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Prologue

London

May 1822





Dear Charlotte,

I hear that your former pupil, Lady Venetia, has once again refused a perfectly good suitor. Speaking as a disinterested observer, I believe the lady may have taken your rules for heiresses too much to heart. If she isn’t careful, it will gain her nothing but a lonely spinsterhood.

Your cousin,

Michael



Daughtersare a plague upon men.

So thought Quentin Campbell, the Earl of Duncannon, whose twenty-four-year-old daughter was giving him fits. He’d hoped that Mrs. Charlotte Harris’s School for Young Ladies would teach Venetia to be malleable, but it had just made the lass more impudent. Apparently she’d inherited not only her mother’s lovely features, but also her stubborn temperament. And he’d damned near had enough.

He found her in the kitchen of their London town house, preparing that vile medicinal concoction she loved to pour down his throat. “How dare you refuse the viscount’s suit after I gave him leave to court you?” he blustered.

Cool as a Highland loch, Venetia continued pounding a purplish flower into powder. “If you’d consulted me before you gave him leave, Papa—”

“Consulted you! And given you a chance to pick apart yet another fine fellow?” He stifled an oath. “What offended you this time? His charming manner? His too broad smile? His well-groomed appearance?”

“I don’t like him,” she said with her usual maddening half-smile.

“Don’t like him! He’s fashionable and handsome, with fortune to spare—”

“So is my reticule.” She poured the purple powder into a glass of water and stirred. “Unfortunately, it also has more personality, and nearly as much intelligence.”

This was the trouble—his daughter’s wit ran men off.

“My lord?” said a voice from the doorway.

He glanced at his butler. “What is it?”

“A Mr. Sikeston and some other men are asking to see you.”

He tensed. Sikeston and his men were here, in London? Something must have gone horribly wrong. “I’ll meet with them in my study.”

As the butler hurried off, Quentin shot his daughter an exasperated glance. “You’ve gained a reprieve, lass. We’ll discuss the viscount further at dinner.”

Concern shone in her eyes. “Are these men here about the Scottish Scourge, Papa? You know what the physician said—you mustn’t let yourself be provoked.”

“Physicians, ha! Fools, all of them. What do they know?”

“They know enough.” She held out the glass. “You should drink your tonic before you see anyone.”

“I don’t want my tonic, damn it!” She was always trying to coddle him. He needed to be firmer with her, as he hadn’t been with her late mother, but on days like today, when she reminded him so powerfully of Susannah, it was damned hard. “Leave the men to me, ye ken? And don’t be worrying your head over them.”

She turned stubborn. “At least let me help you up the stairs.”

When she tried to take his arm, he wrenched free, horrified by the very thought of his pretty daughter going near the blackguards awaiting him. “It has naught to do with you, so stay out of it!”

His vehement protest made her wince. “Fine, do as you please.”

He started to apologize, then caught himself. This was important. He couldn’t let her stick her nose in his business this time.

Pausing every few steps for breath, he made his slow way up the stairs. Damn Sir Lachlan Ross and his shenanigans—why couldn’t the divil leave him be?

He should have known he was in trouble from the day Ross first appeared in London. The young baronet had demanded what he thought was due his family and the Clan Ross, and Quentin had dismissed the laird’s claim, determined never to reveal the ugly secrets of his past, to Ross or anyone else.

Since then, he’d paid dearly for his silence. The insolent young clan chief had begun riding the roads as the Scottish Scourge. Stirring up trouble, Ross was, trying to force Quentin’s hand. He robbed Quentin’s friends when they strayed into Scotland, telling them to turn for recourse to “Lord Duncannon.” Though he’d repaid their losses, it was humiliating that he couldn’t explain why the man might be robbing them, not without raising questions he refused to answer.

Quentin had endured five years of this, hoping Ross would eventually tire of the game. Then Ross had brazenly robbed Quentin’s own factor on his way to deposit the rents. His rents provided half his income, for God’s sake! At this rate, the man would bankrupt him. So he’d hired Sikeston, an action he already regretted.

Entering his study, Quentin surveyed the grim faces of the men assembled there. “I told you never to come here.”

“We had no choice,” Sikeston said. “We’re fleeing for our lives.”

That took him aback. “From whom?”

“Sir Lachlan’s clansmen. They’ve been dogging us since we left Rosscraig.”

Ross’s estate. Damn. He should never have told them who he thought the Scourge really was. “You were supposed to catch him in the act and beat some sense into him so he’d stop this nonsense. Not waylay him among his own people.”

“We tried, damn it!” Sikeston cried. “But he didn’t take the bait, no matter how much of your gold we spent or how many inns we went to, bragging of being your friends on holiday.”

“We think he has an accomplice,” another man put in. “Someone in London who knows your friends and tells him who to attack and when.”

“Or else he’s canny enough not to fall for fools pretending to be gentlemen,” Quentin snapped. He should have hired more sophisticated men, but how was he to find them? He’d had enough trouble finding these.

“We didn’t have an easy time at his estate, neither. His clansmen don’t seem to know that their chief is the Scourge,” Sikeston said. “They worship the man and will go to the death for him. We couldn’t even discover where he spends his nights, though it’s not at Rosscraig. He’s like a wraith, slipping in and out of that estate, always surrounded by his men—”

“That’s why I haven’t gone to the authorities. His clan would close ranks about him.” No matter how convinced Quentin was that Ross was the Scourge, proving it wouldn’t be easy. With Ross being Quentin’s neighbor, the authorities would assume their quarrel stemmed from a property dispute. And if anyone started investigating and discovered the truth…

He shuddered. “So you couldn’t lure him out.”

“We did,” Sikeston put in. “But only by blackmailing a clansman to find out where he’d be. Then everything went to hell once we caught up with him.”

Quentin glowered at him. “Because he set his clan on you?”

“No. We gave him the beating like you paid us to do.” Sikeston exchanged an uneasy glance with his men. “But…um…well—”

“Spit it out, man, for God’s sake!” Quentin snapped.

“We killed him, my lord. Sir Lachlan Ross is dead.”

It took a moment for the words to register. Then Quentin felt the room sway around him. Surely he couldn’t have heard right. “You killed him?”

