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Prologue


Faye. Mo cuishle.”

Faye heard his voice, soft and insistent, and joy leapt in her. “Malcolm?”

Her mother bent over her bedside, her forehead creased in worry. “What? Faye? Did you say aught?”

“Nae. Nothing.” Tears shimmered in Faye’s golden eyes. She had only imagined his voice. Malcolm was gone. She knew it, had known it deep inside a long time. She would soon be gone as well. “I’m sae tired.”

Nan Munro wiped Faye’s face with a cool rag. “It was a lang, hard birth.”

Birth. “The bairn?”

“Aye, love.” Nan smiled, though tears were in her eyes as well. “She’s a bonny lass. A guid set of lungs, too. Hear her?” Nan cocked her head at the sound of the baby’s cry across the room.

“Aye.” Faye stirred. A sharp pain was between her legs, a soreness all through her abdomen. Her breasts were full and aching. It was nothing like the ache she felt when Malcolm touched her, the yearning for his touch. “It hurts.”

“You lost a lot of blood, lass.” Nan frowned. “The bairn is hungry. You maun feed her. Can you hold her?”

Faye nodded, eagerness and yearning rising in her. “Aye. Gie her to me.”

Her mother laid the baby in the crook of Faye’s arm. A small, red-faced scrap of a thing, wrapped around with a blanket, howled, her feet and hands flailing. Her eyes were scrunched closed, and her chin wobbled piteously. Her hair was plastered wetly to her head.

“She’s beautiful,” Faye whispered, and tears slid from her eyes.

“There, there. Dinna cry, Faye love. She is beautiful. And you maun feed the wee thing.”

Faye bared her breast and lifted the baby to it. The child instinctively nuzzled into her and began to suckle. A wondrous peace and joy twined through Faye. She stroked her finger across the baby’s wondrously soft cheek. Her daughter. Their daughter. But Malcolm would never see her.

“I will name her Janet.”

When the babe fell asleep, satiated, Faye’s mother came to take her. Faye tightened her arms around Janet for an instant, then let her go.

“I’ve made you some broth.”

“Nae, I canna.” Faye turned her head away.

Nan grimaced. “That boy David’s outside, asking to see you.”

“He’s not the one, Ma. Dinna blame Davey.”

“Och, I know that.” Nan stroked a hand over her daughter’s. “Is there anyone you want to see? Is he . . .”

“Nae. He is no’ here; he never will be. Let Davey in.”

Her mother sighed. “He canna stay lang, you ken. You maun rest.”

David came to the side of the bed. His face was drawn, his eyes swimming with tears. He knows, she thought, that I am not here for long.

“Davey.”

“Faye.” His smile was almost as wobbly as the bairn’s chin. “How are you?”

“No’ good.”

“Nae, dinna say that. You’ll be fine. A few days. You’ll see.”

“Will you do something for me?”

“Anything. You know that.”

“Reach here.” She patted the edge of the bed. “Beneath the mattress.”

He looked puzzled but bent down and reached tentatively under the mattress. His face changed. “I found something.” He pulled it out and stared at it. “A book.”

“Aye, it’s for my bairn. What she needs to know. Take it and gie it tae her when she’s auld enough. Will you do that for me, Davey? Will you keep it safe for me?”

“Aye, of course.” Tears shone in his eyes. “But you willna die. I’ll gie it back when you’re well again.”

“Thank you. I knew I could count on you.”

“Always, Faye.”

After Davey left, she dreamed of Malcolm. He was with her, his big hand wrapped around hers, telling her to be patient. “Soon,” he said. She heard the rumble of his voice in his chest, as she used to when she lay with him. She felt his warmth encircling her.

Then her mother was at the bed again, pulling back the covers to change the folded pad beneath Faye. “You maun stop,” she heard Nan say, her voice shaking. “You canna lose more blood.”

Faye wanted to open her eyes and tell her mother not to cry. It was hard to leave the bairn, but she welcomed the peace.

Later still, her mother put the baby in her arms again, and Janet began to suckle. Faye opened her eyes at the sweet sensation and gazed down at her daughter. The wee thing had red hair. Not her own black nor Malcolm’s blond. No one would guess, and that was good. Her mother took away the bairn, and Faye’s arms were empty without her.

She had no sense of time any longer. Malcolm was there in front of her, smiling. The edges of her vision were growing dark; only he was in the light. Faye wanted to tell him that she had done as he asked. She had hidden what he’d entrusted to her where none could find it save her child, the one who would carry their legacy, their duty.

But of course he already knew. He was waiting for her. Soon the pain would be gone. She would rest in his arms again.

“Malcolm.” Her lips moved, the sound that floated out on her last breath too soft to hear. Mo cuishle.
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October 20, 1807

The coach lurched through another rut. Violet grabbed the leather strap above her head, hanging on grimly. She was beginning to think this journey through Scotland would never end. She tucked her hands back inside her fur muff, deciding that sliding about on the seat was preferable to frozen fingers.

Thank heavens for the muff, a remnant of her life in her father’s house. After all these years, it was a mite bedraggled, but it still kept her hands toasty. Her practical flannel petticoats and woolen carriage dress were warm as well. She wished she could say the same for her ice-cold feet. It was not that she was unused to difficult weather or rough travel; she had accompanied Lionel to other sites throughout Britain, subjecting herself to every extreme of cold, heat, and rain. But she had not been prepared for how cold it was in late October in the Highlands of Scotland.

