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Chapter 1

London, 1807




Phillip Maddox, Duke of Colster, walked through the crowded halls of Parliament not meeting the eye of anyone he passed.

They made way for him.

He was a duke, after all, and one with enviable power. Here and there, someone would nod, and murmur, “Your Grace,” but for the most part, they waited until he’d gone by to speak—and when they did, he knew they were talking about him and how Miranda Cameron had jilted him at his own betrothal ball. She’d run away with her lover while her sister Charlotte, a brazen, unprincipled woman, had openly defied him when he’d attempted to stop her.

For eight months he’d had to put up with this. He’d tried to carry on, certain some other scandal would come along to occupy idle tongues. After all, what had happened was his private business. But London was a town of gossips and, unfortunately, of matchmakers. They didn’t show any sign of letting this matter go.

Apparently, his offer to Miss Miranda Cameron had surprised everyone. His wife Elizabeth’s death had been an emotional pivot point in his life, and, in his grief, he’d vowed not to marry again.

However, now that money-hungry mothers and fathers with marriageable daughters knew he could bring himself to marry again, they were determined that he should. Every acquaintance had a daughter, sister, cousin, niece, and perhaps even an aunt or two, who would make a perfect duchess. Phillip could paper the walls of his house with the invitations he’d received, many of them hiding a scheme to see him wed.

And he didn’t want any of it.

Miranda Cameron had been a grave miscalculation on his part. Perhaps the only one he’d ever made. People thought he’d been drawn to her because she was beautiful, but that wasn’t quite it. Miranda had reminded him of Elizabeth, who had died in childbirth. Seeing the resemblance had made him long to try and right a wrong, something he now realized he was powerless to do.

He didn’t need an heir. His cousin could inherit the title. He’d make a good duke, and Phillip could maintain his stoic existence. There was peace in that decision, a peace he’d longed for since Elizabeth’s death.

“I say, Colster, wait up,” Lord Heaton’s voice said from behind him.

Phillip paused. He knew Heaton from school and rather liked the man. Their fathers had been good friends and had served on numerous diplomatic envoys together. Heaton had a good head on his shoulders. Phillip enjoyed listening to his arguments and valued his counsel in the House of Lords. Here was a man who, like Phillip, didn’t put up with nonsense. Furthermore, Heaton had no daughters of a marriageable age.

“How are you, Your Grace?” Heaton said in greeting.

“Fine, and yourself?” Phillip asked, nodding for Heaton to walk with him toward the Members’ Entrance ahead. “My coach is waiting outside. May I offer you a ride?”

“That would be kind. I’m to my club. Perhaps you will join me?”

“Would that I could,” Phillip answered. They were of two different political spectrums and Phillip could not politically afford to be seen in a liberal club.

The assessing look in Heaton’s eye told him he knew the reason behind his refusal. “Is there anyone you trust?”


“No.”

Heaton raised his brows. “Be careful, Your Grace, you are in danger becoming a hermit, hair shirt and all.”

The observation was a bit too apt for comfort. Nor could its ring of truth be denied. Phillip hid his uneasiness by changing the subject. “What did you think of—?” he started, but Heaton’s hand on his arm interrupted him.

“Damn, there is Monarch.” Heaton glanced around. “It doesn’t appear as if we can dodge him.”

“Monarch?” Phillip scanned the men crowded by the entrance, uncertain which one Heaton meant.

“You haven’t met him yet?” He dropped his voice. “You don’t know how fortunate you are. No man has ever been more misnamed. He’s an out-and-out reformer who’s new to the Lords. Down from Edinburgh. Inherited his title last summer and is determined to do something with it. He’s been anxious to meet you.”

Phillip let his step slow. “Me?”

“Was not your father one of the prime supporters of the Clearances? Monarch is keen to see us do something about them and has been talking about how your support is vital to any legislation.”

Phillip had to consider a moment what he was talking about. “The Clearances? You mean where landowners evict tenants who can’t pay their rents?”

“Something like that. It’s a Scottish issue,” Heaton answered breezily just as young Lord Monarch approached.

Monarch had a shock of orange-red hair that fell over one eye. He couldn’t be older than four-and-twenty and had that earnest puppy air Phillip associated with the true crusader of social justice. The jaded denizens of London would gobble him up in two bites.

