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            Codicil to the Last Will and Testament of Archibald Hamish Craig

         
         As previously stated, the estate of Hearthmere, including lands, cattle, sheep, and the Hearthmere bloodline, is left to my
            beloved daughter, Eleanor Elizabeth Craig.
         

         
         Since she is still a minor child, I entreat my younger brother, William, to act as trustee for Hearthmere and custodian of
            Eleanor until such time as she reaches her majority. Should he wish to accept this position, details of which are found in
            separate documents, he will be required to live with his family at Hearthmere in order to provide a home for Eleanor. When
            Eleanor reaches her majority, if she wishes, and solely at her discretion, my brother and his family shall continue to live
            at Hearthmere.
         

         
         In consideration for his services and that of his wife, the estate shall pay him an annual sum agreed upon in separate documents
            until such time as Eleanor reaches her majority.
         

         
         It is my wish that Eleanor, having been deprived of a mother from birth, will be surrounded by family who will love and cherish
            her.
         

         
         Family is everything.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            September, 1868

            Hearthmere, Scotland

         

         “I won’t leave if you don’t want me to. If you’re afraid to stay here by yourself I can postpone my visit.”

         
         Eleanor Craig looked at her cousin, trying to tell if he was serious. Jeremy had never offered to do something unselfish.

         
         “I’m not afraid, Jeremy. Besides, there are twenty-five people here. I couldn’t be alone if I wanted to.”

         
         “Yes, but they’re servants.”

         
         She bit back a comment. Her cousin had never seen servants as people. It wasn’t his fault. The attitude was one her aunt had
            espoused and verbalized often.
         

         
         They aren’t our kind. How many times had she heard that comment?
         

         
         “They’re employees who work at Hearthmere,” Eleanor said, trying not to sound irritated. “They were loyal to my father and
            yours.”
         

         
         “Why shouldn’t they be? They get away with too much. No one’s here to tell them what to do.”

         
         “Mrs. Willett does an admirable job.”

         
         “Mrs. Willett is just a housekeeper.”

         
         Jeremy hadn’t wanted to accompany her to Scotland, a fact that was evident only hours after their arrival. When he’d announced
            that he was thinking of visiting Edinburgh, she’d been overjoyed. At least this way she wouldn’t have to hear him endlessly
            complaining about one thing or another.
         

         
         “You really should go,” she said. “See your friends. How long will you be staying?”

         
         “A week, maybe two.”

         
         Two weeks without Jeremy would be a blessing.

         
         Hearthmere was a jewel of a house, but it was not equipped with all the creature comforts her cousin preferred.

         
         “Go. I insist,” she said.

         
         “Mother wouldn’t be pleased if I left you here. Alone.”

         
         His look was speculative, almost as if he was trying to decide if she would immediately write her aunt and inform her that
            he’d abandoned his prescribed role of protector to hie off to the city.
         

         
         Eleanor smiled. “I’m not alone, Jeremy. I’d feel much better if I knew you were having as much fun as I was. I won’t say anything
            to Aunt Deborah.”
         

         
         He shook his head. “How you can abide this moldering pile of bricks, I don’t know.”

         
         Once again she bit back her comment. Hearthmere had been the Craig family home for four hundred years or more. As a Craig,
            Jeremy should understand that, despite the fact that he tried to pretend he wasn’t half Scot.
         

         
         Granted, there were places needing repair, but the house was filled with history. You couldn’t walk into the Clan Hall, for
            example, without feeling the spirits of long-dead Craigs surrounding you. The gardens were laid out on plans that had been
            prepared hundreds of years earlier. The curtain wall, part of the original castle, had been built as protection from enemy
            clans and the English and now served to shield the courtyard from the worst of the westerly winds.
         

         
         Her annual visit to Scotland was something she looked forward to all year. She came home not only to check on the house and
            the staff, but to refresh herself in a way. She dreamed of living here again just as she had before her aunt had upended the
            family and moved them to London.
         

         
         “It will be our little secret,” Eleanor said. “No one else needs to know.”

         
         “You’re certain?” Jeremy asked, already turning to leave the parlor.

         
         She nodded. “You mustn’t worry about me. I’ll be fine.”

         
         With any luck she hadn’t revealed her relief to him. Jeremy was like his mother in temperament, always finding fault with
            arrangements or people. The two of them seemed to enjoy complaining, never understanding how tiring it could be to hear.
         

         
         The longer he was gone the happier she would be.

         
         “I’ll be back in two weeks, then,” he said. “In time to escort you home, Eleanor.”

         
         Home? England had never been home to her and London even less so. She didn’t make that remark, however. Over the years she’d
            learned when to speak and when to keep silent.
         

         
         “You’ll be leaving in the morning?”

         
         “This afternoon, I think. The weather is fair, although that’s always hard to tell in Scotland. One moment it’s sunny. The
            next you’re deluged.”
         

         
         She’d always thought the same about English weather, but once again she kept her comments to herself.

         
         Jeremy was more than willing to forget that his father had grown up here. He seemed to have forgotten his heritage the moment
            they moved to England and especially after his mother had married again.
         

         
         His stepfather was Hamilton Richards, a wealthy industrialist who made soap, various kinds and types of soap that he shipped
            all over the world. He had no children of his own and welcomed all of them into his family and his home with sincere generosity.
            Ever since, both Jeremy and his sister, Daphne, had forgotten they were Scots.
         

         
         She watched as Jeremy walked out of the parlor. He’d probably already given orders for his bags to be taken to the carriage.
            Their conversation had only been for show. Jeremy didn’t really care about leaving her behind. The regrettable truth was that
            her cousin thought more of his own pleasure than anyone’s convenience.
         

         
         If Hamilton hadn’t been as wealthy as he was, perhaps Jeremy’s life would’ve been different. At this point, Jeremy would’ve
            had some sort of occupation, rather than spending most of his time gambling and drinking with his friends. Hamilton, however,
            was willing to finance Jeremy’s adventures.
         

         
         Daphne’s husband wasn’t nearly as wealthy as Hamilton, so there were times when she came to the massive London home, met with
            Hamilton in his library, and left with a smug smile on her face. With any luck, his fortune would outlast the Craig children’s
            greed.
         

