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Thane MacPhearson came back from the Napoleonic Wars as a hero, but he’s haunted by the memories of the men he couldn’t save, especially his friend Brodie Ross. When he meets Brodie’s twin sister back in Edinburgh, he can’t believe the capricious, outspoken, headstrong lady is related to his friend. Thane can’t stand Catriona…but he also can’t stop thinking about her.

  
Catriona Ross hides her grief behind a smile, focusing on her quest to gain equal rights for women to prevent herself from falling into despair. Cat thinks Thane is as heartless as he is handsome, and she resents that he lived while her brother died. If she had her way, she’d never see him again!

  
But when someone takes a shot at Catriona, Thane pulls her out of harm’s way…and then proceeds to take over her life, sweeping her away to his Highland estate until he and his men can figure out who’s trying to kill her. Though Cat rails against Thane’s high-handed tactics, she can’t deny that the longer she’s near him, the more she dreams of his touch. Can she live happily ever after in the Highlands?

* * * *
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Chapter 1

Edinburgh, 1816

“Damn and blast!”

Catriona cursed softly under her breath, then immediately glanced up and down the hallway to make sure no one had overheard. She was a lady (according to all her family history and the dictates of society), and ladies didn’t swear like soldiers, even when tested to the limits of their endurance.

Cat’s current test was surviving an evening of social drivel and the assessing gazes of unmarried—as well as married—gentlemen who were in attendance, despite the fact that she was not actually even supposed to be at this event (according to her personal preference and the dictates of society). Lord, one glance at her outfit should make that clear as day!

Tonight’s party was one of the biggest of the Season in Edinburgh, though a far cry from the pomp and extravagance of the London Season. Cat liked to believe that was because the Scottish people were less silly and wasteful. In reality, she suspected it was because there wasn’t as much money to be spent, and not nearly as many participants in the marriage mart. Several school friends of hers had gone down to London for their debut Season. A few even persisted in repeating the ordeal the following year—particularly the young ladies who hadn’t garnered a suitable proposal, their families desperate to make all their efforts and expense pay out. Cat had not gone to London for any Season, to no one’s surprise.

But Cat wasn’t thinking of parties or proposals just now. She was thinking of birds. It was a stroke of luck that Lady Balfour, the hostess this evening, had managed to lose her favorite pet songbird less than an hour ago. Cat leapt at the chance to recover it. She would have anyway, since she held a great love for nearly all animals. But tonight, the missing bird gave Cat an excuse to escape the ballroom and all the curious stares at her very inappropriate attire, and instead search for the fugitive.

She greeted a woman she knew well as they passed each other in the hall.

“I’m looking for Lady Balfour’s bird,” Cat explained, skipping any pleasantries. “Have you seen one flying by?”

“No, indeed!” Miss McGregor responded. “Is bird-rescuing your new cause, then?”

“Only until this one is found,” Cat assured her. “You’ll see me at the meeting next week as usual.”

Her acquaintance wished her luck and continued on.

She hadn’t been the only volunteer to recover the bird, but it still felt like a solitary mission as she made her way through the halls, checking rooms one by one, and closing doors once she determined that the area was bird-free. (Or in the case of a particular room on the floor above, determining that no bird could be inside, to judge by the passionate and frankly alarming sounds emanating from within.)

Thanks to her habit of reading widely, especially those books and other materials deemed unfit for ladies, Cat was aware of what was going on behind that door. But although she was nearly twenty-five, she had no personal experience of it, nor did she expect to gain any for a long time, possibly ever. Marriage was an outdated and oppressive institution, unsuitable for a modern young woman such as herself. She would rather die than be married off to some man who just wanted her to raise his children so the next generation could perpetuate the cycle.

Cat would do something different with her life. She intended to forge her way alone.

Lost in her musings about future goals, she was startled when her present goal suddenly appeared in the form of a bright yellow songbird flitting across the hallway.

Cat took care not to make any moves that might be mistaken for a predatory pounce. She hated the idea that the bird might be too frightened of her to allow her to help.

Instead, she called softly to it, keeping her voice mellow. “Pretty bird, pretty bird,” she cooed. “There you are, Treacle darling. Let me bring you back to your home.”

She extended her arms slowly from below, cupping her palms as if preparing to receive manna from heaven. “Come here, sweet little thing. I won’t hurt you.”

The bird tipped its head, regarding her with curiosity.

“Yes, come along. I fully sympathize with your desire to fly away. I don’t want to be here either. But you’ll be much safer back in your cage, you know. Especially with all these people about. Fly to me, little bird!” With every word, she kept her tone sweet and soft, hoping the bird recognized her as a kindred spirit.

Thankfully, the tiny creature was used to human contact, and fluttered into Cat’s gently cupped hands. She inhaled, surprised by how light the bird was—she might as well be holding mist.

“Ah, wise decision. Now let’s get you to safety, shall we?” Cat spread her fingers to form an airy enclosure, and turned around to go back downstairs. As she walked, she kept up a stream of gentle nonsense to soothe the nervous creature. If she had the gift of music, she would have sung. But Cat lacked such a gift, and she didn’t plan on subjecting any prisoner to that torture.

