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      Scotsman.” The cool English voice cut through the darkened room like an icy wind ruining a fine summer morning. “Speak to us, and I will ensure that your death is less agonizing.”

      Lord Will Mackenzie opened his eyes.

      Nothing had changed. He remained seated on a stool in the cavern of an old kitchen, hands bound behind him, ankles also roped. No fire filled the hearth in the freezing room, and the only light came from windows high in the ceiling.

      That light fell upon a major in the British army who sat on a hard chair, legs crossed, the man elegant in the dark red and silver braid uniform of an infantry officer. His hair had been tamed into a sleek queue, and his polished boots bore no speck of the mud that lay six inches thick around the makeshift army camp.

      Major Haworth, a highborn gentleman, would let nothing, not even interrogating a stubborn Scottish traitor in the middle of nowhere, lower his standards.

      The captain at his side was another matter. A hothead—a man who’d clawed his way up the ranks and instantly despised anyone his commanders pointed out as the enemy. Red-faced and foul-mouthed, the captain lounged against the stone wall with coat unbuttoned, his light brown hair straggling from the tail he’d pulled it into.

      Will looked straight into Major Haworth’s blue eyes and said in Erse, If you think I even know anything to tell you, you’re a gobshite idiot.

      The major and captain didn’t understand a word. Haworth knew Greek and Latin and spoke perfect French, but Erse was a barbaric language, in his opinion, that needed to be stamped out. He’d expressed this sentiment more than once during the interrogation.

      The captain’s cheeks grew redder. “Speak a civil tongue, ye bloody Scots pig.”

      He drew back his hand to deliver a blow, but Haworth’s cool voice stopped him.

      “As you were, Captain.”

      The captain glared at the major but let his hand fall and dropped himself onto a wooden stool.

      Will found it interesting that while the captain vented his frustrations with violence—demonstrated by the many bruises on Will’s face and neck—the collected major was the more dangerous man in this room. Except for Will himself, of course.

      Major Haworth reached long fingers to a silver bell on the rustic kitchen table. “Perhaps a light repast.”

      The furniture in this room, plainly made chairs and stools, matched the table. The bell was an incongruity, cast by a master silversmith, with a crest etched on one side, its handle fashioned of entwined silver snakes. The major had brought the bell with him.

      He rang it now, its sound more appropriate for an elegant drawing room than an abandoned crofter’s cottage.

      “Woman!” the captain bellowed. “Bring us ale and be quick about it.”

      Footsteps sounded, and the wooden door swung open. The maidservant on the threshold bore a tray that held a delicate porcelain cup and saucer and tall silver pot—more of the major’s belongings—and a dented tankard that obviously came with the house.

      In the cant of a Londoner born and bred, the woman said, “I guessed ye might be thirsty, sir. It’s hot work with these Scots, innit?”

      Dark eyes swept over Will Mackenzie, and he did his damnedest not to react.

      She wore the garb of a farm woman, a simple chemise covered by a laced overdress in drab homespun. Will had seen her in these kinds of clothes before, but he’d also known her in the sumptuous silks of a lady, her hair in soft curls, her bosom bedecked with jewels.

      Beneath today’s shapeless clothes lay the lush body he’d first seen in his brother’s studio, when Alec Mackenzie had been scowling around his canvas at his newest artist’s model, admonishing her not to move.

      Will had been the one frozen as he’d beheld beauty lying before him, her scarlet drape covering very little.

      In a sultry voice that had fired Will’s blood, she’d said to Alec in her French-accented English, “You press your bum to cold marble for an hour, my lord, and see how much you squirm.”

      She was supposed to be in London. Supposed to be safe in the boarding house where Will had left her, looking after her daughter. Alec and Celia had said she was in London.

      What on earth was Josette Oswald doing in the middle of Scotland in an army camp full of murderous British soldiers?

      The major examined her in suspicion—clearly he’d expected someone else. “Who are you, madam?”

      Josette poured a stream of dark liquid—drinking chocolate by the smell of it—into the porcelain cup. She handed the cup to the major before depositing the tankard for the captain on the kitchen table.

      “Mrs. Smith,” she said glibly. “Me man runs the tavern in the village yonder. Sent to offer the best ale to the lads here, bless them. Nice to see Englishmen in this back of beyond.”

      The captain grabbed the tankard, took a greedy gulp, and then spat out the liquid. “Ye call this the best ale? Horse swill will do for a name, madam.”

      “I’m certain it’s the finest they have,” Major Haworth said quietly. The captain subsided and took another sip, which he swallowed. Then another. He’d decided not to let it go to waste, Will saw.

      “Thank you, good lady,” the major said. “And thank your husband.”

      Josette curtsied, but instead of beetling off, she turned her thoughtful gaze to Will. Her cheeks were as round and pink as they’d been nearly a dozen years ago when she’d portrayed Helen of Troy rising from her bed the morning after she’d eloped with Paris. Alec had been full of grandiose ideas for paintings in those days.

      “He don’t look like much,” Josette said critically. “You sure this was one what gave you so much trouble at Culloden?”

      “Appearances are deceptive, madam,” Major Haworth said. “He is tamed for now, but believe me, these Highlanders are the very devil. The sooner they are all hanged and their ways stamped out, the better.” He took a sip of chocolate. “Ah, well prepared. Thank you. If you’d brought your own supplies, Captain, you wouldn’t have to rely on village goods.”

      The captain snorted but he continued drinking the ale. Josette lingered while Major Haworth took several more slow sips of his chocolate, as though she would take away pot and cup as soon as all were empty.

      “Now then, sir,” Major Haworth said to Will, clicking his cup to his saucer. “Let us start again. My patience is wearing thin, and I will give you over to my men soon if you do not speak. Please tell me all you know. Or be drawn and quartered—alive—for raise … raising … arms against your … your rightful king.”

      His words began to tangle on his tongue, and he shook his head as though trying to clear it. Behind him Josette quietly closed the door and drew a bolt across it.

      The captain took another long gulp of ale, and choked. The major turned to him, his movements too slow. The captain fell from his chair to his knees and then did a prolonged topple to the floor, landing on his face.

      The major rose jerkily, drawing a long knife that hung at his side. He stumbled as he rushed at Josette, and his cup fell to the floor in a porcelain smash.

      “Damn you.” Haworth glared at her. “That was a gift from my mother.”

      The major might be prissy, but Will had seen that he was a deadly fighter. Josette quickly sidestepped as the major struck, but she would not be fast enough.

      Will sprang from the stool, still bound, and slammed his body into Major Haworth’s. The major swung the blade at him, but only caught Will’s loose shirt as whatever potion Josette had put into the chocolate gripped him.

      The knife went slack, and the major, all six foot three of him, tumbled to the dirt floor in a heap of long limbs.

      Josette snatched the knife from his hand and had Will’s bonds cut in seconds.

