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One

“YOU don’t like your mother very much, d’you, m’boy?”

Lincoln Ross Burnett, seventeenth viscount Cambury, glanced curiously at his aunt sitting across from him in the plush coach that was climbing ever higher into the Highlands of Scotland. The question wasn’t surprising, at least to him. Yet it was one that would simply be ignored—if asked by anyone else.

His Aunt Henry—only her husband and Lincoln had ever been permitted to call her Henry—was a sweet, cherubic woman in her forty-fifth year. A bit scatterbrained, but that merely made her more adorable. She was short, pudgy, and had a round face surrounded by an arch of frizzy gold curls. Her daughter, Edith, was identical, just a younger version. Neither was classically pretty, but they grew on you; each had her own endearing qualities.

Lincoln loved them both. They were his family now, not the woman who had remained in the Highlands after she’d sent him off to live with his uncle in England nineteen years ago. He’d been only ten at the time, and had been devastated to have been ripped from the only home he’d known and sent to live among strangers.

But the Burnetts didn’t remain strangers. From the beginning they treated him like a son, even though they had no children yet. Edith was born the year after his arrival, and they were told, unfortunately, that she would be their one and only. So it wasn’t surprising that his Uncle Richard decided to make him his heir, even changing his name so that the Burnett name would be preserved along with the title.

It shouldn’t bother him any longer. He’d lived more years in England now than he had at his home in Scotland. He’d lost the Scottish burr years ago, and he fit so well into English society that most people he was acquainted with had no idea he’d been born in Scotland. They thought Ross was merely his middle name, rather than his original surname.

No, none of this should bother him a bit after all these years, but it bloody well did. He kept his bitterness firmly in hand, though—at least he’d thought no one had detected it. Yet his aunt’s question suggested she knew the truth.

Oddly, one of the things that Lincoln admired greatly in his aunt was that although she could bully with the best of them if it was a matter of health or welfare—and he’d spent many an unnecessary extra day in his bed getting over a cold to prove it—she didn’t assert herself otherwise. If a matter was considered none of her business, she wouldn’t try to make it her business. And how he felt about his mother was his business alone.

Nor was he inclined to own up to those feelings, and so he asked Henriette evasively, “What gives you that idea?”

“This brooding you’ve been doing since we left home isn’t like you, and you’ve never been so tense—nor so silent, I might add. You haven’t said a word since Edith dozed off.”

Thankfully, he had the perfect excuse. “I’ve had a lot on my mind since you announced Edith was going to have her come-out in the grand old style this season and volunteered me as her chaperone. I don’t know the first bloody thing about chaperoning a young miss who’s shopping for a husband.”

“Nonsense, there’s nothing complicated about it. And you did agree it’s past time for you to do that shopping for yourself, since you’ve no one in particular in mind yet either. You should have already got your own family started. You’ve been tardy, which is fine for a man, but Edith can’t afford to be. So you accomplish the same goal together. It’s a brilliant plan, and you know it. You haven’t changed your mind, have you?”

“No, but—”

“Well, then, we are back to my question, aren’t we?” Henriette persisted.

“No, actually, I’ve answered that, and if not to your satisfaction, at least be assured there is nothing for you to be concerned about.”

“Nonsense,” she disagreed again. “Just because I haven’t nagged you about the direction you choose for your life, doesn’t mean I haven’t been immeasurably concerned when you’ve trod down the wrong paths.”

“Immeasurably?” He raised a brow, accompanied with a grin he couldn’t hold back.

She humphed over his amusement. “You will not dillydally around the subject thinking you can avoid it this time.”

He sighed. “Very well, what else has led to this amazing assumption that I don’t like my mother?”

“Possibly because you haven’t visited her in nineteen years?”

It had been ripping him up, the stark beauty of the view out the coach window. His mind hadn’t been playing reminiscent tricks on him all these years. The Highlands of Scotland were as wild and magnificent as he remembered—and he’d missed his homeland more than even he had realized, to go by the effect that seeing it again was having on him. But even that hadn’t been enough to draw him back here sooner.

“There’s been no need to visit her here, since she’s visited England numerous times,” he pointed out.

“And you managed to be busy elsewhere most of those times,” she countered.

“Unavoidable circumstance,” he maintained, though her expression said she wasn’t buying that either.

“I’d say pulling teeth would be easier.”

“The timing was never convenient.”

“Faugh, none of your reasons ever washed. Excuses all. Goodness, don’t think I’ve ever seen you blush, m’boy. Hit the mark, did I?”

His blush, of course, just deepened, now that it had been pointed out. The increased embarrassment turned his voice quite stiff. “This conversation is not productive, Aunt Henry. Do leave it go, before we wake Edith.”

She was hurt that he refused to share his feelings with her. He saw it briefly before she masked it with a tsk, a twist of her lips, then a shrug. Henriette didn’t pout. She probably didn’t know how. But she wasn’t usually so persistent either, and he was afraid the subject wasn’t over, that it would be brought up again at another time.

