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THE FIRST LESSON

Gradually, he lowered his face toward her and saw her eyes slowly close. Her lips, when he touched them with his own, were warm and sweet—and moist. Careful of the slightest movement, he made no attempt to part her lips farther. Instead he kissed her as he might have had it been his first kiss, and she a girl being kissed for the first time. He kissed her with his heart and soul and it was the sweetest thing, sweeter with all the years of his experience and the power of his restrained mastery, than any first kiss could be.

Pink flooded her cheeks. Candlelight picked out hints of red in the curls that had now entirely fallen from their coiffeur. She looked young, eager, quite kissed—and ready for far more.

“Justine?”

“Thank you,” Justine said. “Thank you so much.”

And Struan knew it was just a beginning.

The beginning of heaven?

The beginning of hell?

“The pleasure. I assure you, is entirely mine.” And with this pleasure pain was almost certain to follow.
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Chapter One

Scotland, 1824

I have lusted in my heart.

For an instant, Lady Justine Girvin's heart stood quite still beneath the hard surface of the small Bible she clasped to her breast.

“I have,” she murmured, closing her eyes. “And I do.”

And to do so is fruitless yet inescapable. I am blessed—and doomed—to love a man who would doubtless laugh with horror if he knew. But he will not know. I shall do everything in my power to remain close to him without his ever finding out my true feelings.

She started at the sound of the salon door opening behind her.

“Oh, dearie me. It's a fact, then, m'lady,” a girl's breathless voice announced. “Mr. Murray said ye were here and ye are. I can't think what happened t'your letter. The marquess and marchioness would never have left if they'd known ye were travelin’ all the way from Cornwall t'Scotland t'see them.”

No letter had been received because no letter had been sent. Justine slid the Bible inside her black velvet muff. She marshaled the courage she would need to continue on the dangerous course she'd begun, and turned to see a plump, pretty maid with round, anxious blue eyes.

“Och! Ye're so like your brother, m'lady. I'd heard tell it was so.”

“No doubt. I'm frequently told I could be my brother's twin.” Her brother, the Duke of Franchot, would doubtless have a great deal to say when he returned to Cornwall from London and learned of his “modest” sibling's escapade. Justine tried not to visualize Calum's outraged reaction to the news. She absolutely refused to consider her imperious grandmother's fury.

“There's none t'greet ye.” The girl pushed straying wisps of fine brown hair away from her face. “And on your first visit t'Kirkcaldy, too. I'm Mairi. I'd not be here mesel’ except the mistress wouldna hear o’ me leavin’ at a time like this.”

Justine had expected to see Struan, Viscount Hunsingore … had longed to see him … and yet feared she might faint if she did see him. “A time like this?” she inquired politely. She could not risk showing her hand by asking where Struan and his two motherless children were—not immediately. “The castle seems quite deserted. There even appears to be a scarcity of servants. Is there some problem?”

“Och!” Awe clung around the single word that hovered between them.

Justine smiled and inclined her head questioningly.

“Ye've such a beautiful voice, m'lady,” Mairi said, her words tumbling out. “Soft, like kelpie laughter. An’… Och, I'm doin’ it, as usual Forgive me. I'm such a blatherer. I say the first thing that comes into my head. Ye should hear my poor father speak o’ it. Happiest day o’ his life when her ladyship took me in. To tell you the truth …”

Two bright spots of color stamped the girl's cheeks and she clamped her lips tightly together. Justine decided she liked Mairi and her “blatherin’” very much. “Is something wrong at Castle Kirkcaldy?” she asked. “You mentioned certain, er, times?”

Mairi flapped a hand. “Think nothin’ o’ it. It's nothin’. But the marquess and the marchioness left for the Yorkshire estates weeks since. Wee Elizabeth's with them, o'course. And young Master Roger Cuthbert and his tutor. They've a mind t'spend a while there since his lordship's got some sort o’ business t'attend to. Not that I'd understand anythin’ about things o’ that nature.”

With a fire burning brightly at her back, Justine began to feel slightly warm inside the heavy travel garb she'd worn to shield her from bone-cold March winds. Trying not to favor her lame leg, she stepped to the center of the elegant rose and gilt room. “A person by the name of Shanks was instructing my coachman, Potts, to bring in my trunks. Mr. Murray must have been the dark-haired man whom I encountered upon my arrival. It was he who finally produced … He managed to find Mr. Shanks.”

“Mr. Caleb Murray is estate commissioner at Kirkcaldy.” Mairi's fingers made a crumpled disaster of her starched white apron. “Mr. McWallop—his lordship's steward—is in Yorkshire with the family. Mr. Shanks is the butler. Are ye truly plannin’ t'stay at the castle, then, m'lady?”

Justine accomplished a surprised little chuckle. “I've traveled all the way from Cornwall, child. Naturally I'm going to stay. I shall simply wait until Arran and Grace return.”

“But—as I've already told ye—the marquess and the marchioness'll no be returnin’ anytime soon.”

I know! That's why I chose to come now! In all her thirty-five years, Justine had never, ever set out to manipulate others for the sake of achieving her own ends. The lie she had embarked upon would surely singe the edges of her soul, if it didn't burn it up entirely.

Mairi smoothed the apron now. “Um. Forgive me, m'lady. No doubt ye've a great deal on your mind, but Mrs. Moggach—she's the housekeeper—she tends t'take a wee break from most o’ her duties when the family's not in residence. Truth t'tell, most o’ the staff … Well, I'll be more than happy t'direct your own maid until ye're rested enough t'go home.”

She would not be going home. Not soon.

Perhaps not ever.

“I didn't bring my maid.”

“Your companion, then, m'lady,” Mairi said, bobbing a belated curtsy. “I'll go an’ see t'her. Will ye take tea?”

“There is no companion. I came alone.”

Mairi's mouth dropped open and she whispered, “Ye're funnin’ me, m'lady. Ye'd never journey alone … all by yoursel’ … all the way from that foreign place?”

“From Cornwall,” Justine said, her apprehension squelching any amusement she might have felt at the maid's amazement. “Hardly a foreign place. And I wasn't alone. Potts has been with my family since I was a child. He looked after me very well.” And complained and warned of impending dire consequences at every opportunity.

“But—”

“I am not a fearful chit, Mairi.”

“But think o’ the terrible things that might happen to a lady travelin’ alone. Why, ye might have been kidnapped. Or ravished on the spot. Och!” The maid brought twined fingers to her mouth. “The very thought o’ it!”

“I am a mature woman, Mairi.” A confirmed spinster. A tabby … an ape leader … laid aside forever. “I have been perfectly safe, I assure you.”

“Well”—Mairi stepped backward—“well, then. If it'll please ye, I'll care for ye until tomorrow. Pray the Lord there'll be no trouble.” The girl looked over her shoulder. “Not that he'll come when he'd likely be seen.”

Justine set her muff carefully on the seat of a rose brocade chair and undid the satin frog at the neck of her cloak.

