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Prologue

In 1523 the McClairen chieftain, Dougal of Donne, stood on northern Scotland’s high headlands, looked out at a rocky island rising from the churning sea, and ordered a fortress built there. He had carefully picked this particular ground, it being an isolated, pine-strewn island connected to the headland by a single ramp of flinty rock more oft submerged than dry. No man would step foot on that isle without being seen and no army would cross that narrow land bridge if Dougal deemed differently.

Dougal designed the castle in the shape of a U, the short central façade facing squarely north against the sea while its two wings swept back, forming an open courtyard on the south. Below the courtyard he had a terraced garden cut into the rock where, protected from north gales by the castle’s bulk, orchards and kitchen gardens could flourish, making the fortress proof against any siege.

For four years the proud castle gradually took form under Dougal’s careful, albeit impatient, eye. Yet, for all its foreboding strength, Dougal did not stint on supplying his castle with creature comforts, blanketing the chill walls with thick tapestries, and carpeting the flag-stoned rooms with Oriental rugs.

When it was done, Dougal set off to bring back the inspiration for his work, Gordon McIntere’s black-haired daughter.

He’d seen Lizabet only once before, on her thirteenth birthday. Dougal knew that McIntere had planned to align his child with a richer clan than the McClairens. It mattered not to Dougal; he swore to have her whatever the price. He persuaded the old McIntere chief of the fervor of his suit with gifts and coins—and the sight of Dougal’s seventy well-armed highlanders. Happily the wench had not yet married, though Dougal swore to his deathbed it wouldn’t have mattered if she had. And so they wed and he carried her back to his island.

Legend says that on their arrival Dougal stopped some distance from the isle rising from a sea of mist, and pointed at the great castle, and vowed that once in those walls Lizabet would remain innocent of any man’s touch save his own. The lassie’s cheeks grew red on hearing her new husband’s ardent oath, thus christening the great, gray fortress with the unlikely name of Maiden’s Blush.

Maiden’s Blush she had remained throughout all Dougal’s long life and that of his sons. Throughout the bloody sixteenth century not once did she fall to enemy hands—not even when Scotland’s Queen Mary was beheaded.

The castle remained a loyal Stuart keep through the Hanovers’ rule and civil war, and into the seventeenth century. When James II was exiled to France and the German George took the throne, her thick stone walls listened to a gathering of Highland chiefs swearing allegiance to the “king across the water.”

Maiden’s Blush herself kept George from seeking redress against the McClairens. The castle was impregnable. Any army attempting to take it by force was doomed to failure. It could only prove an embarrassment when it stood against the might of George’s army—and held. Thus the crown never ventured and Maiden’s Blush never fell, nor was she ever threatened.

Until, that is, one rare summer in the third decade of the eighteenth century when heather grew so thickly it hid the island’s sharp old bones beneath a mantle of lavender flowers, and a gentle trade wind charmed a riot of brambled roses into bloom. That year Maiden’s Blush housed a score of McClairens from diverse branches of that clan, all living under the care of Ian McClairen, Marquis of Donne.

Ian had come unexpectedly into his rank of chief. His three older brothers had died as a result of their part in the uprising of 1719. Colin, his younger brother, had gone to make his fortune in the East Indies, leaving Ian laird.

Ian never married. Instead, over the years, he gathered his clan in the castle. All of them were black-haired and fervent, with the McClairen knack for loyalty and the McClairen curse of bullheadedness. The youngest and prettiest of these was Ian’s distant cousin, Janet, whom Ian doted on as the child he’d never had. He would have given her anything in his power to give, anything she’d wanted.

She wanted an Englishman named Ronald Merrick.

Merrick was the eldest son of the Earl of Carr, the half-mad scion of an ancient Sussex family. He’d befriended one of the McClairen men in Edinburgh and come up to McClairen’s Isle on the young man’s invitation.

Ian had heard the rumors about his cousin’s new English friend, that Merrick was profligate and ruinously extravagant, that he’d been in Edinburgh fleeing a huge pack of London creditors. But Ian, having more heart than insight, paid little heed to the tales. All young men, Ian reasoned, were wont to such excess if they lacked purpose, and everything Merrick said gave Ian reason to believe that the Englishman had found his purpose, the same one Ian owned, returning James III to the English throne.

Ian little suspected that Merrick had long been in the throes of quite a different driving passion, one far more compelling than any political loyalties.

Gorgeous, charming, and urbane, well-read and inbred, Ronald Merrick was a penultimate example of amorality. Yet Merrick was by no means the black sheep of his family. He was representative of that breed, being no better or worse, simply blessed—or cursed—with a spectacular combination of good looks and an agility of mind that allowed him to better serve his master—his own desire.

Merrick’s desire was simple: He wanted society to bend its collective knee before him.

His self-absorption was unparalleled, his sense of duty nonexistent. He served what best served his purposes and those purposes were whatever best served himself.

Of course his companions knew naught of this. To them he was simply a charming guest who had the devil’s own luck with cards and a right handsome way with women.