         
         Eleanor had benefited from Hamilton’s kindness, too. Her aunt had been all for denying Eleanor this trip to Scotland. It had
            been Hamilton who had convinced Deborah to allow it.
         

         
         “Let her see the place,” Hamilton had said. “After all, she’ll soon have her own establishment.”

         
         Eleanor was grateful that her aunt’s husband had interceded. She hadn’t wanted to have to send for her solicitor. He’d been
            the one to originally insist upon the arrangement.
         

         
         “She is a Scot, Mrs. Craig,” he’d said to her aunt. “If you will not agree to remain in Scotland as was our arrangement with
            your husband, then Miss Craig must be allowed to return home periodically.”
         

         
         Her aunt had fussed for a few moments before the solicitor spoke again.

         
         “If you will allow your niece to visit Hearthmere for a month each year then I see no reason why the annual stipend should
            be allowed to stop, at least until Miss Craig’s majority. Just one month out of the year. Surely that wouldn’t be a hardship?”
         

         
         Up until then, Eleanor hadn’t realized that her aunt and uncle had been paid to care for her. She’d been allowed to come to
            Scotland for a month for the past four years. After her aunt had married Hamilton Richards, but Deborah had continued to allow
            the attorney’s arrangement. At least until this year, when she’d shortened it from a month to only two weeks.
         

         
         The time in Scotland had always been bittersweet, only because she had to ultimately return to England.

         
         “You can’t live there, Eleanor,” her aunt said, every time she returned. “Your life is here in London.”

         
         Only because she had no choice in the matter.

         
         Every time Eleanor came back to Hearthmere, whether escorted by Jeremy or her aunt and her husband, it was the same. Wishing
            they were gone to leave her alone to savor the house settling in around her, almost as if it welcomed her after an absence
            of eleven months.
         

         
         She’d never seen a ghost, although tales of them abounded in Scotland. She wished, however, that there were ghosts haunting
            Hearthmere and that her father was one of them. She’d sit at his knee as she had as a child as he’d tell her another story
            about their ancestors, the brave men and stalwart women who had lived here, loved here, and spent their lives protecting Hearthmere.
            She would walk with him through the house, visiting rooms she hadn’t seen for a year. His library. The Conservatory her great-grandfather
            had built for his wife. The aviary and then the chapel. The stained-glass windows and arched ceiling still had the power to
            steal her breath, no matter how often she opened one of the double doors and stepped inside.
         

         
         It felt like she was only half alive in London all these months, waiting impatiently for her arrival home. Once here, she
            could feel a stirring of her blood as if everything was slowly waking. She wasn’t Deborah Richards’s niece. She was Eleanor
            Craig, daughter of Archibald Craig, of the Clan Craig. She knew her history from the smallest fragment of battle flag in the
            Clan Hall, to the sword she’d once thought coated with rust up near the ceiling. Her uncle had been the one who told her the
            truth.
         

         
         “It’s blood, Eleanor. One of our bloodthirsty relatives evidently smite his enemy. Or is it smote? Regardless, they left the
            blood on the sword.”
         

         
         She missed her uncle. He’d died five years ago while walking from the house to the stable complex. Less than three weeks later
            his widow had swept up her two children and Eleanor and returned to London.
         

         
         If her father hadn’t died in a tragic accident, and then her uncle, she might have been able to stay here, instead of moving
            to England. A foolish wish, to be able to turn back time and circumstances.
         

         
         She was the only one in the family, she suspected, who wished things had stayed the same. Her aunt was blissfully happy and
            Daphne and Jeremy appreciated all of the advantages they’d been given, thanks to their mother’s second husband.
         

         
         The minute Jeremy’s carriage reached the last turn, heading for the main road, Eleanor grabbed her skirts with both hands
            and made her way quickly out of the parlor and through the corridor, up the stairs to the room she’d occupied ever since she
            was a child.
         

         
         Her cousin Daphne had once told her that since she was the chatelaine of Hearthmere she should occupy the large suite in the
            corner. Perhaps one day she would.
         

         
         After closing the door softly behind her, she raced to the armoire, tapping along the left side, just as her father had taught
            her. This piece of furniture had a secret panel, but it wasn’t the only one. Her desk had a secret drawer, too. So did her
            father’s massive desk in his library.
         

         
         The space wasn’t all that large, but it was big enough to hide her riding skirt. Not the one that went with her habit, sewn
            by one of the finest seamstresses in London. No, this style she’d devised for herself when she was ten. She’d taken one of
            her older skirts, sewn two tight seams, then cut the skirt in the middle. Only her father had known what she’d done and he’d
            approved wholeheartedly.
         

         
         “A woman’s saddle is a danger,” he’d said. “It’s flimsy and won’t do you any good. The harpies don’t have to know you’ve learned
            to ride astride.”
         

         
         They’d ridden together just after dawn every morning. For years she’d awakened with the same bright excitement until she was
            eleven and realized that those days were gone and would never come again.
         

         
         This time she would ride just as she had with her father, as she had on each of her annual visits.

         
         Standing, she grabbed the top half of her riding habit and paired it with her altered skirt. After pulling on her boots, she
            ignored the chaplet and the hat with its veil. She was going riding this morning, not like they did in London’s parks, but
            across the glen and down the roads until she and Maud grew tired.
         

         
         In her sitting room was a block of ornamental panels along one wall. She pressed the third block, then used her fingertips
            to open the secret door even farther.
         

         
         Hearthmere was a treasure trove of secrets and she knew them all. Her father had taught them to her one by one, revealing
            another magical aspect of the house on every birthday. She learned about this set of secret corridors and stairs when she
            was ten. There was no need for a lantern or candle. Arrow slits, once part of the old castle, lit the space.
         

         
         She made her way down the stairs, listening. There was an exit into the large pantry, but that was too close to the kitchen.
            A great many of Hearthmere’s servants congregated there in the mornings. The last thing she wanted to do was pop out and shock
            everyone. Instead, she took the next exit leading to an anteroom close to the library. Holding on to the door for a moment,
            she waited until a maid passed before stepping out.
         

