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THE KILTED GOVERNESS

...Duncan looked a the moon shining down on them.
What a glorious night. It made his heart sing. For a few
moments he could enjoy the company of a woman as
wonderful as the night. Though he had nothing to offer her but
his company, at least he could give her that. Ease her
loneliness a bit before he was forced to leave.

Already he would miss this place and the two lasses he
would leave behind him. He brushed back the hair curled
about her cheek.

“Heis a great burden.” His grandfather had been ill for a
year and had been a burden on all of them. His mother had
suffered the most having to take care of the elderly man. She'd
never complained, but Duncan had seen the tiredness wear at
her.

“He's really not a burden. | have Cory to tend him and
help.” She smiled at Duncan. “Most of the time he managesto
get things confused and then | must straighten out the
mistakes. Aswith hiring you for governess. Generaly, they're
wee mistakes.”

“l am glad he made that mistake.” He couldn’t be sorry.
He'd met Eirica. For that, he could never be sorry. He could
dream about her when he did have alonely night.

“Why do you say such a thing? You've been sorely
inconvenienced.” She strolled toward the pen.

Duncan looked toward the baaing of the lambs. Because



I’ve met you and you've brought a brightness to my heart |
have never before felt. No, he couldn't say that to her.
“Because...because | would never have gotten to be a
governess without your father’s help.”

Her laughter wrapped itself around him and he smiled...
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THE KILTED GOVERNESS

CHAPTER1

Scotland, 1842

“1 won't wed the man, Father.” Eirica MacDougall turned
to stare at her father, her green wool skirt swishing about her
legs. The smell of sickness clung to the room like a shroud,
even though the heavy red velvet curtains had been drawn
back and the French doors thrown open to let in sunlight and
air.

Angus MacDougall weakly waved ahand in the air. “Now,
daughter, you've nothing to say about the matter. I've
promised your hand to Gilliskel Anderson.”

She walked over to her father and tucked the plaid blanket
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around him. Bending next to the red velvet settee where her
father spent his days, shetook his handsinto hers. His skin felt
like parchment. His blue eyes were dulled, as, at times, was
his mind. “You had no right to do that, Father. | can’t wed.
Who would care for you?’

Angus blinked at her. “Why you, daughter.”

“If I wed Mr. Anderson, then | won't be about to care for
you or Anne.” Her father grew weaker with each passing day
and he wouldn’t be with them much longer, but she wouldn’t
desert him while he still drew breath.

“He's planning on living here and running the farm.”
Angus pulled his hand from his daughter’ s and reached for the
cup sitting on the table next to him. His hand shook and the
tea sloshed over the edge. Steadying the cup with his other
hand he took a sip and set it back, the pink-flowered china
clinking against the saucer.

Eirica stomped across the room. As much as she loved
him, he could be so exasperating. She had enough problems
without his adding to them. Twenty sheep had disappeared
from the north pasture last night. Plus she was waiting for the
new governess, the third in two months, and she hoped the
poor woman hadn’'t run afoul of the highwaymen who had
suddenly appeared a fortnight ago. Running afoul of Anne
would be enough for the woman. “I won't wed the man so he
can steal my inheritance.”

“Now, daughter, Gilliskel has not offered for your hand so
he might steal what isyours.” A sigh rippled through Angus's
body as he sagged into the cushions.
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“What else would you call it?" She looked out the window
a the trees shading the garden. A garden alive with ariot of
colorful blooms. She would enjoy the renewa of life if her
father's weren't dipping away so fast, and perhaps her
freedom withit.

“None else will offer for you.” He picked at the edge of the
blanket covering hislap. “At your age you should be glad that
any have made an offer after...”

“It doesn’'t matter.” She looked at him. “The man’s as old
asyou and a lowlander besides.” She shrugged. “What am | to
do? Nurse both of you. Then let his sons take what is mine and
Anne's? Am | to be dependent upon the charity of others once
you have joined Mother?’

“You don't understand, child. How can | go to my eterna
rest knowing you're aone in the world?’ He worried at the
blanket.

“I"'m not alone.”

“A woman needs a husband.” He looked up at her, afrown
creasing his mouth. “Whao'll run the farm if you’' ve no mate?’

“1 will. As| have.” For seven years. She groaned and went
to kiss him on the brow. “A fine job I've done of it. We've
made more money each year and have more sheep. How can
you fault me?’

“I'm not faulting you. I'm looking out for you.” Angus
reached up and grabbed her arm, his bony fingers digging into
her flesh. “I’ll see you wed before | die.”

“You're upsetting yourself, Father. We shall discuss this
later.” She lifted his fingers from her arm and placed his hand
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beneath the blanket.

He struggled to raise his head. Sighing, he closed his eyes
and sagged back. “We wouldn’t have this problem if you'd
agreed to wed Eachan MacFie seven years ago after...”

“It's over and done. | had no desire to wed him.” She
tucked the blanket around him again. “Don’'t worry yourself
about it, Father. I’ll tend to the matter.” As she tended to al
the matters affecting the household.

“Gilliskel will be herein three days.”

“Then I'll be sure a room is readied for his stay.” She
would make sure his stay was short. He wouldn’t be claiming
her hand anymore than Eachan had. “You must rest now.
Dinner will be in a bit and I’ve matters to attend to before
then.”

A knock sounded on the door of the small parlor.

“Comein.” She turned to see Mrs. MacAlister standing in
the doorway. “Yes?’

The gray-haired woman glanced over her shoulder, then
entered the room and shut the door behind her. “The new
governesswe were expectin’...”

Eiricanodded. “Yes?' She held her breath. Something had
happened.

Mrs. MacAlister twisted her apron in her fingers.

“Is there a problem?’ Please not the highwaymen, she
prayed. Or that the woman had changed her mind. Maybe
she'd heard from one of the last two about “ darling Anne.”

Mrs. MacAlister frowned, adding to the wrinkles that
creased her face.
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“Sheisn’'t coming.” Eirica s shoulders sagged.

“No, miss. That's not the problem.” Mrs. MacAlister's
apron had become aknot of white cloth.

“Then she's arrived.” Eirica smiled. Maybe all was not
lost. Thank heavens.

Mrs. MacAlister nodded. “But...”

“Show her in.”

“lI must tell...” Mrs. MacAlister turned toward the door
and back to Eirica

“l haven't much time. Show her in. Father will want to
meet her before he naps—And I’'ve much to attend.” Eirica
frowned, tapping her foot. She should be outside figuring out
what had happened to her sheep and overseeing the shearing.

Mrs. MacAlister opened the door and waved her hand at
the person in the hallway. “Miss MacDougall will see you.”
She stepped to the side, gripping the edge of the door with
fingers that turned white.

In strode atall man with flashing blue eyes and dark brown
hair curling around his ears. His arm muscles bulged against
his white linen shirt deeves. Eirica s stomach did aflip. Never
had she seen a finer looking man. Her heart skipped severa
beats and the room suddenly became over warm.

She stared at him for several seconds. He returned her
stare.

Heat crept into her cheeks. “Mrs. MacAlister, | didn’t wish
to see the coach driver. If we need to pay him, take care of it,
please. | wish to meet the governess.”

“That's what I've been tryin' to tell you, miss” Mrs.
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MacAlister edged around the door. “Thisis the governess.”

“What?" Eiricalooked at the housekeeper, then back to the
man standing in her parlor. “Oh, good grief.”

“Who's here, daughter?” Angus's feeble voice came from
behind her.

“The new governess, Father.” She turned to look at her
father. “Thisisn't the...the...one | sent for.”

“1 thought your choice not proper for our Anne. She didn’t
have the character needed in deding with the child.” Angus
pushed himself up. “So | chose another.”

“Father, where did you get the name for this other whom
you chose?’ Could things get any worse? Instead of a
governess for a seven-year-old girl, they had aman. A man. A
man she could truly enjoy looking at, but a man none the less.
A man was not a proper person to teach ayoung girl.

“From...from...” Angus put his hand to his head. “Oh, |
know. From Gilliskel. He highly recommended the new
governess.”

“Did you happen to mention to him you had a young
daughter?’

“Of course | did. You think me a doddering, old fool 7’
Angus pushed himself upright on the settee.

“Then, Father, why do we have a man standing in our
parlor?’ Now what was she to do? She' d have to tend to Anne
herself and she hadn’t the time to do so. The sheep were being
sheared. Mr. Anderson would arrive in three days expecting to
wed her. A groan from deep within escaped.

“A man?’ Angus looked toward the stranger. “This can’t
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bethe governess| sent for.”

“Heis, Father.”

“No. Some mistake has been made.” Angus collapsed.

Eirica twisted her fingers together. Yes, hed made a
mistake. Again. She turned back to the man who grinned at
her. A grin that melted her insides. She took in a deep breath.
“l am sorry.” She moved closer to the man and lowered her
voice. “My father's an invalid and often not in his right mind.
He didn't realize he hired a man to be his youngest daughter’s
governess.”

The man laughed. “I gathered that by the conversation.”

Eirica smiled a him. “I’'m sorry. | seem to have forgotten
my manners. I’'m Eirica MacDougall.”

He gave her adight bow. “I am Duncan MacKinnon. Y our
new governess.” His laughter filled the small room with
warmth and pushed away the feeling of impending doom.

* * *

Duncan surveyed the room behind Eirica. The small parlor
spoke of wealth with its heavy furnishings. The fleur-de-leis
wallpaper was red, though faded with age. The old man's
settee was placed in front of the large gray stone fireplace, but
turned so he could look out onto the garden. Another red
settee sat at an angle to her father's. Two matching wing
chairs completed a circle, with several small round mahogany
tables covered by lace doilies. The sire of the estate was
covered in a tartan blanket, his weak fingers clutching the
edge. He stared toward the celling, his eyes half open.
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Duncan looked back at Eirica. She was a comely woman
and appeared to be but a few years younger than his six-and-
twenty. Her green eyes flashed as though she contemplated
throttling the old man. With her arms crossed in front of her,
she forced a smile. Her blonde hair had been pulled back into
a severe knot, but small tendrils had escaped and curled about
her right ear.

He could think of no explanation why such a lovely
woman wouldn’t be wed, except she had given up her own
hopes for afamily to tend to her ailing father and her younger
sister. When she was younger, she must have had beaus lined
up from here to the lowlands to beg for her hand. He would
have been one of them. If he’' d had anything to offer.

He smiled at her again. Her smile brightened a bit.

“Come. Let us go to the library so we don't disturb
Father’s nap.” She whisked by him, her skirt brushing against
hisleg.

He followed, enjoying watching her walk, her white blouse
tucked in at atiny waist above swishing skirts. He wasn't what
she wanted, but hopefully she wouldn't send him away
without some recompense for his journey. He was down to his
last farthing.

In the library, she sat behind a massive desk, rubbing her
fingertips across the wood, caressing it. “I'm sorry, Mr.
MacKinnon. A terrible mistake has been made.” She waved
him to the chair in front of the desk.

He picked up the green pillow taking up most of the wing
chair and held it for a moment. Then he tossed it into the
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matching chair a few feet away. Settling into the seat, he
stretched out hislegs.

Mahogany cases holding books lined one wall of the
library. He would explore the shelves later if he got the
chance. Wallpaper with agreen floral design covered the other
walls. Several large pictures of the highlands were hung, as
well as aportrait of what must be Angus MacDougall.

Duncan placed his hands on the arm of the chair. “The
mistakeisno’ of your making.”

Eirica let her shoulders sag. “I’'m glad you see it that way.
That still leaves me with aproblem.”

“And myself.” He shifted, trying to get comfortable. He
had nowhere to go. Besides, he wouldn’'t mind staying here a
bit longer and getting to know Miss MacDougall better. She
showed a strong will, but seemed disconcerted by the turn of
events.

Hefelt abit disconcerted himself. He thought he’d cometo
tutor aseven-year-old lad. A lass was a different story.

“What' s your problem?’ She stared him straight in the eye.

“1 have traveled quite a distance and have nowhere else to
go.” Heleaned forward. “’ Tisno’ your concern, but 'twill take
me at least a month to secure another post.” He shrugged.
“’Tis shearing season, and if you'd allow me to stay and help
shear while | look, I'd be most grateful.”

“Shearers | have in plenty.” Placing her elbows on the
desk, she rested the top of her head in her hands. “What |
don't have is a governess.” She peeked at him. “I don’t know
how this could happen.” As she raised her head, she let her
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hands drop to the desk. “I don't know how he gets
correspondence out of this house without my knowing. I'll
find out who helps him and put a stop to it. The servants have
to realize the man’s not right in the mind.” She sapped one
hand on the desk.

Duncan laughed. “Sometimes 'tis no’ always possible to
control those who brought usinto thisworld.”

Eirica nodded. “ Sometimes. The man’s impossible. Some
days he spends hours conversing with my deceased mother.
Heaven help us al if he really sees her.” Pressing her hand
against her mouth, she stifled laughter. “’Tis not a thing of
amusement, but sadness. Other times, he seems to know what
goes on about him, but then he tries to take control and
remembers only half.” She shook her head. “How could he
forget he had a daughter and not a son?’

“At least he remembered he had a child.”

“1 should count what blessings | have.” She straightened.
“Actuadly, I've many blessings for which | am grateful. At this
moment, | would dearly love to have a governess to tend to
my sister. She's a handful and | haven't the time, with the
shearing and guests arriving.”

“I may no’ be a governess, but | am qualified to instruct
young ones.” If he could stay until she found a governess, that
would give him time to find a new post. He couldn’t return
home.

“That would be improper. A man instructing a young girl.”
Placing her hands flat on the desk, she flashed him a smile.
“What do | care about proper anyway? 'Tis not as if being
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‘improper’ has not influenced my life before.” She pursed her
pink lips. “It would only be until 1 could find a proper
governess. Anneissmall enough it won't affect her reputation.
Besides, Nanny McCall could sit in the classroom with you.”

She nodded, as though agreeing with herself. “That would
make it acceptable.” She nodded some more. “Yes. That's the
only solution.” Her green eyes darkened as she gazed at him
for a long moment. “Yes. If you'll stay until | can find a
replacement that might suit us both, it'd give you time to find
another post aswell.”

He continued to gaze into her eyes. Eyes the color of the
hills at the end of spring. Eyes that told of passions buried
deep within her. Passions he wished to know more about. “I
would be pleased to be of help.” Her solution seemed one
suited to both of them.

“The child can’t read or cipher. The last two governesses
taught her naught.” She grimaced. “She’s a bit of a handful,
but | wasn't the best of mothers.” Shrugging, she continued,
“Sickness befell Father and the running of the estate fell to
me. We al let her do as she pleased, because it seemed the
easiest thing to do.”

“1 shall do my best.”

“That'sdl | can ask. If you can teach her anything, it'd be
an improvement.” She grinned. “Of course, I'm sure you
wouldn’t wish to teach her needlework or deportment.” Her
left eyebrow quirked upward.

His laughter burst forth, his deep voice echoing off the
walls. “I do no’ think | would be much good at needlework.”
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He studied Eirica s hands laying on the desk. The fingernails
were chipped, and calluses marred what should have been soft
flesh. “It may be something all great ladies need to know, but
it'll have to wait until the next governess.”

Dropping her hands into her lap, her cheeks flushed. “Not
al ladies have the time for such pursuits. If 1 wanted...” She
crinkled her nose. “If | had the time, | wouldn’t do
needlework. It bores me and I'm terrible at it.” She giggled.
“What good is it anyway? It clutters the walls.” Straightening
her shoulders, she folded her hands so her nails didn’t show.
“I"'m moreinterested in her learning to read.”

“1 can teach her that, plus history and geography, math and
a bit about sheep farming.” She had the most beautiful smile.
Her laugh reached out to him and warmed his heart. What a
bonny fine lass she was.

“That would be fine.”

“1 can teach her to play the pianoforte and the bagpipes.”

“We can live without the bagpipes.” Eirica laughed. “1 can
see Anne puffing on them. It probably would suit her fine, but
| don’t think Father could withstand the noise. Learning her
letters would be a start.” As she reached for the bell pull, a
smile flitted across her face. “Getting her to sit in the chair in
the classroom would be amiracle.”

Mrs. MacAlister entered the library. “Y es, miss?’

“Mr. MacKinnon will be staying until we can find another
governess.”

A frown flittered across Mrs. MacAlister’s face and her
fingers picked at the edge of her apron. “Do you think that
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proper?’

“Probably not, but 'tis of no matter. We need someone to
teach Anne, and he has come for the job, thanks to Father.”
Eiricarose. “ Please ready aroom for him.”

Mrs. MacAlister’ s eyes widened. “Not the room next to the
nursery?’

“Of course not. That truly would be improper. We can't
have Mr. MacKinnon on the same floor as Anne. Nanny will
have to stay and tend to the child’s needs. I'm sure that will
please her immensely. She has been most maudlin about
having to leave when we find a governess. | believe she's
behind part of Ann€e's shenanigans.”

Mrs. MacAlister nodded. “Where are weto put him?”’

Duncan watched the exchange between the two women.
They seemed to have forgotten he existed as they talked. The
older woman twisted at the front of her apron. A permanent
crease had formed where she worried the material. Her
graying hair peeked out from beneath her white cap.

Eirica’'s lips pursed and she tapped her foot as she tried,
with little luck, to force the escaped tendrils of hair back into
the knot at the nape of her neck. “Give Mr. MacKinnon the
end room on the second floor. The one farthest from Father.
That way he won't be disturbed if Father has a bad spell at
night.”

“That's on the same floor as you.” Mrs. MacAlister
released her gpron and put her hands on her hips. “That's
not—"

“Oh, good grief. Would you have me put him in the sheep
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barn?’ Her brows pulled together. “1 can’t worry about proper.
Can my reputation suffer anymore than it has? Besides, Mr.
Anderson will be here shortly.” She glanced at the ceiling and
shook her head. “You can put him in the room next to Mr.
MacKinnon. His two sons in the rooms adjacent. ' Tis settled.”
Eirica walked from the room. “Come, Mr. MacKinnon. | shall
introduce you to your pupil.”

Duncan followed her up two flights of stairs and into the
classroom. A small child, who resembled Eirica, sat on the
floor playing with a doll. A woman of about thirty sat in a
rocking chair, doing needlework. Her brown hair was fastened
aop her head with small ringlets faling at the sides of her
face. Her gray dress gave her skin amatching hue.

“Anne,” said Eirica, “come and meet your new—"

Duncan stepped forward. “1 am your new governess.” He
bowed and smiled at the child.

Standing, Anne stepped close to Eirica and wrapped an
arm around her. She looked him up and down, her green eyes
flashing. “You're not a governess. You're a man.” Anne
glanced at Eirica. “I don’'t want aman for a governess.”

Nanny McCall anchored her needle and placed her sewing
on the small table next to her before she stood. “This isn't
proper. This man may not comeinto my nursery.”

A sigh rattled through Eirica and she shook her head.
“Nanny, we have no choice. The child must learn and until |
can find a proper governess, Mr. MacKinnon...well...he's
here. Youwill, of course, stay on and supervise.”

A smile graced Nanny's face, aleviating the look of
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sorrow that seemed a permanent part of her. “Of course, |
will.” She glared at Duncan.

He smiled, wanting to laugh. The woman appeared ready
to behead him to protect her charge.

Stamping her foot and crossing her arms, Anne glared at
Duncan and Eirica. “1 won't have this man teach me.”

“Now, Anng’ —Eirica patted the girl on the head—"we
don’'t aways get that for which we wish.”

“Send him away.” Anne stomped over to her doll. She
grabbed it up by one arm and slung it into a chair. “1 shall wait
until you find me areal governess.”

Eirica glanced at the ceiling again and took a slow, deep
breath. “Anne, sweetheart, he's a very nice man. You'll find
you'll like him better than the other governesses. He has anice
laugh. He even said he would teach you to play the bagpipes if
you wished to learn.”

Anne peeked over her shoulder at him, glaring.

Eirica shoved her balled handsinto her pockets. “I told you
shewas—"

“She's a pretty lass.” Duncan smiled at Anne. Eirica had
no control over the child and the nanny would do nothing to
further his cause, but he had learned children weren’t so very
hard to win over with the right persuasion. “And a very smart
one. I'm sure we shall get along fine once we've come to
know one another.” He hunkered down to look at Anne at eye
level. “Besides, lass, "twill only be for a short time.”

“You can dtart lessons tomorrow. After you've gotten
settled.” Eirica picked at her skirt, then folded her hands in
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front of her.

“We shall start lessons after dinner. No sense in wasting a
beautiful afternoon.” He stood.

“He can't take dinner with us.” Nanny stepped forward,
standing between Anne and Duncan.

Duncan swallowed a laugh. The woman would stop at
nothing to protect her charge. Even when the lass wasn't in
danger.

“Of course not. He'll take his meals with...” Eirica pursed
her lips again. “With Father. Father will enjoy the company.”
She smiled at him.

He would enjoy the company. Especialy if Eirica joined
them.
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CHAPTER 2

Duncan took a deep breath before striding into the
schoolroom to face his charge. She sat on the blue wool rug
playing with a doll. “Good afternoon, Mistress Anne.”

Clutching the doll, Anne glared at him.

“Thetime for school has come.” He walked over to her.

Nanny McCall looked up from her sewing and glared.
“It'd be best if you waited until the morrow.”

Duncan smiled, one of his best smiles. The child would
offer resistance, but he wouldn’t allow the nanny to be her
accomplice. Besides, he didn’t threaten her job. He couldn’t
take over the care of the child. “Now is as good a time as
any.”
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“I"'m busy.” Anne turned away, her curls bouncing.

“Your doll may join us.” He hunkered down near Anne.
“She might enjoy learning her letters.”

Anne peeked over her shoulder at him. “Dolls can’t learn
letters.”

He quirked his eyebrows. “They canno’ ?’

“Of course not. That'ssilly.” Annelaid the doll on the blue
wool rug, her back to Duncan, her head turned enough she
could look at him.

The expression in her green eyes reminded Duncan of
Eirica. A strength of will ran deep in both the MacDougall
lasses. He picked up the doll dressed in a blue muslin frock
trimmed in white lace to match Anne's. “Would you like to go
for aride with me and learn your letters?’

He nodded the doll's head up and down. “Why, vyes, |
would like that very much,” the doll said in a squeaky voice.

Anne broke out into laughter. “You'resilly.”

Still holding the doll, Duncan sat cross-legged on the rug.
“Do you think we should ask Mistress Anne to come aong
with us?’

The doll shook her head. “ She does no’ want to learn her
letters,” the squeaky voice said.

“Then we shall go without her.” Duncan rose, taking the
doll with him.

“Wait.” Anne pulled at histrouser leg. “I'd like to go for a
ride.” She looked up into his face, her expression serious. “I
don’t wish to learn my letters.”

Duncan addressed the doll. “Shall we let her come aong,
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even though she doesno’ want to work?”’

He turned the doll to look at Anne, then back to look at
him. The doll shook her head. “Only those who want to learn
their letters may go for aride.”

Anne stomped her foot. “You're my governess, not the
doll’s”

“The doll wantsto learn and you do no’.”

Anne snatched the doll from Duncan’'s hand. “I shall learn
some of my letters, but doll stays here.” She laid the doll in a
chair and straightened its skirt. “Are we going by buggy or
horse?’

“A horse ride would be nice. You could show me about
and learn at the same time.” Duncan congratulated himself.
Young people weren't so hard to convince to do what they
weretold, if the convincing was done correctly.

“Then Nanny will stay behind and keep doll company.”
Anne smiled. “ She doesn't ride.”

Nanny McCall rose from her chair and set her sewing on
the table. “Then we must go by buggy. You can't go about
with this man alone.”

“1 shal return your charge unharmed.” He tried his best
smile on Nanny for the second time, but it didn't seem to
move her highness.

Nanny folded her arms across her chest, raised her chin
and fixed him with astare. “1t is most unseemly.”

“’Tis only a ride about the estate. We shall no' be gone
long.” Duncan edged toward the door.

“l can't allow it.”
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He stopped and fixed Nanny with his best no-nonsense
stare. He'd used it often on pupils who didn’t want to listen. It
generally worked on them. On Nanny? Maybe. If he moved
quickly enough. “I shall return her within two hours. After al,
| am her ‘governess.’” He tried not to laugh as he spoke the
word governess. That would defeat the purpose of his stare.

“Well...it isn't proper.” Nanny huffed and reached for her
shawl. “The buggy will have to do.”

“It'll be fine.” Anne bounced toward the door, the ruffles
of her white petticoats looking like a frothy wave breaking on
the rocks “1 want to ride my pony and you haven't let me do it
in ever so long because no one could go with me.” She turned
toward Duncan. “| hate shearing season. Everyone's so busy.”
She was out the door, nothing more than awisp of blue.

With aquick tilt of his head toward Nanny, Duncan strode
after Anne, down the stairs and out the back door. Her muslin
skirt and petticoats flounced and bounced against her white
stocking-clad legs as she made her way to the stable and
informed the groom to saddle her pony and a horse for her
new governess.

Duncan couldn’t suppress the laugh when the groom
looked him up and down, then up and down again, before
turning back to Anne with his mouth agape.

“’Tismy father’sdoing.” She shrugged.

The man disappeared inside the stable and returned with
the pony and a horse. Duncan boosted Anne onto hers, then
pulled alarge pad of paper and a pencil from beneath his coat.

“What's that?” Anne settled into the saddle and held the

20



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

reinsloosely.

“Paper with which to learn your letters.”

A frown flickered across her face, then she brokeinto abig
smile. “I did agree to learn some of them.” She nodded. “I
shall abide by my word. MacDougalls aways abide by their
word.”

Duncan couldn’t repress a smile. For such a bit of a thing,
she certainly was full of herself. She must lead the entire
household a merry chase.

She studied hisface. “Do you ever do anything but smile?’

“Why not smile? The world’s a glorious place. ' Tis better
to smile than frown and ' ave the world think you sour.” There
had been times when he’ d had nothing to smile about, but he'd
learned it didn’t matter if one smiled or frowned. Life dealt
what it did, and a smile hel ped the bad times seem not so bad.

“l guess.” She seemed to think about what he said as she
urged her pony down the path.

As they rode in silence, Duncan looked around him. They
rode past the shearing and he watched two men wrestle a
sheep into the pen. Another man stood with one leg up on one
of the wooden dlats of the fence. A wide-brimmed hat covered
his face. The man put his foot down and bent over. His
breeches stretched across flaring hips.

Duncan smiled again and turned in his saddle to watch. He
wasn’t aman, but the mistress of the house. The breeches gave
him a view her skirts had not and a pleasant view it was.
When she stood, she turned enough for him to see the tendrils
of hair that insisted on escaping her bun. Even in a wool work
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shirt and breeches, she was the most comely woman he' d ever
met. He hoped she would join him and her father for supper.
He could truly enjoy supping with her.

“Mr. MacKinnon, what letter am | to learn first?’

Duncan turned around, sorry to be riding out of sight of
Eirica. “How about ‘h’'?” He flipped open the pad of paper and
drew a capital and small “h” on the paper. Then he wrote
“horse” below the letters. He turned the pad toward Anne.

She pointed at the letters. “What is the word?”

“Horse. ‘H’ isfor horse.”

“How many lettersdo | have to learn?’ She glanced ahead,
studying thetrail.

He could tell by her voice she was ready to quit. “Five for
today. We shall pick the five as we ride. Then, when we return
to the school room, you can draw pictures to match the
words.”

She looked at him for amoment. He could see she thought
over his instructions, deciding whether to challenge him or
not. “Will you take me up to theloch?’

“What loch?’

“There is a small one nearby. | like to ride up there, but
usually whoever hasto ride with mewon’t go so far.”

Duncan heard a bargain coming. “And if | say no?’

She studied him for a moment. “’Tis the most beautiful
place on the estate. Y ou would truly like seeing it.”

“Shall we be back on time? | would no’ wish to worry
Nanny thefirst time| take you out for aride.”

“Oh, we'll be back in plenty of time. We don’t have to stay
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long.” She looked at him, pleading with her eyes. “I'd still
have plenty of time to draw the pictures.”

“Then we shall go and see thisloch of yours.”

“Thank you.”

He hardly heard her. “You must pick four more letters to
learn.”

“Loch. What letter doesit start with?’

“Than that will be one.” She headed her pony down a path
that cut off from the road.

Duncan drew the letter on the paper and wrote “loch.” He
watched her as sherode ahead of him, her back straight.

When they arrived, Anne did from her pony and
scampered up on a rock. She smoothed down her skirt and
looked out across the loch. Duncan climbed up beside her and
sat.

“Isit not as pretty as | said?’ She continued to stare at the
crystal clear water.

An osprey soared overhead, floating on the breeze between
wing beats. A ptarmigan flew up from the far side of the loch,
then descended on rapidly beating wings, blessing them with a
belch-like croak. Duncan laughed and pointed the birds out to
Anne.

Trees and bushes surrounded the water. Trailing azalea
added their bright colors to the red campion and wood sorrel
that bloomed near the edge. The place was as beautiful as she
had said. “I’m glad you convinced me to ride here.”

She glanced at him from the corner of her eye. “Do you
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think we could have a picnic here one day soon? Before you
arereplaced by a proper governess.”

“That would be an excellent idea. We shall *ave to come
by buggy so Nanny can come with us. She will ne'er allow me
to take you on a picnic alone.” He looked at the trout jumping
in the water. “We shall "ave to bring fishing poles. Then we
could catch our supper.”

“We could have school out here. Nanny would enjoy
listening to the lesson.”

“I"'m sure she would.” He wouldn’t mind bringing Eirica
on apicnic to this spot. Its beauty would compliment hers. He
wondered what her hair would look like hanging loose about
her shoulders. With the weight of so many upon her, she was
more in need of a picnic than Anne.

“Mr. MacKinnon, I'm glad my father made a mistake and
hired you.”

Duncan looked at the lass. He wanted to pat her head, but
decided that wouldn’'t be proper. She looked so small and
serious as she sat upon the rock. “Why isthat?’

“You're nicer than the other governesses |’ ve had.”

“You barely know me.”

“True, but the others were mean-faced and sour. They
never smiled.” She hugged hersdf. “They wanted Nanny to
leave.”

“’Tis often the way of things. Governesses come and
nannies leave. They go to take care of other wee ones.”

“1 don’'t want Nanny to leave.”

“Y ou are becoming afine grown-up lass. You canno’ have
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ananny forever.” She was quite grown-up for her seven years,
both in speech and manner.

She stared into his eyes, tears rimming hers. “She's the
only one who loves me.”

“Now that’s not true. Y our sister lovesyou.” Duncan could
see the hurt in the child's eyes. How could one who had so
much feel so sad and alone?

“She never has time for me.” Anne wiped at her eyes and
looked out across the loch.

“She’asagreat deal of responsibility.”

“1 know.”

“1"m sure your father lovesyou.”

A bitter sound escaped from Anne's throat. “Father. He
doesn’'t remember I'm about most times.” She pulled her
knees up and hugged them. “He hired you. He couldn't even
remember he had adaughter.” Her small shoulders shook.

Duncan hugged her to him. “It'll be al right, lass. He
canno’ help what he does. His mind plays tricks upon him.”

“That's what Eirica says.” She sniffed. “It doesn’t help.
I’ve neither a father nor a mother. No one who cares but
Nanny, and everyone wants her to go away.”

“’Tis that the reason you caused the other governesses to
leave?’

She peeked up at him from under lowered eyelashes. “You
won't tell Eirica?’

“1 shall hold your secret.” The whole family suffered from
loneliness, but it radiated from Anne. Even though Eirica put
up a brave front and dealt with the problems her father caused,

25



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

he had sensed afeeling of it about her also.

His family had never suffered such. Too many of them
abided in one spot. Jealousy and anger had permeated his
home, but never loneliness.

He wasn't sure which was worse. He'd left his home and
he'd never return. The anger had driven him away. Since then
he'd had days of loneliness when he started a new position.
He'd aways made friends and had a student with which to
spend histime and it had soon faded.

Anne was prisoner in the nursery. Eirica was prisoner of
some hinted-at incident and her father’s illness. They had no
way to escape.

Anne did from the rock. “We best go back. Nanny will
worry.”

* * *

Duncan reached for a dlice of mutton from the white china
platter. He smiled at Eirica at the foot of the table as he placed
the meat on his plate, glad she had joined her father and him
for supper. Dressed in a low cut blue silk dress, she looked
even more desirable than in the trousers that had outlined her
bottom so charmingly.

He reached over and passed Eirica the serving fork,
surprised no servants attended the table, except the tall, blond
man with wind-weathered skin standing behind Angus. A
white linen cloth embroidered with tiny sprigs of forget-me-
nots covered the mahogany table intended to sit more than
three. Even though he sat between them, on the side of the
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table, they were each out of comfort’s reach and passing the
food seemed awkward.

The walls were covered with the same pattern wall paper as
Eirica's office, only in blue. A seascape was mounted on the
wall opposite him over a large buffet. A silver coffee service
and a china soup tureen rested atop it.

“It was so good of you to join us” Angus, who sat at the
head of the table, reached for his glass of wine. “You are
again?’

“Duncan MacKinnon. You hired me to teach your
daughter, Anne.” Duncan took a helping of sweet peas from
the bowl and handed it to Angus.

The tall man who stood behind Angus took the bowl and
served the old man.

Angus picked up his spoon, took a bite of the peas and
stared at Duncan. “It was so good of you to join us. We don’t
get much company.” He turned and smiled at Eirica. “We
should entertain more often, dear Colina. | so enjoy company
when we dine.” He set his spoon down and drained his wine
glass, holding it up to be refilled. His hand shook and the man
behind him took the glass, poured teainto it and placed it back
infront of him.

“You raise sheep. 'Tis a good and prosperous thing to do.
We must discuss your techniques in more detail after dinner.
My wife doesn't much enjoy farm talk. She says 'tis boring.”
He smiled and raised his glassto Eirica.

Eirica leaned toward Duncan. “He forgets Mama is dead.”
She shrugged. “In awhile he may remember.”
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“1 can discuss farming with him if it makes him happy. |
did grow up on a sheep farm.”

She graced him with a smile that made his heart glow.
“Thank you.”

What would it be like to kiss those lips now pursed in
thought? Her nose was sprinkled with freckles. The tops of her
breasts were as white as bleached linen and inviting. They
strained against the material of her dress as she leaned toward
him. He nodded at her.

“What're the two of you discussing?’ A frown formed on
Angus face.

Duncan continued to stare at Eirica. “What a wonderful
table your wife sets.”

Angus cleared his throat. “I don’t much appreciate you
staring at my wife.” He reached for his wine glass and took a
gulp. Coughing, he dammed the glass back on the table, tea
dloshing over the edge. “Where' smy wine?’

“You've had al the wine you're alowed.” The burly man
crossed hisarms.

Angus looked up. “Who are you?’

“Cory, gir.”

“l want wine” Angus turned to Duncan. “Pass me the
wine.”

Duncan looked at Eirica.

She shook her head.

He grabbed the wine sitting near him and placed it upon
thefloor. “1 do no’ see the bottle upon the table.”

Angus looked around, blinking his eyes several times.
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“Colina, where' sthe wine?’

Eirica set her fork on her plate. “You've drunk al of it.”
She reached for the peas.

“1 have?’ Angus looked at her for several seconds. “Then
have the servants bring another bottle.”

“Our wine cellar seems in need of restocking.” Eirica cut
off a piece of mutton and placed it in her mouth.

“How can we entertain a guest without wine?’

“1 dono’ mind. Teaisfine.” Duncan looked from Angusto
Eirica. She never batted an eye and continued to eat.

“| can't eat without wine.”

“Now, Fa...husband, you must eat. Y ou need food to keep
up your strength.” Eiricatook asip of her wine.

Angus looked at his plate and picked up hisfork. “Where's
my knife?’

“Let mehelpyou,” said Cory.

For severa seconds Angus sat and watched Cory cut up
his meat. He looked at Eirica, then up at Cory. “Why am | not
alowed aknife?’

“Because, Fa...your right hand isn't strong enough to use
one.” She smiled at him.

Angus nodded and stared at his plate before stabbing a
piece of meat with his fork. He chewed for several minutes.
“Duncan isright, Colina.”

“About what?’

“What a nice table you set. The food is wonderful.”

“The credit for that goesto Cook.”

Angus smiled at his daughter and leaned over towards
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Duncan. “Isn't my wife radiant? She's expecting our first
childin the spring.”

Duncan looked at Eirica. Her freckles laid against a blush
nearly as red as the wine. He stifled alaugh, but couldn’t help
grinning. “Aye, she'sradiant.” He wanted to take her hand and
kiss her pam. Even the rough nails wouldn’t deter him. Her
skin would be soft. He wondered what fragrance she used in
her bath.

“The child being born at the same time as the lambs will
bring good luck to al.” Angus raised his glass in salute to
Eirica

“Yes, that will be good fortune.” Duncan raised his glass
and took a small sip. The old man looked so happy, yet
Duncan felt sorrow for him. He knew not where he was or
when.

Eirica did back her plate. “If you'll excuse me, I’ ve things
totend.”

“Yes, Colina. You must get your rest so the baby is
healthy.” Angus looked at his glass, then set it on the table.
“Duncan, if you'll join me in the parlor, we can discuss sheep
over brandy and acigar.”

Eirica shook her head.

Duncan rose. “ Perhaps another time, Angus. I’ m tired from
my travelstoday.”

“Of course. | understand.” Angustried to rise.

“Cory, please take Father upstairs to his bed.” Eirica did
her chair back, walked around the table and kissed his cheek.
She nodded to Cory.
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Cory lifted Angus as though he weighed no more than a
newborn lamb.

“Might | join you on your business?” Duncan moved
around the table and stood next to Eirica.

Hedidn't relish spending the rest of the evening in hisown
company. The part about a new post he didn't like was the
first few evenings before he met those of the house with whom
he could become friends. Unlike other posts he'd had, he
couldn’t even spend the evening in the company of his charge.

“lI must go and check on the lambs who were separated
from their mamas.” She gave him a look which said he
needn’t bother, she could tend matters on her own.

“You raise them when their mamas will no’?’ Spending a
bit more time with her would make the evening delightful,
even if they talked of nothing but sheep.

“Of course. We have nine motherless lambs. Nine sheep
aretoo many to lose.”

He nodded. “My brother never saw the raising of orphaned
lambs worth the effort.”

“Then your brother is an idiot.” She tucked the errant
strands of hair behind her ear.

Duncan laughed. “Aye. Y ou are correct there.” Her blonde
hair looked like spun gold. It would feel silky against his hand,
which itched to reach up and touch it.

Shelaughed. “ Y ou’ve no lost love for your brother.”

“None.”

“You needn’'t attend me while | look in on the lambs.
They’ve been fed, but | enjoy checking on them before the end
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of an evening.”

“It has been awhile since | "ave seen lambs. | would enjoy
going with you, if you would no’ mind the company.”

She drew her brows together for a moment, then nodded.
“Mrs. MacAlister will think it improper for me to walk alone
with you, but | see no problems. | long ago gave over
worrying about what others thought of me. They’ll think what
they will.” She smiled at him. “Y ou may accompany me.”

Duncan offered her his arm. Her hand hovered in the air
for severa seconds before she placed it against his sleeve. He
placed his free hand over hers. He'd been right. Despite the
work she did, her skin was soft and warm. The warmth from
her hand pushed back the loneliness that came with a new post
and softened the anger living in his heart.

She had more to feel anger over than he. She’'d been
cheated of alife. He had lost things of importance, but at least
he'd had choices.

“1 apologize for my father.”

“’Tis no need. He canno’ help himself.” He opened the
door for her.

“Thank you for understanding.” She lifted her skirt as they
went down the back stairs.

He looked at the moon shining down on them. What a
glorious night. It made his heart sing. For a few moments he
could enjoy the company of a woman as wonderful as the
night. Though he had nothing to offer her but his company, at
least he could give her that. Ease her loneliness a bit before he
wasforced to leave.
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Already he would miss this place and the two lasses he
would leave behind him. He brushed back the hair curled
about her cheek.

“Heis a great burden.” His grandfather had been ill for a
year and had been a burden on all of them. His mother had
suffered the most having to take care of the elderly man. She'd
never complained, but Duncan had seen the tiredness wear at
her.

“He's really not a burden. | have Cory to tend him and
help.” She smiled at Duncan. “Most of the time he managesto
get things confused and then | must straighten out the
mistakes. Aswith hiring you for governess. Generaly, they're
wee mistakes.”

“l am glad he made that mistake.” He couldn’t be sorry.
He'd met Eirica. For that, he could never be sorry. He could
dream about her when he did have alonely night.

“Why do you say such a thing? You've been sorely
inconvenienced.” She strolled toward the pen.

Duncan looked toward the baaing of the lambs. Because
I’ve met you and you've brought a brightness to my heart |
have never before felt. No, he couldn't say that to her.
“Because...because | would never have gotten to be a
governess without your father’s help.”

Her laughter wrapped itself around him and he smiled.
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CHAPTERS3

Pushing wayward strands of hair from her eyes, Eirica
rushed through the back door. She glanced down the hall and
heaved a sigh of relief. She should be able to check on Father
and still make it up the stairs and into the sanctuary of her
room without meeting Duncan. At this time of day, he'd be
with Anne.

She had to hurry. At any moment Gilliskel and his sons
were due to arrive. She had meant to come into the house
before dinner, but one of the young lads helping with the
sheep shearing had been injured. After tending him, she hadn’t
had time to change and so had eaten with the men. Now she
would barely have time to bathe and dress before she had to
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greet the Andersons.

She peeked in the parlor to see her father carrying on an
animated conversation with the air. Cory lounged in the chair
beside him, staring into space. She turned and rushed for the
steps.

Duncan descended toward her. She rolled her eyes and
muttered under her breath. She hadn’t wanted him to see her
in her breeches with her hair in disarray. The last three days
she had been careful to always be properly dressed when she
met him.

“Good afternoon.” He bowed, smiling broadly. His blue
eyes flashed as always with suppressed laughter, as though he
found everything funny.

“Good afternoon.” She brushed at the dust on her breeches,
then quit. The dirt would take more than a brushing from her
hand to be gone. Plus, she had a patch of mud where she had
sat when the sheep had wrestled her to the ground. Mud most
likely graced her face and hair as well. She couldn’'t stop
herself from smiling.

“l see you've had a busy morning.” He sauntered toward
her.

“Quite.” She had to get to her room before she ignited
from the heat in her face.

He stopped and leaned lazily againgt the railing. His brown
hair waved away from his face and soft curls caressed the back
of his neck. “You've men in your employ to do the hard
work.”

“At times | must help.” She liked working with the sheep
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and could shear as well as her head shearer. That
accomplishment she didn’t intended to impart to Duncan. She
didn't wish him to think her wholly unladylike. “How was
your morning with Anne?’

“She's doing quite well. Already she knows all her letters
and more than a handful of words. She ' as discovered reading
can be fun.” He crossed his ankles, the polished toes of his
shoes standing out against the pristine hems of his breeches.

Hugging the railing as she climbed past him, she hoped he
wouldn’t notice the mud clinging to the toe of one of her
boots. “I"'m glad she has decided to learn.”

“She is aso learning her numbers and can add a bit.” An
out-of-character frown flittered across his face briefly. “She
owns quite too many dolls. We can add up to thirty and till
no’ useall of them.”

Eirica stared a him for a moment. “Redly? | never
realized.” She could remember having two dolls when she was
little. They had mostly sat on the shelf collecting dust. She'd
never much enjoyed playing with them. Anne, however,
seemed to dways have a doll in her hands. Or two. “She
seemsto redly love her dolls.”

“No child needs that many. She canno’ even give them all
names and remember what they are.”

“Are you saying we spoil her?’

Duncan folded his arms across his chest. “You, dear
Eirica, yourself said you spoiled her.”

Eirica laughed. Whenever he was about she found herself
laughing and the world seemed a happier place. “1 did, did |
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not? And so she is” She took another step. “She seems to
have taken to you.”

“1 "ave no problems with Anne, but her highness keeps a
wary eye upon me and frowns perpetually.”

“Who?" Eiricaturned to look down at him.

“Nanny McCall.”

“She does seem a bit sour, but Anne loves her dearly.”
Eirica wondered what Nanny would do if she heard Duncan
address her in such a manner. She burst into giggles, picturing
the look on Nanny’ sface.

“You find the sour old woman funny.” He quirked his
eyebrow.

“If she heard you...” Eirica grasped the railing and bent
over, letting the laughter flow out of her.

Duncan opened his eyes wide. “1'd fear for my skin if she
heard any of wha' | said.”

“So you should.” Eirica wiped the tears from her eyes and
looked at the smudge of mud on her fingers. “I must change.
I’m expecting company.”

A loud rapping sounded at the door. It swung open and
three men stood in the doorway.

Eirica stared, her mouth open, then turned to flee up the
stairway. The door shouldn’t have opened. Those standing on
the other side should have waited until someone came to let
themin. That would have given her timeto get to her room.

“Excuse me, my man,” one of the younger men said.

“Aye.” Duncan strolled down the stairs, waving his hand at
Eiricato go.
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“We'll need both of you to help with the luggage,” the
man said.

“Who might you be?’ Duncan stopped in the entryway and
leaned against the polished newel post of the banister.

The man glared at Duncan. “We're expected guests, but |
find that none of your business.”

An old man leaned on the younger man’s arm. He smiled
at Duncan, his face crinkling.

Eirica heaved a sigh. She saw no way around it. She'd
have to greet her guests dressed as she was. The fact she more
nearly resembled a farm hand than the mistress of the house
would have to be put from her mind. She forced her smile to
creep across her face. Her dress might prove to be an
advantage. The old man surely wouldn't wish to marry a
woman covered in mud. She stepped down the stairs as though
dressed in her finest silk gown. “Y ou must be the Andersons.
I’ ve been expecting you, but not for a couple of hours yet.”

One man looked about forty, with dark hair streaked with
gray. A scowl creased his face. He looked Eirica up and down
and then up and down again. “Y ou would be?’

“Why, | am Miss MacDougall, mistress of this house.” She
gave him a dight curtsy as she stepped onto the gray marble
entryway. “You would be?’

His mouth dropped open. He swalowed twice. “I'm
Carlton Anderson and this is my brother, Grant. My father's
very tired and needs to be shown to hisroom.”

“I'll call the servants and have him seento.” She looked at
the old man. He didn’t seem much stronger than her father. No
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wonder the sons were in such a hurry to see him wed. He'd
probably drop dead within a month, then her property would
belong to them.

Or so they thought. They hadn’t counted on Eirica
MacDougall.

“You can't be the mistress of the house.” Grant took his
father’ sarm and hel ped him across the threshold.

“l1 want to see Angus.” Gilliskel was stooped over, the
hump on his back keeping him from straightening himself, and
shuffled forward. “I'm not tired. | want to visit with my old
friend.”

“Come right this way.” Eirica walked toward the parlor.
“I'll make you comfortable and have some tea served. You
must wish refreshment after your long journey.” Holding her
head high and peeking out of the corner of her eye, she saw
Duncan standing near the doorway, a smile gracing his
handsome face as always. A warmth flooded through her. She
was glad he enjoyed this free-for-all.

As she entered the parlor, she pulled the rope for the
housekeeper. “Cory, this is Mr. Anderson. Please see to his
comfort while his sons get settled. I'm sure he and Father have
agreat deal to discuss and will want tea.”

Cory took Gilliskel’s arm and helped him to a chair.

Eirica swept from the room. “Follow me. Mrs. MacAlister
will show you to your rooms.” She nearly collided with the
housekeeper as she walked out of the parlor. Duncan still
stood by the door.

Carlton watched Eirica. Grant followed her.
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“My father needstending,” Grant said.

“He's in good hands.” Addressing Mrs. MacAlister, she
said, “Please show the Andersons to their rooms. They’ll want
to freshen up before they have their tea” She held her voice
steady, hoping no one realized how much she wished to
disappear. Greeting her father’'s choice for her husband-to-be
in muddy breeches hadn’t been part of her plan. From the
looks on hissons' faces, they didn’t approve.

Carlton stepped closer to Eirica and looked down his nose
a her. “I do not take orders from a woman. Especialy a
woman dressed...” He looked down at her breeches as though
he had stepped in something unpleasant.

Squaring her shoulders, she stared straight into his eyes.
Being tall had advantages at times. “1 do not like visitors who
do not wait for the door to be answered.” She could feel
Duncan standing behind her and she didn’t have to look to
know he no longer smiled.

“We don't stand about waiting for servants who aren’t
prompt.” Carlton squared his shoulders and glared back at
Eirica

“Lowlanders are no’ known for their manners.” Duncan’s
breath caressed the side of her neck as he spoke.

She glanced back at him. “I believe you're correct. They
couldn’t have waited more than a hair’s breadth before they
barged into my home. | took not but one step between the
knock and the opening.”

Grant smoothed his dark mustache. “My father can’t stand
for long periods. We wished nothing more than to get him
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settled.”

“At his age, | can forgive poor manners. Like my father,
I’m sure he has forgotten much of what he learned.” Lifting
her chin a tad more, she figured she might as well earn a bit
more of their disdain while she was about it. It might work in
her favor. They might not wish one so blatantly unladylike as
their stepmother. “However, it seems he forgot to impart what
he knew upon those he sired.”

Carlton'sfaceflushed red. “I...1 never...”

Mrs. MacAlister stood twisting her apron. “ Gentlemen, I'll
be glad to show you to your rooms.”

Carlton snapped at her. “Someone needs to fetch the bags
from the carriage and settle with the driver.”

Pay the carriage driver? Eiricaforced herself not to let her
mouth drop open in shock. With Duncan’s hand pressed
against her back, she steadied herself.

“What are the Andersons bringing to this marriage if they
canno’ even afford to pay their own carriage bill?” His voice
camein aloud whisper. “Even | paid my own.”

Eirica wondered the same thing, but bit her tongue. She
glanced at Duncan and wondered why he had the ability to
state what she thought, unless he was reading her mind.

Grant huffed and pointed toward the door. “See to the
bags, man. Get that man from the parlor to help.”

“That isno’ part of my position.”

“I'll have one of the lads bring your bags directly to your
rooms,” said Mrs. MacAlister. “One of the maids has gone to
get hot water so you might wash. If you'll come this way.”
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She bowed her head and climbed the stairs.

As Carlton followed Mrs. MacAlister, Eirica stepped in
front of him. “There’ sthe matter of the carriage driver.”

“I'msureyou’ll seetoit.” He moved to step around Eirica.

Duncan blocked his way. “Miss MacDougall made a
request.”

“The MacDougalls have the largest farm in the area,”
Carlton snarled. “ They can afford to pay the carriage driver.”

“’Tis not their responsibility to pay for your travels.”
Crossing his arms over his chest, Duncan dared the man to go
past him.

Eirica hadn't realized how powerful he looked. The
muscles of his arms bulged against his shirt deeves. Carlton
would make a mistake if he thought he could go through or
around him. The thought of what it would be like to have
Duncan wrap his arms around her made her lightheaded and
she nearly giggled at the ludicrousness of her thoughts.

Shetook a deep breath. None of the men would understand
what she saw funny in this situation. None of them would
understand she had drifted off into an imaginary world where
only she and Duncan existed. He held her, taking with him all
the responsibilities she had. It would be awonderful world.

She had no time for silly, female dreams. Those had ended
years ago. The day her mother died.

“1"d think they’d be so grateful my father offered for her
hand, they’d willingly pay al our travel expenses.” Grant
stood next to his brother, trying to face Duncan down. “After
all, none other will have her.”
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“Oh, good grief,” Eirica snapped under her breath.

“I"'m sure many would wish to take such a lovely lady as
wife.” Duncan took a step closer to the brothers.

She hoped a brawl wasn't about to break out in her
hallway. Though Duncan didn’'t seem the least bit fearful, she
didn't wish him hurt. In fact, anger gleamed in his normally
jovial eyes. He looked as though he would relish a fight and
probably take them both on without a thought. She couldn’t
understand why he'’d become her protector. Not that she
minded. Having someone to help was a new and pleasant
experience.

Carlton looked a Eirica. “Not with her reputation.” He
shifted his nose up, as though something didn't smell very
nice. “Not the way she dresses.”

Eiricarefused to cringe. So she smelled of sheep. After al,
she was a sheep farmer. A man would have been excused for
having been caught working, but not her. She was never
excused for anything. Even things not her fault.

“If you find her reputation and appearance so repugnant,
then | do no’ see why you would wish your father to wed her.”
Duncan clenched his hands into fists. “Seeing your feeble
father, 1 do no’ see why she would wish to marry him. She
aready hasone ailing father. She doesno’ need two.”

“He' s till capable of being a husband,” said Grant.

“1 doubt that.”

Heat crept up Eirica's face. She couldn’'t believe they
talked about the wedding bed with her standing there.
“Enough. The carriage driver must be paid.” She turned. “I'm
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going upstairs to change for tea. | certainly could use some.”
Her foot in mid-air, she stopped. “You'll join us, Duncan.
Father will be most upset if you don’t.”

