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Lyming, Scotland
 February 1847


The ferryman was dead.


There was no doubt about it. The fellow had no pulse. His skin was like ice. His pupils were dilated, his eyes glassy and staring. Reilly Stanton didn’t need a medical license to tell him that this man was no longer among the living.


But Reilly wasn’t the one who needed convincing. It was the wizened fisherman stooped over beside him who seemed to be suffering from some doubts.


“What’s ailing him, then?” the old man asked, his breath turning instantly to steam in the cold winter air.


“Aye.” The fisherman’s question was echoed by several of his peers, all of whom had come to stare down at the corpse, as well as at Reilly, who’d had the ill judgment to plunge into the frigid water after the drowning man.


“I’m afraid,” Reilly said, lifting his dripping head from the dead man’s equally sodden chest, “that he’s gone.”


“Gone?” The eldest of the fishermen blinked down at him. “What do you mean, gone?”


“Well, passed on.” Seeing the blank expressions on the faces around him, Reilly tried again. “Expired.”


The word expired had always worked well enough on the families of Reilly’s patients back in Mayfair. It was clear, however, that delicacy was wasted on these particular fellows, and so Reilly said, enunciating with difficulty through teeth that were beginning to chatter with the cold, “I’m afraid your friend is dead.”


“Dead?” The old man exchanged incredulous glances with his companions. “Stuben’s dead?”


Reilly rose to his knees—no small feat, since his once fine breeches were stiff with frozen saltwater—and looked longingly toward the alehouse. At least, it looked like an alehouse. It was the structure nearest the pier where they now stood, and through the fog Reilly could see that there was a sign swinging above the door, and warm and welcoming lights in the windows. An alehouse, a whorehouse, Reilly didn’t care what it was, so long as he was soon in it, drying off and warming up before a fire, preferably with a glass of whisky in his hand.


But first, of course, there was the dead ferryman to be seen to.


“But that canna be,” the toothless fisherman insisted. “Stuben canna be dead. He’s never died before.”


“Well, that’s the nature of death, isn’t it?” Reilly managed a sympathetic smile. “We tend to do it just the once.”


“No’ Stuben.” Around the corpse, shaggy gray heads nodded emphatically. “He’s gone under many a time, has Stuben, and he’s no’ died before now.”


“Well.” Reilly tried to picture some of his more learned peers—Pearson, for instance, with his ubiquitous cigar, or Shelley, with that ridiculous silver-handled cane he didn’t need—standing on this desolate pier, arguing the semantics of death with this motley group, and failed.


Well, Pearson and Shelley had too much sense to have signed on for such an assignment. Too much sense, and nothing like Reilly’s blue-eyed, golden-haired impetus.


He said, “Well, gentlemen, I’m afraid he didn’t make it this time. I’m very sorry for your loss. But he was clearly intoxicated—”


This was, of course, the grossest of understatements. The ferryman had been so blind drunk Reilly had almost asked if there wasn’t some other boat he could hire for the trip across the water. But he’d stopped himself at the last minute. What was the worst, he’d wondered, that could come of a drunk ferryman? That the boat might run aground, or worse, sink?


So he’d drown in the frigid and tumultuous waters off the coast of the Scottish Highlands. So what? It wasn’t as if he had anything much to live for, anyway. Christine, back in London, would hear of his drowning and would have to live with the knowledge that Reilly Stanton had died in an effort to win her love ….


Of course, when the stupid man had lost his footing and slipped into the sea just as they were docking, Reilly hadn’t given a thought to his own safety, much less to what Miss Christine King was going to think. He had plunged without hesitation into the icy water and pulled the old man, dead weight though he’d been, back to shore.


It was only now, standing there soaking wet, shivering like a dog, that it occurred to Reilly he’d missed yet another wonderful opportunity to make Christine sorry for what she’d done. He’d come so close to a romantic death! He could almost hear the ladies back in Mayfair:


“Darling, did you hear? Young Dr. Stanton—the eighth Marquis of Stillworth, don’t you know—died in the wilds of the Hebrides, trying to save another man’s life. I can’t imagine what that heartless Christine King was thinking, slipping a man like that the mitten. She must have been out of her head. Such a self-sacrificing, noble gentleman … handsome, too, from what I hear. Poor girl is beside herself with grief.”


Well, he had certainly botched it. And because the old duffer had up and died on him despite his best efforts, Reilly couldn’t even write home and mention, ever so casually, about how he’d managed to save a life his very first day on the job, damn it all.


When was his luck going to change?


“I’m sorry about Mr. Stuben,” Reilly said, to the ferryman’s friends, “but he was well past feeling anything when he went, if it’s any consolation. He was quite intoxicated. Now if you good gentlemen don’t mind, I’m quite cold and wet through, and I’d like to get out of this wind—”


“That’s the thing.” Several hoary heads wagged. “Get ’im out of this wind. Someone go for Miss Brenna.”


“Already done,” a toothless gent assured them. “Sent the boy for ’er, soon as I seed Stuben go under.”


“Good lad.” The eldest fisherman sighed. “Well, I’ll take his head, you take his feet. Ready? Ayuh.”


Reilly stood, the bitter wind throwing salt spray all around him, as gnarled hands seized the body of the ferryman and lifted it. Then the solemn-faced processional moved with maddening slowness toward the nearest structure, the one Reilly had been hoping so fervently was an alehouse.


Left alone on the dock, Reilly glanced around. Buffeted by the wind and waves, the ferryboat thudded dully against the side of the pier. His bags and trunk were still aboard it, but as he’d been the only passenger, that was all, save the ferryman’s empty bottles, which rolled noisily back and forth across the deck. Other than the dead ferryman’s friends and a plethora of vociferous seagulls swooping about overhead, there was no one around. Reilly hadn’t exactly reckoned upon anyone meeting him, communication with the mainland being what it was, but he’d thought there might at least be someone to take his bags ….


Well, never mind. There’d been a death, after all. He supposed the bags would be safe enough for now. Wrapping his cloak about him—though the ice-encrusted material did little to shield his body from the wind—he caught up to the dead man and his entourage. They were headed toward the only building he could see through the fog, that building in which there promised, from the lights in the windows, to be a fire if nothing else.


Reilly fell into step beside the fishermen, and when one complained of weariness, he took a turn at holding the dead man’s head.


Then another of the old men, clutching his chest, stepped aside, and Reilly found himself holding not only the dead man’s head, but his upper torso, as well.


Then a third fisherman bowed out, coughing with alarming, body-wracking spasms. It wasn’t long before Reilly had slung the ferryman over his back and was bearing the full of his weight, while Stuben’s friends shouted encouragement and approval at him. Thank God, Reilly thought grimly to himself, there was no way this was going to get back to Christine. Romantic as she might have thought his death, there wasn’t anything the least romantic about this particular situation.


