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London

1806

Lady Gilbert, a self-proclaimed great admirer of dogs, was compelled to bring her talented terrier to an afternoon tea party in Mayfair one cold afternoon, where she commenced to command the little dog to perform many canine feats. Up on his hind legs he went to beg eagerly for a treat, over he rolled at the lilting suggestion of his owner. And the pièce de résistance: he leapt vertically two feet into the air and latched on to a piece of leather Lady Gilbert dangled before him, then hung there, twisting and turning in his determination to have it. When Lady Gilbert at last relented, the little dog strutted proudly with the leather in his mouth, pausing only to lift his leg and mark Lady Osbourne’s hem.

In the ensuing mêlée, the Earl of Lambourne’s London butler appeared in the salon and informed the tea’s hostess, the earl’s sister, Lady Fiona Haines, that two official-looking gentlemen had called and insisted on having a word.

Fiona received them in the drawing room. She was a bit flushed, having tried to help Lady Gilbert corral the culprit, which led only to the toppling of a chair and crystal vase. She explained that her brother, the earl, was away just now, as she tucked a strand of rich brown hair behind her ear. Away indefinitely, she added.

Forever, as far as she knew, given the scandal brewing in London.

Fiona loved her brother, Jack, fiercely, but she was aware that he was an inveterate rake, both in their native Scotland and in London—and perhaps as far away as Ireland. She was also aware that Jack had been accused—falsely and unjustly, according to him—of having committed adultery with the Princess of Wales. The Prince of Wales intended to exploit that accusation, if he could manage it, in a very public trial of divorce. That could be devastating for Jack, for as everyone knew, adultery with any woman was morally reprehensible, but adultery with the Princess of Wales was a highly treasonable offense.

As Jack wrote in his hastily penned letter to Fiona from Eastchurch Abbey, he’d rather be hanged than spend his life in Newgate, and that he’d be in Scotland until “this bloody bad business was done.”

Fiona glossed over these small details when she said to the gentlemen Woodburn and Hallaby, “I canna say when he might return, but I should be delighted to give him your card the moment he does.”

The two gentlemen, who did indeed look rather official, exchanged a look with one another. “Forgive me, madam, but Lord Lambourne is in a spot of trouble.”

Fiona’s heart fluttered a bit. “Oh?”

“If I may speak indelicately?” Woodburn asked.

Fiona swallowed and nodded.

“The Prince of Wales has been egregiously offended by the rumors that your brother, his friend, may have lain with the Princess of Wales. He is determined to bring swift justice to anyone who might have compromised the rightful succession of his daughter to the throne.”

She must not have appeared to be suitably alarmed, because Sir Woodburn stepped forward. “It is a very serious offense, my lady. If the earl is found to be guilty, he could very well be sentenced to hang for his crime.”

A small swell of panic filled Fiona’s breast, but she managed to remain calmly inscrutable. “That is very distressing news, sir, although I am confident my brother would be found innocent of these ridiculous accusations were it to come to that. Nevertheless, I canna imagine what you’d have me do. My innocent, virtuous brother is away presently.” She mustered what she hoped was the sincerest of smiles.

“Perhaps there is something you might do, my lady,” Lord Hallaby interjected regally. “The king does not necessarily believe all the ugly rumors that swirl around London. In fact, he, too, considers Lambourne to be his friend and remarks with great fondness the memories he has of a royal hunt a few years ago at Balmoral.”

“How very kind of his majesty.”

“The king would not like to see the earl involved in what has all the markings of being a very public and ugly scandal,” Hallaby continued. “The king would like to think of his friend tucked safely away until this wretched ordeal is at an end.”

If she understood them correctly, the prince would have Jack hauled to London and tried for adultery, while his father, the king, hoped Jack would remain tucked away to avoid it?

“The king is hopeful,” Hallaby said very low, “that you might impress on your brother the serious nature of the offense of which he has been accused and suggest that perhaps he might move deeper into Scotland. You know—into the hills there.”

“The Highlands,” Fiona said, and wished she could sit down to think a moment. How did they suppose she would warn him? “I appreciate his majesty’s concern,” she continued uncertainly, “but I canna say anything to my brother at present as he is away.”

Woodburn looked at Hallaby, then at Fiona. “The Christmas season is almost upon us, is it not? The king hopes that when you travel to join your family, you might find your brother and bear him this message—before the prince’s men find him.”

To Edinburgh? The wanted her to go all the way to Edinburgh?

“I do not wish to alarm you, madam, but the prince’s men are looking for your brother as we speak,” Woodburn said softly. “It is the king’s genuine hope that you find him first and warn him properly. His highness should very much like to see this delicate investigation put to rest as quickly as possible. Perhaps you might want to depart at dawn’s first light.”

“Dawn’s first light?” she echoed weakly, her mind reeling.

“A traveling chaise will be made available to you and your maid.” Woodburn smiled thinly. “Good journey, Lady Fiona.” He bowed his head and turned on his heel. With a quick smile for her, Hallaby was right behind him, leaving a dazed Fiona behind them.

Wasn’t it peculiar how one’s life could change in a mere few moments?


Chapter One
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Edinburgh

The Buchanans’ Edinburgh butler presented a folded letter to Duncan Buchanan on a silver tray. Duncan snatched the letter with his good hand and turned quickly—he didn’t like the way the butler looked at him, as if he were a ghastly apparition. He stalked to the end of the salon to stand before the fire.

The letter made Duncan curious. He was rarely in Edinburgh since the accident had occurred, and even more rarely did he receive invitations or callers. He was something of a pariah to polite society.

He studied the writing on the letter. It was from a Mr. Theodore Seaver, a name that stirred a buried memory. He tucked the letter under his useless left arm and broke the seal with his good hand, then quickly read its contents. Mr. Theodore Seaver hoped that the Laird of Blackwood—Duncan—might receive him and his late sister’s daughter, Lady Fiona Haines, at five o’clock. It was a matter of some urgency, Mr. Seaver wrote.

Fiona Haines. Duncan remembered her—a rather plain girl, save a pair of big, catlike amber eyes. But that was all he remembered about her. However, her brother, Jack, now the Earl of Lambourne, was quite another story. Duncan remembered him very clearly: a black-haired, gray-eyed roué with a liking for redheaded women. Many years ago, before either of them were really men, Jack Haines and Duncan had vied for the same redheaded woman from Aberfeldy, and Duncan had lost to him.

Duncan could not imagine what any of them would want with him now, but as he was a solitary man these days, his curiosity was piqued.

He turned partially toward the butler, glancing at him from the corner of his good eye. “Send for Mr. Cameron if you would, then. We are expecting guests at five o’clock.”

As the butler went out to fetch his secretary, Duncan turned his gaze to the fire and wondered what, after all these years, could possibly bring a Haines to his doorstep.

*   *   *

“I canna believe what I am about to do,” Fiona muttered beneath her breath as her uncle’s carriage clattered down Charlotte Street en route to the estate known simply as The Gables—or, as her uncle had called it, Buchanan Palace.

“Eh? What’s that you said, lass?” her uncle asked, peering at her over the rims of his spectacles, which were perennially perched on the tip of his nose.

“Naugh’ that bears repeating, Uncle,” she said, and sighed as she looked out at the gloomy façade of the buildings they were passing. It had done nothing but rain since she’d arrived in Edinburgh, coming down in hard, icy pellets. Christmas was still several days away, yet it was as if the worst of winter was setting in.

“You must no’ fret, leannan,” her uncle said. “I shall speak for you. No need to say a thing if you’d rather no’.”

Fiona couldn’t help but smile. Her aging Uncle Theodore and Aunt Lucy had always been very protective of her. “Thank you, Uncle,” she said. “I’ve no fear of speaking for myself, and you mustna think so. But I’ll be honest, sir—I do no’ care for Duncan Buchanan, and I never have, and the less I must say to him, the better.”

“Eh? What’s that?” her uncle said, cupping a hand behind his ear.

Fiona smiled and said loudly, “I said thank you!”

He smiled, obviously pleased with his role as defender, and leaned across the carriage and patted her knee.

It was dark by the time the carriage rolled to a stop in front of the very large and cheerless estate. Only two windows showed any light from within, and a pair of crows was battling over something near the entrance. Just looking up at the cold gray monolith made Fiona shiver; she pulled her hood up over her head.

The Gables was just like Blackwood, the enormous Buchanan estate situated in the Highlands. Blackwood had always seemed rather oppressive to her, even when it was the site for celebrations. Her cousin had married in the chapel there when Fiona was a girl, and Fiona recalled thinking how strange it was to see all the flowers and cheerful music and smiling faces with thick stone walls and foreboding parapets in the background.

Jack, blast him! It was just like the rapscallion to have gone there, off for a bit of sport while he waited for the scandal to die in London and for Fiona to sweep up after him! Aunt Lucy said he’d gone to see Angus Buchanan, a distant cousin of the awful laird there, but one who enjoyed duck hunting this time of year. Now she would be forced to darken the threshold of the one place in all of Scotland she swore she’d never visit again.

The door suddenly swung open, and a swath of light spilled out onto the drive. A butler stepped out and held his lantern high. “Mr. Seaver, I presume?”

“What’s that?” her uncle called back to him.

“Yes sir,” Fiona said.

“Seaver!” her uncle shouted, having ascertained the question. “Theodore Seaver at your service, sir!”

“This way if you please,” the butler said, and stepped back, gesturing for them to enter the narrow passageway that led to the house.

Uncle Theodore did not hear well, but he understood the gesture, and with his hand firmly cupping her elbow, he propelled Fiona forward.

As it turned out, the house was not nearly as imposing as it looked from the outside. In the main foyer, a woolen rug warmed the stone floor, and in addition to the usual sets of armor and swords that families like the Buchanans felt obliged to display on their walls, there was a vase of fresh hothouse flowers and a portrait of a beautiful woman gracing the small hearth.

They weren’t all ogres, then.

“Shall I have your cloaks?” the butler asked, extending his hands.

Uncle Theodore was quick to help Fiona out of hers, and as he methodically removed his hat and gloves, his greatcoat, his scarf, and yet a second scarf and handed then to the butler, Fiona shook out her skirts and smoothed her lap.

She was wearing one of her best gowns—it was brocade, claret in color and intricately embroidered. It had been fashioned for her by one of the finest modistes in London, and her friend Lady Gilbert had remarked that it showed her figure to its fullest advantage. Not that Fiona cared a wit what Duncan Buchanan might think of her figure, no sir, no indeed. She had ceased to care about anything to do with that arse several years ago.

Having divested himself of what seemed a mound of clothing, Uncle Theodore grabbed the ends of his waistcoat and gave it a good tug before looking expectantly at the butler.

The butler handed off the mound of clothing to a waiting footman, then bowed his head. “Welcome to The Gables,” he said. “If you please.” He stepped into a dark corridor, indicating they should follow.

Fiona looked at her uncle. Her uncle winked and held out his arm. Fiona sighed again, put her hand on his arm, and lifted her chin. In a matter of moments, Buchanan would discover that she was not the shy, uncertain young girl she’d been when she’d last seen him, if he remembered her at all. It had been more than a few years; she really wasn’t certain how many years it had been. She would have to give it some thought. But one thing was certain—he was undoubtedly still the most tiresomely supercilious man in all of Scotland.

They were shown into a rather large drawing room that had been divided into two rooms by a pair of heavy drapes. A man who was most decidedly not Buchanan rose from a chair as they entered and bowed respectfully to them.

Fiona curtsied as she quickly glanced around the room, searching for the magic door through which Buchanan would strut and pause to look at her with disdain. There was no door. There was only the gentleman—Mr. Cameron, he said his name was—who was saying something about being the laird’s secretary and how he was authorized to hear their petition.

Petition! As if they were serfs come on a rickety cart pulled by their aged mule to ask the laird for a bit of leniency! She was hardly aware that her uncle was speaking. She was scarcely aware of anything, as it seemed that all her thoughts had been obliterated by her fury.

*   *   *

Behind the drapery, Duncan stood with one hand behind his back, the other hanging listlessly at his side, and his head down. He was not expecting the woman who swept impatiently into the room. And frankly, he was more than a bit taken aback. Had he not known it was Fiona Haines who would be calling, he would not have recognized her. Granted, he scarcely remembered her at all, but this woman was resplendent in the claret gown, and seemed much more sophisticated than the girl he remembered.

If she had looked like this years ago, he would have remembered her . . . he would have bedded her.

“Please, do sit,” Mr. Cameron said, directing them both to a settee.

It was clear that Lady Fiona Haines did not want to sit, judging by the way she hung back, but her uncle gave her a stern look and put a hand to her back, steering her to the settee.

“Now then,” Mr. Cameron said as he took a seat across from them, “What might the laird do for you?”

The lady made a strange choking sound and politely put her hand to her mouth and cleared her throat as Mr. Seaver bellowed, “Pardon?”

Cameron inched forward in his seat and said loudly, “What might the laird do for you, sir?”

“Oh, ’tis naugh’ but a favor, really,” Seaver said congenially. “My niece has an urgent matter she must discuss with her brother, the Earl of Lambourne. You know of him, eh?”

“I am acquainted with the name, but I’ve no’ had the pleasure, no,” Cameron said.

“Eh, what?”

“I’ve heard of him!” Cameron said loudly.

“Right, right. Well then, the earl, he’s gone off to have a bit of a hunt, then, for he didna know Fiona would be joining us in Edinburra—indeed, none of us knew, else I would have sent a man to fetch her, but there she came, in the king’s chaise no less, which, I said to me wife, Lucy, was quite a step up for our girl, it was—”

“Uncle,” Fiona said stiffly.

“Pardon?” he said to her. But with one rather stern look from her, he nodded. “Aye.” He glanced at Cameron again. “Here she is, then, our lass, Fiona, returned to us, but desperate to speak to her brother, the earl, and there he is, all the way to Blackwood. She’s determined to go to him and the wife and I, we canna stop her, for Fiona can be a bit headstrong when she’s of a mind,” he blithely continued as Fiona sighed heavenward.

“Nevertheless, the wife and I thought perhaps the laird or some of the Buchanan people would be returning to Blackwood for Hogmanay, eh? And would it no’ be lovely, sir, if Fiona could just”—he made a gesture with his fingers that looked like someone running—“tag along? Mrs. Seaver and I could rest comfortably knowing she’d gone on with the Buchanans and no’ on her own with naugh’ more to protect her than the wisp of a girl she calls a lady’s maid.”

“I beg your pardon, sir, but the lady wishes to travel to Blackwood at this time of year?” Cameron repeated carefully.

“What’s that you say?” Seaver said.

“Yes sir, to Blackwood,” Fiona said politely.

Cameron fidgeted nervously with the cuff of his shirt. “My lady, you are surely aware that the roads are hard to travel this time of year, aye?”

“I am indeed aware of that. But they are traveled, sir.”

“Aye, they are,” Cameron said. “Would you be traveling alone?”

“With a lady’s maid, as my uncle said. If she can be accommodated, of course.”

“What’d he say?” Seaver demanded, leaning into Fiona.

“He inquired if I would have a proper chaperone!”

“Oh aye, of course,” Seaver said, nodding. “You donna think we’d send her off willy-nilly, then, do you, sir? Aye, of course she’ll have her lady’s maid. Good solid lass, that one. Sheridan is her name, but we call her Sherri. Been with the family for nigh on ten years now, and she’ll brook no tomfoolery. She’s no’ always been with Fiona, no, but she had a hankering to see London, and there was Fiona, off to London to be with her brother. We were sorry to lose her—”

“Uncle,” Fiona said, laying a delicate hand on his arm. “I am certain Mr. Cameron does no’ have time to hear our entire family history.”

Seaver looked at Cameron. “All I mean to say is that Sherri’s done quite right by my niece and is a proper chaperone.”

“That’s . . . fortunate,” Cameron said uncertainly. “Lady Fiona, I must warn you that what with the snow and rain we’ve had, no’ to mention the bitterly cold weather, the roads to Blackwood are treacherous. And there is the constant threat of highwaymen once you reach the Highlands.”

From where he sat, Duncan could see Fiona folding her hands primly in her lap. “While I appreciate your concern, sir, I must speak with my brother as soon as possible. It is a matter of great urgency.”

“A letter willna do, then?” Cameron gamely tried.

She shook her head. “I wouldna risk putting it to paper.”

That was curious. Duncan knew Lambourne was a risk taker with a penchant for trouble, just as Duncan had been once. He guessed there was a debt of some sort, and probably a sizable one to prompt this foolish venture on his sister’s part.

“And what if the laird declines?” Mr. Cameron asked.

“Then I shall take a public coach,” the lady said.

“The public coach only goes as far as Aberfeldy,” Cameron reminded her.

She straightened her back and raised her chin stubbornly. “I shall make do from there.”

Make do from there? She was mad! Duncan certainly did not recall Fiona Haines as being mad as an old hen.

“Well then,” Cameron sighed. “I shall present your request to the laird. You should have word at week’s end.”

“Week’s end?” she cried.

“What comes at week’s end?” Seaver demanded, cupping his hand to his ear.

“A response, Uncle,” she said, and looked at Cameron. “As long as that, sir? Shall no one be leaving ere week’s end?”

“I will do my best,” Cameron assured her.

“His best what?” Seaver demanded.

Fiona looped her arm through her uncle’s. “His best effort, Uncle!” she said loudly. “He shall call at week’s end!”

“Ah,” Seaver said, and smiled at Cameron. “We canna ask for better than that, eh? Thank you kindly, my good man. Our regards to the laird, then. Come along, Fiona—we’ve taken enough of the man’s time.”

Duncan waited behind the drapes until Cameron returned from seeing Fiona Haines and her uncle to the door, then slowly stepped out. Cameron was one of the few people he allowed to see him when he wasn’t wearing a patch over his eye. The fire had done the most damage to his neck and left arm, which hung awkwardly and often uselessly at his side. But there was also a swath of burned, puckered skin that ran from his eye to his jaw, tugging his left eye down slightly in a manner that seemed ugly to Duncan.

If Cameron had ever been repulsed by his visage, Duncan had never seen it.

“You heard it all, milord?” Cameron asked simply.

“Every last foolish word,” Duncan said gruffly, and ran a hand over the top of his head. It was foolish—a woman had no business traveling alone save for a lady’s maid into the Highlands. But Fiona Haines seemed inordinately determined, and Seaver had guessed correctly—at the very least, Duncan would be returning to Blackwood for the Christmas feast and Hogmanay, an important Highland tradition and celebration that ushered in the new year. As the laird of Blackwood, Duncan was expected to be on hand to deliver the annual blessing of the estate’s houses and livestock.

He could see from Cameron’s expression that he was thinking the same thing—that he would be making the journey, and it would not do to let a young woman travel alone. He sighed. “It’s bloody foolish of her. But I suppose I must, eh?”

Cameron merely nodded.


Chapter Two
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Still vexed from having been summarily uprooted from London to Edinburgh, Fiona’s lady’s maid, Sherri, was in high dudgeon when Fiona informed her they would be traveling on to Blackwood.

“To Blackwood?” she echoed, her voice clearly conveying her displeasure. “Where’s that, then? No’ the Highlands, milady! Say it is no’ the Highlands!”

“What could you possibly dislike about the Highlands?” Fiona demanded irritably. “You’ve never been north of Edinburra.”

“And with good reason! There be naugh’ but heathens up there—I’ve heard it said all me life.”

“Heathens!” Fiona scoffed. “That’s absurd! I hail from the Highlands, Sheridan—do you think me a heathen?”

“No, mu’um. But you’ve left those hills and the murderers and thieves who live in those nooks and crannies.”

“Oh, for God’s sake, Sherri,” Fiona groaned. There was no point in arguing—she’d not convince Sherri, who was superstitious to the point of distraction, that there were good and decent people throughout the Highlands until she saw it for herself. Murderers and thieves indeed! “Pack our things,” she said archly. “We’ve had word from the Buchanan throne that we will be departing Saturday morning.”

“The laird is to take us, then?” Sherri asked as she picked up a dressing gown.

“Ha!” Fiona scoffed. “That would require a jewel-studded litter and a host of escorts. No’ to mention a herald.”

“Pardon?” Sherri asked, confused.

Fiona waved her hand at Sherri. “Nothing so lofty as the laird, I’m afraid. I understand we are to travel with the supply coach, no’ in a laird’s conveyance.”

There was more grumbling from Sherri as she folded the gown. “Ye must know the laird, then,” she said. “What’s he like? An unkempt beard, I’d wager, and hands as big as chickens.”

Fiona snorted. “He’s clean-shaven as I recall, and I canna say the size of his hands. What I recall is that he is pompous and vulgar.”

She didn’t want to tell Sherri that Duncan Buchanan was the most sought-after bachelor in all the Highlands, or that he was wealthy and handsome and physically gifted in sport. Or that he had a reputation for hunting and bedding beautiful women, a skill that was rivaled only by Fiona’s dear brother, Jack, the bloody rogue. Duncan Buchanan lived recklessly, enjoying the life privilege and good looks had given him. He was vain and proud and arrogant . . . and virile. Completely and exceedingly virile.

On her life, she’d yet to meet a man as virile as he.

And just like every other female in Scotland who could draw a breath, Fiona had been very taken with him when she’d come of age. She’d been all of seventeen and violently infatuated with the dashing young laird. She’d even suggested to Molly Elgin, whom she thought she could count among her friends, that she thought she believed she was a good match for him.

Molly had seemed surprised, but of course Fiona believed it was true, and why shouldn’t she? She was of age, she was generally agreeable, she was the daughter of an earl, and she was a Highlander, just like him. What more could a man possibly want in a marital match?

But on the night of Fiona’s coming-out, Molly Elgin—who, in hindsight, had perhaps the same lofty marriage goals as Fiona—intentionally suggested to Buchanan within earshot of her that Lady Fiona Haines might be the perfect match for him. She said it coyly, as if she meant to impart some astounding news that he would certainly find agreeable.

The moment Fiona realized what Molly was about, her heart had begun to pound so hard she could scarcely hear what he said—but she’d heard it. Every last cruel word.

“Fiona Haines?” he’d repeated, his brow wrinkling as he obviously tried to conjure her up from the scores of women in his memory. Fiona had felt her life ticking by in long, interminable seconds. She stole a glimpse of him just in time to see the light dawn in his green eyes (or were they brown? Memory had dulled his image), and for a single, glorious moment, a young and naïve Fiona had teetered on the brink of the utmost happiness.

She imagined him gazing at Molly with an expression of sheer gratitude for enlightening him on this most wonderful opportunity. An opportunity, no doubt, he had missed because Fiona had not yet come out . . . until that very night. And tonight, he would look past the other four debutantes and see her for the first time. Really see her.

“Lambourne’s younger sister?” he said, and Fiona knew instinctively by the incredulous tone of his voice that her hopes had been dashed. “Brown hair? About so tall? Slightly reminiscent of a woodchuck?”

His friends howled.

Fiona had died a thousand deaths.

“Thank you, Miss Elgin,” he said to a dumbstruck Molly, “but I’d sooner marry a woodchuck.” And with that, he turned away, accepting the congratulatory claps on his shoulders from his friends who apparently thought his ability to liken a girl to a woodchuck was brilliance in wit.

Fiona had fled into the crowd before Molly could gauge her reaction. She had pretended not to have heard it, and for weeks after, as his remark about her made its way through the glen, Fiona laughed and pretended that it didn’t bother her in the least.