His Uncle Richard had known what the problem was, but he’d had no answers for Lincoln. Richard Burnett had never been close with his only sister, so he couldn’t explain her reasoning with any degree of certainty, but neither did he take her side in the matter. The best he’d been able to offer was that she was raising Lincoln alone, without a father to guide him—then the trouble began and she didn’t know how to handle the situation. Besides, Richard had been in the middle, very grateful that she’d sent Lincoln to him, thus providing him with an heir, so he preferred to ignore the reasons for it.

Lincoln wasn’t quite sure why he’d finally agreed to revisit his old home. Most likely because he had made the decision to find himself a wife and get his own family started—a new life, a new start—and he wished to put his old grievances to rest first. It was a major undertaking, starting a new family. He planned to do it right and to have no brooding influence from the past mucking it up. But what had him so worried were the strong doubts that he could put those resentments to rest. He was afraid that seeing his mother in the home she had denied him was just going to fan it all to the point of rage again. The previous rage had lasted two years after he’d arrived in England, two long years before it tamped down to mere resentment.

He did want it all gone, though, all behind him. There was even the remote hope that he could forgive his mother. He was almost thirty, too old to be holding childhood grudges. And the blame wasn’t even all hers. She’d merely been too much the coward to confront their neighbor and insist he put a leash on his sons, who were determined to kill Lincoln every chance they got. Numerous things could have been done to end the savage onslaught. But she chose not to face it, chose instead to uproot Lincoln, sending him away from his home, his country—and her.





Two

KIMBERLY MacGregor waved the letter in her hand to gain her husband’s attention as he entered her sitting room. “Megan has written again,” she told him. “She has invitations piling up, too many as usual, but in this case that’s ideal. Lets her pick and choose which will be more pertinent to the task at hand. She’s sounding really excited. ’Course, she did own up to how bored she was when she made the suggestion, what with Devlin away on business and expected to be gone the whole summer. Want to read it?”

“Nay.”

That answer was too abrupt and a bit disgruntled-sounding for a man of Lachlan MacGregor’s easy temperament. “You aren’t having second thoughts about letting Melissa go to London, are you?”

“Aye.”

“Lachlan!”

His disgruntled tone now had a matching look to it when he said, “I dinna like asking the duke and duchess o’ Wrothston for favors.”

Kimberly relaxed. She should have known. Lachlan might get along famously these days with Devlin St. James when he and his wife, Megan, came to visit them at Kregora Castle, or vice versa, but it wasn’t always that way. They had in fact met under bizarre circumstances . . . well, not so much bizarre as well planned and executed.

Lachlan had been reaving in those days—the polite term for robbing—reaving the English along the border, to support kith and kin after his stepmother ran off with his inheritance. And Megan and Devlin happened to pick Scotland to elope to, which was how they crossed paths with him.

That might have been well and fine and the end of it, except that Lachlan fancied himself smitten by the lovely Megan and elected to steal her away as well as Devlin’s purse that day. Even that had ended well enough, since Devlin gave hot pursuit to retrieve his duchess-to-be and thrashed Lachlan soundly for his audacity.

Oddly, that still wasn’t the end of it, however, because unbeknownst to them both, the two men were related by marriage, sharing the same aunt, and when Lachlan decided to put reaving behind him—it had never really worked to support his clan—and marry a wealthy heiress instead to solve the problem of his lack of funds, he turned to that aunt to help him find a likely bride. And his Aunt Margaret just happened to be visiting her grandnephew Devlin in England at the time.

Kimberly had met Lachlan there at Wrothston—was there for the same reason as he, actually, to find a spouse. He was distracted from that purpose briefly, not having known that the lady he’d tried to abduct with matrimony in mind the previous year was now happily wed to his host. That Megan was now the Duchess of Wrothston didn’t deter him from trying to lure her away from her duke.

Kimberly had been aware of his fancy for the lovely Megan, so she had immediately scratched him off her possible-husband-for-herself list, despite her strong attraction to him. But they ended up crossing paths much too often, having been put in the same wing of the huge mansion, and although on the surface they rubbed each other wrong—causing many a harsh word—as fate would have it, the attraction was actually mutual, and Lachlan ended up seducing Kimberly instead.

Devlin, of course, hadn’t been too happy about letting the Scottish reaver who’d tried to steal his bride abide under his roof, even if they were somewhat related by marriage through their mutual aunt. Not surprisingly, he’d jumped on the first excuse to give Lachlan a more thorough beating than the previous one he’d administered. To grant Lachlan his due, that was accomplished only because he’d made himself sick unto death with drink—because of Kimberly. He was a bit over six and a half feet tall, after all, and had a strapping, muscular body to go with that height, so he was easily able to come out the winner in most fights.

Devlin might have had to apologize for accusing Lachlan of stealing some of his prime horse-flesh, which he was innocent of, and the beating he gave him because of it, but they’d become friends in the end—well, a few years down the road anyway—and were still good friends. Which didn’t account for Lachlan’s remark about favors, which Kimberly addressed now.

“This was Megan’s idea, so there’s no favor involved,” she reminded him. “As soon as she heard that all of Melissa’s beaus were being frightened off by my overprotective brothers, she suggested Meli come to England, where the MacFearsons are unknown. You agreed it was a good idea. I agreed it was an excellent idea. And Meli is looking forward to it. So don’t be having second thoughts now.”

