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      Excerpt from the Quizzing Glass Gazette, June 30, 1821, the Lady Society column:

      

      Lady Society has been hearing the most delicious tales. Dare I say rumor has it that Lord Kincade—a Scottish earl—and his two brothers have recently come to Bath and are setting the fans aflutter and the matrons atwitter? I’m tempted to suggest matches for these Scottish rogues, but then again, if I know anything about Scots, they will take what they want, when they want it. Ladies of Bath, if you desire one of them for a husband, I wish you the best of luck!

      

      Hampshire, June, 1821

      

      The wild Highland lord grasped the woman in his arms, pressing his lips to hers. Wind tore at her skirts as they stood upon the highest point of the heather-covered hill, embracing each other. There was nothing so wondrous as this, nothing so fulfilling as a perfect kiss…

      “A perfect kiss?” Joanna Lennox glared at the last page of her Gothic novel, Lady Jade’s Wild Lord. “There is no such thing as a perfect kiss.” A perfect kiss was a myth. She was sure there wasn’t, because if there were, she would have been kissed by now and known that, wouldn’t she? Yet here she was at twenty years old, unkissed, uncourted, and utterly alone.

      She stared into the depths of the fireplace in her library, her heart empty. After three arduous seasons in London, she was a failure as far as the standards of the marriage mart were concerned. The rumor mill had begun to spin tales of why she was still single. London society loved to mock a woman who could not catch a man, especially a woman with a large dowry. Desperate men would overlook any number of problems with a woman so long as her dowry was bountiful.

      So what is it that I lack that sends even fortune hunters running to the hills?

      It wasn’t that she hoped to be married for the sake of marriage itself, or to stop those silly peahens from gossiping. She was an independent, intelligent, opinionated woman. Yet something was missing within her, some grand secret that only someone in love was privy to. At least, if the books she had read were any indication. She wanted to love and be loved by a man, but she knew just how rare love matches were.

      She tried to focus on the book in her lap as she pulled her tartan shawl tight around her shoulders. The library in her old country home was a little chilly, even with the fire lit. She usually could lose herself in a book, but not tonight. Her older brother, Ashton, had fallen ill with the grippe, and his fiancée, Rosalind, was tending to him. But the house was quiet, an awful quiet that lent itself to restless nights and melancholy thoughts.

      Joanna had witnessed Ashton banish the depths of his coldness and shed the burdens of the past so that he might embrace a warm future with his bride-to-be. It was clear that her brother loved Rosalind dearly, even if he was too damn stubborn to admit it.

      Will someone ever love me like that? She blew out a frustrated breath. It wasn’t as though she hadn’t tried to find the perfect gentleman. She’d been charming, polite, and endearing. Men loved to engage her in conversation, yet no man came to call on her, and none sent flowers. There was not one flicker of hope that she was to be courted.

      The worries plagued her more and more, leaving her sleepless at night and irritable during the day. But she wasn’t the sort of woman to sit and mope, which was why she found her current mood most irritating. Joanna knew she ought to be doing more to distract herself from these doldrums.

      Perhaps the Society of Rebellious Ladies would appreciate another member.

      Joanna giggled at the thought and turned to the last page in her book. That would at least keep her distracted from her unsuccessful husband hunt. The society was a secretive and increasingly sought-after group for young ladies of the ton, and yet joining it was also considered scandalous—which was part of its appeal to those who were members. Rumors suggested that the Society was always in the midst of schemes, some of which even graced the pages of the Quizzing Glass Gazette, and they seemed quite happy to be off on adventures of their own without men shadowing them. Their husbands hadn’t the faintest idea that the balls, teas, and dinners were often a ruse for the Society’s activities.

      Since Joanna had no man who was eager to shadow her, she would be a perfect candidate to join the Society. They had been known to accept single ladies, married women, and even declared spinsters among their ranks. Each member of the Society had to possess the characteristics of strength of will and purpose, and they understood that loyalty to the other members was paramount.

      A sudden creak of the wood floor startled her. No one should be about at this hour, yet there were any number of reasonable situations in which someone might be. She was still up, after all. Slowly, she peered around the edge of her chair.

      A tall, broad-shouldered man in black trousers and a long black shirt stood in the doorway, staring at her. His eyes were a mercurial grayish-blue, and intensely focused on her. For a moment, Joanna was arrested by the sight of his chiseled jaw and aquiline nose, his dark hair a tad too long to be considered respectable.

      A splash of clarity hit her. A strange man had just walked into the library close to midnight—and she was there alone. She kept calm. If she needed help, she could cry out. A servant would hear her, surely.

      “Who are you?” she asked. He wasn’t one of her brother’s friends. Ashton belonged to an infamous band of English peers known in some circles as the League of Rogues. She knew nearly all of his friends, as well as the members of the League, and this man was neither. So who was he?

      “It doesn’t matter who I am. Who are you?” His voice was low, silky, yet the brogue was thick enough that she knew he had to be Scottish. Was he perhaps tied to Ashton’s fiancée? She was Scottish.