He inclined his head toward her. “It will be my pleasure,
though | canno’ stay the whole afternoon visiting with him.
Another needs my attention.”

Carlton placed his foot on the stair. “ Grant, pay the driver.
Father will get it from Angus later.”

Duncan didn’t move.

Pulling a coin from his pocket, Grant flipped it toward
Duncan. “Pay the man.”

Duncan let the coin clatter against the marble staircase,
skitter across the step, then roll down. “’Tis no’ part of my
job.”

“What an insolent servant.” Carlton glared at Duncan
again.

Duncan smiled, a smile that crept across his face to his
eyes. “l amno’ aservant.”

“Then who are you?’ Grant reached down to retrieve the
coin.

Duncan laughed. “I’'m the governess.”

Eiricaturned and fled up stairs.

* * *

Standing by the French doors, Eirica looked into the
garden. The blooming roses created bright spots of color
against the green. It looked peaceful compared to the scenein
the parlor. She turned to watch her father as he waved his
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hands. He was more animated than she’ d seen him in months.
Maybe having Gilliskel visit wasn’t al bad.

“Father, we must discuss the wedding arrangements.”
Grant paced back and forth across the space between Gilliskel
and Angus.

Gilliskel waved afeeble hand at him. “In due time, son. In
duetime.”

“Now.” Carlton stood behind the settee where his father
sat. “ This must be taken care of immediately.”

Y eah, thought Eirica. Before the old man met his Maker
and they had no one to offer for her hand. It would severely
upset their plans to acquire her property. She grimaced. They
had to have holes in their heads if they really thought she
would wed their father.

Angus shifted on his settee and reached for his tea cup.
“Why such nonsense? Gilliskel came to visit with me.” He
took a sip. “Now, what were we talking about before these
lads interrupted us?’

“The war with the English.” Gilliskel took a sip from his
cup and frowned. “Can we not have a nip of scotch with our
tea?’

“Cory, get the scotch.” Angus waved his hand.

Cory looked at Eirica. She nodded and held up her fingers,
about a half-inch apart. Cory nodded.

“Offer the lads some aso.” Staring into space, Angus
picked at his blanket. “Oh, yes. The battle with the English. It
was glorious, wasn't it? We should hawon.” He looked
toward Eirica, but he didn’t seem to see her.
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She smiled. Her father hadn’t fought against the English.
He'd set out to, but had fallen gravely ill on the way and had
never actualy taken up arms. Of course, that didn’t matter
anymore.

“Father”—Grant sat down next to Gilliskel—"we must
discuss the wedding arrangements.”

Gilliskel placed his hand on Grant’s shoulder. “All right,
lad. If you'rein such ahurry to tie the knot, then we' Il discuss
the arrangements.”

Grant rolled his eyes and groaned. “No, Father. I'm
aready married. Remember Mary?’

Gilliske blinked at him. “Oh, yes, the pimply-faced one.”
He sighed. “Such a sour woman.” A smile crossed his face.
“What happened to the pretty one? The one with the pink
dress”

Grant’ s face puckered, his mouth forming atight, wrinkled
“O.” “That's Carlton’ swife.”

Gilliskel face lit up. “Such a sweet woman she is. Always
kind to me. Makes me tarts and serves them with clotted
cream.” He patted Grant’s hand. Confusion flashed across his
face. “Then who's getting wed?’

“You are, Father,” said Carlton.

Putting her hand to her mouth, Eirica stifled her laughter.
Definitely Gilliskel and Father were cut fromthe same cloth.

“Your mother wouldn’t be pleased if | took another wife.”
Gilliskel's brows drew together and he studied Grant’s face.
“She wouldn’t take kindly to having another woman in her
house.”
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Carlton placed his hands on Gilliskel’ s shoulders. “Mother
died fiveyearsago.”

Gilliskel reached up and covered his son’s hands with his.
He stared straight forward for several minutes, tears forming
inhiseyes. “1 missher.”

“Yes, Father.” Grant patted Gilliskel’s leg. “The time has
come to take a new wife.”

Gilliskel shook his head. “I’ve no desire to have another
wife.”

Eirica smiled. Their plans weren't going the way they
wanted them. She enjoyed seeing them squirm, trying to
convince their father he wanted to marry again. She coughed
to cover her giggle. He probably talked to his wife the way
Father talked to Mother.

Grant glared at her. She turned toward the window for a
moment so she wouldn't burst into full-blown laughter. A
hand rested on her shoulder and she turned. Duncan held out a
cup of tea.

“Enjoying the conversation?’ He raised one eyebrow.

“Immensely.” She was glad Duncan had joined them for
tea. “Is Anne missing you?’

“She is 'aving tea with severa of her dolls and her
highness. Her highness does no’ think it proper for me to join
them.”

“Then 'tis our gain.” Sipping her tea, she stared at his face
over the top of her cup. Such a handsome face. Her heart
ached every time she looked at him. For that matter, her whole
body ached. No man had ever had this effect upon her. She
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wanted to touch him, but that wouldn’t be proper. Not with a
room full of men arguing over whether she was to wed that
old man.

She would never marry Gilliskel. If she were to wed, it
would be aman like Duncan. A man who made her heart race.

“l never said your father was to marry my daughter.”
Angus’ voice sounded angry.

Eirica turned. Her father had pushed himself up on the
settee and his hands shook. Handing her cup to Duncan, she
sped across the room to sit next to him. “’ Tis al right, Father.
Don't concern yourself over any of this.”

“1 didn't give our daughter’s hand to our friend. She isn’t
old enough to wed.” Angus stared into her eyes, confusion
filling them.

“lI know.” She patted his hand. “This discussion is
finished.” She glared at Carlton and Grant. “If your father
wishes to talk of the war or sheep, that’s fine. The discussion
of weddings is over.” And not a moment too soon. She'd
heard all she wished on the subject.

“Your father did promise your hand in marriage to our
father.” Grant’sface turned red, his hands fisted.

“That doesn’'t matter. He doesn’'t remember.” She smiled.
She finaly had something about which to smile. Father had
forgotten what he’ d done and so had Gilliskel.

“We have letters. Proof.” Carlton reached into his pocket
and waved the correspondence at her.

Eirica shrugged. “You can’'t hold an old man to what he
has written, when most of the time he doesn’t even know
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where heis.”

Angus took her hand. “They cannot be serious, Colina
Our Eiricais till in the nursery.”

“They cannot be serious.” She caressed his hand and
smoothed the hair from his face. “Cory, Father needs to be
taken to his room and rest. He has had too much excitement
for the moment.” She looked at Duncan.

He smiled at her. “Carlton and Grant might like to see the
sheep and the work that goes on thistime of year.”

Carlton flung himself into awing chair. “I’d rather set the
date for the wedding.”

Duncan set down his tea cup. “A ride about the estate
might be a good way to spend the afternoon. You might as
well see what your father is going to obtain if he weds the
mistress of the house.” He arched an eyebrow.

“1 hate sheep.” Grant leaned back, scowling. “They smell.”

“Then why would you want to own them?’

Duncan voiced the question she wished she'd had the
nerveto ask.

Grant glanced away.

Gilliskel glared from one of his sons to the other. “Such
poor manners you show. |I'd enjoy a ride about the estate. I'm
sure Angus would love to show us his holdings.”

“Angus is going to rest.” Eirica stood and walked over to
Gilliskel. “After your long journey, you might wish to take a
rest also. Cory would be happy to help you to your room after
he hastaken Fa...Angus up.”

Gilliskel reached out and took her hand. His skin was dry

49



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

and cracked. “ That’s very thoughtful of you.”

A rap sounded at the door. Eiricaturned. “Comein.”

Mrs. MacAlister entered the room. “Miss, you've a
visitor.” She picked at her apron.

Now who? She needed no more people about the house.

A man of about thirty stepped into the room. His shirt
hung about his frame and his breeches bagged where his
suspenders fastened to them. His brown hair stood out on one
side. A sheepish smile creased hisface.

Eirica stared, not recognizing the man. “Can | help you?’
She took a step toward him.

He clutched his hat in front of him. “Are you Miss Eirica
MacDougall?’

“Yes” A shiver ran up her spine. He looked like a puppy
drooling over abone. Thisdidn’t bode well.

He walked across the room, took her hand, and kissed the
back of it. “I’'m Keegan MacCallum. Y our father has promised
me your hand in marriage.”
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CHAPTERA4

Duncan bit the inside of his cheek to stop the laughter
building way down in his belly and threatening to erupt. He
pressed one hand against his mouth.

Eiricatried to tug her hand away from Keegan. She stared
down at it, eyes wide, her mouth twisting into a grimace. She
seemed to be trying to force a smile back on her face.

Keegan dropped her hand and she held it in the air, still
staring. Duncan gave her his handkerchief and she turned and
wiped the back of her hand, then balled up the material. She
looked at her father, then turned back to Keegan. “Who are
you?’

“Why, Keegan MacCallum. Cometo claim your hand.”
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“1 know that. | mean...who are you? How do you cometo
be here?’

“Your father, Angus MacDougdll, invited me.” Keegan
stared at her with large, brown, puppy-dog eyes.

Duncan coughed, nearly choking, trying to disguise his
laughter. Eiricakicked his shin and folded her arms across her
chest. “’ Tisnot funny,” she snapped.

“Oh, but "tis.” Duncan looked toward Angus.

He sat perched on the edge of the settee, Cory about to lift
him. He waved his hand at Cory. His eyes had cleared and had
a sparkle to them. “Why, daughter, that is no way to greet a
guest. | invited Mr. MacCalum to be our guest at sheep
shearing time.”

“When, pray tell, did you meet Mr. MacCallum to offer
him such an invitation?’ Eirica glanced at her father before
turning her gaze back on Keegan.

“A few months past.” Angus folded his hands in his lap
atop his blanket. “He stopped by to discuss buying our wool.
Made me afine offer.”

Eirica s mouth dropped. She closed it. She blinked several
times. She cleared her throat. Then she threw her handsin the
air. “Wherewas |, Father?’

He shrugged. “I would have no idea. It was of no matter.
Businessis not for girlsto be discussing.”

She groaned and let her head fal forward, shaking it.
“Father, the wool is promised to another.”

“Now, daughter, 'tis not for you to say to whom | sell the
wool.” Angus frowned, his heavy gray eyebrows coming
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together.

“See, | told you she was his daughter, and old enough to
wed.” Grant glared at Gilliskel.

Gilliskel looked from Grant to Eiricato Angus. He shook
his head and blinked his eyes. “I do not understand.” He took
Carlton’shand. “If sheis his daughter...”

Carlton patted his father’s hand. “Do not worry yourself.
That is why Grant and | are here. To see to what is best for
you.”
Angus glared at Carlton. “Now, daughter, I've promised
your hand to this young man. You should be thankful he
would offer for you after that ‘incident.””

Eirica tapped her foot. “Now you remember what is going
on. Finetiming you have.”

* * *

Anger ran down Duncan’'s spine and he shivered. His
oldest brother’s face flashed in front of him, the anger shining
from his eyes. Duncan clasped his hands into fists at his side
and tried to get the taste of anger out of his mouth. It tasted of
bile. Unpleasant and bitter.

“The mistress of the house forgets her manners towards
her guests and her father,” he whispered.

Eirica glared at him, then let her hands drop to her sides.
She nodded. Taking a deep breath, she smiled a Angus.
“Father, 'tis time for your nap. We shall discuss this matter
later. After Mr. MacCallum has been settled in hisroom.”

“We have nothing to discuss.” Angus raised his head.

53



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

“Father, you cannot promise to one what has aready been
promised to another.” Eirica walked across the room and sat
next to Angus.

He looked at her, then around the room. “I promised your
hand to a man who was willing to take it.”

“And the wool 7’

“And thewool.” Angus nodded.

“I’ve already promised the wool to another. | made a dedl
and signed it on paper.” Shetook hishand in hers.

“1 gave my word. That's as good as any contract.” Angus
yanked his hand back from her.

She frowned.

“Yes, Angus, your word is as good as a contract.” Duncan
let the anger flow away from him. Everyone needed to stay
calm. “A contract signed by your daughter is also legal. 'Tis
no’ something that can be sorted out in amoment, but must be
studied.”

Keegan stood, his arms hanging at his sides. “I’ ve traveled
agreat distance upon the assurance | would be allowed to buy
thewool.”

“l don't know what to say.” Eirica picked a a ragged
fingernail.

“But..."” sputtered Keegan.

“l do.” Grant rose and started pacing again. “Angus
promised his daughter’s hand to our father, and we intend to
hold him to that promise.”

“But...” sputtered Keegan.

“Grant isright.” Carlton crossed his arms. “My father will
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wed Miss MacDougall within the week. Nothing else will be
tolerated.”

Eirica looked down at her shoes, tiny green satin toes
peeking from beneath her skirts. She shook her head, but held
her silence.

“1 shall not be sent away with nothing.” Keegan stomped
across the room and stood in front of Grant, glaring down at
him. “I will have Mistress MacDougall and the wool.”

Angus started to shake. He looked from Grant to Keegan,
then to Gilliskel. Finally, he looked at Eirica. “1 did promise
your hand to Mr. MacCallum, but | believe | also promised
your hand to my friend Gilliskel.”

Eiricanodded. “Y es, Father. | believe you did both.”

“What are we to do, daughter?’ He reached out and took
her hand.

“l shall straighten it out.” She smiled at him. “You must
take a nap. Rest is what you need. Do not worry about a
thing.”

“You're a good daughter.” He picked at his blanket. “And
the wool 7’

“I'll straighten that out also.” She patted his hand.

“Yes, you are agood daughter. | only want what is best for
you.”

“lI know that, Father.” She sighed and looked up at
Duncan.

He wanted to take her into his arms and hold her, tell her
everything would be fine, but he couldn’t. He couldn’t tell her
everything would work out correctly. Nor could he hold her in
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his arms. He was nothing but hired help. He should not even
beinvolved in this conversation.

Her eyes beseeched him to rescue her.

Never had he been able to resist the plea of an angel in
distress. Yes, definitely an angel. “Cory, take Angus and
Gilliskel up to their rooms to rest. Have Mrs. MacAlister
prepare aroom for Mr. MacCallum. Thiswill take a bit to sort
out and will have to wait until later.” Duncan moved across
the room and stood next to Eirica.

Carlton glared a him. “Y ou have no place here.”

Duncan folded his arms across his chest.

Eirica looked at Cory. “Please do as Mr. MacKinnon
asked.” Her shoulders sagged.

Duncan wanted to put his hand on her shoulder to assure
her. He shoved his hands into his breeches pockets and
picked at the lint, the only thing his pockets held.

“We will discuss the matter of the wedding now, while the
old man remembers,” said Carlton.

Eirica shook her head.

“No’ at the moment.” Duncan glared at Carlton.

Carlton pointed to Keegan. “This man will not comein and
claim our father’ s bride.”

“No man will claim her for the moment.” Duncan fisted
his hands in his pockets. Carlton reminded him much of his
brother. A brother he had wanted to poke in the face more than
once.

“1 shal not have my bride and the wool taken from me.”
Keegan waved afist at Grant.
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Eirica stood and stamped her foot. “I will not have
fisticuffsin my parlor.”

“You gentlemen seem to ha forgotten your manners.”
Duncan smiled and took a step toward the men. “If you wish
to win the lady’s favor, you ha best keep your tempers in
check. | do no’ see the lady wishing to deal with those who
start fights.” He really didn’t wish to have to stop one. One of
the elderly men or his angel might get injured in the fracas.
"Twould be better to stop it now before it became physical.

Keegan stared at Duncan. “Who're you to interfere in this
matter?’ He frowned “Are you a male relative to whom her
responsibility will fall if something happensto her father?’

And inherit the farm? The question hung in the air.

Duncan smiled and shook his head.

“He' sno oneto be concerned about,” said Grant.

“He' s nothing but the governess,” said Carlton.

“What?' Keegan stared at Duncan.

Duncan smiled in spite of everything.

Cory lifted Angus and took him from the room. Eirica
shook her head, asmile playing at her lips.

Duncan offered her his arm. “l ha a matter of utmost
importance to discuss with you concerning your sister. If |
might ha’ a moment of your time in private?’ He inclined his
head toward the garden.

She smiled and took hisarm. “That problem | can solve.”

“But...” Grant sputtered.

“We have other matters to settle” Carlton rose from the
Settee.
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“Later.” Eiricawaved ahand at them.

Duncan lead her into the garden away from the parlor
door. Finding a bench, he brushed the dust from it and offered
her a seat.

“What do you wish to discuss about Anne?’ She folded
her handsin her lap.

“Nothing. | thought you might wish a chance to flee.” He
smiled at her. Escaped ringlets of hair framed her face. He sat
on his hands to keep from brushing them back into place.

She stared straight ahead. “ Thank you.”

“It will al turn out al right.”

Shelooked at him. “Will it?’

He nodded. He wished he could promise her it would, but
he was not sure. He did not see how anyone could hold her to
the word of a man obvioudly incapable of entering into any
type of contract. “Your father is...no’ himself. He canno’ be
held to hisword.”

A drangled noise came from Eirica. It sounded like a
laugh mixed with a cry. A cry for help. She nodded.
“How...could...any...one...” She shrugged.
“No...one...could...take...Father...serioudy.” Tears shone at
the edges of her eyes.

Duncan wrapped his arm around her and pulled her close.
She shook against him. Taking his wadded handkerchief from
her hand, he dabbed at her eyes. “’ Tisnho' so bad as that, angel
lass.”

She shook her head againgt his shoulder. “1 cannot believe
Father would promise my hand to...to...to those two men.”
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“Surely many hereabouts would gladly ask for your hand.
Many better than an old fool and a scarecrow.”

She sat up and looked at him. A small giggle issued forth.
“He doeslook abit like a scarecrow, does he not?’

Duncan nodded, glad to see a smile grace her face. “See,
dlisno’ lostif youca smileabout it.”

“Two old fools and a scarecrow for me to contend with.”
She shrugged. “What am | to do?”’

“’Tis a puzzle” He couldn’t understand why she wasn't
dready wed to one of the young men in the village. There had
to be one who had land and looks appropriate to wed his
angel. His angel. He wished. He had nothing to offer her, but
he could hold her for amoment. “Why has no other offered for
your hand? You're a comely lass. Any would be happy to call
you wife.”

She shook her head. “No.”

He looked into her eyes, green eyes that had darkened, as
though hiding a secret. “You canno’ tell me you have no’ wed
because of your father and sister. Y our father can well afford
to hireall the help they need.”

She shook her head and wrung her hands in her lap. “’Tis
part of it.”

He wanted to know her secret. The secret that had kept this
lass unwed so long. “And the other part?’

“’Tisnot atale| enjoy telling.”

“1 canno’ believe anything you could do would be so bad
as that.” He reached up and brushed back her hair. The soft
tendrils wrapped themselves around his finger and he rubbed

59



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

his thumb down the strands.

“’Twasthe talk of the village.” She placed her hand on his.
“Still they do not let me forget.” She hiccupped. “Now,
Father's doings will once again make me the talk of the
village. 1 shan't be able to show my face without the
snickering.”

He lifted her chin and looked straight into her face. “Old
biddies who ha nothing better to do than gossip about others
hold no import in life. Ignore their idle prattle.”

“’Tis easy for you to speak so. You're not the one they
prattle about.”

“What was the prattle?’

She turned away from him. “You have been witness to
enough of the disaster of my life without learning of ‘the
incident.”” She sighed. “That iswhy | am left with an old fool
and a scarecrow to choose between.”

“You would choose either?’ His heart skipped severd
beats. He couldn’'t imagine Eirica wed to them. In fact, the
thought made his stomach churn. Then again, he didn’'t wish
to have any other man with her.

He stared at his hand for a moment. The thoughts running
through his mind were improper. He was in her hire, even
though mistakenly. He should return to the classroom and
Anne before he did something he would rue.

“Never.” She shook her head. “Never. | am quite happy
upon the shelf and have every intention of staying there, no
matter what Father thinks.”

“Then you must figure a plan to discourage them.”

60



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

“Until then, | shall try to avoid them.”

“Tomorrow, Anne, her highness and | are going on a
picnic to the loch Anneis so fond of. Would you care to join
us?’

She nodded. “That would be most pleasant.”

He looked at her upturned face. Her tongue darted out and
licked her bottom lip. Her mouth formed into a small pout and
he wanted to kissit. “I must return to the classroom. Anne will
be waiting for me and she can become quite impatient.”

Eiricagraced him with abig smile. “Yes. She likes to have
her way.”

“Whose fault is that?” He smiled back, glad to see her
humor had improved.

She cocked her head to the side. “Why Father's, of
course.” She giggled again and placed her hand against his
chest. “Why should he not take the blame for that as well as
therest?

“Why no’, indeed?’ Her lips beckoned to him. He leaned
forward, capturing them, gently, softly. She tasted as swest as
clover honey. He kissed her harder, his tongue flicking across
her lips.

She did her arms around his neck, returning his kiss. Her
lips parted, her tongue meeting his. She shivered in hisarms.

“Mistress MacDougall,” called Keegan.

She broke the kiss and let her head fall on Duncan's
shoulder.

Duncan took in a ragged breath and wished to put his
hands around K eegan’ s throat.
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“Mistress MacDougall,” called Grant.

“The hounds are upon us.” Duncan stood and pulled Eirica
up. “We must be away.”

Her eyes twinkled and she arched an eyebrow. “Quickly. |
know a secret escape route.” Shetook his hand and pulled him
down the path.

“Miss MacDougall, we must speak with you and settle this
matter.” Carlton’ s voice drifted after them.

Duncan glanced behind him, but couldn’t see the men. He
followed Eirica as she made severa turns and they came out
near the sheep shearing pens. She turned to him and placed her
hands on his shoulders. She gave him a quick kiss. “Thank
you for saving me.” She turned and scurried back toward the
house. Duncan put hisfingersto hislips. He smiled to himself.
She had graced him with akiss.

* * *

Eirica held the shears in one hand and grasped the ram.
She wondered what Duncan and Anne were doing. She should
have looked into the schoolroom before she went out to the
sheep pens. Not that they needed her. They seemed to get
aong quite nicely. Which helped her situation, but a twinge of
jealousy shot through her as she thought of the time Anne
spent with Duncan. She wished she was back in the classroom.

She shook her head. She needed to tend to the business at
hand. The work would not do itself. She’d come outside early
to avoid the Andersons and Keegan. The men hounded her
congtantly. She had to find away to be shed of them.
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She grabbed hold of the ram to shear him. He baaed loudly
a her and wriggled. She tightened her hold and he squirmed
more, breaking free. She grabbed for him and he pushed
himself against her. She went off her stool and into the dirt.
The ram flopped down across her, looking her soulfully in the
eyes.
“Move, you stupid beast.” She shoved against him.

Humphrey, her head shearer, laughed as he picked up the
animal. He extended a hand to help her. “Miss, you should
give up trying to work today. That is the second beast that's
gotten the best of you. Y our mind seemsto be el sewhere.”

She brushed off her breeches. He was right. She couldn’t
concentrate on the job she was supposed to be doing. She
nodded. “Maybe I'll go and seeto the lambs.”

He smiled at her. “’ Tis probably a safe place. None of the
suitors seem to want to be close to the sheep.”

Eiricawrinkled her nose. “’ Tis the smell. Thank goodness
they have an aversiontoiit.”

Humphrey leaned against the fence, guffawing. “Truly. |
should hate to have them down here telling me my business.”

“Not much worry there.” She laid a hand on his arm.
“Thank you for dl of your hard work. | would never make it
through this season without you.”

He bowed his head. “’ Tismy pleasure, mistress.”

She climbed over the fence and headed toward where they
kept the orphaned lambs during the day. Watching them romp
about would improve her humor.

“Good luck to you, miss,” Humphrey called.
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She would need more than good luck. She needed a
miracle. Leaning her head against her hands on the top of the
fence, she watched while the lambs butted each other, then ran
and jumped. They shook their heads, then butted each other
again. She laughed softly. Such innocence. They had no idea
what problemslife held.

Like Anne. Anne in her classroom with Duncan learning to
read and cipher. She would grow up to be a fine and proper
lady, and Eirica would make sure she made a good match.
Eirica would be the maiden aunt, but not the kind who sat in
the parlor doing needlework. She'd still be wearing breeches
and tending the sheep, but she didn’t mind.

It would be better than being wed to Gilliskel or Keegan.
A shudder ran through her. Duncan. Now he was a man to stir
awoman’s heart. Too bad her father hadn’t promised her hand
to him. Though knowing her father, anything might yet be
possible.

She pushed back her hair. He would never ask for her
hand. Foolish, uninvited thoughts seemed to pop into her head
since Duncan arrived. Or was it caused by the ondaught of
suitors her father had found? She sighed. She might aswell go
in the house and clean up for dinner. "Twould show poor
manners to leave Duncan and Father to handle the house
guests, even if she did wish to avoid them.

She entered through the back of the house and walked
toward the steps, peering around her, hoping to avoid
everyone until she’d had time to get to her room and change.
A few days ago she could wak through her house without
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even thinking about how she dressed. No one had paid the
slightest attention to her.

Now everyone scrutinized her every move, as well as her
dress. She'd just started up the stairs when a knock sounded
on the door. She paused and looked around. Where were the
servants when she needed them? Lately, every time someone
knocked on her door, they al disappeared. Every time she
answered it, things got worse.

She glanced down at her attire and shrugged. If another
suitor stood on the opposite side, at least she'd make aterrible
impression and he might leave.

“Hah. Like the rest have left.” She stepped down as the
person rapped louder. She wasn't much of an heiress, but it
seemed enough to gather a crowd. “I’m coming.”

She flung the door wide. Her mouth fell open and she
swallowed twice before she could speak. “Eachan MacFie,
what are you doing here?’ She had not seen him for years,
except in passing at church or some village event. They had
only exchanged pleasantries.

“Is that any way to greet a neighbor?’ He started to step
acrossthe threshold.

Eirica closed the door part way and blocked his entrance.
“It has been years since you paid a visit. Seven years to be
exact.” Thelast time he’'d been in her home, he'd smashed her
mother’ svase.

“l should’'ve been a better neighbor. You have had so
much to tend and | should've offered my help.” He smiled at
her.

65



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

The smile made her shiver. “I’ ve managed quite nicely.”

“With help it would' ve been easier.”

“1 think not.” She stared at him and wished him away. She
glanced over her shoulder, hoping Duncan might be
descending the stairs behind her. He would still be in the
school room at this hour. “What do you want, Eachan?’

“1 have come to do the proper thing.” His smile grew.

“What might that be?’ She sucked in her breath and held
it. She would regret his answer.

“I’ve come to propose and, of course, properly ask your
father for your hand in marriage.” He took a step forward.

Eirica slammed the door.
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CHAPTERS

The latch rattled behind Eirica as she leaned against the
door. Eachan pounded. Mrs. MacAlister hurried down the
halway.

“Isthere a problem, Miss Eirica?’

“No.” She shook her head.

“Do you wish me to answer the door?”’

“No.” She didn't want to let Eachan into the house. She
didn't know how she would keep him from entering. The
knocking increased.

“Eirica, open the door,” Eachan shouted.

Oh, good gracious, he'll bring everyone out to see what
the ruckus is. She opened the door. “Go away, Eachan. You
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have no business here.”

“Y ou nearly took off my nose.”

She smiled. She should have waited a second more. “Then
you should not be putting it where 'tis not wanted.”

“Eirica, you have no reason to be rude. We meant
something to each other at one time.” He wedged his foot in
the door.

She stared a him. “A long time ago | thought you meant
something to me.” She could see the crystal of her mother's
vase spray away from the fireplace. “That died a long while
back and cannot be restored. Leave my house.”

“Eirica, | cannot believe you are acting this way.” He
stared at her, looking up and down her clothes. “1 cannot
believe you are dressed so.”

She smiled broader. “I dress as | please. Asa spingter, I've
no one to impress.”

“That isn't what | hear.” He pushed against the door.

Eirica pushed. “What have you heard?’

“That your father has found two suitors for you.”

Sheraised an eyebrow. “What businessis that of yours?’

“Y ou were promised to me at one time.”

“You wed another. She has been in her grave but barely
six months. ’ Tis unseemly to be thinking of marriage again so
soon.” Her skin crawled. If forced into marriage, she'd rather
it be with Gilliskel. At least he wouldn’'t remember she was
hiswife.

“1 would have waited, but your father has made it so |
cannot.”
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“You need feel no obligation.” She pushed harder against
the door. “Go home, Eachan. Y ou aren’'t welcome here.”

“How can you say that? 'Tis only right that if you wed,
you wed me. After al, I am from the village. We've known
each other all our lives.”

“If 1 were to marry, it would not be you. ' Tis you who put
me on the shelf.”

“1 didn't mean for that to happen. | only wished to speed
up our marriage.” He wrapped his fingers around the edge of
the door.

“You what?' She blinked, remembering the day of the
picnic when the wheel on the carriage had broken. “Y ou broke
the wheel on purpose.” She wanted to slam the door on his
hand.

“No. That's not what | meant.” His face colored and he
looked away from her.

“Lying does not become you, Eachan. | had to withstand
the sneers of those who had been friends because of what you
did. Why would | now alow you into my house?’

“So | canright thewrong | did you.”

“Convenient of your wifeto fall down the stairs.” Shetried
to grab the words back as they came out of her mouth. She
didn't mean to be cruel. He just brought the worse out in her.
All these years she had been snubbed because he had
purposely ruined her reputation to force her into marriage.

“Eirica, sniping is not fitting of you.” Eachan frowned as
helooked into her face.

“You're right and | offer my apology. Now, Eachan, go
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home.”

“1 shall speak with your father. | have first right to your
hand.”

“Father’s mind is not sound. You can speak with him, but
that does not mean you will get anything of sense from him.
Already he has promised my hand to two others. | am sure
he'll be glad to include you, but it doesn’t mean he will honor
his deal. He is way past making deals that stand up under
scrutiny.” She watched him. She did not want him in her
home. At least she wouldn’t have to fix him aroom. He could
go home.

“1 shall talk with him, Eirica. HE'll see reason. He is still
your father and you must abide by what he dictates.” He
pushed against the door again.

She laughed and stood back from the door. “I am in charge
in this household.”

Eachan sprawled across the threshold, landing face first on
themarble. “But...”

Eirica stepped over him. “The rest are probably in the
parlor with Father. Y ou may speak with him if you wish. You
might inform him you ruined his oldest daughter’s reputation
on purpose. I'm sure that will please him greatly.”

She started up the stairs. A long soak in the tub would
surely help her mood. Either that, or drowning herself. At least
Duncan would be at dinner. Eachan would not like Duncan.

Duncan. How would he react to Eachan? Especialy when
he found out he was the one involved in the “incident.” Dinner
would be most interesting. More so since Gilliskel had arrived

70



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

and Father had someone as befuddled as himself with whom
to converse. “Mrs. MacAlister, set another place for dinner.
Mr. MacFiewill bejoining us, | am sure.”

* * *

Eirica pushed away from the table. “If you'll excuse me, |
have work to attend to.” She rose and headed toward the back
door. She should change into her work clothes, but she
couldn’t concentrate. All she wanted was to be alone to think.

Duncan rose. “1 must attend to Anne.” He bowed his head
and walked toward the stairs.

Keegan jumped up, upsetting his chair. “'Tis too nice a
day to be working.” Without picking up his chair, he rushed to
her side. “1 believe awalk would be nice. Y ou could show me
the gardens.” He took her right hand and tucked it around his
arm.

Grant and Carlton stepped up on her left. Grant took her
am. “We shdl join you.”

Eirica stopped and looked at Grant. “Maybe our fathers
would liketo sit in the garden for a bit.”

“That would be awonderful idea.” Carlton stepped in front
of her. “It will give you achance to better know my father.”

She aready knew Gilliskel as well as she cared. He, like
her father, faded in and out of reality, living in aworld of his
own making, but she liked him. He was a kindly old man. “It
would give them a chance for some air while they talk.”

Grant patted her arm. “We want you to talk with him, not
your father. You'll find he will make you a wonderful
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hushand.”

Eirica shivered at the thought.

Keegan gripped her arm tighter. “She is to become my
wife.” He glared at the Anderson brothers.

“Shewas—" Granted glared back at Keegan.

“Enough.” Eirica yanked her arms from both men and
stepped away from them. “I shan't sit and listen to this
constant bickering.” She should go upstairs and put on her
breeches and go back to work. Wrestling sheep was far less
annoying than listening to the lot of them.

“Eirica is correct.” Eachan stepped between Grant and
Keegan. “All thistalk of whom she will wed istiresome. After
al, she will wed me.”

She grimaced. “| haven't said | would marry any of you.”
She crossed her arms over her chest so she wouldn't lash out
a Eachan. “If dl any of you want to speak about is marriage,
then | shall leave you to your own company.”

Keegan laid his hand on her arm. “I’'m sorry if |’ ve offend
you, Miss Eirica. We' ve shown poor mannersin all of this.”

“Yes, you have.” If stomping her foot would have helped
the situation, she would have, but she knew they'd see it as a
temper tantrum and a need for her to choose a husband to
guide her. Somehow, she'd feel better if she could. Frustration
welled up in her and she had no way to releaseit.

Carlton studied her face for a moment. “You're correct.
We have been boorish.”

“1f she would commit to what her father promised, then the
discussions would stop.” Grant laid a hand on her other
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shoulder.

Eachan reached out to take her hands and she stepped
backwards. “All of thisis...”

She stomped out the door. Maybe if she ran, she could
escape them.

“Help Father to the garden,” Carlton called.

She heard footsteps behind her, but she didn’t turn. All of
them followed her. She sat in a chair placed away from the
rest of the benches and chairs.

Keegan dragged a chair close to her and sat so his knee
bumped hers. “’ Tisalovely garden.”

Eirica studied his face for a moment. “My mother loved
flowers and spent agreat deal of time here. She had one of the
men who helped her plant. The roses were her favorites.” The
bushes had bloomed and a wide variety of colors filled the
garden.

“It shows.” Keegan patted her hand. “You should have
time to tend flowers and have tea with friends. Y ou shouldn’t
have to run afarm. ' Tis not work for awoman.”

She'd groan, but it wouldn’'t do any good. No one wanted
to understand she enjoyed running the farm. Tending flowers
and having tea weren’t things she enjoyed. She never knew
what to say to the women when they came to visit, and since
her mother had died and “the incident,” they came rarely. “I
enjoy working with the sheep.”

“They smell so bad.” Carlton dragged a bench across the
garden so he and Grant could sit near her.

“Then why would you wish your father to own a sheep
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farm?’ Eirica forced herself to smile. She knew the answer,
but she wanted them to admit it. Not that she expected them to
do so.

“He wishes to do so and he wishes to take care of his
friend’ s daughter.” Carlton patted her other arm.

She wondered if she could get Humphrey to nail the
benches in place so they couldn’t be moved and the suitors
couldn't crowed her. She looked past the men. Gilliskel and
her father chatted where they sat across the garden from the
rest. Her father looked happy. For that, she would give thanks.
If only she didn’t have to put up with the rest of them.

“Eirica” Keegan took her hand in his.

Shelooked at him.

“Woolgathering?’ He smiled at her.

Duncan was right. He did resemble a scarecrow, and he
seemed a nice enough man. She wasn't interested. Thelook on
his face told her he was besotted with her. She didn’t wish to
cause him pain, but she wouldn't wed him. “Thinking how
happy my father has been since Gilliskel has come to visit
with him. He needed someone of his own age with whom to
talk.”

Keegan glanced over his shoulder. “’ Tis pleasant for him.”
He squeezed her hand. “It must be pleasant for you to see him
happy.”

“Yes, itis” She wanted her father’s last days to be happy
ones.

“’Twill make him even happier to see you settled with a
husband who can care for you.” Keegan moved her hand to his
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knee.

Shetried to pull her hand free, but he gripped it fiercely.

“Qur father is just the man.” Carlton squeezed her other
hand. “He not only can converse with Angus, but he can care
for MissEirica.” He flashed her abig smile.

“He seems to be more interested in talking with Angus
than courting Miss Eirica.” A frown creased Keegan'sface. “I,
on the other hand, understand about sheep farming and the
selling of wool.”

Eachan stood behind Keegan. “What experience do you
have in sheep farming?’

Helooked around, but no more room existed to put another
chair next to Eirica. She wanted to laugh. He' d been dow and
lost out on sitting next to her. The day wasn't all bad.

“I've bought and sold wool for several years now.”
Keegan glowered at Eachan. “I know the market and what
needs to be done.”

“Do you know about birthing lambs or shearing sheep?’
Eachan looked down his nose a the man.

“1 know enough to take care of Eirica.” Keegan rubbed his
thumb across the back of her hand. “ Angus promised me her
hand, and | shall haveit.”

“I have a sheep farm and am a neighbor.” Eachan
straightened up as tall as he could. “She will become my
wife.”

Carlton chortled. “You're an opportunist. You heard
Angus had promised her hand to another and suddenly
appeared at her door.”
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“Why shouldn't I? I’ve known Eirica most of her life.”
Eachan balled his handsinto fists.

Keegan patted the back of her hand. “Don’t fret, dear. |
shan't allow this man to wed you.”

Eirica could feel a scream building up. “I’m not worried.”
She needed to find away to escape them soon.

Keegan reached over and picked a pink rose from the
nearest bush. “ A beautiful flower for a beautiful woman.”

“You give her a flower that belongs to her.” Eachan
laughed. “You' Il have to do better than that to woo her heart.”

“What have you done to woo her?’ Keegan shifted so he
could look into Eachan’ s face.

“l haven't been in a position to woo her until now.” A
crease formed across his forehead.

Eirica laughed. “That could be because you were wed to
another.”

“Only because you refused to wed me seven years ago.”
His mouth turned down. Anger flashed from his eyes.

She shrugged. “I didn't wish to wed you then and | don’t
wish to wed you now.”

“Your father will see it differently.” Eachan glanced back
at the two old men, heads together in a conspiratorial manner.

Keegan released Eirica's hand and stood, knocking his
chair into Eachan. “You have no right to be here. You ruined
her reputation and now that your wife is dead, you come to
make amends. ' Tistoo late.”

“’Tis never too late. Eirica refused to wed before, but now
her father will insist upon it. He'll see the wisdom of choosing

76



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

me for her husband.” Eachan leaned closer to Keegan.

“1 was promised her hand and | shal have it.” Keegan
waved hisfistintheair.

“Oh, good heavens” Eirica yanked her hand from
Carlton’s grasp. “I’ve heard all of this before, over and over,
and | tireof it.”

Keegan sat and reached for her hand. “I apologize. Shall
we speak of having a party to announce our upcoming
wedding?’ He smiled.

She hid her hands beneath her skirts. “It would cause too
much excitement for Father to have any kind of aparty.”

“He can rest in his room.” Keegan placed his hands on his
knees.

“She’ll marry our father.” Grant stood and glared down at
Keegan.

Keegan looked up at him, a smile pasted on his face.
“She's tired of the arguing, so we shan't discuss it any
longer.”

A hand touched Eirica’s shoulder and she jumped. “1 am
sorry, but | need to speak with you.” Duncan’s voice wrapped
itself around her.

She smiled. She’'d thought him with Anne. She tried to
stand, but Keegan and the Anderson brothers were in the way.

“Miss Eirica is busy.” Keegan frowned. “You'll have to
wait until we've finished our visit. I'm sure whatever you
want to discuss with her can’t be of any great import.”

“She doesn’t answer to the hired help.” Eachan tapped one
foot against the grass.
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Eirica looked at Duncan. “What do you need?’ If she
ignored the rest, maybe they’d disappear. She could only
hope.

“’Tis a problem with Anne.” He gave her a smile and left
his hand resting on her shoulder.

“Oh.” She motioned for the others to back away. “Is it
serious?’ She frowned. What could be wrong with Anne?

“The child isnot her concern.” Keegan refused to rise.

Eirica stood and Duncan pulled her chair back. “Of course
she’'s my concern.” She walked around the chair and towards
the house.

Duncan took her arm and steered her down the path. “We
shall have more privacy thisway,” he whispered in her ear.

“What's wrong with Anne?’ Eirica grabbed his arm.

Speaking into her ear, he said, “Naught, but was the only
excuse | could think of to whisk you away from your
tormentors.”

Her shoulders drooped. “Y ou scared me.”

“For that, | am sorry.” He flashed her a bright smile and
laughed. “You seemed to be losing the battle and in eminent
need of rescue.”

She leaned her head against his shoulder as they walked
down the path. She liked the sound of hislaugh. It warmed her
to the very depth of her soul and made her believe life was not
so difficult. She could imagine nothing more wonderful than
to have him always about, laughing, brightening her day.

“Eirica,” Grant hollered.

“Eirica, come back this instant,” caled Carlton. “We have
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things to discuss.”

Eirica continued along the path with Duncan.

“Eirica,” cdled Grant, “we€re going into town this
afternoon to arrange your wedding to our father. We plan to
talk to the minister. Y ou should come with us.”

Duncan placed his hand over hers on hisarm. “Would you
careto take the air in another spot?’

She dipped her hand onto his arm. “That sounds most
lovely.” She giggled. “If they want a carriage, they’ll have to
find their own way to the stable.”

“They will convince the minister you are to wed their
father.” A frown flashed across hisface.

“They will never convince me to show up at the church.
I’m not sure they’ll convince Gilliskel to show up either. He
seems in no mood to marry.” She leaned her head briefly
againgt his arm. He was so strong and always about when she
needed help. Her savior. “Have you seen the garden on the far
side of the house? | have some quite interesting flowers over
there.”

“1 have no’ had the pleasure.”

“Most do not see it. It's hidden behind a row of shrubs.”
She sighed. “My mother loved that garden. There's a bench
where she could sit and no one could see her. She would read
me stories or sew while | played.”

“I"d very much like to see a place that belonged to your
mother. She must ha been a very speciad woman.” Duncan
patted her hand on hisarm.

“She was. She loved Father very much, though she cared
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nothing about the sheep. She was a grand lady, but never
scolded me when | put on my breeches and went with Father
to work the sheep. | liked working with him far better than
trying to sew or play the pianoforte. | never could master
either talent. Mother didn’t care. She loved me anyway.”

“Y ou must miss her very much.”

Eirica blinked back a tear. “Mother aways knew what to
do. How to handle Father. Even in his saner days he could do
some crazy things. Mother tempered him. When she died, he
cried for two weeks. He could hardly look a Anne” She
wiped at her eyes. “I would never tell this to Anne. It was
months before he would acknowledge her.”

“Grief affects peoplein different ways.”

“Father insisted Mother's garden be kept up and never
changed. The gardener tendsto it.” She pulled him through the
opening in the hedge. “Isit not beautiful 7’

“’Tisone of theloveliest gardens| ha ever seen.”

Eirica glanced at him to find him staring at her. She
wanted to brush her fingers across the side of his face. Her
stomach tightened. She let the warmth from his fingertips
spread across her.

“You are not even looking at the garden.” She looked
away at the pink stars of moss campion, blue forget-me-nots
and trailing azaleas. The flowers her mother had loved so well.

Duncan laughed. “The garden is no’ the only thing of
beauty to gaze upon.”

“Such nonsense.” She turned back to look a him. Did he
think her beautiful? It had been so long since a man had
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looked at her for her. Even Eachan had only seen how many
sheep she owned. She could have resembled a mud fence and
he still would have courted her.

“’Tisno’ nonsense.”

Heat flooded her face and she looked away from him. She
wasn’t coy. Never had been. Her mother had tried to teach her
atime or two how to be, but with little success. Suddenly she
felt like a sixteen-year-old again being courted for the first
time. By a man more handsome than words could describe and
as poor as a church mouse. Not that she cared, but he would.

“Come, sit with me for a few minutes before you must
return to the school room.” She tugged on his hand and led
him to a bench.

He brushed the dust from it with his handkerchief before
she sat.

“I aways seem to be needing to launder your
handkerchiefs.” She folded her handsin her lap.

“’Tisagood thing | carry one.”

“Especialy since | never seem to have one of my own.”
She smiled. “1 have a drawer full of them. All clean and
pressed. Some of them are monogrammed by my mother. An
intricate ‘E’ in the corner.” She shrugged. “I never seem to
remember to grab one as | leave my room and tuck it in my
deeve”

“A gentleman should always ha one available for alady.”
His leg brushed against hers as he sat next to her. “Your
mother did awonderful job on this garden.”

“She loved flowers. She loved al growing things. Anne
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would have been so different if Mother had lived to raise her. |
feel sorrow that Anne never got to know Mother. Or Father.”
Erica looked at the carefully tended rose bushes that were
interspersed with white mountain saxifrages, creamy white
and purple gentians and yellow mouse-ears.

“Anne is growing into a fine young lady anyway. Family
canno’ always be thereto tend to one.”

She heard hitterness in his voice. She took his hand. “You
sound as though you have had some experience with such.”

“’Tisno' worth speaking of.” He squeezed her hand.

For severa moments she sat in silence next to him.
Curiosity crept into her mind, but she kept her mouth quiet. He
seemed hesitant about speaking of his family and she had no
right to pry. She wanted to offer him comfort as he offered it
to her.

She stroked the side of hisface. Her fingertipstingled. She
put her fingers to her lips, remembering his kiss. Pressing her
fingers against his mouth, she licked her bottom lip. She
wanted to kiss him again.

That would be so forward.

She didn’'t care. She was a spinster. A spinster who ran a
sheep farm.

A spinster she would stay.

Hekissed her fingers.

She leaned forward. She gazed at his mouth, covered
partially by her fingers. Letting her hand fal away, she
pressed her lips against his. His arm went around her and he
pressed her against him. His lips molded to hers, his tongue
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flicking across hers.
She sighed and leaned into him.
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CHAPTERG

Eirica peeked out of her bedroom and down the hall. She
breathed a sigh of relief at finding it empty. She had a few
moments before she had to be downstairs for supper. Maybe
she could creep to her study and avoid her house guests. That
would be enjoyable for achange.

As she reached the top of the stairs, she heard a door open
and whirled to look. Duncan came into the hall. She smiled.
Seeing him was even more of atreat. “ Good evening.”

He gave her abig smile and nodded. “A fine evening it is.”

“At the moment.” She walked toward him.

“The others are not about.”

“1 was thinking of hiding in my study until such time as |
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must appear at the supper table.” Shetilted her head to the side
and smiled.

He leaned his head back and laughed. “ Do you think that'l|
help?’

“It will give me afew moments of peace.” She reached up
and straightened his black tie. “Would you care to join me?”’

A noise came from the bottom of the stairs. She turned and
saw Keegan in the vestibule. She groaned.

Duncan took her arm and pulled her toward the stairs
leading to the third floor. “ Quickly.”

She giggled and alowed herself to be pulled along. She
stepped up two steps and turned to ook at Duncan standing on
the step below her. She could look him nearly straight in the
eye. “Thank you, kind sir, for rescuing me.” She gave him an
exaggerated curtsy.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs. Duncan put his finger to
her lips and pulled her against the wall. They stood silently. A
door in the hallway below closed.

Eiricalet out asmall gasp. “We are unfound.”

“No’ a very private hiding place, but adequate for the
moment.” He ran his thumb across her cheek. “Is that a new
frock you're wearing?’

“Why, yes.” She did a swirl, careful not to fall from the
step. The pink silk swirled about her legs. The puffed sleeves
gathered at her wrists with a touch of lace. Her locket lay on
the white lace inset that veed down to her waist.

“You look quite fetching.”

She put her fingersto her lips and tilted her head. Then she
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blew him akiss and winked.

He laughed. “Are you flirting with me, Eirica
MacDougall?’

She put her hand to her chest and raised her eyebrows.
“Me, sir? Heavens, no. That would be most improper.” She
burst into giggles. “Besides, | do believe | have forgotten my
fan to do so properly.”

“You could return to your room and retrieveit.”

She leaned forward. “Then I'd have to admit | do not own
afan. | have one of my mother’s tucked within a drawer, but it
would not go with this frock. 'Tis black lacquered with
pearls.” She laid her hand on his shoulder. “Also, | have not
the faintest idea of what to do with it, except to create a breeze
to keep the heat away.”

He took her hand and pressed her wrist to his lips. “You
skipped those lessons, along with the needlepoint.”

She shrugged. “1 saw no usein either.”

“That’ swhat is so specia about you, Eirica.”

“What is that?" He smelled of soap and the outdoors. She
didn’t know when he could have been out, unless he had taken
Anne about with him. He always smelled wonderful.

“Y ou have no pretensions. Y ou say what you mean, and let
the world know how you fedl.”

“Oft times that is not appreciated.” She leaned closer. His
lips were so close she could feel his breath upon her face.

“Because people try to hide their true wishes.” He touched
her cheek, then kissed her.

She held him by the shoulders, exploring his lips with her
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tongue. He tasted of sweet grass and berries. She sighed, her
mouth pressed against his. Kissing him made her whole body
tingle. She would never get enough of it.

A door in the hallway opened and he broke the kiss,
pressing her back against the wall. She put her fingers to her
lips, still warm from his. She listened to the footfalls until they
disappeared at the bottom of the steps.

She looked into his eyes. Eyes that gleamed, that asked for
another kiss. She leaned forward and gave him one.

* * *

“We cannot wait any longer for them to return.” Eirica
picked up the bell from the dining room table and rang it.

“1 am hungry,” whined Angus.

“1 know, Father.” She looked at the two old men. Both of
them looked unhappy. “For all we know, Grant and Carlton
stayed in the village for supper.”

“1 hope we have a nice rack of lamb this evening. | am
growing tired of mutton.” Angus smiled at Eirica.

Eirica grimaced. She'd ordered mutton and bread pudding.
Usually her father’ s favorites. Tomorrow she’ d make sure they
had a nice rack of lamb. Of course, by tomorrow he'd
probably want mutton.

Gilliskel toyed with hisfork. “1 wish they’d return.”

“l am sure they are fine, Mr. Anderson.” Eirica took the
platter of mutton from Duncan.

“l can’t say | miss their company.” Keegan placed a large
piece of meat on his plate. “’Tis so much more pleasant
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without them.”

Eirica had to agree with him. It would even be more
pleasant without him. She reached for her glass. Gilliskel put
no food on his plate and she motioned to Cory to help him.
“Mr. Anderson, you must eat.”

Helet hishandsfall into hislap.

“l can't believe they would go to talk with the minister
without you.” Keegan reached for his wine glass and drained
it. “They show such presumption. Obviously Mr. Anderson
has no desire to wed you and they should abide by his
wishes.” Keegan smiled at Eirica. “Besides, tomorrow | plan
to take you to see the minister.”

Eirica groaned. Soon the whole town would be buzzing
about her matrimonial problems. “I have no—"

“1 shall treat you to dinner after we arrange our upcoming
nuptials.”

“What upcoming wedding?’ Eachan strode into the room,
aglare creasing hisface.

“Miss Eiricad's and mine” Keegan raised his glass in
salute.

“1 think not.” Eachan pulled out a chair and sat next to
Gilliskel. “I spoke with the minister this morning and have
arranged for Eiricato wed me on Sunday next.”

“You what?" Eirica reached for her wine. She'd
completely lost control. She would never be able to show her
face in church again. It had taken her years to get the women
to accept her and allow her to participate in the ladies' group.
They finally decided she had been very young and had come

88



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

under Eachan’s spell. He was a dashingly handsome man, or
so they told her. They aso told her she should have married
him. Her mother would have wanted it.

Now it'll start once more. She wouldn’'t mind so much for
herself, but she had Anne to protect. Anne would want to wed,
and Eirica couldn’'t let her own reputation hurt her sister's
chances.

Whatever had she done to be in such a quandary? She
didn’t care about being the polite and perfect hostess. She only
wanted to flail against the injustice of the situation, but she
couldn’t. “Y ou had best tell the minister you spoke out of turn,
Eachan.”

He reached for the bottle of wine. “Once you think about
it, you'll agree with methat it’sfor the best.”

She took a deep breath. Duncan’s hand was wrapped
around his wine glass. His knuckles turned white and she
feared the glass would shatter. She reached beneath the table
and patted his knee. He looked at her and she gave him a half -
mile. Squaring her shoulders, she looked back at the two men.
“1 cannot marry anyone. | have responsibilities here.”

“You will have fewer responsibilities with a husband.”
Eachan reached across the table and picked up the platter
holding the mutton. “You'll soon be my wife and will abide
by what | say.”

“Eachan MacFie, you will mind your manners at my
table.” Angus pushed himsef to a standing position. “My
daughter won’t be bullied by you or anyone else.”

“Now, Angus, | meant no disrespect. | was only discussing
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our coming marriage plans.”

Angus blinked at Eachan as he sank back into his chair.
“You are wedding my daughter? She refused you and you wed
another.”

