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			To my beloved Hot Cop, 
who ate pizza for dinner many, MANY nights while I was on deadline. 
Sorry about those five extra pounds. 
It’s a good thing you’re tall.
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			The rain dashed upon stones, flattened thick grasses, and turned the muddy courtyard into thick muck. Inside the Red Lion, the northernmost inn on the old Kinton road, innkeeper Ian Drummond cracked open the common room window to let out the smoky air. It was a slow night, for the rain had kept all but the most determined ale-seekers huddled about their own hearths. Those who’d dared venture into the weather to sample Drummond’s fine whiskey and his wife’s excellent cooking were crowded companionably about the fire, puffing on their pipes.

			As the innkeeper took a grateful breath of the rain-fresh air, a well-equipped coach turned into the yard, wheels splashing through deep puddles as it pulled to a halt in front of the broad door.

			“Iona, come hither!” Drummond called over his shoulder. “Lord Buchan came fer his Friday supper after all.”

			His wife, as short and round as he, looked up from serving her famous stew to their few guests and beamed. “I tol’ you he would nae miss my venison pie. Nae fer mere rain.”

			She placed the iron pot back on the hook by the fire and, wiping her hands on her apron, came to stand at Ian’s side. Outside, a bundled-up footman hopped down from his seat and ran to open the coach door. The young man then stood well out of the way as Lord Buchan disembarked. Tall and darkly clad in a thick wool coat, a golden-headed cane clutched in one hand, his lordship stepped down to the wet flagstone and limped heavily toward the wide overhang that protected the front door.

			The footman shut the coach door and clambered back into his seat, and the equipage creaked on to the stables. Iona, watching Lord Buchan’s halting progress, tsked, her plump face folded in sympathy. “He’s limping mightily today. The rain affects his injured leg.”

			Closer now to the front door, Lord Buchan’s cane clicked noisily upon stones iced by wetness.

			“Och, he’ll fall, does he lean too much oopon those wet stones.” Iona leaned forward as if to call out a warning.

			Drummond grasped her arm. “Dinnae you say a word!”

			“I only wish to warn him.”

			“He’d nae welcome it. He does nae like to be reminded of his injuries.”

			“But he may fall!”

			“He knows it. See how careful he’s movin’?”

			Lord Buchan reached the overhang and Drummond breathed a sigh of relief. “There. He’s only a few steps away from the door now, and the stones are drier, so—”

			Buchan’s cane shot out from under his hand, clattering to the ground. He stumbled forward, his weight thrown upon his left leg. A stream of heated curses poured from him, bitter and colorful.

			Iona and Drummond both held their breath.

			His lordship staggered to the wall and leaned against it, gripping his thigh with both hands as he continued to curse like a sailor.

			Drummond winced at the raw pain in his lordship’s voice.

			“I’ll go to him.” Iona turned on her heel.

			“Nae!” The innkeeper pulled her to him and gave her a quick hug. “Leave the mon alone, Iona.”

			“But he’s injured!”

			“Mayhap, but he’ll need time to recover his pride. Trust me, tha’ was injured worse than his leg.”

			Iona heaved a sigh. “Fine. You know him better than I. But it goes against my heart.”

			“He’ll thank you more fer leaving him his pride, lass. Or he would if he knew of your forbearance.”

			It was only natural that generous, impulsive Iona, who was the healer for their village, would wish to help Lord Buchan, especially as she’d known the lad since he’d toddled about in shortcoats. Ah, the changes time has wrought on that happy lad since he returned from India, injured and bitter.

			Iona puffed out her breath in exasperation. “I wish he’d allow me to mix oop a tonic fer his pain. ’Twould help, you know.” She shook her head. “Och, at least he allows me to cook fer him every Friday.”

			“And it’s done him a world of guid, too. He’s heartier now, and far less pale.”

			Iona looked slightly mollified. “Verrah true. I’ll go fix his pie. As soon as ’tis ready, I’ll ha’ the new maid bring it oop.” She sighed. “I’m glad Miss Tatiana came to us. She’s been a big help, even though I’ve had to train her to do everything. ’Tis as if she’d ne’er held a dustcloth before!”

			“Aye. Odd, tha’ is.”

			“Especially when she’s tellin’ stories fit fer a stage.”

			“Nae another letter?”

			“Aye.” Iona patted her apron pocket. “I’m to mail it tomorrow. She keeps wonderin’ why she’s nae gettin’ an answer.”

			“Such is the outcome of sendin’ letters to princes—especially princes fra’ Oxenburg.” Drummond snorted. “There cannae be such a place; I’ve ne’er heard of it.”

			“Aye, only a head injury could cause such delusions.” Iona shook her head sadly. “I once heard tell of a lady who fell fra’ a horse and thought she was the Queen fer an entire fortnight. We’ll make certain our puir lass comes to nae harm fra’ her delusions. She’s too pretty to cast oopon the world alone. She’d be eaten by wolves, she would, as innocent as she is.”

			“No one in the whole wide world has a better heart than you, my love.” Drummond kissed Iona soundly on the cheek, making her blush when the men crowded about the fireplace raised a mocking admonitory cry.

			“Och, Drummond, look wha’ you started. Now, I’m off to the kitchen. You’d best see to our guest.” Red-faced but smiling, Iona hurried away.

			The sound of the front door closing told Drummond that Buchan had come indoors. Straightening his waistcoat, the innkeeper went to see to his titled guest.

			In the front hall, Darrac Buchan leaned heavily against the wall, his fist pressed to his thigh as waves of searing pain rippled through the scarred muscle. Damn my leg, damn this pain, and damn this wretched rain. Repeating the curse over and over didn’t help, but it passed the minutes as—slowly, slowly—the pain subsided. Finally able to breathe, he gritted his teeth and, grasping his cane tighter, tentatively put weight on his aching leg. Pain flashed through his thigh, but less violently this time, and he was able to stand upright.

			“Och, guid evening, my lord!” Mr. Drummond appeared around the corner, smiling. “When did you arrive? I dinnae hear you.”

			“Just now. And ’twas nae a pleasant trip.”

			“We’ve had such dreich weather. Let me take your coat. I daresay ’tis wet through.”

			Buchan allowed the innkeeper to assist him, glad when the wet weight slid from his shoulders.

			“There you go, my lord. I’ll hang your coat oop to dry. Meanwhile, there’s already a fire stirred in the private parlor.”

			“I’m surprised you have the parlor ready.”

			“Mrs. Drummond was certain ye’d nae miss her venison pie.” As he spoke, the innkeeper waddled down the hallway to hang the coat on a peg by the private-parlor door.

			Buchan followed him down the hall, gritting his teeth when he put weight upon his leg. “I’ve been thinking of that pie all week.”

			“She knows how to cook, does Iona. I’m a lucky mon.”

			The innkeeper turned into the parlor, Buchan close behind. He was happy to find the room warm and cozy, the lanterns lit, and a fire crackling merrily.

			Drummond picked up a small dustpan and whisk and swept some ashes from the hearth. “There’s naught as cold as an Aberdeen wind, is there?”

			Grateful that the innkeeper’s attention was focused on his task, Buchan clenched his jaw and sank into his usual chair. “It’s brutally cold.” He leaned his cane against the table and, using both hands, stretched his leg before him, ignoring the vicious, unrelenting pain that shot from his knee to his hip. Dr. Fraser believed that the scarred muscles seized up when strained, sometimes to the point of ripping the scar tissue that had formed around the injury.

			Of course, understanding what caused the intense pain did nothing to lessen it, and Buchan, denied what he really wanted—freedom from the pain that tormented him day and night—had ordered that from now on the doctor was to keep such worthless knowledge to himself.

			Drummond replaced the small broom and dustpan in their holder. “Would ye like a wee dram to ward off the chill?”

			“A dram never comes amiss.” That was one of the reasons why, every Friday, Buchan reserved the private parlor at the Red Lion: the food and whiskey were well worth the trip from Auchmacoy.

			The innkeeper made his way to a sideboard, where he poured a generous measure of whiskey into a chunky glass. As he did so, he sent a cautious glance Buchan’s way.

			And in that glance, Buchan realized that the innkeeper had witnessed his fall. A wave of irritation tightened his jaw, but with it came a rare moment of appreciation for the innkeeper’s respectful and unintrusive manner. Buchan had to constantly fight his own servants to keep them from rushing in and offering to assist him every time he sneezed. He grimaced to think of the outcry if they’d seen him fall. The lot of them seemed to think he was in need of a keeper.

			Fools. I need no one but myself. 

			“Here you go, my lord.” The rotund innkeeper brought the glass of whiskey to Buchan. “Tha’ will warm your bones.”

			Buchan took a sip, and instantly the mellow golden tones of the whiskey washed over his tongue and sent his displeasure flying. “Ahhh. The water of life.”

			“Och, so ’tis.”

			Drummond’s broad face shone with such pleasure that Buchan regretted his earlier irritation. “I would like to purchase some of your stock, if you’ve a mind to sell a few bottles. After dinner, of course, as Mrs. Drummond’s venison pie calls.” He wished he could secure a decent chef at Auchmacoy, but none could be induced to bury himself in the Scottish countryside with someone who never entertained. For dinner most nights, there was only himself and perhaps Dr. Fraser.

			“I’ll send in the new girl with your dinner. We lost our kitchen maid last week; she tripped and broke her arm.”

			Buchan recalled the thickset, red-cheeked girl with a wide, empty-headed smile who always smelled faintly of garlic. “I’m sorry to hear that. Has Dr. Fraser seen her?”

			“Nae. Iona set the bone and wrapped it weel, and then sent the lass home to heal. Her ma is takin’ care of her now.

			“I’m glad you were able to replace her.”

			“Aye, a guid bit of luck, tha’. Two days after Nance had her accident, a lass wandered in, needing work. She’s nae a—” The innkeeper seemed to catch himself, and added gruffly, “She’s different, she is. She needed some trainin’, but she’s quick. We ne’er have to tell her anything twice.” Drummond looked about the room to make sure everything was in order, then went to the door. “Yer dinner will be oop soon. If you need anything more, just ring the bell.”

			“Thank you.”

			With a deep bow, the innkeeper left, his footsteps disappearing as he went into the kitchens.

			Buchan leaned back in his chair, the crackling of the fire and the tasty whiskey slowly warming him. He rubbed his aching thigh, glad the muscle was finally releasing. In the early days immediately after his injury, there had been no easing of the pain. Late at night, wracked beyond thought from the agony, he’d begged Dr. Fraser again and again to cut off the injured leg and be done with it. Buchan wasn’t proud of those moments, and could only be thankful they were blurred by heavy doses of laudanum.

			Light footsteps sounded in the hallway and the new maid entered, turning toward the table at the end of the room. He lifted his glass for a sip and glanced at her without interest, but the second his gaze fell upon her, he couldn’t look away.

			She was tiny, this lass. Had they been standing side by side, her head would have been two hands’ widths below his shoulder. Yet she moved with a purpose that gave an impression of height.

			Unlike other maids who preened and giggled and tried to catch his eye, she didn’t spare him so much as a glance, her attention solely on her task and nothing else. In her small hands, the silver tray looked twice as large as it usually did, and she walked slowly, carefully, one foot in front of the other, as if her burden were in dire danger of falling to the floor. Indeed, when she stopped by the table to set down the tray, her hands trembled, as if she were unused to the weight.

			He fought the urge to arise and assist her, as he knew his ill-­favored leg wouldn’t support such a dashing gesture.

			She slid the tray onto the table and then bent over it to arrange the items. He watched over the edge of his glass, noting that her face, hidden by the shadows, remained tantalizingly out of view while the firelight played across her thick, shiny chestnut hair. Perfectly straight and twisted into a bun, it looked ready to tumble down, as if the pins couldn’t hold the weight of those shimmering strands. It would reach her waist, he decided, and had an instant image of her naked, her small, rounded breasts peeking through that thick, shiny curtain of dark hair.

			Bloody hell, where had that come from? Pushing the unwelcome thoughts away, Buchan took a steadying drink. Had Drummond mentioned the lass’s name? He couldn’t remember.

			The tray finally arranged to her satisfaction, she straightened, and the firelight that had played so warmly on her hair now lit her face. Her skin was creamy and fair, her face oval and patrician. High cheekbones, accompanied by thickly lashed green eyes that tilted just the faintest bit, gave her an exotic look. She missed being classically beautiful due to the wideness of her full mouth and the stubborn line of her chin, but there was something intriguing about her—the delicateness of her neck and shoulders, the sensual promises of that too-full mouth, the unconcerned way she went about her business.

			“Who are you?” He hid a wince of regret at his harsh tone; he hadn’t meant to bark.

			Her gaze flickered across him, her delicate eyebrows arched in disbelief. “I am the maid.” Heavily accented and smoky, her voice ran across him like the licks of a feather, tantalizing and tempting.

			“I know you’re the maid,” he said shortly. “But what is your name?”

			She eyed him with cool disinterest and then adjusted a spoon. “That, you do not need to know.”

			And just like that, he was dismissed.

			In all his years, no servant had ever spoken to him in such a way.

			Dammit, who is this woman? Scowling, he said shortly, “I decide what I need to know and what I dinnae.”

			“Do you?” A faint smile touched her mouth, mocking and unconcerned. “You sound—what is the word?” She tilted her head, her brow creased. “I cannot remember— Ah, wait. You sound cross. Da, that is the word.”

			“I am nae cross,” he snapped, realizing that was exactly what he was, which irked him more.

			Her wide mouth curved into a smile. “I was warned about you, Lord Buchan. I was told you could be difficult.”

			“You— Who— How dare—” He scowled blackly. “I will have a word with Drummond before I leave.”

			“You would shout at him and prove him right?” She tsked, humor in her eyes.

			“Nae, damn you. I would tell him I dinnae like people gossiping aboot me.”

			“It is not gossip if it is true.”

			“He should nae be talking aboot me at all!”

			She shrugged. “Fine. Shout at him. Prove him right. Or, if you wish him to no longer say such things, you can adopt a better face and prove him wrong. It is your decision.”

			A better face? He realized she must have meant “attitude.” Damn her impertinence. No one talked to him like that.

			He realized he was clutching his glass so hard that the thick tumbler was in danger of exploding. He relaxed his grip, wondering how in hell he was supposed to answer this woman. It wasn’t just her impertinence, which was larger than she was, nor was it the way she so casually exposed her employer’s thoughts, which was grossly improper. What goaded him the most was the sheerly unapologetic you are wrong tone of her voice.

			“I have upset you, nyet? Here.” She crossed to the sideboard, picked up the decanter, and carried it to him. “Perhaps this will help.”

			It would, he decided reluctantly. It would also bring her closer, so that he could see her better.

			He held up his glass but didn’t hold it toward her. To reach it, she had to move so close that her leg brushed his knees. Her hands were long and slender, almost too delicate for Drummond’s best decanter.

			His gaze flickered past her hand, up her arm, to the rest of her. She was perfectly proportioned, her frame slender and delicate, almost like a dancer’s. Usually too bound with pain to think beyond the moment, he found himself noting that her small, firm breasts would just fit in the palm of his hand.

			His mouth went dry. “Thank you,” he managed hoarsely.

			“For the drink? Or the advice?” A sparkle of humor lit her green eyes again.

			“For the drink.” With a supreme effort he reeled in his unruly imagination, which was undressing her yet again. “I neither needed nor requested your advice.” He leaned back and sipped the whiskey, easing his leg to one side and ignoring the twinge the movement caused.

			She shrugged, the gesture so natural that he wondered if she might be French, although he thought her accent was something more unusual.

			“Where are you from?” he asked, trying to keep his tone more circumspect.

			“The kitchens.” With a mocking smile, she turned and placed the decanter on the table at his side.

			She was now out of his reach, yet still tantalizingly close.“Nae, I mean what country are you from?”

			“Does it matter?”

			He frowned. Bloody hell, she’s secretive, this one. “At least tell me your name. It seems unfair that you know mine while I am denied yours.”

			Her gaze flickered over his face, then his clothing, resting on his cravat and tailored coat with a calm, assessing look. After a moment, she said, “Mr. Drummond does not wish me to talk to the customers.”

			That’s odd. Most innkeepers require that their attractive maids do just that. He recalled Drummond’s hesitation when he’d mentioned the maid earlier. Why? Buchan wished he’d asked more questions of the usually chatty innkeeper. “Let me be plain. Every Friday I rent this parlor. When I am here, this chamber is mine and I may speak to whomever I wish. And that includes kitchen maids.”

			“Ah, how nice for you. But I am too busy to make time for such; I have much to do in the kitchen. If you will excuse me, I will leave you to your meal.” She started to turn away when he caught sight of her hand.

			“Wait.”

			She stopped, looking over her shoulder at him. “Pardon?”

			“What happened?” He captured her hand and turned it palm up.

			Angry red blisters stared up at him, her tender skin cracked and swollen where her slender fingers met her palm. “Bloody hell,” he muttered.

			She flushed and yanked her hand free, her fingers curling over her palm. With quick steps, she moved out of his reach. “It is nothing.”

			“I think it is.” Buchan watched her under his lashes. “Those are nae the hands of a lass used to chores. You’ve never been a maid before, that much I know.” He reached for the decanter and refilled his tumbler. “Who are you, and how did you come to be here?”

			For a long moment, she didn’t speak. He could tell she was evaluating his words, wondering how much she could and should trust him. Finally, she asked, “Why should I tell you anything?”

			“Perhaps I could help.”

			“The Drummonds are helping me. And they do not require payment. You, I think, would require payment.”

			His jaw tightened. “I’m a gentleman.”

			“So you say.” Her gaze narrowed and she examined him from head to toe. “Do you want to know what I really think?”

			He raised his brows.

			“I think you should eat your venison pie. It grows cold.” With that, she spun on her heel and left, a flurry of swirling skirts and unyielding womanhood.

			For a long, long time, Buchan stared at the empty doorway, his thoughts in a tangle. Who was this woman? He had no idea, but he was not a man to allow a challenge go unanswered. One way or another, he’d solve the mystery of the new maid.
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			Tatiana Romanovin wiped the last plate and placed it on the stack, her tired gaze flickering over the piles of dishes she’d just scrubbed. She dropped the cloth on the table and rubbed her aching back. To distract herself, she listened to the dull roar that came from the common room, a mixture of coarse male laughter and heavy footfalls, the noise echoing down the narrow hallway outside of the kitchen.

			Glad she wasn’t a part of the revelry, Tatiana picked up the drying towel and carried it to a basket left in the corner and then returned to the dishes. As she passed the stew cooking in a large pot over the fire, the aromas of thyme and garlic rose to meet her. The familiar scents eased her dark thoughts and made her mouth water. Nearby, fragrant and fresh, sat thick slices of brown bread that would accompany each bowl of hearty stew.

			Added to those savory smells was that of the roasted goose turning on a spit over the fire, propelled by a heavy weight that had to be winched back in place every hour. The goose was almost done, its crispy skin covered in crushed rosemary and salt, the scent of it almost too perfect for description. Though she could help herself to the stew (Mrs. Drummond had said so many times), the goose was for Lord Buchan alone.

			Tatiana remembered the look on his face when he’d seen her chafed and blistered hands, his expression one of dismay and deep, genuine concern. She curled her fingers over her palms, covering the now-healing blisters, and stared with unseeing eyes at her broken nails.

			It had been a month since she’d become stranded at the Red Lion, and three weeks since she’d first seen the dark, caustic lord. Lord Buchan had arrived each Friday night without fail for his usual meal, but she’d made a point of avoiding him. Not because she was afraid of him or irritated by his demanding behavior—pah! She was used to such from the men of her family, all of them too strong-willed for their own good. Nyet, she avoided him because there had been something about him that unsettled her. Even now, when she caught sight of him as he came or went, his gaze made her feel exposed somehow, as if he could see through her, or wished to.

			Buchan’s tone had been demanding, almost arrogant, and he obviously expected the world to bend before him. Her cousins were much the same, but they were princes and had reason to expect it. It would take a strong, strong woman to bring a man like Lord Buchan to heel.

			And she was not that woman. She had things to do, places to go, kingdoms to conquer. Still, she had to admit there was something about the mysterious Scotsman that piqued her interest. His directness was refreshing. He’d been hard and peremptory in his tone, but he’d been honest, too, and she suspected he would always be so. Brutally, if one allowed it.

			Tatiana paused to spoon the drippings over the goose, the heat bathing her uncomfortably. A twinge of guilt hit her as she remembered all the hot baths her maids and footmen had carried to her large copper tub one pail at a time, all of the heavy trays servants had brought to her whenever she felt the slightest pang of hunger, and all of the gowns she’d carelessly stepped out of and left on the floor to be picked up, washed, pressed, and hung back in her wardrobe. “I had no idea,” she murmured. “But I do now.”

			She tugged at her coarse wool gown, which scratched wherever her chemise didn’t keep it from touching her skin. She hated both this gown and the too-large, worn-out boots she’d been given. Hated working dawn to dark until her back and feet ached. Hated the fact that she was dependent upon the Drummonds for her room and board, though they’d been more than kind.

			She had to get home, and soon, for she’d already been here a month, and she felt as if each day she was losing her way a bit more. What if I never find my way from here?

			A weight pressed against her heart, and she traced the almost healed wound hidden beneath the curls on her temple. A wound she couldn’t remember getting. It felt much, much longer than a month since the day her carriage had overturned and, dazed and confused, she’d somehow wandered away from her servants. And now here she was, trying to earn her keep as a maid.

			It was galling, to have been forced into this position. She was a royal princess, by God, and had never been prepared for this. “I wasn’t prepared for anything,” she muttered under her breath. “Not one damn thing.”

			She sighed, then went to put the plates she’d washed and dried back into their cupboard.

			“There ye are, lass!” Mrs. Drummond bustled into the kitchen, a bundle of energy and cheerfulness as her bright eyes flickered over the dishes with satisfaction. “And you’ve done the dishes, too. Guid! We’ll need those, as we’re packed to the ceiling wi’ people wishin’ fer supper.” She went to stir the stew, tasting it and then adding a bit of salt. “Nae rain at all this evening, so everyone is oot and aboot and the common room is nigh filled. Meanwhile, Mr. Drummond is beside himself as we’re low on ale. He asked tha’ ye set oot some pitchers from the larder. Oh, and whilst ye’re in there, bring the plum pudding tha’ is in the red bowl by the door as Lord Buchan just arrived, and I think ‘twill be especially tasty with the goose.”