“Yes, you’re doing well, little bird. Not long now. You’ll get a treat, I’m sure. And it’s still rather cold out, you know. Spring isn’t here yet…”

With her eyes locked on the fragile creature in her hands, she rounded the corner…and promptly collided with another person rushing up from the adjoining corridor.

The bird went flying—literally. Cat cursed—loudly. And the man staggered, grabbing on to her as he did so.

She got a fleeting impression of what it must be like to run into a stone wall. Except that the man’s body was warm rather than cold, and stone walls generally didn’t embrace a person and curl big hands over her upper arms, bare between her cap sleeves and the tops of her gloves.In any case, this far too intimate touch was what finally made Cat realize that she’d been tumbled practically on top of the man, his body breaking her fall.

He looked completely dazed for a second, then said, “Where’d you come from, lass? Are you all right?”

His voice was deep and full of concern, and for the briefest moment Cat wanted to tell him everything in her life that was not all right. But she shook off the strange sensation (surely the result of being knocked to the floor without warning).

That was when she locked her gaze with rich green eyes only inches away from her own. They were, she noted with the calm that comes only from unexpected shock, very beautiful eyes. The irises had a little golden rim, like a ring of sunlight. If her assessment of the stranger’s appearance had ended with his eyes, the next few moments would have gone very differently. But her assessment did not end there, to her eternal regret.

Because she saw what he was wearing: a military uniform. A disturbingly familiar-looking one. A uniform just like…

Cat’s breathing hitched, and her vision seemed to narrow to a pinhole. She opened her mouth to say…something…but nothing came out. By instinct, she reached up to touch the little charm that hung on the chain around her neck, seeking the comfort it provided.

That uniform. Here. Now. Why?

He said something else, but she couldn’t hear much past the sudden pounding of her blood in her ears.

“I’m alive,” she whispered. “I’m still alive.”

“You daft, lass? What are you saying?”

He stretched out one long arm and touched her, and the touch of that hand, extending from the sleeve of that uniform, was so utterly, shockingly wrong that it snapped her back to the present.

“Have you oats for brains?” she lashed out, now seeing only the uniform and the living body beneath it. She pushed off him and jumped to a standing position, yanking her skirts back into place. Thank God there was no one else there. “Next time, try a walking pace when indoors, sir. Though perhaps you’ve forgotten how to behave inside walls. You clearly haven’t been in town very long.” Why would anyone stroll about in his uniform unless he was on active duty? Why would anyone want to be reminded of the war, of what it took away from people?

He frowned at her words, getting up as well—with far more agility than she had, annoyingly. “True, I’ve been away for a while. I didn’t know it was the fashion to dress like a raven. But it’s still the fashion to apologize for nearly knocking a man to the floor, isn’t it?” As he spoke, he stood up, brushing himself off. There was plenty to brush, since he stood well over six feet, with broad shoulders and, of course, the rock-hard torso that she’d smacked into a moment ago. “I didn’t think Edinburgh was so dangerous.”

“How dare you joke about danger now,” she said, eyes narrowing. Without warning, a snakelike hiss of fury lashed out of her soul and she said, “After all, you came back.”

He went still, a stillness that sent some signal to her body, a signal to flee in the face of a predator. Why had she said that? It was true, but it wasn’t fair.

The bright red of the uniform’s jacket was like a warning flag, waving too late.

“What,” he said. It was not a question. He’d heard her perfectly. The low voice was not full of concern now. It was deadly.

The signal must have been palpable, because the second she felt it, she heard the shrilling of the songbird, drawing her attention from the predator in front of her to the tiny creature she’d hoped to help.

Despite the chaos, it was still nearby, flapping from spot to spot in confusion and distress. Determined to save one life, Cat hastily scooped up the bird, still half-stunned.

“Come along,” she whispered. “Let’s get to safety.”

Her burden once again confined in her cupped hands, Cat turned to leave, refusing to look at the rough figure who’d knocked her down. Her heart was hammering in her chest, overworked from too many emotions in too short a time.

“Retreating so soon? Who the hell do you think you are?” the man growled to her back.

Without answering him, Cat fled. The brief, disturbing encounter with the unrecognized soldier in the recognizable uniform proved to Cat that she was by no means prepared to be among people, not yet. Her world was too fragile, her wounds too fresh.

She would leave the party the moment she returned the rescued bird to her hostess. And that way, she’d never see that man again.


Chapter 2

Thane MacPhearson watched the woman stalk off, her dark skirts billowing and strands of equally dark hair flying loose to fall about her long, bare neck. For just a moment, he had the impression of a furious black swan.

Too bad she wasn’t a swan, because in that case he could wring the bird’s neck. Instead, he simply had to tolerate the harridan’s cutting words and her misanthropic manner. And why the hell was there an actual bird in the house? Was she some sort of witch, capturing a creature for a spell, and that was why she was dressed in head-to-toe black?

I should never have come here, Thane thought, not for the first time.

He indulged in a moment’s weakness and pictured what he wanted to do to that rude, cruel woman. He’d teach her a lesson about what happened when people ignored the rules. They were there for a reason, and without them, everything devolved into chaos.

