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Dedication

I’ve never had much material wealth, but I’ve been extremely rich when it comes to being blessed with some pretty awesome siblings. However, if the universe decides to really shine it’s light on you, and it grants you a soul sister then your wealth is beyond measure.

A soul sister is someone you’ve known in another life. The bond is so strong, that when you first meet in this life you only have to look at one another to know what the other is thinking. This is a bond that generally results in regular instances of the two of you laughing like mad, while others look on in bewilderment because you’re the only two people in on the joke.

When you’re blessed with such a soul sister bond, it can be extremely comforting while scampering around Europe. You know that if your soul sister is on a moving train, while you’re waving at her from the platform, you know it’s no big deal that you missed the train. There is no doubt in your mind or heart that come hell or high water, your soul sister is coming back for you. Soul sisters have each other’s backs.

When it comes to soul sisters, I hit the jackpot. The universe really did give me the right lottery numbers when it comes to best friends. Rose Marie Eduardo-Murphy, you are amazing, funny, cool, warm, loving, smart, savvy, and you keep your shovel handy in case I might need it. Thank you for all your brainstorming, the laughs, and helping me figure out if I could actually put Valeran through the ringer more than once. 

This one’s for you, Rosie.


Chapter 1

Rules Restaurant, London

December, 1912

She was going to hell.  

Bleak resignation swept through Amalie like a hard wind blowing across the moors, just before a dreadful storm. She winced. Unlike her courageous and wily ancestor Angus Stewart, who would have seen the ambush coming, Amalie had walked straight into the trap her aunts and mother had laid for her. London and its frenetic energy and loud noise always set her on edge, but Madame DuBois’s was truly hell on earth. 

It was just a little after lunch, but the interior of Rules was quiet, the city’s noise muffled by the front door. Amalie was grateful for both. Coming to town had never been a pleasant experience for her. Sometimes even her large family could overwhelm her senses until she retreated to her rooms, simply for a moment’s peace. But in town, everything vibrated against her senses until hundreds of invisible ants crawled over her skin until she had to retreat. There wouldn’t be much relief inside Madame DuBois’s either. 

Pouring herself a cup of tea, she breathed in the savory aroma of Earl Grey. The light orange, citrus scent of the tea brushed against Amalie’s nose as the hot liquid flowed through the strainer over her cup. Wisps of steam curled upward over the teacup, and rather than burn her tongue, she left it to cool.

The tray of biscuits the waiter had brought with her tea beckoned, but she hesitated. Lips tightening with annoyed resignation, she released a sigh of frustration. She was going to hell. What was one more biscuit in the face of that journey? The cacophony outside the restaurant was always debilitating, but it paled in significance when it came to entering Madame DuBois’s deceptively beguiling storefront.

Noise of a different kind waited for her there. Whispers of pity and criticism, not to mention the words and snickers of laughter. Even Madame DuBois’s subtle insults were equally painful. The mere thought of what lay ahead had sent her to the British Museum this morning to focus on something else other than her execution by humiliation. 

When she’d left the museum a little while ago, her courage had faltered, and she’d stopped at Rules for some tea to shore up her courage. Angus Stewart might have recommended whiskey, but her sharp tongue would be unmanageable after just one small glass. Amalie took a drink of her tea without testing it first.

Pain erupted over her tongue as the drink burned its way down her throat. Damnation, she truly was out of sorts. She knew better than to drink tea with steam rising off it. Somehow, she needed to take control of the trepidation rattling her nerves so badly.

Closing her eyes, Amalie willed herself to find the calm she needed by thinking of something pleasant. Almost instantly, a peaceful image of Callendar Abbey filled her head. Other than Crianlarich Castle, the abbey was her most favorite place in the world. Most years, she would be there now, not staring down the barrel of a visit to Madame DuBois’s.

It was a Rockwood tradition for the family to gather at Aunt Matilda’s large estate in Scotland the week before Christmas, then stay until the day after Hogmanay. Ever since the fire at Westbrook Farms that had taken her father and uncle from them, the entire family spent holidays and other special occasions together with rare exceptions.

Unlike other years, this Christmas would be celebrated at Melton House. Business matters prevented her Uncle Percy and Uncle Sebastian from heading north until the day after Christmas. So, the Rockwood clan would only be in the Highlands for Hogmanay. 

Amalie blew across the top of her teacup, then tentatively tested the tea’s temperature. It was still too hot to drink. With a sigh, she set the teacup down, then eyed the biscuits again, but resisted the urge to eat another one. The clock on the wall softly chimed a quarter past the hour. Where others heard a soft announcement of the time, Amalie heard a large church bell tolling her doom. 

Forty-five minutes.

Just forty-five minutes until she walked through Madame DuBois’s deceptively welcoming doors. Amalie knew exactly what lay behind them—humiliation. She winced, then muttered an oath beneath her breath. If she’d not gone to tea at Aunt Constance’s a week ago, she wouldn’t be in this predicament.

The conversation had started out benign enough until several of her cousins began discussing gowns for the Hogmanay parties. Aunt Louisa had immediately set her cup down on her saucer and pinned Amalie beneath a hopeful gaze.

“Have you made an appointment to visit Madame DuBois’s yet, dearest? The house party at Callendar Abbey is only three weeks away.”

Renown for her love of clothes, the vivacious, kind-hearted Countess of Argaty also had the gift of persuasion. But her Aunt Louisa consistently failed to persuade Amalie to visit Madame Dubois. Fortunately, Amalie’s mother often served as a buffer between Amalie and her aunt. Lady Patience knew how overwhelming Amalie found London and its noise. But Amalie had never revealed the real reason she hated going to the dressmakers.

“I have several gowns that are quite suitable for the house parties.”

Amalie shrugged and reached for another scone. Somewhere in the back of her mind, she heard Madame DuBois chiding her for eating too much. Amalie took a bite of the scone with a mental image of turning up her nose at the woman.

“Oh Amalie,” Lady Lyndham said with alarm. “Please tell me you aren’t planning on wearing that horrible mauve silk gown again this year. I don’t know why Madame DuBois suggested it. The color is all wrong for you.” 

Aunt Constance’s observation made Amalie cringe inside before she released a weary sigh of disgust. Even if she were interested in wearing the latest fashion and the noise didn’t bother her, she would still hate entering Madame DuBois’s shop. The dressmaker always pointed out how curvy Amalie was compared to the svelte figures of her aunts.

Worst of all, she had to undress to be measured, then stand in front of the Frenchwoman’s critical eye. Even a new riding habit, the one article of clothing she was actually willing to be fitted for, failed to make a visit to Madame DuBois’s appealing. Amalie knew she was plump, but the dressmaker’s criticism made her all the more resistant to entering the shop. Unwilling to disappoint her aunt by confessing her intention of wearing the gown in question, she didn’t reply.

Instead, she took a defiant bite of her fourth scone and glanced at the woman who had adopted her, Greer, and Braxton after their father’s death. Amalie had no memory of the woman who’d given birth to her, and she’d only been five when her birth father, Caleb Rockwood, had died in the terrible blaze at Westbrook Farm. Even her mother had narrowly escaped death herself, but not without terrible burns down one side of her body.

When Aunt Patience and Uncle Julian had adopted Amalie and her siblings, it had been a natural progression for them to call the couple, mother and father. Now, as she silently pleaded for her mother’s help, amusement flared in the Mistress of Crianlarich’s brown eyes, but she didn’t say a word. 

Annoyed by her mother’s lack of support, Amalie swallowed the last of her scone, preparing herself for battle. With a rebellious sweep of her hand, she added another scone to her plate. She didn’t have to eat it, she just needed to make it clear she refused to be something she wasn’t. Stoically, she took another drink of tea, meeting Aunt Constance’s appalled gaze over the rim of her cup.

“I have two gowns that are perfectly acceptable. I intend to wear the blue one at the First Footing dinner party, and the green gown I wore at Uncle Lucien’s birthday celebration for the Hogmanay ball.”