But Fate has a fine sense of the absurd, she does. For though Merrick wooed the McClairens, thinking to cheat from them and their friends what Highland riches he could, he won Janet. Before he quite understood what had happened, he found himself wed to a rich, highland heiress. She was bonny and generous of heart and body and she adored Merrick. And if Merrick considered the world a penal colony and himself a prisoner barred from the center of his universe, that being London, at least he’d found himself a comfortable cell with a comely cell-mate.

The years passed and Merrick got two sons on his beauteous highland bride, so pleased with her that he almost forgot his purpose, his desire. Almost.

But one day as he rode into the courtyard, he thought how he would have liked to replace the central stone well with a marble fountain … if Maiden’s Blush were his. A seemingly harmless, idle thought, but a seed of evil planted in a fertile bed swiftly bears poisonous fruit.

Thenceforth, each time Merrick entered the courtyard he would see some other item that he would replace or embellish or alter if it were only his to do so. Quickly other irritations chafed his never easy peace. Soon he could not dine without being acutely aware that the food he ate had been prepared to please another’s palate, or that the dogs lounging in the hall were suffered there because another man willed it, or that the flowers spilling from the silver urns had been placed because of another’s preference.

Envy grew in him like a canker, insidious and deep. It became so entwined in his every thought, so directed his every decision, that soon his hunger defined him. Not even his bonny bride could ease it.

He grew to hate the McClairens and all things Scottish, seeing them as manacles keeping him from his true desire. His eyes began to turn ever southward toward London, like those of a deserted lover pining for a former mistress. The newly rekindled desire burned in his imagination until it became an all-consuming conflagration. He needed to return to society. To London.

He kept the canker well hidden. Only Janet knew of it—and that only because she’d seen the cold distance in his eyes when he looked on their sons.

About this time, Colin McClairen, Ian’s long absent brother, sent his wife and children to McClairen’s Isle while he remained abroad. Ian offered them rooms at the castle but Colin’s bride chose instead to live on the mainland.

Then, two years later in 1745, Bonny Prince Charlie landed in the north of Scotland. The McClairens rallied to him and were instrumental in his triumphant march to Edinburgh. They would have been instrumental in his even more triumphant march to London—but someone had betrayed their plans.

Prince Charlie was routed at Culloden and fled to France. Ian and his comrades were captured, taken to Newcastle, tried, and executed. Even Colin’s sons were imprisoned while the Duke of Cumberland, who’d led the king’s troops, swept through the Highlands like a burning scythe in a monstrous demonstration of merciless reprisal.

At first, Janet did not suspect Merrick of her clan’s betrayal. But when he accepted Maiden’s Blush from King George she grew uneasy. She fought to believe him when he told her that he’d accepted the castle because, as an Englishman, he could better hold it until, Colin, the new laird, returned.

Treachery had achieved what no amount of force could; for the first time in two centuries no male McClairen lived on McClairen’s Isle. The new laird had not returned, and with no voice raised in their defense, his sons rotted in London’s Tower.

Merrick commenced renovations on the castle.

Janet knew then, though she did not ask. She’d dared not. It was too late for Ian and his men, Colin’s sons, but it was not too late for her children.

Or so she’d told herself.

For a time she grew more ill with her suspicions. Now, as twilight rolled across the North Sea, she turned from where she sat at the far end of the terraced gardens and gazed at the castle.

A wit had renamed it Wanton’s Blush because of the embarrassment of ornamentation with which the old fortress had so lately been bedizened. It was an apt enough appellation. For centuries she’d worn the battered armor of a guardian; now she resembled nothing so much as a self-conscious and elderly bride. Decked out in fresh plaster, her dark bones covered in the tuck-pointed brick, her mossy roof replaced by gleaming slate, she’d been remade.

Even her ancient setting had been reappointed. The gorse and wind-stunted pine that had tangled like squabbling retainers at her feet had been replaced by curtseying ranks of tame gardens. Only the old kitchen gardens where Janet and her children rested remained intact. The stone walls still held the manacled limbs of ancient espaliered pear and apple trees, while thin onion stalks glowed fluorescent in the half-light, and marjoram and mint scented the air.

“Is it ours?” her eldest son, Ash, asked.

Lady Carr brushed the silky black curls from his forehead, a tender expression on her face. He was a beautiful boy and just coming into manhood, slender and elegantly fashioned.

“No,” she answered. “We’re just minding her a spell until Colin McClairen is free to claim her.”

“Father says Wanton’s Blush is his,” Ash insisted in a troubled voice.

She must be careful of how she dealt with this. Of her three children, Ash was the most passionate one. He felt things too strongly; he saw things too clearly. No wonder his father avoided him. Ash had always been able to see beneath his father’s thin veneer of charm to the emptiness within.

“She belongs to the McClairen, laird of the clan.”

“Then where is he?” Raine appeared suddenly beside her, taking a combative stance.

Two years younger than his brother, Raine was already nearly as tall, answering Ash’s fine-boned beauty with his own rough, elemental grace. He was her reckless one, impulsive and impetuous, capable of generosity as well as ruthlessness.

“Where is who?” At the sound of the smooth English voice, Ash stumbled to his feet.

