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To Ron Chapman
A tall, handsome, broad-shouldered hero with steely blue eyes. Umh, that was how you asked me to describe you, wasn’t it?


And his beautiful wife, TJ (aka “Goldilocks”), who does a great job keeping “Ole Steely Eyes” in line.







Chapter 1



Och, me lassies! The fun ye’ll have when ye’ve a man of yer own to torment!


OLD WOMAN NORA FROM LOCH LOMOND


TO HER THREE WEE GRANDDAUGHTERS ONE COLD EVENING








“You lost everything?” Sophia MacFarlane’s voice cracked on the last word.


Robert MacFarlane, known as “Red” to his daughter and his gambling companions, winced. “Aye, lass. I—I lost it all.”


Sophia sank into her chair, her face ashen. “Even…even the house?”


Red swallowed with difficulty. He’d always thought it best to get bad news out fast, but looking at his daughter’s quivering bottom lip, he questioned his own advice.


Her wide, light blue eyes and thick lashes were wet with unshed tears. “But how? You were to go to Edinburgh and sell Mother’s diamonds for the new roof. How did you end up in a game of chance?”


“I stopped in Stirling, though now I wish to God I hadn’t. I’d heard on the road that there was to be a race between the fastest horses in England. At first, I just thought to watch, but Andrew MacGregor was there, and—”


Sophia’s lips twisted. “MacGregor has always been trouble.”


“Psht. ’Tis my own bloody fault and no one else’s. Lass, I only thought to help you—”


“Help me? By losing the house that I love?”


“I didn’t plan it that way!” Distress poured through his voice. “I thought if I could win just once, I could pay for the repairs on the roof, and you wouldn’t be forced to sell your mother’s diamond set.” His brow lowered. “I didn’t like the idea of selling it to begin with.”


She pressed her fists to her forehead. “I told you I didn’t care a feather for the diamonds. I only wanted the roof fixed!”


He set his jaw. “Beatrice wished you to wear those diamonds when you married, just as she wore them when I married her.”


Sophia’s eyes flashed. “Once the roof began to leak, Mama would have been the first to say the diamonds had to go.”


Red reluctantly admitted to himself that Sophie was right. Except when she was caught up in a challenge, Beatrice had been the pinnacle of solid common sense—despite growing up in one of the largest manor houses in Scotland, surrounded by servants with nothing to do but spoil her rotten and do her thinking for her.


But Beatrice was not the sort of woman to let others do for her what she could easily do for herself. She was strong and independent, character traits her own father had deplored.


Every time she had attempted to act on her own, her father would furiously clamp down on her freedoms. Back and forth the two went—until, at the tender age of seventeen, Beatrice had kicked off the family traces and eloped with an unknown adventurer named Robert MacFarlane.


It had been the greatest stroke of luck Red had ever experienced, and it had changed him forever. Life before Beatrice was exciting, but life with Beatrice was exciting and warm and damned near perfect. She made every inn, no matter how sordid and cold, feel like home. In return, Red filled her life with excitement and romance and love. Not once had either of them regretted their impulsive marriage.


Red wished for the millionth time that Beatrice were still with him today. “Sophie, I just couldn’t let your mama’s diamonds go without a fight. I meant no harm, but now…I’ve lost it all.” He swiped at his eyes angrily. “But I’ll find a way to fix this, see if I don’t!”


Sophia’s expression softened as she took his hand between hers. “We’ll just have to think of a way out of this mess.” She sat silently, her brows knitted.


Red looked at her hopefully. If anyone could think of a way out of this mess, it was Sophie. She’d do it; he knew she would. He watched her face, noting how the sun gleamed through the curtains to gild her already golden curls. The light warmed her skin to cream and traced the delicate line of her heart-shaped face. With her thick lashes, sparkling eyes, and perfect nose, it was hard to imagine a more beautiful woman.


But her obvious beauty and delicate appearance were misleading; from early on, Sophie had her parents’ rapacious appetite for excitement. The three had followed the game and traveled from inn to inn across all of Europe without complaint, delighting in each new location, every leaky inn. While Red had plied his trade, Beatrice had made their daughter’s life as normal as possible, serving as governess, tutor, and mother all in one.


Beatrice had kept them all safe and sane, laughing at muddy roads and mocking ill-tempered innkeepers until Sophie and Red would dissolve into laughter. She made certain their clothes were dry and clean, their rooms organized and welcoming. Red’s and Sophie’s entire world had revolved around merry, never-weary Beatrice—which was why her unexpected death years ago had been so devastating.


Sophie was so like Beatrice, it made Red’s heart ache. Though society might say a lass of twenty-seven was firmly on the shelf, any man who saw her gold and pink loveliness would think otherwise. While she carried herself with a mature air that clearly told her years, she didn’t look a day over eighteen.


