally surrendering to the urge, she trailed the pads of her fingers down the underside of his raised arm, watching, enthralled, as the muscles lining the side of his torso briefly flexed. She gently brushed the skin around his wound, feeling unaccountably saddened that someone had sought to hurt him—or kill him. Why did the idea of him in pain bother her so much? At heart he was still a stranger.

 She shook her head, deciding then that she wasn’t going to lie to herself anymore. Something about him had attracted her from the very first—attracted her as no man had before. She’d been overwhelmingly drawn to him before she’d seen his face and scar— she still was after. And last night, his unpracticed, awkward smile as he’d cuffed her bottom had shown her a different side to this Scot, softening her anger toward him. . . .

 After making an unhurried exploration of his chest, her finger meandered down the rigid length of his stomach. Reaching the trail of crisp hair below his navel, she lazily stroked it with her nails.

 When he slid his knee up, and his shaft pulsed beneath the cover, she gasped and glanced up, finding his eyes on her. She’d never seen any so compelling—so fierce, the irises jet black with flecks of amber.

 Though he was studying her face, she didn’t bother trying to disguise the desire she was feeling. His brows drew together, as if he didn’t know how to respond.

 She grazed the backs of her fingers over his scar, and his expression changed, his demeanor growing surly. “Why do you sleep curled in a ball?” he asked, his voice even more rumbling in the morning. At her blank look, he said, “Sometime in the night, I got you to fall asleep against me, but then when I woke, you were curled up on the other side of the bed.” His tone was strangely accusatory.

 “I don’t know. I guess it’s warmer in that position. Paris can get so cold in the winter.”

 “It could no’ be warmer than when you were against me.”

 “I . . . you’re right. I just feel crowded with another in the bed.” She barely stifled a shudder. She all too clearly remembered those horrible nights in the infirmary after the fire, sharing a bed with other indigent girls, who unremittingly bumped into her ruined arm all through the night. That pain was as fresh in her memory as it had been when she was eleven. “You don’t feel claustrophobic?”

 He gave her that look that she’d begun to think he reserved solely for her—a mix of irritation, scowl, and a threatening glower. “It’s no’ like you take up much room, then, is it?”

 Patience, Maddy. Changing the subject, she asked, “So, are we leaving for Scotland today?”

 “We’re scheduled to leave tomorrow night, but we can push that back if we canna get a week’s worth of clothing for you.”

 “You’re really taking me shopping?”

 “I said I would, did I no’?”

 “Well, if you do everything you say you will, then that means I’m going to be married, and not hungry, and living with you in Scotland.” Today she would start a new life with this mysterious man beside her—and for once, she was delighted with her luck. “How are we going to get there?”

 “A train from here to Le Havre, then by sea.”

 “Ah, la porte océane. How long will it take?”

 “By steamer, it’s no more than four days to the southwest coast of Scotland.”

 “A steamer! I’ve never been on one, except for the Channel tubs.”

 “The Blue Riband will be lavish, Miss Van Rowen. You’ll have much silver to steal.” His tone might have been cutting, but she was too excited by their plans and couldn’t hold back a grin. He frowned at her lips, then continued, “I’ve a lesser estate on the coast across the sea from Ireland. We’ll spend a night or two there before continuing north by rail to my family’s seat of Carrickliffe.”

 “What’s Carrickliffe like? Do you think I’ll like it there? Is your clan nice? Will they like me? When I’m not tired and hungry, I’m usually very likable.”

 “It’s a fine estate in the Highlands, with a castle, and, aye, any bride would like it. My clan is verra serious, verra solemn. I doona think they would know what to do with you.”

 “In other words, they won’t like me.”

 “Does no’ matter, since I’m rarely there. And besides, they doona like me either.”

 She nodded without argument.

 “What? You can easily see this?”

 “Well, yes,” she answered. “You’re not very serious or solemn, so I expect that they don’t know what to do with you either.”

 He looked at her as if she’d sprouted two heads. “I am serious and solemn.”

 “No, you’re not. At the masquerade, you made me laugh. You had a devilish sense of humor that I enjoyed.”

 “I think I would know myself,” he said more gruffly.

 “I won’t argue with you, Scot. Though now I do have to wonder exactly why they don’t like you.”

 “Let’s have this discussion when you’ve been around me for a few days. It might become more apparent.”

 She quirked a brow, deciding not to pursue that subject—yet. “What about your family?” she asked instead. “Do you have a big family? I’ve always wanted a big one. I wish I had siblings. I know you have one brother . . .” She trailed off. “You said he married Jane—that will make her my sister-in-law, too!”

 “Aye, it would. And I have another brother who’s also recently married. My mother is still living, but I have no contact with her.”

 “Oh. Are you close to your brothers?”

 “I’d do anything for them, but I doona believe we’re close,” he said, revealing the tiniest hint of regret in his voice. For a man who seemed to cloak his emotions at every opportunity, his tone was telling. “Enough questions. We’ve much to do to prepare for the trip.”

 She nodded. “Before we leave, I need to pack up some things—”

 “You doona need to pack anything. I told you I’d buy you new. Besides, the spoils would no’ be worth the effort.”

 Her lips thinned. If he was going to continue ridiculing her poverty, then she was glad she hadn’t told him she could overlook his scar. She’d give up knowledge of that chink in his armor as soon as she deemed it unnecessary to possess.

 “In any case, MacCarrick, I’d like to give some things to my friends and say good-bye to them.”

 “We’ll see, if there’s time.”

 It nettled her how dogmatic and domineering he was with her, but Maddy would pick her battles. If she was patient, with time she could manage him—she just needed to bite her tongue until she uncovered his weaknesses. Besides, she wouldn’t fight him on this—not until she’d determined he absolutely wouldn’t permit her to see her friends. “You know, since it appears that we’re actually going through with this, I think you should tell me how you got your scar.” When she touched it again, he looked as if he’d just stopped himself from flinching.

 He hesitated before he said, “I was in a knife fight.”

 Her eyes widened. “Did you kill someone? Was it broken up? Did you win?”

 “I dinna win at first”—he cast her a disquieting smile—“but I did in the end.”

 • • •

 “Get my wife anything she could possibly need,” Ethan told the modiste at one of the most exclusive dressmaker’s in Paris. “Her trunks were lost, so we’ll be starting anew. And we’ll need garments to take with us today—a week’s worth of dresses.”

 When he and Madeleine had first entered the shop, a few of the girls working inside had turned their noses up at Madeleine’s scuffed boots and worn clothes. She’d donned an indifferent expression, but he could tell she was embarrassed, and for some reason, the idea of that made his hackles rise. How dare they?

 Ethan stressed to the modiste, “I want you and your employees to understand that nothing is too good, or too costly, for her. Her wardrobe—and their attitude—should reflect that.”

 The woman nodded enthusiastically, and a sharp clap of her hands sent shopgirls rushing to set up garments and fabrics in a back dressing room.

 Madeleine grabbed his arm and tried to steer him aside. “No, MacCarrick,” she urgently whispered, “An entire wardrobe? Not in a place like this—that will cost a fortune! There are bargain shops on Rue de la Paix.”

 He raised his eyebrows. “I thought you said we have a lot in common. In your situation, I would take me for all I’m worth.”

 “I’m not in this for the short cull. Your continued healthy finances are very important to me.”

 “So that you will no’ harp on this, I’ll tell you what I make a year—just on rents.”

 When he told her, she actually swayed as her jaw slackened. “You’re not lying? Not jesting?” He shook his head. “Oh. In that case, I’ll spend with impunity.”

 “Fine. Now, doona be uncomfortable with the girls for staring at your shabby clothes,” he told her in a patronizing tone. “These women matter no’ at all.”

 She quirked an eyebrow. “And you shouldn’t be uncomfortable either. Even if they likely think your scar is”—she paused, then enunciated—“ big.”

 When he made comments about her poverty, she ridiculed his scar. He was coming to see it as a game they played. “Have your fun, then. But now you’ll have one less dress to call your own.”

 “Then that’s one less dress you can almost rip off me.”

 He frowned down at her. “Do you have an answer for everything?”

 “Yes. But I specialize in questions,” she said, wandering off to survey scarves.

 Ach, she baffled him. He was beginning to think she was a little too clever. If he wasn’t careful, this game could come back to bite him on the arse.

 When he’d awakened this morning, he’d sensed her leaning over him and had feigned sleep, until she’d begun to touch him so sensually and tenderly. He’d opened his eyes to find her staring down at him.

 Damn if she hadn’t been aroused, her pupils dilated, breaths shallow. He’d savored it. He couldn’t remember the last time he’d known for a fact that a woman truly desired him.

 In the past, the few women who’d seemed to be aroused by his scar had invariably liked more pain in their bed play than pleasure. Ethan was all for a hard, teeth-clattering tup—preferred it, in fact—but he had no interest in flaying a woman’s skin.

 Madeleine was beautiful, and if she’d deemed him attractive, then perhaps he wasn’t as bad off as he’d thought. Perhaps he’d been overly critical of his face, his demeanor affecting his appeal with women.

 He knew that soon he’d wear Madeleine down, and once she’d succumbed to him fully and he’d tired of her, he’d explore this with other women, voluptuous women with bouncing breasts who liked hard sex. . . .

 Even as he thought it, his eyes were drawn to Madeleine. He could admit she had surprised him—in fact, she continued to with her unusual behavior. He watched her caressing the silks and began to grow hard yet again. For a man who’d feared himself quit of this feeling, he was astonished at how easily she aroused him.

 Ethan narrowed his eyes. Madeleine had seemed to be obsessed with touching, and now he discovered it was a clever ruse to cover her thefts. She was skilled, extraordinarily so, and if he hadn’t been trained to descry minute details, he never would have noticed what she was doing.

 He strode over to her. “Put it back,” he commanded under his breath.

 She gave him an innocent look, with guileless blue eyes. “What are you talking a—”

 He squeezed her elbow, silencing her, and she finally unthreaded the silk scarf from her blouse sleeve.

 “Madeleine, the little thieveries must end.”

 She cocked a brow. “So sure they’re little?”

 “Christ, I wonder if you’re no’ worse than I am.” He didn’t mind people suffering if they wronged him first. Actually, he relished it. But he had no feud with this store owner, and she might not be able to easily suffer these losses.

 “You steal, gamble, and speak the cant of the streets. If I’m to be our moral guide, we’re both hellbound, lass.”

 She gazed up at him, lips curling. “But at least we’d be together.”

 He knew she was teasing, but she still disarmed him, and his anger began evaporating. . . .

 When the modiste invited Madeleine to sit down with her and peruse fashion books, Ethan was provided coffee and a newspaper in English. He tried to read, but he grew distracted by Madeleine’s voice, though she spoke softly, in a lilting French. Her questions and comments surprised him—as did her confidence when speaking with the older modiste.

 “But what if you did this fabric and the ruche like this? With some bombazine?” she asked. “And why must that one be symmetrical? If this is hunter green sateen and atilt, it will look vanguard but elegant at the same time.”

 The woman stammered some answer.

 “No, no, madam, this should be a stiff collar, upturned high on the neck and open here. And if the petticoat is visible, then we must make sure it’s fabulous—I know, a white tulle over rich glacé silk!”

 When they finished and Madeleine went off to choose reticules and gloves, the modiste approached Ethan. Her expression was overwhelmed, probably resembling the one he’d been sporting quite a bit of late.

 “Your wife’s taste is . . .” She trailed off, and Ethan thought she would say unusual or interesting.

 “. . . amazing. She has untouchable instincts with fabrics and color.”

 “Aye, naturally,” he said, as if he were well aware of this. “Just make sure you leave room to let out her gowns. . . .” He trailed off when Madeleine stared past him to the store’s front window, her eyes going wide.

 He swung his head around, expecting to see the henchmen outside. Instead, he caught sight of a well-dressed man with a more garishly clad woman strolling by and slowing, no doubt intending to enter the shop.

 Madeleine was staring at the man only. Ethan sensed something cold about him, something dangerous—which might explain why the blood had rushed from Madeleine’s face.
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 Maddy darted behind a bolt of cloth, unrolling it to hide behind, struggling to calm her breaths. She’d felt MacCarrick’s eyes on her and knew he must be puzzled, but Toumard was just outside! And looked as if he might enter at any time.

 As was customary, Maddy had noted a back door when they’d first arrived and was easing toward it when MacCarrick told the modiste, “We’ll have the shop to ourselves this morning.”

 “But, monsieur —”

 “Close up. I’ll spend more in a couple of hours than you’ll make this week. If we have leisure and privacy in buying it.”

 Maddy peeked from behind her cloth, trying to see him as these women did. His bearing screamed wealth—that was obvious. His clothes were unadorned but finely made and unmistakably expensive. Yes, he appeared rich, but he also appeared powerful—and, with the scar, menacing.

 Maddy wasn’t all that surprised when the shop owner crossed to the door and bolted it, turning her sign to Fermé.

 “The shades,” MacCarrick said. “Otherwise patrons will knock.”

 With her lips thinned, she said, “Yes, monsieur,” and motioned for an assistant to draw the curtains.

 Nearly clutching her chest in relief, Maddy gave him a shaky, grateful smile. He was expressionless for a moment, his eyes flickering over her lips and eyes; then he cast her a scowl as he strode over.

 “Why are we avoiding that man outside?”

 He seemed to be analyzing her, and she found herself having difficulty lying to him—a handicap she hadn’t encountered for years. “Just someone I’d rather not see.”

 “Have you stolen from him?”

 “No, never! I’ve never done anything to him. It’s just . . . I owe him a bit of money.”

 “He’s the one who sent the thugs after you?” When she nodded, he said, “What would you borrow from him for?”

 “Dresses. I needed dresses to go to London.”

 “How much do you owe?” He looked to be patting his pockets for his money—to pay off Toumard? When she hesitated, he said, “You will no’ indulge me with an answer, Madeleine?”

 “I don’t even know,” she admitted. “He changed the interest to an escalating rate. I can’t keep up with it.”

 “You were late to pay him, then?”

 “No, not before he changed the terms of the deal.”

 MacCarrick narrowed his eyes. “Is that so? You dinna find that strange?”

 “I did. But it’s not as if I could go complain to anyone.”

 “You can now, lass,” he said, curling his fingers under her chin. “We’ll take care of this matter before we leave. I will no’ have you fretting over this.”

 Just like in London, he was acting heroic and protective. Just like in London, she found herself gazing up at him in that way that made him glower.

 When the modiste delicately coughed to get their attention, he gruffly said, “Go on, then.”

 The woman led Maddy back to the dressing room. The space was large, with a silver tea service and a wine rack inside, made to cater to a woman’s mother and sisters and friends, consulting on a new wardrobe or ball gowns for the latest season. Maddy felt a jab of disappointment at the thought that she would be alone.

 She’d just undressed to her shift when MacCarrick strolled in. He sank back on a divan, relaxing his towering frame with a kind of lethal grace. He didn’t appear discomfited in the least. “She can dress in front of me,” he said, his tone bored as he opened his newspaper. “It’s nothing I have no’ seen before.”

 The shopkeepers shrugged, no doubt having seen this again and again.

 Had this been anywhere but Paris, Maddy might have protested, but he’d just saved her from facing her despicable creditor. How could she deny MacCarrick anything?

 The near encounter only reinforced her intention to stay with the Scot. She could put up with much never to see Toumard again—oh, and to be fantastically rich—even trying on clothes in front of MacCarrick.

 But every time they pulled a gown above her head, her shift rode up, exposing her bottom to him—and her front as well in the four-way mirror. Just as embarrassing, she’d caught him frowning at her scar, and he even seemed to notice when others peered at it.

 Over the next hour, she tried on day dresses and evening dresses, skirts and blouses, cloaks and gloves. A milliner was brought in to see to her hats and bonnets, and a shoemaker provided pair after pair of colored satin slippers and boots of a buttery soft kid leather.

 She already had enough clothing for several days, but after MacCarrick and the modiste spoke outside, additional dresses were unexpectedly available to Maddy—appropriated from someone else’s tailored wardrobe.

 At first glance, these garments were hideous, but then she realized that, hidden under the weight of tasteless trimmings, the dresses were cut well, with a modern flair even, and made of expertly styled fabrics. As usual, some rich Parisians had gone overboard with the embellishments—but then, they’d probably wanted to demonstrate their wealth at every turn.

 To make the gowns her own, Maddy simply directed the seamstresses to take them in and discard the abundant tassels, tufts of silk flowers, and fur pom-poms.

 Once she’d selected everything but undergarments with nary a comment from MacCarrick, they stripped her down to her stockings and garters to try on lingerie.

 She was as mortified as a provincial when she felt his eyes on her. She willed herself not to raise her hands for cover, sighing in relief each time they slid a nightgown over her.

 MacCarrick was holding up a paper, but she knew he wasn’t reading. He kept turning it aside until he set it down completely and leaned forward on the edge of the divan. His lids grew heavy, but his eyes were alert and flickering over her. She reminded herself that she could endure this scrutiny and more for all that MacCarrick was doing for her. Even being displayed in lingerie to his fancy.

 Though he’d had no interest in the dresses, he voiced his opinions on the lingerie forcefully. “In the red one. I want to see her in the red,” he demanded, his voice growing husky.

 Maddy swallowed, stepping into a crimson gown with two lace-trimmed slits at the sides that climbed all the way to her hips. Even with these women in the room, she began to respond to his attention, her breasts feeling heavier every time he shifted uncomfortably in his seat. As the lace cups caressed her nipples, she pictured how his muscles had flexed under her fingers this morning. When she recalled how he’d explored her the night before . . .

 She had to bite the inside of her cheek to keep from sighing out loud.

 • • •

 Ethan had never thought he’d enjoy shopping for a woman as much as this.

 He was buying her far more than was necessary, but he was deriving too much pleasure from the process to stop himself. As he watched Madeleine dress and undress, into and out of wicked silks, he abandoned the pretense of reading the paper and used it only to conceal his raging erection.

 Earlier, Madeleine had been nervously darting glances at him in the mirror. Now she held his gaze, her lips parting. Her nipples had hardened and her breaths were shallow.

 Christ, she . . . wanted him. She’d seen every inch of him, and she’d bloody touched his scar, and yet she wanted him. Was pleading for him.

 He nearly shuddered with pleasure. Her desire was the most powerful aphrodisiac he could imagine.

 “Out,” he abruptly ordered the women.

 “Monsieur?”

 “Take a midday break from the shop. Now.” The look on his face silenced them, and they darted from the dressing room.

 When the door shut behind them, Madeleine swallowed but said nothing.

 “You know what I want, and you know better than to question me,” he said as he neared her, removing his jacket. “I like that.”

 “I won’t question you, even though I wonder if you’ll appease your lust whenever you feel like it.”

 “Aye, with you I will. And it’s no’ only my lust that I plan to appease.” He ran a hand into one of the high slits, then slipped his finger between her legs. When he felt her sex, a harsh sound broke from his chest. She was wet for him, slick and lush. “Seems you might need appeasement more than I do.”

 At that she shoved her legs closed, twisting out of his grasp.

 “Doona close your legs to me,” he growled.

 “Then stop trying to embarrass me!”

 “I was only stating fact.”

 Through gritted teeth, she said, “Make an effort not to.”

 “As your husband, I’ll no’ be denied, Madeleine.”

 “You’re not my husband yet.”

 “If I were, would you let me take you in this room?”

 “Yes, if that was what you desired.” She’d surprised him, but she clearly meant it.

 “I will be soon, so what’s the difference? I want to be inside you. Now.”

 She shook her head firmly. “Not until we’re wed.”

 “Then perhaps I should no’ be buying you a new wardrobe as befits a wife, if I’m no’ yet a husband?”

 She stiffened, crossing her arms in front of her chest. “I’m not a whore. Buy me the clothes or not, but don’t expect sex in return. And don’t confuse my desire for you—and for self-preservation—with desperation.”

 “And do you desire me?”

 She put her chin up. “Yes. But I can still walk away.”

 “Ah, aingeal, it’s too late for that. . . .”



Twenty-four
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 MacCarrick stalked around her, as if deciding what he wanted to touch or do first.

 “You already know you need me for more than just money or clothes, do you no’?” He seemed angry with her, but she couldn’t understand what she’d done to make him so. Finally he stopped in front of her, leaning in to press his mouth to her neck. As he brushed the straps from her shoulders, his rough palms made a delicious contrast to the silk. “Answer me.”

 “Yes,” Maddy admitted. The garment whispered to the floor, leaving her in nothing but stockings and garters.

 He nodded slowly. “Good lass,” he said, then bent his dark head over her pale breasts. She watched in the mirror, glorying in the way this man seemed to crave kissing her there. His hands were huge, the palms callused, yet the manner in which he worked them over her body was adoring.

 Her thoughts grew dim when he took her nipple into his mouth, his tongue circling it. After suckling both tips until they were hard, swollen points, he stood fully and walked behind her. Cupping her leg behind her knee, he lifted her foot onto the low stool, spreading her legs in front of the mirror.

 When she glanced away, he said, “Stay like this. I want to see you.” Then he coaxed her to face the mirror as his jet eyes flickered over the reflection—possessively lingering on her breasts and between her thighs. Most wouldn’t find his visage beautiful, but at that instant, he was the most irresistible man she’d ever beheld.

 Just when she was about to beg him to put his hands on her, he cupped her between her legs. Though she’d wanted his touch, she still jerked in shock.

 “Relax, I just want to pet you here,” he said as he spread her legs more. “Look at my finger stroking you,” he rumbled at her ear. “You doona want me to stop?”

 “No . . .”

 “Then tell me you desire me again.”

 “I do . . . you know I do.”

 With a triumphant gleam in his eyes, he pressed her up against the mirror, delving his finger inside her wetness from behind. Her damp nipples met the cool glass and she moaned, lost.

 • • •

 Her sheath hugged his finger, shockingly tight as Ethan lazily thrust it inside her. With his other hand, he wrapped her hair around his fist, tugging her head back so he could watch her reactions in the mirror. How had he ever thought her experienced? Her responses were ungoverned, bare. She was so passionate—and his possession to do with as he would.

 She wore nothing but his ring on that ribbon dangling between her breasts, and her garters and stockings. The red silk of her garters stood out against the pale skin of her thighs.

 “So lovely,” he heard himself say. Her skin was sleek and soft, her nipples dark pink, like the bow of her lips.

 She hissed in a breath when he tried to fit a second finger into her, and her hand shot behind her to his wrist, her arm straight to push him away.

 “Shh, I’ll stop.” He withdrew it. Again that heavy feeling arose when he was reminded of how badly he’d hurt her that night—he hadn’t prepared her. He vowed to himself that when he did decide to take her, he would frig her for a damned hour till she begged him for it. “Here, put your arms back around my neck.” She hesitated. “Just trust me.”

 Once she tentatively grasped his neck, he began to tease her nipples, lightly pinching the tips. When she moaned, he ran one hand from her breast to her flat belly then to her sex, but she tensed. “Trust me. Let me make you come. . . .”

 She gasped at his words but allowed his touch. With one hand, he spread the flesh around her clitoris wide and smoothed the pad of his other forefinger side to side over her swollen little bud. “Do you like that?”

 “Oh, my God, yes,” she said, panting. Soon she was trembling, her hands gripping his neck tightly. Keeping her open, rubbing her clitoris over and over, he watched as she grew wetter, her flesh glistening. When she began to undulate her hips to his fingers, he thought he’d spill in his trousers.

 With her brows drawn, clearly aching for her climax, she met his eyes in the mirror. “Ethan,” she whispered, saying his name for the first time.

 And it sounded like a benediction.

 In a flash, he understood that she hungered for this passion and pleasure, but that wasn’t all she was longing for at that moment. There was yearning in her eyes, so raw and furious he was staggered by it. Then her lids slid shut, which was good, because he was shaken.

 “Let yourself go,” he grated at her ear, barely recognizing his own strained voice. “Come for me, Madeleine.”

 When she did with a strangled cry, he knew she was his.

 He leered at her reflection as her back arched, her breasts quivering. He felt a savage thrill as she rolled against his finger, tensing and shivering to his touch. “That’s it,” he murmured. “You like that.”

 He slowed his strokes as the tension began to leave her body. Though he had a fierce need to come, he decided he’d further demonstrate to her that he was no horrible lover. He dipped his finger into her wetness, spreading it all around. Without warning, he sped up the rhythm once more.

 “What . . .? ” she cried, lowering her arms, trying to wriggle away from him, but he looped an arm around her waist to hold her firm. “Oh, God. It’s too much!”

 But he was merciless, rubbing her, kissing and licking her neck, until she’d stopped struggling. When he sucked her earlobe, she began meeting his fingers again. “Do you find me a horrible lover now?”

 “N-no—”

 “Tell me when you’re goin’ tae come again.”

 “Now, now,” she said, the word breaking on a moan. As she climaxed, he slipped the forefinger of his free hand into her sheath, thrusting it fast. “Oh, yes, Ethan! Feels . . . so . . . good,” she cried.

 His head fell back, and he groaned to the ceiling, feeling her sex squeezing his finger so tightly, in a rush of wet heat.

 Even after she’d finished, and though he was about to explode, he took his time, delving inside her as she sagged against him. He wanted to accustom her to the feeling, to trust him to touch her this way.

 Her response was so rewarding that part of him said to let this be only about her, to act as though he could give without taking. But when his cock ached like this he didn’t feel very giving.

 Unfastening the front of his trousers, he pulled himself free with a hissed breath. Then taking her hips, he pressed his shaft against her arse, his thumbs covering those dimples above her bottom. He groaned as he thrust over her plump curves, settling between them to grind against her. His cock head was so slick he daubed wetness against her lower back. He could readily come like this, but he wanted her hands on him. He choked out the words, “I need you tae ease me.” He slid his cock against her hip. “Touch it.”

 She inhaled, trying to catch her breath, then nodded. Reaching down, she brushed the pad of her finger softly on the crown, making unhurried circles around the slit, but he grasped her wrist and put her palm to his shaft. “No teasing. No’ yet.” He met her eyes in the mirror. “I’m starving for this, aingeal.”

 “How should I . . . what do you want me to do?”

 “Stroke me as you did that night in the carriage.”

 When she wrapped her soft palm at the base and drew her fist up, a wave of pleasure and elation swept through him. How in the hell had he lived without this for so long?

 “Tighter,” he commanded, and she gripped him harder. “That’s it.” He thumbed her nipples to urge her on. “Good, Madeleine . . .,” he grated. “It’s so damned good.”

 He squeezed her against him, covering her breasts with his hands, groans and coarse oaths breaking from his chest. “Faster.” She did, pumping her fist on him as he bucked into it. “Clever girl,” he rasped against her damp neck, “ you’re making me come.”