A man moved down the marble steps toward them, sparkling like one of the marzipan fantasies the new French chef created. His coat was encrusted with gems, stitched with metal threads. Glittering gold lace cascaded from beneath his square jaw, and the white wig he wore shimmered with diadem dust.

Lord Ronald Merrick, now Earl of Carr. Until his father’s recent death Janet hadn’t even known Merrick’s father had lived, let alone that he’d been an earl.

Carr arrived at her side, his expression becoming annoyed when he saw Fia asleep in her arms. “Where is the nurse?”

“I wanted to rock her to sleep myself, Carr. She’s my own bairn. I don’t need strangers to raise her.”

“If you want to flaunt your coarse ancestors, so be it.” Carr’s voice was uncharacteristically indulgent. “But at another time. Our guests will be coming down soon and you need to get dressed.”

“I am dressed.”

Carr ignored her, peering instead at the little black-haired toddler she held. “You did well with this one.”

Janet gazed down at Fia’s creamy cheeks and pink rosebud mouth. Though just a child, even now one could see the beauty promised by the fine, regular features and dramatic coloring. Fia would be the ravishing one.

“Very well,” Carr murmured. He glanced at Ash and Raine, a glance that did more to dismiss than acknowledge. “She’ll have a thousand hearts laid at her feet—and her pick of a thousand titles,” Carr predicted. “But not for a few years, eh?”

He flicked the edge of Lady Carr’s plaid scarf with his fingertip. “Despite your mumbled bravado, my dear, you are not yet dressed. Did you honestly think I’d let you wear that McClairen rag to my ball?”

“I thought it was our ball,” Janet said quietly.

“Why would you think that?” Carr’s forehead lined with puzzlement. “I am the one who was lost to society, my dear. I am the prodigal whose return they’ve awaited, and you will not exhibit your political sympathies by wearing the McClairen plaid at my ball.”

The wind ruffled the gold lace at his throat. “Such an act would not only be stupid, but dangerous. ’Tisn’t that many years since the McClairen were ruled traitors. Or have you forgotten their fate?”

Beheading. No, she hadn’t forgotten.

“Mother says Wanton’s Blush doesn’t belong to us,” Raine interrupted suddenly, thirsty for his father’s attention. “That it belongs to a laird.”

“Does she now?” Carr queried, directing his sardonic smile toward his youngest son. “And were you so stupid as to believe her?”

Even in the faded light she could see Raine’s skin darken.

“And what of you, boy?” Carr’s probing gaze swung toward Ash. “Did your mother’s prattle scare you? Did it offend you to think some unknown hairy-legged brute might someday stomp in and declare your inheritance for his own?”

“No, sir,” Ash said.

“No?” Carr’s brows rose. “Then you are a fool or a weakling.” His smile never wavered; the gleam of amusement did not die in the brilliant eyes. “I despise both.”

She did not know why he loathed his sons so. But he did. Each year more so than the previous one. Perhaps he hated them for their Scottish blood, or for having a stronger claim to Wanton’s Blush than he, or simply for their youth and promise, promise he’d turned his back on years before. Only Fia seemed to have escaped his animosity.

“Sir, I only meant—”

“There will be no inheritance,” Janet interrupted, unable to watch him toy with the boy any longer. “You’ve spent all my dower on tricking out Maiden’s Blush like a cheap Vauxhall whore. And she isn’t yours.” The words came from her in a rush, long held, now finally spoken. “She belongs to the McClairens. You swore you’d plead Colin’s case, explain that he wasn’t even in the country when Ian plotted against the crown. But Colin is living like a pauper in a tumbled tower and you’ve done nothing to aid him.”

“I’ve done what I could to deal with Colin McClairen.” Carr’s perfectly smooth face frightened her.

He’d done something to the new laird. She could see it in his eyes. A trembling began within her. She would have done anything for her children, anything. She’d held her tongue for their sake, but now, for the first time, she wondered if she’d done them a disservice. The truth might arm them better for the life they were destined to live than could her silence.

“Since the crown gave me Wanton’s Blush—I do so enjoy that name—until its future is decided,” Carr continued, “I shall make it tolerable. I daresay I shan’t be here long. This evening’s affair is important, a first step in my return to London. Know this, dear wife, I will use, I have used, whatever means necessary to see that I am restored to my rightful place in society.”

Once she’d loved him and it was more toward that memory than the living man that she stretched out her hand. “You used to care for me, Carr,” she murmured. “You had so much promise, such intellect and address, but it’s been wasted!”

Carr’s face rippled with violent anger. He grabbed her arm and dragged her upright. “It’s late. You’ll not wear that plaid.”

She twisted. The sudden motion jerked awake the little one. Her plaid scarf ripped with a sharp sound. Fia cried out.

“I am the Earl of Carr. I have waited ten years for this night, ten years to begin my return to that strata to which I was born, which is my right. You will not do anything, anything, to jeopardize that.”

He was flushed, furious. So, too, was she. She’d buried the truth from herself for nearly two years but she could do so no longer. The McClairen plaid hung in pieces from his fist, a fitting emblem of her clan’s fate-shredded by Carr’s implacable greed and ambition.

