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You have my promise that I have never used AI technology to produce any part of the books I write and publish, and that I never will. Each and every word is mine. I spend copious hours every day outlining my books and then writing them. I refuse to use AI technology because then that product isn’t writing. That is cheating and asking a computer to do the work for me.

So much of writing is organic, and computers simply can’t make a reader feel the things a hero and heroine go through. I absolutely love connecting my characters with my readers, and letting my readers have a fully immersive experience while reading my stories.

Rest assured that I will still write every single word in each one of my books, and you have my guarantee that what you have purchased is the genuine book and not artificially created.

I adore my readers far too much, as well as the craft of writing, to cheat them in any way.

Thank you for your continued support.
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There comes a time in every woman’s life that she’ll dream of Scotland. This is the first book I’ve ever set in that country, and I found it so charming that I’m going to set two more books in Scotland in the future with this series. No, I don’t write about Highlanders, but the charm found in Scotland is inherent in the story and characters.

Plus, I gave this particular hero a dog, and he’s quite adorable. The dog, not the hero, although Mathias is pretty yummy on his own. 

I personally think Embellished in Mauve is the most romantic of the Colors of Scandal books to date. Let me know if you think so too!

Sandra
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Never trust a man in a kilt with mischief in his eyes.

Lady Cecilia Holmes is in Scotland with her family to attend a wedding, but she’d rather be in London nursing the forgotten segments of society. While her father and brothers are chasing red stag, she sets off on a hike and is immediately lost in the Highlands. Though she’s rather adept at being alone, when a handsome man and his dog interrupts her solitude, her interest in him is caught. Perhaps being consigned to a drafty old castle for six weeks won’t be so bad.

Mathias Stahley, the Earl of Huxington wishes to be in London arguing cases as a barrister, for he’s more effective helping the less fortunate in that role than working for his title. The last thing he wants to do is attend his cousin’s wedding, in the wilds of Scotland no less. While taking a walk through the rugged countryside, he stumbles upon a woman with windblown curls who immediately makes him wonder if his vow to never marry is wrong.

The days are filled with social events, but Cecilia and Mathias make time to slip away and explore the beautiful countryside and perhaps indulge in a bit of scandal. As romance and desire bloom, circumstances beyond their control lead to a forced betrothal, creating an emotional rift between them. Obstacles and familial opposition will either tear them apart or they’ll find something infinitely more satisfying and enduring amidst the magic of the Highlands.
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September 9, 1818

Scottish Highlands, Ten miles west of Aviemore

Lady Cecilia Holmes glanced down the long length of what used to be the Great Hall of the Renaissance-style Castle Buchannan. A great hearth filled a good portion of one wall, with a mantle higher than she stood. In her mind’s eye, she could well imagine trundle tables groaning beneath the weight of banquet food and large mugs of ale and whisky while ancient Highland warriors celebrated hard-fought victories or bemoaned crushing defeats in battle.

As it was in its present-day glory, the hall was a behemoth of cold stone and drafty, beam-filled ceilings that made even the most mundane of conversations echo. From what she understood, the Great Hall was no longer used in daily life, but it had been opened for the society wedding that would take place in a few weeks. Later, it would be festooned with flowers and ribbons and all manner of nuptial finery, but for now, the walls were hung with tapestries and weaponry from by-gone days when clans clashed, and life was wild in the Highlands.

A sigh escaped her—not of romance but of ennui. “The time is going to pass slowly while we’re here, isn’t it?” she asked in a pained voice to her second oldest brother as he fell into step beside her.

Dressed in the drab-colored clothing customary for a man ready to embark upon the hunt, the excitement he exuded failed to lift her from the doldrums. “Not if you come hunting with Papa and me and Frederick. We’re hoping to bring down at least two red stags while we’re here. Perhaps more, among other animals.” He fairly hummed with the urge to be off as he yanked on his tan kid gloves.

She quelled the urge to roll her eyes heavenward. “You know that I detest hunting in all its forms.”

“But you enjoy eating, so there’s no difference in why an animal is killed.” He nudged her ribs with his elbow. “I’m sure the meat will be used to feed the masses gathering at this pile over the coming weeks.”

