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"Andra didn't tell you about the marriage kilt?" Lady Valery sipped the wickedly strong whiskey and relished the warmth it spread through her aged veins. "My heavens, what did you do to offend? The MacNachtans always drag out that marriage kilt to show everyone, whether they wish it or not."

The fire warmed the study, the candles lit the darkened corners, the clock ticked on the mantel, and Hadden sat, long legs stretched out before him, the very portrait of masculine power and grace.

The very image of offended virility.

Lady Valery hid a grin in her goblet. The boy—he was thirty-one, but she considered him a boy—did not take rejection well.

"Andra MacNachtan is unreasonable." He scowled into his goblet. "A black-headed, noodle-brained woman without a care for anyone but herself."

Lady Valery waited, but he said nothing more. He only gulped at his whiskey, his fourth since dinner and three more than the usually temperate drinker ever consumed.

"Yes. Well." She returned to her scheme. 'The marriage kilt is exactly your kind of tradition. There's a ragged old plaid cloth that's reputed to bring good luck to the newly-weds if it's wrapped around their shoulders ..." She paused artfully for effect. "No, wait, let me think... if they kiss the sporran .. . no, perhaps it was something about wifely obedience. If I could remember the tale, I would tell you, and you could copy it into your treatise. But I'm an old lady; my memory's not what it used to be—"

Hadden lifted his bloodshot blue eyes to glare at her.

Perhaps that was laying it on a little too thick. Hastily, she abandoned that tack and, in a brisk, no-nonsense tone, said, "And 1 was never interested in that old-fashioned balderdash. I remember the 'good old days'—smoking fires, galloping clap, gin slums. No, give me my modern conveniences. You young folks can go poking around and call those days romantic and worthy of note, but I don't."

"It's not just your youth I'm recording, Your Grace, much though you would like to believe that."

Surly and sarcastic, she noted, his usual state since his return from Castle MacNachtan almost two months ago.

"It's a whole way of life. Since Culloden, Scotland has changed. The old ways that have existed since William Wallace and Robert the Bruce are disappearing without a trace." He straightened his shoulders, leaned forward intently. "I want to record those fragile fragments of culture before they are gone forever. If I don't record them, no one will."

Lady Valery watched him with satisfaction. He'd been this emphatic and enthusiastic almost from the first moment he'd arrived at her Scottish estate, a skinny, frightened nine-year-old. He'd taken to the open spaces and gray mists of the Highlands. He'd grown tall and hearty as he roamed the glens and braes, and he'd discovered in the clans and the ancient ways of life a continuity his own existence lacked.

Not that his sister hadn't made a home for him—she had—but nothing could substitute for two parents and a place to call his own.

Lady Valery had hoped, when she sent him to Castle MacNachtan, he would find his place there.

Instead, he'd come back silent and grumpy, brooding in a manner quite unlike his normal personable self.

Once Lady Valery had diagnosed the malady that vexed him, she had resolved to set all to rights, and her plan, as always, was working perfectly.

"I understand now. You're tactfully telling me you're not interested in the MacNachtans' wedding kilt because it's not important." She set her goblet down with a thump. "I don't blame you a bit. It is an obscure legend, and rather absurd, and the MacNachtans are a dying clan. That girl, that Andra, is the last of them as far as I know. Yes, you're right." She acted as if he had spoken. "If you don't record their history before that clan fades away, it will be of no consequence."

Hadden's drink halted halfway to his mouth, and his fingers tightened on the cut-glass sides of his goblet. "Castle MacNachtan is two hard days of riding from here," he muttered.

"That's true," Lady Valery acknowledged. It had taken her courier two days to get there, one day to search out Andra's housekeeper and get an answer to her letter, and two days to get back.

"The roads are mud. The crofters are poor, the castle's disintegrating, and it was none too fine a castle to begin with. And Andra MacNachtan is destitute and proud as the devil in spite of it, and so vain of her honored Scottish ancestry that she can't see what's right before her nose."

Lady Valery smiled at Hadden, knowing she had well and truly set the hook. "So, dear boy, a noodle-brained woman like Andra MacNachtan is of no consequence?"

He stood, over six feet tall, a blond giant, handsome, irresistible, and so bristling with irritation at Lady Valery that he almost forgot his displeasure with Andra. "She damned well shouldn't be."

"When will you leave?"

'Tomorrow morning." Standing, he tossed his whiskey into the fire and watched the flames blaze up. "And the tale of this marriage kilt had better be true, Your Grace, for if I go all that way to make a fool of myself, I'll hop a ship to India and make another fortune, and you'll not see me for many a long day."

"You'd break an old lady's heart?"

"Not if she's a truthful old lady. Now if you will excuse me, Your Grace, I will go pack."

She watched him stride out, dynamic, overbearing, and so virile he made her long to be fifty years younger. "Oh, I am truthful," she murmured to herself. "About the marriage kilt, at least."

"Busted clean in half, it is, and I dinna know how I will fix it without more pipe." Andra's steward sounded dimly satisfied as he declared their catastrophe. "A'course, my great-great-great-great-grandfather put it in, and 'tis a miracle it hasn't busted sooner."

Andra stared at the still-dripping end of the pipe that carried water from the well to the kitchen. It was a miracle it hadn't broken before, and she'd run out of miracles about two months ago.

"It's created a dreadful flood," Douglas added unnecessarily.

Andra lifted her foot out of the three inches of water submerging the floor of the subterranean dungeon she euphemistically called the wine cellar. "I noticed." She noticed more than that. When the pipe had broken, it had sprayed the barrels of salted meat and soaked the bins of barley and rye. An almost-empty barrel containing the last of their wine listed drunkenly from side to side.

The Clan MacNachtan had reached its lowest ebb, and she had no idea how to raise it from this depth of poverty and despair—or, rather, how to raise herself, for she was the last of the family. She wanted to give up—she would have already given up—except for Douglas, sixty years old and really quite good at repairing misfortune after he'd finished bellyaching; and her housekeeper, Sima, the only mother she'd had since her own had died when she was eleven; and the cook and Kenzie, the half-blind ostler; and the crofters and all the folk who depended on her to keep them safe from madmen and Englishmen.

And when she'd done just that, refused to agree to a crazy Englishman's contemptible demand, they'd acted disappointed or troubled or irritated according to their natures. As if she, the last of the MacNachtans, should actually marry a lowlander. Bad enough that she had—

"Mistress, how are we goin' t' pump all this water out o' here?"

She took a quivering breath but couldn't answer. She didn't know how they were going to pump the water out.

"An' how do ye want me t' fix the pipe?"

She didn't know that, either. She just knew that life, always lonely, always hard, had recently grown so difficult that she didn't know how she could bear to continue to lift her head off the pillow in the mornings.

Plucking the sweaty kerchief off her head, she used it to wipe her neck. She'd been helping boil the laundry in the kitchen when the water suddenly stopped; she looked like the lowest, poorest crofter who inhabited the ancient MacNachtan lands, and she ached in every bone. She would hate to have anyone see her like this, certainly not—

"That good young man Mr. Fairchild would know what to do," Douglas said. "Seemed t' me he knew a lot about plumbin'."

Andra turned on Douglas so quickly, she made waves. "What do you mean by that?"

Her steward looked surprised and exorbitantly, suspiciously innocent. "Why, nothing, but that he seemed knowledgeable about every little tiling. Even pipes."

She closed her eyes to shut out the sight of the wizened old man's amusement. She shouldn't have reacted to the sound of Hadden's name, but Douglas had been nagging at her ever since ...

"He's not here, is he? So we'll have to do without him." She kept her tone level and her voice soft, two things she had had trouble doing these last weeks.

Douglas nodded approvingly. "At least fer a change ye're not shriekin' like a kelpie."

And Andra felt her ready irritation rise. She turned her back, ostensibly to study the pipe, and found her attention caught by the true scope of this disaster. An entire section had burst, ancient copper worn thin by a hundred and fifty years of water flowing through it.

Burst. Broken. Worn out. Like everything else in Castle MacNachtan. She and everyone under her care were living in a crumbling relic, and day by day matters were getting worse. Everyone looked to Andra for salvation, but what could a twenty-six-year-old spinster do to repair stone or to grow crops?

Behind her, she heard the patter of Sima's footsteps down the stairs and the swish of Douglas's stride through the water. She heard the whisper of their voices, and she swallowed hard to clear the lump from her throat. A lump she experienced far too often these days.

"Mistress," Sima called, and her voice sounded softer and kinder than it had for many a day. "Dinna fash yerself about this now. Ye've had a hard day. Come on up t' yer chamber. I've fixed ye a nice, warm bath."

"A bath?" To Andra's shame, her voice wobbled. Resting her hand on her throat, she steadied herself before she spoke again. "It isn't even time for supper."

"It will be by the time ye've bathed, and it's a guid supper we're plannin', too. Some o' Mary's potato scones, hot off the grill, and a wee chicken in the pot. Maybe I'll make yer favorite."

Later, Andra realized the chicken should have offered her the clue. The only time Sima usually allowed a chicken to be killed was if someone were sick, or if the chicken was.

But at that moment, all Andra wanted was warm water and the illusion of comfort. "Cock-a-leekie soup?" Turning, she stared at the spare, iron-faced woman who had been her nurse.

"Aye, the very same," Sima assured her.

So Andra allowed herself to be herded upstairs to her bedchamber, bathed with the single, hoarded bar of French, rose-scented soap. Her sole pair of white silk stockings was offered and donned, as were her garters with the lacy flower by the bow. Her fresh white petticoats rustled as Sima tied them around her waist, and she raised her arms as Sima slipped her best gown of rose dimity over her head. Her length of straight black hair was coiled atop her head in the most elegant style Sima knew, and, as the finishing touch, Sima wrapped a Belgian lace shawl around Andra's shoulders.

Andra permitted all this without protest, imagining that she was being cosseted like a child.

In truth, she was being trussed like a sacrificial lamb.

And she realized it when she walked into the flame-lit dining chamber with its intimate, linen-draped table set with two places, and saw him.

Hadden Fairchild, scholar, Englishman—and her first, her only, her lover.

Two
Andra didn't quite hiss when she saw Hodden's broad shoulders propped against the mantle, but she allowed herself a little puff of exasperation mixed with defensiveness. He stood there, showing no signs of the hard journey, impeccably dressed in a jacket, trousers, cravat and waistcoat bearing the stamp of London sophistication. The man himself, big, braw and hearty, gathered the fire's glow and magnified the light in the gleam of his blond hair, the warmth of his golden skin, and the luminescence of his heather-blue eyes.