“Carr,” her voice vibrated with her demand, “the truth. Did you sell my family to the English? Did you? Tell me!”

“Tell you what?” he hissed. “That superior men oft reach their goals by climbing atop the corpses of their enemies? Of course. Don’t be naive.”

“Men? Or you?” Lady Carr asked, in a low harsh voice though she knew the answer. She’d always known. “Did you betray them?”

“Get you to your rooms and get dressed, madame!”

“I won’t,” she said. “I loved you once, but no more. I won’t betray my clan by living with their deceiver. If pride is the only legacy I leave my children, so be it.”

“You may regret your words, madame.” Carr flung down the scarf and snatched Fia from her, thrusting the little squirming girl at Ash. “Take her away. Take the other boy with you!”

“But—”

“By God, you will do as I say!” Carr’s face grew mottled beneath the rice powder.

Janet’s heart pounded with her body’s intuitive terror. But her mind could not feel the fear, would not feel it. For too long she’d buried what she’d known, held her loyalty to her husband above the loyalty she owed her clan. No more. She would leave, take the children, go to her laird—

Raine had begun to cry silently. The tears on his cheeks caught the glint from the torches on the terrace high above.

“Please!” Ash pleaded. “Mother—”

She bent quickly, retrieved the scarf, and wrapped it about Fia’s shoulders. “It’s all right, Ash. Take Fia up.” Her gaze found Raine, his fists balled, his chin thrust out. “Take your brother, too. Promise me you’ll keep Raine safe, Ash. Please.”

“I will,” Ash’s tears were flowing now. “I promise—”

Carr’s palm jolted into the boy’s back, sending him stumbling up the shell path. Ash caught Raine’s hand and dragged him forward.

Carr turned toward Janet.

*  *  *

The cream of London’s society had traveled Scotland’s newly laid roads to see what the Earl of Carr had made of his unlikely acquisition. Now, as the party began, they descended from their rooms shedding powder and bon mots as they observed and judged the magnificence designed solely to impress them.

Within an hour the party was acknowledged to be a smashing success. Carr’s guests were impressed, they were titillated, but best, they were amused. And Carr, even more gorgeous than he’d been a decade ago, held court.

Several there had known him in his last days as fashion’s most disreputable and prideful leader. They’d whispered as his assets had been sold off and they’d stared at the packs of creditors waiting daily at the door of his town house. They’d nodded sagely when he’d finally fled the city rather than risk debtor’s prison. They’d never expected to hear from him again.

But here he was, glowing with pleasure. He traded sallies, lavished compliments, and directed a league of servants to see that every desire was met, every courtesy extended, every convenience offered. He did so fine a job of hosting, in fact, that it was some time before anyone noted his wife’s absence.

Finally an elderly roué mentioned this to Carr. Carr dispatched a servant to fetch his wife. The footman returned a short time later with the information that Lady Carr was nowhere to be found.

Carr went in search of her, his handsome face wearing the smallest degree of irritation. She was not in the gaming room. She was not in the ballroom. Neither was she in the Great Hall nor in any of the small antechambers.

The house was warm, Carr explained offhandedly. The crush, the excitement, the noise—she was, after all, unused to society. She might have gone to take some night air in the garden overlooking the sea. His companions volunteered to accompany him on his search.

The gardens were lovely. Paper lanterns had been strung along the perimeters and little candles flickered in the colored glass balls lining the footpaths. At the far end they found a gossamer scarf by an open gate.

Carr retrieved it with a dutiful husbandly cluck. His wife, it seemed, had an affinity for the sea. With a rueful shrug he turned back toward the castle saying that whatever his personal inclination, etiquette made clear that a party cannot have two absentee hosts.

Tipsy and amused and not at all averse to having a role in the little domestic drama, his companions pledged to find the errant lady. They lurched through the gate, laughing and calling her name, leaving Carr behind.

An hour later they burst through the terrace doors. Wigs askew, clothing in disrepair, they trembled on the edge of the dance floor, flushed and sobered and appalled.

The din of conversation faded. Slowly, every head turned toward them and then, instinctively, toward their host. Those closest to Carr stepped away, leaving him alone within a circle. Handsome head high, face taut with ill-suppressed emotion, he demanded an explanation.

“There’s been an accident,” one of the disheveled band exclaimed. “Lady Carr. She’s fallen from the cliffs.”

“Where is she?” Carr’s body trembled. “Is she … alive? God, man, answer me!”

The man sobbed, shaking his head. “We saw her body on the rocks below. We tried to get down to her but it was no use. The sea took her.”


Chapter 1


WHITECHAPEL LONDON
MARCH 1760



Lord Tunbridge was cheating.

In the dank, smoky back regions of Rose Tavern, the young bucks’ festive mood had long dissipated. First their purses, then their jewelry, and finally their inheritances had bled into Tunbridge’s hands. They sprawled in the malodorous abandonment only four days of fevered carousal can imbue, staring at visions of paternal rage, or worse, debtor’s prison. There was nothing left for them to do now but wait for an end to their purgatory.