Yet privately, his remark had been devastating, and when Jack left for London the following year, Fiona was close behind.

She had not returned to Scotland until now. And while she’d not had much luck on the marriage mart in the intervening years—Lady Gilbert said her fortune wasn’t great enough and really, she was a Scot—no one in London had ever likened her to a woodchuck.

At least not to her knowledge.

Therefore, she would simply call at Blackwood, ask to see her brother, deliver the urgent message, then ask—no, demand—that Jack take her from Blackwood straightaway.

It was all really rather simple.

“Donna forget to pack the fur-lined cloaks and muffs, Sherri,” Fiona said. “It can be quite cold in the Highlands.”

“Lovely,” Sherri muttered irritably on her way to the dressing room.

*   *   *

The Seaver townhouse was on Charlotte Square, a famously fashionable block that sat in the shadow of Edinburgh Castle. Their neighbors included some of the most prominent Scottish citizens.

That was precisely the reason Duncan preferred The Gables, which was located on the edge of the city. There were no prying eyes, no children staring, and no one to recognize him from an earlier time. Nevertheless, he arrived promptly at eleven o’clock Saturday morning as promised. He was on horseback, accompanied by Ridley, a longtime servant who drove a team of four and pulled a wagon. A wire frame, over which a tarpaulin had been erected for the ladies’ convenience, created a cave over the bed of the wagon with an opening at the rear. Duncan had seen to it that a bench of sorts had been installed within the cave’s walls on which the ladies would sit, but most of the space in the wagon was taken up with supplies.

The original plan had been for two Buchanan men to drive the wagon to Blackwood while Duncan led a pair of stallions he’d bought from a horse trader in Stirling. The unusual request from the Seavers, however, had prompted Duncan to make a small change—he would be accompanying the wagon now, and had sent one of the men on with the horses.

The day was bracingly cold but bright. Duncan wore his greatcoat, hat, and gloves, and in addition, he’d wrapped two scarves around his neck and face so that only his eyes—and his eye patch—were visible.

He sent Ridley, the driver, to the door to fetch the ladies. His staff was used to his idiosyncratic behavior regarding his burns—Ridley, in particular.

When summoned, the Seavers and their ward spilled out onto the walk, halting uncertainly at the sight of the wagon. Not one of them spared Duncan a glance, and Fiona Haines, in particular, looked at the wagon, then at her uncle, and then looked at Ridley with a gaze that would melt snowcaps. “I beg your pardon, sir, but you canna mean that we are to travel in that.”

Ridley, a small, nervous man, looked anxiously at the wagon. “There’s a bench within, mu’um,” he said. “Put in special, for you and the lass,” he said, nodding toward a petite woman standing a bit behind the family.

“A bench,” she repeated, and marched to the end of the wagon, her fur-lined wool cloak flapping around her ankles. She leaned forward, squinting to look into the interior.

“And a brazier, mu’um,” Ridley quickly added. “To keep your feet warm.”

Her uncle hurried as fast as his stout legs would carry him to Fiona’s side and he, too, leaned forward to peer inside. “Well then!” he said, puffing out his cheeks. “It’s right cozy! Look here, then, Fiona—they’ve put in a bench!”

On the walk, the young woman tossed her head back and groaned audibly.

“Lord,” Fiona said, and straightened up, clapped her gloved hands together as if she’d built the bench and was knocking the sawdust from her palms. She pressed a pair of remarkably full lips together and gave Ridley a curt nod. “It will have to do.”

“Are you certain, dear?” Mrs. Seaver asked, peering into the wagon. “I donna understand why you canna wait for Jack to come back to Edinburra.”

“The journey is no more than two days, Aunt Lucy. I must go. I should no’ have waited as long as I have.”

“I canna imagine what message is as urgent as that. If you’d but tell us, dear, we might be able to help you,” her aunt pleaded.

For a moment, Fiona looked as if she wanted to do just that. She looked longingly at her aunt and the Charlotte Square townhouse. But then she bit her bottom lip and shook her head. “I dare no’,” she said, and looked directly at Ridley, giving him a bright smile. “We’ve a few bags, Mr. . . . ?”

“Ridley, mu’um. Ridley.”

“Mr. Ridley. As I was saying, a few bags,” she said, and pointed to the footman who had emerged, laden with bags.

“Aye, mu’um,” Ridley said.

Duncan dismounted and moved to the walk to help with what seemed like far too many bags for a quick trip to the Highlands, passing close to Fiona on his way. She glanced at him, but he saw no hint of recognition, nothing but a pretty frown furrowing her brow as she studied the wagon.

She’d been gone from Scotland too long, then, if she feared a ride in a wagon. But he supposed that being conveyed to Scotland in the king’s chaise might color one’s perspective on such things.

With the bags loaded, the women safely tucked inside, Ridley bid Mr. and Mrs. Seaver a good day. Not one of them had glanced at Duncan, apparently believing he was a servant. That suited Duncan—he really had no need to speak to them. In a matter of two days, he likely would never see any of them again. So when Ridley looked at him, he gave him a nod, and Ridley sent the team trotting forward through the streets of Edinburgh.

*   *   *

They’d been underway a little more than an hour, but Fiona feared she would strangle Sherri if she could but feel her fingers. Sherri complained incessantly—it was as cold as a Norseman’s breath, her bones ached from all the pitching about, and in spite of the grill that covered the brazier, she did not feel like stomping out every bit of ash that was sent flying for Fiona’s apparently baseless fear that it might set one of the thick woolen lap rugs afire.

It wasn’t that Sherri wasn’t perfectly justified with her complaints—it was terribly cold, and the little brazier scarcely warmed their feet. And without benefit of the sort of springs that equipped a proper carriage, each dip in the road was, admittedly, bone-jarring. Nevertheless, there was naught they could do about their less-than-comfortable accommodations now, and Fiona could not endure endless hours of carping. Her usually cheerful mien had been terribly compromised. “By all that is holy, Sherri, please cease complaining!” Fiona begged the maid. “I canna bear another moment of it!”

“And I canna bear another moment in this blasted wagon!” Sherri shot back.

Fiona looked at her with surprise, but Sherri returned her gaze defiantly. “We were in a king’s chaise no’ a fortnight past, but look at us now, will you, in the back of a wagon like a pair of swine.”

Fiona gasped.

“I didna want to leave London,” Sherri angrily continued. “And I donna want to go up into the Highlands where thieves and murderers lie in wait to cut our throats!”

“Oh, dear God,” Fiona said irritably. “Your imagination has taken hold of your common sense!”

“I should no’ have come,” Sherri said, ignoring her, folding her arms tightly across her body.

“And where might you have gone, then?” Fiona demanded.

“You’re no’ the only lady in Edinburra, mu’um,” Sherri sniffed. “No’ at all. Or in London, for that matter. Lady Gilbert said to me more than once that if I was ever in need of a position, I should come to her.”

“What?” Fiona cried. “Lady Gilbert said that?”

Sherri shrugged and looked straight ahead, to the patch of road they could see out the back of the wagon.

Before Fiona could speak, the wagon shuddered to a rude halt.

Both women leaned forward, trying to see out the back opening. They could see nothing but the torsos of many horses that appeared to be tethered. A moment later, Ridley’s head popped up in the small opening. “Beg your pardon, mu’um,” he said. “We’re on the outer reaches of Edinburra. We’ll take on some grain before we start up. There’s a public house if you’re of a need.”

He disappeared again.

“Beg your pardon,” Sherri said, and moved off the bench.

Fiona watched her go, picking her way through the supplies, and then sliding off the end of the wagon. “I’m quite all right!” she snapped after Sherri. “No need for your assistance!”

But Sherri had already disappeared from sight, and with a sigh of exasperation, Fiona pushed aside the lap rugs.

Her legs were stiff, making it hard to step around the supplies. When she reached the end of the wagon, she lifted the hem of her cloak and attempted to disembark gracefully. Unfortunately, she half leaped, half fell out the back opening with a cry of surprise, and was caught—quite literally—in the strong hands of the man who rode with them. He gripped her arm tightly and put a steadying hand to her waist, righting her.

Fiona glanced up at him. Because most of his face was covered by a scarf and one eye was covered by a black patch, she could see nothing but a fine brown eye. It was remarkable in its clarity and was, she noticed a little uneasily, quite intent on her.

She smiled thinly. “I beg your pardon—thank you.”

His hands drifted away from her body, and with a bow of his head, he stepped back, giving her berth. Fiona looked at him again. “What is your name?” she asked him.

He hesitated a moment. “Duncan.”

“Duncan,” she repeated. There were scores of Duncans in this part of Scotland, but this man did not seem like a Duncan to her—at least not the sort with whom she was acquainted. “Duncan,” she repeated, her eyes narrowing. She glanced at his hands. They were as big as chickens. “Thank you, Mr. Duncan.” She walked briskly toward the public house, trying to ignore the feeling his hand had left on her waist, which lingered a bit longer than it ought to have done.

The public house was teeming with patrons, mostly men. There were a few women in addition to a handful of children who were playing some sort of game that had them running through the throng. The inn was a way station, Fiona gathered, and struggled through the crowd to the retiring rooms.

The accommodations for ladies were lacking, to say the least, but Fiona made do.

She emerged and labored again through the crowd to the door, pausing only when one young lad collided with her in his haste to get away from the pair of girls who pursued him. After skirting two men who were shouting at one another about a dog, of all things, Fiona stepped outside, took a moment to straighten her cloak and draw a deep breath of fresh air.

She glanced around. Sherri was nowhere to be seen.

“If you please, mu’um, we’d best be on our way.”

She started at the sound of Ridley’s voice and twirled around. He was standing in front of Mr. Duncan, a full head shorter. Fiona looked at Mr. Duncan’s remarkable brown eye and hastily looked away. His expression caused a curious little shiver to course through her.

“Of course,” she said, and walked to the wagon. Duncan followed her, and moved to help her up—which, Fiona realized, she was anticipating perhaps a wee bit too much—but she suddenly realized Sherri was not in the wagon and stepped back, out of his reach. “Sherri . . . my maid. She’s no’ here as she should be.”

“What’s that, mu’um?” Mr. Ridley asked, popping around the end of the wagon as he stuffed his hands into gloves.

“My maid, Sheridan Barton. She’s no’ here.”

Mr. Ridley looked at Duncan, then at the public house. “Perhaps she’s within?” he asked gingerly.

“No . . . I was just inside and there was no sign of her. Ah, but she must be around, then. I’ll just have a quick look about,” she said, and hurried back to the public house.

But Sherri was nowhere to be found. She was not standing out in the cold, she was not in the public house, and another examination of the wagon revealed that Sherri’s portmanteau was missing.

When Fiona realized Sherri’s bag was gone, too, she leaned against the wagon and sighed up at the blustery blue sky. The wench was trying to make her way back to Edinburgh—there was no other explanation.

“Mu’um?” Mr. Ridley asked anxiously.

Fiona glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “I believe, Mr. Ridley, that Sherri has decided to return to Edinburra.”

He looked confused by that.

“She was fearful of traveling into the Highlands because of all the murderers and thieves waiting to nab her,” she said with a roll of her eyes. “She mentioned something about finding another position—but I didna think she meant immediately.”

Mr. Ridley’s eyes widened. He glanced at the public house, then at Fiona.

“Are you . . .”

“Certain? Quite,” she said, folding her arms. “Silly, foolish girl!”

Mr. Ridley looked so uncomfortable that Fiona feared he would jump out of his skin. “Then . . . then what will you have us do, mu’um?” he asked a little frantically, squinting at her.

“An excellent question,” Fiona said irritably. Damn Sherri! Now what was she to do? And how could she go off and leave Sherri to walk back into Edinburgh?

Fiona put a hand to her forehead and shielded her eyes from Ridley. She just needed a moment to think.


Chapter Three
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The good and noble reasons for which Duncan had, reluctantly, agreed to take a very foolhardy woman to Blackwood completely escaped him as Ridley explained that the foolhardy woman’s even more foolhardy lady’s maid had decided to return to Edinburgh.

“How?” he grunted.

“By foot?” Ridley guessed.

Oh, how bloody splendid. A woman with no more sense than the cows standing across the road was attempting to walk to Edinburgh?

A quick search for her on horseback turned up nothing. When Duncan heard that a public coach bound for Stirling had come through the way station, he could only assume that the chit was clever enough to at least find her way onto that coach.

Ridley looked frantic when Duncan told him that there was only one thing left to do: Ridley would take the horse and ride for Stirling, hopefully intercepting the public coach and the maid before she got herself into worse trouble. If he could not find her, he was to return to Edinburgh and deliver the news to Seaver.

In the meantime, Duncan would take the wagon and the other incorrigible female and continue on to Blackwood. He had reasoned with Ridley that he had little choice. The sun was already beginning to slide to the west and they had three, perhaps four, hours of good daylight left. He might make it as far as Clackmannan if he was lucky, and that was being optimistic. If Duncan was going to reach Blackwood for Christmas in two day’s time, and begin the necessary preparations for Hogmanay, he could not turn back and lose a day.

Ridley nervously explained this to Lady Fiona, who took the news with her hands clasped demurely before her. The only indication that she understood a bloody word Ridley said was her elegantly winged brows, which slowly rose up until they seemed to disappear under the rim of her bonnet.

“Do you mean to suggest that I should go on to Blackwood with . . . him?” she said, nodding at Duncan, clearly not recognizing him in the least.

“You’ll come to no harm,” Ridley said quickly. “But we canna allow the lass to wander off by herself, aye? We canna say how much longer we might be detained, and the supplies must reach Blackwood.”

The lady seemed to consider that for a moment; she looked at the wagon, then at Duncan, who glanced away from her intently curious gaze.

“You realize, Mr. Ridley, that my reputation will be called into question under your scheme, do you no’?”

Ridley’s face turned very red. “I . . . I—

“Let us carry on,” Duncan said brusquely. They were wasting time.

His interruption drew a startled gaze from Fiona Haines.

“We canna leave Miss Barton to the dangers of the road,” Ridley suggested.

She gave him a sharp look, but shook her head no, they could not leave her.

“If you’d prefer, milady, we could arrange a seat on the public coach to Edinburra? It comes round four o’clock,” Ridley suggested.

“What? No! No, no, I canna go back to Edinburra! No’ now, Mr. Ridley—I’ve tarried too long as it is. I must find my brother before it is too late.”

“Aye,” Ridley said, and eyed the wagon. “Well then . . .”

“Oh, for God’s sake!” Lady Fiona snapped, and whirled around, marching for the back of the wagon. Ridley scarcely reached her in time to help her before she launched herself into the back.

Duncan watched the wagon bounce and move from side to side as she made her way to the bench and the brazier that had surely gone cold by now. He imagined her stomping through the supplies and sitting hard on the even harder bench. It had been a long time since he’d been in the company of a woman, but he’d not forgotten the strength of a woman’s ire.

When Ridley had put the gate of the wagon up and locked it in place, he gave Duncan a look of pure misery. Duncan sighed. “It remains to be seen which of us has drawn the worst hand, Ridley.”

“Aye, milord,” Ridley said weakly, and took the reins of Duncan’s horse. Duncan waited until he’d mounted and was on his way before he climbed up onto the wagon’s outside bench. He wrapped the reins around his bad hand, picked up the driving whip, and touched the neck of the lead horse with it. “Walk on,” he said to the team, and flicked the reins against them.

As the coach lurched forward, he heard a tiny squeal of alarm just behind him and glanced heavenward in a silent appeal for strength.

Fortunately, his passenger remained quiet for most of the afternoon, save a cry of alarm every so often when the wagon hit a rut. He was lost in thought when he realized the sound he was hearing was not a squeak of the axle, but Lady Fiona, who, at that very moment, shouted, “Pardon!”

He did not stop the team from trotting along but leaned to one side and said, “Aye?”

“Will you please stop?” she cried. “I really must have you stop!”

Duncan reluctantly pulled the team to a halt. The horses had been in a rhythm of their own and stomped and snorted their displeasure.

“Aye?” he said again.

“I need . . . I should like . . . Lord,” she said, and the wagon began to bounce a bit. She was climbing out.

Duncan quickly unwound the reins from his hand and leaped from the bench, striding to the back of the wagon, reaching it just in time to see a lovely derrière sliding over the back gate. He reached up with the thought to help her, thought the better of it, and dropped his hand as she took the last step—misjudging it, of course—and stumbled to her feet, knocking against the wagon in a desperate bid to keep herself upright. When she was certain she was on the ground, she adjusted her bonnet, turned, and looked up at him with a pair of golden eyes with a coppery tint.

He wondered fleetingly how he’d missed such remarkable eyes all those years ago.

“I didna wish to disturb you, sir, but the truth is, what with all the jostling and banging about, I really must . . . I need . . .”

She was too much of a lady to bring herself to admit it, so Duncan bowed and gestured grandly to the forest that lined either side of the road. She squinted in the direction he pointed and then bit her lower lip before glancing at him sidelong. “I donna suppose there is another alternative, then?”

Under his scarf, he allowed himself a ghost of a smile.

“What if there are creatures? Or worse, highwaymen?”

He moved slightly, just enough to open the vent of his greatcoat, and showed her the pistol he wore at his side.

“Ah,” she said, nodding. “That should come in quite handy . . . for you. Likely I will be dead, either from shame or shock, by the time you reach me. If indeed you intend to reach me.” She glanced at him again. “Well then, Mr. Duncan, if you will excuse me?” And with that, she marched off the road, stepping gingerly into the trees. She paused and glanced back at him. “You may wait on the other side of the wagon, if you please!”

Duncan touched the brim of his hat and walked around to the other side of the wagon. But he peeked around the back, watching her enter the forest with her arms held wide, as if she were surrendering to someone, and slowly, carefully, made her way into the forest.

Fiona Haines, Duncan was discovering, was a curious and surprisingly lively young woman.

*   *   *

When Fiona emerged from the woods, the Buchanan man was standing at the back of the wagon, one arm folded across his chest, the hand resting beneath his other arm, which seemed to hang at an odd angle from his body, and one leg casually crossed over the other. His head was down and the brim of his hat was pulled low, over his face. He was tall, well over six feet, a big man with very broad shoulders.

He was intriguing, this big, silent man with the damaged arm and the patched eye, and she was curious to know what he looked like beneath the scarves and the wool coat and gloves and the eye patch. If he hadn’t spoken a word or two at the way station, she would have thought him mute.

He straightened when he saw her and opened the wagon’s gate. He leaned over, cupping one hand to help her up. Fiona followed him and stood a moment, looking at his hand. “Come on, then,” he said low, the irritation evident in his voice.

But his voice! It was quiet and low, like a dark whisper. It sparked something in her, a rush of blood and a distant memory or a dream so fleeting she could not catch it. “I am coming,” she said. “No need for a fit of apoplexy.” She slipped her booted foot into his hand, felt his fingers close tightly around her foot, then vault her up, as if she were light as a feather. She put one knee down, a breath catching in her throat when he put a hand to her hip to keep her from falling backward.

Fiona quickly moved inside and glanced over her shoulder, looking at him. The Buchanan man put his good hand on the gate, and swung it shut, locking it into place, and returned her look. Their gazes held a long moment. A long, crackling moment.

“Ready?” he asked.

“Yes. Thank you,” she said, and reluctantly turned away from him to pick her way through the crates and bundles to her little spot in the wagon.

When his weight dipped the wagon to one side, and he started the team to trotting again, Fiona could not help but think of that broad expanse of his back, just inches from her, and the delicious feeling of his hand on her hip.

The thought of it lulled her into a shallow sleep; she lay down on the bench, pillowing her hands beneath her face. She thought she dozed only briefly, but when the wagon came to a halt—almost flinging her to the floor—Fiona noticed it was dusk.

She pushed herself up and winced at the pain in her neck, the result of napping on the bench. The sounds of people and animals reached her—a village, she supposed—as did the growl of her stomach. Fiona made her way to the end of the wagon and climbed down, forcing a devil-may-care smile to a pair of men in dirty buckskins who—how lucky for her—were on hand to watch her emerge from the wagon. “Good evening,” she said, and turned away from them, almost colliding with Mr. Duncan.

“Oh. Pardon,” she said. In the waning light of day, he looked even more darkly mysterious. “Please tell me we have stopped to dine. I am famished.”

“We’ve stopped for the night.”

“For the night,” she repeated, and glanced around her. The village was rather small—a few buildings on the high street and one inn. “Where are we?”

“Airth.” He leaned over her and removed a saddlebag from the back of the wagon and manuevered it over one shoulder.

She was not familiar with Airth, and wanted to ask him more, but he was moving. So Fiona moved with him.

Mr. Duncan stopped and nodded at the wagon as if she were a child. “You stay.”

“Pardon, but I donna believe you are at liberty to command me about.”

A look came over Mr. Duncan that suggested he did indeed have liberty, and as if to prove it, he suddenly swept her up in his arm, took three steps back, and deposited her at the wagon. “Stay,” he ordered her, and walked on.

“What? Who do you think you are?” Fiona called after him. “My brother will hear of this!”

But Mr. Duncan was striding along, ignoring her.

“Inquire as to supper!” she added hastily.

She thought about following him, but thought the better of it, and stood next to the wagon, wincing a little against the hunger pangs she was suffering. Dusk was turning into a clear night; it would be quite cold. She hoped the inn was properly heated.

Several minutes later, Mr. Duncan appeared again, striding toward her.

“Ah! There you are! Did you order a supper?”

“They’ve no lodging,” he said.

Fiona blinked. Then looked at the wagon. “Oh no. Oh no, you canna expect me to stay in that all night, sir! I’ll catch my death, I will! I could perish! I could very well perish in that wagon!”

He stepped around her, slid the saddlebag off his shoulder, and tossed it into the dark interior.

“You may be quite accustomed to sleeping in the elements, but I am no’! I require a bed! And a bit of food!” she exclaimed, pressing her palms to her belly. “I grant you that your laird is something of a beast, but he would naugh’ stand for this, I am really fairly certain!”

That seemed to give the man pause. He stilled and looked down at her so fiercely that Fiona recoiled a bit. “What?”

“Wait here,” he said, and turned on his heel.

“Wait here?” she exclaimed, hugging herself tightly as he strode up the road. “Where are you going?”

He did not respond, naturally, and left Fiona to stand at the back of the wagon as a curious couple walked by her, eyeing her suspiciously.

“For the love of Scotland,” she muttered, and peered up the road.

The Buchanan man had disappeared from sight.


Chapter Four
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The innkeeper had pointed Duncan to Mrs. Dillingham, a widow who lived down the road in a whitewashed cottage. The innkeeper said she would take the occasional family or young couple in need of lodging when the inn was full.

Mrs. Dillingham looked rather alarmed to see Duncan at the door, but he hastily pardoned the intrusion and explained he was a Buchanan man, ferrying Lady Fiona Haines, the Earl of Lambourne’s sister, to Blackwood.

The moment the word lady left his lips, Mrs. Dillingham’s doughy face lit with pleasure. “A lady!” she exclaimed happily in a thick Scots accent. “I’ve naugh’ had the pleasure of keeping a lady!” Her eyes were shining as Duncan imagined they would shine on a child or a favored pet.

“If you would be so kind, I will compensate you well for it.”

“I’d be delighted! Oh, but me abode is too humble for the likes of a lady, is it no’?”