         
         She left the house and made it past the milking shed before she was noticed. Two young boys heading in the opposite direction
            waved to her and she waved back.
         

         
         Turning, she looked at Hearthmere sitting on a knoll of earth, blocking out the view of the horizon, its two wings stretching
            out like arms to enfold anyone who came close. A long time ago a castle had stood there, home to the first Craigs.
         

         
         The gray stone was the color of London fog. The white-outlined windows looked like dozens of eyes, ever vigilant. All the
            chimneys reminded her of organ pipes, but instead of sound they belched smoke, especially from the kitchen. The house lived
            and breathed on its own without her interference, sheltering those who worked at Hearthmere, who kept her father’s legacy
            alive. Strangers were welcome here and travelers were greeted with a hot meal and sometimes a bed for the night, all in the
            name of Archie Craig.
         

         
         Hearthmere was, on the whole, self-sustaining. There were crofters on a huge swath of land that wasn’t managed under the home
            farms, and both cattle and sheep were being raised on the rest of the acreage.
         

         
         They employed twenty-five people, some who worked in the house, but mostly those who managed the horses.

         
         As she looked at the house, pride soared through her. She would always be a Scot, regardless of how many years she lived in
            England. Her father was a Craig and his father before him, a long line of men that stretched back hundreds and hundreds of
            years.
         

         
         Family is everything. Her father had said that to her repeatedly. She didn’t understand how her aunt and her family could so easily toss their
            heritage aside.
         

         
         She would never abandon Hearthmere.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         At the crest of the hill, Eleanor stopped to appreciate the view. Below her was the main stable building, consisting of over
            fifty stalls. The construction mimicked that of Hearthmere, the gray brick and white trim a perfect match to the house. Behind
            the stable was a series of paddocks and corrals, chutes, and rings to exercise the horses. Farther still was an oval dirt
            track her father had constructed to train the horses.
         

         
         Hearthmere Thoroughbreds were known for their gray coloring, and had won at The Oaks, The Derby, and most of the English races.
            Their winning times had improved the sport to the point that Hearthmere Thoroughbreds were synonymous with the best of the
            breed. They’d had requests to purchase available horses from all over the world. Only those buyers known to her father or
            uncle were considered, the health and well-being of their horses being of paramount importance.
         

         
         Their winnings were compiled in her steward’s monthly report. Every year they made more than the previous year. The profits
            were spent on improvements to the stables as well as buying more blood stock. When a foal was born she was informed of it,
            the birth heralded as important and recorded in her father’s large ledger. She wasn’t supposed to call it what it was, his
            stud book. Such an inelegant term would have been shocking said in mixed company. She wasn’t supposed to know a great deal
            that she knew, which was a shame because she could have had some rousing conversations about racing with several of her more
            boring suitors.
         

         
         Michael didn’t seem inclined to gamble, which was probably an asset in a future husband. He wasn’t interested in the Hearthmere
            bloodline, either, which was disturbing. Despite her bringing up the subject on numerous occasions, he seemed not to want
            to discuss her home.
         

         
         She’d met her fiancé at a ball. He’d been pointed out to her by Jenny Woolsey, who’d become her friend by dint of having attended
            most of the same social functions. The poor thing was always laced too tightly and had the misfortune of perspiring when anxious.
         

         
         Perhaps as a result of being shunned by the other girls—as well as potential suitors—or because she was naturally observant,
            Jenny could identify most of the guests at the various events they’d attended. She knew a man’s title, if applicable, and
            what his yearly income was rumored to be. She’d spotted Michael immediately.
         

         
         “It’s the Earl of Wescott,” she said, her voice excited. “He’s recently returned from the Caribbean.”

         
         Eleanor had given him a quick glance, but she hadn’t paid him much attention. After all, he was an earl and she hadn’t aimed
            that high. Yet by the end of the season they were engaged. Her entire future had changed.
         

         
         “My dear girl,” her aunt had said, “aren’t you the sly puss? You’ve managed to acquire the most eligible man in London, perhaps
            all of England.”
         

         
         She’d never been the focus of her aunt’s attention, let alone her praise. Eleanor found herself bemused by the situation and
            the speed at which it had happened. One moment Michael had called upon her aunt’s husband, and the next she was being feted
            for her charm, poise, and grace.
         

         
         Not to mention being the object of speculation and endless rumors wherever she went.

         
         Now she began the long trek down to the stable complex, noting changes that had been made in the past year. She knew about
            all of them, thanks to her steward’s monthly reports: the new fencing in the north pasture, the construction of an area for
            the foals to be trained.
         

         
         Mr. Contino’s office was in the middle of the long stable building. She nodded to several men she knew, and stopped and had
            a conversation with a few of them before finally hesitating at the stable master’s door.
         

         
         “Good morning, Mr. Contino,” she said.

         
         She normally didn’t simply show up at Mr. Contino’s door without a prior announcement. He didn’t like to be startled and was
            apt to take out his irritation at her verbally in Italian. She’d never learned the language, but she was almost certain Mr.
            Contino swore at her from time to time.
         

         
         He’d come from Italy, around Genoa, she’d been told. The man was an expert when it came to horses, at least according to her
            father. From the records her steward had sent her, Mr. Contino had continued with his expertise in the years since her uncle’s
            death.
         

         
         The stable master had only tolerated Uncle William, but he’d had a genuine affection for her father. Archie could be found
            here at any time of the day or night. After dark, the two men would open a bottle of her father’s favorite wine. During the
            day it was the strongest coffee, never made more palatable with a touch of cream.
         

         
         Mr. Contino had been given rooms on the third floor of the house, but preferred to make his home above the stable office.

         
         “He likes being close to the horses,” her father had explained to her.

         
         She’d wondered how the stable master had tolerated the smell of the stable before realizing it was probably like Daphne’s
            perfume. After a while, you no longer noticed how dreadfully overpowering it was and how it even seemed to flavor anything
            you ate.
         

         
         “What is it you want?” The man’s heavily accented voice sounded annoyed, but that was Mr. Contino. He always sounded annoyed.