“It wasn’t our fault,” another man said. “When we jumped him on the bridge, he was armed with a knife. If Johnny here hadn’t laid a cudgel to his head—”

“A cudgel!” Quentin thrust his face in Sikeston’s. “I told you I only wanted him roughed up a bit!”

Sikeston glared at him. “Indeed you did, my lord, but you weren’t there. Ross is built like an ox and fights like one, too. He also used to be a soldier, something you forgot to mention when you hired us.”

Quentin had been afraid they would refuse the job if he told them. Biting back an oath, he stared at Sikeston. “So the blow killed him, did it?”

“If it didn’t, then the water did. After the man was struck, he fell over the rail and into the loch.” Sikeston’s lips thinned. “He never even came up for air.”

A chill chased up Quentin’s spine. “And his body?”

“His clansmen were nearby, so we dared not stay to see if it was found, but he couldn’t have survived. He was unconscious when he hit the water.”

Quentin sank into a chair, overwhelmed at the thought of what his actions had wrought. The rogues had committed murder. In his name. For God’s sake, Ross had a mother who depended on him, and a clan that needed him…

“I take it that his clansmen found out that you killed their laird,” he said hoarsely. “And now you’ve led them right to me.”

“No, my lord. We were careful not to be followed here, but we must leave London before they find us. So we’ll need the rest of the money you owe us.”

Quentin scowled. It went against his grain to pay the rogues after they’d committed murder, but he had no choice. One word to the Ross clan about who’d been behind their laird’s death, and he was good as dead.

But at least the feud was ended. Quentin had kept his sordid family secrets, and Ross had carried whatever knowledge he had of the truth to his grave.

The Scourge would torment him no more.







Chapter One


Edinburgh

August 20, 1822



Dear Cousin,

I worry about Venetia’s trip to Scotland. Yes, I know what the papers reported—that the Scottish Scourge was killed three months ago in a fight with Sir Lachlan Ross that left both men dead. Still, considering the Scourge’s mysterious grievance against the earl, I’d feel easier if someone could produce the villain’s body.

Your anxious relation,

Charlotte



Mama would have loved this,” Venetia said wistfully to her aunt, Maggie Douglas, the Viscountess Kerr. They stood in line waiting to be announced at the True Highlander Celtic Society’s masquerade ball, now near enough to hear bagpipes skirling from inside the Edinburgh Assembly Rooms. “Don’t you just adore the tartans and strathspeys and costumes and—”

“—packed streets and wretched food and ghastly accommodations?” Aunt Maggie rolled her green eyes, the same shade as her niece’s. “Not a bit. Unlike you—and my sister, when she was alive—I prefer the comforts of London. Why, I haven’t had a wink of sleep since we arrived.”

“So the snoring I hear nightly comes from our baggage?” Venetia teased.

“Mind your tongue, or I’ll make you take the lumpy side of the mattress.”

Venetia laughed. “Forgive me. You’ve been very good to put up with it.”

Their lodgings truly were awful, but they’d been lucky even to find them. Every spare bedroom, garret, and cellar had been spoken for by the hordes that had descended upon Edinburgh to witness the first visit of a reigning English monarch to Scotland in nearly two centuries.

But Venetia didn’t mind their miserable inn room. She’d waited sixteen years to return to Scotland, and she wouldn’t let a flat pillow and a lumpy mattress—or a grousing chaperone—dampen her pleasure.

Venetia squeezed her aunt’s hand as the line moved forward. “You can’t know how much I appreciate your accompanying me. Otherwise, I would never have convinced Papa to let me come.”

“I’m rather shocked that you did. However did you manage it?”

“Oh, Papa is easy enough to handle. I only had to make one tiny promise.”

“And what was that?”

She cast her aunt a game smile. “To accept a proposal of marriage in the next year.”

“That isn’t exactly a tiny promise, my dear. And who is the lucky fellow?”

“Lord, I don’t know. Anyone I can endure, I suppose.” And anyone passing the inspection of Mrs. Charlotte Harris and the mysterious Cousin Michael, who routinely provided information about men in society to Venetia’s schoolmistress.

“Papa worries I’ll never find a husband,” Venetia explained. In truth, she’d begun to worry the same thing.

“A lady like you will always have proposals,” her aunt said with a dismissive wave of her jeweled fingers.

“It’s not a dearth of proposals that worries him. It’s my lack of interest in any of them.” She’d promised her mother never to marry any man who didn’t rouse her senses, whatever that meant. When Mama had elicited the promise, she hadn’t said it was because of Papa, but Venetia often wondered…

“So have you any particular men in mind?” her aunt asked.

She blew out a long breath. “No, but I hope to find someone in Scotland, away from the fortune hunters and dull-witted English lords. I want a Scottish laird with a venerable old name, who lives and breathes the Highlands—”

“Like the fellows in those ballads you love to collect, I suppose.”

Her aunt’s contempt was plain. “Why not?” Venetia said defensively. “Why shouldn’t I have a Duncan Graeme or a Highland Laddie who’ll carry me off to his manor in the Highlands to live in connubial bliss?”

“Because you’re about as Scottish as the Queen of England, my dear.”

“That’s not true!” she said, thoroughly insulted.

“You’ve got too many fine manners and too much English deportment for a country that thinks a good evening’s entertainment is a jar of whisky and a rough brawl. You wouldn’t last one day with a ‘Highland Laddie’ before you wanted to hit him over the head with the jar.”

That might be the case, but she didn’t feel any more comfortable in England. When she lost her temper, people called her “that Scottish termagant.” Too much reserve, and they said she was a “haughty Scot.” And when Papa fell into his heavy brogue, she always had to interpret it for others. As if he were foreign, for pity’s sake!

Then there was the insidiouly superior manner of the English toward their “lesser” Scottish subjects, which even Aunt Maggie had adopted after her years married to an Englishman. She scowled at her aunt, who didn’t even notice.

“You’re certainly wearing the right costume for catching your ballad hero husband.” Aunt Maggie lifted her white silk mask to survey Venetia’s gown of simple worsted. “Highlanders practically worship Flora MacDonald.”

“As well they should. She saved Bonnie Prince Charlie.”

“Yes, yes, but it’s a pity she had to dress like a farmer’s daughter.”