Sophia’s expression grew graver, and her tender lips pursed as she tapped a slender finger on her chin.


Red silently cursed his friend MacGregor, cursed the ill luck of the cards, and especially cursed the circumstances that had made him hope.


Hope for most people was a good thing, something to carry them through a difficult time. Hope for a gambler was ruin.


One should never wager what one couldn’t afford to lose. Yet in the heat of this game, his heart had swelled with insidious hope at the chance to fix things for his Sophie. Of course he’d lost; gambling was not a game to be based on feelings. He, of all men, knew that. For years, he and his lovely Beatrice had made their livelihood on his ability to turn the cards and play on other men’s hopes.


How she would have scolded him for taking chances with the only two things she’d left their daughter. It had been her fondest wish that their Sophie should have a proper home. So she’d tucked away the deed to a house that had been tossed onto a table by a desperate nobleman during one of Red’s games and had refused to part with it even when times were lean.


Unfortunately, fortune was a fickle lady and poor Beatrice didn’t live to see the house she’d guarded for her daughter.


After Beatrice’s death, Red and Sophia had left Italy and traveled to Scotland to take possession of the house on the hill. They’d arrived on a chilled, blustery day, when clouds gathered over the tall, square stone house, the closed doors and windows cold and unwelcoming, a heavy growth of vines almost hiding it from view.


Sophia had immediately set about making the house into MacFarlane House. Together, they scrubbed and polished, hammered and nailed, fixed and cleaned, until the place was something to behold. Slowly, as they worked, their hearts began to heal, and the house became a real home. Thus it had been for eleven years.


Sophia straightened her shoulders with a determined air, and Red looked at her hopefully.


“We can’t just sit back and let a stranger take our home.” Her gaze flickered past him to encompass the sitting room. “I couldn’t bear to see such a thing.”


Red followed her gaze. The wood paneling gleamed softly, and thick Oriental rugs carpeted the room, softening the glossy wood floors. An intricate carving decorated the fireplace, where a large mantelpiece held a carved ormolu clock and a pair of charming brass and crystal candelabras. Several decorative chairs sat before the fireplace, simple yet elegant, covered with red and gold striped velvet and flanked by glossy Chippendale side tables. In one corner stood a small escritoire carved in the French fashion, flanked by intricately carved curio cabinets holding an assortment of china. Sunlight streamed past red velvet curtains and warmed the wood paneling, suffusing the chamber with the rich scents of beeswax and lemon.


With a small fire to offset the spring chill, it was difficult to imagine a more welcoming and beautiful room.


But the centerpiece of it all was sitting in the chair opposite him now: his beautiful daughter. Sophie, with her gold hair, heart-shaped face, just like her mother. The only similarity between Sophie and her father was their unusual eyes, a liquid pale blue fringed with a wealth of curling dark brown lashes.


As a youth, tough and streetwise Red had gotten into many a fight with larger lads who had made the error of laughing at the length of his lashes. Red’s fists had been hard even at the young age of eight, so few made the mistake of laughing twice. He wished he could solve his current difficulties so easily. It would take a keener head than his to get out of their current difficulties. “If anyone can find a way out of this mess, it’d be you,” Red said stoutly.


Sophia smiled, her heart buoyed by her father’s obvious belief in her abilities. She glanced out the window to where the gentle breeze rustled among the roses in the garden. The new path wound through the pink, red, yellow, and lavender flowers to the swaying green trees beyond, passing the white stone fountain where a pink marble angel perched on the edge of a large basin, its fingers forever trailing in the splashing water. Soon someone else would be standing here, taking solace in the garden, instead of her.


The thought ignited her anger. How dare someone sit in her garden without her permission, especially after all of the work she’d done! There had to be a way…Sophia drummed her fingers on the arm of her chair. How could they turn this horrid tide of ill fortune? They had no money and less credit. She didn’t know anyone who could help, either; their only wealthy acquaintance was the squire and his fortune was tied up in his own estate, as it should be.


No, if they wished to win back their house, then—She froze, her mind whirling at a sudden thought. “We have neither the money nor the credit to buy back the house, but we do have talent and luck. Since the house was lost in a game, I’ll simply win it back in one.”


“You?”


“Aye. No one would think I could play cards as well as you.”


“That’s true,” Red said slowly. When she was young, he’d taught her how to palm a card, deal from the bottom of the deck, mark the face cards with her hairpin—a thousand little tricks that, when put together, meant that one rarely lost.


But the real trick was her brain. Knowing when to play which card, remembering who held what—those were the talents that made a player great, and Sophie had mastered them all by the time she was twelve.