It was a good thing she’d left when she did. If he had the opportunity, he’d scare some sense into her, hold her close so she couldn’t escape the lesson, kiss her senseless until he heard the gasp from those plush-looking lips and she begged him to keep going, to taste every inch of her skin and make her his in the most primal way possible…

What. The. Hell. Thane’s imagination had completely run astray, onto a wilder track than he wanted to be on, especially since his body was already reacting to the brief, unexpected fantasy, stirring at the mere notion of getting closer to that temptingly soft skin and the snapping eyes that showed such disdain for him.

He shook his head, willing the erotic images to dissipate. The woman had made him angry, not aroused. So what if she was gorgeous, with the sort of figure that could persuade him to want to stay in bed all day, playing the kind of games that would have her gasping his name…

There he went again. He needed to get his damn fool body under control, or he wouldn’t be able to walk at all, let alone walk down a hallway in public. Why was he even feeling this way? It hadn’t been that long since he’d bedded a woman, a week at most.

Maybe two weeks. Or four. Six?

Never mind. The point was that Thane was never going to think of this particular woman again, in any context. After all, she was a stranger; he’d never see her again, and soon he was leaving the city of Edinburgh for good. So it wasn’t as if he was going to get to know the lass. He didn’t want to.

You came back.

The venom in her words was overwhelming. There was something else in them too— something harsh and even frightening if he lingered over the intonation of her speech, trying to understand why she’d said that phrase, that way. He almost recognized the sense in the sounds, but then his mind slammed shut. He shook his head.

“This is why I don’t go to parties,” he muttered, avoiding the curious regard of a passing older couple, who were probably wondering if he was drunk. Thane wished he were drunk. The sweet, dulling numbness was a balm, taking away so much of the pain that attended him since his return from the war.

In a flash, he remembered that he could absolutely get drunk, and quickly too, because he was meant to meet his friends up on the floor above at this very moment. They’d have drinks to hand, because they were good, sensible men who knew what was important in life—namely, avoiding any attempts to ensnare them in marriage by hiding out far from the matchmaking mamas in the ballroom below.

Already feeling more like himself, Thane adjusted his clothing, yanked on the hem of his jacket to restore his appearance to mostly respectable, and walked to the end of the hall where he knew the staircase to be. Even better, his path took him in the opposite direction from the black-haired harridan.

Who I am never thinking about again, he told himself, taking the stairs two at a time. Wait. I’m thinking about her now because I’m thinking about not thinking about her.

Damn, I need whisky.

A few moments later, Thane strode into a red-wallpapered room, his mind still occupied by the irritating woman he’d just run into. Not her words; he couldn’t think of those. He focused on her black hair and black clothes. That was safe to consider.

“Why the stormy face, MacPhearson?” a voice asked. “I thought I was supposed to be the dour one.” It was Struan who spoke, one of Thane’s comrades and a veritable hulk of a man. He’d been born and raised in a part of Scotland even further north than the others, and was the main evidence for Thane’s private theory that people grew more laconic as their home latitude increased.

“You are the dour one, McInnes,” another man interjected. Calan Shaw was by far the handsomest of them all (a fact he was well aware of and used shamelessly in the presence of ladies). “No matter how often I try to get you out among people who like having a good time, you choose to hide.”

“Let him if he likes.” That comment came from Duncan MacKenzie, one of the most dependable and steady men Thane had ever met. The red-haired Duncan sat near the fire with Kai Buchanan, who looked like a gangly youth next to Duncan’s more mature figure. Not that that stopped Kai from sipping what looked like an exquisite whisky, to judge by the rich amber hue.

Kai noticed his gaze and raised the glass. “Looking for one of your own, Thane? Over by the window.”

“No time to change your kit?” Duncan asked. All the other men were in typical evening wear. They’d wisely left their uniforms at home when they came back.

Thane shook his head as he made his way to where an open bottle sat near several cut-crystal glasses. He poured himself a healthy measure and walked to the last free chair. “Ceremony went late. Of course.”

“Should we have come to it?” Kai asked. “Not sure if we ever established a tradition for that sort of thing.”

“Our tradition is to avoid everything we’re not directly ordered to do,” Calan growled.

Their company was a young one, having been cobbled together from the dregs of a few others following a bad stretch of luck for the British and their allies on the Continent several years ago. That was why it contained men from all over the country, and perhaps why Thane’s particular little group had bonded so quickly. And definitely why they had hardly any traditions or quirks like so many other companies had.

“You’ve not explained,” Struan said as Thane settled into his seat.

“Explained what?”

“Why you looked like you wanted to take someone’s head off when you walked in.”

“Oh, that. I’d just been insulted, is all.” Had he, though? You came back wasn’t an insult, it was more of a…curse? No, condemnation. She hated him for existing.

Calan’s expression went from idle to deadly in a second. “By who? I’ll set the man straight.”

“You’ll do no such thing,” Thane told him firmly. “For one thing, it was a woman.”

Kai bit his lip to avoid laughing. Duncan didn’t bother trying to hold in his mirth. “Oh, Lord, what was it about? You’ve barely been in Edinburgh for a day, and yet you’ve already made enemies?”

“She can’t be an enemy, for I’ve no idea who she is.”

“What did she say?” Kai sounded curious now. “Most folks don’t make a practice of insulting total strangers.”

