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			A hunt through the Scottish Highlands for a
hidden cache of gold draws in three passionate
couples—who discover that love is the greatest
treasure of all—in the thrilling new trilogy
from New York Times bestselling author

			CANDACE CAMP

			Secrets of the Loch

			Praise for Book One

			Treasured

			“Sweet. . . . Entertaining. . . . A Highlands version of small-town charm.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Treasured demonstrates Candace Camp’s ability to draw her readers in with strong, well-drawn characters. A legend of hidden treasure, a man who hides behind many façades, and a woman who fights for her birthright form the tapestry of this poignant, sensual, and emotion-packed romance.”

			—RT Book Reviews (Top Pick)

			And praise for Candace Camp’s acclaimed
trilogy Legend of St. Dwynwen

			The Marrying Season

			A Summer Seduction

			A Winter Scandal

			“Sensuality, intrigue, and Camp’s trademark romantic sparring. . . . Delightful.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“A charming courtship. . . . Readers will be captivated.”

			—Booklist (starred review)

			“Sexy and sweet! Beautifully written, with just the right touch of mystery and a generous helping of a scandalous romance.”

			—Coffee Time Romance

			Be sure to read Candace Camp’s dazzling
Willowmere novels. . . . Critics adore this
breathtaking Regency trilogy of the
unforgettable Bascombe sisters!

			An Affair Without End

			“Delightful romantic mystery. . . . With clever and witty banter, sharp attention to detail, and utterly likable characters, Camp is at the top of her game.”

			—Publishers Weekly (starred review)

			“Sprightly dialogue . . . [and] a simmering sensuality that adds just enough spice to this fast-paced, well-rendered love story.”

			—RT Book Reviews (4½ stars)

			A Gentleman Always Remembers

			“Intensely passionate and sexually charged. . . . A well-crafted, delightful read.”

			—Romantic Times (4 stars)

			“A delightful romp. . . . Camp has a way with truly likeable characters who become like friends.”

			—Romance Junkies

			“Where the Bascombe sisters go, things are never dull. Candace Camp delivers another witty, heartwarming, and fast-paced novel.”

			—A Romance Review

			A Lady Never Tells

			“This steamy romp . . . will entertain readers.”

			—Publishers Weekly

			“Well-crafted and enchanting.”

			—Romantic Times (4½ stars)

			“Superbly written and well paced, A Lady Never Tells thoroughly entertains as it follows the escapades of the Bascombe ‘bouquet’ of Marigold, Rose, Camellia, and Lily in the endeavor to make their way in upper-crust London Society.”

			—Romance Reviews Today

			“One of those rare finds you don’t want to put down. . . . Candace Camp brings a refreshing voice to the romance genre.”

			—Winter Haven News Chief

			“Filled with humor and charm. . . . Fine writing.”

			—A Romance Review (4 roses)
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			Prologue

			1746

			Her eyes flew open at the sound of the knock. She wait­ed, tense, until the faint rap came again. She slipped out of bed, picking up the iron poker beside the fireplace, and on silent feet crossed the floor. The door was sturdy and would hold, but it was old, and a bit of space was between it and the frame, enough to look out.

			All she could see in the moonless night was darkness. She stood, barely breathing, considering. Who waited outside—some poor soul needing her assistance in the middle of the night? A Highland fighter running from the British? Or even worse, a British soldier, roaming the countryside to loot and plunder and kill?

			When the tap came again, she spoke up boldly through the crack. “Gang away from this hoose. I hae my musket primed and aimed at your heart.”

			Astonishingly, her words brought forth a chuckle on the other side of the door, and a low masculine voice said, “Ah, but I have no heart and well you know it, for it’s been long in your keeping.”

			For a moment the voice, so dear and so familiar, froze her. Tears sprang into her eyes and clogged her throat. “Malcolm!”

			“Aye, it is I. Will you not open the door, then, my love?”

			Her paralysis broke, and she shoved up the bar and pulled back the door, her heart pounding like a mad thing. It was Malcolm, tall and wide-shouldered, his blond hair shaggy, the Rose tartan wrapped around him and slung over his shoulder. The tears she had held back for months gushed forth, and with a choked cry, she dropped the poker and leapt forward into his arms.

			“Oh, Malcolm, Malcolm.” She wrapped herself around him and pressed her face into the crook of his neck, drinking in his scent, her tears flowing.

			“Here now, lass, you’ll get me all wet,” he protested, but only rich satisfaction was in his voice as he squeezed her to him, moving out of the doorway into the shadows.

			“I missed you sae.” She gulped back her tears and pressed her lips to his neck. “I feared you wouldna come back.”

			He nuzzled into the thick fall of her hair. “You cannot get rid of me that easily; you should know that.” He raised his head. “I dare not kiss you, or I’ll never stop.”

			“There’s nae need to stop.” A wicked smile crossed her face. “My mither’s gane to our cousin’s. I’m here alone all night and more.”

			She slid out of his arms and took a step toward the doorway, looking back at him with a glinting smile. “Will ye come inside, then?”

			“Aye.” His grin was wolfish. “You know I’d follow you anywhere, love.”

			He closed the door behind them, settling the heavy bar in its slot with a soft thud, and bent to pick up the poker she had dropped. “We’ll need to get you a better weapon than this. Take my dirk.”

			“Nae. Not your dirk. Are you mad? It’s got your rose all over the hilt.”

			“Not that one.” He reached down to the top of his stocking and pulled out a smaller knife with a black hilt. “I carry more than the one, you ken.”

			“I ken you’re a dangerous man,” she retorted, setting the knife on the table. Taking his hand, she started toward the bed in the far corner of the cottage.

			But he pulled her the opposite way to the fireplace, where he used the poker to prod the peat into renewed life. “Wait. I need a proper look at you. I’ve been thinking of this face for so long; I want to see if I’ve remembered you right.”

			Suiting his actions to his words, he set down the poker and tilted up her chin. The firelight played over her features, lighting her eyes and caressing the curves of her face.

			“And do I look the way you remembered?” she asked saucily, her lips curving in an inviting way.

			“Nae. You’re even more beautiful.” He stroked his knuckles down her cheek. “Softer. More enticing. You’ve cost me many a sleepless night the last few months.”

			“Did I?” She slid her hand beneath the edge of his tartan and under his shirt, her fingertips lightly teasing his skin.

			“Aye. And more than a little pain as well.”

			“I would hae thought you’d find many a French lass to ease your pain.”

