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Chapter One


A slip sent stones skittering down the slope of the narrow country road.


“Watch your step,” cautioned Carolina Sloane, as the rough-edged echo faded into the shadows. “The way turns steeper here, and the ground is very uneven.”


She paused to glance up at the ominous gray clouds and then looked back at her companion, who was struggling to keep pace with her. “We can rest for a few minutes if you like, but we ought not linger longer than that.”


Thunder rumbled off in the distance.


“The light seems to be dying awfully fast,” she added.


“No, no, I—I shall manage,” answered Isobel Urquehart in between gasps for breath. “I’m so sorry to be lagging—”


“Oh, please, don’t apologize,” said Caro quickly. “It’s my fault—I should have paid more attention to the time.” She squinted into the gloom up ahead, hoping to see some flicker of light from the outskirts of town. But if anything the shadows seemed to deepen and darken as the road wended its way into a copse of trees.


A gust of wind, its bite already sharp with the chill of evening, suddenly rustled through the overhanging branches, stirring a prickling of unease at the back of her neck.


“We haven’t much farther to go.” Repressing an oath, Caro forced herself to sound more cheerful than she felt. “It can’t be more than a mile or so until we reach town.”


“Yes, yes, it must be close, given how long we’ve been walking.” Isobel hitched her shawl a little tighter around her shoulders. Her cheeks looked unnaturally pale in the fading flickers of sunlight, but she managed a smile. “And if night falls before we get there, we shall just pretend we are having a marvelous adventure.”


Caro was relieved that her companion had such pluck and a sense of humor, for she hadn’t realized that Isobel’s health was so fragile.


That was because the two young ladies had only just met the previous afternoon. On discovering a shared interest in antiquities—as well as literature—they had made spur-of-the-moment plans for a walk out to see one of the Roman ruins that dotted the countryside around the spa town of Bath.


The day had dawned warm and sunny, so they had set out after nuncheon, thinking to be gone no more than several hours. But the setting had proved wildly romantic, and the two of them had lost track of the time as they chatted about books and history over a picnic of pastries among the weathered limestone columns.


But now, with dusk cloaking them in a swirl of shadows and stormclouds threatening rain, the decision did not seem so wise.


Impetuous. Caro gave an inward wince, knowing she did have a tendency to go off half-cocked—


“Why, just listen to the wind keening through the trees,” went on Isobel, interrupting Caro’s brooding. “If you use your imagination, you can almost picture yourself in the wild mountains of Sicily, evading a band of cutthroat brigands on your way to a midnight rendezvous with a swashbuckling count at the ancient ruins of Taormina.”


Caro picked her way over a patch of loose stones. “Yes, I can see what you mean.” A pause, and then she laughed. “So, you’ve read Escape from the Barbary Pirates as well as The Prince’s Evil Intentions?”


“I confess, I’ve read all of Sir Sharpe Quill’s novels.” Isobel gave a shy grin. “Although I daresay I shouldn’t admit it, I find them scathingly funny. Not to speak of intriguingly interesting when, um, Count Alessandro starts removing Emmalina’s clothing.”


“Oh, your secret is safe with me,” replied Caro.


“You’ve read them, too?” asked Isobel.


“Every word,” she assured her new friend.


And in truth, the statement was no exaggeration. That was because the reclusive author, considered by the ton to be the most intriguing gentleman in all of London, was not actually a he, but a she—more specifically, Caro’s older sister Anna.


But that was a secret she was not at liberty to share.


And at the moment, there were far more pressing concerns than clever noms de plumes or dangerous pen-and-paper plots. Perhaps it was merely the rising whoosh and crackle of the leaves overhead, but it seemed that Isobel’s breathing was becoming more labored.


Damn, damn, damn.


Caro bit her lip, wishing she dared quicken the pace. The prickling sensation at the back of her neck had turned sharper, like daggerpoints digging into her flesh. It was foolish, she knew, to let talk of ruthless villains and exotic dangers spook her. This dark stretch of road was a quiet country lane in England, and the black silhouettes were placid oak trees, not gnarled claws of doom stretching out to grab…


“And then, of course, the scene where Emmalina slithers down a cliff…” Behind her, Isobel had begun to recount the plot of the latest Sir Sharpe Quill novel. “… and pounces on the pirate leader, who is about to skewer Count Alessandro, is very exciting.”


“Indeed,” murmured Caro, trying not to be distracted by the jumpy black shadows flitting in and out of the surrounding trees.


“Of course, it’s not very realistic to expect that a young lady would know how to fight tooth and nail against a muscled villain…”


Ha! thought Caro wryly. Her late father, a noted explorer specializing in exotic tribal cultures, had taken his three young daughters on several expeditions to primitive places. Being a very practical man as well as a serious scholar, he had made sure that they knew how to defend themselves with some very unladylike tricks.


“But of course, fiction allows—”


A loud snap startled Isobel into silence.


Caro whirled around, trying to spot any movement within the glade, but the softly swaying tendrils of mist seemed to mock her fears.


“Wh-what was that?” whispered Isobel.


“It’s probably just a fox setting off on a hunt,” answered Caro quickly, her gaze still probing among the muddled trees.


Her friend let out a nervous laugh. “Then it is a good thing we are not mice.”


Or helpless little pigeons—the perfect prey for any hungry predator stalking through the shadows.


Shaking off such disturbing thoughts, she freed the ribbons of her bonnet from the folds of her shawl. “We had best keep moving.”


Isobel sucked in a lungful of air. “Yes, of course.”


They walked on in silence, which seemed to amplify the night sounds. The screech of an owl, the crack of a twig, the rustle of—


Another snap, this one even louder.


The echo reverberated through the woods like a gunshot.


Hurry, hurry.


As the road narrowed and turned sharply past a thicket of brambles, Caro slapped aside a twist of thorns, and in her haste to put the grove behind them, nearly slid into a puddle of brackish water. Before she could call out a warning, Isobel stumbled on the wet ground too and lost her footing.


“Oooh!”


Caro caught her just as she was about to take a nasty tumble. “Steady now,” she murmured, keeping hold of her friend’s trembling hand.


“Sorry to be such a ninnyhammer.”


“Nonsense. You are a far more intrepid adventurer than any storybook heroine.”


“J-just as long as I don’t step on any c-cobras.” Though she appeared on the verge of tears, Isobel managed an exhausted smile.


“Oh, there aren’t any snakes in this part of Somerset.” That might be stretching the truth a bit, but as reptiles did not come out in the chill of night, it didn’t matter.


“Let’s rest for a moment.”


They slowed to a halt. And yet, Isobel’s breathing only seemed to grow more ragged.