“I assumed she’d be staying at Wrothston as we do when we visit them in England, no’ in London town,” he grumbled. “The lass has been tae Wrothston enough tae be comfortable and feel right at home. London’s no’ the same, and she’ll be nervous enough—”

“Nervous?” Kimberly interrupted. “Our daughter is excited about this trip. She’s not the least bit nervous. If anyone’s nervous, it’s you, and you and I aren’t even going until later in the summer. Is that it, then? You’re letting your worry for her override your better judgment?”

“Nae, I just dinna want her feeling she has tae find a husband afore she comes home. That’s too much pressure tae be putting on her at her young age. You have assured her . . . ?”

“Yes, yes, I’ve assured her she can be an old maid if she’d like.”

“Och, this isna funny, Kimber.”

She tsked at him. “You’re the one making too much out of it. Most young girls her age go through this—I did myself. Now, I might have been nervous about it, but Meli really isn’t. She plans to have fun, to make some new friends, to be awed by such a big town as London is, and she even figures she’ll probably find a husband while she’s at it. But that’s not at the top of her list by any means. She thought we wanted her to make a concerted effort to get affianced, but I’ve assured her if she does, that’s fine, and if she doesn’t, that’s fine, too. Maybe you should tell her the same before she leaves, so she can just relax and let happen what happens. Now, have we covered all your last-minute doubts?”

“Nae, ’tis still a huge undertaking tae be putting on the duchess on our behalf.”

“Would you like us to go as well for the whole summer, instead of just a few weeks as we planned?”

He looked appalled as she expected. “You said that wouldna be necessary.”

“Nor is it, so don’t backtrack. We covered Megan’s willingness already. And furthermore, she isn’t planning any events herself, she merely has invitations lined up that she was no doubt going to accept anyway. Besides, she adores Meli and is an old hand at this sort of thing. She sponsored me, didn’t she? And had a hand in matching you and me to wedded bliss.”

That distracted a grin out of him. “Is that what we’ve been having, darlin’? Wedded bliss?”

She quirked a golden brow at him, asked, “You don’t think so?”

He pulled her to her feet, then meshed her hips to his. “I’d be calling it heaven m’self.”

“Would you, now?” She grinned back at him, then made a face, “Bah, you’re not going to get out of this subject that easily. Why are you really having doubts now? And no more of these lame reasons that don’t wash.”

He sighed. “I had the hope remaining that our lass would end up wi’ a fine Scot brave enough tae ignore the legend and trounce any o’ your brothers that think tae bully him.”

“What an unkind thought,” she said, and smacked his shoulder before she moved away from him. “I love my brothers—”

“I know you do, Kimber, and I even tolerate them m’self, but you canna deny they deserve a trouncing or two for scaring off all o’ Meli’s suitors. If we didna have friends in England willing tae sponser her for a season there, the poor lass could end up permanently unwed, and I want m’daughter tae be as happy in wedlock as I’ve made you.”

She chuckled. “Listen to that bragging.”

“True nonetheless,” he said with complete confidence.

“Perhaps,” she allowed with a teasing grin, but then she got serious again. “As for Meli and her future happiness, is the nationality of the man she loses her heart to really of importance to you? And before you answer, keep in mind that if you say yes, your English wife will be insulted.”

He laughed at the warning. “Half-English wife, though one could wish your Scottish half didna come from the MacFearson himself.”

She ignored the reference to her father this time. “Answer me.”

“Nay, darlin’, the hope was no’ that her husband be Scottish exactly. It was more that he just hail from closer tae home than England is. I’m no’ looking forward tae our lass moving far away, is all,” he ended with another sigh.

She moved closer again to cup his cheeks in her hands. “You knew that would be a distinct possibility.”

“Aye.”

“You knew also that her prospects in our neighborhood were very slim. We don’t exactly live near any towns up here, and the other clans nearby don’t have any sons of an age appropriate for our lass. And being the MacGregor’s daughter limits her choices even further.”

“Aye, I ken that as well.”

“So this is all just a father bemoaning the loss of his only daughter in marriage, even before she’s married?” she asked in exasperation.

He nodded with a sheepish look. She decided not to scold him for such silliness, said instead, “Lach, I’ll be just as unhappy to see her go, but we knew from the day she was born that she would be leaving us one day to start her own family, and even then we didn’t expect her to start that family near to Kregora Castle. Granted, we weren’t thinking as far as England, but still—”

Kimberly amazed even herself when she suddenly burst into tears. Lachlan gathered her close, made all the soothing sounds appropriate to comforting. She finally pushed away from him, annoyed with herself.

“Don’t ask where that came from,” she mumbled.

He grinned at her, though it was obvious he was still remorseful. “I’m sorry, Kimber. I didna mean tae refresh all your own misgivings.”

“You didn’t. Unlike you, I’m delighted Meli has this opportunity for a season in London. I just . . .” She paused for a sigh of her own. “Just had the same hope as you still lurking, though I thought I had given up on that long ago. And it is pointless. Even those few young lads who did come to call on her live miles away, which is probably why you weren’t all that displeased when they got run off.”

