An Unlikely
Governess

Karen|Ranney s






REN
JNANNEY

;Amunli@ Govertiess

& HarperCollins e-books






Contents

Chapter 1
“I’ll work very hard, I promise.”

Chapter 2
Castle Crannoch looked to be a vast place
from the...

Chapter 3
Beatrice awoke to find herselfin a
strange bed.

Chapter 4
The family dining room faced east, and
the view was...

Chapter 5
Gaston arrived at her door less than five
minutes later.

Chapter 6
From a distance, Castle Crannoch
appeared a somber gray, but...

Chapter 7
Rowena Gordon surveyed herself in the
mirror with a critical...

11

19

27

37

46

58



Chapter 8
“You needn’t escort me,” Beatrice said. “I
believe I can... 65

Chapter 9
Beatrice told herself she was a fool, but
that didn’t... 75

Chapter 10
Beatrice readied herself for bed, pulling
out the nightgown from... 85

Chapter 11
She was half-hidden by the drapes when
she heard a... 97

Chapter 12
The scream was so loud it awakened her.
Beatrice bolted... 109

Chapter 13
Robert had disappeared. There were a
hundred places a boy... 117

Chapter 14
The air was chilled, but the sky was blue.
The... 135



Chapter 15
“When I used to slam doors,” Robert said,
“My parents...

Chapter 16
Beatrice finished dressing, tilted the
mirror above the bureau and...

Chapter 17
According to Robert, Cameron Gordon
had made the library his.

Chapter 18
Beatrice retreated to the schoolroom,
grateful to notice her hands...

Chapter 19
Devlen realized that he was a fool to
return to...

Chapter 20
Surprisingly, Beatrice slept well, waking
at dawn as she normally...

Chapter 21
The weather was growing worse. The
snow formed a curtain...

148

159

172

182

193

208

225



Chapter 22
Beatrice stood before Devlen’s room a
full minute before summoning... 242

Chapter 23
The first thing Beatrice was aware of the
next morning... 259

Chapter 24
When Beatrice awoke, the drapes had
been closed against the... 280

Chapter 25
“Devlen!” Two knocks on the door,
followed by another of... 297

Chapter 26
Two weeks later, Devlen stood in a
ballroom staring out... 305

Chapter 27
When Beatrice awoke Devlen as
gone. Her first thought was... 318

Chapter 28
Beatrice sat on the leather sofa in
Devlen’s library, Robert... 330



Chapter 29
The journey home took them five hours,

far longer than... 347
Chapter 30

“Why?” 357
About the Author

Other Books by Karen Ranney
Cover
Copyright

About the Publisher






Chapter 1
~OC -~

Kilbridden Village, Scotland
November 1832

(44 I "1l work very hard, I promise.”
“Gimme your hands.”

Beatrice Sinclair stretched out her hands. Because
she was trembling, she placed them palm up on the bar.

“You’ve got calluses all right. But you look like
you’d fall over after a few hours of good work. I need a
healthy lass, one who can be on her feet twelve hours.”

“I’ll be your best worker. I’'ll even work for free the
first week to prove it.”

“Can you wipe a table down in the wink of an eye?
Or give a little saucy wiggle to the patrons?”

She nodded.

“Laugh at my customers’ jokes, even if they be sorry
ones?”

“I can.”
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“You don’t look the type my customers like. You're
too pale, and you’ve got an air about you.” He frowned.
“Are you sick?”

“I’'m very healthy.”

“Then why are you shaking?”

“I’m just cold.”

He didn’t look as if he believed her.

“Who told you I was looking for another tavern
wench?”

“The owner of the Sword and Dragon.”

“Went there, did you? Bet he wanted someone
younger.”

“He said he didn’t have need for another helper.”

“That’s not true. His business has been near as good
as mine. For the last half year, at least. Before that, no
one came to drink or talk.” He began to wipe down the
bar with a spotted rag, looking as if he were thinking
about the matter. “Did you have the sickness?”

She shook her head again, afraid to tell him the
truth. But all the assurances in the world wouldn’t
matter. The minute the tavern maid entered the room
Beatrice knew she’d lost the post. She couldn’t wear a
blouse that revealed all her assets or a skirt that bared
her ankles. Nor was she given to simpering smiles or
coy looks. While she didn’t object to dispensing spir-
its, she wasn’t about to sell herself along with them.

The innkeeper grinned. Several teeth were missing,
and the effect was more of a leer.

“Go up to Castle Crannoch. They’ll have a job for
you.”

She’d heard of Castle Crannoch ever since coming
to Kilbridden Village, but she’d never considered it a
source of employment.
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“Castle Crannoch?”

He jerked his chin toward the ceiling.

“Aye, where the duke lives. Go ask the duke for a job.
He’ll give you one, but I won’t.”

Beatrice tightened her hands on her reticule and
thanked the tavern owner with as much grace as she
could muster. She’d come all this way for nothing.

She left the inn and stood outside. The cold rain
seeped through her thin dress, a reminder that she’d
traded her cloak for a sack of flour and a few eggs a
week ago. Beatrice tightened her shawl around her hair,
held it closed with one hand at her neck, and looked up
at the mountain in front of her.

Castle Crannoch stood at the very top, overlooking
the village. The fortress dominated the countryside,
visible to anyone approaching, a sentinel of the past
that looked capable of protecting its inhabitants well
into the future.

Occasionally, word would seep down from the top of
the mountain as to the lives of the occupants of Castle
Crannoch. There had been tragedy there not long ago,
she recalled. But her own life had been so difficult that
she’d paid the gossip little attention.

The castle was oddly shaped, constructed as if it
were a large box with a smaller box pulled from inside
it. The two square buildings sat adjacent to each other
atop the mountain, the smaller structure in stages of
disrepair, the larger box topped by four turrets. The
only way to the place was up a long and winding road.
Not only did her legs ache but the climb looked to be a
frightening one.

A voice, sounding too much like her father’s, spoke
against the fierce wind. Do not go, Beatrice. No single
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woman of good character would seek employment there.
There were rumors about Castle Crannoch.

She no longer had a choice.

Slowly, she began to walk up the winding road, pray-
ing for endurance. She wouldn’t allow herself to look up
at the castle again. Doing so would only make the task
seem interminable. She concentrated, instead, on putting
one foot in front of the other, leaning into the rain.

Her shawl was sodden, but she tightened it around
her head, holding it close at the neck. How long had she
been walking? Hours? Surely not that long.

She heard the sound of the carriage and eased closer
to the parapet. In the darkness she couldn’t see the
drop, but her imagination furnished the distance in her
mind, adding jagged peaks and huge boulders at the
bottom of the ravine.

The approaching carriage was a blur of motion, a
dark shadow against the wall. Four horses pulled the
ebony shape, the lead pair adorned with gleaming silver
appointments. Twin lanterns, also silver, sat on either
side of the door, but they were unlit, leaving her to won-
der if the occupant of such a magnificent carriage
wanted privacy. Or secrecy.

The coach took up the full width of the road, forcing
her to the edge. Beatrice gripped the wall with her
frayed gloves and felt them tear further. Was God pun-
ishing her for her daring, for her journey, for the
thought of working in such a place as the duke’s lair?

Only the curving half wall stood between her and the
abyss. She held her breath as the carriage passed, the
stallions from hell blending back into the shadows,
their silver appointments winking out of sight.

Was it Black Donald, the devil himself? If so, it ap-
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peared he was not quite ready to abandon her. The car-
riage halted on the next curve. She gripped her reticule
with both hands in front of her as if the small bag could
offer some protection. She debated waiting until the
carriage moved forward, but the rain was getting heavi-
er. She had to make it to Castle Crannoch tonight.

Just as she would have walked by, the door abruptly
opened. She stopped, halted not only by curiosity, but by
fear. She was cold, wet, and exhausted, but cautious all
the same.

“The road is dangerous.” A human voice, low and
deeply pitched. “You could easily have been run down
by my horses.”

The coachman didn’t turn but remained huddled be-
neath his greatcoat.

Beatrice took one step forward. “Your horses were
taking up the center of the road, sir.”

“They are skittish of heights, and since they are so
valuable, they are allowed to travel down the middle of
the road if they wish.”

“As opposed to people, sir, who must travel at the
edge of it?”

“It’s raining. The least I could do is offer you safe
passage to Castle Crannoch.”

She almost asked if he worked there before the
ridiculousness of that question struck her. He was rid-
ing in a luxurious carriage, pulled by magnificent
horses. He was probably the duke himself.

She would be foolish to accept a ride in a strange car-
riage. Almost as foolish as declining such an offer. The
heavens growled overhead as if to convince her. The door
opened wider, and she entered the carriage, stepping over
the stranger’s long legs to sit opposite him.
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Two small pierced silver lanterns illuminated the in-
terior. As the flames flickered, dots of light danced
across the blue cushions and silk of the ceiling.

“Why are you going to the castle?”

Clearly, he wasn’t the least reticent about prying into
her concerns.

Beatrice debated whether or not to answer him, then
realized his curiosity might well be the payment she
owed for the ride up the mountain. She looked down at
her clasped hands.

“I had hoped to obtain a position.”

“Had you? They are notoriously parsimonious at
Castle Crannoch. Did you know that?”

She shook her head.

Her rescuer was a man she would have noticed in any
setting. His face was absolutely faultless, the nose, chin,
and forehead perfectly crafted like the sculpture of an
archangel she’d once seen. His hair was brown with
touches of gold, and his eyes were so dark a brown as to
appear black, and so arresting she felt as if he could pin
her to the seat with his gaze.

One corner of his mouth curved up slightly, in
amusement or a wry acknowledgment of her examina-
tion. Surprisingly, a dimple appeared in his cheek, and
it was that particular feature she studied with great care.

Surely a man with a dimple could not be evil?

“Have you seen enough?” he asked finally.

“I have noted your appearance, sir. But appearance
does not matter in this world.”

“No doubt a homily told to you by an ugly woman.
Ugly women are the only ones who think appearance
does not matter.”
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“Have you ever heard of the story of the Ant and the
Chrysalis?”

He looked intently at her for a moment, as if attempt-
ing to ascertain whether or not she’d lost her wits.

Without waiting for a response, she began to speak.
“Once upon a time there was an ant and a chrysalis. It
was very nearly at its time of change, and the only thing
visible in the shell was a long tail that attracted the at-
tention of an ant. He saw that this strange being was
alive, and walked up to it and addressed the shell.

“‘I’'m very sorry for your fate. ’'m an ant, you see,
and able to walk and run and play if I wish. Poor you,
for being trapped in such an ugly shell.’

“The chrysalis didn’t bother to respond. All of its en-
ergy was spent in its transformation.

“A few days later, however, the ant was climbing a
small hill, allowing himself to fall, then running up the
hill again, laughing at his own silliness.

“He felt a breeze upon the back of his head and
turned to find a large blue-and-purple butterfly hover-
ing in the air. ‘Dear ant,” the butterfly said. ‘Do not pity
me. I can fly whereas you can only walk.’

“The moral of this story is that appearances are de-
ceptive.”

“And you thought me a butterfly?”

“No. I thought you were Black Donald.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“Satan might be a tempting master, but he demands
eternal servitude.”

He laughed, the carriage filling with the sound.

When she didn’t respond to his amusement, a corner
of his lip curved up in an almost smile.
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“Does your virtue shelter you, then? Is that why you
don’t appear afraid? If I were Black Donald, I would
think you’d be trembling in terror.”

“Do you often do this? Insist upon demonstrating an
act of kindness only to ridicule the person foolish
enough to accept it?”

“Do you often chastise your hosts?”

“Stop the carriage and let me out. I shall trouble you
no more.”

“Don’t be foolish. It’s night and not safe for a lone
female. Besides, we’re there.”

In the next moment, the carriage slowed, then
stopped.

Beatrice slid her finger alongside the leather shade,
peering into the darkness. A face leered at her, one so
startling that she dropped the shade.

“Has something frightened you?”

“No,” she said, not altogether certain the face she’d
seen was real. Perhaps it was something she’d only seen
in her mind.

The man opposite her reached over and opened the
carriage door.

She hesitated, unwilling to face the monster outside
the carriage. Her rescuer took her delay for the fear it
was, but it was obvious he didn’t fully understand it.

“I have not gnawed on a pretty virgin for many years.
You’'re safe enough with me.”

She doubted any virgin was safe with him, but she
didn’t stay to argue the point.

Instead, she pointed one toe out the door. The cold
night air caressed her ankle, reminding her that time
was passing too quickly. It was already dark, and she
had yet to meet with the duke. She still had to make it
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down the mountain again, but she doubted she had the
strength to walk the five miles back to her cottage.
She’d probably have to find shelter on the side of the
road in the rain. The thunder overhead punctuated that
thought with a dull, ominous roar.

As she emerged from the carriage, the wind tugged
at her dress, revealing her petticoat. A hand flew to her
shawl to keep it anchored, while the other pressed
against her skirt.

The creature materialized as she navigated the last
step. He was tall and chunky, with thick bands of mus-
cle where his shoulders would be. The uniform he wore
was ill fitting, his wrists hanging beyond the cuffs. His
face was misshapen, as if the bones of his face had been
broken once and never properly healed. His eyes, how-
ever, were alert and kind, his gaze now fixed on her face.

“Bienvenu a Chateau Crannoch,’ he said, in soft but
perfect French.

Surprised, she only nodded back at him.

He translated his words, bowing slowly to her from
his impressive height. “Welcome to Castle Crannoch.”

“Merci,” she said. “Il est mon plaisir.” How much of
a pleasure was doubtful, especially since the giant had
made no effort to open the tall, arched, oak doors. Bea-
trice doubted if she could manage one of the iron-
studded pair by herself.

“How may I assist you, mademoiselle?”

Must she get through this giant to reach the duke
himself? Her stomach rumbled, vying in sound with the
storm itself.

“I' have come to speak with the duke about a position.”

The giant looked at her curiously but said nothing.
Instead, his attention was drawn to something behind
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her. Without turning, Beatrice knew the stranger had
emerged from the carriage.

Her stomach clenched as he moved to stand too close
behind her. She straightened her shoulders, avoiding
the temptation to turn and ask him to move aside. He
would be waiting for her to do something just that fool-
ish. Or perhaps he was goading her to do so.

“The duke is not available, mademoiselle.”

“It’s all right, Gaston, I’ll see to the lady.”

“If you’re sure, Mr. Devlen.”

She turned to face him. He smiled down at her,
nearly as tall as the giant, Gaston.

“Devlen?” His name was too close to devil. She had
been transported here by Black Donald himself.

“Devlen Gordon. And you are?” He inclined his
head, waiting.

“Beatrice Sinclair.”

“I’ll take Miss Sinclair to see my father, Gaston.”

“Your father is the duke?”

“No, but be certain to address him as such, it would
please him immeasurably.”

He offered her his arm, leaving Beatrice with the
choice of refusing his chivalry or touching him. After a
moment, he dropped his arm, ending her indecision and
her options. She had no alternative but to follow him as
he strode up the steps.



Chapter 2
~OC—

C astle Crannoch looked to be a vast place from the
village, or even on the road leading up the moun-
tain. Up close, however, it looked smaller, square and
ugly, with turrets on all four corners and no windows to
speak of facing civilization. On the other side of the
castle there was the loch, and perhaps the defenders had
allowed for some sunshine from that quarter. But they
certainly hadn’t planned for comfort when they con-
structed the castle of the Dukes of Brechin.

Beatrice followed Devlen into the shrouded darkness
of the entranceway.

“Do you not have candles or lamps at Castle Cran-
noch?”

“My father is notoriously thrifty with a coin.”

Beatrice had been without any source of funds for
nearly a year, and in the past three months had been in
dire straits indeed. She could stretch a meal to last three
days, hoard provisions to last a month; but even she had

11
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lit a candle upon occasion, to keep her company during
the long nights.

The only illumination was the pinpoint of light from
a three-sided lantern set into an alcove far down the
hall. Devlen headed toward it unerringly, as if he often
traveled in the darkness and needed no marker or light.

The Devil could see in the dark.

Pray God to keep me safe and free from harm. See my
sins, oh Lord, and forgive them with the alacrity I at-
tempt to banish them from my soul. Keep me safe in this
wicked place and with this wicked man.

She stumbled on the stone floor and made a sound,
causing Devlen to turn. His expression was a mystery to
her. She could no more see his face than she could the
floor or her feet.

“Are you all right?”

No. She was tired and hungry, and more frightened
than she’d been since the morning after she buried her
parents.

She only nodded. He turned left and descended a set
of stone steps carved into the earth. The musty, sour
smell of the ground made her think this was a very old
part of the castle.

There was nothing to fear with this man as her protec-
tor. He was so tall and broadly built, any ghost, goblin, or
earthly presence would surely flee at the sight of him.
There was nothing to fear unless it was the man himself.

Devlen abruptly stepped to the side of the corridor,
as if he had some inkling of what would happen next. A
keening sound echoed through the space, an unearthly
noise that made her skin crawl. A small figure flew to-
ward her, arms outstretched, a black void where his
face should be. Beatrice pressed her back against the
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wall next to Devlen, praying the specter would pass. In-
stead, it halted only feet from her.

“Who are you?” he asked, pushing back the hood.

She expected to hear the voice of Hell itself, stento-
rian tones warning her this was no place for a gently
reared woman. But the voice that emerged from the
cloak was that of a young boy, high-pitched and curious.

Beatrice blinked at him.

The shadows were expansive, the single light from the
end of the corridor barely enough to illuminate his nar-
row, pinched face. His nose was long for his face and his
chin too prominent. His cheekbones were high, the skin
stretched tight as if he’d lost weight recently or had al-
ways been a sickly child.

He was not an attractive boy, made even less so with
his frown. His mouth was pinched and his eyes slitted
into a narrow-eyed glare.

“Who are you?” he repeated.

At her silence, he glanced at Devlen.

“Cousin?”

Devlen turned to her, bowed slightly. “Miss Sinclair,
may I present Robert Gordon, the twelfth Duke of
Brechin.”

She glanced at the boy, every faint and futile wish or
hope for her future dissipating as they exchanged a
long look.

“Your Grace,” she said. The child acknowledged her
light curtsy with a nod.

How was she possibly to obtain employment from
this child?

She glanced at Devlen, wanting to slap the faint
smile from his face. He’d known. All this time he’d
known.
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“Why did you not say something?” she asked.

“You insisted upon seeing the duke. I have provided
you with a meeting.”

There was nothing to do but straighten her shoulders
and walk away from Castle Crannoch.

“Why did you want to see me?”

She was not used to obeying the summons of chil-
dren, even one from an aristocratic child. But it was all
too evident neither of them would move to allow her to
pass until she gave him some sort of answer.

“I need employment. The innkeeper at the Hare and
Hound said you might have need of me.”

“In what capacity?” Devlen asked.

“Are you named for the Devil?” she asked, pushed to
rudeness by the events of the past five minutes.

“The first duke, actually. He might well have been
named for the Devil. I understand he deflowered his
share of maidens.”

Heat surged to her face at his words. Had he no sense
of propriety?

She pushed away from the wall, clutching her reti-
cule tightly. Hunger was making her dizzy, and the dis-
orientation of the darkness made the situation worse.
She stretched out one hand and gripped the edge of a
protruding brick, hoping she would not shame herself
as she retraced her steps.

Please, God, let me get through this. Endurance. One
of the great assets of life. Patience, another. She
doubted she had any more of the good emotions left.
The last weeks had drained her.

“Let me pass,” she said, reaching out and placing the
fingers of her right hand on the wall.
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She had to leave, to get out of here. There was noth-
ing else to be done.

“I’ll hire you,” the diminutive Duke of Brechin said.
“We’re always needing wenches in the scullery.”

Beatrice doubted she could manage the work in the
scullery. In fact, she doubted she could continue to
walk down this corridor without assistance. The walls
were bending at the top to meet in the strangest sort of
arch, and the floor was buckling beneath her feet.

She pushed past him, past Devlen, who didn’t put up
a hand to stop her, and down the corridor, following the
beacon of that single light.

“I have not given you permission to leave me.”

“I do not need it, Your Grace.”

“You are at Castle Crannoch, and I am the Duke of
Brechin.”

“More like the Duke of Incivility,” she murmured,
but he heard her.

“I will set my guard on you. Or Devlen. Devlen,
fetch her to me. Stop her!”

“Cousin, you have insulted Miss Sinclair,” Devlen
responded in a surprisingly somber voice. “I doubt the
young lady would be suitable as a scullery wench.”

“Then where shall I put her?”

“Perhaps somewhere where her education could be
of benefit.”

“How do you know she’s educated?”

Beatrice slowed her steps, curious as to what they
were saying about her. A part of her was loath to leave
Castle Crannoch. There was nothing waiting for her out-
side its walls.

Her stomach no longer rumbled with hunger. There



16 KAREN RANNEY

was only pain, and a fierce sort of nausea that occasion-
ally caught her off guard. It struck with a vengeance
now, causing her to lean against the blackened brick.
She climbed the steps with great deliberation.

They were still talking about her; she could hear
them. Their words, however, were not as important as
simply remaining upright. Dizziness threatened to
level her, and it was with the greatest of wills she
fought it back.

I will not faint. Not here, not in front of them.

“Are you all right, Miss Sinclair?”

“Yes, thank you.”

But she wasn’t. The world was tilting.

Devlen unexpectedly appeared beside her, putting his
hand on her arm. She jerked away and lost her balance.

The stone floor seemed so very far away. She felt
herself falling toward it, and reached out her hands to
break her fall. The dizziness followed her down, be-
came a voice etched with worry. A male voice called for
assistance. How strange. How very odd.

She surrendered to the nothingness with a feeling of
relief.

Devlen Gordon stared down at the figure of the
young woman he’d escorted to Castle Crannoch.

“Damn.” He sighed, then bent to rouse her, a feat
more difficult than he’d expected. He gently tapped her
cheeks with his fingertips. No sign of consciousness.
She was breathing lightly, a fact he noted with some re-
lief. The last thing he wanted was one more complica-
tion in his life.

“Do something, Devlen!”

“You would do better to cease commanding me,
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cousin. In fact, I think it’s about time someone advised
you on your manners.”

Robert didn’t comment, a wise decision since Dev-
len was about ready to upend his young cousin and ap-
ply a few judicious paddles to his bottom.

He bent and scooped Miss Sinclair up in his arms,
thinking she weighed less than he’d expected. In fact,
she’d surprised him from the first moment she’d en-
tered the carriage. She was a mouthy little thing, puffed
up with prudery. But her mouth was made for kisses,
and she had the blackest hair he’d ever seen. For a mo-
ment, when he’d caught sight of her in the carriage,
he’d wanted to demand she remain still for as long as he
wished so he might study the color of her eyes, such a
light blue it looked as if she’d trapped a portion of a fair
sky behind them. Where had she gotten that small mole
beside one eye? It looked almost as if it were an affec-
tation, one used often by the women of Paris.

Despite her threadbare dress, or perhaps because of
it, he was most conscious of her long torso, the waist
sloping gently from an overfull bodice down to long,
beautifully shaped legs. She really should wear a heavi-
er petticoat if she wanted to hide her figure.

But perhaps she didn’t want to hide anything at all,
and this story of applying for a position was just a ploy
to wiggle her shapely little derriere past his father.

Still, she should weigh more. She wasn’t a short
woman. The top of her head came to his throat, and he
was tall for a Gordon.

He was insatiably curious, a character trait that might
be considered a flaw since he tended to use it to excess.
Was she sick? The fever? Had he unwittingly brought
disease to Castle Crannoch? He realized as he walked



18 KAREN RANNEY

into the newer section of the castle the young woman in
his arms prompted more questions than answers.

“Devlen!”

He didn’t turn, didn’t answer Robert.

The oldest part of the castle was comprised of a se-
ries of long, corridors sparsely lit by a candle here and
there. No one could claim his father’s stewardship of
Robert’s inheritance was rife with profligacy.

The walls widened as he climbed up the gently slop-
ing corridor. There were no stairs in this section of the
castle. When visitors came to Castle Crannoch, they did
so through the north entrance, gaining a view of the sea
and the surrounding undulating hills. He’d taken the
family entrance, and had to pay for it now, carrying
Miss Sinclair through the fortifications like a beast
who’d captured a maiden and was taking her to his lair.



Chapter 3
~OC_~—

B eatrice awoke to find herself in a strange bed.

Her fingers trailed over the coverlet tucked
beneath her neck. Silk. Ivory silk. Just like the heavily
ruched canopy above her head. The four posters of the
bed were intricately carved with trailing vines and
leaves. The mattress felt as if it was stuffed with feath-
ers. Was there lavender in the pillows?

She had never before slept in such a magnificent bed.

Naked.

Not quite naked. One hand crept across her chest and
lower to measure the extent of her coverage. This gar-
ment was not her shift. The yoke was heavily embroi-
dered, and there was lace at the edge of her cuffs.

She flattened both hands against the smooth linen of
the sheet and closed her eyes, trying to recall the events
that led to her being in a strange bed in a strange place.

The last thing she could remember was walking up
the long and winding road to Castle Crannoch and be-

19
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ing stopped by the carriage. A black carriage with a
daunting occupant.

Devlen.

Had he undressed her, then? Was this his chamber?

Her eyes slitted open to take in the rest of the room.
A tall bureau with a pediment and many drawers, a
washstand, an armoire, the bedside table, a man sitting
in a chair.

A man?

Her eyes widened as she stared.

Her visitor was quite a handsome man, one with a
decided resemblance to Devlen. For all his name, how-
ever, Devlen’s face was that of an angel, and this man’s
face was marked by suffering. His mouth was thin, set
inside deep grooves, parentheses in his flesh. A tracery
of lines radiated from his brown eyes, and she had the
impression humor hadn’t caused them. His hair was
brown, threaded with gray, and clubbed at the back with
a blue ribbon matching the fabric of his jacket.

Emerald, lavender, and sky-blue embroidery depict-
ing thistle and heather blossoms enlivened his waistcoat,
granting a touch of abandon to his otherwise somber
dark blue attire.

His mouth was faintly smiling, his expression one of
self-directed mockery. Beatrice wished she had a
clearer memory of the night before.

“Who are you?”

“Your host, Miss Sinclair.”

Beatrice tried to sit up and promptly fell back against
the pillow when the room whirled around her. She
pulled the sheet up even tighter, rose cautiously on one
elbow, and after ascertaining she was well and truly
properly covered—as properly as one might be while
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lying in an unknown bed being addressed by an un-
known personage—addressed him again.

“It would be less confusing, sir, if I knew your name.
You are not the Duke of Brechin. I've met him.”

“You do not sound impressed.”

She was reasonably certain she was still at Castle
Crannoch. It was hardly polite to criticize the Duke of
Brechin, especially since she was partaking of his hos-
pitality, however accidentally.

“My nephew has a great deal to learn, unfortu-
nately,” the man said at her silence. “One of those les-
sons is how to treat guests. I offer my apologies for his
behavior.”

“Nephew?”

The man floated toward her. The movement was so
disorienting it took her a moment to realize her visitor
was in a movable chair. Large wheels in the front and
smaller ones in the back allowed him to glide across the
floor while seated.

“You will have to forgive me if I don’t get up, Miss
Sinclair. My permanent posture is the result of a car-
riage accident.”

“I am very sorry, sir.”

“Pity is a common enough emotion, but it’s not the
reason I’ve sought you out, Miss Sinclair.”

He reached the side of the bed. Slowly, he bowed
from the waist, the same mocking smile still in place.

“Allow me to present myself,” he said. “Cameron
Gordon. I am the Duke of Brechin’s guardian.”

“And Devlen’s father,” she said, recalling snatches of
last night’s conversation.

“Have you known each other long?”

She could feel the warmth travel from her chest to
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her face at his amusement. How improper of her to call
him by his first name.

“I met him only yesterday. Dear God, it was just yes-
terday, was it not?”

He nodded.

“How did I get here?”

“I understand from Gaston that you fainted. There
are several reasons a woman faints, Miss Sinclair. Are
you sickening? With child?”

She didn’t comment on his rudeness, because just
then the faint scent of cooking wafted through the air.
For a moment, she was dizzy, then hunger like she’d
never known stripped any other thought from her.

“How long has it been since you’ve eaten?”

“Two days,” she answered absently, wondering
where the smell originated.

A knock on the door preceded the arrival of a maid,
who entered struggling under the weight of a heavily
laden tray.

Beatrice sat up, uncaring that the sheet dropped to her
waist, or that she was trembling. Nothing mattered but
the sight of all that food heaped upon plates and coming
toward her.

She almost wept.

The maid approached the opposite side of the bed
and laid the tray on top of the silk coverlet beside her.

Her fingers touched the lace of the tray cloth, felt the
pattern of it. If it was real, then surely the toast was real
as well?

“Is there anything else you would like, miss?”

“It looks like George I'V’s breakfast.”

Cameron looked startled at her statement. “What
would you know of the English king’s eating habits?”’
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She glanced at him. “My father had a vast correspon-
dence with men in England. They said his favorite
breakfast was two roast pigeons, three beefsteaks, and a
variety of spirits. Did you know he was purported to be
England’s fattest king?”

“If not its most inebriated.”

His comment surprised her, but not as much as the sud-
den smile transforming his face. Humor lit his eyes and
curved his lips, transforming him into a handsome man.

She turned back to the tray, telling herself she had
not eaten in so long that she’d be sick if she consumed
very much food at one sitting. But, oh, the choices. Oat-
meal with cream, a rasher of bacon, nearly a loaf of
toasted bread crusty brown and warm. A pot of butter,
and a pitcher of chocolate. Her fingers trembled in the
air, lit on one object after another as she tried to decide
what to eat first.

“You say it’s been two days since you’ve eaten, Miss
Sinclair? And not steadily, I think, before that.”

Beatrice nodded, picking up a piece of the thickly
sliced toast and holding it in the palm of her hand. She
was trembling, and wished, suddenly, he was gone, that
no one could see the almost religious reverence she felt
for this bread.

She bit into it, closed her eyes, and chewed slowly.
Her stomach, as she expected, lurched in spasm, a final
bit of pain in response to days of hunger. She swal-
lowed, then bent her head, ashamed for not having
thought to say Grace. But surely the Almighty under-
stood her desperate eagerness.

Her prayer quickly done, she took another bite, and
while she was chewing slathered a dark red jam on the
remainder of the bread. If she took one piece of toast,
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and a few slices of bacon, surely she wouldn’t become
ill. One cup of chocolate, that was all she’d drink.

Her plans made, she dismissed her visitor with the
single-mindedness of the starving. For long moments
he seemed content to watch her eat, neither saying any-
thing or moving so her entire concentration was on
what she consumed.

Never had a meal tasted as good. Nor had she ever
been as grateful for anything in her life.

“My son says you came to Castle Crannoch looking
for employment.”

She glanced at him.

“Yes.”

“In what capacity, if I may ask?”

“Anything. I’'m a hard worker. What I don’t know, I
can learn. I'm diligent, and focused.”

He held up his hand as if to halt her recitation of
virtues.

“You’ve met my nephew, have you not?”

“I have.”

“From your expression, I can only imagine you
found him ill-mannered and rude.”

She remained silent.

“He is a singularly unlikable child, and it is my duty
to rear him after the death of his parents.” He glanced
down at his covered legs. “The same accident, you see,
managed to alter the lives of more than one person.”

“I think he would benefit from a tutor,” she said.
There, a tactful way of stating the obvious. Perhaps if
the tutor also had a small whip, that would even further
benefit the Duke of Brechin.

“I have employed three tutors so far. None of them
have stayed more than a month. He has tormented
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them in some fashion, left a frog in one’s bed, told
tales on another, and threatened the third with a bow
and arrow, | believe, a present from my son. [ can’t de-
cide if the world is becoming a softer place, or if I sim-
ply had the misfortune to employ three very frightened
young men.”

She stared at him, wondering why he was telling
her this.

“I am in need of someone to instill some discipline
into the brat. A governess, if you will. You, Miss Sin-
clair, are obviously in need of a livelihood.”

“What makes you think I could do a better job than
three tutors?”

He ignored her question. “In return, I will offer you a
very handsome salary, to be paid in advance per quar-
ter, a generous allowance for new books and the like for
our young duke, and as much food as you choose to
consume. I do warn you, however, there are numerous
stairs at Castle Crannoch. If you begin to waddle, it will
be difficult for you to master them.”

Was he jesting? He must be, because he was smiling
at her. But as far as becoming the Duke of Brechin’s
governess, that was a ludicrous idea. She stared down at
the tray. Perhaps even more unbelievable was the idea
of returning to the cottage with no money, no food, and
no prospects, and expecting to survive the winter.

She sat back against the pillow. “You have not asked
my qualifications, sir.”

“Your speech indicates you have been educated,
Miss Sinclair. You have the manners of a gentlewoman,
even as hungry as you are. You know about the king,
and speak of your father’s correspondence. You have
come down late in the world, I suspect.”
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She nodded, biting back the temptation to tell him of
the past three months. Burdens shared do not necessar-
ily become burdens lightened.

“You also speak French.”

She looked at him, surprised.

“Gaston relayed as much to me. Robert has a pen-
chant for speaking in nothing but French from time to
time, as if to incessantly remind me his mother was
French. Neither my wife nor I speak it. Gaston does,
but it is problematic to have a servant attend dinner for
the sole purpose of translation.”

“Doesn’t your son speak French?”

“My son does not live here.”

Why was she disappointed? She’d been in Devlen
Gordon’s company for less than an hour, not enough
time to acquire any feelings about the man at all.

“Well, Miss Sinclair?”

She looked at the tray, at the piece of toast remaining
in her hand, and thought of the long trek down the
winding road, then five miles more to her cottage.

“I have none of my belongings with me.”

“Gaston will drive you where you need to go.”

She took the last bite of toast and savored it as com-
pletely as she had the first.

“Yes, sir, I'll take the position.”

Governess to a hellion. Still, it was a better life than
the one she’d lived all these many months. That’s what
she told herself as Cameron Gordon smiled, then
wheeled himself out the door.



Chapter 4
~OC_~—

The family dining room faced east, and the view
was of the sea in the distance now radiantly gold
as the sun rose in the sky. As usual, his father sat at the
head of the table, facing the view as if he commanded
the land and all within it. As Robert’s guardian, he did.
As always when he came to Castle Crannoch, Devlen
marveled that generations of his family had coveted the
place. This part of Scotland was a wild, open land
harkening back to a time when they’d all painted them-
selves blue and fought the Romans. For some reason,
there had always been strife among the Gordons for
control of this castle, this acreage. Only during the last
century had they become civilized, saving warfare for
conflicts outside the family. Yet in the last generation,
envy had risen again, to divide brother from brother.
As stark and arresting as Castle Crannoch was, Dev-
len preferred the civilization of Edinburgh, Paris, or
London. He had homes and business interests in all

27
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three and could immerse himself in the activities of his
businesses, or find some way of amusing himself. Not
like his visits to the castle.

Devlen had rarely been to Castle Crannoch before
his uncle’s death. As a child he’d visited once when he
was ten and due to be shipped off to school. His uncle
hadn’t married yet, and had given the impression of be-
ing a confirmed bachelor, a fact that had no doubt
pleased his father. Little did Cameron know that ten
years later, his brother would surprise everyone by mar-
rying a young French countess who obviously adored
her much older husband.

“There have always been men of adventure in the
Gordon clan,” his uncle had said on that day nearly
twenty years ago. “What will you do with your life,
Devlen?”

“I will be a wealthy man. I will own ships and build-
ings and shops. I'll be able to buy anything I want and
never have to go away to school again if [ don’t wish.”

His uncle had laughed. “Thope you do, my boy, I hope
you do. The Gordon family could always use rich men.”

Devlen had gone back to school, but he’d also ac-
quired both wealth and power.

“Well, have you offered your proposition to Miss
Sinclair?” he asked now. “More importantly, has she
accepted?”

“I have done so, yes, my son. I’'m pleased to say Miss
Sinclair has accepted our little offer.”

“Do not include me in your plan, Father. The less I
have to do with your machinations, the happier I am.”
He moved toward the sideboard and selected his
breakfast.
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He returned to the table and sat at the opposite end of
it, facing his father.

The Gordons weren’t prolific breeders. He was an
only child, while his father was one of two children. His
uncle, in turn, had only one son. If they’d had more off-
spring, no doubt there would have been less rancor in
the family.

“Does she know of the attempts on Robert’s life?”

His father made a gesture in the air with his hand as
if he brushed away the question. “The ramblings of an
hysterical child. You know Robert is prone to imagin-
ing things. He has constant nightmares.”

“I would have nightmares as well if I thought my un-
cle was trying to kill me.”

All pretense of eating was forgotten. The two men
stared at each other, Devlen’s eyes the exact shade of
his father’s, his hair the same. His appearance was sim-
ilar, but his nature was drastically different. While he
couldn’t give a flying farthing about being duke, his fa-
ther lusted after the title.

Would he harm Robert in order to acquire it, how-
ever? That was a possibility, and one he’d not been able
to discount. It was the reason he was here, after all,
when it would have been more advantageous to be at
the launch of his new ship. Or even accompanying Feli-
cia to Paris. Anything but staring down the man he
called sire, but who felt, even now, like a stranger.

“How can you think such a thing of me, son?”

“You only use that word when you’re trying to charm
me. Or confound others, Father.”

Cameron’s smile was part mockery, part amusement.
“While you do the same. I've often thought we should
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just call each other by our given names and dispense
with labels.”

“Shall I tell you what I'd call you?”

Cameron laughed. “Do I look the fool? I can assure
you, son,” he said, accentuating the word, “that if I'd
wanted the boy to come to harm, he wouldn’t be alive
now. And there would be no one to tell the tale.”

“No witnesses? Just a frightened little boy who in-
sists on sending me messages?”

“How did he ever manage to do that? Is that why
you’re here so soon after your last visit?”

“Does it matter? I’'m here. How do you account for
his most recent accident, Father?”

“Do not take such a tone with me, Devlen. You may
command your businesses. You don’t command me.”

“Someone should. Why don’t you spend your time in
grateful appreciation for the life you have, Father,
rather than in bitter contemplation of that which you
cannot change?”

“My brother’s death?”

“Your nephew’s survival.”

If his father could have stood, he would have. If he
could have stormed from the room, he would have done
that as well. Forced as he was to remain seated and in
place, he fisted his hands on the edge of the table and
stared at Devlen.

“I find it difficult to believe you would listen to the
ramblings of an hysterical child,” he said finally.

“Do you?”

Devlen studied his plate. In matters of food, his fa-
ther never scrimped. None of the economies that
showed throughout the rest of the estate were visible in



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 31

the kitchen. But he had lost his appetite. His breakfast
forgotten, Devlen sampled his coffee.

“I didn’t harm the child.”

Devlen didn’t comment.

“Would it please you if I gave you my word?”

“It wouldn’t matter one way or the other.”

“You’ve grown into a cynic, Devlen.”

He sat back and surveyed his father. Something was
wrong at Castle Crannoch. It was unnatural for a child
to be so afraid, an emotion Robert ably tucked beneath
his less-than-pleasant behavior. Miss Sinclair would
have her hands full.

“Is it cynical to know one’s adversaries? You have a
habit of twisting the truth to serve your purposes. You
always have.”

“Am I an adversary? Interesting.”

“What else would you call our relationship?” From
the moment he was old enough to understand, Devlen
knew his father didn’t care for him. He was an encum-
brance, a nuisance, an irritant. All Cameron’s interests
were directed toward the shipbuilding empire his
brother had given him to manage, and the ever-present
need to demonstrate to his older brother that he was ca-
pable of doing so. Cameron was caught in a paradox—
needing his brother’s approval and despising the
necessity for it at the same time.

“I’m surprised you offered the position to Miss Sin-
clair. She seems an unlikely choice.”

“Why would you say that? I think Providence deliv-
ered her to our doorstep. The woman needs an occupa-
tion, and I have a position.”

Devlen didn’t answer, didn’t comment what he truly
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thought. Beatrice Sinclair looked too fragile for Castle
Crannoch. In addition, there was sadness just beneath
her bravado, something essentially courageous that
made him feel oddly protective.

Now wasn’t that an unusual thought for him to have?

Breakfast forsaken, Devlen stood and left the room,
uncaring that his father wore a small and secretive
smile. There were some things he didn’t want to know.

Beatrice had been so afraid and so hungry in the last
few weeks that the sudden absence of both sensations
was almost heady. As she ate, she hummed a tune, an
oddity witnessed by one curious bird settling on the
edge of her window.

“Hello, little bird. Have you come to beg some
scraps?”’

He trilled a short song at her and flew away, no doubt
annoyed because she wasn’t sharing.

The knock on the door startled her. Beatrice stood,
walked to the door, and opened it cautiously, holding
the borrowed dressing gown closed tight at her throat.

“Mademoiselle? It is I, Gaston,” the man said in the
French of Paris.

She peeked through the opening to find the giant
standing in front of the door, one beefy hand clutching
her dress. “The maid, she ironed it for you.”

Beatrice extended her hand and retrieved her dress.
The maid had evidently mended the garment as well.
The tear on the lace at the neck had been repaired, and a
button had been replaced.

“Thank you, Gaston.”

“Of a certainty, mademoiselle. Whenever you’re
ready to go fetch your belongings, I await you.”



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 33

“Thank you.”

“All you need to do is pull on the bell rope beside the
bed, mademoiselle. Or, if you prefer, I can wait for you.”

“I’m not quite finished with breakfast.”

“Then I await your summons.”

She closed the door, feeling a little bemused. No one
had ever waited on her before.

After she finished eating, she dressed, smoothing her
hands over the threadbare material of her dress. The
maid had ironed it beautifully. The wool felt almost
new, the smell emerging from the fabric something
reminiscent of lavender. A simple thing really, but it
brought tears to her eyes.

After she dressed, Beatrice found a brush sitting on a
silver tray and used it to smooth her shortened hair.
She, herself, had been ill with the same cholera that had
taken her parents, and she’d been subjected to same
treatments as the other survivors—their hair had been
cut and they’d been purged, twin indignities she’d been
too ill to protest.

The square mirror in front of her was trimmed in
gold. The reflection revealed a woman too old for her
years, perhaps. There was a look in her eyes that hadn’t
been there before, a bone-deep sadness, an enormous
sorrow that didn’t fade even when she practiced smiling.

The epidemic that had swept through Kilbridden Vil-
lage had taken a member of every family. Some, like
hers, had been doubly struck. Both her mother and fa-
ther had died, three days after the first victim had suc-
cumbed. The swiftness of the disease had stunned her.

Not only her parents were gone, but also Beatrice’s
dreams, her hopes, and the simple, peaceful life she’d
known.
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There were those who might say she’d put herself in
this predicament by being too choosy. She might have
had her own home, own family. She’d received an of-
fer of marriage but not, however, from the person she
expected.

Jeremy Macleod was a handsome young man who’d
been her friend since she was twelve, their relationship
changing to a form of awkwardness, and then interest
as they’d both aged. He was kind, possessing a gentle
temperament, and had a bright way of looking at the
world. He was ambitious, filled with plans about the
mill he’d inherited from his father. If he had one flaw, it
was that he deferred too much to his mother. As the last
surviving child of three, he was her baby. She was
fiercely protective of him, and he allowed it.

After her parents died, Beatrice had expected Jeremy
to come to her cottage and explain, in that earnest tone
of his, why they should marry. Instead, he’d stayed
away as if she were still contagious.

The only offer of marriage had come, surprisingly,
from the young minister who had taken the place of the
Reverend Matthew Hanson. She’d known him for all of
three days when he’d proposed.

“The people here at Kilbridden Village speak highly
of you, Beatrice.”

“That is very kind of them.”

“They also say that you’re a very sensible woman.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re no longer a girl, however.”

She’d only glanced at him, wondering if he would
correctly interpret her annoyance. He didn’t.

“But you’re not too old to be a helpmate.”



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 35

“I suppose not.”

“I have two children.”

“Do you?”

“I’m a widower. Did you not know?”

She shook her head.

“My children will be joining me as soon as I’m set-
tled. They need a mother, and I need a wife.”

Hardly a flattering proposal, but he’d looked
shocked when she refused.

She’d been too foolish, perhaps, in turning her back
on his offer. Now she was alone in the world and forced
to find her own way in it, a circumstance the minister
had predicted.

“My offer will not stand open for long, Beatrice. In
fact, I doubt you’ll receive another like mine.”

Bride—even the word sounded odd. She’d long
since given up the thought of being a bride. She’d never
felt desperate or even despondent about her single state.
She’d been pleased to assist her father with his work.

It wasn’t that she didn’t wish to marry. She had, like
other girls, her own chest of linens. Over the years, she
and her mother had embroidered a dozen napkins with
thistles and roses. There always seemed to be enough
time to consider marriage, even if there were a paucity of
candidates for husband.

She’d occupied herself with one task after another,
and if she were occasionally lonely and longing to be a
wife or mother, she assuaged her yearnings by minding
her friend Sally’s children. There were times when
she’d confided in Sally that she might not ever be mar-
ried, given the lack of men of her age in the village.

“Then he shall have to come from somewhere else,”
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Sally had said, imminently practical. “You’ll fall in
love with him as he’s riding through the village on his
white horse.”

“The only white horses in Kilbridden Village are
used for plowing,” Beatrice had said, and the two of
them had laughed together.

Beatrice pulled on the bell rope and waited at the
door, wondering if she should be at the entrance to Cas-
tle Crannoch instead. She was not, after all, a guest, but
little more than a servant. A toady to the irritating
young duke.

There was no choice. She had to take the position.
Either that or return to the frigid cottage and starve
silently to death. She wouldn’t last the winter.



Chapter 5
~OC

Gaston arrived at her door less than five minutes
later. He bowed slightly to her, a gesture she
wished he wouldn’t make. Beatrice followed him
through the castle, but this journey was not in the dark-
ness. Nor was she required to walk through a series of
narrowing serpentine corridors. Castle Crannoch was not
as wholly medieval as it had appeared the night before.
Instead, this part of the structure was built less with pro-
tection in mind than beauty.

“Have you been with the duke long, Gaston?” she
asked him in French.

“I have been with Mr. Cameron since before he was
born, miss.”

“I thought you were in the duke’s employ.”

He didn’t comment.

“I understand his mother was French.”

He nodded. “May I say your French is excellent?”
he said.

37
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That comment certainly put her in her place. Evi-
dently, there were some questions she was not to ask.

“Thank you, my grandmother was French. I've spo-
ken it since I was a child.”

She halted at the top of the stairs, amazed. A pair of
staircases began at the bottom, met at the second floor,
then branched out again to sweep up to Castle Cran-
noch’s third story. Both the banister and pilasters were
heavily carved of a dark, well-polished wood, a stark
contrast to the pale yellow silk of the adjoining walls.

In the center, suspended by a long chain from the
third floor, was a massive chandelier. One of the foot-
men was balancing on a ladder, in the process of re-
placing the candles. He looked at her curiously, then
evidently decided she was of no more interest than his
chore.

Beatrice descended the steps slowly, glancing at the
paintings on the walls. Each of the men featured in the
life-size portraits resembled Cameron Gordon. Or his
son.

“Are they the Dukes of Brechin?”

Gaston did not glance back at her. “No, mademoi-
selle, they are not all dukes. Some are men of impor-
tance to the family.”

There was no time to ask any further questions, be-
cause Gaston had outdistanced her. She hurried to
catch up.

The massive front doors looked to be old, banded
with iron and studded with bolts. Gaston opened the left
one and stepped aside, bowing lightly to her. “If you
will, mademoiselle.”

She stepped out onto the broad stone steps, trans-
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fixed by the view of the ocean to her left and the rolling
hills before her. The sun was over the horizon, pink
bands of clouds stretching like ruched ribbons across
the sky.

In the night, winter had come. The grass was coated
in a dull frost, and her breath clouded in front of her
face. Soon, ice would hang from the trees, and snow
would blanket the ground. The world would still, barely
breathing, until spring.

She gripped her shawl tightly, feeling the cold seep
past her skin into her bones.

A large shiny black carriage stood in the circular
drive, four ebony horses being restrained by a liveried
driver. The driver tipped the handle of his whip to the
brim of his hat and bowed slightly. Beatrice nodded in
return.

“Is that Devlen’s carriage?”

“No,” Devlen said from behind her. “It belongs to the
Duke of Brechin, Miss Sinclair.”

She turned and surveyed him. He was attired in a
greatcoat that looked substantially more suited to the
temperature than her shawl. She envied him the warmth
of it.

“Aren’t you cold?”

He studied her too intently, his gaze resting on her
face, then her hands clutching the shawl around her
shoulders. Finally, he looked at her shoes. Did he mea-
sure her appearance by her possessions? If so, he would
judge her poorly indeed. She’d sold everything that
might bring her a few coins. What was left was shabby
and threadbare, hardly befitting the Duke of Brechin’s
servant.
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“Have you nothing else to wear, Miss Sinclair?”

He unbuttoned his greatcoat and removed it, swing-
ing it over her shoulders. Immediately, she felt warmer,
and also dwarfed by the size of it. The coat puddled on
the ground as he proceeded to button it.

“I can’t take your coat.”

He ignored her. Despite being attired only in a
white shirt and black trousers, he didn’t look affected
by the cold.

“My father tells me you’ve accepted the position he
offered you. Are you certain you've made the wisest
decision?”

“Yes, quite sure.”

“You might wish to consider the question for a mo-
ment before answering, Miss Sinclair.”

“Why should I, Mr. Gordon? My decision has al-
ready been made.”

She did wish he wouldn’t smile at her in that annoy-
ing way.

When she stepped aside to descend the steps, he
reached out and gripped her hand. She glanced down
where his hand rested, then back up at his face. His
smile had disappeared, replaced by a look so intent that
she was startled by it.

“You need gloves as well.”

“Please, let me go.” She didn’t tell him that her only
gloves were shredded until they were nearly useless.

He released her but didn’t step back.

“I don’t think it’s wise for you to remain at Castle
Crannoch, Miss Sinclair.”

“I thank you for your concern, sir, but I have made
my decision and conveyed it to your father. He seems to
think I would be acceptable in the role.”
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“You serve my father’s purposes by being here, Miss
Sinclair. Haven’t you asked yourself why he would be
willing to hire you for such a prestigious position? Can-
didates for the post are not normally interviewed in a
bedroom.”

Her face flamed. “If you will let me pass.” She con-
centrated on his knee-high, shiny black boots. His
clothing was plain but of an evident fine quality. He
smelled of something pleasant, something she couldn’t
quite identify.

“You are a sheep in a den of wolves, Miss Sinclair.”

Startled, she glanced up at him.

“Do you consider yourself one of the wolves, Mr.
Gordon? The head of the pack, perhaps?”

She clapped her hand over her mouth, horrified at
what she’d said.

“You’re not prepared for the position you’ve as-
sumed. Go home.”

“And starve? This is the one position for which I
have some training, and you would take it from me?”

She wanted to bite back the words the minute they
were said. Who was he to know her circumstances? She
wanted neither pity nor charity, simply a way to support
herself.

“Is there no one to help you?”

Beatrice drew herself up, angered at having found
comfort from the loan of his coat. She began to unbut-
ton it, but he stopped her by placing his hands on top of
hers.

“Keep it, Miss Sinclair. I refuse to watch you shiver
for the sake of pride.”

They looked at each other, the moments ticking by
too swiftly.
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“The cholera epidemic took everyone I loved,” she
said finally. “There is no one left. I'm alone.”

“Not even a sweetheart?”

“No.”

“Did the epidemic take him as well? Or was there
more than one?”

The best course was simply to remain silent. He
didn’t need her participation in this conversation. He
was doing quite well on his own.

“If you will forgive my impertinence, Miss Sinclair,
you’re an oddly striking woman. Once you’ve lost your
thinness, you’ll be beautiful, I think. Still, even now
there’s something about you that interests a man.”

“No.”

“No?” One of his eyebrows danced upward.

“No, I will not forgive your impertinence. Let me
pass.”

All this time, Gaston and the driver had been observ-
ing them with interest. Neither man made any pretense
of ignoring their conversation. In fact, they looked as if
they were taking mental notes, the better to describe it
in detail for the rest of the staff.

The very last thing she needed was gossip to accom-
pany her, especially when beginning a position that
would keep her from poverty and ensure she was fed.

“Please,” she said, deciding to soften her demand,
“let me pass.”

“Are you going home, Miss Sinclair?”

He really shouldn’t say her name in that fashion. It
had the effect of teasing her, as if the words traveled up
from the back of her ankles to her spine. His voice was
low, the syllables softly uttered, almost whispered.
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“Yes, Mr. Gordon, I am going home. Now, will you
let me pass?”

“Will you stay there?”

“No.”

He nodded as if he weren’t the least surprised by her
answer.

“I hadn’t intended to remain at Castle Crannoch
long, Miss Sinclair, but I see I may have to delay my
departure.”

“Do not do so on my account, sir.”

He placed his hand on hers again, but this touch was
not to restrain. Instead, he trailed his fingers from her
wrist to her forearm, inciting a shiver of sensation.
She jerked away, a gesture that only deepened his
smile.

“A few days, Miss Sinclair. Just to make certain you’re
settled in.”

This time, he stepped back, allowing her to escape.
She almost ran down the steps.

Gaston moved to open the carriage door. She gave
him directions to her cottage before entering and sitting
in the middle of the seat, away from the windows at ei-
ther side, deliberately keeping her gaze on her feet. She
didn’t want to see Devlen Gordon. Not now, and cer-
tainly not when she returned.

She pulled the wool of his greatcoat up around her
ears, smelling that strange and wonderful scent.

Gaston climbed up beside the driver. As they began to
move, she glanced out the window. Why did she feel a
surge of disappointment when she didn’t see that most
irritating man?
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The last person they needed at Castle Crannoch was
Beatrice Sinclair, with her soft blue eyes, restrained
manner, and the hands that shook so very visibly.

Her hair was too black, and her complexion too
white. Someone should tell her red lips were not in
fashion. Did she color them?

She had a sharp tongue when she allowed herself to
use it.

I was thinking you were Black Donald.

Someone really should do something about her
wardrobe. Her clothes were too loose, but her bodice
was entirely too snug. Her legs were too long as well,
but he didn’t suppose there was anything she could do
about that.

She wasn’t going to go away easily. For that matter,
he couldn’t blame her. His father had, no doubt, made
being Robert’s governess/nursemaid an enviable posi-
tion while the truth was something else.

Still, it must have been better than what she’d experi-
enced in the past year. Parts of Scotland had been deci-
mated by the influx of cholera. In fact, he’d taken
Robert to Edinburgh for the period, feeling a little more
secure being away from Kilbridden Village. The stories
he’d heard from Gaston had not been pleasant ones.

The last thing he wanted was to feel a surge of compas-
sion for her. She wasn’t safe at the castle. But even that
revelation, subtly couched as it was, had been rejected.
What would she have said if he’d told her the entire truth?

“Thank you, but I don’t believe you.” Or, “I’ll take
the position, regardless.” Or, “Don’t be absurd, Mr.
Gordon. You’ve exaggerated.” He could easily hear her
make any of those responses.

He should be back in Edinburgh, where there were a
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hundred details to see to. If nothing else, he could travel
to Inverness and be about some of his business there.

Perhaps he should have accompanied Miss Sinclair
to her home. There, he could have taken the measure of
the woman more completely. But no one can measure
where a man wants to go, or a woman for that matter,
from their past. Futures were buried deep in the mind
and soul, and rarely voiced.

He folded his arms, ignoring the cold as he watched
the carriage begin the descent to the village.

She was going to be a problem.



Chapter 6
~OC -~

From a distance, Castle Crannoch appeared a
somber gray, but the bricks were actually nearly
black, and the mortar a much lighter shade. Only part
of the older section of the castle was visible from the
bowl of the valley, but the villagers could not see the
four turrets with their crenellated tops so perfectly con-
structed they appeared like teeth, or the curving drive
leading to the massive arched front doors.

But the stout lone tower, behind which sat the crum-
bling original castle, was easily visible. A facade, per-
haps like the inhabitants of Castle Crannoch?

The descent to Kilbridden Village was done with
great haste, as if the driver was a seasoned traveler of
the curving road. Twice, Beatrice was nearly thrown to
the door, and both times had to grab hold of the strap
mounted above the window.

The lower half of the road, filled with serpentine
twists and turns, was even more hastily navigated,
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which made her wonder if this particular driver had
also been responsible for the carriage accident that had
killed Robert’s parents and put Cameron Gordon in a
wheeled chair.

