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        He that climbs the tall tree has won right to the fruit,

        He that leaps the wide gulf should prevail in his suit.

        -Sir Walter Scott

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Chateau d’Hougoumont

      June 18, 1815

      

      Someone had betrayed their position.  As Haig MacGarron stared out at the legions of blue-coated soldiers marching down the wide avenue toward the Chateau d'Hougoumont, it occurred to him that he very likely knew that person.

      He had been downstairs in the manor's kitchen, also known as battle headquarters, when the messenger arrived in the middle of the night to impart the formidable tidings.  Maps spread around him, he had been arguing with his adjutant, Malcolm Podge, about whether or not to fortify the chateau against invasion, or to retreat to a more defensible location, when the youth arrived.

      "Captain MacGarron!"  He heard the frantic voice, not yet finished coming to manhood, just before its owner barged into the kitchen.

      Malcolm rushed toward the stranger, throwing himself between Haig and a potential attacker.  Forcing him against the wall, he barked, "The laird is a right busy mon.  You dinnae just breeze past the guard without a verra good reason."  Speaking of, just how had he slipped past them?

      "I do hae a good reason, I swear it!"  The youth asserted vehemently.  "The Corsican approaches.  His vanguard is no' five miles away.  Ye're the only troops between here and the Saint Jean Plateau, where Wellington's Army is assembling.  Ye've got to slow him doon and buy Wellington mair time!"  His voice trailed away, as he must have realized after taking in the Scots Guard as he strode into the chateau that it was not a large enough force to fend off the entire French army.

      You're a Highlander," Haig stated, walking over to Malcolm's side to confront the messenger.  "What the bluidy hell are you doing carrying messages for Wellington?"

      "He knew ye'd listen to me.  My regiment is out o' Aberdeen.  From Braemar, I am," he said proudly.  "I've been in the fightin', dinnae fret, Laird."  Though coarsely spoken and heedless of protocol, Haig believed him.  Not more than fifteen, he was already tall, broad-shouldered, and well-muscled.  Despite his youth, scars-as well as more recent cuts and bruises-lined his exposed arms and legs.

      "And why are a thousand Highlanders so damned important?  There's thousands of Wellies on yonder plateau who've got a damned better chance of defeating them than we do."

      "But if ye stay here to defend the manor, Wellington will hae an even better chance o' victory."

      Haig turned to Malcolm and said, "This lad has helped me make up my mind.  We'll prepare the Guard for an organized retreat and make for the Plateau.  I dinnae intend to have every one of my men slaughtered so that Wellington can finish having his boots shined before battle."

      The boy persevered.  "Ye hae it all wrong, Laird MacGarron!"  He suddenly started patting himself down, going so far as to extend a hand under his grimy kilt.  Clearly, he was searching for something on his person.  Afraid it was a weapon, and even more afraid of seeing what else was under the kilt, Haig motioned for him to stop moving.

      "What the devil are you looking for, lad?"

      Relief lit up the young Scot's features as he began pulling at the threads of a sewn over pocket on the inside of his kilt.  Watching the youth apply himself to the underside of the garment, Haig sent a silent prayer up to the god who watched over Highlanders.  If this was one of the better specimens of the future generation of his race, they would die out before the new century came to a close.

      Finally gaining purchase over the tightly sewn threads, the boy began ripping at them with satisfaction.  In an effort to break the awkward silence that they had fallen into as they watched the messenger dig around, Haig asked, "Where'd you find a woman to sew for you?"

      "I dinnae need a woman!" Haig and Malcolm exchanged smiling glances.  Turning red with mortification, he tried to climb out of the hole he was digging for himself.  "I mean, I do...jus' no' to help me under me kilt."  Unable to contain themselves, they burst out laughing at the poor boy's expense.

      In an admirable attempt to save his pride, he attempted to explain himself.  "I've been stitchin' me own nets since I wass in leadin' strings.  I'm a ghillie, I'll haff ye know."  In his anger, his voice became such a tangled burr that even Haig and Malcolm, fellow Highlanders, had to strain to distinguish his words.

      Malcolm crowed with incredulous laughter.  "And I'm Bonny Prince Charlie, reincarnated," he quipped.  "You're a lad.  No more than fifteen, I'd wager."

      Unwilling, and far too embarrassed at this point, to dignify Malcolm's insult with a response, he handed over a dirt-stained, folded piece of foolscap to Haig and said cryptically, "Here.  Thon letter will explain everything."

      June 17, 1815

      Midnight

      

      To the most Honorable Laird MacGarron, Captain of the Rear Scots Guard,

      I write this missive to you, as you are the only individual in the entire Kingdom who can act as our savior in this, our hour of peril.  My intelligence officers have informed me that Napoleon is advancing upon the Chateau d’Hougoumont, before continuing to the Plateau, to overtake the Scots Guard.  You must not retreat.  You must stand your ground and hold the chateau at all costs.

      Yesterday afternoon Blucher was defeated by Napoleon's advance forces.  His army retreated haphazardly, and they are still scattered, attempting to regroup.

