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            Chapter 1

         
         
            Blackhall Castle

            Scottish Highlands

            June, 1861

         

         “It would be a waste of my time to tell you this is foolish, wouldn’t it? You wouldn’t pay any attention.”

         
         Nan stepped back and surveyed Lorna, shaking her head all the while.

         
         The room they shared was small and with only a tiny mirror over the common bureau. Nan would have to be her eyes.

         
         Each maid was assigned an oil lamp and a certain amount of oil. If it was used before the end of the month, she had to dress
            in the dark, a way of ensuring that she rationed the light better the following month,
         

         
         Lorna hadn’t used any of her oil for a week, saving it all for this one night.

         
         “Maybe it is foolish,” she said, glancing down at the wide panniers of the gown she wore. “But it is such a magical evening,
            and when would I have another chance to experience a ball at Blackhall?”
         

         
         “You’re a maid, Lorna,” Nan said, sighing heavily. “Not a guest.”

         
         “Tonight, though, Nan, no one will know.”

         
         Nan made a sign in the air and she obediently turned so that the back of the dress could be inspected.

         
         Things happened for a reason, didn’t they? The housekeeper had sent her to find a certain table in the attic and she’d gone,
            reluctant to climb into the darkened space. She couldn’t disobey Mrs. McDermott. The dear lady had taken her on when she hadn’t
            a whit of training or background in service.
         

         
         To her surprise, the attic wasn’t gloomy or dark at all. Porthole windows along the outer wall let in the June sunlight. For
            an hour she’d pulled up one sheet after another, only discovering the table at the far end of the attic. Between the stairs
            and the door, however, there’d been dozens and dozens of trunks, each begging to be opened and inspected.
         

         
         In the third trunk she’d found the carefully wrapped wig and the golden dress with the panniers. A fortuitous find, especially
            since they’d been preparing for the fancy dress ball at Blackhall for over a month.
         

         
         She was not one to overlook circumstances, especially when they were calling out to her. Her father had often said that fortune
            favors the bold—fortuna audaces iuvat.
         

         
         “We could have found a dress for you, too,” she said now as she tugged on the wig.

         
         She’d taken the precaution of grabbing some flour from the kitchen. None of her training had given her any insight into fashions
            from a hundred years ago, but the wig had given off a cloud of finely milled powder and the only thing she could think of
            to substitute was flour. Nan dipped a powder puff into the bowl and patted it on her temples and the tall crown of hair adorned
            with gold bows.
         

         
         “I’m not as brave as you.”

         
         “Or as foolish,” Lorna said.

         
         “That, too.” Nan stepped back and surveyed her handiwork. “Mrs. McDermott will have no choice but to dismiss you if you’re
            found out.”
         

         
         “Then I’ll make sure I’m not discovered.” She turned and smiled at Nan. “It’s a fancy dress ball, Nan. Everyone will be wearing
            masks. No one will know who I am.”
         

         
         “Oh, Lorna.”

         
         “What?” she asked.

         
         Nan shook her head again. “You see what you want to see, Lorna. You have ever since I’ve known you. You’re lucky Mrs. McDermott
            didn’t assign you to serve the guests. What would you have done then? Come up with some sort of sickness?”
         

         
         “I would have found some way,” she said, smiling down at Nan.

         
         She’d been deliberately clumsy this past week, especially in the housekeeper’s sight for that very reason. She’d dropped an
            armload of books she was dusting, fumbled with the jar of spent tea leaves used to clean the carpets, and repeatedly stumbled
            holding her brushes and pail.
         

         
         After all that, Mrs. McDermott would have been foolish to select her as one of the servers. Better to dismiss her early, send
            her to her room, and instruct her to appear at dawn to help clean the ballroom. To her relief the housekeeper had done exactly
            that.
         

         
         “Well, how do I look?” Lorna asked, carefully affixing the mask strings behind her ears. That, too, had been another miraculous
            find, a sign that she had to attend the ball.
         

         
         It was as if Providence, well aware of her barely contained curiosity and fascination, had provided her with a way to see
            the Duke of Kinross up close. Granted, it would only be for a few hours on a June night in the Scottish Highlands, but who
            was she to deny Providence?
         

         
         “You look beautiful,” Nan said, nodding. “The gold makes your brown eyes sparkle. And the white wig accentuates your complexion.”

         
         “Could I pass for one of the guests?”

         
         Nan sighed again. “Yes, but I’m not sure that’s a good thing.”

         
         “My father was Robert Gordon. I’m the equal to most of them there.”

         
         “But it isn’t because of most of them that you’re going, is it? It’s to see the duke. We both know how foolish that is.”

         
         Lorna reached over and hugged Nan, depositing a fair share of flour onto the other girl’s shoulders. Apologizing, she pulled
            back.
         

         
         “Don’t worry, Nan. I’ll go and pretend to be someone else for a few hours. Then I’ll return and be a well-disciplined upper
            maid, I promise.”
         

         
         Nan didn’t appear convinced. Nor was Lorna, if she were to tell the truth. It was going to be so difficult to be herself after
            tonight.
         

         
          

         The last thing Alexander Russell, the ninth Duke of Kinross, wanted to do was mingle with his guests. He could put the time
            to better use. Nor did he have friends among the throng. Acquaintances, perhaps, but few could be called more than that, especially
            after this afternoon when he’d been subjected to a humiliating rout.
         

         
         Nevertheless, Alex forced himself to enter the ballroom, pasting a smile on his face that hid his true feelings.

         
         The ballroom had been polished like a seldom worn crown. The three rows of four brass and crystal chandeliers illuminated
            every inch of the massive room, reflecting light off the windows and making the floor shine.
         