			“You know none of them will do.” His voice thickened. “I want no one but you.” He grazed his fingertips across her breasts, and his eyes darkened as her nipples tightened in response. “Did you miss me at all?”

			“All I could think of was you.” Her voice was low and threaded with emotion. “All I wanted was to hae you here again with me. To taste your lips . . . feel your touch . . . to hae you deep inside me.”

			Hunger flared in his blue eyes, and he pulled her up into him. As he had warned her, once he kissed her, he could not stop. They sank together to the floor, kissing greedily, frantically, their hands neither gentle nor patient as they shoved aside their garments and found the naked flesh they craved. He kissed the soft mounds of her breasts, the flat plateau of her stomach, the silken skin of her thighs. Lifting her hips, he plunged deep into her, and the moan of her satisfaction was echoed in his throat.

			“Mo leannan.” His breath was hot against her skin.

			She trembled under the force of her passion, and just when it seemed she could not bear the sweet strain of anticipation a moment longer, pleasure broke over her in a great wave, and she clung to him as he, too, shuddered.

			Long afterward, they lay twined together, too weary and replete to move, his tartan wrapped around them for warmth, until finally the chill sent them to the comfort of the bed. There they cuddled under the thick layers, lazily stroking and kissing until their passion swelled once more, and they made love again, this time with the care and patience of those who had loved often but never enough.

			“Hae you been to the hoose?” she asked at last as they lay in dreamy contentment.

			“Nae.” She felt the rumble of his deep voice in his chest, a sound at once infinitely reassuring and stirring. “I had to see you first.” He sighed. “But I must get to the castle before dawn breaks. They say there are lobsterbacks roaming all about.”

			“Aye, you must no’ let them see you.” She sat up and looked down at him, her voice urgent. “They will kill you if you’re found. Oh, Malcolm . . .” Her voice caught. “You shouldna hae come here. You should hae stayed in France.”

			“While my people fought and died? Nae, how could I?” He sat up, his eyes bright. “It isn’t all lost, my love. We can turn the tide with what I’ve brought back.”

			“You brought an army?”

			“Nearly as good. I brought the means to raise an army.”

			“Malcolm!” She stared. “Dinna tell me. You got the gold?”

			“Have you no faith in me, lass? You think the Baillannan would come skulking home empty-handed?” He grinned.

			“I should have known—no French king could match Malcolm Rose for stubbornness.” She glanced toward the door. “But where is it? Dinna tell me you left it on the ship. Can you trust those men?”

			“Of course not. I trust no one.” He took her hand, his face sobering. “No one but you, mo cuishle.”

			“Me?” She stared. “What do you mean?”

			“I have to find the prince, and I dare not carry a chest of treasure while I run about the Highlands searching for him. I stowed the treasure in our place. Where we leave our messages. You must keep it safe for me.”

			“I? But I am no warrior. How can I protect it?”

			“That is why you would not be suspected. If the English thought it was in Baillannan, they’d tear the house apart, looking for it. There’s my brother’s home in Kinclannoch, but I don’t know where Fergus is or if he even survived. I had no idea what had happened until we landed and learned of Culloden. In any case, Fergus is exactly where they’d look if Baillannan gave up no treasure. But you . . . a mere slip of a girl . . . they’d not suspect you. No one knows what you are to me.”

			“But I am not—”

			“You are a clever woman who knows these woods and caves and all the ancient places better than anyone. If there is a safer place to hide it, no one would ken better than you where that is. The gold is in bags. Easy enough to transport one at a time if you need to.” He smiled and smoothed his thumb across her wrinkled forehead. “Don’t look so worried now, love. You won’t have to hide it long. I’ll find the prince and be back before you know it.”

			“I’ll know every minute you’re awa’.” Her fingers dug into his shoulders as she pulled him to her.

			He kissed her, his hands gliding down her body, but after a moment, he let out a soft noise of frustration and pulled away. “You are too tempting. I must go if I’m to get across the loch before dawn comes.”

			She let out a sigh but did not protest, only rose, wrapping the blanket around her for warmth, and watched him dress. Belting his tartan again, he adjusted the sword and dirk and glanced toward the table. “I meant it about the dirk. Keep it close to you. You don’t know when one of the bloody English might pop out of the woods.” He dropped a kiss on her forehead, then leaned his head against hers. “I’ll not see you again before I go. ’Tis too risky. I wish . . . och, no time to be wishing.” He shook his head and kissed her hard. “Take care, my love.”

			She followed him to the door, but when he opened it, she let out a low cry and flung her arms around him. “Don’t leave, Malcolm. Please. I canna part with you again.”

			“Ah, lass, you tear my heart out.” He wrapped his arms around her waist, nuzzling into her hair. “I canna stay, you know that. My prince needs me. My people. The Baillannan doesna shirk a fight.”

			“I need you, too.”

			“Aye, and glad I am of it. I need you as much. But in no time I’ll be back, and we’ll have the rest of our lives together.”

			“Will we?” She pulled back and pinned him with her fierce gaze. “You know we canna. It’s no’ our fate. I will never live with you, Malcolm. I’ll never have your name.”

			“I know, mo leannan, I know.” He raised her hand to his lips and kissed it, gazing deep into her eyes. “But you will always have my heart.”

			He turned and walked away, and with dread knotting in her chest, she watched him vanish into the dark.

		

	
		
			1

			August 1807

			The wheel of the carriage hit yet another rut in the road, jerking the Earl of Mardoun awake. He glanced across at the opposite seat, where his daughter sat with her governess. Miss Pettigrew was awake, and she cast her eyes down quickly, doing her best, as always, to blend into the upholstery. Lynette, however, had obviously been dozing, for she straightened up, running her hands over her face and yawning. Reaching out, she pushed aside the curtains.

			“Look! It’s beautiful!” Lynette cried, sticking her head out the window. “Papa! It’s like a carpet of flowers.”

			“Miss Lynnette, be careful,” the governess fussed. “You might catch a chill.” She hastened to spread a carriage rug over the girl’s lap.

			“’Tis nearly August,” Damon commented drily. “I think Lynette is unlikely to catch cold.” The woman’s constant caution and fussing wore on his nerves. He was beginning to wish he had sent her ahead to Duncally with the servants.

			He glanced at his daughter and saw that her dark eyes, so like his own, were lit with laughter. “It’s good to see you smile.”

			“Yes, poor dear,” Miss Pettigrew agreed, tucking in the robe more securely. “It has been hard, losing her mother. Such a saint as Lady Mardoun was. And, of course, Miss Lynette is a very sensitive child.”

