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      When General Alec Hay, the Earl of Errol returns from war, his mother is determined to see him wed. Once known for his dark good looks, Alec now bears a scar over half his face that makes every potential bride cringe. He wants only to escape into the darkest room in his ruined castle and relive the harrowing moments in battle when he couldn’t save his friend. Ignoring his demands to be left alone, his mother throws a rousing house party at her Edinburgh estate. Unable to take another setup for flirtation, he rides his horse out onto their property and becomes stuck in some ruins during a torrential downpour.

      

      Lady Giselle Hepburn, an impulsive lass, rides out from a neighboring estate in the same storm, attempting to escape her family and a forced marriage to a man with a vicious dark side. She falls off her horse and nearly tumbles over a cliff but is saved by a handsome, mysterious Highlander. With a twisted ankle, and the weather too dangerous to attempt riding, Giselle agrees to wait out the storm with the stranger.

      

      To Alec’s shock, Giselle is the first woman who doesn’t shy away from his scar and treats him like a man rather than a hideous barbarian. As the storm rages through the night, they each confess their meddling family’s determination to see them wed——and he learns her intended is his greatest enemy. Alec insists that she accompany him back to his house to convalesce, where he presents her with a solution to both of their problems: —what if they wed each other in secret? Could a marriage of convenience free them both from their unwanted troubles, or will love be an incredibly inconvenient development?
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        May 1814

        Edinburgh

      

      

      There was nothing worse than attending a ball thrown in one’s own honor when it was against one’s will. This was the situation that Alec Hay, Earl of Errol, General in the Royal Regiment of Scotland, found himself in.

      This whole mess was so torturous he would have rather discovered himself back on the battlefield in France, facing off with Napoleon himself. Instead, he was trussed up as some marionette in a jacket that was a little too tight, given the growth of his shoulder muscles while overseas and the lack of warning from his mother, the Countess of Errol, that she was going to be throwing this wretched event.

      Alec had literally taken the last bite of his morning eggs when his mother informed him their Edinburgh manse would be packed to the brim with bubbling debutantes tonight. Not enough time to have his evening wear fitted properly or to get out of what promised to be imminent torture.

      He tugged on his collar as another mother swept her daughters in front of him. Alec made polite conversation but refrained from writing his name on their dance cards, even though he knew that was their ultimate objective. There was a measure of guilt he felt at ignoring that obligation, but they didn’t know if he was already full for each number, and he decided to pretend he was. Besides, the pained expressions on their faces mirrored his own. They were only going along with their mother’s intentions because they knew he came with a sizable annual income, and they wanted to be a countess. For a price, they were willing to accept him despite his once-good looks having been obliterated in a single moment of treachery on the battlefield.

      “If ye’ll excuse me.” He bowed low, winking at their mother for good measure, so his own mother didn’t take him to task later for not at least trying to flirt, and then he disappeared through the crowd. The older women didn’t seem to mind his brutally scarred face. They had that motherly instinct to coddle him. So strange. He wasn’t in the market for a mistress, but if he were, he was certain to find one amongst the meddling mothers.

      Alec scanned the crowd of pastel gowns and fitted evening coats, which shimmered in the thousand candles lit up in the ballroom and dripping from the chandeliers.

      None of his friends were here. He had a feeling his mother had purposefully left their names off the invitations because she didn’t want Alec to spend all of his time chatting with his comrades instead of finding a wife.

      The woman who’d birthed him was mad as a hatter with the idea of his needing to wed. Alec did not want to bind himself to another human, especially one of these silly chits. Any woman he’d be interested in wouldn’t be the same type of female as these flighty bits of lace. If he were ever to marry, it would most assuredly not be to a debutante. Of that, he was certain.

      Alec was not in love, nor even in like with any of the nitwits in attendance at this farce. Did his mother really think she could simply snap her fingers, pass out biscuits and champagne and expect him to get down on one knee? He glanced at his pocket watch, willing the time to be much later than it was.

      “My lord, would ye please allow me to introduce ye to my daughter, Lady Mary.”

      Alec glanced up from where he’d been glowering at the ground and bowed unseeing over yet another young lassie’s gloved hand, feigning interest when he couldn’t care less. The evidence of her desire to escape was as plain on her face as it had been with every other eligible maiden in attendance. They took one look at the left side of his face and were ready to run for their lives.

