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      Dust danced upon the shards of light that pierced the ancient hall of the library archives. As if calling out to her, the words on the page taunted and teased, daring Catriona to find the secret they had long held safe. One would think it a simple letter between lovers torn apart at a time of war. However, Cat saw the clues woven through the endearments. She was one step closer to solving a centuries-old mystery and finding a priceless treasure.

      The pounding of her heart competed with the flutters in her stomach. It could be a historic find of epic proportions, and yet it was so much more than that to her, having been raised on her grandmother’s stories of highland heroes and ancient lands.

      The Highlander’s Hope. A necklace crusted with emeralds, diamonds, and sapphires, it had once been destined to fund the Scottish rising against the English. But that was before the Battle of Culloden shattered Scotland’s dreams of retaking the English throne, and the necklace was lost.

      Cat was now one step closer. All she had to do was piece the puzzle together and find the Hope.

      [image: ]

      “Crap!” Cat maneuvered her car to the edge of the narrow road, with the growing suspicion that the flopping sound killing the rhythm of her music meant she had a flat tire.

      Being late for her appointment with Callum MacCraigh could ruin everything, and she was still hours away from the highland town of Dunmuir. Everything hinged on getting access to the MacCraigh estate and family records, and without the clan’s cooperation, she’d never find the jewels.

      Having left at the crack of dawn, she’d already been on the road most of the day, the drive from Cambridge to the north of Scotland long enough for her butt to have gone numb hours ago.

      Muttering curses under her breath, she pulled her hoodie up over her head and stepped out into the pouring rain. Luckily she had a spare, even if she’d never had the occasion to change one. Couldn’t be that difficult to get the blasted thing on.

      She hauled the tiny spare out from the back of her car, relieved to see that, at the very least, it was inflated, and then grabbed the metal doohickey for undoing the nuts. With the opening fitted over one of the bolts holding her flat hostage, she grabbed the metal arm and yanked with all her might. A muscle in her back twitched in protest as she strained in effort, but to no avail. Was it rusted or had years of gunk and grime cemented it in place?

      “Righty-tighty, lefty-loosey.”

      She tried again, with a grunt of frustration, water dripping off her nose with an evil tickle, as the bolt finally gave way. Relieved, she loosened it and stuck it in her pocket. One down, three to go. The next two came off with relative ease, if she ignored the scraped knuckles and broken nail. The last one, however, refused to budge.

      Bent over and once more straining against the iron, she didn’t notice the car whizzing around the corner, coming right at her, until it was nearly on top of her. She jumped out of the way, landing in a puddle of mud as the silver Jag screeched to a halt.

      Cursing, she tried to slow her tripping heart and pulled herself to her feet, wiping her face in a futile attempt to rid herself of the nasty puddle water, even though she did little more than smear the mud.

      Now out of his car, the other driver was stalking towards her. “Are you hurt?”

      She took a quick account of all her body parts. “No, I’m fine, other than being covered in muck and mud.”

      “What the bloody hell were ye doing in the middle of the road? Have ye lost your mind, woman?” Any concern he’d shown blazed up in his fury, his Scottish accent getting thicker with his anger.

      “Me? Are you kidding? There is no way this is my fault, and I was not in the middle of the road.” With her own temper rearing up to match his, she barely took in the handsome face and blue eyes. “You could have killed me, coming around the corner that fast.”

      “And you’d not have been in danger if you’d been sensible and parked farther down the road, rather than in the blind spot by the wall.”

      Dark tousled hair. Touch of stubble on a strong jaw. Tall. Well-muscled. Sexy. Why did he look vaguely familiar?

      “Well, I’ll be sure to keep that in mind when choosing when and where my car will next break down.” She squinted to keep a nasty drip from invading her eye. There surely had to be sheep dung in that mud. She’d never get clean, and her mind was already running down the dozens of bacteria and diseases that would likely overwhelm her body’s defenses.

      As if suddenly remembering his manners, he tilted his head towards her flat. “Do you need a hand then?”

      Like she’d accept his help after he’d tried to blame her for the entire incident. With arms crossed in front of her chest and her head cocked to the side, she said, “I’ll manage just fine, thank you for asking. And do try to not kill anyone on your way to wherever it is you’re going.”

      “Humph.” Without another word, he stalked back to his car and took off like the Furies of Hell were on his tail, his tires spinning and spitting gravel onto the wet road.

      By the time she got to Dunmuir and walked into the inn, she was colder than a polar bear’s butt after sitting on a glacier, and filthier than a three-year-old making mud pies. Nearly dying had left her more than a little on edge; however, all that mattered was that she hadn’t missed her appointment with Callum MacCraigh. She even had enough time to get ready and collect her thoughts.

      “Here, sit by the fire and get yerself warmed up.” Mrs. Gordon, a motherly type in her sixties, tried to steer her towards the chair, but Cat shook her head no.

      “I’m filthy and don’t want to get your sofa dirty. I’ll be fine once I get cleaned up.” The thought of soaking in a hot tub sent goose bumps crawling across her skin. She quickly signed the papers that were put in front of her, not wanting to delay that bath any more than she had to.

      “Aye, of course. The room has an en suite, but be sure to let me know if you need anything else. If you set aside your laundry, I’ll be happy to have it done for you.” She handed Cat the key to her room. “It’ll be the second floor on the left. Follow it to the end.”

      “Thank you.”

      So far from any major city, the inn was larger than she’d imagined, and had been recently renovated with a modern feel that still gave a nod to its history and past. It was a pretty seaside town that saw its share of tourists in the summer, though most only came for daily excursions to see the standing stones not far from town.

