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			For those who never let me give up, Thank you.

		


		
			Chapter One

			London, England – May 1838 

			Hettie clutched her reticule, feeling the crumpled letter inside against her tight fist. 

			It contained only two sentences.

			I know who you are.

			Nothing but the bastard daughter of a second son. 

			A scribbling that could easily upend her careful world. She had received it earlier in the week while shopping with her Aunt Anastacie. An errand boy had shoved the note into her palm and run away without a word. 

			All her life she’d clung to the hope that her parents had loved her in their own way. That their absence had not been due to a wont of feeling, but a trick of fate. Although they had been only specters in her childhood—people she knew of but had never interacted with—she always imagined their absence to be borne from a need to safeguard her life while her mother stayed with her father in India, where he was stationed. She never imagined it was out of pure selfishness or thoughtlessness. 

			If true, the contents of this letter not only disproved that theory, but threatened her very identity and place in society. 

			Only a year prior, during her second season, she had learned of her parents’ deaths at sea. A hollow feeling had burrowed into her heart at the news, or perhaps it had always been there but she felt it more sharply knowing now that it would never be filled. 

			She would never meet them, she would not know the sounds of their voices, they would never be part of her life. A lifetime of letters didn’t make up for the void they’d left behind. 

			That season had been cut short to accommodate mourning that she wasn’t sure she truly felt. But the break was a relief if only to give her time to understand her feelings. She was sad for the lives cut short, but mostly, she felt bitterly disappointed. And angry. 

			Her father was forced to stay away due to his profession, but her mother could have stayed with her. Didn’t she want to watch her daughter grow up? Now, due to their indiscretion, this season was bound to be harrowing as well. 

			Nevertheless, as a young woman of means, an orphan’s life had not been her cross to bear. For the years of nonattendance before her parents’ deaths, two people had filled their roles. 

			Now they were flanking her at the perimeter of the ballroom: her Aunt Anastacie and Uncle Gabriel, the Marchioness and Marquis of Lindsey.

			It was as much for them as it was for herself that she was determined to find out the truth. It would affect their reputation as much as hers. But before she said anything, she needed to know who the culprit was and what they knew.

			The author of the wicked letter crushed in her hand had promised answers at tonight’s ball. The final line had informed her they would wear a red rose to denote their identity. 

			Hettie’s sweaty palms had her grateful for the elbow-length kidskin gloves, though she could not help anxiously glancing around every time a new person entered the ballroom nor stop the nervous tapping of her foot.

			“Remember to breathe, ma cygne,” Anastacie said as she twisted the fan in her gloved hands. Her crystal-blue eyes darted around the ballroom.

			“Yes Tante,” Hettie replied, letting out the breath she’d unconsciously been holding. 

			“You look beautiful.” Her aunt gave a nervous smile no less dazzling than the diamond tiara nestled in her lush dark hair. “Just breathe and smile, and all will be well.”

			Unlikely.

			“Ma bichette,” Gabriel said, leaning down slightly to murmur to his wife with a twinkle in his sky-blue eyes. “If you want a new fan, you need only ask. Why strangle this one?” 

			“What?” Anastacie gave him a distracted look as he plucked the silken object from her grasp and took her slender, gloved hand in his. 

			They were an interesting couple. Him tall, dark-haired, and imposing, from his aquiline nose to his thin brooding mouth; and her, slender and charming, with a thousand different smiles.

			As terrifying as her uncle could appear physically, there was no one more loving than he, and her aunt’s effortless charm hid a sharp tongue that she wielded to devastating effect.

			“Your niece is the one who must suffer the brunt of an evening among the ton, what are you nervous about? Unless…” He turned to Hettie with a sly look in his eye. “You don’t have a book with you, do you?”

			“Uncle! It was once, and I was sixteen years old.”

			“You haven’t answered my question.”

			“I wouldn’t know where to put one in this dress, to begin with. Tante wouldn’t let me have pockets.” The dress in question was an elegant creation of peach organza silk. The sleeves puffed out extravagantly and the burgundy velvet sash at her waist emphasized the few extra inches her maid, Elise, had shaved off with aggressive lacing. 

			“By design, no doubt.” He glanced at his wife.

			“You are hardly innocent. I trust you have no journals on the forests of Westphalia, my lord?” Anastacie replied evenly, prompting a rueful smile from her husband. She inhaled sharply, a slight frown creasing her smooth forehead. “Lord, what is he doing here?”

			Hettie followed her gaze to see her cousin Phillip Fletchley enter the assembly as he was announced by the master of ceremonies. 

			He had been a regular fixture at dinners and balls since Hettie had turned sixteen. Hettie had always had the impression that he was trying to court her, although he’d never exhibited any real affection for her. The only possible explanation was her dowry, which was known to be a respectable amount for her station and upbringing. 

			Even though he was her cousin, Hettie was objective enough to see Phillip was handsome, from his lush downy hair to his smooth sepia-brown skin. 

			But beyond their blood relation, his smirking mouth and flat eyes gave him a calculating demeanor, as though he were permanently dishonest and scheming. She had never been able to relax in his company, let alone bend her mind to considering him as a marriage prospect. The very idea was sickening. 

			Ever since she’d received news of her parents’ demise, he’d been inexplicably missing. 

			Hettie had been relieved to be rid of him, but apparently, that luck had run out.

			He oiled his way across the room and executed a bow. “My dear Aunt and Uncle.” 

			“Mr. Fletchley.” Gabriel inclined his head respectfully.

			“My condolences on the loss of your brother, my lord.” A thin veneer of sympathy was evident in Phillip’s deep, refined voice.

			“Thank you,” Gabriel replied. “We didn’t see you at the funeral, or since.”

			“Yes, it couldn’t be helped. We all must mourn in our own way in the end,” he said. 

			Or not at all. Hettie wasn’t sure why he was here, but she was certain it had nothing to do with paying his respects. As if she didn’t have enough to contend with tonight. The last thing she needed was to bandy words with him while the person holding her future hostage was somewhere about.

			“We didn’t know that you were in town this season, or we would have invited you to dinner, or at least tea,” Anastacie chimed in with her usual effortless charm. 

			“Would you?”

			“Of course. We are family, are we not?”

			“After a fashion, I suppose,” he replied with a small, insincere smile. 

			“What brings you to tonight’s fête?” Anastacie asked.

			“Good fortune, my lady.” He fixed those disconcerting eyes on Hettie and turned toward her. “Dear cousin.”

			She curtsied and gave her closest approximation of a smile until something caught her eye and stopped her cold. Something she never imagined she’d see on him. 

			A red rose. Impossible.

			“I trust you will honor me with a dance this evening.” 

			Hettie could not respond. She simply stared in shock at the flower on his lapel, before turning her eyes up at him. Him? 

			“I’m sure Miss Monfort will. For old times’ sake, at least,” Gabriel replied.

			Hettie didn’t trust herself to speak. Her throat was too tight with a hundred questions cramming forth. Why was he doing this? What did he hope to gain from it? Who else knew? 

			She accepted the hand Phillip offered and followed him to the floor, wondering if there was ever a graceful way to ask a family member if they were deliberately trying to ruin your life.

			The dance commenced in awkward silence as Hettie acquainted herself with his weak lead. 

			“You still waltz divinely, cousin,” he said. 

			She waited for him to continue, hoping she might have been mistaken. That perhaps there was someone else at the ball wearing a red rose whom she’d missed. It couldn’t be her cousin trying to put her in danger. There were so few people like them. 

			People who moved in aristocratic circles despite their dark complexions and coiled hair. Even in this ballroom, there was no one else who looked like them. She couldn’t believe he would be the one seeking to ruin her happiness.

			“I must say I’d quite despaired of winning your hand in marriage,” he continued, leading her into a turn.

			As if her hand had ever been an option for him. Presumptuous brat, aren’t you? “You aren’t anymore?”

			He smiled fully and the effect was chilling. There was a vicious surety in his eyes, bringing to mind a hound baring its teeth. “No. Based on your reaction to my lapel pin, I take it you got my little note.”

			“I did.” Hettie’s mind seized up. So much for hope. He was the villain threatening her universe and the people in it. Her own family. How had he turned out like this? “You must be mistaken. My parents were married. There is a license.”

			“But is that the true license or was it forged? I’d always wondered about the timing of your birth. It seemed suspicious to me, so I took the liberty of investigating.”

			So that was where he’d been. 

			Not mourning, hunting to see what his share would be, and trying to discredit her claim to her parents’ estate. No more feeling than a jackal with a carcass. Indignation burning in her chest, Hettie yanked away from him, but he jerked her back into place. 

			“Easy now, let’s not cause a scene.” His gaze sharpened.

			“I want you to take me back to my aunt and uncle.” She couldn’t bear another moment in his presence. Anger, terror, and disgust chased each other in her mind, leaving her trembling. 

			“Not until I’m finished,” he said in a cool, sharp tone. “You’ve recently come into a rather tidy sum on top of the dowry your uncle secured for you. An extra hundred thousand pounds and an estate in the Lake District, if your late father’s will can be relied upon. It all could have been mine; it should have been mine. That estate has been in my aunt’s family for decades.”

			Was that all this was about? He would ruin her life for coin? “You cannot be serious,” she said, staring at him in horror.

			“Marry me or I talk.” His hazel eyes gleamed in the candlelight as if he’d already won.

			Hettie tripped and caught herself before meeting his eyes again. Marriage? “No one would believe you.”

			“I have evidence to prove my words. Evidence found among your father’s effects. My lawyer can confirm it.”

			“Then why hasn’t he?” she demanded, her hand flexing against his grip in another bid for freedom. She glanced over his shoulder to see her uncle and aunt observing them closely. If only Alastair were here. He’d be able to step in and demand a dance, give her time and room to breathe or think without Phillip’s touch turning her stomach.

			“He seems to have gone missing, poor chap. The voyage from India can be quite treacherous. As your parents’ untimely death can attest to.” He smirked as her attention snapped back to him.

			Her entire body went cold and clammy, her knees weak at the implication of that seemingly innocent statement. Missing? 

			Had he murdered the lawyer? It had to mean something else. Why kill the person who could prove your words? 

			Then she met his eyes again, and the grim determination in them made her ill. 

			He was depraved enough for anything. She was likely dancing with a murderer. But death at sea without witnesses wasn’t the same as blackmailing the niece of a marquis. He was going to destroy himself if he took on her uncle with this. 

			“Phillip, you cannot mean to go through with this. You are using the death of my parents to blackmail me.”

			“Your point?” he asked dryly. 

			Did he think everyone was as unfeeling as he was? “Even if I agree, my uncle and aunt would never allow it. They have a keen eye for fortune hunters, and your financial problems are legend. Do you really think they’d give me away to a man without the discipline or common sense to live within his means?”

			His eyes narrowed in warning, his lip curling into a sneer. “For your sake and theirs, I suggest you convince them. Unless you want to see them ruined by association with you.”

			So that was the game. Ruined. Raising her as they had was already a topic of gossip. 

			She’d always been a novelty among the ton, the African with a marquis for an uncle. Equal or superior, but not always welcome. Not even with family. Phillip was the proof. 

			“Take your hands off me.” She choked past the constriction in her throat, and his hand tightened on her waist as they swirled past another couple. 

			“Imagine it, your uncle unable to show his face in public, all your cousins’ prospects ruined because their parents were soft-hearted enough to take in a bastard. An alluring, charming bastard, but a bastard nonetheless.”

			Her cousins. She thought of them, wounded Aggie, hotheaded Ester, stubborn Rosmund, quiet Miles. Alastair, sweet Temperance, and their small children. They would all pay the price if she allowed her secret to taint their prospects. Mercifully, the dance came to an end. 

			Hettie was frozen watching him as all her hopes shrank to a speck of dust. 

			Why? Why of all the people he could have chosen to prey upon did it have to be her? The only other person in the room seen as “other.” The loneliness was unexpected. How could she have known his betrayal would affect her so deeply? 

			A lifetime of her uncle’s love and force of will had given her a place in this glittering world and yet for money, her cousin was prepared to make her less than nothing.

			She never thought she could feel betrayed by someone who was almost a stranger, but it was suffocating. Did their shared blood mean nothing? Was there no sympathy or compassion in him at all?

			He took a step back and offered his arm, giving her a pleasant smile while his eyes glinted in triumph. “Do you agree, or do I need to raise the stakes? There are at least twenty-five gossips at this ball. It wouldn’t take much.”

			“Don’t,” she begged, her eyes burning with tears she’d never let fall in front of him. The helplessness was galling. How could she let him get away with this? How could she allow him to hurt the people who’d loved her best in this world? 

			“Then laugh as if I’ve said something funny and smile at me so I know we have an understanding.” He raised an expectant eyebrow, his eyes sharp with challenge.

			Drawing on every ounce of control she had, she gave a light chuckle, hoping her smile didn’t look like a grimace. “Will that do?”

			“Enchanting,” he replied easily, taking her arm, and leading her away as her stomach roiled with anger, frustration, and shame. Was there anything good in her life that fate would let her keep? Would she always be left with nothing? 

			“I am returning your treasure, Lady Lindsey, Lord Lindsey,” he simpered as they approached the marquis and marchioness.

			“How kind of you,” her uncle said, watching her frozen smile with some interest.

			“Miss Monfort, a great pleasure as always.”

			Hettie smiled beatifically, and he turned on his heel to saunter away. 

			His confidence was an insult in itself, as if he knew she was too afraid to speak, even in his absence. In a way, he wasn’t wrong. 

			If he was willing to use her to his advantage, could she be certain her uncle wouldn’t deny her to protect his own interests? Blood couldn’t always be relied upon. Lord Lindsey had already defied convention by raising her, his mixed-race niece, alongside his own children, but that had been with the understanding that she was a legitimate child of his blood. Would he extend that same goodwill to a bastard? 

			“’Etta?” Lord Lindsey asked, touching her shoulder. “Are you well? You look ill.”

			She turned to him, looking into those familiar blue eyes, and for the first time in her life felt no comfort. How could she bear it if he turned on her as well? Better to keep him, even if it was with a lie. “I am perfectly well. If I’m pale, it’s because I’m rather shocked. I just found the man I’m going to marry.”

			… 

			Griffin’s Head, Scottish Highlands

			May 1838

			Lord Findley, Duke of Montrose, reread the short note from his friend the Viscount Monfort and took a deep breath to steady himself. Alastair wanted him there for the season.

			It was a short enough update, Alastair’s daughter was learning her scales, his son was beginning to walk, his wife Temperance had successfully grown two rosebushes, but what caught his attention was his news about his cousin Hettie. Unmarried. At twenty-two, Hettie was still unmarried. How was that possible? Had all the men in England gone blind? 

			Even as a girl, she’d possessed an intelligence, humor, and kindness that could endear her to anyone. 

			He’d wasted so many hours and days thinking of the bright-eyed girl with wild dark curls and warm brown skin who never lost an opportunity to chase her cousin around. The fifteen-year-old girl who played the piano to perfection and snuggled her dog while wearing a silk dress. 

			The debutante who could shoot and ride better than most boys her age and possessed the most adorable giggle he’d ever come across in his life. 

			He’d never managed to shift that fixation. 

			Then, the summer before he’d turned eighteen, his father died, and he found himself caught between responsibility and crushing grief, woefully underprepared for the full weight of expectation. He’d barely had time to grieve or visit England let alone waste a season pining over a debutante he had no business thinking of. Lord Lindsey had taken pity on his situation, understanding the shock Finn felt, having been burdened with his inheritance at a young age himself. 

			It had taken the combined efforts of both him and Finn’s mother, Lady Aoife, to bring him to his current level of expertise as the Duke of Montrose and Laird Mac Gairbheith. He was expected to marry a Scot, or at least a woman with a sizable dowry and title. He needed the line of succession secured quickly.

			Alastair had always been a source of companionship, but Hettie was still the only other person he’d felt at ease with. Between his Scottish ancestry and her African mother, they’d always understood what it was like to be different and feel outnumbered. 

			It was hardly the same situation, he knew, but it was a window into her world that only he and perhaps Lady Lindsey would have. That unspoken empathy and awareness, however small, was a secret language for them, offering a unique level of safety. 

			It hadn’t taken him long before he knew he could marry only someone like her. Someone who could offer that unspoken acceptance and protection. 

			“Finn.”

			He turned to see his mother watching him intently from the other side of his desk. Her sharp features and sharper gaze weren’t as fierce as when she was younger, but her regal, statuesque beauty had not faded with time. For his entire life, she’d been a pillar of strength and dignity. A woman of legend, forged from sorrow and stubbornness. 

			She had given him everything, from her counsel, strength, and comfort to her temperament, fiery hair, and steely gray eyes. His late father, Lord Liam Desmond Yves Phillipson, had given him everything else. From his stature to the shape of his face, he was his father’s son.

			“What is wrong?” she asked in Gaelic. Lady Aoife would speak the language of her ancestors in her homeland. 

			“Why do you imagine that something is wrong?”

			She arched an eyebrow and crossed over to him. “Because you are my son, and I know you well enough. Because your shoulders are tense. Because your late father stood the same way when he was in a mood.”

			Immediately, he attempted to relax his posture, flexing his hands behind his back. He didn’t dare meet her eyes, sure of the amusement he’d find. “I am not in a mood. I received a letter from Lord Monfort today.”

			“How is the boy?” she asked.

			“The boy is twenty-nine, with a wife and children, Mother, and he’s just fine.” He sat down and laid the missive on the desk before him.

			She gave a dismissive snort. “Some men are boys at fifty.”

			Alastair had always been in conflict with himself, even at Cambridge, but Finn still bristled at the harsh assessment of his friend. Better to change the subject. “He was writing to request my company for the season.”

			“Was he now?” She took a seat and tilted her head as she watched him carefully.

			“And inform me that his parents were hoping to find a match for Henrietta this year.”

			“Why would this news trouble you?” she asked.

			“It doesn’t trouble me.” He let out a breath and leaned back in his chair. “I already decided to go. I wasn’t able to attend his wedding. It’s been some years since I’ve seen him. I won’t stay for the entire season, but the work here is at a place where I can afford a month or so.”

			It was a good enough excuse. Finn’s father had intended to name Griffin’s Gate as the new seat of the Duchy of Montrose, but rebuilding the dilapidated castle and the surrounding grounds had taken the better part of Finn’s life. 

			The Roman causeway leading to the main entrance and the stables had been redone in stone and extended. The stonework for the building had been carefully chosen and cut to match what had been there before by an army of stonemasons. 

			His mother’s proud family crest of a wolf above a flint and steel was emblazoned right next to his father’s of a golden griffin over two crossed pheon arrows on the doors and in the stonework of the entrance hall. 

			The work on the inside, from the mahogany paneling on the walls, plasterwork on the ceilings, imported marble on the floors, and silk and velvet window treatments, was still in progress, but it was, at the very least, halfway done. 

			This would be a legacy for him to pass down to his children from his father. A notation for him in what would be, God willing, a long family history. If only his father had known the droughts plaguing the Highlands would continue long after his death. 

			Finn was only too happy to do the work, but between the cost of reconstruction and the limited rents from their tenants, the strain on the family finances was growing even more considerable. 

			A wry smile graced her stern face. “If you’ve already decided, then what was troubling you?”

			“I was bracing myself for you,” he replied with a winning smile.

			She rolled her eyes at his teasing and leaned forward, tapping the missive with one elegant finger. “It’s that girl, isn’t it?”

			“Which girl?” he asked, hoping his expression conveyed innocence instead of panic. 

			“Are you going to offer for her?”

			“For Henrietta? She’d have to accept me before you had anything to whinge about.” And the likelihood of that was…slim. Admiration and friendship were one thing, but she would hardly be in low demand. There were men enough closer to her own age to occupy her time.

			Letting out an impatient huff, she walked over to his side of the desk. “You’ve been moping after her for years,” she replied. “She is not a good match for you, son.”

			“I don’t mope.” Children moped; he had indulged in whimsy for a respectable period before focusing on more important tasks. Henrietta had always had his attention, but he’d never really allowed himself to want anything deeper. Beyond the age difference, he knew his duty to his station. Daydreams were pleasant enough, but he couldn’t live in one. His father’s work was only half done, and it was up to Finn to finish it.

			“If you say so.”

			“I admire her, and I enjoy her company,” he said, fighting the urge to loosen his cravat. Lord, would this conversation never end?

			“You wrote a good deal of bad poetry about your ‘admiration.’” She watched him with amused skepticism. “They may be of some interest.”

			“You have no proof of that,” he denied, flushing with mortification. He’d personally burned to a crisp any evidence of his short-lived Byronic phase in anticipation of exactly this kind of blackmail. “I’ll sue you for defamation,” he threatened, glaring at her.

			“You’d lose,” she replied succinctly before resting a hand on his shoulder. “All joking aside, you are at the right age to marry.” 

			He let out a quiet groan and closed his eyes with a nod. His mother hadn’t been the only person to bring it up. His mother’s family had expressed concern over what would happen if he died without an heir. 

			The droughts had forced them from the homes they’d been scattered to after the failed Jacobite Rebellion and Finn had offered them refuge on their old ancestral land in accordance with his parents’ wishes. But it would be their home only so long as Finn could assure his control over it. Whether they would be accepted still if he were not alive to integrate them fully into the estate alongside its current tenants, or if they’d be left homeless once more. 

			If he died without an heir, or lost the estate through insolvency, how could he make assurances? “So your clansmen have mentioned roughly fifty times.”

			“They aren’t wrong to worry.” Her tone was unusually measured. “It’s unreasonable to expect them to come here with no certainty of recognition.”

			He nodded again and opened his eyes. “I know. I’ve decided to marry this year. It’s part of why I am accepting Alastair’s proposal.” With his school friend already married with children, he could hardly argue against the point.

			“Are you going to ask for her?”

			He pressed a kiss on her head. “Will you come to our wedding if she accepts me?” he teased, ignoring her comment. Hettie wasn’t the only woman in England, even if she was an admirable example of an ideal one. 

			“Are you trying to annoy me, boy?”

			He fought back a laugh. “Don’t worry about Miss Henrietta Monfort, Mother. My only intention is to see my friend and scout prospects for marriage. That is all.”

			“In England?”

			“Man doth not liveth on national pride alone, Mother. If you want me to get a titled heiress with enough money to ease the financial burden on the estate, I cannot look only here.”

			She sighed and gave him a rueful look. “Begone with you. I’ll expect a letter when you arrive.”

			“Yes, Your Grace.”

		


		
			Chapter Two

			Two weeks later

			Her aunt had truly outdone herself this evening. 

			She typically threw two galas during the season, a traditional ball, and a masquerade ball. They were always done with the pomp and elegance expected for a family as old and respected as theirs, but for Henrietta’s engagement ball she had spared no effort. 

			The grand ballroom at Orchard Hall had always been a testament to the wealth and prestige of the Monfort family, decorated with the finest materials, from Italian plaster and gold crenelation work to the breccia marble on the floor. 

			The walls were covered in bronze and cream brocade silk, and three enormous, gilded, crystal chandeliers illuminated the room with hundreds of beeswax candles. 

			She’d added touches of romance that spoke to Lady Lindsey’s hopes for Hettie’s nuptials. 

			Every garland girding the walls and linking the pillars was decorated with primrose, lavender, and ivy. They were beautiful symbols of eternal love, faithfulness, and happiness that filled Hettie with bitterness and dread. Eternal love indeed. 

			“Enjoying your night, Cuz?” Alastair asked as he walked up to Hettie. He was a strange combination of his parents, at once exuberant and dignified, but while he’d inherited his grandmother’s blond hair, his eyes and tall frame was Lord Lindsey.

			She glanced up at him and smiled in lieu of an answer. It was growing easier and easier to do that when she couldn’t think of a convenient lie. She hated deceiving them, and hated the necessity of it even more. Trust wasn’t something she could dispense freely anymore.

			“Speechless with joy, I see,” he commented with feigned thoughtfulness.

			“Are you here to make fun of me?”

			He winked one crystal-blue eye at her. “Would I tease you, my favorite cousin?”

			“Without a moment’s hesitation,” she replied dryly. 

			He chuckled before taking her hand in both of his. “Fair enough, but tonight isn’t one of those nights.”

			“How generous.” She tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow and strolled the edge of the room beside him. He’d always treated her like a younger sibling, teasing and comforting her in equal measure. Humoring her and encouraging her no matter what took her fancy. 

			“I expected you to be dancing and laughing, not hiding here,” he commented, patting her hand lightly with his.

			“I’ve spent the last two hours smiling at all the knowing glances and best wishes. My face is going numb.”

			“Ah, well, then I give you leave to frown at me. Give those cheeks a rest.”

			She laughed and leaned her head briefly against one broad, velvet-covered shoulder.

			“Shall we take a turn around the library?” he asked, referencing their tendency to sneak away from parties as children. Left to their own devices, neither of them had the energy to be sociable for long. 

			She shook her head. “No. There’s no escaping this. People will notice that I’m gone. I appreciate the offer, however. Is Temperance here?” She scanned the room for the viscountess. She was another one of the rare mixed-race aristocrats in the ton since her marriage to Alastair.

			Alastair smiled softly. “No, she didn’t come into town this time. She stayed with Piers at Rosewood House.” 

			Hettie frowned slightly. The country home of the heir to the Marquisate of Lindsey was in the Lake District, and Alastair wasn’t one to spend extended periods away from his wife and son. “What are you doing here then?”

			“Would you believe for yourself? Maman asked me to escort you around for your season, despite Father’s protests. Who knew you’d get engaged so quickly?” His gaze was unusually shrewd. Hettie’s grip on his arm tightened convulsively as she fought back a wave of alarm. What did he know?

			“Yes, it was unexpected,” she replied.

			“That is one word for it,” he muttered.

			“Have you seen Uncle Gabriel as yet?” she asked, unwilling to bear his scrutiny. 

			Alastair gave her an annoyed glance before taking a deep breath. The rift between him and his father was a thinly veiled secret, known to only a few. Hettie hardly knew the full details, but it began during Aggie’s second season. She had fallen victim to the schemes of a con man and had only barely escaped with her reputation intact. Accusations had strained the bond between Alastair and his father to the breaking point. Even now, years later, little had improved.

			It was a low blow to use it against him, especially when he was only looking out for her happiness, but she wasn’t in the mood for an inquisition. Ever since he’d married, he’d grown annoyingly insightful and determined to fix any problem he uncovered. Her guilt was short-lived as the next sentence left his mouth.

			“I wrote to Finn, he is coming to town,” Alastair began, acquiescing to her unspoken request by changing the subject.

			Finn was attending this season? Her heart leaped unexpectedly in her chest. 

			It had been years since she’d last seen him, and then it had been for only a fortnight during her debut season. He’d kept to his estate in Scotland since then, only ever communicating through Alastair. Even so, it was strange. Aunt Anastacie hadn’t mentioned it at all, and she wouldn’t have kept it a secret. Unless… “Keeping confidences again, cousin?” she asked.

			Alastair opened his mouth to retort, then paused before a grin spread across his face. “Ah, speak of the devil,” he said. “Excuse me, Cuz.” He walked toward a tall, auburn-haired man who seemed familiar to Hettie, although she couldn’t place him. 

			The man’s broad shoulders and powerful physique were unfashionable, yet…intriguing. 

			The hard angles of his face were incongruous with the full curves of his lips. The lush auburn locks that brushed against his collar and swept over his forehead had Hettie’s hands itching to run through them. 

			Despite her pending nuptials, she found herself walking toward him, hoping to be introduced. Then the man chuckled at something Alastair said, and Hettie froze. She knew that cheeky smile. She’d seen that exact expression too many times to count.

			“Your Grace!” Lady Lindsey exclaimed before rushing forward to greet him.

			Finn? That was the childhood friend she used to chase around the country estate with tree branches? The one who taught her to ride her horse bareback and allowed her to sleep on his shoulder? 

			The shock and panic racing through her were inexplicable. Whatever he had been at age eighteen, time had certainly improved. The smile he gave her aunt as he strode forward was warm and affectionate, and Hettie felt her mouth go dry. 

			Anastacie reached out to grasp both his hands in hers. “I am so glad to see you.”

			He bowed over her gloved hand and kissed her knuckles lightly before allowing her to draw him closer to buss cheeks. “Glad and surprised, apparently. Did your son not inform you I was coming?”

			They both turned to Alastair, who shrugged in response.

			“I was worried about being late for no reason, I see.” Finn shook his head in exasperation. “I could have gone to bed.”

			“Don’t tell me you’ve only just arrived in London,” Anastacie said, tucking his arm inside hers and leading him farther into the ballroom. 

			Hettie followed awkwardly, wondering if he’d seen her, or if she should wait to greet him. As a child, there had been little ceremony between them, but now, especially at her engagement ball, in a crowded room, she could only fall back on politesse. 

			“I have, I’m afraid.”

			“I am astounded that you are here at all!” Aunt Anastacie exclaimed, watching him askance.

			“I could hardly break my word to a lady such as yourself.”

			“Yes, but even if I had known, I would never have held you to it under these circumstances, my dear boy. You must be utterly exhausted.” She patted a gloved hand on his cheek before giving him a thorough once-over. “But my goodness how you’ve grown, and how handsome.” 

			“And you, Lady Lindsey, still as radiant as ever.”

			“Well, I have my adoring public to please.” She pretended to smooth her hair. 

			He let out a laugh and shook his head. “And where is your excellent husband?”

			“Mingling under the pain of death,” she replied sweetly.

			“Is any more of the family around?”

			“Yes, Henrietta is here.” Her eyes caught Hettie’s, and she reached out to her. “’Etta, ma cynge, come see who’s arrived.”

			He turned to Hettie, and she watched as he let out a breath as if he’d been waiting to see her. The effect was alarming, to say the least. Her entire body flushed as she held his gaze and walked up to them. Unsure of what to do next, she dipped into a curtsy. 

			She knew how to greet her friend, but this handsome lord was a stranger to her. It was impossible to reconcile the two. She straightened and met his amused gaze. How could she have forgotten his eyes? Not the color per se, but the intensity of them. Had they always been like that? 

			“Miss Henrietta.” He bowed and hovered above her hand. 

			The warmth of his breath through her kidskin gloves sent a shiver racing through her even as her mouth went dry again. Ridiculous. 

			“When did I become ‘Miss Henrietta’?” she asked, clearing her throat and wrestling back what little dignity she could manage. If her spine went any straighter, it would snap.

			“Around the same time you decided to curtsy,” he replied.

			With that, the spell she’d been under cracked. Miss Henrietta indeed. “You haven’t changed. Same incorrigible scamp.”

			“What an impolite thing to say.” His mouth compressed into a line, and Hettie got the impression that he was trying very hard not to laugh. It was a familiar expression, one she’d missed. The orchestra began the introduction to a waltz, and he held out his hand. “Is this dance still free or is it spoken for?”

			She should decline, she knew that. 

			People were watching and tongues would wag about the newly affianced girl trying her hand at snagging an eligible bachelor in the newly arrived duke. But she’d been stuck dancing with Phillip for weeks now. Why shouldn’t she take a chance to enjoy herself with an old friend? Even if that friend now looked like a Scottish god. 

			“It is free,” she replied.

			“Then may I request the honor?” His smile was a little too innocent. 

			“Certainly. I should evaluate your prowess before I subject you to my aunt’s guests.” She took the hand he extended and allowed herself to be led to the dance floor. The last time she’d danced with him, she couldn’t have been more than a slip of a girl, still learning dances herself.

			It didn’t take her long to remember how light his step was. 

			The waltz he’d chosen was a variation on the Viennese. It was complex and more than a little intimate, with lifts and dips, as well as abrupt changes in direction. Nothing could have prepared her for the proximity. 

			Every time she met his eyes, she grew inexplicably feverish and bashful. 

			His step was light and accurate, and his hands were steady and reliable. She could feel the warmth of his palm through her dress and stays, smell the starch in his shirt and the warm spiced scent on his skin. 

			Just the sheer breadth of him had her acutely aware of how small her hands were, how narrow her shoulders were, and how much control he must have to direct her so gently. 

			The extent of his skill left her with little choice but to let him guide her and spin her, sending her skirts into a tizzy and her pulse racing. She had forgotten how much she could enjoy dancing. A bubble of delighted laughter broke free when he lifted her up and about in a circle with one arm around her waist. 

			As she faced him again, she was met with a warm smile that had her blood humming and her heart racing. She couldn’t stop staring at him; her side was still warm from where she’d been pressed against him.

			“You look well, have you been well?”

			“So far so good,” she said with a meaningful glance down at their feet.

			He chuckled and shook his head. “How’s that rascal of a pet you have?”

			She gasped in mock outrage at the reference to her dog Sibylla. “My sweet girl is just fine, thank you very much.”

			“Mmmm.” That low rumble sent a warm flush of awareness rippling through her.

			It was easy to ignore the stares and the faint whispers from onlookers. She could forget the fiancé who awaited her, and the disgrace he threatened her with as she twirled across the marble floors with a dance partner who was finally her equal.

			“Are you all right, Henrietta?” he asked in that deep, smooth voice. 

			She tried not to look down at her shoes, feeling coquettish. “Yes, perfectly well.”

			“You have a very interesting expression on your face.” He gave a glance over his shoulder before leading her into another turn.

			“Oh, I was only— A thought had occurred to me, that’s all.”

			“I’m almost afraid to ask.” His eyes were amused.

			“Nothing like that,” she said with a brief glare. He took too much delight in unnerving her. 

			“Like?”

			“Um.” I was thinking about how handsome you are. Probably not best to lead with that. “I was thinking only that I am enjoying dancing with you very much.”

			“Rather more than you’d anticipated, I think,” he replied wryly. 

			She fought back a laugh at the amusement in his eyes. Was she that obvious? She could hardly deny it. As close as they were, with her half-delirious from his warmth and scent, she’d never manage to lie effectively. “You can hardly blame me. Men like you are rarely so light of foot.”

			That careful politeness was back. 

			“Men like me?”

			“Yes. Men of your size and stature.”

			He smiled. “I suppose I shall accept your compliment instead of being offended that you imagined a duke to be unskilled in dancing.”

			Panic had her missing a step. 

			“All right?” His tone was benign, even as his grip on her had loosened at the right moment, giving her time to correct her footing.

			“Yes, thank you,” she replied, trying not to frown. Had he truly imagined that she was giving him a backhanded compliment? “Finn, I meant no offense, truly. It’s been so long since I danced with you, I’d forgotten what it was like.”

			“Ah.” The dance came to an end, and he bowed to her as she sank into a curtsy.

			“I’ve danced with men half your size who stomped about like a buffalo.”

			He watched her carefully, his face unreadable, and she had the impression of being weighed and measured. Then his mouth began to twitch.

			“You are a beast!” she hissed, swatting at his chest. It would serve him right if she left him there and never spoke to him again.

			He chuckled and offered her his arm to lead her back to her aunt. “I missed you as well.”

			Oh… Her stomach dipped sharply, and her heart jerked into a frantic rhythm. He’d missed her. He’d felt her absence as she’d felt his. It was silly how much those words affected her. 

			The whole way back she couldn’t think of what to say in response, or how to interpret her body’s reaction. He’d said those things to her before, but it had never affected her like this. She’d never reacted to anyone like this.

			The closer they drew to her family, the more bittersweet the realization became. 

			How typical of her life that she’d experience this feeling at the announcement of her engagement to another man. A man who thought nothing of taking advantage of her. 

			Schooling her face into a calm expression, she focused her attention on her aunt and uncle, who were awaiting her. With alarm, Hettie noticed who had joined her aunt and was watching her with a predatory rage in his dark eyes. Half the evening her fiancé had spent away from her, and now he chose to make an appearance. 

			“Who is that man?” Finn asked, following her eyes. 

			Before Hettie could respond, Phillip stepped forward to snatch her hand from Finn’s arm and pull her to his side. She couldn’t meet Finn’s eyes although she felt his gaze burning her face. Her brain was screaming at her to take control of the situation. To avoid a scene at any cost. 

			“There you are. I came to find you and you’d absconded with a stranger. Should I be concerned?” That mild smile clashed with his flat sharp eyes terrifyingly. 

			Hettie snuck a peek at Finn and swallowed back another wave of anxiety. His expression was entirely alien to Hettie. Every angle on his face was still and hard, but his eyes burned hot with outrage.

			“His Grace has been a friend to our family for years, Mr. Fletchley. He’s hardly a stranger,” Lady Lindsey interjected. 

			“His Grace, is it?” Phillip looked him up and down, refusing to bow or even incline his head in greeting.

			“The Duke of Montrose, and you are?” Finn lowered his gaze slightly, staring at the grip Phillip still had on her.

			“I am Miss Monfort’s intended. Mr. Fletchley.”

			Finn frowned in confusion before he met Hettie’s eyes with growing realization and dismay. Still, she couldn’t bring herself to speak. It felt like a betrayal. Like she’d allowed herself too much and lied to him in the process. Had he felt that shift in the air between them as well? 

			“It is an unexpected gift,” Phillip continued with a sneer, “having you at our engagement ball.”

			[image: ]

			Too late. How could he have been too late? 

			Only two weeks had passed since he’d received Alastair’s letter. 

			In a way it made sense. In the last five years she had become more beautiful than he could have predicted. The very image of grace, charm, and intelligence with echoes of the girl who’d chased her cousin with branches and sat with him quietly when he needed a moment away from the cold eyes of the ton. 

			Was it so surprising that she had been snapped up so quickly?

			He coughed to dispel the burning in his throat while Alastair and Lady Lindsey watched him with interest. He’d rather throw himself into a fire than admit his disappointment. 

			“Oh?” Finn forced himself to appear curious. “I hadn’t realized. I’ve only just arrived in London.”

			“Ah,” Phillip replied with a smug smile. “That explains it.”

			“My congratulations to you both.” His eyes fell on Hettie again and her expression confused him. She couldn’t meet his gaze, as if she were embarrassed or regretful. 

			Could she tell he was upset? Did she regret dancing with him with such blatant encouragement, or was she ashamed of her fiancé? The hold Fletchley had on her arm didn’t speak of a romantic entanglement or mutual trust. It looked like a hunter claiming a prize, or a thief stealing one. Either way, Finn had questions.

			“Come along, my dear. Time for the announcement,” Fletchley said before he and Lady Lindsey escorted Hettie away.

			With one last regretful glance over her shoulder, Hettie followed them. 

			It took everything in him to stay where he was and not follow. But nothing could make him look away from the silent plea in those golden eyes until she turned away. What did it mean? What did she want from him? Action? Silence? Forgiveness? Understanding? His hands curled into fists and he let out an unconscious breath as his gaze fell to the floor. He didn’t need to turn to know Alastair was still watching him.

			“Anything you forgot to tell me?” he asked his old friend while still transfixed by the rigidity of Hettie’s posture as she paused to greet another guest with a smile that didn’t reach her eyes.

			“Yes and no,” Alastair said, clearing his throat. “That development occurred after I’d invited you.”

			“Right.” Too late. Too bloody late. 

			It didn’t feel right. Everything he knew about Hettie conflicted with what he was now seeing, but he couldn’t decide whether it was the truth or his own wishful thinking. 

			She wasn’t the eighteen-year-old debutante he’d left behind; he couldn’t presume to know her wants or her ideals for her life or her husband. But at the same time, she didn’t look at Fletchley with even a fraction of the affection Finn was used to seeing in her eyes for him. She hadn’t been stiff like that when they’d danced. She’d melted as if she was made to be in his arms. Everything he ever hoped for in a partner had manifested in her, and there wasn’t anything he could do about it.

			“I wrote again once I had this new information, but the letter must have missed you.”

			“Evidently.” It had been a mistake to dance with her. A mistake to gratify his curiosity the moment he’d set eyes on the spectacular woman she’d grown into. He’d wanted to know if there was anything there before he made a play for her hand.

			“I am sorry, old friend. We can leave if you want.”

			Finn turned to him finally. Alastair’s face was a little too innocent to be believed. He had never been enamored of parties like this even before he was married, always looking for a way to retreat early. Finn wouldn’t be surprised if he had married Temperance just to avoid participating in the season. “You’ll use any excuse to escape a dance with a debutante, won’t you?”

			“I’ve done my bit for the debutantes of London, I’m an old married man now. I’m only looking out for a friend who is as dear to me as a brother.” He dropped his hand on Finn’s shoulder and gave it a comforting squeeze. That comfort would have to wait. 

			He would have to dance more waltzes and quadrilles before he could excuse himself. 

			Even if Hettie wasn’t an option, he still needed a bride. The trip was certain to be disappointing, but that didn’t mean it had to be wasted.

			“I almost believe you, but I can’t leave now. If I leave, then it will raise too many questions. People are already watching.” 

			“I hope this doesn’t affect your willingness to stay in town,” Alastair said.

			“No. I didn’t come here for Hettie.” It would become the truth in time.

			“Is that so?”

			“Would you believe that I’ve actually missed you?” Finn asked. 

			Alastair watched him with a dubious expression before squinting his eyes playfully. “Almost.”

			Finn nearly laughed before glancing to where Hettie stood arm in arm with Phillip. “He’s an interesting man, isn’t he?” 

			“That is a word for him.” There was an edge to his voice that didn’t bode well. 

			Finn moved closer and dropped his voice for Alastair’s ears alone. “You don’t like him?”

			“I want to for Hettie’s sake,” Alastair began softly before he paused, seemingly considering his next words carefully.

			“But?”

			“From where I stand, there’s not much to like.” Alastair accepted a glass of chilled champagne from a passing waiter before handing one to Finn. “He’s an irresponsible, unrepentant brute and too smug by half.” 

			“Have you spoken to Lord Lindsey about your concerns?”

			“Father hasn’t been inclined to hear my thoughts on anything regarding family matters for some time now, if you recall,” Alastair replied, the lightness in his tone belying the shadow of pain on his face. 

			Finn closed his eyes for a moment of silent admonition. Of course, he knew that. What a careless thing to ask. “Forgive me.”

			“Not at all, old boy. It’s easy enough to forget.”

			“Maybe your father knows something we don’t,” Finn tried, trying to ignore the sickening feeling growing in his stomach.

			“That is the hope,” Alastair murmured before his mouth tightened slightly at the sight above him. 

			Finn followed his gaze to the balcony and saw Lord and Lady Lindsey standing to the right of Henrietta, whose hand was tucked into Fletchley’s arm. They were all holding glasses. 

			Lord Lindsey began his toast to the affianced couple while Henrietta stood silently beside him with a placid smile on her face. 

			Fletchley was triumphant, from his smug expression to the barely concealed sneer on his mouth. Lady Lindsey looked on with a reserved expression shared with her husband. It was clear by their chilled demeanor that they harbored doubts about the match.

			Too late. 

			His mother had always joked about how well he’d learned the “English card games.” 

			He knew how to hide, how to divert attention, how to mislead anyone to protect himself and what he held dear. He never moved without a sure path to victory, but now, with this gnawing ache corroding him, he wondered if there was a worse option. 

			Like watching Hettie belong to someone else. Someone like that arrogant jackass who didn’t deserve her smiles, her laughter, her passion…her children. 

			A crescendo of cheers rose around him as everyone raised their glasses to the couple, but Finn couldn’t bring himself to do the same. Not tonight. Perhaps not ever. 

			Fletchley turned to Hettie and kissed her mouth, triggering another round of cheers. He watched as her body stiffened in disgust, or merely in surprise, before Fletchley pulled away and whispered something in her ear. 

			She smiled, a little brighter this time, as her eyes drifted over the crowd. When she caught Finn’s gaze, he wondered if he was imagining the glint of tears in her beautiful eyes. 

		


		
			Chapter Three

			The third time Hettie tried to pull her hand from Phillip’s grasp, his fingers tightened painfully. Fighting back a hiss of pain, her eyes flicked down to where her hand lay on the inside of his elbow before returning straight ahead as they took a turn around the ballroom.

			“That is painful, sir,” she murmured.

			“Then keep your hand where I’ve placed it,” he replied in a low voice.

			“I don’t see why I have to remain plastered to you all evening.” She could still remember the stricken look on Finn’s face before he’d schooled his expression into one of polite interest. He had always been good with masks, but his eyes told the truth. 

			In her carelessness, she had hurt him. She’d wanted to escape for a moment, but the look in his eyes told her that he’d expected something more. If only she could find time to explain that she’d never meant to mislead him.

			“You only have to obey. Oh, come now, it’s not so bad,” he cajoled, patting her hand as if she were a disappointed child instead of his victim.

			Hettie fought back a bitter laugh and returned the smile of a dowager whose name she didn’t have the energy to remember. “I’m sure it would seem that way to you.”

			“I don’t intend to mistreat you,” he said, resting his hand softly over hers.

			“So long as you get your money, you mean.” She refused to look at him.

			“Money is a necessity of life. I want only what I deserve.” 

			What he deserved, not a thought to what she deserved or wanted. 

