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      Lady Emma Duckworth has despaired of ever receiving an offer of marriage. The daughter of an Earl, with a large dowry should have no difficulty finding a husband. Nicknamed ‘Giraffeworth’, apparently towering over men is not conducive to matrimony. She’s therefore decided to embrace her life and future as a spinster, but has one wish to fulfil before she locks herself away. She has to convince the man who owns her heart, a man who barely acknowledges she’s alive, to give her one night of passion.

      Since he lost his wife, Dougray McGregor, Earl of Lorne has shut himself away. He’ll never risk his heart again, and is happy to abide by his late father’s wishes and marry his neighbor’s daughter to save their family from the poorhouse. But fate has other ideas when his best friend’s spinster sister arrives at his door. Lady Emma is all grown up, and for the first time since his wife’s death his passions are stirred. It would be so easy to give into her request. But when Emma stirs more than his lust, can he protect his battered heart and fulfil his vow to his father.
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      Scotland—December 1st, 1815

      Dougray stood at the edge of Loch Linnhe watching the sunlight sparkle across the water on this crisp winterish morning. After his five-mile hike from his hunting lodge, his breath created puffs of white in the cool morning air. He stood looking at the beauty surrounding him, but he couldn’t see past the painful memories.

      Francesca had always loved it here. It was the fitting place to tell her his plan.

      Six years ago to the day, she’d died in his arms on this very spot, and the world had turned dark and his life had lost all its joy. He had loved her and he’d remained true to her since the day he’d met her. They had two wonderful years of marriage followed by six lonely years without her.

      But although his heart would always belong to only her, he had to do his duty. He had warred with himself for months, but he had to produce the next Earl of Lorne, which meant he had to remarry.

      He pulled a jewel-encrusted cross out from under his shirt and pressed a kiss to it before ripping its chain from around his neck. He stared at it as it lay in his palm and his heart beat faster as he knew what he had to do. He let his fingers curl around the cross, drew back his arm, and threw it far out into the still loch.

      The jeweled cross glinted in the sunlight before it hit the water and disappeared. His heart clenched tight in his chest and pain ricocheted inside him like the ripples spreading across the loch.

      “Goodbye, my love. I will hold you in my heart until the day I die, when I will finally join you. But I know you will understand why I have to remarry. Forgive me. I will give my next wife my body and honor, but never my heart.”

      With that he turned from Francesca’s favorite place, and with pain thudding deep in his chest he made the hike back to his hunting lodge and the meeting was to take place in a few hours with Ian Mackenzie.

      

      Four hours later he’d decided.

      “Ack, marriage to Fiona Mackenzie… vow or no vow, I’d not be doin’ it,” his cousin Angus grumbled.

      Dougray kept gazing after the departing carriage; all he saw was an endless, emotionless, lonely life. Just what he wanted. “She’ll do.”

      “It’s not a horse you’re buying.”

      He finally turned his gaze Angus’s way. “No, you’re right. If I was buying a new steed, I’d be far more particular.”

      With that he turned and strode back into the old hunting lodge that had been his late father’s favorite place to hide from the stresses and tribulations of being the Earl of Lorne. As he walked toward his study, he purposely ignored the shaking of Angus’s head, refusing to have this conversation once again.

      Angus hurried along beside him, boots loud on the stone slate floor. “Your vow to your father was to ensure the Mackenzie survival. You can do that without marrying his daughter.”

      He swung to face his cousin and stopped him with a hand on his chest. “I will hear no more on this. I’ve met her and see no reason that come Christmas I do not propose.”

      “I wonder why you wait. Why did you not tell Ian Mackenzie of your plan today? I think you want a way out of such a solution.”

      Angus’s words hit close to home.

      When Angus had suggested a hunting party at Dougray’s lodge, he had taken Angus’s request as a sign that it was time to do what needed to be done. The Mackenzie lands bordered his hunting estate. He’d thought of nothing but this plan to save the Mackenzie for the past six months and today he’d met with old Laird Mackenzie and his daughter to see if he could stomach taking her as his wife. It would appear she would do.

      He’d tried to loan Mackenzie money, but the stubborn fool let pride stand in the way. Ian had said only family loaned money to family.