			“Mm.” Damon had no idea how to respond to that statement, given that he had felt more relief than sorrow upon hearing of his wife’s demise. But then, he was neither sensitive nor saintly. He cast a glance at his daughter and saw that the smile had vanished from her face. Blast the woman—­Lynette’s governess seemed to have a perfect knack for casting gloom on every situation.

			He pushed aside the window curtain on his side of the carriage. “Your ‘carpet of flowers’ is heather. It was not out when I was here before, though one and all, they assured us it was too bad we missed it. It seems they were right, doesn’t it?”

			“Oh, yes! I am so glad we came to Scotland. Are we getting close? I see some buildings ahead. Is that part of Duncally?”

			Damon craned his neck in the direction Lynette was looking and chuckled. “No, that’s not Duncally, not even the gatehouse. You’ll know Duncally when you see it.”

			“But how? I’ve never been there before.” Lynette spoke with a shyness that never failed to send a pang of regret and guilt through him.

			He smiled at her. “You will see.”

			“Is it like Edinburgh Castle?”

			“No, it’s not grim. It looks—oh, like a castle on the Rhine, I suppose. Or a drawing in a book. My grandfather apparently had a sense of the dramatic. Those buildings you see ahead are, I suspect, the village nearest the castle. Kincannon, Kenkilling, something like that.”

			“Kinclannoch,” Lynette corrected him, then looked a trifle abashed. “I looked it up when I learned we were coming here.”

			“Yes, you are right. Kinclannoch. Not a very prepossessing village.”

			“No. But look at the thatched roofs. They’re quaint, aren’t they?”

			“Yes. I can see you are prepared to like the place.”

			“Yes, I am.” His daughter blushed faintly. “Are we Scots, then?”

			“I suppose. Partly. My grandmother, your great-grandmother, was Scottish, the last of her line. The Countess of Mardoun in her own right, so when she married, the title came to her husband, Lord Rutherford, and then to their son. But Grandfather was English, of course, and my mother, as well.”

			“And mine.” Lynette sighed. “So I am only . . . an eighth Scottish?”

			He nodded. “You sound disappointed.”

			“A little.” Color tinged her cheeks. “It seems very romantic. Tragic Queen Mary, fleeing with Bothwell and riding through the night. Bonnie Prince Charlie.”

			“Also fleeing. Not exactly comfortable fates.”

			“No. I suppose not.”

			“But decidedly exciting.”

			Damon was rewarded by the way her delicate face lit up again. “But, look, we are stopping. Is this an inn? Will we not reach Duncally today?”

			“No, it’s not far. I suspect the coachman’s gone to ask directions. The roads are rather ill marked.” He leaned across to look out the curtains on the opposite side of the carriage. His hand stilled on the drapery.

			A woman stood across the narrow street, chatting with a young gentleman. She was attired in a simple blue cotton dress, a little too low-waisted to be fashionable, and not even a ruffle around the skirt for adornment—but then, that sweetly curved body needed no adornment. Her arms below the short cap sleeves were bare—white and soft and shapely—and she wore no gloves. Her head, too, was bare and, in the glint of the afternoon sun, was a riot of thick, red curls. Her face was heart-shaped, with rounded cheeks and a firm little chin.

			She turned and looked toward the carriage and her eyes met Damon’s. For an instant it seemed as if his heart stopped. Her eyes were glorious—large and wide set and rimmed with thick, dark lashes, and their color was stunning, a brown so light, so clear, they appeared golden.

			“Oh, Papa, look at that lady,” his daughter said in a hushed tone. “Isn’t she beautiful?”

			“Yes,” he agreed, his voice a trifle husky. “Yes, she is.”
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			Meg Munro turned toward the noise of horses’ hooves, and her eyebrows rose at the sight of the elegant black vehicle and matched team of four coal-black horses. “Look at that.”

			Beside her, Gregory Rose looked in the same direction. “Well, well.”

			“The Earl of Mardoun, do you think?”

			“I’d guess. All of Kinclannoch has been buzzing ever since his staff arrived last week. Still, I never thought he would actually come. Ah, look, the lord is surveying the peasants.”

			A man’s face appeared in the carriage window. Thick, black hair swept back from a square-jawed face, his skin as fair as his hair was dark, his eyes under the prominent ridge of his brow echoing the jet black of his hair. Arrogance and boredom colored his expression in equal measure, but neither could detract from the handsomeness of his face.

			He stared straight at Meg. She was accustomed to men’s stares. What was unfamiliar to her was the visceral pull she felt in return. She was suddenly, acutely aware of the sun’s warmth on her arms, the touch of the air on her face, as if her senses had awakened from a deep slumber. Even the scents carried on the breeze were suddenly sharper, the sounds brighter. Yet at the same time the world around her seemed to retreat, her focus narrowing to the carriage window.

			“Meg? Are you all right?” Gregory’s voice pulled her from her trance.

			“What?” She pulled her gaze away and looked up at the man she had known since childhood. “I’m sorry . . . what did you say?”

			“Nothing important. Just wondering how long the earl would last this time.” Gregory gave her an odd look. “Is there something amiss? Do you feel ill?”

			Meg forced out a credible laugh. “Do I look so bad as that?”

			“You never look bad, as you are well aware,” he retorted. “You just seemed . . . very far away.” He glanced over at the carriage. The man in the carriage had pulled back and was now only an indistinct form in the shadows of the interior. “I thought—I wondered—do you know that chap?”

			“The Earl of Mardoun?” Meg’s voice dripped with scorn. “Oh, aye, I know him. I’ve never seen the man before, but his deeds speak for him. Tossing all his people out of their homes without the slightest thought for how they will live or where they will go, all so that he can make a few more pounds profit raising sheep instead. He’s a coldhearted devil.” No matter that he was a handsome one as well.

			“Perhaps he is unaware of his steward’s actions,” Gregory suggested mildly.

			Meg sent her friend a speaking glance. “It is like you to hope for the best in people. But I have dealt with too many of his sort to hold a rosy view of him. He is the sort Andrew was wont to bring home with him from Oxford—English ‘gentlemen’—haughty and fine and unaccountably full of themselves, certain that everyone else was put on this earth to serve them. Remember, it was the earl who hired MacRae as his steward, and I doubt that worm of a man would do aught but his master’s bidding.”

			“No doubt you’re right. I wonder Mardoun dares to come here. Surely he must know how everyone around the loch despises him.”

