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         “We could wager kisses.”

         
             

         

         Covering her mouth with her fingers, Janet turned scarlet. “Sir, you are brash.”

         “We’ve kissed before. I rather enjoyed it, and if I had to guess, you enjoyed kissing me as well.”

         “I’ll not lie, but we mustn’t.”

         He slid a finger along her forearm. “Whyever not?”

         Her breath caught as those brilliant blue eyes met his gaze. He raised her chin with the crook of his finger. “A wee kiss never hurt a soul.” His heart thrummed faster while he slowly savored her beauty, lowering his lips until he plied her mouth with a single peck. “See,” he growled. “That was not so wicked.”

         “I beg to differ. I daresay even a simple kiss from you is unquestionably wicked.” Her eyelids fluttered closed as she puckered her lips, clearly wanting more.

         But she might be even more tempted if they played the game he planned—one he couldn’t lose.
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            Chapter One

         

         The Highlands, late October 1712

         The sign on the alehouse door caught Janet’s eye as Kennan carried her across the muddied street.

         
            Samhain Gathering, 7 o’clock, Inverlochy Hall, Friday, 31st October.

            No spurs. Weapons must be checked at the door.

         

         Her stomach fluttered at the thrill. The best part of the fete was the gathering after the livestock auction. There’d be a feast of roast pork, music, and dancing.

         A great deal of dancing.

         Two drovers brushed past them, nearly knocking Janet’s hat from her head. The enormous red plume adorning it batted her in the eye.

         “Watch yourselves, ye maggots,” Kennan growled as the two men pushed inside. Her brother could be overly protective, though he was as lovable as a puppy. Strong, too. He didn’t miss a step, not even when the drovers practically ran them over in their haste for a pint of ale. If Kennan felt any strain from Janet’s weight, he showed no sign of discomfort. But she knew better. The wool of her riding habit alone most likely weighed a stone.

         Janet straightened her tricorn bonnet, shifting the feather out of her line of sight while Kennan gently deposited her on the footpath. “Those men must have a terrible thirst,” she said.

         He glanced toward the door, busy with people entering and exiting. “Thirst or not, a month of droving is no reason for a man to be careless. What if I’d dropped you in the mud?”

         “But you didn’t.”

         Kennan took her hand and led her inside. Janet had attended the fete at Inverlochy during Samhain annually as far back as she could remember, but she’d never seen the town this crowded. “Every year there are more people at the harvest.”

         He scowled at another brash drover heading for the bar. “And more bloody scoundrels. Stay close to me.”

         Any other week, Inverlochy was a quaint and quiet town, but right before Samhain, clans and kin descended from the hills or sailed from the Hebrides to peddle their livestock and goods. It was only fourteen miles from the Clan Cameron seat at Achnacarry, and Janet and her kin visited two or three times a year to purchase supplies. Though not large, the town boasted a haberdasher, a modiste, and a tanner who made saddles as well as shoes.

         At the center of town was the alehouse. The only establishment that served meals, it catered to all manner of fellows. A lady must never enter unaccompanied, lest she be mistaken for a harlot. Judging by the way her brother had clamped his fingers around her hand, Janet need not worry about being mistaken for a woman of easy virtue, though she wouldn’t mind if Kennan weren’t quite so protective. After all, she did have an ulterior motive for visiting the fete without her father. Da hadn’t before missed the Samhain gathering, though much had changed since he’d taken a new bride.

         Needless to say, Janet was relieved to enjoy a wee respite from Achnacarry and her imposing stepmother, awkward as things had become.

         “I wonder where all these people will stay,” she said as Kennan pulled her deeper into the crowd.

         “Tents, the alehouse, the loft in the stables.” He raised his voice to be heard.

         Through the haze of pipe smoke, Janet looked to the rafters, doubting the wax had been cleaned from the chandeliers since her visit six months past. “Aye, Mrs. MacNash couldn’t possibly take in the half of them.”

         Kennan grasped Janet’s elbow and led her to an area near the back where respectable-looking patrons gathered. “Fortunately, we have a long-standing booking at the boardinghouse.”

         “Thank heavens.” She scanned the faces of the rugged Highlanders dressed in kilts with their plaids pinned at their shoulders. Gazes shifted her way. Interested gazes. Brows arched. A ruddy man winked. Janet’s cheeks burned as she tried not to smile.

         With luck, she might meet someone who struck her fancy. Her stepmother had already started mumbling about finding Janet a husband, and in no way did she want that woman meddling in her affairs. By the eel-eyed way the new Lady of Lochiel looked at Janet, dear Stepmother would hog-tie the first poor sop who happened past their lands and force her stepdaughter into a life of misery.

         Please, Lord, help me to find someone I like. If there actually was a man out there with whom she could fall in love. At the age of two and twenty, she hadn’t given up hope, but she had grown anxious. And unfortunately, according to Her Ladyship, Janet was unduly particular.

         “If it’s not the Camerons!” a familiar voice called from a table in the corner. “Och, I haven’t seen the likes of you since we were wed. Come, share our table.” Dunn MacRae, chieftain of his clan, stood and beckoned them.

         Janet’s heart soared. One of her dearest friends, Lady Mairi, daughter of the Earl of Cromartie and Dunn’s lovely wife, waved. Returning the gesture, Janet hastened to follow her brother to the table. The two men shook hands while she slid onto the chair beside her friend. “I’m so happy to see you. I was afraid I would be following Kennan to and fro for the entire sennight.”

         “What about John and Alan? Did your younger brothers not come?”

         “Nay, they are both away at university.”

         “Then I agree, spending all your time with one brother for a sennight would be miserable.” Mairi grasped Janet’s hand, grinning and stretching the splay of freckles across her nose. “I’ve ever so much to do. I would be delighted to have you accompany me.”

         “To the haberdasher?”

         “Indeed, that will be our most important stop.”

         Janet nearly squealed. “We might need a whole day just for that shop.”

         “I agree.”

         “Oh, this will be fun. Though I must drop the woolens I’ve knitted at the Highland Benevolent Society first.”