Damn him. Did he have to challenge her with his stance, his vigor, and his obvious ability to make himself at home in her castle?

Sima put her hand in the middle of Andra's back and gave her a push, and Andra stumbled into the room and almost fell to her knees.

"Please," he said, his tone frightfully superior and his accent very English, "you don't have to kneel. A simple curtsy will serve."

Automatically she dropped into the common Highland intonation she hoped would annoy him. "Ye're insufferable."

"Aye." He could do a Scottish accent even broader than hers. "As bad as a lassie wi' no more guid sense than Fairie Puck."

He looked as if he should be more ornamental than useful, but he could do everything better than she could. Change a wheel, deliver a babe, dig a well, soothe a child's fears, write a letter, love a woman past any qualm ... no doubt he could also repair a pipe. But she, Andra MacNachtan of the Highland MacNachtans, didn't have to stand here and have her face rubbed in his endless, exasperating competence.

With a flourish, she tossed the shawl around her neck and turned away, prepared to stomp back to her bedchamber or the wine cellar, or anywhere Hadden Fairchild was not.

She found herself facing Sima. Sima, who had taught her everything about hospitality and manners and now shook such a stem finger that Andra found herself cowed. Reluctantly obeying that mute and powerful mandate, Andra turned back to her company, expecting to see Hadden grinning at Sima, wordlessly thanking her for making Andra submit to courtesy's demand. But he was not grinning, and he certainly was not looking at Sima. His attention remained fixed on Andra, like a man-wolf who scented his mate.

But just because her body recognized and welcomed him on a primal level, that did not mean she was his mate. This softness, this trembling, this desire to run to his arms and seek shelter there—these were nothing more than a wee bit of weakness at the sight of the man who had taught her passion. Never mind that he wordlessly commanded her; Andra MacNachtan was no one's fool, and she would not obey.

Shaking off her lassitude, she spoke, her voice weighted with insincerity. "Mr. Fairchild, how pleasant to have you visit us again. What brings you back to my corner of the Highlands, and so soon after your last visit?"

He straightened up, away from the mantel, and took a step toward her. "You lied to me."

His blunt accusation shook her. Of course she had; it had been a matter of self-preservation. But how had he discovered it? "What are you talking about?"

"I'm talking about the marriage kilt."

Hidden in the folds of her skirt, her hands clenched, then relaxed. "The marriage kilt. The MacNachtans' marriage kilt?"

"Do you know of another?"

"No," she said reluctantly.

"And there is one?"

With even greater reluctance, she admitted, "Aye."

"Would you tell me why, when you knew I came on Lady Valery's behest to gather the traditions of Scotland and record them, you failed to tell me about the marriage kilt?" He walked toward her on silent feet, his shadow falling on her, the smoke of the fire chasing after him as if it wished to caress him. "You told me about the stone on the hill, reputed to be placed by giants, and about the wishing well from whence the ghosts rise on All Hallows' Eve—things so common to Scotland, they were not worth writing down. But the marriage kilt—you said nothing of that."

Of course she had said nothing. The four days he'd spent with her had been a time set aside from reality and duty. For four brief, enchanted days, she had cared little about shouldering her duties as a true leader of her people should. She had cared only about Hadden and the way he made her feel.

Not love; she knew about love. That was what she had felt for her uncle before he'd been put to the horn, and her father and her brother before they'd fled to America, and her mother before she'd died of grief.

This had been a different kind of emotion—carefree, full of laughter and unexpected passion. She hadn't cared that he would inevitably walk away; she had only cared about grasping one perfect moment before it was too late and she died an old maid worn down by her burdens.

"The marriage kilt?" he prompted.

She lifted her chin and looked at him. He stood too closely. She could see each strand of his hair, trimmed and combed and damp, smell the scent of heather and leather and soap, sense his outrage fed by the need for her that smoldered in him. Every hair on her skin lifted, but she wouldn't step away, and she dared not look away. She didn't remember him being so tall, and she had never thought she would be afraid of him.

But she was.

"I didn't remember it." A lie.

Which he recognized. "You didn't remember it," he repeated. "You didn't remember the pride of the MacNachtans."

"No." Another lie, but better to tell a lie than to acknowledge her own skittish decision to never think about marriage, mention marriage, and, most especially, not to dream about marriage and how it would be to share her life with one man who would be there for her forever ... or until another vista beckoned. "Why would I remember that old thing? It's hidden in a trunk somewhere, and I never think of it."

"Lady Valery said the MacNachtans drag it out to show all their guests."

"I don't." It would have been better if she could have held his gaze. But the blue flame in his eyes scorched her, and her nerve broke. She looked off to the side.

"Coward." He only breathed the word.

Yet she heard. She heard everything he said, but she could not hear everything he thought. They were not so attuned as that. She would not allow it to be so.

The silence mounted as she watched his hand rise from his side toward her. Toward her face, there to stroke her cheek as he had loved to do. His outstretched fingers quivered as if he fought the need to touch her. Fought it as much as she fought the need to be touched.

A footstep outside the doorway made them spring apart, and Sima bustled into the chamber followed by two beaming maids. One carried a steaming tureen of soup, the other a basket with the promised potato scones. The maids placed the food in the center of the small, round table while Sima took in the scene at a glance. Andra thought she heard a small huff of exasperation before the housekeeper burst into speech. "Sit ye both down and eat yer fill o' me fine cock-a-leekie soup. Tis a long time until mornin', and a fair climb t' the top o' the tower."

Startled, Andra asked, "The tower? Why the tower?"

"Why, that's where th' marriage kilt is."

"Been listening at the door again?" Andra asked.

"Not at all," Sima said in lofty disdain. "Mr. Hadden talks t' me, and he told me why he had come. Shocked, pure shocked I was that ye hadn't shown him before."

Shocked. Nothing had shocked Sima for years. But on his first visit, she'd made her allegiance to Hadden clear. That could have been because he deliberately set out to enchant her, and every other female on the estate.

"/ like women," he said. "Especially strong, capable women. My sister is like that. Lady Valery is like that. And you, Lady Andra . .. you're like that."
"Sturdy, that's me," she answered with all the cheer she'd taught herself.
"Sturdy? Not at all." His gaze ran over her with the care of a connoisseur. "You look almost fragile."
Sima interrupted with all the presumption of which she was capable. "She works too hard. She needs a man."
Andra could scarcely contain her horror. "Sima! "
Hadden had only grinned at her. "A man to take care of her and do the heavy work. I couldn't agree more."
After that, Sima had cared not that he was a foreigner. She, and every other foolish maid, had been vocal in their adoration.

So when Andra had sent him away, Sima had been equally vocal with her opinion of Andra's poor sense and unfeeling heart, and she dared insinuate that Andra used her indifference to hide a weakness.

Foolishness, of course. Andra was strong. Self-sufficient. In need of no one. No one.

"I also told him that ye had no bairn on the way. He seemed more than a wee bit concerned about that." Smirking, Sima watched as color scorched Andra inside and out. "Although why he should be when ye're not wed is beyond this auld woman's understandin'."

Beyond her understanding, indeed. Sima understood human nature and needs with an almost fey comprehension, and Andra had no doubt the old woman was mixing a witch's brew with her crooked finger. Only Andra couldn't quite comprehend the plot. Thinking of the rickety stairway that circled around and around; the trapdoor in the floor; the big, dusty room with its windows so dirty they almost didn't allow any light in, she asked suspiciously, "Why the tower?"

"I've been worried about the effect of dampness on the old things." Sima pulled the high-backed, armed, and cushioned chair away from the table.

Andra took a step toward it.

"Mr. Hadden, you sit here," Sima instructed.

Andra stopped and watched, tense with resentment. Before, he had always insisted she take the master's chair. He'd held it for her, seating her first with charm and courtesy. Now he accepted Sima's homage with all the presumption of a noble, long-lost divinity, and seated himself with only a terse word of thanks to the manipulative old beldam.

And Sima beamed as she pulled out the other, less formal, and quite armless chair. "Sit ye here, dearie, and rest yer tired feet. She's been workin', Mr. Hadden, way too hard since ye left. If I didn't know better, I'd say she missed ye."

Without missing a beat, she continued, "Mistress, the tower's dry, ye must admit; ye can see for miles, and there's a good cross-breeze when the windows are open."

Torn between chagrin and gratitude, Andra seated herself. "Do you think the kilt is admiring the view?"

As Sima patted her arm, she also plucked Andra's shawl from her shoulders. "Ah, a witty tongue she has, isn't it, Mr. Hadden?"

"I have cherished her—" his gaze ran over her bosom, now exposed by the low neckline, "—wit."

Andra leaned forward, a hot retort on her lips.

Sima's fingers grew suddenly tight. She shoved Andra against the chair back and burst into speech. "Me and the lasses have been doing spring cleanin' these last few days. Tis spring, ye ken, and a guid time to be cleanin'. So we aired the linens and dusted the mementos and rearranged everything in the trunks, and we put the kilt up there, too." She nodded at one of the maids, who filled the bowls and placed one in front of Hadden and one in front of Andra. "Ye'll want t' have a full stomach fer yer adventure."

Andra touched her forehead. She didn't remember a time when Sima had chattered so. It must be Hadden's influence; another catastrophe she could put on his doorstep.

"She's lost weight." Hadden spoke to Sima, but there could be no doubt he spoke of Andra; his gaze battered her across the stifling intimacy of the shrinking table.

"Aye; with one eye closed, she looks like a needle," Sima answered, showing her treasonous willingness to speak of Andra as if she weren't even present. "She hasn't been eating as she should."

"Why do you suppose that is?" he wondered.

"I've been busy," Andra said.

"She's been pining," Sima answered at the same time.

Fed up to the gills with Sima and her stupid notion that a

woman needed a man to make her whole, Andra snapped, "Leave us to eat in peace."

"O' course, mistress."

Sima curtsied, the maids curtsied, and they whisked themselves out so quickly Andra had the definite feeling she'd lost that round. But how could she win, she wondered morosely, when everyone in the castle clearly thought their mistress was daft?

"Eat your soup," Hadden commanded, as much at home playing imperious master as he had been playing captivating guest.