         
         “To speak with you,” she said, stepping into the doorway.

         
         He’d cleaned his office since she’d last seen it. Instead of a series of bridles and bits being strewn over the top of his
            desk, everything was neatly hung on hooks on the opposite wall. The two chairs in front of the desk were empty of blankets
            and a saddle—another change. Two large ledgers were spread open on the surface of his desk. When she appeared, he laid down
            his pen and scowled at her.
         

         
         “You’re late.”

         
         “Late?”

         
         “You’re normally here in July,” he said. “It’s September. Where have you been?”

         
         She smiled. “I almost didn’t come at all,” she said. “As it is, I’ll only be here for two weeks, not the full month.”

         
         He didn’t say anything for a moment. When he did speak she wasn’t surprised at his comment. Mr. Contino had never approved
            of Deborah.
         

         
         “Your aunt?”

         
         Not really. Michael had made the decision that she was only to remain here two weeks this year.

         
         “He’s going to be your husband, Eleanor,” Deborah had said. “If Michael says that he only wants you to stay in Scotland for
            two weeks, then it’s a decision you should obey.”
         

         
         Michael wasn’t her husband yet. Nor was she sure she liked the idea that he could decide—without any input from her—where
            she was to go and how long she was to stay. According to her aunt, that was marriage. A wife could not directly contravene
            her husband’s orders. Instead, she had to be inventive and clever. In other words, a woman had to be cunning in order to achieve
            her own wishes and wants.
         

         
         Evidently, being duplicitous was simply a trait of smart women. Eleanor wasn’t altogether certain she agreed with that, either,
            even if it was the way of the world.
         

         
         Mr. Contino made a gesture toward one of the chairs in front of his desk and she entered the room and sat, trying to get up
            her courage.
         

         
         “It’s better to do something unpleasant right away, lass, than let it blister.” Her father had given her that advice.

         
         “I’m to be married,” she said.

         
         Mr. Contino was the first person she’d told at Hearthmere. Yet she didn’t doubt that the rest of the staff knew. Somehow,
            they always ferreted out important information and there was nothing more important than this. Not because of her. She was
            well aware of who she was and how unprepossessing. But she was engaged to a peer and that pulled her out of nondescript status
            and shone a spotlight on her.
         

         
         “He’s an earl. It’s quite a remarkable thing, really. I never thought to attract the attention of an earl. Or any member of
            the peerage.”
         

         
         “Like will seek out like,” he said. “It happens in the animal kingdom and it happens among people.”

         
         She didn’t know what to say to that. She certainly wasn’t a member of the peerage. Nor was she entirely certain she wanted
            to become a countess, for that matter. Now Daphne, that was a different story. If anyone should have been a countess, it was
            Daphne.
         

         
         “We survived your uncle,” Mr. Contino said. “We can survive a husband.”

         
         Although her uncle had grown up at Hearthmere, he hadn’t been the least interested in the Hearthmere bloodline. He’d made
            incredibly stupid decisions that she and Mr. Contino had to reverse behind his back. William Craig was more suited for his
            avocation—writing poetry.
         

         
         “Can I saddle Maud?” she asked, standing.

         
         “She’s ready for you.” He stood, too. Although Mr. Contino was shorter than she by nearly a foot, he always seemed larger,
            mainly because of his personality. “We’ve exercised her well since you’ve been gone, Miss Eli.”
         

         
         His use of her father’s name for her almost pushed the smile off her face. No one else called her that.

         
         “Thank you, Mr. Contino.”

         
         He only nodded in response.

         
         Without another word she left the stable master’s office and headed toward Maud’s stall.

         
         Maud was a Highland pony, a garron, originally purchased to breed with one of their Arabian stallions. Her father thought
            that the result would be an attractive offspring with greater speed and an amenable temperament. Unfortunately, Maud had never
            produced a foal, but her father hadn’t sold the pony. Instead, she’d become Eleanor’s mount.
         

         
         As a garron, Maud was tall, a chestnut with a full body and well-built quarters. Her eyes, set wide apart, were intelligent
            and knowing. Her head was arched and her mane was long, as was her tail, which fell nearly to the ground.
         

         
         Maud wasn’t a young animal, but she hadn’t developed any significant signs of age. Although Eleanor wished she could have
            brought Maud to London, it wasn’t the right place for her. She was better off at Hearthmere where there weren’t crowds and
            endless noises to startle her.
         

         
         Eleanor left the stable, heading east. She wanted to explore slowly, giving both Maud and herself time to be reacquainted
            with their normal route.
         

         
         She hadn’t expected the sheep.

         
         Normally, Hearthmere’s flocks were taken to the pastures south of the house, not here. But these didn’t look like her sheep.
            They raised black-faced Scottish sheep at Hearthmere, not animals with white, elongated faces and sharp, pointed ears. Perhaps
            she should have paid more attention to the steward’s last report. Had they begun raising a different breed?
         

         
         She debated retracing her steps, but she wanted to go onward. She tried guiding Maud through the white bleating cloud except
            that they weren’t parting for her. Instead, they milled around her, keeping her from making any progress on the road.
         

         
         Maud didn’t like the animals being so close to her legs. Twice she skipped to the side. Dismounting, Eleanor grabbed Maud’s
            reins, deciding to lead her through the flock rather than attempt to do so mounted.
         

         
         She thought the sheep would part for her if she pushed her way through them. The opposite was true. They seemed to relish
            bumping against her and announcing their displeasure in a high, irritating, whining bleat.
         

         
         Abruptly, the sea of white thinned, leaving her staring at a black-and-white dog with a huge ruff and a set of impressive
            teeth. Like the sheep, he was not pleased with her appearance, but unlike the flock, he was poised to attack.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Logan McKnight had always known that sheep weren’t quiet animals. They might move in a cloud of fleece and feet, but they
            weren’t silent. On the contrary, they were loud and in an annoying way. They bleated in tandem and then separately. Just when
            he got used to the rhythm of their noise, they changed it again.
         

         
         However, he hadn’t known about the spitting.