         “Bless your heart, dearest. ’Tis very kind of you to always be thinking of the unfortunate.”

         Dunn flagged a barmaid. “Ale, bread, and pottage all around, if you please.”

         The woman, looking haggard, gave him an exasperated nod. “Aye, sir, but it will be some time. We expected half these numbers.”

         An icy chill crept over Janet’s skin when the door opened with a whoosh. All eyes shifted to soldiers dressed in scarlet. Not a one smiled as they sauntered inside with muskets slung over their shoulders and daggers at their hips. The laughter transformed into intense silence.

         People scuttled away while the officer leading the retinue turned full circle, his heels clomping against the floorboards. “I am Lieutenant Winfred Cummins, in charge of keeping the peace at this uncivilized, pagan gathering.”

         Low murmurs of dissent rumbled through the hall. Janet knew him, unfortunately. He oft called into Achnacarry when his regiment rode out on “peacekeeping sorties.”

         He stopped and glared directly at her. “All disturbers of the peace will be escorted to Fort William and face the magistrate. There will be no malicious maiming of cattle, no poaching, no begging without a license, and all persons caught with a blackened face after dark will promptly be led to the gallows.”

         Janet drew her hand to her chest, leaned toward her friend, and whispered, “I have no idea why he’s looking our way. He should be speaking to the drovers at the bar.”

         Mairi opened her fan and held it over her mouth. “He’s looking at you, lass.”

         Janet slipped lower in her chair. “Heavens, no. That man is a snake.”

         “You know him?” Mairi asked while the soldiers shouldered through the crowd.

         “Aye, as does everyone who lives within twenty miles of Fort William. He’s notorious.”

         “I do not doubt it.” Her Ladyship snapped her fan shut. “When a dragoon dons a red coat, it seems his mind is instantly addled.”

         “You have a way with words, wife,” Dunn said.

         Again Janet’s attention was drawn to the opening door. A wee gasp whispered through her lips while butterflies swarmed through her stomach just as they’d done when Robert Grant had ridden his enormous black horse into the stables earlier that day. She clenched her elbows to her sides, making the queasiness stop. The man was too unnerving. Especially today. He was unshorn and unkempt, and his hawkish eyes shifted across the scene as if assessing everything.

         Janet brushed a hand over her curls. “That man is simply barbaric.” Barbaric and nerve racking. Every time their gazes met, he made her too self-aware. Curses to his braw looks, Mr. Grant was diabolical. And why was it that the most handsome of men always behaved like complete brutes?

         “Aye, Grant looks as though he’s been mustering cattle in the Highlands for months,” Her Ladyship agreed.

         Kennan snorted. “That brigand is mad—looks it, as well. As we were arriving, he had the audacity to accuse my kin of thieving his cattle.”

         Dunn looked to the bar, where the big Highlander had shouldered in beside the other drovers. “Grant is a mite mistrustful of neighboring clans. He has cause, after all. But he’s a good man.” When Kennan guffawed, MacRae clapped him on the shoulder. “Though he’s wrong about the Camerons.”

         “What do you mean, sir?” Janet leaned in. “I do not believe Mr. Grant to be a good man at all.”

         “Och, you’ll find a heart of gold under that rugged exterior, lassie.” MacRae winked. “I’ll tell ye true, there’s no man I’d rather have fighting beside me in battle. Robert Grant’s loyalty may be hard to win, but once earned, you will not find a man more steadfast and true.”

         Mairi gave Janet a nudge. “I thought you found him a wee bit braw.”

         She snatched her fan from her chatelaine and cooled her face. “Pleasing to the eye, mayhap, but I could never be on friendly terms with a Highlander who accuses my father of thievery.”

         “Thievery, did I hear?”

         Her shoulders tensing, Janet hid her cringe behind the fan as Winfred Cummins moved to their table and blocked the view of Mr. Grant. Honestly, Janet liked nearly everyone, but today the alehouse seemed to be filled with the most churlish gentlemen she knew.

         “It seems some of Laird Grant’s cattle were stolen. Some of Clan Cameron’s went missing as well,” Kennan explained.

         “Is that so?” Flicking a bit of lint from his doublet, the lieutenant appeared unimpressed and disinterested.

         The barmaid pushed in and placed four tankards of ale in front of them. “Your pottage will be along shortly.”

         “My thanks.” Dunn reached for a drink and sipped. “So, Lieutenant, what news?”

         Cummins shifted his gaze to Janet while she clasped her hands in her lap and stared at her fan, heat spreading up her face. “Things have been quiet,” he said. “Though I’m skeptical they’ll remain so with so many miscreants in town.” He didn’t bother to look at Mr. MacRae, to whom he was speaking—the lieutenant continued to ogle Janet as if she were on display in a shop window.

         “Miscreants? Hardly,” said Mairi.

         At last Lieutenant Cummins shifted his attention and arched an eyebrow at Her Ladyship. “Whenever large numbers of Highlanders gather, there’s bound to be trouble.”

         Casting her inner revulsion aside, Janet squared her shoulders and inhaled. “I certainly hope not. I came to Inverlochy to enjoy the Samhain celebrations, not rue them.”

         “And that’s where you err, miss,” said Lieutenant Cummins. “You Highlanders refuse to cast away outdated and pagan fancies. This gathering ought to be called the harvest fete, or something more civilized.”

         “That would be quite dull, indeed,” said Mairi.

         “I agree.” Emboldened by Her Ladyship’s support, Janet nodded. “There’s a certain tradition in our Celtic heritage I think should never be lost, no matter who is on the throne or what religion is in vogue.”

         The lieutenant shifted his leering eyes to her again. “Do you speak blasphemy?”

         “Hardly.” This time, Janet wasn’t about to feign meekness and look at her lap. She narrowed her eyes and stared at him directly. “I speak the opposite. I speak of freedom.”

         Kennan pushed his chair back. “Pay no mind to my sister. She is a strong-willed lass, passionate in her convictions.”