         
         The jewels in the crown were the women, most of whom had taken to the idea of a fancy dress ball with enthusiasm, choosing
            costumes ranging from stunning to amusing, with a few ridiculous examples in between. A half-dozen hapless husbands were dressed
            to complement their wives’ choices, but most men were attired in black evening dress.
         

         
         At least twenty-five of them had witnessed his drubbing this afternoon.

         
         Tonight’s entertainment was the last time he’d have to stand here and smile fatuously. He couldn’t wait for them all to be
            driven back to the train station tomorrow morning, en route to their various homes. The Scottish Society for Scientific Achievement
            could go to hell, and with it their annual medal.
         

         
         Someone in this room was a traitor. Not to country, even though they might well stoop to that. Someone here, being feted and
            entertained, had betrayed him. That was the only reason Simons had won the damn medal. Alex’s research was nearly word for
            word with the other man’s. His own subjects were more numerous, however, numbering in the thousands to Simons’s hundreds.
            Even Simons’s conclusions, enumerated on the last page of his paper, sounded too close to his own words. But his findings
            had been submitted to the society a good three months before the other man’s. Three months, yet Simons had been the one critically
            acclaimed.
         

         
         Someone must have leaked the results of his research. Either a member of the society attending this ball—the last event of
            a torturous week of hosting at Blackhall Castle—or someone to whom he’d confided about his work.
         

         
         “You must learn to trust people, Alex,” his mother had once said to him.

         
         He couldn’t remember why she’d offered up the sentiment, but he could remember the occasion. They’d been standing in Blackhall’s
            chapel and watching as the bronze plaque had been affixed to his wife’s last resting place.
         

         
         He could also recall his response. He’d turned to her and said, “Why?”

         
         She hadn’t an answer, which was a pity. Perhaps her words could have softened his emotion. Ruth, the late Duchess of Kinross,
            hadn’t been faithful, a fact tearfully admitted by her sister Mary.
         

         
         You mustn’t hate her, Alex. Ruth always wanted admiration. When you were too busy to give it to her, she sought it elsewhere.

         
         His wife would have enjoyed this ball. She would have purchased something ruinously expensive to wear, and no doubt a little
            shocking. She would have flitted among the guests, charming everyone. He could almost see her golden hair bobbing as she turned
            to greet one person then another. The noise level was intense in the ballroom and his memory furnished her laughter. Those
            who’d never come to Blackhall would leave with praises for her on their lips.
         

         
         She made us feel so welcome.

         
         What a gracious person the duchess is.

         
         How beautiful she is, and that gown!

         
         Ruth had a bright and receptive approach to life. If it was interesting or exciting, she wanted to experience it. Her blond
            beauty was only enhanced by her trilling laugh, a smile that she used to great advantage, and a skilled, almost manipulative
            way of making any man feel as if he were the most important person in a room.
         

         
         Ruth collected people the way other women collected gloves. She had dozens of friends, each one of whom thought she was the
            most important person in Ruth’s life. They never figured out that Ruth didn’t care about them individually. She only wanted
            the adulation such friends brought to her. The more important, titled, or wealthy, the better. He had come to believe it was
            the same reason she’d married him.
         

         
         By the second month of his marriage he realized she didn’t give a flying farthing for him. He was just a mark on a mental
            scorecard, an item no more important than a scarf from her dresser or a gown from her armoire.
         

         
         After her death, he’d been approached by one poor sod who openly wept about her passing. He’d wanted to ask the man if he
            genuinely believed Ruth had loved him, then realized that the truth wouldn’t serve any purpose.
         

         
         As far as he was concerned, Ruth wasn’t capable of loving anyone other than herself.

         
         He had no doubt that, given the passage of years, she would have still charmed people. They would have said things like: She hasn’t changed, has she? She’s still one of the most beautiful women in Scotland, isn’t she?

         
         Ruth would have gloried in their comments. She would have draped herself in diamonds whose sparkle matched that in her eyes.
            Did you hear that, Alex? They did enjoy themselves, didn’t they? We should entertain again soon, I think.

         
         Even perched in the middle of the Highlands, Blackhall Castle had once been known for its hospitality, its entertainments,
            and its beauty.
         

         
         The beauty had never faded, even though it took a fortune to maintain. The entertainments were fewer lately; he hadn’t the
            inclination to invite hordes of people to his home. And the hospitality? At the moment, he wished them all to perdition, including
            the men from the society in their evening attire, clustered in small groups around the ballroom.
         

         
         Who would Ruth have dressed as tonight? He suspected she would prefer to come as herself, the Duchess of Kinross. Or perhaps
            she would have stolen her sister’s costume. Mary was Cleopatra, her long, white tunnel-like dress adorned with an intricate
            gold necklace. His mother was Queen Elizabeth, if he didn’t miss his guess, complete with a bright curly red wig.
         

         
         Why was Ruth at the forefront of his mind tonight? Because he felt betrayed again? Because this was the first ball they’d
            held since her death three years ago? Because he’d been made raw with this feeling that he’d been a fool?
         

         
         The orchestra his mother had hired was excellent. They were playing a waltz and a great many people were dancing. He should
            be a good host and greet his guests, but he had neither the will nor the ability to mask his emotions that well. He was furious,
            the rage building with each moment he stood there.
         

         
         He waited until a footman was near, then gave him an order in a low voice. In moments the young man returned with a tumbler
            filled with whiskey.
         

         
         “Watch me,” he said. “When it’s empty, I want you to bring me another one.”

         
         “Yes, Your Grace.”