         
         A few of the ewes had sized him up from the first day and decided that he was wanting. Without warning, they’d spew spittle
            on him if he ventured too close. He learned to keep his distance.
         

         
         Thank heavens for Peter and Paul. Without the two border collies, he didn’t know where the flock would be right now. Not headed
            toward the upper glen, that was certain. They’d probably be halfway to the Hebrides.
         

         
         Some of his contemporaries—should they be unfortunate enough to spy him in his current role—would say that he was hiding.
            He preferred to consider this time away from London as a sabbatical. He needed a week or two in the Highlands to clear his
            mind and maybe clean his soul.
         

         
         As long as the sheep obeyed the dogs’ commands he could follow along and act like he knew what he was doing. At night the
            dogs herded the sheep into a tight circle and remained on guard, one of them at Logan’s feet and the other in front of the
            flock.
         

         
         The solitude had originally been a balm to his nerves. Lately, however, he almost craved the sound of another voice—other
            than his as he rehearsed a forthcoming speech. The dogs never offered comment, although the sheep didn’t seem to approve.
         

         
         He hadn’t seen another human being in days. Nor had he seen a newspaper in all that time, a fact for which he was grateful.
            He didn’t want to read about himself.
         

         
         The time hadn’t been wasted, however. He’d had time to think, and at first his thoughts were filled with what had happened
            in Abyssinia. Then his mind traveled back a few decades to the freedom he’d experienced as a child. It had been years since
            he’d felt that carefree.
         

         
         This was, perhaps, the closest he’d come in a long while, acting in Old Ned’s stead while the shepherd visited a sick relative.

         
         One of the dogs barked. Logan turned his head to find Peter standing rigid on the road, staring down a horse and rider.

         
          

         Eleanor stayed where she was, conscious that Maud was as unsettled as she felt. Although the mare was exercised every day,
            it was in a closed corral, not the countryside. This experience of the sheep and now the dog was unusual—and frightening—for
            her and she was reacting with her normal skittishness.
         

         
         The dog’s eyes hadn’t veered from them.

         
         “All I want to do is pass,” she said to the dog. “You needn’t look at me like I’m your lunch. Go away.”

         
         The dog didn’t stop growling. In fact, he took a few steps toward her. If the sheep hadn’t been milling so close she would
            have backed away.
         

         
         “I mean it,” she said in a more forceful tone. “Shoo!”

         
         “He’s only doing his job.”

         
         She looked up to find a man standing there holding a crook, and a knapsack, watching her.

         
         “You’ll never get him to move with a command like shoo,” he added.
         

         
         Eleanor was torn between feeling ridiculous and being justifiably annoyed.

         
         “This is a public thoroughfare,” she said. “One not set aside primarily for sheep.”

         
         “I agree.”

         
         “Then you need to move them so that I can get by,” she said.

         
         “Wouldn’t it be easier for you to simply go around?” His accent was that of Scotland. Stronger than hers, given her five years
            in London.
         

         
         He was smiling at her. A very charming smile as it turned out, one that she told herself not to notice overmuch.

         
         Although he was dressed in a cream-colored shirt, open at the neck and rolled up at the sleeves, he didn’t look like a shepherd.
            First of all, he didn’t have a beard and his black hair was closely cut. Except for his attire, which included loose trousers
            showing several stains—one of which appeared to be blood—he looked like any of the men she’d met during her two seasons.
         

         
         She didn’t make a habit of paying attention to a strange man’s appearance, but this shepherd made it somewhat difficult not
            to notice him. He had a rough-hewn appearance: black hair ruffled by the wind, a broad face with strong features, a nose that
            was almost too large for his face, and a mouth still arranged in a smile. His was a stubborn chin that warned her this encounter
            might not go to her satisfaction. Nor did he look the least bit abashed by the situation.
         

         
         Surely he knew that she was his employer?

         
         “Our sheep are never moved here,” she said. “You’ve taken them too far afield.”

         
         “Have I?”

         
         “You have. You should rectify this situation immediately. No one needs to know.”

         
         “Don’t they?”

         
         She shook her head, wishing he would do something about the dog. Every time she directed her attention somewhere else, the
            dog moved closer to her. If she wasn’t careful, the border collie would be only inches away.
         

         
         “You needn’t be afraid of him.”

         
         Anyone with half a brain would be cautious of a growling dog, especially one as large and as ferocious as that one. To make
            matters worse, now there were two dogs, the second one circling around and actually coming closer to her and Maud than the
            first animal.
         

         
         “You really must call them off,” she said. “Right now.”

         
         “Do you always give strangers orders? I’ve counted three so far.”

         
         “I’m your employer,” she said. “I’m Eleanor Craig of Hearthmere.”

         
         “Are you, then? I’m pleased to meet you, Eleanor Craig of Hearthmere, but you’re not my employer.”

         
         “Of course I am, and those are my sheep. Now do something about them,” she said, trying not to look at the dogs. Instead,
            she focused her attention on the shepherd, surprised when his smile faded.
         

         
         “You really are frightened, aren’t you?”

         
         She wanted to protest that she wasn’t afraid, but it seemed ludicrous to make that claim when she could feel herself shaking.

         
         “Are you going to command them to move?”

         
         He whistled. Only a two-note whistle, and both dogs turned and came to sit at his side. Why hadn’t he done that from the beginning
            if it was so easy? Why had he thought it necessary to put her through such distress?
         

         
         “Miss Craig, those are not your sheep. They belong to the Duke of Montrose. In fact, you’re on the duke’s land.”

         
         She’d come farther than she thought.

         
         “Are you very certain they aren’t my sheep?”

         
         “Yes.”

         
         “Then by extension, you’re not my employee.”

         
         He smiled. “Indeed, I’m not.”

         
         She’d sounded imperious and dictatorial, and in a few words this shepherd had made her feel small and petty.

         
         “Will you move your sheep so that I can pass?”

         
         He studied her for several long moments. She half expected him to question her further. Instead, he took a few steps toward
            her, the dogs accompanying him. When she stiffened he stopped where he was.
         

         
         “Are you afraid of all dogs or is it just these two?”

         
         “Yours are sufficiently big to warrant some caution.”