      “I’m Joanna Lennox.” She closed her book and set it aside with her blue tartan shawl on the chair as she stood.

      “I know that clan,” the man said, noticing the tartan. “MacLeod. Are you Scottish?”

      “What? Oh no, my family has relatives who are, but not me.” She thought of how very not Scottish she was, and the idea amused her. She had to admit she’d often dreamt of living in the Highlands, not caring a whit what London society or its damned rules thought about her. She put those thoughts aside to focus on the stranger in black. She came closer, wanting to see him better. Logically, she knew she ought to be shouting for help, but she didn’t feel as though she was in any danger. “You didn’t answer me. Who are you?”

      The man glanced about, clearly struggling to think of an answer.

      “I…” He hesitated, and then his eyes narrowed. “Is Lady Melbourne here?”

      “Why yes, she’s—wait a moment.” Joanna knew then why she was so fascinated by him. There was something acutely familiar about his eyes, that same serious shade of grayishblue. And the way he frowned was so like Rosalind, who was quite a serious woman.

      “Are you one of her brothers? Did you come down for the wedding?” That had to be it. In all the excitement of her brother’s unexpected engagement and then his sudden illness, they must have forgotten to tell her that Rosalind’s three brothers had been invited from Scotland for the wedding.

      “Aye. I received a letter from my sister and came down to attend the wedding. I only just arrived and didn’t wish to disturb the household.” He widened his stance, the move strangely aggressive. Joanna had the sudden concern that he might try to grab her, but that was silly. He was Rosalind’s brother, not some villain, even if he was dressed like a highwayman. Perhaps he’d only just arrived and wasn’t prepared to meet her, which would explain his interesting choice of clothing. He would be exhausted from travel and need time to rest, and here she was judging him as though he was a man sent to cause trouble.

      “Oh dear, you must be tired after such a long ride. Have the servants taken your things to your chambers?”

      “Thank you, my lady, I’ve already been seen to. I was just looking for a room to warm up in a bit before going to bed.” His gaze searched hers, and she had a suspicion he was expecting her to challenge him, but she had no reason to. He was Rosalind’s brother and quite welcome here.

      “Well then, come sit by this fire. I just finished my novel and was planning to retire soon. I’d be happy to lend it to you—if you enjoy novels, that is.” She returned to her chair and picked up her book, then came back and placed it in his hands. “It’s one of my favorites.”

      He stared at the title. “Lady Jade’s Wild Lord? Thank you.”

      It was an L. R. Gloucester novel, a torrid Gothic novel, and he was staring at it with a reverent expression that tugged at her heart. Like a man who hadn’t held a book in his hands in years.

      “I’m afraid I’m still at a loss as to your name. Which one of Rosalind’s brothers are you?”

      His storm cloud colored eyes darted around the room before they came back to her. “How do you know about us?”

      “Oh, she told me all about the three of you. Let me guess…” She tapped her chin, grinning. “Are you Aiden, Brodie, or Brock? I shall guess…Aiden.”

      He snorted. “Like hell. Do I look like some young pup?”

      He certainly didn’t. He looked more like a Scottish Highlander out of her girlish fantasies.

      “Brock then,” she said. “You look like a Brock. It’s a very old name, Brock. I like learning about names and their meanings. Did you know Brock means badger?” She stared at his lips, surprised at how full they looked. Then she wanted to kick herself. She should not be dreaming about this man’s lips. He was a guest, and she needed to act like a proper lady, not some wanton creature obsessed with someone’s mouth.

      “Badger?” He tilted his head. “I didn’t know that.” Those full lips curved into a smile, and she couldn’t help but grin back. Her heart raced wildly as she met his eyes. His devil-may-care grin hit her so hard that she had trouble standing. Brock set the book down and suddenly caught her by the waist, pulling her flush against his body.

      “It’s a custom from my village to offer a kiss to those whose families are about to be joined.”

      A kiss? Excitement shot through her like quicksilver. Perhaps she would finally get to know whether her Gothic novels were telling the truth about kisses.

      “Really? I’ve read about parts of Scotland, but I’ve never—”

      His arm around her waist tightened, and she pressed against his body, feeling the hard muscles of his tall frame against her soft curves.

      “Shush, lass, and let me keep with tradition,” he whispered, then bent his head and slanted his mouth over hers.

      His taste exploded upon her tongue, seducing her with dark excitement. A hint of brandy was still on his lips, and she relished it. One of his hands dropped from her waist to cup her bottom. She squeaked in surprise against him and then moaned as he fisted his other hand in her hair, pulling her head back so he could deepen the kiss. Her knees buckled treacherously, and she tried to think, but it was hard to be rational when her stomach was filled with such a wonderful swooping feeling. She was kissing Rosalind’s brother…

      Joanna pulled herself away enough to separate their lips. She was amazed at the riotous sensations she was experiencing from just a single kiss. Maybe kisses really could be perfect. How could she feel something invisible yet so tangible when she didn’t even know this man? It didn’t make sense, and she liked things to make sense.