“Lord Heaton,” Monarch said, his voice cracking on the second syllable as if it was taking courage for him to approach them. He cleared his throat, obviously embarrassed, and Phillip couldn’t help but feel a touch sorry for him.

“Hallo, Monarch,” Heaton said, and would have marched right on by without pause except for the young Scotsman’s placing himself squarely in Phillip’s path, forcing both him and Heaton to stop.

“May I beg an introduction?” Lord Monarch asked without preamble. “I’ve heard much of the great Duke of Colster.” He held out his hand to Phillip. His ungloved hand.

He truly was a republican.

“It’s a pleasure to be introduced to you, Your Grace,” he said, his voice again in danger of cracking. Interestingly, Phillip didn’t hear an echo of a Scottish lilt in it. This young man was English-educated…and fighting for the Scottish cause. Interesting.

Heaton was not pleased with Monarch’s forwardness. “I don’t like being forced into matters,” he informed the Scotsman coolly, and would have walked on except Phillip reached out and shook the offered hand.

“Colster,” he introduced himself. “I hear you are new to London.”

Monarch had the good grace to blush. “I am.”

“Then welcome,” Phillip said genially, aware that by now, everyone within listening distance was attending to their conversation. They had all registered Monarch’s social blunders. Phillip wouldn’t be surprised to learn the man had not followed any protocol at all with anyone—and he rather liked him for it. Protocol and the “rules” of polite society had been drummed into Phillip’s head since birth. However, now that the Duke of Colster had recognized the man, society would keep their criticisms to themselves. Sometimes, power was a good thing.

“Thank you, Your Grace—”

“Ah, well, that’s done,” Heaton cut in. “Shall we go, Colster?”

“Let me have my hat,” Phillip announced, looking over to the attendant who handled such things. The servant stepped forward with his wide-brimmed beaver hat, bowing when Phillip slipped a guinea in his hand from the leather purse of coins he kept for such occasions. He liked being thought of as generous.

The beadle attending the door leading out to St. Margaret’s Street opened it for them, but Monarch wasn’t ready to conclude the interview. “I need a moment of your precious time, Your Grace. Please.”

Damn, he was going to make a request, and Phillip didn’t want to talk about something as old-fashioned as the Clearances right now.

“Not here,” he counseled Monarch in a low voice. “Later. Arrange an appointment with my man Freedman.”

“I can’t later. I’ve been called out of town, and I must leave. My wife’s mother is ill.”

“Sorry to hear that,” Heaton said cheerily. “Your conversation with Colster will just have to wait.”

Phillip turned to the door, but Monarch would not give up. He raised his voice. “There are people dying, Your Grace. Women and children. Whole families are starving over the Clearances. You must use your influence to help.”

The conversation in the hall stopped. Annoyed, Phillip silently amended his opinion of Monarch. Heaton had been right. The man was an idiot.


Aware that all listened, Phillip answered in a calm, steady voice, making his decision on the matter in that moment, a decision his father had once explained to him. “This is a private matter between tenants and landowners. It’s not the business of the Lords.”

“Who better to censure us than our peers?” Monarch argued. “The situation is desperate. You are of Scottish descent, Your Grace—”

“But I don’t own land there.”

“No, your father was one of the first to sell out.”

“Precisely because my family has no interests there. We’re English. Not Scot. And I mean no offense,” Phillip continued smoothly, “but that is the true reason why my father sold.”

He would have walked out the door save for Monarch’s bold, “And not to line your family’s coffers?”

Phillip’s indulgent attitude toward the new lord evaporated. “My family does not need its coffers lined.”

“They don’t,” Heaton agreed, obviously pleased that his prediction about Monarch was proving to be correct. They should have avoided him. “If you knew anything, Monarch, you’d know you are speaking to one of the wealthiest men in Britain.”

“Wealth gained at what price?” Monarch asked.

Jaws dropped. The men standing around them were the leaders of the realm. These were not accusations to toss around lightly.

Phillip faced Monarch. “I take my honor seriously,” he said.