      I do not exaggerate when I tell you that our cause is lost if Napoleon's forces reach the plateau before the Prussians are able to reunite and reach us here.

      Your role in our preservation is crucial.  We are impotent against Napoleon until the Prussians arrive.  The French will come to the Chateau d'Hougoumont first, and the Scots Guard must hold the chateau while we wait for our reinforcements.

      

      Haig was stunned to read of Blucher's defeat.  While he knew Wellington was a tactical genius, Haig, ever a Highlander, appreciated a man's actions more than his brilliant strategies.  Blucher was hot-tempered, daring, and brave.  His Prussians idolized him, and would follow him anywhere.  If his army had scattered, unable to rally behind their beloved field marshal, then they must indeed have been thoroughly routed.

      Even more astonishing than Blucher's drubbing was Wellington's expectations.  Thousands of Haig's countrymen would face certain death, all for the glory of the British Crown.  Feeling sickened, he finished reading the brief letter.

      I have not the time to counsel you on the construction of your defenses.  You have proven before that such counsel is unnecessary.  I have, however, chosen this young Scot as my messenger because I believe he will prove quite useful.  At first glance, he does not seem like much, but he is the most skilled scout I have come across, and positively elusive when it comes to avoiding capture.

      Our fate rests in your capable hands.  You have my gratitude.

      Wellington

      Devil take his gratitude.

      "So you are a ghillie, then.  What is your name, lad?" Haig asked.

      "Fergus McIntyre," he replied.  "O' course I am.  I wasnae lyin'.  My Da is ghillie to the Laird o' Braemar, an' he's trained me up since I wass a boy."  Apparently to Fergus, fifteen was no longer a boy.

      And considering the action he'd probably seen since stepping foot on the Continent, he was a man in all respects but his age.

      "Tell you what, young Fergus.  You help me figure out a way to hold off the French and keep most of us alive, and I'll take you home and make you my ghillie when this is all over."

      Fergus grinned widely, showing improbably white, evenly-spaced teeth and dimples that must have driven Braemar lasses wild.  "Well, the first thing ye hae to do is get some o' your troops doon from the wall.  Ye willnae need 'em all."

      Several hours later Haig was pacing along the wall that surrounded the chateau, inspecting the Scots' preparations.  It was a ridiculously short six feet tall, an open invitation for the French to hop right over in hordes.  But then, its owners had probably never expected that their home would be the epicenter of a battle that decided the fate of the civilized world when they were enclosing their garden.

      Haig mounted the wall and began speaking to the assembly of troops, his voice echoing against the stone of the chateau.  There were many Scots with him in the courtyard, but even more inside the chateau.  They stood in the open windows, straining to hear their commander's words.

      "I am honored to fight alongside you today.  In just a few hours you've surpassed all my expectations in preparing for battle."  Thanks to Fergus, Haig felt more confident in the Scots Guard's ability to hold the French and to prevent a total loss of life in the process.  It was the ghillie who had suggested making it appear as though their numbers were diminished, lulling the French into thinking they had little to fear from the Scots, then ambushing them when they scaled the wall.

      "I willnae lie and tell you that we have an easy fight ahead of us.  I willnae tell you that our cause is just, for we all know we fight, not for Scotland, but for England."  He paused, overcome with the reality that many of them would not be alive come nightfall.  "What I will tell you is that the enemy is coming for us, and us alone.  Napoleon is no fool.  He knows he will never purchase ground in Waterloo while a single Scotsman still lives."  The cheers from the Guard were deafening.

      Waiting for the roars to subside, he continued.  "The Corsican has chosen to bring the fight to us...And I always heard he was an intelligent mon!"  Laughter spread throughout the assembly of soldiers.  "We will meet his army with the honor and bravery I have come to expect from you, and we will hold the day!"  Again, everyone erupted in applause and whooping cries.

      Haig descended the wall and joined Malcolm as he entered the manor to inspect the soldiers inside.  They needed to be prepared to fire their rifles rapidly and accurately at their attackers, and so Haig had placed the Guard's finest marksmen inside the manor, at the blessedly spacious windows.

      Quietly, he said to Malcolm, "How did Napoleon ken that it was the Scots Guard at d'Hougoumont?"  The question was rhetorical.

      He had told Chantal where he was going, so that she could send word to him as soon as the babe was born.  Even when so close to delivering their child, Chantal's crafty mind turned to treachery.  She must have betrayed him yet again and told Napoleon's agent about his destination.

      Malcolm stared penetratingly at Haig, willing him to voice aloud his fears, but he knew better than to dwell on his personal miseries when danger threatened his Scots.  He’d need to keep a clear head.  Providing the explanation himself, Malcolm said, "She must have found some way, even from childbed, to send the information to Napoleon."

      Haig, not wasting regrets on a woman who deserved none, thought only of the Guard.  "I led them here."  He felt overwhelmed with guilt.

      Malcolm snorted.  "Nae.  You just made it easier for the little general to find us."