Because, though they knew Tunbridge was cheating—no one had so devilish luck—no one could say how. Certainly no one would dare make complaint to Tunbridge, an acknowledged duelist with an accredited five deaths to his record.

Only two men remained playing, Lord Tunbridge and Ash Merrick. A slack-mouthed wench snuggled on Tunbridge’s lap, her soft pink flesh glistening with the oppressive heat in the room, while outside a blustery, cold day reminded those abroad that winter had only recently ended.

Tunbridge ignored the doxie, his slim fingers straying like albino snakes amidst the piles of guineas and stacks of silver. It was not so great a heap as those that had already been won at that table, but it was a substantial sum, enough to recoup a decent portion of even the worst losses.

Tunbridge’s cold gaze fixed on his opponent. Thus far Merrick had fared better than his companions. It was rumored he had arrived in London months ago, after a two-year stay as a guest in Louis XV’s prisons, and had since seemingly fixed on making up for lost time.

London’s rakehell cubs had taken him up immediately, as one would a new toy. And a prime entertaining toy he was. No man was wittier, no company more obliging, no guide in the ways of dissolution more knowledgeable. And no one was less bound by society’s rules and had less care for society’s opinions than Ash Merrick. But that was only to be expected.

Lord Carr was his father, after all, a man who’d been exiled to the Highlands rather than face his creditors and then been forced to stay in exile losing three rich Highland wives in short succession.

If Merrick was notorious, his father was infamous and the titillation of following so nefarious a leader had proven irresistible to the bored elite.

But if they adulated Merrick, it was a tainted adulation, well tempered with contempt. He was a no one. Prison fodder. His own sire would not underwrite him, and his mother had been a known Jacobite bitch. He lived by his wits on the fringes of society, and therefore, while being amongst them, he was patently not one of them.

More provoking, he did not want to be. And he did not care to hide that from them.

He allowed them to follow him; indeed, he encouraged them, holding wide the doors to a nether world of pleasure. Then he stood aside. Often he profited from a night spent gaming but they did not take exception, as his profit was never great enough to cause speculation. Besides, he earned their money in other ways, they reasoned, by showing them a London they’d never known existed.

Even now, even against Tunbridge, he’d only lost a few hundred pounds. Merrick rarely lost, so those capable of wakefulness, and thus malice, watched his imminent downfall with petty satisfaction. Except that is, for Thomas Donne, an obscenely wealthy, mysterious, and cursedly suave Scotsman—and some said Merrick’s friend. Donne’s lean countenance conveyed a wicked, subtle amusement.

Merrick, his lawn shirt open at his throat, his dark hair falling loose from its queue, sans wig, sans jacket, sans reputation, smiled obliquely and fingered the pearl-handled stiletto with which he’d been prying open nuts. His dark eyes, raised to catch Tunbridge’s considering gaze, were vague and unfocused. Drunk. Tunbridge began shuffling the cards.

“Merrick,” Tunbridge drawled, “I’m afraid there’s no catching me this day. Another night is come and my taste for this sport wanes as my taste for another grows.” The maid on his lap giggled. “What say we call quit?”

“Surely not yet,” Merrick answered in wounded surprise. “You would not deny me the chance to retake what you’ve won?” The slight pause before he uttered the last word was less than a hesitation of breath. No one could say more and yet Tunbridge’s face reddened beneath its sweat-streaked powder.

“Well, then, since there’s just us two, what say to a game of piquet?” Tunbridge asked.

“Delightful,” Merrick murmured, his attention fixed on raising the tankard of ale to his lips. Tunbridge cut the cards and Merrick did likewise, sighing resignedly when Tunbridge’s king trumped his knave.

“Poor luck,” Tunbridge said. “Doubtless you’ll fare—”

The door leading to the public rooms swung open and a youth, dressed in the fashion of a courier, entered. He stood blinking in the smoky room, vapor rising from his wet cape. Spying Merrick, he picked a path over the outstretched legs of slumped bodies to Merrick’s side and bent low to whisper his message.

For an instant Merrick’s indolent gaze sharpened and the flesh seemed to cleave tighter to the well-shaped bones of his face. He held out his hand. With a furtive glance in either direction, the courier laid an envelope in it.

“I’ve your leave to interrupt play?” Merrick asked.

Tunbridge dealt the last of the five cards and shrugged. “By all means.”

“My thanks.” Merrick slid the stiletto’s tip beneath the seal and flicked off the embossed wax. He opened the note and scanned the contents before crumpling it. With a peculiar violence at odds with his gentle expression, he tossed it unerringly into the open fire. “It seems my services are needed. I must away.”

“Ah well.” Tunbridge commiserated with a small smile.

“But nothing is so pressing I need leave before the end of this game,” Merrick added courteously.

Tunbridge’s hands, hovering over the pile of coins, froze and for a second something in the atmosphere alerted even the least sentient to something potentially dangerous occurring in the room. Then Tunbridge’s teeth flashed white in the dim light and he gathered his hand. “But of course.”

He studied it awhile, allowing a small expression of satisfaction to play upon his lips before calmly discarding. Merrick shouted for the innkeeper to bring more drink and then, with only a glance at his hand, flung down eight cards.