      She let herself into the room, abandoned her things by the bed, and headed straight for the bath. Her knees practically went weak at the sight of the tub. It was deep and jetted, and the water was plenty hot. Fighting with her wet clothes as the tub filled, she finally managed to pry them off, leaving them abandoned in a filthy heap on the tile floor. Not bothering to grab a book, she slipped into the hot water, her skin burning from the extremes in temperature, her body yet to thaw.

      By the time she’d scrubbed herself clean and let the heat of the water soak through to her bones, she felt like herself again. Excitement bubbled within her, knowing she might soon have access to records few had seen before. She just needed to find more concrete information on where the jewels were hidden. Tansy, her research assistant, would be beside herself if she actually managed to find them. Cat knew better than to trust her colleagues with such a find, but Tansy was the one exception.

      With her makeup and hair done, Cat slipped on her dark boot-legged jeans and cashmere sweater, the robin’s egg blue of her top playing against her dark mahogany locks. Casual, but put together.

      With the address plugged into the GPS in her car, it wasn’t long before she found herself at her destination and pulling down a long gravel drive. The home could have graced any postcard or travel brochure, quintessentially Scottish with its stone walls and embattlements, harkening to a time long gone.

      She climbed the granite steps of the manor to its front door, letting the heavy knocker drop against the brass plate. Her stomach fluttered with nerves as she waited, but it didn’t take long for someone to answer. An older gentleman stood before her, his blue eyes keen and a giant scruffy dog at his side.

      “You must be Ms.—pardon me, Dr. Ross. Callum MacCraigh, and this here is Duncan.” He tilted his head towards the grey beast. “Come in, come in.”

      “Thank you. And please, call me Catriona—or Cat.” She shook his hand with a smile, and followed behind him.

      Excitement sparked as she took in the home, her thoughts running amuck as she imagined hidden clues and secret treasures. Tapestries hung on the walls, as did paintings hundreds of years old. The place felt grand and well-loved, no signs of neglect despite the age.

      “I can’t thank you enough for agreeing to speak with me.”

      “The pleasure’s all mine, my dear. We seldom get visitors, and certainly no one who’d be interested in hearing any of the stories I have to tell.” Callum shrugged, not looking too worried that he didn’t normally have an audience.

      Callum led her into the great room, the ceilings high and the wooden beams exposed to add a rustic charm. However, her focus immediately went to the stone fireplace that traveled the height of the entire wall, a roaring fire nestled within. He showed her to a seat close enough to feel the heat of the flames and ward off the damp.

      “It gets cold this time of year, and it can be hard to keep this big, drafty place warm. I hope you won’t get chilled.”

      “This is perfect. Thank you.” When the dog nudged her leg, she gave his head a long scratch. The dog’s ears then perked up and he dashed across the room, taking the corner so fast his legs skidded out from under him on the hardwood floors.

      “That’ll be my son, Iain. I told him you were coming, since he’s studied our family’s history and could be of use to your research. He’s actually the one you should be talking to and will be happy to help you in any way he can.” Callum got to his feet. “Iain, come here, lad.”

      She stood and turned to face him, when her smile faded and a furious heat rushed to her face. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      He squinted as he took her in, and then let out a scoff. “Ah! You clean up well, I’ll give you that. Barely recognized you.”

      “You’ve met?” His father looked at the two of them in question, confusion and humor lining his face.

      “Aye, Da. But only for a moment and at the time I didn’t realize I had the pleasure of speaking to the esteemed Dr. Ross.” A smug smile tugged at his lips, his blue eyes alight with amusement. He reached out and took her hand. “It’s a pleasure to put a name to the face, since we weren’t properly introduced earlier.”

      “The pleasure’s mine.” Cat tried to erase the sarcasm from her voice, but wasn’t sure she was entirely successful. She couldn’t risk jeopardizing everything over a stupid incident.

      And then it occurred to her why the bastard looked vaguely familiar. She’d been looking at the MacCraigh clan, but not once had she thought to associate them with the Iain MacCraigh—Scotland’s most eligible bachelor, businessman, and playboy extraordinaire. That would teach her to ignore the tabloids. Her mind never put the two together.

      “I’ll fetch us a cup of tea.” Iain didn’t bother waiting for anyone’s response, but spun around and headed back out the way he came.

      Callum sat back down, and she followed suit. “He’d be my oldest. There’s another son, Malcolm, but he lives in Edinburgh. Comes to visit often enough. And then there’s Moira. She’s away in Paris, though I keep hoping she’ll someday return. Can’t really blame her. There’s not much for the young folk around here, and I’m sure if it weren’t for me and this place, Iain would’ve also left long ago.”

      “Is it just the two of you then?” She suspected it might be the case. No one else had poked their head in, and the house had a bit of an empty feel to it.

      “Aye, it is. My wife passed a few years back. It’s an awfully big house for just the two of us, but I’m hoping Iain will eventually settle down. It’d be nice to see new life brought into this old place.” He gave her a kind smile. “Enough about me. You came here for a reason, and I doubt it was to hear me rambling ’bout nothing at all. What is it I can help you with?”

      Cat couldn’t tell him the real reason for her research—not yet anyway—though she could skirt the truth. Telling anyone of her plans now would only make it more difficult to keep treasure hunters and other researchers at bay. It was a lesson she’d learned the hard way, and was still furious that her ex had taken all the credit for a past research project when she had done most of the work. She wouldn’t make the same mistake twice, especially not with a find as important as the Highlander’s Hope.

      “My research has led me to believe that your clan may have played more of a role during the Jacobite uprising than most know. I’d like to find definitive proof, but would need access to your clan’s documents and estate.”

      The old man’s eyes brightened with enthusiasm. “Now that’s exciting news, lass. Whatever it is ye need, you can have full access to it. And like I said, Iain will be happy to help ye any way he can.”

      Cat somehow doubted that.