      He wanted to shout, “I was handsome once!” But knew they’d either not believe him or at best think him as mad as he would sound for doing so. Only their mothers remembered him as he’d been before the war. Those last moments of the battle had been unending. As he’d tried to save his second-in-command, the edge of a bayonet had hacked over his face, leaving him with a scar that would scare the daylights out of any young lass decent enough to garner his interest. Cut down to the bone, it was a wonder he had survived—let alone had a left cheek at all. Nearly half his face was torn away from that slice and had healed into an angry, red, rolling pucker that went from the corner of his eye to his chin.

      Nay. He, Alec Hay, Earl of Errol, would forever be the damaged and beastly general.

      “If ye’ll excuse me,” he murmured, putting the poor chit out of her misery.

      He supposed it didn’t help that he was extremely moody and could not summon a smile if the devil himself demanded it. What he really wanted to do was mount his horse and ride north, all the way to his castle, Slains, on the cliff in Aberdeenshire. To stand on the edge and look out at the waves crashing against the rocky craig, close his eyes, and maybe fall off the edge. Let the cold, salty water of the sea bash his body into a million pieces as he’d imagined doing to himself every night since his return. He’d not been able to save his friend, his subordinate, and didn’t it stand to reason that he too should die.

      At the very least, he felt compelled to relive the harrowing moments of war over and over until he was either too drunk to move or too immobilized by guilt. Whichever was the quickest means to the end.

      Oh, he’d tried to be happy. Tried to blend in. Had even found some momentary contentment with his friends, who’d also returned to Edinburgh. But at night, when darkness closed in, all he could think about was how Sir Douglas Campbell wasn’t ever going to come home. How his best mate Lorne, the Duke of Sutherland, too, had been lost to them. And how it was all his fault for not fighting harder to save him when the enemy had caged them in. For not having put Sir Joshua Keith in his place for insubordination when the issue first arose.

      Alec stormed toward the doors of the ballroom. Enough was enough; he wasn’t going to subject himself to any more of this farce. Even if he knew he was going to hear an earful the following morning from his mother. He’d take that most assured chance rather than be in this ballroom one moment longer. The music played loud and chipper, enticing merriment and dancing, and it went against everything he was currently feeling.

      Out of the ballroom and down the hall, he excused himself, nodding with a grimace at anyone who dared try to gain his attention until he was pushing through the rear doors of the house and out into the garden.

      Couples hid in quiet, darkened corners, trying not to be seen, not to be heard as they stole a private embrace. His bootheels clicked over the flagstone and then were finally muted by the grass of the garden.

      Alec remembered those days before the Peninsular War when he’d hid in the shadows of the trees, trying to entice a young lass into a kiss. Now he’d be lucky if any lass could stand his company for more than thirty-eight seconds.

      Alec pushed his way through the night until he reached the rear of the garden, only the wall stopping him from walking onward. He yanked open the gate and glared down at the house below. Edinburgh was built on hills and valleys, not a flat surface in sight. And every inch was covered in a structure. There weren’t miles of land stretching out before him, but instead, another house. Another walled garden.

      He slammed the gate closed. Banged his fist against the rock, ignoring the pain from splitting his knuckles. He let out a little growl, hands fisted at his sides, head thrown back. He stared up at the stars in the sky and contemplated howling to the moon as the animal he was starting to feel very much like. What he needed was a good boxing match to work out his frustration.

      Why didn’t his mother listen to him? Why did she make him the subject of so much scrutiny? The woman was either blind or a fool to believe that this type of event would sway anyone into being his lifelong companion. Besides, he’d already decided he was never getting married.

      Never.

      Even if he had to live out the rest of his life in seclusion, showing his face only when it was necessary in the House of Lords—then so be it.
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        * * *

      

      What in the world?

      Lady Giselle Hepburn sank deeper into the shadows of the garden, staring at the giant Highlander who’d assaulted the rear wall, destroying the tranquility of her reflections.

      She’d come back here to be alone. To escape the ball that she’d not wanted to attend.

      This was only her first season, and it had been exhausting. One event after another. Endless “cheer,” or at least that was what it was supposed to be. Musicales, theater performances, tea, luncheon, volunteer service, attending to callers, calling on people herself, balls and more balls. It was a wonder she was even standing upright given her exhaustion.