“That’s beside the point.” Her huff of annoyance stirred a curl on her forehead. “It’s all so messy and cruel.”

James snorted. “So is starvation.”

She ignored him. “Those poor animals.”

“We do our best not to have them suffer.” Then he eyed her askance. “If it were up to you, you’d give all creatures a name to prevent them from being slaughtered.”

“As if that’s a bad thing.” She smacked his arm. “Enough of this. I’m not interested in watching you men cavort about as if you were children, brandishing bows and arrows and rifles, doing all but declaring war on the stags for the rush of going on a hunt.” It wasn’t as if the men did so while on holiday in the Highlands. Oh, no. On their father’s country estate, there was plenty of grouse shooting, pheasant hunting, and quail bagging. It seemed menfolk weren’t happy unless they were causing havoc for something.

“There are a few ladies going today as well,” her brother hastened to add. “Lady Isabelle Downing, for instance. She’s apparently skilled in hunting.”

And poaching men. “Which is an even better reason to remain here,” Cecilia mumbled, for she wasn’t a friend to the lady in question. A year ago, the man she fancied had been stolen from her by Isabelle, and he’d let his head be turned, only to have her drop him after a few months. When he’d come groveling back to Cecilia, she’d turned him down flat. No castoff leftovers for her, especially if a gentleman couldn’t make up his own mind.

Any man who couldn’t keep his promises didn’t deserve her time or attention, regardless that he may or may not want her after he knew of her sordid past. That was the reason she would probably never marry; how could she when she considered herself soiled goods?

Heat crept into her cheeks, and she hoped her brother hadn’t noticed. None of her family knew Cecilia’s secret except her mother, for one couldn’t hide such things from her, but guilt and shame didn’t melt away as easily as attempting to justify what had happened.

“She’s rather attractive, though,” her brother continued and broke into Cecilia’s thoughts. “And a woman who enjoys hunting is interesting in her own right.”

This time, she did roll her eyes. The reason the lady wished to accompany the hunting party was to snag one of them—the men, not the stags. “If you like the fast sort.” She shoved at his shoulder. “Papa has arrived.” There were so many corridors that fed into the Great Hall it made her mind spin. “You’d best go. He detests being late.”

James glanced in that direction. “Oh, Lord. He’s pulling out his pocket watch.” He transferred his attention to her. Mischief and teasing sparkled in his eyes. “If you come with us, you might find a man to catch your fancy. We’re a party of twenty. No doubt we all can’t shoot at the same time. And the groom is a Scotsman, with Scottish friends. More wild than English stock.”

Hmm, though the thought of a good Scottish brogue tripping off the tongue was appealing, a groan escaped her. “No, thank you. Romance is not my priority just now.” And probably never would be again. She’d thought she had that once, but the man had disappointed her after he’d gotten what he was really after, leaving her ruined and ashamed, for not only had she played a part in that fall from grace, she’d enjoyed it.

“At least take in some exercise.” Concern clouded his hazel eyes. “The country is beautiful up here, and since we’re at the castle for the duration, you might as well find enjoyment in whatever way you can.” He laid a hand on her shoulder. “I worry about you.”

She pressed her lips together in a faint smile. “What would you have me do? Wander aimlessly? I’m wretched at painting and drawing, needlepoint or anything other handiwork.” Except if she needed to perform stitches on a wound. Then she didn’t mind, and her execution was flawless.

Why was that?

Merciful heavens, I’ve failed as a proper ton lady. Another mark against her on the Marriage Mart. Nine and twenty, still not matched. However, society deemed to label her, it was the truth, and perhaps she liked it that way. It gave her a certain freedom to pursue her own interests.

James blew out a breath as he waved at Papa and nodded. “You’re picky for a lady without prospects.” He winked. “I’m sure you’ll find something that amuses you while we’re here.”

“Perhaps.” Her cheeks burned with anger at his slight. It wasn’t her fault she hadn’t attained a match, or perhaps it was, and now she pushed men away before they could reject her. It was one reason she’d found solace with the Sisters of Grace, learning the skills required of a nurse. Too bad none of what she was good at was considered useful in the eyes of the ton. Bandaging a wounded soldier or a burned child didn’t help with rank or filling a man’s coffers. A trace of sadness came over her. She shoved at James’ shoulder. “Papa’s waiting.”