			Tatiana had just turned away to fetch the ale, but the mention of Buchan gave her pause. “He’s back, then.”

			“Every Friday, like a clock, only withoot a smiling face.”

			“He scowls like a big bear.” She walked into the larder, past the long table holding Mrs. Drummond’s neatly labeled tonics and the large casks of Mr. Drummond’s fine whiskey, to the shelves holding the pitchers of ale and the bowl of pudding. It was a neatly organized larder, filled to the ceiling with small barrels of salted meats, dried vegetables, and such, all organized under Mrs. Drummond’s discerning eye. Once she’d found the ale and pudding, Tatiana carried them back into the kitchen.

			“Dinnae be too harsh on Lord Buchan.” Mrs. Drummond ladled goose drippings into a small pan. “He’s in pain, he is. I thought aboot slipping him a bit of tonic in one of his meals, fer I’m certain ’twould help, but Mr. Drummond refused to countenance it.”

			“It’s commendable that you wish to help his lordship.” Tatiana had been cautious about asking too many questions about him, for she’d noted he was a favorite of the Drummonds, but each week her curiosity was stirred anew. At least he has manners. She couldn’t say as much for the other men who’d visited the inn, most of whom leered at her or worse. One drunken sot in the common room had actually attempted to pat her behind as she walked past. She’d put an end to his presumption by dumping her pitcher of ale right over the lout’s head.

			The loss of so much good ale had caused Mr. Drummond no small amount of lament. After that he’d decided she would be of more help in the kitchen, and so here she now stayed, safe but increasingly lonely.

			“Puir, puir, Lord Buchan.” Mrs. Drummond’s plump face folded into a sad frown, but she brightened as she looked at the goose. “At least he’ll be pleased wi’ dinner. I’ve goose and gravy, Cullen skink, buttered tatties, fresh bannocks, steamed leeks and—weel, I dinna need to tell you. You helped prepare most of it.”

			She had, and Tatiana felt a bit of pride in that. She’d never imagined she might enjoy cooking, but she did. “I don’t know how he couldn’t be pleased. The goose smells delicious.” Tatiana found the silver tray used to serve Lord Buchan his dinner and placed it on the counter. “Did you see him arrive?”

			“Aye, and he is nae happy aboot the noise comin’ fra’ the common room.”

			Of course he isn’t. 

			“Miss Tatiana, be a dear and fetch the silver vase fra’ the pantry. ’Tis oop on the top shelf near the door.”

			Tatiana found the vase in the pantry among a small collection of silver and carried it to the kitchen, arriving just as Mrs. Drummond lifted the lid on a small pot that hung beside the spit, the scent of apples and cinnamon wafting through the air.

			Tatiana’s stomach growled as she set the vase fra’ the worktable. “That smells . . . how do you say, krasivyi?”

			Mrs. Drummond’s brow creased. “Kras—?”

			Tatiana sighed. “It is good. Very good.” It wasn’t exactly the word she needed, but it would do.

			The older woman beamed. “The secret is in tha’ dash of nutmeg I had you add when we first put the apples in the pot. It brings oot the flavor of fall, it does.” The innkeeper’s wife dug in a cabinet and pulled out her best china, then arranged it on the silver tray. “These stewed apples will win a smile fra’ Lord Buchan. He has a lovely smile, he does.”

			Tatiana didn’t think the man ever smiled. Well . . . there had been one moment when she’d thought he might. His face had softened ever so slightly, and his lips—so tight and unwelcoming—had curved just the faintest bit. For that one second, he’d looked younger, and almost handsome. It’s odd how an expression can change a person. I wonder if my face changes as much?

			Mrs. Drummond pulled the lid off the pot holding the Cullen skink, the smoky scent rising with the steam, and spooned some into a small bowl. “We’re fortunate Lord Buchan comes every Friday, for he pays weel fer use of the private parlor. Nae tha’ he has a choice, for I know fer a fact tha’ the cook at Auchmacoy is nae the best.”

			“Auchmacoy?”

			“His lordship’s family estate. A lovelier hoose you’ve ne’er seen. ’Tis grand, four stories tall, and there must be a hundred windows. When the sun shines and hits those windowpanes, the whole house sparkles like a jewel, it does.” Mrs. Drummond tapped the wooden spoon on the edge of the pot and replaced the lid. “Mr. Drummond and I ha’ known the Buchan family all our lives. ’Tis sad Lord Buchan was injured so. And it wasnae just the leg injury, but he caught the shivering sickness, too. He was verrah ill when he returned.”

			“He didn’t seem to be shivering when I met him.”

			“The shivering sickness lurks in one’s internal spirits, and only comes oot when there’s a weakening.” Mrs. Drummond shook her head. “Altogether, the illness and his injury, it changed him, it did. Too much, if you ask me.”

			Tatiana remembered how Buchan had leaned so heavily upon his cane, each step stiff and unyielding, much like the man himself. But even though he moved so cumbersomely, she couldn’t think of him as an invalid. His presence was too strong, his wit too sharp, and those eyes, a deep and rich brown like the dark chocolate her mother had so loved, were unflinching in their regard. “How was Lord Buchan injured?”

			“He went to India on a Navy ship; a lieutenant he was. There was a battle of some sort—I dinnae know all the details, but he was injured there.” Mrs. Drummond placed a small iron pot with the goose drippings onto a hook over the fire. “’Tis a strong and passionate family, the Buchans. They’ve been on this land since William the Conqueror, and though fortune has been placed in their hands, their history is dotted with tragedies, most caused by their own behavior. ’Tis said tha’ when a Buchan hates, they hate forever. But when they love—och, then they love forever and a day.”

			Tatiana tried to imagine the stern-faced Lord Buchan in love and laughing, or even smiling, but she couldn’t. He seemed to keep the world at bay, with his barking and ordering people about as if they were beneath him.

			“Where’s the blasted ale!” Mr. Drummond hurried into the room, his face red and his hair mussed, a smudge on one cheek. “Three more customers ha’ come, and I’ve nae wish to make them wait. Iona, they are clamorin’ fer some stew, too.”

			Mrs. Drummond took down a stack of wooden bowls and placed them on a wooden tray. “I’ll bring some right away.”

			“Tha’ will be a great help.” He collected the pitchers Tatiana had set out and hurried back to the doorway, but slid to an abrupt stop that sloshed the ale. “Och, I almost forgot aboot Lord Buchan!”

			Mrs. Drummond wiped her hands on her apron and then untied it. “I’ll take his tray oop now.”

			“Nae. We need the stew in the common room or there will be unrest, so bring tha’ along now. I’ll serve oop the ale and then return to get Lord Buchan’s tray. I dinnae like it, but he’ll just ha’ to wait—”

			“I’ll take it to him.”

			Mr. and Mrs. Drummond stared at Tatiana.

			She didn’t blame them; she’d surprised herself with her offer. But there was no one to do it but her, and to her surprise, she found that she didn’t mind. At least she didn’t have to worry he might try to pat her behind like the louts in the common room.

			“Nae.” Mrs. Drummond shook her head.

			Mr. Drummond didn’t look so certain. “Dinnae be hasty, Iona. Why nae let the lassie carry the tray?”

			“Because she—” Mrs. Drummond caught Tatiana’s questioning gaze and broke off, flushing.

			“I am not afraid of Lord Buchan or his ill temper.” Even as Tatiana said the words, she remembered when he’d caught her hand and turned it palm up to reveal her blisters. It had only been for a moment, but his touch had been gentle, almost cautious. “I will be safe.” The man was ruled a bit by his impulses, perhaps, but not to a dangerous extent. “He’s a gentleman; I know, for he told me so himself.”

			Mr. Drummond looked at his wife. “Come, Iona, let the lassie help. We’ve customers yellin’ fer ale and stew, and I cannae carry everything myself.”

			“Verrah weel.” Mrs. Drummond sent a concerned look at Tatiana. “Take the tray to his lordship, but nae lingerin’.”

			Tatiana had to suppress a very real desire to hop with excitement. It said a lot about the cost of her isolation in the kitchens that she was excited just to carry a tray to the handsome, short-­tempered Scotsman. “I will be back in the kitchen before the two of you are done serving dinner in the common room.”

			“Guid lass,” Mr. Drummond declared. “Come, Iona.” The innkeeper hurried off with the pitchers of ale.

			Mrs. Drummond wrapped a hot pad about the handle of the stewpot and lifted it from the fire. “I’ll be back to fetch the bowls. Lord Buchan’s tray is almost ready. Just add a spoon fer the soup.” She hurried to the door and followed her husband.

			Tatiana finished fixing the tray, then carefully carried it to the private parlor. There she found Lord Buchan standing by the fire, leaning on his cane as he stared into the flames, his broad shoulders dwarfing the room. His thick black hair, longer than what was normally worn by the men of this country, fell about his rugged face, the firelight playing across his golden skin. If he only smiled, he would be a very handsome man. I wonder if I can make him do so? The thought tickled her bored sense of fancy.

			She carried the tray to the large table, shooting him a look from under her lashes as she passed—and she caught his gaze locked upon her, his brows lifted in surprise.

			She lowered her lashes, her face hot at having been caught looking in his direction. Yet she couldn’t help it—he looked so different from the men of the Oxenburg court who came calling on her. Handsome in their own right, with their silk garb and soft words, none was as masculine as Buchan. This man had no softness to him—not in his clothing, nor his words.

			She found herself smiling wryly to herself. That is both his gift and his burden, that directness. People weren’t usually so straightforward with her. He wasn’t being polite for politeness’s sake, or treating her as if she were too frivolous to be exposed to his real feelings. Instead, he had done what few people ever did—boldly and unapologetically given her a glimpse of his true thoughts and emotions.

			While there were many wonderful things that came with being a member of the royal family, there were also many burdens. Her cousin Nik often said the problem with wearing a crown was that even when one took it off, the weight of it remained. She was always a princess, and she could never forget it.

			And right now, princess or no, she’d have given her best tiara to be safely back in the arms of her family. She missed them, and had never felt so alone in her life. It was because of that deep pang that she did the unthinkable: she looked at Buchan and smiled. And not a polite, noncommittal princess smile, as she’d been taught, but a genuine, wistful, we-could-be-friends smile. A smile she’d never given anyone else.

			Buchan’s chest tightened with that smile. Tightened, twisted, and knotted. He’d been surprised when she’d entered with his dinner tray, for he knew from something Drummond had let slip last week that the lass had been avoiding him. Buchan couldn’t fault her, for he’d been an arse that first night, too caught up in his own pain to control his anger and tone. He’d had no expectation of seeing her again, not alone, and especially not with such a wistful and welcoming smile.

			His reaction hit him like a thunderclap and in the space of a second, his body leapt awake, his senses piqued. Bloody hell, how do I answer that?

			He had no idea at all. He’d spent the last three weeks telling himself that he didn’t care whether he ever saw the bold maid again—three long, bloody annoying, and totally untruthful weeks. Every Friday that he’d come to the Red Lion and hadn’t seen her, he’d left feeling cruelly cheated, as if the world were conspiring against him.

			And all over a woman he’d only spoken a few sentences to. The whole situation was untenable. He’d thought of asking for her, but it would have raised Drummond’s suspicions, for it had quickly become obvious that the innkeeper and his wife were protective of their new maid. And with reason: she was an intriguing,  beautiful woman.

			Too much so. Earlier this week he’d caught himself absently wondering if he should visit the Red Lion before Friday, something he never did, surprising her and perhaps finding her alone. He’d imagined she’d be doing what maids did during the daylight hours—scrubbing tables or mopping floors. He’d speak with her, and she—relieved to be freed from whatever distasteful chores had been set before her—would cautiously welcome him, and in his daydream tell him everything about herself he wished to know.

			It was a ludicrous fantasy, and it irked him that he’d wasted time on such foolery. He never engaged in such whimsical nonsense and he’d been angry with himself for doing so.

			But that hadn’t kept him from indirectly questioning Drummond about the lass every chance that presented itself. Through a series of seemingly vague questions, Buchan had discovered a wealth of small tidbits. He now knew her first name—Tatiana. Like Shakespeare’s fairy queen. “Be she but little, she is fierce!” It was fitting, for she was indeed tiny and he knew from the set of her shoulders and her flashing looks that she was fiercely proud.

			As for her last name, Drummond hadn’t trusted himself to pronounce it, so that was a mystery still. But the talkative innkeeper had let other things slip. He’d mentioned that while the new maid was unfamiliar with even the most basic chores (a fact that had astonished the hard-working innkeeper and his wife), Tatiana was quickly learning to cook, although it appeared no amount of practice could make her a competent bed maker or sheet folder. The innkeeper had also mentioned that Mrs. Drummond was concerned about how some of the male customers leered at the lass and had even confronted her, a fact that caused Buchan no small amount of quiet fury. Fortunately, the innkeeper and his wife had decided it would be safer for Miss Tatiana to work in the kitchen, away from the customers.

			Since Buchan was trying not to appear too interested (and indeed, it was only idle curiosity), he didn’t ask for clarification. But how had Tatiana come to reside at the Red Lion? It was obvious from her accent that she was from a foreign shore, but where? And why was Drummond so cautious when he spoke about her? The innkeeper was hiding something: every once in a while he would start to speak but cut himself short, casting a wary glance at Buchan. There was definitely something there. Something the innkeeper found unsettling.

			But what? 

			Buchan had found no answers. So this evening he’d decided to hell with being indirect: as soon as Drummond brought his meal, Buchan was going to firmly request an audience with the new maid. He’d fully expected an argument, so it was something of a shock when, unbidden, Tatiana had walked into the parlor carrying his tray, and then smiled at him as if— Damn, he didn’t know how to describe that smile, only that it tugged him in a thousand directions.

			She placed the tray on the table and adjusted the items to a more perfect setting, watching him from under her lashes. “I hope you are hungry. Mrs. Drummond has made an excellent meal.”

			That voice. So rich and low, making him think of smoky Scottish whiskey and slow, languorous sex. His heart thrummed harder, his body aching as if already denied.

			She stepped back from the tray. “The goose, it is good, but the apples, I think perhaps they are the best.”

			“I’m sure that whatever Mrs. Drummond made, ’tis wonderful. There are nae many cooks with her talents, especially with a goose.”

			Tatiana pursed her lips, her head tilted to one side. “They serve roast goose in the French court, but I do not think it is so good as this.”

			How could a maid in the middle of Scotland know what’s served in the French court? There’s no— Ah. But of course. “The Times often prints menus from various events. I suppose you read it there.”

			“Nyet. Before the war, my family visited the French court quite often.”

			“Really?”

			She met his gaze evenly. “This is not so unusual.”

			“To eat with royalty?”

			“Surely you have eaten with your king.”

			She had him there. “Once,” he had to admit.

			“I’ve met your king. A very fat, unpleasant man stuffed into his clothes until he looks like a sausage.” She wrinkled her nose. “And too much cologne.”

			It was a painfully accurate description of the king. But there were plenty of written accounts from which those details could have been gleaned. Just last week, Buchan had seen a cartoon that had pretty much encapsulated everything she’d just mentioned. Except the cologne. That was a detail not often included in accounts of the king.

			“You are an intriguing woman, Miss Tatiana.” When she flashed him a surprised look, he added, “Drummond let slip your name, but only the first. He was uncertain how to pronounce the rest.”

			Her cool green gaze brushed over him, as if she were weighing something. “You wish to know who I am.”

			“I do.”

			Tatiana eyed Buchan carefully. She’d shared her identity before and it had proven a waste of time. It was bad enough to receive pitying looks from her employers, who obviously thought her addled, but it would be infinitely worse to receive such a look from Lord Buchan.

			Still, what could she say? The truth was the truth, whether anyone wished to believe it or not. “I am Tatiana Romanovin.”

			His brows rose. “Romanovin? Is that Russian?”

			“Nyet. I am from Oxenburg.”

			“Ah.”

			She could see he hadn’t heard of it, and she swallowed a quick swell of irritation. “It is near Prussia.”

			“I see. And this Oxenburg. What do you do in this country of yours? You were nae a maid. That much I know.”

			“If I tell you, you will not believe me. The Drummonds, they do not believe, although they are too kind to say so.”

			“They dinnae believe what?”

			“That I am Princess Tatiana Romanovin of Oxenburg. I am not a—”

			He threw up a hand. “Did you say ‘princess’?”

			Though she’d expected his disbelief, her heart sank. “Da. I am one of several. The Romanovin family is large.”

			“I see.” His gaze narrowed on her, considering and thoughtful. “How did you come to be here?”

			“My cousin Alexsey and his Scottish wife are staying at her family’s home and I was to visit. On the way, there was an accident.” She frowned, searching her memory, wishing she knew more of that day. “I do not remember much, for I was thrown out of the coach and hit my head.”

			“How did you come to be here?”

			“I’m not sure. I woke up dazed and uncertain. I could hear people talking on the road, but no one was near me. For some reason, I didn’t know them, so . . .” She spread her hands wide. “I walked away.”

			“You dinnae know your own people?”

			She bit her lip, aware of how ridiculous it sounded. “I cannot explain it now, but at that moment, I did not know them.”

			“Did you know yourself, then?”

			“Nyet.” She hated admitting this, for it seemed the greatest weakness of all. “Not until a day or two after I arrived. My memory was—how do you say, empty?”

			He nodded, frowning. “I wonder why your servants dinnae stop you from leaving.”

			“They did not see me. I was behind the overturned coach in the bushes. The horses were screaming, people were crying out. Everything was chaos. I think they believed me still in the coach, but when it overturned, I was thrown a good distance away.”

			“So you wandered off.”

			She nodded.

			His eyes darkened, concern on his face. “How did you end up here?”

			She frowned, remembering those muddled hours in bits and pieces. “I walked and walked. It was cold and I thought I would freeze to death, or die from hunger. I slept in the woods one night.” She bit back a shiver at the memory. She’d been so frightened and so, so cold. “But then I found the Red Lion. Mrs. Drummond was very kind; she bandaged my head and offered to allow me to earn my keep while I wait for my cousin to come for me.”

			That first week had been painfully difficult, for in addition to being sore and aching from the moment she woke up until she staggered to her cot each night, she’d had to learn chores she was unfamiliar with, remember new words and people when she barely remembered who she was. And through it all, she’d had to face how serious her predicament was.

			What had been the most frightening was the realization of how little she knew about the basics of taking care of herself. Things she’d never thought about—preparing food, keeping warm, staying safe among so many strangers—became difficult and complex problems that had to be faced.

			“But he is coming then, this cousin of yours?” Buchan asked, his dark gaze searching her face.

			“I hope so, for I am a little worried. Alexsey has not answered my letters, even though I have written many times. But he must be on his way.” She caught a flash of disbelief in Buchan’s gaze and her heart tightened. “Bozhy moj, you do not believe me, either.”

			“I dinnae say that.”

			“You do not need to; I see it in your eyes.” She lifted her chin, fighting the urge to fist her hands. “My cousin will come for me, and then all of you will know I have been telling the truth.”

			“Lass, hold there. Just wait a minute before you consign us all to the devil. I dinnae say a word aboot disbelieving you.” Looking as angry as she felt, Buchan scowled. “I questioned your story, aye, but who would nae? But I do nae question your belief in it. You were injured and obviously confused. ’Tis obvious you believe you are this princess.”

			“Praznah lusta! I do not believe I am who I say I am. I know. Or I do now.”

			“Fine! Fine! Then you know.” To her surprise, Buchan smiled, amusement softening his face. “Tell me aboot this cousin of yours. Is he a prince, too?”

			“Da. He must be concerned. I was to arrive there three weeks ago.”

			Buchan saw the worry in her eyes and he found himself moving in her direction, his cane steadying each step. Now he understood Drummond’s hesitation to speak about the new maid. The innkeeper didn’t believe Tatiana’s claims of royalty, but he obviously hadn’t thought her a coldhearted charlatan, either. Had he done so, he wouldn’t have allowed the lass in the inn, much less offer her a position.

			Buchan halted before Tatiana. “Let me see your hand.”

			Her brows knit and she tucked her hands behind her. “You’ve already seen it.”

			He held out his hand. “Please?”

			She hesitated, then slowly placed her hand in his.

			He turned it over and winced at the blisters that still marred her palm. “It looks better than it did, but you should have a care—”

			She yanked her hand back so quickly it almost overset him. “It is nothing. Blisters. Nothing more.” She closed her fingers over her palm, her gaze searching his face. “I wish you believed me. I don’t know why it matters, but it does.” She folded her lips tightly. “I should never have told you anything. I don’t know why I did. I suppose I hoped you’d be different; hoped you’d at least listen. But you are like the others, and merely think me crazed.”

			“Not crazed, but confused. You hit your head and you said you cannae remember—”

			“Couldn’t—not can’t. I remember everything now. Very clearly.”

			He sighed. “I will nae argue with you, but you must admit that ’tis possible the accident muddled your memories a wee bit and—”

			“That is enough! I will hear no more. I am Princess Tatiana Romanovin, and I—” Her voice broke, her eyes instantly wet with tears, but she collected herself quickly, drawing herself up, her chin lifting as she flashed a furious look his way. “I am done with you.” Without giving him time to explain himself further, she spun on her heel and marched toward the door.
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			Actually, “march” was not the way Buchan would describe how Tatiana moved. She sailed forth like a ship from harbor, silken smooth and—yes—regal. She acts like a princess, I cannot deny that. But such is the way of all impostors. And yet, some other part of him whispered at the same time, And such is the way of real princesses, too.

			“Wait!”

			He didn’t expect her to stop, but she did, her back rigid.

			He closed the small gap between them, wondering what he should say now. “I dinnae mean to insult you. This situation is— The whole thing is . . .” He fought for the words. “Bloody hell, ’tis difficult. I dinnae know you, and you dinnae know me. ’Tis hard to accept the word of someone you just met, even if you wish to.”

			She shot him a look from under her lashes. “You wish to believe me?”

			“I do. Verrah much.” He didn’t know why, but it was true. “Perhaps, for now, we should agree to take one another’s word for who and what we are, and leave it at that.”

			She lifted her gaze to his, curious and cautious. “You’ll accept I’m a princess.”

			“Until proven wrong, aye. And you’ll accept that I’m nae a complete arse who argues with everyone who comes along for nae reason at all.”