If only a cart would come by, thought Caro. But given the hour, that hope was unrealistic. There was no option save to forge ahead on their own.


Tightening her grip, she started forward again, hoping that the next bend would bring them free of the trees. There was something oppressive about the heaviness of the air and the canopy of leafy branches that nearly blocked out the twilight sky.


Rain—only a soaking shower could make matters worse.


She angled a look up at the scudding clouds, just as a sudden movement in the bushes caught her eye.


A scream caught in her throat as branches snapped and a man dressed all in black burst out from between two ancient oaks.


Seizing Isobel from behind, he tried to drag her back into the tangle of leaves.


But Caro reacted in the same instant and held on to her friend’s hand for dear life. “Let go of her, you fiend!” she cried, then raised her voice to an even higher pitch. “Help! Help!”


Isobel struggled to fend him off. She was putting up a game fight, though in size and weight she was no match for her assailant.


He gave another wrenching yank, then swore a vicious oath as Isobel’s flailing elbow caught him flush on the windpipe.


“Help, help—let me go!” She, too, had started screaming at the top of her lungs.


“Bloody Hell, shut your gobs,” he snarled, clapping a beefy hand over Isobel’s mouth. “And you, you hellbitch…”


The epithet was directed at Caro.


“Back off or I’ll break every last bone in your body.” The brute—for brute he was, with muscled arms and legs thick as tree trunks—punctuated the threat with a lashing kick aimed at Caro’s knees.


She caught his boot and jerked upward with all her might.


Yanked off balance, the man fell heavily to the ground, his skull hitting the hard-packed earth with a thud.


The force of his fall took Isobel down, too. But she managed to roll free and scramble to her feet.


“Run!” urged Caro. “Run!”


However slight the chances were of outracing him, flight was their only option. Trying to outfight him was madness. Still, she snatched up a rock as she turned to follow her friend.


All too quickly, the man was up and after them, cursing with rage. His heavy footfalls were coming closer and closer…


Caro whirled and flung her missile at his forehead. Thank God for the games of hunting skill she had played with the tribal children in Crete. Hours of practice had honed her aim to a lethal accuracy.


Whomp.


The rock smashed into his right eye, drawing a pained howl. Half stunned, half blinded, he staggered on, fists flailing wildly.


As she dipped and dodged the blows, Caro decided that the only hope in escape lay in trying one last, desperate measure. Ducking low, she darted straight at him and brought her knee up hard between his legs.


Very hard.


The brute dropped like a sack of stones, his curses turning to a mewling whimper.


“Run!” she called again, seeing that Isobel had stopped and was staring in open-mouthed shock. The trick had bought them more time, but when he recovered, he would be out for her blood.


“How—” began her friend.


“Never mind that now,” she said, shoving Isobel into action. “We must fly like the wind.”


But they hadn’t gone more than several strides when two more figures appeared from the shadows up ahead.


“Bull!” shouted the one in the lead. “Wot’s wrong? Why ain’t ye grabbed ’em?”


A pack of abductors?


The thought sent a spike of fear through her.


Things looked rather hopeless, but Caro wasn’t yet willing to go down meekly.


Think! Think!


A quick glance around showed one last chance. Grabbing Isobel’s arm, she pushed her off the road and toward the woods. The tangle of brush and trees might slow down their pursuers.


“Try to lose yourself in the darkness,” she hissed. “I’ll see if I can distract them for another few moments.”


“But—”


“GO!”


To her relief, Isobel had the good sense not to waste precious seconds in further argument.


Scooping up a handful of rocks, Caro peltered the new assailants with a quick barrage, then turned to seek safety in the shadows.


With luck…


But luck chose that moment to desert her. Her shoe caught in a rut and she tripped, entangled in her skirts.


Cursing the constraints of female dress, she twisted free of the fabric, scrambled to her feet, and was moving again within the space of several rapidfire heartbeats.


Quick, but not quick enough.


The first trees were only a stride away when one of the men snagged her trailing sash and whirled her around.


“Poxy slut,” he snapped.


Caro blocked the first slap and countered with a punch that bloodied his lip. The second blow caught her on the side of the head with a force that set her ears to ringing. She tried to pull away but he yanked her back, and then his fist drove the air from her lungs.


The ground began to spin and blur.


Dizzy with pain, Caro felt herself slipping into a daze. Squeezing her eyes shut, she fought down a rising nausea. But things seemed to be spinning out of control. The voices around her were suddenly sounding strangely agitated, and the ringing was turning into an odd pounding.


Like the beat of galloping hooves?


Wishful thinking, she mused as she slumped to her knees. And yet, her captor seemed to have released her…


Forcing her lids open, she saw a jumble of dark shapes. A horse. A rider flinging himself from the saddle. Flying fists. Her assailant knocked arse over teakettle.


“Shoot the devil, Bull!” he croaked.


As her gaze slowly refocused, Caro saw their first attacker rise and run off, still clutching his groin, into trees on the opposite side of the road.


“Your lily-livered friend doesn’t seem inclined to come to your rescue,” came a deep baritone shout. “That leaves two of you—whose neck shall I break first?”


Her wits must be so addled that she was hallucinating. How else to explain why the voice sounded oddly familiar?


The man who had hit her scuttled like a crab across the road. “Billy!” he cried in a high-pitched squeal.


The only answer was a scrabbling in the bushes that quickly faded to silence.


“Vermin,” muttered her rescuer as he watched the man join his cohorts in beating a hasty retreat. Turning, he then gently lifted her to her feet. “Are you hurt, Miss?”


“I…”


I never swoon, she wanted to reply, if only her tongue would obey her brain. Only peagoose heroines in horrid novels swoon.


However, on catching sight of the chiseled lips, the too-long nose, and the shock of red-gold hair now looming just inches above her face, Caro promptly did just that.














Chapter Two


“There, that should revive her.”


The splash of chill water brought Caro none too gently back to consciousness.


“B-but are you sure she’s not badly injured?” Isobel leaned in a little closer. “She looks pale as a ghost.”


“It appears to be nothing more than an attack of maidenly nerves,” answered Alec McClellan—or, more formally, Lord Strathcona, though as a radical republican he wasn’t overly fond of using his hereditary title.


“Maidenly nerves!” sputtered Caro, as Alec cupped another handful of water and dumped it over her cheeks. “I’ll have you know that I’ve never had an attack of maidenly nerves in my life.”


“Apparently, there is a first time for everything,” he said dryly.


