







“What’s wrong, MacLean? Afraid of a little competition?”

Alexander’s body reacted immediately to Caitlyn’s nearness, though he refused to let her see it. “I am not the one with something to prove.”

She turned away, toying with the silver filigreed candy dish, her head turned so that her pure profile was in stark relief. “I don’t agree with that.”

“I can do anything I wish, and I know it.”

“Oh?” She looked back over her shoulder at him in a flirtatious move as old as Eve. “Can you really?”

Alexander slammed his hands onto the desk.

Caitlyn jumped, her color high, her lips parted.

He leaned forward. “I accept.”

For a long second, she just looked at him, then a pleased expression entered her eyes. She walked to the desk, so graceful that it was painful to watch, placed her hands on the opposite side, and leaned forward until she was within tantalizing reach. “Then we’re agreed, MacLean. Shall we say two tasks each?”

His first impulse was to reach across the desk, grasp her by the waist and pull her to his side. There, he’d plunder her sweetness, brand her with his kiss, and show her how much he was capable of.

But that was how things went so awry last time. She’d tempted, and he, like the most callow of youths, had succumbed. This time, it wouldn’t be him left panting with desire. This time—
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If e’er a mon needed a lass to show ’im how the world truly be, ’tis Alexander, Laird o’ Clan MacLean.

OLD WOMAN NORA FROM LOCH LOMOND TO HER THREE WEE GRANDDAUGHTERS ONE COLD EVENING

“Then it is set,” he said, his deep voice rich with satisfaction. “Caitlyn Hurst will finally pay for the harm she’s caused me and my family.”

There was no denying the pleased expression on the man’s strong, sensual face, and Georgiana, the Duchess of Roxburge, was glad she wasn’t the recipient of such revenge. “It wasn’t easy to get her here, especially with the company I had to keep.” She curled her lip as she pulled a silver-handled brush through her long, red tresses. “I don’t enjoy mingling among tradesmen.”

“Really?” The hard mouth curved into a faint smile. “Even though there’s always the pleasant possibility of meeting a relative …”

The brush hung in midair for a startled moment before she snapped, “I don’t know what you’re talking about!”

His brows rose, his gaze mocking.

She forced herself to continue brushing her hair with long, even strokes, though inside she quaked with anger and fear. She knew she shouldn’t be surprised; Alexander, Laird of Clan MacLean, was known for his ability to ferret out the truth; she should have known he’d eventually discover hers. She might now be a duchess, but once—

Her stomach in knots, Georgiana watched from under her lashes. He’d turned toward the window, the fading afternoon light limning his face, lighting his green eyes, and tracing the bold line of his nose and the sensual harshness of his mouth. She shivered a little as she looked at his mouth and remembered—

“And so the game begins.” He turned back toward her. “How did you convince Mrs. Hurst to accept your invitation for her daughter?”

Somewhat mollified by his attention, Georgiana pouted her full lips. “It took me two weeks to get that woman to even hear me out, and then I had to promise to watch over her precious daughter as if she were my own.”

“She’s held Caitlyn under lock and key for the last three months. I haven’t been able to get near the blasted woman.” Alexander sent her a look that actually held some warmth and her heart fluttered. “Thank you for your assistance, Georgiana. I shall repay you.”

She shifted so that her dressing gown opened to reveal her new French-style negligee, made of lawn so fine that the nipples on her full breasts were revealed. Any other man would have been panting to be at her, but not MacLean.

He remained reclined in the chair across the room, his long, muscular legs stretched before him, his starkly handsome face in deep reflection. His gaze was fixed on some unseeable, distant object, a considering smile tugging the chiseled hardness of his lips.

It had taken her almost two years of carefully artless teasing to get him into her bed, and less than three months for him to tire of it. The thought burned her cheeks, and she gripped the silver handle of the brush until her fingers cramped. “What is your plan for the Hurst girl? You’ve never really said.”

His gaze shuttered. “Caitlyn Hurst owes me dearly. She turned my name into a mockery.”

Noting with satisfaction how MacLean’s mouth thinned, Georgiana adopted a sympathetic tone that covered her triumph. “Everyone was talking about how the Hurst chit announced she would marry you, one way or the other. She made you both the talk of the ton.”

His face tightened. “And now I will exact my pound of flesh from her soft, pampered hide. When does she arrive?”

“Within the week. I am sending my coach to fetch her.”

“Excellent.” He leaned his head against the tall back of the chair, shifting his broad shoulders as he crossed his shiny black boots at the ankles. “Caitlyn Hurst is as impulsive as they come. All I have to do is lead her into some sort of impropriety, and her reputation will be in tatters. Only this time, neither her sister nor my brother will be close by to save her.”

“Just be careful you are not caught in the parson’s trap, like Hugh.” Georgiana had been with Alexander the night he’d discovered how Caitlyn had set a plan in motion to force him to offer for her hand. Her ill-conceived actions had forced Alexander’s brother and Caitlyn’s sister into marriage as they attempted to stop her heedless rush to ruin.

Fury didn’t begin to describe Alexander’s reaction when he’d learned of that. He had paced his library, white-faced with blazing anger, and the once-clear night sky boiled into a melee of wild, dangerous storms. Remembering them even now, months later, Georgiana shivered. She’d heard the rumors about the MacLean curse, but before that moment, she hadn’t believed them.

His lip curled. “I’d marry a scullery maid before I’d marry that woman.”

“You’re much too smart to be caught unawares by her,” Georgiana purred. “I hope I am not too embarrassed when this girl arrives. The other guests will wonder why I invited such a rustic creature.”