      Since he needed children, and the only way he’d ever marry again was if it was a marriage of convenience, wedding Fiona Mackenzie and helping the Mackenzie suited his purpose. This was how he’d honor his promise to his father.

      He stared his cousin down. “The guests will arrive this afternoon. You wanted this party and I have indulged you. Now you will abide by my request and say no more about my plan to remarry.”

      “I like your plan to remarry, it’s been far too long since you have been with a woman, let alone shared your life with someone. I just wish you’d try to find a woman who would bring joy and pleasure to your life. You deserve some happiness.”

      His chest tightened at Angus’s words. His cousin would never understand that life lost all joy the day Francesca died.

      In a few weeks, just on Christmas, he would propose to Fiona Mackenzie Frankly, he wanted the event to be over as soon as possible. He wanted children, a son, and having lost Francesca he no longer cared whom he married.

      Fiona Mackenzie was the perfect candidate. By marrying her, he would fulfill his vow to his father to ensure the impoverished Mackenzie clan was taken care of without offering the charity he knew would be refused. But most of all, he’d be in no danger of ever falling in love again.

      Fiona did not inspire him to give her his heart. He didn’t want to use the word “shrew,” but he could not think of a better description. “Spoiled beyond all recognition” was another. She would be content at becoming Lady Fiona Lorne, he was sure.

      He eyed Angus with amusement. “I wanted you to know my plan to marry Fiona because I don’t want you doing anything stupid over the next three weeks.”

      “As if I would,” Angus replied as if offended.

      “I saw your guest list. The guests are my friends and their paramours, with two other women of questionable virtue who appear to be coming alone. Who exactly are they for? One for you, and one for me?” He shook his head. “You know—”

      “Aye. I know you’ve turned into a monk since—well—but I thought if you were seriously contemplating marriage again, you might wish to indulge and see if your manhood still works.”

      Oh, it still worked. His hand could attest to that.

      “Just stay out of my affairs or I shall send every guest home early.”

      “I’d love to stay out of your affairs if you but only had them,” he heard Angus mutter under his breath. Dougray chose to ignore the comment.

      Time to change the subject. “The weather looks like it will hold for the next few days at least. The guests should arrive on schedule and you will be here to greet them since you invited all of them.”

      Luckily his hunting lodge sat on the right bank of Loch Linnhe near the sea and rarely was the weather so bad that it would cover the roads with snow. But further south he could never guarantee the weather, even in early December. With any luck, the weather would hold and they should get in three weeks of good hunting.

      Just then they heard the sounds of a carriage pulling up. He looked at Angus. “No more mention of the Mackenzie until after the guests have left,” he warned.

      Angus put his hands up. “Never a word will leave these lips.”

      Dougray merely frowned. He believed Angus meant what he said, but the whisky he loved, which he drank by the jugful, often loosened his lips.

      He sent his cousin another stern look and went to greet the first guest. As he strode through the front door, he saw it was Lord Thornton Duckworth, one of his best friends from school.

      Thornton’s father was the Earl of Atherton and owned a large estate near York. He used to spend many holidays at the Atherton estate, and it was Thornton who persuaded him to go on a grand tour with him when they finished school. Thornton was the reason he met Francesca and he would be forever grateful to him.

      His spirits lifted as he realized he could have a night of playing billiards with Thornton before the other guests arrived. Thornton’s mistress, a young widow called Serena, was arriving tomorrow, and then he suspected he’d not see much of Thornton at all.

      

      He knew Angus had devised this hunting party as an attempt to entice Dougray’s long dormant male instincts. The guests were a few merry widows and the odd man’s mistress in the mix. So it was with growing dismay that he saw who was being helped down from the carriage. Lady Emma Duckworth. What on earth had Thornton been thinking, allowing his sister to come to a gathering such as this?

      “Thornton, good to see you, my friend.” He put on his best smile but shook his friend’s hand hard, squeezing until he saw Thornton grimace. “And Lady Emma, how lovely to see you too.”

      She turned to greet him and gave him a smile that sent his senses reeling. He took a step back. It was as if a blast of summer sun washed over him on this winter’s day. He could not look away; instead he stood mute, basking in her glow.

      How had he forgotten how lovely Lady Emma was?

      The last time he’d seen Emma was at the wake for Francesca and he’d not been in any condition to notice anyone. Emma had his full attention now. She’d always been a pretty lass, but because she was Thornton’s sister, he’d never paid her much notice in that regard. The word “beautiful” tripped on his tongue and he bit it before he said something stupid.

