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Chapter One
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May 1818

Somewhere near the village of Blackshaw 

Dumfriesshire, Scotland

The carriage bounced over another deep rut, jolting its sole passenger despite the plushly cushioned seats. With a muttered oath, Colin Fitzhugh, seventh Earl of Wright, tilted his head to glance disdainfully out the window at the passing scenery. If he hadn’t been traveling for a week already and wasn’t fully beyond any enjoyment of the endeavor, he might have appreciated the sloped hills rising and falling all about, the gnarled old trees lining the rugged country lane, and the scent of earth and grass and rain that filled the spring air.

As it was, the earl had had quite enough of the rural backdrop, lovely though Dumfriesshire might be. Impatience wasn’t a common characteristic of his nature, but he’d held off on this little journey far longer than he’d intended. If he’d had his way from the start, he’d have traveled to Scotland and home again to London last autumn. 

If, that is, any of his letters had ever been answered.

He tried to be generous and consider the possibility his letter of introduction and the three—no, four—letters which had followed might not have reached their intended recipient. But he sincerely doubted that was the case.

He’d hired the mysterious man known only as Nightshade several months ago now. The man for hire had come highly recommended as someone who accomplished a wide range of impossible tasks. Discreetly. For a rather precious fee.

And Colin hadn’t been disappointed. 

The man was so discreet, Colin had never even met him face-to-face. Nightshade always sent his man, a Mr. Davies, to handle any direct meetings. The only information Colin had been able to provide the investigator had come from brief details documented many years ago in his father’s journals. Yet, Nightshade had come through with surprising efficiency, providing a succinct and definitive report.


Miss Davina Claybourne, b. 1789 to Mary and Angus Claybourne in the village of Kyleakin on the Isle of Skye, Inner Hebrides, Scotland. Mary died shortly after giving birth.

The sixth Earl of Wright visited Kyleakin in the summer of 1806.

On November 2, 1806, Angus Claybourne’s fourth cousin Sir Robert Morgan died with no male issue, transferring his wealth and holdings, as well as the guardianship of his sixteen-year-old daughter, Ainsworth Morgan, to Angus. Within a few weeks, Angus and Davina took up residence in Rosmuir Hall near Moffit, Dumfriesshire, Scotland.

There are very few accounts of Davina Claybourne after her departure from Skye in November 1806 until the registration of her death on March 3, 1807, at the age of eighteen from complications of premature labor and childbirth.

The illegitimate birth of Cailleach Davina Claybourne was registered on March 2, 1807.

In late April, 1811, at the age of twenty-one, Miss Ainsworth Morgan petitioned for and was awarded the early release of her inheritance which included a modest property passed down through her late mother’s family. Miss Cailleach Claybourne accompanied Miss Morgan to Faeglen Cottage in southern Dumfriesshire near the village of Blackshaw and resides there with her as of the date of this report, 21 of September 1817.



Cailleach Davina Claybourne. His half sister, currently eleven years old.

His stomach clenched with an odd mixture of dread and anticipation.

Having grown up in a household darkened by his father’s cruelty and vengeance, Colin had spent a great deal of his youth imagining what it might be like to have siblings. For a time, he’d convinced himself that the miseries wrought by his obsessive father might have been tolerable if he’d simply not been so alone in his torment. As he matured, he’d realized the selfishness of such a wish. He’d never hope for the pain of what he’d endured to be inflicted upon anyone else. 

He’d been a young man and already somewhat distanced from his father when he’d first learned he had an illegitimate brother not much younger than himself. Though a feeling similar to the hope of his childhood had urged him to seek out the other young man, social interactions of any kind tended to be difficult for him and he’d never gathered the courage to do so. The first time they’d unexpectedly encountered each other, the resentment in his half brother’s expression had made it very clear he had no desire to acknowledge their connection. Understanding and respecting the other man’s position, Colin made a point of giving his brother a wide berth any time their paths did happen to cross.

Until recently, that is.

Colin had been the earl for more than a year when he’d decided to read his late father’s journals. Within them, he’d discovered Roderick Bentley wasn’t the only child his father had sired outside the bonds of marriage. 

Finally seeing in his father’s own words, the lengths he’d gone to in order to satisfy his hunger for vengeance had been shocking. But it had also served as a catalyst. Once he’d learned of the children his father had sired and abandoned, he hadn’t been able to just ignore their existence.

With his father dead and Colin now the earl, he finally had the power and the means to change the legacy of hatred and destruction his parents had created. 

Starting with Roderick, he’d carefully but persistently begun the process of mending the wounds rendered by their father. And he wasn’t going to stop until he’d healed them all. He had no doubts the way would be difficult and painful. For everyone. Roderick’s initial resistance and the anger he still harbored toward their common sire helped to prepare Colin to expect his siblings to have very strong feelings about the man who’d never fulfilled his role as father. An attitude that might also flow to Colin by extension as the prior earl’s only legitimate child. But he hoped—he believed—the end result would be worth it.

Creating a legacy built on compassion and loyalty to family regardless of how unconventionally it might be formed was worth it.