         
         “You have the wrong impression of them. They’re exceedingly gentle dogs.”

         
         To him, perhaps. They didn’t look gentle to her.

         
         She shook her head, remaining still. Maud had settled a little behind her, the mare acting as a living bulwark from the rest
            of the sheep.
         

         
         The shepherd gave the dogs a command and they remained where they were as he approached her.

         
         “Please make them go away.”

         
         He startled her by putting down the crook and knapsack on the road and moving behind her. When she glanced at him over her
            shoulder he only smiled once again.
         

         
         “Trust me, Miss Eleanor Craig of Hearthmere.”

         
         Why should she? He was a stranger to her, one with some degree of arrogance.

         
         When he put both hands on her waist she made a sound too much like a shriek. The dogs stood, ears alert.

         
         “What are you doing?”

         
         “I’m convincing you that they don’t mean to harm you.”

         
         “But you do?”

         
         “Don’t be foolish,” he said.

         
         “Foolish? Please, let go of me.”

         
         “I shall, in just one moment. Sixty seconds, that’s all I ask.”

         
         He was standing much too close and he still had his hands on her waist. They might have been dancing, except that she’d never
            seen this kind of pairing.
         

         
         “Call them,” he said.

         
         “What?”

         
         “Call the dogs. Peter and Paul. Call them.”

         
         “I’ll do no such thing,” she said. “Don’t be ridiculous.”

         
         “They’re waiting for your call.”

         
         She glanced at the two dogs. They hadn’t looked away from her this whole time.

         
         “I’m not going to call them. I want them to go away. I want you to go away. Please release me.”
         

         
         “You’re shaking,” he said, stepping back and dropping his hands.

         
         She turned.

         
         “You’re the most obnoxious man,” she said.

         
         “I’ve been called far worse, Miss Craig.”

         
         She ignored that remark. “Your dogs are vicious.”

         
         His laughter was insulting. “Only if you’re after one of their sheep. Then I wouldn’t want to tangle with Peter or Paul.”

         
         “They would be better named Terror and Intimidation.”

         
         “You haven’t been around dogs very much, have you, Miss Craig?”

         
         “Enough to know those that are well mannered and those that are not.”

         
         “Peter and Paul are extraordinarily well mannered, but they’re working dogs. You can’t have them sit on your lap and take
            treats from your lips.”
         

         
         “I don’t want to have anything to do with them,” she said.

         
         His smile startled her again. Did he know how attractive he was when he smiled? She suspected he did, just as he was aware
            of his . . . Her thoughts ground to a halt. What was there about him? Something almost brutish, but that wasn’t the word.
            She had the feeling that he was a fighter. A warrior. He reminded her of a Scot of old. She could almost see him in a kilt,
            his chest bare but for a swath of tartan. Instead of a crook, he might be holding a club or a sword, bloodied from recent
            battle.
         

         
         This man, this warrior, might have wolves as companions, not appreciably different from the dogs that accompanied him now.
            Instead of sheep, clanspeople would be surrounding him, looking to him as their leader.
         

         
         How ridiculous, to envision a shepherd as a leader of men. Or perhaps not so ridiculous after all, given what she’d learned
            in her two seasons. Men were sometimes like sheep, adhering to all sorts of societal rules that on the surface looked idiotic.
            Some men, however, chose to go their own way. Like this man might.
         

         
         Which was Michael?

         
         That thought had the effect of dousing her in cold water. How could she be wondering about another man when her fiancé should
            be uppermost in her mind?
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Four

         
         The shepherd startled her by reaching out and rubbing Maud’s nose. The mare seemed to like his attention, behavior that struck
            Eleanor as peculiar since Maud was aloof with most people.
         

         
         “She’s a beautiful animal.”

         
         “She’s from my father’s stable,” she said.

         
         “Your father is a great judge of horseflesh.”

         
         “He was,” she said. “Hearthmere horses are known all over the world.”

         
         He glanced at her, caught her gaze, and held it for a moment before she looked away. His eyes were brown, a warm brown that
            seemed to hold humor in their depths. Did he think the situation was amusing? No doubt he did. And her fear? Something else
            to ridicule.
         

         
         “I’ve never been a horseman,” he said, still stroking Maud. “I’ve never made the time.”

         
         She didn’t mention that he hadn’t the money to purchase a horse, being a shepherd. Besides, what would he need one for? His
            legs carried him well enough.
         

         
         “I doubt your sheep would welcome the presence of a horse,” she said. “And Peter and Paul no doubt would object.”

         
         She really shouldn’t pay any attention to his smile. It had the effect of warming her from the inside out.

         
         “What’s her name?” he asked, his hand flattened on Maud’s neck.

         
         “Maud.” Then, even though he hadn’t asked, she filled in the rest of the story for him. “It’s from the Tennyson poem,” she
            said.
         

         
         “Maud acts as if she’s never seen sheep.”

         
         She really didn’t want to have an amiable conversation with this man. Instead, she should leave, right this minute.

         
         “She’s exercised at home, in a small paddock.”

         
         He looked at her again. It was the confrontation, of course, that made her feel so very strange at that moment. Or the fact
            that she’d been warmed from her ride. That was the explanation for the rush of heat she suddenly felt.
         

         
         “I didn’t expect to meet a beautiful woman on an extraordinary-looking horse today.”

         
         How dare he say such things? It was the height of rudeness, yet at the same time she couldn’t help but feel a tiny frisson
            of pleasure at his words. She certainly wasn’t beautiful, and saying that was intentional flattery on his part, no doubt to
            accomplish something nefarious.
         

         
         He whistled and the dogs moved. She held herself tight as they circled around her, one on each side. With deft nips here and
            there and a growl toward one enormous ewe, they separated the flock, leaving the road clear.
         

         
         “Can I help you mount?”

         
         She didn’t turn toward his voice. It would be best if she didn’t notice him at all.

         
         “I suppose you could find a large enough rock if you walk far enough. Or a fence. However, I’d be more than happy to give
            you a leg up.”
         

         
         Even the man’s conversation was scandalous. No one mentioned limbs in mixed company.