      As if the mere mention of his name was enough to summon the devil, Iain walked in with a tray of tea and set it down on the table between them, sitting by his father’s side with Duncan at their feet.

      Callum turned to his son to give him the good news. “Dr. Ross thinks she’s found evidence of our clan playing a more important role during Culloden than originally believed.”

      He looked at her with no love or enthusiasm. “Is that so?”

      “It is.” She tried not to be curt with him, but the man seemed to bring out the worst in her. How they’d manage to work together was beyond her. “I’m looking into the history of the Jacobites and, in particular, how funding was raised among the clans prior to the arrival of Prince Charles Edward Stuart.”

      “I don’t know why ye’d think our clan any different to the others. The majority of the clans this far into the highlands supported the uprising any way they could, despite the little most had to live on.” His eyes narrowed in suspicion. “Given all your fancy degrees, I’d think you’d already know that.”

      “Well, yes, my doctorate on Scottish history did require me to actually learn a little about Scottish history—but I assure you the circumstances are a little different when it comes to your clan. I wouldn’t be here otherwise.” It was impossible to keep the annoyance from her voice.

      “Don’t mind him, lass. He’s always had a sharp tongue in that head of his and not enough common sense or manners.” Callum gave his son a sideways glance that spoke volumes.

      “My apologies. I meant no offense.” Except that his tone told her he didn’t mean a word he’d just spoken. Iain poured the tea, even though his wary gaze was on her rather than on the cups before him. “So do you have any proof of this importance and why our clan’s so different?”

      She couldn’t risk telling him the true reason, and yet she had no doubt he’d see through any lies. Iain seemed far too intelligent and distrustful a man, and she was sure he’d miss nothing. Best to skirt the truth then, and see if it would be enough to gain her the access she needed.

      “I’ve found some information regarding the movement of funds leading up to the revolution and think your clan may have played a significant role in the transfer. It’s that role that I want to investigate—and the route of the monies. It could be of considerable historic importance and your clan would have been key.”

      Iain sat back in his chair, his legs stretched out before him as he sipped his tea. “You’ll have to pardon my saying so, but I’m not buying it, lass. The war was centuries ago, and I’d imagine historians have looked at every aspect of the war, a dozen times over. So if you have new information, I’d like to know what it is.”

      She couldn’t tell him. There was still too little to go on. Not enough clues. “Honestly, I would love to tell you, but first I need to know that I’m on the right track.”

      Iain let out a scoff and shook his head, but she pressed on, hoping to convince him. “Truth be told, I can’t do this without your help. Everything leads to your clan—to this home and this land. I can’t take the next step without more information. But I swear, once I’m a bit more certain of what I’ve found, I’ll tell you everything I know.”

      It was as honest as she could be for now. She just hoped it would be enough.

      “Son, I probably should’ve asked you first, but I’ve already promised the lass our help, and truth is I want to help her. I’d like to know what role our clan played in the uprising.”

      Iain reached out and put a hand on his father’s arm with a sigh, his words still holding onto a hint of his annoyance. “Very well then, if it’ll make you happy.”
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      Iain wondered what Cat was truly up to. Clearly, she was being less than honest with them, and yet his father seemed smitten, even inviting her to dine with them for the evening.

      At any other time, he wouldn’t have minded helping her, but his brother had gotten himself into a world of trouble and the last thing he needed was a snooping historian. If the tabloids found out the trouble his family was in, they’d have a field day. Though his reputation as a shrewd businessman was never harmed by the string of models he dated, his brother’s troubles could have a real impact on his business dealings.

      Looking across the table at his father and Cat chatting like old friends made him want to curse. He couldn’t deny the old man the pleasure, for there was little to make him happy as of late. It just meant he’d have to keep a sharp eye on her, and try to make the most of it—for his father’s sake.

      With dinner over, he got to his feet to clear the table.

      “Here, let me give you a hand.” Cat gathered the dirty dishes from their meal and followed him to the kitchen, but not before throwing a smile in his father’s direction.

      Curses.

      “I appreciate the help.” Iain put the dishes in the sink, and then took the ones she was carrying. “Listen, about earlier today—on the road. I’m sorry, aye? I’d have been happy to change your flat.”

      She shrugged, tucking a dark curl behind her ear, avoiding his gaze. “I didn’t really give you the chance.”

      “I nearly killed ye. It left me shaken.” By the gods, he’d played it in his head over and over in an endless loop since it happened. Despite not wanting her around, nearly hitting her had left him mortified. “I hope you’ll be more careful next time. You can’t go parking around blind turns like that.”

      She may have avoided looking at him earlier, but he now had her full attention; her green eyes locked on his, fire raging within them.

      “Really? You want to have that conversation again?” Her cheeks flushed as she cocked her head to the side in question. “I can’t believe you’re still trying to pin this whole thing on me. Maybe if you weren’t driving like a maniac, you’d have seen me.”

      He took a deep breath to keep from yelling and did his best to ignore the throbbing vein at his temple. “I’ve driven down that road a million times and could do it blind—but only if there’s no one in the middle of the road. Anyone with a wee bit of common sense would know you don’t park around a turn where ye’ll not be seen. Even with a flat, you certainly could have driven it another ten feet down the road.”

      “So now I have no common sense and it was all my fault? You really are an arrogant jerk.” With hands on curvy hips and her eyes ablaze, she looked ready to unleash her wrath.

      So why was it his lips could do nothing but quirk into a smile?

      “What are you grinning at? Do you think this is funny? It took me hours to soak the cold and mud from my skin.”

      The girl was furious with him, and yet he could not help himself. Something about her made him want to push her buttons—all of them. “I wouldn’t think you’d have a hard time heating up with that temper. Your cheeks have gone so red, your freckles have gone into hiding.”