She wanted to answer that she wasn't hungry, but for the first time in two months, she was. Ravenously, voraciously hungry, her body demanding sustenance after a famine. As she picked up her spoon, she skidded a glance at Hadden. Having him back had released one appetite—God help her if it released another.

Wisely he kept his gaze on his own bowl and refrained from commenting on her avid consumption of the flavorful soup. Yet somehow he watched her, for he passed the scones whenever she finished one until she could eat no more. Then he put down his spoon.

"You'll take me to the tower now."

She leaned back in her chair. "What makes you think you can command me in such a tone?"

'The food put new spirit in you," he said. "Something you needed no more of. Yes, I do command you to take me to the tower. You owe me that, at least, Andra."

"I owe you nothing!"

His hand came down over hers where it rested on the table, and when she tried to jerk back, he tightened his grip. "Yes, you do. Remember what you said to me when you sent me away? That I'd forget you as soon as you were out of my sight? Well, I haven't. I think of you, I dream of you, I thirst for you—and if all I can get from you is a chapter in my treatise, then I will take that and live off of it until I die."

His palm was rough over the top of hers and blisteringly warm . . . just like the rest of him. She remembered his warmth, moving beneath her, thrusting above her, and the memory made her capitulate.

She would do anything to make him let her go. As she rose, his hand again tightened on hers. Until she said, "Come, then. I'll take you to the tower."

Three
Hodden could scarcely contain his rage as he followed Andra up the dim and winding staircase to the tower. The woman had had him in turmoil for two bloody months, and now she had the nerve to walk ahead of him up the narrow, rickety steps, tormenting him with the sway of her hips. How much of this mindless teasing was a man expected to bear?

If only it weren't mindless. If only she were teasing him on purpose, enticing him into her arms. But she wasn't. She wanted him to go away.

She'd sent him away.

The first time he'd seen her, she'd been standing in the stream, skirts tied up, laughing at the antics of the sheep that struggled to escape their yearly dunking. She had been handsome and carefree, the symbol of springtime in Scotland and everything he'd ever wanted.

He had just come from London, where he'd been hunted for his fortune, noble background and blond good looks, and there he'd grown to despise those jaded souls who would do anything, however dishonorable, for their own pleasure. Despite the tightening in his groin and the craving that coursed through his veins, he resolved he would not debauch a Scottish peasant maiden who might not dare to reject a wealthy English nobleman. That would be the act of a cad.

But when he'd discovered she was the woman Lady Valery had sent him to meet, principle went out the window. However, Hadden had never seen a woman work so doggedly, without stopping, as if the perpetuity of her people depended on her and her alone.

Which, apparently, it did. She supervised the washing of the sheep, consulted with the shepherds, encouraged the women who baled the wool, spoke with the men who would transport it to market, discussed with her weavers how much was needed for their own purposes. All this while caring for her household and servants and treating him with grace and hospitality.

She liked him; he knew she did. Indeed, when a Fairchild went out of his way to make himself attractive, there were few women who could resist him. And Hadden had the added advantage of being able to help with Andra's burdens, for, unlike most Fairchilds, he was competent and not afraid of hard work. But of what purpose were charm, good looks, and ability if the lady he desired could not find the time to be enticed?

Thus, on his third day at Castle MacNachtan, he arranged with her people to take Lady Andra away from the drudgery that was her life. As she stood in the stableyard, and with the assistance of every able-bodied man at MacNachtan, he lifted her before him on the saddle and kidnapped her for just one day while she laughed and protested that she had work to do.

But she didn't protest too hard. Once away from the duties that had bound her, she had helped him devour the food and drink Sima had packed for them. She'd held his hand as they wandered the hills, picking flowers. She listened with gladness as he sang the old Scottish tunes. She'd been silent and listened to the wind as it whistled through the crags.

When the afternoon had waned and they had started back, she turned in the saddle and kissed him. Mashed his lips, actually, until he stopped his horse and taught her better. Taught her to slow down, taught the pleasures of taste, taught her how to open her mouth and slide her tongue alongside his.

Hadden halted on the stairway behind Andra and put his hand to the wall to steady himself. The memory of that kissing sent his blood surging. The horse had moved restively between his legs, she had lain across his lap, pressed to his loins, and he'd been in a fever to take her. At once. Everything in him had clamored to claim this woman.

Even now, here on the uncomfortable and perilous tower stairs, he knew that if she gave him one smidgen of encouragement, he would throw her skirts up and bury himself inside her. Yet she gave him no encouragement. She didn't even realize Hadden had stopped. She continued to climb the stairs, and Hadden continued to watch her with rapacious intent, brooding about that afternoon and the hot, vibrant excitement of their first kiss.

He hadn't seized the chance to take her then. Painstakingly, he had righted her, and they had ridden back to Castle MacNachtan. The memory of his own restraint infuriated him now, although later, when she had crept into his bed and shyly, daintily debauched him as only a virgin could do, he had thought he'd won all. He'd been triumphant, silly in love, convinced he had just waged the most successful campaign he had ever waged for a woman's heart, for it was the only important campaign he had waged for a woman's heart.

And in the end, she'd rejected him.

"/ never meant. . . you can't. . . I can't marry you." She snatched up the comer of the wool blanket, covered herself,
and crawled across the mattress away from him as if he 'd threatened to harm her. "Why would you ask such a thing?" He was as stunned as if she 'd brought out an axe and tried to put it through his skull. "I've been courting you. You've been responding. Last night, you came to me." He gestured around at the archaic, curtained bed that had witnessed the sweetest, most gentle and tremulous loving he 'd ever experienced. "My God, you were a virgin. Of course I want to marry you! "
She stopped sliding away and leaned toward him, a vision of tumbled hair and swollen lips. "Because I was a virgin. Well, let me tell you—"

"No. I don't want to marry you because you were a virgin! I wanted to marry you regardless of your state of chastity. But when a woman has reached your age and not tumbled into bed with a man sooner, the man she tumbles with assumes she loves him!" A certain expression crossed her face. And he knew right away he'd stated his case badly. He could almost hear Lady Valery quoting, "A woman of your age?"
So he hastily added, "And I love you. I wanted to marry you yesterday. The day before. The first time I saw you!"
"Infatuation," she said flatly. "You're a nice man in the throes of infatuation."
That was when he lost his temper. "I am not a nice man," he roared.
He might not have even spoken. She said, "Now . . . you've got to go away."
A nice man. He'd brooded about that one phrase. A nice man. He still brooded about it. Apparently she thought he treated every woman the way he'd treated her, and fell in and out of love with obnoxious regularity. In fact, looking back, he realized she had a decidedly odd opinion of men, and he still didn't know why.

But he would find out. Oh, yes, he would.
Andra poked her head around the curve of the stairs where she'd disappeared. "Are you out of breath from the climb? Shall I help you with my arm around your waist, old man?"

She didn't even realize the danger she courted. He smiled, depending on the shadows to hide the menace of his intent. "Yes," he invited. "Come down and assist me."

Something—the tone of his voice, the flash of his teeth, or perhaps that knowledge of him that she had gleaned through the mingling of their bodies—must have warned her, for she stared down at him for one still moment, then said briskly, "I think not," and her head bobbed out of sight.

He heard the clatter of her soles on the stairs as she hurried upward, and his smile widened to a savage grin. Run away, little girl; you 'II not outrun me.
Her own valiance stood his stead as a weapon, for it would never occur to her to admit to alarm. Even now, as her footsteps slowed, he knew that she was telling herself to stop being such a ninny, that he was a civilized man who could be depended upon to be a gentleman.

She didn't realize that the veneer of civilization wore thin when a man was deprived of his mate.

It grew warmer as he climbed upward, and he caught her at the place where the stairs slanted sharply upward, becoming more of a ladder. Andra stood, head bent against the tight constraint of steps and wall and ceiling, her fingers tucked into the handle of the trapdoor, a sconce on the wall barely lighting the stygian darkness. "Can you lift the hatch?" she asked. "Or shall I?"

That stupid valiance of hers must be blinding her to the instincts of primitive woman. She should be fleeing him, but instead she taunted him, inquiring without actually asking if his manners had evaporated when she'd banned him from her bed. They had, but he saw no reason to tell her so now.

They were not yet completely away from the inhabited part of the castle and the restraints enforced by the presence of other, more civilized people.

Taking care to touch no more than the tip of her elbow, he guided her toward the wall, away from the drop that descended to the base of the tower, and passed her. He pushed back the shiny steel latches and lifted the sturdy wooden panel. With the screech of metal and wood, he shoved the trapdoor up and across the floor of the chamber above.

A sudden brightness descended from the tower, and a draft of fresh air relieved the stuffiness of the stairway. "The servants must have left the windows open. I'll speak to Sima when we are done here." Her tone made it clear she wished that would occur soon.

The spring of his anger wound tighter. "Indeed, you should. Your servants take too much on themselves."

The irritation that infected him spread to her. He could tell by the color that bloomed in her cheeks and the flash of her dark eyes. She bit her resentment back, and he rejoiced. She didn't want to give in to his passion, not any kind of passion, and that meant she feared the results.

She had loved him; he knew it, and he would discover what megrim had made her withdraw from him. That was his mission this evening—not getting her alone, which he badly wished to do, or even viewing the MacNachtan marriage kilt, which he now used as a pretext. "Are there mice?" he asked. "Probably." "I don't like mice." "What a craven."

She ridiculed him, and he did no more than bow his head. If she were fool enough to believe him craven, she deserved what she got, and more.

She moved forward, and he stepped down and gestured her upward. He saw the flash of wariness when she realized how smoothly he had maneuvered her, but she hesitated only a moment before brushing past him.

She thought him a gentleman, or at the very least that she could manage him as she managed everything else in her barren life. She didn't realize that the layers of civility had been peeling away from him: on the ride here, during that interminable dinner, on the long ascent up the stairs. He watched her climb the ladder, watched as her slender ankles rose to eye level, and watched as she glanced down at him. She couldn't retreat, but she did snap, "Stop leering at my legs and follow me."

"Was I leering?" He skipped every other rung until he stood directly behind her. "Imagine that, a man appreciating his woman's attributes."

Placing her hands flat on the floor, she boosted herself up. "I am not—"

His hand cupped her bottom, lifting her, turning her. Then his arm swept down and knocked her knees out from under her. The boards thumped as she landed, and he sprang up and over her. Trapping her between his outstretched arms, his weight supported on his hands, he said, "Yes, you are my woman. Let me remind you how much my woman you are."

