
		
			[image: image]

	
	
		
			

			[image: title-page.pdf]

		

	


	
		
			

			Dedication

			To Connie and Mike

		

	


	
		
			

			Contents

			
			
			
				Dedication

			

			
			
				Chapter 1

			

			
				Chapter 2

			

			
				Chapter 3

			

			
				Chapter 4

			

			
				Chapter 5

			

			
				Chapter 6

			

			
				Chapter 7

			

			
				Chapter 8

			

			
				Chapter 9

			

			
				Chapter 10

			

			
				Chapter 11

			

			
				Chapter 12

			

			
				Chapter 13

			

			
				Chapter 14

			

			
				Chapter 15

			

			
				Chapter 16

			

			
				Chapter 17

			

			
				Chapter 18

			

			
				Chapter 19

			

			
				Chapter 20

			

			
				Chapter 21

			

			
				Chapter 22

			

			
				Chapter 23

			

			
				Chapter 24

			

			
				Chapter 25

			

			
				Chapter 26

			

			
				Chapter 27

			

			
				Chapter 28

			

			
				Chapter 29

			

			
				Chapter 30

			

			
				Chapter 31

			

			
				Chapter 32

			

			
				Chapter 33

			

			
			
			
						
			
			
			
			
				Author’s Notes

			

			
			
			
				Excerpt from The Virgin of Clan Sinclair

			

			
			
				About the Author

			

			
			
				Romances by Karen Ranney

			

		
			
			
				Copyright

			

			
			
				About the Publisher

			

			
		

	


	
		
			

			Chapter 1
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			Edinburgh, Scotland

			October, 1872

			Nothing about the occasion hinted that it would change Mairi Sinclair’s life. Not the hour, being after dinner, or the day, being a Friday. The setting didn’t warn her; the Edinburgh Press Club was housed in a lovely brick building with an impressive view of the castle.

			Still, possessing an inquiring mind, she should have somehow known. She should have seen the carriage pull into the street behind them. She should have felt something. The air should have been different, heavy with portent. Hinting at rain, if nothing else.

			Perhaps a thunderstorm would have kept her home, thereby changing her fate. But on that evening, not a cloud was in the sky. The day had been a fair one and the night stars glittered brightly overhead, visible even with the glare of the yellowish gas lamps along the street.

			A gust of wind brought the chill of winter, but her trembling was due more to eagerness than cold as she left the carriage. Straightening her skirts as she waited for her cousin to follow, Mairi wished she’d taken the time to order a new cloak—her old black one was a bit threadbare at the hem. She would like something in red, perhaps, with oversized buttons and a hidden pocket or two for her notebooks and pencils.

			Her dress was new, however, a blue wool that brought out the color of her eyes and made her hair look darker than its usual drab brown. At the throat was the cameo that her brother and sister-in-law had given her on their return from Italy.

			“We saw it and thought it looked like you,” Virginia said.

			She’d responded with the protest that it wasn’t a holiday or her birthday.

			Macrath had merely ignored her and pinned it on her dress. “The best presents are those that are unexpected,” he said. “Learn to receive, Mairi.”

			So she had, and today she was grateful for the thought and the gift. The brooch enhanced her dress.

			She didn’t see, however, that the finely carved profile looked anything like her. She didn’t have such an aristocratic nose, or a mouth that looked formed for a smile. The hairstyle was similar, drawn up on the sides to cascade in curls in the back. Perhaps that was the only point of similarity.

			Fenella joined her in a cloud of perfume, something light and smelling of summer flowers.

			Her cousin was a pretty girl, someone people noted even though she rarely spoke in a group. Fenella’s blond hair created a halo around her fine-boned face, accentuating her hazel eyes.

			Mairi had seen a swan once, and the gentle grace of the bird reminded her of Fenella.

			In addition, Fenella was far nicer in temperament than she was. Whenever she said that, her cousin demurred, but they both knew it was the truth.

			Fenella’s cloak was also black, the severe color only accentuating her blond prettiness, while Mairi was certain that she herself looked like a very large crow. However, she wasn’t going to be deterred by her appearance or any other minuscule concern on this most glorious of occasions.

			She strode toward the building, clutching her worn copy of Beneath the Mossy Bough in her left hand, her reticule in her right. Her hated bonnet was atop her head only because Fenella had frowned at her in censure. Otherwise, she would have left it behind on the seat.

			Before they could cross the street, three carriages passed, the rhythmic rumble of their wheels across the cobbles a familiar sound even at night. Edinburgh did have quiet hours, but normally only between midnight and four. Then, the castle on the hill above them seemed to crouch, warning the inhabitants to be silent and still, for these were the hours of rest.

			She knew the time well, since she was often awake in the middle of the night working.

			“Are you very certain this is proper, Mairi?” Fenella asked as they hurried across the street.

			She turned to look at her cousin. Fenella was occasionally the voice of her conscience, but tonight nothing would stop her from attending the Edinburgh Press Club meeting.

			“It’s Melvin Hampstead, Fenella,” she said. “Melvin Hampstead. Who knows when we will ever have the chance to hear him speak again?”

			“But we haven’t been invited,” Fenella said.

			Mairi waved her hand in the air as if to dismiss her cousin’s concerns. “The whole city’s been invited.” She shook her head. “It’s Melvin Hampstead, Fenella.”

			She climbed the steps to the top, opened the outer door and held it ajar for her cousin. Inside was the vestibule, a rectangular space large enough to accommodate ten people. Yellow-tinted light from the paraffin oil sconces illuminated the door at the end, guarded by an older man in a dark green kilt and black jacket.

			At their entrance, he stood, folded his arms across his chest and pointed his gray-threaded beard in their direction.

			“Is it lost you are, then?”

			Mairi blinked at him. “I don’t believe we are. This is the Edinburgh Press Club, is it not?”

			“That it is, but you’re a woman, I’m thinking.”

			“That I am,” she said, clutching the book to her bodice. “We’ve come to hear Mr. Hampstead speak.”