      “My lord, I apologize for forcing Thornton to bring me along, but I have always wanted to visit a highland loch.”

      For one stunned second he stood staring, then he shook his head.

      A possessive anger engulfed him. Like hell. He had no idea what she was about, but a lady didn’t travel all this way, in the cold, to see a loch. Besides, he knew Emma well enough to know she was lying.

      His eyes narrowed on Angus. Had Angus invited her? But Angus shook his head and the look of horror on his cousin’s face was proof this was not his doing.

      So who was she here to meet? And why did he care? The men on the guest list ran through his mind as he forced a smile to appear on his lips. Dougray wanted to punch every one of them.

      He stepped forward and offered Lady Emma his arm. “You are a lovely addition to our gathering.” That at least was true. She was a stunning woman. Her fair hair was a shade darker than her creamy skin. She was very tall, but she still curved in all the right places. He wondered why she remained unmarried. Lady Emma was more than attractive enough—vibrant and warm, always ready with a smile, intelligent too. She could turn any male head if she chose to.

      In fact, staring into her sparkling green eyes set off a sensation he’d not experienced in six long years, his male imaginings flaring to life. For the first time in an age, his body wanted to find out what lay beneath a woman’s flattering traveling gown. He’d always had a weakness for high, firm breasts and long limbs. That’s what was odd when he’d met Francesca—she should not have been his type at all.

      Only Francesca had owned his heart from the moment she’d smiled at him. No woman’s smile had affected him like Francesca’s.

      Until today.

      His body was very aware of Lady Emma as she smiled up at him, and guilt sent a kick to his innards.

      “I shall arrange for my staff to ready a room for you. Why don’t you take a seat in the morning room by the roaring fire to get warm, and I’ll organize some refreshments while you wait?”

      Her hand trembled on his arm. “How lovely, thank you.”

      “Are we the first ones here?” Thornton asked as he followed them into the house.

      “Yes, the others will arrive over the next few days, weather permitting.” He waited until Lady Emma sat. “Thornton, may I have a word in the hall, please.”

      As soon as Thornton entered the hall and closed the door behind him, Dougray rounded on him. “What in the blazes have you done? This is no place for an unmarried lady.”

      Thornton ran his hand through his hair. “She threatened to tell father about Serena. He would likely cut me off. You know he wants me to marry and settle down.”

      “We are of that age. I want a son, don’t you?”

      “I have plenty of time. My father is still alive, but he grows tired of my defiance to marry. I just can’t give Serena up and father does not approve of a match. She has no money.”

      “Does the Earl of Atherton have need of money?”

      Thornton laughed. “No. We are very well off. It’s more that she’s been married before, and she never bore a child. I’m an only son and father is desperate to continue the line. He wants a fine match with one of London’s leading young virginal debutantes, thinking to have many sons. I find it ironic as there is no guarantee they will be any more fruitful, shall we say?”

      “Then marry Serena. Your father will come around. He has to. You are his only son and heir. Hell, if he cuts you off you can live here until he sees the error of his ways.”

      Thornton’s face lit up. “What a fabulous idea. We could elope to Gretna Green on the way home.”

      “Which will be tomorrow. Your sister cannot stay here for three weeks.”

      “We have only just arrived, Dougray. Serena won’t arrive until tomorrow. She’s coming from Southport. I can’t expect her to turn around and leave without at least letting her rest.”

      He wanted to hit something. “Two days, then you’re gone.” He turned to leave but said over his shoulder, “And your sister is your responsibility.” With that he strode off to speak with Mrs. Jones, his housekeeper at the lodge, to explain the extra guest.
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      Emma sank into a high-back chair by the fire and fiddled with her gloves, trying to hide her growing embarrassment at her bold plan. She could barely think with the tiredness. It had been five grueling days of travel in winterish conditions. No snow, but a biting wind. Yes, she must look a mess, and she desperately needed a bath. She wanted to sleep, but she only had three weeks to obtain her goal and she wasn’t about to waste precious time on sleep.

      She grew uncomfortable as she sensed Mr. Angus McGregor studying her. What must he think? She wished he’d say something.