“She was a farmer’s daughter.” Venetia adjusted her own silk mask. “And I had quite a difficult time finding the right gown, so don’t make fun.” Fortunately she and Flora both had black hair and fair skin, so they resembled each other.

“At least the color is good. You look well in burgundy.”

“So do you.” Venetia bit back a smile. “Who are you supposed to be again?”

“Don’t be impertinent. You should be glad I bothered to wear a mask. If not for that old fool, the colonel, twisting my arm, I wouldn’t even be here.”

Colonel Hugh Seton was one of the hosts of the ball and, unless Venetia missed her guess, quite enamored of Aunt Maggie, given how he’d tracked them down at their inn after their arrival. “He’s rather forceful, isn’t he?”

“Forceful?” Her aunt snorted. “He’s mad. Why would the Celtic Society put a blustery cavalry officer in charge of a ball? Heaven only knows what nightmare of bad taste awaits us—he probably had them perch saddles on the chairs.” She scowled at Venetia, who was laughing. “What, pray tell, is so amusing?”

“You!” Venetia choked out between peals of laughter. “I thought you liked him, given how you chatted about my old school yesterday. You told him his daughter is lovely.”

“She is, but it’s no thanks to him. Charlotte Harris is responsible for that.” Aunt Maggie shook her head. “The fellow patted my bottom as we were leaving, for heaven’s sake!” The color in her cheeks showed she wasn’t as affronted as she pretended. “He illustrates perfectly what I mean about Highland Laddies. The impudent devil acts as if he’s his daughter’s age—”

Her aunt broke off as they reached the top, then whispered to the servant, who announced them as “Masked Lady” and “Flora MacDonald.”

No one in the packed ballroom seemed to heed their entrance, except a tall man near the doorway who swung around to stare at them when their “names” were announced.

He barely spared a glance for Aunt Maggie, but Venetia he assessed with a thorough, rather unsettling perusal. Then he lifted his glass in a silent toast.

Her “English deportment” demanded that she squelch such presumption from a stranger. But he was a particularly attractive stranger and she was in costume, after all. Besides, his Stuart tartan showed he was probably just playing Bonnie Prince Charlie to her Flora.

So she acknowledged his toast with a nod…and made sure to look him over. Despite his brawny build and the jagged scar marring his high brow, he captured the royal manner to perfection. He suffered a white powdered wig with regal dignity, and he kept his posture stiff and his bearing as aloof as any monarch.

But the rich chestnut-brown eyes gazing at her through the black silk mask weren’t remotely aloof. They burned with startling fierceness. And they seemed oddly familiar, too.

Before she could wonder at that, Aunt Maggie was hurrying her to the receiving line and Colonel Seton.

“Ah, you’ve come at last!” the colonel exclaimed as he seized Venetia’s hand, apparently recognizing the two of them despite the masks.

The widower looked rather dashing tonight in the tartan of Robert the Bruce. With his full head of steel-gray hair, his soldier’s fit form, and his brilliant blue eyes, he cut quite a fine figure for a man well past forty.

With a furtive glance somewhere behind her, he said in his usually booming voice, “Delighted to have you here, Lady Venetia. Most delighted.”

“Shh, Colonel,” she chided. “You aren’t supposed to reveal my true identity until the unmasking.”

“Right, right, forgive me. Quite a blunder, what? It won’t happen again, Flora.”

She laughed. “I suppose it doesn’t matter anyway. The place is probably filled with Flora MacDonalds and Bonnie Prince Charlies.”

“No, indeed. We have princes to spare, but you are the only Flora.” He leaned close with a conspiratorial air. “The other ladies preferred more ornate costumes.” He slanted a glance at Aunt Maggie, then broke into a jovial smile. “Like the fine one your companion is wearing. And who exactly is she dressed as? You didn’t mention her costume yesterday.”

“She’s a queen,” Venetia lied.

“Which one?” he persisted.

“Come now, sir,” her aunt said dryly. “It should be obvious that I’m—”

“Very pleased to be here,” Venetia hastened to say. “We both are.”

“Excellent!” He rubbed his hands together. “Have you asked her about tomorrow, the outing to Holyrood Park?”

“Yes, and she said she’d be delighted to go.”

“ ‘Delighted’ wasn’t quite the word I used,” Aunt Maggie muttered.

“What?” Colonel Seton asked, bending nearer to hear over the din.

“She said, ‘Thank you for thinking of us, sir.’ ” When her aunt snorted, Venetia went on quickly, “It’s sure to be tedious in town tomorrow with no activities scheduled for the king, so we’re grateful for the diversion.”

“Splendid! But are you sure you don’t want to visit Rosslyn Chapel?”

“No, indeed,” her aunt cut in. “I promised Venetia’s father we wouldn’t stray from Edinburgh.”

Venetia sighed. They’d arrived here by ship, so she’d barely seen any of the countryside. But the specter of the Scourge still haunted Papa and he wouldn’t take the chance of her running afoul of any “Scottish brigands.”

“Then Holyrood Park it is,” the colonel said cheerily. “We’ll march up to Arthur’s Seat after our picnic. The view is spectacular, though the climb is hard.” He seized Aunt Maggie’s hand. “I vow to help you every step of the way.”

“I do not need your help, sir.” Her cheeks pinkening, Aunt Maggie snatched back her hand. “Nor have I given you permission to be so familiar with me.”

His jovial laugh showed he wasn’t the least put off. “Indeed you have not, Your Majesty.” He poked Venetia jocularly with his elbow. “I hope she won’t order me executed for my impertinence.”

“Don’t tempt me.” With a sniff, Maggie turned to Venetia. “Come, my dear, we’re holding up the line.”

Laughing, Venetia followed her. As soon as they’d left the receiving line, she said, “You’ve certainly made a conquest.”

“Lord help me,” her aunt snapped, although her eyes shone brightly.

“Oh, he’s not so bad.” As they skirted the room, Venetia gestured to the masked guests swirling in a wave of tartan and splendid gowns. “You see? Despite your fears, the ball is lovely—very festive and Scottish, but tasteful.”

“No doubt the other committee members voted down his more boorish ideas.” They halted near a pillar. “I only hope that he thought to designate a ladies’ retiring room. I have need of it. What about you?”