He’d also taught her about the mind-set of the game, of how winning could mean one thing to one person and something entirely different to another; how to read a man and tell if he was desperate and thus close to making an error; and how wanting something very badly could distract a person until he’d lost it all.


Red rubbed his chin. “It might work, lass, but it could prove dangerous. Men like Dougal MacLean may look as soft as a goose’s backside, but they’re cold and hard if they think they’ve been cheated. Your mother wouldn’t have liked the thought of your playing a game for real stakes, either.”


Sophia’s heart tightened. She couldn’t let MacFarlane House go. It was all she had left of Mama.


She pushed the emotion away, her voice hardening. “What do you know of this man?”


“Dougal MacLean? Not much. Mostly rumor.” Red ran a hand through his hair. Once a bright red, now it was threaded with white and had faded to auburn. “He is known as a rake and handsome as the day is long. You’d need to keep your wits about you.”


“I’ve met handsome men before,” Sophia said confidently.


Red didn’t look convinced. “Aye, but there’s something different about this one. And he’s a proud man; his whole family is soaked with it.” Red pursed his lips. “I’d say he has a bit of a temper, too.”


“How do you know?”


“The earl of Stirling made some very unflattering comments about one of MacLean’s brothers during the game, and I saw the anger in his eyes.”


“Did he say anything?”


“No, for there was a sudden flash of lightning, and a gust of wind blew the shutters wide open, and we were all scrambling about, trying to close the window and gather the cards.” Red chuckled a bit. “The earl tried to blame that on MacLean. Seems there’s a rumor the MacLean family is cursed and when they lose their temper, storms gather.”


Sophia smiled faintly. “Do you know anything else about MacLean?”


Red’s eyes narrowed. “He seemed a mite taken with his position. He travels in a coach and eight, and a prettier string of horses you’d be hard pressed to find.”


That was promising. A vain man could be led. “Do you think he’ll come here?”


“He said he wished to give the house to his nephew or such and would come see it beforehand.”


She nodded. “Good. Do you remember anything else?”


Red made a face. “He dresses like a Frenchman, all lace cuffs and whatnot.”


Sophia curled her lip. “A dandy.”


“Yes…and no. There’s more to him than his trappings. He’s quick, and blasted good at covering his emotions, which is how he bested me. You’ll need to be ready to meet this man, lassie,” Red warned. “You’ve not played cards in a while, and he’s uncommon intelligent.”


“Then we will practice every day until he arrives.”


“It will be a week, at least. The races won’t be over until then.” Red regarded Sophia. “You’ll need a new gown or two, as well.”


She looked down at her morning gown of pink muslin. “Why?”


“A man will wager more if he thinks you don’t need his blunt.”


“Very well. I will order some new gowns from the seamstress in the village. She just made a trousseau for the baron’s daughter. I’ll also need some paste jewels—he’ll never be close enough to know the difference. Perhaps I’ll win back both the jewels and the deed.”


“It’s worth a try.” Red looked around the room, a twisted smile on his lips. “The house may be a problem. You’ve done too good a job with her; she’s beautiful. I doubt MacLean will wish to part with her once he sees her.”


Sophia frowned. “True. Once he sees it, he’ll never want to wager it. I wish—” An idea popped into her head, one so dazzlingly brilliant that it froze her mind for a full moment.


“Sophie?” Red’s voice broke through her thoughts.


“Do you think it will be an entire week before MacLean arrives to view”—she couldn’t get the word his through her lips—“the house?”


“At least. Maybe longer if he stays after the races for the revelries.”


Then it could work! She would need help, but with enough willing and able hands, she could—


“Sophie?” A crease rested deep on Red’s brow. “I don’t like that look. What are you thinking?”


She stood and rubbed her hands together. “I know exactly how to make MacLean wish to be rid of our house. We’ll just undo all of the work.”


“What?”


She waved a hand, too busy thinking to explain more. “Leave it to me. I will see to it all.”


“Whatever ’tis you’re planning, have a care. If MacLean decides you are out to trick him, he’ll not rest ’til he’s gained blood for blood.”


“I’ll be cautious,” she replied absently, her mind whirling with plans.


“No, you won’t. You’ve too much of your mother in you. Once she set her mind to a path, she wouldn’t be turned, come hell or high water.”


Sophia grinned. “Determination is a good thing.”


“That depends on the cost, lass.”


Sensing his worry, Sophia changed the subject by asking Red about the specific plays in the game that had lost the house. Eager to absolve himself, he described the hands he’d been dealt and how he’d been fooled into wagering everything.