Still, she had been right to come early, instead of waiting for spring as Uncle Lionel would have done if he were still alive. Her situation was entirely different now. Violet swallowed hard at the thought of her mentor. She would not cry. Lionel himself would have pointed out that it was ineffective and unnecessary. Her tears would not bring him back, and she must not arrive at her future patron’s home looking woebegone and red-eyed. She had to be firm, strong, and professional if she hoped to convince the earl that she was the person most fit to take her uncle’s place.

It was vital that she seize this opportunity before other antiquarians heard of it. Before the Earl of Mardoun learned of her uncle’s death and offered the ruins to someone he deemed more worthy—in short, to a man.

Violet suppressed a sigh. It was no use thinking of the inequities of life. She was accustomed to the ways of the world. She had long since learned that she must struggle for everything she accomplished. Only Lionel had accepted her abilities.

At a muffled shout, the carriage halted abruptly, sending Violet sliding from her seat and onto the floor of the post chaise. She sat up, a trifle stunned, hearing more voices, followed by a loud crack. Was that a gun? Violet jumped to her feet and flung open the door.

“What in the—” She stopped, her mouth dropping open at the scene before her.

It was dark, for evening fell early here, and the scene was illuminated by only the lantern in the postboy’s trembling hand. The lad was huddled on the lead horse, bundled up against the cold till only his reddened nose and wide, frightened eyes were visible above the woolen scarf. Two men blocked the narrow roadway, facing the post chaise, four others to the side of the road. They were attired in similar bulky clothing, hats pulled low on their heads and thick woolen scarves wrapped around their necks and lower faces, making it almost impossible to discern their features in the poor light. It was easy to see, however, that one of them held a musket trained on the postboy, and two more carried pistols.

Anger surged in Violet. “What do you think you’re doing? Stand aside and let us pass.”

“Och! A wee Sassenach,” one of the men cried gleefully, his words muffled by the scarf.

Between his thick accent and the cloth covering his mouth, Violet could make little sense of what he said, but she understood the word wee well enough, and it added fuel to the fire of her anger.

“Get out of my way.” Violet’s eyes flashed. “I do not think the Earl of Mardoun will be pleased that you detained his guest.” Guest, of course, was stretching the truth since Mardoun had no idea she was coming, but the principle was the same.

“Oooh, the Earl of Mardoun, is it? Noo I’m shaking in my boots.” He laughed, and the men around him joined in. “Throw doon your jewels, lassie, and your purse, too. Then we’ll let you gae on your way . . . if you ask nicely.”

“I haven’t any jewels.” Her chin jutted stubbornly. She had precious little money in her reticule either after paying the expenses of this journey. If she gave it up, she would be utterly penniless.

“What’s those bobs in your ears, then!” He gestured at her with his pistol.

Violet’s hands flew up to her ears, knocking her bonnet back. “My grandmother’s drops! No! Absolutely not.”

The man’s jaw dropped in surprise at her defiance and so did his pistol hand, so that for an instant Violet thought she might have won the day, but then he scowled and started toward her. “Maybe you’re wanting to pay me some ither way.”

Violet knew that her fury and, yes, fear had carried her too far, but though her stomach clenched with dread, she reached back inside the carriage and grabbed her umbrella, turning to face her opponent. Again the man halted in astonishment. One of the men let out a hoot, and everyone laughed.

Her enemy’s face darkened, and he rushed forward. Violet swung with all her might, and the umbrella whacked into the side of his head. He let out a screech and stumbled back. But her umbrella had snapped beneath the blow. Violet had no idea what she would do now. She braced herself.

Suddenly, with a shout, a large man hurtled out of the darkness into the circle of light cast by the postboy’s lantern. He charged straight toward Violet.

Startled, Violet swept down the umbrella as hard as she could, though its being broken rendered the blow feeble. In the next instant, she realized that the newcomer had grabbed not her, but the fellow who had accosted her.

Her apparent rescuer turned to her in astonishment, still holding the front of her attacker’s jacket with one hand, and reached up with the other to yank the umbrella from her hand. “What is the matter with you? I’m trying to help you!” He tossed the umbrella onto the carriage floor behind her and turned back to the man he still held in place with one huge fist. Digging his hands into her attacker’s jacket, he lifted him up so that only his toes touched the ground. “What the bloody hell are you doing, Will?”

For once bereft of words, Violet could only stare at her rescuer. He was a behemoth, towering over everyone else. His wide shoulders owed little to the heavy jacket he wore, and his broad, long-fingered hands held the other man up as if he weighed no more than a child. Seemingly impervious to the elements, he wore no muffler or cap, and his jacket hung open down the front. His thick, tousled hair glowed golden in the light of the lantern.

He shoved the man he called Will to the other side of the road, saying disgustedly, “Is this what you’ve come to?” He moved his scornful gaze over the row of men. “Preying on travelers like a band of reivers! Robbing innocent women! I’m ashamed to call you Highlanders. Look at her.” He swung his hand toward Violet. “She’s just a wee lassie! Hardly bigger than a child.”

“Wee!” Violet bristled at his description of her.

He swung around and glared. “Aye, wee. And apparently mad as a hatter as well. Canna you see I’m trying to help you? What the devil is your husband thinking, letting you jaunt about the countryside alone at night? The man should have better sense.”

“Let me? Let me?” Violet stiffened. “Fortunately, I am not married, so I need no man’s permission to go where I please and do what I want. I make my own decisions about my life. And I may be ‘wee,’ but I am no child. Just because I’m not . . . a . . . a giant doesn’t mean I’m not capable of taking care of myself.”