			“You’ll not be hearing him here,” he said. “The meeting is closed to women.”

			The man didn’t even look at her when he spoke, but at a spot above her, as if she were below his notice.

			“That can’t be true,” she said. “Otherwise, it wouldn’t have been publicized so well.”

			“This is the Edinburgh Press Club, madam. We do not admit women.”

			“I’m a miss,” she said, stepping back. “Miss Mairi Sinclair, and I’ve a right to be here. I’m the editor of the Edinburgh Gazette.”

			“You’re a woman by my way of thinking,” he said. “And we don’t admit women.”

			She had the urge to kick him in the shin. Instead, she batted her eyes ever so gently. She’d been told she had beautiful blue eyes—the Sinclair eyes—plus she was occasionally gifted with the same charm that Fenella effortlessly commanded.

			“Are you very certain?”

			Evidently, he was immune to both her eyes and her lashes, because he frowned at her.

			“It’s Melvin Hampstead,” she said. “I adored his book,” she added, holding it up for him to see. “If we promise to slip in, not speak to anyone, and simply stand in the corner, wouldn’t you allow us to enter?”

			“No.”

			No? Just no? No further explanation? No chance to convince him otherwise? Simply no?

			She frowned at him, one hand holding the book, the other clenched tight around her reticule and the notebook inside. She carried her notebook everywhere, and the minute she could, she was going to record everything this man said, plus his refusal on behalf of the Edinburgh Press Club to allow her to enter.

			“Is there a problem?”

			She turned her head to find a man standing there, a bear of a man, tall and broad, with a square face and eyes like green glass.

			“No, Provost Harrison, no problem. I was just telling this female that the Edinburgh Press Club did not allow women.”

			She’d listened to tales of Scotland’s history from her grandmother, heard stories of brave men striding into battle with massive swords and bloodlust in their eyes.

			This was one of those men.

			He, too, was attired in a kilt, one of a blue and green tartan with a black jacket over a snowy white shirt. She could almost imagine him bare-chested, a broadsword in his right hand and a cudgel in his left. The sun would shine on the gleaming muscles of his arms and chest. He’d toss his head back and his black hair would fall over his brow.

			There were men, and then there were men. One was male only because he wasn’t female. The other was the definition of masculine, fierce and a little frightening, if her heartbeat was to be believed.

			He braced his legs apart, folded his arms and regarded her with an impassive look.

			She knew who he was, of course, but she’d never seen the Lord Provost of Edinburgh up so close. If she had, she’d have been prepared for the force of his personality.

			If he meant to intimidate her, he was doing a fine job of it, but she would neither admit it nor let him see that she was wishing she’d thought to remove her cloak so he could see her new blue dress.

			Nonsense. Was she turning into one of those women who couldn’t be bothered with anything more important than her appearance?

			Perhaps she should ask herself that question when she wasn’t standing nearly toe-to-toe with the Lord Provost, with him looking half Highland warrior, half gentleman Scot. Or if she could have ignored his strong square jaw, full lips, and his sparkling green eyes.

			“Is there a problem, miss?”

			At least he’d gotten the miss part correct.

			“No problem. But I don’t understand why I can’t attend Mr. Hampstead’s lecture.”

			He raised one eyebrow at her.

			“The Edinburgh Press Club does not allow women as members, I believe.”

			“Mr. Hampstead’s lecture has been promoted throughout Edinburgh.”

			“For men to attend.”

			She could feel her temper rising, which was never a good sign. She had a tendency to do and say foolish things when she forgot herself.

			She was very aware that there were inequities in society. For that reason, Macrath was the titular owner of the Sinclair Printing Company. For that reason, she signed her columns with either her brother’s name or another male’s. For that reason, she pretended Macrath was out of the office temporarily when men came to call to discuss a matter with the owner of the Gazette. She always took the information, made the decision, and wrote the supplicant with her answer, once more pretending to be her brother.

			She had to hide behind a man to do her daily tasks, run a business, be a reporter, and publish a newspaper, but she’d never been faced with the situation she was in at the moment: being refused admittance solely because she was a woman.

			It should have occurred to her, but because it hadn’t, she felt the curious sensation of being blown off her feet.

			“What does it matter that I’m a woman?” she asked. “Does Mr. Hampstead’s lecture only appeal to men?”

			Right at the moment, she didn’t like the Edinburgh Press Club very much. Nor did she like the gatekeeper or the Lord Provost. Most of all, she didn’t like the burning feeling in her stomach, the one that felt like humiliation and embarrassment, coupled with the knowledge that she wasn’t going to win this skirmish.

			Fenella evidently noted the signs, because she grabbed her elbow. “Come, Mairi, we should leave.”

			“I believe that would be the wisest course,” the Lord Provost said.

			She narrowed her eyes at him.

			Did he think he was the first man to have tried to put her in her place? She was faced with criticism every day, and every day she had to deflect it, fight it, or ignore it.

			“I would have thought, in your position, that you would speak for all citizens of Edinburgh, not just the men. Or is it because I don’t have the ability to vote that you dismiss me so easily?”

			He didn’t say a word, the coward.

			“Your silence indicates that you can’t dispute that.”

			His lips curved in a faint smile. “On the contrary, my silence might be wisdom instead. I have found that it isn’t wise to argue with those who are overemotional.”

			The breath left her in a gasp. “You consider women to be overly emotional?”

			“I do not address women, miss. Only you. The club is a private organization, not one funded by or for the citizens of Edinburgh. I have nothing to do with its workings. I am simply a guest. Had I the authority, I would allow you entrance.”

			She smiled. “Then you do think women should be admitted.”

			“I think it’s the only way to silence you.”

			She almost drew her foot back, but a soft sound from Fenella stopped her.

			“Thank you, sir,” Fenella said, stepping in and preventing Mairi from responding by grabbing her arm and pulling her toward the stairs. “We’ll be on our way.”

			In her daydream, she sailed past the Lord Provost with dignity and poise while he wistfully stared after her. The truth was somewhat different. She left, but when she looked back, he was grinning at her.