      Her feet ached from barely getting any rest. Her face hurt from pretending to smile, and she’d run out completely of witty things to say. If she had to open her mouth now to speak to the man imposing on her silence, she’d likely only be able to mutter gibberish of sorts. She had no interest in being here and would much rather be at home curled up with a good book. What she wouldn’t give to hop into a traveling coach and escape to the country away from all this ridiculousness.

      Her toes were probably bleeding in her slippers from the last dance she’d been subjected to, and if she had to hear one more time what a great hunter or horseman one of these blokes was, she’d scream. Because the truth was, she didn’t care at all.

      But this man, he was interesting, at least for the moment. What tormented him so that he felt the need to take it out on the stone wall? And how was his hand faring after such an idiotic move?

      He turned in the moonlight, leaning his back against the wall, and then she saw his face. Instantly, she knew who he was. Moonlight filtered down, alighting on the jagged pink scar that ran from his temple, over his cheek and down to his chin. Och, how it must have hurt. Giselle touched her cheek, imagining what it must have been like to have such an injury. The light from above caught on his ginger hair, giving the illusion of glowing like fire, making him look even wilder.

      Alec Hay. The Earl of Errol. The man of the hour.

      What had gotten him so riled up? Giselle imagined one of the idiot debutantes inside probably said something to insult him. All these ninnies were so superficial. It was why she’d not been able to make any friends. She didn’t see the world the same way they did. The only friend she had was Jaime, but she could only see her when she snuck about as her mother didn’t approve of their friendship.

      The earl let out another small growl, slamming his hands into the stone. She wished there was something she could do for him. He was obviously in distress. It was on the tip of her tongue to call out to him. To approach him as if he were a wounded animal. But she knew better. He wasn’t just any wounded animal, but more like a rabid wolf, she’d say. He might bite her head off.

      Giselle bit her lip to hide her laugh at such imaginings.

      When she was in a mood such as the one that appeared to be plaguing him, the last thing she wanted was for anyone to bother her at all.

      So she sank deeper into the shadows, trying not to make any noise, and watched him. She felt a little odd doing that. As if she were intruding. His shoulders rose and fell violently. And she had the disturbing notion that he was either crying or breathing very heavily.

      A grown man, a soldier at that, crying?

      Nay, he must be breathing very hard. And that would make sense after punching a wall. He was likely quite out of breath from the exertion and whatever emotions had motivated him to such violence.

      Another growl reached her ears from where he stood, and she had the sudden haunting notion that he reminded her very much of Beast from La Belle et la Bête by Jeanne-Marie LePrince de Beaumont.

      That made her smile to visualize him that way, and she knew it was silly. But she supposed he did have a lot in common with that tortured prince. A curse forever altering his features, meddlers demanding he fall in love if he were to find true happiness ever. It was all so very romantic. Giselle sighed.

      “I can hear ye breathing,” he said gruffly, his head swiveling in her direction.

      Giselle peeked at him from behind the tree, wondering if he could see her and also wondering what color his eyes were. Despite his scar and crankiness, he was still very handsome.

      If she held her breath, would he determine that he’d heard wrong?

      She held her breath to see.

      “Why are ye hiding? Who’s there?” He stood straight now, hands fisted at his sides as he took two steps toward her.

      Giselle bit her lip. She could come out and tell him who she was, but if she did and anyone saw the two of them alone in the garden speaking, it could be a whole scandal, and she was not ready to be married, let alone gossiped about. This was, after all, only her first season, and she’d not even experienced her first kiss.

      There was no way on earth she was going to be tied down to the first man she happened to be alone with. Not that she would have minded so very much being attached to the beastly Alec Hay. She’d be a countess, and he was exhilarating.  Attractive and tall. From what she could see of his legs encased in woolen hose to the knees, he was formed well too. Striking in a kilt. The ninnies feigning horror at his face were stupid. Didn’t they see the rest of him?

      Scars mattered little to her.

      What did matter was his penchant for punching walls. He was not entirely stable, and that, she decided, was not the type of man she wanted to be tied to. She needed stability. After all, her parents were the opposite of stable. Always arguing, and her mother was so controlling that Giselle was lucky if she could sneeze without asking permission first.

      “Dammit, come out of the shadows, or I swear to God I will yank ye out.” Alec’s voice was full of threat, and it almost made her scurry around the front of the tree to reveal herself.