“But they’re completely outdated, Amalie. And you’ve worn the blue gown two years in a row,” Aunt Louisa exclaimed, turning to her sister. “Patience, can’t you convince the girl to buy something new?”

“Perhaps you’re unacquainted with the fact that Amalie has more than her fair share of the Rockwood stubbornness. A trait she inherited from Caleb.”

Her mother’s smile was mischievous, but Amalie didn’t miss the bittersweet note in her voice. Aunt Louisa expelled an unladylike oath beneath her breath, and Lady Patience  laughed at her sister’s frustration. 

“And, like our brother, who simply dug his heels in even deeper if someone tried to convince him to do something he didn’t want to do, he passed that trait to Amalie, too.”

“And I refuse tae bankrupt father,” Amalie interjected pragmatically, annoyance driving her Scottish accent to override the refined English one she’d been taught to use.

“Nonsense,” Aunt Louisa said, with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Julian is not miserly, he’s simply better than some when it comes to managing his finances.”

“Something others might remember when it comes to buying new clothes,” Lady Patience teased, subtly reminding her youngest sister of the sizable sums she spent on gowns.

“Ewan has helped me curb my spending in that regard. Besides, we spend most of the year in Scotland. I don’t need as many dresses as I have in the past,” the Countess of Argaty sniffed with indignation, before her aunt pinned her gaze on Amalie again. In response, Amalie arched one eyebrow.

“Well then, if ye dinnae need that many new gowns, why do I? We come tae town even less than ye and Uncle Ewan. Which is precisely why I dinnae need any new dresses. Where would I wear them? And I will nae bring Father tae the edge of financial ruin.”

“That’s preposterous,” Aunt Constance said with the same frustration as her youngest sister. “I’ve heard your father tell your mother numerous time not to come back from Madame DuBois’s without a bill. And will you please remember you’re not in Scotland, darling. However do you expect to find a husband while using that brogue?”

Amalie slowly set her teacup down and narrowed her gaze at her aunt. Lady Lyndham immediately winced beneath Amalie’s glare. 

“I will nae discuss my decision never tae marry.” 

Amalie’s icy words immediately hushed the room’s conversation. Mouth tight with anger, she glanced around, silently daring anyone to say a word. She turned back to Aunt Louisa and Aunt Constance. In another display of defiance, Amalie deliberately drowned out her proper English accent by strengthening the Scottish brogue she’d acquired from living in the Highlands. 

“Aye, Father is generous, but ye dinnae see his face when Mother handed him the last bill from Madame DuBois. We almost lost him to apoplexy.” Amalie bit into another scone, her chin tilting upward rebelliously.

“That’s an exaggeration, and you know it,” her sister exclaimed as she glared at Amalie. “He was simply surprised by the amount. I even offered to cancel several of the gowns, and he adamantly refused. He said he was happy to pay for my new wardrobe.”

Amalie took a drink of tea, while struggling not to point out Greer’s clothing allowance had always been double its size because of Amalie’s disdain for new gowns. Amalie saw Lady Patience’s gentle look of chastisement, and she released an inaudible sigh. Returning her teacup to its saucer, she turned her head toward Greer, who was eying her with more than her usual sisterly annoyance.

“I ken Father happily paid for your new clothes.” Amalie softened her words with a teasing grin. “But I also ken when ye marry, Father will be greatly relieved. Then Madame DuBois’s bills will nae come out of Father’s pocket anymore, but your husband’s.”

Greer’s frown slowly dissolved into a sisterly smile of exasperation as Amalie squeezed her sister’s hand in a silent apology. Seconds later, she’d breathed easier when the conversation turned to plans for Christmas Day. She should have realized then and there, her aunts wouldn’t let the matter drop. Amalie’s abhorrence for shopping made her a challenge, and a Rockwood never refused a challenge. In all likelihood, the minute she left Lyndham House, her mother had begun strategizing with her sisters to ensure Amalie’s surrender.

Last night after dinner, and at Aunt Louisa’s prodding, Greer had mentioned her visit to Madame DuBois’s. Greer had said it would only take a few minutes, but said she didn’t wish to go alone. Like a simpleton, Amalie had walked straight into the trap. No sooner had she offered to accompany her sister and wait for her in the motor car, than Aunt Louisa had pounced.

Gleefully, she and Aunt Constance had pointed out since she’d already be at Madame DuBois’s, Amalie could be fitted for new gowns as well. The final blow was delivered by her mother. Lady Patience had reminded Amalie how she’d been bemoaning the need for a new riding habit for the past two months. Defeated, she’d reluctantly agreed. In minutes, the outing had expanded to include all her aunts, her mother, Greer, and two cousins.

The clock on the wall of Rules chimed again, pulling her out of her musings. Resigned to her impending punishment, Amalie refreshed her cooled beverage as if doing so would delay the clock’s ticking. Absently biting into another biscuit, she wondered how many dresses her mother would insist they buy. A wry smile of defeat twisted her lips. With Aunt Louisa in the shop, Amalie would have enough gowns to last for the next five years of Hogmanay house parties.

“I really don’t know why you insist on going to the Rockwoods house party to celebrate the new year. You should spend the holiday with me.”

Startled to hear someone mention her family, Amalie jerked in surprise. When the waiter had shown her to her table, she’d been vaguely aware someone had been in the booth behind her, but she’d not seen them, and had paid no heed to their conversation. 

Now, as the woman raised her voice slightly in obvious annoyance, Amalie rolled her eyes. Would the woman’s plaintive, yet husky voice convince her companion to change his mind? A throaty, deep chuckle floated over the high wall between the two tables.

Seductive and hypnotizing, the powerful sound brushed across her senses with a delicious, tangible sensation of pleasure. God in heaven, if the man looked even half as devastating as his laughter, a woman would find herself prostrate at his feet. Another deep male laugh floated over the wall, and Amalie froze in her seat. Teacup hovering just below her lips, she drew in a sharp breath of pained dismay. Dear God, that was Valeran’s laugh. She’d recognize it anywhere.

“What you’re really saying is you need an escort to the Latimer affair.” 

“Of course, I do. But you know it’s more than that, Val. I’ll miss you terribly. Please say you’ll stay in London with me.”

“I’m sorry, Miriam, but I’ve no intention of spending new years in London.”

Amalie’s heart sank, and she closed her eyes against the emotions that always scraped across her senses whenever Valeran was near. Rarely at a loss for words, Amalie had been incapable of coherent conversation the night she’d met Valeran Rutherford, the Earl of Sommerville, at Lyndham House. Greer had said the man was handsome, but he was more than that, he was devastating.

When he’d taken her hand, an electric pulse had sped through her. The sensation had made it difficult to breathe, and Amalie had found herself trembling as the man held her hand. As if he knew she was disturbed, Valeran’s silvery blue eyes had narrowed and studied her with an intensity she found unnerving.

It was as if he had actually been able to see her, which was impossible. Her cousin,  Jamie, had said the earl had lost his eyesight at the age of nine from a traumatic blow to the head. The injury had occurred during a robbery when his parents and sister had been murdered.

A moment later, the an dara sealladh had swept over her, and shown her how dangerous the man was where she was concerned. When she’d emerged from her trance, she’d decided then and there to avoid her ruination by avoiding the man at all cost. Over the past two years, she’d become adept at hiding in the shadows as far away from Valeran as possible. 

Despite being blind, Valeran moved around with a confident ease. If someone hadn’t known he was blind, they would have been none the wiser. Amalie had quickly learned Valeran recognized people by their voices, much in the way someone who could see remembered faces. It had made her speak in his presence in a soft, indistinguishable voice whenever he was near.

With a family the size of hers, it had been easy to hide from Valeran as a mouse would a cat. But it hadn’t kept her from watching the man from behind a shroud of anonymity. Gossip continuously spoke of his reputation as a heartbreaker, a fact her vision had emphasized.