      “God’s balls, woman.” Will kept his voice a whisper, but it rang with rage. “What the devil are you—”

      “Shout at me later,” Josette said softly but fiercely, the London accent dropping away. “Follow me now.”

      Will growled as Josette caught his numb hand and pulled him to the back of the kitchen, making for an alcove near the fireplace he’d already spied as a potential way out.

      Before Josette could duck into it, Will caught her around the waist, pulled her to him, and kissed her hard on the mouth.

      Josette started, then her lips parted and her hands landed on his chest, her mouth softening to kiss him back. Her body warmed his, moving the blood that had been cut off by the ropes. Will’s limbs burned as her fire swept through him.

      The kiss grew stronger, memories pouring in with it: Josette’s shy look as she, as Helen of Troy in Alec’s studio, sent Will a tiny smile. Will had winked at her, hiding his sudden and overwhelming longing.

      Seeing her weeks later in regal finery at a salon held in Alec’s honor by the cardinal who’d commissioned the painting. Josette’s ready acceptance to help Will uncover the cardinal’s secrets—for money, of course. Josette had been raising a daughter and was always in need of funds.

      Years later in Salisbury, when she and Will had posed as man and wife to discover the plans of a certain high-placed English lord who could expose a Highland plot. Josette had been a fine actress, playing a slightly dim but devoted wife smitten with her husband.

      Their nights in bed, when they’d forgotten about playacting and spying, and simply enjoyed each other, knowing their time together would soon be over.

      The Salisbury ploy had been the last, and had ended stormily. The boarding house in London had been Will’s gift to her, a safe place for her to make a living and raise the irrepressible Glenna.

      Will tasted Josette’s heat in this drafty farmhouse kitchen with his captors lying senseless on the other side of the room. She’d done that—for him.

      Why?

      He abruptly broke the kiss. Josette gazed up at him, her fists on his chest. She was a dozen years older than when she and Will had first met, but the passing time had turned the desperate young woman into a beautiful and capable lady. Josette’s face was as soft as he remembered, her dark eyes as glowing, her hair as sleek, her lips as ripe.

      The kiss and their locked gazes lasted only a few seconds, though time seemed to slow to a trickle.

      But they had to escape before the major and captain awoke. Will seized Josette’s hand and pulled her through the narrow door beside the fireplace to the tunnel beyond.

      Josette shook off his grasp and slid past Will to guide him through the darkness with confidence. The cords had cut off blood to Will’s feet, but at least the captain hadn’t taken away the old shoes Will had found to complete his guise as a poor farmer.

      Josette warned him of a short flight of stairs that delved into the earth before he fell down them. This must be a smuggler’s tunnel, built to let the farmer who’d lived here move whisky, brandy, and even men—anything those in the village wished to hide from soldiers and the excise men.

      Josette had obviously explored the tunnel, because she led Will unerringly through twists and turns, down more stairs, then up another flight.

      When at last she pushed open a gate—hinges oiled and silent—and began to step into the cool Scottish night, Will stopped her.

      “They’ll be scouring these hills once they find me gone. Best we hide a bit.”

      “I’ve got transport,” Josette said, her voice a bare whisper. Her breath warmed his cheek. “It will take us to safety.”

      In the darkness, Will squeezed her hand. The late evening air felt heavenly, but he had no intention of diving out into it, his red hair like a beacon to all those searching for dangerous Highlanders.

      “We wait until dark,” Will said. “I know a place where we can go to ground while they search. They’ll give up after a time. The major is not one for living rough.”

      Once in hiding, Will would interrogate Josette as to what she was doing here, where she’d left her daughter, and why she’d been on hand to rescue him. The interrogation would be thorough and intense and might involve a night together, the pair of them wrapped in shared blankets.

      “We go now,” Josette said. “My transport won’t wait forever.”

      “Then let him go. We’ll compensate him later if need be.”

      “No, Will.” Josette’s voice turned hard. “Ye need to come with me. Now.”

      Will blinked at her. In the half light, her face was set, eyes determined.

      “Josette?”

      “I’m sorry, Willie.”

      He knew there was someone behind him, stepping out from shadows before he could register the danger. He noted a flurry of movement and turned in astonishment before a single, very hard blow rendered him senseless.
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      Ye shouldn’t have hit him so hard, Lillias.”

      Josette applied the cold cloth to Will’s pale face as he lay beneath the castle roof. He’d already been hurt and weak from the interrogation, and the flat part of a shovel to the side of his head hadn’t helped. Josette knew he’d allowed himself to be laid out only because he hadn’t expected the blow to come from a tiny young woman.

      “Never trust a Mackenzie,” Lillias McIver declared in sullen tones. “He wouldn’t have come because of your tender persuading, Mrs. Oswald.”

      “You might have given me a few more minutes to talk him round.” Josette dabbed at the stitched-up gash on the side of Will’s head, buried deep in his red hair. “If you’ve gone and killed him, he won’t be of much help, will he?”

      Josette spoke lightly, but her heart hammered. If Will died …

      That could not happen. Josette would grieve if he left life behind, and she knew she’d grieve hard.

      Under her hand, Will groaned. Josette lifted the cloth in worry.

      Will’s eyes moved behind his lids but he didn’t open them. Emitting another soft grunt, he slipped back into sleep. True sleep, to Josette’s relief.

      He was a big man, his height making him appear lanky, but his body was solid with muscle. Josette had cut his tattered shirt from him, his skin warm despite the chill of the castle, his torso firm under her touch.

      Will Mackenzie had always been larger than life, dominating any room he entered. He moved easily, that fluidity enabling him to appear and disappear before one could notice him. Unreachable, Josette said silently. Every time she thought she’d hold him, he’d slip away and be gone, leaving her bereft.

      Her own fault, Josette knew. She understood the instant she’d first seen Will that this was a man who’d never stop moving. A woman would break her heart on him—dash herself to pieces if she didn’t take care.

      But Josette, with the confidence of the young, had believed she could weather him. She’d been wrong.

      “Ye should rest, Mum,” sixteen-year-old Glenna said as she slipped into the chamber. While Glenna had been born in France, she’d taken to London cant and thoroughly adopted it. “I can sit with him if ye’d like.”

      Lillias’s hazel eyes widened. “Ee, I’d not let a daughter of mine anywhere near a Mackenzie. He’ll gut us all.”

      “No, he will not,” Josette said, her patience with Lillias wearing thin. “He’s not a vicious man. He took care of Glenna when she was a babe.”

      “Well, she’s not a babe now.” Lillias, who was only in her early twenties herself, declared. “He’s been a prisoner a while, and who knows what hungers he’ll try to sate? We should bind him at the least.”

      “We’ll do nothing of the sort.” Josette rose. “We need him, Lillias. On our side, not against us.”