“She would be honored.” He hoped to high heaven she would be honored. She certainly wasn’t honored by wagons. “Might you have a bit of supper for her?” he asked, reaching for his coin purse.

“Supper! Oh, good sir, I’ve no doubt a lady is accustomed to finer fare—”

“She would be grateful for whatever you might have. She’s no’ eaten this day.”

“No’ eaten! Poor thing! I’ve a stew in the kettle, if that will suit.”

“Perfectly,” he said, and holding the coin purse in the claw of his left hand, he fished three coins from the bag and handed them to Mrs. Dillingham.

“Three pounds?” she exclaimed, looking wide-eyed at the money. “Oh, she must be a fine lady indeed!”

“Mind that you take good care of her,” he said. “Look after her properly, for she’s had a rough go today. I’ll fetch her.”

He left Mrs. Dillingham scurrying about to tidy her cottage.

Lady Fiona was precisely where he’d left her, at the back of the wagon, stomping her feet for warmth. When she saw him, she threw her arms wide and looked up at an increasingly dark sky, making a sound of relief. “You scared the wits out of me, you did!” she blustered as he approached. “For all I knew, you’d walked back to Edinburra as well, leaving me to stand here all night until the wolves came to feast upon my flesh!”

Beneath his scarf, Duncan smiled. “You’ve quite an imagination, lass.”

“And just where have you been, then?” she demanded as he reached around her into the wagon for the smallest of her portmanteaus. “There’s hardly a village here at all—I canna imagine where you’ve been off to, but I hope it was in the pursuit of food. On my word, I’ve never been so famished. Have you brought us anything to eat?”

He glanced at her as he hooked the handles of the portmanteau on his bad hand. “No.”

“Aaah,” she exclaimed, bending backward a bit and closing her eyes. “I would eat your glove were it presented on a proper plate. Honestly, I would eat it were it presented on a stick.”

Duncan smiled in spite of himself. “Have you what you need in here?” he asked, lifting up the portmanteau.

“What I need? What I need for what, pray tell? I can tell you this—there’s no’ as much as a morsel in there.”

“Come,” he said, and began walking.

“Where?” she demanded, but fell quickly in with him, glancing over her shoulder at the wagon. “Where are you taking me? If any harm comes to me, sir, I can assure you my brother, the earl, will find you and exact the proper revenge! He’s rather fierce when provoked.”

He gave her a withering look. “So you’ve said.”

“What, then?” she asked with a shrug of her slight shoulders as she marched alongside him. “I’ve quite a lot of cause for concern, really, if you consider it from my shoes. My maid has deserted me, I’ve been left in the hands of a man I donna know, and really, you have no’ said where we are going. Into the woods? It looks as if this road curves into the woods. I will grant you, it is dark, and I suppose it is possible there is more of the village around that bend, but . . . Oh my, do you smell that, Mr. Duncan?” she asked, pausing midstride and putting a hand on his useless arm to stop him. “Do you?” she asked, smiling up at him. “That is the most heavenly smell!” she exclaimed, clapping her gloved hands together at her breast. “That is the smell of roasted venison.”

Duncan began to walk again, turning into the little gate of Mrs. Dillingham’s cottage.

“One might find that sort of venison only in Scotland,” Fiona continued to prattle, following closely behind him. “The venison in London is rather stringy—even at the queen’s table, if you can believe it. She’s awfully frugal, the queen, and will settle for stringy venison.”

Duncan gave the door a quick rap with his knuckles.

“I would never, were I queen. When I was a girl, Cook used to make the most delicious venison stew. She used potatoes and—”

The door swung open and the smell of venison stew wafted across the tiny courtyard. “Oh!” Mrs. Dillingham said, nervously patting her hair with her hand. She suddenly remembered herself and curtsied a bit lopsidedly. “How do you do, milady?”

“Very well,” Fiona said, reaching to help her up. “I beg your pardon, Mrs. . . . ?”

“Dillingham, your ladyship. Mrs. Dillingham at your service.”

Fiona looked past her into the small cottage. “Something smells simply divine, Mrs. Dillingham.”

“Oh, that’s just a wee bit of stew I’ve got on the fire,” she said, stepping back to give Fiona entry. “Come in, come in! My home is right humble, but I think it rather cozy.”

Fiona looked uncertainly at Duncan.

“Your lodgings,” he said. “I’ll come for you in the morning.”

“My lodgings?” she said as Duncan deposited the portmanteau on the stoop. “But what about you?”

He tipped his hat to Mrs. Dillingham and turned around, walking through the small yard and little gate. He paused to latch it and glanced back—Mrs. Dillingham had her firmly by the elbow, but Fiona was looking at him. Looking, he thought, a little worried for him. It was a strange thing to see—no one worried about him. Quite the opposite.

He continued walking up the hill, resisting the urge to look back. He had the horses to rest and water, and a space in the stables to sleep for which he’d paid a small fortune. If there was one thing he agreed upon with Fiona, it was that the stew smelled divine. It made his cold scones rather disappointing fare, but they would reach Blackwood tomorrow evening, God willing, and he would feast then.

Duncan went about the business of unharnessing the horses and bedding them down with a sack of oats, then made a bed for himself in straw near a small fire that another driver had made. With his greatcoat and a pair of furs taken from the wagon, he was warm. He stretched long on his makeshift bed, his head propped up on a saddlebag, and chewed cold bread while he thought of a pair of beautiful golden eyes.

It had been a long time since he’d beheld a woman’s eyes and the sparkle of happiness in them. Since the fire, his associations with women were confined to inns like the one here, with women he did not know and would never know, and in darkness so that they did not see the burns that had marred his left shoulder and arm.

How ironic that there had been a time when women like Fiona Haines had flocked to him, their parents desperate for a match. He’d once been the most sought-after bachelor in all the Highlands, vain and proud and arrogant. He might have had his pick of any number of them, but he’d been more intent on sampling their wares than wedding himself to one of them for all eternity.

And then, three years ago, on the eve of his twenty-seventh birthday, a fire had swept through Blackwood.

Duncan rarely thought of that horrendous night—it was too painful to recall the event that had precipitated so much loss in his life—but he’d been at Blackwood with his usual coterie of friends: Devon MacCauley, Brian Grant, and Richard Macafee. There had been a pair of women from the village with them, as well as two of his cousins. His mother was in Paris, where she spent most of her time, and his cousins had retired early to another wing of the house, having lost their enthusiasm for the antics of four drunken men and two loose women.

Aye, the four of them, notoriously fond of drink and women, had fallen well into their cups that night as they were wont to do, drinking from what seemed an endless vat of Scottish whisky.

Duncan could remember very little of the events before the fire other than crying off when another bawdy parlor game was proposed. He remembered seeing Brian and Richard with the girls they’d brought up from the village, and supposed Devon must have been somewhere within the room, but for the life of him, he could never recall seeing him.

Fortunately—or unfortunately, depending on one’s perspective—Duncan never made it to his suite of rooms in the east wing. He’d been obliged by the amount of whisky he’d consumed to take refuge on a divan in the study just down the corridor from where they’d been engaged in adult games. Given his state of inebriation, it was nothing short of a miracle that he was awakened by an awful crash and the smell of smoke. After a moment of gaining his bearings, he’d rushed into the corridor—and into a wall of smoke. It was billowing out of the salon, where he’d left the lads.

Brian and one of the lasses stumbled out of the room, coughing. Duncan had rushed to help them, but Brian had waved him off, urging him to save himself, they were all out.

But they weren’t all out. As servants rushed past them toward the fire, and Duncan and his guests gathered in the front lawn, he realized Devon was missing. Brian and Richard could not say where he was. Duncan had felt a surge of sickening panic unlike anything he’d ever felt in his life, and had run back into the burning wing.

Cold, hard fear was a sobering agent; he clearly remembered yanking his shirttail from his trousers and holding the tail over his mouth and nose. He remembered how intense the heat was from the blaze in the salon—the furniture, the draperies, the carpet, all in flames. He pushed past the brave souls who were trying desperately to beat the fire into submission, ignored their cries to come back, and entered the room.

The smoke was so intense that he’d dropped to his knees. But still Duncan had crawled, searching for his friend, desperate to find him.

He never found Devon. A moment after he entered the room, a piece of drapery and its apparatus had come tumbling down in a fiery blaze. His shoulder and arm and a sliver of his face were badly burned. His servants had pulled him out of the fire and rolled him on the carpet to extinguish the fire on his body. Duncan remembered only that; the rest of it, including the rapidity with which the fire spread, destroying the western wing of what had been a grand estate, he did not recall.

The charred remains still stood—Duncan had not yet found the will or energy to repair it. The shell stood as a silent but constant reminder of all that he’d lost.

Devon’s remains were found a few days later—or rather, the soles of his boots and a gold ring were found in the salon. He’d fallen so far into his cups he’d passed into oblivion, and his absence had gone unnoticed by his equally inebriated friends.

The cause of the fire was never discovered, but no one needed to suggest it was a drunken mishap that had sparked it. Most around Blackwood blamed Duncan and his libertine ways for it. So did Duncan.

He spent weeks in a painful fog, and it was months before he could manage the physical pain. He suspected it would be years before he could manage the emotional pain of it. To make matters worse, people who had once flocked to him were repulsed by his burns and disgusted by the unnecessary death of his friend. Duncan had gone from king of Highland society to pariah.

Yet he could scarcely complain—after all, his life had been rather shallow before the fire. He’d lived from one moment to the next without regard for anyone but himself.

And while he still dreamed of himself as a whole man, with a functioning arm and an unmarked face, he nonetheless felt himself a profoundly changed man. He kept to himself these days, using Cameron as a front man to do his business so that he did not repulse anyone with his unsightly appearance. He did not enjoy the genteel company of women as he once had, but then again, he had come to regret his cavalier treatment of them and everyone else in his life when he’d had a life to speak of.

He regretted so many things.

Duncan shifted beneath the coats and rugs and closed his eyes, methodically stretching the fingers of his scarred hand as far as he could, then closing them again, over and over as he did every night, hoping that somehow some use would come back to the gnarled fingers.


Chapter Five
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Fiona was awakened by the smell of cooked ham. Mrs. Dillingham was at the long table in the kitchen cutting thick slices of bread when Fiona came down from her attic bedroom. At her elbow was a pail.

“Good morrow, milady!” she said cheerfully, “I hope you slept with the angels.”

“I did. Thank you.”

“ ’Twas me pleasure, it was. Eat, eat!” she exclaimed, gesturing to the feast that graced the table. “I’ve made your breakfast.”

Grateful, Fiona sat. As she ate, Mrs. Dillingham stood at the table and put the slices of bread, ham, and other items wrapped in paper into a pail. When she’d filled it with what seemed like enough food to feed an army, she picked up a handful of straw and began to stuff that in the pail, too.

“You must hurry on, then, for your man is anxious to be on his way,” Mrs. Dillingham said. “He says he feels snow coming, and you’ve still a way to go to Blackwood.” She smiled at Fiona as she stuffed more hay into the pail. “He wouldna even have a bite, if you can believe it, but I’m no stranger to stubborn men, no I’m no’. I insisted he take some food along.”

“How very kind of you.”

“A big man like that canna work and see after you on an empty belly, can he, now?”

Apparently, she’d not be traveling on an empty belly, either. The food was delicious; Fiona ate until she was quite stuffed.

Mrs. Dillingham tested the heft of the pail. “There we are,” she said, apparently satisfied with her work, and as Fiona stood, she handed the pail to her. “Here you are, milady. A bit of food for your journey.”

“For me?” Fiona asked, surprised. “How very kind, Mrs. Dillingham. Thank you. I’ve some coins in my portmanteau—”

“No, no, your man has paid for it.”

“He did?” she said, startled.

“He was right generous when it came to your lodging, milady. Said I was to take proper care of you.” She smiled. “Take it, then, and Godspeed.”

Fiona took it. And when she walked outside the little cottage into a gray day, her man, as Mrs. Dillingham had put it, was standing at the fence, waiting for her. “Good day, sir!” Mrs. Dillingham called out to him. He nodded in response.

Fiona walked across the yard to him, her portmanteau in one hand, the pail of food in the other. “Good morning,” she said.

He hardly spared her a glance as he took the portmanteau from her hand and placed it carefully onto his bad hand. “Morning,” he responded as he took the pail from her. “Shall we?”

“Yes.” She turned and waved to Mrs. Dillingham, then followed Mr. Duncan up the road. Mr. Duncan kept his gaze on the road, but Fiona looked curiously at him. “Mrs. Dillingham said you paid for my keep.”

“Aye.”

“Why?” she asked. “I can pay my way,” she said, her eyes narrowing suspiciously.

“We’ll settle at the end of the journey.”

“Will we indeed? You are quite free with your commands, Mr. Duncan. Funny, I did no’ think you looked like a Duncan when first we met, but now I think I am beginning to see it.”

That earned her a curious glance. “Pardon?”

“I did no’ think a Duncan should be quite as tall as you,” she said, eyeing his torso. Or as broad. “Or as taciturn,” she said. “I thought a Duncan would be a bit of a prattler. A rooster.”

“Rooster?”

“Mmm,” she said, looking at him studiously. “Rooster. You have a bit of it in you.”

His gaze took her in, from the top of her hood to her hem, before he opened the gate on the wagon. For the first time since they had begun this journey—which seemed many days ago instead of only one—he really looked at her, his gaze lingering a little too long on her figure, and then rising slowly again to her eyes.

The way he looked at her was alarmingly arousing. Her heart began to beat a little wildly, the pace picking up as he leaned toward her. For one moment of sheer insanity, Fiona thought he meant to kiss her.

But he handed the pail of food to her. “So that you willna perish,” he added unnecessarily.

Surprisingly disappointed, Fiona smiled coyly and took the pail from him, sliding it onto the back of the wagon. Mr. Duncan leaned down, cupping his good hand, and once again, she put her foot into it and allowed him to push her up as if she were nothing more than the pail of food. He watched her move to the front of the wagon—the brazier was full and warm, she noted—then put her portmanteau just inside the wagon’s gate. He closed the gate, then paused to look at her again. She thought he would speak; but without a word, he disappeared. A moment later, the wagon dipped to one side as he climbed up on the bench. A moment or two after that, the wagon lurched forward.

Fiona tried to keep her thoughts from the mysterious Mr. Duncan, but it was an exercise in futility. This was what she deserved from playing so many bawdy parlor games in London and flirting outrageously. But it was different here. Given the difference in their stations, a flirtation would lead him to think her a lady bird.

So Fiona amused herself for a time by counting the various crates and sacks and bundles surrounding her. When she tired of that, she thought of Sherri, hoping that she’d walked miles and miles before Mr. Ridley found her, but then began to fret that Mr. Ridley hadn’t found her, and that Sherri was wandering about the countryside, the potential victim of any number of predators.

After a time, she tried to lie on the bench, but every bump in the road required her to catch herself from falling.

Fiona finally sat up. This was really not to be borne. There were only the two of them, separated by a thin sheet of tarpaulin. Why should they pretend not to be in one another’s company? Because she was a lady and he was a— Honestly, she wasn’t precisely certain what he was, other than a very virile man, but he was a man who was a stranger to her. It wasn’t as if the rules of society had to be obeyed on this road or really beyond Edinburgh. They were two people traveling through a landscape so vast and remote that it was possible to believe they were the only two people in all the world.

Fiona twisted on her seat and looked at the tarpaulin, pulled taut over the wire frame. She leaned forward, saw where the tarpaulin was attached to the wagon, and gave it a pull. “Stop,” she said, her voice barely audible above the creaking and moaning of the wagon and its wheels. “Stop!” The wagon pitched along. “Stop!” she cried, and hit the tarpaulin with the flat of her palm. “Stop, stop, stop!”

The wagon lurched to a sudden halt, propelling her into the tarpaulin and back again, then tilting to one side as Mr. Duncan climbed off the bench. Fiona had scarcely turned herself around on her little bench when he appeared at the back of the wagon, looking at her through the opening as if he expected her to be bleeding. When he saw that she wasn’t hurt, the expression in his eyes melted into impatience.

“I canna’ abide riding in the bed of the wagon all day,” she said in response to his question before he could ask it. “I should like a proper airing.”

“An airing?” he echoed incredulously.

“Aye, an airing! Is it really too much to ask?” she demanded as she made her way forward. She tripped on the corner of a bag of grain and quickly righted herself. “It’s dangerous in here!”

“Mi Diah,” he cursed softly.

It had been some years since Fiona had heard Gaelic spoken, and it made her pulse leap a bit—there was nothing that brought her back to Scotland and home faster than the language of the Highlands. She’d grown up with Gaelic spoken around her, particularly by her father, who insisted she and Jack learn how to read and write it along with the languages of society and court, English and French, which they spoke every day.

Duncan’s speaking a bit of Gaelic now drew her to him like a magnet; she paused, looking down at him. “There are only the two of us, Mr. Duncan, and it seems rather pointless to continue on in complete silence, does it no’? I, for one, would prefer some company.” Even if he was the most taciturn man she’d ever met.

He sighed as if he was vexed beyond endurance—but he held up his hand to help her down.

Fiona smiled triumphantly, slipped her hand into his, and felt his thick fingers close tightly around hers. She slid one foot off the end of the wagon, looking for the undercarriage. But her foot missed it and she slipped; Duncan let go of her hand and caught her around the waist. Her fall was stopped by his unmovable body. He held her there, his eyes piercing hers. After a moment, he allowed her to slide, very slowly, down the length of him to her feet.

The contact was brief, but the effect was entirely intoxicating. This man was as hard-bodied and big as a tree, his grip as firm as a vise yet surprisingly gentle.

Fiona’s body was tingling all over. She stepped away, drew a quick but steadying breath, and glanced over her shoulder at him. Duncan’s startling gaze was filled with the look of a man’s hunger, a look of gnawing desire—Fiona knew it, because regrettably, she was feeling it, too.

A warm flush filled her cheeks, yet she pulled her cloak around her and adjusted her hood. “The air will do me good,” she said, apropos of nothing but a suddenly pressing need to fill the silence that seemed to crackle around them. She did not look at him, did not give him the chance to argue, and began walking to the front of the wagon.

Fortunately, there was a wooden step to help the driver up, of which Fiona availed herself. She settled on the driver’s bench, looking straight ahead, waiting for Duncan to ask her to come down, to go back into the little cave.

She heard nothing. She looked up at the trees towering above them and the stone gray sky, breathing in the heavy scent of pine. When she at last risked a look at him, she discovered he wasn’t even there. But he appeared a moment later with a pair of furs tucked up beneath his bad arm. He pulled them out and tossed them up onto the bench. Fiona quickly moved them, spreading them over her lap while Duncan lifted himself gracefully onto the bench.

He did not look at her; he picked up the reins and wrapped them around his bad hand, then reached across himself to release the brake. With a whistle and a hitch of the reins, he sent the horses to trotting once more.

Fiona could not help but smile to herself. She’d put herself in a terribly shocking situation. Look at her, a woman who dined at the queen’s table, riding on a wagon’s bench with a servant or tenant of some sort! She could imagine herself relating this tale to the royal princesses, who would be all agog as they tried to imagine riding in a wagon in the company of a man they did not know.

Especially a man as enigmatic as Duncan. She stole a glance at him; he kept his gaze to the road. His eye creased in the corner with his squint; his jaw was square and strong. He had the growth of a beard that showed above his scarf that made him look even wilder than she imagined him to be. None of the gentlemen in London looked like this. None of them had so much as a curl out of place. None of them could handle a team of four with one hand, or catch her in one arm and hold her so effortlessly. . . .

Stop. This was insanity.

“Do you think we might reach Blackwood today?” she asked in an effort to make idle conversation that would take her mind from him.

“Aye.”

She spread her hands on her lap and looked at her fur-lined gloves, a gift from her aunt. “It seems a wee bit colder here than in London,” she remarked. “I didna remember it being quite so cold as this.”

He said nothing.

“Are you no’ cold, sir?”

“No.”

“Then your cloak must be a fine one indeed. Mine is lined with fur, yet still I feel a chill. When I was a girl, I never felt the chill. Then again, I was quite active, always out-of-doors, engaged in games with my brother. My father was of a mind that physical exercise was good for the body’s humors.” She looked at him for a response.

He kept his gaze on the road.

“What of you? Were you an active lad, then?”

He gave her a look that clearly indicated he found her prattle tiresome.

So did she, truthfully. But she had to talk. If she didn’t speak, she would dwell on the closeness of his deliciously masculine body, eyes the color of tea leaves, and unspeakable things. “Perhaps you were put to work at an early age,” she suggested. “Our housekeeper had three sons who worked alongside her. I shall never forget the sight of Ian standing on his brother’s shoulders to light the candles in the chandelier, as steady as you please.”

Duncan turned his head and seemed to be looking at the trees as they passed them.

“I was always rather fond of Ian, in truth. He was a very likable lad. I have no’ the slightest notion what has become of him, as I’ve no’ been home in some time.” She paused. “Eight years it is now.”

Duncan gave her a passing glance before turning his attention to the road again.

Fiona shivered. “No doubt you are wondering why I’ve been in London all this time, but it’s all rather complicated. There are times I long for Scotland, but then again, there’s little for me here.” She laughed. “I’d be living in my brother’s home, Lambourne Castle, which, I can assure you, would be a trial. No one likes to be beholden, do they?” She looked at Duncan. “And besides, I should no’ admit it, for he’s my blood, but my brother is a wee bit of a rogue, he is, and always has been.” She smiled and looked forward again. He was a rogue, but she loved him dearly. “I followed him to London,” she announced, as if her mouth was suddenly connected to her thoughts. “Our parents were gone, and he’s my only family to speak of, really, save my aunt and uncle, but they are getting on in years, aye? I wanted to be close to Jack.”

For some reason, Duncan glanced at her when she said this.

“And now he’s the reason I’ve come back to Scotland,” she admitted, as if Duncan had asked her why. “I fear he’s gotten himself into awful trouble in London,” she added with a soft shake of her head. “Shall I tell you what he’s done? No, no . . . I should no’. The less you know, the better, I suspect. But if he’s no’ at Blackwood, I donna know what I shall do.”

She realized that Duncan was looking at her curiously and she smiled. “He may be a rogue, but he’s always been right good to me. That’s why I followed him to London. Oh, aye, I suppose I would have remained here had there been any real prospects for me,” she continued, as if Duncan had inquired. “Society is rather small in the Highlands, is it no’?” she asked, thinking of her own coming-out. How many had been in attendance—perhaps one hundred people? That seemed so small in comparison to London gatherings, particularly those hosted by the Prince of Wales, which numbered well into the hundreds.

“It’s no’ that I had no prospects,” she added hastily with another shiver. “I had a few.” If one could count Mr. Carmag Calder a true prospect. He was a studious young man, interested in the Greek classics, and could name all of the Greek deities, which he had done for Fiona on more than one occasion. She admired him for his scholarly pursuits, but she’d also found conversation with him awfully dull.

Which, for some inexplicable reason, she decided to share with her driver. That, as well as some other startling moments in her life—such as the day she fell from the window at Lambourne Castle and broke her arm. And the night she was introduced to the Prince of Wales for the first time and couldn’t help but marvel at how intricately and perfectly his neckcloth had been tied. It was precise in a way that defied human nature, and she’d pictured a bevy of valets working on that neckcloth—until Jack nudged her with his elbow to make her stop gaping at the prince.

