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      After a brutal fight to secure a vital military secret, Scottish lord Malcolm Gordon, codename Raven, races from Edinburgh to deliver the news to his commanding officer in London. But before he arrives, he crosses paths with a lady’s bullet.

      Miss Olivia Aston is horrified that she’s shot a man while hunting. Fortunately, he’s still alive. But what to do with the gravely wounded Highlander? Her father despises the Scots and will likely turn him out once he’s discovered. With this latest blunder, there is also the very real possibility that her father will permanently remove her from society as he did her sister. But she can’t simply leave him to die.

      Malcolm awakens to discover that the information he carried has been stolen, and there’s no evidence of the culprit, other than a memory of her soft voice and bonny face. Time is running out. Despite his wound (mysteriously stitched), he must now hurry to get to the duke. When he reaches London, Malcolm learns the secrets he carried have already been compromised. He is charged with ferreting out the traitor amidst Edinburgh society. Begrudgingly, Malcolm is thrust into one soiree after another, only to come face to face with his beautiful, charming female assailant.

      Will she shoot him again? Though he has no solid evidence against Lady Olivia, she has to be linked to the traitors. He could drag her from the ballroom, present her to the powers that be as a possible suspect, but instead, he takes the dangerous flirtation to the next level. There is something utterly alluring about a woman who holds a weapon as well as she dances. Malcolm’s determined to make Olivia swoon until she confesses everything—that is, until someone makes an attempt on both their lives. What started as a game of cat and mouse turns into a deadly adventure, revealing startling intelligence neither of them sees coming.
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        Scottish Highlands, 1797

      

      

      The boar was the final straw for Malcolm’s mother.

      She never came out and said as much, but on the afternoon of his ninth birthday, the only son of the Earl of Dunlyon returned from a Highlands hunt with his very Scottish father to find his very English mother staring at him with a mixture of horror and shame. Mouth agape, her pretty green eyes as wide as the boar’s he’d just maimed, following the path of the bloody cross smeared on his forehead. His battle mark.

      His mother, Gemma, recoiled. Her accusing gaze shot to the earl, who’d joined them in the grand entrance of the opulent house he’d built for her. “What have you done to him?” Her face scrunched up as though she’d sucked a lemon. “He’s covered in gore!”

      A frigid moment of silence passed. His father’s massive hand tightened on Malcolm’s shoulder possessively, or was it protectively? Contempt rolled between the earl and countess like a ball being passed. Only this wasn’t a friendly game.

      Finally, the earl’s brogue rumbled with pride. “Our son has become a man today. A hunter. Ye should be proud.”

      Malcolm wanted his mother to be proud of him too. But she was staring at his hands, drawing his gaze to the blood on his palms and caked beneath his fingernails. He tried to wipe the crimson onto his torn hunting shirt, but little good it did. “There’s nothing to fear, Mama,” he’d said. “I fought the boar, and I won. Papa said all lads eat the heart of their first kill. He says I’m a natural hunter.”

      “Eat the heart?” Lady Dunlyon’s hand came to her throat as she blanched.

      Hoping to ease her temper, wee Malcolm held out a bloody tusk and grinned, offering her the prize in the hope she would understand. “Look, I saved this for ye.”

      His lady mother did not accept his gift. Instead, she struck out, knocking the trophy to the ground. She gave a shudder. “Vile!”

      Malcolm’s smile faltered. “Mama?” He reached for her, longing for a simple touch, a word of affection or acceptance.

      Leaping back, the lady shouted, “Do not touch me with those bloody hands.”

      Tears welled in Malcolm’s eyes. His hands fell to his side, and all the honor he’d felt on the hunt plummeted with them. ’His mother’s face softened for a split second, so fleeting it could have been his imagination.

      But then she flicked her hate-filled gaze back to the Earl and hissed, “You’ve ruined him. He’ll never make a worthy lord and gentleman, only the savage you’ve created.”

      Malcolm’s lip quivered. Was he a savage? He couldn’t tell whether his mother meant her anger for him or for his father. Perhaps his father didn’t know either.

      “Wife,” his father warned.