         A wry grin played on the lieutenant’s lips. Still wearing his tall grenadier hat, he was a man of average height and acceptable appearance with gray eyes and a big mole on his right cheek. He leaned across the table and lowered his voice. “I should like to observe such passion at the Samhain dance—it would certainly liven up a dreary evening.”

         “Aye, Lieutenant Cummins?” Janet continued to hold his stare, refusing to show any sign of the abhorrence roiling inside. “It is my opinion that the dancing at Samhain shall be the most vigorous in the Highlands.”

         “I hope you are right.” He straightened before he bowed. “Good day.”

         Mairi leaned in. “‘Most vigorous’?” she whispered.

         Janet sniffed, wildly fluttering her fan. “What should I have said? I could not sit idle and allow him to degrade our traditions.”

         “But vigorous?” Mairi giggled.

         “Aye, Sister.” Kennan gave a pointed look. “I agree with Her Ladyship. Keep mum when in the presence of that man—or any dragoons. They have a knack of turning anything you say against you.”

         Janet grasped the handle of her tankard. “I intend to stay away from all soldiers.” Cummins most of all.

         As she sipped, she watched Mr. Grant follow a barmaid out the back toward the bathhouse. Over his shoulder, the brawny Highlander cast a tortured look Janet’s way. A look filled with hunger. Had Janet blinked, she would have missed the glance from her father’s sworn enemy. Oddly, the shudder coursing through her far exceeded the brief duration of his glimpse. How could a man impart such heated intensity within a mere heartbeat? Good glory, she could scarcely breathe.

         Oh, to be in the barmaid’s shoes. Janet would douse the laird under his bathwater until he admitted the Camerons hadn’t stolen his miserable beasts.

         Bath?

         Robert Grant without his clothing.

         Janet gulped, her skin afire.

         Perhaps she’d best confront him on the matter some other time.

         
            *  *  *

         

         “’Tis sixpence for a bath and shave. The men’s tubs are behind the curtain,” said the wench. “Would you like me to launder your shirt and kilt?”

         “Please.” Robert set down his cup of whisky, opened the thong on his sporran, and fished out a handful of coins.

         “A penny for the shirt and two for your plaid.”

         He dropped the change into her palm. “Is the water hot?”

         “The lad is bringing a kettle from the kitchen anon.” She dropped the coins into a pocket hanging from her apron. “Shall I help you disrobe, sir?”

         “Nay, just ensure the lad hastes with the water.”

         “Very well. I’ll return later with the shaving kit.”

         Normally Robert enjoyed having a female unwrap his tartan. He liked the thrill of having a wench’s eyes on him—her tongue slipping to the corner of her mouth, her cheeks growing rosy. Occasionally breasts would heave, and the boldest lassies would pay a compliment, or make a proposition—usually a welcome one. But Robert was still annoyed by his confrontation in the stables with Kennan Cameron. Worse, the man’s sister had stood by, glaring at him as if he were Lucifer, and now the lass was dining in the next room. Blast her. He could feel Janet’s accusing eyes boring into his back as he’d left for the bathhouse. The heat from her gaze still lingered on his skin. Must his nemesis have a daughter sent from hell to torture him?

         If only the Camerons hadn’t come. And why do they not leave their womenfolk at home?

         He shouldn’t have been so forward with Cameron when he’d confronted him at the stables, but his shepherd had been positive about the cattle thieves. Cameron men had been spotted nearby and no one else. Of course, Kennan had denied his clan’s guilt and Miss Janet had grown indignant at Robert’s accusation, insistent upon her father’s virtue. And she’d stood beside her brother like a Viking princess, her rich blue eyes intense and far too confident—as if she were accusing him of poaching. Further, she’d had the audacity to point out her kin had sustained hefty livestock losses as well.

         But the yearlings hadn’t disappeared on their own. Someone was responsible for poaching Robert’s cattle, and he intended to find out who.

         Hell, I ken who.

         Camerons and Grants had feuded for centuries, and it would have been too bloody tempting for Lochiel’s men to ride on without pinching a few of Robert’s head. But they hadn’t left it at a few. The bastards had poached six and sixty yearlings—enough for him to consider putting Achnacarry to fire and sword. But first he needed more proof. With all the redcoats swarming through the Highlands, gone were the days of reiving without first securing a testimony.

         Robert retrieved his whisky and took a healthy swig, then pushed through the curtain. A pair of men reclined in tubs, smoking pipes. He gave them a nod, wishing tobacco were banned from the bathhouse. He didn’t enjoy the smoke. To him it reeked, and the odor clung to his clothes. Which is why he set his satchel on a chair and left his only change of clean clothes inside.

         After the lad came with the hot water, Robert lowered himself into the tub and sighed aloud. Weariness built up after a month traversing the Highlands, sleeping on rocky ground and freezing his arse most nights; the big wooden tub was akin to heaven. He took another sip of whisky and slid down farther, resting his head back and closing his eyes.

         By the time he finished his drink, the lass had reappeared with razor, bowl, and brush. “Are you ready for your shave, sir?”

         “Aye.” He beckoned her forward, examining her form. She was of sturdy stock, full bodied, the way women ought to be. Then she smiled, revealing a missing tooth right in the front. Wisps of mousy-brown hair poked from beneath her coif, and when she bent over him with the brush and bowl, her breath smelled sour.

         Robert wiped his hand down his face. “Be careful with that blade, lassie.”

         “I always am,” she said, as if she’d shaved hundreds of faces—most likely she had.

         He raised his chin and submitted to her choppy ministrations, feeling like a sheep in the shearing shed. She hummed pleasantly, but her hand was anything but gentle. Robert winced when she nicked the back of his jaw.

         The lass snapped her hand away. “Och, forgive me, sir. I’m sorry.”

         He wiped the cut, then rinsed the blood off in the water. “Do you have some other place you need to be?”

         “Nay, sir.”

         “Are you not satisfied with your wages?”

         “My wages are adequate. Why do you ask?”

         “You’re nay cleaving a slab of mutton here. I suggest you relax. Shaving a man is easier if you’re not tense.”