      And in true Highland fashion, they laughed uproariously in the face of peril.  Fergus, who was walking up the stairs at that very moment to join them in their inspection, was not at all discomposed to find them in the throws of mirth.  Indeed, he smiled at their display of humor, glad that Wellington had sent him back to his own kind.

      Haig and Malcolm did not see Fergus until he had all but joined them.  "Bluidy hell, mon!"  Haig was flabbergasted.  "How do you do that?"

      "Do what?" Fergus was nonplussed.

      "Appear out of nowhere like a wraith?"

      "How do ye ken I'm no' one?"

      Their laughter rang out again.  The Guards stationed at the windows along the upstairs hall looked at their commander's smiling face, and took courage.

      Fergus recovered himself and said to Haig, "Laird, I hae another message to deliver.  It came to camp with t'other mail, an' somehow found its way to Wellie.  He telt mae to deliver it to ye after ye'd finished preparin' fer battle."

      Fergus handed over the missive and Haig opened it as he continued to pace slowly down the hall.  He began reading it even as he nodded approval at the soldiers stationed within the alcove of each window.  When he finished the letter, he pocketed it and turned to Malcolm and Fergus.  "Let's go to the courtyard.  I dinnae intend to wait in the kitchen to be slaughtered like a lamb."

      "Well?" Malcolm asked.  "Do we have further instructions from Wellington?"

      "No," Haig replied.  "The letter was for me.  Me alone."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      The next morning, as Haig MacGarron looked upon the carnage of Waterloo from his vantage point in the bluffs above the battlefield, he felt the last vestiges of his Highland pride disappear.  The battle had indeed begun at the Chateau d'Hougoumont, where the Scots Guards stood sentinel.  Their enemies mistook their stubborn courage for stupidity, and believed that victory would be easy, but several hours later, heaps of French corpses lay in the courtyard.  The Scots held the chateau, but at great cost.  By evening, word of their courage had spread and their bravery and skill were quickly legend, but so was the number of their overwhelming casualties.

      Haig had taken in the multitudes of contorted bodies lying in the courtyard, many in French blue, but almost as many in Highland tartan.  The most sparsely populated place in the kingdom, and yet countless numbers of its men had met their ends on this field.

      At Haig's command.

      Staring down at the fields of Waterloo in the cool dawn air, Haig could not believe that he had participated in such a massacre.  Part of him wished he'd died in the battle, but the news containing his salvation had arrived that morning.  His hand went to the letter in his coat pocket, unconsciously patting it for the hundredth time that day.  It contained the tidings that his daughter had just been born safe and sound.

      And that her treacherous mother had died in childbed.

      Saluting a final farewell to his fallen comrades, he turned his mount away from the battlefield, toward Brussels, determined to bring his child home to Scotland.
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      London

      August, 1822

      

      “Do you mean I am without an inheritance?” Victoria Bascombe asked her solicitor, Mr. Bramwell. When he’d asked for the meeting to discuss the contents of her late husband’s will, she’d never suspected it portended financial ruin.

      Mr. Bramwell’s heavily whiskered chin wagged apologetically. She had to admit his patience with her was impressive. She’d already posed this question several times, hoping he was having a jape at her expense, but his answer had not yet changed. She should have known it wouldn’t. Mr. Bramwell was not generally in the habit of indulging in diversion. Or anything else, to her knowledge. His sober character was what made him such an excellent lawyer…and such a dull person. Her husband had not often made wise decisions, but hiring Mr. Bramwell six years ago was one of a very few. Victoria reminded herself he was simply the messenger. It was not his fault George’s neglect had extended to leaving her penniless.

      “‘Fraid so, dear Lady. Lord Hadleymere believed his, er, investments would come to fruition before his death, so he did not conserve his resources.” Bramwell was tactfully telling her George had believed the Whigs would take over Parliament and reward him for his donations and tireless efforts on their behalf. What a gentle soul the lawyer was. Tact was the last thing she needed. She already knew her husband had been an idiot.

      Victoria sighed. “At least I am still the Countess of Hadleymere.  That counts for something. Quite a lot, actually.”

      “Indeed, my Lady, which brings me to my next suggestion. Your title is a valuable commodity. Were you willing to sacrifice it, it could help you become solvent,” said Mr. Bramwell.

      “No.”

      He tried again. “You could live quite cheaply on the Continent.”

      “No.”

      “There is always the possibility of a suitable marriage…”

      “No.”

      “Really, my Lady, it is my duty to counsel you on the wisest course of action. I’ve presented some viable options. Surely one of them is not so distasteful.”

      “Mr. Bramwell, I shall seek employment,” said Victoria.

      No answer.

      “I shall sell my house in London and the country estate, but I will not sacrifice my title. I will be staying with Mrs. Kittleridge-Bergeron, should you need to correspond with me.”

      Still no answer.

      For heaven’s sake.  How difficult could earning one’s living be?
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      Several months later…

      “Really, darling, you cannot possibly be serious about this scheme. You mustn’t go through with it!” Beatrice said. Victoria wanted to tell her to mind her own business, but since she was seated on Bea’s sofa, in Bea’s drawing room, and coincidentally, in Bea’s home, she could not entirely avoid her friend’s well-meaning interference.  Especially since she’d taken her in after she’d sold her London house and country estate.