      The countess shook her head. “No civilized Englishwoman should be subjected to this, much less the gently born and bred daughter of an earl.”

      “Need I remind ye that I am an earl?” Tension laced his father’s words.

      “Not an English one.” She jabbed her finger at his father’s chest. “You, sir, are nothing more than an incorrigible Scotsman and an ill-suited embarrassment. In the ten years that I’ve been forced to live in this dreary, godforsaken country, I’ve wanted nothing more than to escape back to London and polite society where I belong. To the land of manners and propriety. Where men wear trousers and not pleated skirts that only come to their knees. Skin! Frightful skin, showing at all hours! I need a world where men are dignified, and ladies are not expected to rear their children without a proper governess. Where children do not come home covered in blood, grinning like heathens.”

      Malcolm could make no sense of this diatribe at his age, but he understood that he must have done something wrong. He retrieved the boar tusk, intent on offering it again. His mother must not understand that he meant to make it a gift for her, a treasure. “Mama⁠—”

      But before he could explain, Gemma whirled away from them both and charged up the stairs. And by morning, the Countess of Dunlyon, along with wee Caroline, Malcolm’s infant sister, was gone.

      Which, in retrospect, was for the better. For this taught young Malcolm a lesson that he would require no reminding of as he came into his own as the Earl of Dunlyon: women were cruel, unreliable she-devils. And he would never let one close enough again to get the better of him.
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        Aston House

        London

        Autumn, 1817

      

      

      “Ladies do not pour punch on gentlemen.” The Viscountess Helvellyn swept into the room, a whirlwind of disapproval—as usual. Her voice was noticeably higher when she was in this mood.

      With a dramatic flop, her daughter, the Miss Olivia Grace Aston, kicked off her blue silk dancing slippers, which matched her ball gown, and tossed herself onto the gold brocade chaise longue in her bedchamber with a decidedly indelicate huff. If only her mother knew the reason why she’d given his lordship a punch bath, she’d not think her such a spoiled child.

      This season was proving to be the most wretched of them all. To think that Olivia had considered things might improve from the previous disastrous months she’d spent in London during her coming out. She longed for the quiet of Scotland. What a terrible dilemma that her parents preferred England.

      “My dear,” Lady Helvellyn said, wafting herself furiously with the pearl-handled fan she used whenever wearing her famous Aston pearls. The wind she created with her frenzy of fanning caused the oil lamp lit on the side table to flicker, or perhaps the flicker was from her still swishing satin skirts. “Whatever has got into you? You cannot expect any gentleman to propose with your disconcerting demeanor. It is unacceptable, especially after the trouble I went to having you re-approved at Almack’s.”

      “Almack’s, smallmack’s,” Olivia muttered and reached up to unpin the curls that had been painstakingly placed in her honey-colored hair by her maid hours before. Though most young ladies would beg, borrow or steal to get into the famously snobby social club—for to be a part meant you were pre-approved as acceptable marriage material—Olivia had been given the cut direct the previous season. She was well on her way to achieving it again this year, much to her mother’s horror. Secretly, she hoped her punishment would be that she was sent to their estate in Scotland, and then she would fake pout all the way there.

      “Olivia Grace Aston.” Her mother’s shrill tone would normally have been enough to pull Olivia from her mood, but not today.

      Even if the Prince Regent himself walked into her boudoir at that moment, she’d not be able to do more than stick her tongue out at him. Well, that wasn’t exactly true. Prinny wouldn’t like that. So, she’d have to whip out her own extravagant fan and do it behind there.

      She let out an exaggerated sigh, tossing pins toward her dressing table. “Mother, I am tired.”

      “You’re tired?” The viscountess approached with such sharp steps Olivia feared her mother’s legs might snap clear off. She tapped her fan onto the dressing tabletop, accentuating every word. “How am I going to explain this to your father?”

      A sarcastic remark was on the tip of Olivia’s tongue. But one glance at her mother, whose brown eyes bore a particularly pained look this evening, had her biting her cheek instead.

      “Pouring your punch on that poor Lord Hibbert.” Lady Helvellyn snapped her fan closed and tapped it against her thigh.

