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It was dusk—too late for sunset, too early for stars. Ian MacKenzie had expected at least another hour of daylight, but night was coming fast to the Smoky Mountains. Making matters worse was the storm blowing in from the west. Slate-gray clouds rolled across the rounded mountaintops; thunder rumbled ominously in the distance.

Before being talked into this damn fool scheme, he’d been on his way to Monte Carlo, where he’d planned to spend the next two weeks sailing and romancing super-models and princesses.

Instead, he’d come to this remote mountain borderland between North Carolina and Tennessee to catch a thief. The plan was to reclaim his family’s property, by stealing it back if necessary.

Then, his duty done, his conscience cleansed, he was heading to Monaco to begin making up for six long months of celibacy.

The sky darkened like a black shawl settling over the mountains. The dashboard thermometer revealed that the temperature outside his rental car was plummeting, and ominous drops of rain began spattering the windshield.

“This is insane.” Ian had been saying that ever since he’d landed in Washington, D.C., from Edinburgh, by way of London. He’d then climbed aboard a commuter jet at Dulles International Airport to Asheville, North Carolina, where he’d rented a car for this final leg of his journey.

The Hertz rental agent had told him Highland Falls was approximately sixty miles from Asheville. “As the crow flies,” she’d said as she handed him back his credit card. “It’s a bit longer by road.”

That was proving to be a vast understatement.

The wind picked up; the rain began to slant. He hadn’t passed another car for at least an hour and it had been nearly that long since he’d seen any of the small cemeteries, with their worn gravestones grown over with rambling honeysuckle and blackberry briars, or the weathered cabins tucked into the protective, fog-shrouded hollows.

Beginning to suspect he’d taken the wrong fork ten miles back, Ian considered turning around. The problem with that idea was that he’d undoubtedly end up getting mired in the mud. Besides, he hadn’t come all this way to give up because of a little squall. He was a Scot, accustomed to miserable weather.

Thunder shook the mountain and rumbled from ridge to ridge, and soup-thick fog reflected the yellow beam of his headlights—which was why Ian didn’t see, until it was too late, the storm-swollen creek that had overflowed its banks. Clenching his jaw, he plowed ahead.

His relief on getting through the torrent rushing across the narrow road was short-lived when the engine coughed…then shuddered to a stop.

“Damn.” He slammed his fist against the steering wheel. “Damn Duncan MacDougall’s black heart.”

Ian twisted the key in the ignition.

Nothing.

“And damn the bloody Stewart clan. Every bloody last one of them.”

Forcing himself to wait a full thirty seconds—during which time he also cursed the rock-hard Highland stubbornness that had maintained the Stewart and MacDougall feud for seven hundred years—he tried again.

Still nothing.

Rain streamed down the windshield in blinding sheets as he turned on the dome light and studied the map. If it was at all accurate, he was approximately a mile from his destination.

“Hell—barely a decent jog.”

Giving the car one last chance to redeem itself, Ian tried the ignition again. When the attempt proved futile, he jammed the keys into his jacket pocket, grabbed his duffel bag from the back seat and began marching up the road, cursing into the wind.

 

“Well, what do you think?”

Lily Stewart glanced up from the uncooperative computer that had already crashed three times tonight, and took in the redhead twirling in a blaze of glitter.

“I don’t believe I’ve seen so many sequins since you dragged me to that Elvis impersonator convention in Memphis.” Her aunt’s scarlet sweater was studded with red sequins and crystal beads, and the short red leather skirt displayed firm, stocking-clad thighs. “You’re certainly showing a lot of leg tonight.”

“If you’ve got it, flaunt it.”

Ruby rings blazed, and diamonds flashed as the fifty-something former chorus girl fluffed her cloud of fire-cracker-bright hair, several shades darker than Lily’s strawberry blond. “I’m not tryin’ to be subtle, baby doll. Ian MacKenzie is showing up tonight with his video cameras, and you know what I always say: too much—”

“Is never enough.” Lily had heard the motto innumerable times while growing up. Zelda Stewart was part Auntie Mame, part Dolly Parton. She was also the closest thing to a mother Lily, who adored her aunt, had ever known. “I never have understood how you manage to walk in those ice-pick heels.”

Lily had been seven years old when she’d broken her ankle falling off her aunt’s skyscraper-high gold platform sandals while playing dress-up with her two sisters. That was the day she’d realized she’d never be the glam type.

“Practice, my darling niece, practice.” Zelda performed another spin Lily suspected not many super-models would have been able to pull off on the end of a runway. “So when is this Scotsman who’s going to save our collective butts due to arrive?”

“I don’t know. He’s already late.”

Since confirming that his plane had landed at the Asheville airport more than three hours ago, Lily had begun to worry he’d been delayed by the storm. Even worse was the possibility he’d taken a wrong turn and gotten lost. She’d grown up on tales of people who’d disappeared into these mountains, never to be seen again. Wouldn’t that start the annual Highland Games off on a lovely note? She could just see the tabloid headlines now: “Oscar-winning documentary director disappears deep in Deliverance country.”

“And I don’t think he’s coming here to save anyone’s butt.”