         
         He didn’t drink often but he would tonight, with the single-minded pursuit of drunkenness. He could only remember two times
            he’d done something similar in recent memory: the day he’d learned his wife had been unfaithful, and the day she’d died in
            childbirth, taking his heir with her. Or perhaps the child hadn’t been his after all, a question he’d never have answered.
         

         
         Tonight seemed an excellent occasion as well. He was facing the destruction of a dream, one brought about by someone he’d
            trusted.
         

         
         You must learn to trust people, Alex.

         
         The echo of his mother’s voice intruded into his thoughts.

         
         Why seemed as good a word as any in response. Or perhaps a resounding No would suffice.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         June was a wet month, storms always chasing across the horizon. Tonight another one was coming, but the people crowded into
            Blackhall’s ballroom didn’t seem to notice.
         

         
         Lorna stood at the doorway, mesmerized by the sight. Every woman was dressed in a costume of some sort, and more than a few
            men were wearing kilts topped with a black evening jacket. One man stood in the corner, a red sash across his chest, evidently
            accepting the well-wishes of the people clustered around him.
         

         
         The doors to the terrace had been shut against the rising wind of the storm, making the air even thicker with scents: various
            French perfumes, men’s pomade, heavily spiced punch, and the musty smell of her hundred-year-old dress.
         

         
         One did not disturb the Duke of Kinross.

         
         One did not make oneself known to the family.

         
         One did not evince any curiosity whatsoever about the comings and goings of the Russell family, especially not the Duke of
               Kinross or the Earl of Montrassey.

         
         As she had been told, countless times, not only were they her employers, but the Russell clan was vastly influential in Scotland
            and the entire empire.
         

         
         She was not to inquire about the meeting in the duke’s library this afternoon. The staff had speculated that it had to be
            a secret society of some sort, due to only footmen being allowed inside the room.
         

         
         Everyone was careful not to talk around certain people at the castle. Mrs. McDermott, for one. The housekeeper was strict
            about gossip and would take away your half day off for a week if she found you were engaging in it. The second was Matthews,
            the duke’s valet. He not only gossiped but did so to members of the family.
         

         
         Lorna knew that because she’d overheard him one night. Every day, after dinner, she escaped to the conservatory, retrieved
            her father’s journal from its hiding place inside the large pot in the corner, and worked on a sketch from memory. Being in
            the conservatory served a dual purpose. Not only could she sketch in private, but she might see the duke, who had a habit
            of walking outside every evening. Sometimes he came inside the conservatory, but not often.
         

         
         She never spoke. Nor did she ever betray her presence. It was enough to simply remain motionless and silent for those minutes,
            sharing the space with him.
         

         
         “You’re going to get in trouble, you are, disappearing like that,” Nan said one night. “If Mrs. McDermott finds out you’re
            not in bed, she won’t be happy.”
         

         
         If Mrs. McDermott knew about the times she went to the conservatory, Lorna knew that the housekeeper might well send her packing.
            And if the housekeeper knew about tonight, there would be no doubt about the repercussions.
         

         
         Still, she had to take the chance. She might have the opportunity to actually speak to the duke.

         
         The storm was closer. The guests didn’t seem to notice the thunder or the flashes of lightning illuminating the clouds scurrying
            before it.
         

         
         She moved toward the terrace doors, taking her time because the dress demanded it. She almost had to walk sideways in order
            to navigate. How was a woman supposed to tolerate such fashion? With the corset, the wig, and the wire hoops to the sides,
            not to mention the gold lace at the bodice, she was miserable. At least there was no chance that Mrs. McDermott, or any of
            the other servants, would recognize her.
         

         
         She knew, from the earlier briefings, that the housekeeper would be peering through the curtains at the end of the ballroom,
            just to ensure that everything was going perfectly and that none of the maids or footmen selected to serve tonight were making
            mistakes. Lorna avoided their eyes, turning away when a maid bore down on her with a tray for the buffet table.
         

         
         She met the gaze of several gentlemen, more than one interested in the revealing nature of her bodice. She wanted to pull
            the material up, but it was so tight around her breasts that tugging on it wouldn’t have accomplished anything. No, she was
            definitely not a fan of these fashions, but she wasn’t all that fond of hoops and crinolines, either.
         

         
         The two dresses she’d been given on coming to work at Blackhall Castle were comfortable and only necessitated one petticoat.
            After all, one didn’t expect a maid to be the height of fashion.
         

         
         After her father’s book was published and she no longer needed to be employed, she was not going to worry about what she wore.
            She’d wear something both comfortable and pretty.
         

         
         Turning her head to her right, she watched as lightning illuminated the lawn and the encroaching trees. The woods were so
            dark and so ominous that she sometimes had the thought that the trees pulled up their roots and made a slight step toward
            Blackhall each night. All the other plants, plus the undergrowth and saplings, obediently followed their elders. If the gardeners
            weren’t industrious enough, perhaps one day the forest would be right outside the window when she awoke. Instead of the turrets
            and the fireplaces of Blackhall, she would see only branches and leaves waving good morning.
         

         
         A man leered at her. She looked away, only to find herself the object of another man’s stare.

         
         Did they know she was an imposter? A woman in fancy dress who didn’t belong with all these dignitaries and important invited
            guests?
         

         
         The women with their bright smiles didn’t seem all that different from the maids with whom she served. Perhaps their accents
            were better. They had servants to help them dress, to inspect them before they left their rooms, and to arrange their belongings.
            They were fortunate in that they weren’t dependent on only themselves for sustenance and survival. They had families with
            wealth or they’d inherited fortunes and homes.
         

         
         Some of the girls who worked at Blackhall had been educated far above their stations. One girl had a penchant for numbers
            and helped Mrs. McDermott with sums. Another spoke three languages and amused the others by translating several sayings they
            could use when a footman or Lord Thomas Russell was too “handsy,” a word one of the maids had devised to describe the Earl of Montrassey’s habit of trying to feel up the staff.
         