 At the last second, he placed his hand over hers, pressing down. Yelling out, he ejaculated, pumping hot seed directly against her wicked garter, over and over.

 When he was finally spent, he shuddered and stayed her hand, astonished by the pleasure he’d just experienced, unable to remember its equal, but for the night he’d taken her.

 He still held her against him and wanted to stay like that as they caught their breath, yet he expected her to disentangle herself. Instead, her head fell back against him, and he had the leisure of watching her breasts rise and fall with her panting, her flesh perfectly flushed.

 She caught his gaze in the mirror. Between breaths she whispered, “If you give me a chance, I’ll be a good wife to you, Scot. Just please, don’t hurt me again.”

 “I will no’,” he said, holding her tighter, and for the briefest moment, he might have meant it.
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 Madeleine stood on her toes and pressed a kiss to his cheek, touching his scar with her lips—not even seeming to mind.

 Having never experienced this kind of gentle affection from a woman, he had no idea how to proceed with it. She seemed delighted by what had happened, humming as she strolled to the salle de bain to freshen up and change into one of the previously tailored dresses.

 When she returned, clad in her smart new clothes, with her shining hair braided atop her head, he found himself saying, “We’ll go to the garret now. If you want to take something to your friends, we can put a couple of bottles of champagne on the tab.”

 “Really? For Bea and Corrine?”

 “Aye.” And that one gesture earned him an expression from her that could only be described as adoring —the way she’d regarded him that night in London. He pulled at his collar.

 The overjoyed modiste had used her break to tally their bill, saving him time when paying. He thought Madeleine was going to faint when she sneaked a glance at the total. But he would have spent twenty times that if he’d known how he was to be rewarded.

 As the girls wrapped the bottles of champagne and fitted them into a narrow carrying basket, Ethan told the modiste that he’d wire directions for shipping the rest of Madeleine’s clothing once they finished tailoring them. Whatever was completed today, they should send to his hotel.

 When he and Madeleine exited the shop and he offered her his arm, she took it without hesitation. On the street, passersby gave them openly quizzical glances. He knew they wondered what she was doing with him, which reminded him that he used to be handsome. Before, he would have been a fitting match for her. Instead, he was a man who had to spend money on a woman to get her attention.

 Ethan was feeling something for her, some kind of appreciation for what had just happened between them, but that only disgusted him. He was like a starving wolf that had been fed a scrap and was happy to get it—a thirty-three-year-old man grateful to have his cock stroked. He ground his teeth, seething. He was never supposed to have ended up this way.

 And her parents were to blame for everything.

 Things used to be black and white. He was a man not bound by any fixed moral code; she was the daughter of two people who’d wronged him.

 How could there possibly be any hesitation or second thoughts about what he was planning?

 There wouldn’t be. All he cared about was getting her beneath him enough times to work her from his system.

 “Thank you for today,” she said, smiling up at him. Was she pleased with him because he’d spent a fortune on her or because she’d enjoyed what had happened between them? Why did he even care?

 “You’re welcome,” he said, for probably the first time in his life.

 When they arrived by cab in La Marais and he helped her down, the streets were harried and chaotic once more. Madeline stood out here like a diamond in dust.

 “Oh, look, there’s Berthé!” she whispered. “The one who tripped me last night. Make sure she sees us.”

 He hid a frown. Did Madeleine want to be seen with him? Or did she only want to show off her new finery? Just when he’d decided on the latter, he felt a distinctly proprietary patting on his arse.

 “Madeleine,” he growled in warning, and she yanked her hand up.

 “Sorry,” she murmured. “I just couldn’t resist.”

 Why was he oddly . . . flattered?

 At her building, he followed Madeleine inside and to the stairwell. “Hold onto the rope,” she said, taking the bottles and hastening ahead of him as though she could see in the dark.

 As soon as the stair head groaned, Bea’s door swung open, but it was Corrine who rushed out to meet them. “Toumard’s men came by again,” she said. “You have to get out of here, Maddy! They roughed up Bea—”

 “What?” Madeleine cried. “Bea?”

 Corrine nodded. “She wouldn’t tell them where you’d gone, and then she had to go and spit in one’s face. She’ll be all right, but she’s lying down now, resting.”

 The news of this threat made that feeling of protectiveness for Madeleine surge in him again. “Go check on Bea,” Ethan told her. “Corrine will tell me what happened.”

 Once Madeleine hurried to Bea’s room and softly closed the door behind her, Corrine said, “I see that look in your eyes. You really are going to take care of Maddy from now on.”

 He hesitated before giving her a quick nod. “Madeleine accepted my proposal.”

 Corrine sighed in relief.

 “But I need to know some things about her past, and the lass is tight-lipped.” When Corrine nodded ruefully, he asked, “How did she burn her arm?”

 “Oh, that was in the fire of forty-seven. Her building went up like a wick, and she was trapped upstairs. She very nearly lost her arm and came close to losing her life.”

 If she had been eleven or twelve, she’d just been forced away from her home to move to a foreign city. Her father had just died. . . .

 “That’s one of the reasons Maddy’s so terrified of Toumard—his men love to break arms,” she continued. “Maddy’s been like a cat sidling round a boiling pot of porridge these last few weeks. Fit to break your heart.”

 The idea of her being afraid, day after day . . .

 Toumard was as good as dead.

 “Why does Madeleine no’ live with her mother?”

 Corrine lowered her voice. “Well, she doesn’t like people to know this, but her mother’s . . . dead.”

 “You canna be serious,” he snapped. She nodded, and suddenly all Ethan could hear was his heart pounding in his ears. “Dead . . .”

 All the time I’ve wasted hating, wanting to hurt someone—someone who didn’t even exist any longer. . . .

 Corrine’s hands twined. “Maddy’s been an orphan for years. Her mother died when Maddy was fourteen.”

 He pinched the bridge of his nose. “An orphan.”

 Ethan had thought he’d been hell-bound before. Now there was no doubt. He gave a bitter laugh. This must be a jest.

 He’d deflowered a penniless waif. An orphan.

 “She had friends in England,” Ethan said. “When her mother died, she could have petitioned them for help, and they would gladly have given it.”

 “She’d been here for some time already. Living in La Marais makes you feel a bit . . . worthless, especially in the young. She was ashamed. The only reason she went after that man in England was because Bea and I wouldn’t let it rest. We eventually got her to promise to try before she married Le Daex.”

 “Le Daex, the count?” he demanded. “Her mother didn’t arrange that?”

 “Yes, years ago. But after she died, Maddy ran away before the wedding. We only recently revived that cull with La Daex. But all it did was get Maddy in debt.”

 And put an unprotected young woman under Toumard’s notice.

 Ethan supposed he’d hoped Madeleine had been close to Sylvie, that they were two of a kind. Instead, Sylvie was dead, and Madeleine had suffered destitution for years by Ethan’s hand, bearing the brunt of a revenge meant for another. She’d suffered alone.

 And Ethan had planned to hurt her worse.

 How could it be worse for her? He remembered the look on her face as she’d picked herself up in that tavern. How many times had she had to do just that over the last ten years here . . .?

 Just walk away.

 This information, taken with the way Madeleine had said his name like a bloody benediction—with that undisguised longing . . . Even I’m no’ cruel enough to do anything more to her.

 He briefly closed his eyes as he finally admitted the truth to himself. He had come here because he wanted Madeleine. The revenge aspect only allowed him to justify the idea of a man like him using a young innocent like her.

 If you are no’ bent on punishing her, then what right do you have to her?

 None. None whatsoever.

 He couldn’t take her away to hurt her, and he sure as hell couldn’t keep her. He’d fix her problem with the lender, then get out of her life. Hell, he could even send some money later.

 Abandon her here? After he’d convinced her that he was taking her with him?

 What choice did he have? If he took her away, would he find himself saddled with her? He had a profession, a solitary one, and he wanted to get back to it. Damn it, I doona want to get stuck with her.

 Help her, then leave her. Of course. “Tell me how to find Toumard.”
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 “S houldn’t you be resting?” Maddy asked when Bea rose from the bed and dressed.

 “Maddée, if I rested every time I had a blue eye,” she said in a deliberate tone as though explaining to a child, “I would do little else, n’est-ce pas? Now, let’s sit on your balcony and you can tell me everything that happened last night.”

 When Bea opened her door, MacCarrick and Corrine appeared to have just finished their conversation. His stony gaze flickered over Bea’s eye, and his jaw clenched. To Maddy, he said, “I’ll return soon.”

 “Are you going to see Toumard?” At his short nod, she said, “Can I come with you?”

 “Absolutely no’. Stay here, enjoy a going-away drink together.”

 “Very well,” she finally said, confused by his mood change. He seemed to have trouble looking her in the eyes just before he left them to wait in Maddy’s apartment.

 The three had just agreed to sell the pricey bottles when the door opened once more. MacCarrick had returned.

 To open the champagne.

 “Some things are meant to be enjoyed in the moment, are they no’?” he said, with another fuming glance at Bea’s face. To Maddy, he added, “So that you doona go out to sell it by the glass . . .” He filled her new reticule with cash.

 Her jaw dropped at the wad of money. “This is four hundred francs! Do you want me to go buy a piano? Or a cabriolet?”

 “Un bateau!” Bea cried with a clap. “A boat!”

 Maddy leaned into her, play-shoving her with her shoulder. MacCarrick didn’t come close to smiling.

 “Well, let’s pour it up!” Corrine said, taking out chipped porcelain mugs from under Maddy’s stove. When she offered a cup to MacCarrick, he waved his share away. “Doona drink.”

 “Plus pour nous, ” Bea said, her tone delighted. More for us. Even after her run-in with the henchmen, Bea was likely deeming this one of the best days of her life.

 “I’ll be back,” MacCarrick said to Maddy with a curt nod.

 “Please be careful, Scot.”

 When the door shut behind MacCarrick once more and they heard him stomping down the stairs, Bea fanned herself and whispered, “I’m in love. Maddée, do you know he sent us lobsters last night? I’m not jesting.” She added with a sigh, “ Pretty lobsters . . .”

 Maddy grinned. MacCarrick was turning out to be such a . . . surprise, giving her a new day, a new beginning. She hurried to the balcony to watch him striding away. So tall, strapping, confident. Just as he had been the first time she’d spotted him—when he’d been hunting for her.

 “I think you might have a diamond in the rough there,” Corrine said behind her.

 Maddy was beginning to think so, as well. In London, he’d been the first person ever to fight for her—and now he was marching out to do battle again.

 “Très viril,” Bea added, joining them.

 There was that, too. She blushed to recall the way he’d pleasured her so perfectly in the shop— twice. She believed that her nights spent tossing in her sheets, yearning and lonely, were ended.

 “Now, Maddy girl,” Corrine began with a sniffle, “we’ve got to drink two bottles of champagne and get you packed by the time your fiancé comes back.”

 Maddy nodded, then set about divvying between her two friends the new cash windfall, her stash of coupons, and her contraband. After she’d packed the few things that were dear to her, they sat outside drinking and awaiting his return.

 She was stunned to realize this could be the last time the three ever sat here like this. “If he’s legitimate, I’ll send more money as soon as I can.” In fact, she’d be sending for them, but she didn’t want to get their hopes up before she knew if she could trust him implicitly.

 “And if he’s not legitimate?” Bea asked.

 Maddy hesitated. “Corrine, can you hold my room for a couple of months, just in case?”

 “Naturally,” Corrine said, then added, “but I do hope this works out with him. Just remember, Maddy, with a man that strong-willed, you’ll get more with honey than with vinegar.”

 She sipped her champagne. “And if I run out of honey . . .?”

 • • •

 What would be worse for her? Ethan thought on the way back from killing Toumard. Mixed up with a man like myself or left behind?

 At heart, Ethan was a selfish bastard. If he took her away, eventually this superficial noble streak would fade. A man canna change his nature.

 Get away from her . . . just bloody think about this for a while. Doona do anything drastic.

 But the idea of leaving her behind felt so wrong that it pained him physically.

 If Maddy didn’t get out of this slum, then at best, she’d become like Corrine—working to the bone, old before her time. Or she could become like Bea—or worse. Then Madeleine would have some man lifting her skirts in a reeking alley while his friend waited.

 Ethan’s fists clenched even now. If Toumard had had his way, that would have been her within mere weeks.

 Ethan had already known he’d have to kill Toumard. When the man had coldly informed him what he’d been planning to do to Madeleine— sample her before putting her to work—Ethan had burned to. He would have shot him in cold blood if Toumard hadn’t drawn on him.

 Breaking the arms of the henchmen . . .? Well, that had merely been sport.

 If Ethan left Madeleine, there were a thousand more like Toumard eager to prey on a girl like her, and she now had no marriage prospects. Except for bloody Quin. Ethan would have to remember that. As soon as Quin learned that Ethan had left her alone, he’d come charging down to Paris to save her. Perhaps Ethan should let him.

 The thought of them together clawed at him.

 Damn it, do nothing drastic. . . . Ethan was a man who liked to have a plan. Now that his initial one was absolutely extinguished, he cast about for what to do next. The facts: The most desirable woman he’d ever beheld desired him back. He’d contributed to her painful past and could ease her troubles now. He’d vowed that he wouldn’t rest until he’d had her again, and when he made decisions, he bloody stuck by them. He would take her away, seduce her, then settle money on her. He’d be getting her out of this place—in the end, she’d be thankful.

 Yet when he arrived back at her building, he was still uncertain. Then he found her hurrying from the entrance, her face lit with a relieved smile. Having grown accustomed to expressions of disappointment or fear whenever he arrived somewhere, he looked over his shoulder before catching himself.

 When they reached each other, she appeared to check him over to make sure he wasn’t hurt. Shortly after, Bea and Corrine emerged to see them off, handing Maddy her small bag.

 “Write to us,” Corrine told Madeleine as she wiped away a tear.

 “Of course.” Hugging them both, Madeleine sniffled. “Take care of each other.”

 Bea gave a watery nod, and another round of lingering good-byes ensued before he could steer Madeleine away. As he led her to the top of the hill, she waved over her shoulder until her friends were out of sight.

 While they waited for a cab, Ethan said, “Madeleine, I need to speak with you.” It seemed everyone on every stoop watched them. “I’ve thought of some things.”

 “I see.” She didn’t appear surprised. Had she expected him to disappoint her?

 Why? She sodding liked him. Even his brothers—who Ethan knew would die for him—didn’t seem to like him. He made Court wary, and he continually disappointed Hugh.

 How would Hugh feel, knowing his older brother had taken the virtue of a defenseless girl? Then abandoned her in Paris?

 Hugh’s parting words in London echoed in Ethan’s head. “What if she’s the one?” he’d asked again. “The irony would be that you’ve somehow found her, you actually get to keep her, and yet you intend to hurt her beyond forgiving.”

 But Ethan already had hurt her, well before he’d ever met her. And the longer she was with him, the more likely it was that he’d hurt her again. It was simply his nature; he had no talent at pleasing others.

 Perhaps Madeleine needed to better understand what he was truly like.

 • • •

 “What do you want to tell me?” Maddy asked, trying to hide her disappointment. She’d known this situation was too good to be true, and now MacCarrick looked as though he was plagued with second thoughts. When he began to speak, only to fall silent, she asked, “Did you pay off Toumard?”

 “You owe him nothing,” he replied in a cryptic tone.

 She frowned. “Did you . . . kill him?”

 “Aye, I plugged a bullet into his skull.” His eyes flickered over her face for her reaction.

 She sighed. A fierce protector returning from battle. When she nodded up at him, he seemed confounded that she wasn’t running away.

 “Damn it, lass, why do you keep looking at me like that? I doona care for it. And I just informed you that I bloody killed a man this morning.”

 Maybe MacCarrick wasn’t having second thoughts—maybe he was merely feeling guilt for what he’d done. “I hope you don’t feel bad about that. La Marais is a better place without Toumard in it. But we do need to get you out of the city. Do you think we can stay aboard the steamer before it departs tomorrow?”

 He froze, then jerked his head back. “I will never figure you out. I ken that now. Because you’re crazed.”

 She waved his comment away. “Did you offer to pay him?” she asked.

 He said nothing.

 “So you offered to pay him, and he refused. He never wanted money from me. He planned to put me to work like Berthé, didn’t he?”

 MacCarrick’s eyes bored into hers, raw fury burning in their dark depths. His voice was seething when he said, “ Aye, after he’d bedded you himself. ”

“I see.” She felt a wave of revulsion. “Well, he didn’t leave you much choice. If he refused your money and I left town, he’d just terrorize Bea and Corrine. What did you do to his men?”

 “I broke their goddamned arms.” Whatever he saw in her expression made him snap, “No’ again! Stop lookin’ at me that way—I’ve told you I doona like it.”

 “Yes, very well. But, again, we really have to get you out of here, and quickly.” When a cab passed them, she gave an urgent whistle, but was roundly ignored. She muttered a curse; then suddenly her eyes went wide. “Oh, MacCarrick, what about your injury? You didn’t pull the stitches open, did you?”

 He opened his mouth to say something, then closed it, raking his fingers through his hair. “You’re no’ . . . you’re just no’ right in the head if this does no’ bother you. You’re ignoring warning flags about me because you want out of this hellhole so badly.”

 “As many times as I’ve seen death here, Toumard doesn’t warrant even a passing thought.”

 “Toumard’s far from the first man I’ve killed.”

 “I thought as much. I suspect you’re involved in some kind of dangerous, secret occupation.”

 “Aye, and I would no’ give it up—even when married.”

 Maddy studied his face. “This isn’t about you feeling guilty, is it? You really are trying to get rid of me.”

 He said nothing. Deuce it, no!

 She had the ring and the money and clothes. Toumard was taken care of. She had a future again. Why couldn’t she just brush this off as a good cull while it lasted?

 Because she wanted him. She wanted more of his unpracticed smiles. She wanted more of what he’d given her just this morning—unimaginable pleasure.

 “You are.” Deny it . . . deny it! He remained silent. “Then just a suggestion. Do something truly horrible to scare me away. Do something a lot worse than killing a thug—known for maiming young women—in order to protect me and my friends. Now, I’m a big girl,” she said with false bravado. “I can take it if you’ve changed your mind,” she lied, planning to cry for days if he threw her over. “And obviously I’ve done something—”

 “No, you have no’,” he said quickly, forcefully.

 “Then why did you pursue me so strongly last night, and now you can hardly look me in the eyes? Nothing has changed except that you got to know me better.” She couldn’t help it; her eyes began to water.

 He ran his palm over the back of his neck. “Damn it, lass, every bloody thing I’ve learned about you I’ve liked. Maybe I’ve recognized that you could do better than me.”

 “What do you mean?”

 As though the words were pulled from him, he grated, “When I left, Quin thought you might be . . . in a compromised situation.”

 “What do you mean by a ‘compromised situation’?”

 “He suspected things with you were no’ as he’d thought them.” MacCarrick’s voice broke lower when he said, “Quin intended . . . to come marry you if I dinna.”

 Her lips parted. Was this what caused MacCarrick’s hesitation? Did he think Quin was a better man than he was? Quin was a good man, and she would’ve been proud to have him, but she’d never felt as drawn to Quin, whom she’d known all her life, as she did to this rough Highlander she barely knew.

 “He was the one you wanted, so you could—”

 “I don’t want Quin,” she interrupted in a quiet tone, meeting his gaze. “I want you.”

 He looked bewildered—as if she’d just struck him—and had to cough into his fist before he could speak. “Did you no’ hear me? You can marry the man you sought.”

 “The one I sought before I met you.” A cab finally rolled to a stop before them. “I’ve told you what I want, Scot. Now make a decision about me. But when you do, it must be final.”

 He opened the door, then paused, clutching the handle as though in a death grip.

 She drew a breath before she said, “You can’t leave, then come back for me in a month, and you can’t throw me over in a few weeks—”

 With a frustrated sound, he grabbed her by the waist. Tossing her inside, he growled, “ Then get your arse into the cab.”
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 Ethan stared at the ceiling of the train car, reeling from the magnitude of what he’d done.

 The chit seemed determined to stick to him like glue. Because she liked him. He’d admitted to murder, and she’d given him that adoring expression again.

 Sometimes being with her reminded him of going hunting with Hugh. His brother was a master rifleman, so fast to aim and shoot that even Ethan, no slouch, found himself doing a double take, frowning. That’s what he felt like with her. Always doing a double take. Always perplexed with her.

 Ach, if he wasn’t careful, he could get used to those looks she gave him.

 And when she’d met him eye to eye and told him she’d chosen him over Quin? The excitement he’d felt from winning her was indescribable. . . .

 “I have to warn you,” she said, then, “Trains have a tendency to make me very”—she yawned—“sleepy.”

 Within five minutes of their departure, her body slumped and her forehead hit his shoulder, but she jerked awake.

 She did this several times until he said, “Just fall asleep. I will no’ let anything happen to you.”

 She nodded. “Maybe I could just lie there . . .” She stared hungrily at his chest as if she was fantasizing sleeping against it.

 “I thought you dinna like sleeping with another.”

 “Only in bed.”

 “Why?” Before he’d thought better of it, he’d patted his chest, coaxing her to lie there. When she curled up against him, his arm decided to slide around her. “Why only in bed?”

 “When I broke my arm, I had to go to l’Hotel Dieu. A hospital for indigents. And they packed four girls into a cot.” Her voice was getting softer. “Every night, these fevered girls would thrash about, hitting my arm again and again. If the floor hadn’t been freezing and covered with filth, I would have slept there.” When she fell silent, he jostled her a bit until she continued, “I had to wait there for days after I’d been cleared to leave.”

 “Had your mother already died, then?”

 She sighed. “Corrine told you.”

 “Aye. Doona blame her—I can be persuasive, as you know. Now, answer the question.”

 “No, she hadn’t.”

 “Why were you stuck there?”

 “My mother just . . . forgot me for a little while. When she was getting us a new place to live.”

 Ethan briefly closed his eyes. Yes, he’d hoped she’d had much in common with Sylvie. Instead, she had more in common with Ethan. They’d both been hurt by the woman.

 “Why didn’t you tell me your mother died?”

 “Orphan sounds so . . . pitiful. And I didn’t want Claudia and Quin to know anything about how terrible it is— was—in La Marais. I didn’t know if I could trust you not to tell your friends.”

 “How did Sylvie die?”

 Madeleine drew back. “Did you know her?” she asked with a frown.

 Lying easily, he said, “Never met her.”

 “You called her by her first name.”

 “Quin told me your parents’ names and Corrine called her that today.” He put his whole hand on the side of her head and pressed her back to him.

 “Oh. Well, she died of cholera when I was fourteen.”

 That disease was a grueling way to die, and in his job, he’d seen it firsthand more than once. The victim’s body evacuated all liquids, then pain and spasms wracked the muscles, blood thickening in every vein. And all the while the victim was sentient—very aware of dying.

 He felt a ruthless satisfaction to know that was how Sylvie had met her end, but then his brows drew together. “You were no’ . . . you were no’ with her when she died?”

 “Yes. But she passed away very quickly. Within a day.”

 Yet another horror she’d witnessed. “You dinna get it from her?” Cholera was highly contagious if one didn’t know how to prevent its spread.

 She tensed. “I’m stronger than I appear, Ethan.”

 “Of course, lass.” She was one of the strongest women he’d ever encountered—even if she looked like a defenseless waif. She was brave and resourceful as well.

 He could stare at her for hours.

 He’d taken her with him. And, God help them both, he was glad he’d done it.

 • • •

 Maddy woke alone in a luxurious stateroom. A circle of bright sunlight beamed in through a port window, telling her it was late morning. She remembered passing out in the train last night and supposed the last few weeks of worry had caught up with her. Ethan must have carried her aboard and put her to bed.

 Rising to examine the room, she ran her fingers over the rosewood furnishings, wrought with ormolu and gilt, then over the rich counterpane.

 The bed and the bathtub were as large as the hotel’s. In fact, everything in this room was big—as if the designer had been dared that he couldn’t possibly have such large fixtures and furnishings on a ship. Apparently Ethan never did anything second-best.

 Eager to go find him and to explore the ship, she quickly washed then dressed in a cobalt blue walking gown of stiff fitted silk. She’d just finished unpacking the broad-brimmed hat with the matching cobalt ribbon when he returned.

 “Good. You’re awake.”

 “Good morning, Scot,” Maddy said, giving him a bright smile.

 He frowned at her. “You look well rested.”

 “I should be. I think I slept eighteen hours.” She waved a hand around the room. “I could get used to this. You weren’t jesting when you said the ship would be luxurious.”

 He took a seat at the mounted desk and motioned her to sit on the bed. “Now that we’re here, there are some things I want to speak to you about. Some rules.”

 “Certainly.” She sat with her hands in her lap.

 “First of all, there’s to be no stealing. And we’re to act as husband and wife, which means you will no’ be flirting with any of the men as you did in the tavern,” he said with a glower. “And doona bloody steal anything. You ken?”

 She blinked at him. “I’m getting the feeling that you don’t want me to . . . steal?” Growing serious, she said, “I didn’t enjoy taking things that didn’t belong to me. I only did it out of necessity. Take away the necessity, and I won’t steal. It’s as simple as that.”

 “What about the flirting?”

 “Jealous, Scot?”

 “No’ likely. If you blatantly trifle with other men, people will wonder about our marriage.”

 “Are those the only rules? Should be simple enough. How long should I say we’ve been married?”

 “A week. This is our honeymoon.”

 “Would you like me to fawn over you when we go about in public?”

 “No’ at all. In fact, I will no’ want you underfoot. There’s no reason for us to be constantly together.” At her surprised expression, he said, “Understand, Madeleine, I’ve been a bachelor for many a year and a loner besides. It will irritate me if you’re always around.”

 Though his words hurt her feelings, she nonchalantly tapped her temple. “Be overfoot.”

 “There’s more than one hundred and fifty other passengers aboard. I’m sure if you make an effort, you can befriend one of the other wives on board.”

 “I’m not a wife.”

 “They don’t know that. So you should be able to entertain yourself during the days—all day.”

 “I shall endeavor to make friends and stay busy—and out of your way.”

 “But I’ll expect you back in the cabin when the sun goes down.”

 “Very well. You’ve made my instructions clear.” She rose, kissed him on the cheek, then collected her reticule.

 “So you’re going?”

 “Of course,” she said, her tone sunny. “Have a wonderful day, Ethan.”

 The baffled look on his face before she walked out was priceless. Had he expected her to fight for the right to be near him? She couldn’t force him to want to spend more time with her. That just had to come.

 Besides, Maddy well understood what it was like to be saddled with someone she’d rather not be around. Her own mother had had a cloying personality, and her neediness had always made Maddy crazed. Maddy would be deuced if she’d behave the same way. Distant, aloof. That’s what she would be like.