			She looked up with a venomous smile, her heart burning with impotent rage. “And if you have to trap me to accomplish that, then so be it.”

			“Henrietta.” He paused and peered down at her with an expression that verged on sympathetic. “I know that you are upset, but please believe I bear you no ill will. You have always been special to me. Marriage with me won’t be as horrible as you imagine.”

			Special? She’d hunted all her life, but she’d never seen her prey as special, or imagined their service to her to be their privilege. She took in his words and wondered if there was enough of a heart there to negotiate with. “If that is true, if you genuinely care for me, then do not do this. The engagement has been public for weeks now. Give me the evidence and allow me to marry you of my own free will.” 

			For a moment, he seemed to consider it, then his eyes iced over. “You think you are so clever, don’t you?” His hand tightened over hers and she tried not to wince. “No, I think not. What if you simply scamper away when you have it in hand? No, no.”

			“If you force me to marry you under these circumstances, I will never forgive you. Is that what you want? A life with a woman who despises you?” Surely, he couldn’t find that kind of life appealing.

			“I imagine after our wedding you’ll come to appreciate my virtues.”

			She scoffed, shaking her head in exasperation. “Your imagination is truly unparalleled to think such a thing would be possible. You could have chosen any debutante in the season, you have connections. Why are you doing this to me?”

			“Because that money belongs to me, therefore you belong to me,” he hissed.

			“I belong to no one.” She couldn’t help but say it, even though she knew it wouldn’t help.

			“Not yet. You are like me, Hettie. You could never be happy with anyone else, only we can understand each other.”

			“You think because we share the same complexion we have the same ideals? If you understood me, you wouldn’t be using my skin to trap me.”

			“I’m not the one trapping you.” He paused and looked at her, accusation warring with disgust in his eyes. “You like your gilded cage, don’t you, so long as the jailer looks like Lord Lindsey.”

			“Don’t you dare speak ill of them,” Hettie hissed, her hand curling into a fist. “They love me, they have always loved me.”

			“They love what they know of you. But they don’t see you as you are because they don’t know what you are. Deep down you know that, or else you would have told them the truth and sent me on my way.”

			“I am protecting them from you,” she replied, but the fire in her voice was gone. She hated him for saying it. Hated that she couldn’t find the strength to ignore it.

			“You are protecting yourself,” he said. “You won’t need to do that with me. I know what you are.”

			Incongruous. Unwanted. That was how the ton saw her. No amount of love from her family could protect her from that knowledge. But did he have to validate the worst beliefs about them among the ton and make her a danger as well? Would he not be content until she had nothing without him? 

			“After our marriage is solemnified and consummated, I will give you the evidence and we will put this all behind us.”

			Her mind tripped over one word. “Consummated?” She hoped her face didn’t show the alarm she felt.

			“You didn’t think you’d be spared of your wifely duties, did you?”

			“Do you honestly think I’d let you touch me after your behavior?” she asked, turning her head to meet his gaze. She couldn’t imagine anything worse than something so intimate and invasive with a man she had no confidence in. 

			“I’m touching you now,” he replied, releasing her hand to run the back of his bare fingers along her cheek. “And there isn’t anything you can do about it. Do you expect that to change once we are married?” 

			It was a mockery of tenderness, of affection. Everything in her revolted against it. Henrietta stopped dead in her tracks and flinched from his hand, turning her gaze to the ground, willing back the tears stinging her eyes.

			A small victory, but one that allowed her a modicum of dignity. She wouldn’t cry in front of him. She would never give him the satisfaction. Even if she had to spend the rest of her life as the Bernini marble statues: seemingly lifelike but still cold, unyielding stone. 

			As for bearing his children, she’d see him dead first. She wouldn’t be treated like livestock. She was made for more than that. She wouldn’t spend a second more than necessary in his presence.

			“Take me back to my party please,” she said.

			“But I’m having such an enjoyable walk.” He started to move again, but she dug in her feet, refusing to budge.

			“Take me back to them now, or I will go there myself.” She was ready to do whatever it took to get away from him for the rest of the evening. She met his eyes and let him see her determination. 

			“Don’t make a scene here,” he warned.

			“What transpires within the next few moments will depend entirely on your next move,” she said, planting her feet shoulder-width apart under her gown as her hand drew back. “Continue your walk alone or take me back.”

			“I will allow you an outburst this one time,” he said.

			She curtsied and walked away. 

			With every step away from him, her breathing grew harsher and harsher. 

			How could she have imagined that he would stop at the money? 

			Every inch of her was raw, beginning with where he’d touched her face. Her chest was tightening, and her vision was blurred from tears. She saw her aunt and uncle standing near the ballroom, but she couldn’t face them. Not now. There was no way she could pretend right now.

			“Henrietta?”

			She turned to see Finn walking toward her. He’d kept his distance since their dance. Since he’d discovered the news of her engagement so mortifyingly. 

			Something had passed between them in that dance. Something wondrous and painfully inconvenient. Even though she’d treated him with such recklessness, he was still there with his hand stretched out. 

			Even from a distance, she could see his beautiful gray eyes were filled with concern. That concern darkened as he noticed the tears on her face. “What’s wrong?”

			Lord, was this some sort of test? 

			Desperate to escape his questions, she hurried away, heading for the library on the second floor. His long legs had him catching up, but either his eyes were keener than she’d bargained for, or he was much faster than she realized, because, by the time she reached the door, he was there. He drew her into the room and shut the door firmly before he began a quick but insistent inspection of her.

			“What are you doing, Finn?” she asked, fighting to ignore how different Finn’s light touch felt compared to Phillip’s oppressive dominance. Her skin tingled everywhere his hands passed, awaking a yearning in her she couldn’t allow. 

			“Did he hurt you?” Finn demanded.

			“What are you talking about?” 

			“I saw you leave with your fiancé and now you’re crying.”

			“No… I’m—” His hands cupped her face and she fell silent, her throat closing around the lie. With Finn, she’d only ever be safe. But that was something she had to give up. If he knew the truth, he’d do something unbearable, like try to save her. She didn’t know if she’d have the strength to turn him away if he did that. And what would he get in return? A dangerous and unsuitable wife. All she’d now be was a liability to him.

			There could be no safety for her if she was going to do right by her aunt and uncle. If she was going to protect her cousins from scandal. No happiness or the hope of love. 

			A fresh wave of tears washed over her, and under his tender gaze, she couldn’t hide anything. 

			“Hettie.” He pulled her against him, and she went gratefully, burying her face in his chest and allowing herself to be comforted. No one could begrudge her that. “Tell me what happened.”

			“Nothing happened,” she whimpered as his hands settled on her upper arms. She just needed to stay there for a moment longer. 

			“Please stop lying to me.” He drew her away from him. “I know I’ve been gone for a long time, and I’m sorry if you felt like I’d ignored you. But I’m still your friend. You can still talk to me.”

			“Finn.” She sighed and shook her head. “There’s no point.”

			He pulled her over to the chaise near the fireplace and sat her down before settling beside her, taking her gloved hand into his. “Do you not want to marry him?” he asked softly. 

			She met his eyes again and the concern and warmth she found there was dangerous. There was too much that she couldn’t afford to see.

			“Then why are you doing this?”

			She closed her eyes and leaned against his warm, broad chest again. If she was going to answer, she needed to feel his strength, listen to his heartbeat. “He has proof of something. Something no one can know.” Something she couldn’t repeat, even to him.

			“He’s blackmailing you?” he asked.

			She nodded and his arm settled around her shoulders.

			“You don’t have to marry him for this,” Finn said. “Tell your uncle. Lord Lindsey would destroy him before he let you suffer on his behalf.”

			It was a quandary. She could lean on her uncle. All she had to do was say the words and he would take action. Phillip would be brought to his knees in short order. 

			But would she be able to live with herself? Could she find peace by bringing down one of the few people in the ton who looked like her? As betrayed as she felt by him, as much as she despised what he was doing to her, she didn’t want to be the one who broke him. 

			And all that relied on the idea that Uncle Gabriel would even choose to protect her. 

			As his legitimate niece, she could expect a certain level of protection from him, but would he feel the same about his brother’s mixed-race bastard daughter? She would rather face Phillip than watch all the love her uncle had for her turn into something else. 

			“I don’t want him to have to choose. He’s been so good to me. I couldn’t bear it if protecting me caused him and my aunt to suffer.” If they had to choose between their children’s future and mine, how could they choose me?

			“Hettie—”

			“I would rather bear it myself,” she interrupted, and he fell silent despite the alarm and frustration on his face. “I already owe him so much.” That he seemed to appreciate. 

			He gave her a short nod and let out a deep breath. “I understand.” 

			But he clearly disagreed, even if he respected her choice. 

			“I should leave,” she said, but her voice sounded weak and unconvincing. If she could have stayed there for the rest of her life, she would be content. 

			“You leave first. I’ll follow shortly,” he replied softly, but he didn’t let go of her hand or move his arm and she couldn’t bring herself to move away from that comfort. He already knew the truth of her feelings, what harm would it do to confide the rest? He would listen at the very least.

			“I must be cursed,” she said with a bitter laugh. “My parents left me behind when I was two and then died before I could see them again, and now this. I just wanted my own life. I wanted to be happy. Why can I not be happy?”

			“I could make you happy,” he murmured, and she froze. He didn’t mean…

			“What?” She should have left. What was she supposed to do now?

			“I mean I would. You don’t have to marry him. There is no protection you’d get from him that I couldn’t give you.”

			“Finn.” She sat upright and turned away as her heart hammered in her chest. She had been afraid of this. Afraid of how to turn him down if he offered her more than his shoulder.

			“I was never sure how I felt before, you were so young. But tonight…you felt it when we danced, didn’t you?”

			She couldn’t lie. Dancing with him had been one of the keenest pleasures she’d experienced in a long time. Steeling herself, she turned to face him and immediately regretted it. 

			Those eyes were like mercury, molten and full of promise. She was trapped in his gaze, helpless from the effort it took to stay where she was.

			She drank him in, even as her mouth opened to reject him. “I felt something, but Finn, I can’t let you do this. Whatever I felt, it wasn’t love. I can’t drag you into a life of misery for my sake.”

			“You think I’d be miserable married to my friend?” he asked, raising one cheeky eyebrow.

			“I think you’d regret marrying me when we don’t share the same feelings for each other. You’d resent me.” Just like my family would if they knew the danger I pose to them now.

			He shook his head in silent denial. “I’m not a fool or a child. I want to protect you from a life of pain and humiliation. I’m telling you that I’m willing to be your husband if you’d have me.”

			She squeezed her eyes shut, trying to block out his face and the sincerity in his eyes. It would be so easy to say yes to him, but the cost… “I couldn’t bear losing you.”

			“You couldn’t lose me.” He took both her hands into his, pressing them against his heart. “My mother has been on my case to find a wife as soon as possible, which likely means within the year unless I miss my guess. If you don’t marry me, I’ll have to go through the torture of an entire season surrounded by strangers until I married one of them. You wouldn’t have the heart to subject me to that, would you?” 

			Her eyes flew open to see the gleam of humor in his. Even when she was struggling against tears, he could make her laugh. Her heart ached with affection for him and regret that she couldn’t give in to what they both wanted. Life with someone who understood her and cared for her happiness, who would never undermine her dignity.

			“Don’t make me marry someone else.” He lowered her hands but didn’t release them as he leaned forward. 

			There was a tiny instinct to maintain the physical distance. But his eyes were serious again and their intensity kept her where she was. His eyes and the thought that, whatever she was obligated to give Phillip in the future, he would never have this. This at the very least was hers. 

			She saw the moment Finn realized she was not going to move away, that whatever he was about to do wouldn’t be rejected. Then his fingers were at her chin, gentle but firm, and her stomach swooped about in dizzying aerials like starlings. 

			His head lowered slowly, his eyes watching her carefully, and then his lips caught hers in a soft kiss that scattered every thought in her head. It was just the barest pressure of his mouth against hers, but she felt it all through her body. She felt his sigh against her face and realized that he had pulled away from her. 

			She felt sluggish, as if he’d cast a spell that trapped her limbs in treacle.

			When she opened her eyes, she found him watching her with an expression she’d never seen before. It seemed like a mix of delight and relief. 

			When he leaned in again, she lifted her face in anticipation as his palm cupped her cheek. 

			This time the kiss was longer. His lips caught hers repeatedly, and the friction was wonderful, but she found herself wanting more pressure, more…something. She leaned farther into him and felt his large, warm hand shift to cup her face as he moved closer. 

			Her hand found itself on his chest. She could feel his heart pounding through his clothes and smelled that deep and sharp scent of bergamot and lavender. Perfect. 

			Her eyes burned again, the desolation of knowing this was the last amount of sweetness she’d ever have carving its way through her body.

			“Finn,” she breathed, and he pressed his brow against hers.

			“Say yes, say you’ll marry me.”

			Yes. Yes, I’ll marry you. “I can’t, I’m sorry. You have no idea how much,” she said, drawing back from his warmth. 

			“Don’t.” He reached for her again, but this time she stayed out of reach, rising to her feet on weak legs with a leaden heart.

			“I’m going to do this,” she said, keeping her gaze on the floor.

			He closed his eyes and took a deep breath. She risked a glance at him, and the shattered expression was replaced with a polite and friendly mask. “You can’t go back alone. Let me take you.” 

			“I can’t. If people saw us leave and return together, it would only cause gossip.” Her fingers knotted together, a desperate attempt to keep her hands to herself.

			He watched her for a moment that felt like an eternity. She knew she had let him down, knew that she had thrown his sincere heart away, but what choice did she have? “I think you are making a mistake, but it is yours to make. I won’t say anything to your uncle. I won’t leave until after your wedding. If you change your mind, come find me.”

			“Finn.” She turned to him as he rose to his feet.

			“That is the last I will say about it,” he continued in a low voice. “Whatever your choice, I hope that you can find peace. And I hope that you always remember I am your friend.” 

			Not trusting her voice, she nodded silently, unable to meet his eyes. It was too painful. Losing an opportunity was one thing, but throwing it away was something else. 

			With deference and tenderness, he cradled her hand in both of his and pressed a firm kiss to the back of it. A kiss that left her entire body tingling and aching. 

			“Goodnight, Miss Henrietta.”

			Goodbye. “Goodnight, Your Grace,” she whispered breathlessly before escaping the room.

		


		
			Chapter Four

			One week later

			Hettie stared at her reflection in the full-length mirror as the modiste, Madame Bonfleur, and her assistants checked for any construction flaws in her wedding gown. 

			She knew Finn was downstairs. 

			Her aunt had gone down to greet him the moment the servant had notified her of his arrival. It was normal enough for him to pay a call, as a friend of the family. Hettie had followed her aunt to the landing but opted to stay abovestairs. 

			She couldn’t face him, but she could listen to his voice for what could well be the last time. The rich timbre served only as a reminder of the night he’d kissed her. 

			Those beautiful words offering so much more than protection had given her a glimpse of hope. A glimpse at the life she could have had, if only she were able to accept. He would never know how badly she wanted to run away with him in his carriage and never show her face again.

			She remembered the urgency and passion in his words and the resignation and misery when he’d bid her farewell. There wasn’t a trace of that sorrow now. 

			She’d stood there listening as he laughed with her aunt, teased Alastair, and was very careful not to ask about her. Was she disappointed? Had she expected him to march up the stairs and snatch her away, take the horrible choice out of her hands? He’d never be the one to do that, even if it was for her benefit.

			Finn had always been a wonderful actor; no matter what he felt on the inside, the social mask he’d perfected was always firmly in place. Hettie’s mask, however, had fractured. 

			It hadn’t taken long for her to return to her room and the modiste who had been waiting. Hettie didn’t want to look at that wan, lifeless face in the mirror any more than she wanted to face Finn under the scrutiny of her uncle and aunt. 

			So she focused on her dress.

			The silvery sheen on the robin’s-egg blue brocade silk. The silver lace ruffles at the neckline and puffed sleeves. The pleats in her bodice. Such a beautiful dress to be wasted on what was sure to be the worst day of her life. If she were incredibly lucky. 

			The door opened and, in the mirror, she saw her uncle enter the room. He was handsome as always, but that stone-carved face was unusually somber when his eyes met hers. His entire demeanor gave an air of grim determination, which, unless she missed her guess, was about to be leveled against her. 

			Then he shifted his attention to the modiste. “You’ve truly outdone yourself this time, Madame Bonfleur,” he said with a small smile.

			The modiste, a slender, middle-aged woman with nut-brown skin and bright eyes, laughed and waved him off bashfully. “You know I do only my best for your family, my lord. Without Lady Lindsey’s patronage all those years ago, I wouldn’t be where I am today.”

			“Her patronage helped, but the quality of your work speaks for itself.” He rested his hands on Hettie’s shoulders and squeezed. “You look enchanting, ’Etta.”

			“Thank you, Uncle,” she replied, wondering what he was doing there. He hadn’t singled her out for private attention since her debut. Did he suspect she had feelings for Finn? Had he seen her enter the study with him at her engagement ball? If he had, then why hadn’t he mentioned anything before?

			He stared at her for a moment, his smile fading to reveal a keen and somber expression. Then he turned to the modiste again. “Madame, Lady Lindsey has arranged a tea service for you and your staff in the yellow sitting room. It should be ready about now.”

			He knew something, that much was clear.

			Not missing a beat, Madame Bonfleur nodded. “Thank you, my lord. Venez, mes filles,” she said before ushering her workers out of the room.

			“Is something wrong, Uncle?” Hettie asked as her stomach began to churn. Something about his manner indicated that she was about to receive one of his infamous interrogations. 

			Once it began, there was no way out until he was satisfied with the answers.

			“That is what I would like to know,” he replied evenly. “I’ve had my doubts, but the engagement ball confirmed them. Is there something you’d like to tell me?”

			Silence was the only safe option, so she sat on the bench at the foot of her bed and folded her hands, fixing her eyes on her fingernails. Even as a child, looking him in the eye had been a dangerous gamble if she was planning to be anything but forthcoming. 

			“Henrietta, is there something you would like to tell me?” There was dangerous steel in that soft question.

			“I’m not certain what you mean by that, Uncle.” She demurred, all the while wondering if she could plead a headache to get out of this conversation.

			Then he dragged over a brocade chair and sat opposite her, his eyes boring into her forehead. “Allow me to disabuse you of the notion that you are a fine actress, my niece. You may have been able to fool the ton, but your aunt and I raised you. We know every expression on your face. You haven’t been truly happy since that first ball when we arrived in London, since Phillip made his unwelcome appearance. And at your engagement ball, you were almost distraught.”

			Hettie opened her mouth to reply.

			“Don’t insult me any further with more lies. Do you want to marry Mr. Fletchley?”

			Insult? Was that how he saw it? She never imagined he would see her dishonesty on this matter as insulting or hurtful. A different kind of shame took root in her now. He didn’t deserve that from her. Steeling herself against the inevitable, she whispered her truth, “No.” 

			“Speak up, girl,” he snapped, and her eyes squeezed shut, tears rolling down her face.

			“No, Uncle,” she said. He hadn’t taken that tone with her in so long, she’d forgotten how it felt to be on the receiving end of it. She’d disappointed him, and the knowledge was unbearable.

			“Then why are you persisting in this course of action? I neither like nor trust him. Neither, it seems, do you. So why marry him?” His deep voice rang with authority and ire. As if he knew the answer already, but wouldn’t stop until she admitted the truth. 

			“I…I don’t want to say.” She couldn’t meet his eyes, couldn’t think of what to say to get out of this interrogation. 

			“You are not leaving this room until I have an answer.” He snapped out every word crisp and chilled.

			“Can’t you trust my judgment?”

			He didn’t respond for a moment. Was this her chance? A crack in the stone wall? Then his voice came again. “I’m more of a ‘trust but verify’ sort of man myself. You’ve put on quite a performance in the last week. I will admit to a degree of curiosity as to whether you’d be willing to go through with it, but I cannot allow this to continue without a full and frank answer from you.”

			“I have to.” Her voice was betraying her frustration. Why couldn’t he just let her be? It was her life, after all.

			“Why?”

			“Because…” She couldn’t think of an answer to satisfy him. 

			Now a new and more horrifying idea had taken hold. What if she hurt him by doubting his love for her? How could she tell him that after all these years, she didn’t trust him with this? 

			How would she be able to mend that rift between them?

			“Not your most compelling argument to be sure.” He crossed a leg over the other and leaned back in the chair. He was going to draw every ounce of truth from her, no matter how excruciating the process. “Mr. Fletchley’s reputation, from what I’ve heard, is irresponsible at best. He doesn’t have the means to care for you or the temperament to try.”

			Hettie pressed her clenched hands against her forehead, fiercely praying for composure, but the tears kept coming. The prospect of sharing the burden under her uncle’s insistence was growing too tempting to bear.

			Gently, he pulled her fists away from her face, working them loose and taking her hands in both of his, just as he used to when she was upset as a child. “From the moment you were placed in my arms, I have always seen you as mine. You have been a shining light in our home. I promised myself and your parents that I would always look after you. Tell me the truth, and we will find a solution.”

			“If my parents had cared a little more about my future I wouldn’t be in this situation,” she spat out, her bitterness rising sharply, without warning. 

			Her uncle sat silently, waiting for her to continue. Hettie let out an exasperated exhale. 

			What was the point of resisting? No matter how stubborn she thought she was, she was no match for her uncle. Perhaps he needed only an explanation to drop the matter. If she simply confessed, he would see the necessity of her actions. “He said he had proof that I was illegitimate.”

			“That is nonsense. I have a marria—”

			“That was forged.” The following stunned silence had her hands clenching in his. Her uncle was taken aback, but he wasn’t panicking. Yet. “He said that he had the true one and they married after I was born.”

			He took a deep breath and closed his eyes, lightly shaking his head. When he opened his eyes again, he seemed to have collected his thoughts. “If my brother was sensible enough to not only marry your mother but provide proof of it, then he certainly would have known to do it before she gave birth.”

			“He says he has proof that my father didn’t.”

			More silence. 

			When he spoke again, there was an edge to his voice she couldn’t comprehend. He seemed upset, but he kept her hands clasped in his. “Have you seen it?”

			“He said he would show it to me once we were engaged, but then he changed his mind. Now he says he won’t produce it until we are married.”

			“I find that rather convenient,” he replied.

			“I do as well, but think about what he would be risking if it weren’t true. It’s unlikely that he would lie about something like this, and if it were true, I didn’t want you both to know that I was shameful. That I wasn’t what you believed I was. I’d rather you thought I was foolish.”

			“In that, at least, you have succeeded,” he quipped, the first sign of true humor reaching his tone. 

			She peeked up to find him watching her with amused exasperation. No resentment, no horror, just the same fond acceptance she’d always seen there. She couldn’t comprehend it. Was it possible he didn’t care? “But your family. I’m likely a bastard. I should never have been raised in your home; I’ll be only an embarrassment to you.”

			“You are exactly what we believe you are. You are our niece and no matter what that paper says, there is no shame in you at all. Is that why you didn’t say anything? You thought we’d throw you out onto the streets?” 

			She couldn’t answer that question. She already felt like enough of a fool as it was. How could she have let herself believe he would abandon her? 

			Phillip had shaken her so deeply that she’d forgotten the love she had been raised with. The affection she’d received went beyond kindness or fondness. This was the man who’d taught her scales on the piano in his lap when she was four. Who always held her tightly in the carriage so she could sleep soundly. Who’d rocked her after every nightmare until she’d fallen back asleep. 

			He’d treated her as his first-born daughter, not as his niece. How could she have let mere words make her forget all he’d done? “I’m sorry to have doubted you, Uncle, I know I’ve hurt you.”

			He took a deep breath and released it before moving to sit beside her, sliding his arm around her shoulders and pulling her close. “Silly child,” he murmured, kissing her temple. 

			She shook her head, even as tears of relief blurred her vision. Now that she knew the scope of her error, everything came rushing out, eager for his reassurance. “I was afraid that if people found out—” 

			“With respect, my dear, you are talking to a man who married a full-blooded French woman during the Napoleonic wars,” he said in a wry tone. There was that ridiculous humor, rearing itself at the most unlikely of times. 

			“This is different, and you know it.” She glared up at him even as she snuggled into his comforting embrace. It wasn’t possible that he couldn’t see the danger her presence could pose to him socially. But it was very much like him to minimize the situation to alleviate her fear.

			“Not to me. I was right to marry your aunt because she is a good woman, regardless of what her country was doing to mine at the time. To my grave, I will assert that I was right to take you in and treat you as I have and will continue to do, because you were and are innocent. A person of my blood. I do not need a convention of human law to tell me what to do with my own family.”

			Family. He still saw her as his, something worth protecting. She wasn’t going to be left alone to face a life of loneliness and humiliation. She buried her face in his chest like a child as hot tears of relief rolled down her cheeks. He always smelled the same, like pine and old books. That scent had always meant safety. “But the shame,” she whimpered.

			His grip on her shoulders tightened and he rested his head against her hair, that gentle deep voice rumbling through her. “Shame is born of guilt. I cannot be shamed for doing what is right, even if it is not considered ‘correct’ by smaller minds,” he replied with an arrogance that could come only from thirty years as a marquis. 

			“I’m sorry I lied to you,” she said. His hand released her shoulders to cradle her head before he kissed her hair and enveloped her entirely in his firm embrace.

			“If it helps, you never actually deceived me,” he said wryly, and despite her tears, she couldn’t help but laugh. “Now tell me something else, do you wish to marry Montrose?”

			How on earth? How could he have known about Finn? She’d only just discovered it herself. Her face caught fire, thinking for the millionth time of that gentle, passionate kiss in a dimly lit room. A lifetime of those kisses.

			She nodded again.

			“That boy has been sweet on you for years. He says he’s leaving in a few weeks, but after your behavior over the last few days, I think it may be sooner.”

			“He’s leaving London?” she asked, alarm filling her, ignoring for the moment the other part of that revelation. She couldn’t think about that now. After their kiss it was hardly the most surprising thing he’d said. Finn had told her he would stay until after the wedding, when had he changed his mind?

			“He hasn’t confirmed it as yet. I assume based on that blush, he has made you aware of his feelings.”

			She didn’t trust herself to respond to that, but that fragile hope had grown into something else. With luck, she wouldn’t be too late to accept his offer. A lifetime in another country was a small price to pay for freedom from a cold marriage. 

			“Uncle, you’ve already done so much for me, I’m almost afraid to ask.”

			“What do you want?”

			“Would you be willing to help me once more?”

			A smile crept across his face as comprehension dawned in his eyes. “I thought you would never ask, my girl.”

			[image: Frangipani outline]

			It had taken everything in Finn to keep his promise to Hettie to wait until her wedding to leave. 

			After kissing her in the library, he had been haunted by the specter of her as Phillip’s wife. A man who treated her as claimed property rather than an equal. A man she was clearly terrified of. 

			No matter how much he respected Hettie’s choice, he’d never agree with it, and standing aside to watch was torturous. Especially now that he knew what it was like to kiss her. 

			No amount of curiosity had prepared him for the reality. He knew how soft her hair was under his hands. He knew what her smooth, lush mouth felt like under his. He knew too much. He’d spent days wondering how long it would take to get her out of his system so he could marry someone else. How long would he dream of her before he could finally put this now full-blown infatuation to rest?

			The letter in his pocket, fervently penned by the Marquis of Lindsey, promised a different future. There was a part of him that couldn’t believe it was real. 

			They were to flee London and elope at the earliest opportunity in Scotland. 

			Hettie, his Hettie was coming to him. She would be his. His due to necessity, and desperate circumstances, but there was more than convenience between them. 

			There was trust, affection, respect, and attraction. It was enough for now. They’d have the rest of their lives to fall in love. 

			He’d spent the time packing alongside his valet, arranging for a basket of food for the journey, and fighting every urge to stand at the window watching and waiting for her like a child. 

			His grandmother’s ring weighed heavily in his pocket as his heart raced in his chest. He’d felt like a fool holding on to it the past week just in case she sought him out, but now that dreaming was paying off.

			A carriage pulled into the courtyard and his heart began to thump wildly in his chest. 

			Should he go meet her at the carriage? Should he wait for her inside? 

			He hovered in the atrium, as footmen brought his luggage and the baskets of food to the carriages, unsure of what to do with himself. How could he be so unsure of how to behave around Hettie? He’d known her for so long, it should have been easy enough to go to her. 

			Wiping his sweaty palms on his trousers, he took a deep breath and walked out the door. 

			He caught sight of her within seconds, in her deep navy travel gown, clutching the hand of her creole maid. He stepped forward, and her amber eyes caught his. The anxiety on her face melted into a relieved smile before she ran toward him.

			He didn’t feel himself move, but in moments she was in his arms, laughing breathlessly. 

			His eyes fell shut as he breathed in her scent of warm rosewater, burying his face in her shoulder as he lifted her off her feet. 

			“You’re here,” he breathed.

			She pulled back as he set her down and rested her hands on his shoulders. “Uncle said he wrote to you.”

			“He did, but I confess I could barely believe it until I saw you just now.”

			She laughed and touched his face with one gloved hand. “I can barely believe it myself. You were right. I should have told him weeks ago.”

			“I know.”

			“He never even considered turning against me, he—” She paused and watched him quizzically. “What?”

			“I know,” he repeated. “I’m nearly always right, it shouldn’t be a surprise to you.”

			“You,” she huffed in outrage and slapped his chest lightly. “I suppose I should allow you that. You are saving me, after all.”

			“It would certainly be a change from your usual behavior,” he replied, resting his forehead against hers as waves of relief crashed over him. 

			She was here. In his arms. 

			She glared at him teasingly for a moment, but all levity faded the longer she stared into his eyes while pressed against his body. He opened his mouth to assure her, but she smiled brightly and pressed her hands against his chest, gently pushing away.

			“Are you ready to leave? My uncle indicated we needed to go quite quickly.”

			“Yes,” he replied, his arms falling away to leave his hands twitching awkwardly at his sides. A sinking feeling took root in his stomach. They had shared only one kiss. He couldn’t think she saw him as anything but a friend, even if she had kissed him back. They were hardly lovers yet. 

			He caught sight of her maid directing a footman to place the three chests beside her with the carriage. “Would you prefer to ride with your maid, Hettie?” he asked.

			Her eyes widened. “No, unless you would prefer me to ride with her. I know we aren’t married yet, but—”

			“Hettie,” he interrupted her, placing his hands on her shoulders. “I asked only for your own comfort. If you would prefer to ride with me, I certainly wouldn’t mind.”

			She smiled softly and nodded. “Then let us ride together.”

		


		
			Chapter Five

			It was wonderful how quickly events could change. Only hours before, Hettie had been beside herself at the prospect of marriage to Mr. Fletchley. 

			Now she was on her way to the Scottish border with a man who, only recently, had been a dear friend. A man who had agreed to marry a trueborn woman with connections to the aristocracy, yet was about to marry a bastard. 

			There was no way to bring that topic up naturally. Every time she opened her mouth to speak, her throat sealed off the words. Finn’s body language wasn’t helping, either. 

			They’d barely spoken. The reality of what they were doing had given way to an unexpected awkwardness. She sat beside him with her hands in her lap, staring straight ahead, wondering if perhaps she should have waited a day. She’d taken off with nothing but the clothes she’d brought to London. She couldn’t bring her piano, her horse, her Sibylla. Those were still at the country seat of the marquisate, Lindsey Court, with her younger cousins. There would be no bridesmaids, no talk with her aunt about what to expect on her wedding night. 

			She’d never done anything so reckless in her life. Although, marrying her childhood friend could hardly be considered reckless. Only she could manage an elopement with the blessing of her guardian and without a whirlwind romance. 

			She turned her attention to her silent companion, who was staring out the open window at the passing fields while his fingers drummed on his leg. She’d kissed Finn only once, but even though it had been very pleasant and she was considerably attracted to him, there was more to marriage than emotion.

			“Is it true that you’ve been interested in me for years?” she asked, glancing over at him.

			His posture stiffened slightly, but his voice was calm when he responded. “Who told you that?”

			“My uncle.”

			He turned to face her, the fading light of dusk shadowing his face. “I’m not sure I like that portrayal of me.”

			“How long?”

			“Does it matter?” That staccato rhythm was relentless.

			“Yes. How long?”

			“I don’t know how long exactly, but I knew I felt differently about you when you were sixteen before I knew what it meant. Your debut two years later cleared up some details in that regard. I was perhaps curious, but I was twenty-three years old and you were eighteen. You were still too young for me to consider pursuing you.” 

			Two years before her debut. Still wild-haired and more interested in climbing trees to read in peace than learning how to pour tea and waltz. Even then, he’d noticed her. “Is that why you went away for so long?”

			“Partly,” he replied. “I did have things to do regarding my estate, but I was embarrassed. You were closer to being a child than I was, and it was…odd.”

			It would have been odd indeed when she was sixteen. But she wasn’t a child anymore. Temperance had been nineteen when she married Alastair. Even Aunt Anastacie had married Uncle Gabriel when she was twenty-three. Hettie shifted closer to him and took hold of his restless hand where it tapped resolutely on one powerful thigh. He gave her a quizzical look before returning her grasp with a smile. 

			“I was worried you were having second thoughts,” he confessed.

			She shook her head and leaned it against his shoulder. “It’s taking some getting used to. I never thought we would be like this.”

			“Me neither,” he said with a wry chuckle. 

			She hid her smile against his coat and reached her other hand around his arm, holding his hand in both of hers. It was strange. She was a little apprehensive about the reality of married life. There wouldn’t be much time to get used to the idea of him as a man before she had to be his wife. But she reasoned it would have been that way no matter whom she married. 

			At the very least she knew him as a person and was familiar with his temperament. She knew she could trust him with herself implicitly, which was more than she could have said for any other suitor.

			“I’ve brought you something,” he said, pulling a green velvet box out of his jacket pocket and handing it to her. She opened it and saw a large oval alexandrite stone, with a diamond halo set in a golden band. 

			Her breath caught in her throat at the beauty and elegance of the style. “That was fast.”

			He snickered. “I went to my solicitor after your engagement ball. I didn’t have much hope, but I wanted to be ready just in case. This particular one was a favorite of my grandmother’s, I’m told. Do you like it?”

			Lord, a family heirloom? She fought the urge to throw it back at him. 

			She didn’t deserve this from him. The ring symbolized him entrusting his family’s reputation to her. How could she accept this from him when her very identity could pose a threat? But how could she give it back without prompting more questions? Better to take it and explain later. “It’s beautiful. Yes.” Once she proved her sincerity to him and his cause the rest wouldn’t matter.

			“I’m glad. I think we should discuss this venture of ours in full. If you still want to go through with it, then the ring is yours.”

			She slipped the box into her skirt pocket and shot him a quizzical look. What was there left to discuss? As if she could afford to give him up now. “Do you have unreasonable demands of marriage, Your Grace?”

			“Not really. I require what any man would: loyalty, sense, honesty, and an heir.”

			Not unreasonable at all. “And what do you want?” she asked.

			“A sense of humor would be useful, if you can manage that,” he began, and she glared at him while he grinned. “And a willingness to live at least part of the year in Scotland.”

			“I imagined you’d need to be there more often than not.” He’d always spoken of his home with love, and at this point, she could only cling to the hope she would love it as well.

			“I don’t want a cold marriage of only duty, Hettie. I…I want a partner, someone to share myself with day and night.” He sounded so hesitant in that confession. As if he doubted how receptive she’d be to that sort of intimacy. 

			She squeezed his hand. “I want that too.” Specifically, with him.

			“What else do you want?”

			Her eyebrows shot up. “Do I get to have demands?”

			“You do with me.”

			She’d always trusted her aunt and uncle to know what was best. The last few weeks had left her grasping at straws, trying to imagine ways to make her future bearable. Now she got to state her terms in a way that no one had ever really thought to ask her before. The liberty of choice was terrifying and alluring at once. “Honesty and kindness. I need to know that I will be appreciated for what I bring and what I can do.”

			“And what are your desires?” he asked. That word coming from him while those frank gray eyes were fixed on her had her fighting back a sudden shiver. 

			“I want to feel safe and—” Her blush must have given her away because his fingers grasped her chin and lifted her head.

			“And what?”

			“Appreciated. I don’t want to disappear.”

			“Understood.” 

			Again, she felt that current of awareness. The feeling that every response she gave moved her closer and closer to an answer. She found herself searching for his scent, which she was much more aware of now, especially when he was near to her. 

			Ever since they’d shared that dance, she couldn’t help but remember how it felt to have his arm around her waist and feel the heat of him against her. She couldn’t meet his eyes. There was a blush creeping up her neck and she was desperate to stop it.

			The carriage came to a sudden halt. It took everything in Hettie not to spring up and check her appearance as if she’d been caught in some physical act instead of sitting in a carriage with her fiancé. 

			“We can’t be there already,” she commented, and he laughed.

			“Probably just changing the horses,” he said before exiting the carriage and turning to help her down. “It’ll take only about half an hour. You and Elise should make use of what facilities are here.”
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			Thirty minutes later, they were back on the road, and Hettie was in Finn’s arms again. 

			She was quickly growing used to it. It was so much nicer than holding herself upright while being jostled around. 

			“What would be expected of me as your wife?” she asked, nestling her cheek into his chest.

			“Not much more than if you’d married any other man of consequence.” His voice rumbled. His hand ran a smooth path up and down her back, easy and familiar.

			“But you’re a clan leader and a duke. An entire clan depends upon you.”

			“Since the Rebellion and the dissolution of the clan system, the actual role is more ceremonial than anything else. It gives us a sense of unity and kinship. It was nothing short of a miracle getting back the castle and the land mostly intact after my mother’s clan lost everything. You’ll learn how to fold your tartan and when to wear it. The rest you’ll pick up with time. In Scotland, we wear the clan colors.”

			“All the time?” she asked, her arms tightening unconsciously around his waist. How many such details would she have to remember? It was terrifying.

			“Well, most of it. And definitely at clan gatherings. You must understand, the dukedom is separate from the clan. In the Highlands, when we meet with my mother’s clan, we wear their colors. When we attend a social gathering as the Duke and Duchess, we wear the colors of my father, but we always wear the brooches of the Duchy and the clan Mac Gairbheith.”

			“Do you wear those skirts?” she blurted and felt her entire face catch fire as he choked back a laugh. His hand closed over her arm, the arm around her back squeezing her fondly. Somehow it was reassuring.

			“You mean the kilts? Yes, I do, when I’m in the Highlands. If I’m in Edinburgh or Inverness, I wear trousers, but still the clan colors.”

			“Ah.” Her eyes flicked down to his legs. Even in trousers, it was obvious how strong and muscular they were. Was his entire leg like that? His entire body? 

			A pull from her lower belly sent a cascade of sensitivity through her. Best not to let her imagination run wild with that prospect while she still had hours left with him. Alone. In an enclosed space.

			“You’ll get used to it.”

			She hoped her face didn’t betray her thoughts on that subject. She turned her attention to a safer area, like his boots. “And don’t you speak a different language there?”

			“Gaelic.”

			“Will I have to learn it?”

			“Well, you don’t have to, but it would certainly make your life easier. It’s not an easy language to learn.”

			“But you would help me, wouldn’t you?” she asked, turning to face him.

			“Of course,” he replied with a soft smile. That smile was getting dangerous. She’d be reduced to a blubbering simpleton. But she’d be a simpleton with a wildly attractive husband. There were worse fates.

			She pulled the box out of the skirt pocket and opened it to view the ring again. Her engagement ring. Carefully she pulled it out and slid it onto the second finger on her left hand. 

			She still was uneasy about wearing it, but she wasn’t uncertain about his intentions. Perhaps she needed to see it as a conscious act of acceptance. By wearing that ring, she was taking on the legacy it attested to and the responsibility that came with it.

			“That ring suits you better than I’d expected,” he murmured, and she smiled before looking up at him. 

			“There’s a lot of that going about,” she replied. How could she have suspected that him being her fiancé would be so natural? That being kissed or held by him would fill her with reassurance and anticipation?

			“Were you worried about that?”

			She glanced at him and saw his wry but amused smile. “Well, we’ve been engaged for only a few hours. Didn’t you ever wonder if we wouldn’t suit each other…physically?”

			“Not after I kissed you. But if you require more evidence…”

			It took her a moment to realize that he was coming closer. 

			He brushed her cheek with the back of his fingers, and her eyelids fluttered closed. When his lips caught hers, she let out a soft gasp at the sensation. She was worried he’d stop at that, but then his grip on the back of her neck tightened and his mouth grew more forceful. She didn’t realize she’d moved until the warm broadcloth of his coat rasped under her hands. 

			Before she knew what was happening, she was returning his kisses—or at least trying to—despite the way he stole her breath and set her heart racing. His large hands were cradling her face, tilting her head where he needed her, and keeping her there. 

			His lips traced over her cheek gently and then pressed soft kisses along her jaw, drawing gasp after gasp from her as she shivered. He paused and pulled back far enough to look into her eyes.

			“How was that?” he asked breathlessly.

			She took a deep breath and nodded, hoping there would be more. The idea that he’d stop there, that he’d lean back in his seat and allow the moment to pass, was excruciating. “Finn?” she whispered, not even knowing what to ask for.

			His eyes snapped back to hers. His lips parted as his breathing deepened and then he was kissing her again. One hand drifted down over her hip while his other arm wrapped around her shoulders, drawing her against him firmly until she was seated in his lap.

			She clung to his shoulders, breathless and determined to keep him near her at any cost. His hands roamed all over her body, from her breasts to her stomach and her bottom, pulling her closer with a strength that was as thrilling as it was overwhelming. 

			“Hettie,” he murmured against her.

			A mortifying whimper escaped her lips as he sucked and nipped at her neck, burying her face in his shoulder as she struggled to catch her breath. 

			Her entire body ached, especially her breasts and between her legs. She gripped his head in her hands, pulling his mouth back to hers, squirming mindlessly against him, desperate for relief. He moaned her name and she shivered at the sound. 

			Then he was pulling away gently but firmly despite her hands gripping his shoulders as hard as she could.

			“We have to stop,” he rasped.

			“Not yet,” she whispered, lifting her head to seek out his wonderful mouth again. “Kiss me.”

			“Hettie, please.”

			“I want you.”

			“I know.” He pressed his brow against hers, laughing breathlessly. “And I want you, you have no idea—” 

			“So—”

			“Not like this, not here. I’m going to do this properly.” He drew away and took one of her hands in his, pressing his mouth against her fingers. “I can wait, we can wait until we are wed properly at Edinburgh.”

			“Edinburgh?” she nearly cried out. It was so far into Scotland; wouldn’t it be better to get it finished quickly?

			“Yes. I have a property there. I thought it would be nice.”

			“I’d rather marry at Gretna Green,” she said.

			“Are you that impatient?” he teased.

			“No!” she exclaimed, slapping his arm lightly. Increasingly curious perhaps, definitely anxious about the prospect of her cousin making an appearance. 

			“The fact that I’m marrying you like this, without my mother or family present, is bad enough, but we cannot marry at Gretna Green, Hettie.”

			She nodded and swallowed her anxiety. “I worry that Phillip will catch up to us and all this will be for nothing.”

			“I thought wives were supposed to have faith in their husbands,” he replied with a dramatic sigh, and she rolled her eyes in annoyance. “I don’t imagine he is even aware you are gone as yet. Just trust me. We have time enough to do this properly, and you deserve a real wedding, no matter how hasty.”

			She nodded in agreement and leaned her head against his shoulder. 

			It would be poor taste to grow vexed at his obvious respect and care for her. Even if it was highly inconvenient. Her parents’ impolitic actions had left her in this predicament. 

			It would be the height of absurdity to compound their mistake. Finn was right. 

			However long they had to wait, it would be worth it.

		


		
			Chapter Six

			St John’s Episcopal Church, Edinburgh, Scotland

			The staff at Falcon Hall, the town home of the duchy in Edinburgh, had taken to Hettie quickly. 

			The moment they’d arrived that morning, the housekeeper, Mrs. Tavish, had taken his exhausted fiancée in hand and whisked her away to rest, bathe, and dress for the wedding. 

			If not for the exhaustion gripping him after four days of nearly ceaseless travel, Finn wouldn’t have managed to rest himself. The anticipation in him was building steadily until he couldn’t keep still.

			Which was how he found himself standing outside the church, pacing back and forth like an anxious chicken. 

			He couldn’t stop noticing every lacking detail. No decoration, no guests, no family. No bridesmaids. He had to buy a gold band in town for Hettie, as the family band was still with his mother. All he could manage was the dinner that would await them afterward, and the family tartan he would drape for her to signify that she was now part of his clan. 

			Finn had often wondered in his less productive moments what marriage would have looked like for him. He’d imagined Hettie as his bride at certain unguarded moments, accepted he’d have to marry someone else eventually, but he never imagined it would be a last-minute thing with only his valet and his fiancée’s lady’s maid as witnesses. 