      “I can, Beatrice—and indeed—I must. Outrageously wealthy men who want to marry paupered widows are rather scarce on the ground these days,” Victoria said.

      “You do not have to marry wealthy,” Bea said.

      Victoria laughed, but she could almost taste the panic rising in her throat. “What would you recommend, then?  Marry for love?  Because as far as I’m concerned, the only advantage marriage bestows on women is the acquisition of wealth and status.  Certainly not love.” She spat the word out as though it were a bitter pill.

      She watched Beatrice’s face fall.  Damn.  “Do not look so stricken, dearest, I didn’t mean you! I know you are very happy with dear Thomas!” Tact was never her strongest suit. Beatrice’s father had arranged her marriage, a circumstance Victoria would never accept, though perhaps, with the hindsight only humility could bring, it wasn’t the worst way to acquire a husband.  Her method of taking up with the one rogue whose antics would get her negligent parents’ attention—which was almost impossible to attain—hadn’t worked out well.  Actually, marrying George Bascombe, Earl of Hadleymere, had been her utter ruin.

      Beatrice recovered quickly and shaped her beautiful pink mouth into a stubborn bow, which Victoria knew from experience meant she was about to deliver a lecture. “We shall find a way for you to stay in London. My monthly allowance is enough to set you up in a decent sort of neighborhood with modern conveniences. It will not be to what you are accustomed, but you will be respectable. I cannot promise you will remain so if you travel to the wilds of Scotland!”

      “Your offer may have been perfectly respectable, but Lord Twidgen’s most certainly was not,” Victoria said. “If that is the kind of respectable I have to look forward to, you can keep it!  No thank you!” The sarcasm in her voice did not manage to conceal a note of desperation.

      “That was badly done of him, and you can be certain Thomas and I intend to never speak with him again,” Bea said.

      “I mean, really…he sauntered over and told me he could arrange it so I could stay in London!  In front of my entire household!” This had been the part that affronted Victoria the most.  With George always at a gaming den or a brothel (usually both in the same evening), her staff had been her only daily company, and they were more like family than her own parents.

      “In a way, his bumbling is reassuring. He can’t possibly ask women to be his mistress very often, considering how terrible a job he made of it. You must have made quite an impression on him over the years,” Bea said. Trust her kind friend to find something redeemable about such a cad.

      “Over the years? Yes, well, since I met him when I was seven and he was fifty-two, he had plenty of time to be impressed.”

      “Nineteen years, to be exact,” Beatrice murmured into her teacup.

      “Yes, thank you for reminding me that, to top it all off, I am getting on, and will soon transition from attractive widow to aged spinster. That’s very kind, dearest.”

      “As if anyone could put you and aged spinster in the same sentence,” Bea said loyally.

      The truth was, though, Victoria would have better marriage prospects as a wealthy but long-in-the-tooth dowager than as an impoverished, but pretty, widow.

      “Lord Twidgen’s indecent proposal is a moot issue anyway,” Beatrice said. “If you’d give up this foolish scheme of yours, we could establish you in a nice little neighborhood, where he and the rest of society can’t find you.”

      Her friend was only being helpful, but the disparity in their future situations was startling, doing nothing to console her. Bea’s pocket money, doled out by loving Thomas at the beginning of every month, was enough to keep Victoria from poverty.  She did not know whether to be grateful or horrified at Bea’s suggestion, but she did know she could not possibly accept it.

      “Laird Haig MacGarron of Loch Bana is here, ma’am,” the butler announced. Harris was a stuffy soul, but if he was affronted by having to announce someone so obviously heathen, he didn’t betray it.

      Victoria nearly choked on her tea. “He’s a day early!”

      “Well-spotted, darling, but at this point we only have two choices. We can either send Harris out with an apology and ask him to return tomorrow, or—”

      “We can’t do that!” Victoria interrupted.

      “Or,” Bea reiterated, “We can go upstairs so you can change your clothes.”

      “Change?” she echoed.

      “You are dressed in the first stare, dearest. What kind of governess traipses around in that?” Bea asked.

      The fraudulent kind, Victoria was about to respond, but the appearance of a commanding-looking gentleman in the doorway arrested her attention.  Apparently heedless of protocol, Laird MacGarron had followed the butler into the salon.  No denying he was a Scot.

      Ever polite, Bea rose from the sofa and dipped into a slight curtsy to welcome the laird. “May I introduce Miss Victoria Bascombe, lately the governess of my brother’s children?” To her credit, Bea delivered this utter falsehood with complete demureness.

      “Thank you, Mrs. Bergeron. If you will permit me, I’d like to have a few moments alone with Miss Bascombe to make a final determination on how well she will suit the post.”

      “It’s Kittleridge-Bergeron, actually. My husband and I joined our surnames when we married.”