      Olivia sat up straighter, her hands gripping the edge of the chaise. It took everything she had not to shout out her frustration or, at the very least, grab the blasted fan and defenestrate it. “He deserved it, Mother.”

      Lady Helvellyn scoffed. If she frowned any harder, the powder she’d put on her face would crack. “Ladies do not pour punch on gentlemen,” she said again. The fan snapped back open to flutter once more. If she continued at this pace, her mother wouldn’t need her maid to take her hair down as the fan would do the task for her.

      Olivia pursed her lips, keeping her eyes on her mother, and said what she’d been avoiding since their silent carriage ride home from Almack’s. “Well, then we are in agreement, for Lord Hog-Grubber is not a gentleman.”

      The viscountess stopped fanning, slapping the opened silken fan against her chest and causing Olivia to wince as though it had been her cheek.

      “Olivia! Such vulgar language. I’ll not be in the least bit surprised if the patronesses decide to revoke your voucher again, even with my cousin being a part of the set. You’ll not be invited to any more balls. There will be no proposals forthcoming. Your season will end. Again.” Lady Helvellyn’s cheeks had gone red, and her breathing was labored. If she didn’t calm down, she’d suffer a fit of the vapors.

      Olivia considered standing in case she needed to break her mother’s fall. The familiar sting of tears burned, and she fought to hold them back. What did she care if there was no proposal? She didn’t want to marry a goat anyway. Besides, Lord Hibbert and his pompous friends were not gentlemen. He, and so many others like him, had not been simply asking for a dance. He’d insulted her. Gutted her. And she couldn’t even tell her mother about it because Lady Helvellyn would suffer a fit of apoplexy if she knew the truth.

      With a deep breath, she tried to push away her anger. Tried to push away the vile words the blackguard had hissed. “I am sorry, Mother, for having embarrassed you and for possibly ruining my chances once more.”

      But I am not sorry for dumping my punch on that swine.

      Her mother’s eyes flickered with panic, and she spoke hurriedly, as if she didn’t get all the words out, they would dry up. “We shall write a letter tomorrow, begging forgiveness of Lord Hibbert. And then another to the patronesses.”

      Olivia nodded, all the while knowing she would never write such a letter. Never. She just needed her mother to leave her be.

      The fan snapped closed, and Lady Helvellyn tapped it on her palm. “And we shall speak of this again in the morning.”

      Again, Olivia nodded, though she would do everything she could to avoid it. Perhaps even sneak out early for a ride in Hyde Park.

      Lady Helvellyn swished from the room, suddenly distracted, her slippers barely making a sound as she glided on the thick rose-gold floral-designed Axminster carpet that matched the curtains and canopy of the four-poster bed.

      Olivia barely had a moment to breathe before her maid came through the door. Elaine took one look at Olivia and seemed to understand. Silently, she led Olivia to her dressing table and finished unpinning her hair.

      “We may be headed to Scotland tomorrow.” Olivia studied her fingernails, zeroing in on a white dot beneath the nail.

      Elaine finished with the last pin. “I’ve always loved Scotland this time of year. Will there be a house party?”

      Olivia guessed that the last thing her father would wish for when he found out about her latest blunder would be to put her in front of more people she’d possibly insult. “Not likely.”

      “Ah.” Elaine picked up the silver hairbrush and pulled it gently through Olivia’s hair until it crackled.

      “It happened again.” Olivia stood, allowing Elaine to undress her.

      “Punch?” Her maid had the kindness to act as though she were simply commenting on what Olivia might like to have for breakfast.

      Olivia let out a long sigh and trudged to her bed. “Yes.”

      Elaine pulled back the covers, smoothing the soft sheets. “Have you told your mother and father why?”

      As she climbed between the sheets, she felt a sudden pull of exhaustion. “They wouldn’t understand.”

      “Perhaps if you explained, they would?”

      “Perhaps. Or they’ll think me...” She couldn’t bring herself to say the word: insane. ’Twas a word bandied about her family like rats to cheese.