      She swore under her breath and then spun on her heels, stalking out of the room. With a quick jaunt, he caught up to her, gently grabbing her arm to stop her, not quite ready to have his fun come to an end. “It’d be a pity to go before you find what you’re looking for. But please, don’t let me stop ye. I’m sure you have other ways of finding what you’re after.”

      “I may need your help for my research, but if you think I’m going to beg and plead, or kiss your wee Scottish arse, then you’re going to be waiting a long time.”

      A laugh escaped him, despite it all. “I’m sorry. I was just teasing you. It’s absolutely true—I’m a total arse.”

      He saw the internal debate going on inside that pretty head of hers. She was still furious with him, and yet there was her research to consider. Or was there more to it? She was putting up with an awful lot.

      His gut told him she was up to something, but what? Maybe it’d be best to string her along until he could get more information. So he tried again to get her to stay and to avoid the tongue-lashing he’d get from his father for upsetting a guest, no matter that he was a grown man.

      “I really am sorry. I take full responsibility for the incident. I was in a hurry, and being familiar with the road, I wasn’t paying as much attention as I should’ve been. Truce?”

      She let out a weary sigh. “Truce.”
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      Iain stared at his laptop screen, cursing his brother for making such a mess of things. His email back to Malcolm was harsh, but he’d not mince words when the fool had just put their entire estate in jeopardy. Things were a mess, and it was Malcolm’s fault—and his father’s for being gullible enough to believe whatever lies Malcolm fed him. Neither their father nor sister knew that things now verged on the brink of disaster. He’d try to spare them as long as possible, and with luck, he’d manage to turn things around before anyone found out.

      Cat. It was as if the gods had decided to play a cruel joke on him. She could be trouble—in more ways than one. And though she could prove a pleasant enough distraction from his troubles, she brought out the worst in him. The only other woman he’d ever antagonized like that was his sister when they were still children. Yet tonight, he’d barely been able to resist such games, even though he knew better than to let his guard down.

      He knew there was more to her visit than she was telling him, and with the mess his brother was in, he couldn’t afford to have it leak to the media. His business rivals would pounce, and his clients would second-guess his abilities—as if it wasn’t bad enough that he now had to find the funds to bail his brother out of his troubles. It didn’t sound like the men Malcolm had involved himself with were the patient and understanding sort.

      As for Cat’s research...he gave it some thought. His clan had always been small in number, even before Culloden further diminished their numbers. Yet despite their clan size, they’d yielded a fair amount of influence in the highlands, and Iain had studied their history enough to suspect what Cat might be after. She’d mentioned the funds destined for the revolution, and that was enough to tell him she was looking for the jewels.

      Well, best of luck to her. There was no reason to think his family was connected to the jewels, and others had certainly gone looking among the highland clans, only to come up empty-handed.

      Finding any information on the necklace would be a long shot, but if she did find it, it might turn out to be the lifeline he needed. If found on their lands, the jewels would belong to his clan, even if it was her find.

      A knock at his office door had him looking up. “Da. Are you off to bed then?”

      “Aye, in just a bit.” He came in and sat down. “Will you be meeting with the lass again?”

      Iain spun his chair around to face his father. “She’s going to come by in the morning to review any information we have from before and after the time of Culloden.”

      His father pinned him with a stern look. “I hope you’ll be nicer to her this time around. If I hear you’ve gone and chased her off, I won’t be happy, Iain. Your ma wouldn’t have tolerated you disrespecting any guest of this house, and I won’t put up with it either. Ye hear?”

      “Don’t go worrying yerself, Da. I promise I’ll try to be on my best behavior and not antagonize her.” Iain gave his father a reassuring smile.

      Callum had clearly enjoyed Cat’s company. Too often it was just the two of them knocking about the empty house, and Iain was usually busy with work to be of any real company. Luckily, he could get most of his business conducted from home, even if he did have to travel from time to time.

      Not yet done, Callum pulled him from his thoughts for another scolding. “I hadn’t realized you’d already met—and by all accounts you weren’t much nicer to her then, either.”

      Iain had to laugh, recalling the state of her covered in mud and dripping wet. “Now that wasn’t entirely my fault, though you’re right. I could have been nicer.”

      Giving her a bit more thought, Iain continued. “When she spoke to you…did she say what she was looking for?”

      “Nae. Nothing more than what she said tonight. Why? What are ye thinking, lad?”

      Iain shrugged. “Nothing. I was just curious is all.”

      Callum got to his feet. “Just make sure you keep your curiosity honorable, aye? I may be old, and you may have been rude, but I’m not blind. There’s heat between the two of ye, so be sure to behave yerself.”

      “She’s pretty, but definitely not my type. Far too uptight and…scholarly.” Iain waved away his father’s concerns, thinking of the proper sweater, her hair tamed up and out of the way with some fancy twist when it was desperate to escape and go wild. All she needed was a pair of glasses and a string of pearls, and she could pass for a librarian.

      His father scowled at him, his eyes narrowed in annoyance. “Aye, ye wouldn’t want someone smart and pretty. You’ve clearly chosen far more wisely in the past.”

      Iain shook his head with a smile. “Good night, Da.”

      With thoughts of highland treasure and pretty librarians bouncing around his head, Iain headed off to the library with Duncan lazily trailing behind him. With two levels of books, a catwalk for ease of use, a comfortable sofa and a large stone fireplace, this room was easily Iain’s favorite.

      Duncan sat in front of the fireplace, and looked at him in question.

      “No, Duncan. I’m not building a fire this late at night.”

      Duncan responded with a noise that sounded like a cross between a yawn and yelp, followed by a cock of his head as his sad brown eyes attempted to guilt Iain into doing his bidding.

      Iain ignored him and wandered to the shelf where they kept the oldest books.