 Out on deck, Maddy discovered that the Blue Riband was one of the finest ships she’d ever seen. It was a sleek steamer with full sail rigging—and no paddle wheels above the waterline. She’d have to ask Ethan about that. If she hadn’t seen the two smokestacks, she would have sworn they were on a sailboat.

 Though they weren’t to get under way until the high tide tonight, the ship already appeared full. Couples strolled a marked promenade; game tables were set up on board, with special holders for the playing cards so they wouldn’t blow away. Nannies chased children across decks that gleamed in the bright sun.

 The activity helped distract her from her wounded feelings, and now that she had the luxury of a day at leisure, she would enjoy it. She would lie on a chaise and have someone fetch her tea while she reveled in the fact that her boots didn’t hurt her. The life!

 The wind blew up, whipping the stiff fabric of her dress, and the crisp sound pleased her. After a quick scan of the decks, Maddy determined that her dress was finer than any she could see on the other women.

 A group of seated young wives took her measure—they reminded Maddy of the boulangerie women, but these were richer. Maddy subtly raised her chin, but only so she could incline her head to them when she passed, as if she were royalty.

 They all had jewelry—pearl earrings, chokers, and diamond brooches. Maddy’s ears and neck felt bare. But it didn’t matter, because she could brazen out the situation, fabricate reasons why she had none.

 L’audace fait les reines. Audacity makes queens.

 By the time the ship made port, she’d have convinced the “other” young wives that she yearned to wear all her many, many jewels, but she was a helpless slave to fashion—and this year Paris fashion dictated wearing no jewelry—except, naturellement, when dining at court.
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 “M adeleine, damn it,” Ethan yelled, “I said to wake up!”

 Maddy shot up in bed, sucking in a ragged breath. Her cheeks were wet, and the sheets were twisted. She stared dumbly into the darkness, tears continuing to fall.

 He lit a lantern, then hastened back to the bed with his brows drawn. He awkwardly patted her shoulder, then removed his hand. “Uh, there, now. You should . . . you need tae stop cryin’. Directly.” He looked as if he was bewildered by her tears. “Why did you have a nightmare? Is it because you’re away from your home?”

 “No, I often have them,” she answered in a whisper. This was so mortifying. They’d had such a nice night once they’d met back at the cabin—dinner, then kissing, then touching. But now . . .

 Maddy hadn’t wanted him to see her nightmares, not yet at least.

 She remembered an issue of Godey’s Lady’s Book she’d read. An entire article had addressed how prospective grooms were attracted to radiant, carefree women. “Brides from happy families make happy families!” Godey’s had declared.

 Ethan had just witnessed an example of how carefree she wasn’t.

 “Do you want to tell me what you dreamed?” he asked.

 Even if she wanted to, she didn’t think she was ready to tell him the details of her nightmares—or of her troubling fear that she might somehow turn out to be a bad mother, like her own. When she shook her head in answer, he appeared relieved. To his credit, he still offered, “Uh, maybe tomorrow, then?”

 “Maybe,” she sniffled, then pointed at the lantern. “C-can we leave that lit?” When he frowned at her, she quickly added, “Unless they charge for oil?”

 “We’ll make it like daylight in here, if you care to.”

 “I’ve always wondered—why would you ever be in the dark if you can afford not to be?” Dashing the last of her tears away, she asked, “Do you ever have nightmares, Ethan?”

 “I used to. But no longer.”

 “Truly?” she asked, surprised he admitted to them. “How did you get rid of them?”

 “I took care of what was bothering me.” At her questioning look, he said, “I doona let wrongs go unanswered. Someone had given me pain”—his expression grew so harsh it made her chilled—“and then I gave it back.”

 • • •

 Making an effort not to cheat, Maddy acted as dealer for a game of vingt-et-un among her new coterie of young matrons. Already she’d collected a group of them who thought her royally rich and her style fabulously avant-garde—so much so that they refrained from wearing jewelry because she did.

 Ethan had seemed astonished that she’d made not merely one friend but a baker’s dozen of them. Her new acquaintances helped keep her busy each day while she stayed away from him.

 So he could read agricultural journals in the stuffy club room.

 After a mere four days of being engaged to him, Maddy now found herself missing him. But ever since she’d had that nightmare, he’d been even more standoffish. Hour after hour, Maddy had played cards and dice and listened as the women talked of their husbands and children, so she could stay away until sundown.

 Of all the coterie, Maddy liked Owena Dekindeeren best. She was a no-nonsense young Welshwoman, who’d married a Belgian businessman. Though only twenty, Owena already had two children.

 Lost in thought, Maddy almost didn’t hear her say, “We can’t all be so lucky as Madeleine with her attentive husband.”

 Maddy slowed her shuffling and frowned. “What do you mean?”

 “At first I thought your husband was monitoring your gambling, like my Neville does with me,” Owena said. “But I vow, I think your husband simply likes to look at you.”

 “Oh, yes,” Maddy began in a scoffing tone, “he’s so attentive he comes by once a day.”

 Another woman said, “No, no. He only approaches you once a day, but we often see him lingering nearby.”

 “His expression is so dark”—Owena grinned—“and . . . hungry.” The women tittered, fluttering their ostrich-feather fans, scandalized.

 But why would Ethan come by and not speak to me? Maddy wondered, absently shuffling. Why has he been so distant—?

 Realization hit her. Cards flew among the coterie. Ethan is already falling for me!

 Maddy mumbled apologies as she hastily scooped cards from the table and from one woman’s bucket hat. Yes, falling in love with her. And that was precisely why he’d been so cold!

 “Shall I deal, Madeleine?” Owena asked, amused. “You look distracted.”

 “Oh, yes, please,” Maddy said, her thoughts racing. . . .

 Although Maddy’s own mother hadn’t loved her, Quin hadn’t fallen for her, and even Ethan seemed not to like her very much at times, Maddy boldly believed she was a lovable person.

 People generally liked her, and she’d always made friends easily. And if she turned on the charm? She was nigh unstoppable. MacCarrick didn’t stand a chance, she reasoned, and the poor man probably sensed his heart’s impending surrender—which would explain his increasing coolness.

 Naturally he would put up a brusque front as a defense! For a bachelor of his advanced years, yielding to marriage was one thing, but yielding one’s heart was quite another.

 And he’d already betrayed hints of his growing affection. Late into each night they touched and kissed and talked of nothing serious, learning each other’s bodies. He taught her how he liked to be caressed and wanted her to reveal what she desired from him.

 He’d nuzzle her neck and her breasts so gently, kissing her lips tenderly. He’d compliment her, pleasure her, and then gruffly insist she sleep against him as he held her close.

 Whenever they were alone in their cabin, he would walk around naked and unabashed—what male wouldn’t, with a physique like that?—and she would lie on her front, chin on her hands, gazing at him in wonder. As she studied his unclothed body moving, she couldn’t help recalling some of the scenes she’d witnessed in La Marais. Applying the general ideas to him, her curiosity grew each minute.

 Every morning, she’d joined him at the basin to explore him as he struggled to concentrate on shaving. She’d run her fingers over his backside, then to his torso and lower, which always earned her a trip to the bed.

 Her attraction to him was getting worse. Every encounter between them made her want two more, and her affection for him wasn’t far behind. Especially since he’d begun once again to demonstrate that sense of humor she’d enjoyed. Her heart melted each time he grated teasing words to her with a self-conscious grin.

 At breakfast today, he’d looked out from behind his paper and said, “Have you been cheating when you gamble on board?”

 “As if I need to. Winning against the passengers is as challenging as hunting cows.”

 “Doona scoff, young lass,” he’d said, making his brogue low and rumbling. “Cows can be wily beasts.”

 She’d batted her eyelashes as she asked, “Ethan, would you lay down your life to protect me if a cow had me cornered?”

 “Aye”—he’d resumed reading—“I’d smite the bovine down.”

 Maddy had laughed until he’d folded the paper down, with his brows drawn and his lips curling into that unpracticed grin.

 She sighed happily. MacCarrick would resist her, of course. Ah, but in the end, it will do him no good.

 She decided, then and there, in the middle of a hand of blackjack, that she was going to make the Highlander fall in love with her.

 • • •

 The problem with telling Madeleine not to be underfoot was that she’d listened.

 Ethan had expected her to make a friend or maybe two—not to gather up a gaggle of women to follow her around and emulate everything she did. They’d even stopped donning jewelry because she wore none.

 Though Madeleine had proved to be charming and sociable, Ethan was still surprised at the sheer ease with which she’d made friends. Having never quite managed the feat himself, he’d always believed it difficult.

 She played cards and gossiped with them all day, having no trouble staying away from him.

 And this meant that if he wanted to see her, he had to pursue her all over the ship. He’d strived to stay away, passing most of the days in the ship’s club room. Since the majority of male passengers were gentlemen of leisure and landowners, the reading journals available on board consisted mainly of agricultural periodicals.

 Ethan was out of study with the subject. He could man a howitzer and shoot a target between the eyes from half a mile away, and he knew the comprehensive geopolitical conditions of every country in Europe and Asia, but the newest farming techniques for loamy soil proved foreign to him.

 He’d decided that since he was traveling to Carillon, one of his working estates, he could examine the operations while he was there. So he’d dived into the journals, intending to learn—and to keep his mind from Madeleine.

 But staying away proved challenging, knowing what awaited him. On the few occasions he’d approached her, her face would light up, making it all the more pleasurable to see her. No one in memory had smiled upon seeing him, and he always had to stifle the urge to look behind him.

 Today, the longest he’d made it was an hour before he’d found his feet eating the distance to wherever she was. Even merely watching her from afar was agreeable to him.

 So he spent the days in a state that he could swear was close to bloody pining, counting down the hours until night when he could have her all to himself.

 He, Ethan MacCarrick, craved a woman’s attention.

 And he felt himself lowering his guard around her. He’d actually caught himself wondering what she would think about Carrickliffe, and about his brothers and their wives—and, ach, that sounded odd.

 Madeleine was already friends with Jane. This situation could get tricky if Ethan hurt the girl terribly.

 What had Quin predicted? That Ethan wouldn’t know up from down anymore? Bully for you, Quin, you’ve got me pegged. His lips curled. But she chose me over you, you sod.

 Things used to be cut-and-dried for Ethan. He used to be detached from others, but now he wasn’t so sure. At least with her. Even as he looked hard for things to dislike about her, at every turn he was burdened with additional examples of how well she fit with him.

 Each night he and Madeleine indulged their lusts. He’d experienced more pleasure at her hands than he had in a decade before. He could get used to that—if he wasn’t careful.

 Toward dawn, they continued their nightly battles in bed wherein he attempted to get her to sleep against him instead of balled up in that way that made his chest feel uncomfortable.

 If someone had told him a week ago that he’d be fighting to make a woman cling to him in sleep, he’d have laughed.

 If he could just have her fully one more time, he thought he could beat this constant need. So every time he touched her, he would take more. He kept his fingers inside her longer, wanting her to crave the sensation of being filled, to train her body to hunger for his. If the situation had been reversed, this would have been the way to make him want more. Conditioning.

 He knew he was playing for more now, though he didn’t understand precisely what he wanted from her.

 Yet she remained unfaltering. He was beginning to believe she truly wouldn’t sleep with him outside of marriage. If so, once they landed he would only be able to put her off for a few weeks before she demanded matrimony. Or she’d leave.

 Now neither of those scenarios was acceptable.

 A plan began to form. Other women had enjoyed his coarse treatment. Cold and domineering had served him well in the past, getting him into the skirts of more women than he could count—it could work with her as well.
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 That night after they’d eaten, shared a bath, and were both naked in bed, Ethan proved Maddy’s theory again and again.

 Though he plied her with champagne, he was brusque and distant with her—which amused her because she viewed this as the desperate, last-ditch defense of a rattled bachelor.

 She could handle his moodiness. It wasn’t difficult because the idea of sharing a life with him appealed to her more and more, especially after a day like today—she’d left food on her plate and had enjoyed tea without hauling water up to her window; tonight, after their light, teasing touches in the bath, the promise of complete pleasure lingered between them.

 “Ethan, I’ve noticed you’re cross with me tonight for some reason,” she asked innocently. “Have I done something to offend you?” Besides threatening the wall around your heart.

 “I want to take you,” he said curtly. “You’re supposed to be mine, and I’ve already claimed you. Tonight I mean to be inside you again.”

 “Honestly, Scot, your moods confuse me so. I can hardly keep up with them. Maybe it’s the champagne and I’m overly sensitive, but your treatment of me is very erratic—”

 He pressed her shoulders to the mattress, levering his massive body over hers. But she wasn’t afraid in the least. “Just lie back, wench.”

 She snickered. “Did you call me wench? Well, you certainly dated yourself there, didn’t you? Sometimes I forget how old you are. What’s your age, anyway? Thirty-seven? Thirty-eight?”

 “I’m thirty- three.” Looking completely at a loss, he released her. “Am I . . . do you think me too old for you?”

 “Not at all, Ethan,” she answered honestly.

 “Then admit it, you will no’ sleep with me because of my scar. I’d never had any trouble seducing before I received it—”

 She laughed then, clutching her stomach, rolling on the bed. “You’re fishing for a compliment!”

 “Are you mad? Stop bloody laughing!”

 After several tries, she finally did. “I’m sorry, I just didn’t imagine you would be so vain.”

 “I was no’ fishing for a compliment.”

 “Then how would you explain your comment, when you know very well why I won’t sleep with you, and you know it has nothing to do with your appearance? And so, to appease your hungry vanity—”

 “Damn you, witch, I am no’—”

 “—I will tell you that I find you utterly attractive, handsome, and virile.”

 His words seemed to die in his throat. His brows drew together as if he’d been confounded.

 “I was going to tell you that morning in Paris,” Maddy said, “but you kept ridiculing my poverty, and I didn’t want to relinquish the one chink I’d uncovered in your armor.”

 He looked away when he asked, “And the scar?”

 “I’m sorry you were hurt, in whatever mysterious fight you were in.” She brushed her fingertips along it. This time he accepted the touch, his eyes briefly sliding shut. “But the mark highlights the fact that you’re a strong man, who’s been honed by a hard life.”

 He scrubbed his hand over the back of his neck. “I doona understand you.”

 “This is all a test, isn’t it? You want to see how deep my affection for you goes or to determine if I’ll be able to put up with your surliness and tolerate you in marriage.”

 “Aye, if that’s what you believe. And only one thing can prove it—and that’s for you to let me have you now.”

 “Scot, that’s not fair.”

 “Do you no’ want to convince me?”

 She nibbled her lip, wondering how he would react if she attempted something she’d seen again and again and had always been curious about. He certainly didn’t seem the type to chastise her for being overbold.

 “I wonder if”—she pressed a kiss to his chest—“there might be something else I could do to prove my affection.” Another kiss lower. His entire body tensed, and his thick erection pulsed. “Something I’ve been imagining.”

 “You canna be talkin’ about,” he shook his head hard, “about that —” He hissed in a breath when she nuzzled the trail of hair below his navel, letting him feel her hot breaths. His hands shot out to cradle her face, and he rasped, “ Ah, you beautiful lass, you are. . . .” He shuddered, drawing his knees up around her. “You’ve been . . . you’ve been thinking about this?”

 “Uh-huh,” she murmured, kissing the rigid indentations of his stomach. “When I watch you shave.”

 “You canna tease me with this.” His brows were drawn as if he were in pain. “You doona know how badly I want it.”

 “I’ve always been curious to try this.” She slowly rubbed her cheek along his shaft, making his knees fall wide open.

 “Pull your hair aside. I want tae see you takin’ me.”

 Once she’d pulled her hair over one shoulder, she leaned down again, letting him feel her breaths against the slick crown before she flicked her tongue over the slit.

 His eyes rolled back in his head.

 His reaction emboldened her. He needed this, truly ached for something she could gladly give him. When she circled her tongue around the smooth head, closing her eyes in bliss, she discovered that she ached for it, too. Enthralled with this new delight, she teased and played, wanting to do this all night.

 “Ah, God, that’s it,” he grated. “Now take it in your mouth. . . .”

 She hesitated, then ignored his command, beginning to feel a kind of power with the act. Again and again, she lapped at the moisture on the crown until he was arching his back, seeming in anguish.

 “I have no’ had this in a verra long time,” he said, choking out the words. “Play later.” He grasped her head in his shaking hands, easing her down.

 But she drew back. “I want to savor my first time.”

 “Indulge—me,” he growled.

 “What if I said no?” She pursed her lips and blew against him, making him shudder and buck his hips. “Looks like I hold all the cards—”

 Like a shot, he grabbed her by the waist, tossing her to her back. As she sputtered and cried out, he pulled her around, positioning her so he could repay her in kind. He appeared menacing over her as he clutched her wrists under her back, pinning her so she couldn’t move.

 “Looks like wee lasses should no’ play with men like me.” When he took his time settling between her legs, she gasped helplessly, knowing she’d never been more aroused. “Especially no’ in bed.”

 • • •

 Ethan sidled his shoulders under her knees until her legs rested over his back.

 Then he merely grazed his lips up her satiny inner thighs, making her pant, her breasts rising and falling fast. He lazily placed wet licks against her belly, slowly descending from her navel.

 “Spread your legs.” She did, opening her sex to him, and his cock pulsed, wanting to be buried inside it.

 Though he’d only planned to tease her as she had him, when he saw how visibly luscious she was, he couldn’t stop himself from pressing his opened mouth directly to her core. He slid his tongue out to taste her for the first time and found her so deliciously slick.

 Instantly, he groaned, his fingers biting into her soft thighs. She cried out at once, undulating against his mouth. As he delved harder with his tongue, flicking her clitoris, her heels dug into his back in total abandon.

 Then he somehow made himself draw back.

 She raised her head and opened her eyes, brows knitted in confusion. “M-more,” she panted. When she looked at him so hungrily, he nearly wasn’t able to deny her.

 “Now do you ken how I felt?”

 “Yes, yes.” She tried to free her hands, writhing with her legs spread, until he didn’t know how much longer he could keep his mouth from her. “Ethan, I-I won’t tease you. I promise.”

 “Good, Maddy.” He forced her legs wider to take her more deeply, to get more of the exquisite taste he’d only sampled.

 “Oh, my God,” she moaned, making his breaths come rough. He’d begun grinding against the bed.

 He spread her flesh, took her clitoris with his tongue and lips, then slowly suckled her. “Yes, ” she cried, arching her back, rocking her hips to his mouth. “Ah, Ethan . . .”

 As she began to climax, she moaned his name again and again, making him certain he was dreaming—no man could know this much pleasure. When he’d suckled her spent, her legs trembled around his shoulders and neck.

 He released her, moving up to take her place, but she clutched his chest, rubbing her face against his neck. She whispered in his ear, “ I love the things you do to me,” making his chest swell with pride and his erection pulse unbearably beneath her.

 Then she kissed down his body, her hair trailing down his heated, sensitive skin. He yelled out when her hot little mouth closed over him. Wet, sucking, hungry . . .

 He growled, “ That’s my good lass. Nice and deep. ” Disbelieving, lost, he struggled not to clench her head to hold her while he thrust. She was taking him greedily, moaning around his shaft. It was as if he were an outsider looking in as she had a love affair with his cock—she adored him with her tongue, consuming him with licks and tender kisses.

 The experience was mind-boggling. She worked his flesh lovingly, yet wantonly, mystifying him. But when she was about to bring him to come in her mouth, and he felt himself on the verge of losing control completely, he gave a defeated groan and pulled her away.

 “Ethan?” she asked, her tone dazed when he drew her up to his chest. “Am I doing it wrong?”

 “No, no. I just doona want tae do anythin’ . . . tae make you shy with this.” Feeling wicked, his cock about to explode, he looped an arm around her neck and kissed her.

 As he teased her with her taste, he began to handle his shaft. “A particular favorite,” he said against her lips, “want you tae love it as I do.” He stroked harder, his other hand palming her arse. He broke away to ask, “ Do you want tae watch me? ”

Wide-eyed, she nodded, and he eased his grip around her neck so she could look down at his fist pumping furiously.

 Her eyes on him only aroused him more. When he came, the force of his release was violent. He yelled out, and his back arched sharply, seed spurting up across his torso as she gaped.

 Once he’d at last finished, they lay catching their breaths. Feeling overpoweringly satisfied, he held her for long moments, petting her hair. Damn, if she hadn’t enjoyed giving him a below job—yet another example of how well she fit with him.

 He finally made himself rise and clean off, but when he returned, she cried, “Oh, Ethan! Your injury is bleeding!”

 He glanced down at his chest and shrugged.

 “Come here, please.” She eased up on her knees and beckoned him. “Let me check you.” When he returned to the bed, she sidled close to examine him. “You didn’t pull the stitches open, thank God. But it’s bleeding more than I thought it would.”

 As she rose to collect a wet towel, he tilted his head to stare, riveted by her pert arse. “I dinna take you for the nurturing sort,” he said absently.

 Towel in hand, she said, “I will be with a man like you.”

 “Like me?”

 She climbed back into the bed with him. “Yes, Scot, you’re the dark horse I’m betting on.” She lovingly brushed his hair from his forehead, catching his gaze. “You get all my extra sugar and apples.”

 “What about servicing mares? I’ve one I want to be led to.”

 “And I’m sure she wants to be covered by a virile stallion, but she needs to secure greener pastures for her future first.”

 Even to himself, his tone sounded fascinated as he murmured, “Daft, cheeky lass.”

 She slid him that grin; he stared dumbly. All at once he understood why a man might go a little crazy over a woman.
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 Asea squall had whipped up late in the night, and the ship was pitching.

 “Tell me how you came to be in La Marais,” Ethan said, as if to take her mind off the storm. He was leaning up against the headboard, with her lying on his torso.

 “What did Quin tell you?” Maddy asked, drawing back so she could see his face.

 “That your father died in a duel and creditors seized your home. Your mother was French and took you back to Paris.”

 She shrugged. “That’s about it, really.”

 “No, it’s no’. I want to know everything.”

 “So you can have more ammunition to be mean to me?” she asked.

 “No. I’m curious about you.”

 “I’ll tell you, but first you have to reveal something about yourself that I didn’t know.”

 He frowned. “Like what?”

 “Something about your past. A deep, dark secret.”

 He seemed to be giving this a lot of thought, taking his time before answering, “I used to think I was cursed.”

 Her eyes widened. “Truly?”

 “Aye. There’s a book that’s been handed down in my family for centuries—it contains foretellings that have all come true. They have for my brothers and myself as well.”

 She eyed him suspiciously. “Are you jesting with me? Because I would never take you for superstitious.”

 “O’ course I’m superstitious—I’m bloody Scottish.”

 “In any event, this doesn’t sound like a deep, dark secret to me. I think it’s adorable that someone as strong and powerful as you, with so much control over your destiny, has irrational beliefs.”

 “Adorable?” he spat. “And I suppose you doona have any irrational beliefs?”

 “I do. Very much so. But then, I don’t have a lot of control over my own destiny.”

 They both fell silent.

 She quickly reached up to touch his shoulder. “Ethan, I didn’t mean that I felt forced to come with you. I chose to. And I’m glad I did.”

 His demeanor grew guarded. “I’ve told you what I will, now it’s your turn.”

 “It’s not a pretty tale,” she said. “And I don’t want to hurt your opinion of me.”

 “What do you mean?”

 “Brides from happy families make happy families. That was in Godey’s, which is an irrefutable source.”

 “It will no’ hurt my opinion. Now tell me.”

 “Do you want the long story or the cursory one?” she asked.

 “Tell me everything.”

 She took a deep breath and began, “Well, contrary to what everyone thinks, my life didn’t fall apart on the day of my father’s death. It was on a night six months before that.”

 A night of secrets and fury that she had never been able to understand.

 “It was all so dreamlike, Ethan.” Lightning crackled just outside the ship, and she shivered. “I went to sleep safe and secure, and I woke into a different life, a foreign world filled with strangers. It’s hard to explain.”

 He rubbed her arm with his big scratchy palm. “Try.”

 “I’ve struggled for years to put together what occurred that night.” Her brows drew together as memories assailed her. “The first thing I noticed when I woke was how jumpy the servants were. They peered at me as if to gauge what I knew of the night before. Finally, I learned that two of our family’s most trusted servants had been fired—my father’s right-hand man and my mother’s maid and confidante.” She trailed off, studying his expression. “Are you going to ridicule everything I’m about to tell you?”

 “No’ going to ridicule anythin’.”

 She exhaled, then admitted, “I think my father . . . found my mother in bed with another man.”

 “Why would you think that?” he asked in a measured tone.

 “Because it became apparent that my normally passive father had . . . struck my mother over the night.” Maddy could well remember her mother’s glaring blackened eye, and how her father hadn’t been able to bear looking at his once beloved wife.

 “That does no’ mean—”

 “He’d come home early from a business trip that very night. And honestly, knowing my mother, I would be shocked if she hadn’t committed adultery regularly during their marriage. She was a weak, selfish woman, and my father was a good deal older than she was.”

 “I see.” Ethan was tense, his body stiff as a plank. She studied him, wondering if he was disgusted—or dreading what she might say next.

 “At one point that day, my father absently patted my head and said, ‘ Maddy girl, Papa’s made some mistakes.’ Then he wandered off aimlessly. He was never the same. It was like I’d never known either of them.”

 “After that night, what happened?”

 She noticed Ethan’s jaw was clenching and said, “I don’t know if I should be telling you this.”

 “I need to hear it, Madeleine.”

 “But it doesn’t—” She broke off under his hard stare and murmured, “Very well.”

 • • •

 Ethan knew the events—had orchestrated them—and now, in a low haunted tone, she supplied the aftermath.

 “Half a year after that night, my father died, and the creditors descended upon us. My mother and I came home from my father’s funeral and were turned away from Iveley Hall—that’s the name of my childhood home—in a violent storm. I was so frightened. Especially since my mother was completely unprepared to care for me. I remember asking her once, ‘Are we going to find a place to live soon?’ Instead of answering, ‘Of course. We’ll have a spot of luck any day now,’ my mother snapped, ‘I only know what you know, Madeleine. So what do you think? Tell me.’ ”

 A place to live . . .

 As Madeleine recounted the harrowing trials of an eleven-year-old girl forced away from everything she had ever known, Ethan felt tears on his chest. He learned how painful it had been to be turned away from her home, from all the possessions that a young girl would believe she couldn’t live without—her dolls, her dresses, her beloved pets . . .

. . . how terrifying and sordid La Marais had been when she’d first seen it.

 And he’d learned that Madeleine knew nearly enough to put everything together. She was keenly perceptive, and obviously had been an observant child. Already she suspected another man had been in her home.