      Lillias’s rather pretty faced screwed into sour lines. “Ha. A Mackenzie does what he pleases when he pleases. He’ll hear you out and then leave ye stranded, taking everything you have when he goes. We can’t trust the likes of the Mackenzies—not those Mackenzies anyway.”

      Josette kept her temper with effort. “We’ll leave him to sleep. ’Tis what he needs most, without our chatter. Lillias, you come with me. You’re as tired as I am and it’s making you out of sorts. Glenna, you too. I need your help downstairs” She turned to her daughter, never failing to marvel at how lovely she was. “Yes?”

      “Of course,” Glenna replied in French, which spilled fluently from her tongue. “As long as I don’t have to do what this old witch says.”

      Lillias didn’t know French, but she had a good idea Glenna was insulting her. Josette gave her daughter an admonishing look and led the reluctant Lillias away.

      Josette didn’t give voice to the thought, even inside her own head, that Lillias might be right. Will would take what he wished and leave, as he always did. But it was worth the risk, Josette reminded herself with another glance at Glenna. Definitely worth it.
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      Will spun in and out of sleep. He tried to rise, but he groaned and dropped to the pallet, pain exploding in his head. Dried bracken crackled beneath his back, and the scent of peat smoke invaded his senses.

      It was the peat that made him believe he was in Scotland, not hell.

      He tried to remain awake long enough to assess where he was and how badly he was injured. He could breathe—no hissing or gurgling in his lungs. His heart beat fairly evenly. He was hot, feverishly hot.

      The pain that wracked his body radiated from the side of his head. Had the captain hit him again?

      No—the flash came to him of a flight through a tunnel after a thorough and satisfying kiss. Then the business end of a spade swinging at his head, wielded by a small but fiery woman with flame-red hair.

      Josette had led him into a trap, he dimly realized. Why, he had no idea.

      They hadn’t parted easily last time. Will took the blame, though Josette could be bloody-minded. He hoped in the intervening years she’d forgotten what a bastard he was.

      One look into her entrancing eyes told him she hadn’t forgotten.

      Despite the fact that Josette had drugged the captain and major to help Will escape, he had no way of knowing whether he was in the hands of friends or enemies. Josette knew how to play both sides of a coin. Survival, she’d say, and she’d be right.

      Will wanted to leap up, find her, question her, but his healing body took over, and he succumbed once more to sleep.

      When he finally floated to consciousness again, the fever had faded, and Will opened his eyes, alert and aware.

      He studied the roof over his head, beams and stone. Inside a castle, he concluded, one of the many that dotted the hills of Scotland like old ghosts.

      He’d hoped for a nice bed in a warm manor house, like his father’s rented home in Paris, but he ought to have known he wouldn’t be that lucky.

      Will sat up, stifling a groan, pressing his hand to the bandage on his head. Mal and Alec would laugh themselves sick if they knew he’d been felled by a stripling of a Scotswoman with a garden spade. That she was a Scotswoman, Will had no doubt. She’d wielded her weapon with the ferocity of a clanswoman defending her bairns.

      He swung himself out of the bed, leaning on the cold stone wall while he steadied himself and got his bearings. He wore no shirt, but had on a pair of trews made of some scratchy fabric. He’d been lying on a plaid, which he snatched up and wrapped around himself in the approximation of a kilt.

      The room did not have a proper door, only a blanket tacked over the opening. Will pushed it aside and found himself in a stone corridor.

      This part of the castle looked solid enough—ceiling intact, wooden floor fairly even and not rotted as far as he could tell. His room was the only one on the short hall, which ended in a stone staircase spiraling down.

      Unlike his brother Mal, who could put a name to every room, hall, and corner of a castle or keep, Will had only a vague idea where he was in the building.

      Castles had been built as hiding places, refuges from wild lands and violent neighbors. This one seemed to have no windows at all. Will followed the staircase down, one hand on the wall to keep himself from growing too dizzy.

      At the bottom of the stairs, a flicker of firelight led him to a wide room with rounded walls. The enormous fireplace that lit the chamber looked to have been added at a later date—different stone—and it didn’t fit quite right against the curved wall. Kilmorgan Castle, Will’s family home, had been overhauled and updated with each generation, but this keep had obviously been left in the past.

      Kilmorgan was no more, Will reminded himself with a rush of pain. Now it was a heap of burned rubble, courtesy of British soldiers. It was also the main reason Will had returned to Scotland. Kilmorgan’s destruction needled at him, and he desired to put it right.

      The kitchen—obviously what the room was being used for—was filled with women.

      Glenna stood at a table shaping pieces of dough for a gray-haired lady to roll out. The red-haired wench who’d wielded the deadly shovel turned a spit at the fireplace. The spit was large enough for a whole oxen, but only two small roasting birds rotated above the flames. Josette seemed to be in charge, moving from table to table, supervising the preparations, reaching out to help sort greens or chop an onion.

      Female voices washed over him like gentle rain. Will leaned on the doorframe, unnoticed in its shadow, and listened to their chatter.

      “Are you certain you’re well?” one woman was asking.

      Will opened his mouth to answer, then realized she’d not been addressing him. The red-haired woman at the fireplace nodded. “I’ll mend. Those soldiers only grabbed me for a moment. I move quickly.”

      The gray-haired woman slapped a round of dough Glenna handed her to the table. “As long as they never knew what you were about.”

      “They had no idea.” The younger woman looked smug. “Thought I was another light skirt. As though I’d waste me time.” She spit into the flames, which crackled.

      Laughter and salty comments followed. Will was in the Highlands all right, where the women didn’t withhold their opinions. They spoke English, not Erse, likely so Josette could understand them.

      When the ladies wound down, another asked the red-haired lass, “What did you learn?”

      “Nothing,” she replied, despondent. “The soldiers didn’t know a blessed thing. From their talk, they’ve heard no more than we have.”

      “Doesn’t matter,” Josette answered, her tone brisk. “Finding out nothing is still helpful. Means it’s not yet in the hands of King Geordie.”

      Will smothered a chuckle. He was the one who’d taught the French Josette to call George the Second of Britain “King Geordie.”

      The gray-haired woman cast her eyes to the ceiling. “What about our new source? Are we going to use it?”

      Four of the eight ladies present nodded and the other half shook their heads.

      “Ye can’t,” the red-haired woman wailed. “He’ll betray us all.”

      Glenna burst out with indignation. “He will not. He’s saved Mum and me countless times.”

      “Aye, but who put you in danger in the first place?” another asked.

      She had a point. If not for Will, Josette would still be in France, perhaps the pampered mistress of a wealthy patron. She’d recline in her parlor in finery, telling her paramour which artists to hire and which models to have said artists paint.

      Because of Will, she’d had to flee Paris, and now, apparently, London.

      “He’s a fine man,” Glenna snapped back. “Better to me and Mum than my own pa ever was. He scarpered the moment Mum knew she was having me.”