      Duncan barked, and then barked again, the noise deafening when backed by the lungs tucked inside that massive chest.

      “Seriously, dog?”

      He got a rapid thwapping of tail in response. Fully aware the pup would keep bugging him until a fire was lit, Iain quickly got one going with the knowledge he, too, would enjoy it. The nights were cold this far north, even if it was only October.

      With the dog content, Iain wandered back to the bookshelf housing dozens of books dating back ages and generations. It had been years since he last went through them, and though they were in decent shape, he tried not to handle them too often. When he’d gone through them in the past, it wasn’t with an eye for finding anything in particular. Now, however, he’d take another look, keeping a keen eye out for any clues that might give up their mystery.

      It would likely lead nowhere, but Cat had his curiosity going, and if he was stuck with her snooping around, then he might as well make the most of it. The stories he’d heard regarding the bejeweled necklace had never mentioned his family. So why did she think his clan had been somehow involved? He supposed it could be true—or was she looking for something else?

      His ancestors had been loyal Jacobites. Then again, nearly every highland clan had supported the cause of Bonnie Prince Charlie and had wanted him to take back the throne. She had found something—but what? And could the information be trusted? Could she be trusted?

      Time would tell.
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      Despite the impending excitement of looking for the jewels, Cat would still need a cup of coffee to wake her up. The anticipation of what she’d find had kept her up most of the night, and she’d only managed to drift off to sleep mere hours before her wakeup call. Her head was in a fog, and if she didn’t get some caffeine quickly, she’d fall asleep on the way to her appointment with Iain.

      Iain. She cursed the smile that tugged at her lips, and reminded herself just how infuriating the man had been. Absolutely, without a doubt, the most frustrating man she’d met in a very long time. At least he was willing to help her. That was huge—and for that, she wouldn’t write him off as a complete jerk.

      Needing that cup of coffee and some breakfast, Cat quickly showered and got dressed, twisting her hair up and out of the way with a pretty clip, before wandering downstairs.

      “Morning. If you’re looking for your friend, he’s having a bite to eat in the dining room.” Mrs. Gordon gave her a smile while tidying the papers behind the counter. “It’s a buffet, so help yourself. And if you need anything, just let me know.”

      Cat was confused. She thought she was meeting with Iain at his home. “Iain’s here?”

      “Iain? Iain MacCraigh? Och, no. This lad’s an Englishman.” She shook her head and tapped at the computer. “Says here his name is Dr. James Tanner.”

      Cat’s face flushed with anger, as she wondered if he’d followed her up from Cambridge. There was no way in hell she’d let him swoop in and find the jewels when she’d been the one to find the clues. Cursing under her breath, she stalked into the dining room, immediately spotting him among the other few guests.

      “What the hell are you doing here, James?”

      He looked up from his paper, a pretty porcelain cup held daintily between his two fingers. “Cat. What a surprise to see you here. Will you not join me?”

      “You’re a real bastard. I can’t believe you actually followed me here. Only you would stoop so low. Not that it surprises me after you stole my find and took credit for my work.” Did he know about the jewels? Or did he suspect she was onto something and was hoping he could figure out enough to beat her to the punch?

      “My dear, your recollection of events seems to be different from what actually happened.” His smug smile only angered her further.

      People were starting to stare—and it probably didn’t help that she looked intent on committing murder.

      “You keep telling yourself that, but people are starting to see past your lies. Before long, you’ll only have the undergrads to con and seduce into your bed.”

      He leaned towards her, closing the distance between them so he was infuriatingly close. “It was a bed you were more than happy to share with me, my dear. Or have you forgotten all those lovely nights together?”

      Her skin crawled at the memory. She had been stupid and naïve, but she was seldom a fool twice. “Why are you here? Or are you going to try to tell me it’s just a coincidence that you’ve shown up in the same town I’m in—the same hotel—when you’re a day’s drive from home?”

      “I cannot help where my research takes me. Perhaps it is you who’s following me? Why are you here?” He perked an eyebrow in question, making her want to wring his neck.

      In her desperation to throw him off her track, the words were out of her mouth before she’d thought them through. “I’m here to visit my boyfriend, if you really must know. So don’t waste your time, James. Go. Home.”

      She pulled herself upright, scoffed, and then walked away without another glance. By the time she got outside, her heart was pounding a deafening beat, and her body was shaking.

      How the hell had he tracked her to Dunmuir? The only ones she’d told were the MacCraighs, since she was meeting with them, and Tansy, who’d nearly murdered James herself when that nastiness went down with her previous research project. He must have followed her when she first came up. Damn it!

      And now that he’d caught whiff of a find? She’d never get rid of him—unless he actually believed she was here on a romantic getaway. What had come over her, she didn’t know, but with luck, he might actually believe her and go back to Cambridge. In the meantime, she’d channel her anger into finding the necklace.

      Before he got the chance to follow her to Iain’s, she got in her car and headed off, going for a bit of a drive first to make sure he hadn’t caught up to her. She’d need to find another place to stay, too, though that would have to wait until after her meeting with Iain. It’d be impossible to avoid James if they were staying in the same inn. Problem was, in a place as small as Dunmuir and with the closest city nearly two hours away, she might be hard-pressed to find a different place. Perhaps she could grab a room at a bed and breakfast, though she suspected many of them might not be available in the off-season.

      When she pulled down the drive to the MacCraigh castle—for what else could it really be called—she found Iain hanging around outside with Duncan, the two of them playing fetch. She pulled up next to his car and got out as Duncan rushed to her side in a full body wiggle. She gave his head a good scratch before turning to Iain, whose attention was elsewhere.

      He tilted his head in the direction of her small spare tire. “You shouldn’t be driving around on that thing. You’ll only end up breaking down again.”

      “Yeah, I’ve got to get it fixed. Any place you’d recommend where they might be able to get it done quickly?”