“You need not worry; Caitlyn turned herself out in first style during her season in London. Even Brummell mentioned it.”

Georgiana hid a flicker of worry. “How old is Caitlyn? Twenty, correct?”

“Twenty-three.”

“How funny. There are the same number of years between you and her as between Humbolt and his young wife,” Georgiana said idly, glancing under her thick lashes at MacLean.

Alexander’s expression hardened and Georgiana hid a smile. Viscount Humbolt had been MacLean’s best friend. To everyone’s surprise, at the age of forty-two Humbolt fell wildly in love and married a woman almost twenty years his junior. His mother, who’d believed her son would never marry, had been blissful, but Alexander had had reservations about such an uneven match. Humbolt was in no mood to hear anything negative about his bride, however.

The viscount’s newfound happiness was shortlived. The new viscountess was an insatiable woman who, over the next seven years, dragged her husband through countless public scenes and humiliations, and eventually, total financial ruin.

One day Humbolt’s man of business found the viscount dead, a smoking pistol in his hand, a letter beneath a paperweight on his desk. The letter condemned his wife but brought little consolation to those who truly loved him.

MacLean had been devastated at his friend’s death. Even now, four years later, just a mention of that time made his eyes darken and his lips turn white. “I have no interest in Caitlyn Hurst, if that is your meaning,” he snapped.

“I’m sure you don’t,” Georgiana soothed. “You are far too sophisticated for a vicar’s daughter. I always thought Clarisse was far too young and too beautiful for Humbolt; he should have realized how it would end. She wanted his money, and once she had it . . . She was mocking him all along.”

Alexander’s expression grew guarded, though his eyes sparkled with irritation. “Perhaps.”

She took comfort that he didn’t argue. He never flirted with very young women, yet it had worried her that perhaps Caitlyn Hurst was different. Whatever he might have once felt for the girl, he couldn’t possibly feel it anymore, though. Not after her conduct made him the talk of London.

With an impatient gesture, he stood. “I should be on my way. I’m to ride with the Duke of Linville and try his new bay.”

Georgiana’s gaze flickered over his broad shoulders, the smooth fit of his coat that cut in at his narrow hips, the powerful thighs—

“Do my breeches meet with your approval?”

Her gaze jerked up to his, her cheeks burning, and she pasted what she hoped was a teasing smile on her face. “You can’t blame me for having fond memories.”

“So long as you know they are memories, and nothing more.” His gaze narrowed and he added softly, “I hope you don’t see my request for assistance as anything more than a favor between friends.”

She managed a faint laugh. “Friends we are and, hopefully, always will be.” For now, anyway.

He bowed, his eyes warmer than they’d been since he’d arrived two days ago. “Good day, Georgiana. Until dinner.” His steady tread took him to the door, with an athletic grace that made her mouth go dry.

Then he was gone, leaving the room achingly empty.
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It takes a woman who dinna knows the word no to conquer a MacLean, especially one wit’ a heart o’ stone.

OLD WOMAN NORA FROM LOCH LOMOND TO HER THREE WEE GRANDDAUGHTERS ONE COLD EVENING

“A real, live duchess?”

Caitlyn Hurst laughed at her younger sister’s wail. “Yes, a real, live duchess, not a real, dead duchess.”

“Oh, you know what I mean.” Mary threw herself on the bed with her sister’s worn portmanteau, three ball gowns, a stack of freshly folded unmentionables, and a pair of well-worn ball slippers. “I wish I could go to a real, live duchess’s house for a three-week house party!”

Caitlyn placed a pair of only-mended-once stockings into a small trunk on the floor. “Surely you’re not begrudging me the only fun I’ve had in months?”

“No, I just wish I might go with you.” Mary threw her arms out to the side. “The letter from the duchess said there will be walks through the park, horseback rides, archery, card games—”

“Mother was not happy about that aspect.”

“No, but Papa slipped you a guinea that you might play, so it can’t be too bad. Besides, it wasn’t the gaming that had Mother in a taking; it was the masquerade ball. I truly thought she’d refuse to allow you to go when the duchess wrote that you’d need a costume.”

“I had to promise not to wear a mask and to behave as any gently raised young lady should.”

Mary’s brow rose. “Can you do that?”

“I will do it,” Caitlyn said fervently, and meant it. She always did; the trouble was remembering she wished to behave herself when she lost her temper. She didn’t have a burning desire to thwart society’s rules; but when she was challenged or angry, her competitive spirit burned through all caution or thought.

Caitlyn stuffed a shawl into the portmanteau with more force than necessary. Blast it, if only she’d kept her temper three months ago and hadn’t allowed Alexander MacLean to irk her into saying and doing things she shouldn’t have. But there wasn’t anything she could do about it now—except use this incredibly fortuitous invitation to reestablish herself and her family into society’s good graces.

Mary reached out to touch one of the new gowns spread upon the bed, ready to be wrapped in tissue paper before being packed. “Certainly no one at the duchess’s house will have as beautiful gowns as these. You sew better than most of the modistes on Bond Street.”

Caitlin smiled. “Thank you! That’s quite a compliment. I’m very proud of the silver one; it’s for the masquerade.”

“It looks wonderful on you, even though Mother made you sew the neckline so high.” Mary grimaced. “If she had her way, you’d go to the masquerade sewn chin to toes into a large burlap potato sack. Mother worries far too much, even though you—” Mary’s face pinkened.

Caitlyn’s humor evaporated. “I will never allow my temper to get the best of me again. If I hadn’t behaved so badly that Triona had felt compelled to come to London to rescue me, then she wouldn’t have been forced to wed and—” Caitlyn’s throat tightened painfully.