      Unable to stomach the silence, she turned to him saying, “I suspect my appearance has upset Lord Lorne’s plans.” Emma had tried not to be offended, and disappointed, by the less than an enthusiastic greeting from Dougray.

      Dougray had never been the same since he lost Francesca.

      “Dinna be silly. It’s lovely to have another bonnie lass at our gathering. I suspect he’s merely surprised at you wishing to attend.”

      Scandalized, more likely. Her face heated because it was scandalous for her to attend what she knew was to be a bachelors’ gathering, but she had nothing more to lose. At six and twenty she was officially on the shelf and forgotten by most of society.

      She had made this trip north for one thing. If she achieved her goal, at least then she’d be able to accept her spinsterhood and move to Cornwall.

      Her grandmother had left her the house in Cornwall near St. Ives. She’d spent many a holiday there helping her grandmother grow her wild flowers. Emma had decided that she would enter her spinsterhood gracefully. She would not linger in London, the object of pity at every ball or society function. She would retire to Cornwall and be content—why shouldn’t she have her wish fulfilled first?

      She was quite prepared to ask for what she wanted. Dougray would be discreet, he had honor and he was her brother’s friend—but this was a fact she knew might also impinge on attaining her goal.

      She had, however, forgotten one thing. His guests. What would she tell them? Angus was the first to ask, but the others would too.

      “As I said, I’ve always ...” her words petered out at the sight of Angus’s mocking smile.

      “No, lass comes all this way in winter to see a loch. You should think of a better reason than that, my girl.”

      Angus’s frank words brought a smile to her lips. “I’ve never been good at—”

      “—lying?” he finished for her.

      Emma blustered. “Not lying exactly. I would love to see Loch Linnhe.”

      “The Loch and the island with the monastery on it are beautiful, but that is not why you have come all this way. I wonder why you are so determined to join our little party.”

      She really needed a good excuse. “I needed a change of scenery.” That was true. She wanted to escape the endless balls and social events that she was invited to, but where she was always kept on the outside of acceptance. Taunted and mocked for her increasing age—and her excessive height.

      “Change of scene, I can understand the need. What I’m trying to figure out is why here? One reason springs to mind and if I am right, I am inclined to help you.”

      Angus’s sly smile sent hope and embarrassment in equal measure flooding her veins. “I think my reasons are private and not to be shared.”

      “Then how can I help you?”

      “I’m sure I have no idea what you mean,” as her face heated further.

      “I think your reason is six feet five inches of Scottish nobility. A widower earl who has to remarry. I’ll give you one thing, your timing is impeccable. But I cannot for the life of me understand why a bonnie lass like you is not married already.”

      She ignored the fact that he had the wrong idea about her plan and went on the defensive. “I might ask the same of you Mr. McGregor.”

      Angus laughed heartily. “True. But I have to say my tale is a sad one. I’m in love with a lass whose father needs money through a good marriage, and as the poor cousin, I don’t have any.”

      “If she loves you, she might not care.”

      All humor left his face. “I would care. It would bring hardship on the Mack— on her family.”

      “I see. I can respect that.”

      “So I ask again. Why do you need a change of scene? And why here?”

      “Anywhere away from society’s prying eyes would do, and the wilds of Scotland seemed ideal.”

      Angus considered her. “Has there been a scandal?”

      “No. No, nothing like that, it’s just . . .  well, at my age, society is most unkind.”

      He nodded. “The English must be as dimwitted as I have always suspected.”

      “I just wanted some time away from the constant reminder that I remain unmarried. I promise I shall not interrupt your hunt.”

      Angus sat back and looked like a naughty schoolboy who had a prank up his sleeve. He studied her studiously before leaping to his feet. “Please excuse me, I have a quick errand to run. I shall see you at dinner.”

      She watched him leave with apprehension. She hoped Angus did not interfere. It would embarrass all round. She wanted to approach Dougray in her own time and in her own way. She wanted a few days in which to study him and try to ascertain which approach would work best.

      Just then the door opened and a maid delivered her a pot of tea and some food. She smiled at the girl and thanked her. She should wait until dinner, but being so tall she could eat anything and still stay willowy. She wished she could become voluptuous like the women most men desired.

      An image of Francesca entered her head. She’d been so small and delicate and beautiful. Emma looked at her hand as it held her teacup. Then down her body to her feet. There was nothing delicate about her five feet eleven inches frame.