Sophia listened with half an ear. Once she was done with her beloved house, the foppish MacLean would beg someone to take it from him. No soft-skinned, lace-covered, dandified profligate would ever take this house and make it his.


Ever.









Chapter 2



Careful how ye speak o’ others, me dearies. Ye never know when yer words may come back and bite ye in the arse.


OLD WOMAN NORA FROM LOCH LOMOND


TO HER THREE WEE GRANDDAUGHTERS ONE COLD EVENING







Despite Red’s prediction, it was more than a month before Dougal MacLean arrived. He’d met a lovely young widow in Stirling, and the enticement of pouty lips and an overflowing bodice had persuaded Dougal to linger.


Not that he’d needed much persuading. He’d been on his way to his sister’s house, and it was difficult to stomach her husband. Though Fiona seemed to love the blackguard, Dougal only tolerated him because Jack Kincaid was clearly as mad about Fiona as she was about him. Which meant that Dougal was forced to “play nice,” as Fiona so inelegantly expressed it.


Dougal didn’t like to play nice, but neither was he immune to his only sister’s pleas to visit her.


Now, Dougal turned his large black gelding into the lane leading to the house. It had taken him a while to find the entry marker, hidden between two large oak trees on the long and lonely stretch of road.


The lane was narrow and overgrown, though it grew wider and more favorable as it twined down a long line of graceful trees that arched pleasantly, making a lace canvas of the blue sky.


“It’s a pretty bit of land, eh, me lord?”


Dougal glanced back at Shelton, his groom, who followed on a large bay. “It’s passable.” In truth, he was a bit surprised. It was rare when a deed won over a card table held real value. All too often, the lands were gone to waste, the house (if there was one) a leaky mess, and the title encumbered to the hilt. So far, these lands had the look of being maintained, if a little rugged. That was something, anyway.


As a flock of pigeons took wing from the field and swooped toward a small, picturesque lake, the groom nodded his appreciation. “Excellent hunting, I’d say. Might want to reconsider givin’ the place to yer nephew and keep it fer yerself. Maybe put a huntin’ box on it.”


“It would be a waste; I rarely use the hunting lands I have.”


The groom sighed with envy. “If’n I was ye, I’d do nothin’ else but hunt.”


“I’ve no doubt you’d do just that, for a more lazy individual I’ve yet to meet—other than myself, of course.”


Shelton beamed. “Thank ye, me lord! ’Tis a rare day I can consider meself an equal with ye on any grounds.”


“You’re welcome,” Dougal returned gravely.


“Aye, ye’ve made bein’ lazy a form o’ art that few—look!” The groom pointed eagerly at the soft shoulder of the road, where a fox print appeared. “Cooee, looks fresh, too!”


Dougal eyed the thicket beyond. “Fresh or no, it would take a better man than me to get a horse over this uneven ground without breaking a leg.”


Shelton shot him a sharp look. “Ye’re many things, me lord, but unskilled on a horse ain’t one of ’em.”


“You unman me, Shelton. I don’t know how to react to such excessive praise.”


The groom’s expression turned to one of long suffering. “There ye go ag’in with the nonsense, me lord. Are ye sure ye ain’t a bit Irish?”


Dougal grinned. “Not that my mother would admit to.” He turned in the saddle to admire the vista. The scent of clean, damp earth and fresh grass rose to meet him, the sunlight dappling the world through the trees. Birds sang overhead, while the horses’ hooves clopped pleasantly along the level path.


The land alone would make an excellent present for his new nephew, though MacFarlane had vowed the house was the jewel of the property. However, as the man had been attempting to offer the deed in lieu of a considerable sum of money, Dougal doubted that as truth.


Dougal urged his horse onward, cleared the last curve of the drive, and found himself pleasantly surprised again. The house rose before him, large and square, the mullioned windows sparkling in the late-afternoon sun. MacFarlane House—soon to be renamed Kincaid Manor—was a pleasant redbrick structure with a graceful façade brightened by a wide portico held by eight grand Ionic columns. Large windows framed a set of double white doors topped by an arch of stained glass depicting a sunburst over a set of hills very like those on which the house stood. A smaller wing extended from each side of the main structure, the brick covered with a romantic swath of deep green vines.


MacFarlane—a charlatan and professional ivory turner if Dougal had ever seen one—had said that the house was elegant. But it wasn’t quite that. It was more…charming.


His nephew would enjoy this when he grew to majority. The lad would need a residence of his own, a place where he could come and be his own man without the hen cackling of his mother and the barking of his stern father.


Dougal grinned. Black Jack Kincaid had been the rakehell of all rakehells before Fiona had tamed him. It would gall the man to watch his own son follow the same path—which he would, if his uncle Dougal had anything to say about it.