 How long would it be before she uncovered enough to determine it was Ethan?

 When she’d finally fallen asleep, curled up and clutching her ring on the ribbon, he stared down at her, unable to stop himself from petting her soft hair.

 After tonight, he understood far more about the depth of her courage and indomitable spirit. Those traits in her made the failings in Ethan’s own character all the more obvious.

 That recognition was painful and unwanted.

 Most people assumed bad men didn’t try to better themselves because they couldn’t be bothered to make the effort or because they didn’t know how to make the right choices. Few supposed it had nothing to do with the future and everything to do with the past. Recalling black deeds with a different perspective was hellish.

 Ten years ago—when he’d been older than she was right now—he’d pitied himself, swilling liquor, behaving cruelly, and he’d been punished. Madeleine had done nothing but show strength of character and a will that humbled him, yet she’d been punished, too, for her parents’ mistakes.

 Punished by Ethan. He often imagined how he might begin to explain that to her:

 “I was drunk one night and decided to tup, well, Sylvie, your mother. She cried rape to your father—a weak-willed cuckold who was easily swayed and kept henchmen on hand to do foul tasks. Brymer cut off half my face, so later I gutted him. After I bankrupted your father, no doubt pushing him closer to his suicide, I seized your home and assets, turning you and your mother out into the streets.”

 If she hadn’t run screaming by then, he could finish, “Then Sylvie took you, at the tender age of eleven, to hell, and I knew about it. I let it happen when I could have spared you. And if all that wasn’t bad enough, I ruined your engagement with the count and came to Paris specifically to deceive and use you.”

 What if she’s the one . . .? Hugh had asked. Ethan gave a bitter laugh.

 What Hugh didn’t understand was that her being “the one” or not was incidental. The curse being false or not had no bearing. Ethan could never have Madeleine because the damage had already been done, and ultimately she would hate him.

 Whatever he was experiencing with her would end. Common bloody sense. . . .

 Just as before, Ethan’s die had already been cast.



Thirty-one
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 “T his is a lesser residence?” Making a credible attempt at keeping her jaw from dropping, Maddy gazed out the coach window at the oceanfront mansion they neared.

 “Aye. It’s called Carillon, named after the series of bells in the village,” MacCarrick said as they rolled along the long gravel drive. “And yes, it’s less grand and more obscure than my other estates.”

 She swallowed and nodded. “Of course.”

 The stately manor house was built in large ashlar blocks, like castles usually were, but these were dark cream-colored and smooth. Along the drive, they passed terraced gardens, walled gardens, wild gardens. Grass pathways and crystal-clear streams wended through the property.

 “It’s very beautiful,” she said absently, but beautiful couldn’t adequately describe this place. When she saw a peacock strutting across a green lawn, she realized Carillon was like a fairy tale. “That’s a . . . peacock.”

 “My grandmother was eccentric, and she brought them here. They’re nearly wild now.”

 “Is that a palm tree?”

 “Aye. The water that travels the Irish Sea is warm, making it temperate here. It rarely snows or freezes.”

 This place was to be partly hers? “I don’t think I’ve ever seen such a splendid home.”

 “The steward’s let it fall into a sad state of neglect.”

 “How can you tell?”

 “At this time of year there should be hay rolls and autumn crops planted over the back fields we passed earlier. There were neither. I see the paint is chipping on the trim of the manor and the stables, and the fences need mending throughout. The fountains are no’ running—since I’d wired the staff of my coming arrival, that means they’re likely broken. I doona keep estates in this condition— ever.”

 “I don’t think it looks that bad,” she said, trying to lighten his mood.

 He gazed out the window. “You would no’.”

 “What’s that supposed to mean?”

 “Would anything no’ seem palatial next to La Marais?”

 Though she’d been thinking the same thing, she was growing tired of his jabs. Since they’d made port, he’d grown cold again—worse than he’d ever been. Honey, not vinegar, she reminded herself.

 Yet she was on the last of her stores. “And here I thought we’d go a day without you reminding me where you plucked me from.”

 “I was only making a point,” he said, but their row was delayed when the coach rolled to a stop in front of the manor. “Speak of the devil,” Ethan grated when they found a middle-aged man and woman awaiting them. “Silas the steward.”

 When MacCarrick helped Maddy down, he ignored the man and said, “Madeleine, this is Sorcha, Carillon’s housekeeper. Sorcha, this is my wife, Lady Kavanagh.”

 Maddy understood why he had to introduce her like that, but the lies sat ill with her. Sorcha smiled shyly and curtsied.

 “Show Lady Kavanagh up to our rooms and see that she has everything she needs.” To Maddy, he said, “You’ll join me for dinner.”

 Sorcha curtsied again, then turned for the front door, with Maddy following. Inside was a marble tiled foyer, which opened up into a high-ceilinged room. Graceful wooden stairs curved in a horseshoe, with both sides carpeted.

 After following Sorcha up the steps to the wide first-floor landing, Maddy briefly peered over the railing to see Ethan downstairs. He strode across the room in another direction, boots booming, a visibly terrified Silas trailing in his wake.

 When she glanced back up, Sorcha had opened a heavy door to the master suite and was bustling inside. Joining her there, Maddy found that both bedrooms of the suite were ornately paneled, with Maddy’s room lightly painted and Ethan’s stained much darker. Plush carpeting ran throughout, and the ceilings were soaring.

 Standing in the rooms’ connecting doorway, she glanced from her graceful pencil-post bed to his immense bed, which looked as big as a normal room. How would Ethan want them to sleep here, now that they didn’t have to share a stateroom?

 “It’s very fine,” Maddy told Sorcha. The manor was, but the interior was also a bit staid. Some of the rooms they’d passed had seemed . . . grim, even. Making this place more comfortable and less rigidly orderly would be a rewarding task.

 When she realized that she could soon make these changes as mistress, she decided to ask Ethan if they could come back and redecorate when things settled down.

 “It’s fine, aye,” Sorcha said shyly, “but wait till ye see the view.” She drew wide the curtains to reveal tall bay windows and a glass door that seemed to take up the entire wall.

 Opening the door, Sorcha beckoned for her to step outside. Maddy walked out onto a marble balcony—and lost her breath.

 The sea . . . was directly there. Cerulean blue water glittered in the sun, stretching out for miles.

 The house was situated on a cliff, tucked back from the rocky headlands and a sprawling beach. Down below was a marble terrace fronted by a balustrade that matched the balcony’s. From every point of this side of the manor one could overlook the beach and the Irish Sea.

 “My Lord,” Maddy whispered. If she’d been infatuated with Carillon from seeing its gardens and hills, the sea side enamored her.

 Yet her excitement was tempered with a growing sense of uneasiness. The idea of her being mistress to an estate like this seemed . . . fantastical.

 Fortune favors the bold, she reminded herself. Yes, but this is ridiculous.

 • • •

 “So, did you find out why Silas was remiss in his duties?” Madeleine asked after an uncomfortable, reserved dinner with Ethan. He’d brusquely adjourned to his study, without inviting her, but she’d followed him anyway.

 “Aye. Strong drink. All day long,” he said, taking a seat behind an imposing, mahogany desk. “The estate’s been neglected sorely. Which makes me fear how my other properties are faring under myriad stewardships.”

 He looked so concerned that she sidled behind him to knead his shoulders. “Surely you’ll be able to find a suitable replacement. It seems Carillon would be a feather in any steward’s cap.”

 “I suppose.”

 “You can run an advertisement in the paper and have inquiries forwarded.”

 “What do you mean?” He tensed beneath her fingers. “We’re staying here until this is resolved.”

 She forced herself to ask in an even tone, “So how long do you predict we’ll be delayed here?”

 “I have to find a replacement, then acquaint him with the operations.”

 She drew her hands away, then crossed to the other side of his desk. “How long?”

 “A week. Maybe two.”

 Maddy’s heart sank. “I can’t stay here with you unmarried that long.”

 He waved her concerns away. “I’ve already told everyone we’re wed.”

 “You could marry me in the village Sorcha told me about earlier, and then we could stay here for as long as you needed.”

 “My God, is that all you care about? My tenants have endured three harsh winters because of Silas, and now they have no hay or vegetable stores for this winter.”

 “I don’t understand. What did he do?”

 “It’s what he dinna do. If a field flooded, he dinna have it drained. He neglected to order seeds at the correct intervals throughout the year. There are a dozen other examples of dereliction.”

 “But why wouldn’t anyone write to you, to alert—?”

 “They canna bloody read and write! And it’s no’ their responsibility. It’s mine.” He pinched the bridge of his nose, exhaling wearily. “Madeleine, I’m going to be gone most days salvaging this situation. I hope you can entertain yourself.”

 “Of course,” she said, exhaling with disappointment. “I’m used to not seeing you until the night.” She rose to leave, but at the doorway, she turned back. “I’ll stay here ten days on the outside, Scot.”

 “What’s that supposed to be? A threat?”

 “No, just a statement of intent. Maybe I am selfish, but I need this security.”

 He narrowed his eyes. “You doona trust me.”

 She nodded, clearly surprising him. “You’re right. I don’t, not yet.”

 “So what does a man like me have to do to earn your trust?”

 “Honestly, I don’t know. I guess it just has to grow over time.”

 “You mean in ten days?” he said. “That’s all the time Miss Van Rowen has allotted me.”

 • • •

 The ship had seemed a different world.

 Now Ethan was on his property, introducing Madeleine as his wife, to his own people. And the lie didn’t bother him nearly so much as how easily the words slipped from his tongue.

 Ethan’s steward problems were very real, but at the same time, he was using the situation for his own ends. He could in fact advertise and have inquiries forwarded. And of course, he could simply marry Madeleine here.

 He’d always abided by his decisions, stuck to his plans. Now, he began to feel like he was losing control—the reins slipping from his grasp.

 He’d made a decision to keep several various estates because they’d been in the family for generations and because when run correctly, they paid for themselves or even produced a profit. He’d thought he’d hired the best land agents in his absence.

 Instead, his tenants here had suffered, and he was becoming increasingly uneasy about the state of his other properties. When he went back to the Network, he wouldn’t have time to check on each of them and right any wrongs.

 Slip.

 He’d made a decision to appease his anger on the only child of the Van Rowens. Now he wanted her more and more each day. Another slip.

 Ethan was brutal, selfish. He knew this, had no wish to change. Yet now he’d caught himself wanting to put Madeleine’s needs over his own. Slip.

 He’d always held something of himself back in bed; her kisses could make him lose his mind. . . .

 I think I want her . . . for my own. Damn it, if a man consigned a woman to hell for ten years, he’d best not envision a cheery domestic future with her.

 Ethan had always felt things too strongly. And if he allowed himself to feel something more for her, then lost her, he didn’t think he’d ever be right again.

 He found himself eyeing the whisky service. Another slip to come?



Thirty-two
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 “N o, no, Ethan,” Maddy muttered to herself, kicking a stone as she explored Carillon. “I can show myself around.” For the last three days, she’d done just that.

 On her first foray, she’d discovered an orangery, with walls of glazed glass and a glass dome roof. When she’d been about to exclaim with delight— citrus, there for the grabbing—she realized it was no longer in use and had only a couple of scraggly orange trees within. A great furnace with pipes leading under the floor had probably once supplied heating and steam, but now looked broken.

 Another day, she’d come across a stair to a widow’s walk high above the house, where wives had gazed out at the sea, spying for their husbands’ return. She wondered if any woman before her had climbed this spot to gaze out—in the other direction. . . .

 Maddy endeavored to stay away each day, going for long strolls. But there was no coterie here. Sorcha was kind but content to keep her distance from the mistress of the house. Maddy was terribly lonely, missing Bea and Corrine so much that she ached.

 If she ever did see Ethan during the days, his manner with her was brisk and unapproachable. But when he came to her in the nights . . . his body told a completely different story.

 He’d nuzzle her neck and rumble how much she pleased him as they touched each other. If she kissed or stroked him in a way he liked, he made sure she knew it, lavishing praise. These idylls were so perfect and fulfilling that she’d actually begun to crave making love to him, often imagining what he would feel like inside her once more. Denying him that final step was becoming increasingly difficult with each encounter, even as he inexplicably pressed for it less and less.

 After they were spent, he would cradle her face and kiss her so tenderly that she thought she might cry. Each night, he trapped her in his arms, making her sleep against him, but she was growing used to his strong, warm presence.

 At night, she was adored, protected. In the days, she felt utterly alone.

 The difference in his demeanor was enough to make her crazed. Was he so anxious about the property that he was behaving differently with her? With her determination to stay away, there was no way he could accuse her of being irritatingly “underfoot.”

 Maddy knew there were aspects about her that would be unattractive to a potential husband—much less to a rich, powerful peer. She was dowryless, uneducated, and, well, a former criminal. Ethan had known all that and had still pressed for her hand.

 But perhaps revealing the wretched details of her family’s past had tipped the balance out of her favor. . . .

 • • •

 From his study window, Ethan watched Madeleine endeavor to tame a peacock with bread crumbs. When it fanned its tail feathers and chased her, she laughed all the way across the lawn.

 Ethan wanted to be down there with her.

 After just a week here, he was beginning to understand that it didn’t matter if they weren’t together. She was still in his thoughts constantly. He wasn’t eating. His sleep was restless. Each day grew closer to inevitable pain, and he resented it.

 He was never supposed to have wanted her like this.

 With her bright smile and laughter, she was everything a soulless bastard like him would crave as a dying man does life—a feeling he well knew.

 There was something more with her, fundamentally more. A connection, a yearning fulfilled, he didn’t bloody know. He couldn’t even explain it to himself. Sometimes, he felt like she was already a part of him—had always been.

 The stronger his feelings became, the more he realized he would be destroyed when he and Madeleine parted. What if I just keep her? he asked himself again and again.

 Sometimes he wondered what it would be like if he quit the Network and assumed the life that had always awaited in the background.

 Take a wife, oversee his properties, look after his tenants. He’d discovered something deeply appealing about working so closely with his lands. Indeed, it seemed to call to him.

 Yet the last time he’d had these thoughts had resulted in tragedy.

 When he’d planned to marry Sarah MacReedy, it had been out of a sense of obligation to the title. Now Ethan found he might need that life—if Madeleine was part of the bargain.

 But if he kept her, Ethan would just end up hurting her worse than he already had. It was inevitable. She would discover his involvement in her past and his present deceit, and it would devastate her.

 To partially exonerate himself, would he tell Maddy her parents hadn’t been as she’d believed? Would he tell her that her father, whom she spoke of so lovingly, had been a pathetic cuckold, and her mother hadn’t been merely spoiled and selfish, as Madeleine seemed to believe, but out-and-out evil?

 Did Madeleine need to know that her parents were responsible for a twenty-three-year-old man being strung up in their stables and tortured?

 There could be no union more doomed than his and Madeleine’s. If he did have children with her, they would be Van Rowen’s grandchildren— Sylvie’s grandchildren; Ethan had bloody made sure Madeleine starved.

 Doomed . . .

 Damn it, he’d made a decision not to marry her, and he never wavered from his decisions. When had he lost sight of all he’d planned? His first impulse was to leave her. Give her money to see her happy and let her have one or—sod it all— all of his homes. The problem with that plan? He was already too attached to her to part from her willingly. Ethan was snared.

 He’d hurt her, and she was unwittingly repaying him a thousand fold—just by being herself. Every time he saw her utter lust for delicacies, and every night she woke, cheeks wet from some nightmare, his chest hurt.

 The more attached he grew to the lass, the more guilt and strangling frustration he battled. The regret was riding him hard, and having never wrestled with that emotion before, he had no idea what to do with it.

 He resented being saddled with that unbearable guilt; he bloody resented her for being everything he could dream of in a wife.

 Though he hadn’t had a drop of liquor in years, he now found himself lurching to the drink service, pouring a whisky with shaking hands.

 Staring into the glass, he muttered, “ Slip. ”

• • •

 As if he were attempting to drive Maddy away, Ethan hadn’t come to her the last two nights, instead spending the time drinking—though he’d repeatedly assured her that he never did.

 Maddy certainly had seen pleasanter drinkers. Lying on stoops. In La Marais.

 If she and Ethan crossed paths during the day, he’d taken to snapping at her. Indeed, at times she could swear that he begrudged her very presence at Carillon. Occasionally, she’d caught him staring at her from his study window, sometimes frowning, sometimes gazing at her with a disquieting anger.

 So each day she climbed up to the widow’s walk. When the weather was clear, she could see all the way to the Irish shore. Pondering her situation, she’d stare at the sea for hours, watching the ferries jaunt back and forth to Ireland.

 She’d finally admitted to herself that Ethan’s behavior had nothing to do with the strain of work. Either he believed she would endure any kind of treatment just to marry him, or he was seeking to drive her away. . . .

 That evening she returned at sunset and found him sitting in his study, staring blankly at the whisky in a crystal glass in his palm. Her heart sank when she saw he was well on his way to getting foxed.

 Though uninvited, she entered the room, sitting in the chair in front of the desk. “How was your day, Ethan?” When he shrugged, she said, “What did you do?”

 “Worked.”

 “You’re drinking,” she said.

 “You’re observant.”

 Honey! She could be patient. “Have there been any leads on a new steward?” she asked.

 “No.”

 “Can I do anything to help you? I find I have a lot of time on my hands,” she added, struggling to keep a rein on her temper.

 “No, no’ a thing.”

 “We’re supposed to leave in four days.”

 He finally faced her. “Do you think I doona bloody ken that? As if you’d let me forget it. It’s always got to be about Madeleine.”

 “Already we’ve been here for—”

 “And I’m no’ done here yet!”

 In as calm a tone as she could manage, she said, “Perhaps you’d accomplish more if you drank less?”

 Ethan’s expression turned menacing, his scar stark against the tan skin of his face. “Aingeal, you doona want to begin this with me, no’ tonight.”

 “Have I done something to you, Ethan? Have I offended you or failed to please you in some way?”

 “Aye, it’s called intercourse.”

 Enough! Deuce the honey. “You’ll have intercourse as soon as I have matrimony—just as we agreed! It isn’t as if I just sprang this on you at the last second.”

 “No, but then I never expected you to hold out, or I’d never have agreed to something as asinine as that.”

 “You can be so hateful, Scot. You love to give me reminders that I really shouldn’t marry you.” And, as she’d begun to suspect, he was doing it purposely, with intent. Maddy knew men.

 This one was angling for a way out.

 “I’m the best you’re going to get”—he raised his glass—“and doona ever forget that.”

 She gasped, drawing back her head as if slapped. It hurt all the worse because he was . . . right.

 “I see. I fear this is all growing wearisome.”

 He gave a humorless laugh. “Aye, that’s what I’ve been saying—”

 “For me, Ethan.”



Thirty-three

[image: Images]

 Maddy was finished.

 Living across from Bea had taught her that it didn’t matter how lovable she was, or how hard she tried to please, some men couldn’t see when they had a woman to be treasured. MacCarrick had never hit her, as Bea’s man had, but he could still wound.

 Last night, she’d stayed awake till nearly dawn, mulling over her options. She’d heard him in the adjoining room, pacing for just as long, it had seemed.

 Before she’d gone to sleep, she’d reached a startling conclusion. She didn’t agree that MacCarrick was the best she could do.

 When she woke, she’d started packing her bags.

 Maddy could see now that when she’d accepted MacCarrick’s proposition, she’d been cowed, hungry, and afraid of Toumard. Of course the Scot had looked like a godsend in light of those circumstances.

 Now she concluded that there was no way she would become his legal chattel. She had other options. At worst, the ring he’d given her would see her through a few years.

 When he came downstairs that morning and saw her bags, he said, “You’re leaving me?”

 “You’re observant,” she said, repeating his words from the previous night, astounded to see he was already drunk.

 He leaned back against the wall and crossed his arms over his chest. “And how do you think you’re going to get anywhere?”

 “I was thinking the posting coach. I’ve been outside so much, I’ve noted it comes every other day at five on the dot.”

 His rapidly fading smirk was satisfying. “You little fool. You’re going to throw away marriage and wealth because you’re impatient? I’ve told you I’m no’ done here yet.”

 She gave him a pitying look. “No, but I am. Ethan, I have too often and for too long been forced into unwelcome situations. Do you think I can’t recognize the same trapped feeling in another? You don’t want to marry me. You’ve made that abundantly clear. I’m merely making this easier for you.”

 “No, you’re no’. This is naught but added pressure. An idle threat. Understand that I doona respond well to pressure.”

 “I’m quite serious.”

 “You told me you’d stay ten days. I’ve three days left.”

 “Don’t play games with me, Ethan. You could have married me in this town and then again in your county. You could have done a lot of things differently. All I wanted was to be treated decently by a faithful husband. It would have taken so little to make me love you.”

 “Love me, is it now?” He made a scoffing sound. “So all I would have to do is throw you some scraps of kindness and keep my prick in my pants?”

 She didn’t bother hiding her disgust at his drunken coarseness.

 “Do you think things will be better for you without me?” he demanded. “When you go back to the gutter?”

 “Actually, I’m planning to visit Claudia—”

 “You mean Quin.” He narrowed his eyes. “Well, it’s like I said, your precious Quin was ready to offer for you. Especially after I told him I’d plucked your virtue the night of the masquerade.”

 She gasped. “You told him that?” Oh, God, how humiliating. “You utter bastard! You’re making this so easy for me. But thank you for reminding me of Quin as an option. I’ll be sure to inquire if he’s still interested.”

 • • •

 Ethan gritted his teeth, staring back at her. “You would,” he said, his tone seething. “You’d take him today.”

 “I’d be a fool not to. He’s kind and honorable—and I know that if he promised me marriage, he’d do it!”

 So Madeleine was truly leaving him? The idea made his head swim.

 When had she gotten under his skin this badly? When had the thought of life without her begun to make him crazed? He felt physically ill picturing her and Quin together. They’d be a perfect bloody match. Unlike her paired with me.

 This had to end.

 She’d won. Whether he married her or not, she’d defeated him.

 “If you’re going to be too selfish or too impatient to wait for me,” Ethan told her, “then what can I do?” He let her see all the fury he was feeling. She blanched.

 Bugger this. He knew a fine way to shake his attachment to her, like a fish throwing a lure that pains it.

 He’d promised himself that he’d get Madeleine tucked away somewhere, then glut himself on other women, enjoying the return of his appetites. If he could get hard with Madeleine at the drop of a hat at his age, five times a day if he chose, then he was obviously cured.

 Why hadn’t he thought of this earlier? He’d take his predilections and spend them on a woman of experience, reverting to his old cruel self. Then he could make the break with Madeleine that he’d planned from the beginning. He could go back to work—to the solitary job he was truly suited for.

 Decided, he said, “You’re so ready to throw me over, I’ll respond in kind.” He stormed out, leaving her with her chin jutting up, then rode for the village.

 When he reached a quayside inn, he strode inside the downstairs tavern, shoulders back, with all the confidence of a man who’d been slaking himself with a woman like Madeleine—a beauty who was longing to marry him. Or she had been. Now she was leaving. Didn’t matter. He was done with her anyway. He had to be.

 He sank down into a booth, noticing that the establishment was filled today. All these poor bastards must be trying to escape their wives. No’ the life for me.

 Let her go. He couldn’t keep on like this. The last three nights he’d tried to distance himself, but only ended up pacing his room and drinking because he couldn’t bloody sleep without her.

 The guilt for her pain was razor sharp inside him.

 Take another and forget her. Just common sense . . .

 He spotted an attractive, dark-haired barmaid giving him a measuring smile—and she’d seen both sides of his face. She wore a choker like the one Madeleine had that night in Paris, though it didn’t look a fraction as good.

 But this woman had big breasts, which he’d always liked. He’d rub his face on them. On the ship, he’d done that with Madeleine’s little ones, and she’d gone wild. He had run his shadow-bearded chin over her nipples, abrading her, then suckling her. She’d melted, coming for him before he’d even glanced at her sex.

 His ballocks began to ache, and blood pooled in his groin. The woman glanced at his erection and wrongly assumed it was for her. She got breathless, those breasts heaving. No, his cockstand wasn’t for her—but did it matter? If he had to fantasize about Maddy to tup this trollop, then so be it.

 Break free. The alternative was unimaginable.

 Two whiskies later, another wench with pouty lips caught his eye. For some reason, her expression said she liked what she saw.

 Three whiskies after that and before he knew what had happened, he was entering a room upstairs with the raven-haired barmaid. He stumbled to close the door behind them, and, surprise—her pouty-lipped friend had decided to join them.

 Just like old times. Ethan knew his grin was wicked. A man couldn’t change his nature.

 • • •

 Maddy sat on her widow’s walk, hours ticking by as she waited for the coach. Silently crying, she watched the ferries bandying between the coasts for the last time.

 MacCarrick hadn’t returned.

 What had she expected? Ethan on his knees begging for another chance? Or even politely seeing her on her journey? She angrily swiped at a tear.

 She already missed him. Yes, he’d been horrid to her in the days, but those nights with him, filled with passion and pleasure and tenderness . . . she’d never felt closer to another person in her entire life.

 Should I have fought for us more, given him more time?

 She shook her head sadly. Maddy well knew that affection couldn’t be forced. She couldn’t make him miss her. She’d done everything she could think of to make him want her.

 And yet still the regret came. Would I rather stay with him as we’ve been or live a life without him?

 She swallowed. Maddy had drawn a line with the Scot, and perhaps she oughtn’t to have.

 Another tear streaked down her face. Especially since she’d gone and fallen completely in love with him.



Thirty-four
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 The barmaid tried to kiss his lips but Ethan turned away, instead kissing her neck. He brushed against that ribbon choker, just as he’d done with Maddy that first night in Paris—before he’d had any idea what she would grow to mean to him.

 The woman didn’t taste bad, but she tasted wrong. She smelled good, but it wasn’t right.

 Imagine Madeleine’s scent. Imagine the taste of her soft skin.

 As the barmaid unbuttoned his shirt, her pouty-lipped friend kissed his chest. When the two had his shirt off, they took turns leisurely kissing down to his navel, and he knew what would follow. Madeleine had enjoyed taking him with her mouth, somehow making the act wanton and adoring at the same time.

 One of the women began unfastening his belt.

 “. . . taken so little to make me fall in love with you,” Madeleine had said. All she wanted was a faithful husband who treated her well—and she would fall in love with him.

 In love. With him?

 If she loved him, then she would have to forgive him what he’d done to her in the past.

 She would have to. Because he hadn’t known her then and had never intended to hurt her. But now . . . if he did this . . .

 Shouldn’t he at least attempt to make her love him before he gave up on everything? Hadn’t he learned from her that you fought for something you wanted?

 “Stop,” he grated. But they didn’t, instead attending to his trousers.