Realizing the insult he’d just paid, the pup started to stammer an apology, but Phillip wasn’t letting him off that easily. “It’s true my sire was a hard man—some have even called him ruthless, and I would not disagree. However, he also served his country well. As do I. Accusing the line of Colster of the deaths of women and children is not something I will allow.”

The young lord opened and closed his mouth like a fish gasping on dry land. He glanced around, becoming alarmed at exactly how large an audience they had attracted. “I—I,” he started and then froze, words finally failing him.

Heaton’s dramatic sigh filled the void. “I don’t believe I’ve mentioned to you, Monarch, that the Duke of Colster is a crack shot and a well-regarded swordsman. You aren’t, by chance, one of those two things yourself…?”

“I am not.” Monarch paused a moment, and then confessed faintly, “I just want to do what is right.”

“As do we all,” Phillip answered. “As do we all.” He took a step away before turning. “I’m not unsympathetic in your concerns, my lord. Prepare a paper on your position and send it round. I’ll read it. It’s all I can offer until I am better educated on the matter.”

Monarch appeared ready to collapse with relief. “I shall, Your Grace. Thank you. I shall.”

“And, Monarch,” Phillip said, couldn’t resist adding, “don’t be so blunt with these others.” He nodded to the lords and statesmen gathered round them. “They lack my tolerance.”

“Yes, Your Grace. I shall remember that.”

His point having been made, Phillip left the building, Heaton beside him. They’d barely made it out the door before Heaton almost doubled up with glee.

“’Pon my soul, I do believe Monarch has learned a lesson,” Heaton said. “What a moment! You had him quaking in his shoes. He’s a hopelessly knotty head. Imagine leaving London because your wife’s mother had taken ill?”

Phillip smiled. “He’s not such a bad sort. He’s what you said—a reformer. We were all starry at one time.”

“Not me. And you were far gentler with him than any of the others have been. With his attitude and lack of manners, he belongs in the Commons, not the Lords.”

The arrogance behind his comment stopped Phillip. “Why do you say that? Are we not also tasked to see to the common good?”

Heaton made a dismissive sound. “We see after our interests, just as they are to fight for theirs. It’s fair. The best man always wins.”

“Or the one with the most power.”

His companion smiled. “There is that, too. But then, power, like the land, was given over to us for safekeeping. Could you possibly believe it fair to order Scottish lords to give up rights that have been theirs for centuries?”

“I don’t know. I’ve never thought of Scotland or visited it.”

“Not even to hunt?”

“I don’t have time for such pursuits.”

“You should take time. You work too hard.”

But before Phillip could answer, a lad ran up to him. “Message for Your Grace, the Duke of Colster.” He held a letter in his filthy hand.

Phillip looked the boy’s bare feet and thought of Monarch’s accusations. He flipped a guinea toward the boy, who caught it in midair before handing over the letter.

The envelope’s expensive vellum was marred by the lad’s dirty fingerprints. There was no seal. Colster’s title was written in a spidery handwriting on the back. “Who gave this to you?”

“A man at the Old Ship. It’s a tavern by the docks.”

“Did you know the man?” Phillip asked, knowing what the answer would be before the boy shook his head.


“No, Your Grace.”

“You can solve the mystery by opening it,” Heaton suggested.

Phillip’s coach pulled up to the walk. Before the vehicle had completely stopped, one of the two footmen accompanying the driver jumped down to open the door for Phillip.

“We’re taking Lord Heaton to his club,” Phillip informed the driver.

“Yes, Your Grace.”

While Heaton gave the address, Phillip climbed into the coach and opened the envelope. All of his correspondence went through Freedman. He had no idea what this was about or why someone would make the effort of bypassing his secretary.

He read the first lines—and his world came to a halt.

Few knew that he’d had a twin who had died at birth.

He reread the opening paragraph again, thinking his mind must be playing tricks. It wasn’t.


…I have been party to a most grievous crime, a sin so black the Almighty may not forgive me. Your twin brother did not die.



Heaton joined him in the coach, the footman shutting the door after him. “I can’t believe even in the city you travel with two outriders—” He broke off. “Is something the matter, Your Grace? You look pale.”

Phillip looked up, not truly comprehending what he was saying. He needed a moment alone to think. He forced a smile. “Nothing’s wrong.” He sat back against the seat, folding the letter.

“You appear upset.”