         
         She hadn’t been around the peerage growing up. Her father’s friends were learned men who preferred either traipsing through
            woods, bogs, and marshes, or conversing in smoky, dark pubs. One or two had a title, but they always went by first names and
            didn’t make a point of flaunting their positions.
         

         
         In her lessons before she’d been allowed to take up her duties, Lorna was informed by Mrs. McDermott that the Earl of Montrassey
            was the Duke of Kinross’s incumbent heir.
         

         
         “Isn’t the duke married?” That had been the last personal question she’d been permitted to ask.

         
         “No, poor man. He’s a widower. Her Grace died some three years ago. In childbirth.” The housekeeper shook her head. “The wee
            one didn’t make it, either.”
         

         
         She didn’t even want to think about how terrible that had been.

         
         Was that why the duke walked every night? Why he stared up at the sky as though seeking answers from the stars?

         
         She couldn’t imagine such pain. Losing her father had been torture enough, but your wife and your child?

         
         The terrace door was to her right. If it hadn’t been raining, she would have escaped the ballroom with its heavy air and warmth
            for the clean, bracing air of a storm. No one came up to her to converse. Nor did they question her presence.
         

         
         But she hadn’t come to the ball to dance or to mingle with the guests.

         
         Straightening her shoulders, she scanned the crowd again.

         
         Where was he? Where was the duke?

         
          

         Alex noticed her first because of her stillness. The woman in the gold brocade dress was the only person in the ballroom who
            wasn’t animated by laughter or speech or movement. She stood straight as a reed, her hands resting, palms down, on the enormous
            skirts of her dress. She wasn’t smiling, but she was observing. Her gaze behind the gold and black mask darted to the left
            and right. She reminded him of a gosling hawk, smaller than the others but as fierce when provoked or when hunting.
         

         
         Who was she hunting?

         
         The footman was standing to his left, waiting patiently for him to trade glasses. Good lad, he was both obedient and diligent.
            This was Alex’s third whiskey, and it was finally beginning to numb some of the anger. With any luck he could get through
            the rest of the night without accusing anyone or making a scene.
         

         
         He was the bloody Duke of Kinross. What he said was deemed important, so he damn well better have his facts right before he
            opened his mouth. He was so damnably important that the tides would swell and the planets realign if he were wrong.
         

         
         Perhaps he should wave the footman away when the lad appeared again. If he could leave this place, he would retreat to where
            there were no people, no curious gazes, and no women with their tentative smiles.
         

         
         The woman in gold wasn’t batting her eyelashes at him.

         
         He took another sip, watching her.

         
         “You should have won the damn medal, especially since it means so much to you.”

         
         He turned his head to see Thomas standing there. “That’s not a criterion, Uncle.”

         
         “Well, maybe you shouldn’t have anything to do with those idiots at all. You should take up hunting. Your father was a great
            hunter.”
         

         
         “I have no intention of taking up hunting, either.”

         
         Maybe he’d have a few more of those whiskeys after all.

         
         “Why are you wasting time talking to me?” Alex asked. “Aren’t there any available wives around you could seduce?”

         
         His uncle had the same black hair as his father’s. Thomas’s eyes, a crystal blue similar to the eighth Duke of Kinross, were
            often red, the only indication that the night before had been spent in debauchery. Lately, over the past few years, his face
            had begun showing signs of dissolution, the clean-cut jaw sagging with the first sign of jowls. His cheeks and nose were often
            pink. But the charm was still there, evident in the twinkling of bloodshot eyes and the smile that so effortlessly graced
            his mouth.
         

         
         “People are watching you, Alex.”

         
         “People are always watching me, Uncle.”

         
         “You’re not acting yourself,” Thomas said.

         
         “Just how the hell am I supposed to be acting?”

         
         “Like a host, not a petulant child.”

         
         He smiled at his uncle. He knew that Thomas didn’t give a flying farthing how he acted. His mother had probably sent his uncle
            over to lecture him.
         

         
         Alex allowed his gaze to travel over the crowd, noticing that more than a few of the women were looking in their direction.
            Even the woman with the pompadour had turned to glance at him, her gaze finally still.
         

         
         He got a jolt from that look, as if she’d somehow absorbed the power of lightning and was transmitting it to him. Moments
            passed and he held her gaze. The whiskey in his glass was forgotten. His annoying uncle became invisible, the cautionary words
            he was speaking inaudible.
         

         
         He knew her. Or maybe he just wished to know her.

         
         “Are you listening to me, Alex?”

         
         “No,” he said. “I’m not.”

         
         With some difficulty, he turned his attention back to his father’s brother. Thomas had been a surprise to his grandmother,
            the story went. Born some twenty years after his older brother, Thomas had been only ten years old when Alex arrived and altered
            his future.
         

         
         Had Thomas resented his future being altered?

         
         How strange that he didn’t know and, until this moment, hadn’t cared to ask. Still, Thomas bore one of the family’s lesser
            titles, the Earl of Montrassey. Because he was also Alex’s heir, he was considered a Master by Scottish law, but thank heavens
            no one had to address him in that manner. The Church of Scotland would have had a fit.
         

         
         “I was given to understand that I was in contention for the award,” Alex said now. “I think someone leaked my findings to
            Simons.”
         

         
         “What does it matter, Alex?”

         
         “It matters, Uncle, because it’s three years of my life. It’s work I did. It’s my ideas that were stolen, my research.”

         
         “You’re the Duke of Kinross. You’ve got better things to do than going around the county coating people’s fingers with soot.”