Lily couldn’t figure out why the filmmaker was gracing Highland Falls with his famous presence and unlike everyone else in her family, she wasn’t certain Ian MacKenzie’s out-of-the-blue announcement that he was considering documenting the town’s Highland Games was a good thing. His work, while technically brilliant, showed a dark and pessimistic view of the world that always left her feeling depressed.

“It’s just as the cards predicted,” Zelda claimed. “We desperately needed an economic savior, so the gods sent us MacKenzie.”

Lily, who didn’t share her aunt’s faith in the well-worn deck of tarot cards, didn’t respond as she booted the computer up again.

“I did a scrying before I came down here.” Lily also wasn’t certain what her aunt saw when she gazed into her collection of crystal balls gathered from all over the world, but Zelda’s predictions had proven correct more often than not. “The past months, the crystals have been filled with thick, dark clouds, but this afternoon they were rising.”

“A positive sign.” They could certainly use one.

“Absolutely. And there was a bright spot right in the middle, like the sun breaking through, which means an improvement in finances. Ergo, having Ian MacKenzie show us off to the world is bound to bring in more tourist dollars.”

“I suppose so.” It was certainly what everyone, from her father and Zelda down to Jamie Douglass at the Tartan Market seemed to be counting on. Too many hopes and dreams were being laid on the shoulders of one stranger.

“Did you see the piece Biography did on him last week?” Zelda asked.

“I caught a bit of it.”

Liar. She’d been riveted to the screen for the entire hour. Of course, her only interest had been in discovering whatever scraps of information she could about the notoriously reclusive director. She’d barely noticed, and then only in passing, how sexy his butt had looked in those faded jeans with the ripped-out knees, which she doubted had been intended as a fashion statement.

Zelda sighed. “Such a tragic past the poor man’s suffered. No wonder he’s chosen to document the dark side of life. My first thought, when I saw that clip of him walking in the fog on the moors, was that he’d be a natural to play Heathcliff in a remake of Wuthering Heights. Not only is he gorgeous, in a dangerous, ‘gone to the dark side of hell and lived to tell about it’ way, that Highland hunk is going to put us on the map.”

The thick, towering front door burst open. One look at the very large, wet male silhouetted by a bright flash of lightning revealed that Zelda had at least nailed the dangerous part.

His lean, rangy body, the shock of black hair glistening with raindrops, the strong, firm jaw and broad shoulders and long legs, made Lily think of an ancient warrior wielding a claymore in the midst of battle.

Dressed from head to toe in black, with the storm raging behind him and the wind howling like a banshee, the man definitely lived up to his Dark Prince of Documentaries description.

All those photographs and video clips on Biography hadn’t done him justice. Ian MacKenzie’s lived-in face was all planes and hollows, decidedly masculine, but starkly beautiful in a way that Lily, who’d spent twenty-nine years plagued by the description of being the perky Stewart sister, found eminently unfair.

Her assessing gaze locked with eyes that were swirling shades of gray, as stormy as a winter sea. As she was unwillingly pulled into those fathomless depths, Lily dearly hoped that the violence depicted in his films wasn’t echoed in this scowling Scotsman who didn’t remotely look like anyone’s savior.
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Though Ian was in a filthy mood at having to slog a mile through the mud in a needle-sharp rain, he was stunned by the Stewart home. He’d read about the castle dubbed by locals as Stewart’s Folly. Knowing Americans’ penchant for hyperbole, he’d expected a mock-Tudor manor house with a turret or two.

But this was no mere manor house. The massive, castellated block of limestone was bathed in hidden spotlights, creating the incredible silhouette of a fantasy castle against the storm-dark sky. Nothing was left out; there were battlements, arrow slits, pointed Gothic windows, and square Norman towers at all the corners.

The inside was even more impressive. An entire forest must have been leveled to panel the walls and barrel-vaulted ceiling of the huge entry hall, which looked as if it had been designed to welcome visiting royalty. The room boasted two towering fireplaces, both tall enough for a man to stand in.

Above the mantel at the far end of the hall hung the Stewart crest: a winged pelican feeding its young, with the motto: Virescit vulnere virtus. “Courage grows strong at a wound.” If that were true, then John Angus Stewart would be a great deal more courageous by the time Ian left America.

In contrast to the surrounding darkness, the room was ablaze with light from dozens of Venetian chandeliers hanging from the high ceiling.

“Good evening.”

The young woman behind a wide desk a few feet inside the doorway smiled a welcome that didn’t quite reach her eyes. Eyes, he noticed despite his seething irritation, that were a soft moss green that unreasonably reminded him of a mermaid.

An unruly mass of chin-length strawberry-blond curls framed an old-fashioned peaches-and-cream complexion. There was a sprinkling of freckles across the bridge of a nose that could only be described as pert.

Ian usually went for dark and sultry women; this one, clad in a loose, lightweight forest-green sweater over bark-brown jeans, reminded him of a wood nymph, which should have prevented the quick, unwelcome tug of attraction he couldn’t afford.

“Welcome to Highland Falls, Mr. MacKenzie.”

She rose and came from behind the desk, moving with a fluid grace he usually associated with taller women, and extended a hand. Her nails were neat and tidy, in contrast to the pale skin of her hands that looked as if she’d tangled with barbed wire and lost. “We’ve been expecting you.”