“I’m not.”

Heaton noticed he’d opened the letter. “Distressing news?”

“It’s from my childhood nanny. She’s dying. Wanted a last request.”

“And she’s a regular at the Old Ship down by the docks?”

Phillip wasn’t in the mood for his probing. No one must know what was in the contents of this letter. It was probably a hoax. A cruel one.

He hid his alarm behind a smile. He was a skilled diplomat. He could hide every feeling. “It’s sad. That’s all,” he heard himself answer.

Heaton accepted his explanation without question—because, as it turned out, he had his own interests in mind. “Actually, I did want a moment to discuss a matter with you.”

“Your agricultural legislation? I have every intention of supporting you.”

“No, something a bit more personal.” Heaton shifted his weight on the soft leather seat uncomfortably. “I have a niece I believe you should meet—”

Dear God, not Heaton, too.

“—She’s a lovely girl, fluent in French, her manners impeccable, a true English rose—”

“I don’t want to marry. I’m done with it. Losing Elizabeth tore me apart.” Especially having childbirth claim her life. It was the same death his mother had suffered. They said she’d died of grief over losing her baby. His brother. His twin.

No wonder he didn’t want to marry. Subconsciously, Elizabeth’s death had triggered an overwhelming sense of remorse that he’d kept bottled inside…until this moment.

He longed to crush the letter in his hand. He didn’t. He didn’t move even so much as an eyelash.

“But your title, Colster. You have a responsibility to your title.”

Mutiny welled up inside him. He tamped it down. “I know my responsibilities, Heaton.”

“Very well then. You should marry for yourself.” Heaton sat back. “You live like a monk. It’s not healthy for a man to hold himself off from women.”

“Now you are calling my manhood into play? Forget Monarch. I’m closer to calling you out.”

“I mean no insult,” Heaton hurried to declare. “I’m speaking as a friend, and I’ve been thinking. We are both two-and-thirty. It’s a good age for a man to start a family. Alicia is such a comely girl. Delightful even. And, differing political views aside, it would be an advantageous marriage for both of us—”

“I won’t marry again.”

Heaton remained unconvinced. “I remember you telling us all that once before, and then you met Miss Cameron.”

“And I damn the day she ever crossed my path, both she and those fortune-hunting sisters of her. They’ve turned me into food for scandalmongers.”

“The gossips talk about each of us from time to time.”

“Not I.”

“Yes, they did,” his friend told him gently. “You were just less sensitive to it.”

The coach rolled to a stop. “We’re at your club,” Phillip said pointedly.

The footman opened the door, but Heaton didn’t budge. “So you won’t even come round for a peek at Alicia?”

“No, Jack.”

Heaton studied him for a moment. “Elizabeth’s death wasn’t your fault,” he said with startling insight.

The letter was a heavy weight in Phillip’s pocket. Heaton didn’t know what it was like to have a person ripped out of one’s life by death. Phillip had lost everyone close to him. Mother, brother, father, wife…and even the fickle and silly Miranda Cameron. It was easier to shut it all out. “My cousin will make an excellent duke. Introduce Alicia to him.”

Heaton knew he’d been dismissed. He climbed out of the coach. “Thank you for the ride.”

“My pleasure.” Heaton closed the door, and Phillip was finally free to unfold the letter and read the deathbed confession.


…Your twin brother did not die. He was stolen by the Laird MacKenna, whose sister your mother unwittingly hired as a midwife. ’Twas on my recommendation. I told Her Grace that Rowena was a cousin. She was nothing of the sort. She paid me well for my hand in the foul deed, and I was greedy and foolish enough to agree.

The duchess, may God have mercy on her soul, was in pain and so trusting of us who had the care of her. When the first babe was born, she didn’t see the drops of tincture Rowena placed in his wee mouth that caused him to fall into such a deep sleep he appeared as if dead.

’Twas a blessing Rowena had already left the room with Justin when we realized there wasn’t one babe but two, or who knows what she would have done to you?

Later, I had no choice but to help her. We placed a dead dog in the casket that had been prepared for your brother. Everyone was so consumed by grief, they trusted us to do what was right, and we betrayed them.