Thane paused, considering his next words. Like him, all his friends were veterans of the war on the Continent. They’d served with him, risked their lives with him. Repeating the woman’s words about how he came back would be unnecessarily cruel. They knew too many soldiers who didn’t.

“It was nothing,” he said, deflecting.

“It had to be something,” Calan pressed. “Or you wouldn’t be so angry.”

“She said I had oats for brains.”

The other men laughed, not believing him. Though she did say that, before the other thing.

“Tell us, MacPhearson.” This time it was Duncan who pressed.

“Let’s simply say that she didn’t respect my service to the Crown.”

Struan’s jaw clenched. “She’s lucky she’s a woman” was all he said.

Thane was glad he’d opted not to share the lass’s harsh dismissal of his comrades who died. Struan would never hurt a woman—but Thane wasn’t going to give him or any of the others more details about her appearance. His friends were exactly the sort of men who could identify an enemy with minimal information. It was how they’d survived.

The best battle is the one that’s avoided, he recalled a hardened sergeant telling him once. Very true.

“It makes you wonder why we went over,” Calan murmured. “Seems half the population of the isles wouldn’t have cared if Bonaparte actually managed to cross the Channel and take over.”

“They’d have cared if it happened,” Thane said. “And we helped ensure that it didn’t. So let’s drink a toast to that.”

“Aye,” Duncan agreed.

They did, and the whisky made a smooth trail of fire down Thane’s throat.

“By the way, you know who’s here tonight, against all odds?” Kai said brightly after he’d put his glass down. “One who will assuredly appreciate our service—none other than Miss Ross.”

“Ach, Brodie Ross’s wee sister,” said Duncan, his eyes crinkling at the corners. “The stories he’d told about her!”

“She’s not that wee, for they were twins,” Kai pointed out. “A quarter hour apart, according to Brodie.”

“So? She was born second,” Calan said. “That makes her the wee lass, doesn’t it?”

“Not now,” Thane muttered. The mention of Brodie Ross had thrown him—all the way back to the war. Brodie’s death had ripped Thane into pieces. He would never get over the guilt he felt, living and breathing and walking while his friend did not.

After all, you came back.

The taunt echoed in his head once more. Was that why the unknown woman’s words seared him so? That fact that, all unwittingly, she’d hit upon his sorest spot, his guilt at surviving what his dearest friend had not.

“Thane, you with us?” Struan asked. For such a bruiser of a man, he was surprisingly astute at noticing people’s reactions.

“Of course.” Thane lifted his glass again. “To Brodie.”

“To Brodie!” they all echoed.

“You’ll come downstairs to meet her while she’s here, won’t you?” Kai asked. “I know she’d love to meet you, Thane. And see Calan and Duncan again. And someday, I think it might help her to hear us talk about Brodie.”

Thane nodded. “Hard to believe I haven’t met her yet, considering how much Brodie went on about her.”

According to Brodie, his sister was an angel on earth—though a rather mischievous one, based on the many stories of childhood pranks and jokes Brodie shared. It would be good to meet her, if only to remind himself that there were women in the world who viewed soldiers like him, like Brodie, with respect rather than disdain.

The conversation turned to more general topics, and Thane allowed himself to relax. At long last, he was among friends, in his home country. All would be well. Eventually.

So, having been fortified with good Highland whisky, Thane was willing to brave the crowded party below. Bowing to the inevitable, he went down with the others. They’d had their reunion, now it was time to appear as guests. Just another form of duty, Thane told himself, knowing how many of the ladies present were looking to make a marriage. Well, they’d have to look beyond him. Thane had no intention of marrying anytime soon. Possibly never.

That reminded him of something. “Struan, I wanted to ask you about that croft near Ben Nevis you’d mentioned… Struan?” Thane looked over to where his friend had been not five seconds ago. “What the hell?”

“We’ve lost him. Again,” Kai said sheepishly. “I didn’t notice till you said his name. How does he do it?”

Thane had no answer. The man was approximately the size of a mountain, and yet he could slip away like a shadow when he wanted to. Thane never knew how he learned the trick. But he was well aware that crowds made Struan uncomfortable. That had been true ever since the war, and in particular since that horrible day when Struan… Thane’s mind shied away from the memory, unwilling to plunge into the depths of battlefield trauma while about to enter a bright and sparkling ballroom.

It wasn’t fair. Struan should be able to walk anywhere he damn well pleased. But he’d suffered an injury that couldn’t be ignored, and he hated the way people looked at him now. No wonder he’d turned into smoke between the upper and ground floors.

In the ballroom, Calan and Kai divided the task of finding Brodie’s sister as quickly as possible, before the men got ensnared by the gauntlet of traps laid by all the single women and their mothers.

“Ah, there she is,” Kai said. “Obvious when you think about it. West corner, by the windows.”

What was obvious? Thane couldn’t tell yet, thanks to the crush. Trusting that Kai knew one young lady from all the others, he followed his friends though the sea of unfamiliar faces.

“Here they are!” Calan said cheerfully, putting his full charm on display now that ladies were present. “Mrs Tacita Murray, and Miss Ross, both looking lovely enough to put the sun to shame.”

“Is that the whisky speaking, Calan Shaw?” a woman’s voice responded, her tone rich with amusement.