“Make peace with our sojourn here, sis. It’ll make the time pass more pleasantly.” Then he loped through the Great Hall to join their other brother and father.

Once alone, Cecilia heaved a sigh. Other than her maid or mother, there was no one to talk with until the bridal party arrived next week. Literally, she had nothing but time to herself. Perhaps it was just what she needed.

And it was a beautiful morning if the bright sunlight streaming through the high windows was any indication. A bracing walk would give her the freedom to think of how to tell her parents she wished to study nursing with the sisters in London—even more than she’d already clandestinely done. It was past time for her to break the news to them that she wasn’t destined to be a proper marquess’ daughter or make a brilliant match.

Quick tears stung her eyes as she turned about and headed toward the staircase. Either she was true to herself, or she disappointed her parents. Both paths would hurt someone. Ever since she could remember, her mother talked about the day Cecilia would marry and make a match the whole ton would envy, what sort of gown she’d wear, and what kind of sensation she’d make. Perhaps after bearing two sons, a daughter had been her mother’s dream.

Oh, God. Cecilia’s chin trembled. What of my dreams? What a terrible dilemma. Would that the Highlands reveal clear answers.
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Two hours later, Cecilia admitted to herself that she was hopelessly lost. She’d always attempted to keep the castle in sight, but the wild country was as rugged as it was beautiful, and each cluster of foothills led to gorgeous glens. Each one was like the most valuable, sparkling jewel, full of emerald grasses, boulders and rocks and scrub brush in every shade of brown, and sometimes lakes peeked through, glimmering with the sunshine with variegated colors of blue.

How did anyone manage to accomplish tasks when presented with these views?

When she stopped to gather a handful of blooming heather—some flowers were purple, and some were more of a magenta hue—she’d become even more turned about than before. Which footpath had she already traversed?

Well, drat. Cecilia looked around the general area, but nothing was familiar. Had she been so lost in thought that she hadn’t truly seen anything? To her back were the majestic Cairngorm mountains, or at least the foothills that began them. If she dipped into her imagination, she could almost see a clansman from the past riding down from those mountains, his muscled body clad in the appropriate plaid of his people, perhaps clutching a broadsword in a powerful hand. Waiting to her front were hills covered in pretty wildflowers, heather, or scrubby brush. Had centuries of Scottish women worked this land with both hope and fear in their hearts? Had they loved their warriors fiercely even as they worried for the safety of those men when they went off to war? The Highlands were a romantic area to be sure.

In the far distance was another glen dotted with tiny flecks of white. Sheep perhaps? How lovely it would be to see if her guess were correct. But did that justify further wandering?

“I can’t be anymore lost than I already am.” Again, she glanced over the stunning vistas. Logic told her the castle was below her current location, for she’d hiked up into the foothills. All she needed was to simply find a path and follow it down. “For once in your life, Cecilia, try to puzzle this out.” If she weren’t careful, her fanciful musings would carry her away even farther from any sort of rescue.

She picked her way to what could have been a path at one time. Here in the solitude, her penchant for talking to herself wasn’t frowned upon in society, as if she had windmills in her head.

Ten minutes into her walk, it became obvious the path she’d chosen led to yet another glen complete with a pristine and smallish lake. Double drat. Was there a trick to navigating the Highlands? Were there secret paths that only individuals attune to the out of doors could see? With nothing for it, Cecilia stumbled along the footpath. A winsome breeze played with the hem of her skirts and teased the ribbons of her bonnet. Though pleasant and the earthy scents carried on the wind tickled her nose, she couldn’t help wondering if she’d be lost out here until dinner when someone finally missed her.

Why did I tell Darcy I didn’t need her to accompany me? Usually while in London, she wasn’t allowed anywhere without a companion. Not that her maid would prove a spy, but sometimes a person just wished to be left to their own devices. She’d sworn Darcy to secrecy, but the poor thing had developed a head cold the night before.

She brought the heather bouquet to her nose and smiled. No matter how damaged she felt or how dismal her future prospects, flowers never failed to cheer her. If a man were true and could manage to see past her flaws and faults, should he come bearing flowers, her heart would probably melt.