"Mr. Fairchild . . ." Her brown eyes observed him cautiously, her fingers hovered close to his chest, but she kept her tone brisk and impersonal. "What was between us before is no longer a matter of importance."

"At one time not too long ago, I thought you a shrewd woman.'* He lowered his body onto hers, inch by heated inch. "I have changed my mind."

Four
Hodden kept his legs between Andra's, using his knees to press against her skirts, pinning her in place. The scent of soap mixed with the scent of him, and his breath huffed from beneath his parted lips. Her fingers hovered so close to his chest that she could feel the heat of him, but she shrank before his forward motion. Something in her insisted she not touch him. Not if she wanted to cleave to her resolution to remain alone and not risk-She could see, through the blackness of his pupils, the determination that steered him. His breath caressed her cheek. "Andra."

A like determination blazed through her; he would not intimidate her. She shoved at him hard. "Get off me, you big oaf. Who do you think you are? Some kind of English reiver?"

He rolled off her and flopped flat on his back, covering his eyes with his arm. She experienced a measure of satisfaction—and unacknowledged relief. She wasn't so wrong about her reading of Hadden's disposition, then. He wouldn't kick a dog, or slap a servant, or kiss a lass against her will. He was a nice man, a malleable man.

In time, he would do as she'd predicted all those months ago. He would forget about her.

Sitting up, she looked at his outstretched figure. Yet she had imagined he would forget before Castle MacNachtan disappeared at his back. And she never thought he would have been so irate. Cautiously, she slid away from him and farther into the attic. Could there be other facets of his character that she had evaluated incorrectly?

"Is that it?" He sounded carefully bland, like a gambler determined not to show his hand, and still he hid beneath the cover of his arm.

"Was that what?" she asked cautiously.

"Was that the reason you wouldn't accept my suit? That I am English?"

"No, of course not."

"Then it's my family."

"Your family?"

"Perhaps the infamy of the Fairchilds has spread even into the Highlands of Scotland. You've heard the tales, and you're reluctant to graft such a shrub to your illustrious family tree."

Startled, she considered him; he was handsome, honorable, and kind, she could scarcely believe his protestations—and she'd be damned if she'd tell him the real reason. "I've never heard of your family."

"Then you're worried that my sister raised me, and she did not, perhaps, do as well as parents would. Yet let me assure you, she loved me dearly and taught me well. I have the manners and morals of a man raised by the sternest father."

"I know that, for in the Highlands," she said loftily, "we judge a man by his character, not by his background."

He took his arm away from his face and stared at the ceiling. "Really? And how do you judge my character?"

She swallowed. "You said you wanted to marry me, but I knew you didn't... you were just infatuated."

Turning his head, he examined her thoroughly. "Really." She scooted a little farther away and wished she could scoot down the stairs and out the door, and run and hide from that enigmatic, knowing gaze. She didn't like the combination of restraint and recklessness he displayed. It made her unsure of herself—and of her control over him. She wasn't used to feeling like this: nervy, like a horse to be broken and ridden at will. She was the lady, and always in command.

Why, then, was her heart beating a little too fast? Why did her breath catch, and the faintest dew cover her forehead? Was it because she feared he would force her to tell him the truth? A truth that even she pretended did not exist?

Deliberately, as she had done so many times these months, she turned her mind away to tasks and duties. She couldn't think about it now, so she looked around the chamber. After all, a mistress must oversee the labor of her people.

And the condition of the tower proved that her people could be depended upon, regardless of the task. All traces of dust had been swept away. The floorboards, although old and splintered, had been scrubbed. The glass windows sparkled, and two of them were barely open to let in fresh air. Spider webs no longer festooned the corners. Unneeded or worn furniture stood about the chamber: a chair stripped of its cushions; a bench; a tall, aged lamp table.

Trunks had been gathered from all over the castle and transported up the stairs, and Andra grimaced as she imagined how the men must have complained. But she, more than anyone, knew the futility of arguing with the housekeeper when she was set upon a scheme, and this chamber was, after all, truly spacious and bright. Perhaps Sima was right. Perhaps it would be good to store the family valuables up here.

Although Andra wasn't looking at him, she was aware when Hadden sat up. Even though he was across the open trapdoor from her, he seemed too tall, too muscled and too intent on her for comfort.

Not that she knew anything too much about men and their desires, but she suspected that primal glare meant she'd best hurry with the kilt, or she'd be fighting him off.

That hadn't been what happened before. No, last time he'd been here, she had done the seducing, and a good job she'd done of it, too, for he'd proposed marriage before morning.

She woke to find him looking at her with a wondrous glow in his eyes, as if she didn’t 't have the mark of the pillow on her cheek and her mouth didn't taste like the bottom of the well and her hair was 't a witch's black tangle.
"Andra." He smoothed the hair away from her face with a tender brush of his fingers. "You're the woman I love. Please marry me."
Damn him for dragging reality into her fantasy. And damn her for wanting to squall like a frightened infant when he'd asked.

She swallowed several times, fighting much the same reaction now. "The kilt. Sima said it was in the trunk. So go look before it gets dark."

"In the trunk?" He looked over at the line of five chests, some so ancient the seams were splitting; others, although old, still in good repair. "Which trunk?"

Did he have to be difficult? And couldn't Sima have been a little more specific? "You can explore."

"Will I know the MacNachtan marriage kilt when I see it?"

He had a point, much though she disliked admitting it. And she knew she had to help him find the MacNachtan wedding kilt so she could send him away with a clear conscience. "I'll assist you in completing your purpose."

He made a noise deep in his chest, not a laugh, not a rumble; more of a growl. "No one else can."

Standing, she discovered that her knees wobbled, but the goal of showing him the wretched kilt and getting away from this unwanted intimacy steadied her. "In fact, you don't have to do anything, you big, lazy lummox. I'll search for you." She started toward the trunk farthest to the left, and he began to follow. "No." She held out her hand to halt him, then lowered it hastily before he noticed the trembling. "I'll do better if you're not looking over my shoulder."

Stopping, he said, "Gracious as always, Lady Andra."

Gracious? She didn't care about gracious. She cared only about speed. As she stood in front of the first trunk, she glanced out the window. It was July, high summer in Scotland. They had two hours of sunlight left until nine o' the clock.

But the trunks were deep and wide, five trunks filled with the history of the MacNachtans, and she knew as she knelt before the first one that the hope she cherished, of finding the kilt in there, was a crazy hope.

Nevertheless, she held her breath as she lifted the lid and cleared away the first layer—plain paper laid over the contents to protect them from dust. Beneath were tartans, lots and lots of tartans, and for one moment Andra allowed herself to revel in the smell of ancient cloth and old memories.

Then, as Madden paced, she pulled out the carefully folded plaids. The MacAllister tartan, the MacNeill tartan, the Ross tartan. All tartans of the families that had, at one time or another, married into the MacNachtans.

But no MacNachtan tartan, and certainly no marriage kilt.

She shook her head at the hovering Hadden, and he strode away from her.

Carefully, she replaced them and covered them with the paper.

Then, from a distance, she heard the hollow, eerie sound of ... voices? Swinging around, she demanded, "What was that?"

"Your mice." He stood frowning at a tall end table as if its location annoyed him.

Though she strained, she could hear no more. An errant breeze ruffled her hair, and she relaxed. Of course. She could hear the servants speaking from down in the courtyard.

She moved to the next trunk while, behind her, Hadden dragged something along the floor, entertaining himself in some manly furniture rearrangement. She didn't care, as long as he didn't hover.

The scraping noise stopped, and the back of her neck prickled. Glancing behind, she saw him, lingering too closely for comfort, and she glared.

He glared back, then swung away, and as she lifted the trunk lid, she heard another something being towed across the floor.

Men. How well she knew they had to have something to keep them out of mischief.

Inside the trunk, she found a cured sheepskin laid face down so its fleece could buffer the contents from impact. Plucking that free, she laid it out on the floor, then peered inside at the paper-wrapped, odd-shaped objects that filled the trunk. Removing an item, she weighed it in her hand. Light, oblong, knobby. Uncovering it, she jumped, dropped it— and chuckled.

Five
The sound of her laughter softened his ire and irresistibly drew him to her side. He hovered above her, wanting to brush the tendrils of hair off the delicate skin of her neck and press his lips there. He wanted to sweep her into his arms and love her until she had no energy to tell him no. He wanted to... he wanted to talk to her, damn her. Just talk, explore the byways of her mind, get to know her. And that seemed to be what frightened her most. In a soft voice, the one he used to calm a fractious horse, he asked, "What's so funny?"

"My great-uncle."

He didn't even know she'd had an uncle. "What about your great-uncle?"

"The man was a wanderer. He left Scotland as a youth— that was after Culloden; he'd been much involved in fighting against the English, and it seemed a wise thing to do—and he traveled the wide world. When he came back years later, he brought some unusual mementos."

She spoke freely, something she had not done since he'd uttered those fateful words—marry me—and Hadden bent closer. "What is it?"

She picked up a wooden mask, dark, painted with extravagant designs, and staring from empty eye sockets, and waved it at him. "From Africa. Uncle Clarence said the native women hung them in their huts for protection from the evil spirits." Smiling, she passed the grotesque thing up to him.

"It would certainly frighten me." He turned it from side to side.

"And this." She unwrapped a painted clock, carved with intricate swirls and spotting hidden doors. "From Germany."

Hadden squatted on his haunches, laid down the mask, and took the clock. "Quaint."

"Ugly," she corrected.

"Well... yes." His breath caught when she shared a smile with him.

"When wound up, it keeps perfect time, and on the hour, a bird pops out and sings."

Gingerly, he tried a little humor. "I can't believe you don't keep this downstairs in the great hall."

"We did until my uncle . . . until he left." Her smile vanished; she bit her lower lip. "Then we put it away, for it made my mother cry."

A puzzle piece, Hadden realized; she missed her uncle and ached for her mother's pain. "Why did he leave?"

"Memories are long here in the Highlands. There were those English who took over estates abandoned by the outlawed Scots, and one remembered Uncle Clarence and threatened to turn him over as a rebel. Uncle knew the family could ill afford that." She shrugged as if it didn't matter when it so obviously did. "So he left."

Moving slowly, Hadden seated himself on the cushioning sheepskin, stretched out his long legs, and kneaded his thighs as if they ached. "But he must have been an elder! What did this Englishman think he could do?"