      But she did have some semblance of self-preservation left, and so she tiptoed backward, deeper into the garden.

      “Coward,” he called out to her, obviously hearing her retreat.

      Coward? Giselle snorted. Maybe she was when it came to saying no to her mother, but in any other circumstance, this was the last thing anyone would say about her.

      What did he know? She whirled around, prepared to tell him that, but caught herself in time, clamping her lips closed. She turned back around to face the great house, prepared to march inside and tell her mother her head ached when her entire body collided with solid muscle.

      “Oof,” she said, very unladylike. Her hands came up involuntarily to press against the stony expanse of male chest. Nay! The earl. “Oh. Pardon me.”

      “What are ye doing lurking in my garden?” The Earl of Errol, or perhaps she should call him the Beast of Errol, made no move to get out of her way, nor did he retreat from her touch.

      Giselle yanked her hands away from him, suddenly feeling heat creep its way up her limbs and onto her face.

      “I was out here for a moment alone. Much as I suspect ye were, sir.” She tilted her head back and glared at him. If he were going to act the beast, she would put him in his place. Striking green eyes—or were they blue—glared down at her in the moonlight. Oh my. “I did no’ try to insert myself in your time alone. I was, after all, here first. I think it would behoove ye to treat me in the same manner. Now, if ye will excuse me.”

      She made to step around him, but he stepped in her way, blocking her once more. Definitely, his eyes were green as they raked up and down her form, sending chills of something not altogether unpleasant racing along her skin.

      “What did ye see?” he asked.

      “What?” She wrinkled her brow. That was not a question she’d expected, and she didn’t even know how to answer it.

      “Ye were watching me. What did ye see?” He brought his face close to hers as if trying to intimidate her. But he obviously had no idea who she was, for she would not be intimidated. And also, he smelled delicious. Spicy and woodsy.

      Giselle looked him right in the eyes, lifting her chin. “I saw nothing.”

      In the light of the moon, she watched his brows narrow. She should probably be worried, but the truth was, she wasn’t scared at all, only annoyed. The headache she was going to pretend to have was quickly coming true.

      “If ye will excuse me, now, sir.” She again tried to skirt around him. This time he not only stepped in her way, but he also grasped her arm. Warmth shot from the spot where he held her. Exactly the opposite sensation she was certain she should have. “What are ye doing?” She stared down at where his long fingers curled around her arm. What would happen if she slid his hand down to her own and entwined her fingers with his?

      Oh, stop, ye stupid fool. The man was angry and not at all in the mood for wooing, and her imagination was running wild again.

      “Ye’re no’ afraid of me,” he stated.

      Och, nay. Had he noticed her curiosity, read in her thoughts that she liked how he smelled, and wanted to hold his hand? “Of course no’. Why would I be?” Again she lifted her chin, going for obstinance.

      “Every wee lass is.”

      “I’m no’ a wee lass then, I guess.” Even if she was a mere nineteen years old. What did it matter? Age was only a number, and she’d had her fair share of issues in her short life not to worry about a man’s fit of temper while he was alone. It was none of her business, besides.

      “Do I know ye?” he asked, cocking his head as he again raked that delicious gaze over her.

      Dear me... “I’m afraid we were no’ introduced.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “I came late, and when I was announced, I met only your mother.”

      “So ye know who I am?” His voice lost some of its edge.

      Giselle’s gaze flitted nervously back toward the house. It was only a matter of minutes before they were discovered. “Aye.”

      “Seems fitting that I should know ye, then.”

      “I think no’ since I’m leaving.” She tugged her arm out of his grasp, and he surprisingly let her go.

      “Why are ye in a rush to leave?” He crossed his arms over his chest, staring down at her, giving her pause.

      “Because I did no’ want to be here to begin with.”

      “What better thing did ye have to do than go to a ball?”

      That was an irritating question, as was his accompanying sneer. Did the beast think that lasses only cared about frivolous things? Giselle decided to be completely honest with him. “I wanted to finish my book.”

      He seemed stunned by her admission. “Book?”

      “Aye. I was just getting to the good part when I had to set it aside to dress for this.” She waved her hand in the air, absent-mindedly dismissing the soiree held in his honor.

      “I’m dying to know, Miss...what was your name?”

      Well, that she didn’t feel like sharing. Not so he could tell someone he’d been alone with her in the garden and ruin all of her plans to remain unattached. “My name is no’ important as ye’ll no’ need to know it going forward. Probably safer. Now, what are ye dying to know?”