He surprised them both by skimming a finger across one of her scraped knuckles. “That looks nasty.”

The impulsive touch created a spark he couldn’t excuse as static electricity since they were standing on a slate floor. He knew she’d felt it, too, when her eyes turned wary and she backed up a step.

“It’s just a little scrape from a chisel. I spent the morning carving.”

His sketchy research, which was all he’d been able to accomplish when dragged into this scheme, had told him that Lily Stewart ran a local art gallery and sometimes filled in here at Stewart Castle, the family home, which had been turned into an inn for those seeking luxury in remote surroundings. He’d read nothing about her being an artist.

“Wood or stone?” he asked.

“Wood.” A slight sigh ruffled her bright bangs. “I’ve already failed miserably at stone and was hoping wood would be more forgiving, but haven’t seen a single sign that’s going to be the case.”

She seemed more resigned to the idea than disturbed by it. Her smile, which brightened her eyes, echoed the warmth from the flames crackling in the fireplace, heating up places inside him he’d put into deep freeze years ago.

“You’ve no idea how discouraging it is to be the only member of my family without talent.”

“Talent’s an intangible thing.”

“That’s exactly what I told my art teacher when I was studying in Italy, but I’m beginning to suspect that he may have been right when he said that my lessons were a waste of both our time. Not that any time spent in a land which boasts the best art, pasta, wine, and ice cream in the world can be considered a waste.

“I should have known better than to begin in oil, since that’s my father’s medium, but I had this schoolgirl fantasy of us working together side by side in his studio. Somehow I’d fooled myself into overlooking the little fact that I hadn’t shown any flair for painting and my teacher only let me stay in his class if I promised not to tell anyone I’d ever studied under him. Since that was an obvious failure, I thought I might try watercolors, which is why I went to Italy. I assume you’ve been there.”

It wasn’t exactly a question, but since she’d finally paused for breath, Ian responded. “I have.”

“Then you know the light’s terrific. Especially in Tuscany, where it’s as if the painting gods created the light especially for watercolors. Unfortunately, that didn’t work out, either: my pastoral scenes were Grandma Moses primitive without the charm.

“I’ve worked my way through chalk, mixed medium, collage; I even tried glassblowing for a very short while in Murano, and attempted sculpture in Rome—which is where I failed stone—and proved hopeless at every one.

“My sister Lark writes songs as easily as she talks, and sings up a storm, but I can’t even carry a tune. I am able to write a decent thank-you note, but my other sister, Laurel’s, investigative reporting has triggered more than one congressional committee. My grandfather’s World War II photographs are in the Smithsonian, my grandmother Annie was a fabulous watercolorist when she was painting, and her sculptures have gained her a new audience. Father’s work is in museums all over the world, and my aunt”—she gestured toward the other woman in the room—“writes brilliant novels.”

“My niece has an unfortunate tendency toward exaggeration.”

The voice, which broke in when Lily Stewart paused for breath, was rich and husky. Ian turned and was nearly blinded by the light sparkling off all those sequins.

“She’s also biased,” the woman decreed. “My little mysteries are clever and commercial, but hardly brilliant. Tennessee Williams was brilliant. F. Scott Fitzgerald, Tolstoy, and Flannery O’Conner were brilliant. I’m merely mildly talented.” She smiled up at Ian. “In case you haven’t figured it out, I’m Zelda Stewart.”

Ian nodded. “I recognized you from your book jackets, Ms. Stewart.”

“Oh, you must call me Zelda, darling.” She fluffed her fluorescent hair. “All my friends do and I have the feeling we’re going to become very close friends.” She swept a measuring look over Ian. “You remind me of my second husband. Dark, dangerous, with a sexy edge. Why”—she patted a creamy breast framed by the plunging neckline of the scarlet-as-sin sweater—“all I had to do was look at him and I’d go weak in the knees. Not to mention other, more vital, body parts.”

“We were concerned you’d gotten lost.” Lily deftly cut her off. “I called the airport hours ago, and they confirmed your flight had landed, but when you didn’t arrive, I began to fear the worst.”

“I ran into complications.”

“Oh.” She paused, obviously waiting for him to elaborate. “Well,” she said cheerfully, when he didn’t provide details, “all that matters is that you’re here now. Your suite is all ready for you.”

“I’m surprised you have a suite available at such short notice. What with Highland Week coming up.”

“We’re booked to the rafters. But coincidentally, something opened up.”

“Lucky me.”

Ian had been on the receiving end of luck—both good and bad—enough times to believe in it, but something in her voice wasn’t ringing quite true. Along with being a thief, she was also a liar. And not a very good one.

She waved off the American Express card he held out to her. “No charge.”

“I can’t do that.” His tone, while polite, assured her it would be pointless to argue. “If I accept a free room, I risk accusations that I went soft on a subject.”

“I can’t believe anyone could ever accuse you of being at all soft,” she said in a mild way that had him unable to decide whether he’d just been complimented or insulted. “We’re only talking about games, Mr. MacKenzie. Bagpipe competitions, some caber tossing, ballad singing. It’s certainly not in the same category as a war tribunal.”

“That’s just as well, because I’ve already filmed a war tribunal.”