He swept his eyes down her in one swift, encompassing glance. At some other time, Violet might have found his strong features handsome, but at the moment, she saw nothing except the scorn in his eyes. His mouth quirked up on one side. “Oh, aye, I can see that you are doing splendidly. No doubt your broken umbrella would hold off any number of men.”

“I don’t need you.” Violet knew her words were untrue, even silly, but she was too angry to be reasonable. Primed as she was for battle and with a lifetime of male belittling to fuel her wrath, this huge, supremely confident man’s dismissal of her sparked her fury. Her hands clenched. She had a strong desire to hit him.

“Do you not?” His eyes widened, something between heat and challenge flashing in them before he drew his brows together in a scowl. “I dinna ken whether you’re blind or silly, but there is only one of you—one small one—and you wouldna have won this fight.”

“I did not ask for your help.”

One of the men chuckled, spurring her aggravation.

“Nae, you dinna,” her rescuer shot back. “And I am beginning to regret offering it. Now would you cease this jabbering and get back in your carriage and let me handle this?” He swung around, effectively dismissing her, and addressed the other men again. “Give up this idiocy before the lot of you wind up with your necks in a noose.” He gestured toward the men blocking the carriage’s way, and they dropped their gazes, shuffling over to the side of the road. “Rob Grant, what would your gran say if she knew you were out frightening young lassies like this?” One of the robbers turned his head away, easing back behind the others. “And Dennis MacLeod. You should be ashamed of yourself. You’ve a wife and bairns at home.”

The man lifted his chin. “Aye, and I hae to provide for them.”

“Then you best be tending to your croft, hadn’t you? Stealing from travelers won’t mend the thatch on your roof. And May and the bairn will be hard-pressed to raise the crops alone next spring while you’re sitting in gaol.”

“That’s all easy for you to say, Coll, now that you’re one of them,” Will said.

One of whom, Violet wondered—and was Coll her rescuer’s name? It seemed odd, but then, there was nothing about this situation that was not odd.

“Sitting all snug and bonny, aren’t you?” Will went on bitterly. “Carrying out his lordship’s orders. You used to be one of us.”

“I am not one of them,” Coll retorted in a goaded voice. “I’m of this glen, same as I’ve always been. I dinna take on this job for him. I did it for the crofters. There willna be any more families tossed out of their homes.”

The other man let out a snort of disbelief. “For how long?”

“For as long as I’ve breath in this body. Dinna try me, Will. I have no hope for you any longer; you’re on your way to the gallows as fast and straight as you can go. But I willna let you take the others with you.” Coll took a long step forward. “Is that clear?”

“Aye.” Will set his jaw, not meeting Coll’s gaze.

“Then be off.” He swept them all with an encompassing gaze, then crossed his arms and waited. The other men began to melt back into the trees. In moments, they were gone.

Violet watched with a jaundiced eye. It must be handy to be able to shake others into submission. Authority came easily to such a man. He had saved her and she must be grateful for that. But she had too often been shoved into the background by men who were louder, larger, and stronger than she to like this bully who had come to her rescue. His obvious contempt for her rankled. Like all men, he did not see her as a person in her own right, but only a possession of a husband or father.

He swung back to her. Disconcertingly, even though she stood on the step of the carriage, his face was level with hers.

“Are you going to issue orders to me now?” Violet arched a brow, her hands on her hips.

He took in her pugnacious stance and, irritatingly, smiled. “You are a bonny bruiser, are you not? Nae, I have no orders for you, though someone should have taken better care of you.”

“I take care of myself. I am a grown woman.”

“Aye, I can see that for myself.” Casually he planted one hand on the carriage, leaning against it. “Still, you’re a stranger to the Highlands. And these roads.”

“I have become quite well acquainted with these roads, believe me.”

His mouth twitched, but he said only, “You shouldna be out here at night. It’s dangerous.”

“Are you threatening me now?”

“What?” He stared. “You think I would harm you? I’m the one who just came to your rescue, if you’ll recall.”

“You chased off one set of thieves. But how am I to know you were not simply eliminating the competition?”

“Och, but you’ve a bitter tongue on you. Most people would have been grateful for my aid.”

“I’m sorry. No doubt I should have fainted. Or perhaps you expect payment?”

“A simple ‘thank you’ would have sufficed. But I can see there’s little likelihood of that. So I’ll choose payment.” One large hand clamped around her nape, holding her still, and he leaned in to kiss her.

The touch of his lips was brief and soft, and it sent a shiver through her. Violet’s lips parted in surprise. He raised his head, and his eyes roamed her face, settling on her lips. “I think perhaps my price has gone up.”

His mouth came down on hers again. He tasted her, the kiss slow and lingering. His tongue teased along the parting of her lips, then slipped inside to caress and explore. Heat surged in Violet, every sense suddenly wildly alive. She had never felt anything like this before, and the onslaught of heat and pleasure stunned her.

He made a low, satisfied sound deep in his throat, and his arm came down to curl around her waist. “Sweet,” he murmured against her lips.

The word shot through her, waking her from her daze. Sweet. Wee. Melting in his strong, masculine arms.

Violet jerked out of his grasp and jumped back into the carriage, calling to the postboy to drive on. The vehicle rumbled away, leaving Coll staring after it in surprise. Violet did not look back.

She crossed her arms, unsure if her trembling was the result of the cold or delayed fright or the strange, delicious sensations that had flooded through her. The man was impertinent. Forward. Overbearing. Rude. Crude. Obviously the sort who was accustomed to shouldering his way through life, expecting men to stand aside and women to fall into his arms. And why not? That was exactly what had happened.