“I’m fine. I’ll stay here.”

“Very well, I shall return shortly.” Her aunt cast her a teasing glance. “Perhaps one of your ballad heroes will float by while I’m gone.”

Venetia frowned as her aunt walked off. Float by, indeed.

“Surely the dancing’s not so bad as all that,” remarked a husky male voice at her elbow.

Venetia turned to find the Bonnie Prince Charlie from earlier standing behind her. Speaking of ballad heroes…She tried not to stare, but he was even larger close up, a decided improvement on the original short and slender Prince Charlie. “Beg your pardon, sir, are you speaking to me?”

The corners of his mouth crinkled up. “Aye. You were frowning, and I wondered if it was the dancing that failed yer inspection.”

“Not at all,” she said with a flirtatious smile. “I adore Scottish dancing.”

“Ah, then perhaps it’s the garish excess of tartan. Too many kilts and such.”

“Certainly not. The kilts are my favorite part. Every man should wear one.”

He eyed her askance. “Every man?” He nodded toward a portly gentleman kicking his hairy legs up dangerously high. “Even him?”

She stifled a laugh. “All right, I concede the point.”

“We should ask that fellow and the king to refrain from the fashion.”

“Oh, I heard about the king’s kilt! You must have been at the levee for the men. Was His Majesty’s attire really as appalling as everyone says?”

His gaze grew shuttered. “I don’t know, lass. I didn’t arrive in town until yesterday, so I only read about it in the papers.”

She sighed. “Me, too. But I heard that he wore flesh-colored pantaloons underneath his kilt.”

His eyes gleamed at her through the slits in the mask. “So you prefer the alternative, do ye?”

What a shocking thing to say! Yet she rather liked his daring. It tempted her to be equally reckless, something she could never be with English lords.

“Not for His Majesty. Frankly, I think he should stay away from kilts entirely.” Her gaze trailed down to her strapping companion’s knees, bare below his own kilt. “But other gentlemen are certainly welcome to practice the old traditions.”

He chuckled. “Glad to know you approve, lass,” he said in a throaty brogue that melted her bones. He lowered his voice. “Now I can guess what had you frowning so fiercely a moment ago. You were trying to figure out which gentlemen were practicing the old traditions.”

Torn between laughter and outrage, she said, “I certainly was not!”

“Were you imagining the king in his pink pantaloons?”

“No, nothing like that. If you must know, I was…” She cast around for a suitable excuse. “Trying to make out the tune the pipers were playing. I have a passion for Scottish songs—I gather them from broadsides and such.” She added a trifle defiantly, “I hope to see my collection published someday.”

He continued to stare out at the dance floor. “A lofty endeavor.”

“You don’t disapprove?” Most people said that well-born ladies shouldn’t dabble in a vulgar business like publishing.

“I’ve no right to disapprove.” He shot her a veiled glance. “Why? Does your husband give you grief over it?”

“I’m not married, sir,” she said with a coy smile. “Ah. Then your parents must be the ones giving you grief.”

“Papa does think it’s silly, but he tolerates it well enough.” She flicked her fan back and forth. “I suppose you think he ought to give me grief over it.”

“No. If anything, young ladies should have more freedom than they do.”

“Really?” Mrs. Harris routinely warned against men espousing freedom for women, since that often meant they only wanted the women to be free with them. Yet he didn’t seem like a fortune hunter. And he didn’t know who she was, so how could he be hunting her fortune?

She smiled cautiously. “Do you approve of such freedom for your wife?”

“I would.” He dropped his voice to a murmur. “If I happened to be married.”

A little thrill shot through her. But how absurd of her to be attracted to an utter stranger. It was his stunning costume, that’s all. In his kilt, he bore “the manly looks o’ a Highland laddie,” as “The Tartan Plaidy” put it.

But it wasn’t merely that. His eyes, with their golden specks, still seemed very familiar…“Have we met, sir?”

“Don’t you remember, Flora? You helped me escape the English after Culloden.” His words were teasing, but his countenance wasn’t. It held a seriousness utterly at odds with the whirling, laughing crowd around them.

“I mean,” she chided, “have we ever met as our real selves?”

“I wouldn’t know that, now, would I?” He bent near to whisper, “Unless you tell me who ye really are beneath that mask.”

“You first,” she demanded.

“Och, no, lass.” He laughed. “I’m not taking the chance that you’d order me to stop speaking with you, all because we lack a proper introduction.”

Oh, he was certainly a sly one. “And what makes you think I’m the sort to follow the proprieties so stringently?” she asked in a voice equally sly.

“The way you speak and stand. Yer ladylike manner.” His gaze fell to her mouth, and something flickered in his eyes that made her skin thrum. “The fact that talking to a man like me has got you so nervous that you can’t rest easy until you’re sure who I am.”

“That’s preposterous.” She ignored the kernel of truth in his words. “If the colonel invited you, you must be his friend, and I doubt he has unsuitable friends.”

“What if the Celtic Society invited me? Are you as sure of their friends?”

“Absolutely. I’ve attended the society’s lectures in London, so I know them to be respectable.” Her eyes narrowed. “Perhaps I even saw you at one.”

“Perhaps.” But his amused smile told her she was far off the mark.

“Or perhaps…” She stood back to survey him critically.

He bore too polished a manner for some country Scot, so he was either a gentleman or an officer or both. He did carry himself with military rigidity, not to mention his jagged scar…

“Might you have been in a Highland regiment?”

“No,” he said with a swiftness that made her sure she’d hit upon the truth.

“That would explain where I met you,” she pressed on. “Regimental officers attend London affairs.” And his costume looked adapted from a uniform, its hardy leather sporran and its serviceable cross belts unlike anything the real Bonnie Prince Charlie would have worn.

“No, lass,” he said more firmly. “Fine guess, but no.”

“I’m back,” Aunt Maggie interrupted as she broke through the crowd. She gave Bonnie Prince Charlie the once-over, eyes narrowing. “Excuse me, sir, but have we met? I could swear that we have.”

“I said the same thing!” Venetia exclaimed. “He reminds me of someone.”

“Sir Alasdair Ross,” her aunt said. “Don’t you remember, dear? The baronet who lived near your family? It’s the eyes, and the square jaw. The man’s been dead for years, but they could be related.”