Her gaze slid sideways toward him. She watched his hands move up and down along his muscles, and unconsciously she mimicked him, rubbing her legs with long, pensive strokes. "He could seduce his old sweetheart away from her miserable English husband and take her with him, that's what."

She injected humor into her tone, but she wasn't truly amused. Sorrow lurked behind the brave smile, the lifted brows.

"He was the black sheep, then," Hadden pronounced.

"Not in the MacNachtan family. In the MacNachtan family, all the men are black sheep." Sitting forward, she delved into the trunk as if she could hide behind the contents.

But she couldn't hide from Hadden. Not when he was getting the answers he'd sought. "Who else?"

"Hmm?" She raised her ingenuous gaze to his.

He didn't believe the innocence for a moment. "I never heard this before. Who else was a black sheep?"

"Oh ... my father, for one." The paper rustled as she unwrapped the knobby bundle, and a five-inch-tall stone statue of a naked woman with bulbous breasts emerged. She chuckled again, but this time her mirth seemed forced. "Look. From Greece. Uncle thought she was a fertility goddess."

"Really?" He barely glanced at the ugly little figurine. "What did your father do?"

"After Uncle was exiled, Papa decided to make his stand for Scottish freedom, and in an excess of patriotism—and whiskey—he rode to Edinburgh to blow up Parliament House."

Hadden had seen the noble pile of stone last time he'd visited Edinburgh, and said acerbically, "He didn't succeed."

"No. He and my brother drank their way through every pub in the city, telling everyone of their plan."

Hadden's astonishment grew. "Your brother, too?"

"My mother said they did it on purpose, telling everyone of their scheme, because they were both too kindhearted to think of actually hurting anyone, English or no." Andra unwrapped another package and showed him a statue of much the same size as the other one, but made of bronze.

As she held it up to him, the miniature woman dressed in a cord skirt saluted Hadden, her golden eyes ablaze.

"From Scandinavia," Andra told him. "My uncle said she was a fertility goddess as well. The natives put quite a store in her."

Hadden plucked the female deity from her fingers. "Are they in prison in Edinburgh?"

"Who? Oh, my father and brother." Andra's elaborate casualness didn't cozen him. "No. They were put to the horn, outlawed—a matter of great pride to them—and they fled to America. My father died there, but my brother writes occasionally. He's married quite a hearty woman, born in that country, and he's doing well."

"How old were you when all this occurred?"

"Eleven."

"I see." Hadden saw more than she wished. Her men, the ones who should have defended her against all hardship, had abandoned her for ineffectual glory. She had been posed on the cusp of womanhood, ready to dance, to flirt, to be courted by the local lords, and instead she'd had to become the sole pillar of stability in the MacNachtan clan. "Your poor mother," he said experimentally.

Her fingers shook a little as she unwrapped another package. "Yes. Well, Mother was frail to start with, and when the soldiers came, they upset her, and she took to her bed . . . look!" She cradled a delicate clay statue of a woman in a full skirt, naked from the waist up, clutching a snake in each hand. "From Crete. We think . .." Her voice trailed off. She frowned at the bare-breasted creature, rubbing the feminine curves slowly with her fingertips. Then she looked up at Hadden. "You don't want to know about this."

"About the fertility goddesses in all their bare glory?" Then, with obviously unwelcome shrewdness, "—Or about your family?"

It told him volumes when she gulped and jerked back. "Don't be daft. About the goddesses, of course." She tried to shove the goddess back into the trunk, but he rescued the painted figurine and placed her on the floor with the others. Andra scurried to the next trunk, if one could be said to scurry on her knees.

"Andra." Hadden laid his hand on her arm. 'Tell me the truth."

Andra flung open the lid with such vigor, the aging wood cracked. "I'll find it in here," she said feverishly. "I'm sure I will."

"Find?..."

"The marriage kilt." The paper crackled as she peeled it away. "That is why you came, isn't it?"

It wasn't. He knew it. She knew it. But the lass vibrated with unfettered emotion, frightened by what she knew and what he guessed. She couldn't face him, couldn't face the truth, and he supposed he understood that.

Yet he didn't like it, and his anger rose again.

How dare she compare him to those other men? To the worthless milquetoasts in her family?

And how dare she compare herself to her mother, a frail creature crushed by the loss of her husband and son? Andra was not frail; she was strong, facing life and all its trials without flinching. He had his suspicions, and if they were right, it was life's dividends that she feared.

"Would you like to hear the tale of it?" she asked.

Recalled to the conversation, he asked, "Of what?"

She huffed like a steam engine. "Of the marriage tartan!"

She stilled when he approached, and waited until he picked up the sheepskin. "Tell me." He gathered the goddesses and strategically distributed them throughout the room. Returning to the trunk he brought out more well-wrapped treasures. He smiled at the lusty treasures he found, and distributed them, too.

A man could not be too thorough.

"The marriage kilt is the kilt worn by the first MacNachtan when he married." She was dropping tartans in a pile beside her, searching with more vigor than grace. "He was an older man, a fierce warrior, and one reluctant to take a woman to wife, for he believed exposure to such softness would weaken him."

"So he was wise." He didn't wait for her to respond to his provocation, but wandered away again, to drape the sheepskin across an aged bench of solid oak.

"Wise as are all men," she said tartly. "But one day he was forced to pay a visit to the MacDougalls, for they were stealing his cattle, and there, in their stronghold, he met a girl."

"I already foresee his downfall." The evening sun had reached that point on the horizon when its beams shone directly into the chamber, burnishing it with the glory of light.

"She was a beauty, and he loved her at once, but she was proud and wanted nothing of him, not even when he washed and trimmed his hair and beard and came a-courtin' like a youth smitten with his first sweetheart." He heard her voice sweeten with the Scottish brogue as the rhythm of the tale swept her. "She would have none of him, so he did what any full-blooded MacNachtan would do."

"Kidnapped her?" he ventured, because right now kidnapping seemed a right and clever course to take.

And her reply delighted him. "Aye, kidnapped her as she wandered the hills. But she was no frail flower. She fought so much, he stripped away his kilt and flung it over her head to blind her, and wrapped her up so she couldn't strike him, and thus carried her away."

She sat, holding a folded, tattered tartan in her hands and smiling at it.

Walking up behind her, he asked, "What is the ending of the story?"

"They were verra happy all their lives together." She craned her neck to look up at him. "And this is it. The MacNachtan marriage kilt. In our family, it's a tradition that the groom throw it over the bride's head and sweep her away. It's said that every union thus blessed will be a happy union."

Leaning over, he took the kilt and spread it wide over his hands. It was old, so old that the black and red and blue of the plaid had faded to an almost indistinguishable blend. The stitching had given way, and the hem was more fringe than cloth. But along the middle, the wool was well woven.

He smiled at it, then at her.

She saw his intention in his stance, in his amusement, and because she knew him better than any other living person knew him. Standing, she eased away.

"I already kidnapped you once. It was one prime day that lives in my memory—but apparently not in yours, and now I know why. I was too pleasant, too kind." He lifted the tartan. "I failed to follow tradition. I didn't cover you in the marriage kilt." 
She bolted for the now-closed trapdoor.

"No use, my lady," he said. "You're mine."

Six
Grasping the handle on the trapdoor, Andra tugged.
Nothing budged.

She tugged harder.

It was solid, unmoving. She glanced behind her, and still Hadden stalked onward, coming relentlessly for her. She gave one last desperate yank—and the handle came off. She tumbled backward, and the marriage kilt floated over her head.

Hadden wrapped her in it and in his arms, and his deep voice crooned, "Surrender, darling. Your loyal servants have locked us in."

The musty old cloth leaked light like a sieve, and she could have grabbed it and ripped it off her head, but reverence for the MacNachtan past restrained her, and Hadden had no compunction about taking advantage. He lifted her from behind, and she bucked like an unbroken filly, twisting, trying to escape from an embrace that felt too right.

He placed her on a hard, flat surface, high enough above the floor that her feet dangled. He swept the kilt away, and her face was level with his. She sat on the narrow square of the lamp table, her back against the wall, Hadden pressed between her legs.

"Kidnapped. Kidnapped as surely as the first MacNachtan kidnapped his bride. I have fulfilled the conditions. I am your groom." His blue eyes sparked as he spoke.

If she could have, she would have shot flames from her eyes. "You are not my groom. I'm not living my life guided by some wretched old superstition—"

"Why not? You're living it guided by some wretched old fears."

Her breath caught in her throat. Did he know? Had he guessed? Or had someone told him something they should not? The thought of such a betrayal grated at that private part of herself, the part even she never dared to face, and she accused, "You planned this."

He matched his nose to hers and in a low, intense tone, said, "Not I, lady. If I wanted to take you where you could not escape, I know of lonely places on the moor better suited to our kind of loving. No, for this, blame your own trusted servants."

Relief mixed with indignation. He didn't know. But— "What do you mean, 'our kind of loving'?"

Bold as you please, Hadden placed his palm over the warmth between her legs. "The kind without affection or kindness or love."

She grabbed for that hand. "It was never like that."

"You used me."

A just accusation, and she wanted to think of some clever answer. But how could she think when he ignored her attempts to break his grip and instead lightly and rhythmically pressed his fingers against her. His touch initiated a longing low in her belly, sweeping all other sentiment aside. "This won't solve anything," she said weakly.

"It will solve everything."

"How like a man to be so simple."

"How like a woman to complicate a simple situation." In a lightning-swift move, he slid his other hand up under her skirt.

"Please, will you—"

"I will," he pledged, crowding her even more. "I am."

She let go of his one hand and lunged for the other as it made its leisurely way up her leg, which was encased in pantalets and stockings. The loose hand now moved to circle her breast. She grabbed for that. He nipped at her lips, then swept them with his tongue. She caught his ear between the pinchers of her fingers and pulled his head away. The hand beneath the skirt skimmed over the sensitive skin at the top of her thighs.

He swarmed over her, stinging her senses with unsubstantial nibbles and soothing kisses. As she took action on one front, he moved to another. She was always one step behind. She'd never confronted such resourceful tactics before, and she objected with silly squeaks of dismay. "Don't! Blast you. No! Not there! Not—"

Opening the slit in her drawers, he lightly touched her sensitive feminine bud, then abruptly, without finesse, buried his fingers inside her.