      Get control, Joanna—you don’t swoon at kisses. Kisses can’t be nearly as good as they are described on paper.

      Yet Brock’s kiss had been exactly that—devastatingly perfect. Of course, she had no way of knowing if all kisses were like that or just his, given that this was her first.

      “This is traditional where you come from?” If all the ladies in Scotland were kissed like this upon meeting a man…Lord…

      His lips twitched. “Old as the bones in the hills.”

      She kept her palms pressed on his chest, knowing she ought to push away, to behave like the English lady she had been raised to be. But part of her, a much stronger part, wanted to toss the rules of good behavior aside and do anything for just one more kiss. She looked up, gazing into his grayish-blue eyes.

      “And I suppose it would be rude of me to break with tradition.”

      His now arrogant smile would’ve made her slap him if she wasn’t so desperate to lose herself in his kiss again.

      “Incredibly rude. You’d be insulting my entire clan.”

      Her pulse fluttered, and she sucked in her lower lip briefly as she anticipated another kiss. “Well, Mother did raise me to respect other cultures.” She slid her palms up his chest and curled her fingers into his black shirt as their mouths met and that addictive fire burned through her all over again. She clung to Brock, exploring his mouth with hers, their tongues touching gently before the kiss became more insistent.

      His hands moved back to her waist, tugging at the blue sash above her hips as his other hand pulled pins loose from her hair until he was able to slide her hair ribbon free. Then he was pulling her wrists together, winding the sash around them. Her body melted at the sudden domination and the thrill of him binding her, but she tried to react rationally.

      “What are you doing?” she asked in a breathless mixture of anger, fear, and arousal. “This can’t be traditional.” She tugged on her now bound wrists, staring at him, hoping he would explain himself.

      “I’m sorry about this, lass, but I can’t have you calling for Lennox.”

      Lennox? He had to mean her brother, but why was he restraining her?

      “Call for—” She was silenced as he slid her hair ribbon between her parted lips and tied it around her head, gagging her. With gentle hands, he guided her to the chair by the fire and pushed her into it. She fell back with a muffled cry, not one of pain but indignation. How dare he truss her up and—

      “Move from here in the next few minutes and I fear you will regret it,” Brock warned.

      She tried to curse him, but the gag muffled the noise. He gazed down at her a moment longer, a sharp flash of regret in those gray eyes that made her still. He didn’t want to leave her tied up. This wasn’t part of some game of seduction, so why had he? More importantly, what was the thing he was about to do that he clearly did not want her to see? A cold wave of dread swept through her, but she dared not move, not until she saw him vanish through the library door and into the corridor outside.

      Joanna waited only a moment before she leapt up from the chair and rushed to the door. She pulled at the handle and stumbled into the hallway, tripping over a wrinkle in the carpet and twisting her ankle. She yelped as she took a step on the injured ankle.

      At the sound of footsteps, she glanced up, expecting to see Brock, but instead it was Charles Humphrey, or as London knew him, the Earl of Lonsdale. Charles was a member of the League of Rogues and one of her brother’s closest friends.

      He jerked to a halt when he saw her hands were bound and her mouth gagged. “Joanna? What the devil?” He tugged the ribbon free from her lips and unbound her wrists. “What happened?”

      “There’s a man here…one of Rosalind’s brothers…” She tried to explain, but she honestly had no idea what was really going on.

      “You mean a Scotsman is in this house?” Charles snapped.

      “Yes, he said he was invited to the wedding, but then he tied me up and—”

      “He’s not invited. The bloody bastard shouldn’t even be here. We must tell Ashton at once.”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because Rosalind’s brothers are damned dangerous. They’ve come to take Rosalind back to her father in Scotland. He’s a rotten excuse for a human being.” Charles looked her over. “The man didn’t touch you, did he? I mean, aside from binding you?”

      Joanna swallowed hard and shook her head. She wasn’t about to admit that she’d been passionately kissing a dangerous Scotsman.

      “Thank God. Your brother would never let one of those brutes hurt you,” Charles muttered as he helped her down the hallway. She clutched the silk sash that had been around her wrists as they strode down the hall, calling for her brother.

      “What sort of a man is her father?”

      “The sort who beats his own defenseless daughter.”

      “Did her brothers hurt Rosalind? Or was it just her father?”

      “Just her father, as far as I understand. But I’ve tussled with them once before. One of the bastards broke a chair over my back.”

      “My God! What was that all about?”

      Charles hesitated in answering, but not for long. “As you might expect with me. A woman. Take my word on this—you don’t ever want to be alone with any of them. They’d seduce you before you had a chance to think.”