“I know. It was riveting. As was the film you made about the police murdering those homeless boys in Rio. I went through nearly a box of tissues when I saw it at an art theater while I was living in Florence. Which makes me wonder,” she pressed on, “why you’d want to come here in the first place.”

“I felt it might be time for a change of pace.”

“Well, the games are certainly a world apart from your usual topics,” she agreed. “Shall we collect the rest of your bags from your car?”

“That can wait for morning, since I’ve got all I need for tonight and my car is a mile down the road.”

“Oh, dear.” Concern darkened her expressive eyes. “You had an accident?”

“A flooded engine.”

“Ah.” She nodded, obviously relieved.

Ian couldn’t remember when he’d last seen anyone whose every thought was broadcast across her face. He found it an odd character trait for a thief. Then again, if every international jewel thief and smuggler looked the part, they’d all be in prison, and Interpol, Customs, and the FBI theft unit would be out of business.

“We’ll have someone retrieve the car first thing in the morning. It’ll surely be dried out by then.” She pushed a huge leather-bound book across the carved wooden counter. “If you’ll just fill out the register, we can get you settled into your room.”

“You don’t use a computer?”

The heavy furniture, the velvet-draped Canterbury windows, the tapestry wall hangings of hunting scenes, and the stone floor were nice touches, but a handwritten register was carrying this ancient-castle motif a bit too far.

“Usually. But the storm keeps taking it out, so I don’t really trust it.” Her smile, this time meant to reassure, returned. “We mostly use the book as a backup record, since people who stay here expect things to be old-fashioned. Not that you need worry, Mr. MacKenzie. We may look like something from the fourteenth century, but we have all the modern conveniences.”

She plucked a huge key from the rack on the wall. “We’ve put you in the tower suite in the Tennessee wing.”

“Tennessee wing?”

“Early borders were fluid around these parts,” she explained. “Andrew Stewart began building this house shortly after the American Revolution. The story goes that while he was in Massachusetts he became friends with Paul Revere, who enjoyed his whiskey and gifted him with a few silver pieces. Being a canny Scot who didn’t let friendship or emotion get in the way of business, Andrew sold them to buy the land. Somewhere along the way, a surveyor made a mistake that wasn’t discovered until the walls were three-quarters laid.

“There were three choices: draw new borders by snaking a line around us, make my ancestor tear down the stones on one side of the line—which, given Andrew’s tenacity and temper wasn’t any choice at all—or simply allow the house to straddle the line and be in both states.

“Since we’re rather isolated here, the latter was what was decided, and things went along well enough until the Whiskey Rebellion in 1794. That’s when the family sided with the states fighting against federal taxation.”

“Don’t forget when we were part of the state of Franklin,” Zelda broke in.

Lily let out a peal of laughter. “I was trying to keep this brief.” She drew in a breath. “Okay, the short version is that North Carolina tried to give this part of the mountains to the federal government, who didn’t want us, so that didn’t last very long. The town and the distillery, which is still operating, are legally in Tennessee. As is most of the private part of the house.

“My aunt Melanie and her daughter Missy live in the North Carolina wing. Aunt Melanie’s one of the Lancasters, who’ve been part of Charlotte society forever, and feels closer to her roots there.”

The light from the fire crackling in the fireplace brought out a shimmering ring of gold around her pupils. Ian was thinking that it was good for both of them that he liked long, leggy brunettes with dark eyes and slow, sultry smiles, when a dimple deep enough to drown in creased her smooth cheek and made him reconsider.

“We don’t often put guests on the Tennessee side, but since that tower has the best views of the valley, not to mention glorious sunsets, I thought you’d enjoy it. It’s one of the largest bedrooms in the house and was recently redone.”

“I’m not particular.” Not intending to spend any more time in this remote mountain community than necessary, Ian had no interest in sunset views.

“Of course you’re particular,” Lily’s aunt declared. “Anyone can tell, from watching your films, that you’re a man who cares about every detail.” She gave him another slow, thorough once-over. “Some might even call you obsessive, but there’s no way you’re going to put anything out there in the world with your name on it if it isn’t perfect.”

“That’s a fairly accurate analysis.” She also could have figured it out from that damn biography he’d never authorized.

Unfortunately the A&E producer hadn’t been put off by his refusal to cooperate, which was how Ian—a man who’d always been more comfortable looking at life through the distancing lens of a viewfinder—had ended up on television screens all over America.

“I’ve picked up a bit of knowledge of men over the years,” Zelda said. “I’ll know more after I do another reading, now that your energies are here in the house.” Her eyes, which were a darker green than her niece’s, narrowed with speculation. Accustomed to being the observer, Ian didn’t enjoy having the tables turned on him. “Our little festival will undoubtedly prove a refreshing change from all those depressing topics of torture and murders.”

This from a woman whose recent book had included a brutally realistic description of medieval battle? Yet it was true that death—most particularly that of innocents—had always been a recurring theme in his films. “This project’s still up in the air. I have no way of knowing if there’s anything here that’ll make a story.”

“Well, we’ll just have to make sure we give you plenty of inspiration.”

“I wouldn’t want you to commit murder on my account.”