When a hare darted across her path, Cecilia paused and watched its progress until the animal disappeared into the brush. No, London couldn’t come close to providing such wonderous views or wildlife, but the city had life where this wilderness didn’t, and it hosted the love of her heart—the Sisters of Grace hospital. Within those walls, she’d found her purpose in life. Too bad it would prove so contentious within her family.

A sigh escaped. Perhaps her parents would come around to her way of thinking. At the very least, perhaps they’d be so grateful she survived being lost in the Highlands, they’d allow her anything. Cecilia snorted. Fat chance, that. However, sooner or later, the hunting party might run into her location... if they'd gone this way.

Cold worry sank into the pit of her stomach, which growled its displeasure at having not eaten more than a piece of toast and a cup of tea. What if she were mistaken for a stag and was mortally wounded by an arrow?

Oh, bother. She glanced down at her rose-colored skirting. No, she was bright enough to dissuade that, but what if there were bears or wolves or other prowling things in the Highlands? More’s the pity she had never listened to her father’s stories of previous hunting forays, but there were enough craggy hiding places to support the anxiety.

A shiver rippled over her skin. “Get hold of yourself, Cecilia. You will find your way back and next time bring a guide.”

The breeze spurred her onward as Cecilia made her way toward the lake. How clear the water looked; how invitingly refreshing. Perhaps if there hadn’t been a chill in the air, she might have been tempted for a swim. At the water’s edge, she knelt on the rocky shore, laid down her heather bouquet and then tugged off her gloves. The bonnet quickly followed. Wouldn’t Mama be appalled to see her in such dishabille? With a smile, she scooped up water in hands. When she brought the makeshift cup to her lips, she savored the smooth taste of the crisp liquid as the cool water make its way down her throat.

A miracle tonic, that.

“How marvelous. To think such a life-sustaining thing is merely sitting here out in the open for anyone to stumble upon.” The sound of her voice must have startled a bird from the brush nearby, for it took flight with a squawk of indignation. “You needn’t be so rude about it. The lake is large enough for us both.”

Honking overhead snagged her attention as a flock of geese winged across the sky. In awe, Cecilia observed them while they circled and finally made a splash landing in the crystal-clear water. One by one, all nine of them hit the surface then immediately began preening and cleaning amidst joyous sounds of being in a tight social group.

“How glorious you are! Thank you for letting me bear witness,” she whispered to the geese, who, of course, didn’t pay attention to her. For once she wished she had the talent to sketch or paint, for there was no greater subject than here.

The longer she knelt, the more her appreciation for the area grew. She sighed with appreciation. Perhaps it wasn’t all that bad being lost. This was the perfect backdrop to find oneself. How different the area was from London, or even the countryside of England. Here, there was a sense of survival, as if the very land dared anyone to challenge it. The greenery was so much lusher and inviting, but the mountainous areas, though beautiful, held a menacing air. Would it feel terrifying to become lost there? She thrust the thought away, for the air she breathed was pure and unpolluted—it cleared her mind, made it feel somehow sharper.

Imagine if London wasn’t covered and saturated with the smoke and dust from coal fires. Would the health of its inhabitants improve? Would chronic lung conditions and coughs vanish? Not to mention if patients were given the opportunity to walk in nature like this, would their stamina for living extend farther into old age? If the streets weren’t so clogged with people, would the chances of illness rushing through the population reduce? She didn’t know the answers to those questions, and more questions bubbled up into her mind, for with the call to learning nursing skills sitting heavy on her heart, she wished to know how to improve the daily life of people who might one day be her patients.

If she gained her parents’ blessing to break from tradition.

For long moments, Cecilia closed her eyes and simply enjoyed her surroundings. Here there was nothing but peace and a semblance of safety. Here, lost in the Highlands, her past didn’t matter; neither did her future. She was as pure as the snow-fed lake water with the same potential.

Tears stung the backs of her eyelids. Would that stain on her past always haunt her and color every decision she’d ever make? No matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t convince herself that enjoying such a sin could be anything other than bad. She couldn’t imagine going into a marriage bed with the confession to her husband that not only had she adored such a thing, but that she was also not a virgin. Oh, God. Marquess’ daughters just did not behave in such fashion. To that end, was pursuing the passion of service her way of running from that past and avoiding her future?