He staggered toward the alehouse—clearly an alehouse, he could see now, though the name of it on the wind-battered sign—The Tortured Hare—was not very encouraging. But as soon as the door was yanked open, Reilly was bathed in a wave of beer-scented heat, and he was relieved to find that whatever else it might have been, The Tortured Hare was at the very least warm, dry, and still serving.


And full of people. At the announcement of one of his new companions—”Stuben’s gone in the drink again, and this ’un fished him out”—there was a collective murmur of excitement, followed by a flurry of movement as men hurried to lift tankards out of the way of the women who darted forward to place an enormous plank across several benches someone had set near the hearth.


“Put him down here,” commanded a large, middle-aged woman in a fairly unsullied apron and cap. “Right there, on the table.”


Reilly complied, though “table” was not the word he would have chosen to describe the makeshift structure onto which he lowered the cold, lifeless body. No sooner had the man once known as Stuben met the hard planks, than the woman was hurrying to undo his sodden clothes, barking orders at everyone within earshot as she did so.


“Flora, fetch a bottle of whisky. Blankets from the upstairs cupboard, Maeve. There’s a pan of water over the fire in the back kitchen, Nancy. Fetch it, and find some rags. Has anyone gone for Miss Brenna?”


“Sent the boy for ’er,” one of the fishermen assured her.


“Good,” the woman said.


Miss Brenna, again? Who the devil, Reilly wondered, was this Miss Brenna? A peculiarly ugly name in Reilly’s opinion, an opinion shared by his friends Pearson and Shelley, who’d unanimously declared Brenna the most hideous name for a female in the English language, with the possible exception of Megan. It was, they’d decided, almost guaranteed that any woman christened with the name Brenna would be cursed with multiple chins, overly large front teeth, and a distinctly horse-like countenance. And during the course of their admittedly not very scientific investigation into the veracity of their theory, they had yet to be proved wrong.


The ferryman’s clothes were peeled off until he lay there, quite naked, under the gaze of everyone who happened to be in The Tortured Hare—which included, Reilly saw, the alehouse’s staff, all of whom were women and some of whom looked astonishingly young. Even more astonishing, these young ladies did not seem the least bit shocked at the sight of the corpse or its state of undress. Even as it was subjected next to the indignity of being swaddled in hot rags, dropped from a pot of steaming water held in the girl Nancy’s hands, none of those hardened Highland lassies gave the cadaver a second glance.


“Um,” Reilly felt compelled to say, when his teeth had ceased chattering enough to allow speech, by which time the dead man very nearly had been covered from head to toe in hot cloths.


The woman—clearly the proprietress of the place—spared him a single glance. Then she snapped, “Maeve, dunna stand there like a ninny. Get the gentleman out of those wet clothes and under a blanket.”


Reilly looked with alarm at the very determined young lady coming toward him. He took a hasty step backward and raising both hands exclaimed, “Um, no, no. That’s not—I mean, I’m fine. Really. I just think someone ought to tell you, madam, that that man there is—”


But Reilly, whose only previous visits to Scotland had been for the occasional hunting trip, during which he had had little or no contact with the natives, was ill prepared to defend himself against the single-minded purposefulness of a typical Gaelic maid. In a thrice, Mistress Maeve had hold of his cloak and then his coat, and was wrenching them both from him in a manner that caused him to suspect her well used to undressing reluctant customers … and to what purpose he had only too certain an idea.


Short of resorting to fisticuffs, Reilly saw no way of deterring Maeve from her goal, which seemed to be stripping him as naked as the corpse that lay before them … at least until he found himself standing on the far side of the room, literally backed into a corner, his waistcoat and shirt gone now, as well as his coat and cloak, while a very determined set of fingers worked at the fastenings to his breeches ….


“That,” Reilly said, seizing the wrists just above those fingers, “will be quite enough, I think.”


Maeve blinked up at him, her expression not at all what he’d expected. Instead of looking abashed, the girl’s mien was distinctly kittenish.


“She said I was to get ye out of yer wet things,” the maid reminded him.


“Yes,” Reilly said. “Well, I’d like to keep my trousers just now, if it’s all the same to you.”


“I don’t think ye ought to,” Maeve said. “Like to come down with the quinsy, if you do.”


“Or the rheumatics,” called another female voice.


It was only then that Reilly noticed young Nancy, the girl who’d been dispatched to fetch hot water for the ferryman, had returned, and was watching them both with rapt attention.


“Right,” Maeve said, staunchly. “Or the rheumatics. You wouldn’t want to be coming down with the rheumatics—” Maeve’s gaze roved over his naked chest. “Not a fine young man like yerself.”


Reilly, perfectly convinced now that he’d stumbled into a den of lunatics, gave Maeve’s wrists a tug that brought her to her feet. He then pried her fingers from his waistband, thus preserving what was left of his dignity.


“I will,” he said, resolutely steering Maeve away from him, “risk it.”


Now clad only in a pair of soaked breeches and equally sodden boots, Reilly saw that his fears of being unmanned before the entire village had been ill-founded: no one—with the exception of Maeve and Nancy—was paying the slightest attention to him. The patrons of The Tortured Hare seemed to find the contents of their ale tankards more interesting than the half naked man in the corner, and a good deal more fascinating than the fully naked one stretched out upon the table in the center of the room.


All except for the tavern’s proprietress, that is, who was calling to the ferryman, “Wake up. Wake up now, Stuben.”


Reilly, oddly touched by the woman’s tenacious refusal to admit the obvious, said gently, “Madam, it grieves me to inform you of this, but the truth of the matter is, Mr. Stuben is dead.”


The woman froze, a hot cloth, which she’d been about to drop over the ferryman’s nether regions, steaming in her hands. She eyed Reilly very astonishedly indeed. “Dead?” she echoed.


The word appeared to have a riveting effect on the tavern’s patrons. Suddenly, all heads swiveled in Reilly’s direction.


“Er … yes.” Now that he’d managed, at last, to attract the attention of nearly every person in the room, Reilly became acutely aware of his near nakedness. The blanket that had been suggested earlier seemed a long time coming.


Nevertheless, he had a duty to perform, and perform it he would.


“Yes, madam,” he went on. “Dead. He has no pulse, nor has he taken a breath since I pulled him from the water. I hate to tell you this, but I fear your efforts, though valiant, are rather useless at this point.”


He noticed that the patrons of The Tortured Hare suddenly seemed a good deal more interested in the man on the plank now that it appeared he was not alive. In fact, some of them were straining their necks to get a better look at him. A dead ferryman, Reilly supposed, was eminently more worthy of attention than a live one.


“Dead?” The woman looked down at the cadaverous visage below her. “Stuben? But he’s never died afore.”


Reilly raised an eyebrow. “Yes,” he said, wondering if everyone in the place was daft, and if so what he as the village’s only physician was going to be expected to do about it. “Well, this time, I’m afraid his plunge was fatal. I’m very sorry to be the bearer of bad news. I did everything I humanly could for him, but I’m afraid the water was just so cold, and he is as you can see rather advanced in years.”