			Logan Harrison watched as the woman went down the steps, glancing back at him from time to time.

			She had high cheekbones stained with pink and a chin that looked stubborn enough to double as a battering ram.

			He smiled at her frown, which made her scowl even deeper.

			He normally avoided angry women, but something about her made him want to annoy her further, just to see how fast her temper rose.

			Her eyes blazed at him and her lush mouth was thinned in irritation. As he watched, she said something to her wiser companion. She evidently didn’t want to leave. She’d probably be content to argue with him all night.

			He rarely had the opportunity to argue with people. Gone were the fevered discussions of his earlier political life. He was at the point now that people respected his position too much to counter his pronouncements.

			They practically backed out of the room.

			Although he was the Lord Provost of Edinburgh, he wasn’t God. Granted, his position dictated that he was also the Lord Lieutenant for the city, which meant he greeted members of the royal family—some of whom did think they were God.

			“Who is she?” he asked. Robertson glanced at the woman then back at him.

			“A Miss Sinclair, sir. She claims to be the editor of the Edinburgh Gazette.”

			“Does she?”

			He knew the paper but he made a mental note of her name. She claimed to be its editor? Another interesting facet of the woman, one that had nothing to do with the fact that she had an arresting face and a figure that hinted at lushness beneath her cloak.

			He watched as she entered the carriage, regretting that circumstances wouldn’t allow him another chance to continue their discussion.

			“He had no right to insult me,” Mairi said as she entered the carriage.

			“He didn’t insult you,” Fenella said. “If anyone did, it was the Edinburgh Press Club. They’re the ones who refused to allow women.”

			“Next you’re going to tell me it’s the way of the world and I should simply accept it.”

			“Men are stronger,” Fenella said.

			Mairi glanced at her. “And smarter, I presume?”

			Fenella didn’t answer.

			It was one thing for a woman to be treated with disdain by a man. Another thing entirely, Mairi thought, for another woman to feel the same. Unfortunately, Fenella wasn’t alone in her thoughts. A great many women believed that men were stronger, smarter, more capable of being leaders. Let them protect women, and women—frail and helpless—would be the better for it.

			She shouldn’t be so critical of Fenella. Her cousin was nothing if not loyal. Despite not being a fan of Mr. Hampstead, Fenella had donned one of her better dresses, had her blond hair curled in ringlets, and came with her tonight.

			“His eyes are green,” Fenella said, sighing. “I do wish my eyes were that color.”

			Mairi turned to look at her cousin, surprised. Fenella was not the type to long for something she didn’t have. Nor was she the type to notice a man’s appearance. Or at least she never had in the past.

			“Your eyes are lovely,” she said, and it wasn’t a lie. Fenella’s hazel eyes had the ability to change color depending on what she wore. Tonight they appeared a soft brown.

			Her own eyes were a deep Sinclair blue. Her brother and sister had a similar shade. If she wished to be different in any way, it would be that her hair wasn’t a simple brown, but light and blond like her cousin’s.

			However, wishing to be different was a waste of time.

			“I didn’t notice his eyes,” she said.

			The lie embarrassed her. Of course she’d noted his eyes. And his face, looking as if it had been hewn by God’s axe.

			“He’s entirely too large.”

			Fenella glanced at her.

			She frowned at her cousin’s smile.

			“Well, he is. I prefer a man who’s less imposing.”

			“He was certainly that,” Fenella said on a sigh.

			“I’m surprised he didn’t throw us down the stairs.”

			Fenella’s eyes widened.

			“He seemed very polite, Mairi.”

			Mairi nearly threw her hands up in the air.

			“I wanted to hear Mr. Hampstead. Not go all agog over a man.”

			Fenella’s face turned a becoming shade of pink, and Mairi knew she shouldn’t have said what she had. Her cousin had a delicate nature, one that required diplomatic speech. She always had to rearrange the words she was going to say before talking to Fenella, for fear of offending her or hurting her feelings.

			“You have to admit he is a handsome man,” her cousin said. “He’s tall and has such broad shoulders. And his mouth ...” Fenella sighed again.

			“What’s wrong with his mouth?”

			“Oh, there’s nothing wrong with it,” Fenella said, sounding as love-struck as a silly girl. “He looks like he’s about to say something shocking.” She glanced over at Mairi. “Or kiss you.”

			Rather than just sit there and listen to Fenella wax eloquent over the Lord Provost, she pulled out her notebook and began to write down the conversation as she remembered it. Thankfully, she had a very good memory from years of practice recalling tidbits and snippets of information.

			She didn’t want to miss a minute of it.
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			“I would talk to you,” Robert said when she and Fenella arrived home.

			“Could it wait?” she asked, striding through the kitchen still smelling of tonight’s dinner of mutton and onions. She’d taken time off to hear her favorite author speak, reasoning that she could write about the lecture for the paper. Since she couldn’t do that now, she had to find something else for the new edition.

			Fenella moved past her, smiling apologetically as she whisked a maid from the room. At least there wouldn’t be any witnesses to this dressing down. Normally, Robert didn’t care where or when he criticized her.

			After Macrath had purchased a home far from Edinburgh, he wanted her and Fenella to join him. She refused to leave the city, so they’d compromised. He purchased a large home for them, and instilled Robert, their second cousin, as chaperone and financial advisor, and their driver, James, as spy.

			Mairi had told her brother that she and Fenella were capable of protecting themselves, however weak and defenseless he thought they were. Macrath had only smiled and done as he wished.

			Robert was her daily trial.

			The man’s face bore evidence of each of his years, the last few making their mark with more impact. The pockets beneath his eyes sagged more each day, as if his face couldn’t bear the weight of his skin.

			His beard, thin and pointed, made his face appear even longer and accentuated the down-turned corners of his mouth.

			His hair had thinned considerably in the last year, but he still maintained the notion that no one but he could tell, wrapping long strands around the top until they covered most of his bald pate. He was endearingly vain about his hair, but seemed not to notice when he’d splotched ink on his cuffs or shirtfront.