“We are indeed, I believe.” Her ballad hero forced a smile. “He’s a distant relation.”

“Not too distant, I’ll wager, for you look as if you could be his son.” Aunt Maggie surveyed him critically. “He had a son, actually. Do you remember him, Venetia? I know you were only eight, but—”

“I could never forget Lachlan Ross.” That was it! That’s who the man reminded her of, the boy who’d dubbed her Princess Proud.

She’d thought of him often through the years. When last she’d seen the heir to the baronetcy, he’d been sixteen and too caught up in rebelling against everybody and everything to bother with a mere girl. So she’d preserved her pride by pretending not to care and making rude comments about his haphazard dress and country manners.

Secretly, though, she’d worshipped him. She’d adored his tall, rangy body and his untrammeled hair the color of burnt sugar, and she’d admired his wild bent.

Though that had probably got him killed. “He’s dead, too, Aunt Maggie. We read about his funeral. That awful Scourge fellow murdered him.”

Her aunt clucked her tongue. “Such a pity for one to die so young. I suppose, sir, that you heard—”

“Yes,” he broke in. “So how do you ladies like Edin—”

“I don’t know what the boy was thinking, to tangle with the Scottish Scourge,” her aunt went on. “Did they ever find the villain’s body?”

Their companion gave a pained smile, as if not liking to discuss such an unsavory subject with ladies. “He was washed out to sea after the skirmish, I believe. I doubt anyone could ever find him.” He glanced over to the floor. “Excuse me, madam, but I was hoping to dance with your niece—”

“Oh!” her aunt exclaimed. “And here I am blathering away like some old fool.” She looked him over, seemed to like what she saw, then said, “I suppose it’s all right, but I’ll expect a proper introduction after the masks come off later.”

“Of course.” He offered his arm to Venetia, that fierceness burning in his gaze again. “May I have the honor?”

A strange thrill swept through her as she took his arm. “I’d be delighted.”

“Enjoy yourselves,” her aunt said as she waved them off.

When they were out of earshot, he said, “I should warn you that it’s been months since I’ve done this. My dancing is like to be rusty.”

She gazed at him in surprise. “Then why did you ask me to partner you?”

“Because I enjoy a challenge, lass.” He shot her a dark glance that thrummed through her like the piper’s hum. “And I begin to think that you might be one.”

With that intriguing remark, he led her onto the floor.







Chapter Two




Dear Charlotte,

Don’t worry about Lady Venetia. The authorities are sure that the Scourge is dead. Rich friends of Lord Duncannon traveled to Scotland a month ago, and saw nary a hint of him on the roads. So your charge will be as safe in Scotland now as she would be in England.

Your cousin and friend,

Michael



Sir Lachlan Ross wished he’d had a more canny answer for the lass, but he couldn’t admit that he’d really asked her to dance to tear her away from that cursed discussion. Unfortunately, now he had to suffer through an entire set.

The music began and he forced himself to move, forced himself to ignore the throbbing in his half-healed ribs and the ache in his once-broken thigh bone. Although certain steps proved a minor agony, it was better than listening to Lady Kerr talk of his family, unraveling his plans with each casual word. How in God’s name had the viscountess seen the resemblance between him and Father? For that matter, how had Lady Venetia noticed it? He was wearing a wig and mask, for Christ’s sake! Not to mention that neither lady had laid eyes on him in years.

No one must recognize him, or this would be over before it began. His mother and clan had worked hard to hide the fact that he was alive by holding a pretend funeral for him. He couldn’t ruin it by appearing to have risen from the grave to dance a reel with Lady Venetia Campbell.

The bonnie Lady Venetia Campbell. God help him, he hadn’t expected that.

When last he’d seen her, he’d been a gangly lad and she a pale-skinned brat. Prancing about in satin and lace, she’d looked down her nose at him, chiding him for not behaving as “the future laird of Clan Ross” ought. He’d rewarded her uppity temper by ignoring her.

He sure as the devil couldn’t ignore her now. Even dressed as a farmer’s daughter, the sensuous beauty would corrupt a saint. Sinner that he was, she made his blood run hot whenever she flashed him that sweet-as-seduction smile. Or stepped lively in the reel, twirling and skirling and—

Holy Christ, he was waxing poetical. It had been too long since he’d had a wench beneath him. Not that he’d ever shared a bed with a lass so bonnie as she. Camp followers and trollops had always been his lot and were like to be so until he chose a wife.

But first he had to settle things with Duncannon.

He came down hard on his bad leg in a turn, and pain jolted through him from knee to hip, making him grit his teeth. Worse yet, he could see Venetia watching him, trying to figure out why his dancing was so stiff.

Mo chreach, she wasn’t only beautiful, she was clever as the very devil, with her assessing glances and her probing questions. She’d even guessed he’d served in a regiment! ’Twas a wonder she hadn’t worked out his entire plot already.

He hoped this ball hadn’t been a mistake. But tomorrow wouldn’t work unless she could be easy with him.

The plan had been simple: come here tonight and cozy up to the grown Princess Proud, who he’d expected to be a vapid debutante. Rousing her interest in him was supposed to make the kidnapping go easier tomorrow. Except she wasn’t vapid, and the only thing he was rousing was her memories of him. And her curiosity.

He could handle vapid girls—and had, a few times, when he rode as the Scourge. That only required a firm voice and a stern look. The threat of a blunderbuss didn’t hurt, either.

But cowing them was easy compared to snatching Duncannon’s canny daughter from Holyrood Park, in the center of a city where half the lords and magistrates of Scotland were staying. The latter required more finesse.

He shook his head. How did her sort turn out as anything but vapid after prancing about at a fancy school, then swishing through polite society for years?

And why the devil had she grown so beautiful? He’d heard she was bonnie, but no one had warned him that her hair shone like glossy black silk beneath the candlelight, or that her lips had the sweet little bow shape that tempted a man to trace it with the tip of his tongue…

He swore under his breath, missed a step, then almost lost his balance when his bad leg buckled. It was a timely, though painful, reminder of why he was here.

This battle between him and her father had naught to do with the lass; she was only a means to an end. Best to remember that. Because once he threw off the veil tomorrow, she’d turn on him like a cornered wildcat. There could be no truce between him and Duncannon’s family.