And a handful of letters gone unanswered and a trip to the Scottish Lowlands certainly weren’t going to deter him.

If the innkeeper in Dumfries had been correct in his rather ambiguous directions, Colin should expect to reach Faeglen Cottage within the next fifteen minutes. 

Just as he had the thought, his carriage slowed and took a decisive left turn, leading them off the main rural lane onto an even smaller, bumpier drive. After several more minutes and countless teeth-rattling ruts and twisting turns, the carriage rolled to a slow stop. His groom opened the door and Colin did not hesitate to step to the ground. Despite whatever personal trepidation he might be feeling about meeting his young sister for the first time, he would not prevaricate now that he was finally here. The matter was simply too important.

In front of him stood a modest two-story country house built of gray brick with a brief stone stoop and a front door painted a crisp shade of green. Quaint, he supposed.

Spring wildflowers and evergreen hedges grew in no particular plan or pattern around the perimeter of the house and followed the casual line of the drive.

Turning back to the house, he approached the front stoop, where his groom had already knocked a couple times to no answer.

Colin had prepared himself for a cold welcome. Propriety demanded he stand there and await reception. But the long carriage ride and the even longer wait for some response to his multiple letters had successfully worn away his usually polished manners.

Feeling a need to stretch his legs, Colin left the groom to his likely futile knocking while he continued along the narrow drive as it swept around the house. After following a footpath through a jungle of a flower garden desperately in need of weeding, pruning, and shaping, he found himself in the middle of a hen yard where nearly a dozen of the clucking creatures rushed to frantically circle his feet. 

Slightly fearful of stepping on one of the clearly agitated hens, he paused to cast his gaze about, looking for some sign of the house’s residents. Another garden stood in the near distance. It was very large and had been dug in well-ordered lines with a proper fence around it to keep out the hens and pillaging wildlife. He suspected it was reserved for vegetables and herbs and though he knew next to nothing about such things, it appeared an ambitious endeavor.

Beyond the kitchen garden was a hen house and beyond that stood a small stable building nestled against the tree line of a rather dense forest. In the opposite direction rose a slow sloping hill with a lazy creek tumbling down and winding out of sight.

To a man who spent most of his life in London, it was a shockingly bucolic scene. At any moment, Colin expected to hear the distant low of a cow or the bleat of sheep. 

Instead, he heard the slow clip-clop of an approaching horse. Taking his wrist in hand behind his back, he ignored the sudden lurch in his chest, straightened his shoulders, and turned to see a large black workhorse stepping free of the tree line. Mounted on the beast was a woman dressed in a dark green frock that almost perfectly matched the trees behind her and gave her dark hair a rich reddish hue. 

Without noticing his presence across the yard, she rode up to a mounting block beside the stable. After dismounting, she led the horse to a small paddock where she murmured a few words then left him to graze. 

The woman appeared to be in her mid or late twenties, which suggested she was quite possibly the elusive Miss Ainsworth Morgan, originally of Rosmuir Hall, now mistress of Faeglen Cottage and self-appointed guardian to Colin’s sister. Though Miss Morgan had been born the daughter of a nobleman, if this was in fact that same lady, Colin wouldn’t have assumed such pedigree by looking at her now. 

Her dress was simple in style. Her boots were muddy and her hair fell in a long, unruly plait over her shoulder. Her stride was purposeful and contained an unhindered sort of energy that was inelegant but, he had to admit, graceful in its own way. As she crossed the yard, she kept her gaze focused straight ahead so he couldn’t tell what color her eyes were, but her skin was slightly golden from the sun and he’d have wagered anything that a brief smattering of freckles dusted her nose and cheeks.

She was a creature made for fresh air, brisk winds, and tromping hikes over rolling hills and glens. And it appeared she was going to stride right past him without even noticing his presence. 

He’d written to Miss Morgan with the sole purpose of introducing himself and his connection to the young Miss Claybourne so his sudden appearance in the child’s life wouldn’t be an upsetting shock. Since he couldn’t be sure any of his letters had been read, he had no idea if his young half sister or her current guardian knew anything at all about the prior Earl of Wright. And now that he stood here, he was intensely uncertain on how to proceed. 

If he wanted to speak with Miss Morgan before encountering his young sister, he couldn’t hold silent any longer. In truth, he should have called out at the earliest opportunity. Before he could say anything, however, the woman finally glanced his way. He heard her swiftly drawn breath as she came to an abrupt halt. 

Stepping forward, he cleared his throat. “Pardon me. I did not mean to startle you.” Glancing over his shoulder, he added, “My man has been knocking at the door to no reply, so I thought I’d step round to see if anyone was about.”

As soon as the first few words left his mouth, the woman’s expression shifted from one of wary surprise to one of harsh dismissal. Resuming her long stride toward the house, she blatantly and quite rudely ignored him.

Shocked, Colin stopped his cautious advance. Then he started forward once again. He had not come all this way to be ignored.

“Miss Morgan?” She did not acknowledge him in any way. “Miss Morgan,” he said again, more sternly this time. 