			“I doubt he cares. Or perhaps he is like MacRae and he enjoys watching firsthand the misery he inflicts on the crofters.”

			“MacRae.” Gregory made a disgusted noise. “That man is a snake.”

			“Aye.” Meg’s jaw hardened.

			“Has MacRae been bothering you?” Gregory narrowed his eyes at her. “If he has, I’ll have a word with the man.”

			“Don’t you begin, as well.” Meg rolled her eyes. “I can handle MacRae; he is a pest, nothing more.”

			“Very well. I shall not plague you . . . as long as you promise to tell me if the man needs a more physical reminder.”

			“Yes, yes.” Meg heaved a martyr’s sigh. “I promise I will tell you if MacRae grows too difficult. At least I can count on you not to send the man to his grave, which is not something I can trust with my brother.”

			“’Twould be no loss if he died.”

			“It’s not MacRae I worry about. I don’t want to see Coll in gaol.” Behind them came a shout and a slap of the reins, and they turned to see the earl’s carriage rumble off.

			“Well sprung, isn’t it?” Gregory said in an admiring voice. “Though I’d prefer something a little more flash myself.”

			Meg chuckled. “The Highlands roads will put those axles to the test well enough.” She made a face and waved her hand in a dismissive gesture. “Enough about the Earl of Mardoun. How do you fare?” She tucked a hand into Gregory’s arm as they strolled down the street. “How is your father? I heard you visited him last week.”

			“Aye.” Gregory sighed, his face falling into unaccustomedly sober lines. “He seems better. The couple who look after him are good to him, but they understand they must not let him out of their sight. Orkney is not far enough away, I know, but it seemed unwise to move him to a city. Jack has been very agreeable about the matter, more so than my father deserves.”

			“Jack is not like most gentlemen. And your father is family to him now, after all.”

			“True.” Gregory grinned. “I suspect the man would do most anything Isobel asked.”

			“And vice versa.” Meg laughed. “They are almost enough to make one decide to marry.”

			“No!” He put on a shocked expression. “Surely not you.”

			“Nay, not I. Nor you, I’ll warrant. How are the happy couple? Have you heard from them?”

			“Aunt Elizabeth received a letter from Isobel, and it seems they are enjoying London very much. Still, I think they miss the Highlands. I would not be surprised if they return soon.”

			When they reached the edge of the village, Meg parted from her friend, following the road the carriage had taken until, after a few minutes, she came to an intersecting path. She paused for a moment, as she always did, to take in the landscape before her.

			To her left along the path lay the woods and her home and the loch, though from this vantage point she could not see the water itself. At the farthest end of the loch, dominating the countryside around it, was Duncally, the seat of the earls of Mardoun. It rose in manicured layers of gardens and terraces up the hillside, crowned at the top by the magnificence of the castle itself. No medieval fortress, the Earl of Mardoun’s home was more akin to a palace, all narrow towers and turrets and spires and terraces, sparkling white in the sun.

			But Meg’s eyes were not drawn to this opulent sight. What always brought her to an admiring halt was the green clearing before her and the towering stones that stood in the center of it. Each weathered white rock was twice Meg’s height or more, and together they formed a massive oval with a gap here and a tumbled-down stone there that had once made the figure complete. In the distance was the grassy hump of a barrow, and on either side of the stone circle, but clearly apart from it, were two other standing stones, one smaller than the others and with a curious hole through the center.

			Meg drew in a deep breath and closed her eyes, the familiar sense of peace settling over her. Sometimes here among the “old ones” she could almost believe the tales her mother and Elizabeth Rose told, legends of the fey folk and mystical beings. She could almost believe the whispers about the Munro women and their uncanny knowledge of the forest and caves, their special skills with herbs and potions. Isobel Rose had once said that Meg was “one with the land,” and standing here, Meg knew she was.

			Until she opened her eyes and let out a sigh, and once more this was merely a lovely, peaceful spot, a bit of land special to the people of Kinclannoch, however little they knew now of what it had once been. And she was simply a woman who had grown up roaming the area and learning all its secrets, the descendant of a long line of women who were herbalists and healers.

			She made her way around the stones to take the path home, and as she turned, she cast a glance up toward the castle that dominated the horizon. She wondered if the carriage had made it to Duncally yet; it was a long way round the loch to the mansion at the far end. Why had the earl decided to grace the glen with his presence? She wondered if Lady Mardoun had been in the carriage beside him. He looked the sort of man whom a wife would be foolish to let out of her sight.

			Meg clicked her tongue with annoyance. What was she doing, thinking about Mardoun or his lady? The gentry were nothing to her—especially someone as vile as Mardoun. The earl was not the only one evicting his crofters from the land their families had lived on for hundreds of years. Landowners such as Isobel Rose and her new husband who cared more for their people than for gold were in the minority, and all over the Highlands, the Clearances were tearing people from their land, setting them on the road, with no place to go and only the clothes on their backs and the goods they could carry. But Mardoun, as the largest property owner in the area, was responsible for more of the displacements, and worse, he was notorious for the cold and callous way he tossed his crofters out with little notice.

			She had despised the man without ever laying eyes on him—which made it all the stranger that when she had seen him today for the first time, she had felt such a strange, strong frisson of excitement. Meg thought again of that lean, compelling visage—the dark, intense eyes beneath the ridge of his brow, the thick, black sweep of hair, the arrogant tilt of his head, the sensual curve of his mouth. Amazingly, her insides warmed again at the thought of him.

			Her reaction astonished and appalled her in almost equal measure. Meg had never been one to swoon over any man. She had been the object of male pursuit for years—she was too honest to pretend she did not know that men found her desirable. As far as she was concerned, her friend Isobel’s elegant blond beauty was more attractive than her own flame-red hair and too-wide cheeks, but her looks had a certain flamboyance that drew men, which was only enhanced by the reputation the Munro women had always carried. Many men assumed that a woman who lived freely was free with her favors, as well.

			Meg had always been quick to dispel that notion. Meg Munro was not a woman to settle for anything less than the deepest of feelings, and no man had managed to disrupt her thoughts, let alone capture her heart.

			It was ridiculous to think that a strange man sitting in a carriage—a man, moreover, whom she considered a blackguard—could so immediately, so effortlessly, stir her blood. It was more than ridiculous; it was impossible. Whatever strange sensation had run through her, it could not have been desire. She had not even gotten a proper look at him. It had been a mere glance, no doubt a trick of her eyes that made her think he was far more handsome than he was. The idea of some sort of immediate visceral connection between them was ludicrous, the stuff of the Gothic novels Isobel’s aunt was fond of reading.