      She towered over most Englishmen and was certain her height put men off. Dougray was one of the few men who was taller than she.

      For the millionth time, she cursed herself for coming. No one enjoyed being rejected, and she’d already been rejected enough that you’d think it would no longer hurt—but it did. It cut deep. This plan of hers might give her the deepest cut of all.

      She’d loved Dougray since the first day she’d met him. At sixteen, she’d never met a man as handsome or as tall. For once she did not look down on a man, he had to look down on her. His smile was as bright as the sun and her heart had bloomed to life.

      While she sat drinking tea trying to keep her eyes open, she went over her well-thought-out plan and knew she’d overlooked one important thing. Who was she to think she might be attractive to Dougray? No other man found her attractive. She wasn’t called Giraffeworth for nothing.

      She suddenly lost her courage and wanted to run and hide in her room.

      Just then Angus reappeared. “Mrs. Jones informs me your rooms are ready. I’ll show you the way. For a hunting lodge the house is rather large as we have added to it over the years, and it’s easy to get lost. You’re in the south wing.”

      She eyed him suspiciously. “It is more like a castle than a lodge, isn’t it?” The way he said “the south wing” sounded conspiratorial. She wondered if Angus had his own agenda. That’s all she needed. A man meddling in her affairs. She inwardly grimaced. She hoped there would be an affair to meddle with at all.

      Mr. McGregor walked her to her bedchamber door. Before she entered he leaned against the doorframe and said, “May I offer some advice?”

      She reluctantly nodded because admittedly she needed all the help she could get.

      “Don’t play games. Dougray will respect you more if you are direct.” When she did not reply he merely smiled. He chuckled as he walked off and threw over his shoulder, “I think Dougray will enjoy this house party for a change.”
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      Dougray’s head pounded as if a smithy was hammering a horseshoe in it. He had stayed up late with Angus and Thornton, playing billiards and drinking copious amounts of Angus’s fine Scottish whisky long into the early morning hours. Lady Emma had been too tired to join them for dinner, so it had been just the men reminiscing.

      He’d been relieved. Emma’s presence unsettled him. He worried about why she had come, and he worried at his reaction to seeing her again. He bloody well knew one thing, though. She was the reason he’d drunk so much last night.

      She stirred something in him he did not want or need.

      With such a thick head, he’d even missed his morning ride. He’d forced himself out of bed around eleven and come to his study to get the important correspondence seen to before he had to spend time with his guests.

      He was progressing well, and soon his enormous pile was down to ten missives and a set of accounts for the highland sheep farm, which was part of his estate. He was thinking he might have time after lunch to take a ride in the fresh air with Thornton, when someone began playing the piano in the ballroom next to his study. While the playing was competent, the sounds vibrated in his already thumping head, making it difficult to concentrate.

      Then the singing started.

      He sat at his desk with his head in his hands because the playing was now accompanied by what was the worst singing he’d ever heard. It sounded like a stable-yard cat was being strangled. As it was a woman’s voice, the only person it could be, was Lady Emma Duckworth. Did she not comprehend how awful her singing was?

      Curiosity and self-preservation made him rise and follow the noise. He was about to tell her to cease the infernal racket, when at the doorway to the ballroom all he could do was stand and stare. Emma looked ethereal with the sunlight flittering over her as she sat lost in the music. With her head thrown back, she sang with passion. She played a soulful melody and sung the words to the song with such sadness in every ill-hit note that he was not surprised to see tears streaming down her cheeks.

      He listened to the words of the song:

      ’Tis the last rose of summer

      Left blooming alone,

      All her lovely companions

      Are faded and gone!

      No flower of her kindred,

      No rosebud is nigh

      To reflect back her blushes,

      Or give sigh for sigh.

      I’ll not leave thee, thou lone one,

      To pine on the stem; Since the lovely are sleeping,

      Go, sleep thou with them:

      Thus kindly I scatter

      Thy leaves o’er the bed

      Where thy mates of the garden

      Lie scentless and dead.

      So soon may I follow,

      When friendships decay,

      And from love’s shining circle,

      The gems drop away,

      When true hearts lie wither’d,

      And fond ones are flown,

      Oh! who would inhabit

      This bleak world alone.