Jack would hate that Dougal was gifting the lad with the house, which would make it all the sweeter. Ah, yes, there was some compensation in being an uncle, after all.


Dougal turned his horse through the neat stone and iron gates near the house. He’d take a quick look around, and if it appeared reasonably sound, he’d hire workmen to make whatever repairs were necessary.


As he turned his horse down the final bend in the long drive, the horse whickered and pranced, stopping abruptly.


“Gor!” Shelton said, pulling his horse to one side of the drive as he looked down. “The drive has done been torn to hell!”


Dougal frowned. Before him, the nicely smooth drive had given way to a morass of huge holes. Unlike the usual wear and tear one found in a drive from years of use and neglect, these appeared freshly dug.


“I’ll be a weaver’s mother,” Shelton said with horror. “Who in the world would dig holes in a perfectly good lane?”


“I have no idea, though it does seem a wasted effort.” Dougal guided Poseidon around the holes and finally halted at the steps that led to the front portico.


Though some of the windows were thrown open to the cooling evening air, no one seemed aware he’d arrived. He swung down, handing his reins to Shelton before climbing the steps. He paused at the top and removed his gloves.


The groom tied the mounts to the ornate iron hitching post and hurried after Dougal. “Me lord, shall I knock on the door?”


“By all means.” Dougal tucked his gloves into a pocket and looked up at the large columns. They were well placed and seemed solid, the ornamental work of high quality.


Shelton knocked, but no answer came.


Dougal looked back down the lane from the portico, wondering anew at the fresh holes. Perchance some large stones had recently been removed; that might cause such havoc.


Shelton knocked again, a bit harder, but still no answer was forthcoming.


After a moment’s silence, the groom puffed out an irritated sigh. “Me lord, no one’s answering. Shall I—”


Dougal held up his hand, and the groom obediently silenced. Voices, low and murmuring, came from one of the open windows at the far end of the portico.


Dougal gestured toward the window. “The servants must be busy in other rooms and are unable to hear your knocking.”


Shelton scowled. “Lazy is what they are. I’ll wager a month’s wages they heard me and jus’ don’t wish to do their duty!” He turned as if to march to the window and accost whoever might be inside.


“No,” Dougal said softly.


He walked down the portico to the open window and peered in. As his vision adjusted to the darkened room, he realized he was looking into a sitting room. Large, with well-placed windows, the chamber should have been airy and bright but instead appeared unkempt and dingy. A stained settee and two chairs—one without an arm and one sitting rather drunkenly to one side—decreased the room’s natural charm, as did the other mismatched pieces of furniture.


Even worse were the walls, which were papered in a sadly faded red and cream striped pattern. This might not have been so evident, but empty, large portrait-shaped spots proclaimed how bright the paper once had been.


From inside the room, someone yelped, “Ouch!”


Dougal leaned to his left and saw two people kneeling by one of the large fireplaces at the far end of the room. One was a large, burly man with arms bulging with muscles, his hands clutched about a mortar board and trowel, his gray head tilted to one side as he peered up the chimney shaft. Beside him was a woman in a faded blue gown, her hair pinned beneath a kerchief, though Dougal detected a strand of gleaming blond several shades lighter than his.


She turned her elbow to examine it. “I scraped it on the edge of the brick.”


Her assistant grunted. “Ye need to be careful.”


“I know, I know. I won’t have any skin left by the time we finish.” She bent over and looked up the chimney. “Angus, I don’t think it’ll smoke the way it is now.” Soft as butter, her sweet voice slid over Dougal’s senses with the delight of fresh cream.


Bloody hell, if this woman looked even half as attractive as her voice, he might be enticed to stay away from his sister’s a bit longer.


Her companion snorted. “Trust me, miss. I think it will smoke, and badly.”


Miss? Then she wasn’t a servant.


“I don’t know, Angus,” the woman replied, her cultured, silky voice at odds with the man’s rough country tones. “I want this chimney to smoke worse than Lucifer’s own fire. Let’s add another brick to be certain.”


Dougal stiffened. He’d thought they were repairing the chimney, but they wanted it to smoke. What in the hell was going on?


The woman rubbed her neck with a gloved hand, black ash smearing her skin. “Goodness, I’m going to be sore tomorrow.”


“Not as sore as ye were after we spent three days smearin’ ash and wax over the panelin’ in the library,” the man returned evenly, scooping some mortar from a bucket and preparing to insert a brick into the chimney.


Dougal’s hands curled into fists. They were bricking up his chimney and had already smeared ash over his library paneling? B’god, he’d put a stop to this foolishness right now. He moved to step over the low windowsill, when the woman stood, her back still to him, and sighed. “Angus, when you’re done with the brick, I shall add some oiled rags. That will make it smoke even worse.”