			Now the day was here and there was nothing left for him to do but wait for her to arrive. 

			He’d already found a priest, Father Gibbs, using his name and title to finagle a last-minute ceremony, if it could be called that.

			The clomping of horse hooves alerted him to the carriage, and he caught a glimpse of her through the open window. She seemed calm, perhaps even happy, but certainly more awake than the last time he’d seen her. 

			The door opened, and the footman helped her down. Her blue and silver dress caught the evening light, and his breath froze in his throat. From her shining golden eyes to the white heather bouquet she clutched in her hands, she was perfect. 

			When she saw him, her eyes widened for a brief moment before she walked toward him with a nervous smile. 

			“Hello,” she breathed out as she paused beside him, and he fought back a laugh. She was utterly adorable.

			“Fancy meeting you here,” he teased, and she laughed lightly.

			“Yes, what a strange and unexpected situation.”

			“You look impossibly beautiful.”

			“That was the goal. And you look…surprising.”

			He couldn’t help laughing at the expression on her face. And the fact that she kept her eyes firmly above his waist. He was wearing his full tartan, over a dove gray jacket. At least he would be able to tell his mother he’d married in his clan colors. Nothing unusual for him, but to her, it must have seemed…shocking. 

			“I suppose I shall have to get used to seeing your knees,” she quipped.

			He offered his arm to her and winked. “You may grow to like them better than you think.”

			“We shall see,” she murmured before entering the church at his side and walking with him down the aisle.

			Father Gibbs began the service, cautioning them against entering into matrimony rashly or lustfully. Was it rash? Lord knew what his mother would call this, and he’d have her to deal with soon enough. 

			While she’d wanted him to marry in the near future, he knew she hadn’t meant within a fortnight. Hettie let out a breath beside him and he spared a glance to see her eyes fixed on her bouquet, her full lower lip lodged between her teeth. Was she anxious about marrying him?

			“Findley Lachlann Yves.” Finn’s head snapped up as he heard his dreaded name called out. “Wilt thou have this woman to thy wedded wife, to live together after God’s ordinance in the holy estate of matrimony? Wilt thou love her, comfort her honor, and keep her in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all others, keep thee unto only her, so long as ye both shall live?”

			His mouth suddenly dry, he swallowed frantically before responding, “I will.” He could feel the gravity of that promise settling on his shoulders. For an instant the responsibility weighed heavily as the moment took hold of him.

			“Henrietta Letitia Sophia, wilt thou have this man to thy wedded husband, to live together after God’s ordinance in the holy estate of matrimony? Wilt thou obey him, and serve him, love, honor, and keep him in sickness and in health; and, forsaking all others, keep thee unto only him, so long as ye both shall live?”

			She took a breath, her grip on her flowers tightening convulsively before murmuring her response, “I will.”

			Just like that, the weight lifted. 

			She wasn’t an added responsibility so much as an added partner. He wasn’t alone anymore, he would have her beside him holding his hand, keeping him as safe as he would keep her. A wave of calm flowed over him and the tension in his shoulders dissipated as he let out a slow deep breath.

			Father Gibbs took Hettie’s hand and placed it in Finn’s before continuing to direct Hettie in her vows. Her eyes met his and he saw the nerves swimming there, the anxiety mirroring what he’d felt only moments ago. 

			He had to let her know that there was no reason to be anxious. That she wasn’t alone, either. He tightened his grip on her hand and she gave him a tentative smile. He’d keep her smiling, he vowed silently.

			“I, Henrietta, take thee, Findley,” she began, and he pretended to shudder at the sound of his birth name. She paused with wide eyes and fought back a laugh before continuing, “to my wedded husband, to have and to hold, from this day forward, for better for worse, for richer for poorer, in sickness and in health, to love, cherish, and obey, till death us do part, according to God’s holy ordinance; and thereto I give thee my troth.”

			Finn glanced at the priest who watched them with rueful amusement before directing him in his vows. He kept his eyes on Hettie’s the whole time, his grip on her hand firm and secure. Her hand tightened on his as he finished, and his heart froze in his chest as something warm, sweet, and overwhelming spread through his bones. 

			It was so strange how every word, every promise seemed to bind them closer and closer. He’d never expected his wife would make him feel safe. That was the feeling. Not in a bored or underwhelmed sort of way, but assured, confident, protected. Was this what it meant to know you were marrying the right person? 

			When he was directed to give her the ring, he took it from his pocket and slid it onto the slender third finger on her left hand before giving her his final vow with all the passion he could muster while his heart hammered away.

			“With this ring, I thee wed, with my body, I thee worship and with all my worldly goods, I thee endow, in the name of the father and of the son and of the holy ghost, amen.”

			After the priest gave his final blessing, Finn turned to his valet and took the neatly folded plaid with a light gray, navy blue, and hunter green pattern to match his. 

			With careful, deft movements, he draped it around her torso like a sash to pin over her right shoulder with two brooches: one for the Duchy of Montrose; a griffin over two crossed arrows, and the second for the Clan Mac Gairbheith; a wolf’s head over a hammer and chisel. 

			The whole time, those amber eyes were fixed on him, watching him as if she’d never seen him before. When he was invited to kiss his bride, he lifted her chin gently and captured her mouth firmly. Her hand curled into the plaid draped across his chest until he pulled away and took her clenched fist in his hands. 

			That’s it then, he thought, I’m her husband.
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			I’m a wife now, Hettie thought, staring at the golden wedding band engraved with thistles on her finger. It still wasn’t settled yet, the marriage still needed to be consummated. 

			All evidence suggested it wouldn’t be much of a trial. But she still hadn’t told Finn the full truth. He knew enough of her situation, but not the details. He hadn’t demanded any before marrying her. Perhaps they didn’t matter so much to him after all. 

			After nibbling on a light dinner at Falcon Hall, the ancestral town home of the duchy, Hettie had withdrawn to her room for Elise to help her out of her gown while Finn waited in the adjoining chamber. 

			It had seemed like a good idea at the time. 

			She needed a moment to formulate her thoughts and build up her courage. But now she was sitting on the bed in her white nightgown made of the thinnest silk and the finest lace, playing with the ends of her hair, and all that courage was draining away. 

			The one thing she hadn’t considered was how to let Finn know she was ready for him to return. Would it be too much to knock on the door? Was that too forward? Her eyes drifted over the dark, carved wooden paneling in her room, the old tapestries on the walls from the ceiling to the now uneven lime ash floors. 

			Her aunt hadn’t had the chance to advise her before her wedding night. It wasn’t in her to be demure per se, but hunting him down was probably a bridge too far. How long was she going to wait for him to make an appearance?

			Just when she rose to knock on the dividing door, it opened and he was there, in his house robe. Suddenly all that courage was gone, and she wanted two furs and a blanket between him and herself. Her gown felt too thin, too revealing. Her unbound hair felt wildly inappropriate. 

			The sight of his bare neck and bare chest from the open collar of his nightshirt had her mouth going dry. She should have told him at dinner. How on earth was she supposed to concentrate with him barely clothed? He stared at her, the strangest look on his face before he stepped through and closed the door behind him. 

			“Were you waiting long?” he asked softly.

			She opened her mouth to respond, but then thought better of it and simply shook her head. At this point, she had no idea what would come out. He walked toward her and lightly rested his hands on her bare shoulders. She pressed her lips together and took a deep breath to calm her pounding heart. She needed to tell him.

			She opened her mouth to begin, but his mouth pressed against her temple, and she closed her eyes as shivers raced through her body. Her uncle always kissed her temple, there was nothing obscene about it. But from Finn, it felt like a caress, like a door to something more. 

			He leaned down and caught her lips with his, and her gasp disappeared into his mouth. 

			His hand tangled in her loose hair to anchor her mouth against his as he drew her closer until she could feel his warm, hard body pressed against hers. 

			It felt so different, so much better when there was so little between them. Half of her wanted to slide her hands under his dressing gown and his nightshirt so she could feel more of his bare skin. Another part loathed to give up the feeling of him flush against her.

			He drew back slowly, and she sucked in a desperate breath as she opened her eyes. His face was flushed, his eyes dark with desire. Her fingers curled absently into the silk at his lower back as she waited for what he would do next.

			“Hettie, I’ve been waiting for you for so long.” 

			She couldn’t help the shiver that raced through her at the sound of his voice. Had it ever sounded so deep and sinful before? 

			“Are you all right?” he asked.

			“Yes,” she replied shakily.

			“I don’t have as much experience as I probably should. You’ll tell me if you don’t like anything?”

			She nodded.

			“I want to please you.” He nuzzled her brow again as he drew her close, molding her against his front as his hand slid over her back and down to cup her bottom.

			“So do I,” she replied, feeling her cheeks catch fire as she moved her hands to rest them tentatively over his chest. “I want to please you as well.”

			“Then I suppose you’d best please yourself.”

			“Please…myself?” What on earth was that supposed to mean?

			His answering smile was so gentle and warm that she forgot to be embarrassed. “Do you like kissing me?” he asked softly, leaning down to brush the tip of her nose with his.

			“Yes,” she replied as her restless palms moved past the collar of his shirt to his neck.

			“So, kiss me.”

			Well, that was easy enough. 

			She rose onto her toes, sank her fingers into his soft hair, and met his mouth with her own. With that directive ringing in her ears, she deepened the kiss, parting her lips, and licking past his. He gasped softly and moaned before his hand tightened on her posterior, dragging her up against his body, pressing her breasts firmly against him before his mouth broke away to leave a trail of hot kisses across her jaw and down her neck. 

			His lips sucked at her skin, sending tingles and chills racing everywhere as he sought each inch of bare flesh to taste. He paused and pressed his mouth against her cheek, struggling to catch his breath.

			“Go get on the bed,” he murmured before extinguishing half the candles in the room, removing his dressing gown, and crossing over to where she waited with her legs folded beneath her. 

			He joined her under the covers and brushed her hair back over her shoulder before softly caressing her cheek with the back of his fingers. 

			Then he leaned in and kissed her, easing her back until she was lying on the mattress with him above her. She reached out to touch his arms, feeling his muscles bunching and rippling under the thin lawn of his nightshirt. When his hand swept low over her abdomen and lingered on her hip, she broke away with a gasp at the sensation, nerves writhing in her stomach as her entire groin clenched in response.

			“Finn, what do I do?”

			He leaned forward and kissed her as his hand moved down her outer thigh. “Let me please you.”

			“But—”

			“I have to get you ready or I’ll hurt you, Hettie. Trust me.”

			“I do,” she replied, then drew in a sharp breath as his hand found the hem of her nightgown and slid up over the tender skin of her inner thigh. 

			He kissed her cheek while his hand roamed under her gown, touching her stomach, her breasts, and back down to her hip. It had to be some kind of spell, how he managed to make her feel safe while he did things that had her body clamoring greedily.

			Her limbs felt languid and oversensitized. She was desperate to touch him and let his strength ground her and yet found herself unable to move. All the sensations from her breasts to every inch of her skin seemed to coalesce between her legs like a pulsating thrum. 

			The noise that left her lips when his hand touched her center would have been embarrassing if she weren’t immediately swept away by the sensations he was invoking. 

			Her eyes flew open as he found the one place that made the ache inside her sharpen almost unbearably, and her fingers curled into the fabric of his shirt, trying to pull him closer. 

			His gray eyes were almost black with desire, but they were trained on her face with single-minded determination. 

			Every time she gasped in response to his touch, his gaze sharpened and his fingers went back to give her more. His breathing would change in time with hers as if he could feel what she felt. His restrained strength thrummed under her palms, but his fingers were careful and light as they danced over her. When one of those clever fingers sank inside her depths, she let out a shocked gasp and lifted her entire body to meet his, pressing her forehead against his face. 

			When the second one entered, stretching her even more, her head arched back into her pillow, and she bit down on her lip.

			“Hettie,” he whispered, and she struggled to open her eyes. “I need you to relax.”

			“A.…all right,” she replied and released the breath she’d been holding. “Just give me a moment.” He nuzzled her cheek gently as she tried to focus on relaxing her limbs and taking deep breaths. Then he began to shake, and when she opened her eyes again, she found him chuckling. “What is so amusing?”

			“What are you doing?”

			“I’m relaxing.”

			“Is that how you relax?”

			She let out a fitful sigh and rolled her eyes, too annoyed to think about how strange his fingers felt inside her.

			“Maybe try thinking of ducks.”

			“What?”

			“Or puppies if you like.” He pressed a kiss to her ear, and she glanced at him incredulously. Was now truly the time for his ridiculous sense of humor to rear its head?

			“Your advice on my wedding night is to think of puppies?”

			“I’ll try not to take offense.”

			She giggled as he nibbled her throat playfully. “You really are a clown.” 

			“Would thinking of me in a kilt help?” His fingers moved inside her, and her eyes fell closed as a delicious sensation radiated out from where he touched. Then they curled forward, tearing a cry from her throat.

			“That,” she moaned. “Do that again.”

			“As you say,” he murmured before he began kissing her neck again.

			She moaned as his fingers brushed against that spot, again and again, shattering any coherent thought. His thumb moved and strummed over the piece of flesh between her thighs that was growing almost unbearably sensitive, making her call out again as her eyes squeezed shut. He leaned in and then his mouth, teeth, and tongue moved against her skin, burning a trail across her collarbone, her neck, and her breasts. 

			She could feel the tension in her body pulling tighter and tighter with every suck, every touch, every kiss, until the thread snapped, and she was left trembling in the wake of seemingly endless waves of sensation. 

			When her eyes drifted open, he was staring at her, his expression awed and a little smug at the same time. He pulled his fingers from her core and rested his warm and now damp hand on her hip again.

			“All right?” he whispered, and she nodded fervently, still adjusting to the feelings racing through her. He adjusted their position, moving her legs so he could lie between them. Then he pulled at the hem of her gown until the full length of her legs was exposed. “I’m going to enter you now.”

			She nodded breathlessly and moved her hands to touch his chest again. “Finn.” 

			“Yes?”

			“Kiss me, please.” Anything to keep her mind from taking over again.

			He smiled. “How polite you are.” He kissed her deeply, his tongue teasing and coaxing hers once more. She felt him push something hard and thick against her core and she gasped against his mouth, her eyes opening to watch him as he pressed into her. 

			The fullness was overwhelming and almost uncomfortable in the strangest way. Then, just when she was sure she would split apart, he paused, braced on his forearms, and his eyes shut tight. 

			She watched him as her body adjusted around his, noting his harsh breaths, the tension in his entire body, and the flush in his cheeks. So far it hadn’t been nearly as unpleasant as she’d feared. In fact, she’d go so far as to say it had been a delight. 

			This part, however, could become a bit awkward for her. It seemed silly to lie there and do nothing. Especially when he wasn’t moving at all. It wasn’t overly uncomfortable anymore, but it wasn’t nearly as wonderful as his hand had been. She moved her hips experimentally against his, and he hissed out a breath.

			“Finn?” she whispered in alarm. Was he all right? Had she done something wrong?

			“Don’t move,” he groaned.

			“Did I hurt you?”

			He let out a choked laugh and shook his head before taking a deep breath. “Just give me a moment.”

			She nodded instinctively, although he couldn’t see it, and stroked her hands over him gently, worried about the reason for the expression on his face. It didn’t look promising. For all his words he looked like someone had dipped his hand in boiling oil. 

			“Are you all right?” he asked again after another moment, his voice a little less steady than she was used to, and she nodded. 

			Without another word, he began to move. With each slow, inexorable penetration, he moved deeper and deeper inside her, and with every thrust, the discomfort changed into something far more pleasant. Every time his hips rocked against hers, his groin rubbed against that spot at the apex of her thighs that made her moan. When his mouth found hers, she linked her hands behind his neck and wrapped her legs around his. 

			She heard him moan her name against her lips before he buried his face in her shoulder, rocking his hips against hers with a steady rhythm. She could feel the urgency building inside her again, and when she shifted her hips against his once more, the flood of sensation followed by his answering cry gave her all the direction she needed. 

			Every time she moved against him, he brushed that wonderful place inside her that so far only his fingers had touched. Her hands moved to his waist, learning his rhythm and moving in tandem until he cried out sharply and stopped her with his hand on her hip.

			“Finn—” She was so close to something wonderful, and if he didn’t start moving again, she was going to lose her mind.

			“Don’t,” he gasped, “you can’t do that.”

			“But I want to.” She stroked his cheek, and he turned his face into her palm. She lifted her hips again and he moaned out something in Gaelic, his breath coming in sharp pants.

			“Please, I can’t—” His breath caught on another gasp as his hand tightened on her hip convulsively. “I need to wait for you.”

			“I don’t mind,” she assured him despite not knowing what he meant. She just needed him to move or allow her to, because that sensation between her legs was ebbing further out of reach and she was desperate to chase it.

			“Hettie—”

			“I like it like this. It’s so good like this, please.” She pressed against him, and the rest of his protest was lost in a muffled curse. 

			For a moment, he didn’t kiss her back, just panted harshly into her mouth. 

			Then his back arched and he let out a loud groan and kissed her fiercely and deeply, his hips churning relentlessly against hers with a desperation that thrilled her. The pleasure that at first had been only hinted at grew stronger and stronger. It raced through her blood like lightning, and the tension that had led to such bliss began to build again. 

			She felt a deep tremor move through his entire body, heard him cry out, and then a rush of liquid heat flooded her depths as he trembled against her. She pressed a kiss to his neck, and he shivered again, burying his face in her hair. 

			For a moment she worried that it was over, but before she could grow too disappointed, he lifted his head, moved his hand between them, and rubbed against that spot between her legs until the fading sensation built and crested sharply. He turned his face to hers, kissing her slow and deep, while his fingers chased every ounce of sensation between her legs until her hand grabbed his wrist weakly. 

			He rolled to the side, pulling her with him as he caught his breath. She settled against his side, closing her eyes as a new kind of languor set in her tingling, sweat-dampened limbs. 

			So that was what it was like. 

			A bit awkward if she thought too much about what was happening, but utterly wonderful once her body took over. And she would be able to do it again, whenever she wanted, because she was married now. A giggle rose in her chest, curling her mouth into a blissful smile. 

			“I’m sorry,” he murmured after his breathing slowed down.

			She turned her head to take in her husband who was laid out on the pillows beside her like a dead trout. How could he even think of apologizing for what he’d given her? “Whatever for?”

			He sighed and shifted so that he could look down at her. “I should have waited for you to finish first. I wanted it to be good for you.”

			“But—” she paused, feeling that latent embarrassment return to burn her cheeks and weaken her voice. “I did enjoy it.”

			“Not enough,” he replied, before pressing three tender kisses to her damp forehead. Then he took her hand gently in his and pressed two more kisses to her fingers. “But we have the rest of our lives to get it right.”

			She smiled, her entire body tingling at the implications of that idea. 

			“May I assume that you wouldn’t be opposed to practicing?” he teased.

			She buried her burning face into his chest, and he chuckled, squeezing her close for a moment and kissing the top of her head again.

			“Is that a yes?” he asked.

			She nodded, his desire-roughened voice sending goose bumps racing all over her body. 

			“Don’t hide from me.” He drew her face up to take in her expression. 

			The tenderness in his eyes made her next question easier to ask. “Did I please you?”

			“You damn near drove me out of my mind.” He let out a breathless laugh. “Yes, you pleased me.” He brushed her cheek with the back of his fingers. 

			She laid her head on his chest, squeezing him tightly around his waist in silent gratitude and relief. She was his wife now in name and in deed. Nothing could take her away; nothing could take that happiness. She was truly safe and wonderfully satisfied. 

			The exhaustion she’d staved off took hold, and her eyes grew heavier until she drifted off to his fingers playing with her hair.

		


		
			Chapter Seven

			Finn was aware of something out of the ordinary when he awoke. 

			It didn’t take long for the scent of rosewater and memories of the previous night to dispel his confusion. A glance to the left revealed Hettie. 

			Her dark, unruly curls spilled over the pillow and her shoulders, her brow was furrowed in sleep, her mouth pursed in a scowl. No placid and picturesque slumber for his duchess. 

			Reaching out, he brushed the back of his hand against her soft cheek. Her frown deepened and she batted his hand away before rolling toward him onto her side. He bit back a laugh and let his hand rest on her knee over the covers.

			Early morning light spilled through the break in the curtains, sending a shaft of illumination slicing through the room. 

			He rarely slept past dawn, and now his mind began to churn. 

			Between the crop failures and the drop in prices of wool and cattle, his mother’s people had been forced out. He had offered them sanctuary, but considering the cost of renovation and the expense of resettlement and maintenance of additional people, he couldn’t help but worry over the finances. It was part of the reason he’d decided to move to Griffin’s Gate before it was completed. Living in the country was far less expensive than city life.

			Perhaps it was just as well they had stopped in Edinburgh. He could use a day or two to look into the accounts with his banker and see if there were any new industries worth investigating. And if he was able to give Hettie some semblance of a honeymoon, then all the better.

			Shifting in the bed beside him drew his attention and he looked over to see Hettie’s eyes open blearily as she let loose a jaw-cracking yawn. He observed her with growing amusement until her eyes fixed on his and blinked in growing realization. Then she buried her face in her pillow and let out a whimper. 

			“That is a good beginning,” he muttered, and she peeked out from her cotton hiding place.

			“How long have you been awake?” she mumbled, turning her head to face him.

			“Long enough.” He rolled over onto his side and propped his head on one hand before reaching out to stroke his hand down her wild, tangled hair. “Good morning, Your Grace.”

			She smiled softly. “Good morning. I suppose I am that.”

			“Yes. Lady Phillipson, Her Grace the Duchess of Montrose. Lady Mac Gairbheith.”

			“Those are too many titles to keep straight.”

			“Mmm.” He took hold of her hand, loosely playing with her fingers. “How are you feeling?”

			“I am well.”

			“Good.” His fingers lingered on the thistle-engraved band of gold on her finger before lifting it to his lips. “I wanted to give you my mother’s wedding band, but there wasn’t time.”

			“It’s all right, I like this one,” she replied. 

			“It’s your right to wear it as the Duchess of Montrose.”

			“I know, but I’ve already stolen you. I think I should quit while I’m ahead and leave it to her.” She kept her gaze fixed on their joined hands, her dark hands against his pale one. There was a beauty to that contrast, a significance that struck the very core of him.

			“You didn’t steal me,” he argued, frowning in annoyance.

			“Your mother, I believe, wanted you to marry a Scot,” she commented. 

			“She did.” And she would be none too pleased with this latest turn. He knew he’d have to write to her before they left Edinburgh, but he wasn’t looking forward to seeing her. This was the first time in his life he could say that.

			“She’s not going to be happy with me, then.”

			“She’s not going to be happy with either of us,” he confessed, “but I’ve survived her displeasure before.”

			Hettie shifted and looked up at him. “But this is different. What if she never accepts me? I don’t want to be the cause of a rift between you and her.”

			He was silent for a moment, then slid his arm around her shoulders and pulled her closer until her sleep-warmed body was pressed against his through their sleep clothes. After a second of hesitation, she relaxed into him, allowing him to comfort her. “Henrietta, I’ve thought of marrying you for years. She knows that.” He hooked a finger under her chin and kissed her softly. 

			“When do we leave?”

			“We have time yet,” he replied with a small smile. He started to speak, then stared down at their hands again, shaking his head. “I hope that you can be happy with me.”

			“I’m sure I shall be, my lord.”

			He raised an imperious eyebrow, giving her a warning glance, and she smiled sheepishly.

			“Findley.”

			“Surely there’s something else you can call me, other than that horrible name.”

			“But I rather like it, and if it’s good enough for a Scottish king—”

			His fingers danced over her ribs in retaliation, and she let out a particularly unladylike peal of laughter as she tried to wiggle free. The next few moments were a blur of tickles, laughter, and desperate squirming on her part. By the time he showed mercy, her hair was an even wilder tangle. 

			He paused over her, his hands joined with hers above her head, and her eyes widened in newfound awareness. The innocent, platonic affections of their youth were gone now, replaced by unforgettable knowledge.

			For a moment she held his gaze, then he leaned down to meet her mouth in a sweet kiss that had her toes curling against his legs. When he pulled away, her body was fully aware of his. 

			He could feel the press of her along his stomach and thighs and the heat of her through the lawn of their nightclothes. She was still his dear friend, but he now knew how to make her gasp with pleasure, what she tasted like, and how it felt to be buried inside her. 

			With her soft body underneath his, his mind began to wander from his estate to feeling her around him again.

			“Shall I call you ‘husband’ then?” she asked, her voice low and breathless as her eyes flicked down to his mouth and lingered there. 

			His entire body noticed it. Husband. How long would it take him to grow used to her calling him that word?

			He released her hands, resting his palm against her cheek. “Just call me yours,” he replied huskily before capturing her mouth again. 

			Her gasp caught in his mouth and then she was kissing him back. 

			Her hands tentatively reached up to grasp his sides and clench in the sleep-warmed material of his shirt. He knew it was still new to her, this entire concept that she could touch him without restraint. That he wanted her to. Even more alarming were the sensations that she invoked with her touch. It was both terrifying and exhilarating. 

			If he could spend the rest of his life with her hands on him, he’d be content.

			His mouth pressed soft kisses along her cheek and down her neck, and his hands moved all over her torso, lingering on her breasts and stroking her stomach. She pressed her cheek to his, gasping against his skin as she chased feelings she couldn’t understand.

			When he pulled away once more, the question in his mind burned in his eyes. 

			He wanted her, but if she wasn’t ready, all he needed was the merest hesitation to determine his course. She smiled and brushed her fingers over his cheek in response. 

			When his mouth met hers again, it was with single-minded focus. She shivered when his hand found her bare thigh under her night dress and moaned when he sucked at the skin at the top of her breasts. One more time, one more time before they left this haven.

			A knock sounded on the door.

			His eyes flew open, and her entire body stiffened underneath his.

			Another knock came.

			“Finn,” she whispered.

			At the third knock, he closed his eyes, fighting back an intense wave of annoyance. If he’d ever questioned where he was, this would be enough to remind him that he was back in Scotland. Not a moment’s peace. “Yes,” his voice rang out tersely.

			“Forgive me, Yer Grace, but ye wished me to let ye know when it was ten o’clock,” called a man.

			“Good Lord, is it that late?” she asked in alarm.

			“Thank you,” Finn replied before dropping his face into her shoulder with a sigh.

			“I can’t imagine that we were meant to leave this late.” She sat up, her hands flying to her unkempt hair in an attempt to smooth it down.

			He lifted his head and rolled off to her side, taking her hand in his. “About that, I was thinking about staying here for a few days.”

			“Are you that terrified of your mother?” she teased, and he smirked. She had no idea how much he was dreading that, and she never would.

			“Yes. But I have two other equally important reasons. The first is that I need to speak to my banker and look into investments.”

			“Why?” Her head tilted to the side and he couldn’t help but smile. She was utterly adorable.

			“The Highlands have had difficult times lately. Tenants are being forced out because the industries they have relied on are collapsing. It will take time to resolve, but landowners are being forced to either go bankrupt supporting their tenants or replace the tenants with ones who have more lucrative prospects. The new tenants arriving have been displaced. They have nowhere to go, and because they are members of my mother’s clan, I have invited them to Griffin’s Gate.”

			“And you do not have the means to support them?”

			“I do for now, but between the renovations to the estate and the expense of the tenants, it’s better to prepare now. If I go under, they have nowhere to go.”

			“What about my dowry?” she asked.

			“Your dowry is helpful to be sure, but I can’t depend solely on that. There is almost no money coming in, and I don’t want them to be dispossessed a third time.” I can’t lose this estate. It means too much to my mother, to my father.

			“What’s your second reason?” She reached out and brushed his hair lightly, bringing him back from his thoughts.

			“I thought you could enjoy some of the city. There are concerts to enjoy, theater, opera, I know how much you love that.”

			The surprised smile on her face was all the vindication he needed. “I do.”

			“I can’t imagine you got to enjoy much before your cousin made trouble for you. There are beautiful parks for you to amble about as well.” For one so bookish, she enjoyed the fresh air a curious amount. There was no need for her to stay cooped up inside just because he couldn’t escape his responsibilities.

			“That does sound lovely,” she said with a sigh. “But your duties at home.” 

			“Those are well in hand, and I have a new duty,” he replied, nuzzling her cheek, breathing in the scent of her, warm roses and musk. “One that is far more enjoyable, and I have no intention of neglecting that either.”

			She flushed and he chuckled.

			“I wonder how long it will take to cure you of that kind of missishness.”

			Her lips pressed into a line against a smile. “Just long enough, I imagine.”

			He gave her a wink before rolling from her to slide off the bed. She reached out and grabbed his arm to stop him and he turned to her, still perched on the edge of the mattress, waiting for what she had to say.

			She sat up and shifted closer to him, wrapping her arms around her legs. “I will be good, you know.” 

			He frowned in confusion. “What are you talking about?”

			“I’ll be good to you and your people. This was sudden, but you won’t regret this.”

			He smiled softly and ran his hand up her arm lightly before he brushed her hair back from her face. She really was the sweetest woman with the biggest heart he’d ever seen. “I know.”

			“I’m going to do my best for you. My absolute best.”

			“Henrietta—” Another small frown graced his face for a moment before he took her chin between his thumb and forefinger and pressed a kiss to her forehead. He liked her enthusiasm, but he didn’t like the self-doubt. He’d have to find a way to rid her of that. “Everything is going to be all right. We are going to have a good life. A happy life.”

			Road to Griffin’s Gate, Scottish Highlands – One week later

			She wasn’t obvious about her disquiet, but Finn was well enough acquainted with Hettie to know whatever had bothered her the morning after their wedding had grown only worse. She still smiled and laughed when he spoke to her, and at night she welcomed him with growing eagerness, but it never lasted. 

			She was effervescent with delight when Finn had taken Hettie to two concerts by Beethoven and Vivaldi and the opera Norma while in Edinburgh. He watched her sway to the music and beam at him, grabbing his hand at her favorite movements and pieces. 

			But that morning he’d woken up before dawn to see her standing by the window, twisting her wedding band around her finger listlessly, and her eyes bored into the darkness beyond the glass. An anxious thought had taken root in his mind. 

			What if he couldn’t make her happy? What if in the end he wasn’t enough, and she never grew to love him? 

			Even now it was impossible to tell what she was thinking.

			They were getting closer and closer to his home, and she was staring out the window of the carriage, a selection of books from his estate at Edinburgh at her feet, including a bound selection of plays by her favorite playwright Richard Brinsley Sheridan, and her nimble fingers were at her ring again. 

			“Are you anxious?” he asked carefully.

			“Hmm?” she mumbled distractedly, before turning her head to look at him with that weak smile he was seeing increasingly. “What?”

			“I asked if you were anxious.”

			“Oh.” She laughed and looked away. “I’m trying to brace myself for the worst.”

			He chuckled, hoping to hide his anxiety from her. 

			His mother would not be best pleased. Not only had he married without her blessing, but he hadn’t even allowed her to be at the wedding. He could already see the cold rage on her face. His ears were already ringing with her voice. He’d be lucky if she didn’t box his ears. 

			“It will pass,” he said feebly.

			“I know.” She reached out and took his hand in both of hers before heaving a deep sigh. “Tell me about your home.”

			“Our home.”

			That smile again. It left like some kind of trick. Just as they’d gained a new kind of intimacy, she was drawing further and further away. He wanted to push, but he wasn’t sure how effective it would be. If she didn’t want to say, she’d only lie to protect him. She knew he cared and that he was in her corner, it would have to be enough until she decided to confide in him further.

			“It’s been in my mother’s family for centuries. After the Rebellion, my mother’s family lost it and the surrounding land.”

			“That would be the Jacobite rebellion.” She leaned her head against his arm.

			“Aye, that’s the one,” he replied, his accent thickening unintentionally. It always did when he spoke of his home. “My father’s family avoided it. Their roots are in the lowlands and England. But my mother’s family is Highlander through and through. She never comes south of Inverness. She’d always wanted to get her family land back so the remaining clan members could return and resettle, especially with the evictions that I told you about. My father spent years regaining her family estate, just to rebuild the castle and expand the village.”

			“Is that what you’ve been doing all this time?”

			“Aye. I’ve been continuing his work and arranging for the clan members to return. It’s taken a fair bit of time, but we are nearing the end. Most of it is finished, but the decorating is still ongoing. When I left for England, the family rooms weren’t completed, including yours.”

			“I suppose I’ll have to share yours for now,” she commented.

			“If you like,” he replied easily as his heart lurched into action at her words. She didn’t seem concerned by the prospect, which had to count for something.

			“Will you have a music room?”

			“Absolutely, where you can play the piano to your heart’s content.” He couldn’t wait for his home to be filled with the sound of her playing and singing.

			She grinned. “And a library?”

			“Aye, we’ll have that as well. We have a sea cave.”

			“Is Griffin’s Gate by the sea?” She turned abruptly to look at him with wide eyes.

			“Yes, didn’t I mention that?” The sea cave was one of the most delightful aspects of Griffin’s Gate.

			The surprise gave way to a wide, delighted grin. “I want to see that. Will you take me?”

			This was more of the Hettie he wanted by his side. Curious, happy, and eager. “I swim every morning when I’m there. You can join me whenever you like.”

			“In the morning?! Isn’t it dreadfully cold?” She frowned. Maybe she was reconsidering the sea cave.

			“It can be, especially in spring. In the summer it’s gorgeous fun.” She didn’t look convinced, but she didn’t argue the point. Instead she fell into silence, staring out the window, leaving him once more to wonder what she was thinking.

			He didn’t have to wait long.

			“Your father must have loved your mother very much to do all that for her. Getting back the lands she lost, taking on the responsibility of her clan. He must have known how much it would cost him in the end.”

			He took her hand in his, hoping to comfort her. “He did. But it wasn’t his only reason. My father wanted his family to encompass the entire history of our people, from the north through to London. That family seat is in the Highlands, but it represents my mother’s clan and my father’s duchy.”

			“How old is it?”

			“The duchy? Its origin goes back before The Bruce. My ancestors came with James the sixth of Scotland when he became your king of England after Elizabeth Tudor.”

			“Is that where your earldom comes from?”

			“Aye. Our children will be the first of that united legacy.”

			“Nothing to be anxious about then,” she grumbled, and he laughed, pulling her toward him and pressing three kisses to her forehead. She pressed her face against his chest and tightened her arms around his waist. He was growing to love how tightly she held on to him.

			“Nothing at all,” he replied. “We have each other to keep the chaos at bay.”

			For a moment they sat in companionable silence, then it reached him. 

			Salt. The first indication that he was nearing home, was the smell of sea air. 

			As they emerged from a forest path, he saw the sharp cliff that obscured his home behind rocky ledges and a swelling ocean of green. The stone structure showed itself slowly as they cleared another swell, rising steadily as they followed the sharp decline in the road landscape until the sheer scope of the building was fully revealed. 

			Hettie let out a small gasp, and he couldn’t help the answering smile.

			The windows glistened in the setting sun, dotting the acres of walls and a veritable forest of towers. The stark simple exterior was a tribute to the castle that had once stood there, built for dominance and defense more than luxury. The lush sprawling gardens and grounds taking shape would provide all the decoration the outside needed.

			A glance down revealed her awestruck expression, complete with wide eyes and parted lips. That was a good beginning. He was proud of what he’d done, but he’d never seen his work through the eyes of someone foreign to his home. 

			“Do you like it?”

			“It’s magnificent,” she whispered. “And terrifying.”

			“Is it?” He tilted his head in confusion.

			“Yes. It looks like it’s always been there.”

			“In a way, it has been,” he replied. 

			As they crossed the stone causeway over a ravine, he noticed the welcoming party assembling at the entrance. The wagons and carts of craft materials for the interior were shunted off to one side of the courtyard, leaving the entrance clear. 

			No doubt the work of his mother, Lady Aoife, who was watching them approach with an expression befitting an approaching enemy. She’d never responded to the letter he’d sent informing her of his marriage. Now he knew why. From her stony expression and the set of those sturdy shoulders under her green gown, she’d been waiting to speak her mind to his face.

			“Is that your mother?” Hettie whispered, and he nodded silently. When she grabbed his hand, he squeezed back, unsure of who he was comforting.

			Inevitably, the carriage came to a stop. 

			Finn took a deep breath, then opened the door, stepping down and holding his hand out to help Hettie disembark. 

			When they turned to face his mother, he didn’t let go. She stood ramrod straight under the double family crest emblazoned in stone in the arched entryway. A wolf above a flint and steel for her clan and a griffin over two crossed pheon arrows for his father’s. 

			Her icy eyes took him in with barely concealed rage before she dipped into a curtsy. “Welcome home, Your Grace,” she said.

			Your Grace, so that was how she was going to play this. “Thank you, Duchess. May I present to you my wife and your new daughter, Lady Henrietta Phillipson.” 

			The dowager’s face was carved in stone as her eyes flicked to Hettie, who released his hand long enough to sink into a respectful curtsy. “Your Grace.”

			His mother didn’t return the gesture, merely continued to watch Hettie with sharp discernment. “He said you were pretty,” she replied. “Welcome to Griffin’s Gate, Lady Henrietta.” Then she turned and strode into the house, leaving them to follow her. He gave Hettie’s hand a squeeze, tucking it into the crook of his elbow, and entered with her at his side. 

			He noticed the changes immediately upon entering. 

			The plasterwork in the entryway had been completed, and the tilework on the floor included a mosaic of the double family crest in glorious detail from the silvery wolf to the golden griffin. The mahogany paneling in the atrium was also finally completed. 

			“You have letters awaiting you upstairs. Apparently your uncle and aunt chose to write to you here, rather than track you down on the road.” The dowager’s eyes flicked to his in accusation before turning her attention back to Hettie.

			Finn glanced at Hettie’s surprised face while a new possibility took root. Was that how she’d found out about their marriage? Christ above, she was going to skin him alive.

			“You must be exhausted from your journey. Alys will escort you to His Grace’s rooms to rest, seeing as we weren’t given the needed notice to complete yours.” Lady Aoife gestured to a maid before striding into the nearby sitting room.

			He turned to Hettie to beg her indulgence this once, but she was already smiling at the pale-faced maid who was curtsying before her. Taking a fortifying breath, he followed his mother into the half-finished room. 

		


		
			Chapter Eight

			Hettie spared one glance at Finn’s stiff back as he followed his mother before she turned back to the anxious maid before her. He hadn’t been jesting about his mother or her temper. 

			One look from those ice-gray eyes had frozen Hettie’s voice in her throat. Perhaps it was the coward in her, but she was only too glad to follow the maid up to Finn’s rooms and leave him to battle his mother alone. 

			“If ye’ll follow me, Yer Grace, I’ll take ye to His Grace’s rooms.” She instructed in a thick Highland burr. It wasn’t indecipherable as yet, but Hettie already knew she’d have to tune her ear to understand what was being said.

			“Thank you,” Hettie replied. She followed her farther into the marble-floored hall toward the enormous three-story staircase at the center with brass railings gleaming in the sunlight from the high windows. 

			Her eyes wandered to the soaring ceiling, stamped with an enormous recreation of the sigil of both the Duchy of Montrose and the clan Mac Gairbheith immortalized in plaster. 

			Her mouth went dry, and she faltered at the first landing, staring wide-eyed at the details she’d missed before in the brooches Finn had used to secure her tartan. She was no stranger to grand estates, but never before had she felt the weight of a family home in her heart. 

			This house was a physical manifestation of the heritage Finn carried, and the efforts of nearly a hundred-odd years. And he doesn’t know you are a bastard.

			“Yer Grace.” 

			Hettie jerked, snapping her attention back to the maid who was regarding her curiously. Hettie smiled uneasily and followed her to the second landing. 

			“It’s a fine house, isn’t it?” the maid said, and Hettie let out the breath she had been holding unconsciously.

			“It’s overwhelming.”

			“It’ll be even better when it’s done. His Grace is a pride to his clan.”

			“I know,” Hettie replied, remembering the love in his eyes whenever he spoke of his family, the grim determination when he spoke of the forced migration of tenants. He was resolved to protect those under his care from that fate. If she were to be any use she’d need to know those people as well. What better time to start than the present? “What is your name?”

			“It’s Alys, Yer Grace.” 

			“Did you move here recently, Alys, or were you born on this estate?” Hettie asked as they walked past walls covered in drying plasterwork and men bustling by with their work, sparing only moments to acknowledge her with a hurried bow and a curious glance. All the conversation was in Scot Gaelic, French, or Italian. She couldn’t imagine how the teams worked as one to manage their projects.

			“I came with the first set, but there’s more coming now,” the girl replied.

			“And how are you feeling about that?”

			“It’s not for me to say, Yer Grace. He’s doing right by his people. It’s more than others are doing.”

			“What do you mean by that?” Hettie asked, noting rooms with no doors or flooring, and others with flooring and plasterwork but no furniture. Saws and hammers echoed relentlessly.

			Alys paused and glanced at her warily as if she suspected her of a trap. 

			“I’m sorry, I am not familiar enough with what has been going on. I’d love to hear from you, as you’ve been living with it.”

			Alys nodded, continuing down the hall. “It’s the old ways that are going away. My ma told me in the times before the uprising, there was a rule called dùthchas. The chiefs understood that they had a duty to those who worked the land, who had the chief’s protection. They werenae just there to give him rent. Now that’s being forgotten by them who want to forget it. But nae our laird. He remembers what needs to be remembered.” She paused at a carved oak door, manned by a footman clad in green. “Here you are, Yer Grace.” 

			The footman opened the door and Hettie entered, unsure of what she was facing. 

			“Oh,” she gasped as she took in the space. 

			The large four-poster bed was draped in blue velvet covers and the plastered walls bore a mix of bottle green and blue. Lush carpets lay over the wooden floors, and brass sconces held beeswax candles. The windows looked out over the unfinished gardens at the back, where the sun was casting its last bloody rays. A silver tray sat on the bed holding three letters.

			“Shall I help you out of your travel dress, Your Grace?”

			“No need, if you could send my maid up, I would appreciate it. Her name is Elise,” Hettie said, settling into a silk-covered chair by the empty fireplace.

			“Aye, Your Grace.” She dipped into a curtsy. “Your things will be up shortly,”

			Hettie watched her leave, shutting the door quietly behind her before letting out a long breath. 

			So, this was Griffin’s Gate. 

			Loud, unfinished, and for all the conversation she heard around her, she understood none of it. This was the legacy she was meant to help Finn complete. She picked up the letter with the oldest postage date and broke the seal.

			She had no idea where to start.
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			Finn closed the door to the room and turned to face his mother. 

			The sparse furniture was covered in cloth, presumably to protect it from paint splatter from the half-finished mural on the ceiling. The floor beneath his boots was also covered by a tarp slick with plaster dust. He didn’t have time to take in anymore. He’d put this off long enough. He’d die before admitting how tempting it was to simply slink away to the garden until dinner. That look in his mother’s eyes meant only one thing. War.

			“Mother,” he began in Gaelic.

			“So, you do remember,” she replied, turning toward him with folded arms.

			“Of course I do. This was a sudden turn of events. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. I never intended to inform you by letter.”

			“You didn’t inform me.”

			He swallowed back his dread but didn’t dare open his mouth.

			“I thought it odd for the Marquis and Marchioness to write to their niece here, so I inquired.” She pulled out a letter from her pocket. “That was when they wrote back informing me that my son was about to be married if he wasn’t already.”

			Damn. “It happened very quickly; there was no time to let you know beforehand.” 

			“Why did it happen so quickly, may I ask? Did you compromise her?”

			“Of course not,” he snapped, annoyance winning out over whatever guilt he’d briefly felt. How could she even think he would do something like that?

			“Then why?”

			Perhaps he shouldn’t answer that question just yet. “Is that your only objection? My supposed secrecy?”

			“Like hell,” she replied, turning away from him.

			He twisted his mouth against a rueful smile and nodded. There was the mother who raised him. “Then, by all means, let us begin.”

			“What does one say to a man who would turn traitor to his country for a foolish infatuation?”

			“A traitor?” He choked on an incredulous laugh before clearing his throat. For Christ’s sake… He was a traitor now?

			“Aye. You ran off to the land of the enemy to meet your simple-minded friend and engaged yourself to his simple-minded cousin without a thought for what you owe to your title and your kin.”

			He started to count to ten in his head. Was she really this angry he had linked himself to the Monforts simply because they were English? Angry enough to think him a traitor? “Is the rebellion still ongoing?”

			“Don’t speak like a clown,” she snapped.

			“How can a treacherous fool speak otherwise?” he replied evenly, as his temper began to build again. The look she sent his way used to freeze the blood in his veins when he was a child, but he was too angry now to care. She’d called him far worse over his life, but to disparage Henrietta without even taking the time to know her… He couldn’t stand for that nonsense.

			“You threw away your position by marrying that girl,” she said, pointing to the door. 