         “Sorry,” she apologized again before taking another swipe along his jaw, slower this time. “Ah…would ye be needing some company this evening?” she asked, her voice unsure.

         He opened one eye and looked her up and down. The woman had not a line on her face, making it impossible to determine if she’d reached her majority. In the dark the missing tooth might not matter, but Robert had no intention of bedding a novice.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Two

         

         Wrapped in her woolen cloak and carrying a satchel holding the mittens, scarves, and hats she had knitted for the unfortunate, Janet met Mairi in the entrance hall of the boardinghouse. “It is blowing a gale outside.”

         Stepping down the creaky stairs, Mairi pulled her hood low over her brow. “Always does this time of year. At least it is not raining.”

         “Thank heavens for small mercies.” Janet’s stomach gave a wee flutter. She’d been looking forward to doing a bit of shopping, and being able to catch up on the news with Mairi was an added boon. She held up her satchel. “It will only take a moment to drop these at the Benevolent Society.”

         “Aye, and it is on the way to the haberdasher’s.” Her Ladyship opened the door. “I need to purchase some silk thread for a receiving blanket I’m making.”

         “Oh, my word!” Janet skipped beside her newly married friend. “Tell me you’re not expecting.”

         “We are.”

         “What wonderful news. When?”

         “Spring. I think.”

         “Should you not be home at Eilean Donan and in your chamber with your feet propped on a stool?”

         “Wheesht. I’d go mad being cooped up for so long. ’Tis bad enough as it is. Dunn says this is my last outing afore he insists upon my confinement.”

         “Well, I’m glad you’re here…as long as you are feeling well.”

         “Never better. It seems pregnancy agrees with me.”

         “You are fortunate. I’ve heard tell of women who take to their beds ill as soon as they miss their courses.” Janet clutched her cloak tighter against the wind. “Have you been to the seer?”

         “Nay.” Mairi slapped her hand through the air. “I’m not about to allow an old crone to tell me whether I’ll live or die, or if the child will be lass or lad.”

         “Smart of you…though I’m not certain I’d be able to wait nine months to find out.”

         “I think seers are wrong half the time, nevertheless.”

         “Aye. The women in Achnacarry jest that if ours says the bairn will be a lad, then expect a lass.”

         Her Ladyship gave a pronounced nod. “See what I mean?”

         A shingle hung outside the West Highland Benevolent Society’s door, screeching and unreadable in the wind. Janet pushed inside to find the same crusty old man with a stooped spine who had manned the office since she was a child. “Hello, Mr. Andrews. I’ve brought you some woolens,” she said, pulling the assortment of scarves, bonnets, and mittens from her bag and placing them on the table.

         “Och, just in time, lass.” He gave her a grin, revealing two black top teeth. “With the chill in the air, I believe winter will be early this year, and there are certainly plenty of unfortunate souls who will be grateful for these.”

         Mairi examined a mitten. “Your work is quite good, Janet.”

         “Thank you. Is there anything else the society needs, sir?”

         Mr. Andrews scratched his chin. “A hall with about twenty rooms and blankets.”

         “Well, I might be able to help with the blankets.”

         “That would be much appreciated, miss,” he said, gathering the woolens into his arms. “I’ll expect to see you a few months hence.”

         “Indeed you will, sir.” Janet turned to Mairi. “See, that didn’t take long at all. Now to enjoy our shopping adventure.”

         Together they continued on their way. At the curb they were forced to walk single file in order to use a plank to cross the muddy street. On the other side, Mairi took Janet by the elbow. “We’ve talked enough about me. How are things now your father has remarried?”

         “I’d rather not talk about things at Achnacarry.” Janet rolled her eyes as they stepped inside the haberdasher’s shop. A sign on the door indicated the tailor was visiting between the hours of ten and three and that all gentlemen should schedule an appointment with the clerk.

         “Good morn,” said the merchant from behind the counter.

         The two women greeted him in unison.

         “May I help you find something?” he asked.

         “Silk and sewing needles, please,” Mairi replied.

         “Ah yes, we received a shipment with brilliant new colors just for Samhain. You’ll find them and the needles just here.” Beaming, he motioned to the silk display case with at least a dozen drawers along the far wall. “Needles are in the bottom drawer.”

         “Thank you.” Janet gave him a nod as the bell rang and two more ladies stepped inside.

         “I’ll leave you to make your selections,” he said, then greeted the newcomers.

         Janet used the tiny wooden knob to pull open the top drawer and peek inside. “These are lovely. Do you like the blue?”

         “I think yellow is more neutral.” Mairi moved in beside her. “Your tone was a bit foreboding when you uttered ‘Achnacarry.’ Is all well?”

         “Och, let us simply say it is a welcome diversion to spend a few days in Inverlochy.”

         “Oh dear, I sense some discord.”

         “I suppose. Honestly, I have no grounds upon which to complain. ’Tis just difficult to see one’s own father acting like a lovesick chap.”

         “I can hardly imagine my father behaving so un-earl-like.” Mairi covered her mouth and stifled a giggle. “And your stepmother. Is she treating you well?”

         Janet pursed her lips and glanced over her shoulder to ensure no one was eavesdropping, then lowered her voice. “I suppose she’s nice enough. Though she looks at me with leery eyes. And I strongly suspect she’s planning to marry me off to the first man who happens past.”

         “Truly?” A crease formed between Mairi’s eyebrows. “Your father ought to have something to say about that.”

         “Thank heavens, else I would have been peddled off to a traveling merchant who called in a fortnight ago.”

         “A merchant? You are the daughter of a knight and a laird. Has your father not begun to seek an alliance with your hand?”

         “Haud yer wheesht!” Janet knew all about arranged marriages. Mairi had been promised to the Earl of Seaforth all her life, until the earl fell in love with an English lass. Thank heavens he did, else Mairi never would have been able to marry the man she was meant to. “You are my dearest friend, m’lady, but I must say you are the last person who should talk to me about making alliances via the marriage bed.”