“Miles away is no distance a’tall up here. They just didna impress me too much is all, and rightly so as it turned out. Look how quickly they turned tail when your brothers started in on them. That last one made his excuses after one wee warning from Ian Two that he’d be displeased if his niece was e’er made unhappy.”

“I think it was Ian Two’s tone, and possibly because he had a fistful of the poor boy’s shirt when he said it.”

They both laughed for a moment, remembering how quickly the suitor had departed for home. He’d practically run for the door the moment after he’d made his excuses. The laughter eased their misgivings, or at least put them back in perspective.

“Och, well, this trip canna be avoided, I suppose,” Lachlan conceded.

“No, it can’t.”

“Speaking o’ which, is Meli done wi’ her packing?”

“She’s not leaving for three more days, so there’s plenty time to finish that up. She’s gone to see my father, probably will be spending the night. Actually, I think her intent was to assure my brothers that she forgave them for ruining her prospects here at home—a few of them have been quite guilty over that, if you didn’t know, even though the lads who came to call this last year she wasn’t much interested in—so no harm was done as she sees it. She was also going to assure them that when the right man for her comes along, she’ll know it herself, so they needn’t worry on that account.”

“She actually thinks saying so will assure them of anything?”

“Well, she’s hoping.” Kimberly grinned. “My brothers can be reasoned with—some of the time.”

Lachlan snorted. Kimberly had met her brothers late in her life, had grown up thinking she was an only child and didn’t learn about them until Lachlan brought her to Scotland as his bride. They’d shown up on his doorstep—or, to be more exact, crossed his drawbridge en masse, all sixteen of them. But they’d merely been the vanguard for her real father, whom she’d never met before either, a legend in the Highlands, and not a favorable one.

Ian MacFearson. It was a name mothers used to admonish their children into behaving. He was reputed to be a blackhearted rogue of the worst sort, so mean he’d sit back and laugh while his sons tried to kill each other—which he encouraged. Others insisted he was just an old recluse who hadn’t left his home for over forty years—but why do so, when he had his own harem there? Still others maintained he’d been dead for years and his ghost now haunted the old ruined fortress he’d secluded himself in all those years ago. None of which was true, but then not many people had ever met Ian MacFearson to find out otherwise.

He had been a recluse, and he left his home these days only to visit Kimberly and her family at Kregora Castle, though, as was more often the case, she had to do the visiting instead. She never minded. She rather liked the fancy surrounding his home, the gloomy atmosphere, the barren trees, the hovering dark clouds usually present, reminding her of a witch’s castle high up on a cloud-covered mountain, rather than the old fortress-converted-to-manor set on a rocky promontory that it was. And there was nothing gloomy on the inside, with her boisterous brothers in residence.

Nor was there any truth to the legend that her brothers were always trying to kill each other, though some of their fights might make it seem otherwise. They merely fought as brothers will, not with any deadly intent. If anything, they were fanatically loyal—insult one and you’d have the whole pack to deal with.

The harem tale was also silly, though understandable considering the number of sons Ian had sired. Although they all shared the same father, only a few of them shared the same mother, and all of them were bastards. Ian had never married. He’d wanted to, had loved Kimberly’s mother most of his life, but her parents had forced her to wed the earl of Amburough instead, the man Kimberly had thought was her father until he drunkenly confessed that Ian had that distinction.

Ian might not have married, but he never denied any of his children either. He brought them all into his home, even those sired as far away as Aberdeen—at least, all that he knew of. The harem aspect of the tale might have arisen because he’d allowed a few of their mothers to abide in his home as well, even after he had no further interest in them personally. Whichever woman he favored at the time, he was usually faithful to her. Or so he assured anyone who bothered to ask him about it.

It made for a very . . . odd family relationship, to be sure, and Kimberly might have been glad that she’d grown up elsewhere—if the man who’d raised her hadn’t been such a tyrant and unloving parent. A few of her brothers had other sisters, but she was the only sister they all could claim as theirs, so she was included in their sphere of loyalty. If anything, being the only female among them, and despite her being the oldest of them, she was more protected than the rest. That protection had extended to Melissa when she was born. Since they’d all been there for her birth, they considered her theirs.

Lachlan had had a bit of trouble with that over the years. If he and Kimberly had a spat or if he simply frowned at her wrong, he was likely to get trounced by the lot of them, if even one was around to see it. And heaven forbid if he ever attempted to scold Meli when they were visiting. It was a wonder he did tolerate them, as many times as they’d attacked him first, without asking what the trouble might be. Must be a Scottish thing, that he found their attitude acceptable and as it should be, and never held it against them.

But Kimberly loved her brothers dearly, all sixteen of them, and she was quick to make excuses for their shortcomings, which they did happen to have in abundance. They were an argumentative, hot-tempered bunch. It was surprising, really, since Ian had raised them, and he had a more mellow temperament. At least, he had prior to returning to Scotland to nurse his broken heart. And he’d been nothing but mellow since Kimberly had joined the family.