Why was everything so complicated?

As she pressed her hands to her heated cheeks, she let the pent-up tears fall and the emotion out, both of which she’d never been able to show for years. Papa didn’t like for ladies to grow maudlin or weepy for it made him feel ineffective while Mama believed that crying never solved anything.

No doubt Highland women didn’t dwell on emotions that made Englishwomen weak. They probably took what they wanted, when they wanted, and wished everyone else to the devil. “Well, I need that outlet, for it’s not good to horde one’s feelings.” Though, she’d trade a whole month’s pin money for one ounce of that ancient courage. If she were to present a strong front and take up the mantle of nursing, there had to be a way for her to rid herself of the reactions. How did her brothers survive their own thoughts? Ha, that’s probably why they go hunting.

Here alone, Cecilia was finally free to be honest with herself and accept the fact she’d played a part in her own ruin. For good or for ill, that incident had happened, no matter the promise made to her at the time was broken before she could even set her clothing to rights. Nothing would change the past; perhaps she didn’t want it to.

But she had the power to change her future, even if it meant hurting her parents.
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Chapter Two
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Mathias Royce Stahley, eleventh Earl of Huxington, stifled the sigh he desperately wished to unleash. He sat ensconced within the large drawing room at Buchannan Castle with a snifter of brandy clutched in his right hand. It was only the second day of a multiple-week house party for the wedding of his cousin, and already some of the invited guests played his nerves or made him wish he were anywhere but here.

In addition to the usual mélange of family members—some nice and some questionable—that always made the trek to the Highlands for an affair such as this, there were friends and acquaintances of his cousin—the soon-to-be groom. Also, since many in the wedding party and the extended family were unmarried, matchmaking mamas, as well as enterprising society widows, were using every trick in their arsenals to land him into conversations or unsavory situations.

Damn his title. He’d need to be more careful than ever not to find himself alone in the company of one of the unattached females, for he refused to let anyone coerce him into marriage.

It was merely another bitter facet of his current life. He’d lost his father two years prior to a sudden attack of the heart—the same affliction that had taken many other males within his line, and since his older brother had perished some years before, the bloody title of earl fell to him.

I never had a choice.

He tightened his fingers on his glass. For the last two years, he’d struggled with the duties and responsibilities therein, not to mention surviving his mother, who refused to let him live his life as he saw fit. The dowager countess wasn’t ready to relinquish her title any time soon, apparently, and the change in location hadn’t improved her sour disposition—not that she’d ever been a sparkling personality. God, how she and his father had fought! Had they ever been in love? Mathias shook his head. It didn’t matter now. Perhaps losing half her family too early had made her overprotective of him, or perhaps she was merely a selfish individual. Both theories could be true, and they rankled.

Not that those formidable odds kept marriage-minded women from trying their fortune.

A muscle jumped in his cheek from clenching his jaw so tight. By increments, Mathias forced himself to relax, but he couldn’t quite pull himself from his introspection. He wanted none of those matchmaking efforts, for his heart belonged to the barrister work waiting for him in London. It’s what he’d wished to do since at Eton. Oxford had only reinforced the need to make something of himself apart from holding the title. For his own sake. To help others. Marriage and romance had no place in those plans.

In fact, leg-shackling himself would be disastrous to his dreams, for it would be an anchor about his neck. A wife was just one more obstacle littering the path to what he’d rather spend his life doing.

“Huxington, are you listening to me?”

He started at the sound of his title and looked frantically about before his gaze landed on Lady Arbuthnot, who had perched on the settee cushion next to him. She’d been widowed for as long as he’d been the earl, and she made no mistake about prowling her way through the peerage, hunting men. As such, her bed never remained cold for long. “I beg your pardon?”

“I said I wouldn’t be averse to a stroll of the grounds.” The suggestion retained a throaty purr that no doubt was designed to have men eating from the palm of her hand.

“There’s nothing stopping you.” He drained his glass and let the burn of the liquor recall him fully to the present. There was no time for daydreaming or woolgathering. In fact, he really should return to his bedchamber to study the sheaf of paperwork he’d brought with him for an upcoming case—a soldier down on his luck accused of murdering a farmer of a home he’d stayed in upon returning to England with naught but the clothes on his back.