I do not know the fate of your brother. However, if Justin Maddox is alive, he is in the hands of Laird MacKenna and his blackhearted sister Rowena. I have heard no word from any of them since she disappeared with the baby.

Father Nicholas is helping me write this letter. He serves as my witness.

By the time you read this, I may no longer be on this earth. I can’t ask for forgiveness for I have never been able to forgive myself. May God have mercy on my soul for what I’ve done.



The letter was signed by Meredith Frye and witnessed by Father Jean-Pierre Nicholas.

Phillip sat very still.

He wasn’t alone.

He had a brother.

One who was in the hands of his family’s enemies.

Phillip frowned. He knew the tale of the feud between the MacKennas and the Maddoxes, but it had taken place close to two hundred years ago. It could not be important now. The tale was impossible to believe—save that his brother might be alive.

And if he was, Phillip was not the rightful Duke of Colster.

The thought sucked the air out of the coach. He couldn’t breathe.

Colster was more than a title; it was Phillip’s very being, his purpose. He looked out the window at the expensive stone houses of the quiet, elegant neighborhood and told himself his whole life couldn’t have been a lie. The letter was nothing more than paper and ink. It would burn in a blink, and no one would be the wiser—except for himself.

And if Phillip Maddox believed in one thing, it was honor.

A sense of destiny stirred within him. A twin. Another half to himself. The light to his darkness.

And the reason why he’d always felt alone.

Before his coach reached his front step, he knew he’d be leaving for Scotland.

But he’d not take servants and outriders. This matter was too personal. If he was being played for a fool, he didn’t want the gossips to know.

And, if Nanny Frye’s claim was true?

He might not want that known either.







    

Chapter 2

Scotland




Gale-force winds of a sudden Highland storm pounded Charlotte Cameron’s coach, accentuating the desperateness of her situation. But she would not turn back. Indeed, she would have traveled to meet the devil himself if marriage could undo all the harm her ambitions had caused her family.

For that reason, when Laird MacKenna had invited her to visit his Highland home, Nathraichean, located on the northernmost coast of Scotland, she’d accepted. Granted she didn’t know him well; but the two of them had one thing in common—they were both enemies of the Duke of Colster. With the duke as one’s enemy, friends were few and far between, as were marriage offers.


And besides, she told herself repeatedly, although Laird MacKenna was really quite old, he didn’t truly have horns and a tail. Marriage to him would provide respectability, which was what she needed to find a suitable husband for Constance.

Nor was Charlotte in a position to be choosy over choosing a husband. At seven-and-twenty, she was beyond the pale for the marriage market. An old man is all she would have caught anyway. It was her penance to put aside her romantic dreams and ensure that Constance’s were fulfilled.

Or would be, Charlotte amended, if she survived the fury of this storm. She rode in Laird MacKenna’s own coach, an old, heavy vehicle that was no match for the force of wind, hail, and lightning Mother Nature threw at them with all her might.

Charlotte gripped the leather seat and anything else she could grab and tried to think positively. Everything would work out. It had to—

A particularly strong gust of wind hit the side of the coach, interrupting her fervent prayers. The motion was like being slapped by the hand of God, and she could have sworn she felt the wheels on one side of the vehicle lift off the road. She caught her breath. The last time she’d dared to look outside the coach, there had been a huge drop off the side of the road into a rocky gorge. They’d all be smashed to pieces.

Her fears were confirmed as the laird’s men, Klem and Fergus, cursed the horses. One yelled, “Weight on the other side, weight on the other side.”

Charlotte grabbed her precious knitting bag and scrambled as best she could toward the opposite door, bringing every ounce at her disposal toward the task of preventing the coach from flipping.

For one horrifying second, the vehicle heeled, suspended over disaster.

She thought of her sisters, whose lives she had ruined by insisting they leave the Ohio Valley and come to England. She’d wanted to reclaim their birthright as granddaughters of the Earl of Bagsley. As the oldest, she’d assumed she’d known what was best for the three of them. She’d been mistaken. Terribly mistaken.

Every wrong thing that happened since their father had died almost two years ago had been her fault. It was because of her that Miranda and her husband Alex were fugitives from England. She’d encouraged them to defy the powerful Colster. She had even stood up to the man himself and had pushed Miranda to jilt him—no, to jilt him publicly.