 Let them . . . Here he could take a woman, two of them, and he wouldn’t? What the bloody hell was wrong with him? He’d dreamed of this day, when he would finally be a man again. He’d vowed that he would glut himself. Madeleine should have given him what he’d wanted. And she sure as hell shouldn’t have selfishly pressured him, harping on marriage. Ethan didn’t respond well to pressure—

 Madeleine would fall in love with him.

 Clarity hit him like a lightning strike.

 Ah, God, it’s Maddy. It’s her. It was only her for him. It would always be.

 “Stop!” Ethan roared, plucking their fingers away and shoving himself back. He stumbled, rocked to the core. Maddy was his future embodied, yet he was behaving like before, ten years ago when he’d thought he could have no future. Weak, drinking, accepting . . . when, at the same age, she’d been fighting tooth and nail for a better life. He could fight for her; he could change, as profoundly as his brother had said.

 But Ethan was about to do something so idiotic—so irrevocable—that he would still lose his lass forever. He shuddered.

 “What’s the matter with you?” the barmaid asked, her tone baffled.

 Remembering that night all those years ago, how cruel he’d been to Sylvie—and to those barmaids—and how he’d been punished for it, he said, “Sorry, ladies, but I’m married, and I’m acting the fool.” An utter fool. He refastened his belt and buttoned his shirt, wadding up his jacket under his arm.

 The second one said, “It’s not like married men stop enjoying other women.”

 “This one will.”

 They sighed, and the first said, “Your wife’s very lucky to have you.”

 “Other way around,” he assured them before striding from the room to stomp down the stairs.

 Ethan was a man accustomed to feeling strongly, yet he had never felt anything like the growing frenzy that seized him at the thought of Maddy leaving him. Ah, God, he was in a bad way. He wanted the love of one woman, craved it, coveted it. Likely about to lose it.

 Tumbling a pair of tavern trollops. Bloody brilliant, Ethan. What the hell were you thinking?

 What time was it? Three thirty. The coach arrived at five. If he rode hard, he’d make it back to Carillon in time. But if he went back to her empty-handed, with only tired promises, she still might go. He could ride for the village’s registrar office to try for a special license, but he would risk missing her.

 Unfortunately, he could never predict her behavior. If she left before he could reach her, she might make up her mind never to take him back. Hell, it might be too late anyway, after his own behavior over the last few days—but he had to try.

 Deciding quickly, he rode straight for the registrar’s. Doubts about the secrets of his past continued to resurface, but he pushed them away. Get her, his mind kept commanding. Make her yours.

 Ethan would figure out the rest after he made sure she didn’t leave him today.

 He stormed into the registrar’s office more frantic than he’d ever been. The village official was understandably terrified of the unshaven, scarred Highlander smelling of whisky and pounding his fist on the counter. Ethan dimly heard the man relating that it would take days for a special license, and himself replying that this was sodding Scotland, the land of marital loopholes—oh, and that he would build the village a grand new church in exchange.

 A church—what a fitting penance. Forty-five minutes later, marriage license in hand, he ran from the building, mounting up and riding hell-bent for Carillon. . . .

 Ethan’s father had once told him that a man would know the woman he was meant to be with because she made him weak. Till he claimed her and she made him strong.

 Maddy had only been waiting for him.

 His gut tightened when he spotted the posting coach up the hill, nearing Carillon, and he raced even faster. Barely beating it to the drive, he dropped from his horse, his wound aching.

 He caught sight of her standing at the end of the drive, her bags at her feet. She looked like a perfect lady, wearing her black kid gloves and her hat with the sheerest black veil falling to her cheeks. But at the same time, she appeared cold as ice. He knew without a doubt that if he’d missed her, she would have left him and never looked back.

 He wanted her so much, wanted her for the rest of his life. And the remarkable thing was that, as of yesterday, she would’ve accepted a bastard like him. Would she now?

 Brows drawn, struggling to catch his breath, he held up the license. “Marry me, lass?”

 She tilted her head.

 Wee sionnach, wary as ever. And why wouldn’t she be? He’d never made the smallest effort to make her feel comfortable or secure. She hadn’t been selfish to insist on the marriage—she’d been savvy. “Ten o’clock tomorrow morning. If you’ll have me, Maddy, I’ll be good tae you,” he said with conviction, with feeling. Because he meant it. “I’ve been a bloody fool tae treat you this way.”

 “Why have you been so cruel?” she asked in an inscrutable tone. “You came to Paris for me, remember?”

 He strode toward her. “And that was the best damned decision I’ve made in my entire life.” He swallowed to see the coach was nearing. “Maddy, I ken I’ve been acting like a bastard. I said that you could no’ do better than me, but that’s no’ true in any way. I know it more than anybody.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “I never lived my life thinking another would share my name. My name and I are a bit . . . tarnished. You’d probably do well to leave me right now—no matter how badly I want you to stay.”

 She glanced past him to the coach. She didn’t seem even to be listening to him. No, she has to stay.

 When he stood just before her, he said, “Maddy, I doona know if I’ll be any good at this, at being a husband, but I want tae be. I want tae assume my title again and watch over our lands. But only if you agree tae be my lady. If you can just see your way tae forgive me—”

 “You’re saying you will give up whatever your dangerous profession is?” she asked, still not facing him.

 “If it means I get to keep you, then, aye, gladly.”

 “Is the marriage license why you were away for so long?”

 He flushed uncomfortably. “I had to promise the village a new church to get it,” he said, hedging.

 “What’s changed between this morning and now?”

 “I finally saw what was right before me.” At last, she met his eyes. “Say you’ll marry me.”

 She was silent for what felt like an eternity before she murmured, “Very well.”

 He stared down in shock, knees about to buckle with relief. “You mean . . . you will . . . tae me . . . in the morning?”

 She nodded. “But don’t make me regret it, Ethan.”

 “You will no’.” He clasped her to his chest with shaking hands and buried his face in her hair. That’s the scent I like. “I was behaving like an imbecile before.”

 How in the hell had he thought to jeopardize this? He felt as if he’d just dodged a bullet—and having caught several, he didn’t feel this lightly.

 If she knew where he’d been, it would devastate her. She would gaze up at him, her big blue eyes spilling tears, and he’d tear at his chest, clawing out his bloodied heart in offer to get her to stop.

 He squeezed her harder. When the coach pulled to a stop, he waved it away, calling out, “She’s stayin’.” Once the coach rolled on, Ethan turned back to her with a grin, but she laid her head against his chest as if just savoring the closeness.

 “I’ve missed you, Ethan.” Her voice was so sultry that he shuddered with instant lust for her. He hadn’t touched or tasted her body for three days, but it felt like a lifetime.

 He leaned down to steal a kiss from her, intending only a brief contact. But as ever with her, the kiss turned explosive. Holding her as he took her mouth again and again, he leaned her back over his arm, his free hand gripping her bottom.

 When she moaned into his mouth, he somehow drew back, righting them. Shaking his head hard, he yanked his hand from her backside. “Someone will see,” he grated. And for once, he cared. He’d not have his wife thought badly of.

 “It’s market day. Everybody’s in town.”

 So that was why the tavern had been packed. Christ, had anyone seen him? Would it get back to her?

 “Have you not missed me?” she asked softly, shyly, her meaning clear.

 “You canna imagine, but I can wait until after the wedding. It’s what you wanted.”

 “Can’t we . . . be as we were before? During those nights?”

 The idea of her yearning as he did was too powerful. “Anythin’,” he rasped, swooping her up in his arms. “Whatever you like.” He kissed her, even as he hastened inside, then up the stairs. He nearly stumbled on the landing when she cupped his face and lapped her little tongue at his mouth.

 As soon as he’d kicked the bedroom door closed behind him, they were grasping at each other’s clothes between frantic kisses. Once he’d gotten her down to her shift, he shrugged out of his shirt.

 She worked on his belt with both hands. “God, I want to . . .” She trailed off, gazing at him with her brows drawn. “Ethan, why do you have lip rouge below your navel?”

 Oh, bloody hell.

 “In two different shades?”

 Bloody, bloody hell.

 “I . . . It’s no’ . . .” And he was so close to telling her some fantastic lie, but for the first time in his life—when he needed to the most—he couldn’t.

 Not even when her eyes watered and her bottom lip trembled and she whispered, “ Ethan? ”

The look she gave him before running to her room made him realize his bloodied heart was too black to be offered.
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 “I dinna do anything!” he bellowed yet again outside Maddy’s door.

 Maddy had gone from the lowest low to the highest high and back down again. When she’d caught sight of Ethan riding for Carillon, racing the coach, her heart had leapt. Then seeing him in the drive, clutching that license with his brows drawn—she’d been overcome.

 But now . . . “Just go away!”

 After all the heartaches and tragedies she’d endured, she thought this one hurt the worst. Why did she keep believing in him when he’d never given her any reason to?

 “Damn it, I did go to the tavern and get a room. I admit that, but I could no’ do it. I told them to stop!”

 “So there were two?” she cried, suddenly needing to vomit. She’d seen the evidence but had fought against believing he’d just been with not one but two women.

 “Wait, wait, now, that sounds worse than it was—”

 “You took two women upstairs to a private bedroom—or perhaps it was more than two?”

 “But I dinna do anything with them.”

 “Of course not! You stopped their kisses at just below your navel. Most men see reason and make excellent judgments when a woman’s mouth is just above their groin. Especially when they’re drunk!”

 “I could no’ do it. For Christ’s sake, I’ll take you to the tavern and you can ask them.” His tone turned bewildered when he said, “You’ve bloody ruined me for other women.”

 Though she fought it, for some reason she did believe that he had stopped before he’d had sex with them. But it didn’t matter. “You are not even two weeks into our relationship, and you sound proud of yourself that you weren’t unfaithful? What would happen if we were married for years?”

 “Do you no’ think you’re getting ahead of yourself?”

 “Oooh, you’re amazing! I wish I’d never met you. I’m an idiot! How many times will it take for me to learn that you’re a hateful man?”

 And now she had to wait another two days for the posting coach.

 “Fine. Have it your way.”

 She lay down, knees to her chest, having no idea how many hours passed, and still she cried. She heard him inside his room, pacing again and again before getting in bed.

 How can he sleep through this . . .?

 She heard bitter grumbling in Gaelic, then more pacing.

 “Bugger this,” he muttered, then directly outside the door, he said, “I canna sleep without you.”

 “Learn to.”

 “Even had I done something—which I dinna —we’re no’ even bloody married yet.”

 Hateful. “And you just ensured we never will be.”

 • • •

 On the second night, Ethan could scarcely believe that he was pacing outside a woman’s locked door again, asking to come in.

 She’d bewitched him. Ach, he missed sleeping with her. And she had cried for hours last night, solely to agonize him, he was sure of it. To torture him for his unthinking words and actions.

 She hadn’t been able to see, but if one of his comments in their argument had been harsh, he’d cringed behind the door. When he fought, he fought to draw blood, and it was a hard habit to break—even though hurting her now hurt him.

 He’d wanted to go to her so badly, but the way she’d looked at him before slamming the door in his face had kept him from pushing her.

 Yet now . . .

 “Enough of this, Maddy. You’ve punished me enough. I have a right to sleep with you.”

 “You forfeited any rights when you lusted for another woman. Excuse me, two women.”

 “I dinna lust for them.”

 “Of course not,” she said, her tone dripping sarcasm.

 “I was thinking of you, of touching you, the entire time.”

 “Do you have no shame?” she cried. “You cretin!”

 “Open the goddamned door.”

 “Never. ”

“Open it, or it’s comin’ down! You’ve seen me do it before.”

 “You wouldn’t—”

 He kicked at the door, almost bowing it in. He reared back to kick again, his leg shooting out . . . little witch . . . she’d opened the door—

 He went hurtling into the room, skidding on the floor.

 Chin up, she brushed her hands off, then stepped around him to saunter out of the room.

 “Ah, damn it, lass,” he called after her. “I’ve busted my stitches wide open.”

 “What?” she cried, hurrying back to him. “Let me see!”

 “Ah-ha!” He snared her around the waist, dragging her down with him to his lap. “You still care for me!”

 Her jaw dropped. “Unbelievable! You’re cruel and twisted—”

 “Then you’re going to be the wife of a cruel and twisted man.”

 “The—hell—I—will.” She balled her fists, about to pummel his chest.

 “It’ll hurt like the devil if you do that, but if it will get you to listen to me, then I give you free leave to it.”

 Lowering her fists, she scrambled to get away, gritting out a sound of frustration when he held her fast. “I’ll let you go if you’ll just listen to me for five minutes.”

 “Not a chance,” she said, but he ignored her, rising with a hissed inhalation. Taking her elbow, he propelled her to the bed.

 • • •

 “Will it do any good to tell you again that I dinna do anythin’?”

 Maddy crossed her arms over her chest as she sat on the edge of the bed. “Even if I believed that, it doesn’t erase your intent. You set out with every intention to sleep with another woman— women!”

 “Aye, I had every intention of sleeping with as many as I could,” he admitted, making her gasp. “I’m no’ a good man, Maddy.” He began pacing. “Everyone who knows me thinks I’m a bastard of the worst sort. Even my brothers do,” he said as he passed.

 They do? How dare— She shook herself. She agreed with them!

 “When I was younger, I went through a new woman each night. If they were married, even better. And if you took all the pleasure over those years and combined it, it would no’ be the minutest fraction of what I feel like with you.” He glanced over at her to gauge her reaction. “Because I need . . . more from you. And a realization like that scared me witless.”

 “Why?”

 He ran his fingers through his hair. “Because what happens if you find out somethin’ from my past that you canna abide and you leave me? Where does that leave me? I’ll tell you—as good as dead.”

 Her lips parted.

 “You’re so beautiful. Too beautiful and brilliant. And when you’re finally no’ afraid and your memories of being hungry and anxious fade, you’ll look at me and wonder what in the hell you’ve done to wed me.”

 Ethan appeared so . . . tormented that she couldn’t speak.

 “This is like a sickness I feel for you. Woman, you’ve got me tied up in knots. I doona know up from down anymore and can think of nothing but you.”

 He pulled a chair in front of her, then sank down, leaning his elbows on his knees. “If I see something interesting, my first thought is if you would find it so as well. Foods I like, I want you to taste. And all the while I’m wondering what the bloody hell is wrong with me to be like this. It’s just . . . no’ right. I have never in my life wanted to put someone else’s needs before my own like this.”

 She shook her head. “But this doesn’t explain what you did—or why.”

 “Maddy, I dinna take a woman for a long time before you. For three years, I was . . . celibate. I was no’ myself. And I’d vowed that if I got back to normal, I would glut myself. Then, with you, everything returned, and I thought . . . I thought that now having another would . . . Christ, I doona know, dilute this thing I feel for you. Make it ebb, but all my actions did was prove to me that I canna ever imagine myself with anyone other than you.”

 He looked so genuinely confused, so panicked even, that she felt her anger easing. The man was falling in love with her.

 Finally.

 And she was embarrassed to admit it, but she was impressed that he’d stopped in the tavern. Of all the weird, bizarre, licentious scenes she’d witnessed in La Marais—she’d never seen a man willfully break away before he’d reached completion. Still . . . “How would you feel if the situation was reversed? Two men kissing my body?”

 He blanched and his fists clenched. “Murderous.”

 “What made you stop? With the women?”

 “You said you would . . . you would fall in love with me if I was faithful.” He looked away and muttered, “I want . . . I think I want you tae.”

 She raised her fingers to her temples to massage her aching head. “And Quin?”

 He scowled. “What about Quin?”

 “What could possibly have driven you to tell him we’d been intimate?”

 “Oh, that,” he said, then explained, “Dinna want him coming for you. I told him you were mine and he kept talkin’ like there was something tae discuss.”

 She couldn’t even imagine that conversation. “Are you sorry, Ethan?”

 “You ken I doona believe in apologies. And in the end, I was faithful.” He met her gaze as he said, “But, aye, Maddy, I am so sorry tae have hurt you.”

 He wanted absolution. He wanted . . . her. Badly.

 Yet, was that enough? She couldn’t keep doing this—being tricked into reaching for happiness, then having it snatched from her grasp. “I need to think about all this.”

 “Aye, of course.” He rose, then frowned when she remained seated. “But can you no’ think about it back in bed with me?”

 She shot him a glare.

 “I will no’ do anythin’.”

 “You had two women kissing you just yesterday. Give me a bit of room to breathe, Ethan.”

 • • •

 In the early hours of the morning, Ethan heard Maddy cry out, having a nightmare for the first time in several nights.

 He ran for her, scooping her up into his arms. “Shh . . . shh, love. It’s over.” He rubbed his hand over her back, as he knew she liked. “There, lass. It’s over.” No more awkward pats—he’d gotten good at comforting her

 By the time her tears had waned, she was in his lap, in the circle of his arms, her body boneless. Against her hair, he said, “Let me be here whenever you need me. Marry me in the morning.”

 After a long hesitation, she asked, “But how can I trust you?”

 “Just give me one more chance. You will no’ regret it.”

 At last, she gave a shaky nod. “If you vow to me that you’ll be faithful, I will.”

 He cradled her face in his hands to meet her glinting eyes. “Maddy, I swear it. I’ll be true to you.”

 “But, Ethan, I can’t have my hopes crushed anymore. I promise you this is it, the last time I’ll go through something like this. So please, don’t hurt me again.”

 “I will no’, love. I vow it.” When he said the vow, he finally did mean it—he would do everything in his power to spare her pain.

 But he feared no matter what his intentions were now, his past wrongs would prove him a liar. The truth was destructive and would only hurt her more.

 Which meant he had to ensure she could never find out.
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 Oh, Lord, what am I doing? Maddy thought in the middle of her wedding ceremony. Was she really going to go through with this? If not, she had approximately two minutes to flee before she and Ethan were to repeat their vows.

 As much as you’ve pushed for this, Maddy? Yes, but that had been before the last two days! Now she wasn’t as sure about him. . . .

 The ceremony was being presided over by the village’s registrar—Mr. Barnaby, a kindly older Scot, with a brogue not quite as thick as Ethan’s—and everything so far felt dreamlike to her. She dimly heard the man say, “ I have been appointed by the Registrar General to solemnize civil marriages in accordance with the law of Scotland. We are now assembled here in order that I may bind in marriage Ethan Ross MacCarrick and Madeleine Isobel Van Rowen. . . .”

 Thoughts warred in her mind, but she strove to make her expression placid. Ethan stood tensed beside her, watching her like a hawk, probably sensing she was tempted to run.

 When she’d awakened this morning, the sorrow that had taken hold of her for the previous two days had been swept away, and the only thing left was pure, unadulterated . . . panic.

 But why? Ethan was genuinely sorry for his actions, disaster had been averted, and he’d been so wonderful last night, stroking her hair until she’d fallen asleep. At last, she was going to be like one of those young wives in the boulangerie.

 Am I doing something to leave myself vulnerable . . .?

 She wanted to fan herself, to step outside of the close room and catch her breath. Her palms were wet around the small bouquet she clutched, and her corset chafed her. She irritably piped her lips to blow her short, cream-colored veil away from her face. Not only was she panicked, she must be paranoid as well, because she could have sworn that Ethan winced earlier when Barnaby had said her name.

 Just before Ethan was to repeat his vows, she sneaked a glance up at him. His shoulders were back, and he appeared both proud to be with her and relieved. Then she saw him swallow hard. He was nervous, too, but here he was standing by her side, ready to pledge his life to her.

 Naturally, people became anxious during their wedding ceremony. Everything was as it should be.

 As he began to speak his vows, he gazed down at her, and the yearning in his eyes staggered her. His voice was deep and rough, but compelling when he said, “I, Ethan MacCarrick, vow tae love, honor, and respect you, Madeleine Van Rowen. I pledge tae be a faithful, honest, and devoted husband in good times and bad. This is my promise tae you today and for the rest of my life.”

 Oh, Ethan. And that was when she caught her breath for the first time that morning. A calm suffused her, and she stilled. Maddy had the sudden sense that everything in her life had been leading her to this moment, to this man—a proud, powerful Highlander who gazed at her with fierce, dark eyes and who gentled his touch, just for her.

 • • •

 Look at her. . . . Ethan thought as she repeated her vows. How could he not do whatever was in his power to call her his own?

 Intelligence shone in her bright blue eyes; she raised her chin proudly. Her nervousness this morning had been palpable, but she was still going through with this wedding. Brave lass, to take a chance on me.

 What man wouldn’t lie, steal, or kill to have her?

 After their vows had been exchanged, Ethan made a silent promise to himself. He would begin tying up loose ends and covering his tracks immediately—

 “Following the binding declaration which you have made before me,” the registrar began, “I hereby pronounce that you, Ethan Ross MacCarrick, and you, Madeleine Isobel MacCarrick, are now husband and wife.”

 Relief. Ethan’s hand found hers.

 • • •

 “Scot, we are both unclothed and in bed,” Maddy said shortly after they’d arrived back at Carillon. “Is there any particular reason why you’re stalling at this juncture?” He’d been kissing her senseless as they’d undressed each other, but then he’d stopped.

 He gazed down at her. “I’m not stalling—I’m savoring. It’s no’ every day a man gets married, and this has been a long time coming.”

 “Do you think I’ll be worth the wait?”

 “You were the wait. If I dinna have you, I would no’ marry. Besides, maybe you should be stalling. After this, there’s no getting away from me.”

 She pressed her palm to his chest. His heart was thundering. “Are you nervous again?”

 “Aye,” he said with a solemn nod. “Apparently the last time I tried this, I dinna acquit myself so well.”

 She grinned. “But I’m confident you will now.”

 He smiled wickedly, leaning down to nip her breast. “Then, Maddy MacCarrick, let’s get to consummatin’ this marriage.”

 When she held her arms up to him, coaxing him to her body, he glanced the backs of his fingers down her belly. “So lovely, ” he said. “Are you nervous as well?”

 “Truth?”

 “Truth.”

 “I’m a bit terrified, Ethan.”

 “I’ll go slow. You will no’ hurt again.”

 She rolled her hips. “I hurt now.”

 “God knows I do, too.” He gently cupped her between her legs, groaning when he slipped a finger inside her. “Aingeal, you have tae relax.”

 “I can’t,” she whispered miserably. “Maybe we should wait longer? I think I’ve changed my mind.”

 He rested his forehead against hers. “Maddy, you will no’ be more ready than you are now. The longer we wait, the worse your misgivings will be. I see that now.”

 “But you were so awful after the first time. I have this nightmare that once I give in, you’ll get that cruel smirk and say hateful things. And then . . .”

 “And then?”

 “Then you’ll leave me.”

 “Maddy lass, you’re stuck with me. You will no’ ever get away,” he said, then no doubt trying to lighten her mood, he added, “But you best make it good, so there’s no doubt.”

 She gasped, and he pulled her to her side to give her a light rap on her bottom, making her peal with laughter.

 • • •

 “You’re shameless!” she said breathlessly, her eyes excited.

 “Aye. But that’s what you love about me.” Ach, she dinna deny it. “Trust me, and I will no’ let you down.”

 After what seemed like an eternity, she nodded and he comprehended that they were truly about to do this—he was about to take his wife, for the first time in their married life. By God, he was going to make this so good for her.

 She nibbled her lip. “Tell me what you want me to do.”

 Though he knew the agony he was inviting, he said, “I want you tae be on top.” When she frowned, he added, “You can go as slow as you like. Take what you can of me inside you—at your own pace.”

 He rolled over so she lay atop him, making her nervously murmur, “Ethan?”

 Running his hand down her back, he entered one, then two fingers into her sex from behind, groaning when she arched her back down. As he delved again and again, she spread her legs wider over his hips. “That’s it.”

 As he tried to fit a third inside her, she moaned, leaning down to lick his lips.

 “I’m going to take my fingers out,” he grated. “And you’re going tae be needin’ something inside you.” She whimpered as he removed them. “Just take my shaft”—he grasped her hand and wrapped it around him—“and put it inside you when you’re ready.”

 With his hand on hers, he aimed the head at her entrance, hissing at the wetness he met, gritting his teeth against the pleasure. He ran it up and down her folds, then released her.

 Panting, with her eyes heavy-lidded, she continued bringing the swollen tip up and back along her sex. Each time she lowered his cockhead directly to her entrance and they briefly had that tight connection—when he would just barely enter her—he had to fight not to flex his hips up.

 When she rubbed him against her clitoris in languid circles, he nearly ejaculated against her there. With a will exceeding anything he’d ever called on before, he didn’t thrust. He’d begun sweating from the battle, and her breasts rubbed against his slick chest as she writhed on him.

 Torture. Pure and utter. She couldn’t know what she was doing to him. “Put it inside, Maddy,” he rasped. “I’ll make you come hard with it.” How much longer could he last till he tossed her to her back and slammed into her, bucking till he came?

 Then he realized he could last as long as it took for her to do this, as long as she needed—

 She eased the head in.

 “That’s it, lass, ” he growled low in his throat, knees falling open as she worked her lithe body on him. So he wouldn’t be tempted to press her down, he gripped the headboard behind him. “That’s my good wife.” He shuddered with pleasure. “Ah, God . . . as deep as you can . . .”
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 Maddy was certain she couldn’t take any more of him. But when she saw him visibly struggling to control himself—the lines around his eyes were tight and his jaw was clenched—she wanted to try for him.

 “Ethan, I don’t know what to do.” It was one thing to see others in this position, but another to try it. She felt awkward and unsure.

 “Pull up and go down, deeper,” he said, his voice husky and breaking.

 “Show me how.”

 “If I touch you, I’m goin’ tae lose control.” His hands clutched the headboard behind him, the muscles in his arms bulging with strain. His breaths were ragged, his chest rippling with power. “I’m burnin’ tae wrench you down my length. . . .” His dark eyes met hers. “Bury it in you so deep . . .”

 “You won’t. I trust you. Just please show me.” Even to herself, she sounded panicked.

 “Ah, lass. This is supposed tae be enjoyable,” he said in a tone incongruous to his straining body.

 She reached for his hands, shocked at how badly they shook when she placed them on her bottom. He groaned and gave a seemingly involuntary buck of his hips. His fingers splayed out, clutching her as he drew her up . . . then back farther down.

 Pleasure rocked through her. “Oh! That feels . . . nice.”

 Once more up and down farther still. She kept expecting pain, but there was none. The stretching sensation was rapturous, a fullness that felt so necessary. He was right—she did need this.

 “I’m going tae make you come first if it kills me,” he said, his words hoarse. “Work your knees wider open.”

 When she did, he pressed deeper, but there was no pain—just the opposite. “Ethan . . . it feels so good inside me,” she whispered in a wondering tone.

 He could only grunt in answer, shuddering beneath her.