At the bottom, they hit ruts in the road that jarred the
carriage and once made it sway so much Beatrice
thought they would surely overturn. Instead of reducing
his speed, the driver only cursed the horses so loudly
Beatrice could hear his shouts inside the carriage.

With frenetic speed they drove on through the coun-
tryside, as if wolves were on their heels, the driver mak-
ing no effort to slow or to even take the pitted roads into
consideration.

Beatrice closed her eyes, both hands clutching the
strap, and prayed all through Kilbridden Village.

A scant ten minutes later, she heard a high-pitched
whine and a wheel went flying by the window, followed
by the carriage lurching to one side and coming to an
abrupt halt.

They’d snapped an axle.

Beatrice held on to the strap until the carriage
stopped moving.

“Miss Sinclair?”

Gaston’s voice was close to her left ear. She raised
her head to find he had poked his head into the now
open door. He extended his hand to her.

“Are you all right, Miss Sinclair?”

She nodded, even though her stomach still felt a bit
unsteady.

“I’ll help you out, Miss Sinclair. It would be more
comfortable for you to wait outside the carriage while
the wheel is being mended.”

Since the carriage was perched at an angle, getting



48 KAREN RANNEY

out of the vehicle meant climbing up to the door on the
left side, then allowing Gaston to lift her down. The feat
was done as delicately as possible, given she didn’t
want her petticoats to show. On the descent, her skirt
ballooned, and she revealed entirely too much of her
legs. She hoped Gaston didn’t notice, or if he did, he’d
simply forget.

She bunched up her skirts demurely and maneuvered
her way around the mud puddles to reach the side of the
road. Only then did she realize exactly where she was.
The mill. Jeremy MacLeod’s property.

Beatrice must have made a sound because Gaston
glanced in her direction. She waved her hand at him to
signify everything was fine.

“It might be some time, Miss Sinclair. Thomas will
have to return to Castle Crannoch for the parts. Or an-
other carriage.”

She was tempted to mention that if Thomas had had
some degree of caution about the state of the roads,
they wouldn’t have been in this situation at all. But she
only nodded.

The day kept getting worse and worse. The one per-
son she had not wanted to see was striding toward her,
his sandy hair uncovered, his face a little more bronzed
by the sun.

Jeremy MacLeod.

“Beatrice, do you need assistance?”

“Good day, Jeremy. No, thank you.”

“As you can see,” Gaston said, gesturing toward the
carriage, “we have had something of an accident.”

Beatrice wondered if he deliberately pointed out the
ducal crest, or if Jeremy had noticed it on his own.

“What is this you’re about then, Beatrice?”
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Beatrice clasped her hands together. “T’ve accepted a
position at Castle Crannoch, and I’ve come to get my
things.”

“Castle Crannoch? I’'ve done business with the castle
before.” That, it seemed, was all he was going to say.

She wanted to ask him questions about the inhabi-
tants, but to do so would indicate she had lingering
doubts about her decision. Therefore, she remained
silent, and so did he.

Gaston interrupted, easing the awkwardness. “If you
would give me instructions to your cottage, Miss Sin-
clair, I could go ahead on one of the horses and fetch
what you need.”

“That won’t be necessary,” Jeremy said. “I have a
wagon you can borrow. The cottage is not far from here.
Easy walking distance.”

He should know. He had walked it often enough as a
young man.

“Very well,” she said, with as much grace as she
could muster. “I would be grateful of the loan of your
wagon.”

Beatrice sincerely hoped the day would get better.

At that thought, it began to rain.

“Tell me about the nightmares,” Devlen said.

Robert sat on the floor, busy arranging his troops.
The oriental carpet in the Duke’s Chamber served as a
military battlefield, the various patterns being hills and
valleys, rivers and streams. The toy soldiers had been
Devlen’s gift to his cousin last Christmas, a battalion of
Hessians and English soldiers adding to Robert’s al-
ready considerable army.

“Have they gotten worse?” Devlen sat beside his
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cousin, took a handful of toy soldiers, and began to
arrange them in a line.

“Not like that,” Robert said, brushing away his hand.
“I’ll do it. They have to win, you know.”

His cousin had an unholy love of war games, an in-
terest that had been regrettably fueled by his father.
Where other boys would have been content with tales
of heroism, Robert wanted to know details of the battle.
How many men had been killed, how many skirmishes
until the war was done, topics Devlen was certain did
not interest most seven-year-olds. But then again, he
could be entirely wrong. Perhaps Miss Sinclair would
know better. Or perhaps she was as inexperienced with
children as he.

“So, you haven’t been having any nightmares?”

Robert glanced at him but didn’t say a word, evi-
dently content in arranging his soldiers. Which battle
were they fighting today? Robert knew an amazing
wealth of detail about the placement of regiments and
such. Since he’d never been militarily inclined, even as
a child, Devlen fell back to watching Robert line up the
troops. From Robert’s scowl, his lack of activity wasn’t
approved of either, so Devlen scooped up the remain-
ing men and put them on his side of the carpet like
chess pieces he’d acquired.

“It’s Hannibal,” Robert said, leaning over and taking
back the soldiers while giving Devlen an admonishing
look. “The general who marched his elephants across
the Alps.”

Devlen leaned back on his hand and wondered if his
cousin knew there were not many occasions when he
crawled around on the floor. For that effort alone, he
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should be applauded. His memory furnished him with
one unique episode with a former mistress, but it
wouldn’t do to dwell on that particular escapade. His
knees had been chafed for a week.

Robert was intent upon reenacting some battle far
back in history. Devlen decided not to ask more about
Hannibal, in case it was a subject on which Robert was
voluble. A sentence or two and he would be out of his
element.

Devlen was quite able to converse on a variety of
subjects, having spent many years in London as well as
on the Continent. He’d traveled to America for one
blissful summer, but he remembered more about the
woman who’d accompanied him on that trip than he did
the scenery of Washington and New York. His journeys
through the Orient had been the most fascinating of all
his travels, and he vowed he’d return one day. He’d be-
come somewhat familiar with the Russians, although
he doubted he’d ever return to that country. Too damn
cold for his taste.

Yet, none of his experiences provided him with fod-
der for a conversation with his cousin. Still, he’d always
liked the child, and Robert must have sensed his genuine
affection, because he’d gravitated to Devlen ever since
his parents had died.

The responsibility of being the only adult in the
child’s family who could tolerate him was heavy in-
deed. But there was something about Robert, as irritat-
ing as he could sometimes be, that summoned forth
Devlen’s compassion. Perhaps it was because Robert
had suddenly been made an orphan. One moment he
was the cherished son of a man older than his father and
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the next he was told his mummy and daddy had been
killed in a carriage accident.

The intervening months had not been easy ones.

First, his home had suddenly been overtaken by an
entourage. His uncle, now guardian, had arrived with
his wife, her maid, and countless other servants, their
sole purpose on earth to look after one very lonely
child.

He’d been given a series of tutors, each selected by
his uncle and each more disagreeable than the last.
Robert, however, had defeated them to a man with the
sheer brilliant tactic of being such a monstrous child
they’d quit out of desperation.

Did his young cousin realize he was the greatest pawn
in this invisible war? The enemy was not the French, or
the English of a century earlier, but his own uncle.

Things were not well at Castle Crannoch or with
Robert. Robert, however, was not talking. For the first
time, his cousin wasn’t sharing his misery, and his reti-
cence was disturbing.

Yet, it wasn’t Robert’s fault he was suddenly and not
unexpectedly irritated. Any more than it was his fault
Cameron Gordon intensely disliked him.

“How’s your ankle?” he asked, glancing at the wrap-
ping visible below Robert’s trousers. ““You took a nasty
fall down the stairs.”

A fall that might well have killed an adult.

Robert nodded.

“You must be more careful.”

Once again Robert glanced over at him. Those young
eyes suddenly looked too old. In that moment Devlen
wondered what, exactly, the child knew. Or suspected.
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“You’re going to get a governess tomorrow.”

“I don’t need a governess.”

“To that I would probably agree. Nevertheless, Miss
Sinclair is to begin tomorrow. Try to treat her nicely. No
itchweed in her bed.”

Robert looked intrigued by the thought, so much so
Devlen wished he hadn’t given the boy the idea. But
Robert had managed to get rid of three tutors on his
own; he didn’t need Devlen’s suggestions.

“Perhaps you can see your way clear to being polite
to her. At least talk to her from time to time. I under-
stand Miss Sinclair is an orphan as well.”

Robert’s face suddenly closed; there was no other
word for it. The light in his eyes went out as if there
were no intelligence behind them, as if nothing lived
behind the face of Robert Gordon, twelfth Duke of
Brechin. Devlen had never seen anyone vanish so
quickly, and the effect was so complete it stirred the
hairs on the back of his neck.

They could not travel fast in the farm wagon, but it
was just as well. Beatrice had time enough to savor the
view of the cottage she’d always known as home.

Although most of her memories were of Kilbridden
Village, she’d come from somewhere else, a place near
the border of Scotland and England. Her parents
laughed about it sometimes, about her father acting as a
reiver and her mother being the prize he’d stolen. But
those were comments not for her ears. Even as a child
Beatrice had known that.

Her parents had both come from large families, she’d
been told. Yet in all these years, she’d never met any rel-



54 KAREN RANNEY

atives. No aunts or uncles had come to Scotland to visit
them, nor had she ever witnessed any correspondence.

There was an air of mystery about her parents. Once,
when Beatrice had asked her mother why she never
talked about the past, the older woman looked as if she
might cry.

“There are some memories that shouldn’t be re-
called,” she said, and wouldn’t comment further.

When her parents had died, Beatrice had carefully
searched through their belongings. She’d found nothing.
No links with the past, no letters or documents that might
lead to missing relatives.

Her father was an educated man, always talking
about books and his lessons. He was a poor farmer, in-
ept in those necessary tasks as if such menial work was
unknown to him. The crops were often scraggly, and
the chickens sickened and died more often than not. He
was happiest when he was deep in his study of his few
books, or when he called out to her mother and the two
of them discussed a topic of interest.

Even with their poverty, life was pleasant for the
three of them. The only time she could remember sor-
row in the small cottage was when her mother gave
birth to a baby boy who lived only an hour. She’d seen
her father weep then as he sat beside her mother’s bed.
That was the first and only time she’d ever seen him
cry; but as the years passed, she realized that of the two
of them, her mother was the stronger person.

When she was fourteen, the village elders came to her
father and offered him the newly created position as
schoolmaster. All pretense of farming was forgotten, and
from that day forward the family fortunes were different.
There were never times in which money was plentiful,
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but they were less likely to starve. Her mother kept the
chickens, and maintained a small garden, and her father
left for the school each morning bearing a smile that was
half anticipation, and half excitement.

Now the cottage looked forlorn and empty. Should
she board up the windows, close the shutters? It would
be some time before she returned here, if she could bear
to return at all.

The cottage was far enough from the village that
she had no neighbors. She’d often felt isolated during
the past year. Perhaps that had been a good thing after
all. No one had known of her precarious state, that
she’d completely run out of money or objects to sell a
month ago.

“Is it a difficult thing, miss?”

She glanced at Gaston, realizing the wagon had
stopped, and Gaston was standing in the road.

“Is what difficult?”

“Leaving your home?”’

She nodded.

How strange she’d given no thought to the care of the
cottage while she’d be living at Castle Crannoch. Who
would check the thatch to make sure it was repaired in
the spring? Who would chip away the ice from the door
and oil the latch and hinges? Who would guard her fa-
ther’s books and her parents’ possessions, those she
could not bear to sell in the last month?

She should tell Gaston she could not leave. A mo-
ment later, she chastised herself. Why would she stay?
There was nothing here but the past, and she needed to
put it aside, both memories of the happiness and laugh-
ter and the darker recollections of loss and grief.

“Miss?”
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She came back to the present and left the wagon,
walking down the path and deliberately blocking out
memories. But they came flooding back despite her
will. Her father had laid the path, and the task had taken
him a full two months—six weeks for the planning of it
and only two weeks to do the work. She and her mother
had helped, hauling in the stones from the back of the
property, laying them down exactly where he’d
planned. She remembered he’d been so pleased at the
finished result while she and her mother had merely
been grateful the chore was done.

Her parents were so complete, so happy to be together,
that she wasn’t unduly surprised Fate had taken them
within days of each other. Now they lay buried together,
in the churchyard facing east. “In sure and certain hope
of the Resurrection,” the minister had said. “With a smile
in their hearts and their souls enlivened with peace.”

That was all very well and good for her parents, but
what about her?

An entirely selfish thought, and she recognized it as
such. However, she didn’t chastise herself as much as she
had in the beginning when grief was such a raw wound
she would sit alone in the cottage staring out at the day
and wondering how she was ever to live through the pain.

She had learned, in the last year, that she could live
through anything, including the loss of her parents and
her friends. She could endure loneliness and heartache,
grief, pain, and even despair. But her body required
food, water, and warmth.

For that, she’d agreed to Cameron Gordon’s offer.

She entered the cottage, gathering up her belong-
ings: a small brush, her mother’s silver-backed mirror,
her father’s book of Aesop’s Fables, her remaining two
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dresses, a spare set of stays, and two shifts. She was
wearing everything else she owned. Within five min-
utes, she was done.

Beatrice left the cottage and closed the door behind
her, taking care the latch caught and the wind couldn’t
blow it open as it had a habit of doing.

She turned and smiled resolutely. “T’m ready, Gaston.”

He reached out to take the valise from her. “Are you
certain, mademoiselle?” She half expected him to heft
the bag in his hand as if measuring its contents.

“I’m certain,” she said. The belongings were hardly
worth the effort of the journey.

Should she contact her parents’ friends, let them
know where she would be? Just in case something hap-
pened, and any of them needed to reach her.

Who should she contact? Mrs. Fernleigh? A widow
of indeterminate age, Mrs. Fernleigh had been old when
Beatrice was a child. In the last few years, Mrs. Fern-
leigh had been increasingly forgetful, referring to peo-
ple who were no longer alive as if she’d just spoken with
them. The cholera epidemic had been difficult on her.
She was often confused. Perhaps not Mrs. Fernleigh.

Mr. Brown? He’d lost his wife and son in the epi-
demic and often spent his days more intent on a tankard
than the world around him.

Other than Jeremy, all her friends had perished in the
epidemic. There was no one to tell, in the end.

With one last, lingering glance, she left the home
she’d always known, walking down the path toward the
carriage to, if not a better life, then one filled with less
SOTTOW.



Chapter 7
~SOC -~

Rowena Gordon surveyed herself in the mirror
with a critical eye, not only to her appearance
but her demeanor. She must show exactly the right ap-
pearance to the world. Her family was quick to judge,
and she didn’t want an errant tongue commenting she
looked tired, or her lace was frayed, or there was a glint
of disappointment in her eyes.

There must be nothing about her comportment to
give anyone a reason to comment. If someone must say
something, let him say the weather in Scotland agreed
with her, her complexion had never looked clearer, the
years had not seemed to touch her. Above all, dear God,
do not let one of them whisper a word of pity or com-
passion about her husband.

Dear Cameron, what a shame for such a vital man to
be trapped in a chair. How do you cope, my dearest
Rowena?
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Please, not that.

She was wearing red today, a daring color, a shock-
ing one. Her jacket was cropped above the waist and
trimmed in fur, as was the hem of her ankle-length
skirt. There were little pompoms on her boots as well as
on her hat. Another new outfit. Her relatives had not
hesitated to comment on her spending habits, as if they
envied her wealth. As if money could ever make up for
the constant sorrow of her life.

She picked up the reticule and turned to address her
maid.

“Well, Mary, will I do?” she asked.

Of all the people in the world, Mary was privy to her
secrets more than anyone else.

Mary had sat beside her during those terrible hours
when she hadn’t known if Cameron would live or die.
Mary had brought her countless cups of chocolate
when she couldn’t sleep. Mary had surreptitiously
handed her a new handkerchief when she left her hus-
band’s room every morning. And Mary was the one
who hung about like a wraith, an almost invisible crea-
ture simply waiting for the opportunity to be of service.

Mary nodded and smiled in response. “You look
beautiful, madam.”

“Thank you, Mary. If I do, it’s no small thanks to
your ministrations.”

Mary’s cheeks turned a becoming rose as she hurried
to get the door.

“Will you be ready to leave by lunchtime?” Rowena
asked as she left the room.

“Oh yes, madam. My bags are packed.” She looked
as if she’d like to say something, but kept silent.
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“Will you not be anxious to see your brother again?”’
Thomas was one of Cameron’s drivers, a most trusted
employee.

“Indeed I will, madam. It’s just that London is so
very exciting a place.”

“It is all that and more, Mary. But we must return to
Castle Crannoch.”

Mary nodded. “Yes, madam.”

Did Mary know how desperately Rowena had
wanted to leave Scotland? The despair of her life had
become too much to bear. Mary had no choice but to
accompany her. But these past two months in London
had not eased her life one whit. Instead, she’d missed
Cameron with every passing day.

Perhaps coming to London had been a good thing af-
ter all, because it had borne home to her the truth. She
couldn’t escape no matter where she was. She adored
her husband, without his legs or not.

These past months, he’d withdrawn from her com-
pletely. He no longer even touched her in passing or
friendship. She used to sit beside his chair and press the
back of his hand against her cheek, remembering so
many other times when such a gesture would lead to
passion between them.

Now, however, there was not even that.

He would slowly withdraw his hand and look at her
impassively, almost as if he didn’t quite know her. Or
didn’t wish to.

Sometimes, she wondered what he would do if she
told him just how lonely she was. Would he look right
through her? Or would he allow her back into his bed?
There were things they couldn’t say to each other, even
though they should and needed to be said.
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She left her room, descending the steps holding her
head high and feeling for the treads with her feet below
her full skirts. Her mouth was arranged in a fixed smile
and her face in a pleasant expression. She was on a
stage of sorts, and the final curtain was about to rise.

Her family had changed, or perhaps she’d just now
realized how sharp and aggressive they were in their
curiosity. They didn’t care that each one of their ques-
tions were like darts thrown at her exposed skin. Every-
where they landed they caused a wound.

As she entered the drawing room and faced her five
cousins, two aunts, and her mother, Rowena realized
she’d been an absolute fool. She’d come to London for
comfort and been greeted by a hungry pack of she-
wolves.

Not one of these females had once embraced her, or
expressed their sorrow for her life’s predicament. In-
stead, they had been jealous of Cameron’s wealth and
her stepson’s notoriety.

She took a deep breath and greeted them.

The journey back to Castle Crannoch was delayed
due to the repairs to the coach. Beatrice sat back against
the cushions and folded her hands on her lap and made
a pretense of looking out the window. She had planned
to be back at the castle before the afternoon was well
advanced. When they finally got on their way, it was
gloaming. The saddest time of day, as if nature itself
wept to see the coming of night.

She hated the darkness, the total blackness of it, the
absence of light. Night reminded her too closely of
death. She was a person who craved mornings, who
sought the dawn. The first tentative touch of sunlight
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against a blackened sky brought a feeling of peace, of
incipient joy.

Yet here she was, approaching Castle Crannoch once
more with night looming on the horizon.

Was this the hand of God demonstrating that perhaps
she should not feel such relief upon leaving her village?
Had she been foolish to accept the post of governess?

They began the long arduous journey up the winding
mountain to Castle Crannoch. Once again the trip was
done in full darkness, the moon coming out from be-
hind a bank of clouds to witness the ascent.

Beatrice tried to concentrate on anything but the
knowledge of how steep the drop was to her right. Were
the horses as afraid as she? Or were they simply im-
mune to the danger?

“Tell me about Robert,” she said, directing her atten-
tion back to Gaston, who’d remained silent and watch-
ful for the last quarter hour. Instead of sitting with the
driver, he rode with her inside the carriage.

“What would you like to know about him?” For the
first time, she sensed his approval and felt ashamed
she’d not asked about the child earlier.

“What are his favorite subjects to study? His favorite
foods? That sort of thing.”

“I think it best if you learn about His Grace on your
own, Miss Sinclair. I will say this about the child, how-
ever. He loved his parents dearly and suffers for their
loss even now.”

“That is one thing we have in common, Gaston.”

“Which is why I think you will do well for each
other, Miss Sinclair. You’re both orphans, and you will
find there are other things you share as well.”

“Tell me this, then, Gaston. Has no one seen to him
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since his parents died? Is there no one to give him di-
rection and to correct his manners?”

“He is the Duke of Brechin,” he said, and shrugged.
“He outranks anyone who would correct him.”

“I don’t care about his rank, Gaston. But I do care
about his manners. If I am to be his governess, that must
be understood.”

Gaston sat back against the cushions and surveyed
her. In the moonlight she could see the edge of the
smile, as if he were genuinely amused.

“Before you can discipline a child, you must have af-
fection for him.”

“That might be a French sentiment, but it’s not ex-
actly what we Scots would say.”

“What would the Scots say, Miss Sinclair?”

“That if a child is to be lovable, he must be disci-
plined first.”

“Then these next weeks will prove interesting.” His
smile abruptly disappeared. “But you must promise me
that if you need anything, anything at all, please seek
me out. I will never be far from Robert.”

“Are you his protector?”

“I have never known anyone—child or adult alike—
who needed me more, but no. I tend to his uncle’s needs.”

She didn’t respond, only subsided back against the
cushions.

The carriage returned to the circular drive in front of
the castle. Gaston left the vehicle first, then extended a
hand to help her descend. She did, holding the great-
coat up so it didn’t drag on the ground. She’d gotten
mud on the hem earlier today, and regretted having to
give it back in such bad condition.

Two lanterns on either side of the front door were
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blazing brightly, and even the steps were adorned with
candles, as if for a party.

“Are they entertaining?” Beatrice asked, surprised
they would be doing so less than a year after the deaths
of Robert’s parents.

Gaston smiled again. “No, Mr. Devlen is profligate
with candles. Whenever he is in residence, he orders
them lit. Sometimes I think he would like to push back
the night itself.”

Perhaps she should have asked about Devlen as well
as Robert.

It was too late, because he was suddenly there,
dressed in a black formal suit of clothes and a white
cravat. She’d thought him arresting in his day clothes
but had to admit that now he was sartorially elegant.
Perfectly handsome. As perfect as a prince.

“Gaston,” he said. “My father is asking for you.”

Gaston bowed once to her, then looked toward the
castle.

“I should see to Robert,” Beatrice said.

“Nonsense,” Devlen said. “You can begin your duties
tomorrow.” He and Gaston shared a look. “I will see
Miss Sinclair to her chamber.”

Gaston bowed again and was gone, melting into the
dark as if he were a creature of night itself.



Chapter 8
~OC_~—

“ ou needn’t escort me,” Beatrice said. “I be-
lieve I can find my way back to my chamber.”

“Are you entirely certain? Castle Crannoch is a large
and confusing structure.”

“You saw me off, and here you are to welcome me on
my return. Why?”

“Perhaps I have set myself up as the majordomo of
Crannoch. Perhaps I simply missed you.”

Did she take him seriously? Was he flirting with her?
For some reason, she felt uncomfortable in his pres-
ence, as if he were larger than life and therefore made
her feel so much smaller in comparison.

What a silly way to feel.

Devlen Gordon was simply a man. No more, no less
than that. In that he was like a baker or a butcher or a
silversmith or any of the men she’d met in the course of
her lifetime. Some were braver than others, some more
daring in their speech or dress. Some were courteous,
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and others used the courtesies they’d been taught in an
offhanded way that made her think they truly didn’t
mean to be polite but only did so because it was less ef-
fort than rudeness.

None had been so handsome, though. Nor had any of
them been graced with such a low voice, its tone having
a strange effect on her. She wanted to hear him say
mundane things, simply to hear his voice.

She was no doubt tired, and still suffering from near
starvation.

“I can assure you, Mr. Gordon, I’m quite aware of
how large a castle this is. At the same time, it is no great
feat to find the room I slept in last night.”

“How will you find the dining room from there, Miss
Sinclair?”

He stopped in front of her and held out his arm, leav-
ing her with the choice of being insufferably rude or
putting her hand upon it.

She had not been reared to be impolite, and it would
have caused her as much embarrassment as it would
have caused him if she slighted him right at this mo-
ment. She reached out tentatively and rested her fingers
as lightly as possible upon the fine material of his
jacket. But her hand had a will of its own and her fin-
gers moved over the cloth, her thumb stroking over and
over as if to test the resiliency of the muscles she felt.

He glanced at her as she lifted her head. The look
they exchanged made her breath tight. She felt as if
someone had relaced her corset so she couldn’t breathe.
The bone and the leather pressed into her flesh, making
her acutely conscious of her entire body. She could al-
most feel the outline of her hips, her waist, and the
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breasts that didn’t feel like hers at all, but creations too
full and pillowy to belong to her.

She almost said something to him then, some word
to make him look toward the sea or the sky or even to-
ward her feet. Anywhere but keep staring at her. She
couldn’t look away, and the lanternlight flickered over
his face, alternately painting it as the face of an angel or
a devil. He was too handsome and too arresting a per-
sonage to be standing here in the dark with her. The
horses moved; one stamped and the others blew
through their noses. No doubt a reminder to the humans
that the night was growing colder, and they wanted their
stalls and feed.

“I must go inside,” she said, drawing his coat closer
to her shoulders. She really should return it to him, but
she didn’t unbutton it, didn’t surrender the garment.

He is dangerous. She didn’t know why she thought
those words, but she understood their meaning well
enough. He was the type of man mothers warned their
daughters about, the type of man who was mentioned in
whispers and shocked expressions. Gossip would fol-
low him all of the days of his life. Women, even virtu-
ous women, would forever notice him. And the other
kind of woman would wonder, deep in her heart, if the
look in his eyes was really a promise.

“You’re a guest. It would be the height of crudeness
to allow you to find your chamber on your own.”

“I am not a guest, or have you forgotten? I'm the
governess.”

“Still, the same courtesies apply.”

“Then fetch the chambermaid,” she dared him. “Or
one of the footmen. Or even one of the stable lads with
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some knowledge of the castle. Any of them can assist
me.”

“We have a very small staff at Castle Crannoch. My
father believes in being penurious to a fault. We employ
only a fraction of the individuals needed to maintain
my cousin’s birthright. It would be a hardship to take
one of them from their duties.”

“Do you resent him?”

“I beg your pardon?”

The moment the question was out of her mouth, she
wished it back. How could she have dared? She wanted
to blame him for bringing out the worst in her, but Dev-
len Gordon was not at fault here. The flaw was unfortu-
nately in her own nature.

“Do you always say exactly what you think?”

“I apologize. It was not well-done of me, and I do
know better.”

“I find you remarkably refreshing, Miss Sinclair.
Perhaps you’re what my cousin needs after all.”

“Why do you object to my taking the position?”

“I have a whole host of objections, I'm afraid, Miss
Sinclair. You're too young. Too attractive. You are, no
doubt, naive. You’re no match for my father, and I doubt
you can control my cousin.”

She stared at him, nonplussed. What did she say to
such a litany? She decided to address the insults alone.
The compliment she would mull over later in the pri-
vacy of her chamber.

“I’m not naive. I'm very well read.”

“Reading, while virtuous in and of itself, cannot
grant any true experience in life.”

“Nor am I a child, sir.”

“If I had seen you on an Edinburgh street, Miss Sin-
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clair, my first thought would not have been your resem-
blance to a child.”

She could feel her fingers and toes tingle, not to men-
tion the tip of her nose. She was certain she was in full
blush right up to her hairline. Beatrice desperately
wanted to ask him what he would have thought, but re-
straint, absent until now, finally made itself known. She
didn’t dare walk into his net of words.

“Very well,” she said in her most matronly tone, “I
will just have to prove you wrong. I will show you I can
do a very good job as Robert’s governess.”

For the longest moment he didn’t say a word, simply
looked at her as if she had issued him a challenge of
some sort, and he was debating whether or not to accept.

“Did I insult you, Miss Sinclair? I can assure you I
didn’t mean to do so.”

“I can assure you, Mr. Gordon, I am not in the least
insulted.”

He looked beyond her to where the driver stood pa-
tiently at the head of the restless horses. He nodded,
only that, and the driver began leading them away, to-
ward the road branching off from the entrance. Beatrice
assumed the stables were in that direction, as well as
the other outbuildings necessary to support the castle.

“Gaston tells me you’re responsible for all the can-
dles,” she said, staring at Castle Crannoch lit up to greet
the night. The building was an impressive sight indeed,
tinged golden by the hundreds of flickering beeswax
candles.

“I find it foolish not to use my wealth where it might
bring me the most comfort. I dislike night.”

She glanced at him, surprised by his admission. “Are
you afraid of the dark?”
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“Not at all. But darkness limits my movements, robs
me of time, and I dislike wasting time intensely.”

“So you change night into day.”

“If I can.”

“Are you very rich? Does it make you happy?”

Why on earth had she said that? To mitigate her
words, she asked him another question, “Do you travel
with trunks of candles?”

“As a matter of fact, I do, Miss Sinclair. I also travel
with pistols in my carriage, and other objects that pro-
vide me with some protection. My dislike of the dark-
ness is not simply limited to Castle Crannoch.”

“What happens when you travel by ship? I under-
stand fire is a very real concern. Do they allow you your
candles?”

“I travel aboard my own ships, and therefore do not
have the difficulty of trying to convince a captain to
overlook my peculiarities. However, I restrain myself
to lanterns and only in fair weather. | had a very inter-
esting, if pitch-dark journey, around Cape Horn during
a storm. It was not an experience I wish to duplicate. It
was like going to hell by way of the ocean.”

She had never met anyone like him, so aware of his
own idiosyncrasies and yet so uncaring of them. He
simply accepted that his dislike of darkness was part of
his character, but he didn’t offer excuses for himself.

“I am not fond of the darkness as well,” she said, as
he opened the door for her. She entered the castle and
immediately looked up at the chandelier above their
heads, now filled with hundreds of lit candles, which
cast a honeyed glow over the entranceway. “Unlike
you, I’ve never been wealthy enough to change night
into day.”
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“So how do you manage, Miss Sinclair?”

“I simply endure, Mr. Gordon.”

“Ah, there is the difference between us. I don’t have
the patience for endurance. I think it a specious virtue.”

As they mounted the steps, he glanced down at her.
“What do you do when you wake in the middle of the
night? Or do you always sleep the sleep of the just?”

She smiled at his curiosity and her own pleasure in it.
“I shut my eyes very tightly and pray for sleep. As a
child I used to spend most of my nighttime hours below
the covers. I would create a little cave for myself with
my doll, my imagination, and my dreams.”

“What did you dream about?” he asked, holding his
arm out for her again.

She gripped the banister instead. The journey up-
ward was done slowly and leisurely, almost as if they
were taking a walk in the garden. She thought about his
question.

“I dreamed of singing, even though I have no voice.
Or of being a storyteller. In my imagination, people
were always sitting and listening to me as if my words
were important.”

“So you were a teacher in your imagination.”

“I’ve never thought about it that way, but perhaps. Or
perhaps I simply wanted someone to pay me attention. |
was an only child and, as such, I was lonely a great deal
of the time.”

“We have that in common, it seems. My mother died
shortly after my birth.”

“What did you dream about as a little boy? Were you
a knight or Robert the Bruce?”

“If anything, I probably fought on the English side,”
he said, smiling. “My family has not been nationalistic
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for a good hundred years. I think the events at Culloden
had a tendency to expunge those sentiments from most
Scots’ hearts.”

“Another thing we have in common. My grand-
mother was French, and she believed France was the
greatest country on earth. She ridiculed anything Scot-
tish or English, for that matter. I was left thinking, even
as a child, it was best not to be any one thing, but to be
an amalgam of all countries. So, I have a great deal of
English practicality, and the fervor of the Scots.”

“And the passion of the French?”

There was that warmth again, sliding up her body
and down, and pooling in places where she’d never felt
warm before.

“The French aren’t the only people who have pas-
sion, Mr. Gordon. The Scots have their share of it as
well.”

At the head of the stairs he turned left. She didn’t tell
him that perhaps it was a good thing he’d accompanied
her. She would have turned right.

Here the candles were not as abundant, but they were
in evidence in the embrasures and wall sconces.

Despite the fact that the staff of Castle Crannoch was
not abundant, the wooden floors were highly waxed and
polished. There was not a speck of dust to be seen on
the occasional tables and chests lining the hallway.
Even the mirrors at both ends of the corridor were
brightly polished.

They turned left again and up a short flight of stairs
to another wide corridor. At the third door, he stopped.

They stood facing the door for a moment, neither
speaking.
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He turned and faced her, retrieving her hand and
holding it between his. Her skin felt cool against his
warmth. She tried to pull away, but he increased his
grip so she gave up the effort, telling herself it would be
a rudeness to continue.

“Why are you pulling away?”

“Because you won’t let go. You shouldn’t hold my
hand like this.”

“I like holding your hand.”

“I like it, too. That’s what makes it disturbing.”

He smiled at her, and she had a silly notion to reach
out and push that errant lock of his hair back into place
so he’d look less approachable.

“You make me feel protected, Mr. Gordon, as if some-
one actually cares about me. But that’s a foolish and naive
thought.”

“Dinner will be in an hour,” he said, staring down at
her palm. “You have a fascinating palm, Miss Sinclair.
You reveal all sorts of traits.”

“Do 177

Once more, she gently tried to extricate herself from
his grasp but he wouldn’t allow it. His hold on her wrist
tightened lightly but firmly enough that she knew he
would release her only when he was ready.

“It seems you have a passionate nature. Do you?”

The warmth had never truly receded and it was re-
turning in full measure.

“Ialso believe you have a very long life ahead of you.
An enjoyable one, if one believes in such things.”

“In a long, enjoyable life? Or in reading palms?”’

This time she did succeed in pulling her hand away.

“Thank you very much for your kindness in seeing
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me to my chamber, Mr. Gordon. I appreciate your
courtesies.”

His smile deepened as she entered her room, and as
she was trying to close the door, he sniffed her hair.

For a moment all she could do was stare at him in
disbelief. She pressed her hand against her temple, and
patted her hair into place, discomfited by his gesture.

“You smell of roses,” he said, drawing back. “Or vi-
olets. I can’t tell which. Do you perfume your hair, or
do you simply use scent when you wash it?”

No man had ever asked her such an intimate ques-
tion. Not even her father, who sometimes looked taken
aback at living with two women.

“Did you ask me such a thing to see if it would flus-
ter me? To see if [ would fall apart in girlish giggles or
tears? I can assure you I will do nothing of the sort.
You’re a very annoying man, Mr. Gordon.”

“Ah, but just a moment ago, I was your protector.”

“How would you know such things about women, be-
ing a bachelor yourself? Unless, of course, you have a
score of mistresses?” A second later, she pressed her
hand over her mouth as if to call back the words.

He laughed then, as if he were pleased with her re-
sponse, as if her irritation had been his aim all along.

She closed the door so quickly she caught her skirt
and petticoat. He was the one who opened it again, bent
down, and pushed the offending garments to safety.

“I’ll send a maid to show you to the dining room,
Miss Sinclair. You must believe me when I say I am
looking forward to dinner.”



Chapter 9
~OC_~—

B eatrice told herself she was a fool, but that didn’t
stop her from brushing her hair at least a hun-
dred times as she did every night, in the vain hope it
would grow faster. She studied herself in the mirror and
made a face.

A maid had left a fresh pitcher of water and a few
clean cloths at the washstand. She unbuttoned the dress
to her waist and washed herself, taking care especially
at her throat and chest where the heat still gathered.

He’d said her hair smelled of perfume. She put a tiny
drop of scent, the last of the bottle she’d been given for
her birthday two years ago, behind her ear and on both
temples. Would he think she smelled like attar of roses?

She really should show a little more care in his pres-
ence. Oh, but he was so handsome, and there was
something about him that excited her. Even when he
did nothing but stand close to her, she could feel her
pulse leap. She was silly to be so affected by his charm,
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especially since it was quite evident he was practiced at
it. She was awkward at social events, and especially
with men.

The only person who’d ever shown her so much at-
tention was Jeremy and only for a few short weeks, that
was all. After that, his mother had probably sat him
down and explained to him Beatrice was a poor
teacher’s daughter and no match for him, up and com-
ing in the world as he was.

What would Jeremy say to know she was being
charmed by the cousin of a duke?

Did she look too gaunt? A little. A few weeks of eat-
ing three meals a day, and she would not look so lean
and hungry. Her eyes did not look as haunted as they
had a few days ago. It was remarkable what employ-
ment could do for one’s hope.

She didn’t fool herself that the position was perma-
nent. She didn’t know if she’d last the week, especially
if Robert was as difficult as he appeared to be upon
their first meeting. But she would try her very best, and
perhaps when this experience, however short-lived,
was over she could obtain another position. Surely it
would be a good thing to have worked for a duke?

Finally, she sat on the bed and tightened her stock-
ings, then took a cloth and wiped off her shoes until
the scuffed leather was clean. She stood again and
smoothed her hands down her bodice and skirt before
readjusting the fabric at her waist. Should she relace her
stays? No, they were tight enough. Perhaps too tight,
because they thrust her bosom forward like the prow of
a ship.

Atleast the dress had been ironed that morning by one
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of the maids and was in better shape, in all honesty, than
her other two garments, since it had been her mother’s
and rarely worn. The hem still showed where she’d let it
out, but there was nothing to be done with that.

She buttoned the bodice, smoothing her hands over
her skirt one last time. Her palms were damp, so she
washed her hands, and dried them, facing herself in the
mirror when she was finished.

The knock on the door was expected, but it wasn’t a
maid come to show her to the dining room. Instead, it
was Cameron Gordon on the other side of the door,
seated in his wheeled chair. A large package sat on his
lap, and as she watched, he handed it to her.

She took it from him, and opened the door wide, un-
certain whether to curtsy or to invite him into her
chamber. He was such a personage, even seated as he
was. He gave her the impression of a king on his throne.

He ended her awkward dilemma by putting his hands
on the wheels and wheeling himself into the room.
With a hand gesture, he indicated she should close the
door behind him.

“It’s not a gift,” he said, pointing to the package
she’d yet to open. “But a necessity.”

He waited, and she realized he wanted her to open
the package right away.

Inside was a beautiful dark blue wool cloak, the fab-
ric so thickly woven she could feel the warmth against
her stroking palm.

“It’s lovely.”

“It belonged to my first wife. You're of the same
size, Miss Sinclair. It’s more appropriate than wearing
my son’s greatcoat.”
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She felt the blush creep to her cheeks. Did he know
everything that happened at Castle Crannoch?

“I regret to say I am here in the guise of your em-
ployer, Miss Sinclair.”

He wheeled himself to the window and indicated she
should sit beside him at the table.

Part of her awkwardness around Cameron Gordon
was due to the fact she was so much taller than he. Also,
she’d never before known anyone who was confined to
a chair.

She wanted to express how very sorry she was that he
couldn’t walk. How did she do that, especially when the
object of her pity so obviously didn’t want it? Instead,
she remained silent, sat and folded her hands on top of
the table, waiting for him to continue.

“As your employer, I feel it only fair to warn you
about certain things here at Castle Crannoch.”

“Have I done something wrong, Mr. Cameron?”

“Nothing except be a young woman without family,
Miss Sinclair.” He paused for a moment. “My son is a
very handsome man.”

The warmth was there again, the blush no doubt in full
force. Had she blushed so much while living at Kilbrid-
den Village?

“I would hate for you to become one more of his
conquests.”

Now she was doubly embarrassed. Being foolish was
one thing; to be called on it was quite another.

“You and my son have held several intimate conver-
sations, have you not?”

“I have spoken to him upon occasion, yes.”

“That’s how it begins, Miss Sinclair. Impressionable
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young ladies such as yourself are caught first by con-
versation, then charm. Before they know it, they are
engaged in behavior that would shock their parents.
Since you are alone in the world, I find it necessary to
warn you.”

She pressed her hands flat against the table, linking
her fingers together. She focused on her nails, clasped
her hands together again, then placed them on her lap.

“Simply because I am alone in the world does not
make me foolish, sir.”

“I’m heartened to hear it. Therefore, I'm sure you’ll
understand why I think it best you not join us for dinner.
At least, not until my wife returns from London. We
have a bachelor household until then. I think it would
be advisable for you to have a tray in your room.”

“Of course.” She kept her gaze focused on her hands,
unwilling to show her disappointment.

Cameron Gordon left her, and as she closed the door
behind him, she had the oddest thought it wouldn’t be
wise to reveal her emotions to any of the Gordons.

A few minutes later, a maid brought her a tray, and
like the morning, there was a huge selection. Once laid
out, the plates and bowls covered the entire top of the
table.

She was still too close to hunger not to savor a meal.
After a taste of the onion soup, it simply didn’t matter
she was eating alone in her room.

There were potatoes and carrots and beans in a sauce
tasting like vinegar and sugar at the same time. There
was roast beef so succulent she didn’t need a knife to
cut it, and crusty rolls and pots of butter and one of
honey. The maid had brought her a carafe of wine,
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enough for one large glass. She sipped it as she ate, tak-
ing an hour for her dinner and enjoying every single
morsel.

She didn’t close the drapes while she ate but sat and
looked out at the view of the hills and the village be-
low. The lights twinkling on and off looked like far-
away stars, but she knew they were candles being lit in
rooms where people met and sat and talked and argued,
perhaps.

The rest of the world was coming together. The day
was being discussed, problems being aired, questions
about life and love and the sheer drudgery of living be-
ing asked and answered.

Sometimes she missed the touch of another person
so much she could cry. Sometimes she simply missed
the conversation, the laughter. There was no one in the
world who cared whether she lived or died.

For a moment, the temptation to give in to the de-
spair of that thought was too tempting, but she pushed
it aside. If she had no one left to love her, then she
would simply have to find someone who would, a
friend, an acquaintance, perhaps even a child like Robert.
Someone who would find some comfort in being with
her.

People were not designed to live alone, to live without
affection or caring. Nor was it normal to go through
days and days without one person saying: How are you?
Are you well? Why are you smiling? Are those tears I
see?

She’d sipped the wine slowly, but she looked at the
empty glass with annoyance. Perhaps the wine had
brought about this maudlin mood.

She stood and opened the window, breathing the
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night air. The wind was mild, but the temperature had
lowered. Instead of closing the window, however, she
gathered her new cloak and covered her shoulders, star-
ing out at the flickering lights below in the village. She
was both ferociously lonely and angry about it.

Her friend, Sally, would laugh at her. “Silly girl, you
never know what’s going to happen tomorrow. Some-
thing wonderful could happen, and here you are, mop-
ing about now.” But she had never been as optimistic as
Sally or as much of a dreamer. In the end Sally’s
dreams had not saved her from the cholera.

The knock on the door roused her from her mood.
She opened it, thinking it was the maid come to gather
up the dishes. Instead, it was Devlen Gordon.

While she’d felt no reluctance in allowing his father
into her room, the voice of caution urged her not to be
as welcoming with him. He was not confined to a
wheelchair. He was young, handsome, and, according
to his father, a rake.

She was not going to be his conquest.

“Miss Sinclair,” he said bowing slightly, “I came to
ensure myself of your health. My father said you’re not
feeling well.”

“Did he?”

“I wanted to make sure such was not the case. You
appeared in good health when I left you earlier.”

“I am well, thank you.”

How very polite they were. His eyes, however, were
entirely too invasive. His face suddenly changed. His
smile disappeared and his expression became somber.

“Have I done anything to offend you?”

The question so surprised her that she stood looking
up at him, her hand on the door. “No, you have not.”
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“Then why didn’t you come down to dinner?”

She’d been employed for less than a day and already
she was being caught up in family drama. What did
she tell him? That his father had warned her against
him? Devlen Gordon was not a resident of Castle
Crannoch. He was only a visitor, and his father was
her employer.

Still, she felt guilty about lying to him, so she didn’t
answer him directly. “I thoroughly enjoyed my dinner
here,” she said, hoping he would cease questioning her.

He looked dubious, but didn’t say anything else.

She felt too vulnerable at the moment, too desirous
of another human being’s company. But he was one
man she should not wish to be near. What had his father
said? First it begins with conversation, then charm. Oh,
and he had charm in abundance, didn’t he?

He reached up and touched her cheek.

“How fascinating you are, Miss Sinclair. Why do you
look so sad?”

It was the very worst time to ask a question of that
sort. She wanted to tell him she had no armor against
kindness. Instead, she began to close the door. When
he pressed one hand against it, she looked up at him
again.

“Please.” The only word she could manage.

“Miss Sinclair.” He really shouldn’t say her name in
such a fashion, in such a low tone it sounded almost like
an endearment.

“Please,” she said again, and slid her hand up until it
covered his. Slowly, she pulled his fingers away from
the wood and then held his hand in midair. He reached
out with his other hand and cupped hers.
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Shouldn’t she be closing the door?

Then he leaned over and did something entirely
shocking. He pressed his lips against her cheek. A kiss.
She’d never been kissed.

She expected more of it, and conversely less.

His lips were warm, soft and comforting; his breath
against her skin surprisingly and strangely exciting.

He drew back and bowed slightly once more. In apol-
ogy? Or mere politeness?

She shut the door and leaned against it, her forehead
pressing against the wood. She placed her fingers
against her cheek. He was gone and yet the memory of
this kiss was there still, confusing and unsettling her.

“Leave the sparrow alone.”

Devlen turned to see his father sitting in the shadows
at the end of the hall.

“Miss Sinclair? Why do you call her sparrow? Do
you see yourself as a hawk? If so, your wings have been
clipped, Father.”

“If you were close enough, I would backhand you be-
cause of that comment.”

His father rolled himself out into the light. Not for
the first time, he gave Devlen the impression of a
malevolent spider, creeping around on leather-bound
wheels. Cameron had had a series of ramps built at
Castle Crannoch so he could navigate almost any-
where, except atop the towers.

“I think it’s time for you to go back to Edinburgh,
Devlen. You wear out your welcome very quickly.”

“I think you’re right.”

He walked away, then stopped midway down the hall.
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He turned and addressed his father again. “Leave her
alone. Do not make her another one of your victims.”

Cameron laughed. “Strange, Devlen, but I told her
the very same thing about you.”



Chapter 10
~OC_~—

Beatrice readied herself for bed, pulling out the
nightgown from her valise.

In the morning she would tell Devlen Gordon she
wasn’t to be kissed whenever he felt like it. Such ex-
pressions of affection were only between couples who
were engaged, and only surreptitiously.

As the governess, she was to be considered above
such dalliances. She was not the upstairs maid to be
grabbed in a shadowy corner, her skirts upturned while
she was groped.

How odd the vision came so quickly to her mind of
Devlen Gordon doing exactly that. And how very
strange that it made her angry to think of him engaged
in such an immoral act. Exactly how many conquests
had he made at Castle Crannoch? No doubt every sin-
gle maid employed here had experienced the full extent
of his charm.

How dare he kiss her?

85
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As children she and Sally had often talked about such
things, wondering exactly what loving was like between
a man and woman. Each had ventured several theories
as to how it must feel and what exactly a man does.
What would Sally have said about Devlen Gordon?

Her friend would no doubt have teased her about that
kiss. A kiss on the cheek, that was all it was.

She went to the bed, plumped up the pillows, and
pulled down the coverlet.

A snake was in the middle of her bed.

In the middle of the lovely bed, on top of the ivory-
colored sheets was a very dead snake with its head
bashed in, and its poor twisted body stretched down the
middle of the mattress. On the whole, it was an
innocuous-looking creature. She’d found one in the
garden often enough.

She went to the bell rope and tugged on it. When the
maid appeared, looking tired and more than a little
groggy, Beatrice asked for directions to Robert’s room.

“You need to know where His Grace’s room is?”

Surely, it couldn’t be a good thing for a seven-year-
old to be constantly referred to as His Grace.

“Yes, please.”

“The Duke’s Chamber is at the end of the hallway,
miss. The big double doors.”

Beatrice stuck her head out the door and looked
down the hall. Just as the maid had said, at the end of
the hall was a set of double doors.

“When his parents died, His Grace insisted upon
moving to their suite. It’s customary for the Dukes of
Brechin to live there.”

“Even if he’s seven?”
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The maid looked a little confused at this question,
and Beatrice took pity on her and bid her good night.

Before the girl left, Beatrice called out to her. “What
is your name?”

“Abigail, miss,” she said, bobbing another curtsy.

“Thank you, Abigail. I'm sorry to have troubled you.”

The girl smiled, her plump cheeks reddening as she
did so. “It’s quite all right, miss.”

Beatrice donned her wrapper, buttoned it closed, then
gathered the poor snake and left her room. At the end of
the hallway, she knocked firmly on one of the doors.
When her knock wasn’t answered, she turned the handle
and entered.

A small lamp was burning in the foyer. A set of
drapes separated the area from the rest of the suite. She
pushed them aside and stood marveling at the sheer
size of the room. From its dimensions, she gauged it
took up the whole eastern portion of Castle Crannoch.

On a dais at the other side of the room sat a massive
canopied bed draped in crimson and gold. The bed itself
was easily twice as wide as hers and at least that deep. As
she approached it, a small figure sat up in the middle of
the bed and stared at her.

“What are you doing here?” Robert asked.

“I came to deliver your snake,” she said, “and to ask
you one question.”

She still held the poor dead creature in her hand.
Carefully, she laid it on the end of the bed. “Did you kill
it? Or did you simply leave it in my bed to frighten me?”

“What difference does it make?”

“If you killed it, I would think you a monster. The
snake did nothing to deserve its death.”
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He sat back on his haunches, his fists on his thighs.

“It might have bitten me.”

“If it did, it was to protect itself. You’re much larger
than it.”

“Ididn’t kill it. It was already dead. I think a carriage
ran over it.”

“Good,” she said, and turned to leave.

“Weren’t you afraid?”

“I’'ve lived through a cholera epidemic. Nothing
could frighten me after that. Besides, some snakes are
our friends. They eat rodents and bugs.”

“How do you know that?”

“It was in a book I read, I think.”

“Would you show me that book?”

“Perhaps,” she said. “If you don’t put any more
snakes in my bed.”

“I command you to show me that book.”

“You can command me until hell comes to earth,”
she said calmly. “I’'m your governess, not your ser-
vant. Nor do I ever want to hear you talking to the ser-
vants in such a fashion. If you’re a duke, then behave
like one.”

He looked as surprised as if she’d told him he had
two heads.

“Now go to sleep. Tomorrow we’ll bury that poor
creature.”

“I command you to stay.”

She studied him for a moment. “I think you’re a very
spoiled boy who’s had a great deal of sorrow in his life.
But that’s no excuse for you to be rude to others, espe-
cially to me.”

He looked surprised again. “Why not to you?”
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“Because I've experienced the same kind of sorrow,
and I know what it’s like to lose my parents.”

“Do you sleep?”

“What a strange question. Yes, I sleep.”

“I don’t. When I do, I have nightmares.”

Beatrice walked back to the end of the bed and put
the dead snake on the floor before sitting on the end of
the mattress. She leaned against one of the massive
posts supporting the bed, drew up her legs and wrapped
her arms around her knees.

“Tell me about the nightmares,” she said.

He stared at her for a moment as if he would like to
tell her to get off his bed or go away. But evidently, the
lure of companionship was too great. In him, she recog-
nized the same weakness she herself felt. They were
separated by two decades, by sex, and by role, but she
couldn’t help but feel akin to this young duke, spoiled
though he was.

“Tell me about the nightmares,” she said again.

He folded his legs in front of him, placing a hand on
each knee like a pasha sitting on a throne of cushions.
She smothered her smile at his unconscious arrogance.
Cameron Gordon had done his nephew no favor by
catering to his every whim.

“I dream someone is watching me while I sleep.
They’re standing in the shadows and just watching.”

She felt a shiver race across her skin.

“What a horrible dream. No wonder you’re in no
hurry to sleep. Do you ever dream about your parents?”

He nodded. “When I dream of them, it feels just
like it happened. I was waiting for them to come
home. But they never did. In my dream, they never do,
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either, and I stand there at the window waiting and
waiting.”

He was too young to feel the weight of such sorrow.
But she could not eliminate it from his life any more
than she could wave a wand and make her own situation
different. The secret was in finding a way to live until
the loss became bearable.

How did she help a seven-year-old child endure such
grief?

“So you keep a lamp lit.”

“Devlen says it helps. You can hear noises in the
darkness you can never hear during the day. As if there
are things there, whispering to each other. As if they
know you’re asleep and defenseless and can’t fight
them off.”

She felt another chill race down her spine. The child
had wanted to frighten her with the snake and had
ended up doing so with his own words.

“Shall I tell you a story? It might help you sleep.”

“I’m too old for fairy tales.”

“I will tell you one of Aesop’s fables,” she said.
“They are simply stories, but each one has a lesson.
Anyone, even someone of your great age, might enjoy
them.”

She arranged herself so she was more comfortable
and began: “Once upon a time, the queen bee of a very
large hive traveled all the way to Mount Olympus.
Everyone knows Mount Olympus is the home of the
Greek gods. Once there, she told the gatekeeper she
wished to visit with Jupiter. She waited some time until
he could meet with her and once in front of him, she
bowed low, spreading her wings upon the golden floor.
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‘I give you a gift, she said. ‘A gift of my honey. My
workers have labored diligently these past weeks and
months to produce only the finest honey for you,
Jupiter.’

“Jupiter, very pleased, thanked her, and took a bite of
the honey. So impressed was he at its quality, he asked
what he could give her in return for her gift.

“‘I ask only one thing, Jupiter, and that is to be able
to protect my people. Mankind comes and invades my
hives. They steal my honey, and they frighten and kill
my workers. Give me the power that I might wound,’
she added, pointing to her stinger.

“Now Jupiter was a friend of man, and he was very
much troubled by the queen’s request. But he granted
her the ability to wound any with her stinger.

“Excited her wish had been granted, the queen re-
turned to her hive. That very next day, a man ap-
proached the hive and she flew out of it and stung him
over and over until he collapsed on the ground.

“But something strange happened to the queen. Once
she stung the man, she lost her stinger, and with the loss
of it, she fell to the ground and died.

“The moral of this story is evil wishes, like chickens,
come home to roost.”

“That’s a stupid story,” Robert said.

“Would you like to hear another?”

“Another fable?”

Beatrice nodded.

“No. They’re stupid stories.”

“Then I won’t tell you another one,” Beatrice said.

“Why didn’t you scream when you saw the snake?”
Robert asked.
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“Are you disappointed? I could scream now if you
wish.”

Robert surprised her by smiling. “You almost
screamed last night.”

“You’re right, I did.”

“But you fainted instead. Did I scare you that much?”
The little boy sounded proud of himself.

“I fainted because I was hungry.”

“People don’t faint because they’re hungry.”

“Have you ever been hungry? I doubt you have.”

“Why were you hungry?”

“Because there was no food to eat, and I had no way
of earning a living.”

“We give food to the poor.” Robert moved up in the
bed.

“Some people would much rather work than take
charity.”

He had no comment to this, for which she was eter-
nally grateful. Despite the fact he was only seven years
old, he was an arrogant seven-year-old, and exceed-
ingly irritating.

He slid down in bed beneath the covers. “Are you go-
ing to stay here until I fall asleep?”

“Do you want me to?”

“Is it something governesses are supposed to do?”

“I don’t believe so, no. But since I have never been a
governess before, [ don’t quite know.”

“I am the duke,” he said sleepily. “I should have a
governess with experience.”

“If you had an experienced governess, no doubt she
would have left you after the experience with the
snake.”

“Do you truly think so?”
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“I'do.”

“Perhaps that’s why my tutors left. They were all
very experienced.”

“Did you put snakes in their beds?”

“No.”

“Then it’s to your advantage I have no more experi-
ence than I do. I shall practice on you.”

“I am the duke. I should not be practiced on.”

“We can learn together. Whenever I do something
you dislike, I give you leave to tell me. Not to put
snakes in my bed, but to tell me. Together, we’ll discuss
the matter.”

He murmured something, an incoherent response
that summoned her smile.

She sat there in the darkness at the end of the ducal
bed and listened to his breathing.

When she was certain she would not disturb him,
Beatrice slid off the end of the bed and stepped down
from the dais, walking to the windows. Not surpris-
ingly, Robert had not drawn the drapes against the
night.

The stars blanketed the sky, twinkling back at her as
if to say she was not alone. But stars were so far away
and they neither conversed nor held hands nor smiled.
The glass was cold against her fingers, and there was a
draft as if one of the panes was not properly sealed. The
gentle breeze ruffled the curtains as if someone were
standing there. But she knew she was alone except for
the sleeping boy.