			A closer look would no doubt have shattered that first illusion. The mystery had intrigued her—that momentary glance, the deep, dark eyes, the way the sun had highlighted the fair skin of his face amid the pool of shadow inside the carriage. If he had stepped out, she would have seen . . . what? Perhaps he would have proved to be shorter than she and potbellied. Or a vacuous fop, dressed in a chartreuse jacket and sporting a gigantic posy in his lapel.

			She giggled at the image. But, no, she could not believe that the lean, strong features and proud head indicated anything but an equally powerful frame. And it was hard to picture that burning gaze turning blank and vacant.

			It was easier to imagine that mouth in a hard, cruel line, disdain etched upon his features. Yet, just thinking of him, she felt a treacherous warmth twining through her again. With a disgusted noise, she shook the image from her mind and strode briskly to her cottage.

			She had things to do—those mushrooms she’d spotted on her way to the village earlier and vegetables to harvest, not to mention the tonic for Aunt Elizabeth and a poultice for Ben Fleming’s gout. And old Mrs. McEwan was in need of something for her lumbago.

			Meg’s steps slowed. Mrs. McEwan’s daughter Sally was cook at Duncally, and it would be easy enough to take her a pot of salve for the old woman. Sally would no doubt welcome some fresh herbs as well, now that the earl was there and expecting tasty dishes. The cook was always eager for a good gossip. Perhaps this was a good time to visit the castle.

			[image: ]

			Early the next morning, Meg plucked handfuls of herbs from her garden, mint and rosemary and thyme, and tucked them into a basket along with a bag of fresh mushrooms, a pot of salve, and a bottle of her best plum cordial, which was Granny McEwan’s favorite. Then she set out for the Duncally kitchen. It was a pleasant walk up the hillside to the castle if one knew the way through the woods, and the last climb up the steps and terraces of the gardens offered a sweeping view of the loch, where one could see the jumbled ruins of the old castle and the gray bulk of Baillannan across from her.

			Meg passed the Duncally mews with a wave to the falconer as he stood, heavy glove on his hand, waiting for a hawk that swept in on wide wings. She then walked through the wide, manicured sweep of the lowest garden and started up the steps to the higher levels. Duncally was usually a quiet, deserted place, with only a skeleton staff about to keep the gardens and house neat and ready for the master’s potential arrival. But now it hummed with activity, though conducted in a hushed and unobtrusive manner.

			“Meg Munro!” Sally McEwan cried as Meg stepped through the door. “Bless us, child, you maun hae read my mind.” Sally bustled forward to take the basket from Meg’s arm. “I was just about to send Josie to your cottage. Here is himself, saying we maun hae mushrooms with the chicken tonight, and me thinking if I sent Josie to pick them, we’d find everyone dead in their beds tomorrow morning. Oh! And fresh rosemary!” Sally held up one of the small sacks and sniffed dramatically.

			“This is for your mother.” Meg dug the pot from the basket.

			“You are an angel.” The older woman popped the small jar into one of her capacious pockets. “Come, sit doon. I hae not seen you in this age.” Sally took the basket and handed it to a kitchen maid, saying, “Here, lass, put these awa’ and fetch a cup of tea for us.”

			“Are you sure you’re not too busy?” Meg glanced around at the bustling kitchen.

			“Och, we’ve been nocht but too busy for the week past, and I see nae hope of it getting better. Take your moment while you can, I say.” Sally steered Meg out of the busy room and into the servants’ dining room, where Sally sank down on a chair and fanned her red face. “How did you ken my mither was down in the back? Sometimes I think you maun hae the sicht like your gran.”

			“No.” Meg smiled. “I heard it from Mary Grant. Is she in much pain?”

			“She’d not be feeling bad at all if she hadna tried to lift a sack of meal all on her ane,” Sally retorted unsympathetically. “I told her I’d send Tommy to help her, but, no, she maun do it richt that morning ’fore he got there.” Sally shrugged. “Well, you ken how she is.”

			“Aye, I do.” One of the kitchen maids brought in a pot of tea and cakes, and as Sally went about pouring it, Meg went on, “Who is ‘himself’ that must have mushrooms with his chicken? Mardoun?”

			“Nae, not the earl. I’ve not seen that one since we lined up for our curtsy yesterday. ’Twas Hudgins.” Her sour expression left little doubt as to her feelings for the man. “That fancy Sassenach butler who came to set us all in order. Och, it would break that man’s face to smile. It’s for the little missy, says he, she’s partial to mushrooms. And there’ll be no more haggis at their table—Hudgins tossed it on the dust heap last night. The poached salmon will do, ye ken, but his lordship’s ‘palate’ is too ‘refined’ for blood sausage. I ask you, what sort of man does no’ like a bit of blood sausage with his breakfast? And what is a palate? Some fancy English thing, I suppose.”

			“Mm.” Meg hid her smile.

			“And if he isna bad enough, here’s Mrs. Ferguson ayeways popping in to check on everyone.”

			“The housekeeper? But she is always here.”

			“Aye, and I’ve learned to put up with her sermons and her rules. But now she’s worried this English butler will find her wanting. So she’s forever sticking her nose in, harrying the maids and telling everyone they’re taking too long to do their jobs. Well, they’d do them much faster, wouldn’t they, if she were not here bleating at them?”

			Meg did not bother to hide her smile this time. She had been on the receiving end of Mrs. Ferguson’s sermons a time or two. “Who is ‘the little missy’? Surely he was not talking about the countess.”

			“Nae, the countess passed on nigh a year ago. It’s the earl’s daughter I mean—a pale, little thing, trailing about with that woman hovering over her. She maun hae the windows closed lest she catch cold. She canna do this and she maun be careful there—”

			“The earl’s daughter is sickly?”

			“Aye, it seems so.” Sally frowned. “Though it’s not the lass, ye ken, who does all that fussing. It’s the governess. The woman seems to think the Highlands are full of wild creatures out to gobble the lass up. She frets when Miss Lynette gies oot to the gardens or doon to the falconry. Fair taken wi’ the birds, Miss Lynette is.” Sally paused, considering. “The lass was lively enough when she was talking to Jamie.”

			“They are in mourning, I take it.”

			“Aye, I suppose—though I canna say he looks grief-stricken.” Sally leaned forward confidentially. “I hear Mardoun dinna live with his lady and the lass. He wasna even in the country when the countess died.” The cook leaned back, giving a shrug. “Course, they’re English.”