Three

IT was an old home, maintained extremely well. Donald Ross had borne no title—wasn’t even considered gentry by English standards—but he was rich due to a hefty inheritance that, like the house, had been passed down through numerous generations and was still intact. He had surprised one and all by winning for himself the daughter of an English viscount, but it was reputed to be a love match, so those of a romantic nature were charmed by the tale.

Lincoln’s memory of his father was of a tall, strapping man, robust, hearty, good-natured, always with a smile on his lips, always there when Lincoln needed his attention. He had died when inspecting one of his mines in the lowlands. A tunnel had collapsed, crushing him so severely that he lived just a few days after being dug out of it. Lincoln had no memory of that, hadn’t been allowed to see his father after the accident, which he’d resented at the time but over the years became grateful for, since it left him with only the good memories.

Lincoln had often wondered why his mother, Eleanor, had stayed in Scotland after her husband died. It certainly wasn’t so Lincoln could remain in the only home he’d known, because she’d sent him away quickly enough when the trouble began. He’d never understood why she hadn’t gone with him, though. A caretaker could have been left with the house if she hadn’t wanted to sell it. With Donald’s death and Lincoln sent away, she had no family left there, but she did have family in England. Richard had said they’d never been close, but still . . .

Lincoln’s only conclusion, when he was older and could think of more possibilities, was that she had stayed behind to look after the inheritance. It was supposedly vast, including many properties and businesses that required close attention. One of her letters had dealt with the subject, said that when he came of age he should take over the management of it.

That was another letter he’d never answered. The inheritance was his now, but he’d wanted nothing to do with it if it meant dealing with her, an easy enough choice to make, since he didn’t need the money. His Uncle Richard’s entailed estate, which had been left to him the year before he’d come of age, was quite lucrative as well.

Lincoln was home now—the home he’d been born in, the home he’d spent his first ten years in—and his fears had been realized. The rage was back, came the moment he laid eyes on her, standing there alone in the doorway as they piled out of the carriage. Many another time Eleanor had stood there just so, waiting anxiously for him to come home. The sight and memories it brought back should have given him a smile, rather than the bitter taste of bile he was feeling.

It had been ten years since he’d last seen her, on one of her many visits to England. He’d been unable to avoid her that time. As he got older, more excuses occurred to him, excuses that had worked well enough—until now.

She looked old, and not just her age accounted for it. She was almost fifty, true, but she looked much older than that. Her hair was completely gray now, though it had shown signs of turning the last time he’d seen her, when she was only thirty-nine. She looked tired. She looked as if life was a burden to her, rather than a joy to be savored.

She wore black, as though she were in mourning. She was rich, could have traveled while she was still young, could have remarried, could have done anything she liked. Instead she had elected to stay here and live her life alone, and perhaps she was now regretting it.

Lincoln felt no sympathy for her. No kinder emotion would get through his rage, and, in fact, it took all the willpower he could muster not to get back into the coach and drive away. He knew he wouldn’t be able to contain his rage for very long. They had planned to stay at least a week here before the start of the London season. He’d be lucky if he could last a few days in her company without the bile’s spilling forth.

Henriette had had to prod him into the house. He’d merely nodded at Eleanor in passing, spoken the single word “Mother,” and moved on into the parlor without glancing her way again. He was amazed he’d been able to do even that. His aunt, with her usual prattle, had filled in the awful silence that had followed his cold greeting.

And he couldn’t get his anger to calm down. He stood now at the window in the parlor that faced north, the direction where they lived, and his rage just got worse, thinking of the savages as well. Thirty minutes passed with him standing there alone, while his aunt and cousin were being settled in upstairs. He honestly didn’t know what he was going to do if Eleanor joined him in the parlor without either his aunt or his cousin present as a buffer between them.

It wasn’t her voice, though, that disturbed him finally. “’Tis grand indeed, tae be seeing ye again after all these years, young master. D’ye remember me, then?”

Lincoln glanced around. It was Mr. Morrison, offering him a cup of tea. Out of all the servants in the house, only Eleanor’s maid was English, brought with her when she married Donald. She’d brought with her also her English habits, and having tea served every afternoon was one of them. Morrison had been the butler there even before she arrived, and apparently he still was.

Lincoln didn’t recall the man as being so little, though. Of course, Lincoln hadn’t reached his full height of six feet four before he’d been sent off to England, had been missing a good seven of those inches at ten, so Morrison had seemed much taller then.

“Indeed, Mr. Morrison. You haven’t changed all that much.”

The little old Scot laughed—actually, it was more like a cackle. “Och, but ye hae, and aplenty. I wouldna be recognizing ye if I didna ken ye were expected.”

Lincoln didn’t think he’d changed all that much in appearance, other than adding the extra height. Of course, living with his face every day of those years made a difference, he supposed, different than not seeing someone for nineteen years. His hair had been just as black when he was younger, his eyes just as common a brown. His face had filled out some, was more defined. Women found him handsome, though he imagined his title was just as attractive to them as his looks.

Lincoln took the cup, but he didn’t drink from it, set it on the window ledge. He would have much preferred something more mind-numbing than tea at the moment.

He nodded out the window. “Do the savages still live there?”