      Joanna swallowed the sudden lump in her throat. Brock was dangerous? She shouldn’t have been surprised. Any man who could kiss like that had to be. It was just her luck that she found a man who made her feel alive, and he was someone she should never marry.
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      Bath, one month later

      “She’ll never marry, not that one, unless she sets her sights low, and maybe not even then.” A society mama tsked a little too loudly as Joanna passed by her in the assembly room.

      “Quite right,” another woman whispered back. “No one ever asks her to dance. Must be something wrong with her.” The words cut deep because Joanna knew the woman was talking about her, and she knew the woman was right.

      There was only one man in England who seemed to be interested in her at all—a rather boring but decently attractive man named Edmund Lindsey. He was only a gentleman, no title but plenty of fortune. Still, Joanna was hesitant to consider him. She felt no passion for him, no great fire in her belly or flutter in her chest. She didn’t want to marry Edmund simply because he was her only choice, but what else could she do?

      The one man she had wanted to marry had given her a wonderful, perfect kiss and then vanished into the night like the rogue he was. It was the sort of thing that ruined a woman for all other men because no man would ever compare to Brock Kincade. And she’d been a fool to think he might come back for her after the disagreement between Brock and her brother had been settled but he hadn’t.

      Because there’s something wrong with you… The thought slithered from her brain deep into her heart.

      She tried to move through the crush of people near the dance floor, not that it mattered. Her card had the next three dances empty, and what few dances she did have on her card were with married men who were older and business acquaintances of her brother’s. She shouldn’t have come tonight, but Ashton and his fiancée, Rosalind, had wanted to spend some time enjoying Bath before the wedding.

      Joanna’s mother had all but given up on her finding a man to seriously court her, and she’d essentially left her alone. That meant Joanna had avoided most social engagements and instead chose to tuck herself away in the circulation room of Meyler’s library—mostly to avoid Edmund. He’d learned she’d come back and was doing his best to run into her in every tea shop, every assembly room, and even on the street while she tried to ride. It was frustrating. All she wanted was to be left alone to consider her options.

      It hadn’t escaped her notice that she was not the only young woman using the hidden magic of books to escape the social scenes of the city. Only yesterday, she’d run into a friend from London, Lydia Hunt, at Meyler’s. They had commiserated over their shared matchmaking woes. Lydia’s younger sister, Portia, was a true beauty and quite full of trouble, which meant Lydia spent much of her time declining invitations from young men who were interested in her because her little sister would try to steal them away. Given that Lydia’s father openly supported Portia’s desire to marry before Lydia, Lydia had given up hope of a match because any man she desired would be turned toward Portia instead.

      Joanna didn’t have the excuse of a scheming younger sister, however. She simply wasn’t wanted by any man except Edmund.

      A crowd of young men stood around the refreshment table drinking ratafia and laughing raucously, in spite of the group of disapproving mamas who watched from a distance. One of the men glanced her way and offered a smile, but he did nothing more to encourage her. She’d never felt more invisible in her life.

      All she wanted was to be loved, to share the passions of life with a man, yet none would consider her. She’d wondered from the moment her first season had passed whether the debts and scandals her father had created before his death had left her name blackened somehow. Was it possible that the past was ruining her future? What other reason could there be for men to avoid her like this?

      Ashton had restored their family fortune, it was true, but as the daughter of a baron and now sister to one, she was, to be frank, at the bottom of the ladder when it came to the peerage. Most men wished to marry up, not simply acquire fortunes. And Ashton wouldn’t allow the more attractive fortune hunters anywhere near her—not that many had tried. Most men seemed content enough to smile and talk with her, dance once or twice, but never anything more. Even those who showed initial interest one evening would ignore her the next as if they’d never met her.

      All that remained was Edmund Lindsey, and her brother had laughed in his face when he’d expressed his interest in Joanna. Her brother’s open dislike of Edmund hadn’t made sense, but when she’d questioned him about it, Ashton had simply told her not to bother with Lindsey, that there would be a good man out there for her to marry someday. Yet despite her brother’s callous and dismissive treatment, Edmund remained persistent.

      Joanna hastily made her way to the corridor outside the assembly hall, resting a gloved hand against the wall to catch her breath. So far, she’d successfully avoided Edmund. He was here somewhere, but Bath was flooded with people this time of year, and there were hundreds in attendance tonight. It was easy to get lost in the crowd when one wanted to. When she heard voices, she ducked around the corner into a small corridor off the main rooms, afraid Edmund had found her. But it was only a pair of ladies, and their voices echoed down the hall, clearly audible to her.

      “Have you seen them?” one of them whispered.

      “Them?”

      “The Kincades—those Scotsmen. The brothers of Lady Melbourne. She’s marrying Lord Lennox in two days, you know. It’s all very scandalous…”

      Joanna sucked in a breath and waited, listening hard. Could it be…?

      “Why is that so scandalous?” the other woman asked.

      “Lord Lennox is one of those rogues, my dear, you know the League. But if you ask me, it’s the Kincade men who are far more wicked.”

      “Yes…wicked how?” The second woman was clearly frustrated by her friend’s failure to provide details.