         Mairi stared, agape. “Goodness, you are right. I cannot believe I uttered it.” She shut the top drawer of the thread display and pulled open the next—not that she seemed to be paying any attention to the colors whatsoever. “Forgive me for prying, but are you planning to forge your own alliance—say during Samhain?”

         “Not at all. I’m nowhere near as flamboyant as you, my dearest.” Janet sighed, knowing she’d just told a tall tale. If only I could be forward like Mairi—bat my eyelashes at a braw lad and have him swoon at my feet. “However, I am browsing. I would like to find a suitable gentleman afore my stepmother starts to meddle—if she hasn’t already.”

         “Is there a suitor you might have in mind?”

         “Nay. Please keep my confidence, but I’ll admit I did think, with so many clans coming to the Samhain celebrations, why, there might be someone.”

         “Hmm. How about Ciar MacDougall? He’s next in line to be laird, and his lands are vast indeed.”

         “MacDougall?” Janet said, her voice trailing off. She had known Ciar all her life. He was as much her brother as Kennan. MacDougall lands were not as vast as Cameron lands, though that didn’t matter a lick to her. Her friendship with Ciar was unquestionable. Unfortunately, she’d never felt much of a spark for him. Isn’t there supposed to be some sort of spark, heart palpitations, swooning, falling in love? In addition, she was quite certain he felt the same. Spark-less. In fact, they’d discussed their feelings at a gathering when she was eighteen. They’d agreed to be fast allies for life and never sweethearts. “He’s a good friend, I suppose.”

         “Friendship is a place to start.”

         “No, Mairi. I am not attracted to Ciar.” Janet opened the drawer of needles and pulled out an assortment of four pinned on a black piece of cloth. “You found love,” she whispered. “Is it wrong for me to want that as well?”

         “Not at all. I am the last person in all of Christendom to downplay the merits of a bond with love. To me it is the difference between building a house of stone and one of sticks.” Mairi opened her fan and held it up to ensure more privacy. “Do you want to know what I think?”

         Janet kept the needles to purchase and closed the drawer. “I’ll wager you’re about to tell me.”

         “At every gathering we have ever attended together, you have not been able to avert your eyes from the laird of Clan Grant.”

         Janet nearly spat out her teeth, she guffawed so loudly. “Oh please. Mr. Grant?”

         “I’m telling you true.”

         “If what you say is actually what you have observed, then ’tis only on account of his vile nature and his insistence on blaming my father for his own livestock losses. I declare, that man is neglectful of his affairs, an unmitigated brute, and a rogue of the worst order!”

         The curtain behind them swished open. A tailor with a measuring ribbon around his neck stepped through and gave the ladies a sideways glance. The problem? On his heels was the very man for whom Janet had professed her dislike so profoundly.

         Her throat constricted as she drew her hand over her mouth.

         “Grant,” Mairi said behind her, far too chirpily. “’Tis good to see you this morn.”

         The man towered over them by a foot, glowering directly at Janet. “Is it? Or would you prefer I collect my horse and leave the profits on my remaining yearlings for your brother to collect?”

         Janet’s face grew hot. “I—”

         “Oh please, Your Lairdship,” said Mairi. “You cannot hold Miss Janet and her clan accountable. You ken they would never thieve your cattle.”

         “I can only go on the facts, m’lady. And the evidence points to Cameron lads.”

         Shaking off her mortification, Janet stepped forward and shifted her hands to her hips. “My father’s men did not thieve your yearlings, sir.” She might not be flirtatious like Mairi, but she would hold her own against this brigand. “Did you not hear Kennan yesterday? The Camerons suffered losses, too. Someone else poached your cattle as well as ours.”

         The laird’s polished-steel eyes glared down at her, his jaw hard. Janet’s knees wobbled. Good gracious, the man had shaved, and he wore a clean shirt and kilt, looking far too braw for a scoundrel. But Janet could not mistake the hate in his stare; he was glowering as if he might be about to strike. “Then you’d venture to add daft to your litany of dislikes, would you, miss?”

         “I-I—”

         “You are filled with your father’s bile just like all of his spawn.” Mr. Grant strode past the tailor. “I’ll return for my suit of clothes afore the end of the week.”

         Janet cringed, watching him storm out the door, his shoulders so wide hardly any daylight shone between his form and the jamb. She clutched her hands over her heart, every fiber of her body taut. No matter how handsome she found Mr. Grant, she would never like him. “He’s horrible.”

         “Misguided, I’d say.” Mairi placed her arm across Janet’s shoulders. “Perhaps I’ll have a word with Dunn—see if he can reason with the laird.”

         “What use would that be? Robert Grant will always think what he likes, no matter how mistaken he is. I stand by everything I said about him, and if he doesn’t like it, he can bite his own backside.”

         
            *  *  *

         

         Robert cracked his knuckles as he made his way to the alehouse. While he’d stood for the tailor to take his measurements, he’d heard the ladies enter the shop. Their banter had been mildly interesting until Janet spat a line of defamatory untruths about him. What the devil did she know of Robert’s character? He wasn’t vile or neglectful, and he most certainly was no fop. Aye, he had a reputation to uphold for harboring a certain talent with the ladies, but rogue?

         He splayed his fingers. Mayhap rogue. But on every other count the woman was utterly wrong.

         It wasn’t even the noon hour, yet he needed a tankard of ale. Women. He could do without them.

         Inside the alehouse, Dunn MacRae rested his elbow on the bar, nursing a tankard himself.

         “Got an early thirst, have you?” Robert said as he flagged the barman. “Two, please.”

         “You look flummoxed. What’s ailing you?” Dunn finished his tankard and slid the empty to the back of the bar while the barman placed two brimming ales in front of them.

         “Och, bloody Camerons.”

         “The Camerons again? Good God, they ought to be the least of your worries.”

         “I wish they were, but why would my men lie about what they saw?”

         “Cameron’s men were seen pinching your cattle?”

         “Nay, but they were the only ones about.”

         “Aye, though Kennan tells me they lost livestock as well…and as I understand it, your men didn’t return for two days. Anyone could have happened past in that time.”

         “Not among the hills of An Cruachan.”