			Meg took a sip of her tea and said casually, “What is he like—the earl, I mean?”

			“He’s a good-looking devil. Dark as Lucifer and just as handsome. But beyond that, I dinna know.”

			“Well, you know he does not like blood sausage.” Meg grinned.

			“Aye, there’s that.” Sally chuckled. She paused, cocking her head to one side, listening to noises in the kitchen. “Och, there’s Mrs. Ferguson now. Best get back to the chopping board or I’ll no’ hear the end of it.” Sally shoved herself up from the table.

			Meg hopped to her feet as well. “I’d best leave, or she’ll be asking me why I was not at kirk on Sunday.”

			“Aye. Thank ye, lassie, for the medicine for Ma.” Sally took Meg’s hand, squeezing it. “Ruth will hae set your basket by the door.”

			Meg escaped with only a dark scowl from the housekeeper, who was more intent on scolding one of the housemaids than tending to Meg’s morals this morning. She picked up her basket, now filled with vegetables from the cook’s garden and a little pouch of coins, and slipped out the rear door.

			She glanced to her right where another set of steps led to the main terrace. It was empty, as was the garden below, apart from a pair of gardeners trimming the hedges. Not that she had really expected to see the earl—or anyone else. She started along the flagstone path leading to the lower gardens. She had not yet reached the stairs when the sound of footsteps behind her made her stop and turn around.

			There, at the edge of the terrace, stood the Earl of Mardoun.
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			Meg’s stomach lurched as if she had gone down a step she had not realized was there, and suddenly her muscles seemed not to work. Any thought of the earl’s being too thin, too fat, too anything other than brutally handsome, was instantly, clearly wrong. His wide shoulders filled out a plain but exquisitely cut black jacket, and his equally well-tailored fawn breeches left little doubt as to the musculature of his long legs. Gleaming boots, a snowy-white shirt, and an artfully tied neckcloth completed the picture of a London gentleman. But such elegant details scarcely registered. It was his face that held her captive.

			No shadows, no dark recesses, obscured him here; he was bathed in the golden morning light. His square-jawed face was just as compelling as it had been yesterday—strong features sharply etched, as if cut in marble by an expert hand, and eyes dark and fathomless, their depths pulling her in.

			“I can see that tales of the beauties of Scotland are not exaggerated.”

			At the sound of his voice, something hot and thick and unfamiliar uncurled inside Meg. She realized, a little appalled, that her fingers were trembling. She clutched the handle of the basket more tightly to still them as her mind scrambled for a reply. Normally words came easily to Meg, but at this moment, she had been rendered mute.

			Embarrassed by her unaccustomed ineptitude, she dropped a hasty curtsy and whirled, hurrying to the steps. Head down to watch her footing as she rushed down the stairs, she mentally castigated herself. How could she have stood there, dumb as a sheep, and then curtsied to the man like a scullery maid? She was Meg Munro, an independent Highland woman, not some serf to bow her head when a lord passed by.

			As she reached the bottom of the steps, she lifted her gaze, and an absurd, annoying shiver went through her as she saw the earl trotting down a set of stone steps at right angles to the one she took.

			“No, stay,” he said, striding toward her, and he smiled.

			His smile was a fearsome thing, she thought, lighting his dark eyes and softening the sharp angles of his face. No doubt it had conquered many a girl’s virtue over the years.

			“I did not mean to frighten you away,” he went on, slowing as he came closer, like a man approaching a scared animal.

			His words struck a nerve. Meg faced him. “I don’t frighten that easily.”

			“That’s good to know.” The curve of his lips was more intimate now, and his eyes swept down her in a swift but unmistakable glance. “Then you will not be too timid to tell me your name.”

			Meg was not a novice at parrying a gentleman’s advances. Over the years more than one of Sir Andrew’s friends visiting at Baillannan had assumed she would succumb to his flattery or be bought by his coin, and she had given them swift, sharp setdowns. Today, however, instead of telling this man that he had no need to know her name, she merely lifted her chin in a challenging way and said, “I am Margaret Munro.”

			“Margaret Munro.” He rolled the words in his mouth as if they tasted sweet to him. “’Tis a lovely name. It suits such a lovely woman.”

			“I am glad you approve,” she retorted tartly.

			His eyes widened slightly, a little breath of a chuckle escaping him. “Do compliments raise your hackles, Miss Munro? I shall have to be careful, then, for the sight of you spurs compliments.” He moved a trifle closer. “I saw you in town yesterday.”

			“And I saw you.”

			“So you did. What good fortune, then, that you should visit Duncally today.”

			She stiffened. Did he mean to imply that she had sought him out? “’Twas not good fortune brought me here. It was business.” She lifted her basket a little higher on her arm and gave him a cool smile. “Now that business is done, I’d best leave. Good day, sir.”

			“But wait, you cannot leave yet,” he protested in a light, flirtatious tone. “I have learned nothing about you save your name.”

			“Dinna worry,” she tossed over her shoulder as she walked away. “I am sure any number of people will be happy to tell you about Red Meg Munro.”

			[image: ]

			Damon watched Meg stroll off, taking the curving path past the roses. He followed at a leisurely pace, stopping at the stone balustrade to watch her move down the long slope to yet another level, where grand stone steps split and cascaded on either side down the last steep drop.

			The wide, green swath of the lowest level of gardens lay before him, ending at the dark gray waters of the loch. But he did not study the magnificent view of land and water, only the small feminine figure striding along the promenade dividing the formal garden in half. She wore no cap or kerchief; the sun turned her hair to fire.

			Red Meg Munro. He smiled to himself. The name suited her, all heat and boldness and allure. God, she was beautiful! In her simple, slightly faded dress, without artifice or adornment, she would cast into the shade the most fashionably dressed, coiffed, and elegantly jeweled lady of the ton.

			The plain dress was not revealing, but neither could it conceal the sweet swell of breast and hips, and his hands itched to slide down her, discovering each curve and dip of her body. Only a saint would not feel lust stir at the sight of her vivid hair piled on her head in a thick, haphazard mass of curls.

			But it was her eyes—huge and clear and astonishingly golden—that pierced a man to his very soul. He had been struck by her beauty yesterday, so much so that when he’d seen her from his study window this morning, he had bolted out of the house like a green youth to intercept her in the gardens. Then she had looked up at him, the sun full on her face and her eyes the color of molten gold, and the flood of desire that surged through him had been so swift and fierce it was all he could do to remember how to speak.