Reilly thought it wisest not to mention the dead man’s level of intoxication at his time of death. There were ladies present, after all.


“He just wasn’t strong enough to make it this time,” Reilly said. “Now, if it wouldn’t trouble you too much, I wonder if you could send someone down to the ferry for my things. I’d like to change—”


He was interrupted by the violent banging of the front door as it flew open to reveal a tall figure, swathed in a heavy dark cloak, the ends of which whipped smartly in the bitter wind.


“Oh, Miss Brenna!” The proprietress of The Tortured Hare looked immensely relieved. “Thank God you’re here.”


Reilly looked with interest upon the figure in the doorway. So this was the Miss Brenna everybody kept talking about! Well, she certainly didn’t disappoint. She was tall enough to be a Brenna, surely. Only a few inches shorter than he was, by God, and he stood just over six feet tall. The cloak hid her figure, and the deep hood her face, so he couldn’t quite see if the rest of her fit her name, but she certainly looked an Amazon. Pearson and Shelley would be right pleased to hear it.


“Stuben’s gone into the drink again,” one of the fishermen informed her. “And that one said he’s dead.”


“Who?”


The voice was precisely the sort he’d expect from a Brenna, deep in pitch and not at all feminine. Reilly was congratulating himself on being an excellent judge of womankind when a gloved hand parted the folds of the cloak, swept back the hood …


… and very nearly caused him an apoplexy. Because there was no double chin here, nothing in that countenance that could be construed as the least bit reminiscent of a horse, except perhaps the wild mane of copper-colored curls which tumbled, perfectly unrestrained by net or comb, from the top of her head. In fact, this particular Brenna was all that was comely and fair.


As he was only too capable of attesting, considering the fact that beneath her cloak the girl was wearing … a second glance proved it … a pair of men’s trousers.


Yes, men’s trousers, which clung suggestively to her slim thighs, and were tightly cinched about the waist with a thick leather belt, into which had been tucked the ends of a bulky green sweater. On the girl’s feet Reilly observed a pair of sturdy leather boots.


The sweater and the boots hid some key attributes, but the trousers were magnificent. Reilly had never seen a woman in trousers before. Christine, he was quite certain, would sooner have paraded in a potato sack than anything remotely resembling pants.


Still, it was a fashion innovation that, though it might not have reached Paris or London as yet, Reilly felt he could whole-heartedly support. In truth, he felt quite overwhelmed by its impact, enough so that it was a moment or two before he became aware that the girl was speaking again.


“Who said Stuben was dead?” she demanded, in that mannish voice that now seemed so at odds with her extremely feminine appearance.


A dozen fingers pointed in Reilly’s direction, and a second later he found himself pinned under the gaze of a pair of eyes that were not only the bluest, but also quite positively the shrewdest, he’d ever seen. He had no hat to snatch from his head at the sight of her—Maeve had appropriated that, as well as his coat and cloak—and so could only bow a little at the waist, morbidly conscious of his state of near nakedness.


“I did,” he said, inexplicably unnerved by the brightness of her gaze. “I said it. I pulled him from the water myself. He had no pulse. He was ice cold—”


“Who,” she asked, blinking once, “are you?”


He noticed that Miss Brenna, unlike everyone else whom he’d encountered since crossing the border, did not possess a Scottish burr but spoke as God and the Queen intended, with a good clean English accent.


“Stanton,” he said. “Reilly Stanton. I’m the one who accepted the position—”


She had already looked away from him, and was striding toward the corpse.


“—you all advertised.” Reilly watched as she wrenched the dead man to his side, then moved behind him. “The physician’s position. I’m here to begin my appointment.” Noting that no one looked very comprehending, he added quickly, “I’m licensed, of course, by the Royal College of Physicians. I’m a Fellow of the College, as well—Oxford, actually—and I studied in Paris …. I say, perhaps you didn’t hear me, but that gentleman is really quite—”


To his utter disbelief, the girl plowed her fist—with enough force to cause a hollow thudding sound, which surely would have smarted if the fellow hadn’t already been dead—into the center of the corpse’s back, exactly between his shoulder blades.


“—dead,” Reilly said. “I’m terribly sorry. I did everything I could.”


It was at that moment that the ferryman opened his mouth and spewed a fountain of rum and seawater onto the floor, splashing the boots of everyone around him, including Reilly.


Blinking groggily, the previously dead ferryman managed a sheepish smile.


“Sorry ’bout that,” he said.
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“What advertisement?” she asked him.


Reilly raised his incredulous gaze from the resurrected man to the face of the girl who’d come to stand before him. She was so tall that she had only to tip her chin slightly to look him in the eye. The top of Christine’s head, by contrast, hadn’t quite reached the middle of his chest.


“What advertisement, Mr. Stanton?” she repeated.


Reilly heard himself say, “But he was dead. That man was dead. He had no heartbeat. I listened to his chest. There was nothing there.”


She glanced casually back at the ferryman, who was enjoying the congratulations of his friends and neighbors, well pleased at being the center of attention and even more pleased by the steaming cup someone had thrust into his hands.


“Oh,” she said. “The cold usually stops his heart for a bit. It just takes a good thump or two to get it started again.”


Reilly shook his head. “No wonder they were all saying he’d never died before. How many times have you brought that old fellow back from Hades?”


“Once or twice,” she said.


He grinned. “More like half a dozen times, I’m sure. I must say, I certainly never saw any literature espousing that particular method of reviving patients while I was in Paris—”


“Oh,” she said, with a short laugh. “Well. Paris.”


The laugh was accompanied by an eye roll. The girl clearly did not think much of Paris.


“You should know,” Reilly said, his pride pricked, “that I studied under some of the finest minds in medicine in Paris.”


“Well, the finest minds in medicine didn’t do you a bit of good bringing Stuben round, did they?” was her reply.


Reilly frowned. “I don’t make a habit of going about thumping my patients on the back.”


“Maybe you should,” the girl suggested, sweetly. “You mightn’t lose as many of them.”


He glared at her. He thought he was going to have to amend his opinion of her. She was a head turner, all right, but she was also a bit of a—


“But then, you seem to be accustomed to losing things.” The young woman’s blue-eyed gaze dipped below Reilly’s face to roam across his bare shoulders and down the furred center of his chest, until it came to rest suggestively on the waistband of his breeches.


Reilly, for the first time in a very long time, felt himself flush. He also felt a sudden and completely ridiculous urge to shield himself from that penetrating gaze.


Refusing to allow her the victory of knowing she’d embarrassed him, he folded his arms across his chest and said, “The loss of a shirt is a small price to pay for a life saved.” Even, he added mentally, the life of a feeble-minded drunkard.


He did not utter these last words out loud, and yet Miss Brenna seemed to be thinking them as well, if the single eyebrow she cocked was any indication. But then, perhaps she was only reflecting upon the fact that it was she, not he, who had ultimately saved foul Stuben’s pitiful life.