Mary grasped her sister’s hand. “It all worked out well in the end. Triona is deeply in love with her new husband and said she had you to thank that she met him. And you made Mam a very happy woman. She’s excited as a lamb with a wool sweater about the match.”

“Grandmother thinks anything having to do with the MacLeans is wondrous—especially if it means she might get some great grandchildren out of it.”

“Oh, that would be so—”

A noisy thumping came from the hallway, sounding like a herd of romping calves. A fast knock later, the door was thrown open to reveal William, their oldest brother, followed by a surprisingly elegantly dressed Robert and a much-too-thin Michael.

They were all so tall, especially William, who, at twenty-one, had reached the impressive height of six feet four inches, his shoulders a proportionate width.

Michael, only recently recovered from another chest complaint, threw his lanky, sixteen-year-old length into the chair by the fireplace. “Well?” he asked, looking at the gowns and slippers and gewgaws placed on every surface of the room. “I thought you’d be packed by now!”

Mary grinned. “Caitlyn’s only had two weeks to pack; you know that’s not enough.”

Caitlyn gave Michael a flat stare. “Have you all come to bother us? I assure you that we have enough to do without entertaining you.”

Robert eyed the contents of the bed through a quizzing glass he’d recently taken to wearing. “Good God, woman! How much stuff are you taking with you?”

Caitlyn narrowed her gaze on her brother. “Must you use that ridiculous eyepiece?”

“It’s the fashion,” he said stoutly, though he looked somewhat uncertain.

“For a nearsighted Cyclops, perhaps.”

Mary giggled while Michael and William snorted loudly.

Robert slipped the eyepiece into a pocket and said in a lofty tone, “Just because you don’t appreciate good fashion—”

“She does, too!” Mary interrupted. “You’ve seen the gowns she’s made.”

Caitlyn smoothed a blue morning gown on the bed. “If the list of amusements offered by the duchess is to be believed, I have fewer gowns than I need, but these will have to do. I can always change my wrap and shoes and make minor alterations so that my outfits look different.”

“Caitlyn even redid her old riding gown.” Mary reached into the portmanteau to touch with a loving hand the brown velvet riding habit. “When you return, will you help me make one like it?”

Michael snorted. “And where would you wear it? All we have to ride is the squire’s old, fat mare.”

Mary sniffed. “It doesn’t matter what the horse looks like, just the rider.”

“You spent hours making a riding habit you might only wear once or twice a month?” Michael appeared to be amazed at the thought.

“If it looked good on me, I might.”

“Vanity is a sin. Father’s told us that a million times.”

“It’s not vanity to wish to appear good; it’s vanity if you think you look so good that it won’t matter how you dress.”

That opened up a discussion between Mary and Michael that grew in volume as Robert and William egged them on.

Caitlyn ignored them and tucked away a spangled shawl she’d purchased during her brief stay in London three months ago. Has it only been that long? The entire episode seemed a faded nightmare.

She couldn’t clearly remember the balls and gowns anymore, or the sumptuous foods or town attractions, but she remembered every second she’d spent dangerously flirting with Alexander MacLean. She clearly recalled how she allowed him to teach her to ride. Though she’d made certain one of the grooms stayed nearby for appearance’ sake, MacLean had quickly and easily dispensed with the man, sending him to fetch various “fallen” gloves or to look for a scarf that was blown away, even on days when there was no wind.

Her cheeks heated when she thought of her own participation in duping the servants. At the time, all she’d been able to think about was how much she wanted to feel MacLean’s strong arms about her, how she longed for his heated kiss and—She clamped the memories away. Those days were gone, and they’d meant less than the imaginary wind.

She forced herself to smile at Mary. “I’ll make you a riding habit when I return. We can use the blue velvet from your old pelisse and that old gold opera cape Mother has in the trunk in the attic. The colors should be perfect, and if we place some silk flowers where the material is a bit worn, no one will notice. I did the same with one of my remade newer gowns.”

Momentarily forgetting his jaded, man-about-town pose, Robert snorted. “You plan on hoaxing the crème of the ton with the clever placement of a few flowers? They’ll be onto your hoax in a second.”

Caitlyn folded a deep blue silk scarf and placed it into the portmanteau. “Oh, they’ll never know. They didn’t realize it before.” She set a pair of satin slippers in the trunk beside the others. “Only three pairs of slippers. I wish I had two more.”

William, who’d been lounging in the doorway, lifted his brows, a lazy twinkle in his eyes. “How many pairs of slippers are needed for a simple country house party?”

“It’s not a simple house party at all,” Mary protested. “It’s at the castle of a real, live duchess!”

“I should have at least one pair of slippers for each color of gown. I shall just have to make do.” Caitlyn placed the final gown into the trunk, carefully tucked it in, then closed the lid. “I keep expecting Mother to walk in and say she’s changed her mind.”

“She won’t,” Robert said, a superior tone in his voice.

Caitlyn eyed him. “How would you know?”

“I overheard her talking to Father. Mother thinks you will behave yourself for a few short weeks, and that you’ve made wonderful progress on your temper. You’ve hardly lost it at all in the last three months. Plus,” he smirked, “she’s hoping you’ll meet someone eligible.”

Caitlyn’s cheeks burned. “I don’t want to meet someone eligible.” She just wanted the chance to reestablish the family name and prove to her parents that she’d learned from her horrible mistake.

Honestly, one thing that infuriated her about the incident was that no one seemed to place a bit of blame on MacLean, and he’d been just as much of a part of Triona’s ruin as Caitlyn. If he hadn’t been so intentionally intriguing, she’d never have paid him the least heed. But the second they’d met, he’d taunted and challenged her, and she’d discovered she didn’t have the self-discipline to ignore him.