			What he had seen of her after that—the eyes and face and figure even more alluring up close, the soft fragrance that clung to her, the creamy voice with its soft hint of Scottish burr—had done nothing to lessen that desire. And her bold manner in speaking to a strange man, without blushes or shyness, the flirtatious challenge to find her that she had tossed over her shoulder, hinted of a woman well aware of the response she called up in a man . . . and perhaps willing to answer that response. Unconsciously, his fingers curled around the lapels of his jacket, gliding up and down the material as he watched Meg disappear around the corner of the falcons’ cages.

			The prospect of meeting with the estate manager in a few minutes was even less appealing now. With a sigh, Damon went back to the house. As he stepped inside, he caught sight of the housekeeper bustling down the back hall toward the servants’ stairs. MacRae could wait.

			“Mrs. Ferguson.”

			The plump, gray-haired woman whirled around at the sound of his voice and hurried toward him, her forehead creased. “My lord! Is aught amiss? What can I do for you?”

			“No, everything is fine. Excellent. I merely had a question—it occurred to me that you would be the person who would know most about the locals.”

			The woman preened a little. “Indeed, sir, though I am from Glasgow originally, I have been here at Duncally nigh on twenty years, so I know the area well. Is there some service you require? Some place you wish to visit?”

			“No. But I wondered what you know of Miss Margaret Munro.”

			“That one!” The housekeeper puffed up like a pouter pigeon. “Did the girl bother you, sir? Indeed, I must apologize. She should not have ventured into the house.”

			“No, no,” Damon assured her hastily. “She did not bother me.” That was a lie, but he did not think his middle-aged housekeeper would appreciate hearing exactly in what manner Meg Munro had disturbed his peace. “I ran into her in the gardens.”

			“She should not go through the gardens.” Mrs. Ferguson tsked. “I shall have to speak to her. She has always been a wild thing—bold as brass. I hope you were not offended.”

			“No, no offense, nothing of the sort. I simply wondered who she was. If she, um, was employed here?”

			“Oh, my, no. You must not think I would hire such a hussy!” Seeing the earl’s raised eyebrows, she went on hastily, “I beg your pardon for my blunt speech.”

			“No, please, go on.”

			“Meg brought herbs and such for the kitchen. No doubt she had some tonic or other. It’s all nonsense, of course, but the people of the glen are a superstitious lot, and they believe she can cure them of ills. It’s the devil’s business, I say. I have tried to help the lass, I can assure you. ’Tis not her fault that she was brought up the way she was—born on the wrong side of the blanket and all.” The housekeeper leaned forward and lowered her voice confidingly.

			“Ah, I see.”

			“Her mother was raised the same before her. The Munro women have a long history of being headstrong and wayward. ’Tis said they never marry. Certainly her mother did not. They live all alone at the Spaewife’s Cottage.”

			“Spaewife?” Damon repeated blankly.

			“Aye, sir, it’s a word for a woman who has the sight. They say that one of the Munro women was a spaewife—well, more than one. The Munros roam about, plucking up leaves and roots and who knows what to make their godless potions. It was no surprise to me that some of them were burned at the stake in years past—though, of course, I cannot hold with that. It’s a matter for God himself to judge, I say.”

			“People think Miss Munro is a witch?”

			His skepticism must have come through in his tone, for Mrs. Ferguson straightened and drew her mouth into a prim line. “Nae, not a witch. But to hear the folks around here tell it, it’s her that cures those who are sick, not the grace of God. It’s why few condemn their licentious behavior. For generations they have been, well, the sort of woman that I cannot bring myself to name.” She gave him a significant look. “They have always had a ‘special relationship’ with the lairds of Baillannan.”

			“The lairds of Baillannan? That gray-stone manor house?”

			“Aye, my lord. Sir Andrew and before him Sir John. Meg’s mother, Janet, was Sir Andrew’s nurse when he was a babe, and Janet was uncommon close to Sir John. I would not like to think there was anything to the rumor, but given the circumstances . . .” Mrs. Ferguson’s voice trailed off. “Well, you can see that she is not the sort whom I would allow to work at Duncally. Why, she would have the men all in an uproar, a lass like that. Our servants are of the highest character, I assure you.”

			“I have no doubt of that, Mrs. Ferguson.”

			Damon dismissed her and stood there for a moment longer, a faint smile on his lips. So Red Meg Munro was a mysterious, wild woman of the woods, gathering plants and making potions and doing as she pleased. All his housekeeper’s remarks concerning Miss Munro’s lack of suitability had made her more appealing to him by the moment. Clearly she was no blushing virgin, but a woman of experience.

			He was beginning to think that this trip to the Highlands might just turn out to be quite entertaining.

			[image: ]

			Meg hardly noticed the woods around her as she walked back to her cottage, nor did she stop even once to take in the view of the loch or Baillannan, for she was far too busy arguing with herself. Why had she tossed that parting comment over her shoulder at the earl? She had meant the remark to be needling, but somehow it had come out almost flirtatious. She was not above a little harmless flirtation; but that had been with Gregory Rose, or the shopkeeper’s son—men who knew her, men who understood that it was a pleasant little game and nothing more.

			Mardoun was another matter altogether. He was a stranger and, worse, an aristocrat. Accustomed as he was to being pampered, flattered, and pursued by eager women, he would doubtless assume she had been throwing out lures to him.

			Which she most assuredly had not. Meg Munro did not pursue any man—least of all someone like the Earl of Mardoun. Titles and wealth did not fill her eyes with stars. She had, she would admit, felt a quiver of attraction when she saw him. But that did not mean that she liked him. Anyone would feel a little jolt upon seeing so handsome a man.

			Meg thought of his eyes, dark and unknowable, like bottomless pools. She remembered the quirk of his mouth and the tiny scar just above his upper lip that made her imagine pressing her lips to it. The square set of his jaw and the jet-black hair. His voice, deep and rich, which had seemed to vibrate in her. She remembered the way he had looked at her and the way he had smiled.

			Glancing up, she saw her cottage at the end of the path in front of her, and she realized that she had been so deep in thought she had forgotten to check her beehive on her way back as she had intended. She let out a sigh. Well, it would just have to wait until tomorrow. She had baskets of plums waiting for her in the kitchen, newly picked, and she must start making her cordial and preserves.

			She worked steadily all through the afternoon and even managed to keep her mind off the Earl of Mardoun—at least most of the time. She was still stirring the pots in her kitchen late in the evening, the air of her cottage filled with the sweet scent of plums, when she heard a rattle and a thump at the back of the house. Startled, Meg poked her head around the corner of the small alcove that was her kitchen and workroom just in time to see a man crawling through the open back window.