With a sound of clear frustration, she stopped and turned to face him. Crossing her arms over her chest, she pinned him with a combative stare. “You shouldnae’ve come,” she said plainly and strongly, the words carrying just the hint of a Scottish burr.

Utterly unaccustomed to such brazen disrespect, Colin did his best to be understanding. And patient. “I wrote several letters.”

“And if I’d been wantin’ anything to do with you,” she noted firmly, “I’d surely have replied.”

Though he tried to keep a neutral expression, he could feel the weight of a scowl lowering his brows. “You know who I am?”

Her answer was a brief snort as something that might have passed for reluctant amusement turned up the corner of her mouth. “D’you think we get many visitors with such an elegant appearance and sophisticated manner here at Faeglen?” When Colin could only return her pointed look with one of his own, she sighed and turned back toward the house. “Come on then. I’d rather not have this conversation in front of Roy and the girls.”

Colin glanced around, but there was no one else in sight. Surely, she wasn’t referencing the horse and hens.
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Chapter Two
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Ainsworth resisted the urge to slam the door closed behind her as she stepped into the large, airy kitchen of the Tudor built cottage. Even so, the effort it required to calmly allow the tall, fair-haired lord to follow her into her home made her hands shake. 

At least Mr. and Mrs. Norris were away for a few days visiting their oldest daughter and their newest grandchild. That meant she had the house to herself for the time being and a few hours at least to get the fine English gentleman as far from Faeglen as possible before Caillie returned from the village.

Plenty of time to convince her unwanted visitor he should be on his way with no plans to ever return.

Though she’d only read the very first of his letters, stubbornly tossing the others into the blazing hearth unopened, she’d known who he was the second she saw him. There was enough in his appearance that resembled the descriptions she’d heard of his scoundrel of a father to make a confident assumption.

Setting her sack on the large work table, she did her best to mostly ignore the unwelcome intruder as he dipped his head to step across the threshold into the kitchen. Too late, she realized she would’ve been better served by receiving him in the formal parlor she so rarely used. Now, her favorite room in the house would forever be tainted by the memory of his presence.

Up until several months ago when she’d received a missive from London, she’d never really believed Caillie’s father—or any of his aristocratic family—might someday come for her. She’d never believed it—but she’d always feared it. 

It wasn’t until Angus Claybourne had inherited the barony upon the death of Ainsworth’s father that Ainsworth first met her cousin Davina. Being of an age, the girls naturally became quite close. After Davina eventually confessed her disgraceful condition, there were no secrets between the cousins.  

Ainsworth learned all about the posh English earl traveling about Scotland who’d stayed in Kyleakin only long enough to seduce and abandon a woefully unsophisticated country girl. Angus had been a cold, unfeeling father, but he’d tried to do his duty by insisting the earl make proper amends. Ainsworth had been at Davina’s side, tightly holding her hand, when the English lord’s reply finally arrived to say he’d have nothing at all to do with the girl or the bairn she carried. 

Angus had been furious, but Davina had been crushed, and Ainsworth had known then that her cousin had harbored a real tendresse for the handsome earl despite the fact he’d been significantly older and had displayed a total and callous lack of regard for her in return.

Glancing up from her task of sorting the various herbs she’d foraged, Ainsworth noted that if the father had looked anything like the son, she might understand how Davina had become so tragically enamored. 

She hated to admit it even in the secure privacy of her own mind, but the current Earl of Wright was unfortunately handsome. He was tall and trim with sandy-colored hair in a style that somehow managed to appear both careless and elegant. His clothing was simple at first glance, but Ainsworth recognized the fine materials and expert stitching that had gone into making the garments. And, as he slowly approached with a stride that was both purposeful and slightly distracted, she found herself intrigued by the man’s consistent contradictions.

Shifting her attention to his face, she noted a wide forehead paired with a ridiculously square jaw and a straight patrician nose. The features should have looked severe or at least autocratic, if not for the very boyish dimple in the center of his chin and the intense, breath-stealing blue of his eyes...

Blue like a clear summer sky but darker. 

Nay. More like the blue of a peacock feather but lighter. 

As she struggled to classify the exact shade, she realized she was staring, yet she couldn’t force herself to look away. Because aside from the striking color, his gaze also contained a very real and visceral magnetic pull. 

It was fascinating and rather unlike anything she’d ever experienced. She quite literally couldn’t look away. And it took her a moment to realize he’d come to stand directly across the table from her. 

“Am I safe to assume you are Miss Ainsworth Morgan?”

She’d never much liked the more formal English accent used by the country’s titled gentry. It had always sounded so stiff and unnatural to ears long accustomed to the rolling cadence of her home. But his voice was just low enough and just rich enough to create a tone that was surprisingly warm despite its formality. Another unsettling contradiction.  

Getting a hold of herself, she turned to sift through the jars lining the shelves behind her. She’d need to dry the leaves and stems and flowers she’d collected today before storing them, so she didn’t require the jars just yet, but the task allowed her to turn her back on her unwanted guest.

“Assume whatever you’d like,” she replied.

A pause. “Then I shall also assume you know why I’m here.”