			Her lips quirked. “Until proven wrong, da. In many ways, that’s how all meetings go.”

			She was right: one never knew the true quality of the people one met until time had engendered some sort of test. “So it does.”

			“It cannot hurt, I suppose.” She inclined her head. “We are agreed, then.”

			He had to admit, the angle of her nod was as regal as her stance. And it’s not just the way she grants her approval; it’s her face, and her air, her grace and her attitude—everything about her. If she’s an impostor, she’s an expert. “I know it must be difficult for you, the accident and then being separated from all you know and love.”

			Her lashes swept down to cover her eyes, but not before he saw the pain that flashed through them. “It has not been easy,” she admitted.

			The faint slump to her shoulders said more than words could have.

			“It would be difficult for anyone. You said you hit your head in the carriage accident. Was it bad, this injury?”

			She touched behind her left temple, moving back a thick lock of hair to reveal the edge of a healing gash.

			The sight of that red, angry gash on her pale skin tightened his jaw. Buchan placed his finger under her chin, tilting her head to one side. Such delicate skin for such a fierce wound. Princess or no, she was not a brawny strapping sort to weather such abuse without feeling it deeply. He was surprisingly aware of her smallness, of how—if he were to pull her to him and tuck her head under his chin—she’d fit perfectly.

			His arms ached at the thought. Perhaps that was why he and the Drummonds felt such a strong urge to protect her. She’s a wee thing, she is.

			He traced the gash with a gentle brush of his hand, sliding his fingers down her cheek to her chin. Her skin warmed his fingertips, smooth and tantalizing.

			She flushed, her eyes lifting to his, green with gold flecks, as beautiful as she was.

			His heart thudded and in that second, as he drowned in the sparkling green pools of her eyes, he found himself leaning closer, bending until his lips touched her temple near her wound.

			Her eyes widened and then fluttered closed. With a sigh, she leaned against him.

			For long, long moments they stayed thus, his lips against her bare skin, her scent—cinnamon and cloves and fresh bread—tumbling through his senses, stirring him deeply.

			He slid his hand to her neck, to her shoulder, and then to her waist. He tugged her forward and she came, her form melting to his, and—just as he’d imagined—she fit neatly against him. It had been so long since he’d allowed someone other than a doctor so close to him. He drank in the warmth of her, the softness of her form against his own.

			The air about them thickened, their breathing uncertain and quick. Time seemed to close about them, protecting them from everything else. Slowly, he brushed his lips over her cheek, and then on to the corner of her lush lips.

			The second his mouth touched hers, her trembling uncertainty vanished and she tilted her face to his. Like a flower before the sun, she opened to him and welcomed his kiss with her own.

			Buchan’s passion, held by a tenuous, uncertain thread, flared to life. He dropped his cane and swept her against him, kissing her passionately, his touch demanding and furious, and hers wild and wanton in return.

			Her arms slipped around his neck and she opened her lips beneath his, deepening the kiss, her tongue tempting his, teasing, tormenting. He held her tighter, his body ablaze with passion as he slipped his hands down her waist, to cup her against him—

			“Miss Tatiana?” Mrs. Drummond’s voice came from far down the hallway. “Drummond, she’s nae in the kitchen. Is she in the common room?”

			Tatiana gasped and pulled free. “Mrs. Drummond! She mustn’t see . . . I can’t let her know . . . It would be too—” She stepped out of his arms, her trembling fingers brushing her swollen mouth. “I should never have— Bozhy moj, this will not do!”

			Her husky voice stirred his already heightened senses and he was achingly aware of his hard cock pressing against his britches. To cover his obvious arousal, he retrieved his cane and, both hands on the cane top, centered it before him. For a few glorious moments he hadn’t thought about the pain in his leg at all. All he’d thought about had been the soft curves and intriguing feel of the woman who now stood out of reach. “Tatiana, it was but a kiss. Dinnae look so distraught.”

			She pressed her hands to her pink cheeks. “That should never have happened. I—I have been lonely, confined to the kitchens, and away from anyone other than the Drummonds. I was wrong to kiss you.”

			The distressed note in her voice made him frown. “Lass, it was a moment’s impulse, nothing more.”

			Her gaze flickered to his, dark and mysterious. What is she thinking? Is she disappointed? Or glad? 

			Her thick lashes dropped, her expression instantly distant. “It will not happen again.” It wasn’t a suggestion but an announcement, and once again she was the princess—cool, composed, and in control. But this time, somehow she’d left him feeling like a commoner, one with no right to touch, much less kiss, her.

			Disappointment rippled through him, but he swallowed it, channeling his frustration into his grip on the cane. He forced himself to shrug as if he couldn’t have cared less. “However you wish it.”

			Something flashed through her eyes and she turned away, smoothing her hair as she retraced her steps to the door. She reached it and stopped, her hands dropping to her sides. Then she glanced back at him. “Thank you for at least listening to me. It has been a long time since anyone has done so without thinking me mad.”

			Listening to her had been a small thing and had cost him nothing, but the gratitude in her gaze dissipated his irritation and made him wish he’d done more for her. Perhaps she was right about the kiss after all. She is alone here, desperately trying to find her relatives. I would not take advantage of her. “I did nothing. We should discover what we can aboot your accident. Do you mind if I ask you a question or two?”

			Her gaze narrowed. “What would you know?”

			“You said after it happened, you went into the forest?”

			“Da. I wandered through the forest for the better part of the first day and much of the next morning.”

			“When you walked through the forest, were you climbing? Or going downhill?”

			Her brows knit. “Downhill. I found the road the second day.”

			“And then you walked oopon it until you arrived here.” At her nod, he added, “Did you arrive late in the day or early?”

			“It was almost dark. I was so glad to see the inn.”

			“It’s isolated. This road used to be a post road, but the routes changed, and the postal coaches no longer travel this direction. If you’d kept going, it would have been at least another day before you came to the closest town, which is Ellon.”

			“Why do you ask these questions? I—”

			“Tatiana! Where are you?” Mrs. Drummond’s sharp call was closer.

			“Krahti. She comes. Good-bye, Lord Buchan. I—I . . . Thank you.” Tatiana hurried out the door, her skirts swirling with her haste as she disappeared from sight, her quick footsteps fading with each passing second.

			Buchan stared at the empty doorway, his mind not on the mystery of the princess, as it should have been, but on the raw passion of her kiss.

			Bloody hell, how had that kiss happened? Such a kiss, too. I fear it is addicting. Princess or not, he wanted more kisses from those soft lips.

			Many, many more.

			Sighing, he turned and made his way to the table—where his dinner, like his recently denied passion, slowly cooled.
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			Buchan stepped down from the coach, his gaze already locked upon the door of the Red Lion. The late-afternoon sun shone upon the aged wooden sign that hung over the door and he noted absently that the lion painted upon the panel wasn’t red, as the name of the inn implied, but was instead a muddy brown. In the year and a half he’d been coming to this inn for dinner, he’d never paid attention to the sign. Of course, he usually came in the evening, when it was too dark to examine it with any accuracy. Perhaps he noticed it now because it was the first time he’d seen it in the daylight.

			Or perhaps it’s something else. For the first time in a year, I don’t give a damn about my leg. It was true. In the last week and a half since he’d kissed Tatiana, he’d found himself thinking less and less about his pains, and more and more about a certain green-eyed, exotic waif with warm lips and soft curves that could drive a man mad.

			So mad that, the day after that intriguing kiss, he’d been sorely tempted to visit the Red Lion and see what else he could discover about the bewitching Miss Romanovin. But some careful thought had shown him the flaw in such a plan—if he alerted the protective Drummonds to his interest in their maid, they might close ranks and keep him away. In addition, it might frighten Tatiana, too. Her guarded expression suggested caution.

			So, though it irked him nigh to death, he’d waited until the next Friday evening to return, determined to question the intriguing Tatiana more closely. Sadly, his hopes had been in vain, for he’d found her firmly under Mrs. Drummond’s watchful eye. Though he’d tried, he hadn’t been able to speak so much as one word in private with Tatiana. After several hours of simmering frustration, he’d returned to Auchmacoy, determined to visit when the Drummonds weren’t present.

			At home, he was left with empty hours, and his brain teased him with imagined conversations and additional sensual kisses. At night, alone in the huge bed in the master suite, he’d tossed and turned in the heavy silk sheets, unable to sleep, his leg aching from his restless movements as he tried not to think about her bewitching eyes and soft, soft curves, his hands clenching his sheets with frustration.

			But if his nights were haunted, his days were tormented. Yesterday afternoon, as he’d eaten the nearly tasteless lamb pasties his cook had prepared at lunch, Buchan had caught himself wondering if Tatiana liked lamb, and if she did, would she, too, think this particular pasty bland? Did she like scones like those prepared by Mrs. Drummond? Would Tatiana think the grand dining room at Auchmacoy pleasant or too stately? Did she enjoy talking about current political situations, or was that a topic she would avoid for lighter subjects?

			In realizing all that he still didn’t know, his desire to discover more grew. He even began to think of things—excuses, really—that might give him a reason to visit her again.

			So now, here he was, standing upon the stoop of the Red Lion in the middle of the afternoon, feeling both hopeful and foolish.

			He suddenly realized his footman was still standing by the open coach door, looking as perplexed by Buchan’s behavior as he was himself.

			Irritated at being observed in the middle of his own confusion, he scowled. “Take the coach to the stables.”

			Tavish closed the door. “Very guid, my lord. Will you be staying long?”

			“Long enough. I’ll send word when I’m ready.”

			The footman bowed. “Verrah weel, my lord.” He scrambled back into his seat on the coach, and soon the heavy equipage was lumbering out of the courtyard.

			Buchan grasped his cane and crossed the threshold into the foyer. The inn looked different in the light of day; though everything was scrubbed clean, he could now see that the wood floor was worn, the rugs faded and threadbare, and the walls dingy from smoke—all things that were gently dimmed when viewed by lamplight.

			He closed the door and listened, but was met by silence. I must be the only guest on the premises. That wasn’t surprising, for while the Drummonds’ inn was renowned for the quality of their fare and whiskey, they weren’t known for comfortable lodgings.

			Buchan walked further into the foyer, wincing when his cane thumped upon the flagstone floor, the noise loud in the quiet. He continued down the hallway, passing the empty common room with a quick glance at the long, empty trestle tables. Not a person in sight. I wonder if Tatiana is even here? Perhaps he was a fool to have come, but still, what else had he to do?

			He was just realizing how empty his life had become. After he’d returned from India, the pursuits left to him seemed empty—­improvements to his estate, which, upon his death, would be left to a distant cousin and most likely sold out of the family line; fighting the pain of his wounds, which he was forced to do by necessity; and then, to kill the long hours that were left, reading every book he could find.

			That was his new life since his return home, and it irked him bitterly. Before his injury, he’d boxed and fenced, attended sporting matches, traveled widely, danced with the local beauties at every rout and ball, and hunted with friends and companions. All of those things were now gone to him, as travel was nigh impossible: the jolting of the carriage for more than ten minutes at a stretch caused him untold agony.

			Which meant he was now consigned to his own home here in the wilds of Scotland, as one by one, his friends had disappeared like smoke on a distant horizon. If they’d even been friends. The way they’d so quickly let their friendships go seemed to indicate they’d been mere acquaintances.

			Buchan was alone, irked, and bored. So who would blame him for succumbing to an impulsive desire to solve the mystery of Tatiana? It would have been obvious to anyone who took the time to speak to her that she was unique, even if one did not believe her ridiculous-sounding story.

			But is it ridiculous? There could be no doubt she was aristocratic, for her manners and features were too fine for her birth to be otherwise. That first meeting, when he’d treated her like the servant she now was, she’d flashed him a look that had been so full of shock and disdain that it would satisfy any princess. But later, while her kiss had been wild and unchecked, he’d detected an underlying innocence. She is a conundrum, one I am determined to unravel.

			Buchan reached the private parlor and was surprised to find the door closed. As he placed a hand on the knob, a faint sound tickled his ear. Was that a feminine cough? He turned the knob softly, swung the door open, and walked inside, the rug muffling his cane.

			He’d expected to find Tatiana polishing silver or some other such duty, but instead she was curled in the chair by the large bay window. The midafternoon sunlight spilled over her shiny hair, which had been pulled back into a smooth bun at the base of her neck; her head was bent over something in her lap. Whatever it was, it held her attention so strongly that she didn’t look up when he stepped off the rug, his cane clicking on the flagstone floor.

			He walked to within a few feet of her and then stopped, catching sight of a book in her hands. So she reads, does she? He waited, the quiet broken only by the sound of the turning of each page, and he found himself in the odd position of being jealous of a book.

			Finally, he could stand it no more. “You are reading.” His voice was sharper than he’d intended, as though he were delivering an accusation rather than an observation.

			Her gaze flew up, her eyes wide with surprise.

			He silently cursed his abrupt ways. Bloody hell, what was wrong with him that he couldn’t hold a simple conversation with a woman anymore? Was it because he’d eschewed society for so long? Or could it be something far more worrisome: the unnerving effect of her beautiful eyes?

			His blurted words must have sounded as asinine to her as to him, for when her surprise faded, a mocking, teasing smile curved her generous lips. “Da, I’m reading. How could you tell?”

			Her humor sparked his and, relieved he hadn’t irked her, he feigned a deep sigh. “You’ve a book in your hands, so you were either reading or looking at the pictures.” He raised his brows and then said with cautious humor, “I dinnae know if you can read, so perhaps it was the pictures that held your attention so.”

			She chuckled. “Of course I can read.” She closed the book and stood in one fluid movement. “I’ve been able to read since I was five.”

			“Your parents must have been proud of you.”

			Her smile wavered. “My governess was proud of me. That was enough.”

			“But nae your parents?” Perhaps he shouldn’t have asked, but he was like a man dying of thirst, and had to drink in every fact about her that he could find.

			“My parents served as ambassadors for my uncle, the king, and were always gone.” She hesitated, running a hand over the book’s smooth cover. “They died several years ago. Though we rarely slept under the same roof, I miss them.”

			“Guid or nae, parents leave holes in our lives when they go.” The sadness he heard in her voice drew him closer, and he noted how the sunlight that streamed through the window caressed her face. She’d been lovely in the lantern light, and he’d expected that she’d be less so in the harsh light of day, but the opposite was true. Her pale skin gleamed against her dark gray gown, her chestnut hair shiny and thick where it was gathered at her nape. He followed the delicate line of her neck to the line of her jaw, and his fingers itched to trace the light flush that warmed her cheeks. “I’m glad to find you alone.” The words flew from his lips, unchecked and inappropriate.

			Her expression closed. “I’m not alone. Mrs. Drummond is in the kitchen now, making bread.” Her gaze flickered over his face and seemed to linger on his lips. Her color high, she said, “I should go; I’m not to meet customers unless either Mrs. or Mr. Drummond is nearby.”

			“The kitchen is close. If you raised your voice even a little, she’d hear you. Mrs. Drummond has ears like a bloody hunting dog. I know, for in the past, if I so much as gave a low mutter aboot needing salt, she appeared with it. ”

			Some of the caution left Tatiana’s face and she chuckled, the throaty sound making him ache to taste her again. He wondered if the innkeeper’s wife had realized he and Tatiana had shared a kiss? Was that why he hadn’t been able to get the maid alone again?

			“You must have come for lunch.” Smiling, Tatiana turned toward the door. “I’ll let Mrs. Drummond know you are here.”

			He started to tell her he’d come just to see her, but her reaction to his admission that he’d hoped to find her alone kept him from doing so. He was left with nothing to say as she walked past him.

			In a second, she would be gone and the Drummonds alerted to his presence, which was the last thing he wished to happen. If he didn’t stop her now, she’d ruin everything. But no words could come, not a one.

			Without thinking, he caught her arm.

			His only intention had been to halt her long enough to explain why fetching the Drummonds was a poor idea, but the second he grasped her arm, she froze, flashing him a look of such astonished outrage that he dropped his hand and stepped away. As he did so, his cane caught the rug and fell from his hand, unbalancing him and sending him reeling backward.

			“Asta rozhti!” Tatiana planted her heels and grabbed his arm, stabilizing him in an instant. But though he didn’t fall, his weight came down on his uncertain leg.

			Like a flash of fire, the pain hit him, agony so hot it sucked the breath from his lungs. He clenched his teeth against his own cry of anguish and, jerking his arm free from her hold, leaned on a nearby table to steady himself. He pressed his fist to the knot now formed above his knee, his harsh breathing loud in the quiet room.

			Tatiana turned toward the door. “I’ll fetch Mrs. Drummond—”

			“Nae!” Buchan snapped, embarrassed beyond measure for revealing himself in such a humiliating fashion. In that moment, he hated his leg, hated his pain, and hated his own weakness as if it were a person. Goddammit, can I not even stand on my own? And to look a fool in front of her, no less. Still holding on to the table, he bent and retrieved his cane. Teeth gritted, he positioned it at his side and limped his way toward the fireplace, his eyes watering in agony with each step.

			“But Mrs. Drummond knows medicines and tonics and—”

			“I dinnae need her help, dammit! Nae hers and nae yours!”

			She stiffened.

			He hadn’t meant to be so harsh, but his pain and embarrassment twisted his soul until only anger flew from his mouth. Yet when he saw the flash of hurt in her eyes, he wished with all his heart that he could take the words back.

			But it was too late. She was pulling away, her expression chilly and removed. Dammit, when did my temper grow so uncertain?

			Sick with disappointment at himself, he waved her on. “Go to Mrs. Drummond. There’s nae reason to stay.”

			“If you don’t need her, I will stay where I am. I just thought she would know of something to ease your pain.”

			“If you want to ease my pain, then bring me some whiskey. A lot of it.” He reached the fireplace and leaned against the mantel, miserable and aching and almost nauseous. “I must be twenty times over a fool to have come here today. I just thought I could—” He shut off the last of his words and turned toward the fire.

			Tatiana caught the deep darkness in his voice and it banished her irritation as swiftly as it had arisen. She should have been incensed at the man, for he’d not only grabbed her arm in the rudest way, but he’d then ordered her to bring him whiskey as if she were indeed just a kitchen maid. And after he’d promised to believe my claims, at least until they were proven untrue.

			But if there was one thing Tatiana understood, it was pride. Her family had far more of it than was seemly, so she recognized Buchan’s reaction—fury and embarrassment at his inability to help himself, his pride inflamed by his own physical limitations, his anger fed by the knowledge his struggle had been witnessed.

			She uncurled one of her hands and looked at her palm where the blisters were finally healing, calluses taking their place. It was frightening how quickly the illusion of control could disappear. In the last few weeks, she’d come to realize how fragile that illusion was, and how painful it was when it was ripped away and one was left bewildered and alone, out of control of a life one had never truly had control over to begin with. She rather thought Buchan felt the same way—betrayed and lost.

			She shot him a glance from under her lashes. He stood with one arm resting along the mantel, his mouth white with pain. He’d leaned his cane against the rock fireplace and was pressing his fist against his thigh, his breathing ragged. He bent his head, his dark hair falling against his cheeks and neck, giving him a wild, untamed look. He reminded her of the dark, handsome, and wantonly passionate Romany men who populated the camps by the river in her country.

			His handsomeness was appealing, but the expression in his eyes kept her from marching out of the room. He looked so . . . hopeless. As if the pain he suffered imprisoned him, alone and in agony.

			She cleared her throat. “I’ll fetch some whiskey.” Without waiting for an answer, she crossed to the sideboard, her gaze dropping to her arm, which still tingled where his large hand had closed around it. Perhaps she’d overreacted. She felt vulnerable because of her position as a maid, but—more than that—she’d spent the last week and a half regretting their kiss. If she didn’t wish people to treat her like a maid, then she shouldn’t act like one, and no princess would allow a strange man to kiss her. She’d been raised to know better.

			Yet deep down, she couldn’t be truly sorry for that kiss—she had welcomed it. Perhaps it was because she was so alone, herself, and that part of her soul had recognized the same loneliness in his. Whatever it was, it couldn’t—shouldn’t—happen again.

			She picked up the decanter. “I’m having some whiskey, too. It’s been a difficult day for me, as well.”

			He watched as she poured the whiskey into two glasses, a question in his eyes. Finally, as if unable to hold it in, he asked in a gruff voice, “Why was your day difficult?”

			Even in pain, he is concerned about me. Some of her uncertainty melted away. “Squire MacPhearson and his son visited us earlier. I think you know them, for the squire mentioned your name.”

			“His property abuts mine. What were they doing here?”

			She carried the two glasses to Buchan. “They were on their way to Inverness. A race, I think it was.” She held out one of the glasses.

			Buchan took it carefully, avoiding her fingers. “Thank you.” His dark gaze locked on her as he took a drink. Then another. The tension in his face ease slightly.

			“Better?”

			“Some.” He grimaced and then sighed. “I should nae have grabbed your arm like that. I dinnae think.”

			“I reacted too strongly. I’m not used to being handled thusly and, as I said, it has been a difficult week.” She took a bracing sip. Smooth tones of vanilla and smoke curled over her tongue and she decided she liked Scottish whiskey almost as much as the vodka served in her own country. “I suppose I should accept that such things will happen, now that I’m a maid, but I cannot.”

			Buchan had the glass halfway to his mouth, but at her words, he lowered it, his brows knit. “Accept what things?”

			She shrugged. “My first week here, a man patted my—” She gestured behind her. “I put an end to it with a pitcher of ale over his head.”

			Buchan’s expression darkened. “He deserved worse.”

			She shrugged. “After that, the Drummonds only allowed me to serve the guests here, in the private parlor. Mr. Drummond said the guests are of a higher caliber than the ones in the common room.”

			Buchan’s stern expression eased a bit. “Guid for Mr. Drummond. I hope that put an end to the rudeness.”

			“It did until . . .” She laughed, unable to keep a bitter note from her voice. “It doesn’t matter. But I’m afraid that when you said you wished to see me alone, and then you caught my arm—” She spread one hand. “I misunderstood you.”

			“I cannae blame you. I was graceless.” He shook his head, regret deep in his eyes. “I’m sorry, lass. I dinnae mean to be disrespectful.”

			She shrugged. “It was an innocent enough touch.”

			“This time.” He gave a wry smile that made him seem younger. “I should nae have kissed you. I’ve nae wish to be included in your list of men who’ve been inappropriate.”