			“Well,” she said sternly, crossing her arms. “So now you’ve taken to climbing in windows, I see.”

			“Aye, I have—though I wish your window were not so wee,” her brother, Coll, answered imperturbably, contorting his long frame to pull it through the small, open square.

			“I’m sure our great-great-gran would have made it larger if she’d known you’d be wanting to use it for a door,” Meg retorted. “Would you care to tell me why you are doing so?”

			“Donald MacRae is watching the path to your door.” Coll came toward her, tall and wide-shouldered, his shaggy blond hair catching the low light in the cottage.

			“Oh, Coll, what have you gotten yourself into now?”

			“Sorry. I would not have pulled you into it, but it’s Young Dougal; he has a wound needs tending.” As Meg reached back to untie her apron, Coll held up a staying hand. “Nae, you need not come. He has a burn, the fool, nothing you can do except give me some ointment to soothe it—and maybe a tonic for the pain.”

			Meg sighed and went over to her cabinets, pulling out mortar and pestle and several packets of herbs. “How bad is it? My ointment will help, but if the burn is severe . . .”

			“It’s all down one arm. But they put it out quickly.” Coll followed her into the small workroom, ducking his head with the ease of long practice to walk through the low doorway.

			“I’ll send something for infection as well, just in case.” Meg handed him a long wooden spoon turned dark from the simmering plums. “Here, stir that while I make this.”

			“Smells good.” He sniffed the air appreciatively. “Will I be getting some plum preserves then?”

			“Aye, you might. And plum wine as well, if you’ve a mind to it.” Meg’s fingers flew as she ground and stirred, filling a small pot with a thick ointment. “What have you done—no, I don’t want to know. I wish you would stop all these things you’ve been doing. I understand; I laughed, too, when Mardoun’s lackey got tossed into the lochan. No one can blame the lads who tried to block MacRae’s men from pulling Mrs. Sinclair from her cottage. But it dinna stop them, did it? And some of the things that have happened lately—stopping Jack on the road and robbing him, breaking into the granary—what does that have to do with fighting the Clearances? You’re going to get caught!” She stabbed her forefinger at him. “What if you get transported? Or hanged?”

			“We dinna know it was Kensington till after we stopped him, and we let him go.” Coll held up his hands in an exculpatory gesture as she drew breath to argue. “I know, I know. You’re right. The lads have gone too far. I told them we are not reivers. It’s that Will Ross. I knew he would be trouble from the first. He’s hotheaded and none too honest. The way I see it, he joined more to get into mischief than anything else.” Coll shook his head. “I wasna there; I told them the idea was foolish. But Ross got in their ear this afternoon and convinced them I was too cautious. They only came to me afterwards because they need your help.”

			“Well, they’ll not be getting my help ever again if they land you in gaol!”

			“Ah, my fierce Meg.” Coll grinned at her, his blue eyes dancing. “What a terror you are.”

			“You’d do well to remember it.” She gave him a sharp nod and turned to pull down a burlap bag hanging from a hook on the wall.

			A loud thud, thud, thud sounded, and they froze, their eyes darting to the barred door.
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			MacRae,” Meg breathed, and glanced toward her brother.

			The door handle rattled and a hand banged against the stout wooden door again. “Meg Munro! Open up!”

			Coll ground his teeth and started forward, but Meg caught his arm and motioned him back. “Nae, stay here. I’ll get rid of him.”

			She crossed the floor to the front window and peered out. As she expected, the narrow form of Donald MacRae was on her doorstep. “It’s late to be paying visits, Mr. MacRae.”

			He turned toward the window. “Open the door, Meg.”

			“I’m not in the habit of opening the door to men at this hour,” she told him, crossing her arms.

			“You know you need not fear me, Meg. ’Tis only affection I have for you.”

			“Affection? Is that what you call it now?” Meg snorted.

			“Aye.” He stepped closer. “You could have whatever you wanted, you ken, if you’d say the word.”

			“The word would choke me.” Meg regarded him stonily.

			His mouth tightened. “You’ll change your tune one day. It’ll be your ill luck if I don’t want you any longer.”

			“Why are you here, MacRae?”

			“Someone set fire to the storehouse tonight.”

			“Well, it was not I.”

			“I did not think it was.” He smiled thinly. “I am looking for your brother.”

			“My brother? What does Coll have to do with your storehouse catching fire? Are you needing his help to put it out?”

			“The only help I need from your brother is to find out who set the fire.”

			“I don’t know if you’re mad or a fool, MacRae, but I—”

			“Leave off, Meg,” her brother interrupted. She whipped around to see him stride past her and shove up the wooden bar on the door. He yanked the door open and stood towering over the other man.

			MacRae gaped at him, and Meg turned away to hide her smile. Coll looked ludicrous. He had pulled one of her aprons, liberally splattered with plum juice, over his head. The garment was far too short and too small, the sash barely meeting behind his broad back. In one huge fist, he carried a wooden spoon, which he now pointed at MacRae as if it were a dagger. “What do you mean, MacRae, hanging about my sister’s cottage this late?”

			The estate manager straightened, trying to recover his air of authority. “I was looking for you, Munro.”

			“And you found me.” The two men glared at one another.

			“Well, then,” Meg said crisply, “if all you wanted is to look at Coll, I’d say you’ve accomplished your goal.” She put her hand on the door as if to close it.

			MacRae threw up his hand to block the door and turned his sharp gaze on Meg. “You expect me to believe he’s been here all evening?”

			“I don’t waste my time contemplating your beliefs on anything. Coll is helping me make my plum preserves. If it’s proof you need, you have only to look in my kitchen.”

			MacRae shoved past them, stalking into the kitchen. Meg followed him, casting a quick glance at the worktable. She saw that Coll had shoved jars of preserves, bottles of various tonics, and empty containers around the things she’d prepared for Dougal, effectively concealing them. The cramped room was hot and thick with the scent of stewing plums, the pot bubbling away merrily on the fire.

			“Satisfied?” Meg asked scornfully, planting her fists on her hips. “Now, I’ll thank you to take your suspicious mind elsewhere.”

			MacRae turned a look filled with frustration and anger on her, then strode back into the main room of the cottage. Turning slowly, he cast his eyes over the entire room. His gaze lingered for a moment on Meg’s bed, tucked into a corner of the room and partially hidden by a wooden screen, and Meg’s skin crawled.
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