         “Well, ye ken what I’m on about. You cannot point the finger at Cameron with certainty.”

         Heaving a long sigh, Robert picked up his tankard and drank. “Mayhap I wouldn’t if I’d received a letter from Lochiel explaining his side. And mayhap I wouldn’t if our clans were on good terms, but the bastards have been stealing livestock from the Grants for centuries.”

         “In the past, aye, and you repay in kind. Your feud makes no sense to me. You and your da, God rest his soul, are like kin to me. So are Sir Ewen and his sons.”

         “I wish I could be companionable with half the lot you are.”

         “Perhaps ’tis time to make amends with the Camerons.”

         “Daisies will be dancing over my grave afore that happens. You ken the legend. The chief of Clan Cameron defiled a Grant woman in a drunken rage and left her to die in the moors. Bloody savage heathen.”

         “I reckon the lot of you have paid for that man’s crimes time and time over.” Dunn swirled his tankard.

         “What are you saying?”

         “I’m not saying the doing of it was right, but I need to ask, how long ago was the Grant woman defiled?”

         Robert rubbed his fingers over the nick on his jaw, the one from the wench’s shave last eve. It hurt nearly as much as the one he’d received on his forearm from a Cameron dirk when the cowards had put his lands to fire and sword when he was but sixteen years of age. “Seven generations, I’d reckon. Mayhap more.”

         Dunn tapped his fingers against the MacRae brooch pinned at his left shoulder. “In light of the trouble coming from the crown, do you not think it is time to mend your differences? The time is nigh when the clans will need to stand together.”

         “Aye, but what if I did extend the hand of forgiveness? Lochiel and his sons would be more likely to chop it off.”

         “I could arrange a duel of swords between you and young Kennan.”

         “Then I’d be accused of murder.” Robert snorted. “The Camerons would partner with the Campbells, burn my lands, and reive my cattle.”

         “The Campbells?” Dunn slapped his palm on the bar. “Now I ken you’re daft, ye bull-brained boar. Camerons would sooner march through the gates of hell than take up arms with the Campbells.”

         Robert hid his grin behind his tankard. “So you think a wee duel will solve generations of feuding?”

         “I do.”

         “To first blood?”

         “Aye, that’s usually the way of it.” Dunn clapped him on the shoulder. “What do you say?”

         “I’d rather give no quarter,” he mumbled.

         “That’s because you’re likely to win, and I reckon the cause cannot afford to lose either one of you.”

         Robert didn’t give an answer straightaway. He drank his ale thoughtfully. On one hand, it would be a relief to be rid of threats to the southwest. Not that a duel would solve everything. However, if Kennan was willing, then Robert wouldn’t be one to refuse. “Very well. If the Cameron heir is amenable, I will face him.”

         “Then I’ll arrange it straightaway.”

         His tankard empty, Robert shook hands with Dunn. He wanted to buy some heifers, and there was no time like the present to inspect the yards in advance of the auction.

         No sooner had he started for the stables than Miss Janet and Lady Mairi stepped out of the dress shop, their arms laden with parcels. Lieutenant Cummins hastened toward them, tipped his grenadier hat, and bowed.

         Robert crossed the street, his fingers automatically sliding around the hilt of his dirk.

         “Please allow me to help you with your packages, ladies,” said Cummins in a syrupy English accent.

         “Thank you, but we are perfectly able to manage.” With a cursory nod, Janet started off.

         “I insist,” he said, reaching for her items and making them fall to the footpath.

         “For heaven’s sake.” She bent down.

         “I’ll fetch them.” The lieutenant’s hat fell off and hit the lass in the shoulder as he bent down.

         Robert snatched the parcels before the man could lay a finger on them. “I beg your pardon, sir, but the ladies said they did not require your assistance.” He straightened, watching the officer, fully aware he’d just broken his rule to steer clear of the queen’s dragoons.

         Cummins collected his hat and glowered. “And some people wonder why we need change in the Highlands.” He smacked the tall headpiece against his thigh to clear the dirt. “Thievery is rife. You ken. You’ve suffered at the hands of poachers.”

         “I have. And what actions are the queen’s men taking to prevent these thieves from infesting our grazing lands?”

         The lieutenant shifted his eyes to the ladies, a smirk playing on his lips. “You are arrogant to insinuate Her Majesty’s army is anything but vigilant.”

         “I implied no such thing. I simply asked a reasonable question.” Robert gave a curt bow of his head. “Good day, sir.” He cut off the conversation, then watched the lieutenant march away before he turned his attention to the ladies.

         Miss Janet regarded him with the most confounded expression on her face. She held out her hands as if she expected Robert to put the parcels in her arms and saunter off, but Lady Mairi pushed between them. “Would you be so kind as to carry those back to the boardinghouse for us, Grant?”

         He looked from Mairi to Janet, then gave a nod.

         “’Tis unfortunate there are so many government troops about,” said Her Ladyship.

         “Aye,” Robert agreed, keenly aware of Miss Janet’s gaze searing into his back. He plodded ahead, feeling like an oversize errand boy. The lass had expressed her opinion of him quite clearly. Lord knew what feminine wares were in the parcels in his arms. They even smelled flowery.

         Worse, Kennan opened the door as they neared the boardinghouse. “Found some use for the Grant laird, did you, Lady Mairi?”

         “Oh no, Grant is being a gentleman and carrying Janet’s packages.”

         The women stepped inside while Robert followed and gave Kennan a questioning glance, wondering if Dunn had spoken to him about the duel.

         “I’ll take those.” Kennan pulled the packages from Robert’s hands to the sound of ripping parcels.

         “Ah.” Not many things could make Robert Grant uneasy, but when he looked down at the scarlet petticoat in his hands, heat rushed to his face. Gulping, he tossed the garment into Cameron’s arms and hastened for the cattle yards where he’d been headed in the first place.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter Three

         

         “Where are you off to in such a rush?” Mairi asked the next day as Janet raced through the entry of the boardinghouse, throwing her cloak about her shoulders.