      “Well, now, I’m intrigued by your lack of name. But before, it was the title of the book.”

      “Do ye read, sir?” She somehow doubted it, him being a military man, and as handsome as he was. Most of the men she’d met who enjoyed books were not as appealing as Alec Hay.

      “I have been known to pick up a book now and then.”

      Giselle had searched the house when she first left the ballroom and found no library. And so she assumed he must be lying.

      “Well, if ye must be enlightened, I was reading Sense and Sensibility.”

      “I’ve no’ heard of that.”

      “I’m no’ surprised. It’s quite new. It is also a novel with romantic notions, and being ye are…”

      “A dullard?” There was laughter in his words as if he expected her to agree.

      Giselle tried to keep the frown from her face, as her mother had advised that frowning aged a woman dramatically, and she’d been frowning quite a bit in his presence. “A man. I’d no’ have expected ye to be interested.”

      “Perhaps I am.”

      What was he up to? “Then ye should get yourself a copy.”

      “Perhaps I will. Who is the author?”

      “A lady.”

      “And her name?” Again his green eyes raked over her with interest, sending heat scurrying up her spine to wrap around her throat, making it hard to form words.

      “She is anonymous, sir,” Giselle finally managed to say.

      “Ah, as ye are. The two of ye have much in common. Perhaps she is ye.”

      Giselle shook her head, swiping at a blonde curl that tapped against her cheek. “Nay, she is no’. I like to read, but I have no’ the talent for storytelling.”

      “Have ye ever tried?”

      “I have no’.”

      “Then how do ye know?”

      This conversation had gone on long enough. If she didn’t extricate herself soon, she’d be in trouble, for every moment that passed with her in his presence unchaperoned was another moment they could be discovered, and her future ruined.

      “I need to go, sir.”

      “Home so soon? But there is more of the ball to be had.”

      Oh, what did he care? He too was avoiding it. “If ye must know, I’ve had it with these ridiculous balls. I’m tired. I’m bored. And I’ve no intention of getting married any time soon, so going to them and flirting and hoping to catch the eye of an eligible bachelor is silly at best. Now, if ye’ll excuse me, I must go back inside before anyone sees us together out here.”

      “Why’s that? Ye do no’ want to be seen with me?”

      “Well, sir, if we are seen together out here, likely we will be forced to be seen together for the rest of our lives.”

      That got him moving. Quite quickly, as a matter of fact. He leapt backward as if she’d slapped him, and Giselle had to bite her lip to keep from laughing.

      “I see we understand each other.” She tried hard not to roll her eyes, but it was a feat she did not succeed in. “It was no’ my pleasure to meet ye, sir. In future, if ye do no’ wish to irritate the fairer sex, try no’ to act as though being linked to one is a nightmare.”

      “As if ye would no’ think the same for me,” he scoffed, then touched his face, his finger tracing over the large scar there. How vain could he be to think such a thing would matter?

      “What reason would I have? Except for maybe your rudeness.” With that, Giselle lifted her skirts and hurried across the garden toward the side door that she’d slipped out of previously, hoping that no one saw her.

      Once inside, she made her way to the ladies’ retiring room, and then swiftly out again, making certain to ask the first person she saw if they’d seen her mother, the Countess of Bothwell, so that she could have a witness to exiting the retiring room if anyone did decide to put her in the garden with the Beast of Errol.

      She was quickly pointed in the right direction. Her mother had finished a conversation with one set of friends and taken a champagne glass from a passing footman, intent on inserting herself in another conversation when Giselle intercepted her.

      “Mother, please, I must go. I’ve been in the ladies’ retiring, trying to get rid of this megrim.” Giselle touched her forehead with the back of her hand and feigned pain for good measure.

      “Oh, dear. Well, I wondered where ye’d gone off too. Though I did no’ see ye in there when I checked.”

      “I do no’ know how ye missed me.” Giselle shrugged and let out a long-suffering sigh.

      Her mother narrowed her eyes, but taking in Giselle’s person, must have decided she didn’t look as if she’d been mauled by anyone or been out having an assignation. There was no other choice but to believe her.

      “We shall go,” her mother finally consented. “We have to be up early tomorrow anyway for the morning service.”