      Joanna could tell them just how wicked one of the Kincade brothers was.

      He had kissed her and then ridden off into the night with his brothers and sister. Ashton had traveled all the way to Scotland to convince Rosalind he loved her. When that was resolved, Brock and his brothers had stayed in Scotland while Rosalind returned to England. They had been invited to the wedding, which was only a few days away. Had they accepted the invitation? No one had mentioned it to her if they had, of course. No one seemed to notice her at all these days. Her mother was busy fussing over Ashton and his future bride, and her other brother, Rafe, had left for London without so much as a word except a single promise that he would return for Ashton’s wedding.

      The ache only grew deeper in her heart. I am alone.

      “Well, if you must know…” The first woman’s voice then lowered to the point where Joanna could no longer hear. Cursing silently, she peered around the edge of the hall to get a better look at them. The two ladies wore turbans festooned with ostrich feathers, and as their heads bent to gossip, the feathers wavered and danced in the air. It would have been comical enough to make Joanna laugh, but she truly desired to hear what they were saying.

      “No. You believe it’s true? That he really…?” Again, the conversation dissolved into whispers. “And they are here tonight?” the second woman suddenly blurted out.

      “Yes! In the assembly rooms. Not dancing, of course, but prowling about. All three of them are like wolves. I won’t let my daughter near them.”

      “I should think not,” her friend agreed. “Are they wife hunting?”

      “Wife hunting? Those scoundrels? I doubt it. They’re more likely skirt chasing. They are trouble, mark my words.”

      “Trouble indeed,” Joanna agreed in a mutter. After Brock Kincade had stolen a kiss, she had been unable to think of any other man, let alone someone as dull as Edmund Lindsey.

      Damned Scot! The despair within her was transformed into anger—anger at Brock. They hadn’t seen each other since that night, and it was about time she changed that. She had quite a lot she wished to say to that wretched man. One could not go around kissing ladies in libraries at midnight and not expect them to be affected. Not a word or an apology given after—it was unconscionable.

      Joanna squared her shoulders and headed back to the assembly room, determined to find Brock and give him a good telling off. That at least would unburden herself of these feelings building up inside her. Then she would only have to put up with him for a few days during the wedding festivities, and she would be free of him. She would likely never see him again, which was just fine by her.

      The assembly hall was still crowded; the couples in the center were just finishing a dance. She searched the faces around her, but there were at least a hundred guests in the dance hall. She spotted her mother and Rosalind talking with friends. Ashton and Charles stood in conversation near the refreshment table. Joanna bit her lip. She felt like she belonged with neither group, and the thought only made her mood bleaker.

      And then she spotted them. A trio of tall dark-haired men wearing simple buckskin breeches and waistcoats lounged against a pillar by the orchestra. Brock, Brodie, and Aiden Kincade. Infamous devils the lot of them, if the gossip she’d heard about them was correct.

      She had not yet had the pleasure of meeting Brodie and Aiden, but there was no mistaking the three as brothers. All had dark hair and stormy eyes, with strong jaws seemingly carved of marble. They were handsome men who would tempt any woman to be reckless with her virtue.

      I was certainly tempted. She thought this with a scowl as she stared at the trio.

      Several couples moved out of Joanna’s way as she strode toward the Scotsmen. But before she was halfway, she was waylaid by a short masculine form who stepped directly into her path.

      “My dear Miss Lennox! What a pleasure it is to see you here tonight!” Edmund Lindsey exclaimed.

      God’s teeth! Joanna forced a smile on her face as she turned her attention to Edmund. He bowed his head to her, and she couldn’t help but note his unfashionable hairstyle, a decade out of date, and the rather foppish style to his clothes. While his face and features were genuinely considered fine and attractive, it did nothing for his personality. His cravat was far too elaborately folded and was wilting in the heat of the room like a hothouse flower losing its bloom. He struck her as a rather pathetic creature, and Joanna suffered a twinge of guilt that she could not find it in her heart to like him.

      “Mr. Lindsey,” she said on a sigh. “How are you?”

      “I am well, now that I’ve had the good fortune to run into you.” He preened beneath her gaze, and she resisted the urge to roll her eyes. His open flattery, once tolerable, had become quite irritating. “I don’t suppose you have any dances open?”

      “Why…no. I’m so sorry.” It was a lie, but she was not about to dance with him, even though he seemed to be the only man in England who wanted her. Yes, it was completely rude to lie about one’s dances like that. Everyone knew a young lady ought to accept any dance offered, no matter who the man was and whether or not she liked him, but she couldn’t bring herself to accept.

      “Then perhaps I could fetch you a glass of ratafia?”

      “Er, yes, I suppose that would be all right.” It would at least give her a few minutes alone, and she could plan her escape from the hall. It would be easy enough to flag down a hackney if she could make it outside without Edmund following.

      “Be right back, my dear!” Edmund bustled off, nudging his way through the crowds. Joanna sighed in relief before she located Brock once again and headed toward him and his brothers.