She instantly thought of Caillie and a fierce burning urge to protect pressed through her chest. She spun about with her hands planted boldly on her hips to give the pretentious lord (she didn’t actually know if he was pretentious, but weren’t they all?) a hard glare.

“Nay, in truth, I dinnae. Most people wait for an invitation before arriving at someone’s home.”

Her harsh words didn’t seem to affect him—certainly he didn’t look insulted or irritated by her intentional rudeness. For a moment, he just stared back at her. Then he took a slow breath and straightened his shoulders—though they were quite straight enough already—and lowered his chin. Just a bit.

“I understand your animosity, Miss Morgan.”

“I doubt that verra much.”

His brows tugged low over his eyes before settling back into a neutral position. “She is my sister. I’d like to meet her.”

Fear and fierce denial arced through her. Moving her hands from her hips to press them wide and flat on the table, she leaned forward. “Nay.”

He didn’t even flinch. “Why?”

“No good could possibly come of it.”

His frown deepened as he took a step closer. “Did you tell her about my letters?”

Ainsworth decided the question was unworthy of an answer.

His gaze narrowed for just a moment and a muscle along his jaw gave a barely perceptible tic. “Did you even bother to read them?”

She shrugged. “The first.”

The breath left him in a rush and he turned to pace to the far end of the kitchen. Pivoting on his heel, he strode the other way again, passing by the table this time to continue straight out the door.

Ainsworth waited. 

Was he gone?

That was easy. 

She sighed and made a face. Too easy.

Brushing the dirt from her hands onto her apron, she made her way to the small window beside the back door to take a peek outside.

He was still there. Striding rather forcefully to her herb garden before turning back. As he headed for the kitchen door, she scrambled back to her position at the table where she quickly yet carefully started laying out the wild garlic she’d found. But when he didn’t step inside, she risked another peek at the window to see he had returned to the garden.

With a snort, she turned her back on the window. Let him wear out his shiny boots if that’s what he wanted. 

After nearly five more minutes, the shadow of his tall, male form filled her doorway once again. He came forward in a calm, measured stride. Ainsworth was standing at the stove, readying the ingredients for the soup she was making. She noted his stiff stance from the corner of her eye but said nothing. She’d already told him he was unwelcome. What more was there to say?

“If you’d read any of my letters beyond the first, Miss Morgan, you’d have gained a greater understanding for why I might have traveled so far from London despite not having an invitation.” His voice had hardened significantly in contrast to his earlier comments and questions. A distinct chill now coated his words. “In them, I shared a great deal of information regarding the man who fathered both Miss Claybourne and myself.” He paused. “Along with several other illegitimate offspring.”

She tried not to notice the strange way in which he referenced his father. But his last words drew her attention despite herself and she turned to look at him in surprise. “Several?”

His expression was disturbingly stoic as he nodded. “Several.”

A crude insult directed at a man she’d never known and had never wished to know left her lips before she could stop it. 

The earl cleared his throat. “Quite.”

She realized with a twinge of surprise that the current earl didn’t like his father very much. 

It didn’t matter.

Turning back to the table, she gathered a bit of the cow parsley she’d laid out. “That still doesn’t explain why you’re here.”

He was silent as she added the parsley to the pot and stirred. So silent, she began to feel a wee bit jittery.

When he finally spoke, his tone was oddly even, as though he were carefully choosing his words before speaking. “As I outlined in my letters, though my father passed on a few years ago, I had no idea my half siblings existed until last year. With one exception, that is.” There was a weighted pause. “As the current earl, it is my responsibility and my duty to correct some of the hurt and injustice he inflicted in his lifetime.”

Her heart chilled as she asked in a low voice, “What in bluidy hell does that mean?”

“It means I’d like to know my sister. I’d like to be a part of her life and have her as part of mine.”

“Nay!” The denial came out in a harsh and painful shout. 

“I want only to do what is right by my family.”

“Family?” she scoffed as she spun to face him. “Caillie and I are family. I watched her mother endure three days of traumatic, heartbreaking labor to bring her into this world. I held her wee swaddled form as her mother struggled to heal—to live—despite being disowned by her own father, despite losing more blood than a body can spare. My cousin fought to live for her bairn and I was there when she couldnae hold on any longer. I’ve been there for the wee lass every day and night since. Through nightmares and tears and joys and every new discovery. I’m her family,” she declared with passion and fury. “You’re a bluidy stranger.”

She was so swept away by her own furious emotion, she didn’t realize she’d walked right up to the earl, brandishing her wooden spoon like a weapon. No doubt she resembled a wild woman in that moment. Face flushed and eyes flashing. Perhaps he’d be put off enough by her undignified show of temper that he’d leave in reasonable terror.

Unfortunately, as she tipped her chin to meet his striking gaze, he didn’t appear the slightest bit fazed. Instead, he replied simply yet firmly. “I’d rather not be.”

If he’d gotten angry or responded defensively, she might have been able to keep fueling her wrath. As it was, his calmly spoken reply struck her right in the center of her chest where there resided an unspeakable fear. 

She clenched her teeth against it, forcing the fear back into a tiny little spot behind her heart. “And obviously, you’ve no trouble disrupting her entire world if it means you’ll get what you want.”