If such were her thoughts, however, she restrained herself from mentioning them aloud. Instead, she asked once again, “Now, what advertisement was it, Mr. Stanton, that brought you here?”


“It’s doctor, actually,” Reilly said. “Dr. Stanton. And I mean the one from The Times, of course.”


The girl, that single eyebrow still cocked, looked dubious. “From The Times,” she said, flatly. Clearly, she did not believe him.


This, of course, nettled him nearly as much as the insulting manner in which she’d dragged her gaze across his bare chest. He glanced around for his clothes and spied Maeve, having apparently forgotten all about both the whisky and the blanket he’d been promised, hanging them up before the fire.


“I’ve got the response to my letter of inquiry here,” Reilly said, striding across the room to seize his waistcoat, then reaching into its pocket.


The lining of the waistcoat was as sopping wet as its exterior, everything that had turned to ice out on the pier thawing steadily in the heat of the public room. It was some time before he was able to draw a sodden sheet of paper from its pocket’s depths.


Only the minute he brought it out into the light, he saw it wasn’t the one he wanted. It was the letter from Christine, the one he’d been wearing close to his heart since the ill-fated day of its arrival. Now it was only a damp sheet of pinkish stationery, creased and recreased too many times, upon which just a few strokes of handwriting—still noticeably feminine, Christine’s script, like the rest of her, being all that was womanly—showed.


The young woman they called Miss Brenna lifted an auburn eyebrow. “That doesn’t look like an advertisement from The Times,” she said.


Grimacing, he stuffed the pink, pulpy mess back into his pocket and fished out another one.


“Here it is,” he said. “The response to my letter, which was in response to the advertisement. It’s from Iain MacLeod, the Earl of Glendenning—”


A word fell from the girl’s lips that was so foul, the only time Reilly could remember ever having heard it before had been on the docks of East London, those first few nights after Christine had broken off their engagement, when Pearson and Shelley had insisted upon finding him a whore with whom to ease the pain of his broken heart. The girl’s voice, being so deep and distinctive, carried the curse across the room until it reached the ears of the alehouse’s proprietress, who immediately detached herself from the ferryman’s side.


“What is it, Miss Brenna?” the woman asked, worriedly. “Was this one here rude to you?” She leveled a reproving gaze at Reilly. “Watch your manners, sir. This is a respectable establishment, and I willna have my guests insulted. I appreciate your carryin’ Stuben all that way, but I willna stand for anyone slightin’ Miss Brenna—”


Reilly, taken aback, said, “Now see here, madam. I didn’t lay a finger on your Miss Brenna, and I resent the implication that I behaved in any way that might be construed as untoward—”


He broke off as the party whom he’d supposedly wounded so grievously reached out and snatched from the older woman’s hands the bottle she held. Reilly, who had only just begun to recover from the shock of having heard such foul language from lips so fair, was even further shocked to see those same lips wrap around the mouth of the bottle as the young woman quite unapologetically sucked back a healthy swallow of whisky.


Reilly had never in his life seen a woman drink whisky from the bottle—or even from a glass, for that matter. Christine had drunk wine occasionally, but never anything stronger, and certainly never from anything except cut crystal.


Still, although he was shocked, he wasn’t unpleasantly so. This was certainly the kind of behavior he’d have expected from someone who’d had the misfortune to be named Brenna.


She brought the bottle away from her lips and handed it back to its owner.


“Sorry, Mrs. Murphy,” she said, not looking the least bit apologetic. “It wasn’t that one. It’s him again.”


Mrs. Murphy looked taken aback, but apparently by this piece of information, not, as Reilly was, by the girl’s drinking habits. “Oh, dear,” the older woman murmured.


“I’d better go—” To his great disappointment, the Amazonian Miss Brenna closed the edges of her cloak, shielding from him the sight of those lovely thighs. “—and see if I can’t get this straightened out.”


“Oh, my,” Mrs. Murphy breathed. “Really, Miss Brenna, I think you hadna ought to go alone—”


“I’ll be all right.” She tossed some of that unruly red hair and added, “Keep Mr. Stuben warm, and make sure you get some tea into him. Not whisky, but tea. Understand, Mrs. Murphy?”


“I understand,” the older woman murmured. “Only do be careful, Miss Brenna. There’s a thick fog blown in, and the way is bound to be icy—”


The girl just gave an airy wave of her hand. “Dr. Stanton’s the one who looks as if he could use a whisky,” was her parting comment as she jerked her lovely head in Reilly’s direction while starting for the door. “And a dry shirt, if you can find one big enough for him.”


And with that, Reilly realized, he’d been summarily dismissed.


“I say,” he cried. “I am not done—” The door to The Tortured Hare slammed shut, very nearly in his face, and brought him up short. “—speaking with you.”


“Never mind Miss Brenna now,” Mrs. Murphy said in motherly tones. She hurried toward him, finally spreading the long-ago proffered blanket across his shoulders. “Let’s get you nice and dry. You must be frozen through. Miss Brenna’s right about there no’ bein’ a shirt in the entire village big enough to fit you … well, exceptin’ for Lord Glendenning’s, p’raps, but his lordship’s not known for loanin’ out his shirts. You’ll just have to have a glass of this, then, to warm you up until your own clothes are dry.” She poured from the bottle which had only recently left Miss Brenna’s lips.


Reilly took the glass the proprietress thrust at him without really noticing it, his gaze still fastened on the young woman who’d departed so abruptly. He could see her quite plainly through the window—once he’d wiped the condensation on the pane away with a corner of the blanket—swinging into the saddle of a gray mare whose legs were only very slightly longer than her own.


“Astride,” Reilly muttered to himself. “Well, that goes without saying.”


He had never seen a woman ride astride before. Indeed, he hadn’t known many horsewomen in his life, his mother and sisters infinitely preferring to take a phaeton round the park back home. And Christine had been terrified of horses. She had not to his knowledge, even owned a riding habit, let alone a sidesaddle.


Well, neither, apparently, did the Amazonian Miss Brenna. But she wasn’t about to let that stop her. Reilly watched as she gave the gray a kick with her heels, and suddenly, mount and mistress were off, disappearing into the thick fog.


“Like Queen Boadicea,” Reilly declared in wonder, not realizing he’d spoken aloud until Mrs. Murphy answered him.


“Aye,” she said, without the slightest enthusiasm. “Like you said, sir. Will you be separated from these trousers, sir, or have they grown a part of you, then? And if you’ll just hand over your boots, I’ll have Nancy stuff ’em, so’s the leather doesna lose its nice shape.”


Reilly sat himself down and without hesitation began pulling off his boots.


“Who is that woman?” he asked as he tugged. “She isn’t from around here, is she?”


“Miss Brenna, you mean?” Mrs. Murphy, seeing that he wasn’t making much progress with the boots, bent down and lifted one of his feet herself.


“London born, am I right?”


His boot came away with a violent sucking sound, and Mrs. Murphy staggered backward, a stream of seawater pouring out of the once-fine leather.