“’Tis doubtful, since they’re all as grown as ye are. But they dinna exactly socialize, so nae gossip comes oot o’ there tae say one way or t’other.”

Lincoln hadn’t had to explain whom he was referring to. He wasn’t the only one who called those particular Scots “savages.” They’d made that distinction for themselves on a grand scale, even when they were children. They lived nearly four miles north, far enough away that he might never have met them, if he hadn’t wandered far and wide as a child.

He decided to find out for himself. In truth, he just needed an excuse to get out of there before his mother showed up again. He’d had no intention of crossing paths with the savages again, ever. Although he was much better prepared for them now than he’d been at ten, he was mature enough not to desire that kind of confrontation. It was simply an excuse to ride off for a few hours. He wouldn’t really ride north.

He found himself headed north anyway.





Four

LINCOLN could blame his curiosity. He’d heard of the legend called Ian MacFearson—who hadn’t? But he’d never seen the man himself. He’d seen the man’s home before; he just didn’t remember it being quite so gloomy-looking. Of course, a child saw things through different eyes, he supposed. What an adult would find dismal, a child might find scary and, thus, exciting.

The place sat on a rocky promontory with barren trees before it and the cold sea at its back. The trees must have thrived once, before the soil had eroded away, their roots now embedded in the rock serving as testimony that the area wasn’t always so dismal of growth.

Spring was nearly over, but nothing had bloomed around Ian MacFearson’s home—nor ever would, unless fresh soil was transported in. Why anyone would want to live in such barren surroundings was beyond Lincoln, yet the area had grown, with other buildings nearby—none so large as this old manor, but houses that hadn’t been there when Lincoln had last come this way. There had been other houses, though. MacFearson had relatives other than his overlarge brood of sons.

There was no activity about the place, but then, as Lincoln recalled, there usually wasn’t. If you didn’t catch the brood coming or going, you might think the place was abandoned. That is, if you came by in other than the cold months, when chimney smoke would give sign of occupation. There was no sign of that now.

Lincoln had never been inside, had never been invited. No one ever was, as far as he knew. Yet he’d knocked on the door many a time to draw out his friends to chum about with him. They didn’t talk about their father. Only people who didn’t know them did.

Memories of those happier times were jarring. Common sense prevailed, however, and Lincoln left before anyone noticed him in the area. Those memories still persisted though, of things he hadn’t thought about in years. Distracted, he wandered off the southern path home in an east-erly direction, to a place he’d gone many times as a child.

The pond was still there, a crumbled ruin of a barn in the distance the only evidence that anyone had ever lived near it. It wasn’t even a pond, just a deep hole that collected rainwater, and there was usually plenty enough of that to keep it filled. A few moss-covered bricks along one edge suggested that the hole might have been someone’s cellar a century or two ago.

Another memory stirred as he approached the pond. It had been one of the hotter days of a brief summer when he was a lad of eight. Most days here weren’t warm enough for anyone to need cooling off, but that day was, and Lincoln had remembered the little pool he’d come across in his wanderings and had gone there for a cool dunking. He hadn’t known how to swim yet, but only one side of the pond was deep enough to require swimming, and he stayed well clear of it.

He hadn’t been the only one to have discovered the pond, though, for several of the MacFearson brothers showed up that day, with the same intent of cooling off. Starved for the companionship of someone near his own age, Lincoln had been delighted by their arrival and offered them his friendship. Three of them were leery of getting better acquainted with him, but the fourth boy, Dougall, who was also eight, took to Lincoln immediately, and they soon became fast friends.

He eventually met the rest of the brothers. Like those who had been with Dougall at the pond, the others weren’t as open as he was and were hesitant at first to accept Lincoln into their group, but it wasn’t long before he called them all his friends. And how quickly they all became his enemies.

Lost in memories, Lincoln had nearly reached the pond before he realized that it was occupied. A family of four, apparently, the woman sitting near the edge watching two young girls splashing about in the water, the man lying in the tall grass some distance away, napping—or trying to. The wife was attempting to keep the girls’ giggling down to a quiet level that wouldn’t disturb her husband.

Lincoln had never known adults to make use of the pond, but of course there must have been many changes to the area in the nineteen years he’d been gone, with more people living there these days. It would be rude simply to ride off now, even though he was in no mood for conversation with strangers—unless he could leave without their being aware of him.

He stopped his horse about fifteen feet away. The woman’s back was to him, the children low enough in the water that only the tops of their heads were seen. They hadn’t heard him yet, over the noise they were making. Well enough, he could at least try to keep it that way and leave quietly. Then his horse neighed.

“Hello.”

He sighed and started to dismount. The woman had turned just her head to see him before offering the greeting. Then she stood up, bonnet in hand, giving him a full view of her now, as well as a friendly smile, and he was quite frankly stunned. His hand stuck to the pommel of his saddle. One foot still in a stirrup, he literally froze there in motion. And the thought crossed his mind that the man lying there taking a nap had to be the luckiest bastard alive.