A hard dip in the road shook her and made her realize that she was indeed prattling on, and she suddenly felt rather silly sitting next to this man, speaking so openly about her life.

She watched the bare tree limbs that passed along over their heads for a moment, and then asked, “Have you been to London?”

“Once or twice.”

She waited for him to say more. I liked it very much or London is very crowded. But he said nothing. “Really, Mr. Duncan, I beg of you, please do stop nattering on!” she said. “Your endless chatter is beginning to wear on my poor nerves.”

She could see the skin around his eye crinkle. He was smiling.

“I’ve been to London, but that was several years ago,” he admitted.

“Aha!” she said brightly. “You are indeed capable of conversation!” He sounded, she thought, as though he belonged to the gentry. He was a tenant, she guessed—not a servant. She folded her arms tightly around her.

“Move closer,” he said.

“Pardon?”

“Move closer,” he said again. “You are cold. Sit close to me for warmth.” When she made no move to do so, but gaped at him, he put his arm around her waist and pulled her closer to him.

Fiona made a sound of surprise; he removed his arm.

But that didn’t remove the feeling of him. Their bodies were touching, her shoulder to his arm, her thigh against his large one, her lower leg against the smooth leather of his boot. She was aware of every inch of their bodies that came together. She did indeed feel warmer; in fact, she felt a deep warmth at the very core of her begin to spread, sliding out to her fingers and toes and tingling across her scalp.

It took her a moment to notice her fingers were digging into her palms.

Duncan glanced at her, and Fiona would have sworn he knew precisely the titillation she was feeling, because his eye seemed to glow with it. “Continue, then,” he said.

“Beg your pardon?”

“You were telling me of your life. Carry on, if you will.”

“Oh!” Her face felt flushed. She must sound perfectly absurd to him. “There’s really very little to say, actually. My life has been utterly uneventful.” She looked at him. “What of you, sir? How long have you been at Blackwood, if I may ask?”

She felt an almost imperceptible stiffening in his body and rather imagined it was because conditions at Blackwood were as bleak as she imagined, being under the thumb of such a reprehensible laird. He probably treated his tenants with complete disdain, walking over them as if they were objects instead of people and demanding exorbitant rents, whereas she had always taken care to treat her servants admirably. If Sherri were here, that bloody stupid girl, she would vouch for Fiona’s fair treatment, she was certain.

She looked at Duncan. “It’s quite all right—you may speak freely, you know,” she said. “I am well acquainted with the character of your laird,” she said with a slight roll of her eyes.

Duncan looked as if he wanted to inquire, but being a Buchanan man, he just clenched his jaw and stared straight ahead. Highlanders were notoriously loyal.

“Tell me, Duncan, is Mrs. Nance still in the laird’s employ? I—”

Her question was lost when the wagon hit something hard, sending it skidding behind the team and riding very rough.

“Ho, there, ho, ho!” Duncan shouted at the horses, reining hard. When he’d pulled the team to a stop, he quickly unwrapped the reins from his left hand and jumped off the bench in one fluid movement. He strode around the back of the wagon and around to Fiona’s side. With his hand on his hip, he stared down at the wheel, then muttered a Gaelic oath that, fortunately, Fiona could not make out.

“The wheel is damaged,” he said with a hard kick to the offending wheel.

She gasped and leaned over, bracing herself against the wooden armrest as she peered down at the wheel. She could see one of the spokes jutting out, perpendicular to the wheel. “Oh no.”

Mr. Duncan squatted down to have a closer look. Fiona could only see the crown of his hat and the wide rim. The hat was dark brown, and when the first fat snowflake fell and landed on the brim, it was so large it made her think of dandelions. But when another followed it, and another, she looked up to see that snow had indeed begun to fall.

“Oh, look!” she said with all the brightness one typically feels at the sight of new snow. “It’s begun to snow!”

Duncan lifted his head and looked up at the sky and said something in Gaelic that, if Fiona’s memory could be trusted, was loosely translated to mean Bloody, bloody hell.


Chapter Six
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The sight of the broken spoke was bad enough, but when snow began to fall, a very bad feeling invaded Duncan. It likely would be impossible to reach Blackwood by nightfall now. Frankly, he feared they would not reach any place by nightfall.

He sent Fiona into the trees to gather wood before it became too wet from the snow in the event they needed to build a fire. He had her stack it in the back of the wagon, under the tarpaulin awning. He was both amazed and relieved that she did not argue, but only voiced her opinion that she was being sent on a fool’s errand so that she’d not be underfoot while he tried to repair the wheel, and went off cheerfully to do as he’d asked.

She wasn’t wrong. It was difficult enough to repair a spoke in the wheel cog, particularly when one arm refused to cooperate. It took him much longer than it would an able-bodied man, and as a result, the lady had stuffed the wagon with as much wood as she could find without wandering too deep into the woods, and was now sitting on a rock beneath the bows of a towering Scots pine. From his position on his back beneath the wagon, where he was working to force a spare spoke into the fittings on the wheel, Duncan could see a pair of ankle-high boots that were attached to a pair of very shapely legs covered in thick woolen stockings. Legs that disappeared beneath the dirtied hem of her gown and cloak.

Her arms were wrapped around her knees, drawn up to the chest, and her chin perched atop her knees. She watched him work, chattering on about something to do with a ball in London. He’d been unable to follow her conversation as his attention was diverted by the task at hand and that pair of shapely legs peeking out at him from beneath her skirts.

He might have gone on all day stealing glimpses of that tantalizing view, but she suddenly dipped her head, catching his attention. “I said, I’d never been to a proper ball before I attended the one at Gloucester.”

Duncan had no idea what he should say to that and grunted. He’d positioned himself around the wheel, tucking it in between his body and his bad arm so that he could keep it from moving. With his good arm, he worked to set the spare spoke into the notches of the wheel.

Fiona stood and began to pace just beyond the wheel, kicking what was, fortunately, a light accumulation of snow. “I rather thought London would be different somehow,” she said. “I rather thought the whole of society would be different, but it’s really rather remarkably similar to society in the Highlands—what wee bit exists here, that is.”

He could not imagine that the Highlands were anything like London. Her small boots passed by his face, turned sharply, and passed again. “I truly believed there would be some sort of enlightenment in London,” she continued, one hand waving airily. “But I discovered that while there are good souls to be found in London society, there are others who can be as mean-spirited and churlish as the Laird of Blackwood.”

There it was again, her complete disdain for the man that he’d been.

Her feet paused in their pacing; she suddenly squatted down beside him. “I donna mean to disparage your laird, if indeed he remains your laird and has no’ been shot in a duel or otherwise brought down.”

“But you have disparaged him, aye?” Duncan asked curtly.

One lovely dark brow rose high above the other. “I did no’ mean to. I merely assumed he might have met with trouble, naturally, given his general disposition.”

Duncan gave her a look that he hoped would end the conversation, but the lass was bold. Or oblivious. Instead of politely demurring as she ought to have done, she smiled as if she pitied him his laird. “I beg your pardon if I’ve offended,” she said sweetly. “But perhaps you do no’ know your laird as I have known him.”

“Have you known him?” he demanded, and hit the spoke with the flat of his palm. He hit it too hard—it shoved the spoke past the notch. Duncan muttered under his breath and started the laborious process over again.

“I have,” she said.

“If I a may ask, Lady Fiona, what’s he done to you to leave you with such an unflattering impression of his character?” Duncan demanded.

“He likened me to a woodchuck.”

Duncan stilled and glanced at her through the spokes.

She colored slightly and shrugged a little. “No’ that it matters to me, for it does no’ in the least.”

“A woodchuck?” he echoed disbelievingly. Now he doubted her completely. He never would have said such a thing about a lady.

But Fiona nodded adamantly. “It was such a silly thing, really. It happened at my debut, at Gunston Hall. My friend was having a bit of sport with me, and she suggested to your high and mighty laird that perhaps I might make a good match for him, and he said, ‘Fiona Haines?’ ” She mimicked him, speaking in a low voice and looking comically studious as she rubbed her chin with her hand. ‘ ”Lambourne’s younger sister? Brown hair? About so tall? Slightly reminiscent of a woodchuck?’ ”

Duncan blinked.

“Aha!” Fiona cried triumphantly. “You are no’ the least bit surprised, then! You know perfectly well that he’s wretched!”

Oh, but she was wrong. She was terribly wrong—he was surprised and appalled.

“His friends had quite a laugh at it, which undoubtedly encouraged him even further, for he turned to my friend Molly and said, ‘Thank you, Miss Elgin, but I’d sooner marry a woodchuck.’ ” Fiona laughed, but it sounded forced.

“Perhaps Miss Elgin fabricated the conversation?” he suggested, hoping that was so.

“Why should she do that?”

Any number of reasons. Duncan remembered Molly Elgin—she’d been rather keen to be near him, by any means she could devise.

“Oh, I’ve no doubt that Molly Elgin was up to no good when she broached the subject with him,” Fiona said airily. “Yet I know he said it, for I heard him. I was standing not two feet away. I heard him quite plainly.” Her laugh again sounded stilted, and she abruptly stood and began pacing again. “I hardly cared, mind you. I’d set my sights on London.”

A direct contradiction to what she’d said this morning, he noted. He swallowed hard—he was never prepared to be reminded of the man he’d been. Vainglorious and, apparently, cruel. He hit the spoke with the flat of his palm; it popped into the notches on the wheel. He grabbed the spoke and pulled hard to assure himself it was locked into place. Satisfied that it was, he disengaged himself from the wheel and stood up. As he stuffed his hands into his gloves, he said, “Knowing the laird, I rather imagine you are right—he surely said what he did for the amusement of his friends. Yet I am certain he would be ashamed and regretful if he realized the distress his words had caused you.” He looked at her from the corner of his eye. “I am certain of it.”

Fiona laughed. “Do you realize that is the most words you have spoken to me at one time? And all of them in defense of a profligate. Oh, aye,” she said, nodding vigorously, “he is a profligate of the worst kind. If ever there was a man who delighted in trampling the feelings of others, it is your laird, sir. I’ve heard more tales of him, but I will keep them to myself, then. Honestly, I would no’ have brought it up at all had you no’ asked. I’ve quite forgotten it! Really, I am surprised I’ve remembered as much of it as I have. Look here, it’s begun to snow again.” She leaned her head back and closed her eyes, and stuck out her tongue, trying to catch a snowflake on the tip.

Something about that stirred Duncan deep inside. He did not want to be intrigued or otherwise aroused—it would only lead to frustration and pain, and he had a long way to go with this one yet. But he could not help but wonder where life might have taken him had he not been so dismissive of Fiona so long ago. If he’d met her, really met her. . . . Such were the regrets in his life—he would never know now. Bloody hell, he couldn’t even tell her who he was now without making everything she’d said of him seem true.

Nevertheless, he racked his memory for the night in question, and vaguely remembered an encounter with Molly Elgin, but for the life of him, he could not remember saying such a thing.

He did not remember it, but he could not doubt it. She was right—he’d been terribly cavalier with other people’s feelings then. Especially women. But where he’d once treated pretty young women as cattle, he would now be on his knees with gratitude if but one of them could see past the scarring of his skin and the scandalous death of his close friend.

A deep sense of regret and loss pervaded him as he checked the wheel once more. That he could have been so cruel to someone as vibrant and lively as Fiona Haines made him feel more inhuman than he normally did, and he’d not thought it possible to feel any lower.

He dusted off his buckskins, walked to the driver’s bench, and shoved the broken spoke beneath the bench. One of the horses whinnied nervously; he assumed the horse wanted a warm stable. But another horse snorted and bumped against the harness, and Duncan glanced over his shoulder at Fiona.

What he saw made his heart stop beating.

Now all of the horses were shifting nervously and tossing their heads. Fiona was oblivious to it—she was holding out her gloved hand, watching the snow fall into her palm. Behind her, not more than ten feet away, was a very lean wolf, crouched low on its haunches, stalking the horses.

The number of wolves had been drastically reduced in the Highlands to save sheep, but Duncan had heard tales of the occasional desperate and hungry lone wolf. He could see the ribs on this one; it was hungry, and Fiona stood between him and a meal.

All of the horses were stomping and snorting now, whinnying at Duncan.

Fiona glanced at the horses, then at Duncan. “They must be hungry,” she said brightly. “Look at this snow, will you? It’s really beautiful, aye?”

Duncan nodded as he carefully reached beneath the driver’s bench for his pistol.

“Have you blankets for the poor things?” she asked. “Perhaps they are cold.” The wolf was only five feet from her now. If she cried out, if she made any sort of threatening move, Duncan feared what the hungry wolf might do. He had one clear shot, but he couldn’t sight the wolf properly with the patch on his eye.

“Lass . . . listen to me now,” Duncan said softly as he pushed his hat from his head. “Stand where you are, but donna move a muscle. Do you understand me?”

“Why ever no’?” she asked laughingly. “You sound so ominous, sir. Why should I no’ move? Please allow that I might at least stamp my feet, as it is right cold.”

He pushed the patch from his eye and wrapped his hand around the pistol, snaking his finger into the trigger. He’d have only seconds to fire.

Fiona’s smile faded. “Why are you holding that pistol? You are frightening me,” she said, the gaiety gone from her voice.

“Donna move,” he said again, shifting his gaze to the wolf, who had begun to inch forward. The horses sensed it; one of them tried to break forward, but the wagon was dead weight, the wheels locked by the hand brake. The horse whinnied again, high and shrill, prompting the others to do the same. The sound of their nervous cries startled Fiona—she moved.

Duncan lunged toward the wolf to draw his attention from Fiona and fired. Fiona screamed, covering her ears with her hands. One of the horses tried to rear, shaking the wagon as the wolf fell to its side with a bark of pain. He began to claw his way up; Duncan pushed Fiona behind him, trained the gun again, and fired, killing the wolf.

The horses were frantic now, bumping against one another and dragging the wagon behind them. “Fuirich, fuirich!” Duncan shouted at the horses to steady them as he whirled around and grabbed Fiona up before she could scream, before she could see the blood of the wolf pooling darkly against the thin layer of snow and spreading toward her. He twisted her away from the sight of the dead wolf, clasped her in his arm, and pressed her face into his shoulder. “Steady, lass,” he said. “Steady.”

“God help me, I never saw it!” she cried, her voice shaking. “I was almost eaten alive!”

Duncan smiled wryly above her head. “I assure you, he preferred horsemeat,” he said. “He is dead; you’ve naugh’ to fear. But come now, let us be on our way—the wheel is repaired.”

She reared back and looked up at him. “Mr. Duncan! You saved my life!” she cried, her eyes searching his face. “With no regard for your own safety, you saved my life!”

“I had a gun,” he reminded her, but Fiona would not accept that and wildly shook her head, her eyes searching his face. Duncan was painfully aware that his bad eye was exposed to her and out of habit, turned his head.

“I owe my life to you! How shall I ever thank you?”

“By getting in the wagon,” he said, pulling her toward the enclosure.

“What? Oh, no,” she said, firmly shaking her head. “I donna intend to ride back there after that,” she said, gripping his wrist. “I shall stay close, if you donna mind. We might be set upon by packs of them at any moment. Aye, we should hurry along before they come!” she said, and let go of him.

“He was a lone wolf,” Duncan tried, but she was already marching past him, and helping herself up onto the driver’s bench.

He’d not win this battle, that was plain. With a sigh, Duncan saw after the skittish team before gathering his hat and his eye patch. If she’d noticed his eye in the ruckus, she gave no indication, but Duncan quickly pulled the patch over his eye nonetheless. He tugged his scarf up over his nose, donned his hat, and pulled the brim low over his eyes before climbing up and sending the horses to a trot.

The snow was coming down heavily now, wet and thick. He figured they had perhaps three hours of light left and worried how far they would be able to travel. His team trotted along, throwing their heads back to sniff the air. Beside him, Lady Fiona felt compelled to relate all the ghoulish tales of wolves she’d heard as a child, but as the snowfall thickened, she delighted in it, and recounted a sledding episode on a hill at an English country estate that had ended with the Prince of Wales tumbling head over heels down an embankment like a drunken snowman.

Fiona really was quite entertaining. She had a talent for telling stories that made even him chuckle, someone who had not laughed in so long he could no longer remember the last time.

But the heavy snow made travel difficult, and he could feel Fiona shivering next to him. As much as he enjoyed her company, it was dangerous to expose her to the elements. So Duncan pulled the team to a halt and climbed down from the driver’s bench.

Fiona looked down at him with a smile. The tip of her nose was bright red, and the brim of her bonnet had begun to sag under the weight of the snow. “Come down,” he said.

She instantly twisted about, looking back at the road they’d traveled. “Why? Are there more wolves?”

“No,” he said. “But you should be under the tarpaulin.”

“I’m really quite all right.”

“Come down.”

Fiona blinked wide eyes, but reluctantly came down off the bench. He helped her down, took her by the hand, and dragged her to the back of the wagon.

She tried to lift the latch of the gate. “This is really unnecessary,” she said, her voice straining with her effort to unlatch the wagon’s gate. “From the look of it, there are only the two of us in all of Scotland. What harm is there if we enjoy a bit of human companionship? I doubt nations will fall if we sit together.”

“I will no’ be responsible for any ague that comes on you.”

“I am made of the hardiest Highland stock, sir! And what of you?” she demanded as he covered her hand with his and easily lifted the latch. “Are you impervious to ague?”

“I’m fine,” he said. “Up with you, then. We should no’ tarry.”

“At least take another rug with you to the bench,” she said, showing no sign of hurrying things along.

Duncan impatiently dipped down, caught her around the waist, and ignored the squeal of surprise as she grabbed his shoulders. He lifted her up and sat her on the wagon’s gate—but he did not let go as he’d intended. Something happened to him—he was captivated by her amber eyes. He could not look away.

Nor did she. Her hands remained on his shoulders, her eyes locked on his.

Something passed between them, something intensely magnetic.

Duncan was the first to move, slowly sliding his arm away from her waist. Such attraction as he was experiencing was pointless, useless. She despised him. And even if she could be persuaded that he was indeed a changed man, she had not yet noticed his face. When she saw his face . . .

“You can get yourself under cover, I’ve no doubt,” he said abruptly, and retreated to the driver’s bench. But as he climbed up and dusted the snow from the seat and pulled a pair of furs over his lap, he heard her grousing behind him.

Something about being ordered about by a Highlander.

She fell silent as he sent the horses to a trot again, their breath rising in great plumes. Duncan imagined Lady Fiona Haines on her bench inside the wagon, bouncing along, her hands gripping the edge.

A headwind picked up, pushing the snow into neat piles alongside the road. The limbs of the pines under which they were passing were hanging low under the snow’s weight.

After another hour of traveling in wretched conditions, Duncan realized they were far from a village and even farther from Blackwood. The team was tiring, and if the snow kept falling, it wouldn’t be long before it would be too deep to pull the wagon. Duncan did not relish a night spent literally on the road.

It was dumb luck that as the horses began to labor up a hill where the trees thinned, he happened to see a cattle enclosure on the sheltered side of a large rock. And he considered it nothing short of a miracle that the enclosure held three sheaves of hay.

“Whoa, whoa,” he said, pulling back on the reins, bringing the horses to a stop once more.

When he helped Fiona out of the wagon, she only grumbled a bit when he explained their predicament and pointed to the enclosure. “We shall freeze to death,” she said.

“We will no’,” he countered.

“It will scarcely matter if we freeze, for wolves will feast on us.”

“The wolf is dead,” he patiently reminded her. “And if he were alive, he’d no’ come near a fire.”

She pressed her lips together, studying him, and nodded. “All right, then. What must we do?”

“Help me remove the tarpaulin.”

Between the two of them, they removed the tarpaulin from its frame and dragged it up the hill to the enclosure. She helped him make a shelter of sorts. With hay on the ground and one of the lap furs to cover it, he used the rest of the hay to form a lee around the fur. On the edge of the enclosure, he scuffed a circle and kicked hay and snow away, leaving the earth bare. “Stay here,” he said to Fiona. He trooped down to the wagon again, loaded wood onto his damaged arm, then returned to the space he’d made. He made the trip to the wagon thrice more.

As Fiona watched, he built a fire, held his hand over the flame a moment, and when he was certain it would not go out, he touched the brim of his hat. “Here is wood,” he said, pointing to the little pile. “Keep the flame burning while I tend the horses.”

The snow was beginning to thin, but now the wind was blowing and he was chilled to the bone. He disengaged the horses one by one from the harness frame and led them to a stand of Scots pines, where he hobbled them together. He hung oat bags on each of them—no small feat, given their height and his useless appendage. And with the four of them munching away, he draped them each with horse blankets.

Satisfied that the horses would huddle together and survive the night, Duncan returned to the wagon and fetched the pail of food Mrs. Dillingham had made for them. He also dug out a flask of whisky from beneath a sack of grain and leaned down, tucking it inside his boot.

He had a feeling that being trapped in a small shelter with an attractive, alluring woman might make this the longest night of his life, and he was going to need every bit of help he could get.


Chapter Seven
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Fiona was relieved to see Duncan when he emerged from the gray mist that was settling around them, a fur rug draped over his shoulder, the pail of food in hand. He’d been gone long enough that she’d begun to fret something had happened to him.

But then again, she’d noticed today that things were not easy for a man with a wounded arm.

She stepped out from beneath the tarpaulin to relieve him of the pail. He followed her underneath the cover and shrugged out from underneath the rug, letting it fall between them.

Fiona glanced at the fur as she kneeled down and began to remove the straw Mrs. Dillingham had packed into the pail. “Only one?”

“You’re sitting on the other,” he said as he squatted down and added more wood to the fire.

The import of that statement slowly sank in—there was only one rug for the two of them to use to cover themselves, one rug between the two of them and nature’s icy grip.

The idea that they’d have to share a lap rug, while entirely titillating, was also alarming. There had been that moment at the back of the wagon in which Fiona actually feared she might have kissed this Highlander had his face not been wrapped in woolen scarves.

She was courting disaster—she might be in the Highlands with no one about to observe her ruin, but that didn’t mean she’d be any less ruined if she gave in to temptation.

“What is it?” he asked.

Startled, Fiona looked at him, then down at her hands. She was holding two rock-hard scones.

“Perhaps if you put them near the fire,” he said, as if she were undecided as to what to do with them.

She quickly put them on a rock near the fire and looked into the pail again.

It hardly mattered that there was only one rug between them—the space was so small that she couldn’t help but lie or sit beside him in this tiny shelter. Lord God, how did she get herself into such predicaments? It very much reminded her of the time that she and Lady Gilbert had taken it upon themselves to climb up to the old ruins on the Gilbert estate. But the ruins were not where Lady Gilbert had believed them to be, and they’d become lost in a stand of aspens. It had begun to rain, and without a proper umbrella between them, the two of them had been forced to crouch together in a tiny little cave. It was so cramped that they’d become rather cross with one another. It was a fortnight before they’d patched things up.

Fiona had learned a valuable lesson that day—in times of turmoil, people either came together or were torn apart.

“Is something amiss?” he asked, his voice low and gruff.

“Amiss? No, no—I was just having a look at the pail.” She pulled out a hunk of cheese wrapped in cloth. There were apples and nuts, too, in addition to the bread and ham. She handed the ham to Duncan, who speared the meat on the end of a stick and stuck it near the fire to warm it.