Thane went still, because the voice was familiar. As he stepped past his friends, who’d blocked the view until this moment, he confronted the last person he expected to see.

The black-haired, black-clad harridan from before was none other than Catriona Ross.


Chapter 3

What’s he doing here?

Cat regarded the sudden reappearance of the awful man from upstairs with alarm. Was she cursed? And how was he connected to the men of Brodie’s company? Then her gaze locked on to the upsettingly recognizable emblem on his uniform, and it finally registered in her addled mind. Of course, she realized, far too late. He’d been in the company.

Meanwhile, Calan smiled at her, unaware of her turmoil. “Miss Ross, here’s a man who you will be delighted to know, and honestly it’s an oversight that you two are not already acquainted. May I present Major Thane MacPhearson.”

Cat’s stomach dropped into her dancing slippers. Not just a random member of the company, but someone Brodie had spoken of practically as a brother! She couldn’t count the number of times Brodie mentioned Thane MacPhearson in his letters home over the years, always with genuine affection and respect. And Brodie had plenty of time to form such bonds, having joined the army the very first moment he was legally permitted to do so. (It had made for a rather sad sixteenth birthday party for them both.) Cat had formed a picture of a splendid gentleman who Brodie had admired and clearly would have taken a bullet for, and who she might even have developed a touch of affection for herself.

But considering how he was glaring at her now—and rightly so—she doubted there’d ever be anything like friendship between them.

“Mr MacPhearson,” she said reflexively, using the etiquette drilled into her by hours of instruction. “How do you do.”

“Where’s your bird?” Thane asked, disregarding any pretense at politeness.

“What?” Calan muttered at this highly unorthodox greeting. Behind him, Kai and Duncan exchanged glances, probably wondering if their comrade had taken leave of his senses.

Even her aunt Tacita and the evening’s hostess, Lady Balfour, looked thrown, and these women had both reached an age where surprises were rare.

Cat said into the horribly awkward silence, “It wasn’t my bird, Mr MacPhearson.”

“Oh, I understand! It was mine,” Lady Balfour said. “Miss Ross kindly offered to find my sweet Treacle after she flew out of her cage when I’d turned my back. And she succeeded. Treacle is back safe and sound. You are truly a lifesaver, my dear.”

Lady Balfour beamed at her, as if she were a saint on the level of Francis of Assisi.

“It was no trouble,” Cat said, embarrassed at the praise.

“Brodie always said you loved animals,” Kai offered, clearly hoping to smooth over the tension between Cat and Thane. “He’d read out your letters when you talked about your pets. What’s the name of the dog you’ve got now? Big name for a small dog. Exchequer Houndstooth, yes?”

“Check for short,” Cat said. “We actually just…we lost him earlier this week, I’m sorry to say.” The dog’s sudden death had been yet another blow to an already distressed household.

“Check belonged to the twins’ mother, my sister,” Aunt Tacita added, in her always dignified tone. “Mrs Ross passed away only a few months after the news of Brodie’s…” Tacita’s voice broke for a moment. “So we were especially sad to say goodbye to Check, of course. And all unexpected too. He was only four.”

Kai, Duncan, and Calan all expressed condolences. Thane didn’t say anything, but Cat assumed he was mentally mocking her and her family for doting on a dog.

“We must speak of happier things,” their hostess insisted. “I throw a party to brighten moods, not darken them. You young folks should be dancing!” She regarded the four men as if they’d neglected to follow a direct order. “Miss Ross has no partner for the next dance.”

“No! I can’t dance!” Cat protested, looking at their hostess in panic. “We were just leaving. I’m not even supposed to be here!”

“But you are here, dear,” Lady Balfour said, “and it would be such a shame for you to be so close to a dance floor and yet not participate.”

“I agree,” said her aunt. “It would be so lovely to see you enjoying yourself for the space of a dance, dearest.”

Cat could only stare at her, plucking the black fabric of her gown as if to provide tangible evidence of her inability to take part in the festivities. “But there are rules! Expectations.”

“And when has that ever stopped you, Miss Ross?” Lady Balfour returned, echoed by Aunt Tacita’s murmured, “Indeed.”

The hostess confronted the men. “Will not one of you provide Miss Ross with a small bit of respite from her dreary duty? As a new acquaintance, Mr MacPhearson, perhaps you’d like the honor.”

“Dear Catriona does love dancing,” her aunt added. The fact that it was true did not make Cat any happier to hear it.

Thane looked as if he’d rather run across a battlefield without a gun. But then he seemed to think of something else and bowed to Lady Balfour. “I know better than to refuse an order from my superior,” Thane said, earning a winsome smile from their hostess. “And since Mrs Murray has informed me Miss Ross loves dancing, of course I’ll dance with her.”

Cat glared at him. She’d been expecting him to refuse. But Thane must be invested in torturing her, for he merely held out his hand in invitation. She had to accept, unless she wanted to cause a scene in front of her aunt and the hostess, not to mention her late brother’s closest friends. And Cat would never force any of these people to share in her embarrassment.

“Very well,” she said softly, and allowed him to escort her to the floor. The music started, and Thane swept her into his arms.

Oh, no. It was a waltz.