Despite knowing what would happen if she ignored the an dara sealladh, it hadn’t kept the man from frequently haunting her dreams. Dreams filled with images of wicked passion and sinful pleasure. But it was more than that. Valeran stirred something deep inside her. Something that frightened her as badly as her vision the night they’d met.

“Really, Val, you’re completely heartless.” The woman’s plaintive tone tugged Amalie out of her contemplation. Valeran’s companion had to be Lady Chattfield, the latest of his conquests. 

“You seem to forget you have plenty of other men willing to spend the last night of the year as your escort.”

“But none of them are you, Val.” Lady Chattfield paused for a second before her voice became a sultry invitation. “I know it’s been difficult for us to find a moment alone together, but Clarence will be at a shooting party in the north for two weeks at the end of the year. You would have me all to yourself.”

“An intriguing prospect, but I’ve already accepted Lady Stewart’s kind invitation.” 

The soft laugh he released suggested Lady Chattfield did not look happy with his answer. Once more, his laughter made Amalie’s body tighten with pleasure. Sin personified was the only way to describe the wicked, seductive sound.

It was a laugh designed to tease and entice a woman’s surrender. Amalie’s chest tightened, making it difficult to breathe as the images the an dara sealladh had shown her the night she’d first met Valeran rushed into her head.

Ice suddenly clogged her blood. Valeran was coming to Callendar Abbey for Hogmanay. No one had mentioned him, and Amalie had hoped he wouldn’t come this year. Now that hope had vanished. Reconciled to the inevitable, she stared down at her teacup before looking at the biscuits in front of her. 

Ignoring the voice in her head, she reached for the treat. The house party at Callendar Abbey would be no different from all the other times Valeran had attended a family event. All she had to do was offer him a polite, unrecognizable greeting, then turn and walk the other way. But it was more than that, and she knew it.

It was starting to hurt every time she turned away from him. Amalie didn’t understand why, but it did. Just the mere sound of his voice could steal her breath away. One day, she’d find herself stumbling out of the shadows and into his path. What then?

“You really are beastly, Val. Have I ever asked you for anything before?”

“Constantly,” Valeran replied with a chuckle edged with a cynicism Amalie recognized. “And I have given way each time you see a trinket or bauble, you can’t afford yourself.”

“Are you saying I’m greedy?” The woman’s annoyance made Valeran laugh again. Amalie frowned. His laugh had changed. Boredom or irritation?

“No, Miriam, but you’re definitely spoiled and pampered.”

“Now you’re being cruel. I should just get up and leave this minute.”

“We both know you won’t do that,” he replied smoothly.

The woman gasped, then softly sighed. Amalie flinched. Valeran had obviously paired his confident words with a gentle caress to soothe the woman’s irritation. She knew exactly how spellbinding the man’s touch was. With a simple introductory touch, she’d been rendered speechless. The shock of it still had the power to make her heart pound with something she refused to name or reflect upon. 

But she understood and feared what the an dara sealladh had shown her. The gentle voice of her mother brushed through her thoughts. While their gift usually showed only glimpses of the past or future, whatever they saw eventually came to pass. Another voice countered the thought with the reminder that Lady Patience had seen the future a long time ago, yet had been helpless to prevent tragedy when it happened. Unlike her mother, Amalie was determined to avoid what most of the Rockwoods would deem unavoidable. She’d taken steps to prevent the events the an dara sealladh had shown her. 

Familiar, jeering laughter in her head silently mocked her. It whispered the word coward, while tendrils of shame curled through her. Her stomach lurched unpleasantly. The Rockwoods were known for many things, chiefly their impulsive, well-intentioned meddlesome natures. But no one could ever accuse them of cowardice until now. Amalie closed her eyes.

But was it really true? Did hiding in the shadows make her a coward? The an dara sealladh had shown her what would happen if she didn’t keep her distance from Valeran. It couldn’t be cowardly to save herself from ruin, even her heart, could it? Inhaling a deep breath, Amalie released it slowly. 

No, she’d done the right thing walking away from Valeran that night in Aunt Constance’s and Uncle Lucien’s ballroom. The shroud of anonymity she maintained whenever she and Valeran were in the same place meant the an dara sealladh wouldn’t happen.

Despondent, Amalie absently ate another  biscuit, washing it down with her tea. She wished she could go home to Crianlarich Castle now and avoid the Hogmanay events at the abbey altogether. Valeran’s presence would add one more layer of stress to the discomfort all the noise and revelry the party would bring. Miriam’s whining voice pierced her musings.

“Really, Val, darling, I fail to see how you could possibly find the Rockwoods more entertaining than me.”

“I doubt there is anyone who can be as entertaining as you, Miriam.”

At Valeran’s quiet reply, Amalie cocked her head in puzzlement. Good Lord. Had that been sarcasm? Surely he hadn’t just insulted the woman, had he? Lady Chattfield’s high-pitched laugh made Amalie wince. The woman’s tittering made Amalie think Valeran had softened the verbal blow with a smile as the woman was oblivious to what Amalie was certain had to be derision. 

“Oh, I do love you, Val. You always make me feel cherished.” 

For the first time since hearing Valeran’s voice behind her, Amalie actually experienced amusement. The woman’s sigh of adoration said Miriam was fawning over the man, just like every woman did when Valeran took an interest in them. The memory of moments when she’d witnessed him flirting with her aunts and cousins tightened her chest.

“I’m happy to be of service in that regard.” This time, a definite ring of acerbic irony pulsed through Valeran’s reply. It was clearly lost on Miriam, but his acrimony for the woman left Amalie completely baffled. If the man disliked the woman, why was he involved with her?

“Then why won’t you prove how much you cherish me by staying in London instead of going into the wilds of Scotland?” 

“Because I gave my word to Jamie, and I never go back on my word.”

The emphatic, almost irritable note in his voice made Amalie’s eyes widen, and her eyebrows shot upward. Valeran was annoyed with the woman. She didn’t even have to see his expression or his mouth thinning to know just how aggravated he was. On several occasions, she’d witnessed Valeran’s reaction to anything he found annoying or frustrating. Would Miriam blithely go on with her pleading? Maybe even convince Valeran to stay in London for new years? Hope blossomed inside her before her shoulders sagged. It was a hopeless wish. 

“Please don’t be cross with me, Val, but I truly will be forlorn without you.”

“I’ll only be gone a few days, Miriam.” Amusement filled his voice, his annoyance apparently gone. No, a voice in the back of her head murmured. It was still there, it simply simmered just beneath the surface. Amalie tried to reject the thought, but the voice in her head continued to try and persuade her otherwise. 

“And what about Westbury’s mousey cousin? Do you intend to seek her out?” 

Amalie quietly set her teacup down on its saucer. Miriam’s venomous remark tightened her muscles with outrage. Her sister Greer, as well as their cousins, were not only lovely to look at, their sweet, generous, and spirited natures enhanced their beauty. Hands closing into tight fists, Amalie gritted her teeth. Anyone who thought to denigrate her family would find themselves being dragged straight to hell, where she would personally oversee their torture. Lady Chattfield was vying to be first in line. 

“Jamie has more than half a dozen female cousins, and several gentlemen have remarked how lovely all of them are.”

A strong note of anger reverberated in Valeran’s voice. For an instant, Amalie wanted to hug the man for defending the women in her family. She drew in a quick breath. If she’d actually been close to the man, her impulsive Rockwood nature might have actually made her do just that. Fear sent her heart plummeting down to her stomach then upward to beat rapidly in her chest. Such an action would be extremely dangerous.

“Oh, I’m sure one or two will do well for themselves with the dowries they’ll have.”

“Not every marriage is about money, Miriam.” Valeran’s steely rebuke startled Amalie. Even though she’d stayed as far away as possible from him, she’d learned a great deal about the man from her hours of studying him from the shadows. It was rare to see him angry. The few times she had, he’d been outraged about an injustice he’d seen or unable to stop. But there was no doubt in her mind as to his reaction now. Valeran was seething with fury. 