Angus turned an admiring glance at his partner in crime. “Miss, ye’ve a gift fer this, ye do.”


She chuckled, the sound just as seductive, except for the hint of mockery. “I’m becoming as adept at this as the new owner is at shirking his duty.”


“Now, miss, he might have a good reason not to rush here.”


“Like what?”


“I don’t know. Perhaps he won several houses at the card game and has been visitin’ them all.”


“It’s far more likely he was waylaid by a lass with loose morals. From what I hear, the man’s a lace-bedecked profligate.”


Blast the woman and her rude assumptions! He may have stayed in Stirling to sample the charms of a widow, but that did not make him a lace-bedecked profligate. What burned the most was that she was correct in her assumptions about what had kept him away from his new acquisition.


The large man stood, ash and soot falling to the floor about him. Huge as a barn door, he spread his hands wide. “Och, miss, it smokes good enough now. Come, we’ve worked hard today. If there’s more to do tomorrow, we’ll do it then.”


“If there’s time. We don’t know when MacLean will bother to arrive.” She sighed and stripped off her gloves. “I shouldn’t complain, for the man’s lateness has been a boon—we’ve been able to get so much done.”


“Aye,” the man agreed. “The house has never looked so poorly.”


“Indeed,” the woman said, her voice tinged with pride. “We’ve put all of the good furniture in the attic and brought down the old odds and ends, hid all of the good portraits and replaced them with the horrid ones stored beneath the stairs, loosened the railing on the staircase, pried up some floorboards, and packed away the good dishes, leaving only the old and broken pieces.”


Dougal blinked. Good God!


The rough man chuckled. “Going to serve the new owner on a bared table, are ye?”


“There’s far more to this scheme than even you know. Wait until you see all that Red and I’ve done to the place!” The woman’s voice shimmered warm and generous with laughter, sending Dougal’s imagination tumbling into a silk-sheeted bed.


A woman with a voice like that should have the face of an angel, the body of a Greek sculpture, and the skills of a courtesan. Chances were, she was a haggard old crone.


The hulking workman began to gather his tools. “I hope ye and yer pa know what ye’re doin’. Fop or no, no man takes well to losin’ his belongings.”


“Psht,” the woman said airily. “It’s not as if we plan on knocking him in the head and peeling his pockets.”


That was something, at least, Dougal thought grimly.


The workman grunted. “I hope it works, fer yer sake, miss.”


“Yes. Then I can clean my lovely house until she shines once again.” The woman placed a hand on the mantel, regret in her voice. “I wish we hadn’t been forced to this, but we had no choice. I hope the new owner arrives soon to see our work.


“I daresay some taproom wench has kept MacLean a prisoner to his oversated palate, tying him to her by paying him compliments.” The woman gave a delicious chuckle and then said in a falsetto, “Oh, Lord MacLean, your voice is so manly! Oh, Lord MacLean, I’ve never seen such clean hands! Oh, Lord MacLean, I’ve never felt this way about a man before!”


Dougal’s eyes narrowed, heat simmering in his stomach. The wind lifted a bit, swirling the curtains at the window and ruffling the woman’s clothes.


“Miss!” the servant said. “Ye shouldn’t be talkin’ of taproom wenches.”


She coughed as the wind blew some of the ash into the air. “No, I shouldn’t,” she agreed, waving away the ash cloud, “though from what I’ve heard of him, he’s the sort to dally and with whoever is available.”


“Is that bad fer the plan?”


Dougal leaned forward, his gaze riveted on the woman’s slim back.


She shook her head, the strand of golden hair gleaming where it curled down her back. “No, it’s a good thing. A man who is easily distracted is easy to fool.”


Dougal gloweredipping the window frame so tightly his fingers went white. So they wished to hoodwink him into giving up the property, did they? But how? He’d be damned if he’d part with the deed for something so insignificant as mismatched furnishings and smoking chimneys. There had to be more to this scheme.


He quietly stepped back out onto the portico and strode to where the horses were tied. Jaw tight, he turned to his groom. “Did you hear that?”


“Some of it.” Shelton shook his head. “Lordy, but it do look as if ye’re not wanted.”


“It’s my house, damn it. I shall toss these charlatans out on their ears!”


“And then?”


“I shall leave and send Simmons, my man of business, to repair what’s been ruined.” Dougal scowled at the open windows. “What idiots, to think they could fool me with such nonsense.”


Shelton nodded. “Shall I stable the horses?”


“No. I won’t be long. If I am not out in twenty minutes, come inside and inform me that the horses have been watered and are ready for the road.”