			He’d married beneath his station, which was true enough, but aligning himself with Hettie didn’t feel like a loss. It was a gift. “I didn’t throw away anything.”

			“You are a duke with a lineage that stretches back over five hundred years. She doesn’t even have a title, for Christ’s sake.”

			He was going to lose his temper. His jaw was tense already. Was that really all that mattered to her? What about his happiness and peace of mind? Would he never be allowed to have any relief? “I never realized what a snob you were, Mother.”

			She slammed her fists down on a side table, her eyes flashing in a rare display of rage. 

			“Do you really think that…that Harriet…girl has what it takes to help you govern two clans and balance your duties as a peer and as a laird here and in England?”

			“That girl is in fact a woman, her name is Henrietta, and yes, I do.”

			“A woman who has never in her life set foot in Scotland, let alone the Highlands. A woman who doesn’t even have the sense to love you. Do you think she has what it takes to be uprooted and friendless in a place such as this? To learn Gaelic? To earn the respect of your clansmen and peers and not dishonor your name?”

			“Yes. Although she’d hardly be friendless, Mother.” He would make sure of that. He would protect her with everything he had. She would never feel abandoned by him.

			“Why?” she asked, letting out a derisive scoff. “Because you will be everything to her?”

			“Yes.” It sounded so infantile and small now with his mother watching him in disbelief, as if she couldn’t understand where he’d lost his mind. But he meant it. It would cost him nothing to ensure Hettie’s happiness.

			“And you think you’ll be able to do that when whatever you give means less to her than the reverse?”

			His stomach pitched forward, threatening to reject the last meal he’d eaten. 

			He thought of the way Hettie always curled up beside him either in the carriage or a theater box or in bed. The softness and generosity in her response when he kissed her or made love to her. Then he remembered that fake smile and her silence around her fears in the last weeks. 

			There was affection and possibly even desire there for him, if not love. Love would come with time, he was sure of it, but he couldn’t open his mouth to say it. His mother had given voice to every fear he’d ever harbored in the back of his mind. Did he have what it took to make Hettie happy?

			Lady Aoife sank heavily into a chair and shook her head, rubbing furiously at her brow. “You are going to destroy yourself chasing after someone who doesn’t even care about you. Someone who is not your equal.”

			“I am not going to destroy myself; although, thank you for that vote of confidence. You and Father were not in love when you married, as I recall, but when he died, you weren’t exactly indifferent.” His father was a subject he always knew to approach carefully. Even now he knew his mother felt his loss keenly. But he was too upset to care. 

			Her eyes went wide with outrage at the mention of the late duke. “Don’t you dare bring my husband into this,” she hissed. “That was different.”

			Her husband. Always hers, as if his father was less dear to him. As if his absence hadn’t left him bereft as well. He dug in deeper. “How? He was a Lowlander, unlike you and your rarefied Highland bloodline. I get my English earldom from him. You married for convenience and grew to love each other after the fact.”

			“Your father was a Scot!” she cried, shooting to her feet and sending her chair flying backward to crash against the wall. “He never forsook his duty for his own selfish pleasures. Don’t compare my marriage to him with your attempted romp with the English fauna!”

			“That is enough!” he shouted. Seeing her eyes widen, he curled his hand into a fist, praying for patience. “I will not tolerate anyone speaking of her that way. No one, not even you. The bare bones of the situation are that you don’t know her as I do.”

			“You know perfectly well she cannot be the Duchess of Montrose.”

			“She is the Duchess of Montrose.” A dangerous calm came over him. One that signaled a disengagement he’d experienced only with strangers. He released his fist and shook his head. “I am sad for you, Mother.”

			“You are?” She stared at him, her eyes full of mockery and contempt.

			Was it so easy for her to discredit him? Was this all it took for her to see him as worthless and weak? “Yes. Apparently, you have failed in your duty by raising an incompetent simpleton who cannot make sound judgments for himself.”

			“I never said that—” she began, shaking her head.

			“You’ve said nothing but that,” he snapped. It hurt. He hated that it did but he couldn’t help the feeling. How dare she call him selfish? As if he hadn’t spent a decade trapped in an endless cycle of expectation and trouble. As if he hadn’t wasted half his youth making her dream come true. It was the height of insult.

			“Findley—”

			“Now while I am always willing to listen to your counsel and discuss the challenges and realities inherent in my marriage to Lady Henrietta, your insistence upon proving yourself right will require more than a temper tantrum to be effective.”

			“How dare you talk down to me, you arrogant wee beastie!”

			“I had an excellent teacher.” 

			At that, she stalked out of the room, slamming the door behind her. 

			Finn took a few calming breaths, closed his eyes, and began counting to twenty in his mind, first in Gaelic, then in English, and lastly in French. I suppose that could have gone worse. 

			They could have thrown crockery at each other’s heads. It was an improbable scenario, but theoretically possible. Had he really raised his voice to his mother? A tremor in his hand caught his attention. He couldn’t face Hettie like this. One look and she’d know exactly what had been said. She’d spiral into self-doubt again.

			Every single word his mother had said only scratched at the festering insecurity in his heart. 

			He knew Hettie wasn’t in love with him. 

			He knew the real reason she’d agreed to be his wife. But he had to believe that there could be more to them than convenience. He had to believe the warm affection in her eyes was more than gratitude, that what he’d felt when he made her his wife didn’t exist only in his mind. 

			That he hadn’t risked his father’s legacy for someone who didn’t truly care for him at all.

		


		
			Chapter Nine

			Dinner that night was awkward, to say the least. With the exception of a few murmured phrases to the staff that Hettie knew wasn’t in English, there was a humming silence, during which Hettie’s eyes darted between the two of them.

			Finn’s mother had held her silence other than a perfunctory greeting to Hettie. She wasn’t certain what had been said, but it was clear when Finn came to dress for dinner that he was angry. It was also clear he didn’t want her to know he was upset, so she ignored his tight smile, tense shoulders, and distracted stare. The Dowager, as Hettie now referred to her in her mind, was proving to be as terrifying as Hettie had imagined. 

			The precision with which the household ran was clear, regardless of the state of the house, and spoke to her competence. The servants treated her with awe-inspired terror. Normally Hettie would see that as a source of encouragement, but considering The Dowager’s obvious dislike for her son’s choice, all she felt was anxiety. 

			So she kept her eyes on her soup and waited for either of them to break the fraught silence. A moment later, she heard Finn’s sigh cut through the light clinking of spoons on porcelain. 

			“I noticed that a few rooms were completed in my absence. What remains, Màthair?” he asked in a deep voice.

			Hettie watched his mother take a deep breath before placing down her soup spoon.

			“The plasterwork in your study is only just completed,” she began in English, “Your shelving has been fitted and is ready to be installed. It should be ready by the end of the week. The family rooms are nearing completion. The duchess’s quarters are still being finalized. I imagine a nursery will be needed soon.”

			A light cough alerted Hettie to her husband. She stared determinedly at her soup, unwilling to meet his eyes. Her face was burning with mortification, but if Finn smiled at her, she’d break into hysterical laughter. It had been such an obnoxious thing to say, even if it was within her purview to ensure the succession of the duchy.

			“All in good time, Màthair,” Finn replied. Something in his voice implied he was more amused than irritated. 

			They hardly needed reminding of that particular duty, considering the regularity of their…relations. Every time he’d reached for her during the past week, she had been only too willing to respond. For the first time in her life, Hettie understood how her Aunt Anastacie had agreed to have nine children. 

			“Stables are completed,” The Dowager continued in a vaguely disinterested tone. “Servants’ quarters are completed at long last, so we’ll be at full staff before long. The next headaches will be the ballroom, the library, and the remaining sitting rooms. The landscapers and gardeners are due within the month.”

			“There has been a request for a music room,” he added, winking at Hettie when she dared to steal a glance at him. 

			Fighting back a shy smile, she continued with her meal. He’d remembered. Perhaps she wouldn’t have to wait too long before she could play again. It had never occurred to her that there wouldn’t be a music room in his home.

			“That’s easily done,” The Dowager replied.

			“The final numbers for the clan members, are they with me?”

			“They’re awaiting you, aye. More are coming than we’d planned for, so there’s a bit of a crush setting up the newer croft homes.” 

			“I should like to help with the resettling and the final rooms,” Hettie said. She glanced at Finn and he smiled, giving her a slight nod of encouragement. With a warm glow in her chest, she turned to The Dowager, who had witnessed the exchange.

			“Help how?” his mother asked derisively. 

			Perhaps she’d read too much into her choice to speak in English. 

			Hettie saw Finn’s hand tighten on his knife and fork. If she didn’t speak up, another storm would break, and she wanted to finish her dinner. She also needed to establish that she didn’t need Finn to fight her battles for her.

			“I can oversee the completions and greet the newcomers to make them feel welcome,” Hettie replied.

			“With your English accent?” The Dowager scoffed and shook her head.

			Lord, the woman was exhausting. “Even an Englishwoman can be sincere in her intentions and efforts, Lady Aoife,” Hettie said, hoping her exasperation wasn’t audible.

			“That wasn’t the experience in my day.”

			“I have it under good authority that we are building a new legacy here, Your Grace,” Hettie replied with a sweet smile. 

			For what felt like the first time since the dinner had begun, The Dowager looked at Hettie carefully. True, it was with a mixture of annoyance and grudging appreciation, but she got the impression her mother-in-law had finally seen her as she was. Imperfect, but determined.

			She heard Finn cough again and turned to see him staring at his half-empty bowl, his mouth covered with his linen napkin. 

			“If you insist,” The Dowager finally responded.

			Hettie fought back a triumphant smile and picked up her wineglass. The Dowager was about to learn exactly what kind of woman her son had married.
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			It could have been worse. Much worse. 

			Finn kept telling himself that despite the sinking disappointment in his chest as he stood in his makeshift office, staring at the near fortnight’s worth of work set up there. 

			With diligence, he could resolve the worst of it within a week…most likely. He needed to ride out the next morning and see what progress was being made with the new settlements and how the tenants were faring with the expectation of more people. 

			If he left it too long, the best outcome would be additional strain on his resources or general unrest between the old tenants and the new. 

			The worst was dispossession, shame for him, and death from exposure or hunger for them, or homicide. He couldn’t encourage them to come here and then abandon them to their fates when he failed due to lack of planning.

			His plans for Hettie would have to wait, for the time being. She was probably feeling despondent, despite her plucky showing at dinner. She’d been so excited to see his home, and there was no way she had missed the lackluster reception. 

			In time, he knew, they would come to know and admire her as he did. He just wasn’t certain when that would be, or how exactly to navigate things until then. To be fair, it hadn’t even been a full day.

			When he found Hettie in their bedroom and saw her combing her dark, wooly curls and muttering to herself, all those worries and disappointments disappeared. She was here, after all. 

			Right here, where he’d always hoped she would be. Her nightgown was sliding off one slender, bronze shoulder, and the firelight bathed her in a warm glow, outlining the shape of her body beneath the translucent silk. 

			The picture she painted was so alluring, he almost didn’t hear what she was saying. Or trying to say. The closer he got, the clearer the sounds were, but he still couldn’t make heads or tails of what she was actually trying to say. When he was directly behind her, she glanced up to see him in the mirror.

			“There you are.”

			“Here I am. What’s this here?” he asked, resting a hand on her bare shoulder and leaning over to see the text she was reading. “Làmh-sgrìobhainn Fheàrnaig by Donnchadh MacRath? Where on earth did you find this?”

			“Oh, is that how you say it?” she muttered.

			It was a point of pride for him that he didn’t burst into laughter. He pursed his lips and nodded slowly. “Aye, that’s how it’s said.”

			“I got my hands on a translated copy, so I know what it says…mostly. I was trying my hand at speaking it. I’m sure I absolutely destroyed it, didn’t I?”

			He plucked her comb from her fingers and began working it through her tresses, starting from the ends as Elise had shown him. “It was a fair attempt.”

			She sighed forcefully and began braiding the section of her hair she’d finished. “I butchered it. Your ancestors are probably rolling in their graves.”

			He snickered and pressed three kisses to her head. He never could stop at one. “I’ll fight them off for you, leannan.” The endearment slipped out before he could stop it. He tensed in alarm at how easily it had flowed off his tongue. How right it had felt before he thought of what it meant. 

			“Like that, for example, what does that mean?”

			“What? Leannan?” he asked.

			“Yes. Honestly, you could be calling me a donkey and I’d have no idea.”

			He laughed and set down her comb before tilting her head forward and beginning work on a second braid. “I’m not calling you a donkey, I promise.”

			“What does it mean then?”

			“It means ‘sweetheart,’ sweetheart,” he replied before tying the braid off with a ribbon.

			Her mouth curved into a shy but delighted smile. “Does it really?” She met his eyes in the mirror.

			“Aye, it does.” He leaned over and kissed her cheek softly. “Of course, I could be lying to you.”

			“Oh, you—” Her eyes flashed with outraged humor, and she spun around, slapping his shoulder.

			He laughed again, plucking her off the stool and pulling her into his arms. “I’m only teasing. So, other than your attacks on my mother tongue, how are you settling in?” 

			She mock-glared at him for a moment, then shrugged, sending her sleeve farther down her arm. “Well enough, I suppose. I’m going to need a tutor for this.” 

			“You will indeed.”

			“You said your father wasn’t from the Highlands. Did he speak Gaelic?”

			“Fluently.”

			“Drat,” she said, pulling from his embrace and crossing over to the fireplace. 

			She looked so lonely standing there in her thin white shift with her slender arms wrapped around herself. Did she really think that he saw her migration as something too minor to be of note?

			He walked over and drew her back into a tight embrace. “You agreeing to be here is enough for me,” he whispered into her hair. She shivered against him, but the tension in her body didn’t dissipate. 

			“Beggars can’t be choosers, as they say.”

			He didn’t know how to respond to that comment regardless of its accuracy.

			“Then I ran my mouth at dinner, so I have a mountain of things to do. I must learn Gaelic. I need to come to grips with all your properties and their ledgers and the people at all of them. I…I must help you create a new legacy from two or three separate ones, and I don’t even know the first thing about any of them. I have to figure out a way to make an impact on your people.”

			“Don’t think about that now.” She’d have her work cut out for her, but he didn’t want her to spend the first night at their home tied up in knots. It wasn’t as if anyone expected her to learn a language in a week.

			“You aren’t the one with something to prove.”

			“Shall I distract you?” he asked.

			She gave him a cheeky look over her bare shoulder. “Do you think you can? I’m terribly distressed.”

			“I’ll do my best.” He kissed her deeply and she melted against him with a soft sigh. He wasn’t sure he’d ever grow used to the idea that he could kiss and touch her whenever he wanted. That she would always respond so sweetly and eagerly to him whenever he reached for her. That she wanted him as much as he wanted her. 

			That she had accepted him to the point of taking on his dreams and his obligations. 

			She drew away softly and turned in his arms to face him, and his chest tightened with emotions that he knew better than to express fully to her. “I’m so happy you’re here,” he whispered.

			She watched him silently, with somber, shining eyes that seemed endless, until he worried that perhaps he had said too much. Just when he was about to take back his words, she pushed up onto her toes, wrapped her arms around his neck, and kissed him. 

			He pulled her closer, running his hands over her body under her nightgown as he returned her sweet, eager kisses. He loved how freely she gave herself to him, always pulling him closer. 

			He could hear her soft sighs and moans as her fingers curled into his hair. He could feel her tightly furled nipples through the thin fabric of their nightclothes and wondered briefly if she would object to them making love without them.

			In one motion, he lifted her into his arms. By some miracle, he managed to carry her over to the bed without tripping while she pressed soft kisses to his cheek and his neck.

			He settled against her easily. Her legs came up to wrap around his hips, and he set about devouring the bare flesh he’d been admiring for years. He took one of her exquisitely sensitive breasts into his mouth, watching as she gasped and arched in to him. He brushed her other nipple with his fingers, and her slumberous eyes closed with a whimper. 

			Taking a chance, he moved his attentions up to her neck again and slid his hands down her sides until he reached her hem and then drew it higher and higher, caressing her bare flesh as he went. She gasped and buried her face in his neck, shivering against him.

			“Hettie.”

			“Yes?”

			“May I take this off?”

			Her eyes widened for a moment, and then her hand curled around his where it rested against her ribcage. She swallowed nervously and then gave him a nod. It was small, but he didn’t need more. He slid an arm under her back and lifted her to sit on his lap, straddling his hips. Her eyes grew even wider, if possible, and he fought back a wave of amusement. She could be so wanton one moment and so innocent the next. It was enchanting. 

			Keeping his arm around her waist as an anchor, he gripped her nightdress in his hand and pulled it up and over, casting it aside to land somewhere on the floor.

			Despite eyes that betrayed her nerves, she helped him to remove his nightshirt and sent it to join her nightdress. 

			He’d imagined what it would be like to lie with her thousands of times, but nothing in his imagination had prepared him for the sight of her completely bare. Her bound sable tresses hid nothing from his gaze and her eyes were full of desire and curiosity. Here was more of her to discover. 

			His hands wandered over her soft, flat stomach to her beautiful breasts, her finely muscled back, and her elegant shoulders. All the while her soft, warm hands drifted over his chest and shoulders, his arms and neck. Her amber eyes greedily taking in what was hers. 

			He pulled her closer until her body pressed against his, and now he knew how her warm, silken skin felt against his. 

			He brushed her hair back over her shoulder and pressed a chain of kisses on her skin. 

			He was so hard, it hurt, but he wanted to take his time. He wanted to taste every inch of her that had been hidden before. He wanted to taste the very heart of her. 

			He lay her back, working his way down her glorious body one kiss, one suck, one nibble at a time. She arched into his mouth, her fingers straining to touch him the farther he went, her gasps and soft moans floating somewhere above him. 

			He parted her thighs more, slipping her leg over his shoulder as he split the damp curls he was determined to taste and slid his fingers deep into the slick flesh he’d only felt until tonight. 

			He barely heard her voice calling his name before he leaned in and took his first taste of his wife. He started softly, his tongue dancing lightly over the sensitive flesh as she writhed above him, her hands tangling in his hair. I wonder if she can come like this. 

			He knew what she liked when he touched her with his fingers; surely if he did the same with his mouth, that couldn’t be far wrong. He stroked at the nubbin of flesh that usually made her gasp, and her thigh tightened against his ear as her entire body convulsed. 

			A second later, he heard a loud cry from her, and he smiled against her flesh before continuing. She tasted like salt and musk and the apples she’d had for dessert. Briefly, he wondered if she’d always taste like her dessert. Only one way to be sure.

			His fingers curled inside her to find the spot she usually liked, and soon her hips were moving against his mouth so frantically he had to adjust his grasp on her, holding down one of her legs with his arm as his hand pushed against her stomach. 

			His tongue stroked to the left of her nubbin once, twice. Her inner muscles convulsed around his fingers as her cries became more frantic, her muscles straining helplessly against him as she came. 

			More of that taste filled his mouth, and he sought it greedily as she shivered and moaned, clutching at his hand desperately. 

			Drunk on her taste and desperate for relief, he shifted her leg to his waist and drove deep inside her. The intensity of being inside her was still jarring, and he imagined it always would be. Especially now when his sex ached so desperately, the sensitivity was almost unbearable. 

			Everything felt so different with her taste in his mouth and nothing between them but breath and firelight. She took hold of his head and brought his mouth to hers, kissing him slowly and deeply. 

			The knowledge that she could taste her release on his lips had him kissing her harder, wrapping her up in his arms, and fisting his hand in her soft hair. He felt her rocking her hips against him, urging him to move. She tore her mouth away from his with a gasp as his body pressed hers into the feather mattress, and her eyelids fluttered open to gaze at him. 

			He’d always enjoyed watching her, but there was nothing more beautiful than her face when he was making love to her. Nothing like watching her flushed skin and passion-blown eyes. Nothing like seeing those kiss-bruised lips gasp and moan when he found a rhythm she liked and knowing that he was pleasing her. 

			He moved her legs higher against his waist and found himself sinking a fraction deeper. 

			Her loud cry and the streak of pleasure that raced up his spine at the feel of her tight depths flexing to accommodate him tore the breath from his chest. It left him weak and desperate at the same time. 

			His head dropped to take her mouth in a voracious kiss while his body moved relentlessly, driving him deeper and deeper, holding her closer, gripping her tighter until she tore her mouth away and cried out. Her head arched back, and her legs tightened like a vise while her sex rippled and gripped his until he lost himself inside her.

		


		
			Chapter Ten

			Hettie woke to the incessant pounding of hammers. 

			She sucked in an alarmed breath before she remembered where she was. Finn’s home in the Highlands. Which was still under construction. 

			Stretching, she reached out for him and found the area beside her empty. She pushed herself upright and looked around the room for him, but she was alone. 

			A few weeks of marriage was all it had taken for her to grow used to mornings in Finn’s arms and days full of laughter and conversation. Now it seemed there would be more time on her own in an unfamiliar house and an unfamiliar land. There was no clearer indication the honeymoon was over than the shock of cold sheets when she reached for him. 

			She crawled out of her bed and slipped on her nightgown that Finn had likely retrieved and left on the bedside chair. Her mind was flooded with images of the night before. She’d actually been fully naked with him. 

			She’d seen him bare as the day he was born, all rippling muscles and smooth pale skin burnished gold in the candlelight. They’d lain together every night since their marriage, but never like that. Marriage must have made her shameless because she couldn’t wait to do it again.

			A knock sounded on the door and Hettie turned to see three maids in blue uniforms enter. Alys from the day before, a tall redhead, and a stocky dark-haired one.

			Fighting a blush over where her thoughts had been, Hettie pulled on her night robe and seated herself in a chair as they sank into a deep curtsy. It wasn’t something she’d considered or prepared for. These strangers would know what she’d been doing the night before, why her hair was disheveled.

			“Good morning, Yer Grace,” they intoned as one. 

			“Good morning,” she replied evenly, despite her burning face. It was ridiculous enough that she felt ashamed of the passion she’d shared with her husband.

			“His Grace sent me up to see if you were awake,” the red-headed maid said as the other two got to work stripping the bed. “I’m to be your lady’s maid here.”

			“Oh, I brought a maid with me,” Hettie replied. Would she be expected to send Elise back to England? She wasn’t sure how she’d cope without her friendly face and warm smile. She needed at least someone who looked like her around. 

			“Aye, my lady, but he said you might be needing one who spoke Gaelic. Alys isn’t a lady’s maid yet.”

			Hettie smiled, warmed by his thoughtfulness. “Did he now?” Immediately, the alarm was replaced with appreciation. He would think to do that, instead of waiting for her to ask. “What is your name?”

			“Glenna, Yer Grace.”

			“I’m very glad to meet you, Glenna,” Hettie said, walking forward and shaking her hand.

			The door opened again, and Elise entered with a breakfast tray clad in the blue uniform of the duchy. It was strange seeing her in something other than the customary white and black. “I see you’re finally awake, Your Grace,” she said before setting the tray down at a small table with two chairs.

			“I am.” She sat down at the table as Elise removed the silver cover to reveal oat porridge, coddled eggs, bannocks, and bacon. “This looks delicious. Thank you, Elise.”

			“I’ll let the cook know, my lady,” Glenna said as she pulled back the curtains covering the windows.

			“Have you met Glenna, Elise?” 

			“Yes, my lady. She’s been helping me come to grips with this place.” 

			“Excellent. Is The Dowager already awake?” Hettie asked as the significance of the breakfast tray sank in. Was it Finn spoiling her, or was it because she’d missed the meal altogether?

			“Aye, my lady. She and the duke are early risers usually. The sun never catches her in her bed.” 

			Wonderful. She was starting her tenure as a layabout. “I’d best get moving then. The yellow dress this morning, Elise.” 

			Elise curtsied and went to the closet where Hettie’s trunks had yet to be fully unpacked.

			Today, Hettie was going to make some headway in learning about where she lived. 

			Finn was going to be busy all day, but his mother could prove useful if Hettie could find the right approach. The Dowager responded to strength, and she respected a forthright person. Hettie had received some insight from Alys, but Glenna was her most likely ally.

			“Glenna, how long have you lived here?” Hettie asked as she poured tea from a silver teapot into a porcelain cup.

			“I’ve served the dowager and the duke for five years now. I’ve been trying to become a lady’s maid, but the dowager didn’t need another. Then you came along.”

			“How very convenient for you,” Hettie teased, and she grinned. “It appears I’ll need to make some adjustments in order to fit in here.” 

			“It is not for you to change, Your Grace. This is your home now; we adapt to you.”

			“In time perhaps,” Hettie said, remembering dinner the night before. There was so much at stake for everyone, she couldn’t afford to be the weak link. She’d thrown down the gauntlet last night. Now it was time for her to meet the challenge.
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			His hair still wet from his morning swim, Finn shuffled through the papers on his desk in his makeshift study. Well, it wasn’t only his study. 

			The green sitting room often found him and his mother working well into the night. The stack awaiting him, however, was substantial, and the only way to make any headway required organization first. 

			He started with the bills and then moved his way through to approvals. By the time he’d reached the plans for additional housing, he heard a knock on the door.

			“Finn.” His mother’s curt voice echoed from the entrance.

			He put down his pen and lifted his head, meeting his mother’s eyes. “Duchess.”

			Her posture was still rigid, but there was a fragility to her expression, from the slight tremor of her mouth as if she were fighting back tears, to the convulsive tensing of her hands at her sides. He knew better than to imagine she was done fighting, however. 

			If anything, she could be more dangerous if she were wounded.

			“I should like a word with you if it’s not too much to ask.” Her tone was growing sharper by the second.

			“I am not going another round with you.” He was determined to keep control of his temper this time. He would not be baited into another argument by her intransigence. “We’ve been over this ground before and I have no interest in listening to slander or insults.”

			“It’s not slander to speak the truth.”

			Do not respond to that. “If that’s all, Duchess.” He pulled a clean sheet of paper from the desk and began signing his name. He’d fill the damned sheet with nothing but names before he acknowledged her again.

			“It’s not all. Christ alive, you make me angrier than anyone else.”

			He didn’t trust himself to reply to that, either, so he folded his hands and waited instead of surrendering to the impulse to throw the paperweight on his desk against a wall. She sat down on the chaise and let out a sharp sigh, her fingers rubbing her forehead.

			“I speak harshly, I know, but I only say what I do out of love. I’m worried for you. I’m worried you don’t understand what it is you’re taking on. Marriage is meant to ease your burden, not add to it. You have brought me more joy and pride than anything else in my life, and the idea that you would tie yourself for life to someone who cannot see you for what you are… It is intolerable to me.”

			“And Henrietta herself?”

			“She’s pretty. Very pretty indeed, just as you said.” Her tone was mild, almost bored. “She has spirit enough for the task, I’ll give her that; although she’s too arrogant by half. She still doesn’t love you.”

			He sighed and fought back a wave of frustration. He supposed he should get used to hearing it. Whatever he’d felt for Hettie as a boy was growing sharper and stronger. He didn’t dare name it, not yet. His mother was only speaking the truth, after all, and it was a truth he probably would do well not to forget. “That is still true, yes, but I’m not in love with her, either.”

			“But you will be. You won’t be able to stop yourself. You’re only human, after all.” She let out a fitful sigh and sat down in the chair opposite him. “And what if she doesn’t, son? What if in ten years, you both are left with half lives because of the hasty choice you made now?”

			“I still wouldn’t regret Henrietta.” He at least knew that to be true.

			“And can she say the same?” she asked.

			He didn’t have a reply to that, and he’d rather be boiled alive than admit to that fear in front of his mother. “She is a good match for me.”

			“An unequal marriage is not a good match.” She closed her eyes and shook her head slowly. He watched her, knowing that this statement was something she believed in her bones. 

			There wasn’t a way to get past that between the two of them, not unless Hettie’s feelings for him changed drastically in a brief period of time. 

			There was no point in dwelling on it. All that was left was moving forward. “I know it won’t be easy. I will not pretend otherwise. But I know I have been happier in this past week as her husband than I have been in the last years away from her. It is my choice. If I am at peace with it, you should be.”

			“If you cannot see the error in that calculation, it cannot matter what I say.” 

			How could they move forward now? Was it even possible for him to build the home and life he wanted without her blessing? For so long it had been just the two of them against everything life brought. The idea of her leaving him behind was unbearable. 

			“Will you set yourself against us? Or will you accept her?” He kept his gaze on the paper before him until the letters blurred together. He didn’t know what he would do if she refused to accept his choice.

			“I don’t know. I will always believe you could have been better served by someone else. You’ve been carrying so much since you were a child. I want you to be happy, son.”

			He let out a slow breath. It wasn’t the answer he’d hoped for, but it wasn’t a rejection either. “I know. And I know that this last turn happened very quickly. She…she was in danger, Mother. Someone was trying to force her into an engagement, and I couldn’t stand by and do nothing. I offered myself and eventually, she accepted.”

			“You mean she didn’t agree immediately?” Her shock was palpable. 

			“No. She knows what she means to me and she is someone with enough sense to know what it would mean and where it could lead. We have sympathy with each other. She knows I respect and admire her and that I value her feelings and opinions. I know that at least in that regard, we feel the same way. She would never have agreed to marry me if she didn’t think we could make a life together that was at the very least agreeable.”

			“And you think she understands what is required of her?”

			He rose to his feet and walked around the desk to kneel at her feet, taking her hands in his. It was a beginning, and it was better than nothing. “Yes. I know you have misgivings. I know you don’t trust her, and I can’t expect you to. I am asking you to trust me, your son and heir. I am asking you to trust that I have enough sense to know what I can and cannot handle. I am asking you to trust that I know better than you what I need in a life partner.”

			“You are asking a good deal from me.” She grumbled, lifting one hand to smooth over his hair, just as she used to when he was a child. Physical affection was never something that came easily to her, but he’d always known what that touch meant. Affection and acceptance.

			“You are the Dowager Duchess of Montrose. A good deal is expected from you,” he replied with a cheeky grin.

			She glared at him, shaking her head in rueful amusement. “Well played.”

		


		
			Chapter Eleven

			After breaking her fast and changing into a yellow and white striped muslin morning gown, Hettie headed down to confer with The Dowager. 

			She couldn’t refer to her as mother-in-law quite yet. Her arctic greeting the night before was proof of her disapproval of not only the method of her marriage, but of Finn’s choice of a wife. But there was only one way to deal with a woman like The Dowager and that was to meet her head-on. Any sign of meekness and she would immediately be dismissed. 

			Be firm but polite. Bold but shrewd. You can do this. Be—Hettie collided with an object and staggered backward before meeting the exasperated eyes of her mother-in-law. Her red and silver hair was back in a topknot with a silver comb adorning it. And the midnight blue silk gown only added to her imposing presence.

			Lady Aoife looked Hettie up and down and let out a deep sigh. That was all it took for Hettie’s fingers to start reaching for her sleeves again.

			“Good morning, Lady Aoife,” Hettie began, determined to stay in control of the conversation as her entire body flushed. 

			The lady’s maids flanking Lady Aoife were fighting hard to remain impassive, with limited success. Both kept discreetly elbowing the other while choking back laughter. It was hard to find fault with them at first, no doubt the image would have been amusing. But there was a sharp, almost scornful glee in the blue eyes of the dark-haired maid, which was absent from her brown-eyed companion. 

			“So, you decided to grace us with your presence today,” The Dowager drawled.

			“I didn’t mean to miss breakfast. I was more tired than I realized.” No point mentioning that she was hardly used to rising before six in the morning.

			“I suppose that is to be expected. If you’re looking for your husband, you’ve just missed him. He rode out to inspect the lodgings for the new tenants an hour ago.” She turned and continued down the hallway. 

			Hettie trailed behind her attendants, following the trio into the green salon. “Actually, I was looking for you,” she ventured.

			“I beg your pardon?”

			“I would like to accompany you today to gain some insight into the running of the property.”

			Lady Aoife paused and turned to take her in with renewed interest. “You’re trying to win my approval before you take over.”

			Hettie clasped her hands behind her back and clenched them tightly while offering a benign smile. “Call it what you will. Either way, I need to come to grips with this place, and you are one of the few people who can offer the necessary insight.” 

			Lady Aoife watched her for a moment before a slow smile spread over her face. “As you say.” She turned to the dark-haired woman in a blue gown and issued an order in Gaelic. She watched The Dowager with a strange expression, but nodded and sat down.

			“Aileas will start working on a list of terms for you to learn while we are gone. My son has informed you that you will need to have at least a passing understanding of Gaelic, correct?”

			“Yes, he has.”

			“I will expect you to work hard. We can’t slow down because you can’t keep up. Do you understand?”

			“Of course.”

			“Well, come along, Lady Henrietta. Let’s get started.” She led her from the room back to the staircase at a brisk pace. “No doubt you noticed the third floor has the family and guest rooms.”

			“Yes.”

			“Second floor will have the study, the main receiving rooms, along with your library and music rooms toward the northeast and southeast wings. Southwest wing top to bottom is the servants’ quarters.”

			“Understood.”

			“Bottom floor has the dining rooms, solar, full kitchens, and the grand ballroom. We’ll start here.”

			The next hour was a nonstop tour of the second and first floors. 

			They took care to step around workers and avoid the rooms that weren’t quite safe to be in as yet. Lady Aoife kept throwing out information at a breakneck pace, from the cost of materials to the materials still needed, the names of the workers and their families, and the significance of the colors used throughout. 

			Most of the craftsmen were local, but according to The Dowager, an Italian craftsman was arriving within a few days to oversee the completion of the Venetian plasterwork on the walls. 

			Head spinning and feet aching, Hettie found herself back in the formal study where Finn would eventually do most of his work. 

			She paused to take in the sheer size of the room. She noted the dark shelving that was already half installed on one side of the octagonal-shaped room. The coloring in the plasterwork swirled between French blue, gray, and forest green, reflecting the colors outside the windows of land, sea, and sky. The only other room to use that combination on the walls was the ballroom. 

			She noticed a painting resting against a finished wall and lifted the burlap covering to reveal a portrait of a blond man. He was tall and broad, with cobalt blue eyes staring kindly out of a somber face. He wore a plaid of French blue, hunter green, and gray over a deep green jacket. With a start, Hettie recognized Finn’s face.

			“Is this Finn’s father?” she murmured to herself.

			“Aye.” The Dowager’s voice came over Hettie’s shoulder, far closer than she’d expected. Fighting back a yelp, she dropped the burlap and jumped away. “Careful, girl.”

			“I didn’t realize you were behind me.”

			Lady Aoife pursed her lips, no doubt against a snide comment, and turned her attention back to the half-uncovered portrait.

			“Finn never told me his name.”

			“Hamish. Lord Hamish Desmond Yves Phillipson.” There was a softness to The Dowager’s voice that Hettie imagined was a rare thing. Her countenance was clouded over with quiet pain and keen longing for the man immortalized in oil paints and a life cut short by fate.

			Hettie turned her eyes back to the portrait, her heart aching for the terrifying woman beside her. “He was very handsome.”

			“He was all of thirty years when that was painted. There’s another one of him in the portrait gallery with Finn when the boy was ten.” 

			“I haven’t seen that one,” Hettie said.

			“You will in time.” Lady Aoife gave her head a brusque shake before picking up the corner of the burlap and covering the painting again.

			Hettie fell back a step. “Could we not—?”

			“I don’t have time to walk down memory lane for your amusement, Lady Henrietta. I have work to do.”

			“I only…” Hettie paused when Lady Aoife held up one hand, turned, and walked away. Her lady’s maid gave Hettie one apologetic look and followed after her. 
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			Finn checked his list one more time before letting out a sigh of relief. 

			The fifty-odd families who’d only just arrived were settled in their new homes. They were the last he was expecting based on the list his mother had left for him, but before he could direct the masons to finish their work in the gardens and the groundskeeper’s cottage, he needed to be sure their work was no longer needed for the tenants. 

			The mood among the tenants was subdued, if not downtrodden. No one had mentioned any grievances, all had offered their congratulations to him on his new wife, but nothing felt natural. 

			The most efficient way to get a finger on that pulse was to speak to one of the most respected members of the crofting community on the estate. Kincaid.

			Finn spurred his horse forward toward the west field croft houses. 

			Kincaid had come with the land when Finn’s father had bought it and was seen as a sort of elder among the long-standing tenants at Griffin’s Gate. He was a frank man without much patience for anything but the land. He wasn’t always a delight to deal with, but he was honest, and what Finn needed most was honesty. 

			As he approached, he could see the older man smoking his pipe outside, enjoying the summer warmth while it lasted. The moment he noticed him, he rose to his feet and walked toward the stone wall encircling his plot. 

			“Good day, Your Grace,” he called out in Gaelic once Finn stopped at his property.

			“Good day, Kincaid,” Finn replied, swinging his leg over to jump down from his stallion.

			“I hear you decided to marry after all, congratulations.” The humor in his voice belied the sharp dark eyes peering out from under his bushy silver eyebrows.

			“Aye, I did.”

			“What can I do for you, Your Grace?”

			“It’s more of what I can do for you, Kincaid,” Finn replied. “I’ve just come from the new tenants, making sure they’re settled, and I wanted to see how you and yours were getting along. The dowager will be coming by with provisions for the new settlers. If you needed something, I could have them bring it along while they’re here.”

			“It’s well enough for me and mine.” His eyes slid down to the ground and Finn’s stomach sank to his boots. If Kincaid wasn’t willing to speak, then it was worse than Finn had imagined.

			At the moment. He hadn’t said the words, but they lingered in the air nonetheless. “That’s good. What about any of the others?”

			“Not that I’ve heard, but there are concerns.”

			Finn let out a breath of relief. “Over?” The old man shifted from one foot to the next and averted his eyes, showing the first sign of reticence. He had things to say and wasn’t sure if he could say them, but if Finn gave him a push, it would come. “If I wanted a lie I wouldn’t have come here.”

			“Them new people you brought over here,” Kincaid began with a heavy sigh. “There’s people being driven off ’cause landowners can’t afford to keep ’em. It’s all well and good that you are bringing your kin, but there is worry over how you plan to take it all on.”

			“No one will be forced to leave, if that’s the question you’re asking,” Finn said, while his account books flitted through his mind. It wasn’t a lie, exactly. He was hardly near insolvency, and Hettie’s dowry had gone far in terms of offering financial relief, but there was no doubt that he couldn’t afford any more surprises. 

			“You’re a braw lad with a good heart, but times are getting hard for everyone, and you can’t take care of all of Alba. If you take on too much and go under, what happens to us won’t be something you can help with.”

			“I’m aware. I can promise you that I have no intention of reneging on my duties to those I am responsible for. Measures are being taken on my part to ensure I have the means to do my duty to all of you and keep you in your homes where you belong.”

			The older man nodded, with a lackluster expression. “That sounds fine.”

			“But you aren’t satisfied?” He hated that he couldn’t convince him. That he couldn’t find the words to fix it. His father would have been able to, he knew it. His father would have been immediately believed. 

			“No. But I don’t imagine you’d ride all the way out here to lie to me. You and your father have done right by us so far,” Kincaid said.

			“And I will continue to do so, I swear to you.”

			Kincaid nodded, but it was clear to Finn that he remained uncertain. He supposed it was all he could expect at this point. Only time would tell who was right. 
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			His unease had only grown by the time he reached home. 

			He had been so sure of his actions before this, and so willing to believe that he could persuade others to see past their own interests. Now there was unrest brewing and there were no words he could say to fix it. 

			He handed his horse over to the groom and stared up at the edifice of the house his father had rebuilt. The house he may have endangered.

			He couldn’t go inside just yet. He didn’t want to face his mother at the moment or feel his father’s eyes on him. He still had an hour or so of sunlight. 

			Walking past workers who were leaving after their workday, he headed toward the gardens. Still unfinished but less overwhelming than four walls and arched ceilings. 

			As he walked past the hedges, he caught sight of Hettie sitting on a stone bench encircled by purple heather. Her face was tilted up to the sun, her eyes closed, while a small smile played over her full mouth. 

			A dog barked and she lowered her head, turning toward it to take the stick from its mouth. It jumped at her, dancing around her as she giggled before she sent the stick sailing through the air. The dog took off like a bullet and Hettie watched, shielding her eyes from the glare of the setting sun. 

			He still wasn’t used to seeing her here. Every time he woke up to her or caught sight of her it sent a pleasant shock through him. Today, it was a visceral relief. 

			Before he knew it, he was walking toward her with focused intent, desperate to touch her, to have her smile at him instead of that dog. She turned to him as he approached, and her expression shifted into a bright smile.

			“There you are,” she commented. 

			He stopped just short of colliding with her and pulled her into him. Her arms wrapped around him, her hands sliding over his ribs and back, clutching at him to pull him closer. 

			His eyes fluttered shut as a breath of relief escaped his lips. He embraced her, burying his face in her soft curls and breathing her in. For a fleeting moment, he wanted nothing more than to spend the rest of his life just like this, held in her arms. 

			“Are you all right?” she whispered.

			“No,” he mumbled. She began to draw back, but he held her closer, nuzzling against her cheek. “Stay like this a little longer.”

			“If you insist,” she replied, pressing her nose against his neck. “Did you have a difficult day?”

			“I’ve had better.” He dropped his head to her shoulder.

			She rubbed his back with firm long strokes. “Yes, I know the feeling.”

			“Are you hiding in the gardens?”

			“Aren’t you?” she replied with a teasing lilt to her voice. He lifted his head and pouted at her while she met his eyes with a sly grin. “You can tell me.”

			“I visited the new tenants today, and on my way back I spoke to one of the older tenant farmers.”

			“All right.” 

			Her hand slid over his chest as the other caressed his lower back. Staring into her warm honey-golden eyes, he found the courage to continue.

			“He thinks I’ve taken on too much, that I am going to ruin everyone’s chances by trying to save too many people.”

			“Do you think you have?” There was no judgment in her voice, just gentle inquiry. He slid his arm around her shoulders and pulled her near as he strolled through the garden. She tugged him close, her hand sliding from his chest to his stomach.

			“No. But he has a point. Things have been difficult here for some time and if it gets worse and lasts longer, who knows what will happen.”

			“I thought you said you were taking precautions,” she said.

			“I have been, and I will continue to, but he isn’t as sure as I am.”

			“I’m sure he’s heard many convincing lies from other people in his life. He isn’t wrong to have his doubts, but it doesn’t mean you are misguided in your ambitions. One of the maids told me about dùthchas.”

			He smiled. His people’s tongue in her voice filled him with a warmth he’d never felt before. Especially as her pronunciation was much better this time. “So you know about that, then?”

			She gave him a mock glare. “My point is that it is your duty to consider more than most. Their honesty is their right and it is correct for you to consider their fears carefully, but you also must lead by example. You have to have the sense to take precautions and the heart to lead by example. Don’t let their fear compromise your integrity.”

			He brushed his hand over her cheek, moving an errant curl back from her face. Having her levelheaded compassion on his side was a gift in so many ways. “I’m so happy you’re here,” he murmured, pressing his forehead to hers. 

			She nuzzled her nose against his and he couldn’t help but smile. She was right, after all. Their fears were from ignorance and hardship. He knew his situation better than they did. The only way he would ease their fears would be through time and diligence. 

			“Why were you hiding in the garden?”

			“I found a portrait of your father while your mother showed me around the house,” she replied. “I don’t think she was ready to share him with me. I know you were with us when it happened, but how did he die?”

			He hadn’t thought about that in so long. The empty space his father’s death had left behind had always overshadowed the cause. There was a twinge of discomfort in his throat but her scent eased it enough for him to speak. “Scarlet fever. It was very sudden, he was dead within days after they realized he was even ill. She was alone. I couldn’t come for his funeral as it was still raging on around her.” He’d nearly ignored her advice altogether to stay in England. The council of Lord and Lady Lindsey had swayed him. They’d reminded him that he’d only risk compounding his mother’s grief if he died as well through reckless disobedience. 

			She tightened her hold around his waist in a comforting squeeze. “I can’t imagine what that would be like.”

			“Nor I.” He at least had been with the Monforts, the closest thing to family he had outside Scotland. She’d had no one to hold her or comfort her. No one to rely on.

			“Was he buried here?”

			“No, we were still at the house in Inverness then.” Even his grave wasn’t an easy thing to visit. His mother must have felt that loss all over again when he moved them to Griffin’s Gate. “She needs time.”

			Hettie gave him a small smile he didn’t quite believe. “I know. But I think you’ve given me an idea of how to fix it.”

			“How did I manage that?” he asked.

			“Don’t be nosy,” she grumbled, burying her face in his chest as he laughed and squeezed her tightly.

		


		
			Chapter Twelve

			Hettie did have a plan to assist Finn in quelling the anxieties among the tenants. 

			She could learn everything there was to know about Griffin’s Gate, but for an entrée into its world, she would need to present herself as more than an ally; she would need to be one of them. But it would require help from Lady Aoife. 