His blue eyes sparked, but his tone remained cool and reserved. “I’d every hope of avoiding a reunion that might be unsettling to the girl. It was the entire purpose of the letters you so casually disregarded.” His jaw tightened for just a second before he continued. “You brought us to this point, Miss Morgan, and though I may understand your reticence, I shall not bow to it.”

Taking a breath to say something—anything—to put him off his goal, she was stopped by the not-too-distant bark of a dog. 

Her stomach flipped and twisted.

Nay!

Caillie was home early. 

For a second, she considered shoving the man from her kitchen, through the house, and out the front door to his carriage. 

But there was no time for that.

She had to face it. What she’d always feared was going to happen. 

No matter how badly Ainsworth wanted to deny the connection, the man in front of her was more closely related to Caillie than she was. Ainsworth experienced a sudden and deep regret for not having read the earl’s letters. If she had, maybe she’d have been able to come up with a valid reason to keep them apart—at least until the lass had gotten a bit older. Because the disturbing truth she’d willfully failed to acknowledge until now was that if the Earl of Wright wanted to meet his half sister, she could do nothing to stop him. 

And she’d learned long ago that when something could not be avoided, it was better to face it head on if you had any hope of guiding it in a favorable direction.

She’d only partly resigned herself to that intention when Caillie swept into the kitchen with her usual carefree manner, followed closely by Bramble, her loyal border collie. The lass’s dark brown hair was a windswept tangle down her back, her cheeks were pinkened from her walk, and her hazel eyes were bright with astonishment.  

Ainsworth had managed to step forward just enough to put herself between the child she’d raised from infancy and the stranger behind her. She had no idea how to prepare the lass to meet a half brother she’d never known existed, but she had to try.

“Did you see the carriage out front, Worthy? The grandest I’ve ever seen,” Caillie exclaimed as she slipped the strap of the woven bag from her shoulder. “Are they lost travelers?”

“Nay, not quite,” Ainsworth replied, taking the empty bag from the girl. “Why’ve you returned so soon and without the items I sent you to purchase?” 

“The shop was closed. Mrs. Weaver said Mr. Brown was ill. She asked if you’d bring by some of the tonic that helped him last time?”

“Of course,” Ainsworth replied but the response went unnoticed. Caillie had suddenly realized they weren’t alone in the kitchen and was leaning to one side in order to peer past Ainsworth for a better look at the visitor.

“Who are you?” she asked.

Ainsworth almost smiled at Caillie’s boldness. Though she’d have liked to think she had something to do with the lass’s confidence, it was simply Caillie’s nature to be utterly guileless and completely dauntless in any situation.

The earl stepped forward but did not reply to Caillie’s inquiry. He seemed to be waiting for Ainsworth to give an introduction.

Unfortunately, she couldn’t get her mouth to form the words.

Turning back to Ainsworth, Caillie’s hazel eyes were lit with curiosity as she pressed, “Did he arrive in the carriage?”

She nodded. “Aye.”

It had been obvious from early on that Caillie was a clever and insightful lass. For that reason and others, Ainsworth had never seen much benefit in shielding her from the realities of life. So, when Caillie had first asked about her parents, Ainsworth had explained the story as best she could without going into detail that would have been inappropriate for a child. And she’d always taken advantage of any opportunity to tell the lass about her mother and the kind soul she’d been.

She’d suspected Caillie would eventually press for more information about her father or the circumstances of her conception. And Ainsworth would have relented and shared what she could, believing it best to face the truth rather than cover it with falsities or fairy tales. But for whatever reason, Caillie had never seemed terribly interested in the man who’d so dishonorably seduced her mother.

Ainsworth had been undeniably relieved by that fact.

Unfortunately, the invisible walls of the private little fortress she’d created for the two of them here at Faeglen had already started to crumble. There would be no escaping the earl’s invasion.

“Who is it, Worthy?” Caillie asked, her tone curious but now also slightly concerned as she no doubt sensed Ainsworth’s discomfort.
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Chapter Three
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For several months, Colin had imagined meeting each of his siblings a thousand different ways. But now that he was about to meet the youngest of them, he was frozen in place. 

When the girl had finally looked past Miss Morgan to where he stood, an odd sort of recognition had flashed in his brain. Different than what one would feel seeing an old acquaintance, but not totally dissimilar. 

The child’s eyes were a soft mix of green and gold and brown rather than the blue he and Roderick both shared with their father. And her hair was a rich, warm chestnut whereas he had his father’s fair hair. Still—in that instant—he felt like he knew her. She was his blood. His sister. 

But this moment was too important. He could not afford to make an irreversible mistake. So, he forced himself to allow Miss Morgan to take the lead. 

“This...gentleman has come all the way from London to meet you, Caillie.”

Despite her earlier lack of welcome and her current hesitation, Miss Morgan’s voice was gentle as she spoke to the girl. If he hadn’t already guessed how important his sister was to the woman, that she tried to hide her own resistance to his appearance for the child’s sake would have told him a great deal. 