She was very tall for a woman, only three or four inches under six feet was his guess. She was dressed in plain country garb: a brown skirt with no hint of a train, a long-sleeved white blouse without pleats or other frills, sturdy walking boots—they’d brought no horses with them—and a plaid shawl currently tied about her hips that would come in handy if it rained.

The clothes said she was just a country lass, and probably a poor one at that. The husband and children with her said that Lincoln should think of something other than how her soft lips would taste.

It wasn’t just the height he found very intriguing—he’d never held a woman that tall in his arms—but with everything combined, he was quite sure he’d never been so instantly nor so strongly attracted before to any other woman. She was very pretty, true, but he’d seen prettier. Her figure wasn’t lush—she was on the thin side—but her height accounted for most of that. Her hips were still gently curved, her breasts at least a handful.

Her face was striking, though, the bones not too prominent, the cheeks graced with dimples while her smile lasted. Her brows were arched delicately, but they appeared natural. Her lips were narrow, but they would probably swell lusciously with the right kissing. Her eyes were light green, like twin sparkling gems, and they drew attention immediately, being so pale in contrast with such dark hair.

Perhaps it was that her long hair was loose, windblown, in wild disarray, which gave her a sensuous, earthy look, as if she’d just risen from a wild night of sex. Exquisite hair, an auburn so dark it was nearly black, yet with the faintest hints of red. This could account for the wave of lust cresting so swiftly and shocking the hell out of him.

He’d stood there too long, still not fully dismounted, just staring at her, which probably prompted her laugh. “I’ll be thinking I’ve grown an extra ear if you dinna say something. New tae the area, are you? Or just visiting?”

“No—I mean, yes.”

He managed to get his other foot onto the ground while his face flushed with color. Her soft burr was enchanting. He’d grown up hearing it from other women, shouldn’t be the least affected by it, but from her it was the sweetest music to his ears.

He walked slowly toward her, aware that his pulse was racing. “Actually, I’m visiting, though I did used to live a few miles southeast of here.”

“Did you, now?” She appeared thoughtful for a moment. “And here I was thinking I knew everyone from a good twenty miles ’round.”

“It was a long time ago. You might not even have been born yet before I moved away . . . well, you were surely too young to know all your neighbors back then.”

She did look no more than seventeen or eighteen, yet she had to be older than that to have two children already, and older than tykes to go by the sound of their giggling coming from the pond. He’d yet to see the children clearly, just their heads bobbing in the water.

“That’s surely possible, I suppose. Your ‘long time ago’ could be twice m’age, e’en thrice.”

Lincoln stared incredulously. She glanced to the side and down, her thick hair falling over her cheek so he couldn’t see her face for a moment. But she couldn’t hold back the laugh for long.

He blinked. Good God, she didn’t even know him, and she’d just teased him. How charming—and refreshing—to meet a woman who wasn’t primly demure or excessively stiff upon first acquaintance. He could so easily have taken offense, but she didn’t seem to take that into account. Or if she did, she didn’t care.

She flipped her hair back, not trying to be enticing or seductive, yet she was nonetheless. She was still wearing an impish grin, one dimple present and so tempting. He had the strongest urge to delve into it with his tongue, to make her laugh while making love to her so he could . . . Bloody hell, had he lost his mind?

He looked away himself, before he did something really beyond the pale, like kiss her in plain sight of her family. He didn’t dally with married women. Never had, never would. Well, he’d been absolutely firm in that resolve—until now. He stared at her daughters, could see their faces now as they glanced up at him curiously.

They were both blond, very pretty, possibly seven or eight in age. They didn’t take after their mother, but then they didn’t take after the father either—at least by what could be seen of his coal black hair under the hat he had tipped over his face. Seven or eight? That was starting a family a bit young by any standards.

Staring at the children for a few seconds did help to get his mind off of seducing their mother—for the moment. “Very well,” he said as he glanced back at the woman. “It was nineteen years ago, and I was just ten, which makes me not quite . . . thrice your age.”

Another laugh, filled with delight that he’d joined in the teasing. “You’re sure, then? Adding up tallies was ne’er m’strong suit, ye ken.”

“Quite sure—that is, supposing you’re a bit more than nine years old.”

“Och, a wee bit more at least.”

He smiled. “By the by, I’m Lincoln Burnett.”

“Melissa MacGregor.”

She thrust out her hand to shake his in a manly manner, rather than offering it for a brief touch as a lady would. He took it, regardless, and didn’t want to let it go, wanted to kiss it instead. But hand kissing was old-fashioned, done more as an overture these days, a not-so-subtle statement of obvious attraction. He bloody well hoped he wasn’t so obvious in his own attraction to her.

He let go of her hand. He should leave now that he’d done the common-courtesy brief chat, but found himself asking instead, “You live nearby, then, do you?”

He shouldn’t have asked, didn’t really want to know, didn’t want to be tempted to seek her out once he did. It’d be infinitely better if he never saw her again.

“Nae, Kregora is much farther south. I’m visiting m’grandda for a day or so. ’Tis him who lives up here.”

He didn’t recognize the name Kregora, but he did vaguely recall that a small branch of the MacGregor clan lived in an old ruined castle some nine or ten miles southeast of the Ross manor. He’d never wandered quite that far as a child to see for himself, though.