“Alec, don’t be so beastly. This is no time for teasing,” chided Isobel. “If not for my new friend’s heroics, those horrible men would have easily dragged us off to heaven knows where.” To Caro she added, “Please forgive my brother. At times, he has a very peculiar sense of humor.”


Caro slowly sat up. Folding back the broken brim of her bonnet she met his all-too-familiar sapphire gaze.


His eyes widened ever so slightly—whether in dismay or some other emotion was impossible to gauge. “You,” he murmured, just loud enough for her to hear.


Yes, me.


The previous autumn, she and the baron had been among the guests at a Scottish castle. Sparks had flown between them, little flares of fire that had ignited a number of conflicting, confusing emotions.


What Alec had felt was impossible to tell. He kept his personal thoughts hidden behind a wall of reserve that was flintier and harder than Highland stone.


“Brother?” Caro repeated, breaking off eye contact. “But Isobel, I thought you told me your surname is Urquehart.”


“Half brother,” explained Alec tersely. He was no longer sounding quite so amused now that he had recognized her. “My mother remarried after my father perished in a hunting accident.”


“Ah.” Caro winced as she started to undo the muddied ribbons of her bonnet. The chipstraw was squashed beyond repair and, though it was barely heavier than a feather, the weight was making her head ache. However, the knot seemed hopelessly snagged…


Alec brushed aside her fingers and with surprising gentleness quickly removed the offending headgear. “I take it you don’t mind if I feed this to the neighboring sheep?” Without waiting for an answer he flung it over the hedgerow that marked the end of the woods.


“Thank you,” she murmured.


Strangely enough, his hand lingered on the curls just above her ear. “You’ve a lump forming here.”


“Yes, well, that tends to happen when one gets punched by a miscreant with knuckles like granite.”


His hand stiffened. “The fellow punched you?”


“I hit him first,” replied Caro, allowing a smile of grim satisfaction. “And bloodied his lip.”


“That was a damnably foolish thing to do,” growled Alec. “Brave, but foolish.”


“Alec!” huffed Isobel in reproach.


Caro made a face. “You would rather I had meekly submitted to letting those men kidnap your sister and me?”


His mouth thinned, but his only reply was a noncommittal grunt.


A typical male reaction when defeat was inevitable in a battle of words, thought Caro.


“Speaking of kidnapping,” she began. “I cannot believe such a gang of men would try such a desperate act so close to Bath. Surely it was obvious we had no valuables worth stealing.”


“They must have thought you the daughters of well-to-do families,” replied Alec, “who would pay handsomely for your return—and for the matter to be hushed up.”


“But who—”


“There are many soldiers returning from the war who can find no work,” he said quickly. “They are desperate men.”


Caro knew that was true, and yet something did not feel right about the explanation. No matter how desperate, the men had to know they would be signing their own death warrants. The local gentry would quickly be up in arms and clamoring for blood if their daughters started being snatched off the roads.


“But surely—”


Alec speared her to silence with a sharp look and a tiny nod at his sister. “Time enough for talk later,” he growled. “Right now I would rather get you two young ladies back to town without delay. You both must be hungry and exhausted.”


Caro bit her lip. A sidelong glance at Isobel showed her last reserves of strength were fast ebbing away.


His gaze came back to her. “I imagine your mother will be beside herself with worry.”


“Actually she won’t. The plan was for me to take supper with your sister and your aunt.”


He exhaled a measured breath. “Then it seems we have an excellent chance of keeping this little incident a secret.” It was said as a half question. “That would be best for a number of reasons,” he went on. “Including the effect it might have on your reputation were it known the pair of you were out wandering alone after dark.”


“You may think my tongue ungovernable, but I think when it comes to keeping secrets, I have proved my discretion can be counted on, Lord Strathcona,” replied Caro a little tartly.


Despite her obvious fatigue, Isobel had been following the exchange with great interest. “I say, are the two of you acquainted?”


“Yes,” replied Caro.


“How—”


“As I said, let us leave long-winded explanations for another time, Bella.” Alec tucked her shawl a little tighter around her shoulders. “You’re chilled and exhausted. I wish to get you home without delay.”


“There’s no need to fuss like a mother hen, Alec. I’m not quite so fragile as I look.” But the tremor in Isobel’s voice belied her words.


“How did you come to rescue us, sir?” asked Caro, as he hurriedly fetched his horse and lifted his sister into the saddle. Bath was not a large town, and she was surprised that she had heard no mention of his being there. Gentlemen—especially unmarried, titled gentlemen under the age of sixty—did not go unnoticed. “I was under the impression that you are loath to spend any time in England.”


“I am occasionally obliged to travel to the south,” he replied, but offered no further explanation. “My plans on this trip include a stay in Bath while my sister is here taking the waters. I arrived this afternoon, and naturally went straight to the townhouse that my aunt has rented. She was becoming concerned about Isobel, and since she knew your intended plans, I decided to ride out and make sure there had been no sprained ankle or other mishap.”


“How very lowering to find that you all think me helpless as a kitten.” Isobel managed a smile, but pain pinched at the corners of her mouth.


“Do you mind walking, Miss Caro?” said Alec softly. “The truth is, my sister has been ill—in fact, that’s why she’s here in Bath. I am concerned that she doesn’t suffer a relapse from this little adventure.”


“Of course not,” she answered. “I should never have suggested the excursion had I known—”


“How could you?” he interrupted curtly. “Besides, it is not your responsibility to have a care for my sister’s welfare, it is mine.”


Caro knew that fear and worry had him on edge. Still, she felt a little hurt by his tone. “Then let us be off without further delay, sir.”


A small frown momentarily creased his brow, but he merely gave a gruff nod, gathered the reins, and started walking.


Without, noted Caro, so much as offering his arm or a backward glance.


“So much for dreaming of dashing heroes,” she muttered under her breath, then shook out her skirts and hurried to catch up.


They weren’t much more than a mile from town, and as none of them seemed to be much in the mood for chatting, the short trip was passed in silence, save for the steady clip-clop of the stallion’s hooves. Alec chose a roundabout route through the side streets of Bath, arriving in the mews of his family’s rented townhouse without encountering anyone.


“Thank God we are here,” murmured Alec as he lifted Isobel from the saddle. “It seems the chances are good that we have given no grist for the gossip mills.”


“All’s well that ends well,” quipped his sister. “And you may put me down,” she added quickly when he turned with her still in his arms. “I am perfectly capable of walking from here to the door.”


He hesitated, which earned him another gentle rebuke. “Truly, Alec. I do not wish to be treated like an invalid.”


“Very well.” He relented and set her on her feet. “Still, you must promise me you will not overexert yourself.”


“On the contrary, exercise is very beneficial in building my stamina,” she countered.