“That was years ago.” Eachan cut a piece from his meat. “|
am awidower and wish to wed your daughter.”

“If you had wished such, you should've waited for her.
After dl, you caused her shame.” Angus picked up his wine
glassand took asip.

Eiricalet her fork fall onto her plate. Her appetite had fled
when Eachan had entered the room. She turned to him. “Why
are you o rude as to enter my dining room late for supper? A
supper, | might mention, to which you were not invited.”

He inclined his head toward her. “I apologize. | had
business to attend. It took me longer than | had thought.” He
glanced around him.

Keegan set his knife down. “If you were not invited, you
should leave.”

“And leave her to you.” Eachan shook his head.

“1 wish dl of you would leave.” Eirica chewed on her
bottom lip. She wanted her quiet life back. She wanted all of
her guests gone.

“Now, Miss Eirica, you're becoming overwrought. You
will feel better once we've spoken with the pastor.” Keegan
reached out to pat her shoulder.

She pulled away from him.

“Everyone should abide by Miss MacDougall’s wishes.”
Duncan took her hand beneath the table and squeezed. “She
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did no' wish the Andersons to talk with the minister, nor
Eachan, nor you.” He glared at Keegan. “Thisis her house and
her wishes are the only onesthat matter.”

Eachan pointed his knife at Duncan. “You're but hired
help and have no say in this matter. Neither does Eirica. 'Tis
sill her father’'s house, and she must abide by what he
dictates.”

“He dictates nothing. Neither does he remember anything
of import.” Duncan stared at Eachan. Eachan’'s gaze wavered
and he looked away from him.

Keegan slammed his hand on the table. “Mr. MacDougall
invited me here and offered me his daughter. | shan't leave
until she haswed me.”

“She has given her answer.” Duncan turned his glare on
Keegan. “ She does no’ wish to wed. She wants you gone.”

“Who will enforce such?’ Eachan rose from his chair.

Duncan released Eirica’ s hand and rose, leaning across the
table. “I shal.”

“Y ou have no authority.” Keegan sank down in his chair.

Duncan glanced at him then back at Eachan. “I have the
authority given me by the mistress of the house.”

“’Tis the master of the house to whom | shall listen.”
Eachan placed both hands flat on the table.

“Then you listen to afool, and only a fool would listen to
another fool.” Duncan clenched his handsinto fists.

“You dare cal me a fool.” Eachan’s face blanched. He
leaned closer to Duncan.

“Enough.” Eirica stood, her chair crashing behind her. “I
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shan't abide a fight in my dining room. Tomorrow, changes
will be made. Eachan, you will not show up without an
invitation. Mr. MacCdlum, you will find an abode
elsewhere.”

Duncan sat, a glare on his face. She wanted to touch his
cheek and thank him for coming to her aid.

“What of the Andersons?’ Keegan reached for the wine.

“They aren’t here. | shal deal with them later.” She
crossed her arms. Her anger made her shake.

“What of this man?’ Eachan pointed to Duncan.

“He stays. Heismy sister's—"

“Governess.” Eachan laughed. “'Tis not the job for a
man.”

Eirica waved her hand in the air. “So?" Even having
Eachan in the same room sent fearsome trembles through her.
She wanted to feel Duncan’s arms around her to make the
trembling stop.

“As long as that man abides under your roof, | will be
here.” The anger she had seen the night Eachan had smashed
her mother’ s vase shone from his eyes.

Duncan gripped the edge of the table.

A shiver ran down Eirica's spine. Eachan was capable of
anything. She wouldn’t let him change her mind. She stared
back at him. “This is my household, and | will run it as| see
fit.”

“l want my sons to return.” Gilliskel’s voice broke over
them in a near sob. “Something terrible has happened to
them.”
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Eirica looked at him. He wrung his napkin in his gnarled
hands. Tears filled his eyes. She plopped back into her chair.
If Carlton and Grant were here, she'd upbraid them for
causing their father such worry. “Mr. Anderson, it'll be fine.
I’m certain they were just detained.”

Duncan took her hand beneath the table.

Gilliskel looked at her with eyes wide. “Eirica, are you
sure?’

Angus reached out and patted Gilliskel's withered hand.
“If my daughter saysit is so, it is so. She is very bright and
efficient.” He nodded.

“1 wish they'd return.” He continued to worry his napkin.
“What shall | do without them?”’

“We shan't let anything happen to you.” Eirica smiled at
the old man. He had become a dear friend to her father and
brought him joy and companionship. For that, she would care
for him.

Also, he'd stopped the men from coming to blows at the
table. Every gaze was now on Gilliskel.

“Your sons are quite capable of caring for themselves,”
said Duncan. “You need no' worry about them. They're
probably at the local pub.”

Gilliskel blinked at Duncan. “You are so kind, sir. | am
sureyou're correct.”

“Of course heis.” Eirica pushed away her plate.

“With any luck they've falen from the carriage in a
drunken stupor and broken their necks,” muttered Keegan as
he reached for the wine bottle to fill his glass again.
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“Anything could happen aong the road.” Eachan took the
bottle from K eegan.

The front door slammed. Eirica jumped.

“Whereis everyone?’ bellowed Carlton.

Grant flung open the dining room door. It banged against
thewall. “They didn’'t even wait supper for us.”

“Wedid not...” Eiricagaped. “Whatever happened?’

Grant’s coat was missing a sleeve and had a rent down the
front. Carlton had dried blood on his cheek and his trousers
were torn. Neither man had ahat. Carlton’s hair was matted on
the side of his head. Grant clutched his left arm across his
chest.

“Whiskey,” ordered Carlton. “1 need whiskey.”

Grant reached for the bottle of wine, glanced around for a
glass, then put the bottle to his lips and drank deeply.
Swaying, he moved around the table and fell into the chair
next to Angus.

“You'refinaly home.” Gilliskel stared from one son to the
other. “You shouldn’t stay out so late.” He continued to worry
the napkin in his hand.

“Old man, we did not stay out late.” Carlton collapsed in
the chair next to his brother. “Where the hell is the whiskey?’

“You won't speak so in front of my daughter.” Angus
banged hisfist on the table.

Carlton glanced at Angus, then down at Eirica. “Cal the
maid and have her bring me whiskey.” His hand shook as he
reached for the bottle of wine Grant held.

Eiricarang the bell and the maid appeared. She sent her for
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whiskey and another bottle of wine. “Did you have a carriage
accident?’

“Carriage accident!” Carlton shook his head. “Y ou did not
inform us it was dangerousto travel the roads hereabouts.”

“’Tis not. The road is not in disrepair.” Eirica was glad
they did not seem terribly injured. Maybe Duncan was correct.
They had likely stopped at the loca pub and driven the
carriage off the road dueto their intoxication.

“It wasn't the road.” Carlton took a swig from the wine
bottle. “We were set upon by highwaymen.”

Eirica knocked her wineglass over as she reached for it.
“What? How can this be possible?” She looked to Eachan.
Highwaymen? “I’ve heard nothing of any other incidents
hereabouts. Have you?’

Eachan sipped his wine. “This is the first I've heard of
anything of thelike.”

Eirica looked back at Carlton and Grant. “Are you injured

greatly?’
“We shadll live” Carlton banged his hand on the table.
“They took our money.”

“I was nearly killed.” Grant grabbed the decanter of
whiskey from the maid. He poured himself a wineglass full
and took a deep drink.

“You. All they did to you was throw you to the ground.”
Carlton grabbed the decanter from his brother.

“And injured my arm. My coat and shirt are ruined.” Grant
held his glassin hisright hand. The glass shook.

“They held aknife against my throat.”
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“They did not.” Grant glared at his brother. “They
brandished it.”

“They tried to stab me with it.” Carlton put his hand to his
head.

“The blood came from your running toward the bushes. If
you hadn'’t tripped over that log and cracked your head...”

“Oh, be quiet. You're no more injured than |.” Carlton
took aswig of whiskey.

“My arm is broken sure,” Grant whined.

Eirica rang the bell again. She stifled a smile. The
Anderson brothers weren't seriously injured. Their fear had
done more than the highwaymen. “1 shall send one of the men
for the surgeon and have the maid bring each of you a bath.
You'll surely feel better after you' ve cleaned up.”

“Thank you.” Grant smiled at her. “We did settle matters
with the minister.”

“That’ s something to be discussed later, after your wounds
have been attended.” She smiled at them. She wasn’t about to
let that discussion begin again.

“My boys are fine?’" Gilliskel looked from his sons to
Eirica

“Yes, Mr. Anderson, your sons are fine. They had a bit of
a mishap, but nothing more.” Eirica smiled, rose and went to
Gilliskel. She leaned over him and patted his hand. “Y ou must
eat your supper.”

“Sons can be such aworry.” Gilliskel picked up hisfork.

“Daughters can be worrisome aso.” Angus smiled at
Eirica. “But afine daughter you are.”
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“See? She's partial to our father. She will make him afine
wife.” Carlton stood and weaved toward the door.

Eirica glared at him. “1 shal have one of the maids bring
yOu some supper in your room.”

Duncan stood, watching Grant and Carlton. “What has
become of the carriage and the horses?’

“The highwaymen took them.” Grant refilled his glass with
whiskey. “That is why we're so late. We had to walk home.
Carlton was bleeding. I'm injured. It was along walk.”

“’Tis but five miles.” Eachan raised his hand to the maid
who entered the room. “ Bring another bottle of wine.”

“1 want more wine.” Angus lifted his glass.

“Y ou have had enough, Father.” Eiricaglared at Eachan.

“Do not fuss, daughter.”

Grant poured whiskey into Angus glass. “Whiskey will
warm your innards.” He took another swig. “Have the maid
bring up more whiskey with our meal.” He stood and canted
several stepsto hisleft before he regained his balance.

Eirica returned to her seat. Duncan took her hand beneath
the table. If it were not for Gilliskel, she would wish the
Anderson brothers drowned in their baths.

“’Tis aterrible thing to have highwaymen about.” Duncan
continued to clutch her hand beneath the table. “You are no’
planning to go to town anytime soon are you?”’

She shook her head.

Keegan banged his fork againgt his plate. “We were going
tomorrow.”

“Eiricacanno’ be out while highwaymen plague the area.”
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Duncan lifted his eyebrows as he looked at K eegan.

“Y ou do not dictate—"

“A man with any sense would no’ put her in danger's
way.” Duncan reached for his wineglass.

“He' sright,” said Eachan.

Eirica squeezed Duncan’s hand. “Until 1 know the roads
are safe, | shan't leave home.” She turned to Eachan. “You're
sure you have heard of no other incidents?’

“1 have not.” He pushed his plate away. “1 don’t like this.”

“Neither do I. As landowners, we must not let this sort of
thing continue.” A shiver ran up her back. Highwaymen
lurking about the neighborhood gave her an unsettled feeling.
Would they only attack carriages on the road, or would they
resort to bresking into houses? She had heard of such
happenings.

This on top of missing sheep.

“You needn’'t worry about it, Eirica. | shall tend to it.”
Eachan crossed hisarms.

“As the largest landowner about, 'tis my responsibility as
much asyours.”

“Itisyour father's,” said Eachan.

“My father tends to naught.” She placed her hands on the
table, missing the warmth of Duncan’'s touch. “If anything
more happens, then, in my father's place, | must see that
something is done. These men must be caught.”

“They will be.”

“How can you be so sure?’ asked Duncan.

Eachan glared at Duncan. “My men will find them.”
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“Will my man be safe going for the surgeon?’ Eirica
didn't want to have to worry about things in the village. She
had sufficient to worry her at home. Robbers couldn’t—and
wouldn’t—be tolerated. Then again, with highwaymen about,
maybe everyone would forget she had three suitors and amale
governess.

She sighed. Probably not.

“I'm sure they won't attack a lone man, especialy one
who looks as though he has ho money.” Eachan pulled a cigar
from his pocket.

“l hope you're correct.” Eirica looked a him for a
moment. “Y ou need to go into the parlor if you wish to smoke
that.”

Eachan pulled out a cigar cutter and cut off the end.
Holding it in his mouth, he took a match from his pocket.

Duncan stood and leaned across the table, snatching the
match from Eachan’s hand. “Eirica asked you to smoke in the
other room.”

The cigar fell from Eachan's mouth. He grabbed it just
beforeit hit thetable.

Eirica hid her smile behind her hand. She looked at
Eachan. A man who had everything he wanted. Except her. A
man with money in his pocket. A man whom everyone around
knew was rich. A perfect target for the highwaymen. She
hated to ask, but if something happened to him on his way
home she would forever feel guilty. “Eachan, will you be safe
traveling at night?’

“Of course. No one would dare attack me.”
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“His arrogance alone should protect him,” whispered
Duncan.

Eirica giggled. She couldn’t help it. Too much had
happened. “I’m sure you are correct.”

“If you would feel better, | shall spend the night under
your roof.” Eachan smiled at her and placed his cigar back in
his mouth. He didn’t reach for a match.

She wouldn’t. Not redlly. “If you think it would be better,
you are welcome. I'll have Mrs. MacAlister make up aroom.”
She hoped no one else arrived and expected to stay. She was
fast running out of rooms.

“That isso kind of you.” Eachan smiled at her.

Duncan frowned.

“What am | to do?" Eirica shrugged. “If something
happened...”

Duncan nodded. “I would no’ wish you to worry. | do no’
like him under your roof at night.”

“With so many about, | shall be safe. One scream will
bring amultitude.”

Duncan stared to laugh.

“What are the two of you whispering about?’ asked
Eachan.

“Nothing of import.” Eirica looked up at her father. His
wineglass was half empty. Grant had filled it with whiskey.
She sprang up. “Father, you have had enough to drink.” She
reached for the glass.

Angus moved it from her reach and took along drink.

Eirica pried the glass from his fingers before he could
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drink the bit left in the bottom. It would be a long night. At
least the surgeon would be in residence. She couldn’t let him
travel alone at night either. Not after what had happened to the
Andersons.

* * *

Eirica sat straight up in bed. She'd heard something.
Someone at her door? No. None of them would be that addle-
pated. They would know the rest were listening to every creak
to make sure none snuck down to her room.

She heard the sound again. A soft rapping on her door
followed the noise. It would be Cory to fetch her. Father was
having one of his attacks.

She pulled on her wrapper and padded barefoot across the
floor to open the door. Cory stood on the other side, alamp in
his hand.

“Come quick, miss. He' s tossing and turning, and moaning
something awful.”

“1 was afraid of this. Get the surgeon. | think he's next
door to me.” She trod down the dimly-lit halway to her
father's room. The light moved away from her as Cory went
for the surgeon. At least tonight, they would not have to wait
for the man to come from the village. The Andersons had done
something worthwhile.

She went and sat on the bed. The soft glow of another
lamp cast acircle of light around her father. He looked so pale
as he thrashed back and forth. He clutched his head in his
hands, moaning.
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At least the spell had not gotten so very bad. “Father, wake
up. 'Tis me—Eirica” She shook him gently. “Father, wake
up. You need to take some medicine.” If she could get him to
swallow the liquid the doctor had left for him before he got
worse, she might be able to get the spell to abate. Then there
would not be days of convalescing.

“Father, please wake up. | have your medicine.” She tried
to stop histhrashing.

He flipped his head back and forth on the pillow, till
holding it.

“Father, please wake up.” Before you wake the whole
house. “Please.”

He gurgled. Eirica grabbed him by the shoulders and
pulled him up, afraid he would choke. He fought her, pushing
away from her. She couldn’t maintain her hold on him. He
screamed, and the scream rang in her ears.
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CHAPTER Y

Duncan sat bolt upright in his bed as the scream echoed
through the house. “What the hell?’ he muttered, reaching for
his breeches. He opened the door and looked down the
hallway. It was empty. None of the others seemed to be
worried about what was happening. Or the swains were hiding
under their beds.

He hurried down the hallway. The scream seemed to have
come from the other end. He stopped at Eirica’'s door and
listened. Nothing. He went to Angus' door. Voices came from
behind it.

He entered and saw Eirica trying to hold her father. Cory
stood on the far side of the room, and the doctor was mixing
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something in a cup.

“Hold him till,” snapped the doctor.

“I'm trying.” Eirica reached for her father's shoulder to
grasp him. He hit at her and she lost her grip.

Cory grabbed Angus arm to lift him. Duncan moved up to
the side of the bed and gently moved Eiricaaside.

“Let me help,” he said.

“Be careful. Do not hurt him.” She pleaded with him with
her eyes.

“1 shal be as careful as possible.” He reached for Angus.
“Together, Cory. Got hisarm?’

Cory grunted.

Duncan grabbed Angus flailing arm and put one hand
behind the old man. Cory did the same and they held Angusin
an upright position.

Angus thrashed his head and screamed again. Eirica sat on
the edge of the bed, worrying her wrapper with her fingers.

She'd said Angus had spells, but this was the first one
since Duncan had arrived. He didn’'t know how she managed
this on top of everything else. The man looked as though he
would hurt himself if not restrained, but for such a frail old
man, he had a great deal of strength. Duncan had trouble
holding on to him.

“Can one of you hold his head steady so | can get some of
this down him?" The doctor stood next to the bed.

Duncan doubted that could be accomplished, but he would
try. He sat next to Angus on the bed and wrapped Angus arm
around his own back, pinning it out of the way. Then he
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leaned his head against the old man’s. Angus twisted away
and back, his head slamming into Duncan’s. Sparks flashed
before his eyes and he had to will himself not to move out of
the way. He grabbed Angus head with his hand and held it
pressed against his. “Quickly. Before he knocks me out.”

A hiccupping giggle erupted from Eirica. “Are you al
right?’

“1 shall survive” Duncan wanted to rub the side of his
head, but his forehead and Angus were pressed together.

The doctor held the cup to Angus' mouth. “Drink, Angus.
"Twill make you fed better.”

“Please, Father, drink the medicine. Then you'll be able to
deep.”

For a moment, Angus dtiffened body relaxed and the
doctor poured liquid into his mouth. He swallowed twice, then
started to cough. Duncan leaned him forward until the
coughing stopped, then pulled him close again. “More?’

“He needsto drink all of it.”

Duncan groaned. Never had he seen the likes of thisand he
didn’'t careto again. “Then let us hurry.”

The doctor held the cup to Angus' mouth again and the old
man took a sip, then another. Soon, most of the medicine had
gone down his gullet, though some of it graced his front and
Duncan’s.

“You can release him now.” The doctor turned back to his
bag. “He'll rest easier.”

Duncan and Cory laid Angus back on his pillow. His eyes
fluttered, then he looked at Duncan. “Might | help you, sir?’

105



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

“No, Angus. 'Tis time for you to rest. | only looked in to
say good-night.” Duncan brushed the old man's hair back
from hisforehead.

“That was kind of you, sir.” Angus’ eyes drifted shut and a
soft snore issued forth from hislips.

Duncan stood, rubbing his temple. “Does this happen
often?’

Eirica shook her head.

“You alowed him more than a glass of wine at dinner, did
you not?’ The doctor stood with his hands at his waist.

“lI didn't give it to him. Grant Anderson gave him
whiskey.” Eirica stared down at her bare toes peeking out
from beneath the white ruffles of her nightdress.

“Youdidn't take it away from him,” said the doctor.

“1 was taking about the highwaymen.” She folded her
handsin her lap.

“Eirica, you know what happens when your father drinks.
You have to pay more attention.” The doctor’'s voice was
stern.

Shelooked up at him.

“Shetries her best.” Duncan put his hand on her shoulder.

“Her best was not good enough,” the doctor growled.

Duncan took a deep breath and swallowed down the anger
that threatened to erupt. “With all the commotion Angus has
caused, she does well to keep things running as smoothly as
she does. The Andersons distracted her with their tales of
being robbed and she did no’ notice Grant had filled Angus
glass. Shetook the glass as soon as she did.”
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“l saw...” Eirica stopped and looked up a Duncan. “I
should' ve been more careful.”

“Yes, young lady, you should have.” The doctor picked up
his bag and walked toward the door. “Many more spells like
this and you won’t have a father.” He stopped and glared at
her. “Do | make myself clear?’

She nodded.

The doctor stomped out of the room.

“Duncan, | should' ve taken the glass sooner. | saw he was
drinking the whiskey, but | was so concerned about...”

Duncan put his arm around her. “Y ou have much to worry
about. 'Tisno’ your fault.” He hugged her. She felt soright in
his arms. He wanted to hold her forever. “Now that | know, |
shall help you keep watch.”

“Thank you.” She leaned against him. “Cory, you may
retire. I'll sit with Father.”

Duncan heard the door close. He pulled Eirica close. “You
should retire also. | can sit with Angus and make sure he
sleeps peacefully.”

“That's not part of your job.” She wrapped her arms
around his chest and snuggled her head against him.

His job. He wanted to be more than an employee to her.
He held her tightly. Holding her in his arms was not the proper
thing to do. Not while she paid him a salary to teach her sister.
He didn’t care. He might have few chances to hold her and
he'd take each of them. Too soon he'd have to leave her.
Leaving her to al of her problems. “That does no’ matter. |
can watch him for awhile.”
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She pulled back and looked into his face. “Y ou're so kind.
| don’t know what | did before you arrived.”

He looked down at her. Tears till filled her eyes. She was
chewing her bottom lip. He bent his head and pulled it into his
mouth and nibbled. She stretched up on tiptoe, pressing herself
against him. He captured her mouth and kissed her softly. Her
lips parted dlightly and her tongue flicked over hislips.

He groaned, wanting more than a kiss. Thankful he was
alowed the kiss. Wanting it to never end. Knowing it had to,
because he couldn’t guarantee his actions if he held her much
longer. Pulling back, he smiled at her. Her breath came in
ragged gulps. “Go to bed. | shall call you if he takes aturn for
theworse.”

She leaned her head against his chest. “If you're sure.”

“I'm sure.” He turned her and pushed her gently toward
the door.

* * *

Duncan leaned back on the blanket they’d spread on the
grass for their picnic lunch and watched Eirica as she strolled
to the edge of the loch with Anne. He had been willing to
postpone the picnic after the commotion with Angus the night
before, but Eirica had insisted she heeded to get away from the
house and everyone in it. Besides, she didn't want to
disappoint Anne.

Eirica leaned down and said something to the child.
Duncan smiled. He had afeeling this was the first time the two
sisters had really spent any time together. He let the sun warm

108



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

hisface. His eyelids started to droop and he sat up, shaking his
head to awaken himself. He had spent the mgjority of the night
next to Angus bed. Every time he'd dozed off, Angus had
groaned in his sleep and Duncan had bolted upright. He could
have used a nap instead of a picnic today, but he couldn’t bear
to disappoint either Eiricaor Anne.

Eirica plopped down on the ground and removed her shoes
and stockings. Anne followed her lead.

“Such doings.” Nanny McCall looked up from her sewing.
“’"Tisunseemly.”

“They're only going wading. | do no’ see how that can be
unseemly. No one is about but us to see them.” Duncan
yawned and stretched. Maybe wading in the cold water would
awaken him. It would be an excuse to join the sisters and leave
Nanny to her own musings.

He stood and stretched, strolling down to the edge of the
loch. He kicked off his shoes and rolled up his breeches' legs.
Wading in, he stood next to Eirica, who held her blue woolen
skirt bunched up in her hands. Anne stood beside her, her
skirts dragging in the water.

“l canno’ remember the last time | did this.” He smiled at
her.

She laughed, the laughter caressing him. “Me, either. It has
been too many years since | left my responsibilities behind,
even for afew moments. Always there seems to be something
to be done.”

“Your father seemed better this morning.” Duncan
remembered his father’s death. It had been swift. An accident.
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There had been no sickness or lingering. No nursing. In a
flash, he was gone.

He didn't know how she managed everyday to dea with
her father’'s sickness. He had been about only a few days, but
he could see Angus was failing and wouldn’'t be among them
much longer. Yet Eirica never wavered. She smiled and
pampered him and stood watch at night when he needed her.

Who stood watch when Eirica needed someone?

“He was quietly sleeping when we left. Cory will tend to
him.” A sigh rattled through her. “Thank you for sitting with
him last night. Y ou didn’t need to do that.”

“l was glad to be of help.” He would lift her burden
whenever he could. He didn’'t know how he had come to care
so much for her in such a short time. “From now on, we'll
make sure only one bottle of wine—and no whiskey—is
present at the supper table. When ’tis gone, they’ll do
without.”

Anne leaned against him, her hand inching into his.

She gave him awry smile. “That'll not please my guests.”

He laughed and the sound rumbled across the loch.
“Maybe some of them will decide to go elsewhere if you do
no’ set such afinetable.”

“It could be worth a try. The village is aready buzzing
about my houseguests. What difference will it make if they
think 1 am a poor hostess?’ She kicked one foot in the water,
making swirls.

“Those who know you well will know ’tis for your father’s
sake. He is of more import than any guests.” He shoved his
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hands into his pockets, wanting to brush her wind-blown hair
from her face.

“1 must think of him first.”

Anne fished in the water and picked up arock. “Isn't this
pretty.” She held it for Duncan to study.

“That’s very nice.” He smiled at her, then turned back to
Eirica. “|s Eachan going to continue to stay?’

She shook her head. “He'll leave before supper or dare the
ride home after dark. I've had enough of his company.” She
looked out across the loch. “He did it on purpose.”

“What?" Duncan reached out and touched her shoulder.
Her back wasrigid.

She looked back at him. Anger shone from eyes ringed
with tears. “The incident.”

“Y ou've never told me of theincident.” He rubbed the side
of her face with his thumb. “It happened so long ago it realy
canno’ mean much any longer.”

“It changed my life. | became a pariah. No one would wed
me.”

He laughed. “Y our father has changed that.”

“Yes, but 'tis not me they wish to marry. 'Tis my sheep
farm.”

He wanted to erase the pain from her eyes. A young girl of
sixteen would have been hurt severely to become an outcast.
“True, but you do no’ have to wed any of them. You are of an
age to make your own decisions. Especially since your father
no longer can.”

“Yes. | will wed none of them.” She squared her shoulders.
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“I’ve no intentions of putting Anne and | in a position of
becoming penniless because of some man who wants nothing
more than my property.”

Annetugged on hisarm. “Can | wade out more?’

“Be careful.” Eiricatwisted the material of her skirt. “Pull
your skirt from the water.”

Duncan watched Anne wade out until the water came to
her knees. “You still have no’ explained how Eachan caused
you trouble in the first place.” His curiosity had been piqued
from the beginning about the “incident” of which she and
Angus had spoken.

“’Twas not much, but the village made a great ded of it.”
She sighed again. “’ Twas along time ago.”

“The memory still hurts.”” He brushed the hair from her
face. “Maybe sharing it will makeit less so.”

“He took me on a picnic. The wheel broke on the carriage
and then it started to rain. We had traveled quite a distance and
couldn’t walk home. Especialy in the downpour.” She looked
away from him.

He turned her face towards his. “You canno’ be held
responsible for an accident.”

“That's not how others saw it.” She gave him a small
smile. “Anyway, S0 as not to catch our death, we found an
abandoned cottage and spent the night there. In the morning,
Eachan’ sfather sent some of his men and they found us.”

“You were no worse off.” He smiled. He had never found
it reasonable that in such a situation, the girl should suffer.
"Twas not her fault the carriage wheel broke and she couldn’t
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be returned home. Others always blamed the girl and assumed
she was “spoiled.”

“Anne, you've gone far enough.”

Anne turned and smiled at them. “1 promise not to fall in.”

“Please come back,” Eiricasaid.

Anne frowned and kicked the water as she waded back
toward them.

He smiled at the look on the child’s face, but he wanted to
know the rest of the story. “What happened?’

“Nothing. Eachan built a fire to keep us warm and we had
the food left from our picnic. The cottage was dusty, but
Eachan gave me the blanket to lay upon and he sat up all
night.”

“He offered for your hand. Why did you no’ wed him?’
Duncan didn’t care much for Eachan, but he seemed to be a
fair catch.

“My mother was so upset, she bore Anne a few days later
and died.” Eirica wiped at the tears forming in her eyes. “I
couldn’t think of wedding with Father so upset and a new babe
to be tended. Father couldn’t manage anything, so it al fell to
me.” She looked away again. “Eachan wouldn’'t understand
that | wished to wait. His temper flared when | wouldn't agree
to animmediate marriage. He broke...”

Duncan took her hand in his and sgueezed it. “' Twas a
long time ago. It doesno’ matter anymore.”

“Oh, but it does. He broke my mother’s crysta vase. The
one Father had bought for their anniversary. The one she loved
so much. She alwaysfilled it with flowers from her garden. He
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picked it up and flung it against the fireplace because he didn’t
get hisway.”

“Then you're best off without him.” He wouldn’t want one
as sweet and generous as Eirica married to a man of violence.
Not that Eirica didn’t have the strength to stand up to those
about her, but at sixteen, she wouldn't have been as strong.
"Twas the years of managing that had made her what she was.

“1 aways believed that. Father didn’t take it well that |
wouldn’'t wed Eachan. He feared | would be a spinster and
have no one to care for me.” She laughed. A genuine laugh
that caressed Duncan’s ears.

“Which brings us back to your current problem.” Duncan
wrapped his arm about her waist and pulled her close.

She leaned her head against his shoulder. “Yes. Father is
till afraid | shall have no one to care for me. He doesn’t
realize 'tis | who cares for him and the farm, but that doesn’t
matter.”

“He also does no’ redlize you will no’ bend to his will.”
The lilac scent of her hair caressed him. He rubbed his cheek
againgt the silkiness, holding back a sigh. He wanted all of
Eirica, but... 'Twas not his place.

“No, that isn't a point worth arguing with him. He
wouldn’t remember anyway.” She placed her hand against his
chest. “Not only do | have to put up with those Father invited,
but now Eachan has reappeared.” She shook her head, tickling
his nose as she moved. “I can’t believe he' d have the nerve to
show hisface after what he did.”

“What did he do?’ Eachan was the cause of the “incident”
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that had tarnished Eirica s reputation, but accidents did happen
and he had done the honorable thing in offering for her hand.
Not that it took much to offer for Eirica's hand. ’ Twas such a
lovely one, belonging to alovely lady.

She pulled away and looked him in the face. “Why he
broke the wheel on purpose and stranded us so I'd have to wed
him.”

Duncan blinked at her, unsure he had heard her correctly.
“He...”

“He staged the whole thing because I'd been stalling. At
sixteen, | didn't wish to wed and be responsible for a
household. | wanted to wait. | wanted a while longer to be a
carefree girl.” She laughed, a hard laugh. Duncan shook his
head. He didn't like Eachan. Something about the man made
his skin crawl, but to deliberately ruin a young woman's
reputation to force her into marriage. A gentleman would
never stoop so low. Then again, Eachan obvioudy was not
much of agentleman. “I see why you do ho’ want him about.”

“Hethinks Father will agree with him that he hasfirst right
to wed me. If Father knew...” She shook her head. “I shall
never wed Eachan. The moment he threw Mother's vase |
made that decision.”

Water flicked across Duncan’s face. “Y ou two seem to be
having all too much fun together.” Anne stuck out her bottom
lip at them. “Thisismy picnic.”

“So 'tis, lass.” Duncan leaned over and splashed water at
Anne.

She squeded and ran from him.

115



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

Eirica laughed and scooped up a handful of water. She
threw it at Anne.

Droplets formed in Anne's hair. She laughed and splashed
water back a Duncan and Eirica Water spots darkened
Anne s blue dress. Her hair fell loose from the clip that held it
back and covered her face.

Her laughter sounded much like Eirica's. Duncan liked the
sound almost as much as he did Eirica's. When he had arrived
but a week ago, Anne had been an unhappy child, afraid of
losing her nanny. Now she seemed to be able to play and
laugh.

Eirica, despite the problems that plagued her, laughed
much more often too.

He wanted to believe 'twas because of him. He had
brought them joy and a new enjoyment of life. It warmed his
heart.

For the first time in a very long time, he felt like he was
home. 'Twould only be his home for a few more weeks,
though. Then his replacement would arrive and he'd be on his
way to a new post with strangers. A twinge squeezed at his
heart. He would missthem.

“1 want to swim.” Anne flicked more water at Duncan.

“We didn’t bring any clothes for you to swim in.” Eirica
brushed the water from her face.

“She could swim in her under-things,” said Duncan.

Eiricalooked at him. “Not with you watching.”

He laughed. “ She is but a child and her under-things cover
her well.”
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“Nanny will have afit.”

Duncan glanced back a Nanny McCall. “Her highness
would have apoplexy.” He looked back at Anne. Her eyes
begged. “I could go for awalk. Then both of you could swim
if you wished.”

Eirica nodded. “That would be fun. | can't remember the
last time | swam.”

Duncan rubbed his hand down her back. “1 shall see what
isbeyond that grove of trees.”

* * *

Eirica watched Duncan dtride across the meadow
surrounding the loch. When he disappeared into the trees, she
turned back to Anne. She missed him aready and wished he
had stayed to swim with them, but that would be pushing
propriety too far, even for her.

“Come out of the water, Anne.”

“1 want to swim.”

Eirica nodded. “First you must remove your dress and
petticoat. Otherwise you'll sink to the bottom.”

Anne splashed through the water toward Eirica. “Is it al
right?’

“Y es. Duncan hastaken awalk.”

Anne turned so Eirica could unbutton her dress and let it
fall to the ground.

“What are you doing?’” Nanny McCall’'s voice boomed
from behind Eirica and made her jump.

“Preparing to swim.”
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Nanny looked around. “Mr. MacKinnon is about.”

“He won't return until we call for him.” Eirica did out of
her dress and petticoats. Wading into the water, she shivered.
The coldness crept up her legs as she waded deeper into the
loch. She dove in and came up sputtering. After a few
moments, the coldness left her and she felt like a young girl
again.

“Come here, Anne. | shall show you how to swim.” She
motioned to her sister.

Anne waded over, laboring through the water. She smiled
a Eirica. “1’m glad you came with us today.”

Eirica pushed Anne's wet hair back from her face. “I am
aso. | don't spend enough time with you. Duncan tells me
you're quite addlightful child.” Though a bit willful.

Anne blushed. “I like Mr. MacKinnon.” She sighed. “I
wish he could stay.”

So did Eirica. She liked the feel of Duncan’s hands against
her skin and his lips upon hers. She wanted to melt into his
arms and be held forever. He made her body quiver in a way
shedidn’t know it could.

“What are you thinking?’

Eirica smiled a Anne. “What a wonderful day it is and we
shouldn’t let shadows of things we can’'t change fall upon it.”
She put her arm around Anne's shoulders. “Now. A swimming
lesson.”

“Be careful.” Nanny’ s voice floated from the bank.

“1 shall.” Eirica put her hand beneath Anne's stomach and
had her kick her feet.
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The child eased through the water.

“That is good. Now, move your hand like this.” Eirica
demonstrated, then helped Anne.

“Who taught you to swim?’ Anne brushed water from her
face as she stood up.

“Father. When | was about your age.”

“1 wish he could teach me.”

“| shall haveto do.”

Anne frowned for amoment. “ Father isvery sick.”

“Yes, darling, heis.”

“’Tismy fault.” Sadness flooded her eyes.

Eirica pulled her close and hugged her. “No, Anne. You
must never think that.”

“’Tismy fault Mother died.”

Eirica pushed her back and looked into her face. “No. It is
not your fault. The baby is not responsible. These things
happen.”

Anne stared at Eirica for a moment. “1 killed Mother and
Father fell sick because of it.”

“Where did you hear such nonsense?’

Anne shrugged. “I hear things.”

“Such things are only the utterances of ignorant and cruel
people. You did nothing. Mother and Father wanted you very
much. I'm sorry you never knew Mother. She'd have loved
you so much.” Eirica laughed. “You were the daughter she
awayswanted.”

“She had you.”

“1 could do none of the things Mother loved. You'll be an
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excellent seamstress and do wonderful needlework. You'll
learn to play the pianoforte and give teas.” Eirica ran her
hands through the tangles of Anne's hair. “Me. | was the son
Father wanted. | can shear a sheep, but I'll be damned if | can
pettipoint.”

“Does Father love you?’

“What a strange question. Of course Father loves me. And
you. When he remembers he has daughters.” She leaned close
to Anne's face. “You must remember, Father is not always
with us. That isn't hisfault.”

“He had abad spell last night.”

“Y ou know everything, do you not?’

Anne smiled and nodded. “Is he going to die?’

“Soon, I'm afraid.” Eirica loved her father, even when he
went on flights of fancy. She didn’t wish to lose him, but the
time grew near.

“What will become of us?” Anne studied Eirica sface.

“We shall live as we dways have. | shall tend what needs
tending, and you'll become afine lady.”

“Isthat why Father has found you so many suitors?’

“Father thinks | need a husband, but he is confused.”

“You won't marry any of those horrid men?’

“Never.” Eirica patted Anne' s shoulder. “Never.”

“I'm sorry | stole your mother and father away from you.”
Anne looked down into the water.

Eirica lifted her face. “Never say that. 'Twas not your
fault. In fact...” She looked up at the sky and back at Anne.
“In fact, Eachan MacFie is the cause of al the trouble.”
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Eachan and his broken wagon wheel.

“How?’

“Don’t worry yourself about it. When you’ re much older, |
may tell you, but don’t blame yourself. Eachan MacFie caused
our troubles.” If Eachan hadn’t tried to rush her into marriage,
none of this would have happened. Mother and Father would
be happily together and she would be wed with a home of her
own. Not that she wanted one. “Go and practice your
swimming. | shall watch you from the rock.”

Eirica waded out of the water and climbed up on the rock
to dry. She watched Anne for severa minutes, then leaned
back and closed her eyes.

“Nanny, please watch Anne for me,” she called.

What would life have been like if Mother hadn’t died? She
wouldn’'t have wanted to be married to Eachan. She could
have been the one found at the bottom of the stairs. She
shivered as though a goose had walked over her grave.

“Help.” Nanny’s scream tore through her. “Help.”

Eirica bolted upright and looked toward the water. She
didn’t see Anne. She scrambled down from the rock and raced
toward the water.

“She was right there. She went under and hasn’t come up.”
Nanny danced from one foot to the other, pointing out toward
the middle of theloch.

“Why did you let her go so far?’ Eirica searched the water
for any sign of movement.

“She kept swimming. | called, but she went under.”

Eirica dove into the water. Something bounced into the

121



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

water next to her. She saw a dark form swimming strongly.
Duncan.

She searched for Anne. The white of her under-things
should make her easy to see, but the water seemed dim and
murky. When she had been wading, it had seemed clear.

The air burned her lungs and she forced herself to the
surface, her heart battering against her ribs. As she filled her
lungs with fresh air, she saw Duncan come up and dive down
again.

Please, please let us find her, she prayed and dove into the
water again.

She swam until her lungs were ready to burst, and till she
saw nothing. Nothing of Duncan or Anne. She propelled
herself to the surface and saw Duncan swimming to shore,
Anne being dragged behind him.

Eirica followed and reached the shore moments after
Duncan.

“She isn't breathing,” sobbed Nanny. “My baby isn't
breathing.”
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CHAPTERS

Duncan folded Anne over his arm and pounded on her
back. She hung limply, her blonde hair dragging in the dirt.

Eirica wrapped her hands about herself and rocked. She
couldn’t breathe. Anne couldn’t be dead. Not because Eirica
hadn’t been paying attention. She shouldn't have been
daydreaming. She should have been watching her little sister.

She hadn’t paid enough attention to Anne. So many things
demanded her attention. Father. The farm. Now, on aday they
were enjoying together, Anne couldn’t be gone.

Nanny’s keening filled the air around her, cutting through
her like a knife. Eirica sagged to her knees, watching Duncan
pound on her sister’s back. She pushed back her wet, tangled
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hair.

Anne coughed. Water spewed from her mouth. Duncan
held her as she continued to cough up water.

Eiricatook in a deep breath. The color returned to Anne's
face. She sat up weakly, leaning against Duncan. He smoothed
back her hair.

“Oh, my baby,” cried Nanny. She rushed to Duncan and
snatched Anne away. Sitting in the grass, she held Anne to
her, rocking back and forth, crooning.

Eirica pushed herself up and walked over to Duncan, who
still sat in the dirt next to the edge of the loch. She laid her
hand on his shoulder. “Thank you.”

He looked up at her. His eyes had darkened. He nodded.
He trembled beneath her touch.

She sank down next to him. “How did you know to do
that?’

He pulled her close. “When | was a boy, one of my friends
nearly drowned. The neighbor man happened to be near the
loch and rescued him. He beat on his back until the water
came out.” He sighed. “I never forgot. | never thought I'd
have need for remembering.”

“I'm glad you knew what to do.” She blinked back the
tears. What could have been a tragedy had been averted by
Duncan. Her father’ s mistake had more than one bright side to
it.

“We need to get Anne home.” Nanny’s voice was Cross.
“She'll catch her death. She needs dry clothes and a warm
bed.”
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“l don't want to go to bed.” Anne squirmed against
Nanny’s hold. “I'm fine.”

“Nanny is right. 'Tis time to go back. We all need dry
clothes.” Eirica pushed away from Duncan, hating to have his
warmth withdrawn from her. When he held her, everything
seemed fine. Her responsibilities weren’t so heavy.

She walked over to Anne. “Put your dress back on. That
and the blanket will keep you warm until we get home.”

“I"'m not cold. My throat hurts, but that’s all.”

“You nearly died.” Nanny rubbed Anne's hair with the
blanket.

Annetried to push her away. “| shal befine.”

Nanny hugged the child again. “Aye, you will be” She
turned to Duncan. “ Thank you for saving my baby.”

He nodded. Turning to Eirica, he said, “Y ou need to dress
before you catch your death.”

Heat stole up Eirica's neck and face. She'd forgotten she
wore nothing more than her pantalettes. They were stained at
the knees and probably the backside. “Gracious.” She rushed
over to the grass where her clothes lay. She pulled her
petticoats on over her dirty pantal ettes, then donned her dress,
fumbling with the tiny buttons up the front. She brushed down
at the skirt, trying to regain her composure.

If anyone found out what had transpired, this would be
worse than “the incident.” Eachan had never even seen her
undergarments, but Duncan had. She let out a sigh. ' Twas too
late now to worry about such things. He would be gone soon
and he wouldn’t tell anyone.
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Nanny. Nanny probably hadn't even noticed she was so
concerned over Anne. She doubted Nanny would say
anything. She had never been agossip. Lord, she hoped Nanny
didn’t take it up now.

Duncan put his hands over hers. “She's going to be fine.”
She looked a him for a long moment. Throwing her arms
around his neck, she buried her head against his shoulder.
“Duncan, | can never repay you for what you've done.” She
shook. The lifeless form of her sister hanging over Duncan’s
arm kept crowding into her mind.

“I'm just happy she's fine” He hugged Eirica “It
would' ve broken my heart if anything had happened to her.”

* * *

Eirica smoothed her skirt as she walked down the stairs
toward the parlor. Her hair was still wet, but it didn’t show the
way she'd pinned it. At least her undergarments were dry and
clean. She blushed at the thought of Duncan seeing her in such
astate of undress.

She was reaching for the door to the parlor when a knock
sounded on the front door. She paused and looked around her.
Where's Mrs. MacAlister? She didn’t see the housekeeper or
any of the servants. Letting out a sigh, she turned toward the
door. She stopped. No. 'Twas not her job to answer the door,
and she didn’t want to know who was on the other side.

She opened the parlor door and entered. The Andersons
were on the couch, but Father's settee was empty and Cory
wasn't in attendance. She silently groaned. After last night,
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Father wouldn't be coming downgtairs, and would have spent
the day in bed.

Eachan and Keegan were having a heated discussion in the
corner. She didn’'t care what they discussed, as long as they
left her alone. She glanced around for Duncan, but he hadn’'t
yet come downstairs. After last night and this afternoon, she
wondered if he would, or if he had decided to retire to his
room early.

She backed toward the door, hoping not to be caught. She
could retire to her room, then take supper with Father. Maybe,
if hewas up toit, Anne could join them.

“Why, Eirica, here you are.” Eachan crossed the room
toward her.

Damn. She smiled and walked over to the chair.

Eachan reached her before she had a chance to sit. He took
her hand and tried to bring it to his lips. She yanked it away.
He stared &t her. “Eirica?’

In the background she could still hear the pounding at the
front door. “What're you doing here, Eachan? Do you not
have afarm of your own to tend?’

“I"d never dream of deserting you when you need my
help.” He smiled. “I have those who can manage my farm for
afew days.”

“1 have no need for your help.” She sat down. “I don't
wish to seem inhospitable, but | must insist you return home
tonight. My house has become quite crowded.”

A smile flitted across Keegan's face. “Y ou shouldn’'t leave
your mattersto hirelingsfor long. They’ll steal you blind.”
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Eachan glared a him. “I have no worry about that. | hire
only men | can trust.” He turned back to Eirica. “Besides, 'tis
dangerousto travel theroadsat night.”

“You should've left this afternoon.” She had enough
trouble deeping, worrying about Father, without knowing
Eachan was but two rooms from her.

“I’ve been waiting for your return.” He moved to stand
behind her chair and put his hand on her shoulder.

She wished Duncan would arrive. “| was quite safe.”

“You shouldn’t have gone on a picnic when highwaymen
were about.” He patted her shoulders.

The knocking on the door increased. Where was Mrs.
MacAlister? She shoved Eachan’s hands away and stood to
ring the bell for a servant. “We fared quite well.” She had no
intention of telling him of the afternoon’ s events.

“Whereis Angus?’ asked Gilliskel.

“He isn't feding well today and has been resting.” Eirica
walked over to the couch and perched next to the old man. She
took his hand in hers. “I’'m sure you have missed him, but by
tomorrow, he'll be better.”

“I'm glad.” Gilliskel smiled at her. “You're such a good
daughter.”

“Thank you.” She liked Gilliskel. He made her father's
days brighter, and for that she gave thanks.

Mrs. MacAlister’s scream from the hallway made Eirica
gasp and put her hand to her mouth. A second scream
followed and Eirica bolted up, grabbing her skirts so as not to
trip on them. Eachan reached the door first, a dagger in his
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hand as he threw it open.

On the floor in the hallway lay a man, blood streaming
from his shirt. A second man stood in the doorway. “Help us.
Please!”

“Stop screaming,” Eachan snapped at the housekeeper.

Eirica reached Mrs. MacAlister. She grabbed her by the
shoulder and turned her toward the back of the house. “Get
rags and water. Send someone for the surgeon.” She knelt next
to the man. Duncan appeared beside her, thrusting his
handkerchief into her hand. She pressed it against the man's
wound. “I don’t think thisis large enough.”

He ripped the man's shirt open. “It looks deep, but the
wound is to the side.” He tore away part of the shirt. “Use
this.”

Eirica wadded the material and pressed it against the
wound. She looked up a the man in the doorway. “What
happened?’

“We were accosted on the road.” The man with light
brown hair wrung his hands in front of him. “My master tried
to deal with them and they stabbed him.”

“How far from here were you?’ Duncan placed his hand
over Eirica’s.

“Only a short bit down the road. | carried him here after
they took our horses and carriage.” The man stared at the one
laying on the floor. “Will helive?’

“l am no’ a surgeon, but | do no’ think ’tis too serious.”
Duncan lifted the cloth.

Eirica sighed. “The bleeding seems to be stopping. Still,
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I’m sending for the surgeon.” She shook her head. “The poor
man. He's spending more time here than he wishes.”

“Isit safe to call him out at this time of night?’ asked the
man in the doorway.

“’Tis necessary.” Eirica rose and looked at the blood on
her green skirt. It would never come out of the silk. She would
have it cut down for Anne. No sensein completely wasting the
dress. At least "twasn’t one of her newer ones.

She shook her head. A man lay bleeding on her floor and
she was worried about a ruined dress. Too much had
happened. Her mind was wandering like Father's did. She
wouldn’t have to wait until she became aged to be crazy. The
world would drive her to it before her twenty-fourth birthday.

“Grant, Carlton, help carry the man upstairs.” Eirica
looked a the two men standing in the parlor doorway
watching.

“I'm not a servant.” Grant held a glass of wine in one
hand.

“Themanisinjured.” She glared at him.

“I'm dtill weak from being attacked yesterday.” Carlton
turned back toward the couch. “Let the governess and the
man’ s servant carry him upstairs.”

“They can’t manage by themselves.” The man looked quite
large.

The other man moved from the doorway. “I can get him
upstairs.”

“No’ without starting the bleeding again.” Duncan stood.
He put his hand on Eirica' s shoulder. “Do no’ fret. The two of
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uswill get him settled. Where shall we put him?’

“In the room Eachan used last night.” Eiricafollowed them
up the stairs as Duncan took the man's arms and his servant
took hisfeet.

They placed him atop the bed.

“The bleeding has started again,” said Duncan.

The other man sank into achair, his head in his hands.

Eirica patted his shoulder. “1I’m sure he'll befine.”

“1 hope s0.”

Mrs. MacAlister appeared with hot water and clean cloths.
She removed the rest of the man’s stained shirt and washed the
wound. Then she pressed more cloth to it. “I’ve sent for the
surgeon.”

Eirica stood next to the bed and looked at the man. She'd
never seen him before. “Did you have business here?’

“My master was coming to see Angus MacDougall.”

Eirica didn’t groan. She forced it to stay in her throat.
Glancing at Duncan, she saw a smile on hisface and could tell
he held back a laugh. It couldn’'t be. Not another suitor. No
mor e suitors. She turned to the servant. “You've arrived a the
correct place. If you wish to go down to the kitchen, Cook will
find you something to eat and the servants will find you a bed
for the night.”

“l don't want to leave him.” The man stared at the pale
form on the bed.

“He'sin good hands. Mrs. MacAlister will tend to him.”

The servant stood, hesitated, then crept from the room. He
looked over his shoulder as he closed the door.
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A groan came from the man on the bed. His eyes fluttered
open. “Wheream 1?7

“At the MacDougall farm.” Eiricaleaned closer.

The man had pae blue eyes and limp brown hair. He
struggled to sit up, then slumped back again.

“Don’'t move. You'll cause your wound to bleed more.”
Eiricasmiled at him. “We' ve sent for the surgeon.”

“My servant, George. Where is he?” The man’s voice was
so low Eiricahad to lean closer to hear him.

“l sent him to the kitchen for his supper. He's fine. He
carried you here.” She took awet cloth from Mrs. MacAlister
and washed his forehead. “Y ou must rest now.”

The man’s eyes fluttered shut.

Eirica handed the cloth back to Mrs. MacAlister. A piece
of paper peeked from the man’s jacket pocket. She looked at
Mrs. MacAlister, but the woman had risen to rinse the cloth.
Eirica glanced at Duncan, who studied the man’s face. She
pulled the paper loose and recognized her father's
handwriting. She did it into her pocket and straightened.
“Mrs. MacAlister, do you need any more help?’

“No. I'll sit with him until the surgeon arrives.” Mrs.
MacAlister drew achair next to the bed. “Not much we can do
except wait.”

“Then | shall see supper is served for the others and check
on Father.” Eirica wanted to escape to read the
correspondence she'd found. A tiny voice nagged at her about
the shame of stedling it, but she had to know what her father
had promised.
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“What're you going to do with Mr. MacFie? Mrs.
MacAlister settled in the chair, her hands folded in her lap.

“What do you mean?’ Eiricalooked at her. She wanted to
send him away. Forever. That didn’t seem to be happening.

“You put thisman in his bed.”

Eirica smiled. Maybe everything did have a bright side.
“Yes, | did. | must go and inform him he'll have to return to
his own house for the night. We are without any extra beds.”
She giggled. “Unless he wishes to move to the servants
quarters.”

Mrs. MacAlister looked a her, her eyes wide. “Mr.
MacFie?’

Duncan laughed. “I do no’ see him settled in the servants
guarters. Unlessamaid...” He held the door open for Eirica

In the hallway, she turned to him. “Where were you
earlier?’

“Napping. After sitting with your father most of the night
and the excitement at the loch, | went to my room to change
and fell asleep.” Helooked at her sheepishly. “I did no’ intend
to leave you alone with the vultures during supper.”

She smiled and leaned against him, drawing on his
warmth. “I plan to take supper with Father in his room. You
may join us if you wish. In fact, if he's up to it, | thought of
inviting Anne. She should spend some time with him while he
isdtill withus.”

“That would be an excellent idea.” He wrapped his arm
around her. “Things have to improve soon.”

“All is not bad. Anne seems no worse for her accident. The
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stranger looks as though he will live.” She kissed him on the
cheek and smiled. “I get to throw Eachan from my house.”

“Some things are glorious, arethey no’ 7’ He kissed her.

She melted against him. When he released her, she let a
sigh ripple from her.

“Do you wish for me to go with you to inform Eachan he's
leaving, or should | go and check on Angus and make supper
arrangements?” He brushed her hair back from her face,
heating the side of her face with histouch.