         
         She glanced at him. As she watched, he linked his hands and bent toward her.

         
         “Wouldn’t this be easier?”

         
         Yes, but she was torn between pride and an increasing sense of embarrassment. Still, accepting his help would be better than
            having him watch her walk Maud all the way home. Maud was too tall and the stirrup too high for her to mount without assistance.
         

         
         She nodded to him and placed her foot in the cup of his hands. Standing close to him made him seem even taller and larger
            than before.
         

         
         In seconds she was back in the saddle.

         
         He moved to her side, and put his hand at the top of her boot, nearly on her leg. Her bare leg.

         
         “I approve of your alteration,” he said. “I’ve often thought that a lady’s saddle was ludicrous in the extreme. Not to mention
            damn dangerous.”
         

         
         He moved closer to her, then raised his hand to encircle her wrist, almost as if he wanted to imprison her.

         
         Looking down at him, she shook her wrist free.

         
         “Will your rudeness know no limits, shepherd?”

         
         “I’m not entirely certain, Miss Eleanor Craig of Hearthmere.”

         
         She didn’t know what to say to that. This insufferable man had the ability to strip the words from her.

         
         “You have no manners.”

         
         “Perhaps you could stay and lecture me on proper behavior,” he said. “Or are you still too afraid of the dogs?”

         
         “I was not afraid,” she said, lying.

         
         “Very well, you weren’t afraid.”

         
         They looked at each other and it seemed like a hundred words or more passed between them, each one unspoken. A conversation
            of thoughts, perhaps, one filled with curiosity on his part and confusion on hers.
         

         
         She would return home and banish any thought of the shepherd and this entire interlude. It would be like a dream, something
            she imagined. Or recalled later to wonder if it was real.
         

         
         “Goodbye, Miss Eleanor Craig.”

         
         Never had she met a more irritating person in her life or a more confounding one. A shepherd who didn’t speak as one. A man
            who complimented her too fulsomely and looked at her with admiring eyes. He’d touched her intimately and didn’t look the least
            bit apologetic for doing so.
         

         
         Instead of saying another word, she left him then, sending Maud galloping home, determined never to come this way again.

         
          

         She was angry at him and he couldn’t blame her. Something in his nature had been awakened by the mysterious Miss Craig. He
            wanted to see what she was like beneath that facade of utter politeness. He’d never felt like goading a woman into rage before
            and the fact that he’d done so with her was a surprise.
         

         
         He hadn’t lied. She was beautiful, but he’d never been attracted to women of her sort. First of all, she wasn’t a blonde and
            he was normally only attracted to blonde-haired women. Secondly, she’d evidently been reared with all those rules about decorum
            and civility. Granted, that had been his upbringing as well, but he’d found that it was sometimes better to roll in the mud
            than pretend the mud wasn’t there. He liked scrappy people who said what they meant and meant what they said, who weren’t
            afraid to let a few impolite words fly if it meant getting their point across. He liked sincerity and people who told the
            truth. Those like Miss Craig, however, hid behind all those rules and lessons.
         

         
         She hadn’t liked him touching her. He hadn’t meant to, but her reaction—an instantaneous flare in her lovely blue eyes—had
            fascinated him. He’d rarely gotten that reaction in the past, but then, he wasn’t known for teasing women.
         

         
         He remembered the Craigs of Hearthmere. Archie Craig had died some years earlier. He must have been Eleanor’s father. He’d
            heard something about the breeding farm, but he couldn’t remember what now.
         

         
         Eleanor. The name suited her. She looked like an Eleanor with her patrician features. He’d been surprised that she was riding
            astride at first. However, the more he observed her the more he realized how skilled she was. Eleanor was at home in the saddle,
            a great deal more than he was.
         

         
         When she was standing beside her horse, however, he was much taller. She was the perfect height for him to bend and kiss her.

         
         That thought made him smile. He couldn’t help but wonder what the very proper Miss Eleanor Craig would have done if he’d swept
            her into his arms. No doubt she would have screamed or struck him. If nothing else, she would have probably lectured him about
            smelling of sheep.
         

         
         Logan turned and made his way back up the hill, the dogs following. With a series of whistles, he gave them their commands.

         
         She’d turned white at the idea of meeting Peter or Paul. The border collies were well trained and he hadn’t lied to her. As
            long as she wasn’t a threat to their sheep, they would welcome her as one of their friends.
         

         
         In two days his secretary would come and he’d go back to London. He doubted that he’d see Miss Craig again. Strangely, that
            realization disappointed him. Yet he didn’t have time for a woman in his life right now. He didn’t even have time to speculate
            on a relationship.
         

         
         A pity that. At another time, he might have pursued Miss Eleanor Craig, just to see those blue eyes snapping at him again.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Five

         
         “Did you have an enjoyable morning, Miss Eleanor?”

         
         Eleanor sighed, wishing she’d been able to slip up to her room before being seen by Mrs. Willett.

         
         Clara Willett had been installed in her position as housekeeper by Eleanor’s aunt, having been recommended by two friends.
            The fact that the woman, English by birth and inclination, had remained in an isolated house in Scotland was due to two things:
            she was paid extraordinarily well and she was in love with Mr. Contino. Eleanor couldn’t help but know the first fact, since
            she oversaw the expenditures every quarter, but she wasn’t supposed to know about the love affair.
         

         
         One of the maids had passed that information along to her last year, and ever since, she’d noticed telltale signs of their
            relationship. Sometimes you don’t see what’s right in front of you until it’s pointed out by someone else.
         

         
         Mrs. Willett was one of those women whose age it would be difficult to pinpoint. Her hair was not quite blonde but was most
            definitely lighter than brown. Her face was full but not plump. Her eyes were her most commanding feature, being a pale blue.
            Her lips were almost always pursed just a little, as if afraid of giving the appearance of being accidentally pleased.
         

         
         Her bosom was prominent and always covered in her dark blue housekeeper’s uniform. Eleanor wasn’t certain if it was something
            her aunt had started or a personal preference of Mrs. Willett, but the woman was never seen without her uniform with white
            cuffs and collar. Occasionally she wore a brooch and sometimes the collar was lace, but most of the time it was a serviceable
            cotton.
         