      “Glenna,” Josette admonished.

      “’Tis true, Mum. I’ve never minded.” The flash of hurt in Glenna’s eyes said otherwise, and Will felt old rage flicker at the man who’d deserted Josette.

      “Will Mackenzie’s the worst ye could turn to, I say,” the red-haired woman said. “He and any of his family. Where are they now, eh? Living well in Paris while their people starve.”

      The gray-haired woman broke in. “Because they’d be shot or hanged on sight if they returned. Kilmorgan burned to the ground and all were turned out. And I’ll remind you they lost two brothers to the fighting.”

      “All of us lost someone,” the red-haired woman said hotly. “They likely will only come out to swing.” She blinked and coughed. “Blessed smoke,” she muttered.

      She received looks of sympathy, nods of commiseration. She was correct—everyone in the Highlands had lost someone to the war that had torn families asunder and created so many outlaws.

      Another took up the argument. “If we use him, what’s to say he won’t take it and rush back to France? Won’t help us none.”

      “But if any can find it, it’s Will,” Josette broke in, voice firm. She was the only non-Highlander in the room besides Glenna, but the ladies went silent as she spoke, acknowledging her authority.

      “He knows everyone in Scotland,” Josette continued, “and could wile information out of the devil himself. We can either poke around until we’re in our graves or we can locate it quickly—or know for certain it’s long gone. It would be foolish not to ask him. He’s an honorable man, whatever he may seem.”

      The red-haired woman stuck out her lip. “And all know ye were his lover. What’s to say ye won’t find it with him? And you and he run off to France and live in luxury?”

      Glenna jumped to her feet. “Now, see here, ye two-faced—”

      “Glenna!” The sharp word from her mother halted the South London foulness from Glenna’s mouth. Glenna went scarlet, but she sat down, lips tight.

      Josette faced the red-haired woman. “You all asked me for help, Lillias, and I agreed, for the Mackenzies’ sakes.”

      The gray-haired woman held up a floury hand. “And we accepted that help because Lord Malcolm and Lord Alec vouched for you, Mrs. Oswald.”

      “We’re trusting a lot of Mackenzies,” Lillias growled.

      Will chose that moment to step forward.

      “Why don’t you lassies tell me what it’s all about?” he asked in easy tones. “And I’ll decide whether or not ye should trust me.”
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      Josette had known he’d stood in the fold of darkness, listening. Will had taught her how to sense a presence, and she’d known exactly when he’d arrived. She’d also known he would reveal that presence only when he was ready.

      Lillias, predictably, snatched up a poker, ready to strike. “Ye told us he’d be out at least another day.”

      “He ought to be.” Josette glared at Will. “I wager he’s barely keeping himself to his feet.”

      Will’s sway told Josette she was right. He was gray around the edges, the plaid gaping to show tanned flesh with a wan tone.

      Glenna had leapt from her stool with a glad cry and now rushed to Will and flung her arms around him.

      “Are ye chuffed to see us, Uncle Will? We thought you were a dead man, but ye rose again, didn’t ye?”

      Will lifted Glenna and spun her around, much as he’d done when she was a mite.

      “I am right chuffed, little lass,” he said as he set her on her feet. “How have you been keeping yourself?”

      Glenna bussed him loudly on the cheek. “I’ve been keeping well. Hear you’ve gone and been captured a number of times. Thought you were more careful.”

      Will dropped a kiss to the top of her head. “I’m always careful, little dove. I let myself be captured on purpose—what better way to find out what the enemy is up to than to hear what questions they ask?”

      “Ha,” Lillias said. “More likely he stumbled into their traps, probably sang all kinds of songs about our men and our families, who are being hunted down one by one.”

      Will regarded her without much surprise. “Lillias McIver. The little hellion who used to follow my younger brothers and get into much mischief. Mal was fond of you, I remember.”

      “And I’d be whipped because of that mischief.” Lillias jerked the windlass, sending a spatter of grease into the fire. “Entirely their fault.”

      “Why’d ye keep following them, then? Thought you’d safely married yourself off and settled down. But there ye were, popping up behind me and whacking me with a shovel.” Will gingerly touched the bandage on the side of his head.

      “My man’s a guest of His Majesty, isn’t he?” Lillias snapped. “Captured on Culloden Moor. And the likes of you will get him killed, blundering about, giving up information to English soldiers.”

      “English soldiers didn’t get a word out of me. Not even my name.” Will’s voice softened. “I’m sorry, Lillias. Where is your husband being held?”

      “I don’t know.” Frustration and grief filled her voice. “But he won’t come out except at the end of a rope. Or maybe gutted where he stands.”

      “If he’s alive, I’ll get him out,” Will said with conviction. “Ye have my promise on that.”

      Lillias turned away. “Ha. The word of a Mackenzie. Does nae give me reassurance.”

      Will caught Josette’s eye. He wished to speak to her privately, she knew, wanted her to tell him exactly what was going on.

      But these ladies didn’t trust him—didn’t trust much of anyone—not that Josette could blame them.

      Josette’s entire world had changed the day Will Mackenzie had walked into his brothers’ rooms in Paris, Will tall, strong, and nonchalantly arrogant. His whisky-colored gaze had rested on Josette, who’d reposed in her altogether, nothing between her and the world but a wisp of red cloth and the bend of her arm shielding one breast.

      Will hadn’t seemed much impressed. He’d winked at her, acknowledging she was in the room, but that was all. As though naked women draped about his brother’s apartments was a common occurrence, which it had been. Alec had received commissions from cardinals, archbishops, princes, and dukes who wanted mythological and allegorical paintings, most of which involved voluptuous women with no clothes on.

      Josette, desperate for coin to feed her daughter, had become a model—in truth, her landlord had more or less rented her out to neighboring artists. Then the artists, liking the look of her, had begun hiring Josette for more and more wages. They’d also appreciated the fact that she arrived at the appointed time and didn’t mind holding uncomfortable poses for hours.

      Will had taken her away from the indignity—and the discomfort and the chill—of posing and gave her another way to earn money for Glenna. She’d be forever grateful to him, but Lillias wasn’t wrong that he always played his own game.

      She made her decision. “We tell him,” Josette said to the silent and waiting women. “Now that he knows we’ve gathered here, we can’t let him go, so we might as well make use of him.”

      Will’s brows went up. He knew good and well Josette could never force him to remain where he didn’t want to be, but he did not contradict her. He was good at pretending to be a prisoner until he was ready to leave, just as he’d done at the army camp. The fact that he hadn’t already vanished into the Highlands told Josette he was at least curious about why they were here.

      “What is it?” he asked. “A plot to free all the men captured by the Butcher? A daunting task, but I’ll help, if that’s the case. I wouldn’t mind tweaking the noses of the king and his dear son.”