			He was a private man, one who occupied a large room on the second floor surrounded by those items he’d brought from Inverness. For most of his life he’d lived with his sister, the woman dying shortly before he came to Edinburgh. No doubt Robert was another cause of Macrath’s, another person who’d been helped from a bad situation by her brother’s effortless kindness.

			She only wished Robert had gone to some other distant relative.

			But for all his dour appearance and personality, Robert was a man of great joys. He loved growing things. When he was not hunkered over the Gazette’s books, laboriously entering and grumbling over each expenditure, he was in their garden, transforming it into a place of beauty. Even in winter he was busy, readying the hardy shoots in the shed built for him, and laying out the beds in plans he worked on almost every night.

			Now he frowned at her, the area above his nose folding into three vertical lines.

			“No, it cannot wait,” he said, blocking her way to the stairs. “You need to explain these new expenses. Why are you spending so much on paper?”

			She sighed inwardly. He’d seen the invoice for the newsprint. She knew, from previous harangues, that nothing she said would stop Robert’s fussing. She simply needed to wait him out.

			“I should take over ordering your supplies.”

			She pushed back her irritation. “That’s not necessary, Robert,” she said.

			“It is if you’re determined to put the Sinclair Printing Company in debt.”

			She circled him and nearly raced up the stairs and to her room before he could manage another word. But his glare followed her, making her wish he knew her better. She’d never put the paper in jeopardy. But she had no choice. Their paper supplies were running low. Did he think it was possible to print a newspaper on air?

			Once in her room, she pulled off her cloak, settling down to work. If she had her way, she would have replaced her secretary with a long, broad table so she could spread a layout on it. But the minute she arranged for it, Fenella would have just had it removed.

			“You work too much,” Fenella would have said. A comment Mairi heard often. “You need to have a place of peace to rest.”

			Fenella was the one who gifted their home with personal touches. She acted as their housekeeper, conferring with Cook over menus and recipes. Soft sheets and towels graced their rooms, and dishes of potpourri were everywhere, the scent dependent on the room.

			Here in Mairi’s bedroom it was something spicy with cloves and cinnamon, reminding her of apples and autumn. In the spring the scent would change, and she’d smell roses. Because of her cousin there were porcelain figurines on the fireplace mantel, and upholstered chairs with tassels. Mairi would have been just as comfortable with a bare room and a bed, but she appreciated Fenella’s efforts to make their home both beautiful and comfortable.

			Fenella also trained the four maids on their tasks, managed the laundry, and oversaw the purchases for the house, presenting the bills to Robert.

			Her cousin was very careful with money, and whenever Mairi presented the monthly expenditures for the paper to Robert, he held Fenella up as a paragon of thrifty virtue.

			She doubted her cousin had ever been lectured on frugality.

			Pushing back the embarrassment she’d suffered at the Edinburgh Press Club, as well as her irritation over Robert’s lecture, she undressed, washed, and donned her nightgown, pulled from a drawer smelling of oranges.

			Sleep, however, would have to wait until after she worked. Grabbing the sheaf of submissions, she sat and began to read.

			Early on, she’d realized that the Edinburgh Gazette would have to change from what it had been in her father’s day. Once, they printed six pages of legal notices, bankrupts declared or adjudicated, debt announcements, and official proceedings at Parliament. If the paper was going to attract subscribers, she knew it had to offer more content for people, ranging from information about citizens of Edinburgh to housekeeping tips.

			The only thing she didn’t write about was politics, reasoning that the numerous larger papers handled that topic better than she could.

			She wrote three columns herself, each signed with a male pseudonym. But she also accepted submissions from other writers. Her newest idea, to begin in the new year, was to serialize a novel, something that had been done successfully in England for decades. She could only afford a fraction of what a London paper might pay a writer, but could offer something the other papers didn’t: opportunity. She was more than willing to hire a woman writer.

			If she had the money, she’d employ a few full-time reporters and take on the job of being solely the editor of the Gazette. That was for the future. For now, she’d continue to be the chief writer for both the paper and the broadsides they printed three times a week.

			She selected two columns from the ten she read and wrote acceptance letters to the writers. Tonight, it irritated her even more than usual to sign Macrath’s name.

			One day, perhaps, she’d be able to use her own name as the proprietor of the Edinburgh Gazette. People would know that she was responsible for the success of the paper, that she was a woman of influence.

			When would that ever happen?

			The Lord Provost had looked at her like she was a beetle, one he’d found on his shoe and quickly dispatched.

			Why had he looked down his rather bearlike nose at her? Very well, perhaps his nose wasn’t bearlike, but the rest of him certainly was. He was entirely too large a man. When she was standing next to him she felt almost tiny, and she was tall for a woman.

			He epitomized those minor irritants she’d experienced all her life. Now they gathered in a ball and sat, like lead, in the pit of her stomach.

			What was wrong with a woman running a business? And the newspaper was as much a business as a millinery shop.

			She hadn’t heard anyone say she couldn’t buy Melvin Hampstead’s book because she was a woman. Why, then, wasn’t she good enough to hear his lecture?

			If she was competent enough to be editor of the Edinburgh Gazette, why couldn’t she be a member of the Edinburgh Press Club?

			Why wasn’t she treated with the same respect as a man, especially if she could do a man’s job?

			She never asked for help moving the reams of newsprint into place. She might not accomplish the task as quickly as a man, true, but she did it nonetheless.

			Nor did she ever ask a man to write her columns, or gather the information for the broadsides she wrote. How many of the men who purchased their broadsides were aware that a woman had written them?

			Perhaps that’s why she felt the insult at the press club so acutely. She’d fought inequity all her life but never lost a battle face-to-face the way she had tonight.

			She’d been treated like a beggar at a feast. Go away, don’t bother us. How dare you think yourself the equal of us?

			The injustice of it made her seethe.