			Her cheeks heated. Despite her misgivings, that kiss had been different. In many ways. She took a sip of the whiskey, hoping it would clear her thoughts.

			“It was inexcusable.” He raked a hand through his hair. “It’s been a long time since I was in a lady’s presence. I’m sorry if I seem mannerless.”

			It was a genuine apology, heartfelt and generous. Tatiana had grown up with men saying pretty things to her—giving her extravagant compliments, writing poems about the color of her eyes, and much worse. But Buchan’s words were simply honest. “Thank you.”

			“You dinnae thank a mon for apologizing for nae being a mon.” His dark brown eyes sparkled with reluctant humor. “Although I suppose you’re allowed to show a guid deal of surprise if ’tis warranted.”

			She chuckled. “At least you don’t smell of onions, like the squire’s son.”

			“How would you know the squire’s son— Bloody hell!” Buchan snapped the glass onto the mantel so quickly that some whiskey sloshed onto the wood. “That damned, monkey-panted fop tried to touch you, did nae he? When I next see him, I shall teach him to respect women if it takes a beating!”

			She smirked. “You will not have to. I taught him well enough.” She reached down to her boot, well hidden by her skirts, and brought up her blade. “I showed him this.”

			Buchan’s eyes widened. “You have a knife!”

			“Of course.”

			“Where did you get it?”

			“The kitchen. To my surprise, I am very, very good with it.”

			His eyes gleamed with appreciation. “I have nae doubt. I’m glad you dinnae use it on me.”

			She grinned. “I was too busy kissing you back to even remember it.”

			He chuckled, the sound deep and warm. He reclaimed his whiskey, a new gleam of appreciation in his gaze. “A princess who carries a knife. We should have such princesses here.”

			She returned the knife to her boot. “I’ve four cousins, all men, and raised partly by our Romany grandmother. They taught me well. So when the squire’s son would not listen to my request to be released, I marked his hand.”

			Buchan had just taken a swallow of his whiskey, and he choked. “Wait, you stabbed him? I thought you had only to show it to him!”

			“Pah. A tiny scratch, like a cat might give. But it was enough. He will not touch me again.”

			Laughter burst from Buchan, long and lusty. As he laughed, he relaxed and he looked so much more approachable than she’d originally thought him. And much handsomer, too.

			Tatiana hid her smile behind her glass. In the moments after she’d faced the squire’s son, she’d felt anything but joy, but now, hearing Buchan’s laughter, she realized that perhaps she should have relished how well she’d dealt with the situation.

			His laughter settled into a chuckle. “What I’d give to have seen that. Lass, you are a rich one, you are, and I’m glad I met you.”

			Her cheeks warmed, and she felt as if she’d been given a gift.

			“I can only imagine that fool’s expression.” Buchan wiped a hand over his eyes. “But it still should nae have happened. I will tell Drummond he is nae to allow you to serve anyone alone, even here in the private parlor.”

			She thought about pointing out that at this very moment she was alone with him, but then decided against it. Things were complicated enough.

			She finished her whiskey and put the glass on a nearby table. “So why are you here? You don’t seem interested in lunch.”

			“Ah yes. I came to speak to you. After I left here the last time we spoke, I thought aboot what you said of the day of your accident.”

			“Da?”

			“It took you two days to reach here, and you went through a forest, mainly traveling downhill. I and my footman retraced your steps and, with some good luck, we found where the accident took place.”

			She blinked. “You . . . but how—”

			“It was simple. There are only two major roads that go through this part of the country, and only one is fit for a coach. I considered what you said about the amount of walking you did, and how far you went, and then I made a guess. From what we could tell at the site of the accident, the axel on your carriage broke and a wheel fell off. There was a deep gash, as if one end of an axle had landed on the road. It rains here a guid bit, so the ground would have been soft, and the axle would have dug into the road—which could overturn a carriage.”

			“Especially one overburdened with luggage, as mine was.”

			“Aye.” He picked up his whiskey again. “I also found signs of a small camp, as if some of your people had stayed there in the hopes you would return.”

			“But no one is there now?”

			He shook his head. “There were footprints leading into the forest, as if they’d searched for you, but nothing more. I daresay that once the coach had been repaired, they gave oop and left.”

			“But if they waited for me there, then ’tis possible they didn’t alert Alexsey of the accident right away.”

			Buchan nodded, watching her face. The signs he and his men had found of the accident supported her story. Well, they supported the fact there had been an accident, which they already knew from her wounds. His gaze flickered to where her hair hid the healing gash, and he wondered how long she’d been unconscious. She must have been terrified when she awoke and did not know herself.

			“Thank you for going to such trouble for me.” A wry, sad smile touched her lips. “It helps, knowing I didn’t imagine the accident, at least.”

			“I wish I could tell you more, but there were nae other clues to be had.”

			“I wish I knew how long my servants waited before going to my cousin’s. It could have been a week or even longer, which means—” Her eyes grew dark. “It could be weeks before my cousin arrives.”

			“I dinnae think they waited long,” he heard himself saying gruffly.

			Her gaze found his. “Why do you think that?”

			“If they’d been in the area for long, there would have been more tracks. I dinnae think they waited more than a day. Perhaps two.” It was a lie; most of the tracks had been obliterated by the weather. But he’d be dammed if he’d make her time here even more difficult than it already was.

			He turned to put his empty glass on the mantel. As he did so, a crackle sounded from his pocket. “Och! I almost forgot.” He reached into his inner coat pocket, and pulled out a large folded sheet of vellum. “This is for you.” He handed it to her.

			She unfolded it carefully, and gasped as a colorful map appeared. “It’s a map of Europe!” She looked up at him, her eyes shimmering with happiness. “Oxenburg is here.” She tapped a colorful area with a slender finger. She couldn’t have looked more pleased. “Where did you get this?”

			“I have many books, and among them are portfolios of maps—collecting them was a hobby of my father’s. It took me a while to find one, for Oxenburg is a rather new country.”

			She nodded. “We are only a hundred years old if you go by the country’s name. But as a culture, we’ve existed for many, many centuries.”

			“Aye, Oxenburg won her independence in a battle from the Duchy of Prussia. I read about it.” He leaned closer to the map, his shoulder brushing hers as he traced a finger along one border. “It is a mountainous country.”

			“Da, it looks much like your highlands—mountains covered with old forests cut here and there by large streams. Each spring those streams flood, filled with snowmelt. Look here . . .” She bent over the map and began to explain each and every aspect of her country.

			As she did so, Buchan matched her words against the facts he’d discovered in one of the books he’d found. She knew the country well. Yet more proof she is who she says.

			A sense of relief flooded him as he watched her, her face soft with excitement as she talked about her home. Her thick hair was pinned only halfway, and several chestnut strands now brushed the graceful curve of her cheek. He leaned closer, pretending to look at something on the map she’d just pointed to, breathing in her scent of cinnamon and sunshine, of hope and smiles.

			He longed to slip an arm about her waist and pull her to him, to sink into her supple curves and forget misery, and pain, and everything that had filled his life these last few years. Indeed, his arms ached to hold her. Bloody hell, am I like the squire’s son, lusting after her beauty? But no. The squire’s son had no feelings for Tatiana, no wish to protect her, no deep desire to be something to her. I do. 

			The realization surprised him and he almost took a step back. He was not a man who easily cared. Not anymore. But perhaps he felt so strongly about protecting Tatiana because they’d both been stripped bare by life, robbed of all societal protections, and left raw and vulnerable. More than anyone, he knew how exposed and confused she must feel, and how deeply alone.

			But however much they had in common, and no matter how strongly she tugged at his interest, he knew he should take measures not to become too closely involved in her dilemma. At best, Tatiana was an injured woman who believed herself a princess. At worst, she really was a princess, destined to be rescued and to go on with her life as if he’d never existed.

			He stepped away, his body aching at even that small separation.

			Unaware of his turmoil, she straightened and sighed, her gaze still on the map. “I miss Oxenburg.”

			“You’ll return to it soon enough.”

			She sent him a quick look, her brows knitting. She started to say something, but then seemed to think better of it. She tapped the map. “May I keep this for now? So I can show the Drummonds?”

			“Of course. I’ve nae need of it. I thought it might give you something to do to pass your time, although it seems you found something already—a book.”

			“I love to read.” She refolded the map and carefully placed it on the mantel, then removed the book from her pocket. Her hand slid over the cover, her fingers lingering in a way that made his breath shorten. “It’s not a topic I’d normally enjoy, but it’s better than nothing.”

			“I read quite a bit, too,” he admitted, moving yet another step away. “Where did you get the book? I dinnae imagine the Drummonds have many.”

			“After I pricked the squire’s son’s hand, there was a bit of a—how do you say this, when there is much yelling and noise?”

			“A ruckus?”

			“Ruckus,” she tested the word. “Da, one of those. After the ruckus and the squire and his son had left, I found the book beside the chair. I believe it was the squire’s.”

			“What’s it about?”

			“It’s called Horses of the Ages, a Guide to Buying and Selling. I would like a novel better, but there are none to be had. The Drummonds do not own any books.” A wistful smile curved her mouth. “I have a great library at my home. Shelves and shelves of books, and I’ve read most of them.”

			“What sort of books do you like to read other than novels?”

			“I also like books on history, philosophy, even plays.” She lifted the book and smelled it. “Ah. I never knew how delicious a book could smell until I had none.”

			He watched her with a hooded gaze. Her face was so expressive, her thoughts flickering quickly and with a sureness that he found fascinating. He wanted to talk to her for hours, to hold her close and soak in her scent, to kiss her breathless and discover her every thought and feeling—

			Bloody hell, I’m becoming besotted over a woman I barely know. This was a mistake. I should have stayed away. Any man with common sense and a modicum of control would have made an excuse and left.

			Instead, as if he were powerless to stop himself, he heard himself say, “There is a library at Auchmacoy. You are welcome to borrow any book you wish.”

			Happiness brightened her gaze. “May I?”

			“Aye.” He should have stopped there, but he added, “You may come any time and choose as many books as you’d like.”

			“Thank you! That is very kind of you.”

			And foolish. He managed a smile that he didn’t quite feel. If he had any sense, which he was beginning to question, he’d at least make himself scarce when she was visiting his home. “I’m glad the library will be used. I’ll tell my butler, MacInnes, to expect a guest. He will allow you access to the library whenever you wish.”

			Her brows knit. “Won’t you be there?”

			“Most likely nae. But I’ll set oot a few tomes you might enjoy—”

			“Tatiana!” Mrs. Drummond called from the kitchen.

			Tatiana made a face and then cast a quick glance at the clock resting on the mantelpiece. “I’m late. I’m to help Mrs. Drummond make haggis for Friday’s dinner.”

			“I hope it’s nae for me. I deplore haggis.”

			“It’s to be served in the common room.” She smiled, a flicker of uncertainty suddenly in her gaze. “Lord Buchan, you have given me so much today. I don’t know how to thank you.”

			“’Tis nae necessary. The map was gathering dust and books should be read. It’s their purpose.”

			“But you bothered to visit where my accident happened. That must have taken a lot of time.”

			“It was nothing,” he lied. It had taken hours to find the exact spot, and the trip had jolted him about so much that his leg had kept him awake much of the night. But it had been worth it just to see her smile. “I’m glad we know a bit aboot your circumstances. It was obvious that bothered you.”

			She smiled, almost shyly, and then, to his astonishment, she closed the space between them, lifted up on her toes, and kissed his cheek.

			It was a chaste kiss, a simple gesture of gratitude, yet it caught at him, tangling his heart still more.

			Tatiana stepped back, flushed and unwilling to meet his gaze as she retrieved the map from the mantel. “Perhaps now the Drummonds will believe there’s an Oxenburg.” She tucked the map into her book and slid them both into her pocket. “I must go. Good day, Lord Buchan. And thank you again.”

			“Guid day.” He watched as she disappeared out the door, leaving him alone and trying to remember what, exactly, he’d thought to gain by coming here today. Whatever it was, he was fairly certain inviting Tatiana to Auchmacoy had not been part of it.
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			“Damn you! Touch me one more time and I’ll shoot you between the eyes with my blunderbuss,” Buchan said through clenched teeth.

			“Och, is that how ’tis?” Dr. Fraser didn’t even look up from rubbing liniment on the angry red rope of scars that twisted over Buchan’s thigh. “That’s better than skewering me on a pike and leaving me for the crows, which you threatened to do last time.”

			Buchan grimaced when the doctor hit a particularly tight spot, gritting his teeth as he snarled, “I regret I dinnae follow through on that promise.”

			The young sandy-haired doctor grinned. He was a new sort of physician, given to a set of beliefs about the healing of war wounds that involved treating the scars as part of the wound, rather than ignoring them. Buchan wasn’t one of the doctor’s many successes yet, and right now, he didn’t feel as if he’d ever be. His leg burned as if afire; his scarred thigh spasmed as the doctor kneaded the locked tissue with firm, hard pressure, rubbing in the liniment, which would supposedly keep the area more supple. The pain was indescribable.

			“Och, leave my calf alone!”

			“But it’s where most of the tautness lies. We must work that area more.”

			Buchan growled out yet more threats, these spiced with less-than-polite pejoratives.

			Dr. Fraser looked impressed. “That’s a new one. I’m nae sure what it means, but again, I dinnae think I want to.”

			“Damn you to hell and back, must you press so hard?”

			“I must; it breaks oop the scar tissue.” The doctor sent a considering look at Buchan, taking in his pale face and damp brow, and then nodded to Murray, the valet. “But perhaps we’ve done enough today. Bring me those clean cloths and I’ll bandage—”

			“Nae, nae.” Buchan took a deep breath. “Dinnae stop.”

			“But you said—”

			“Continue. I wish this done.”

			The doctor and Murray exchanged looks. “This is a new turn, you actually demanding to continue the treatment.”

			“I wish it done. That is nae new.” But it was. He’d always done as the doctor had asked, but never had Buchan requested a longer treatment. Now he was willing to do anything, put up with any amount of pain, perform any number of exercises, if he could just regain more strength in his leg. He knew the reason, too. Tatiana.

			It had been two days since he’d invited her to come to Auchmacoy, and she had yet to arrive. Two long, uncertainty-filled days. Perhaps she won’t come. It’s not as if she has reason to feel safe among the men here in Scotland, thanks to the squire’s son. 

			Scowling, Buchan convinced Dr. Fraser to continue, and thus it was a good half hour later before, exhausted and aching in every bone, Buchan swallowed a snarl of pain when the doctor wrapped the injured leg with clean cloth soaked in liniment.

			“We’ve done all we can today.” Dr. Fraser finished binding Buchan’s leg, covering the ugly scars under neatly wrapped bandages. “If I overdo the tissue massage, it will cause more harm than good.” He tied off the bandage, picked up a nearby towel, and wiped his hands, the lemony scent of the liniment lingering in the room.

			“Is this even working?” Buchan swung his feet to the floor. “We’ve made nae progress at all.”

			“Och, have we nae?” Dr. Fraser’s pale blue eyes gleamed in disbelief. “Six months ago, could you bend your leg at all?”

			Buchan scowled.

			“Nae,” the doctor answered. “And five months ago, could you stand for more than two minutes withoot the muscles seizing oop?”

			“I suppose nae.” Buchan grabbed his cane and lifted himself to his feet, Murray coming to assist him as he dressed.

			The doctor pressed on. “And four months ago, could you walk as well as you do now, or climb even one stair? And three months ago, did you ever sleep a night withoot severe cramps? And two months—”

			“Fine! I’ll admit I’m some better.” Buchan finished dressing, sitting down so he could stomp his good foot into his riding boot. “But it’s still as painful as hell.”

			Dr. Fraser tugged on his coat. “It will continue to be painful until we loosen the scar tissue enough. That is what hurts so—the scar tissue was allowed to form withoot any stretching, so it grew tight, like a band of leather left to dry in the sun. Now it must be stretched each day—by massage and through those exercises I gave you, and rubbed with liniment to keep it supple.” The doctor’s gaze narrowed. “You have been doing the exercises?”

			“Aye. Twice a day at times.” Three times, now that Tatiana was to visit. Dammit.

			Murray nodded. “He’s been guid aboot tha’, doctor.”

			Buchan scowled. “I’d do it eight times a day if I thought it would speed this process. At this rate, I’ll be eighty before my thigh has healed.”

			“It will never heal completely. I told you that. The physician who did this surgery . . .” Fraser shook his head.

			Fraser’s scowl somehow eased Buchan’s irritation. “There’s naught to be done aboot it now other than what you’re doing. I’m sorry I’m such a curmudgeon.”

			“I understand. It’s nae an easy process.” The doctor eyed Buchan with a sharp gaze. “Have you had any more episodes of congestive fever? It’s been a while.”

			“Nae a one. That’s one illness I’ve the better of.”

			“I should leave you some tonic, just in case.” The doctor dug through his bag of medicine.

			“Dinnae bother. I’ve nae had an episode in over a year, and ’tis nae likely to happen now.”

			“’Tis nae an illness to treat lightly.” The doctor closed his bag. “I dinnae seem to have any; I’ll bring some another time.”

			Buchan held out his hand. “Thank you for coming, doctor. I’m nae an easy patient, and you deserve better.”

			Dr. Fraser grinned and shook Buchan’s hand. “’Tis a pleasure. Thanks to you, my vocabulary now is much more varied.” Still grinning, the doctor led the way out of the bedchamber and down the stairs to the large front door. “Keep oop those exercises and I’ll be back next week.”

			“Of course.” Buchan opened the front door and followed the doctor outside. Once there, Buchan pulled a folded set of bills from his pocket. “Here. A pound for every curse word you were forced to endure.”

			The doctor flushed. “My lord, that is far too much for a simple visit.”

			“Like hell.” Buchan pressed the bills into the doctor’s hand. “I’m damned lucky you took my case, and despite all my cursing, I appreciate the work you’ve done. You’re right—my leg is much better. I’m just impatient lately and wish it done faster. But that’s my cross to bear and nae yours.”

			“But this is more than thrice my rate—”

			“You could charge five times what you do, and still be as in demand as you are.” Buchan waved the doctor off. “You’ve other patients waiting on you, hopefully better mannered than me. Meanwhile, I’ll be sure to stretch my leg as you’ve ordered.”

			The doctor sighed, but accepted the money and climbed into his waiting carriage. “I’ll be back Wednesday next.”

			“Until then.” Buchan stepped back as the carriage started down the drive. He had just turned toward the door when a flash of movement caught his eye. He lifted a hand to shield his eyes from the bright sunshine and there, walking across the field toward his house, was Tatiana.

			Though he knew it would be awkward if she caught him watching, he couldn’t help himself; his feet seemed rooted to the ground.

			The wind tugged playfully at the long brown woolen cape she wore over her gown, her blue skirts peeking through with each step. Her long, chestnut hair had been yanked free by the insistent wind and it flew about her, wild and untamed. The sunlight, rare for this time of the year, lined her shoulders and glistened on her tresses until she looked like the fairy he suspected she’d been named for.

			She stepped from the grass and onto the drive, her gaze moving over the picturesque lake to the gardens, and finally to the house.

			He stepped into the shadows, almost colliding with his butler.

			MacInnes lifted onto his toes, peering down the drive. “My lord, who is tha’?”

			“A guest.”

			“A guest? Och, we’ve nae had a guest in over a year; nae since—” The butler cast a quick look at Buchan and then added, “It’s been a long time.”

			“Since I was injured.” Buchan reluctantly pulled his gaze from Tatiana and, holding his cane firmly, entered the house.

			MacInnes followed. “A guest will be just the thing to brighten us oop. Shall I have Cook make tea?”

			“Aye, but only for one. Miss Romanovin has come to visit the library, nae me, so I will nae be joining her. See to it that she has whatever she may need.”

			MacInnes looked disappointed. “Of course, my lord, if you’re sure you dinnae wish to join her for tea, at least. ’Twould be nice of you to welcome her to the house and—”

			“Nae. I’ve things to do and will be in the study. I’ve placed a stack of books on a table in the library that I thought she might enjoy; she may take those and any number of other books she wishes.”

			“Any number?”

			“Aye. Any book, and as many as she’d like. Do you understand?”

			MacInnes nodded, though there was a sad look on his face. “Aye, my lord. I’ll send Tavish to the kitchen to let Cook know we need tea for one.”

			“Thank you.”

			Buchan limped to his study and sank into the leather chair at his desk, sighing with relief to be off his aching leg, and away from the foyer where Tatiana would soon be. Trying to divert himself, he gathered the tenant reports, and tried to focus on the rent roll.

			But instead of reading, he caught himself listening intently, and it wasn’t long before a firm knock sounded upon the door. Buchan looked toward the closed door as MacInnes offered a greeting, Tatiana’s husky voice answering. There were steps, a low murmur, and then . . . silence.

			Buchan stared at his door and imagined Tatiana in the library. Was she surprised at how large it was? He’d wager it was every bit as grand as the ones she’d seen. Buchan knew for a fact that the library at Auchmacoy had more books and was better stocked than the king’s, which was a feat indeed.

			The house was irritatingly quiet. Buchan pushed the reports aside and stood, grasping his cane and moving to the door. Once there, he pressed his ear to it and listened.

			Nothing.

			Of course, it was possible Tatiana wouldn’t exclaim her surprise out loud. Perhaps she was merely staring about her in awe. He could imagine her doing that, her soft lips parted, her eyes wide as she looked at the two-story-high bookcases lining the entire room. Perhaps she’d find so many books intimidating?

			He cracked the door and listened, but could hear only his own breathing and the distant noise of a servant opening and closing a door. Not a single sound came from the library.

			He frowned. Not even footsteps. Is she not walking around, looking for a tome— He stopped. What if the sheer size of the library had confounded her, and she wasn’t sure how to find a book to her liking? His father had organized the books according to his own particular style, which might not make sense to someone unused to it.

			He found himself standing outside the library door, his hand on the knob. He shouldn’t go in. She didn’t need help finding her way around a library; she was an intelligent person and would figure it out on her own. But still, this library’s organization was peculiar—

			“My lord?”

			Startled, Buchan turned on his heel.

			MacInnes stood behind him holding the tea tray. “Did you wish for tea, too? I—”

			“Nae, thank you. But I will get the door.” Buchan opened the door and stood aside so the butler could enter.

			Buchan peered over the butler’s shoulder, but Tatiana was nowhere to be seen.