      “Partly.” Josette drew a breath, aware of all eyes on her, some filled with anger, others with fear. Mysie Forster’s hands remained fixed in the dough. Lillias’s spit halted, and the roasting chicken’s skin crackled as it burned.

      “We’re looking for the shipload of gold that came to the Highlands from France before Culloden,” Josette said in a rush. “The gold that vanished. It has to be somewhere, in someone’s hands. We intend to find it.”

      Will listened quietly, his face a careful blank, then shook his head. “Lass, ye know the gold is long gone. Either captured by the king’s men or stolen by Highlanders and used to get themselves out of Scotland. The French gold’s a legend now.”

      Josette knew good and well Will didn’t believe that. Last June, he’d discovered that English soldiers were holding and torturing Scotsmen in secret. One thing the English soldiers had been trying to discover was the whereabouts of the French gold, convinced the Highlanders they’d captured knew its location.

      Will’s brother Alec had rescued him, and Will had accompanied Alec and his new wife, Celia, to Paris. A few months ago, Josette had received a letter from Celia that Will had vanished again. Will often slipped away on his own, but he’d send word to the family that he was well—very likely so they’d leave him be. This time, however, Will had disappeared without a trace.

      As Will frequently disappeared without a trace, the family was not yet worried, but Celia asked Josette to keep an eye out for him.

      Josette had learned from Will how to be alert to any information that might chance her way. Most of the information that passed through Josette’s London boarding house was innocuous—day-to-day life—but once in a while, she heard a nugget that was valuable.

      Such as a Highland ghost terrifying army camps in Scotland, coupled with the rumors that the French gold was still floating about.

      Conclusion—Will knew bloody well the gold was intact and he was looking into its whereabouts. What he hadn’t known was that Josette and her army of ladies also wanted it.

      Will leaned on the doorpost, folding his arms, his expression well masked. “How were ye thinking to find it? When it’s gone forever?”

      “We don’t believe it is,” Mysie said.

      Lillias spoke in anguish. “If we tell him everything, he’ll take it for himself.”

      “Now, now.” Will settled in more comfortably. “I can’t well walk off with a legend. And I’m not all that greedy. I have enough put by to live out my days in comfort.”

      “You have money on the Continent,” Josette pointed out. “Not in Scotland.”

      Will shrugged. “I’m a dead man here. My name is blazoned on the rolls of the deceased. So, no, I won’t be purchasing a grand estate and settling down in the Highlands.”

      He spoke lightly, but Josette saw bitterness in his eyes. She knew exactly why Will didn’t remain in Paris, Amsterdam, or Basel, where he could do well for himself, why he continued to return to Scotland.

      This was his home, a part of his flesh and bones. He could no more stay from here than Josette could banish herself forever from Glenna.

      “Tell me why you think the gold still exists,” Will said, sounding interested. “And why a regiment of women wants it.”

      “Ye don’t need to know why,” Lillias growled.

      Will pinned her with his golden Mackenzie stare, and for the first time since Josette had met her, she saw Lillias falter.

      Will’s stare could wilt the most hardened soldier. Josette had watched him reduce brave men, who supposed a tall Highlander the equivalent of a backward fool, to babbling incoherence when he turned the might of his gaze upon them.

      Likely this was why he’d never raised his eyes to his captors in the camp. They’d have realized they were dealing with a dangerous man, not a sorry specimen they happened to find wandering the fields in the dark.

      Will flicked his gaze from Lillias, and she quickly returned to the spit before their supper burned away.

      “We’ve heard things,” Josette answered into the awkward silence. “Enough to believe the money is real. In one place, not scattered.”

      “All right then.” Will scraped an empty stool from the wall and sat down. Josette knew he’d have kept to his feet had he not been tired and weak, but he’d never admit it. “Where is this one place?”

      “We’re not entirely certain,” Josette said. “I’ve been piecing through the stories, most of which I’m sure are wrong. Somewhere on the west coast.”

      “Ah, a very precise location.”

      “Do not mock. It took quite a lot of time and care to narrow it down that far.”

      Will’s grin nearly undid her. “And I admire ye for it. Now ye want me to help ye narrow it down further? Maybe lead ye right to it?”

      Josette looked at him without flinching. “That was the idea, yes.”

      “Will you help us, Uncle Will?” Glenna had been good at curbing her impatience, but the girl had her limits. “Do say ya will. When we have the money, we can use it to free the ladies’ menfolk and get them to France or Amsterdam, or wherever we can manage. Lillias can have her husband back, and Mysie her brother and sons. Mum and me can go live in a grand house in London and never have to grub for our bread again.”

      “Glenna!” Josette broke through her babbling. She had no idea whether Glenna knew Josette’s true reason for wanting a bit of the gold, but Glenna was canny, and the girl never held anything back from Will.

      “Why not tell him?” Glenna asked in irritation. “We don’t want to overthrow the king or anything, just get back to home and family.”

      Will’s piercing stare softened as he regarded Glenna, who watched him with great hope.

      “I see,” he said, his voice quiet. “In that case, ladies, I will see what I can do.”
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      Will returned to his small room to strip down and take stock of his injuries. Not so bad. The captain who’d captured him had punched and kicked him, but Will’s thick coat and plaid—since confiscated—had helped cushion the blows. His bruises were still black, his ribs sore, but fortunately not cracked.

      His ankles were raw from the ropes that had bound them, his wrists likewise. He’d nearly dislocated his shoulder leaping up, attached to the stool, to hit Major Haworth, but rolling it now showed it was flexible if sore.

      The clout Lillias McIvor had given him still made his head ring.

      Will usually healed quickly—his body did, that is. His heart and his mind—that was a different thing.

      “If the likes of Lillias had been at Culloden,” he said to the curtain in the doorway, “the Hanoverians would have run like deer.”

      He’d observed Josette peek in and then abruptly drop the cloth when she saw he was stark naked. She’d never objected to his bareness before, but the curtain remained stubbornly in place.

      Will slid the trews that must have been made of the roughest fiber from the threshing floor over his hips and tied them at the waist. His backside was not happy with him.

      “Enter,” he called. “I won’t offend ye now.”

      Josette’s cheeks were red when she slid into the chamber, and she looked everywhere but at his exposed chest. “Are you feeling better?”

      “As you saw.” Will sat on the pallet and patted the blankets beside him. “Come, tell me what this is all about.”

      “I’ll stand, thank you.” Josette folded her arms.

      Will grinned and splayed his hand over his chest. “Ah, ye wound me, lass.”

      “You have beguiling ways, Willie. I’ll keep my distance, if you don’t mind.”

      Will’s heart squeezed as he leaned back on his elbows. “And no one has called me Willie in a long while.”

      “Your family ceased speaking to you, have they?”

      In spite of her light words, Josette’s hands clenched and unclenched, and her stance was rigid. What did she fear? Him?

      “Let me look at ye, lass. I haven’t seen ye for a time.”