Mairi rushed to help. “Allow me, m'lady,” she said, gathering the heavy black velvet garment.

“Who's not likely to come when he might be seen?” Justine asked, deliberately offhand.

“Um”— Mairi curtsied again—“would ye care for that tea?”

There was definitely something wrong here. “That might be nice. Perhaps you should bring enough for two just in case this person does decide to come.”

“Och, no. The viscount never—” Mairi's pale skin flamed. “There, now. I've opened my silly mouth again. And I'm not supposed t'speak o’ it t'anyone.”

“The marquess's brother?” Justine said, feigning surprise while a thrill of excitement climbed her spine. “Struan's here? Viscount Hunsingore?” May she be forgiven for her deceit. She had been blameless until now.

“Aye. Viscount Hunsingore.” Mairi wound the cloak around her forearms. “Poor, troubled man.”

Justine grew still inside. “Why is the viscount troubled?”

“Dearie me.” Mairi swayed and puffed at the hair that refused to be restrained. “I shouldna be speakin’ o’ such things. Not that I know the nature o’ his trouble, except that he's here—or not exactly here—not at the castle. But he is about. And he's powerful angry at somethin’. Doesna speak. Hardly at all. Doesna even seem to see a body. Started a wee while after the marquess and marchioness left, it did.

“The marchioness wanted me t'stay because she feared he might be in need o’ some sort o’ help, but she didna know how it was likely t'be wi’ him and I'll not send word t'worry the dear thing. Wild, Grumpy says he is. But Grumpy'd find a bad thing to say about anybody, and—”

Mairi bowed her head and appeared so miserable that Justine went to the girl and pressed her hand. “Don't worry about anything you say to me, Mairi. I count it a blessing to pass time with an honest soul. Who's Grumpy?”

“Dearie me. I was talkin’ o’ Mrs. Moggach. Disrespectful o’ my betters, I know. It's only because I'm flustered—and worried. And I don't think young Miss Ella and Master Max are begat of the devil, either. Mr. Murray doesna either. He said people should watch their tongues. I think … Ye know the viscount's children, m'lady?”

Justine nodded. Anxiety built in equal portion with excitement. They were all here. Just as she'd planned. But she had not planned for Struan to be in some sort of trouble that might cause him to be branded “wild.” “Is it Mrs. Moggach who says Ella and Max are—what you said?”

“Aye. On account o’ the way Miss Ella spends all her days ridin’ alone, dressed in boy's breeches and wi’ her hair unbound, and wi'out a soul knowin’ where t'find her unless she wants t'be found.”

Justine swallowed. This information did not particularly surprise her. At least where the children were concerned her motives for being here sprang from genuine interest, and a determination to help. “And Max?” she asked, not at all certain she wanted to hear the answer.

A delighted grin transformed Mairi's worried expression. “Well, now, that one might try a body. If the body didn't understand the ways o’ young laddies, that is. Never still, Max. Runnin’ with the tenants’ bairns. He's a shadow t'Mr. Murray whenever there's a chance. And he's made friends wi’ the monk.”

“The monk?” Religious leanings would certainly be a welcome development where young Max was concerned.

“Aye,” Mairi said, smiling fondly. “I dinna know how the poor man stands all the questions, but he's good wi’ all the tenants and their bairns and he's uncommon fond o’ Max.”

Justine's heart lifted. “These are good things, Mairi. Children need firm but kindly guidance.”

Mairi still smiled. “That young Max's stories! Och, ye've never heard the like.”

“Oh, but I believe I have,” Justine said, remembering previous encounters with Max's outrageous imagination. “Surely the children are in the castle now, though.” She glanced through thick, wavering windowpanes at a sky turned to shades of smoke-streaked pewter.

“No,” Mairi said.

Justine regarded her seriously. “What does their nanny say to that?”

Mairi mumbled something unintelligible.

“Where is the nanny?”

“There's no nanny, m'lady. It's part o’ the trouble.”

Justine wasn't illuminated.

Mairi sighed a resigned sigh. “I'd as well tell ye everythin’ I know. At least I'll tell it true and ye'll not be hearin’ the lies o’ others.

“The viscount came a few weeks before the marquess and marchioness left. We'd not known about Miss Ella and Master Max until then. But there was some sort of… Och, I don't know. There was anger. Then the marquess decided to leave and asked his brother t'take care of Kirkcaldy the while.”

“Reasonable enough,” Justine remarked.

“Seemed t'be,” Mairi agreed. “Although the viscount dinna want t'stay at first. That's why I was t’ remain behind—in case I could be o’ use wi the children. Everythin’ went well enough once the marquess left. Until the letters started coming.”

“Letters?”

A fresh tide of scarlet washed Mairi's cheeks. “Now I really have forgot my place. I don't know anythin’ more about those letters, but they started him off like … like a wild man, all right. Now he's livin’ in the old marquess's huntin’ lodge—his grandfather built it—and if anyone was to come askin’, none o’ us is t'let on he's there.”

“I see,” Justine said. She didn't.

Mairi trod determinedly to the door. “The children live at the lodge wi’ him. Alone. There's no nanny. No servants at all. I think he rides here in the night t'check the vestibule for more o’ the letters. They're t'be left there for him. And we're t'say not a word t'anyone on the matter. Not even to the master when he returns. There. I've told the truth— though I'd better have held my silence. Holdin’ it all in and fearin’ someone ought t'know was troublin’ me. If I've done wrong in tellin’ ye, I've done wrong. But I'll not say another word.”

Justine held her breath before asking, “Are there any letters awaiting the viscount now?”

“One,” Mairi said, letting herself out of the room. “And it's just like the others. Scented like holy incense and sealed with a bloody fingertip. I'll get the tea.”

Later in the evening Mairi had settled Kirkcaldy's new visitor in comfortable apartments. Convincing the maid that her charge preferred to attend herself had taken more persuasive talent than Justine had known she possessed. The dear girl had finally left, still shaking her head, and making Justine promise to ring for assistance at any hour of the night.

Justine had waited until midnight passed before slipping out of her rooms. The gray stones of the ancient castle seemed to settle more tightly and deeply as they waited out the night. Moving toward her goal, Justine shivered, but not from cold. She could almost hear the rustle of dresses and the scuff of shoes from the many others, living and dead, who had passed this way before her.

For once her wretched leg had proved an advantage. Naturally no direct mention of Justine's limp had been made, but she had been discreetly and solicitously ushered into rooms only one flight of stairs from the ground floor and a fairly short distance from the great entrance to the castle. Having spent her life in homes as large and larger than Kirkcaldy, she was accustomed to finding her way among endless twisting corridors and hundreds of rooms.

But not in near darkness.

Still fully dressed in rustling black gros de Naples, she moved as swiftly and silently as she dared, holding the bannister with both hands as she descended the stairs to a dim corridor leading to the vestibule.