      Iain shrugged. “Guess that’d depend on whether he’s got your size tire in stock. If he has to order it, it could take a few days.”

      “I’ll have to take my chances on the spare then. I have no other way of getting here from town.”

      “If that’s all, I could always come and get you.” As if that settled the matter, he moved onto the next topic of conversation. “I went through some of our books last night—the old ones. Don’t know what you’re looking for, but I set aside a few interesting things pertaining to the time period.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      Perhaps she’d been too harsh on him and they’d gotten off to a rocky start. It would be good to have his cooperation and knowledge of clan history and lore. So much was often passed down in stories rather than written down. Indeed, it was because of her Scottish grandmother and the tales she’d heard as a child that she’d become interested in the history of her ancestors.

      “Well, don’t go getting ahead of yourself, lass. The only way you’re going to get access to those books is if you first tell me what you’re looking for and why you’re really here.”

      “Look, I’m happy for any help you’re willing to give me, but like I said, I need more information first. I’m not sure of things just yet, and it’d be premature to speculate.” Why did it feel like they were constantly rehashing things? And here she’d gone thinking she’d judged him too harshly.

      “No, my dear.” He crossed his arms and stopped walking, his head cocked to the side with a smirk on his lips. “You tell me now, or you can find whatever it is you’re looking for without my help or my clan.”

      She was tempted to walk away. James had set her nerves on edge, she’d yet to have a cup a coffee, and she was in no mood to negotiate with Iain when Callum had ensured her of their cooperation.

      So why was she was stuck dealing with a stubborn bastard like Iain instead of his sweet father? She wanted to turn and go, yet she knew she’d regret it the moment she did. It would leave the treasure—her find—vulnerable to bastards like James, and that wasn’t a risk she was willing to take. Treasure hunters would catch a whiff and it would all be over—they wouldn’t care about the historical significance or what it would mean to the people of Scotland. No. They’d only care about pawning it off to the highest bidder.

      “Iain, please. I can’t risk this getting out. The vultures are already circling. I’ve done my best to keep it all a secret, but it only takes a single drop of blood to bring the sharks feeding. And they’re hungry, damn it.”

      His smirk faded to a look of concern. “If ye’re worried I’ll tell others, I’ll not. You have my word. But I need to know what’s going on, especially if there are others looking for whatever it is you’re trying to find. I have my family to think of and I’ll not jeopardize their safety.”

      Now she’d gone and worried him needlessly. James was a lot of things, but she couldn’t see him stooping so low as to hurt anyone physically, not even for a treasure as great as the Highlander’s Hope.

      “It’s not like that. It’s a colleague—Dr. James Tanner—who wants to take credit for anything I find. He’s done it before, and I’m afraid it’s made me overly cautious.”

      “And can you say for sure that there aren’t others?”

      Weariness had her letting out a long sigh. “No, I’m not sure. There could be other people looking for it, and they may very well be a hell of a lot more ruthless.”

      “And you’ve brought that to my front door? I can’t say I appreciate that, Dr. Ross.”

      Crap. What had she done? She looked deep into his sea blue eyes, their gaze intense. “I’m sorry. It’s never been my intention to put anyone in danger. But I’ve been very careful, and I have to believe that no one knows what it is I’m looking for. Not even James.”

      “Get inside. We’re going to sort this out right now.” He glanced around as if expecting someone to be watching, and then with a hand on her shoulder, he got her moving forward and towards the house.

      Once indoors, she followed him down the hall to a portion of the home she’d not been in before. Portraits and weaponry hung on the dark wood paneled walls, while elaborate rugs covered the wide plank flooring, and the ceilings soared high above them. He took one turn and then another, winding around towards the back of the house. Finally, he pulled open a door, and let her step through.

      Her heart pitter-pattered in delight at the sight of all the books, despite her recent troubles. Two levels of full-sized book cases lined every wall, the only interruption occurring where the stone fireplace cobbled its way to the ceiling. A roaring fire was already dancing in its confines as if in anticipation of their arrival, warding off the damp of the autumnal morning.

      Iain stopped short and spun on her, her reveries over the books dissolving like smoke caught on a wind. “You need to tell me everything you know. Now.”

      His eyes locked on hers, his jaw stiff as he spoke. He was angry, but if he thought he could bully her, he’d soon find out just how wrong he was.

      “Look, I don’t mind sharing some information, but I can’t tell you everything. This is bigger than all of us, and I can’t risk letting it fall into the wrong hands. I’m here as a researcher, and I swear I’ll do right by your family, but I need your support.”

      “I’m sorry, but if you want my support then you need to trust me with what it is we’re looking for. You’ve put my family in danger, and I’ll be damned if I’m going to fumble around in the dark, not knowing who or what will be coming. I want answers, Cat.”

      “Look…James might be an ass, but he wouldn’t physically hurt anyone.”

      “Aye, this James seems the trustworthy sort from what you’ve said of him. And what of the others? Can you be so sure of them?” He ran a rough hand through his thick chestnut locks.

      Unfortunately, Iain was right, even if Cat was loath to admit it. “Then help me find it before the others figure out what we’re up to.”

      He laughed while shaking his head. “I’d be happy to, lass—if you’d tell me what the hell it is I’m actually trying to find. Tell me what it is we’re looking for and you can have access to all you need, and I’ll help in any way I can. But it’s not going to happen if you’re keeping secrets from me—especially not when my family’s involved.”

      She debated telling him she’d find a way without him, but there was no point to it. Especially not when James was on her trail. Iain had her cornered, and telling him the truth would be the only way to get him to cooperate.

      “Fine. We can work together.” Annoyance still crept into her voice, and she put little effort into trying to disguise it.