One thing was for certain, MacLean had been determined to kiss her: she knew because he’d told her so the third time they’d met. Of course, she’d then said something entirely inappropriate like “Just try it!” and that had been the beginning.

There’d been an unmistakable attraction between them, one that had flared hot and ready and left Caitlyn feeling things she’d never before felt. One kiss from Alexander MacLean reduced her to a quaking mass of heated passion. Worse, it was as addictive as chocolate, and she’d found herself seeking more and more of those kisses, taking more and more risks to secure his attention, challenging him even as he challenged her, until they were both dangerously close to stepping over the lines that might have protected them.

Oddly, it was the memory of those kisses that Caitlyn battled the most. Every night when she closed her eyes, she dreamed of them—hot, passionate, determined, and . . .

No. That’s all in the past. She closed the portmanteau, then placed it beside the small leather trunk. “That’s it! I’m packed.”

Michael eyed the trunk. “You have clothes in that, too?”

Mary frowned. “You didn’t think she could get all of her gowns and a riding habit into one portmanteau, did you? Now help carry Caitlyn’s things to the foyer. The duchess is sending her own carriage for Caitlyn, and it should be here any moment.”

Robert grabbed the portmanteau and headed out of the room, calling over his shoulder, “I bet the horses are a matched set of prime goers!”

William scooped up the leather trunk as if it were nothing, hoisting it to his shoulder. “I want to see the horses, too.”

Grinning, Michael ambled toward the door. “Caitlyn, shall I tell Mother you’ll be down soon?”

“Please do. I just want to make sure I haven’t missed anything.”

“Very well.” He winked and left.

Mary hung by the door. “You’ll write, won’t you?”

“Every three days.”

Mary sighed. “I suppose that will do. I so wish I were going with you.” With a wistful look, she left as well.

Caitlyn gathered her faded wool pelisse and a thick scarf. She’d wear these with her sensible boots, and when they arrived in two days at Balloch Castle, she’d stop and change into her more fashionable, but far less warm, pelisse and boots.

She took a last look around her room. Then, satisfied she hadn’t forgotten anything, she left, closing the door behind her.
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Och, lassies, ne’er trust a man who says he can keep a secret.

OLD WOMAN NORA FROM LOCH LOMOND TO HER THREE WEE GRANDDAUGHTERS ONE COLD EVENING

Three days later, Caitlyn unlatched the leather curtain that covered the carriage window. Cold air instantly blasted in and she shivered, huddling deeper into her heavy wool pelisse and tucking the carriage blankets more securely about her legs. Thanks to the thick wool blankets and the foot warmer at her feet, only her cheeks and nose felt the cold.

She’d never traveled in such luxury, but the trip was tediously long. The cost for such a well-fitted carriage came in the slowness of their travel.

For some, an extra day on the road would be offset by the pure luxury of the carriage, but Caitlyn found herself mentally urging the carriage on as it plodded along, picking its way over the bumpy, deeply rutted roads. They seemed to stop at every posting inn on the way, and while she couldn’t help but be impressed by the offers of warmed lemonade, cheeses, and crusty breads, and the way the servants kept the foot warmers filled with hot coals at each stop, she was so tired of sitting still. She just wanted to get there!

She turned to her companion, a maid supplied by the duchess to attend Caitlyn and act as chaperone. “Muiren, how much longer before we reach Balloch Castle?”

Muiren, a thin, bony bit of a woman, dressed in the traditional black garb of a maid and wrapped in a thick pelisse, opened her eyes and blinked sleepily out the window. “We’re almost there, miss. An hour, perhaps two.”

“Oh, I hope so.” Caitlyn rubbed her hip. “I’m tired of sitting.”

“Ye may be tired, but ye’ll be glad to have taken the extra time. If we hadn’t, ye’d have arrived at Balloch Castle black-and-blue, hungry as a wolf, and cold as an icicle!”

Caitlyn managed a smile. “You’re right, of course. I’m just restless.”

Muiren settled into her corner. “Then take a bit o’ a nap, miss. Ye’ll feel the better fer it when we get there.” She promptly closed her eyes and was snoring within minutes.

The maid’s logic didn’t calm Caitlyn’s spirits one bit, and she continued to gaze longingly out the window. The road was now heading straight north, the air growing colder as they went, the landscape more wild and beautiful. She shivered and wished she hadn’t changed into her more fashionable pelisse and half boots at the last inn in anticipation of their arrival.

After an hour, the road grew steeper as it wound around the greenish brown hills and spilled out by the shores of a beautiful lake, frosted on the sides with silvery gray stones. The water was a deep, glossy blue, the surrounding hills craggy and covered with heather-colored grasses. Framed between two hillocks was a worn mountain that cast a snow-tipped reflection across the lake.

Caitlyn smiled as a deep, abiding peace stole over her. The feeling surprised her; it was almost as if she were coming home. And why not, for her grandmother lived only a half day’s ride from here, on the far side of the lake. As a child Caitlyn had spent many a day wandering hills like this, as she and Triona made up stories about the legendary MacLean family.

Mam had a fascination with the MacLeans, part of it stemming from the fact that her house was within view of the MacLean castle. The other part was curiosity about the MacLean curse. Caitlyn was curious, too—or had been, she reminded herself firmly. It was time to forget that foolishness; she’d never see wicked and wanton Alexander MacLean again, which was for the best.

Muiren stirred, then stretched, leaning forward to smother a yawn as she looked over Caitlyn’s shoulder to the view beyond. “Aye, we’re almost there.”