They ate in silence, both of them staring out at the white landscape, huddled in their cloaks. But the cold was seeping through the hay and the fur on which they sat, making Fiona’s bones ache.

Seated on her left, Duncan watched her hold her gloved hands out to the fire. “You are cold.”

“I’m no’.”

He gave her a look that said he knew better. “I can see you shivering, lass.”

“Shivering?” She tried to laugh. “I am no’ shivering. I am . . .” Honestly, she couldn’t think of an excuse. She was shivering.

Duncan removed his hat. He had sandy brown hair, streaked gold by the sun. With his gaze on the fire, he unwrapped a scarf from his face, leaving a second one wrapped around his lower face and neck. He returned the hat to his head and pulled it down low. “Here,” he said, handing the scarf to her. It was dry, protected by his collar and hat from the snow. “Put it around your neck and ears.”

“I could no’ possibly,” she protested.

“Put it on,” he commanded her. “You’ll catch your death.”

She did not want to take his scarf, but she was freezing. She quickly removed her damp bonnet and tossed it aside. She wrapped the scarf around her head and neck. It smelled of him—a spicy, musky scent that stirred her blood. A violent shiver caught her by surprise, and this one had nothing to do with cold.

“Better?” he asked.

She nodded. “Thank you.”

He reached for his boot and retrieved a flask. Fiona watched him open it and take a long draft from it. Then he handed it to her. “Drink.”

“What is it?”

“Scotch whisky.”

“Oh no, I shouldna—”

He turned and looked at her with a gaze warmly limpid in the firelight. “Drink, my lady,” he insisted low. “It will take the chill from your bones.”

That suggestion persuaded her far too easily; she gingerly drank from the flask. The liquor burned so badly it made her eyes water. Fiona blinked to clear her vision. She felt a little strange in the gut, but she did indeed feel warmer.

Duncan smiled a little lopsidedly when she took another, longer drink and handed it back to him. He took a sip, then passed it to her again, as if they were a pair of sailors sharing a bit of gin on a moonlit deck.

“May I ask you a personal question?” she asked after taking another sip and dragging the back of her hand across her mouth.

He did not respond, which she took as tacit agreement.

“What happened to your arm?”

He shifted slightly, as if the question made him uncomfortable. “An accident.”

It was obviously the result of an accident. Fiona tapped him on the arm with the flask and handed it to him. But before she let go of it, she said, “There are many types of accidents . . . carriage accidents, hunting accidents . . .”

“It was a fire,” he said stiffly. “Now may I ask you a personal question?”

Fiona smiled. She was beginning to feel very warm and airy, open to all examination. “Please ask me—but I assure you, I’ve no’ omitted a single detail of my life today.”

“Did you no’ settle on a matrimonial match in London?”

Except perhaps that detail. Of all the things she thought he might ask, that was not among them. Fortunately, the whisky had done quite a lot to soothe any feathers before they could be ruffled, and she laughed at his audacity as she took the flask from his hand and sipped again.

“No,” she said with a cock of her head, smiling at him. “It would seem I am a wee bit of a problem in that regard.”

One brow rose high. “How so?”

“Well . . . ” she said breezily, “I have a fortune . . . but it is no’ a great fortune by London standards. And I’m no’ what one would call handsome.”

Duncan snorted. “You are a very handsome woman.”

The compliment, so tersely and adamantly spoken, thrilled her. “You are very kind, but I am well aware of my shortcomings.”

“You’ve no shortcomings,” he said gruffly. “If someone has allowed you to believe it, they are a bloody fool.”

She grinned. “Lord, dare I believe my own ears? The Buchanan man flatters me!”

“It is no’ flattery. I am a man, madam. I know a handsome woman when I’ve laid eyes on her.” He snatched the flask from her hand and tossed his head back, taking a long draft.

Fiona’s grin broadened. “Then perhaps it is my cheerful countenance that serves me so poorly,” she gaily suggested. “Lady Gilbert swears that I am no’ as circumspect in social situations as I ought to be, all for one small mistake I made. One teeny, tiny mistake,” she said, holding up her finger and thumb just a breath apart to show him how tiny.

“Aye?” He seemed interested as he handed her the flask. “What mistake, then?”

Fiona snorted. “On my word, when Señor Castellano inquired directly of me if I thought Miss Fitzgerald would be a good match for him, I answered truthfully! I said that Miss Fitzgerald seemed particularly fond of Lord Randolph, and that I rather doubted she’d seriously entertain the advances of a Spaniard. I said it only because I thought it would be kinder to disabuse him of his false hope than to encourage him further. Was I so wrong, then?” she asked rhetorically before taking a drink from the flask. “Unfortunately, I was no’ privy to the fact that Lord Randolph had his eye on Lady Penelope Washburn, who is a very close friend of Miss Fitzgerald, but Señor Castellano was, and when Señor Castellano informed Miss Fitzgerald—and everyone else in jolly old England, for that matter—Miss Fitzgerald discovered for the first time that her dear friend Lady Washburn had no’ turned away Lord Randolph’s attentions as she’d promised she had, and . . . and it was a rather big to-do,” she said with a dismissive flick of her wrist.

She glanced at Duncan. He was smiling again. “Oh no, no, no,” she warned him as she casually settled back against the hay, feeling remarkably warm for the first time that day. “You’ve no right to laugh. You were no’ there, you did no’ witness my dilemma.”

“Any other mistakes?” he asked, clearly amused.

“Nooo,” she drawled. “I am no’ entirely hopeless. Only one or two.” She shrugged. “A bit of horse gambling and what no’, that’s all. How was I to know proper English ladies donna gamble?” She lifted the flask to her lips, drank liberally. But when she lowered it again, Duncan took it from her hand.

At Fiona’s look of surprise, he said, “Another drink, and you may very well float off into the snow.” He sipped once more and stuffed the flask in his boot. “I’ll just check on the horses. You should try and get some sleep, for the morrow will be a rather long day.”

“I’m too cold to sleep,” she complained, and tightened the scarf he’d given her around her head.

With a wry smile, Duncan stood and pulled the fur over her before moving to the edge of their shelter. He paused and glanced back at her, taking all of her in—all of her—from her head to her toes. When he lifted his gaze to her eyes once more before going out, she found his expression to be entirely provocative.

In fact, his lustful look had made her flesh heat in a most enticing way. Fiona meant to wait for him to return, but he was gone awhile, and the fire was lovely, the thick fur rug even lovelier, and when she laid on her side and pillowed her face on her hands, it was only to be nearer the fire.

She did not recognize the moment she slipped into a whisky-induced sleep.

*   *   *

Fiona wasn’t the only one feeling the effects of whisky and a sexual attraction. Duncan had to walk about in the frigid snow just to get her out from under his skin. When he returned with another armload of wood, Fiona was lying on her side next to the fire, snoring lightly.

He could not help but smile. As she’d talked this evening—her face flushed from the whisky, her eyes sparkling with her many memories—he’d pictured her in the finest salons of London, a young and elegant woman from the Scottish Highlands who knew more about horse gambling than social maneuvering, but whom he rather imagined had a natural talent for it. He guessed she was admired in London.

He admired her for it. When he’d been whole, moving in even limited society had not been easy for him. He never clearly understood what was expected of him; it seemed men wanted him to be bold and aloof, women wanted him to be kind and solicitous. And they all wanted something from him.

It required a lot of courage for Fiona to have gone off to London without knowing what awaited her, and quite a lot of courage to have remained and negotiated her way through court society all these years. Duncan liked her honesty and envied her ability to see her place in the world. She seemed to harbor no illusions about who or what she was, and seemed to take everyone she met at face value, without regard for their social standing.

That she had attempted to befriend him, believing him a driver, made her all the more captivating to him.

Duncan went down on his haunches beside her, and in the light of the fire he watched her sleeping for a moment. She was pretty. Not beautiful, but certainly pretty. She had the look of a Scot, a freshness he’d seen only in Highland women. More important, Fiona was real—there wasn’t the slightest bit of artifice about her. She was refreshingly different from the debutantes he’d once known. They’d all been trained from the cradle to be serene and delicate and demure. Fiona was serene but in a natural way. And she wasn’t particularly delicate or demure, a fact that made him chuckle quietly.

He stoked the fire, removed his hat and eye patch, then eased himself down next to her, very gingerly lifting the fur rug and sliding underneath it beside her. There was nothing to be done for it—if they were to survive this night, they’d need to huddle together for warmth, just like the horses.

He propped his good arm behind his head and looked out over the fire. The snow had passed and bright starlight was reflected off the snow. The air was completely still; it would be bitterly cold tonight. But on the morrow—Christmas Day—they’d be able to travel. They had to travel—he did not have enough grain to see the horses past another day, nor was there any food left but a pair of scones for the two of them.

It would be a long, hard day, and Duncan closed his eyes, wanting to sleep—and to dream. To dream of himself with his old face and a pair of working arms.

He slept badly, the cold seeping too quickly into his bones and settling there. He was awakened at some point in the night by Fiona’s trembling. She was making a strange noise that he realized was the sound of her teeth chattering. He reacted without thought, sitting up to stir the embers and put more wood on the fire, then easing down and moving closer to Fiona, pulling the fur up to her chin. He then slid his arm around her abdomen, drawing her into his chest.

For several peaceful moments they lay there, the warmth of their bodies seeping into his joints. But then Fiona stirred.

Duncan did not move or speak. He did not want to be sent back across the gap of cold earth that had been between them. But Fiona grabbed his hand and pried it from her middle. He began to move away, but she suddenly rolled onto her back and held his hand and removed his glove. She was, he sheepishly realized, awake.

“Have you had your palm read by a seer?” she asked softly.

He shook his head.

A slow smile curved her lips as she idly traced a fingertip down the length of his palm. “I have. The Prince of Wales was quite entertained by the art and invited a seer to Carlton House to read the palms of all of his friends.”

“You are a friend to the Prince of Wales?”

“Oh no. But Lady Gilbert is. Or rather, Lady Gilbert’s husband. This line,” she said, tracing slowly from his forefinger to the bottom of his palm, “represents the path of your life. I am no expert, sir, but by the look of it, you shall have a long one.”

“Shall I indeed?”

“You seem skeptical.”

He smiled wryly. “Perhaps a wee bit.”

“Mr. Duncan, you must have faith in your hand.” She tapped her finger against his palm. “This line speaks to your intelligence,” she said, running the tip of her glove across his palm. “I am fairly certain it is this one. But this,” she said, wrapping her fingers around his forefinger and drawing another line across his palm, “indicates your heart.” She studied it a moment by the firelight. “There is a small break here, do you see? A broken heart, no doubt. Oh, but look! The line is renewed and goes on for quite a length! It means you have survived the heartache and will be strong again.”

“Certain of that, are you?” he scoffed.

“No, no’ at all,” she said. She turned her head and looked up at him, looked directly at his damaged eye. “But I am hopeful, for your sake.”

That tiny profession of hope was his undoing. Duncan could not resist her—she was the one person who did not look at him with horror or disdain. Her joie de vivre was infectious, her hope uplifting. And her body, curving in all the right places, as soft as butter, smelling of rosewater, was too much for the man in him. He could not endure another moment in her company and not touch her.

He put his fingers to her chin and turned her face completely to him. Her eyes were glimmering; he could feel something rising up in him, something human, something pleasing and agreeable. Her skin, her smile, her eyes beckoned, and he slowly, deliberately touched his lips to hers, unmindful of the consequences, caring for nothing but the feel of a woman in his arms.

She kissed him back.

Her mouth set him aflame, firing his blood from an internal hearth that had been cold for far too long. He slipped his tongue between her lips, and Fiona pressed against him, her body touching the length of his, inch by excruciatingly pleasurable inch.

The sensation was overwhelming to a man starved for affection. He roughly pulled her to him, wrapping her in a tight one-armed embrace. He’d kissed many women in his life, but never in this way, not with such torrid need, and never so dangerously close to losing all capacity for reason. He rolled her onto her back and came over her, slipping his hand to her breast, filling his hand with the soft pliancy of it.

He dipped his head down, working the clasp of her cloak with his teeth, then pressing his lips to the warm skin at her throat. Fiona sighed with pleasure and swallowed; he could feel the contraction under his lips.

It drove him absolutely mad with desire.

He slipped his hand beneath her cloak and undid the buttons of her traveling coat, one by one, pushing fabric aside until his hand touched silken flesh.

A wave of prurient desire engulfed him, and Duncan helplessly buried his face in the curve of her neck where the scarf had fallen away. When his hand found her bare breast beneath layers of wool, she gasped softly and arched into his palm.

He could feel his heart beating. His heart, his heart! It wasn’t dead, it was very much alive. “Fiona,” he whispered, and pressed his lips to the skin of her neck, then to the hollow of her throat, and the mound of her breast.

She did nothing to stop him—her hands were on his shoulders, her fingers scraping down his back, and up to his chest. She was panting lightly, and in something of a lust-filled daze, Duncan cupped her face with his hand and lifted himself in order to seek her mouth with his, filling her once more with his kiss.

Fiona sighed into his mouth and began to move against him in a way only a woman could move, slow and sultry. He sucked and nibbled on her lips and her tongue, feeling pent-up need thrumming through him, swelling into every vein, every muscle, and flooding him with emotions he’d not felt in a very long time. He wanted her with a desperation that left him breathless; he needed—desperately needed—to be inside her, to feel her body hot and wet around him.

As if to answer his silent wish, her leg rose up on one side of him as he teethed a rigid nipple. Duncan caught her ankle and slid his hand up her calf, beneath her cloak and skirt, over thick woolen stockings, to the bare flesh of her inner thigh, to the warm, damp apex of her legs—

Fiona suddenly surged up, cupping his face in her hands, and in doing so, pushing the scarf from his head. She must have felt his puckered skin of his cheek and neck, because she suddenly reared back and looked at him, her eyes widening with shock.

Duncan panicked at the thought of what she was seeing, and everything in him crashed in that moment. He felt a searing twist of his heart.

“Dear God,” she whispered as she stared at his face.

He knew what she saw: a left eye tugged down by the burned skin of his cheek, a misshapen ear. There was scarring on his neck and shoulder that she couldn’t see, but was just as bad. He expected her complete revulsion and tried to pull away, but Fiona held his head in her hands, and remarkably, she touched her fingers to his putrid skin.

Duncan jerked back so suddenly that she toppled to her side. He quickly returned his scarf to its rightful place, and his suddenly lifeless heart to its lockbox. He felt awkward and exposed, did not know what to say, what to do. He was accustomed to the shock, but this time he was not prepared. He’d been so unguarded and lost in the moment.

He occupied his hands and his sight with tending the fire.

“Duncan . . . I beg your pardon.”

He shook his head. It was he who should be begging her forgiveness.

“I was surprised.”

Repulsed, she meant.

“It must have been quite painful.”

He pushed the stick around the fire, stirring the embers, desperately seeking his voice. He finally managed to speak, but he was unable to look at her. “Do please forgive me. I have overstepped my bounds. Excuse me. I should see to the horses.”

He tossed the stick in the fire and stood, walking out of the shelter. He could not bear to see revulsion in her eyes, or far worse, her pity. Moreover, he realized she’d seen his face fully and did not recognize him yet. Was he so changed? Had the fire taken all his recognizable features from him? Perhaps he should admit now who he was, he thought bitterly, and explain that her wish to see him brought down had been fulfilled.

He did not return to the shelter until the bitter cold had left his extremities numb, his thoughts dull.

Thankfully, Fiona was sleeping. Duncan stoked the fire once more, then took a seat next to her, propped himself against the hay, and stared into the fire, unable to sleep.


Chapter Eight
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A fire was roaring the next morning when Fiona awoke, and the last two scones were warming on a rock near the fire.

But Duncan was nowhere to be seen.

Fiona ate one scone, then slipped out of the shelter. She was stiff and her bones ached, but the sky above her was a glorious shade for blue. She used the snow to wash her face, gasping at the burning cold of it. When she had finished, she stood up and glanced around.

She spotted Duncan then, tending to the horses. It amazed her how fluidly he moved for a man with a useless arm. He’d learned to compensate for it, and it seemed as if there was nothing he could not do.

The sight of his face had kept her from sleeping much through the night. She’d feigned sleep when he’d returned because she’d sensed his discomfort and because she’d not been able to rid her thoughts of the burns or the pain in his eyes—God, his eyes. The pain that shone in them was so powerful that it reverberated in her. She could not imagine how he must have suffered, both physically and emotionally. Her heart had overflowed with sympathy, and then empathy, and now she wanted to assure him that it was not his scars she’d noticed, but him. And his eyes. They were expressive and deep, and last night they’d been filled with a passion that had ignited her. He was a man of few words, but with those eyes and hands and mouth, he hadn’t needed words.

Fiona realized that in spite of the impropriety and futility of it, she was very taken with this stoic man. She didn’t care that he was a tenant and she a lady; she told herself that in Scotland those things mattered less than they did in London.

There was something else, too, something that niggled at her thoughts, something vaguely familiar about this man she’d met only two days ago. In some strange way, she felt as if she’d known him quite a long time.

She watched Duncan trudging up the hill to the shelter he’d made. He stooped down, picked up big handfuls of snow, and dumped them onto the fire as she made her way through the snow to help him. “Merry Christmas!” she said cheerfully.

He barely spared her a glance. “Merry Christmas.” He was wearing the patch, had wrapped his head in the woolen scarf again, and his hat was pulled low over his eyes.

“Will we reach Blackwood today?” she asked, for the sake of conversaton.

“God willing, aye.”

“Oh, that’s marvelous news! I’m frostbitten through and through, I am. And how do you fare this morning, Mr. Duncan?”

He rose, gathering the fur they’d slept under and stuffing it under his arm. “Well.” He began to take the tarpaulin down. Fiona immediately moved to help him. “That’s no’ necessary,” he said.

“I beg your pardon, sir, but the sooner we’ve put these things away, the sooner we will be on our way.”

He eyed her warily, his gaze flicking over her. “Aye,” he admitted.

Fiona smiled and continued to pull the tarpaulin down. “We shall fold it neatly and tuck it into the wagon, for I refuse to ride beneath it,” she blithely informed him. “I, for one, intend to bask in the sun’s warm glow.”

Duncan clenched his jaw before he turned away.

But Fiona was not the least bit deterred.

When they were at last on their way, Fiona sat beside Duncan, chattering like a magpie, attempting to regale him with more tales of London. Once or twice, she thought she saw a look of amusement on him, but save for the occasional terse remark, Duncan remained quiet.

Fiona’s imagination began to run wild, as it was wont to do. Did he regret the passionate kiss they’d shared? Did he regret that she had seen his face? Perhaps he’d been treated very ill in his life and it made him reticent now. It was really too heartbreaking to even contemplate . . . yet she could not help but contemplate it. Perhaps he did not care for her. Could she have misread his passion so completely?

Feeling quite flustered, Fiona did what she typically did—she talked. She talked and talked, filling the air around them and the vast and vivid blue sky with her words.

But a day of chatter wore on her; by midafternoon, there was still no sign of Blackwood. “I imagine it’s around every bend,” she said, her spirit somewhat daunted.

“It’s quite a way yet,” he said. “The snow has slowed our progress.”

The thought that they might spend another night under the stars made Fiona’s skin flush. It wasn’t the cold that worried her—quite the contrary. She almost hoped this little adventure would never end, for there was something about Mr. Duncan that had settled into her blood as no one ever had. Another night. The very thought rattled her, titillated her, and launched her into yet another tale of London.

She told him about an afternoon she and Lady Gilbert had taken Lord Gilbert’s phaeton on a drive through Hyde Park. “He was quite beside himself, his lordship,” she said, after explaining how the team had gotten away from her normally firm hand and they had inadvertently terrorized a few elderly women on their walkabout. “He was very clear in his opinion that ladies ought no’ to drive a carriage, particularly at such reckless speed, to which Lady Gilbert complained that why should no’ women drive, as they are generally very keen on the small details, which would, naturally, make them the better drivers, but Lord Gilbert was very cross with us both, and he said, ‘This may be the way of things in bloody Scotland,’ ” she said, affecting Lord Gilbert’s voice, “ ‘but it is no’ the way of things in London,’ and really, sir, I was rather offended, for while indeed I was the one driving, it was no’ my idea, was it, then? I would no’ presume to make use of his property—”

Duncan suddenly put his big gloved hand over hers, startling Fiona into a moment of speechlessness. She looked down at his big hand on hers, his silent way of telling her that the nattering on wasn’t necessary after all. She understood him completely.

She turned her palm up beneath his, closed her fingers around his, and looked at him.

His eye shone with a hint of his smile, and once again she was struck by something familiar. “We’ll no’ see Blackwood today, will we?” she said, perhaps a bit too hopefully. “I know last night was right cold, but I . . . I was . . . last night was . . .”

“Fiona,” he said, abruptly removing his hand from hers, the warmth in his eye fading a bit. “There is more than you know. More than meets the eye.”

He was speaking of his injury, and she nodded fervently that yes, she understood what he meant. “I donna care, Duncan. I donna care in the least.”

He seemed startled, confused.

“I mean . . . I understand about . . . about your face,” she said.

Duncan instantly recoiled, turning his face away.

“I am sorry!” she cried, seeing how it pained him. “But it is obviously uncomfortable for you. What I mean to say is that it is no’ for me! I could no’ possibly care any less. I—”

“Fiona,” he said, reining the horses to a halt. “Listen to me, lass. There is something you really must know—”

“Merry Christmas! Merry Christmas to you, then!”

Both of them jerked around to the sound of the voice, and watched as five people—two adults and three children—emerged from the woods. They were all carrying baskets.

It suddenly dawned on Fiona—they were carrying wheat or pies, as was customary, to the poor on Christmas Day.

The man, wearing a patched brown cloak, hurried forward. As he neared, his round face lit with a smile. “My lord! I did no’ recognize ye from afar. Old eyes,” he said with a laugh, gesturing to his face. “Fàilte, fàilte, milord, how good of ye to come this Christmas Day!”

The man had mistaken Duncan for someone else, Fiona thought, and she looked at Duncan expectantly, assuming he would correct the man’s impression and identify them. But Duncan wore a pained expression as the man approached.

“We’ve been visiting your tenants!” the man said. “The snow is too deep for our old cart. Are ye coming to pay a call, milord?” he asked. A light suddenly dawned in the man’s eyes, and he looked behind him. “Karen! Karen, leannan, the laird has come to pay a call!” He turned back to them, his face beaming. “We’d no’ expected ye, laird—but ye are right welcome, ye are.”

Laird. The word slowly entered Fiona’s consciousness like a whisper, a whisper that grew louder and louder as the truth began to sink in. She suddenly understood why Duncan had seemed so familiar to her. Laird. Duncan Buchanan! He’d not even bothered to hide his name, and yet she’d failed to recognize him! He’d stood before her the whole time, listening to her rail about him, and she’d been so absorbed in her little adventure she’d not even recognized him!

She looked at him now, her eyes narrowed on the features of his face. She had failed to take note of his face in her haste to accept his burns. In fact, that was all she had seen—the purple, scarred skin, the evidence of a tragedy that had made him even more mysterious than she’d first believed. She had not looked at him, really looked at him until this very moment!

She felt like a colossal fool. An addlepated, loose-tongued fool. How could she possibly have developed feelings for a man who had once so rudely likened her to a woodchuck? “Mi Diah,” she said low.

Duncan jerked his gaze to her as Fiona bent over her lap, mortified by the depth of her stupidity.