So it went.

Each hand played slowly. Whatever Merrick had read in that letter seemed to combine with four days of relative abstinence to give him a powerful thirst. Aided by his fellows, encouraged by the constant refilling of his cup, he drank steadily and deeply. Between hands he peeled roasted chestnuts with his knife, muttering disconsolately as Tunbridge’s point total grew steadily toward the hundred needed to end the game and take the ante.

With each hand, with each drink Merrick downed, Tunbridge grew more expansive and more contemptuous. His barbed goads grew sharper and his predatory smile flickered like guttering candlelight over his sallow countenance.

Finally, Tunbridge stood only eleven points from the win. He dealt. Merrick did not pay any great attention, being too busy draining the dregs of his ale into his mouth. Tunbridge’s mouth pleated with satisfaction. He reached out to gather his cards.

And Merrick, with a speed belied by his clouded eyes, struck savagely, instantly, skewering Tunbridge’s hand flat against the tabletop with the pearl-handled stiletto.

Tunbridge howled. The sound exploded in the thick, closed room, startling the sotted company to wakefulness. He clutched at the handle that stood quivering in the meat of his hand, swearing viciously.

Merrick rose, no hint of drunkenness in the graceful movement and swept the coins from the tabletop into his purse. Only then did he take hold the handle of the stiletto. For a moment his gaze locked with Tunbridge’s.

“If there is no card beneath your palm, Lord Tunbridge, I must most sincerely apologize.” With a savage jerk he freed the sharp knife from its fleshy bed. Instinctively, irresistibly, Tunbridge snatched his bleeding hand to his chest.

With a low laugh, Merrick swung around, pushed his way through the men lurching to their feet, and strode from the room. On the table behind him lay the bloodied ace of hearts.


Chapter 2


THE NORTHWEST BORDERS
APRIL 1760



The day was glorious, spiced with the distant hint of sea marsh, the sky scoured clear blue and the forest minty green with new leaves. From beneath its canopy rode a group of young hunters and huntresses, brilliant in their velvet habits and flush with exertion.

At their lead rode a young woman with tanned, rosy cheeks and dark mahogany red hair lying damp upon her brow. A feather coiling jauntily from her hat teased the corner of her smile. Others were more seasoned riders than she, but few could match the pace Rhiannon Russell set.

Mounted at midmorning and having ridden without bothering to break for nourishment, they’d been unsuccessful this day, thwarted by the dry, crisp air and an old March hare who’d first led the hounds then lost them, streaking from a bramble thicket while the dogs milled wild-eyed in the overscented underbrush.

At the stables, the party dismounted as the kennel master collected the pack of lean-flanked quivering hounds. Yelping plaintively, Rhiannon’s yellow gazehound, Stella, limped from the edge of the wood. With a laugh Rhiannon turned her horse and went to accompany the hound’s limping progress. Stella was the last gift she was to have from her stepfather, and therefore doubly treasured.

“It’s a worthless bitch,” the kennel master said coming up the drive to meet her. “My granny has better eyesight.” Her companions had by this time dismounted and were heading toward the manor where Edith Fraiser had promised their repast would be waiting.

“Aye,” Rhiannon agreed, because she was a most agreeable girl. “Mayhap. But she’s young yet and may prove herself worthy. Please? Take care of her?”

With a heavy sigh the kennel master agreed, for who could resist hazel eyes and the sweet request of one of Fair Badden’s prettiest lassies? Rhiannon grinned her gratitude and dismounted, hurrying up the front steps after her friends.

At the door a young maid met her. “An English gentleman—a London English gentleman—” the girl said, “come to see you, miss.” Her face was bright with awe, her voice hushed with the same.

Seldom did English gentlemen come to their small hamlet. More seldom still did London gentlemen make the trip to this rural outpost, for pretty though it undoubtedly was, it had nothing more to recommend itself than the prospect of its ownership, a prospect that never transpired as the land had been long held by others.

“I doubt he’s come to see me, Marthe. I’m sure it’s Mistress Fraiser he wants,” Rhiannon said, unimpressed and uninterested, looking about expectantly for one tall, robust figure—Phillip, Squire Watt’s youngest son.

“No, miss,” Marthe insisted, recalling Rhiannon’s wandering attention. “He come to see you. Not Mrs.… Ain’t that right, Mrs. Fraiser?”

A stout, apple-cheeked woman with iron gray hair bustled down the hall toward them, adjusting the lace handkerchief tucked into her square décolletage.

“ ’Tis true, Rhiannon.” Edith’s round face was fashioned for complacence, not surprise. The line lifting her brow betrayed her amazement.

“But why?” Rhiannon asked.

“I do not know,” Edith muttered and held out her hands.

Obediently, Rhiannon peeled off her yellow leather gloves, tucked them into her belt, and laid her hands in the older woman’s. Mistress Fraiser turned them over and tched gently. “Dirty nails.” She looked Rhiannon over with ill-concealed resignation. “Unkempt hair. Dusty habit. Well, it can’t be helped. He’s been waiting three hours already and it would be rude to have him wait longer.”