      “No one would ever think such,” her maid murmured, pulling the covers over her before she left. She seemed to know without Olivia saying what she meant. But despite Elaine’s reassurances, it was a legitimate fear in her household, and with good reason. After all, madness had struck her family more than once.

      Wasn’t that what the gentlemen of the ton and the snobbish ladies tittered behind their hands? Olivia rolled onto her side and squeezed her eyes shut. She blocked out the memories, preferring to immerse herself in her dreams rather than the horrifying realization that someday, she, too, might be stricken with a...sensitive condition that would give rise to gossip.

      The following morning, Olivia woke with the sunrise, dressed quickly in a light yellow day dress and hurried downstairs to the dining room where breakfast would be set on the sideboard. Eggs, toast, bacon, fruit. The delicious scents wafted up the stairs, and her stomach grumbled thanks to barely having eaten dinner the night before.

      Being awake so early, she was certain to miss her mother and hopefully her father, as they generally slept in for another hour or two. But those hopes were dashed as soon as she rounded the corner to see both of her parents sitting at the table, drinking tea, their plates half-eaten. A trap. They’d planned this. Having been in this situation more than once, they knew exactly what Olivia would do to try to avoid them. She supposed she ought to give them credit for figuring her out.

      Pasting on a cheerful smile she didn’t feel, Olivia said in her best singsong tone, despite the tightness in her throat, “Good morning.”

      Her mother raised a challenging brow as if she’d expected what Olivia would attempt. “Do have some breakfast, dear.”

      Olivia nodded, her stomach suddenly rebelling against the idea, though moments before, her mouth had watered over the scent of bacon. Absently, she put a slice of toast on her plate and sat down.

      A footman stepped forward and filled her cup with tea. While staring at her parents through her lashes, she dumped in two lumps of sugar and a dash of milk. While she stirred, she waited for them to speak, but they were silent. Her father read the paper, passing her mother a sheet that was no doubt the social gossip column. They sipped their tea, took bites of their eggs and read as though nothing was happening.

      Rather than eat, Olivia stared at the nooks and crannies in her toast, trying to decide if she should make a run for it or feign a faint.

      “Olivia, I will give you a moment to explain what happened last night.” Her father folded his morning paper and steadied his gaze on her.

      And so it began.

      With her hands folded in her lap, fingers entwined tightly, Olivia studied her parents, her lower lip wobbling. She bit the inside of her cheek to steady herself. Should she tell them about her tormentors? She’d kept the information to herself the remainder of last season, and this one too. Perhaps now was the time to divulge the truth. If she did, they might understand.

      And they might not.

      Worse, to inform them would hurt them immeasurably. Bring up memories that she would just as soon not speak of and which they’d worked hard to forget. But they were watching her expectantly. “Lord Hibbert did not ask me to dance.”

      Lady Helvellyn narrowed her eyes and opened her mouth, but her husband stopped her again, placing his hand over his wife’s and giving a gentle squeeze. He nodded for Olivia to continue.

      Her mouth was suddenly dry. She sipped her tea, but that didn’t help. Olivia looked toward the door, considering her escape.

      The center of her chest grew tight, and small needles of anxiety shot up and down her middle. And as if reading her mind, her father cleared his throat, and a nod from her mother had a footman shutting the doors.

      Olivia took a deep breath and rushed out with, “Actually, if you must know, Lord Hibbert said something offensive. And so, I dumped my punch on his head.”

      Lord and Lady Helvellyn assessed her a moment, and then her father asked, “And I suppose you mean for us to believe it was the same with Lord Dallwington and Lord Benson?”

      “Yes.” Olivia swallowed hard, thinking of those she had refrained from pouring punch on. “It was exactly the same.”

      Her father sputtered. “Did they attempt to besmirch your virtue? Force you into a liaison?” He muttered something about Lord Hibbert’s Scottish grandfather.

      Oh, how her father hated the Scots despite being half-Scottish himself on his mother’s side. Though he still held a seat up north, he’d married an English aristocrat and fully embraced his very English side, though why he felt that he had never explained.

      Before her father could threaten a duel in her honor, Olivia hurried to add, “No, Father, it was nothing so sinister as that.”