“Terribly sorry,” Reilly said, when he noticed the growing puddle on the floor. “I’ll pay for that, of course, if the water’s done any permanent damage. So? Is she from London?”


Mrs. Murphy had already sicced two or three of her girls on the puddle and did not appear to have heard Reilly’s question. She was instead working on the other boot.


“Hampstead,” Reilly said, peeling several notes from his wallet. “That’s where she’s from. Am I right?”


The second boot gave way, and the serving girls scrambled to clean up the water that spilled from it. Reilly wiggled his near-frozen toes in their sodden stockings.


“What’s a girl from Hampstead doing all the way up here?” he wondered. “Married some local bloke, did she?” But she’d hardly, he told himself, be called Miss Brenna if she were married ….


Not, of course, that he cared particularly. He wasn’t on this island to wonder about the marital status of women who bore the unfortunate name of Brenna … even uncommonly pretty ones who also happened to wear trousers and ride astride. Especially not one who seemed to have taken such a marked dislike of him. And was so exceptionally sure of herself, besides.


No. He was here to prove to his former fiancée that he was no dilettante, no dabbler in the medical arts. He had every intention of saving lives. Which was why he’d left behind his practice in London, where his patients had had a frustrating habit of not acquiring life-threatening illnesses. How could he prove the seriousness of his commitment to the medical profession if he could find no ills to cure?


And he would prove it, by God, even if it meant he had to endure a thousand Miss Brennas ….


“Lyming,” the owner of The Tortured Hare announced, quite unaccountably.


Reilly looked at her. “I beg your pardon?”


“Miss Brenna.” Mrs. Murphy nodded to him. “She’s from right here. Lyming, born and bred.”


Reilly was genuinely shocked. “Lyming?”


“Aye,” the woman said, clearly confused by his astonishment.


It took a few seconds for Reilly to digest this information. And when he had, more questions about the exasperating Miss Brenna slipped out quite against his will:


“How is that possible? She’s clearly well educated. She’s got some medical knowledge, that’s certain. But she can’t be the midwife, can she? Much too young for that. Why, she can’t be above twenty.”


Mrs. Murphy listened attentively to these questions but did not seem to feel that they required a reply. Instead, she responded with a question of her own. “Did you say you’ve got a trunk somewhere, Mr. Stanton? Maybe we could find a shirt for you in it. And a change of trousers.”


Her query was pointed enough that Reilly was momentarily distracted from his interrogation.


“I do have one, back on the ferry. A few bags, too. Medical equipment, and all of that. You know, you might want to have it all brought straight to the house.”


Mrs. Murphy looked at him, clearly puzzled. “House, sir?”


Reilly nodded. “Yes, that’s right. Lord Glendenning wrote that the position came with a living situation. A house, he said. Or was it a cottage? Yes, I think it was. Burn Cottage, he called it.”


The girls who’d been busy scrubbing the floor stopped suddenly, looking up with stunned expressions on their faces.


“Burn Cottage?” Mrs. Murphy peered at him rather closely, he thought. “Burn Cottage, he said you were to have? Are you quite certain?”


“Positive, actually,” Reilly said. “I distinctly remember wondering at the curious name and hoping it was because the place is close to a brook, and not because it has a tendency toward conflagration.”


He laughed, but either Burn Cottage periodically did just that, or the patrons of this particular alehouse were rather humorless, because he was the only one in the room who cracked a smile at his little joke. Well, Christine had always insisted his sense of humor was sometimes out of place, and now, he supposed, was one of those times. The girls, having received a stern look from their employer, leaped to their feet and hurried away presumably to wait upon the other customers, business having returned to something like normal now that the ferryman had been revived. Stuben had even changed into a set of dry clothes, which were apparently kept there in anticipation of just such an event as today’s.


Reilly said, “I say, I hope I haven’t put my foot in it. By burn, you do mean brook, don’t you?”


Mrs. Murphy smiled at him quite kindly. “Of course, sir. A lovely cottage it is, too. It’s just that ….”


Reilly shook his head. “Come now, madam. Out with it. It’s clear something’s not right. Has the place been condemned, then? I heard about the cholera outbreak you all went through last summer. Was Burn Cottage quarantined, then?”


“No, no,” Mrs. Murphy interrupted, hastily. “It isna that. It’s just that … it’s just that ….”


“Go on and tell ’im, Moira,” one of the men shouted from the bar.


“It’s just that—” Mrs. Murphy seemed to come to an internal decision and finished firmly, “It’s just that it’s much too late now to make a start for it, what with the fog being so thick. I’ll send someone to fetch your things, and you’ll stop the night here. Flora’ll move in with Maeve. Will you not, then, Flora?”


Flora, whom Reilly noticed for the first time had an enormously swollen belly beneath her soiled apron, only rolled her eyes in response and started up a set of rickety-looking stairs in the back corner of the room.


“See here,” Reilly said in some alarm. “There’s no need for Miss—uh—Missus—er—Mistress Flora there to change beds. If the cottage is really too far, I’ll just stay down here. It won’t be the slightest trouble.”


“Certainly not.” Mrs. Murphy looked horrified at the very suggestion. “It’s nothing for Flora to move.”


“It’s no’ nothing,” Reilly heard from Flora’s direction, though the words were muttered beneath the girl’s breath.


But not muttered low enough, since her employer heard them, as well, and went after the girl with the flat of her palm raised.


“That’ll be enough out of you, miss,” Mrs. Murphy declared, but before she had a chance to bring her hand down, Reilly had seized it and was holding it as if he and Mrs. Murphy were sweethearts—though it would have to be admitted that his grip was more restraining than it was affectionate.


“I say, madam,” Reilly said, with thoroughly false cheer. There was nothing, in his opinion, more foul than employers who beat their hirelings, except perhaps for husbands who beat their wives. “It wouldn’t be the least bit gentlemanly of me to put a young lady out of her room. I won’t hear of it—particularly a young lady in Mistress Flora’s delicate condition. Why, if my colleagues were to get wind of it, I’d be drummed out of the college ….”


This was a blatant lie, of course. There were more so-called distinguished members of the medical profession than Reilly could count who’d think nothing of driving a pregnant woman from her bed if it meant they might rest in comfort. There was a certain feeling of entitlement that seemed to be harbored by a large number of the men in Reilly’s line of work, an entitlement Reilly himself had never quite understood.


But Mrs. Murphy was hardly likely to have encountered many physicians before, and would doubtless be unaware of this curious fact.


“So, good madam,” Reilly went on, loosening his grip on her wrist a little, “if you’d be so kind as to have my things brought here, I’ll bed down comfortably on that settle over there and be done with it.”


Mrs. Murphy was not the only person in the room who stared up at him in something like astonishment. Maeve, Nancy, and even the enceinte Flora were all gazing at him as if he were some new, previously undiscovered species.


And perhaps to them, he was. The Tortured Hare’s regular clientele did not look the sort who might insist upon leaving a pregnant woman to her own bed, let alone step up to prevent her from sustaining a smack from her employer.