Her eyes opened wide. She flattened her spine against the wall. Lust—ah, it had to be lust—swept her away, tumbling her along like a pebble in a spring flood.

She'd been in a rage of disappointment and embarrassment for so long, she hadn't consciously thought about her body or his body or how they'd mingled so magnificently for one night two months ago. Yet her erotic dreams had come frequently, bringing her to lonely completion, and they must have kept her body in readiness, for his fingers slid in dampness.

Dampness. Just because the sight of him had excited her, and the scent of him fed her perceptions. But if her body was weak, her mind was not.

"I can't respond. Too many disturbing memories stand between us." After she spoke, it occurred to her he could have laughed. After all, she was obviously responding, regardless of any distress in her mind.

But he didn't laugh. Instead, he stroked her slowly, heating her more. "We have all kinds of memories between us. The days we worked together. The evenings spent playing chess and laughing. The night... darling, do you remember the night?"

His voice sounded smooth, warm, sincere, and intent on her and her only. With that voice alone, he could seduce her, and she flexed her thighs to shut him out.

That didn't work. Instead, the resultant pressure heightened her response.

And he noticed, for he was smiling. That warm, audacious, masculine smile that raised her ire and melted her bones.

"For a woman who not so long ago was a novice, you do this very well." He might have been petting a cat, taking pleasure in her sensual stretching.

"I don't respond on purpose." She hacked at his left arm where it lay on her legs, but he replied by wrapping his free arm around her and nuzzling below her ear. She jumped when his breath raised the little hairs, and jumped again when his tongue licked the sensitive skin. "Unfair," she snapped.

He didn't draw back, but only paused. "Why unfair?"

"Because you learned what I like, and you're using it against me."

He chuckled, his amusement wisps of cool air on her heated flesh. "I'm not using it against you." Between her legs, his fingers slid back and forth in a sweet friction. "I'm using it for you. And for me, too. You're going to give me what I want."

"What's that?" she snapped. "Satisfaction?"

"Yes." His thumb rubbed her until heat radiated along nerve ways already sizzling with fury. "Your satisfaction."

She wanted to give a crushing retort, she really did, but she was afraid that if she opened her mouth she would moan. He made her feel good. He made her feel more. More than last time, more than ever before, more and fabulous.

Shocking, to be so angry yet so aroused.

He wasn't shocked. He was aroused, too. She could tell by the rocking motion he used when he moved. The table rocked, his fingers rocked, he rocked, and something inside her responded to the rhythm she felt inside and out. Her muscles within rippled without her volition, and Hadden touched her ear with his tongue.

She convulsed.

She didn't give herself up to the soul-searing pleasure. No, she fought it, but neither Hadden nor her body gave her a choice. She shuddered, maintaining silence, clutching at the edge of the table. She wanted his relentless fingers to stop, but when they did, and pressed against her hard, she convulsed again.

"Beautiful," he whispered. "Just what I wanted."

She breathed in short gasps. "Just what... you wanted?"

He hadn't kissed her mouth or touched her breasts or massaged her skin. He hadn't taken time or done any of the things he'd done that first time when she'd crept into his bed. He'd just grabbed her between the legs, a crude, overgrown lout of a man, and in a few minutes brought her to ecstasy.

Not even the light of the setting sun softened the thrust of his chin or the impudence of his gaze. Such a deceptive thaw would have reassured her, and she wanted to make a statement, to refuse him in some definitive manner.

But this blatant assault had robbed her of wit, and the sight of him irritated her more than she could bear. Incited her more than she could wish. So she shut her eyes against him.

Slowly he withdrew his fingers. He fumbled at her waist with that hand. The other hand moved along her back.

Her eyes popped open, and she grasped his wrists. "What are you doing?"

"I'm unhooking your gown."

"Why?"

"So I can do this." He slid her bodice down.

"No!" She clutched at the neckline, but he was opening her chemise, and she dropped the gown and tried to save her frail modesty.

Too late. He had her undone, and, cupping her breasts in his palms, he lifted them until they pressed together, then buried his head in the seam. His tongue flicked back and forth, wetting one breast, then the other, raising goose bumps on her flesh and bringing her nipples to hard, aching awareness—awareness that he hadn't yet given them the attention they thought they deserved.

Even her nipples rebelled against her control, and she clenched her fists and tried to smack him away before he realized how he aroused her.

That didn't help. Her gown dropped into her lap. He caught the stool with his foot and dragged it close, then knelt before her like a mortal before a goddess. He gave her belly the attention she wouldn't allow him to give her rigid nipples. A day's growth of whiskers rasped the tender skin.

Earlier, he hadn't touched her in any affectionate manner at all; he had simply crammed his fingers inside her and demanded a response. This time, he hadn't touched her most intimate place, and still she went under.

His mouth captured one nipple and he suckled, drawing her helplessly into orgasm. Grasping a handful of blond hair, she held him there and closed her eyes, muffling little whimpers against the back of her hand, riding passion as if she'd been born to do so—or as if he'd been born to teach her.

Gradually, the spasm retreated. Laying his head against her chest, he murmured, "You're glorious, lass." He stared up at her as if he exulted in the spectacle of her flushed face and trembling lips. "I want to be inside you; I want to see you look like that every day."

She didn't know much right now, but she knew enough to deny him. "No," she whispered.

"I could make you feel like that whenever you wanted. All the time."

All the time? How did he think she would live through that? "No," she said a little more strongly.

His lips, soft, wide, and generous, eased into the smile that told her he knew what she was thinking. "We might die of it, lass, but what a way to go." Standing, he smoothed a kiss across her forehead. "And next time you perch on a table, my love, you'll remember me. Won't you?"

Seven
With both hands on her waist, Hadden lifted Andra down. With one hand, he steadied her as she tried to hold her gown up, keep her balance, and channel strength into her shaky knees.

And her drawers and petticoats dropped around her ankles. She stared at them stupidly. How had that happened?

"That gown'll do you little good, all unfastened as it is." He pried the neckline out from between her fingers and let it fall. Holding her hands away, he spread them wide. "You look like a martyr in one of the old paintings. Are you prepared to be a martyr, darling?" His gaze dropped to her figure, barely concealed by a drooping chemise, by silk stockings and flower-bedecked garters. "For me?"

He was completely clothed and she was almost naked. He had brought her to ecstasy twice, and he still maintained control. Yet he stared, color sweeping up into his face, then ebbing away, stared so hard she could almost feel the heat of his gaze on the nipple that peeked through her chemise, on the swathe of bare thigh above her stockings. Oh, yes, he maintained mastery, but one little taunt, one glance of encouragement would bring him on her.

She almost did it.

But inviting him to take her meant more than just intercourse, and in some dim, still-functioning part of her mind, she knew it. She could do as her body urged and as he so obviously desired, and join their bodies in a celebration of the lust that scrambled her defenses whenever he was near. But if she invited him, she was inviting more than just lust. She would be saying "yes" to everything he wanted—marriage, children, a life spent growing closer until somehow, some way, sorrow ripped them apart.

No. She shuddered. She couldn't do it.

He saw the refusal to give in to what was between them, for his jaw tightened and in his eyes burned a blue, wrathful flame. He wanted more than she had to give, and for one moment she thought he would turn away.

Then he blinked, and his animosity was wiped away. He smiled, and tentatively she smiled back. He nodded, and she nodded back. It was, as she saw it, a tacit agreement that they could lust without pledge. Thank God, he had decided to be reasonable.

As the tension drained from her, she wobbled, and he interpreted that with deliberate inaccuracy. "You can't walk, poor thing." He picked her up, out of the puddle of clothing at her feet, and carried her across the room. As he stepped into the path of the setting sun, it bathed them in flaxen light. Then, as he continued across the chamber, sullen shadow caught them. Darkness would arrive soon, darkness with all its sorrows and its needs.

Yes, she needed him tonight. Only tonight.

His starched shirtfront and waistcoat prickled her bare skin, but she put her hands around his neck and hoped he read that as willingness, but not submission.

"See how I serve you?" he asked. "I am your valet, your horse, your carriage. Whatever deed you wish performed, I will do, for you are my lady."

His extravagant homage fed a need in her soul, one she wouldn't acknowledge.

So she blushed, and as they came to stand above the bench arranged with the sheepskin, she wondered—why hadn't he removed her thin leather slippers, silk stockings, and flowered garters? She didn't want to ask; it would sound as if she were anxious to be naked. But she was naked, except for...

"Sit here."

Her eyes narrowed as he lowered her to the seat. Had he planned this? Yes, her servants, directed by the wicked Sima, had locked them in, but had he been in league with those devils?

Then the sensation of fleece, warm and soft, touched her bottom, and she forgot suspicion. Curious now, she sank farther into the curly coat. It yielded beneath her weight, then rebounded to caress her. When she moved on it, it tickled, and the lanolin in the wool smoothed her like lotion.

"You like it," he observed.

His tone gave her pause. He'd placed her here for a reason, to titillate her. If she admitted he'd succeeded, a bit more of her resistance had been chipped away.

Leaning down, he unlaced her chemise completely and pulled it off, leaving her in only her stockings. With his hand on her shoulder, he pushed her back until she lay flat and the pelt caressed her neck, her back, her bottom. Her feet still rested on the floor, like a lady riding sidesaddle.

But without being told, she knew the next thing he would want.

He would want her to put one leg on each side of the bench, and when she did, he would look.

He'd like it, she knew. He already liked it. He glowed with satisfaction at having her doing his bidding. He glowed with the heat of desire. He glowed because he was a man and he spied victory, but he'd proved on the table that he considered it victory only if she won, too.

"You still have all your clothes on." He was armored; she was almost completely bare. If he removed his clothes, he'd be as self-conscious as she was.

At least, that's what she hoped until he stepped up beside her and said, "Unbutton me and take me out. Put your hands on me. Make me feel what you're feeling."

"Embarrassment?" she asked tartly.

A smile tugged at the corner of his mouth. "Is that all you're feeling?"

Of course, it wasn't. Conflicting emotions tore through her. She wanted him nude, and she feared him nude. She wanted to yield, but she resisted unreasonably.

And why did she resist? This was just lust.

"If you want something, Andra, you have to reach out and take it. If you want me, you have to take at least one step in my direction. Just one step."

She opened his breeches, fumbling with one button at a time. He stood patiently, waiting, watching. He wasn't wearing drawers, which shocked her and made her wonder if he ever wore them, or if he'd been so confident of her, he'd left them off.