Zelda Stewart’s appreciative laughter was rich and warm. If he’d been twenty, hell, ten years older, he might have been interested.

“For a time I fantasized doing away with my sexy second husband, who had all the morals of an alley cat,” Zelda mused. “But I got even with him.” Her reminiscent smile was quick and a little bit evil. “I had him drawn and quartered.”

Ian nodded. “Clansman, the first book in your Highland Rogues series.”

Zelda’s eyes brightened with pleasure. Like her niece, she didn’t bother to conceal emotion. “You’ve obviously done your homework.”

“I always do. You’ve written ten books in the series and sales have increased with each succeeding title. The last one hit the New York Times list and there’s talk of a movie deal in the works.”

“Readers do so love men in kilts.” She smiled lustfully. “Particularly when the stories are spiced up with time travel and murder. As for the movie deal, it’s currently in option hell. If it ever does get made, I’d love Russell Crowe to play William, but the studio hotshots are thinking more along the lines of Heath Ledger, who is admittedly a very handsome young man. Emphasis on young—apparently it all comes down to demographics. Youth must, after all, be served. But I will insist on Liam Neeson for his father.”

“Good casting,” Ian said agreeably, suspecting that Zelda Stewart was more than a little accustomed to getting her own way.

He’d picked up one of her books at a duty-free shop in Singapore a few years ago, and while he’d found the mystery well crafted, there was too much romance in the story for his taste. And the time-travel aspect definitely required more of a suspension of belief than he was capable of. One of the reasons he’d chosen to make documentaries was that as a realist, he preferred fact over fiction.

“Your description of everyday life in the thirteenth century was very engaging.” He may not be known for his manners, but he liked Zelda Stewart’s brassy attitude and believed in giving credit where credit was due.

“You’re not the only creative person who believes in research.” She fluffed the cloud of flame-hued hair again. “You wouldn’t have been looking into my background if you weren’t seriously considering making the film.”

“Perhaps I was considering making a documentary on how a girl raised in the Appalachian hills left home at seventeen to be a showgirl, then went on to become a best-selling novelist.”

“Wouldn’t that just bore audiences to tears? And I wasn’t exactly a showgirl. I only danced in the chorus line.”

He skimmed a look at her still-slender thighs, revealed by an outfit that was way over the top for a rainy evening at home. Even if your home happened to be a castle.

“You still have the legs to prove it,” he said.

She fluttered her lashes in a decidedly Southern-belle manner. “Are you sure you don’t have Southern blood, darlin’? Because you definitely know how to flatter a girl.”

“It’s not flattery if it’s true.”

Zelda Stewart was a spectacular woman, the kind who, like the fine whiskey the family had been making here for over two centuries, improved with age. She was also managing to smooth out some of his ragged edges roughened from the storm.

“Well?” a deep voice boomed out, echoing off the walls. “Have you heard anything from the MacKenzie?”

John Angus Stewart, “laird” of Stewart castle and an artist whose energetic, oversized paintings managed to make Jackson Pollock’s work appear almost sedate, marched toward them, the heels of his ghillie brogues striking against the stone floor. The robust stride, flaming red beard, and barrel chest large enough to have its own zip code, all contributed to his powerful, robust appearance.

“The MacKenzie’s arrived,” Ian said mildly.

“And high time, too.” Lily’s father stopped in front of Ian, and bear-paw hands that looked more suited to wielding a battle-ax than a paintbrush went to his hips. “We expected you three hours ago.”

“I was delayed by the storm.” He refrained from suggesting that if Stewart wanted people to show up punctually, he ought to pave the damn road.

“What kind of bloody Scot allows a little rain to get in his way?”

“Daddy.” Lily placed a slender hand on her father’s brawny forearm. “Mr. MacKenzie is a guest,” she reminded him mildly.

“Well, of course he is.” He deftly switched gears. “It’s miserable damn weather out there, and it doesn’t help that Andrew Stewart bought land on a hill that’s as steep as a mule’s face. You’ll be wanting a wee dram of Highlander’s Pride to warm you up.” He opened a massive cabinet behind the counter and took out a bottle of the whiskey that had made the Stewart family wealthy.

“They say the proper amount to pour into a glass is two fingers,” he said as he poured the whiskey into four cut-crystal old-fashioned glasses. “Fortunately, I’ve got large fingers.” He added a small splash of water from a bottle. “Opens up the flavor,” he said as he handed one glass to his sister, another to Lily, the third to Ian, and kept the fourth, which he lifted.

“May we be healthy, rich, and happy. And may our enemies know it. Slainte!”

He and Zelda tossed back the whiskey as if it were water.

The whiskey exploded on Ian’s tongue and made his eyes water. Only steely pride kept him from choking.

During his travels, he’d drunk aguardiente made from distilled sugar cane in Peru, arak, an insidiously strong distilled rice liquor in Bali, and masato from fermented yam in South Africa. The one thing all three drinks had had in common was that they were lethal. They certainly hadn’t been as sophisticated as Stewart’s. Nor as strong.