			More and more women were daring to stand up and announce their displeasure with a society run by men. Josephine Butler’s campaign against the Contagious Diseases Acts was a model for women who believed their gender was being treated unfairly.

			Strides were being made each day. Look at the Married Women’s Property Act passed just two years earlier.

			How did she change her own circumstances? It seemed to her that she could either continue to be treated as shabbily as she’d been tonight or act as an instrument of change. Standing in front of the Lord Provost and demanding that he treat her better hadn’t accomplished anything. He’d only smiled at her.

			There was a newly formed organization—the Scottish Ladies National Association—that was taking up women’s causes, one of them suffrage. She could almost imagine herself standing at a podium, imploring a crowd of women before her to vote for anyone other than the Lord Provost.

			A few minutes later she caught herself staring off into the distance, then brought her focus back to finishing the letters.

			Once they were done, she pulled out a blank sheet of her stationery. She knew exactly to whom she’d write, one of the founders of the SLNA, a woman who lived in Edinburgh.

			When she heard the hall clock chime midnight, she pushed back her fatigue and continued writing. A half hour later, after reviewing her letter a dozen times, she sealed it and went to bed, only to lay there staring up at the ceiling.

			Normally when she couldn’t sleep, it was because she was caught up in worry about their subscription numbers. Tonight, however, she was on fire with ideas.

			Would it be enough to just volunteer to assist a group? What could she do to awaken the women of Edinburgh?

			She rose from the bed, walked to the window, and pulled open the drapes. A flagstone path, showing gray and black in the moonlight, led to the garden. A copse of trees stood on this side of the lawn. Saplings speared upward from the ground like arrows, the mature trees guarding them like protective mothers.

			No wind shivered the leaves. They were perfectly still and waiting. Death could not be as silent as this night.

			She was abruptly and painfully lonely.

			Pushing that emotion aside, she walked back to her secretary, lit the lamp and sat.

			If she couldn’t write about the Hampstead lecture, she would write about something else: the Right Honorable Lord Provost of Edinburgh himself. She wouldn’t put it in a column. Instead, she’d make him the subject of one of their broadsides.

			Without hesitation, she began to write a poem. She finished it only a few minutes later.

			When shameful Vice began our streets to tread,

			And foul Disease reared his deathlike head,

			When the fate of sacred womanhood was profan’d,

			And fair Edinburgh’s character was stain’d ;

			Then (by the Grace of God) Harrison came,

			(Ye residents of Edinburgh tremble at the Name!)

			He showed himself to our admiring sight,

			Indeed a burning and shining light.

			Yet weep my friends for more’s the pity.

			He did not labor to clean the city.

			He doth not strive to cure the profane

			Or clean the vice and scrub the stain,

			No, Harrison dared show his face,

			Only to keep a woman in her place.

			She added a small essay to the poem, explaining the situation and adding that the time for women to stand up and come out of the shadows had arrived. Otherwise, men like Logan Harrison would forever try to keep them from achieving their rightful place in society.

			Smiling, she put the poem down, consulted her watch, and decided that she could sleep for a few hours. Then she’d head for the paper and begin her campaign to win equality for women.

			She couldn’t wait to hear what the High and Mighty Lord Provost thought of that.

		

	


	
		
			

			Chapter 3
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			Logan liked working at dawn. Whenever he had something to accomplish, he did so in those quiet morning hours when there were few interruptions and his mind was clear.

			In the dawn hours, the council chambers were dimly lit by a few sconces along the corridor. Other than one other representative and a doorman, whose task it was to secure the building and check for fire, he had the chambers to himself.

			The hall smelled faintly of camphor, and he wondered if it was something used to clean. Even so, that agreeable scent had no chance against the odor of the gas lamps.

			The carpet was crimson, embroidered in a Celtic pattern along the edges. Whoever had designed this newest iteration of the council chambers had decreed that all things Scottish must be featured, just as nothing could be used that hadn’t been made in Scotland.

			The furnishings were finer than in most bureaucratic offices. The occasional bench was finely carved wood, the landscapes on the wall of various scenes around Edinburgh. Even at dawn he had the feeling that this was the center of the city. Here, decisions were made that would affect thousands of people.

			Where once the city had thrummed with political intrigue, now it puttered along slightly behind its Glasgow sister. They were being jerked and yanked into the future with a reluctance that was curiously Edinburghian.

			As Lord Provost, he was dealing with topics that had never touched the desks of his predecessors: steam versus horse power, the stench and sanitation of Leith, and the eternal construction in New Town.

			He hesitated before the double doors that marked his office. A bench sat on each side of the doors, and a sconce sputtered to his right, illuminating the brass plaque inscribed with his name.

			Each morning, he felt a pinch of surprise when looking at it. Each morning, he hoped he was worthy of the honor. People depended on him to be wise and just, to think of their welfare. He never forgot that.

			His secretary, Thomas, was seated at his desk when Logan opened the door. His own desk was larger and wider and set in the center of the window with a view of the castle. Thomas’s desk was aligned against the south wall. Although the office was spacious, befitting the Lord Provost, at times it felt suffocatingly small.

			Thomas was not only responsible for those activities mandated by his position, but served as his social secretary as well, attending to those matters of a more social or ceremonial nature. He was rarely without Thomas, the night before being one of those occasions.

			His secretary possessed a narrow face and long, thin nose. Despite the fact that he was forever munching on a snack he squirreled away in his pocket, Thomas was almost cadaver thin. Even with his penchant for biscuits, Logan had never seen a crumb on any of his papers.

			If Thomas had any flaws at all, it was his nose. That offending feature was always twitching or sniffing. When the two of them worked late, the nights were punctuated by sounds: a quick rustle of paper in his pocket, a surreptitious nibble, and a sniff.

			Thomas was a human rat.

			But he was a damn efficient secretary. Logan didn’t know if he’d be able to perform all his duties without the man. All in all, he had very little free time, and what he had was devoted to another task—that of finding a wife.