      Was Bea correcting that voice? How could she possibly amend anything that voice had to say? It poured over Victoria like salted caramel melting on vanilla ice. She turned toward its owner.  Oh, dear. His voice was the topping on the ice, if she was sticking with that metaphor.  It was accompanied by broad shoulders, a narrow waist, and long, well-muscled legs. Incidentally, he dressed rather well for a Scot. His trousers were well-tailored and the cloth of his coat was finely cut.

      He could have been dressed in sackcloth, and Victoria would not have cared a whit.

      The laird was not classically handsome by any means. His eyes reminded her of a hawk’s and his cheekbones jutted out from an unfashionably tanned face. He looked fierce and rugged, and perhaps a little wild. Unlike any gentleman Victoria had ever met in London.

      Perhaps he wasn’t completely handsome, but he was altogether perfect. Victoria felt an attraction to him so instant, so intense, she was surprised her skirts didn’t catch fire. This was terrible.  Catastrophic, in point of fact. This gentleman was to be her employer. Not to mention, if experience was any teacher, temptation was a slippery slope. It had landed her with a cad of a husband and piles of debt. She thought she’d learned her lesson—to stay away from seductive men who made one forget good judgment. And she’d done well..until now.

      Bea left the salon with a reassuring smile in Victoria’s direction, but she could have thrown a dart instead, and she wouldn’t have noticed.
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      “I cannae see you properly. Come closer to the fire.” The command came unbidden to Haig’s lips, and he cursed himself. This chit was going to be his daughter’s governess. Her appearance should not matter. And yet it did. From his vantage point in the doorway, he had glimpsed a creamy complexion and slim shoulders, and knew instantly he wasn’t dealing with the dour, middle-aged schoolmarm he’d been expecting.

      Heeding his command, she walked slowly toward the fire, her posture rigid with what he suspected was barely restrained defiance. He couldn’t really blame her. His request had been rather outlandish. Although she was small in stature, her legs appeared coltishly long under her skirts, kicking them out in front of her with each stride. He imagined they were muscular, which led to even more inappropriate imaginings.

      He was beginning to get a headache.

      She reached the fire and turned toward him. He heard a gasp and realized he’d made it. He knew his mouth was open, but he couldn’t shut it. What the hell was this woman playing at, being a governess?

      For Miss Victoria Bascombe was radiantly lovely. Not just pretty or fair. She was the kind of woman for whom idiots would launch a thousand ships. Haig was fairly certain he himself would have headed to Troy for that face, and he had firsthand experience with the perfidy of beautiful women.

      “You cannae possibly be the governess I hired,” he blurted out.

      “I am pleased to make your acquaintance as well, Laird MacGarron.” She made a curtsy, then proffered her hand so he could bend over it, as propriety dictated.

      Except it didn’t. She wasn’t some fine lady he to whom he needed to pay niceties. This wasn’t a ball, nor even a soirée. It was a job interview.

      He stared at the hand, then he looked back at the face. No way in hell was he taking that hand. He would not be responsible for his actions if he did. Instead, he continued to make an ass of himself. “Didnae I specifically advertise for someone with many years’ experience in the schoolroom?”

      “Why, yes, but you failed to specify the aforementioned experience had to be as a teacher, and not as a student.” She had the audacity to smile a little, as though she were sharing a funny secret with him. When she smiled, a dimple appeared in the center of her left cheek. He wanted to die. Was being too gorgeous grounds for termination?

      “Danielle has been without a governess for almost a month now. I’m sure we can continue to get on as we have for a little while longer.” Perhaps if he was rude enough, she’d resign.

      “I’m sure her mother is very capable, but as mistress of the household, she cannot possibly devote the necessary time to Danielle’s education without neglecting her other responsibilities,” Miss Bascombe said.

      “Danielle’s mother is dead.”

      “I am sorry for your loss, Laird. And for your daughter’s. But it is all the more reason why your Danielle needs me,” she said.

      “I suppose you could be right.” He shrugged.

      “Indeed, I am. So you are just going to have to accommodate yourself to a young and fashionable governess.” He hadn’t accused her of being fashionable, but apparently she felt compelled to make an addendum to his original assessment.

      “Aye, and there’s that as well! Your dress. Just look at it! Are you a governess or a plate of fashion? Not to mention, you cannae be much older than Danielle!”

      “Sir, I feel I am being insulted,” Miss Bascombe said, a frown marring her perfect forehead. “First, age is not necessarily an advantage. I have the energy to keep up with my charge and my studies are still fresh—”

      “How old are you?” he interrupted.

      “Well, I never!”

      “Tell me.” He was nonplussed by her outrage. Indeed, the more anger she felt, the better.

      “I am six-and-twenty, nineteen years’ Danielle’s senior,” she said.

      Was she really that old? She didn’t look it. She was only three years younger than him, but acting like an imbecile was helping him to cope with her beauty, so he plowed ahead. “You are a babe!”

      “Now see here, if you had wanted someone aged and infirm, you should have included that in your advertisement.” He crossed his arms menacingly, which was all the hint people usually needed to stop talking, whether they were perfect strangers or soldiers under his command, but this chit doggedly continued. “My comportment and knowledge of languages, history, and music are unparalleled, which is why you hired me. And as for my dress, well…in London, governesses are not expected to blend with the furniture.”