There was a certain emptiness to the cavernous
chamber, as if life needed to be inserted into it. A life
that was exuberant and noisy and filled with laughter.
Not one that dealt in whispers and fear.
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The chamber, for all its riches, and for all it belonged
to Robert, somehow did not suit him. He needed a
brightly painted room, one that wasn’t adorned with
portraits of ancestors on the walls, and ornate and
heavy furnishings.

He needed to be a boy before he became a duke.

From her vantage point at the window she could see
the ocean surface brightly illuminated by the moon un-
til it looked silvery white, and the curving road winding
around to the entrance and then behind the castle to the
stables. As she watched, a carriage led by four striking
ebony horses slowly made its way to the front of the
castle.

She had seen that carriage before, more richly
crafted than the duke’s, but without a crest on its door.
Was Devlen Gordon leaving so soon?

How silly to feel suddenly abandoned. He was a
stranger who’d dared take liberties. He’d kissed her
when she’d not given him leave to do so. He’d smelled
her hair, and treated her as if she were a loose woman,
and oh, perhaps she was, because she couldn’t forget ei-
ther gesture. Foolish Beatrice. She was a governess,
late of Kilbridden Village, a schoolteacher’s daughter
with hardly any accomplishments to her name. Yet she
had a yearning for more, more excitement in her life,
more sin perhaps.

At the moment, she only had the energy to be safe,
well fed and secure. Perhaps one day she would venture
out into the world and have some excitement. For now
she was content.

Then why did she feel so suddenly bereft? Devlen
Gordon was about to embark upon an adventure, she
knew it. Anyone else would have departed Castle Cran-
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noch in the brightness of day, but not Devlen Gordon.
As much as he disliked the night, it suited him. Who
else traveled in darkness?

She put her finger to the window again and blocked
out the sight of his carriage, and the feeling of aban-
donment eased somewhat. If she could not see him
leave, then she need not feel disappointed. Some errant
idiotic notion, some girlish sensibility, some silliness
that hadn’t been leached out of her by the travails of the
past three months no doubt was responsible for the feel-
ing. Or curiosity. That’s what it was. He was simply the
most interesting, most compelling man she had ever
met. The most dark and dangerous.

Movement below caught her attention. Devlen strode
from the castle door to his coach and stood in conversa-
tion for some time with the driver. He wore a long coat
notched at the collar, his black hair uncovered. The
horses stamped their feet, their breaths white billows in
the night. A moment later, Devlen glanced up toward
the window where she stood. She didn’t move, didn’t
step backward, didn’t hide herself from his gaze. To do
so would mark her as a coward, and she had no reason
to be afraid. He was leaving.

For a long moment they exchanged a look, her with
her fingers on the glass and him with a question in his
eyes she couldn’t decipher.

She wanted to ask him where he was going and why
it was so important he leave for his destination to-
night.

And what question did he wish to ask of her?

She would never know.

One by one, Beatrice drew the drapes, moving along
the wall of windows until she was done. She stood at
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the last of the windows, looking down at the drive.
From here, she could barely see the coach. She didn’t
want to see him leave. Everyone in her life had left her,
and she had come to dislike departures of any sort,
transitory or permanent.



Chapter 11
~OC_~—

s he was half-hidden by the drapes when she heard
a sound. Beatrice stepped back, allowing the bil-
lowing fabric to conceal her.

Soft footsteps crossed the room, hesitated.

She pulled back the fabric of the curtains to see Dev-
len standing at the end of the bed, staring at Robert.

Her heart beat so fiercely in her chest she thought he
must surely hear it. At that moment he turned and
looked directly at her.

He walked to where she stood, and pulled back the
curtains.

“Are you hiding, Miss Sinclair?”

“Of course not.”

“Then may I inquire why you’ve made no effort to
announce your presence?”

She was not dressed. She was attired in only her
nightgown and wrapper, but rather than call attention to

97



98 KAREN RANNEY

her clothing, she said, “To do so might have awakened
Robert.”

“Is he all right?” There was a tone of concern in his
voice she’d not heard before.

“Why do you ask?”

“I should think that was obvious. You are here. Why
are you in his room, Miss Sinclair?”

She didn’t want Robert to be punished for what was a
childish prank. “I told him a story.”

“And sat with him until he fell asleep.”

“Yes.”

“You have a tender heart, Miss Sinclair.”

“He has nightmares.”

“Did he tell you?”

She nodded. “Has he always had them? Or only since
the death of his parents?”

“I regret to say I don’t know. I hadn’t much to do
with my cousin before his parents died. I had other in-
terests I deemed more pressing.”

“Like the ones that are causing you to leave now?”

“I’ve been told I'm unwelcome. Besides, you of all
people should be glad I'm going back to Edinburgh.”

“What do you mean?” Her heartbeat escalated, her
breath grew short. Devlen Gordon had an odd effect on
her, one that was not altogether unpleasant. She felt as
if excitement was flowing through her veins, as if she’d
just sipped the finest chocolate, or just finished a potent
glass of wine.

“Will you watch after him?”” He turned back to watch
the sleeping boy.

“Of course,” she said. “I’m his governess.”

“He needs a friend more than he needs a governess.
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If anything untoward happens, tell one of the drivers,
and he’ll come to Edinburgh.”

“What do you mean, untoward? What do you expect
to happen?”

“It’s not what I expect, Miss Sinclair. I expect the sun
to rise every morning and those I care about to continue
living happily. However, I have learned what I expect
and what happens are not necessarily the same.”

“If you have such dire thoughts about the future, how
can you leave?”

“I would think you’d be relieved.”

“I’m afraid I don’t understand.”

“I think you do, Miss Sinclair. But I also think you
choose to remain cloaked in ignorance or virtue, either
one. One of us has to be wise in this instance. | applaud
your wisdom.”

“Are you normally so cryptic?”

“Are you normally so obtuse?”

She smiled, startled into amusement by his rudeness.

“I’m not obtuse at all, Mr. Gordon. I have attempted
to be a lady at every one of our encounters.”

“Cloaked in virtue.”

In the light, he was devastatingly handsome, but in
the darkness, he was even more alluring.

“Tell me, Miss Sinclair, do you ever wish to be sim-
ply a woman? Simply a female? Unencumbered by
rules or expectations?”

“What you are speaking of, sir, is anarchy.”

“Anarchy of the self. An apt description. Do you not
ever wish to rebel, Beatrice? Before you answer no, let
me warn you. | see flickers of rebellion in your eyes.”

How on earth was she to answer such a challenge?
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“Is there not one single part of you that wants to put
aside your strict upbringing, that wants to loosen your
stays and laugh at convention?”

He stepped closer, reached out one finger, and traced
the edge of her bottom lip, a tingling touch reaching all
the way down to her toes.

“Is that how you talk women into your bed? By dar-
ing them?”

He smiled at her. “Would it work with you?”

“No.”

“Do you really want to know why I’m leaving,
Beatrice?”

“You’ll say it’s because of me, but it isn’t. You can
find your share of willing partners at the next inn. No
doubt you have a mistress in readiness, eagerly waiting
for your return.”

“Is there nothing here that would tempt me?”

“Not me. I'm cloaked in virtue. I'm not an antidote
to your boredom, Mr. Gordon.”

“Is that what you think it is?”

She nodded.

“I could agree except for one thing. I have an eager-
ness to share your mind as much as your body. What do
you call that?”

“Foolish.”

His fingers trailed across her cheek, behind her ear,
and down to her throat. Did he know how difficult it was
to swallow suddenly? Did he feel how frantically her
pulse was beating?

Let me go. But the words didn’t come. She opened her
mouth to speak, but the only sound to emerge was a sigh.

“You are the most unlikely governess, Beatrice.”

He really shouldn’t call her by her first name. It wasn’t
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proper, but at the same time she dared herself to answer
in kind.

“Why, Devlen?”

“Because, my dear Miss Sinclair, you really are tempt-
ing. If I stay, I will bed you. I’ll take you to my bed or to
yours or to any surface we find amenable and comfort-
able, be it the floor or a washstand or a table. And I will
plant myself in you so deeply that when you swallow
you’ll be certain that it’s me. I’ll have you again and again
and again until you are as wanton and tempestuous as |
think you could be. And we would both enjoy it.”

She slapped him. Her hand reached up so quickly he
couldn’t anticipate the blow. When she did it again, he
didn’t flinch, didn’t move away or otherwise shield
himself. He merely stood there quietly, a towering pres-
ence, a shadow, a force.

Beatrice could feel the smoothness of his cheek
against her palm even through the tingling. He’d re-
cently shaved, and he smelled of spices and something
delicious. A scent she’d forever associate with darkness
and Devlen.

She stepped back and crossed her arms around her
waist not because she was cold. Not because she was
suddenly frightened at the somber look on his face, but
because she needed to restrain herself from placing her
hand gently against the cheek she had just slapped. Or
raising up on tiptoe and kissing his skin tenderly in
apology.

“Are you done?”

She nodded.

“You are quite correct to be outraged,” he said softly.
“I am a rake and a lecher and a despoiler of innocents.
And you, Miss Sinclair, are very much in danger from
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me. But I suspect you’re innocent only in your experi-
ence, and not in your wishes or your deepest heart.”

He took one step closer to her, and she pressed her-
self against the window. The glass was cold against her
wrapper.

“But if it makes you feel safer to deny your nature,
then so be it. As I said, the reason I’m leaving is for
your benefit and not mine.”

“Have you no control?” The words were out of her
mouth before she could call them back.

“As I said, Miss Sinclair, I’ve been in your company
for one day. An extremely painful day, but I don’t sup-
pose you know what I mean.”

She shook her head.

“At the risk of being slapped again, let me show you.”

He reached out and grabbed her hand and pressed it
against his waist. No, not against his waist. Against
something hard and unmistakably masculine.

She jerked back her hand, horrified.

“I haven’t the slightest idea why it should be so. You
are not, after all, the kind of woman who attracts me. I
hunger for blondes and statuesque beauties. Although
your bodice is certainly plentiful and your legs long,
you lack a certain flair, a certain blowsy charm I find
attractive.”

She could still feel him against her hand.

“Then do not let me stop you from going out and find-
ing the type of woman who attracts you, Mr. Gordon. |
wish you well. May all your conquests be easy ones.”

“Will you be thinking about me, then?”

“Your coach is waiting, and the night is cold.”

“You sound so very angry, Miss Sinclair. Would you
like to slap me again?”



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 103

“I would very much like to, Mr. Gordon, but it would
no doubt be a waste of effort.”

“Then you think I’m not capable of being educated?”

“I think you’re capable of being educated. I just don’t
think you’re capable of being trained.”

His bark of laughter surprised her.

Robert made a sound in his sleep, and Devlen looked
back at the bed.

“Care for him, Miss Sinclair, regardless of what you
think of me.”

“You have some affection for him, don’t you?”

“You sound surprised.”

She was, but she didn’t answer him.

“Have you a kiss to send me on my way?” He bent
down and breathed against her hair. Was he smelling
her again? “Some token of your regard for me?”

His hand came up and smoothed against her waist.
Her uncorseted waist. His hand splayed until his finger-
tips almost reached the underside of her breast.

She jerked away from him, and to the other side of
the drape, making her escape as quickly as she could.
She raced across the Duke’s Chamber, her bare feet
making no sound on the polished wooden floor and to
her own room, where she locked the door with trem-
bling fingers, her heart beating so fast she felt faint
with it.

For a long moment she stood there, palms pressed
against the door until she heard a light tap. Just that. A
tap of his hand as if to acknowledge she was safe, and
he was leaving.

The winding drive from Castle Crannoch was illumi-
nated at night by a series of twenty lanterns. One man—
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or boy, as he sometimes was—kept watch over all the
lanterns to ensure they lasted until morning. Devlen had
given the orders himself when he first began visiting.

He doubted the lanterns were used in his absence, but
he liked having the freedom to arrive and to leave
whenever he wished.

Now he didn’t want to go back to Edinburgh as much
as he wanted to remain at Castle Crannoch, but the
voice of his conscience, not often loud enough to be
heard, warned him he would be wiser to get away as
quickly as his horses could carry him.

He wanted to touch Beatrice. He wanted to touch her
so badly he hurt with it.

She smelled of roses. Warm roses and woman, as the
heat of her had traveled upward to tease him with her
scent. He wanted to reach out, and with not quite steady
fingers, unbutton that one button keeping her modest
wrapper fastened.

He’d push back the full sleeves with their lace cuffs
and kiss her elbow. A teasing kiss while he parted the
top of her nightgown. Another, while he slid his hand
inside.

One finger would smooth in between the creamy
mounds of her breasts, stroking the soft, plump skin
there.

His erection swelled at the thought. A button, that’s
all. The thought of loosening a button, and he was hard
as an iron staff.

Very well, he would imagine the button gone, and
Miss Sinclair standing bare to the waist, nothing cover-
ing her. The warmth would nearly scorch his palm as it
rested against a hard nipple.

She would look surprised by the reaction of her own
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body to his touch and then slowly, he would use two fin-
gers to hold a nipple so sweetly she’d gasp in awareness.

He would feel the outline of that sweet protuberant
nipple and measure the length of it as it grew. His
mouth would suckle it, his lips provide a gentle resting
place, his tongue tasting her.

He would pull up the rest of her nightgown where it
bunched around her waist until it was in folds, then toss it
to the floor.

He’d pull her close so he could warm her in his em-
brace and she would moan at the sensation of being so
heated in the chilled air.

He needed to be closer to her, so he could touch his
erection to some part of her body. He needed to feel her
against him, move her up and down to mimic the action
of love.

Do not move, sweet Beatrice, I am imagining myself
inside you.

What would she say to that?

No doubt banish him for his torment, or send him
away with a teasing smile.

What would it be like to bed the surprising Miss
Sinclair?

Just thinking about doing so had him close to erupt-
ing in his trousers, and he had yet to press his lips
against hers or against her neck or his mouth against
those bounteous breasts.

Damn it.

Sleep came with great difficulty that night. Beatrice
lay awake staring at the tester above her head and when
that sight dulled, she turned and stared out the window
at the night sky. When she was tired, she closed her eyes
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and thought about what Devlen Gordon had said to her.

Any virtuous woman would have been shocked and
appalled at the things he had said. Any virtuous woman
would have demanded an apology. Most certainly, she
would have made her displeasure known to Cameron
Gordon. Or she should have marched downhill with her
valise beneath her arm, intent on her lonely cottage and
some measure of propriety.

A virtuous woman would not be lying here, thinking
of all the things he said and wondering at the heaviness
of her own limbs and the heat of her body.

Finally, she threw aside the coverlet and the sheet be-
fore drawing up the nightgown until her knees were ex-
posed. But it was not enough; she was still too hot to
sleep. She sat up on the side of the bed and dangled her
feet in a back-and-forth, back-and-forth movement that
did nothing to assuage the restlessness inside her body.

She was lusting after Devlen Gordon. There, she’d
confessed it.

She placed both hands beneath her breasts and
hefted them, feeling their weight. They were entirely
too large. No matter how much weight she lost, her
breasts never seemed to change. The gesture made her
nipples rub against the cotton of her nightgown, gently
abrading them. The feeling was so strange and yet so
pleasurable she continued it for a moment.

How shocking to be touching herself while thinking
of a man.

As penance, she gave herself the task of reciting the
books of the Bible. She got all the way to Job before she
realized she was thinking of him again.

She sighed, stared up at the elaborate plasterwork of
the crown molding. The guest room she’d been given
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was a lovely chamber, decorated in shades of deep rose.
She’d never liked the color much, but it suited the heavy
mahogany furniture, offsetting the darkness and adding
a touch of femininity.

Had Cameron Gordon’s wife chosen the fabric? Or
had Robert’s mother been responsible for the décor of
Castle Crannoch?

How foolish to pretend she was interested in such
things when all she truly wanted to know was why she
felt so decidedly odd.

She unbuttoned the top button of her nightgown and
spread the placket open. Reaching in one hand, she
palmed her breast. Then, experimentally and feeling
wicked, she pressed two fingers around her nipple and
felt an answering sensation deep inside. Without much
effort, she could imagine they were his fingers on her,
his whispers in her ear to continue.

“Sweet Beatrice. You want so much to feel pleasure,
don’t you?”

In the next moment she stood and slid her nightgown
off her head, tossing it to the end of the bed. With a
quick glance to the door to make sure it was locked, she
went to the chest of drawers and tilted the mirror on top
of it until she could see her body.

She had never before done such a thing, never looked
at herself with an eye to what a man might see. Her
shoulders were straight and simply shoulders. Her arms
were the same. Her hands were formed like hands, her
fingers long. Her waist tapered nicely from her chest
before flaring gently to her hips. She placed her hand
on her stomach, her thumb resting at the indentation of
her navel, her little finger stretched out and touching the
very beginning of the triangle of hair between her legs.
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Her abdomen was flat, her bones in sharp relief, but a
few more meals like the one she’d eaten that night and
she would not be so thin.

She placed a palm flat on each nipple, but the friction
of her touch only made them ache even more.

She turned and looked over her shoulder at her bot-
tom. She liked the shape of it. Turning, she faced her-
self again, placing a hand on either thigh, splaying her
hands until her thumbs met, then slowly, daring herself,
she touched herself where she was most swollen and
aching.

A soft moan escaped her.

She remembered the feel of him against her hand,
hard and erect. The shape of him felt imprinted on her
palm. Instead of delighting in the memory, she should
be ashamed. Or angry at the very least. He’d done
something unspeakably wrong. Shocking. Lurid.

She got back into bed and covered herself with the
sheet. A moment later, she left the bed again and
opened the window. This time when she returned to the
bed, the chill of the room cooled her and eased the un-
bearable heat she was feeling.

Beatrice closed her eyes, determined not to think of
him. Devlen Gordon was on the way to Edinburgh. Yet,
in her mind, she could see him leaning over her. She
could hear his voice whispering to her, encouraging her
to find release in her dreams of him.

Shame seeped through her, shame and a loneliness
so desperately painful that if he were here, she might
have gone to him. That’s what he’d meant. He’d gone
back to Edinburgh not to protect her from him, but to
keep her sheltered from her own nature.



Chapter 12
T~ -~

The scream was so loud it awakened her. Beatrice
bolted upright in bed, staring at the opposite wall,
uncertain from where the noise had originated. The
scream came again, and this time she knew.

She flew from the bed, threw her nightgown on,
grabbed her wrapper, and raced out the door and down
the hall. She was opening the door to the Duke’s Cham-
ber when Gaston appeared in the doorway of the ad-
joining room.

He swore, in perfectly accented French.

The lamp in the foyer was still burning, but because
she had closed the curtains the night before, the room
was nearly suffocating in darkness. Gaston moved in
the direction of the bed while she went to the windows,
opening up the drapes and letting in the light from a
dawn sky.

She turned to find Robert kneeling in the middle of
the bed, Gaston’s arms around the trembling boy. She
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didn’t have to ask to know Gaston had done this often.

“What is it? Is it one of your nightmares, Robert?”

“Someone was here,” he said. “Someone was in my
room.”

“Devlen was here earlier, but he’s gone now.”

“I want him. I command you to get him.”

She walked toward the bed. “I’m sorry, I can’t. He’s
gone back to Edinburgh.”

He shot her a look of such dislike she almost reeled
from it. How foolish she’d been to think the hour or so
they’d spent together the night before might soften his
manners.

She reached out and touched his shoulder, but he
jerked away, burying his face against Gaston’s chest.

“I don’t want you here,” he said. “Go away.”

“Perhaps it would be best, mademoiselle. Just until
he recovers.”

Since she was scantily dressed, and Gaston was in
his nightshirt, she decided retreat was the best option
for the moment. She nodded and left the room, closing
the door behind her.

Once in her own chamber, she took care of her morn-
ing ablutions before dressing in the same clothing she’d
worn the day before. She brushed her hair, uncaring if it
grew or not.

She stared at herself in the mirror. She was too pale,
but at least she no longer felt as she had last night, con-
fused, uncertain, and heated from her own thoughts.

She tapped her cheeks with her fingers, but she still
looked pale, and her lips appeared nearly bloodless.
Perhaps she needed embarrassment to bring color to
her face. Or shame.
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She wrapped the shawl around her shoulders. Castle
Crannoch was drafty and cold, despite the fact it was a
ducal residence.

In the corridor she hesitated, uncertain where to go
next. Should she go back to Robert’s chamber? Or to
the dining room? Surely Cameron Gordon wouldn’t in-
sist upon her eating breakfast alone?

As she was debating, the doors to the ducal suite
swung open, and Robert stood there.

He looked as he was, a seven-year-old boy. A title
could not change the fact his hair would not quite lie
down in the back. He had dressed in an outfit the minia-
ture of his cousin’s, even down to the white stock, but
Robert’s was tied less than perfectly around at the
throat. He bowed slightly to her, his chin at an arrogant
angle.

“Did you sleep well?” she asked. “Before your night-
mare, I mean?”

“It wasn’t a nightmare. Someone was in my room.
Was it you?”

“I can assure you it was not.”

He nodded as if he believed her. But she decided to
change topics and start the day off in a better frame of
mind. Consequently, she forced a smile to her face,
and asked him, “Would you mind escorting me to
breakfast?”

For a moment he looked as if he would refuse, and as
she was contemplating an impasse, he came and of-
fered his arm to her.

“I will be happy to escort you to breakfast, Miss Sin-
clair. And perhaps over the meal we can discuss your
duties.”
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She bit back her retort and kept her smile with some
difficulty.

“Perhaps we can at that.”

Breakfast was not in the main dining room, but in
something called the Family Dining Room, a dark and
somber-looking place dominated by heavy mahogany
furniture.

Two large cabinets filled with china sat against ad-
joining walls, while the fireplace was built into the
third. The fourth wall was covered in heavy burgundy
drapes. She would have liked to open them, to view the
day outside, but no one else looked as if they were op-
pressed by the closed-in nature of the room.

Cameron Gordon sat to her left, while Robert was to
her right. If Devlen had still been here, he no doubt
would have taken the place opposite, while the setting
to Cameron’s right was probably reserved for his wife.

“Are you expecting Mrs. Gordon home soon?” she
asked.

“My wife decides to come and go as she wishes,
Miss Sinclair. I am not privy to her plans.”

She nodded, feeling awkward for having asked.

A moment later she excused herself and stood at the
buffet, deciding what she would eat among the huge ar-
ray of breakfast foods. Surely, the staff had prepared
more food than for just the four of them? The food here
could have kept her for a week.

She selected a few pieces of ham, a dish of oatmeal,
and a cup of something with the delightful fragrance of
strong coffee mixed with dark chocolate. Her stomach
rumbled, but it was not so much in hunger as delight.

For the next quarter hour, she was more intent on her
meal than she was her breakfast companions. Their
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conversation, or the lack of it, didn’t occur to her until
Cameron Gordon asked his nephew a question.

“What plans have you for today, Robert?”

“I want to see the new foal. Devlen said Molly finally
delivered. And then I shall play with my toy soldiers.
Devlen brought me some new ones from Edinburgh.”

“How kind of Devlen,” Cameron murmured.

Beatrice put down her fork and folded her hands.
“We shall have lessons this morning, Robert. You may
see the foal later, and if you do well in your reading,
perhaps you can play with your soldiers as a reward.”

He ignored her.

Cameron glanced at her, a small smile on his lips, as
if he were amused by the exchange.

“Is there a nursery? Or someplace set aside as a
schoolroom?” she asked him.

“There are over two hundred rooms at Castle Cran-
noch. Surely one of them can be modified for your use.”

“Did you not grow up here?”

“Idid.”

“Did you never take your lessons here? Or have a
tutor?”

“I was sent off to school at quite a young age, Miss
Sinclair. Both my brother and I were. There was never a
need for a schoolroom. But I believe you can take what
books you need from the library, and as for space, pick
one of the rooms. I’1l give the order it should be cleaned
and ready for your use.”

“Very well,” she said to Robert. “Perhaps we can meet
in my chamber this morning so I can assess your reading
ability. If you have a favorite book, please bring it.”

“I shan’t come,” he said, giving her a thoroughly dis-
agreeable look.
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She would have been sent to her room had she dared
to look at any adult in such a way.

“I shall expect you at nine,” she said sternly.

“I shall be with the horses.”

She glanced up at Cameron, who remained silent and
unsupportive.

She had the distinct feeling this was a test of sorts.
Neither Cameron nor Robert Gordon knew her. She
never gave up. In fact, her father had always teased her
that her epitaph should read: Beatrice Sinclair—I shall
prevail.

She wasn’t about to let a seven-year-old child, re-
gardless of his rank, outmaneuver her.

“I shall give orders you are not to be shown the new
foal until I approve.”

Robert threw down his fork and stood beside the
table. ““You cannot give any orders at Castle Crannoch.
I am the only person who can give orders. Do you hear
me? [ am the Duke of Brechin.”

“You’re the duke of rudeness. And unless you want to
grow up to be an uncivilized, ignorant creature, you’ll
do as I say.”

He glared at his uncle, and when Cameron didn’t say
a word, turned and sent the same expression in her di-
rection. She wasn’t impressed.

“Nine,” she repeated. Instead of commenting fur-
ther, Robert left the room.

She would have gone after him, would have de-
manded Cameron’s support but for one small, almost
unnoticeable thing that kept her silent. The small hand
that had been clenched beside the table, the one nearly
hidden in the drape of tablecloth, had been trembling.
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Beatrice watched as he stormed from the room,
slamming the dining room door shut behind him.

“You have to understand, Miss Sinclair, my nephew
is the Duke of Brechin. He is not to be treated like a
normal pupil. Some allowances must be given to the
fact of his rank.”

She pressed her hands against her waist below the
table and decided she had two choices. She could ac-
cede to Cameron Gordon’s wishes, or she could choose
a harder path, one that would ultimately benefit Robert.

In the end, however, it wasn’t a hard decision to make.

“I am afraid, sir, I can’t agree with you,” she said.
“He should earn what allowances he’s given and not be
fawned upon simply because he’s inherited the title.
You, yourself, have complained about his manners. He
needs discipline, I believe you said. If something isn’t
done now, he’ll grow to be a despot, and no credit to his
title or his family.”

Cameron looked surprised at her vehemence.

He leaned back in his chair and studied her for a
moment.

“I have rarely had my words tossed so charmingly
back in my face, Miss Sinclair.”

“Have you changed your expectations, Mr. Gordon?”

“I have not. You’re right to remind me. I was given to
understand you have little experience as a governess,
Miss Sinclair. Was I wrong?”

“I'have a great deal of experience in learning, sir. Also,
I assisted my father for many years. In addition to being
the schoolteacher for the village, he was a tutor as well.”

“I wasn’t asking about your qualifications, Miss Sin-
clair, but your experience. They are two different issues.”
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She felt cold inside. Is this what failure felt like?

“No, sir, I have no experience as a governess. That
doesn’t mean, however, that my opinion is without
merit.”

“You surprise me, Miss Sinclair,” he said calmly.
“I’d no idea the heart of a tiger beat beneath your rather
scrawny abandoned-kitten facade.”

Before she could counter his insult, he spoke again.
“I only meant you seem to be quite able in the role.
Gaston tells me you were with Robert last night and
rushed to his side this morning.”

She nodded.

“I commend you on your duties so far. Do as you see
fit. Remember, however, even if rarely, that he is the
Duke of Brechin.”

“Will you send word he is not to visit the stables?”

“I will send word you are to be obeyed, Miss Sinclair.
That will do you more good, I think.”

He snapped his fingers, and Gaston emerged from
the shadows, nodded to her, and placed his hands on the
hidden handles behind the tall chair and pushed
Cameron Gordon from the room.



Chapter 13
T~ -~

Robert had disappeared. There were a hundred
places a boy of seven could hide.

“You might find him at the chapel, miss,” one of the
maids said. She glanced at her, stopped, and retraced
her steps. The girl was emerging from a cunningly con-
cealed door, a bucket and cloth in her hand.

“How did you know I was looking for Robert?”

The girl shrugged. “His Grace flew out of here like a
bat from a cave. I thought it likely someone would be
after him. Normally, it’s Gaston.”

“Where is the chapel?”

The girl gave her directions, a complicated process
considering Castle Crannoch was so large.

“Does he often go there?”” Robert didn’t strike her as
a particularly religious child.

“When His Grace is disturbed, he does.” The girl
turned to leave. ““You know why, miss, don’t you?” she
asked over her shoulder.
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Beatrice shook her head.

“His parents are buried there.”

Before going in search of Robert, she returned to the
second floor, opened the door to Robert’s room, and
gathered up his coat and the snake, still on the floor. She
returned to her room for her cloak and followed the
maid’s directions to the chapel.

She didn’t want to feel sorry for Robert Gordon. He
was a thoroughly unlikable child. She didn’t want to re-
member the sight of his trembling hands, or think about
what it must be like for a boy of seven to endure the loss
of his parents. She was two decades older, and she’d
found the same loss almost intolerable.

The journey to the chapel took a good quarter hour,
all the right and left turns through the old part of Cas-
tle Crannoch dizzying. An arched pair of double
doors, heavily inscribed with a carved cross, marked
the entrance.

For a moment she hesitated, wondering if she
would find him inside. If she did, what on earth would
she say to him? Perhaps now was not the time to be
rigid in her requirements. But if not now, then when?
Someone had to say no to the boy sooner or later, and
it would be better for him if it were done earlier than
not. He couldn’t rear himself. Someone must be his
adult.

She pushed open the door to find the chapel awash in
light. Not from candles this time, but from the light
pouring through the stained-glass windows in the chan-
cellery. The altar, set across the entrance to an alcove,
was covered in an ivory lace cloth and furnished with
two goblets and a series of plates that looked as if they
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were made of solid gold. In front of the altar was a
kneeling bench upholstered in a crimson fabric. At the
end of the bench, his head bowed and his hands in a
prayerful attitude, was Robert, the twelfth Duke of
Brechin.

Beatrice did not want to disturb the child at his
prayers, so she sat in a pew in the middle of the room
and remained as quiet as she could.

Robert, however, began to pray aloud, his implo-
rations to the Almighty stated rather loudly.

“Please, God, take her away. Take her back to where
she come from. A big wind would do it, God. Or a light-
ning bolt.”

“Dear God, please inject into your servant some hu-
mility,” she prayed, in a voice as loud as Robert’s.
“Please let him see I intend to do my best by him, and
that means insisting upon his diligence with his studies.
His parents would not wish for him to be an uneducated
boor.”

There was only silence in response, and she glanced
up to find Robert standing at the end of the pew.

“No one talks about my parents. It’s not allowed.”

“Whose rule? Yours?”

He shook his head. “My uncle’s.”

“Does he think it will harm you to hear of them? If
so, that’s silly. We need to remember those we mourn.”

He sat down on the end of the pew. “I don’t like you,
you know.”

“You don’t know me. You just dislike the idea of a
governess or anyone telling you what to do.”

“No one else does.”

“Which is why, I don’t doubt, any of the boys from
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Kilbridden Village could beat you in mathematics or
geography.”

He glanced at her out of the corner of his eye.

“Geography, Robert. It’s the study of the world. If
you’re to be a duke, you must know as much about the
world as you can.”

“I am a duke.”

“Then if you’re to be a proper duke, you must know
as much as you can.”

“What do I have to know?”

“What your parents knew. What they would want you
to know. How to calculate a field’s production, the tally
of your herds, reading the writings of the day, the au-
thors of the past, the Bible. How to reason out a prob-
lem, protect your heritage, guard your fortune, and
perhaps expand it.”

“How to rid Castle Crannoch of my uncle?”

The question startled her into silence. “Yes, I sup-
pose that, as well,” she finally said.

He nodded, as if in agreement.

“Ignorant is not a good title for any man to wear,
Robert. Being a duke does not equip you with knowl-
edge. You have intelligence. You must use it to acquire
knowledge, and knowledge will help you be the best
Duke of Brechin.”

“Did you know my parents?”’

“I did not have that pleasure. Will you tell me about
them?”

He shook his head.

“My parents died a year ago,” she said. “Within three
days of each other. I miss them every day.”

“Do you ever talk about them?”’

For the first time, his voice sounded like that of a
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seven-year-old boy, slightly tremulous, wanting to
know but too afraid to hear the answer.

“Sometimes. It took a while for me to do so. I always
cried when I did.”

“My parents have been dead six months.”

“That’s not very long, is it?”

He shook his head.

“You’ll find time doesn’t go by very fast when it
comes to grief.”

For a few moments they sat silently together. Bea-
trice didn’t fool herself it was a harmonious interlude.
Robert would either revert to being obnoxious, or he
would rush off and leave her sitting there.

“My mother had a wonderful laugh,” Robert said
abruptly. “It made everybody smile when she was
happy.”

Her heart felt as if it would break. She almost wished
the child was being difficult again.

“My father always said we should keep her happy
because she was the queen of our castle.”

Don’t tell me any more. But she was as incapable of
halting the child’s words as she was of halting her
compassion.

“She used to come and tuck me in every night.”

“Did you ever have nightmares when they were
alive?”

He didn’t answer. Instead, he stood and walked away,
and for a moment she thought he’d left her. But he
called out to her. “Would you like to see them?”

She followed the sound of his voice to where he
stood at the side of the chapel, in a nave she’d not seen
earlier. The floor looked freshly laid, the mortar bind-
ing the stones looking too white and new.
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Amee Alison Gordon lay side by side with Marcus
Harold Gordon, their birth dates different, but the
dates of death the same.

She carefully stepped back, but not Robert. He stood
on the stones covering his parents’ graves and looked
down at their markers.

“Do you come here every day?”

He glanced over his shoulder at her. “Yes.”

He would never heal if he kept plucking at the
wound. Only time would help him understand, at least
it had for her. But were seven-year-old boys different?
Even in the midst of his tragedy, there must be some-
thing interesting him, that excited him.

“What is your favorite place at Castle Crannoch?”

He looked surprised at the question. “The woods.
And then the towers.”

“Take me there.”

“Which place?”

“Your choice. But first, we have something we must
do”

“What?”

She went to the pew where she’d placed their coats
and handed him his before donning the cloak Cameron
had given her.

Beatrice walked out of the chapel and away from
Castle Crannoch, acting as if she were unconcerned if
Robert followed her or not. In actuality, she was very
attuned to the boy, listening intently to his footfalls be-
hind her on the floor.

She went to a copse of trees on top of a knoll. While
the child watched, she dropped to her knees, and with a
stick began to dig a small hole.
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“What are you doing?”’

She didn’t answer him. Robert demanded, and the
staff of Castle Crannoch immediately gratified his
every wish. She was not about to do so.

When the hole was complete, she withdrew the nap-
kin from her cloak and uncovered it.

“The snake.”

She nodded. She bent and very gently laid the dead
snake inside his grave and covered it with soil. When she
stood, she looked at Robert. “You must say something.”

“What?”

“I don’t know. A prayer.”

“I don’t know any prayers.”

“You were praying in the chapel.”

“That was a made-up prayer.”

“Then make one up now.”

“You first.”

She decided since the departed was, in this case, a
snake, she should amend the service. “Go forth, dear
snake, from this world, in the name of the Almighty Fa-
ther who created thee. May God receive you in His
goodly habitation of light. May the angels lead thee
into Abraham’s bosom.”

“Requiem aeternam dona eis, Domine, et lux per-
petua luceat eis.”

Startled, she glanced at Robert.

“Rest eternal grant to them, O Lord, and may light
perpetual shine upon them,” he translated, his gaze on
the snake’s grave.

“You learned that for your parents?”

He nodded. “For their funeral. My father liked to re-
cite Latin.”
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“That’s very nice, Your Grace.”

She stared down at the mound of earth she’d made, a
last resting place for a trampled snake.

Robert was continually surprising her.

“Shall I take you to the woods now?”’

She nodded and allowed him to lead her down the
path and around the castle.

Rowena Gordon folded her hands in her lap, stared
out at the sky, and ignored her maid with as much deter-
mination as possible.

Mary, however, had made her presence known these
last few minutes by making a series of unforgettable
sounds: tiny little yelps as if she were being pinched,
and deep heartfelt sighs. When those failed to garner
her attention, Mary had resorted to moans and then
high-pitched squeals. If ghosts truly existed, they must
sound the same.

Finally, unable to take any more, Rowena slapped
her reticule down on the seat beside her and stared at
her maid. “We will soon be home, Mary. There is no
need for such histrionics.”

“But, madam, this is such a perilous journey. We
could so easily fall down the mountain. Why, this road
could be a way to heaven itself.”

Rowena sighed. She’d heard the same thing every
time their carriage approached Castle Crannoch.

“It is a very dangerous series of turns. If the horses
become tired or frightened, they could easily go over
the side.” Mary peered out the window, then shivered
before letting the shade fall back over the window.

“How many times have you made this journey?”
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“In the last six months? Surely a dozen.”

“The horses know the route only too well, Mary,
and nothing has happened to us in all this time. Calm
yourself. We’ll be at Castle Crannoch in less than five
minutes.”

Mary subsided against the seat, a mulish expression
on her face. “Very well, madam. I shall not trouble you
any longer.”

Rowena held back her sigh with some difficulty.
Mary’s feelings were often hurt. In fact, she had to be
the most sensitive creature Rowena had ever known.
But she’d had plenty of time to acquaint herself with
Mary’s idiosyncrasies since the woman had been in her
employ for eleven years, ever since she’d been a young
girl in London.

“Mary, there is truly nothing to worry about. If you
must be concerned about anything, worry about
whether or not all those items we purchased in London
survived the trip.”

Mary glanced over at her.

“Remember the shepherdess and the shepherd stat-
ues I purchased? And the porcelain fox for the mantel?”

“They were packed in straw, madam.” But the line
above Mary’s nose creased in concern. “Unless they
did not follow my instructions, madam; and then I'm
very much afraid of what we’ll find when we begin the
unpacking.”

Good, she’d already begun to worry about the trunks.
At least she wouldn’t be afraid of the sharp curves still
to come.

Rowena wedged herself into the corner of the car-
riage and smiled determinedly. As long as Mary had
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something to occupy her, she was content, and bearable
to be around.

The day promised to be a sunny one. Clouds had ob-
scured the morning sky, turning it gray, but the closer
they came to Castle Crannoch, the bluer the sky. An
omen for her homecoming?

She hated Castle Crannoch as strongly as if it were a
person and had a personality. She hated the place be-
cause it was the scene of defeat, of demoralization, of
despair. She hated it because Cameron loved it and
lusted after it with more affection and emotion than
he’d shown her in the last six months.

The last six months had not been easy ones for
Cameron or for her. There’d been times when she’d de-
spaired of surviving from one day to the next. Not that
she would ever do anything to harm herself, but there
were times when her heart almost shriveled up and
died.

Gradually she learned to accept that she and
Cameron would never be the way they once were.
Whereas previously they had never spent a night apart,
now they had two separate chambers, two separate
dressing rooms, two separate sets of servants, and grad-
ually, two separate lives.

Regardless of how many times she went to London
or to Paris or to Edinburgh, she always came back to
Castle Crannoch again, drawn not like a moth to a
flame, but like a lovesick woman for the man she
adored. Because whether he walked or not, whether he
acknowledged her presence or not, whether he cared if
she lived or not, she loved him.

The carriage slowed, a sign they were coming close to
the end of their journey. Rowena didn’t bother opening
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the shade. She heard the driver call out to the horses and
prepared herself to make an entrance. A few minutes
later, the door was opened. Rowena put on her gloves and
stepped down from the carriage.

Rowena fixed a smile upon her face and looked up at
the edifice of Castle Crannoch with what she hoped
could be interpreted as enthusiasm and not the dread
she really felt.

“It seems a very long time since we’ve been gone,”
Mary said. “Two whole months. Nothing has changed
one whit, has it, madam?”

“Castle Crannoch has endured for centuries. Two
months will not change it.”

“That’s true.” Mary stared up at the castle with awe
on her face. Unlike her, Mary had admired the place
ever since they’d moved here from Edinburgh. Roman-
tic, Mary had said reverentially, upon first seeing Castle
Crannoch.

“I imagine Mr. Cameron will be so very happy to see
you, madam.”

So happy he’d not yet put in an appearance. So
happy no one stood at the broad front doors to greet
them. Not a servant walked down the steps; the door
didn’t even open.

If she’d been so foolish as to confide in Mary, she’d
tell her that not once in the months since she’d been
gone had Cameron ever written her. She had no idea if
the time without her had been a lonely one, or if he’d
missed her, if his health was good. In short, her hus-
band was a stranger.

The morning was fair, the sun greeted her brightly,
but no human being of her acquaintance stood at the
door and welcomed her home.
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“Perhaps Mr. Gordon woke late, madam, and he’s
just now dressing,” Mary said.

Not a good sign that her maid had noticed her dis-
comlfiture. In just a moment, Mary would be dabbing at
the corners of her eyes with her ever-present handker-
chief, a sign she empathized for Rowena’s plight—
being the unloved wife of an invalid.

“There was no way to let him know of our arrival,
Mary. We shall simply let them know we are here now.”

There was no need to instruct the driver, he was well
aware of where to have the trunks taken. What a pity all
the new clothing she’d purchased in London wouldn’t
mitigate this bitter disappointment.

In addition to her new wardrobe, she’d purchased
presents for Cameron and Devlen, and added to
Robert’s collection of toy soldiers. She knew the child
would be pleasantly surprised. They’d had little or
nothing to do with each other, and she suspected he pre-
ferred their current arrangement as much as she.

She’d always been careful around children, cautious
and reserved. She didn’t go out of her way to view a
child in its pram, and when a friend whispered to her
she was with child, Rowena’s first thought was to men-
tally bless the poor soul and hope she made it through
the travail of childbirth.

After marrying Cameron five years ago, she’d given
some thought to children, but since he was twelve years
older, it hadn’t been a subject concerning her over-
much. He had his heir in Devlen. After the accident,
she’d had to accept the closest she would ever come to
her own child would be acting as aunt to Robert, the
twelfth Duke of Brechin.



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 129

She mounted the steps holding her skirts up to her
ankles. Her dress was a gray merino trimmed in silk.
The bodice was fitted in the waist, and the color ac-
cented her red hair. Perhaps after two months Cameron
would notice she was not unattractive, at least not ac-
cording to several men in London.

Would he comment upon her pale complexion?
She’d been careful not to acquire any sun. Or lovers.
More than once, she’d been approached by an attractive
man, and more than once she’d wondered at her own
virtue.

Would Cameron have been as restrained if the cir-
cumstances were reversed? That was not a question she
was foolish enough to ask herself.

Mary opened the door for her, as properly as a foot-
man. She smiled at her, a forced expression, not quite
sincere. But the dear woman only smiled back at her
and hurried to close the door behind her.

Dear Mary, always so accommodating.

Rowena took the stairs to the right. Her chamber was
adjacent to Cameron’s in the same wing, on the oppo-
site side of the castle from the Duke’s Chamber. As if
Cameron did not wish to be reminded daily his nephew
had ascended to the title.

How could he ever forget?

If she did nothing else, she needed to convince
Cameron a few more servants would not be amiss. If for
no other reason than to be able to smile at a friendly
face from time to time and not make the journey from
her chamber down to the drawing room without seeing
a solitary soul.

At the second floor, she hesitated. A wiser woman
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would have gone straight to her room to refresh herself
and rest from the journey. But she had waited for this
moment for the last two months, less one day.

During that first day after she’d left Castle Crannoch,
she’d been happy about her decision. Then regret had
crept in, and she’d been so desperately lonely she’d im-
mediately wanted to turn around and return to the cas-
tle. During these past two months she’d imagined all
sorts of homecomings, and none of them had been so
dry and desolate as the real one.

How foolish she was to desperately want something
that would never happen.

She stopped and turned, changing her mind and
walking back to her chamber. She opened the door be-
fore Mary could do so and entered the room.

Rowena turned away from the door and went to her
vanity. Mary followed, intent on helping her. For the
moment, however, she only wanted to be alone.

“See to yourself, my dear,” she said, with as much
kindness as she could summon. “If you could come be-
fore dinner, perhaps.”

Cameron insisted everyone dress for dinner, and
since it was often the only time during the day when
she saw her husband, Rowena took great pains with her
attire.

Mary chattered at her side, and she nodded from
time to time so as to appear attentive. In actuality, there
were times when she simply ignored Mary. Her maid
shared every thought traveling through her mind, how-
ever transiently. Given any encouragement at all, the
poor dear would go on and on and on about the most
trivial matter. The squeaking of the latches on the coach
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door, the slap of the shade against the window, all these
things reminded her of when she was a child and em-
barked upon a journey with her father while her mother
stayed behind caring for a sibling.

In addition, Mary liked to gossip, and these little
snippets of conversation would shortly contain tidbits
about every single individual who lived at Castle Cran-
noch. Rowena would be privy to the activities of every
single servant, guest, or inhabitant of the castle. Except,
of course, herself and Cameron. But she didn’t hold out
any hope Mary had any restraint whatsoever when it
came to sensitive matters.

“Please, take this time for yourself.”

“Very well, madam, if you’re sure,” Mary said. “I can
stay, if you prefer. Your trunks will be delivered shortly,
and we need to unpack your things. Otherwise, those
lovely new gowns will be irreparably damaged.”

Rowena could not see how sitting in a trunk a few
more hours might ruin them when they had been sitting
there for days already. But she only smiled.

“There’s time enough later.”

Mary finally left, closing the door softly behind her.
Rowena stared at herself in the mirror, slowing remov-
ing her hat, an ethereal bit of fluff and veil that en-
hanced her green eyes.

She was too pale, but other than that, the last part of
the journey from London had not altered her looks.
She looked well, healthy, and vibrant, a woman of
youth who still had the ability to turn a man’s head. Her
cheeks were pink, her mouth turned up in a smile, the
freckles on her nose barely visible through the dusting
of powder. Her eyes sparkled, but she knew it wasn’t
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anticipation but tears making them look so deeply
green.

One tear escaped and trailed from the corner of her
eye down her cheek, then to her chin. She brushed it
away slowly.

Cameron would know by now she’d arrived. Perhaps
he was even supervising the arrival of her trunks and
looking at all of the things she’d purchased with that
smile of his, half-wry, half-cynical.

But he hadn’t come to her room and he hadn’t made
the effort to greet her. Two months had evidently made
no difference in Cameron’s affections.

Very well, if this was how she was to live the rest of
her life, she would do so with grace. He would never
know how devastated she felt at this moment. Instead,
let him look at her and wonder at her smile. Let him
imagine what might have transpired in London. Let
him think her beautiful and desirable. Let him decide
she was wanton. Let him think anything at all about her
other than she was a poor despicable creature yearning
for the affections of the one man who wouldn’t grant
them. Who held his heart aloof because of what she’d
done.

He had his pride. Very well, so did she, and he would
learn just how very much pride she had from this mo-
ment on.

She repaired her hair, and blotted at her face so no
trace of her earlier tears would show. She stood, straight-
ened her attire, grateful for the gray wool she wore. The
dress flattered both her coloring and her figure.

Once armored, she left the room, intent for the li-
brary on the first floor. Cameron had claimed the room
as his, and if he wasn’t in his chamber, he was holed
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up in the library, playing at being the Duke of
Brechin. Even if he could not bear the title in actual-
ity, he governed Castle Crannoch as if he were the true
owner.

Cameron was a genius at management. He knew the
exact number of cattle, sheep, goats, chickens, or horses
and where they were at any one time. He knew the tally of
each field and how many bushels it produced. The ships
belonging to the child duke, the various possessions scat-
tered all over Scotland, were all kept in perfect order by
Cameron for the child’s majority.

Once Robert no longer required a guardian, he could
destroy his own birthright if he chose. When he reached
twenty-one, Cameron would be forced to turn away and
surrender all he’d stewarded for all these years. She’d
asked him once if he would be able to simply walk
away from Castle Crannoch. He’d only stared at her as
if she weren’t there. A ghost of who she’d been, per-
haps. A wifely spirit.

She knew exactly when his love had turned to hate.
Marcus and his wife had been visiting Edinburgh to
celebrate his birthday. A carriage accident had killed
the duke and duchess instantly, and injured Cameron to
the extent she’d had to make a fateful decision.

She’d sat at the side of his bed every moment since
the operation. Cameron’s life force was so strong he
couldn’t help but survive. If anything, she would will it.
For days she sat beside his bed and prayed.

When he finally awoke, it was her duty to tell him
what had happened. Because his legs had been crushed
beneath the carriage he would never walk again.

But he would survive, his life would go on.

“Not without my legs, Rowena.” He’d turned away
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from her then, and ever since, he’d treated her as if she
weren’t quite there, never looking at her directly and
rarely addressing her personally. When he’d made the
decision to move to Castle Crannoch, she acquiesced.
There was nothing, after all, she could do.

How strange she could love someone so deeply and
hate him at the same time.



Chapter 14
~OC_~—

The air was chilled, but the sky was blue. The grass
was lightly browned from the nightly freezing
temperature. Yet there was something about the day
that spoke not of winter, but of springtime. Beatrice
halted on the lee of the hill and looked beyond her, to
the vista of blue-shrouded hills in the distance.

There was something about the scenery, the sight of
an eagle soaring high above, its wings black and gray
against the blue of the sky, the feel of the air itself,
holding a bite even in summer. She closed her eyes and
thought she could even smell the faint odor of peat fires
and smoke.

Her father was Scots, and he loved the country with
the same fervency she felt. But he had no illusions as to
its history, its future, or its people.

“The word no is an anthem for Scotland, my dear
Beatrice. You’ll never find a more recalcitrant lot than

135
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the Scots. Nor will you ever find a nobler race of people
or a greater friend than a Scotsman.”

Her mother, half-French, always smiled in toler-
ance. Perhaps she’d learned it wasn’t important to
worry about nationalities.

At the moment, Beatrice couldn’t help but feel as
though she were born to this land.

She glanced behind Robert at the looming castle.
From here, the older part of the castle was clearly visi-
ble, including the lone tower, now crumbling in places.

“Why is it the past seems so much more romantic
than the present? Your ancestors lived here a very long
time ago, and no doubt suffered a great many priva-
tions. But one doesn’t think of what they suffered,
only of their pride and their determination.”

“Do you know nothing of the Gordons, Miss Sin-
clair?” Robert stopped on the path and glanced back at
her. “They were a bloodthirsty lot. My father used to
tell me stories of all the raids they went on, and all the
cattle they stole from places along the border.”

“Really?”

“My father and I used to spend every Friday after-
noon discussing a Gordon. There are thirteen genera-
tions of Gordon men, Miss Sinclair, and each of them
should be studied. Some were foolish, while some were
heroes.”

His voice proudly echoed his father’s words. She
looked down at him and smiled.

“I think I would’ve liked your father.”

She thought for a moment Robert was going to say
something in return, but he didn’t.

Perhaps if she could get him to talk more it would be
a healing step for him. She knew loss was never truly
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eased, but it became a part of the fabric of one’s charac-
ter, like a hole through a once-loved garment. Even af-
ter mending, the tear was still there, and the garment
altered because of it. She didn’t discard a garment be-
cause it had one flaw, and she couldn’t stop living her
life simply because grief had visited her. If she im-
parted no other lesson to Robert, she’d try to teach him
this one.

The young duke was, after all, only seven years old.
He had a lifetime of living ahead of him. True, his early
years would always be filled with the bittersweet mem-
ories of the parents he loved, but he must begin to cre-
ate other memories.

The graveled path they followed was bordered by
large rocks on either side and was too narrow for two
people to walk abreast. Like the road leading down the
mountain, it meandered from side to side through the
glen. The distance to the woods was longer, but con-
versely, the journey was easier, given the height they
descended on the zigzag trail.

Someone, a very long time ago, had cut steps into the
stone where the hill abruptly dropped, and they’d be-
come part of the path itself. As she followed him, Bea-
trice noticed Robert’s step became less reluctant, his
arms began to swing back and forth, and his head came
up as if eager to see what was ahead of him.

How long had it been since he’d ventured outside the
castle? Castle Crannoch might be his birthright, but
there was no sunlight there, nothing but a dark warren
of lavish rooms lit by hundreds of candles. A child
needed sunlight and activity, chores to perform and re-
sponsibilities, even if he was duke.

To the right, following the curve of the hill, was a
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dense strip of forest. The trees were thick, and the un-
derbrush looked as if it hadn’t been cleared away for
years. At first glance, the wood appeared black and
unfriendly. But as they grew closer, Beatrice realized
it was just the kind of place a boy would like to ex-
plore.

He thrust both fists into his pants pockets. His stock
had already come untied, and there was a spot on his
jacket and one on the knee of his trousers. He was not
the most sartorially perfect of aristocrats.

She wanted suddenly to hug him. Though he had mo-
ments in which he was rude and unbearable, she found
herself softening toward him the longer she was in his
company.

“What do you do in the woods?”

“I pretend I’m duke.”

She glanced at him, surprised.

“I’m not really the Duke of Brechin at Castle Cran-
noch, Miss Sinclair.”

“Why on earth would you say that? It’s your home.”

He looked at her as if he couldn’t believe her stupid-
ity. It was such a boyish thing to do she found herself
smiling.

“It was my home when my parents were alive. Now
it’s filled with people who do not like me and wish I'd
never been born.”

He turned and marched toward the forest again, leav-
ing her with a choice of either to follow him or stare af-
ter him incredulously.

Finally, Beatrice lengthened her strides until she was
only a few feet behind him.

“Surely you don’t feel that way about Gaston?”
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“Gaston is my uncle’s servant.” He stopped again,
turned and looked at her. “Did you know, Miss Sinclair,
none of the servants who were employed at Castle
Crannoch when my parents were alive are here now?”

She shook her head, surprised.

“Most of the servants below stairs are rotated every
three months. They come from Edinburgh or Glasgow.
My uncle imports them here with a bonus and promises
them they will only have to serve for a quarter of the
year. Even if they wish to stay, they are not allowed to.”

Was her tenure to be as short-lived? The selfishness
of that thought shamed her.

“Why would he do that?”

He shrugged. “You tell me, Miss Sinclair. My uncle
tells me nothing. I think he’d rather pretend I wasn’t
around.”

“And Devlen?” she found herself asking. “How do
you feel about Devlen?”

He turned away, relentless in his approach toward the
woods. She had to nearly sprint to catch up with him.

“Devlen is my one true friend. I would live in Edin-
burgh with him if I could, but my uncle wouldn’t al-
low it.”

“Why wouldn’t he?”

“Because Devlen would be a bad influence upon
me.” He grinned, a thoroughly masculine, albeit seven-
year-old version, grin. “He stays out late, you know,
and he has a great many lady companions.”

“Does he?”

He stopped one more time and looked at her. “I
found a deer once,” he said, looking as if he were dubi-
ous about confiding in her.
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“I trust you treated him with more care than the snake.”

He raised his eyebrows in an imitation of his cousin’s
gesture. “I’'m the Duke of Brechin, Miss Sinclair. I'm
the only one allowed to hunt in these woods. But the
deer was already dead, I’m afraid.”

“You have your morbid moments, Robert. Is that
why we’ve come to the woods? To find some other poor
dead creature?”

He gave her another pitying stare, and she decided to
refrain from further comment.

They were beyond the first of the trees when Beatrice
heard a loud cracking noise. She looked down, thinking
she had stepped on a branch, but the noise came again,
this time from behind her. She glanced back toward
Castle Crannoch. Something stung her face and she re-
coiled, pressing her hand to her cheek. When she drew it
away, there was blood on her palm.

Robert ran up to her, grabbed her arm, and before
she could ask him what he was about, had pulled her
into the woods and to the ground.

“Someone’s shooting at us, Miss Sinclair!”

Another shot rang out and this time she didn’t need
Robert’s urging to flatten herself behind a fallen tree.
The earth was a pungent combination of pine and de-
cay, the discarded needles from the mature trees above
sticking to her hands.

Her face hurt, but a delicate exploration revealed she
wasn’t actually hurt. Instead, she must have been struck
by splinters from one of the shots.

“I’m afraid someone else believes they have the right
to use your woods, Robert,” she said. Another shot rang
out. This one was close enough she could hear the zing
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of the bullet before it struck a tree. “Thank the Lord
he’s not a very good shot.”

There wasn’t much left of the tree trunk they were
hiding behind. Time and the insects had hollowed out
a majority of it, but the tree was enough of a shield
she felt somewhat protected. She peered through the
trees, in the direction she thought the bullets had orig-
inated.

In front of her was the entire hill, with Castle Cran-
noch to the upper left. Below was a cottage, half in ruin,
evidently the gamekeeper’s cottage at one time. Her
eyes followed the path they’d taken. Several large boul-
ders might shield a man with a gun.