      The morning service was what Giselle was subjected to quite often, and it had nothing to do with the church. Instead, the morning service was when she volunteered her time with the older ladies of society as their companion, doing menial tasks like writing letters and reading to them. Her mother seemed to pick the crankiest ones each time.

      “I do hope my megrim is gone by morning,” Giselle said.

      “It will be,” her mother quipped as if she could control such a thing.

      Out they went into the night. For the rest of the season, Giselle searched for signs of Alec Hay, The Beast of Errol, mostly so she could avoid him, but he seemed to have disappeared from society.
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      The road to Boddam Castle near Aberdeenshire, Scotland was bumpy and wet. Giselle and her family had been traveling for two days from Edinburgh, continually stopping because of the storms that raged outside.

      Already, they’d had a broken axle that had almost killed them and an unfortunate touch with lightning that left one groom incapacitated for bordering twelve hours. Poor bloke. He was lucky to have made it after that.

      And still, her parents were insistent they continue when all of nature compelled them to cease their journey northward. Giselle was prepared to consign herself to death. For that was  how this treacherous journey seemed doomed to end. “Ah, there’s the castle in the distance.” The Earl of Bothwell pointed out the rain-streaked window toward a looming shadow that rose from the misty moors.

      What looked like towers on the north and south sides of the structure jutted menacingly into the clouds.

      Lady Bothwell swished the curtain covering her window out of the way and glanced outside. “Nay, dear, that is Slains, the Earl of Errol’s residence. We’ve still several miles to go, but we’ll be there within a couple of hours, I predict. If we do no’ run into any more trouble.”

      Any more trouble... That seemed a statement that would only tempt Fate to see it done. Giselle stroked her hand over her book, wishing she were back in Edinburgh in her library. The jostling of the carriage made reading impossible unless she wanted to get sick.

      “Ah, Errol,” her father mused. “I’ve no’ heard that name in some time.”

      “He’s kept himself holed up here for nigh on three years now. His poor mother.”

      The Earl of Errol. Giselle also had not heard that name in as long. She pressed her face to the glass, squinting through the dripping rain and trying to part the murkiness with her mind to get a better look at his castle in the distance. It’d been years since she’d thought of the Beast of Errol. Nor had she seen him since that fateful night they’d met in the garden of his Edinburgh residence.

      The gloomy castle seemed very fitting for him.

      Shifting her gaze toward the cliffside fortress, she imagined him brooding on battlements, staring over the land as if some medieval warrior, waiting for his enemy to come calling. Except his enemies seemed to be maidens and their meddling mothers. A small smile touched her lips as she recalled the night they’d met and the way he’d assumed she’d find him hideous or scary. How vain he was to think she’d find him anything at all.

      After that night, the rumor was that he’d gone north and not come back to civilization since. Was he there now, stomping around the glum castle?

      No light illuminated the massive pile of stone. Did he hide in the dark as he had in his garden?

      “Giselle, have ye heard a word I’ve spoken?” Her thoughts were interrupted by the shrill sound of her mother’s voice.

      Giselle glanced back at her mother, whose lips were pursed as though she’d eaten something sour. “Pardon me, Mama, I was fascinated by the...shore,” Giselle lied, as she couldn’t see the shore at all but didn’t want to tell her mother she’d been thinking about the castle’s owner. There weren’t enough hours in the day to explain the unexplainable, nor did she have an infinite amount of patience when it came to her mother.

      “Whatever may have caught your fascination, it is imperative we get right the introductions.” Lady Bothwell wrung her gloved hands in her lap as she said it, overthinking things.

      A trill of butterflies in her belly—and not in a good way—reminded Giselle of why they’d gone out in this terrible weather in such a hurry and without stopping. She was going to meet the master of Boddam Castle. The man she’d be forced to marry imminently if her parents had their say.

      Sir Joshua Keith resided there. They’d had the misfortune to meet this past season, and the baronet had formed an unhealthy attachment to her, a fancy that she did not return.

      Nay, Giselle found Joshua Keith to be quite revolting. And mostly, this was because he was an arrogant arse. Throughout the season, he’d followed her around, sometimes to the point where she felt as if he were breathing down her neck. Watching her every move. His behavior had the hairs at the base of her skull rising in warning. When he asked her to dance, she tried to refuse, but often her mother shoved her along, and then she was subjected to his scrutiny of every person in the ballroom and what he thought of them. More often than not, it wasn’t nice. There was also the repulsive habit he had of his hand sliding dangerously low on her spine. Enough so that his pinky finger slid unwelcomed across the top of her rear, if only for the briefest second. She shuddered just thinking about it.