On the other hand, the women’s stares might have had nothing to do at all with Reilly’s gallantry but everything to do with the fact that when he’d reached out to seize Mrs. Murphy’s wrist, the blanket had slipped, leaving his naked chest once again open to their eager—and, judging from their expressions, highly appreciative—inspection.


Mrs. Murphy was the first to tear her gaze from Reilly’s bare torso.


“Well,” she said slowly. “I dunna know. Lord Glendenning is sure not to like it ….”


“Well, if Lord Glendenning doesn’t like it,” Reilly declared, “he can jolly well invite me to stay with him at Castle Glendenning, can’t he?”


Mrs. Murphy nodded, slowly. “Aye, he can at that.”


“Then it’s all settled.” Reilly released the plump lady’s arm, reached once more for the blanket and the meager protection it provided him against the somewhat lascivious stares of Maeve and her cohorts, then lifted the whisky glass that had sat, so long forgotten, by his elbow. He raised it in Flora’s direction. “To your health then, ladies—”


And with a glance at the ferryman, who seemed to be fast sinking into unconsciousness once again due to the number of drinks his mates had purchased for him, Reilly tilted his head back and emptied the contents of the glass into his mouth.


The whisky was delicious, strong enough to sting his eyes, but with a delightful smoky quality to it. The fiery liquid coursed down his throat, warming him in all the places he’d become convinced he’d never feel warm again. Pearson and Shelley, he thought to himself, would be paying two or three crowns a glass for stuff this good, and here he was drinking it for free, on account of having hauled a half-dead ferryman out of the drink.


And they’d urged him not to leave London!


It wasn’t until several glasses of whisky later, after Reilly had finally changed into some dry clothes from his trunk, that he remembered one of the reasons Christine had broken off their engagement—one of the reasons she professed in her letter anyway, the same letter which currently hung, quite illegible, from a clothespin above the hearth—was his chronic drunkenness. The word chronic he thought was a bit much. After all, he imbibed no oftener than any other man he knew—rather less, in fact.


But Christine, sweet, pious Christine, who never missed church of a Sunday and belonged to more societies—temperance, missionary, abolition—than he could count on both hands, had apparently felt even his one or two whiskies a night was one or two too many.


Well, she was probably right. The more he drank—and there was an air of Bacchanalia about The Tortured Hare that Reilly found rather hard to resist—the more he seemed to forget the purpose of his coming to this deserted place.


And it was not to rub elbows with the local drunkards, as he appeared to be doing now, but to perform good works, to sacrifice himself for the sake of others, to prove to Miss Christine King once and for all that Reilly Stanton—Lord Reilly Stanton, if the truth be told, for wasn’t he the eighth Marquis of Stillworth? For whatever that was worth—was a man of courage and conviction, who did not need to wave his title about like a flag to gain respect. And certainly not the drunken, indecisive wastrel she seemed to think him.


And by God, he’d prove it to her, if he had to save every bloody drunken ferryman on this accursed rock.


“Stanton.” Reilly’s new best friend, Adam Mac-Adams, the eldest and most toothless of the fishermen, interrupted his meditations by wrapping an arm about his neck and slurring, “Lemme buy you another drink.”


“Oh, no, thank you,” Reilly said, politely. “I’ve had quite enough.”


“Jush one more drink. You saved my mate. My mate Stuben. Will you no’ let me buy you a drink, to thank you for savin’ my mate Stuben?”


Reilly said, “I didn’t save ’im. Your Miss Brenna saved ’im.”


“Jush one more drink,” MacAdams said. “Jush one.”


Reilly couldn’t remember ever having felt so warmly welcomed anywhere. Truly, his friends had had it all wrong. Highlanders were perfectly civil creatures after all. And the people of the Isle of Skye were the kindest, most genial Highlanders of all.


With tears in his eyes, Reilly said, “All right. One more. But only if I can make the toast.”


“You go ’head,” MacAdams said. “You make the toast.”


Reilly held his glass high. “I’d like to make this toast to the most beautiful, gentle, sweet lady in all the land, the author of that letter there—” Everyone turned to look at the piece of pink stationery drying before the fire. “—the gracious, the lovely, the devout, the woman I intend to marry, if only she’ll have me, the estimable Miss Christine King.”


“To Mish King,” the fishermen intoned.


They emptied their glasses, and then Reilly turned to Adam MacAdams and asked, “Now, just what is the problem with Burn Cottage?”


But he never did receive a reply. And that’s because all of his new friends had nodded off well before he’d gotten the words entirely out of his mouth.


And Reilly, with a feeling of warm companionship, decided it would be ungentlemanly of him not to join them in their most hospitable slumber … despite what Christine would undoubtedly have thought of such a thing.
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The castle was old, parts of it centuries old. Oddly, it was the more modern addition—circa 1650—that had begun to decay first. The walls had been crumbling for decades, and the foundation leaked. Every spring, the dungeons flooded. As prisoners were no longer kept in these subterranean cells, this was no great hardship, but the rush of water tended to drive the rats that made their home amid the wine casks in the cellar up into the residential sections of the castle.


This proved annoying to the serving staff, though it did not seem to bother the castle’s owner particularly. Brenna was convinced that if a rat the size of a pony were crouching on Lord Glendenning’s chest, it would not bother him overmuch, except in the event that the animal somehow prevented him from getting at his mug of ale.


Regarding the dozing earl dispassionately from the doorway, Brenna regretted that it was not yet spring.


Not, of course, that she relished the thought of encountering vermin in the dark and mildewy corridors of Castle Glendenning. Not at all. But she rather fancied that Iain MacLeod, nineteenth earl of Glendenning, would not be quite so sanguine about the rats in his household if she happened to drop one down his loathsome neck, which was no less than he deserved.


But as she had no rats handy, Brenna settled for crossing the room and giving the earl’s feet, which he’d propped onto the hearth, a hearty kick.


Lord Glendenning’s enormous booted feet came down onto the flagstone floor with a crash, waking the dogs that had been curled before the fire. The dogs immediately leaped up and began barking noisily as Lord Glendenning, floundering about for his sword in the folds of the cape with which he’d draped himself, cried, “Halt, thief! I’ve a weapon here, and I know how to use it!”


But when he finally brandished the fierce and ancient broadsword, the blade that had been in his family since, it was said, the days of Arthur, the person at whose throat he pointed it seemed wholly unimpressed. In fact, she reached up, and with thumb and index finger, pushed the point away.


“Could you not,” Brenna inquired icily, “have at least mentioned to me that you were thinking about hiring a new physician?”


Lord Glendenning seemed to come more awake. He blinked his darkly lashed, pale blue eyes—eyes that, Brenna knew, had caused more feminine hearts to flutter than she could count on all her fingers and toes together—and asked, “Brenna? Is that you, then?”