			She was a terrifying woman. There was something about the way she looked at people as if she could see into them and assess their worth in seconds. More than that, she was a beloved figure, a symbol of resilience and continuity. There was no path to success that didn’t go through her.

			After dinner, Hettie stole away to find Lady Aoife in her parlor reading a book. 

			She hadn’t been hostile at dinner, but it didn’t mean she was keen to have Hettie around her unless absolutely necessary. 

			She paused at the doorway, fighting to garner the courage to move. One day, Hettie thought, one day I will be able to walk into that woman’s presence without feeling like an intruder. 

			“Come in, girl, don’t hover about,” she snapped, without moving her eyes from the page.

			Hettie jerked to attention and strode forward, her hands clenched to hide the tremors in them. “Lady Aoife, I have something to ask of you.”

			“Don’t you think you’ve enough of what is mine?”

			Hettie paused and swallowed back the immediate rejection on her tongue. A thief. That was all she saw her as. She had to focus. Engaging in a battle of wills wouldn’t fix anything. Even if she was too small to build bridges, Hettie was not. “It is not just for my sake. I meant what I said before, I intend to be as helpful to Finn as I can.”

			The older woman heaved a sigh and placed down her volume, fixing her eyes on her. “How exactly do you mean to do that?”

			“I would like to come with you when you go to meet the tenants later this week. I wish to say some words on behalf of Finn and myself in Gaelic. I would like to ask for your help in this.”

			She watched her for an assessing moment. “I don’t have the time to play tutor to you.” 

			Hettie pursed her mouth against an immediate protest and nodded. She would have to ask Glenna then. She could still manage a partial victory, even if Lady Aoife refused to join hands with her.

			“I shall instruct Aileas to assist you, will that suffice?”

			Hettie drew in a sharp breath, forcing herself not to smile. It still wasn’t exactly what she wanted, but perhaps she could use Aileas as a way to ingratiate herself. Lady’s maids were the first line of defense for a lady. “If you have faith in her, then I will be glad of her help.”

			“I will send her to you tomorrow morning. See that your speech is already prepared.”

			“If you would look at it and make any changes you deem necessary, it would be helpful,” Hettie suggested, testing her luck once more.

			“Yes, yes, now leave me in peace,” she replied with an impatient wave of her hand. Hettie curtsied quickly and hurried away with a bubble of excitement in her stomach. 
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			Five days later

			Today was the day she gave a speech welcoming the new tenants. 

			She’d spent hours memorizing the text, days perfecting her pronunciation under Lady Aoife’s maid, Aileas’s, strict supervision. Hettie was anxious enough as it was, despite her assurances. 

			Now all that was left was getting it over with. 

			Her stomach kept twisting in knots at the thought of speaking their language in front of them. What if she made some mortifying error? How on earth would she be able to recover her standing in the community? How would it affect Finn, who was already anxious about meeting the example his father and mother had set?

			She needed to remain calm, first of all, or everything would be lost. 

			The key, she knew, was thorough preparation, beginning with her clothing. After much deliberation, she’d settled on a velvet walking costume dyed a deep rich sable brown with violet piping at the cuffs and collar. It was understated, elegant, and flattering to both her figure and her warm brown complexion. It also conveniently matched the colors of her mother-in-law’s clan. 

			She waited patiently as Elise combed out her hair and braided it into a coronet.

			Then she secured amethyst earbobs to her earlobes and snatched her purple gloves.

			The door opened and she looked up to see Glenna enter with a single letter on a tray. 

			“This just arrived for you, Your Grace,” she said, offering it to Hettie. 

			One look told her that it wasn’t another letter from her Uncle Gabriel. This one was from the one relation she wished would disappear from her life. She gave Glenna a quick smile, lest she draw attention to herself, and picked it up. 

			“Has Lord Lindsey written back already?” Elise asked. 

			“No, I believe this is from my cousin.” Her voice sounded strange, as if it were coming from far away. She broke the seal and read the contents, as her body ran hot and cold.

			You owe me. I’ve left you alone to enjoy your good fortune despite what it cost me. Now I need you. You owe me, cousin. 

			It was the very last thing Hettie needed to see. She’d believed herself to be safe from Phillip and his machinations. 

			The last letter she’d received from her uncle had implied he was setting his considerable resources to work against Phillip. Whatever ruckus he’d made upon her disappearance had been short-lived when pitted against the Marquis and Marchioness of Lindsey. 

			As the days and weeks passed without any word of him, she’d taken it as a sign he had given up. Today, the day she was to face down her tenants and speak in a language as unfamiliar to her as the landscape, that illusion had been shattered. 

			Hettie read and reread the lines, her body feverish with panic and her mouth dry. 

			Her nerveless fingers clung to the paper as her mind raced. Where was he? Had he sent this before or after her uncle had sent creditors after him? Had he escaped? Would he show up on her doorstep?

			Phillip wanted money, or needed it, if his letter was to be trusted. How on earth was she meant to get it to him? She couldn’t very well ask Finn or his mother. Unless she lied to him about what it was for. Lied to him again. 

			No, she wouldn’t do that again. 

			She’d already betrayed his trust, which was bad enough. She ripped the letter in half, then into quarters, eighths. It had been sent from England. If he was trapped in England, then it was all the better. If his creditors got their hands on him, it made no matter to her. 

			“Who was that from?” Finn asked, suddenly entering the room, and Hettie jerked in shock, her fingers convulsing on the shreds of paper.

			“Finn, you startled me!”

			He smiled and walked toward her. “Forgive me, leannan.” He took her by the shoulders and pressed his customary three kisses to her forehead. Her heart was racing too hard for her to appreciate the sweet gesture. Did he see her ripping it? Had he seen her reaction to reading it? 

			“Henrietta.” His fingers hooked under her chin and lifted her head until she had to meet his eyes.

			“Yes?” Had he been speaking to her?

			“Who sent you the letter, dearest?”

			“Oh, my cousin.”

			“Alastair? Was it badly written?” He stared pointedly at the shredded paper in her now sweaty palms.

			“No.” She laughed and shook her head, fighting to appear aloof. “Just nonsense, not worth keeping.”

			“Let me know if you’re sending anything back. I’m taking a ride into town. I can get it posted.”

			“I won’t have time to write today. Perhaps later on this week.” She would need to write to Alastair now. Finn wasn’t likely to forget.

			“As you wish. You are going with Mother today?” His hand rested on her shoulder. It would have been comforting at any other time.

			“Yes. She’s finally introducing me to the new tenants. I have a speech planned.” She smiled nervously. It was honest emotion, but she hated using it to deceive him. He was trying to reach out and reassure her, but it was all in vain. She could never tell him the true cause of her distress. “I’ve been working on my Gaelic pronunciation; I think I’ve gotten it right.”

			“I’m sure you have. Bon courage.” He kissed her softly and brushed the back of his hand over her cheek. 

			“Thank you.” She watched him leave and then dumped the letter into the rubbish bin. She couldn’t afford to waste time fretting over a man who, if fate was kind, soon wouldn’t be able to cause trouble for anyone. With providence he would be finished when his deeds caught up with him. She had her own problems. 

			Rising to her feet, she picked up the plaids of the duchy and the Clan Mac Gairbheith. 

			They were smaller than Finn’s and pleated lengthways so they lay flat side by side when draped around her torso, as Finn had shown her on their wedding day. She fastened them over her shoulder with the brooches of his father’s duchy and his mother’s clan. Then she turned to look at herself in the mirror. 

			She looked the part at the very least. Understated but elegant, her aunt would approve of her choices, if The Dowager didn’t. Even if everything came crashing down on her head in the next month, today she was the very picture of a duchess and a chieftainess.

			Satisfied with what she saw, she gave Elise a nervous smile before striding out the door with Glenna and down the stairs to find her mother-in-law and Aileas waiting.

			“Good morning, Your Grace,” Hettie greeted, breezing her way over to The Dowager. 

			“You look chipper,” she replied, her eyes lingering on the plaids just long enough for Hettie to notice.

			“I am excited.” 

			“I’ll take your word for it.” Lady Aoife shared an odd look with Aileas. 

			Then she swept forward out the door to the open carriage waiting for them in front of the wagons of goods. She stopped short, frowning at the two wagons. 

			“Why are there two here?” The Dowager snapped to the servant standing beside them.

			“Those are my offerings, Lady Aoife,” Hettie said, before the anxious girl looked at her for help. “For the older tenants. So they know they haven’t been forgotten.” For a moment she wondered if she would forbid bringing the extra goods.

			The Dowager gave her an assessing stare before climbing into the carriage without another word.

			“I think she’s beginning to like you,” Glenna said, and Hettie gave her a wry glance.

			“She’d like me better in a box,” she replied, and Glenna choked back a laugh. “You remembered the lavender, yes, Glenna?” 

			“I did, Your Grace. The bundles are already there with the jams, the bread, and the blankets.”

			“Perfect. They probably don’t need the blankets just yet, but it’s always better to be prepared, isn’t it?”

			Glenna smiled and climbed up into the carriage after her. 

			The short drive into the village was a welcome chance to take in the incredible landscape of the Highlands. From the steep undulations to the contrast of rocks and lush grass, it seemed like the best parts of the Lake district had been stretched out over a whole country. She couldn’t wait for the heather to bloom in full. 

			Even after living there for a little over a month, Hettie still found it breathtaking, especially on a sunny day like this one. Miles would love to paint here, she thought, thinking of her younger cousin. They’d have to drag him off the moors if he ever visited.

			“I’ll lead the introductions,” Lady Aoife said, “then you can give your little speech and help me supervise the distribution.”

			“All right,” Hettie responded, her mind already awash with ideas. 

			Perhaps they could add a school there for the children. One that also taught English, so the children had more options profession-wise or at least fill their imaginations with possibilities. Maybe they could also have informal dances in the town before the weather turned cold again. Or at the house for the harvest.

			The carriage came to a stop, and Hettie noticed a small crowd gathering to greet them. 

			Hettie could count no fewer than sixty adults and children watching her with a mixture of curiosity and suspicion. As they disembarked, Lady Aoife began greeting them all with a warm smile, rattling off a string of Gaelic that Hettie had no hope of following. 

			It was a little disheartening, the fact that she couldn’t pick up a word, not even “hello” or “good morning.” 

			Her hand closed around the speech tucked in her reticule as she fought a sudden wave of anxiety. 

			Lady Aoife turned and gestured to her. 

			Hettie received some cordial but chilly curtsies from the women, and hat tips from the men, but nothing more. Nevertheless, she received each with enthusiasm. She was less than a stranger to them; she was a foreigner. She couldn’t expect more. 

			Finally, Lady Aoife stood to the side and nodded at Hettie to begin. 

			She pulled out the paper from her pocket and began reading loudly, hoping that her voice could be carried on the wind. The first round of murmurs caught her off guard, but she pushed forward. To their ears, her accent would make everything sound strange. 

			Then the snickering from the children began, worsening until their scolding mothers shuffled them away to hide behind their skirts. But the mothers were laughing as well, even if it was behind their hands. 

			She continued her speech despite her growing embarrassment, her fingers gripping the paper. How could she have failed at this? She’d been practicing nonstop for days, and Aileas had been so admiring of her pronunciation. 

			At one particularly loud guffaw from a man at the edge of the crowd, she paused and glanced at Glenna for assistance. The horror and mortification on her maid’s face were enough to confirm Hettie’s misgivings. Her throat burning with humiliation, Hettie looked over to Aileas who was making no attempts to hide her smug amusement at Hettie’s predicament. 

			With cruel clarity, Hettie understood what had transpired. 

			Whatever had been provided to her in the name of assistance had been designed only to ensure she was a laughingstock. Ensure that no one ever took her seriously again. 

			She saw Lady Aoife struggling not to laugh. Her eyes were bright with horrified amusement. Struggling to keep her tears at bay, Hettie folded the sheet of paper and stepped to the side, clinging to the last dregs of her dignity. 

			“My lady, I’m so sorry,” Glenna murmured fervently, “If I’d have known.”

			“I know. It’s my own fault.” She focused on a point on the horizon, unable to meet anyone’s eyes. Her entire body was clammy with mortification and dread at what Finn would say when he found out.

			“I can take you back now,” Glenna said, grabbing her hand.

			Hettie shook her head forcefully, desperate to maintain her composure. “Don’t. If I run now, I’ll never be able to show my face here again.”

			“Didn’t you have anyone look it over for you?”

			“I did, actually,” she replied, thinking of Aileas and the hours she’d spent encouraging her, while ensuring her failure.

			“Should I tell His Grace?”

			“No. No don’t tell him anything,” Hettie pleaded. How had she managed to fail so spectacularly? She would have to work three times as hard to make up for this failure, so he didn’t lose face. She had insisted on her public involvement, and he had supported her wishes despite her ignorance. Now, with her limitations so cruelly exposed, how would she ever be able to face him? 

		


		
			Chapter Thirteen

			When Finn returned from visiting their neighbor, the Laird MacTosh, the only thing on his mind was food. That was until he entered his room to find Hettie’s maid Elise wiping her tears as she put out Hettie’s clothes for dinner. His wife was notably absent. 

			“Where’s your mistress, Elise?” he asked as alarm took root in his stomach.

			“I don’t know, Your Grace. Glenna was out looking for her.” Her light brown skin was even paler than usual, her brown eyes red and inflamed.

			“Has something happened?” He couldn’t imagine what could have occurred to elicit this reaction from her. 

			She met his eyes for a moment, but then looked away pursing her mouth. “I…I don’t know that it’s my place to say, my lord.”

			“It’s an order, Elise. Speak.”

			She closed her eyes and shook her head. “She went out to talk to the new tenants today. I should have gone with her. She was so excited to be trying out her Gaelic.”

			“I thought she was doing well with that.” His stomach sank as he imagined her embarrassment. 

			“We thought so too. Until—”

			The door burst open, and Glenna entered, rosy-cheeked with fury. “That bi—oh! I’m sorry, Your Grace. I didn’t know you were here.”

			“Never mind that, what happened to my wife?” he demanded, turning to face her.

			Her eyes widened as she shrank away from him. “It’s my fault, my lord. I should have stuck closer to her. Only with the dowager taking her in hand, I didn’t think there was a need.”

			“A need for what?” he snapped, fighting the urge to shake both of them. 

			“I…” She looked at Elise and back to him. “You should go to her, my lord, and ask her yourself. She’s in the jade parlor. I asked her to come up to get ready for dinner, but she refused.”

			Cursing under his breath, he headed for the door, too annoyed at their reticence to admire their loyalty. He passed four footmen carrying buckets of hot water, barely managing to avoid ramming into them in his haste. Praying for patience, he headed down to the parlor, noticing how dim the lighting in the room had grown. 

			The lack of anxiety implied that she hadn’t been in any physical danger, but the somber mood didn’t indicate the success he would have anticipated. As he approached the jade parlor, he could hear the scratching of a pen and mumbling. Was she with someone? 

			When he reached the door, any hope that perhaps she had company was dashed.

			There, hunched over her desk, scribbling furiously on a piece of paper, was his wife. 

			She still wore the brown velvet walking dress she’d worn hours before, and the double plaid she’d draped so carefully. The bonnet trimmed in brown and violet silk was on the floor with her violet gloves among discarded crumpled papers. She must have come here immediately after and stayed for the rest of the day. Had she eaten? Had she moved at all?

			“Hettie,” he called, and her head snapped up to reveal tear-streaked cheeks and still-glistening eyes. His worry deepened further.

			“Hello,” she replied shakily as she attempted to smile. “Have you only just gotten back?”

			“Yes, I have. I heard there was some difficulty earlier.” He walked over to her and crouched down beside her chair as the alarm twisted into anxiety. Didn’t she even trust him enough to be honest about what happened?

			She gave him a quick, almost nervous glance before fixing her eyes on the paper in front of her with a smile that didn’t reach her cheeks. “Oh, it’s nothing. Just a silly prank.”

			Prank? His heart ached, watching her desperate cheerfulness. “Tell me what’s happened.” 

			“It’s nothing you need to be concerned with.”

			“You are sitting here in the dark crying,” he pointed out, his voice growing sharper.

			Her face went blank before looking around the room as if noticing the exhausted candles for the first time. He stroked her cheek and showed her his damp fingers. 

			She took a sharp breath before closing her eyes, throwing down her pen, and burying her face in her ink-stained hands. “Damn.” More tears leaked from under her palms, dripping onto the table. “I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t apologize for this.”

			“I feel so foolish,” she whimpered. “I wanted to introduce myself to the tenants and I composed this speech Aileas helped to translate. I thought I was doing so well memorizing it, but I just ended up embarrassing you.”

			He rubbed his hand over her back, turning his attention to one of the papers on the floor. 

			The first thing he noticed upon review was a phrase he’d heard Hettie repeating. A phrase that he now realized she thought was a greeting, but instead was an unflattering reference to her parentage. Picking it up, he noticed his mother’s maid’s handwriting. She often took notes for the dowager. 

			A dull rage rose within him as realization set in. While she was wholeheartedly working tirelessly to show respect for her new home and her new family, they were having fun at her expense. Worst of all, they’d allowed her to embarrass herself in her first interaction with new tenants. What if she decided that he wasn’t worth the trouble of living here? 

			From the moment she’d arrived, it had been one insulting battle after another. How could he have let this happen? The idea of losing her was intolerable, but the defeat in her eyes had his blood boiling. 

			“This is unacceptable.”

			“I’m sorry. I should have known something was strange. I’ll do better in the future, I promise.”

			“Not you,” he snapped, immediately regretting his tone when she flinched. “There is no fault with you. I’ll speak to her.”

			“We don’t even know that Lady Aoife was behind it. I don’t want you at odds with her over this,” she said, imploring him with her eyes.

			He stroked his hand over her soft curls, caressing her temple with his thumb. Even in her humiliation, she couldn’t help but think of him. “And I don’t want to see you like this ever again. She is my mother. I will handle her.” Once and for all.

			“I’m sorry, I meant to do well, I swear.”

			He shook his head and sighed. Nothing he said now would make a difference. All he needed to do was get her into a bath and make sure she ate. “I’m sure you have a headache.” 

			She smiled tiredly and nodded, nuzzling into his touch like a kitten. “My head has been splitting for hours.”

			“Come here,” he murmured before gathering her exhausted body into his arms and taking her back to her room where Elise and Glenna were anxiously waiting to attend to her. 

			Once Hettie was relaxing in her bath, he turned to find his mother, but Hettie reached out one wet hand to grab his. “Don’t go.”

			“Hettie, it needs to be done.” The sooner this was set right, the better.

			“But not now. I missed you. Stay with me, please.” 

			He paused, wanting nothing more than to vent his anger, but then he took in the shadows under her eyes and the loneliness building there. 

			She was demoralized, and instead of falling silent, she was reaching out to him. She’d missed him, but more importantly, she was turning to him, confiding in him. This is what he’d been waiting for. His mother could wait. 

			“As you wish,” he replied. He glanced at Glenna and Elise. “Bring dinner up when it’s ready. The duchess and I shall eat in our rooms tonight.”

			With secret smiles, they curtsied and left, closing the door firmly behind them. 

			He took one look at his Hettie lounging in the full-size copper tub and made a decision. 

			Only a fool would seek an argument when his beautiful wife was seeking his company. Finn was many things, but a fool was not one of them. 

			Swiftly he began to undress, keeping his eyes on her glistening body as he shed his clothing. Once he was naked, he crossed over to the tub. 

			“Sit up for a moment, will you, darling?” 

			She groaned but followed his instructions. 

			He slipped in behind her and settled down, pulling her back against him so she could lie against his chest. The persistent weight of her soft round bottom pressed against his manhood and immediately it began to harden. Despite the warmth of the water, gooseflesh raced all over her body as his hands wandered over her lithe waist and the curve of her hip. 

			“When I said to stay with me, this isn’t quite what I meant,” she replied in amusement.

			“Are you complaining?”

			She shifted against him before laying her head on his bare shoulder and letting out a deep sigh. “Not really.”

			But she wasn’t showing her typical enthusiasm, either. She didn’t need to be distracted, she needed to be heard. He wrapped his arms around her, and she turned into him, so she was almost on her side, shutting her eyes tightly. He felt the first tear fall on his chest and fought back another wave of dark rage. Instead, he pressed three kisses to her head. He didn’t know why it always ended up being three, but somehow one never seemed enough.

			“Do you think we made a mistake?” she whispered. 

			He stroked his hand down her arm and joined her fingers with his. “No,” he replied firmly. “Do you?”

			“I didn’t, but after today I can’t help but think I should have begged off instead.”

			“Are you unhappy here with me?” he asked carefully, the words tasting bitter in his mouth.

			“Not with you.” She gave him a sad smile. “But no one wants me here. Perhaps it was unfair of us to force me onto your mother on such short notice. She has a right to her feelings.”

			“She doesn’t have a right to hurt you. No one has the right to do that.”

			“I’m grateful to you for helping me, but there isn’t a place for me here. I knew it wouldn’t be perfect, but I hoped for goodwill at least. I thought if I showed that I was on your side, then they would be on mine, but I was wrong. They’ll always treat me like an outsider, just like everyone else.”

			His eyes burned with tears for her. She sounded defeated instead of angry. He’d rather have had her anger than this meek muffled capitulation.

			“I was an oddity in England because of how I looked and how I was raised, but I had my cousins, my aunt, and uncle, my dog, and my garden. I miss having something that’s mine. I’m so tired of feeling like I don’t fit anywhere. Like the only way I’ll ever be accepted is by force or convenience.”

			He didn’t know what to say. Didn’t trust himself to speak with the lump in his throat. 

			He’d always known what it was to be different, but he’d never felt what she’d described. 

			That loneliness, the feeling of being at sea every day of his life with no true home, was alien to him. How arrogant he’d been to assume he understood her completely just because they shared one point of similarity. 

			He’d never meant for her to be lonely here with him. He hadn’t considered how much she’d left behind in her desperate bid for freedom. 

			He needed to write to her uncle and send for her beloved pet, Sibylla. He could invite them to visit for the Christmas season, but it wouldn’t fix anything. 

			He had to find a way to make sure she had a chance to make this place her home. He needed to do everything to make sure she felt accepted, and he would start with his mother.
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			The next morning, Finn left an exhausted Hettie sleeping in his bed, took his morning swim, and sought out his mother, ready for battle. Armed with the evidence in his hand. 

			The level of rage coursing through him was not going to be helpful when confronting her. 

			The exercise had blunted the edge of his anger, but there was still enough to derail the entire proceedings if he didn’t get control of it. They were too much alike, and the subject matter was fraught as it was. She’d always disliked Hettie and had made her reservations clear from the beginning, but once they were married, he’d imagined his mother would give up that fight. After all, Hettie was his wife now, and her success was a success for him and their family. 

			He’d never imagined that the woman who had raised him would sabotage his reputation to get her way. 

			The whole time he’d thought they were working together to succeed, she’d been allowing others to sabotage his wife’s chances of success and undermine him in the worst possible way. It was the unfairness that rankled him the most. How dare she accuse Hettie of not having the aptitude to carry out her duties and then deliberately destabilize her efforts?

			As he suspected, she sat at her desk in the jade parlor, noting the expenditures and completed projects for the renovations. As Finn entered, she looked up from her work. 

			She opened her mouth to say something, but the look on his face stopped her cold. It took a moment for him to regain control over his mouth now that he was in the room with her. 

			He had a mind to demand her reasons and understand how she could have betrayed his trust so easily. But standing in front of her, seeing her calm expression, all he could think of were the times she had looked at him with just that expression while doing her utmost to jeopardize the one thing he’d ever sought for himself. 

			“I require a word with you, Your Grace.” His voice was tight with anger.

			“What is it?”

			“I thought that this matter had already been settled, but apparently, I underestimated you. You will cease your ridiculous campaign to ruin my marriage.”

			“Finn—”

			“You will cease, or you will leave.” He was finished playing games. Finished playing the role of the dutiful son. The convenient fool. He watched that understanding settle on her face before she took a deep breath, but her feigned confusion was even more insulting. 

			“I don’t know what your wife has told you—” she began, and the anger in him surged again.

			“Oddly enough, she didn’t need to tell me anything,” he said, walking toward her and slapping down the page with her maid’s handwriting on the desk. He watched the realization shift over her face and then the guilt. “Are you still going to play games with me?”

			“Finn—”

			“I wonder where your maid could have possibly gained the gall to make a mockery of her mistress with such boldness.”

			She scoffed and shifted in her seat. “You can’t imagine I sanctioned this.”

			“Frankly, this entire enterprise has revealed a new side to you. I never thought you were the kind of person who would hurt others recklessly just to score a minor point. You must have heard her practicing. You must have seen how hard she was working. You knew what she was using as a guide.”

			“I never directed Aileas to trick her.”

			“And you didn’t care enough to pay attention. Because ultimately it didn’t matter to you if she was humiliated.” It didn’t matter to you that I was happy.

			“Son—”

			“I require only two things from you, Duchess: Aileas is to be dismissed immediately.”

			“Over a prank? She’s been with me for years.”

			“Insubordination is not a harmless prank. Provide a character for her if you must, but she goes and she goes today.”

			“You—”

			“Furthermore, you need to think long and hard as to what your role is in this household. Complacency is not tolerated in our staff, let alone our family, so decide. If you cannot accept Henrietta, then you should leave. If you are willing to work with her wholeheartedly, then you may stay. I expect an answer to that by this evening.”

			Her entire face went pale with shock. “You would choose that girl over your mother?”

			“You misunderstand me,” he replied with deadly calm. “The choice is yours. She is my wife, my lady, my duchess. God willing, she will be the mother of my children. Her place is at my side. The only person whose presence is not required here is yours. Is this in any way unclear?”

			She looked for a moment like she was going to argue or defend herself. Instead, she let out a breath and nodded. “No, Your Grace.”

			He gave her a curt nod, turned sharply on his heel, and strode out of the room, unable to stay in her presence a moment longer.
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			For all the frustrations Hettie had with her new home, there was one thing she absolutely adored: the sea cave. True to his word, it had taken Finn no less than a few days to show her the nautical sanctuary carved into the base of the cliff on which his home stood. 

			A secret staircase led directly from the family wing to the narrow set of steps carved into the ballast stone comprising the cave. Whenever she grew frustrated with her middling comprehension of Gaelic, bruised from the wall of disapproval from The Dowager, or lonely in the absence of her sweet Sibylla, she stripped down to her shift and her robe and disappeared into the ocean. 

			There she could either work off her aggravation and self-pity or float aimlessly as her brain sought solutions away from judgmental or inquisitive eyes. 

			Today she’d woken up to an empty bed, but she didn’t have the energy to confront The Dowager. It may have made her a coward, but all she wanted was time away from the pitying glances, the constant hum of noise and anxiety of prospective errors. She needed solitude to burn off the worst of her lingering humiliation. 

			After taking one look at Hettie’s pinched expression, Glenna had scrounged up a late-morning snack of a few bannocks and cheese from the kitchens and sent Hettie down to the cave with a book. 

			Now that the meal was consumed, Hettie bobbed along on her back, floating on the surface of the waves in her shift with the anchor rope tied around her waist to prevent her from being dragged out in a current. 

			Eventually, her eyes drifted shut as she reveled in the cool water moving along her skin and through her hair.

			“I thought I might find you here.”

			Hettie cracked open one eye to see Finn standing on one of the joint hexagonal columns of which the cavern was fashioned. He was barefoot, clad in only his trousers and a shirt. “Was someone looking for me?”

			“Only me.”

			She shut her eyes and smiled. “Missing me already?”

			“Every moment away from you is an eternity.”

			She gave an unladylike snort of laughter and stretched out her arms before moving into a slow backstroke along the length of the grotto. When she returned, she noticed that her husband was still fully clothed and watching her. “Aren’t you going to join me?”

			“I’m enjoying the view,” he replied with a toothy grin.

			She rolled her eyes and splashed a wave of water in his direction before beginning a new lap. This time on her way back she collided with a firm, warm body. Treading water, she stared into the amused face of her husband.

			“You are in a very strange mood today.”

			“Am I?” he responded, pulling her against him and wrapping his arms around her waist.

			“Why are you smiling so much?”

			“I still can’t believe my good fortune.” 

			She nuzzled his nose with hers and wrapped her arms around his shoulders. “That was precisely what I was thinking.”

			“I thought you were trying to escape your good fortune,” he replied with a knowing smile.

			She snickered and pressed her forehead to his. “Only some of it. Do you think me a coward?” she asked, pressing her face into his strong smooth neck.

			“No. Frankly I’m shocked you haven’t taken to the hills.”

			She closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The thought had occurred to her, and she didn’t know how to feel about it. Between Phillip and The Dowager she was stuck between a cliff and a raging fire. She would either burn or split apart on the rocks. But at least The Dowager came with the man holding her in his arms.

			“I wanted to.”

			“What stopped you?” he asked, running his hands over her sides, holding her lightly against him.

			“You.” It was mostly true.

			“Me?”

			“You helped me when I needed it, at great risk to yourself.”

			“It was hardly a trudge through the valley of shadow,” he quipped, and her arms tightened.

			“I didn’t want to throw it back in your face as if it didn’t matter. I didn’t want to lose you.”

			“You wouldn’t have lost me.” He pressed kisses to her bare neck and shoulder. “But I’m glad you are still here.” 

			She lifted her head and took him in, the handsome stranger, the protective husband, the sympathetic friend. She was glad she had stayed so they could meet here, so she could have more of him. “Me too,” she whispered.

			“When I saw you just now, you looked like a selkie,” he murmured. 

			“A what?” 

			“A selkie, with your wild hair and your amber eyes,” he replied, nuzzling the sodden curls sticking to the line of her neck as his hands wandered along her sides and her stomach. 

			“What on earth is a selkie?” she gasped. 

			“A seal creature. A selkie becomes a beautiful woman who seduces men when she sheds her seal coat.” He nipped at her earlobe and her breath caught in her throat. Clearly, he was determined to make up for this morning.

			“I’m not sure how I feel about being compared to a wanton, mythological human-animal hybrid.”

			He grinned against her skin before nipping at it again. “You’ve a selkie’s love of the ocean and you swim like you were born in water.”

			“Flatterer.”

			“I live to flatter you, wife.” He turned them around to press her against the stone ledge, and her legs came up to wrap around his firm waist. His hard length pressed against her bare center, and she couldn’t help the satisfied smirk on her lips. There was something wonderful about knowing how much he desired her.

			“I’m afraid you’re going to have to sell me on this idea. What does a landman need to do to keep a selkie with him?”

			“He hides her seal coat,” he replied, brushing her wet curls behind her shoulder.

			“Is that all he has to do?” 

			“And ravish her regularly, of course.” He leaned forward and captured her mouth in her favorite type of kiss. Languid, deep, and thorough. She sighed happily and slid her fingers through his heavy silken locks. 

			She’d missed the time alone with him like this. Increasingly she wanted him to herself all day for weeks at a time, like on their journey north. 

			She wanted longer mornings with his hands on her skin and whispered conversations that went on for hours. It was a growing fixation, the feel of him around her and inside her. His warmth chasing away the chill of the ocean and his overwhelming strength anchoring her. 

			He ground his erection against her core, leaving her gasping for air. His mouth drifted slowly over her jaw, suckling on her skin. Her sex clenched in response as a shiver raced through her body. 

			“Are you cold?” he murmured.

			“No,” she replied before kissing him again, harder. 

			His hands wandered her body boldly, kneading her breasts over her now translucent shift before moving under the water to caress her sensitive thighs, hips, and bottom as if he were trying to memorize the feel of her under his hands. 

			He slid inside her in one thrust, and she hissed in a breath, her head falling back against the stone behind her. His girth was something she wasn’t sure she’d ever get used to. The sensation of being stretched and filled so utterly was always overwhelming. 

			“All right?” he whispered, and she nodded frantically before arching her hips to take him deeper. He moaned against her shoulder and tightened his hold on her, one arm squeezing her waist and the other gripping her hip hard enough to bruise. “I hate being away from you.” He pressed the words against her wet skin as he began to move inside her. 

			“I hate it too,” she gasped, her fingertips digging into the rippling muscles of his shoulders. “I want you like this all the time.”

			“Like what?

			“Inside me.” Her following cry echoed against the walls as he picked up his pace, grinding urgently against the nubbin of pure sensation that he always sought. She couldn’t hold him tightly enough. 

			She wanted to feel him, to touch every inch of his skin, but all she could do was hold on for dear life as he took her apart thrust by thrust. Everything was his body and the hot pleasure building in her core, radiating through her.

			“You are the selkie, husband.”

			“Am I now?”

			“Yes,” she cried out. “Seducing an innocent lady such as myself. Waiting until I’m taking my bath.”

			“Mo selkie bòidheach.” He nibbled on her shoulder. “I’m just trying to keep you with me.”

			Something in his voice had her eyes opening again. A note of yearning that he didn’t quite manage to hide. 

			She turned her head to meet his eyes, and for a moment she saw it there as well, but then he leaned in and caught her mouth in a deep melting kiss as he drove her relentlessly into bliss, keeping her breathless and saturated with pleasure until he shuddered against her with a deep, desperate groan. 

			His gusts of breath were hot against her shoulder. She dropped her forehead onto his head with a whimper as she fought to regain control of her racing heart. 

			Ravaged in the ocean. Conduct unbecoming of a duchess to be sure, but Hettie could hardly bring herself to care. Not when she could still feel the aftershocks of that shattering climax. Not when his hands were still on her, and his mouth was pressed against her damp forehead. 

			“Did I hurt you?” he asked.

			“You must be joking.”

			“This stone is too rough for your skin, leannan.” He drew them back and moved them over to the stairs leading into the water, running his hand gently over her back. 

			“I was enjoying myself too much to notice.”

			He nipped teasingly at her lower lip before pausing at the steps. “I nearly forgot why I came for you.”

			“Oh?”

			“I wanted to take you out for a ride.”

			“Another one?” she asked with a coy smile.

			He shook his head in mock disapproval. “What a wanton I am wed to.” 

			She laughed and laid her head on his shoulder in blissful exhaustion.

			“I thought I could show you a little more of what you own, introduce you to a few of the tenants personally,” he suggested, running his hands along her back lightly.

			“Is that wise?” she asked, her face burning with embarrassment at the memory of the last time she’d faced his people.

			“Yes. It will be only you and me. I won’t let you falter, I promise.”

			No, he wouldn’t. That was one thing she knew for certain. She lifted her head to meet his eyes and smiled, giving her consent.

		


		
			Chapter Fourteen

			Finn had been right in the end. 

			She had been embarrassed, but with him beside her, the polite wariness the farmers showed toward her had warmed into what Hettie hoped was sincere goodwill. There was consistent surprise by her inability to understand Gaelic, though. 

			Apparently, between the references to her family and making fun of her own accent and intelligence, the tenants had thought her speech to be self-deprecating humor. They didn’t imagine she could speak their language so well without understanding it. The irony was bracing, but she would take the win where she found it. 

			Kincaid had been the most intimidating by far, but it was clear why Finn held him in such high regard. He chose his words carefully, but he spoke his mind thoroughly. Those dark, shrewd eyes were piercing and unforgiving, but the furrow between them had disappeared by the time she and Finn left his home. 

			Rather than return to the house immediately, Finn had decided to show her a “stone dance.” She wasn’t certain what she’d expected to see when they took off on their horses, but it was unlike anything Hettie had ever witnessed. She knew there was one in Salisbury, but she’d never seen it with her own eyes.

			The towering blocks of sandstone were both mesmerizing and menacing, set in an eternal circle as ancient and imposing as Windsor Castle. And powerful. The air fairly hummed with it. 

			She sat on her horse staring at the ancient stones, unable to move or even focus on the beautiful landscape around her. She’d have to come again with her charcoal pencils and paper.

			“I can’t believe I’m staring at a structure that was built by the Druids. I can’t believe it’s still standing.”

			“These are older than the Druids, selkie, we don’t really know for a fact who put them there.” 

			She turned to look at him, taking in the sight of her Highland lord. She’d never seen him in a kilt before their arrival in the Highlands, could never have imagined it. Honestly, she still wasn’t sure what she was meant to do with the sight of him in essentially a skirt. 

			The feelings that were invoked left her a bit perplexed. Not that she was against the sight of him in his traditional dress. He really did have the most beautiful body she’d ever seen, and his legs were something to be admired for certain. It was more the idea that other women would be able to see them as well. 

			He seemed the most himself in this place and yet more of a stranger than he’d ever been. 

			This place full of mysterious energy also carried a powerful sense of permanence. It was so like him, in a way. He was passionate but disciplined, unexpected but steady and reliable. 

			“Don’t you find that a bit disconcerting?” she asked. “Having something so clearly man-made around, but never knowing who put it there. It’s like you are sharing your land with ghosts.”

			“We don’t get nervous about a little mystery in Alba,” he replied, watching her with twinkling eyes. “There’s so much lore and magic here, it’s part of us. It’s part of you now, too. The unknown isn’t something to fear.”

			“The English would disagree with that thesis,” she replied wryly and smiled as he chuckled. 

			“But you’re one of us now, selkie. You’re the Duchess of Montrose, our line goes back beyond Robert the Bruce.”

			“I suppose that means I should come to terms with seeing your knees in public.”

			“Do you object to seeing them, Your Grace?” he rumbled, strolling toward her with his hands clasped innocently behind his back and a distinctly filthy look in his eyes.

			“To me seeing them, no. But to others seeing intimate parts of my husband’s body, yes. Those knees are mine to see.”

			“Dinnae fret, lass,” he purred as he pulled her against him, “I’ll still keep the best bits for yer eyes alone.” He leaned down and captured her mouth in a slow, deep kiss that had her wishing they were back in their bedroom. 

			She sighed and slid her arms around his neck, opening her mouth to his ravenous tongue and tangling her fingers in those glorious fiery locks. Somehow, she always ended up like this, in his arms, with his hands and mouth on her. Every time it happened, she wanted to stay there longer. When he drew away, she buried her face in his chest and struggled to catch her breath.

			“We’ve received an invitation to a private soiree tomorrow evening.” His voice rumbled.

			“By whom?”

			“MacAergyl. I thought it might be an effective way to introduce you. His wife loves to collect talents and is particularly fond of music.”

			“Ah, trot out the musician.” 

			“It is one of your many skills, and in this case a very useful one.”

			“Is he an earl?”

			“No, a viscount, but he’s a long-time landowner who’s managed what I’m trying to do. He may have some worthwhile investment options for me.”

			“Will your mother be coming?” she asked.

			“Very likely.”

			Damn… It would be an interesting evening for sure. With everything Finn was trying to hold together, the last thing he needed in his home was a civil war. Hettie would need to find a way to convince The Dowager to see her as an ally rather than an adversary.
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			It was dusk by the time they returned to the manor. 

			As they walked up the stairs, a woman cleared her throat. Looking up, they saw his mother watching them with barely contained annoyance.

			“There you both are,” she huffed.

			“Did you need us?” Finn asked.

			“There’s a good bit of work that still needs doing, but it seems I am the only one of a mind to tend to it.”

			“How exactly have we abandoned you to a life of toil and drudgery?” Finn asked, his tone drier than week-old bread. 

			“People were looking for you. You could have at least mentioned that you’d be gone for the rest of the day.”

			“Are these people who work for me?” 

			The Dowager glared at him but said nothing more. Hettie wasn’t sure what to make of the exchange so far. He was always cheeky, but this was bordering on insolence, something she had never truly witnessed from him toward an elder before. Even Kincaid had received more consideration.

			“I take it that you have come to a decision regarding our little conversation earlier?”

			“I have.”

			“And?” He raised an expectant eyebrow, but his tone was dangerously calm.

			“I will heed you. For your own sake. With your daily frolics who knows what would come of this place.”

			“Very kind of you,” he replied, tugging Hettie along as he walked past his mother.

			“Will you both be at dinner?” Lady Aoife called after them.

			“Aye,” he replied.

			Hettie waited until they were in their room before turning to him. “What was she talking about? What conversation?”

			“It’s nothing,” he said, moving to walk around her. “Ah, lovely.” He eyed the two steaming copper hip baths awaiting them with obvious glee. The scent of lavender and rose mingled in the air. It was inviting, but the scene she had witnessed was cause for concern.

			She turned, cutting him off just as he reached the baths and folded her arms, waiting for him to answer. “Finn.”

			He gave her an impatient look before rolling his eyes in acquiescence. “I told her to choose whether she still wanted to live here or not,” he replied, shrugging off his jacket.

			Hettie stared in shock. “You didn’t.”

			“I certainly did. Being part of this household means serving regardless of your feelings toward that service or the person you are rendering it to.”

			“I know, but—” 

			“There is not one person here whose presence is more important than yours. If she is not up to the task her position demands, then she has her own estate she can retreat to in Inverness.”

			Hettie watched him with narrowed eyes, trying to determine if he was truly that ruthless. He loved making her believe nonsense as a joke. “You little devil. You knew she wouldn’t leave.”

			“Did I?” he asked, slipping off his waistcoat and shirt and walking past her to his closet. 

			“Finn, I cannot believe you issued that sort of ultimatum to her in all seriousness.”

			“Why not?”

			“It would be too unkind. She is your mother, after all, this is her family home.”

			“It is no more her home than yours. You are my wife. The Duchess of Montrose. Lady Mac Gairbheith. This is not just about you, it is about all of us. You are part of this family, part of this community and this legacy. What would I be if I allowed you to be demeaned and laughed at when you are exerting such an effort to fulfill your role?” His tone was sharper than she’d ever heard it in her life.

			She wondered briefly if she should simply let it go. He was making a case to benefit her. Why should she take the side of a woman who had never taken hers? Perhaps it was watching him refer to his mother as if she didn’t matter, when she could barely remember her own.

			“Finn, I appreciate that, but you should still be kind to her.” She kept her voice as neutral as possible, not wanting him to grow angry with her as well.

			“After her behavior, it was kindness for me to offer her the choice instead of making it myself. Allowing you to make mistakes, allowing you to be tricked because of negligence reflects badly on me, on all of us. We are all doing our part, why should she be allowed to neglect her duties? After all the times she—” He broke off and took a deep breath, shaking his head as his mouth twitched. This was more than anger at his mother, he was hurt. “I’ve been serving this estate since I was seventeen years old. There is not one choice I have made or step I have taken without holding all of this in my mind, weighing the consequences and the benefits.”

			Until me. The thought arose before she could stop it. 

			He glanced at her sharply, a frown creasing his forehead before he gave a short, dry chuckle. Had she spoken the words?

			“No, selkie, not even with you. Do you think I wanted our honeymoon to be on the road back home? You think I didn’t want more than what I was able to grant you before we came back here? I could spend those days in Edinburgh only because I needed to for the sake of this estate. You think I didn’t want more time?”

			Where had he hidden all of this discontent? How hadn’t she noticed it? 

			“You never mentioned this before,” she said softly, unsure whether to cross over to him or not. She didn’t think he wanted her to calm him, he’d likely take it as some sort of placation. 

			He chuckled again and the sound filled her with unease. It had never been so bitter and caustic before, so full of resentment. “Because it’s not something to grumble about, is it? I have more power and money than most can dream of having, not by my own effort, but because I was lucky enough to be born the first and only son of a duke. How can I whine because I cannot indulge myself at my whim?” He shoved his hands through his hair, struggling to control himself. “I don’t complain because no matter the personal cost, I know this work is worth it in the end. She taught me that. Laughing at you and humbling you in front of those who would be guided by her example…that isn’t aimed at you alone, that is an attack on me. Because I didn’t do what she wanted. Because I decided outside of her influence. Because I wanted to be happy.”

			He fell silent again, his eyes taking in her expression. She knew it couldn’t have hidden what she was thinking. 

			A change came over him and he gave her a tired smile, more like the Finn she recognized. “I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to put all of this on you. I’m not angry with you for questioning my actions, I just… You are here pleading her case when she is the one who wronged you. I can’t help but be upset with her when she knows better, and she knows the cost. As it is, she chose to stay and do her duty.”

			Under duress. But Hettie made sure she didn’t say that out loud.

			His eyes fell on a small tray of letters left on a side table. He picked them up and walked over to her and handed them to her. “Your family has written to you, it seems.” 

			She took the letters from him, still nonplussed by what he’d revealed to her. 

			He smiled at her with some amusement and kissed her cheek. “I haven’t frightened you too much, have I?” 

			Yes. “No. I am a little surprised, however. I never knew you felt like this. But I understand better now.” Betrayal or deception was not something he took lightly or countenanced at all. 

			He nodded. “Don’t take too long reading them, selkie. We’re expected at dinner.” 

			She smiled and nodded before she sat down to read them. She never realized before then how cold he could be. If he knew the truth of her birth, if he found out that she had withheld such vital information from him, what would he do? Would he cut her loose as well? 

			Fighting a chill of apprehension, she read the letters from her aunt and Alastair. 