 • • •

 Maddy rose up and leaned forward, her hands clutching his shoulders, taking as much of his length as she could.

 Her shining hair curled about her face and her brilliant eyes were free of fear—and full of trust. She was so lovely that she awed him.

 Catching her gaze, he rasped a vow to her in Gaelic, a promise of self in the old language, binding them together forever. Though she couldn’t understand the words, she seemed to grasp the meaning—she cupped his face with her wee hands, leaning down to kiss him tenderly.

 When she rose up once more, she said in a throaty voice, “I want more of you, Ethan.” She reached behind her, making him hiss a breath as she drew her nails up his inner thighs before cupping his sack. She slid him a satisfied grin, and he knew she’d felt his cock pulsing inside her.

 “I want tae give it tae you.” He put his knees up behind her, reaching his hands to her exquisite breasts, covering them as he pinned her against his bent legs. Holding her sides, he thumbed her jutting nipples over and over. Once she was helplessly wriggling on his shaft, he dug his heels into the bed and gently bounced her body. She cried out and threw back her head, her hair cascading over his legs.

 Forcing himself to slow their explosive joining, he eased her down. As he caressed her clitoris with the pads of two of his fingers, she rocked her hips on him gingerly, as if testing the sensations. When his fingers slid back and forth with her wetness, she began to undulate atop him, her movements growing faster and faster. Moaning, wanting to come, working for it, she rode him with quick snaps of her hips, shocking him until he could barely grate in amazement, “ Ah, you clever lass.”

 Only half his shaft was inside her, and he knew she could take more— but . . . have to be good . . . better than before . . .

 Yet he didn’t know how much longer he could last against this kind of pleasure. “Come for me,” he commanded, rubbing her fast.

 When she did, the force of her contractions gripped him, instantly robbing him of his seed. He exploded inside her, bathing her womb in heat. Over and over, he pumped into her.

 She went boneless on top of him, her heart pounding against his. Even as after-shudders wracked him, he continued to thrust up into her, still hard.

 Unwilling to give this up, he turned her to her back, still driving into her body. “Can I take you again?” Somehow the need was building, growing worse than it’d been before.

 She gazed up at him not with disgust, not even with mere desire. Somehow he’d gotten a woman like her to fall in love with him. “I’m yours, Ethan . . . anything you want is yours.”

 The need to take her furiously, to brand her forever, lashed him like a whip. The urges were about to rule him. “Doona want tae hurt you. But . . . I need it . . . I need tae do it hard.”

 She rolled her hips up to him. “Whatever you need.”

 • • •

 Maddy almost took the words back when she saw his eyes darken, burning with lust.

 He cupped his hand around her nape and drew her up. “I’ll never let you go,” he grated, leaning down to take her lips. “Never . . .” He was losing control—she could sense it, could feel it. His massive body loomed over her, his muscles tight and slick, from his corded neck all the way to the sharp indentations leading from his waist to his groin.

 He pressed one of her knees to her chest, leaning his torso against the back of that leg, wrapping his arm around it, clutching it as he thrust. He placed his other hand low on her belly to thumb her clitoris, making her writhe in bliss.

 Whenever he rocked into her, he pushed against her leg, spreading her wide. He seemed to crave the feeling of his chest rubbing against it.

 But soon, his rhythm turned furious. Every time she thought he couldn’t go deeper, he’d plunge more powerfully, making her cry out in surprise and pleasure.

 This was even more than what she’d dreamed it would be like with him. She was captivated by the wild look in his eyes and the feel of his body working against her clutching nails or rippling under her sweeping palms. When he didn’t have his firm lips on her neck or breasts or mouth, they were parted with ragged breaths.

 This was worth the wait a thousand times over. . . .

 Hands clamped to the backs of her knees, he bucked hard between her parted thighs, again and again until her head thrashed on the pillow. She fought the pleasure, wanting this to last forever. But under the steady onslaught of his body, she waged a losing battle.

 Just as she realized she was going to climax once more, he bit out, “ Want tae feel you comin’ again.”

 When she did, crying his name, a desperate, guttural sound broke from his chest. His eyes met hers as he poured himself hotly inside her. His voice a rasp, he declared, “ Mine.” And then he collapsed atop her.

 • • •

 Breaths harsh against her neck, arms wrapped around her, he held her too tightly, but he was shaken by what had occurred between them.

 I never knew.

 As she ran her nails up and down his damp back, she whispered in an awed tone, “Oh, Scot, you’ve redeemed yourself completely.” He clutched her tighter, wondering if he was ever going to be able to release her.

 This is what it’s all about.

 He’d been so ignorant before, scorning what he could never comprehend without giving himself up to it.

 Ethan understood that what he’d experienced in the past had been so lacking compared to what Maddy gave him—it was as if he’d been eating all his life without ever having been hungry or ever having tasted a morsel.

 Now he starved. And feasted.

 And he never wanted to go back.



Thirty-eight
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 When men like us change, it’s profoundly. . . .

 Hugh had been right, Ethan thought as he lay in bed, holding Maddy as she slept. Rain poured outside in a black winter’s night, but they were warm in their bed in front of a fire.

 The peculiar thing was that Ethan didn’t feel like he was changing so much as reverting to normal—even though he’d never been considerate or amiable. He just found it easy with her.

 When Ethan was with her, he felt like a husband. Maybe even . . . maybe even a good one.

 After their wedding, Maddy had asked him if they could postpone journeying to the Highlands until the spring. She’d told him she liked it at Carillon and wanted to stay for the winter. Easy enough.

 For the last two months here, she’d filled his life with excitement, zest. He still didn’t understand how those traits hadn’t been trampled from her, beaten down by years of hardship, but he was thankful they hadn’t. She truly seemed to have shucked off the mantle of La Marais, and rarely had nightmares any longer.

 Each night, she slept in his arms, and oftentimes she would stretch out her little body over him and fall asleep on him. Which he especially liked because he could hold her in place and enter her so easily.

 Whenever he had to leave for an afternoon to work on the estate, she always ran out to greet him when he returned, flying into his arms, hitting his chest hard, her face beaming. “I missed you,” she would breathe against his neck as he caught her to him, even if he’d only been gone a few hours.

 Last week, he’d said, “Maddy, do you know what it’s like, seeing you run to me?”

 She’d drawn back and given him a wry half grin. “Do you know what it’s like not being able to wait for you to finish the short walk to the door . . .?”

 Ethan was always thought to be bitter and cold—so why did he find himself chasing his wee wife around the house at least once a day as she squealed with laughter?

 In fact, their home was filled with laughter. She’d made it inviting. She’d even made friends with all the neighbors. It seemed as if invitations arrived every day.

 She was like a bridge for him to others. He figured people assumed he was like her—affable and fun-loving. He had no doubt that when he brought her to his clan, she’d affect how he was viewed there as well.

 Maddy especially liked a widow named Agnes Hallee, who lived down the coast with a brood of six mischievous bairns. Maddy enjoyed playing with the children—flying kites, taming and collecting stray pets, outrunning the most ornery peacock—reminding Ethan of how her own childhood had been cut short. . . .

 Sometimes he doubted his decision to hide the past from her and was plagued with the need to confess. But she was so damned happy, telling him daily how much. Why ruin this?

 Sometimes, he fooled himself, forgetting that all this could end.

 When he forgot, he was happier than he’d ever been in his entire life. There’d been another time he’d done this. The week before his father died, his da had promised Ethan he’d take him hunting in the Hebrides for his fourteenth birthday, just two weeks away.

 Even after he’d seen his father’s body, Ethan had kept forgetting. For days, he’d awakened each morning, bounding out of bed with a grin on his face, because it was one day closer to their trip. Then everything would return in a rush, and he’d be shamed to have forgotten it, to have felt happiness in the wake of such a tragic loss.

 Now Ethan stared at the ceiling, squeezing Maddy closer to him. Those were the last times he’d ever been content before now.

 But he couldn’t imagine any way that she might find out. All the people involved that night were either long gone from England or dead. As an extra precaution, Ethan had fired the land agent at Iveley—who, predictably, wasn’t enterprising or particularly hardworking. Then Ethan had instructed his attorney to deed Iveley to Maddy and do whatever he could to obscure the chain of ownership. Only after the new deed was in place had Ethan hired another steward—a young man with limited experience, but who was by all accounts exceptionally dedicated and hardworking.

 In any case, no one with any connection to his past knew where he and Maddy were. Few knew at all. Corrine did, but only because Maddy had sent her and Bea money. He’d insisted on that. If Maddy hadn’t had Corrine to look out for her in the beginning, she could have . . . died. The two were her family, and he was ready to support them as he would a wife’s blood kin.

 Now that Madeleine was his, he was determined that he would spoil her so terribly he might begin to make up for all he’d done to her in the past. He bought her delicacies, constantly plying her with food, and every day here she grew even more stunning, gaining flesh in all the right places. She’d beamed with pride once her ring finally fit.

 When he allowed himself to think that his wife had been starving in a slum because of him, he took the rage that clawed at him—rage at himself—and suffered it as his penance. Then he would redouble his efforts to make her content.

 “You know what I miss?” she’d told him a few weeks ago. “My horse at Iveley. She was so striking with her sorrel coat and expressive eyes. I swear she loved me as much as I did her.”

 So, naturally, he’d bought Maddy a sorrel mare, because he was like all those other besotted bastards out there, ready to slay dragons for their wives for even a hint of a smile. He took her riding every day.

 His new horse, bought from the same stable as hers, was yet another stalwart gelding—which had taken a strong and unwavering dislike to Ethan. As ever, animals either loved him or hated him. Though Maddy had avowed, “I think all animals hate you—except cats.” At his expression, she’d hastily added, “but feline approval is important.”

 At every opportunity, that sodding gelding strove to throw him, buck him, or scrape him from the saddle by slicing against a tree. Which made Maddy howl with laughter so hard, she had to hang onto her horse’s mane to keep from falling out of her saddle. She laughed until even he would crack a grin.

 Though he feared he was buying Maddy too much, he couldn’t seem to stop. He could easily afford it, and there were so many things that she’d needed and had been forced to go without. She should own such a collection of clothing and jewels that he would have to wait for her to get ready as she chose among them. If there was one thing Ethan knew husbands did, it was to wait on wives to get ready.

 When he’d bought her a pearl choker a couple of weeks earlier, she’d said, “Ethan, this is all a tad . . . overwhelming.” Her smile had been wan.

 “I thought you wanted a rich husband,” he’d said. “This is what rich husbands do.”

 “I didn’t particularly want a man with money to get jewelry and trappings of wealth. I only wanted security and stability. For myself, and, well, for the children I want to have. . . .”

 Bairns. What if I canna give them to her? he thought yet again, tensing beside her.

 Ethan had had that bloody curse hanging over him for so long that he’d begun to worry that he hadn’t gotten Madeleine pregnant yet. And Ethan was somewhat annoyed by the fact that Court had been able to accomplish something in three weeks that Ethan hadn’t managed in months.

 Not that Ethan had ever expected to have bairns before. He hadn’t—but for some reason, he’d begun to feel that he would with her. Some thought would flash in his mind as though this were a foregone conclusion.

 While Maddy still slept, he eased her to her back. Tugging the cover from her, he studied her naked body. He rubbed her flat belly and pictured her big with his child, lush and full, and looked forward to it.

 Ethan grew hard as rock at that image of her his mind conjured up. It was so primal—so stirring—that he felt possessive to a killing degree and aroused to an undeniable one.

 The idea of planting his seed in her, then protecting her, keeping her happy and nurturing her as she grew it . . .

 She woke to him pinning her wrists above her, entering her as she gasped. She moaned as he took her harder and harder, until he was plunging into her in a frenzy, trying.



Thirty-nine
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 During her walk down to the beach on a fine spring morning, Maddy was stalked by a black tom kitten.

 Ethan had brought him from the village for her. She called him Petit Chat Noir.

 After she rolled out her blanket and sat, she ruffled her fingers in the sand until he charged. But he soon grew less interested in la guerre and more in l’amitié. As Maddy petted his ears, she gazed out at the waves, musing over the last few months as Ethan’s wife.

 Ethan’s transition from rough, secretive, aggressive Highlander to gentle, caring husband had been seamless and effortless.

 In Maddy’s imaginings. The reality had proved far different.

 He was ridiculously overprotective. “You canna walk down to the beach by yourself,” he’d decreed. “And absolutely no’ into the village.”

 “Have you forgotten where I grew up?” she’d asked. “I daresay I can handle all that the treacherous seaside village can offer. What do you think I’ll have to defend against? Scallops? Seaweed? Shells! Always the damned shells.”

 “Have your fun, young lass. But I will no’ be moved from this. You must bring Sorcha.”

 He could be moody, sometimes staring off over the sea for what seemed like hours. She would give anything to know what he was thinking about. He was possessive, preferring to have her all to himself. “What do you mean, visitors?” he’d demanded just this morning. “We had some just two weeks ago. Do you no’ like spendin’ time with me?”

 And he could be intensely jealous . . . Once, when she and Ethan had spent a weekend in Ireland, an unwitting American tycoon had flirted with her on the ferry trip. She’d consoled herself by musing that the man’s bruises would eventually fade. Plus, the Yank would probably never even glance at a Highlander’s wife ever again, saving himself another beating.

 She’d discovered that Ethan’s superstitious nature ran deeper than she’d thought. He believed, for instance, that a clan seer had predicted Ethan and Maddy’s union five hundred years ago. . . .

 And if Maddy didn’t know how much income Ethan made, she’d pronounce him a spendthrift. Packages were continually arriving. He’d bought her a horse, diamonds, sapphires, emeralds, and more clothing than she could wear in a lifetime. There was nothing left in the village for him to purchase for her. When she’d casually mentioned that she wanted to restore the orangery, within a week new parts for the furnace and a crop of citrus trees had arrived.

 She had to wonder if he was buying her these gifts to make up for how poor she’d been. He couldn’t know that every gift reminded her of how much she’d lacked.

 Maddy had learned from him that his youngest brother’s wife was also rich and even had royal Spanish blood. Maddy had become acutely aware that Ethan’s brothers had both married accomplished heiresses, while Ethan had gotten the plucky chit from the slum. Maddy dreaded meeting Ethan’s family, and for some reason, she sensed he equally dreaded it.

 She’d begun wanting Ethan to see Iveley Hall, her childhood home, so he would recognize that she’d been brought up with great wealth and that her childhood had been idyllic up to a point—he needn’t try to give her everything and the moon.

 He had an estate he wanted to check on over the summer. Iveley wasn’t directly on the way, but it wasn’t more than an hour away by rail. She’d decided to write the owners and inquire if they might let her and Ethan have a short tour. Just to see it once more.

 Surely Ethan would agree to take her. Yet even as she thought it, she wondered. She’d noticed that for some reason, whenever she mentioned Iveley, he tensed. She didn’t think he even realized it, but there continued to be a barely perceptible change in him whenever she spoke of her former home. In fact, the same occurred whenever she mentioned her parents as well.

 He claimed that he’d never met her parents or been to Iveley, but sometimes she wondered if he . . . lied.

 He’d called her mother by her first name on more than one occasion, startling Maddy each time. And once, when Maddy had confided her fear that she would be a bad mother like her own, he’d disagreed so vehemently, she’d been taken aback. “How can you feel so strongly?” she’d asked. “Are you certain you never met her?”

 “Aye. It’s just clear that she was cruel to you, and since you doona have a cruel bone in your body, you can be nothing like her,” he’d answered so smoothly. . . .

 But if there were shadows in their marriage, there was a great deal of sunshine as well.

 Ethan had told her he considered Corrine and Bea her kin, and he encouraged Maddy to send for them. He’d even offered to hire Corrine as a steward, since he’d seen her work ethic firsthand and still couldn’t find anyone here that he trusted. And Bea’s job? “A companion?” he’d suggested. “Or, at the rate you’re accumulating stray animals from the countryside, maybe a pet caretaker.”

 Though Maddy had beseeched them to come to England, they were reluctant, citing de mal en pire. But she thought she was wearing them down with each letter describing Carillon. In the meantime, he’d suggested that she send an eyebrow-raising amount of money to them, delighting her.

 And Ethan laughed more and more each day, regularly demonstrating a droll sense of humor. One morning when she’d been potting in the orangery, he’d strolled in. “What is this?” he’d demanded, his expression perfectly deadpan. “I doona understand the purpose of this exercise.” She’d frowned, then glanced down at her kitten, who’d been wide-eyed, affixed by tooth and claw to Ethan’s trouser leg. She’d laughed till tears had come. “It’s like a burr I canna lose,” he’d muttered, walking out with the kitten once more.

 Also good . . . his lovemaking was breathtaking and wicked. Yet even his desire for her seemed tinged with the same urgency with which he gave her gifts.

 Just this week when they’d gone riding, rain had begun to sprinkle down. He’d led her beneath an oak, beside a gurgling stream, and as the spring mist had lightly fallen, he’d pressed her against the tree, kissing her damp neck.

 She’d gasped. “Here, Ethan?”

 In answer, he’d slowly lifted her skirts, then ripped the slit of her pantalettes wide, making her tremble with anticipation. When he’d suckled her through her wet blouse, she’d been overwhelmed by sensation. She’d grown lost in the feel of his hot mouth against her nipples and his muscles flexing beneath her palms. The crisp, tantalizing scent of his body had mingled with that of lichen-covered rocks and fragrant heath.

 He’d lifted her, his big hand pressing her head firmly to his chest. With his other arm looped around her bottom, he’d held her in place as he’d slid inside her. When she’d moaned, swiftly on the verge, his thrusts had turned hard and furious. As she’d climaxed, he’d pumped inside her, hissing, “ Let this take. . . .”

 She knew he hadn’t realized he’d spoken out loud. The desperate need in his words and in his continued actions disquieted her. . . .

 It was times like those—when he behaved in inexplicable ways, when she could feel that secrets and barriers and even lies remained between them—that she began to have a growing sense of foreboding.

 She told herself that her apprehension arose only because the last time she’d been this content had been directly before her life had been devastated. She’d been so unprepared for the world of La Marais. So afraid. So . . . useless.

 Maddy had picked herself up, again and again, learning to survive. Reflecting on the past, she didn’t know how she’d done it.

 De mal en pire. She couldn’t help it—she’d begun saving her pin money.



Forty
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 Ethan located Maddy in one of her favorite places—the orangery, with the black kitten lazing against the warm glass. That little beastie actually liked him, which only further proved Maddy’s theory on Ethan and cats.

 After leisurely kissing Maddy’s neck in greeting, he said, “I’ve received a missive from my brother.”

 “Is anything wrong?”

 “Doona know.” The cryptic message was from Hugh, so it could be about either Network business or family concerns. “Just know it’s important. He needs me in London immediately. How much time do you need to get ready?”

 “How long would the trip be?”

 “No’ long. Three or four days, I suspect.”

 “Then maybe I could just stay here?” she asked. “I know you probably need to hurry.”

 “Why? Is something wrong?”

 “No, no, I’m just a little under the weather,” she answered.

 He grasped her chin, turning her face side to side. “No doubt from being in this chilly room.” Though the glass was sun-warmed, the inside space was cool and damp in the mornings. Yet he couldn’t seem to get the furnace to work. He’d wanted to hire a machinist, but Ethan’s lass seemed to think he could do anything. So damn if he wasn’t crawling under that sputtering boiler at every spare moment.

 “Ethan, it’s perfectly fine in here—”

 “You doona actually expect me to leave you when you’re sick?”

 “I’m not sick,” she said. “You have been very demanding lately, keeping me up at all hours of the night. And if you stayed, I’d want you to continue your demanding.” She grinned, but she did look tired. “Agnes and her children can come stay with me for a few days. It’ll be fun. We’ll eat candy and play charades and wreck your house like barbarians sacking a city.”

 “Our house,” Ethan corrected. “Best remember you own half of everything you’re breaking.”

 Though he loathed the idea of being separated from her, he knew she wasn’t hankering to meet his family. And he couldn’t allow her to meet them yet anyway. Hugh might have revealed everything to Jane. Ethan doubted it, but he couldn’t risk Maddy’s hearing the truth from anyone but him. To ruin what they were enjoying because he couldn’t leave her for three days . . .?

 Besides, he needed to meet with Edward Weyland face-to-face—and officially retire.

 “Aye, verra well,” Ethan agreed. “But only if Agnes and the children stay with you. I’ll either return for you or send someone to escort you down within four days.”

 • • •

 As soon as Maddy saw Ethan off that morning—with lingering kisses that almost made him miss the train—she and Sorcha began a baking frenzy. Six children meant lots of scones.

 Agnes and her brood weren’t supposed to arrive before midafternoon, so when Maddy grew overheated, she went upstairs to rest.

 Though Maddy already missed Ethan terribly, she was glad she hadn’t gone this morning. First of all, the very idea of meeting Ethan’s family nauseated her. Second of all, Maddy had questions for Agnes. The widow had six children.

 If there was anyone who could help Maddy figure out if she was expecting, it’d be her.

 In any case, Maddy was excited about the children coming over. She wanted to make forts for them out of curtains and pillows, forts like they’d never seen.

 Sitting at her new escritoire, she collected her pile of recent mail. Yesterday, she’d been too busy to sort through the weekly bunch. She grinned to herself—Ethan had been insatiable.

 Flipping through the envelopes, she found invitations, a letter from Corrine, and one from Owena Dekindeeren of the Blue Riband coterie. Maddy frowned when she came across a thick missive she didn’t recognize. She opened the seal and read the return address. It was from Iveley! She quickly skimmed the lines.

 Just two weeks ago, she’d written to inquire about visiting, explaining who she was and her connection to the property. The land agent had responded promptly. He prefaced his note by admitting to being newly hired. He was experiencing some confusion and asked to be pardoned for it, but . . . “You, Lady Kavanagh, are the owner of Iveley Hall.”

 Yet how . . .? Maddy’s eyes widened. Ethan had bought Iveley for her? “That man!” she said in an exasperated tone, but she was smiling. When was he going to tell her about this?

 She could scarcely believe she owned Iveley. And apparently Ethan had at last found a hardworking steward for one of their estates—included in the envelope was a detailed report of improvement after improvement to the property.

 Trembling with excitement, she turned to the second page of the note, skimming the lines with growing incomprehension. Your mysterious inquiry so puzzled me . . . after considerable hours of diligent research . . . discovered your husband had gifted Iveley to you four months ago . . . after having owned the property for nearly ten years . . . assumed directly upon your father’s forfeit of the same.

 “This can’t be,” she whispered, her hand fluttering to her forehead.

 How could Ethan not have told her he’d owned her childhood home? And for so long? He had to have made the connection.

 Surely it couldn’t have been Ethan who’d foreclosed on them. Maddy had known Iveley had been seized—how could she ever forget being denied entry into her own home?—but Ethan couldn’t have been the one who’d forced them into the streets on the very day of her father’s burial.

 The idea was too incredible—she could hardly conceive it. She reread the letter, but the content didn’t change, no matter how badly she willed it to.

 There was no coincidence. Her husband had willfully deceived her about this. Maddy remembered those times when she’d talked about Iveley or her parents and Ethan had grown distant. Think, Maddy. Even as she resisted, a nebulous picture began to form from the facts she knew about Ethan.

 He’d traveled to Paris for Maddy—though she could have sworn he hadn’t even liked her. He’d offered for her, a girl from a slum, instead of someone worthy of his title. And then he’d steadfastly refused to marry her—until she’d threatened to leave. She recalled his unsettling anger toward her earlier and the frenzied way he bought her gifts now.

 What if there were deeds in my past? he’d asked. He had been trying to make up for something, but not for what she’d thought.

 He’d foreclosed on them viciously, leaving them destitute.

 But why? He had to have some grudge. Why her family?

 She recalled him asking, How did Sylvie die? Maddy’s eyes narrowed. She’d known he’d met her mother! So why would he repeatedly lie about the connection?

 What exactly was the connection?

 Maddy began to have a sinking feeling in her stomach. Her mother had been ravishing—and faithless. Ethan had been a libertine who’d cuckolded a new husband every night. She remembered him admitting, “If they were married, then even better.” The two of them had been near in age.

 Had Ethan had an affair with her mother? Why else would he lie so persistently?

 Maddy had always wanted the key to unlock that night when her life had fallen apart. The questions had driven her mad. Now she felt the answers were there, just within her grasp.

 Had her father unexpectedly returned home and caught his much younger wife in bed . . . with Ethan?

 Maddy put her hand to her mouth to stifle a shocked cry. At twenty-three and without that scar, Ethan would have been gorgeous. Her aging father, who’d been dearer to Maddy than all the world, would have been devastated to see the wife he adored in bed with a strapping young Highlander.

 Granted, Maddy couldn’t know for fact that Sylvie and Ethan had . . . that they’d . . .

 She shook her head hard. That part could be merely the imaginings of a frantic woman. But Maddy knew without doubt that Ethan had lied to her repeatedly and had sought revenge against her family. She couldn’t state with certainty exactly why he’d punished her parents, leaving her as a casualty, but no matter if they’d deserved it or not, Maddy definitely hadn’t.

 It was one thing to be a victim of circumstance and quite another to have a man show up on your doorstep to destroy you. She hadn’t deserved to be dragged into this tragedy again.

 Considering all that he’d done and deceived her about, she had to wonder if anything was true. Recalling the hasty marriage license—which Ethan had somehow had time to acquire after drunkenly plotting the seduction of two barmaids—and the very simple ceremony with the registrar, Maddy realized she might not even be truly married.

 Not one of the ladies in the boulangerie after all . . .

 Ethan had looked her in the eyes and vowed that if she could just see her way to giving him one more chance, he wouldn’t hurt her again.

 Lies. He’d broken that vow, among others. The studied deception.

 She’d been used. She was stunned, feeling so deadened that she was surprised she perceived her heart beating, could actually hear it in the silence of the room.

 Maddy remembered Ethan once telling her to leave La Marais behind, not to look back. What had his plan been at the time? And if her friends had come to live with them and depend on them? On him? Maybe that was why he’d been so insistent about them coming.

 What am I going to do? All she knew was that she wanted away from him, to be far away by the time he returned. She rose, and through tears gazed out the window at the windswept sea.

 Maddy had called this place a fairy tale, and it had proved just as fantastical. Here, all was illusion. Peacocks and palm trees; jewels and sunsets over a blue Irish sea? If it sounds too good to be true . . .

 You’re a fool.

 She’d take the filth and danger of La Marais, hard and real before her, over this, over the lies of her husband, of their life. “Just one more chance,” he’d said, even while knowing her trust would be in vain. He’d known she would discover his deceit. “What happens if you find out something from my past that you canna abide and you leave me?”

 She’d pleaded with him not to hurt her again. How many more times will I endure having my hopes crushed? How many more times could she endure it?