He wouldn't come. What would she say if he did? What would he say if he saw her?

She would simply say, “Hello, Struan.” Yes, that would be perfectly appropriate.

The corridor opened into the vestibule where standing suits of armor gleamed dully on all sides. A massive battle relief, in white plaster and placed aloft above a great, bare fireplace, gave off an eerie glow. The wall sconces had been allowed to burn out and the candles never replenished—another evidence of servants slacking about their duties while their employers were not in residence.

Struan should … But Struan obviously had larger concerns than burned-out candles and slothful servants.

Justine reached the cold flagstone floor and crossed an expanse of carpet she remembered from her arrival as red Persian.

She stopped, pressed her fists into her stomach, aware of being cold but not caring.

He wouldn't come.

If she was seen here by a servant she'd be the one causing mean whispers belowstairs.

To the left of the huge double front doors, a black archway suggested a porter's nook. Justine approached cautiously and peered inside. As her eyes adjusted, she made out a wooden bench where some appropriate servant should have been ensconced and ready to perform his duties at all times.

She would rest on the bench—for a few moments—then return to her apartments and sleep. The journey from Cornwall had been long and tedious.

But she would rest here first. For a few moments.

She settled herself.

A clock ticked. Not loudly—but definitely. She could discern the instrument only as a corner shadow.

When she moved, the bench creaked.

The darkness seemed to have a substance, a thickness that settled around her, cool and oppressive—and alive.

Darkness was not alive; she was not a fanciful woman.

“Modest, circumspect, pious, and above reproach.” How often had she been complimented on her virtues by Grand-mama's friends?

Virtues! The devil take virtues. The time had come to make one last grab for happiness, and Justine was willing—no, glad to toss her virtues to anyone in need of them in exchange for freedom.

She could stay at Castle Kirkcaldy if she wanted to. No one would be rude enough to tell her she wasn't welcome.

Ooh, what a moonstruck widgeon she was. She stood up. Why had she thought Struan might be glad to see her? Why had she thought he'd welcome the proposition she'd decided to make him?

Footsteps sounded on stone outside the castle doors.

Justine plopped back down and held her breath.

An echoing grind meant the iron ring handles were being turned. A scrape, followed by a rush of icy air, told Justine someone had opened the doors.

Why had she dared to come?

She would hold very still, make not a sound, and return to her rooms the instant she could do so without being seen—by anyone.

Heavy steps clanged on flagstones. Scrabbling sounded and light flared from a candle atop an ancient chest opposite Justine's hiding place. Before the chest, his back to her, stood a tall, cloaked figure.

She heard a drawer opening and the rustle of something being removed. Then she heard a low, angry oath and tried to grow at once smaller.

The man paced out of her sight, then back again, his boots cracking on stone, his cloak swinging away from his powerful shoulders. His voice came to her in a low, rumbling, unintelligible stream. It was Struan's voice.

Then he stopped pacing and stood, in profile, his sharply defined jaw outlined against the candle's light.

And this time Justine's heart did stop beating entirely.

Struan bore with him the very wind that streamed through the still-open doors. The cold air, snapping with scents of moor and mountain and crystal night, flowed about the folds of his cloak and settled in his ruffled black hair.

Struan, Viscount Hunsingore, appeared a man at one with the night. The flickering flame caught the glitter of eyes as black as his hair and his slanting brows. Shadows found the lean planes of his face, the slash of high cheekbone and straight, narrow-bridged nose. The same flame glimmered on white teeth between flaring, drawn-back lips.

Night became the man, even when rage made of his features a stark mask. Perhaps especially then.

She was not herself.

Without thinking, she walked into the archway to see the man she loved more clearly.

His head snapped toward her.

Justine took a backward step and stumbled. The cold had stiffened her leg.

His eyes narrowed, but then he moved. Swiftly. He strode toward her as she moved farther into the tiny porter's room.

“My God,” he exclaimed, reaching for her.

She felt her lips part, but she couldn't form a word.

His strong hands clasped her waist, lifted her, swung her. Justine was a tall woman, but Struan was so very much taller.

She was sure he was angry with her. He'd found her spying on him in whatever this trouble was that turned his eyes the shade of devils’ designs.

He swung her around and up into his arms. “Justine,” was all he said, his voice breaking a little in its depths.

She still could not speak.

“I cannot believe this,” he said, holding her against his wide chest.

Justine dared look no higher than his beautiful mouth. The scents of the untamed Scottish country prickled in her eyes and wrinkled her nose. His hair—longer than when she'd last seen him—curled at the high collar of his cloak.

At last she managed to say, “I did not mean to startle you.”

“You almost fell,” he said. “It's too cold for your leg here. You should be in your bed.”

He didn't ask why she was here, why she'd come when she ought to know Arran and Grace weren't here.

“Oh, Justine,” Struan said, and when she raised her eyes to his, she almost gasped at the intensity she saw there. He didn't smile. “Praise the Lord for letting me find you in this place on this hellish night, my lady.”

Words deserted her once more.

He was about to speak again, but blinked and seemed to realize he held her in his arms and that such a thing was extraordinary—and inappropriate.

“Forgive me,” he said, shaking his head. “I forgot myself.” Very carefully, he carried her to the bench, set her gently down, and sat beside her.

Struan took her cold hands into his own and chafed them with long, supple fingers. “I cannot believe my good fortune. You cannot know how I needed to set my eyes upon you.”

Her mouth turned dry and she struggled to think why be should seem so delighted to find her here.

“Please tell me you'll spare just a little time for a man in need.”

A little time? She'd spare him her entire life. “Of course,” she told him. “Tell me, Struan. Tell me what you need.” She had undoubtedly been wrong to employ falsehood to bring about this meeting, yet it appeared a nobler cause than her own might be served.

Struan simply looked at her. Holding both of her hands in one of his, he touched her cheek, rested a thumb on her lips.

Justine could not draw a breath. Surely he gazed at her with affection?

“I need very little, my dear one,” he said at last. “All my soul requires is this chance to look upon a woman beyond reproach and above deceit.”


Chapter Two

Struan bent forward, surrounding the woman who sat sideways before him on his horse, shielding her from the gale with his cloak and the heat of his body.

She had refused to allow him to leave the castle without her. “A mature female may choose to come and go as she pleases,” she'd informed him tartly when he'd reminded her that her absence would be questioned. “I shall take a warm outer garment and write a message for the maid. Since none seemed particularly pleased at my arrival, none should be less pleased by my departure.”

He smiled into the unkind night. From the moment he'd first met Lady Justine Girvin, he'd felt her quiet, patient strength, but he would never have wagered her stubborn.

They'd traveled some miles. The big black he'd appropriated from the castle stables several weeks since, followed the narrow trail north with unerring ease. Their destination lay beyond Castle Kirkcaldy's outermost fortifications, in the hilly area of the estate where Struan's grandfather had built his hunting lodge.

“Your leg?” Struan shouted against Justine's ear. “Are you too uncomfortable?”