He understood her lack of hospitality, her reasonable desire to protect her charge. But it couldn’t change his purpose. This was the right thing to do. 

He took another step forward as Miss Morgan turned back to face him. Her expression was impossible to read, but he met her gaze with patient expectancy. There was a brief furrow between her brows but then she took a deep breath. “Caillie luv, this is the Earl of Wright.”

In terms of proper introductions, the words were very brief, but the child seemed to understand exactly what they indicated. Bright hazel eyes widened and her mouth formed a small oval of surprise. She glanced to Miss Morgan, who nodded while clearly trying very hard to smile. Then the girl looked back to Colin.

“You’re far too young to be my father,” she stated rather bluntly in a soft burr similar to her guardian’s. “So, you must be his son.” 

Colin nodded. “I am.” He cleared his throat. “Which makes me your half brother.”

The girl blinked. Then blinked again. “I’ve a brother,” she stated carefully, as though trying to familiarize herself with the concept. 

“Indeed,” he replied.

“Since you’re the earl, I reckon our father is dead, then?”

Colin gave a short cough then nodded. “He passed on a couple years ago.”

There was a brief pause as she seemed to sort out the news in her mind. Then she walked up to him and extended her hand while executing a proper curtsy at the same time. “Pleased to meet you, my lord.”

Following her lead, Colin took her hand and performed a bow. “As I am pleased to meet you, Miss Claybourne.”

She tilted her head as something curious flickered in her gaze. Then she gave a soft chuckle. “This all a wee bit strange isnae it?”

“It is,” Colin agreed as he grasped his wrist behind his back. “But I expect that will lessen as we get to know each other.”​​

“Right,” Miss Morgan noted a bit sharply as she stepped forward to put a hand on the girl’s shoulder. “Well, I must say, my lord, your arrival has been quite the surprise.”

The woman’s gaze held a hard glint of challenge, as though she dared him to refute her by bringing up his letters. Since it didn’t serve his purpose to encourage any more conflict with the woman than what existed already, he held his tongue. 

There was a flash of triumph as she continued, “Just how long do you intend to stay in Dumfriesshire?”

“Not long, I’m afraid. I made the trip as soon as I had the opportunity, but my responsibilities in London require a hasty return.”

“That’s disappointing,” the young Miss Claybourne noted with a scowl that swiftly shifted back into a smile. “I reckon that means we’ll have to make the most of your visit, then. You’ll stay and eat with us, of course. I’ve so verra many questions I’d like to ask you.”

Hiding the trepidation that flickered to life at her words, Colin gave a short nod. “I imagine you do, Miss Claybourne, and I hope to answer them all.” He glanced to Miss Morgan. “But I’ve no desire to impose.”

Her expression made it very clear that his whole existence was an imposition. But when the girl glanced over her shoulder, Miss Morgan gave the child a flickering smile. “Of course, His Lordship can stay.”

The brief glare she tossed his way made sure he was left in no doubt that she was only being civil for the sake of the child and he shouldn’t mistake her invitation for any sort of true acceptance of his presence.

“Thank you, Miss Morgan,” he replied. “I appreciate the hospitality.”

“Now then, I’ve a meal to prepare and my kitchen is more than a wee bit crowded. Caillie luv, why don’t you show His Lordship to the parlor then you can take Bramble out to the barn before washing up.”

“Maybe I could take him around Faeglen while you finish up. It’d be far more interesting than sitting in the dull old parlor.”

Miss Morgan’s laugh held only a hint of humor. “I doubt the earl has any desire to go tromping about.”

“On the contrary,” Colin noted. “I’d love a tour.”

The grin the girl flashed up at him made was almost as rewarding as thwarting Miss Morgan.

There was a moment of hesitation before the woman gave a dismissive wave of her hand as she walked toward the stove. “Go on, then.”

“Would you rather start inside or outside?” 

“I shall leave that decision to my guide,” Colin replied.

“Outside, then,” Miss Claybourne answered quickly. “We may as well enjoy the sun while it lasts. Bramble,” she called before heading toward the door, clearly expecting the dog—and Colin—to follow.

The collie, who’d been lying beneath the table, immediately leapt up to trot after her while Colin glanced to Miss Morgan once again with a lifted brow, wondering if the girl was always so decisively bold. There might have been a slight curl of humor at the corner of the woman’s mouth, but he couldn’t be sure. And then he had to lengthen his strides to be sure he wasn’t left behind on his own tour. 

Once outside, Caillie turned to walk backwards through the cluster of chickens gathered in the yard. “Have you met our hens yet?”

Though he was amused by the odd way in which the livestock at Faeglen were addressed, he kept it to himself so as not to inadvertently offend. Instead, he replied in an equally serious tone. “I’ve only briefly made their acquaintance and have not yet been formally introduced.”

Accepting his answer with a nod, she indicated the chicken currently trying to peck at the toe of her boot. “This is Fen. That’s Lil and Hew and Run. Over there is Dip and Sam. While Tin and Bit are fussing over by Worthy’s herb garden.”

Colin narrowed his gaze. “Do I detect a slight pattern in your method of naming?”