“Of course it’s me.” She ducked beneath the blade he still held aloft, and went to stretch her fingers, frozen from the ride, out before the fire. The dogs, recognizing a friend, fell upon her, scrambling to thrust a muzzle beneath her hands.


“Down,” Lord Glendenning bellowed at the animals, but they paid no more heed to him than usual and did not stop jumping up to lick the visitor’s face until she sat down upon the hearth with her back to the fire and said in a commanding voice, “No,” and then, “Sit,” which they all did, and promptly, too.


“What are you doing here?” Lord Glendenning asked, as he resheathed the sword. “Have you changed your mind?” He reached up to sweep some of his long, ink-black hair from his face and scrutinized her expression closely in the light from the dying fire. “You have, by God. You’ve finally come to your senses. Well, this calls for a celebration. Raonull!” The earl threw back his head and bayed louder than any of his dogs ever had. “Raonull! Wake up and bring some wine!”


“Stop that shouting,” Brenna said, as she quite unconsciously began working a burr from the coat of the dog nearest her. The hound rolled his eyes appreciatively at this attention and rested his heavy head in her lap. “Really, have you lost all the sense that God gave you? I haven’t changed my mind. I want to know what you think you’re about, going ahead and hiring a physician without so much as a word to anyone.”


Lord Glendenning looked a bit disconcerted. “Hiring a …” He blinked a few times. “Oh. You found out about that, did you?”


“Found out about it?” Brenna shook her head wonderingly at him. “I should say so. The fellow walked into Moira’s half an hour ago. Really, my lord. How could you? The very least you could have done was mention—”


“Half an hour ago?” Glendenning sank back down onto the deep tapestry chair where he’d been dozing a few moments before. He looked perplexed. “But he’s not due till Wednesday.”


Brenna rolled her eyes. “It is Wednesday, my lord,” she said.


“Oh.”


Iain MacLeod looked down at his large, callused hands, as if they might hold an excuse which would help him out of this awkward predicament. Brenna regarded him calmly. Although the Earl of Glendenning rarely did anything that pleased her, she was perfectly cognizant of the fact that this was not because he wished personally to offend her, but only because he quite simply did not know any better. In fact, he sometimes went very much out of his way in his attempts to win her favor. The fact that these attempts rarely succeeded was not necessarily the earl’s fault.


At least, that’s what Brenna told herself, whenever she felt the urge, like now, to wrap her hands around his massive neck and squeeze.


“You could,” Brenna chided him gently, stroking one of the dog’s ears, “have told me, you know.”


Lord Glendenning scowled. He was a handsome man. Truth be told, he was the handsomest man Brenna had ever seen. At least he had been. Now that Brenna had met Reilly Stanton, she found she could not be absolutely sure on that account.


She was perfectly sure, however, that even a scowl became Lord Glendenning … a fact of which he was only too aware. The earl was perfectly sensible of his good looks—something Brenna was not at all certain could be said of Dr. Stanton—and of the sometimes devastating effect those looks had on impressionable young women, and even some older ones, as well. He suffered no compunction in using those looks to his advantage whenever possible.


But Brenna knew only too well that the earl’s looks were deceiving. Angelic he might seem to the eye, but beneath that heavenly facade, she was well aware, lurked a devilish heart. She was therefore unmoved by his scowl. In fact, she scowled right back at him.


“That isn’t really fighting fair, now, is it?” She frowned to let him know she wasn’t the least bit amused. “At the very least, you could have warned me.”


Glendenning stuck out his chin. It was clefted, his jaw square and currently blue with the shadow of a day-old beard.


“I meant to tell you,” he said truculently. “Only I … well, I forgot.”


“Oh, I see.” Brenna nodded. “You forgot. Of course, how stupid of me. Here I was thinking you’d done it on purpose to catch me off my guard and leave me vulnerable to your … suggestions.”


“Well, dammit, Brenna!” The earl pushed himself up out of the chair and set to pacing the length of the room, which, having once been the great hall of the castle, was quite a long one. Old and tattered banners bearing the crest of his particular branch of the MacLeod family—two lions wrestling on a field of green—still hung from the rafters of its twenty-foot ceiling. “What do you expect me to do, eh?”


“I expect you to act like a man,” Brenna said. “And not a spoiled little child.”


“How am I acting like a spoiled child?” the earl demanded, turning toward her so quickly that the long cape he wore swirled out behind him like a storm cloud. “I am acting in the best interests of my people—”


“By hiring a physician you found by advertising in the London Times?” Brenna’s voice was filled with scorn. “Do you have any idea if this man is even qualified for the position? For all you know, he could be some charlatan—”


“He’s no charlatan,” the earl snapped. “He sent me half a dozen letters of recommendation, all of which were exemplary. He went to Oxford, for God’s sake, Brenna. He’s a Fellow of the Royal University—”


“College,” Brenna corrected him. The earl shrugged. “He’s been practicing in London for over a year now. Some of his patients are peers. One of ’em’s even a viscountess—”


“Oh, and God knows any man with a successful London medical practice, with genteel and wealthy patients, would jump at the chance to throw it all away and come out here to work for a pittance in the most desolate and plague-infested area in all of Europe.”


Glendenning glared at her. He was, unfortunately, maddeningly immune to sarcasm. “What are you saying?”


“I’m saying that you’ve been had. If you’d only consulted with me—”


“What makes you think I’ve been had?” the earl demanded. “What’s wrong with the bloke, then?”


Brenna blinked at him. He was so simple, really. As naive as a child about some things.


But so very much a man about others.


“Well, nothing’s wrong with him,” she said. “Not the way you mean.”


“No?” Glendenning sneered. “The way you’re carrying on, I’d have expected him to be a hunchback, at the very least.”


“He isn’t,” Brenna said, “a hunchback.”


Far from it, actually. Dr. Stanton appeared, from her brief encounter with him, to be quite a vigorous young man. Very vigorous indeed … as she was only too capable of affirming. It wasn’t often that Brenna walked into The Tortured Hare and found herself staring at an Apollo, but that was certainly what had happened this evening.


Worse yet, a shirtless Apollo, impossibly broad shouldered, with a flat stomach, sinewy muscles, and satiny skin, glowing bronze in the firelight. Brenna had been hard pressed to tear her gaze from this vision, particularly when a closer inspection had revealed a thick forest of silky-looking dark hair that swirled across the doctor’s chest where it was broadest, then narrowed to a mere ribbon along what appeared to be a rock-hard stomach before disappearing provocatively into the waistband of his breeches.


Even harder to ignore was the fact that the doctor was so tall—fully as tall as the only man on Skye who’d ever towered over Brenna, besides her own father: none other than the infamous Lord Glendenning himself. But Dr. Stanton wasn’t just as tall as the earl. Oh, no. He was also quite obviously just as strong, as the muscles in his arms (which had bunched up when Dr. Stanton folded them over that wide, inviting chest) attested. What a physician was doing with muscles like that, Brenna could not begin to guess, but it was certainly no mystery as to how this particular one had managed to drag Stuben single-handedly from the sea—a job that normally took four men.