“It wasn’t a hunter, Miss Sinclair. The shots came
from the castle,” Robert said with a terrifying cer-
tainty. His voice was low, and if her hand hadn’t been
resting on his shoulder, she wouldn’t have known he
was trembling.

She wrapped her arm around him as they stared out
at the sun-dappled day.

“It was probably a hunter with very bad aim.”

“No one is allowed to hunt on Gordon land.”

“Rules don’t stop a man trying to feed his hungry
family.”

“It wasn’t a hunter,” he said again. “Someone was
trying to kill me.”

The comment was uttered so matter of factly she
wanted to ask him how he had learned such sang-froid
at such a young age. How could he view an attempt on
his life so calmly?

“What a very odd thing to say, Robert.”

“It isn’t the first time it’s happened.”
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Shocked, she drew back, and turned him to face her.

“What do you mean?”’

“On the day my last tutor left, I'd gone to the game-
keeper’s cottage instead of saying good-bye.” He
pointed to the ruined structure down the hill.

“You mean you’d hidden there when people were
trying to find you.”

He looked away rather than at her.

“I was nearly caught in a trap. It wasn’t there before.
I almost stepped in it.”

“An accident.”

“We don’t use traps at Castle Crannoch. Ask my un-
cle. He’ll tell you.”

He pulled away from her and stood, drawing up the
leg of his trousers to reveal a bandage she hadn’t noticed.

“And someone pushed me down the stairs a few
days ago.”

They stared at each other, Beatrice left without a
word to say. What kind of hornets’ nest had she stum-
bled into?

She stood and went to the edge of the forest, keeping
Robert behind her. Several moments had passed since
the last shot, and she wondered if they were being
stalked. Or, had it truly been a hunter, and he’d belatedly
realized they weren’t game?

Her cloak was a deep blue, but Robert’s jacket was a
fawn color.

“You were probably mistaken for a deer,” she said,
even though she was beginning to be doubtful of her
own claim.

He only shook his head.

A moment later, she dared herself to step out onto the
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path again. Right now, all she wanted to do was reach
the relative safety of the castle. But how safe was Castle
Crannoch, especially if what Robert said was true?

A quarter hour later, when no further shots had
come, Beatrice decided it was safe to return. They
climbed the hill, taking the path back to Castle Cran-
noch, in full view of anyone who might wish to harm
them. The only concession to Robert’s safety was that
he remained behind her. If what he said was correct,
whoever was shooting at them would have a clear view
of her, but not of him.

The journey was a harrowing one, and when they fi-
nally made it back to the castle grounds, Beatrice al-
most wept with relief.

“Your uncle needs to know what happened,” she said
when they’d reached the safety of the outer courtyard.

He stopped and looked at her in a way no seven-year-
old should ever look, with wisdom and a certain
amount of sadness in his eyes.

“Go ahead and tell him, Miss Sinclair. He will say it
was an accident. Or that it didn’t happen, and it was all
my imagination. That’s what he said before.”

“He’s your uncle. He wouldn’t want anything bad to
happen to you.”

The child’s laughter was eerie, and almost adult. He
turned and looked out at the land stretching in front of
Castle Crannoch.

“Miss Sinclair, my father married late in life. Up un-
til then, my uncle believed he was the heir to the title. I
was a surprise, and not a welcome one. If something
happens to me, my uncle becomes duke.”

Shocked, she could only stare at him. “Robert,
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surely you cannot believe your uncle responsible,” she
finally said.

The boy began to climb the steps up to the broad
double doors. At the top, he turned to face her again.

“You can talk to my uncle if you wish, Miss Sinclair.
But I can tell you now it will make the situation worse
rather than better.”

She watched him enter the castle and wondered
what, exactly, she should do. If Devlen were here, she
might have confided in him. Instead, she chose Gaston,
and went in search of the manservant. She found him in
the kitchen.

“Do you have a moment to speak with me?” she
asked.

“You’ve been hurt, Miss Sinclair.”

She touched her cheek. Up until that moment, she’d
forgotten.

“A scratch, that’s all.”

“We’ve some ointment that will aid in preventing a
scar.”

She had no choice but to follow him, sitting at the
table when he pointed to a chair, tilting her head just
this way as he cleaned the scratch and then treated it
with a foul-smelling salve. He handed her a small jar of
it when he was done and gave her instructions to use it
twice a day.

“Now, what did you wish to talk about?”

She glanced around her at the interested servants.

“Could we go somewhere more private?”

“Certainly, Miss Sinclair.” He left the tray of salves
and ointments on the table and led her through a series
of tunnel-like corridors. She vaguely remembered the
path she took that first night.
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They exited the castle to a small courtyard, and she
knew her memory had been right. Devlen’s coach had
stopped here.

“What is it, Miss Sinclair?”

“Can you keep a confidence, Gaston? Even if it is
from your employer?”’

“I do not know how to answer that question, not un-
less I know exactly what type of confidence.”

She admired loyalty, but she also needed to show
some loyalty to Robert. He hadn’t asked for her word,
but she felt as if he deserved it, for no other reason than
his courage.

“Is Robert in any danger? Has anything happened to
him since his parents died that might be construed as
unusual?”

She’d expected Gaston to answer her quickly and in
the negative. Instead, the manservant studied her for
several long moments as if to gauge the meaning be-
hind her question.

“There have been some incidents regarding the duke.
Accidents any small boy would have.”

“Such as being pushed down the stairs?”

“His Grace often neglects wearing his shoes, Miss
Sinclair, and takes to sliding on the floors in his stock-
ing feet. It was an accident, nothing more.”

“And the trap?”

“We were not able to find the trap he spoke of.”

She almost mentioned the shots, then knew Gaston
would explain them away just as she had. A zealous
hunter, with an overabundance of gunpowder and a
paucity of skill.

“Does Mr. Gordon know of these incidents?”

“My master does know, Miss Sinclair. He knows
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everything that goes on at Castle Crannoch. Simply be-
cause he does not comment about it or make it public
knowledge is no reason to think he is not aware of the
situation.

“If there are more such incidents in the near future,
Miss Sinclair, it might be because of you.”

She stepped back. “Me?”

“His Grace might see you have a kind heart. He may
use these stories to encourage you to leave Castle
Crannoch.”

“You believe it’s his imagination?”

“Perhaps the ramblings of a child still grieving for
his family.”

She looked down the mountain at the torturous
corkscrew of a road. If she had any sense at all, she
would leave this place with its hint of mystery and
tragedy. But something had changed in the last two
days. She’d found herself touched to the core by a little
boy who was arrogant, obnoxious, yet startlingly brave.

No, she couldn’t desert Robert. She might well be
the only person who believed him. Because the
hunter—if he was truly a hunter—had shot at her as
well as the boy.

Beatrice turned on her heel and left Gaston before
she was tempted to say something she shouldn’t. She
didn’t even ask him to keep what she’d said in confi-
dence, knowing he wouldn’t. Instead, he would no
doubt visit Cameron Gordon and within the next quar-
ter hour relate to him everything she had said.

She took the back stairs to the second floor and
knocked on Robert’s door. There was no answer, but
this time she didn’t make the effort to find the boy. No
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doubt he had places to hide throughout the castle. A
safe place, she fervently hoped.

Instead, she entered her chamber and slammed the
door, feeling both childish and frightened.



Chapter 15
~OC -~

({4 hen I used to slam doors,” Robert said,
“My parents reprimanded me.”

She glanced at the other side of the room, where
Robert sat on the edge of her bed, his feet dangling over
the side.

“Should I ask what you’re doing in my chamber?”
Nevertheless, she was oddly relieved to see him. “Are
you placing another snake in my bed? Or is it to be a
toad this time?”

His smile was utterly charming and he laughed like a
little boy might laugh, not a serious young duke.

“Did I tell you I shot one of my tutors in the rump? It
was an accident, of course, but he didn’t believe that.
He told my uncle I was the spawn of Satan and should
be sent away to prison, not to school. I shall have to
think long and hard about what to do next with you,
Miss Sinclair. I suspect you are not often frightened.”

148
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“I was today. That incident,” she said, using Gaston’s
word for it, “frightened me enough.”

“Yet you were very brave,” he said. ““You stood out in
the path and dared someone to shoot you.”

“I was not daring. I was hoping with all my heart the
shooter was a hunter and by seeing me clearly he might
realize I wasn’t a deer.”

“Did you tell my uncle?”

“Ah, the real reason you’re here. No, I didn’t.”

She sat on the bed beside him. “But I'm very sur-
prised someone didn’t hear the shot.”

“They might have thought it really was a hunter. Per-
haps my uncle has a yen for rabbit and sent one of the
servants out.”

The inference being, of course, that Cameron Gor-
don was responsible, either directly or indirectly, for
the events of this afternoon.

“I think you’re very brave, Miss Sinclair.”

The compliment was said in such a calm and pleasant
tone, so unlike the autocratic whine Robert normally
used, that she looked at the boy in surprise. Without his
cloak of arrogance, Robert was a very pleasant individ-
ual indeed. In fact, she’d enjoyed being in his company
this morning, something she hadn’t expected.

“What shall we do now?” he asked.

She would dearly like to lie down and put a cold
compress over her eyes and ignore the throbbing
headache that had grown ever since she’d been shot at,
but she had to keep going for Robert’s sake.

“Can you show me where the library is?”

He shook his head.

She was surprised at his sudden recalcitrance, and
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wondered if she’d been too kind to think him pleasant
only a moment earlier.

“My uncle uses that room during the day.”

Now she understood. She didn’t want to be in the
company of Cameron Gordon either.

“Well, then it’s impossible for us to acquire some
books to begin your education. Where did you and your
tutors study?”

He looked away, brushed his hands across his
trousers, studied a hole that had suddenly appeared in
his stockings, anything but look at her.

“Robert?”

He glanced at her and then found the view from the
window to be so intriguing it commanded his attention.

“Robert.”

He sighed heavily and turned to look at her finally.

“I had three tutors, Miss Sinclair.”

She waited.

“Two of them thought Castle Crannoch was too far
from civilization and complained from the moment
they arrived, so I wasn’t sorry to see them go. One of
them wasn’t such a bad sort, but he kept telling me how
handsome my uncle was and nearly swooning when-
ever he saw him. I had nothing to do with his leaving,
truly. The arrow didn’t hurt him that badly. My uncle
dismissed him.”

“So they weren’t here long enough for you to learn
anything from them?”

He nodded.

“But where did you study?”

“There’s a small sitting room next to my bedroom.”

“Then we shall meet there in the morning.”

Instead of answering her, he slid off the bed, his eyes
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lighting up. “Would you like to see the attics, Miss Sin-
clair? There are lots and lots of empty rooms up there.
There’s one I know that is perfect for a schoolroom.”

“The attics?”

He held out his hand for her. “Come with me, Miss
Sinclair. I know the castle very, very well.”

“Who taught you when your parents were alive?”

“My father.”

She nodded, not unduly surprised. No wonder
Robert resented having a governess or tutor. Their pres-
ence was a living reminder his father was not here to
teach him.

As to Robert’s excitement over the attic, there was
an answer for that as well. No doubt Cameron Gordon
couldn’t navigate the stairs because of his wheelchair.
She had the impression Robert’s uncle oversaw every-
thing within his domain. For the time being, Robert,
twelfth Duke of Brechin, was very much within his
control. She wouldn’t be surprised if the child was al-
ways thinking of schemes to avoid his uncle.

Beatrice couldn’t say she blamed him much.

His rebellion, however, would be short-lived. Wher-
ever they decided to study, Cameron Gordon would no
doubt make an appearance. Nor would she be surprised
if he commanded them to choose an accessible room.
He was, after all, Robert’s guardian.

Robert led her down the hall, turned left, then right,
evidently following a path he knew well. At the end of
the hall, he reached out and pressed one of the decora-
tions below the top frame of a painting. The wall in-
stantly moved, revealing a small corridor. She’d seen
one of the maids disappear into a similar one down-
stairs just that morning.
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“A secret passage?”’

“Just a way for the maids and the footmen to travel
between floors. I think once they were used to hide trea-
sure. My father said that some of our ancestors were
thieves and rogues.” He grinned at her. “I think they’re
haunted. I once saw the very first Gordon and his
horse.”

She raised one eyebrow at him, and he shrugged.

“My uncle doesn’t like to see servants, so whenever
they hear him coming, they sort of melt into the walls.”
He giggled, sounding like a seven-year-old boy.

“Are there places like this throughout the castle?”

“No, only the newer part. This section of Castle
Crannoch is only about a hundred years old. If there are
any secret passages in the old part, I haven’t been able
to find them.”

“Do you do a lot of exploring?”

“What else is there to do?”

“Well, from this moment on, your lessons.”

He made a face but didn’t comment.

She followed him into the small anteroom leading to
a circular iron staircase. Evidently, the space had origi-
nally been a tower. Sunlight spilled in through the
archer slits, but so did the chill. In the depths of winter,
it must be unbearably cold to serve the Gordon family.

He dropped his voice and whispered, “You can go
down to the kitchen from here, as well as climbing up to
the attics.”

“Why are you whispering?”’

“You have to be careful because anyone can hear
you. Sound carries very well.”

She held on to the railing and climbed, feeling as if
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they would never make it to the top. Heights made her
uncomfortable.

Finally, they were at the top, the staircase ending in a
wooden landing. There was a gap of some space be-
tween the top step and the first board, and Beatrice
made it across without looking down.

“It’s all right, Miss Sinclair,” he whispered. “We’re
almost there.”

He pushed open the door, and she found herself in a
well-lit corridor, but narrower than the second floor.
There was no effort to hide the entrance to the servant’s
staircase.

“We’re at the top of the castle,” he said, and for the
first time, the pride of ownership was in his voice.
“There’s one room on this floor that has nothing but
windows for a ceiling. It’s filled with trunks right now,
but you can see the ocean from it.”

She was intrigued by his description, enough to si-
lence her doubts for the moment.

“When we used to have a lot of servants, they slept
up here. But they use the third floor now.”

“How many servants are there at Castle Crannoch?”

“Only about seven. We need at least five times as
many to care for the castle.”

“Why don’t you employ them?”

“My uncle says he’s saving my fortune. I think it’s
because he doesn’t like to have people around him.”

“You don’t like your uncle, do you?”

He gave her a look that made her want to retract the
question.

A moment later, he spoke again. “My father used to
say people have to choose between being good or evil.”
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“Your father sounds like a very wise man.”

“My father was the best man in the whole wide
world. Nothing my uncle could ever say would ever
change my mind.”

She glanced down at him, wondering if Cameron
Gordon was guilty of maligning the dead.

He didn’t say anything further about Cameron, and
Beatrice felt strangely relieved. She had held her posi-
tion for only two days. Yet those two days had been
very peculiar ones.

Robert walked to the end of the hall and pushed open
the door. Instantly, he was bathed in sunlight. Curious,
she followed him and peered into the room.

The windows started midway along the outside wall
and stretched up to the ceiling and angled upward. Sun-
light flooded into the room, warming the space and tint-
ing it golden. Beatrice felt as if she were inside a bright
yellow jewel.

“Isn’t it nice, Miss Sinclair?”

“I think it’s absolutely perfect,” she said, awed.

To the right was the line of mountains, to the left the
ocean sparkling in the early-afternoon sun. Ahead were
the hills and valleys of the land belonging to Castle
Crannoch.

“If nothing else,” she said, smiling, “the vista will be
an inspiration for your learning, Your Grace. You'll
want to become the most learned duke of all, especially
viewing your birthright each and every day.”

“Do you know you only say ‘Your Grace’ when
you’re pleased with me?”

“Do 1?7 She glanced him and smiled. “Then you
should try to make me say it often.”
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She studied the room. Someone had made this beau-
tiful room a storehouse for empty crates and trunks.

“It will take some time to clear out all this mess.
We’ll have to remove the trunks and put them some-
where else.”

Robert began to drag one out the door. “No, we
can’t go about this all willy-nilly. We have to have a lit-
tle organization.”

She began to count the trunks. “What we really need
is help. It’s called division of labor.”

“Call one of the footmen.”

She glanced at him.

“I’m the Duke of Brechin, Miss Sinclair. I can still
command my own servants.”

Just when she thought he was uncomplicated and
childlike, Robert surprised her.

“Very well, is there a bellpull up here? Or do we need
to go down to the second floor?”

He grinned at her, evidently pleased about some-
thing. He walked to the end of the corridor and waved
his hands at her to get her attention.

She folded her arms over her chest and tapped her
foot impatiently.

“Yes?”

Mounted on the wall above his head was a metal tri-
angle. He jumped up to grab it, succeeding on the first
try. Wrapping his arms around it, he allowed his weight
to carry him nearly to the floor. When he released the
triangle, the tension made it bounce back almost to the
ceiling.

“What is that?” Beatrice said, coming to investigate
the curious instrument.
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“It’s a fire alarm,” Roberts said. “It only rings in the
kitchen. In moments we’ll have all sorts of servants
here.”

“Robert Gordon! Have you no sense? You will scare
everyone to death.”

She frowned at him, but he blithely ignored her.

Within five minutes at least four of the seven servants
employed at Castle Crannoch appeared at the entrance
to the servants’ stair, red-faced and carrying buckets.
Just as she’d feared, every single one of them looked
terrified.

Beatrice dismissed them all except one footman,
who looked less breathless than the others. He and
Robert exchanged a glance and a conspiratorial smile,
and she wanted to ask him if he’d been Robert’s partner
in illicit activities before.

Perhaps ignorance was the better course, at least for
the moment.

The two of them set about moving the crates from the
room while she investigated the trunks. Most of them
were empty except for a few wedged into the corner. Two
of them were badly damaged, the tops nearly crushed.

She didn’t know where to put them. When she’d tried
to move them, both felt as if they were full.

“They belonged to my parents,” Robert said from be-
side her. “I wondered where they’d gone.” He pointed
to another trunk against the wall. “That’s my mother’s.”

“Where should they go?”

“Could they stay here?”

Thankfully he didn’t ask they be opened, only that
they remain in the room, almost as if both parents would
be present during their lessons. She understood, since
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she had done similar foolish things, such as lighting her
father’s pipe so the scent of his tobacco would permeate
the empty cottage and putting her mother’s apron on the
cabinet so it looked as if she’d just stepped away.

“Of course they can,” she said, smiling.

Robert made an attempt at a smile in return.

Their efforts were rewarded, two hours later, by an
almost empty room. They could move a table into the
center, leaving space for some bookshelves against the
wall. Another discovery they’d made was the fireplace
against one wall. A blaze in the hearth would warm the
room on even the coldest of days.

The three of them worked together in perfect har-
mony, the physical labor helping to push aside the
frightening events of the morning. When the room was
empty, she went in search of something to clean the
floor, leaving Robert behind with the footman as com-
pany. When she returned from the scullery armed with
a bucket and a mop, she found the footman had disap-
peared, but Robert was still there. This time, however,
his companion was a woman.

“You must be the amazing Miss Sinclair.”

Staring at her was one of the most beautiful women
she’d ever seen. A tall crown of bright red hair was
piled on the top of her head and framed a face as
smooth and flawless as porcelain. Her green eyes, how-
ever, were hard as chips of stone.

“Robert,” she said, glancing down at the boy. “Go
and ready yourself for dinner.”

“I’m not hungry.”

Beatrice sighed. Evidently, the child’s arrogance had
not dissipated completely.
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“Your Grace,” she said, “remember your manners.”

He glared at her, but Beatrice frowned right back at
him.

“Very well,” he said. He made a perfect little bow
from the waist. “Miss Sinclair.”

She nodded, pleased with him. He turned and bowed
to the redheaded woman. “Aunt Rowena.”

“Forgive me,” Beatrice said. “I didn’t know you’d re-
turned. I’'m Robert’s governess.”

“So I understand. Did you know my husband prior to
being employed by him, Miss Sinclair?” the other
woman asked in an icy tone.

“No, I didn’t.”

“Extraordinary, especially since my husband likes to
surround himself with attractive women.”

Beatrice had never been faced with another woman’s
instant dislike. Nor had she ever been so certain that an-
other person’s antipathy was based on false information
and misplaced jealousy.

“You won’t like Castle Crannoch, Miss Sinclair.
There is nothing here to keep you occupied. Nothing to
interest a young woman such as you.”

At the risk of sounding insolent, Beatrice remained
silent.

Rowena Gordon swept by her and left the room, giv-
ing Beatrice the distinct impression life at Castle Cran-
noch had just gotten more difficult. Coming as it was
after this morning’s unsettling events, the knowledge
wasn’t comforting in the least.



Chapter 16
~OC_~—

B eatrice finished dressing, tilted the mirror above
the bureau and surveyed herself one last time.
This was to be her first family dinner, now that Rowena
had returned to the castle. Frankly, she would have pre-
ferred another tray in her room.

She closed the door quietly behind her and walked
down the hall to the Duke’s Chamber. As Robert’s gov-
erness, it was incumbent upon her to ensure that his
manners were perfect for this evening. Perhaps a little
conversation before they descended to the dining room
wouldn’t be amiss.

Her knock wasn’t answered. Slowly, she turned the
handle and pushed the door ajar. The room was empty.
Hopefully, Robert had gone down to dinner early and
was not hiding somewhere. She really didn’t have the
energy to find him.

Halfway down the staircase, she gestured to a maid
just as the girl was sliding behind a hidden panel.
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“Where is the dining room?”

“On the first floor, the third room in the east wing.”

She bobbed a curtsy and disappeared from sight,
much as Beatrice would like to do. The directions were
sparse, but she finally found the room.

Unlike the area where they’d eaten breakfast, the for-
mal dining room at Castle Crannoch was a monument
to the family’s history. There were claymores, shields,
tartans, and banners hanging from the ceiling and the
wall, interspersed with hunting pictures and portraits of
dogs and horses. It was the most fantastic juxtaposition
of really bad art she’d ever seen in her entire life.

To her relief, Robert was already seated at the table.
Not at the head of it, but to his uncle’s left. Rowena was
on Cameron’s right. Another place was set far down on
the left side of the table, far enough to be considered an
insult. She took her place without comment, nodding to
the family. The only response she received was Robert’s
smile.

Dinner was a strange affair. Robert was in rare form,
finding the silliest things about which to giggle. Other-
wise, however, the young duke minded his manners
without being prompted to do so.

Rowena Gordon ignored her for the entire meal.
Whenever Cameron addressed a remark in her direc-
tion, Rowena affected to study the sconce on the far
wall, no doubt measuring the length and width of the
candle since the last time she had done so.

Was Rowena Gordon jealous of every female at Cas-
tle Crannoch? Was it simply because Beatrice was new
or that she’d been hired without Rowena’s consent?

“Were you in London long, Mrs. Gordon?” she
asked.
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Once again, Rowena studied the sconce. Was she go-
ing to answer her? Or simply ignore her again? Equal
parts of embarrassment and irritation made Beatrice
wish she hadn’t asked.

“Not long, no. But long enough, perhaps.”

“Two months, Miss Sinclair,” Cameron said.

“Did you find London to your liking?”

“I enjoyed it as well as I was able, being separated
from my husband.”

“They say that sooner or later the entire world goes
to London.”

“Do they?” Rowena smiled absently, in that exasper-
ating way beautiful women do, as if they could not be
bothered to curve their lips. Perhaps the effort was too
exhausting, and they needed to save their energy for
flirtatious glances and fanning themselves.

She should not be so intent upon initiating a conver-
sation with the other woman. Yet, politeness dictated
she at least attempt to do so. Rowena, however, was
making it exceedingly difficult to be polite.

Finally, the woman looked directly at her, the first
time she’d done so during the whole of dinner.

“What are your qualifications to be the Duke of
Brechin’s governess, Miss Sinclair? Have you impec-
cable references?”

She had no references.

Beatrice glanced at Cameron Gordon, who was
watching her with an inscrutable expression on his
face, almost like a cat watching a mouse. There was go-
ing to be no assistance from him. Why? Because she’d
dared to challenge him this morning?

Once again, she had the thought she’d be better off
simply marching down the mountain. She’d find some
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type of employment. Better yet, perhaps she’d even re-
turn to Edinburgh with Devlen when he next visited.
Surely in Edinburgh she could find a position with a
normal family.

As it was, however, she needed to answer the woman.

“While it is true my stitchery is not very competent,”
she said calmly, “I can read three languages. I speak
French as well as Italian and German, and can converse
on a variety of subjects secular or religious. I’'ve helped
tutor young men in Latin, and I’ve had sufficient train-
ing in mathematics, geography, and economics.”

“It seems you’re talented in a variety of tasks, Miss
Sinclair. However, you need not narrow your employ-
ment to that of a governess. You could be suitable for a
diversity of employment, such as a milliner’s assistant
or a barmaid, for example.”

“I’ve no interest in hats, and while I don’t object to
spirits because of any moral stance, I simply cannot
abide the smell of ale. Oddly enough, the owner of the
tavern at which I applied thought I was too old and ugly
to be employed by him.” She looked directly at
Rowena. “I’m gratified you don’t feel the same.”

She didn’t mention she’d no longer had a choice as to
what she would do. She had to become employed or sell
her body for a meal. “Virtue” was a word having mean-
ing only for the well fed, the warm, and the secure.

Had she simply exchanged one set of problems for
another? Perhaps, but the present set of problems came
equipped with a well-stocked larder and a salary that
had been mentioned in passing but still had the power to
make her jaw drop in shock.

She forced a smile to her face, and returned to her din-
ner, wishing Rowena Gordon had remained in London.
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Dinner was excellent, roast beef and duckling, each
in a creamy sauce, vegetables, and a wonderful sweet
torte that was so light it almost floated off the plate. But
Beatrice couldn’t help but wonder if being fed, however
fulsomely, was enough to offset living a furtive life
among people who suspected each other of unspeak-
able acts and hidden desires.

For the first time, she could understand why Robert
didn’t want Cameron to know about the incident in the
woods. The two of them, boy and governess, ex-
changed a glance. She smiled, a look of collusion, and
vowed to keep his secret.

“I didn’t expect to see you home so soon, sir.” Saun-
ders stepped back, placed his fingers deftly around the
collar of Devlen’s snug jacket and helped him skin it off.

“To tell you the truth,” Devlen told the other man, “I
didn’t expect to return home this early.”

He walked into his library, satisfied when he noticed
his staff had lit all the candles in the sconces and the oil
lamps on the mantel and the desk.

“Was the gathering not to your taste, sir? I under-
stand some members of the royal family were to be in
attendance.”

“They were, Saunders. Edinburgh society was
graced tonight with a few inbred cousins and more than
enough titles to throw around. They would have, I be-
lieve, gladly dispensed with the titles in exchange for
another fortune or two. Why is it, Saunders, that the
higher up in society one goes, the more one affects not
to need money and yet the more one must have it?”

“I’'m sure I don’t know, sir.”

“You may go,” he said, dismissing the other man
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with a flick of his hand. Saunders disappeared from a
room with a relieved sigh.

Devlen was used to being alone, but this last week,
he’d begun to crave company. He disliked mysteries, es-
pecially those of his own nature. Why was he so restless?

The knock on the door was unexpected, and he
turned, waiting.

Saunders peered inside the room, his usual affable
appearance marred by a disconcerted expression.

“Sir, you have a visitor.”

“At this hour?” He glanced at the mantel clock. Nine
o’clock. Not late enough to retire, but certainly too late
for a business appointment.

“A Mr. Martin, sir. He says it’s vital he speak with
you.”

Martin was the owner of a company he was thinking
of buying. The man had developed a type of percussion
powder that interested him. His company, however, was
lamentably run, without organization, and in financial
chaos. Martin was facing ruin, unless Devlen purchased
the sagging company as well as the man’s new invention.

Devlen sat behind his desk and nodded to Saunders.

When Martin was ushered into his library, he ges-
tured to the chair opposite his desk.

Martin sat, hat held tightly between his hands.

“Have you thought about my proposal?”” Devlen asked.

“I have. I don’t want to sell. But I've no choice,
have 177

“You always have a choice. I don’t want it said I
browbeat you into a decision.”

He stood, offered the man a glass of whiskey. Martin
took it, drank it too quickly, and set the tumbler down
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on the edge of the desk. Devlen took his own glass and
returned to his chair.

“I want to be partners instead of giving you every-
thing. I’ll sell you half.”

He raised one eyebrow. “What good is half a com-
pany to me?”

Martin didn’t answer.

Devlen leaned back in the chair, waiting.

Because I have the knowledge and you don’t. Because
I’ll make you money. Because I’ll keep my new inven-
tion unless you agree to my terms. All comments Devlen
expected to hear from the man sitting opposite him.

Martin, however, simply stared down at his hat and
remained mute.

Devlen had no patience with people who couldn’t
define exactly what they wanted and how they wanted
it. A man should always be able to articulate his wishes
and goals.

“Well?”

Still, the man didn’t look at him.

“Why would it be to my advantage to buy half your
company? I’m not used to being a partner. I prefer to
own things outright.”

Martin looked up. Devlen was horrified to note tears
in the other man’s eyes.

“It’s all I have.”

Devlen stood and walked to the window.

A more compassionate man might have given in at
that point. But he’d never been judged as exceptionally
compassionate. Shrewd, yes. Sensible, certainly. Dog-
matic, intense, ambitious, all labels he accepted be-
cause society insisted upon tagging its members.
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“Are you married, Mr. Martin?” He didn’t turn to
look at the other man.

“Yes, I am. Twenty years now.”

“Do you love your wife?”

“Sir?”

Devlen turned to face the other man. “A curious
question, but humor me. Do you love your wife?”

Martin nodded.

“How did you decide you loved her?”

The other man looked confused, and Devlen couldn’t
blame him.

“Well, it was an arranged marriage, sir. Her father
knew my father.”

“So, you decided you loved her after a few years?”

Martin smiled. “More like a few weeks. She was a
pretty little thing, with blond hair and the prettiest eyes.
Hazel-like, but if she wore a blue dress, they were blue.
She has this green thing she likes to wear for special oc-
casions, and I could stare at her eyes for hours when she
does. It’s like they’re pools or ponds.” He shook his
head and stared down at his shoes.

“Do you love her for her appearance, Mr. Martin?”

He rapidly shook his head, his attention still on his
shoes. “She’s the kindest soul I've ever known. She’ll
rescue a person as soon as she will a stray dog, Mr.
Gordon. You might even say she’s rescued me.”

“Then your company isn’t the only thing you have,
Mr. Martin. It’s not even the most important thing in
your life.”

Martin looked up at him curiously. “You believe a
man’s marriage is more important than his business,
sir? Then why have you never married?”

Devlen returned to his desk.
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“You haven’t given me a good enough answer, Mar-
tin. Why should I settle for half?”

Martin had run his company into the ground. He’d
taken a brilliant idea and let it fester. Yet, if the man had
been able to verbalize an idea, a solution, or even a
proposition, he might have, for the sake of experimen-
tation, given the man the money and written it off as a
bad debt.

“What I’'ll pay you is more than your company’s
worth, Mr. Martin.”

“But it’s mine.”

“Then keep it.” He leaned back in his chair. “You
came to me initially, as I recall. You asked me to buy
your company. Have you changed your mind?”

“I’m ruined if you don’t. I've lost everything if you
do.”

“Then it seems you have some decisions to make.”

He stood and picked up a bell on the corner of his
desk. When the door opened and Saunders peered in-
side, Devlen glanced at his visitor again. “See Mr. Mar-
tin to the door.”

Before the man left the room, he glanced back at
Devlen. “Why did you ask me all those questions about
my wife?”

“Curiosity, and nothing more.”

Martin didn’t look convinced. As he turned to leave,
Devlen spoke. “I’ll give you five days, Mr. Martin. At
the end of that time, I’1l either buy your company or I'll
walk away from my offer.”

After the other man left, he returned to the chair be-
hind his desk.

Martin wasn’t the only one who needed to make a
decision.
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He didn’t want to sit and work, didn’t want to retire,
read, or occupy himself in mental pursuits. He was rest-
less, annoyed, on edge. He was never this uncertain of
himself. He could always find something meaningful to
do. Meaningful, in this instance, translated to expand-
ing his empire. He liked money, liked what he could do
with it, enjoyed the power of it, as well as the fact his
worth—as far as society gauged it—was built on his
bank balance and not his character.

Some would rate him among the most eligible bach-
elors in Scotland.

There was never a time when his conscience both-
ered him. Before he made a decision, he analyzed it
thoroughly, considering every angle, every permutation
of its effect. He was sometimes brutal in his assess-
ment, but he never lied, either to his business associates
or those others would classify as his enemies. Perhaps
his emotions were involved, but they were so tempered
by reason he didn’t experience any highs or lows in suc-
cess or failure. He didn’t gloat.

Are you very rich? Does it make you happy?

Beatrice Sinclair. Why was she so often in his mind?

He’d never before met a woman so like him in the di-
rectness of her speech. The look of horror on her face
when she’d said something particularly pointed was
something he’d come to look for more than the com-
ment itself.

Most of the time she acted as if she didn’t care what
he thought of her.

What did he think of her?

She was a woman of Kilbridden Village, a governess
to his cousin, an employee, a servant of the family. A
woman of mystery.
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He returned to his desk and began writing his list for
the next day. Every night he did the same, concentrat-
ing on the responsibilities he set for himself in the
morning. He’d always had the ability to focus intently
on a task until it was accomplished. Until it was done,
he allowed nothing or no one to interfere.

His life was marked by goals, never further from his
mind than a thought.

Ever since he had left school, he’d known exactly
what he wanted: to be richer than anyone he knew, to
own more property than any other Scotsman of his ac-
quaintance, to create an empire. He’d spent every sin-
gle day in the accomplishment of these goals.

That was not to say he didn’t enjoy pleasure. In seek-
ing enjoyment, he knew a respite would only make him
stronger, better, and sharper for the next event, acquisi-
tion, or business meeting. He deliberately planned
some time in each day for enjoyment, either through a
good horse, a relaxing game of cards, or even the atten-
tion of a favorite mistress.

He hadn’t ridden in days, he wasn’t in the mood for
games, and the fact he didn’t call upon Felicia was a
warning so dire it signaled the reason he was annoyed
and irritated.

Beatrice Sinclair.

Why her, of all people? Why was she sticking in his
mind like a particularly attentive burr?

She was a bit pale, and too slender for his taste. He
wondered what a month at Castle Crannoch would do
for her. Fatten her up, no doubt, and add luster to her
hair. But would being Robert’s governess dismiss that
stricken look in her eyes?

Strange, he didn’t have many protective impulses.
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He was known as a demanding lover but a generous
one. When he ended a relationship with a woman, he al-
ways bestowed something lovely and expensive on her,
a gift by which to remember him.

Whenever he saw a recently dismissed mistress in
the company of another man at one of the society
soirees which nowadays bored him to extremes, she’d
be flashing a bracelet, or brooch, or a particularly fine
diamond necklace he’d purchased in Amsterdam. He’d
nod and she’d incline her head, the two of them utterly
polite to each other, conveniently forgetting the last
time they saw each other she was flushed from weeping
as he’d abruptly ended their affair.

He walked to the window and stared out at the night.
Perhaps what he needed to do was dismiss his current
mistress and install someone else in her place.

Miss Sinclair?

Hardly the type he’d pick for a mistress. She was too
argumentative. Too ... intelligent? She hadn’t dis-
cussed hats once in their conversations. Nor had she
asked him if he liked her dress in a thinly veiled solici-
tation of a compliment. He hadn’t, of course—her
clothing was nearly threadbare. Her hands were too red,
her fingers callused. She’d done more than her share of
physical work before coming to Castle Crannoch.

She was a prideful thing, with her habit of forcing a
smile to her face, one that never quite made it to her
eyes. He’d like to hear her laugh, long and loudly, as if
genuinely amused. He’d like to buy her chocolate and
watch her savor it with delight. He’d like to see her in a
red dress, something to flatter her unusual coloring and
bring a sparkle to those fascinating light eyes of hers.
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He wanted to talk to her again, that’s all. A little cu-
riosity had never made him irritable before.

He forced himself to return to his desk and concen-
trate on his list. He’d just purchased part of a shipyard
in Leith along with two new ships, the new clippers that
would add to the China trade.

A woman didn’t cause this mild irritation; it was
simply inactivity.

He wasn’t a man like Martin, incapable of deciding
what he wanted.

Yet, it was all too clear he wanted Beatrice Sinclair.

Damn it.



Chapter 17
~OC -~

According to Robert, Cameron Gordon had made
the library his. Beatrice had no wish to be near
him, and with the arrival of Rowena Gordon, it was
even less wise.

For a week she and Robert had met in the attic
schoolroom. His lessons were done from Beatrice’s
memory. He wanted to learn geography the most, and
they began with the British Empire. She had a love of
antiquity, and all too soon they were talking about
Egypt and the recent discoveries of an entirely un-
known civilization.

The time had come, however, to invade Cameron’s
library. Consequently, she chose dawn one morning to
survey the library shelves for books she needed to con-
tinue Robert’s education. From what she’d been able to
ascertain, his father had grounded him well in the ba-
sics. She needed to include Latin, a study of history,
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and some literature to provide him a well-rounded body
of knowledge.

She felt guilty for not having told anybody about the
incident in the woods. She felt even worse when she re-
alized there wasn’t anyone at Castle Crannoch who
genuinely cared about the child. Rowena’s attitude had
been cold. Cameron’s had been critical. Devlen was the
only one who’d shown Robert any warmth. Perhaps, if
he returned soon, she’d confide in him.

The library door looked like it dated from the castle’s
origins, the oak studded with many tiny wormholes,
and the iron banding pitted and scarred. She pushed
down on the latch and opened the door cautiously, half-
expecting Cameron to be seated inside. Blessedly, how-
ever, he was nowhere in sight.

Beatrice stepped across the threshold and held her
breath in delight. She’d expected, perhaps, a few vol-
umes in a room as old and worn as the door. But it was
evident someone cared for the library. Of all the cham-
bers, this was the true heart of Castle Crannoch.

The predominant color of the room was burgundy,
and it was present on the upholstered chairs sitting be-
fore the desk and those in front of the fireplace. The
drapes flanking the two large windows on either side of
the fireplace were of a burgundy velvet as were the
valances embroidered with the crest of the Duke of
Brechin in gold.

There was a space behind the desk, and she realized
the chair was missing. No doubt to make it easier for
Cameron to wheel himself into position. Tall bookcases
covered the other walls, and each of them was filled
with volumes encased in leather and gilt bindings.
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Sconces hung discreetly between the bookcases, and
two ornate brass lanterns sat on each end of the desk, on
either side of the burgundy leather blotter. She went to
the desk and lit one of the lanterns from the candle in
her hand. The soft glow was enough to read the spines.

A narrow ladder was propped up against one of the
bookshelves. She made her way around the desk and
grabbed the bottom of the ladder, pulling it out a little
bit more so it would be safer to mount. She climbed the
steps, daring herself as she did so. Even though she was
not comfortable with heights, and could feel herself
trembling, she made herself remain in place.

Her life could not be constrained by her fears.

One by one, she selected a volume, opened it,
thumbed through it, and either chose it or rejected it
based on a set of criteria only Robert would understand.

She wanted to combine the child’s two great needs—
talking about his parents and his education. Therefore,
she selected volumes that might bring his father to
mind, or might have once been selected by the older
duke. She chose Ivanhoe, because Robert was a seven-
year-old boy and such a tale might spark his imagina-
tion. The French poets were next, and she thought he
might enjoy them because of his mother. By the time
she was finished, she’d picked out six books, more than
enough to continue their studies.

She took her time descending the two steps, and once
her feet hit the floor, she shook her head at her own fool-
ishness. She hadn’t been but a foot or two off the floor,
and yet it had felt as if it were five times that distance.

Reaching up, she grabbed the books from another
step, and with her arms around them, turned in prepara-
tion to leave the library.
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Devlen Gordon was standing there watching her.

Perhaps another woman would have made a sound
of surprise. Or even giggled, and said something silly.
“I didn’t see you standing there.” Or “When did you
come in?”

Surprisingly, it felt as if she’d been waiting for him,
as if he’d told her somehow in words she couldn’t
hear, in a language she didn’t realize she spoke, that
he’d be back, and soon. She’d kept a vigil waiting for
him, clicking off the hours and the minutes and the
seconds until he suddenly appeared again like a con-
jurer’s trick.

Her arms tightened around the books and she deliber-
ately curved her mouth into a smile. How foolish she
should be expecting him and yet didn’t want him to know.

He didn’t answer her smile with one of his own. His
face was solemn, his gaze piercing. He studied her as if
he had never seen her before, or perhaps knew her too
well, measuring her against some fixed notion of her in
his mind.

Beatrice slowly withdrew one book and placed it on
the desk beside her.

She was safer with the books in her arms, because
without them she’d be tempted to go to him, place her
arms around his waist, and lean her head against his
chest, waiting for his hands to press against her back to
hold her there, immobile and safe.

She removed one more book and placed it beside the
first one.

Still, he didn’t speak, only stood there with his arms
folded, one leg crossed in front of the other. A noncha-
lant pose, if one could ignore the flex of the muscle in
his cheek and the fact that his bearing, while appearing
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relaxed, was rigid. His shoulders were level, his hands
tight on his upper arms, his face unsmiling.

She removed yet another book. Now there were three
on the desk and three in her arms.

“I nearly killed my horses because of you.”

She put another book on the table.

“I’ve spent entirely too much time on the road be-
tween Castle Crannoch and Edinburgh lately. The dis-
tance gives me considerable time for reflection. I've
come to believe you’re a woman to be avoided.”

He moved away from the door and rounded the desk,
making a show of studying the volumes in one of the
bookcases. He withdrew a slim volume, replaced it, and
removed a larger book and studied one of the drawings.

How did she answer him? The air was heavy was si-
lence, and there was a beat to it as if a celestial drum-
mer was measuring off the cadence of their discord.

He turned abruptly and stared at her, the book in his
hands no more than a prop, something to justify his be-
ing in the library.

It was dawn, and the world outside was waking to yet
another day. In some places it would bring delight and
grandeur. In others, trauma and perhaps heartache. The
circumstances varied with the locale. Some people
would forever mark this day upon their internal calen-
dars and say oh yes, this was the day when I lost my
loved one. Or this was the day when my beloved was
born. Outside this place, in a world regulated by the or-
dinary, people would go about their lives in decency
and squalor, luxury and chaos.

Here, however, the world slowed, and time itself
didn’t matter.

She put another book on the desk. Now they were
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equally matched. He held one book as did she. He
walked behind the desk, coming toward her with an im-
placable and fierce look on his face. She turned and
took a step toward him, unafraid and resolute.

“You’ve been gone nine days,” she said.

“And you thought of me nearly every moment,
didn’t you?”

She extended her hand, the one still holding the
book. He took it from her and tossed it on the top of the
desk before doing the same with the volume he still
held. Their hands met, their fingers entwined.

“Are you Satan himself, Devlen Gordon?” she asked,
surprised he knew how often she’d thought of him.

“Some would no doubt say I am,” he said, smiling for
the first time. “But I don’t think such a creature truly ex-
ists. We create Hell for ourselves here on earth. Why in-
vent Satan?”’

He pulled her to him with the most gentle touch, but
she suspected he might be more forceful if she didn’t
acquiesce. She took two more steps toward him. Just
their linked fingers joined them. Or perhaps it was
their willingness to dare convention.

She wondered if her gaze was as smoldering as his,
or if he could read a flicker of uncertainty there. Had
she imagined it in his gaze?

Devlen Gordon had no vulnerabilities. No weak-
nesses. She almost smiled at that thought. There was not
a man or woman alive who did not have his own share
of fears. The wise person knew his and compensated for
the lack. The fool pretended he was never afraid.

Which one was Devlen?

He was intelligent, charming, direct, and forceful.
She doubted if he was also a fool. He would be wise to
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be afraid, wise to be cautious of what flowed between
them. The emotion was too strong to be usual or normal.

Outside, she could hear the wind battering the castle.
Overhead, the clouds raced to hide the dawn sun. It
would be a stormy day, almost as tumultuous as this par-
ticular moment.

Slowly, he lowered her hand and took a step back-
ward. One single step. A test, then. She knew it without
his saying a word, just as she knew she was going to
close the distance between them.

Beatrice took one step forward and raised her right
hand to place it on the wall of his coat. The fabric was
so thick she couldn’t feel him beneath it, had no mea-
sure of his warmth or his heartbeat. She wanted to tun-
nel through all the layers of material until she felt him,
his skin, his flesh.

She was no doubt doomed to perdition. Or the hell he
said they created in their minds. If so, that was a demise
she gladly accepted. What a shocking thing, to contem-
plate dying of pleasure.

He didn’t move, didn’t say a word when she took one
more step, one foot sliding to rest between his. She
raised her left hand and placed it on his chest, her fin-
gers brushing back and forth over the fabric.

In the next moment, he reached out both hands and
placed them on her arms and drew her gently forward.

He bent his head, and kissed her temple, his lips
warm, the touch amazingly soft and amazingly wrong.

“I want you in my bed. I want you naked and impa-
tient.”

She shivered, and a feeling like ice traveled up the
back of her spine to settle in the pit of her stomach.
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Now was the time for her to tremble. Now was the time
to feel fear. Instead, the ice heated and bubbled, and the
shiver turned to a sigh of anticipation, as if a demon
long living inside of her, deeper where she was ignorant
and unaware, had suddenly come to life, making its
presence known. She was Persephone and he was
Hades. Yet there was no good reason for her surrender
other than the sheer joy of it.

She hurt in places she shouldn’t hurt.

He breathed against her ear. She turned her head and
brushed her lips against his bristly cheek. He’d traveled
all night to be with her. He traveled in the darkness like
a demon, and in the dawn light, he offered her a hint of
depravity.

Dear God, she wanted it so.

Her lips stretched across his cheek and rested at the
lobe of his ear. Her tongue licked at the very tip of it,
and she felt him jerk in surprise. He pulled back and
looked at her, a small smile curving his lips.

“Are you a virgin, Miss Sinclair?”

His fingers trailed from her waist, ignoring the press
of her breasts against the fabric. His finger traced a T
against her bodice just below her neck, as if to demar-
cate where he would next touch.

As ataunt, it was deliberate. As a tease, it was goading.

What did he want her to say? Touch me? She reached
out and, in another daring move, adjusted his hand so it
rested over her left breast.

His smile grew wider.

“I am a virgin, Mr. Gordon.”

“But an impatient one, I’m thinking. Would you care
to alter your state?”
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“And become like the girl in the rhyme?”

“What rhyme is that?” He slowly moved his hand so
he was cupping her breast, his thumb moving back and
forth over her nipple. It drew up tight until it was no
bigger than a pebble, aching and sensitive.

“There once was a woman named Charlotte. She be-
gan as a virgin and died a harlot.”

“Ah, virtue. Another creation of people who invent
Hell, I think.”

“Such as ministers and clergy? Such as the righteous
among us?”’

“Good God,” he said in a low voice, “do you count
yourself among them?”’

A shuddering sigh escaped her. “I doubt anyone
could think that, with your hand on my breast.”

“And you enjoying it.”

“I was raised to be good.”

“I know.”

“I was raised to be good. I was.”

“I know. Poor Beatrice.”

He held her nipple with his two fingers, the touch
keeping her restrained, and shivering with awareness.

“Come to my bed.”

“No.”

“Come to my bed now, and I’ll lure you to do things
you’ve never thought of doing.”

“You probably would.”

“You would enjoy it, Miss Sinclair. You might even
scream in pleasure.”

She closed her eyes and forced herself to take one
step back from him.

“I want you naked, Miss Sinclair. We’ll tease each
other until dinner, then feast on one another for dessert.”
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She took another step away, her breath shallow, her
blood too hot.

Then, before he could defeat the better angels of her

nature, she grabbed the books and left the room, as if he
were indeed the devil.



Chapter 18
~OC -~

Beatrice retreated to the schoolroom, grateful to
notice her hands had stopped shaking by the
time she reached the third-floor landing. However, the
feeling hadn’t gone away. Instead, she felt as if a fire
was burning inside her body, the flames licking out to
touch every exposed inch of skin.

She wanted to be kissed. She wanted Devlen to whis-
per decadent, immoral things against her cheek. She
wanted him to breathe against her ear and touch his fin-
gertips to the nape of her neck. Perhaps trace a path
with his thumbs down her throat.

Why was it so difficult to swallow suddenly?

She placed the books she’d taken from the library on
the table, straightened her skirt, readjusted her bodice,
and pressed her hands against her hair, hoping she
looked more presentable than she felt.

Robert would be here soon, and they would have a
full day of learning. Perhaps, if the weather cleared,
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they would go outside and take a walk after lunch. Or
perhaps it would be safer simply to remain in the
schoolroom, a proper governess. A woman who had a
strict code of behavior ingrained in her from birth and
acted in a proper fashion except in Devlen Gordon’s
presence.

What was he doing now? Was he going to leave again
soon, and why had he come back? Was it simply to se-
duce her?

She walked to the window and pressed her fingers
against her lips. Her lips felt swollen, as if she’d spent
hours kissing him.

Beatrice smiled, recalling a memory. As a girl, she’d
practiced kissing the corner of her pillow late at night, a
confession she’d never made to another living soul, not
even Sally.

She pressed her hands against the window, feeling
the cold against her palms and feeling heated inside in
contrast. The ice melted on the other side of the glass
and slid slowly down to the sill.

He’d touched her breasts and fingered her nipple.
She pressed her palm hard against herself, feeling a tin-
gling between her legs. He’d have touched her there if
she hadn’t fled.

They’d forgotten where they were. He’d not been
concerned that the library was his father’s lair, or that
Cameron Gordon might interrupt them any moment.
Then again, neither had she.

Dear God, what kind of creature was she becoming?
One of a lascivious nature, that was certain. One who
craved the touch of one man. In her very thoughts, she
was becoming carnal.

She returned to the table and sat, organizing her
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thoughts and forcing her mind from the scene in the li-
brary. Dwelling on it would only keep the yearning
alive.

Better to wish him gone than to crave her own ruin.

She arranged and rearranged the books, trying to de-
cide where she would begin—with the French poetry or
the geography, or with the essays on religion? Or would
it be better to concentrate on Robert’s reading?

Thumbing through the French poetry intrigued her.
She began to read aloud, not having spoken French for
a while before coming to Castle Crannoch. The poem
she’d happened on had a special significance, as if
Providence itself was demanding she aspire to better
pursuits than thinking of Devlen Gordon.

"Twas thus those pleasures I lamented,
Which I so oft in youth repented;

My soul replete with soft desire,
Vainly regretted youthful fire.

How could she regret that which she’d never experi-
enced?

Besides, she didn’t want to be good, pure, or virtuous
anymore. She simply wanted an ease to her life, to
wake in the morning and know the day to come
wouldn’t be frightening, that there was enough food to
feed her and warmth to keep her from being cold. She
had clothing and an occupation, and some few mo-
ments of entertainment, however she devised it. There
would be, in this life she created in her mind, a purpose,
even if that purpose was simply to exist without pain
and without lack. She wanted nothing more than these
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simple pleasures, and yet it had been more than she’d
had for the last three months.

If Devlen was right and we created Hell in our minds,
was it done to keep mankind rigorously constrained and
proper? If Hell was not real, then was Heaven? If it
didn’t exist, then were the virtues necessary to achieve
an angelic state also false? Decency, kindness, purity,
were these all spurious virtues?

Or was she, perhaps, simply seeking an excuse for
her depravity?

Who was she to reorder the universe? To question all
she’d been reared to believe?

She stood and walked around the table, creating a
restless circle from window to door and back again.
The first time she circled she clasped her hands tightly
together in front of her. The second time, her hands
were at her back. The third time, she folded her arms in
front of her, and on the fourth occasion, she met Robert
coming into the door.

“Good morning, Miss Sinclair,” he said, taking his
seat at the table as polite and well-mannered as any
young boy of her acquaintance.

Beatrice inclined her head and looked at him and
mulled over the startling thought that her pupil was be-
coming better mannered while the teacher was de-
scending into madness.

She sat as well, suddenly deciding which book she’d
use to begin their lessons. She handed him a small vol-
ume with an intricate sketch of Castle Crannoch on the
front cover.

“Did you know your father had written a book?”

He nodded and took it from her. With his arms
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rigid on the table, he held the book between both
hands, studying it as if it were the most wonderful
treasure he’d ever imagined. For the longest moment,
he didn’t speak, and when he did his voice trembled
just a little.

“It’s the history of Castle Crannoch,” he said. “He
worked on it for years and years, he told me.”

“Would you like to begin reading?”

He nodded and turned to the first page.

“Aloud please.”

At first, his voice was halting, and she wondered if
she should spend some time with him on his reading.
But then, he became more involved with the words, and
his voice lost its hesitancy.

“‘Castle Crannoch,” ” he read, ““ ‘was built four hun-
dred years ago by the third Duke of Brechin. What had
once been a mound of earth was transformed in two de-
cades to a large and sprawling castle. Although no more
than the south tower currently exists of the original
structure, it is enough to demonstrate the building tech-
niques, advanced for their era.” ”

He continued reading, his voice impossibly young
yet filled with pride, not only for his heritage, but for
the man whose words he read. She sat back and studied
him, wondering what there was about Robert that was
so engaging. Upon her first meeting, she could have
cheerfully throttled the boy.

When he was done with the passage she congratu-
lated him on his reading.

“My father taught me,” he said. “I’ve been reading
ever since I was little.”

She wanted to point out that he was still little, then
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realized doing so would be foolish. His grief alone had
aged him.

But even though he appeared older, he was still only
seven. There was a great gulf between the responsibili-
ties he would one day assume and the boy he was now.
He was a child, despite having inherited the title and
being addressed as Your Grace.

Beatrice realized her duties might well be not those
of a governess, but more Robert’s protector, especially
in view of the shooting incident. How remarkably ill
equipped she felt for the task.

They spent the rest of the morning doing math prob-
lems. Here, the young duke was as adept as he had been
at reading. They’d begun memorizing the multiplica-
tion tables when a knock at the door interrupted them.

Her initial reaction was a surge of excitement fol-
lowed by a frisson of fear. She both wanted to see Dev-
len and didn’t, needed to see him, and knew it would be
foolish to do so.

When the door opened, however, it wasn’t Devlen
but a maid. She placed a tray carefully on the table be-
tween the two of them.

“I was sent with your noon meal, miss.”

“Is it that late?”

“The rest of the family has already eaten. Mr.
Cameron said you must be busy with your lessons to
have forgotten and all.”

The girl made a quick and perfect curtsy to Robert
and backed out of the room, closing the door behind her.

Robert jumped up from his chair, leaned over the
table, and peered under one of the covers.

“Soup. I don’t like soup.”



188 KAREN RANNEY

“Then you’ve never truly been hungry,” Beatrice
said, annoyed with him. “If you were, you’d eat any-
thing on your plate and be glad of it.”

“I’m the Duke of Brechin. I’'ll never go hungry.”

Evidently, her charge needed some education in
something other than books.

“You might go hungry if there is a drought and your
lush farmland withers and dies. You might if your cattle
grow sick and your sheep as well. You might, if cholera
kills all your workers, if the castle itself begins to crum-
ble. You are a fortunate young man now, and I pray your
luck always holds. But it’s foolishness itself to think
your title will protect you from hardship. You’ve had a
lesson in loss already, Robert. Learn from it. You need
to become as smart as you can in order to grow into
your inheritance, to shield it and protect it for those
who come after.”

He didn’t say anything for a moment, and when he
did, his comment surprised her. “My father said the
same thing.”

“Did he? Then he would be proud of your showing
here today. You’re a good student.”

“I must be, Miss Sinclair. I am the Duke of Brechin.
“To whom much is given, much is expected.” ”

“Your father’s words?”

He laughed, the first time he’d done so. “No, Miss
Sinclair. Thomas of Aquinas.”

He peered under the second cover, allowing her time
to steep in her own embarrassment for not knowing the
quote. “Cook has sent us cinnamon biscuits. I love
Cook’s cinnamon biscuits.”

Besides two bowls of steaming soup and the beloved
biscuits, Cook had also provided a loaf of crusty bread,
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and a pot of tea serving both as a beverage and a
restorative.

Beatrice cleared off an area at the other end of the
table and moved her chair around, bidding Robert to do
the same. For a few moments they were occupied with
their meal. She only had to correct Robert’s table man-
ners twice. Both times he looked annoyed she’d done
so, and she responded to his irritation with a bright
smile.

Perhaps after lunch she might address the concept of
arrogance with the young duke.