If Cat had realized that the next dance was to be a waltz, she would have come up with some way, any way to avoid accepting the invitation. She’d have set Treacle loose again! The waltz brought the dancing couple so close together. She couldn’t even breathe without inhaling his scent.

At least he bathes, she thought, trying to maintain her usual tartness. For the primary note of his aroma was soap, a clean woody scent that she honestly couldn’t hate if she tried. And it was good that she didn’t hate it, because the dance forced her into his arms as he whirled her over the ballroom floor with a level of skill that she hadn’t anticipated.

The thing about waltzing was that it felt rather like flying, and Cat had always loved the dance because it was one of the few times she could feel light.

Free.

Even in the arms of a man who clearly despised her. Well, why shouldn’t he? He was Brodie’s closest comrade, probably the last person on earth to speak to him before he died. And Cat had been appallingly rude to him upstairs. She ought to apologize, if only to reassure herself that she was civilized.

But it was hard to apologize to a man made of ice. She could practically feel the cold anger rolling off him. Because of what she so thoughtlessly said.

“If you didn’t want to dance, Mr MacPhearson, why did you agree?” Clearly he wasn’t going to offer any conversation, so she had to open with something.

“Mrs Murray is Brodie’s aunt,” he said, his tone as frosty as his expression. “I would not want to hurt her feelings when she obviously wanted you to dance.”

Not her aunt. Brodie’s aunt. As if Cat wasn’t even a person. Cat stifled the stab of pain at his words, and said lightly, “We both had the same purpose in mind. I had no wish to dance either, but she wants to see me enjoy myself.”

“Then you should smile,” Thane advised, “so your aunt doesn’t misunderstand.”

“I should kick you,” Cat said sweetly, beaming at him as though he’d offered her the greatest compliment.

“You should try,” he suggested, returning her smile with one of his own, outwardly warm but freezing her soul, even as he spread his hand on her back a bit, and pressed her to him as if to say You couldn’t even move if I didn’t allow it.

Strangely, Cat felt a jolt of heat through her body when he did so. There was something perverse in her that liked the proximity of this despicable male, that urged her not just to accept his dominance but to test it. Without warning, prickles of sweat beaded at the small of her back and between her breasts. She inhaled, hoping a breath of air would help.

All it got her was the scent of Thane, and she felt a little dizzy when the dance steps swept her in a half circle, orbiting him. Momentarily disoriented, she looked up and caught his gaze, only to find that he was suddenly regarding her like she was a venomous snake.

Without breaking the rhythm of the dance, he managed to put a few more inches between them, and then he looked over her head to some other point in the ballroom, seemingly bored with her.

“Do you always offer to kick your dance partners?” he asked casually. “Is that why no one rushed to fill your dance card?”

“I don’t have a dance card. I’m in mourning,” she snapped, annoyed that he’d so easily goaded her into such a defensive response. “We only came tonight to perform a small service for Lady Balfour and this was the night it could be done. Then the bird got loose and I helped find it. I never intended to actually be present at the party, let alone dance like I haven’t got a care in the world. Which should be obvious by my outfit!” Deep, unrelieved black. Cat was grieving for not one, but two family members, plus the dog now…and she didn’t do anything by half measures.

“You don’t look as if you’re lost in despair,” he commented, his gaze traveling over her quickly, and just as quickly condemning her for what he saw.

Was it possible to hate someone so thoroughly upon first acquaintance? She said, “You’re trying to needle me, sir, but you must understand how little your behavior even registers. To be quite honest, as hideous as you are, you’re not even the worst thing that’s happened to me this evening, let alone this week. Why, my carriage nearly crashed on the way here!” She finished with a light, disdainful laugh, the one she’d perfected for the times when she wanted to crush a man’s hopes and dreams.

Thane’s grip on her hand tightened for a half an instant, and when the dance called for her to turn, he swung her about with just a tad more force than necessary, making her almost lose her footing.

But then he pulled her closer to him. Anyone watching would think he meant to steady her, the sort of thoughtful partner a dancer would want. Only Cat knew it was just a way to make her uncomfortable, drawing her near so she couldn’t avoid him.

His smile was polite enough, but his eyes told a different story. “What was the obstacle in the carriage’s way? Your inflated sense of self-importance?”

“You jest, sir.” Cat gave another laugh, but it didn’t feel as triumphant this time. Thane was quicker than most of the gentlemen she’d sparred with over the last several months.

“So?” he asked. “What happened?”

Cat frowned, recalling the details of the event, which had been more alarming than she let on. “Well, I couldn’t see everything, being in the seat behind the driver. But he’d just taken the turn by Bells’ Mills…”

He nodded. “Where you can walk down to the Water of Leith.”

“Yes, exactly. A group of Travellers had stopped their caravans just there, probably because it was so close to the river. Anyway, the front right wheel just detached without warning. Practically sent the whole contraption flying over the edge and down to the water. But luckily our driver was able to steer just enough to get out of the main road and not lose control. In retrospect, one might consider it a warning from on high that I should not have left the house tonight.” She shot him a narrow-eyed glance, sure he felt exactly the same way.

“Yes, well. Even a carriage that looks well on the outside can be damaged or flawed.” He offered the double entendre with a completely straight face.