She now knew how heinous a crime that was amongst the ton, the leaders of polite society.


In that one moment, Charlotte’s dreams of her and her sisters being the Toast of Society had turned to dust. The ton had been scandalized by her audacity. They’d made both her and her youngest sister, Constance, pariahs in society. The only invitations they had received were to children’s musicales and church suppers.

In response to these disastrous circumstances, Charlotte had sent Constance to a boarding school for young ladies in Scotland, where she could safely stay until Colster’s terrible temper and society’s condemnation had been expended.

And then Laird MacKenna had come into her life, begging an introduction through mutual acquaintances. His unusual introduction had caught her interest.

He’d said, “So, we have a common enemy.”

“I have no enemies, my lord,” she’d answered.

“Not even Colster?”

Charlotte had attempted to dissemble, but Laird MacKenna was well aware of her troubles. He’d understood, and Charlotte had been in need of sympathy.

For two weeks, he’d called on her daily before abruptly returning to his Highlands. Charlotte had assumed that was that, until she’d received the invitation to visit, giving her a second chance to bring him up to scratch.


But now, she’d never succeed in any of her dreams because she was going to die a horrid death in a coach accident. The coach and all were going to be blown off the side of the mountain, not ever to be seen again. Miranda and Constance would wonder what had happened to her and never know that she’d given her life trying to exonerate their family name—

The coach gave a violent jerk, and the wheels hit the road with a teeth-jarring bounce.

Once again, the horses had saved the day. Klem and Fergus gave out a shout as the coach rolled to a stop.

Charlotte didn’t move.

She was too busy thanking God that she was still alive.

The small door in the roof that served as a means of communication between the driver and the passenger slid open. Rain splashed in as Klem asked, “Did that give you the frights, miss?” His brogue was so strong she had to listen hard to understand him. He had a broken tooth right in the middle of his mouth, chubby cheeks, and deep circles under his eyes as if he spent too much time up at night plotting dangerous deeds. Fergus was half a head taller and a bullyboy with a high forehead and a belligerent attitude. If she hadn’t met Laird MacKenna, and could only judge him by his servants, she would have thought him a perfect scoundrel instead of a sophisticated gentleman in search of a wife.

“It did, Mr. Klem,” she responded.

He cackled his pleasure. “Scared me, too. Fergus told me I couldn’t make it through the pass at that speed, but I was out to prove him wrong. I should have listened to him.”

“You should indeed,” she agreed, fighting the urge to throttle him for his stupidity. “Where is Mr. Fergus now? I don’t hear him gloating.”

“He fell off.”

Shocked, she asked, “Good heavens, is he all right?”

Klem grinned at her. “He splashed around a bit in the mud, but he’s climbing aboard.” The coach gave to one side, proving the truth of his words.

“You could have helped me up,” Charlotte heard Fergus complain.

“You’re fine,” Klem said, dismissing him.

“I told you to slow down,” the other Scotsman said, but Charlotte had had enough.

These two had bickered all the way from London.

She cut through any retort Klem was preparing to make. “We must pull over and wait this storm out.”


“And sit on the road twiddling our thumbs? No, can’t do that, miss,” Klem assured her. “Although, there are better places to wait.”

“The laird wants her at Nathraichean as soon as possible,” Fergus reminded him.

“He’d understand a storm and a man’s need to see a bit of his family,” Klem argued.

“I don’t know—” Charlotte started.

“You don’t need to,” Klem said cheerily. “I’ll handle the laird. I know what to say to keep him happy.” He shut the trapdoor, leaving Charlotte with a very bad feeling about the questions forming in her mind.

The coach jerked, and then went forward. They were on their way again.

Charlotte sat back against the seat. What had she gotten herself into?

Thankfully, the storm settled into a steady, miserable rain. Her fingers trembled as she pulled out her knitting needles and wool and set to work. The murky afternoon light inside the coach was not good for handwork, but she needed something to put her fears at bay.

Isabel Severson, who, along with her husband, had invited the Cameron sisters to live under their roof, had urged her to hire a maid to travel with her, but Charlotte could not spare the expense. Besides, she was long past the age of needing to hire a lady companion for the trip, and Laird MacKenna had assured her he had maids on his staff she could use.