      “What could they have said?” Her mother’s sharp gaze was on her now, pinning Olivia’s tongue to the roof of her mouth.

      Pinching her arm, Olivia debated for thirty more seconds and then finally told them, “They spoke harshly of Marian.”

      Marian, her beautiful older sister, who used to dance around her chamber with piles of ribbons spilling from her hands and the tinkling sound of her laughter lightening everyone’s mood. After a glorious first season last year, she’d gone mad. Mad as their Scottish grandmother and great-great-aunt before. Her once sparkling eyes turned shadowed and haunted. Her laughter turned to shrieks and howls. And the sister Olivia had known and loved seemed to vanish overnight.

      At first, the family had tried to keep her within the house, thinking it was nerves at the weight of marriage looming. They’d hired servants to care for her day and night, but Marian had continued to escape. Even in their English country estate. When she broke into and ransacked a neighboring manor house, her parents had been forced to send her to the Edinburgh Lunatic Asylum, where she still resided—Olivia hoped, at peace.

      “Mad Marian,” the wasps of society called her, but this Olivia would not tell her parents. And last night, it was this moniker Lord Hibbert had hissed in her ear that had her reacting so harshly.

      As Olivia cringed in anticipation of the pain this would bring to her parents, the earl and countess exchanged a worried glance.

      “I see,” her father said, his voice muted.

      Her mother looked ready to faint, her pallor several shades whiter.

      “Perhaps it would be best if you came with me to Scotland for a few weeks,” her father said. “I’ve some business to attend to, and there will be a hunting party there. It will give your mother a chance to speak with the patronesses of Almack’s.”

      Olivia nodded, though she didn’t think it would make any difference. The patronesses had already made an exception for her last season. To do so again would smack of favoritism, and Olivia had not the popularity amongst the ton to deserve such, or anyone else to defend her nature as she’d not made many close English friends. To be shunned by the patronesses would not be the end of the world, but it would signal to all of society that Miss Olivia Grace Aston was not good ton. Invitations would lessen, and along with them, the number of suitors calling at her home. Young ladies, both current and future acquaintances, would be shooed away from her. And by this time next year, Olivia would be labeled a spinster. Her parents would either ship her off to their English country house or Scotland or find it necessary to increase her dowry to a sum that would draw the lowliest of men to her side. While she didn’t regret retaliating, perhaps she should have thought of an idea that did not mean she was to be forced into a lifetime of unhappiness.

      “Are you...” her mother started and then stopped herself.

      “I am fine, Mother.” Olivia tried to smile, but she feared it came out more of a grimace.

      Was she fine? Many times over the last year her parents had tried to ask if she was feeling well, worried she might end up like Marian and the women in their family before her. When the gossipmongers whispered “Mad Marian” and asked if she was soon to join her sister, a burning rage filled Olivia’s chest. Now spent of the truth, Olivia picked up her knife and cut through the softened golden butter, spreading it on her toast. “I was upset and offended. I acted in haste, but I assure you, I am fine. Now that I’ve told you, I feel a weight has been lifted.”

      The cold toast scraped over her tongue, and she worked on chewing it, finally taking a sip of tea to swallow. She managed to choke down her toast before begging to be excused.

      Lady Helvellyn looked down her nose at her daughter, studying her as though she were a speck of dust on the mantle that a maid had forgotten to clean. Olivia kept her face as docile as she could under the circumstances. She and her mother had never truly gotten on well. Marian was the golden child. The most loved. The best behaved, whereas Olivia had a penchant for mischief as the youngest in their family, and often found the best way to get attention was through that naughtiness.

      Now that Marian was safely housed at the Edinburgh Lunatic Asylum, Lady Helvellyn had not shifted her love or favoritism to Olivia—in fact, she had the feeling her mother wished it were her instead who resided in the notorious hospital for the mentally ill.

      It was her father who broke the silence by clearing his throat. Unlike her mother, Lord Helvellyn seemed to favor neither of his daughters and was, more often than not, put out that he’d not had any sons. His entire estate was due to go to his sister’s eldest boy, an arrogant physician in Brighton. “Have your maid pack your things. We shall leave just after noon.”