      Giselle had told her mother she thought the baronet was a little handsy, and Lady Bothwell shooed away her concerns. Something about how all bachelors were eager, whatever that was supposed to mean.

      “Giselle!” Her mother’s piercing call interrupted her thoughts once more. “I want to hear ye practice the introductions again.”

      “We’ve already been introduced. Many times.” Giselle tried to keep her voice sweet, but it was hard. Why on earth her mother wanted to pretend as if this was a shiny new moment was baffling.

      “Still, first impressions upon gracing his doorstep will be most important.”

      Giselle sucked her tongue against her teeth, trying to stop herself from being impertinent, but she couldn’t help it. “I do no’ wish to marry him, and so I’m no’ worried about first impressions.”

      “Oh, do quit that whining,” her father interrupted.

      Giselle did not think her matter-of-fact statement to be considered whining, but her father couldn’t stand when she argued with her mother, even if Giselle’s opinion was just and logical when her mother’s was not, as was the case currently.

      “We’ve already been over this. Sir Joshua is taken with ye, and he boasts a sizeable fortune that will do ye quite well in the future. Not to mention the land in the Americas,” her mother said.

      Giselle stifled her groan before it came out in all its raging glory. “I do no’ wish to go to America. I wish to return to Edinburgh.”

      “Giselle, now see here, I told ye no more whining.” Her father’s tone had sharpened.

      “I am no’ whining.” She hadn’t meant to snap, it wasn’t in her nature to be so sour, but honestly, this whole situation was becoming too much. The stress of an impending match with a man who was going to stifle her entire being left her feeling ragged and distraught.

      Her father slammed his hand down on the seat beside him as if that crude and violent gesture were meant to silence her by squashing her words beneath his meaty hand. She didn’t jump. Not as she did when she was a child. Her father might have had a loud bark, but that was the extent of it. He left most of her punishments to her mother.

      As the daughter of an earl, Giselle could expect to marry a man of equal status, which the baronet was not quite yet. But once his father passed on, Sir Joshua would become the Earl of Marischal, which was indeed a prestigious, if not antiquated, title. In medieval times, it used to mean something more. The nobleman who protected the Scottish Royal Regalia and the king’s personal guard when he attended parliament. Despite the title being irrelevant in today’s age, her parents seemed a bit obsessed over it.

      And for Sir Joshua’s part, he was interested in her dowry, for he’d never asked her one thing about herself, and so he could not, therefore, know who she was in the least. Besides, she was fairly certain he didn’t care who she was.

      For her part, Giselle had learned a great deal about Sir Joshua, and that was because she’d had the not-so-great privilege of listening to him babble on about himself for hours and hours. Arrogant didn’t begin to cover what he’d revealed about his attitude. He was selfish, pompous, idiotic, mean—she could go on for hours. But her parents batted away her worries whenever she sought to bring his true nature to light. Instead, their eyes flashed in the way they had when they met anyone of importance, and right now, a marriage between herself and Sir Joshua was going to elevate their social standing to one they’d not been able to reach before. Or at least that was their opinion.

      Giselle was a means to their elevation, and they would hear none of her complaints.

      “Now, when we arrive, ye will offer to play the piano, and ye will sing as we practiced at home.” Her mother went on to mention several songs that Giselle had practiced a million times and still not perfected.

      Giselle grimaced, trying to quell the turmoil inside her. Her belly rolled and lurched. Thank goodness she’d only picked at her breakfast. She was by no means a talent at either of the tasks her mother set before her—maybe that was a favor on her side. She’d show Sir Joshua that he would want a more accomplished wife to host his many events, rather than one who sang as appealing as the squeal of a rabbit being chased by a fox.

      But she didn’t want to argue with her parents anymore, not in this small compartment where there was no room to escape. Instead, when they arrived, she would ask her soon-to-be betrothed if he wished for her to play and then modestly say she didn’t think her talent would impress him. Once he heard a few notes, if he were a gentleman, he’d put her out of her misery. This would be a tough spot because he was likely not going to be a gentleman. He’d likely dismiss her so he could discuss with her parents the coin they were about to bestow on him in a large coffer as her dowry. She’d be left to go through the entire musical list her mother had compiled.