Shame washed over Violet. How could she have reacted like that? She had spent all her life fighting men’s opinion of women as weak, emotional, and incompetent, yet in an instant she had thrown it all away. She had been scared and in need of rescue, and when he kissed her, she had not even had the fortitude to push him away. No, she had just stood there, helpless, betrayed by her own body, while he held her still and took what he wanted.

No, he had not taken; she had been happy to give it to him. Indeed, she had been on the verge of throwing her arms around him and asking for more. Violet closed her eyes, remembering the feel of his mouth on hers, the velvet softness, the way his lips had moved over hers, the touch of his tongue. She let out a soft noise that was as much pleasure as anger. She barely paid attention to the village as the post chaise rolled through it and turned off onto a smaller road. She was too busy trying to calm her racing pulse and banish the heat that pooled low in her abdomen. It would be disastrous to face her new employer in this shaken, frayed, tender state.

Violet took a calming breath and then another. That was a little better. At least she had, in the end, come to her senses and pulled away from him. She recalled the look of astonishment on his face as she jumped back into the carriage, and she felt a certain grim satisfaction. No doubt he was unused to being rejected by any woman. He was far too handsome for that.

She closed her eyes, picturing the glint of his hair in the low light—too long and untidy to be fashionable. What color were his eyes? It had been too dark to tell. But she had seen that firm chin well enough . . . the square jaw . . . the broad shoulders. Unconsciously she let out a sigh.

He was massive, his hands huge. Yet the fingers that had curled around her nape had held her gently. His lips had been unbearably soft, his mouth seeking, not demanding. Pleasure curled in her abdomen all over again at the memory. Long ago she had been kissed by the man she had almost been foolish enough to marry, but it had felt nothing like that.

How delicious Coll had tasted. If she had let herself throw her arms around him, she knew his muscles would have been thick and hard beneath her touch. She imagined sinking her fingers into his arms. His shoulders. His back. She thought of his deep, rumbling voice, softened by a Scottish burr. It had rolled through her like warm honey.

The voice had fit the man—outsize and solid, reassuring. She wondered who he was. His clothes had not been those of a gentleman. They had been rougher, plainer, like a worker’s garments. Yet something about his speech had set him apart from the other men.

It was not just that his accent was less thick; something in his words, in his turn of phrase, spoke of . . . gentility? No, that was not quite right; he had clearly called himself one of them. Education, perhaps? Violet smiled to herself. No, there was nothing of the narrow, hunched academic in that man’s broad shoulders.

The carriage turned, and she pulled herself from her wayward thoughts, lifting the curtain to look out. They were approaching a pair of tall, ornate gates, opened wide. She straightened and peered in front of her as the vehicle rumbled down a long drive. Trees grew close to the road on either side, but finally they emerged onto a wide lawn. An enormous mansion loomed before her. Violet craned her neck to look up at the ornate towers atop the castle—there was no other word for it, with its crenellations and turrets. The post chaise pulled to a stop in front of a set of massive double doors.

For a moment, Violet feared her courage might fail her. But she squared her shoulders, wrapped her cloak around her, and stepped down from the carriage. There was more wind up here than there had been in the valley below, and it sliced through her, tugging at her cloak and hat as she mounted the steps to the front doors. The house was utterly dark; no lights shone in the myriad of windows, not even a glow through the drapes or around the edges.

Violet raised the ornate knocker and banged it firmly against its plate. After a long moment with no response, she gave it several more sharp raps. At last one of the heavy doors opened, revealing a young man holding a lamp in one hand.

“I am Lady Violet Thornhill,” she said briskly. She had learned long ago that one could not show any sign of hesitation or lack of confidence if one hoped to be taken seriously. “I am here to see Lord Mardoun.”

The young man gaped at her. A woman’s voice sounded faintly somewhere in the house behind the man, and with a look of relief he turned away. “Mrs. Ferguson! Some lass is here tae sae the earl.”

“What nonsense is this?” He stepped back as an older woman appeared at the door. Mrs. Ferguson was a square, substantial woman wrapped in a heavy flannel dressing gown. Her hair, liberally sprinkled with iron gray, hung braided in one thick plait over her shoulder. She regarded Violet suspiciously. “What do you think you’re doing, pounding on people’s doors at all hours of the night?”

“It is barely eight o’clock.” Violet returned an equally steely gaze. “I am here to see Lord Mardoun.”

“Well, you have nae chance of that. Go on with you now.” Mrs. Ferguson made as if to close the door, but Violet hastily slipped inside.

“I am here at the express invitation of Lord Mardoun.” That was stretching it, but the man had invited Lionel, and Lionel would have brought Violet with him if he had been able to come.

Mrs. Ferguson crossed her arms, blocking Violet’s entry farther into the foyer. “That’s a puzzle, then, since his lordship is not here.”

“Not here!” Violet’s stomach sank. “What do you mean? Will he be gone long?”

“Aye. He’s in Italy on his honeymoon. As you would know if you were a friend of Lord Mardoun’s.” With a triumphant expression, Mrs. Ferguson began to close the door.

“No, wait.” Violet dug in her reticule and pulled out her silver, chased card case, extracting one of her calling cards. “I did not say I was a friend of Lord Mardoun. But he is acquainted with me. I am Lady Violet Thornhill.”

The mention of her title had the intended effect. Mrs. Ferguson paused, took the card, and perused it, frowning. Violet dug in her reticule again and found the earl’s letter.

“This is Lord Mardoun’s invitation to my mentor, Mr. Lionel Overton, to visit and examine the ancient ruins on his estate. You can see it is written in his hand. Here, read it.”