Shelton’s weathered face split into a grin. “Thinkin’ ye might need a rescue, me lord?”


Dougal raised his brows. “Have I ever needed to be rescued? I merely wish to make a clean exit once I’ve exposed their ruse.”


He grimly turned and walked back up the steps, the groom following. “Knock, Shelton, and don’t stop until the knocker falls from the door. I’m going to deal with this insurgency once and for all.”


• • •


Sophia whirled toward the door. The pounding thud came again, so loud the hall echoed with it.


Angus blinked up at her from where he was stooped beside the fireplace, a damp rag in one hand as he cleaned the ashes from the floor. “Gor, miss! Do ye think ’tis the new master?”


She shook her head. “I didn’t hear a carriage.”


Relief flooded Angus’s face. “Aye, yer pa said the new owner drives a coach and six, don’t he?”


“Eight,” she corrected absently as the banging came yet again. “It must be the boy from town with the wood.”


“It’s about time.”


She nodded. Over the past month, her plan had grown by leaps and bounds. Still, the delay had irked Sophia. Apparently, winning her lovely house was so unimportant that the high and mighty Lord MacLean couldn’t be bothered even to visit it.


Her chest tightened as if she couldn’t quite catch her breath. He had to visit the house. If he didn’t, then all of her efforts would be for naught. All of the work she’d done by day, all of the card practice she’d been doing by night.


Red had said she possessed a natural talent with the cards, and most evenings she could beat him. She could win back her house by counting the cards and outwitting MacLean. All she needed was the chance.


The loud knocking came again, and Angus threw down his rag in disgust. “That lad needs a thrashin’, he does.” Angus stood and wiped his hands on his pants, leaving long ashy streaks, then turned toward the door.


“Wait! You should wear your coat.”


Angus blinked his astonishment. “Fer the lad?”


“As practice. When MacLean arrives, you’ll need to present yourself as my butler.” She held up a rag. “Wipe your hands, and put on the coat. For our plan to work, MacLean must think we’re wealthy, which means that the butler would know how to answer the door properly.”


“The lad’ll mock me,” Angus said darkly, though he took the rag and scrubbed at his hands.


“Not once he sees your fancy coat.” She assisted Angus into the waiting coat of black broadcloth. He knotted a muslin cravat about his neck, muttering.


Sophia looked him over. With a bath and the black trousers that went with the coat, Angus would make an impressive butler. “Go on, now. You know what to do.”


“Aye, answer the door and look bored. I’ve seen Poole do it time ’n’ again fer the squire, but I’d never thought I’d be doin’ it meself.”


Sophia nodded encouragingly. She’d borrowed Angus and his wife, Mary, from the squire. Sophia and her father had very simple needs, and she had only two maids from the village who came once a week to help with the cleaning and cooking. With just Red and herself living here, most of the rooms had been kept in shrouds, the curtains drawn to keep out the damaging light and dust.


She smoothed Angus’s coat and smiled. “If Jimmy teases you, he will have to answer to me.”


“Very well, miss.” Angus turned to the doorway. He took a step forward and then froze.


Something about his stance made Sophia pause, too. She followed his gaze to the glazed windows that flanked the front doors. Outlined in the bright sunlight was no short, scrawny lad but the figure of someone tall, broad-shouldered, and unmistakably masculine.


“He’s come,” she breathed, her heart thudding so loudly she was certain it was as audible as the thundering knock upon the door.


“Blast it,” Angus swore. “And yer pa’s nowhere to be found.”


Red had gone to borrow a good coat from the squire. The local seamstress had worked night and day to produce six new gowns for Sophia, along with chemises, petticoats, and pelisses, and she hadn’t had time to sew up a new coat for Red.


The knock thundered again.


Angus tossed her a glance over his shoulder. “Upstairs, miss! Ye can’t see him like that.”


Sophia looked down at her worn, ash-dusted gown. “Dear me, no! But…what about you?” She gestured toward his black-streaked breeches.


“If he says aught about it, I’ll tell him I fell into the coal bin chasin’ after a cat.”


“It will have to do.” She turned toward the stairs, ordering over her shoulder, “As we’ve practiced it, Angus! Let him in, and fetch him a glass of that horrid port we purchased in the village. When you’re done, send Mary upstairs right away with a bucket of water. I need to wash.”


Angus paused, one large hand on the doorknob. “Now? But MacLean’s already here.”


She lifted her chin. “I waited for MacLean; now he can wait for me.”


Angus grinned, “Very well, miss.”


She swept up the stairs, turned down the hall to her room, and entered swiftly, undressing as she went.


Downstairs, she heard the sound of voices murmuring. Soon Mary was at the door, carrying a bucket of water. Sophia washed vigorously, shivering while Mary clicked her tongue in disapproval.