She sat back and eyed their bread. She would rather
have a biscuit, she decided, and picked one up and nib-
bled at the edge of it. Cook had outdone herself. She
closed her eyes to better savor the taste. When she
opened them it was to find the remainder of the biscuits
had disappeared from the plate.

Robert smiled at her innocently.

She wasn’t fooled. “Are you hoarding those for this
evening?” she asked. “So you might have a snack be-
fore bedtime?”

His smile didn’t dim one whit.

“Or are you planning on eating them all now?”

He nodded.

“I should confiscate them, you know. Or only give
one to you after you’ve completed your geography. But
you’ve done so well this morning I’'m going to ignore
the fact five biscuits have disappeared.”

His smile became a little less feigned angelic and
more genuine.

“I do like you, Miss Sinclair,” he said.

“Because I let you have sweets?”

“Partly. I also like you because you let me talk about
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my mother and father, and because you can keep a
secret.”

Before she could comment on that startling an-
nouncement, he stood, grabbed the loaf of bread, and
went to the window. Placing the bread on the sill, he
pushed open the window.

“Robert! It’s cold outside!”

He stood on tiptoe and peered outside, as if looking
for something. He nodded once, as if he’d found it and
then grabbed the bread, tearing it into little pieces.

“But the birds are cold, too, Miss Sinclair. My father
used to feed them every day. He always said God looks
after the sparrows and so must we.”

Was he old enough to have learned manipulation? Or
could a seven-year-old boy know, instinctively, just
how to tug at her heartstrings? Every single time she
became annoyed at him, Robert Gordon did something
that made her wish to weep.

He stood on tiptoe and continued to toss the bread out
the window, feeding the birds in memory of his father.

If she had the power of God, if she were somehow
blessed with the ability to raise the dead, she would
summon Robert’s parents back to Castle Crannoch.
Their lives had been taken too quickly and their child
had nearly been destroyed because of it. But she was
not the Almighty and had no such power. All she could
do, in her limited way, was offer what education she’d
been given, and protect the child as much as she could.

“Let’s keep at your lessons,” she said, reaching out
and closing the window, then cleaning up the bread
crumbs. “You’ve given the birds the entire loaf. They’ll
be lucky if they can fly.”

“Perhaps they’ll waddle,” he said, tucking his hands
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into his armpits and making silly little flapping motions
with his elbows. When she laughed, he pushed out his
stomach and walked with his toes turned in.

“An amazing demonstration, Miss Sinclair. Dare I
hope other lessons will be more appropriate?”

Robert froze. Beatrice turned toward the door to find
Cameron Gordon sitting there. He’d appeared silently,
gliding on his leather-bound wheels.

“Mr. Gordon.” There was no way to explain to
Cameron Gordon they had been indulging in a simple
bit of nonsense. Today was the first time she’d ever seen
Robert acting like a normal boy.

Robert’s uncle raised one eyebrow and stared at her.

He and his son were remarkably alike in appearance.
By looking at Cameron, she could almost predict what
Devlen would look like in twenty or thirty years. But
would Devlen ever be as embittered? Possibly, if his
life had been altered by a carriage accident. She
couldn’t help but think, however, that Devlen would’ve
found a way to turn the entire situation to his advantage.

“We were just finishing our lunch, Mr. Gordon.
Thank you for thinking of us.”

He didn’t respond.

“Robert, if you’ll be seated, we’ll begin our lessons
again.”

She glanced at Cameron. “Would you care to ob-
serve, sir?” she asked, pulling the door wider.

Instead of entering the room, however, Cameron
rolled back into the hallway.

How had he ever made it to the third floor? By the
look on Robert’s face, he wondered as well. The sanctu-
ary they’d found for themselves was no longer inviolate.

“I think not, Miss Sinclair. But I do expect weekly
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progress reports. I would like to know what Robert is
learning besides levity.”

“His Grace is seven, sir. A bit of levity is not going to
alter his character. Indeed, it may add to it.”

“You’re a very surprising woman, Miss Sinclair.”

And one who was going to find herself dismissed if
the fact he was clenching his hands on the arms of the
chair was any indication. He was obviously annoyed by
her comment.

“My only concern is Robert’s well-being.”

“I commend your loyalty, Miss Sinclair. And your
diligence. Time alone will prove whether or not I've
made a very great mistake in hiring you.”

With that, he slid back into the hall and snapped his
fingers. Gaston appeared, placed his hands on the han-
dles and wheeled him away.

A sigh escaped her as she closed the door.

“Are we in trouble, Miss Sinclair?”

“I’m very much afraid we are,” she said, and pushed
away a feeling of doom.



Chapter 19
~OC_~—

D evlen realized that he was a fool to return to Cas-
tle Crannoch so soon after leaving.

There were a dozen women he could have called
upon in Edinburgh if he’d grown tired of Felicia. Any
one of them would have been pleased to see him. Some
of them would have urged him to extend his stay until
morning. Instead, he’d traveled through the night to
have an assignation in the library with a young miss
who intrigued him every time he saw her.

How did she do it?

With a directness he found curiously erotic. He was
not a satyr by any means, but neither was he inexperi-
enced. Beatrice Sinclair made him feel as if he were a
hybrid of the two.

She was a distraction he didn’t need at the moment.
She could complicate his life. She had complicated his
life already.

Why, then, was he anticipating dinner like a school-
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boy? Why was he taking special care in his appear-
ance? For that matter, why had he made a special trip to
his tailors to ensure his newest suit of clothing was
completed? Not for his father’s sake, his stepmother’s,
or even his own.

He wanted to dazzle Miss Beatrice Sinclair. He
wanted her to be cognizant of the fact other women saw
him and admired him. If nothing else, she should be
aware it was a great privilege and honor for him to sin-
gle her out for his attention.

He had no business seducing a governess, or even
dreaming about her. She was better left alone with her
books and her quill and that studious little frown be-
tween her eyes. He didn’t want to recall the dawning
confusion her smile awoke in him.

He looked down at his hands and thought it was a test
of his will that he could still feel her. The scent she
wore was either fashioned from lilies or roses or some-
thing curiously and simply Miss Beatrice Sinclair.

His tailor had told him the blue wool of his coat was
flattering. He’d only glanced at the man, momentarily
discomfited by the look of admiration on the tailor’s face.

Instantly, he’d thought about Beatrice and wondered
if she would think the same.

He didn’t know the chit. His only encounters with
her had been odd ones. Yet during each and every occa-
sion in her company, he’d felt enlivened, and strangely
excited. Even when she attempted to defuse his lust and
spear him with her intellect.

No, she certainly wasn’t a bit of fluff, but neither was
she someone who should bedevil him in quite this man-
ner. Bed her and be done with it. Go to her room and
make love to her all night long. Give her what she in-
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vited with those long fluttery lashes and that wise little
smile. Wear her out. Wear himself out. That should ease
the enchantment, or the momentary loss of his reason.

The image of doing exactly that gave him a few un-
comfortable moments as he adjusted his trousers. Din-
ner would prove to be an interesting affair, especially if
she gave him those sidelong glances of hers. He would
be hard-pressed to make it through the meal.

She was a virgin. He made it a point not to bed vir-
gins. They were too much trouble. The first time was
rarely successfully executed, and he didn’t want to be
the source of pain to any woman.

Virgins were for marriage, not for fun. Marriage
could wait. He wasn’t overly eager to form an alliance
with another family and have it consummated with a
show of bloodletting. No, virgins were for later, when
one was unavoidable.

He should have stayed in Edinburgh. He should have
devoted himself to matters of work such as the contract
to purchase Martin’s company if the man came to some
decision.

If the need for a woman grew too strident to ignore,
he’d simply call upon his mistress. Felicia was pouting
lately that he hadn’t visited her often enough. Perhaps
she’d do better with another protector.

He’d managed to come full circle in the matter of
Beatrice Sinclair. Now, he was reluctant to go down to
dinner. Perhaps it would be wiser for him to turn around
and go back to Edinburgh with the alacrity he had made
the journey from the city.

Devlen shook his head at his reflection, patted the
silk stock in place, adjusted his sleeves once more, and
inspected his immaculately polished shoes. He looked
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the perfect picture of a wealthy man. Thank God the
image he portrayed didn’t reveal his confusion and his
sudden annoyance.

He needed to get her out of his system—assuage his
curiosity, that’s all. Once he learned a little more about
her, she’d just be one more woman. Just one of many.

An hour before dinner, Beatrice finished dressing
and made a decision. She strode down the corridor,
knocked on the duke’s door, and waited until she heard
Robert’s voice before entering his room.

Every lantern in the room had a fresh candle now
flickering against the darkness. Robert was sitting on
the floor in front of the bed on a large circular carpet.
Arrayed in front of him were at least a hundred toy sol-
diers. A sheet from the bed was bunched up on one side
and formed a mountain range.

He studiously ignored her, while she overlooked the
fact he was being rude.

“It’s very unusual for a child of your age to be with
adults every night. If you weren’t the duke, you’d be
having your dinner with me in the schoolroom. Would
you like to do that tonight? A tray, either in the school-
room or your sitting room?”

Without looking up, Robert said, “You just don’t
want to be around my uncle.”

“You will not stay seven years old, will you?” She
shook her head. “Whenever I think you’re just a boy,
you say something very old and very wise.”

Robert glanced up. “I feel the same way about him.
My insides always get knotted up when I go down to
dinner. Sometimes, I'd rather say I was sick.”



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 197

“Since you’ve been so honest with me, I’ve no choice
but to reciprocate. I doubt he will allow us to avoid the
dinner table completely. But you look very tired today.
You’ve spent an entire day on your lessons. I don’t want
to insist that you come down to dinner when you could
fall asleep in your chair.”

He nodded, a slow smile coming to his face. “I am
very, very tired, Miss Sinclair. But very, very hungry.”

“Very well, Your Grace, if you insist,” she said, sigh-
ing dramatically. “I’ll ring for a tray.”

“Could we, perhaps, have more of Cook’s cinnamon
biscuits?”

“I concur,” she said. She turned and left the room,
grateful she wouldn’t have to suffer Rowena’s glowers
and Cameron’s intensity for one meal. Not to mention
that she was pointedly avoiding Devlen Gordon—or at-
tempting to do so.

Less than an hour later, they were seated in the sitting
room attached to the Duke’s Chamber, at a large circu-
lar table that had been placed in the center of the room
in front of the fire. The drapes were still open, revealing
the night sky, cloudless and deep, the stars flickering
like the windows in Kilbridden Village. The evening
was the most pleasant time she’d ever spent at Castle
Crannoch.

Their dinner done, she and Robert were attempting
to fairly divide up the cinnamon biscuits Cook had
sent them.

“If you eat too much,” Beatrice said, “you won’t be
able to sleep.”

“I can’t sleep very much anyway,” Robert said with
some degree of equanimity. He reached for two of the
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biscuits and slid them onto his plate with no apology.
“But if you eat too many, Miss Sinclair, you won’t be
able to fit into your dresses.”

Beatrice folded her arms and rested them on the
table, staring at her charge. He grinned and took a bite
of the purloined pastry.

“You aren’t supposed to notice a woman’s attire,”
she said, curiously embarrassed by his comment. “At
least not at seven years of age.”

“You’ll find Gordon men are prodigies in the realm
of women, Miss Sinclair. We tend to notice females
early in my family.”

She removed her arms from the table and sat back in
the chair, not looking in the direction of the doorway.
His voice was similar to his father’s, but Devlen’s was
lower, almost a purr.

“Devlen!”

Robert abandoned his dessert, leaving the table and
throwing himself at Devlen with an exuberance only
demonstrated by young boys. She turned her head to
witness the reunion, smiling at his excitement. Devlen
bent down and effortlessly elevated the boy until they
were eye to eye.

“I’ve been gone less than a fortnight. Has Miss Sin-
clair been mistreating you that much? If I'd known, I'd
have returned much sooner.” He glanced at her, but his
look wasn’t teasing. Instead, something flickered in his
eyes, a look recalling this morning and their almost kiss.

“We found a schoolroom, Devlen. We cleaned and
cleaned, and it’s where I take my lessons now.”

“Have you? No more sitting room for you, then?”

Robert shook his head from side to side.

“I missed you at dinner,” he said, not looking in her
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direction. The comment was for Robert, and not for
her, but she couldn’t help but feel a frisson of pleasure
nevertheless.

“If I'd known you were here, Devlen,” Robert said,
“we would have come down to dinner.” He glanced
over at her. “Did you know Devlen had returned, Miss
Sinclair?”

“Yes,” she said. “I did.”

Robert frowned at her. “You should have told me.”

“And I will do so in the future,” she said, carefully
smoothing the napkin on her lap.

She wished she had the power to read thoughts. The
look Robert was giving her right at this particular mo-
ment was so inscrutable she’d no clue to what he was
thinking.

“Are you annoyed with me, Robert?”

He remained silent.

“Very well, Robert, whenever your cousin returns to
Castle Crannoch,” she promised, “I will make sure you
know immediately.”

Robert nodded, evidently satisfied.

Devlen turned and addressed his remarks to Robert.
“Let this be a lesson to you about women, Robert. They
twist the truth from time to time. The sin of omission is
as great a sin as a lie.”

“Are you lecturing Robert on virtue, Mr. Gordon?”

“No, Miss Sinclair, simply on women. As a species,
they’re not the most forthcoming of creatures.”

She stood and faced him. “Have you been wounded
by a woman in your past?”

His eyebrow arched and tugged a corner of his mouth
with it. “Not to my knowledge.”

“No unrequited loves?”
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“Indeed not.”

“Were you left at the altar?”

“Since I’ve never proposed to a woman, that would
be an impossibility.”

“Has a woman ever stolen anything from you?”

“Just my time.”

“And your good name? Has it ever been besmirched
because of a woman?”’

“Isn’t that normally what happens to women, Miss
Sinclair?”

“Then why your antipathy? Before you continue lec-
turing Robert, perhaps it would be wiser for you to re-
member that it was not a woman who betrayed Jesus
with a kiss.”

“Let that be another lesson to you, Robert,” he said,
his gaze never veering from her face. “Do not trade
barbs with an intelligent and beautiful woman. You will
lose most of the time. When your mind should be on the
next rejoinder, you’ll be thinking how fetching she
looks in candlelight. Or in dawn light, for that matter.”

“And if you would like to know anything about your
own species, Robert, then please be advised there are
times when men are ruled by their baser instincts and
not their higher ones. The mind is to be obeyed, but too
often it is the loins that rule a man.”

“Spoken as a woman not unaware of her capacity to
stir the loins,” Devlen said, smiling an altogether wolfish
smile.

Theirs was hardly an appropriate topic of conversa-
tion, especially since Robert was looking from one to
the other as if he were thoroughly enjoying the sparring.

She smoothed her hands down her skirt, thinking it
would be better to make a hasty retreat from this room as
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soon as possible. Certainly before Devlen Gordon
moved closer to her.

He looked splendid. He was dressed in blue, so dark
it looked almost black. His eyes were crinkled at the
corners as if he had spent a great deal of time outdoors
or in the act of smiling. His teeth were white and even.
His neck. Her thoughts stopped. Why would she sud-
denly notice a man’s neck? Because even his neck, the
part that appeared above his stock, was splendidly
made. Everything about him was glorious, from his
broad shoulders tapering to a narrow waist and long
legs that were so muscled she could see the hint of their
shape below the fabric of his trousers. And it wasn’t en-
tirely fair a man had such an attractive backside.

That was one subject she and Sally had never dis-
cussed, the fact a man could look as attractive from the
rear as he did from the front.

The longer she was in the same room with him, the
worse her agitation became. All day long, she had not
been able to stop thinking about him. Seeing him here
so finely attired, so handsome and utterly charming, was
a guarantee she wouldn’t be able to sleep well either.

Perhaps she and Robert should keep themselves
company tonight. She’d play games with the boy
through the long hours, anything to avoid experiencing
this fevered longing for Devlen Gordon.

Touch me. The need was so strong she almost said the
words. The yearning was there in the clasp of her hands
tightly at her waist, in the fact she couldn’t look up at
him but stared at the pattern of the carpet under her feet.

She would have to pass him to leave the room, but
coming too close to him was as dangerous as teasing
the flames in the fireplace with her petticoat.
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He was tall, large, and commanding. In addition, he
smelled as he had before, the scent reminding her of
spices and hinting at exotic locales. Never before had
she noticed how a man smelled. Not once had she ever
wanted to touch someone as desperately as she did now,
or have him touch her. Just a fingertip, please, on the
edge of her jaw, or tracing the curve of her lips.

Or, and this could be too much to ask for, then give
her a kiss. Just one kiss, and she would be satisfied un-
til the next dream, or the next time she saw him, or the
next time she felt lonely.

A dangerous man, Devlen Gordon.

“Are you leaving us?”

“Yes, I must concentrate upon my lesson plan for to-
morrow. I must admit,” she added, smiling down at
Robert, “that I didn’t expect my pupil to be so advanced
in so many ways. It will mean I will have to reassess
what I plan to teach him.”

“Indeed. Will this lesson plan take so much of your
time you must leave now?”

“Are you implying something else, Mr. Gordon?”

“Every time we meet, you seem anxious to depart.
Have I offended you somehow?”

He knew it wasn’t that.

“May I join you in the schoolroom tomorrow?”’

“Please don’t,” she said, too quickly for it to be any-
thing but rude. “I prefer you don’t,” she said, amending
her statement. “It disrupts the learning process,” she said,
and smiled, genuinely relieved to have come up with
some plausible explanation.

“When will I see you again?”

“Why is it necessary to do so?”

“Perhaps I’m concerned as to my cousin’s education.”
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“No.”

“No?”

“It wouldn’t be wise.”

“I don’t like being told what’s wise or not, Miss Sin-
clair. When you know me better, you’ll realize it’s a chal-
lenge. I’'m not a man to back down from challenges.”

“Nor am I a woman to avoid them, Mr. Gordon. But
don’t take it as a challenge. Rather a plea.”

“I can’t.”

She faced him finally, tilting back her head.

“I’ve come all this way. What a pity if the journey is
wasted.”

Robert was being too quiet, his interest in this con-
versation too apparent. If nothing else, she must think
of him. She moved past Devlen and out into the hall.
Unfortunately, Devlen followed her.

“When are you returning to Edinburgh?”

“I have no plans at the moment. The length of my
stay depends on nothing more than my whim.”

“There are no doubt matters awaiting you in Edin-
burgh.”

“But none here? I think you’re wrong, Miss Sinclair.
I think there are pressing concerns at Castle Crannoch.”

“Do you have a mistress?”

He smiled as if charmed by her rudeness.

“I do. Felicia is her name. A lovely woman, quite tal-
ented in a variety of ways.”

“Go back to Felicia. She no doubt yearns for your
presence.”

“While you don’t?”

“I do not, Mr. Gordon.”

“I think you’re lying, Miss Sinclair. A governess
ought to be a paragon of the virtues she thinks to instill



204 KAREN RANNEY

in her pupils, don’t you agree? How can you possibly
teach Robert to be an honest man if you lie?”

“I must leave,” she said, hearing the quaver in her
own voice and hating it. Not because it revealed her
trembling uncertainty, but because every time she was
around him her fascination about him grew. He knew it,
surely he must.

“I must leave,” she repeated, and this time he
stretched out his hand to touch her as she moved past
him. His fingertips grazed her hand at her waist.

She halted for a moment, and they exchanged an-
other look. Slowly, his fingers dropped from her hand.

“I’ll not keep you, Miss Sinclair. Sleep well and
deeply.”

The look on his face didn’t quite match the amiabil-
ity of his words. In fact, he looked as if he wished her a
sleepless night, and tormented dreams. She didn’t tell
him it was altogether possible he would get his unspo-
ken wish.

“You look disappointed that your little governess
wasn’t at dinner,” Rowena said, standing at the thresh-
old of Cameron’s room.

She was surprised he’d answered the door or that Gas-
ton was nowhere in sight. Was this a sign of his softening
toward her? Cameron wheeled himself to the other side
of the room, and Rowena closed the door behind her.

Could it be he was lonely?

“On the contrary, my dear wife, it was my son who
looked bereft. Didn’t you notice? Any interest I express
about Miss Sinclair is simply because I’'m concerned
about Robert’s well-being.”

“To the exclusion of anyone else.”
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He didn’t say anything, only sat and studied her. He
hadn’t lost his looks in the last six months. Her long-
ing for him would have been easier to bear, perhaps, if
he had.

“I admit, she is lovely, but not your type. I've al-
ways thought you liked a certain dramatic sort of
woman.”

“Like you, Rowena?”

She smiled.

“Like me, dearest Cameron. Except, of course, you
haven’t given any indication of liking my looks of late.
Strange, I thought your legs didn’t work. Not your
manhood.”

He looked startled at her bluntness. She had never
before assaulted him with words. She’d attempted to
seduce him. She’d hinted at her loneliness, and when
nothing else worked, she’d taken herself off to London,
only to realize the only way to storm the citadel was by
a direct and frontal attack.

She’d no intention of allowing someone like Beatrice
Sinclair to take one iota of her husband’s attention away
from her.

“She’s frightened of you, you know. I don’t know if
it’s because you’re in that chair or simply because she
doesn’t like you.”

“How did you come to that conclusion?”

“She avoids you at all costs, does she not?”

“What Miss Sinclair does or does not feel for me is
none of my concern, Rowena.”

“I could have told her, of course, that you were kinder
when you were walking. You’ve changed, Cameron, be-
come more angry, more embittered, more annoyed with
life.”
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“Is there a reason for this litany of my sins, Rowena?”’

“You have always enjoyed my humor, Cameron. You
once said you enjoyed my intelligence. Perhaps you’ll
come to admire my bluntness.”

She advanced on him, then changed her mind and
walked toward the door and locked it.

A small smile was playing around his lips, and it an-
gered her. She wanted to punish him for all of his avoid-
ance, for the nights in which she’d lain awake desperate
for his touch. Now, however, was not the time.

She pulled up a chair and sat beside him, loosening
her wrapper. She was naked beneath the thin garment
and the cold had tightened her nipples, making them as
hard and erect as if she were aroused.

He didn’t need to know she was almost desperately
afraid at this moment, afraid he would reject her. She
reached out and grabbed his hand and pulled it to her,
placing his palm over her nipple.

“How you used to love my breasts, Cameron. You
used to love to touch them, to pull on my nipples. To
taste me.”

Despite the fact he was attempting to pull his hand
away, she was stronger in her need than he was in his
annoyance. She took two of his fingers and deliberately
stroked herself with them.

“Do you remember being inside me, Cameron? Do
you remember when we would exhaust ourselves with
each other?”

Before he could respond, before he could pull away
and renounce her with words that would no doubt hurt
and wound, she reached out her left hand and gripped
him between the legs.

“You’re hard for me. What do you do every night?
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Do you will it away? Or you think of your Miss Sinclair
and bring yourself to satisfaction?”

“I am but an animal in several ways,” he said, allow-
ing his hand to drop. “The sight of a lovely woman, any
lovely woman, is enough to get me hard.”

She pulled back. “Why do you hate me?”

“You know the answer to that, madam, more clearly
than I could ever articulate.”

“We’ve only been married five years, Cameron. Five
years. Am I to live like this for the rest of my life?”

“Go back to London, Rowena. Find yourself a lover.”

He wheeled himself to the door, turned the lock, and
swung it open.

“Or coax one of the footmen to your bed, I don’t
care. Just don’t come here again.”

She stood and pulled her wrapper around her, affect-
ing a nonchalant pose she didn’t feel.

He didn’t say another word to her as she left his room.



Chapter 20
~SC—

Surprisingly, Beatrice slept well, waking at dawn
as she normally did. This morning, like her entire
stay at Castle Crannoch, was different from the morn-
ings of the past three months, however. She was not
awakened with a raging headache, an empty stomach,
and an obsession for food.

She’d have liked some of the biscuits from last night,
but she doubted if Robert had left any. Never mind,
she’d find something to eat.

Dressing took no more than fifteen minutes, talking
to herself sternly took a half an hour.

You will not flirt with Devlen Gordon.

You will not even look in his direction.

You should not wish for excitement. Or adventure.
You have had enough of those since coming to Castle
Crannoch.

There was something to be said for a placid life, for a
sameness of routine. Ah, but that life didn’t include

208
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people like Devlen Gordon, handsome and dangerous.
She sighed.

Ensuring every hair was in place, and her attire was
suitable for a governess took a little longer, as did wash-
ing her face and staring at herself in the mirror until the
color on her face subsided. Her eyes sparkled too much,
but she doubted if there was anything she could do
about that. She tried to think sober thoughts, but her
mind was not cooperating either.

An hour after she rose, she walked down the hall in
search of her charge.

There was time before breakfast for a brisk walk.
Doing so would no doubt enliven the constitution, and
make it easier to sit for hours in the schoolroom during
lessons.

When she mentioned as much to Robert, he looked
startled at the suggestion.

“Miss Sinclair, do you think it’s safe?”

Until that moment, she’d forgotten about the shoot-
ing incident. What kind of governess was she, that she
could forget such a horrid thing?

“We’ll stay close to the castle,” she said. “But we
need some fresh air. And despite the fact it’s cold, it
looks to be a fair day.”

In fact, it was nothing of the sort. The sky was
cloudy, and it looked like snow, but her mood was such
it could have been a bright summer day.

She bundled Robert up in his greatcoat while she
wore her dark blue cloak. Once they were out of the
castle, she turned to Robert.

“Are you going to tell your cousin about what hap-
pened?”

He looked straight ahead, and she wondered if he
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was going answer her. After several silent moments, he
sighed.

“Do you think I should?”

They walked for a few minutes, rounding the front
part of the castle.

She hadn’t expected him to ask her opinion. She
turned the question on its ear and back to him. “Do you
think you shouldn’t?”

He stopped abruptly, and stood there thinking. After
a moment, she noticed he was trembling.

“Robert? What is it?”

He raised his arm and pointed, his finger shaking.

“Look, Miss Sinclair. The birds.”

She followed his glance, then walked past him, star-
ing down at the dozen or more birds lying dead on the
ground, their plump gray bodies surrounded by a few
chunks of frozen bread.

“Go and get Devlen,” Beatrice said, as calmly as she
could.

Robert didn’t ask any questions, only set off in a run
to obey her.

She thrust her hands into the cloak and tried to as-
sume an aura of nonchalance, of outward calm. Inside,
however, she was panic-stricken. She clasped her hands
together, and stood looking down at the dead birds.
Above them was the schoolroom. She tilted her head
back and viewed the window where yesterday Robert
had been so excited to be feeding the birds. If she
thought about what she saw, she might well scream. Or
run as far from Castle Crannoch as she could.

Neither action would be helpful or productive.

Despite her resolve, however, she couldn’t help but
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feel the first cold icicles of fear. Someone was trying to
harm Robert. First, the shots, which she had tried to
pretend were an accident, and now the birds. This, how-
ever, was even more horrible. Someone had actually
poisoned his food. Someone inside Castle Crannoch.
Someone who wanted a child dead.

Who?

Was Cameron Gordon so bitter about being disin-
herited by a seven-year-old child that he’d want
Robert dead?

Another icicle of fear slid down her back. She could
have easily eaten the bread, too.

If it hadn’t been for the child, she might have given
her notice on the spot. Though poverty, the loss of her
pride, possibly even starvation was all that awaited her
back in her village, at least she would be alive, and it’s
doubtful anyone would care enough to wish her dead.

Beatrice heard the running footsteps and felt an eas-
ing of that curious, immobilizing fear. She turned her
head and watched as both Devlen and Robert entered
the clearing.

Devlen didn’t say a word either in greeting or re-
assurance. He glanced down at the dead birds, looked
up to the window high above, then bent to retrieve a
piece of the bread.

“Did I poison them, Devlen?” Robert asked, his
small voice out of keeping with his usual bravado.

He was an intelligent child. Too intelligent, perhaps.
Surely she should say something to assuage his worry,
to ease his mind. But she had never been a good liar.
There was no hope of sheltering him or shielding him
from the truth. But she reached out anyway and en-
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folded him in her arms, pressing his cheek against her
waist.

She spoke to him the way a mother might, saying,
“It’s all right. It’s all right.” Nonsensical words, in actu-
ality, because she wasn’t at all sure things were going to
be all right. But he didn’t challenge her, only held on to
her waist with both arms, as if she had suddenly be-
come his anchor.

Even through the heavy wool of his coat, she could
feel him tremble, and suddenly the child’s fear made
her angry.

Devlen stood, and she looked up at him, her eyes
dry and furious.

“This is not right,” she said. “For whatever reason
someone is doing this, it’s not right.” She glanced down
at the child. “Tell him, Robert,” she urged.

He looked up at her, then over at Devlen.

“He’ll get mad.”

“I doubt he will.”

“Why am I being talked about as if I'm not standing
here?” Devlen said. “What will I get mad about,
Robert?”

“He won’t get mad, Robert. I promise,” she added,
glancing at Devlen.

He nodded.

Robert told him about the shooting. As the story pro-
gressed, she watched Devlen become more and more
rigid until his spine could have been made of iron.

“Go and pack your things,” he said.

Her grip tightened on Robert. “You do not have the
power to dismiss me. Nor will I leave.”

“Your loyalty is admirable,” he said in an uncon-
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scious repetition of his father’s words earlier. “How-
ever, I have no intention of dismissing you. Pack
Robert’s things as well. You're coming to Edinburgh
with me.”

Robert was in danger, but then again so was she. Not,
this time, from someone who wanted her dead. As they
exchanged a look, she knew full well if she went to Ed-
inburgh with him she might well be putting herself in
peril.

“Will you come?” he asked, his voice soft, low, and
dangerous.

She had no choice, and yet she had a world of choices.

“Yes,” she said, in agreement with her own ruin.

Devlen turned to his cousin.

“Would you like to come to Edinburgh, Robert?”

Robert pulled back, releasing his grip on Beatrice’s
waist.

He nodded. His eyes were red, traces of tears still on
his cheeks. Beatrice smoothed his hair back and placed
her palm on his hot cheek, feeling an incredible tender-
ness for the young duke.

“Then we should go and pack,” she said. “Shall we
make a game of it? Who’ll be the first to finish?”

“You, Miss Sinclair. I have so much more than you. I
must take my soldiers, you see.”

“Do not pack too much, Robert,” Devlen said with a
smile. “Think of my horses.”

She forced an answering smile to her face and took
Robert’s hand. There were times as an adult when she
had to feign an emotion until it was real. But now she
found herself in the curious position of having to hide
what she felt.
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“I’m half-tempted to put you in a carriage now, without
giving you time to pack. How soon can you be ready?”

“A quarter hour,” Beatrice said, shortening the time
she needed by half. But she was nearly desperate to
leave Castle Crannoch, and if doing so quickly meant
her valise was packed in haste and her clothing was
wrinkled, she truly didn’t care.

“Then do so,” he said. “I'll have my coach brought
around.”

She walked with Robert to the front of the castle, re-
alizing she could easily have abandoned anything in
her room. She didn’t feel comfortable staying at Castle
Crannoch anymore. Something was desperately wrong
here, something so evil and pervasive it seeped through
the very bricks.

Suddenly, she wanted her old life back. Not the way
it had been a month ago, but as it was a year ago, with
her parents alive and her content, if a little restless.

She had wanted something to happen, and dear God
it had, but not quite in the way she’d expected. Was God
a literal deity? Should she be careful about the wording
of her prayers?

Then let her amend them. She wanted peace in the
morning and a feeling of contentment during the day.
She wanted laughter and lightness in her heart, and a
dozen other pleasant emotions.

“Is it going to be all right, Miss Sinclair?”

“Of course it is,” she said crisply, her voice convey-
ing no uncertainty, no hesitation. Robert mustn’t know
of her own fears.

Less than half an hour later, they left Castle Cran-
noch. Together, she and Robert walked slowly to the
coach, all the while Beatrice expecting to hear her
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name being called. But Cameron Gordon didn’t shout
for her to return with her charge. No one knew they
were leaving.

She opened the coach door herself and unfolded the
steps, urging Robert into the carriage. She followed him
and sat next to him, taking his hand and holding it be-
tween her ungloved ones. The day was cold, the hint of
snow still in the air, but someone had thought to furnish
a brazier and it sat on the floor of the carriage, the glow-
ing coals inside the pierced brass vessel radiating heat.

“I think someone’s trying to kill me, Miss Sinclair.”

“Don’t be silly,” she said, her voice pure governess.
“The incident in the woods was a hunter, and the poor
birds outside the schoolroom window had just frozen to
death. The temperature is cold enough for it.”

Robert didn’t look convinced.

Finally, she relented. He was too intelligent, and
she’d been too dismissive. “I don’t know what’s hap-
pening, Robert. But I don’t like it.”

He nodded, as if he approved of her honesty.

She opened up the shade.

“I think it’s going to snow soon, Robert, perhaps dur-
ing our journey to Edinburgh.”

He nodded and stared out the window. She would
much rather have him be acting like the aristocratic lit-
tle snob she’d first met than this silent waif.

“Do you like the snow, Robert?”

He shrugged, but otherwise didn’t answer her.

“I like the snow very much,” she said, well aware she
was sounding a little like a woman she knew in her vil-
lage. The poor dear had a comment about anything and
everything, and couldn’t manage a quiet moment in the
entire day. “I think it’s beautiful to see, especially when
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it clings to the branches of the trees. At night, when it
snows, it’s like a full moon. The night is not quite so
dark, is it? Snow seems to glow.”

A thought struck her, one tinged with horror. Had
someone tried to kill Robert in his sleep? Was that why
the child was plagued with wakefulness?

I think someone comes into my room at night.

Dear God.

“I don’t think I’ve ever seen the snow at night, Miss
Sinclair,” he said, looking interested.

“Then we’ll just have to arrange it, won’t we?”

“My father used to say you can’t arrange nature. If
we could get rain when we needed it, all farmers would
be wealthy men.”

“I think I would’ve liked your father.” The eleventh
Duke of Brechin sounded like a very pragmatic man
with a generous spirit, a father who honestly loved his
child.

The door opened, and Devlen stepped into the coach.
Instantly, it felt warmer inside, and much smaller.

His fingers brushed against her skin in passing, alert-
ing the fine golden hairs on her arms.

Gently, she pulled away, disliking the touch. No, lik-
ing the touch, but disliking the feeling of vulnerability
being so close to him gave her.

He made her feel weak and feminine, as if she
needed his strength and the very fact he was male. She
wanted him to put his arm around her and hold her
close, shelter her, protect her. She’d never before had
such thoughts.

Devlen gave the signal to his driver, and the carriage
began to move. Blessedly, he concentrated on the pass-
ing scenery and the faint flutter of snow.
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“Do you still have your guns in here?” Robert sud-
denly asked.

Devlen smiled. “I do. I carry them with me at all
times.”

“In case of robbers,” Robert said to Beatrice. “Dev-
len sometimes carries a lot of gold with him.”

“Really?”

“I only carry the pistols to protect myself.” He
reached over and pushed against the wall of the car-
riage. Instantly, a small rectangular section popped
open, revealing two gleaming guns mounted inside. “I
dislike being unprepared.”

“Have you ever used them?”

“Once.”

“I trust you will not have to do so on this journey.”

“I will protect that which I believe to be valuable.”

What did he consider valuable? Or whom? His
cousin, surely. Her? A woman who’d exchanged barbs
with him, a village inhabitant with an expansive educa-
tion taught by books but little experience in life. Would
he consider her as valuable?

He said something to Robert, who smiled in return,
the exchange one of longtime friends, confidants, al-
most brothers.

The descent down the mountain was done with some
caution, she was happy to note. There was little need for
haste even though she wanted to be as far from Castle
Crannoch as she could be, as quickly as possible.

She glanced at Robert to find him yawning. “You
didn’t sleep well last night,” she said.

He only nodded.

Robert shifted in the seat, leaning his head back
against the cushion. She spread the blanket over his legs.
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“You can put your feet up here,” she offered, “if
you’d like to stretch out a little more.”

“It isn’t polite,” he said, once more the proper
young duke.

Beatrice smiled, amused that Robert vacillated be-
tween an old-fashioned courtliness and an autocratic
arrogance.

She patted her lap, and he was finally convinced to
prop his feet up on the lap robe. He arranged one of the
blankets behind him as a makeshift pillow and bur-
rowed beneath another until only his nose showed.

Within moments, he was asleep.

In the snug carriage, with the brazier heating her feet
and her legs kept warm from the blanket she and Robert
shared, it was difficult to remember they might be in
danger.

She pretended an interest in the increasing snowfall,
but in actuality she was studying Devlen.

All in all, it was an arresting face, one drawing her
gaze time and again. Was she the only woman to feel so
attracted, or did Devlen Gordon simply have that effect
on all females in his environment? When he walked
into a crowded ballroom, did every woman there turn to
regard him? Were they coy in their glances? Or did they
make no secret of their fascination for him?

He glanced at her then, as if he had the power to un-
derstand her confusion and her curiosity. A corner of
his lip curled upward, a mocking acceptance of her stu-
dious assessment.

“What can you be thinking, Miss Sinclair?”

“I was thinking you must charm women,” she said,
giving him the truth with no reluctance whatsoever.
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He looked momentarily disconcerted, and she vowed
from that moment always to be direct with him. Doing so
equalized them. He was evidently unfamiliar with those
who spoke the truth, and she was equally so with those
who spoke falsehoods.

“I have no lack of companions, if that’s what you’re
asking.”

“I wasn’t, actually. You’ve already spoken of Felicia.
Are you bragging? Or simply letting me know how
many women you have?”

“You’re very constrained, Miss Sinclair.”

“Am 177

“I’ve never seen a woman as constrained as you.”

“Is that as great a sin in your eyes as the ability to
stretch the truth?”

“It’s a characteristic that concerns me, oddly
enough.”

She fisted her hands in her lap and glanced at him.
“Why is that?”

“You’re too calm. I’ve never seen you angry, al-
though I’ve given you ample reason to be. You might be
afraid, but you don’t appear to be.”

“Why should I indulge in drama?”

“Who hurt you, Miss Sinclair?”

For a moment she could only stare at him, flummoxed.

“Was it life itself? Too much unexpected grief? Too
many disappointments?”

“Are you this rude to every woman of your acquain-
tance?”

“Most women don’t incite my curiosity. They bore
me, instead. But you, Miss Sinclair, are a different situa-
tion entirely.”
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“Should I pray to be boring, Mr. Gordon?”’

“It’s too late for that. I’'m already intrigued.”

She looked out the window at the falling snow. The
winter scene was starkly beautiful. There was no reason
to be touched to tears, but she suddenly wanted to cry.
Or worse, confide in him about the previous year, living
in the cottage after burying her parents. Systematically
burying her friends, too, while she waited for cholera to
sicken her.

Over the years, she’d developed her mind, and when-
ever emotions persisted, she allowed them some free-
dom before restraining them and tucking them back
into their proper place. Even her grief had been simi-
larly controlled. She needed to concentrate on living in
the present.

After all, she was pragmatic and practical, a survivor.

She turned to face him again. “Shouldn’t you be more
concerned about what’s been happening to Robert?”

The incident in the woods and the dead birds were
enough to be concerned about.

“I’ll protect Robert. You needn’t worry. For that mat-
ter, Miss Sinclair, I’ll protect you.”

“Physically, Mr. Gordon? Or morally?”

There, the challenge was out in the open.

He only smiled.

An image of his black-on-black coach thundering
through the countryside, faintly illuminated by the
lanterns on the outside, came to her. He’d terrified her
the first time she’d seen it.

She’d be a fool not to be afraid. How odd she
wasn’t. The emotion coursing through her wasn’t re-
motely like fear.



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 221

“For someone who dislikes the dark, you certainly
use it to your advantage.”

“I don’t sleep very much. Three hours at the most.
Why waste the time?”

She had no answer for that.

The snow fell in a cloud of flakes, as if they were
feathers wafting on the chilled breeze. They clung to
every surface, trees, bushes, and grass, transforming
the world into a white fairyland, a place so delicate and
ethereal it stopped her breath.

Her eyes tickled with unshed tears. An odd moment
to cry. Or perhaps the best moment, after all. There
was so much loveliness in the world, the same world in
which there dwelt so much horror. A paradox, one in
which they were forced to live.

She wanted something at this moment, something
she couldn’t quite define or explain. Something that
would answer the restlessness deep inside her. She was
either hungry or lonely or distraught and more than a
little curious as to why she couldn’t identify the feel-
ings completely. Perhaps it was because all this time,
she’d cocooned herself, protecting herself from the
grief and fear that were too painful to experience on a
daily basis. Perhaps she was separated from her own
discomfort, like stubbing her toe and not feeling the
pain until hours later.

Was she just now recognizing the full extent of her
own loneliness?

Devlen Gordon made it difficult not to feel. Every
time she was in his presence, she was different. . .
alive, somehow. As if he had the capacity to stir her—
or awaken her—in some way.
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He was too strong a personality, too forceful to ig-
nore. Nor could she avoid the fact that he was so quin-
tessentially male. There were times, like now, when she
wanted to reach out and touch him, to see if the muscles
hinted at below his shirtsleeves were truly real.

Her gaze was entirely too intent on his trousers. She
was even curious about his feet, encased in knee-high
boots. His chest looked too broad to be completely real,
and she had the absurd and horrified thought that per-
haps he wore padding beneath his clothes.

Not Devlen Gordon. He wasn’t the type to engage in
artifice. He was more the kind of man who would dare
society to judge him for what he truly was—handsome
or ugly, short or tall, rich or poor.

But of course he was handsome, tall and rich, and the
relative of a duke. No doubt he was extremely popular in
Edinburgh.

“Why haven’t you ever married?”

“Is it any of your concern, Miss Sinclair?”

“None at all.”

“You’re very curious. In that, we’re alike. If I answer
your question, will you forfeit one to me?”

She didn’t answer for a moment.

“Afraid?”

“Not afraid,” she said. “Wise, perhaps.”

“Perhaps I’ll ask you something improper.”

“I expect you to.”

“Then why the hesitation?”” Devlen asked.

“I’m trying to decide if I’ll answer.”

He smiled at her again.

“Shall I start then? The answer to your question, Miss
Sinclair, is that I’ve never made the time for marriage.”

“The time?”
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“Courtship takes a measure of time I’ve never been
willing to spare.”

“Not to mention emotion,” Beatrice said.

“There is that.”

“Have you ever been in love?”

“Ah, but it was only one question. I think it’s my turn
now. Have you ever been in love, Miss Sinclair? Not an
improper question after all.”

“No. Never.”

“A pity. The emotion is said to be very heady.”

“Really?”

“Love makes fools of us all, I've heard.”

“Have you?” Beatrice asked.

“Can’t you envision me playing the fool, Miss Sin-
clair?”

“Not unless it was to your advantage, Mr. Gordon.”

His smile broadened. “You think me a cynic?”

“Aren’t you?”

“Cynicism is just another word for wisdom.”

“So, you're too wise to fall in love?” she asked.

“I don’t think love has anything to do with wisdom. I
think it simply occurs when it will.”

“Like a bolt of lightning?”’

“Do you believe in love at first sight, Miss Sinclair?”

“No.”

He laughed softly. “Now who’s the cynic?”

“Why fall in love with someone’s appearance? Peo-
ple get sick, or grow old. The character matters more
than looks, Mr. Gordon. Wit, intelligence, kindness, all
matter more than appearance.”

“So, you would have love come after a conversation?”

“Perhaps.”

“How long would it take?”
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“The conversation?”

His smile chided her. “Falling in love.”

“How should I know if it’s never happened to me?”

“Perhaps we should talk longer, Miss Sinclair, have a
few more conversations.”

He looked away, and it was just as well, because she
didn’t know how to answer him.



Chapter 21
T~ -~

The weather was growing worse. The snow formed a
curtain between them and the rest of the world. She
couldn’t see the trees or the bushes lining the road any-
more, and it was evident the driver was having difficulty
with the horses as well because their speed had slowed
considerably. Twice, the driver had rapped on the small
window separating him from the passengers, and twice
Devlen had reassured him there was no need for haste.

“Take your time, Peter,” he’d said on the last occa-
sion. “We’ll make an inn soon enough.”

“So, we are going to stay the night?”” Beatrice asked.

He sat back against the seat and surveyed her indo-
lently. “The weather has made further travel an impos-
sibility.”

“Is it entirely proper?”’

“You and I staying at an inn together, chaperoned
only by my seven-year-old cousin? You alone can de-
cide the answer, Miss Sinclair.”

225



226 KAREN RANNEY

“I’'m not entirely certain I like the way you say my
name. It always has a touch of sarcasm about it.”

“My apologies, Miss Sinclair. I meant no affront.”

She frowned at him.

“Unless we sleep in the same chamber, I’'m certain
your reputation will remain as pure tomorrow as it is to-
day. Or perhaps I am assuming too much. Is your repu-
tation unsullied?”

She looked over at him, more than a little offended.
“Of course.”

“Then I should worry about other things, Miss Sin-
clair. Reputation does not seem to be an important one.”

“Possibly because you have none to lose,” she said.

But he only looked amused at her comment. “If that
is your opinion of me, then you have joined a great
many other people. I wonder what it is about me that
makes people immediately label me a sinner?”

He glanced at her. “Do you have a great deal of expe-
rience in recognizing sinners, Miss Sinclair?”

“My father was schoolteacher, not a minister. But it
seems to me with your penchant for dark coaches and
traveling at night, you encourage people to think the
worst of you.”

“Simply because I hate to waste time, I’'m now to be
punished as an evildoer. How very quaint.”

“Perhaps people are afraid of you. They often label
as evil what they don’t understand.”

“Therefore, in order to counter their bad opinion, I
should endeavor to make myself understandable?”

“Perhaps.”

“The fact is, Miss Sinclair, that I don’t care what a
great many people think of me. Does my attitude sur-
prise you?”
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“Not in the least.”

“There are, however, several people whose opinion I
do value. Would it further surprise you to know you are
among that small and select cadre?”

“Very much,” she said, finding it difficult to hold his
gaze.

“I find I do care what you think about me. I am not
the lecher my father would make me out to be.”

“I have not often discussed you with your father.”

“But you have discussed me. How novel, an honest
woman.”

“That’s not the first time you’ve alluded to dishon-
esty being a female trait. I would venture as many men
are dishonest as women.”

“On the contrary, it’s been my experience that
women as a whole do not tell the truth unless it suits
their purpose.”

“I think perhaps, as a representative of my species, |
should be insulted.”

“But you aren’t, and I wonder why that is? In fact,
you’re rarely upset, Miss Sinclair. Do you ever cry?”’

“A rather personal question, isn’t it? I demand a for-
feit.”

“Very well. But answer first.”

“No, I don’t cry often.”

“Why not? And before you protest, Miss Sinclair, it’s
only part of the original question. A clarification, if you
will.”

“Because I’ve never found tears were worth shed-
ding. Why cry? It will not make the situation easier to
bear.”

“Do you ever feel any strong emotion? Anger, joy?”

“It’s my turn to ask a question.”



228 KAREN RANNEY

He sat back and folded his arms, waiting.

“Why do you have such a bad opinion of women?
Who hurt you?”

He smiled. “I'm sorry to disappoint you, Miss Sin-
clair, but no one. If I have a somewhat jaundiced view
of women, it’s because I only view them as companions
for the evening. I have no women friends, and I've
rarely spent time with them unless it was in amatory
pursuits.”

“You should. You’d discover that women do not, as you
think, use honesty or the lack of it to manipulate others.”

“Then you are very sheltered, Miss Sinclair, because
I could show you five or six women in Edinburgh alone
who have a singular ability to do exactly that.”

Despite his words, she still had the feeling he’d been
hurt in the past. But Devlen Gordon was not a person
for whom she should have any compassion or pity. First
of all, he would be amused at it. Secondly, she doubted
those poor women were ever able to harm him. More
like he’d broken their hearts.

The carriage slowed even further. She flicked a fin-
ger beneath the shade and surveyed the white world
outside the carriage.

“It’s gotten so much colder,” she said, looking up at
the gray-white sky.

“I’m afraid we’re in for a blizzard, sir,” the driver
said, peering down into the window again.

“A blizzard?” She glanced at Devlen. “Does that
mean we won’t be able to travel through to Edinburgh?”

“What that means, Miss Sinclair, is we need to take
shelter and wait out the storm.” He glanced up at Peter.
“The horses will be freezing. Make for the nearest inn.”
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“Yes, sir.”

She glanced at Devlen, surprised he should feel such
compassion for four-legged creatures and none at all
for women.

He smiled at her then, as if gauging the tenor of her
thoughts. If so, she should mind her features with
greater skill.

Less than a quarter hour later, a tall gray building ap-
peared out of the white blur of snow. The windows were
lit like welcoming beacons.

Beatrice sat back among the cushions, grateful
they’d finally found shelter.

She glanced down at the sleeping boy and reached
out one hand to gently cup his cheek.

“Robert,” she said softly. “You need to wake.”

“Leave him,” Devlen said. “I’ll carry him inside.”
There was an expression on his face she had never be-
fore seen, a tenderness oddly suiting him.

She didn’t say anything in return, merely pulled the
lap robe up around Robert’s shoulders and tented it so
his face was shielded.

The carriage stopped, and the door opened, the
driver standing there coated in snow, his cheeks red as
he moved from one foot to the other to warm himself.

“After you’ve done with the team, Peter,” Devlen
told the driver, “get yourself inside. You needn’t stay
with the horses tonight.”

The man looked surprised, and Beatrice wondered
if it was his habit to sleep in the stables. That impres-
sion was strengthened when Devlen held out his hand
and gave Peter a small drawstring bag to his obvious
surprise.
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“Buy yourself something warm to drink,” he said.
“You’ve earned it, getting us here safely.”

“Thank you, sir.” The driver’s seat face split into a
smile. “Thank you, Mr. Gordon. I’ll do just that.”

Devlen left the coach first and helped her out. Once
she was standing on the frozen ground, he reached into
the carriage and emerged with Robert in his arms, the
blanket half over the boy’s face to protect him from the
falling snow.

“Will we be able to travel in the morning?”

Devlen’s smile was remarkably warm considering
she could barely see him through the snow flurries.

“Shall we let the snow take care of itself? We won’t
know until the morning.”

Until then, she had to get through the whole long
night.

Despite the fact the inn was large, it wasn’t especially
prosperous. The greeting they received from the effu-
sive innkeeper was so fawning Beatrice wondered if he
thought them royalty. The weather had evidently driven
most of his regular clientele away, and the taproom was
empty except for one man sitting huddled before the fire.

“Your best rooms,” Devlen said, shifting Robert’s
weight in his arms. He acted as if he was familiar with
being obeyed and quickly.

The innkeeper bowed, still smiling. “Of course, sir.
How many would that be?”” He glanced at Beatrice and
back at Devlen.

“Two,” Devlen said. “If you do not object to staying
with Robert,” he said in an aside to her. “I’d prefer
someone be with him, especially in view of what hap-
pened with the birds.”
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“Surely you don’t think . . .” The rest of her question
was silenced when he shook his head slightly. Now was
not the time to question him as to Robert’s safety, not
with the innkeeper listening. “No, I don’t mind,” she
said. The child would serve as her chaperone.

The innkeeper gestured to the stairs, and she fol-
lowed, ascending the steps and hearing the two men’s
conversation behind her.

She hesitated at the landing and the innkeeper
pushed by her, leading her to a room at the end of the
hall. The second room was next door. Entirely too
close.

The innkeeper opened the door and bowed to Dev-
len, but he made a gesture that she should precede him.
The room was cold, but the fire was hurriedly lit by the
innkeeper himself as he kept up a running commentary
on the weather.

“This room is larger,” Devlen said. “You and Robert
can stay in here.”

Beatrice stepped close to the window for a view of
the snow-encrusted countryside. Icicles hung like
frozen tears from the branches of the trees. Bushes
were laden with layers of snow until they appeared like
dozens of hulking shapes huddled against the wind.
The road was a mirrored path, the lanternlight reflected
in its icy surface.

The snow had stopped falling, and the sky had
cleared, revealing a full moon hanging like a snowball
in the sky. The snow sparkled, and the ice glistened.
Her breath fogged up the window, and she stepped back
from the draft.

On this cold night there would be no comfort to be
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found outside the inn, but inside there was the warmth
from the fire, a thick mattress, and plenty of blankets.

Devlen laid Robert in the high bed and removed the
boy’s shoes before tucking him beneath the covers.

The room she and Robert had been given was un-
doubtedly the inn’s very best. A massive four-poster
took up much of the space. What was left was occupied
by a washstand, a small folding screen, and a chair sag-
ging so much in the seat that it looked to be a castoff
from the taproom downstairs.

The innkeeper melted away after showing Devlen
his room, spurred on his departure by Devlen’s coin. A
moment later, the tavern maid left as well, and Beatrice
was oddly reminded of the time when she’d been so
disappointed not to get the job at the Sword and
Dragon. What would her life have been like in the last
two weeks?

She would not be standing here beside the window,
wouldn’t be surreptitiously glancing at Devlen occa-
sionally, would not be worrying about what he was do-
ing when he came around the end of the bed and headed
in her direction. There were so many things that would
not have happened, let alone the sheer excitement of his
taking her hand.

“You look frightened. Are you?”

“Should I be?”

He smiled. “You never seem to answer any of my
questions directly.”

“Then, yes, you frighten me sometimes. Sometimes,
my own reaction to you frightens me.”

There, an honest answer, one without prevarication.

“Why are you afraid of me?”
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She turned and looked out the window. “Because you
lure me to do what I should not. Because you entice,
Devlen Gordon, and your enticements are not for maid-
ens like me.”

“I normally eschew maidens, Miss Sinclair. I avoid
them with all haste and vow never to bother with them.
They’re too much trouble, you see, and I’'m a man who
knows my own worth and the value of my time.”

“So maidens are a waste of time?”

“I"ve found so, yes.”

“Then I should feel safer, shouldn’t I?”

“Do you?”

“Not appreciably, no.”

“I’ve promised to protect you, don’t you remember?
I never break a promise.”

“What if I don’t wish to be protected?”

He smiled in response. “I'll go and see if the
innkeeper can find us something to eat,” he said, clos-
ing the door behind him. The room was suddenly much
smaller.

“You like my cousin, don’t you, Miss Sinclair?”

She smiled in Robert’s direction, not completely sur-
prised he’d feigned sleep.

“Yes, I do. Is that acceptable to you, Your Grace?”

He smiled sleepily. “He’s a very nice man when he
wants to be. But he can be ruthless.”

Not a word a seven-year-old should be using to de-
scribe an adult.

“Where did you hear that?”

He sat up and rubbed his eyes. “My uncle. But I don’t
think he likes Devlen very much. Devlen’s very rich.”

“One man’s ruthless is another man’s determined.”
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He sat up, looking around. “It’s not a very big place,
isit?”

“But we’re lucky to be out of the storm.”

“Devlen would never let anything happen to his
horses. He spent a lot of money for them.”

“Then we should consider ourselves fortunate he has
such great concern for his horses. We are therefore pro-
tected by default.”

“Oh, I’m certain he would never let anything happen
to me, either, Miss Sinclair.”

“Yes, you’re the Duke of Brechin.”

He nodded. “But he loves me, too.”

She found herself silenced by the wisdom of a child.

“Remember our conversation about snow at night-
time?”

He nodded.

“Come and look.”

He slid off the bed and came to the window. After a
moment, he smiled up at her. “It looks like you could
eat it, Miss Sinclair. As if Cook had spread her frosting
all over the world.”

Beatrice smiled. “You’re right, it does.”

A few minutes later, Devlen arrived at the door fol-
lowed by a chambermaid. The girl bobbed an awkward
curtsy, a rather remarkable feat considering she was
balancing a tray filled with food.

She laid it on the table doubling as a washstand and
curtsied once again. Not to Beatrice, who was rather
unused to the sight, but to Devlen, who further con-
founded the young girl by smiling at her.

“You really shouldn’t do that,” she said after the
maid left the room.

“Do what?”



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 235

“Smile at young things. It confuses them entirely. I
noticed at Castle Crannoch you made the maids lose the
ability to talk. As if their wits had flown out of their
heads.”

“You exaggerate.”

“I speak only the truth,” she said, amused at the flush
coloring his cheekbones.

Could it be that Devlen Gordon was embarrassed?
Or only flummoxed because she’d called him on his
ability to charm the female sex?

“My cousin has always had that effect on women.”

“Do you ever sound like a seven-year-old?”” Beatrice
asked him. “Sometimes I think you’re really twenty,
and you’re only masquerading as a child.”