As long as future walks don’t include attacks by a pack of ruffians, thought Caro, watching her friend prove her point by walking briskly across the small courtyard.


Which once again raised the question…


Her gaze slid to Alec. During the walk she had decided the desperate soldier story did not fadge. And it was highly doubtful that Isobel had any enemies who might be moved to violence. But as for her brother, Caro was aware that he was involved in some very dangerous activities in Scotland.


Alec seemed to sense what she was thinking, for instead of following his sister, he shifted his stance and cleared his throat with a brusque cough. “I suppose that look means you aren’t going to be satisfied with the earlier explanation for this evening’s incident,” he muttered.


“Should I be?” she countered.


He let out a sigh. Or maybe it was more of a snort.


“Soldiers may be desperate. But not that desperate,” continued Caro. “So considering that I have—however unwittingly and unwillingly—been drawn into this intrigue, I do think I have a right to know what dangers I may be facing.”


“None,” he said quickly. “That is, there won’t be any as soon as I take care of a few matters.”


She noted that he avoided meeting her gaze. “I can’t say that’s entirely reassuring.” A pause. “You forget that I saw some of your radical friends stealing an arsenal of weapons from Dunbar Castle. I’m well aware of what dangerous circles you move in, Lord Strathcona.”


“As you eavesdropped on our meeting, Miss Caro, you should know that they are not my friends,” he retorted.


“Let’s not quibble over words,” she huffed. “The fact is, you are involved in a secret political society seeking independence for Scotland. And your fellow members, be they friends or otherwise, are not afraid to use violence to achieve their ends.”


He didn’t argue.


“So whether you like it or not, I feel I have a right to know what is going on.” She drew a deep breath. “Especially if you wish me to keep silent on the matter.”


“That,” he growled, “is blackmail.”


“I prefer to think of it as persuasion. I am merely pointing out a sensible course of action.”


His jaw tightened.


“Alec!” Isobel’s call interrupted their exchange. “Don’t be so rag-mannered as to keep Caro standing in the chill. She, too, is tired and hungry.”


“We are coming,” he called to her. Offering his arm to Caro—rather ungallantly, she thought—he added, “I would rather not upset my sister’s delicate sensibilities with talk of this. I must leave town at first light for a few days on a matter that cannot be put off—”


Caro opened her mouth to protest.


“However,” he went on, “as soon as I return, I shall meet with you and explain the situation more fully.”


It was Caro’s opinion that Isobel was not as delicate in spirit as Alec seemed to think. But as the friendship was so new, she did not feel it was her place to say so.


Instead she merely asked, “Is that a promise?”


“Ye gods, would you like me to write it down in blood?”


Her lips quirked up at the corners.


“Yes,” he snapped before she could reply. “You need not resort to knives or razors—it’s a promise. Though I daresay I’ll regret it.”


She bit back a retort, suddenly feeling too tired to argue. But as he paused to relock the gate to the mews, another thought occurred to her. “You may not wish to worry Isobel, but surely you will have to give her a more convincing explanation than rogue soldiers run amuck.”


“I’ll think of something,” he muttered.


“Yes, well, I’ve reason to know your imagination is more active than you wish to let on to the people around you,” murmured Caro. When they hadn’t been arguing at the house party in Scotland, she and Alec had actually engaged in some very interesting discussions on poetry and novels. Much as he wished to hide it, there was a softer, more whimsical spirit lurking behind the mask of stone-faced reserve.


“But whether prevarication will do any good,” she went on slowly, “remains to be seen.”


“By the bones of St. Andrew.” Exhaling a sigh along with the grumbled oath, Alec took up the decanter from the sideboard and poured himself a glass of Scottish whisky.


Thankfully his aunt hadn’t questioned his story of Isobel taking a nasty tumble on one of the road’s slippery hills and her new friend coming to grief in trying to rescue her from a ditch. In short order, his sister had been taken up to her bedchamber for cosseting, while Caro—well fortified with hot tea and her disheveled garments brushed free of mud—had been escorted home by the footman.


So one potential bombshell had been defused.


But the current situation was still threatening to blow up in his face.


“Damnation,” he added under his breath. The one thing he didn’t need was the distraction of a spitfire hellion setting off dangerous sparks.


Dangerous. He took a long swallow of the amber-dark spirits and felt it burn a trail down his throat.


Miss Carolina Sloane was the last person he had expected to encounter in Bath. By all accounts in the London newspapers, she had been one of the leading belles of the just-ended Season, with a bevy of suitors seeking to win her hand. Not that he deliberately read the gossip columns recounting the parties and soirees, but one couldn’t help skimming over the pages while turning to the section of political news.


By all rights, she ought to be enjoying the gilded pleasures of some fancy country house party rather than be found rusticating in the staid quietness of a provincial spa town.


But then again, Caro was unpredictable.


Inquisitive. Adventurous. Stubborn. Passionate.


Oh, yes—most of all, passionate.


And that was the trouble. Alec stared morosely into his empty glass. He couldn’t decide whether he found her frightening or fascinating.


“Do you plan to drown yourself in a sea of spirits?” Clicking the door of the library shut, Isobel moved to one of the armchairs by the hearth and nestled in a cat-like curl on the soft leather.


“Perhaps.” Alec swirled his whisky, setting off a flickering of amber flashes as the candlelight reflected off the cut crystal.


“Is there a reason you are seeking oblivion?” she pressed.


“Aside from the fact that my beloved little sister was nearly ravaged by a pack of rabid curs?”


“I don’t think they intended to hurt us,” mused Isobel. “Just take us captive.”


“Somehow that does not make me feel like dancing a jig of celebration.” Alec exhaled, trying to ease the constriction in his chest. “You should be sleeping,” he added abruptly.


“So should you. You look bloody awful.”


His mouth quirked up in a reluctant smile. “While it appears that Bath and its medicinal mineral waters agree with you. It seems you are making great progress in regaining your health.”


Isobel make a rude sound. “I would have recovered just as quickly in Scotland. You are worse than a nervous mother hen when it comes to worrying about me.”


With good reason, thought Alec as he took another long swallow of his drink.


“Yes, I caught a chill,” she went on. “But honestly, I’m not quite as delicate as you seem to think.”


“You were at death’s door,” he said tightly. All because of me. Thank God she did not know the contents of the note she had carried on to his friend in the neighboring town.


“An exaggeration.” She drew her knees up to her chest. “You must stop blaming yourself for that night. I’m not a child any longer, Alec. I am capable of making decisions for myself.”