“Excellent! I’ve never been in a real castle.”

“’Tis no’ a castle, really. Her grace says ’tis a ‘castellated manor house,’ which is a manor house disguised as a castle with stonework and such.” Muiren shook her head. “What will the gentry think o’ next?”

Caitlyn pointed toward the distant mountain. “My grandmother lives nearby, right across the valley from Castle MacLean. She tends the ill in the village below.”

A hand gripped Caitlyn’s arm and she blinked into Muiren’s suddenly beaming face. “Miss, dinna say yer mam is Old Woman Nora!”

“That’s my grandmother.”

Muiren clapped her hands together. “Yer granny saved me sister’s life when she had the ague! We thought she was goin’ t’ die, but yer mam came and made her drink a horrible potion.” The maid’s nose scrunched. “My sister said the potion smelled like death, it did, but it jolted her back to life, and she’s ne’er been ill a day since.”

Caitlyn nodded. “Mam has a gift.”

“Indeed she do! They say yer mam makes her potions from the pure, frigid waters o’ this loch and tha’s what makes them so potent.”

Caitlyn smiled at the beautiful blue loch that lay glass still, puffs of white clouds drifting overhead. “I must visit Mam while I’m here.”

“If ye do, I’d be glad to travel wit’ ye.” The carriage swayed as they turned a sharp corner off the main road. “Och, we’re on the castle drive!”

“Finally!” Caitlyn cast a glance at Muiren and said in a nonchalant voice, “I’ve heard the duchess is very fashionable.”

Muiren blew out her cheeks. “Ye could say thet. She’ll like yer gown, there’s no doubt aboot that. I was noticin’ it at breakfast this morning.”

“Thank you. I fashioned it after a gown I saw in London.”

Muiren blinked. “Ye made it? A lady o’ quality like yerself?”

Caitlyn chuckled. “I’m a vicar’s daughter, and I made almost everything I brought. Most of them are from patterns from Ackermann’s Ladies Journal.”

Muiren eyed her. “If ye dinna mind me sayin’ so, miss, ye’re a mite different from her grace’s other guests. ’Tis no’ her grace’s way to invite women who are both younger an’ prettier than she is.”

Caitlyn laughed. “I’ve never met her grace. She became acquainted with my mother at a dinner party, and they became quite friendly over the next few weeks. Her grace insisted that Mother send me to visit for a house party, and here I am.”

Muiren’s brows lowered. “Her grace upped and invited ye just like that? That dinna sound like something she’d—” The maid caught herself and forced an obviously false smile. “No matter what I think, o’ course! I’m certain she’ll be glad to have ye, miss.”

Caitlyn’s curiosity stirred. It was obvious from Muiren’s demeanor that the duchess wasn’t given to impulsively generous gestures. Then why had the duchess invited her? It had been such a wonderful surprise after being cooped up for months that Caitlyn hadn’t bothered to ask many questions, but now she wondered. Mother might not understand how self-serving society’s grand dames were, but Caitlyn, who’d spent two glorious months at her aunt’s during the height of the London season, knew exactly how true that was. Perhaps the woman had a daughter her age or was desperate to create an even number of couples?

Traditionally, a hostess would invite the same number of men as women, so as to have an even number at dinner. This was how some lesser ladies in a community were able to develop an active social life despite certain social inequities. It was difficult to credit it, but perhaps no respectable lady was in the area to serve as an extra at dinner.

Well, whatever the reason, Caitlyn was going to make the best of this opportunity.

Muiren nodded toward the window. “This be the last turn to the house, miss, if ye’ve a mind to see it from a distance.”

Caitlyn leaned forward. At first all she could see was a wall of thick trees, but then, like the sun breaking from clouds, the trees fell away and revealed Balloch Castle.

“She’s beauteous, isna’ she, miss?”

Caitlyn could only nod. A turreted, gray-stone house, built in the baronial style to look like a castle, sat upon a hill. The late-afternoon sun beamed warmly upon it, despite the frigid wind.

“She’s new, fer all she looks old. Her grace had her built to order, she did. ’Tis a grand house and the kitchens are some o’ the finest in Scotland. Why, there’s even a water closet fer each guest room in the east wing which is where you’ll be staying, miss.”

“How modern! Still, it looks old-world and romantic.” Caitlyn smiled. “I almost expect to see little elves to come dancing out of the doors to carry our bags!”

Muiren snorted. “Th’ only elves ye’ll be seein’ are th’ footmen, and a more lazy group ye’ll be hard-pressed to find, though they look neat as a pin. Her grace won’t have it no other way. She’s determined we look as bang up t’ th’ mark as a Lunnon house, and she dinna brook no arguments.”

“Very conscious of her station, is she? If I were a duchess, I’m sure I’d be the same.”

Muiren looked surprised. “Would ye, miss?”

“Oh, yes. You wouldn’t be able to stand me. I’d expect to be waited on hand and foot and demand the best of everything. Of course, that would only be fun if my brothers and sisters could see.”

The maid grinned. “Ye’d just have to invite them to come and see ye queenin’ it about the castle—”

The carriage rattled across cobblestones and pulled to a stop beneath the porte cochere.

“Och, we’re here.” Muiren collected their belongings.

Caitlyn smoothed her skirts and made certain her gloves were buttoned at the wrists, suddenly uneasy. She didn’t know a soul, though she was sure she’d make some friends of some of the other ladies before the week was out. She lifted her chin. If she didn’t, then she’d just enjoy the surroundings. It would be fun to explore the countryside with the gorgeous loch.