Confused, she frowned. With each passing second, she was growing more and more convinced Valeran didn’t like Lady Chattfield. The inflections in his voice made it obvious to her the man was struggling to hide his intense dislike of the woman. It didn’t make sense. Why didn’t he just walk away from the woman if he found Lady Chattfield so repugnant? As for Miriam, either the woman was an imbecile for  missing Valeran’s reprimand, or she simply ignored it. Amalie settled for imbecile as the woman uttered a noise of disdain.

“Perhaps not, but not even a modest dowry would help this woman. She’s quite homely, and her face has a pinched look to it. Not to mention her razor-sharp tongue.”

“You must be thinking of someone else, Miriam. The woman you’re describing sounds like a harridan. I’ve met all of Jamie’s cousins. None of them matches your description.”

“No, she’s definitely a Rockwood. Really, Val, do try and help me think. I’m talking about one of the older cousins. I think she might live in Scotland?”

“Are you referring to Greer Rockwood?”

“No, no, not her. I’m talking about the plump, frumpy-looking one, her sister, perhaps?” 

“Amalie Rockwood?” Valeran said her name with a quiet, almost menacing ferocity.

A steely warning was layered beneath the soft question in his voice, but Amalie barely registered his icy words in her conscious mind. Instead, Lady Chattfield’s description of her was what rang out loudly in her head. The woman’s cruel remarks were no different than ones she’d heard in the past. Amalie was accustomed to snickers, vile whispers, and heartless gossip. But this felt different.

“Yes, Amalie Rockwood, that’s the one,” Miriam exclaimed with satisfaction. “She’s plumper than a mouse.”  

Humiliation flooded Amalie’s cheeks with heat. Unable to move, she stared down at her teacup. When she’d entered Rules earlier, she’d only intended to gird herself for the battle she faced in Madame DuBois’s shop. That hellish, humiliating experience would be nothing compared to this. 

 While callous words still hurt and embarrassed her, they were no longer debilitating—until now. Miriam’s words had dealt her a blow unlike every hateful insult she’d heard combined. If the woman had used claws to slice her chest open and rip out her heart, it could not hurt more.

Never had anyone’s words made her feel physically ill. Today was the exception. The violent way her stomach churned made her afraid she might actually be sick at her table. A barely audible sob of anguish whispered out of her. 

Confused, she closed her eyes, willing her stomach to stop churning. Why was she so upset? The woman’s description of her was no different from others she’d overheard. Why did Lady Chattfield’s words cause her so much anguish? The answer flitting through her head simply intensified her nausea. 

Unable to move, Amalie’s fingers twisted and tugged at the napkin in her lap. In the back of her head, she heard shouts for her to leave. Razor-edged warnings telling her she would sink lower into a pit of agony a masochist would find pleasurable. Yet every command her brain issued to flee, her body refused to obey. It was as if she’d been knocked to the floor, too stunned to get up.

Tears threatened to cascade down her cheeks, and Amalie blinked rapidly, unwilling to let them fall. Lady Chattfield's opinion meant nothing to her. But Valeran’s did, a voice in her head whispered. She quickly denied it. No, Valeran's opinion of her meant nothing. The lie threatened to be Amalie’s undoing as she sat frozen, Lady Chattfield’s hateful words slicing into her one after another like sickening blows of a claymore hacking her to pieces.


Chapter 2

She truly is a fat little mouse, Valeran. She’s also exceedingly boring,” Miriam said with condescension and unrestrained contemptuous amusement. 

“You find any woman boring, Miriam.” Valeran struggled to make his reply sound as if he were amused and teasing her, when what he really felt was disgust.

“Oh Val, how can you say such a dreadful thing? You know that’s not true,” she exclaimed. Valeran was certain Miriam meant to sound deeply injured by his comment, but she only sounded petulant and spoiled. 

“Forgive me, I forgot about your friends, Lady Priscilla and Lady Mary Anne,” he murmured dryly. Of all her friends, the two women were just as vain and filled with venom as Miriam was.

“I suppose I am being a bit unfair to Miss Rockwood,” Lady Chattfield said with a note of pity in her voice. “I imagine her dowdy appearance is most likely due to her size.”

Valeran clenched his jaw as he struggled to keep a tight rein on his anger. The woman wasn’t just being unkind, she was being cruel. Miriam failed to see that one’s physical beauty could be made ugly simply by one poisonous word or cruel action. While his blindness had never allowed him to see Lady Chattfield’s face, he’d been told she was stunningly beautiful.

Even if that were true, as far as Valeran was concerned, Miriam was one of the ugliest people he’d ever met. If he didn’t finish this assignment soon, he was apt to do something he’d regret. From the first moment in Lady Chattfield’s company, Valeran had discovered the woman had the innate ability to put him in a foul mood simply by opening her mouth. It had made his assignment one of the most difficult he’d ever taken on.

For the past three months, the woman had set his teeth on edge on a regular basis. Whether it was inane conversation, vanity, or cruel words, he found the woman revolting. It had become a daily challenge to hide his antipathy toward the woman, especially when he longed to eviscerate the woman verbally. Instead, he delivered his insults from behind a wall of amused irony.

Fortunately, the woman was too self-involved, and she always took his veiled insults as compliments. A fact for which he was grateful. The last thing he wanted was to bungle his assignment. If he failed to reach a definite conclusion as to Miriam’s or her husband’s involvement with the Prussians soon, the last three months would have been wasted.

Not to mention the unappealing idea of C lambasting him like one of the Crown’s Secret Intelligence Service’s new recruits who’d failed to carry out an assignment. Valeran took a sip of his ale before he countered the woman’s derisive words. 

“Surely we can find another topic more interesting than critiquing the woman’s imperfections,” Valeran drawled, as if bored with the conversation. He was tired of listening to the woman denigrate Jamie’s cousin, not to mention Miriam’s cold-hearted and insensitive criticism. “Amalie Rockwood hasn’t said more than a simple hello or goodbye to me since the first time Jamie introduced us.”

The moment he mentioned his lack of interaction with his friend’s cousin, Valeran frowned. Slowly setting his glass down, he ran the tip of his finger around its rim. Why hadn’t he realized until just now that he’d never had an actual conversation with Amalie Rockwood? It was unlike him not to notice something like that. Then again, the Rockwoods were a large family. 

From the first time his best friend, Jamie, had invited Valeran to one of the Rockwood family dinners, it had been a challenge, even with his exceptional hearing, to determine who was in the room. The family’s deep affection for each other made every gathering one of laughter and boisterous conversation. There were always at least fifteen or more members of the family assembled together in the same room whenever he joined them.

It made sense that he might overlook someone who was quiet. Amalie also lived in Scotland and didn’t come to town often. The moments when he did encounter her, she’d offer a soft, almost incoherent greeting, then dart away. Puzzled, he directed his gaze at Miriam as if he could see her face instead of a gray mask of highlights and shadows that indicated where the woman’s eyes, nose, and mouth were.

“Now that I think about it, I’m wondering if Amalie Rockwood might have been avoiding me since our first meeting.” A small gasp of what sounded distinctly like horror whispered its way into his ear. The dark shadow of Miriam’s arm waved dismissively in the air, and Valeran attributed the sound to the woman across from him.

“She’s probably infatuated with you and too afraid to come near you.”

“A reasonable assumption, given my reputation,” he said with a chuckle of self-deprecation and irony. 

It galled him to maintain the image of a man who was a blackguard when it came to women’s hearts. He was nothing like the man the aristocracy painted him, not even with women like Miriam. On most occasions, his relationships ended on agreeable terms. Still, his reputation was a double-edged sword. 

It had proven quite valuable in his work for the foreign section of the Crown’s Secret Intelligence Service. Valeran hadn’t deliberately set out to depict himself in the way he was viewed, but he’d found it useful.