			News of their family was always welcome. Her uncle lost another bet to her aunt. Their twin girls Ester and Rosmund were on track to debut next year, and Ester would be a companion to Lady Archly in the off season. Alastair’s wife, Temperance, was expecting again, their second child to date. 

			Every line made her smile and ache for them. 

			She missed her cousins, but Temperance was the only other half-African woman Hettie knew among the ton. Alastair’s young wife was the sweetest person Hettie had ever met, with a keen insight few appreciated. Perhaps she could persuade Finn to travel with her to visit soon. 

			There was one from her uncle alone, informing her of his progress in investigating Phillip and his claims. He had questions about Finn’s apparent lack of interest. It had never occurred to him that she would keep this a secret. 

			Her eyes fell on the last letter and her mouth went dry, her hands curling into fists. 

			His writing was becoming too familiar for her liking. 

			Phillip.

			She took a deep breath and broke the seal, the activity in the room fading into a faint buzzing as she read. 

			You cannot abandon me. 

			Please Hettie, I need only five thousand pounds. A mere fraction of your dowry, which should have been mine, and we will both be free. Help me. 

			You know how hard it is for people like us, the struggles we have had to endure. I know you dislike me and that I may deserve this, but I am still your cousin. 

			Do not put my death on your conscience, do not close your heart to me. 

			He would dare to mention their race and their shared blood now? After the way he treated her? Hettie let out a quiet scoff as she reread the frantic letter. 

			Help him. The man determined to condemn her to a life of misery. 

			Writing her so nicely because he knew better than to risk exposure to her husband. So far no one had seemed to notice his letters, but eventually Finn would see. 

			Finn. 

			She had seen a side to him only moments ago that chilled her to the bone. If he knew…

			He couldn’t know. She needed Phillip to stop writing to her. 

			She wanted to write and tell him that directly, but responding would likely only encourage him. Writing to her uncle was the best option. She’d do it after dinner. The address on Phillip’s letter was a residence in Bath. So he was still in England. She had time.

			“Your Grace.”

			Hettie’s head snapped up as she noticed Glenna and Elise watching her expectantly. “I’m sorry, I didn’t hear you.”

			“Your bath is getting cold.”

			Hettie smiled. “Thank you.” 

			Resolute, she stood and held the paper up to an open candle. 

			As it burned, she imagined her anxiety about Phillip curling up into ribbons of charcoal and floating away. She wouldn’t endanger her future with Finn. Phillip would wait until Christ came to London.

		


		
			Chapter Fifteen

			Finn stared at his reflection in the mirror as his valet, Dougal, silently buttoned his cufflinks. Normally Dougal was lively enough, but tonight he seemed to understand that Finn was in no mood for conversation.

			He’d frightened Hettie, he knew he had. It wasn’t a point of pride for Finn that he hadn’t been able to stem the tide of bitter words flowing from his mouth. Now he wondered what she thought of him, now she knew what a child he was, complaining about the responsibilities of a landowner. 

			He lifted his chin slightly to allow Dougal to tie his cravat.

			He didn’t know how to explain the complexity of the emotions he felt every time he thought of his parents and his inheritance. There was so much fear and resentment mixed in with pride and love and deep appreciation. His mother claimed to want his happiness but was equally willing to destroy it if she didn’t approve of what made him happy. He’d told himself before that her anger was borne of fear for him and the life he’d lead in a loveless marriage. Now it was harder to believe that. 

			How could allowing Hettie to be sabotaged solve anything but her own hurt pride at not being included in the decision to wed her? 

			How was he supposed to focus on his tasks when he constantly had to double-check everything she said and did in case she was plotting something else? He was doing all he could to ensure the success of this enterprise and she was tearing down the woman he’d chosen to help him. And she had the gall to call him a traitor? He was getting angry again and he was about to be in a carriage with his mother for at least an hour.

			As Dougal finished Finn pulled away abruptly, letting out a calming breath. “I’ll do the rest myself tonight.” 

			“But your jacket—”

			“I’ll manage,” he snapped before catching himself. “I’m sorry. Thank you for your help, but I need to be alone now.”

			Dougal gave him a long look but nodded and left, taking Finn’s discarded towel with him. 

			He’d have to get a handle on himself. He couldn’t take out his anger on everyone. With deft strokes he brushed his hair before slipping on his waistcoat and fastening the mother of pearl buttons. It was dark gray with green embroidery to complement both his family tartan and the hunter green velvet jacket waiting in the corner. 

			He adjusted the tie in the back before picking up his jacket and sliding it on with minimal difficulty. It was expertly tailored, which meant it would have been easier with Dougal’s help, but he wasn’t ready for company, even if it was silent. 

			He threw the sash of his tartan over his right shoulder and fastened the two brooches of his clans before looking at himself again. He was still upset, but he didn’t have the time to indulge that now. His beautiful, clever wife was waiting for him. She needed her husband to support her at her first soiree as his duchess, not the seething boy inside him. No one needed that boy. He slipped on his father’s signet ring and left the room.
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			Hettie stood outside the door to the jade parlor, dressed for the evening in a cerulean blue gown, draped in the tartan, fighting the urge to put off the conversation she knew she needed to have. 

			She’d spent the last day building the courage to speak to her mother-in-law. The idea of facing her after that embarrassing spectacle was horrific. And now she knew Finn had argued with The Dowager about her. That he had threatened to kick her out of her home. It made her almost ill. But she still couldn’t cave to her.

			She needed to walk in there and make sure Lady Aoife understood that she refused to be treated as an outsider in her own home. His words kept ringing in her ears. There is not one person here whose presence is more important than yours. 

			The idea that he was willing to throw his mother off her family’s land, out of her home again because of an error in judgment was insupportable. 

			If she didn’t mend this bridge between them, Finn would always be in the middle. There would always be this resentment and bitterness between them until he drove away the only parent he had alive. Hettie knew all too well the bitterness of not having her own family. 

			No amount of love could hide the hole her parents had left. She couldn’t allow Finn to push his mother away, a woman clinging to the last shreds of her pride.

			She took a deep calming breath and strode into the room. The lady in question was perched at her desk, as per usual, her back ramrod straight. She was still working while she waited to leave, dressed immaculately in a gray and green shot silk gown. Her expression was expectant. As if she had been anticipating this conversation as well.

			“Well? Speak up if you have a need for something, don’t just hang about.”

			Determined not to react to her, Hettie tightened the grip on her fingers and walked over to the desk, wearing what she hoped was a composed expression. “I think you and I need to have a talk.”

			One fiery eyebrow shot up. “Oh?”

			“As I said.”

			Her expression could have been approval or amusement. Either way, Lady Aoife gestured to the chair at the corner of the desk. The arrogance of the gesture was maddening. No wonder Finn lost his temper. Hettie closed her eyes against a wave of resentment and counted to five. 

			Hettie knew there was no way she’d be able to take over anything without her mother-in-law’s assistance.

			“Is there a problem, Lady Henrietta?”

			Hettie opened her eyes and sat down. “Not at all.” She took time adjusting her skirts while she formulated her thoughts, perfecting her posture and folding her hands in her lap. “You don’t like me.”

			“Not especially, no.”

			It stung more than she expected it to. She took a deep breath and gave a fake smile. “I can live with that. But I believe it to be in our best interests to form an alliance of sorts. Whether by a trick of fate, divine intervention, or witchcraft, I am Finn’s wife. That business with the Gaelic—”

			“That was my fault.”

			“I…” Hettie paused and stared in shock. The admission of guilt was jarring. “You directed your maid to do it?”

			“No, but I didn’t step in when I realized what had happened. Whatever my objections to you, obstruction for the sake of it is not useful to anyone. I beg your pardon.” It was a flat statement, frank and disconcerting like this entire conversation. 

			“Of course.”

			The older woman held her gaze for a long humming moment before breaking her gaze and shifting in discomfort. “I have never fought with him like this. Before you.”

			“I never intended to be a burden or a wedge between you,” Hettie said, feeling sick to her stomach. She’d never been so openly disliked before, to the point that someone would actively sabotage her. And now her only hope of success lay with the one person who wanted her to disappear.

			“Even if I believe that—”

			“I will be candid with you. I don’t really care what you believe,” Hettie began, forcing the words out past her burning throat. “I am here. I want to do my duty to this house and this family. All I need to know is if I can count on your assistance.”

			“I don’t want him hurt. He’s all I have.”

			Perhaps that was the crux of it. It made sense for a mother to protect her own, especially when it was the only child she had. “I know. I don’t want to hurt him.”

			“But you will. He’s in love with you and you don’t love him. Even now you still don’t love him. I don’t want him to spend his life with someone who doesn’t even have the sense to love him back.”

			Love? She opened her mouth to speak but nothing came out. 

			Finn wasn’t in love with her any more than she was in love with him. She was almost certain of that. They cared for each other as they always had, and desired each other in a way she hadn’t even imagined was possible, but that wasn’t love. 

			Arguing the point seemed foolish in light of what she needed now. 

			“I can’t help what I feel, but your son is very dear to me. He always has been. I do not take my role lightly. I want to make him proud. I want to be seen as a credit to him, not an embarrassment. I just need a chance.” 

			“We’ve not had a good beginning, and that is my own fault.” 

			“I don’t care about any of that now,” Hettie replied, with a dismissive flick of her wrist.

			“That easily?” The Dowager looked unconvinced.

			“You are his mother. This heritage he is fighting for is yours as much as his. I need you on my side. On our side.” I need him to not resent me because he lost his mother.

			Another pause, but this time The Dowager seemed unsure of herself for the first time since Hettie had met her. “That is not what my son believes.”

			“I am not your son,” Hettie replied.

			The Dowager cleared her throat sharply and gave a quick nod. “Very well. If he has your loyalty, then you have an ally in me.”

			“Thank you,” Hettie said before rising to her feet, desperate to leave the room. It was cold comfort, but their shaky alliance was built on honesty at the very least.

			“Lady Henrietta,” The Dowager called. Hettie paused. “For what it’s worth, your pronunciation was…impressive.”

			An olive branch? “In a good way?”

			“Yes. Your words weren’t flattering to yourself, of course, but you spoke them flawlessly.”

			“Oh, that’s good, I suppose.” She didn’t know what to do with that information. It was a compliment, she knew, but it didn’t make up for the humiliation.

			“We’ll begin again tomorrow.”

			Hettie gave her a small smile and walked away, wondering if the hollow sensation in her stomach would ever fully disappear.

		


		
			Chapter Sixteen

			Scottish Highlands 

			The third time Hettie’s foot began to tap on the floor of their carriage, Finn dropped his hand onto her knee to stop it. She’d been anxious the entire day. 

			“Thank the lord for that,” the dowager grumbled.

			“I’m sorry,” Hettie said, glancing at her guiltily. “I don’t know why I’m so nervous.”

			“It is your first showing as the Duchess of Montrose in Highland society.”

			“Don’t remind me,” she murmured, twisting at her wedding band.

			“Fear only ensures defeat,” Lady Aoife commented in a tone he was sure she meant to be encouraging. Her words were sharp, but her eyes, even in the dim lighting, were soft.

			“Mother and I are with you. It’s hardly as if you will be alone,” he whispered.

			“I know.” Hettie sighed and took his hand between both of hers, squeezing it tight for reassurance. 

			“He is eager to be the first to host an event in your honor.” He nudged her gently.

			“Eager to be the first to exhibit the English shrew, more like,” she grumbled. 

			He started laughing and wrapped his arm around her shoulders, nuzzling his face against her fragrant skin. She giggled and tried to squirm away, but he hauled her back.

			“He’s a good sort. Enjoys music. His wife likes to collect talent,” Lady Aoife commented.

			“She would be a good one to befriend. Half your work will be done getting her on your side.”

			“Maybe I could play for her,” Hettie said, turning to him with tentative hope in her eyes.

			“I’ll be sure to suggest it,” he replied with a wink.

			She smiled, then turned her attention to the shadowed landscape beyond the carriage window, her hands clutching his own. She never held his hand with only one of hers, it was always two. Like she was afraid he’d let go. 

			There were times that habit of hers filled him with anxiety over her uncertainty. Or what he perceived as uncertainty. But on a night like tonight, when she looked this lovely, and her smile reached her dazzling eyes, he took it as a sign of affection. 

			The deep cobalt blue of her dress was stunning against her warm, earthy complexion and made her amber eyes glow. The pearls in her dark curls looked like scattered drops of moonlight in the low glow of carriage lamps. A cool nighttime breeze from the open window set the coiled tendrils of her hair dancing. 

			Best of all, she was at his side wearing his clan tartan for the first time since their wedding. The sight of her in his family colors had robbed him of his breath when she’d appeared on the stairs earlier that night.

			“Would it help if I mentioned how beautiful you look?” he whispered. Even from his vantage point, he could see her full mouth twisting against a smile as she continued to focus on the shadows outside the window.

			“It couldn’t hurt,” she murmured.

			He leaned in until his lips brushed her ear and he felt her shiver against him. “Even the stars are envious of your incandescence.”

			“Only the stars?” she queried, and he grinned before pressing a kiss to the fragrant curls at her temple. 

			“Do you usually need this much coddling?” his mother asked wryly. Hettie began to pull away, her eyes averted, but Finn pulled her back to him.

			“I’m only doing my duty as a husband. And I’ve witnessed far worse from you and Papa,” he replied giving his wife a reassuring squeeze. He’d never allow her to be embarrassed for seeking reassurance. 

			Lady Aoife’s mouth twitched in amusement before she shook her head. She cast a cursory glance at Hettie and opened her mouth to speak but seemed to think better of it when the carriage stopped. “It’s time to be a duke. We’ve arrived.” 

			The door opened and Lady Aoife stepped down from the carriage first, accepting the hand of their driver.

			Finn left next and helped Hettie exit before allowing her to take his hand firmly in both of hers again. “Just breathe, selkie,” he said before leading her to the front steps of the imposing light gray stone building, lit up from without and within. 

			Torches lined the gravel path and the front of the manor, illuminating the night as carriages were led away by groomsmen. Even at a distance, music and the hum of conversation drifted through the front door. 

			Their hosts were near the door greeting the guests as they arrived. 

			The viscount was a jovial, unpretentious older man who enjoyed good company and good common sense. His wife was kind but aloof, unless someone or something piqued her interest. Based on the way her brown eyes lit up and the brown curls on either side of her head trembled as their party walked to the front door, she was bound to be energetic this evening. 

			“Your Grace,” the viscount said, bowing his graying head over the dowager’s hand, who in turn inclined her head respectfully.

			“Lord MacAergyl, it’s been some time,” she said.

			“Let’s not put a number to that, shall we? You remember my wife, Lady MacAergyl.”

			“Of course.” She nodded again and moved forward to join the rest of the guests.

			“Your Grace,” Lady MacAergyl greeted as Hettie and Finn approached.

			“Lord and Lady MacAergyl. Allow me to introduce my new wife, Henrietta, the Duchess of Montrose.”

			Hettie smiled and gave their hosts a low curtsy typically reserved for members of their own rank. The viscount and viscountess noticed the respect she’d paid them and shared a look of delighted surprise. “Lord and Lady MacAergyl, thank you for having me.”

			“Nonsense, Your Grace,” Lady MacAergyl came forward and took her hand. “It is our honor to have you here, and at your debut into Highland society.”

			“Your husband has waxed poetic about you several times, but I fear he hasn’t nearly done you justice,” the viscount said.

			“He mentioned your silver tongue, my lord, and I believe he’s acquitted himself honestly there,” Hettie replied.

			“Ah, but the Scots were all blessed there. Silver-tongued charmers, the lot of us,” he replied with a wink. 

			“Well, we shan’t monopolize you further,” Hettie said, glancing behind them at the line forming, “We’ll let you enchant the rest of your arriving guests.” 

			She nodded and Finn offered his arm to her. She tucked her hand into the inside of his elbow and let out a sigh. 

			“You never call me silver-tongued,” he commented and watched her purse her lips in annoyance.

			“Don’t fish for compliments Finn, it’s unseemly.” 

			There she was. He gave her a wink and squeezed her hand where it lay.

			“I see you’ve found your footing very quickly,” he replied, nudging her slightly.

			Hours later it was still true. 

			It took only a few exchanges for her company to be in high demand. 

			From the moment the Viscount and Viscountess MacAergyl met Hettie, she’d charmed them. From then on, no one was safe from her smile, her wit, and her sparkling eyes. 

			The entire dinner had been full of questions, some impertinent, others merely inquisitive, but she never faltered.

			He glanced at his mother, who had been watching Hettie with some interest throughout the evening. This was the Hettie he’d wanted her to see. The one who knew her way around a room and met everything and everyone with an open heart, no matter how nervous she was. 

			Hettie laughed at a comment made by the viscountess, and he couldn’t help the answering smile on his face. 

			“She is a rare one, your bride,” Baron MacGuffin said, coming up beside him. He’d been friends with his father long before Finn was born.

			“That is my thinking as well,” he replied. It was strange how much pride he felt every time she was complimented. It never bothered him, no matter how often it happened.

			“Much more spirited than I’d expected.”

			“Why is that?” Finn frowned and turned to the older man.

			He shrugged nonchalantly. “You hear things, you know how people talk.”

			“What exactly are you hearing?” Finn asked, fighting not to reveal his ire at the suggestion of negative gossip about Hettie.

			“Well, the fact that the dowager was still running things struck people as odd. It’s as if she’s still the mistress of the house. It was chalked up to meekness on your wife’s behalf.”

			“The duchess is above all else a person of good sense. She’s taking the time to learn from my mother before stepping fully into her role.”

			“Yes, that seems to match what I’m seeing,” he nodded. “The marriage was so sudden as well…” He didn’t say it, but Finn understood. People imagined there was some impropriety involved. It wasn’t wrong exactly, but he still didn’t like it.

			“The marriage was, but the decision to marry her wasn’t.”

			He turned to Finn with a sparkle of camaraderie in his eyes. “An opportune moment?” 

			“Exactly.”

			“I had a situation like that myself.”

			“Your new baroness?” Finn asked, resisting the urge to mention the two previous wives the man had gone through.

			He nodded. “When you know you’ve found your match, you can’t allow anything or anyone to get in the way.”

			“Indeed,” Finn replied. Not fear of scandal or a rogue cousin.

			“Who are her people?”

			“Her uncle is the Marquis of Lindsey. He raised her.”

			“Ah, so she has it all, eh? Fortune, family, a sharp mind, and a bonny face.”

			“She has a good deal more than that,” Finn replied, hoping that his tone sounded polite. The old man meant well, but he was talking about Hettie as if she was a sheep for breeding. 

			“Everyone.” The viscountess stood and clapped her hands in excitement. “The duchess has agreed to play for us.”

			Hettie shot Finn a triumphant look and he winked back. She followed their hostess to the pianoforte and selected two pieces of music. 

			As she began to play, ease settled over her, relaxing her shoulders and lighting up her face. Now, he felt ashamed for not moving faster in securing her a piano. Beyond her unique skill and her enjoyment of music, she’d always taken a visceral joy in playing. 

			He’d loved watching how her expressions shifted, how her whole body moved as her fingers flew across the ebony and ivory keys. It was a little over three months since she would have played. Having been raised in a family that always had music readily available, she must have been bereft without it. 

			“She’s playing that piece as if she wrote it,” the baron said in admiration. 

			Finn nodded absently, transfixed by her.

			“Yes, my daughter-in-law is uncommonly talented,” his mother said, arriving unannounced. Finn barely kept control of his face at that admission. She’d even appeared earnest. Perhaps she’d indulged in a whiskey instead of tea after supper.

			“She is a credit to both you and your son.”

			“I will be sure to pass on your compliments to her.” She smiled and nodded. 

			“I hear your estate is nearing completion, Your Grace,” he said to Finn’s mother.

			“Yes, it’s coming along nicely,” she replied.

			“God willing you will have many children to fill those new halls,” he said to Finn.

			“That is my hope as well.” The man never lost an opportunity to mention it. He wouldn’t be surprised if he’d been drawing lots to see how fast Finn procreated.

			“With a wife as comely as yours, I have no doubt.” He chuckled and walked away, leaving Finn alone with his mother. Mercifully. 

			“I have never seen a man more concerned with the progeny of others,” she muttered, and Finn choked back a laugh. He was still annoyed with her. But if this was any indication, he wouldn’t have to choose between his mother and his wife. She’d spared him that at least.

			“He is rather single-minded,” he admitted.

			“That is one term for it.” She huffed. “So, the night is a success.” She gestured to Hettie as she began to play the second piece. 

			“So it would seem,” he replied. “Surprised?”

			“A bit. She made such a show about her anxiety in the carriage.”

			“The show is what you witnessed here until she began to play,” he replied. His mother watched him in disbelief. “She’s always been good at hiding her unease when she has to. Growing up among the ton looking the way she does, it was mandatory. Just like me when I was at school with Alastair. It’s something we have in common.”

			Lady Aoife said nothing in response, but her face had softened with growing comprehension. 

			“It’s good that you understand each other,” she said after a moment.

			Yes, he thought. Yes, it is.
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			Griffin’s Gate, Scottish Highlands – Two weeks later

			The third time he read the same sentence in the letter from MacAergyl, Finn put it down and took a breath. He was wasting time, going in circles. He needed another trip to Edinburgh. 

			There were opportunities enough for investments, but he wouldn’t be able to avail himself of them in the Highlands. He needed to form more connections and learn far more than what he could glean from letters. It would mean leaving his mother alone again to oversee the renovations but there was no way around it. 

			The only positive aspect was he’d have to take Hettie with him. Ever since he’d issued the ultimatum to his mother, tension had fallen over the house. 

			There was a stillness to Hettie whenever he found her alone, an uneasy sadness for which he couldn’t account. It wasn’t him; he knew that. 

			She always lit up whenever she saw him, those shadows in her eyes would melt away and she would be his Hettie again. 

			Perhaps she needed a break from his mother’s reluctant acceptance and the judgment of strangers. She would enjoy the chance to take in some theater or ballet. He could commission her a piano while they were there, maybe a portrait or two. She’d always wanted a portrait of herself. Yes, a city break was exactly what they needed.

			“My lord.” A footman stuck his head around the door to Finn’s study.

			“What is it?” he asked, looking up at the intruder.

			“Did you get a new dog?”

			For a moment Finn was stupefied, then he remembered. Hettie’s dog, Sibylla. He had written to her uncle and asked him to send her for Hettie. As always, the marquis’s timing was impeccable. He grinned and rose to his feet. “I believe I did. Thank you, John.” 

			John watched him strangely as he brushed past him and jogged down the stairs with a no doubt silly grin on his face. She never complained, his Hettie, but he knew she’d missed her dog dearly.

			He found her in the orchard parlor, standing by the window. She’d chosen the decorations for it herself and it showed. 

			The walls had been finished with hand-painted wallpaper adorned with cherry and apple orchards full of birds. Hettie loved nature, and even indoors she wanted reminders of it around her. In his mind, this was already her sitting room. There was no furniture in it yet, just a few Persian rugs on the floor. 

			The room was bright and cheerful, but his wife was not. 

			She stood like a bronze statue, in a light green silk gown, her arms folded around herself, one slender hand beating out a rhythm against her collarbone. 

			Her expression as she took in the view of the incomplete garden was at once pensive and anxious. Sibylla was waiting but before he could reunite them, he needed to know what was bothering her. If he waited, she would pretend everything was all right.

			“Henrietta.”

			She turned to face him abruptly, a smile lighting her face just as it always did. For him. He crossed over to her, pulled her into his arms, and kissed her. Her soft gasp was lost in his mouth even as she melted against him, her hands settling on his shoulders. When he eased her away gently a few moments later, her eyes were dazed. 

			“I wanted to do that all day.”

			She giggled and looked down at his chest. “That would certainly have made an impression.”

			“Would you have minded?”

			“No,” she admitted, her gaze soft and warm with affection.

			He kissed her again, this time deeper and slower. The small moan she gave had his hands sliding up from her waist to tangle in her tight, plush curls, longing to pull them loose and fill his palms with their wild glory. 

			Her fingers curled into the material of his jacket as her mouth shifted eagerly against his. He moved her backward until she stopped short against the window, her body pressing against his enthusiastically. 

			They’d been married only two months and he was growing more and more obsessed with the feel and taste of her. Every time she sighed into him and returned his ardor, he felt a dark hunger claw its way up until he could hardly bear the feel of her without losing his mind. 

			He pulled away abruptly, pressing his forehead to hers before he forgot the reason he was here.

			“I just finished writing to my aunt.” Her voice was soft and raspy as she panted.

			“Oh, what did you report?” he asked, nuzzling her neck.

			“That I’m settling in nicely. And while my mother-in-law hates me, my husband more than makes up for it.” 

			“She doesn’t hate you,” he said against her hair, knowing it was probably a lie. 

			She touched his face, drawing him back until she could take him in fully.

			His hand tightened on her waist reflexively as he stared at the smooth skin of her throat. 

			If he kissed her there, she’d let him. He knew it. She’d forget about his mother and her prejudice and focus on him. Then it would be only the two of them again. She would be joyful and untroubled like when they were younger.

			“She certainly doesn’t like me. I suppose I cannot fault her.”

			“I already told you it doesn’t matter.”

			“But it does. If you are going to be happy, then she needs to be with us.”

			“Hettie.” He hated how sad and uncertain she had become.

			“You love that woman. I don’t care what you say. You would never be content while at odds with her, with her living somewhere else.” 

			He wanted to argue, but he knew she was right. “She just doesn’t understand.”

			Her hand slid down from his neck to rest on his chest. “I spoke with her a few days ago. She’s agreed to a truce.”

			“Oh?” How had he missed that? Was that the reason they had been working together so consistently?

			“Yes. I assured her that she wasn’t required to like me, only help me.”

			“And you are at peace with that?” He didn’t like it, but he couldn’t argue with the results. This was a battle he couldn’t fight for her, even though he had tried.

			She shrugged but her eyes stayed on her hand where it rested on his chest.

			“It doesn’t have to be perfect to work.”

			He watched her silently, his heart twisting and clenching at the disappointment on her face. “Do you still regret coming here? Regret marrying me?”

			She looked up at him, her copper eyes wide with worry. “I didn’t regret it. I just… I can’t help thinking that I’ve been more trouble for you than I’m worth.”

			“What utter nonsense,” he replied, every word crisp with aristocratic ire.

			She lowered her eyes with a coquettish smile. “Yes, My Lord.” 

			He gave her a playful frown even as his stomach clenched sharply at the sound of those words whispered to him, and he hardened in his trousers. 

			Ridiculous, he heard that form of address all the time from others but coming from her with that sly curve to her lips had an altogether different effect. “Don’t ‘my lord’ me,” he grumbled, after clearing his throat.

			She laughed. “When you take that tone, I have no other response.”

			“Interesting.” He leaned in to kiss her again. 

			This time, her hands made their way up to tangle in his hair, and he couldn’t help his reaction to it. Kissing her harder, he slid one hand around the back of her neck, so she stayed where he needed her, drawing her even closer to him. 

			She felt like heaven, warm and firm, sweet and soft at the same time. 

			He wanted to stay here, in her arms. 

			Lock the door and reach under her skirts for the smooth soft skin of her thighs, the thatch of hair and warm silken flesh at the apex of her thighs that he just knew would be wet and eager for him. Just the thought had him dragging his mouth away from hers again, although he couldn’t bring himself to let her go just yet. His breath was ragged against her cheek. His entire body was tense, hard, and ready. 

			The dog, he kept forgetting about that damn dog.

			Just then she nuzzled his cheek gently and he fought another overwhelming wave of desire. 

			“Will you play a duet with me?” she asked softly, and he drew away from her, looking down into her eyes again. Her face was flushed and her hair was a bit mussed, but by some miracle, he hadn’t destroyed her coiffure entirely.

			He shook his head to clear it. “What?”

			“A duet. After dinner with the MacPhears.” 

			“To look like a bumbling novice by comparison?” he asked incredulously. “No, I thank you.” He’d forgotten about that dinner. The Laird and Lady MacPhear were only one of a lengthy list of nobles clamoring to host the new Duchess of Montrose.

			She laughed and shoved playfully at his chest. “Finn, you are not that bad at all.” 

			He fell back a step or two and fought against a smile of his own. “I will turn the pages for you like a dutiful husband while admiring your beauty and expertise.” 

			She rolled her eyes and moved away from the window, taking the hand he offered her. But she was smiling again, truly smiling. Perhaps he would be enough after all.

			“I wasn’t going to pick a difficult piece.”

			“Ah, so you know I’m barely competent as it is,” he teased.

			“I was trying to be diplomatic,” she replied, moving toward the door, and he glared at her playfully.

			That little minx. “Diplomacy, is it?” He started toward her, and she darted out into the hallway with a delighted shriek. 

			Before she could get far, he grabbed hold of her, spinning her in a circle just to hear her laughter ring out even longer. When he set her on the ground she was still grinning. “I have some business to attend to in Edinburgh, I’ll be gone for a few weeks.”

			“Weeks?” Her expression fell, the sparkle in her eyes dimming. “I supposed it’s very important.”

			“Terribly…I’ll write to you.”

			She nodded. Her fingers picked at his cravat as she tried not to complain. “I’d like that.”

			“Or you could come with me.”

			Her head snapped up, her eyes bright with excitement. The change in her was so pronounced it was almost comical. “Could I?”

			“Mmmm, or would you prefer to stay with Mother?”

			She glared at him and poked him in the chest. “It’s ungallant of you, trapping me into saying unkind things about my mother-in-law.” 

			He grinned. “Pack your things then, we’ll leave in two days.”

			“All right.” She grinned, bouncing on her toes. 

			“But before that, I have a surprise for you.” 

			“What, another one?” She frowned slightly. 

			“I should have done it sooner; I hope you’ll forgive me. You mentioned before that you were lonely here because you didn’t have anything of your own and it made you feel like you weren’t home. I hope this little gesture can help with that.”

			“People are going to think you are spoiling me.”

			“It’s my right to spoil you. Now come along.” He took her hand and pulled her over to the front door.

			“You know they already think I’m, oh—” She froze with wide eyes as one trembling hand rose to cover her mouth.

			With a happy bark, a medium-sized amber-brown and white dog with floppy ears and a long, slim tail lurched forward toward Hettie.

			“Sib? Oh, Sibylla!” 

			He watched Hettie drop to her knees and take the wriggling, ecstatic animal into her arms, accepting her licks and nuzzles while she laughed and rubbed down her lean body. 

			“I wrote to your uncle and mentioned that you might have been missing your dog.”

			Sibylla scampered around the courtyard leaping onto wagons and then back to the graveled ground before dashing toward Hettie with loud, unfettered glee.

			“Thank you,” Hettie said, looking up at him with tear-filled eyes.

			“You are most welcome, selkie.”

			“I didn’t realize how much I’d missed her.”

			“You’ve been eyeballing every single mutt you passed for the past month. It wasn’t a difficult assumption to make,” he replied wryly.

			Hettie’s answering laugh was punctuated by Sibylla knocking her flat on the ground. 

			“What on earth is going on?” The dowager called, drawing his attention to the growing crowd of servants and workers watching his wife cavorting with her pet. “What is she doing?

			“Apparently Hettie’s been missed.”

			“Get her off the ground, boy. She’s a duchess, not a scullery maid.”

			He rolled his eyes and gave her a petulant nudge. “Leave her be.”

			“She’d better keep a tight leash on that creature,” she grumbled, and Finn shook his head but didn’t reply. He couldn’t care less what she had to say when his wife was laughing just as he remembered, full of joy. He could see clearly now how much of her happiness had been dampened before.

			Hettie looked up again and upon seeing his mother, scrambled to her feet, her joy dispersing like dew under the unforgiving sun. “Lady Aoife. I’m sorry.”

			“Don’t apologize to me if your husband doesn’t mind you romping with animals.” 

			Finn glared at his mother before shaking his head in annoyance. There was no real heat behind her words, but he already knew how Hettie would take them.

			“She isn’t always like this, she’s just excited to see me,” Hettie replied, bending to calm her pet with long strokes down her back. But Sibylla kept licking at her hands, jumping up onto her knees.

			“She’s distracting the workers,” his mother said. This time her voice caught the attention of the animal. Sibylla turned toward her, barked twice and then trotted over to the dowager.

			“Siby, come here to me,” Hettie called out in concern, but the pointer-setter paid her no mind. Instead, she lifted her leg and emptied her bladder on the dowager’s shoes. “Sibylla, no!” Hettie dashed forward to yank her away, but it was too late.

			Finn took in his mother’s speechless fury and disgust, and the dog’s nearly smug expression, and tried his best not to laugh. 

			Hettie straightened, her face frozen in mortified alarm, and backed away slowly, wrapping Sibylla’s leash around her hand. “I’ll just take her for a walk. Allow her to burn off this energy.”

			Turning on her heel, she took off toward a tree, taking her mischievous pet with her. He could hear her muttering as she stomped away in her dainty slippers, which were entirely unsuited to walking outdoors.

			“I couldn’t have said it better myself,” he said with a smug smile.

			He didn’t trust himself to look in his mother’s direction until she strode back into the house, cursing under her breath in Gaelic. Perhaps it was best they were leaving for a few days.

		


		
			Chapter Seventeen

			Falcon Hall, Edinburgh – One week later

			Hettie enjoyed animals as much as the next person, but if Sibylla didn’t make an appearance fast, she was going to wring that wretch’s neck. 

			Her sweet-natured pet had a mischievous streak that reared up at the most inopportune times. It was a miracle The Dowager hadn’t tried to kill her in the two days it took for Hettie and Finn to pack for Edinburgh. Much to Lady Aoife’s chagrin and the servants’ amusement, Sibylla seemed to particularly dislike The Dowager. She took every opportunity to urinate on the woman’s shoes when she was standing or chew on her skirts whenever she was seated. 

			She’d been perfectly behaved in the carriage on the trip down to Edinburgh, but now her naughty side was making an appearance again. She was due for a bath, as it was Tuesday, but she’d decided halfway through that she wanted to play hide-and-seek instead. 

			Without notice, the little scamp had taken off, knocking Hettie over and sending soapy water all over the parquet floors. She’d gone straight out the door, running down the hall. That had been twenty minutes ago. 

			Hettie had discovered all new rooms in the nearly three-hundred-year-old townhome. From the marble flooring and wooden paneling on the walls to the Flemish tapestries, it spoke to the ancient wealth and prestige of the Duchy of Montrose. She was certain when it was being built, they never anticipated her chasing after her pet in a sweaty, frazzled mess without an ounce of dignity.

			At this point, after several near misses, Hettie’s hair had fallen out of its braided coronet, her dress was positively sodden down the front, and her patience was dangerously thin.

			“Sibylla…” she called out, keeping her tone calm, “Come out, sweet girl.” 

			More thuds and footsteps resounded throughout the hall but seemed to have a new location. 

			Downstairs. 

			She started down, wondering what the ancestors staring from their stoic portraits would think if they could see the half-drowned wife of their descendant chasing a soapy dog. No doubt they’d be as thrilled as her mother-in-law. If the sudden shouts that exploded through the hall were anything to go by, her beloved canine was in the blue parlor.

			“Get her off the chair!”

			Hettie peeked her head in and saw two maids, Bridget and Fiona, trying to fend off Sibylla’s affection and remove her from the damask chaise.

			“Sibi!” she snapped, and the dog looked over at her, tongue wagging, before gleefully leaping to the floor and scampering around the room as she gave chase. “Bridget, help me grab her!”

			“What if she bites me?” Bridget grimaced.

			“What if I box your ears?” Hettie ground out, darting around a chair, hoping to catch Sibylla off guard.

			“That seems an excessive response,” she muttered before attempting to snatch Sibylla by her back legs. 

			Sensing her attack, Sibylla made a break for the open door. Hettie took off after her, determined to tackle her to the ground if necessary. The sight that greeted her had her skidding to a stop in the marble-floored foyer. 

			There, resplendent in a dove-gray jacket and buckskin trousers, was Finn and an unfamiliar gentleman with bright blond hair and blue eyes. Sibylla was transfixed, being rubbed and stroked into blissful submission by Finn’s large hands and muffled voice.

			“Ye’ve been up to trouble again, haven’t ye?” he murmured in a burr that Hettie still found unreasonably attractive. He was even more handsome this afternoon. Perfectly put together. The image of masculine virility and ducal authority. 

			And her?

			The stranger caught sight of her with a warm and amused expression on his face. “Is this impish creature your charge, fräulein?” 

			Fräulein? Her outrage was immediate but just before she snapped out an admonishment, she remembered her appearance. Lord he probably thought she was a maid, just like The Dowager had complained about. She gave him a tight smile and turned to her husband who was taking in her loose hair, flushed face, and sodden dress with interest. 

			“I didn’t realize we had a caller today,” she said.

			Finn stood, releasing Sibylla, who flopped onto her belly. “I didn’t know you were washing your dog this morning.” Her husband’s face was curiously blank, which could mean only one thing; he was trying desperately not to laugh. 

			At his affectionate tone, the young man’s blue eyes grew wide with horror as the blood drained from his already pale face. Without another word, he gave her a smart bow. “My apologies, Your Grace.”

			She could feel the flush climbing from her neck to her face. 

			Finn walked toward her with Sibylla in one arm and took her damp, soap-slicked hand in his, his eyes warm and full of humor. “Perhaps the introductions can wait until you’ve put yourself to rights, selkie,” he suggested softly.

			She looked away, unable to meet his eyes, and snatched her dog from his grasp. Turning on her heel, she strode up the stairs. Thank the lord The Dowager hadn’t been present to witness her debut as a frazzled washerwoman. 

			As she approached the top of the staircase, two maids and a footman turned away sharply, hurrying down the hallway. 

			So, they’d seen the entire thing. 

			Hettie went to her room and slammed the door, fixing her most murderous glare on her two maids, who were valiantly fighting back their laughter. 

			“Not one word,” she grumbled in warning before kneeling next to the basin of soapy water and dropping Sibylla in it. With a sharp exhale, she picked up the bar of soap and began scrubbing down her coat with real ferocity.

			Was it even possible for her to make an appearance without embarrassing herself and her husband? Had he told her about the guest downstairs? 

			She should have been there to receive him. She should be hosting him alongside her husband, not chasing after her dog in full view of servants and guests. All she needed was for rumors to abound about the duke’s rude and undignified wife. This level of absentmindedness had to be some kind of skill. 

			A sharp yelp brought her attention back to her task, and she forced herself to pause. 

			Now she was turning into an abusive monster, hurting her dog. She braced her hands on the edge of the copper basin and closed her eyes, fighting back a fresh wave of tears. Could she not even do this properly?

			“Let me finish her, Your Grace,” Glenna said quietly. “If His Grace is entertaining, then he would want you near him.”

			Hettie bit her lip against a torrent of admonitions and handed over the bar of soap. She wiped her hands on a cloth and rose to her feet before turning to Elise. “I believe I shall need a change of clothing.”

			“Perhaps the yellow-striped silk, Your Grace?”

			“As long as it is dry,” Hettie replied. She’d have to fix the damage she’d caused somehow.

			… 

			Half an hour later, when Hettie found her husband in the purple salon, he was chatting amicably with their guest while a maid finished setting up a tea service.

			As she entered, they both rose to their feet and the stranger gave her a smart bow, as Finn held out his hand to her.

			“Lovely,” he commented with a wink as he took in her gown. 

			The affection in his smile loosened the knot in her stomach. Perhaps she’d been over-anxious about her appearance. He’d never implied that she wasn’t enough as she was, and he probably was amused by the entire situation. 

			He turned to their guest, and introduced her, her hand still clasped in his. “Hettie, I’d like to introduce you to Herr Lange. Herr Lange, this is Her Grace the Duchess of Montrose.” 

			“Very honored to meet you, Your Grace,” he said, his light accent sharpening his words. “I apologize for my rudeness earlier, greeting you so informally.”

			“I am pleased to meet you as well. I can hardly blame you for making assumptions, considering my state.” She took the seat beside Finn and began checking on the tea steeping in the pot.

			“It’s hardly without precedent. Rumor has it your Queen Victoria bathes her dog herself as well,” he replied kindly. 

			“Perhaps, but I am certain this particular event has never happened to her.”

			“You’d be surprised. I have two lively greyhounds myself. They are sweet-natured but mischievous like your pet. I can only apologize for the intrusion, as you were clearly not expecting me.” 

			“You are hardly an intrusion, since you were invited by the duke.” She turned to Finn, who was watching her with warm affection. “Shall I pour, dearest?”

			“Thank you, sweetheart,” he replied.

			Warmed by his obvious affection, she prepared his cup first with sugar and milk, then selected three sandwiches and handed both to him. 

			“Herr Lange, how do you take your tea?” she asked, picking up the next cup and saucer.

			“Only one sugar for me and nothing to eat. Thank you.” 

			She dropped a sugar lump into the amber-colored liquid and passed him the cup and saucer before preparing her own. “Are you part of the business venture with my husband?”

			“In a way. I was commissioned to do a portrait.”

			She looked up, her interest sparked. She’d always wanted a portrait of herself. Perhaps she could get Finn to commission one. “You’re an artist? How wonderful! May I ask who the subject is?”

			“You, actually,” Finn replied, taking a sip from his cup as she began to serve herself.

			“Me?” Hettie asked, glancing at Herr Lange, who smiled slightly. Her mind blanked as she placed down the teapot, shock weakening her grip on the precious porcelain. 

			She looked at her husband who was sipping his tea with an impish expression. Business in Edinburgh indeed…
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			“You planned this all along, didn’t you?” she accused once they had seen Herr Lange off.

			“Yes,” Finn admitted, settling his hand over hers as he led her back to the sitting room. “At first it was for Sibylla, but considering her behavior today…” He shook his head disapprovingly.

			“How droll you are.”

			“I am known for my sense of humor,” he said, sitting down on the sofa and drawing her down beside him. She gave him a dubious look, but said nothing further while she rested against him, wrapping her arms around his waist. 

			He was a brat, but she could hardly be upset with him. This at least explained why he hadn’t warned her about their guest. 

			Now that the shock had worn off, the anticipation was growing stronger. 

			A portrait. How would she have it done? What color gown should she wear? Purple or apricot?

			“Herr Lange is a former assistant to Winterhalter,” Finn continued, and her eyes went wide again.

			“Franz Xaver?” Hettie asked in shock, recognizing the name. He’d been painting monarchs and aristocracy for years from the French court all the way to Queen Victoria herself.

			“The same. I wanted him, but he was busy with a queen, so I contacted Herr Lange on his recommendation.”

			“Goodness.” A student of Franz Xaver Winterhalter… She couldn’t imagine what it would be like to go from never having a portrait done to sitting for one of the most sought-after court painters of the time.

			“I’ll get Winterhalter eventually. Perhaps for our first family portrait.” He was silent for a moment and then continued, his voice soft and warm with remembrance. “I recall how much you wanted a portrait of yourself. Because of your uncle and aunt.”

			Her breath caught in her throat. She had always wanted a marriage like theirs. Her uncle had commissioned over a dozen portraits of her aunt, claiming he always wanted her eyes on him. They varied in size and scale scattered throughout his estates. 

			Some were of her alone, others were with their children or with him. It was a statement to any guest that she was the very center of his life no matter where he was, that she was vital and treasured. 

			As a child, Hettie had seen those portraits, the love and contentment between them, vowing to one day have it for herself. To see herself immortalized in oil paints on a canvas as big as a wall as Titania or Dido, or a wife and mother. But she’d never said it to anyone.

			“I don’t think I ever told you that.” 

			“You never did, but I was always making a study of you. Your eyes always lingered on her in those portraits as if you admired her and envied her at once.”

			“It wasn’t envy so much as wanting to be seen that way. To be important,” she replied. 

			His fingers hooked under her chin and lifted her face so she could meet his eyes. “You’re important to me, selkie,” he whispered before kissing her forehead three times. Always three times. 

			Tears pricked her eyes as a wave of emotion moved through her, warming her body and tightening her embrace. He’d shown his affection for her so many times before, but she’d never felt it like this, down to her bones. Her heart was so full, her chest felt tight. 

			When he pulled away, she released her hold to lay her hand on his cheek.

			“And you to me.”

			He smiled softly and brushed his fingers against her temple, gossamer soft and full of tenderness. “How do you feel about a night out?”

			“I am more inclined to stay in with you,” she replied, stroking her fingertips over his strong jaw. All she wanted was to spend the rest of the night in their bed. Preferably without clothing.

			His smile broadened. “What if it were to see a play?”

			She shrugged as her fingers traced over his neck, plucking at his cravat.

			“A play by your favorite playwright?”

			“Sheridan?” she gasped, her fingers stilling against him.

			“Mmmm, something about a trip to—”

			“Scarborough?” she finished, sitting up abruptly, and gripping his lapels with both her hands. It was the only play by Sheridan she hadn’t seen performed. She’d seen The School for Scandal and The Critic once and The Rivals twice but never A Trip to Scarborough.