The coach door swung open and the steps lowered as a footman held out his gloved hand. Within moments, Caitlyn was in the most magnificent front hallway she’d ever seen. The gleaming parquet floor stretched out to a number of large double doors. The warm wood was accented by a long, white-and-gold table set beneath a huge gold-framed mirror and between two heavy, gilt chairs. Overhead, an ornate, gleaming gold-and-brass chandelier shone brightly, already lit though evening was still an hour away.

A door on the far side of the foyer opened, followed by a bustle of activity. Footmen scurried here and there carrying candelabra, linens folded over their arms. A maid hurried by with a basket of just-cut flowers, an empty vase tucked under one arm.

A distinguished-looking butler walked forward, pausing to bow before Caitlyn. “Miss . . . ?”

“Hurst.” Caitlyn unbuttoned her gloves and pelisse and handed them to a waiting footman.

“Ah, Miss Hurst. We have been expecting you.”

A groom entered carrying Caitlyn’s portmanteau and trunk, Muiren following closely.

The butler flicked a glance at Muiren. “Her grace and some of her guests are in the pink sitting room. I will take Miss Hurst there before escorting her to her bedchamber.”

“Thank ye, Mr. Hay.” Muiren turned to Caitlyn and bobbed a curtsy. “Miss, would ye like a bath afore supper? It’ll make ye a mite less stiff from all o’ the travel.”

“Oh, yes, please.”

“I’ll have one drawn fer ye. And I’ll see tha’ yer bags are unpacked and have a spot o’ tea brought up, as well.”

Caitlyn’s stomach was already growling, and she knew from her time in London that it would be hours before dinner. “Thank you, Muiren. That sounds lovely.”

The maid bobbed a curtsy and left, ordering one of the footmen to carry Caitlyn’s portmanteau and trunk up the stairs.

The butler cleared his throat. “Miss Hurst, if you’ll follow me, I’ll take you to her grace. She and some of the guests just returned from a ride and are in the sitting room, discussing plans for their amusement tomorrow.”

“Of course.”

The butler took her to a set of wide double doors, threw them open, and announced in a monotone, “Your Grace, Miss Hurst has arrived.” With a bow, he stepped out of Caitlyn’s way.

The room gleamed with glass and mirrors, fully three times as long as it was wide and decorated with furniture of the ancien-régime style. Down two walls, magnificent windows, framed by heavily swagged and tasseled bronze silk curtains, poured light into the room. The walls across from these were covered in intricate wallpaper with a delicate pink, brown, and white pattern, interspersed with floor-to-ceiling mirrors. Large, salmon pink settees flanked two of the three roaring fireplaces that warmed the room, while a deep-pile, fitted carpet of salmon, red, and brown covered the floor. Added to this luxury were three ormolu chandeliers, one as large as a settee.

Caitlyn forced herself not to gape and focused on a small group clustered on two settees near the door. A striking red-haired woman measured her with a curious but cold gaze. She was dressed in a sapphire blue habit that made the most of her statuesque form, and her auburn hair was piled on her head, a rakish blue hat tossed to one side. Beside this magnificent creature sat a tall, handsome man with startlingly blue eyes, which traveled across Caitlyn in a bold manner. Across from them sat two ladies, one younger with brown hair and soft blue eyes, the other older with a sharp face and a significant nose.

The lady with the red hair looked Caitlyn up and down. “Well, well,” she drawled in a low voice, as if speaking to herself. “I should have known.”

Caitlyn, who’d been walking forward, paused. “I beg your pardon?”

The woman’s expression closed and a tight smile touched her lips. “Miss Hurst, I am so glad you accepted my invitation.”

So this is the duchess. She is lovely. Caitlyn stopped at the foot of the couch and curtsied. “Your Grace, it was very kind of you to invite me.”

The man at the duchess’s side had risen to his feet as Caitlyn approached. He bowed now, his eyes devouring her. “Georgiana, I believe introductions are due.”

The duchess’s lips thinned, but she smiled. “Of course. Miss Hurst, this is Lord Dervishton. I must warn you that he is a very bad man.”

“Georgiana, really!” Dervishton’s blue eyes gleamed with amusement as he took Caitlyn’s hand in his own and placed a warm kiss to her fingers. “Miss Hurst, it is a pleasure. Don’t listen to Georgiana. She’s just angry that I beat her while racing back to the house.”

“You cheated,” the duchess said in her languid tone.

Caitlyn removed her hand from the man’s grasp and dipped a brief curtsy. “Lord Dervishton, it’s a pleasure to meet you, as well.”

The duchess flicked a hand toward the other two women, who’d both risen. “This is Viscountess Kinloss, a very dear friend of mine.”

The sharp-faced women tittered. “Oh, Georgiana! The things you say!” She stood and ducked a too brief curtsy. As she did so, a small, thin dog darted from her skirts, a large, pink bow fastened to a tuff of hair between its large, pointy ears.

“A dog! May I—” Caitlyn reached out a friendly hand but the dog growled and leaped at her, snapping and baring its teeth. Had it not been for Lord Dervishton’s quick thinking in stepping between Caitlyn and the dog, she’d have been bitten.

Lady Kinloss scooped the dog into her arms. “There, there, Muffin!” The dog quivered with rage, its bulging eyes fastened on Caitlyn.

“I’m sorry if I startled her.”

Lady Kinloss sniffed. “He doesn’t like strangers.” She kissed her dog on its bony head and crooned, “Do we, Muffin?”

The duchess chuckled, the sound low and rich. “Miss Hurst, as you can see, we are ruled by a wild dog here at Balloch Castle. I hope you’re not made uncomfortable by that.”