Odious man! Cat refused to rise to the bait that time, or acknowledge the metaphor. “No, you’re mistaken in your assumption. Aunt Tacita just bought the carriage a few months ago. And yet the wheel still went flying off. I watched it roll down the street,” she added, an admittedly odd detail for her to focus on, considering that at the time she’d been in danger of falling into the river, a painful distance below.

“I see,” Thane said. “Too bad I couldn’t have arranged to be standing in the carriage’s path instead. Then I could have been struck dead, as you so clearly wished I’d been during the war.”

Cat closed her eyes and swallowed hard, feeling the awful tang of shame well up in her throat. “I should not have said that. Not to you, or to anyone.”

“Then why did you say it?” he asked, his voice low and now hot, the anger no longer concealed.

“Your uniform.”

He frowned. “What about it?”

Cat wasn’t even sure how to put it into words. The bright red of the jacket, the company emblem on the arm, but not the arm she recognized. Not the arm that reached for her so many times and pulled her into a fierce embrace while her twin’s voice told her she wasn’t rid of him yet…

“I wasn’t expecting…it’s so similar to Brodie’s, but it’s not his. And…I think the truth is that I resent every soldier who was able to come back home, because the one person I needed to come home again never ever will.” Cat’s throat tightened up, and she struggled not to wipe her suddenly damp eyes. Why was it hard to breathe? She’d cried so much, but it still felt like a new wound every time.

Thane’s expression changed for a second, losing the iciness. His voice sounded raw when he said, “He was a good man. Not just a good soldier, I mean. He was a good man.” The last two words were spoken as though Thane could bring him back to life through force of will alone.

But no one could.

Cat had to look away, unable to meet his gaze. “Then why did he have to die?”

Thane didn’t say anything, and his body seemed to freeze once more. But what could anyone say to that question? Cat sensed the tension in his muscles, the thud of his heartbeat as he held her black-clad form in the scandalous embrace of the waltz.

Lord, this had to be the worst dance ever, for both of them.


Chapter 4

Finally, blessedly, the waltz music ended.

Thane wished to hell that he’d escaped the party along with Struan earlier. Then he’d be drinking with his friend somewhere instead of worrying about this damnable female who set his teeth on edge every time she opened her mouth. And then her question: why did Brodie have to die?

As if Thane didn’t ask that over and over and over in the silence of his own head. He couldn’t give her the truth, the only answer he knew. It would be too harsh, for both of them.

Fortunately, he could hide his mind from Brodie’s shadow because dealing with her presence was distracting enough. She didn’t even have to talk. During the waltz, there’d been a moment when she stopped talking and just looked at him with a distracted and dreamy gaze, and suddenly all Thane could think of was seeing that same expression on her face, but in a bedroom.

The thought took his breath away.

He’d immediately stepped away from her, cursing his body’s reaction to simply having a woman in his arms. Not just any woman. This woman. It was astonishing that Brodie’s ghost didn’t rise up out of the ground to wreak vengeance on his so-called friend.

God damn whoever invented the waltz.

It had been decried as a scandalous dance when it first arrived from the Continent years before, and rightly so. It was far too much fun to be able to embrace a beautiful woman in public and then spin her about till she circled back and was close enough to kiss.

And Catriona was an exquisite dancer, graceful and responsive to his lead. Even in her somber gown, which was totally unsuited in color or form for a party like this one, she outshone every other woman on the floor. A black swan among sparrows.

Thane reminded himself that he didn’t even like her. His body dearly seemed to need that reminder.

It was a good thing that after tonight, he would never see her again.

“Let’s get you back to your aunt, so that you no longer have to endure my company,” he muttered, escorting her from the center of the dance floor as the dance ended.

“Now that’s a wonderful idea,” Catriona said, though she still looked as if she were about to sob in despair.

Christ. He couldn’t return her to Brodie’s aunt with tears in her eyes. Those eyes as blue and clear as her brother’s had been. Far more suited to laughing than crying.

“Here,” he said, offering her a pocket square of fine white cambric. “I don’t want to be accused of making a woman cry.”

The lady didn’t so much as glance at the cloth, and instead produced one of her own from somewhere amid the folds of her skirts. How the hell had she done that? She didn’t even have a reticule, and the current fashions made ladies’ ballgowns so ethereal that one could practically see through them.

And yet Catriona Ross kept her own supply of handkerchiefs in hers. Black, of course.

“You’re prepared,” he said, stuffing his rejected offering back into his jacket, trying not to feel offended.

“It is common sense for any woman to see to her own needs,” Catriona said, even as she wiped the trace of tears off her pale cheeks. “I don’t wish to be dependent on a man for anything, whether it be as insignificant as a handkerchief or as important as a home to live in. To cede such decisions to men is to cede one’s own freedom.”

She talked fast, the words raining down like precise little bullets into the corpse of tradition. Thane remembered Brodie once saying that his sister was a rather free-thinking person. Apparently, Brodie undersold the fact that she was an outright political radical.

“You’re a follower of Wollstonecraft and Robinson and all those other ladies, I gather.”

“I am,” she said, nodding firmly. “I hope to one day contribute a work as earth-shattering as they have done.”

“Are you active in women’s…issues, then?”