      “Governesses must be paid very well indeed in London, if they can afford to dress in such a fashion.”

      “Good service is rewarded.” She lifted her chin.

      “Just how good was your service?” There was no mistaking his meaning.

      Her eyes blazed and her hands fisted. Haig could tell she wanted to trounce him. He prayed she would and provide him with the perfect excuse to return home sans governess. And in all honesty, he deserved to be trounced. But Miss Bascombe regained her composure. “I shall expect you at nine o’clock on the morrow, if we have nothing further to discuss.” She even managed a curtsy as she departed the salon, fashionable skirts swirling around the legs he was already fantasizing about.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Laird MacGarron departed, leaving behind vague promises to collect her in the morning. Soon afterward, Beatrice cornered her in her bedchamber while she was packing. “I cannot possibly allow you to accompany that man to Scotland unattended. What is he thinking, casting propriety aside?”

      “In his defense, I think he was expecting a woman of mature years,” Victoria said. “And I may have done nothing to dissuade such an assumption when I applied for the post. But, really, he was most unaccountably angry at the sight of me.” Something about her appearance had upset the laird, though she couldn’t think what. She patted her dark curls in thought. Though not traditionally beautiful like Bea, she knew many men admired her looks—George certainly had—so what did this gentlemen find so distasteful? It was usually only when she opened her mouth that men took umbrage. Tact was not Victoria’s forte, and she’d discovered through painful experience with her husband that men did not like to hear certain truths.

      “Please, Tory, listen to reason!” Bea said.

      “You know I hate it when you call me that! Besides, Tory, of all nicknames! And my late husband, one of the proudest Whigs in existence!” Though where had that loyalty gotten her? Broke and employed by someone who clearly disliked her on sight. Maybe she should switch political allegiance—not that she’d ever been as passionate about it as George anyway. What really excited Victoria was books.  More specifically, the knowledge inside them, which was why she’d thought she’d make an excellent governess. She’d sent out several submissions to families in such exotic locales as Cornwall, Northumberland, and Scotland. Anyone closer to London might recognize her. The Scot’s requirements mirrored Victoria’s talents (as well as those of countless other young ladies):

      

      
        
        Governess needed with at least several years’ classroom experience. Must be able to instruct young lady in languages, maps, arithmetic, deportment, and fancy work. Send letters of reference to Laird MacGarron, Loch Bana.

      

      

      Feeling only a momentary pang of guilt about her total ineptitude with fancy work, she promptly answered the advertisement. Through a mixture of berating and pleading with Beatrice, she obtained letters of reference from her and her brother Arnold, fraudulently extolling her service while in their employ. They were able to write with complete sincerity that Victoria was absolutely wonderful with their children. So what if her favorite activity to do with Arnold’s three boys was to catch frogs in one of the ponds on his estate? Or that Bea’s daughter Harriet was only three months old, and thereby a bit young for geography? She adored them. Bea and her brother were able to maintain a semblance of integrity by rhapsodizing about Victoria’s mutual affection with their children.

      “I will not let you go!” Bea declared for the thousandth time.

      “You will find, darling, you cannot stop me. I am sure experience has taught you once my mind is made up, it cannot be altered.”

      “The Highlands of Scotland!” Bea sounded as stunned as she had the first time she’d uttered this phrase, which must have been at least sixteen times ago, Victoria calculated. “They are savages there! And your employer—a laird—not even a proper nobleman. He speaks English—sort of—but do you think any of his people speak it?”

      “Oh, yes, dearest, this is the nineteenth century. The Scots can all speak English, though of course, they still speak Gaelic as well.” She spoke as though she were an expert, and had not searched in her new guidebook for the answer to this very same question several days ago.

      “Moreover, have you even given a thought to your poor friend? I shall miss you terribly.”

      Poor? Victoria dwelled for a moment on the irony of Bea’s choice of adjective, if only to prevent herself from crumpling into sobbing hysterics. Neither distance nor marriage had separated Victoria and Bea since their friendship had begun at Miss Finwickie’s Finishing School for Young Ladies fifteen years ago. Eleven-year-old Bea—popular, blondely beautiful and beloved by her parents (not to mention very skilled at fancy work)—had needed a friend far less than the lonely, runty and less-than-pleasant Victoria, but even then, she’d been as kind as she was lovely, and they’d become inseparable in short order.

      Scotland was very far away from Beatrice.

      Victoria plastered a brave smile on her face. What else could she do? The decision was made. The trunk was packed. “Just think! At least I won’t have to remarry.”
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      Haig arrived promptly the next morning, for he was forced to conclude he really had no valid reason to fire Miss Bascombe before she even started. Despite her youth, she was eminently qualified for the position, having received an education many daughters of the peerage would envy. She must have had a well-heeled relative with no children of his own to fund her schooling, or perhaps she’d been taken into Miss Finnwickie’s school as some sort of merit scholar. He’d heard of such cases.