Mrs. Ferguson drew herself up and said frostily, “It is not my place to read his lordship’s letters.”

“Then surely it is not your place to turn away Lord Mardoun’s guests, either.” Violet was pleased to see uncertainty flicker across Mrs. Ferguson’s face. She pressed her advantage. “If his lordship is not in residence, who is in charge of Duncally?”

“I am the housekeeper here.”

“Does that leave you responsible for deciding whether or not you will refuse Lord Mardoun’s hospitality? He delegated such authority to you?” Violet felt a twinge of remorse at adopting her father’s aristocratic, contemptuous tone. But she could not fail after she had come so far.

The housekeeper turned to the footman, still hovering in the background. “Jamie, fetch Munro.”

The young man beat a hasty retreat. Mrs. Ferguson regarded Violet stonily. Violet, affecting an air of unconcern, sat down on the hall bench. Minutes dragged by. There was no sound but that of a large clock striking the hour. Finally, she heard a door closing somewhere in the back recesses of the house, and heavy footsteps came toward them.

Violet turned toward the sound and saw a tall blond man stride into the room. Her stomach sank.

He came to an abrupt halt, his brows drawing together thunderously. “You!”


[image: Images]

2

Coll stared at the woman by the front door. He had thought the night could not get any worse, but clearly it had.

He had set out this evening just to have a wee dram at the tavern, but before he reached the village, a lad came running to tell him what that idiot Will Ross was up to. Coll had had to clean up the messy situation first—and that strange, infuriating woman had berated him for rescuing her! Then he had acted completely unlike himself, grabbing her and kissing her even though it was abundantly clear that she wanted nothing to do with him.

It wasn’t like him. Lord knows she was a tempting, shapely morsel of a woman, and Coll enjoyed the touch of a woman’s lips as well as any man. But he did not grab a woman and kiss her without even a by-your-leave, especially not a lady he’d never before met—and if he had been in the habit of doing so, his sister would long ago have had his head for it.

But somehow, standing there looking at the bad-tempered, sweet-featured Englishwoman, he was unable to resist. He’d meant only a teasing peck, a joking challenge. Then he tasted her—sweet and tart mingled in a velvety, alluring softness. And he had had to know her mouth—to inveigle and entice and explore. She responded, initial surprise giving way to her own tentative exploration, and that sent desire humming through him.

Until she pulled away and took off like the hounds of hell were after her. Clearly one of them was insane, but Coll was not sure which. Maybe both.

When he had finally trudged back to the tavern, it was impossible to have a drink in peace, what with everyone wanting to know what Will Ross had done, and Cuddy Hamilton pointing out that it would never have happened if only Coll had stayed with the lads, and Dot’s father hinting that Coll had not come to visit in an age. Coll was usually patient, but he didn’t have it in him to deal with them all tonight. So finally, when Kenneth MacLeod started whining about the sorry state of his finances (which everyone knew would not be so dire if only he didn’t spend every evening drinking at the tavern), Coll gave up and left.

He returned to his cottage inside the gates of Duncally, knowing he would doubtless sink into a solitary brood about that woman—and strangely looking forward to it. But even that dubious pleasure was denied him when he found Jamie lurking on his doorstep, summoning him to solve yet another problem.

The problem, of course, turned out to be the dainty beauty now perched on the stone bench across from him. Her back was perfectly straight, hands crossed in her lap, a cloak folded neatly on the seat beside her, and a black bonnet atop it. Everything about her was trim and plain, from the top of her thick, chocolate-colored hair, braided and wrapped into a serviceable bun, to the toes of her black, leather half boots. Paradoxically, the severity of hairstyle and dress only made the alluring femininity of her face and figure more obvious. Her dark doe eyes were the sort that could melt a man right down to his soul—if they had not been fixed on him in a furious glare.

“You.” Coll was pleased that his voice held only irritation and none of the irrational fizzing pleasure that blossomed in his chest. “I should have known.”

She rose to face him. It did not surprise him that she offered no greeting or explanation or acknowledgment of his prior help, but immediately assumed a battle face. “I cannot imagine why you would have.”

“Because wherever you go, there’s trouble.”

“No doubt you fancy yourself witty, but I have had quite enough Scottish humor for the day.”

“Aye, I can see that. Why don’t you tell me what the problem is?”

“Precisely who are you?” She lifted her chin.

“I might ask you the same thing.”

“I am Lady Violet Thornhill, but I can’t see why this is any of your concern. First you are out patrolling the roads and now you are taking care of the earl’s business? Are you in charge of everything that takes place in this village?”

“No, but I am in charge of Mardoun’s business.” He felt a little lick of pleasure at seeing that he had managed to shake her, at least a little. “My name is Coll Munro; I manage Duncally. And one might think you would be grateful that I was ‘patrolling the roads.’ Oh, but I forget—you dinna need my help, did you?”

A flush rose in her cheeks at his words. “It’s no surprise you throw that up to me. Of course you have my thanks for coming to my aid—though I believe you already took that.”

Coll could not hold back a slow, knowing smile. “Indeed, you repaid me most . . . satisfactorily. Still, ’tis pleasing to hear you say it. Now, it seems, I can assist you again. What is the problem?”

Mrs. Ferguson jumped in before Lady Violet could respond. “The problem is that she came here without a word of warning, expecting us to put her up for the night.”

“I did not just drop in, looking for a place to sleep.”

“She claims she’s a lady.” Mrs. Ferguson’s voice was laced with suspicion. “She says she’s a friend of his lordship. But why would she come visiting while he is gone?”