Caillie laughed. “I named Bit and Lil when I was a wee bairn and we just decided to continue with three-letter names for the rest. The rooster is a grumpy old thing and likes to keep to the shed, but if we happen to encounter him, you may address him as Sin.”

Colin’s brows lifted at the name, but the child had already spun about again to lead him toward the plotted garden. Taking one wrist in hand behind his back, he followed dutifully after her. 

“Miss Morgan appears to enjoy gardening,” he said. “Do you as well?”

She seemed to consider the question carefully before giving a little shrug. “I like learning about the various uses of herbs and such, but I don’t really have the patience for gardening.” She glanced over her shoulder. “Do you enjoy gardening, my lord?”

“I’ve honestly never had the opportunity to try it.”

“Right, I reckon not,” she noted with another sage nod. He couldn’t help but feel slightly judged by her tone as he wondered what exactly she was thinking. Then she gave him a questioning look. “So, what do you do?” 

Her blunt question took him aback for a moment and he had to consider his response. So much of his life centered around the duty and responsibility of his station. Even before he’d inherited the earldom, he’d taken on a great deal of the tasks required for managing the Wright estates and holdings.

“Horseback riding, I suppose. Reading. I’ve been building up the library at Wright House for several years now.”

“Wright House. Is that in London?”

“It is.” He nodded.

“Do you go to a lot of fancy parties? Balls and dinners and soirées?”

“A few.” He didn’t add that he typically avoided such things whenever possible.

She fell silent for a bit as their steps took them up a craggy slope of land dotted with rocks and shrubs while Bramble ran ahead. She seemed to be thinking rather intently on something and though Colin was unexpectedly curious, he waited to see if she’d share her thoughts with him.

After a bit, she did. “I think someday I’d like to go to a fancy ball. But I’m not sure I’d like to live in such a busy place as London. Worthy and I visited Edinburgh once and it was so noisy and crowded and...odorous. There wasn’t a single moment of tranquility to be found.” She tilted her head and gave him a crooked smile he could only describe as mischievous. “But it was rather exciting.”

He smiled back. It was on the tip of his tongue to reveal his true purpose in traveling to Dumfriesshire, but he’d decided before arriving not to broach the issue with the child before first discussing it with Miss Morgan. That decision seemed especially prudent now that he knew such a discussion was not likely to be a smooth one.

“Shall I show you our wee loch?” the girl suggested. “It’s a short walk, but the path can get rough,” she added with a dubious glance at his well-polished boots.

He straightened and gave a sharp tug on his coat. “Lead the way, Miss Claybourne.”

The loch was well worth seeing and was not as “wee” as he’d expected. She explained it was a perfect place to swim when the weather was nice like today and it provided good fishing for those who were lucky.

“Are you one of the lucky ones?” he couldn’t resist asking.

She made a face that answered before her words. “Nay, but Worthy is. She never leaves without a proper haul.”

That didn’t surprise him.

Unfortunately, they weren’t able to tarry long on the rocky banks as the sky had begun to darken with approaching clouds and the wind picked up. They made it back to the house just as the rain started to fall, entering through the kitchen as they’d left. 

“Come on, I’ll show you the house now.”

Following the girl across the kitchen, Colin allowed himself a glance toward Miss Morgan as he came near her position at the large iron stove. Steam from the large pot had curled the tendrils of dark auburn hair that framed her face and rested against her neck. Though she seemed intent and determined not to acknowledge him, he noted how she held her breath as he passed. 

He also noticed he’d been right about the freckles.
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Chapter Four
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There was nothing particularly grand about the old country cottage—in fact, it was rather modest—but it was undeniably a home. Every room they visited, perhaps with the exception of the formal parlor, had a look of being lived in and loved.

So very different from the houses in which he’d grown up, where any sign of life was quickly swept away by the many servants on hand.

The sitting room had books and pillows tossed about. Unfinished embroidery looked like it had been set aside just that morning. Drawings of birds and insects were strewn about the tea table. A corner room overlooking the riotous flower garden was crammed full with bookshelves, two desks that had been positioned to face each other, a pianoforte, a violin, and several wind instruments. The dining room was rather small for formal dinners, but Colin suspected the ladies of the house did not entertain often, if at all, and he’d have wagered on that being entirely by choice. 

The young Miss Claybourne explained that an elderly couple, Mr. and Mrs. Norris, resided at the house and helped to manage the place, but they both happened to be away for the day. Even with a staff of two, it was clear Miss Morgan preferred to handle much of the household duties herself, including most of the cooking, managing the household accounts, and filling the role of governess. For her part, Caillie had the responsibility of caring for the chickens, their only horse, Roy, and Bramble, of course, as well as helping Miss Morgan in the kitchen garden as needed.

By the time the tour brought them back around to the kitchen, an odd feeling had settled in Colin’s chest. A hard point of pressure had formed and was steadily growing. There was no denying his sister was being well cared for. She was obviously happy. She clearly adored Miss Morgan and Mr. and Mrs. Norris. Every moment he spent with her, he became more and more aware of her natural intelligence and maturity. There were times he’d nearly forgotten he was talking to an eleven-year-old child. 