      It was not her fault he could not be under the same roof as her for very long until he succumbed to her. Well, technically it was—those eyes, those legs…those lips, for Christ’s sake! It should be a mandatory requirement for governesses that they not look like sin personified. Haig had no idea how he would survive traveling with this woman sitting across from him for over a sennight.

      “We have a few rules to discuss before we are to journey together, Miss Bascombe.”

      Her only response was to arch an eyebrow.

      The brow rose above the greenest eyes Haig had ever seen. Yesterday, he hadn’t been able to tell what color they were in the waning afternoon light—only that they were an extremely fine pair. Last night, he’d been kept awake wondering about their color. His curiosity was satisfied, but he didn’t feel relieved about it in the slightest.

      “First, to make good time, we must stick to a schedule. We shall only stop to rest every four hours. And when we stop, you will have just ten minutes to tend to your needs and stretch your legs.” Oh, damn, now he’d be thinking about those legs again.

      “What if I need eleven minutes?”

      “Are you questioning me?” Actually, Haig was fairly certain she was mocking him.

      “Well, you see, I have a number of undergarments, and it may take some time to peel them off when I am…how did you say it? Oh yes, tending to my needs.”

      “Miss Bascombe, it is completely inappropriate for you to be discussing your intimate apparel with a gentleman, most particularly your employer.”

      “No, sir, what is completely inappropriate is that, after acquaintance of less than a half-hour, you are dictating to me exactly when I am allowed to answer the calls of nature.”

      Haig was flabbergasted. He was torn between outrage and an ever-increasing admiration of her wit. He could dismiss her. Surely her behavior warranted that. She was rude, disrespectful and would be a terrible model for his already unruly daughter.

      But wait. The droves of demure and proper governesses who had left MacGarron Manor more quickly than sheep escaping a pen would have never dared speak to him in such an insulting fashion. Come to think of it, they had probably never dared to speak to Danielle that way. Perhaps if they had, she would not have bested them so easily. Just maybe, Miss Bascombe was exactly what his daughter needed. Then again, if the lady thought he was insufferable, she would reevaluate the true meaning of the word when they arrived in Loch Bana. Since he loved his daughter more than life itself, he did not feel a shade of guilt in recognizing she was the worst little hellion in existence.

      “Verra well, Miss Bascombe. What is your proposal for our schedule?” Haig ground out.

      The woman all but preened. “Well, sir, I believe in stopping to tend my needs when I actually have to do so. And only stretching my legs when they are feeling extremely restless. Most likely, we will not need to stop every four hours. Unless, of course, you have needs that must be tended more frequently?”

      She accepted the footman’s proffered hand and climbed into the coach. Her backside was eye level, open to Haig’s perusal. It swished gently back and forth in the doorway as she maneuvered a few cushions and settled her valise. Yes, Haig had needs. And if she didn’t bloody well sit down and hide that perfect derriere, she would soon discover exactly how often they had to be tended.

      He did not even attempt to deceive himself into believing he would endure this journey in perfect ease. When he had made his plans to accompany the new governess to Loch Bana, he was envisioning methods of entertaining a woman roughly his mother’s age, which would be fifty-six if she were still alive. He could talk about his village, his manor and their occupants for at least a sennight’s worth of conversation, and he would not mind hearing about the older woman’s experiences with previous charges and their families.  A waste of time, many of Haig’s acquaintances would say, but as far as he was concerned, tending to the education and happiness of his daughter was never a wasted effort.

      He was at a complete loss as to how to deal with a beautiful and tempestuous young woman. Indeed, he had a policy of avoiding them if it could be managed, which was not altogether difficult when one shut oneself away in a Highland village. He thought of Malcolm Podge, his steward and closest friend. He would not be at a loss for words. He always knew what to say to women—young or old, plain or lovely. Indeed, he could make the old feel like girls again and the plain feel beautiful. In short, he could give lessons on charm to the snake in Eve’s fruit tree.

      On second thought, he did not want Malcolm in his place, seated across from Miss Bascombe. For some reason, the idea rankled him. It discomposed him so much, he probably sounded more curt than he intended when he asked her what she was reading.

      Annoyance flashed in her eyes for just a moment, perhaps at his tone, or maybe at being interrupted, but she effectively shuttered it and turned a mask of pleasantness on him. “Sir Walter Scott, Laird. I am conscientiously doing my utmost to learn as much about my new home as possible. I have been told by any number of Londoners that reading his poetry is close as it gets to sitting in a bonny Highland glen.”

      Wonderful! She had delivered a topic of conversation right into his lap. Though he did not like to publicize it, (who would take a laird seriously who preferred books to battlefields?), he loved poetry. Avoiding lovely women promoted a rather lonely existence, and he had spent many a night with Scott’s words for company. He judiciously avoided remarking on the fact that Londoners wouldn’t know what a Highland glen was if it stood up and bit them in the nose and asked, “Which verses are you reading?”

      “Er…” Miss Bascombe leafed through the pages, looking adorable when her eyebrows scrunched together in concentration. “Ah, here it is. Apparently, I just finished ‘The Truth of Woman’.”

      Haig smiled.