The lady frowned. Did she think the expression beguiling? Perhaps to some men, it very well could be. Bored, randy, desperate men, of which he was not. “I rather meant with you, Huxington.”

Bloody hell, he hated the familiarity of the title in place of a name that belonged to his father, and always would. Of course, he still didn’t think of himself in that way, for two years hadn’t been long enough to acclimate. I must do better. But that damned muscle in his cheek ticced again, and once more he reminded himself to unclench his jaw. The proper thing to do while at this infernal house party was to enjoy himself away from London and his responsibilities. And he would have except for the weight of those same duties hanging about his neck. “I do have other plans for the day.” He nudged the beagle, Haggis, who sat at his feet. The dog shot him an annoyed look, for he’d been indulging in a deep snooze. “I’ll take him out in a bit.” And escape this madness.

“I’d be delighted to come with you.”

He quelled the urge to narrow his eyes. Instead, he hoped his expression remained bland. “Ah, but I’m going hiking through the hills until dinner. It’s not terrain for slipper-wearing ladies, and I’d hate for you to turn an ankle or worse. Conditions are oftentimes harsh in some areas of the Highlands.”

For he certainly would not carry her damned injured self through the foothills because of her poor choices. He wasn’t a damned hero. He was a man trying to survive his own life.

“I see.” Annoyance flashed in her ice-blue eyes. Her midnight black hair gleamed in the sunlight that streamed into the room through the French-paned windows thrown open to catch the cooling autumnal breeze. “Then perhaps we’ll talk at dinner.”

“No doubt we will since the party will need to eat,” he shot off without thinking.

“Really, Huxington, must you be so cruel?” Her frown deepened. “I’m trying to further our acquaintance.”

“I’m merely making an observation.” But if it irritated her enough that she’d let him alone the next time, all the better. “Best to leave an acquaintance at that, for I have enough friends.” Mentally, he reminded himself to land his cousin Duncan a facer as soon as he could for inviting him to the family castle to endure this.

“Don’t mind my son, Lady Arbuthnot,” his mother said from a settee across a low table. “He’s had too much experience slipping away from ladies before they can dig in their claws.” She shook her head and the ostrich feather in her rust-colored turban bobbed. “I’m not certain Huxington can be matched, for I haven’t seen anyone with enough gumption or pedigree who is good enough.”

Mathias stifled a groan. “That will be quite enough, Mother. Even if I did fancy a lady, I’m sure you would scare them away.” Why couldn’t there be an old-fashioned swoon or catastrophe to take the attention from him?

While Lady Arbuthnot sputtered to form a reply—for she had been given an unexpected set down—and his mother sat there with a cat-like grin upon her face, a hail from across the room shattered the low murmur of voices that filled the air.

“Oh, Lord Huxington! A moment of your time.”

Mathias flinched when yet another female bore down upon his location. Dear God, make it stop. He couldn’t summon the strength to answer the call. Haggis surged up and bounced his gaze between the newcomer and him.

“You simply must meet my daughter, Honoria.” The lady, he thought he remembered her as the Countess of Albemarle, maintained her course and had a young lady in tow. “She’s quite impressed with you and has been desperate for a meeting. I know the two of you will get on well together.” The daughter in question possessed a long face and plain features, and to judge from her expression, she wished the floor to open and swallow her whole.

I wholeheartedly agree with you. He glanced at Haggis, who implored Mathias with his soulful brown eyes to do anything other than attend this madness. Neither one of them needed a woman complicating their lives. Once more, Mathias focused on the countess. She stood directly in front of him, her bulk nearly eclipsing her daughter. “Actually, my lady, I’m on my way out. Late to take the dog on his daily walk, and if I don’t, he’ll embarrass himself all over my aunt’s prized rugs.”

Sorry, Haggis, for throwing you metaphorically under the carriage.

The lady’s pout did nothing to lift any of her three chins. “I thought we could—”

“I do apologize. Perhaps some other time.” The day he put himself into Bedlam. “In fact, introduce your daughter to my cousin. He has unattached friends.” Mathias vaulted to his feet, tripped over Haggis who’d bounded upward at the same time, and then regained his balance to a few snickers from his extended family. Bloody Duncan had the audacity to lift his brandy glass in mock salute. After depositing his empty glass on a small, marble-inlaid table nearby, Mathias flashed a grin around to the company. “If you’ll excuse me?” Calling to Haggis, he fled the room with beagle at his heels.