“I’ve written several articles for broad-minded newspapers in Scotland,” she said, glaring at him as if he was about to denigrate her for the act. “And I’ve written letters to the editors of narrower-minded ones, though they are too scared to print them.”

Color had risen in her cheeks as she warmed to this new subject. At least she wasn’t crying anymore. That was an improvement.

Now safe from being called out, Thane walked Catriona back to her aunt and his friends. “Thank you for the dance, Miss Ross,” Thane said, this time observing the exact dictates of etiquette and not going a step beyond them. It was very common for a gentleman to hint that he would call upon a lady at home on the day following such a party as this. It was an acknowledgment that he enjoyed the dance and the woman’s company. Thane wouldn’t be calling at Catriona’s home, because he’d rather eat broken glass than chat with her again.

Kai leaned over to him the moment they rejoined the group.

“What did you two discuss out there?” Kai asked, his eyes wide. “I swear I witnessed a whole opera’s worth of expressions in the span of one waltz.”

What could Thane say? He didn’t want to get into the discussion of women’s rights, which he was hardly qualified to speak on, not to mention that he didn’t pay attention to any sort of politics that didn’t directly impact the battlefields he fought on. Thane was a very practical man.

“We talked about her carriage accident earlier today,” Thane replied dryly, choosing the least controversial of her several conversational topics over the past few minutes. Though something about her recounting of it actually did bother him. Maybe just the sense that it had scared her more than she pretended. Even before the war, Thane had been very good at picking up on people’s fear. His time as a soldier honed the sense to a preternatural sharpness.

And he could tell that Catriona Ross was scared of something.

Damn it. He didn’t even like the woman, but he couldn’t ignore that feeling. For Brodie’s sake, he had to at least figure out the source of it. It was probably something inane. But until he knew, Brodie’s spirit wouldn’t let him rest.

During their short absence for the dance, the group had expanded slightly—there were now two more ladies, one wearing blue and the other green. Catriona already turned her attention from Thane to greet these other women. “Ah, Mrs Roberts. And Miss Fairchild. How good to see you both.”

The lady in blue (now identified as Mrs Roberts) gave Catriona an affectionate peck on the cheek. “You as well, Miss Ross, though I must say I did not expect to see you here!” She gestured vaguely to Catriona’s all-black ensemble.

“I certainly did not expect to be here. It’s a long story, involving a delivery and a broken carriage and an escaped bird, and some acquaintances of my late brother. I shall explain in full at some later time.”

“Oh, perhaps after the rally on Thursday next,” the lady in green (evidently Miss Fairchild) said, having eagerly followed the conversation. “You do still plan to attend the event, don’t you, Miss Ross?”

“I wouldn’t miss it,” Catriona assured them both. “I have been working on my speech.”

“Excellent! You always make such wonderful points that I think you could convince even the most hidebound man of your argument.”

Thane sighed inwardly, watching this exchange. Miss Fairchild seemed to view Catriona with an almost worshipful regard, and Catriona looked a little embarrassed at the praise. “If I can convince anyone of the rightness of our cause, I shall count it a victory,” she said, glancing at Thane as she spoke.

Perhaps she considered him the proverbial hidebound man. Thane didn’t care.

Though part of him wondered just how convincing she could be. “Where is this revelatory speech to take place?” he asked, out of perverse curiosity. He added, “Just so I can avoid it.”

Mrs Roberts replied, “The League for the Advancement of Scottish Women gathers on the second Thursday of every month at the park near Greyfriars to speak out on topics relevant to our cause. And to gather with like-minded people who are brave enough to join us, sir.”

Catriona’s lip quirked. “Mrs Roberts is one of our very best advocates, as I’m sure you can tell.” She turned to her friends. “I’m afraid Mr MacPhearson and his compatriots are not likely to see the worth of our aims. We would have better luck rallying a stone to our side. Of course, if we waited for men to come to their senses, we would be waiting until doomsday.”

Thane didn’t bother to respond, knowing a jibe when he saw one. Duncan raised an eyebrow, and Kai looked distinctly uncomfortable. Only Calan spoke, and when he did it was a very Calan response: “Well, if the audience is primarily ladies, it sounds like very good odds for me. When does it start?”

“One in the afternoon,” Mrs Roberts chirped, clearly of the opinion that anything to raise the headcount of the event was acceptable.

“Speaking of the time, we had better be going,” Aunt Tacita said, tapping Catriona’s shoulder. “I told the household we’d be home well before eight! They will surely think we’ve wandered off into the Highlands by this point.”

“Yes, I’ve kept you both too long,” their hostess agreed. “Thank you again for rescuing my little Treacle, Miss Ross. Mrs Murray, I did tell the staff to be ready to call for carriages at any time. You will excuse me from seeing you out to the front hall?”

Naturally, she would be expected to remain at the helm of her party. Mrs Roberts and Miss Fairchild obviously just arrived, and Miss Fairchild was asking the location of the retiring room so that she could repair a rip in her hem that she’d noticed. Thane couldn’t see a thing wrong with the gown himself, and part of him wanted to ask why such enlightened women cared about frivolous details like a skirt hem. But he didn’t, because he didn’t want to risk catching Catriona’s claws in his face again.
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