Maybe it hadn't been a case of being confident of her, but of himself. Maybe he could give himself completely because he had no dark places in his soul, no ugly scars that he feared to show, no reason for the ghosts to haunt him like her lost men folk haunted her.

It took all her nerve to slide his breeches down, and she realized—no, Hadden was hiding nothing. He was so proud of himself, all of himself, and he thought that when he'd cajoled her out of her shyness, she'd be as proud as he.

Well, maybe she would be—of her body. Her soul she'd keep sacrosanct, but he'd be satisfied with her body. She'd give him that, for now.

On that resolution, she ran her fingers along the length of him. She didn't know if she'd made him feel what she felt, but his half-closed eyes and indrawn breath bestowed optimism upon her. While he was distracted, she raised one foot onto the bench, keeping her knee bent and trying to strike a casual pose.

He noticed anyway. "I love these little flowers." As he knelt beside her, his fingers flirted with the rosette on her garter. "They give a hint of what's higher."

Gently he caressed the center of the rosebud, and that touch vibrated into the center of her. Almost without her volition, her hips rippled in answer.

"Move again," he urged. "Just watching you move makes me ..." In a sudden flurry of activity, he stripped his clothes from his lower body.

From this range and this angle, everything about him looked bold and muscular. His lightly haired thighs gave witness to his years of riding; his rippling stomach proclaimed him a man of action; and . . . she traced one long muscle from his groin to his knee. "Aren't you going to remove your coat?"

"What?" He seemed distracted by her action.

She smiled a secretive smile and dared ask for another memory to store away. "If you would, I would be your valet."

That snapped his attention away from his gratification and back to her. "One more step?"

A big step, she thought as she cautiously sat up. The first step she had taken without suggestion or coaxing. Hadden seemed especially enthralled, his eyes following her, when she reached up and tugged hard to strip the coat from his shoulders. She peeled him free and then inspected his cravat, waistcoat and shirt. With her hands on his cravat, she said, "I shall expect a very large tip for this."

"You'll get one," he promised as she unclothed him completely.

He wasn't talking about money. When she'd flung his garments across the room and he was as bare as she, he said, "I would like you to try something different."

"Different?" This was all different.

"When you lie down, lie down face first, and feel the way the fleece caresses your breasts and your stomach."

"Face first? That won't work."

He fought a grin, and she knew she'd said something silly. "There are more ways to make love than there are nights to experiment with them. But I assure you, we will do our scientific best to attempt them all."

"Oh." As she thought about it, her hands wandered down his chest and cupped him once again. He was ready, very ready, and with the proper positioning ... "Yes," she speculated. "It might be possible." It might be enjoyable, too. With elaborate nonchalance, she stretched herself facedown onto the bench.

"Move on it." He smoothed each one of her buttocks, then nudged her legs apart. When her feet settled on the floor, he urged again, "Move. It feels good."

She might have been a babe, exposed to his gaze, but she didn't feel like a babe, especially when she did as he instructed and moved. Her belly relished the comfort of the fleece while her nipples tightened with its stimulus. Her eyes closed as she concentrated on the sensations, and his soft laughter sounded from behind her. "That's it." His fingers explored her, brushing the short, curly hair over her nether lips, languidly parting them while she waited in aroused suspense. When she whimpered, he clutched her hips, moved closer, and held her still. Leaning into her, he penetrated her in a slow, firm, relentless motion, and when he had buried himself to the hilt, he said, "You're mine."

"No." But had he heard her? She could scarcely speak. Her system hummed, overloaded with the sense of abundance, of being more, of taking his span and returning joy.

"Can you feel me?" he asked.

"Yes."

"Really feel me? I'm not lying on you, you're not lying on me, and only one part of each of us is touching." He moved in her. "This part. There's only the pull to invoke passion for you."

In and out, in and out, he created friction in her flesh with his action, and friction in her mind with his words.

"Do you feel more if I touch you?"

His stomach pressed against her bottom, and he lifted her a little. His fingers winnowed into her thatch of hair, into her cleft. He found the button he sought and pressed.

Sensitized by expectancy, desire, by two climaxes already achieved, she bucked and almost succeeded in jumping away from him.

"Too much, Andra?" His touch lightened, became less than a whisper, yet louder than a drum. "Is that better?"

"Don't need you." She couldn't even articulate a whole sentence, and she tried again. "I don't..."

Catching her hand, he brought it down and replaced his own with hers. "You do it," he urged. "Show me what you like."

The touch of Hadden made her live, and his wholehearted approval of her craving made it grow like a flower deprived of water and now given a drink.

"I don't need more," she managed to say. Grabbing handfuls of the fleece, she jerked, swept away by sensuality indulged.

"I can feel . . . everything. Your inner muscles"—he sucked in a breath—"they hold me, grip me." His fingers slid around her buttocks, directing their course, reaching where she would not. "Do it again."

His hoarse voice told the tale. He was trying to give her satisfaction while he retained dominion.

He infuriated her. How dare he retain control when all her vaunted discipline disappeared at the first sight of him?

Vengefully, she touched not herself, but him. She circled the base of his penis with her fingers and gripped him.

And he roared like a rutting stallion, carrying her with him as he half stood for his climax.

The motion brought her eye-to-eye with a small statue of a stallion, in a state of exaggerated excitement. For one horrified moment, she stared at the blatant fertility symbol in dismay.

Then another, cataclysmic climax swept her. Lowering her head, she buried her face in the sheepskin and muffled her cries in the fleece.

Eight
Hadden was an ordinary man with ordinary needs and an ordinary temperament. This is to say, he was kind, understanding, hardworking, good-tempered, and logical. Especially logical.

But as he and Andra collapsed to the sheepskin, it was too vividly borne in on him that, where she was concerned, his logic failed him. Her stubborn insistence on independence stirred him into a brew of frustration, anger, and sexual insanity.

In fact, every kind of insanity. And it was no wonder, because although Andra was generous, conscientious, and tender, she was at the same time the most unreasonable, emotional, immature creature on the face of the earth.

They straddled the bench, the sheepskin cradled them, and Andra took long breaths as the tension of orgasm slowly eased. He smoothed his hand down the curve of her spine. "Are you all right, darling?"

She rubbed her cheek against the fleece. "Hmm?"

He smiled. She was exhausted, and he felt almost sorry for her and almost remorseful himself for subjecting her to such a barrage of carnal stimulation.

But, damn it, how else was he supposed to make her sit still long enough to listen to him, except to tempt her and pleasure her until she was too limp to run away? As heaven was his witness, he'd tried everything on his first visit. He'd kissed. He'd cajoled. He'd promised. He'd begged. He'd tried sound reasoning, although in the entire history of civilization, such a tactic had never worked on a woman. Nothing succeeded. Andra fled commitment like a rabbit fled a hawk.

And what woman in her right mind would flee commitment with him? She had to be as insane as she made him.

Gently, regretfully, he separated their bodies. If it were up to him, he would stay inside her forever, bringing them both to passion's explosive release time and again. But the sun had set. Light was rapidly fading. He glanced at the closed trapdoor. He didn't know Sima's plan—hadn't even known she had one—but he would guess she had no intention of letting them out tonight. What was it she had said as she urged them to eat hearty? "Its a long time until mornin', and a fair climb t' the top o' the tower.
He'd been too angry to guess her plot then . . . but if he had, he would have been a willing participant. Somehow, no matter how vigorously Andra denied him, he had been determined to find out what he had done—or said—that had frightened her.

His hand flexed where it rested on the sweet curve of her buttock. He'd found out, all right.

He'd shouldered a measly few of her responsibilities. He'd been fool enough to try and make himself indispensable.

Now, as the heat of the day died, she shivered, and he knew that, no matter how he wished to settle this matter of their union before she could recover her composure, he had to care for her while he could see well enough to do what must be done. "Rest, darling, and let me care for you."

Her head half rose off the bench in instinctive rejection.

He was taking responsibility again. Well, she would just have to get used to it. Pressing his hand to her cheek, he said again, "Rest."

She sighed and relaxed. Perhaps because she had begun to accept him as her consort. Most likely because she was too tired to struggle.

Swinging one leg over the bench, he stood, strode to the trapdoor, and pulled on it. As he expected, as he hoped, the lock held firm. They had to remain here for the night. He had the night to convince her she was his.

Working quickly, he gathered the lengths of cloth Andra had dropped beside the trunk. In the corner, he made a mattress of tartans and a bolster for their heads. He folded two at the foot to use as covers. Pressing his hand on the softness of the makeshift bed, he decided that once he placed Andra between him and the wall, she would not get to leave until they had finished this affair—to his satisfaction this time.

Making his way to Andra's side, he found her sitting, weaving just a little, wrapped in the sheepskin. "That's good." He slid his arm under her knees and across her back and lifted her. "We'll use this beneath us, too." Laying her down in the middle of the makeshift bed, he spread out the sheepskin, then climbed in beside her.

He felt her trying to gather herself to do something— what, he couldn't imagine, but it was always that way with Andra. Whatever he couldn't imagine, she did, and he wouldn't let the reins change hands now. So he pulled the covers over them and said, "It was just as you suspected."

"What was?"

Slipping his arm beneath her neck, he hugged her head to his chest. "The marriage kilt was just an excuse to come to you." He heard her draw breath, but he continued without pause. "I'm grateful to Lady Valery for that, although I imagine she sent me off for no other reason than the fact she was heartily sick of having me stomp around her home. You see, the recording of Scottish traditions is the only thing that moves me to passion." With his hand on her back, he urged her closer. "Or, shall I say, the only thing that had. formerly moved me to passion."

Andra cleared her throat before she spoke, and she sounded tremulous and unsure. "I haven't said, but I think it's a noble thing you do."

It didn't surprise him that she avoided any mention of his ardor for her, and it much pleased him that she snuggled against him without a struggle. Her mind had not accepted the truth of her new circumstances, but her body understood very well. "I don't know that loving you is noble, since I have no choice, but it is challenging."

Her hand hovered over his chest, touching down several times before settling on the place over his heart. "I didn't mean—"

"The thing is, I couldn't comprehend why you had rejected me in such a callous manner, but now that you've explained, I see the problem."

"I explained?" Her fingers clutched the hair on his chest.

Gently, he loosened them. "So—references. I'm willing to get you references."

"For what?" Her voice rose a pitch.