Thankfully, the set ended without his making a fool of himself. As they left the floor, he searched for her chaperone. Ah, the lady was standing with Colonel Seton. He should give the man more chance to work.

Lachlan slowed his steps. “Are ye from Edinburgh?” he asked.

“London. But I used to live in the Highlands.”

“Why did you leave?” How much of the truth had her father told her?

“My mother died, and Papa couldn’t bear to stay in Scotland without her.”

So Duncannon hadn’t told her a damned thing. Not that he was surprised; the man was too wily to let his daughter know he’d abandoned his responsibilities. “Then yer father didn’t come to Scotland with you,” he said, though he knew the answer.

“No. He vowed never to return and won’t break that vow even for this. I had a hard time even persuading him to let me come. That’s why I must return directly to England once it’s over.” With a sigh, she swept her hand to indicate the ballroom. “This is as close as I get to the real Scotland on this trip.”

“The real Scotland?” He couldn’t suppress a snort.

“This is no more the real Scotland than I am the real Charlie. Walter Scott trumped up this daft nonsense for the royal visit, with Lowlanders wearing tartan and half the Highlanders banned from town for being too rowdy.”

He stared out at the dance floor, his gut tightening. The very sight of the lairds dancing away in their kilts sickened him. Their people fled to America in droves to keep from starving, and the chiefs would only dance.

Bitterness laced his words. “Mustn’t frighten the English king with a show of arms. Or alarm the London Scots who want only a taste of the old country.”

She bristled. “Now see here, sir, you know nothing about ‘London Scots.’ If I had my way, I’d be living in the Highlands right now.” Her tone turned acid. “But while you men can do whatever you want, young women can’t go where they please. Not until they marry.”

“Of course not, lass.” Holy Christ, he was no good at cozying up to fine ladies. “Forgive me for speaking out o’ turn. Sometimes my love of home tramples my good sense.”

She accepted his apology, thank God. Then she ruined it by turning the conversation to him. “So you’re from the Highlands, too?”

Damn. But since she’d already guessed it…“Aye. Highland-born and bred.” He changed the subject before she could ask what part. “Looks like yer chaperone is arguing with Colonel Seton.”

She followed his gaze. “I should rescue her. She claims not to like him.”

“Claims?”

“I think the problem is that she likes him too much.”

Good. That made everything easier. “Then we should give them time to work out which it is.”

Dancing another set was out of the question; he’d barely endured the one. “If you like, I could show you the decorations for the Peers’ Ball Thursday night.” He gestured to a nearby curtain draped from floor to ceiling. “There’s a door hidden back there that leads to the other ballroom, which isn’t being used this evening. Care to have a look?”

A well-bred lass like her would know she shouldn’t go with him, but he could tell from her hesitation that she wanted to. If she did, it boded well for tomorrow.

Mayhap a bit of coaxing was in order. “I’ll understand if those proprieties of yours are rearing their ugly heads. A fine lady like yerself—”

“Not at all,” she said with a breathless little hitch that sent his blood coursing to the wrong places. She took his arm. “Lead on, kind sir.”

Moments later they were in the next ballroom, watching servants drape tartan over chandeliers and position gold damask sofas on the narrow one-step-high stage built to surround the room, so the portly king would have a place to rest between dances.

“What a magnificent effect!” Her green eyes sparkled behind her mask. “How kind of you to let me see it before the room is packed with people.”

She gave him a smile that would light up the barest crofter’s cottage, and he reacted with a swift intake of breath, followed by a swift throbbing in his ribs. “I’m glad the ballroom passes yer inspection,” he bit out over his pain.

His terse tone made her smile falter. “I can’t wait to see it fully lit on Friday.” She toyed with her fan. “I suppose you’re attending that ball, as well?”

“No,” he said baldly. And neither are you, lassie.

“Oh.”

The sympathy in her voice made him regret his blunt words. Now she thought him too low to be invited, since only peers or those with titled connections had received the coveted invitations. As clan chief he would also have been invited, if they hadn’t believed him dead.

His stung pride got the better of him. “I have to return to the north.”

“Where in the north?” she said, suddenly alert and eager.

“No place ye’d ken.” He had to get her off this dangerous subject. His eyes fell on the archway. “They removed the bow windows so guests could pass into the courtyard. Would you like to see what they’ve built out there?”

Her gaze turned sultry. “That would be lovely, thank you.”

His heart began to thud. Careful, laddie, keep a rein on yer urges. Mustn’t frighten her off.

Trying not to notice her delicate touch on his arm, he led her into the dark courtyard, where painted wooden pillars supported a tent of rose and white muslin. When they slipped inside, they found themselves in a very small and private space.

“A theater owner is having sets painted with pictures of the Highland countryside.” Lachlan gestured to one end. “Then they can draw back the muslin to show the scenes.”

He felt her gaze search his face. “You seem to know a great deal about the plans for the ball. Are you a friend of the theater owner?”

“I know people enough in Edinburgh,” he said evasively.

Her voice turned sly. “I suppose you made many friends in the army.”

He tensed. “I told you, I was never in any regiment.”

“Nonsense.” She planted her hands on her hips. “I’d swear that you adapted that costume from a regimental officer’s uniform.”

Devil take the lass. “I borrowed it from a soldier friend.”

“I see.” She snorted. “And that’s why the coat fits you to perfection. Did you borrow your military bearing from your soldier friend, too? And your tendency to pepper your speech with talk of skirmishes and inspections?”

Mo chreach, he hadn’t realized how he’d betrayed himself. Best turn the tables before she pieced together who he really was.

“I know why you’re so eager to make me into an officer.” He stepped closer. “Because you can’t make me into a peer, and only an officer or a lord can be fit company for a lady of yer breeding.”

She thrust out her chin. “I never claimed to be a lady of breeding. For all you know, I might be a milliner.”

“If you say so, lassie.” With a chuckle, he mimicked her earlier attack. “That’s why you carry yourself like a queen and spend your days collecting ballads, the way milliners do.”

A shaky laugh escaped her. “You’ve caught me, sir. I’m no milliner. But I could still be a gentlewoman of little means and fewer prospects.”