         “No time to explain!” Having dressed in a hurry, she burst out the door before Her Ladyship could ask another question. In no way could she tell a pregnant woman where she was going. Blast Kennan. Moments ago, before he’d marched out the door, he’d given her a kiss on the cheek and asked her to say a prayer.

         A prayer, for goodness’ sakes!

         Only then did he tell her about the duel of swords arranged between him and Robert Grant. Janet had begged and pleaded for him to renege, but that didn’t stop him. Dear Brother left her alone, wearing her shift and robe, knowing full well she couldn’t chase after him undressed.

         Curses to men and their pride.

         Her brother was going to get himself killed while Dunn MacRae and the Cameron clansmen stood by. A gentlemen’s duel? I think not. Convinced she was the only person who could stop the fight, she ran to the stables and found the lad. “Please saddle my horse at once.”

         “Straightaway, miss.”

         Janet stood aside, wringing her hands, her heart racing. What if I’m too late?

         A movement of something red flashed in the corner of her eye. Lieutenant Cummins and his dragoons sauntered inside as if they were snooping about for some poor fellow to lock in the stocks for the day.

         Janet drew in a deep breath and painted on her most serene expression, praying her nervousness didn’t show, praying the soldiers would pass through without paying her any mind. But she could feel the heat of the lieutenant’s gaze before he stopped at her side.

         “Miss Cameron, ’tis surprising to see you here unaccompanied.”

         “Is it? I thought I would exercise my mare whilst the rain is at bay.”

         “I daresay you should be chaperoned. There are a great many unsavory sorts about town. I wouldn’t want anything untoward to happen to you.”

         “I do appreciate your concern for my safety, sir, but I assure you I will not be alone. I am meeting my brother…ah…just out of town.” Pursing her lips, Janet glanced away. Goodness, she’d nearly mentioned the Old Inverlochy Castle ruins. If Lieutenant Cummins caught wind of Kennan’s duel, the Highlanders would all end up in the stocks or marched to Fort William and locked away.

         The lieutenant scratched the mole on his cheek and looked out the stable doors. “I do not see your brother about.”

         “You do not see him because he’s not in town, sir.” Goodness, will he not let matters lie? The stable hand led her horse to the mounting block. Relieved, Janet hastened to climb aboard and situate her knee over the upper pommel of her sidesaddle.

         “Perhaps my men should provide an escort until you find him.” Lieutenant Cummins grasped the mare’s bridle and smiled pleasantly, which did nothing to ease Janet’s nerves.

         She jerked the reins from his fingers with one hand and slapped her crop against the horse’s hindquarter with the other. “I assure you that is not necessary.” While her beloved mare picked up a trot, Janet turned and called over her shoulder, “Thank you ever so much for your concern, Lieutenant.” There, that ought to dissuade him.

         As soon as she reached the road, she cued the mare for a canter. Janet hadn’t a moment to lose, and she wasn’t about to wait for Lieutenant Cummins to saddle his horse. The man had been too friendly since she’d arrived in Inverlochy. She leaned forward in the saddle, demanding more speed. Right now she couldn’t think about Cummins or anything but preventing her brother from being killed by that Grant rogue.

         She took the North Road at a gallop. The ruins of Old Inverlochy Castle were on the River Lochy right near the crossing the Camerons used to travel from Achnacarry. The mare snorted out steady breaths as her hooves pummeled the packed dirt in a steady rhythm. “Haste!” Janet urged.

         She’d never seen a duel of swords before, but she’d heard horrible things. Kennan had assured her the fight would end at first cut, but what did that mean? What if first cut resulted in a mortal wound? And her brother expected her to bide her time in the boardinghouse until he returned?

         Not likely!

         Especially not with Robert Grant as Kennan’s opponent. The big laird was renowned throughout the Highlands for his skill with blades—dirks as well as swords—and few men could best him. Moreover, the blackguard was older than Kennan and taller by a hand.

         The sound of swords clanged through the air as Janet reined her horse to a stop outside the crumbling stone walls. She’d been inside before, and nothing remained but the shell of a once-great medieval fortress. As fast as she could, she dismounted and secured the reins on the tie line beside a row of other horses.

         At a run she dashed under the archway and pushed through a crowd of men while clanging filled the air.

         Once the duelers came into sight, she gasped, clapping her hands over her mouth, running toward the fighting men. Deadly blades caught the sunlight, flickering as Kennan and Robert swung and blocked with lightning speed. Midstride, a hand clamped onto Janet’s shoulder, stopping her abruptly. She jerked away, her head snapping toward Dunn MacRae.

         “Ye shouldn’t be here, lass,” he growled.

         “Och aye?” She jammed her fists into her hips. “And you had no business arranging this duel. ’Tis my brother’s life you are wagering.” Mr. MacRae caught her by the elbows as she started off. She fought him to no avail. “Leave me be!”

         “Nay,” he barked in her ear. “These men must face their hatred, else the feud between your clans will never end. Do you not understand? Kennan and Robert represent the future hope of our kin. Not just your clan, but for the Highland ways.”

         Janet stopped struggling, a tear stinging her eye as she watched, clenching her teeth, clenching her fists. Why did Mr. MacRae have to sound so convincing? And how could everyone just stand idle? “If anything happens to him, I shall deem you accountable.”

         “Your brother can hold his own. And I would trust Robert Grant with my very life.”

         “So say you,” she growled. Duncan MacRae might trust the laird, but that was because their clans were allies. When it came to Grant versus Cameron, the contest would be fierce.

         Kennan locked guards with the beast, nose to nose, their faces red. “Admit your crime!” Mr. Grant growled.

         “I admit to nothing, you swine. You accuse the innocent when you have no proof.”

         Gnashing his teeth, Robert shoved Kennan to the ground. “I know when I have been wronged!”

         The big man pounced on her brother’s chest, leveling his sword against Kennan’s throat. “It pains me not to end your life now.”

         “No!” Janet screamed.

         Robert turned his head toward the sound.

         Moving like a cat, Kennan snatched a dagger from his sleeve. With a vicious snarl, Janet’s brother did the unthinkable and sliced open His Lairdship’s cheek. “First cut, ye bastard. I win!”