“That’s because I’'m very intelligent.”

She and Devlen exchanged looks, and she couldn’t
help but wonder if he felt as bemused around Robert as
she often did.

But she was grateful to notice in the next few minutes
he reverted to being his age as he bounced in the middle
of the bed and insisted upon having a picnic there, with
the cloth spread out in the middle.

“You sit there,” he said to Beatrice, pointing at the op-
posite corner of the bed. “You, there,” he said to Devlen,
indicating the pillows at the head of the bed. “We’ll pre-
tend we’re sitting beneath a tree at Castle Crannoch.”

She’d prefer a safer place.

“I think we should envision a different scene,” Bea-
trice said. “Somewhere we’ve never seen before.”

“The moors outside of Edinburgh,” Devlen con-
tributed. “Beneath a large oak tree.”

“Pine,” Beatrice countered. “Pines smell so much
better.”
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“I wasn’t aware oaks smelled.”

“Which proves my point.”

She reached for one of the crusty rolls as Devlen did.
Their fingers met, touched, and she reluctantly with-
drew her hand.

Robert reached down into the basket and grabbed a
roll and handed it to her. “Here, Miss Sinclair.”

“My troubadour. Thank you, Robert.” She spent
some time slicing it in half and piling some of the ham
on top of it, anything but look in Devlen’s direction.
She was as foolish as one of the maids. His very pres-
ence had an effect on her. He needn’t smile. Even one
of his frowns was captivating.

“Don’t you think so, Miss Sinclair?” Robert was
saying.

She glanced over at the boy. “I’m sorry, but I was en-
grossed in my own thoughts. What was it you asked me?”

“I was saying we might be trapped here for days and
days.”

“Well, at least we have food to eat,” she said, gestur-
ing toward the lavish dinner Devlen had procured for
them. “And we’re warm.” Only just, however. There
was still a chill in the air since the fire was just lit.

“And Devlen’s horses are in the barn,” Robert added.
“But I want to see Edinburgh again. I want to see Dev-
len’s house. It’s the most wondrous place, Miss Sin-
clair. You have never seen anything like it. It’s three
stories, and it’s filled with furniture and marvelous
rooms, and it has a hidden staircase just like Castle
Crannoch and a secret passage from the library to the
stables.”

She glanced at Devlen to find him smiling fondly at
the boy.
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“Some of what I’ve told you is a secret just between
you and me,” he said, smiling.

Robert looked shamefaced, then brightened. “But
she doesn’t know exactly where the secret passages are,
Devlen.”

“Why would you build a secret passage in your
house?”

“I didn’t build it,” he said. “I bought the house that
way. Edinburgh has long been known for its intrigues,
and evidently the previous owner had some connection
with the court. He no doubt thought it wise to provide
some type of escape for himself and his family.”

“Did he ever use it?”

“I’m not entirely certain. I decided not to delve too
deeply into the family history when I bought the prop-
erty.”

The rest of their meal was pleasant, their conversa-
tion innocuous bordering on bland, as if both of them
were conscious of the innocent boy sitting between
them.

They also carefully avoided discussing the attempts
on Robert’s life.

Their meal done, Devlen took the tray and stacked
the dishes on it.

“You surprise me,” she said.

He glanced at her and resumed his chore.

“Why, because I don’t need a servant to do my every
bidding or because I’m not afraid to do for myself?”

“Perhaps both.”

He put the tray down, opened the door, and picked up
the tray again.

“Things are not always as they seem, Miss Sinclair.
Nor are people.”
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He glanced at Robert. “We’ll make our travel deci-
sions in the morning.”

She nodded, and a moment later he was gone.

“You need to wash, Robert,” she said, handing him a
small ceramic jar she’d taken from her valise.

He didn’t fuss but did as she instructed, lathering his
face and hands with the soap, then making a point of
shivering as he rinsed. She handed him a small towel
embroidered with the Brechin crest. He dried himself
off and changed into his nightshirt, making a point of
stepping behind the folding screen and making her
promise not to look.

Beatrice smiled and promised, and lit one of the
lanterns, but because of the size of the room, didn’t
bother to light the other.

“It’s very cold in here, Miss Sinclair,” Robert said,
emerging from behind the screen.

“Bundle up in bed, and you’ll soon be warm
enough.”

“Tell me a story,” he said with all the arrogance of a
fully grown duke.

“Not if you command me.”

“You’re my employee.”

“You’re my charge.”

“I’m Brechin.”

“You’re seven is what you are.”

She sat down on the edge of the bed. “Do you think
your father would be proud of you to hear you talk like
this? From what you’ve said of him, he was very con-
scious of the feelings of others.”

Robert’s eyes widened, but he didn’t answer her.

“Would he be glad you announce your title so often?
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He strikes me as a most modest man, someone who
wanted to do good in his life more than he wanted to
impose fear.”

To her absolute horror, the child began to cry, the
huge tears rolling down his cheeks all the more power-
ful for the fact they were soundless. Stricken, she
reached out and enfolded him in a hug.

She’d never thought herself maternal. In fact, when a
baby was born in the village, she was not inclined to
gather around the child and ooh and aah about its face,
toes, or its likeness to either parent. But at the moment,
when she began rocking back and forth in an effort to
comfort the child, she felt absurdly protective.

Who would dare to hurt a child?

The thought was so sudden and invasive she was
taken aback. This was not a holiday. This was not an ad-
venture. There was only reason they were going to Ed-
inburgh and that was to keep Robert safe.

Someone wanted him dead.

“I will tell you a story, my young duke,” she said,
kissing the top of his warm head. He smelled of the
soap he’d used before getting into bed.

“Once upon a time, a peacock with a glorious tail no-
ticed a tall and ugly crane passing by. The peacock
made fun of the crane’s gray plumage. ‘I am robed like
a king,” he said, ‘in gold and purple, and all the colors
of the rainbow, while you have not a bit of color on your
wings.’

“He proceeded to parade around the crane, making a
great presentation of his tail feathers, spreading them
wide beneath the bright sun. Indeed, they were magnif-
icent feathers in shades of red, blue, and green.
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“The crane said not a word. When he walked, he did
so awkwardly, and it’s true there wasn’t a bit of color
on his feathers. He was nearly ugly, just like the pea-
cock said.

“But while the peacock was laughing at the crane
with the other peacocks, the crane suddenly picked up
his feet, flapped his wings, and began to run. A moment
later, while the peacocks watched in amazement and
awe, he soared into the heavens.

“Up and up and around the clouds he flew, into the
face of the sun itself.

“The peacocks could barely hear the crane’s voice as
he climbed higher into the sky, but hear it they did. ‘Itis
true you are beautiful, much more beautiful than I. But
I wing my way to the heights of heaven and lift up my
voice to the stars. You can only walk below among the
birds of the dunghill.’

“The moral of this story? Fine feathers don’t make
fine birds.”

“Do all Aesop’s fables have a moral, Miss Sinclair?”

“Every single one of them.”

“Are any of them interesting?”

She only shook her head and tucked him in, taking
care to ensure he was warm.

Once Robert was tucked in, he fell asleep without
much difficulty. She sat and watched him, convinced he
would rest tonight without nightmares. The room might
be small, but there was a pleasantness to the inn some-
how lacking at Castle Crannoch.

A half hour later, she stood and undressed, replacing
her clothing with her nightgown and wrapper.

She was about to do something very foolish, some-
thing even Sally would caution her against. But if noth-
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ing else, the last year had taught her something. Life
was fleeting and could be stripped from her without
warning, without a hint.

She didn’t want to waste one second of the time she
had. She didn’t want to pretend that there would be
years and years to be wise and sensible, to find love.

Love. The word described all the incredible acts of
passion mankind was capable of, all the acts of sacri-
fice, all the illogical and nonsensical acts. Love. She
wasn’t under any illusions that what she was about to
do was based on love. She was intrigued by Devlen
Gordon, and fascinated by him. His smile caused desire
to curl up at the base of her spine, then extend its silky
tail through her body, but she didn’t love him.

Nor was time a certainty. All she knew was that she
had this moment.

Still, she hesitated at the door, her hand on the han-
dle. She felt greedy for life in the same way she’d been
hungry for food, as if she’d been starving for experi-
ences all these years. The hunger she felt easily over-
came the soft whisper from her conscience.

She left the room, closing the door softly behind her.



Chapter 22
~OC—

eatrice stood before Devlen’s room a full minute
before summoning the courage to knock.

The sound was too loud in the silence, the echo of it
carrying down the hall and back. She heard his foot-
steps nearing the door, then he hesitated, as if question-
ing whether or not he should open it.

She didn’t knock again, but neither did she turn and
go back to her room. Instead, she stood there with
hands clasped in front of her, waiting.

Finally, the door opened, and he stood there, half-
undressed. His stock was askew, his shift unbuttoned.
But he didn’t apologize for the state of his appearance.

Nor did he question her presence.

“Who do you think might have tried to harm
Robert?”

It was a valid question, and one that needed to be
asked and answered. But that wasn’t why she was here,
and they both knew it.

242
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He reached out and pulled her into the room, then
closed the door behind her.

“You wouldn’t enjoy it, Miss Sinclair. In the morning,
you’ll wonder why you gave up your virtue so easily.”

“Will 1?7

“You’ll wonder why you gave up so much for so little.”

“You sound as if you have some experience in the re-
grets of virgins.”

“No, I don’t. Nor do I wish to. Go back to your room.”

His voice was so well modulated, his smile so firmly
fixed in place she would have thought him unaffected
by her presence. Except, he kept his hands thrust in his
pockets and there was a little pulsebeat at his neck
where his skin moved up and down furiously, a cadence
that was remarkably similar to her own frantically beat-
ing heart.

“Devlen?” She reached out with her hand, placed her
fingers against his cheek. He jerked away at her touch.

“You tempt fate, Miss Sinclair.”

“Beatrice,” she said softly. “Have we not progressed
to that, at least? I shall call you Devlen, since I do so in
my mind already, and you may call me Beatrice.”

“I would be better to call you ill-advised or foolish,
Beatrice Sinclair. Without a smidgen of sense.”

“You have teased me for days, if not weeks. And
tempted me to your bed. Now you warn me away from it.”

“Someone should warn you.”

“I didn’t expect you to warn me. I expected you to be
my lover.”

His smile abruptly disappeared.

“Have you no sense of self-preservation, Beatrice
Sinclair? Nothing that warns you it isn’t wise to tease
the wolf?”
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“Is that what I’'m doing?” How utterly strange. Her
pulse beat so hard she could feel it in her lips, her eye-
lids trembled, the whole of her body was vibrating.

She forced her hands to open. Her palms were wet.

“Is it such a terrible thing being here, Devlen?”

“You’re leaving Robert alone.”

“Yes,  am.”

She turned to go, angry at him. He’d seized upon the
one thing that could force her away. When she would
have left the room, his hand on her arm held her back.

“He’ll be fine.”

“No, you were right to remind me of my duty. After
all, ’'m an employee. A governess.”

“A woman.”

His voice was low, his hand on her wrist warm. She
didn’t turn to look at him, but she wanted to. When he
moved to stand close to her, her breath hitched and
held, then slowly, slowly, released.

“I have never met anyone like you, Beatrice Sinclair.
What kind of woman are you?”

“One derelict in my duty, Mr. Gordon, as you re-
minded me. Please release me.”

“Tomorrow, perhaps, at dawn.”

He turned her slowly.

A fingertip rested on her bottom lip, tapped it lightly.
“You frighten me a little, you know.”

“Do 177

“My conscience wants to send you in all haste from
this room. After all, I promised to protect you. My cu-
riosity and my need begs you to remain.”

“Then protect me tonight. Protect me from loneli-
ness and despair. From questioning myself, from being
cold.”
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“Beatrice.”

“I can’t explain what I feel, because I've never felt it
before. I have no descriptions for the sensations rushing
through my body, no way to convey the emotions I’'m
feeling. Maybe I need a poem to do so. Or a symphony.
Music, as a way to express words I can’t find.”

“Damn it, Beatrice.”

“Tell me what to do to rid myself of these feelings,
and I'll do it. I won’t trouble you any longer. Is there
something I can drink? Something I can eat? Would
sleep do it?”

“Touch yourself.”

“What?” Shocked, she stared at him.

“Touch yourself and think of me. Hold your breast
and tell yourself Devlen would touch me just this way.
Stroke your nipple, and pretend it’s my tongue. Let
your hands wander over your body until you manage to
convince yourself they’re my hands.”

“If I still crave your touch after that?”

He reached behind her, opened the door, and abruptly
left the room, leaving Beatrice to stare after him.

Did she wait? Or return to her chamber?

After deciding to come to him, she wasn’t going to
leave. She walked to the bed, removing her wrapper,
then mounted the steps and slid beneath the covers,
feeling the shivery chill of the sheets.

Devlen would warm her.

Why was she here? Because she was lonely? Be-
cause he offered her something that had sparked her cu-
riosity? Possibly both reasons, or neither of them.

Her body was capable of so many wondrous feelings,
from first waking in the morning and stretching to feel-
ing the warmth of the sun on her arms to walking bare-
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foot through the spring grass. She could close her eyes
at that moment and recollect the summer breeze across
her cheek or the feel of the linen as she donned her
shift.

What would she recall tomorrow morning?

The room was cold and silent, the only sounds the
tearing wind outside and the hiss and pop of the fire.
Her feet warmed, and she burrowed deeper beneath the
covers, staring up at the ceiling and wondering if she
should have some sort of trepidation for what was soon
to follow.

The door opened then, and she was done with intro-
spection. He closed the door softly and stood with his
back to it, surveying her with a somber look.

“You have time to get out of my bed, Beatrice Sin-
clair,” he said. “But I warn you, if you’re not gone by
the time I get there, you won’t be able to escape.”

“Do I look as if I'm attempting to escape?”” She rose
on her elbow.

“You should. You should be frightened for your life.
I’m offering you nothing, you know.”

“I know.”

Silence stretched between them.

“Where did you go?”

“I hired the maid to sit outside Robert’s room for the
night. She’ll fetch me if he awakes.”

“You’re a better protector than I, Devlen Gordon.”

He didn’t answer her. Instead, he came to the bed,
pulled the covers down, and held out his hand. Curious,
she sat up, then rose to her knees.

Her nightgown was gone in a few swift movements.

“Perhaps you have some experience in this, after
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all,” she said, amazed at the speed with which he’d di-
vested her of her clothing.

“Now’s not the time to discuss my experience.”

“Then pray, remember that, when you would men-
tion my lack of experience.”

“Ah, but you are a virgin. Virgins are special crea-
tures.”

“You make me sound like a unicorn. Surely I'm not
all that rarefied a creature?”

“In my bed you are.”

She shouldn’t have felt a shiver of pleasure at those
words. He hadn’t complimented her, after all.

“So, I'm your first virgin.”

“You needn’t look so pleased,” he said, sitting on
the bed.

“Why ever not? A woman likes to think she is special
to a man in some degree or another. If for no other rea-
son, you’ll remember me because I was a virgin.”

He shook his head, and she couldn’t help but smile. It
amused her to confound Devlen Gordon.

“Have you given no thought to your future?”’

“You mean a child?”

The atmosphere in the room suddenly changed. It
was no longer a secluded bower, a warm oasis from
the cold. The chill of the winter night seeped in
through the windows. Beatrice wouldn’t have been
surprised to look outside the bed to find snow piled
high around it.

Devlen moved from the bed, walking to where the
innkeeper had placed his trunk.

“I hadn’t thought that far ahead,” he said. “But luck-
ily I do not travel unprepared.”
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He returned to the bed holding something in his
hand. Instead of showing it to her, he slid it beneath the
pillow.

“They’re les redingotes anglaises.”

“English riding coats?”

“Precisely. They’re to prevent you from becoming
with child.”

“T’ve chosen well,” she said. “If I had to be deflow-
ered by anyone, it was wise to choose a rake, someone
versed in the skill. Do you make a point of keeping
them next to your candles and your pistols?”

“You sound annoyed.”

“I am not. Truly, I'm not. Very well, I am. I want both
to be protected and to be protected from the knowledge
of being protected.”

“You want to be loved by a rake who’s a virgin.”

“It does sound nonsensical, doesn’t it?”

“It would be better if you went back to your room.
Then we wouldn’t have to discuss English riding coats
or preventing children.”

“Yes,” she said, “it would be better if I went back to
my room.” It was suddenly cold, and she was chilled.
She hadn’t felt so acutely naked before, but she did
now, with her nipples drawing up tight against the chill.

He looked at her intently, and she wished he
wouldn’t. She felt vulnerable now while she hadn’t
been earlier. Instead, she’d been caught up in the daring
of her deed. Now she just felt foolish.

She raised an arm to cover herself and just as she did,
he reached out and prevented her from doing so.

“If you deny me your company for this evening, then
at least let me look my fill. The sight of you will fuel my
dreams.”
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How could he do that? With just a few words, he’d
made her warm again.

She reached out her hand, and he took it. She rose to
her knees, put her hands on his shoulders, and placed a
soft kiss on his cheek.

“Being here is foolish, I know,” she murmured next
to his ear. “But I’m rarely foolish, Devlen.”

“You want a taste of sin.”

She nodded.

“And if you’re ruined for marriage?”

“I’'m not titled. Nor am I wealthy, and I doubt such
considerations will matter if I ever marry. My husband
will have to take me as [ am or not take me at all.”

“You’d bend the rules, Beatrice? Challenge society
itself?”

“I suspect you’ve done your share of bending and
challenging, Devlen Gordon.”

“It’s different for men, I think.”

“Because we are vessels. What an odd way to think
about women, don’t you agree?”

“I don’t believe I’ve ever considered a woman a ves-
sel before, Beatrice.”

“You must have,” she said, drawing back. “If you
hadn’t, you wouldn’t be carrying English riding coats
in your trunk.”

“Why are you so content to get nothing in return?”’

“In return?”

“For the gift of your virginity?”

“Is it a gift? Or a burden?”

“You won’t enjoy it, you know.”

She looked at him for a long moment. “Are you a bad
lover, Devlen? How odd I’d never considered it.”

His smile was barely there, anchored by a wisp of
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emotion. A wish, perhaps, that she would cease ques-
tioning him. Or meekly acquiesce to what she’d already
chosen as her fate.

She sat back on her haunches and regarded him.

He didn’tlook away or appear the least uncomfortable.

Instead, he pulled his stock away from his throat
slowly, so she could almost feel the slow slide of fab-
ric against skin. Then his waistcoat, unbuttoned by
large, long fingers, was falling to the floor with casual
disregard.

“Your valet isn’t here, Devlen,” she said, amused.

“Perhaps I can convince you to straighten up after me.”

“I have one charge. I am in no hurry to gain another.”

How silly she should want to smile at this moment.
The time was not ripe for humor, or the buoyant feeling
in her chest. But she was absurdly happy as she watched
him slowly undress, his gaze still fixed on her face and
her dawning smile.

“You are enjoying this, aren’t you?”’

“The sight of you undressing? Very much. I must ad-
mit, however, I've never actually seen a naked man.” An
instant later, she corrected herself. “Not alive at any rate.”

He halted in the act of unfastening his trousers. “Not
alive?”

“During the epidemic, anyone was pressed into ser-
vice to help bury the dead, Devlen. I was very good at
sewing shrouds.”

“You have a disconcerting habit of flummoxing me
with your conversation, Beatrice Sinclair.”

“You don’t have to call me by my first and last name,
you know. You could call me Beatrice. Or my middle
name.”

“Angelica?”
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“No, nothing so ironic. Angel and devil.” She smiled.
“Anne. Much more prosaic.”

“At first glance, however, Beatrice, it would not seem
you’re the angel in this mix. I suggest you’re the dev-
ilish one.”

“Really?” She was absurdly delighted by his com-
ment.

He sat at the end of the bed, removed his boots and
stockings, then slipped his trousers off his long, long legs.

“My,” she said, and then fell into a long silence, in-
terrupted only by the wind pushing against the window-
pane. “Have you always been so large?”

A bark of laughter had her lifting her gaze to his face.

“Not a question I've ever been asked before,” he ad-
mitted. “T don’t think I was this large as a boy, no.”

“Is it practice that makes it large? Does it get larger
the more you use it?”

“Where do you get these questions?”

“Curiosity. I’ve always been curious.”

“I find it oddly disconcerting to be questioned about
my sexual exploits.”

“Have you had none?”

He startled her by jumping onto the end of the bed.
“Enough, Beatrice Sinclair. You have the devil’s own
tongue.”

“Thank you,” she said, and was further surprised by
his dawning smile.

“Whatever for?”

“For not regaling me with stories of your conquests.”

“That wouldn’t be well-done of me, would it, Bea-
trice?” He leaned over and kissed her on the nose, a
thoroughly confusing kiss.

He knelt before her, allowing her to look her fill.
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She should have turned away, perhaps. But then, she
shouldn’t have been here at all. Instead, she looked,
starting at his shoulders, rounded with muscle, to his
chest, crafted like a Roman soldier’s hammered
breastplate, to his lean hips, to other places far more
interesting.

“You look, dare I say it, enthralled.”

“I’ve not had the opportunity to witness a naked man
so close.”

“One who’s alive.”

She nodded.

“I trust you approve of the sight.”

“You’re very beautiful. Do many women tell you
that?”

“Considering the circumstances, perhaps it would be
better if we didn’t discuss other women.”

“That means they have, of course,” she said, stretch-
ing out her hand. Before she could touch him, she
halted, her fingers resting on his thigh. As she watched,
his manhood grew, stretching like a sleeping snake.

Oh my.

He picked up her hand and placed it on him.

“You’re very warm,” she said, when she’d regained
the use of her voice. The comment came out as a croak.
“Almost hot,” she added.

His skin could burn her. She brushed the back of her
hand against his thigh, and watched as his eyes half
closed. He was like a cat she could pet. A warm cat
who’d been sunning in the window. The fine black hair
on his skin was not unlike a pelt. But there all resem-
blance to a domesticated animal fled from her mind. He
was not a tame Kkitty, even though he was sitting pa-
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tiently beneath her touch. His muscles were taut, his ex-
pression one of barely restrained civility.

His hand clenched, then moved to rest against her
breast, to cup it as if to measure it against his palm. Her
breast looked small and white and defenseless against
his hand and she wanted to urge him to take some care
with her. With all of her, naked and trembling yet too
wild for maidenhood.

His thumb strummed against the tip of her breast,
and she closed her eyes at the feeling. A sound trapped
inside of her escaped through her tightened lips. A soft
moan, or a sigh, no more than that.

Suddenly, she was on her back, and he was above her.

“Last time, Beatrice Sinclair, unicorn, if you will.”

“I wish you’d urge me to stay with as much eager-
ness as you urge me to flee.”

“I only wish to give you fair warning.”

“It cannot be such a dour thing, Devlen, or the world
would not hold it in such esteem. Nor would preachers
sermonize about the doom and gloom of hell. Do only
men enjoy it?”

“The first time, I’m afraid so.”

“Then shall we dispense with the first time as quickly
as possible? I shall hold you blameless if I feel the least
bit ill from it.”

“It’s not a purgative, Beatrice.”

“At least that, Devlen, or you wouldn’t be warning
me s0.”

He bent and kissed her and there were no more warn-
ings. Or if he ventured any, she was not in the mood to
hear them. His kisses were hot and drugging, leading
her into a state of nothingness she’d never before
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known, a place where only sensation ruled. The touch
of the tip of his tongue against her mouth, the soft sigh
he made when deepening the kiss, the taste of him were
all things she noted with the small part of her mind not
adrift in wonder. The rest of her was aflame, curling be-
neath his fingers, his palms, her skin ablaze with feel-
ing. Not even her toes were exempt from sensation,
because they brushed against the long, wiry hair on his
legs, and teased the soles of his feet.

She undulated like a wild thing, arching and retreat-
ing, enjoying each touch. He palmed her breasts, and
she marveled they’d never been so sensitive. His thumb
reached out and with his forefinger, teased her nipples,
and she knew she’d never again be unaware of herself
and her capacity for sheer enjoyment.

When his fingers explored her intimately, spreading
swollen folds and entering her, it was as if he was
demonstrating to her the body she’d inhabited all these
years. His thumb bore down on one spot, his fingers
curled into her, and she arched her back in an effort to
get closer to him. Her arms wrapped around his shoul-
ders and her lips pressed against his ear and it still
wasn’t close enough. Not nearly enough.

His fingers flicked against her. She felt caught up in a
whirlwind, a vortex that was sucking her higher and
higher. He whispered something to her, some words
that had no meaning because she’d lost the ability to fil-
ter sound, so entranced was she in the magic he’d cre-
ated with his touch.

She reached out with one hand and pressed against
his fingers, urgent in a way she couldn’t articulate. He
said something else, and the only thing she noted was
the amusement in his tone.
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There was nothing remotely funny about what she
was feeling.

He inserted another finger into her, his murmur less
amused than coaxing. His thumb was insistent, prob-
ing, magic. Suddenly, her mind numbed, the sensation
silvery, an explosion that crested, halting her breath.
She hung, suspended, in midair, then exhaled a sigh,
floating back to earth slowly on a current of bliss.

Devlen slid his hand beneath the pillow. He pulled
away from her, and when he returned, he entered her
with a smooth and practiced movement.

Just as swiftly, the bliss she’d felt turned to discomfort.

“No.”

He halted, staring down at her, gripping the pillow on
either side of her head.

“No?”

She nodded.

“For the love of God, Beatrice, you can’t say no now!”

“You won’t fit, Devlen. [ know you think you can, but
it’s all too obvious you won’t.”

He sighed, and lowered himself until he rested his
forehead against hers. “Let me show you, Beatrice. Re-
member how I said it wouldn’t be very comfortable?”

She nodded again.

“This is the not-comfortable part. But I promise, I
shall be very kind.”

“Am I still a virgin?”

“Only half.”

“Then, please, finish.”

“If you’re sure?”

She nodded for the third time and was rewarded by
his very determined expression.

He withdrew, and surged forward, and she immedi-



256 KAREN RANNEY

ately wanted to scream at him that he hadn’t been kind
at all. She felt stretched and invaded, and where he
rested it burned. But then he withdrew once more, and
this time she did scream, but only a little as he buried
himself to the hilt in her.

She closed her eyes and tried to distance herself from
what she was feeling.

“Beatrice?”

“Yes?”

“Are you crying?”

“A little.”

“I’m very sorry, but I did tell you.”

“Do you feel better being right, Devlen?”

“Not appreciably.”

“Is it very enjoyable for you?”

“Not at the moment, no.”

“I don’t think I'm a virgin anymore, am 1?”

“Definitely not.”

“Well, that’s done.”

A moment passed, and she realized he was still hard
inside her, a state of affairs that surely wasn’t right.
Short of asking him to hurry up and finish, however,
what did a virgin do?

“Devlen?”

“Yes, Beatrice.”

“Are you waiting for something?”

“For you to grow accustomed to me.”

“I doubt that will ever happen, Devlen. You mustn’t
wait any longer.”

“I’ve never been asked to depart with such grace,
Beatrice.”

She didn’t have anything to say to that, so she re-
mained silent.
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“You’re quite large.”

“That’s a compliment, you know. Thank you.”

“I feel very small in return.”

“You’re supposed to be. You’re a virgin.”

She flexed her internal muscles, trying to ease the
ache. He glanced down at her and smiled.

“That feels interesting, Beatrice.”

“Can you feel that?”

“Too much more, and so will you.”

She did it again, and he closed his eyes.

“Beatrice.”

Once more and he moved, raising himself on his
forearms and looking down at her as he did so. The dis-
comfort wasn’t quite as bad this time.

Once, twice, three times he surged into her, and
when he did, she flexed her muscles. Several more min-
utes went by, with him moving above and in her. Her
discomfort had almost completely eased now, but his,
evidently, had not.

Devlen’s expression was almost pained, his eyes
closed, his movements more and more forceful and less
restrained. She was being moved with each forward
thrust, until she placed her hands on the headboard,
palms upside down, bracing herself as he surged into her.

Suddenly, he made a sound and collapsed against
her, his breathing ragged, his heart beating so franti-
cally she feared for him.

A moment later he raised his head, his face flushed,
his eyes sparkling wildly.

“You’re wondering what the hell you’ve done.”

“You were right. It wasn’t very enjoyable. Oh, there
was a moment there, but . . .7

“On the whole, you’d rather not have done it.”
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She nodded.

“I very much regret that fact, Beatrice. I shall have to
change your mind.”

She shook her head. She didn’t want to do this
again. Ever.

He lay beside her and held her close, but the comfort
of his embrace didn’t make up for her soreness or the
lingering discomfort.

However, she couldn’t berate herself until dawn
came. She gave up, sighed deeply, and surrendered to
sleep.



Chapter 23
~OC_~—

The first thing Beatrice was aware of the next
morning was Devlen leaving the bed. He went to
the window and opened the sash, scooping the snow off
the sill and forming it into a ball. He closed the window
with his elbow and returned to the bed and did some-
thing utterly shocking: he placed the ball of snow be-
tween her legs and pressed it against her.

She nearly flew off the bed.

“Devlen! What are you doing?”

“Be still,” he said. “Try to bear it as long as you can.
The snow will help the swelling.”

She subsided against the pillows.

“You’ll be sore, but there’s nothing I can do about
that.”

“I think I'm numb,” she said. “Hasn’t it been long
enough?”

He removed the snow for a moment, but then when

259
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she thought he might cease his ministrations, pressed
the snow to her again.

“For someone who has never had a virgin in his bed,
you seem to know a great deal about the care and feed-
ing of them.”

“Unicorns,” he said, smiling.

There was nothing else for her to do but lie back and
enjoy being cared for, albeit in such an intimate man-
ner. His attitude, his entire demeanor, made it so casual
that she couldn’t help but be grateful.

When he was done, and most of the snow melted, he
dumped the rest of it in the basin and pressed the towel
against her. True to his word, she felt better already.

“I should be leaving,” she said, glancing out the win-
dow. Dawn was already lightening the sky.

He nodded and stood, returning to the window.

“It hasn’t snowed for quite a few hours. We’ll be able
to travel today.”

She sat up in the bed, folding the towel he’d placed be-
neath her. The silence stretching between them wasn’t so
much awkward as it was filled with unspoken thoughts.

She wanted to thank him for his care of her, and his
honesty. She wanted to explain why she’d come to his
room, what she’d wanted from him. He’d eased her
loneliness and satisfied her curiosity, but in doing so
had only incited so many other questions.

If she asked him, would he give her the truth?

Why were men the only ones allowed pleasure? Was
it because women were given the greater blessing of
carrying a child? Was she odd in wanting to experience
the same type of bliss Devlen had felt?

She slid off the edge of the bed and donned first her
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nightgown, then her wrapper. Still, he didn’t turn from
the window, obviously impervious to the cold or to the
fact he was naked in full view of anyone who might
look up.

What a sight they would see.

“I’m going now,” she said, and only then did he turn.
His gaze, when he looked at her, was somber. There
was not a remnant of the sparkle in his eyes. His mouth
looked like he had never smiled, and his face might
have been etched in marble, so stern and unapproach-
able was he at that moment. If she’d never before
known him, he would have given her pause. She might
have been afraid of him, or at the very least wary. But
they’d shared their bodies the night before, and he’d
cared for her only minutes earlier.

“Let me go and dismiss the maid. If you have no care
for your reputation, at least [ do.”

When he returned, he didn’t glance at her. “Go and
wake Robert. Tell him I want to get an early start.” She
nodded.

“We’ll break our fast on the road. I'll have the
innkeeper pack us a basket.”

Once again, she nodded, his perfect servant.

She opened the door, glanced at him once more, but
he’d turned back to stare out the window again. In the
reflection, however, he was looking at her. She drew the
wrapper closer at her throat as if to hide all the places
on her body where his hands had made a mark, where
his whiskers had abraded her, where his lips had sucked
and his tongue touched.

But she didn’t say a word as she closed the door be-
hind her, regret thick in the air.
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The sun was so bright against the drifts of snow that
Beatrice had to shield her eyes from the glare.

Robert grumbled as they left the inn and entered the
carriage. She ignored his complaints about the early
hour, that he was hungry, cold, and tired.

“It doesn’t do any good to complain endlessly. It
doesn’t make a situation easier to endure.”

To her surprise, he subsided against the seat, folded
his arms across his chest, and remained silent until
Devlen joined them.

“How long until we get to Edinburgh, Devlen?”

Devlen closed the door behind him, choosing to sit
beside Beatrice. He had never done that before and she
rearranged her skirts twice before realizing what she
was doing.

“In fair weather, it would be a matter of hours,
Robert. But with the snowdrifts, I’ve no idea. If the
roads are impassable, we’ll simply have to turn around
and come back.”

“But I want to get to Edinburgh.”

Beatrice leveled a look at him, almost daring him to
have a tantrum at this particular moment. She was in no
mood for petulant dukes, or ill-mannered children.

To his credit, Robert was very good at reading her
expression, because once again he sank back against
the seat without another word.

Devlen tapped on the top of the roof twice, a signal
to the driver. The carriage began to move, the horses
evidently restive and willing to show their mettle.

Twice they were forced to stop because of the ice. The
driver and Devlen laid down a bed of straw, a large bun-
dle of which had been purchased from the innkeeper
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and now sat atop the carriage for just such a use. Other
than those two occasions, the journey was uneventful.
As the day lengthened and grew warmer, the snow be-
gan to melt, and the danger was getting trapped by the
muddy roads.

Beatrice had heard about Edinburgh all her life. Her
father was enamored of the city and once they’d actu-
ally had the funds to take a coach there. He’d conferred
with an academic friend, and they’d stayed in the man’s
narrow little house in a tiny airless room. The discom-
fort of their visit had never mattered to her father,
who’d regaled Beatrice with every single sight of his-
torical interest and the history of each.

As they drove into the city, she experienced an in-
credible sense of sadness. Her father would have been
so happy to have been able to return here. As she looked
around, she could almost hear him exclaim at all the
changes that had taken place since she was fifteen and a
wide-eyed girl.

She knew the city was divided into two sections,
called Old Town and New Town, and she wasn’t appre-
ciably surprised when the carriage continued toward
the newer section of the city. They stopped in front of a
set of iron gates and waited as two men appeared and
swung them inward.

Beneath the folds of her skirts, Devlen’s hand found
hers. He gave her a reassuring squeeze, as if she were a
child frightened of the dark.

She turned and looked at him, but he was staring out
the window. She did the same, pretending an interest in
the scenery rather than the feel of his warm fingers in-
tertwined with hers.

Here, in the city, the snow had not been so plentiful,
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but what still lay on the road and on the trees was a
sparkling mantle. The carriage turned, traveling down a
wide road of crushed shells. A few moments later, she
glimpsed his house for the first time, an enormous man-
sion easily the equal in size to Castle Crannoch, set in
the middle of a parkland.

She’d heard Devlen described as wealthy, had known
he had some business affairs, but until this moment,
she’d not considered exactly who Devlen Gordon
might be. As she stared at the house, she realized she’d
misjudged him again.

“What kind of businesses do you have?”

He turned and looked at her. “Do you want the types
of industries, or a listing of the companies I own?”

“What’s shorter?”

He smiled. “The industries. The companies take up
two pages in my ledger. There’s shipping, textiles, im-
port and export. I build things, and I make soap.”

“Soap?”

“The soap making is a new venture, I confess. But
we’ve been experimenting with putting all different
types of scents into soap.”

“Is that why you always smell so wonderful?”

His smile dimmed, and he glanced at Robert. What
would he have done if Robert hadn’t been in the car-
riage? She didn’t have a chance to wonder, because he
continued with his litany.

“I make a great many things as well. Nails, for exam-
ple. And cotton. There’s a new loom I'm trying out. Do
not, I pray you, forget about my ships or my glass-
works. Plus, I’'m negotiating for a company that makes
gunpowder.”

“I had no idea.”
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“Did you think me a hedonist?”

She shook her head. She hadn’t thought of him as an
industrialist, a man interested in glassworks and ammu-
nition. When she thought of him, it was as he’d first ap-
peared to her, sitting in his carriage, or teasing her in
Robert’s sitting room.

Devlen’s house was built of red brick, three stories
tall with two wings outstretched like arms around the
curved drive. A dozen white-framed windows
stretched along each floor. The entrance was a double
white door level with the drive, a sedate brass knocker
the only ornamentation.

The house was as far from Castle Crannoch as she
could imagine.

As she exited the coach, and stood smoothing down
her skirts, Beatrice had the oddest notion her cottage
could have fit inside his home at least thirty times over.
Devlen extended his arm to her and she took it as if she
were accustomed to always visiting such a magnificent
place on the arm of its owner.

Robert, not content to walk sedately, gamboled in
front of them. She didn’t bother to correct him. The last
several hours in the coach had only bottled up his ener-
gies. Better he should expend them now than when he
needed to be on his best manners.

She and Devlen were silent as the door opened. They
still had not spoken of the night before. It might not
have ever happened except in her memory or except for
the small aches and pains reminding her it was all too
real. At the moment, Devlen felt like a stranger, proper
and hospitable. They might never have talked or shared
a meal or been intimate.

She had no inkling of his life, and how could he pos-
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sibly understand what she’d gone through in the last
year? Every single conversation came back to her and
replayed itself as she made her way across the gravel
drive, still holding on to the arm of the man who’d
taken her virginity. The stranger who’d been almost a
friend until this moment, until her awareness of the vast
gulf separating them.

A man stepped out in front of the door and nodded to
two footmen. Like marionettes, they bowed to Devlen
before opening the door. Robert preceded them, silent
for once.

Once inside the foyer, she stopped and looked around
her, her breath leaving her in a gasp. She couldn’t swal-
low, and she was certain she couldn’t speak. Neither
Robert nor Devlen acted as if anything was amiss.

The foyer was three stories tall with sunlight pouring
down onto the tile floor. In the ceiling was a rotunda fitted
with at least a dozen panes of glittering glass. Surround-
ing the carved dome were a dozen birds in all shapes and
sizes, carved from plaster and incredibly lifelike.

The tile floor beneath her feet was black and white in
alternating squares. In a smaller space the pattern
would have been overwhelming, but the entranceway
of Devlen’s home stretched on forever.

Ahead of them was a massive round mahogany table
resting on a single pedestal. In the middle of it was a sil-
ver epergne filled with flowers.

“You have flowers,” she said, grateful to note she’d
been able to form a coherent sentence. “There’s snow
on the ground, but you have flowers.”

“There are greenhouses behind the house. We have
flowers year 'round.”



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 267

“Of course you do,” she said, sounding a great deal
more cosmopolitan than she felt. “You have a great
many parties here, don’t you? Balls, and the like.”

“I’ve entertained some, yes.” He looked amused.

She felt like a country girl who’d never been far from
Kilbridden Village. But she’d come to Edinburgh be-
fore, had seen the sights. But she’d never thought to
stay in one of the wonders of the city, to reside in one of
its stately mansions. Devlen’s house was far more
grand than anything she could have imagined.

“You could fit an orchestra into one corner of the
foyer and it would barely be noticed.”

“Actually, they play on the second floor. There’s a
ballroom there.”

She didn’t have a chance to ask any more questions.
A woman was walking down the hall, her look smooth-
ing from surprise to one of welcome.

“Sir, I didn’t expect to see you back so soon.”

“Castle Crannoch proved to be inhospitable, Mrs.
Anderson. I trust you will not be discommoded by our
unexpected guests?”

“Of course not, sir. You know our guest chambers are
always ready for any of your friends.”

Exactly how many friends did Devlen have? And
how often did they stay at his home? That she would
even entertain such thoughts was an indication of how
disoriented she was. His life was none of her concern.

Mrs. Anderson glanced in her direction, then imme-
diately dismissed her to smile at Robert.

“Your Grace,” she said, performing a very credible
curtsy considering the woman was not young. “What a
pleasure to have you with us again.”
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“Thank you, Mrs. Anderson,” Robert said without
being prompted. But his next words were not so polite.
“Do you have any of those chocolate biscuits?”

“I believe we can find some for you, Your Grace.
Shall I send them up to your room?”

To his credit, Robert glanced in Beatrice’s direction.
“Is it all right, Miss Sinclair?”

“Since breakfast was a long time ago, it’s very all
right.”

“Perhaps you would like some biscuits as well,” Dev-
len said with a smile. “Mrs. Anderson?”

Once again the woman glanced at her, then away.

“I can have lunch in the family dining room in a mat-
ter of moments, sir.”

“I think we’re more tired than hungry, Mrs. Ander-
son. It’s been an eventful journey. We can subsist on
biscuits for now, but let’s plan on an early dinner.”

“Of course, sir.”

“Miss Sinclair is Robert’s governess and will be
staying with us as well.”

“Miss Sinclair.” Mrs. Anderson executed a stiff incli-
nation of the head while her lips curved in an infinitesi-
mal smile barely warmer than the frosty weather
outside. What concessions she made to politeness were
for Devlen’s benefit entirely, and they both knew it.

“I’ll show you to your room.”

“That is not necessary, Mrs. Anderson,” Devlen said,
all cordial hospitality. “I’ll show Miss Sinclair her
chamber. The blue room, I think.”

“It’s quite some distance from the Duke’s apart-
ments, sir.”

For a moment, the two of them, servant and em-
ployer, just stared at each other.
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“Quite right, Mrs. Anderson,” Devlen said finally.
“Miss Sinclair is His Grace’s governess, not his nurse. |
think the blue room will do fine.”

This time the smile he received was at least as wintry
as the one bestowed upon Beatrice. Mrs. Anderson ob-
viously didn’t approve.

Beatrice’s cheeks felt warm, but she didn’t say a
word as she followed Devlen and Robert up the sweep-
ing staircase. She’d thought the architecture at Castle
Crannoch impressive, but it was no match for this mag-
nificent home in the middle of Edinburgh.

“How many people do you employ?” she asked, not
merely to make conversation. She was genuinely inter-
ested.

“Seventeen. A damn sight more than at Castle Cran-
noch.”

“Don’t forget the stables, Devlen. He has four
groomsmen and a stable master, too, Miss Sinclair.”

“Truly?”

“My horses are at least as important as any dust that
might appear in my home,” he said, but blunted the
edge of his comment with a smile. “I will have to show
you my horses, Miss Sinclair.”

“I’m lamentably ignorant when it comes to horses,”
she confessed. “We’ve never kept any, and they always
seemed so very large.”

“We shall have to see if we can add to your educa-
tion. And Robert’s. We’ll consider it a lesson, perhaps.”

They were on the second floor now, looking down at
the foyer and up to the sunlit dome at the top of the
house. She could see the birds more clearly, each so or-
nately carved and true to life they looked as if they
could all fly away in a flutter of wings.
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“What kind of bird is that?” she asked, extending
her arm and pointing to one particularly odd looking
specimen.

“A white pelican. Indigenous to North America.”

He was looking at her oddly, and she supposed she
was acting irrational. But she couldn’t get over the im-
pression she’d totally misjudged Devlen Gordon. It
wasn’t because of his wealth, but because of his indus-
try. He was genuinely excited when he was talking
about making soap, of all things.

She’d always admired people who had a fire inside,
who knew exactly what they wanted to do or to be in
life and who pursued it with single-minded ambition.

Because she was female, she was supposed to want,
first, to be a wife, then a mother. Any other interests she
pursued would be supplanted by those roles. Except, of
course, she was lacking sufficient suitors, and she had
only one true talent: she was very, very good at sur-
vival. In the last year she’d managed to stay alive, and
that was still her primary goal and focus.

Devlen led the way down the corridor, and she fol-
lowed, wondering how close her room would be to his.
Had he shocked his housekeeper? Should she protest?

She wished he wouldn’t look at her in quite that way,
out of the corner of his eye, as if measuring the distance
between them. Then he would always follow up that
glance with another one toward Robert.

There were too many emotions, too many feelings to
sort out, too much had happened in the last day, and
she’d yet to reason it all through. First, the birds dying,
then this hasty retreat to Edinburgh, and finally, most
importantly, last night.

What a fool she’d been. What a silly, idiotic fool.
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And yet, if the circumstances were the same again, she
would no doubt do exactly what she’d done last night.
Lovemaking was overrated and painful, but at least she
had experienced it.

She was no longer simply Beatrice Sinclair, of Kil-
bridden Village. She was Beatrice Sinclair, the gov-
erness of the Duke of Brechin. A woman whose
virginity had been taken by Devlen Gordon, industrial-
ist extraordinaire.

When the time came for her to return to her village,
she would never again be the same gray, nondescript
person she had been. People would notice her, if for no
other reason than the look of nostalgia in her eyes.

When the time came. She couldn’t predict how many
weeks or months or days it might be until he sent her
from Edinburgh, until Robert went off to school, until
Cameron Gordon was so incensed by the fact they’d
left Castle Crannoch that he dismissed her.

Time was not one of those commodities she could
predict with any certainty. Nor could she gauge another
human being’s behavior or actions. Therefore, she’d
have to be content with simply living each day to its full
measure, to savoring all she could when it was placed
before her. If she were at a banquet, she’d be foolish to
deny her hunger.

At least for the next few days, she’d be living in a
beautiful home in the middle of an exciting city, with a
man as handsome and distracting as Devlen Gordon.

Devlen halted before a chamber door. Robert had lost
no time opening the door and inspecting the premises.

“You haven’t changed it,” he said.

“Why should I?” Devlen asked. “It’s your room. I
promised you that, the last time you were here.”
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Robert nodded, but still went from wardrobe to
chest, opening doors and drawers as if to acquaint him-
self with the contents and ensure himself nothing was
missing.

“Your room is in the next wing,” Devlen said. “Come
and see, Robert. In case you need your governess.”

“We shan’t be having lessons, shall we, Miss Sin-
clair?” he asked, as they walked down the hall. “This is
a holiday, isn’t it? Because of the birds?”

She glanced at Devlen, then away, startled to find
he’d been watching her. “We should find a schoolroom
here. Your lessons shouldn’t be neglected.”

His mouth was set in a mulish pout, but after looking
at Devlen, he evidently thought better of protesting
right at that moment.

Devlen halted before another door, turned the han-
dle, and threw the door open wide for her.

The chamber she’d been given was unlike anything
she’d ever seen. The predominant color was blue, from
the draperies in front of the long windows to those that
hung at the corners of the four-poster atop the dais. The
mattress was easily double the size of the one she’d
slept on at Castle Crannoch and covered with a thickly
embroidered coverlet, again in blue, with a medallion
of gold in the center. In the middle of the ceiling was a
second medallion, this one in ivory, directly over a
blue-and-gold-flowered carpet.

The furnishings were perfectly proportioned for the
room’s dimensions. A vanity with delicately turned
legs sat against one wall, swags of blue damask match-
ing the bed hangings draped from the mirror perched
halfway up the wall down to the floor, where they pud-
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dled in large folds. A washstand in the corner was par-
tially concealed by a folding screen, and a small secre-
tary sat next to the window. The writing surface sat
open, a quill, inkstand, and a supply of paper lay in
readiness as if to welcome a correspondent.

“If you need anything, Miss Sinclair, all you need do
is summon a maid.” Devlen walked to the bell rope near
the fireplace and fingered the tassel.

“Thank you,” she said. “This is all rather grand.”

“So are you.”

For a moment she only stared at him, startled by his
words. What could she possibly say to that?

There was something about him that would have at-
tracted her even if they’d met on a street in a crowded
city. She would have looked back at him if their car-
riages had passed, if she’d walked near him, if she’d
been introduced to him by a mutual friend.

She might have caused a scandal anywhere, at any
time.

“Devlen,” she said in warning.

He only smiled, turned, and glanced at Robert, who
was investigating the balcony beyond the French doors.

“My chamber is across the hall.”

An arrangement similar to that at the inn. Did he
think she was going to come and visit him?

“No wonder Mrs. Anderson was scandalized.”

“Mrs. Anderson is an employee.”

“Soam1”

“Ah, but I don’t pay your salary. My father does. So
technically, you aren’t.”

“You look at the finer point of things, Devlen.”

“I’m trained to do so.”
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She was as well, and yet she didn’t think like him.
Her education had been in using her mind to analyze a
point, to converse in one of three languages, to consider
the past. She had no experience in shading the truth or
cutting the corners from it.

The moment the door closed behind him, Robert in
tow, she let out a breath she hadn’t been aware she’d
been holding.

What on earth had she done?

It was one thing, her father had always said, to make
a mistake. Quite another to refuse to admit it.

We are, Beatrice, my dear, a strange and wondrous
species. We go willy-nilly through life making mistake
after mistake, only at the end of it to look back and see
where our course should have been corrected, made
less difficult by a simple turn.

She needed to make a turn now, that was evident,
needed a room in the servants’ quarters, and not be
treated as if she were a beloved guest. Nor should she
be across the hall from Devlen’s own suite of rooms.

Her cheeks warmed even further at the thought of
Mrs. Anderson’s pursed lips and disapproving glance.
No doubt the woman knew, almost as if she had been
standing outside the room last night, exactly what had
transpired between them.

Anyone who happened to interpret the glances be-
tween them would know. Even Robert had looked
from one to the other, curiously, as if he’d sensed an
undercurrent.

Very well, she’d been foolish, but if they still took
precautions, there was nothing to be concerned about
other than her slightly dented reputation. That was
something that needn’t carry further than Devlen and
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her. No one in her tiny village would know. No one at
Castle Crannoch would have any inkling. Therefore, if
she wished, she could return there almost as if she were
unsullied and pure and as maidenly as she had been two
nights ago.

In actuality, she couldn’t see what all the fuss was
about. Lovemaking might prove to be very pleasurable
to men, but women must simply grit their teeth and
pray during the entire experience.

Besides, she had more to be concerned about than
her reputation. There was Robert’s safety and the mys-
tery of who wanted him harmed, or dead. There was the
uncertainty of his future—and hers. At this point, she
couldn’t even imagine returning to Castle Crannoch.

Although it was only early afternoon, she was tired.
The night before had been filled with a fitful sleep. She
was unused to sleeping beside another person and
found herself awake more often than not, looking at
Devlen as he slept.

Would it be acceptable to take a nap? Or would it be
considered unpardonably rude?

The question was answered a few minutes later
when she responded to a knock at the door. For one
moment, she hoped it wasn’t Devlen, coming to speak
with her. He would kiss her, she knew, and the meaning
of his longing glances were clear enough. He wanted to
replicate what had transpired between them the night
before.

How did she tell him no?

But it wasn’t Devlen after all, for which she was
grateful, but a footman bringing her valise. Behind him
was Mrs. Anderson, bearing a tray.

“Mr. Gordon asked me to bring you something to eat,
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miss. He thought you might be tired and would like to
rest.”

She nodded, feeling tongue-tied and shy in the pres-
ence of the older woman.

“Thank you,” she said, after the woman had placed
the tray down on the table. “It looks delicious.”

“It’s just some greens and some soup. Along with
one of Cook’s tarts. Mr. Gordon is very partial to
Cook’s apple tarts.”

“I appreciate your efforts on my behalf.”

“It’s what I would do for any of Mr. Gordon’s guests.”

“Does he have many?”

“It’s not for me to say.”

After the woman left, she sat at the table and ate the
meal, finding it tastier than anything she’d eaten at Cas-
tle Crannoch.

Once done, she removed her dress and her stays, and
placed the garments in the armoire before retrieving
her wrapper from the valise. She crawled into the big,
wide bed and slid beneath the covers, thinking heaven
itself could not feel more sumptuous.

Wealth could not bring a man happiness, she’d al-
ways been told, a saying she questioned as she bur-
rowed into the feather pillow. Perhaps it couldn’t buy
happiness, but it certainly could provide comfort.

Devlen had a hundred things he could do, a dozen
things that must be done. There were, no doubt, people
waiting for him in his office to make decisions. He
needed to go by the shipyards, and the new machinery
was due to be delivered to the warehouse he was con-
verting to a textile factory.
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Instead, he sat in Beatrice’s room, watching her
while she slept.

If nothing else, he could be interviewing Robert,
coaxing details from the boy about the poisoning of the
birds, and the shot in the forest.

His mind shied away from doing that, and it didn’t
require any great thought to understand why. His father
had always wanted to be duke. Enough to kill a child?

He would have to protect Robert, at least until he de-
termined who was at the bottom of the incidents sur-
rounding him. Who had shot at him, and who had
poisoned his food? Why would anyone want to kill the
boy? His thoughts came full circle, back to his father.

Tomorrow, he would visit with his solicitor, have him
send something to his father. Anything to keep
Cameron away from Robert, at least until Devlen could
assure Robert’s safety. Castle Crannoch wasn’t the
place for the boy. For the time being, Robert would re-
main with him. At least in Edinburgh he was safe.

His bachelor life could be expanded somewhat to in-
clude a child. He was growing tired of the endless
round of parties and entertainments. The idea of stay-
ing in was growing in appeal.

How much did Beatrice Sinclair have to do with that
idea? Probably too much to warrant investigation. He
hadn’t lied to her—he thought virgins too much trou-
ble. She, especially, with her air of directness and her
way of puncturing his conscience.

He’d eschewed the substances in life proving to be
addictive. He didn’t indulge in opium, or too much
drink. While he engaged in selective breeding of his
horses, and treated them well, he didn’t think that
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hobby a vice. He’d been attracted to gambling, only to
find himself feeling certain that he’d been singled out
to be different. When he won, he felt as if his luck was
special, his destiny unique. He’d felt blessed, as if a
light from heaven shone down on him to illuminate to
the rest of the world that he, alone, was anointed.

He had to almost lose his fortune before he realized
what a fool he’d been.

Was Beatrice as dangerous as gambling?

She was proving to be a distraction of major propor-
tions. He anticipated her smile, and he wanted to hear
her laugh. Deflowering her had been one of the single
most unforgettable experiences of his life. He hadn’t
wanted to cause her pain, and had felt acute regret when
he’d done so, enough that his own pleasure had been
muted. When she’d carefully avoided him this morn-
ing, he’d wanted to enfold her in his arms, kiss her ten-
derly, and tell her the experience would be a better one
the next time. But it was all too obvious she wanted
nothing to do with any further forays into passion.

Was that why he was here?

Perhaps he was more concerned about his reputation
as a lover. He couldn’t let her continue with the thought
that lovemaking was a painful event, especially with
him. That’s what it was—he was simply concerned she
not have a bad opinion of his skills.

He smiled in the darkness, amused by his attempts at
delusion.

There was none so blind as he who will not see. Who
said that? And did he ever sit in a darkened bedroom
and gaze at the object who was causing him so much
mental discomfort, feeling helpless and wanting?

She had the power to charm him, keep him awake.
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From the moment he’d met her, only weeks ago, he’d
been fascinated.

He had a hundred acquaintances, but few friends. He
wasn’t given to confidences, and he was so single-
minded and focused in his work that he was impatient
with the necessities of friendship. He didn’t want to
spend any time cultivating an acquaintance into a
friend, didn’t want to spend the time to listen to their
travails, their thoughts, or the experiences of their days.
There were only so many hours in each day, and he
spent most of them productively.

For the first time he felt the lack of friendship,
acutely lonely in a way that surprised him at his core.
Was that another aspect to his life brought about by
Beatrice Sinclair?

She was proving to be quite an irritant.

It occurred to him then, as he sat in the darkness, that
she occupied the role of friend more closely than any-
one ever had. He actually wanted to hear her thoughts,
and had solicited her opinions quite often. The way her
mind worked was vastly fascinating to him to a degree
that startled him.

That was it. She was simply a friend, and he was act-
ing in a capacity of friendship. That was all.

This time, he didn’t smile at his delusion.



Chapter 24
~OC—

When Beatrice awoke, the drapes had been closed
against the night. She lay there in the dark, dis-
oriented at first before she pieced everything together.
She was in Edinburgh, the city she’d always wanted to
revisit. Her parents and her friends were dead, her life
had changed drastically. The man she’d taken as her
lover was, for all intents and purposes, her employer,
and he’d given her this lovely room.

In exchange for her virginity?

How foolish a thought if it were true. Devlen owed her
nothing. Although the experiment itself had a disappoint-
ing outcome, she would not have traded the experience.

Knowledge was never to be shunned.

She sat up and wished whoever had closed the drapes
had thought to light a candle or a lamp. But just as she
was wondering where there might be a box of matches,
she heard a sound. A rustle of fabric, a movement of a

280
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shoe against the flowered carpet, no more than that, but
it had the power to freeze her.

She gripped the sheet and pulled it up to her chin.

“Who’s there?”

“Forgive me,” Devlen said. He struck a match and in-
stantly, an oil lamp flared to life. His shadow grew to
encompass the corner where he sat, looming to a point
on the ceiling.