         
         “I appreciate your sentiments,” he said, pushing the words out with some difficulty. He added another hard-won smile, hoping
            Thomas would go back to finding a bed partner for tonight.
         

         
         The woman in gold stared at him, her brown eyes sweeping down his body.

         
         Was it the whiskey warming him or her gaze?

         
         He took another glass from the footman, nodded his thanks and drank half of it in one swallow.

         
         She smiled slightly, a worldly expression, one that told him she had noted his anger. If she couldn’t understand it, at least
            she recognized it. No one else had.
         

         
         Or maybe they had.

         
         Except for the glances when he’d entered the ballroom, he’d been left alone. No one came up to greet him. No guests complimented
            him on the decor of the ballroom or the quality of the refreshments. No one said a word about his appearance or glanced toward
            the dance floor in an unmistakable hint.
         

         
         He didn’t dance and most people knew that. Certainly the women with whom he’d been associated over the years. Some people
            had the patience for the activity and the prattling conversation that accompanied it. He didn’t.
         

         
         The woman in the golden gown didn’t glance toward the dance floor once. Nor did her gaze ever shift from him. She was daring
            and direct and just what he needed tonight.
         

         
         “Your Grace.”

         
         The footman was at his side with a full glass of whiskey on a silver salver. He shook his head, surrendered his empty glass,
            and strode toward the woman, giving up spirits for another, suddenly more important, thirst.
         

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 3

         
         The duke was the most handsome man she had ever seen. She knew she wasn’t the only female at the castle who stopped or slowed
            her duties when he walked past. His blue-green eyes were such an unusual shade that she could have stared at him forever.
            But it wasn’t just his eyes that made him stand out from other men. His face was square and strong. He had a cleft in his
            chin and twin dimples, one on either side of his mouth. They showed even when he wasn’t smiling.
         

         
         The Duke of Kinross didn’t smile often.

         
         Instead, he could turn his eyes on you, making you feel as if you were melting into the floor. She didn’t doubt he could command
            her to do almost anything and she would have done it without a word of protest.
         

         
         He’d never spoken to her. Not in the two years she’d been at Blackhall Castle.

         
         She’d seen him in his kilt before, attire he wore for formal occasions, but had never seen him appear as fierce as he did
            tonight. He stood there with his uncle, staring at the inhabitants of the ballroom, his face as immobile as stone, his eyes
            fixed on a point she couldn’t see. Tall and commanding, he was the perfect duke, an imposing descendant of all those stalwart
            men portrayed in the gallery on the third floor. Not one of those ancestors, however, was as handsome.
         

         
         He made her think of the Highlanders of hundreds of years ago. Men who fought against themselves or the English. She wondered
            about the story of the first Duke of Kinross, who’d been rewarded for his courage with a dukedom, and had built this castle
            that was added onto over the years.
         

         
         Alexander Russell, the ninth Duke of Kinross, was a devastating man. Yet he was a mystery, too, wasn’t he? Aloof and unapproachable,
            except on those nights when he watched the skies and she watched him.
         

         
         Suddenly, he turned his head and looked straight at her.

         
         Did he recognize her? Was that why his face suddenly stilled?

         
         She couldn’t breathe.

         
         She should have asked Nan to loosen the corset a little, but she wouldn’t have fit into the dress otherwise. At the time,
            she’d reasoned that fashion dictated the dress be tight around her chest. Now she felt as if she were going to faint. That
            would be a disaster, wouldn’t it? Not only would she call attention to herself, but she’d be found out.
         

         
         She’d saved most of her wages for the last two years, but it wasn’t enough to live on, not permanently. She’d been more than
            lucky to be introduced to Mrs. McDermott. She couldn’t be dismissed, especially without a reference.
         

         
         A thought she should have had a day earlier.

         
         Lorna pressed her hand against her waist, watched the duke slowly walk toward her. People parted as he passed, curious glances
            following him. He was Moses and they were the sea. He was a hot knife and they were butter. He was the Duke of Kinross and
            they were only observers to this tableau of disaster.
         

         
         The door was to her right. She could escape the ballroom, go down the terrace steps and around to the conservatory. There,
            she could hide until she was certain no one would see her gaining access to the servants’ stairs. She would retreat to her
            room, remove this damnable dress, and lecture herself sternly. No doubt Nan would think that she had finally regained her
            senses.
         

         
         He was coming closer. His gaze hadn’t moved from her face. Was he going to shame her in front of everyone? Would he pull the
            mask off? Would he banish her in the storm? Or would he simply demand to know why she was here?
         

         
         She would tell him anything but the truth, that she’d wanted to see him and be seen. For once, she didn’t want to be invisible.
            This one time, let the Duke of Kinross see her, Lorna Gordon. Not a maid, not one of the silent army that served him. Let
            him see her as a woman. Let them exchange a few words, even if it was polite banter.
         

         
         Not once had she considered that he might impale her with his gaze, or that he would march on her like a Highlander intent
            on capturing an English city.
         

         
         What did she do now? Terror rooted her to the spot. Her hand reached out and grabbed the handle of the door.

         
         She suddenly wanted to be outside, to experience the wind, to tilt her head up to see the fast-moving clouds. But if she opened
            the door, people would turn to look at her. A few of the women with their elaborate hairstyles would frown in her direction.
         

         
         “Go ahead and do it,” a voice said at her elbow.

         
         He was here. He was here.

         
         At least he wasn’t going to shame her in front of everyone.

         
         “Go ahead and open the door,” he said. “I’ll join you on the terrace. Let them fuss at us both.”

         
         If anyone looked at her, it wasn’t so much in condemnation as it was curiosity. Who was this oddly dressed woman and why was
            she with the Duke of Kinross?
         