      Brock seemed to notice her when she was within a few feet of him because he pushed off the pillar and stood straight as she came up to him. He did not bow, nor did he incline his head or provide anything other than a civil greeting. Her heart pounded against her ribs as she glared at him. By God, she was going to get an answer from him, scandal be damned.

      What was the worst that could happen? Yet another empty dance card? No bouquets of flowers? No eager gentlemen upon her doorstep? She was used to such disappointments already, except for that damned Edmund. But that was a whole different problem to deal with.

      He was wealthy and quite connected in society, but those qualities held little interest for her. Plenty of other women had made it quite clear they would marry him, so why couldn’t he turn his affections toward one of them? There was just something about Edmund—the way he looked at her when he thought she wasn’t watching—that unsettled her.

      An idea occurred to her. Perhaps she could create a scandal to scare him off? By this point, it seemed to be her only option.

      Better to be alone than Edmund’s bride. The thought threatened to drown her with its bleak outlook. She understood that many women married for security, but she could not. The idea of marrying a man, sharing his bed, sharing in his life when she did not feel a passion for him… Her stomach rolled again, but she kept her composure.

      “So you’ve returned?” she asked, not caring that people were already starting to turn and look her way.

      “Aye, I have,” Brock answered in that soft, dark voice that made her insides melt. It was a lover’s voice—not that she was supposed to know such things.

      “And you did not think that perhaps you ought to pay a call to my brother…or me?” she added, trying to hint at what he had done to her without letting her hurt and anger flare too openly. He had kissed her, for heaven’s sake. The least he could have done was to come back to make things right between him and Ashton and…kiss me again.

      “We came down for the wedding. And I did pay a call to your brother when we first arrived two days ago.”

      “You’ve been here two days?” She hated how shrill her voice sounded.

      “I would have come sooner, but I canna leave my lands alone for long. There’s much that needs looking after.”

      He didn’t want her, then. Nothing about their encounter seemed to have remained in his memory. The kiss had been nothing more to him than a means to silence her so he could rescue his sister. She staggered back a step, the fresh pain from this blow being all too unexpected. Brock stepped close, catching her hand and lifting her dance card out where he could see it and the bare spaces where men’s names ought to have been.

      “Empty? Did you arrive late?” His eyes searched hers for answers.

      She swallowed a harsh laugh. “It’s always empty. I’m not worth a dance.”

      A spark of fire lit his eyes. “Not worth a dance?” The edge in his tone was unnerving, as if the words she had spoken offended him. Then he gripped her hand and dragged her out into the middle of the couples lining up for a dance. Too stunned to refuse, she got in line with the other ladies, still staring at him as he shoved his way between two gentlemen to pair with her. The music began, and they started to follow the steps, twirling, clapping, marching, but all of her focus had fallen on him and the way he never took his eyes off her. He was a wonderful dancer, which surprised her.

      In the last month, she’d conjured up all sorts of silly dreams about him and what he was like. A dashing Scottish warrior, a brute, even a highwayman, but never a fine dancer. Rosalind had spoken a little to Joanna about her past and the cruel world her father had created for her and her brothers. Joanna knew that Brock had often taken beatings meant for his younger sister to protect her. In a grim world like that, how could he have learned to dance like such a gentleman? It was one mystery that she would likely never have answers to.

      The dance ended, and the couples around them began to pair with new partners, but Brock stayed close to her.

      “Another?” he asked.

      “But… We shouldn’t. People will talk…”

      “Talk doesn’t bother me.” And it apparently didn’t. His eyes never left her face, even though quite a few people now stared at them in wide-eyed shock. It was completely forbidden to dance with any man more than once. Yet she didn’t find it in herself to care in that moment what rules she was ready to break for this man. His intensity and the way he didn’t seem to care about anything but her made her feel wild and reckless, like when she’d been a child and had toured part of the countryside near Cornwall. She’d stood on the edge of the cliffs, feeling the wind buffet her body hard enough that she’d almost fallen to her death. The spark of fear and excitement of that moment and this were almost the same. She didn’t want to stop feeling so…alive.

      “Very well.” She let him dance with her again and again, and then, when that dance was done, again.

      By the fifth dance her feet were aching, but Joanna couldn’t have cared less. Dancing with Brock had erased her black mood. She’d been smiling, laughing, not caring in the least about the attention focused upon her as each dance progressed. Only when the music stopped did she finally feel the hundreds of eyes upon her and the whispers spreading like wildfire in the crowd.

      “No wonder she hasn’t found a match. Five dances…”

      “Must be his mistress…”

      “Too improper, dancing with that Scotsman…”

      “Her mother will be ashamed…”

      Everywhere Joanna looked there was judgment and callous disregard for her feelings. What had she been thinking? Courting scandal by dancing with him? Even if this scared off Edmund Lindsey, was it truly worth it? What of the gossip that would hound her in hushed whispers wherever she went? A man like Brock wouldn’t marry her. She was simply a toy for a reckless Highland lord to play with when it suited him. Just kisses in libraries at midnight and dances to stir the scandal sheets.