      As she sang the last line, this bleak world alone, a strong and unwanted longing filled him. He was sick to the stomach of being alone, but opening up his heart filled him with dread. Plus, how could he be true to Francesca if he let another woman into his life?

      He would never put himself in that situation again. Nothing hurt worse than the total agony of being in love, and then having the love of your life die—in your arms, with you powerless to save her.

      So caught up in his own sorrow, he almost missed the fact that she’d finished singing and that she was sitting quietly sniffling back her tears at the piano. He didn’t want to disturb her in her private sorrow. He wondered who had hurt her so. Perhaps he had met a kindred spirit, someone who understood the devastation of loss. As he made to turn away, she looked up and saw him, quickly wiping the tears from her face.

      “Thomas Moore always makes me cry. I hope my singing didn’t disturb you. I’m terrible at it,” she added with a self-depreciating laugh.

      He returned her infectious smile. She did not seem to care how awful she was, and he admired her for it. Francesca had never done anything unless she’d been perfect at it. “I thought a cat was being strangled, but you play very well.”

      She stood up and approached him, not offended at all by his observation. “Thank you. It’s a shame I can’t sing, as I rarely get to play now. Most ladies are expected to sing as well as they play. After my first performance, my mother made sure I was never asked to play again.”

      “You may play and sing here whenever you want. Perhaps just close the door,” he added with a laugh.

      And soon they were both laughing, and in that moment his headache was forgotten. On the spur of the moment he asked, “I feel like some fresh crisp air. Would you care to accompany me on a ride?”

      “I’d like that. Best we make the most of a fine day. You never know when the weather might turn.”

      “True.” He gave her a mocking smile. “Besides, you seemed very keen to see Loch Linnhe. That is the reason for your visit, is it not?”

      She laughed again, a light tinkling sound that lifted his spirits further. Emma did not seem to mind being teased. Francesca had hated to be the brunt of any joke.

      “Perhaps on our ride, if the sights you show me are impressive, I’ll share my reasons for invading your little hunting party,” she teased back.

      As her smile faded, he said, “I promise I will not pry.” She merely nodded, and he added, “Shall we meet in an hour on the front steps? And in the meantime, I’ll get the groom to find you a suitable mount. As I recall, you are a competent rider?”

      She nodded. “Yes. I love to attend the foxhunts. When in Yorkshire I ride almost every day.”

      “Then you must feel free to do so here. I shall put a horse and groom at your disposal. It’s not safe to ride alone in an area you do not know.”

      “That is most kind. If you’ll excuse me, I shall change.”

      He stood watching as Emma made her way up the stairs. He could not remember the last time he’d wanted a woman’s company. It must be the song. As he made his way to the stables to organize a sturdy steed for Emma, he realized he hadn’t looked forward to a ride in a long time.

      

      Emma’s hands shook as her lady’s maid helped her don her riding habit. What on earth had possessed her to say she’d confide in him the reason why she was here?

      But here is your chance.

      Was she brave enough to ask him for what she wanted most?

      The fact he’d asked her to join him on a ride so soon after arriving showed he was not averse to female company—her company. She tried not to get her hopes up, but she’d spent no time alone with Dougray, or in fact any man who was not her brother, and her nerves jingled with anticipation. At home in England, she’d never have been allowed to ride with Dougray without a chaperone.

      She would behave herself and hoped she did nothing stupid like ask about Francesca. She wanted to know about her. She knew she should not compare herself to his dead wife, but Francesca was so different in looks and temperament and that could mean he would never consider her attractive.

      She desperately needed him to find her attractive.

      Only one way to find out, she told herself as she made her way down the stairs exactly an hour later. Her pulse was hammering as she saw him waiting for her on the front steps where two horses stood saddled in the driveway. He looked so handsome her head spun.

      She barely noted the fact the sky was filling with clouds as he smiled and helped her mount.

      Even through layers of cloth, Emma’s body tingled where he’d touched her. Her breathing grew rapid, imagining his touch on her bare skin.

      They trotted down the long tree-lined drive and then turned right across open fields.

      “Zeus here wants to stretch his legs, care for a gallop?”

      “Absolutely,” she answered excitedly.

      “Try to keep up,” and then his large black steed was off and she had to work hard to keep him in her sights. Her gelding, called Curlin, valiantly gave his all, but she had to wait for Dougray to stop before she caught up.