“1 can handle Eachan. You tend to Father’s supper. Invite
Nanny to join usif she wishes.” She would scurry downstairs
and inform Eachan he had nowhere to bed down for the night,
then she would steal to her room to change and read the letter
in her pocket.

“Areyou no’ going to read the letter you filched from your
wounded guest?’

Heat crept up her face. “1 didn't think you saw me.”

“It must’ ve been important for you to takeit.”

“Father wrote it.” She drew the paper from her pocket and
pulled the letter from the envelope. She scanned the writing.

Behind her, Duncan laughed. She poked him in the ribs
and he laughed louder.

“’Tis naught to laugh about.”

“Ontop of everything else, itis.”

* * *

Angus was propped up in bed, atray in front of him. Anne
sat at a small table next to the bed, fairly bouncing because
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she’d been invited to join them. Duncan sat next to Eirica at
the larger table in the room.

“’Tis nice to have my family about me.” Angus worried
his napkin with his fingers.

“Yes, Father, 'tis nice to have a smal supper for a
change.” Eirica reached for her cup of tea. She had told the
servants they weren't to bring wine to her father’s room.

“1 would like aglass of wine.” Anguslooked up at Cory.

“Not tonight, Father. Anneis joining us and it wouldn't be
proper.” Eiricaset her cup down and reached for her fork.

“Your mother and | drank wine when you dined with us.”
Angus let Cory place a bite of food into his mouth and
chewed.

“Anne, why don’t you tell Father about our picnic?’ Eirica
smiled at Anne.

“Oh, Father, 'twas wonderful. Eirica taught me to swim.”
A frown creased her face for amoment, then she smiled again.

Angus smiled back at Anne. “I taught your sister to swim
a about your age. Did you go to the loch near the edge of our
property?’

“Yes, Father.” Anne kicked her feet back and forth as they
hung above the floor. “’Tis the most beautiful place. Mr.
MacKinnon took me there once on my pony. | love to look at
the water and beautiful flowers grow everywhere.”

Angus straightened himself and reached for his fork. “' Tis
abeautiful place. Y our mother loved it. | used to take her there
in the buggy. She watched while | taught Eiricato swim.” He
frowned for amoment. “I’m sorry you couldn’t know her.”
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Anne looked to Eirica, then back to her father. “1 have
learned nearly all my letters.”

Angus smiled again. “That’s agood lass. A smart lass you
are, too.”

Eirica patted Duncan’'s hand. “Y ou’ ve brought joy to both
my father and my sister. | thank you.”

“It ha' been my pleasure. To see her smileis areward in
itself.”

“To see him smile.” Eirica let her hands fal into her lap.
“After last night, | feared the end had come.”

“Does he often have these spells?” Duncan took her hand
back in his.

A warm tingle ran up her arm. She wished her father and
sister were away so she might kiss him. “More and more
frequently. The surgeon can do nothing. He says Father won’t
live much longer.”

“What will you do when he's gone?’ He rubbed his thumb
against the skin between her thumb and first finger.

A shiver ran through her. “I shal do as | do now.” She
shrugged. “I shall have less to worry about.” She looked
upward and blinked her eyes. “l cannot imagine a world
without himin it. He' salways been here. | love him dearly.”

Duncan squeezed her hand. “Of course you do. He's your
father.”

“Your own father. Do you not miss him?’ She looked into
his eyes. Pain flashed through them.

“Yes. When he died, a hole grew in the world. It becomes
smaller wi’ time, but | truly think it never completely goes
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away. A part of us goes with them.” He looked away and then
back. His mouth curved in asmile, but it didn’t reach his eyes.
“You dill have your father and must enjoy him as much as
possible.”

“He growsfrailer every day.”

“Y es, but he provides entertainment.”

She laughed. She couldn’t help it. “What am | to do about
wounded Ranald McKay in the guest room?’

“Send him packing.” Duncan’s smile moved to his eyes.
“Or let therest doiit.”

“We may find him of sterner stuff than the others can
handle.” She shook her head. “I cannot believe Father has
done this. Three men. One would've been bad enough, but
three.” She reached for her cup of teaand took along drink. “I
could use something stronger myself, except | don’t wish to go
downstairs where the others may attack me with questions.”

“At least you should be free of Eachan for a few hours.”
Duncan rose from hischair.

“Yes. | have no bed for him. ’Tis time he went about his
business and tended to his own farm. Mine is not in need of
his attentions.” She clasped Duncan’'s hand. “Are you leaving
us?’

“1"m going to get you a bottle of wine.” He leaned close to
her, his lips brushing her ear. “1 shal bring it in a new teapot
so your father will no’ know.”

She smiled. “Thank you, again.”

“Where are you going, Mr. MacKinnon? You promised
Nanny to bring me back to her.” Anne shifted in her chair.
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“As soon as | get some more tea for your sister, | shall
return you to Nanny and see if her headache has improved.”
Duncan gave Anne adight bow.

Anne turned to her father. “Eirica bought me a new doll.
She has the most beautiful green velvet dress with green satin
bows on it. | want a dress like it so we can dress the same.”
Anne did from her chair and leaned against the bed. “Nanny
says | have too many dolls, but | don’'t believe her. No one
could have too many dolls. | love each and every one of
them.”

Angus patted her on the head. “No, child. No little girl
could have too many dolls.”

“Except me.” Eiricawalked over and sat on the edge of the
bed.

“You didn't like dolls?” Anne looked at her with wide
eyes.
“l had one or two. They sat on the shelf and collected
dust.”

“They must’ ve been very sad and lonely.” Anne pursed her
lipstogether. “Where are they now?”’

“Mayhaps in the attic.” Eirica brushed a wayward curl
back from Anne’s face, glad her skin glowed with excitement
and felt warm to the touch. A shiver ran up her back and she
dropped her hand into her lap. Her heart froze every time she
thought of Anne's still body.

“Canwelook?” Anne hopped from onefoot to the other.

Eiricalaughed. “Yes.”

“When?'
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“On the morrow. After lessons.”

Anne turned to Angus. “I shall have another doll or two.”
She put her hands on her hips. “I shall love them where Eirica
did not.”

“Eirica was busy with me, tending to the sheep.” Angus
took Anne'ssmall hand in his. “ She was very good at that, and
it must've been God's will or none of us would have
survived.”

Eirica looked away from her father. He seldom praised
anyone, but she would tuck away his words in her heart to
remember when he was gone.

For the moment she wouldn't let anything dampen the
evening. She had her father and her sister, and the suitors were
al downstairs where they couldn’t bother her. She had many
things for which to be thankful. Not the least of whom was
Duncan. He had saved her sister. He had brought happiness to
both of them. She would never be able to repay him.

She sighed and looked a Anne and her father. Both of
them stared at her. “| was thinking.”

“Happy thoughts, | hope.” Angus smiled at her.

“Yes, Father. Happy thoughts.” The happiest she'd had in
along while.

“Then they were not thoughts of what I've done.” He
picked at his coverlet.

She smiled at him. *’ Tis put from my mind.”

The window banged open and Cory roseto closeit.

“I'm grateful for that. You are such a good daughter.” He
glanced around the room. “I need to tak with you.” He
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coughed.

“Yes, Father. What isit?’

“Not in front of the child.” Hisface had turned ashen.

Eirica took his hand. What could have suddenly upset
him? “Everything is fine, Father. Don't fret. You'll have
another attack.”

Cory plucked the tray off the bed as Angus shifted.
Duncan came in with the teapot.

“Please take Anne back to her room.” Eirica looked at
Duncan. “Then come back. | may need you.” She turned to
Anne. “Father istired. Kiss him good night.”

Anne kissed Eirica, then crawled up on the bed and gave
Angus a hug and akiss. “It has been a most wonderful supper,
Father. | hopeyou'll invite meto dine with you again soon.”

Eiricaraised her eyebrows and looked at Duncan.

He smiled. “Etiquetteis part of the learning.”

After they left the room, she asked, “What is bothering
you, Father?’

Angus gripped the edge of his blanket in his skeletal
fingers and glanced around the room, as if searching for
something. His breathing became rapid.

Eirica feared he would have another spell. She took his
hands in hers and smoothed the frail skin. “Everything isfine,
Father.”

“No, Eirica. | heard her. Last night | heard her.” He
glanced around the room again, his eyes wide.

“Who did you hear?’

He grabbed her arm. “ The ghost, Eirica. The ghost and she
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wishesto harm us.”
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CHAPTERSY

Eirica patted Angus hand. “Father, we haven't a ghost.”

“1 heard her. At night she makes noises.” Fear shone from
his eyes.

Eirica shook her head. Every day her father became more
fanciful. “Even if there was aghost, it wouldn’t harm you.”

He stared at Eirica. “ Are you sure?’

“Of course.” She would say anything to cam him. She
didn’t want another night like last. “ Cory, bring his medicine.
He needsto be settled for the night.”

Cory disappeared into the adjoining room.

“Now, Father, you're not to worry about a ghost.” She
smoothed back hisgray hair.
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“Eirica, | heard noises.”

“We have a house full of guests.”

“1 hear the noises at night. When everyoneis adeep.”

Eirica shook her head. “Father, | don’t know what you're
hearing, but | do know 'tis not aghost.” She kissed him on the
cheek. “I'm right next door and Cory is right here. We've
heard no noises.” She looked up as Cory came back into room.

“1’ve heard naught, miss.” Cory held Angus up so he could
drink the medicine.

“Now, Father, you mustn’t fret. If anything is amiss, Cory
or | shall hear the noises and take care of it.” She stood as
Duncan returned. “Now you must sleep. If you hear anything,
call Cory and he'll fetch me.”

“You'll come?’ Hisbony fingers gripped her hand.

“Of course | shall, Father. 1 don’t want you to be
frightened.”

“Daughter, the ghost might be angry with you.”

She sighed. Once her father would never have believed in
ghosts. “She isn’t angry with me. Why would she be?’ If her
father didn’t look so upset, she would laugh. She talked with
him the way she would with Anne if she were scared about
something. She patted his hand again. “Do you want me to sit
with you until you fall asleep?’

Angus shook his head. “No. Cory will read to me.”

“He will be fine, miss. After afew pages, he'll be adeep.”
Cory pulled achair next to the bed and sat.

“Cdl meif there’ sany trouble.” She smiled at Duncan.

“Doyou still want your ‘tea 7" Duncan grinned.
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“More than ever.” She needed something. The day had
seemed unreal in too many ways. She wanted a quiet moment
where she didn’'t have to worry about Anne, her father, or the
strange man down the hall.

Duncan picked up the tray with the teapot and followed
her from the room. “Where would you like me to take it?’

She wanted to go to her room and sit by the window. That
would be unseemly if she intended to share with Duncan. She
stopped and looked at him. A smile graced his face and he
seemed unruffled by the day’ s events. She needed his strength
and composure. A coldness ill clung to her at the
remembrance of Annein the water.

They couldn’t go to the parlor because everyone else
would be there. If they went into her office, they were sure to
be found. “I don’t know.”

“Eirica, where are you?’ Eachan’'s voice drifted up the
front stairs. “Come and visit with us. Shortly | shall have to
escort the surgeon back.” A footstep sounded on the stairs.

She looked a Duncan. “I can't face them tonight.”

He balanced the tray with one hand and took her elbow
with the other. “We can have ‘tea in the garden.”

“What a wonderful idea.” She grabbed the lamp off the
hall table and lit it. “How shall we escape?’ Her mood
lightened at the thought of leaving the men behind.

“We shall go to the third floor and down the back stairs
from there.” Duncan winked at her.

She giggled and followed him.

“Eirica” Grant’s voice followed Eachan’'s. “We need to
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speak with you.”

“They always need to talk with me.” She scurried ahead of
Duncan.

“What is this about a ghost?’ Duncan took her arm as they
exited the stairwell.

“Father thinks he heard a ghogt. It has frightened him.” His
fingers were warm, even through the fabric of her dress. She
enjoyed the moments they walked together.

“Why would he think such athing?’

“He' s heard noises.”

Duncan slipped his hand down and took hers, squeezing it.
“Heimagines things often.”

She smiled. “1 know.” She stopped for a moment. “1 don't
want to become like him.”

“You are far too young to worry about such things.” He
leaned over and kissed her on the cheek. “Besides, whatever
man is lucky enough to have you as wife will no’ care if your
imagination runs amuck.”

She laughed. “Especiadly if he'sas addle-pated as| am.”

“Quick. We must escape to the garden. | hear someone
coming.” Duncan lead her toward the back door.

“Probably one of the servants.” She liked his company.
Everything seemed so much better when he was with her.

“’Tis better no’ to take achance. ' Twould be aterrible way
to end the evening— trapped by the scarecrow or the
scoundrel.”

She liked the way Duncan had names for everyone. She
wondered what he called her when she wasn't in his presence.
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He wasright. She didn’t wish to see either Keegan or Eachan.

As she sat on a bench, Duncan poured her a cup of wine.
Shetook asip, then set the cup on the ground.

“Feedl better?’ He leaned back on the bench and laid his
arm across the back, behind her.

She rested her head on his shoulder. “Yes.” She stared up
a the stars. They twinkled as though they hadn’t a care in the
world. They looked so close she could amost reach up and
pick one from the heavens.

“When | was little, Father would take me out at night to
look at the stars. Once | told him | wanted one, and he reached
up as if to pluck one.” She laughed. “Then he said he wasn't
quite tall enough, but if he could, he would give me the stars.”
She looked at Duncan. “He would have given me anything
within his powers.”

“You were lucky, lass. No' many fathers care so much for
their children.”

His pain touched her. “ Especidly their girls.”

He nodded.

“Your father...did he not care for you?" Whenever she
spoke of hisfamily, his sorrow became apparent.

“My father loved me. As much as the others.” A sigh
rattled through him. “He was very busy. We had a sheep farm,
but nothing the size of yours. | have two brothers and a sister,
so, while we had plenty to eat, we did no’ often have extras.
When he died, my older brother took over the farm.”

“And your mother?’

“She lives with my brothers, even though she is no’ their
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mother. They were very young when Father married her. His
first wife had died when my next oldest brother was but two.
They love her and take good care of her. Also, she enjoys
being near her grandchildren.”

“You left your mother with those who aren’t kin.”

His body tightened against hers. “I had no choice. With
both my brothers married and each with children, the farm
could no’ support everyone.” He paused and stared into the
night. “ Once Father was gone, | was...my brother...I left.”

Eirica put her hand on his leg. She hadn’t meant to bring
him pain after all he had done for her. “Do you not wish to
settle down and have a family of your own?’ ' Twas a brazen
question, but she let her impul se override her manners.

“1 have thought about it. As atutor, | have neither a place
nor the money to support awife.” He took her hand in his and
rubbed his thumb across the back of it.

“If you could do whatever you pleased, what would you
do?’ Shewanted to know if he wished to stay.

“1 would own my own sheep farm.”

She lifted her head and looked at him. “Realy? You
wouldn’t wish to have a school and remain ateacher.”

“No. | grew up on a farm.” He laughed. “’ Twould be an
honorable living, and | could afford a family. | could stay in
one place.”

“That's a lovely dream.” She leaned her head againsgt his
shoulder. “1 couldn’t imagine living anywhere but on afarm.”

“1 have lived many places, but | wish to go back to farm
life” He sighed. “A farm better than the one my brother has.”
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He leaned his cheek against the top of her head.

“You have no other teachers in your family?” He was a
strong man. She'd seen it in the way he had dealt with the
suitors, but a gentle man. He handled Father and Anne as
easily.

“No. In fact, neither of my brothers can read. They saw no
reasonto learn.”

“’Tis ashame. One can easily be cheated in business if he
can't read.”

“1 told them so, but they do no’ listen to me. | have no’ the
years to impress them with my thoughts.”

“Then they’'ll suffer for their stubbornness and ignorance.”

“They dono’ seeit that way.”

She closed her eyes for a moment. She wanted this
moment to last forever. At least she'd etch it into her memory
so she could remember it when Duncan was gone. A pain
grew in her heart at the thought of him leaving. The world
would again be lonely. She sighed and lifted her head. “What
am | to do with this new man laying upstairsin my house?’

He sat for severa seconds, staring into the darkness. Then
he leaned forward and picked up a cup, taking a long drink.
“There hasto be away to berid of all of them.”

“We could spread the rumor of Father's ghost, who has
taken up haunting at night.”

“The thought of richeswill probably outweigh the fear of a
ghost.” He handed her a cup.

She sipped at it. “1 suppose you're correct.” She groaned.
“I'm tired of being thought of as goods to be purchased by
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marriage.”

His laugh was deep and hollow laugh. “They are a greedy
bunch.”

“1 could resemble a toad and they'd till be lined at my
door waiting for Father to pass on so they might swoop down
and take control.” She crossed her arms.

“1 am glad you do no’ resemble atoad.” He ran his finger
down the side of her face. “Y ou are the most beautiful woman
| ha' ever met.”

She lowered her head.

He raised her chin with his finger. “If | had a pence to my
name, | would offer for your hand. Any man would be proud
to ha you.”

“You haven't a pence and the rest only want what is mine,
not me.” Her father had certainly made a muddle of it this
time. She couldn’t even be sure that the end had come. More
surprises might await her with the dawn.

“Some man will come aong to claim you for hiswife.” He
touched the side of her face. “ Some man you can love.”

One had, but not one she could claim. She stared into his
eyes, searching for something that told her he didn't wish
someone else to wed her. In the darkness, she couldn’t tell. “I
have no desire to wed and be chattel to aman.”

“No’ al men are that way.”

“Most.” She folded her hands and stared at them for a
moment. “ Those ensconced in my home have another thing to
consider if they think they can wed me and take my land. |
shan't allow that to happen.”
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He placed his hand over the top of hers. “Once they finish
fighting amongst themselves, it'll be easier for you to send
them packing.”

“1 hope so. I'm beginning to feel as though I'm running an
inn and not getting paid. There has to be a way to convince
them all to depart.”

“Maybe another attack by the highwaymen will convince
them.”

“That is ared concern.” She shifted so she could look at
him. “We have never had any trouble in or around our village.
Now, two attacks have been made.”

“There ha been several others.” Hetook her hand.

“What?'

“1 heard the servants talking. None wish to be away from
the house. It took Mrs. MacAlister’s threats to get anyone to
go for the surgeon tonight.”

“How many attacks?’ Her stomach did aflip. A month ago
she would have thought nothing of getting in her carriage and
driving into the village to visit or shop. Now, no one seemed
to be safe.

“Four or five others.”

“The landowners will have to do something about this and
the disappearance of the sheep.” She squeezed his hand. “The
fegtival isin two days. We shall have a meeting then and find
away to put a stop to this. We can’t have men terrorizing our
citizens.” She stared forward a moment, then looked back up
a him. “Though | can’'t say | am sorry they scared Grant and
Carlton.” She put her hand to her mouth. “That was a terrible
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thing to say, but they weren’t really harmed.”

“It did do my heart good to see them in such a state.” He
leaned closer to her. “Those are terrible thoughts.” He brushed
her hair from her face. “Maybe after the festival, they can be
convinced to move on.”

“Father will miss Gilliskel.”

“He can stay. 'Tis the rest who need to leave you in
peace.”

“1 shall speak with the minister at the festival and make
sure he realizes | have no intentions of wedding any of them.
He knows Father is not responsible.” She pulled Duncan’'s
hand to her face and rubbed her cheek against it. She smiled.
“1’m going to win the sheep shearing contest this year.”

He rubbed his thumb across her cheek. “Y ou are?’

“Yes. For three years I've come in second to Eachan’s
head shearer. This year | shall beat him.” She crooked her
head to the side. “| have aplan.”

“1 am sure'tisquite aplan.” He looked into her eyes.

In the darkness of the garden, his eyes appeared to be dark
pools. They drew her to him. She leaned forward.

He met her, his lips against hers. They burned her skin.
She pulled her hands from his and wrapped her arms around
his neck, leaning into him. He entangled his hands in her hair,
pulling is loose, letting it fall down her back. Her body heated
and her breath burned in her lungs. She clung to him, knowing
shewould dissolveif shedidn’t.

He pulled back and looked into her eyes. “I should no’
take such liberties.”
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She leaned her head against his shoulder, her breath
ragged. Finally, she raised her head and looked at him. She
leaned forward and kiss him again. She didn't care about
propriety or liberties. All she cared about was the taste and the
feel of him.

She tangled her hands in his hair and flicked her tongue
against his lips. As they parted, she darted her tongue into his
mouth. She rubbed her hands down his shoulder and across his
chest. Yanking loose the buttons, she ran her fingertips over
his bare skin, feeling the softness of his hair.

He gasped against her as her fingers danced over his
hardened nipples. He broke the kiss and pulled her against
him. “Eirica, lass, we should no’...”

“I"'m tired of what | should and shouldn’t do. I’'m hounded
by men | want no part of because of my father. I'm on the
shelf because a man chose to tarnish my reputation, hoping to
win the golden ring and have all that is mine.” She placed her
hand against his cheek. “I want something that is mine to
remember when I’'m old and aone.” She kissed his cheek. “Do
| ask so much?’

He shook her head. “But...”

“But what?’

“1 can promise you nothing.”

She looked into his eyes. Eyes that burned with desire. “I
want no promise.” She smiled. “1 want a kiss. A kiss from a
man who is handsome, strong and tastes better than any sweet
I’ve ever eaten.”

His face turned red and she giggled. Then she leaned
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forward and nibbled at hislips.

He laughed and pulled her to him. “I shall give you akiss
you'll remember on many a dark night.” He captured her lips.
His hand did up her back and rubbed her neck, his thumb
stroking behind her ear.

Leaning her back against the bench, he kissed her neck and
across her throat. Her breath caught and her body tingled. He
unbuttoned the top button of her dress and lazily stroked the
exposed skin. She shivered against him. He continued to
unbutton her dress until only the lacy materia of her chemise
that covered her breasts. He reached down and nipped at her
nipple.

She took in a deep breath and could not release it. Her
body burned and she wanted more of his touches. He
continued to nibble at her breast until she grabbed his head
and tried to pull him back up to her mouth. She wanted to
scream. She wanted him to continue.

He raised his head and kissed her again, his tongue tasting
hers. She sighed against him and clung to him. He pulled her
into his arms and stroked her back. “' Tis time to go back to
the house.”

She didn’t want to go, but she didn’'t want to be discovered
in the garden like a common serving girl either. She leaned
against him for a while, then sat and buttoned her dress. She
smiled at him. She kissed him on the cheek. “ Thank you.”

* * *

Duncan stared at the ceiling. The lamp made circles of
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light, casting shadows that flitted across the walls. He had no
idea what time it might be, but the night crawled by as his
body burned. Eirica invaded his dreams when he did manage
to fal adeep, her soft body pressed against his. He wanted
her. He couldn’t remember the last time he’ d wanted a woman
as much as he wanted her.

A woman who had everything and he, nothing. He threw
back the covers and climbed from bed. There had to be a way
to push her from his mind. He took the lamp and set it on his
desk. Taking pen and paper, he wrote a letter applying for the
position of tutor with a family in the lowlands. Far, far away
from Eirica. That would be the only way he would be able to
keep his hands from her.

He should have posted this a week ago, but he didn’'t want
to leave. This place felt like home. At no other place where
he' d held a position had he had that feeling.

He was enjoying it too much. He knew he shouldn’t settle
in. No permanence went with his positions. The boys grew
older and went to school, and he moved to a new position.

He had to leave. Soon. While his heart would still et him.
It would crack when he left, but if he departed soon enough,
there might be something of it remaining.

He sighed and sealed the correspondence. He would put it
out for the post tomorrow. He should hear within two weeks.
With Gilliskel’s recommendation, he should have no trouble
ataining the position.

Hopefully, Eirica had set about hiring a governess, but he
could not let that worry him. He had to leave. Leave before
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things happened he would regret.

He blew out the lamp and lay back down on the bed. Her
scent lingered where she had touched him. Lilacs. Her hair
was so soft as it had brushed his skin. And her lips. Hot.
Wanting him. He wanted her.

He groaned. This wasn't the way to get to deep. He
slugged his pillow severa times trying to soften it. He plopped
his head back on it and then rolled on his side. She would fit
nicely within his arms. He could stroke her, smell her, taste
her.

He threw off the covers and sat up, holding his head in his
hands. He would never get to seep. Two nights in a row and
he'd be walking about like a creature from the nether world.
Heran his hands through his hair.

Maybe a warm glass of milk would help. His ma had
aways given him warm milk when he had trouble getting to
deep. It couldn’t do any harm. He' d sneak down to the kitchen
and fix himself some. Cook would never know the difference
if he cleaned up any mess he made. The last thing he wanted
was Cook upset with him for being in her kitchen.

He pulled on his breeches, dug a candle from the cupboard
and lit it. Peering around the edge of his door, he saw nothing
in the darkened hallway. A snore issued from one of the rooms
between him and the stairway. No noises came from Angus
room at the other end of the hall. At least someone was having
apeaceful night.

He crept down the hall, thankful for the carpet runner
against his bare feet. He hoped no one else prowled about the
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house at this hour. He'd hate to be found with his nightshirt
tucked into his breeches and no shoes.

A board creaked. Duncan stopped and listened. Halfway to
the staircase, he wouldn’'t be able to get back to his room
without being seen. He listened, but he didn’t hear any other
sound.

He sighed. Old houses and their noises. He stepped onto
the top stair. The candle barely held the darkness at bay. With
little moonlight, the far end of the stairs were black as pitch.
Something brushed againgt his cheek and he started. He put
his hand to his chest. He' d laugh, but he didn’t want anyone to
hear him. To be startled by nothing showed he'd had too little
deep. Angus' stories were nothing more than the ranting of an
old man with an unsettled mind.

He walked down the stairs, holding the candle so he could
see the stairs. The floor behind him creaked. He turned to see
who was behind him. The hall disappeared into blackness.
Moreimaginings.

He stepped down. Someone pushed him. The candle fell
from his hand and sputtered out. He lurched forward, grabbing
for the handrail. Another shove followed the first and his grip
on the railing dipped. He plunged forward, his head striking
the wall. Pain shot through his temple. He clawed at the
railing, but could not grasp it. His knees banged against the
edge of the stairs and stabs of pain shot through his legs. He
put out his hands, his teeth jarring as he flipped over and
landed on his back. The sharp edges of the steps cut into his
head, back and legs. He dlid until he thumped into a heap at
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the bottom.

Duncan reached out to pull himself up. The pain crashed
through him like athundering tide. He stood, then crumpled to
the floor. Hetried to pull himself up again. He needed help. If
he hollered, someone would come.

He got one leg up, but the other wouldn’'t hold him. He
teetered, then slumped down the wall. Where was the person
who had pushed him?

He scooted toward the hallway leading to the kitchen. The
pain increased as he moved and the world spun. He reached
out for the wall. The blackness collided with him.
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CHAPTER 10

“Cory! Cory,” Angus screamed. “I heard her. | heard the
ghost.” He pulled at his blanket. “ Cory, come here.”

Cory stumbled into Angus' room, ran his hand through his
hair, then rubbed his eyes. “What' s the matter?’

“1 heard the ghost.”

Cory stared at Angus amoment. “Areyou fedin’ poorly?’

“No, man. The ghost. In the hallway.” Angus pulled
himself to a sitting position, twisting the covers between his
fingers. “She'll come for me.”

Cory shook hishead. “I'll get Miss Eirica.” Helit the lamp
next to Angus’ bed.

Angus nodded. “Eirica will know what to do.” He glanced
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around the room. “Hurry, man, before she comesin here.”

Cory padded across the floor toward the door, the lamp in
his hand. “Cam yourself. We don’'t want you to have a spell.”

Angus waved his hand toward the door.

“I'm goin’.” Cory walked out of the door, his bare legs
gticking out from his nightshirt. “A fine sight | be” he
muttered.

He stopped at the top of the stairs and listened. A soft
sound came from the bottom. He held the lamp high and
peered into the darkness. A bit of white reflected from the
bottom.

He glanced around the hall. Seeing no one, he climbed
down the stairs. “Ghosts. What will the man believe in next?’

Seeing a body at the bottom, he set his lamp down and
hurried the rest of the way. “Master Duncan. Oh, scorch it to
hell.” He bent next to Duncan. “Wake up, Master Duncan.”

Duncan didn't stir. Cory scooped him up into his arms and
carried him up the stairs. Stopping at Eirica' s door, he kicked
it with his bare foot. “Miss Eirica? Hurry! There's been an
accident.”

He shifted Duncan’s weight. “You're a bit more to carry
than the master.” Duncan’s arm hung toward the floor and
Cory feared he would drop the man. He kicked Eirica's door
again. “Hurry. Please, hurry.”

Eirica flung the door open, holding a lamp. “Is Father
having another spell? | don’t hear him.” Eirica's gaze flashed
to the till body in Cory’s arm. Her heart beat rapidly. Her
breath caught in her throat.
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“Your father isfit. Master Duncan has had a spill.”

“Ishe...?

“He lives, but he’s mighty heavy.”

“Take him to hisroom. I'll beright there.”

“You'd best check on the master before he has one of his
fits. He' s sure the ghost is after him.”

She nodded. “I'll settle Father and be right along. Ring for
amaid.”

“What's going on?’ Grant stuck his head out of his
doorway.

“Nothing to concern you.” Eirica turned toward her
father’ sroom. “ Go back to bed.”

She scurried into her father’s room. “Father, are you all
right?’

“The ghost, daughter. | heard the ghost in the halway.”
His eyes were bright, and he glanced around the room, peering
into the corners.

“What you heard was Duncan falling down the stairs. Not
aghost.” She sat and patted his hand. “1 must go and tend to
him and shall need Cory’s help. Will you be al right alone, or
do you want meto send amaid to sit with you?”’

Angus threw back the covers. “I shal go with you to see
Duncan. The ghost pushed him.” He struggled to sit up. “I
don’'t know why the ghost would want to hurt Duncan. He
isn't of this house.” He looked up at Eirica, bewilderment on
hisface.

“1 doubt the ghost pushed him.” Eirica stood. “Now you
must get back in bed.”
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“l shall go with you.” He pushed himself to his feet,

swaying.
“But, Father...”
“| shall go.”

She reached for his wrapper and helped him on with it. It
would take more time to argue with him than to take him
aong. She put her arm around him to steady him. “Come,
Father.”

He was heavy and she wobbled as they crept across the
room.

“Isheinjured badly?’

“1 don't know. That iswhy | wish to hurry.” Eiricaignored
the spinning in her stomach. If something happened to
Duncan, her heart would break. She pressed her free hand
againgt her lips, remembering his kiss of a few hours before.
He had to befine.

Keegan peered around the edge of his door. “What's the
problem?’

“There's been an accident.” Eirica tightened her grip on
her father as he swayed. “Could you help my father to Mr.
MacKinnon'sroom?’

“1 would be delighted to help. Let me get my breeches.”

“l haven't time to wait. Come here and take him now
before we both fall in a heap.” She smiled a him. The whole
world seemed to be about in nightdress. “No will mind your
nightshirt.”

Keegan hesitated at the door, then pulled it wide, his face
flushing red. The red-and-white striped nightshirt showed
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spindly legs below his knees.

Eirica suppressed a giggle as he wrapped his arm around
her father. “1 shall go on ahead.”

“He'll befine, daughter,” Angus called after her.

At Duncan’s door, she stopped and took a deep breath. If
she willed it hard enough, he would be fine. He was a strong
man.

She shoved open the door. Never had she been one to shy
away from the truth and she would face it now. Her heart
lodged in her throat.

Cory stood by the bed. “I rang for amaid.”

“Thank you. Go to the kitchen and bring up some fresh
water. Make sure Mrs. MacAlister is awake. | need her help.”
Eirica walked to the bed and stared at Duncan. A large lump
had already formed on his forehead.

She reached for a cloth and dipped it into the water on the
table near the bed. Softly she washed his face. She saw no
blood, but that didn’t mean he wasn't sorely injured. “Duncan,
can you hear me?’

His eyelids fluttered, but didn’t open. She should send for
the surgeon. This would be the third time in two days. Would
anyone go before dawn? She sat on the bed and continued to
wash his neck and then his arms. Has he broken something?

He moaned.

The door behind her opened. She glanced back. Her father
walked quite well leaning against Keegan. “Set him in the
chair and get him a blanket, please.”

“Gladly, Miss Eirica.”
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Mrs. MacAlister bustled into the room, her white linen
wrapper tied firmly around her waist. “What has happened
now?’

“Mr. MacKinnon has falen down the stairs.” Eirica held
his hand. Maybe he would realize she was there and would
come back to her. What if he didn’t ever awaken? She blinked.
Tearswould help nothing at the moment.

“What was he doing up at this hour?’ Mrs. MacAlister's
nightcap sat awry, her graying hair poking out from beneath it.

“The ghost pushed him,” said Angus. “She doesn't like
him, but | don’t know why?’

“What's he talking about?’ Mrs. MacAlister walked over
and peered down a Duncan.

“The ghost who has taken up haunting our house.” Eirica
squeezed Duncan’s hand. Hisflesh still held warmth.

Mrs. MacAlister looked toward the ceiling and shook her
head. “All | need is rumors of a ghost pushing people. All of
the maids will quit and then where shall we be?’

“No one listens to Father.” Eirica couldn't worry about
supergtitious maids when the man she loved might be dying.
“We need the surgeon.”

Mrs. MacAlister put her hands on her hips. “Nothing
would persuade anyone to go into the village during the dark
of a moonless night. If the master himself were dying, they’'d
rather be turned out on the morrow than ride into town now.”

“Even highwaymen have to deep.” She wanted the
surgeon to check Duncan. She couldn’t just sit and wait.

“It'll be light in a few hours. Then | shall send someone
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right away.” Mrs. MacAlister laid her hand on Duncan’s chest.
“Until then, we shall tend him the best we can.”

Eiricalooked at the older woman for encouragement. Mrs.
MacAlister had nursed many in her times when the surgeon
wasn't available. “Do you think he'll be fine?’

“1 don’'t know, lass. We must pray 'tis not histime to leave
us.” Mrs. MacAlister took the cloth from Eirica and rinsed it
in clean water. “He doesn’t seem to be bleeding, but his head
doesn’'t look good.” She pulled open his nightshirt. Dark
bruises had formed in stripes across his chest.

“Gracious.” Eiricaput her hand to her mouth.

Duncan moaned as Mrs. MacAlister washed his chest. His
eyelids fluttered, then came open. “Wheream 1?7’

“In your room.” Eirica squeezed his hand and he squeezed
back. “Do you remember what happened?’

“Someone pushed me.” He lifted his head, then let it fall
back to the pillows.

“1 told you the ghost pushed him.”

Eirica stared at her father. “I don’t think the ghost would
be strong enough to push such alarge man.”

“Ghosts are very strong.” Angus nodded vigoroudly.

Eirica turned back to Duncan to conceal her smile. Her
father looked so serious.

“"Twasno’ aghostly hand that pushed me, but one of flesh
and blood. A mighty push it was. Twice.”

“Did you see anyone?’ First highwaymen, now someone
pushing people down the stairs. She couldn't have her
employees and guests in danger. This had to stop. She
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wouldn’'t see anything happen to the man she loved. And love
him she did. More than life itself. She would give everything
she had to have him.

If only he would have her.

Which he wouldn’t because of the farm. Everyone but
Duncan wanted her because of the farm. It stood between the
two of them. Life was such ajumble.

“1 heard the floor creak, but | saw naught.” He shifted on
the bed.

“Do you think you broke anything?’ She looked at his legs
and arms. They seemed to be straight.

Duncan lifted his right arm and moved it about, then his
|eft. “They seem to work, though my left elbow hurts.”

Eirica took his arm and looked at the elbow. “You left a
hunk of skinin the hallway.”

He bent his arm to examine the spot. He nodded, then let
his arm fall onto the bed. He pulled up one leg, bending it at
the knee. “ That one works. Shall | try the other?’” He smiled at
her.

“Yes. | would hate to have you broken into bits.”

He dlid up the other leg. “I seem to be in one piece, but a
bit sore.”

“Y ou have a goose egg on your head,” said Eirica.

He put his hand to his head. “Ouch.” He pushed himself to
a haf-ditting position. “I seem to be in one piece. The rest of
you can return to bed. Nothing can be done for bumps and
bangs.”

“You could ve been killed.” Eiricafolded her hands in her
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lap.
Hetook her hand in his. “I wasno’. | only took a bad spill.
In afew days | shall be none the worse.” He glanced over at
Angus. “Y our father needsto be abed.”

“He insisted on coming down here to seeto you.”

Mrs. MacAlister rubbed her eyes. “We could all use a cup
of tea and some biscuits. Cory, come with me to help me
carry.” She stomped out of the room.

“l did no' mean to put anyone out.” Duncan stroked
Eiricasarm.

“You didn't. She just wants you to think so. She was as
concerned as the rest of us.” Eirica wanted to reach over and
kiss him, but her father and Keegan were across the room.

“He needs something to make him deep.” Angus pushed
his gray hair back from his face. “Go and get some of my
medicine, daughter. It will help hispain.”

“1 shall befine,” said Duncan.

“Fiddlesticks. You have no need to suffer when we have
medicine in the house. | can get more.” Angus waved his hand
intheair. “ Go, daughter. Now.”

Eirica smiled at Duncan. “He's right.” She rose. “I'll be
right back.”

“1 shall walk with you.” Keegan opened the door.

“1 can walk to the end of the hall alone.” She brushed past
him.

“1 know, but | need to find my breeches.” His face flushed
red again.

Duncan laughed. “'Tis a sight to see so many about in
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nightshirts.” He leaned back and watched Eirica leave. He
wanted to know why someone had shoved him down the
stairs. He posed no threat to any here. Had he been mistaken
for one of the suitorsin the dark?

A shudder ran through him. Had it come to murder to have
Eirica’ shand?

“1 must talk with you.” Angus pushed back his covers and
rose from the chair, swaying.

“1 can hear you from there.” He didn’t want to crawl from
bed to help the man. Every bit of his body ached. He couldn’t
let the old man fall. He would break something.

“So can the walls.” He tottered as he shuffled his feet
against the carpet.

Duncan threw back the covers and eased himself to a
sitting position. “Wait and | shall cometo you.”

“No. You will stay in bed.” Angus put out an arm for
balance as he wobbled. “I can make it.” He pursed his lips
together and his brows knitted. He grabbed the bedpost as he
neared the bed and used the edge of the mattress to balance.
He plopped down next to Duncan, a broad smile on his face.
“I told you | could makeit.”

“So you did.” Duncan leaned against the pillows. The ache
in his head was dreadful. He wanted the tea Mrs. MacAlister
had promised and the medicine Eirica had gone to fetch.
Tomorrow he would study on what had happened. He had to
find who was behind this before someone else was hurt.

“Now you must listen carefully.” Angus glanced over his
shoulder and then leaned close to Duncan. “What | have to say

167



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

isimportant and | don’t want other ears overhearing.”

Duncan nodded. Whatever Angus had to say would keep
his mind from the pain. It did not matter if it made sense or
not. Angus always imparted something interesting.

“I’'ve done a terrible thing.” Angus clasped his hands
together and looked at Duncan.

“What—"

“Just listen. I'm going to die soon.” He waved his hand in
the air asif the statement held no import. “1 so wanted to see
Eirica settled with a husband to take care of her. A woman
shouldn’t be alone. ' Tis unseemly.”

“There's nothing unseemly about a spinster.” Angus
wanted the best for Eirica, but he needed to understand his
meddling had caused her great pain.

“Such an ugly word. | don’'t want my daughter to be a
dried up old prune of awoman who takes care of her younger
sister’s children because she never had a chance to marry
herself.” He smiled and nodded to himself. “A woman needs a
man to take care of her. Eirica should have children. She'd
likethat. | would likethat.” He paused and took a deep breath.

“Y ou should rest, Angus. | shal help you back to the chair.
Tomorrow we can talk.” Duncan pushed himself away from
the pillows that cradled his head and eased the pain.

Angus put agnarled hand on Duncan. “Lay back. | shal be
fine” He took several breaths. “I just wanted Eirica to be
happy. | don’'t know how | got things so muddled.” He shook
hishead. “I don’t remember things so well.”

Duncan laughed. “Eirica understands.”
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“That’s how you came to be here.” Angus patted Duncan’s
hand. “You have been one of my better mistakes” He
laughed. “The rest. | didn’t know they would swarm like a
pack of vultures.” He lowered his head. “I don't remember
promising Eiricato all of them.”

“She knows that.” Duncan didn’t want Angus to spend his
last days feeling guilty. The old man couldn’t help what had
happened. “ She has forgiven you.”

“She is a wonderful daughter. We wouldn’t have survived
without her.” Angus sighed. “I have brought more ridicule
upon her. That wasn't my intent. |1 only wanted to see her
settled before | join my Colina” He looked up a Duncan.
“None of them are worthy of her.” He shook his head. “What
am | to do?’

“Send them packing.” Before someone gets hurt.

“1 would hate to see Gilliskel go. | so enjoy his company,
but his sons are boorish. And the rest.” He threw his hands up
intheair. “Do you think they’d leave if | asked?’

Duncan hoped they would. He would like to see them all
gone before he had to leave. Then Eiricawould be safe. Surely
she would find someone who would wed her. Someone
worthy of her. “I do no’ know. Y ou can only try.”

“Might be | can convince her to take Eachan MacFi€'s
offer. He was the first and can take care of her.” Angus picked
at the blanket covering Duncan.

“He is no’ a good choice” Duncan couldn’'t bear the
thought of the man touching Eirica. He didn’t want any man to
touch her, but Eachan... The man made his skin crawl.
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“He was the first. He has land and money. She would want
for nothing.”

“She has this farm. She wants for nothing now.”

“Except a hushand.”

“She does no’ need a husband. Especialy one who would
take her land from her, and Eachan would surely do that.” All
he had ever wanted was the land. Not Eirica. She deserved a
man who could support her and love her, not her possessions.

Angus studied Duncan’s face for a moment. “Eachan
thinks he is quite the master, but still, he is from the village
and was involved in the ‘incident’ that started Eirica’ s trouble.
Hiswedding her would set that right.”

“He ruined her reputation on purpose.”

“What?' Angus eyes opened wide and his mouth dropped.

“He broke the wheel on the carriage so they could no’
return and Eirica would be forced to wed him. When she
refused, he smashed your wife's vase.” Duncan took a deep
breath to calm the racing of his heart. Eachan had once before
been behind the trouble. He might be again. Either way,
Duncan wanted nothing more than to bodily throw him from
the house and inform him never to return.

Angus eyes narrowed and he sat silently for a moment.
“She should have told me.”

“She did no’ know herself until he showed up a few days

wo'ﬂ
“l shall have the man removed from my house.” Angus
straightened himself. “I shan’t abide his being about my

daughter after the way he treated her.” He stared at his lap,
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picking at his nightshirt. After several moments, he looked up
a Duncan. “You must take care of Eirica.”

“You are ill here and as long as you are, she is in no
danger.” If the matter weren't settled before Angus' death, she
would have a time trying to get rid of the suitors. The carrot
dangled before them would then be within their reach.

“1 don’t know how much longer | shall be among you.” He
shifted on the bed. “I feel so weak and so often | don’'t know
what's happening.” He reached out and took Duncan's hand
again. “You cannot know how terrible it is to not remember
your own kin or what happened a moment ago. | am a useless,
old man who can no longer cut his own meat.” He laughed
hoarsaly. “I suppose | should be glad | can still chew it.”

“Look at your blessings.” Duncan patted the frail hand.

“Eirica is my most cherished blessing. | cannot rest if |
don’t know she’ staken care of .”

“She can take care of herself.” Of all the women he'd ever
met, she was the most capable of taking care of herself. That
was part of why he loved her. She had starch and a spark
about her not many had. No matter what was thrown her way,
shedidn’t let it beat her under.

“Y ou must promise me that you'll take care of her.” Angus
sgueezed Duncan’s hand. “Then | shal be ableto rest.”

“l canno’ take care of her. | am but a tutor...and a
penniless one at that.”

“Money doesn’'t matter.” Angus smiled. “I have seen the
way she looks at you. 'Tis the same way Colina looked at
me.” He sighed. “ She loves you.”
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“l canno’ take care of her.”

“You must promise me to take care of her. You must.”
Angus tightened his grip on Duncan’s arm. “ She won't be safe
if you desert her.” A wild gleam came into his eyes. “I shall
make it possible for you to wed her. Yes. | can do that.” He
nodded.

“l shal no' take money to marry your daughter.” He
wouldn’t be lumped in with the rest. Never would he marry a
woman for money. Not even the one he loved.

Angus stared a him for a moment as if he didn't
understand what Duncan had said. Footsteps sounded in the
hallway. “1 would never sell my daughter. | can make it
possible.” He nodded again.

“What you need to worry about is that those men want to
rob your daughter of her inheritance. She must be safely
guarded from them.” He had to make Angus understand while
he gtill had agrasp on redlity. “That | canno’ do.”

“They won't get her land.” He chuckled. “Never.” He
leaned closer to Duncan. “You must promise to take care of
her and see she’ s safe. Y ou're the only one who can.”

The door behind them opened.

He gripped Duncan’s hand with his frail fingers. “Please.
Y ou must promise.”

Duncan glanced at the door and back to Angus. He
couldn’t wed Eirica, but he would make sure the others did her
no harm. “| promise she and her land will be safe.”
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CHAPTER 11

Eirica glanced at the tables set up around the village
sguare. The festival at sheep shearing season was her favorite.
Food for sale abounded as well as crafts made by the women.
She smiled to herself. She wanted to bounce about and dance
from foot to foot as Anne did, but it would be unseemly.
Especially since she had to be in the church in a few minutes
with the other landowners to discuss what to do about the
highwaymen and the disappearing sheep. “May | go and
look?" Anne pulled at her deeve. She reached into her pocket
and pulled out the coins Eiricahad given her earlier. “I want to
look for something.” She clutched the doll Eirica had found in
the attic in her arm. “My new dolly might like a hat or a new
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blanket.”

“l don't think they will have anything to fit your dolly.”
Eiricalaughed. “ Stay with Nanny. | have business to attend to
with Father.”

“l shall. 1 won't get out of her sight.” Anne grabbed
Nanny’s hand and dragged her toward where the wares were
set out on thetables.

Eirica wanted to shop also, but it would have to wait until
after the meeting and sheep-shearing contest. “Cory, take
Father over to the church. | shall meet you there in amoment.”
She moved off toward atable set up to register for the contest.
The suitorsfollowed her.

As she nodded to the villagers, they parted to alow her
group through, staring openly. Eirica held her head high. She
refused to let them intimidate her. Duncan appeared at her
elbow as she reached the table. She wanted to take his arm,
but decided the villagers had enough gossip.

“Your father is settled and waiting for you. May | do
anything else for you?’

Eiricaleaned closer to him. “Figure out how to get them to
stop following me.” Sheinclined her head toward the suitors.

He wiggled his eyebrows at her. “You could offer to feed
them.”

Eirica pulled money from her pocket. “Food would
probably keep them happy for awhile.”

“Eirica, you can't be planning to enter the sheep shearing
contest.” Grant frowned.

“What will people think?’ Keegan moved to stand beside
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her. “’ Tisunseemly.”

“I’ve entered for the past five years and no one has said a
thing.” She wrote her name on the list and paid her entrance
fee. She'd also donated ten sheep for the contest. The money
from the wool would go to the church, as would the money
from the mutton when it was sold. With the amount she
donated, no one really dared say anything. At least not within
her hearing.

She turned. “Where's Gilliskel and who is taking care of
him?’ She looked from Grant to Carlton.

“We left him with Angus.” Grant shoved his hands in his
breeches’ pockets, looking over Eirica s head.

“My father has a meeting to attend. Gilliskel cannot be left
by himself, and Father needs Cory. You'd best go and find
him. | shall buy you all some dinner.”

“l can't take money from my intended.” Ranald tried to
squeeze between Keegan and Eirica. “1 shall pay for your
dinner, Miss Eirica.”

Eirica tifled a groan. At least the newest suitor, recovered
enough to come to the fegtival, wasn’t a complete wastrel. “I
need to attend the meeting with Father. He really needs—"

“’Tis not a woman's place to attend to such matters.”
Ranald reached over and took her hand. “Let me go in your
place to discuss the unpleasant business. ' Tis my duty as your
future husband.”

She smiled through clenched teeth. “1’ve promised to wed
no one.” Shetried to extricate her hand from his.

“Your father—" said Randd.
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“Canno’ be held to hisword.” Duncan glared at Ranald.

Ranald stepped back.

“Pay no mind to the governess.” Carlton pushed Ranad
aside. “Mind you, she has been promised to our father and she
will wed him.”

“She's to be my bride.” Keegan wedged himself next to
Eirica, knocking her into Duncan.

Duncan put out an arm to balance her. “Gentlemen,” he
hissed, “you're creating a scene and damaging Miss Eirica's
standing in her village. Why would she want to wed anyone
who'd make her the laughingstock among her friends?’ He
looked from one to another. “Now”—he thrust money into
Ranald's hand—"“go and have some dinner. | shal find
Gilliskel and bring him to the tables, while Miss Eirica attends
the meeting.” His eyebrows knit together and his mouth
formed athin line.

“But...” Grant stopped after a glance from Duncan.

Duncan offered Eirica his arm and moved her from among
the men.

“Thank you.”

“’Tis my pleasure.” He glanced over his shoulder. “They
areno’ following us.”

“They're contemplating their stomachs.” She leaned her
head briefly against his shoulder. “I must go. Thank you for
tending to Gilliskel. | can't believe those sons of his. He could
become lost or hurt. | should have had brought a servant to
take care of him.”

“The servants are entitled to enjoy the festivities. 'Tis the
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sons' responsibility to care for their father.” Duncan patted her
hand. “| shall see to him while you're in the meeting. Then |
shall meet you at the sheep shearing.”

“Are you coming to cheer me on?’ She would do her best
to beat Eachan’s head shearer to impress Duncan. Would
being the best shearer in the village impress a man? She
didn’t care. Thisyear she would win.

He smiled and wiggled his eyebrows again. “I shal be
there to beat the pants off of you.”

She stopped, dropping his arm. She stared at him, then
laughed. “We shall see. We shall see.” She glanced around to
see if anyone watched them, then kissed him on the cheek. “I
wouldn’t count my winnings yet.” She flounced away from
him. She would show him. Her footsteps felt light. If only she
could leave the suitors in the village, al would be right with
the world.

She reached the steps to the church and lifted her skirt to
climb them.

“Eirica, wait amoment,” Eachan called to her.

She let her head fall forward. Peace was o fleeting. She
turned. “I’'m in ahurry, Eachan.”

“1 wish to speak with you.”

“Anything you have to say will have to wait.” She turned
away from him.

Eachan grabbed her arm. “It can’t wait. It must be settled
now.”

“1 have nothing to discuss with you.” She pulled against
his grasp, but he tightened it. “Y ou’re hurting me. If you don’t
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release me, | shall create a scene.”

Eachan dropped her arm. “ Then speak with me.”

“I"m not a child to be ordered about.” The man had more
nerve.

“You're a woman.” He stepped in front of her. “This
nonsense with these men has gone on long enough.”

She nodded. In that she had to agree with him. She wished
she could wave her hand and they would disappear.

“That governess. He must be dismissed forthwith. ' Tis not
seemly.”

“Who | have in my employee is none of your business.”
She stepped to the side to go around him.

He stepped sideways. “I’ve arranged with the minister to
wed us as soon as the meeting is finished. A quiet affair. Then
the rest will be sent packing. Including the governess.” He
sneered as he spoke, his upper lip curling.

“1 shan't wed you, Eachan MacFie. | told you that seven
years ago and the answer has not changed.” She folded her
arms in front of her. She glanced about, hoping someone
would arrive for the meeting. She didn’'t wish an atercation
with him. Not alone.

“You have no say in the matter. Your father will agree
with me that 'tis the proper thing to do. It will reinstate your
reputation within the community.” He smiled and reached for
her hand.

She stepped out of his reach. “’Tis too late for you to try
and save my reputation. Seven yearstoo late.”

“ After the meeting is through, | shal inform your father of
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my plans and our two estates will be joined. Then you'll be
protected from those who wish to steal your property.”

Who would protect her from him? She shook her head.
“Eachan, let me pass.”

“You don't need to check on your father. He's fine.” He
stepped down until his breath caressed her face.

“I'm not going to check on Father. I'm going to the
meeting.” She wouldn't let him best her. She wouldn’t back
up any more. She had nothing to fear. There were too many
people near them. He wouldn’t dare to harm her. A shiver ran
down her spine.

“Gilliskel is seated with his sons enjoying his mea. He
wants to know when Angus is joining him.” Duncan’s voice
swept around her like ablanket and the shivering stopped.

“1 shall have Cory bring Angus shortly. As soon as we're
finished with the meeting.”

Duncan’s hand pressed against her back.

“Eirica, you aren’t planning on attending the meeting, are
you?’' Eachan eyeswidened. “’ Tisfor the landowners.”