      “‘Woman’s faith, and woman’s trust—

      Write the characters in the dust…’”
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      “Yes, I’m noticing a pattern here,” Victoria said. “When he is not waxing poetic about a bonny landscape, he’s dissecting the fidelity of women. Incidentally, how did you learn to recite poetry so well?” If she behaved waspishly enough, she would forget how his voice made her feel. His deep baritone was soothing, yet exciting, and she didn’t mind admitting she felt a little breathless listening to him.

      Laird MacGarron’s grin was smug. “I have a gift, that’s all. What is your favorite poem of his so far?”

      “I must tell you, Laird, so far I am finding it a challenge to have a favorite. His language is so lyrical.”

      “Madam, he is a Scot. We tend to be lyrical. ’Tis one of our finer attributes.” His Highland accent grew more pronounced, betraying his discomposure.

      To Victoria’s ears, he sounded rather huffy and defensive. She hid a smile, recognizing she’d touched on a subject dear to the laird’s heart. He was as much brains as he was brawn. “I prefer simple, sensible verse. Indeed, poetry has never been a favorite of mine.” Sometimes, when Victoria spoke rashly, she regretted her tactlessness later. This was not one of those occasions. She waited for the laird to react to her provocation, finding she quite enjoyed the spark that anger put into his golden eyes.

      He opened his mouth to retort, but closed it again, as if not willing to engage in another argument so quickly after finishing their last one. So much for polite conversation.

      Victoria was true to her word. On the first day, they traveled until darkness fell, making it to the inn the laird had told her he usually used on the first leg of his return journey from London. She had only gotten out of the coach when they stopped to water the horses, and she did not complain at all. She reserved that for poetry.

      But when they pulled into the inn’s yard, Victoria pushed past the groom when he opened the coach door, for the truth was, she desperately needed to relieve herself. She dashed past the ostler, who eyed her as though she’d sprouted horns, and intercepted the first woman she could find. “The necessary!” she gasped. “I must find it immediately.”

      The young maid pointed her in the proper direction, sympathetic to her plight, as only another woman could be. When Victoria emerged from behind the inn a few moments later, she found the laird giving the ostler directions for the care of his horses. He looked up, concern etched on his face, and asked her if she was feeling unwell. “Not at all,” Victoria said. “I was just pleased to have the opportunity to stretch my legs. I am doing much better now.” She would rot where she stood before she admitted to him how very difficult the journey had been.

      “I am glad you dinnae find traveling too difficult. We have at least another six days to go.” He turned toward the inn, blessedly missing Victoria’s knees swaying.

      They walked past a rustic, scored sign that read “The ale Horseman.” Victoria, though not really a governess, was keen on proper usage. “They should really capitalize that a.”

      “There was a capital P once, but one of the inn’s rowdier patrons lodged a dagger in it, on the dare of an equally drunk comrade, I believe, and gouged it beyond recognition. However, the name change has by no means detracted from its popularity,” the laird said.

      Was he being humorous? Victoria studied his lips (a dangerous exercise, she realized belatedly), and found a whisper of a smile playing on them. The realization pleased her…far too much.

      They stepped into the pleasant gloom of the low-ceilinged tavern, and a smiling, well-endowed woman behind the bar caught her attention. She was in the middle of pouring a pint when she spotted them. Her eyes lit up and, if possible, her smile widened.

      “Mrs. Donnal, you’re looking lovelier than ever,” the laird crooned.

      “Oh, go on with you. If that’s so, why haven’t I seen you in an age?”

      He pressed his hand to his heart. “Every time I’m here, you turn me down. A man can take only so much rejection and heartache.”

      The innkeeper lifted the bar and walked closer. She waved her hand at him as though he were a naughty child. “As if a gel could turn you down, milord. You know full well if I were twenty years younger, I’d let you whisk me away from all of this, and never look back!”

      “Och, come now, if you were twenty years younger, you’d be a babe!”

      Victoria watched this exchange with the utmost fascination. Where was the rigid, demanding boor? Where was he hiding? And why on earth was he such an awful wretch in her company and so incredibly charming with the likes of Mrs. Donnal?

      The lady in question glanced at Victoria for the first time. She grinned mischievously at the laird. “And who is this, milord?”

      “Who?” Apparently when he wasn’t berating her, he was oblivious to her presence. Mrs. Donnal waggled her brows at him. “Don’t you be coy with me, milord. I see the young missus behind you. No wonder we haven’t seen you in these parts in an age! With such a lovely bride, why would you ever leave home?”

      “What? You dinnae mean…you cannae possibly mean…I mean, she’s not my—”

      “I’m not a new bride,” Victoria interrupted, walking around the laird so that she could intercept any more bungled attempts at explaining her presence. “What my husband means, is we have indeed been married almost a twelvemonth, and I am no longer a complete novice to marital bliss.”

      “What the hell are you—”

      “Now, now, dear, you must sit yourself down and take it easy. I know it has been a trying day for you, what with only stopping every four hours to stretch. You need a good pint of Mrs. Donnal’s ale.” Victoria ushered the incredulous laird to a chair by the fire.
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