 No more. She truly was finished this time.

 “I’ll never let you go,” he’d vowed, and she believed him. Somewhere along the way, he’d fallen in love with her—or as much as possible for a man like him, with the lies between them.

 In fact, she sensed that what he felt for her bordered on obsession. If she left, he wouldn’t rest until he found her.

 But she was Maddy la Gamine —she could find her way out of anything. She had the jewelry he’d given her, and all the money she’d wisely begun hiding away.

 She’d go back to La Marais. But only to collect her friends.

 On their way to somewhere else.



Forty-one
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 Ethan heard the screams from his Grosvenor town house before he even set eyes on the property.

 To his shock, he saw Court and Hugh outside— not running to the sound. Court looked as though he was about to murder someone.

 Ethan swung down from his horse. “Why the hell haven’t you gone up—” Another scream sounded, and Court bellowed in answering pain, punching his fists against the brick wall. Blood was already matted there from previous hits.

 “Stop it, Court,” Hugh snapped. “She’ll no’ like that I let you hurt yourself like this.”

 “How could they send me away?” Court asked, his voice hoarse, his eyes dazed.

 “I wonder,” Hugh said dryly.

 Ethan finally found his voice. “What the hell is going on?”

 “They’ve asked me to keep him downstairs for the present,” Hugh said.

 “Who?”

 “Did you no’ get our letters?”

 “No letters, just a short telegram to Carillon—”

 “I wasn’t sure if you still owned that one,” Hugh said. “I sent telegrams to the less likely of your haunts.” He narrowed his eyes. “What were you doing there?”

 “Spendin’ the winter. Now answer me. What is going on here?”

 “This is the birth of your niece or nephew,” Hugh said proudly. “And the possible loss of your brother’s sanity.”

 “Birth?” Ethan tripped back against his horse. That arse of a horse sidestepped, and he almost fell. “Now?”

 Court bit out, “She sent me away. Why would they send me away?”

 Hugh responded, “Again, I canna imagine.” To Ethan, he said, “Annalía’s been in labor for about ten hours now. You’re just in time to help me hold Court and keep him out of the way.”

 “Annalía’s in labor,” Ethan said, stunned. He’d never been anywhere near a birth before.

 Court swung his frenzied gaze on Ethan. “Doona even start with me, Ethan. That baby is mine. I know her and I feel this. Any comment to the contrary, and I’ll kill you.”

 Ethan put his palms up. “I’m no’ making any comment about anything.”

 Court looked confused. “You’re no’ going to berate me or throw that bloody book at me?”

 “No, I just . . . I wish you well.”

 Now Hugh frowned, too. “Fiona’s here,” Hugh said to Ethan. “She wants to talk to you.”

 “She’s here? In my house?”

 “Aye, she’s—”

 A scream louder than the rest sounded, and the blood left Court’s face. He barreled toward the front door, but Hugh collared him and hauled him back, cursing and swinging. “A hand here, Ethan?”

 “Oh, aye. Calm yourself, Court,” Ethan said, helping to drag him back outside. “Women do this all the time.”

 Court grated, “If I hear that bullshite another bloody time . . .”

 “This is killing him,” Hugh explained. “He never wanted Annalía to have a baby.”

 “Why no’?” Ethan asked, baffled. That’s what men always wanted. Wasn’t it? He’d tried to get one on Maddy with a feverish intensity.

 “He dinna want to risk her. And he dinna want to share her. If he’d known he could get her with child, he’d have tried no’ to.”

 “They made me leave,” Court said again, his tone miserable.

 “How about helping me distract him?” Hugh muttered.

 “How?” At Hugh’s shrug, Ethan said, “Do you have, uh, a name prepared, then?”

 Absently, eyes still on the door, Court said as if reciting, “If it’s a boy, we have to name him Aleix, after Anna’s brother, Aleixandre. Because I put him in jail and stole his house and all that. If it’s a lass, we’re naming her after Fiona.”

 Naming his daughter after their mother. Has everyone lost their bloody minds?

 “Why have the screams stopped?” Court demanded, struggling to wrench free of them.

 “I’ll go check,” Hugh said. “Keep him down here.” He crossed to the stairs. A few moments later, he called down, “They’re ready for Court.”

 Court stormed past Ethan and bounded up the stairs. Ethan hurried to follow. Fiona was there at the entrance to Court’s rooms. “You’re lucky she’s ready this time, Courtland. You have a son. A beautiful boy.” She glanced past Court. “Hello, Ethan. Glad the letters got to you in time.”

 He scowled, uncomfortable with this situation on so many levels. “I dinna get any bloody letters.”

 “Language, Ethan!” Fiona snapped.

 “I have no’ spoken to you in a dozen years,” Ethan began, tone seething, “and you think you can scold me like that in my own home?”

 “Aye,” she said easily. “Because I’m still your mother.”

 Court stormed in and went straight for the bed. When Hugh entered to stand near Jane, Ethan entered as well, struggling to remain outwardly calm. Jane was here?

 “Jane,” Ethan said with a cool nod.

 “Ethan,” she replied, then added, “excellent work there with Grey. You really slowed him down for me to kill him.”

 Ethan raised his brows at her nerve. She’s friends with Maddy, he told himself, biting back a scathing retort.

 “Sìne,” Hugh said warningly, using the Gaelic form of Jane. In turn, she slipped her hand in his and cast him a sunny smile; grave, stony Hugh was obviously helpless not to be charmed by it.

 Court dropped to his knees beside the bed, taking Annalía’s hand. “Mo chridhe, vow tae me that you’ll never want another. We canna do this, no’ ever again.”

 She gave him a drowsy smile. “I know this was hard on you. Oh, Courtland, what has happened to your hands? You poor thing . . .”

 If Court could get a babe on Annalía, why had Ethan failed with Maddy? A quick flare of panic—what if Ethan had succeeded? Maddy was smaller than Annalía, who looked like she’d barely gotten through this.

 Fiona said, “Courtland, do you no’ want to see your son?”

 Court scowled up at her, having no interest in the boy. Instead, he put his face against Annalía’s neck. Poor bastard couldn’t seem to get close enough to her. “Can I pick her up?” Court asked.

 Jane said firmly, “No, Court. Not yet. She needs to rest.”

 After another minute of sneaking her closer to him, Court turned back to them. “I’ll be gentle with her.”

 “No, Court!” Fiona and Jane said at the same time.

 Fiona added, “But you can pick up Aleix.”

 Ethan watched in amazement. Court hadn’t even glanced at the babe.

 “Since he is no’ interested for now”—Fiona brought the infant to Hugh and Ethan—“perhaps you’d like to meet your nephew.”

 Hugh muttered, “Never touched a baby.”

 “Never?” Jane asked with a light laugh. Ethan said nothing, though he hadn’t either.

 Ethan was beyond cynical, yet he took one look at that boy and knew he was a MacCarrick. Felt it down to his bones.

 The curse was proven utterly wrong—but even with that shadow dissipating from his life, Ethan still had another. The secret that weighed on him constantly. . . .

 “When I sleep,” Annalía said then, smiling sleepily up at Court, “you must look out for Aleix for me.” When he finally nodded, she dozed off.

 Anticipating his panic, Fiona said, “Court, she’s been awake and in labor for hours. Let her have some peace and quiet.” He began to protest, but she spoke over him. “You want what is best for her. Sleep is what she needs. She’s been more worried about you downstairs than for herself. Now, take your brothers and your bairn outside for a bit.” When Fiona tried to hand over Aleix, showing Court the correct way to hold a babe, he went wild-eyed with panic, but eventually took his son with an audible swallow. “There, that’s perfect,” Fiona said. “Now, keep your hand behind his head. . . .”

 Five minutes later, when the three brothers were outside the closed door, Hugh scratched his head. “I might be mistaken, but I think they just shooed us out, leaving us alone with a baby.”

 Ethan nodded, about to rail at the wrongness of this, but he saw Court frowning down at his son. “He’s a braw lad, Court,” Ethan said. “You should be proud.”

 “It will be no time at all before you’re teaching your boy to ride and fish,” Hugh added.

 The babe was already flailing his tiny fists—definitely a MacCarrick.

 “My boy, ” Court said. “Ach, that sounds odd.”

 Hugh chuckled. “About as odd as I felt saying ‘my wife.’ ” To Ethan, he said, “When are you going to do something life-changing?”

 “Maybe sooner than you think,” he answered.

 Hugh raised an eyebrow. Court had no reaction, having become completely fascinated with his son.

 When the bairn made a movement that approximated grasping Court’s finger, Court jerked his head up, his expression astonished. “Did you no’ see that?” Turning to amble around the room, Court murmured to himself, “ My lad’s bloody brilliant.”

 “I’m told this gets worse as the child ages,” Hugh said dryly.

 “Indeed.”

 “So, tell me what’s happened in the last few months,” Hugh said. “Jane and Claudia both wrote to Madeleine Van Rowen at an address in Paris, but the letters were returned. I thought you might have had something to do with that.” Hugh seemed to be bracing himself for Ethan’s answer.

 “Aye, I did. And she’s no longer a Van Rowen.”

 Grinning widely, Hugh slapped him on the back. “Ach, you doona know how uneasy I’ve been about this. But now . . . I can only say that I’m proud of you, brother.”

 Ethan raised his eyebrows. Hugh had never said anything of the sort before. And the approval wasn’t un pleasant.

 “She still accepted you after you explained everything?”

 “I dinna quite”—Ethan ran his hand over the back of his neck—“tell her . . . everything. She does no’ need to know it,” he added defensively.

 Hugh’s face fell, and he cast him a pitying expression. “Ethan, you best hope you married yourself a forgiving woman.”
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 Sharp pops of gunfire, screams, and the sound of breaking glass.

 Maddy sighed. Ah, home sweet home. . . .

 Perhaps running back to La Marais had been a bit precipitous. After half a year away, she simply hadn’t recalled it being this bad.

 When she’d arrived earlier this morning, she, Corrine, and Bea had adjourned to Maddy’s balcony for tea once more. That, at least, was welcome—she’d missed the companionship.

 After Maddy explained everything that had happened with Ethan, Corrine promptly demanded, “Well, what did he say when you confronted him?”

 “I . . . I was so upset,” Maddy answered, flushing under their scrutiny. “And I didn’t need to hear his excuses. What I do know as fact is damning enough—”

 Corrine looked disappointed in her. “So you didn’t even wait to learn his side of the story?”

 Maddy stared at her tea cup and mumbled, “No. But he lies all the time anyway. I can’t trust a single word out of his mouth.”

 “I’ve seen it before,” Corrine said sadly. “Sometimes, it’s as if people want to get back to La Marais.”

 Bea nodded sagely. “C’est vrai. ”

“I did not want to come back here!” Since returning, Maddy found La Marais harder and filthier than she’d ever remembered. “But I’m tired of being toyed with and deceived. And didn’t I just tell you that Ethan might have slept with my own mother?” She felt a wave of nausea at the idea. “I came back for you two. So we could start fresh somewhere else. Maybe open that shop like we always talked about. I have enough money now for all three of us.”

 “De mal en pire, Maddy,” Corrine said with a shrug. “My situation here isn’t that bad.”

 “Bea, what about you?” Maddy asked. “Don’t you want to be a dress model?”

 “Oh, Maddée, can we talk about this later?” Bea said, rubbing her calves with a wince. “My legs and back are aching.”

 “We can live somewhere without stairs,” Maddy said, striving for a cheerful demeanor.

 Bea gave her a smile, but she appeared exhausted. “I think I just want to nap for a few hours. Then we’ll talk.”

 “Of course, Bea. Get some sleep,” Maddy said, hugging her.

 Before she left, Bea peeked back out the window. “I know it’s selfish, but no matter what, I am happy to see you, Maddée,” she said, then turned toward her apartment.

 But Corrine wasn’t as pleased to see Maddy back. “I know you’ve learned the hard way that there are times to stay and fight, and there are times to run. And the difference can be a very fine line.” She sighed. “But this time, I think you should have stood your ground with the Scot.”

 Maddy flushed uncomfortably, deciding this would probably not be the best time to reveal that she was likely carrying the Scot’s babe. . . .

 • • •

 The next morning, Maddy rose from her cold bed, struggling to muster the energy to rise and dress.

 During the last few months with Ethan, she’d thought she had gotten past the tragedies in her life, believing she’d been adapting well. But discovering what he’d done—and knowing who was specifically to blame—made her reevaluate everything. Reviewing the litany of disappointment and heartbreak in one sitting made her wonder how she’d survived.

 How many times could she pick herself up and dust off her skirts?

 She’d just finished pinning up her hair when a nearby church’s bells began to toll. She frowned and climbed out onto her balcony. Chat Noir deigned to give her a visit, and she picked him up, hugging him close. She already missed her kitten at Carillon.

 Suddenly, the cat hissed. “What is it, chaton?” With another hiss, he scrambled to get down. “Yes, yes, a minute—”

 Scratching down her arms, drawing blood, he leapt away just as tolling began to sound in succession, building a steady crescendo all over the city.

 When even the great bells of Notre Dame rang out, Maddy swallowed. There was no Mass right now. She remembered the last time they’d done this, and alarm filled her. She scrambled back inside, then rushed from her apartment. She banged on Corrine’s door, then Bea’s. No answer came from either.

 People on the street would know where they were . . . what was happening. . . . Battling panic, Maddy dashed down the stairs, her breathing loud in the tight stairway.

 Down four flights, then five—

 The toe of her boot stabbed into something thick. With a cry, she pitched forward, flailing her arms, collapsing onto something solid but soft—something moist.

 When her confusion cleared, she realized she’d landed on a body, sprawled dead in the darkness.

 • • •

 A single circular break in the bedroom mirror.

 Ethan had known she had left him as soon as he’d seen it, even before he’d been able to question Sorcha. Somehow Maddy had found out the truth, and she’d thrown her ring at the mirror. Yet ever-practical Maddy hadn’t left it behind.

 The fact that she’d collected it—and every piece of jewelry—disheartened him more than anything. It meant she was preparing to stay away.

 All Sorcha had been able to tell him was that Maddy had received some letter and she’d been pale as snow. She’d packed and left in a daze, absently asking Sorcha to take care of her cat until she could send for him.

 Remembering Maddy’s plan to visit Claudia when he’d refused to marry her, Ethan raced for London like hell was at his heels. Reaching Quin’s home at last, Ethan stormed into his study. “Where’s Maddy?”

 Quin’s jaw slackened. “My God, what’s happened to you? You look like hell.”

 “Where is she?” Ethan snapped.

 “Just like I predicted,” Quin said smugly. “Not knowing up from down anymore. And why should I tell you where she is?”

 “Tell me this bloody second.” Ethan ran a hand over his face. “She’s my wife, and she’s . . . left me.”

 “Maddy married you? But she just wrote Claudia and said she was going to Iveley for the rest of the spring. That she owned it now, or something fantastic. Why would she leave you if she actually married you?”

 Iveley? Maddy was throwing him a red herring, and he knew why.

 She’s about to disappear. . . . She’d been gone three days—long enough to sell off everything and book passage anywhere in the world.

 “She’s no’ at Iveley,” Ethan said, pinching the bridge of his nose. “She’s gone back to Paris.”

 “You had better hope not,” Quin said, shooting to his feet.

 Ethan narrowed his eyes. “Why no’?”

 “We’ve just been getting word that there’s . . . sickness there.”

 At Quin’s expression, dread settled heavily in the pit of Ethan’s stomach. “What kind?”

 “MacCarrick, it’s . . . cholera.”
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 “J ust calm yourself,” Quin said. “The early wires say that they’ve contained it in some of the lower parishes. It might not even touch Madeleine in St. Roch. But I still advise you to hurry, because the city’s becoming unstable and there have already been rumors of impending martial law. You remember what happened in the last outbreak?”

 Ethan swallowed. Sixteen hundred people had died in a cholera-related riot, shot down by soldiers in a matter of hours. Dead, not even from the disease. No, twenty thousand had fallen from that.

 “She’s no’ in St. Roch,” Ethan said, striding out to his horse. “She’s likely in La Marais.”

 Quin was right behind him. “What in the hell is she doing there?”

 “Does no’ matter—”

 “Damn it, Ethan . . . that’s the area hardest hit.”

 Ethan felt like his heart had stopped. “What did you say?”

 “There’s already been talk of a quarantine for La Marais. I don’t understand why she might be in a slum like that, but if she is, you have to get her out. . . .” Quin shook his head hard. “The Network would never officially recommend that you smuggle a subject out of a military quarantine, but you know protocols. You know how to protect others. You could do this safely.”

 Ethan had been in cholera-ravaged areas many times before. The latest medical texts avowed: Cleanliness, sobriety, and judicious ventilation defy the pestilence. In the field, Ethan had learned: Boil anything that goes in, burn everything that comes out, and splash whisky over anything suspicious.

 “So unofficially,” Quin continued quietly, “I’ll help you with transport. And you’ll get down there and extract her from wherever she might be—regardless of the situation. Do you understand me? Get in and get her out. And don’t get caught breaking quarantine.” He met Ethan’s eyes. “Or you’ll both be shot on sight.”

 • • •

 Morning crept pale and listless over La Marais.

 Yesterday, the streets had been choked with those strong enough to flee. Now the exodus was sparse and slow, as if already defeated.

 Maddy sat alone on her building’s front steps, with her knees to her chest and her chin resting on them. Her forehead beaded perspiration even in the chill spring air and her body shook. Those damned bells tolled nonstop; regimental drums beat in the distance, reminding them all of the oppressive threat of quarantine.

 The stoop was empty of the drunks, most of whom had contracted the disease and swiftly passed on. Two nights ago, one had crawled into the building for help, then died in the stairwell.

 The one Maddy had fallen over. She wiped her brow. Now she was infected as well.

 Ethan had called her a fox once, but she could find no means to escape this trap. It was too late for her anyway. And too late for Bea. Maddy’s tears began anew.

 In front of her, not even a hundred yards away, a young man she’d known from the parish market fell to his knees. He gave a strangled scream and clawed at the ground as his body emptied itself of white fluids in a sickening rush. Anyone near him ran shrieking.

 The impulse to help him arose in Maddy, but she couldn’t aid everyone she knew—all around her the residents were falling as cholera burned through La Marais like a wildfire. At that moment, she heard the unmistakable sound of retching just behind her garret as yet another succumbed.

 Across the narrow street, a teary Berthé emerged from her building and sank down on her own stoop. Maddy could tell she had the sickness as well.

 When Maddy had arrived back in La Marais this time, she’d been prepared for the sisters to ridicule her for returning. Now their feud seemed so inconsequential.

 They met eyes, and Berthé said, “How’s Bea?”

 “D-died this morning,” Maddy choked out, shaking harder.

 Berthé nodded gravely. “I am sorry for that, la gamine. But Corrine is still well?”

 “Yes,” she said. “She’s resting.” Corrine had finally cried herself to sleep after they’d discovered Bea dead in her bed this morning. Maddy shuddered at the memory. “And Odette?” Maddy had heard that Odette was one of the first stricken—and that Berthé had refused to leave her sister behind to save herself.

 “Odette will not last the night.”

 Maddy said, “I’m sorry, too.”

 Berthé swiped at her tears. A long silence passed between them, then she said, “This was not how it was supposed to end for us, non?”

 Maddy shook her head, giving her a sad smile through streaming tears. Maddy thought it remarkable how one’s wishes and dreams could change so suddenly with the circumstances. Last week, she’d wished she was indeed pregnant and that Ethan would react well to the news.

 Now, Maddy wished she could live through cholera just one more time. If not that, then she wished Ethan wouldn’t blame himself for her death. No matter what he’d done, he didn’t deserve this kind of guilt.

 If nothing else, Maddy wished that she wouldn’t be burned on the mass pyre. . . .

 “At least you once got to see something outside of this slum,” Berthé said. “Is Britain as beautiful as they say?”

 “It is.” Maddy’s voice broke as she imagined Carillon. “It truly is.”

 • • •

 The murky streets of La Marais were completely deserted when Ethan reached the area late in the night. The only sounds were the constant tolling of church bells, the low drone of nearing drums, and sporadic gunfire. Building doors had been left wide open, belongings dumped on the street.

 The people here had fled for their lives. The idea of Maddy alone in all this maddened Ethan.

 Even with Quin’s connections, Ethan had been forced to wait for a ferry. Rumors were flying out of Paris, and most captains refused to cross the twenty-mile channel to France.

 Each hour that Ethan had had to wait had been excruciating. Feeling so powerless, he’d paced, trying not to dwell on cholera’s short incubation period—four hours to five days. He’d seen people contract it and die within hours, the speed of deterioration astonishing.

 Maddy had been here for at least two days, possibly three. . . .

 Then once he’d made France, many of the trains into Paris had been halted. By the time he at last reached her building, Ethan was wracked with fear for her. He sprinted through the open doorway and climbed blindly to the sixth floor, breaking down Maddy’s locked door.

 He found her room exactly as it had been when they’d left it—except Maddy’s bright bed had been stripped completely, the mattress gone.

 His mouth went dry.

 Bea’s door was wide open. When he saw that her bed was stripped as well, sudden sweat beaded all over him. The disease had been here.

 He kicked down Corrine’s door—her room looked untouched.

 Stomping down the stairs, he sprinted into the empty street, having no idea where to find Maddy. Turning in circles, he yelled her name again and again, his voice echoing—

 “Are you searching for la gamine?” a woman called weakly.

 He whirled around as a figure limped toward him from a building across the street. It was the girl from the tavern—the one who’d tripped Maddy. Berthé, he thought her name was.

 “Where is she?” he demanded.

 “Madeleine fell sick,” Berthé said, clutching her sides. Her face was pale as chalk, but for the characteristic dark rings fanning out around her eyes. “She tripped on a dead man in the stairwell. After that, she never had a chance. They took her yesterday when they came for Bea’s body. Took her, even with Corrine fighting them.”

 Ethan’s heartbeat thundered, booming in his ears. He couldn’t even allow himself to think of what she might be saying. No. This just wasn’t possible. “Who took her? Where?” When she bent over and spit up white fluid, he bellowed, “Goddamn it, Berthé! Tell me.”

 She jerked upright. “The hospital, l’Hotel Dieu. Four blocks down, then north. But she’s fallen. She’ll be on the pyre by now—”

 He’d already begun running, pumping his arms, hearing nothing but his breaths.

 The hospital entrance was guarded, though only by two soldiers—but then, no one was expected to want in, and no one was expected to be able to exit. Ethan barely slowed to meet the guards head-on. He lunged in between them, swinging punches wildly, knocking them both out.

 The inside of the hospital was a den of chaos, with useless smoke and incense oozing thickly throughout. The space teemed with patients; hysterical screams shrilled; huddled figures wept everywhere he turned.

 He found a harried nun behind a desk that was filled with scattered papers and bags of tagged personal belongings. “I’m lookin’ for my wife,” Ethan quickly said. “Madeleine MacCarrick.”

 “How did you get in?” she asked, eyeing his unshaven, scarred face with suspicion. She had marked circles around her eyes and sweat beading her brow and above her upper lip. Already infected. He swung his gaze around—most of the nuns were.

 “Special diplomatic dispensation,” he somehow thought to say. He would have to get Maddy out of France tonight—or they could be pursued after he’d assaulted the guards and then stolen her from here.

 The nun frowned at his answer, but she did drag a weighty, leather-bound ledger across her desk. After scanning some pages, she said, “There’s no one here by that name.”

 “Maddy, then,” Ethan snapped, but she still shook her head. “Last name of Van Rowen.”

 The nun scanned her ledger once more, then gazed up, her face pale. Ethan began to shake.

 “Tell me where she is,” Ethan demanded, his tone low. When she hesitated, he just stopped himself from reaching across the desk and throttling her.

 “I’m sorry, monsieur. You’re too late.”
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 Ethan swallowed, unable to speak. Finally, he choked out, “She is no’ . . . there’s been a mistake. . . .”

 Over the roaring in his ears, he dimly perceived her saying, “She was given last rites at sunrise and not expected to make it past the morning.”

 Ethan must have appeared as crazed as he felt, because the woman cowered. “Then she’s not . . .?” Ethan couldn’t say the word.

 “She’s in the dernière chambre.” Her gaze flickered in the direction of a darkened back ward. “But, monsieur, once they go in—”

 Ethan was already loping for the room. Inside, he swung his head back and forth. So many goddamned beds in this squalid, chill room. Children screamed in terror over the deaths of their parents, showing signs of illness themselves. The idea of his Maddy in here alone . . .

 No, he couldn’t think like that. . . . Need to focus . . . stay clear, think.

 He began bellowing her name, stopping at beds and drawing sheets back from covered bodies, greeted by one macabre expression after another—sunken faces, glaring dark circles like bruises radiating out from the glazed eyes.

 Ethan spied a small figure under a sheet in a corner cot—curled into a tight ball. Maddy? They wouldn’t cover her face unless . . . So help him God, she couldn’t have died, alone here, in that goddamned position.

 But she could have; how many blows could she defend against?

 As he ran, she grew indistinct until he swiped his sleeve over his face. He kept wiping his eyes, and they kept blurring. At the bed, he swallowed, then drew back the sheet.

 He fell to his knees. “Ah, God, Maddy.” Her lips and face were white but for the shadows around her closed eyes.

 She lay motionless. She can’t be . . .

 He buried his face against her neck. She’s warm. He felt her wrist—and didn’t breathe until he found her pulse. “Aingeal, wake up.” He pulled her to his chest, but her body was limp.

 Blood was stark on the sheet and the back of her gown.

 • • •

 Maddy had been oddly sentient since she’d fallen sick. She’d been aware of everything that had happened to her, never finding oblivion in the fever that had wracked her for hour after hour.

 She knew Bea had died, and the grief was overwhelming. Again and again, Maddy saw her friend’s once beautiful visage frozen in a grimace of pain.

 She knew Corrine had fought to keep the soldiers from taking Maddy when she’d grown ill. Recalling Corrine’s screams and fierce struggles, Maddy feared Corrine had been injured or arrested.

 And Maddy knew that no matter what had happened, she missed Ethan desperately.

 As if her thoughts conjured him, she dreamed he was here for her now. After being lucid for so long, Maddy wondered that she now imagined he knelt beside her. In dreams, she felt him rub his unshaven face against her neck, felt startling wetness from his eyes. The backs of his fingers glanced over her forehead.

 He felt so real, she squinted open her eyes, but even the dim light hurt. She was hallucinating anyway, because surely Ethan could not be in this dank cholera ward. “Dream? ” she whispered.

 “No, Maddy”— his voice broke —“I’m here with you.”

 Oh, God, it was Ethan, though he looked altered. His face was haggard, his eyes burning with some emotion she’d never seen in him before.