“Fiona—”

“It is an honor, laird,” the man was saying.

An honor! An honor to receive a man who once reviled her and now deceived her!

“I assure you, Mr. Nevin, the honor is mine,” Duncan said. He touched Fiona’s hand. “Lady Fiona Haines, allow me to present Mr. Nevin. He is my tenant.”

She could hardly make herself sit upright. But she did. She stared at Mr. Nevin, her heart and mind in a nauseating whirl of wretched thoughts.

“A pleasure to make yer acquaintance, mu’um,” Mr. Nevin said anxiously. “Ours is but a humble home, just round the bend here, but ye are most welcome. Ceud mile fàilte,” he added in Gaelic, welcoming her.

“Tapadh leat,” she responded, thanking him.

“May I also present Mrs. Nevin, Master Tavin Nevin, his brother, Collin Nevin, and the lovely Miss Robena Nevin,” Duncan stoically continued as the entire family made their way to the wagon.

The lads bowed their heads; Miss Robena curtsied without taking her eyes from Fiona.

Fiona nodded. She could not speak. If she uttered anything, it would be a scream or a curse.

“Climb on,” Duncan said. “We’ll see you home.”

Mrs. Nevin ushered the family into the wagon, while Mr. Nevin gestured to Duncan’s hand. “I could ride up top with ye, milord, and handle the reins.”

“It’s no’ necessary.”

“Please, milord. It would be my honor,” Mr. Nevin insisted.

Duncan nodded, and Fiona numbly watched him unwind the reins from his deformed hand and pass them to Mr. Nevin. With Mr. Nevin up top, the wagon lurched forward.

She could feel Duncan beside her, could feel all of him, pressing against her. But she could not look at him. She was mortified to her very core.

After only a few minutes, they reached a thatch-roofed cottage from which a tail of smoke curled up out of the chimney. With Mrs. Nevin at her side, Fiona was ushered into the cottage. She made the obligatory remarks, but she hardly saw the place, her mind was rushing so. A table was laid with dinnerware and wine. The scent of roasted goose and bannock cakes wafted through the air, and Fiona’s stomach responded with a hungry growl. Boughs of evergreens were scattered on the floor before the hearth, a few of which Miss Robena picked up to show Fiona. Candles had been lit and placed in the windows, symbolically lighting the way for the holy family.

“Tavin, set two more places at the table. Robena, mind you have a care with those boughs!” Mrs. Nevin instructed her children, then smiled at Fiona. “We’ve no’ had a lady to dine with us,” she said anxiously. “And from England, no less!”

“England?” Fiona said, startled. “I beg your pardon, but I’m no’ English.”

“No?” Mrs. Nevin said, blinking clear blue eyes at her. “Forgive me—I thought, given your accent . . .”

“Scottish,” Fiona said adamantly, and removed her bonnet. She sheepishly put a hand to her hair, certain it looked a fright. “I am as Scottish as you, Mrs. Nevin, reared no’ very far from here at all.” She smiled at Robena, who was looking at her bonnet as if it were a fine work of art. She handed it to the lass, who took it carefully and held it away from her with awe. “Scotland is home,” she added, and realized for the first time since returning how deeply Scotland was imbedded in her blood.

Just when she’d begun to realize it, the shock of seeing Duncan Buchanan after all these years had put her to sea all over again.


Chapter Nine
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Mr. Nevin could not have been more accommodating when Duncan explained their predicament and how they’d been caught in the snow. There was not the slightest bit of censure in his tenant’s expression. In fact, Mr. Nevin seemed more than pleased to be able to offer lodging for the night.

That had always been Duncan’s experience with the Nevins. They were good, honest Christian people, full of charity. The very sort of tenants he’d once ridiculed as too rustic in the company of his friends.

Now he wished for all the world he had an ounce of Mr. Nevin’s integrity. If he’d possessed it, he might have told Fiona who he was in Edinburgh instead of hiding behind his bloody vanity.

When he entered the cottage directly behind his host, his gaze fell upon Fiona standing at the hearth, her hands held out over the heat. She looked tired, and her gown was in an awful state of dishevelment, stained by snow and ash and tree sap. Her hair, which had begun the journey bound up nicely, had come undone in several different places. Thick strands of brown hair fell here and there down her back and over her shoulder.

He’d never seen a lovelier sight. To him she was beautiful.

He’d had every intention of telling her who he was when he’d pulled the team to a halt on the road. He would not have waited so long had he not already lost his heart to her. He could not bear to see her censure when she realized he was the one who had so stupidly and rudely dismissed her all those years ago. He’d thought all day how best to broach it—but he’d not counted on the Nevin family’s appearing so unexpectedly from the forest path.

“Shall I take your hat, laird?” Mr. Nevin asked as Mrs. Nevin bustled about the table, helping Tavin add two place settings.

“We are delighted you’ve come, laird!” she called to him. “Please, take off your cloak and warm yourself by the fire.”

There was no reason not to do as she asked—the Nevins had seen his face, as had most of his tenants. There was no reason to keep the scarf on besides his foolish vanity. He glanced at Fiona again—she was looking at him now, watching him closely.

He shrugged out of his cloak first, sliding it over his bad arm. And as it hung uselessly at his side, he unwrapped the scarf from his head and handed that, too, to Mr. Nevin, and stood in all his grotesque glory.

“To the fire, milord—I’ll pour a whisky for you, shall I?”

“Aye, please,” he said, gazing at Fiona. She had every right to hate him. He looked for it in her expression. But whatever she was thinking was carefully hidden behind an inscrutably polite expression.

“The children are tying boughs together to hang on the hearth,” Mrs. Nevin said proudly. “It’s something we’ve always done on Christmas Day.”

“It’s a lovely tradition,” Fiona said. “May I help them?”

The Nevin lass looked as is if she might float away; her gaze flew to her mother with a very loud but silent plea.

“They’d be honored,” Mrs. Nevin said.

Duncan watched Fiona sink to her knees beside the girl and begin to put the boughs together, helping her tie them with ribbon. Collin, the youngest boy, who Duncan knew had the aim of a grown man when it came to shooting grouse, leaped over a stool to join them. He stood at the fire, watching the three of them binding the boughs together. Fiona’s bright smile had returned, and she told the children a tale of Hogmanay from her childhood that included such excitement as spears, beavers, toppled bonfires, and general mayhem.

When they had at last finished tying the boughs, the elder boy, Tavin, dragged his father’s stool to the hearth and stood upon it, trying to reach the mantel. His reach was short, however. Mr. Nevin moved to help him, but Duncan waved him off. He took the bough from the boy and said, “Allow me.”

“I’ll fetch the others, milord!” Tavin exclaimed, and leaped off the stool to gather the others.

With the children gathered round, Duncan proceeded to tack the boughs to the cottage wall above the mantel. He methodically went about it, his heart and mind on Fiona while he mindlessly stuffed the boughs beneath his bad arm, then used his shoulder to hold them in place while he tacked them up. How she must despise him! Good. It was no less than he deserved. He did not deserve to think her light had shone through to his marrow. He did not deserve to feel her body, soft and small next to his, resting so perfectly in his arms. He deserved her complete disdain. He should wallow in it, for heaven’s sake.

He was rudely brought back to the present when Collin asked what had happened to his face.

Time seemed to stop for a moment—no one moved, no one so much as breathed until the lad’s mother cried, “Collin!”

Duncan quickly held up a hand. “It is quite all right,” he assured her. “My scars are a curiosity, naturally.” He smiled at Collin. “I was caught in a fire. I could no’ escape before I was injured.”

“Was it a very big fire? Was it so big that it burned the ceiling and floor and walls and all the furniture?” Collin asked, gesturing wildly to indicate a flame out of control.

“Enormous,” Duncan assured him. “It burned half my house.”

Collin gasped and looked at his older brother. “Were ye forced to leap from a window from the very top of the house?” Tavin asked hopefully.

“No. I was pulled out of the fire by my servants.”

“What the laird does no’ say is that he was attempting to save the life of his friend,” Mr. Nevin added as he steered the boys away. “He is a very brave man.”

“I was no’ brave, Mr. Nevin,” Duncan said with a bitter laugh. “I scarcely knew what I was about.”

“Did ye save him, then, sir?” Tavin asked.

Duncan shook his head. “Devon MacCauley perished in the fire.”

Fiona gasped; Duncan looked at her. She’d put a hand over her mouth to stifle her cry, but was looking at him with horror. Of course, she knew nothing of the fire.

“The good Lord was watching over the laird. Thank God he survived the fire,” Mrs. Nevin added stoutly.

“But what of his friend?” Collin asked. “Was the Lord no’ looking out for him?”

Mrs. Nevin blinked. “The Lord works in mysterious ways, young man, and we’ve better things to think of now. We are blessed to share our Christmas meal with our laird. If you would, then, milord—supper is served.”

Collin slipped his hand into Duncan’s and led him to the table.

He and Collin sat across from Fiona and Robena. Duncan tried to keep his gaze from Fiona, but the smooth skin above her décolletage and her slender neck were impossible to avoid. He was mesmerized by her, entirely smitten, which just added to his pain.

She, on the other hand, was very good in her efforts to avert her gaze from him. If she hated him, reviled him, it was impossible to detect. She was, quite simply, the life of the party. She exclaimed gleefully with the children when they related their plans for Hogmanay. She beamed with delight when Mrs. Nevin spoke shyly of how she and Mr. Nevin had met at a Hogmanay celebration. She then related a rather embellished tale of how she’d ended up in London, as well as her grand return to Scotland in a grander carriage.

After a supper of roasted goose, potatoes, and the traditional bannock cakes—perhaps the best meal Duncan had ever eaten in his bloody life—Mr. Nevin produced a fiddle and began to play some old Scottish tunes. Fiona was instantly on her feet, coaxing Mrs. Nevin to hers. Mrs. Nevin’s shyness quickly evaporated, however, and the two women were soon dancing and laughing with the children, spinning round to Scottish reels, tapping their toes and heels to jigs and strathspeys.

When Mrs. Nevin grabbed Duncan’s hand and tried to pull him up, he resisted. But Fiona grabbed hold of his burned arm and smiled at him. He was powerless to decline.

They danced until they lacked the stamina to dance anymore. Mrs. Nevin collapsed on a chair, one arm slung over her middle. “Ye are an excellent dancer, milady,” she said approvingly.

“It’s a hobby,” Fiona answered breathlessly with a flick of her wrist. “My brother and I once competed with one another. I felt rather obliged to best him, so I practiced.” She laughed.

“A sword dance!” Mr. Nevin cried.

“Oh no,” Fiona started, but Mr. Nevin was already pointing his bow to another room. “Fetch me walking sticks!” he cried merrily to his sons.

The boys scampered out while Mrs. Nevin fretted about where to move chairs.

Duncan stood back and watched them all as suitable “swords” were found and placed on the floor before Fiona. How strangely comforting this all felt to him—he’d always believed he would marry and produce the obligatory family only when it was absolutely necessary. And even then, he’d assumed he would continue to enjoy the favors of other women. He’d viewed a wife as nothing more than a vessel for his heirs and a hostess for Blackwood.

Things were so vastly different now. He was a different man—a lonely man—a man who would welcome the companionship and intimacy of a wife. He’d even come to despise Blackwood for its bleak emptiness, where he’d once cherished his independence there.

He’d like to have children, too, he thought, chuckling to himself when Collin tripped and fell over a thick woolen rug in his haste to move. He’d never given children any thought at all. But since the accident, he’d discovered that young children were the most accepting of the human race. They accepted his face for what it was and went on about their business, much as the Nevin children had tonight.

How ironic it was to finally realize he did want to marry and bring children into this world now that his prospects had burned in the fire. Most of the privileged women he’d once known did not want a man as damaged as he was, both physically and morally.

As he watched Fiona dancing the sword dance, her face full of light, her step quick and accurate and graceful, he fantasized about marrying her. He imagined them at a restored Blackwood, on Christmas day, with their own children.

But in his fantasy, his face was repaired and she had forgiven him.

It was just a fantasy. He harbored no illusions.


Chapter Ten
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Dawn arrived too quickly as far as Fiona was concerned—she was loath to leave this idyllic little cottage in the woods. She’d enjoyed one of the best Christmas feasts she’d ever attended, in this cottage, with this family who’d been strangers to her yesterday and were now dear friends. And, surprisingly, with Duncan Buchanan.

She simply must be mad.

Of course, she’d been shocked to discover who he was, that she could not deny. She’d been angry, mortified, and furious. But in the course of the evening, something had happened. She’d seen with her own eyes how different he was from the man she once knew. Pain and disfigurement had humbled him. The man she remembered would never have condescended to speak to these people, much less share their Christmas meal, and it went without saying that he would not have noticed the children in any remarkable way. Or dance!

It had given her a sense of just how far the handsome, arrogant laird’s pride had fallen. The change in him was extraordinary.

But she was still angry, very angry. He’d known very well she did not recognize him and had allowed her to carry on, saying horrible things about him . . . not to mention her wanton behavior! She was just as angry with herself for being so daft that she’d not recognized him. By all that was holy, he’d said his name was Duncan, and still she’d been too stupid and blind to see him!

There was something else she’d learned that cold Christmas night, when the world had seemed bathed in the white of a pristine snow and a full moon—she missed having a family. Oh, aye, she’d told tale after tale of her family, but the truth was that there was only her and Jack now. The atmosphere here—a warm hearth, a warm home, a loving family—seemed a world away from London, figuratively and literally. The Nevins’s lives seemed so much simpler than her life in London, yet in some respects, they seemed much fuller than hers could ever hope to be.

She envied them that.

But dawn brought reality streaming in through the window of the room she’d shared with Robena. She dressed early, wanting to reach Blackwood and deliver her message to Jack, then remove herself as quickly as she could with what little dignity she had left. In the family room, however, she found only Mr. and Mrs. Nevin and their children. The laird was nowhere to be seen.

“Good morning, Lady Fiona!” Mr. Nevin said cheerfully. He was wearing a thick cloak and had his hat in hand.

“Good morning, sir.”

“Please, break yer fast. When you’ve done, I am to take you on to Blackwood.”

“Beg your pardon?”

“The laird was gone before dawn, mu’um. He asked me to drive you over when you are ready.”

He’d gone? After all they’d endured—and not forgetting the bloody apology he owed her—he’d left her here and gone on? Fury swelled in her; she forced a bright smile to her face and swiped up her hat from the table. “Thank you kindly, sir, but I am without appetite this morning. You fed me too well yesterday, I fear.”

“No’ a morsel?” Mrs. Nevin asked.

“I could no’ possibly,” Fiona said, patting her belly. She would choke if she ate a thing, she was so angry.

She said farewell to the Nevins, truly hating to leave their happy home and truly dreading Blackwood.

Unfortunately, the drive to Blackwood went smoothly and quickly. The snow was rapidly melting, but the ground still hard enough that the team clipped along. Mr. Nevin was a pleasant traveling companion, full of interesting information about the area and the estate. Yet he did not prepare her for the sight of Blackwood.

They turned onto the long road to Blackwood that Fiona remembered well. In just a mile or so she would see the massive structure built on a hill with the Highlands behind it and a valley before it. But instead of the imposing towers coming into view as they drew closer, Fiona saw a blackened shell rising above the landscape. “God in heaven!” she cried. “Is there nothing left of it, then?”

“The east wing still stands.”

“But . . . but why has he no’ rebuilt it?”

“I’ve wondered that myself,” Mr. Nevin admitted. “I rather imagine he canna bring himself to do so yet.”

That made no sense to Fiona. The man she knew was too proud to leave his home in such a state. Yet it was a monument to a devastating fire, a reminder of that awful night he’d been disfigured and his friend had died.

They drove around to the entrance, lavishly marked by iron gates that were anchored in the open mouths of a pair of massive stone lions. But the vista was ruined—the fire had devoured one half of a fine mansion, and nothing but stone columns, a hearth here and there, and various stairways remained, blanketed by snow.

The butler—a different man than the one Fiona had known—walked out onto the stone portico that had somehow remained untouched by the fire. “Fàilte!” he said, bowing low. “Gaines at your service, milady.”

“Thank you,” Fiona said, allowing Mr. Nevin to help her down from the wagon. “Is the laird about?”

“Unfortunately, he is occupied with his solicitor, but he asks that you be made comfortable and join him for the evening meal.”

“I had no’ planned to stay as long as that, sir,” she said pertly. But she wasn’t leaving before giving Duncan a thought or two. “May I inquire—is my brother, the Earl of Lambourne, in residence?”

“No, milady, there are no other guests in residence. The earl has joined the laird’s cousin, Mr. Angus Buchanan, for a hunt at Bonnethill.”

Bonnethill! Good Lord, did Jack ever stay in one place? Was nothing easy? “Might you know when he will return?”

“I canna say, my lady, but Mr. Angus Buchanan is expected back for Hogmanay.”

“Hogmanay! I canna wait as long as that! Is it possible to have a message delivered to him? It is rather urgent that I speak with him.”

Gaines bowed and gestured toward the entrance. “I shall inquire of the laird straightaway. Shall I show you in?”

“You might show me to a hot bath, sir, if you please,” she said, and turned to say good-bye to Mr. Nevin.

Before she could do so, however, a footman appeared at the wagon carrying a large bundle, which he presented to Mr. Nevin.

“What’s this?” Mr. Nevin asked, surprised.

“The laird sends his gratitude for your hospitality, Mr. Nevin,” Gaines explained. “He sends these gifts to you and your family with the hopes you will enjoy them at Hogmanay.”

Mr. Nevin looked down at the bundle. “Diah . . . what is it, then?”

“Some toys for the children, a bolt of fine silk for Mrs. Nevin, and one of the laird’s prized hunting knives for you, sir.”

Mr. Nevin gaped at the butler. “No, sir, I canna accept it—”

“The laird is quite insistent, Mr. Nevin. You did him a great service, and he should very much like you to accept these gifts, which are a token of his appreciation.”

“You must take it, Mr. Nevin,” Fiona urged him.

“It is too much,” Mr. Nevin insisted, and looked at Gaines. “You must tell him it is too much, sir. We did only what he would do in our shoes, aye?”

“Take it, Mr. Nevin. You were so very kind to us,” Fiona said again.

He shook his head as he looked at the bundle, but could not help his smile. “The children will be right pleased, aye?” he said excitedly, and put the bundle on the bench. He climbed up, took the reins in hand, and waved at Fiona. “Good day, milady, and a very happy Hogmanay to you!”

“Good day, sir, and thank you!” she called after him. As she watched him pull away, Fiona didn’t know how happy her Hogmanay would be, but if Mr. Nevin’s beaming smile were any indication, his family’s Hogmanay would be a very happy one indeed thanks to Duncan’s generosity.

*   *   *

Bathed, shaven, and somewhat rested after a night spent lying in front of the hearth in the Nevin home, Duncan was in better spirits. He’d gone about his business, reviewing his accounts and the plans for the Hogmanay celebration. At Fiona’s request, he sent a messenger to Bonnethill, requesting that Angus and his guest return to Blackwood at once, as an urgent matter had arisen.

The underbutler, Ogden, who had become a passable valet after the fire, helped Duncan dress for supper that evening. When he had finished tying Duncan’s neckcloth, Duncan did something he rarely did—he looked at his face in the mirror. It made him ill, but tonight, of all nights, he felt the need to be completely honest about who and what he was.

As he walked through the hallways of what was left of his house, his boots striking a steady rhythm on the pine floors, Duncan tried to see Blackwood through Fiona’s eyes. This part of the house was still rather magnificent—portraits, fine works of porcelain art, and carpets imported from Belgium adorned every room.

In the red drawing room, he allowed Gaines to pour him a tot of whisky, which he quickly tossed back before extending the tot to Gaines once more. He glanced at his hand—he could detect an almost indiscernible tremble. Bloody hell, but he was as anxious as a goose at Christmas about this meeting with Fiona Haines. It astonished him that he could not recall a time he’d really cared what a woman thought of him, but this woman had crawled under his skin and rooted there. He cared very much what she might think.

He cared very much.

Too much—such desire would only lead to crushing disappointment. He had to remind himself of this during his interminable wait for Fiona.

When at last she arrived, she made quite an entrance. The doors of the drawing room swung open and she stood there in the threshold, her arms held wide as she gripped both doors, staring at him with glittering gold eyes, full of a woman’s ire. She was wearing an emerald green velvet gown that picked up the flecks of green in her eyes. It was tightly—and magnificently—fitted to her. The flesh of her bosom swelled enticingly above a low décolletage. Fiona looked as if she belonged in a king’s court, every lovely inch of her.

Bloody hell, she looked as if she belonged in his arms. Now. He could feel his body react, could feel that unconquerable male urge roar inside him. But it was insanity to hope—Fiona Haines would fare far better than him, and besides, the way she was looking at him now was a far cry from the way she had looked at him on the cold, snowy night they’d shared under the stars. She looked as if she could and might strangle him with her bare hands, here and now.

Duncan braced himself for it, clasping his good hand behind his back.

Fiona folded her arms, lifted her chin, and walked imperiously into the drawing room, her eyes narrowing on him as she neared.

Duncan swallowed. Whatever she would say, let her say it—just say it. He wanted this over and done so that he might return to his lonely existence and forget her.

Fiona cocked her head to one side. “You left me.”

“Good evening,” he tried.

“You forced poor Mr. Nevin to accompany me to your home as if I were a wayward orphan!”

“I assure you, that was no’ my intent. I thought to spare you any question of impropriety.”

She snorted and walked in a slow circle around him. “Perhaps you sought to spare yourself any questions from your friends about your traveling companion.”

His friends? He had no friends, not any longer. “No’ at all,” he assured her. “I thought only of you.”

She came to a halt before him, tilted her head back, and peered up at him. Her eyes were sparkling with her wrath, her lips, plump and red, curved in a devilish smile. “If you thought only of me, laird, then why did you no’ tell me?”

“You were sleeping.”

“No’ that!” she cried, punching him in the arm. “You know very well what I mean!”

He rather supposed he did, and no less than one thousand responses sloshed about in his brain. “I did no’ want to alarm you.”

She arched a brow high above the other. “No’ even when I was telling you what a wretched man you were?”

He could not help the tiny smile that curved one corner of his mouth. “Especially then. By that point, I was too mortified to admit it was I for whom you held such contempt.”

“You were no’ the only one to be mortified, I assure you,” she said low, and spun away from him.

“I offer you my sincerest apology. I should have told you.”

She glanced over her shoulder at him. “Aye. You should have indeed.” She smiled thinly. “But I suppose the damage is done. We should no’ dwell on it, aye? Let us just . . .”—she made a whirring gesture with her hand—“go on from here, shall we?”

He felt a current run through him, the first wave of crushing disappointment. “Of course.” He gestured toward the door. “Shall we dine?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” she said, and gave him such a brilliant smile that he felt a bit weak at the knees.

In the dining room, he said very little. He felt incapable of conversation. He felt like a shell of a man, his body shrinking under the glow of her countenance, which brightened considerably over the course of the meal. She was animated, laughing at something Mr. Nevin had told her.

He could sit for the rest of the night and watch her talk, her hands moving expressively, her face lit with her smile. Not once did she look away from his face. It almost seemed as if she did not see the ravages of the fire there. When she spoke, she looked him directly in the eye. Occasionally, while she was talking, she would touch his damaged hand and seem not to notice it at all. She was, he slowly realized, remarkably unfazed by the awful sight of him.