She shook her head but made no attempt at a reply. There had been no question of alerting attention by going to the stables for a second mount.

Apart from her final pronouncement that she would go with him whether he approved or not, Justine hadn't spoken at all since he'd confessed how glad he was to see her. In fact, if he didn't know her to be a woman of few words by nature, he'd wonder if she'd had some recent and deeply disturbing experience. Perhaps his inappropriate exuberance at the castle had embarrassed her.

They climbed upward and entered a forest of sycamore and oak. By daylight budding leaves were visible. In the vague glimmering of the cloud-veiled moon, gnarled tree limbs laced overhead to fashion an arching canopy that swayed, snapped, and whined.

On the far side of the forest lay a slope where the trail wound downward in wide switchbacks to a slim valley, then uphill again to a pine-crowned knoll. The huge hunting lodge, his grandfather's only known act of fanciful extravagance, sprawled amid the shielding barrier of those pines.

Tossing his head and blowing clouds of vaporous breath, the black toiled a little on the final uphill pull. Justine sat rigidly before Struan, and he reached past her to lay a gentling hand on the animal's neck.

“Not much farther,” he shouted.

She only nodded.

Cloud slipped across the moon, turning out the light over Kirkcaldy. The faintest touch of silver struggled to keep its hold beneath a lowering sky—then faded completely. Soon there would be rain in the wind. Struan could feel it.

He was glad Justine was here—puzzled, yet very, very glad. But he should not have allowed her to travel through such a night to the lodge. The act was selfish and unsuitable. Mature she might be, but some might find fault with a beautiful and unmarried woman riding alone with a man to whom she was unrelated.

There was no one in the area to know; none in a position to express disapproval.

And he needed Justine. He needed an honest friend, if only to be reunited for a short while with the sane world that he fled with the arrival of the first, damnable letter.

Struan tightened his arms around Justine and closed his eyes. The horse knew the way and this rider was unutterably tired. Justine smelled faintly of roses and her slight body felt strangely comforting pressed to his own.

The letters.

His wretched past contained a lapse in good judgment that had cost him what he had so dearly prized—his integrity and his belief in his own strength of character.

The letters.

Another rested in his waistcoat pocket. Even through the wind he would swear he could catch the scent of incense from its pages. Once that mysterious aroma had led him deep into himself, to a place where he was at one with God and with his own soul. Or had that merely been an illusion, the dramatic imagining of a fervent young man bent on finding the way to his own essential goodness?

Essential goodness? He almost laughed but made certain he held back the evil, hollow, hopeless sound such laughter would be in his gentle friend's ears.

Again the envelope bore the seal of the fingertip dipped in blood. Blood from where; from whom? And how did the unknown demon manage to deliver his foul messages without being seen? Struan shuddered. He must stop recalling the images of his past. How else could he heal himself and make a life again?

Justine slid a little sideways and instantly clutched at his hands on the reins. Struan surrounded her waist with one arm and held her tightly.

“You're all right,” he called. “I won't let you fall.” Fool that he was, for all he knew, she'd never mounted a horse since a childhood accident had left her leg so badly damaged.

After a moment, Justine settled one of her hands atop his at her waist.

She was a slender creature. Elegantly slender and tall and very, very feminine in her quiet, self-contained manner. When he'd first met her, barely a year earlier in Cornwall, he'd been instantly enchanted. Despite knowing that Justine was a year his senior he'd nevertheless entertained thoughts of courting her. Thank God he'd waited. The letters had proved how right he'd been in his reticence.

They quickly covered the needle-strewn path through the trees on the knoll. Before them rose the concoction of towers with castellated crowns, of spires, columns and statuary and, fantastically, a single pagoda joined to the main structure by an ornate covered bridge. The whole had been the result of Grandfather's travels to faraway places.

Now the place was Struan's haven, and his prison.

Urging the horse on, they clattered beneath the bridge into the stable yard. For the first time since he'd come here with Ella and Max, Struan regretted the absence of staff. He was forced to take Justine with him while he stabled his animal. She stood patiently by and he noticed how she seemed to want to wait close to the horse, and how she smiled and murmured and stroked its head until Struan had accomplished the essentials.

He considered lifting and carrying her again, but their eyes met and he knew she'd read his thoughts. Very firmly, she slipped a hand under his elbow and held on, limping badly enough to make him wince, but leaving him in no doubt that this was all the assistance she wanted.

“I can hardly wait to see Ella and Max,” Justine said, raising her voice above the storm's gathering babble. “I expect they rise early enough.”

He set his teeth. “Indeed. When did you arrive?”

“This afternoon. I find I am not at all tired, Struan. I think I shall sit by the fire and wait for the children.”

He swallowed with difficulty. “The quickest way into the house from here is through the kitchens. Will you forgive the informality?” Informality? Good Lord, he was becoming accomplished in the art of understatement.

“Of course. What a delightful building, Struan. Calum mentioned a hunting lodge, but he never described it.”

How could one describe the almost indescribable? “Is my old friend well?” Struan asked, desperate to find safe territory for discussion. “And his lady?”

“Remarkably well. Both of them. Philipa only grows more energetic. Everyone loves her.” Justine stopped walking and arched her neck to gaze up a belfry banded with fanciful terracotta friezes. The blue and red tiled structure flanked the door to the kitchens.

“My grandmother was reluctant to add—er—unusual elements to the castle, so my grandfather simply put them all here—all the things he'd seen and wanted to be reminded of from his travels, that is. The Lords of Stonehaven had not formerly been known for fanciful excesses. I think this was his small—or should I say, rather extravagant—rebellion.”

“I see.”

“The belfry isn't entirely useless. The dairy's in its basement.” Not that the dairy was used—or much else about the lodge.

“How delightfully resourceful.”

And how delightfully kind and circumspect she was.

Struan led Justine into the totally dark and cold building. He lit the candle he'd left ready near the door, and felt for Justine's hand. Her cool fingers wound around his—too tightly. She was frightened. He had scared her by bringing her here.

“I've felt a need for a simple existence,” he said conversationally, praying he could reassure her. That's why I decided to dispense with servants. There is one girl who comes from the castle on occasion to perform a few necessary tasks. I need no more.” Already he was adding to his lies, doing so to the one woman he'd met whose goodness and truth shone from her every glance.

“How very sensible of you,” she said in her unforgettable voice with its little break that suggested she might laugh at any moment. “I become so tired of the conventions, don't you?”

Surprise silenced Struan. Justine had always appeared entirely conventional, entirely above any form of eccentricity.

“In fact,” she continued as they skirted the kitchen table and passed the shapes of idle utensils. “That is exactly what I hope we can talk about. Certain somewhat unconventional ideas close to my heart … When you are rested and feel like talking, that is. If you feel like talking at all, of course.”