“I said that I am an acquaintance of Lord Mardoun,” Violet countered. “And I did not come here for a ‘visit.’ I am here to study the ruins Lord Mardoun discovered. I am an antiquarian.”

“An antiquarian!” Coll blurted. “But you are a woman.”

Violet’s dark eyes iced over. “Despite that grievous liability, I have studied antiquities and ancient sites under the tutelage of one of the foremost authorities of our age, Dr. Lionel Overton. Lord Mardoun invited Dr. Overton to study the ruins on his estate.”

“Aye, Mardoun mentioned it.” Coll glanced around. “Where is Dr. Overton? He wasn’t in the post chaise.”

“No. He—Uncle Lionel—” Violet suppressed the quiver in her voice. “Dr. Overton passed on a month ago.”

“My condolences. But . . . well . . . why are you here?”

“Exactly what I said.” Mrs. Ferguson gave a triumphant nod of her head. “What’s she doing gallivanting about the countryside by herself?”

“I am hardly ‘gallivanting.’ I am here in Dr. Overton’s stead. I told you: I intend to study the ruins. Here.” She stepped forward, proffering the folded paper in her hand. “Lord Mardoun’s letter to Dr. Overton. You will see that I’m telling the truth. The earl invited Uncle Lionel to dig at the site he’d discovered.” Her voice lifted a little with excitement. “Lord Mardoun thinks it could be ancient, given that no one in recent times seems to have known of its existence.”

“It was a surprise, true enough.” Coll took the note from her hand. The broken red seal of wax was his brother-in-law’s, and Coll was unsurprised to see Damon’s handwriting on the inside. He glanced over the letter. “This says nothing about you.”

Coll intended to let Violet remain; there was no way he would allow Mrs. Ferguson to turn out any woman into the cold night, much less this one. But he could not resist pretending that the matter was in doubt. He supposed he should feel guilty about teasing her, but the truth was, it was too enjoyable watching her attack all obstacles in her way. He only wished he could get rid of the housekeeper.

“My uncle would have brought me with him had he not been stricken ill,” Violet argued. “I assisted him, not only with his research and writing, but also at the sites. He would have wished me to come here and continue his work.” Emotion clogged her voice as she went on, “Dr. Overton would have been so excited at the prospect, so happy.”

“No doubt.” Her obvious grief touched Coll, but he knew she would not welcome any show of sympathy from him. His voice, however, was gentle as he went on, “Mardoun intended for Dr. Overton to come next spring. It is cold already and will be worse in winter.”

“I’m eager to get started and quite able to work in the cold. I am not a fragile female, I assure you.”

“Clearly.” Coll handed the letter back to her. “Mrs. Ferguson, please have a room prepared for Lady Thornhill.”

The housekeeper swelled up like a pouter pigeon. “Coll Munro! Dinna say that you intend to put her up here! That you believe her story?”

“I canna think why anyone would lie about wanting to visit those ruins, can you? And it’s far too cold to send her away even if it is a lie.”

“Hmph.” The housekeeper sent a suspicious glance toward their visitor but turned to issue terse orders to the other servants.

“I will write Mardoun,” Coll told Violet. He did not add that Mardoun’s reply scarcely mattered; Coll intended to let her remain. He was, however, too honest not to warn her, “But the weather is harsh. Most of the earl’s servants returned to London with them. The rooms are shut off and laid with dustcovers. The food is plain. You’d do better to come back in the spring.”

“Mr. Munro, on excavations I have slept on the ground in a tent and eaten my food cooked over an open fire. I believe I can endure sleeping in an empty mansion and eating ‘plain’ fare.”

Coll’s lips wanted to twitch up into a smile. He wasn’t sure why he was so intrigued with this combative, irritating woman who looked like a soft, sweet armful but was as prickly as a thistle. It would take a brave man indeed to touch her. But he found that he itched to discover what sweetness lay beneath the armor of nettles.

“Welcome to Duncally, my lady.”
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Violet awoke at dawn, as the first tentative glow crept between the draperies. She lay for a moment, blinking at the unfamiliar tester above her head, before she remembered where she was. The events of the night before came flooding back, and she grinned, shoving back the covers and going over to push apart the curtains. Duncally!

The sun was just creeping above the horizon, lightening the dark blue sky. She could make out the darker lumps of hills, and in the foreground, vague shapes of the outbuildings. She was here. She had reached Duncally and won the right to stay, at least for the moment. Now she would have to prove herself—but she was confident she could.

Last night, after the obstructive Mr. Munro had left and the dour housekeeper had led her to her room at the remotest end of the dark hall on the second floor, she had felt a stab of loneliness and uncertainty. Those sort of emotions she worked to keep at bay and was usually quite successful. But last night, once she’d achieved her goal, she had let down her guard, and the aching loss of her uncle and mentor had crept back into her heart. When she was safely alone in her room, she had given way to tears.

Fortunately, a good night’s sleep had banished her gloom. She refused to allow sorrow or fear to rule her. Her uncle’s memory was best served by proving how well he had trained her, by accomplishing what he would have done with this opportunity. Excitement thrummed through her at the prospect.

She wanted to see the ruins—breakfast could wait. Quickly she ran through her morning’s toilette, dressing in one of her serviceable, dark woolen gowns, flannel petticoats beneath to ward off the chill, and braiding her hair and coiling it into a tidy bun at the crown of her head. Picking up her cloak, gloves, and bonnet, she left the room. The hallway was dark, even forbidding, none of the walls’ sconces lit and all the doors closed. Of more concern to her was the sudden realization that she did not know how to find the ruins.