He stood, and his shadow danced down to a normal
size even as the man himself grew taller.

“How long have you been there? Have you been
watching me sleep?”

“Not long. I had plans to take you on a carriage ride
at sundown, but time got away from us.”

“I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to sleep so late.”

“You were tired. Neither of us got much sleep last
night.”

“No.” She was proud of the fact she could sound so
calm when speaking of last night. How utterly civilized
both of them were being. Usually, such circumstance
might lead to high drama, but she couldn’t imagine
Devlen Gordon being histrionic about anything, let
alone the seduction of a woman of some naiveté.

“Could we go tomorrow night?”’

“We can do anything you wish.” He’d reached the
side of the bed now and leaned over to smooth her hair
back from her cheek. She’d not thought to braid it, and
it would take some time to rid it of its tangles.

She wished he’d not seen her in such disarray.

The oil lamp barely illuminated the room; they were
two shadows approaching each other.

“I really should see about Robert.”
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“He’s fine. He’s pestering the cook for more biscuits
and grateful you’re nowhere in sight.”

“I’ve been an errant governess.”

“Every boy needs a chance to escape from authority,
even as delightful an authority as you.”

“Stop doing that.”

“Doing what?”

“You’re very effusive in your compliments, Devlen.”

“And you don’t know quite how to handle them. Or
me.”

“Is that your intent?”

“To keep you off-balance? Perhaps. I like you dis-
comfited, Miss Sinclair. You’re charming when you’re
confused.”

“You’re just too charming.”

“Ah, you’re learning too quickly, I think. I must warn
you, however, I’'m not nearly as overcome by compli-
ments as you seem to be. I’ve grown accustomed to
praise.”

There was silence while she wondered what next to
say. She was often fighting for her verbal survival
around him.

“Which brings up the subject we need to discuss.”

She had a good idea what subject he wanted to dis-
cuss and she preferred to avoid it.

“I told you it wouldn’t be an enjoyable experience.”

“Yes, you did. I’'m grateful you aren’t a liar, Devlen.”

His bark of laughter startled her. “Only a despoiler
of innocents.”

“Absolutely not. You did nothing I didn’t want done.”

“Tell me this, since we’re so intent on the truth, you
and I. Would you have done it if you’d known what it
was to be like?”
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She considered the question for a few moments.
“Probably not,” she said finally. When he remained
silent, she continued, “I’d much rather not do it again,
please.”

“So much for honesty. I'm beginning to believe it
isn’t as much of a virtue as I’ve always thought.”

She slid from the other side of the bed. “You sound
annoyed.”

“Not annoyed, Beatrice.” He came around the end to
meet her. “Very well, annoyed. I’d expected you to say
differently. I wanted you to have some pleasure in our
closeness, perhaps. Enough to want to replicate the ex-
perience. Only then could I show you it was a great deal
more pleasurable than the first occasion.”

“For you, perhaps, Devlen. I’ll grant you that.”

“T’ve never been considered a selfish lover, Beatrice.
Pardon me if I'm slightly irritated by that comment.”

“Shouldn’t we be arguing over something that makes
a bit more sense?”

He didn’t say anything for a moment.

“I didn’t mean to insult you, Devlen.” She touched
him on the arm, and the muscle jerked at her touch.
“Forgive me.”

When he still didn’t say anything, she moved closer.
“You said yourself virgins are too much trouble.”

“I’ve come to show you something,” he said. “A little
renovation of mine.”

“I really should see about Robert.”

Suddenly he reached out his hand and touched her
cheek with his fingers, trailing a path across her face to
the corner of her lips, then back to her ear.

She half turned her face away, uncomfortable with
his gentleness. That feeling was beginning again,
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where her breath was tight and her heart beat too
loudly. Her mind knew what was to come, but her body
had not yet learned that lesson, evidently.

“He’s fine, Beatrice. When he finishes badgering
Cook, he’ll see the new soldiers I bought for him.”

She pressed her hand against his chest, feeling the
fine linen weave of his shirt. A wealthy man’s garment,
the stitches so fine as to be invisible, the fabric so
closely woven as to feel like silk.

Leave me alone. I beg you.

But how strange she didn’t speak the words. One
hand splayed on his chest, and she placed the second
one there, thumb to thumb. And still she didn’t measure
the full breadth of his chest.

“Beatrice.”

Just her name, softly said. She let her eyes flutter
shut and bowed her head until her forehead rested
against his chest, unsurprised to feel his arms extending
around her. Her traitorous body was so foolish, she took
two tiny steps closer.

She wanted to be kissed, and when she tilted her
head back, he obliged her. The consummate host, giv-
ing what a guest desired.

She opened her mouth below his, inviting the inva-
sion of his tongue, feeling a spear of excitement deep
inside when he touched his tongue to hers and deep-
ened the kiss. Her hands spread wide, reached up to
grip his shoulders. She stood on tiptoe and wound her
arms around his neck, pressing her nearly unclad body
so close a sigh could not have separated them.

His hands reached down and cupped her buttocks
and pulled her closer and higher so his erection rested
at the V of her thighs. He lifted her slightly, then let her
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slide down again, to mimic the act of love in a standing
position.

The excitement she felt deepened as her body
heated, and their kiss became more carnal.

Too quickly done. Within a moment, she was aflame.
Her thoughts, wishes, decisions might have been
thrown out the window. If he’d suggested they go back
to her bed, she would have thrown herself atop the mat-
tress. Thankfully, he did no such thing.

He slowly pulled back, gave her one last kiss, then bent
his head again and pressed his lips against her cheek. His
breathing was ragged, the words barely audible.

“Not yet, Beatrice. I've a surprise to show you.”

She didn’t want a surprise. Or dinner. Or to be
proper. She wanted her breath to come back in full
measure and her heart to quit its erratic beat. Most of
all, she wanted that feeling inside her to ease. Her body
waited for something, anticipated something, and yet
her mind knew full well exactly what she wanted. His
hands on her. His fingers on her pressing against her,
bringing her release. But if that happened, there would
be pain, and she wasn’t eager for that part of the experi-
ence to be repeated.

“Come with me.” His hand trailed down her arm un-
til their fingers linked. He headed toward the door with
her following.

“I’m not dressed,” she protested.

“You don’t have to be. In fact,” he added enigmati-
cally, “you shouldn’t be.”

He opened the door and looked both ways, and she
fervently hoped none of the maids or footmen were in
the hall.

He led her out of the room, closed the door behind



286 KAREN RANNEY

her, and walked across the hall to his own chamber. She
tugged at his hand, but she was no match for Devlen’s
insistence.

Seduction was evidently not on his mind. Inside his
suite he turned away from the bed mounted on a dais,
and led the way across the room to a door set in the
wall. He turned the latch and pushed in the door and let
her into another chamber.

She’d never seen anything like it.

There was no carpet on the floor, nothing adorning
the stone walls. The chamber would have been as cold
as a mausoleum had it not been for the floor-to-ceiling
fireplace in one wall. A large copper pot sat bubbling
over a well-tended fire. The only furnishing in the en-
tire room was a large copper vessel sitting in the middle
of the room, a series of pipes leading from it to the fire-
place, then down into a drain in the floor.

“It’s a bath,” Devlen said with obvious pride. “If you
want hot water, all you do is turn that spigot,” he said,
pointing to a handle mounted at the edge of the tub.
“The other leads to the cistern on the roof and provides
cold water.”

“Good heavens.”

But the wonders weren’t over.

“When you’re done, merely unplug the tub and the
water disappears into a drainage area in the garden.”

She had never seen anything quite like it, and when
she said as much, his smile was that of a young boy.

He reached into his pocket and handed something to
her. She looked down at the key on her palm.

“To the room,” he said. “I thought you might enjoy
the experience. Alone. With no interruptions.”



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 287

She’d revel in it.

They’d had a tub at the cottage, but the effort of heat-
ing all that water was a chore. It was easier to simply
bathe in bits from a basin.

She nodded, grateful for his consideration, and ab-
surdly glad he was wealthy.

Before she could thank him, he’d slipped from the
room.

She turned the key in the lock, removed her wrapper,
and hung it on a hook near the door. Before removing
her shift, however, she went to the tub and peered in-
side. Devlen could have fit inside. In fact, it was com-
modious enough for two people.

The stopper was easy to fit into the hole at the bot-
tom. She was leery about the hot water lever but after
turning it just halfway, a steady stream of steaming wa-
ter filled the tub. After adding cold water, she removed
her shift and climbed the small wooden step next to the
tub. She put one foot and then the other inside, sinking
down into the hot water with a blissful sigh. A few min-
utes later, she leaned back in the water, submerged up
to her neck, happier and more relaxed than she could
remember being in months.

“I thought you’d like it.”

Her eyes opened and she jerked to a sitting position,
using her arms to hide her breasts.

“Ineglected to mention I have a second key,” he said,
entering the room and closing the door behind him.

“Yes,” she said, “you did.”

“Are you angry?”

“I should be. You’re very presumptuous.”

“But you aren’t. Good. I came to bring you this.” This
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turned out to be a tray on which a dozen or so ceramic
jars were arranged, each bearing a label in a distinctive
script.

“My newest venture,” he said, setting the tray down
beside the tub.

She read a few of the labels: SANDALWOOD, BERGA-
MOT, LAVENDER. “Soap?”

He nodded. “Would you like to try one?”

Before she could say yes, she would, but only in pri-
vate, or ask him to leave, or a few other rejoinders that
would no doubt be more proper and less suggestive, he
moved the stool to the back of the tub and sat down,
grabbing one of the containers from the tray.

“Sandalwood,” he said, and reached out with one
hand to grip her shoulder. He gently pulled her until she
was resting her head against the back of the tub again,
staring up at the ceiling.

A word from her would send him away, she was cer-
tain. She didn’t speak.

Using both hands, he massaged the creamy soap into
her shoulders and neck. The scent mixed with the
steaming water and strengthened.

“It’s very exotic,” she said, surprised her voice
sounded so level. His hands were very gentle, never
dipping below the level of her shoulders, never going
above her neck. Every once in a while, however, he
would brush his thumbs up her throat to rest behind her
ears, a gesture that had the power to incite shivers.

“I think of Far Eastern bazaars and women in veils.”

“You use it, don’t you?”

“Occasionally.”

“I’ve smelled it on you.”
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He reached for another jar, and she let out a sigh. It
was to be seduction, then. He would use his hands and
bring her delight. In return, she would endure the dis-
comfort and the pain for a few moments.

She would concentrate on the delight, and the other
would take care of itself.

He lathered his hands with a scent reminiscent of
flowers. He began at her shoulders, but this time trailed
his hands down her arms, leaning forward until his
cheek rested against hers. His breathing was steady and
even, the antithesis of hers.

He had that power over her. At another time she’d
feel irritated. Now, she was too occupied anticipating
his touch.

His fingers entwined with hers, and she dropped
her head back and closed her eyes, pretending not to
know her breasts rested half-in, half-out of the water,
her nipples pointed and hard and wanting to be
touched.

He withdrew his hands to reach for another container.
This scent was definitely lavender, and his hands, thick
with soap, went immediately to her breasts.

A soft gasp escaped her at the sensuous slide of the
soap, coupled with the hardness of his palms against
her sensitive nipples.

He placed a gentle kiss against her ear. A tender, al-
most soothing kiss as if to calm her while his palms
were making circles around her breasts.

She shifted restlessly, causing the water to lap near
the edge of the tub.

Still, he cleaned her breasts with minute detail, care-
ful to ensure the nipples were given their share of atten-
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tion. Another scoop of soap and his fingers devoted an-
other minute, two, to the task.

Beatrice licked her lips and turned her head. His
beard was beginning to show, and she found that impos-
sibly arousing. She licked at his skin and kissed the
spot her tongue touched.

He made a sound low in his throat and gently
squeezed both breasts.

The sensation flew like an arrow through her.

He removed his hands, but she didn’t complain. She
knew he’d pick another container and return soon
enough. This scent was something herbal and green,
smelling of a garden after the rain. He leaned against her
back, his arms almost completely surrounding her, his
cheek once more next to hers.

“Kiss me,” she said, her eyes still closed.

“Turn your head.”

She did so cautiously, opening her eyes slowly. His
lips were so close. She wanted them on her, wanted to
feel them.

He drew back, and she raised one hand, placed it on
his cheek.

“Now,” she said, demanding. He’d teased her into
becoming this creature, and she felt no shame.

He kissed her, and she clung to his lips, parting them
with her tongue, teasing him just as he’d done her.

In a few moments, he’d want to be inside her, but
there was a price he had to pay first. He must pleasure
her, softly and with great skill.

She pulled back and looked at him.

His hands dipped into the water, found her, and he
slid one finger across her swollen folds. It wasn’t nearly
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enough, but just when she would have begged for more,
he stood, dragging her upward so forcefully she had no
choice but to cling to him.

“Damn it to hell, Beatrice.”

He was angry, his cheeks flushed, his eyes dancing
with something that wasn’t quite rage.

She didn’t have a towel, but she didn’t need one as
long as he was holding her so close. His shirt and
trousers were sodden.

He marched across the bathing chamber with her in
his arms, opened the door, and stalked through his bed-
room. Suddenly, she was airborne, then landing on his
mattress with a bounce.

This wasn’t supposed to happen at all.

“Damn it,” he said, stripping off his clothes.

He was naked and atop her, but before she could say
a word, he was inside, surging so deeply into her she
expected the pain to be unbearable.

Her eyes widened, but the only sound she made was
a gasp of surprise.

“I told you, damn it. I told you it wouldn’t hurt.”

“Why are you so angry?”

“Because this time was supposed to be slow and de-
liberate. But you’ve made me lose all control.”

He hadn’t been slow, but this felt very, very deliberate.

“Are you all right?”

She nodded.

“Are you certain?”

He moved then, and abruptly she wasn’t certain at
all. The sensations she was experiencing weren’t at all
what she’d felt the night before, and although he was
still large, she was accommodating him quite easily.
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She placed her hands flat on the bed and pushed up-
ward a little. The resultant feeling was interesting.
More than interesting—she felt positively exultant
with it.

“I think you’re enjoying this.” Devlen smiled.

“Wasn’t that what you wanted?”

“We should be gentle. Restrained. You're too close to
a virgin.”

“Unicorn,” she said, smiling.

“Damn it, Beatrice.”

Her smile broadened, and she felt, absurdly, like
laughing.

“Does it always feel this way? Once you’re not a uni-
corn, that is.”

“How does it feel?”

“A heaviness,” she said, considering. “No, nicer.
Like something soothing and not at the same time.
Does that make any sense?”

“Shall I tell you what it feels like for me?”

She nodded, curious.

“It’s a damnable itch, and it makes me want to slide
in and out of you until it’s satisfied. I'm so hard it’s
painful, and yet every time you move, or sigh, I get
harder. I want to bury myself in you so deeply you’ll
never be able to forget how I felt.”

“Oh.”

“Indeed. Oh.”

He moved, sliding just a fraction of an inch out of
her, and she gasped. Instinctively, her hips arched up to
entice him back, and he returned, bending his head to
kiss her.

She reached up and kissed him, sighing with relief
when he returned to her. He pulled back a few moments
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later, his breathing labored, and braced himself on his
elbows.

“You have beautiful breasts.”

She wasn’t particularly in the mood for conversation
right at the moment. Again, she pulled his head down
for a kiss, but he hesitated just before reaching her lips.

“Impatient?”’

“Kiss me.”

“Dearest Beatrice, so autocratic.”

She didn’t care what he called her as long as he
kissed her. She flexed her internal muscles and heard
him groan. He bent to kiss her then, and her lips curved
against his smile.

His fingers measured her swollen folds, danced
where they joined, and she almost came off the bed
when his thumb circled her and coaxed her to plea-
sure.

Loving would cease to be simply a word. The very
mention of the word love would summon images to her
mind: his smile, the way he looked down at her with
each surging thrust, the flex of the muscles in his arms,
the tightening of his neck. Their bodies pushed against
each other for that last bit of feeling. Again and again
he arched his hips, his buttocks flexing beneath her
spread fingers.

He bent his head, his lips near her ear, praising her re-
sponse. “You’re so tight, Beatrice. So very hot inside.”

Each word, each soft stroke of his fingers on her
body, was an incitement. When she lifted her hips, urg-
ing his invasion once more, he whispered to her, “Soar
for me, Beatrice. Fly.”

She did, feeling as if she touched the sun.

When he followed her a moment later, she held him
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tight, her arms wrapped around his shoulders, and
wept against his neck.

“What do you mean, he’s gone?”

“I heard,” Mary said, “they left yesterday. Both of
them. Mr. Devlen and the governess. And the boy, of
course.”

“That odious child. He causes more problems than
he’s worth.”

“Mr. Gordon is having a fit, madam. He’s throwing
things around in the library and threatening to go after
them.”

“Is he?”

Mary handed her the cup of tea, bustling around her
to adjust the pillows on the settee, straighten the blanket
on her lap.

Sometimes, the woman could be busy as a bee and
about as annoying.

“Settle yourself, Mary,” Rowena said.

The older woman did so, choosing a footstool near a
chair.

“Cameron is going after them?” She hadn’t spoken to
Cameron since that disastrous night she’d gone to his
room. Nor did she want to. Her pride was all she had left.

“He hasn’t told me, madam.”

“Gaston might know.”

“Gaston would never tell, madam.”

“That’s true. It amazes me the loyalty Cameron is
able to inspire.”

Mary looked away.

“Not that you’re not loyal, Mary. But you are not fa-
natical about it.”
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“I don’t know what you mean, madam.”

Rowena sighed. “Never mind.” She held her hands
out. “There’s a draft near the window.”

Mary hurried to close the drapes, throwing the room
into a clouded sort of darkness. She lit a candle, and the
blaze from the fire provided some illumination as well.

“The entire castle is cold, madam.”

Rowena didn’t bother to answer.

She wanted to go back to London. At least there she
could pretend her life was ordinary. If Cameron didn’t
wish to speak to her, she could attend a play or an en-
tertainment. If he barred her from his bedroom, per-
haps she could engage in a flirtation with someone else.

How foolish she was being. As if anyone else could
ever measure up to Cameron.

“I hate that child.”

Mary looked stricken.

“Madam, you’re crying.”

Rowena wiped at her face with one hand. “Am 1?
How very odd.”

She stood, returned to the dressing table, and allowed
Mary to flutter around her as she usually did.

“I would like to wear the green today, I think, Mary,”
she said. The dress was a new one, purchased in London
with the thought it might interest Cameron. The garment
required a special set of stays because it was so closely
fitted. At least she looked the part of Chatelaine of Cas-
tle Crannoch, at least until Robert grew and took a wife.

Damnable child.

She didn’t want to hear about Robert, didn’t want to
worry about Robert, didn’t want to even think about
Robert until it was absolutely necessary. Every time
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she saw the child she was reminded of that horrible day
of the accident.

She dropped her head in her hands and said a
prayer, hoping God would forgive her because she
knew Cameron wouldn’t.



Chapter 25
~OC—

“ Devlen!” Two knocks on the door, followed

by another of Robert’s shouts. “Devlen!”

They looked at each other.

“Good heavens!” She sat up, forgetting her naked-
ness. Devlen’s eyes traveled down her torso, and she
slapped him on the chest before pulling up the sheet.

“Go into the bathing chamber, and I'll get rid of him.”

“I know Robert, he won’t be rid of easily.”

“I’ll take him down to the dining room. You can go to
your room. When you’re dressed, summon one of the
maids to show you where it is.”

She couldn’t just sit across the table from him. Not
now.

“Shouldn’t I just have a tray in my room?”’

“No.”

She raised her eyebrows at him. “No?”

“I want you at the table with us.”

297
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He stood, and walked to the washstand, supremely
unconcerned about his nakedness.

“I enjoy your company, Beatrice.” He glanced at her,
then halted. “Stop looking at me like that.”

“You’re very attractive. I like looking at you.”

“Devlen! Answer the door!”

Beatrice pulled the sheet off the bed and wrapped it
around her, entering the bathing chamber and closing
the door behind her.

Devlen said something in response to Robert’s sum-
mons. The child was evidently mollified because she
didn’t hear him shouting again.

She flattened herself against the door and looked at
the disarray all around her. The towels had tumbled to
the floor, the box of soaps was askew. Water puddled
near the drain and in a path to the door, and the tub was
still filled.

What a strange time to want to laugh.

A half hour later Beatrice was dressed, descending the
staircase with her thoughts still full of Devlen. A maid
greeted her at the base of the stairs, her face, if not sullen,
then strangely without expression. Did Mrs. Anderson
force such a conformity of expression on her staff?

She was led to the drawing room, a room of such
beauty that at any other time she would have stopped
in the doorway and admired the pale yellow walls and
the art mounted on them.

The sight of Cameron Gordon, however, sent every
thought flying from her mind.

He’d lost no time in following them.

“You’re looking well, Miss Sinclair,” he said.

Robert sat on a couch not far away, looking small,
pale, and cowed.
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How dare he frighten a child.

Devlen stood behind him, but at her entrance, he
moved beside her.

“You didn’t tell me you had plans for a holiday in the
city, Devlen. I might have allowed it had I known.”

“There was no reason to inform you since you were
the reason we left.”

Cameron raised one eyebrow and studied his son.
“Are you going to explain that statement, or shall I use
my powers of divination?”

Devlen put his arm around her back, his hand on her
waist, a physical gesture of support she’d not expected.

“There were too many attempts on Robert’s life for
me to be comfortable with him remaining at Castle
Crannoch.”

“Indeed.”

“And you, Father, seemed disinterested in his welfare.”

“I’'m his guardian. Of course I’'m interested in his
welfare.”

“Did you know someone shot at him? And poisoned
his food?” A movement caught her eye, and she
glanced to where Gaston stood, silent and until now
unobtrusive.

“Robert is a very excitable, very imaginative little boy.
He sees goblins where there are none, Miss Sinclair.”

Robert simply looked at his shoes, a miserable ex-
pression on his face.

“He didn’t imagine those incidents,” she said. “I was
with him when they occurred.”

“Then perhaps if you are no longer with him, they
will not occur. I think I will dispense with your ser-
vices, Miss Sinclair. Your propensity for attracting dan-
ger cannot be a good thing for Robert.”
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“You’re dismissing me? Is that your answer to pro-
tecting Robert?”

“No, Miss Sinclair. My answer to protecting Robert is
to remove him from your care. He belongs at Castle Cran-
noch. Robert,” he said, turning to the boy, “we’ll be leav-
ing in the morning. Edinburgh is not the place for you.”

“I’'m not going.” He stood and faced his uncle, his fists
balled up at his sides. Beatrice wondered if he was trem-
bling as he was the last time he confronted Cameron.

“Indeed you are, child.”

“I wouldn’t be so certain, Father”” Devlen stepped
closer to Robert, standing behind the boy and placing his
hands on Robert’s shoulders. “Robert isn’t going any-
where. I've already contacted my solicitor. I'm contest-
ing your guardianship.”

Cameron’s face changed. In that moment he was no
longer the charming, almost courtly invalid. Instead, he
was obviously angry, his hands gripping the arms of his
chair so tightly his knuckles were white.

“Robert is going to stay here with me, Father, until
the courts decide,” Devlen said. “I suggest, however,
that you return to Castle Crannoch.”

“You can pretend to be duke without me there,”
Robert said.

The look in Cameron’s eyes did not bode well for
the child. He signaled to Gaston, who stepped to the
rear of Cameron’s chair and deftly wheeled him to the
door. When he was gone, Beatrice turned and looked at
Devlen.

Robert stared at the empty doorway. “He wants me
dead.”

She had no answer to such a statement. The horror
was that Robert uttered it in such a calm voice, as if ac-
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cusing his uncle of murderous impulses was an every-
day occurrence.

“I don’t have to go, do I, Devlen?”

“No, you don’t, Robert,” he said somberly. “I
promise.”

She almost wept at the look in the child’s eyes, and was
certain she’d worn the very same expression after her
own parents’ deaths: grief, loss, and pain so deep it was
almost tangible.

“Go and ask Cook if she has some treats,” Devlen said.

Robert nodded, leaving the room without a back-
ward glance.

“My father has always been dissatisfied with his
life,” Devlen said. “My earliest memories are of his
anger toward his brother for being duke. He always told
me that his brother would much rather prefer to be a
scholar than head of the family.”

“While he would much rather be the head of the
family.”

He nodded. “He was destined to be duke, at least in
his mind.”

“Could he harm Robert?”

He didn’t answer her. Instead, he walked to the fire,
stirred the coals with the poker. Several minutes
elapsed before he turned back to her. “I’ve been asking
myself the same question for weeks, ever since I
learned of Robert’s penchant for accidents.”

“If not your father, then who else could be behind it?”

“Gaston?”

She must have looked surprised, because he smiled.
“Gaston is my father’s loyal servant. He would be the
most likely candidate, being my father’s legs, so to
speak.”
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“I went to him,” she said. “When Robert was shot at
in the woods, I went to Gaston.” He had been in the
kitchen, she remembered. Not far from the courtyard.
He could have seen them descending the hill.

Devlen came to her side. “It’s too easy to blame
yourself in hindsight. I do the same. Why didn’t I take
Robert from Castle Crannoch in the beginning?”

“If you had, we never would have met.”

“A circumstance that would have occurred in some
fashion, I'm sure.”

“Fate?”

“You sound as if you don’t believe in it,” he said,
with a smile.

She shook her head. “You can’t say you do.”

“Actually, I don’t.”

“But for Fate you might be a duke yourself one day.”

“I am content to be a mister, nothing more.”

She tilted his head and surveyed him. A corner of his
mouth turned up as she continued to study him. The
moments ticked by as their gaze held.

“Are you disappointed that I'm not a duke?”

She laughed, genuinely amused. ‘“Heavens, why
should I be? You’ve created your own wealth, and you
look the part of a prince. The title would just be redun-
dant.”

“I created my own wealth because I didn’t want to
depend on anyone for my livelihood, and my looks are
beyond my control.”

“You’ve just proven my point. You have the arro-
gance of a duke.”

He smiled at her. “Why, I wonder, does your opinion
matter so much to me?”
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“It shouldn’t. I'm just a governess. And not even
that, now.”

“You’re my angel of goodness.”

Amused, she reached out and let her fingers stray
over his coat, palm flattening over his heart. “You’re
my devil of delight.”

“You frighten me,” he said.

A confession that disturbed him, she could tell. His
eyes were suddenly somber, and the expression on his
face was that of a man forced to speak the truth.

She placed her palm against his cheek. He fright-
ened her as well—or more correctly—what she felt for
him frightened her.

“Devlen.”

He bent and kissed her, a soft and charming kiss, but
not a passionate one.

“I'have duties to perform,” he said. “Work I could do.”

“Yes.”

“We haven’t eaten dinner yet.”

“No.” She shook her head.

“Every time I kiss you, it always leads to more.”

“I’m sorry.” She smiled.

“I believe you plan it that way,” he said.

“Not truly.”

“I thought, once, you would change my life.”

“Have 177

“More than you know.”

“Perhaps it would be better if I left,” she said.

“Perhaps it would. But I haven’t always done the
wisest thing in regard to you, Beatrice.”

“Nor I you.”

“We are a pair, aren’t we?” he asked.
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She stepped away, allowing her hand to drop. “For
the meantime.”

His face darkened, as if he didn’t like the truth she’d
offered him. They didn’t belong to the same life, and
they’d only borrowed this time.

“I’ll go and see about dinner. Robert is probably
coaxing Cook into giving him all sorts of forbidden
treats.”

“He’d be happier that way.”

“Yes, but life isn’t all cake, Devlen.”

“Beatrice.”

She glanced at him, but he only shook his head, as if
his thoughts must forever remain unspoken.

Beatrice left before she, too, could say more.



Chapter 26
~OC—

Two weeks later, Devlen stood in a ballroom star-
ing out at the newest crop of virgins, all too aware
that he was being watched by the matrons of society to
ensure he didn’t violate any unwritten rule, therefore
proving himself good enough for their daughters. The
daughters, on the other hand, were less judgmental.

One brave young miss reminded him of Beatrice, not
because of her appearance—she was short, blond, pe-
tite, and graced with a bodice that must be half hand-
kerchiefs for all the overflowing lace—but because of
her daring. She was batting her eyelashes and her fan at
him.

“That one has her eye on you, Gordon.”

He turned to see a business acquaintance staring at
the same young lady. She looked pleased rather than
daunted by the increased attention.

“I think I'll pass. Be my guest.”

“Haven’t the money. Rumor is her mother is trolling

305
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for a title. Barring that, a fortune. Too bad, the girl re-
ally is a looker.”

Devlen didn’t comment, an omission that had the
other man glancing at him curiously.

“Surprised to see you tonight. These types of things
aren’t usually your style.”

“I felt the need to show myself.”

“In the marriage mart are you?”

“God, no.”

“Wouldn’t think so with that gorgeous creature of
yours.”

“How the devil do you know about her?”

“Hell, Gordon, everybody knows about Felicia.”

“Oh, her.”

“Whom did you think I meant?”

He shook his head, but the other man wasn’t satis-
fied. What the devil was the man’s name? Richards?
Something like that.

Devlen wished his hostess approved of something
more potent than a sugary sweet pink punch as a re-
freshment. Whiskey, for example.

“Is the fair Felicia about to get the boot, then?” He
leaned closer. “Want to share who your newest mis-
tress is?”

“No.”

“But you do have a new one?”

“I don’t know why the hell I'm here,” Devlen said.
He turned to the man beside him. “Why are you here?”

“I’'m being harassed at all sides to marry,” his ac-
quaintance said. “I just need to find an heiress, myself.
Someone with a penchant for poor men who will wor-
ship at their feet forever.”

“Is that what women want?”
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“Damned if I know,” the other man said, smiling rue-
fully. “I have five sisters, and they all seem different.
Sometimes different from themselves, depending on
the mood.”

Beatrice had been herself, consistently. She had a va-
riety of moods, however, each of them more fascinating
than the last. He even enjoyed her annoyance, and
found himself going out of his way to argue a point of
view he didn’t even agree with simply to see her impas-
sioned anger.

How idiotic was that?

They discussed literature, languages, history. He’d
even found himself expounding on his plans for a new
racing stable. They argued politics, religion, women’s
rights, and various other subjects he’d never once dis-
cussed with a male acquaintance.

“Never seen you look so down, Gordon. Deal fall
through? Heard Martin is being stubborn.”

“He can keep his munitions works if he wants. I've
offered him a fair price.”

“Then you don’t really want it. The word is out, you
know.”

“I didn’t know I was that easily deciphered.”

“If you don’t want something, it’s not worth buy-
ing. Surely you’ve seen that most of the market fol-
lows your lead like carp? They’re bottom feeders,
Gordon.”

At another time he might be amused by the analogy.

The orchestra was beginning again, and the girl with
the fan was fluttering a little madly.

“You really should give her a go.”

“I don’t dance.”

His companion glanced at him. “There’s nothing to
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it, Gordon. You simply go out there and resign yourself
to playing the fool. It’s done all the time.”

“Not by me.”

“Then it’s a good thing you’re not in search of a wife.
It’s a requirement, you know.”

He fingered the box in his pocket. It was time to
leave. He’d come to this idiotic evening to prove, at
least to himself, that his life hadn’t changed in the past
few weeks. He could go and come as he liked, unfet-
tered by conscience or guilt. He’d enjoy himself, and
when it was time, he’d return home.

The problem with his plan was that it didn’t work. He
wasn’t enjoying himself, and he wanted to be home
more than he wanted to be in company. Every woman
of his acquaintance was either insipid or too obvious,
and none of them was graced with wit or intelligence or
the ability to tell him what she really thought.

None of them was Beatrice.

He bid farewell to the man at his side and spent the
next quarter hour locating and saying good night to his
host and hostess. That done, he made his way to the en-
trance and spent an enjoyable few minutes chatting
with another man of his acquaintance while waiting for
his carriage to be brought around.

When it arrived, he gave Peter a destination the
driver knew well.

The interior lantern was lit and illuminated the neck-
lace as he drew it out of its box. A magnificent collec-
tion of yellow diamonds. “A necklace fit for a queen,”
the jeweler had said.

He hoped Felicia thought so as well.

k k *
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Beatrice sat in the middle of Robert’s bed in the
room Devlen had set aside as his. Unlike the Duke’s
Chamber at Castle Crannoch, this room obviously be-
longed to a child. The walls were painted a soft blue,
and there were blue silk draperies on the windows.
There were three armoires aligned against one wall,
and two of them held an abundance of toys, anything a
duke—or any child—might want.

Beatrice was an observer as Robert arranged his toy
soldiers around the pillows and featherbed coverlet. He
had already described several battles to her, and since
her knowledge of anything military was somewhat
lacking, she could only nod sagely and pretend an inter-
est she didn’t have.

From time to time she glanced at the mantel clock,
then away, pretending the lateness of the hour didn’t
matter. In actuality, she was conscious of the passing of
every minute. Robert, however, having readied for bed,
was professing to not being able to sleep.

“I feel like I might have a nightmare tonight, Miss
Sinclair.”

Of course she hadn’t believed him. Was it even pos-
sible to predict when one might have bad dreams? Nor
had Robert had any nightmares since leaving Castle
Crannoch.

It wasn’t concern for him that held her there or al-
lowed him to remain awake and playing. She was
lonely and angry and sad, and all three emotions were
keeping her unsettled. Perhaps a little guilt kept her
here as well. She hadn’t been the best or most attentive
governess since leaving the castle.

The last weeks had been part of an idyll, weeks of he-
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donistic pleasure, and if she made up for it by playing toy
soldiers until midnight, then it was a small price to pay.

Still, he was yawning every few minutes.

Earlier, she and Robert had had their dinner on a
tray. Devlen had a social engagement he’d had to at-
tend, and the house was oddly empty without him.

As the minutes advanced, she was all too certain that,
for the first time since coming to Edinburgh, she was
going to spend the night alone.

Where was he? What was he doing?

The clock struck midnight, and despite Robert’s
protests, she began to gather up his toy soldiers.

“If you don’t sleep now, or at least try, you will be
worthless for your lessons tomorrow.”

He gave her a rude look, and she returned it with a
strict expression.

“You’ll be too sleepy to go on an adventure.”

“An adventure? Are you bribing me, Miss Sinclair?”

“I believe I am, Robert. But we should explore Edin-
burgh a little, don’t you think? Perhaps we can go and
find a sweet shop.”

“Really?”

She nodded.

He allowed her to tuck him in and light one lantern. It
was hardly necessary. Devlen’s home was lit up as
bright as a harvest moon.

He was the most unusual man she’d ever known, and
the most fascinating.

“You haven’t had nightmares since we left Castle
Crannoch, have you?”

He shook his head. “Castle Crannoch doesn’t feel
like home,” he said, scooting up in the bed and gather-
ing the sheet around him. “Not since my parents died.”
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Since she felt the same way about her own little cot-
tage, she only smiled.

There were some things a child, even one of seven,
was certain to understand. Death was regrettably one of
them. Loss of parents changed everything, made the
world a dark and unfriendly place.

Beatrice stretched out her hand and smoothed back
his hair. He yawned in response.

“Tell me a story. But not a fable.”

“They’re the only stories I know.”

“Tell me about when you were a little girl.”

“When I was little? How little?”

“My age.”

“You don’t seem very little at all. One moment
you’re seven and the next you’re twenty-seven.”

“You’re avoiding the subject, Miss Sinclair.”

She smiled. “I am, actually. I haven’t had a very ex-
citing life. My grandmother lived with us until her
death, and it was from her that I learned French. When
she died we came to live at Kilbridden Village. I was al-
most twelve. I remember because two days after we ar-
rived was my birthday.”

“Did you have a celebration? Get a present?”

She shook her head. “There was so much chaos no
one remembered. It wasn’t until nearly a month later
my mother realized it.”

“I should have had a fit, Miss Sinclair. No one should
forget my birthday. It’s June 26,” he added for good
measure.

“I shall make a note of it.”

“But where did you live before?”

“In a small house on the border of Scotland and En-
gland. A very small farm but a lovely place. I don’t re-



312 KAREN RANNEY

member very much about it, but I know I was happy.”
She tucked the sheet around his shoulders. “That is the
extent of my adventures. See, I told you I didn’t have a
very exciting life.”

“Didn’t you have any friends?”

“My very best friend lived at Kilbridden Village. 1
met her on my birthday, as a matter of fact. Her name
was Sally.”

“Is she still your friend?”

Sally had been among those who’d died in the cholera
epidemic. On the day Sally had died, a storm had sud-
denly appeared, turbulent and wild, stripping the
branches bare until it appeared to be raining leaves. The
birds had ceased their song, and even the raindrops, drip-
ping ponderously from the heavens, were more like tears.

But for Robert’s benefit, she only nodded.

“But what’s all these questions about friends?”

“I haven’t any. I'm the Duke of Brechin. Shouldn’t I
have friends?”

She bent and before he could draw away, kissed him
on the forehead. “Indeed you will. When you go away
to school, perhaps.”

“Why not here in Edinburgh?”’

“I shall have to send out notices to all my business
acquaintances, I see. Announce to all of them the Duke
of Brechin is accepting visitors, but only those around
the age of seven.” Devlen strode into the room.

Robert grinned. “Could you do that?”

Beatrice turned and smiled at Devlen. He was so ut-
terly handsome, her heart stilled at the sight of him.

She stood and walked around the end of the bed.

Devlen joined her there and grabbed her hand, bring-
ing it up to his lips to kiss her knuckles.



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 313

“How have you been?”

“In the four hours since you’ve been gone? Fine.”

He bent his head, but just before his lips met hers, he
glanced to the side.

“Turn your head, Robert. I’'m about to kiss your gov-
erness senseless.”

“I’m a duke,” Robert said. “I should learn about such
things.”

“Not at this particular moment. And not from me.”

He turned her so his back was to Robert’s bed, and
proceeded to kiss her until her lips were numb.

“May I escort you to your room?” he asked when he
released her.

“I would like that.”

She stood at the doorway and watched Robert for a
moment. “Sleep well.”

He feigned sleep for a moment before opening his
eyes. “I’m hungry.”

“Tomorrow.”

“I’m thirsty.”

“Tomorrow.”

He sighed dramatically. “Good night, Miss Sinclair.”

“Good night, Robert.”

“Good night, Devlen.”

“Go to sleep,” Devlen said. He still held her hand,
and she felt as if they were children themselves, walk-
ing swiftly down the corridor to the next wing. For the
first time, she was grateful for his advance planning in
having installed her in a room far from Robert’s.

Instead of saying farewell to her at her door, he
opened it and stepped aside. When she entered the
room, he followed her and closed the door behind him.

They were immersed in shadows. The darkness gave



314 KAREN RANNEY

her a freedom she’d never before felt. She linked her
hands to the back of his neck and stood on tiptoe to
press a kiss against his lips.

“Thank you,” she softly said.

“Why am I being thanked?”

“For your kindness to Robert.”

“Anyone would be kind to the child,” he said.

“Someone isn’t.”

“Must we talk about that at this moment?”

“Must we talk?”

“Beatrice, I’'m shocked.”

“Are you?” She reached up to kiss his smiling mouth.

“The dress looks very complicated.”

“On the contrary, it is supremely easy.”

He placed both hands at her waist, his thumbs meet-
ing in the front. Slowly, he drew them upward until he
cupped both of her breasts.

“Have you many dresses? I would just as soon tear
this one from you.”

“I only have three, and before you suggest it, no, I
shall not accept any clothing from you.”

“How did you know I was going to offer?”

“It sounds like something you’d do. You're very
generous.”

He bent and placed his cheek against hers. “I’m not
especially generous with other people, Beatrice, but |
find myself wanting to give you things.”

“Then restrain yourself with the knowledge I will not
accept them.”

“Do you dance?”

“Dance?” She pulled back to look at him, but the
room was too dark to see his expression. “I do. Country
dances mostly. Why?”’
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“I’d dance with you. I just realized that tonight.”
“You would? How very sweet of you to say that.”
“I’m not sweet. | despise the word.”

“Very well. You're kind and well-mannered.”

“If I am, it’s because you summon forth my better
nature.”

Slowly and with great dexterity, he unfastened her
bodice, and spread it wide, unlacing her stays with such
skill it was as if his fingers could see in the darkness.

In a matter of moments she was down to her shift,
her dress thrown on the nearest chair, along with her
stays.

Her fingers found his coat, eased it off his shoulders,
uncaring it fell to the floor. His waistcoat was next, and
she unbuttoned it with the same skill he’d shown ear-
lier. Over the past weeks, they’d learned each other’s
clothing. His shirt came next. She unbuttoned one but-
ton and bent forward to kiss his bare chest. Another but-
ton, another kiss.

While she was intent upon removing his clothing, he
was equally intent upon learning her curves beneath her
shift. His hands roamed from her shoulders to her el-
bows to her hips to her buttocks and up her back, sooth-
ing strokes that made her shiver.

They were matched in sensuality, the only part of
their lives where they were equals. His wealth was
enormous, his position enviable, his possessions cov-
etable. Her status was not so high-flown, and she had
nothing to her name but a cottage and the contents of a
well-worn valise. No one would ever clamor for her
presence at dinner, and there would not be hordes of in-
vitations awaiting her perusal as there were for him
daily.
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Suddenly, she was in his arms, and he was taking her
to bed. This loving would be slower, less fevered, and
perhaps more devastating. There was a component of
tenderness now that made her want to simply hold him
to her. She framed his face with her hands and kissed
him sweetly.

Don'’t ever forget me.

They didn’t speak, didn’t tease each other with
words.

When he entered her, a lifetime later, she arched off
the bed, a small gasp of wonder escaping her.

“Please,” she said, knowing he was the only one who
could end this eternal wanting.

When it ended, and she was sated, she turned in his
arms, exhausted. She heard him whisper her name, just
before she slid into sleep, feeling safe and protected for
the first time in a very long time.

Devlen left the bed and donned enough clothes so
that he wouldn’t shock a footman if he were seen. He
left her room, soundlessly closing the door behind him.

The lovemaking was one thing, but it had a remark-
able ability to put him in a reflective mood, and he was
damn tired of feeling guilty about Beatrice Sinclair.

She was driving him mad.

He wanted her constantly, and it was obvious she felt
the same. But her conscience was evidently not bother-
ing her as much as his; witness the fact she’d rolled
over and gone to sleep, and he was prowling through his
home like some nocturnal creature.

He should leave her alone. Why couldn’t he?

He should send her back to her village with enough
money to live for the rest of her life. A dowry, if you
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will. She’d marry a farmer, maybe a brewer or a shop-
keeper, and bring to that union assets of her own.

Why should he banish her?

Because hiding in the shadows was no life for a
woman like her. Because he was not used to skulking
around like a passion-crazed weakling who couldn’t get
enough of a woman.

Because he didn’t want to keep her as his mistress.

She was probably better educated than he was, and
no doubt had a more traditional upbringing. Her man-
ners were impeccable, her speech upper-class, and she
had an annoying tendency to be right during most of
their arguments.

Then why treat her like a doxy on the London
wharves?

Damn it.



Chapter 27
~SC—

When Beatrice awoke Devlen was gone. Her first
thought was that she missed him, and her sec-
ond was that she was being foolish. He hadn’t been in
her life long enough for her to miss him. He wasn’t
firmly fixed in place, wasn’t someone to whom she
could point with pride and announce he belonged to her.

Devlen Gordon was so much himself that the idea of
him belonging to anyone was amusing.

The snow was full on the ground, and they were
months away from spring. The squirrels were hiding
away in their burrows, and there was a wild and fierce
wind blowing against the building, but nevertheless the
day looked to be one of promise. She felt like the hap-
piest person alive. Was that tempting Providence?

The garment she chose was a dark blue dress with
red piping along the cuffs and collar. It was cinched at
the waist and fastened up the front. Very proper attire
by any standards. Perhaps not grand enough for a guest

318



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 319

at Devlen’s Edinburgh home, nevertheless, it was the
best of her three dresses and must do.

In the last three weeks, Devlen had tried to convince
her to accept the services of a dressmaker, and she’d re-
peatedly declined. It was one thing to engage in an
idyll, sharing weeks of hedonism for the sake of it.
Quite another to be kept openly like a mistress.

Devlen’s mistress. The label should have shocked
her, and the fact it didn’t was an indication of how ut-
terly depraved she’d become.

She left her chamber and went to Robert’s room, not
unduly surprised to find it empty. The child was no
doubt down in the kitchen again. He was often to be
found there, chatting away with the cook and her
helpers, and stuffing himself full of purloined treats.

The staff had still not warmed to her, and she wasn’t
surprised. During the day, she and Devlen practiced a
careful avoidance of each other in front of the servants.
Were they fooling any of them? Or was the staff at this
enormous home busy speculating behind closed doors
about the master and the governess?

She found her way to the kitchens, and there was
Robert, perched on a chair, one hand braced on the top
of the table, the other in a large ceramic bowl.

At the sight of her, he grinned.

Evidently, the Duke of Brechin was in the process of
picking another biscuit. One or a dozen, she couldn’t be
certain. A selection was already arrayed on the table in
front of him.

She reached him and brushed off the crumbs from
the front of his shirt.

“Biscuits for breakfast?”

“Annie’s biscuits,” he corrected. “The best.”
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“Do not talk with your mouth full.”

He nodded and smiled.

“Good morning, miss,” Cook said, turning from the
stove. She performed an awkward curtsy, especially as
she had a spoon in one hand and a pot in the other. The
odor of chocolate filled the room, and she suddenly un-
derstood why Robert couldn’t stop grinning.

When his biscuit was finished, he said, “We’re going
to have chocolate to drink, Miss Sinclair. In honor of
the day.”

“In honor of the day?”

“It’s Wednesday. Don’t you think every day should
be special?”

She smiled at him and reached to take a biscuit her-
self. Tomorrow, she’d fuss at him about eating a
proper meal.

“I'm sure Annie wouldn’t mind if you had some
chocolate, too.”

“Thank you, Your Grace, you’re more than kind.”

He grinned at her and took another bite of his newest
biscuit acquisition. She was tempted to ask if he in-
tended to hoard the others, but didn’t.

Beatrice smiled her good-bye and made her way into
the family dining room, where the table was set for
breakfast. In a sense, the chamber was indicative of her
life. From the kitchen, she could hear the sound of
laughter and conversation. Somewhere, Devlen was no
doubt occupied in a myriad of duties. Here, in this
room, she was alone, strangely segregated from others.
Proper, alone, and suddenly lonely.

In the year since her parents had died, she’d learned
to accept the silence of her life, learned to live with the
aloneness of loss and grief. It had been a habit she’d
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suddenly lost the ability to endure. She suddenly knew
she’d never be able to go back to that life.

She moved to the line of serving dishes and inspected
the contents one by one before replacing the lids.

At the cottage, she had been occupied with a daily te-
dium. Washing, weeding her tiny garden, carrying wa-
ter to the struggling plants, cleaning, mending her
garments and those she could still use that had once be-
longed to her mother. Her life hadn’t been interesting,
but it had been busy. Her new life was fascinating and
yet was steeped in tedium.

She sat at the table and folded her hands, intent upon
studying her nails. They’d lost their bluish tinge since
she’d been eating well. Her hands no longer looked so
frail or skeletal. Her body had filled out, her clothing
was almost too snug. There were no lasting ill effects of
her near starvation during that last hideous month be-
fore coming to Castle Crannoch.

After a few moments, she stood again and walked
around the table and took another chair. The view was
different, and she could look out the lone window at
least. The day was a gray one and looked to be cold.
Too cold for a walk, perhaps? She needed to stretch her
legs, to do something other than simply wait until
breakfast was done to begin her teaching chores.

Even that was not onerous. Robert was a good stu-
dent when he wished to be, and when he didn’t, one look
from Devlen changed his mind about misbehaving.

The morning that had begun with such promise was
now proving to be interminable.

She stood once again and left the dining room.

The fact they were lovers did not give her the author-
ity to invade Devlen’s privacy. Otherwise, she’d have
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used some of her free time to explore, to investigate
some of this grand house Devlen had created for him-
self. She should retreat to the library and pick out a
book. But she would be there soon enough to begin
Robert’s lessons. She needed something to do other
than think of Devlen, some occupation that would take
her mind from her enthrallment.

What was she but a slave to Devlen Gordon? A slave
to pleasure, one who had begged him to bind her with
chains.

Finally, with nowhere else to go, she retreated to her
room, but before she entered, she turned and stared at
the double doors leading to Devlen’s chamber.

She strode across the hall and knocked gently on
his door. There was no answer. Had he already left for
the day? With such an empire to run, he must be occu-
pied every moment of the day. If so, she was envious.
She wanted something to do other than to think of
him.

She heard a sound, and pushed on the latch, sur-
prised to find the door unlocked.

He’d opened the drapes, and the weak sunlight
spilled into the room, illuminating the midnight blue of
the carpet and the draperies surrounding the bed.

The sound came again and she suddenly knew where
he was.

Slowly, she pushed open the door of the bathing
chamber and leaned against the jamb, watching him.

He was reclining in the copper tub, his arms on the
sides, his head back with his eyes closed. Steam rose
around him as he hummed a tune, some little ditty that
had bawdy lyrics, no doubt.

After a moment, she stepped into the room, closing
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the door behind her, but taking the precaution of lock-
ing it before turning to face him.

He glanced behind him and now sat looking at her,
his features impassive, but a twinkle sparkling in his
eyes.

“Are you going to tell me what’s sauce for the goose
is sauce for the gander?”

“I should, shouldn’t I? But I must confess any
thought I had has simply flown from my mind.”

“At the sight of me?”

“Of course.”

Beatrice retrieved the three-legged stool and set it
beside the tub. She sat and dipped her hand into the hot
water, playfully flicking water onto his chest.

“Dare I hope you’re going to bathe me?”

“Do you want me to?”

“I’d be a fool to say no, wouldn’t I?”

“We’re both fools, of one kind or another.”

He was dangerous, addictive, fascinating, and bad
for her. She was virtuous, educated, and—to the world
outside this house—imbued with sense and decorum.
There was some type of future ahead of her now that
she’d been the Duke of Brechin’s governess.

She resented him at the same time she was fascinated
by him. Nothing good could come of her relationship
with Devlen Gordon.

He smiled at her, as if he understood her sudden irri-
tation.

“You didn’t use the English riding coats last night.”

“I know. I remembered later.”

“Does that mean I’'m going to have a child?”

“Not necessarily. But it does mean I can’t be trusted
around you. I’ve never forgotten before.”
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What a silly time to feel a surge of pure, feminine
pleasure.

His erection broke the surface of the water like a
creature emerging from the deep.

“Does it always grow like that? Is it the hot water?”

His laughter echoed against the stone walls. “Not the
hot water, Beatrice. It’s you, I’'m afraid. Frankly, even
the idea of your hand being so close.”

“Oh.”

“Indeed. Oh. You see, I have been sitting here think-
ing of you touching me, and in you come, locking the
door behind you.”

“Really.”

“You have the most fascinating look on your face.
Why?”

“If you must know, I’'m trying to envision what it
must look like right at the moment.”

He abruptly stood, water cascading from his body in
sheets. “There, does that help?”

He was most gloriously made, a man in his prime,
muscled and splendid. His buttocks were round and
formed like two perfect buns. She trailed her fingers
over one and watched as it flexed beneath her hand. But
it was his impressive array of male attributes that
caught her attention and held it.

His erection was long and thick, growing as she
watched. It pointed to his stomach, and he pushed it
down with a hand as if preparing to use it as a lance.
If she’d still been a virgin, she would have been terri-
fied.

She knew, however, what absolute wonder he could
perform with such a weapon, and was only fascinated at
its girth and length. Slowly, she extended one finger
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and trailed a path from its bulbous head to the nest of
surprisingly soft hair at its base.

“It’s very hard,” she said. “And hot. Does it hurt?”

“Yes.”

She glanced up at him to see him watching her in-
tently. Her finger strolled from base to tip, and then
softly circled the head.

“Indeed?”

“I’m in great pain at the moment.”

“You should take advantage of a long, soaking bath I
think. Something that would take the swelling down.”

“Is that what you would recommend?”

“A snow pack, perhaps, would be better.”

“It would certainly cool any ardor.”

She stroked his erection again, and it trembled be-
neath her ministrations.

“You must certainly seek some treatment for it.”

“Kiss it.”

She glanced up at him, shocked. His eyes were glit-
tering, his face ruddy with color. “Kiss it, Beatrice.”

Slowly, she rose and, with one hand on the edge of
the tub for balance, reached over and pressed her lips
against him. His erection bobbed in response, hot and
eager, and so soft she was tempted to kiss him again.
She held him with one hand, her fingers gently resting
against his length as if to coax him still. Her other hand
curved around one buttock as her lips found him, and
opened just a little.

The bulbous head was soft against her lips. She
opened her mouth just a little wider, enough for her
tongue to dart out. A teasing touch, one eliciting a
groan from Devlen.

She smiled, her lips curving against the shaft.
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The steam from the water dampened her face, plas-
tered the fabric of her bodice against her chest. She
wished she was naked with him. She ran her palms up
his thighs, combing the hair on his legs with playful fin-
gers. His buttocks were smooth, so beautifully shaped
she couldn’t help but caress them with her hand.

All the while, he stood motionless, his hand on the
back of her head, fingers spread through her hair. She
didn’t move her lips, but from time to time she would
blow a warm breath on the head of his erection to see it
jerk and throb in response.

She loved having him under her power.

He smelled of the soap he’d used, something scented
with sandalwood. Reaching out with her right hand, she
scooped some up from the tin and placed it on his knee,
rubbing it into his skin in a circular pattern.

“Beatrice.”

She sat back and looked up at him. “I want to wash
you, Devlen.”

He grabbed her hair, and tugged gently. “There.
Wash me there.”

She only smiled.

One leg was washed slowly, from the knee down to
his foot, submerged in the steaming water. Then the
other, using the same slow, rhythmic touch.

His erection grew as if to attract her attention. She
was not likely to forget about it.

When she was done with his legs, she lathered the
base of hair between his legs, taking care to soap the
testicles with a gentle circular motion. Finally, it was
time to wash his erection. She covered both palms
with the sandalwood soap before placing them on the
shaft.
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He made a noise halfway between a groan and a
laugh.

Beatrice smiled.

Using both hands, she stroked him from the base to
the tip, her grip firm and unrelenting. He said some-
thing to her, some caution she blithely ignored. She
wanted him to explode in her hands, wanted him to lose
control as she did every time he touched her.

She grew breathless and heated—she wanted the
same from him. Her heart pounded so loudly her chest
quivered with it. Her mind opened and her soul poured
out to him. She wanted him as desperate and longing as
she felt.

Both hands were on him, holding him still, and she
bent forward and opened her mouth, encircling the
head with her lips. He arched his hips forward, and she
felt an answering response deep inside, where her body
readied for him.

A few drops of water splashed from the faucet into
the tub, a log dropped in the fire, but they only ac-
companied the kissing sounds she made when teasing
the head in and out of her mouth. Devlen whispered
something, a warning perhaps, and she only moved
slightly so she could grip one of his buttocks with
each hand.

She moved, releasing his erection, compelled to do
something shocking. She bit him tenderly on that beau-
tiful backside, kissed the spot, and then rubbed her
cheek against his buttock. He made a sound in his
throat, a cross between a laugh and an oath.

The moment was so decadent, completely sensual,
and probably wrong, but her breasts tightened, and her
body heated.
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She trailed a path of kisses back to his erection.

He was arching his hips back and forth as if to urge
her to mouth more of him. But despite pressing her
head forward with his hand, she wouldn’t do what he
wished. This moment was for his satisfaction, but she
would be the architect of it.

She pulled back and gripped the shaft again, look-
ing up at him.

He’d always used words to such advantage with her.
Could she do the same?

“I want you to explode in my hands, Devlen.” She
gripped him tightly, using the remainder of the soap as
a lubricant to slide her hands tightly down his shaft to
ring the head with her fingers.

“A waste, Beatrice.”

He looked fierce and proud and almost angry with
passion. At that moment, she wanted him in her, rising
over her and into her. But her satisfaction would have
to wait.

One more stroke and he closed his eyes.

“Open your eyes, Devlen. Look at me.”

She licked the head of his erection, never breaking
eye contact.

His gaze grew even more fierce as the color on his
cheekbones deepened.

“You taste sweet. Is that your soap? Or you?”

One more lick.

“Did you make the formula of your soap for just this
purpose? How inventive of you.”