      Rather than the jovial songs her mother wanted her to perform, perhaps Giselle would take matters into her own hands and play Moonlight Sonata by Beethoven, which she always found to be quite a lot more satisfying to a melancholy mood. If only she had a black veil she could don as well. A lass had to find her fun somehow, didn’t she?

      The silence inside the carriage was as good a prediction of doom as Giselle could have conjured up in her mind. She felt like one of the heroines from her books, about to be imprisoned in a tower for a very long time and not by the sort of hero who would let her out and that she’d fall in love with. Nay, Sir Joshua was most definitely not that sort of man. He was just as likely to lock her up for the rest of her life as set her free in the wild to fend for herself with the wolves.

      Except she had the sneaking suspicion that he was one of the wolves. And not in the way she’d once thought Alec Hay to be. Now, that man had been a wolfish brooder, but something was aching and broken beneath that moping exterior that she wanted to soothe. Sir Joshua was just mean.

      The miles crept past in agonizing slowness, and eventually, they arrived at the long gravelly path toward Sir Joshua’s castle. The carriage rumbled along in such a way that Giselle was concerned for the structural support of the axle they’d had fixed less than twenty-four hours ago.

      Boddam Castle was not as impressive as Slains had appeared on the cliffs, but it was not exactly minuscule, either. The towers were imposing, and the stone edifice was commanding. Befitting the man who’d calmly nattered rude judgements about every person in his vicinity when he thought they weren’t listening.

      Her mother turned to her and started to pinch her cheeks a little harder than was necessary. “Do look alive, darling. Ye’ll need to impress the baronet with your charms.”

      Giselle forced a smile because to do otherwise was only to start an argument she didn’t have the energy for. She needed all the energy she could muster to deal with Sir Joshua. The way he’d practically salivated over her while her mother sat beside her in a drawing room, and while her father stood beside her in a ballroom, made her uneasy about being with him in his castle where he might happen upon her alone.

      But once again, there was nothing she could do about that. Giselle, who normally cowered from nothing, and had no qualms about sneaking out from under her parents’ watchful gazes, suddenly felt very trapped.

      How far was it to Slains? If she showed up on the Beast of Errol’s doorstep, would he let her inside to escape the Wolf of Boddam?

      Before she had more time to think on it, they pulled up to the front of the grand castle, and the grooms alighted from the carriage, set down the steps and opened the door for them to exit. Giselle stepped out, feeling every bit of the long journey as she stretched the kinks as subtly as possible so that she wouldn’t earn another pinch from her mother. Rain splattered down on them, even with the grooms rushing to hold umbrellas over their heads. The tips of Giselle’s shoes were quickly soaked with water, and she wished her mother had listened when she’d tried to wear traveling boots rather than these flimsy slippers.

      Giselle hurried toward the front door, which opened as she approached, with water soaking clear through her stockings now. The butler ushered them inside, where she shook the rain from her limbs as delicately as she could and attempted to suppress a shudder. The castle might have been a relief from the rain, but it was not a relief from the chill. A rush of air stirred around her ankles, making the wetness of her stockings all the more frigid.

      “Welcome to Boddam Castle,” the butler said. “Please allow me to escort ye to your rooms. Sir Joshua will return shortly to greet ye in the drawing room for tea.”

      The butler indicated a winding marble staircase with a deep maroon carpet running down the center. The handrail was polished wood, either from the number of people who’d run their hands on it or from a recent wax, she couldn’t be sure.

      They followed the butler up the stairs to the guest chambers, a long, windowless corridor of closed doors. The sconces were lit and flickered with the breeze that seemed to come from nowhere. To be frank, the castle was depressing and most probably haunted.

      Giselle was the first to be placed in her room. The door creaked as the butler pushed it open and stepped through, indicating she should follow. For a split second, she almost took a step backward, but her mother gave a small nudge in the center of her back, and Giselle pressed on.

      The rose-colored carpet beneath her wet slippers was lush, and she looked forward to taking off her slippers and stockings and pressing her bare toes into it. The room was gorgeously appointed with silver silk wallpaper in a floral pattern and matching bedding on a colossal oak four-poster canopy bed. There were dozens of pillows on the surface, enough that she could sink into the mountain of them and get lost. Quite a bit different than the corridor, to be sure.
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