No servants were about in the large, silent floor below. She didn’t want to waste time roaming through the empty house to find them. Better, really, to ask Coll Munro. As estate manager, he would know the location, and she had heard Mrs. Ferguson say he lived in the gatehouse, which would be easy to find.

Outside, the sky was lighter, the horizon washed with pink and gold. The air was chilly, but she scarcely noticed it. She dismissed, as well, the odd feeling buzzing along her nerves and knotting in her chest. It was dread, no doubt, at encountering that man again.

She could not help but remember the feel of his lips against hers, the treacherous yearning that his kiss had aroused in her. It was embarrassing that it had taken her so long to pull away from him—and maddening that he, like other men, saw a woman only in that way. Still, she had faced him down last night despite her embarrassment, so the worst was over. And perhaps today, he would see past the dainty feminine appearance that was the bane of her existence and notice the competence, the intelligence, the person beneath the curvaceous form.

Not, of course, that there was any reason he should be different. And certainly no reason that she should care. Coll Munro had no place in her life. Her career, her work, was what was important, and a man, however pleasing to look at, however charming, had no part in that.

Violet grinned to herself at the thought of calling Munro charming. He had been anything but that—blunt and unwelcoming, scowling at her and throwing up every obstacle he could think of to dissuade her from staying. No doubt he would be equally obstructive this morning. But somehow the prospect of verbally jousting with him raised her spirits even more.

The house just inside the massive gates was tidy and small. Violet was glad to see that light glowed in one of the windows. She rapped sharply upon the door. When there was no response, she knocked again and was rewarded by a low, grumbling voice within.

“Aye, aye, I heard you.” The door swung open and Coll Munro loomed in the doorway, frowning. “I told you I would—” He stopped abruptly when his gaze fell on her.

Here in the light of dawn, she could see that his eyes were sky blue, sleepy and heavy lidded beneath eyebrows of cinnamon brown, darker than the deep gold of his hair. Clearly he was as handsome as he’d seemed in the darkness, his jaw sharply cut, his chin square, his lips full and well shaped. He had not shaved yet, for his lower face was covered with stubble, which, like his brows, was darker than his hair and intriguingly tinged with red.

Violet’s stomach dropped as if she had missed a step on the stairs or stood at the edge of a precipice. She glanced away hastily, and her gaze fell upon his chest, where his unbuttoned shirt hung open, revealing a wide swath of skin. A center line of curling, red-brown hair led downward, disappearing into the waistband of his trousers. Thoroughly flustered, Violet tore her eyes from the sight of his firm, ridged chest and dropped her gaze to the floor. His feet were bare, and the sight seemed far too intimate.

She struggled to come up with something to say to end the awkward moment, but her mind was perfectly blank—well, no, not blank, but filled with images that it was better not to think about.

“Oh—ah—Miss—I mean, my lady.” Coll fumbled at the buttons of his shirt, taking a step back. “I didn’t realize—I wasn’t expecting you. I—”

“I need directions to the ruins.” Violet realized that in her rush to cover her awkwardness, her words had come out abrupt and graceless. She added in explanation, “I’m afraid I don’t know how to get there.”

Munro stared at her. “Now? You’re going to the ruins at this hour?”

“That is why I came here, after all. It is my vocation, not a pastime. I’m eager to get started.”

“Yes. I can see.” He took another step back. “Come in, then; it’s cold. Give me a minute, and I’ll take you.”

Violet’s insides fluttered. She thought of walking with him to the ruins and how awkward it would be, with nothing to say and her mind filled with the image of Coll when he opened the door. His sleep-tousled hair and the wide swath of skin between his shirt, the curling hair that she wanted, most peculiarly, to glide her fingers through. She forced a bright smile. “No need to go to such trouble. I am sure I can find the way if you give me directions.”

“It’s no trouble. Easier than trying to explain since you don’t know the countryside. I just need to finish dressing.” Color tinged his cheeks, and he glanced toward a door in the far wall. No doubt it led into his bedroom.

Violet felt her own face heating as well. It was foolish to feel embarrassed—after all, he was the one who had answered his door half-dressed. She had done nothing wrong, and she had learned long ago not to worry about propriety or appearances. They were unimportant and usually acted as barricades to a woman’s career. Yet somehow Coll Munro seemed to be able to turn her blushing and tongue-tied at every turn.

“Please come in.” Coll stepped back farther. “I’ll just, um . . .” He glanced around, then nodded to her without finishing the sentence and hurried into the other room. He appeared, Violet thought, as relieved to escape as she was to be left by herself.

Violet relaxed when the door closed behind him. The room seemed too confined with him in it, as if he took up all the air. She drew a deep breath and composed herself. She must not allow herself to become flustered again. From bitter experience Violet knew that men expected to command in any situation, and that in the face of even the slightest hesitation or uncertainty, they would rush to fill the void. She had to maintain firm control, not only of the situation but of her own reactions, as well.

She did her best to ignore any sounds from the other room, whether it was thuds or rustling or a low, muttered curse. Better not to think about Coll Munro dressing a few feet from her—his fingers working their way down the line of buttons, grazing the skin of his chest and stomach as they moved, tucking the shirt inside his breeches. Even imagining him shaving sent the oddest sensation through her.

She wondered exactly what a man did as he shaved, an intimate sort of activity to which an unmarried woman was not privy. She was aware of the instruments involved, of course, but how long did it take and where did one start and how did he shave the narrow space between his lip and nostrils, especially the dip in the middle? What would it feel like to stroke her finger down that little valley?