Instead of fears and doubts, as she worked the wool around her needles, Charlotte focused on what she did like about the laird. In spite of being well close to the age of sixty, he’d had little gray in his dark hair, had been soft-spoken, and well mannered—in fact, Colster had more gray at his temples than the laird—and she’d liked his musical accent. It gave him character.

Looping the wool around her needle and finishing a row, Charlotte allowed herself to imagine what it would be like if Constance were to marry a Scottish fellow, too, and they could live close to each other. There was a certain charm to being a Highland lady. Or so she’d thought until she’d had a taste of the miserable weather—

Her thoughts were broken when the coach came to an unexpected halt.

Now what?

This time, the door in the roof didn’t slide open. Instead, she heard a man’s voice outside the coach. “I need a ride to the next village.” It was an English voice, one with a note of authority as if he were a soldier or accustomed to being in command. He must have waved her coach down. “My horse lost his footing on the road and fell. Can you help me?”


Charlotte waited, expecting Klem to say yes. He didn’t.

The man, too, must have been vexed by Klem’s reluctance because he said with a note of exasperation, “I’ll pay handsomely for the ride and not trouble you once we reach an inn or village where I can hire a mount.”

The rain had let up a bit, but it was still a wet, uncomfortable day. The man was probably knee deep in mud. She waited for Klem or Fergus to answer.

They didn’t. They seemed perfectly content to make the stranger stand in the rain and beg.

She’d had enough. She’d been raised on the Ohio Valley frontier, where a person didn’t hesitate to help another in distress. She reached up and knocked on the trapdoor.

Klem slid it open. “Yes, miss?”

“Give the man a ride.”

He stared at her before drawling, “Are you certain, miss? The laird might not like this.”

Charlotte couldn’t understand why he was challenging her. “Of course I’m certain, and I’ll be happy to explain all to the laird.”

“Aye then.” He closed the door, and she heard him say to the stranger, “The lady says you can join her in the coach.”

That wasn’t exactly what Charlotte had said, and she was irritated that Klem had phrased it that way.


However, the gentleman was grateful. “May I put my saddle and tack in the boot?” he asked.

Klem must have nodded because a moment later, Charlotte felt the lid lift on the storage boot located on the wall behind her seat, then slam shut. His footsteps squished in the mud.

The horses were restless to get moving. They took a step or two forward, and Fergus shouted at them to quiet.

The door opened. Wind and rain swept in. Gathering her knitting into its bag, Charlotte moved her legs to make room for him to take a seat on the bench across from hers.

The man had manners. He removed his hat and drenched greatcoat as he hurried to climb inside and shield her from the storm. He slammed the door shut and settled back saying, “Thank you. I was afraid I’d have to walk for miles—” He stopped, obviously as surprised to see her as she was shocked to realize it was he.

The Duke of Colster, as wet as a drowned rat and still looking every inch The Duke, sat across from her.

The line of his mouth flattened. He stood, reaching for the door handle, but at that moment, the coach lurched forward, throwing Colster off-balance to land on top of Charlotte.

Her immediate instinct was to push the wet man off of her and scramble as far away from him as possible. But she didn’t get a chance.

He practically leaped to the other side of the coach to get away from her. It wasn’t a great distance. Their knees still touched and would have to. There was no way to avoid him. He was a tall man with broad shoulders and a presence that filled every corner, every crevice of the vehicle.

Colster pounded on the roof. “Driver, stop this coach immediately.”

But his order must have gotten lost in the sound of wind and rain, for neither Klem nor Fergus responded.

All the anger she’d been carrying inside, the indignation, fear, and humiliation, rose to the surface. He didn’t want to be in the same coach with her?

She didn’t want to ride with him!

“You could jump,” she suggested.

He eyed the door.

“Oh, don’t be a fool,” she said crisply.

His Grace moved to the corner on his side of the coach, placing his wet hat and folded coat on the seat beside him as if warning her not even to think of getting close to him. As if she would.

It was only then she realized she’d just called the Duke of Colster, confidant of kings, statesman extraordinaire, chosen god of the ton, a fool.


For a moment, she tasted panic, before willing herself to be brave. After all, he was one.