         
         Her heart was beating fast. Her mouth was dry. She had imagined being this close to him before, but she’d seen herself being
            witty or flirtatious or so intelligent that her comments impressed him. She hadn’t envisioned being struck dumb.
         

         
         “Who are you?” he asked.

         
         Relief surged through her, making her knees weak. He didn’t know who she was.

         
         “I don’t recognize you.”

         
         For an eternity of seconds, words simply failed her. Did she tell him she was a neighbor? A guest of a guest? What did she
            say?
         

         
         “Marie Antoinette?”

         
         Thank God. He was talking about her costume dress.

         
         She opened the door and walked onto the terrace. He followed her, closing the door behind them. The wind pushed against the
            impossible towering wig until she thought it was going to topple. She reached up with one hand to hold it in place, startled
            by his laughter.
         

         
         “I’m surprised your dress hasn’t sailed you over the railing,” he said. “Perhaps it would be better if we went back inside.”

         
         No, not that. People would listen to their conversation.

         
         The rain began, coming down in a curtain. He pulled her off to the side, where the roof overhang protected them. It didn’t
            prevent the wind from dampening her face, however, or no doubt ruining the fabric of her borrowed dress.
         

         
         She should move, should protest. Any of the other women in the ballroom would have done that. Or would they? Would they have
            remained silent, too, in favor of spending a few quiet moments with the devastating Duke of Kinross?
         

         
         The light from the ballroom was pressed back by the storm, leaving them in a curiously shadowed world. Hardly proper, was
            it, being with him in such a secluded place?
         

         
         “Can I be Marie Antoinette if I don’t speak French?” she asked.

         
         “Why don’t you?”

         
         “I’ve never learned.”

         
         “A startling direct answer,” he said. “Are you normally direct?”

         
         What a curious question. His smile was crooked and amused. It took her a moment to realize that the Duke of Kinross was well
            on his way to being in his cups, or as her father would say: soused to the gills.
         

         
         Now she knew she shouldn’t be here with him. If he were any other man, she’d leave. She wouldn’t even bother making up an
            excuse, just grab her unmanageable skirts, find the steps leading down from the terrace, and flee as quickly as she could.
         

         
         Instead, she stayed where she was, one hand holding onto her wig, the other at her waist.

         
         They might have been two servants who met at the market. Or he might have been a cobbler to whom she was bringing a broken
            shoe. Not a duke and his maid, pretending to be someone else for a little while.
         

         
         “I’ve never been asked that before,” she said. “I don’t know if I’m direct or not.”

         
         His smile made his dimples deepen. What a beautiful face he had. She could stare at him for hours. Was he used to people looking
            at him? Did he think it was because of his title? Or did he realize it was because he was so handsome that others’ eyes just
            naturally gravitated to him?
         

         
         “Who do you belong to?”

         
         Another odd question, but she had a response to it. “I don’t belong to anyone.”

         
         “Who brought you here? Who is your escort? Are you married? Do you have a fiancé?”

         
         She really did have to make up someone now, didn’t she? Should she invent a husband?

         
         “Why do you want to know?”

         
         “I want to know if someone’s going to pummel me if I kiss you.”

         
         The bird that was her heart had escaped from its cage and was now fluttering wildly in her chest. She could barely breathe.
            The silly wig was being buffeted by the wind, but so were the windows. She could hear them shivering in their panes.
         

         
         She loved a storm. She loved being out in it, regardless of the danger. She would sometimes tilt her head back to feel the
            rain baptizing her face. In those moments, she was as elemental as the first woman. Yet she’d never felt like she did right
            now.
         

         
         He grabbed her elbow and pulled her farther away from the door to the ballroom.

         
         She went willingly, in an excited, panicked rush of emotion. Was he truly going to kiss her? Was the most handsome man she’d
            ever seen truly going to kiss her? Did it count if he were soused?
         

         
         He pressed her up against the wall. If she truly cared about the dress, she would’ve warned him that the wire cage for the
            panniers was old and easily bent. But she didn’t care about anything but the feel of his body against hers, the wool of his
            evening jacket gently abrading the exposed flesh above her breasts, and the look in his eyes.
         

         
         She should have been chilled, but she felt heated from within. Was it his grin, slightly wicked and utterly charming? Or the
            promise of a kiss? Or was it her own daring, out in a storm with the Duke of Kinross?
         

         
         He lowered his face slowly, giving her time to move away. Instead, she abandoned her wig and gripped his shoulders, keeping
            him in place. His lips were as soft as she’d imagined, but there her lack of experience showed. He slanted his head to deepen
            the kiss and she gasped in wonder.
         

         
         His mouth tasted of warm whiskey.

         
         She’d never considered that his tongue would sweep in to touch hers, or that he would nibble at her bottom lip as if she were
            a delectable piece of fruit. Nor did she ever envision that his hand would pull away the tight bodice and cup her bare breast.
         

         
         Or that she would let him. Yes, and more. Whatever he wished to do, he could. Whisper in her ear, please, what he wanted and
            she’d allow it. Whatever manner of liberties. Whatever sin for which she’d ask forgiveness tomorrow.
         

         
         Tonight was a dream come true. Tonight was the culmination of two years of watching and wondering. Tonight she wasn’t just
            one of the upstairs maids; she was Lorna Gordon and she was kissing the Duke of Kinross.
         

         
         Her blood was heating, fire racing along her skin. The wind was blowing the rain on them and she didn’t care. The wool of
            his jacket was beginning to chafe, but she pressed herself closer to him.
         