“Ohhh,” Sophia said, wincing as she bent down to pick up her dropped towel. “My sore back.”


Mary, plump and gray, shook her head. “I dinna know what ye are thinkin’, miss. ’Tisn’t right fer a lady of yer standin’ to be doin’ such work.”


“Someone has to do it,” Sophia said firmly. She dried off, glad she’d washed her hair the night before.


As soon as she was dressed in her chemise and stockings, Mary worked her magic with brush and pins. In an amazingly short time, Sophia’s hair was twisted into a sophisticated style, one thick ringlet dangling before each ear. That done, Mary opened the new jewelry box Red had given Sophia. It contained what looked like a king’s ransom in jewels but in reality would barely have paid the fine to spring a pickpocket.


Mary pulled out an ostentatious set of fake sapphires and clasped the necklace around Sophia’s neck. Twin earrings soon hung from her ears, and a wide bracelet glittered from her wrist. That done, Mary crossed to the wardrobe and removed a silk gown of palest yellow, trimmed with ribbons and tiny flowers of Regent blue.


As Mary tied the last bow, Sophia turned to regard herself in the mirror. She was a small woman, smaller than most. Her pale yellow gown was smooth over her shoulders, the small sleeves topping her slender arms, the bodice decorated with tiny blue rosettes. The gown was fastened below her full breasts with a wide blue sash, her skirts a graceful drape of yellow silk.


Sophia wished her heart weren’t thudding so hard. It was a pity MacLean had come today, when Red wasn’t nearby to lend his support. Still, it was up to her to lure her victim to the rocky shore of loss by appealing to his vanity and challenging his manly pride. She smiled at herself in the mirror. “It isn’t perfect, but ’twill have to do.”


“Och, miss! Ye look as pretty as a princess.” Mary opened the door and stood to one side. “Careful going down the stairs; yer pa pried up a board in the third step.”


“On the steps? Someone could get injured.”


“So he’s hopin’.”


Sophia frowned. “I’ll have Angus fix it. I want MacLean to hate the house, not die in it.”


“Men never think, miss. ’Tis a sad fact o’ life.”


“Tell me about it,” Sophia muttered. “Wish me luck. I’ve heard a lot about MacLean, none of it good.”


“Good luck, miss. Ye’ll be able to deal with the likes o’ him, I’ve no doubts about that. Now, off with ye! The man’s waiting.”


“Thank you, Mary.” Sophia went to join their guest, her stiff back protesting. She paused on the top step and took a deep breath, willing away her anxiety. I can do this, she told herself. But another part of her whispered, If I fail, I’ll lose Mother’s house—my house.


Her throat tightened, then she straightened her shoulders and continued down the stairs, careful to avoid the loosened board.


What Sophia didn’t know was that her guest had seen it all: her graceful approach down the hallway, her pause at the top of the landing, her hesitation at the first step, and her change from tense to calm in the space of one movement.


Dougal stood beside the library door, which was back from the stairs, so while he could not see her face, he could easily enjoy her graceful descent down the stairs. And he found himself enthralled by the sight of the one thing he hadn’t expected—an extraordinarily well-designed woman. He’d almost hoped, when he’d first caught sight of her on the landing, that she would not be his hostess, the woman who only thirty minutes before had been sabotaging his house.


But as he watched her float down the stairs, her face turned away at a regal angle, her blond hair piled high on her head, he couldn’t help but wonder how she’d be in bed. A pocket Venus, she was tiny, made just for a man’s pleasure.


Oh, yes, he was going to enjoy this encounter very, very much.


All of his earlier irritation gone, Dougal waited until she reached the bottom step, then coughed lightly.


She slowly turned to face him. If Dougal had been entranced before, nothing had prepared him for this.


Her face was that of an angel, her lips pink and full, her nose small and up-tilted. But her eyes truly entrapped him. Thickly fringed by dark brown lashes that curled extravagantly, her eyes were a shimmery pale turquoise, light and yet vivid. It was as if he were looking into an especially pure pool.


By God, he would have this woman in his bed—he knew it with a fierceness that burned his blood.


The woman flushed, her hand coming up to her throat, a wary expression entering her eyes.


Dougal bowed, saying in his usual bored voice, “Miss MacFarlane, I presume.”


She dipped into a curtsey, visibly gathering herself as she spoke in a rich, husky voice he instantly recognized. “Yes, and you are Lord MacLean, I believe. My father was so vague when he explained how he’d finally gotten rid of—” She stopped as if she’d said something wrong, then laughed lightly and shrugged. “That is, welcome to MacFarlane House!”
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