Rumors and innuendos had built his reputation as a scoundrel. Valeran simply hadn’t bothered to dispute or correct the gossips. The aristocracy’s belief that he was a reprehensible womanizer gave Valeran the ability to perform his duties for the Crown more easily. A wife was an encumbrance in his line of work. His reputation ensured mothers seeking a wealthy title for unmarried daughters avoided him at all costs.

“Well, the poor thing is practically a spinster. Which is hardly surprising considering how unattractive the woman is.”

Miriam’s grating voice pierced Valeran’s thoughts. While he was certain Lady Chattfield’s words were supposed to reflect empathy, to him they were a snide sneer. The woman’s observations made his muscles tighten with anger. Of all the women he’d ever met, Miriam was the most ruthless and vicious when it came to others of her sex. It was only one of a multitude of things he hated about the woman. Jaw clenched, he took a moment to force himself to drink some ale before setting it down and peered sightlessly at Miriam. 

“Unfortunately, since I’m blind, and the fact Miss Rockwood appears to have been avoiding me for some time, I’m unable to agree or disagree with you as to the young lady’s physical attributes or other charms.” 

“I can assure you, Val, she truly is a plump brown mouse.”

Somewhere close by, Valeran heard a whisper of sound as Miriam disparaged Amalie Rockwood’s appearance. But with his companion’s vicious and inane chattering, it was impossible to determine where the inarticulate sound originated.

“She even looks like a mouse in those drab gowns she wears.”

The contempt in Miriam’s remark made his mouth tighten with anger. Christ almighty, he wasn’t sure how much longer he could refrain from putting the woman in her place. For the life of him, he didn’t understand why Miriam was so fixated on Amalie Rockwood. All he could remember of Jamie’s cousin was how shy she was. The last time he’d seen her was this past summer, when he was at Callendar Abbey.

Reaching into the recesses of his memory, he vaguely recalled a woman with full, voluptuous curves. Valeran frowned slightly as the woman’s shape solidified in his mind. The truth was, the sweetly curved figure he remembered Amalie having was precisely the kind of full-figured woman he preferred to bed. If Amalie was what Lady Chattfield called plump, Valeran had to suppress the urge to eviscerate the woman by emphatically stressing he preferred women with plump curves versus bony skeletons. 

This time, Valeran took a deep swallow of his ale, simply to keep from unleashing hell’s fire on the woman. When his anger had been consumed along with the alcohol, he tilted his head slightly and narrowed his gaze at Lady Chattfield. Valeran knew it was a look that made people believe he could actually see them, when in truth all he saw were shades of black, gray, and white.

“You seem to dislike Miss Rockwood a great deal, Miriam. Why is that?”

“Well, I…I…” Miriam stammered, clearly surprised by the question. “I think it’s because you’re going to Callendar Abbey without me, and she’ll be there, and I won’t. Who knows what might happen?”

For a moment, Valeran stared at the thin shadow across the table from him in amazement. Had the woman just said she was worried about competition for his attention? Competition from a woman who, according to Miriam, was unattractive to look at? If he was correct about Amalie avoiding him since their first meeting, that fact alone made him doubt she’d take advantage of Miriam not attending the house party. Unable to help himself, robust laughter spilled out of him.

“What are you laughing at, Val?” Miriam huffed with annoyance.

“I’m beginning to think you want to go with me.”

“Would that be such a bad thing?”

The question whipped tension through his body until his muscles were taut. Bless Aunt Matilda and the rest of the Rockwood women. According to Jamie, the abbey would be bursting at the seams with houseguests. The last thing Valeran wanted was to take Miriam with him. He needed time away from the woman simply to get some rest. A voice in the back of his mind argued Miriam wasn’t the sole reason he was tired. Valeran shook his head.

“Unfortunately, there isn’t any room. Jamie indicated the abbey would be so full, his aunt is now resorting to two or three guests sharing a room.”

“Are you certain you couldn’t ask?”

“As I said, the abbey will be full, Miriam.” His amusement died a quick death as he narrowed his gaze at her with annoyance.

“Perhaps I should call on Westbury’s aunt, I might—”

“No,” Valeran said in a quiet voice that for those who knew him well, indicated he was ready to bite someone’s head off. “I’ll not have you embarrassing me or yourself by attempting to secure an invitation to the house party.”

“Oh, all right,” Miriam said with petulant disappointment before she shook her head fiercely. “Well, I’m warning you to take care. I wouldn’t be surprised if you have to fend Miss Rockwood off at this house party you insist on attending.”

“While I seriously doubt Amalie Rockwood will be eager to capture my attention next week,” Valeran said with a shrug. “I confess to being intrigued as to why she appears to find my company so intolerable.”

Again, Valeran heard a small sound, and he looked over his shoulder to see how many shadowy figures were seated behind him. There was only one, and he was certain it was a man. Perhaps he was imagining things. 

“Whatever are you doing?” Miriam exclaimed in her usual, nettlesome manner whenever she lost his attention.

“I thought I heard something.”

“I know your hearing is exceptional, Val, but we’re practically the only ones here in Rules.”

“Probably just my imagination,” he murmured with a frown. 

It wasn’t like him to hear things that weren’t there, but he was tired of listening to Miriam’s persistent disparagement of Amalie Rockwood. What he wanted to hear was Lady Chattfield giving him information to confirm or deny whether she was working with the Prussians.

“I’m certain it is. Perhaps it was something outside the restaurant,” the woman said with a genuine sympathy that surprised him. “But you must trust me when it comes the Miss Rockwood, my darling. A man as handsome as you should have a beautiful woman on his arm. Certainly not a plump, dowdy, sharp-tongued viper such as Amalie Rockwood.” 

“Are you trying to convince me to seek Miss Rockwood out, Miriam?” Valeran mocked the woman’s blistering insult with one of scorn hidden beneath a small laugh. He wasn’t just weary of the woman’s fixation with Jamie’s cousin, he was ready to walk out of Rules simply to distance himself from the woman.

“No, I am most certainly not,” she huffed with distinct irritation. Unable to help himself, Valeran leaned back in his chair and looked upward as if concentrating.

“Hmm, perhaps I should do just that and confirm her infatuation with me.” 

“Don’t tease me like that,” the woman snapped. “You know I can’t stand it when you make me think you’re interested in another woman.”

“If she’s as plump, mousey, and boring as you say, then you have nothing to fear,” Valeran said with a sardonic laugh. The ironic thing about this entire conversation was that he preferred lush curves to the skin and bone figures women like Miriam possessed. 

“You are a devil, Val.” The woman’s laugh was a shrill bell ringing in his ears as she lightly touched the back of his hand. “I’m certain the woman would swoon if you flirted with her.”

“Don’t all women?” he chuckled.

“I cannot talk to you when you’re like this. You’re apt to try and seduce the woman on purpose, simply to make me jealous.” 

“Are you suggesting I’d fail?” he mocked, beginning to enjoy Miriam’s irritation.

It wasn’t the wisest thing to do, but he needed some form of outlet for his anger. Openly defending Amalie Rockwood meant eviscerating Miriam, which would jeopardize his assignment.

“Of course not,” Miriam said with a laugh. “But it might be an amusing tale if you tried to do so. My only concern is that you might find yourself in a situation that would lead to the marriage bed.”

“Since I believe the lady in question has been avoiding me, I find it highly unlikely she’ll come anywhere near me while I’m at the abbey.”

Valeran laughed, but he heard the dark anger in his voice. If Miriam had been intelligent enough, she would realize he was ready to get up and walk away. To hell with the goddamn mission. The idea that a Rockwood would try to trick someone into doing anything such as Miriam suggested was ludicrous.

The Rockwood family had a code they lived by. Loyalty and honor were something they valued highly, and he’d seen it in action many times in the past two years. The Rockwoods never tolerated someone threatening or disparaging a family member. Not only that, it was ridiculous to even suggest such a thing when the woman had managed to keep her distance from him for so long.