She licked him again, tightening her grip around his
shaft and sliding her hands up and down once more. He
felt hotter and harder than before.

“What a marvelous instrument this is,” she said,
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speaking to his erection. She licked the head again.
“You taste of salt.”

He tightened the grip on her hair.

Another stroke, and a rhythm began between them, not
unlike when he was inside her. He arched, she stroked,
her gestures accompanied by words of encouragement.

“It will be soon, won’t it, Devlen?”

“Is that what you want?”

“Oh yes.”

“If you don’t stop teasing me, I'll be more than
happy to deliver.”

“Please do. I want to taste you.”

“Damn it, Beatrice.”

That’s when she knew he was hers. She had him be-
tween her hands, at the end of her licking, teasing
tongue. She smiled and bent to taste him again and he
swore once more, his hips jerking forward before his
erection shivered and arched and throbbed. His testi-
cles drew up and she held him as he exploded between
her hands.

He dragged her up against his body. His eyes were
glittering, the flush on his face had darkened. His kiss
was punishing and exhilarating. She held on to his
shoulders for balance as he pulled her closer, her dress
sodden.

For once he was powerless, and her mood was exhil-
arated and wild.

A strange and wonderful time to realize she was in
love.



Chapter 28
~SC—

eatrice sat on the leather sofa in Devlen’s li-

brary, Robert on the floor in front of the circular
table. The room was palatial in comparison to the li-
brary at Castle Crannoch, both in terms of numbers of
volumes on the shelves as well as the furnishings. Two
leather couches, tufted and designed for comfort, sat
sideways in front of a roaring fire. Between them was a
low round table adorned with a crystal bowl filled with
flowers.

When they studied, Beatrice took the precaution of
moving the crystal bowl to the floor.

The mahogany shelves surrounding the room were
crafted with intricate dentil molding and filled with
leather-bound books with gilt titles. She’d examined
most of them, fascinated with the depth and breadth of
Devlen’s curiosity.

The room was shaped like an L; at the other end was
Devlen’s desk where he sat working on a stack of pa-

330



AN UNLIKELY GOVERNESS 331

pers. He glanced over at her from time to time, and
smiled, then returned to his task.

“We’re going to discuss Pliny the Younger this morn-
ing,” she said, forcing herself to pay attention to
Robert’s lessons. She would have liked to sit and study
Devlen, instead, since he was such a commanding per-
sonage, especially dressed casually as he was this
morning. But that wouldn’t be proper, not to mention a
colossal waste of time.

She wouldn’t be any closer to understanding him
than she was now. Nor would she have an inkling of
what plans she should make.

Time. Time had never before raced by as quickly as
it had these last weeks. Some permanent provisions
would have to be made for Robert, and she was very
much afraid the plans wouldn’t include her.

Beatrice didn’t want the child returning to Castle
Crannoch, however. If she could do nothing else, she’d
convince Devlen not to allow him to return to that dark
and brooding place.

As for her, she needed to find another position.
Cameron Gordon had dismissed her, and she was with-
out prospects. She wasn’t going to starve again.

She could always remain as Devlen’s mistress. If he
wished her in that role, that is. What kind of life would
she have if she remained? One of pleasure and luxury,
no doubt. But little regard from others, and she doubted
she’d have friends. And security? As much money as
Devlen would promise her, perhaps. She’d be a rich
man’s mistress.

She’d be Devlen’s mistress.

She’d be Devlen’s lover.

Life was quickly done and easily over. She’d
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learned that lesson in the past year. Even Robert in his
youth had learned how temporary life could be.
Should she return to her cottage to spend the rest of
her life as a virtuous woman, repentant of her time of
lust? Or should she live her life as best she could, as
fully as she could?

She bent to her lessons, blocking out the sight of
Devlen with some difficulty.

Instead of looking for another room in the house to
do their lessons, Devlen had urged her to use his li-
brary, which was all well and good, but he had occupied
it as well.

At first, she’d been a little self-conscious to instruct
Robert in front of his cousin, but Devlen rarely ap-
peared to be listening. A few times she caught him
smiling, however, like now.

“Do you think my methods amusing?”

“You’re so very earnest, Miss Sinclair. You seem to
care very much whether or not Robert learns from you.”

“Of course I care. What sort of governess would I be
if I did not?”

“My tutors didn’t seem to care,” Robert offered.

“That’s because you put frogs in their beds.”

“I put a snake in yours.”

“Did you?” Devlen asked.

“He did.”

“What did Miss Sinclair do?”

“She gave the snake a funeral,” Robert said.

“Miss Sinclair has a very soft heart.”

She glanced at him and then away.

“You’re a very good teacher,” Devlen said.

She really shouldn’t have been so pleased, but she
was, of course.
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“I have an errand to do this afternoon,” Devlen said.
“Would you like to accompany me?”

Her initial response was the same excitement
Robert immediately showed. Instead, caution reared
its head, and she shook her head. During the day she
was Robert’s governess. At night she was Devlen’s
lover. The two roles never overlapped. In the library
she was Miss Sinclair. In the bedroom she was dear
Beatrice.

“I think it would be better if Robert and I take a walk.
The snow has kept us inside for days. I need to stretch
my legs.”

“There are several shops you might enjoy not too far
away.” He glanced at Robert. ““You must make a point
of stopping by Mr. McElwee’s Confectionary Shop.
They make excellent sweets.”

Robert looked hopeful again. Beatrice smiled at him
and nodded. “You’ve been working very hard lately. I
think that deserves a treat.”

They finished their morning lessons. Devlen left the
room before they did, calling her attention to a pouch
he left on his desk.

“A little money for your outing.”

She didn’t bother arguing with him, only thanked
him and watched as he left the room. Instantly, she
missed him.

The day was cold, but the sun was shining. Beatrice
bundled up in her cloak and ensured that Robert was
similarly attired. He needed new gloves but for this out-
ing was using a pair of Devlen’s. They were much too
large, of course, but he insisted upon wearing them, wav-
ing the fingers comically at her.

She wrapped a scarf around his throat and wished the
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snow was not so deep, but they would look for a well-
traveled route so they could avoid the worse of it.

“Shall we take the carriage, Miss Sinclair?”

“I am heartily tired of riding in a carriage, Robert.
Aren’t you?”

He nodded a moment later, but she could tell his
heart wasn’t in it.

“You’ll see. The walking will do us good. We’ll be
hungry for lunch when we return.”

“I’m hungry now.”

“You,” she said, ruffling his hair, “are hungry any-
time.”

He didn’t fuss any more about the walk, and twenty
minutes later she was grateful she’d decided to go on foot.

Edinburgh’s streets were narrow in places, and
mostly cobbled. London had the reputation of being the
city the world came to visit, but it felt as if Edinburgh
also shared that distinction this morning. She heard
French being spoken as well as three other languages,
one of which was German. The other two she couldn’t
identify, but she stood there unabashedly listening to
the speakers in an attempt to do so.

The city was perched on several hills, so walking was
a vigorous exercise. Devlen’s home was in the newer
section of Edinburgh, its neatly arranged streets and
parks a marked contrast to Old Town.

“The residents of Edinburgh are certainly well-read,”
she said, when they passed yet another bookstore.

“Yes, but do they eat any sweeties?”” Robert frowned
up at her, a not-too-gentle reminder they were on a
quest for a confectioner’s shop.

She consulted her directions and led him to the shop
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Devlen recommended. There, she spent some of the
money Devlen had given her on fudge in various flavors,
including chocolate with raisins, hazelnut, and some-
thing delicious called Highland Cream. At Robert’s in-
sistence, she tried a sweet that made her feel as if the top
of her head was coming off.

“It’s hot, isn’t it, Miss Sinclair?”

She waved her hand in front of her mouth. She’d
tasted cloves and cinnamon, but there was something
else in the chewy toffee as well—pepper and ginger?

“You put another snake in my bed, didn’t you?”

The boy laughed, the first time he’d done so in so
long that her discomfort was worth it.

She saw the carriage as they left the confectioners, but
other than to remark upon its similarity to Devlen’s vehi-
cle, didn’t pay it much attention. But when it was still
there, lingering on the crowded street when they
emerged from a bookshop, she studied it with more care.

The horses looked the same. She wasn’t an expert on
the animals, but their coloring was similar, and they
were perfectly matched.

Had Devlen sent a carriage to wait for them?

She walked a few feet before realizing that Robert
wasn’t with her. She turned to see him standing at the
edge of the street, his attention caught by a dead rodent.

“Come away, Robert.”

“It’s dead.”

“Robert.”

He glanced at her and for a moment she thought he
might disobey, but he kicked at the animal, then stepped
back when a score of flies swarmed upward.

The coach was looming directly in front of them.
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There was something oddly reminiscent of the first
time she’d seen Devlen’s carriage on the winding road
to Castle Crannoch.

Before Robert reached her, however, the carriage
swerved, heading directly for the boy. For a horrified
second, Beatrice froze. In the next breath, she ran for
Robert, grabbing him by both arms and pulling him
with her. They both slammed into a retaining wall be-
side the road.

Beatrice reached down and grabbed the boy under the
arms, pushing Robert up to the top of the wall. His shoes
scraped her forehead as he scrambled to reach the top.

Please, please, please. There was no way she could
escape the carriage. She buried her head below her
arms, and pressed herself as close to the wall as she
could.

She couldn’t think, could only feel time measured in
tiny blips of seconds. She wanted to run, as quickly as
she could, but was trapped against the wall. Her arms
stretched wide to minimize her breadth. The horses were
so close she could feel their heated breath on her face.

Screams of equine terror echoed in her ear.

Help me.

“That’s all,” Devlen said to his secretary.

“Sir?”

“I can’t work.”

“Are you feeling all right, sir?”

“Fine, damn it.”

“Could I bring you something to drink, sir? Or ring
for Mrs. Anderson? She could bring you some tea. Or
chocolate.”
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“I’m not hungry, Lawrence. I simply can’t work.”

“You must make a decision, sir, on the new cotton
mill.”

“Later.”

“What about the new hull design?”

Devlen leaned back in his chair. “Tomorrow.”

“But the negotiations for the mine, sir, in Wales. That
can’t wait. Sir?”

“Have you ever been in love, Lawrence?”

“Sir?”

The young man’s face flamed. Deven had employed
Lawrence because he’d been impressed with the young
man’s business acumen. His youth, however, was al-
ways an issue.

“Never mind.” He thumbed through the stack of pa-
pers on his desk. “Do you think my empire is going to
be in shambles if I don’t work today?”

“With all due respect, sir, you haven’t worked very
much for the last three weeks. Not since . . .” His face
deepened in color.

Devlen didn’t bother to answer his accusation.
Lawrence was right.

Even if his own business affairs were done, there was
the matter of the solicitor’s report. He wanted to amend
Robert’s guardianship, and there was a slight chance the
courts would grant him custody of the child, only be-
cause of his father’s infirmity. He didn’t want to fight
Cameron, especially in the courts, and he didn’t want to
bring to light—and to the public—what had happened to
him. But Robert’s welfare was greater than Cameron’s
reputation, and if the latter needed to be sullied in order
to protect the child, then Devlen would do so.
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If, however, he could get his mind off Beatrice. He’d
come to the wharf office to do some work, approve the
off-loaded inventory, and meet with two of his cap-
tains. Not sit here like some weak-minded lad, remem-
bering Beatrice as if he hadn’t just left her.

One particular memory was his favorite. They were
studying Plutarch’s Lives, and when he’d inquired as to
whether doing so was a little advanced for Robert,
she’d smiled.

“He dislikes Aesop’s Fables, and Plutarch offers sto-
ries about mortal men who really lived. But the study of
their lives also offers a moral.”

“Did you always learn that way? Every lesson having
amoral?”

She considered the question for a moment. “My fa-
ther once said animals can teach their young without
seeming to do so. A kitten will obey its mother, or per-
haps its nature, while a baby has no inkling of the les-
sons the parent has learned. Education must fill the gap.
We must learn from the mistakes and triumphs of oth-
ers. It’s not enough simply to know the sum of a column
of figures, or to be familiar with a poet’s work. Learn-
ing must be about a man’s life. How to make it better.”

“Has learning made your life better?”

She glanced at him and then smiled. “Some would say
learning is wasted on women. I've heard that thought es-
poused on more than one occasion. Plutarch taught me
to be resigned rather than angry about my life.”

“I think a little anger wouldn’t have been amiss. Less
logic and more feeling, perhaps.”

“Do you think I don’t have any feelings?”

“I think you push them down so deep inside so
they’ll not trouble you. Even Plutarch acknowledged
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the weaknesses of men. He believed men could be pro-
moted to angels but for their passions.”

“He also believed men are subjected to death and re-
birth. Do you believe that?”

“A clever way of deflecting the subject, Miss Sinclair.”

He’d stood, then, and left the room. Otherwise, he
would have kissed her, in front of Robert and the
young maid who’d entered with a tray of biscuits and
chocolate.

She had the most alluring voice. Low, but imbued
with a rounded tone to it, as if laughter hid just behind
the words. She looked as if she hid a smile as well, her
lips curving as if teasing him to leave his desk and
come across the room to kiss her.

Beatrice. The name truly didn’t suit her, and yet at
the same time it did. It was much too modest a name for
such a wanton creature. Only he knew how wanton. He
leaned back in the chair and contemplated a series of
memories, plucking one at random. Until the day he
died, he’d remember how she looked this morning as
he’d opened the curtains and watched her sleep. The
sun had filtered into the room, stealing across the carpet
to rest at her feet, and then, catlike, creeping to bathe a
hand, and then a cheek. She’d blinked open her eyes,
shielding them with that same sun-warmed hand, and
smiled at him, a look of such beauty and delight he’d
been charmed to his toes. And something else. He’d
been struck by a fear so pervasive and sudden he’d lost
his breath because of it.

What would he do if she left him?

She couldn’t.

Where were they now? Had they already visited the
confectioner’s shop? Was she tired of walking Edin-
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burgh’s endless hills? Should he send a carriage to
bring her home?

How could he keep her with him?

Too many questions, and regrettably, he didn’t have
the answers.

The carriage missed her by an inch, no more. Bea-
trice could feel the heat of the horses, then the slap of
their leads against her back. The axle of the wheel
grazed the back of her legs, tearing her skirt.

The wheels ground against the cobbles, combined
with the whinny of the frightened horses, and Robert’s
shouts.

When it was gone, she sagged against the wall, feel-
ing herself slip to the ground, her palms abraded
against the brick.

“Miss! Are you all right?”” She was suddenly sur-
rounded by strangers, people she didn’t know, whose
faces were as white as hers must be.

“Criminal, the way some people drive!”

“You’re bleeding, miss.” A woman pressed her
lavender-scented handkerchief into her palm, and Bea-
trice dabbed at the cut on her lip.

“Miss Sinclair! Miss Sinclair!” She folded herself
against the wall, her cheek pressing against it. The car-
riage was careening down the crowded street, pedes-
trians turning to witness its departure, more than a few
people surrounding her, inquiring as to her well-being.
She had to get up. She was causing a scene, sitting
there.

She stood with some difficulty, her legs shaking be-
neath her.

“Miss Sinclair?”
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She turned to see Robert standing there. How had he
descended from the wall?

“Miss Sinclair, are you all right?”

She wasn’t, but she forced a smile to her face. “How
are you, Robert?”

“It happened again, didn’t it?”

There was no point in mistaking his meaning. Some-
one had tried to run him over, in a carriage looking too
much like Devlen’s for comfort.

“It was Thomas, Miss Sinclair.”

“Thomas?”

“The driver. He works for my uncle.”

She pressed her hands against her waist, and prayed
for composure.

Beatrice grabbed Robert’s hand and started retracing
their steps to Devlen’s house. The return trip was
mostly uphill and too long. She was trying not to think
as she walked, but she couldn’t do anything about the
fear. It was there like a third person.

Robert was silent at her side and she wanted to reas-
sure the child they were safe, but she couldn’t lie to
him. Edinburgh was proving to be as dangerous as Cas-
tle Crannoch.

As they walked past the wrought-iron gate and en-
tered Devlen’s property, Beatrice felt some of the ten-
sion leave her. Devlen would know what to do. The
thought brought her up short. When had she begun to
place all her trust in Devlen?

“Miss Sinclair.”

She glanced down at Robert. The boy had stopped in
the drive and was staring at the carriage parked in front
of the house.

“It isn’t your uncle’s.”
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She tugged at his hand, walked behind the carriage,
and opened the front door. There, in animated conver-
sation with Mrs. Anderson, was one of the most beauti-
ful women Beatrice had ever seen.

The black cloak she wore was made of a soft wool,
Beatrice could tell that much by the way the garment
draped. Pearl buttons held it closed at the neck, while a
white fur collar emphasized the blue of the wearer’s
eyes, the delicate pale complexion, and the shine of her
auburn hair, arranged in a style designed to be taken
down with the artful removal of only a few pins.

She was shorter than Beatrice by some measure,
enough that she felt like a giant in comparison. Every-
thing about her was petite, from the pointed shoe peep-
ing out from beneath her cloak, to the hand holding the
white fur muff.

“Who are you?”

Even her voice was small. Small, and breathy, as if
she was too delicate to take a full breath. No doubt do-
ing so would test the stamina of her chest, and it looked
like she was doing all she could to stand upright with
such a massive bosom.

“Mrs. Anderson, who is this woman?” she asked, her
voice accented with the barest hint of a Scottish burr. No
doubt the men of her acquaintance thought it charming.

Mrs. Anderson didn’t even look in Beatrice’s direc-
tion. “His Grace, the Duke of Brechin and his gov-
erness, Miss Sinclair.”

“Devlen’s cousin,” she said, dismissing Robert as
unimportant. Why not? He was only seven and there-
fore too young a male to attract.

“I’ll wait for Devlen in his library.”

Beatrice glanced at Mrs. Anderson. “Is that wise?
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Devlen doesn’t like people in his library when he isn’t
there.”

The other woman turned and surveyed Beatrice again.
“You’re a bit forward to be the governess, aren’t you?”
She hesitated for a moment, then began to smile. “You
think to coax him to your bed, don’t you?”” An instant
later, her eyes narrowed. “Or have you already? How
very convenient for Devlen to have installed you as the
governess.” She smiled. “You’re available both day and
night, and he gets two positions in paying for only one.
Devlen does have a head for business.”

She calmly unbuttoned her cloak, revealing a green
silk dress clinging to her overripe curves before falling
to her ankles in a long, shimmering cascade of fabric.

“Does he give you presents as well?”” She fingered a
diamond necklace at her throat. “It’s his latest gift.”

Devlen’s mistress.

“It’s too showy for my taste,” Beatrice said calmly. “I
prefer pearls. So much more understated.”

Felicia smiled, but the look in her eyes could have
melted ice.

“You might want to thank him in the bathing cham-
ber. He has a partiality for that room.”

Before Felicia could say another word, or the es-
timable Mrs. Anderson could comment, Beatrice took
Robert by the hand, turned, and walked out the door.

“Where are we going, Miss Sinclair?”

“Somewhere safe,” she said.

“Will anyone be able to find us?”

“No.”

“Miss Sinclair? You’re shaking.”

“I’m cold, that’s all.”

She was shaking, but it wasn’t cold or even fear.
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Anger raced through her, as spicy as the chocolate
she’d eaten earlier. How dare he! How dare he keep her
in his house and keep his mistress as well.

Was Devlen to blame? Or was she the more culpa-
ble? She’d wanted adventure and excitement to the
exclusion of good sense. She’d pushed down every
condemning thought, every weak whisper of her con-
science because of pleasure.

She should have been wiser, smarter, less innocent,
unwary. Instead, she’d given him everything: her affec-
tion, her body, her trust. Her love.

“Miss Sinclair?”

“It’s all right, Robert. It will be all right.”

She reached into her reticule and pulled out the
money Devlen had insisted she take for their outing.
He’d been incredibly generous, and they’d purchased
enough sweets to give Robert a stomachache for a
week. The remainder of the money would be enough to
leave Edinburgh.

Beatrice halted at the corner and wondered where
she could go to hire a carriage. A simple enough ques-
tion as it turned out. She inquired of a passerby, who
pointed her in the direction of an inn. The innkeeper in
turn directed her to a stable. The owner was not happy
to rent his carriage for a one-way journey, so she ended
up paying twice as much as it was worth.

“I need to go to Kilbridden Village,” she said, giving
him directions.

“I know the place, but it’s an out-of-the-way hamlet,
miss. Inverness might be more to your liking.”

Robert had been silent beside her, his eyes wide. But
it was an indication of how desperate their straits that
he didn’t question her actions.
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“Return in an hour, and we’ll leave then.”

“Now.”

He stared at her and then spit on the ground. “I’ve not
had my dinner.”

“Your horses are rested, are they not? Have they been
fed and watered? What else must you do?”

“Are you fleeing for some purpose, miss? I’'m not
carrying a felon, am 1?7

“I’ve done nothing. But my son and I need to travel
this afternoon.”

“The roads might be bad, we might need to spend the
night.”

“I’ve the money to pay for lodging.”

“Son is it? He doesn’t look like you.”

“Mommy,” Robert said just at that moment, “I want a
candy.”

“Not now. Later.” She brushed his hair back and won-
dered at the speed at which they had both become accom-
plished liars.

“Very well, get inside, and we’ll be off.” He added a
few more moments of grumbling before he began to
lead the horses to the front of the coach.

She and Robert climbed inside, and in the silence he
asked her the one question she dreaded.

“Does Devlen want me dead?”

“I don’t know.”

She didn’t want Devlen to be involved. He couldn’t
be. She couldn’t be that wrong about someone. He
loved Robert; that was plain to see by anyone who
viewed them together.

And her? What did he feel about her?

“I"d give it up if I could,” Robert said. She glanced
down to find Robert crying. Large tears all the more
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touching for the fact they were silent. “I don’t want to
be duke.”

She wrapped him in the folds of her cloak. At the
moment, she wanted to cry, too. She was so frightened,
and she didn’t know what to do.

Robert slid his hand into hers, and she was grateful
for the comfort of it. Together, they sat as the driver
made the carriage ready. She was grateful for the si-
lence. There was nothing she could say to the child.

She’d almost failed him.



Chapter 29
~OC—

The journey home took them five hours, far longer
than it would have taken if the driver had made an
earnest attempt to hurry. Perhaps the roads were as bad
as he complained. They were certainly icy, but neither
snow-filled nor rutted. If he’d been paid by the distance
instead of the hour, Beatrice was certain they could
have reached Kilbridden Village in half the time.

The cottage looked more than empty; it looked de-
serted and oddly sad, its thatched roof drooping be-
neath the night sky. The stone of the walls was from a
quarry outside of the village and was the color of mud
when it rained. In the spring they were saved from dull-
ness by climbing ivy. But now it looked forlorn and
humble, hardly a fit place to bring the Duke of Brechin.

She left the carriage and paid the driver the rest of his
money, before taking Robert’s hand and following the
path to the front door.

At the door she turned the latch and entered, feeling

347
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as if she’d been gone for years instead of just a few
weeks. She halted on the threshold, feeling the memo-
ries flooding back.

“Father, why did they build such funny-looking
buildings?”

“They’re called pyramids, Beatrice, and they’re for
worshiping their gods.”

“Beatrice Anne Sinclair. What are you doing? Come
down from there this instant!”” But in the next moment,
her mother had dissolved into laughter to see both her
husband and her daughter sitting in the high branches
of a tree.

“It’s a nest, Mother. Father thinks it’s an eagle.”

“I shall not ever want to leave you. I promise and
cross my heart, Father.”

“Ah, but you will, Beatrice, and it will be a good
thing. One’s children are only on loan, you see. They
are gifts to be surrendered when the time comes.”

Robert entered the cottage after her, and she won-
dered what he saw. A plain structure, with three win-
dows and a door, a wooden floor sagging in spots.
There was one place near the hearth where the floor
squeaked.

The kitchen table was square and old, two of the
chairs matched, but the third did not. Her mother had
made the curtains over the windows a few years ago,
sitting by the fire and hemming the embroidered linen
with careful stitches. A rug in front of the fireplace had
been her resting place many evenings as she’d sat and
listened to her parents talk or her father read aloud. Two
overstuffed chairs sat in front of the fire with a small
table between them. On it sat a lantern, and a store of
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candles. A door led to her parents’ room, and a staircase
to her loft bed.

All in all, a snug place to live. Nothing as grand as
Castle Crannoch. But there was love here, the remnants
of it clinging to the very air. At Castle Crannoch there
were only dark shadows and suspicion.

And in Edinburgh? She could not think of Edin-
burgh right now.

After lighting the candles on the mantel, she knelt
and prepared the fire. The room was chilled, and it
would take several hours for the cottage to warm.

She opened the door beside the fireplace, revealing
her parents’ small but comfortable room, one she’d
never occupied.

“You’ll sleep here,” she told Robert, who was still
looking around him with wide-eyed wonder. Ever since
they’d left Edinburgh he’d been strangely quiet.

There was nothing to eat in the larder or pantry, so
she and Robert sat at the end of her parents’ bed and ate
the rest of the sweets for dinner. When she tucked him
into bed, his voice was subdued and more childlike than
she’d ever heard.

“Miss Sinclair? Could I have a candle lit, please?”

“Of course,” she said, and bent down to brush his hair
off his forehead. Before he could object, she kissed his
cheek, feeling a curious and maternal protectiveness for
the Duke of Brechin.

“Sleep well, Robert.”

“You’ll be close?”

“Just in the loft,” she said, pointing to the ceiling. “A
call will bring me running.”

He nodded, evidently satisfied.
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She sat in the main room of the cottage, staring at the
fire. She was cold, but it wasn’t the type of chill that
could be warmed.

Had she made a mistake in leaving Edinburgh with-
out meeting with Devlen? Robert’s safety came first,
and her wishes and wants far behind. Did she suspect
him? That was the question, wasn’t it?

She stood and walked around the room, touching
the table where she and her parents had taken their
meals, the mantel where her mother’s most prized pos-
sessions, a pair of statues of a shepherd and shep-
herdess, had once rested. She’d sold them after the
epidemic, in order to afford the gravestones for her
parents.

She gripped the mantel and leaned forward, resting
her head on her hands. The heat from the fire warmed
her face.

What would her father have thought of Devlen? He
would have warned her to be wary of men with such a
charming smile and way with women. A despoiler of
innocents. A hunter of unicorns. Her mother would
have adored him.

She stood, and walked back to the chair her father
had often occupied. The upholstery still bore the scent
of his pipe.

Dear God, how was she to endure this, too?

The pain felt like a bandage being removed from a
wound. Until now, until this exact moment, she’d
thought everything was bearable. The discovery there
was agony beneath the surface was shocking, stripping
her breath from her.

She wrapped her arms around herself and bent over,
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stifling the sharp, keening cry. She wanted to scream, but
the sound traveled inward, careening through her mind
and heart and forcing her to her knees. Beatrice slid to
the floor, holding on to the arms of the chair to keep her-
self upright. She could barely breathe for the pain.

Devlen.

Her tears came grudgingly. She wept for her parents,
for Robert’s loss, for the girl she’d been and was no
more. She cried for the lost innocence not of her body
but of her heart. She cried because she was betrayed,
and in love, and the enormity of those twin emotions
was too great a burden after all.

Devlen couldn’t remember ever being as angry as he
was right at this particular moment.

He’d come home, only to find that Beatrice and
Robert hadn’t returned from their outing. He’d paced in
the library for a few hours, calming himself with the
thought that they were no doubt enjoying the day. But
by dusk he was summoning the servants, intent on re-
tracing their path through the shops.

He told himself it was annoyance that incited his
search, but he couldn’t maintain that pretense for long,
especially after visiting a shopkeeper along the route.

“Aye, sir, it was a close call. I seen them both, the lit-
tle boy and the woman. Why, the woman nearly got
herself trampled trying to save the lad. Magnificent
horses, though. Matched pairs, both of them. Rarely
seen the like.”

“But you haven’t seen them again?”

“The horses? Oh, you mean the woman and the boy.
After a close call like that? I'd go to the nearest tavern
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and down a whiskey.” The shopkeeper shrugged. “No, I
never saw them after that.”

The carriage was too slow, and he pounded on the top
of the roof as a signal to the driver to pick up speed.

The idea she’d almost been hurt had caused him no
end of grief. His stomach still rolled thinking about it.

Where in blazes was she?

He’d sent Saunders to Castle Crannoch to ensure she
wasn’t there. He didn’t believe she’d go back to the
castle but he couldn’t afford to overlook any possibil-
ity. At dawn he’d visited Felicia, which proved to be
both interesting and profoundly disturbing. Up until
Mrs. Anderson told him he’d no idea the two women
had ever met, let alone that Beatrice had returned to
the house earlier. At least one question had been an-
swered: Why hadn’t she come to him? She had, and
found Felicia.

“What did you say to her?” he asked.

“Nothing of consequence. Has she gone away, Dev-
len?”

Felicia began to smile, reaching up to place her
hands on his chest. He had the strangest thought she
was not unlike a cat. He didn’t particularly like cats.

“Why, Devlen darling. Are you lonely?”

“What did you say?”

She pulled back, and then stepped away.

“Are you this proprietary with your women, Devlen? If
s0, I should have been flattered during our time together.”

She began to laugh, her wrapper falling open to re-
veal a plenteous bosom. He should know. She’d been
his mistress for two years.

“You’re in love with her. Oh, Devlen, that truly is a
jest.”
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There was nothing he could say. To argue the point
would be futile, especially since it occurred to him just
at that moment, standing in his former mistress’s parlor,
that she might be right.

Beatrice couldn’t have simply left. She wouldn’t
have, not after last night. Or this morning. She’d
glanced at him before he’d left the room and he could
swear there was something warm in her look, an affec-
tion, some type of fondness.

But there was nothing to tie her to him. No reason for
her to stay. Perhaps he should settle an obscene amount
of money on her and bribe her to remain with him. Or
hire her in some capacity. Perhaps he could lock her up
in his house for a year or two. Keep her sated and well
loved in his bed, so exhausted she couldn’t leave it. The
idea of her needing to sleep to recuperate from their
loving and then being seduced again was enough to de-
flect his anger for a few moments.

She’d come from Kilbridden Village. Is it possible
she might have returned there? Where else would she
go? Beatrice was alone in the world, with few options.
She had no money, nothing but the care of an occasion-
ally obnoxious seven-year-old duke.

The thought they were in danger was sudden, over-
whelming, and nearly paralyzing.

Beatrice ended up sleeping in her father’s chair, fully
dressed. Her feet were swollen when she awoke and her
shoes pinched, so she slipped them off and wished the
fire hadn’t burned down to cinders. She eased up from
the chair, feeling stiff. A price to pay for sleeping sitting
up, her head braced against the chair’s side. She’d
caught her father doing that only too often in the past.
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Last night they’d survived on sweets, but today she
must arrange to buy some food. She’d become accus-
tomed to eating three times a day in Edinburgh, and her
stomach rumbled as if to remind her a meal was due.

Later, she’d go to see Jeremy. He’d know the name of
the magistrate, or some other official to whom she
could tell her story. There must be someone impartial
who could offer protection to Robert. If nothing else,
his title should be able to garner some interest in his
plight.

There was enough money to tide them over for a week
or two, especially if she were careful. And after that?

That decision could wait until later.

She pulled at the wrinkles of her skirt, slipped on her
shoes, and went to the well in the back garden. The
rusted pulley wheel squeaked as she hauled the bucket
up from the bottom. Once the bucket was full she re-
turned to the cottage, intent on her morning’s chores.

Mary stood in the middle of the cottage’s main room.
Rowena’s maid was dressed for the weather in a full
cloak trimmed in fur. Both hands held a basket.

“Miss Sinclair,” she said, inclining her head. “How
tired you look.”

“What are you doing here? For that matter, how did
you know I was here?”

“Devlen sent his man to Castle Crannoch looking for
you. My brother and I wondered if you’d be here, instead.
You do remember my brother, don’t you? Thomas? The
driver? Or perhaps you don’t. People often ignore ser-
vants, as if they’re not there. We’re invisible.”

She strode forward and put the basket down on the
table. “I’ve brought you some pastries. I'm quite a skill-
ful cook, you know.”
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“That was very kind of you.”

“You look wary. I wonder why.”

“I don’t know you. Why should you bring me pas-
tries?”

“Miss Sinclair?”

Robert came out of her parents’ room, rubbing his
eyes. He had clearly just awakened. Before she could
go to his side, before she could urge him back into the
room, Mary grabbed her.

The knife in her hand bit deep into her throat.

She gasped, half in shock, half in pain.

“Take a muffin from the basket, Robert”” Mary
moved the knife closer. Beatrice could feel the blade
cut into her skin and the warmth of her blood trickle
down her neck.

Beatrice didn’t understand. Not until Mary moved
closer and unfolded the napkin from the basket. There
was an assortment of plump muffins resting there, each
of them sprinkled with what looked like sugar.

The birds. The bread.

“Don’t,” she said, the only word she was able to get
out before Mary tightened her grip.

“If you don’t want your governess to die, Your Grace,
you’ll do as I say. It won’t be bad. You’ll just get sleepy,
that’s all. Then you’ll go and meet your father and
mother. You miss them, don’t you, lad?”

Robert reached out and picked up a muffin, his eyes
wide and frightened. He was only seven, young enough
to trust the words of an adult, even a madwoman. But
Beatrice knew the moment he ate the biscuit, Mary
would kill her.

She made a noise in her throat, and the knife sliced
deeper.
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Her neighbors were too far away to be of any assis-
tance. No one else knew she’d returned to Kilbridden
Village.

“I’'m the Duke of Brechin,” Robert suddenly said,
putting the muffin down. “No one commands me to do
anything.”

Mary made a sound in her throat. “Do you want Miss
Sinclair to die, you foolish child?”

He picked up the muffin again and looked away, his
attention momentarily distracted. Beatrice wanted to
shout at him to move, to run away, anything but allow
himself to be poisoned.

What a hideous time to discover Robert felt some af-
fection for her.

A sound at the door made Mary turn, still holding the
knife. Beatrice was bleeding freely now, and she didn’t
know if the sudden dizziness she felt was from loss of
blood or terror.

A thousand cannons suddenly exploded. The small
cottage absorbed the boom of thunder and a high tinny
ringing Beatrice realized was only in her ears.

Mary dropped to the floor, her mouth forming a per-
fect O as she fell. Instantly, a crimson flower formed on
the floor around her. No, not a flower. Blood.

Beatrice looked toward the door, eyes wide. Devlen
stood there, holding one of his carriage pistols, a look
of such ferocity on his face she almost flinched from: it.
As Robert ran to him, she sank down into her father’s
chair, holding a hand to her throat.
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Devlen glanced at her, and Beatrice
tightened her arms around Robert. “Why would Mary
do such a thing?”

“Unfortunately, the person who really knows the an-
swer to that question can no longer tell us.”

The wheels of the carriage were loud on the gravel-
covered road. The wind, sharp and fast, sounded a high-
pitched keening as if to mourn Mary.

“But you suspect,” Beatrice said.

“For the sake of love. It makes fools of all of us.”

“But did it make her a murderer?”

“I suspect she wanted my father to be duke,” Devlen
said.

“Did she love him so much she was willing to kill a
child?”

“Not for him. For Rowena.”

She closed her eyes, placed her cheek against Robert’s

357
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head, and exhaled a breath. “To make her the Duchess of
Brechin.”

“There was that, but I don’t think she thought of it
like that. Rowena and my father have not seen eye to
eye since the accident. My father wanted the dukedom.
If he was happy, perhaps Rowena would be.”

“But when Robert was shot at, they weren’t even at
Castle Crannoch.”

“No, but I think if you look closer to Mary’s family,
you’ll find her accomplice.”

“Thomas.”

She looked out the window. The day had been spent
with the magistrate, a very somber gentleman who
owned land to the north of Kilbridden Village. He
hadn’t been overly impressed with either the Duke of
Brechin’s title or Devlen’s wealth.

“How did you come to find Miss Sinclair, sir?”’

“I asked in the village. I woke up more than one per-
son, I admit, until I got an answer.”

Evidently, Thomas had driven his sister to her house,
and waited outside while Mary carried out her plot. Dev-
len had easily overpowered him and given the other gun
to his driver, with instructions to shoot if Thomas moved.

Now, the magistrate was taking Thomas somewhere
to be held for trial.

“You’ll be here to testify, sir?”” he asked Devlen.

“T will.”

The magistrate also arranged to have Mary’s body
taken back to Castle Crannoch.

The man had had some training as a physician, and
insisted upon inspecting the temporary bandage Bea-
trice had placed on her own throat.

“If she’d cut you any deeper, miss, you wouldn’t
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have survived the wound.” He’d wrapped her throat
tightly and given her some precautions. She’d listened
and nodded from time to time, trying to ignore the fact
Devlen was glowering at her.

Robert was being so quiet every few moments she
bent forward to look at his face. He was awake, but only
barely. He looked tired, his face too pale. A few minutes
later, he grew heavier in her arms, and she glanced at
him to find him asleep. She couldn’t blame him. The
day had been a long one with the interviews with the
magistrate, and the inquiry about the shooting.

“Was Thomas responsible for pushing Robert down
the stairs as well?”” she whispered, not wishing to wake
the child.

Devlen looked down at his cousin. “I’m afraid the in-
cident on the stairs was a genuine accident. Too much
haste, combined with a young boy in his stocking feet.
The floors are well waxed.”

“Will there be any ramifications for you because of
what you did? Will you be arrested?”

“For killing a woman who was going to kill you?
No. Don’t forget, she’d planned to kill Robert as
well.”

She nodded.

“I wouldn’t want you to be punished.”

“I shall not be.”

“Thank you for what you did.”

“I would have protected anyone in my care.”

Her eyes flew to his, but then she looked away, any-
thing but try to interpret that stony stare.

“What about Felicia?” she asked.

“What about Felicia?”

“She came to see you.”
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“And met you instead. Is that why you left Edin-
burgh?”

She glanced over at him. He didn’t look the least
ashamed.

“I thought you weren’t seeing her anymore.”

He didn’t answer. “Is that why you left Edinburgh?”

She blew out a breath. “Perhaps.” She’d been angry
and afraid, emotions that didn’t necessarily lead to
logic. “I wanted to get away, to be safe.”

“And you didn’t think it would be safe with me.”

“I couldn’t stay there.”

“Because you thought I was still with Felicia.”

She looked away, and only then nodded. “Yes,” she
said in the silence.

“I haven’t been with her since I met you. I've only
seen her once, to give her a ruinously expensive dia-
mond necklace.”

“She mentioned it.”

“You should have stayed in Edinburgh.”

She turned her head and stared at him. “I’'m no
longer your employee, Devlen. Don’t presume to tell
me what I should or should not have done. I did what I
thought was right at the time.”

“Forgive my impertinence, Lady Beatrice.”

“Is that your attempt at humor?”’

“Believe me, I'm not feeling at all amused at the
moment.”

The moments stretched between them, silent and
uncomfortable.

“You could have asked me,” he said finally. “About
Felicia. I thought we had that much trust between us.”

She didn’t speak.
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Finally, several moments later, she spoke again.
“Does it ever ice up so you're trapped at the castle?”
There, a casual question, one not containing emotion of
any sort.

“No. There’s always a way down, even if it must be
done on foot.”

The weather was growing colder, and a fine mist was
falling. The fog was rising as they mounted the hill,
their journey slower than usual.

Devlen didn’t speak again. She was forced to silence
only because she didn’t know what to say. It was only too
clear he was angry. No, not angry. Not even furious. He
appeared encaged by rage. The wrong word might set
him free. She wasn’t entirely certain she wanted to face
an infuriated Devlen.

At the entrance to the castle, he exited the carriage
first and reached in to take Robert from her, all without
a word spoken. She was left to follow him, up the wind-
ing staircase and to the Duke’s Chamber. Robert still
slept, but she wasn’t surprised.

Devlen left the room after placing Robert on the bed,
leaving her to remove the boy’s shoes and tuck the
counterpane around him. Later she would worry about
undressing him properly. For now, she wanted to let
him sleep.

The room was the same. The maid had straightened the
bed and replaced the toweling, but otherwise the room
looked as if they’d just left it and not been gone a month.

The pillows smelled of fresh herbs, and it was evi-
dent someone had beaten the dust from the four-
poster’s drapes. The circular table near the window had
been treated with lemon oil and the scent permeated the
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room. Everything was in readiness for the Duke of
Brechin.

Home and safety. For the first time, Robert might
feel a little of both.

“You wanted to see me?”’

Rowena tried, and failed, to push hope away. But it was
the first time since the accident Cameron had sent for her,
and she stood on the threshold of his library dressed in
one of her new purchases from London, a blue silk that
flattered her complexion. She’d taken the precaution of
coloring her lips a soft pink and adding drops to her eyes
so they gleamed in the candlelight.

In the mirror she’d looked like a woman going to her
lover.

“Mary is dead.”

“Yes, I heard.”

“You don’t seem overly affected by the news.”

She shrugged. “She was a good maid.”

“Is that all you have to say? She’s been with you for
what, a decade?”

“Do you wish me to weep for her, Cameron? Doing
so would hardly put me in a good light, would it?”

“I can’t remember you being this calculating when
we first met, Rowena. But perhaps I was blind to your
true character, being as besotted as [ was.”

“Were you besotted, Cameron?”

She took a few steps toward his desk, wishing he
wasn’t sitting on the other side. He used the sheer size of
it like a barrier, a bulwark behind which to position him-
self. That was very well when he was addressing the staff,
but hardly necessary when he was talking with his wife.

“I’ve decided it’s best if you return to London.”
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She stared at him, disappointment rapidly overcom-
ing any other emotion. “Why?” she finally said.

“Because | cannot bear the sight of you, my dear
Rowena. Even the scent of your perfume renders me
nauseous.”

She took another step toward him. “I don’t under-
stand.”

“I’m much happier when you’re nowhere to be seen.
London is far enough away, I think.”

“You can’t be serious, Cameron.”

“On the contrary, Rowena. I don’t believe it’s possi-
ble to measure the exact degree of my hatred for you.”

She took a step backward, almost physically affected
by his words. The contemptuous look in his eyes made
her suddenly wary.

“I spoke to the doctor, you see. At length, as a matter
of fact. While you were in London. We had an interest-
ing conversation, he and I.”

Her stomach lurched, and she placed a hand against
her waist. She was going to be sick, she was certain of it.

“What I cannot comprehend was the reason for it.
Did you hate me so much?”

“I love you.”

Her skin was so cold she could feel the heat of her
own blood racing beneath it.

“You will never get me to believe that, Rowena. Not
now, not ever.”

He emerged from behind the desk, wheeling himself
toward her. She remained where she was, determined
not to flee in the face of his hatred.

“What about Robert? Did you know about Mary,
about what she and Thomas were doing? Let’s have a
little honesty between us.”
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“No, I didn’t know. I don’t like the child, but I
wouldn’t harm him. And you, Cameron? Don’t tell me
you’re unhappy she almost succeeded.”

“Unlike you, Rowena, there are certain things [ won’t
doin order to get my way. Killing a child is one of them.”

He studied her, such a disinterested glance she felt the
coldness of it. It was over. Finally, it was over. She
turned, intent upon leaving the room, the castle, and him.

Before she could leave, he spoke again. “Don’t ever
come back, Rowena.”

She hesitated at the door, squared her shoulders, and
forced a smile to her face. She glanced back at him
once. “I won’t, you can be assured of that. But you will
miss me, Cameron. Perhaps you’ll even long for me.”

“No, madam, on that score, you’re wrong. I would
sooner wish for the devil himself.”

Devlen was determined not to be an idiot about Bea-
trice. However, he was very certain he was going to do
just that, which is why he was intent on his errand.

Gaston was driving him, but before he got into the
carriage, he ventured a question to the other man.

“Have you ever been in love, Gaston?”

The other man looked surprised at such a question.
Just when he thought it wouldn’t be answered, Gaston
nodded.

“I have, Mr. Devlen. It’s not a gentle emotion, for all
that the books would have you believe.”

“On that I agree. It’s a damnable feeling, isn’t it? It
gets a hook right into the middle of you and won’tlet go.”

“Even when it does, sir, you remember the feeling.”

Devlen nodded. “Like being a salmon, Gaston. A
salmon with a smile on his face.”
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He entered the carriage and closed the door, staring
back at the castle.

She needed to follow the magistrate’s instructions
about that cut on her throat. Would she? She’d always
have a scar. He was damned if all she thought of when
she looked in the mirror every day was the memory of
nearly dying for Robert.

He’d been a fool—he wouldn’t deny that. From the
very first moment he’d ever seen her he’d been an idiot.
A lustful idiot.

There was her window. If he threw a stone at the
glass, would she look down?

He’d never been so confused, uncertain, and definite
about a woman in all his life. She made him want to pull
his hair out, wander around naked in his own home, and
vow monastic celibacy all at the same time.

She couldn’t stay here. While the danger to Robert
had been eliminated, the atmosphere still wasn’t suit-
able for Beatrice. She needed laughter and a touch of
silliness. She needed to attend the opera and listen to
music. He’d take her to his soap factory, and she’d sam-
ple the new scents. Or to the glassworks and let her see
the new patterns.

Anywhere.

Instead, he nodded to his driver and got in the carriage.

Maybe he’d be better off simply riding down the
mountain on a surefooted horse. The faster he was
about his errand, the better.

“Devlen told me what happened. Please accept my
apologies as well as my thanks, Miss Sinclair. I truly
didn’t know.”

Beatrice turned, surprised she hadn’t heard Cameron’s
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arrival. She glanced at the bed, grateful Robert was still
asleep. For his benefit, she left the room and stepped out
into the hallway.

She waited until Cameron followed her to answer him.

“I don’t care about your apology or your thanks, Mr.
Gordon. All I care about is that Robert is safe. Can you
promise me that?”

“I can see why you fascinate my son so much, Miss
Sinclair.”

“I don’t know how to respond to that comment. Do
you expect me to be flattered?”’

“You don’t hesitate to speak your mind while at the
same time insisting upon being very female. And yes, |
promise to protect Robert to the best of my ability,
Miss Sinclair. Not for your sake or mine, but for his.”

She walked down the corridor, wondering if he
would follow her. He did, his manipulation of the
wheelchair done gracefully.

“My son may be enamored of you, Miss Sinclair, but
he’s ruthless, all the same.”

When she didn’t comment, he continued, “How do
you think he created his own empire? With a please and
a thank-you? He’s accustomed to getting his own way,
to doing exactly what he wants.”

“Is there a reason you’re telling me this?”

“I feel a curious responsibility for you, Miss Sinclair,
especially in view of all you’ve suffered on our behalf.”

“I would think you’d be proud of him.”

“I am, but I’'m not blind to his faults. My son is stub-
born, opinionated, aggravating, talented, generous,
loyal, and the most irritating human being I’ve ever
loved.”
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“He’s determined, Mr. Gordon,” she said, turning
and facing him. “As determined in his way as you are in
yours.”

One eyebrow rose, an expression so similar to Dev-
len’s that she smiled.

“Just how am I determined?”

“You could have easily died in the carriage accident,
I understand. Yet you survived.”

“On the contrary, Miss Sinclair. I was barely injured.”

He smiled, an expression so odd she felt a trickle of
ice slide down her spine.

“Do you know what it’s like to love, Miss Sinclair?
To love so desperately you would surrender your very
soul?” He glanced at her. “Ah, I see you do. People can
twist the force of that love into something else, some-
thing distorted and possibly evil.”

Slowly, he drew the lap robe off his legs. All this time
she’d thought he was paralyzed, but there were only
neatly hemmed trousers beneath his knees. Nothing
else.

“My wife did that.” He stared at himself, his smile
mocking. “She instructed the surgeon to amputate both
my legs, even though there was no need. I might have
lost a few toes, or had to use a cane perhaps, but that
was the extent of my injuries.”

She stared at him, horrified. “Why?”

“Why does one cage a bird, Miss Sinclair, but to hear
it sing? We don’t think about the bird’s freedom, only
our own gratification.”

She held on to the doorjamb.

“My wife believed I was interested in other women.
Are you up to hearing a confession? I was not a faithful



368 KAREN RANNEY

husband. But I hardly think I deserved this punishment
for my sins.”

She shook her head.

“All this time, I thought she was somehow behind the
incidents involving Robert. She was capable of it.” He
rolled to the end of the hall, stared out the small win-
dow at the vista of mountains in the distance. “I thought
she wanted Robert to die to absolve herself of her great
crimes. She would present me with the dukedom as if it
could make up for the loss of my legs.”

Speech was beyond her. She’d never heard of any-
thing more horrible. She’d been right all this time to
think the atmosphere at Castle Crannoch malevolent.

Beatrice opened her door, suddenly wanting to be
away from Cameron Gordon.

“He’s left, you know.” He glanced at her. “Devlen’s
left the castle.”

“Has he?” She folded her hands together, determined
not to betray any of her emotions.

“You can still catch him, if you try.”

“I doubt he wants to see me again.”

“Love should always be given a chance, Miss Sin-
clair. Real love.” With that, he wheeled himself down
the hall. In her mind, he’d always been an object of pity.
Now she saw him as he was, a man altered by circum-
stances but not yet felled by them.

She walked to the window, staring down at the en-
trance to the castle. Devlen’s carriage rounded the cor-
ner of Castle Crannoch and disappeared from sight.
From here, she couldn’t see the serpentine curves lead-
ing down to the valley.

How strange that anyone would begin a journey at
the edge of nightfall. The sun was setting, the dying
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rays touching remnants of snow, and casting the world
in a golden glow.

She might catch him. If she were brave enough.

The road curved back on itself in at least three places.
The area closest to the castle was too high and too per-
ilous to climb, but halfway down, embankments jutted
out beside the road. By cutting across the retaining walls,
she could shorten the distance. If she could make it past
the first long curve not long after Devlen’s coach, she had
achance of reaching him before he made it to the bottom.

She left the cloak behind since it would only weigh
her down, and raced for the stairs. Sunset colored the
steps of the castle orange and red, and she blessed the
fact night had not yet fallen. Even so, she would have
taken the chance.

Beatrice took a deep breath, and began to run. She
fell once, when slipping on a patch of ice, but picked
herself up and raced for the curve. In the distance, she
could see Devlen’s coach.

Dear God, please don’t let him leave. Don’t let him
leave me.

She made it past the first curve, nearly falling again,
but managing to find her balance as she skidded to the
edge. Finally, she made it to the second curve, and
without stopping to think, to reason, or to be afraid, she
put one leg over the edge and said a quick prayer that
the ground was stable and not covered with ice. A few
scrub bushes aided her descent, and she held on to them
as she made her way past the last curve. She was now
almost even with the carriage. Either Devlen was trav-
eling uncharacteristically slowly down the road, or she
was blessed by Providence.

And faster than she thought she could be.
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At the base of the mountain, she only had a few mo-
ments to spare. She stood in the middle of the road,
stretched out her arms, and closed her eyes, wondering
if she was destined to die by coach after all.

The driver shouted, standing and pulling on the reins
in an effort to halt the horses. The road was slick be-
neath the carriage’s oversized wheels, and it began to
slide around the last curve.

In that second Beatrice wondered if all she’d suc-
ceeded in doing was sending the coach catapulting off
the mountain. Instead, the horses lost their footing, and
the carriage slid sideways into a snowdrift like a ship
nestling into its berth.

The driver was still shouting at her in French, the
comments not polite in the least. She recognized Gas-
ton finally, but she didn’t move, only lowered her arms.

The door opened, and Devlen emerged, looking like
an emissary of the devil himself. In the faint light of a
waning sun, she flinched from the look in his eyes. She
tilted back her chin and took a deep breath as he
reached her.

“You stupid fool! You could have been killed!”

“I couldn’t let you go. I couldn’t let you leave with-
out knowing.”

She was hiccupping softly while she cried, the tears
falling freely.

“Knowing what?”’

“I never thought you were responsible.” Honesty
compelled her to add, “Perhaps for a little while. After
Edinburgh. But I knew that a man who’d taken a child
to safety wouldn’t have then tried to kill him.”

“How very reasonable of you.”
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“You couldn’t have done it.” Her tears continued.
She didn’t know how she would be able to stop them.
Right now she felt as if she could cry forever.

“I knew you would prove to be a problem.”

“You hate me, don’t you?” She looked up at him, un-
caring that tears sheened her face.

“I don’t hate you, Beatrice.”

“Then why are you so angry?”

“Anger is one of those essentially worthless emo-
tions.”

“One of those? What would be the other ones?”

His smile grew more genuine.

“You’re expecting me to say love, aren’t you? Or a
host of other gentle feelings. Dear Beatrice, you lay
such sweet traps for me.”

The snow began.

His look was intent, somber. She was reminded of
the first time she’d seen him, on this same road, at al-
most this same spot. She’d been transfixed by the sight
of him as she was now.

Finally, he spoke again. “It’s better to be angry than
afraid. It’s foolish to feel fear when a little knowledge
will normally overcome it. Fear is caused by uncer-
tainty, by ignorance.”

“I’m not afraid of you.” Well, perhaps she had been,
but only in the first five minutes of their meeting. Fasci-
nation had easily taken the place of fear.

“My dearest Beatrice, I wasn’t referring to you. But
of myself. I've been afraid ever since I met you.”

“You have?”

“All this time, [ was afraid you’d leave me.”

“I never wanted to.”
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“But you would. One day you would.”

Perhaps he was right.

“Stay with me.”

“Are you asking me to be your mistress? I thought
Felicia held that post. The beautiful, tiny Felicia.”

“Thank God I didn’t witness that meeting,” he said,
smiling. “As to being my current mistress, I think it
would be amusing to have a wife who acted the part.”

For a moment she couldn’t speak.

“Where did you think I was going?” he asked.

“To Edinburgh.”

He shook his head. “I was in search of a minister, my
dearest Miss Sinclair. I have no intention of losing you
again. The bonds of matrimony must surely be strong
enough to keep you with me.”

The snow was piling up on his shoulders, and she
reached up to brush it away.

“You love me?”

He smiled, and the expression was a faint effort at best,
not quite reaching the somber expression in his eyes.

“With all my heart, dear Beatrice. Or do you think I
kidnap governesses without a care to their reputation or
mine? It’s not my way of doing things.”

“You love me?” The thought was so alien she found
repeating it the only possible solace.

“Even though you thought I was a murderer. We shall
have to work on trust, I think.”

“I never thought you were a murderer. I thought your
father was. I didn’t want to put you in a position where
you’d have to choose.”

“Between you and anyone else? I choose you. Be-
tween you and the world, Beatrice? Surely you know
that answer.”
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“Your father says you’re ruthless.”

“Indeed.”

“I suspect he’s right, Devlen.”

“You’re correct, Beatrice. In certain matters, I am.
With you? Of a certainty. I feel it only fair to warn you
I’m about to kidnap you again.”

“Are you?”

“And Robert as well. I think the boy would do better
in Edinburgh for a while. Although, while we’re on our
honeymoon, he should attend school.”

“You want to marry me, even though I'm a gov-
erness?”’

His laughter echoed up the mountain and back.
“You’re the most unlikely governess I've ever known.”

She took a deep breath. “You asked me once if life
had affected me. Maybe it has, I don’t know. I do know
I don’t want to dread every day. I want a roof over my
head, and food to eat. I want to be warm and have pretty
clothes. I want to be healthy, and I want to be happy.
But most of all, I want you. I deserve you.”

She wiped her tears away with her fingertips, but
they kept coming.

He placed his hands on her waist and pulled her to
him. “I think you deserve a great deal more than me, but
I’m afraid I won’t let you go. You’ll have to say yes.”

She looked up at his face, thinking a year ago she
wouldn’t have thought there was any reason to feel joy
or wonder or such delight it spread through her body
like a warm flood.

“Do you have such great experience with being in
love, Devlen?” She’d asked him the question once, and
he’d never answered her.

“None. It feels like an ache, Beatrice, a damnable ir-
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ritation right here.” He reached for her hand and placed
itover his heart. “You’re the only one who can heal me.”

“It’s a contagious disease, Devlen.”

“I should hope so.”

“I do love you.”

“I know, dearest Beatrice.”

“You love me, too.”

“With all my heart and what’s left of my mind.” He
smiled and enfolded her in his arms.

There, in the darkness, just below Castle Crannoch,
they kissed. When they broke apart, it was with a smile
toward the sky, at the large snowflakes wafting down on
them like a celestial blessing.

“Yes, Beatrice?”

“Oh yes, Devlen.”

With a laugh, they turned and walked hand in hand
toward the carriage.
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