“1 run the largest farm about.” Eirica picked up her skirts
and waked around Eachan.

He glared as she passed. “’ Tis not seemly for a woman to
beinvolved.”

“You weren't concerned about seemly seven years ago.
Why should it bother you now?’ She stomped up the stairs,
holding her head high.

“Eirica, you can't go in there. " Twill not be allowed.”

She turned and stared a him. “’Twill be, if the village
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wants help from us to stop the highwaymen. Nothing my
father pledges shdl | honor if I’'m not in attendance.”

“My future wife shan’t involve herself in such matters.”

A dark shadow passed over Duncan’s face.

Eirica smiled from the top of the stairs. “Y our future wife
isn'tinvolved.”

“Your father will honor my wishes.” Eachan started after
her, his arm outstretched.

Duncan placed a hand on Eachan’'s shoulder. Eachan put
his hand up to brush away Duncan's. Duncan nodded to
Eirica. She sped into the church.

* * *

“We shall put up two hundred pounds toward the reward to
capture the highwaymen.” Eirica perched on the front pew,
turned so she could see the men seated behind her.

Angus nodded from his wheelchair. “My daughter is
correct. That isasufficient amount.”

“The rest of us cannot match that,” said Mr. Maclntyre, a
small farm owner.

“We don’t expect you to. Everyone will promise what they
can afford. The MacDougall farm is the largest, so we expect
to give the most.” Eirica smiled at the men. “ The more money
we offer in reward, the more likely someone will be willing to
try and stop the highwaymen.”

Pastor MacLean stood. “We can also put up the McShane
Farm. No one has cometo claim it since Mr. McShane passed
away.”
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“’Tisgoing to ruin,” said Eachan. “Who would want it?’

“Theland is good.” Eirica placed her hand on her father's
shoulder. “With the money offered, it could be repaired. |
think there are sheep wandering on the property till.”

“Someone should take the animals.” Eachan stared at
Eirica

“The farm now belongs to the village, as do the sheep.”
The pastor looked from one man to the next. “If you decide to
givethe farm asreward, whoever earnsit will need the sheep.”

“1, for one, think "tisasound idea,” said Mr. Macintyre.

“What if it doesn't work?’ asked Mr. MacDuff, a young
man new to the area.

“Then we shall try something else.” Eachan rose and paced
back and forth in front of the pews.

“A reward is the best we can do.” Angus picked at his
blanket.

“If the reward doesn't work, we must hire someone to
patrol our roads until the problem is solved.” Eirica faced the
men.

At first they had been resistant to her being part of the
meeting, but when she had directed Cory to take her father
out, they’d agreed to alow her to stay. Her stating that she
wouldn’t honor any agreement her father made without her
had helped aso. Especialy when Father had stated he needed
Eirica there to remember what he promised for his memory
had been dlipping lately.

It had cost Father his dignity to confess such in front of the
others and she hoped it would be one of those things he didn’t

181



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

remember. She loved him dearly and didn’t want to see him
suffer, either in mind or body.

He had become so frail. Her heart ached when she looked
a him. She wished she could take him in her arms and hold
onto him forever. She sighed softly. Soon it would be only
Anne and her.

“Who would want the job?’ asked Mr. Maclntyre.

“We have plenty of strong men who'd be glad for the
coin,” said Eirica.

“1 shall put up a hundred pounds.” Eachan stopped in front
of Eirica. “’Tis enough money to inspire many of the men
hereabouts. It's more than most seein their lives.”

She looked away from him. He could well afford more, but
he’' d never been one to part freely with his money. He aways
donated half of what she did. If she were to wed him, the
festival would be hard pressed to have enough sheep for the
contest.

“l shall donate twenty-five. 'Tis dl | can afford.” Mr.
MacDuff rose and stretched.

“1 shal follow,” said Mr. Maclntyre.

Severa others joined them. Eirica looked around to where
the minister sat. She needed to talk with him before Eachan
did. She rose and walked across the room.

“Eachan shall be the one to hold the money,” said Mr.
MacDuff.

Eiricaturned. A coldness swept through her. “The minister
should keep the money.”

“You don't trust me?’ Eachan walked over and reached for
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her arm.

She stepped aside. “’ Twould be better if the money was
left here at the church.”

“That's an excdlent idea” Angus looked up. “The
minister will be in charge. Then none of us have to worry
about it.”

The men looked at Angus for a moment. They thought of
disputing his statement, but he still held some authority.

A dark look crossed Eachan’'s face. He opened his mouth,
then closed it. Even he couldn't cross the views of the largest
landowner. Everyone had looked to Angus for years. Until he
died, he would till be looked upon as the leader of the
community.

The honor would pass to Eachan when Father died, and
Eirica didn't cherish that thought. Eachan didn't have the
wisdom nor the honor to be a leader. She couldn’t take her
father’ s place and Eachan owned the second largest farm.

Of course, the suitors would gladly welcome the honor
along with owning her farm and her. She needed to speak with
Pastor MacLean. She moved away from Eachan while he
concentrated on the men.

“Angus is right. Pastor MacLean shall hold the money,”
said Mr. MacDuff.

“Pastor, | need to speak with you.” She took his arm and
steered him toward the back door.

“Mr. MacFie has been here to speak with me of your
wedding this afternoon.” He patted her arm. “So have the
Andersons.”
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She let her head fall forward for a moment, then looked up
and smiled at the pastor. “ Father has been very busy of late.”

“So | gathered, child. He means well.” Pastor MacLean
laughed. “He leads everyone astray.”

“lI have no plans to wed.” She needed the pastor to
understand. Disaster could be averted with his help. She took
in a deep breath and let it ease out to stop her pounding heart.
She couldn’t battle him also.

“You've made the correct decision not to wed Gilliskel
Anderson.” The pastor shook his head. “His sons aren't to be
trusted. They are from the lowlands and know nothing of
sheep.”
“1"'m so glad you agree.” She breathed easier.

“However, Eachan has a good point. He hasn't been a
widower for long, but your father is failing and you need
someone to protect your interests once he's gone. Eachan
would be the best choice. | shall be more than happy to wed
you this afternoon. Y our father is here.”

“1 don’'t wish to marry Eachan.” She balled her hands into
fists. “I don’'t wish to wed anyone. I’'m quite capable of caring
for the farm by myself.”

“Now, child”—nhe patted her arm again—"you need a man
to protect you.”

“No.”

“Pastor, we'reready,” called Eachan.

Pastor MacLean walked up the aide to the front of the
church. “Do you wish to invite the rest of the men to stay for
the ceremony?’
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“What ceremony?’ Angus looked up, letting the edge of
his blanket fall from hisfingers.

“The marriage of Eachan and Eirica” Pastor MacLean
picked up his Bible from the altar.

“My daughter is not marrying Eachan.” Angus pushed
himself upright in the chair. A frown creased his face. “Never
shall | alow that man to wed my daughter.” He waved a hand
intheair. “Cory, take me outside. Eirica, come aong.”

Pastor MacL ean stood with his mouth gaping.

“’Tis arranged. 'Tis the only thing that makes sense.”
Eachan stomped after Cory.

Angus touched Cory’s arm. “Turn my chair.” He faced
Eachan. “You stay away from my daughter. You've caused
her enough harm.” He folded his hands in his lap. “ Stay away
from my farm. You are no longer welcome.” He waved one
hand at Cory. “Take me out.”

Eirica smiled. Happiness swelled in her heart. It would be
agood day. Her father had protected her. Not that she couldn’t
have protected herself, but he had been the father who had
loved her when she was small. The sun shone brightly.

She would beat Duncan at the sheep shearing.

She floated down the steps of the church. “Cory, please
take Father over to eat with Gilliskel. That'll make both of
them happy.” She reached in her pocket and pulled out severa
sovereigns. “If Anneisin need of more money, give her what
isleft after you buy dinner for you and Father. No wine.”

“Of course not.” Cory reached for the coins. He smiled at
her. “1 shall keep him safe.”
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“Thank you.”

“Daughter, come and eat with us.”

She reached down and kissed his cheek. “1 can't, Father. |
entered the sheep shearing contest and | need to go to the
pens.”

Angus looked at her. His face beamed. “Y ou're an unusual
daughter, but | love you. Show them what | taught you.”

She laughed. “I shall, Father.”

“We'll come and watch the final rounds after we've
eaten.” Angus shifted in his chair. “Cory, make sure we go to
watch thefinas.”

“1 shall, sir.” He pushed Angus toward the food tables.

Eirica pushed her hair back from her face. Poor Father. He
didn’'t even trust his memory to remember he’d promised to
watch her. Hewould be there even if he didn’t cheer for her.

She walked to the wagon and pulled a bundle from beneath
the seat. Then she went into the inn. No one would be about
and she could change. This year she wasn't going to shear
sheep in her dress. That was what had caused her to come in
second. The skirts got in the way.

She would wear her breeches, and the gossips be damned.
They had so much now to talk about, what would a bit more
harm?

She smiled and squared her shoulders as she ducked out of
the inn and made her way to the sheep pens. Eachan's
overseer announced the first round. He called Duncan’s name,
but not hers. There would be three separate groups. The three
fastest from each group would go on to the next round.
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She wove her way through the crowd to stand in front of
Duncan. The knot on his head was a nasty purple. His ribs had
to be the same color. How he would be able to hold the sheep
was beyond her. She watched while he waited for the judge to
holler “ Start.” The musclesin hisarms rippled against his shirt
deeves as he held the shears. He was intent on the sheep.

He was a man of many talents. She didn’'t understand why
he didn’t work on afarm instead of as atutor. He had done an
excellent job with Anne, but he aso knew so much about
sheep.

The judge started the round. Eirica gripped the top rail of
the fence, her toe tapping against the bottom rung. She held
her breath as she watched Duncan remove the wool in quick,
even strokes. She glanced to the side to see how far the others
had gotten.

“Done.” Duncan stood.

The man next to him yelled “Done,” and stood al so.

With the third done, the judge yelled, “ Round finished.”

Eirica smiled as Duncan looked at her. “That was very
good.”

He walked over to the fence and smiled at her. “| told you
I’d beat your breeches off.”

She laughed. “’ Tis to be seen yet. We've only begun.”

He caressed the side of her face. “I seeyou ha dressed for
the occasion.”

“Tongues can only wag so much.”

“1 hear them calling you.” He lifted himself over the fence.
“1 shall cheer you on.” He leaned close. His breath caressed
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her cheek. “1’ d hate to win the competition in thefirst round.”

“Hah.” She walked away to find which stall was hers.

After she finished first in her round, she let Duncan help
her over the fence. “Shall we get some dinner before the
second round starts?’

“Dressed like that?’ He appraised her head to toe.

“You don’t wish to eat with me dressed in breeches?’ She
hadn’t thought he would care. Her heart skipped several beats.

“You look spectacular.” He appraised her head to toe
again. “1 much prefer you dressed thisway.”

“You do?" She stared at him. She looked at the dirt down
the front of her. “I'm in such disarray. | don’'t know why
you'd prefer mein this manner of dress.”

He winked, put his hand at the small of her back and
smiled. “Where shall we eat?’

“Asfar from the others as possible. Not only do | not wish
to see them, | don’t wish to hear their comments about my
dress”

Duncan found her a seat. Severa of the women stared at
her. She stared back.

“1 shall get usplates.” He waked away from her.

“Wait.” She reached in her pocket and realized she had | eft
her money in her dress.

“I'll getit.” He smiled at her.

She watched him disappear. His breeches hugged his
backside and she wanted to run her hands over them. Her face
flushed. No wonder he preferred her in breeches if her
backside looked anything like his. She looked away and
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studied the people wandering around her. Everyone seemed to
be having a good time. Children played. Adults talked and
shopped.

“Here.” Duncan set aplatein front of her and dlid in beside
her. He set a bottle of wine in front of her. “With Angus
elsawhere, we ca ha adrink.”

“You want to slow me down.” She brushed her cheek
against his shoulder.

“1 shall imbibe as much as you, so we shall have an even
chance.” He opened the bottle and poured her a glass. “Whom
do | haveto beat beside you?’

“Eachan’s head shearer.” She cut off a piece of mutton.

“He didn't seem so much.” He chewed on his mutton.
“Have you never beat him?’

“My skirtsgot in the way.”

“You wore skirts while shearing?’ He laughed. “I'm
surprised you did no’ shear yourself.”

“The first time | did take a hunk from my skirt.” She put
her hand to her mouth as she giggled. “’ Twas a brand new
dress and couldn’t be repaired. | spent the whole day holding a
shawl | bought in front of me to cover the ragged tear.”

“You will no' havethat problem thisyear.”

“ After watching you, | don’t need skirtsin my way.”

“Thank you.” He took her hand under the table. “’Tis a
glorious day.”

“Your ribs don’t hurt you?’ She reached over and touched
his forehead.

“They're like your skirts, in my way, but | canno’ let that
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dow me down.” He grabbed her hand and kissed her pam.
“Did you come up with aplan to stop the highwaymen?’

“Yes. We're offering a reward. ' Twill be announced after
the winner of the sheep shearing. Hopefully, everyone will rest
easer.”

“Ready to have your breeches beat?’ He smiled.

She wanted to kiss him. For luck. For both of them. Just
because. She released his hand and stood. “We shall see
whose breeches are beat.”

She strolled across the lawn next to him, wanting to take
his arm, but not touching him. She had to keep her mind on
the sheep shearing if she was to beat him. She hoped they
wouldn’t be in the same group thistime, since only one would
be chosen for the final round.

She held her breath as they called names. She heard hers
and moved to her stall. She didn’'t hear Duncan’s name and let
out a long breath. Then she settled herself and listened for the
judge to start the round. At his command, she concentrated on
the sheep in front of her. With long, even strokes, she removed
the wool, then hollered “Done,” and stood. She had heard no
one else call out yet.

“Miss Eiricawinsthe round,” called the judge.

She did a little dance, then let Duncan help her over the
fence. “Now 'tis your turn.”

“I'll be in the final round to see who is the best.” He
smiled at her and walked over to a stall asthe judge called his
name.

Anne grabbed her hand. “ Are we too late to watch you?’
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“I'm in the fina round. You can watch both Mr.
MacKinnon and I, if hewins hisround.”

“He can't beat you. You're the best.” Anhe squeezed her
sister’s hand.

“He's very good.” Eirica saw her father coming towards
her.

“Daughter, you'll be the talk of the village.” He smiled at
her.

“Am | not already?’

“Yes, but that was my doing. Thisisyours.”

She smoothed her father's hair back from his face. “We
can watch Duncan. Heisup now.”

Cory pushed Angus over to where he could see Duncan.
The suitors formed a semi-circle behind Angus. Grant and
Carlton glared at her. Her breeches were not to their liking.
Ranad stared, his mouth gaping. Remembering Duncan’'s
preference in her dress, she tried to move in front of someone
so Ranald couldn't stare at her backside. A shiver ran through
her and her face flushed.

Duncan stood and yelled, “Done.”

“Did he win?" Anne bounced up and down, pulling at
Eiricasarm.

“Yes, darling, he won.” The contest wouldn’t have meant
asmuch if Duncanwasn'tinit.

He bounded over the fence. “Who shall be the third?’

“Eachan’s head shearer,” Eiricasaid.

Anne threw herself at Duncan. “You won.” She smiled up
a him. “You won't beat Eirica.”
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“We shall see, little one.” He ruffled Anne's hair.

“She shouldn’t be in such a contest.” Carlton crossed his
ams. “’ Tisnot seemly.”

“Leave the child done,” said Gilliskel. “If she wishes to
shear sheep, let her.”

“Father, your bride shouldn’t be dressed in breeches and
shearing sheep.”

“She isn't my bride and she's of an age to do as she
pleases. She's no longer a girl in the school room, but a
woman grown.”

Grant reached out to hisfather. “Now, Father—"

“Hush. Your behavior of late has been reprehensible.”
Gilliskel turned away from him.

Eirica turned away from him. She waited until the next
round was finished. Eachan's head shearer had won. Her
stomach did a flip. She wanted more than anything to beat
him. She also wanted to beat Duncan.

* * *

Eirica wiped her hands on her breeches and focused her
mind on sheep. Neither the suitors nor Duncan could invade
her mind. She had to beat Eachan’s head shearer. She heard
her name called and moved forward.

Duncan walked next to her. He put his hand on her
shoulder, bent and kissed her on the cheek. “ Good luck.”

She smiled at him and walked into her stall. A large ram
was in the stall, glaring at her. “All right, sheep. You will
behave.” She picked up the shears and waited for the signal.
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As the judge yelled “Start,” she grabbed the sheep and
removed strips of wool. She let her years of practice take over
as she finished the body and removed the wool from the front
legs. She finished the back leg and heard Duncan yell,
“Done.”

She grabbed the last leg and stripped off the last of the
wool. “Done,” she yelled as she stood.

“Done,” yelled Eachan’s head shearer.

She looked over at Duncan. A broad smile creased his
face. He patted his backside and the heat crept up her face.
Again she'd come in second. At least she'd beaten Eachan's
head shearer. She looked toward her family.

Eachan stood behind them. He glowered and pushed his
way through the crowd. He leaned over the fence toward her.
“This is not finished.” He glared at her. “You're lucky your
father can buy you a husband. No one would want awoman as
wanton asyou.”
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CHAPTER 12

Eirica climbed down from the wagon, ignoring the hands
held out to help her. It had been a long day, but one of the
better festivals. Cory helped Father from the carriage and
Duncan saw to Gilliskel. Nanny tried to rouse Anne and
finally engaged one of the men to carry her upstairs.

The suitors would probably want a late supper, but Cook
wasn't going to be in a mood to fix it. She had had Mrs.
MacAlister buy some mutton and pudding at the festival so
they could serve a cold supper.

“Mrs. MacAlister, please set out the food. | have some
things to tend before | come in, but the men can go ahead and
eat. If Father wants anything, send it up to his room. He needs
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to rest now.” Eiricapulled her shawl about her to ward off the
cool night air.

“Come in the house.” Keegan stepped up beside her.
“You've had a long day. Your men can tend to anything out
here.”

“Yes, Eirica. We have seen little of you today. Come to
supper with us.” Carlton reached for her arm.

She sidestepped him. Part of the charm of the day had been
seeing little of all of them. “Go and eat. I'm not really hungry.
| shall see you on the morrow.”

“You must eat and we need to discuss certain matters.”
Grant took hisfather’sarm and helped him toward the house.

“We need to settle this business of a wedding and the
buying of sheep.” Ranald limped, his man servant coming to
hissideto help him.

“No business will be conducted tonight.” Duncan appeared
a her side. “Miss Eiricais tired. On the morrow will be soon
enough.”

The suitorsglared at him.

“What business is it of yours what we discuss with Miss
Eirica?’ demanded Carlton.

Duncan stared them into silence. “Mrs. MacAlister can
probably find an extra bottle of wine to go with the cold
mutton.”

“That's a good idea.” Eirica wanted to laugh at the looks
on the suitors’ faces. They might argue with Duncan, but none
of them would risk bringing out his anger to the point of
blows. They feared him enough to leave her alone.
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She walked toward the sheep pens. She redly didn't need
to tend to anything, but she couldn’t face a meal with the
suitors. They grumbled behind her as they made their way to
the house.

“You'retired, lass.” Duncan put his hand on her shoulder.
“Why do you no’ go to bed? Mrs. MacAlister would send you
up some supper.”

“1 know, but I don't want to go in yet.” She glanced over
her shoulder. They were alone. She leaned her head against his
shoulder. “Will you sit with me for awhile in the garden?’

“’Twould be my pleasure.” He entwined her arm with his.

“1 nearly beat you today. Another half a minute faster and
I’d have won.” She laughed. “I’ ve wanted to win for so many
years. | finally figured a way to beat Eachan’s head shearer,
and you come aong.”

“A fine day it would be when a woman was the best
shearer inthe area.”

“Mighty proud of yourself.”

“Yes. The governess beat the head shearer.” He pulled her
close as they walked. “Why does ho’ your head shearer enter
the contest?’

“He is good, but his hands have become stiff. For years,
though, he aways won.” She leaned into Duncan. “He retired
before someone beat him.”

Eirica pulled Duncan down onto the bench and laid her
head on his shoulder. “At least | came in second to you and
not Eachan’s head shearer again.” Shetook hishand in hers. “|
finally beat him.”
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“After how many years?’ He laid his cheek against her
head.

“Five.” She enjoyed being next to Duncan. The only beau
she'd ever redly had was Eachan, and he hadn’t been one to
kiss her. He'd never sent tingles through her. Not the way
Duncan did. “Even if | didn’t win the sheep shearing, Father
did tell Eachan he wasn't welcome in our house any longer. |
don’'t know what got into him.”

“We had a talk while you were out of the room the other
night. He must’ ve remembered it.”

She shifted and stared at Duncan. A smile graced his face.
“You told Father. No wonder he was so upset. Father is an
honorable man and expects othersto be aswell. That’swhy he
gets upset when things get in a muddle because he doesn’t
remember. He plans to stand by his word, but | can't always
alow that. Especialy when he's giving away the farm and his
daughter.”

Duncan caressed the side of her face. “At least you' re shed
of Eachan.”

She leaned toward him. “Yes. He won't bother us” A
shiver ran up her spine remembering his earlier threat, but she
wouldn’t let it spoil the moment. He couldn’t carry it out.

She brushed a kiss against Duncan’s lips. They were warm
and he tasted of sweet wine. “Do you think me so very
brazen?’ Not that she cared if she was brazen. She wanted to
capture every moment with Duncan she could.

“Yes, lass. Very brazen.” He put his hand behind her head
and pulled her head to his, kissing her again. “I likeit.”
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She pulled back and brushed the side of hisface. “Are you
always so forward with the mistress of the house?’

He put his hand to his chest. “Me? Why, never.” He leaned
back his head and laughed. “The mistress is most often
married to the master, and some no’ so pleasing to the eye.”

“Why, Duncan, what a horrid thing to say.” She giggled.
She couldn’'t help it. Those with money truly didn't have to
worry about being pleasing to the eye. The suitors would want
her if she had warts on her nose. They wished to wed her for
the most common of reasons—money.

“’Tis true. You're a most comely lass. One whom a man
could gaze at all day long and never tire in the gazing.”

Heat came to her cheeks and she ducked her head. “Are
you till in much pain?’

He lifted her head and planted a kiss on the tip of her nose.
“My head throbs and my ribs torment me whether | lay, sit or
stand. In afew days, though, the pain will be gone.”

“1 shall get some more of Father’s medicine. It did help,
didit not?’

He nodded. “1 do no’ need it however. A good tiff drink
and | shall fedl better.”

“l should get you out of the cold night air. That can't
help.” She cupped his hand to her cheek.

“I"'min no hurry. The others will till be about.”

“1 know. What am | to do with the latest? He expects to
buy several hundred head of sheep at aludicrous price. | can’t
afford to do so.”

“Ranad will learn, as the others have, that your father is
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no longer in charge.”

“1 fed sorry for him. He genuinely was injured by the
highwaymen.”

“That's no reason to give your farm away.” He stared into
her eyes.

“1 have no intention of doing so. On the morrow | shall
discussit with him.”

“Sell your sheep at areasonable price.”

“1 hadn’t planned on selling any of them. I'd thought to
increase the size of the flock. More sheep, more wool, more
profit.” She let out a rush of air. “Then we've lost close to
twenty of them.”

“Do you suppose the highwaymen are aso steding
sheep?’ He pulled the pins from her hair and let it spill down
her back.

“It seems odd. It aso seems odd that the sheep started
disappearing and the highwaymen appeared at the same time
the suitors arrived.” Tingles ran through her as his hand
touched her neck. She wanted more than to sit on the bench
next to him, but with so many about, stolen kisses was al she
could have.

“What do you know of these men?’ He continued to rub
the back of her neck.

“Naught more than you do. They arrived with letters from
Father. | don't even know how he posts them.” She snuggled
closer to Duncan.

“Mayhap you should see what you can find out about
them.” He kissed the top of her head. “Even so, you should
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consider selling Ranald some sheep. ' Twill make him happy
and maybe get him to depart.”

“Not when he finds the price has changed and I’'m not part
of theded.”

“Happier than getting nothing.”

She laughed. “I suppose. | shal consider it.” She gazed at
his face. She wanted to hug him, but feared hurting him. She
leaned forward and gave him another kiss, careful not to lean
against his chest.

“You need no' be so careful. | shall no' scream out in
pain.”

“1 might for you. | saw your chest.” She shivered. “’ Twas
awful.”

“1 did no’ mean to distress you.”

“What distresses me is the fact someone pushed you.”
Someone had deliberately tried to harm Duncan. In her house.
In the middle of the night. If Eachan had been about, she'd
have suspected him, but he had returned to his own house. The
others? Carlton and Grant were too much the cowards. Ranald
had been unconscious in his bed. Keegan—a scarecrow of a
man, but not one who seemed to have a mind for violence.
“You saw nothing?’

“l was concentrating on going to the kitchen for milk. |
heard the floorboards creak twice, but | saw no one.”

“’Tis a puzzle. One we must get to the bottom of before
someone elseisinjured.” She stroked the side of his face with
her fingertips. He shivered beneath her touch. His beard had
started to grow and the stubble was rough against her skin.
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She pressed her cheek against his, letting his beard rub her
cheek.

“Whoever it was could’ ve mistaken me for someone else.”
He turned her face and nibbled at her ear.

She shivered. “Who and why?’

He breathed into her ear. “The suitors trying to make the
pack dwindle.”

“Makes no sense. They start turning up dead, then the last
one will be the murderer. Or, with my luck, I'll be blamed.”

He nuzzled her neck. “Never. Anyone who knows you
would know you could no’ hurt anyone. No' even that lot.”

She leaned her head back and let him kiss her neck. She
unfastened the top button of her dress. His lips were hot
against her flesh and she could think of nothing but his
touching her.

He trailed kisses down her skin to the tops of her breasts.
Then helifted his head and smiled at her.

She pulled her dress closed. “After wrestling the sheep
earlier, you should be in bed. I'd hug you, but | fear causing
you pain.”

“A little pain would be worth it, however, as much as |
want you, you are no' mine for the taking. No' here in the
garden.” He kissed her again.

Stolen kisses would be all she ever had. “Have you applied
for another position?’

“Yes”

Her heart skipped several beats. Soon he would leave. A
great deal of the brightness of her world would go with him.
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“There'snorush.”

He brushed hair from her face. “Yes, lass, thereis. | do no’
know how many meetings in the garden | can have before |
lose my resolve and something will happen we both might
regret.”

“1 wouldn’t regret it.” It would be the only time she would
lay with a man. She wanted to know what it felt like to lay in
Duncan’s arms. He would make her body tingle and melt. She
wanted the experience before he departed.

“You might in the light of the morning.” A darkness
crossed his eyes. “Have you made arrangements for a new
governess?’

“1 haven't started.”

“l canno’ stay forever, Eirica.”

Her heart ached. It aways seemed what she wanted was
never within reach. “1 know.” She leaned back against the
bench. Staring up at the stars, she wished she could reach up
and capture one. She wanted to be a small girl again whose
father took care of her.

She sighed. She was the one to take care of the others and
al the wishing in the world wouldn’t change that. No more
than it would change the fact the man she loved would leave.
Because he had nothing. Because she had everything.

“Miss Eirica, where areyou?’ called Mrs. MacAlister.

“What can be the problem now?’ Eirica buttoned her
dress. “Have the suitors come to blows?’

“It must be important if Mrs. MacAlister is hunting for
you. Your father may have had a bad turn.” Duncan stood and
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took her hand.

She looked at him for a moment, then kissed him on the
cheek. “Yes, Mrs. MacAlister, I'm coming.” If her father
needed her, she must hurry as much as she didn't want to
leave Duncan.

She rounded the hedge that blocked the garden and nearly
ran into Mrs. MacAlister. “Is Father ill ?”

She shook her head and put her hand to her chest. She
breathed heavily. Through gasps for air, she said, “Mr. MacFie
ishere.” Sheleaned over, holding her side. “He has forced his
way into the house and gone to speak with the master. Mr.
MacDougall told me earlier | wasn't to alow him entrance,
but | couldn’'t stop him.”

Eirica put her arm around Mrs. MacAlister. “Of course you
couldn’t stop him. The man has no manners.” If Eachan upset
Father, she would have his hide. “You did the right thing in
finding me. Now, catch your breath and | shall attend to
Eachan MacFie.”

“Be careful, miss. He's an angry man.” Mrs. MacAlister
put ahand on Eirica’ s shoulder. “Heisn’'t to be trusted.”

“Yes. Cory isin theroom.”

“l shall be with her adso.” Duncan hooked his arm in
Eirica s asthey headed for the back door.

* * *

Angus lay propped against the pillows. Cory had taken his
plate away, but he had his glass of wine. One glass was all
Eiricaalowed him. He sipped at it, enjoying it.
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What a glorious day it had been. His daughter had done
him proud, both in the town meeting and in the sheep
shearing. Mogt fathers wouldn’t be proud of a daughter who
could shear a sheep with the best, but he was.

He wished he could convince Duncan to stay and wed his
daughter. He saw how they looked at each other. So did the
rest of the hovering men. Which was probably why harm had
come to Duncan. He was a good man. A man who would truly
carefor Eiricaand Anne.

Anne had turned into quite alively child. So unlike Eirica.
Colina would have loved Anne. Teaching her dl the things for
which Eirica never had the patience and she adored Duncan.
With him about, both of his daughters would bloom.

He hated the fogs that beset his mind. They kept him from
taking proper care of the estate and his children. Thank God
for Eirica. Without her, they’ d have al ended up in poverty.

She was a good daughter. That was why she only allowed
him one glass of wine. It was for his own good. He
remembered that now, but not always.

She had tended him and Anne. She put everyone before
herself. She needed to wed and have a family of her own. He
had always hoped for grandchildren, but he would never see
them. Histime grew so short and still nothing was settled.

On the morrow he would send the rest of the men packing.
They had no need to be here. Eirica wouldn’'t wed them. He
would never dlow it. They didn't want his daughter. They
wanted her farm. A farm they would never own.

He had settled with Eachan today. The rest tomorrow.
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“Cory, remind me in the morning to send our guests away.
"Tis time to clear out the house and have some peace.” He
didn’'t trust his memory until dawn, but Cory would remind
him.

“Yes, sir. Do you wish anything else?’ Cory set his own
glass of wine on thetable.

“Yes. Please, read to me.” Angus had aways loved to
read. Now it tired him so to hold the book. Cory had a fine
reading voice and every night Angusfell asleep to astory.

Cory reached for the volume and opened it. His voice
filled theroom.

Angus let his mind wander from the story. He remembered
the stares his daughter had received in her breeches and he
smiled. It had been quite a sight and most unseemly, but she'd
finally beaten Eachan’s head shearer, though not Duncan.

What could he do to convince Duncan to stay and wed
Eirica? They were meant for each other. If they were married,
he could die a happy man.

A knock sounded at the door. Cory rose.

Maybe Eirica had come to say good night. He could tell
her again how proud he was of her. Before he forgot.

It was a dreadful thing not to remember. No one
understood how unhappy it made him when he couldn’t recall
what he'd said or done. Or remember who people were. When
one of the fogs descended, he didn’t know, but afterwards he
worried about what he had done. His actions caused Eirica
pain and he hated that.

“Mr. MacDougdll is resting,” said Cory to whomever was
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at the door.

“l don't care.” Eachan pushed past Cory and entered the
room. “I shall speak with Angus tonight.”

Angus took another sip of his wine, then carefully set the
glass on the table next to the bed, his hand trembling. “You
aren’'t welcome in my house. Leave.” He nodded to Cory.

Cory put a hand on Eachan’s shoulder. Eachan shoved him
aside. “I shan't be put off by a feeble old man or his servant.”
He glared at both of them.

Cory balled his hands into fists at his side and looked at
Angus.

Angus pulled himself up in bed and waved his hand at
Cory. “I shall hear him.” He stared at Eachan. “I don’t know
how you can show your face to me after what you did to my
daughter.”

“1"ve done nothing.” Eachan crossed to the bed.

“You purposely ruined her reputation.” Angus forced
himself not to pick at the blanket. ' Twas the habit that showed
weakness and he hated it. He placed his hands flat on the
blanket to till the trembling. He didn’t want Eachan to think
he feared him because it wasn't fear that caused the trembling.
Anger fed it.

“If shed wed me, her reputation would've been
reinstated.”

“She was right in refusing your offer. | wouldn’t see her
wed to the likes of you.” Angus would never have wanted
Eiricamarried to aman so filled with anger. Anger that turned
outward on others. He had heard talk.
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Eachan took a step toward Angus. “She couldn't do
better.”

“You couldn’'t do better. You see her farm as yours. It'll
never happen.” He would not see his girls penniless and at the
mercy of some man more interested in their inheritance than
them.

“1 love your daughter.” Eachan’s smile was hollow, dull.

“You love no one but yoursef. You want my farm.”
Angus struggled to sit up straighter. “1’m not yet in my grave
and the farm isn’t for you to have.” He pointed toward the
door. “I want you out of my house. Forever. You leave my
daughter alone.”

“1 shall wed your daughter. There's no one else.” Eachan
shoved hishandsin his pockets.

Angus shakily took in a breath. His head started to pound.
He wanted another sip of wine. He looked to Cory who stood
behind Eachan.

Cory came around the bed and picked up Angus’ glass and
held it for him. Angus nodded his thanks, then looked back at
Eachan. The man stood, watching him. A coldness came over
Angus. He had to see Eirica wed to Duncan. Once he was
gone, he couldn’t stand between her and this man. Eachan
would cause her harm if she didn’t have a protector.

Tomorrow he would talk with Duncan again. There had to
be a way. As soon as Eachan left, he would tell Cory to
remind him.

He put his hand to his head.

“The master istired. You must leave.” Cory went to stand

207



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

next to Eachan.

Eachan didn’'t even give Cory a glance. “Not one of those
men in your house is worthy of your daughter. I'll see them
out of here on the morrow, then | shall take Eirica back to the
village to wed me. | don’t need your approval.”

“I'm dill her father and she may not wed without my
approval.” The fog threatened to descend. The pain increased
in histemples. “Go.” He waved toward the door.

“1 shal be the largest landowner once you're dead and
that'll be soon. Then you cannot stop me from marrying
Eirica. Nothing can stop me.” Eachan took a step closer to the
bed, hisfist raised.

Cory grabbed Eachan. He took a swing at Cory. Duncan
grabbed Eachan’sarm.

The bedroom door crashed open.

“What's going on here?’ Eirica flew to the bed and put
herself between Eachan and her father.

“1"m speaking with your father. Arranging our wedding on
the morrow.” Eachan struggled against Cory and Duncan.

“You seemed to be attacking an old man.” Duncan
tightened his grasp on Eachan and twisted his arm behind him.

“Remove him,” Angus whispered.

“Gladly.” Duncan shoved Eachan toward the door.

Cory followed him.

Eiricasat onthe bed. “Areyou al right, Father?’

“My head.” He grasped his head between his hands. The
pain tore through him like alightning bolt.

“I'll get your medicine.” She rose and sped into the other
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room. In amoment, she held a glass against his mouth.

He drank, the bitter taste making him shiver. He leaned
back against the pillows. He had to tell her something.
Something important. The fog swirled around the pain. “Do
not marry that man. | forbid it.”

“Thank you, Father. | had no intention of marrying him.
Now you must rest. Duncan has taken care of him. He and
Cory will be back in a moment, and we'll sit with you until
you fall adeep.” Shewashed hisface with a cool cloth.

He grasped her aim. “You're such a good daughter.
Y ou’ ve taken care of me and ignored your own needs.”

“1 loveyou, Father. | could do nothing less.”

“You must marry, Eirica. You must marry...” He could
not remember who. He looked past Eirica. Colina. He saw
Colina standing there, holding out her arms to him. She smiled
a him. He wanted to be with her. How he had missed her. “I
cannot go. | must tend to my daughter’ s needs first.”

Eirica looked behind her. “What are you talking about,
Father?’

“Y our mother iswaiting for me.”

Eirica bathed his face again. “’ Tis the medicine and being
upset. You're seeing things. Rest, and tomorrow you'll be
better.”

He grasped her arm again. “I have to tell you. Something
about the farm. About getting married. | could not tell Cory
because Eachan was here. Now | cannot remember.”

“It'Il come to you. Tomorrow we shall talk of it.” She put
her hand over his.
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Lights went off in his head. The pain blocked out
everything, then it subsided. He looked at Eirica. Colina stood
behind her and beckoned to him. He reached out to her.

* * *

Eiricaheld his hand. The skin was cool and so very fragile.
If she hadn’t gone to the garden, she would have been in the
house and been able to avert the meeting between Eachan and
her father.

He leaned back against his pillows. Hopefully, the
medicine had started to work and he would fall adeep. It had
been along day. Much too much excitement for him, but he
would have been heartbroken if she hadn’'t allowed him to
atend the festival. He had been so happy seeing her in the
sheep-shearing contest and he had enjoyed himself. He got so
little enjoyment out of life.

His hand went limp against hers. He sept. She reached
over to pull the pillows from behind him and settle him in bed.
He slumped to one side.

She looked at him. He didn’t breathe. “ Father.” She shook
him. He slumped farther to the side.

She straightened him against the pillows. “Father, don't
leave me.” She laid down on the bed next to him and wrapped
her arms around him. “| need you. Do not leave me.”

She heard footsteps coming. She sat up and smoothed his
hair back. His forehead was warm. He looked at peace. No
longer would the madness bother him. He would be happy.

She wrapped her arms around herself to stop herself from
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rocking. He was gone. She was truly alone. Alone to care for
Anne.

The door opened and she turned to look at Duncan. “He's
gone.”

“Yes. We' ve put him out and posted severa of the mento
make sure he doesn’t return.”

She shook her head. “Not Eachan. Father.” She looked
back at the still body on the bed. “ Father is gone.”

Cory clumped around to the other side and stared down.

Duncan put his hands on her shoulders. She leaned back
against him. She let his warmth seep into her to fight the cold
washing over her. Alone. So very alone. She didn’t want to be
aone. She wanted her father to open his eyes and look at her.
She wanted him to smile and tell her again how proud he was
of her.

He was gone.

“l1 am sorry.” Duncan pulled her into his arms, hugging
her.

Cory wiped at hiseyes. “I'll get Mrs. MacAlister.”

“In a moment.” Eirica buried her head against Duncan’s
chest. She held on to him. As long as he was still here, she
wasn't alone.

Soon he would be gone too.

As Father was gone.

Then she would be alone.
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CHAPTER 13

Duncan watched Eirica push her breakfast around her
plate. Grant and Carlton entered the room. He looked at the
door, waiting for Gilliskel to follow. “Where isyour father?’

“He's so upset, he's eating in his room.” Carlton plopped
into achair. “ Things have to be settled now.”

Eiricalooked up and blinked. “I need to go into the village
and arrange the funeral.”

“We'll be glad to go with you.” Grant helped himself to
food from the sideboard. “We can discuss the wedding at the
sametime.”

Duncan gripped the edge of the table. “Now is no’ the
time. The mistress of the house has other matters to attend.”
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He watched Eirica while she continued to play with her food.
She hadn’t cried. Not a tear. She just stared straight ahead,
anguish in her eyes, not seeing what wasin front of her.

Grant glared at Duncan and ate.

Mrs. MacAlister entered from the kitchen. She leaned
close to Eirica. “Miss, | hate to bother you, but a line is
forming at the back door.”

Eirica looked at her. “People to pay their respects? At the
back door?’

“No, miss. Merchants from the village. They want their
money.”

Eirica blinked and stared at Mrs. MacAlister, who worried
the edge of her apron.

“The coal man is most insistent. As is the storekeeper.
They say the accounts have to be settled immediately.”

“Why? | pay them the first of each month. 'Tis only the
middle of the month.” She set her fork on her plate.

“This is what happens when you have no husband to care
for things.” Grant stood and hel ped himself to more food.

Keegan wandered in and picked up a plate. “There is quite
acommotion out back.”

Eirica dlid back her chair. Duncan laid his hand on her
arm.

“Go upstairs and lay down.” He smiled at her.

She gave him ablank stare.

“Go upstairs and lay down. Mrs. MacAlister will bring you
some tea and scones.”

“1 must take care of the creditors.” She folded her handsin
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her lap.

“Mrs. MacAlister, take her to her room and make sure she
rests.”

“But those people...” Mrs. MacAlister looked from
Duncan to Eirica

“1 shall tend to the people at the back door. Y ou tend to the
mistress.” He rose and pulled Eiricato her feet. He turned her
toward the halway.

She glanced back at him. Mrs. MacAlister took her arm
and led her out of the room.

Duncan strode through the kitchen and out the back door.
Several men milled around. “Might | help you?’

“We has come to see Miss Eirica,” a gray-haired man said,
pulling at his beard.

“1"m sure you all wish to pay your condolences, but sheis
no’ receiving a the moment.” Duncan folded his arms across
his chest.

A dightly stooped man looked down at his scuffed boots.
“We're sorry her pa passed, but we came to collect on our
accounts. Now that he' sgone...”

“Now that he's gone, what?' Duncan glared from one to
the next. “Who has paid you all the last seven years? 'Twas
no’ Angus MacDougall. No. ' Twas Miss Eirica. Was she ever
late or short?’ He looked around and the men glanced away
from him. “No. | thought no’.”

He tapped his foot. “Now that she's facing a great sorrow,
you show your faces and demand payment. What type of
neighbors are you? Y our women should be offering her help
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with the arrangements.”

“With no man in the household...” The gray-haired man
shifted from foot to foot.

“What matter is that? Miss Eirica tends to matters and
aways has. She will continue to do so. On the first, she will
send payment as she aways has.”

A young man with his hat in his hands stared a Duncan
for a moment. “My pa said not to come back without
payment.”

“What does Miss Eirica owe your pafor?’ Duncan met the
young man’s gaze until the young man looked away from him.

“Sharpening the shears.”

Duncan nodded. “Have you a hill?" He reached out his
hand.

The young man gave him adlip of paper.

Duncan glanced at it. “If you wait, | shall see that you're
paid.” He folded the paper. “However, tell your pa his services
will no longer be needed at this estate.”

“But...but Pa has dways sharpened for Miss Eirica. For as
long as | can remember.” The young man’s mouth fell open.

“Miss Eirica has aways paid him and on time, has she
no'?’

The young man nodded.

“If your pa canno’ trust her, she has no need for his
services.” Duncan looked from one to the next to the next.
“Any otherswish to be paid at this moment?’

The men lowered their gazes, unable to look him in the
eyes. “I thought no’.” Duncan took a step closer to them. “You
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should be ashamed of yourselves. Miss Eirica would ha sent
her condolences and a basket of food to help out if one of your
families had suffered the same tragedy. What does she get?
Thelot of you clamoring for money.”

The men turned away from the door. The young man
remained.

“] shall see to your money now.” Duncan turned toward
the house.

“Wait. I'm sure Pa wouldn’t wish to upset Miss Eirica.”
He reached out for the hill.

Duncan contained his smile and handed the dip of paper
back to the lad.

* * *

Eiricawatched as the last of the people |eft the parlor. She
walked out into the garden. She hadn’t seen Duncan for hours.
Then again, even the suitors had made themselves scarce
while her neighbors paid their condolences.

Father was buried next to Mother. He was at peace now.
He had missed her mother and now they were together again.
She walked toward her mother’s garden. Sitting on the bench,
she stared in front of her. Now she truly wasin charge. No one
could any longer assume Father was redly taking care of
things.

It didn’t matter. Duncan had sent those who wanted money
packing. They wouldn’'t appear again until it was time to pay
them. Not that she couldn’'t have paid them that day, but she
saw no reason why she should suddenly be treated differently.
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The real problem was the suitors. Now Father was gone,
she couldn’t keep them in the house. What little reputation she
had left would be ruined. Keeping Duncan about would
probably be as bad.

She looked up as she heard a twig snap. Her stomach
flipped. Surely no one could find her here. She didn’t wish to
talk with any one.

Duncan cameinto sight. She sighed. Except him.

“Am | disturbing you?’

She shook her head.

He joined her on the bench and took her hand. “’ Tis hard
tolose aparent.”

She nodded. A great emptiness had crawled inside of her
and she didn’t know how to fill it.

“Anne feels the loss as well.” He stroked the back of her
hand.

She nodded again and looked at him. His gaze offered her
compassion. She didn’t know if she could stand that. The thin
shell holding her together was as fragile as an egg. If even a
crack started, it would shatter...and her with it. “I know not
what to say to her.”

“You need say nothing. Sit with her. You're the only
family she has.”

A sigh rattled through her. “I'll go up in awhile.”

“You should rest. 'Tis tiresome to have to talk with all
those who wish to visit at such a time. Being owner of the
largest estate in the area, everyone wants to offer
condolences.” He gave her asmile. “Especialy after the other
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morning when the men made asses of themselves. They sentin
their women to right things with you. They fear losing your
business.”

The smile seeped into her, shoring up the edges of her
fragile existence. “Where elsewould | trade. ' Tisafar pieceto
the next village.”

“They canno’ be sure. Insulting you worried them.” He
reached over and pulled her close. “The pain will be less with
time.”

“Do you missyour father any less?’

“A wee bit.” Hetightened his grip on her.

She wrapped her arms around him. If he held her long
enough, tight enough, maybe the world wouldn't seem so
bleak. “Father would' ve loved today. All those people in
attendance.”

“He was an important man in the area.”

“The sun was out. He loved the sun. He' d have loved to sit
in the garden with Gilliskel and talk of the war.” She took in
an unsteady breath. “A war he never participated in, but it
didn't matter.” The sun till shone. The perfect day. Only the
sun didn’'t seem as bright as normal. A haze seemed to have
fallen over her world.

“Those two surely enjoyed their talks.”

“I'm glad Gilliskel cameto visit Father. His last days were
happier than they would have been without him.” She felt a
tug a her heart that she couldn't have made her father as
happy, but then afriend could talk of thingsachild couldn’t.

“You made him happy and proud, Eirica. Never think he
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did no’ love you greatly.” Duncan rested his head against her
hair.

“He's happier now. He was in pain so often and so
befuddlied.” She wished Duncan would stay forever. She felt
safe in his arms. Something she had not redly felt in a long
time. Not that she redly felt unsafe, but he was someone there
to help, without wanting her property. It had been such along
time since anyone had helped. “Thank you for what you've
done.”

“"Twas my pleasure.” He lifted her face to look at him.
“Maybe on the morrow we should take Anne out to the loch.
"Twould do both of you good.”

“1 shall sit with her awhile. Will you join me?’

“1 shall walk you to the nursery, but | shal no’ go in. The
two of you need time alone. | shall see if Nanny would care to
joinme at tea. I’ m sure she can use a break.”

She looked up into his eyes. Stay with me, her heart
pleaded with him. Stay with me forever. She had given her
heart to this man. Four others hung about, ready to wed her as
soon as she said yea. The one man she would share her bed
and her life with would never ask. The crack in her heart
caused by her father’ s death widened.

* * *

Duncan sat bolt upright in bed. What was that noise he had
heard? Angus's ghost. Of course only Angus had heard the
ghost and Duncan hadn’t believed in ghosts since he was a
wee lad.
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He had heard something.

He threw back the covers and picked up a candle. He
didn’'t know if he wanted light, but he might. He peered
outside hisroom. No onewasin the corridor.

He heard a noise again. It sounded like boots against the
stairs. Damn. Is one of the guests getting a drink? Or have the
highwaymen broken into the house?

Surely it was only one of the guests. If someone had
broken in, the servants would have heard something. Someone
other than himself would have.

He strode toward the stairs. Stopping at the top, he peered
into the darkness. A light flickered at the edges of the bottom
door.

Fire.

“Fire!” he yelled, racing down the hal to pound on
Eirica sdoor.

Cory’ s deepy head appeared around Angus' door.

“Get Anne and Nanny.”

The man stared at him, rubbing his eyes.

“Now, man. The house is on fire.” He pounded on Eirica’s
bedroom door again. “Eirica, get out! The houseison fire.”

He heard a door open behind him. He glanced back and
saw Grant holding a candle. “Get Eirica and your father out of
the house. Tell Carlton and Keegan to come to the kitchen and
help me.”

He grabbed the railing and jumped down three stairs at a
time. At the bottom, he saw the flameslicking at the wall.

From the kitchen, he grabbed a bucket of water and threw
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it on the flames. They continued their assault on the wall.

He refilled the bucket from the pump. Where were the rest
of the men? He ran back and threw the water at the wall. A
sharp pain spiked through his head. He weaved. Damn. He fell
forward. The heat of the flames licked at hisface.

* * *

Duncan coughed and sputtered as cold water splashed over
him. He opened his eyes.

“Oh, thank God. He' s alive.” Eiricatouched the side of his
face. For a moment, she'd thought she'd lost him, as well as
her father. It would have been more than she could have born.

He sat up and looked about him. “Who put out the fire?”

“Cory...with help from me.” Eirica sat on the wet floor
next to him.

“Grant was to get you out of the house.” He rubbed the
side of hisface.

Eirica reached for his hand. “Don’t touch. You've been
injured.”

“That's nothing compared to what could’ve happened to
you. Why did you no’ leave the house?’

“And let it burn?’ She shook her head. It was hers, and she
would do whatever necessary to save it. She looked at the
damage. “How do you think it started?’

Duncan stood and put his hand to his head. Reaching
down, he pulled Eiricafrom the wet floor. “ Someone set it.”

She held his hand. It was cold. A shiver ran down her
back. “Why would someone try to burn my house?’
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He shook his head.

“It had to be an accident.”

“Eirica, it was no’. | heard something. When | came to the
top of the stairs, | saw the flames.” He pulled her into his
arms. “ There s nothing here tha’ would burst into flames.” He
stroked back her hair. “Besides, | smelled kerosene and
there’ d be no reason for that.”

“Why?’

“l do no’ know, lass, but it has to have something to do
with your father's death and the suitors. Someone's trying to
force you into a situation where you have to wed.”

It didn't make sense. “Without a house, I'm not nearly as
good a catch. It would take a great deal of money to rebuild.”

“Then someone could buy your farm for a pence.”

She pulled away from him. “That makes no sense either.
The suitors want the farm and the house.”

“Except Eachan. He has no need for the house. Only the
land.”

“He left with the other well-wishers this afternoon.”

“l do no’ know, lass. From now on, we shall post guards
about the place to make sure it does no’ happen again.” He put
his arm around her shoulders. “Y ou should go and change into
dry clothes.”

“There are other things to tend to.” She smiled at him. The
side of his hair was singed and one eyebrow was mostly
singed black, but other than that, he only had a slight burn on
his cheek. “I shal have Mrs. MacAlister tend to your burn.
What happened that you came to be on the floor?’
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Duncan rubbed his head. “Someone knocked me on the
head.”

“Agan?’

“It seemsto give someone great pleasure.”

“Let mesee.”

Duncan bent his head and she examined the spot. A large
lump had appeared.

The back door burst open and the Andersons entered,
followed by the others. Grant and Carlton glared at Eirica as
she parted Duncan’s hair.

“What's going on?" asked Carlton.

“The fire is out and all is safe.” Eirica looked at them. If
she didn’t know better, Carlton looked red enough in the face
to beready for afit of apoplexy.

“That isn't what | meant.” He stomped across the room.

“Mr. MacKinnon was injured fighting the fire. | wanted to
see how seriousit was.”

“He looks fine to me” Carlton stared at the side of
Duncan’s face. “How do you know it wasn't him who set the
fire so he could save you?’

“And knock himself on the head?’ What a buffoon.

Duncan straightened and glared at Carlton. “Either you've
had to much to drink or your mind has quit you.”

“What?" Carlton took a step closer to Duncan.

Duncan looked down at him. “I would never put Miss
Eiricaor Miss Anneinto danger.”

“Duncan!” Anne raced in the door and threw herself into
hisarms.
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Helifted her. “ Are you safe, little one?’

“l am. Are you?’ She reached out and caressed his cheek.
“You're burned.”

Eiricawished she could crawl into Duncan’s arms the way
Anne did. No one thought a thing of the child hugging him
and drawing strength from him. But her... She had no one to
hold her.

“’Tis not much.”
Anne looked at Eirica, her eyes wide. “He was hurt saving
us.”

Eiricatouched Anne'sarm. “Y es, sweetheart, he was.”

“Will it scar?” She placed her face directly in front of
Duncan’s. “It would make you look quite the rogue.”

“Where did you learn such a big word?’ Duncan smiled at
her.

“Nanny.” Anne snuggled her head on Duncan’s shoulder.

Eirica felt a tug a her heart. She wanted the smile for
herself. She chastened herself. Jeadlousy of her own sister.
"Twas the hour and dl that had happened. She needed
someone to be her strength.

She sighed. It did her no good to think such thoughts. She
had herself and that was it. She had to be strong to keep
everything going. Too many peoplerelied on her.