      They slowed the horses to a walk to cool them down, and soon Emma could smell the sea. Loch Linnhe was a sea loch with other freshwater lochs feeding into it, not far from Dougray’s hunting lodge. As they came out of a small copse of trees, there was the grandeur of Loch Linnhe, the water glittering in the midday sun.

      “Oh goodness, it takes your breath away.”

      “Aye. I’ve been coming here since I could barely walk and it still stirs my soul.”

      There was sadness in his tone and she could see he was lost in memories. She raised a hand to shield her eyes and looked southward to where the waters of the loch met the sea. She pointed. “Is that the island with the monastery on it?” When he nodded she asked, “How far is it to ride? Can we see it?”

      “No.”

      His tone was hard and certain. She waited for an explanation, but he said no more. Dougray was still staring south and seemed lost in memories—was he thinking of his wife? She didn’t know what she’d said, but obviously she’d upset him somehow. The silence lengthened and Curlin started stamping his feet and throwing his head.

      Suddenly on a loud sigh Dougray swung down and pulled a length of tartan cloth from behind his saddle. “Shall we sit and have a wee talk? I’d love to hear why you thought it was appropriate to accompany your brother to my gathering.”

      With that he reached up to help her off Curlin and she looked deep into his eyes and something primal passed between them. She instinctively knew this man held so much honor in every bone of his body that he’d never hurt her.

      She trusted him with her secret, and she would trust him with her reputation.

      While he tethered the horses, she laid the plaid on the ground under a tree where the ground was dry, and sat to gather her courage. He sat next to her and handed her a silver flask he’d pulled out from a pocket in his jacket. “A bit of whisky to keep the chill away. I’m hoping we get home before it rains.”

      She looked up and noticed the clouds beginning to gather and then reached for the flask, hoping the liquid fired her courage.

      “Now why don’t you tell me what sees you run all the way to Scotland? I assume its something your brother cannot help you with.”

      She choked on the whisky.

      No. She definitely could not go to her brother with this.

      “Leave some whisky for me,” Dougray laughed. “It has a habit of creeping up on you if you drink it too quickly.”

      She handed the flask back reluctantly, knowing she had to ask him. But where to begin? How to broach such a delicate subject?

      “Come now, you can’t be in that much trouble. You know I shall help you as much as I can—but if I feel it necessary, I will have to inform your brother.”

      Emma couldn’t help but laugh. Once she explained, she doubted Thornton would be told anything.

      “I’m sorry, my lord, but Thornton is the last person I’d want to know about my situation.”

      “Has some man dishonored you?” he asked with thunder in his voice.

      “Not yet,” she answered glibly and then cursed herself under her breath. This is not how she imagined this conversation to go.

      He stared at her as if she’d gone mad, then he softly asked, “What is it, Emma?”

      She remembered him asking her that question on his return from Europe with Francesca as his wife. Emma had behaved like a petulant child one night. She’d purposely spoiled a game of chess he was playing with Thornton. He’d asked her what was wrong that night, too. He’d noticed her terrible behavior.

      She couldn’t answer truthfully back then because what was wrong was that he had smashed her childish and foolish dreams. She’d wanted to be his bride, to own his heart as he owned hers, but a beautiful young Italian wife destroyed all hope of that happening. She’d been filled with a jealous rage that at eighteen she hadn’t known how to conceal.

      She pushed aside her hurt and said, “I have come to ask for a favor.”

      He frowned and took another swig of whisky. “I’d be honored to help if I can.”

      “You have not heard what the favor is.” She could feel her face heat and it wasn’t because of the whisky. She hurried on. “Did you know I will be six and twenty in January?”

      He laughed. “I thought I’d known you for a long time. Ten years.”

      His smile faded, so she said, “Lots has happened in that ten years.”

      He merely swallowed and nodded.

      “Anyway, on my birthday, I’m moving from Yorkshire to build my own life. I’m going to Cornwall to live in my grandmother’s cottage. She left it to me last year. I love it there. It’s near St. Ives and sits up on the hill overlooking the sea. It’s quite beautiful. She has a field of wildflowers surrounding the house.”

      He sat looking at her as if she were speaking a foreign language.

      “I would have thought your father and brother would have found you a husband by now.”