			MacInnes carried the tray to the small table set between two large winged chairs before the fireplace. “Here is your tea, miss. If you need anything else, just ring the bell. The pull is by the fireplace.”

			“Thank you.”

			Where is she? Buchan came further into the room, but still couldn’t see his guest.

			The butler bowed to a large wing-back chair that faced away from Buchan. “Ah! Very good. It seems his lordship is joining you after all.”

			Buchan had opened his mouth to disagree when Tatiana peeped around the back of her chair. Instead of denying the butler’s charge, Buchan found himself drowning in a pair of deep green eyes.

			MacInnes left, his pace stately. As he passed Buchan he carefully kept from making eye contact, closing the large doors behind him.

			“There you are. I wondered when I’d see you.” Tatiana stood and came from behind the chair. “When I arrived, your butler said you were busy.”

			“I was. Estate business. But, ah . . . I finished and I thought I’d see if you were finding the library to your liking.”

			She looked around, her eyes wide. “I’ve never seen anything more beautiful.”

			It was true. Tatiana hadn’t expected to find such grandeur in the wilds of Scotland, but Auchmacoy—the entire house and not just the library—outshone many of the palaces she’d visited. The exterior was stunning: two stories of white stone, trimmed with silvery gray marble, and decorated with hundreds of long windows that glistened in the sun. Surrounded by a perfectly manicured lawn beside a picturesque lake, the house gleamed like a jewel set on a bed of glistening blue and velvet green.

			Inside was even more stunning. The foyer was grand, with a white marble floor and tapestried walls adorned by gold-framed paintings—but however gorgeous the house was, the library was truly magical.

			The floor was covered with thick rugs that hushed the sounds of footsteps, while tall, slender windows allowed light to pour inside. A large fireplace burned cheerily, warming the space, while heavy red-cushioned furniture beckoned the reader. But best of all, every inch of wall space left was dedicated to massive shelves. Rows and rows of them, going up, up, up two high stories. Halfway up was a narrow balcony, the books reachable by a sizable ladder that hung on a track and could be wheeled around the entire room. “All libraries should be so designed,” she murmured.

			Satisfaction warmed Buchan’s gaze, softening his face. “It is my favorite room in the house.”

			“I can see why.” She walked around, inhaling the sweet vanilla scent of the older books. She stopped in front of a shelf and trailed her fingers over the leather bindings, which were cool to the touch. “In my cousin’s palace in Oxenburg there is a library this big, but it is not so beautifully laid out, nor is it truly his. He is in charge of the cultural history for the entire country, and so collects every book deemed worth reading.”

			“That’s a big undertaking.”

			“Da. His wife is Scottish. She helps him collect the books. He says she is wise in deciding which ones should be obtained for the collection.”

			“This is the cousin you were to visit?”

			“Nyet. It is one of his brothers.”

			“So both have married Scottish lasses?”

			“Our grandmother decided our family needed fresh blood, and she believes the Scots are a hardy and spirited breed.” Tatiana sent him a droll look. “She’s been pressing my cousins to find wives here. So far she’s managed to marry off three of them to Scottish brides—all except my cousin Nik, who is not the sort to listen to Tata Natasha.”

			“Nik?”

			“He is to be king. He is in London now, attending the Regent’s birthday fete.”

			Is he indeed? “I’m surprised this Tata Natasha has nae found a groom for you.”

			Tatiana shrugged. “She does not pay me the same attention.”

			“From the sound of it, that is a blessing.”

			A smile touched her lips. “So it is,” she agreed. “Her Grace is a Romany, and her methods are unorthodox.”

			Buchan grasped his cane tighter and moved to stand beside one of the windows, leaning gratefully against the casement. His leg was aching badly from Dr. Fraser’s treatment, yet Buchan didn’t wish to sit, for he wouldn’t be able to see Tatiana’s face as she wandered the perimeter of the room.

			She paused to tap her finger on the hilt of an ancient sword that was displayed in a long holder on the desk. “How long has your family had this house?”

			“Auchmacoy has been in our possession since the fourteenth century. The house you see now was built only forty years ago by my father, after the previous house was destroyed in a fire.”

			“It is lovely.”

			“My father had excellent taste.”

			She shot him a look. “And his son?”

			He shrugged. “I try.” He looked around the room. “Before I was injured, this house was my passion. I put in better windows, replaced much of the support in the great hall, added water closets to the bedrooms, and installed the best heating system and kitchen available.” He made a face. “The last improvement hasnae increased the quality of my cook, though. I think it has even made things worse, for she cannae figure out how to run the new ovens.”

			Tatiana grinned, coming to stand near him, tracing her hand over the scrollwork at the edge of a shelf. “Some people do not deal well with change.” She grimaced. “I have struggled with that, myself.”

			“It seems to me that you’ve adapted well. It cannae have been easy for you to go from princess to scullery maid.”

			“It helped, those first days when I was wandering about the forest, that I didn’t remember I was a princess. Now it is more difficult.” She looked at him, her head tilted to one side. “It was kind of you to offer me access to your beautiful library. And me, a pretend princess, as far as you know.”

			“I believe you.” And it wasn’t just because he’d discovered the accident site, or because she knew so much about Oxenburg. It was because he was finding it difficult to deny the truth he could see in her eyes.

			She trailed her fingers over the bindings of a book, which made his mouth go dry, “How do you know I won’t take your books and leave?”

			He forced himself to look away from her beguiling hand. “Because you are nae a thief.”

			“How do you know?”

			“It’s in your eyes. It’s in the way you speak, and talk. I dinnae know exactly who you are, but I know you are honorable.”

			A flush of pleasure warmed Tatiana. People had expectations in life, and one of them was that a princess would be regal and controlled, always graceful and never emotional. All things she’d been taught—that princesses do not talk to strangers without a proper introduction, princesses do not laugh too loud, princesses do not run down stairs, princesses know when to be quiet and never speak out of turn—all things she’d done because she’d never known anything else.

			Until now.

			This last month had taught her many things, presented her with challenges she’d never imagined, some of which she’d failed, but others which had left her feeling proud of herself and her accomplishments. While being a princess wasn’t always easy, it also wasn’t the most mentally stimulating position one could have.

			Oh, there were titles to memorize, and people one must never forget, and one had to know who was related to whom, and when it was proper to curtsy and when one should merely incline one’s head, and that sort of silly thing. But there was no daily challenge, no can I really do this? moments like she’d experienced as a maid. No responsibilities that were hers and no one else’s.

			“What are you thinking? You look so serious.”

			Her face heated. “I was just thinking of how many skills a maid must have. It’s not something I’d considered before.”

			“Skills?”

			“Oh yes.” She looked down at her hands. Her nails were now short, for she’d learned that keeping them filed down was the only way to avoid breaking them. There was a new blister on her thumb from using the large ladle to stir tallow when she’d helped Mrs. Drummond make candles this morning, and a row of calluses was forming at the bases of her fingers from using the rough-handled broom every day.

			She ran her finger over one of the calluses, rather proud it was no longer a blister. “In the weeks since I’ve been here, I’ve learned how to make stew and candles, do wash, bleach and fold linens, make pork jelly, get wine stains out of a rug—” She laughed at his amazed expression. “I know. I had no idea how much a maid did, either. When I return, I will pay much more attention to all of my servants.”

			Buchan felt her words even as he heard them. “When I return,” she’d said. And she would. Soon. And that is how it should be. She belongs to her family and her people. Not to me.

			His heart ached, and he pushed himself from the window casement. “I should let you have your tea.”

			Disappointment clouded her gaze. “You aren’t going to join me?”

			“It’s tea for one, so I’ll just—”

			“There are two cups.”

			He glanced over at the tray. Damned if there weren’t—plus two plates and two spoons. MacInnes, you meddling fool. 

			“Sadly, I’ve things to do.” Buchan grasped his cane and made his way to the door, away from temptation so beckoning that his entire body warmed with desire. “I’d stay, but I’ve letters to write. I hope you find a book you like.”

			“I probably shouldn’t stay for tea. I’ll just find a book and go—”

			“Nae.” He forced his tight jaw to relax before he faced her. “Stay as long as you like. My home is your home.”

			I wish.

			The thought caught him by the throat, preventing any more words from escaping. He recognized the welter of emotions in her eyes—hurt, confusion, and the one that hit him the hardest—loneliness.

			He had to help her find her way home where she belonged, and allowing her into his own life would only make that moment more difficult. Feeling as if he were suffocating, he bowed, managing to rasp out, “Good day, Tatiana. I hope you find a book to enjoy.”

			Disappointment flashed over her face, but he didn’t let it stay him. He retreated as fast as he could, fighting his own inclinations with each step. As soon as he closed the library door, he leaned against it, his heart thundering, his leg tight with pain. This was for the best. She would find a stack of books and then be gone, and he’d be reduced to once again seeing her only under the Drummonds’ watchful gazes. Where it was safe.

			Necessarily so.

			He closed his eyes, listening as she walked about the library, her footsteps on the marble floor, the whisper of various books being pulled from the shelves. Finally, he heard the clink of china as she poured herself a cup of tea.

			He stayed until he heard her put down her cup, her skirts rustling as she stood. Not wishing to be caught, he hurried back to his study, closing the door softly behind him and sinking into the comfort of his leather chair. Moments later, she left.

			Buchan sat, staring at the closed door for a long time. Never had his house been less a home. And never had he been so lonely.
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			Three weeks later, Buchan realized three truths. First, Tatiana was too polite to borrow more than one book at a time. Second, she was a fast reader. Which meant she visited Auchmacoy frequently.

			And thus he discovered the third and perhaps hardest truth of all: he was weak. He’d tried his damnedest to stay away from her, but, like the first time, he found himself making excuses—a certain book he’d forgotten to lay out that he thought she might enjoy, or a belated decision to offer tea and deciding that expecting her to partake of it alone would be rude (as if such a consideration would have bothered him with any other guest), or just pure curiosity about which book she would select next, or—the list was endless. As was his fascination for this fey, strong, and bewitching woman. And with every visit, their talks lengthened, the topics became more personal, and he began to know her more and more.

			Excuses kept him in her company, so he allowed them. But what he really wanted was her. To see her. To spend time with her. To be with her. And every day it seemed he found something else about her to admire.

			He’d found ways to increase the frequency of her visits, too. The first week, he’d made the mistake of suggesting a longer tome, and it had been three days before she returned. After that, he found himself setting out thinner and thinner books, until this last time, he’d suggested a very slender tome of poetry, one barely forty pages in length. He’d been surprised when she’d accepted it and hadn’t requested another to go with it.

			Now, only one day later, he found himself standing in the study, staring out the window, his heart racing at every movement on the path from the inn. I’m a fool. A desperately lonely fool.

			But there was nothing to be done about it. He’d met her and, in some ways, he now knew her. Every moment he spent with her lightened his dark, drab life like the entrance of a thousand sparkling lamps.

			He crossed his arms and leaned against the casement, his gaze glued on the path. Dr. Fraser had just left, and Buchan’s leg ached from the treatment. But he had to admit his mobility was better. Not good, but better. And yet still not good enough. Dr. Fraser had admitted just today that it was highly possible that though Buchan might regain mobility in his leg, traveling would always cause him great pain. The jolting of a coach was desperately hard on old wounds.

			Buchan refused to think about it. A flicker of color caught his eye, and he leaned forward, his heart lifting. Tatiana appeared, walking through the fields that edged the garden, her chestnut hair flying wildly, her skirts and cloak whipped by the chilled wind. She is magnificent.

			Buchan’s hands grew damp and he wiped them on his breeches. His reaction was not wild anticipation, he told himself firmly. It was nothing but the normal excitement of having a guest break the dullness of a day. Before Tatiana had started visiting, no one other than the doctor had visited Auchmacoy in over a year, a fact Buchan had been perfectly at peace with.

			He made his way into the foyer past Tavish the footman, who was sweeping up a bit of straw brought in from the wind.

			Buchan opened the door as Tatiana made her way up the drive.

			“Have we a guest?” Tavish put away the small broom. “Miss Romanovin again, my lord?”

			“Aye. Tell Mrs. Hay to have Cook prepare something for tea and to serve it in the library.”

			The footman beamed. “Aye, your lordship.” With a quick bow, he hurried off.

			As he went, he passed MacInnes, who was just making his way into the foyer. The butler came to the door to peer over Buchan’s shoulder. “Ah! I see Miss Romanovin has come for another visit.”

			Buchan tried not to look anything other than slightly bored. “I sent Tavish to have Mrs. Hay see to tea.”

			MacInnes tsked. “I hope you dinnae mind if I take it oopon myself to supervise the tea tray. Mrs. Hay is nae so guid with the niceties, and Cook—weel, you know how that is.”

			“Aye. Cook is nae so good with the cooking.” Buchan shrugged. “Do as you wish. I dinnae care one way or the other.”

			But he did. More and more. It had been more than two months since Tatiana had arrived at the Red Lion, and still her cousin had not arrived. Buchan had long ago decided that Tatiana’s cousin Alexsey had ridden to her rescue before her first message had arrived at his residence. Without the information in that letter, he would have been left to randomly search the countryside, a time-consuming endeavor, to be sure. Still, it was only a matter of weeks, if not days, before the man appeared to escort Tatiana home, away from the Red Lion, and away from Buchan and Auchmacoy. Back to where she belongs, in a court, wearing jewels and silks, and ready to marry the prince of her choosing.

			It was a bitter thought. Like a fool, Buchan couldn’t seem to stop himself from caring about her. And his attraction to her was growing, too; he thought about her whether she was nearby or not. There were moments—too few and too far apart for him to trust—where he wondered if she felt the same way. But that is imagination on my part. Wishful thinking of the worst kind.

			It didn’t matter, anyway. She was destined for greater things than a half-crippled Scottish lord buried deep in the countryside, unable to travel to Edinburgh, much less across the ocean to majestic, mountainous Oxenburg. She would leave and he would be left here, alone still.

			His heart sickened at the thought. With a deep sigh, he shoved the bleak thoughts aside and watched as Tatiana approached.

			Tatiana was well aware of the dark and brooding lord of Auchmacoy’s gaze as she walked up his drive and the way the wind ruffled his thick dark hair and tugged at his loosely knotted cravat. He was a strong figure of a man, masculine in every way.

			A gust of wind blew her hair in front of her face and she brushed it away, realizing with a grimace that it would take an hour to coax a comb through the tangled locks. She captured as much of it as she could and tried to tuck it into the collar of her cloak, scowling as she reached Buchan.

			His brown eyes twinkled with reluctant amusement, dissipating some of her frustration.

			“Such is the hazard of having such long tresses,” he murmured, his gaze lingering on her tousled curls.

			She tried to run her fingers through her hair, but there were too many knots. “I never realized why so many of my maids have shorter hair, but I begin to appreciate the practicality of it.”

			His gaze flickered to her hair, and then her face, where he met her gaze with an almost sad longing.

			Her heart tripped at the sadness in his brown eyes, and she found herself saying in a breathless voice, “I’ve finished the book you lent me.”

			“Did you like it?”

			“It was lovely, but rather short.” She managed a smile. “If you don’t wish me to visit your library each and every day, I should perhaps pick a less slender tome.”

			He stepped back from the door to allow her to enter, his cane tapping on the marble floor. “I dinnae care if you come once a day or ten times; you are always welcome here.”

			The deep honesty of his tone made her face heat. “Thank you.” She shot him a glance as she passed. “You’ve been more than generous.”

			“Allow me to take your cloak.”

			She undid the clasp and tried not to shiver when his hands brushed her shoulders. Bozhy moj, but she was drawn to this large, tormented man. Whether it was his powerful looks, the emotion that constantly flickered in his brown eyes, or something else altogether, she didn’t know, but she couldn’t deny the way her body reacted when he was near. Her skin prickled, her heart thudded extra beats, her breath shortened, and her breasts tingled as if aching for his touch.

			Never had she reacted so to any man. It was nerve-wracking, to say the least.

			She took a steadying breath and moved out of his reach, crossing her arms, suddenly aware of the chill. As she did so, she brushed her pocket, and a crackle reminded her of the letter tucked there. It had been more than a month since she’d last mailed a letter to Alexsey. Oh, she’d written to him several times since, and she’d readied each one for the Drummonds to post. But somehow, she hadn’t gotten around to giving them the letters.

			She knew they were glad she’d ceased, for they still believed her partially mad and, although they always took her letters, they feared she was embarrassing herself by writing to a prince.

			But five weeks ago, after Buchan had brought her the map of Oxenburg and had visited the accident site, she’d changed somehow. Or perhaps Buchan had changed her, or perhaps it was merely the result of her newfound capabilities. Whatever it was, she found herself in no hurry to return to her previous life. She’d found an odd peace in doing for herself; a new strength that she hoped she’d never lose.

			Her previous life now seemed so silly. Balls and soirees where she danced and chatted about nothing but the most inconsequential things, musicales and operas where she tried not to fall asleep when the lights were low, days filled with court gossip and empty amusements . . . no activity that produced anything of value. That made something useful. No helpful tasks that made her feel alive and valued, and capable.

			She’d been empty and hadn’t known it. But now she did.

			She turned to Buchan to share her thoughts, but footsteps sounded from a side hall and announced the arrival of MacInnes.

			She forced herself to smile. “How are you today?”

			The butler took her cloak from Buchan’s grasp. “I’m weel, thank you, miss. What a pleasant surprise to see you today. It looks as if it might rain, and I feared you would nae come.”

			As if rain could keep her away. Aware of Buchan’s gaze, she managed a smile. “As you see, your fears were unfounded.”

			“Guid, miss. I’ll take your cloak to the kitchen and have it brushed.”

			“Thank you, MacInnes.”

			He bowed. “Tea will be served in the library shortly.” Carrying her cloak gently as if it were a baby, he left the foyer.

			Buchan gestured toward the library. “After you.”

			In the early days, he’d left her alone in the library, but more and more, he came with her. She liked that, and it made her visits all the more worthwhile. She walked past him, trying not to peek up at him as she did so.

			“What sort of book will it be for you today?”

			“I don’t know. Have you picked some for me?”

			Every time she’d come, he’d had a small stack waiting. Over the last few weeks he’d discovered her likes and dislikes, and each time he made the stack, his suggestions had become more accurate. He nodded toward the desk now. “A few.”

			“Thank you.”

			Buchan watched as she crossed to the desk and slid the stack forward, looking through them.

			“Four history books, two on Egypt—which you know is my special weakness—and two novels, one set in fifteenth-century France.” She opened one book and read a page or two, then set it down and picked up another, her eyes rapidly scanning. Finally, she looked over the top of a book and gave a wry smile. “I don’t know which to choose.”

			“I suggest the book by Freyer on Egypt. It seems well researched and has some excellently rendered illustrations.” The book did contain both of those, but the truth was actually much simpler; the book by Freyer was the shortest.

			She picked up the book and began paging through it. As she smoothed her finger down a page, he imagined her smoothing that same finger down other, more sensitive objects . . .

			He shifted uncomfortably, glad now for the ache in his leg. It would keep his mind off such nonsense. “Any word yet from your cousin?”

			Tatiana closed the book, a shadow crossing her face. “Nyet. Perhaps I should write to my other cousin, Nik. He rented a town house in Mayfair in London, but I don’t have his address, so I’m not sure how—”

			The door opened and Mrs. Hay appeared. Short and stout, she carried a heavy tray, which she placed on the small table before the fireplace.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Hay,” Buchan said.

			“Och, ’tis naught, my lord. I hope you and Miss Romanovin enjoy the scones. Cook tried a new recipe. They’re a mite hard, but tasty for all tha’.”

			“I’m sure we will,” Tatiana replied.

			The housekeeper dipped a curtsy and then cast a look at her employer before leaning close to Tatiana to say in a low voice, “Lord Buchan wished us to have something special on hand for tea in case you visited today.”

			“Mrs. Hay!” Buchan snapped.

			“That was very kind of him.” Tatiana slipped a glance at Buchan, who remained by the window, faintly flushed.

			Mrs. Hay nodded vigorously, her mobcap flapping. “He is a guid mon, is Lord Buchan. As generous and kind as the day is long, and such a saint as to—”

			“Mrs. Hay!” Buchan thundered.

			She blinked at him. “Aye?”

			“Do you nae see me standing right here in front of you?”

			She looked him up and then down. “Aye.”

			“Then do you think perhaps it’s best that you do nae speak of me as if I were nae here?”

			“I suppose tha’ is a bit awkward,” she admitted fairly. “But I thought you wouldna mind, as there’s no other way for me to speak to Miss Romanovin, seein’ as you’re always here, with her.”

			Tatiana fought the urge to chuckle at Buchan’s frustrated look.

			“Thank you, Mrs. Hay,” he said in a firm tone. “You may go.”

			“Aye, my lord.” The housekeeper dipped a curtsy his way before she turned back to Tatiana. “I’m sorry, but his lordship wishes us to talk aboot him when he’s nae here.”

			Tatiana had to press a hand over her lips to keep from laughing. After a moment, she managed to say, “Indeed, that sounds as if it would be best. Perhaps you’d come by the Red Lion tomorrow for tea?”

			“Bloody hell,” Buchan muttered.

			Mrs. Hay looked struck by the brilliance of Tatiana’s suggestion. “Tha’ would be lovely. I’ve a wish to see how Mrs. Drummond makes her scones, and I can do both if I come to visit.”

			“Perhaps at three? Unless your duties here preclude you from—”

			“Och, nay. I usually nap most of the afternoon, as ’tis. I’ll see you tomorrow at three then, Miss.”

			Buchan made a strangled sound.

			Mrs. Hay dipped a final curtsy. “Ring if ye need aught.” With a happy smile, the housekeeper left the room.

			Tatiana grinned at Buchan. “Should we sit, my lord? I fear I will get a . . .” She touched her neck. “What is it called, when it hurts from looking up?“

			“A crick. And you are nae to speak to Mrs. Hay, even if she does come to the Red Lion.”

			Tatiana laughed. “I’ll speak to whomever I want, including Mrs. Hay.”

			“Is this how you’ll thank me for allowing you to use my library?”

			“Is this how you’ll treat a guest, one who’s done naught but share pleasant conversation with her visits?” she retorted, not the least cowed. “What are you afraid I’ll discover about you?”

			“I dinnae fear anything. I am just nae comfortable with my servants gossiping about me. I’m surprised you find it acceptable.”