Though she wanted to protest that her dishabille made her unfit to receive strange gentlemen, Rhiannon did not. She owed too much to Edith Fraiser to ever willfully contradict her, let alone refuse her directions. She’d come from the Highlands to Fair Badden a decade ago, a scrawny lassie fleeing the aftermath of Culloden, looking for some kinsman to shelter her.

Though Edith Fraiser was only a second cousin of Rhiannon’s mother, the Fraisers had taken her in. A successful and well-respected squire, Richard Fraiser ranked high in Fair Badden’s countrified society. From the offset he’d treated Rhiannon like a daughter of the house, lavishing upon her every benefit of his wealth and prestige.

Their unstinting affection had harried Rhiannon’s blood-soaked memories into hiding. Only at night, and then rarely, did phantoms stagger bleeding through a blasted, burning landscape, did uncles and cousins roar in torturous din as they sought to escape Butcher Cumberland’s retribution against those who’d supported Bonny Prince Charlie. During the day, Rhiannon scarcely remembered her life before Fair Badden.

She lived in Fair Badden as though it had always been her home and she had always been accepted, at peace, content. Even her Highland brogue had disappeared over time. Then, ten months ago, Richard had died. Rhiannon and Edith clung together, finding in each other the slow healing only shared grief can offer.

Now Edith fussed over Rhiannon’s hair, untangling knots and rubbing a smudge of dirt from her brow. That done she bussed Rhiannon warmly on the cheek, accepted a hug in return, and turned her by the shoulders. She gave her a little push.

“Along with you,” she said, shepherding Rhiannon down the hallway. “Your friends will wait as long as there’s ale to drink and cakes to eat.” Her smile grew sly. “And your beau would wait without the lure of sweets, kisses being a sweet enough lure, I’ll wager.” She chuckled at Rhiannon’s shy expression and stopped before the library door. “Go on.”

“You’re not coming in with me?” Rhiannon asked in surprise.

“No.” A troubled thought shadowed Edith’s soft features. “The gentleman asked to see you alone for a few minutes. He said he had news regarding your future.

“I’m thinking—that is, I’m hoping—he might be a lawyer sent from London with word of a lost entailment. Perhaps a little forgotten keepsake from your dear mother to act as a dowry. I only wish I had something more to give you myself, but it’s all long since bespoke.”

Rhiannon took Edith’s hands. “You’ve already given me more than I can ever repay.”

Flustered, Edith twitched Rhiannon’s jacket shoulders into alignment. “Go on, now! I’ll be here waiting when you come out.” She opened the door and pushed Rhiannon inside.

A man sprawled in Squire Fraiser’s favorite chair, one foot stretched out before him, the other bent at the knee, his fingers laced over his flat stomach. He gazed out the window, his face averted. All she could see of his head was a carelessly pulled back tail of coal black hair tied with a limp ribbon.

He wore a coat of deep burgundy velvet, a white linen shirt beneath it. Brussels lace fell gracefully over the first knuckles of his long, lean fingers, and more lace cascaded beneath his chin. His breeches were tight and made of tawny doeskin. His dark leather boots climbed past his knees and were folded in cuffs over his muscular thighs. The tip of his sword, sheathed in a leather scabbard and hanging from his belt, touched the floor beside him.

He would have been exquisite had he not been so disheveled. The burgundy coat was dusty and the faded linen shirt went wide of being pristine. The lace of one sleeve, delicate as gossamer, was ripped and soiled. His boots were stained and scarred and the scabbard containing his sword was likewise ill-used.

He did not look like any lawyer Rhiannon’s imagination would have conjured.

A bit of pique flavored Rhiannon’s curiosity. A gentleman—particularly a London gentleman—visiting the Fraiser’s home should have stopped at The Ploughman’s Inn to repair the damage travel had caused. But then, honesty goaded her generous mouth into a smile; a lady receiving a gentleman should have paused to repair the damage a hunt had caused.

He turned his head carefully, as if he were concerned to startle her and she thus knew that he’d been allowing her time to assess him. He looked tired, worn too thin and used too roughly. His eyes were jetty dark, the brows above slanting like black wings, but the skin beneath them looked bruised. He sported an old-fashioned clipped beard amidst the shadows of lean, unshaven cheeks, and his skin was very pale and very fine and somehow fragile.

Fleeting emotion, subtle and reserved, flickered over his aquiline features.

“Rhiannon Russell, I presume?” His voice was baritone and suave. He didn’t bother to rise and his pose remained preternaturally still, like a cat at a mouse hole, watchful but not hungry—not yet.

“Yes.” She became unaccountably aware of the hair streaming down her back, the sweat and grime from her leather gloves embedded beneath her short nails, and the mud splattering her bottle green skirt.

He rose. He was tallish and slender and his shoulders were very straight and broad. His mouth was kind but his eyes were not. His throat looked strong. The torn lace ending his shirtsleeves tangled in the carved gold setting of a great blue stone ring on his little finger. He flicked it away.