“If I had been there—”


“Well, you weren’t. So I chose to carry the message on to Angus. Mr. Multoon seemed to think it was very important that it be delivered as soon as possible. And as I knew a shorter way over the moors than the road, it seemed the best decision.”


He grimaced. “In a raging storm?”


She had the grace to color slightly. “If the rocks hadn’t been loosened by the rain and given way, I would not have lost my footing.


“You are bloody lucky you didn’t lose your life.”


“Auch, we Scots are far too sturdy to succumb to a wee bit of fever.”


Her attempt at a jest only sunk him deeper into a brooding mood. Ignoring her frown, Alec reached for the decanter. “You really ought to be resting, to ensure that overexertion and overexcitement brought on by Miss Caro Sloane’s little adventure doesn’t bring on a relapse.”


“Miss Caro’s adventure?” Isobel’s expression tightened. “What is that supposed to mean?”


Alec wordlessly lifted the glass to his lips.


“Surely you aren’t suggesting that what happened was in any way her fault?” pressed his sister.


She was right, of course. It was absurdly unfair and illogical. But at the moment, his brain was not functioning very rationally.


“Wherever she goes, trouble seems to be only a step or two behind,” he growled.


“While I, on the other hand, walk carefully enough so as not to ever kick up a dust?” asked Isobel.


“For the most part, yes.” The heat of the liquid tingled against his tongue. “Thank God.”


Alec heard her inhale sharply. “Why, that is quite the most bloody, bloody awful insult you have ever made to me.”


He nearly choked on the mouthful of whisky.


“I would have hoped you had a better opinion of my character,” she went on. “But clearly you think me a spineless ninny.”


“That is the last thing I think,” he replied, once he had managed to swallow the fiery malt as well as his initial shock. “The truth is, you have too much steel in your spine.”


“I don’t have nearly as much as Caro Sloane does.”


How had the conversation strayed down such a slippery slope? Unwilling to slide any deeper into brooding about the fiery English beauty, Alec muttered, “Count your blessings. Steel sharpened to a razored edge can cut both ways. She is…”


Isobel tilted her head, waiting for him to go on.


“She… she is hardly someone you ought to use as a patterncard of propriety,” he finished lamely, knowing he sounded like a pompous prig.


“Perhaps not,” replied his sister thoughtfully. “But her unorthodox courage and fighting skills saved us from being abducted by those men.”


“Miss Caro Sloane may rival Boadicca, England’s mythical Warrior Queen, for bravery in battle,” responded Alec. “But that is not to say that other mortal women ought to aspire to such bellicose spirit.”


“And why is that?” she challenged. “Because men find a strong woman threatening?”


Damnation. There was an old Scottish adage about being caught between a rock and a stone.


“Kindly sheath your sarcasm, Bella. If you don’t mind, I’m in no mood for verbal fencing,” he muttered. “I’ve fought enough opponents for one evening without having you, too, cut up at me.”


Isobel fixed him with a speculative stare, which lasted for an interlude of awkward silence. He would have poured himself another drink, but the decanter was now empty.


“By the by,” she finally said. “Since Caro confirmed that the two of you are not strangers, I can’t help but be curious as to how you met, given your reclusive habits and your dislike… that is…” Her words trailed off.


“My dislike for the English,” he finished for her. “Given my history, I don’t consider that an unreasonable sentiment. Do you?”


When Isobel didn’t reply, he chuffed a sigh. “If you must know, it was at Dunbar Castle last autumn, during Cousin Miriam’s hunting party.”


“Good heavens, the one where the French jewel thieves made off with her diamond necklace?”


“Yes,” he answered tersely. That was the official explanation given out for the skullduggery that had led to a wild chase through the castle’s dungeons and subterranean tunnels. The truth was far more… complicated. Intrigue and deception had swirled around the invited guests, heavy as the Scottish mists rising from the moors. Caro’s older sister and the gentleman who was now her husband had been involved in the thick of the action.


As for Caro…


There was no denying that she had helped pull his cods out of the fire. And he still wasn’t sure how he felt about that.


“My goodness, how very exciting,” murmured Isobel.


“You’ve been reading too many novels,” said Alec, hoping to discourage any further questions. “Like most gatherings of rich, overfed aristocrats, it was for the most part a tedious, boring affair.”


The comment caused her lips to twitch. “I daresay you shocked most of them with your outspoken political opinions on virtues of hereditary monarchy versus democracy.”


“As a courtesy to Cousin Miriam, I refrained from expressing my views.” With a few notable exceptions. To his surprise, Caro Sloane had proved to be unexpectedly radical in her own ideas. On a number of subjects.


“That must have cost you dear,” quipped Isobel.


“She is a very generous benefactor of my efforts to see that the Highland crofters have schools for their children. So muzzling my radical ideas was a paltry price to pay.”


She nodded thoughtfully. “Speaking of radical ideas…”


Alec silently cursed himself for mentioning the subject, hoping she would not pursue the matter of his involvement in the clandestine political movement that sought independence for Scotland. The less she knew, the better.


“Caro has some very interesting thoughts on Lord Byron and his epic poetry.”


He exhaled in relief—a fraction too soon.


“She wonders whether passion and sex—”


“Sex!” sputtered Alec.


Isobel raised her brows. “Good heavens, shall I fetch Aunt Adelaide’s bottle of vinaigrette? You look on the verge of swooning.”


“And with good reason,” he retorted. “My baby sister ought not… ought not be exposed to…” He paused for a fraction, wondering how he had managed to lose control of the conversation.


“Why is it that men assume we ladies are completely ignorant of the ways of the world?”


“Because,” he said through gritted teeth, “Gently reared ladies of delicate sensibilities should be protected from the grim realities—”


“Sex is grim?” Isobel’s brows rose a notch higher. “Strange, that’s not the impression I get from the books and poetry I read.”


“You are,” he snapped, “banned from the library as of this moment.”


“Ha!” she answered. “That’s a bit like closing the barn door after the horses—or rather, the stallions—have bolted free.”


Alec was sorely tempted to make a run for the Scottish border.


“Oh, don’t look so queasy,” she added. “Having some knowledge of the world is not a bad thing for a lady. Ignorance can make one vulnerable.”


He couldn’t argue with that.


“That’s another reason I like Caro Sloane. She has such interesting knowledge about a wide variety of subjects. I wish I knew half the things she does.”


“Be careful what you wish for,” replied Alec. “In London, the three Sloane sisters are known as the Hellions of High Street. The mean-spirited gossip died down once the eldest married the very rich and very proper Earl of Wrexham. But the family is still considered a trifle odd.”


“Why?”


“Because their late father was an eccentric scholar and adventurer, and believed his daughters should have the same education as any son would receive.”