      Josette lifted her chin. “That’s your own fault.”

      “I know, but …” Will let the words linger as he ran his gaze over her. “Indulge me.”

      Josette frowned but unfolded her arms and let them drop to her sides.

      She dressed simply, as always, her round gown modestly draped, a cream-colored stomacher embroidered with chocolate-brown flowers covering a butternut bodice and skirts. Lace trimmed the cuffs of her elbow-length sleeves, and a linen fichu wrapped her neck, the ends tucked into the top of her bodice. No wide panniers or plunging neckline, no wig or fussy cap, only Josette’s dark brown hair in a simple knot.

      Will flashed to the last time they’d played the game together—she’d worn a grand gown of blue silk dripping with lace, her hair tumbling over her shoulders in sleek curls. She’d been a luscious coquette, peering around her fan, a roguish twinkle in her eyes. Her bodice had shown a fair amount of shoulders and a bosom glittering with diamonds.

      That had been their last venture together—the one that made Josette tell him she was finished and needed to raise her daughter in safety.

      Hence, the London boarding house, where Will had thought her even now.

      “Where exactly am I?” he asked.

      Josette hesitated, as though debating what to tell him, then she beckoned. “Come with me,” she said and turned and ducked out the door.
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      Will slid on a shirt that was almost as punishing as the trews, snatched up the plaid, and followed Josette down the spiral stairs. She led him without stopping through stone halls whose walls leaned toward each other, and up another, much longer, staircase.

      He was winded by the time they reached the top, where Josette opened a trapdoor. She scrambled out with a flash of plump leg, and Will followed her more slowly onto a rooftop of crumbling stone.

      Will paused to catch his breath, but Josette wasn’t flagging at all. Of course, she hadn’t been held for three days with no food or water or place to relieve herself.

      Before Will had left the kitchen below, he’d feasted on bread, a hunk of cheese, ale, and a dram of whisky. The whisky had been indifferent, nothing like Mackenzie malt, but he’d drunk it thirstily. He’d left the roasted chickens for the ladies, not wanting to deprive them of their supper.

      “Ye know your way about the castle,” he observed as Josette wandered to the edge of the parapet.

      Wind gusted from below, catching a dark curl that fell to her shoulder. “You taught me to learn the lay of a place, and quickly. I know every route in and out by now.”

      “How long have you been here?”

      “A month, perhaps a few days more.”

      Will reached her side, her warmth cutting the chill. “Ye’ve stayed in this godforsaken place a month? Why?”

      Josette didn’t answer as she gazed over the wall to the valley below.

      They were in the Highlands all right. A treeless land spread under gray skies, hills rising to misty mountains in the distance. A loch shimmered about half a mile from the base of the walls—at least the ladies had fresh water and fish to go with their meager chickens.

      Will didn’t recognize the immediate area, though it couldn’t be far from familiar territory. Much of the northern Highlands looked like this, rust-colored land tumbling from stark hills as it reached for the sea. He peered at the sky, but the sun didn’t penetrate the gray, and he could not make out a direction.

      “The nearest town is …?”

      “Ullapool.” Josette pointed over the loch to the gray horizon. “About fifteen miles to the southwest.”

      That would put them near the river Canaird, which ran through empty country of rocky ground, bogs, and isolated farms. This castle, half ruined, could only be one place.

      “Strathy Castle,” he said. Which was in Clan Mackenzie territory, though very near that of the MacDonnells and MacLeods. “Or was. Been abandoned since the battle of Glen Shiel in ’19.”

      Yet another ill-fated plan to put James Stewart, the Old Pretender, on the throne of Scotland, which rasher members of Will’s clan had supported. Good men had been killed in that venture, as they had been in the 1715 uprising, and now the ’45. Will wondered when Highlanders would realize God was trying to tell them something.

      “Well chosen,” he said in admiration. “Far enough off the beaten path for a hiding place. No one has lived here for years, and the nearest village is a day’s walk.”

      “I remembered you mentioning it,” Josette said. “And Lillias knew where it lay.”

      “She would.” Will pulled his gaze from the land to Josette. “Watch her, love. She is a staunchly loyal Highlander—wouldn’t betray a soul to the English—but you’re not a Highlander. She plays by her own rules, has since she was a wee one.”

      Josette gave him a nod. “Lillias and I have reached an understanding. She has lost much, as they all have.”

      Will had no doubt of that, but he’d seen Lillias’s desperation. Highland women were no less scheming, determined, and violent than the men, a fact many outsiders did not understand. Highland wives could inherit lands, be lairds, and lead men into battle. Didn’t matter that she was female, only that she’d been left in charge.

      “How did you manage to get me here?” Will lounged against the wall of the parapet, pretending to be relaxed, but he was alert, aware of every creature that moved in the grass below, every flutter of bird. “A journey over a mountain pass and through a few glens?”

      Josette’s smile sparked heat inside him. “In a cart, pulled by a donkey not very happy with us. We buried you under a load of turnips.”

      “Ah, that’s why I’ve gone off the things.” He remembered none of the journey, but Josette would have made it in silence, she and Lillias hunched in shawls like farm women delivering a load to market.

      “You groaned a bit. We had to stuff a rag into your mouth. I’m sorry about that.”

      She didn’t look very sorry, as the twinkle in her dark eyes betrayed. Josette must have been happy to at last find a way to shut Will up.

      “Ye seem to have an able contingent here. What need for me?”

      “Because if there is something dead secret that needs discovering, you are very good at it.” Josette flushed, as though reluctant to admit this. “You can ferret out whatever you like, whenever you like, out of whomever you like. As soon as I decided to help the ladies, I knew immediately we’d need your skill, and started a search for you. I knew from some stories I’d heard that you must be in Scotland. We scoured the Highlands for a long time—you certainly know how to hide yourself. Then Mysie got rumor of a lone but tall Highlander having been captured by soldiers and dragged to an army camp. We watched that encampment, and then I got myself in and saw it was indeed you. You know the rest. Don’t worry yourself about payment for helping us—we’ll give you your fair share.”

      Will peered into a pocket of mist nestled into the gray land as he listened, impressed. Josette had learned very well how to seize opportunity. “Ye have much confidence in me,” he remarked. “I haven’t been able to discover where the gold is no matter how much I’ve listened at keyholes or tried to trick men into telling me.”

      “You believe it’s still out there, then.” Josette moved closer to him. “Else you’d not be listening at keyholes.”

      Will’s body tightened, but he made himself keep his arms folded. He had no idea what was between them now or if she’d push him off the parapet the instant he tried to touch her.

      “The French never got it back,” Will said, as though her nearness didn’t matter. “Mal or Alec would have told me—they’re chummy with the French king and his new, glorious mistress. The gold never left the Highlands, is my guess. But I don’t see any Highlanders parading about, spending it on luxuries. I see men and women barely surviving the winter. So it’s well hidden.”