Brenna had found it exceedingly difficult not to let her admiration show—though she could not say the same of the tavern’s staff, whom she felt had behaved quite disgracefully in front of the newcomer … especially Maeve, who’d all but panted every time she looked at him. Not that Brenna could blame her, particularly. Dr. Stanton, with that lean, muscular body, strong, sturdy shoulders, laughing dark eyes, and quick smile, was all that was amiable.


So what, in God’s name, was he doing on Skye?


“He’s clearly in some kind of trouble,” Brenna said, “back in London.”


“Trouble?” Glendenning threw her a startled look over his shoulder as he paced toward a sideboard, where he kept his whisky decanter. “What are you talking about? What kind of trouble?”


“I don’t know,” Brenna said. “But no intelligent man, which Dr. Stanton quite clearly is, would willingly come here to start a practice. Not when he already has a lucrative one in London. It would be sheer madness. So I can only presume he’s done something horrible and that they’ve taken away his license. It’s the only explanation.”


“They’ve done no such thing,” Glendenning informed her indignantly, as he poured out two glasses. “I wrote to his college myself, and they assured me he was not only an excellent candidate for the position, but that they quite questioned his judgment in agreeing to take it.”


“Aha!” Brenna cried, with enough energy to startle the dogs. “That’s it, then. He’s not sound in the head.”


Glendenning, handing her one of the whiskies, looked worried again. “Did he seem unsound?”


“Well … no.” He had, unfortunately, seemed quite lucid. She frowned and set the whisky aside, well out of reach of the dogs. Then she brightened. “He did leap into the bay after Stuben, though.”


The earl laughed. It was not a very kindly laugh. It was more triumphant than anything else.


“Well, there you go, then,” Glendenning declared, with relish. “That cinches it. He’s one of those.”


“One of what?” Brenna glanced at him curiously.


“He wasna talking up religion over there at Moira’s, was he?”


“Religion? Certainly not. Whatever are you talking about?”


“Stanton!” Glendenning shouted the name toward the roofbeams above. “Who else? I think, Brenna, you’re going to have to admit that the reason the fellow’s come here is that he wants to do good, to help the less fortunate, and all that rot. You know the type. A zealot. A champion for good causes. London’s crawling with ’em.”


Brenna snorted. “Oh, certainly. Highly skilled and well-paid physicians are notorious, after all, for packing up and leaving the city in which they’ve achieved all their status, to establish low-paying practices in tiny coastal villages in the Hebrides. You forget, my lord.” She shook her head. “I’ve lived in London. I know what these men are like. These are the same men, you will recall, who drummed my own father out of the medical practice. There isn’t a one of them who would sacrifice his comfortable living for—” She glanced around the room with a slightly curled lip. “—well, this.”


“This,” Glendenning said, looking hurt, “happens to be quite the oldest castle on Skye, I’ll have you know. Well, that’s still standing, anyway.”


“I don’t doubt it,” Brenna assured the earl.


Satisfied that she had not, as he’d evidently feared, been maligning his homestead, the earl tipped his whisky glass in her direction.


“You can cast all the aspersions you want on the man, Brenna,” Glendenning said, “but he said he’d come, and now that he’s here I’m not sending him back. He’s staying.”


“Well,” Brenna said, briskly. “That’s the question, then, isn’t it? Where is he staying?”


Glendenning stopped grinning suddenly and set the whisky glass down with a thump. “You know very well where, Brenna,” he said in a deep, even voice.


She nodded, feeling oddly deflated. Well, there it was. He had as good as said it. It was, of course, everything she’d feared, but she’d never imagined he’d really go through with it. She wouldn’t have thought it of him. He was, for all his bluster, a fairly simple man, not seemingly capable of deviousness or subterfuge.


Or at least, that’s what she’d thought up until now.


“Well,” she said. “That changes things a bit, then, doesn’t it?”


Glendenning looked uneasy but determined.


“It doesna change a thing,” he said, coming to a standstill a few feet away from her and crossing his brawny arms over his chest. “You had to have known I was going to get my way in the end, Brenna.”


“You might,” she admitted, with a shrug. “But it will be over my dead body.”


He gritted his teeth, the flexing of the muscles in his shadowed jaw visible in the firelight.


“Now, Brenna,” he said. “Be reasonable.”


“I have been reasonable,” she said. “But this is despicable, even for you.”


He frowned. “See here,” the earl said in wounded tones. “I think I’ve been quite patient, under the circumstances. More patient than any other bloke would be, Brenna. I didna mean for you to find out this way—by running into the blighter down at Moira’s—but I canna say as I’m sorry I did it. It isna right, Brenna.”


“No, by God, it isn’t, and don’t think I shan’t—”


“Not what I’ve done.” Glendenning thrust a finger at himself. “I am perfectly in the right. You’re the one who’s got things all mixed up.”


“Me?” Brenna shot up to her feet, causing the dogs, who’d been lulled back to sleep by her gentle stroking, no small amount of alarm. “I’ve got things mixed up? Oh, that’s rich. You know I’ve offered to pay you rent a thousand times. If you’d just given me some notice, I’d have—”


“You’re the one who’s confused, Brenna. I mean, look at you! You’re wearing trousers, for God’s sake.”


“That’s it, then?” she demanded, stepping over one of the hounds until she stood directly in front of him, her chin level with his breastbone. “No discussion? No negotiation?”


He looked a little uneasy, and she realized it was probably due to her close proximity. Still, she couldn’t back down.


“No discussions,” the earl said. “There’ve been enough discussions. You know where I stand. And now you know that I’ve won. I’m sorry I had to do it this way, but you didna leave me much choice. Now, when can I expect you?”


She laughed. She couldn’t help it. “You must be joking.”


“I’m not.” He was trying very hard, she could tell, to maintain a dignified demeanor. “I am perfectly serious.”


“You might be serious, but you aren’t being smart. I do have other options, you know.”


He looked alarmed. “Options? What options?”


“I could leave Skye.”


To his credit, he didn’t panic. Instead, he said with admirable calm, “You could. But, you’ve got to admit, Brenna, anywhere else but Skye, you wouldna exactly …”


“Wouldn’t exactly what?”


“Well. Fit in.”


She glared up at him. Really, but he was the most insufferable man! Even if he was at least a little right.


“Oh, wouldn’t I?” she demanded. “You think just because I choose to wear trousers, I don’t know how to put on a skirt? Well, I do know how, my lord, and I’m telling you right now that if you don’t call off this ridiculous little scheme of yours, I am going to put on a skirt, and march right off this miserable island—”


This last speech did not get her the desired response. Because instead of meekly backing down, Lord Glendenning reached out, seized both of her shoulders in his hard, callused fingers, and dragged her peremptorily toward him.


“Now you listen to me,” he said, giving her a shake that was hard enough to send her long red hair flipping forward into her face and then back again. “You’re no’ going anywhere, understand?”
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