“He sounds like he was a very wise man,” murmured Isobel. “You’ve always encouraged me to be inquisitive and to learn new things.”


“I may revise my thinking,” shot back Alec.


She regarded him thoughtfully. “Interesting.”


Ignoring the comment, he spent several moments rearranging the empty decanter and glasses on the silver tray.


Looking up to find her gaze still focused on him, he gave an exasperated sigh. “What?”


“I’ve never seen a lady make you so agitated,” mused his sister. “It must mean something.”


“Yes—it means that she is too…”


Dangerous.


“Different,” he finished.


“I’m not sure that is such a bad thing.” Isobel tapped at her chin. “Lady Fiona Sunderland remarked last year that the wall around your heart is thicker and harder than Highland granite.”


“She should know,” he growled. “She tried using a hammer and chisel to chip away at my refusal to make her an offer of marriage.”


“Oh, I agree that the two of you would never have suited, but my point is, you’ve never shown the least emotion over any of the many ladies who have set their cap at you, since…”


Since he had been a callow, youthful fool.


Isobel looked apologetic.


“Forgive me, but if that is your point, I fail to see its meaning.” The whisky, which he had downed to bring a pleasantly mellow fuzziness to his thoughts, was now beginning to make his head ache.


“It means you’ve never let a lady pique your interest since… a long time ago.”


“Bella,” he warned in a low growl.


She ignored him and went on, “But admit it—you find Caro Sloane intriguing.”


“A more accurate adjective is ‘infuriating,’ ” replied Alec.


“Even better,” countered Isobel. “Heated feelings bode well for a passionate relationship.”


Deciding not to ask how she had come to that conclusion, he merely responded, “As I said, we are too different.”


“There is an old adage that says opposites attract.”


“And there is an even older one that says oil and water don’t mix,” scoffed Alec.


Isobel’s eyes lit with mirth. “Actually they do. Just ask any woman who’s spent time in a kitchen. You just have to put them together and shake or stir very vigorously.”














Chapter Three


… Nothing exciting ever happens in Bath.


“Ha!” Exhaling a wry sigh, Caro looked up from her sister Anna’s letter. “For the most part that is true,” she murmured to the potted geraniums who shared the Pump House alcove with her. “Quite likely the next few weeks will bring only the usual boring activities that make this town such an uninspiring place for a anyone seeking to pen passionate poetry.”


Especially as Lord Strathcona had not yet shown his face since playing the hero five nights ago.


“Wretch,” she added under her breath, before returning her attention to the letter.


Oh, but never fret, went on Anna. The time will likely pass more quickly than you imagine. And who knows, you may end up being pleasantly surprised. After all, the spa waters do occasionally attract interesting gentlemen…


Ha, that was easy for her sister to say. Anna had recently married the dark and dangerously dashing “Devil” Davenport, and the new couple were spending their wedding trip in faraway Russia, visiting St. Petersburg, a city known for its opulent splendors and extravagant parties.


Sparkling ballrooms, exotic men, exciting flirtations, thought Caro glumly. While I pine for—


“Miss Caro?”


A familiar voice interrupted her brooding.


“I say, is that really you skulking among the flowerpots?”


“Lord Andover.” Edging out from between the marble display pedestals, she smiled at Anna’s former beau. “Yes, it’s me.”


“Thank God,” he said in a conspiratorial whisper. “I was beginning to fear there was no one in town under the age of eighty.”


“I fear we are few and far between,” replied Caro.


“Then how fortunate that I spotted you among those exquisite roses,” replied Andover. “Your bloom, of course, puts them to the blush.”


“They are geraniums, Andy,” pointed out Caro.


He grinned. “Didn’t Shakespeare say something about a rose by any name would look as lovely?”


She rolled her eyes, drawing a chuckle. “You are mangling his magnificent poetry.”


“No doubt. I am not nearly as well read as you and your sisters.” He offered his arm. “Regardless, come take a walk with me around the fountain, so that I may bask in your reflected beauty.”


“You need not waste your flatteries on me,” said Caro, falling in step with him. “I know you’ve never really forgiven me for the frog incident.” It was not for nothing that the Sloane sisters were known as the Hellions of High Street. And she, as the youngest, was the most devilish of the three.


“Having a small, green croaking creature hop out of my pocket and into Lady Tilden’s soup tureen was not overly amusing at the time,” he conceded with a smile. Thinking it a deliberate prank, the imperious dowager countess, one of the highest sticklers in Society, had threatened to have Andover banned from Mayfair’s ballrooms for the rest of the Season. “But in retrospect, I do see the humor in it. And the fact that I’ve never been invited back to one of her boring dinner parties is a blessing in disguise.”


“I was only sixteen and still a silly schoolgirl. And if truth be told, I was chafing at the fact that I was still a child in the eyes of Society, while my two older sisters were part of the glittering, glamorous adult world of parties and balls and dancing until dawn.”


“Which really isn’t quite so exciting as it sounds, is it?” replied Andover dryly. “One limps home on aching feet, feeling utterly exhausted. Being gay and charming requires an awful lot of effort.”


Caro smiled. Of all Anna’s erstwhile admirers, Andover was her favorite. His quick wit and self-deprecating sense of humor complemented his sunny good cheer and faultless manners.


“Not for you, it doesn’t,” she pointed out. “Everyone adores you because you are so thoroughly nice.”


“Nice.” He made a wry face. “That smacks of being damned with faint praise.”


“You need no flowery compliments from me,” she said. “You hear more than enough from the rest of the ton.”


Andover inclined a polite nod to a trio of passing dowagers before answering, “As do you. The silly schoolgirl has grown into a lovely young lady and quickly made up for lost time.” He turned his head, and their gazes met. “Was your first Season all that you hoped it would be?”


How to answer?


Caro felt a flush steal to her cheeks. The endless parties, the elegant entertainments, the glittering ballrooms aswirl in sumptuous silks and satins—it had all been an exciting experience, as heady and effervescent as the champagne bubbling in the cut crystal glasses. But she was also aware that at times, the blazing lights had seemed overbright, the laughter overloud, the ladies overdressed.


“I am not sure,” she admitted. “There was much that was wonderful. And yet…” She gave herself a little shake. “I know this may sound silly, but I sometimes felt a little lonely because I was not able to share the experiences with my sisters.”


Olivia and Anna had both been traveling with their husbands, so the townhouse on High Street had been empty, save for herself and her mother, whose health was taking a turn for the worse. It felt strange and a little unsettling. She missed her sisters dearly—the laughter, the words of wisdom. She even missed the teasing.