"To say that I am a steady man, not given to flights of fancy nor fits of infatuation." The darkness of a Scottish night in the midst of the Highlands was blacker than any Hadden had ever encountered, and that darkness cloaked the tower now. He could see nothing but the square of star-be-speckled night sky through the window, but he read Andra's confusion and fear without difficulty. "Lady Valery, who has known me since I came into her household at the age of nine, would give me such a reference."

"Lady Valery."

Andra's parrot like performance made him grin. He'd turned her upside down. Now he was shaking her, and if he were lucky, when she regained her balance she would see their future as he saw it. Discreetly keeping all amusement out of his tone, he said, "You've met Lady Valery, I believe, on one of her jaunts through the Highlands, and would admit that she is a woman of honor."

She squirmed. "Of course, but I don't understand why you think these references would be important to me."

He ignored that. She did know, and if she wanted to play the dunce, then he could do the same. "I can also offer Sebastian Durant, Viscount Whitfield. Now you might not know him, but I assure you—"

"I met him at the christening of the MacLeod son."

"Ah." She knew Ian and Alanna. Another link between them. "Ian MacLeod is my cousin."

"He's charming."

Hadden could hear the smile in her voice, and he didn't like it. He didn't like it one bit. "Only if you like dark-haired, handsome men with a shade too much seductiveness."

She slid one leg across and nestled her calf between his. "I didn't think he was too seductive."

"I had to thrash Ian once when he tried to take advantage of my sister." Hadden caught her thigh and pulled her tightly against him. "I can do it again."

"So you're given to violence."

She still wore her garters, he realized, and he untied the one. "I defend my own."

She gave a funny little trill, and he realized she was giggling. "He's married, Hadden, and he can't take his gaze off his wife. If you trounce him, he'd likely wonder why."

"Humph." He knew she was right. Ian didn't give a damn about anything except Alanna and their children and Fionnaway Manor. But, damn it...

"Viscount Whitfield?" she prompted.

He couldn't allow himself to be distracted by an absurd surge of jealousy. Not when his goal loomed so close. "Sebastian." He rubbed his chin on the top of her head and tried hard to focus. "One introduction to Sebastian, that's all it takes, and you know he is a hard man with very little tolerance for injustice."

"He scared me," she admitted. "He's too intense, and he watches his wife—"

"My sister."

Andra's head came up so fast, she cracked his jaw with her skull. "She's your sister?" She rubbed her head. "Ow."

"Yes. Ow." He rubbed his chin. She was communicating, talking about his family, his friends, and not resisting him with every fiber of her being. A cracked jaw was a small price to pay.

"Of course." She sounded excited. "You look like her! The hair and the eyes and the ... you're both handsome."

"Well-formed?"

"Extremely," she answered. "But unlike you, your sister is not conceited."

"Ow," he said again, although he wasn't offended. She was teasing, treating him as normally as she had before he'd uttered those fatal words—marry me. It was another breakdown in her defenses, and he began to think that perhaps, just perhaps, his plan would succeed. "So Sebastian is my brother-in-law, and you might think he is prejudiced in my favor. But I assure you, he detests the Fairchilds—remember, I told you the family is the most dissolute bunch of blackguards you'll find this side of Hell—and if I were like them, he would have no compassion for my suit. He would tell you I was unworthy and blast me for daring to court a lady of integrity. But he helped me go to university, and since then I've worked with him and for him, and you can trust him to tell you the truth."

He paused and waited until she acknowledged, "I'm sure that he would tell nothing but the truth."

"Exactly. And finally, I must offer my sister. There is no one else alive who has known me my whole life, so it has to be her."

"For what reason?"

"Mary will gladly testify that I have never proposed to a woman before, not even when I was five and fancied myself quite a ladies’ man."

"Oh."

It was a tiny sound, and one he found infinitely fulfilling. "There's Ian and Alanna I can call on to write me a reference. And the men and women I met and worked with in India, although those letters will take time to reach us, but all of them will say much the same thing." -

"That you're not flighty in matters of the heart, and that you can be depended upon?"

"Very good." He cradled her in both his arms, holding her as close as he could in the hope that, if the words did not reach her, the closeness would. "I will not leave you, no matter how you try to drive me away. I'm not your father or your brother or your uncle; I'm Hadden Fairchild, and I've never loved another woman, Andra, and I never will."

She didn't say anything. She didn't return his vow of love, or say that she would read his references, or that she believed that he would remain with her always.

Yet neither did she protest his insight that the abandonment of her men folk had created her terror of the bonds of affection.

He wasn't satisfied, of course. What he sought was her absolute surrender. But he couldn't force that, and he knew that he'd planted a new thought inside her head. That he was the man she could depend on.

Andra heard Hadden's breath deepen as he slid into sleep. She noted that his grip on her did not loosen, and she was reminded of that other night they had shared. Even in the depths of sleep, the man held what he cherished. Did she believe he would do the same in the light of day when faced with the hardships of the life she led? He was a fine, well-traveled English gentleman, used to amenities. Even if he were to throw his fortune into Castle MacNachtan, it would be years before the conditions would be more than just tolerable. Did she believe he would remain with her regardless of the rugged living conditions? More important, could he shoulder the responsibilities of being her husband without shirking? And when they fought, as all married folk must, would he not flee back to London, but still come to her bed and kiss her good night?

She didn't know the answers. Not really. Not even if she accepted the references he urged on her. Not even if she considered the man himself and all she knew of him. No matter what decision she made, she might lose.

Could she bear that? To perhaps once again see the back of a man she loved as he rode down the road away from her?

But one thing was certain: if she rejected his suit, she would see the back of him anyway.

With a sigh, she eased herself out of his embrace and slid over the top of him.

He came awake immediately and grabbed at her. "What are you doing?"

It might not be that easy to reject him, she realized. In fact—she bit her lip against a laugh—he'd even taken the extreme measure of spreading those fertility goddesses throughout the tower. If they worked ...

"Andra," he snapped, "where are you going?"

"I'm cold. I'm going to get another cover."

He still held her as he debated, but he must have decided she couldn't escape, for his fingers slid away and he grudgingly gave permission. "Don't be long."

"Gracious," she muttered as she made her way across the room, and when she came back, tartan in hand, she wasn't surprised when his hands came up to meet her.

Morning sunshine and the babble of voices assaulted Madden, and he lay with his eyes and ears closed tightly against them. He didn't care to be assaulted after a night spent on the floor on a makeshift bed trying to sleep with one eye open in case Andra made a dash for it.

She hadn't. After that one trip after an extra blanket, she had curled up at his side and slept the sleep of the innocent.

Blasted woman. After waking up a few dozen times, he would have welcomed a wrestling match.

Now he was hungry and grumpy. Andra still warmed his side, so who the hell was running up and down the stairs and talking in those loud tones?

He opened his eyes—and made a grab for the tartans. "Mary, what are you doing here?"

"I could ask you the same thing," his loving sister answered.

Her critical blue gaze made him aware of his expanse of bare chest, and he glared at her as he pulled up the blankets. Then his gaze shifted to encompass Sebastian and Ian, and he prudently arranged the tartans over the already-covered Andra, adjusting them to her chin. "Where did everyone come from?" His mind leaped from suspicion to suspicion. "Is this Lady Valery's doing?"

"A woman of her age can't climb the stairs." Alanna held lan's arm and stroked the mound of her belly. "But she sent you her regards, and she invites you to bring your complaints to her."

"If I were the lady Andra's brother, I'd be forced to beat you for debauching so gentle a maid." Sebastian rubbed his chin as if remembering a former trouncing.

"I'd help." Ian rubbed his fist into his palm as if the thought pleased him.

Both the men owed him a drubbing, but Andra was tapping his shoulder, and Hadden didn't have time for silly, manly challenges.

"Hadden," Andra whispered, "what are all these people doing here?"

He almost groaned. How was he going to explain this to her when he couldn't explain it to himself? The tower could scarcely contain the crowd; his relatives, some Scottish dignitaries he barely recognized, and Sima, Douglas, and the house servants.

"I couldn't venture to say," he murmured.

Taking in the scene, she decreed, "We need some privacy." With careful deliberation, she reached out, grasped the edge of one of the tartans, and pulled it over their heads.

The plaid was so thin mat the light leaked through, and he could see Andra on the bolster beside him—Andra with her wild-woman hair and sleepy eyes and puckish smile.

"There it is," he said inconsequentially.

She looked puzzled. "What?"

"Your smile. I was afraid you'd lost it."

Her smile trembled and grew, and her eyes began to shine with the kind of light that gave him a smidgen of hope. "Are they here for the wedding?" she whispered.

My God, was she talking about what he thought she was talking about?

"Our wedding," she clarified. "A wedding is usually the only reason you'll see my cousin Malcolm anywhere near Castle MacNachtan. He's afraid I'll ask for money. And a wedding is free food and drink." Hadden was still too dumbfounded to speak, so she added, "I saw his whole family out there. He's very thrifty, you ken."

Hadden caught her hand in his. "Andra, I swear I never planned this."

"I'll acquit you."

"I seized the chance I was offered, and without regret, too, to tell you—"

She put her finger over his lips. "And tell me you did, in more ways than one. It's a lot of sense you made, Hadden

Fairchild, and while I am still afraid, I love you enough to take the gamble."

His heart, frozen and constricted for too long, expanded with joy. Taking her wrists, he reeled her in. "Andra ..."

"If you'd look, you'd see that I've already accepted your proposal."

He glanced around but could see nothing. Nothing except—he laughed aloud—over his head, the black and red and blue MacNachtan marriage kilt.

On a recent trip to Scotland, my family and I went looking for Brigadoon.

We didn't find it. The mythical village that appears out of the mist only one day out of every hundred years proved elusive to us, but Scotland holds many treasures. In the Lowlands we found Lady Valery's eighteenth-century manor (or one much like I imagined), the original setting of Mary Fairchild's story in A Well Pleasured Lady. On the wild west coast we explored an estate much like the one Ian Fairchild won—along with his wife—in A Well Favored Gentleman. Finally, in the midst of the Highlands, we discovered a moldering castle, and I remembered, Mary's brother Hadden, a man badly in need of a story. When I came home to Texas, the stones of that castle rose in my mind, and I created Andra to be a mate to the incomparable Hadden.

I hope you enjoyed this tale, and as well as the Fairchild tales.

And I'll see you in Brigadoon.