      “Maybe it was lost,” Josette said. “Maybe it’s lying at the bottom of the sea, or in a bog.”

      Will shook his head. “Then every fisherman and ghillie would be searching for it. What I believe is that someone is sitting on it, hiding it. Hoarding it. For what purpose, I don’t know.”

      “For what purpose?” Josette flashed him a sudden grin. “Spending it, of course. Buying food and clothing, or maybe purchasing their way into the good graces of the king.”

      “Aye, maybe.”

      With Josette a step away from him, smiling her beautiful smile, Will was rapidly losing interest in the conversation. Her cheeks were pink from the cool air, and her mouth was soft and sensuous, lips parted. A mouth worth kissing. Often.

      God’s blood, he’d missed her. Will hadn’t realized how deeply until this moment, when they stood atop the Highland aerie, miles of nothing around them. Josette was here, exposed to wind and weather, and to his longing.

      He’d tried to push her from his thoughts while they were apart, to go on fighting battles and long-term, secret wars. But always Josette had been in the back of his mind—her dark eyes, the low note of her voice, her softness beneath him in the night, the joy of waking in daylight to find her beside him.

      What she was truly doing here he didn’t know, but he’d find out. Josette was compassionate, yes, but there had to be more to her decision to help these women. He’d need patience to learn all her secrets, and Will could be so very patient.

      She stood too close, the dim light brushing her hair. Will couldn’t stop himself reaching to smooth back a silken lock.

      Josette stepped away before he could touch her, her smile vanishing. “I’m sorry, Willie—I’ll tell you right now, this won’t be like Salisbury.”

      Her words stung like a blow from that mad captain’s fist. Damn, she knew how to kick him.

      Will forced a shrug. “Of course it won’t. There we had solid walls, glass windows, soft beds. Ah, Marsden House—so many memories. And the food. I recall that velvety smooth lemon bisque. Chef was a bloody genius.”

      Josette’s eyes narrowed. “I believe you know what I mean.”

      “We were pretending to be man and wife.” Will made his expression go reflective. “Sir William Jacobs and his bride, Anna. Returning to beloved Britain after a long sojourn on the Continent—ostensibly for Anna’s health, but as she was in such fine fettle, speculation was they’d fled to the Continent to hide from creditors. An influx of income from a deceased distant relation had made certain all was well again. The guests at Marsden House winked and laughed behind our backs, just as I wished them to.” Will twined his fingers and stretched his arms. “One of my finer creations, was Sir William.”

      Josette sent him a look. “’Twas not difficult for you to play a reprobate. Even a mostly reformed one.”

      Will leaned one elbow on the wall, feigning nonchalance. “And you were excellent as my frivolous wife, Anna, who loved to shop. Easy to understand why Sir William went bankrupt.”

      A hint of Josette’s smile returned. “Those aristos were so distracted by feeling superior to us that they never tumbled to what you were really about. Yes, ’twas well done.” She held up a hand as Will started to lean to her. “But not to be repeated here. You know why.”

      Yes, he did. Will had found the information he’d needed at the huge estate called Marsden House near Salisbury, which had caused one man to flee to the West Indies and saved a few Highlanders a pile of cash and stretched necks.

      The mission had grown dangerous, both physically and to Will’s heart. Josette had told him in no uncertain terms that it was the last time she followed him into peril. She had Glenna to take care of, and she could not risk her daughter being hurt.

      Will had complied. He’d set her up as landlady of the boarding house in London, where Will had fondly supposed Josette still resided, with Glenna to help her run the place. Josette had assisted Alec and Celia when they’d eloped, and Celia, who never forgot a kindness, had kept up correspondence with her.

      “If you’re determined to search for the French gold I can’t promise you’ll be in no danger,” Will said. “’Tis a dangerous business.”

      Josette scowled. “I meant, blast you, no liaison between you and me. The danger is comparable, I grant you, but this time, we’ll be in separate bedrooms.”

      Will hadn’t realized she’d been so angry at him. He’d granted her wish after Salisbury and walked away. That should have been that.

      He hadn’t walked away in his heart. Will could pretend all he wanted, but while he’d done everything in his power to make certain Josette was safe, happy, he regretted every moment apart from her.

      He managed a faint smile. “Aye, well. A man can hope.”

      Josette didn’t soften. “You know what happens when we come together. What always happens. I am weary of it. Never again.”

      “Truly, lass? I rather enjoy … coming together.”

      Her cheeks went a dark red. “When it ends, I mean. It’s awful. I can’t go through that again.”

      Ye think I can? Will wanted to shout. “I remember you asking to do the leaving.” Will jabbed a finger at her, going hot when he imagined her seizing the finger and nibbling on it. “It’s never me.”

      “Because of danger to my daughter,” she said, eyes flinty. “And my sanity. You’re a dangerous man, Will Mackenzie. You always will be.”

      That was true. But Will being dangerous had ensured his family stayed safe—that is, until they’d all run mad and joined Will’s brother Duncan when he’d taken up with Prince Teàrlach in the Jacobite Uprising.

      Will being dangerous had allowed his father and brothers to flee when hell descended, had ensured they’d been listed among the dead. Will continued to keep the king’s men from learning they were alive, as he went about his business finding out secrets and taking vengeance here and there on those who’d murdered his fallen brothers, Duncan and Angus.

      But one day …

      Will told himself that one day, he’d cease these wanderings and settle down, read books and keep his feet warm, hire a chef to make him lemon bisques, drink malt whisky, and go to bed with a fine woman.

      That woman in his daydreams was always Josette. Children and grandchildren figured vaguely in this vision as well, and they had Josette’s sable hair and deep brown eyes.

      Will lifted his hands in surrender. “If ye don’t want me near you, then why did ye bother rescuing me? You could have interrogated me about the gold and then left me tied to that stool.”

      “Because I didn’t want to see you die.” Josette’s face remained uncomfortably flushed. “That major was going to kill you once he was finished with you. But that is not the point.” She stepped back again, as though determined to put space between them. “You were the only one I could think of who could help us. Alec could perhaps, but he is in France, and he and Malcolm have families to look after. And I have to admit, you are the best of your lot when it comes to deception and intrigue. I had no choice but to ask you.”

      “I’m flattered.” Will folded his arms once more, tamping down his frustration. “Major Haworth wouldn’t have killed me in cold blood—he was a gentleman. He’d have tortured me until I was nearly dead and then given me over to his men to shoot, or had me sent to the Tower to be tried, fair and square, before I was executed. But no matter. I had already planned my escape. I always do.”

      “You thought you had,” Josette corrected with chilling patience. “They knew it, and were going to let you go, and then shoot you as you ran. Major Haworth was no fool.”

      He believed her. Letting Will slip away and then killing him as he escaped would put the major in a good light—he could boast that his captain and men had valorously shot a savage Highlander on the loose.