      “Lass…” Brock whispered, holding out his hand.

      She stared at him, and before she could think twice, she’d wound back one hand and slapped him hard across the face. The assembly hall fell into a silence punctuated by the violins coming to a halt when the players dragged their bows discordantly over the strings. Everyone, it seemed, was gaping at her. Brock didn’t move, didn’t so much as flinch, even though a soft red shade was forming on his cheek.

      Oh Lord, why in heavens did I do that?

      The thought made her hysterical enough that she was torn between laughing and crying. She’d just slapped Brock in front of half the ton. If she wasn’t going to be at the top of the scandal sheets for dancing too long with him, she’d surely end up there now for striking him in public.

      Joanna turned and fled. She was going to be the laughingstock of all England.

      She flew down the steps to the front of the assembly hall and onto the street, clutching her reticule as she prayed her family wouldn’t notice her absence. But how could they not? Everyone had been staring at her by the end of the fifth dance, and then she’d gone and slapped Brock in front of them all.

      She waved at a hackney driver a dozen feet away. He picked up his whip and gave a gentle flick to his horses and headed toward her. A breath of relief escaped her.

      I can go home and forget about tonight…I hope…

      Just then, someone grabbed her from behind, a hand covering her mouth. She yelped as she was raised up and shoved into the coach she had summoned.

      “Oi! What are you doin’?” the driver shouted.

      “Just take us to Finchley Street! I’ll pay double the regular fare,” the man who held her said. Joanna stilled for a brief instant as she realized that the man who’d grabbed her was Brock.

      “How dare you?” She tried to escape, but Brock blocked her path as he climbed inside with her.

      “Hold that temper, lass. I’m not going to harm you, which is more than you did for me back there,” Brock snapped. His hands captured hers, pinning them to either side of her head against the cushions behind her on the seat.

      “Let me go, Lord Kincade,” she demanded. His handsome face was a mask of moonlight and shadows in the dim coach interior as his lips curved into a grin.

      “Not just yet. You and I need to talk.” The smile faded, and he looked deadly serious now. If he hadn’t been holding her wrists, she would have slapped him again.

      “Talk? You should have talked to me a month ago. But no, you left me tied up in a library and kidnapped my brother’s fiancée!”

      “I didna kidnap her. I was rescuing her,” he corrected.

      “Well, you might have been rescuing her, but you left me,” she said with a growl. “You cannot go around kissing ladies like that with no consideration for their feelings. And then you convinced me to dance and you danced so wonderfully that I forgot to stop and now everyone is talking because you’re a known skirt chaser and a rogue, and then I slapped you and it will be all over the papers tomorrow. I’m ruined, and it is entirely your fault…” She struggled to get free, fury raging through her, but she couldn’t get him to let go.

      “Lassie, you talk too much.” That was the only warning she had before his mouth slanted over hers and the world exploded around her in delicious sinful fire for the second time in her life.
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      Brock smiled against Joanna’s lips as she melted against him. She was just as wonderful as he remembered. He kept her wrists pinned against the back of the coach for a moment longer until he felt her surrender to his kiss. When he released her, she curled her arms around his neck. Every time his mouth covered hers, he felt unable to get enough of her natural sweetness or the dreamy intimacy that settled around them as they embraced. His stomach flipped with boyish excitement as he pressed against her. He had his lovely English lass back in his arms where she belonged.

      In the month since he’d first met her and had to abandon her to rescue his sister, he had been reliving that heated encounter in the library of Joanna’s country home. He had vowed to come back for her to make her his.

      The time had come at last.

      He longed for a bride, one who could share his bed, make him laugh and smile with her lively talk and brilliant mind, and whose dowry would help repair his crumbling castle. Joanna was that woman. But there was a problem—her brother would kill him if he asked for her hand in marriage. They were on civil terms after the matter with Rosalind, but they could not be considered friends.

      So how then to get his beautiful blonde siren away from her protective guard dog of a brother and his damned band of rogues?

      An elopement, perhaps? Yes, that would do nicely. A race to Scotland. He knew the roads better than any Englishman and could travel faster, even with Joanna in tow, assuming he could convince her to marry him.

      “Brock,” Joanna whispered against his mouth between kisses. “You are…the most wicked man I’ve ever met.” Her breathless accusation held no real venom, only sensual delight and surprise.

      “I’ve not even started to kiss you properly,” he said with a chuckle, brushing the backs of his fingers over her cheek.

      She gazed up at him. “You haven’t?” Those blue eyes, deep and mysterious as the loch by his castle back home, were so damned lovely and wide-eyed with innocence.