“1 still think he is behind this.” Carlton took a step back.
“Why else would he be the one to sound the dlarm?”’

“A noise woke me.” Duncan set Anne down. She clutched
his hand.

“We'reto believethat?’ Grant helped hisfather to achair.

224



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

“1 thought "twas Ahgus ghost.”

Eirica choked. “Why would my father be haunting the
house?’

“No’ your father. The ghost he heard. ' Twas such a strange
noise | went to investigate. After al that has happened, | did
no’ know.” Duncan rubbed the side of his head.

“’Twas a good thing you did.” Gilliskel pulled a blanket
around his shoulders.

“Take your father to bed.” Eirica looked from Grant to
Carlton.

“If it' ssafe.” Grant helped hisfather.

“All is settled for now.” Eirica looked at the burnt wall. It
could have been much worse. They al could have died in their
sleep.

If that happened, who would get the property? No other
heirs lived. of whom she knew. Would it go up for sale? Who
would get the money? She should find out. “Nanny, take Anne
to bed. Everyone else may go except Mrs. MacAlister.” She
smiled at the housekeeper. “I need you to tend to Dun...Mr.
MacKinnon.”

* * *

Duncan stood by Eirica s bedroom door and smiled at her.
“Good night.”

She touched the bandage on his face. She looked down the
hallway. All seemed to be quiet, with al returned to their
rooms. She opened the door and dragged him inside with her.
With the door closed behind her, she wrapped her arms around
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his neck and kissed him. “I don’t know what I'd have done if
something had happened to you.”

He leaned back against the door. “Nothing is going to
happen to me.”

“ Someone seems set upon bashing in your skull.”

He laughed. “It does seem that way, but | have avery hard
head. My brotherswill attest to that fact.”

“’Tis not a laughing matter. You could ve been killed. If
not from the bash on the head, from thefire.”

“The fire concerns me more.” He held her chinin his hand.
“Why did you not get to safety? The house is not as important
asyou are”

She snuggled against him. “1 had to help.”

“The men could’ ve managed.”

“Cory helped me. Therest weretoo far away.”

“| told Carlton to have Grant come and help.” Not that he
had redly expected those two swains to put themselves in
danger, but the scarecrow could have lent a hand.

“When | came out of my room, Carlton was helping
Gilliskel down the stairs. Keegan was right behind them with
Ranald limping along. Grant did run up to the nursery.”

“He' s of more worth than | had hoped.”

“It could be none of them who set the fire.” She laid her
head againgt his chest. “Nor the servants. They wouldn't do
such athing.”

“You must be careful.” He liked the way she fit into his
arms. She shouldn’t feel so good against him.

“l can't believe everyone would turn against me because
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Father died. ' Tisnot asif he has had his wits about him for the
last severd years.”

“That might be, but he was till among the living and they
could believe he was the squire and they truly were not
dealing with ayoung woman.”

“Stupidity. Pure and simple.”

“It might be, lass, but 'tis the way of the world.”

“l don't care. I've run this estate for years and shall
continue to do s0.” She looked into his eyes.

“Yes, lass, you will. They’ll come around.”

Her lips turned in a light pout and he couldn’t resist. He
reached down and captured her lips with his, nibbling at them.
Soon he'd be gone, but, for the moment, she needed him and
he would stay. While he did, he would hold her and taste her.

Nothing more.

He deepened the kiss, his tongue begging entrance into her
mouth. She parted her lips for him, sighing against him. Her
wrapper and nightdress hid none of her curves. Her breasts
pushed against him, and he wished he could carry her to her
bed. That was not his right.

She draped her arms around his neck and kissed him again.
He stroked her back, feeling the curve of her hips. His body
ached with hiswanting.

He pulled her braid loose and tangled his hands in her hair,
holding her head as he kissed her. She smelled of smoke, but
tasted as sweet as spring honey.

The heat from her body increased. He felt as though he
were being singed again. He broke the kiss and pressed her to
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him, knowing she would fedl his desire, but not caring. She
would eventually wed another, but he wanted her to remember
him.

He nuzzled her neck and she shivered beneath his touch.
“Y ou are so beautiful, Eirica.”

She smiled at him, a glorious smile. “1 want to be in your
armsforever.”

“It canno’ be so.” As much as he wanted it himself.

“Then stay with me tonight.”

He crushed her against him. “No, Eirica. 'Twould no’ be
proper.”

“l don't care.”

“On the morrow you might.”

“l shan't.”

He kissed her again. Her lips burned against his. He
wanted her. The heat coming from her body told him she
wanted him.

"Twas not to be.

“’Tis no' the time.” He brushed her hair from her face.
Brushing his lips against hers, he turned and closed the door
behind him, leaning against it. He glanced down the dark hall
and walked toward the steps. A bottle of whiskey would bein
the parlor. It wouldn't chase away the desire, but it would help
numb his mind so he didn’'t think about the beautiful woman
wanting him upstairs.

Or who had tried to kill him again and why.

228



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

CHAPTER 14

Eirica sat in the parlor, staring out the window. She
enjoyed the peace and quiet and watched the finches flitter
from one bush to the next. Her father had loved to sit and
watch the birds.

She glanced over at the empty settee where her father had
spent his last days. His tartan blanket lay across the end. One
of the maids had folded it and placed it where her father had
aways been ableto reach for it. She sighed.

Life realy hadn’t changed much. She would tend to the
farm and household, and everything would continue to run as
it had. She would pay the debts and sell the wool. She would
make sure Anne was tended.
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She would be alone.

At least with Father aive, she hadn’'t been totally aone.
He' d sat at the table most nights and they’ d had a conversation
of sorts.

Now, she would be eating aone as soon as she got the
suitors out of the house and Duncan went to his new post.
Maybe she'd adlow Anne to eat with her. It would be better
than dining alone, and Anne would learn to be a proper lady.

Then Anne would wed and she would truly be alone.

Eirica sighed. Feeling sorry for herself would do no one
any good. She had a farm to tend and guests to evict. She
stood and brushed down her black skirt. She’d change into her
working clothes and go see about the sheep. The man who had
purchased the wool would be arriving on the morrow and she
wanted to make sure everything was ready for him. Besides,
she had no desire to run into the suitors.

The door behind her creaked as it opened. She turned,
expecting to see Mrs. MacAlister.

“Good morning, Eirica” Eachan sauntered across the
room, looking about as though he was seeing the parlor for the
first time.

“You are not welcome here” She wanted to run. She
hadn’t the strength to fight with him. She had no choice. She
took in adeep breath and steadied herself.

He walked over and kissed her on the cheek. “That's no
way to treat the man who is going to be your husband.”

She stepped away from him and rubbed her cheek. This
whole repetitive conversation had become ludicrous,
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reminding her of a magpi€' s constant mind-numbing chatter.
“Eachan, I'm not going to discuss this with you again. Leave
my house.”

“Now | can't do that. You aren’'t safe in this house and I'd
be remiss in my duty if | left you and Anne here another
night.”

“What in heaven's name are you talking about? She
stared a him. The man had taken leave of his senses. That was
all she could figure.

“The highwaymen breaking in here last night and setting
your house on fire.” He took a step towards her. “Aslong as
they’re still on the loose, | must insist you move to my house,
where you will be safe.”

She opened her mouth, then shut it. She shook her head.
“What nonsense! I'm perfectly safe in my home and | have no
intentions of leaving.”

“Be reasonable, Eirica. Someone is out to do you harm.
Y ou must move somewhere safe.”

She placed her hands at her waist. “Do not speak to mein
that tone, Eachan MacFie. | shall do as| please, and | pleaseto
stay in my own home.”

“No.” Hereached out and took her arm.

She pulled away from him and took a step back. “The only
person trying to hurt meisyou.”

“How can you say that after last night?’ He reached for her
arm again, his fingers biting into her skin.

She jerked, but he wouldn’'t release her. She breathed in
dowly. If he didn’t unhand her, she'd scream and that would
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bring the rest of the suitors. “We had a small accident last
night is all. The highwaymen didn’t break in here. Carlton
went to the kitchen to get a drink, tripped and drop a lamp.
Yes, we had a smal fire, but he quickly doused it and we're
nonetheworse.” She glared at him. “Now let go of me.”

“1, for one, say we find Eirica and settle this matter once
and for al before something else untoward happens.”
Keegan'svoice drifted in from the hall. “What is going on?’

Grant rushed to Eirica’s side, glaring a Eachan. “Are you
in need of assistance?’

For once she was glad to see the mob. “Mr. MacFie was
leaving.” Shejerked her arm away and rubbed where Eachan’s
fingers had pressed into her skin.

Keegan raised a fist and pointed it toward Eachan’s nose.
“Y ou dare harm the lady in her own house?’

Eachan smiled and took a step back. “| was doing no such
thing. I’ ve been speaking with Eirica of the arrangements I’ ve
made to move her to my house, where she'll be safe.”

“Who will protect her from the likes of you?' Grant
flanked Eachan on the other side.

Eirica stepped away from the men. She didn’t care if they
came to fisticuffs in her parlor. She planned to replace the
furniture anyway. Something that didn’t remind her of Father.

“She needs no protection from me.” Eachan squared his
shoulders and glared at the other men.

“It didn’t look that way to me.” Ranald hobbled across the
room. “The lady looked quite distressed.” He turned to smile
a Eirica. “Areyou dl right?’
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“l am now. | thank you.” She moved closer to the door.
Sheintended to escape.

“Then we shall see him out.” Carlton took a step closer to
Eachan.

“You can't think she'll be safe in this house after what
happened last night.” Eachan clenched hisfists.

“We're here to protect her.” Grant glared at Eachan.
“Nothing happened to put her in harm’sway.”

Eachan looked to Eirica. “These men need to be removed
from your house. How do you know one of them didn’t
intentionally start that fire?’

“1 told you what happened.” She smiled, hoping none of
the others would offer an explanation. “Please see him out. |
have thingsto tend to.”

“As soon as he's gone, we wish to speak with you.” Grant
laid ahand on Eachan’ s shoulder.

He shrugged it off. “ Thisis not finished, Eirica.”

“Oh, but "tis.”

“Y our father’ s last wish was for you to wed me.”

Eirica started to laugh. The sound had a touch of hysteria
toit. “You're the one who caused my father to have one of his
spells and die, and you want me to believe he promised my
hand to you?’

“1 did nothing to hasten his death.” Eachan strode toward
the door. “I shall be back in a few hours with a wagon and
carriage to help you move.” He flung open the parlor door and
nearly collided with Mrs. MacAlister.

She stared at him. Then she smoothed down her apron.
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“Miss, you have company. | put them in your day room.”

Eirica groaned. “Now who?’

“Some of the neighbor ladies.”

Eiricalet her head drop for amoment, then she squared her
shoulders. “Please serve tea and scones, or whatever we might
have.”

“Eirica, we need to speak with you and put an end to this
nonsense.” Grant’s voice followed her into the hallway.

She waved a hand over her shoulder. “Later. | must seeto
my guests.” As if she didn't have enough problems at the
moment, the ladies had to descend upon her today. She could
just imagine what they wanted. A lone woman couldn’t tend a
farm and raise a young girl without the help of a man. Why
would no one give her credit for what she had been doing?

She breezed into the morning room and stifled a gasp. She
had expected people from the village. Instead she had the
minister’s wife, and the wives of two of the landowners with
good-size acreages.

“Good morning, ladies.” Eirica crossed the small room and
took the wing chair next to Mrs. MacL ean, the pastor’s wife.
“’Tis so good of you to call.”

“We're concerned about you.” Mrs. McCauley folded her
gloved handsin her lap. “A woman alone is easy prey to those
who are of poor scruples.”

Eiricapasted a smile on her face. “I’m quite fine, and most
capable of attending to the affairs of the farm.”

Mrs. MacDonald leaned forward. “We heard about the fire.
Y ou could' ve been killed.”
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Eiricawaved her hand. “’ Twas nothing.”

Mrs. MacAlister entered the room with atray.

“Would you care for tea?’ Eirica went over to the table. “I
shall pour.” She smiled at Mrs. MacAlister.

Mrs. MacAlister set the food down and left the room.

“1 shall have alittle tea and one of those cakes. They look
wonderful.” Mrs. McCauley lifted her head to get a better look
at the food.

Eirica laughed as she passed the woman her food. Mrs.
McCauley’'s girth assured her the woman never skipped a
chanceto eat.

“I'll just have some tea.” Mrs. MacLean’s pink waoolen
morning dress tucked in tightly at her trim waist.

Eirica passed Mrs. MacDonald a plate and cup and sat
back in the blue wing chair. She took a sip of her own tea. She
looked at the pastries on the tray. She hadn’t been able to eat
for the last few days.

Mrs. MacLean reached over and patted Eirica's knee.
“This had been a terrible tragedy. Now that you're alone,
we' ve decided that something must be done.”

Eiricalooked from one to the next. They looked so earnest.
“I"m fine here. | have nothing to fear.”

“Someone tried to burn you out. Others will try other
things.” Mrs. MacDona d shivered. “ Unspeakable things.”

Eirica swallowed a laugh that threatened to erupt. “I don’t
think anyone will break into my home to ravish me. | have
many who would prevent it.” The suitors weren't about to let
any harm come to her before one of them claimed her aswife.
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“That is another thing. 'Tis unseemly to have those
gentlemen under your roof with no male relative in
attendance.” Mrs. McCauley set her cup delicately on the
saucer. “You have...had a bad time before. You would not
want the gossipsto...”

Eiricatook along sip of her tea. Maybe she could use that
line on the suitors to get them to leave. “I'm perfectly safe.
After dl, there are enough of them to make sure my reputation
remains unsullied.”

“’Tisnot proper.” Mrs. MacDonald clucked.

“1 don't know what to do about it.” Eirica would listen to
any suggestions they had on removing the men from her
house. “My father invited them here and they seem intent on
remaining.”

“I shall have my husband speak with them.” Mrs.
MacL ean poured herself some moretea.

“1 don't think that will help the situation. Each of them
wants to speak with him on his own behalf.” Eiricaset her cup
down, afraid she would spill it as her hands shook.

“We cannot have you marrying some stranger to our
village.” Mrs. McCauley reached for another cake.

“Mr. MacFie, even though he has only been a widower
barely six months, is the one you should wed,” said Mrs.
MacDonald.

Eirica dtraightened in her chair and folded her hands
together to keep them still. “I have no intention of marrying
Eachan MacFie.”

“He was the one involved...” Mrs. MacDonad's face

236



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

turned red.

“He orchestrated the situation in the first place.” Eirica
glanced away from the women. She didn’'t want them to see
the anger she knew flared in her eyes. Her arm hurt from
where he had gripped her earlier.

“He's the perfect husband for you. | spoke with him just
this morning.” Mrs. MacLean took a sip of her tea. “He said
he was arranging for you and Anne to stay at his house after
having the highwaymen break in here last night.” She set the
cup down. “1 told him that was highly improper, but he said he
would arrange for the two of you to be wed by the end of the
week.”

“1 really think you should come and stay with me,” said
Mrs. MacDonald. “It would be more seemly, until Mr. MacFie
makes arrangements for the wedding. It will be asimple, quiet
affair under the circumstances.”

Eiricastood. If it weren’t for Anne, shewouldn’t care at all
what the old biddies thought or said. For her sister’s sake, she
had to keep some kind of decorum. “I'm of an age that it
really doesn’t matter much about my reputation. | have been
on the shelf for awhile and | intend to stay there.” She looked
at each one of them. “I know you mean well and are only
thinking of me, but | can take care of myself and my sister.

“1 have been doing it for years since my father fell ill. |
don’'t need any one to protect me.” She took a deep breath. “I
have no intentions of wedding Eachan.” She folded her arms
across her chest. “ Contrary to the stories Eachan is spreading,
my house wasn't violated by the highwaymen. ' Twas asimple
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accident that caused little damage.”

She looked at the women who gasped. “Please, fedl freeto
finish your tea. | have business to tend to and must excuse
myself.” Shewalked out of the room.

She balled her hands into fists and stomped down the
hallway to her office. How dare those women think they could
dictate to her? She flung open the door and it banged against
the wall. She reached for the door and stopped. Duncan sat
behind her desk.

“Having a bad morning?’ He pulled the bell for the maid.
“Would someteahelp?’

“What are you doing?’ She picked up a pillow from the
wing chair in front of the desk and threw it across the room.

Duncan rose and walked around to her. Helaid his hand on
her shoulder. “I did no’ mean to intrude.”

“What were you doing?’ Everyone seemed to have
decided she couldn’t take care of things by herself.

“1 was sorting your correspondence.” He smiled.

“1 can do that.”

The maid entered.

“Please bring some tea and scones.” Duncan took his hand
from Eirica’ s shoulder.

She stared at the maid as she disappeared out the door. “I
have had enough tea for this morning.”

“You have no' been eating. You need to keep up your
strength.”

“For al of those who depend upon me.” She stomped over
behind her desk and sat down. All her correspondence was
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stacked neatly. The bills to be paid were in one pile.
Correspondence from those she did business with were in
another. A third pile were condolences from neighbors.
“You'revery efficient as asecretary.”

“1 thought it would be easier if you did no’ have to worry
about everything at once.” He lounged in the chair with the
missing pillow. “Besides, Anne is too distraught to learn and |
did no’ know what to do with myself.” He leaned forward. “If
I’ve taken liberties | should no’ have, | am sorry.”

She stared at him. She wanted him to take other liberties.
Going through her correspondence really caused no problem.
“1 would have gotten to it.”

“Y es, but you have other things to tend to at the moment.”

The maid brought in a pot of tea and plate of scones.
Setting them on the table, she disappeared.

“Let me help you, Eirica. If nothing more, let me answer
those letters you got from your father's friends. 'Twill be
easier if you do no’ have to deal with them.”

“When your father died, did you receive many letters?’
She didn't want to read those letters yet. She pushed them
away. Reading how sorry others were would only make the
pain worse.

“Few. My father was no’ as wealthy as yours.” He picked
up the letters and stacked them, then laid them on the far
corner of the desk. “I know it upset my mother greatly, the
few shereceived.”

“1 would appreciate it if you'd answer them.” She laid her
hands on the desk. “There's so much to do.” She looked at
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him. His blue eyes offered comfort and she wanted to take it.
“1 don’t know where to start.”

“With that which is most important, and let the rest wait.”
He stood and walked around the desk. He rubbed her neck and
shoulders. “Why do you no’ lay down and this can al be dealt
with later.”

“l can't sleep when | do lay down.” She kept seeing her
father laying till on his bed. The emptiness within her
haunted her nights and was heavier than during the day. She
wanted to cry, but no tears came. No peace.

“Then lay on the settee and rest.” He continued to rub her
neck.

She leaned against him. “Maybe if | tend to some of the
business, | shall be tired enough to deep tonight.”

“Then the most important is on the top of the middle pile.”
Heleaned over her and reached for aletter.

She took it from him. He smelled of soap and liniment.
“How isyour cheek?’

“*Twill heal.”

“Your eyebrow will grow back.” She reached up and
touched the half eyebrow. “Y ou look rather like arogue.”

He gave her an impish smile. “The worst sort of rogue.”

She laughed. A norma laugh. He dways made her fed
like life wasworth living. “What isthis?’

“A letter from the man with whom you contracted to sell
thewool.”

“Heisduetomorrow. | shall have to check to make sure all
isin readiness.” Once the wool was gone and the money in the
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bank, she could rest easier. There would be enough to see
them through the winter, and everyone could stop being
nervous about her being able to pay her accounts.

“There's a problem.” Duncan moved and sat on the edge
of the desk.

She stared at him. A coldness seeped into her.

“He has changed his mind about the price.”

“1 haveit in writing.”

“His correspondence states that, with the demise of your
father, he'll be paying three pence apound less.”

“What?' She opened the letter and stared at the writing.
“Hecan't do this.”

“Hecan.”

As the old biddies had predicted. Many would try to take
advantage of her now she no longer had a man to protect her.
Asif her father had been any protection. He kept trying to sell
at what prices had been twenty years ago. “l shan't sdll to
him.”

“What options do you have?’

She looked at Duncan. “Are you saying | shall have to take
his offer?’

“No, lass. | am asking what other options there are. Who
else will buy thewool?” He stroked the side of her face.

She let the heat from his fingers seep into her and push
back the chill. The chill that seemed a permanent part of her
when she wasn’t with Duncan. “He offered the best price.”

“No longer.” He took her hand into his. “The Scarecrow
wanted to buy the wool.”
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“At aworse price than offered in this letter.” She wouldn't
have her wool stolen. It would keep until she could find a
buyer. One willing to pay the price she wanted.

“Keegan might be willing to come up on his price.”

“Aslong as|’'m part of it.”

Duncan laughed. “1 do no’ think he'll require you to be
part of it. He will be doing quite well to buy your wool. That
might be enough.”

“’Tis worth a chance.” She leaned against Duncan. “Do
you think he might leave if | offer to sell him the wool ?’

“It canno’ hurt to ask.”

She pulled the bell for the maid. “1 do know | shan't sell to
the other. | shall send a message to the village inn that he need
not present himself on the morrow.” She reached for a pen and
piece of paper.

The maid peeked around the door.

“Please have Mr. MacCalum come here. And | have a
|etter to be taken to the village. Have one of the men carry it in
immediately.” Eirica wrote her message and blew on the ink.
Then she folded the paper and dripped wax on the back. Using
her father's seal, she imprinted his mark on the paper. She
giggled. “I loved doing that when | was a wee child. He would
let me sedl al his correspondence and reseal all he received.”

Duncan kissed her on the cheek. “He loved you dearly,
lass.”

“And |, him.” She had been her father’s daughter. He had
taught her well and she had proved to be better at business
than he. He wouldn’'t have minded if he had redlized it. “I
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wish | could have one of those confusing conversations with
him now.”

Keegan entered the room and glared a Duncan. Duncan
moved around the desk and sat in the chair with the pillows
leaving the other for Keegan.

“1 have a business proposition for you.” Eirica smoothed
her skirt, then folded her handsin her lap.

K eegan sat on the edge of the wing chair.

“1 have some wool | wish to sell and you're in the market.”
She folded her fingers together. “However, I'm not selling at
the price my father quoted you. Asyou well know, my father’'s
mind was...”

“Slipping.” Keegan leaned forward, his fingers resting on
the edge of the desk.

“Yes. Slipping. | am, however, willing to sell it to you for
three pence a pound over the price he quoted.” She smiled and
wished her stomach would stop flipping. She wouldn’t make
as much as with the original offer, but two pence a pound less
to haveit taken care of at this moment would be worth it.

Keegan looked at her, then a Duncan. “Why is he here
while you are doing business?’

Eirica stared at Keegan. Maybe she’'d just keep the wool
and look elsewhere. “Because | asked him to be a witness to
any business since he's the only one about who doesn’t have
aninterest in me.”

Keegan looked back a Duncan. “Probably a wise idea.
The others wouldn't believe | wasn't up to something.” He
sighed and drummed his fingers against the top of the desk.
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“The market price is five pence more than what your father
offered to sell it to me. | can't cheat you under the
circumstances. | shal pay the five pence more.”

“Then you'll be on your way?' Maybe there would be one
less suitor to contend with.

“Oh, no. | shall send a correspondence by the next post so
payment and picking up the wool will be arranged.” He
smiled. “However, | have no intentions of leaving so the
Andersons have the advantage.” He dlid forward in his seat.
“Marry me, Eirica. | shall make you a fine husband. I'll take
good care of you and your sister.”

“That is sweet, Keegan, but | have no wish to wed.” She
lowered her head. She didn’t want to hurt his fedlings. “At the
moment, with everything that has happened, | can't make any
decisions about the future. I’'m in mourning.”

Keegan took her hand. “I know, Miss Eirica. Things will
seem better as time goes on. | shall wait.” He hurried toward
the door. “I must find one of your men to take my
correspondenceto town.”

“One problem resolved.” Duncan poured Eirica a cup of
tea. “You arelooking awfully pale. Y ou should rest.”

She shook her head. “How am | to get rid of them,
Duncan?’

He kissed her cheek again. “I know how to get rid of one.”

Sheraised her head and smiled. “ That isa start. Which?’

“Ranald. He does no’ seem to have much spirit for this
game. All he wanted was to buy some of your sheep. If you
sold him fifty head, he would gladly pack his bags and escape
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thisinsanity.”

“1 have no wish to sell any of my sheep. I've lost twenty
aready and given ten to the church.”

“How many lambs were born this year?’

“Sixty-eight.”

“How many survived?’

“All of them.”

“If you sell Randd fifty head, you are only twelve less
than last year. Next year you will have even more.” He picked
up her account book. A tinge of red crept up his cheeks. “I
looked over your records.”

She snatched the book from him and glared. “ Seeing what
the spinster isworth?’

“Eirica, you know better than that. | thought bribes might
get rid of some of them.”

“1 doubt it. They want it al.”

“’"Tisquiteabit.”

“Y ou want none of it.”

He looked at her for along moment. Pain shone from his
eyes. “None.”

She laid her hand on his arm. “I beg your forgiveness.
Everyone seems to want something or wants to tell me how to
manage my life.”

“| offer only suggestions.”

“1 know.” She sighed. He was the only one from whom she
cared to hear any suggestions.

“Your land can support only so many sheep. At that point,
you start losing sheep, wool and money. By selling Ranald
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some, your sheep will continue to be healthy and well-fed.”
He opened the book and pointed out figures, figures she'd
written in aneat, precise handwriting.

She nodded. The expanding flock would soon reach the
limit of what her land could support. “I shall make the offer.
Besides, after all he has suffered, 'tisthe least | can do.”

“He shows no redl interest in staying about, except to heal
from hiswounds.”

“The poor man. He did walk into the middle of quite a
muddle.” Eirica put down the ledger. “How am | to get rid of
the Andersons, Keegan and Eachan? None of them listen to
me when | say to leave. Eachan has the pastor and his wife
convinced | shall be safer staying with him, and he's bound
that he’Il move Anne and | to his house this afternoon.

“Keegan has already declared he won't leave. Carlton and
Grant wouldn’t be evicted by an order from Queen Victoria
herself.” She sighed. There had to be away to be rid of them.
If she were married to someone else, then they would have to
leave.

That’sit. She would marry. She looked up at Duncan. Of
course. It would be perfect. She would convince him to marry
her. Then he couldn’t leave her. Once they were married, he
would see reason and stay with her forever.

She would be free of therest. “| have the perfect plan.”

Hetook her hand. “What might that be, lass?’

“| shall wed you. Then the rest will haveto leave.”

Duncan’ s face turned ashen.
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CHAPTER 15

“No. Absolutely no’.” Duncan stared at Eirica, looking
into her green eyes. She was serious. Very serious.

“Duncan, 'tis the only way. If I'm wed, everyone will
leave me be.” She touched the bandage on the side of hisface.
Then she smiled. “It will work wonderfully. | shall have a
husband and all the suitorswill haveto leave.”

He took her hand in his. “I shall no' marry you. | have
nothing to offer.”

“That doesn’t matter. | have everything we need. You can
help me with the farm. You know a great dea about sheep.
Annelovesyou.” She clung to his hand.

“Eirica, sweet Eirica.” He kissed her fingers. If he were to
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wed, it would be to Eirica, but he wouldn’t wed a woman he
couldn’t support. Nor would he be clumped with the other
suitors and be accused of being after her money and land. “I
canno’ doit.”

“You must. Otherwise | shall never have any peace.”

“We could no' go to the minister and be wed anyway.
There would be a line telling him why it could no' be and
Spoiler of Reputationswould be thefirst in theline.”

“We could elope. Go to Gretna Green.” Her eyesimplored
him.

A twinge attacked his heart. He had promised Angus to
make sure she was fine, but this? This he couldn’t do. No
matter that Angus had told him what had happened to Eirica.
No matter that Eiricawanted him to do it. It wasto get her out
of the predicament that Angus had caused with his clouded
mind. Duncan didn’t marry awoman for those reasons, and he
wouldn’t wed until he could support a wife. “Eirica, this is
insanity.”

“It runs in my family.” She stood and placed her hands on
his shoulders. “’ Tis my only hope.”

“1 shall no' wed you.” Helet out along sigh.

Her face fell. “What am | to do? The suitors will never
leave. The old biddies in town will hound me until | submit
and they wish me to marry Eachan. They think him the best
match.” She sank back down into her chair.

He shoved his hands into his pockets. He wanted to take
her into his arms and tell her he would make everything turn
out right, but he couldn’t. “I shall no’ wed you, but | shall help
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you be rid of the suitors. Then you can decide what choices
you wish to make.”

“How do you plan to be rid of them?’ She laid her head
against the desk’ stop, her handsin her lap.

“We shall have a charade.” He wouldn't wed her for real,
but...

She peeked at him from under long lashes.

“We shall pretend we've eloped and are wed. Once the
others have l€eft, then I, too, can move on.” He would leave his
heart behind, but he would leave. Even pretending to be
married to Eirica would be painful, knowing it could not be
real.

“That won't convince Eachan, and he won't be leaving the
area.” Shesat.

“Even he will tireintime. I'm sure he'll find another wife,
as he did before when you refused to wed with him. He is no’
the type to wait long.” He lifted her chin and gazed into her
eyes. Eyesthat reminded him of the sea at sunrise.

She studied his face for a moment. “If you won't wed me
for real, then | shall take what | can get.” She sighed. “At least
| shall be shed of the suitors.” She took his hand and rubbed it
againgt her face. “When shall we leave?’

“’Tisquite adrive. First thing in the morning.”

“We mustn't tell anyone. They'll try to stop usif we do.”

“1 shall drive you out to inspect the sheep.”

“Won't they wonder if we take the buggy and I'm not in
my breeches?’ She frowned.

“We shall leave before breakfast so no one will notice.” If
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he hadn’'t promised Angus to protect Eirica, he would never
agreeto this charade.

She smiled at him and then frowned. “Do you think we'll
run into the highwaymen?’

“We'll be heading away from the village. Most of the
trouble has occurred between the village and here or on the far
side” He hoped they wouldn't meet the highwaymen. He
didn’'t wish to put her in danger. “We shall pray they’'re busy
elsewhere.”

* * *

Duncan sat in the garden and watched the moon crest.
Eirica had retired, hoping to rest before they set out on the
morrow. He leaned his elbows on his knees and rested his
head in his hands. Something more than a line of suitors
plagued this household. The bandage on the side of his face
attested to that.

He wanted to know who wished to harm Eirica Who
would try to burn her house and why? Her farm was worth a
great deal of money, but burning the house wouldn’t make it
more vauable. She could have been killed. Then who would
inherit the land or would it go on the auction block?

It seemed that Eirica alive would make it easier to obtain
the land. Unless someone planned for Anne to own the land.
Then he could become her guardian and have control of the
property until she came of age.

It had to be one of the suitors. No one else would gain
anything by doing her harm. Maybe the fire had been set to
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frighten off the rest. Who could have done it? They had al
been in their rooms when he' d sounded the dlarm.

He wouldn’t find the answers sitting in the garden.
Tomorrow he and Eirica had along trip in front of them. He'd
best get some sleep.

Their whole plan was crazy. Maybe just crazy enough it
would work and Eiricawould have peace once again.

Then he could get on with his life and forget the woman
who had stolen his heart, if that was possible.

He meandered back toward the house. Sleep had eluded
him since the fire. He kept listening for any untoward sound,
fearful for their safety. Knowing that men stood guard around
the house didn’t help.

A twig snapped behind him. He froze and listened. It could
be one of the men set to guard the house. “Who goes there?’

No reply came. He listened for any sound. Surely if one of
Eirica's men was patrolling, they would recognize him and
speak. “Hello there.”

A crackling noise came from beside him. He threw up his
arm as he turned. Something crashed against it. With his other
hand, he grabbed the stout stick and wrenched it from the
person on the other end. A black mask hid the man’s features,
but he stood nearly astal as Duncan.

Doubling hisfigt, he shoved it into the man’s stomach. An
ooof issued forth as the man doubled over, but he grabbed for
Duncan’s jacket. Duncan hit him again, connecting with his
jaw. A cracking sound followed the punch.

The man reeled backward and fell against a bush. He
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righted himself and drew a knife from beneath his jacket. He
lunged at Duncan.

The moonlight glinted off the blade. Duncan jumped to the
side and backward, avoiding the knife. He rammed his arm
across the man’s back and set him reeling. Duncan turned as
the man did. He'd readied himself for a second attack. The
man lunged, grazing Duncan's arm, dlicing through the
material of hiscoat and into hisarm.

Duncan bit down on his lip. He whirled around and waited
for the man to lunge again. He couldn’t let him get that close
again.

“Hey. What' s the ruckus?’ Humphrey shouted.

“Over here.” Duncan kept his gaze on the knife. His arm
stung and he didn’t wish to have it touch him again.

The sound of men stomping through the brush came from
behind him. “Mr. MacKinnon, where are you?’

“Here.”

Theintruder hesitated, then turned and ran.

“After him,” shouted Duncan.

Humphrey and two other men crashed past Duncan to
follow the man. Holding his arm, Duncan followed
Humphrey. A warm, sticky substance met his fingers and he
stopped. Pulling his hand from his sleeve, he looked at the
blood. The man had tried to kill him. His knees wobbled and
he sat down in the dirt for a moment.

Why? Why would anyone want to kill him?

Had someone seen him with Eirica? Had someone seen
them kiss? Did one of the suitors see him as a riva to be
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eliminated?

He would have to take extra care on the morrow. He might
be taking Eiricainto danger.

Maybe he could convince her to give up thisidea. Then he
could leave and maybe the incidents would stop happening.

Then maybe not. He had promised Angus he would make
sure Eiricawas safe.

He rose. He'd been hurt worse than this in the past. His
own brothers had done more damage to him. He would tend to
his wound. Tomorrow he would take Eirica away from here.
At least for a couple of days shewould be safe.

He wished they could take Anne with them. He would
worry about the child until they returned. He couldn’t even tell
her where they were going. The house might very well have
ears. They couldn’t take the chance.

He sighed and ripped his deeve away from the cut. It was
bleeding freely. Using the rags of his sleeve, he pressed them
againgt the wound. It would need to be stitched and that he
could not do aone, but hewouldn’t let Eirica know.

He heard the men clomping back through the brush. He
wrapped hisarm to stop the bleeding and waited for them.

“He got away.” Humphrey held a hoe in his hand. “On the
other side of the sheep pen he had ahorse.”

Duncan wanted to laugh. All the men were armed with
farm implements and ’'twas probably better he'd escaped.
They might have ended up harming each other. “You did a
fine job. Keep an eye on the house. Hopefully he will no’
return this night.”
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“Do you think he planned on attacking Miss Eirica?’
Humphrey removed his hat and wiped his brow.

“1 do no’ know, but we want to make sure no one getsinto
the house who does no’ belong there.” He didn’t think the man
was after Eirica, but he would take no chances.

“We can get extra men. They won't mind protecting her.”
Humphrey leaned against his hoe.

“We're probably safe for tonight, but a few extras will no’
hurt.” He motioned the men closer. “Nothing of this incident
isto be heard by Miss Eirica.”

“Oh, no, Mr. MacKinnon. We would never wish to alarm
her,” said Humphrey.

The other men nodded.

“Good.” He started toward the house.

“You're hurt. Do you need help?” Humphrey caught up
with him,

“’Tisnothing. | shall get Mrs. MacAlister totend toit.”

“Then good night, sir,” said Humphrey.

“Thank you.” Duncan laid a hand on the man’s shoulder.
“You saved my life.”

“We did nothing but scare him away.”

“That was enough.” Duncan could have bested him in the
end, or so he would like to believe, but he was just as glad he
hadn’t had to find out.

He eased the back door to the house closed and crept
toward the servants quarters. He didn’t wish to awaken
anyone else in the household. He rapped softly on Mrs.
MacAlister’s door.
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“Coming,” asleepy voice said through the door.

She peeked around the edge and stared at Duncan. “What
do you want?’ She tucked her hair under her nightcap. “Is
someone hurt?’ Her eyeswidened. “Miss Eirica?’

“No, me.” He held out hisarm.

“Gracious. Let me get my things.”

“Bring needle and thread. It needsto be stitched.”

Mrs. MacAlister joined him at the table in the kitchen. He
washed the blood away with cold water and inspected the
wound. It ran from his shoulder to his elbow, but was clean
and not jagged. The knife had been sharp. A shiver ran
through him. Goosebumps formed on hisarms.

She looked at the wound and shook her head. “What
happened?’ She patted the wound with a dry cloth, then
threaded her needle.

He told her about the attack through clenched teeth as she
sewed up the wound. Then she spread save on it and
bandaged it. Taking a damp cloth, she wiped the sweat from
hisface.

“You're looking like an accident victim.” She stoked the
fire in the stove and put on the tea pot. “Tea will cam your
nerves and mine.”

“You must no' tell Eirica about this.” He didn’t want her
frightened.

Mrs. MacAlister worried the edge of her wrapper. “She
will notice you'reinjured again.”

“No’ if | keep my shirt deeve over it and you do no’ say
anything. Only Humphrey and two others know of this. Until
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we find the man behind the attack, | do no’ want her to know.”

“l shan't tell her.” She poured them both tea. “Why are
they doing this, Duncan?’

He smiled at the use of his first name. She was the
housekeeper and above al the other servants and he was
nothing more than a servant. “If | knew, we could put it
behind us.”

“Protect her. That's what the master would have wanted. |
know he pleaded with you to marry her and take care of her.”
She looked at him for a long moment. “Pride can be an evil
thing. Don't let it cause harm.” She took along sip of her tea.
“Don't let her wed that man.”

“The Spoiler of Reputations?’ He smiled at her over his
cup. The woman was wiser than any of them knew.

“Yes. He's an evil man. | knew that when he first bid for
Miss Eirica's hand. | told Mr. MacDougall not to alow the
match. He was taken with Eachan MacFie, as was the missus.
He couldn't understand how Miss Eirica could turn him
down.” She set down her cup and rose. “Miss Eiricais awise
one and would never give her heart to a man unworthy of it.
Remember that.” Sheleft him sitting at the table.

* * *

“Without the magistrate's signature, no one will believe
we are wed.” Eirica held the piece of paper in her hand as she
sat on the edge of the bed. The inn room seemed stuffy and
small. There hadn’t been much available and they could only
ask for one room as they had supposedly just eloped.
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Duncan took the paper from her and walked to the small
wooden desk in the corner. “No one will know whether the
signatureisrea or no’.” He opened the bottle of ink and, with
the quill, signed the magistrate's name to the bottom of the
marriage certificate. “All legal and proper.” He blew on the
ink, then | eft the form to dry.

Eirica put her hand to her mouth and giggled. “ They won't
be able to prove otherwise?’

He shook his head. Turning the chair, he looked at her.

She glanced down at her hands. Never before had she been
aone with aman in an inn. Besides the chair that Duncan sat
in, only a bed and an armoire were in the room. Of course,
they had nothing to hang since they had brought no extra
clothing with them. They were supposed to be in the village
and everyone had expected them to return by late afternoon
yesterday.

Eirica glanced out the window. Darkness was all she could
see. “Do you suppose they found the note we left.”

“Anne would have gone to my room to find me when |
didn't come to pay a visit. I'm sure she found the note.”
Duncan rose and went to stand by the window. “I hope so0.”
She went and rested her hand on his shoulder, leaning her
head againgt his back. “I don’'t wish Anneto be scared.”

“I'm sure she will worry until we return, but no' over
much if she has found the note.” He turned and gazed into her
eyes.

She smiled at him. She wanted him to take her into his
arms and kiss her. She wanted him to touch her. Being near
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him started the butterflies that churned in her stomach at his
touch.

Duncan brushed the side of her face.

A shiver ran through her and she leaned into his hand. She
turned her face to kiss his pam.

“I'm sorry about the accommodations.” He stroked the
side of her face with histhumb.

“It couldn’'t be helped.” She lifted herself to her tiptoes and
kissed him.

He pulled her close and deepened the kiss. She groaned.
This might be her only chance of spending the night with a
man and, since everyone would assume she had, she truly
didn’'t want to waste the opportunity.

He broke the kiss and trailed soft pecks across her cheek
and down her neck. He nuzzled against her neck and a shiver
coursed through her. She wrapped her arms about his neck as
her knees went weak.

He pulled her arms from his neck and crushed her to him.
“’Tis but a sham and we need remember that.”

She nestled her head against his chest, hearing his heart
racing. “It doesn’t matter. 'Tis the only wedding | shall ever
have.” She pulled back and looked up at him. She smiled. “I
wish to once experience what men and women share.”

She didn’'t wish to see her face. It would be bright red.
Never had she been so brazen or wanton, but she didn’t care.
Shewanted to bein hisarms.

“Eirica, one day you'll find aman to be your husband.”

She had found the man she wished to wed. Even though
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her marriage was nothing more than a ruse to fool others, she
wanted this to be her wedding night. She wanted to spend the
night in hisarms. “I don’t wish to wed another.”

He held her for a long moment. “Eirica, we have a long
trip tomorrow and you should rest.”

She looked at him. “I don’'t wish to rest. I'm too excited.”

“Excited? What are you excited about?’ A warm smile lit
his eyes and wrapped itself around her, making her feel safe
and loved.

Did helove her?

She didn’'t know. At the moment, she didn’t care. She only
had this moment. She wouldn't let that cast a dark shadow on
her. She danced across the room and picked up the marriage
certificate. “I am a bride and my handsome husband stands
before me. How could | not be excited?’

“Eirica, "tis but pretend.”

She curtsied. “And pretend | shall. Does not my handsome
husband want me?’ She turned her bottom lip into a pout, then
giggled. The coldness and emptiness that had pervaded her
since her father's death a week past had deserted her. She
didn’'t want it to return. At least not yet.

“Any man would want you.” He laughed.

“Then pretend to be my husband.” She glided across the
room toward him.

He looked her up and down, his gaze burning through her.
“1 can only pretend so far.”

She lifted her chin and stared him in the eyes. “It's been a
very long time since | pretended, but I've watched Anne of
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late and | think | have figured it out.” Pretending to be
Duncan’ swife would come easily to her.

She stopped when she was barely a hair’'s breadth from
him. His breath caressed her face. She traced a line across his
burnt eyebrow. “Rogue. A rogue husband. That iswhat | shall
pretend.” She kissed him quickly.

He laughed. “What shall | pretend?’

“That I"'m your wife and you wish to bed me.” She held his
gaze, even though she wanted to glance elsewhere. She was
far from home. She could be brazen. She could take what she
wanted. Once they returned to her house, she would no longer
be able to pretend. Redity would return.

“1 do want you, Eirica.”

“Then take me.”

“1 canno’ despoail you.”

“Why not? Eachan has the world convinced he did.” She
cocked her head to the side. “I might as well have something
to go with my reputation.”

“Eirical” Hismouth fell open.

“Are you offended?’ She took in a deep breath to steady
hersdf. Trying to be forward was harder than she had
imagined and if she made him hate her for it, she would curl
into the emptiness of yesterday and follow her father to the
grave.

“Nothing you could do would offend me.” He pulled her
close. “I wish | had theright.”

“1 give you the right.” She leaned back so she could look
into his eyes. “Make me awoman, Duncan. No other man ever
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will. Please.”

He lifted her into hisarms and set her on the bed. “I canno’
take you. It would no’ be right.” He worked the buttons loose
on the back of her gown.

“| care nothing for right.”

His hands burned a path down her back. As the last button
came loose, he lifted the dress over her head and laid it across
the chair. He untied her petticoats and dipped them down her
legs. Soon she lay in nothing but her chemise and pantal oons.

She shivered and fought the urge to cover herself. Only her
maid had ever seen her wearing <o little clothing.

“You are beautiful, Eirica. The most beautiful woman |
have ever met.” He laid beside her, cradling her in hisarms.

She leaned her head against his shoulder. Her body burned
for histouch, but she wanted to cover herself also.

He kissed her, deepening the kiss until their tongues
danced together. Her body turned to liquid and she clung to
him. He kissed her neck, pushing against her neck until she
felt asthough their hearts beat as one.

Then he trailed kisses down her neck and across her chest.
He nibbled at the top of her chemise, kissing the top of her
breasts. With one hand, he rubbed her nipple through the
material.

Eirica gasped and dug her fingernails into his shoulder.
Slowly he pulled the ties loose holding her chemise closed.
She wanted to reach up and yank them free.

He pushed the material aside with his cheek and took her
nipple into his mouth. She sucked in her breath and held it.
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She had never felt anything so exquisite. She tangled her
handsin his hair, |etting the silkiness caress her hands.

He pushed the material away from her other breast and
nibbled at it, while he rubbed the taunt nub of the first with his
thumb. She arched her back, trying to force him to rub harder.
Her insides swirled and her body tingled. She wanted more.

He sat back on his knees and looked at her. “Beautiful.”

Eirica clung to the blanket beneath her, stilling the urge to
cover herself. She could see the passion in his eyes. She
wanted him to touch her more.

After several moments, she reached out to him. “Touch me
agan.”

He pulled the string of her pantaloons loose and pulled
them over her hips, his fingers burning a path as he touched
her. He kissed the inside of each ankle as he pulled her
garment free. After tossing it to the floor, he let his fingertips
drift back up her legs until they met in the middle.

Gooseflesh covered her body. She couldn’t breathe. The
heat from his hands set her flesh afire. He continued to rub the
top of her legs, running his fingers through the hair at the apex
of her legs. He nudged one leg over and rubbed his thumb on a
sensitive spot between her legs. Flashes of light exploded
before her eyes. She gripped the bedclothes, then reached for
him. Then she gripped the bedclothes again.

He lay beside her, never stopping his touch. She squirmed
against him. She pulled at the buttons on his shirt and tucked
her hands inside, rubbing his chest. She found the hard nubs of
his nipples and teased them with her fingers.
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He drew in a sharp breath and bent over her, kissing her.
He continued to rub the sensitive spot until she thought she
would lose her mind. Then suddenly, her body quivered
againgt his.

“Yes, lass. Yes” He crushed her against him as she
continued to quiver, hisfinger still touching her.

She thought she was dying. She thought her body would
come apart.

She wanted more. She wanted to feel him. She tried to
breathe. She reached out for him and dlid her hand down his
chest.

He groaned and captured her hand. “No, swest one.”

“1 want you. | know there’'s more,” she gasped. She wanted
to feel him inside her. She might be of no experience, but that
didn’t mean she didn’t know what to expect.

“1 shall not deflower you.” He kissed her and hugged her.
“Giveyou pleasure, but that isall.”

“What of you?’ She clung to him. Parts of her body still
quivered. Her mind wouldn’t focus.

“1 shall get my pleasure from yours.”

She tried to pull back and look at him, but he held her
tightly. She shivered and clung to him. “I want to give you
pleasure also.”

“You have, lass. You have.”

“1 want you to pleasure me again.” She rubbed her face
against his chest. “All the way thistime.”

Duncan groaned.
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CHAPTER 16

Annethrew hersalf at Eirica as she and Duncan entered the
back door. “Where have you been?’ Tears filled the child's
eyes.

Eirica hugged Anne and hoped she wouldn’t be able to tell
shelied. “To Gretna Green to be wed.”

Annelooked up at her sister, then at Duncan. “Truly?’

“Truly.” Duncan ruffled the child’s hair.

“We've been so worried about you.” Anne wiped at her
eyes as shelet loose of Eirica.

“We |eft anote in Duncan’sroom.”

“1 found no note. Y ou should have l€eft it in a better place.”
Anne put her hands on her hips. “’ Twasn't nice to worry us
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0.
Duncan laughed. “I hear Nanny McCall in that speech.”
Anne poked her chin in the air and tilted her head to the

side. “She was worried also.”

“1 apologize.” Eirica bent down and took Anne's chin in
her hand. “If we'd told anyone, someone might have tried to
stop us. The only way was to sneak away. We truly thought
you would discover the note.”

“1 shal forgive you.” A smile spread across Anne's face.
“But only because Duncan is now my brother.”

“Right familiar you are with him.” Eiricafrowned at Anne.

“1 shouldn’t have to call my brother Mr. MacKinnon.”

Duncan laughed again and put his hand on Eiricas
shoulder. “ She's probably right on that account.”

Eiricalooked at him and smiled. “Y ou're of no help.”

Anne grabbed Eirica’'s and Duncan’'s hands and pulled
them toward the front of the house. “Others are worried.” A
crease formed across her forehead. “Very worried.” Then she
giggled. “Oh, they’ll be very angry. Especialy Mr. MacFie.”

Eirica groaned. “He isn’t here?’ She had no desire to deal
with Eachan yet. She'd rather ded with the others first and
send them on their way.

“He has been since you didn't arrive in the village to meet
the wool buyer.” Anne continued to pull them toward the
parlor.

Eirica pulled back on Anne's hand. “What are you doing
out of the nursery without Nanny?’

“She had a sick headache and | wanted some milk.” Anne
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squared her shoulders. “I’'m old enough to fetch myself some
milk.”

“That’s what the maids are for.”

Anne glanced down at her shoes, then back at Eirica. “I
was scared you'd left me and | was adone.”

Eirica scooped Anne into her arms. “Never would | leave
you.” She brushed her hair back from her face. “I’ll adways be
here to tend to you.”

Anne looked up at her.

A twinge plucked at Eirica's heart. She should have told
Anne rather than leaving a note, but she’'d feared the suitors
would learn of her plan and follow her and then her ploy
would never work. “1 didn’t mean too worry you.”

“You're dl the family | have.” A hiccup escaped Anne. “I
don’t want to be done.”

“Sweetheart, you'll never be alone.” Eirica hugged her
again. “That «till does not excuse your skulking about the
house without letting Nanny know.”

Anne scuffed her shoe against the floor. “No one would
tell me anything. They think me a child.” She looked up at
Duncan. “From the kitchen | can go into the dining room and
hear what the men say. Then | know what is happening.”

“You are but achild.”

“1 am seven and quite grown up.”

“And deserving of knowing.” Duncan swept her up into
hisarms. “We did no’ mean to bring you sorrow or worry. We
shall no’ do so again.”

Anne snuggled her head against his shoulder.
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“Now, you must go back to the nursery or Nanny will have
apoplexy...and you would no’ want to be the cause of that.”
Duncan set her on the floor. “What happensin the parlor isno’
for even quite grown up girls of seven.”

Anne sighed. “Fine.” She stomped toward the stairs. “I
shall be glad when I’ m old enough to hear everything.”

Eirica laughed. “Sometimes ’tis more pleasant to be left
out.” She wanted to go to the nursery with Anne. Facing the
men in the parlor wasn’t something she relished. Would they
be able to make their ploy work?

She straightened her shoulders and they stood outside the
open parlor door. Duncan placed his arm about her, his hand
resting on her waist. She leaned into him, glad he
accompanied her.

Mrs. MacAlister stood at the far side of the room, wiping
her eyes with a handkerchief and worrying one edge of her
apron. “ Something terrible has happened to them.”

“’Tis that man. The governess.” Eachan’'s face was bright
red and his hands were clenched into fists. “Instead of taking
her to the village, he took her out into the woods somewhere
and ra—"

“1 shan't hear such talk.” Gilliskel pushed himsdlf off the
settee. “Mr. MacKinnon is a true gentleman and would never
harm our Eirica.”

“She is not your Eirica” snapped Eachan. “We have
looked everywhere. No other explanation exists.”

“The highwaymen got them,” Mrs. MacAlister sobbed.

Grant poured himself more brandy. “The highwaymen
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have never killed anyone. Only robbed them and left them
without transportation. The governess, on the other hand, we
know nothing about.”

“1 recommended him.” Gilliskel took the glass from Grant
and took adeep drink.

“The highwaymen nearly killed me.” Ranald wobbled over
to the table with the brandy.

“They’'re dead. | know they’'re dead,” Mrs. MacAlister
wailed.

Duncan gently pushed Eirica forward into the room.
“We're dive and quite fine.” His voice boomed around the
room.

Everyone stopped and stared at them. Mrs. MacAlister
blew her nose loudly. Carlton raised his eyebrows and swore
under his breath. Gilliskel walked as fast as his feeble legs
would take him across the room and hugged Eirica.

“Weareso glad.” Tearsshonein his eyes.

Guilt assailed Eirica. When she'd made her plan, she'd
never thought about how distraught everyone would become.

Gilliskel looked into her eyes. “You're sure nothing
untoward has occurred?’

She nodded.

“We have been to Gretna Green.” Duncan pulled her close.

“What?' Eachan’s voice held disbelief tinged with fury.

“We eloped.” Eirica raised her head a bit higher in
challenge.

Mrs. MacAlister flew across the room and hugged Eirica,
nearly knocking Gilliskel from his feet. “Why did you not let

268



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

us know?’

Eirica waved her hand in a circle. “Because al of these
would have done anything to stop us.”

“We were so worried.” Mrs. MacAligter sniffled. “I had
visions of terrible things happening.”