      Will had had contingency plans even for that, but he’d come close to death in that camp and he knew it. He suppressed a shiver.

      “How did ye discover all that, love?” he asked in a light tone. “Admirable work, by the way.”

      “No one pays attention to a serving woman. They say things in front of her they wouldn’t speak about before their own soldiers. Helps if she’s cheeky.”

      Most men completely underestimated women, Will had learned early in life, never believing that ladies could turn around and feed all they knew to people like Will. Josette had been instrumental in trapping the cardinal all those years ago, exposing his evil secrets and winning Will the gratitude of a king.

      “I thank ye again, love.” Suddenly he was tired of it all. He yearned to hold Josette and bury himself in her, forgetting the petty cruelties of the world. “Can I show you how grateful I am?”

      Narrowly avoiding death always made his passions run high. Fever high. A mindlessness stole over him, and all he wanted was Josette in his arms. Best if he carried her to the relative softness of his pallet, but the stones at their feet would do.

      Josette stepped from him again. They’d sashay all over the roof at this rate.

      “Have you not heard a word I’ve said? I’m asking you for help, and that is all. There’s no need for us to pretend to be man and wife this time—in any way whatsoever.”

      “Not even if I’m dying for you?” By heroic effort, Will stood his ground and didn’t leap at her.

      Josette’s pretty throat moved in a swallow. “I’m sorry, Will. Not even if we’re dying for each other. I can’t. Not again.”

      That was the difference between men and lasses, Will’s dad would say. A man could take comfort in lying with a woman and be done. A woman would want the comfort to continue and be crushed when it didn’t.

      Not that the old duke hadn’t been madly in love with his own wife and nearly drowned in grief at her passing.

      Will also knew he’d never be finished with Josette. Not now, not ever.

      He made himself nod. “Ah well, lass. If that’s what it’s to be.” He sighed like a man resigned, as though putting it behind him.

      Josette knew good and well he hadn’t decided to give in, but Will was wise enough not to pursue the matter at the moment. There would be time enough later. Will would make the time. He’d not let go of his dream, even if Josette didn’t want anything to do with him at present.

      He’d seen the spark in her eyes, the memories, the knowledge of what they’d had.

      She didn’t like the leave-taking at the end, she’d said. Neither did Will—it had always been stormy.

      This time, it would not end like that. Because there would be no leave-taking.

      He was Will Mackenzie, the best man in the world for covert campaigns.

      He’d finish what he’d returned to Scotland to do, and when he was done, Josette and Glenna would remain with him. He’d make them his mission, and this one, he would not fail.
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      In the morning, after a breakfast of leftover bread and a few fried eggs, Josette led Will to the chamber where they did their planning.

      Without expressly saying so, Will had decided to throw in his lot with them. Josette knew this from the way he’d charmed the ladies over the meager supper, he eating little so the others would have more.

      This morning he’d risen in good spirits, helped Glenna gather eggs from the hens a few of the ladies had brought to the castle with them, and charmed them once again over a meal. Even Lillias didn’t look as murderous.

      The planning room had a carved table left over from when this castle had been a laird’s grand home. The windows held real glass, though the panes were old and warped.

      Will moved at once to the maps strewn across the tabletop and began studying them.

      Sunlight through the thick window slid across the sharp line of his jaw and burnished his hair red. Will leaned his fists on the table, the linen shirt, too small for him, tight on his arms.

      Josette saw when his eyes moved from the coves on the western coast—potential hiding places for the gold—to the north, above Loch Ness and Inverness.

      “You can’t go back there,” Josette said in alarm. “You know you can’t.”

      Will didn’t look at her. “But I’ll have to, love. It’s what I came here for.”

      Josette moved to him and brushed her fingers over the map, touching the area that contained the lands of Will’s family and his home, Kilmorgan Castle.

      “Promise me ye won’t,” she said softly. “If you’re caught … They’ll kill you for certain. I don’t think I could bear that.”

      “I can’t promise.” Will flicked his gaze to her, and Josette hid a flinch at the determination in his golden eyes. “I can’t promise never to go. I need to.” His look burned her a moment, then Will shook his head. “But I’ll not do so now. Don’t worry—I won’t bring soldiers down on your ladies by doing something foolish.”

      Josette relaxed in relief. “Thank you.”

      His roguish look returned. “Only if you tell me how the devil ye came to be leading a bunch of Highland lasses in a lost cause. What pried ye out of your safe London boardinghouse?”

      “If you believe London safe, then you’re naive,” Josette said. “Mysie Forster was boarding at my house—she’d come to London to try to discover what had become of her sons. I couldn’t help seeing how upset she was. After a time I convinced her to confide in me. Her sons are awaiting trial, she said, but they’ve been waiting a long time. Seems the Uprising was a bit of a mess for the clerks and lawyers who keep track of everything and everyone. There the lads sit, not being tried, but not let go either. She’d been told that a large bribe might get her sons released, but of course, she doesn’t have that sort of money, does she? I remembered you talking of the gold, and I thought, if I could find it …”

      She closed her mouth over any more words. The story of the gold had made her decide a few things, had given her a way out of a dilemma. But Will didn’t need to know everything at the moment.

      Will regarded her with his Mackenzie stare. “What are you talking about? I never spoke to you about the gold. Never saw you after it came to Scotland.”

      “Yes, it’s been some time since you showed yourself in my doorway,” Josette said dryly. “I meant you mentioned it to Alec and Celia, and Celia told me in her letters.”

      “Celia is perceptive. And a very good wife to Alec. He needs the peace she brings him.”

      Josette let herself smile. “Peace, you call it? They’re very much in love, if I’m any judge. Couldn’t keep their hands off each other. I suppose lying exhausted in bed every night is a sort of peace.”

      Will’s answering grin flashed heat through her. “It is. I remember.”

      Josette stepped back. “None of that. We’ve agreed.”

      “You’ve convinced yourself we should have no truck with each other. I didn’t precisely agree.”

      “Will.”

      “Ye blush so hotly. ’Tis flattering, love.”

      His smile would unmake her. Josette remembered it over her in the dark, and how his eyes would drift closed when he entered her …

      Will turned away, the air his plaid stirred chilling. He leaned over the map again, blunt fingers moving down the paper, tracing the line of the coast. Josette refused to think of how those fingers at one time had skimmed her body, her breasts, moved along her belly to the join of her legs.

      She jerked her eyes open, having no idea she’d shut them, and sucked in a breath.

      Will’s hand stilled, and he frowned. “Hmm.”

      “What?” She stepped to his side. “What is it? Where are you looking?”

      The maddening man only rubbed his chin, his eyes narrowing. “I wonder if—”

      Outside, a dog barked. Will’s head came up in alarm.

      Their gazes met, Josette going cold with fear as a man’s voice, raised in a shout, drifted through the ill-fitted diamond-paned windows.
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