Violet shook her head, dispelling the thoughts, and strolled around the room. Coll Munro was neat, and the furniture, though plain, was sturdy and well made, the wood sanded and polished to a gleaming smooth surface. The peat smoldering in the fireplace gave out the odd odor Violet was becoming accustomed to in Scotland, but another pleasant, woodsy smell mingled with it. It was, she discovered, the scent of wood shavings discarded in a pail, along with some blocks of wood, beside a set of shelves. Several carved objects lay on the shelves, one of them a statue of an elf peering out from around a tree, so charmingly done she had to smile.

There were woodworking tools, as well, and pieces of paper weighed down by another small block of wood. She could see the edges of a sketch emerging from beneath the paperweight. Her fingers itched to pull the papers out and look at them, but even Violet’s rapacious curiosity could not make her breach the laws of polite behavior to that extent.

Coll Munro had an artistic streak. She imagined his large, capable fingers working on a piece of wood, pulling forth the delicate traceries and whorls. Turning away, her eye fell on the opposite wall, where a sketch hung in a simple frame. The portrait, done in charcoal, was of a woman so lovely it took one’s breath away. Laughter shone in the subject’s large bright eyes, and her mouth was quirked up at one corner in the beginnings of a smile. Her hair was a mass of tumbling tresses, held back on one side by her hand as if to shield her curls from the wind. In the static drawing, Violet could see the motion, the almost tangible energy and vivacity that radiated from her.

Was this the woman Coll loved? Affection and familiarity permeated every line of the drawing. A fiancée? A lost love? Violet took a step closer. The woman’s beauty was such that Violet could not help but admire it, yet she felt an unfamiliar twinge of envy. Violet had never wished she were more pleasing to the eye; indeed, Violet had found her looks more a detriment than a source of pride. But in this moment she knew a sharp, brief twist of longing. What must it be like to be a woman whom men cherished?

The door opened behind her, and Violet whirled almost guiltily. Coll once more filled the room with his presence. He was fully dressed now and clean shaven as well—though bearing a thin, red line across his jaw that she suspected might have been the cause for the curses she had heard earlier.

“I—um—was looking at the portrait.” Violet gestured vaguely toward it. “Did you draw it?”

“Aye. That’s Meg.”

“She’s beautiful.” The name tickled in Violet’s brain. She stared. “Meg? You mean—isn’t that the name in the earl’s letter? His new wife?”

“Aye.” Coll grimaced. “She’s Lady Mardoun now.”

Violet swung back to study the drawing again. She had been surprised to read in Mardoun’s letter that he had married again. From her admittedly limited knowledge of the earl, he had not seemed a man who embraced the role of husband. That he had married a woman he’d met here—and after only a few weeks—made it even more curious. But now she understood. A woman as beautiful as this could turn the head of even the worldly Earl of Mardoun.

Was Coll in love with the earl’s wife? Violet cast a speculative glance at him. He had gone to the fire to retrieve a kettle and was busy pouring water into it from a pitcher. The twist of his mouth when he said “Lady Mardoun” had indicated a certain displeasure, but he did not fit Violet’s picture of a heartbroken man.

“Would you like a cup of tea? I have some of Sally McEwan’s scones here, too.”

“No, thank you,” Violet said automatically, though her stomach rumbled in protest. She had been too eager this morning to wait for breakfast.

“You haven’t tasted Sally’s scones.” He set a basket on the table, folding back the cloth to reveal a pile of golden-brown cakes. “They’re a bit of heaven.” He smiled, and a long dimple popped into one cheek, his blue eyes warm and vivid.

Violet smiled back, taking an unconscious step toward him before she pulled herself up short. Sitting down to a companionable breakfast with the man was not the way to establish her authority and professionalism.

“I prefer to get to the ruins as soon as possible,” she said stiffly. “I must make my plans for excavation.”

Despite her refusal, Coll continued about his tasks, pouring two cups of tea and setting other small containers on the table. “Those ruins have been there for hundreds of years. I imagine they could wait another ten minutes.” He sat down, pushing the basket toward her. “Eat. Better to work on a full stomach.”

Violet clenched her teeth. Munro was clearly not going anywhere until he’d eaten. It was irritating, but it would be useless to argue with him. She could not force him to go, and losing the argument would only make her appear weak. Besides, what he had said was perfectly reasonable. And the scones looked delicious.

She perched on the chair across the table from him, pouring a bit of milk into her tea. The drink was hot and strong, and a pot of honey provided sweetness. Violet could not quite suppress a sigh of satisfaction after it slid down her throat.

Coll’s eyes danced. “Wait till you’ve tasted the scones.”

Violet suspected uneasily that he was laughing at her, and she had no idea how to respond. She had never been good at making conversation. Her mother could chat for ten minutes without ever really saying anything, but she had been unable to instill that ability in her daughter.

There were no plates, no utensils, so she followed Coll’s lead and simply plucked one of the scones from the basket, breaking off a piece and putting it in her mouth. The bread was a delightful combination of tastes, at once buttery and dry, sweet but with a twinge of tartness. It was, in short, as close to perfection as a bread could be. Violet couldn’t hold back a smile.

“Dinna I tell you?” Coll asked with a chuckle.

Such good humor was in his tone that Violet’s smile turned into a laugh as well. “Yes, you were right. Miss—McEwan, was it?—makes delicious scones. You are lucky to have such a generous friend.” She was blatantly fishing for information, but Violet was too curious to be polite. There seemed to be a number of women in Munro’s life.
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