Unconventional ideas close to her heart? He hesitated in the act of leading her up stone steps toward the first floor of the wing he'd made into some sort of a home. “Naturally I feel like talking to you, Justine,” he said. Perhaps he could manage to make her so engrossed in chatter that she failed to notice all was not exactly as she might have expected in these makeshift quarters.

They left the stairwell behind for a curving passageway where vivid and gruesome paintings of dead animal trophies lined the walls.

“Mairi—the nice little maid who appeared the only one available to assist me—” Justine said, her grip on Struan's fingers bone-grinding “—she said Ella … Ella is enjoying the freedom to improve her riding skills here in Scotland, I understand.”

My God. Just what else had Justine been told? “Ella has a wanderer's soul, I'm afraid.” He would do his damndest to keep lies to a minimum. “She's become very fond of an old chestnut I rode for years. She—”

“I applaud you for encouraging her,” Justine broke in. Her voice was a little too high, a little too rushed. “A girl who is an accomplished rider is always looked upon favorably by gentlemen.”

Struan frowned to himself, uncertain he followed this line of reasoning. “How so?” Drawing a deep breath, he threw open the door to the room where he'd assembled some of his favorite pieces from the entire lodge.

“Ella is sixteen—approaching an age when she must be brought out, Struan. Those qualities expected in the wife of a suitable husband must be encouraged. A fine seat on a horse is certainly noticed.”

Struan glanced sideways at her, barely hearing what she said. Much more of interest was her reaction to the lodge's main hall. Generations ago men had gathered here after long days of hunting to eat and drink and brag about their marksmanship and the prizes they'd bagged.

To please Ella he'd removed the animal heads with their gaping jaws. A fortunate decision. He doubted Justine would have been more comfortable with the trophies than his young charge.

Drawing Justine with him, Struan made a circuit of stone walls, raising his candle to light others held in iron brackets every few feet. Gradually the colorful, curiously eclectic assortment he'd amassed emerged from shadow.

Justine said nothing at all.

“You must be utterly exhausted,” he said rapidly. “And chilled into the bargain after I've dragged you through such a night. I'll make you comfortable and light the fire.”

If he kept looking about him he'd start apologizing. In that direction lay danger, since he'd then have to explain himself. He could not explain his circumstances to Justine. Never.

An ancient Italian giltwood daybed upholstered in silk damask the color of old amber and emeralds pulled easily from its place beneath a high, heavily draped window. Struan situated the piece near the fireplace. He had found the daybed in a small salon off the ballroom and decided it might appeal to Ella.

“Rest here,” he told Justine, guiding her to sit against the pillows and lifting her legs onto the elongated seat. “This will keep you warm.” She still wore her cloak, but he took off his own to cover her and added an armful of jewel-toned silk shawls quickly snatched from their positions draped over a gold Chinese screen encrusted with mother-of-pearl figures.

The first clatter of rain sounded on windowpanes. Wind moaned between turrets and roared in the chimney.

Pushing aside velvet pillows—Max's favorite thinking spot—from their station before the hearth, Struan heaped up kindling and started small flames leaping in a fireplace tall enough for a man to all but stand upright.

He added larger pieces of wood and soon the blaze crackled. “There.” Perhaps he could negotiate this difficult situation and send his friend forth without her truly noticing how extraordinary his circumstances were. “Now we shall soon be quite warm enough. Are you hungry?”

“No.”

Thank you, God. He had absolutely no idea what food might or might not be in the kitchens. The maid Moggach had supplied, Buttercup Likely, or some such name, appeared infrequently enough to please him and said very little. When he'd told her he required no formal attention she'd seemed inordinately pleased and quite satisfied to spend her time primping a profusion of blond curls—and casting fluttering-lashed glances at him whenever the opportunity presented. Buttercup supposedly cleaned. She did not cook. Supplies were delivered from the castle regularly enough, he supposed, but he took little interest beyond asking Ella and Max if they'd eaten … when he saw them.

Struan pulled several of Max's vibrant pillows close to the daybed and lounged in what he hoped was a nonchalant attitude. “So,” he said, smiling brightly. “Now there's a new Duchess to deal with Franchot Castle and you've decided to do a spot of traveling?”

The firelight turned Justine's large, heavily lashed eyes to a color that would rival the finest cognac. “I'm not particularly fond of traveling,” she said, unsmiling.

Struan propped an elbow and rested his head on a hand. “On the way to another destination, are we?” he asked, aware of an odd, turning sensation in his belly. He should not care that Justine undoubtedly had a life of which he knew little. “I expect you must have any number of friends in Scotland.” He did care.

“None I'd bother to visit, actually. Apart from Grace and Arran—and you.”

“None …” Struan ran his tongue over his teeth. Surely she must have known Arran and Grace were in Yorkshire with their daughter Elizabeth and Arran's ward, Roger Cuthbert. Would she have come purely to see him? Madness was finally claiming him. He said, “I don't think I—”

“What's troubling you, Struan? The maid at the castle made mention of certain … She said you were hiding out here.”

He sat up abruptly and rested a forearm on his knee, “I am not hiding out,” he said sharply. “I am simply a man who prefers his privacy. There are those of us who do not care to spend their days and nights falling over flunkies at every turn.”

“You told the flunkies not to let anyone know you were here at the lodge. Anyone who might happen to come looking for you, that is.”

“I—” He looked into her deep golden eyes and away. If she could see the darkness in his soul she'd run from him, and he couldn't bear that. “Very well, Justine. There is no point in trying to hide truth from you, even if I wanted to.” It was imperative that she leave before she learned even more of his dreadful secrets than those she now sought.

Justine pushed aside the shawls but kept his cloak wrapped about her as she swung her feet to the floor. “Share your burden with me, Struan. Let me help you.”

He almost laughed aloud. “I am in some small difficulty with someone who has decided they have a hold over me. Nothing more.” Nothing more? The horror of it was almost more than he could bear to allow shape in his mind.

“Blackmail?” she whispered. “Is that it, Struan? You are being blackmailed?”

“No!” Or was it yes? He still didn't know exactly what the bounder wanted, dammit. “Nothing so dramatic. A simple case of someone pressing for favors I choose not to extend. Please—don't concern yourself further with this, dear lady.”

Her dark brows drew together. “Earlier you told me you needed my help.”

He studied her. The ride had dislodged the smooth coiffure and red-brown curls—so like her brother Calum's—tangled with the long, dark fur that lined the hood she'd pushed down.

A remote woman, some might say. Untouchable. How would it be to touch and be touched by Justine Girvin? How soft would her pale skin feel against his—beneath his?

She looked at him directly, unblinking, the faintest of smiles turning up the corners of her almost too wide mouth. In fact, Justine's mouth was a feature well worth a great deal of consideration. Naturally pink, the lower lip was full and the upper graced by definite points. Parted, those lips revealed the edges of small, straight, exceedingly white teeth. A man's tongue would pass easily along the moist skin that glistened just inside that mouth, would find pleasure in the sharp edges of those teeth, would thrust beyond with such exquisite enjoyment while other parts of him leaped in readiness to echo the small, sweet preludes to release.