And from Miranda’s jilting, she knew better than to offer an apology. He wouldn’t accept one; and she wouldn’t have meant it.

She pulled her knitting out of her bag and started her needles working. She was knitting a pair of warm socks for her new brother-in-law. Practical socks. She’d wager the duke had never made anything practical in his life. She just wished her fingers didn’t tremble. It ruined the impression she wanted to give of ignoring him.

She tucked her needles back in the bag.

More minutes of stony silence passed between them.

Colster appeared to be sleeping, but Charlotte doubted that he was. There was too much tension in his body.

It really was a sin to have so much power and waste it on a petty vendetta against her and her sisters. He was no better than a worm in her estimation. A squirming, sightless, fish bait worm—although he didn’t resemble a worm. Not by any stretch of her very capable imagination.

No, the Duke of Colster was a finely made man. Charlotte could understand why half the female population in England fawned over him. His shoulders were broad, his nose straight, intelligence clear in his eyes. Add to the mix his devotion to his late wife, and he became the tragic hero. What woman could resist that?

Secretly, Charlotte had to admit that when she’d first met him, she’d been jealous of Miranda for having attracted his attention. Charlotte even liked the premature hint of gray at his temples.

He appeared younger now, and less well groomed. He must have been on the road for some time. A shadow of a beard was forming along his jaw. There was an intensity about him, something beyond the force of his normal personality. She wondered why he was traveling through Scotland…and why alone? Dukes rarely went anywhere without fanfare. Or so she had heard.

Certainly when she’d first met Colster at his home even the servants had servants.

One thing, she was glad she wore her best day dress, which was a forest green high-necked dress with a triangle of let-in work at the bodice. When they had started out this morning, Klem had thought that if they pushed hard, there was a possibility they could arrive in Nathraichean by nightfall. Consequently, Charlotte had chosen her finest clothes including her kid leather slippers, of which she was inordinately proud. After years of wearing moccasins or going barefoot, these shoes and her white silk stockings with their red ribbon garters were a potent symbol of all she hoped to achieve.


Outside, the rain hit in sheets. The coach seemed to slow down to a crawl. She tried not to think of what further dangers lurked ahead for them.

Nor was it in her nature to sit silent.

“How is your horse?” she asked civilly.

He didn’t open his eyes.

She’d not be ignored. Not by him. She repeated her question.

The duke still didn’t open his eyes, but he said, “I put him down.” Terse, clipped words that belied the emotions she sensed behind them.

“I’m sorry,” she replied honestly.

At last, the duke opened his eyes and looked right at her, evaluating her sincerity—just as he appraised everything, and everyone, around him.

Refusing to be cowed, she met his gaze with a level one of her own.

His jaw tightened. “I’m sorry, too. He was a good horse. A companion. He deserved better than to be left at the bottom of that gorge. When I get to a village, I’ll send someone back to bury him.”

It was a simple admission, but heartfelt. She’d known men who valued the friendship of their four-legged beasts more than that of humans. They were the sort of men accustomed to being alone.


She would never have considered Colster one of their number.

Against her better judgment, a crack formed in her shell of anger toward him.

Was it possible their paths had crossed for a reason? Maybe that was why Fate had thrown them together on the road to Nathraichean. After all, she did owe him an apology. Miranda would have married him, at considerable misery to herself, if Charlotte hadn’t interfered and stopped her. At the very least, Miranda should have cried off earlier and in private. Perhaps if she explained that Miranda had only wanted to help her sisters, Colster could forgive all of them…even just a little.

Charlotte cleared her throat, gathering her courage. Apologies didn’t come easy to her. She decided to ease into it. “You are fortunate that we came upon you,” she said, wanting to remind him gently she was doing him a service. “Few travel through a storm like this.”

He’d settled back, once again pretending to sleep, ignoring her.

Stubbornly, Charlotte continued, “And the Laird MacKenna’s coach may be old, but it is dry and sturdy—”

“MacKenna?” He bolted across the coach at her, moving so quickly she barely registered his movement before he was on top of her. He pinned her against the hard leather upholstery, his forearm pressing her windpipe, cutting off her air. His weight held her down. “MacKenna owns this coach? What the devil are you doing with Laird MacKenna?”

Charlotte couldn’t answer. His arm across her throat
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