         
         Whatever happened, whatever ramifications came from this night, she wouldn’t regret it. How could she? However long she lived,
            she would recall these moments when the Duke of Kinross kissed her. When he pressed his lips against her neck and nibbled
            on her earlobe. He pulled the mask free from her face, but she didn’t care. Let him recognize her now, but it would be too
            late. She’d already had her kiss. She’d already spoken to him, and he’d talked to her as if she was a woman who intrigued
            him.
         

         
         Marie Antoinette or Lorna Gordon—did it matter?

         
         In the next instant she was free of the wig. Had the wind pulled it from her or had he done so? Again, it didn’t matter.

         
         He thrust his hands through her hair, holding her head still.

         
         “You’re beautiful,” he said, the words freezing her heart in mid beat. This, too, she would remember forever.

         
         He mustn’t think she believed him. She was not so desperate that she was naive. Nor so foolish that she’d completely lost
            her wits.
         

         
         “No,” she said.

         
         “No?” He smiled against her lips. “I think I prefer yes.”

         
         Her body seemed to know what to do in response to his touch and his words, but her mind was adrift in a whirlwind of confusion.
            Did she push him away? Or draw him closer? Did she protest? Or simply enjoy what was happening?
         

         
         A warning bell peeled in her mind, but she smothered the sound.

         
         Her lips tingled, her ears were filled with the rhythm of the rain and her own heartbeat. She felt earthy, elemental, alive
            in a way she’d never before been. Her skin was so sensitive that every place he touched with his lips either trembled or quivered,
            inciting a moan or a gasp from her.
         

         
         She’d never once discussed passion with anyone, not even Nan, the only close female friend she’d ever had. The maids teased
            each other or laughed about a certain male servant and his reputation with women, but none of them had ever talked about desire.
         

         
         Was that what this was, a feeling making her burn as fiercely as one of the falling stars she saw from the conservatory? She
            might explode from inside, leaving nothing but ashes where she’d once been.
         

         
         He jerked on the material of her dress, freeing her other breast. She was nearly naked in the storm now and all she could
            do was moan when his lips left hers and trailed a rain-slicked path to a nipple. She wanted the taste of whiskey on her tongue
            at the same time she held his head in place against her breast. When he drew the nipple deep into his mouth, she moaned with
            pleasure.
         

         
         She could barely stand for the sensations assaulting her. She was going to fall to her knees on the terrace.

         
         She should break away. She should push him back. Her hands went up to grab his jacket, but her fingers curled around the lapels
            to pull him closer to her.
         

         
         “I must have you,” he said, his mouth once more against her lips. “Now.”

         
         His hands raised her skirts, her legs exposed to the blowing rain.

         
         Where were you when you lost your virginity? Not on her wedding night to a man of good virtue and intent. Not laying there
            clutching the edge of the sheet with trembling hands, biting her lip with worry and barely disguised fear.
         

         
         No, nothing so proper or expected. Not as a bride, but as an imposter. A woman dissatisfied by what Fate had brought her,
            evidently willing to trade the one asset she had for something more important. A memory, not simply of the Duke of Kinross,
            but of a passion so fiery, unexpected, and shocking, that it decreed what happened in those next moments.
         

         
         Her legs were bared to the rain until it felt like she was being baptized by nature itself. Perhaps washed and readied, an
            offering to the duke’s ardent nature.
         

         
         Do you take this virgin to be your sacrifice?

         
         He reached down and with heated fingers found her, cupped her within the slit of her pantaloons. A gasp escaped her when his
            finger entered her, an invasion she’d never before considered. She wrapped her arms around his neck and moaned into his collar
            as his palm pressed up against her, teasing and spreading the moisture. Not nature’s rain, but her own.
         

         
         He bent, his hands suddenly on her bottom.

         
         The ballroom door opened.

         
         “Alex?”

         
         They froze.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 4

         
         The duke grabbed her hand and pulled her with him away from the ballroom, through the storm. She ran to keep up with him,
            her breasts bared to the rain, forgetting about the wig, uncaring if the gold brocade was ruined.
         

         
         Mary knew her. She paid attention to the maids at Blackhall, if only to criticize their industry to Mrs. McDermott. Mary would
            have recognized her in a heartbeat.
         

         
         Evidently, the duke wanted to escape his sister-in-law’s detection as much as Lorna did.

         
         They raced over the terrace and down the stairs. When he led them to the conservatory, she should have been surprised, but
            it seemed somehow ordained. This was where she’d watched him so often. This was where she’d yearned for him.
         

         
         Wordlessly, he led her to a crimson velvet upholstered fainting couch tucked among the ferns. She half sat, half reclined,
            as he bent and kissed the rain from her breasts, paying such close attention to her nipples that she closed her eyes to savor
            the sensations.
         

         
         His touch was fire and something more, the ability to weaken her knees and silence any warning. Passion made her a puppet,
            one without a mind of her own. When he stood and placed her legs up on the couch, she let him. When he slowly peeled back
            the layers of her skirt, tucking them at her waist, she didn’t say a word.
         

         
         The lightning illuminated them as he traced a path with both palms from her thighs to her waist, pulling off her pantaloons.
            He jerked off his jacket, revealing his rain-soaked shirt only seconds before kneeling on the couch above her.
         

         
         “I’m dreaming this,” he said, twirling his finger into her nest of curls. “Either that or this is a reward of some sort. I
            must have been very, very good at something.”
         

         
         He pulled up his kilt.

         
         Although the maids occasionally joked about a footman’s equipment, she’d never before seen a naked man. She reached up with
            both hands and gripped his penis, marveling at the shape and size of it.
         

         
         He closed his eyes when she touched him. She squeezed experimentally and his eyes opened, fixed on her.