“Desperate women do desperate things when it comes to securing their future.” The shadow of Miriam’s thin, bony hand waved in the air with cavalier disdain. It made him try to recall exactly what Amalie’s shape was. “I’m simply saying that Miss Rockwood’s marital prospects are limited, and you should be careful.”

Miriam’s words made Valeran move his hand off the table to rest his balled up fist on his thigh. If Lady Chattfield were a man, she’d be on the floor by now. All he wanted at the moment was to end his association with Miriam, and the only thin thread holding him in place was duty. Unable to leave, he struck out at the woman with words that would threaten her vanity.

“Miss Rockwood has done nothing to make me believe she’d be willing to throw herself at me. However, since you’ve challenged me, I’m inclined—”

“You wouldn’t,” Miriam gasped with horror and even trepidation, which shot satisfaction barreling through Valeran.

It was a short-lived moment of pleasure as he stifled a groan of self-disgust. Christ Jesus, what the hell was wrong with him? He sounded just like the reprehensible bastard everyone believed him to be. If he were to hear someone pronounce him capable of seducing an unmarried woman, the speaker would have suffered a blistering retort. But to hear the suggestion fall from his lips was painful.

“Oh, Val, don’t you know how devastated I’d be if you were to do such a thing when I care so deeply for you?”

“Then perhaps you shouldn’t have broached the subject to begin with,” he bit out between clenched teeth, trying hard not to snort with disgust at the woman’s declaration of affection.

Not that he gave a damn how Miriam felt. Even if he was a reprobate set out to ruin Amalie Rockwood, the woman would most likely avoid him at every turn. And he was growing more convinced by the minute that Amalie had intentionally avoided him for some time now. The question was, why?

 Then there was his visceral reaction to Miriam’s degradation of Amalie. Her cruel words would have angered him no matter what woman Miriam had been degrading so derisively. But something about Lady Chattfield’s attack on Amalie bothered him deeply. He had no explanation for it, other than he found the assault on Amalie’s character and physical attributes unforgiveable.

If Valeran hadn’t already known Lady Chattfield’s true colors, he’d know them now. God only knew how hard it was for him not to stand up and walk away right now, even if it meant throwing away months of work. 

A soft cry of pain made him jerk his head toward the dark shadowy wall behind Miriam. The cry was followed by a feminine whimper of what might have been someone suppressing tears. Without thinking, he quickly rose from his chair. Miriam uttered a sound of surprise and perhaps concern.

“What’s wrong, Val? Where are you going?”

“Someone’s hurt,” he said tersely.

Moving toward the quiet cry of pain, Valeran reached the table on the other side of the wall that separated the two seating areas. The shadowy shape of a table took form, and he could make out the dull gray color of a teapot and cup, along with a tray of biscuits. Whoever had been seated at the table was gone, but he noted how the table was angled oddly as if someone had hit the corner hard and pushed it out of the way.

Valeran breathed in the gentle, subtle notes of a perfume that smelled like fresh falling rain with a lemon scent layered on top of it. A woman had been sitting here, and judging from the angle of the table, she’d left in a hurry. He drew in another breath of the woman’s perfume.

It was an unusual scent. Violet fragrances were the most popular perfumes at the moment, but the wearer of this perfume had to be as unique as her scent. This wasn’t just a pleasant aroma to breathe in, it made him believe the woman was a nonconformist. A woman who most likely didn’t hesitate to speak her mind.

Taking a moment to enjoy the scent, Valeran stared down at the empty chair at the table. Why had she left in a hurry? The clock on the wall chimed the time. Possibly late for an appointment? His eyes narrowed as he studied the table area’s varying shades of gray to the black shadows that was the wall separating his table from this one, imagining how it had arrived in that position. The most reasonable answer was that the woman had hit the sharp corner of the furniture hard enough to cry out in pain while shifting the position of the table.

In the distance, he heard a sound that was almost inaudible. It was sharp, acute, and filled with dismay. Jerking his head up, he turned toward the quiet echo, and he saw the shape of a woman hurrying through the front door of Rules.

Instinct said the woman fleeing had been seated at the table. Whoever she was, the chime of the clock and her hasty departure made him believe she was late for an appointment. Yet, something about the incident struck him as odd. It wasn’t anything he could put his finger on, which was a source of frustration.

Valeran breathed in the woman’s unique perfume again, appreciating the tantalizing scent. It wasn’t one he’d forget, and despite any embarrassment it might cause him, Valeran wanted to meet the woman who wore it.

“Val, whatever are you doing?” Miriam’s question, filled with increased trepidation, drifted clearly over the top of the wall separating the two dining tables.

“In a moment.”

Miriam uttered a sound of dismay at his clipped response, and even that quiet sound of hesitant, worried concern floated distinctly to the table where the woman had been seated. Christ almighty. The woman had to have heard his entire exchange with Miriam.

It would have been impossible not to. From the table setting, it was obvious she’d been alone. Was it her almost inaudible appalled gasps he’d heard earlier? The realization his conversation with Miriam had been overheard made Valeran close his eyes in self-disgust.

The last few minutes of his exchange with Lady Chattfield had made it sound as though he was living up to his reputation. Valeran’s mouth tightened in anger. His words had been meant to silence Miriam’s attack on Amalie Rockwood’s character. But Valeran was convinced the woman who’d just left Rules had heard him.

“Fuck,” he said beneath his breath. “You’re a goddamn fool, Sommerville. You know better. You should have redirected the conversation to another topic.”

Valeran fisted his hands and released another grunt of self-disgust. What the woman had heard didn’t reflect well on him, especially when he had no intention of acting on Miriam’s ludicrous suggestion. Whoever had been seated at this table had to have been listening to their conversation for quite a while. 

He’d heard the waiter seat someone several minutes before Miriam had started to express her antipathy for Amalie. That should have been enough for him to guard his tongue. But he was overly tired. As if Miriam wasn’t enough of a handful, he’d embarked on his nightly forays into the East End for almost a month now. It was taking its toll. Now the chickens had come home to roost.

Apparently, the unknown woman had been so fascinated with the conversation that had floated over the wall she’d failed to keep track of the time and had been forced to make a hasty departure. If the woman was a gossip, Miriam’s words would spread like wildfire, and his role in the whole damn debacle would reinforce the aristocracy’s belief as to his reputation as a reprobate.

Worse, outside of telling the truth and destroying his reasons for even being with Miriam, he didn’t have a reasonable argument to explain his words to anyone in the Rockwood family, except for Jamie. But not even his friend would be able to save him from the close-knit family’s wrath.

In fact, Valeran didn’t have any defense for taking part in the conversation at all. He should have put an end to Miriam’s vicious words immediately. Valeran closed his eyes with regret. The best he could hope for was that the woman wasn’t a gossip, or that she didn’t know anyone in the Rockwood family. Grimly, he returned to his table. He was done with Lady Chattfield for the day. The sooner they parted company, the better.


Chapter 3

Callendar Abbey

Hogmanay - December 31, 1912

Perched on the flat rock Amalie always used whenever she climbed the cnoc beag, she ignored the cold that had been pushing its way through her skirts for some time. Evergreens surrounded the cnoc beag to form a hidden retreat only the family knew about. Crisp winter air mixed with the fresh scent of pine as she inhaled a deep breath, then expelled it slowly. 

Muted laughter filtered its way through the pine trees, but it was so soft she barely heard it. She’d been at the summit for almost an hour, but she was reluctant to leave, even though she was beginning to grow cold. The peace and serenity of the silent space reminded her why she loved this spot so much.

It was rare for anyone other than her to climb to the summit, especially in winter, which made it a peaceful retreat. Today she’d needed an hour or so to fortify herself for the last of the Hogmanay festivities as they welcomed in the new year tonight. 

This year’s annual Hogmanay house party was the largest one Callendar Abbey had ever seen. The abbey was overflowing with guests. At least six of the unmarried women were sharing a room, while more than half a dozen of the eligible gentlemen in attendance were doing the same. Amalie muttered an unladylike oath.