“Struan? Are you angry with me for being direct?”

“Angry?” He shifted, conscious that his unruly brain had sent signals that must not be noted by this lady. “Absolutely not, my dear. You could not possibly make me angry.” Damned uncomfortable, but never angry.

“Good.” Her right hand went to her cheek and she smoothed back an errant strand of hair. “Is there … That is, have you perhaps met some lady who appeals to your higher senses?”

Struan stared at her, narrowed his eyes, and concentrated. “I beg your pardon?” His mind was truly suffering.

“A lady,” she said. “Is there someone who has spoken to your heart, perhaps?”

Oh, good God. She assumed he had somehow managed to find a mate in the middle of the disaster that was his life. “No, Justine. No—no lady has spoken to my heart.” Other than you and I cannot have you.

“Surely you must be considering the advisability of marrying again for the sake of your motherless children.”

Naturally it was time for yet another of his damnable lies to surface—albeit a lie that began with the most honorable of intentions and which protected the children. “Actually, I had not been considering that particular matter.”

“But you must,” Justine said, moving forward in her earnestness. She set aside his cloak and undid her own. “You build a fine fire, Struan. I declare I grow exceeding warm. It is essential for Ella and Max to be schooled in those areas that will ready them for the life of a viscount's offspring.”

Struan felt suddenly truculent—and trapped. “They do well enough as they are.”

“You have a tutor for them?”

“No.”

“A nanny?”

“No.”

“A dancing instructor for Ella?”

“No.”

“You take them to church yourself?”

He shuddered. “No.”

Justine shrugged free of her cloak and leaned even closer. “Struan, Ella is sixteen?”

He began to feel particularly bloody. “When last I checked, yes, she was. Just.”

“And Max must be eleven.”

“Eleven follows ten. So you must be correct.”

“Sin's ears. This is worse than I had imagined!” The neck of Justine's black gown was demure, but the faintest hint of her breasts, trembling with ire now, showed above pleated velvet trim. “Get the children from their beds.”

“Get the …” His mouth remained open, but he couldn't recall the rest of what he'd intended to say.

Justine swept wide her arms to take in the gaudy room with its collection of outrageous furnishings from every country Struan's grandfather had ever visited. “I wish to see Ella and Max and assess the exact scope of the task that lies before me.”

Struan glanced from her glittering eyes, to her moist and parted lips, to the rapid rise and fall of her breasts. Outrage did wonderful things for the cool Lady Justine. It made her absolutely irresistible—particularly to a man who hungered for emotion from a woman he admired. He truly admired Justine.

And he must send her back to Calum and Cornwall before the entire Franchot clan—together with his own egotistical, judgmental brother—descended like an army with sabers drawn. If he set a hand on this woman, they'd draw lots for the honor of running him through.

“Get them!”

“I can't … I mean, absolutely not, Justine. I would not consider disturbing their rest. Let that be the last I hear of such an irresponsible suggestion.”

“Oh.” She pressed her fingers to her mouth, and for an awful moment her eyes seemed to brim with tears. “Forgive me.” She blinked rapidly, loading her lashes with moisture but blessedly saving the tears.

Struan ignored the battering of his own heart and patted the hand that rested on her knee. “You're tired, dear one. And a little overwrought, I shouldn't be surprised. You'll see the children soon enough.”

“There are things I want,” she said, sounding strangled and entirely unlike herself.

There were things he wanted—the devil take it. “You must rest, and then we'll see about getting you on your way wherever you're going.”

“I'm going to write a treatise for young women.”

Now he was puzzled.

She went on. “Do you realize that everything that has been written about women—about women and men together, that is—has been written by men?”

Oh, the hour grew very late. “That does not seem particularly surprising to me.”

“No, no, of course it wouldn't. Well, that is to change, and I am the one to change it. I have already begun a volume intended to revolutionize the lot of young females faced with the terrifying prospect of marriage to creatures so entirely different from themselves, creatures about whom they know absolutely nothing.”

“How … I mean why would you undertake such an unnecessary venture?”

Justine's fingers tightened around his on her knee. “Struan, because I know you are merely a product of what you have been taught by unfeeling men, I shall forgive you that question. I know you well enough to be certain that when I have explained my project to you, you will not be able to wait to assist me.”

She would benefit from being taken in his arms and soothed—and kissed soundly. “Hmm. Assist you, Justine? I fear I—”

“It is too complicated to clarify entirely tonight. I simply hope that you will agree to help me explain certain elements of the male-female—urn—experience, in such a way as to make the entire process sound pleasant to prospective brides. It is my intention that every young woman who reads my work will go to her marriage bed with alacrity! After reading the revelations I intend to set out, my girls will enter their bridal chambers triumphant in the knowledge that they are their new husbands’ equals in the matters about to unfold.”

Struan's head had gradually bowed while he watched, her mouth form words. He shook himself slightly and said, “Unbelievable.” Surely she could know almost nothing of what she spoke. And she wanted him to help her remedy that situation?

He must send her home. At once. “I'd help you if I could, Justine. You know that. Unfortunately, the matter of running Kirkcaldy is weighty. Perhaps at some other time. Meanwhile, I'll ensure that you are well rested before you continue your journey.”

“Absolutely not,” she said, straightening. “Do you think I would shirk my duty to a friend?”

Struan looked at the rising color in her face. “I fear I don't follow you.”

“You are a man besieged.”

He was tired. And she could not possibly know just how besieged. “Thank you for your concern, my friend. I cope well with my lot.”

“You are too brave.”

I am a monster in retreat. “I do what I must.”

“And you no longer must at all.”

“Justine?”

“It is decided.” She smiled, but there was the faintest tremble about her mouth. “I shall take the children in hand and attend to their training.”

No, no, no. “I could not possibly allow you to undertake such a burden.”

“I will not listen to your selfless protests.”

Dear God. “I will not listen to your selfless offer.”

“Sin's ears, what posh!”

“Sin's … Does Calum approve of your colorful language, my dear?”

“I don't care a fig for Calum's approval. I simply decided to design my own means for venting irritation. Resourceful, I think. And satisfying. I plan to suggest the measure in my book.”

Extraordinary. “Quite so” was the only response that came to mind. “You cannot give your valuable time to the training of my children.”

She squared her shoulders. “My hitherto useless time will become meaningful while I coach and teach Ella and Max. And you will provide me with a sanctuary in which to write my instruction manual for young women. And—if you agree—you will instruct me in those matters so difficult to ascertain from the male viewpoint.”

Never. “It will never do. Your reputation—”

“Because I will be spending time alone with you? My dear Struan. Your reputation as a gentleman and my age—I am thirty-five, a year older than you, remember—the facts will overcome any obstacle.”