And although he was grateful her well-being had been assured all these years while he’d been kept in the dark about her existence, he couldn’t ignore how his sudden appearance was likely to disrupt her life. He could only hope it proved to be a positive disruption.

As he followed Caillie into the kitchen, the savory scents filling the air made his stomach rumble.

Miss Morgan looked up from where she was setting a stack of bowls on the large, rough-hewn table in the center of the room. “Our meals tend to be rather informal here at Faeglen,” she noted without preamble. “I hope you’ve no aversion to eating in the kitchen.”

He heard the distinct note of challenge in her tone and though her animosity was starting to get a bit tedious, his manners were far too deeply ingrained to reply with anything but gracious courtesy. “Not at all, Miss Morgan.”

“Have a seat,” she said with a nod toward one of the stools set around the table before turning to address her ward. “Fetch some glasses from the cupboard, please, Caillie, and the pitcher of lemonade I made this morning.” The woman’s green gaze swung back to Colin. “Unless you’d prefer wine? We might have something in the cellar, but I cannae attest to its quality.”

“The lemonade will be fine. Thank you.” 

The woman gave a nod then bustled back to the stove. Picking up two woven cloths, she grasped the handles of the large iron pot and turned to bring it to the table. Noting its obvious weight, Colin took a step forward, intending to offer assistance, but the look she gave him put an immediate halt to the gesture. 

She clearly didn’t want or need the help.

Not from him, anyway.

After setting the pot in the center of the table, she used a deep wooden ladle to fill one of the bowls, which she handed first to him. Then she filled one for Caillie and one for herself. The girl filled their glasses with lemonade and handed them out with a smile. The two of them had no doubt shared innumerable meals like this. Distributing the duties between them, sitting in the kitchen. Comfortable. Cozy. 

A true family.

Miss Morgan’s earlier words nudged sharply at the back of his brain.

Colin waited until the woman took her seat before lowering himself to a stool. Caillie took the spot nearest to him. She leaned over the wide bowl to breathe in the steam. “Smells delicious, Worthy,” she exclaimed.

“Thank you, Caillie.” She jumped to her feet. “The bread.” 

Colin stood as well and waited patiently as she grabbed a cloth-covered basket that had been set aside. When she returned to the table, she arched her brows and gave him a look that was both annoyed and amused. “No need to stand on formality, my lord.”

He gave a small bow. “Nevertheless.” 

He wasn’t sure what emotion flickered across her pertly expressive features, but it was quickly overcome by a fervent scowl as she reclaimed her seat. 

The meal progressed mostly in silence. And not necessarily due to the slightly awkward tension hovering between himself and Miss Morgan, but because they all quickly became intent on their food.

He hadn’t been expecting much from the rustic meal. His chef in London was a French master and though Colin had never given very thorough consideration to his meals, they were certainly far more complex and sophisticated than what Miss Morgan was likely to offer.

A hearty mixture of carrots, potatoes, some other root vegetables, a bit of onion and garlic and various herbs he didn’t attempt to identify, the stew was rich and flavorful and deeply satisfying.

Colin had just finished spooning the last bite from his bowl when the girl beside him turned to focus all of her attention on him. “My lord, might I ask you a question?”

Hearing a certain gravity in her tone, he lifted his napkin to dab at his mouth before replying. “Of course. Anything.”

He’d known this visit would come with some difficult conversations and he’d been preparing himself for them since he’d decided to seek out his siblings.

The girl tilted her head. “Why’ve you come here?”

From the corner of his eye, he saw Miss Morgan go intently still. Even if she had an urge to do so, she was not going to intervene in the conversation. He both appreciated her restraint and regretted it. 

Though there was no obvious tone of rudeness in the girl’s tone, Colin still wasn’t exactly sure how to respond to such a blunt inquiry. Having never interacted with children before, he had no idea what to expect, but he certainly hadn’t expected such a straightforward attitude from one so young. It was surprising, but not necessarily something he wished to dissuade. 

“I’m here because you’re my sister and I’d very much like to get to know you.”

There was a thoughtful pause. Then, “Why now?”

Clearing his throat, Colin set his napkin next to his bowl. Looking into the eleven-year-old girl’s rich hazel eyes, he knew he’d have to answer carefully. With full honesty of course, but the current moment might not be the best time for some of the more sordid details. He took a breath to think of how he’d reply, involuntarily sliding another quick look to Miss Morgan. 

Intently avoiding his gaze, she rose rather abruptly to her feet and began to collect items from the table. 

He cleared his throat again and returned his attention to the girl. “My father—pardon me, our father—died more than two years ago now. But it wasn’t until just last summer, when I finally read through his journals, that I learned of his...relationship with your mother.”

“Not really a relationship, was it?” Caillie noted bluntly.

He gave a stiff nod, unable to deny the truth of her comment. “No. It wasn’t.”

The girl’s steady stare was slightly unnerving as she noted, “And his journals mentioned me?”

Colin hesitated. But not for long. His interactions with his sister so far led him to believe she’d be better off with the full truth right from the start. 
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