It took a few minutes to navigate the vast warren of corridors and stairs to gain his bedchamber—with Haggis keeping pace—gather the dog’s leash, his hat and gloves, and then make his way outside to the wide sloping lawn surrounding the aging edifice that was Buchannan Castle.

“Where shall we go today, Haggis? It’s a fat lot better than walking through Mayfair, eh?” Mathias asked his faithful companion as he clapped a slouch-style tweed cap upon his head and then pulled on his brown leather gloves. When the dog barked with his customary exuberance, Mathias attached the leather leash to the animal’s collar. “Quite right. Into the hills is an excellent choice.”

While the beagle pulled at his leash, Mathias gave the dog his head and followed along, content to put distance between him and the castle. Thank goodness he had an excuse to leave. Otherwise, he might have showed a surly temperament that would have offended. The Highlands seemed to suit the beagle’s exploratory spirit, and that was fine with him. In the outdoors, in the mysteries that were the rugged hills of Scotland, among the rocks and crags and lochs, he didn’t worry about his title or responsibilities or figuring out how to meet his dreams. Out here in the wild spaces, he could be himself without fear of recrimination or derision or having someone remind him of his damned duty.

He filled his lungs with the clean, crisp, autumnal air and grinned. As much as he had no deep ancestral love for the Scottish side of his genealogy, he did adore this hardy country and the freedom it represented. Knowing that clans of the centuries had fought over the very ground he traversed put new purpose into his veins and a spring in his steps. Those men of old fought for what they believed in no matter how impossible those goals seemed.

I shall endeavor do the same, and those who oppose me can bugger off.

A happy hour passed while Haggis chased rabbits and the occasional pheasant. Eventually, Mathias removed the leash and let the dog run free; they both needed the ability to roam unimpeded, and he easily lost himself in thoughts once more.

How many summers had he spent of his childhood here in the Highlands? He and his cousins—even the female ones, for they were just as wild as the boys—had run through the hills, swam in the lochs, camped in the glens, pretended they’d been great clansmen of old and had royal battles for supremacy and the ownership of the castle while the male adults of the family had gone hunting or riding or fishing. The men of the Buchannan branch adored everything Scotland provided, and the two hundred acres of land surrounding the castle gave them an escape from real life.

Over the years, he’d done his fair share of tracking and hunting, for there was a certain satisfaction in matching wits against a powerful stag or deer and being the victor. A grin curved his lips. A few summers as a young man just out of Oxford and wishing to prove himself in all avenues, he’d courted a Scottish lass or two from the village of Aviemore and had bedded the more willing ones.

But those days had been long past, for when he’d thrown himself into the rigors that barrister work demanded, it left little time for roguish impulses, and took quite a lot of concentration. Add to that the demands of the title, and he had precious little leisure time indeed. Perhaps this trip to the Highlands had come at a fortuitous time; exercise took the edge of any impulsive urges he might have that would ruin all his plans.

A series of excited barks from Haggis yanked Mathias from his thoughts and alerted him to something not quite right. “What is it, boy?” He barely saw the brown and white hindquarter of the beagle as he bounded over a hill and down the other side. “Haggis!” Perhaps he’d scared up a Highland heifer or a sheep. One of the dog’s favorite things was bedeviling sheep until they dropped from exhaustion, whereupon the beagle would take one lick of their muzzles before racing away again. 

Mathias followed the animal at a decent pace. Sunlight glinted off the brilliant blue water of one of the many lakes—lochs—in the area, but what caught his eye was the petite young lady whose blonde curls had escaped their pins and danced in the slight breeze, gleaming like stolen pirate gold in the sun. In her rose-colored gown, she resembled a rare, hothouse flower among the wilds, and as puzzling. Gloves and a bonnet occupied a spot beside her. He couldn’t help his grin. When was the last time he’d met a lady who cared not for society’s dictates? A quick glance around didn’t reveal any other people who’d accompanied her.
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