Fiona then unabashedly mentioned her shock at seeing Blackwood, and her walkabout in the ruined wing this afternoon. “You could rebuild it,” she suggested.

That brought his head up. It was a difficult subject for him. Part of him wanted to leave that burned shell to remind himself of his folly, of the shallow man he once was. Another part of him feared his ability to make it right. The two parts had left him paralyzed with indecision.

“There is a home near Bath that I recently had the pleasure of visiting,” Fiona said airily. “It was built in the French style, with lots of windows and turrets. The French style with turrets would be quite lovely here, set against the hills, do you no’ think so?”

Turrets. Why she thought them particularly French, he could not guess. He cleared his throat, glanced at Gaines, and nodded for him to begin clearing the dishes. “I have no’ decided.”

“But the fire was quite a long time ago, was it no’?” she asked. “The girl who tended my bath said it was very long ago.”

“Aye, but . . .”

“But?”

“Lady Fiona, it is a rather complicated matter,” he said, looking at her once more.

She drew a breath, but seemed to think the better of responding, and nodded.

With the meal concluded, Duncan could think of no reason to keep her. He feared any polite parlor games, feared being remotely close to her because then he would want to touch her and he would lose himself to a false hope all over again. As it was, he could not take his eyes from her. He could not breathe. “It is late,” he said, rising from his chair. “You’ve had quite a long journey. I will leave you to retire at your leisure,” he added as a footman stepped forward to help Fiona out of her chair. “Gaines will see you to your rooms.”

He bowed his head and made himself turn. He quit the room without looking back, leaving his beating heart behind with Fiona.


Chapter Eleven
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The supper had seened interminable to Fiona. Duncan hardly spoke and had kept looking at her as if he could not understand what she was doing at his gold inlaid dining table.

She’d wondered that a time or two herself. But as she watched him stalk from the dining room—he could scarcely wait to free himself of her, she thought—it occurred to her that it was ridiculous to wait for Jack at Blackwood. She could just as easily wait for him at Lambourne Castle.

“If you would like, mu’um, I could have a tot of whisky sent up to your rooms,” Gaines offered.

“Where is the laird going?” she asked the butler, ignoring his offer.

“I canna rightly say, but it is his habit to repair to the morning sitting room after supper.”

“The morning sitting room?”

“It is where he has situated a library,” Gaines explained. “The library was in the west wing before the fire. A wee bit of whisky, then?” he asked, holding up the decanter.

“Actually, Mr. Gaines, I shall have it now,” she said, and held out her hand for the tot. She extended the other for the decanter. “All of it.”

He looked surprised by that, but handed it all to her nonetheless, and watched, his brows almost to his hairline, as Fiona poured a tot and tossed it back. “Thank you,” she said hoarsely as she handed him the empty tot. She smoothed the lap of her gown and marched from the dining room, gripping the decanter. But instead of turning left toward her suite of rooms, she turned right, toward the morning sitting room.

When she reached the door at the end of the corridor, she rapped lightly, then leaned forward, listening.

“No whisky, Gaines, thank you,” he said from within.

“No whisky indeed,” she muttered, and opened the door.

“No whis . . .” Duncan’s voice trailed off when he turned his head and saw her there. He hastily came to his feet; the newspaper he was holding in his lap fluttered to the floor. “I beg your pardon,” he said, and put his good hand behind his back, standing stiffly.

“No, laird, I beg yours,” Fiona said smartly, emboldened by the tot of whisky. “I must thank you for seeing me to Blackwood, but as my brother is no’ here, I have come to a decision.”

“Oh?”

“I see no reason to burden you further with my presence. I see no reason for us to continue this . . . familiarity, aye? Lambourne Castle is but a half day’s drive from here, and I shall be perfectly fine there until the earl returns from his hunting or . . . or whatever he is doing at Bonnethill,” she said with a dismissive flick of her wrist. “If you would be so kind, I should like to go home for a time.”

“Home,” he echoed.

Was he daft? “Aye, home. The house where I was brought up. The house where I shall now reside. Lambourne Castle.”

Duncan swallowed. He glanced at his bad hand, then at her again. “Do you mean . . . do you mean to say you intend to remain in Scotland, then?”

What did he care if she did or did not? She shrugged and set the decanter down with a thwack. She hadn’t thought it through entirely, but it suddenly seemed the place for her. She could be the little spinster who lived at Lambourne Castle. She would tend her garden and make remarks about society and people would flock to her to hear her tales of spending a few years in the highest reaches of London society. Perhaps Lady Gilbert would call on her here, and she would have a large soirée.

Except that she didn’t think Lady Gilbert’s husband would be in favor of the journey.

“Perhaps I will!” she said firmly. “Much depends on my brother, of course—he might need me in London—but Lambourne Castle is quite nice, is it no’, if one enjoys the moat and parapets?”

Duncan pressed his lips together and nodded. “Quite,” he said curtly.

He seemed almost pained to hear it. Well, he could bloody well be pained! Fiona was not a shy young debutante so easily influenced by his remarks as she’d once been. She would not run to London! “I am sorry if that displeases you, but I shall be very busy at Lambourne, I assure you. No one has been about for so long, I imagine there is quite a lot to be done.”

“Lady Fiona—”

“And really, I should no’ bother you in the least, as there is quite a lot to be done here. How can you leave such a magnificent home in such a state?” she cried, throwing one arm wide. “It is a jewel in the Highlands, yet you let it rot! If I am to remain in Scotland for a time, I could be persuaded to help you, you know.”

She could scarcely believe she’d just said it. She hadn’t even really thought about it before it came tumbling out of her mouth. But there it was.

He stilled and looked at her closely. “Perhaps I shall accept that offer,” he said low.

“Good.”

He was looking at her in a way that made her feel oddly exposed, and Fiona blushed. He’d always had that effect on her—just a look with his brown eyes could make her feel warm and a little weak in the knees. “You need someone like me, if you must know,” she added pertly. “Someone who is no’ afraid to say what must be said.”

A soft smile curved his lips. “No one would ever accuse Lady Fiona of being afraid to speak, that is true.”

Oh Lord. She was beginning to feel very wobbly and put a hand to her nape as she cast her gaze at the carpet. “But now I think there is naugh’ more to say,” she said. “Other than that I should very much like to thank you for delivering me home. I . . . I could no’ have come alone. It would seem my uncle was right again.”

“It would seem.”

“Aye.” She was surprised by the feeling of sadness that suddenly rose up in her. She looked up and smiled sheepishly. “Well then. Thank you, laird. I shall leave you in peace.”

That was it, then. The night they had shared notwithstanding, that was it, all that could be said between the two of them. And as she was not one to reveal how distressed she truly felt, Fiona turned to go.

But Duncan suddenly moved, crossing the room, shutting the door and locking it. He turned around, his back to the door, and looked at her again, only this time, his gaze locked with hers, and in that gaze was a world of meaning. “Fiona . . .”

The way he said her name was like a caress. It was soft and low, trickling warmly into her consciousness like the bit of whisky she’d drunk.

“I . . .” He paused and stared helplessly at her.

The mighty laird of Blackwood seemed unsettled. Uncertain.

He cleared his throat, looked down as he ran a hand over the top of his head, then looked up once more, catching her gaze and holding it. She could feel the intensity of it, could feel that magnetic pull between them again.

“I . . . I canna express to you how . . . how much I regret what I said all those years ago. I will be honest—I donna remember it, but I’ve no doubt I said it. What I can no’ understand is how I might have possibly dismissed someone as . . .”

He paused and let his gaze drift over her, and Fiona felt herself on the edge of some precipice.

“As beautiful,” he said, his voice breaking slightly, “or as vibrant as you. Fiona, in a very short time, I have come to simply . . . adore you.”

Fiona’s mouth gaped. It felt as if time had rewound itself, and he was saying the things she’d wanted him to say eight years ago.

“I was a bloody fool,” he said, his face darkening somewhat.

“What?”

“A bloody, ignorant fool,” he repeated, only more adamantly, and Fiona’s heart swelled in her chest, choking the breath from her.

“And now?” he said, clenching his fist at his side. “Now I would give what is left of Blackwood to make amends to you. But I harbor no illusions, lass—I know I canna repair it.”

“What—why?”

He scowled and turned away from her. “Must I say it? The scandal that surrounded Devon’s death. My useless arm, of course. My . . .” He gestured impatiently to his face. “My scars.”

Fiona took a step closer to him. “What scars?”

Startled, he turned to look at her. “Fiona! I treated you contemptibly—you and others. I was vain and proud and . . .” He made a sound of disgust. “I am a changed man, Fiona. In my heart I have changed. I am ashamed of what I was then and I leave the burned shell of my house to remind me of it every day.”

Her heart went out to him. Oh, how he must have suffered! She took another step toward him, and another. “Have you no’ punished yourself enough for it, then, Duncan?” she asked him softly. “Can you no’ see that it is time to build a house as a testament to the man you are now?”

His eyes filled with helplessness. “I am but a shadow of the man I was.”

“Oh, but that is where you are wrong,” she said, moving closer. “You saved my life by risking your own, Duncan! You saved my life. And . . . and your generosity to the Nevin family was astoundingly kind.” He glanced skeptically at her; Fiona nodded adamantly. “I was there when your gift was delivered to Mr. Nevin. You cannot imagine his happiness. Do you see? You are more than the man you were then,” she said again. “You are strong and giving and handsome and . . . breathtaking in your sincerity.”

As she spoke the words, she realized how true they were. He was a completely different man now, a better man.

“Ah, Fiona,” he said sadly. “Can you really see past this deformity? It is no’ a pity you are feeling?”

She responded by taking the last few steps to where he stood. She reached up; he recoiled, turning his face, but she caught his chin in her hand and turned his face toward her. With her eyes on his, she pressed her palm against his damaged flesh. “I see no deformity. I see only you, a man greater now than he was before. A man who is kind and thoughtful and sincere. I see only you.”

With a groan, Duncan abruptly caught her up in his arm. He kissed her as he twirled her around, putting her back against the wall. “I canna resist you. You’ve made me feel more alive than I have felt in a very long time.”

His kiss was urgent, his embrace fiercely possessive. It filled Fiona’s heart—she wanted to be possessed, body and soul. She threw the last vestiges of her pride and virtue to abandon, raking her hands through his hair and returning his kiss with an urgency of her own. She’d never felt so wildly aroused as she did the moment he swept her up, never felt so emotional as this.

She caught his face in her hands as his mouth moved from her lips to her neck, then down her body, to her bodice, nibbling and kissing the flesh of her bosom.

Fiona closed her eyes and pressed her head against the wall, reveling in his attention to her. She was an alluring woman who could entice a man to do this. She felt feverish, on fire, as if they’d denied themselves for a lifetime instead of a day or two. Duncan’s mouth and hand caressed every curve of her body, every patch of exposed flesh, so that her body was quivering with anticipation, her skin consumed by his touch.

She slipped her hands inside his coat, running them across the breadth of his hard chest, the flat plane of his abdomen, and up again to his neckcloth, which she quickly untied, loosening it so that she might put her hands into the space between his collar and his shirt and feel his flesh.

But Duncan caught her up again, holding her against him in a one-armed embrace, and strode to a divan. He deposited her there, then stepped back and hastily unwound the neckcloth. His fingers flew down his waistcoat, which he discarded along with his coat. He went down on one knee beside her and tenderly caressed the hair at her brow. “I was a bloody fool all those years ago, lass. You are beautiful, Fiona, a Highland beauty.”

He could not have seduced her more completely. Fiona sat up, put her hands to his waist, and pulled his shirttail from his trousers. She moved to lift the shirt over his head. Duncan’s immediate reaction was to try and stop her, but Fiona caught his hand and pushed it away. With her eyes on his, she slowly lifted his shirt, her hands sliding up the skin of his chest, her fingers grazing his nipples, his sternum, and up, until she felt the ravaged skin of his shoulder.

Duncan winced; Fiona stilled her hand. “My . . . my body is hideous,” he muttered.

“It is beautiful,” she assured him, and she meant it. His skin might be horribly scarred, but he was a strong, virile man, and no puckered skin could change that. She rose up on her knees and pulled the shirt over his head, tossing it aside, and looked unabashedly at his arm and shoulder, running her fingers over the worst of it. It was misshapen; the skin had healed in such a way that it pulled his arm to a strange angle. She leaned forward and kissed his chest. His shoulder, his arm.

“ ‘Bòidheach,” she whispered as her fingers fluttered over his shoulders and neck, across the ball of his throat and down, to the hard plane of his chest. Beautiful. . . .

Duncan drew a ragged breath as she explored him with her hands. “I thought the journey would never end,” he said roughly. “I could no’ bear to sit beside you and no’ touch you. I could no’ lay beside you and no’ think of loving you. You are right, Fiona. I need you. I have needed you desperately.”

“If you need me, then make me yours,” she said audaciously.

He cupped her face, pressed his forehead against hers a moment, then lifted his head and looked at her, his brown eyes probing deep. He watched her eyes as he slipped his arm around her back and expertly sought the fastening of her gown, his fingers moving down the row of buttons. He pushed her gown from her shoulders, along with her chemise, down her body until her breasts were bared to him. His gaze dropped to her breasts; he drew a ragged breath as he caressed them with his fingers before catching her around the waist once more and carefully lowering her to the divan again.

He kissed her madly before moving down her body to her breasts, taking one into his mouth and sucking the hardened peak onto his tongue.

The sensation was spellbinding. Fiona closed her eyes—a consuming desire began to rise up in her; she could feel it growing with every stroke of his tongue, with every caress of his hand until she felt frenzied with it. She kissed his head, kneaded his shoulders, ran her fingers down his back and up again as he laved her breasts. When he lifted his face to kiss her, she took it in her hands and kissed his eyes, his lips, his chin.

But Duncan faded from her again, moving down her body, his mouth on her abdomen, his hand pushing her gown down to her hips, and over them, baring her body to him. His breath was hot on her sex, his hands cupping her hips.

Fiona’s blood felt as if it scored her veins; she was dangerously aroused, desire seeping into her marrow and pooling in a cauldron inside her.

Duncan rose up to kiss her at the same moment he put his hand between her legs, against her hot, slick flesh. Fiona moaned against his mouth; she was lost, completely lost. But when his fingers slipped inside her and he began to stroke her with his thumb, she was mad. She gasped into his mouth and shifted against him, pressing against his hand and body, moving seductively against him, her body begging for more.

“I canna bear it,” he said roughly, and withdrew his hand, unfastening his trousers, pushing them from his magnificent hips, and quickly coming over her again, sliding in between her legs. He leaned down and kissed her tenderly, holding himself aloft with one arm, his knee nudging her thighs apart. “I want to make you mine, Fiona,” he said. “Completely. Always.”

She rose up on her elbows and kissed him. “Always.”

He groaned; she held his gaze as the tip of him, hot and hard, nudged her. Duncan shifted on top of her and moved his hand to her thigh. He caressed her with his palm, pushing her legs farther apart, then guided himself inside her.

It was an exquisite sensation—her body working to open to him, the tightness easing a bit to allow him. There was a moment of pain, and Fiona closed her eyes. When it had passed, she opened her eyes and looked at him.

He was watching her closely, his eyes full of longing.

Fiona raked her fingers through his hair. “Always,” she whispered.

With a hiss of restraint, Duncan began to move in her—slowly, easily. But Fiona wanted the frenzy of their shared desire again, and kissed him until he let go of his inhibitions and was moving fast and deep inside her.

She ached at the intrusion but longed for more. She moved with him, burying her face in his neck, anchoring her fingers in his flesh. She whimpered with the undiluted pleasure of his body filling hers. When he shifted again, he put his hand between their bodies and began to stroke her as he moved inside her.

The effect was as exhilarating as it was shocking. Her body was responding, and when she found her release, Fiona cried out, tightening hard around him.

He responded with a strangled cry and shuddered deep inside her. She could feel the contractions reverberate throughout his body, and Fiona understood in that astonishing moment that she was precisely where she was meant to be.

Somberly, Duncan gathered Fiona in his arm and rolled to his side. She nuzzled her face into his neck. “I need you, Fiona,” he said again. “Lord God, how I need you.”

She smiled into his neck.

She was home.


Chapter Twelve
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Duncan Buchanan was so rejuvenated by Fiona’s love that in the following days he not only began plans to rebuild Blackwood, he also planned a great Hogmanay celebration. As he was something of a pariah in Highland society, it would be attended only by the tenants and the servants and their families, but it would nevertheless be the finest Hogmanay celebration Blackwood had ever seen.

At last there was cause for celebration, and the tenants and residents of the estate all seemed to feel it—they’d gone from the gloom and doom of living in the shadow of a burned mansion to living in the bright rays of hope. Everyone seemed to have a new spring in their step. Everything seemed warmer and sparkling.

The weather cooperated, too, and they were able to build large bonfires on the south lawn, which they would set ablaze on the night of Hogmanay.

The only cloud in that week of blue skies was a message from Fiona’s uncle, warning her the prince’s men were on their way to Lambourne Castle. Duncan’s messenger had been unable to find Jack and Angus, and Fiona fretted that he would return to Lambourne Castle before coming to Blackwood.

But on the evening of Hogmanay, Jack Haines arrived at Blackwood in the company of Angus, just as they had planned. The pair was met at the gates of Blackwood by a grinning Ridley, who, having found the runaway maid, Sherri, and returned her to Mr. Seaver, had waited in Edinburgh until the weather had passed. He’d only arrived two days past, but was instantly caught up in the new atmosphere at Blackwood.

“What’s this?” Angus asked as Ridley fell in beside them on his horse. “Ridley, you old dog—has the laird returned, then?”

“Indeed he has,” Ridley said. “He’s hosting the Hogmanay celebration tonight. There’s to be bonfires and fireworks after the official blessings.”

“You donna say!” Angus said, apparently as surprised as Jack. Jack understood that since the fire, Duncan Buchanan had become a recluse. It was hard to imagine the king of Highland society having fallen so far.

“What news from Buchanan?” Angus asked casually.

“Quite a lot of it, sir,” Ridley said. “But it’s to be a surprise, it is.”

Angus laughed. “I rather doubt I shall be even a wee bit surprised,” he said confidently. “I know the laird far too well.”

They arrived on the grassy east lawn of the main house just in time for the saining, or the blessing of the household and the livestock. From the back of the crowd of servants and tenants, Jack recognized Duncan as he climbed up on makeshift scaffolding. Jack had heard of Duncan’s burns, but he was taken aback when he saw the scars across Duncan’s cheek.

Duncan held up two juniper limbs, then leaned down, extending them to someone in the crowd. When he lifted them again, they were lit. A moment later, he’d extinguished the fire, and used the smoking limbs to conduct the ancient blessing and prayer for prosperity in the new year.

When the saining was done, a raucous cheer went up. The footmen began to move through the crowd carrying small barrels of whisky, which they ladled into tots.

Jack readily took one when it was offered, as did Angus.

Just as he was about to drink the whisky, another man hopped onto the dais and shouted for the crowd’s attention. When the crowd had quieted, he called out, “Have you all got a tot, then?”

A chorus of ayes was raised in addition to the tots.

“Who’s he?” Jack asked.

“Cameron,” Angus responded. “Duncan’s secretary.”

“Then lift a toast to your laird, lads, for this happy day he announces his engagement!”

Jack and Angus exchanged a look and Angus, Jack noted, was quite surprised, in spite of his boasting earlier.

“A hearty Highland welcome to the future lady of Blackwood!” the man called out. “Lady Fiona Haines!”

Jack dropped his tot.

Angus clapped him on the back. “Bloody hell, the devil you are!” he laughed. “You’ve no’ said a word!”

Everyone around them was shouting, “Slàinte, slàinte,” cheering the happy couple as they stepped up onto the dais. Jack gaped, disbelieving. But it was Fiona, all right, his baby sister, smiling and waving at the crowd.

For a moment, he felt as if he were in a dream. He could not conceive how Fiona had come to be here or engaged to Buchanan, but he intended to find out, and rousing himself from his shock, he began to push his way through the crowd. When he reached the dais, he had to grab the hem of Fiona’s cloak and give it a good tug before she noticed him.

She looked down, smiling broadly, and in that moment before she recognized him, Jack thought she looked as happy as he’d ever seen her.

“Jack!” she cried, and fairly leaped at him.

He caught her with both arms and set her on her feet, and Fiona instantly twirled around. “Duncan!” she shouted. “He’s come, he’s come!”

Duncan looked down, saw Jack, and grinned. Grinned. Jack could count on one hand the times in his life he’d seen Duncan Buchanan genuinely grin.

“Lambourne!” he said. “On my honor, I intended to speak with you, I did—”

He never finished his sentence, as two men climbed up on the dais and distracted him. Jack took the opportunity to glare at his sister. “Fiona Haines, what in bloody hell have you done, then?”

“He would have spoken to you, but you were gone!” Fiona exclaimed, hitting him playfully in the chest. “And no’ a word to where you’d gone!”

“Fiona!’ he cried, grabbing her arms. “Why are you here? What in God’s name are you about? What sort of jest is this, that you are engaged to be married to Duncan Buchanan?”

Fiona laughed gaily. “I think because of the snowstorm!” she cried gleesfully. “Had we no’ had to sleep under the stars, I donna think—” She suddenly blinked and hit him squarely in the chest. “Jack! What am I thinking? You canna stay here!” she cried, and gripping his arm, she began to pull him away from the crowd. “You must go at once!” she said. “The prince’s men are coming for you, and by our best guess, they should be here any day now!”

“The prince’s men? What are you prattling on about?”

“I’m no’ prattling!” she insisted, frantically pulling him along. “Woodburn and Hallaby came to me and said the king wanted you to know that the Prince of Wales had sent men to find you and bring you back to London for questioning with regard to . . . you know very well with regard to what,” she said, punching him in the shoulder. “How could you be so careless, Jack?”

“There is no truth to it, Fiona!”

“It hardly matters—the king said you were to go deeper into the Highlands until it’s all passed.”

She was confusing him. Jack shook his head. “I canna begin to guess what you are saying, lass, but before I try and untangle it all, I will know how you have come to be at Blackwood!”

“I told you! The king sent me,” she said, and leaned forward, glancing anxiously at the crowd. “For all we know, they could be here now, disguising themselves as tenants—”

“The king sent you?”

“Aye, aye, the king!” she cried impatiently.

Jack was dumbstruck for a brief moment. He’d not heard Fiona say aye in ages.

“Listen to me, Jack! They are rounding up the men who . . . who know the princess,” she said, glowering at him, “and I’ve had word from Uncle that they’ve already been to Edinburra. They are en route to Lambourne Castle as we speak if they have no’ arrived already! There is no time to waste! You must flee!”

“Dear God,” he muttered, furious with his old friend George, furious with those who had named him an adulterer. “All right, all right, then. But I will no’ go until I understand how you came to be engaged to Duncan Buchanan!”

“There is no time to tell you that now! Do you think it happened so easily? Without the least bit of scandal, then? Of course no’! It will have to wait, Jack. Just know that I love him! I love him!”

“Fiona,” he said, catching her by the arms. “You’ve no’ done something so monumentally stupid as—”

“It is too late, if that is what you are asking,” she said defiantly. “There is naugh’ you can say to change it.”

“Mi Diah!” Jack cried.

“He’s no’ the same as you remember, Jack!”