      Olivia nodded, a little relieved. The journey to Huntford Manor—a few hours ride over the border of Scotland, would take them several days.

      It would be weeks before her father would even consider coming back to London. By the time they returned, at least a month would have passed. She was hopeful that by then, plenty of other young ladies would have blundered enough to put her punch pouring out of everyone’s minds, and she might be saved from spinsterhood or a most unsuitable marriage.

      As she walked out of the dining room into the elegant foyer, she happened to glance through the massive windows beside the grand oak front door, with stained-glass windows flanking its sides and an arched rainbow of glass above it.

      A man stood in the road, staring through the gate at their house, giving her pause.

      On instinct, she neared the window to see who the man was, expecting to see Lord Hibbert there to torment her some more. None of the others had actually dared to say the moniker: “Mad Marian.” The others had merely asked after her sister in a silky affectation of concern that didn’t disguise their pleasure in Marian’s condition. She’d rejected them when she was the toast of the season. And they smarted for it. What Olivia wouldn’t give to meet a man, just one, who cared more about the welfare of others than his pride!

      Approaching the glass cautiously, as she would a bird who’d landed on a perch, she pressed her forehead against its cool pane and watched the newcomer disappear down the road.

      “Can I be of assistance, my lady?” Briggs, their butler, arrived from seemingly nowhere. His voice was scratchy with age and he sounded bland, as though he’d given up on any pretense of joy.

      Olivia pulled away from the window, feeling oddly unsettled. “No, thank you, Briggs.”

      He bowed to her and then went back through the hallway toward the kitchen. Though the unsettled feeling didn’t dissipate, she cautioned herself that it was simply nerves about leaving. Though she was tormented with balls, musicales and social calls, being in Scotland meant that she was closer to her sister. Meant that if someday Marian were allowed to come home, Olivia would be there to welcome her with open arms. And this was another reason she wished she’d not acted with such haste in tossing her punch on Lord Hibbert. Huntford Manor might as well have been on a different continent than the asylum.

      Olivia climbed the stairs slowly, sliding her hand along the polished wood of the banister, remembering days that she and Marian had tried to slide down the slick slope with their governess, Mrs. March, running behind them.

      Olivia didn’t even know what Marian was doing or how she was feeling. Once her parents had her sister carted off, they’d not taken Olivia to see her. Had in fact forbidden it, not thinking it suitable for a society lady to be seen in a lunatic asylum. They wanted society to forget about her sister and those in their family who’d suffered the same affliction, fearing society’s slight, as though they, too, would be thrust aside like their mad king.

      Madness was an embarrassment even at the highest of society’s levels. If their king had to be shut away and his son, Prinny, put in his place, why should they believe anyone else’s suffering would be excused from being eschewed?

      They wanted Olivia to forget, but how could she simply pretend her dearest companion and accomplice was gone?

      Well, she couldn’t.

      In Olivia’s bedroom, her maid was already folding her gowns and wrapping them in paper to keep them fresh on the road.

      Olivia chewed her lip. “Elaine, your cousin...” She paused, knowing that her line of questions, should they be overheard by anyone, would put her mother in a state and likely land Elaine on the curb without so much as a coin—which was one reason why Olivia always made certain to give her a few coins from her pin money.

      Elaine gave her a small smile and a quick nod, tying a ribbon around one of the packaged gowns. “She said your sister—” They both jerked their heads toward the door, half expecting to see Lady Helvellyn burst through it. When it remained firmly closed, Elaine lowered her voice. “She said your sister is well. She sleeps a lot but has stopped talking about conspiracies. Seems more at peace, my lady.”

      Olivia let out a sorrowful sigh. “I’m glad.”

      “Andrea continues to check on her daily. Makes sure she’s eating. And that no one bothers her.”

      Olivia stiffened. “Bothers her?” She imagined all sorts of unjust things. People stealing her meager meals, her treasures, poking and prodding. Belittling.

      Elaine shifted her gaze away as though she wanted Olivia to pretend that she’d not said it.

      But she couldn’t pretend. “Tell me.”