      A bone-deep ache grew inside him whenever he looked at her. This wasn’t simple lust; she filled him with a longing for things he’d dared not to dream of since he was a lad. She was a ray of sunlight, a hearty laugh, a wink and a smile all rolled together. She was everything good and pure in life, and he wanted her—wanted her more than he’d ever wanted anything before.

      She must be mine, at any cost. It was a greedy thought, he knew, to think he could possess her when he didn’t deserve such a beacon of light in his life, and once she realized she was kissing a damned devil she would hate him. Yet he couldn’t bear to face that truth just yet.

      His father’s cruelty had destroyed so much of him that even his heart was made of stone.

      “When I kiss you properly, lass, you will know.” He nuzzled her throat before he pressed a slow, languid kiss above her collarbone. She sucked in a breath, struggling against his hold, but it wasn’t an attempt to get free—it was an attempt to get closer.

      “Where are we going?” she asked between gasps as he moved his lips back up to her throat.

      “To my home, at least for now. My brothers and I are sharing a residence on Finchley Street for the duration of the festivities.”

      “Your…home?” Some of the drowsy lust in her voice faded. “No, we mustn’t…”

      This time when she fought his hold, he allowed her to pull herself free. She shrank away from him on their shared seat. “You must take me home at once.”

      “Joanna,” he whispered. “Surely you know why I have come.”

      “For Rosalind’s wedding,” she said coldly.

      “That is only one reason. The other is you.” He reached for her, but she slapped his hand away.

      “You left me alone for a month! You kissed me and left me without a word! And now you want me to believe that you’re here for me? I doubt you thought of me at all before you saw me at the assembly.”

      The hurt in her eyes wounded him, but there was no way to make her understand. The night they had met had been dangerous, and he couldn’t have done anything more than kiss her. He could not have made it back to Scotland with both Joanna and his sister. And he could not have written to her or sent word, because her brother no doubt had been watching her ever since that night.

      Brock had convinced himself—or tried to—that leaving her alone was better, that she belonged with a man who could love her. But he had been a damned fool to think that he could stay away from her, though, not once he saw her again.

      “Marry me,” he blurted out.

      Her eyes widened. “What?”

      “Let me take you to Scotland, make you a proper bride.”

      She gazed at him, mute, trying to process his words. “But…” He could see the indecision in her eyes.

      “We still have two days before the wedding. You dinna have to decide now.” He opened the coach window and gave the driver her brother’s address. Once the coach turned around, he sat back on the seat across from her and tried to remind himself that she needed time. Taking her into his arms for another kiss wouldn’t necessarily change her mind. Women needed more than passion in their lives; they needed stability, a common ground. He could offer none of that. His past had been vastly different and far harsher than hers. But it didn’t stop him from wanting her enough that it made him ache inside to think of letting her go.

      When he and his brothers had arrived for the wedding, he’d hoped to see her sooner, but her damned brother had kept her safely away each time he’d tried to visit, though always making it seem coincidental. Even with their differences settled there was a cat-and-mouse game of civility between them. It had only been luck that he’d seen Ashton disappearing out of the assembly hall when Joanna had approached him to dance; otherwise, he never would have had the chance to talk to her, let alone share five dances with her. He’d expected her brother to storm in at any moment and drag her away, but he hadn’t. The overprotective fool had slipped up in Brock’s favor, but Brock wasn’t stupid enough to believe that Ashton wouldn’t figure out where his sister had gone and who had chased after her.

      He knows I want her, and he’s protecting her, just as I tried to protect my sister from him. Brock was never one to enjoy situations of irony, and this one made him want to punch a stone wall.

      “Why do you want to marry me?” she asked after a long silence.

      “Why?” he echoed, confused.

      “Yes. Why? Do you love me?”

      He stumbled in his response. “Well… I mean…”

      “Right, you don’t, because we don’t even know each other. Marriage should be based on love, not lust.”

      He laughed. “Love? Lass, you are far too innocent. I’ve met only a few people who ever married for love, and those marriages didn’t end well.” His parents had married for love, but his father’s greed for power had been stronger than his love, and it had broken his mother’s heart. He would never forget what she’d told him only a few days before she died.

      “Love, true love, fills the heart so completely that there is no room left for hate or greed. I thought I was enough for your father, but I wasn’t…”

      Brock didn’t believe he could ever love someone that much—not because he didn’t want to but because his heart had been hardened by hate and anger. It was weighed down with stones of the past. There was a darkness inside him, one that he could not banish. A man like him could never be filled with love and nothing else. Because if he did love fully and all-consuming, whoever held his heart would make him pay dearly for it. She would crush him the way his mother had been crushed. His spirit would be broken and his will to live destroyed when he would not be loved back. Joanna was a danger to him, and she didn’t even know it. She could leave Scotland, return to her family and friends in London, and leave his castle empty and his heart in pieces on the floor. No…if they married, he would have her heart and body, and she would have his body and affection, but no love. It was too dangerous.

      “I won’t marry you.” Her soft reply stung worse than any blade sinking into his chest. He hadn’t expected her to reject him.
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