			She didn’t, of course, and she had no intention of speaking to Mrs. Hay about anything personal. But when the opportunity to tease stiff and stern Lord Buchan arose, she simply couldn’t say no. He needs teasing. It’ll lighten his spirits a bit.

			She smiled at him. “I haven’t thanked you enough for sharing your library. When I come here, things feel right for a while. Normal.”

			“It is my pleasure.” He looked about the room, satisfaction warming his face. “I’m glad to share it with someone.”

			He decided to share it with me. 

			She treasured that more than she could say. She didn’t know if it was because she was grateful for his kindness, or if perhaps she felt freer in some way because of her circumstances, or perhaps because of her love of the library itself—but for whatever reason, just saying thank you didn’t seem enough, so she closed the space between them, lifted up on her toes, and pressed her lips to his cheek.

			It was a chaste kiss, but as her lips brushed his warm cheek, her eyes met his. They were deep and dark, warm with passion and longing. And somehow she knew, without question, what he thought. What he felt. 

			Time held its breath—and in that moment, looking into Buchan’s warm, tormented gaze, Tatiana’s heart awoke.
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			All her life, Tatiana’s passions had been buried under her title and her duties. Now, stripped of them both, she was free to become the one thing she’d never been allowed to be—a woman weighted only by her conscience and desires. And that heady freedom allowed her to do the unthinkable.

			She ignored the fact that the man before her wasn’t an approved suitor, ignored the years of training that had taught her to restrain her wild impulses and always do what was demure and proper and right, and ignored the voices that whispered she was heading for pain and regret. Silencing them all, she lifted up on her tiptoes, twined her arms about Lord Buchan’s neck, and pressed her lips to his hard mouth.

			His cane dropped to the rug, and with a hoarse moan, he swept her against him, kissing her wildly, passionately, his mouth promising and teasing, as if her kiss had broken the dam that had held back his passion.

			Tatiana had never been so devoured. Her body ached, her hands trembled as she tugged him closer and pressed her hips against him, rocking unconsciously.

			He moaned, and then murmured against her mouth, “The settee, love.”

			Somehow, between hot kisses, he managed to maneuver them to the settee, lowering her onto it and joining her there, his legs pushing her knees apart as he covered her body with his, dominating and wild.

			His kisses consumed and ravaged her, bewildered and thrilled her from head to toe. Her suitors had always been tentative around her, conscious of her position. But Buchan’s passion was as bold as he was, his hands molding her to him, roaming over her hips, her waist, cupping her breasts until she gasped against his mouth, her body afire.

			Then he slipped his tongue between her lips and thrust it wantonly inside her mouth over and over, echoing the enticing move of his hips against hers. She clutched him closer, reveling in the feel of him, and the fact that she’d made him moan for her, whisper her name over and over, beg her without words for more. To kiss him more. To touch him more.

			She kissed him and then kissed him again, pulling him closer, stroking his arms and chest, restlessly seeking. She’d been so controlled her whole life that allowing her passions and feelings to flow unbound drowned out any common sense or hesitation she might have had. Thus she welcomed Buchan, pulled him onward, touched him demandingly and insistently.

			He broke a kiss and lifted onto one elbow. “This is madne—”

			She kissed him, sliding her hand from his chest to where his erection pressed against her thigh.

			He gasped. “Tatiana, are you certain—”

			“You talk too much.” She pulled his mouth back to hers and pressed her hips to his.

			Groaning, he bunched her skirts in one hand and pushed them up past her knee. The cool air contrasted with the heat of his body as he slid his hand up over her stockings, under the bottom of her chemise, and all the way up to—

			His fingers stroked her, and she gasped, arching frantically, grasping his lapels, tugging him closer as she pressed against him.

			Buchan reveled in her beauty, in the way she freely abandoned herself to the passion between them, the trust she gave him without question. Her head was thrown back, her hair streaming over the pillows and brushing the floor. Her lips, swollen from his kisses, parted with her breathing, her hands wrapped about his wrist, urging him to touch her again, and then again.

			God, he wanted nothing more than to undo his britches and bury himself in the dampness between her thighs, but he forced himself to hold back. This moment was hers. He bent to catch her gasps with his kisses, increasing his efforts, alternating between feathery strokes, and longer, firm ones that drove her mad with lust.

			She pressed against him, her legs parting wider, aflame with need. “Please, Buchan,” she whispered desperately, writhing against him.

			Watching her, tasting her, Buchan clenched his teeth against the heated pressure of his desire. She was so beautiful, so passionate, so alive. Just touching her, breathing the air about her, watching her, made him realize how he’d stopped living—stopped being—after his accident. He’d been dead until he’d met her.

			He slid her gown from her shoulder and freed her breast from her chemise. Full and soft, it was just the right fit for his palm. Without ceasing the long strokes against her womanhood, he kneaded her breast, the nipple hardening instantly.

			She cried out his name, clutching frantically at him, her hips moving against him, pressing her breast into his hand. The desire to take her was almost unbearable, and his body ached with the tension. God, he wanted her to the point of madness! Desperate to maintain his control, he gritted his teeth, fixing his gaze on her flushed face as he trailed his fingers through her slick and ready folds. Again and again he moved his hand, urging her on, watching as her passion took her closer and closer to fulfillment.

			It was both agony and sweet triumph to see her so lost in the moment. He curled his fingers and slipped them inside her, her warmth grasping and tight.

			“Buchan!” she cried as she arched against him, finally breaking free. Bucking wildly, she clenched her thighs over his hand as wave after wave of passion wracked her body.

			Finally she collapsed against him, still clutching him tightly as she burrowed her face into his neck, her sweet breath warming his skin. He kissed her temple and held her there, her head tucked beneath his chin. He soaked in the softness of her hair, the smoothness of her skin, the silken scent of her arousal. All of it lifted him, tormented him, teased him.

			He fought his raging desire, closing his eyes against a surge of lust that made his hands shake. I cannae.

			Enclosed in Buchan’s arms and unaware of his turmoil, Tatiana luxuriated in the aftermath. She tingled and trembled, tiny shocks still racing through her body. Never had she felt such wildness, such wanton passion, such love.

			She caught her breath. Love? Where did that come from? And is it true? Did she love Buchan? She didn’t know, and she was too bemused now to comprehend such a thing. All she wanted was to feel the warmth of his skin against hers, the peace within the circle of his strong arms.

			But somewhere inside, her heart whispered, I will be leaving soon, and returning home, and this will no longer be. To her surprise, tears stung her eyes.

			As if he knew her thoughts, Buchan lifted himself to his elbow, his eyes dark and sad. She tried to turn her face from his so that he wouldn’t see the tears gathering in her eyes, but he cupped her chin and refused to allow it.

			She slowly lifted her anguished gaze to his and he winced, his thumb brushing her cheek to catch the tear that now rolled down freely. “Did I hurt you?”

			“Not yet.” A sob twisted the last word.

			His expression darkened and he lowered his forehead until it rested against hers. “Och, lassie,” he whispered, his warm breath brushing her cheeks. “Dinnae cry. Nae for us.”

			“I will have to leave.” Her lip trembled and he brushed a kiss over it.

			“I know.” His voice, deep and pained, touched her.

			“What will we do?”

			“We will accept our fate. It’s what we must do.”

			“But—”

			He kissed her, stopping the words, firm and quick, as if he were bracing himself. “There’s naught to be said.”

			“Why not?” Her words sounded desperate. “I—I could stay here, and be with you—”

			“Nae, you cannae.” He sighed deeper this time, heavier. “We are nae meant to be.”

			“But . . . Why can’t we just—”

			“Because you’re a bloody princess!”

			The future suddenly seemed huge, insurmountable. He must have seen the hurt in her eyes, for he gently brushed a strand of hair from her temple. “Your people will come for you. In the meantime, this must end.”

			The hopelessness in his eyes made her ache. “But—”

			“Nae, lass.” He pushed himself upright. “You’ve a larger purpose than to be with a mon who cannae even ride in a carriage for a mile withoot his leg twisting into knots. Though I wish it otherwise, I will never be the one for you.” He ran the back of his hand over her cheek and then, with a sigh, stood, leaving her alone and cold.

			She pushed her skirts down and sat up, watching from under her lashes as Buchan limped over to retrieve his cane from the rug. As he picked it up and looked at it, she saw disgust and hatred on his face.

			Unable to answer his emotions, she found her lost hairpins and searched for something to say that would ease the darkness in both of their hearts. “At least for now, we’ll have this. I—I can come every day until then, and we can still talk and spend time together and—”

			“Nae.” His expression was grim. “You cannae come here again.”

			“But . . . why not? We don’t know how long it will take my cousin to come for me. It could take weeks, perhaps months.” Especially if I don’t send him another letter. She didn’t know where her earlier ones had ended up, but she desperately wished them to Hades.

			“Och, lassie . . .” Buchan’s broad shoulders sank. “We are playing with fire, and I’ll nae have you hurt. As for the letters, they dinnae matter. I—” His gaze grew bleaker. “’Tis done. We’re done.”

			“But—”

			“I’ll have Tavish call the carriage to take you back to the inn.”

			She stood. “Buchan, don’t—”

			His gaze, so black and tormented, silenced her. He crossed to the door and then stopped to looked back at her with such deep, real longing that her breath caught in her throat. “Good-bye, Tatiana. You . . . you made me live again. I will never stop thinking of you.”

			And with that, he was gone.
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			Two weeks later, Tatiana looked at the letters spread on the table of the private parlor. One letter for each week she’d been falling in love with Buchan.

			Letters she’d never given to Mr. Drummond to be mailed.

			The rain beat a heavy tattoo on the roof, muffling the laughter coming from the main taproom. In the darkened room, Tatiana crossed to the window, rubbing her arms against the cold that seeped through the panes as she watched the rain run down the glass in thick rivulets. It was Friday night, Buchan’s usual night for his weekly dinner. Yet for the last two weeks, they’d seen neither hide nor hair of the man. Not a visit, not even a note.

			Not since that day in his library. 

			Her chest ached with emptiness. The first Friday, Mr. Drummond hadn’t seemed concerned at Buchan’s absence, for the roads had been icy and his lordship tended not to travel in such weather. But he had never missed two weeks in row, nor had he ever let mere rain keep him home.

			Tonight Mr. Drummond had become agitated about Buchan’s absence, fretting aloud that he’d lost his best customer, and then—throwing caution to the wind—had suggested it was Mrs. Drummond’s fault for not making his lordship’s favorite steak-and-ale pie often enough to tempt him into returning.

			Naturally, an argument had ensued, which had increased in fervor until Mrs. Drummond had slammed out of the house, declaring she was leaving the Red Lion until somebody apologized and recognized her worth. From the safety of the private parlor, Tatiana had watched the creaky old coach pull away from the inn as, somewhere in the distance, Mr. Drummond muttered angrily to himself.

			Unwilling to listen to Mr. Drummond’s complaints, Tatiana remained where she was in the partially darkened parlor. She felt safe here. She remembered the first time she’d seen Buchan in this very room, how unhappy he’d seemed, how impossibly stern. Now she’d give a fortune for one scowl from those dear, sensual lips. Lips that made her own ache for their touch.

			She dropped her forehead against the cold window, her breath making a circle. Outside, a coach swung into the courtyard, the lantern swinging wildly.

			Tatiana squinted through the rain, thinking that perhaps Mrs. Drummond had returned, but instead the light fell upon the crest on the coach door. Buchan! Finally!

			Smiling, she left the parlor and hurried to the hallway.

			The front door opened but it wasn’t Buchan who appeared; rather, it was Tavish who entered, his face contorted with worry.

			Tatiana froze in place, her heart catching in her throat. “What’s happened?”

			“I’ve been sent to fetch Mrs. Drummond.”

			“She’s not here. She left not long ago and—”

			“Tavish!” Mr. Drummond hurried down the corridor. “Where’s his lordship?”

			“He’s taken a bad turn and Dr. Fraser is gone to Edinburgh. We need Mrs. Drummond.”

			“Nae his congestive fever again? That is a wicked business, it is.”

			“Congestive fever!” Tatiana said, unable to breathe. “He— Is it dangerous?”

			“Aye.” Mr. Drummond shook his head sadly. “It can be verrah dangerous.”

			“Lord Buchan brought it back from India with him,” Tavish said. “It’s been over a year since he’s succumbed and we thought him better, but now—” He spread his hands as if hopeless.

			“But Mrs. Drummond can help him?” Tatiana asked.

			“Of course she can,” Mr. Drummond said in a flustered tone. “She’s as guid of a doctor as Fraser, if nae better. She makes a tonic that helps his lordship, if ye gi’ it to him soon enou’.”

			Tatiana thought of the rows and rows of neatly labeled bottles in Mrs. Drummond’s pantry. “Mrs. Drummond’s tonics are in the pantry. Which one will help Buchan?”

			Tavish blinked. “I dinnae know.” He looked hopefully at the innkeeper.

			Drummond bit his lip before he admitted, “Neither do I. Only Iona knows tha’, and she’s nae here.”

			Tavish grimaced. “Where did she go? I’ll fetch her.”

			“I wish I knew. We had a bit of a rowl and—” The innkeeper looked miserable. “I should nae ha’ said what I did.”

			Tatiana pressed one hand to her temple, trying to still her tumultuous thoughts. Bozhy moj, what to do? She turned to Tavish. “How bad is his lordship?”

			“’Tis bad, miss. He’s oot of his mind, he is, burning hot and mumbling aboot how he has to get oot of bed, though he has nae idea where he is. His valet, Murray, has had to restrain him to keep him from getting oop.”

			Mr. Drummond sighed. “Puir mon.”

			“Indeed. Something came oopon him this week. He started drinking, and would nae eat. And now his fever is nae like any he’s ever had.“ The footman shook his head. “Mrs. Hay dinnae think he’ll make it through the night. I must find Mrs. Drummond!”

			Drummond twisted his hands together. “But, lad, I’ve no idea where to begin to look fer her. She could be with any of a number of people, fer she’s well liked.”

			“What am I to do?” Tavish asked, agonized. “I was told to take her to Auchmacoy as soon as I can, and then go to Edinburgh and fetch the doctor, but it’ll take hours to do so, and by then—” The footman couldn’t finish his words.

			“Nyet.” Tatiana drew herself up and turned to the innkeeper. “Put all of Mrs. Drummond’s tonics in a basket.”

			“All of them?”

			“Aye. I will take them with me. They are labeled. And I think I know a way to figure out which to use on his lordship.”

			Drummond raked a hand through his hair, which left it on end above his worried face. “I’ll fetch the tonics, but be careful. There are some that’ll kill as soon as cure.”

			“I’ll be very careful. Just send Mrs. Drummond to us when she returns.”

			“Aye.” The innkeeper hurried down the hallway.

			Tavish didn’t look reassured. “Forgive me, miss, but how will you decide which tonic to give his lordship?”

			“I know where the medical volumes are kept in his lordship’s library. Surely one of them will be about this fever and the cure.”

			“But—”

			“It’s our only hope. We must hurry.” Tatiana ran to get her cloak, whispering, “Please live. Please live. Please live.” Over and over she whispered the words until they blended into one long, breathless sigh.
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			As soon as the carriage pulled up to Auchmacoy, Tatiana let herself out. “Tavish, bring the basket.” Not waiting for an answer, she hurried into the house, peeling off her gloves as she went.

			Mrs. Hay met her. “Och, miss, I’m so glad to see you!” She pulled out a handkerchief and dabbed her eyes. “His lordship is horrible bad, he is. I’ve never seen the like, and he dinnae know where he is or who he is—”

			“Who’s with him now?” Tatiana shrugged out of her wet cloak and handed it to MacInnes, who’d just arrived in the foyer.

			The butler answered. “Murray has been tendin’ his lordship and he will nae let anyone else in the room, though he has nae been shy aboot ordering us aboot, askin’ fer this and tha’.”

			“Take him whatever he wants.” Tatiana crossed the foyer, calling over her shoulder. “MacInnes, bring a lantern to the library. If his lordship is to get better, then we’ll need answers, and I’m hoping to find them in the medical books.” She opened the door to the library, and the shelves stood before her in the darkened room, towering and imposing. For the first time, she realized how large the task before her truly was. So many books. Too many.

			But I only need one. The right one.

			MacInnis arrived with the lantern, and Tatiana straightened her shoulders and walked over to the shelves. It took an hour of searching, every minute feeling like an entire day, but finally Tatiana came out of the library, a heavy tome in her hand, the butler following.

			Mrs. Hay waited in the foyer. On seeing Tatiana, the housekeeper hurried forward. “Did you find what you were looking fer, miss?”

			“Da. I think so.” She showed the older woman the book and then hurried to the stairs, the servants scurrying behind her. “I must see Lord Buchan. MacInnes, bring the basket of tonics.”

			“How do you know the tonic is even in this batch?” Mrs. Hay asked.

			“Since Mrs. Drummond treated Buchan before and knew he had a recurring illness, I expect she’d keep some of his medicine on hand.” Or so Tatiana hoped.

			MacInnes labored behind her, the glass vials tinkling together in the basket. “I hope you’re right, miss.”

			At the top of the grand staircase, they turned down a wide hallway and stopped before a large, double set of doors.

			Mrs. Hay lifted her hand to knock, but Tatiana walked past her, grasped the doorknob, and went inside.

			The room was large, a huge tapestry-hung bed at one end, a large fireplace at the other. Several deeply cushioned settees clustered around the fireplace, another set of chairs about a brace of large windows that were now curtained against the night cold. Someone had turned down the lamps, and in the dim light, she could just see Buchan’s large form in the bed. He tossed and turned, muttering under his breath.

			Murray stood nearby, a basin in his hand, a damp towel draped over it. “Miss! I dinnae expect to see you.”

			“Mrs. Drummond is not available.” Tatiana moved to the bed, her gaze locked on Buchan. He looked as if he hadn’t shaved since she’d left—a thick scruff of beard covered his chin and cheeks. Dark circles lay under his eyes, his thick lashes resting on his flushed cheeks. “How is he?”

			“I’ve never seen him like this, miss. He dinnae know where he is, who he is—I fear fer him, I do.”

			Buchan coughed, the sound wet and harsh. He moaned after, shaking his head as if to rid himself of his illness.

			She bent to place her hand on his cheek. Ehta prost nivazmosha! His fever is so high. “Easy, Buchan. Hold tight. We’ve a way to save you now.”

			As if he heard her, he turned his cheek into her palm and for a moment lay still. But then another cough wracked him and he began to toss and turn again, the sheets twisting to reveal his injured leg.

			She caught her breath at the sight of the thick, red scars that twisted in gnarled ropes over his thigh. No wonder he was in such agony.

			Murray tugged the sheets back in place. “What should we do, miss?”

			“I’ll need a lantern to read by. MacInnes, put Mrs. Drummond’s basket here.”

			The butler did as he was told and then stood to one side, Mrs. Hay sniffling beside him.

			“Mrs. Hay, while I’m reading, can you bring fresh sheets? Once his lordship’s fever has broken, we’ll wish to change his bed.”

			Brightening on being given a task, the housekeeper dipped a curtsy and left.

			“MacInnes, see to the fire, for it’s dying.”

			The butler bowed and hurried to the fireplace.

			“Och, ’tis guid to have you here, miss,” Murray said with relief. “I assume you’ve had some experience assisting with ill persons?”

			“Nyet.” Tatiana pulled a chair beside the bed and sat down where the lantern light would spill upon the pages. She opened the book and began to search for the segment she’d read in the library. “I found a chapter in this medical book on his lordship’s illness. Tavish said both Mrs. Drummond and the doctor had tonics that helped his lordship, so we know there’s a cure.” She turned to the page she’d marked. “Here it is: Murray, go through the vials and find Jesuit powder. That’s what we need.”

			Mrs. Hay returned carrying a stack of neatly folded sheets, set them on a table, and then came to watch as Murray dug through the basket, the glass vials tinkling as they bounced against one another.

			“I dinnae see it, miss. There are so many and— Och, wait, here ’tis.” He held up a vial neatly labeled JESUIT POWDER.

			“Good.” She read through the page. “We’ll need some warm water, a lemon, and some sugar. We’re to heat that and add the powder.”

			“I’ll fetch what you need.” Mrs. Hay hurried to the door, calling over her shoulder, “I’ll nae be a moment.” She left, and some minutes later she returned, panting from her haste, the requested items, a small brass bowl and a brazier, neatly arranged on a tray.

			It took a while to heat the water and the juice she’d squeezed from the lemon, and then dissolve both the sugar and the powder in the mixture; but once it was done, Tatiana poured a generous cupful and carried it to the bed.

			Just in the half hour she’d been in the bedchamber, Buchan’s breathing had grown more labored. His cheeks were flushed, and his skin was hot and red. He tossed and turned, kicking at the covers one moment, and then shivering and groping for them the next. She sat on the edge of the bed and then bent closer. “You must drink this.”

			He muttered under his breath, shaking his head as if to say no.

			“Come, Buchan. I need you to drink this. Don’t make me issue a royal decree.” She held the cup to his lips. “Drink.”

			He quieted as she spoke, but the second she stopped, he gasped her name and then restlessly tossed his head, almost jarring the cup from her grip.

			“Och, he’s such a stubborn lad!” Mrs. Hay exclaimed.

			MacInnes looked worried. “Perhaps we should hold him doon and force him to drink it.”

			“He’d drown,” Murray said, sending the other two servants a dour look. “Mrs. Hay, is there soup made? His lordship will awake hungry as a bear, and you know Cook’s soup would nae serve.”

			Tatiana was glad when Mrs. Hay nodded. “So he will. I know a thing or two aboot soup, at least.” She looked uncertainly at Tatiana. “Do you think you’ll need me, miss?”

			“Murray and I can handle everything.”

			“Verrah weel.” Looking unconvinced, Mrs. Hay left.

			MacInnes cleared his throat. “If ye’ve got wha’ you need, then mayhap I’ll return the library to order. I fear Miss Romanovin and I unshelved a good number of books whilst trying to find that particular tome. Lord Buchan will be horrified to see tha’ when he’s oop and aboot.”

			“So he would,” Tatiana said, smiling. “Thank you, MacInnes. That is an excellent idea.”

			“If you need aught, ring the bell.” With a bow, the butler left.

			Tatiana turned back to Murray. “He must drink this tonic.”