			According to Thomas, the fact that he’d been elected to represent his ward as a single man was astonishing. Thomas also thought that if Logan wanted to advance, he had to give some thought to marriage. Since more than one political mentor had given him that advice, Logan was beginning to think there was some merit to it.

			His three brothers were married, and all of them seemingly happy. In record time they’d given him a dozen nieces and nephews.

			For the last decade, he’d never had time for courtship. He probably would have continued thinking that but for one thing: he was giving thought to running for Parliament. A wife would be a political advantage, as much as not being married might prove detrimental.

			Logan nodded to the Queen’s portrait, a habit he’d formed when first taking up his position a year ago, then settled behind his desk.

			“Was the lecture worth the time, sir?” Thomas asked.

			“It was, for the most part.”

			Strange, that during the lecture he’d seen the Sinclair woman’s flashing blue eyes and stubborn mouth. More than once he had to drag his thoughts back to the author’s words.

			Several men engaged him in conversation afterward. He allowed himself to be dragged into a discussion of the new royal infirmary and the talks about the Edinburgh Academy Cricket Club, but he begged off meeting Hampstead himself. He preferred some mystique to exist between himself and the writers of the books he enjoyed, the same reasons he hadn’t met Mr. Dickens during a similar lecture four years ago.

			Now, he pulled out a piece of paper on which he’d jotted a name. “Find out what you can about her,” he said.

			Thomas stood and came to his desk, taking the paper from him. “The Edinburgh Gazette? It isn’t a very large paper, sir. Not like The Scotsman.”

			“I want to know everything you can find out about its editor.”

			Thomas nodded, not asking any more questions.

			Logan knew, just as the sun was rising in the east, that Thomas would make a thorough job of discovering anything he could about Mairi Sinclair.

			At dawn, Mairi dressed, donned her cloak, and was on her way to wake her driver when she found him in the kitchen.

			The room was warm, smelling of sausage and scones. James was finishing what looked to be a fine breakfast of black pudding, two slabs of sausage, and a few fried eggs. Abigail, one of the maids, was flitting around the table like a butterfly only too aware of its short life span. Any trace of scones had vanished.

			Abigail personified sunlight. Her smile was always in place, her brown eyes sparkling. Her blond hair was kept braided and tucked beneath her cap, tendrils occasionally escaping to frame her round face.

			James was tall and spare, with a shock of brown hair that was unkempt even after he’d combed it. His Adam’s apple was prominent. She often found herself staring at it in fascination, wondering if it hurt him to swallow. When he smiled, like now, he looked more like a boy or a brownie in coachman’s garb than a fully grown man.

			Bemused, Mairi watched the two of them for a moment until James glanced in her direction.

			“You’ll be wanting to get to the paper, I imagine,” he said, standing.

			Abigail nodded to her, smiled, then busied herself clearing up the dishes. Did Cook know that Abigail had taken over her duties? Mairi decided she wasn’t going to ask.

			“I’m sorry,” she said. “I know it’s early.”

			“Don’t fash yourself,” he said, grinning at Abigail and then at her. “I’ve already readied the carriage.”

			Evidently, she was becoming a creature of habit.

			Although they lived close enough to the paper that she could have easily walked there, Macrath had given orders that a driver was to be at her beck and call. Her relationship with James had never been employee to employer. He was a cross she must bear, and she was his task.

			At least he wasn’t as annoying as Robert.

			Once at the paper, she sent James home. Since Allan lived above the paper, she was safe enough. She didn’t need a duenna. Having Allan there was a reassurance she hadn’t had six months ago. Back then she had worked on her own and sometimes with Fenella as a companion. But the newspaper finally provided enough income to hire a pressman with talent like his.

			Unlocking the door, she entered the front office, then walked down a long hall, turning up the lamps as she went. Entering the pressroom, she hung her cloak on a peg by the door and pulled the poem from her reticule.

			She read it through once more with a critical eye. Only when she was satisfied did she move to the frame beside the press. There, aligned in military precision, sat all the letters she needed to compose the broadside, along with symbols and spaces.

			If she’d had the time, she would have ordered a lithograph carved of the Lord Provost, a pose with his bearlike arms stretched out to protectively enfold all the male inhabitants of Edinburgh while leaving the women huddling in a group to the side. But that would require time—and expense—she didn’t have.

			Her fingers flew as she began to typeset what she’d written, the click of metal against metal the only sound in the silence. In hours the broadside would be hawked through the streets of the city, sold for a penny apiece. The idea that what she thought would be conveyed to hundreds of Edinburgh citizens never failed to amaze and fascinate her.

			The pressroom was a cavernous space devoid of any but the barest amenities. Two high-placed windows let in the dawn light, coloring the beige walls pink. She hadn’t bothered to light the brazier in the corner, but she had donned her fingerless gloves. The walls were covered with wooden bins and shelves overflowing with paper. She’d plundered those files often enough to know what each contained even if they weren’t labeled.

			The woodsy scent of paper vied with the odor of the chemicals used to clean the press. Added to that was the ever present smell of ink. Would her skin be saturated with the odors after a lifetime of work here?

			She’d spent her childhood in this room, had grown to womanhood doing exactly what she was doing now, setting type, preparing to work the press. Every memorable event in her life had somehow involved this exact place.

			She’d learned to read here, by placing the metal letters in their boxes.

			She’d come here after her father’s death because this was the one place she’d always seen him. Sometimes she could almost feel him with her, whispering in her ear. “No, lass, there you’ve misspelled a word. Go back and change it. Always check yourself.”

			Here she’d been spurned, not far from where she stood. Calvin had held his hat in his hands, explaining with earnest embarrassment how his parents didn’t think her suitable for their only son.

			When Macrath had gotten word that his ice machine was a success, she’d celebrated with him here, toasting him with whiskey until the room had spun. She wasn’t sure if it was an abundance of laughter and joy that had made her dizzy or simply the spirits.

			Until her brother’s success, when Macrath moved them into a substantial house, they had all lived in the cramped rooms upstairs. Now, half of them were used for storage except for Macrath’s old room, which Allan now occupied.