“Which is why you’re attending the Peers’ Ball.” He smiled. “Come now, why not just admit you’re a lady of rank?”

“Not until you admit you’re a soldier,” she said primly. Then she caught her breath. “That’s why you remind me of Lachlan Ross! He went off to join a regiment, too. I used to imagine him in his regimentals—”

He kissed her, a brief, soft kiss to shut her up. What else was he supposed to do, damn it? He had to keep her from making comparisons.

When he drew back, her breath came quickly. “I…I…what do you think you’re…doing, sir?”

“Proving that you’re a lady of breeding.” He slid his hand about her waist to draw her close. “Because there are certain liberties a lady would never allow me.”

“How do you know what a lady might allow?” Her warm, spicy breath teased his senses. “Some are more reckless than others, especially when they’re held in the arms of a strapping soldier—”

He kissed her thoroughly this time, sealing his mouth to hers, drinking in her hot breaths, enjoying the fine tremor of her body against his.

He’d been aching to do this all night. Not because she was Duncannon’s daughter or because she held the key to his clan’s future, or even because she’d grown into such a bonnie lass.

It was because she’d dressed as Flora MacDonald, even though it meant wearing a simpler costume than the other ladies. Because she collected Scottish ballads, of all things. Because she’d had the daring to hint that gentlemen should go bare-arsed under their kilts. It was impossible to resist such a female.

Especially knowing that once she found out he was her enemy, she’d only look on him with wild and furious hatred. So before that happened, he had to taste her…touch her…see how far he could tempt her.

Even if he suffered for it later.







Chapter Three




Dear Cousin,

I’m sure you are right about Lady Venetia’s safety. Lady Kerr is a responsible lady, so I am probably worrying for nothing. I shall let your assurances ease my mind.

Your grateful friend,

Charlotte



During her years on the marriage mart, Venetia had endured the occasional kiss. But none like this.

Lord save her, so this was what Mama had meant by rousing her senses. They felt assaulted from every direction…the faint rasp of his whiskers against her skin, the woodsy scent of heather, the surprisingly soft lips that played over hers, molding, testing, tasting, until she thought she might die if he didn’t stop.

Then he did, and she wanted to die even more. “Ah, lassie, that is sweet,” he murmured against her lips, sending her into a frenzy of need beyond her experience.

That was probably why, when he covered her mouth again, she let him do the unthinkable. She let him plunder her mouth with his tongue like some ballad highwayman stealing her gold. And oh, how strangely delicious it was, far better than what her married friends had described. No man had ever dared be so bold, and if he had, she’d have put him right in his place.

But with this fellow, she wanted it to go on and on…the reckless plunges of his tongue, the silky strokes that launched her heart into a feverish pounding. The champagne she tasted on his lips made it feel as if she’d shared his glass and was now drunk on the heady libation. Oh, such glorious madness.

Mrs. Harris’s strictures whispered in the back of her mind: never kiss a strange man, beware fortune hunters, always keep your head about you in the dark. She ignored them, counting on her mask to protect her.

She ached to be a ballad heroine, sneaking out to meet her lover in the secret night, stealing kisses, rousing the wildness that had clamored in her breast for so long she was sick with the need to set it free. So she let him drive his tongue deeply, tangling it with hers before withdrawing, only to thrust again over and over.

Then he began to touch her, too, skimming his large hands up and down her ribs with shocking possessiveness. How thrilling! How dangerous. Oh, she would regret this later, but for now…

Her knees grew wobbly, so she flung her arms about his neck and arched up against him—only to steady herself. That’s all. Truly. No other reason.

He knew better. “Have a care, lass, or you’ll tempt me to be more reckless still.”

More reckless? She wanted to know what that might be, wanted to see exactly what she’d been missing.

Hussy! she chided even as she tightened her arms about his neck. “I thought you officers had too much discipline to be reckless,” she breathed.

He trailed hot kisses along her chin and down her neck. “Still trying to figure out who I am, are you?” He tongued the hollow of her throat. “Can’t leave well enough alone.”

Never. “I’ll tell you who I am if you tell me who you are.”

“I already know more about you than ye ken.”

“You do?” She jerked back. So she had met him before! She knew she’d been right about that!

“I do.” His eyes glittered through the slits of the mask. “You’re a canny young lass who hasn’t been kissed well enough or often enough to keep you from seeking out trouble. That’s who you are.”

The evasive answer sparked her temper. “That’s not what I meant, and you know it. You, sir, are a teasing coxcomb.”

She whirled on her heel, but he snagged her about the waist, drawing her back against his muscular form with a laugh. “I thought you decided I was a soldier, my lady.”

“Plenty of soldiers are also coxcombs,” she said loftily, trying to ignore the heat of his body plastered against her back. “And you continue to assume I’m a lady of rank when I’ve neither confirmed nor denied that assumption.”

He chuckled against her ear. “No? Stalking off in a fit of temper is what a lady of rank does when she can’t get her way.”

The implication that she was some coddled aristocrat annoyed her. “Don’t assume you know what I’m like simply because I let you kiss me.”

His hand caressed her throat as his mouth brushed her ear, warming it. “I know this much about you—you enjoy taking chances.” He hauled her back around to face him and lowered his head to hers. “So do I.”

This time he kissed her with a fierceness that she more than matched. Dear Lord, what was happening to her? Some strange Highlander assaulted her with kisses, and she threw herself into it like a dockside tart.

She should return to the ballroom. She mustn’t let the rogue think he could do with her as he pleased.

Except that he could. She wanted him to. And this magical muslin room seemed so unlike the real world that it felt right to indulge just this once. To enjoy herself just this once. Let him plunder her mouth just this once.

“Lady Venetia?” came a sharp voice from the ballroom. “Are you out here?”

She broke from the Highlander with a gasp. Lord save her, someone had found them. Should she stay silent? She wasn’t sure she could, with her breath coming in furious gasps and her heart beating like a kettle-drum.

She was still hesitating when her Bonnie Prince Charlie stepped back and lowered his arms. Just in time, too, for the person who’d spoken pulled aside the muslin to look in, then lifted a candle. Light flooded the man’s face.

Oh, fudge, it was Colonel Seton. At least he hadn’t discovered them embracing.