			“Aye, miss. I think it might be best to use a spoon. I believe there’s one on his tea tray from this afternoon.” The valet crossed the room to the tray and brought the spoon to Tatiana.

			She dipped out a spoonful of tonic. “His mouth is clenched so tightly.”

			“The fever causes his leg to pain him.” Murray came to stand beside her. “Talk to him, miss. He’s been calling your name since he first grew ill.”

			Tears stung Tatiana’s eyes, but she pushed her feelings aside. Right now, she needed to focus on Buchan. On getting him better. Please live.

			“Buchan,” she said in a sterner tone, “take this blasted tonic and live, damn you.” She cupped his head and lifted it from his pillow.

			Murray hurried to push a pillow under Buchan’s head to hold it in place.

			She thanked the valet, and then held the spoon against Buchan’s lips.

			At first, his lips remained clenched together, as if he held all of his fury between his teeth.

			“Buchan, you fool,” she whispered. “Open your mouth.” She bent closer and whispered. “For me. Please, please, do this for me.”

			To her shock, his eyes opened, and for one startled instant, he looked at her. Though his deep chocolate gaze was shiny with his fever, recognition flickered in his eyes.

			She brushed the edge of the spoon against his bottom lip and smiled. “Open, my love.”

			His gaze still locked with hers, he parted his lips enough for her to tip the spoon into his mouth.

			He swallowed, and when she held another spoonful to his lips, he took it and swallowed again. Little by little, he emptied the cup. With the final swallow, she put the spoon into the cup and handed it to the valet.

			Buchan coughed, deep and wet, shivering as he did so, and his eyes slowly slid shut.

			Tatiana watched him, her breath struggling with his. He was so dear to her, every frustrating, powerful, caustic, stubborn inch of him. She traced her fingers over his jaw, his stubble tickling her fingers. “He hasn’t been shaving.”

			“Nae since you left the last time, miss.” The valet hesitated, and then added quietly, “He’s been lost. I dinnae pretend to know why, but perhaps you do.”

			She did know, for she’d been just as lost as he. She loved him, and knew he loved her. And so long as they didn’t peer into their future, that was enough. But one look into the reality of their worlds showed that their love was doomed—finished before it had even a chance to grow.

			Something dropped on her arm. She looked down, surprised to see a glistening tear, and she realized she had begun to cry.

			Murray, pretending not to notice, handed her a clean cloth from the stack near the bed.

			Grateful, she took it and dried her eyes.

			“What do we do now, miss?”

			“We give him more tonic every few hours until the fever breaks. We do that until the batch I made is gone.”

			“And then?”

			“And then we pray, Murray. We pray and we wait.” She smoothed the blanket over Buchan while the valet collected the used cloths from beside the bed.

			“I’ll take these to be washed. I think you’ll be fine here alone with him fer now; he’s resting much quieter. Do you need anything else, miss?”

			“No, thank you, Murray.” She placed her hand on Buchan’s cheek. “I have everything I need.”

			The valet inclined his head and, carrying his burden, left.

			Tatiana waited for the door to close. Then she took off her shoes, peeled back the blankets, and climbed into the bed with Buchan. Tugging the blankets back in place, she curled about him, her arms clasped over his waist, her legs entangled with his, her cheek on his chest, the heat of his fever warming her.

			With an audible sigh, he turned toward her and, shifting to one side, he tucked her against him, his breathing easing yet more. She didn’t know what the future held, but for this moment, tomorrow could take care of itself. She had enough to worry about right here, right now.

			Closing her eyes, she burrowed closer, watching over him as, in the silence, Buchan slept.
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			Dr. Fraser moved his medicine bag to one side and stood. “I’d say you’re doing verrah weel.”

			“Then why do I sleep all of the time?” Buchan groused. He tugged his shirt back over his head and tucked it into his breeches.

			“I suspect that has more to do with the amount of whiskey you were drinking in the weeks prior to your illness than with the illness itself.”

			Buchan cast an accusing look at Murray, who instantly began cleaning an imaginary spot from Buchan’s coat, which hung over a nearby chair.

			“I dinnae drink too much,” Buchan said. “I drank just enough.” Just enough to dull his brain and keep it from thinking constantly about Tatiana. Just enough to keep his heart from splitting in two once she’d left.

			He picked up his boots and began to put them on, careful not to jolt his pained leg. He was tired, deeply so, and all he wanted to do was climb back into bed, but he’d had enough of that nonsense. Besides, it wasn’t helping.

			It had been exactly seventeen days since he’d last seen Tatiana, and for two of those he’d been unconscious in his bed with a fever. Even then he’d been thinking of her, dreaming of her, imagining her cool hands on his brow, her husky voice tempting him from the depths of his illness, her warm body pressed to his. Bloody hell, I am tormented by her.

			Dr. Fraser opened his bag and began to put away his instruments. “My lord, I dinnae know what sent you careening so madly off the cliff of good reason, but I hope you’ve learned from it. Congestive fever is nae something to ignore. You were fortunate Miss Romanovin brought the tonic when she did.”

			Murray lifted a hand as if to shush the doctor, dropping it when Buchan turned his way.

			“Miss Romanovin brought the tonic?”

			“Aye.” Dr. Fraser, busy packing away his equipment, answered over his shoulder. “She found a book in the library that gave the correct dosage, too. Verrah smart of her. I understand she stayed almost two days and did much of the nursing herself, as weel.”

			Suddenly, all of the dreams Buchan had had of Tatiana feeding him, tucking him in, and sleeping at his side, held new meaning. He eyed his valet. “Murray? What have you to say?”

			Murray stoically met his gaze. “She asked us nae to mention it, my lord.”

			Dr. Fraser closed his bag, frowning. “Why would she nae wish his lordship to know? Surely she expects his gratitude at her dedication?” He picked up his bag. “I’ll never understand women, I fear. Buchan, I advise nae more spirits, at least for a week, lots of rest, and nae rich foods. That should get you back in guid fettle and—”

			A brisk knock sounded on the door and Mrs. Hay entered. She was flushed, almost giddy looking. “Your lordship! I’m sorry to bother you, but Cook and I would like to go to the Red Lion if you dinnae mind? We’ll be back before luncheon is served and—”

			“The Red Lion? Why?”

			She clasped her hands together, looking so excited he half expected her to give a childish hop. “There’s a visitor! A messenger from a real, live prince! He’s from a foreign land, although I dinnae know which one, but he brought a bearded soldier with him, too, just like the pictures one has seen in the papers. They say it looks as if Russians have invaded the Red Lion!”

			The world swirled, tightened, and turned black. Buchan heard himself say in a hollow tone, “Of course you may go.”

			And there it was; Tatiana’s cousin had sent for her. Buchan had known it would happen all along, yet he wasn’t ready for the horrible emptiness that rang through his soul at the realization that he’d never see Tatiana again.

			His life suddenly seemed so . . . lost.

			Dr. Fraser grasped Buchan’s arm, concern on his face. “You’ve gone pale. Perhaps you should lie back doon.”

			“’Tis naught.” Buchan stood. He’d thought it would be better if he never saw Tatiana again, if he simply let her slip away without a good-bye. It would be less painful, he’d told himself. That was how he’d planned this final moment.

			But he’d been wrong; a few more precious moments would be worth everything. If he could see her even for one second, even if she were walking away, it would be worth any amount of pain.

			Buchan grabbed his coat from Murray’s hands, recovered his cane from where it leaned against the wall, and limped toward the door.

			Dr. Fraser called after him. “Where are you going? You should nae be traveling yet, my lord. You’re still weak . . .”

			The voice faded as Buchan made his way down the hallway. He hoped to God he wasn’t too late.

			Buchan reached the inn, his heart sinking when he saw the crowd of people in the courtyard, talking animatedly. Townspeople, servants, inn guests, all of them were standing with their eyes shaded against the midday sun, looking down the road. Away from the inn.

			Buchan climbed out of the coach and found Mrs. Drummond near the door.

			Her eyes round as saucers, she said in an excited voice, “Lord Buchan! Ye will never believe it! A courtier came to the Red Lion! A real prince sent him, too! And he had some of Mr. Drummond’s whiskey and liked it so much, he purchased a keg for the prince!”

			Buchan gripped his cane tighter. “He’s gone?”

			“Aye, a guid five minutes ago.”

			He’d missed her. His lip trembled and he bit it with a fierceness that brought blood to his mouth. He would not mourn this moment. He would live through it and past it and in time, his life would return to normal.

			But even as he had the thought, he knew it was a lie.

			“Lord Buchan!” Mr. Drummond approached, beaming. “We had quite an exciting morning, we did. I’m sorry you missed it, but ’tis guid to see you oop and aboot. Would you like a wee dram before you return home? Ye look a bit pale. The illness, no doubt.”

			Why not a wee dram or twenty? What better thing had he to do with his life now? “Aye,” he managed to choke out.

			He followed Drummond into the inn, trying not to remember Tatiana in every corner, or the way her smile had lit his heart. He tried not to think about how he’d miss her and her laughter, and the way she’d challenged him with every look.

			“I hope you dinnae mind that the private parlor is in a bit of a mess,” Drummond said over his shoulder as he led the way into the room. “The prince’s men were here all morning. They were quite fond of my whiskey, too, I dinnae mind saying, although ’twas a bit early to imbibe, in my opinion. But ‘tis noon now, and that is a different thing altogether.”

			Buchan nodded, looking at the numerous glasses and empty plates on the table. “It seems the prince’s men travel in style.”

			“Och, they do, at tha’. One of them wore a uniform and Mrs. Drummond said it quite set her heart a flutter.” The innkeeper chuckled. “’Tis a guid thing we dinnae ha’ to compete against wealthy princes and their guards, isnae it?”

			Buchan found he couldn’t answer, so he made his way to the window. Outside, the townspeople remained congregated, talking to one another, enjoying their impromptu gathering. “I suppose you are glad to finally know the truth about Miss Romanovin.”

			Drummond appeared at Buchan’s side with a glass of whiskey. “Miss Romanovin? Wha’ has she to do wi’ a prince?”

			Buchan’s hand closed automatically about the glass, but his gaze now locked on the innkeeper’s broad face. “The prince . . . he is her cousin.”

			Drummond chuckled. “Och, you have nae begun to believe the lass’s wild stories from a few weeks ago, have you?”

			“Of course I believed her. And now this prince sent someone for her. Surely that proves her story.”

			“That’s quite a coincidence, isnae it, that an envoy of a prince happens by here? Miss Tatiana laughed aboot it and said ’tis proof tha’ if you wished fer something hard enough, it will come true.”

			Buchan tried to wrap his mind around the words the innkeeper kept spouting. “She says it’s a coincidence?”

			“Aye. It has been weeks since she claimed to be a princess.” Drummond chuckled. “Can you imagine tha’, thinkin’ ye were royalty of a foreign country? But such is the way wi’ a head wound. Fortunately, she came aboot.”

			“But she wrote to her cousin the prince every week, asking him to come for her.”

			“She did the first few weeks, to be sure. But nae after that. Nae that it would matter.” Drummond went to the small desk in the corner of the room and, pulling a key from his pocket, he unlocked the end cubbyhole and pulled out four letters. “These are the miss’s letters. Mrs. Drummond and I thought it best nae to send them on, fer they’d only embarrass the lass once her mind returned to her.”

			“You never told her?”

			“She dinnae need the stress of an argument, did she? Puir thing—hurt so badly tha’ she suffered delusions.” Tsking, Drummond slid the letters back into the cubby. “I have to admit, though, there was a moment right after the prince’s men arrived tha’ I thought mayhap we’d been mistaken. One of them took one look at her, and it was as if he knew her. But ’twas obvious she dinnae know him, and then—” Drummond shrugged. “She must ha’ looked like someone he thought he knew, for he ne’er said another thing to her.”

			“They dinnae speak?”

			“She served the whiskey, so I suppose they did. They were only here for an hour or so, for they were on a quest of some sort. A lost duchess, I believe ’twas. Can you imagine losing a duchess?”

			Buchan’s mind whirled with thoughts, none of them coherent. How had this happened? Why had Tatiana stopped claiming to be a princess? There were only four letters, too, which meant . . . Dammit, he didn’t know what it meant. But if she didn’t go with the prince’s men, then— He put down his glass. “Where is she?”

			Drummond looked surprised. “Miss Romanovin? Why she’s in the kitchen, of course. Where else would she be?”

			Buchan didn’t remember making his way from the parlor to the kitchen, but within seconds he was there. She stood at the sink, drying dishes, a towel in one hand, the sunlight warming her chestnut hair through a half-open window. It was all he could do not to reach for her. “Tatiana?”

			Tatiana felt Buchan’s presence before she heard him, a warm tingle that raced along her skin and quickened her breath. Slowly, she put down her dish towel and turned around.

			He stood just inside the doorway, tall and broad, pale from his illness, and so dear that her arms ached to hold him. His deep brown gaze fixed upon her in an unnerving way, his hands curled tightly closed as if to hold himself back.

			She tried to find words, but could not. After her cousin Nik had left, she’d thought about what she’d say to Buchan, and she’d planned a very sensible and calm speech, but now she couldn’t remember a single word of it.

			He found his voice first. “Your cousin sent someone for you after all.”

			She nodded.

			“You dinnae go with him.”

			“Nyet,” she said breathlessly, finding her words at last. “I—I decided to stay.”

			“Why?”

			She hid a smile and looked at him through her lashes. “You know why; I still have many things to learn from Mrs. Drummond. She needs me, too.”

			His lips twitched, humor softening his gaze. “From Mrs. Drummond, eh?”

			“She is teaching me her scone recipe this afternoon, and she’s promised to show me how to make the stewed apples that you like so much, and then—”

			Tatiana was in Buchan’s arms before she could finish, his hard, warm mouth over hers as he kissed her with a passion that left her panting against him, weak-kneed and—to his chagrin—laughing.

			He held her tightly, his forehead to hers. “You would tease me even as I feared the worst.”

			She twined her arms about his neck. “You looked as if you could use a laugh.”

			His gaze grew serious once more. “I never thought I’d laugh again. I thought you’d gone.”

			“I couldn’t. I couldn’t leave you.”

			He gave a broken sigh and buried his face in her neck, lifting her until her feet were off the floor, her body against his, his breath warm against her skin. She soaked in his nearness, his strength. For the longest time, they stood just so, neither willing to move.

			Finally, he sighed and slid her back to her feet. “I don’t understand what happened.” He laughed a bit. “I’m almost afraid to ask.”

			“It’s simple. My cousin came, although not the one I expected.”

			“Your cousin? Nae an envoy?”

			“Oh, Nik was here, but for some reason, he was posing as a groom.”

			“Why?”

			“He would not say.”

			“Oh?”

			She pulled back and looked into Buchan’s eyes. “When I first arrived here, I wrote to Alexsey, but it was Nik who came for me. He said he’d gotten a letter . . . from you.”

			Buchan nodded. “It was obvious Alexsey wasn’t getting your letters—which, by the by, were never mailed. The Drummonds kept them to save you from embarrassment once you came to your senses and realized you were nae really a princess.”

			She groaned. “They didn’t!”

			“I saw them myself just now. They’re locked in the desk in the parlor.”

			“Ah well. I suppose I can’t blame them. It was a difficult truth to swallow. So how did you get a letter to Nik?”

			“You mentioned he was in London, so I wrote to a friend who works with the Home Office and explained what had happened. I enclosed a letter and asked him to find your cousin and deliver it.”

			“He said it reached him six days ago as he was leaving to look for our grandmother, who is missing, and he came right away.” She looked at him with wonder. “You believed me, that I was who I said I was.”

			“Aye, even though I soon wished it was nae true.”

			“Why did you wish that?” When he didn’t answer, she said softly, “Tell me, Buchan. I must know.”

			He cupped her chin and tilted her face to his. “I wished it because while I could and would have a housemaid to wife, I could nae have a princess.”

			“To . . . wife?”

			He frowned. “What did you think I’d want? A royal mistress?”

			“I’d hoped you’d wish to marry, of course, but you never seemed interested in having a wife or—”

			He brushed a kiss over her mouth, stopping her words. “I dinnae dare think of such. All I could do was tempt you to my side with books. Lots and lots of books. It was all I had.”

			She had to laugh. “It worked. But I’ll tell you a secret: I don’t read as fast as you might think. Several of those books have slips of paper marking where I stopped because I wanted to see you again.”

			He chuckled, his eyes crinkling. “And here I was giving you the thinnest books I could find.”

			“I thought so—especially when you suggested the book of poetry that was so short.”

			“Aye, and I thought I was fortunate you were too polite to borrow more than one at a time.” He brushed a strand of her hair from her cheek. “Tell me, lassie, how is it that nae one in your cousin’s party recognizes you?”

			She smiled. “When I saw Nik in the courtyard I pretended I didn’t know him, and he was kind enough to take my lead. He’s always involved in some sort of court intrigue, and was quick to follow.”

			“But . . . he just agreed to let you stay?”

			“Oh, I had to convince him. That took some time, and a lot of whiskey.” She met his gaze honestly. “I must tell you something, though. When I first saw Nik, I thought about going home. Of being somewhere familiar, somewhere safe. But then I realized that my home isn’t a place. It’s a person.” She took a deep breath, and then plunged ahead. “Buchan, that person is you. You are my home.”

			“You—” His voice broke and he tightened his hold. “You would give oop so much for me. Can you? Dare I even ask?”

			“I’m not giving up anything but familiarity and that is not enough. That’s what I told Nik. There’s nothing for me in Oxenburg. My parents are gone, and I have no sisters or brothers. It’s just me and, occasionally, my cousins. They are all settling down now, except Nik, of course. He’s too involved in schemes to ever marry, I fear. Fortunately, his love of schemes helped me find a way out of my situation.”

			“Oh?”

			“Da. You see, he decided that although he came in search of me, he would never officially ‘find’ me.”

			Buchan looked at her. “So Princess Tatiana—”

			“—has disappeared forever. It is the only way. Nik pointed out that if I marry, I would take on a new name, making me even harder to find, were someone to attempt such a thing, which they will not.” She slipped her arms around Buchan’s neck. “And that brings me to an important point.”

			“Aye?”

			“I’m glad you admitted you wished to marry, for I suddenly find myself in dire need of a husband. To hide my disappearance well and truly, I must marry, and quickly.”

			“Must you now?”

			“Da. I was thinking that perhaps we might do one another a favor. You can marry me and help me hide from the weight of my name.”

			“And in return?”

			“Oh, there are a number of things I could do for you.”

			His hold on her tightened and he said in husky voice, “I imagine there are.”

			“For one, I could help you put that library into some sort of better organization.”

			His lips quirked. “Are you criticizing my library?”

			“Never, my love. But I do think I could be of help.”

			“I have nae doubt.” He brushed the back of his hand over her cheek, marveling at the love shining in her eyes. “I really am the luckiest man in the world.”

			Her lips curled into a smile. “Oh?”

			“Aye. When we marry, I will get a wife who knows how to make scones.”

			“And stew, and venison pie, and soon, stewed apples.”

			“I’m obviously getting the better half of this arrangement.”

			“That would be true, except for the library.”

			“Which now holds a number of books you’ve only partially read. A library that apparently needs organizing.”

			“Challenges I’m eager to meet.” Her eyes twinkled up at him. “But . . . you had to know there would be a ‘but.’ ”

			“Which is?”

			“I will not wash any more dishes.” She showed him her red, chafed hands. “Ever. And we will pay our scullery maids so well, they will enjoy their work.”

			He captured one hand and pressed a kiss to her palm, his voice husky as he said, “Och, Lady Buchan, you need never worry aboot that. I know what these lovely hands were made for, and I intend to see them well used.”

			She chuckled. “Lady Buchan. I like the sound of that.”

			“Guid. For if I have anything to do with it, you’ll be hearing it for the next hundred years.” Still astounded at his good fortune, and amazed at the woman standing in his arms, he bent and kissed her with all the love in his heart.
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			To: His Royal Highness

			Prince Nikolai Romanovin of Oxenburg

			Holyroodhouse

			Edinburgh

			Sir,

			As you will recall, two weeks ago you escorted your grandmother, the Grand Duchess Natasha Nikolaevna, to Castle Leod, where she is visiting my grandmother, the Dowager Countess Cromartie. I’m sorry we did not get to meet, but that is not surprising, as I was informed that you stayed less than ten minutes.

			Soon after you left, your grandmother discovered her black leather travel case was not with her trunks. She assures me it is quite important and that she must have it with all possible haste, and thus requests that you send it at your earliest convenience.

			Yours sincerely,

			Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

			Castle Leod

			September 12, 1821

			* * *

			To: Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

			Castle Leod

			Lady Ailsa,

			Pray inform my grandmother that the “case” to which she is referring is actually a very large and heavy trunk and it would take well over two weeks to ship it, by which time her visit will be over. She can do without it.

			HRH Nikolai

			Holyroodhouse

			Edinburgh

			September 19, 1821

			* * *

			To: His Royal Highness

			Prince Nikolai Romanovin of Oxenburg

			Holyroodhouse

			Edinburgh

			Sir,

			Once again, I am writing on behalf of your grandmother, the Grand Duchess Natasha Nikolaevna. Her Grace requests (again) that you send her black leather case which contains her lotions as soon as possible (again), for she has great need of it (still). As she has decided to stay another month and perhaps longer, there is now plenty of time to have it delivered. I look forward to seeing it soon.

			Yours sincerely,

			Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

			Castle Leod

			September 21, 1821

			* * *

			To: Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

			Castle Leod

			Lady Ailsa,

			I was not aware Her Grace was staying another month and (hopefully) longer. I cannot tell you how happy I am to learn this. Expect that blasted case in the next week or so.

			HRH Nikolai

			Holyroodhouse

			Edinburgh

			September 27, 1821

			* * *

			To: His Royal Highness

			Prince Nikolai Romanovin of Oxenburg

			Holyroodhouse

			Edinburgh

			Sir,

			I regret to inform you that Her Grace’s dressing case still has not arrived and your grandmother the Grand Duchess Nikolaevna strongly requests that you send it immediately. She wishes me to point out that it has been one week and four days since your letter was posted. (As an aside, I did point out that your use of “next week or so” was obviously a generalization and the case would most likely show up before this letter arrives on your desk, but she will have none of it.)

			What information should I convey to Her Grace regarding her case?