      She gave a slight smile. “Would you let your father find you a wife?” She saw him blanch. How odd. His father had not been party to his wedding to Francesca. She forcefully said, “If I were to marry, I would pick my husband.”

      “If? Surely you want to marry.”

      She did. She wanted children. “I might wish to marry, but it would appear I’m not—that is—I haven’t met the right man.” Or any man who wanted her enough to marry her, large dowry and all. What was she thinking? Why would Dougray find her desirable when no other man had? Giraffeworth—the name said it all. Tall and clumsy. She towered over most men and they disliked her for it. She couldn’t help how tall she was. She swallowed back her fears that Dougray would laugh at her notion. She had come this far . . .

      “I made a decision that if I turned six and twenty still unwed, I would embrace my spinsterhood. I’d gain my independence by moving to my cottage.”

      He reached out and tucked a stray curl behind her ear. “I think Englishmen must be mad or you’re very fussy. And I realize none of them are good enough for you. You are a beautiful woman, intelligent too. I’m not surprised you are being choosey, but there will be someone out there for you.”

      There was. He was sitting beside her. But Dougray loved a ghost.

      He smiled and joked, “So, you want me to find you a strapping highlander? I suspect if I let it be known you were looking for a husband, I would have a queue at my door for a bonnie lass such as you.”

      Emma loved it when his polish slipped, and he spoke in his native brogue. She could imagine him as a Scottish warrior of old.

      “No.” She took a deep breath and quietly said, “I want you to be my Christmas present. I want you to be my lover. During my stay, I would like you to teach me about passion before I settle into spinsterhood.”

      The whisky flask slipped from his fingers to the ground, and he cursed. Then cursed again at his curse, before grabbing the flask and drinking deeply.

      Only the sound of the birds and the gentle wash of the waves on the shore of the loch could be heard as he sat stunned, looking at her.

      He shook his head. “I think I must have misheard.”

      “Please don’t make me say it again.”

      He jumped to his feet and paced. “You can’t mean to do this. You’ll be ruined. You’re asking me to ruin you. No. I can’t. What if you decide to marry? What if I got you with child—”

      “Do you know what polite English society calls me? Giraffeworth. No man wants his wife to tower over him. Believe me. I’m unlikely ever to wed.” At his look of disbelief she added, “Few men are as tall as you and Thornton.”

      “A child, Emma, would be born a bastard.”

      “I’ve heard there are ways to ensure that does not happen.”

      “No wonder you don’t want Thornton to know why you are here. He’d cut off my ba—that is, I mean, why me?”

      “Because I trust you.” And love you. But she’d never tell him that. She was pretty sure he would send her home immediately if she told him her true feelings.

      He paced again. “No. Absolutely not. I cannot believe you’d ask this of me. On my honor—”

      Now she stood, her anger and disappointment mixing to give her courage. “Honor? What of compassion? Can you imagine what it is like to have never known the intimate touch of another? I haven’t even been kissed properly. I’ve never even seen a naked man. I won’t spend my life wondering. I want to experience passion with a man I trust. Besides, if no men find me desirable now, I’m unlikely to get more desirable as I age.” She finished on a sob, mortified that she’d had to beg, and admit that she was not desirable to any man.

      He stopped pacing and walked toward her. He reached out and pulled her into an embrace. “Is this what this is about? You think no man will find you desirable?” He hugged her tightly, and she breathed in his scent. He smelled of the outdoors, sea spray, forest, and whisky. “You are a beautiful woman. Any man would be lucky to teach you about passion. But your first time should be with a man who loves you, who wants to spend his life with you. That is true passion.”

      She felt her tears building. “I doubt you or Thornton waited to find a woman you’d spend the rest of your life with. I understand passion and desire often have nothing to do with love.” She spoke to his muscled chest while listening to his heart beneath her ear. “I’ve already waited many, many years. I’m not waiting for a miracle, because we all know miracles only ever happen in stories.”

      They stood there, Dougray holding her in his arms, her listening to the steady beating of his heart.

      “I’m not sure I can do what you ask. What about Thornton? Your brother is my best friend.”

      “Thornton need not know. I came to you because I trust your discretion. I also trust you to show me how magical passion can be. I hoped you were my friend, too, and that you’d help me. Is that too much to ask?”
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