The colonel glared at her companion, then settled a stern glance on her. “Lady Kerr has been looking for you.”

“Bonnie Prince Charlie was showing me the decorations for the Peers’ Ball,” she said swiftly.

“You’d best return to yer aunt,” Colonel Seton said with an air of command that caught her off guard. “I need a private word with this gentleman.”

Oh, dear, she hadn’t meant to get her Highlander into any trouble. “He did nothing wrong. It was perfectly innocent, wasn’t it, sir?” She shot him a pleading glance, but that was a mistake, for his stare turned her knees to water.

“Yes, lassie, perfectly innocent.” But he somehow made “innocent” sound more like “indecent.”

Lord, she was being fanciful now.

“Go on, my lady,” the colonel said. “I don’t wish yer aunt to worry.”

“Very well.” She smiled at her Highlander. “Thank you for the dance, sir.”

“ ’Twas my pleasure.” He lowered his voice. “My very great pleasure.”

And with the delicious thrum of his brogue ringing in her ears, she fled.

Lachlan watched her disappear beneath the archway with his blood afire and his cock hard and heavy beneath his kilt. He must have lost his bloody mind, to keep kissing the lass so. But Holy Christ, she’d a way of making a man want her…

He swore under his breath.

“I agree wholeheartedly.” Seton glanced back to make sure Venetia was out of earshot. “Was that wise of you?”

“Dinna fash yerself. I know exactly what I’m about.”

Thank God the man hadn’t witnessed the kiss, or he’d see that Lachlan was lying. That kiss had shaken his self-control. No woman had ever affected him like that, not even his former fiancée, Polly, who’d thrown him over for a rich man.

No, Venetia was naught like the demure Polly, to be sure. Despite being the most elegant female he’d ever known, Venetia had a secret, passionate nature as ungoverned as any Highland fling. It drove him into a dangerous carelessness.

But mo chreach, her mouth alone would seduce the dourest Presbyterian…and her body fit so well in his arms that he’d been sore tempted to lay her down right here and—

Don’t be thinking that!

No matter how fine the lass’s kisses, she wasn’t for him. She could never be for him. And she’d be the first to remind him of it in the days to come.

“You almost gave me heart failure, you know,” Seton said. “When you disappeared through the door with Duncannon’s daughter and stayed gone so long, I thought sure you’d decided to snatch her tonight.”

“With half a dozen magistrates in the next room and the city full of soldiers and constables?” Lachlan snorted. “Don’t be daft, man. I’d be lucky to make it half a mile out of the city. But tomorrow the soldiers will be at Portobello Sands drilling for the review; that’s when we’ll do it.”

Seton let out a breath. “I can’t help thinking like an officer: strike while the enemy is at hand. I forget that the Scourge must be more careful—”

“Hold your tongue,” Lachlan hissed. “The Scourge is dead, remember? And he must stay dead to all but Duncannon and his family.”

“Speaking of his family, what did you hope to gain by alarming the gel’s aunt?” Seton asked. “You put Lady Kerr on her guard, to be sure.”

“And I gave you the chance to play the hero for her, as well. So the lady will be more apt to listen to you when her niece goes missing.” He headed for the entrance to the muslin tent. “If anything, I made tomorrow easier for you.”

He started to brush past Seton, but the man grabbed his arm. “I hope you’re right. One false move and we’ll both be hanging from the gallows.”

Lachlan faced him grimly. “If you’re having second thoughts, say so. I told you, ye don’t have to do this.”

“I’m not having second thoughts, damn it.” He drew himself up like the proud old soldier that he was. “Unlike Duncannon, I keep my promises.”

“You’ve repaid me a thousand times over—”

“For keeping that damned bastard from slitting my throat in Aviemore? How can that ever be repaid?”

“If you do what you promised tomorrow, that will be payment enough.” He glanced into the ballroom. “Is everything ready? There’s naught to tie you to me?”

“Don’t worry.” Seton puffed up his chest. “I took care of it. You’d think that by now you could trust me—”

“I do trust you, I swear. But it’s one thing to wheedle information out of your daughter about when Duncannon’s friends are traveling to Scotland, so you can pass it on to me. ’Tis quite another to aid in a woman’s kidnapping. For your daughter’s sake, your connection to the Scourge must never be found out.”

“Don’t worry about me and Lucy,” he said peevishly. “Worry about yerself. Worry about Duncannon going to the authorities once he realizes you’re not dead.”

“And risk his daughter’s life? He won’t. Besides, he knows what he’s guilty of—that’s why he’s never gone to them before. He’ll try to deal with this himself, as he did when he sent men to murder me. Then I’ll force him to admit his crimes.”

“I still think you should have gone to the press with your claim—”

“So he can deny it? I have no proof, ye ken? He has to swear to it before witnesses, so I can get back what’s owed to me and my clan. No matter what I have to do.” But Seton needn’t know how far he was willing to take it. “If you decide this is too risky, I won’t blame you. I can manage without you.”

“I’m not going to change my mind.” Seton clapped him on the shoulder. “Just send me some of that fine whisky you and your clansmen cook up, and I’ll be content.” He headed for the courtyard. “Now, I’m returning to my guests before they come looking for me. And it’s time for you to vanish.”

“What will you tell Lady Kerr and Lady Venetia about my disappearance before the unmasking?” Lachlan called out.

“That I ran you off for sneaking in without an invitation and bothering my important guests.”

Lachlan snorted. “You think you can convince them of that? You’re not the best actor, you know.”

“I convinced Lady Kerr that I fancy her, didn’t I?”

“Only because you do fancy her,” Lachlan said dryly. “And from what I can see, your attentions annoy the lady. You’ve got to be more subtle if you want her under yer thumb.”

“I don’t want her under my thumb, I want her—” He caught himself, then scowled at Lachlan. “Oh, go on with you, you rascal. Don’t you be worrying about me and Lady Kerr. You ought to be worrying about you and the little lass.”

“What do you mean?”

“She’s pretty as a picture, Duncannon’s daughter.” Seton gave him that officer’s stare. “So what were the two of you doing out here in the dark?”

“Nothing for you to be concerned about,” Lachlan lied.

Nothing he should ever do again, either. Because kissing Venetia could well become a dangerous habit. And he had enough danger in his life already.
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