Aunt Matilda had obviously had her in mind with at least two eligible prospects for her. Mr. Melham had proven to be exceptionally tedious. The man was kind-hearted, but incredibly boring. Thank God he’d be returning to London tomorrow with all the other guests, including the Earl of Sommerville.

Besieged with all the noise in the abbey, her tension had been exacerbated by Valeran’s presence every time Mr. Melham called out her name. The businessman had the instincts of a hound chasing a fox, and wherever Mr. Melham was, so was Valeran. It had taken her a full day to realize it was deliberate on Valeran’s part.

For the first time since choosing to hide in the shadows, it had proven more challenging than ever before to avoid him. She’d spent the past week constantly looking over her shoulder.

Both men had tested her skill at eluding them, but Valeran seemed to have a second sense where she was concerned. Worse, just the sight of him was a sharp reminder of her humiliation in Rules. Through it all, her constant vigil to stay out of Valeran’s path had proven physically and emotionally draining. Then yesterday evening had happened.

Fingers tingling, Amalie shuddered at the vivid memory. It was bad enough that her great-aunt had planted Mr. Melham in her path, but it was the mistletoe, which had almost dealt her the final abasement. At Aunt Matilda’s instructions, mistletoe adorned every doorway of the abbey’s downstairs rooms.

Amalie had successfully managed to avoid the offensive sprigs until yesterday evening. The noise filling the inside of the salon had been daunting, and she’d hovered in the doorway debating whether to charge into the valley of death as the Light Brigade had done.

Out of the corner of her eye, she’d seen Valeran and Imogene standing together. The moment her cousin whispered something to him, he’d immediately turned his head in her direction. As always, his silvery blue eyes threw her off balance as he stared at her with that blind gaze of his that seemed to bore into hers.

The moment she saw a wicked smile curve his sensual mouth, her pulse raced at the same frantic pace it had the first time they’d met. As he’d walked toward her, the air had been sucked out of her lungs, leaving her struggling to breathe. Wild shouts of panic echoed in her head, telling her to run, but she hadn’t. Like a small mouse fascinated by a predator, and resigned to its impending doom, Amalie had remained frozen in the doorway.

Her gaze flitted to Imogene’s, trying to make sense of what was happening. As her cousin had glanced upward, Amalie had followed Imogen’s gaze. Ice had swept across her skin with blinding speed, and she could feel the blood draining from her face. Nausea pooling in the pit of her stomach made her sway beneath the mistletoe. Desperate to flee, her limbs refused to obey her brain’s frantic commands to run, which sent  panic cresting over her like a wave ready to drown her beneath its force.

Imogene’s look of distress distracted Amalie for a brief second, and it was all the time Valeran needed to reach her. The warm fingers wrapping around her wrist had sent one tremor after another coursing through her until she was trembling wildly. Not even a bolt of lightning could have engulfed her with such an all-consuming fire as Valeran’s fingers had the moment he touched her. Dazed, she’d stared up at him, unable to speak.

Shock darkened his handsome face, and she moved slightly, which made him tighten his hand more firmly around her wrist. The two of them had faced each other for what seemed like an eternity, but couldn’t have been more than a few seconds. As hard as she tried not to, Amalie failed to crush the hope unfurling inside her as she studied his chiseled features. 

Varied emotions flitted across his face, and what she saw left her breathless. There was little doubt in her mind that he was feeling the same charge of current she felt. Puzzlement, then determination slowly replaced his shock. As he pulled her toward him, Amalie’s heart pounded like a runaway horse. Stumbling slightly, she’d instinctively braced her palm on his chest, and the touch sent another shock wave pulsing through her. 

A quiet sound had rumbled in his chest at her touch, and the vibration thrummed against her fingertips. It sank into her pores, then her veins, until a blaze streaked through her blood. It was the large hand that settled on her waist that finally jolted her out of her trance. Without caring who might have been watching, Amalie had wrenched free of his hold and fled. 

Muscles taut with tension, Amalie trembled at the visceral memory, then dragged in a deep breath. Slowly releasing it, she tried to ease the tension that had returned to bombard her senses. Dear God, what was wrong with her? Why hadn’t she fled the second Valeran headed toward her? She loathed the man. 

Yet with just one small touch, she’d been on the verge of surrendering to him. Only a fool would do that. A mocking laugh filled her head. Amalie smacked it aside with a vicious blow of bitterness. Closing her eyes, Amalie tried to regain the tranquility that had disappeared at the mere thought of Valeran. 

A guttural male oath from a point close to the summit of the cnoc beag drifted through the air to invade the quiet. With a jerk, Amalie’s gaze turned toward the point where the hillside path ended at the summit. Disappointed she would no longer have the cnoc beag to herself, she released a sigh of resignation. 

 Snow crunched beneath a heavy footstep, and she heard another oath. Unable to help herself, Amalie grinned as she stifled a laugh. The path had a thick, icy crust that had not been easy to traverse, and she’d almost fallen herself on the way to the summit. Standing up, Amalie choked back laughter as she heard another oath. This one was definitely not meant to be used in the company of ladies. But it was one she’d heard her father utter on numerous occasions when he didn’t know she was nearby.

Amalie took a step forward, ready to offer her assistance if only in the form of encouragement. Just as she was about to move, Valeran appeared. Oh dear God, what had she done to deserve being thrown into the fires of hell? Horrified, she stared at him in shock. The air in her lungs vanished until it was almost impossible to breathe.

Valeran blew out a harsh breath before he grinned with pleased satisfaction. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen him have such a reaction. It was the same triumphant expression he wore every time he accomplished an ordinary task. Simple achievements anyone who wasn’t blind did without thinking. Still fighting for air, Amalie drew in what she hoped was a silent breath. Her heart sank the moment he turned his head toward her. If she’d been unconvinced of his exceptional hearing before, she wouldn’t question it now.

“Good morning,” he said quietly, his blind gaze pinned on her.

Danger. The memory of yesterday evening drew her muscles taut with fear, and she shuddered. Her gaze flitted toward the path down the cnoc beag. Valeran was blocking the pathway, and short of pushing him out of the way, she had no other way down.

Something that looked like regret settled on his face, before a pleasant smile touched his beautiful mouth. Amalie instantly berated herself for noticing both. Heart pounding frantically in her breast, she tried to ignore how the space between them vibrated and hummed with energy. When she didn’t respond, his brow furrowed in a frown. She didn’t know if he was irritated or puzzled by her silence.

“It’s generally considered polite to reply to someone’s greeting,” he said quietly.

Trembling, Amalie’s mouth went dry as she suddenly realized he might easily recognize her soft, monotone voice now that he knew she’d been avoiding him. There was no mistletoe here, but his behavior yesterday, their close proximity now, and the challenge he’d accepted from Lady Chattfield told her not to tempt fate.

In the back of her head, she could have sworn she heard Angus Stewart snorting with disgust at her lack of courage. The sound made her tighten her mouth. She’d already dismantled that argument three weeks ago. The dark voice pushing its way into her conscious mind scornfully reminded her how she’d fled that day in Rules.

“There’s no need to be alarmed. I can assure you, I’m perfectly harmless.”

Valeran’s quiet words made her eyes widen in astonishment before she drew in a sharp breath of raw fury. The Earl of Sommerville was as harmless as a wolf standing next to a lamb. Without thinking, she released a fierce, sarcastic snort of disbelief, then almost groaned at her foolishness.

But when he jerked in surprise, it was impossible for Amalie to suppress a gleeful smile at his bewildered expression. Had the man expected her to swoon with delight? Of course, he did.

You almost do every time the man appears.

Amalie pounded the voice into silence. Eyebrows arched in bafflement, Valeran tipped his head slightly. Amalie closed her eyes and mentally slapped her palm against her forehead. Without even saying a word, she’d piqued his curiosity. She was an idiot.

“Something tells me you doubt my word.” 

“I don’t know you well enough to take you at your word,” Amalie lied icily, then stiffened with dismay.