“When the conglomerates began buying up the industry, my father had two choices: to sell out or change direction. He wasn’t about to surrender the Stewart heritage, so he stopped producing whiskey for the masses and concentrated on the connoisseurs. Highlander’s Pride is one of only two uncut, unfiltered, straight-from-the-barrel whiskeys available in America today,” the older man boasted. “It’s guaranteed to put hair on your chest. This particular batch was brought in at one hundred twenty-six proof.”

Which worked out to sixty-three percent alcohol. No wonder it had flamed in his throat.

“Seems that it might be better as sipping whiskey,” Ian said mildly.

Now that the flames were dying down, he could concentrate on a smooth aftertaste of vanilla, apple, caramel, spices, and smoke. He also realized that Lily Stewart had only taken a sip before putting the glass aside.

“You could be right,” the older man agreed cheerfully.

But sipping, Ian considered, didn’t allow you to test a man’s mettle. Ian figured he’d gained points by not choking.

“We’ll go slower on the next ones,” John Angus said.

“I appreciate the offer, but I’ve come a long way and would prefer to get settled in.”

Eyes the color of midnight over the moors darkened beneath rust-hued brows. “It’s not like a Scot to turn down good whiskey. And this is superb whiskey. My father poached the master distiller from Scotland.”

“He obviously knows his job, because it’s excellent.” Ian also knew that the distiller wasn’t the only thing James Stewart had poached from Scotland. “As for being Scots, I haven’t thought of Scotland as home for a very long time.” If home was where the heart was, he didn’t have one. Which was fine with him. It was also none of Stewart’s business.

“I suppose that explains why you’ve lost the burr from your voice. Hell, man, I’ve never lived in the mother country, but my heart’s in the Highlands and I’m a Scot through and through. Blood tells.”

“So they say.” If there was one topic Ian didn’t want to get into, it was that of blood and family ties.

“We’ll talk in the library.” It was more command than suggestion. He could have been a thirteenth-century laird ordering a lesser baron to go raiding with him. “We’ll discuss the film you’ll be making over a few more glasses of Highlander’s Pride.”

“As I told your sister and daughter, I’m not certain there’s going to be a documentary.”

By not committing to anything, he’d be free to leave on a moment’s notice once he’d completed his mission. Ian silently cursed Duncan again for getting him involved in all this bloody intrigue.

The older man’s beefy hand swatted away his words. “Of course there’s going to be a documentary. Do you realize that twenty million Americans claim Scots ancestry?”

“Yet the American government’s census only shows five million.” Ian had, indeed, done his homework.

“Who are you going to believe? The government or those millions of people who are proud of their heritage? You’ve got a ready-made audience of twenty million even before you start counting all those people who wish they were Scots. Have you ever seen a hundred pipers and drummers marching across a field?”

“I can’t say that I have.”

“It’s a spectacle that’ll send a chill up a grown man’s spine and a tear down his cheek.” John Stewart poured himself another two fingers, then splashed in a bit more. “I’ve shot some video myself—at last year’s games—and put it on our website. It’s not professional quality, but it gets the idea across.”

He shot Ian a sly look over his shoulder. “No telling what a man with your talent could make of such a grand show.”

“Daddy.” Lily’s voice was edged with a soft warning. “Mr. MacKenzie has come a very long way. He also got drenched in the storm. I imagine he’d like a nice hot shower and some rest.”

Stewart’s wide brow furrowed and he looked inclined to argue. Then his thoughtful gaze shifted from his daughter to Ian, then back to Lily.

“Good idea,” he decided. “Why don’t you show our guest to his room, Lily.” His smile was guileless but a glint of determined mischief danced in his eyes.

Ian had seen that look before. It was the look of his grandfather’s Westie, right before the dog grabbed onto the postman’s trousers and refused to let go. It was also the look Duncan got in his eyes whenever he’d parade some local girl in front of his grandson in hopes of ensuring a MacDougall heir.

“We’ll talk in the morning.” Stewart picked up the bottle and took it with him as he left the room. His sister wished Ian a good night, then followed.
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“My father,” Lily said dryly, “has a mind of his own.”

“Nothing wrong with that.”

“Mmm.” She didn’t sound entirely convinced. “You did very well on the whiskey test. I was going to warn you ahead of time, but then you and Zelda began talking about her book and the opportunity got away from me.”

“The day a MacKenzie can’t handle a little whiskey is the day all my ancestors start spinning in their graves.”

When Lily reached for the duffel bag, his hold on it tightened, creating a brief tug-of-war. “I’ve got it.”

“It’s no problem. Stewart Castle believes in pampering its guests.”

“I said, I can handle it.”

“Fine.” She paused a beat. “Mr. MacKenzie?”

“It’s Ian.”

“All right. Ian.” Rosy lips curved. “You’re still holding my hand.”

“So I am.” He didn’t like the strange prick of regret he felt when he released it.

Although his career required he deal with surprises on a continual basis, Ian had never liked them. He definitely did not like distractions. Lily Stewart, winsome international jewel thief, was turning out to be both.

Assuring himself that he was just wiped out from jet lag and the long drive, he flung his bag over his shoulder, then fell into place beside her, shortening his stride to hers as they walked across the huge room and up a wide staircase carved with flights of birds and swirling festoons of fruit and flowers.

“This is extraordinary.” He brushed his fingertips over the banister that had been polished to the sheen of silk. “Was it brought in from France?”