         
         Now was the time to jump up from the couch, explain that she wasn’t a woman of loose morals. That he had completely misunderstood
            her reaction to his kisses and his touch.
         

         
         She didn’t say a word.

         
         Instead, she rose up on her forearms, thinking that she was a decadent picture indeed. She lay before him with her breasts
            out of her dress, her dress bunched up at her waist, the skirt falling over the side of the couch.
         

         
         She should have covered herself.

         
         She would be concerned about her lack of maidenly reserve later. Right now she only wanted the ache to ease, and he was making
            it worse by delicately trailing his fingers along her intimate folds, teasing with a touch.
         

         
         “Or maybe you’re just a drunken dream. Maybe I’ve imbibed more whiskey than I’ve thought.”

         
         “Is that an effect of whiskey, then? I’ve never heard of it.”

         
         “In this case, yes,” he said. “I wished for a distraction and there you were, standing by the terrace doors, looking as if
            you’d rather bolt than remain in the ballroom another minute.”
         

         
         “I was feeling lonely,” she said in lieu of the truth. She’d been afraid he’d found her out, that he’d known she was just
            a maid at Blackhall.
         

         
         He’d never seen her in that role, but he was looking at her now.

         
         She would never forget this night. Would he remember?

         
         “There were too many people and they all seemed happy.”

         
         “I doubt one of them is as happy as I am at the moment,” he said, rising over her. “Or as happy as I’m going to make you,
            Marie.”
         

         
         He smiled at her, a smile to forever remember.

         
         The storm outside was equaled by the one she was experiencing. Lightning danced along her skin at his touch. Her ears were
            filled with the sound of her own thunderous heartbeat. Her body was raining as if preparing itself for him.
         

         
         He lowered himself and suddenly he was inside her, the invasion shocking.

         
         She bit her lip to keep from crying aloud.

         
         He was swearing, a succession of oaths she’d never before heard. But he didn’t withdraw. Nor did he release her.

         
         “You’re a virgin? Why the hell didn’t you tell me you were a virgin?”

         
         She didn’t think she was capable of speech even if she had an answer for him.

         
         He pulled back, and for a second she thought he was going to leave her. But he surged forward, driving her down into the padding
            of the couch. Again he pulled back before pressing hard against her, so deep she wondered if he meant to punish her for being
            a virgin.
         

         
         He was still swearing as he thrust into her, each forward motion accompanied by a new word. When he raised himself up, his
            eyes pinned her to the couch as ably as his arms or his invasion.
         

         
         The initial shock of his penetration was being cushioned by the growing moisture. Her hands wound around his neck. Her hips
            lifted, the discomfort easing slightly with each of his movements.
         

         
         He seemed determined to brand her with his touch and make sure she never forgot the night she surrendered her virginity. How
            could she?
         

         
         Bracing her feet against the velvet, she pushed upward, her assault as single-minded as his.

         
         She never expected this. Nor had she considered that he would seduce her, if this was seduction. She’d never be able to enter
            the conservatory without envisioning this scene, her nearly naked and him with his kilt up around his waist, buttocks pumping.
         

         
         They should both be shamed instead of entering wholeheartedly into this act. Not love, surely, but earthy sex, enjoyed for
            the sheer carnal nature of it.
         

         
         Her body forgot that it was virginal. The soreness, the strangeness of his invasion, faded beneath more pressing needs. Her
            breasts ached for his lips, her core for something. He kissed her, his tongue thrusting. His fingers were strumming against
            her, creating unbelievable sensations. He held himself over her until she lifted her hips, her hands digging into his arms.
         

         
         Every sensation was centered on his fingers and then his lips as he remained motionless and demanding.

         
         “Damn you,” he said, bending to suck on a nipple. He thrust into her as if he had no choice, as if his body were a prisoner
            to the act.
         

         
         Lightning revealed the tableau, erotic and wanton. The Duke of Kinross furious and erect. His maid moaning as pleasure sliced
            her in two.
         

         
         He thrust into her once more, cursing as he came.

         
          

         What had happened to them? Was this how lovemaking normally happened, in a furor of passion? Did you normally lose your mind?
            Did nothing matter but the taste of a lover’s lips or having him as close as physically possible? If Mary hadn’t interrupted
            them, they would probably have continued in the midst of the storm. He would’ve taken her there, against a wall, and she wouldn’t
            have raised her voice in protest.
         

         
         The duke stood and walked to the windows, putting his hands against the glass and lowering his head between his arms.

         
         Och, she was going to have to clean that in the morning.

         
         He was still fully dressed. She, on the other hand, didn’t see how she could possibly put herself back together again, enough
            to escape to her room. She’d lost her mask somewhere, and where was the floury wig?
         

         
         She sat up, pushing her skirt over her bare legs. She still had her shoes on, which was a good thing, since she only owned
            the one pair. There hadn’t been any slippers in the trunk, nothing that would have matched the once lovely gold dress. Perhaps
            it was best that no one asked her to dance. She would’ve clomped all over the ballroom floor.
         

         
         “You picked the wrong fool,” he said, turning to glance at her.

         
         She looked over at him as she struggled to tuck her breasts back in the dress.

         
         “I don’t understand.”

         
         His laughter echoed through the conservatory.

         
         “Come now, of course you do. You and your associate no doubt thought I was ripe for blackmail. I’m a duke. I’m wealthy. Of
            course I wouldn’t want the scandal of tonight made public. Here I took a virgin without even knowing her name.” He leaned
            back against the glass and folded his arms. “What is your name?”
         

         
         She’d seen him every day for the last two years, sometimes more than once. She’d passed him in the hall carrying piles of
            linens. She’d brought him more than one meal in the
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