			He grinned and wrapped his arms around her. “Have I sufficiently piqued your interest?”

			She’d ravish him after the play. “When do we go?”

			“Curtain is at eight sharp, so I suggest we leave around six thirty.”

			She lunged forward, pressing a flurry of excited kisses to his face. He accepted them with a laugh before pulling her closer and taking her mouth, angling her body so she was lying across his lap. With a blissful sigh, she wrapped her arms around his neck and kissed him back with gleeful exuberance. 

			The emotion within her was more potent than desire, deeper than gratitude. It made her desperate to give him anything, everything. To make sure he knew how much she desired him and appreciated him and…loved him. 

			Her breath caught in her throat and her hand tightened convulsively as her heart began to hammer against her ribs. Terrified of bursting into tears, she tore her mouth away from him and pressed her face into his chest, desperate to control her feelings. 

			“Are you all right?”

			She nodded frantically as she willed away her stinging eyes. “I just needed to catch my breath,” she gasped.

			“I’m sorry.” His grip on her loosened and his hand rubbed soft circles over her back.

			Eager to reassure him, she lifted her head to meet his gaze. “No, no, it’s…” Words failed her as she took him in as if for the first time. She loved him. She finally felt it. 

			“Why are you crying?” he asked, frowning slightly.

			She shook her head, smiling through a sheen of tears and touched his face gently. “It’s nothing, everything is wonderful.”
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			Theatre Royal, Edinburgh, Scotland

			The theater was a welcome attraction, especially for a play by Richard Sheridan. 

			It had to be destiny, her seeing a play by her favorite playwright the evening she realized she was no longer in a convenient arrangement, but a marriage based on love and admiration. 

			Even the oppressive warmth of the theater wasn’t enough to deter her spirits. The only person who could possibly ruin things was likely in a debtor’s prison by now, his last letter burned to ashes. 

			She was free and she was in love with her husband. That single thought existed in a constant reel in Hettie’s mind through the rest of the day. 

			She picked a gown of coral and red iridescent silk for the theater, wondering if everyone would be able to see the new light in her eyes. She felt different and knew she somehow looked different as well. The curls in her dark hair gleamed, and her warm, dusky complexion glowed as if her radiant heart lit her entire being from the inside. Every touch and glance from him, every smile was a vindication.

			She and Finn were greeted warmly upon their arrival at the Theater Royal. They had been issued at least three invitations to soirees or balls before they arrived at their box. 

			“You’re popular,” Finn commented after taking his seat beside her.

			“I am?”

			“You think my winning personality was the reason for all that ruckus?” he asked, taking her hand in his.

			“Not for all of it, but at least fifty percent,” she replied, turning in her seat to face him.

			He smirked. “I think you’ve enchanted them all as you’ve enchanted me.” His gaze swept over her décolletage revealed by the low neckline of her gown. “That gown isn’t hurting anything, either.”

			She smacked him with her fan while beaming at his praise. “You have grown even more shameless since we were married.”

			With one sharp movement, he pulled her chair closer to his, and Hettie’s gasp caught in her throat. From their position, they were visible from every point in the theater, but she couldn’t bring herself to care. Not when he was leaning into her, his silvery eyes burning with raw desire. “That is to be expected, since you’ve grown even more delicious.”

			His breath on her sensitive skin had her nipples tightening under her gown as gooseflesh raced over her body. She clenched her thighs against the rising ache between them as he deftly removed her glove. “Behave yourself.” 

			“Make me,” he challenged, raising her now bare hand to his lips.

			An undignified giggle bubbled out from her mouth as she turned away, fixing her eyes firmly on the dark velvet curtains. The lamps in the audience lowered just as he ran his fingertips along the inside of her wrist. 

			She spent the entire first half of the play fighting to pay attention to the stage. Finn, for his part, devoted himself to testing how long it would take to drive her mad, brushing his mouth along her shoulder, arm, or fingers. 

			She could feel him breathing in her scent, nuzzling her neck, nipping at her earlobes. By the time the character Berinthia made her appearance and the lamps were raised for the intermission, Hettie was positively feverish with desire. Her limbs were weaker than one-minute tea and her heart was hammering in her chest. 

			“Some refreshments, darling?” Finn asked cheekily.

			“You are a menace,” she grumbled, even though all she wanted was to drag him over to a dark corner and have her way with him.

			He gasped in fake outrage. “How dare you slander your husband so wantonly?”

			“Wantonly?” she squealed, even as she squirmed in her seat, desperate for relief she knew would be long coming. “I thought you wanted me to enjoy this play. How can I do that with you molesting me?”

			“Have you not been enjoying your evening so far?” he asked with a knowing smirk.

			She pursed her mouth against an unladylike comment and took a deep, cleansing breath. “Some lemonade would be most welcome.”

			“As you wish,” he replied with a wink before disappearing behind the curtain that led to the adjoining sitting room. 

			While she waited, Hettie perused the program, noting the names of the actors. 

			She replaced her glove on her hand and took a moment to observe the audience while she fastened the pearl buttons at her wrist. 

			Perhaps it was the lack of distraction or the added light in the theater, but it took her only moments to see him. Phillip. In the dimly lit room he seemed to emerge from the shadows, like a nightmare.

			The shift from utter contentment to perfect terror was dizzying. If she could have gotten her mouth to work, she would have cried out. 

			Here. 

			He was here. 

			In Scotland. 

			Talking and laughing with two gentlemen easy and affable as if he were just another theatergoer and not the architect of all her worst fears. She shook her head and shut her eyes tightly, gripping the arms of her chair for dear life. 

			No. It was impossible. Perhaps it was only someone who looked like him. Another man with a dark, frizzy halo of hair and nut-brown skin so much like her own. Someone else. She opened her eyes and checked again, fighting to breathe as all the air in her lungs was sucked away. It wasn’t possible. Not now when she was finally happy, when she finally, finally…

			Finn. She needed to get Finn and leave the theater at once. Phillip could never see her. She pushed herself to her feet but tripped on her hem, collapsing awkwardly in her chair as her vision began to blur at the edges. Her chest hurt but she couldn’t get enough air, couldn’t stop her head from pounding.

			“Hettie?” She heard Finn, saw his hand land on top of hers, but couldn’t feel it. “Henrietta, what’s wrong?”

			She shook her head, unable to answer as a film of tears blurred her vision. Then everything went dark.

		


		
			Chapter Eighteen

			It was taking too long. As long as Finn lived, he would never forget the way Hettie’s eyes had rolled back in her head before she sank to the ground. How wide her eyes were as she stared over his shoulder and gasped for air, her hands clinging to him but unable to speak. The terror that took him at the thought of losing her.

			He’d been choked with nausea ever since, half a moment away from losing his dinner as he paced outside her room at Falcon Hall. 

			The doctor, Dr. Ferson, had forced him from the room, saying he was too much of a distraction. None of his staff had the nerve to stay near him when he was in such a state. 

			Now there was nothing left for him to do but wait while she fainted over and over in his mind. While he remembered how small she looked lying in his arms as he carried her to their carriage, her once deep brown skin now ashen and sickly. 

			Was it an allergic reaction to something? Had she choked? Had he miscalculated bringing her home before calling the doctor? Should he have simply brought the doctor to their box at the theater? Had he damned her half a life because he’d waited too long? 

			He needed answers and he needed them an hour ago. 

			The next time the door opened, Glenna walked through, and he nearly knocked over Elise in his haste to enter the room. There, propped up against the cushions, was his wife. There was more color in her cheeks now, but he couldn’t draw much comfort from that. 

			Her attention turned from Dr. Ferson at his appearance, and her mouth trembled against a smile as her eyes sparkled with humor. 

			“Don’t you dare laugh, you harridan,” he said, striding over to her bed to take her face in his hands. “If you ever frighten me like that again I’ll, I’ll—”

			“You’ll what?” she teased. 

			He pulled her against him, burying his face in her hair as her arms encircled his waist. 

			Her scent filled him, warm talc and rosewater. It was that more than anything that steadied his nerves. “Hush,” he grumbled.

			“I’m fine.”

			“You fainted dead away.” He took her face into his hands again, staring at her as if he could see past her skull. “How are you? Are you feeling any better?”

			“Finn, please.” Hettie took his hands in hers and removed them from her cheeks. He blinked and drew away, folding his hands in his lap self-consciously. Had he gone too far?

			“Forgive me.” Dragging his emotions back under control, he turned to the doctor. “Dr. Ferson, how is she?”

			“She’s well enough. Although she’ll be cursing your name before long. Her Grace is expecting.”

			Finn drew in a sharp breath as his hand unconsciously moved to rest on his heart where the muscle was hammering away at a sickening pace. A child. She was carrying his child. He couldn’t think. He swallowed hard and blinked at him. “You are certain?”

			“If I’m not mistaken, she’s nearly three months along.” 

			Three months…that would mean she’d already conceived before she’d even arrived at Griffin’s Gate. 

			“Christ,” Finn turned to her in shocked delight. “Selkie.” 

			His eyes flooded with tears as he stared at her, almost afraid to move despite the elation expanding in his chest.

			She laughed and he moved quickly, crushing her against him in a desperate, ecstatic embrace. He couldn’t spend another moment without touching her, without feeling her heartbeat against his.

			There were murmurs and the sound of footsteps before the door closed, leaving them alone in the room. 

			“My God. A child,” he said breathlessly as he pulled back just far enough to look at her. 

			“Indeed.” She seemed pleased with the prospect if a bit overwhelmed. His cheeks were already aching from the smile on his face.

			“And so soon.”

			“Well, we can’t exactly be shocked about that,” she replied wryly, and a bubble of loud laughter that escaped him filled the room. Her arms moved from around his waist, and she took his face into her hands gently. “Are you happy?”

			He leaned forward and caught her mouth in a jubilant, breathless kiss. “Very happy,” he whispered, pressing his forehead against hers. A sudden thought occurred to him and he jerked back, alarm momentarily dulling the joy. “I’ll need to have a care with you in the future. I shouldn’t have crushed you like that.”

			She frowned slightly, her fingers caressing his face. “I like when you crush me.”

			He shook his head, taking her hands in his. “There’ll be none of that until you’ve safely delivered our child.” He would suffer no ill to come to either of them, no matter how miserable it would be for him.

			She drew away from him, watching him carefully. “What on earth do you mean, Finn?”

			He needed to tread carefully now. The warning on her face was something he ignored at his peril. “You’re carrying our child. You shouldn’t be engaging in strenuous activities.”

			“Are you trying to say that you won’t touch me for another seven to nine months?” Her face had gone from perfect happiness to utter annoyance. 

			“Henrietta.” He searched his mind for a way to confirm that statement without her noticing.

			“I’m not an invalid, Finn,” she snapped.

			Maybe he should put the conversation off indefinitely. “Let’s discuss this later. I don’t want to argue with you.”

			“There is nothing to discuss, and if you insist upon this, you will find yourself not only celibate, but sleeping alone for the foreseeable future.” 

			This wasn’t going to plan. He shifted in the bed, straightening his back and squaring his shoulders. “Don’t—”

			“I am far too delighted with the prospect of being a mother to spend another minute on this subject,” she said firmly, before lying back on the pillows and folding her arms. “Are you going to come hold your wife, or are you going to be disagreeable?”

			He gave a fitful sigh and moved to sit beside her, wrapping an arm around her shoulders. She smiled and pressed a kiss against his arm before snuggling down beside him. Was this going to be the rest of his life? Being threatened constantly so the delicious, adorable little bully in his arms could have her way? 

			He couldn’t wait.
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			Posing for a portrait wasn’t nearly as glamorous as Hettie had always imagined. 

			Herr Lange was easy enough to work with but the parade of different poses he was putting her through was beginning to wear on her good humor. Her hand drifted to the source of her high spirits, resting lightly over her stomach. 

			A child. The one duty that would define her position as duchess was close to being accomplished. She still remembered the startled delight on Finn’s face, the way her heart had swelled in the knowledge that she had made him happy.

			But it wasn’t long before she remembered what had cut short their evening a few nights before. Phillip. If he was here, it wouldn’t be long until he sought her out and made trouble. 

			If and when he did, she would have no choice but to reveal the truth to Finn, and there was no real certainty as to how he would react. She didn’t want to worry about Phillip now. The man had the most diabolical timing. Whenever she was close to achieving happiness or fulfillment in one area, he arrived to strip it bare.

			“One more, Your Grace,” Herr Lange, said. She jerked out of her trance to see him smiling apologetically. “Perhaps if you were doing a task.”

			“May I sit? Read, perhaps?” she asked, eyeing a book resting on the side table.

			“Of course, but might I suggest turning your head a bit toward the light.” 

			Hettie gave him an odd look but followed his instructions, picking up the book and angling her head. “Like this, Herr Lange?” 

			“Yes, that is good.” 

			Time would pass swiftly enough with a bit of prose to distract her from the unnatural angle of her head. Then she noticed the title. A naturalist history of Alba. Her uncle would have been riveted. Her not so much. She should have let Finn pick something for her. He always brought her the best books when she was younger.

			“Is there a reason you suggested this position?” she asked.

			“Your husband mentioned some features he wished to see highlighted in the portrait; this position seems to be the best for it so far.”

			“Ah.” That sly devil. “Which ones?”

			His eyes flicked to a slip of paper to his left. “Your shoulders, neck, and eyes.”

			Hettie pursed her mouth against a secret smile at that news. His fixation with her shoulders hadn’t escaped her notice. Her Finn. He was always paying attention, always finding ways to champion her and provide things she’d never had the courage to ask for. 

			As if summoned, Finn entered a moment later in his shirtsleeves and waistcoat. “How is it going?”

			“Ask the professional,” Hettie replied.

			Finn chuckled and turned to the artist who was still fiercely focused on his work. “Herr Lange?”

			“You were correct in your assessment, Your Grace. The light loves the duchess.”

			“Everything loves her,” he replied, giving her a cheeky wink. She pursed her mouth against a smile, trying not to alter her expression.

			“Why are you interrupting my portrait, Finn?” she asked, all the while admiring his bare forearms, the way his trousers clung to his thighs, his hair falling over his forehead. 

			“I wanted to see if you were up to a ball tonight.”

			That snapped her out of her reverie like a blast of winter air. A ball? Where Phillip might be in attendance? “Oh, I’m not sure about that.”

			“Really? I thought you’d relish the opportunity to socialize a bit before your confinement.”

			“I thought you didn’t want me performing any strenuous activities in my condition,” she said, hoping the reminder would make him reconsider.

			“I thought you said you weren’t an invalid,” he replied, raising one eyebrow. “It’s a private event, selkie, not too many people and you can sit as much as you like.”

			“Private?” She had imagined a crush of humanity, too indiscriminate to offer any real protection, not a curated set of guests.

			“Yes. The Earl of Lammond. He has some lucrative stock options that could be good for Griffin’s Gate. He was kind enough to issue a last-minute invitation.”

			“Oh.” She didn’t like it, but she could hardly say no. Investments were the entire reason they had come to Edinburgh. Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. 

			Private meant Phillip was unlikely to be in attendance. He couldn’t know anyone in Scotland, certainly not anyone who would be inviting her and Finn to a ball. 

			It was a risk, but she couldn’t sequester them indoors for weeks on end, especially when it put the prosperity of their home at risk. She could only imagine what Phillip might say if he found Finn alone. The poison he might spew. No, best to bend now.

			“Shall I write them a note saying we’ll attend?” he asked.

			“Yes,” she replied, hoping that this last gamble wouldn’t unravel all her hard work.

			She couldn’t let Phillip take her family away from her.

		


		
			Chapter Nineteen

			Lammond Hall, Edinburgh, Scotland – August 1838

			“I am so pleased you could attend, Your Grace,” Lady Lammond gushed. 

			“It wasn’t exactly a hardship, Lady Lammond,” Finn replied. The entire premises had been lavishly decorated with garlands and flowers. Candlelight sparkled off an enormous crystal chandelier.

			“Well, after the duchess took ill, we were so worried,” she gushed, concern wrinkling her brow.

			“A minor spell. I’m not usually out of sorts, so I’m afraid my husband imagined the worst,” Hettie said.

			“I’m allowed to be concerned,” he grumbled good-naturedly, his hand tightening on her arm in playful warning.

			“But of course! Such a romantic story to be sure, if the gossip is to be believed.” The woman was beside herself. Far too excited by half, as if she’d sighted a unicorn, her bright red curls bouncing with every jerk of her head. The gems on her fingers gleamed as her hands gestured enthusiastically as if she were performing a drama on stage instead of greeting guests.

			Hettie felt Finn’s grip tighten again and refused to look at him. If her guess was right, she’d begin laughing. “Yes.”

			“A whirlwind romance followed by an elopement. Such a handsome man and a young beauty. Every woman was green with envy.”

			“Not all of them, surely,” Hettie replied, determined not to look at her husband as his arm slipped to her waist. He wanted to move on, but the blessed woman wasn’t about to release them just yet.

			“Everyone was so surprised to see you at the theater the other night. We’ve barely seen the duke for years, and then twice within a space of a few months! First in May, and now August!”

			“That is my fault, I believe,” Hettie replied, giving him a teasing smile. 

			“Oh?” The countess leaned in with rapt attention.

			“My wife is a great lover of the arts, you see,” Finn started. “Opera, theater, music, ballet; she loves it all.”

			“How fantastic, and how have you found Edinburgh?”

			“It’s so different from London, but charming to be sure. I’m so glad to be able to enjoy the same amusements here as in England.”

			“Not as varied perhaps as London, of course.”

			Hettie knew a test when she saw one. “I have no complaints. Everyone has been so warm and welcoming to me. I couldn’t ask for more.”

			“Everyone?” Finn teased, giving her a dubious look. 

			She scowled and slapped his stomach with her fan, eliciting a chuckle from him. His mother hardly counted as an example of her countrymen. Even so, she wasn’t about to dwell on any past grievances.

			“Hush, you.”

			“Well, I will leave you to enjoy the evening,” Lady Lammond said, laughing awkwardly before curtsying and walking away.

			“Who knew we were so popular?” Hettie murmured as they continued farther into the room.

			“The stuff of fairy tales, apparently.” He regarded her carefully. “And you have certainly dressed for the part.”

			“Have I?” she asked, snapping her fan open and waving it across her chest. 

			Her dark green silk gown was cut a touch lower than her other evening gowns, baring not only her shoulders but the top half of her upper arms. The laces were growing tighter than she was used to, and her breasts were a bit more prominent than they had been before, but she wasn’t going to wait another year to wear this gown. “I might have noticed something about your appreciation for my décolletage, particularly my shoulders.”

			“Vixen.”

			“I decided to reward you for your kindness.” She gave him a wink and he grinned.

			“What a dutiful wife I have.”

			“Good behavior should be rewarded, after all,” she replied, and he chuckled lightly. 

			The music changed, signaling the beginning of the Eightsome Reel.

			Hettie straightened in excitement and gripped Finn’s arm. “A dance! Oh Finn, could we? It’s been so long since we danced.”

			He spared her an exasperated glance. “Not on your life.”

			Her mouth fell open in surprise. He hadn’t even considered it. “But—”

			“I gave in on the sex, didn’t I?”

			An involuntary gasp left her at the blunt statement before she glanced around to see if anyone had heard him. “I hardly think—”

			“It’s one or the other, selkie,” he said staring at her.

			“You speak of it as though it were some kind of chore,” she grumbled. He rolled his eyes and turned his attention back to the dancers, unmoved by her theatrics. She pouted playfully and sighed. “Fine.” It was the inconvenient reality of marrying a friend. There was no tricking him.

			She sighed, staring at the revelers hooting, whirling, and skipping around. Country dances of this type really took place only in the off-season when more emphasis was put on revelry in lieu of fashion. They were always the most enjoyable. A sudden thought took root in her mind. “I’d like to throw a ball for the villagers at Griffin’s Gate.”

			“Oh?” He looked at her in surprise.

			“Yes. My uncle and aunt always threw a Summer Harvest ball if you recall, and one for Michaelmas.”

			“Yes, they did.”

			“I would like to do something like that for them next year. Allow them to enjoy themselves at our expense. Oh, and a school, Finn. We should make sure their children have opportunities.” 

			“I think that is a splendid idea.”

			“Good.” She wrapped her hand around his bicep and kissed his shoulder, “May we take a walk outside? The air is too warm in here.”

			“I agree.” He led them out past the revelers to the relative seclusion of the balcony overlooking the gardens. “Is this far enough or would you like to go down?” he asked, gesturing to the stone steps leading to the terraced garden. 

			“I think I’d like to go down,” she replied. “But I’m thirsty. Could you get me a lemonade first?”

			He kissed her hand and strode away, leaving her to soak in the cool air. 

			Reveling in the eddies of a passing breeze, Hettie leaned her head back and closed her eyes, listening to the music, laughter, and cheers from the ballroom behind her.

			“How interesting to see you here, cousin. Or should I call you ‘Your Grace’ now?” 

			The sound of that sneering voice had her blood running cold. 

			Her eyes snapped open and for one mad instant she considered running down the stairs and disappearing into the garden. Finn would be back any moment now. What would she do if he found them together? What if he asked questions?

			She turned around and met his smug gaze. “Phillip.” 

			There was nowhere to run now, no choice but to face him head-on. He was well-dressed as always, the picture of male elegance and virility, but there was a threat hidden by that sleek exterior. An avarice no amount of reason could penetrate.

			“I see you are still alive,” he commented, strolling toward her.

			“And you aren’t in debtors’ prison,” she muttered, forcing herself to stand her ground. She had to get rid of him somehow.

			“Are you surprised?”

			“Disappointed.”

			“Apologies.” He paused far too close for her liking and leaned against the railing.

			“How on earth did you get into this event? It’s a private affair,” she asked as her heart pounded away at a sickening speed.

			“The Earl of Lammond has three sons. One of whom is a friend from school. I came with him.”

			Damn… So much for the safety of private balls. “Oh.” 

			He leaned in closer, his dark eyes glittering dangerously. “I saw you across the room and thought, it couldn’t be my delightful cuz whom I’d offered my heart and my hand to.”

			With a scoff, she turned to leave, but he took hold of her arm in a painful grip. His eyes flashed with rage. 

			“The woman who humiliated me in front of the entire ton and left me to fend off my enemies without a penny to my name.”

			“You deserved it,” she hissed back. 

			“And then ignored my pleas for mercy,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken.

			“Mercy? I could have you thrown out if I told the countess what I know of you.”

			“And what do I know of you? I can’t imagine she’d want to hear what you have to say after I tell the truth about you.”

			She jerked her arm out of his grip and turned away, sick of his poison, his smugness, his brazen aggression. She wanted to rub the ache his grip had left behind on her arm but refused to give him the satisfaction of knowing he’d hurt her. She’d given him too much already.

			“And your dear husband wouldn’t be too eager to have his wife’s dirty secret bandied about town, even if he doesn’t mind that you are baseborn.”

			“Don’t you dare.” She turned to face him, fear clawing its way up from her stomach, sending it into sickening summersaults. 

			“Perhaps I’m wasting my time with you. Now that you are both here, I can simply go to him and see how much your reputation is really worth.”

			“Leave him out of this.” She would claw his eyes out before she let him come near Finn.

			“My God, you haven’t told him, have you?”

			“Of course I have.” Cold sweat dripped down her back at the calm assessing look he gave her, his eyes sharp.

			“You’re a terrible liar, cousin,” he said with a slow growing smile.

			“Why can’t you just leave me alone?”

			“Unfortunately, I can’t afford to. However, for a modest fee, I could be persuaded to part ways with you.” He strolled closer, his eyes glinting with malice.

			“Modest fee?” she repeated as she wrapped her arms around her torso, shrinking away from him.

			“Twenty thousand pounds should do it.”

			Twenty thousand… “Are you quite well?”

			“It’s a small price to pay for a fairy tale come to life.”

			“Can’t you just charm an heiress like every other fortune hunter around?” she snapped, starting toward the ballroom. He darted into her path, bringing her to an abrupt halt.

			“I tried that already, don’t you remember?”

			“You tried to ruin me!” she hissed. “You’re still trying.”

			“I never wanted to ruin you. You forced my hand by trying to double-cross me. You never imagined I’d come for you.”

			“Why me so damned particularly? You could find anyone else to haunt.”

			“Because you are mine.” The cold certainty in his voice shocked her into a thoughtless silence. 

			She couldn’t think of how to respond to such lunacy. Is that how he saw her? His to torment, his to use and suck dry at his leisure. His fiefdom. “You are raving.”

			“We were always meant to marry. You belong with one of your own no matter what you’ve been deluded into believing. You want your fairy tale, then you can pay for it. You can hardly expect me to give you up for nothing.”

			She couldn’t stop shaking her head in rejection of every word he said. “I am not yours.”

			“Not yet.”

			“Not ever,” she replied, her voice peaking in frustration.

			“You have my terms. Give me what you owe me, and I promise you’ll never see me again. Try to double-cross me and I’ll not only tell your young, handsome husband, but I’ll tell all of Britain what you are.”

			“Phillip.” Again, she had that awful sensation of her world constricting, coalescing into this one moment. A horrible inexorable sensation of being dragged along a current, no matter how hard she fought and planned. It was so hideously unfair.

			“I’ll be in town for a fortnight. You have until then.” 

			Two weeks? “It’s not enough time.”

			“Make it enough.” He tugged his waistcoat into place and ambled away.

			Two weeks. How on earth was she going to get that kind of money within two weeks without alerting Finn?

			“Oh, good evening, Your Grace. Lovely weather we are having tonight, isn’t it?” 

			At those words, she spun around to see her husband standing in the doorway with two glasses in his hand and a stony expression on his face. He watched Phillip until he’d moved out of his eye line, then turned his inscrutable gaze on Hettie.

			“Finn,” she croaked. All the moisture in her mouth and throat had leeched onto her palms. He didn’t respond, but something in his eyes had her fearing the worst. There was more than anger there. Shock and betrayal swirled in those light gray orbs. It was the betrayal that filled her with dread. “I am not feeling well. May we go?”

			“Of course,” he replied, standing aside so she could stride past. His tone was silken, almost calm, but at the sound every pore in her body rose in alarm. She had run out of time.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty

			Falcon Hall, Edinburgh, Scotland 

			Traitor. He couldn’t get that word out of his mind. He could hear his mother’s words, warning him, scolding him for being a fool. For not thinking clearly about what he was doing. For blindly chasing a boyhood mirage to whatever end. Traitor. That was what he was now.

			It had all been a lie then. 

			From the very beginning he’d only ever been a convenience, a marked exit, a way to save face. For the entire ride back to the house she was silent, looking out the window she’d pressed herself against. She didn’t meet his eye once. 

			He sat on the opposite side of the carriage, facing her. He couldn’t stop watching her, wondering how someone so familiar to him could have lied to him so successfully. 

			His mind kept parsing through every moment they’d spent together since he’d seen her in London. Every look, every touch, every smile and kiss. How many times had she given herself to him with that lie between them? 

			His ears were ringing, his stomach twisting in sickening knots. 

			Every time he thought of how much he’d defended her and doted on her like a simpleton, his body went from hot to cold. 

			He had confessed his desires and bared himself out of some desperate, juvenile hope. 

			He’d believed that if he was good enough to her, she would grow to care for him as he cared for her. He’d been willing to wait, willing to defend her against anything, and the whole time she’d been lying. Using him. He drew in a sharp breath, hoping to alleviate the unbearable tightness in his chest. 

			Her eyes shifted from the window, and her clenched fingers twitched in her lap, but she didn’t look at him. She knew. She knew he had questions, suspicions, but she was avoiding him.

			The carriage came to a stop, and she practically leaped out ahead of him when the door opened. He watched her hurry into the house and made a concerted effort not to chase after her. He didn’t trust himself to confront her yet. 

			Instead, he headed straight for the study and poured himself four fingers of scotch, throwing it down his throat in one go. The burn was a relief and the resulting watering of his eyes was far less humiliating than the tears he knew were coming. How stupidly happy he’d been at his perceived good fortune. His fairy tale. 

			It took him nearly two hours before he could bring himself to face her. But he knew he wouldn’t be able to wait until morning. He needed to be sure. Sure that everything he imagined had been a lie. Maybe he’d misunderstood. He had to know.

			He trudged up the stairs, pushing past a startled maid, half blind with intoxicated rage. 

			He paused at the door to Hettie’s room, questioning whether he should wait until morning. Wait until his mind was clear and his heart more settled. He was tired and had drunk a little too much. Was this the time to face her? 

			A sound within drew his attention. 

			What if he waited for her to come up with another convincing lie? With how desperate he was to believe her, he would convince himself to swallow anything to believe she cared for him. 

			No. He needed the truth no matter how much it hurt, and he needed it now. Tonight. 

			He pushed open the door to Hettie’s room and found her sitting at her vanity clad in only her nightgown. Her elbows rested on the tabletop, and her face was buried in her hands. 

			Her riotous curls tumbled around her shoulders and halfway down her back. He waited, taking her in. Any other night he would go to her, rub her shoulders, kiss those soft springy curls that always smelled of rosewater just like the rest of her. He would lift her into his arms and make love to her until she fell asleep against him.

			Part of him still wanted to. One last night before the fantasy was well and truly shattered. 

			She lifted her head and caught his reflection in her mirror with a start. There was a flash of unease on her face, and that was all it took to harden his heart against the tired smile that followed. 

			“I thought you’d be ready for bed by now. Have you been working?” she asked.

			“No.” He couldn’t keep his emotions from his voice. She turned in her seat to face him with her hands clasped tightly in her lap.

			“Is something wrong?” she asked.

			Was something wrong? He stared at her, the insult of her studied innocence brewing darker and stronger. How long would she continue to lie? How long would she pretend with him?

			Maybe she saw it in his face, because she rose to her feet, her hands clasped over her stomach. “Finn, what—”

			“What were you talking about with Phillip?” he demanded. He needed to hear it from her.

			She froze, staring at him with wide guilty eyes. “What are—”

			“Don’t lie to me. Just tell me the truth.”

			She fixed her eyes down to the carpet and wrapped her arms around her torso, turning away from him to face the empty hearth.

			His patience wearing thin, he strode toward her, took her by her arms, and turned her sharply to face him. “Henrietta,” he snapped. “What were you talking about with Phillip?”

			She looked up at him in alarm before pursing her lips. No doubt mulling over how much to share. “It was a family matter.” 

			He glowered silently until she shrank back, turning her head away. 

			“I… He had some information that I—He wanted money in exchange for keeping information about me private.”

			“Information.” He released his hold on her arms.

			“About—” She took a breath. “About my parents. He says he has proof they married after I was born.” 

			Illegitimate. His wife was illegitimate. From her own mouth. The twenty-third Duke of Montrose had married the bastard daughter of the second-born son of a marquis. 

			He couldn’t even begin to think how this would affect his investment plans. Who would even want to be associated with a man whose wife was a scandal? Without the money, how would he be able to finish the house, support the tenants? Traitor. “How long, how long have you known?”

			“I—”

			“Did you know before we were married?” he pressed. Somehow it would be worse.

			“Yes.”

			He felt ill. The room was spinning. “You married me knowing this and didn’t say anything?”

			“I know that I should have told you,” she began, her voice weak and soft like a child. At the sound of it, the ire broke through. She was no child, no innocent.

			“How comforting that is to hear,” he snapped, taking a few steps away from her. He didn’t want to be near her. Didn’t trust himself to be so close. She’d destroyed his reputation, potentially ruined his ability to take care of the people who depended on him and now expected what from him? Forgiveness?

			“I’m sorry. I never meant for you to get involved with this. I never meant to—”

			“To trick me? To lie to me?”

			“I meant to tell you. So many times I started to, but I couldn’t find the words. I was afraid—”

			“Afraid?” he repeated, incredulity seizing up every muscle in his body. “You have no idea what you’ve done. Between my father and me, it’s taken over fifty years of endless work to bring these two families together. My father gave his life to this cause. And with one foolish lie, you have brought all his efforts to nothing.”

			“Finn.”

			“Did you even think about the damage this would do?” 

			“I didn’t have a choice,” she pleaded, her eyes glazed with tears.

			“You could have told me. You could have told me the truth before.”

			“So you could take me back to my uncle? You don’t know what it was like, what Phillip is like. What he’s capable of. I wasn’t trying to hurt you. I was just trying to—”

			“Save yourself.” He didn’t understand how his heart could break further. His voice sounded hollow, even to his ears. “I knew when we married that you weren’t in love with me and you likely never would be. I know you married me only because you were desperate, and I was prepared to face that for the rest of my life. I was willing to accept that, because I…I wanted you, and I believed that our years of friendship counted for something. I believed that you respected me and cared enough about me to be honest about your feelings and your motivations. I believed that you cared for me.”

			“I do care.”

			“You keep saying you didn’t have a choice, but you did. You made it. You decided that whatever you wanted was more important than my reputation, my trust, my family. Because of you, I’ve brought disgrace to my family. Because I trusted you.”

			Because I loved you. No, he wouldn’t say it. He couldn’t say it now that he knew he’d been taken for a fool.

			She moved toward him with her hands outstretched and without thinking, he slapped them away, his anger surging in a way he hadn’t felt in a long time. 

			She froze, her eyes silently pleading. The idea of her hands on him only made everything worse. 

			“Keep your hands off me.”

			Unable to look at her a moment longer, he moved past her to the adjoining door, shutting it behind him. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-One

			I have to do something. 

			A sleepless night of tears had left Hettie with swollen, bloodshot eyes, a chafed face, and a doomed mantra of action. 

			Her maids had found her the next morning sitting by the window, curled up on a chair, her face buried in her knees. 

			She couldn’t move from there. Couldn’t unwrap her arms from her legs and allow them to take her to the table where her breakfast waited. Couldn’t eat. Couldn’t play with Sibylla when she wanted a walk. 

			Not until she had a plan. 

			Not until she knew how to fix the maelstrom she had blundered into. 

			Only twenty-four hours ago, their marriage had reached the summit of completion. Even with her fear of discovery, her heart had been full, her future bright and hopeful. She’d had the devotion of her husband and the joy of knowing she loved him. Their first child was in her belly, growing in love and legal safety. Now everything was splintered with uncertainty.

			She’d shattered him with the consequences of her silence. She still heard Finn’s voice, rough with pain. His caustic words chased one another in her mind. The image of his face when he’d jerked away from her touch was distressingly clear whenever she closed her eyes. 

			She knew he’d known in the carriage, but she’d hoped foolishly for another night before it all came crashing down. When she’d lifted her head to see him watching her, she’d known her time was up.

			With the scope of her betrayal between them, there was no way she could bring herself to face him. She couldn’t think of what to say to Finn, or how to explain her actions. Everything sounded selfish and trite. 

			How could he have known how much of a danger marriage to her would pose? He’d trusted her discretion, their years of friendship. He’d trusted that if there was anything truly harmful to him, she would have spoken up before it was too late. Now he didn’t even want her touching him.

			His virulent rejection the night before had left her shocked and choked with shame. But now, with dusk falling, there was the fresh bud of fear. What if he gave up on her and them? 

			What if he chose to dissolve their marriage for lying about her identity? How did he see her now?

			She remembered all too well the brutal finality of his opinion when dealing with The Dowager. How cold his face had been when he spoke of sending her away. He was probably already thinking of how to rid himself of their marriage. The Dowager would be only too pleased to have him cast her aside. Like her parents had done. 

			There had to be a way for her to make amends, to build back that trust again. She just had to act. She’d betrayed his trust, but she had to hope he still cared for her. There had to be a way to convince him that what she’d done was from fear, not malice. It had to matter to him that she had been terrified. As a child, she’d been unable to prove her worth to her parents. Prove that she was something worth staying for. They never knew her, but Finn did. 

			Glenna and Elise entered her room, followed by two footmen holding buckets of steaming water. The two men pulled the slipper bath out from behind the decorative screen and began to fill it with water.

			Elise approached as Glenna began lighting the taper candles. “I thought you’d like a bath, my lady,” she said softly, taking Hettie’s hand in hers.

			Hettie stared at her for a moment before nodding as a plan began to form in her head. Elise would help her. “Yes. Yes, I would.”

			“Which bath salts would you like tonight? Lavender, to help you sleep?”

			“No, the primrose. He likes the primrose best.”

			Elise watched her before patting her hand and nodding. 

			“Glenna, use the rose salts,” she called over her shoulder. “Now then, Your Grace, let me help you.”

			Gingerly, Hettie placed her feet on the floor and allowed Elise to help her stand and totter over to the bath. The footmen left, closing the door firmly behind them, and Elise poured the salts into the steaming water. 

			Hettie pulled off her old nightgown and stepped into the shallow tub. She winced at the temperature just as Elise opened her mouth presumably to warn her. But the heat was a welcome distraction and helped to soothe her sore, tense muscles. 

			Elise handed her the bath sponge and Hettie began scrubbing her skin. The clatter of paws and nails scrambled across the floor and Hettie peeked to see Sibylla there, panting and watching her with wide expectant eyes. 

			“Hello, darling girl.” She held out a hand to receive a grateful lick. “Did she walk today?” Hettie asked Elise.

			“Yes, my lady. Glenna took her out for a nice walk in the garden.”

			“Good. I’m sorry I didn’t take you, darling,” Hettie said, rubbing the top of Sibylla’s soft head. “I wasn’t myself today.” 

			Her voice sounded strange. Smaller. Not meek or soft, but small. Or perhaps it was simply how she felt. Exposed. Unsure of whether she had a place anymore. 

			Perhaps if she gave him everything so he knew there were no more lies between them. Her uncle’s letters. She’d brought them with her, and he’d written since they’d come to Edinburgh. She would give them to Finn tonight. Maybe then she’d have a chance to explain fully.

			After her bath, Elise helped her change into a fresh night shift and combed out her hair. 

			Her uncle would take her back, but before she faced that humiliation, she needed to be certain that Finn wanted nothing more to do with her. That her life in Scotland was over. 

			She just needed to catch Finn off guard. 

			If she could get him to lower his defenses long enough to listen to her side, she could make him understand. She could show him how penitent she really was, and he would remember why he’d wanted her for his wife. How happy she could still make him. 

			Her hand rested on her barely rounded stomach. They had a family now, a future for which to stay together. 

			Elise tied off her braid with a ribbon and cleaned the comb. 

			“Thank you, Elise. You and Glenna may retire now. I won’t need you again tonight.”

			“Very good, Your Grace,” Elise replied.

			Hettie waited until they both left before pulling the ribbon from her braid and shaking out her hair. She adjusted her night shift so it slipped off one smooth umber shoulder and dabbed rose oil to her wrists and behind her ears. Then she opened her desk drawer and pulled out the stack of letters her uncle had sent. 

			Barefoot, she walked to the adjoining door and pushed it open slowly. After noting the empty room, she entered. 

			She settled on the settee at the foot of his bed, the letters in her hand, her toes curling restlessly into the plush carpet. She folded her fidgeting hands in her lap and waited, staring into the dark, empty hearth. 

			When the door opened sometime later, and Finn appeared, he was more disheveled than she’d ever seen him, his eyes red and tired. 

			She’d done that. But upon seeing her, his weariness turned to ire and had her reconsidering her plan. Perhaps she should have waited longer.

			“What are you doing in here?” he asked in a low voice.

			“I needed to give you something,” she said, rising to her feet. 

			He closed his eyes and let out a breath before entering the room. “What?”

			“These letters. They are between my uncle and me. He’s been helping me with Phillip.”

			“He knew?” Finn’s eyes narrowed, then flicked down to the bundle in her hands. “Of course he knew. What a good joke you’ve been having at my expense.”

			“It wasn’t like that. He saw it as my business to tell you. He’d always expected me to tell you beforehand. You’ll see in the letters. I wanted to give them to you so you could know everything that’s happened since.” 

			He was silent for a moment and then nodded. “Leave them on the mantel.” 

			She nodded and set them down before mustering her courage to try again. “There was another—” 

			“I’m tired,” he interrupted, his tone caustic.

			She turned to face him, clenching her hands. “I wanted to apologize again.”

			“I don’t want to hear it.” He turned to leave.

			“Finn, please.” She took a step forward, cutting off his exit. He didn’t shove past her, but he refused to meet her eyes. Perhaps… “I’m sorry. I’m sorry I hurt you, I’m sorry that I lied to you. You were right before. I had the chance to treat you with the respect you deserve, and I let my fear rule my choices.”

			“I don’t believe you’re sorry. If you had it to do over, you wouldn’t do anything differently.”

			“I didn’t set out to deceive you.”

			“No, you set out to save yourself no matter the cost.”

			“That’s not fair,” she said in disbelief. “I told you that I was willing to face it to protect my uncle. You said that you wanted to save me from that life, from him. You said you were willing—”

			“And you were very clever not to tell me what he was blackmailing you over.”

			“You said you’d wanted me for your wife for years. You made me think you wouldn’t care when you did find out.”

			“So, I’m the liar now, is that it?”

			“No, I’m just trying to explain.” Her head was pounding, her nerves flayed raw with his accusations. The vulnerability she’d hoped to disarm him with was now leaving her nowhere to hide. “I thought it wouldn’t matter,” she whispered, pressing her fingertips to the bridge of her nose.

			“You hoped. You hoped that I would be besotted enough to risk the bequests of both my parents because of the affection I bore you. Affection that you clearly didn’t return.”

			She looked up at him in shock. He was barely recognizable to her. How could he throw that back in her face now? “It’s true I didn’t love you when we married, but you knew that. You knew and you said it didn’t matter.”

			“Because I thought I mattered to you.”

			“You do matter,” she cried, taking a step forward.

			“No.” His eyes were glassy with tears, but the contempt she saw there was alarming. “You would have married any half-decent man who presented himself. But most men would have had the sense not to propose. I was the lovesick fool who threw myself and my father’s legacy at your feet because I was chasing a half-formed fantasy.”

			Everything was unravelling. Did he really not care? “Finn please, I’m begging you to listen to me.”

			“No doubt you are counting on that same nonsense to protect you now.”

			“What do you mean?”

			“Showing up in my room barely dressed, with your hair unbound.” He walked toward her, and for the first time in her life, it filled her with uncertainty. 

			She shook her head. “Stop it.”

			He toyed with a lock of her hair and observed it with detached interest, his eyes cold and hard. “I’ve always admired your hair, Henrietta, but I’m sure you knew that. It was rather the point, wasn’t it? Cloud my judgment long enough and I’ll agree to any—”

			“Stop it!” she cried, unable to let him finish that sentence. It would break her to hear him say those words. She batted his hand away and stumbled back from him, desperate for space. “I wanted to speak to you. I wanted to tell you that I was sorry, that I wanted to make amends.”

			“Make amends how?” he asked, looking her up and down.

			“I would never do that. I would never—”

			“What? Take advantage of a situation to get something you want?” 

			For a moment she couldn’t speak. Did he think that was all she was? A seductress and a liar? Someone who used the goodwill of others against them? 

			“I shouldn’t have come,” she murmured before walking slowly to the door on trembling legs. 

			“My point entirely,” he replied. “And Henrietta.”

			She paused with her hand on the doorknob. “Yes?”

			“I don’t want to find you in here again unless I send for you.”

			She fought back a shiver and nodded even though her back was to him. “Of course.”

			She entered her room and closed the door behind her. 

			He thought the worst of her. The absolute worst. 

			Footsteps sounded in the other room and she moved back from the door, waiting, hoping he was coming to apologize for his words. 

			Then she heard the lock click.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Two

			He didn’t sleep that night. He wasn’t sure he would ever sleep well again. 

			The peace and safety he’d felt on his wedding day had been shattered beyond repair and he found himself questioning everything. After locking the adjoining door, he’d sat on his bed with his face in his hands, pressing his fingertips into his temples. 

			He couldn’t move and certainly couldn’t bring himself to read any of the letters Hettie had given him. He was too afraid of what he would find. The idea that Lord Lindsey, who had been like a second father to him, would knowingly play a role in his demise was too much to bear. The cold, sickly shock of betrayal kept washing over him in waves. 

			One thing was certain, he needed to stay as far away from Hettie as possible until he knew how he was going to move forward. Fear was twisting him into someone he barely recognized, and he couldn’t stop it. He’d always been afraid of failing his parents, his tenants, himself. He’d clung desperately to the belief that Hettie would never be the cause of his destruction and defended that belief fiercely. Perhaps too fiercely. And for what? 

			Bad investments could be explained, poor harvests were inevitable, but this? How on earth could he show his face and explain that he’d brought scandal and ruin upon their heads because his heart had been moved by sad eyes in a pretty face? Just like last night. 

			Even knowing what she had done, her ploy to get sympathy had almost worked. He’d taken one look at her, so small and fragile with sad eyes and wild unbound hair, and he’d wanted to hold her immediately. Tell her everything would be all right even as he knew it was a lie. 