“Actually, it was carved right here on the premises.”

He knew his face, usually professionally inscrutable, revealed his surprise.

“Most of the woodwork was done locally. You’d be amazed at some of the carvers who make these mountains home. While I may not have any talent myself, at least I can get pleasure by surrounding myself with the work of local artists in my gallery.”

“Do you display your father’s work?”

“Only the rare reprint. He has an amazing amount of energy lately that’s been coming out in his art. Zelda insists he’s doing the best painting of his life because all his chakras are finally aligned properly, and while I’m not so certain I believe that, I am happy for him. I’d love to represent him, but Firefly Falls Gallery is a small place and his canvases probably wouldn’t fit in the door. They’ve gotten quite oversized.”

“Like his ego.”

“He possesses a strong streak of self-confidence,” she allowed. “Which I suspect is necessary in any artistic person.” Her wide, generous lips tightened and the sudden passion swirling in her eyes gave her the look of an annoyed nymph. “Even documentary makers.”

So she wasn’t all sugar, but a little spice as well. “Touché.”

A small gilt-cage elevator was located on the second floor. Lily’s scent, fresh and sexy at the same time, bloomed around them in the intimate, confined space as they rode up two floors to a set of narrow spiral stone steps. Ian followed her up the staircase leading to the tower room, feeling not an ounce of guilt for enjoying the view of her pert ass.

The tower room was a cozy and colorful garden of chintz. Botanical prints hung from wide ribbons on the flowered walls, and the green Wedgwood pitcher and bowl on a marble-topped stand were relics of a less comfortable time. A fire crackled a warm welcome. While no expert on art, even Ian could recognize the painting over the bed, of a wooded waterfall surrounded by wild rhododendron, as one of Annie Stewart’s watercolors.

“This was my grandmother’s room until recently,” Lily divulged. “She said the view inspired her. But then it became difficult for her to make it up and down those uneven stone steps.

“Her vision has become blurry from glaucoma, so she lives on the first floor now. She wanted to be here to greet you when you arrived, but a sight dog she’s been waiting for just unexpectedly became available when someone above her on the list canceled, so she’s been away at school in Piney Flats learning to work with him. She’ll be back day after tomorrow, so you can meet her then. If you’re still here, that is.”

“Why do I get the impression you’d just as soon I not be?”

“To be perfectly honest, I haven’t made up my mind.” She paused in the act of closing the draperies and looked out into the storm. “It must seem overwhelming at times.”

“What?”

“Possessing the power to change the world. I’d think that’d be a very heavy burden to carry on one man’s shoulders.”

“It probably would be, if I believed I had that power. To be honest, I doubt I change a damn thing.”

She turned back toward him. “Then why do you do it?”

“To shine a spotlight on inequity.”

“And to tell the world the truth?”

“At least my take on it.”

She looked a little concerned again. “Well, then, I’ll have to hope that your take on our games isn’t so negative that you’ll be cruel.”

“I’m never unnecessarily cruel.”

“Yet some reviewers have said that you can be honest to the point of cruelty.”

So he wasn’t the only one who’d been doing his research. “They’ve said that. But perhaps it’s the behavior I’m documenting that’s cruel.”

“I wonder which came first,” she murmured.

He arched a brow.

“Does that attitude come from your work, or do you choose such grim subjects because you’re drawn to revealing the dark side of the human spirit?”

“I’ve never given it any thought. I merely film topics that interest me.”

She tilted her head and looked up at him. “I’m finding it hard to believe you’re the same individual who made that sensitive film about the victims of that terrible serial killer.”

He’d had to fight for that one, since Finn Callahan, the FBI Special Agent handling the case, had initially refused to speak with him. Finally, pressured by the victims’ families, who wanted the film made as a memorial to their loved ones, Callahan had allowed him twenty-four hours’ access. It’d been just dumb luck that Ian had been there the night Callahan cracked the case.

“No one who knows me would ever call me sensitive.” Callahan had called him an ice-hearted ghoul. Since the agent hadn’t been the first to make that accusation, Ian hadn’t been offended. “I merely have a knack for hitting people’s emotional hot buttons.”

“That talent doesn’t make me any less ambivalent about your film.”

Lily had never been convinced the documentary would be a good idea. Now that she’d met Ian MacKenzie in person, she was even more uneasy about his motives.

“You seem to be in the minority. Your aunt’s definitely in favor of it. And your father’s been writing me letters trying to get me to cover your games since before I won my first Oscar.”

“I know.”

“Yet you seem surprised I’m here.”

“We’re not the type of story you usually cover. Besides, I’m not certain that being put into a worldwide spotlight is the best thing for my family or Highland Falls.” Even though, due to dwindling income from the distillery, the constant maintenance and repairs on a house that was quite honestly a money pit, along with that problem her father had gotten into last year with the IRS, they badly needed the publicity.

“Spotlights do have a way of bringing things out into the open. Revealing secrets people would rather keep hidden.”

When he moved toward her slowly, deliberately, it set her nerves jangling. There was something in his deep, rough tone Lily couldn’t quite discern.

Sarcasm? Resentment? Anger?