Eirica laid her hand on Mrs. MacAlister’s shoulder. “We
didn’t mean to worry you.”

“I must tell Anne.” Mrs. MacAlister started to turn.

“We met her as we entered the house.” Duncan reached
out and stopped the housekeeper. “Please, bring some
refreshments. We are quite famished after our travels.”

“And a round of drinks so we might toast the couple.”
Gilliskel patted Eirica s shoulder.

“l shan't drink to such a union.” Eachan stomped across
the room and glared at Duncan. “What right did you have to
wed her?’

Duncan shrugged, but his hold on Eirica' s waist tightened.
“As much as any. | promised Angus before he died that 1I'd
take care of her.”

“He wants nothing but to steal your farm.” Eachan drew
himself up. The side of his neck pulsed.

“You had other thoughts?’ Eirica stared him straight in the
face. “My reputation, then my land. That's al you ever
wanted.”

“1...1 did it for your own good,” Eachan sputtered.

“Hah!” She swept by him. “1 would love some sherry. It's
been along journey.”

K eegan rose from the settee and offered her a seat.
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She glanced at where her father has spent his last days and
moved over to a chair and perched on the edge. Grant handed
her aglass of sherry. Silence hung like a shroud in the room.

Duncan moved and stood behind her, his hand resting on
her shoulder.

Eachan paced back and forth. He glowered at Duncan.
“Thisisn't an acceptable marriage.”

“Why?" Eirica leaned back in the chair, drawing strength
from Duncan. All they had to do was convince everyone that
the wedding was real and she could be shed of the lot of them
and return to her life. It hadn’'t been the happiest life, but at
least it didn’t have the constant turmoil the suitors caused.

Eachan |ooked down his hose. “He' s nothing—atutor.” He
walked over and stood in front of Eirica. “Y ou are awoman of
means. He' s doing nothing but taking advantage of you.”

“So you said.” She smiled at him, forcing herself to ignore
the pounding of her heart and the sweating of her hands.

Eachan looked up at Duncan. “I shal have the marriage
annulled.”

“You canno’ do that,” Duncan said.

“I'll have my solicitor look into it.” A smile spread across
Eachan's face. “That is what | shall do. He will have this
marriage set aside. After al, Eiricais but afemale and onein
mourning who has made a mistake in judgment. Her grief
alowed her to be swept away into such a scheme.”

“’Tistoo late for that.” Duncan patted Eirica’ s shoulder.

She glanced down. Discussing what had transpired
between her husband and her wasn't a pleasant aspect. She
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didn’'t wish to have her face turn the shade of a beet. She
nodded. “’ Tistoo late.”

Eachan's face became redder. The glass in his hand
shattered. “It doesn’t matter. He took advantage of you.”

“l proposed to him.” Eirica righted herself and stared
directly at Eachan.

“What?' Eachan sputtered.

“You heard me.” She took a sip of her sherry. “Now the
matter is closed. I'm wed to Duncan and so it will stay.” She
set the glass down on the table next to her. “Supper will be
served shortly. You may al join us in a celebration of our
union.” She drew in along breath. “However, on the morrow,
| expect dl of you to find other accommodations. We don’t
wish to have ahouse full of guests.”

Eachan took a step closer to Eirica. Duncan stepped in
front of her. Eachan raised a fist and waved it in Duncan’s
face. “Thismatter isnot closed.”

Duncan captured Eachan’s fist. Eachan’s arm bent
backward as he tried to shake Duncan off.

“You will leave our home now.” Duncan released Eachan.
“You will never threaten my wife again.” He took a step
toward Eachan.

Eachan stepped backwards, rubbing his fist. “This isn't
over.” He stomped from the room.

Chillsran down Eirica s back. Eachan would cause trouble
if he could, but she didn’t know what he could do. They had a
paper from the magistrate saying they were married. If only
the solicitor would arrive with a copy of Father's will that
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might help, but she doubted it. Who would inherit Father's
land if something happened to her? The land was what all of
them wanted. All of them but Duncan.

He perched on the arm of the chair and put his arm around
her. “’ Twill be dl right, love.” He smiled at her.

She smiled back.

“Such boorishness.” Gilliskel raised his glass. “I wish to
make atoast to the couple.”

“Oh, for God's sake, Father, she was to be your bride.”
Carlton threw himself down on the settee.

“She's a beautiful young woman who would want no
marriage with me.” Gilliskel smiled. “Duncan is the perfect
match for her. They make alovely couple.”

“Can Eachan do anything about the marriage?’ Keegan
leaned against the back of the settee where Gilliskel sat.

“If anyone can, he can.” Grant took along drink from his
glass.

“Then maybe al is not lost.” Carlton smiled. “We shall

“Quiet!” Gilliskel’s voice rose. “I wish to make a toast.”
He glared at the men. “I want to hear no more about setting
aside a marriage that is right and proper.” He paused and
looked from one to the next.

“But, Father—" Carlton started.

“No more.” Gilliskel fixed him with a glare. After severd
seconds, he turned to Eirica and smiled. “To the bride and
groom. May they find the happiness in marriage that | found
and Angus found. He would be most proud. May they have
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many offspring to care for them in their old age.” He raised his
glass.

Eirica raised her glass, then took a sip. She wished the
marriage was real and all that Gilliskel had wished them
would come true.

* * *

Eirica cut roses to put on the dinner table. She hoped the
color would improve her mood. The suitors had yet to leave
her house and, even though they seemed to believe she and
Duncan were wed, she wasn't sure that they had yet conceded
defeat. Anger had spewed from Eachan like venom and she
knew he would try to have the marriage set aside.

With luck, she could berid of the suitorsin the next couple
of days. Gilliskel was happy for her, but his sons seemed in no
hurry to leave. Gilliskel’s hedlth did seem to be failing ever
since her father had passed on. She hoped he wouldn’t join her
father just from the sadness.

She snipped a bright yellow rose. Sunshine and happiness.
What she would have if Duncan were truly her husband. What
her father and mother had had, but al she had was a facade.

“Why, Miss Eirica, you look pensive.” Keegan's voice
interrupted her thoughts.

She wanted to groan. She had hoped to be alone in the
garden. Alone for just a few moments without listening to
everyone bicker. It wore down the soul. “I thought you'd be
packing.”

He smiled at her. “I'm in no hurry.” He took her basket.
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“Come and sit on the bench. 'Tis so quiet here.” He took her
arm and led her to the bench across the garden. He set the
basket of flowers on the ground.

“I really must put those in water before they wilt.” Eirica
till held the yellow rose.

“Nonsense. Sit and visit with me.” Keegan indicated the
bench. “You look as though you could use someone with
whom to talk.”

She had nothing to say to him, except “Go home.” He
didn't look as though he would listen. “Have you made
arrangements for the wool to be shipped?’

“Yes.” He sat and patted the bench beside him.

She remained standing. “When will that be?’ Once the
wool was gone, Keegan would no longer have areason to stay.

“The beginning of next week.” He took the yellow rose
from her and put it in the basket. “Payment will be here the
end of this week.” He smiled. “Now that business has been
taken care of, sit and talk with me. We never got a chance to
speak done. The others were dways nearby.”

She wondered where the others were and why they hadn’t
descended upon them dready. “Where are the others?’

“Mr. Anderson is resting and his sons have gone into the
village.” He took her hand. “Ranald is a so resting.”

She tried to pull free, but he tightened his grip. “I'm
surprised they risked going, what with the highwaymen and
al.”

“They said they had important business to tend and would
be back in time for supper.” He rubbed the back of her hand
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with histhumb. “It gives us a chance to be alone.”

“’Tis unseemly for me to be aone with you, Mr.
MacCalum. I'm a married woman and | do not think my
husband would be pleased with you holding my hand.” She
wished Duncan hadn't gone to see Humphrey. Maybe he
would come looking for her.

“| shall release your hand if you promise to sit with me for
afew moments.”

She stared at him. She didn’t fear the scarecrow and as
long as the others weren’t about to argue, she supposed she
could show her manners and entertain her father's guest for a
few minutes. “Only for a moment. | must get the roses in
water and check on Anne.”

“She’ swith her nanny and doesn’t need your attention.”

“Yes, Mr. MacCallum, she does. Even more so since
Father passed on.” She sighed and sat next to him. She wanted
her hand back.

He held her hand for a moment, staring into her eyes, then
released it. “Y ou're avery beautiful woman.”

She looked down. “Thank you, but 'tis unseemly for you
to be paying me such compliments.” She wanted to laugh.
Now she and Duncan had announced their marriage, Keegan
truly wooed her. Before that, al the suitors had done was
bicker among themselves. The whole situation seemed
ludicrous.

“Oh, but | can’'t help myself. Never have | been in the
company of such abeauty.” Helaid his hand on her knee.

“Mr. MacCdlum.” She made her voice harsh.
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“Please call me Keegan.” He didn’t move his hand.

She picked it up and put it on his own knee. “I must go in
now.”

He put his hand back on her knee. “Now, Eirica, you don’'t
need to hurry. ' Tis not your responsibility to care for the child.
You have servants who are capable of making sure the
household runs smoothly.” He gave her a crooked smile. “I
only wish afew moments of your time.”

“1 don't know of what we have to speak now that we've
discussed the wool.”

He pressed down on her leg. “I only told you of the
arrangements because you asked. Now that you have a
husband, | shall deal with him.”

Anger flashed through her, red hot. Just as the merchants
had assumed she wouldn't pay once her father had passed on,
Keegan assumed she would turn the running of the farm over
to Duncan without another thought. “’ Tis till my farm and |
am still in charge.”

“Nonsense.” He patted her leg.

She rose, but he grabbed her arm and pulled her down
beside her. “A husband is the one to take charge of the
business dealings.”

“Duncan isn't yet acquainted with the business side of the
farm.” She pried his hand from her arm. “Unhand me.”

“If you'll sit and listen to me.”

“Mr. MacCallum, | have nothing to discuss with you.” She
looked toward the house, hoping to see one of the servants.
Then she would have an excuse to escape and he couldn’t

276



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

detain her without causing an incident.

“Keegan.” He smiled.

A shiver ran down her back. He might look like a
scarecrow, but a the moment she wished to be anywhere but
with him. She wanted to rub her arm where he'd grabbed her,
but she wouldn't give him the satisfaction of knowing he'd
hurt her.

He shook his head. “1 don’t know why you would marry a
man such as Duncan. He's nothing but a tutor. A penniless
tutor at that.”

“His financia standing is none of your concern.” She
bristled a his comments and wanted to wipe the smirk off his
face.

“Of courseitis.” He frowned and looked at the ground for
a moment. “Your father invited me here, not only to buy the
wool, but to be your husband. He understood you needed a
man of businessto care for you and your sister.”

“1 do quite well tending to the both of us, aswell asto the
business of thefarm.”

“A woman as lovely as yourself shouldn’t have to tend to
such matters. Y ou should be entertaining the other wives from
the neighboring farms and the village. Y ou should engage in
more ladylike pursuits.” He nodded as though agreeing with
himself. “Yes. Y ou should tend the roses and have tea.”

“What | do with my time is my own business.” Men
always thought a woman should sit in the parlor and entertain
or sew. She found nothing of interest to talk about with other
women. They didn’t understanding sheep and she didn’t much
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care for sewing or household management. Mrs. MacAlister
did afine job of keeping the household running and she left
thejob to her.

He looked at her. “But, Eirica, wouldn’t you rather not
have the burden?’

“1 enjoy tending the farm.”

“1 find that hard to believe.” He patted her knee. “You just
have known nothing else since your father fell ill. Now you
have a chance to have anormdl life.”

It would do no good to argue with him. “I shall, for now |
am married and have a husband to help with the farm.”

“He' s the wrong husband for you.”

She stared into his eyes. He meant what he said. “How do
you know that?’

“As| said, heisawastrel and unworthy of you.”

“’Tis not your place to make such a judgment.” Keegan
didn't know how much Duncan knew about running the farm
and what a shrewd businessman he realy was. Then, none of
them saw anything but the fact Duncan had come to teach
Anne.

“Your father made it my place” He took her hand. “He
asked meto care for you when he was gone.”

“Things have changed since then.”

“Not truly.”

She blinked. He didn’'t seem to want to acknowledge that
the contest to win her hand was done. She'd given her hand to
another and wouldn't take it back. “Mr. MacCalum, | have
chosen with whom | shall spend my days.”
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“It wasn't a choice worthy of you.”

“Andyou are?’ Sheraised her eyebrows as she said it.

“Of course. Otherwise your father wouldn't have invited
me.”

“’Tistoo late.” Now, she was even more thankful she and
Duncan had announced their marriage.

“’Tis not too late.” He turned her hand over and drew
circleson her pam.

She yanked her hand away from him. “That is not proper,
Mr. MacCalum.” Sherose. *Y ou must excuse me.”

He grabbed her arm. “Eirica, | want you for my wife.”

“I"'m wed to another, Mr. MacCallum and 'tis unseemly for
you to act in this manner.” She would have a bruise on her
arm. Duncan would be furious if he found out Keegan had put
it there.

“Your wedding to Duncan is a sham.” He tightened his
grip. “He seduced you into marrying him while you were in
mourning.”

“He did nothing of the sort.”

“Now, Eirica, we both know he did. He's after your
money.” A smile flitted across his face. “Being upset about
your father’s death, you were taken in by him.”

“No such thing happened.” She couldn’t tell Keegan that
Duncan’s pride had refuse to alow him to wed her for true
and she hated the fact that others assumed he was only after
her money.

“l shan't argue with you about the matter.” He rose and
pulled her to him. “1 want you to be my wife. | shall take care
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of you and see that you want for nothing.”

“1 want for nothing now, except for you to release me.”
She pushed against him.

He tightened his grip. “Tell the truth and be shed of
Duncan. Then you'll become my wife.”

“There is no truth of which to be shed.” She gritted her
teeth and pushed against him.

“Of course thereis. You don’t wish to be wed to one such
as him. | shall forgive you the fact you have been with him.
"Tis not like you were unsullied anyway. | shall forgive all
your transgressions. Y ou'll become my wife.” He kissed her.

She screamed against his mouth and wrestled to be free of
him. He held her tighter, deepening hiskiss.

She gagged and beat on his shoulders, but he wouldn’t
release her. She stomped on his toe and jammed her knee
againgt him. After years of working with men, she knew how
to defend herself. Her father had instructed her at an early age,
since she was aways at the sheep pens, but she’ d never had to
defend herself before.

He cried out and released her. She gathered her skirts and
ran for the house.

280



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

CHAPTER 1/

“l cannho’ do this.” Duncan sat in the blue wing chair,
hugging the pillow, and staring at Eiricain her nightdress. The
white garment covered her from her neck to her ankles, but it
clung to her breasts in spite of the lace down the front. Her
blonde hair hung like a veil around her face. She looked like
an angel.

His body responded to her and he kept the pillow in his
lap.

“If we don’t share aroom, they’ll know for sure we're not
wed.” She clasped her handsin her lap, looking demure.

Damn. What bit of lunacy had gotten him into this
situation? “Yes, love, but...” He shook his head. For four

281



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

nights on the road he had kept his passion in control, but then
she'd been dressed in a heavy black wool dress. That had
tested his resolve aimost to the breaking point. Now she
smelled of lavender and soap. The white garment clung to her
form when she moved around the room, showing every curve.
He wanted her, but he wasn't her husband and he had no right.

“Thischarade...”

She looked up a him. “This charade was necessary to
salvage what isleft of my life.”

He nodded. This charade would be his undoing. “1 want a
drink.”

“1 can ring for the maid.” She stood.

He groaned as the nightdress outlined her bottom. “I’ll go
downstairs and get something.” He stood and bolted to the
door. “Do you want anything?’

“Some tea and seeif any sweets are left from supper.” She
smiled at him. “I couldn’t eat with everyone glaring. Now I’'m
hungry.”

So am |. But not for sweets from the kitchen. “I'll see what
I canfind.”

“Don't take too long.” She plumped up a pillow and her
nightdress clung to her backside as she leaned over the bed.

“l shall no'.” He exited the room and leaned against the
closed door, drawing in severad deep breaths. This would be
the longest night he’'d ever spent. How was he to lay next to
her and not take her? He couldn’t get her with child. That
would only immerse them into this charade farther with no
hope of coming out the other end.
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He meandered down the steps. Everyone else in the house
was abed, probably sleeping. He crept about like a thief
because he couldn’t stay in the same room with his“wife.”

As he passed the table in the hallway, he picked up a
candle and lit it. No sense in skulking about in the dark. He
took several steps, then heard a board creak. He paused and
listened. This house had plenty of creaks, but he wanted to
make sure that no one else was here. He heard another creak.
From the back of the house.

He blew out the candle and listened, while his eyes
adjusted to the moonlight. He crept forward in his stockinged
feet. Someone else was creeping about the house. It could be a
servant or one of the men from upstairs looking for something
to eat, but he needed to be sure. He didn't relish being burnt to
death in his bed.

Nor would he alow the woman who owned his heart to
cometo harm.

He opened the door to the kitchen and gave a prayer of
thanks when it didn't creak. He dipped into the kitchen. A
shadow disappeared out the other door toward the back stairs
leading to the third floor.

Duncan followed. He dipped into the hallway as the
shadow paused at the bottom of the stairs. Something about
the figure didn’t appear right. Servants would have lamps and
so would the suitors. They wouldn’t want to trip and fall in the
dark.

He grabbed the figure by the shoulder. It swung at him,
grazing his cheek. He punched it in the stomach. An “oof”
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greeted him. Something crashed to the floor as the doubled-up
shadow dlithered toward the door. The smell of kerosene
wafted toward him. Duncan made another grab for it, but it
pushed him away and he skidded to the side, avoiding the
broken lamp on the floor.

The shadow disappeared out the door. Duncan raced out,
but he couldn’'t see anyone. Where were the guards? Surely
everyone had been told Eirica had returned and they no longer
looked for her but guarded the house.

He waked down the path a ways, then turned back to the
house. After bolting the back door, he found a towel and
wiped up the kerosene. He had to find out who was set on
burning down Eirica’'s house. None of them would be safe
until he did.

He stood in the kitchen for several moments, then lit a
lamp. Eirica would wonder what had happened to him and he
didn't want her wandering about the house at night. No one
seemed safe. Tomorrow he would talk with Humphrey and
make sure more guards were posted. Whoever was behind this
liked the cover of darkness. Maybe, he'd do guard duty
himself. It would be better than laying next to Eirica.

He sighed and stoked up the fire to make his “wife” some
tea. Then he dug around to find something to eat. He' d take up
food for both of them. At least that would keep them busy for
ahit.

Arranging the tray, he blew out the lamp and walked back
to the bedroom. He knocked softly. The glow from the lamp
framed Eirica as she opened the door and it aso illuminated
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her body beneath the fine linen material. He steadied the tray
and took a deep breath.

“1 was about to go searching for you.”

“1 had to heat the water.” He would tell her of the incident
later. She had enough matters to concern her. He set the tray
down on the small table.

She sat in the chair across from him. “Thank you.” She
poured herself some tea. Then she picked up a piece of cold
mutton and took abite.

He laughed. “I forgot aknife and fork.”

Her face glowed. “No matter. We can eat with our fingers.
There are none about to scold.” She held a piece of meat to his
mouth.

He took a bite. The light shone about her head like a hao.
He looked down at the tray. If he stared at her too long, he
would be lost. He picked up atart and held it up for her.

She took a hite and berries squirted out the side and down
hisfingers. She giggled, then licked the sticky filling from the
side of hishand.

Her tongue against his skin melted his resolve. He stared at
her mouth and rose from the chair. He pulled her lips away
from his hand and kissed her. She tasted of berries.

She laughed, and it was a sound filled with happiness,
something he seldom heard coming from her. She picked up a
tart and held it to his mouth. “You may have your own. You
don’t need to steal mine.”

“It tastes so much better on your lips.”

She dipped her finger in the filling and smeared it on his
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lips. Reaching up, she kissed him. Smiling, she leaned back.
“You'reright. It tastes better on your lipsthan aone.”

Duncan picked up a napkin and wiped her face and hands,
then wiped his own. She leaned her head back and pursed her
lips, then ran her tongue from one side to the other. “Getting
thelast of the berries.” She arched her eyebrows at him.

“Oh, Eirica, what am | to do?’

Sherose and put her arms around his neck. “Love me.”

“1 have no right.”

“1 giveyou theright.”

He nuzzled her neck and pressed his lips against her neck
where he could feel her heart beating. She shivered against
him.

He scooped her into his arms and carried her to the bed.
Laying next to her, he pulled her tight. “Y ou are so beautiful.”

She pressed her lips against his neck. He rubbed his hand
down her back, feeling the dip just before her hips flared. He
pressed her againgt him, his body aching to take her. “I
should—"

She pressed her finger against his lips. “l love you,
Duncan. | wish nothing more than to lie with you once
before—"

“If you become—"

“Shh.” She kissed him and ran her hands over his chest.

He leaned her back and kissed her neck. Unbuttoning the
front of her nightdress, he kissed a trail down her flesh. She
smelled wonderful, the scent of lavender filling the air around
him. He'd never wanted a woman the way he wanted her.
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He' d touched her and pleasured her, but he wanted all of her,
even though he knew he shouldn’t.

She drew in her breath sharply as his lips brushed the top
of her breasts. He folded back the material and looked at her
skin in the soft glow of the lamp. Her taunt rose nipples made
a sharp contrast with her white skin. He laved her nipple with
his tongue, feeling her writhe beneath him. Her moan made
his body tense.

He pulled up the material of her nightdress, running his
fingers along the inside of her leg. She gasped. His hand dlid
between her legs, touching her, making her wriggle more.

Eiricatugged at his shirt, pulling the buttons free. She did
her hands inside and rubbed his nipples. He drew in a sharp
breath. He wanted her. He needed her.

He continued to rub between her legs, letting her wetness
cling to his hands. He dlid his fingers into her and she raised
her hipsto him.

“Please, Duncan. Please.”

He captured her breast as he continued to dide his fingers
in and out of her. Her softness caressed his fingers. She pulsed
around his fingers and he thought he would lose control.

She pulled at his trousers and unbuttoned them. Wrapping
her hand around him, she ran her fingers down his length. He
gasped.

Rolling her on her back, he sat up and shed his pants. With
her nightdress bunched up around her waist, he knelt over her.
He lowered himself and entered her slowly. Pulling her to
him, he held her as he pushed himself into her. He held his
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breath, forcing himself to control the waves of need and want
that flooded him. When he felt resistance, he stopped and
captured her lips with his. Then he plunged into her as she
cried out against him.

He lay till for several moments, rubbing the side of her
face. “'Tis over.” He moved slowly out of her, then back in
again. She shuddered, then raised her hipsto meet him.

He plunged into her over and over, until nothing but
feeling and need filled him. He felt her pulse around him and
he raised his head and roared, spilling his seed into her.

He collapsed to the side and pulled her with him. “My
God, you are so beautiful.”

She lay across him, her body trembling. He stroked her
back. She clung to him, her fingernails digging into the flesh
of hisarms.

“Thank you,” she whispered.

He stroked her hair. For a moment, he could dream she
was his wife. He would aways have this moment to
remember. He pulled her close and kissed her.

* * *

Eirica sat in the garden watching the baby finches hopping
in and out of their nest. She laughed as they chirped and
pecked at each other, then hopped back to the safety of their
home.

She folded her hands in her lap atop her black linen dress.
The sun bore down on her, but she didn't feel truly warm.
Once she had felt safe in her home like the baby birds. Now,
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she wasn't sure. Even with Duncan here, she didn’t fedl truly
safe. Someone wanted to do her harm and she didn’'t know
why.

She missed Father. Even in his addie-minded state, she
wished he were here to cause her trouble. She wanted to share
the little happiness she had with him.

The happiness Duncan brought to her. The happiness
Duncan would take with him, for he still insisted he would
leave as soon as he could do so without causing aterrible stir.
Of coursg, if the suitors would go home, that would help
matters. Instead, they had taken up residence at the village inn
for the last two weeks. All, except Ranald, who had had the
good sense to depart for hishome.

Since that first night a fortnight ago, Duncan had refused
to share her bed. He dept in the chair and often had
disappeared before she awoke. He tended to Anne and to
much of the work around the farm, giving her time to do what
she pleased. Unfortunately, she didn’t please to do much. She
had spent hours in the garden watching the birds.

Father had loved this time of year. Everything was in
bloom. The baby finches were up to their antics. He would sit
where she sat now, watching.

Father was gone and she needed to go on with her life. She
didn’'t know what would happen, but she couldn’t spend the
rest of her days sitting and watching birds. She had a farm to
tend and a sister. She would go and write the letter and see if
she could engage a new governess. She had put it off long
enough. Duncan would leave when he felt things were well in

289



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

hand, whether they had a new governess or not. Besides, as
her husband he shouldn’t be Anne's governess. She sighed
and leaned forward. She brushed at a spot on her black skirt.
Black. A terrible color for anew bride to be wearing, but then,
shewasn't really anew bride.

The door to the parlor crashed open behind her and she
stood to see to the commotion. Eachan pushed past Mrs.
MacAlister.

“Sir, Miss Eirica isn't recelving guests today.” Mrs.
MacAlister tried to move in front of him, her hands folded
across her chest.

“Out of my way, woman. | shal see Eirica now.” He
reached out to shove the housekeeper aside.

“Eachan!” Eirica shouted. She entered the parlor. “How
dareyou act soin my house.”

Heglared at Eirica. “Tell her to be gone.”

Eiricastudied hisface for amoment. The anger came from
him like a great black wave. She shook her head. “1 think not.
She will stay.” She had been aone with him before when he
had been in such an ire and she knew him capable of harming
her. She didn’t relish being a one with him again.

Eachan stormed across the room toward Eirica. “l have
business with you that you won't wish your servants to be
privy to.”

Eirica laughed, a rough sound. “As if the servants are not
privy, whether they stay in the room or not.” The chill that
clung to her seeped into her bones. She wanted to be out in the
sun again.
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“Mrs. MacAlister may go.” Duncan strode into the room.
He went to Eiricaand wrapped his arm around her shoulders.

The front door dammed. Carlton, Grant and Keegan
rushed into the parlor.

“Have we missed anything?’ Carlton bent over, his hands
againgt his knees, panting.

Eachan glared at the men.

“You could' ve waited.” Keegan leaned against the door.

Eirica groaned. “Why have you burst into my home
unannounced and uninvited?’

“To prove to you that...that this man cares nothing for
you, but is using you to obtain your property.” Eachan held a
paper in his hand and waved it in Duncan’s face.

Duncan made a grab for the paper, but Eachan moved out
of hisreach.

Eachan smiled at Eirica. “I told you | would have my
solicitor take care of this matter and get you out of this
dreadful marriage.”

Eirica leaned against Duncan. If Eachan held an
annulment, she and Duncan could handle that. She could go to
the magistrate and swear she didn’t want her marriage to
Duncan annulled. What wasn't couldn’'t be set aside anyway.
But none but Duncan and she needed to know that. “I don’t
wish to have my marriage annulled.”

“He doesn’t hold an annulment.” Grant smiled and waked
over to where the whiskey bottle sat. He poured himself a
drink and took along swallow.

Eiricaheld her breath. What else could Eachan know?
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A dy smile creased Eachan's face. “No. This isn't an
annulment.” He waved the paper in the air. “What | have here
isproof that afraud has been committed.”

“A fraud?’ Duncan’'s arm tightened around Eirica' s waist.
“What type of fraud?’

Eiricalet her breath out dowly, refusing to gasp in front of
the suitors. She wouldn't show her feelings to them. She
would face them down, even if her heart did threaten to burst.
Clutching Duncan's hand, she forced herself to smile.
“Whatever are you speaking about?’

“Your marriage to Duncan. ' Tisafraud.” Eachan’s face lit
up. Eiricacouldn’t remember when he' d looked so satisfied.

Her hands sweated against Duncan’s. His breath came hot
on her neck and her stomach flipped. “How can that be? | was
in attendance. We had the ceremony, the magistrate signed our
certificate and we left. "Twas a normal wedding as far as |
could tell.” Lying had never been one of her strong points, but
everything depended upon her telling the story and sticking to
it. She would never be free otherwise.

“A beautiful bride she made.” Duncan pulled her against
him.

“Dressed in mourning.” Eachan stared at them.

“Of course,” said Duncan. “She had barely put her father
in the ground. 1t would have been unseemly to wear anything
but mourning clothes, even on such a joyous occasion as our
nuptials.”

“Therein is the problem.” Eachan folded his arms across
his chest.
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“Hurry it up, man.” Carlton crossed the room to stand near
Eachan.

He glared at Carlton. “You had no need to attend me in
this mission.”

“Of course we did. We have as much invested and as much
right asyou.” Grant strode across the room to stand next to his
brother.

Keegan pulled at his cravat that seemed to be strangling
him. “We wouldn't alow you to tell her, then whisk her away
without her having the choice. We al are invested and shall
protect that investment.”

Eachan turned his back on the othersin dismissal.

Eirica swallowed. Somehow they’d found out the truth.
After a fortnight of peace, she would be back where she had
begun. Men clamoring for her to make up her mind and wed
one of them. If not for Carlton and Grant, she might marry
Gilliskel just for the peace. He would want nothing of her and
she would only have to be hiswife for ashort time.

The thought of burying him pulled a her heart. She
couldn’t bear losing another and she had grown fond of the old
man.

No. Marriage to Duncan was the only way out and they
had to convince the suitors their marriage was vaid.

The magistrate would surely remember a bride in
mourning. She should have pushed Duncan harder to truly
wed her. Then none of this would be happening.

“l don’'t know what magistrate you went in front of, but
none remember a woman in black.” Eachan had a triumphant
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look on hisface.

Keegan smiled and moved toward Eirica. He placed his
hand on her arm. “We know you were taken in by his smooth
talk. A young innocent woman in the throes of grief can’t help
being taken in by a swain.” He gave her alook of concern. “I
know you...well, | would till be honored to take you as
wife.”

Duncan removed Keegan's hand and pulled Eirica to his
side. “Thisis my house now and | demand that you leave.”

Eachan reached out to pull Eirica from Duncan’s arms.
Eirica stepped closer to Duncan.

Eachan frowned at her. “You have nothing to fear. | shan't
dlow him to harm you.”

“I'm not afraid of Duncan. He's my husband. He would
never cause me harm.”

“He has truly soiled your reputation.” Carlton took asip of
hisdrink. “Truly. But...” He looked over the edge of his glass
a her, a smile crossing his face. “We have kept this man's
doings from my father. He will till wed you as your father
requested and make an honest woman of you.” He took a step
closer and lowered his voice. “'Tis the only way. Otherwise,
your sister will livein the shadow of your shame.”

Eiricawouldn’t give up the game. Too much was at stake.
She wouldn’'t be wed to these men and she wouldn’t lose
Duncan. Not yet. She pointed toward the door. “Out. Out of
my house. | shall hear no more of this.”

“You will.” Eachan folded the paper and put it into his
pocket. “I've caled the constable. | shal have this man
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arrested.”

Duncan dtiffened behind her. “I shall gladly answer any
questions the constable hasto ask.”

“He has done nothing without my knowledge.” Eirica
wrapped her arm around Duncan’'s waist. They would stand
together inthis.

“You aren't properly wed.” Eachan tightened his fists at
hissides. “I shall seethismaninjail and you wed to me, as it
should have been. It was your father’s dying wish.” He took a
step closer.

Duncan swirled Eirica around and looked into her eyes.
She studied his expression. She leaned her head against his
chest.

“She has made up her mind.” Duncan stared over her head
at the others. Hugging her tightly, he took in a deep breath.
“She is my wife and will stay my wife. Nothing you can do
will change that.”

“1 shall.” Eachan raised afist.

Duncan moved Eiricato the side. “To come into her home
and cause violenceisno’ the way to woo her. That is why she
wants no truck with you.” He looked down at Eirica. “Cometo
the village with me. The pastor will make sure we are well and
truly wed.”

She looked into his eyes. Anger flashed. She didn’t want
him to truly wed her because he was angry. “I don’'t know.”
She wanted it, but she wanted it forever, not for amoment.

“We have no choice.”

“What are you speaking about?’ Grant drew closer.
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Duncan frowned at him.

Eiricanodded. “Let us be away.”

Duncan took Eirica's hand and they pushed past the men.
In the hallway, they met Mrs. MacAlister.

“We are off to the village to see the pastor.” Eirica caled
to her asthey rushed past.

“Oh, my,” said Mrs. MacAlister.

The clomp of boots followed them.

“Come back,” Eachan said. “We aren’t through.”

Duncan and Eirica gained the back door. Eirica had to run
to keep up with Duncan’s long strides. He ordered the carriage
and, while they waited, the men caught up to them.

“Where are you going?’ Keegan stepped in front of the
couple.

“Tothevillage.” Duncan wrapped his arm around Eirica.

“It will save me from having to send for the magistrate.”
Eachan stood on the other side.

“Call whomever you wish.” Duncan took Eirica's arm and
helped her into the carriage.
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CHAPTER 18

Duncan held Eirica’'s hand as they stood in front of the
pastor. Thiswas insanity. He should never had suggested they
wed in front of the pastor. Now he would be her husband. Y et
he couldn’'t stay with her. He till had nothing to offer. How
could he leave?

How had he cometo this situation?

He could curse Angus. He had caused these events to
happen. In his dreams, Duncan had seen himself wedded to
Eirica and raising a brood, but he'd never thought to take a
wife he couldn’t support.

When he |€eft, she could have it annulled. If he stayed away
from her bed, she would have cause for the annulment.

297



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

Would it ever be safe for him to leave? Eachan would still
be here. Surely, once Eachan was convinced they really were
wed, he would look elsewhere for a wife, and Eirica could
have her life again. She truly didn’t need a husband. She could
manage her farm alone.

He looked at her, her blonde hair fastened in a simple knot
a her neck. The black dress she wore was simple and
respectful to her father.

“Miss Eirica, why do you wish to wed this man?’ asked
Pastor MacL ean.

“We are wed. We wish to have you confirm that fact.”
Eiricasmiled at the man.

“Mr. MacFie says your wedding is but a sham.” Pastor
MacL ean folded his arms across his chest. “He says you have
been duped by this man.” He inclined his head toward
Duncan.

“Mr. MacFie knows not of what he speaks.” She sighed.
“He only wants my marriage to Duncan set aside so he might
wed mein his place and take control of my farm.”

Pastor MacLean tsked several times. “Now, Miss Eirica,
you have no reason to speak ill of Mr. MacFie. He's a fine
gentleman and well respected in the community.”

“Heisarogue.” Duncan moved closer to Eirica

Eachan paced behind them. He clenched his hands into
fistsand glared at Duncan. He took a step closer to them.

Pastor MacL ean waved him back. “You, sir, are not from
around here. Y ou know nothing of the people who live here.”

“That might be, but of Eachan MacFie | know more than |
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careto. When | say heisarogue, | know whereof | speak.”

Pastor MacL ean frowned. “| cannot conscience this.”

“Pastor, please. ' Tis what my father wished.” Eirica wiped
at her eyes.

Duncan hugged her. “Do no’ fret, love.” He turned to the
minister. “1 could tell you tales about your fine, upstanding
citizen, but that is no' why we are here. My wife is tired of
being harangued by those who wish to put aside what has been
joined in God's eyes. | do no' know how you can refuse to
perform the ceremony once more for us, for all to witness.”

“Mr. MacFie has a paper saying you were never wed.”
Pastor MacL ean looked from Duncan to Eachan and back.

Duncan held up the marriage certificate. “We have a paper
which says we are.” He smiled. “Since we have been so for
more than afortnight, 'tistoo late to annul said marriage.”

Pastor MacL ean’ sface turned red. “If thereisachild...”

“Wedo no’ know.” Duncan hoped to God there wasn't. He
had only taken her once, but once might seal his fate. If she
were with child, he couldn’'t leave. He would have to stay,
even though he would never be more than a servant in the
house.

Pastor MacL ean looked at Eirica. “You swear before God
that you are wed to this man.”

Eirica swalowed severa times, then nodded. “Yes,
pastor.”

A dark vell seemed to descend upon Duncan. He had
sealed his fate. No matter what happened, he would burn in
hell for ruining this woman and making her swear to untruths.
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He hugged her.

“Then | shal perform the ceremony, athough 'tis
unusual.” Pastor MacL ean shook his head. “Most unusual. No
banns have been posted. Miss Eiricaisin mourning.” He tsked
again under his breath. “Most unseemly.”

“If Eirica had no’ been hounded by these men”"—Duncan
inclined his head toward the suitors who stood behind them—
“and the village women, she would no’ have been forced into
wedding immediately after her father’s passing.”

“Well...” Pastor MacLean looked down at his scuffed
shoes.

“All she wanted was to be left done to her grieving. but
none could see anything but a young woman without a man
for protection.” Duncan continued to stare at the pastor. “So
she wed for protection. Wed the only man who did no’ care
about her farm and the money she brought into the marriage.”

Pastor MacLean looked up and studied Duncan’s face.
“Y ou gain what the others have lost.”

“1 gain nothing, for | take nothing from my wife. The farm
is hersto do with as she pleases.”

Pastor MacL ean stared at Duncan for a moment. Then he
nodded. “We shall begin.”

A ruckus sounded from the back of the church. Duncan
turned to see who else had come to stop the wedding. Anne
cameflying down the aise.

“Walk, miss,” admonished Duncan.

She flung himself into his arms. “You would wed again
and not invite your own sister?’ She stuck out her lower lip to
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Eirica

Eirica laughed and kissed Anne on the cheek. “We were
only doing thisto proveto Mr. MacFie and the rest.”

Anne squirmed out of Duncan’s arms. “1 don’t care. You
should've stopped at the nursery. | didn't even have time to
change my dress.” She looked down at her simple black dress.
A spot from dinner was at the waistline.

“’"Tis fine. We cannot dress in finery. 'Twould be
irreverent to Father.” Eirica tucked a strand of hair behind
Anne sear.

Anne tugged Eirica over so she could speak into her ear. “I
could’ve put on a fresh dress and combed my hair. | only get
to see my sister married once.” She put her hands to her hips.
“You tried to sneak away again.” She looked from Eirica to
Duncan and back. Then she shook her head. “Being your only
family, | should be treated better.”

“Oh, Nanny has been complaining on the way to the
church.” Duncan smiled at Anne.

Nanny McCall waked up behind Anne. “Come and sit,
miss.”

Eirica shook her head. “Let her stand with us. She's my
only family.” She took Anne’s hand. Anne beamed.

Duncan turned and faced the pastor. He had condemned
his soul to hell, but the look on Eirica’'s and Anne's faces
made it al worthwhile.

“You can't wed these two.” Eachan’s voice echoed around
the church.

“Oh, sit down,” snapped Mrs. MacAlister.
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“Close your mouth,” added Nanny McCall.

“Aye,” said Humphrey. “We wish to hear the pastor.”

Duncan smiled. He had family. For a moment. Too bad it
couldn’t be forever. He gave his attention to the pastor.

Eirica became hiswife in truth.

* * *

Duncan arose with a start. He heard it again. The unearthly
sound he’'d heard moments before he had been pushed down
the stairs the first time. He shook his head and rubbed at the
deepin hiseyes.

The moonlight shone through the window. Eirica lay on
her side, her blond braid hanging over her shoulder, her hand
beneath her cheek.

Nothing seemed out of place in the room. It must have
been a dream, but the hair on his arms and neck prickled.

He rubbed his arms. What could be wrong? They actudly
were married. Keegan had made plans to leave the village.
Gilliskel said they would leave as soon as he had a chance to
give them a party. Angus would have wanted that.

Eachan was furious, but he couldn’'t cause any more
trouble.

Duncan shifted in the chair and pulled the blanket up over
him. Closing his eyes, he tried to drift back to deep. The
moment he started to relax, he heard that noise again. It was
like atapping, only quieter. Or maybe a moaning.

He was being fanciful. Angus's stories of a ghost were
affecting him. He shifted in the chair. He didn't believe in
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ghosts. What he needed was a good night's deep without
Eirica haunting his dreams.

He heard the noise again. He couldn’t figure what it was,
but the hairs on his neck prickled more. He reached for his
robe. He' d investigate. Then maybe he could sleep.

He didn’'t want to disturb Eirica with his fanciful dreams.
He had to know what was making that noise. He crept down
the hall. The acrid smell of smoke greeted him as he reached
the stairway to the third floor.

Thenursery.

“Firel” he hollered. “Fire!” He raced back to the bedroom
and threw open the door. “Get up, Eirica. Firel” He grabbed
the pitcher of water from the table and ran toward the hall.
“Wake the servants and get out.”

Cory came out of Angus room as Duncan entered the hall.

“Fire. Get water and go to the nursery.” Duncan took the
stairs two at atime, the water pitcher clutched in his hand, his
robe flapping around him. He gained the nursery to see flames
flickering up the doorway.

Anne and Nanny McCall were trapped behind the burning
door. He pounded on the wall. A shadow caught his glance
going toward the servant’s quarters. Or the back stairs. Boots
clomped against the wooden floor.

He turned back to the fire and yelled, “ Stay back from the
door.” He hoped they could hear him.

He threw the pitcher of water on the flames, then shed his
robe and beat the fire with it. It hissed and crackled. Water
splashed from behind him, making the fire hiss again. Cory,
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holding a blanket, joined him beating at the flames.

“Humphrey is behind me,” Cory grunted.

Duncan nodded. The smoke burned his nostrils. The air he
breathed in was hot, and he coughed. Another bucket of water
splashed across the fire. It hissed, but continued its climb up
the door frame.

“Stand back.” Duncan kicked the door. It crashed inward,
cinders spraying everywhere. “Get Nanny and Anne out.” He
shoved Cory across the burning doorway, then beat at the
flames again.

“Here.” Eirica s voice sounded breathless. She threw water
acrossthe door.

“Get out with your sister.” Duncan didn’t look away from
the fire. He had to stop the fire before the rest of the house
went.

“l shan't leave you,” Eiricasaid.

“l shal no' argue. Someone has poured kerosene and the
fire does no' abate. Take Anne and get to safety.” He
continued to beat at the flames.

Someone threw another bucket of water on the door. He
heard the beating of a blanket against the doorframe. Sweat
poured down his face. His lungs burned and his heart raced.
He hadn’t planned on going to hell just yet.

The blanket caught fire and he stomped it out. More water
hit the frame as he started to beat on it again. “Eirica, you
must go and take Anne to safety.”

“1 sent nanny and Anne out. Men are filling buckets and
sending them in.” She touched his back. “1 won't leave you or

304



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

my house.”

The flames seemed to be smaller, but they didn't want to
extinguish. “You'rein harm’sway.”

Cory came from inside the room and joined him. “The fire
within the room isout. ' Tis only the doorway still aflame.”

Eirica threw another bucket of water on the flames. They
sizzled and flickered.

Duncan beat the last of them with Cory’s help. All were
safefor tonight. But what of tomorrow?

* * *

Duncan stared again at the note Mrs. MacAlister had
brought him after breakfast. She said she had found it shoved
under the front door. He'd asked around, but no one had seen
anyone near the front of the house.

He didn't like this rogue wandering so freely about the
estate. The man had gained entrance on more than one
occasion. The fire last night could have destroyed the entire
house and killed al within it. Fortunately, only the door and
door frame to the nursery had been damaged, and Humphrey
had someone doing the repairs now.

He'd fedl better if Anne were moved to the second floor
for the moment. Then she wouldn't be so far away should
something el se untoward happen.

He leaned against the sheep pen and opened the note again.
It had been sealed with Eirica s wax and seal, which bothered
him more. Who within the house wanted to hurt them?

He read the note again, even though he had it memorized.
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Aslong as you abide under the same roof with Miss Eirica,
her life will be in danger. Leave so she can be properly wed
and you will do her a great service. Stay, and all of you will
meet in hell.

He had to find whomever was behind the attacks. His
presence here only caused more trouble.

He looked up at the house. He loved Eirica. He was very
fond of Anne. His conscience wouldn’t bear it if he brought
disaster upon them. He would leave. Out of the house he could
better discern who would harm them.

It had to be one of the suitors. No one else would gain
from his demise. No one would gain from Eirica’ s demise.

If only they could find Angus will. Cory swore the old
man had a copy of it before he died, but he had no idea where
it might be. The solicitor from Edinburgh had been of no help.
In fact, even though Angus had been dead over a fortnight,
they till hadn’t heard from the man.

Duncan had no choice but to leave. He would pack his bag,
then tell Eirica. She wouldn’t willing let him go, but she'd
known the moment would come. It had just come sooner than
either of them had expected.

His heart ached. He didn’t want to leave. Not now. Not
ever.

He pushed himself away from the fence and wandered
toward the house. He could be ready within the hour.

* * *

Eirica sat on the stairs, her head in her hands. A gray fog
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had descended on her like a shroud. Her black dress did
nothing to improve her humor. Two days ago, she had been
happy. Happier than she had been in her entire life. Even
though she missed her father, she was still happy.

She' d had Duncan. Truly as her husband.

Now he was gone. Two days gone. She sighed. She should
scold herself and tell herself to stop feeling sorry for what life
had given her, but she didn’t want to try. She wanted to sit in
the grayness. A dull ache surrounded her heart. The sun would
never shine again. Shedidn’t care.

Since Duncan had Ieft, nothing had gone the way it should.
Grant lay upstairs, barely clinging to life. He'd been leaving
the village when the highwaymen had attacked him. A knife
gashin his chest had nearly dispatched him.

She and Mrs. MacAlister had nursed him since the
afternoon of Duncan’s departure. The surgeon still would not
guarantee he would live, but Grant was strong.

Even with the two thousand pound reward and a sheep
farm, no progress had been made in finding the highwaymen.
No one could describe or identify them. The attacks had
become more frequent. Everyone feared traveling outside the
village. The rogues were interfering with deliveries. Cook
complained of being short of supplies, but the men didn’t want
to go into the village to get them.

When they did go, they went in a group. With al the
strange happenings about the house, someone had to stand
guard, which left practically no one to tend the sheep.

“Father, thisis your fault.” He and his crazy notions. Now
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al of them were paying. If he hadn’t gotten it into his mind
that she had to have a husband, Grant wouldn’t be upstairs
fighting for hislife.

If Father hadn’t hired Duncan, she wouldn't be sitting here
with her heart shattered into a million pieces. Duncan would
not be returning. He had stated he left to keep her safe.

What of her feelings? She loved him. Without him, life
held no meaning.

She couldn’t lose the farm. She had to think of Anne.

She stood and brushed off her skirt. She would go and
spell Mrs. MacAlister for a while with Grant. He seemed to
have improved some and for that she was grateful. Gilliskel
refused to leave Grant’s room, afraid his son would expire if
he left him for a moment. The old man seemed to be waning
and she feared he would perish before his son regained his
health.

Carlton paced from Grant’s room to the parlor and back,
imbibing each time he went into the parlor. Guilt assuaged
him. He'd been in a snit and had stayed behind at the village
pub for a couple more pints, instead of riding home with his
brother. Finding his brother half-dead along the roadside
plagued him. Eirica would feel sorry for him, except he did
nothing to alleviate his father's worries. He nursed only his
own.

She climbed the stairs. Her legs didn’t want to lift her. The
weight she carried bore down too heavily.

“MissEirica”

Eirica glanced up to see Nanny flying down the stairs from
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the third floor. She was amazed the woman could move that
fast.

“Miss Eirica, have you seen Anne?’ Nanny stopped beside
Eirica, holding her side as she gasped for breath.

“No.”

“1 can't find her anywhere.” Nanny wrung her hands as she
wheezed.

“She has taken up disappearing lately. She likes to
eavesdrop on the adults, though not many are around.” Eirica
looked at Grant’s room. “She might have gone to help Mrs.
MacAlister.”

Nanny followed her gaze. “She doesn’t like the younger
Mr. Anderson.” Tears filled Nanny's eyes. “She has been
distraught since Mr. MacKinnon left. She has done nothing
but cry and stomp about.”

Eirica took Nanny’s arm. “We shall get the servants to
search the house. Humphrey will get the men to look about
outside. A wee lass like Anne can't have gone far.” The gray
fog grew darker. The coldness encasing her heart hardened
and squeezed, until she thought her heart would stop. Nothing
could happen to Anne. She couldn’t lose her sister as well as
her husband.

“Her favorite doll is missing.” Nanny hugged herself and
rocked.

“Cadll the servants and have them search every bhit of the
house. | shall call Humphrey.” Eiricaturned and ran down the
stairs, holding her skirt in her hand. “Humphrey,” she caled as
she cleared the back door. “Humphrey!”
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He appeared from nowherein front of her. “Y es, miss?’

“Anneis missing. Have the men search for her.”

He nodded and disappeared.

Eirica joined the men. An hour later, after every spot
inside and out had been searched, Eirica collapsed on the back
step. She stared toward the sheep pen. Where could Anne be?

Nanny appeared beside her. “ She' sl eft.”

Eiricalooked up. “Where would she go?’

“After Mr. MacKinnon.” Nanny stared out across the farm.

“She knew not where he went.” Eirica didn’'t know where
he’ d gone. If she did, she would have gone after him.

“At bedtime she was beside herself. She said he shouldn’t
have left. You needed him. She needed him. Father had |eft
you, but Duncan couldn’t. She would make him come back.”
Nanny hiccupped, a sob trying to break free. “I thought she
was only talking.” Nanny looked at Eirica. “She wouldn't try
to find him?’

“Oh, heavens.” Anne alone. Where? The highwaymen had
struck again yesterday after Grant had been attacked. Eirica
looked away. She couldn’t face the look on Nanny’s face. It
reflected what she felt.

She brushed her hands against her skirt, then crossed them
in front of her. She couldn’t draw in a breath. The tears filling
her eyes made it hard to see, but she wouldn't let them fall.
She stood and straightened herself. She stepped down the two
steps and walked to Humphrey. She sucked in a breath and let
it out, then sucked in another. Her chest hurt.

She hugged hersdf harder. Anne would be fine. They
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would find her not far from here. She was but seven. She
couldn’'t have gotten far. “Humphrey, divide the men into
groups and search for her off the farm.” She took another
breath refusing to sob. “Try the loch. ' Tis a particular favorite
of hers. Make sure the men are armed.” She stared over
Humphrey’s head. “I shall go into the village and get more
help.”

“You can't travel done.” Humphrey took a step closer to
her. “I’ll send men with you.”

She shook her head. “I'll take Father’s pistol.” She turned
her back on Humphrey. She couldn’'t allow him to see her
feelings. She had to be in charge. The men had to do what she
told them. “1 won't take the men from the search. Have a
horse saddled for me.”

Eirica walked back toward the house. “Nanny, you stay
here with Mrs. MacAlister. Help with Grant. Wait for Anne to
return. Keep a couple of the men with you.” She took in a
deep breath and held it to stop the shaking. “If Anne returns,
send someone to the village to let me know.”

“Miss, you can't go.” Mrs. MacAlister took her arm. “Y ou
must stay here and wait. The men will find her.”

“l can't gt and wait.” She patted Mrs. MacAlister’s hand.
“1 have to help.” She couldn’t wait. Wait for what? News her
sister had left her also. News that she was truly alone. No. She
had to do something. Sitting and waiting would drive her as
crazy as her father.

“Father, why aren't you here when | need you?’ She
looked up as white clouds danced across the blue afternoon
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sky. The sun shone, but the brightness didn’t touch her. “Why,
Father? You started this, but you won't be here to see the
disaster you set traveling down the road.”

She sighed and walked over to her mount.

The groom holding her horse looked at her for a moment
and swallowed twice. “Miss. Anne’ spony is gone.”

“No.” On horseback the child could be anywhere. “Go and
tell the men she’'s on horseback and they must widen the
search.”

* * *

Eirica sat on her horse and looked around the village. She
had talked to everyone. No one had seen Anne. Eachan had
sent out men to search for her. Most of the men in the village
had joined the search, going in threes and fours, armed with
pitchforks and axes. No one would go about alone after the
increase in attacks by the highwaymen.

Many whispered what Eirica refused to think again. She
clutched hope tightly to her heart. Anne had to be fine. They
would find her...but the sun was setting. Wild animals would
be on the prowl. The highwaymen would be out looking for
prey.

There had to be something she could do, besides go home
and wait. Wait for the men to find her sister. Wait for someone
to bring her news.

She’'d never been any good at waiting. She looked at a
group of men heading out of the village. “Wait up.” She
needed to send a message back to the house. “If you see
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anyone from my house, tell them not to worry. | shan’'t be
home until later.”

“Miss Eirica,” the villager said, “you need to return home.
We shall be glad to accompany you.”

“1 have somewhere | wish to check first.”

“’Tis not safe to be about,” said the man. “Especialy a
woman aone.”

“So far the highwaymen have only attacked men.” She
looked towards the road and the woods beyond it. It would be
dark soon. She didn't relish being out aone in the dark, but
she had to find Anne.