Even without the cachet of being a Londoner, the ladies of Fair Badden would have found him attractive, Rhiannon thought. Since he was from that great fabled city, they’d find him irresistible. Indeed, she herself could have found much to recommend in his black and white good looks … if she hadn’t already succumbed to a golden-haired youth.

“You’re not English.”

“I am. A quarter,” she said. “On my father’s side.”

“I wouldn’t have guessed.” Having spoken, he fell silent, studying her further.

She struggled to remember the lessons in courtesy Edith had instilled but none of them applied to meeting strange, elegantly shabby young men alone in her foster father’s library.

“I’m afraid you have the advantage of me, sir,” she finally ventured.

“Could I only be so fortunate as to claim as much with all my acquaintances,” he said and then, “but didn’t Mrs. Fraiser inform you of my name?”

“No,” Rhiannon said. “Mrs. Fraiser has no head for names, unless they’re the names of unscrupulous tradesmen. She only said that you’d come from London to see me and that you had news regarding my future.”

“I am Ash Merrick.” He sketched an elegant bow, his watchfulness becoming pronounced now, as if his name should mean something to her, and when he saw that it did not, he went on. “The name Merrick is not familiar to you?”

She cast about cautiously in her mind and found nothing there to trigger a memory. “No,” she said. “Should it?”

His mouth stretched into a wide grin. It was a beautiful smile, easy and charming, but it never quite reached his eyes. “Perhaps,” he said, “since it’s the name of your guardian.”


Chapter 3

“I don’t have a guardian,” Rhiannon said and then, with her usual candor, amended, “I mean, not an official one. At least, none that I know of …”

She trailed off, visited by an imprecise memory. She was maybe eight years old, standing on the street of a strange city, squinting up at a door frame filled with beckoning light. The old woman who’d brought her had cold, gnarled fingers. They twisted round Rhiannon’s wrist like ropy grape vines. A strangely accented voice spoke from within the warm, yellow light. “You want another Merrick, witch. Not Lord Carr.”

She was to have lived with an Englishman. He was supposed to have been her guardian. She remembered the old lady saying so. She’d forgotten. But there’d been so much about those days and all the days preceding them that she’d forgotten. Flight and cold, fear and confusion, the days—weeks?—had bled into one long, seemingly endless nightmare from which she’d only awakened upon arrival in Fair Badden. Even when she tried to recall, it was insubstantial, flickers of sensation and images, more emotions than actual memories.

Rhiannon stared at the man arrayed in damaged elegance. Surely he was too young—“Are you Lord Carr?”

Once more the gorgeous smile lit his dark visage. “No. Lord Carr is my father. And you’re perfectly correct if you’re thinking him a negligent sort of guardian. He is.”

She was unable to read the flavor of that amused estimation. His manner, his address, were nothing like those of Fair Badden’s young men. “I don’t understand.”

“Neither do I, and I thought I had,” he murmured, one brow climbing. And then, “I think Carr would like you to believe that he has simply misplaced you these past years.”

“Did he?”

Ash Merrick’s enigmatic smile spread. “I doubt my father has ever misplaced so much as a toothpick.”

Each of his answers only provoked more questions, and each statement this Ash Merrick made only increased her discomfort. She once more felt she was standing at the door leading into that forbidden, enticing house. She was afraid to step over the threshold. It would cost her a price she could not name and was uncertain she could afford. And yet it beckoned.

“What is it you want, sir?”

“I? Nothing. I’m merely here to escort you to Wanton’s Blush because he wants you, Rhiannon Russell.”

“Why?” The sleek cat had tired of watching, he was playing with the mouse now.

“Your aunt was cousin to his wife,” he said.

“We’re cousins?” she asked. Impossible to believe that this black glossy creature and she were related.

“Oh, no. No. My mother had the distinction of being the first Lady Carr. Your mother was related to his second wife … or was it the third? Carr has an unhappy habit of losing wives to early graves.”

“I see.” But she didn’t. With his explanation the exhaustion had returned to his dark, mobile face, touching her tender heart. “You’ve traveled a great distance, sir. Would you like something to drink? To eat?”

He looked up abruptly at the offer, his brows knit with surprise. “No,” he said. “Thank you. We’ve business to conduct, you and I. Perhaps later.”

“I don’t understand,” Rhiannon said. “Why now, after all these years has your father sent you to find me?”

“Unreasonable chit,” Ash Merrick chided comfortably. “You are not supposed to ask questions. You are to fall into paroxysms of joy that Carr has deigned to offer you his protection … such as it is.”

She studied him in consternation but forbore comment.

“What?” he queried when she did not reply. “No paroxysms? He’ll be disappointed. But to answer your question, Miss Russell, Carr sends you the message that now that he has found you, he is willing—nota bene, my dear, he did not go so far as to declare his eagerness, merely his willingness—to accept his responsibility for you.”

Her frown was severe, her concentration fierce. He spoke obliquely and his manner was mocking but impersonal, as though the jest he saw was more at his expense than hers.

“And what do you say, Mr. Merrick?” she asked carefully.

“Miss Russell, a lady never puts a gentleman in the onerous position of making a judgment,” he said. There was kindness—or perhaps pity—underscoring the ironical tone. “Particularly about his sire’s motives
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