“I learned to swim in this pond,” he volunteered, still reluctant to leave just yet. “A friend I used to meet here taught me, after teasing me mercilessly that I’d been coming here without knowing how.”

She looked surprised. “How ironic. M’Uncle Johnny brought me here when I was six tae teach me as well. Much easier tae learn in placid water than in the ocean. I’ve been bringing m’cousins here for the same thing e’er since.”

That was quite a distance to travel just to teach children to swim, especially when most people considered it an unnecessary skill to have, unless they planned to earn their living from the ocean . . . . Cousins? He peered at the two girls in the water again. They really looked nothing like Melissa. And for her to have borne them, she’d have to be much older than she appeared to be.

He said as much. “They’re not your daughters?”

She followed his gaze. She didn’t laugh, but he could see in her light green eyes, when she looked at him again, that she wanted to.

“And here I was thinking we’d established that I’m only nine m’self.” She grinned. “I’m also thinking m’da would be going on a rampage, were I tae start having bairns afore I get m’self wed.”

It was the oddest sensation for him, to be so thoroughly embarrassed, fighting another blush, yet at the same moment be so utterly thrilled. She wasn’t married. She was available for a . . . closer acquaintance.

“My apologies,” he offered. “You just seemed like a family enjoying an outing.”

“Aye, and we are, just no’ that closely related. This is actually only the second time I’ve met these cousins o’ mine, the first time their mother has allowed them tae come up the Highlands for a visit. O’ course, I’ve so many cousins, ’tis doubtful I’ll e’er be meeting them all.”

Which was the case with many large families, and some not so large. He had cousins of the third and fourth generation as well on the Ross side that he’d never met, since they’d moved to other countries.

Lincoln nodded. It was time to go. In fact, he’d prefer to be gone before the man woke up and possibly ruined this first meeting of theirs. But he didn’t mind leaving now that he was sure he would see her again. And he would.

“I’ve intruded long enough,” he said, turning toward his horse. “It was a pleasure meeting you, Miss MacGregor. Until the next time, I bid you good day.”





Five

MELISSA stared dreamily out at the countryside rolling past the open carriage, without really seeing any of it. The trip would take twice as long in a carriage, which was why she usually rode her own mount when she visited her grandfather. But she was too distracted today to care, which was also why she’d asked the uncle who was escorting her home to fetch a carriage for it, since distraction and riding a frisky horse didn’t mix well.

Who would have thought that a childhood fear, which she knew was silly but still harbored nonetheless, would be responsible for such an exciting outcome to an otherwise uneventful day? It began with meeting her Uncle Johnny’s two daughters for the second time—the first time had been on a trip to the Lowlands with several of her uncles three years ago. Johnny had been trying to get the care of them since they were born, but their mother refused to give them up to him. She would only allow him to visit them in the Lowlands where she lived, and had never let them come to him until now.

But Johnny wasn’t the only one of her uncles to have such difficulties. Many of them had children spread out all over Scotland. They’d taken after her grandfather in that respect. But unlike their father, who had gathered all his sons to him for raising, not all of those sons were that lucky with their own bairns. Some of the women they’d dallied with were insisting on marriage before they’d give up their children. Others simply didn’t care that they would bear the stigma of bearing a child out of wedlock.

The mother of these two daughters was different still—she simply didn’t like Johnny any more than he did her. That they had produced a daughter between them was a matter of their both being too intoxicated at the time to remember that they couldn’t stand each other. That the same thing had happened again when he’d gone to visit the first daughter—and ended up producing another—was more of a surprise to them than to anyone else.

But apparently the woman was getting more lenient with the passing of years. Allowing her girls to come to the Highlands for the first time was proof of that, even if she had stipulated it would be for only a week. And Johnny, upon finding out that his girls didn’t yet know how to swim, had suggested that he escort Melissa home so he could make use of the fine lake Kregora overlooked to rectify that fact.

Melissa had already offered to help with the swimming lesson, but she was appalled that it be done at Kregora. Most of her uncles didn’t know of her fear of that lake. It really was a silly fear, but it was one she couldn’t seem to shake. She’d got it into her head when she was a child that something big and nasty made its home down there, and the lake was so deep that no one had ever been able to swim to the bottom of it to say otherwise.

So she’d suggested they not wait and instead go to the little pond where she’d been taught to swim and had taken other of her cousins each summer. It might be a bit deep on the one end, but at least you could look down and see that there was only dirt and a few weeds on the bottom.

But to meet a man like Lincoln Burnett on such a simple outing—it still amazed her, and her reaction to him amazed her even more.

Johnny’s daughters had been quick to tell him about the stranger who’d stopped by while he was sleeping. He hadn’t been concerned.

All he’d had to say was “No harm done, or ye’d hae waken me, aye?”

Which was true enough. As for harm, Melissa couldn’t stop thinking about him. There was no harm in that, as long as she’d be seeing him again, but what if she never did? What if that one simple meeting was going to affect her husband shopping? Now she’d be comparing every man she met to him. She knew she would. And they’d all be coming up short: not as handsome, not as tall, not as
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