			Mairi heard a sound down the hall. Grabbing a rag, she wiped her fingertips, greeting Allan as he came into the room holding two steaming cups. She took one, biting back her smile at his shiver. A native of Dumfries, Allan had started complaining about the cold in September. She wondered how he’d like Edinburgh come spring.

			The dazed look in his brown eyes was normal. Allan didn’t wake easily, rarely speaking until nearly noon. His beard and mustache were always well trimmed, unlike the brown hair that flopped over his brow. He was forever brushing his wrist over it as he worked the press. He was only her height, but his shoulders were broad, his arms heavily muscled from years of manipulating a printing press.

			Today, Allan wore his normal attire, so familiar it might have been a uniform: a blue shirt with sleeves rolled to the elbows, and dark blue pants.

			She’d never seen anyone work a press as quickly as he did, not even her father. Allan could produce twice what she or Macrath did in the same time frame. Plus, he was a near genius at figuring out which bolt or screw was loose or needed to be replaced, and which part should be oiled.

			“I had a visit from your cousin last evening,” he said.

			“Fenella?” she asked, surprised.

			“No, Robert.” He shook his head. “He wanted to know if I’d be willing to work for half my wages.”

			She bit back her irritation. “I hope you told him no.”

			Allan smiled. “He’s a crafty old badger. He started making noises about how he could fire me if I didn’t come cheaper.”

			“I’m the only one who can fire you,” she said, making no attempt to hide her annoyance now. “And I’ve no wish to do that. Robert will simply have to grumble. Still, I’m sorry he bothered you.”

			She didn’t care if Macrath had installed him to be her chaperone. Badgering her pressman wasn’t included in Robert’s duties.

			“I’ve written a broadside,” she said after taking a few sips of her tea. Before she handed him the paper, she told him about what had happened the night before.

			“Is it wise, do you think?” he asked, reading it. “It’s the Lord Provost.”

			“I may not be able to vote, Allan. I may not be able to do a great many things, being a woman, but my voice has not yet been fettered.”

			“Still, he’s the Lord Provost,” Allan said.

			“I’m not insulting the position, merely the man. If he hadn’t appeared, I might have been able to convince the doorman to let us in.”

			Allan only bent his eyebrow in response.

			“Very well, I might not have,” she admitted. “But he certainly didn’t do anything to assist us. He’s the Lord Provost. He could have done something. If he believed in treating women equally, he could sway countless people. He’d no doubt even be heard in Parliament.”

			“There are rumors he wants to run for election there.”

			Surprised, she glanced at Allan. “How do you know that?”

			“Gossip,” he said. “I hear it occasionally.”

			“Well, you should tell me,” she said. “Gossip makes for readership.”

			Before she could ask, Allan moved the stack of paper below the press, guided the finished blank into the housing and locked it into place. The press was old and needed to be replaced, but Allan was a genius at repairing it every few days.

			After carefully rolling ink over the blank of the broadside, he rubbed off the excess. Placing a page on the press, he moved to the large iron wheel and turned it in a practice run. The plate descended to the page and back up again. Opening the press, he peeled the printed page away, handed it to her, and waited.

			After reading it through quickly, she gave her approval.

			She glanced at the brooch pinned to her collar. She had three hours to produce five hundred sheets. Allan, even working at moderate speed, could do that easily.

			“The provost could make things very difficult,” Allan said.

			“How? By demanding that we not publish the truth? That would only get us more publicity.”

			“Is it the truth?”

			She turned and looked at Allan. He was fully awake now, his brown-eyed stare direct and unflinching.

			“Yes, it’s the truth,” she said, wishing she didn’t feel on such shaky ground.

			Perhaps the provost couldn’t have changed the rules, but he could certainly have been more gracious. Nor did he have to smile at her like that.

			She nodded just once, hoping Allan wouldn’t question her further.

		

	


	
		
			
			Chapter 4
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			Fenella hadn’t been able to see her lover for a whole day. Her lover. The word skittered up her spine and curved her lips in a smile.

			How shocking she was, but no more so than Mairi had been. Or a hundred, thousand other women, she suspected.

			How decadent she was, almost wicked. People would think so, and they would probably comment among themselves. “Did you know Fenella has taken a lover?” They might as well say, “Did you know that she has embraced her downfall with such joy?”

			Allan was her lover, and the secret ached to be spilled and shared. Allan, her beloved, who slipped away when he could to see her, who made the very air shimmer with joy.

			No one noticed that she was out of sorts all day, or how close she was to tears. Not even the maids, with whom she had more dealings than anyone, seemed to think anything was amiss.

			Fenella closed her eyes, listening to the night and the sound of barking dogs. For whom did they bark? Each other? Or did one of them mourn a fallen master and the others simply join in to share his grief?

			She willed Allan to her with a thought. Beloved, come soon. She’d wait for another quarter hour and if he wasn’t here reluctantly head to her room.

			Sometimes he couldn’t get away, but when he could, Allan walked from the paper, meeting her in the garden. If circumstances permitted, she accompanied him back to his room, where they were guaranteed privacy and passion.

			If she were lucky, she’d see him tonight. She would be able to talk with him. She’d raise her hand and put it on his face and trace the contour of his smile with her thumb.

			She missed him so much she ached with it.

			The creak of the garden gate alerted her.

			Gathering her cloak close, she flew along the flagstone path, and when Allan grabbed and held her, she laughed against his chest, his coat smothering the sound.

			A moment later his mouth warmed her lips and set her heart quivering in her chest.

			“I thought she would never leave,” Allan said.

			She placed her hands on his chest, worried that his coat wasn’t thick enough against the cold.

			“Can we go back to the paper, then?”

			“Can you get away?” he asked, as he did every time.

			She nodded. “Everyone thinks I’ve retired to my room. I’ve a headache again.”

			“Poor sick sweetheart,” he said, kissing her once more.

			She muffled her laughter.

			“We have to tell her,” Allan said. “I don’t like all this secrecy.”