         
         If the housekeeper and Mr. Contino were engaged in a torrid love affair—the nature of the relationship being shockingly passionate,
            according to the maid—it was done with the greatest discretion. The two didn’t chase each other through the corridors of Hearthmere
            at midnight. When Mrs. Willett referred to Mr. Contino, which wasn’t often, it was by his last name in the frostiest of tones.
            When he had occasion to comment on her, it was “the housekeeper.” Everything was quite proper and aboveboard.
         

         
         As long as Hearthmere was running smoothly and her father’s horses were in excellent condition, Eleanor saw no reason to mention
            her knowledge to either of them.
         

         
         “Yes, I did, thank you,” she said now, wishing she didn’t look so mussed. She’d curried Maud herself, half in apology for
            leading her through a sea of sheep. Her forbidden skirt had traces of dirt on its hem. She had the feeling, thus unproven,
            that Mrs. Willett sent her aunt letters during her month in Scotland, no doubt filled with information about what Eleanor
            had been doing and saying, changes she’d made, and clues she’d given about her future actions.
         

         
         “Where does the Duke of Montrose’s land begin?” Eleanor asked.

         
         Her knowledge of Hearthmere’s boundaries must be askew for her to have ventured onto the duke’s land. Perhaps the question
            should be better asked of her steward, but he didn’t live at Hearthmere, only came to the house once a month from Edinburgh.
         

         
         “I’m not certain, Miss Eleanor. Is it important?”

         
         Eleanor shook her head. “No,” she said. “The duke employs an interesting shepherd. An exceedingly rude man.”

         
         “Old Ned?” The housekeeper’s eyes widened.

         
         “Old? I wouldn’t call the man old, no.”

         
         “Old Ned has been around since I’ve been here, Miss Eleanor. He’s getting on in years but you’ll always see him on the glen
            with his dogs.”
         

         
         Maybe Old Ned had a son who had been acting in his stead today. Someone who needed to be educated in manners. Although she
            didn’t suppose a shepherd interacted with people all that much. From what she’d seen of the man she’d encountered, it would
            be best for him to stay with sheep.
         

         
         Still, the duke probably needed to know about the man’s rudeness.

         
         The Duke of Montrose’s country house—or, as she’d heard it called, the ancestral seat—was not that far from Hearthmere. The
            duke was rarely in residence, however, preferring to live in Edinburgh. She’d never met the duke. Nor had he ever visited
            Hearthmere. Or, if he had, it was when she was a child. Perhaps she should ask Mr. Contino if her father had ever sold any
            of their horses to the duke.
         

         
         Hamilton, who had several banker friends, once stated that the duke’s family had a great deal of interest in the British East
            India Company with a resulting fortune that grew in size each year.
         

         
         According to one of the maids who had a cousin who worked there, the duke’s home was twice the size of Hearthmere. Yet there
            wasn’t a large staff in residence. Only a handful of people maintained the whole of the property in the duke’s absence.
         

         
         She might have been able to cut down on the staff at Hearthmere if her father hadn’t made promises to people who’d worked
            here for decades. In several situations, more than one generation had served the Craig family. How did you dismiss those people?
            You couldn’t.
         

         
         She left Mrs. Willett then, wondering if the woman would hurry to her office to write a missive to Eleanor’s aunt.

         
         Your niece went riding alone, without the company of a stable boy. If that were not shocking enough, she insisted on removing
               the saddle from her mare and grooming the animal herself. Not content with that behavior, she entered the house with windblown
               hair and cheeks reddened from the sun. It is all too obvious, Mrs. Richards, that your niece gives little thought to her appearance.

         
         The housekeeper didn’t need to send a letter to Deborah. Her aunt already knew each and every one of Eleanor’s flaws. Occasionally
            she enumerated them, just in case Eleanor had forgotten. Eleanor wasn’t nearly as graceful as Daphne, who was always immaculate
            despite the fact that she’d borne two children. Even her two toddlers were always neat and tidy, unlike the grubby urchin
            Eleanor had probably been. No doubt her children, when they came, would smell bad, have regrettable diaper accidents, and
            spit up their food when it was least expected.
         

         
         Instead of returning to her room since she’d already been seen by the housekeeper and several maids, she began her walk through
            Hearthmere, a ritual she performed every time she came home. Four years now. Four years of coming back to Scotland, of wishing
            she never had to leave again, of planning ways she could return. Four years hadn’t dampened the wish to live in her native
            country. Nor had all these years truly eased the loss of her father.
         

         
         She began at the Clan Hall, the heart of the house. It was as it had always been, cavernous and echoing any footsteps on the
            stone floor. The arches overhead seemed almost cathedral-like, and in a sense the room was a place of worship. Not to God,
            but to the legacy of the Craigs. Here they were remembered. Not only her grandfather but his grandfather and scores of men
            before that. None of them were insignificant even though some names had been lost in the fog of history. They were all Craigs
            and as such would always be valued and honored.
         

         
         She stood and walked to the window overlooking the river and pressed her fingers to a pane of wavy glass. Someone had taken
            the time to gouge their initials into the wood of the sill. When she asked her father why it had not been repaired after all
            these years, he only smiled.
         

         
         “I was told that Mary, Queen of Scots, visited here when she was little more than a child.”

         
         “And those are her initials?” The writing was so ornate that she couldn’t decipher it.

         
         He nodded, his smile never dimming. “That’s the tale. Whether or not you believe it is your choice. But no one has ever repaired
            the damage, just in case it might be true.”
         

         
         There were hundreds of places like that around Hearthmere, where long-dead people had made their mark of some sort or another,
            where history came alive and her own heritage was too powerful to ever ignore.
         

         
         Today, however, she was experiencing a sense of sadness that seemed to hover like a cloud over her.

         
         She made her way to the second floor, to a room at the end of the corridor. Pulling out a key from her pocket, she unlocked
            the door. She and a maid always dusted in here during her annual visit, but otherwise no one was allowed in this room. Her
            father had lovingly placed all those items of her mother’s here. Her dresses hung in the
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