“If you are referring to me,” a deep voice said just behind them, “I can assure you I have changed, Lambourne.”

Jack whirled around, glaring at Duncan Buchanan.

“Do you think you can debauch my sister and live to tell about it, then?” he demanded. “I shall call you out, sir. I shall delight in putting a bullet in your chest!”

Far from having the desired effect, Buchanan laughed. “Come now, Lambourne—have you no’ enough trouble as it is?” he asked congenially. “I asked politely, and she consented. I adore her and am quite unwilling to part with her. You must no’ fear it, for I will honor her and protect her—even from you.”

“From me?”

“Aye, from you. As the Prince of Wales has sent his henchmen for you, I will no’ allow any dishonor to be brought to Fiona. Go, Lambourne. Go save your own hide.”

Jack’s head was spinning. He knew how George could be when he was angry. But still— He was rudely interrupted from his thoughts by a hearty shove from Fiona.

“Go, you bloody fool! Go deeper into the Highlands while you can! You may question me to your heart’s content when the danger has passed!”

Jack groaned. He caught Fiona’s chin and kissed her cheek, then wagged his finger at her. “You’ve quite a lot of explaining to do.”

“I shall be delighted to tell you all at the first opportunity.” She pushed him again.

Jack looked at Buchanan. “If you so much as—”

“You donna have to say it. There is no one dearer to me than Fiona. I shall keep her safe and well.”

“Fine,” Jack said crossly, looking at the two of them. It seemed as if he’d entered another world entirely. “I will be back.”

“I’ve no doubt of it,” Fiona said. “Now go,” she said, gesturing impatiently. “And keep an eye out for wolves!”

So Jack went, with no destination in mind but “deeper in the Highlands,” as Fiona had said, just some place far from humanity—and wolves, apparently—for a time.

He paused at the gates of Blackwood at the first celebratory explosion and glanced back to see the fireworks of Hogmanay falling from the sky.

What an astonishing start to the new year, he thought, and with a shake of his head spurred his mount forward, into the dark.
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Dundavie, the Scottish Highlands, 1811

Jamie Campbell wasn’t alarmed when the old woman pointed her gun at his head—he was galled. He’d ridden up to her fence and had just come off his saddle when the cottage door opened and she appeared with her blunderbuss.

He’d suffered more than his fair share of vexations these last few weeks. Things had gone to hell when his brother, Geordie, had called out Cormag Brodie and very nearly killed him. Not unreasonably, that had prompted Cormag’s sister Isabella, who was Jamie’s fiancée, to cry off their engagement. That was almost enough to drive a man to the nearest bottle of barley-bree, but to finish off that spectacularly bad event, Jamie then discovered that his uncle Hamish, who was losing a wee bit of his mind every day, had given away the money Jamie had managed to save in the family coffers. That money was all Jamie had to help support his clan, who had seen their livelihoods erode with the encroachment of Lord Murchison’s sheep onto their small parcels of land, and many had left for better occupations in Glasgow and beyond.

For the nine years Jamie had sat as laird of the Dundavie Campbells, he’d tried to lead them into the winds of change while holding on to as much of their way of life as possible. The Brodies were key to his plan, so it was all bloody well vexing—as was this woman and her gun. Jamie was descended from a long line of scrappy, argumentative Highland Campbells, men whose mettle had been tested at war, during famines, and in the throes of great change. They were not the sort of men to be put off by duels or broken engagements, or an old woman and her blunderbuss—which was shaking a little as she struggled to hold the thing up.

“There’s no call for that now, aye?” he said, pausing outside the gate. He held up both hands to show he was unarmed.

“As you are standing on my property, I’ll be the one to judge,” the woman retorted in a crisp English accent.

Sassenach. Mary, Queen of Scots, another one. Jamie’s hackles rose.

“What business have you here, sir?”

What business had he here? He was born and reared here, in these very hills. He knew them all, every path, every stream, every tree. What the devil was she doing here? Ach, he shouldn’t have come. He didn’t generally act in haste; at the very least, he should have brought Duff, his cousin and right hand, along.

But Old Willie had told him that the woman who lived in this cottage on Brodie lands was the one who had used Hamish so ill, and it had made Jamie feel a wee bit murderous. What sort of person took advantage of an old man who possessed only half his mind? Jamie was so intent on discovering the answer that he’d immediately ridden in the direction of the Brodie lands.

He sighed and looked at the neat little thatched-roof cottage. It was set back against towering firs on the edge of a small field where chickens wandered about, pecking at the ground. The cottage had been whitewashed and the fence recently mended, judging by the fresh yellow lumber. A wiggen tree, which superstitious Highlanders often planted near their cottages to ward off witches, shaded the front garden, and in one open window loaves of freshly baked brown bread were cooling.

It was idyllic, the sort of tidy vista that had lately brought Englishmen flocking to the Highlands.

The woman, however, was not what Jamie had expected. Old Willie had said she was English, but he’d not mentioned her gray hair or her rounded middle. Jamie had expected a vixen with a sultry gaze and curving figure, a woman who was a master at depriving men of their money.

This woman looked as if she ought to be waulking wool.

Jamie lowered his hands. “I am Jamie Campbell, Laird of Dundavie.” He waited for her inevitable gasp of alarm when she realized she had done the unthinkable by threatening a man of power and means.

She did not gasp. She hoisted her gun up a wee bit more. “That means naught to me. There are more Campbells roaming these hills than there are trees. Go on, then—off with you. I think it best you not be seen on this side of the hills,” she said. “The Brodies have no love for the Campbells.”

“The feeling,” he said, a little miffed that she would so eagerly embrace the Brodies’ side, “is entirely mutual. Nevertheless, I have come in search of a woman who has become financially involved with my uncle Hamish.” He cocked a brow at her, silently daring her to deny it.

“If you mean to imply that I am involved with him, I am most assuredly not.”

She was quick to deny it, wasn’t she? And a wee bit nervous, as well, which Jamie read as guilt. “Might I at least know to whom I am speaking?” He took a step closer, putting his hand on the swing gate.

“Stop! You are trespassing on my land!”

He snorted. “This land belongs to Gordon Brodie.”

“That,” she sniffed, “is but a small detail. He has let me this land, and therefore it is mine. Now please take your leave before I am pressed to defend myself in a most violent manner.”

If she thought she could shoo him away like a fly, she was mistaken. Jamie pushed the gate open. “Diah, for someone who claims no’ to be acquainted with Hamish, you are eager to see me gone, are you no’, then? Have you attended the pony races near Nairn?”

“I will shoot you if you come one step closer, and the Brodie boys who come round every Monday will cart your carcass off and toss it into the sea.”

“I’ve yet to meet a Brodie who was willing to expend that much effort. Much less one capable of carting me anywhere,” he said brusquely. “Madam, I shall speak even more plainly. I am in search of the Englishwoman who lives in the cottage by the old Norse cairn.” He pointed grandly up the path he’d traveled from Dundavie to a crumbling old cairn plainly visible at the top of the hill.

He continued, “There are some who believe she has divested my uncle of one thousand pounds, a mighty sum. And while I would be the first to say a man is free to give his money to any lass he wants, I take issue when the man is no’ in his right mind. This is a man who forgets to belt his plaid and believes that he is the friend of an English lord who lives alone in the hills here. He canna remember the names of his children, yet he knows the names of the angels who visit him at night. Anyone who might take money from my uncle takes cruel advantage.”

Her cheeks reddened like a pair of apples; she cocked the trigger. “Leave me now, or die in the garden.”

Jamie frowned. He did not relish the thought of corralling an old woman and taking her gun. The best course of action was to return with Duff and a few of his men. “Very well,” he said with a shrug. “Perhaps you might be persuaded to recall your acquaintance when I bring a witness or two round to remind you, aye? Good day, madam.” He touched his hat and turned away toward his horse.

He heard the blunderbuss fire a split second before he felt the burn of lead enter his body. He fell, landing with a great thud, his head striking a rock—and then everything went black.

*   *   *

Funny how small, chance moments could alter one’s world so completely. Daria Babcock had never really thought of it until now. She wasn’t generally one to contemplate fate or the meaning of life; she’d never engaged in such lengthy introspection. But then again, she’d never found herself on the side of a road in the Scottish wilds, utterly alone, until today.

Well. Not utterly, as there was a dog, but she hardly counted him. After her initial fear of being mauled when he’d wandered out of the forest, she’d quickly discovered him to be completely useless. He was black, with spots of white on his paws and his chest, and presently had folded his legs to lie beside her trunk, his head propped against it, his eyes closed, as if he had no more pressing issues to attend to than his nap.

Mr. Mungo Brodie hadn’t seemed particularly concerned when he’d deposited her here—he’d mentioned only that her destination was “just a wee bit up the road, then.”

That “road” was little more than a rabbit trail. Into dark woods. With not a soul in sight.

Daria glanced up to the treetops and the robin’s-egg-blue sky. She guessed it was the middle of the afternoon, which meant she still had a bit of time before it turned dark.

Which in turn gave her more time to study the ridiculous twists of fate that had brought her here. For her current predicament—side of road, all alone—clearly deserved some study. “I wish I knew the moment that everything changed,” she said aloud.

The dog’s ear twitched.

Perhaps it had begun a month or so ago, when she was feeling rather cross. It had seemed to her that a veritable explosion of births had occurred in and around Hadley Green, and that scores of pink-cheeked cherubs in carriages were being pushed about by their nurses as their gurgling laughter drifted in through open windows.

On one particularly sobering afternoon, she’d attended tea at the Ashwood estate, where she’d been gob smacked at Lady Ashwood’s coy announcement to the assembled group of Hadley Green ladies that she was expecting her second child.

“A child!” Lady Horncastle, the grand dame of Hadley Green, had swiveled her silver head around to squint at the fair-haired Lady Ashwood through her lorgnette, clearly as stunned as Daria. “But you were only just delivered of your son, my dear,” she said, as if Lady Ashwood might rethink her pregnancy with the startling news that she already had a child.

Lady Ashwood had blushed and laughingly said, “I remarked the same to my husband, but I think he will not be happy until every room at Ashwood is occupied by a child.”

“That is quite a lot of children,” Lady Horncastle had sniffed. “Your husband is surely aware that if one desires a herd, one may invest in cattle. It is really much simpler.”

The announcement had made Daria quite cross, too. She desperately wanted a baby of her own, even a herd of them. Every time Daria held a baby she felt an uncomfortably deep tug in her chest. She would like to be married, to be a mother, a wife, to have some purpose other than to attend teas. Yet in spite of having spent the last three years endeavoring to put herself in every conceivable avenue of society, she had not even a whiff of a proper marriage prospect. That wound was being liberally salted by the fact that all of her close acquaintances were now married and bearing children, and on that particular day, it had sent Daria drifting onto a sea of melancholy.

She was the last debutante of Hadley Green. The last one of her social circle, the last one without an offer.

Daria had drifted home on that sea, but it was no better there, for she had the misfortune of living with two constant reminders of what was missing from her life. Her parents were like two cooing doves, forever in each other’s company, content with their own society. Daria often felt as if even she were intruding on their secret little world. At times she was touched by their devotion to one another, but at other times, she was annoyed by it.

When Daria had arrived home from the tea, she’d found her parents huddled together before the hearth in the salon against the chill of an early spring day, their heads bent together over a letter. Daria had thought nothing of it.

“I will admit,” she said, holding up one gloved finger to the dog, “that there are times I am entirely distracted by my own pathetic state of being.”

He gave her a single thump of his tail.

It wasn’t until supper that Daria had even noticed the subtle change in her parents. The evening lacked their typical effusive commentary on their blissful day.

So Daria had filled the air with a recitation of events from that afternoon, eager to relieve herself of her vexations. However, she was not rewarded with an appropriately commiserating response to her complaints of having no prospects or hope for a future. She’d sighed loudly to demonstrate her exasperation as Griswold, their butler-groundskeeper-footman-valet, lumbered about the table, removing their soup bowls.

“Is anyone listening?” Daria demanded.

“Of course!” her mother said. “You were saying, dearest?”

“That my life is not to be borne, that’s what,” Daria said a bit missishly. “And that you and Pappa might take me to London for the Season,” she added hopefully.

“Oh, I think not,” her father had said, his attention on the plate Griswold placed before him.

“Why not?” Daria had asked, stung by the swiftness of his dismissal. “It’s not as if I have any prospects here.”

“We are not suited to London,” her mother said. “And you do have prospects, darling. Lord Horncastle is very attentive to you—”

“I should rather perish than marry Lord Horncastle! I am aware that Horncastle is the only gentleman in Hadley Green with a fortune, but it does not make up for his odious tendencies to drink and pout!”

Yet her mother had smiled thinly and said with great condescension, “You will find a nice young man when the time is right, dearest.”

“The time is far past right, Mamma. I am one and twenty! Am I to waste away in this tiny little village without an occupation? I feel restless and useless.” She could almost hear her good friend Charity Scott whispering in her ear: “The point is that here in Hadley Green, you are without true society. There might be members of the Quality milling about from time to time, but the real society is in London. You must go to London.”

“You are very useful to us,” her father had objected.

Daria had groaned. She loved her parents, of course she did. She was their only child, and they’d doted on her all her life. If they had one failing, it was that they did not concern themselves with the proper way things were done. They were quite content with their private life and seemed to think Daria should be just as content. “Really, Pappa, what woman is not married at my age?”

Her father had shrugged thoughtfully. “Charity Scott is not.”

Yes, well, Charity was not married because she’d borne a child out of wedlock years ago and refused to name the father. “Charity said her brother, Lord Eberlin, would give me a proper letter of introduction, and that one could put oneself at the top of society with such a letter. Charity said that all one must do is wedge her foot firmly in the door, and the rest is up to her.”

“It would seem Miss Scott is a font of knowledge about town,” her mother had mused.

Daria had looked at her mother, and then her father, who was gazing at his wife with such concern that Daria felt herself on the verge of shrieking to the heavens for someone, anyone, to listen to her. It was just as she’d said to Charity that very day: no one understood how bleak her situation was.

She’d looked at her parents, thoroughly exasperated. “All right,” she’d said firmly. “You must tell me what is the matter. Why are you both acting so strangely? And what is the letter you are holding in your lap, Mamma?”

“Your mother has received a bit of unwelcome news,” Daria’s father had said.

“Richard!”

“She’s not a child, Beth. You can’t hide it from her.”

“What has happened?” Fear began to bloom. “Is it Mamie? Has something happened to Mamie?” she demanded, referring to her grandmother.

“Yes,” her father said.

“No!” her mother cried at the same time. “No, she is very well, Daria.”

“But the letter is from her,” Daria had pressed. “And she has told you something that has distressed you.”

“I don’t want to trouble you with it—”

“For God’s sake, Beth,” Daria’s father had said. Then to Daria, “Mamie is in a bit of financial difficulty. But it’s nothing that a few pounds won’t remedy straightaway.”

Daria might have believed that was true had her mother not bit her lip to keep from speaking. “I don’t understand. She’s needed money before and it hasn’t distressed you like this.”

“This time it is quite a large sum,” her mother had explained. “Your father must travel to Scotland. We cannot possibly entrust that sum to anyone else.”

“Honestly, I don’t see why she doesn’t come home,” Daria had complained. “She went to care for her sister, and her sister has been gone for two years. There is nothing to keep her there.”

“She is not ready to return to England,” her mother said quickly. “Really, love, this is nothing over which you should concern yourself. Your father will go to her and that is that.”

“It’s decided, then, is it? I’m to have no say in it?” her father had responded. “Beth, darling . . . I can’t imagine making the journey without you. What if—”

“Someone should be here with Daria,” her mother had firmly interrupted.

“Oh please, no, Mamma. The summer will be tedious enough without having to graft orchids for the two of you. I’ll go,” she had said suddenly.

It had seemed such a brilliant idea, the perfect solution to her doldrums—a summer in Scotland, away from Hadley Green and all her happy friends with their beautiful babies.

But her mother said instantly, “That’s absurd.”

Those two words had sealed Daria’s determination. What was absurd was to continue on as she had been. “Why?” she’d demanded. “I am perfectly capable of carrying a bit of money, and I’ve missed Mamie terribly. She’s not been home in ages.”

“To begin, you cannot travel all that way without your parents or a chaperone. What would people think?”

Better they think she’d at least found some adventure than that she was well on her way to being the Hadley Green Spinster. “I can find a proper companion.”

Her father had chuckled. “Forgive me, Daria, but your mother is quite right in this. You will stay here at Hadley Green and amuse your mother with your company while I go.”

Even now, seated on her trunk in the middle of a Scottish forest, Daria shook her head. Her parents had never understood how determined she could be. That evening she had told Griswold to bring the carriage around, and off she’d gone to Tiber Park. She’d banged the brass knocker three times, marched into midst of the Scott family, and with frustration still heating her blood, she’d said, “Charity, will you accompany me to Scotland?”

Much to Daria’s great surprise, Charity had looked at her brother and shrugged. “Why not? Scotland is the thing now, is it not? I’ve been at Tiber Park too long, and I think it might be nice to see a change of scenery.”

Daria’s parents had refused this idea, of course, but Charity was persuasive with them. It was agreed that her daughter, Catherine, would stay behind, as the eleven-year-old girl was far more enamored of Lady Eberlin’s new baby than the prospect of Scotland. Further, Lord Eberlin’s closest friend, Captain Robert Mackenzie, would bring them to Scotland aboard his merchant ship.

Charity and Daria had set sail for Nairn a fortnight later, at which point Daria unfortunately discovered she easily became seasick. Despite how much ginger beer she was made to drink to quell her nausea, she’d spent the two-day voyage in her bunk, groaning through wave after wave of illness. She scarcely remembered any of it at all, other than Charity slipping in and out of the room, the scent of her perfume making Daria even sicker.

Even when the ship stopped rocking.

Charity had said, “We are moored, and still you do not rally. I think Mackenzie is right. I think we must send for a physician.”

“We are moored?” Daria had asked, and had pushed herself up, blinking against the bright sunlight streaming in through the porthole.

Charity had given her a rare smile. “I’ve already taken the liberty of going ashore while you recuperated. It’s rather a rustic village, but not without its charm. Oh, and I arranged transportation to your grandmother’s house. It is very near here, as luck would have it. You will have a seat on a private tour of the Highlands that will deposit you in Glenferness. That is where you will find your grandmother.” She had turned to the small mirror bolted to the wall, looking one way then the other as she checked her hair.

“What of a seat for you?”

“I’ve arranged one for me, as well. But on a different coach, for I am to Edinburgh.”

“What?” Daria exclaimed. “We meant to see Edinburgh together, on the way home from seeing Mamie. That was our plan, Charity.”

“We will see it together, of course we shall! You will come to me in Edinburgh when you’ve seen your grandmother. You don’t need me for that.”

It had been too much for Daria to absorb, since even thinking gave her a headache. She’d forced herself up. “How will you get there? What coach will take you there?”

Charity’s smile had deepened a little more. “Captain Mackenzie has kindly arranged it.”

Daria knew in that moment that even Charity would desert her. She truly was the last debutante of Hadley Green.

“Don’t look so distressed!” Charity had said. “You are off to a grand adventure! Isn’t that what you hoped for? You will accompany a delightful set of sisters. Mrs. Gant and Mrs. Bretton are both widows and they’ve planned their holiday for quite some time. They are eager to see the Highlands and just as eager to offer you a seat in their coach. They seem quite lively.”

Daria had found the ladies to be lively, all right, but not in the way Charity had meant.

There was a brilliantly blue spring sky on the day Daria boarded the coach. She was cross with Charity for having abandoned her, and she was sure that ten miles would seem like ten days in the company of Mrs. Gant and Mrs. Bretton.

The two sisters, both plump and gray and fond of matching hats, had hired Mr. Mungo Brodie to drive them. After demanding he speak his native language, they realized there was no way to understand what he was saying, so they expressed their desire that he be “as native as he might.”

“Their language is too harsh on our ears,” Mrs. Bretton had confided to Daria, who agreed. The language was too harsh, and the roads too pitted.

Their slow progress along the narrow road into the hills allowed the sisters the opportunity to pepper Daria and Mr. Brodie with several questions. That was when they were not demanding that Mr. Brodie come to a halt so they might pile out of the coach, dragging Daria along with them. They shared a pair of opera glasses to have a look about, and liberally pressed them into Daria’s use so that she might view the birch and oak that grew so thickly beside the road, or try to see the crossbill birds seated high in the trees, or catch a glimpse of the ospreys flying overhead. They would then climb back into the coach, and off they would go, inching along for another few yards.

As the day crept by, Daria began to fret. She didn’t want to spend an entire evening with these women, but they had yet to see any signs of civilization, and they hadn’t met a soul on that road. Daria was peering out the window with the hope of seeing a village ahead when the coach suddenly came to a halt, sagging to one side as Mr. Brodie came down. A moment later, he opened the door. “Glenferness.”

The sisters looked at Daria.

But they were in the middle of nowhere, with nothing around them but forest.

Daria’s heart climbed right into her throat. “Pardon?” she croaked.

“Glenferness.” He walked away, and Daria could hear him unlashing her trunk.

Now Daria’s pulse began to pound. “Oh no—there must be some mistake.” She hastily climbed over the sisters’ legs and leapt out of the coach. “Mr. Brodie!”

He appeared from the back of the coach with her trunk on his shoulder, then dropped it like a bundle of hay at the side of the road. “Aye?”

“There is no house here,” Daria said, gesturing to the forest alongside the road.

“Aye, there is. Just a wee walk.”

Daria looked at the thick wall of trees. “A wee walk to where? I see nothing but forest.”

“There,” he said, and pointed.

Daria saw it then—a path no wider than a rabbit trail.

“You can’t possibly mean there is house on that path.”

“Ach, lass, walk up the road, then. Ye’ll find it well enough.” He reached for her smaller portmanteau and placed it on top of her trunk.

“But what of my things?” Daria asked, panicking now. “Is there no footman? No conveyance? Am I expected to walk through those woods in these shoes and carry my own things?”

“Brodie lads will come round and bring the trunk, miss. No time to dawdle, now—I’m to have the ladies to Piperhill Inn by nightfall, and we’re a wee bit behind schedule.” He walked to the head of the coach.

“Good day, Miss Babcock!” Mrs. Gant called, sticking her silver head out the coach door. “Our regards to your grandmother!”

“But . . .”

Mrs. Bretton gave her a cheery wave as they rolled away.

That was how Daria had come to be utterly alone on the side of the road, thinking unkind thoughts about Mr. Brodie and Scotland.

“Quite a deep pit of muck you’ve walked into, Daria,” she sniffed. She glanced at the rabbit trail that passed for a road here. She’d never believed herself one to wilt at the first sign of trouble, but she felt on the verge of doing just that. She reminded herself that if Mamie—elegant, sophisticated Mamie—had come to Scotland and managed, then so could she. She had only to decide whether she would remain seated on the road for marauders and murderers to come along or do as Mr. Brodie suggested and walk up that tiny, overgrown trail.

She stood up and looked at the dog. “Do you intend to accompany me? Or will you sleep the day away?”

The dog sat up, his tail wagging.

“Very well. But you must be responsible for yourself. I am not a nursemaid,” she warned him, and picked up her portmanteau. She took a deep breath, muttered a small prayer, and stepped onto the rabbit trail, almost toppling over when the dog rushed past her in order to be first on the path.
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