Her age did nothing to stop his increasingly pounding desire. Neither would her age stop her brother, or his own, from killing him if he did not treat Justine's reputation like a crystal egg. Then there was the question of his reputation. He'd laugh about that, if he didn't feel laughter might choke him.

“We shall speak no more of this, Justine,” he said at last. “I'll return you to the castle.”

“No.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“I said no. I must be completely honest with you, just as you have always been completely honest with me. My main reason for coming here was to look after your motherless children. I need to be needed. There. I have told you the way of things.”

Involuntarily, he touched her cheek. “You are needed.” He stroked that soft skin and saw the tears spring again. This time they did not trouble him. “Your grandmother—”

“My grandmother, pah!” Justine said of the formidable Dowager Duchess of Franchot. Tears overflowed and coursed downward. The tip of her tongue darted out to catch one.

Struan watched her tongue and felt something close to a blow in his gut. “Yes, your grandmother needs you.”

“That is not the kind of need I require.” She turned her face away. In profile, the moisture on her cheek shone silver in the firelight. “I shall never have children of my own—a source of great disappointment I've been forced to accept. But in the short time I spent with them, I fell in love with Ella and Max. And they need a female's care, do they not?” She turned back and stared hard at him. “A gentle guiding hand in all things?”

“Well …”

“Do they not?”

“I suppose …”

“Of course they do. And I shall be the provider of that care until you marry again. We'll send for my things in the morning. I shall be living here with you.”


Chapter Three

Slouched in a chair near her side, Struan watched Justine sleep.

With her legs once more stretched out on the daybed and her head turned so that her chin rested on her shoulder, she looked very young—and very vulnerable.

He got up from the deep leather wing chair he'd pulled close as soon as her eyes had shut, and piled more wood on the fire. Beyond the circle of its warmth, the big room was chilly. Outside the lodge, the storm raged.

Struan eased down into his chair, rested his elbows on its worn old arms, and steepled his fingers. The woman who slept on could not begin to guess the dilemma she'd presented him—or the battle she forced him to wage with his own selfish desires.

Her thick lashes rested, quite still, upon her cheeks. Although fatigue had made her pale, there was a bloom on her skin. In repose, her features were soft, the tumble of hair curly about her face. He'd already pulled his cloak up to her neck. She'd said, finally too sleepy to be quite clear, that she would “wait exactly here until the children got up.”

She deserved to know the truth. All of it. But if he told her, she'd flee and never want to set eyes upon him again. Perhaps, since there could never be anything deeper between them, at least that much—the truth—would be best.

But if he could only find a palatable way to reveal the small … no, the huge misconceptions she'd harbored about him since they'd met, there might be a chance … No, there was no chance.

Ella and Max were not his children. True, they were brother and sister—but they were not related to him. They were not his offspring by a very early marriage that ended with the death of an uncultured, anonymous young wife. There had been no early marriage—no children—no tragic death. Arran and Grace knew. A fiery disagreement with Arran had been the result of that discussion, and Arran continued to be enraged by the dilemma Struan could not decide how to resolve. Calum and Pippa also knew the real story. They had encouraged the original fabrication as a means to secure the children's acceptance at Franchot Castle. But the truth had been kept from Justine, who so abhorred dishonesty of any kind.

Oh, in Cornwall he'd intended to tell her exactly how he'd come by the orphans. Many times. But on every possible occasion something had intervened and, finally, he'd been forced to leave … No, not true. He hadn't been forced to leave Franchot Castle at the time of his good friend's marriage to Lady Philipa Chauncey. He'd left because although he could probably have explained the children to Justine, the rest was beyond him. Not even his own brother knew that story.

Justine thought him honorable!

She shifted, slipped a hand beneath her cheek, and nestled deeper. Her lovely mouth curved slightly upward at the corners as if some pleasant thought had found her in sleep.

Struan rubbed his brow slowly, repeatedly. I cannot have you. If you truly knew me, you would not want to stay any-where near me.

The goblet of hock he'd poured stood on a brass-studded Indian table beside his chair. Struan took a long swallow and let his own eyes close as the liquor seared his throat. Liquor had seared his throat many times before, but there had been one night, one hateful night, when it burned, then boiled—then turned him to fire beyond his control. The wine had been the beginning.

In the pocket of his waistcoat rested the latest letter. Setting down the glass, he assured himself that Justine slept deeply, then removed the thin envelope with its dramatic seal.

The devil who had sent it, and all the others—by a messenger who was never seen—thought he could intimidate with cheap dramatics. Struan was not intimated. He was afraid for those he loved—which was why Ella and Max would not be rising to greet Justine in the morning. They were not here. He made certain they were never with him unless he was fully awake and on guard. True, by day they ran free on the estates among tenants and castle staff who also believed what Justine believed, that the two young ones were Struan's. But in those daylight hours he had loyal and keen eyes forever on watch. And the children were never left alone after dark.

Very lightly, without considering what he did, Struan tapped the envelope against his nose and grimaced. Once more his memory, the detested memory, stirred. The beginning of the other part of his past about which Justine knew nothing. He felt again the deep, deep cold in a small, windowless cell inside a venerable building where men dedicated themselves to God.

Silence.

There had been great silence but for the beating of his own heart and the thoughts that had dwelled deep within his being as he'd sought to examine his conscience and decide if he was ready for the next step toward taking his priestly vows. “Forgive me, Father, for I have sinned.” Shortly he was to have sought out his confessor. Yet, at that moment, his soul had been valiant. A young soul that might, in time, have determined that its place was not in the halls of holy men—but still a soul searching and beginning to find its way.

As a mature man of thirty-four he was now certain he could never have belonged entirely to the church, yet he would have chosen to leave it in quite a different manner than the one that had been forced upon him.

Once more he pressed the envelope to his nose and breathed in slowly. He breathed the pungent aroma of old incense, of dust in dark crevices, of ancient chilled places where only carnal urges could create heat—desperate, destructive heat.

The aroma of incense seared his memory.

Moreton Abbey, Dorset, England September 1819

“Father Struan?”

He did not answer, did not rum from the place where he knelt in prayer beside a rude cot.

“Father Struan?” a girl's light voice repeated. “The abbot sent me to you.”

Hallucinations—such as enticing voices—might come to those who had fasted many days, prayed many days, held silence for many days while they looked inward to examine their hearts.

Beneath his knees, the stone flags of his cell floor struck cold upward through his locked thighs and into his belly. His back had long since grown too numb to ache. Tendons in his neck stretched with the weight of his head where it bowed forward. His fingers, wound together, rested like a stone sculpture on the brown blanket, the only covering on the cot.

“It has been four days,” the voice said. “Only water. And nothing but the sounds of your own thoughts for company.”

Struan squeezed his eyes more tightly shut and murmured senseless petitions. The testing sought to fuddle him. He must concentrate the harder.

The sound of something solid being set down.

The scent of a newly lighted candlewick to mingle with the incense.

The flicker of light through his closed eyelids.

The gentle resting of a hand on the back of his rigid neck.