      “Is it the Highlander’s Hope?” When Cat cursed under her breath, he howled in excitement. “I knew it. I just knew it had to be.”

      He was grinning like the cat who’d stolen the cream, and she was irked to no end. “So now you know. Happy?”

      “It’s a start.” He walked over to a desk, glancing over his shoulder to make sure she was following. “There’s one more order of business. I need you to sign this.”

      Cat picked up the papers and flipped through them, her eyes scanning the pages, her anger building with each word. “Are you kidding? You want me to sign a confidentiality agreement? You must think awfully highly of yourself.”

      “What I think is that the tabloids are happy to get their hands on anything at all when it comes to my life, and they’ll pay handsomely for it. So you can either sign, or leave. The choice is yours.”

      “You’re awfully good at ultimatums.” She glared at him, but knew there was no point to protesting, and she had no interest in the tabloids; it didn’t really matter. She grabbed a pen from his desk and quickly signed the papers, handing them back to him, none too gently. “I’m not here for gossip or to spy on you and your girlfriends.”

      “Just a small precaution is all.” He motioned towards a stack sitting on an end table. “These are the books I mentioned. There are notes in some, and then there are also a few journals. I don’t know where you’d like to start or what you’re looking for, but I’m happy to help.”

      She took it as a truce. If he was willing to help her find the Hope, then that was all that mattered. Letting out a sigh, she let her anger go, happy to get back to the reason she was there and the only thing of any importance.

      Her research had turned up a connection to the jewels few would know about, and even fewer would likely document openly, given the time period. The books Iain had gathered—especially the journals—might help to reinforce the information she’d found. And now that Iain had weaseled his way into her find, she’d make the most of his offer to help.

      “I think the journals might be a good place to start, but first, I was wondering if you knew of any clan stories that were passed down through the generations. Given the importance of the jewels, I suspect they’d try to mask the clues in the spoken word rather than the written.”

      “My father would be the one to talk to about that—or our housekeeper, Mrs. Wallace. She would likely know the stories better than anyone, though she’s only here once a week on Mondays.”

      “Should we go through the journals then?” Despite all the annoyances of the day, excitement bubbled within her like champagne drunk too fast, ecstatic to be looking for the necklace once more.

      He leaned against the desk, his arms crossed in front of his chest, so his shirt stretched tight over his muscles. “Not yet, lass. If I’m going to be of any help to you, I need to know what you’ve already found.”

      And just like that—she felt like a soda gone flat.

      She shook her head no, wondering how the hell this all got away from her so quick. “This is not your find, Iain; it’s my research—research I’ve worked hard on. I truly appreciate your help with this, and I’ll give you full credit for that, but it doesn’t mean we’re partners.”

      He lazily stretched out his long legs in front of him as if he hadn’t a care in the world and shrugged, a smirk on his lips. “Ye see, I think it means exactly that. If the Hope necklace is found on my lands, then you can have full credit for finding it and analyzing the historical records that uncovered it, but the necklace will still be mine.”

      She forced herself to take a deep breath and calm down, so that she wouldn’t lunge at his neck, wrap her fingers around it and strangle the life out of him. “Please, do not tell me you’re going to hock that necklace to the highest bidder. You can’t possibly sell the Hope when it has such historic importance. If you do, then you’re an even bigger jerk than I first thought—and given the circumstances under which we met, that’s saying something.”

      His lilt kicked up a notch with his anger. “Well, ye may think me a jerk and an idiot, but I take offense that ye’d think I’d sell something of such significance to my country and clan.” He leaned forward so they were only inches away, anger ablaze in his eyes, but she refused to budge even if he was infuriatingly close. “I’m a highlander, aye? That necklace means more to me than you could ever know.”

      Cat racked her brain for the legal wording and specifics. “Well, you wouldn’t be able to sell it anyway. Though the Treasure Act may not apply to Scotland, you still abide by bona vacantia, and that means the treasure itself would go to the National Museum, though you’d be paid its equivalent.”

      “Ah…but would it really?” His smirk was infuriating. “You’ve said you have information that involves my clan and that my clan was in possession of it, no? And my understanding is that as long as there’s a living descendent, the treasure belongs to that heir. Since my family is still in existence and the rightful heirs, the Highlander’s Hope would remain ours.”

      His smug smile made her want to wipe it from his face. Her mind raced through the law’s details, and though she couldn’t come up with all the specifics, Iain would likely have a case in court.

      She could only appeal to his honor. “Then I’m begging you, Iain. Do the right thing and keep it safe. Promise me you won’t sell the Highlander’s Hope.”

      “Only if you give me your word that you’ll stop being such a pain in my arse.” He cocked his head, humor glinting in his eyes.

      “Iain, I want your word. Promise me—or I swear, I won’t be able to think straight.”

      He laughed and shook his head, his gaze locked on hers so her breath caught and her heart raced. His voice was gentle when he spoke. “Aye, lass. Whist. Ye have my word.”

      Relief overwhelmed her, as a smile tugged at her lips. “You’re just lucky your clan isn’t bigger. ’Cause there’s no way in hell you’d be my first choice for a partner.”

      “Aye, the feeling’s mutual, lass. Believe me…the feeling’s mutual.”
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      Iain leaned in to look at the notes Cat had scribbled in her notebook, curious about what had led her to the MacCraigh clan. Now that he was less worried about her snooping around his troubles, and he knew it really was the Hope they were looking for, it could very well be the financial lifeline he needed. He’d do his best to keep his promise to her, but he’d also do whatever was needed to keep his family safe. A heavy weight lifted off his chest, and though he was a long way from breathing easy, he could finally relax a bit.