Beneath the aristocratic reply she’d learned in school, she heard the stirrings of her Scottish accent trying to break free. It meant she was close to unleashing her anger and raining hell’s fire and brimstone on him. That she couldn’t do if she wanted to remain hiding in the shadows.

You want him to know who you are. Don’t you?

Trembling, the voice jeered at her with a vengeance. She gulped. No, she didn’t. 

Yes, you do. You want to tell him exactly what you think of him. You want to humiliate him. 

Did she want to see him hurt as badly as she did?

Yes, you want him to feel the same chagrin she had in Rules. 

No. Another voice in her head overpowered the one pushing her toward vindictive retribution. Extracting her pound of flesh would make her no better than him. More times than she could remember, anger had made her lose control of her sharp tongue. The end result would plague her conscience, and out of self-preservation, she’d learned to control her rebuttals when she was angry.

All she needed to do was leave the summit, then give thanks she’d escaped. Amalie took two steps forward, then halted as he took one step to the side, effectively blocking her avenue of escape. The deliberate move sent her heart crashing into her chest. Dear God, what a fool she was for provoking him.

“And yet you sound as if you know me.” When she didn’t reply, puzzlement made him shake his head. “Do we know each other?”  

She knew him far better than she wanted to. The Earl of Sommerville might have others fooled, but she knew the kind of man he was. Bitterness rose inside her as she remembered her moment of enlightenment. Decency and honor were two words Valeran would never be able to claim acquaintance with. 

Are you so sure about that? He didn’t actually say he would seduce you. The man hasn’t come near you this week.

Amalie sneered at the voice objecting to her assessment of his character. It hadn’t been for lack of trying that had kept Valeran from finding a way to seduce her. She’d managed to avoid him, even though his attempts to corner her were more than evident. Amalie shook her head.  

“Ye are nae the kind of mon I want to ken.” 

Disgust and loathing dripped off her every word, like droplets falling from a bottle of poison. Valeran’s tall figure stiffened, and Amalie suddenly realized her brogue had been on full display. Closing her eyes, she wanted the ground to open up and swallow her whole.

“So, we have met before. Tell me where.” 

His authoritarian demand made Amalie jerk with anger. She had no intention of telling him another thing. She’d said too much already. As he pinned that disturbing silvery-blue gaze on her, the frustration darkening his features made her heart skipped a beat. Valeran’s eyes became narrow slits as he peered at her. She flinched. Was it possible he could see her, even if only a little? The moment a sinful smile touched his lips, Amalie shuddered with apprehension.

“Very well, since you won’t tell me who you are, allow me to solve the mystery by the process of elimination.” 

“If ye think tae impress me with how intelligent ye are, I’m nae interested,” she said coldly, her proper English accent now completely obliterated by her Highland brogue. His confident smile made her mouth tighten with outrage. 

“Did I say I was trying to impress you?

“Ye dinnae have tae.”

“And why is that?” An eyebrow arched to emphasize his sardonic query.

“Because ye try tae impress all the mindless, simpering Sassenachs who fall at your feet.”

“I see. And based on your responses so far, it’s safe to assume you’re not one of my admirers, are you?”

The quiet chuckle that broke past his lips sent a pleasant frisson across her skin, and she gulped back the breath of pleasure that almost escaped her. No, she wasn’t an admirer. She had been, but no longer. But that didn’t stop her from being affected by his presence.

“Nae.”

“No? That sounds as if you are one of my admirers.” Amusement caused his sensual lips to twist.

“Nae, I dinnae like ye. I want nothing tae do with a mon who has nae morals,” she bit out contemptuously. Valeran’s expression darkened as he grew rigid, which made her smile at the small gift of retribution the insult earned her.

“Then obviously, you don’t know me as well as you say.”

“Do you deny you’re the philander everyone says you are?”

“I do,” Valeran said tersely. 

The harsh rejection of her words startled her. Was it possible she was wrong? Had she overlooked something that day in Rules? In all the time she’d watched him from the shadows, she’d only seen him act like a gentleman. Not once had she ever seen him behave differently. Nor had he said or done anything that would proclaim him a dilettante.

He said he was inclined to seduce you, Amalie. You heard him say it. 

Another voice in her head protested vehemently, reminding her that not until that day in Rules had Valeran ever done or said anything to make her think him less than honorable. Her heart tightened painfully in her chest as it did battle with her head, trying to reconcile the man’s past with one moment of callousness. Her head won out over her heart.

“I dinnae believe ye.” At her icy response, Valeran’s features hardened with anger.

“Hmm, now we do have a problem.”

“There is nae a problem except ye are blocking my way off the cnoc beag.” Panic fluttering inside her stomach, a shudder skimmed through her.

“No, my sweet, fiery Scot, I’ve not yet discovered your name or where we met,” he said with a wolfish smile.

“And I will nae tell ye, so step aside.”

“So soon? You’ve not even given me the chance to live up to your expectations.” Valeran’s quiet remark hinted at a fire underneath, much in the way a fine whiskey hid its fire beneath its silky smooth taste.

“My expectations?” Amalie narrowed her eyes at him. The man was up to something, and she was certain she wouldn’t like it.

“Then allow me to give you two choices. You will give me the opportunity to deduce who you are, or…” His sentence trailed off and her heart jumped at the wicked smile that suddenly curved his lips.

“Or what?”

“Or I will live up to your expectations when it comes to my reputation.”

“I think ye are daft. I dinnae see how,” she sniffed with angry contempt.

“I shall kiss you until you are whimpering with need and willingly confess who you are,” Valeran drawled, a sinful smile curving his lips.

Amalie gasped at his hedonistic words, while the spot between her legs tightened and ached with a demand she recognized, but had never experienced. The soft, husky laughter parting his lips sent her heart skidding out of control. It was as if he’d trailed his fingers from her neck downward in a gentle, languid gesture. A tremor rushed down her spine to spread heat across her back. 

When she didn’t reply, he took a step forward, and she quickly yielded the high ground she’d taken a few moments ago. Immediately, the small smile tilting one corner of his mouth said she’d made a mistake. Arms folded across his chest, he grinned with wicked complacency. Eyebrows shooting upward, another quiet laugh rumbled out of him. 

“Am I to assume by your silence you’re seriously considering option number two?”

“Nae even when pigs fly,” she snapped.

Dark and seductive, Valeran’s laughter was light as a feather gliding over her skin. Flinching at the almost tangible sensation, Amalie quivered as the ache between her legs intensified until it throbbed, and desire heated her blood. The instant she recognized the need spiraling and twisting its way into every cell of her body, Amalie’s mouth went dry.

Dear God, she wanted him. How could she betray herself so appallingly? Why did she feel anything at all for the man facing her? A man who’d said he was inclined to seduce the mousy little Miss Rockwood simply to prove he could.

“Well then, option one it is. However, it won’t take me as long to learn the truth as it would if I were to kiss you.”

“So, ye are nae as confident in your skills of seduction  as ye want people tae believe.”

“Not at all, my Scottish spitfire,” he murmured as he closed the space between them until he was about an arm’s length away and leaned into her. “But that sweet, lilting voice of yours captivates me, and I’d take my time tasting you. I’d want to revel in that delightful sound as you pleaded for more. In fact, it would take me a very long time to even try and extract the truth from you.”

Valeran’s confidence made her draw in a hiss of air. Terrified it sounded like the anticipation it was, Amalie clenched her fists. The grin on his lips deepened her rage. 

“That would require pigs and sheep tae fly,” she snapped, horrified by her sudden wish that livestock could fly.

Appalled, her heart slammed into her chest. What in God’s name was wrong with her? The moment the man learned who she was, he would do what he had told Lady Chattfield he could do. And dear God, at this point, she would let him. A wicked chuckle parted his lips, and he nodded his understanding that she would only consider the first option.

“Allow me to proceed then. First, I’m confident you are not a member of the working class. No servant would have ignored my initial greeting. You did.”
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