Caitlyn felt more comfortable with the bad-tempered little dog than she did with the faintly critical air the duchess exuded. Looking at the duchess’s perfectly fitted riding habit, Caitlyn suddenly felt crumpled and travel-worn and wished she’d thought to change into a fresh gown before introducing herself. She knew it wouldn’t do to look uncertain, though. If she had learned one thing in London, it was that any show of weakness made one a target for the cruel.

Caitlyn turned an inquiring glance at the younger woman who stood quietly by.

The duchess frowned. “Oh, yes. And this is Miss . . . Oddwell.”

The young woman smiled. “Miss Hurst, I am Miss Ogilvie.”

The duchess shrugged. “Ogilvie, then.”

Caitlyn smiled warmly at the younger woman and received a genuine smile in return. Caitlyn relaxed; here was one potential ally, at least. She moved a little closer to Miss Ogilvie.

Lady Kinloss kissed Muffin and placed him on the floor, where he retreated to her skirts, his head poking out as he growled at Caitlyn. “There, little Muffin. Be polite.” The viscountess glanced at the door. “I wonder where the others are. They were just going to walk the path down to the original castle ruins; I’d think they’d have returned before us.”

The duchess shrugged, an elegant gesture that showed off her delicate neck and shoulders. “I daresay they stopped to view the gardens. The Marchioness of Treymont has developed a propensity to go on and on about roses.”

Caitlyn frowned. How had Mother, usually the best judge of character, been so trusting of such a hard woman? Caitlyn wondered if perhaps she was being hasty, though; she’d barely met the woman.

The duchess sank onto the settee cushions once more, gesturing for the others to do the same.

“If you’ll pardon me,” Caitlyn said, “I would like to rest a bit before dinner.”

The duchess nodded. “It will be served at nine. That must seem dreadfully late for you.” Her full lips twisted into a smirk, she looked at Lady Kinloss. “Miss Hurst comes from a horridly provincial part of the country. I was there not a month ago and I thought I should die from ennui.”

How dare the woman! A sharp retort rose to Caitlyn’s lips, but she forced herself to swallow it. I promised Mother I wouldn’t make a scene—but ohhhh!

Lady Kinloss tittered behind her hand. “Perhaps Miss Hurst would rather have some bread and cheese at six than mutton and lobster at nine!”

That does it. Caitlyn pasted a smile on her face. “Oh, I don’t care when you serve dinner; I just don’t wish to miss it. I never miss the chance to experience a good meal, exchange pleasantries with my fellowmen, or witness a fool speaking.”

As Lady Kinloss’s smile faded, Lord Dervishton laughed. “Brava, Miss Hurst! A good retort! Now Lady Kinloss is left to wonder which of the three you meant.”

The duchess’s gaze narrowed. “Really, Dervishton, don’t encourage the girl. She’s known to be impulsive. Her mother warned me about that.”

Caitlyn had to bite the inside of her lip to keep from slaying the entire lot of them with the sharp side of her tongue. “Your Grace, I’m not being at all impulsive.”

Lord Dervishton chuckled. “Those of us who spent all afternoon in the saddle or”—he bowed his head at Caitlyn—“traveling the dusty roads will be exceedingly hungry come nine.”

“Indeed,” Miss Ogilvie said in her soft voice. “Nothing makes me hungrier than traveling.” She smiled at Caitlyn. “It took me eight hours to reach Balloch, and if it hadn’t been teatime when I arrived, I might have eaten one of the carriage straps!”

Caitlyn smiled gratefully at the young woman. “I’m glad you weren’t forced to such lengths.”

“Me, too!” Miss Ogilvie’s soft blue eyes twinkled. “I thought I—”

The door opened and two more couples entered, accompanied by Muffin’s snarling and growling. Lord Dervishton introduced Lady Elizabeth, daughter of the Duke of Argyll, and her companion, Lord Dalfour of Burleigh. Both were dressed extremely fashionably and greeted Caitlyn pleasantly. Following close behind were the Marquis and Marchioness of Treymont, a handsome couple who graciously said hello, but were soon engrossed in a conversation with each other over the layout of a new garden planned for one of their estates.

The duchess and Lady Kinloss greeted the new arrivals with far more enthusiasm than they’d shown Caitlyn, which was fine with her. All she really wanted was her bedchamber and the waiting bath. She glanced longingly at the doors.

“I’ll go with you, if you’d like.”

Caitlyn turned to find Miss Ogilvie standing beside her, a shy smile on the young woman’s face. Caitlyn smiled. “If you don’t mind, that would be lovely.”

Miss Ogilvie linked her arm with Caitlyn’s. “I’m sleepy and would like to rest before dinner, too.”

Caitlyn sighed in relief and walked with the young woman toward the huge doors. “Thank you so much. I’m not quite sure where to go; the house is so large.”

“And beautiful. Just wait until you see the bedchambers! They’re appointed in such lovely colors. Mine is emerald green with tan curtain tassels and bed hangings—well, you’ll just have to see it yourself. Lord Dervishton told me that every room has its own water closet, which is astonishing.”

They’d almost reached the door when it opened and a tall, dark-haired man entered. His face was hard and sensual, his mouth carved, his eyes as green as mossy stone beneath an ice-cold river.

Caitlyn knew that face—it had haunted her dreams and her regrets for three months now. “Alexander MacLean,” she whispered, her voice lost in the greetings from the duchess and her companions.

MacLean smiled at the group, but as he walked toward them, his gaze flickered in Caitlyn’s direction and locked with hers. Heat, sizzling and jagged, ripped through her, and in that second she remembered every stolen kiss, every sensual touch, every forbidden moment they’d spent together for three glorious weeks before his arrogance and her impetuous pride had nearly caused the downfall of her family.