      He looked over at his new partner as she went through her notes. She was an interesting creature. Completely unlike any other woman he’d known. The girl was smart, of that there was no question. What he hadn’t expected was the passion that sparked in those green eyes or the sarcasm and humor that laced her words—especially now that they’d finally sorted out their differences. Truth was, she was far too entertaining a distraction from his troubles. Maybe his father was right after all.

      “It really was sheer luck that I found the clue. I’m sure you know of Lord George Murray, a commander to Prince Charles Stuart.” When he nodded, she continued. “Do you know of his trusted friend and lieutenant, Robert Cameron?”

      “Aye, it’s rumored he had the necklace well before Culloden, but after that, the references to its whereabouts stop. No one knows where it ended up. There are no references to it, Cat.” He leaned back, wondering if she’d gotten it all wrong. Surely others would have figured it out by now if there were clues out in the open.

      “You’re right. There are no references to it—at least not where one might expect to find them. My research actually started as a documentation of love letters during the time of the uprising. Trust me when I tell you, the last thing I expected to find were clues to the Highlander’s Hope.”

      “In a love letter?” He supposed it was possible. “But hadn’t historians already looked at the commanders and their families? One would think it’d show up.”

      She spun in her seat to face him, a knowing smile dancing upon her full lips. “They did look at their families. However, our dear Mr. Cameron, though loyal to Bonnie Prince Charlie, was a little less loyal to his wife. The love letter was to Nessa, his mistress. Very few knew about their relationship back then, and even fewer were aware of it with the passing of time.”

      Her smile was infectious, for he could now see how it may have all played out. “Cameron gave her the jewels.”

      “Exactly! He knew his family would come under scrutiny by the British, and didn’t want the necklace to be found or for his family to be implicated. Since few knew about his mistress, she seemed the logical choice.” Her excitement softened, and her eyes seemed distant, as if she’d been transported to a different time. “He loved her, and she loved him. Their trust was implicit and complete. He knew she wouldn’t betray him—and don’t you see? It was their love and trust that kept this priceless treasure safe all these years.”

      He had to smile at her dreamy-eyed romanticism. “And my clan? How was my family connected?”

      “Nessa had been married and widowed. It was her husband—he was a MacCraigh. They had two sons together before his untimely death—they’d be your ancestors.” She closed her notebook. “From what I can tell, her relationship with Robert didn’t start until after she’d become widowed from John MacCraigh. I believe Robert and John had been good friends and once John passed away, Robert did his best to help his friend’s widow and sons.”

      “Ah…and help the widow he did.” It was starting to make sense.

      “It wasn’t like that, Iain.” She shifted in her seat, her brows pulled in a furrow. “Nessa and Robert had been friends before she married, and they didn’t become lovers for years after John’s death.”

      Iain realized just how seriously she took all this. She was truly vested in these people’s lives. He guessed it must happen when one did such extensive research. “I’d not meant to imply that she wasn’t loyal to her husband.”

      “I know it doesn’t really matter, but…” She sighed with a shrug.

      “Aye, lass. I get it. You get to know them through their letters and looking into their lives. And it does matter. My apologies. I’d meant no disrespect.” He gave her hand a quick squeeze, trying to reassure her that he truly meant the words he’d just spoken. Though they’d gotten off to a rocky start, he was happy the tension between them had eased. “Where did you find the letters anyway?”

      “The museum’s library didn’t have a whole lot of information on them. Only that they’d been found tucked away in a hidden compartment of a desk that was being reconditioned. Whoever found them thought they might be of historical significance and donated them.”

      He supposed some of his family’s furnishings could have gotten sold off during less prosperous times or been given away as a form of payment. “What happened to the happy couple?”

      “Robert died at Culloden. As for Nessa, she married soon after Robert’s death, and quickly bore her husband a daughter.”

      Iain looked at her in question. “How quick?” The implied meaning wasn’t lost on Cat.

      “Quicker than most would have expected, given the date of her marriage.” She smiled at that, as if happy that Nessa was able to keep a part of Robert with her after his death.

      A hopeless romantic. Iain had to smile at that. “Well then, we might as well get started.”

      “I have copies of the letters if you want to go through them. Might be a good idea, since you know your family history, and I could easily miss something, not thinking it important.” She pulled a file from her bag and handed it to him. “Here. Just please, do not leave these hanging around. The fewer people who know about your family’s connection, the better.”

      “And what of this guy you’re worried about? Does he know ye’re after the necklace?” If there was an outside threat, then he needed to know just how serious it was.

      “That would be Dr. James Tanner. He’s a fellow historian, but he’s also a bastard.”

      And a hell of a lot more, Iain thought, by the heat in her tone. “Does he know what you’ve been researching?”

      She shook her head no, though she didn’t look convincing. “He hasn’t made the connection yet, but he followed me up from Cambridge. Turned up in my hotel this morning, which is going to make it damn hard to come and go without him taking notice. Actually…I have a confession to make. And I swear, I would never do this sort of thing under any circumstance—except that I panicked.”

      “Cat. What did ye do?” A sliver of dread pierced his chest.

      “I really am sorry.” Her brows were drawn together, her eyes pleading with him for understanding.
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copyright statement(s).

"Original Version" refers to the collection of Font Software components as
distributed by the Copyright Holder(s).

"Modified Version" refers to any derivative made by adding to, deleting,
or substituting -- in part or in whole -- any of the components of the
Original Version, by changing formats or by porting the Font Software to a
new environment.

"Author" refers to any designer, engineer, programmer, technical
writer or other person who contributed to the Font Software.

PERMISSION & CONDITIONS
Permission is hereby granted, free of charge, to any person obtaining
a copy of the Font Software, to use, study, copy, merge, embed, modify,
redistribute, and sell modified and unmodified copies of the Font
Software, subject to the following conditions:

1) Neither the Font Software nor any of its individual components,
in Original or Modified Versions, may be sold by itself.

2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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