         Shocked, she gasped, drawing a hand over her mouth.

         Mr. Grant pushed to his feet and shook his head, his eyes dark and filled with hatred. “This settles nothing. Ye ken daggers are not allowed. We agreed to swords.” He pointed directly at Janet. “And bloody women aren’t permitted at duels. You brought in your sister to save your cowardly arse.”

         “Och, lads. ’Tis over.” Dunn marched between them before they could start fighting again. “The feud between your clans is done.”

         Mr. Grant shoved MacRae in the shoulder. “The feud will be over when I receive my due.”

         Crack! A musket fired, the reverberation deafening inside the enclosure.

         All heads turned toward the sound.

         “This is an unlawful gathering and you must disperse immediately or face charges,” Lieutenant Cummins shouted with a musket poised on his shoulder. Fifty soldiers lined the crumbling battlements, their weapons ready to fire.

         Dunn MacRae held up his palms. “Just settling a dispute between men. ’Tis ended now. We shall be on our way.”

         Cummins looked over the butt of his musket. “You know better than to cross me, MacRae, and if you’re not careful, I’ll march the lot of you through Fort William’s gates before this week is over.”

         Kennan looked to Janet and gave a nod, but when he reached for his sword, a soldier fired.

         “Run!” someone shouted as pandemonium unleashed.

         “Kennan!” she screamed, the crowd swarming around her. Picking up her skirts, she fought, pushing through a sea of men, trying to catch sight of her brother.

         A grip strong as iron stopped her. “You’re going the wrong way, lass.” Before she could protest, Robert Grant hefted her over his shoulder and barreled out the gate.

         Hanging upside down, being carried in a most unladylike manner, Janet slapped her hands against the blackguard’s backside. “My brother! He’s still in there.”

         “The lad can handle himself.” The beast tossed her over a horse’s withers like a sack of grain and mounted behind her.

         Janet arched up, looking back. Redcoats and kilted men swarmed everywhere. “My mare!”

         “I reckon Kennan will bring her back.” Mr. Grant’s horse took off at a canter while the brute slid his arm under her waist and sat her upright.

         “You boorish, b-beastly rogue!” She jabbed him with her elbow. “Will you stop manhandling me enough to listen?”

         “I’ve heard every word you’ve said, miss.”

         She thrust her finger toward the castle ruins. “But Kennan is still in there. They shot at him!”

         “Aye, but they missed.”

         “How do ye ken?”

         “I saw the dirt fly up from the musket ball. Unlike the Camerons, I do not lie.”

         “Nor do I, sir, and I resent your insinuation that I do.”

         The man chuckled, the audacious beast. “Mayhap not you. Indeed, from what I’ve overheard in the past few days, you are harshly honest.”

         Janet stiffened, unable to think of a response. Good Lord, she vowed to keep her opinions in check from this day forward. She had spoken quite bluntly about him in the shop, though she harbored no regrets.

         “Kennan will be fine,” he added. “Cummins has no cause—the soldiers witnessed nothing.”

         True, the duel had ended by the time the soldiers appeared, and she’d heard no more musket fire as they’d dispersed.

         She leaned back, only to find a warm, sturdy, masculine chest. Suddenly it dawned on her that she was seated upon a horse between two very solid male thighs. Sucking in a startled breath, she froze, wondering where to rest her hands. Mr. Grant’s fingers were wrapped around the reins, bold, strong fingers, his nails clean and neatly trimmed. Lowering her hands, she opted to place them on the horse’s withers. Without an upper pommel like the one on her sidesaddle, she slid a bit. Wavering, she shifted back.

         The man groaned, the wall of his chest unmoving along her spine, his arms firm around her sides—hardly touching, though so secure there was no chance he would allow her to fall. But had her movement hurt him? Did he have more injuries than the cut on his face?

         A drop of blood splashed onto her cloak. In fact, a stream of blood soaking into the wool. Twisting, she examined his face. Heavens, Kennan had cut him deeply. “Oh my, you’re bleeding something awful.”

         His gaze shifted her way, filled not with hatred, as she would have expected, but with humor. Unable to help herself, she stared into complex, disarming eyes while she pulled a kerchief from her sleeve. Light in color, his eyes reminded her of a polished steel looking glass encircled by a darker shade of blue. “Your brother gave me a good cut, though swords were the chosen weapon, nay daggers or dirks.” He said the latter with a growl.

         Janet offered no reply, though she knew there was a strict code of conduct for duels and it was foul play to use anything other than the chosen weapons. Her brother had erred, further damaging the Cameron name in this man’s eyes. For his blunder, she would have a word with Kennan at her earliest opportunity. She dabbed Robert’s gash. It had to be two inches long or more. He hissed, and she jerked the cloth away. “Am I hurting you?”

         “Not overmuch,” he said gruffly.

         Her tongue slipped to the corner of her mouth as she dabbed more carefully this time. “I believe we’ve established a concord of truthfulness, have we not?”

         Those eyes shifted downward again and met her gaze. Good heavens, the intensity of his stare gave her pause. His Adam’s apple bobbed. “Aye, then. Your ministration caused a wee modicum of pain—nothing worth mentioning.”

         Janet forced herself to shift her gaze lower and examine the wound. “This needs to be seen by a physician.”

         “Not likely.”

         “But it must be sewn, else you’ll end up deformed.”

         “Have you a needle and thread?”

         As a matter of fact, she had several, thanks to her trip to the haberdasher’s. “I do.”

         “Then you will do the sewing.”

         “Me? Why—”

         “You are the kin of the man who cut me. At least allow me to enjoy your feminine company whilst I submit to the unpleasantness of the needle.”

         Her skin suddenly grew overwarm. Robert Grant expected her to sew his wound…He trusted her with a needle and thread? Why her? Why not Lady Mairi or one of the serving wenches at the alehouse?

         “Agreed?” he pressed.

         She nodded, returning her attention to the road, not certain if she was glad or regretful to see the shops of Inverlochy come into sight.
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