“Is that what you’re planning to do?” He was so close to her she had to tilt her head back to look up at him. Her pulse kicked up a beat. “Expose all my family’s secrets?”

The corner of his mouth quirked as he hooked his thumbs into the front pockets of those wet jeans and rocked back on his heels. “I haven’t decided yet. Do you have that many secrets?”

The hint of a smile did nothing to soften a face that, while gorgeous, was lacking in any kindness. His jaw was darkened by a day’s growth of beard; his eyes managed to be remotely cool and unnervingly intense at the same time. Just as his voice was both rough and silky.

Mesmerizing. That was the word, she decided, while the rain hit against the leaded windows and the wind wailed across the hilltops.

Even as she was drawn into his gaze, Lily sensed a steely, invisible barrier between them. Had all the years spent documenting man’s inhumanity to man created that detachment? Or was the ability to disengage himself emotionally what had allowed him to choose such harsh subject matter in the first place?

Realizing he was waiting for an answer, she dragged her mind back to his question. “Anyone who lives in a small town is pretty much an open book.”

He narrowed those flinty eyes. “Then why don’t you want me here, when it’s so obvious that your aunt and father do?”

Even as the unsettling blend of anxiety and attraction swirled inside her, Lily held her ground. “Let’s just say that I’m uneasy with how you might portray the heritage revival of a community that goes back two hundred years. After all, our Highland Games represent a return to the clan system that ended with the defeat of Bonnie Prince Charlie’s Highlanders in 1746.”

“Not all Scots came to America because they lost a battle.”

Didn’t the man have an iota of national pride?

“And the repression following the Jacobite Risings wasn’t the first time the Highlanders suffered,” he pressed on. “Your own Stewart clan tried to weaken the clan chief’s power with the Statutes of Iona, nearly a hundred and fifty years earlier. They forbade firearms, required the children to be sent away to the Lowlands to be educated in English, banned the bards—”

“I’m well aware of the history of both the country and my family.” She lifted her chin and met his gaze. There was no way he was going to make her feel responsible for what some distant ancestor did in 1609. “I’d also hate for you to make a documentary suggesting that the games began only as a tourist attraction.”

“Actually, they began as a War Bonds fund-raising effort in New York in 1941.”

“Technically you’re right,” she conceded. “But they’re still an ancient tradition that’s been fought for, even died for, and never relinquished, even when the games had to be performed in secret. They’re our bond with those across the water. And a way to honor all those immigrants who crossed the sea so that future generations, like my family, would be free to celebrate who and what they are.”

“Nice speech.” He clapped slowly. Sarcastically? “But your reenactors aren’t Scots. They’re Americans.”

Definitely sarcastic. “Well, of course they are. Loyal, law-abiding, tax-paying Americans who eat apple pie and get teary-eyed singing ‘The Star-Spangled Banner’ at baseball games. But somewhere, deep in their hearts, they’re still also Scottish men and women.”

Since her father had roped her into planning the annual festival, Lily had begun to consider it more of a bother than a connection with the past, but she still got misty-eyed at the kirking of the tartan that kicked off the games.

“My family takes the games very seriously, Mr. MacKenzie. I’m not going to stand by and let you make fun of them or hurt them in any way.”

“That’s very admirable.” His obviously false smile was as cold and dormant as a February garden.

Refusing to be cowed, she shrugged. “It’s just the way families are.”

“Not every family. And if you’re referring to that so-called voice of the blood, I will point out it’s never been scientifically proven.”

“Proven or not, it exists for many people.” She was surprised a man who’d gained fame and fortune delving for truth appeared to be so closed-minded. “As you’ll see if you decide to stay.”

He might be the most fabulous-looking man she’d ever met; he might also be one of the most talented. But if he did agree to make his film, they were clearly going to have to work on his negativity.

Enough was enough. She’d had a trying day, and she no longer had the patience to put up with this ill-humored Scot. No matter how outrageously sexy he looked in those wet black jeans.

“You’re still wet and I’m keeping you from that shower. The bathroom’s right through there—” She pointed toward the arch of a barrel vaulted-doorway. “We had the plumbing completely redone last year, so the water actually flows, rather than trickling as it usually does in old houses.” The work had also cost a fortune.

“Since people come here to get away from the outside world, we don’t have phones or televisions in the rooms. There are phones in the great room and the library, and whoever’s on operator duty will take messages.

“You’ll find brochures for several attractions in the great room, and any of the staff on duty will be happy to help you make arrangements for things like tickets to the games. Naturally, you won’t be expected to pay for them. We serve breakfast in the gathering room downstairs from six-thirty to nine-thirtyish or ten.”

“That’s a little vague.”

“If a family shows up ten minutes after closing, the cook isn’t going to deny them an omelet or scones. The kitchen has closed for the night, but if you’d like a sandwich, there was some leftover roast beef from tonight’s dinner—”

“I don’t need anything.”

His tone was curt, dismissive. Lily felt the heat rise in her cheeks and damned the way she’d never been able to conceal her feelings.

“Fine. I’ll leave you to your unpacking, then.” She kept her eyes on his to prove to them both that she could. “Good night, Mr. MacKenzie.”

Lily left and closed the door behind her, ridiculously grateful for the thick oak plank door between them.
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