      “Some of the patients at the asylum are...bothered by those who work there or by other patients.”

      Olivia steeled herself. “But my sister, she should have private rooms.”

      Elaine nodded, turning to tug ribbons from Olivia’s dressing table. “She does. The bothering normally happens during mealtimes or recreation. But never you worry, my lady. Andrea keeps a good watch.”

      Olivia nodded, fearful of what her sister might be enduring. Not once in their childhood had Marian ever appeared to have lost her mind. Perhaps there were telling signs of madness, but as a child, how was Olivia to have known for certain what they could have been? And while the physicians said it was most unusual, all three that her mother had hired still said the same thing: Marian was sick. Well and truly afflicted. Though it had set in later, there were cases in their family to prove it ran in the blood.

      “I hate to go to Scotland and lose touch.” Olivia moved to the window, staring out at the street and trying to catch sight of the man with the gray suit and red handkerchief. “If she’s getting better, then maybe she’ll be able to come home.”

      Elaine pinched her lips together, and Olivia could almost read her thoughts on the many reasons Marian would not be able to come back. “I will write to Andrea and ask her to send any updates to Huntford Manor. Thank you.”

      After telling Elaine which books to pack for her, Olivia went out to the garden. The sky was overcast, and even behind the house, she could hear the bustling of carriages and foot traffic out front on Upper Seymour Street. She wandered through the rows of flowers and trees, breathing in the sweet scents that masked the overly heavy odor of London. At the rear of the garden, the gate leading into the back alley, where the staff came and went, stood ajar. A servant had likely forgotten to close it, but the sight of it still made the hair on the back of her neck stand on end.

      Olivia whirled around, sensing someone standing behind her. But there was no one there. Just the flowers and rows of trimmed bushes.

      Heaven help her, was she feeling things she shouldn’t...like her sister? Olivia shuddered, still sensing that she was being watched. Was this what had happened to Marian before she sank into the madness that claimed her?

      Not caring who saw, Olivia picked up her skirts and ran back toward the center of the garden. Then she heard the clinking of the gate open and close, followed by the sound of boot heels thudding quickly away down the back alley.

      Perhaps the timing of her departure was a blessing. She could only hope the Scottish air would do her some good. And that whoever had been slinking around the garden didn’t follow her north.
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        Port of Leith

        Edinburgh, Scotland

        Autumn, 1817

      

      

      Somebody was going to die today, but it wasn’t going to be Captain the Earl of Dunlyon, Viscount Wyndridge, Malcolm Alexander Gordon, high-level intelligence officer in His Majesty’s Secret Scots.

      Holding his sword at arm’s length toward the scalawag’s neck, Malcolm said slowly, evenly, “Give me the ship’s manifesto, Mr. Irving. ’Tis Mr. Irving, is it no’?”

      They stood in the center of the rundown office of Jacob Irving Shipping Company, where Malcolm had it on good authority he’d locate the information he sought in connection with a traitor. And what an inconspicuous place to find such intelligence. The office was nothing like the Andrewson Shipping Company, owned by his cousin Sutherland’s wife, Jaime. It was actually from Jaime that he’d got the tipoff that all was not right with Jacob Irving.

      The floor was wood-planked and unpolished. The walls were much the same. Papers littered the top of two battered desks, and the chairs looked as though they’d been put together with ship scraps. Beyond the fishy sea-salt scent of the docks was the rampant, sweaty scent of lollygaggers that somehow managed to permeate the room. Well, the finest spies knew that the best intelligence came in such humdrum places.

      “I have no manifesto,” Irving said.

      Malcolm sighed with irritation and pressed the sword a little harder against the goat’s neck. “If ye do no’ mind, sir, I’m in a bit of a hurry, and I’d rather no’ ruin my shirt if at all possible.”

      “How would ye be ruinin’ your shirt?”

      Mr. Irving looked confused, and Malcolm found his patience growing infinitely smaller. “Are ye aware of my sword at your neck?”

      Understanding dawned in the man’s eyes. And yet, he dithered another idiotic response. “I know no’ what manifesto ye could be referring to. I’ve nothing of importance.”