“The Abbot told me to see to your comfort, Father Struan. He said you have prayed and fasted long enough”

He felt fingers softly threading through his hair. “You have such thick hair, Father. Thick and black and alive.”

Please, he did not want this testing.

“Good,” the voice said, and he felt the settling of lips where fingers had been. “So strong and good. I have brought you something to ease this time. This unnatural time. The abbot said I should.”

The abbot was his friend. His confessor. His spiritual guide.

The touch left his neck. He heard the sound of liquid splashing into a vessel. “Here. Drink.”

Struan shook his head and bent to rest his face on his hands.

“You've suffered too much. Let me help you now.”

The creature knelt beside him and rubbed the length of his spine through the rough black tunic that was all he wore. Her hands were firm and sure, and after a while she wrapped her arms around his body and settled her warm, soft, woman's flesh against him.

Struan felt the fullness of her breasts and shuddered. The force of his instant quickening shocked him. He had not as much as touched a woman in longer than he remembered.

“Leave me, please,” he whispered, hating himself for breaking the silence, yet desperate to be rid of this temptation.

“I will leave you soon enough. But not until I've done what I was sent to do, Father. I'd be in trouble if I went without that. You wouldn't want me to get into trouble.”

Slowly, he rocked his head from side to side on his fists.

“Of course you wouldn't,” she said. “Here, do what the abbot wants and take a little of this.”

Her hand on his shoulder urged him to lift his head. Still he did not look at her.

“Come along, now,” she said, her voice carrying the soft burr of the Dorset countryside. “It'll give you the strength to carry on.”

Struan opened his eyes and squinted against the light from a single candle. Then he looked down into the face close to his shoulder.

Black eyes that stared unblinkingly into his. A small, up-tilted nose. Full red lips, moist and parted. A profusion of thick, black curly hair that fell, unbound, over white shoulders revealed inside a simple, dark-blue cotton dress. Cut exceedingly low at the neck, a band of paler blue lace rose and fell with each breath—rose and fell with the movement of large, perfect breasts so smooth he clenched his fingers the tighter to keep from touching them.

“A sip of this will do you good,” the girl said, raising a pewter goblet to his lips and tipping. “There, there, then. Drink, Father.”

With his eyes on her breasts, he forgot to protest. Wine, dark and sweet, ran into his mouth and his throat. Hot. Burning.

He gasped, and a little of the wine ran down his chin.

The girl laughed and stopped him from wiping it away. Instead, she held his hands and reached up to lick the drops into her own mouth.

The devil had sent a test.

He turned violently from her. The liquor's heat scalded its way into his belly and weakened the muscles in his legs.

But his rod leaped.

“I'm Glory,” she said, the laughter still in her voice. “Did the wine taste good?”

With her cool, firm fingers, she eased his face toward her once more until he looked down into her smiling black eyes. First she sipped the wine herself, then raised the goblet to his mouth once again. With his gaze fixed on hers, unable to look away, he let her tip the vessel, let her pour its contents fast enough to force him to gulp. And all the while he felt drawn deeper and deeper into her fathomless stare.

“Good?” she pressed him.

After four days of fasting, the wine burst into his body with power that invigorated him and then drained his strength. Her face wavered before him. When he turned his head a little to focus, she tilted her head and ran her tongue over her lips.

Still on his knees, Struan swayed. “Go,” he muttered. “Leave me now.”

“I couldn't,” Glory said. “You need me. You need me ever so much, Father.”

His vows. He wanted to take his vows … didn't he?

Above her bodice, her white flesh shone in the candlelight as if oiled.

She lifted the wine to his lips again and this time he drank without restraint, drained the goblet, and rocked while she filled it again.

“Come on,” she said. “Let me make you more comfortable. There are things you need. And then you must sleep. The abbot said so.”

“You—must—go,” he muttered, his mouth thick.

Her laughter filled the little cell. “I've been watching you, y'know, Father.”

He blinked but could not see her features clearly.

“I never saw a gentleman quite the likes of you before. I've been thinking of you all day and all night.”

“No.”

“Oh, yes.”

“I'm a priest.”

“Mmm. And priests don't have women, do they? When was the last time you had a woman?”

Somehow he managed to get to his feet and point to the open door. “Out”

“How long ago?” She stood, the top of her head barely reaching his chin. “Surely you haven't forgotten. And don't tell me you've never had one, because a man like you starts his sowing early. Girls in the fields. Girls in barns. Girls who caught your eyes in taverns and came to you in warm dark rooms afterward. Come on. Tell Glory. How long ago?”

She rested her fingers on his mouth, then rose to her toes to kiss him. Struan's eyes closed. Her tongue passed-his lips and wound to find his. She pushed a hand into his hair and held his face tightly to hers.

“How long?” she murmured.

“Too long,” he said. “Too long.”

“Unnatural,” Glory told him. “A waste of a man the likes of you.”

He had given himself to God. That's what he'd intended to tell her.

“I'm a girl who doesn't want just any man,” she said. “But I want you. It's God's will that I want you and you want me.”

Bright shapes parted before him and slowly came together again, and this time he sought her mouth, kissed her hungrily, covered the swelling mounds of her breasts above her bodice.

Glory moaned and panted, and said, “You poor thing. You're bursting with your need. I'm going to take all your need away.”

The bodice laced. She pulled braided fastenings undone and let the dress fall about her ankles.

Naked. Naked she stood before him, a curving, narrow-waisted object of lust and longing that sent blood pounding into his temples and throbbing into his loins.

“I must not,” he whispered, swallowing, taking a step backward. “I cannot.”

“You must. You can.”

“I am promised to the Church.”

“The Church cannot give you what Glory can give you.”

She moved so quickly, he could not stop her hand from closing on him through the loose tunic.

His knees all but buckled and he let his head fall back.

“Oh, yes,” she whispered. “Oh, yes, my love. It will be fast. But then it will happen again and again. First, this.”

Releasing him, she took one of his hands and guided it into the moist heat between her thighs. Mewling deep in her throat, she pressed his fingers to the swollen place at her center. She ground him into her, jerked her hips back and forth. Almost sobbing, Glory urged his head down to her breast and held her nipple to his mouth until he sucked it in, sucked and bit, mindless now—on fire in every vein.

For one instant she grew still, then she screamed and jerked and pushed against him so hard, his calves met the cot and he fell awkwardly onto the mattress.

Before he could catch a breath or say a word, she was upon him, pulling up the tunic, wrapping her strong legs around his hips, rolling until she lay beneath him.

Struan looked down into her flushed face, glanced from her parted red lips to her breasts, still wet from his mouth and tongue. And he felt the tip of his bursting rod against damp curls—and drove into her. He drove and drove again, all thought gone, all thought snuffed out by the searing sensation of her sheath drawing him in.

A third thrust and the pent-up male juices he'd sworn never again to spill burst into her.

Supported on his arms, he fought for breath while strength rushed away.
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