 He couldn’t truly have followed her into this place? Especially when she was already dying? He would have to know better. She gasped in air. “You have . . . to leave—”

 “No’ without you. I’m takin’ you from here tonight.”

 “Go . . . please. They’ll shoot you. You can’t . . . come here again.”

 “Understand me,” he said in a low, seething tone, “I’m still your husband, and if I can die to save you from this, then that’s my goddamned right!”

 Definitely not a dream . . . Her rough-around-the-edges Scot was behaving like a hero and still cursing like a sailor. “But, Ethan, I’m dy—”

 “You will no’ die!” He reached for her, clutching her nape. “You hold on!”

 She whispered, “ I think . . . it’s too late.”

 He grasped her chin, forcing her to face him. He was pale and staring at her with a crazed expression. “It’s no’! Damn you, Maddy MacCarrick, we’re goin’ tae be together. Believe me.” His eyes were wet, his lashes spiking. “Lass, I could no’ love you this much for nothing.”

 A tear slipped down her cheek, and he brushed it away. She felt the smallest tinge of hope.

 “Hold on, for me.” Two arms slipped beneath her, gingerly lifting. But where did Ethan think he could take her? “Just stay with me, Maddy girl.” She felt warmth enveloped in his scent as he wrapped his coat around her. In the cocoon of his arms, the constant screams finally dimmed, the cries dulled.

 As Ethan carried her, hastening his long strides, Maddy heard one of the nuns cry, “You cannot take a contagious patient past the perimeter!”

 We made it to the perimeter? She squinted her eyes open again and found them at a doorway, so close to being outside in the night—

 “You might kill her by moving her!” another said.

 But if Ethan thought he could get her free, then Maddy wanted to leave this place. How fervently she wished not to die here—not to be burned on a pile of bodies.

 “Step aside,” Ethan said. As if in a daze, she saw him draw a pistol and cock it. “I’ll kill anyone who gets in my way. And I’ll do it gladly.”

 Then . . . she was kissed by the coolness of the night air.

 “We’re goin’ home, lass,” he murmured down to her. “I’m takin’ you home.”

 As soon as Ethan carried her across the threshold of that hell, blackness beckoned and she promptly passed out.
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 As Ethan ran a damp cloth over Maddy’s body, he could hear Fiona speaking in low tones with the doctors in the next room.

 Two days had passed since Ethan had brought Madeleine here. Ethan had told Quin to make sure his house in Grosvenor was empty by the time he was due to return, but Fiona had refused to go, browbeating Quin into telling all. Then she’d set about assembling an army of physicians in London for a wife that Ethan had “neglected to mention to her.”

 Even after two days, and all those doctors working, Maddy was still so pale, as if all the blood had left her body. She tossed in restless sleep, her breathing labored. Tonight she burned with fever again.

 “I’m going tae get her well,” Ethan had declared to the physicians, but he knew what they’d deemed Maddy’s chances.

 Yet they simply didn’t know her as he did. They only saw her size and felt her weak pulse. And after Ethan told them about her possible pregnancy and then of finding blood on the back of her nightgown in the infirmary, they’d informed him that she’d lost the baby and would be further weakened.

 Fiona had said, “Doona worry, son, she’ll have more bairns once she gets—”

 “Do you think I give a damn about that?” he’d snapped.

 “But the look on your face when you realized . . . I just thought . . .”

 His reaction hadn’t been from learning that she’d lost the babe; it had been from knowing she’d lost it in that hellhole.

 By herself.

 Maddy’s body had received his seed and had been ready to give them a babe. But his countless lies had driven her away, straight into danger, putting her in this grueling struggle for life.

 When he’d first feared that they’d lost their bairn, his mind had whispered, It could be the curse once more. . . .

 Yet Ethan knew none of this was about the curse—no matter how easy it would be to assign blame to it. No, his actions had precipitated all this, and he fully accepted all the fault.

 Hour after hour, Ethan watched over her, staring at each rise and fall of her chest, willing her to keep fighting . . . one more breath in . . . one more breath exhaled. . . .

 • • •

 In between fevered dreams, for what felt like days, she’d heard Ethan speaking to her.

 With his voice growing thick, he’d pleaded, “ Maddy lass, doona leave me. ” Other times, he’d threatened her. “You’ll never be rid of me,” he’d snapped; then, as if he worked to calm his tone, he’d added, “so you’d best . . . you’d best stay with me.”

 And he’d railed at her, his voice booming so loud the bed had seemed to shake. “You canna do this—take my goddamned heart and then leave me! You think I will no’ follow? ”

She knew he was constantly there, was aware of his movements and comprehended his words, but she couldn’t seem to open her heavy eyelids or speak.

 At night, he would wrap his body around hers, keeping her warm, whispering against her hair, “You enjoy being contrary. Then prove them all wrong and get better.” He’d clutched her hip, then balled his fist there. “Ah, lass, they canna understand how strong you are.”

 Sometimes she heard other voices, doctors, she thought, and occasionally an older woman with a Scottish accent. The woman spoke now: “Ethan, these physicians are doing their best.”

 “It’s no’ good enough!” he roared in answer, then cursed the unseen doctors in some of the vilest language Maddy had ever heard. Directly after he kicked them out of the room, a door slammed, and a cool breeze whistled over her from the impact.

 Finally, her eyelids didn’t feel too heavy to open. She blinked against the light for several moments. She perceived his form standing near the bed and waited as her vision began to focus.

 He raked his fingers through his disheveled hair as a pretty red-haired lady frowned up at him.

 “She’ll wake soon, Ethan. The fever has broken.”

 “They said that yesterday. And still she has no’.”

 “If she did right now,” the woman said, “you would scare the poor girl to death. You’ve no’ shaved or changed your clothes in days. And you look half-mad.”

 “You ken I am half-mad, well on the verge.”

 When he began pacing, she said, “You must calm yourself. Your anger with the physicians will no’ help your wife”—her gaze flickered over Maddy and away, then returned immediately—“but slamming the door like that just might wake her.”

 “What do you—?” His shoulders tensed. He rasped, “Are you sayin’ she’s . . .?”

 “You dinna tell me she has such pretty blue eyes. Look behind you, son.”

 He whirled around, seeming to loom over the bed. Maddy stared up in shock. His eyes were red and wild, his beard growing. His clothes were wrinkled, his sleeves rolled. He looked as if he wanted to launch himself at her.

 The woman said something in Gaelic that made Ethan scowl and his hand shoot up to his beard? He froze, and his brows drew together.

 How long had he been with her?

 Ethan looked at her with such yearning, but he seemed to force himself to back away from her. “You need tae drink,” he suddenly said, dashing to a nearby pitcher. When he poured, Maddy could hear the pitcher clanking against the glass.

 The woman raised her eyebrows at Ethan, then told Maddy, “I’m Lady Fiona, your mother-in-law, and I’m verra pleased to be meeting you this morning.”

 When Ethan returned to the bed with a glass of water, Maddy asked, “Where am I?”

 He lifted Maddy’s head and helped her drink. “You’re in London, in our town house.” Maddy couldn’t seem to drink it fast enough. “Easy, then,” he murmured.

 When he took the nearly empty glass away, Maddy asked, “C-Corrine?”

 “I could no’ find her, but I have men searching in Paris,” he said. “Maddy, I doona believe she’d been sick.”

 Maddy closed her eyes with worry, then quickly opened them, afraid to go to sleep again.

 He ran his hand over the back of his neck. “But Bea—”

 “No,” she whispered. “I know.”

 Lady Fiona said something in Gaelic, then in English added, “Ethan, why don’t you go get cleaned up now while I visit with my new daughter-in-law?”

 He hesitated, then the two of them seemed to share a look. Before he turned to the door, Ethan gruffly said to Maddy, “Verra glad you’re better, lass.” As he trudged from the room, she thought she saw him swiping a sleeve over his eyes. Oh, Ethan.

 Once he’d left, Lady Fiona said, “He’s been worried about you, to say the least.” She sat on the edge of the bed. “Now, I know you must have many questions. . . .”

 “I didn’t get anyone sick here, did I?”

 “None of us. No’ at all. To be on the safe side, I’m staying in this house for a week.” She added dryly, “I hope you like cards.”

 Biting her bottom lip, Maddy said, “I . . . Lady Fiona, I lost the baby, didn’t I?”

 Fiona brushed Maddy’s hair back from her forehead. “Aye, but a slew of doctors all agree you’ll be able to have more.”

 She’d known she’d miscarried, but still, hearing the news made sadness sweep over her, sharp and heavy. “But Ethan’s not . . . well?”

 “He does no’ look it, but he’s no’ in ill health. I doona think he’s slept in a week.” She raised her brows as she said, “He loves you quite, well, fiercely. I’m just happy you’ll be able to be together and start anew.”

 Maddy’s eyes began to grow heavy again. “Lady Fiona, I don’t know what you’ve been told—”

 “Lass, I know everything. But understand, he’s changed. Speaking no’ as his mother but one woman to another . . . when a man like Ethan finally learns to love, it’s forever.”

 • • •

 “Bloody hell!”

 He’d nicked himself again. His hands were shaking so badly, yet Fiona expected him to shave and clean up? Said he’d frightened his own wife with his appearance.

 He probably had as he’d battled the nigh overwhelming urge to squeeze her in his arms. Maddy’s eyes had been wide in her pale face as she stared up at him.

 It had been everything he could do to force himself to leave that room—but earlier his mother had suggested she speak with Maddy alone once she woke. Fiona had told him there was a small chance Maddy might not even have known about the baby.

 He clung to that.

 When he nicked himself again, he threw the razor down. He rested his hands on the basin and hung his head. Please, doona let her have known. With Bea’s death and his betrayal and Corrine’s disappearance, he didn’t know how much more his lass could take. . . .

 How long did his mother want with Maddy?

 Ethan couldn’t stay away any longer. He hastily dressed, then returned. As he strode in, Maddy’s eyes were heavy-lidded, as if she was struggling to stay awake.

 When he hurried to sit beside her, she weakly lifted her hand to graze her fingertips over a nick on his jaw. He took her small hand in his, kissing her palm, but she’d already closed her eyes. Just as he felt a surge of panic, Fiona said, “She’s just sleeping now, Ethan.”

 “Did she know about the babe?” Say no. . . .

 “Aye, she did. But she’s a strong one, I can tell. She’ll heal from all this if you help her.”

 Maddy might not want his help—or want anything to do with him. “Did she say anythin’ about me?” he asked, sounding as desperate as he was. “About what I did?”

 “She broached it. But she’s in love with you, son. I can tell. You will be able to win her back.”

 Never again would he feel anger toward Fiona for what she’d said and done in the hours after his father’s death. If Maddy had . . . He shuddered and squeezed his eyes closed. “I need you tae leave.”

 Without a word, she hastened from the room.

 Just before he lost all control of his emotions.



Forty-six
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 Over the last five nights, Ethan had silently crept into her room to sleep with her, easing away each morning. Her fierce Highlander craving to sleep with her made her heart soften, but then she grew exasperated.

 Every time she’d tried to talk to him about what had happened, he’d shied away, clearly thinking she was not strong enough to handle his confessions after only six days of recovery. But she was healing rapidly now that she’d turned the corner. Today, she’d been able to sit up for a good part of the afternoon to play cards with Lady Fiona, who was scheduled to return to Scotland the next day.

 She truly liked Fiona, enjoying that she still scolded Ethan. He grumbled, but Maddy sensed that whatever conflict between them had finally been resolved.

 Maddy needed to get something resolved with him as well, settled for good or ill, just so she could begin to make sense of all that had transpired.

 That night, she made herself stay awake, waiting for him to steal into the room. He came directly after midnight and quietly undressed. When he slowly pulled back the cover, about to ease in and join her, she said, “Ethan, don’t you think it’s time we discussed what happened?”

 He exhaled. “Aye, I suppose it is.” He slung on his trousers without energy, then turned up the bedroom lamp. After placing pillows behind her and helping her sit up in bed, he pulled a chair beside her. “How did you find out?”

 “I’d written the land agent at Iveley about visiting the property because I’d wanted you to see where I grew up. But apparently, you had not only been to Iveley Hall—you’d owned it for years. Since my father died.”

 “Aye. I’d bought up his debts. Including the one against Iveley.”

 “So you did plot revenge against my family. Care to tell me what it was over?”

 “You dinna draw a conclusion?”

 “I think . . . I think my father discovered you and my mother in bed together. I think you were the man with her that night at Iveley.”

 “I never touched her!” Ethan said vehemently. “I did go to meet her, but I had misgivings and tried to leave.”

 Maddy quirked a brow. “Do you make it a habit to go to assignations and then not keep them? Like with the barmaids?”

 “I had a strong feeling that I should no’ touch Sylvie. I had a realization with the others. Everything’s led me to you.”

 “What happened that night, Ethan?”

 He ran a hand over his drawn face. “If I try to acquit myself, I only impugn your parents.”

 “I have to hear this,” she insisted. “I have to finally know what happened.”

 His brows drew together, and the pain in his eyes staggered her. “Then I’ll tell you, though I doona relish it.” In his low tone, he described a night of lies and weakness and unimaginable malice.

 When he revealed that her mother had accused him of rape, Maddy was rocked. When he told her Brymer had cut him, Maddy’s tears began to fall unchecked.

 Ethan had been falsely accused, beaten, and then disfigured—while Maddy had been sleeping soundly not far away.

 Her father had allowed it, Brymer had enjoyed it, and her mother had sat back and done nothing, even when she’d known a young man was being tortured in their stables.

 “Oh, God,” Maddy whispered as the full weight of his revelation sank in. “Ethan, I am so sorry for what they did to you.”

 “Doona dare apologize for them! This has nothing to do with you. Thinking otherwise was my mistake. And doona pity me—I had my retribution, as you well know. I bought up your father’s loans and called them earlier than they would’ve been,” Ethan said, his voice harsh. “And called them at the same time. I’m responsible for your losing your home.”

 Wait, called them earlier? “Would it have happened eventually, or was it all you?” When Ethan clenched his jaw, refusing to answer, and she just stopped herself from sucking in a breath.

 Oh, this must be a jest. She’d known there’d been debts, money struggles. She remembered her parents’ fights, her mother always wanting more. Maddy probably would have ended up in La Marais without Ethan’s interference.

 “And your revenge on Brymer? Did you kill him?”

 “Aye.”

 She nodded, glad to hear it. The image of that man stringing up Ethan and eagerly taking a knife to him . . . Maddy shuddered.

 “And Tully?” she asked nervously. She remembered he’d always been kind to her.

 “I spared him.”

 She exhaled a relieved breath, and not just for Tully—she was relieved to know Ethan could show mercy when it was warranted. “But what about me? You returned for me only to hurt me further.”

 “I tried to tell myself it was for revenge but realized early on that there was no way I could willfully hurt you. Take pleasure in knowing that my sinister plan for revenge came right back tae bite me on the arse.” He leaned forward, elbows to his knees. “Maddy, I was fallin’ for you from the beginning.”

 “Are we even truly married?”

 He raised his brows as if shocked she had doubts about that. “Bloody hell, we are!”

 “Was the night of the masquerade part of your plan?”

 He shook his head. “I dinna know who you were until the next morning.”

 A thought struck her, and she narrowed her eyes. “What about Le Daex? Did you have something to do with that?”

 Ethan hesitated, then said, “Aye. I dinna want you getting engaged before I could return for you.”

 “Yet another lie? Any others I should know about? More secrets?”

 “There are more secrets. Ten years’ worth of bad things I’ve done. I will no’ burden you with the details unless you insist, but know that I ultimately acted toward a greater good. And sometimes . . . sometimes I even did things you might have been proud of.”

 She’d known he could be heroic if he chose—and that he could also be a scoundrel. She rubbed her temples.

 “This has been too much,” he said at once, sounding alarmed. “Does your head ache?”

 “I’ll be fine. I just want to get this over with. Is there anything else?” she asked more faintly, praying there wasn’t.

 He sighed. “Aye. I can speak French.”

 “Of course,” she muttered in a deadened tone.

 “Maddy, I ken that I’ve wronged you, but do you think you can forgive what I’ve done tae you? I’m no’ saying this minute. But in time?”

 “After all these lies, how can I trust what you’re saying now? Give me a reason to, Ethan. I want to.”

 He ran his fingers through his hair. “I doona know why you should trust me or forgive me, other than the fact that . . . that I’m in love with you,” he said gruffly. “Tell me what tae do tae win you back, and it’s done.”

 It seemed a thousand emotions warred to overwhelm her. She still felt resentment at Ethan’s deceit. Shame and disgust for her parents’ actions burned in her.

 And she was embarrassed by how badly she wished she knew none of this and could just go back to the life they’d made together.

 But above all, she felt . . . weary.

 “I want to get well, to get strong again before I make any decisions.” And one place called to her as no other did. “Take me to Carillon.”

 • • •

 Maddy had ached for this place, yearning to return to the life she’d had at Carillon. But even after weeks of healing here, she was far from that existence.

 She sat in front of her mirror, combing out her hair for bed, musing over her time here. The tension between her and Ethan had been grueling. He was standoffish. She felt awkward. They didn’t seem to know what to do with each other.

 Whenever she’d strolled the property, savoring all the new blooms and growth and regaining her strength, she’d felt him watching her, felt his palpable yearning. Once she’d been strong enough to ride her horse, he’d accompanied her, remaining silent beside her. If she’d stopped to gather flowers, he would dash over to help her down from the saddle. Each time, he held her longer as he gazed down at her, his eyes dark with emotion.

 And this week, when he’d gotten word that Corrine had been found and was on her way to Carillon, Maddy had been so excited she’d hugged him. He hadn’t seemed to be able to let her go, even when she pulled back. Finally he had, but he’d been stiff, looking pained.

 It had turned out that Corrine had been knocked unconscious in the frantic struggle for Maddy, then carried away from the city by fleeing friends. But she was perfectly safe now and on her way here. The worry for her had been like a weight pressing on Maddy’s chest—and now it was lifted.

 With each day that passed, Maddy had formed a clearer picture of how she wanted her future to be. She needed to talk to Ethan about what she’d decided, but he seemed like he’d rather have his teeth pulled. Every time she approached him with a serious demeanor, he got an alarmed look about him and changed the subject, or left the room.

 Her infallible Highlander seemed unsure, hesitant, and Maddy was just as much so, having no idea how to proceed with him.

 She rose from her dresser with a sigh, then crawled into her large, empty bed, missing him like an ache before she fell asleep.

 Sometime in the night, thunder boomed outside, and Maddy shot up in bed, gasping for breath. Tears streamed down her face from one of the worst nightmares she’d ever had.

 She’d dreamed she was lost on the coast and couldn’t find Ethan anywhere. At every turn, around each craggy bend, she got farther and farther from him, no matter how badly she yearned to find him—

 Lightning flashed again. A storm was coming, making her ache turn to apprehension, and she leapt to her feet. Had Ethan not heard her cry out? Each night he slept in the room next to hers.

 She ran to his room, but he wasn’t there. Searching the manor with growing unease, she finally spied a light coming from the orangery and ran down the stairs and along the covered walk to reach him.

 Inside, the loud rumble of the boiler echoed against the glass. She’d known he could fix it! But where was he? Catching her breath, she cried, “Ethan?”

 The boiler whistled to a stop, and he shot to his feet, dropping tools as he strode for her. “What’s happened?” he demanded, grasping her shoulders.

 “N-nothing . . .” Now she felt silly for her reaction, like a frightened girl.

 “Is a storm coming, then?” He glanced up at the glass ceiling. “I could no’ hear it before.”

 “I . . . I think so. What are you doing here so late?”

 “I wanted to surprise you. Get this thing running once and for all.” He rubbed his palms down her arms. “Tell me what’s troubling you, lass.”

 She gazed up at him and the words slipped out. “What has happened to us? What are we doing?”

 “Truth?” he asked, tenderly brushing his thumb over her cheek.

 “Truth,” she answered with a firm nod.

 He exhaled. “I’m giving you time to come to terms with everything, because I’m . . . I’m bloody dreading that you’re going to tell me you want to go.”

 “Go? Am I going somewhere?”

 “Do you no’ want to? You have your own estate now. And you said once you got strong again, you’d make a final decision about us.”

 “Why haven’t you said anything?”

 “I doona want you to go—I really doona want you to go—but I dinna want to affect your decision. With everything that’s happened—the illness and Bea’s death and the babe . . . everyone thinks you must be feeling battered about just now. And I’ve been told that I occasionally exert undue pressure to get my way. I dinna want to push you into a decision you would regret.” Catching her eyes, he said, “I’m no’ in this for the short cull, aingeal.”

 “What if I’ve been trying to talk to you because I’ve decided that I want to give us another chance? That I want to stay here or at Carrickliffe or wherever, just as long as we can start again?”

 He looked as if she’d slogged him, and his hands fell from her. “Even after all that I did?”

 “Ethan, I admit I still have questions. I still have fears. But I don’t believe we have to have everything figured out before I can . . . before I can get my husband back. And I really want my husband back.”

 “You’re”—his voice broke lower—“you’re keepin’ me, then?”

 “My life is with you. I just want to get back to it. Mind you, we still have a lot to muddle through, but I think you’re worth the chance.”

 “How can you forgive me? There were times when it dinna seem possible tae me.”

 “Each day here, things became clearer,” she murmured as the rain began to fall, pattering on the glass above them. “To forgive you, I simply recall how you faced hell to save my life. And then I remember how amazing it is when we have good days together.” She twined her hands behind his neck and lightly pressed her body against the hard warmth of his, craving this closeness so badly. Their breaths were growing shallow, passion stoking, like the building storm outside. “Don’t you think that’s enough to start with?”

 His big hand cupped her nape in that way that made her melt. “If it means I get you back . . . then, aye, I do.” His other trailed to her bottom to gently knead her.

 Once the storm began to whip outside, pelting the glass, she strangely was unafraid. For some reason, she didn’t feel it was a harbinger of doom this time. She thought it mirrored the intensity of what was growing between them—his dark eyes were promising her a hot, thorough taking, and she knew hers were pleading for it.

 He curled his finger under her chin as he rasped, “I’m goin’ tae get it right this time, you know.”

 “I believe that, Scot.” She gazed up at him with all the love she felt. “That’s why you’re still the dark horse I’m betting on.”

 “Ach, you’re lookin’ at me like you used tae. A husband could get used tae looks like that.”

 She smiled, whispering breathlessly, “I wager you’re going to have to.”



Epilogue
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 Not to marry, know love, or bind, their fate;

 Your line to die for never seed shall take.

 Death and torment to those caught in their wake,

 Unless each son finds his forechosen mate . . .

 For his true lady alone his life and heart can save.

 Carrickliffe, Scotland

 Easter Sunday, 1865

 Ethan MacCarrick was the oldest brother and head of a family that . . . flourished.

 He relaxed in the shade of an old oak, surveying the rolling lawn before him. His mother, brothers, and their wives and children were all here, gathered to join him and Maddy for an Easter christening.

 Maddy sat on a blanket, laughing with the two older of their three amazing bairns. Three children she’d given him, all with bright blue eyes and black hair.

 Their first son, Leith—whose entrance into the world had taken years off Ethan’s life, though Maddy hadn’t thought it was that bad—was now going on seven. He was larger than most twelve-year-olds and clever, like his mother. Three-year-old Catriona was an imp with delicate features just like Maddy’s, who already knew how to manage her da pitiably. And Ethan had their infant son cradled in one of his arms. For some reason, the boy fell asleep better tucked there. They’d named him Niall after one of Ethan’s favorite wild cousins, who still harried the Continent with Court’s former band of mercenaries.

 Ethan had been wary when they’d first had Leith, the infant seeming to take all Maddy’s attention away from him. Then his son had begun to cry for him. And just like his mother, the lad had looked delighted whenever Ethan entered the room.

 None of Ethan’s bairns were afraid of his scarred visage, and they knew nothing of their father’s dark deeds in the past.

 Motherhood agreed with Maddy so damned much, and she was an adoring mother, unlike her own. She’d been able to forgive Sylvie for all that the woman had done to her, but not for what she’d done to Ethan.

 When Maddy had confided that to him, Ethan had known she’d accepted him as her new family—the two of them together, ready to defend each other, and their children, to the last breath. . . .

 They’d married again here at Carrickliffe in a grand wedding, since Ethan had been so eager to show off the bride he’d somehow managed to win. The festivities had been overrun with Weylands, including Quin—who’d only reminded Ethan about a dozen times that he’d been warned about Maddy. . . .

 She caught Ethan staring at her then, and she slid him that grin. It still made his heart speed up, always would. He thought he loved her more than was healthy, but had long resigned himself to it. At night, he held her close, his heart so full that his chest ached.

 Ethan knew his brothers and mother had been astounded that he was such a doting husband and father. They could be lost for their families, but Ethan couldn’t?

 Hugh and Jane had one four-year-old son and were “waiting” awhile for the next. Hugh had unaccountably wanted to name their boy after Ethan—and just as puzzling, Jane had let him. Ethan still scratched his head about that one. The lad was their world, and the three were happiest traveling to far-flung places. They were only in town for Niall’s christening.

 Court and Annalía had their son Aleix, their daughters little Fiona and toddler Elisabet, and another one on the way. Though Court loved his bairns, he swore each would be the last. Annalía just smiled and started knitting.

 Ethan’s mother was delighted with all the grandchildren she’d never thought to have and often said she saw a bit of their grandfather Leith in each one. Presently Fiona was waylaid on the lawn by five of them.

 Maddy rose from the blanket and strolled up to Ethan. “Is Niall ready for the bassinet?” she asked. “Or should I call in extra help?” Corrine, Maddy’s oldest friend, lived on the property and had turned down a position as steward to become their children’s nanny. Corrine had proved so deft at her job that other families shamelessly tried to steal her from them.

 “He’s sound asleep,” Ethan said, then added with a chuckle, “He snores like you.”

 She lightly cuffed him on the chest. “I do not snore, Scot.” She took the babe, kissing him good night before laying him in the shaded crib beside them. When Ethan opened his arms for her, she settled easily on his lap, gazing out with him. He drew her close, and she sighed. “I love you, Ethan.”

 He pressed a kiss to her sun-warmed hair, inhaling with pleasure. “How I’m lovin’ you too, lass,” he said. Then a thought struck him. “Right now, if I could give you anything in the world, what would it be?”

 “That’s easy. A lifetime of this.” She waved her hand over the scene, with their children playing and their entire family strong and happy.

 He cupped her face, and her blue eyes went soft as she gazed at him. “Done,” he said, kissing her lips tenderly. “I’m going to give you that, Maddy MacCarrick.”

 And Ethan did.
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