      “And yet, ye keep looking at the safe box behind ye. I’d gather the manifesto is locked up nice and neat.”

      Of the ships in port, one was carrying weapons, gold and various other commodities sold to England’s enemies—likely the French—by a mysterious Englishman hoping to start a war.

      Malcolm needed to know which ship, the name of the captain and when it was set to depart. There was no time to lose, and if he had to pluck every fingernail, every eyelash, from the rotten sod standing in front of him, he would. Then he’d have to fly like hell to get the information to London and the Duke of Wellington at the War Office—for they’d have to intercept the ship at sea.

      “Like bloody hell, I will.” Mr. Irving drew his sword. He held it at arm’s length, but unfortunately for him, he was not as tall as Malcolm, and therefore his arms were not as long, so his sword came about mid-way up Malcolm’s arm instead of near his throat. Overhead the oil lamp flickered, and outside, the wind from the quay sent a sudden sharp gust heartily against the wooden walls. “How did ye find me? Who sent ye?”

      Malcolm laughed at that. “Is that a serious question, lad? Or do ye honestly believe I’ll tell ye?”

      The man growled, and tried to wriggle away. Malcolm let him, just to see what he would do. Maybe lead him right where the information was being kept. Mr. Irving twisted to the left in a move that should have been more graceful, except for the fact that Malcolm stuck out his foot, tripping the blackguard. He fell flat on his arse with a loud oomph and was quickly red in the face with embarrassment and anger. Sending a glower toward Malcolm that might have scared a lesser man—a much lesser man—Mr. Irving let out a bellow. “Lads! Intruder!”

      “Bloody hell,” Malcolm murmured. They never made it easy, now did they? Taking lives came with his position, and though it left its toll on him, he’d taken a vow to rid Scotland and England of the men who would see her fall.

      Three large, burly dockhands, who’d seen better decades judging from their offensive stench, stormed through the door of the shipping office.

      “Good God, the lot of ye stink.” Malcolm yanked out his dirk, a weapon now in each hand, prepared to fight the four of them. Having fought heartily in the Peninsular War against battle-hardened men, a few drunken sots were nothing. “Come on then, let’s get this over with.”

      Malcolm waved the first man closer, a wide grin on his face as the jackanapes loped toward him. The dockhand’s street fighting ability appeared quite pathetic. Even the men in boxing rings knew not to run at an opponent with their middle exposed. Malcolm kicked out, sending the lout flying backward into the other two, who had a slower start. All three scrambled to stay upright.





OEBPS/images/break-section-fell-screen.png





This Font Software is licensed under the SIL Open Font License, Version 1.1.
This license is copied below, and is also available with a FAQ at:
http://scripts.sil.org/OFL


-----------------------------------------------------------
SIL OPEN FONT LICENSE Version 1.1 - 26 February 2007
-----------------------------------------------------------

PREAMBLE
The goals of the Open Font License (OFL) are to stimulate worldwide
development of collaborative font projects, to support the font creation
efforts of academic and linguistic communities, and to provide a free and
open framework in which fonts may be shared and improved in partnership
with others.

The OFL allows the licensed fonts to be used, studied, modified and
redistributed freely as long as they are not sold by themselves. The
fonts, including any derivative works, can be bundled, embedded, 
redistributed and/or sold with any software provided that any reserved
names are not used by derivative works. The fonts and derivatives,
however, cannot be released under any other type of license. The
requirement for fonts to remain under this license does not apply
to any document created using the fonts or their derivatives.

DEFINITIONS
"Font Software" refers to the set of files released by the Copyright
Holder(s) under this license and clearly marked as such. This may
include source files, build scripts and documentation.

"Reserved Font Name" refers to any names specified as such after the
copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.


OEBPS/images/the-scot-who-loved-her-high-res.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLING AUTHOR

ELIZA KNIGHT

«‘ \’\ !
= N
'?’ ; ‘\
gl’*\\ e W%
{ Y
& / K
y





OEBPS/images/elizaknight_knightmedialogo.jpg
KNIGHT
o v






OEBPS/images/original.jpg
KNIGHT
VTSI