			“I know, I know,” she said, patting his chest. “But I’m all she has.”

			He stepped back. “So you’ll stay with her for the rest of your life, then? Simply because you feel sorry for her?”

			She smiled at the thought of anyone feeling sorry for Mairi. Her cousin was such a sweet person but people didn’t notice that about her. Instead, they only saw Mairi’s passion. She was never just irritated, she was incensed. She never felt badly for someone, she wept for them. She wasn’t interested in a cause, she was engulfed in it.

			She’d always been that way, even as a child. But Fenella knew that if Mairi hadn’t been so intense with her emotions, and so spirited, she might not be standing in the garden of a home far lovelier than the one in which she’d once lived.

			“I owe her so much,” she said. “She took me in, made me a sister.”

			Mairi had given her a home after her parents died, only months apart: first, her father of a heart problem, and then her mother, of pneumonia. Mairi had taken her hand at her mother’s funeral, marched over to Macrath and announced, “Fenella is coming home to live with us now.”

			At the time, her cousins had been as poor as she, but at least there were three of them. The idea of being part of a family, of not being alone, was so heavenly that she’d started crying right then and there. She knew it hadn’t been her tears that convinced a much younger Macrath—barely more than a child himself—to take her in, as much as Mairi’s stubborn insistence that she was one of them.

			Since then, she had truly become one of them. She was as much a member of the Sinclair family as Mairi or Ceana or Macrath.

			How could she make Allan understand?

			After Calvin, Mairi had walled herself off from people. She no longer trusted as easily. Nor was she as generous in spirit. She eyed other people with more caution, as if waiting for them to disappoint—or worse—hurt her.

			She’d narrowed her world until it became only the Gazette as a source of pride and Fenella as her only friend.

			The best thing, she thought now, was to tell her about Allan, and quickly. Mairi would simply have to understand why she hadn’t mentioned her feelings before. What she felt for Allan was special and hers. She hadn’t even wanted to share it with her cousin.

			“She’ll have to make her own life,” he said. “Without you.”

			She wrapped her arms around his neck. The night was cold but she didn’t care. Even here, in a knifing wind, it was heaven as long as Allan was with her.

			“Give it a little time, Allan,” she said. “We’ve only known each other for a few months.”

			“I knew the minute I saw you,” he said. “It was the same for you.”

			She nodded. She’d come to the paper to fetch Mairi for some errand or another, and her cousin had introduced her to Allan.

			She was used to being ignored, which was why she was so shocked when he had said, “You’re so beautiful.”

			Stunned, she only stared at him.

			“I’m sorry if I was rude,” he said.

			She shook her head, bemused by his grin.

			“It’s just that I needed to say it. I imagine you hear it all the time.”

			She’d blushed in response, and he’d stared at her. At that moment she’d felt beautiful. Whenever she was with him, he made her feel that way.

			That day had abruptly changed, become sunnier, and each day afterward had been the same.

			Whenever she saw him, she was different, as if air was trapped in her stomach, buoying her up, making her feel strangely light.

			She found reasons to call on Mairi during the day, made excuses to go to the paper. Some days Allan was so busy he could only spare her a quick grin. Sometimes Mairi was out and they had time to talk.

			She’d learned of his apprenticeship. She told him of her early life in Leeds. They liked the same kind of books, wanted to see more of the world. Each had a sense of humor that meshed well with the other.

			Love crept up on her unaware.

			One morning she looked at him and suddenly the world was different. Spring was all year long and happiness alternated with misery as her predominant emotions.

			They’d been in each other’s arms the night he asked her to marry him.

			Allan was right. She had to talk to her cousin.

			As Logan sat in his library at home, signing letters that would be posted the next day, Thomas recited the guest list for the night’s entertainment.

			As usual, Thomas was concise, listing the names of the invited guests, their occupations and interests. Logan was expected to remember as many details as possible, so as to be charming and gracious when being introduced to the fashionable citizens of Edinburgh. At least their host had been gracious enough to provide the list. That way he had some warning who would be in attendance.

			According to Thomas, who had once uttered the comment after imbibing a few too many whiskeys, Logan was on stage at all times. The only time he was exempt from being a politician was on the privy and asleep.

			Occasionally, he wondered if Thomas remembered that slurred advice, but thought not.

			Marriage, a relatively recent event for Thomas, had changed the man, causing him to smile more. He could even be heard to hum a tune from time to time.

			What about him? Would marriage change him? A thought that kept Logan staring at the letter in front of him. To what? A tamed and domesticated cat? Would he purr for his wife?

			He was damned happy as it was.

			As he finished signing the last of the correspondence, he sat back in the chair listening.

			Finally, Thomas ground to a halt.

			Logan asked a few questions, made mental notes, and was satisfied that he was prepared.

			“I’ve the dossier you wished, sir,” Thomas said, retrieving a piece of paper from the back of his file and pushing it across the desk to Logan.

			“The dossier?”

			“On the Sinclair woman, sir.”

			He nodded and began to read. Mairi Sinclair did work as the editor of the Edinburgh Gazette, one of the newspapers he read on a weekly basis.

			“She owns the paper?”

			“No, sir. It’s owned by her brother. She manages it, however, and is evidently responsible for its day-to-day operation.” He consulted another sheet of paper. “She is also responsible for three columns, the most prominent of which she writes under her brother’s name, Macrath Sinclair.”

			That was a surprise. He looked forward to reading that column with each edition of the paper. The fact that Mairi Sinclair was the author left him with a discordant feeling. The woman who’d been so argumentative at the press club also possessed a fine mind and a cohesive way of marshaling her thoughts.

			He handed the dossier back to Thomas. His secretary would dutifully file it in a place where it could be easily retrieved. As for him, he’d had years of perfecting his memory. He’d recall everything he needed to know about the woman.

			“I’ll be ready shortly,” he said, standing.

			“I’ll have your carriage brought around, sir,” Thomas said.

			After he left, Thomas would return home to his wife, sleep only a few
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