Duncan had been seen in the village earlier and had left.
There weren’t many places he could be. If she could find him,
he would help her. He would be as worried about Anne as she
was.

“Miss Eirica, Mr. MacFie will be extremely angry if you
go off by yourself,” the villager said. “1 shal call him and he
can go with you to protect you.”

Who would protect her from him? She pressed her hand
againgt the pistol tucked in her pocket. “I shall be fine. Don't
tell Mr. MacFie |;ve gone. He need not be concerned with
me.” She smiled at the man. “I want everyone to look for my
sister. She is so small. She'll be frightened and the sun is
setting. | can protect myself.”

The man frowned. “If you won't let Mr. MacFie go with
you, then let us.”

“1 can travel faster by horse than you can by foot. Please,
give my message to those from my house.” She smiled. “I
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shall be fine.” She kicked her horse, urging her forward. Just
up the road was a dirt path that led into the hills. Hopefully,
shewould find Duncan there.
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CHAPTER 19

Duncan hunkered down in front of the fire and turned the
rabbit he had caught. He laughed, the sound filling the small
cottage. He looked around. What he had come to? A sagging
bed with a lumpy mattress stood against one wal. A
threadbare curtain covered the one broken window. When he
looked up, he could see the stars through the thatched roof. He
hoped it didn’t rain.

He could have gone to the inn. He had a bit of coin in his
pocket, but then he couldn't sneak about and find out who
might want to harm Eirica.

He had been to the next village and back. No one there
cared. So it had to be someone about here. But who?
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Earlier, he had come upon the latest victims of the
highwaymen moments after the men had left. The man had
been injured, but not severely. His wife had been uninjured,
for which Duncan had given thanks. He had helped them into
the village and to the inn. He'd stood about and listened a
while.

Unfortunately, everyone knew him and most of the
conversation stopped when they realized he stood near them.
The villagers who knew Eirica felt he had taken advantage of
her and some way had to be found to get her from his clutches.
Some even intimated he was in league with the highwaymen.

Tomorrow evening he would go back to the estate and see
if he found anyone skulking there. During the day he would
head over to Eachan’'s estate and see what was being said
around there. Most of the men who worked for Eachan didn’t
know Duncan by sight.

He turned the rabbit again. He wished he had a bottle of
wine to go with it. He had become accustomed to wine with
his supper. Eiricadid set afinetable.

Tonight, as many nights in his life, water would have to
do.

He heard a horse whinny. He listened. The sound was not
far from the cottage. He was trapped. The place had no back
door and, with the fire going, whoever was outside would
realize he was here. He grabbed up his knife. It might prove
poor protection against the highwaymen, but it was the best he
had. He moved beside the door and stood ready. He hoped it
wasn'’t the highwaymen because he' d a so be out-numbered.
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The door creaked open. He held the knife, ready to stab
whoever came through the door.

“Duncan?’ Anne's small voice wafted up to him.

He held the knife for a moment, then dropped it and
grabbed her. “What are you doing here?’

She squeaked. “You scared me” She flung her arms
around his neck.

“My God, child, I nearly hit you.” He hugged her, then set
her on her feet.

Tearstains streaked her cheeks. “’ Tis very dark outside.”

“Y ou should be home, tucked in bed.” He hunkered down
to be eyelevel with her.

“You left us.” She looked into his eyes. “How could you
leave us?’

He ruffled her hair. “Come and sit.” The cottage had two
wobbly chairs and a stained wooden table. “ Have you eaten?’

She shook her head as she climbed onto one of the chairs.

“Is your pony outside?’ He didn't want the anima where
someone might see him. He had to protect Anne, and he had
no ideawhere the highwaymen might be spending their nights.
Not agreat many places existed where they could hide.

“| tethered him to the porch post.”

“Good girl. | shall go and tend to him.” He opened the
door. “ Stay right here. I'll only be gone afew moments.”

She nodded and laid her head down on her arms on the
table.

He took Anne's pony to a smal clearing behind the
cottage where the building and trees would hide its presence.
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He had tethered his own horse there earlier.

Returning to the cabin, he found Anne asleep. He pulled
the rabbit from the spit and put it on the only plate in the
cottage. He pulled it apart so it would cool enough to eat. He
didn’t have afork. Only the small knife he carried.

He watched the gentle breathing of the little girl. She
seemed so small. He couldn’'t imagine what she had been
thinking to follow him.

After he finished eating, he picked Anne up and moved her
to the bed. He shook out the one blanket. Some of the dirt
came off. He shrugged. It would have to do.

She opened her eyes and looked at him. “1’m hungry.”

He laughed. “Y ou were deeping.”

She sat. “Now I'm hungry.”

“1 saved you some rabbit.”

She crawled from the bed and back into the chair. She
looked at the rabbit on the plate, then at Duncan. “What am |
to eat with?’

“Your fingers.”

“Nanny wouldn’t approve.” She picked up a piece of meat
and bit into it.

Duncan smiled at her. Nanny would indeed have apoplexy
seeing her charge eat with her fingers. “It canno’ be helped.
The accommodations did no’ come with silverware.”

Anne smiled. “You're avery good cook.”

“You'rejust very hungry.”

She nodded and took another bite.

He watched her. Eirica had to be beside herself not
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knowing where Anne was. The nanny would be hysterical. He
couldn’t blame either of them.

He waited for her to finish eating, then he said, “Why did
you leave home?’

Shelaid her head back down on her arms. “To find you.”

“Eirica and Nanny have to be very worried.” Duncan
raised her head and looked her in the eyes. “Remember how
upset you were when you did no’ know where Eirica and |
were.”

“Yes, but | couldn’t write a note. | don't know enough
words.”

“That is no excuse. Y ou should no’ haveleft.” Hewas glad
she had found him without harm coming to her. “Evil men
travel these roads. Grown men have been hurt. Something
could ha happened to you.”

“1 had to find you. You left us.” She raised her head and
crossed her. “Why?’

“Sometimes adults have to do things that children do no’
understand.” He didn't want to frighten her with what had
been happening.

She gave him a glare. “Always | hear | am too young to
understand. | know what is right and 'twasn’t right for you to
leave. You broke my sister’s heart. | seeit in her eyes.” She
sighed. “1 missed you. You're my brother, and you have to
stay and take care of us.”

“You do no’ understand many things, little one. Tomorrow
| shall take you back to the estate.” If not for the highwaymen,
he would take her now. Eirica would worry the night through,
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but he feared traveling after dark with the child. Many of the
atacks had happened at night.

“You'll stay.” She nodded.

“l canno’. Not for the moment.”

“Then | won't go.”

“Anne, you have no choice.” She had the same stubborn
streak her sister did. It would hold her in good stead as life
went on, but now it would give him worry. He was bigger than
she was and he would take her home to her sister. “You
canno’ let Nanny and Eiricaworry.”

“Then we'll send a message.”

Duncan laughed. “We have no one to take the message but
ourselves.” He stood. “Now ’tistime for bed.”

“l am tired.” She jumped down from the chair. “It was
very dark. | didn’t much care for riding after dark.”

He picked her up and hugged her before tucking her into
the bed. He would spend the night on the floor near the fire,
watching the stars through the roof.

* * *

The darkness bore down on Eirica. The cottage she sought
was farther than she remembered. It was the only place in the
area where Duncan might stay since he hadn’t moved into the
inn, nor had he left the area. He had said, when he I€ft, "twas
to find out who was behind the incidents and make things safe
for her and Anne.

She had to ride slowly up the path because of the darkness.
She wished the moon would rise so she could make better
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time.

An owl hooted and she clasped her hand to her mouth, not
wanting to scream. She swallowed, forcing her heart back to
its place. Now was not the time to become a woman scared of
her own shadow. Darkness had never frightened her before.

She urged the horse ahead faster. The cottage couldn’'t be
much farther. A wolf howled somewhere in the night. She
should never have set off alone. She should have had the men
come with her or Humphrey. If anyone knew what she was up
to, they would truly think her as addle-pated as her father had
been. They would agree she needed a husband to keep her
from harming herself.

She had to find Duncan. To help her find Anne. He would
know where to look.

She heard hoof beats coming from another path that joined
this one a short way ahead of her. Men’s voices drifted on the
wind.

She urged her horse ahead. It could be a search party.

She gulped.

It could be the highwaymen.

Eirica urged her horse past where the two roads crossed
and cut into the brush. She didn't care to meet whoever was
out at this time of night. Dismounting, she tethered her horse
in athicket and hid in some bushes near the road. She pulled
up the hood on the dark green cape she’d borrowed from one
of the women in the village. At this moment, she was glad to
be wearing mourning. The men wouldn’t be able to discern
her among the bushes.
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She crouched down as the men turned and headed the way
she had come.

“He' Il be most pleased if we find the girl,” said the man in
thelead.

“"Twould give him what he wants,” the second man
answered.

The third man nudged his horse faster to catch up with the
lead man. “We could hit one of the parties out looking for
her.”

“That would be dangerous. There are too many in the
group and they're armed. Some of them might recognize us
and we don’'t want to be discovered,” the lead man said.

Eirica inched back into the bushes, a shudder running
through her. Coldness settled into her and she wished she'd
taken the offer of having someone ride with her.

“We pass up an opportunity. The whole village is out
looking for the girl. They might have monies,” the third man
said.

“Even if not, "'twould be a pleasant way to spend the
evenin'. Those sapskulls are easy targets,” the second man
said.

“We were told to look for the girl.” The leader turned his
horse down the path near Eirica. “We need to find her. That'll
make himself happy.”

“Earn usahit of coin,” said the second horseman.

Eirica huddled in the cape and held her breath. She laid her
face on her knees so none of the light from the rising moon
would revea her hiding place. Her body quivered and she
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feared she would make the bushes rustle. The men continued
down the road.

When she could no longer hear them, she crept out and
untethered her horse. She had to find Anne before those men
did. They wouldn’t be bringing her home.

Pulling herself into the saddle, she urged the horse up the
path toward the cottage she sought. She listened for any sound
that didn’t belong in the woods. An owl hooted, but the noise
soothed her nerves. An owl belonged here.

As she neared the deserted cottage, she saw a light and
smelled smoke. Someone was inside. She hoped 'twas
Duncan, but, in case it wasn't, she dismounted and tied her
mare away from the cottage. She crept down the overgrown
path. It had been years since anyone had lived here. She hadn’t
been much older than Anne when the old woman who lived
there had died. People had thought her a witch and feared her
spirit still lived there. Everyone feared entering the cottage, so
it had fallen into disrepair. No one went near it.

She couldn’t think of any other place Duncan would be
able to stay, though she had no ideaif he even knew about the
cottage. When she stepped onto the porch, the boards creaked.
She clasped her hand over her mouth to smother the cry
lodged in her throat. She had wanted to peek in the window
and see who was inside before she let them know she was
here.

The door flew open and a large form filled the space, a
small amount of light illuminating him from the back. She
sguedled, pressing her hand against her heart that threatened to
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jump out of her chest. “Duncan!”

“Eirica, what are you doing here?’ He pulled her into his
arms.

“Looking for you.” She snuggled against his chest. For the
first time in days she felt as if the world weren't quite so
heavy.
“1 told you I'd be back when | knew you were safe.” He
kissed the top of her head.

“Anne’ smissing.” She shuddered.

He hugged her. “Anneis here.”

“You didn't bring her home?’ Eirica pulled away.

He pulled her close again. “She arrived after dark. | feared
trying to get her home safely at night with the highwaymen
about.”

“1 saw them.”

Duncan pushed her away from him. “What? Where?’

“Not far from here. They were headed back toward the
main road.”

Duncan looked over her head. “Come inside. We do no’
want othersto realize we are here.” He shut the door.

She looked around. “Will the walls stand?’

Duncan chuckled. “If the roof does. No' many abodes can
you watch the starsfrom inside.”

She leaned against him. “At least Anne is safe. | wish |
could send a message to Nanny.”

“We shall take her home in the morning. 'Tis no’ safe to
be about now.”

Nanny had to be sick with worry. Her baby was missing,
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but Eirica could do nothing about it. She didn’t wish to run
abreast of those three men. That would not bode well. “’Tis
not.” Shesighed. “We shall leave at first light.”

“By then, the highwaymen should be abed.”

Eirica giggled. “We wait for them to deep. How do we
know they will go to bed at first light?”

He shrugged. “If they’'re up al night, they must sleep
sometime.”

“They're looking for Anne. Someone wants her and not to
return her to me.”

“Areyou sure?’

She nodded. “They talked of taking her to whomever they
work for.” She shivered again. “They made me feel they
weren't concerned with her well being.”

“Then we shall take extra care in getting her home on the
morrow.” Heled her over to the table. “Have you eaten?’

“In the village before | set out to hunt for you.” Her
stomach was so knotted she couldn’t eat anyway.

“Probably just aswell. Thereislittle left, and Anne will be
wanting it in the morning.” He pulled out a chair for her to sit.

The chair wobbled as she sat. She steadied herself against
the table and glanced over at Ann€'s deeping form. “She
looks so peaceful. Did she tell you why sheran away?’

“To bring me home because you needed me.”

“What did you tell her?’

“l could no' stay if it brought danger.” He stared her
straight inthe eye.

She sighed and leaned against the table. “Danger comes
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anyway.” She wanted him to come home. He was her husband
and she wanted him to remain such.

Hetook her chinin hishand. “What isit?’

“1 want you to stay.” She looked at him.

“Weha' discussed thisbefore. | ha' nothing to offer. | only
wed you to protect you from the others, and because your
father made me promise to care for you.”

Her heart ached. She could see the pain in Duncan’s face,
but it didn’t help. She wanted him to stay, but unlike Anne,
she wouldn’'t beg. He had to stay because he wanted to be with
her. Not because he felt guilty. She blinked back tears. She
wouldn’t let him see her cry. Never. “Y ou have much to offer.
Youjust won't seeit.”

“Eirica...”

She held up her hand. “I shan't discuss it how. We have
other thingsto worry about.” A huge sigh escaped her.

Sadness shone in his eyes. He let his hand drop to the
table. “You are tired. Crawl up beside Anne. | shall keep
watch, in case those men decide to come here as you two
have.”

“l think not. Most are scared of this place because it
belonged to a witch.” She had loved the tales of the old
woman when she was a child, but had put no credence in
them. Obviously, Anne had heard them also, but the child
seemed to fear little.

“Then we shall hope the witch will keep them away
tonight.” He rubbed his head. “Now you need sleep.”

“l don't think | can deep on such a lumpy bed.” She
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wanted to sit with him. She might not have another time with
him. Tomorrow he would return them to the house and be
gone again. Nothing she could do would stop him.

“You must try.” He stood. “I shall be here to keep away
those who would wish to harm you.”

“Thank you.” She didn't know what else to say. She lay
down next to Anne and put her arm around her. Even if she
didn't sleep, she would hold her sister. God had returned her
safely and Eiricawas grateful. Part of the weight that plagued
her had lifted when she realized her sister was safe. If only the
rest of her problems could be resolved as easily.

* * *

Anne rode ahead on the path with Duncan and Eirica
following. He touched the pistol tucked in his coat pocket that
Eirica had given him. It only contained one shot and the
highwaymen’'s band consisted of three men. Hopefully, they
wouldn’t run into them, but if they did, the pistol might scare
them away. He couldn’'t alow those men to take Eirica or
Anne.

“Look, Eirica” Anne pointed in front of her. “There are
villagers out looking for us.” Anne urged her mount ahead and
raised her hand to wave.

Eirica looked where Anne pointed. Her face blanched.
“Anne, stop. Come back.” She kicked her marein the sides.

Duncan leaned forward, overteking Eirica “What's
wrong?’

“Those are the men | saw last night. The highwaymen.”
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“Stay here.” Duncan overtook Anne and grabbed her reins.

She blinked a him. “I only wanted to say hello. Be
neighborly.”

“No’ to those men.” He pulled her horse toward the
bushes. If they hid until the men went on their way, they might
il get back to the estate without trouble. He motioned to
Eiricato follow them.

One of the highwaymen shouted, “ There they arel!”

Duncan glanced around him. A path cutting back toward
the main road went off to the right. “Eirica, take Anne and
head that way. | shal stand them off aslong as possible.”

“Come with us, Duncan.” Anne grabbed his hand. Her
eyes were wide and the color had drained from her face.

“Go. Now.” He handed Ann€'sreins to Eirica. “As fast as
you can.”

Eirica grabbed the reins and pulled on them. “The pony
isn't that quick.” Her hands shook. “Be careful. | don’t want
harm coming to you.” She clamped her mouth together in a
thin line.

He nodded. He watched as Eiricaled Anne down the path.

“They're gettin’ away,” the lead man hollered.

Duncan stopped his horse, blocking the path Eirica had
taken. He pulled the pistol from his pocket. One man tried to
cut around him, but the thick brush blocked hisway.

Duncan aimed the pistol at the man in front. He held his
hand steady. Never in his life had he aimed a weapon at
another man. He' d been in many afist fight. Mostly with his
brothers.
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But aweapon. No.

He hoped they would hesitate long enough for Eirica to
escape. He had promised Angus he would protect her, and
protect her he would. With hislifeif need be.

The man in the lead stared at him, but didn't move his
horse any closer. “You can't take al of us.” A grin crossed his
face.

“Choose which of you wishesto die today.” Duncan didn’t
lower the pistol. “I need only one to prove who has been
reigning terror on our neighborhood.” He pointed the weapon
directly at the lead man.

The heavier man to the side pulled a pistol from his
waistband. “You'll die aso. Then who shal protect Miss
Eirica?’

“If 1 alow you to go after her, "twill be no better than
dying.” Dying would solve his dilemma of being married to a
woman he couldn’t support, but he'd rather solve that problem
in adifferent manner. He shifted in his saddle. He couldn’t see
apistol on the other man, but that didn’t mean he didn’'t carry
one.

Duncan aimed the pistol at the second man. “We shall all
travel back to the village now.”

“1 don't think s0.” The heavy-set man pulled back on the
trigger of hispistol.

Duncan fired. He didn’t wait for the man to drop, but flung
the pistol aside and launched himself at the lead man. They
landed with a thud, the man beneath him. A knife handle
pushed into Duncan's side. The smell of whiskey and
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unwashed skin assaulted his nose.

He sat up and drove his fist into the man’s face. Behind
him, he could hear horse hooves. The heavy-set man groaned
beside him.

The lead man threw him to the side and Duncan rolled
over the man he'd shot. The lead man drew a pistol and fired
a Duncan. He rolled, but fire tore through his shoulder. He
scrambled to his feet and charged the lead man again. They
tumbled into the bushes. He had to get to his horse and go
after the man chasing Eiricaand Anne.

He raised his fist and smashed it into the lead man’'s nose
as the man rose. A crunching sound greeted Duncan’s ears as
the man flopped back into the brush.

He staggered up and pulled himself into the saddle. He
glanced at the men. The heavy-set one writhed on the ground,
clutching his belly. A shiver ran through Duncan. He had
never killed a man before, but this man would surely die from
hiswound. The other lay still in the bushes.

Duncan yanked on the reins and turned his horse down the
path after Eirica. He had to get to her before the other man
harmed her. He urged his horse into a full gallop, hoping the
animal wouldn't trip in a hole or over the tangles of brush that
had crept into the little-used path. The smell of crushed
heather and lilac drifted up to him, making him think of his
beautiful Eiricaand how sweet she smelled.

The smell belonged to another time. Another place. The
smell of his own sweat crept into the air, blocking out the
smell of the flowers.
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“Help.” Anne's scream drifted towards him on the wind. It
came from far ahead of him.
Too far.
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CHAPTER 20

Duncan leaned over the neck of his horse, urging him
forward at full speed. His heart beat in his throat. His breath
came in ragged gulps. He rounded a bend and pulled his
mount to a stop. Eirica sat her horse. In front of her, the third
man held Anne pressed againgt him, his hand over her mouth.

Duncan dlid from his saddle.

“Back away, governess.” The man glanced from Duncan
to the path behind him.

“They areno’ coming.” Duncan took a step toward them.

He took a quick look at Eirica. She concentrated on her
sister. Her face was pale and her blond braid had come loose,
her hair floating around her face. “You couldn’'t have gotten
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both of them.” The man shifted Anne against his body.

“Oneis dying. The other in no shape to help you.” Duncan
studied the man. There had to be a way to get Anne from his
clutches before he injured her.

“l don't believe you.” He snarled and pressed his hand
harder against Anne's mouth. A muffled cry escaped her.

“You need no’ hurt the child. She can do nothing to you.”
Duncan eased forward another step.

“Stay whereyou are.” He flung Anne across the saddle and
drew hispistol. “I shall kill you where you stand.”

“Twill do you no good. You ha' but one shot. Y ou canno’
kill al of us.” Duncan gauged the distance to the man. He
couldn’t rush him. Somehow, he needed to distract him if he
were to rescue Anne.

“You'll be dead. Then | can dedl with the woman and the
child.” The man nodded, resting his hand on Anne’s back.

She kicked her feet and squirmed. Her white petticoats
showed as her feet pumped.

“Or better yet, I'll kill the woman. She means nothing to
me.”

“If you shoot her, you'll never leave here.” Duncan balled
his fists at this sides, ignoring the pain shooting through his
shoulder. He balanced his weight, ready to feint to one side or
the other. Years of battling his older brothers had taught him
to read a man's movements. “’Twill only get you the
hangman’snoose.” Eiricalet her horse ease forward a step.

The man shifted his gaze from Duncan to Eirica. “Then
your safe return will bring my boss what he wants—you and
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your farm.”

“l am wed to another. "Twill do him no good.” Eirica
shifted her leg in her saddle, tucking her skirts above her
ankles.

“If you're awidow, then he can gain your hand.” The man
grabbed Anne's hair and yanked her neck backwards. A
sgueak escaped her. “The child can be disposed of with ease.
"Twill aso make him happy not to have her intruding on your
time.”

“1 would never wed a man who would harm Anne. Or who
would steal from my neighbors and harm them.”

The man laughed. “ Since you'll never know who is behind
these doings, he'll woo you and have hisway.”

Duncan eased forward, hoping the man's attention was
fixed on Eirica and he wouldn’t notice him moving closer. If
she could distract him for a few moments more, he could
unseat him and have Anne sefe.

“1 shall never wed another. If 1 become a widow, | shal
remain one for the rest of my days.” Eiricatwisted thereinsin
her hands, but stared the man in the face. “He will get nothing,
whomever heis. All thiswill be for naught.”

The man glared at her. “I don’t care what becomes of him.
We've made enough. I'll take the child and leave the area.”

Duncan continued to ease forward. He wanted to challenge
the man, but he didn’t want to bring the man’s attention back
to him.

“You'll be hunted to the doorway of hell if you harm her.”
Eiricawrapped the reins around her hand.
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Duncan jumped, smacking Eirica’ s horse on the rump. The
animal leapt ahead. Eirica screamed, grabbing the saddle
pommel. The man fired. Eiricatried to rein in her horse as she
raced past the man. Duncan grabbed him, and threw him to the
ground.

A horse raced up the path toward them. Keegan weaved in
the saddle, brandishing a gun. “Eirica, out of the way.” He
flew by her, jerking his horse to a stop by Duncan and the
other man.

The man rose. Duncan smashed his fist into the man's
face. Keegan fired. The man sagged backwards.

“I've saved you and caught the highwaymen.” Keegan
stood over the fallen man, a broad smile on his face. He turned
to Eirica. “You should never have come by yoursdlf. 'Tis a
good thing I came this way and found you before your were
injured.”

Eirica stared a him from her horse. “Duncan had
everything well in hand.”

“Nonsense.” Keegan shoved his pistol into his waistband

and leaned over the man. “He won't be hurting anyone else.
Nor shall his partner who | dispatched as he was coming after
you.”
Duncan balled his hand into a fist and wanted to smash it
into Keegan'sface. “You've killed him for naught. | had him.”
He winced as pain shot through his shoulder. “Now we shall
never know for whom he worked.”

Keegan waved a hand in the air. “That doesn’t matter, as
long as he can’t hurt Eirica” He walked over to her. “Are you
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fine? Let me help you from your horse.”

She pushed away his hand.

Duncan turned. He would do something regrettable if he
continued to watch Keegan. Anne sat in a heap on the ground,
her eyes wide. He scooped her from the ground. “Are you
injured?’

She shook her head against his neck as she clung to him.

Eirica pushed Keegan away with her foot and rode back to
Duncan and Anne. Slipping from the saddle, she ran to them
and wrapped her arms around them.

“We need to return to the estate. We shall send someone to
retrieve the bodies.” He wanted her where she'd be safe. Safe
from Keegan and anyone else who might be lurking about.
Safe before he passed out from the pain in his shoulder.

Eiricaleaned into him. “Y ou're bleeding.”

He set Anne on the ground. The ache in his arm had
intensified with the fracas and holding the child. “’'Tis
nothing.” Darkness hovered at the edges of his sight and the
world tilted. He feared moving, not wishing to meet the path
with hisface.

“It is. Blood is soaking your shirt.” She ripped a piece
from the hem of her petticoat and pressed it against the wound
in his shoulder. “Anne, tear your petticoats so | can tie thisin
place.” She took a strip of cloth from the child. As she
finished bandaging him, she said, “We shall send straightway
for the surgeon. Then we shall tend to these ruffians.”

Duncan smiled at her and brushed her hair behind her ear.
“I'll be fine. You need not fuss so.” He placed his hand on her
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shoulder to keep his balance.

She looked at him, tears rimming her eyes. Then she
smiled. “1 shall fussif | wish.”

“Yes, she will.” Anne leaned against his leg. “We shall
both fuss. You're injured.” She shivered against him. “They
could vekilled you.”

“There was no chance of that.” Keegan moved to stand
near Eirica. A frown creased his face. “I was here to rescue
you both.”

Anne glared a him. “A fine lot of good you did.” She put
her hands to her waist. “You ride in and shoot a man that
Duncan had.”

“l1 saved al of you.” Keegan puffed out his chest and
glared back a Anne.

“’Tis not important who did what.” Eirica put her hand on
Anne' s shoulder. “We are safe now and that’ s what matters.”

Anne stomped her foot. “Of course it matters.” She
wrapped an arm around Duncan and leaned against him. “If
Duncan hadn’'t been here, those terrible men would’ve hurt
us.”

“They did no’, lass.” He ruffled her hair. His family. A
family he would be leaving soon for now they were safe. He
would no longer have areason to stay.

“Let us be away.” Keegan reached for Eirica's horse. “I
shall help you mount. | wish to go to the village so | can
collect the reward for the capture of the highwaymen.”

* * *
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Duncan sat in a wing chair by the fireplace of Eirica's
parlor and watched through half-closed eyes as everyone
gathered to settle the question of the reward. The surgeon had
removed the bal from Duncan’s his shoulder and said he
would survive, as long as infection didn't set in. He had
wanted to put a poultice onit, but Duncan had declined.

Eirica sat across from the pastor on the settee. Anne
snuggled next to her, sipping at her tea and nibbling at a scone
with blackberry jam. Gilliskel had left Grant’s room and lay
on Angus lounge. He looked less worried than he had in days
and some color had returned to his face. Carlton perched
beside his father, holding his head in his hands. He looked
defeated, as though he had nothing left for which to fight.

“Now that the scourge of the area has been stopped, we
can al rest easier.” Pastor MacL ean shoved his tea cup aside.
“All that needs doing is paying the reward.”

Keegan stood behind Eirica. “I'm ready to receive my
reward.”

Eirica grimaced. “Y ou played but a minor part in stopping
the highwaymen.” She looked over at Duncan and he held her
gaze for a moment. She'd tried to get him to stay in bed, but
he'dinsisted on joining them.

Eachan burst into the room. “What has been discussed
before my arrival?’ He glared at all of them.

“Only that Mr. MacCallum wishes to receive his reward.”
Pastor MacL ean sipped at his tea. “We' ve made no decisions,
aswe were waiting for your arrival.”

“Fine.” Eachan stomped across the room and took the
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empty chair near Duncan. He spared him a cursory glance.
“Then this must be settled. | have business to attend.”

“You never seemed in much of a hurry before to attend to
your business.” Eiricareached for ascone.

Duncan smiled.

Eachan grunted. “As the head of the village council, I've
been directed to pay the reward.” He glared at Eirica.

“As the one who put up the most money, | shall have a say
in who receives it.” Eirica nibbled at the scone and glared at
Eachan over it.

“You have naught to say about this.” Eachan crossed his
armsover his chest.

“Eachan MacFie, | am dill the largest landowner about,
and | have a great deal to say about this.” Eirica leaned
forward and slapped the scone onto the table.

Duncan could feel her anger and knew that her worry for
him fueled it. She'd paced beside his bed as the surgeon had
removed the bal and she'd fussed over him, becoming
adarmed when he insisted on going downstairs. She had
assured him she could handle the men and would make sure
the reward went to the proper person. He also knew she would
insist that he take the reward.

He didn’t care about the money or the farm. His only care
had been that she was safe and Anne. He didn’t need areward
to protect those he loved.

Eachan fidgeted. “Then 'tis your husband who shall have a
say inthisand not you.”

“’Tis just a matter of formality.” Keegan rested his hands
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on Eirica s shoulders. “I stopped the highwaymen.”

Eirica pinched Keegan’swrists. “Y ou did no such thing.”

“Ouch.” Keegan drew back his hands. “Of course | did. |
dispatched the man just before he injured you.”

Eirica stood and put her hands at her waist. “Keegan, shut
up. I'm tired of listening to you brag about how you saved us.
Duncan dispatched two of the men and would' ve captured the
third if you hadn’t interfered. He was shot saving us.” She let
out a long breath. “All you did was stop us from finding out
who was behind all of this.”

“l did no such thing. | saved you.” Keegan frowned. “I
didn’t think you'd be so ungrateful.”

Duncan closed his eyes. The problem was they didn’t
know who was behind this, and that could mean more danger
for al of them. The men who'd been killed were hired and
more could be hired by the same man. He opened his eyes and
looked around.

It had to be one of the suitors. Someone who wanted
Eirica’'s hand and her farm, but which one? The Anderson
brothers? One of them had nearly been killed, but it could ve
been afaling out. Keegan, the scarecrow? He seemed barely
able to take care of himself. He was mostly hot air and bluff.
Eachan? Whose wife had mysteriously died. He would gainin
status in the village if he won Eirica's hand. What of the
missing sheep? They still hadn't been found. “It may be too
soon to pay out the reward.”

“What?" Keegan'svoice rose shrilly. “I want my due.”

Eiricalooked at Duncan. “Why do you think so?’
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“You have no say in this, governess.” Eachan glared at
him.

“I'm the husband of the largest landowner in the area.”
Duncan stretched out his legs. Everything hurt and he wanted
to bein hisbed.

“That is of no import.” Eachan stood and paced to the
window.

“You just said he had a say in this matter.” Eirica walked
over and laid her hand on Duncan’s shoulder.

Eachan turned. “I changed my mind.”

“I"d like to hear his reason for waiting on paying the
reward.” Pastor MacL ean leaned forward.

“Sowould 1.” Gilliskel sat up. “Duncan played the biggest
part in stopping the men, and it seems to me the reward should
gotohim.”

“Duncan?’ Keegan screeched. “He did nothing. I'm the
one. Those men were ruthless and if | hadn't dispatched that
one, Eiricawould’ ve been kidnapped and Annekilled.”

“He stopped two of the men.” Eachan walked back to his
chair. “ The biggest part of the reward will go to Duncan.”

“He did nothing. He would have been killed if 1 hadn’t
ridden up when | did.” Keegan leaned against the back of the
Settee.

Duncan eased himself forward. If he leaned back any
longer, he would fal asleep. The medicine the doctor had
given him was working too well. The pain was subsiding, but
so was he. “We do no’ know if there are others working with
those men. They mentioned a leader who would have Eirica
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and her farm.” He rubbed his head. “We till haven't found the
missing sheep.”

“I"'m sure the sheep were taken from the area and sold.”
Keegan walked around the settee and sat next to Anne.

She scooted away from him. “Duncan, you saved us. You
should have the reward.”

“No, little one. There are things to be sorted out first.” He
smiled at her. For al the terror she'd seen in the past few
hours, she seemed quite calm.

“Keegan is probably correct.” Eachan leaned back in his
chair. “I’m sure the sheep are gone. Whoever has been behind
thiswouldn’t have the courage to start again.”

Pastor MacL ean looked at Duncan, then Eachan. “ The man
has a point. We don’'t know who was behind this.” He folded
hishandsin hislap. “I'm sure he has fled the area.”

“They had to have been staying somewhere.” Duncan
looked at Eirica. Maybe a cup of tea would make him feel
better.

As though reading his mind, she fetched him one. “There
aren’t many places they could hide.”

“1"m sure they were hiding in the forest.” Keegan reached
for a scone. “After dl, it wouldn't be safe to hide anywhere
else. Any abandoned farms would be searched.”

Duncan looked at Keegan. Why hadn’t he thought of it
before? The only abandoned farm in the area. The one put up
as reward for the capture of the highwaymen and the sheep
thieves. “Call Humphrey. | have something for him to do.”

Eiricatouched his shoulder. “What?’
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“Just get him and | shall meet him in your office.” Duncan
rose. “The morrow is soon enough to settle on who gets the
reward.” He stumbled as he walked toward the hall. He hoped
they'd all get the message and go about their business.

* * *

Duncan leaned againgt the pillows and smiled at Eirica
She looked so beautiful. He wanted to take her in his arms, but
he didn’t have the strength.

She kissed him. “1 married a very smart man, but whatever
made you think of looking for the stolen sheep at the
abandoned farm?’

“Where else could stolen sheep be kept?’ He smiled.

“I"d have thought Keegan correct when he said they’'d
been taken from the area” She smoothed the coverlet over
him.

“Yes, but there was more going on than just the stealing of
sheep. Someone wanted to terrorize the suitors as well. They
were mostly the target of the highwaymen.” Someone had
wanted to be rid of him, too, so Eiricawould be free to marry
someone else.

“Ranad, Grant and Carlton were all attacked by the
highwaymen.”

“Which leave Eachan and Keegan.”

“Eachan has a terrible temper, especialy when he doesn’t
get hisway. Why would he steal from his neighbors?’

“Who knows why a man does terrible things.”

“l can't imagine Keegan being involved with those men.
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He might be pompous, but maybe...”

“But what?’ He didn't like the look on her face. He
squeezed her hand. “Tell me.”

She told him about the incident in the garden.

“Why didn't you tell me sooner? I'd have thrown him
out.” If he could climb from his bed, he would go and throw
the man out now. “| shall have Humphrey do it for me.”

“On the morrow, when all has been settled.” She kissed his
hand. “Now you must rest. | have back my missing sheep, as
do my neighbors and we're all pleased.” She kissed him on the
cheek. “Tomorrow you will have the reward and the others
will be gone.”

“1 do no’ want the reward.” He looked into her eyes. “I did
no’ doit for thereward. | did it to make sure you were safe.”

She nodded. “The reward is there and it rightfully belongs
to you. Even Eachan will have to agree since you found the
stolen sheep.”

“Or believe | stole them, just so | could find them and be
the hero.”

Eirica chuckled. “That would be something he might do,
but not you.” She stood and picked up the tray from the table
beside his bed. “Now you must get some rest.”

The lamp flickered beside him. He wished she'd stay, but
he was having trouble keeping his eyes open. Tomorrow so
much had to be decided. He could take the reward. Then he
would own property and have money. He could support a
wife.

Eirica gtill owned the largest farm in the area. He had
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nothing to give her that she couldn’t give herself.

Except love.

Wasthat enough?

He didn't know and couldn’t sort it out now. He closed his
eyesand let sleep claim him.

A wavering figure came toward him, but fog obscured his
view. “You think you've won, but you haven't. I'll till have
Eiricaand both farms.”

He wanted to see who was speaking to him. The voice
wavered as though the fog distorted it. Who would think they
could still have Eirica? Even if he left, she had made it clear
she had no intention of marrying any of the suitors.

“Once she's a widow, she will come to me for comfort.
Then | shall have all that should be mine.”

“She'll ne'er go to another.” Duncan wanted to go to the
figure and discover hisidentity, but he couldn’t move.

“Of course she will. She'll be glad to have a man for her
husband, instead of a governess.” The figure laughed, and the
eerie sound sent shivers down Duncan’s spine.

“She'll never marry a thief and a murderer.” Duncan
reached out his hand, but couldn’t reach the figure.

“She'll never know.” The figure laughed louder.

Duncan sat up with a start. He grabbed his shoulder as pain
shot through him. He peered around the room. The light from
the lamp flickered against the walls, the shadows dancing. He
searched the corners of the room and realized no one was
there. It had been adream.

He lay back and stared at the ceiling. Something prickled
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at the back of his mind. The man was till out there and Eirica
was till in danger. So was he.

The man would see him dead so he could take his place.
Duncan couldn’t leave Eiricain danger.

He threw back the covers and sat on the edge of the bed,
holding his arm against his chest to stop the shooting pains.
Which one was it? Which suitor would see him dead so he
could claim Eirica shand and her farm.

He thought of each of them. Damn. Why hadn’t he seen it
sooner? He knew who had tried to kill him. He knew who had
hired the highwaymen.
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CHAPTER 21

Eirica sat by her bedroom window and looked out at the
stars. The moon hadn’t risen yet and the blackness of the night
hung over her like a shroud.

She sighed. The highwaymen had been dispatched. The
suitors would soon be gone. Grant would be well enough to
travel in another few days. Gilliskel insisted upon giving she
and Duncan awedding party. Her father would have wanted it,
and as he wasn't among them to do it, Gilliskel would perform
the honor. His sons weren't pleased because he planned on
paying for the celebration.

The whole idea was silly. Even with the pastor’s blessing,
her marriage was nothing more than a charade and she saw no

347



THE KILTED GOVERNESS

sensein adding to it. Duncan till planned on leaving.

He would have the reward for capturing the highwaymen
and finding the sheep. She would make sure of that. She
would make sure he received al of the reward. Keegan
deserved none of it.

She would be glad to see him gone. Duncan would make
sure that on the morrow Keegan would move into the village.

Eirica leaned her head on her arm resting on the window
sill. Even when she had seen no future but managing her farm
and caring for her father and sister the world had not seemed
so bleak.

She had to find a way to convince Duncan he should stay.
He would have enough money and afarm of his own. She had
offered to go elsewhere with him if he no longer wished to
remain in this area, but he insisted she must protect her
inheritance. Her place was here. His was el sewhere.

That did her no good. Long, lonely nights still extended
ahead. She would make sure her sister grew to be a fine
woman. She would make sure the farm made a profit to pay
for al they would need, but her gladness in the effort had
departed as the light of day had. Only it would not return on
the morrow. Never would her heart be light again.

The door behind her opened. Her heart skipped severd
beats and she turned.

She stopped. Keegan stood in front of the door, a pistol
pointed at her. She gasped, wordsfailing her.

“You must listen to me.” He waved the pistal in the air.

She folded her hands in her lap over her white linen night
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dress. Keegan's gaze was wild, his eyeswide.

“What do you wish to tell me?’

“You should never have married the governess. 'Tisn't
fitting. He is a no one. Not worthy of you.” He took a step
closer.

She wanted to cry out for Duncan, but he wouldn't arrive
before Keegan had time to fire. It would take but one shot and
then Anne would have no one. She couldn't anger Keegan.
She shrugged. “’ Tistoo late. The deed has been done.”

“He doesn’'t share your bed.” A smile glinted across
Keegan'sface. “The marriage can be set aside.”

“He's injured.” Eirica looked down at her hands. In alow
voice, shesaid, “But hehas.”

K eegan took another step closer. “I don’t believe you.” He
brandished the pistol. “You belong to me. | have worked too
hard for this.”

She looked at him. His eyes were overly bright. “You've
never wanted me, Keegan. You wanted my father’'s farm, but
"tisnot yoursfor the taking.”

“Youcan't giveittothat...that...man.”

She shook her head. “It belongsto me.”

“It belongs to your husband. If | can’t be the one, than
neither will he” Keegan stepped back towards the door. “I
shall dispatch him. Thistime hewon’t survive.”

Eirica's mouth fell open. “You shoved Duncan down the
stairs and had him attacked in the garden.”

“1 couldn’t alow him to be your husband. As a widow,
you’ d have no choice but to wed me.”
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“1 would never wed you.” She worried her hands together.
She had to get help, but she couldn’t put Duncan in danger.
Keegan wouldn't kill her. Not yet anyway. “Why did you try
to burn down my house?’

“With no where to live, you'd have to come to me.” A
smile flickered across his face as he neared the door. “ Duncan
is only next door. I'll go to him. Then none will stand in my
way.”

She stood. She couldn’'t alow him to go after Duncan. He
wouldn’t be able to defend himself. He would be asleep and
he was injured. Keegan would surprise him.

She wouldn't lose Duncan. Not in that manner. She would
rather lose her own life than Duncan’'s. He would stay to care
for Anne. He' d never leave her aone. “’ Twill do you no good.
If you kill Duncan, you' Il face the hangman’ s noose.”

“] shall have you and the farm.” He nodded. “All this will
be mine.” He waved hishand in an arc.

“Keegan, even if you dispatch me, you won't gain.” He
had lost al reason. To kill her would gain him nothing. To kill
Duncan would gain him nothing. He didn’t seem to grasp that,
though.

He let the pistol drop to hisside. “1 would never hurt you.”

“It would gain you nothing to do so.” She took a step
toward him, holding herself erect. Her insides trembled and
her heart threatened to jump through her chest. “It would be
best if you left. | shan’t tell anyone what you’' ve done.”

“Why would | care what you say?’ He leered at her.

“You stole. You organized men to terrorize those
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hereabouts.” If she could get the pistol away from him, they’d
al be safe.

“1 did nothing.” He raised the pistol and pointed it at her
again.

“Your men attacked people.” She breathed in owly, not
moving.

He waved the gun about. “That is not so. | wouldn't
conscience such acts” He aimed the pistol at her chest.
“There’'sno oneto say | did.”

She was about to join her parents. Duncan would stay and
take care of Anne. He would never desert her when she truly
had no one else. She wished she would be there, but without
Duncan in her life, she didn’t care whether she went on or not.
“Then why are you in my room at night with a pistol pointed
a me. Who else could it be?’

“1 only wanted you to marry me.” His hand trembled. “I
never would' ve stolen from you.”

“Then why are you here?” Maybe if she could keep him
talking, she could manage to survive.

“Because | want you for my wife.,” He smiled. “I have
plans for thisfarm. If I'd been given the reward, no one would
have found those sheep. I'd have been rich.” He stared at her.
“I won't let you take it al away from me. Your father
promised it to me.”

“He didn’t know who you were.”

“He made apromise.”

“He made many promises. He didn't remember most of
them.”
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“That doesn’'t matter. | shall hold him to his promise.”

“You can't. He is gone, and with him his promises.” The
house seemed so quiet...as if everyone had deserted her. She
was alone with amad man.

“No. | shall have you.” He glanced toward the door. “I
shall do away with Duncan, then you' [l come to me.”

“1"d never cometo you if you harmed Duncan.”

“You'll seethereason of it. Heis nothing.”

“You did such terrible things. How could you believe I'd
come to you?’ She clutched her hands in front of her. “Your
men threatened Anne.”

“1 only wished to trade her for your hand.”

“My hand has been taken.”

He waved the pistol in the air. “You'd have been so
grateful at her return; you' d have rushed to me.”

“I'm aready wed to another.” She wondered if any
reasonable part of his mind remained.

“No one else will have you.” The pistol wavered, then he
righted it. “Y ou are mine.”

Eirica shivered. Her nightdress clung to her and exposed
more of her to him than she found comfortable.

The door behind Keegan eased opened. Duncan, dressed in
his nightshirt and holding Father’'s pistol, edged around the
opening.

Keegan smiled. “As Angus grew weaker, | knew the time
had come when you would take me. You couldn’t manage
aone”

She looked directly at Keegan, staring into his eyes. She
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could see Duncan’s movement, but refused to look at him. She
had to keep Keegan distracted. “1 managed since my mother’s
death a one. Father managed nothing.”

Keegan shook his head. “That isn't possible. Y ou were but
a girl and now a mere woman. Angus managed his own
estate.”

Duncan crept closer to Keegan, his bare feet silent against
the floor.

“Father couldn’'t manage himself. He needed constant
attention.” She shook her head. “How do you think | came to
have so many suitors if Father weren't confused? He couldn’t
remember meeting them or promising my hand to any of them.
Y e, they kept appearing.”

“He promised your hand to me.” Keegan took a step
toward her. “Y ou must honor what your father wanted.”

“1 can’t honor what he promised.” She shook her head.

“He...”

The floor board sgueaked as Duncan stepped. Keegan
whirled. A great explosion filled the room. Eirica screamed
and clasped her hand to her throat. Blood dripped from
Duncan’ s shoulder. Keegan swayed, then toppled forward.

Duncan wrapped his arm around Eirica. “’ Tis done.”

* * *

She and Anne were findly safe. He had no further
obligation here. Keegan's body had been transported to the
village. The pastor had sent back the monies for the capture of
the highwaymen.
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She leaned her head against him. “You can't still mean to
leave.”

He stared into green eyes. Green as the hillsides he'd
traveled through. “1 wed you only to give you peace from the
others. You knew that.”

“1 love you, Duncan MacKinnon.” She brushed the side of
his face. “Now, there is no reason to leave. Stay and help me
with the farm.”

“You do no' need my help.” He wanted to take her into his
arms and hold her forever. His heart belonged to her. “1 canno’
take the reward money.”

“Why not? Y ou earned it.”

He brushed her hair back from her face. “You helped in
capturing those men.”

“l1 did naught. If you hadn't been there, Anne and |
would’ ve been their prisoners, and | don’'t wish to think what
might’ ve happened.” She shuddered against him.

How could he leave her? She was the most beautiful
woman he had ever seen. He loved her.

If he took the reward, he'd be able to make aliving, but it
would still be nothing compared to what Eirica made with the
farm.

“Besides, | need someone to help me with the books here
and dealing with those who wish to buy my wool and sheep.”
She wrapped her arms around his chest.

“Eirica, you've managed fine without any help. You do
no’ now need mine.” He wished she did. She traced a design
down his chest. “You must stay. You promised Father you
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would.”

“1 promised to make sure you were safe.” He pushed her
away and looked into her eyes again. What he saw there went
straight to his heart. Suddenly, his pride didn’t matter. All that
mattered was the love filling his heart. He couldn’t leave her.
He would stay. At least to see how things went. “1 shall take
thereward.”

“Of course you will.” She smiled at him.

He swept her into his arms, ignoring the pain in his
shoulder, and carried her up the stairs. He kicked open the
door to her bedroom, strode to the bed and laid her on the
mattress. After latching the door, he threw his coat across a
chair.

She smiled a him and held out her arms. “I love you,
Duncan.”

“1 love you.” He sat on the bed next to her and unbuttoned
her dress. He removed her clothing, until she lay naked in
front of him. “You are the most beautiful woman in the
world.”

A blush crept up her cheeks. “’ Tis not fair that you should
wear so many clothes when | have none.” She unbuttoned his
shirt.

He stood and shed his clothes onto the floor, then lay next
to her, pulling her into his arms. He kissed her and ran his
hand down her back. She shivered against him.

He brushed her hair back. “1 want you. Always.”

She pressed her lips against his neck. He leaned his head
back. She kissed him across his throat and down his chest,
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sucking at his nipples. He drew in his breath and held it.

He captured one of her breasts in his hand and rubbed her
other until it stood taut. She gasped and laid her head against
him. He wanted her. All those nights when he had refused to
bed her made the longing more.

He rolled her onto her back and spread her legs, kneeling
above her. He pushed himself into her. She wrapped her arms
and legs about him, holding him.

“1 need you, Duncan. | need you with me dways.”

He captured her lips and pushed himself deeper into her.
She raised her hips to meet him. He pulled back and thrust
forward again. She met him. Her grip tightened and her nails
dug into his shoulders. He rocked faster, until she tightened
around him. With one final thrust, he called out her name and
hugged her.

She nibbled at his neck as she held onto him. He rolled to
the side and pulled her with him. Her hair caressed his chest.
He held the most important part of his life in his arms. He
didn’t know if he should believe she truly was hisforever.

Almost as though she could read his mind, she said, “ Stop
fretting. | wed you because | loved you. | shan’t be supporting
you. You'll belord of the manor. My lord.”

He stroked her arm.

She kissed him. “I’ll convince you of such, even if it takes
therest of my life.”

He kissed her neck and down her throat. “I want to stay
with you.”

“Then we are in agreement.”
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He pulled her on top of him and stroked her breasts. She
sgquirmed against him. He lifted her and pushed himself into
her again. As she rocked back and forth, he let his
uncertainties disappear and thought of nothing but the feeling
of being with her.

* * *

Eirica stood in her breeches by the sheep pens. With the
shearing done, the area was quiet. “Not much to tend to at the
moment.”

Duncan wrapped his arm around her. “’ Tis a good time to
do what you wish, instead of what you haveto.”

She leaned againgt him and nodded, but she wasn't sure
what that was. Before she had spent the late days of summer
with her father. She would like to spend them with Duncan,
but he’ d been busy repairing the buildings on hisfarm.

He kissed the side of her neck. She shivered against him.

“Happy?’ he asked.

She looked out over the fields that extended beyond the
sheep pens. This was theirs. Duncan had never had anything
that was al his before. His brothers had driven him out of his
home. He had floated from place to place until he had come
here to settle. Now he had something.

She knew he would stay.

Because he loved her.

Because he was happy here.

She faced him. He smiled like a little boy with a new toy.
She could not begrudge him hiswork. “Very happy.”
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He leaned his head against hers. “With both farms, we
shal do very well. Anne and our children will never do
without.” He kissed the top of her head. “I'll be able to
provide for my family.”

She hugged him. Being able to care for them was
important to him. And she wouldn't mind having someone
else worry about all the concerns of running the farm. She
would gladly share that part with him. She liked having his
arm around her. With him beside her, the world was a bright
place.

“1 thought we might redecorate my house and move into
it.” Helifted her chin and looked into her eyes.

“You don't care for my house?’

“’Tis a fine house, but we shall keep it for Anne” He
hugged her close. “1 wish to have a house that is ours.”

She nodded. “I'd be honored to live with my husband in
his house.”

“Eirica, Duncan.” Anne'svoice floated to her.

She turned and watched the child skip across the dirt.
Nanny nearly ran to keep up with her.

Anne grabbed Eiricds hand and leaned against her.
“What're you doing?’

“Watching the lambs play.” Eirica squeezed Anne's hand.
Even dressed in black, the child seemed happy and dive.

“They’'re so cute.” Anne climbed the fence and leaned
against the top rung.

“’Tistime to set them out with the others,” said Duncan.

Eirica hated to let the lambs loose because she enjoyed
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watching them, but they had grown enough to join the flock.
“Tomorrow | shall have Humphrey take them out.”

“They are cute.” Anne turned. “ Can we go for aride?’ She
looked from Duncan to Eirica. “Neither of you seem very
busy.”

“1 could get out the carriage.” Duncan pulled Eirica close
to her.

“Horses.” Anne smiled. “Nanny can stay and take a nap.
The two of you can watch me. | promise not to go out to far in
theloch again.”

Nanny's face turned pale. “You don't need to go
swimming.”

Duncan smiled. “That sounds like a wonderful idea.” He
winked at Nanny. “We need to take the proper clothes, and I'll
take proper care of Anne.”

Eirica nodded. “If we go swimming, then we must plan.
We can take teawith us.”

Anne jumped down from the fence and did a dance.
“"Twill be so much fun. Just the three of us. Like a family.”
Her eyestwinkled.

Eirica put her hands to her hips. “Have you done your
lesson?’

Anne looked at her. Shetwirled in acircle. “’ Tistoo nice a
day for lessons.”

“Lessons comefirst.”

“Let's take her swimming. She can do school work
tomorrow.” Duncan nuzzled her ear.

Eirica moved her head away. “Anne is watching,” she
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hissed.

Duncan laughed. “’ Tistoo nice aday for lessons.”

Eirica moved from the circle of his arms. She had trouble
concentrating when he held her so close. “A fine schoolmaster
you make. Encouraging your students to play hooky. Lessons
must come first. When she' s done, if timeisleft, then we shall
take her swimming and have tea at the loch.”

“’Tissummer.” Duncan smiled at Anne.

“It doesn’'t matter.” Anne smiled back. “| have no lessons
todo.”

“Why not?" asked Eirica.

“Because no one has given me any.”

Duncan opened his mouth and covered it with his hand.
“I’ve been so busy, | must’ ve forgotten.”

Anne laughed and wrapped her arms around his waist. He
swung her up into hisarms.

Eiricalooped her arm through his. My family. All laughing
and happy. “A finejob you're doing.”

Duncan shrugged.

“Heisn't at fault.” Anne clapped her hands. “After dl, he's
no longer the governess.”
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