“I don’t think it’s silly at all,” murmured Andover. “My two brothers joined Wellington’s staff and marched off to the Peninsula last year. I miss their camaraderie.”


They walked on in silence for several moments, then Andover turned their steps to the table selling the sulfurous mineral water for which the town was famous.


“A toast,” he said, handing her a glass. “For despite any personal reservations you may have, I assure you that your debut into Society was a smashing success.”


“As to that, my sisters and their husbands have done much to smooth the way—”


He cut her off with a quick exclamation. “Fustian! You have earned the admiration all on your own.”


Her color deepened. She was sure her face must be a vivid shade of scarlet. So much for being worldly and sophisticated when a simple compliment from a friend had her near speechless in confusion.


“Indeed, I must congratulate you on attracting a bevy of ardent admirers. I vow, it was often impossible to see you through the throng of surrounding gentlemen.”


“Oh, you are teasing me.”


Andover grinned. “Just a little.”


She sipped her water, hoping it might help cool her flaming cheeks.


“I imagine you will have a number of offers to consider when you return to London,” he went on. “I suspect that Russell and Noyes are the ones who have the best hope of capturing your heart.”


They were both interesting and engaging gentlemen. But somehow—she wasn’t sure she could explain quite why—they did not light any excitement in her soul.


No spark, no fire.


And surely a poet should feel more than a mild warmth for any gentleman who was seeking to win her hand.


Her fingers tightened around her glass. “N-n-not necessarily,” she stammered.


“Oh, you can confide in me. Since your sisters aren’t around, consider me your brother.” There was a glint of amusement in his eyes. “So come now, which one will you accept?”


Caro looked away for a moment. Strangely enough, the only image that came to mind was of a gentleman with red-gold hair and austere features that might have been carved out of Highland granite—


No, no, no.


She quickly blotted out the mental image. It was absurd to think of the fleeting moments all those months ago when they had set aside their differences to talk of art and literature. Most assuredly he didn’t.


As Andover pointed out, there were any number of far more amiable men. Polite, adoring men.


So why didn’t that lift her spirits?


Forcing a smile, Caro made herself match his playful tone. Time enough in the solitude after midnight to try to sort out her tangled emotions. “Surely you don’t expect me to tell you before my intended?”


The twinkle in Andover’s eye became more pronounced. “I suppose that’s fair enough.”


“Assuming there is an offer I mean to accept,” Caro added hastily, hoping her cheeks weren’t on fire.


“Ah, is that why you are rusticating in Bath, rather than enjoying the attentions in London?” he inquired. “Because you are trying to make up your mind?”


She gave him what she hoped was an enigmatic smile.


“I vote for Noyes. Russell is a nice fellow, but I’m not sure he has enough backbone for you.”


The comment caused an odd pinch in her chest. “Am I that much of a headstrong hellion?”


Andover’s chuckle died away. “It was meant as compliment, Miss Caro. You have a rare spirit.”


For an instant, she wondered whether his flirtations were more than brotherly. She hoped not. There was no denying his charm, his good looks, or the fact that his company was delightfully companionable. He was the best of friends, but as for being more than that—


“And in case you are thinking that I mean to work my wiles on you, perhaps we ought to, um, make sure there are no misunderstandings between us.” He cleared his throat with a cough before adding, “We have a wonderful friendship, which—”


“Yes, yes, I couldn’t agree more,” she interrupted in a rush of relief. “Nothing could be more perfect.”


“Right-ho. Absolutely nothing!” He, too, blew out his breath. “Well, now that we understand each other perfectly, I trust I will be the second to know when you decide who the lucky fellow will be.”


“You are forgetting one thing, Andy. The decision is not entirely up to me. The lucky fellow does have some say in the matter.” She was careful to keep her mind’s eye firmly shut. “Despite what you think about me being a hellion, I’m not about to club him over the head—assuming there is a him—and drag him to the altar.”


He grinned. “Oh, I don’t know. If you really felt strongly enough about the fellow, I suspect you might be willing to resort to extreme measures.”


“Well, there is no fellow, so let us not waste our breath in arguing the point,” said Caro.


“Very well.” They strolled on, making several leisurely circuits of the Pump Room promenade while chatting about the just-finished London Season. Most of the other patrons that afternoon were elderly, and Andover left off his teasing to nod politely to many of the ladies.


“A number of them are bosom bows with my grandmother,” he murmured out of the corner of his mouth. “And she will ring a peal over my head if my manners aren’t up to her exacting standards.”


“I wouldn’t think that the prospect of a grandmotherly lecture would strike terror into such a stalwart heart as yours,” remarked Caro dryly.


“Oh, but it does!” he replied. “You see, she has a very pointy cane and knows how to wield it.”


As they rounded the next turn, Andover was obliged to stop and converse about the upcoming races at Newmarket with the Marquess of Webster, allowing Caro a chance to survey the surroundings.


Craning her neck, she hoped to spot Isobel among the crowd. A cough had kept her new friend confined to her bed for the last two days, but a note she had sent this morning had indicated that the physician might allow her out for a short stroll to fortify herself with the healthful waters.


Growing up, friendships with girls her own age had not come easy to Caro. Between the travel to exotic locales while her father was still alive and the family’s reputation for eccentricity, Polite Society was not overly willing to have their children mingle with the Hellions of High Street. It hadn’t really mattered while her sisters were still at home.


But now, with the house feeling forlornly empty, the chance to talk about literature and art with another young lady who shared her interests was something she sorely missed.


She had a feeling that Isobel Urquehart might be a kindred spirit. Despite the fact that Alec McClellan was her brother.


As if summoned by some perverse Celtic imp of mischief, a shock of all-too-familiar red-gold hair suddenly appeared among the more muted shades of silver.


Caro felt her heart thud against her ribs as Alec skirted around a group of matrons and paused by the archway to glance around the room.


In the play of shadows, his chiseled profile looked even more austere and forbidding than usual, but something about his face—a beguiling hint of both light and dark—sent a frisson of awareness down her spine. In contrast to his stiff expression, his big, broad-shouldered body moved with a panther-like grace, the muscles rippling beneath his dark coat and trousers.


He turned, and their eyes met.


And suddenly her breath seemed to catch in her throat.


She tried to look away but her rebellious body refused to obey the simplest command.


It was Alec who broke the connection. Squeezing through the throng by the pump, he was at her side a moment later.


“Miss Caro,” he said stiffly.


Andover looked around and raised an inquiring brow at the sight of Alec’s unsmiling face.