Her body was instantly alive with a deep, pleasurable excitement. Blast it, I should be over this!

His gaze narrowed, but only for a moment, then—as if she didn’t matter—he moved on, toward the group farther in the room.

“That was rude!” Miss Ogilvie sniffed. “He didn’t say a word to either of us.”

But he had. With one cool, composed look, he’d let Caitlyn know that though she might still be affected by his presence, he felt absolutely nothing at hers.

She couldn’t seem to look away as he walked across the thick carpet. He was dressed in tailored riding gear, his black boots gleaming while his perfectly tailored coat outlined his powerful muscles.

Miss Ogilvie bent closer to Caitlyn. “As rude as he is, I must say Laird MacLean is a disturbingly handsome man.”

She doesn’t know the half of it.

Miss Ogilvie regarded MacLean’s profile as he spoke to the duchess. “The only reason my father wanted me to come to the duchess’s house party was because he hoped I might attract Lord MacLean’s notice.”

“Have you?”

“Lud, no. He’s too busy looking at—” Miss Ogilvie blushed, and shot an apologetic look at Caitlyn. “I shouldn’t gossip.”

No, please! Please gossip more! But Miss Ogilvie’s expressive mouth pressed into a determined line, and when she spoke next, it was about the wonderful dinners and how she’d never had turtle soup before and hoped it would be served again.

Caitlyn listened with half an ear, her gaze drawn back to MacLean, who was now talking to Lord Dervishton. Oddly, MacLean hadn’t seemed a bit surprised to see her. Perhaps the duchess had mentioned her invitation. Or maybe . . .

“Don’t you think,” Miss Ogilvie said softly, “that Laird MacLean looks like Lord Byron?”

“I take it you haven’t meet Lord Byron.”

“No, but I’ve seen a painting, and he seemed dark and dangerous and—” Miss Ogilvie shivered.

Caitlyn forced a smile. “Byron is a bloated, white worm that’s fallen in love with his own slime.”

Miss Ogilvie’s eyes widened, then she giggled. “Really?”

“I met him several times during my brief stay in London, and to be honest, he is rather fat and pale and talks with a lisp.”

“A lisp?” Miss Ogilvie said in an outraged tone. “That’s not at all the way I imagined him! Caro Lamb must be quite mad to go on about him in such a fashion.”

“They are both mad. And rude. And vulgar. A match made in mud, so to speak.”

Miss Ogilvie’s lips quivered. “You are very frank.”

“Oh, I’m sorry, I—”

“No, no! I find it very refreshing. Please do not guard your tongue on my behalf. I’ve been here for a week and that’s the most honestly spoken statement I’ve heard yet.”

“That’s both my gift and my curse.” Caitlyn smiled. “It will be a relief to be able to speak my mind with at least one person.” Over Miss Ogilvie’s shoulder, Caitlyn noted that MacLean had left Lord Dervishton and was once again speaking with the duchess.

The red-haired beauty held out a languid hand for MacLean to kiss. He bowed over it, his dark hair falling over his forehead as he smiled at his hostess.

The sight made Caitlyn’s stomach clench. The man was a walking threat to a woman’s well-being.

Miss Ogilvie had followed Caitlyn’s gaze and tsked. “You’d never know her grace was married, the way she flirts. She spent all afternoon encouraging Dervishton to make the most inappropriate comments. I hope Lord MacLean takes care.”

“Don’t worry about MacLean; he can be quite devious on his own.” And can make a woman believe—even if just for three short, amazing weeks—that she is the only woman in the world. “Shall we retire? I really am quite tired.”

“Oh, of course! After your travels, you will wish to rest before dinner.” Miss Ogilvie took Caitlyn’s arm and they continued to the door.

Caitlyn felt MacLean turn to watch, his dark green gaze fastened on her as she left the room. The urge to look back was almost overpowering, and she was relieved when they reached the foyer.

A footman led them to their bedchambers, which were just three doors apart. The younger woman offered to meet Caitlyn on the landing at eight thirty so they could walk to dinner together. “It will take every bit of thirty minutes to find the dining room.”

Caitlyn agreed and said good-bye, then entered her bedchamber, where Muiren was unpacking the small trunk and portmanteau. The maid cheerily bustled Caitlyn to the fireplace, where tea and cakes lay waiting, promising that the bath would be arriving shortly.

Seated before the crackling fire, tea and cakes at hand to assuage her hunger, the maid chatting cozily in the background, Caitlyn fretted about MacLean’s presence, an unwelcome addition to the duchess’s house party. If there was one person who knew how to goad her into doing and saying things no lady should, it was that man.

She bit down on a cake with more force than was necessary. Blast it, she refused to allow his presence to spoil either her peace of mind or her fun. Let him do what he would and say what he could; this time she’d resist his taunting and teasing. This time she’d be in charge, not her traitorous heart. And no darkly handsome, caustic-witted Scottish laird would change that.



Chapter 3


[image: Image]

Och, me lassies! ’Tis a sad fact tha’ many times a mon dinna ken the power a lassie has till he’s raised her ire an’ faced her fire!

OLD WOMAN NORA FROM LOCH LOMOND TO HER THREE WEE GRANDDAUGHTERS ONE COLD EVENING

“Will that be all, my lord?”

Alexander flicked a glance toward his valet. MacCready was a proper gentleman’s gentleman in every way, except one—he had an annoying tendency to consider himself his master’s conscience.

“No. That is not all.” Alexander had no use for a conscience; he’d hushed his long ago. “There is that other matter I asked you to see to.”
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