			Yours sincerely,

			Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

			Castle Leod

			October 8, 1821

			* * *

			To: Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

			Castle Leod

			Lady Ailsa,

			When my men fetched the trunk last week from Her Grace’s bedchamber to ship it to Castle Leod, we discovered something dripping out of one corner. Upon opening the trunk, my men and I were met with a smell I cannot describe, even though it still lingers throughout the house like a deadly mist.

			The trunk is not a “dressing case” of lotions, but is filled with my grandmother’s potions. It is amusing what one letter can do to a word, is it not? Sadly, some of her potion bottles were broken when the trunk was last moved. I can only imagine her “eye of newt” (or whatever it is she uses) caused that deadly odor and hope that none of us are overcome by it, or—as is more likely—turned into some sort of goat or toad.

			Before I can send the trunk, it must be cleaned, aired, and left to dry. As soon as that has been done, I will have it repacked and sent on its way by private courier.

			Meanwhile, pray tell my grandmother that the “case” should be there forthwith. (Note: You cannot measure “forthwith.” I trust this will end this unnecessary correspondence.)

			HRH N

			Holyroodhouse

			Edinburgh

			October 14, 1821
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			Castle Leod

			The Small Study

			October 21, 1821

			Lady Ailsa Mackenzie rested her elbows on the glossy surface of her mahogany desk and pressed her fingers to her temples. “What do you mean, she’s ‘gone missing’?”

			Ailsa’s grandmother, Lady Edana MacGregor Mackenzie, the Dowager Countess Cromartie, fluttered her lace handkerchief gracefully and repeated, “The duchess is missing. She is not in the house.” Dressed in black, a color Lady Edana had assumed on the death of her husband the late earl more than ten years earlier, she made an impressive figure. Tall and willowy, with carefully coiffed golden-dyed hair that echoed the true color that had faded years ago, Edana hadn’t allowed age to rob her of the famed MacGregor beauty. “Ailsa, I am deeply concerned. Poor Natasha does not know the dangers of our Highland countryside.”

			Lady Ailsa wished her grandmother would expend less effort on her hair and more on her ability to communicate what seemed to be vital information. Of course, clarity was not Lady Edana’s strong suit. Though it was confusing to visitors, the older woman disliked being called “grandmother” or any form thereof, and would only answer to her given name. “Why do you think Her Grace is missing and nae merely off on a visit?”

			“It’s ‘not,’ dear—not ‘nae.’ ” Edana sighed heavily. “I do wish your father had sent you to a proper boarding school, the way he did your sisters.”

			“My father had five daughters, one verrah expensive son, and my cousin Gregor to see after. Papa could nae afford boarding school for all of us, especially after purchasing a set of colors for Duclan. Those are not cheap.”

			“I suppose so. But how does he expect you to find a suitable match when you are lacking in graces and locked away here in the highlands?”

			Ailsa’s lips twitched. “My home is here, at Castle Leod, and I’m content. There’s nae more to be said.”

			Lady Edana’s face folded with disappointment. “Well, I think he should have done more for you.”

			Poor Papa. In addition to paying for their educations and then providing dowries for his many daughters, as well as purchasing a set of colors for his horse-mad son, Papa also paid the way for his nephew Gregor, who’d been left in his car, and his own mother. On the best of days, Edana was an expensive guest. And Gregor was not much better.

			Ailsa glanced at the clock on the mantel. “Are you sure Her Grace is nae just sleeping? I’ve ne’er seen her before noon any day since she arrived.”

			“Yes, I’m positive. We were to meet for breakfast almost an hour ago.” Edana dabbed her kerchief at her dry eyes. “I am so worried!”

			“But you waited an hour to say something?”

			“Well, I had to eat, of course, for I was famished. Besides, I thought the housekeeper would find Natasha somewhere”—Edana wafted her handkerchief—“sunning herself, or something.”

			“Sunning herself? In this weather?” Ailsa nodded to the window, which framed the snow-covered lawn.

			“That was a poor choice of words. It’s obvious Her Grace doesn’t tend to herself at all, but allows Nature to have her way.” Edana wrinkled her nose. “It’s sad, really, for she could be a lovely woman.”

			“Yes, well, besides your dislike of Her Grace’s resistance to the use of artifice, pray explain why you are concerned.”

			“I wasn’t concerned at first, but when Mrs. Attnee came back from her search and said Natasha couldn’t be found anywhere, then I became worried. We were to have breakfast at ten and then ride to town to visit the seamstress, for last night we both realized we needed new shawls.”

			“I take it that means the two of you were speaking again,” Ailsa said politely.

			“La, child, of course we were speaking!” Edana frowned, though she instantly ceased, for fear of deepening the lines between her eyes. “I admit we’ve had a few disagreements during her visit, but that is to be expected—it’s been ages since we were last together. And I must admit that she’s changed dreadfully; it was sad seeing her climb down from that carriage. She must have aged forty years in the time we were apart.”

			As it had been almost forty years since they’d last seen one another, Ailsa didn’t find this difficult to believe. “How did you ascertain that Her Grace was missing and nae merely busy somewhere else? Perhaps she went for a drive?”

			“I sent the butler to make inquiries. MacGill reported that all of the coaches and horses are accounted for.” Edana sighed impatiently. “Ailsa, she is missing. We must send out a search party.”

			“In what direction? And looking for what? A woman walking in the snow? If she’s traveling by foot, the weather will turn her back quickly enough.”

			“Of course she’s not walking! She’s a duchess, for the love of heaven. But she—” Lady Edana caught Ailsa’s surprised gaze and quickly looked away. “I suppose she could be walking, but I can’t imagine it. As you say, the weather is unappealing.”

			Ailsa leaned back in her chair. “There’s something you’re nae telling me.”

			As Lady Edana adjusted her shawl, Ailsa detected the faintest hit of a flush under her grandmother’s face paint. “Nonsense. There’s nothing more to tell. Nothing at all.”

			“If there’s nae more to tell, then there’s nae more to do, either.” Ailsa pulled the stack of waiting correspondence over. “The Grand Duchess Nikolaevna is neither a button that has been misplaced nor a puppy that has wandered off. Wherever she is, she got there under her own power and she is where she wants to be.”

			“Ailsa, please! I beg you! Natasha must be found. She’s a grand duchess, and you can’t go losing a grand duchess. Think of the scandal! Her family will be beside themselves.”

			“That, I doubt. I’ve been in contact with her grandson over that ridiculous black case Her Grace kept mentioning, and from his tone, he’s none too anxious to have her back. Having had her as a guest, I can understand his reluctance.”

			“Couldn’t we set the dogs on her trail or something?”

			“If she took a walk, there would be footprints in the snow. I assumed MacGill already looked, when he sent someone to the stable to count the horses and carriages.”

			Edana sighed. “So he said.”

			“Then there’s naught to do. She will return when she’s of a mind to. Meanwhile, I’ve much to do. Father left me in charge of the estate while he’s in London for the next four months, and since Mr. MacCutcheon broke his leg hunting, I’ve more to do now than I’ve time in the day.”

			“MacCutcheon is a wretched estate manager. I don’t know how many times I’ve told Dougal to fire the man, and now look at how he has left you.”

			“I hardly think that breaking one’s leg counts as dereliction of duty.” Ailsa picked up a letter opener. “If you will excuse me, I have at least ten letters than must be written today, a list of repairs to make, and—”

			“Fine! I’ll tell you what’s happened, but do not blame me if something ill has occurred to poor Natasha while you’ve been lollygagging about with estate nonsense!”

			“ ‘Estate nonsense’ is what puts a roof over our head and food oopon our table,” Ailsa said tartly. “So tell me: what happened to Her Grace?”

			“This is a dire situation.” Lady Edana knotted her handkerchief. “Natasha is so impetuous. I told her how it would end, but she would not listen.”

			“Edana, please, can you just tell me what you know?”

			“I was doing just that. But oh, it’s such a long story! Do you remember the first night Her Grace was here, and how she flirted so shamelessly with Lord Lyon, who did not look at all comfortable with her attention?”

			Ailsa swallowed a sigh. “I vaguely remember that, aye.”

			“It’s ‘yes,’ dear—not ‘aye.’ Natasha was shameless! And my dear Daffyd—I mean, Lord Hamilton—noticed her affections were not returned. It was quite pathetic and just got worse as the weeks wore on, and then, of course, poor Natasha grew quite ill-tempered about the whole thing.”

			“I noticed that. We all noticed that.”

			“Yes, well, eventually, Hamilton took pity upon her and at my direction, plied her with attention. I thought to ease her spirits, but had I known then what I know now, I would never have been so charitable.”

			“Hamilton pitied Her Grace? I’ve seen them together quite a bit these last few weeks, and he never looked in the least as if he pitied her. In fact, they seem quite happy; he is forever laughing at what she says.”

			“She is laughable. All dressed in black and— Well, I don’t mean to criticize, but she looks a bit like an old crow.”

			Ailsa politely refrained from pointing out that Edana was similarly dressed, having decided to maintain her widow’s weeds after an admirer told her that black made her golden beauty seem ethereal. “Edana, you must admit, despite being difficult, Her Grace is an amusing woman.”

			“She can be, I suppose. If one likes that sort of humor.”

			“Apparently Lord Hamilton does. He sat by her at dinner last night, dinnae he?” Ailsa squinted at the ceiling, trying to remember all of the places she’d seen Lord Hamilton with Her Grace. “And at the picnic, and at the musicale, and at the—”

			“Yes, yes.” Edana’s lips thinned. “He went a bit beyond my request, but that’s because he knew it would give me some relief from her moods. He is a kind man, and while I wish I could return his affections, I simply cannot, and so I’ve told him again and again and—”

			“Edana, I know all aboot Lord Hamilton. He eats dinner here so many nights that he has his own bedchamber. But back to Her Grace. You were saying?”

			Edana sniffed. “It seemed to me, over the last few days that— Well, I began to wonder if Natasha wasn’t mistaking Hamilton’s kindness for something more. I feared she had begun to care for him.”

			“Did you mention this to Lord Hamilton?”

			“I had to warn him. He was much struck by my observations, and asked me several times why I thought such a thing.”

			“So you think in the space of the last two months that Her Grace has transferred her feelings for Lord Lyon to Lord Hamilton?”

			“A move that was bound to leave her open to heartbreak yet again. I know Daffyd, and the type of woman he admires is nothing like Natasha.” Edana gave a delicate laugh. “Besides, why would any man pay attention to a woman who doesn’t take care of herself? Natasha cannot be bothered with doing her hair to her benefit, or using the correct lotion on her face, or keeping out of the sun to prevent freckles and wrinkles, or wearing something that fits, just like you—” Edana suddenly stopped. “I’m sorry, my dear. I’m not criticizing you, but—well, you know my feelings on the subject.”

			“Aye, I know them quite well. When did you have this conversation with Lord Hamilton, telling him of your suspicions aboot Her Grace?”

			“ ‘About,’ dear—not—” Edana caught Ailsa’s expression and hurried to add, “I spoke to him yesterday afternoon, after luncheon. I thought it best to say something right away so he could let poor Natasha down gently.”

			“And you think that happened? That Lord Hamilton turned Her Grace away and that’s why she’s missing?”

			“What else can it be? She must be devastated—two men in a row rejecting her.” Edana threw up her hands, her kerchief fluttering. “I cannot even imagine!”

			“Hmmm.” Ailsa considered this, toying absently with one of the letters on her waiting pile. “What you say makes sense, but I wonder if . . .” She pursed her lips. “When you asked MacGill if any of the coaches and carriages were missing, did you inquire after Lord Hamilton’s coach and horses, or just our own?”

			“Just our own, of course. Why would I ask about—” Edana gasped. “Surely you cannot be suggesting that Daffyd and Natasha left together?”

			“It’s possible. Do we know where Lord Hamilton is? He stayed the night, for we played cards quite late.”

			“I haven’t seen him today—but then, he never rises before noon, so I’m sure he’s still in his bed. Besides, he would never do anything so foolish.”

			“Let’s find oot, shall we?” Ailsa turned in her seat and tugged the bell pull that hung behind her desk.

			“This is ridiculous. I’ve known Hamilton since we were both seventeen, and I’d know if he were interested in someone who—”

			A soft knock heralded the entry of the housekeeper, Mrs. Attnee, a plump, motherly woman. Her beaming smile dimmed on seeing the dowager countess. “Guid morning, my lady.” The housekeeper dipped a quick curtsy. “Lady Ailsa, you rang?”

			“I understand you assisted in the search for Her Grace.”

			Concern creased Mrs. Attnee’s forehead. “Aye. She is nae to be found. We searched the house top to bottom, even the cellars.”

			“Did you happen to see Lord Hamilton when you were searching the house top to bottom?”

			“Och, nae. Lord Hamilton left early this morning, almost at dawn.”

			“What?” Lady Edana blinked. “Are you certain?”

			“I saw him with me own eyes, I did. I’d just sent the char maids aboot their dooties when he came sneakin’ doon the stairs.”

			“Sneaking?” Ailsa asked.

			“I would nae call it other, fer he was bent o’er and walkin’ like this—” She hunched her shoulders and mimicked someone tiptoeing.

			“That’s ridiculous,” Edana announced, her neck a mottled red. “Lord Hamilton would never move in such a-a-a subversive fashion!”

			Ailsa ignored her. “Mrs. Attnee, did he say where was he going?”

			“Nae exactly. He just said he was waitin’ on his carriage. He sometimes leaves early fer his home, but he’s never walked so strangely.”

			“Did you see him leave for Caskill Manor?”

			“Nae. I offered to bring him some breakfast, but he refused and dinnae seem to wish fer company, so I left him waiting for his carriage. When I came back through the foyer a few minutes later, he was gone.”

			Ignoring the strange hissing sound coming from Edana, Ailsa said, “So you dinnae know if he left with someone else, then.”

			“Nae. I dinnae see anyone else aboot the house but his lordship, but I suppose someone could have joined him and—” The housekeeper pressed her hands to her chest. “Lord love ye, ye dinnae think he’s run off with Her Grace?”

			Edana made a strangled noise.

			The housekeeper pursed her lips. “They have been spendin’ a lot of time together, now that I think on it. Just last night they were in the corner of the landin’, gigglin’ and whisperin’, and I thought tha’ perhaps there was some courtin’ goin’ on—”

			“That is quite enough!” Edana snapped, her eyes blazing. “Mrs. Attnee, I will thank you for not spreading gossip about the house.”

			“Gossip? I was jus’ sayin’ what I’d seen and—”

			“Stop! Do not say another word.” Edana turned to face Ailsa. “I will not believe it!”

			“The truth does nae always come in a neat box. Sometimes it’s a messy package, best opened when fortified by drink.” Ailsa sent the housekeeper a meaningful look.

			Mrs. Attnee nodded. “I’ll pour some sherry.” She went to the small stand near the window, poured some sherry from a decanter into a small crystal glass, and brought it to Edana.

			Edana sipped the sherry. “I cannot believe that—that harpy would steal away with Daffyd. It’s—”

			An abrupt knock on the door heralded the butler’s entrance. MacGill looked pale, his eyes wide. “My lady, a message came from Caskill House.”

			Edana paled. “Do not say Lord Hamilton has eloped with Her Grace!”

			Mr. MacGill looked shocked. “Nae, my lady.”

			“Thank heavens!” She fanned herself with her kerchief.

			“What’s happened?” Ailsa asked.

			“Mr. Grant, the businessmon at Caskill, said Lord Hamilton had sent word that he and a guest were to be expected, but they never arrived.”

			Ailsa’s heart sank. “And?”

			“An hour ago, one of Lord Hamilton’s men found his coach. It was abandoned, stopped on the road by a felled tree, and there were pistol shots peppered across the whole side.”

			“Guid lord!” Ailsa said in a shaky voice, “The duchess and Lord Hamilton? Were they . . .” She couldn’t say the words.

			“Nae, miss, but ’tis still grim,” Mr. MacGill said in a doomsday voice, “There’s a bit of blood on the carriage seat, and—my lady, I dinnae know how to tell ye this, but there’s more. Under one of the wheels was found a wee scrap of tartan.”

			“Tartain?” Ailsa exclaimed. “Whose?”

			The butler met her gaze. “’Twas Mackenzie tartan, my lady, the same as yer father wears on dress days. The Hamiltons believe you’ve kidnapped his lordship, and Her Grace along wi’ him!”
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			Holyroodhouse

			Edinburgh

			October 25, 1821

			“Here. You take it to him.” Count Fyodor Apraksin handed the letter to the head of the royal guard.

			“Me? Do I look like I wish to die?” Vasily Repnin promptly handed the letter back. “I’d rather face a hungry black bear than deliver that to the prince.”

			“Someone must do it.” Since Apraksin was a courtier, delivering a letter was usually his responsibility. But not this one. He held it like it was a snake about to strike.

			Repnin eyed the letter as if he felt the same. “Every time the prince gets a letter from that Scottish harpy about his grandmother, he snarls for hours.”

			“I know,” Apraksin said. “He has been in such a surly mood of late already.”

			“No doubt because we’re stuck in this damned frigid country, when we could be in Italy where it is warm and the women—” Repnin kissed his fingers to the air.

			“Don’t remind me,” Apraksin said sourly. There was a widow in Milan he remembered very fondly. “He won’t admit it, though. He plays close to the vest with this mission.”

			“He is not a talker, our prince. Perhaps we can get Menshivkov to deliver this missive? He’s always bragging that he’s the prince’s chief aide-de-camp, a title he made up in his own mind.”

			“Good idea! Menshivkov’s the perfect one to give His Highness the letter—”

			“What letter?”

			The deep voice sent Apraksin and Repnin spinning around on their boot heels.

			Prince Nikolai Romanovin closed the study door behind him. Taller than most men, with broad shoulders, thick black hair, and deep green eyes so dark they appeared almost black, he was an impressive figure. In public, he took the character of a man of town, a womanizer, charming and easily amused, which was quite different from who he really was—hard, unyielding, and a brilliant tactician.

			“Your Highness.” Apraksin clicked his heels and bowed sharply, Repnin following suit.

			“We did not hear you,” Repnin added unnecessarily.

			A single black brow rose at this. That, combined with the icy stare of its owner made Repnin and Apraksin both gulp.

			Apraksin cleared his throat. “Your Highness, I’m sure it is nothing that cannot wait until after dinner. A missive about your grandmother, nothing more.”

			The prince’s mouth thinned. “Bloody hell, I thought that damned trunk would be there by now.”

			“Perhaps Her Grace has discovered another missing case?” Repnin suggested.

			Apraksin said, “The envelope is marked ‘urgent,’ but that may only be a trick to get you to respond sooner.”

			“ ‘Urgent’? Let me see it.”

			Biting back a sigh, Apraksin handed the letter to the prince.

			Nik opened the letter and read it quickly. Written in now-­familiar neat handwriting, the note had been dashed off in obvious haste.

			To: HRH Nikolai Romanovin

			Holyroodhouse

			Edinburgh

			Sir,

			Your grandmother has gone missing. She left this morning to visit Caskill House but did not arrive. We are currently searching for Her Grace, and—while it pains me to deliver this news in such a way, it is best you hear it from me rather than rumors—I believe she has been abducted.

			I will explain more when I have news. In the meantime, I am doing what I can to find her, and quickly. Rest assured that if she is not soon found, I will alert the local militia. I will leave no stone unturned in our search. We will find Her Grace and return her to you hale and hearty.

			Yours sincerely,

			Lady Ailsa Mackenzie

			Castle Leod

			October 21, 1821

			P.S. The trunk arrived this morning.

			Nik crumpled the letter in his hand. “Ehta prost nivazmosha. We must go to Castle Leod at once.”

			Repnin blinked. “Now?”

			“Immediately.”

			“I’ll send for the carriage.”

			“No carriage. We ride. My grandmother has gone missing, and Lady Ailsa believes Her Grace may have been abducted.”

			“Someone took Her Grace? On purpose?” Repnin said in obvious disbelief.

			“I daresay they regret it now, but da. We must be quick and quiet.” His jaw hardened. “God help the men who have taken her. If I find so much as one hair upon her head has come to harm, I will bring a justice that will not be forgotten.”

			“We will assist you, Your Highness.”

			“Good. In the meantime, we must stop this Lady Ailsa from alerting the militia, which she has sworn to do if Her Grace is not found.”

			Who would take Tata Natasha? She knows nothing of why I am at Holyroodhouse. But perhaps someone else does and is using her to derail my efforts. But who? He looked at the letter now crumpled between his fingers. “This Lady Ailsa is obviously of a strong spirit—annoyingly so. I cannot have her raising an alarm of any kind. I cannot have a scandal right now. Oxenburg cannot have a scandal.”

			Apraksin’s dark eyes gleamed. The slender courtier was at his best when a scheme was at hand. “You are on a mission, then. We thought so.”

			“Da, and it is very tenuous. I cannot have a distraction now or all would be ruined. So I will go unofficially. Very unofficially.”

			“What does that mean?” Repnin said uneasily.

			“If I go to Castle Leod as the prince, word would get out that I’m not here, and I cannot afford that. So I will travel incognito. I will need to stop at a certain inn on the way. Someone is expecting me.” He flicked a glance at Apraksin. “No one must know I’ve left Holyroodhouse.”

			Apraksin nodded. “We will announce you’ve fallen ill, perhaps from the food from last night’s ball. Many were complaining about it already.”

			Nik nodded.

			“I’ll set a guard at your bedchamber and Menshivkov can stay in your bed, covered by blankets when the servants bring food, in case someone is watching.”

			“This is good. See to it.”

			“We’ll take a dozen guards,” Repnin added. “And perhaps a—”

			“Nyet. There will only be the three of us. More would attract attention. Gather supplies. I will need clothes that do not announce my presence.”

			Apraksin looked thoughtful. “The head groom’s brother, who has been breaking in your new mare, is close to your size. I will buy some of his clothes. Repnin and I will find other servants and do the same.”

			“Good. We leave within the next half hour, so make haste.” His men left the study and Nik, his thoughts dark, threw the crumpled letter into the fire, watching silently as the flames licked at the strong handwriting.

			He had to find his grandmother and stop this Lady Ailsa from alerting the militia. There was too much at stake to involve any one else—including the sharp-penned woman who managed to convey disapproval with every stroke of her pen. He watched, glad to see the final bit of the letter curl into ash.
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