“Sir,” she murmured in reply to the greeting. To Andover she explained, “Lord Strathcona and I are acquainted, Andy. We met last autumn, while attending the hunting party at Dunbar Castle.”


“Ah.” Her friend inclined a friendly nod.


To which Alec responded with a stony stare. “If you will excuse us,” he said, before Caro could make any formal introductions, “I should like to have a private word with the lady.”


“Yes, of course,” replied Caro quickly, hoping to forestall any further rudeness. Ye gods, the man had the manners of a Highland goat. “Andy was just taking his leave.”


Too polite to ignore her hint, Andover retreated gracefully.


“No wonder the people all look ill in here,” muttered Alec. “The sulfurous fumes are strong enough to choke the Devil himself.”


“It is said to be healthful,” pointed out Caro, but secretly she agreed with him. The water had left a bilious taste in her mouth.


“Shall we take a walk in Queen Square?” He offered his arm, adding gruffly, “It will afford a bit more privacy.”


Impatient to hear what he had to say, she didn’t object to his loping, long-legged stride as they hurried down the street, though she had to lift her skirts to keep pace.


“Well?” she demanded, as soon as they passed through the iron gates and turned down one of the graveled paths. The ominous rainclouds hovering low on the horizon had scared off all but a few hardy souls, so they had the walkway to themselves.


He slowed his steps all of a sudden, appearing in no hurry to get down to business. His hat required adjustment, his coat buttons needed to be undone and refastened.


Caro made herself count silently to ten.


“Forgive me,” he finally said. “I trust I did not interrupt an important conversation.”


The baron acknowledging social convention? It was amusing enough to bring a wry smile to her lips.


“It is a little late to worry about that,” she replied. “But no, there is no cause for concern. Lord Andover will be in town for a month, so we will have ample time to talk.”


“Hmmph.” Alec’s grunt gave nothing away. “I take it,” he said after another drawn-out pause to smooth the wrinkles from his gloves, “that the gentleman is one of your London admirers?”


Perhaps it was merely the breeze ruffling through the sharp-edged holly leaves, but his tone seemed shaded by doubt.


“You think it impossible that I might have any?”


Alec looked taken aback by her question. But rather than snap back with one of his usual gruff responses, he took his time in responding. “I meant to imply no such thing. I have no doubt that you are surrounded by a bevy of men seeking to make themselves agreeable to you.”


For a moment, Caro thought he was being sarcastic, but the momentary flicker in his eyes just before he lowered his lashes said otherwise.


Lud, he had very intriguing eyes.


“A compliment from you, sir? Good Heavens, I should have brought my smelling salts.”


The corners of his mouth tugged upward. “Consider it an observation, not a compliment. So no need to swoon.”


“Thank God,” she murmured. “The stones look awfully sharp and uncomfortable.”


“You don’t think that I would catch you?”


“I wouldn’t want to wager my quarterly allowance on it. Besides, you already rescued me once in recent days. I daresay you don’t want to make a habit of it.”


His face wreathed in a grudging smile.


“Actually,” she hurried on, forcing herself to ignore the sinuous curl of his lower lip. “I am far more interested in your observations about the recent attack on your sister and me, and the reasons that lie behind it. Did you discover any new information while you were away?”


“Yes.” A pause. “But I can’t say it’s overly helpful.”


She frowned.


“It turns out that in fact there has been a gang of ruffians roaming the area and committing violent crimes. A carriage outside of Bristol was accosted a week ago and the occupants robbed. An estate house was broken into and ransacked. Several of the men were apprehended the other night and are awaiting trial. The rest escaped capture.”


“So you are saying that it truly was a random attack?”


He took a long moment to form an answer. “I have no evidence to the contrary.”


To Caro, who considered herself attuned to the nuances of language, the words seemed very carefully chosen.


“And yet,” she pressed, “the night it happened, it was clear to me that you suspected it might have something to do with your involvement with the radicals in Scotland.”


“I am, on rare occasions, wrong,” he quipped. “But to answer your question, yes, I considered it a possibility. But I have uncovered nothing that would suggest it is the case.”


“You are quite sure?”


Another hint of hesitation. “Not entirely. I shall, of course, keep looking into the matter. But for now, it seems there is no reason to fear any further threats.”


“Thank you for the reassurance, Lord Strathcona.” Crunch, crunch—the pebbles crackled under the tread of her shoes. “Now, kindly dispense with the platitudes and tell me what you really think.”


Alec could almost hear the tiny flashes of fire crackle and spark beneath the dark fringe of her lashes. Her eyes, an unusual gold-flecked hazel color, were intriguing enough to begin with. But when her passions were aroused, they lit with a mesmerizing mix of heated hues that seemed to swirl down, down to some secret depth.


A man could drown in such treacherous currents.


He angled his gaze to a twist of ivy behind her right ear. “I have told you all that I know, Miss Caro.”


“Indeed?” Her eyes narrowed. “So why do I feel you are not being entirely forthright with me, sir?”


Alec raised a brow and waggled it up and down. “You are asking me to explain the complex workings of the feminine mind? That, I fear, is beyond the power of my feeble intellect.”


She made a rude sound and stepped closer to confront him. “Ye gods, you are an impossibly provoking man.”


Ye gods, you are an impossibly alluring lady.


He could feel the heat of her aroused ire pulsing against his skin, bringing with it the beguiling scent of verbena, edged with a more exotic spice that he couldn’t put a name to.


He inhaled and, for a flickering instant, felt a little dizzy.


“Hmmph. I am quite certain there is more to this matter than you are telling me, sir.”


Exhaling sharply, Alec managed to break the strange spell that held him in thrall. “Believe what you wish, but the truth is, you know as much as I do about the reasons for the incident.”


“Have I your word on that?”


“Yes.” Honor allowed him to reply without batting an eye. She did now possess all the facts. As for his conjectures, those he wasn’t about to share with anyone.


Especially a headstrong hellion.


During the trouble in Scotland, Caro Sloane had proved she was more than ready to charge in where angels should fear to tread. Courage, passion, fire that blazed bright as a mountain sunset.


Such fire could lead a lady into serious trouble.


“I suppose I shall have to be satisfied with that,” grumbled Caro, as the first leaden drops of rain splashed on the brim of her bonnet.


Taking her arm again, Alec quickly turned them back in the direction of the Pump House. “Indeed you should be. As far as I’m concerned, the matter is resolved.”


“I’m not quite as convinced as you are,” she protested. “I think the matter requires further investigation.”


God forbid.


“You need not concern yourself with that,” he growled. “Leave it to me. If there is anything you should know, I shall pass it on.”


He pretended not to hear her muttered “Ha!” over the rumble of distant thunder.
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