			She was perfectly right, he hadn’t asked any questions. But how could he have imagined this? How could she have allowed it to go this far without speaking up? It couldn’t be only his fault. He wouldn’t allow it. He lifted his head and fixed his gaze on the letters. It’s not my fault. 

			With that protective assurance, he stood and crossed over to the mantel. He picked up the bundle, untied the black ribbon holding them together, and sat at the desk in the room before opening the oldest one. Sent to this address. 

			He’d seen the letters and said nothing, assuming it was nothing more than the typical correspondence between family members. He’d trusted her so much and respected her privacy. How could he give her that freedom ever again? How could he trust her? 

			She’d been honest about one thing at least, he thought as he moved through the letters one by one. Her uncle had assumed she’d been straightforward with him. 

			There were inquiries as to why Finn hadn’t reached out to him as yet, what Finn planned on doing in response to Phillip’s constant requests for money. Requests that he’d never seen or been aware of until now. When did she think he would need to know, when it was in every scandal sheet and newspaper? He breathed past another wave of anger. 

			How hadn’t it occurred to Lord Lindsey that his niece was perhaps lying to him? How could he think Finn wouldn’t have reached out to him if he knew the truth?

			No matter what Hettie said, this was unreasonable. The man was probably protecting his niece no matter the cost to Finn. What was he to their family in any event, compared to a blood relation? No matter how much Finn admired the man, Lord Lindsey wasn’t his father and owed him nothing. His list of allies was even shorter than he’d imagined. From Henrietta to Lord Lindsey, when the time came the Monforts would protect their own, and he would never be one of them. 

			It was hard to swallow, but it was his duty to learn the lesson and spare those who relied upon him. Finally, he had the answer to the question that had plagued him all his life. No, he didn’t get a companion, he didn’t get to rest, and he didn’t get to have anything for himself. His only safety or satisfaction was in his obligation. Anything else was an expensive distraction he couldn’t afford, especially now.

			There was a knock on the door before his valet entered, watching him warily. 

			“What is it, Dougal?” Finn asked, his voice rough from lack of use.

			The older man took a deep breath before responding. “The Earl of Lammond is here, Your Grace. He says you are expecting him.” His dark brown eyes swept over Finn’s appearance, from his fiery rumpled hair and stubbled jaw to his shirt and trousers creased beyond repair and stockinged feet. The message was clear; he was in no state to receive a chimney sweep, let alone a peer of the realm.

			Finn let out a sigh and scrubbed his hands over his face. Now he was thoughtless as well as incompetent. He needed to do better. “Tell Mrs. Tavish to prepare some refreshments for him and pass along my apologies. I will be down as soon as I can manage.”

			“Very good, Your Grace, I will return shortly.” He bowed and left.

			Finn rose to his feet and began stripping off his clothes. The time for self-pity was over.

			… 

			Princess Street Gardens, Edinburgh, Scotland

			August 1838

			One week later

			After her failed attempt at a dialogue, Hettie decided upon an entirely different course of action. Avoiding her husband entirely. Which was how she found herself taking a carriage with Elise and Glenna to the Princess Street Gardens to walk Sibylla. 

			The grounds at Falcon Hall were extensive, but the risk of running into him was too high. His words had nearly crushed her, but after reflection she knew he needed space. He had the letters now. She should have given them to him and left him in peace. 

			Her mistake had been moving too soon. She should never have presumed upon the intimacy they’d shared before. She needed to let him come to her, not chase him about. 

			It felt strange to seek refuge from Finn. His schedule was regular enough for her to avoid his company, even if his anger was felt everywhere. 

			A fraught silence had fallen over the residence, punctuated by his sharp footsteps and the thunderclap of slamming doors. The servants shuffled along quickly, shooting her glances filled with desperation or pity. Even they knew he was questioning his decision to marry her. 

			Bridging the gap would take time. But if she showed him that she was willing to treat him with consideration, he couldn’t stay upset. They had known each other for too long for him to ignore her sincerity.

			Over the past few days, she’d taken whatever meals she could choke down in the yellow parlor or in her rooms. For lunch and tea, she sent trays to his office, making sure to send his favorites. 

			She brought flowers for his valet to change out in his bedroom. She worked on her Gaelic and continued to memorize the members of the peerage in the Highlands. She needed to be ready and able to jump in the moment he accepted her again. She needed to show him she was still something worth keeping. 

			As the days passed, the doors grew quieter, and the tension seemed to relax. But while Hettie watched the staff let out a slow sigh of relief, her situation was no better. 

			It was hard to tell when a suitable time would be to reach out to Finn. He’d never been this angry and belligerent with her before. Was it fair to stoke his temper again when everyone else had to withstand the worst of it? 

			As much as she wanted to maintain her faith in her husband and their marriage, there was a part of her growing steadily accustomed to living apart from him while in the same house. 

			It was taking less time for her to fall asleep at night. Her appetite was returning day by day, even if the morning illness was still ridiculous to cope with. 

			The beautiful grounds in the gardens were a welcome distraction. 

			For a moment she could enjoy nature and live vicariously through her pet as she trotted along happily, jumping at dragonflies and basking in the rare sunshine. She could pretend her marriage wasn’t falling apart.

			“Is Herr Lange coming back, Your Grace?” Elise asked suddenly.

			“I have no idea,” Hettie replied. That appeared to be yet another casualty of this recent turn of events. Herr Lange was meant to return to finalize the sketch work for her portrait, but she hadn’t seen him since his first visit nearly a fortnight ago.

			“He was rather handsome, wasn’t he?” Glenna commented.

			Hettie glanced at her askance and fought back a smile. “I suppose he is. I don’t imagine the duke is meaning to continue that now.”

			“Because—” Elise cut herself off and turned her gaze to Sibylla. “It’s not my place to pry, my lady. I’m sorry.”

			“You’ve been with me so long, your impertinence is a source of comfort,” Hettie replied, linking arms with her. 

			“He’s cross, but I’m sure he loves you,” Glenna said.

			“Exactly,” Elise said. “Remember how Lord and Lady Lindsey would quarrel?”

			“No,” Hettie said as she searched her memories. Her Aunt Anastacie and Uncle Gabriel were passionate people who debated often and even bickered, but she couldn’t recall them having an actual argument. Let alone anything like what she and Finn were enduring. 

			“Well, they used to. Nothing too mean, but it could last weeks.”

			“I don’t think it’s the same, Elise,” Hettie said. If anything, it was their frankness that caused any arguments she could remember of her aunt and uncle, not secrets. Elise meant well but she didn’t understand the scope of what Hettie had done.

			“My mam always argued with my father, but they made up,” Glenna said. “His Grace loves you. Everyone knows that. He’s just being a man. He’ll miss you too much to stay away much longer. You’ll see.”

			“Maybe.” It was possible, she supposed. 

			Finn and The Dowager had come around after their argument, hadn’t they? There was, however, a minor but vital difference. Hettie knew that she couldn’t claim sole credit for their understanding, but she’d played a small part. Who was there to speak on her behalf? 

			A wave of weariness washed over her, and she paused abruptly. She wanted to rest. It felt like she’d been unable to relax for months, rather than the few days it had been. She looked up at the sky, wondering at the time. They’d been walking in the park for two hours at least. 

			“Is everything all right, Your Grace?” Elise asked.

			“Elise, I’m tired. Let’s go back now.”

			When they reached the townhome, Hettie was greeted by the housekeeper, Mrs. Tavish, who appeared particularly excited. 

			“He’s here, Your Grace,” she said, taking Hettie’s gloves.

			“Who is?”

			“Herr Lange. He’s been waiting for you in the blue parlor to do your portrait. There’s a bath waiting for you already.”

			“What?” Hettie turned to Elise, who was fighting back a smile.

			“I imagine you’ll need to change your clothes then.”

			This was the sign she’d been waiting for. A sign that he still wanted her and loved her. Her eyes stinging with relief, Hettie rushed up the stairs with Elise and Glenna. When they came through the door, a chambermaid looked up from pouring bath salts into a hip bath. 

			“Your Grace, you’re here!” she cried, “That artist is back!”

			“So we heard,” Elise retorted.

			“It’s a good sign, is it not?” she asked excitedly.

			“Don’t be impertinent, off with you,” Elise said, waving her away. 

			The young girl scurried away, but it was clear her enthusiasm hadn’t been dampened in the least.

			“I’ll steam the bronze and red dress,” Glenna said.

			“That’s perfect, Glenna,” Hettie replied while Elise helped her out of her blue walking dress and undergarments. Sibylla curled up on her floor cushion and watched with wide blue eyes.

			“Everyone is rooting for you,” Elise whispered, and Hettie chuckled for the first time in too long.

			“So it seems,” Hettie replied as tears of relief sprang to her eyes.

			“Don’t start that now,” Elise hissed, “No one wants a portrait with puffy eyes.”

			After her bath she dressed quickly, trying not to fidget while Elise laced her gown and Glenna fastened her slippers. 

			The dress in question was a stunning number in bronze and scarlet shot silk taffeta with a cunning sash made of scarlet velvet. Finn hadn’t seen her in it yet, but it showed off her shoulders to perfection and enriched her complexion. 

			“It’s just as I’ve always said, my lady. It will all turn out right in the end,” Glenna said before attaching ruby earbobs to Hettie’s earlobes.

			“Yes.” It would all be all right. He hadn’t forgotten her, or what their life could be together. Her husband still cared for her, and Herr Lange was waiting. The moment they finished, she turned and raced out the door. As she approached the salon she slowed to a steady pace.

			The first thing she noticed was Herr Lange wasn’t alone. 

			Finn was standing beside him discussing some matter in a low voice. He seemed even more handsome today. Perhaps it was due to the recent scarcity of his company or perhaps it was due to her renewed hope, but her eyes drank him in from head to toe.

			Her breath caught in her throat as the light caught his eyes, lovingly illuminating the angles of his face. At her arrival, he glanced up, his gaze drifting over her body before fixing on her face. All she wanted was for him to smile at her again, or his face to soften as it used to whenever he saw her.

			Had he missed her? She waited for a smile, an indication of his change of heart. A glimpse of her friend even if she never got her husband back.

			Then the mist of expectation evaporated, and he looked away with a sigh, nodding to Herr Lange. 

			“The Duchess has arrived, Herr Lange. I will leave you to it,” he said, giving her a short nod and striding from the room. Was he pleased with her effort? It was hard to tell.

			Herr Lange rose and bowed to her before gesturing to the chair set near the window. “If you would take your place, Your Grace. I will begin,” he said, before taking his seat.

			Hettie sat down where he indicated and took a deep breath. “I’m sorry to have kept you waiting. I didn’t realize that we were meeting today.”

			“It was my mistake.”

			“I’m certain it was mine.”

			“Not at all,” he said with a kind smile, “Now if you would angle your face toward the window a bit and hold the book open this time.”

			Hettie followed his instructions and watched his eyes narrow.

			“Look past me, just over my shoulder.”

			Her eyes shifted and he smiled. 

			“Excellent. Hold that for the moment.” Then his pencil was flying over the paper with deft strokes and those kind eyes went sharp with focus. 

			Now unable to look down at her novel, Hettie’s mind began to wander. 

			Was it the letters? No doubt Finn had written to her uncle already, demanding more information. Perhaps her uncle had persuaded him to give her a chance. He’d always taken his advice before. She’d have to write him and thank him for helping her.

			How Hettie managed to stay still for the sitting was beyond her. 

			All she could think about was Finn. She wanted to run to him and hold him close for the rest of the day. Show him that she’d received his message loud and clear and she was ready to reciprocate. They could move forward and put this whole debacle behind them forever. He would help her manage Phillip and make sure he never bothered her again.

			The moment Herr Lange placed down his pencil, she leaned forward in anticipation.

			“Are you finished for today?” she asked.

			“Yes, you may leave. The next time I come I will begin painting.”

			“Wonderful!”

			“Will you want this color for the dress in the portrait?” he asked.

			“Did my husband not specify?” That seemed strange, it had been his idea, after all.

			“No. He left that detail to you.”

			“Then yes.”

			“Very good. I shall see you in a few days’ time, yes?”

			“Yes. I shall remember this time.”

			He chuckled and nodded, and she bolted from the room, heading for Finn’s study. She passed a maid pushing a tea cart and skidded to a halt as an idea took hold. She could bring it to him. 

			“Is that for the duke?” Hettie asked.

			“Aye, Your Grace.”

			“I’ll take it. Mary, is it?”

			“Aye, Your Grace.”

			Hettie took hold of the handle. “Thank you, Mary.” She started down the hallway, pausing as she saw the head footman, Coleman, approaching the study with a letter tray. He bowed upon seeing her as she reached the door. A quick glance revealed it to be an invitation. “I can take that to the duke, Coleman.”

			“Very good, Your Grace,” he said as Hettie picked up the letter. She watched him walk away, the tray under his arm, and waited until he was gone before knocking on the door. 

			“Come,” Finn called.

			She took a deep breath and opened the door, pushing her way in.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Three

			“Come,” Finn called out as he rubbed his hands roughly over his face. 

			He was more tired than he wanted to admit. Tired and miserable. 

			A letter from the Marquis of Lindsey lay open on his desk along with the others Hettie had given him. It hadn’t been friendly. Lord Lindsey had used choice words in response to the angry missive full of accusations Finn had sent before he’d thought better of it. Now he was left with only hollow regret. 

			Lord Lindsey hadn’t been wrong for protecting his family, and it wasn’t his fault that his niece had chosen to deceive Finn. He knew that. But he couldn’t help feeling betrayed by yet another person he’d trusted and admired. Someone he thought he could count on, only to find out his loyalties lay elsewhere. 

			The door opened and he saw the tea cart pushed in. 

			Thank Christ.

			Then he saw the driver of the cart and his heart leaped before he had a chance to remember she wasn’t welcome. 

			“Henrietta.” He couldn’t stop his mouth from saying her name. 

			Not when she was wearing that dress. She looked like a queen, from the rich color that highlighted her eyes and skin, to the sleeves that fell lower down her arms, showing off her exquisite shoulders. It was clearly something she’d worn with him in mind.

			“I’ve brought you your afternoon tea,” she said, giving him a shy smile. 

			“Mary usually brings it,” he said, forcing himself to meet her eyes and stop focusing on the radiance of her complexion. 

			“I know, but I decided to bring it today. Shall I pour for you?”

			“Why?” What on earth was she doing here? What was her game?

			“Why what?” she replied, measuring out the tea leaves into the silver teapot and replacing the ornate lid. 

			“Why did you bring the tea?” 

			She paused for a moment as she replaced the lid on the tea canister. Her expression flickered with uncertainty, and he bit his tongue to keep from reassuring her. 

			This always happened every time he saw her. She would do something to remind him of the girl who’d bewitched him, and he would forget for a moment the woman he now knew her to be. Cunning. Ruthless. Dishonest. Everything about her was dangerous, from her scent to the hope in her eyes. He needed her to leave.

			“I didn’t mean to disturb you. I… An invitation came for us to another ball. I thought I’d bring it myself and save Mary the trouble.”

			“She is paid for that ‘trouble,’” he replied, focusing his eyes on the letter on his desk. “Next time carry out your own duties and leave her to hers.”

			“Yes, I will.” 

			There was a touch of meekness to her voice. He didn’t want to think about how often he’d heard that tone lately. It filled him with shame instead of satisfaction. “Good. You said there’s an invitation?” he asked lightly, pushing aside his discomfort.

			“From the MacGivens.”

			“Decline it.”

			“You don’t even know what it’s for,” Hettie remarked, defensiveness creeping back in.

			“I don’t need to. But if you have a need to ramble around town, feel free.”

			The silence following his statement was thunderous. He could feel her eyes burning into his head. He could see her fingers tighten reflexively around her hand from the corner of his eye. 

			“Is this how it’s going to be now?” No matter how even she made her tone, there was no masking the hurt. And the exhaustion. 

			“Do you want me to answer that?”

			“I’ve told you that I was sorry. I know I was wrong to do what I did.”

			Would an apology fix his mistake? Would it make it easier to face the scandal when it inevitably broke? Would it dampen the shame he felt at his own incompetence? No. “Do you really think that a mere apology will make up for what you did? Are you that much of a child?” 

			“I’m trying to show you that I understand. That you matter to me. I hated keeping this from you. I hated having this secret between us. Since we married, I’ve been trying to make it up to you.”

			Make it up to him? 

			He set down the papers in front of him, unsure of what to do with his hands, as a fresh wave of humiliation washed over him, leaving him nauseous. 

			He’d taken such pride in her efforts, in every victory. He’d felt the pain of every embarrassment with her, worried about her loneliness. The whole time she’d been concerned only about securing her own position. He’d believed they were growing closer, that they were sharing responsibilities and goals. 

			“So, your efforts as my wife were just your guilt? Your insurance against the truth?”

			She shook her head fervently and walked around his desk to stand beside him. “No, that’s not it.”

			“I always thought you were doing too much, trying too hard, but it all makes sense now. Why you were so very eager to prove yourself to any person with eyes and ears, because no matter how much you claim to care about my reputation, in truth it was all to do with you and your fear of what would happen if your lies were discovered. You wanted to make yourself indispensable to me and my estate, to my mother.”

			“It had everything to do with you. I wanted to do my best for you like you were doing for me, I wanted to give you something back.” There were tears in those honey-colored eyes, and it still broke his heart to see it. Still. And as close as she was, he could smell the rosewater on her. With the extent of her machinations laid bare how could he still feel this much for her distress? How could he still care? It was infuriating. 

			“What do you have to give that I can trust? Everything you say is just you trying to hold on to every last thing of mine you can. My title, my money, my position.”

			“No, that’s not true.”

			“Stop lying!” he shouted, slamming his hand on the desk. She jumped back at the thunderous sound, and he squeezed his eyes shut against the image and the tears he knew were coming. That was twice now he’d made her afraid of him. 

			He needed time. He couldn’t be around her now. 

			She let out a weak laugh and he opened his eyes to see her face streaked with tears and her mouth widened with a pain-tinged smile.

			“I thought for a moment because Herr Lange came back—”

			“Artists work on commission, Henrietta. Why should he suffer because of your disreputable behavior?” 

			It was half true. He didn’t need to have Herr Lange complete the portrait to pay him. He wanted that painting as much as she did. It was the last thing with which he couldn’t part. 

			An image of Hettie in silk, the light catching her extraordinary eyes, glinting off her beautiful earth-toned skin. He wanted that even if it stayed in his rooms and he hated it. He hated how much she could make him feel. 

			“Finn, please. I’m willing to do anything, anything to make it up to you.”

			“Ah…that’s the problem, isn’t it? You can’t make it up to me. You can’t make it up to anyone. Every time you apologize, I get angrier and angrier, because I want to have faith in you, but believing you is what put me in this position. I trusted your motives when I shouldn’t have. I assumed you had been open and honest with me, and you hadn’t. And now your cousin is gallivanting around, waiting to be paid for his silence, which he will never give us. He will always be there to extort money even after he is paid because the only other option is to let him say what he knows and bring ruin down on both our heads. More money to be drained from my estate, money I need for my tenants. Your failure is mine as well. I failed them all because of you. I betrayed everything I was meant to do and be because of you.”

			“Just give me a chance—” she began.

			“You’ve had over a dozen chances to do the right thing, by your own admission, and failed at each. You have done enough. Show yourself out.” 

			No more chances. No more excuses. 

			She never valued their relationship so much as her own safety. Whatever he’d allowed to take root in his heart over the last few months needed to be killed before it destroyed him forever. He needed to regain mastery of his own heart and feelings as he’d managed to do before. He needed to kill that precious illusion of their life together. He couldn’t be swayed by her tears or the light slowly fading from her eyes as he stared her down. 

			She let out a sharp breath, her shoulders slumping in defeat, before she turned and walked away, the invitation still in her clenched hand. Good.

			Adrenaline coursed through his veins, fueled by bitter shame. He wanted to tear every piece of furniture in the room to pieces, scream anything to defuse the toxic energy lighting his skin on fire. He kept his eyes on the letter, unseeing and unblinking, until he heard the door close. Until the words swirled into a blurry mess. Then sobs came through, faint and muffled, until footsteps carried them out of earshot. He wanted to go to her. Be her champion.

			No more. 

			At dinner, later in the evening, Hettie almost choked on her soup when Finn arrived. 

			With the exception of a medical visit from the doctor earlier in the day, he’d maintained his distance, and she was only too happy to do the same after their argument in his office. She had no interest in being on the receiving end of his harsh tongue again. She was beginning to accept that this would be the best she could hope for from him.

			She’d been reading a book while she ate until his swift, steady gait sounded in the hallway. When he didn’t walk past the entrance, she didn’t know what to do. 

			At this point, they’d taken separate meals for over a month. She couldn’t imagine why he’d decide to change that now. Even the servants seemed caught by surprise, rushing to set a place for him on the other side of the round table. 

			Two courses in, she wasn’t sure if this was a new kind of torture. Nothing could have prepared her for dinner with her husband’s arctic silence. 

			Her already finicky appetite disappeared completely in anticipation of the moment the silence finally broke. She knew better than to hope for even a civil conversation. 

			His cruel words were never far from her mind. She couldn’t tell if he was lashing out due to his hurt feelings or if he honestly believed she had become the gangrenous limb he was determined to sever. What about their child?

			“You aren’t eating,” he commented. “Are you well?” His eyes flicked down to her hand.

			“Yes,” she replied, turning her attention to the braised lamb shank she had no interest in. Resolutely, she picked up her fork again. She could manage a bite or two, if only to keep the peace.

			“I’ve decided to return to Griffin’s Gate,” he said.

			Her fingers tightened instinctively on her cutlery. “When?”

			“A few days from now. I’ve written to Mother to expect us within a week.”

			“Us?” When had he decided they were still an “us?”

			“Yes.”

			“As in you and me?” she clarified.

			He placed down his knife and fork and met her eyes with a steely expression she now saw as a warning. “Is there something you would like to say?”

			“I didn’t think you still wanted to live with me.”

			“What I want is irrelevant. You have a duty to this estate that has not been met.”

			Duty. A role to play. Was that all he cared about now? 

			She placed down her knife and fork and fisted her hand in her skirts. She had little interest in living with a man who barely tolerated her and even less interest in raising a child with such a man. If she wanted that, she could have simply married Phillip. 

			Lord, Phillip. He was another issue. “What are we going to do about Phillip?”

			“We will do nothing. I will handle him,” he replied, returning to his meal.

			“He is my cousin, after all. I can help you—”

			“It is no longer your concern, duchess,” he snapped, and she fell silent.

			She couldn’t understand him. He came to eat with her, asked her to return with him, what did it mean? Was this for their child? She wanted to be grateful, but it only made the aching chasm in her chest crack open further.

			“Is there a place for me at your side?” she asked.

			“I’ve already said you are the Duchess of Montrose.”

			“I am not asking the duke. I’m asking my husband whether he still wants his wife.”

			He stared at her for a long moment, his face inscrutable. 

			She held his gaze, knowing that this was the deciding moment. She couldn’t look away first. She needed to face his anger or his indifference with equal courage. 

			If her marriage was over, she couldn’t hide from it any longer, stupidly hoping for the best. He broke first, returning to his meal with single-minded focus. 

			The deep silence echoed in her chest until her heart finally cracked in two. She wanted to scream, throw her dinner plate at the wall, beat him with her fists until he gave her something other than this reticence. 

			Was he so much of a coward that he couldn’t say it himself? He’d already given up on her, on them. She was no longer who he needed her to be. She was imperfect, spoiled, not worth keeping. Never worth keeping. Bastards never were. 

			But that didn’t mean she had to live like this, walking on thin ice, waiting for the final blow, grateful for the bare minimum of respect.

			Perhaps it was her choice. She was the one who’d foisted herself upon him, using his fondness as an excuse. It wasn’t fair to expect him to fix what she’d ruined. She loved him. Was it fair to ask him to forsake his duty to his family twice over out of mere affection? Wasn’t that the height of selfishness? 

			She owed him a chance to be happy and free no matter the cost to herself. No matter how much it hurt to lose him, to be cut off from him for the rest of her life. She didn’t want him to think his title was all she saw, all she valued. 

			With that realization, her appetite was gone. What a stupid joke her life was. No sooner than she’d gotten everything she wanted, she had to return it. She pushed back her chair and rose to her feet.

			“Does your meal not suit you?” he asked, glancing up at her with mild curiosity.

			“I’m tired,” she replied. “I will retire early tonight. You will excuse me.” 

			After she left the room, she waited at the stairs a moment, hoping he’d call after her. Listened for his chair, footsteps…nothing. 

			She trudged up the stairs to her room, the weight of her decision weighing heavier and heavier the farther up she went. That familiar headache forming behind her eyes. Glenna and Elise watched her enter, their eyes full of concern.

			“Are you unwell, Your Grace?” Glenna said, coming forward. “Only we thought you’d be longer.”

			“I’m well enough, Glenna. His Grace is returning to Griffin’s Gate.”

			“We’ll begin packing tomorrow morning, my lady.”

			“No.” Hettie held up her hand. “I’ve decided to stay here.”

			“But—” Elise began, frowning in confusion.

			“Glenna, I know your people are in the Highlands. If you wish to return with him, you can. You shouldn’t be apart from your family because of me.”

			“I’ll stay with you, Your Grace,” she replied firmly.

			“I may not be returning to Griffin’s Gate, Glenna. Ever.”

			“I understand. I will be staying with you, Your Grace.” She squeezed Hettie’s shoulder then began removing her jewelry.

			Fighting back tears of gratitude, Hettie nodded her thanks. 

			They helped her undress and prepare for bed in relative silence. After she dismissed them for the night, she crawled into her bed, pulling the covers up over her. She felt wrung out, as if there wasn’t a drop of sensation left in her. 

			It was hours before she heard him on the stairs, then in the hallway. His steps seemed to slow, perhaps he meant to use the front entrance to her rooms…but then they sounded again, growing fainter as he walked away. 

			She waited as he readied himself for bed, while he spoke to his valet. She listened to his movements on the other side of the connecting door while she stared at the barrier made of carved oak. She waited a full half hour after all the sounds stopped, willing him to come to her. 

			Then, acknowledging defeat, she closed her eyes while hot tears rolled down her face, soaking the hair at her temples. She’d failed, and he wouldn’t forgive her. 

			She couldn’t stay in this purgatory forever. 

			There was no point clinging to someone who wanted nothing to do with her anymore. All she could do was salvage what little was left of her dignity and arrange the terms of her surrender. 

			“I’m sorry, little one,” she whispered as she rubbed her hand over her stomach. “I’m sorry I couldn’t do better for you. I’m sorry I couldn’t make your papa love me enough to keep both of us. I’m so sorry.” 

			She felt a fluttering movement inside her, and a gasp caught in her throat as she pressed both of her hands to her belly. My baby. Her heart swelled and more tears soaked into her hair, but there was gratitude mixed with the pain. She’d take that as a sign as well. Baby agreed.

			These are the last, she thought. These are the last tears I’ll cry for him.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Four

			It took two days for him to notice he was the only one packing. 

			Whether it was a testament to his single-minded focus, or his determination to ignore her entirely, he had no idea. But today, the day before he meant to leave, he noticed the trunks outside his room and the absence of trunks outside hers. 

			It didn’t exactly signify much. Perhaps they were inside the room. 

			It was early in the day, and he’d be damned if he would appear curious about her activities. As if he owed her his interest or attention. He wouldn’t play the lovesick fool any longer. She’d taken enough, and if word got out about the truth of her birth, it would result in a sea of scandal, the likes of which his family had never seen. The only mercy was that his father wasn’t alive to witness it.

			For this reason, he found himself at the office of one George Fielding. Despite their argument, Lord Lindsey had been forthcoming with all the information he’d attained from his inquiries. He’d even referred Finn to Mr. Fielding, a private investigator based in Edinburgh. Whatever Phillip asserted, Finn was not about to leave his family at the mercy of that scoundrel, and no matter his feelings at the moment, that family still included Hettie. 

			It hadn’t escaped Finn’s attention that Phillip had yet to execute his threats despite having had ample time to do so. If the man was a liar on top of a scoundrel, he was prepared to rain fire down on his head. By all accounts, Mr. Fielding was fast, discreet, and thorough.

			When Finn returned to his city residence, there was still no sign of Hettie’s belongings despite his own trunks being stacked neatly by the door. He started for his bedroom, wondering if perhaps he hadn’t been clear about his expectations. 

			He spotted the butler, Coleman, in the corridor and waved him down. The man’s eyes widened slightly for a moment, but he quickly composed himself. 

			Not a good sign. Coleman knew what he was going to ask before he asked it and didn’t want to be the one to answer. The woman was turning his own staff against him.

			“How may I be of service, Your Grace?” he asked, giving Finn a short bow.

			“Where are my wife’s things?” he asked, keeping his hands behind his back. 

			“I beg your pardon, my lord?” His face was the picture of innocence.

			Finn’s eyes narrowed in suspicion. “The duchess and I depart tomorrow. Where are her cases?”

			“She has not sent for anyone to take them down, my lord,” he replied carefully.

			“Is that so?” 

			“To the best of my knowledge she isn’t packing.”

			“She—” Finn paused, regained control over his exasperation, and let out a breath. “Thank you, Coleman.”

			“Very good, Your Grace.” He gave another deferential nod and hurried away.

			Not packing? What on earth did she mean by it? Was it not enough that he was willing to take her with him? Did she honestly expect him to pretend to enjoy her company? 

			The sensation taking root in his gut was unexpected. It wasn’t anger exactly, but his palms were damp, almost as if he were nervous. Which was ridiculous. What cause would he have to be nervous, of all things, especially over this latest stunt of hers? 

			She was probably in her personal salon. He would force her to explain herself. If she thought this would make him delay his departure, she was sorely mistaken. The days of him bending himself to her whim were well and truly over. 

			When he found her, however, the righteous anger fueling him sputtered out, leaving his stomach twisting in uncertainty. No matter how well he played the part of the cold husband, he couldn’t master his own heart to dispel her. 

			He’d catch her scent in a room, or see something that reminded him of her, like a rose or her favorite apricot jam, and the ache would start again. 

			He watched her from the doorway, taking in the beautiful, untamed curls tumbling down her back. When had she stopped wearing it up? One slender, sun-kissed hand carefully wrote what he imagined to be a letter while the other lightly rubbed the curve of her stomach, heralding proof of their union under the burgundy silk of her maternal gown. 

			He never imagined he’d have to ache for his wife after they were married. That he would still find himself unable to touch her. Her faithful companion lay at her feet dozing, until she sensed his presence. Her blue eyes fixed on him, and she ran over happily, ready to be petted. Despite himself, he crouched to oblige her, running his hands firmly over her sleek coat. Was that the only joy left in his life now? Petting his wife’s dog?

			The chair creaked and he looked up to see Hettie watching him with a carefully neutral expression. 

			“Were you looking for me?” she asked.

			“Yes,” he replied, rising to his feet. Sibylla whined softly before rolling onto her stomach, rubbing her head against his leg, and watching him with pleading eyes.

			Hettie nodded and snapped her fingers three times. Sibylla whined again, glancing in her direction. She bumped her head against his leg again and he clasped his hands behind his back. With a huff, she loped over to her mistress and sat at her feet. Hettie stroked her head gently before straightening in her chair and turning her attention to face Finn, her hand coming to rest on her stomach again. “What is it?” 

			He’d always admired her composure, especially in the face of adversity. It was the first thing he’d noticed they had in common, the need for that external wall between them and others. A mask to protect themselves. She’d never used that mask with him, however. Until now. 

			He didn’t know how to feel about it or how to navigate the discussion when faced with that stranger. Was this what she’d been feeling when dealing with him? 

			“I heard that you have yet to pack your things,” he began.

			“That is true,” she replied evenly.

			“You are aware of the date of departure?”

			“Yes, I believe you said tomorrow.”

			The anxiety was coming back, but now he knew why. She had made a decision for her life, and he had a feeling he was not part of it. “Do you mean to leave your belongings here?”

			She smiled slightly as if he had said something amusing. “No, I have decided to stay here.”

			“Is that so?” So, she was choosing to live apart from him. He couldn’t move. His entire body was as stiff as a corpse.

			“I believe it to be the best for both of us.”

			“How presumptuous of you,” he replied as the gnawing sensation in his stomach grew into full-blown panic.

			She let out a sigh and looked away. “There’s no point in drawing out the inevitable. You’ve made it quite clear that my presence is distasteful to you. I now serve only as a reminder of the mistake you made. I took advantage of your feelings, and you find it unforgivable.”

			Was she attempting to make this about him? As if she were some innocent bystander caught in the crossfire?

			“I don’t blame you or accuse you in any way. I understand your feelings and they are just,” she continued.

			“So?” It didn’t excuse her choice to abandon him and her duties.

			“I believe you want a chance to right the wrong you made when you married me, and considering my fault, I owe you that chance. It’s not fair for me to subject you to me any longer. The position I enjoy as your wife is stolen. It isn’t something I should have or would have had if not for my deception. I stole your chance for a good marriage because I was desperate, but it was still unfair. For the sake of our friendship, for the affection we shared for each other, I will give it back to you. All of it.”

			“What the devil do you mean by that?” he choked past the constriction in his throat.

			“I mean that if you wish to seek a divorce, you will have no opposition from me. With your permission, I will stay here in Edinburgh for as long as I am your wife.”

			Divorce? His mind was reeling. “You are carrying my child.”

			“Yes. I will stay here for the remainder of my time. If this pregnancy proves to be successful, and I have a son, I will give him to you, provided you wish to have him.”

			“And if it is a girl?”

			“I…” She paused, the first crack in her impeccable composure. “I would ask you to allow me to keep her. Not to keep her from you, but to allow her to live with me primarily.”

			“If I understand you, then you are willing to give up your son.”

			“Last night you said my duty to you hadn’t been completed, and you were right. As your wife, as your current duchess, I owe you an heir. So, if I have a son, I will give you what you are owed regardless of what I wish. I will surrender my title. I would ask for what is left of my dowry so I may support my child and myself. I will make no demands on you or your family whatsoever.”

			It wasn’t at all what he’d intended, but it was clear that she had already made up her mind on the matter. 

			“Just settling your affairs, are you?” He could barely breathe. How could she be so calm? How could she act as though nothing they had shared mattered?

			She let out a slow breath and looked away from him. The light caught the sheen of tears in her eyes. For a moment he wondered if she would be able to go through with her brazen proposal. 

			“If you no longer see me as your wife or your friend, then our marriage is a business arrangement. An arrangement we no longer want. I don’t want my daughter or my son to see us like this, like we have been. What made our marriage worthwhile is gone now. I want you to be happy, Finn, and I no longer believe I can do that. It’s early yet. If we end things now, you can still marry someone worthy of you. Someone you can trust.”

			“And this is what you want now? To pretend this never happened?”

			“I thought marrying someone I didn’t care for was the worst thing that could happen to me, but I was wrong. If I had to, I could survive a cold marriage, but not if it’s with you. I can’t do that. I cannot change the past, but I can give you back your future. The future we both deserve. It is all I can think of to make amends.” She rose to her feet carefully, the added weight of their child making the movement clumsy. “I know you dislike seeing me. I will bid you farewell now. Write me your answer. I will send you updates about my progress if you wish me to. I promise, you will not see me again unless you wish it.” 

			He watched in stunned silence as she sank into a deep curtsy worthy of a royal, her head bowed in deference, her eyes fixed on the floor. 

			That show of respectful submission shattered the paralysis he’d been under. 

			Before she could rise, he turned and left the room, striding away heedlessly before the tears in his eyes fell. It was a miracle he didn’t walk into a wall. She’d given up at last. 

			He couldn’t say why it hurt worse than the betrayal. 

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Five

			Falcon Hall, Edinburgh, Scotland – September 1838

			She watched. 

			No matter how much Hettie scolded herself for being a fool, she couldn’t help it. How could she give up one last look at the man she loved? The man she’d given permission to walk away, who had wasted no time leaving her behind. Her lover, the father of her child, her best friend. 

			It was better this way. She believed that. He would be happier without her, and she wanted that happiness for him, even if she could settle only for peace herself. 

			She kept her promise, staying in her rooms until she knew he was downstairs, but she stood on the staircase and watched him walk away for the last time before rushing to the front room to watch from the window as he climbed into his carriage. 

			The door to the carriage closed and she watched him tap the roof with his fist, signaling he was ready to leave. He didn’t turn around. He didn’t glance up at the window for her.

			Had she expected him to? Had she hoped for it? Was she still looking for signs he felt something for her? Signs that at least one person would look back when leaving her behind. Stupid. It was that easy. It would always be that easy. 

			She watched until his carriage was out of sight, until her vision blurred with more tears. No. No more. She would keep that promise, too.

			“Enough,” she whispered, willing the thoughts away. The ache in her throat grew more piercing, and she shook her head sharply, slamming her fist against the glass. “Enough!” 

			“Your Grace?” 

			Hettie spun around to see Coleman watching her carefully. She cleared her throat and straightened herself up to her full height, hoping to God he hadn’t been watching her with her face pressed against the window like a stupid little girl. A forgotten child. 

			“What is it, Coleman?”

			“I thought you’d called,” he replied.

			“No. But as you are here, I should like some tea.”

			“Yes, Your Grace.” 

			He gave her a sharp bow before turning on his heel and walking away. 

			Her Grace. How much longer would she be that?

			The rest of the day passed in a blur. She wrote to her aunt. She wrote to Alastair. She read a book. She walked Sibylla in the gardens. 

			Every time she felt herself sinking into tears, she pinched her arm. 

			Every time she found herself regretting her choice to stay behind, she forced herself to remember the hell she’d been living in over the last weeks. The loneliness was bitter, but with her heart shattered, she would be lonely no matter where she lived. Self-pity would gain her no more than her discernment had. 

			Relying on others to protect her hadn’t gone well, either. Her best friend, the man who had been such a light to her only recently, had thrown her aside. 

			He didn’t care about her reasons. He didn’t care that she’d been half out of her mind with fear. He didn’t even care that she’d turned him down the first time he asked. That it had been his idea to offer her his protection.

			Perhaps she had been foolish to think it would mean nothing to him. 

			Foolish to believe in his words no matter how much relief they’d provided. Family was family and he’d already proven that the only family she was part of wasn’t his. 

			I’m not alone, though, she thought as fresh tears stung her eyes. I have Uncle Gabriel and Aunt Anastacie. My cousins. They loved her. I’ll have my child. 

			Her parents had left her behind, but her aunt and uncle loved her. It would have to be enough. She would make it enough. 
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			It had been a mistake to return to Griffin’s Gate. There were touches of her everywhere. He didn’t dare set foot in the sea cave. His room still smelled like her. Her bedroom, salon, and music room were finished. The library was ready to be filled with books. How could she make this place her home and then give it back to him as if it didn’t matter? It hadn’t settled in his mind what had happened until he’d reached the outskirts of Edinburgh.

			She’d left him. 

			She had left him. 

			How had that happened? He was the injured party. He was the one who should have determined the course of events. At the last minute, she had snatched the control from him with sad eyes, a somber voice, and perfect posture. 

			It had never occurred to him that she wouldn’t want to come back. 

			Surely, she would want to maintain any amount of normalcy and save face. She’d simply given up. Offered everything back. 

			Now he didn’t know which was the greater mistake, driving her away or leaving her behind. He’d always been terrified of losing her, and now, because of his own actions he was on his own. Should he have stayed? What if she truly did care for him as she said, and his desertion destroyed any hope of him winning her heart? 

			Anger was easier than uncertainty, but it needed to be fed. The longer it went hungry, the encroaching loneliness grew closer. Could he demand that she keep fighting because he wasn’t finished? 

			Was it unreasonable to feel betrayed by her unwillingness to endure the brunt of his behavior? He wanted the sickening twisting inside him to stop. He wanted to love her as he had before, without this haze of suspicion hanging over him, but he didn’t know how. He couldn’t think what words he needed to hear to comfort him or reassure him.

			Quick businesslike footsteps alerted him to his mother’s arrival.

			“I have an invitation from the baroness, she knows you have returned. She asks about Henrietta in particular.”

			One day. His mother had managed to wait one more day before pestering him again. “Accept it if you like,” he replied, although he’d rather hang than attend.

			“And how am I to explain the absence of your wife?” she asked.

			“Say she’s in her confinement.”

			“She wouldn’t be in her confinement for another two months at least.”

			He closed his eyes and breathed deeply in an attempt to quell the rising irritation. 

			“Do you expect me to pretend that nothing is amiss? You leave together and now your wife is pregnant and alone in Edinburgh and you are stomping your way through the day, terrifying maids and footmen alike.”

			“I expect you to respect my wishes.” Could she not leave things well enough alone?

			She made her way to his side of the desk and pulled the ledger out of his line of vision. “Findley, what the devil is going on?”

			He didn’t look at her. He couldn’t. “Some things came to light about her that I’d rather not discuss with you.”

			“So, you’ve fallen out with her?”

			“If you like,” he said, taking back the ledger. That was the essence of it, after all.

			“How long will you be living apart?”

			“Indefinitely,” he snapped. If she wanted to be stubborn it was her right, but he wouldn’t be the first to bend.

			“Indefinitely?” the dowager replied incredulously. “Did she kill someone?” 

			“Don’t be ridiculous.” 

			“Is she a member of a terrorist cell?”

			“Stop.” He slammed his hand on the desk. The last thing he needed was an interrogation from her. He needed quiet to think, to figure out what happened and how he could find a way back to having his family again.

			“I will not stop. You left your pregnant wife alone. Childbirth is dangerous. She could die, your child could die, and you wouldn’t be there. How is that appropriate?”

			He hadn’t considered that. His mother was proof of the uncertainty and inherent danger of childbirth. Of all her children, only he had survived long enough to be delivered. She had nearly died giving him life. He couldn’t bear the idea of Hettie bleeding out in her bed alone, believing that he hated her.

			Which wouldn’t happen. It wouldn’t. Hettie was resilient and innovative. Too innovative. God couldn’t be so cruel as to take his child because he was a failure as a husband and as an heir. But a sickening fear had taken place beside the shame, and the idea of receiving another letter like that…a death notice. He needed his mother to leave him in peace. He needed to think. 

			“I told you I don’t want to discuss it. Especially not with you. Why don’t you restrict your prying to matters within your province?”

			“And you are not within my province?” she demanded.

			“I don’t know if you noticed, Mother, but I am a grown man. You haven’t been needed in years. You’ve already outlived your usefulness.”

			For a moment he thought she’d slap him. Then she turned on her heel and left without another word. It took a full minute for the fleeting relief he’d experienced at her departure to give way to crushing guilt. A full minute before he heard the words he’d said. To his mother. 

			How, how could he have said such a thing to her? It wasn’t her fault he was a failure. It wasn’t her fault he’d betrayed the dream she’d shared with his father. It was his.

			The weight of his father’s gaze from the portrait drew his attention. He was immortalized in his family colors, standing tall with sparkling eyes. He brimmed with dignity, grace, power. Those eyes had always been a source of comfort for Finn. Until now. 

			Now they glinted in accusation, calling him a bully. A betrayer. An unfilial son. A failed heir of greater sires.

			He closed his eyes against the wave of disgrace. He didn’t deserve his legacy. He couldn’t stay there. 

			He walked out of his office, down the stairs, and out the front door. He would walk until he felt sane again. Until he had a way to fix what he’d done. He walked the garden, then out onto the moors, and he kept walking.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Six

			Falcon Hall, Edinburgh 

			“A gentleman is here to see you, Your Grace,” Coleman announced. 

			Hettie’s head shot up from the book she was reading. “A gentleman? Is it my uncle?”

			He shook his head. “No, Your Grace. But I think he may be a relation of yours.”

			“A re—” She fell into shocked silence when Phillip appeared in the doorway. Rage filled her so quickly she was left dizzy. She shouldn’t have been shocked at his audacity, but still she was amazed. “You—”

			“That’s not happiness to see me, is it?” he joked, stepping into the parlor. How could such a reprehensible person appear so innocent on the surface? Calm, almost charmingly sheepish. It made her want to scratch at his face until that mask could never be used again.

			“How dare you show your face here,” she hissed, rising to her feet.

			“Shall I call the constable, my lady?” Coleman asked, shooting a cool look at Phillip.

			“Yes, Coleman,” she said, keeping her eyes on Phillip. 

			His eyes widened as Coleman turned on his heel to carry out her order. “Wait, give me ten minutes. Just ten and I’ll leave.”

			It was ten more than he deserved, but part of her was curious as to what he had to say. “It should take about that time for the constable to arrive,” she replied coolly. “Any longer and I suspect you’ll have to seek refuge in Wales.”

			“Thank you for hearing me out, Hettie.” For once he didn’t seem overbearing or smug, but she knew that wouldn’t last.

			“Don’t call me that,” she snapped.

			“Your Grace then.” He took another step into the room, his hat in his hands. “This is a nice house.”

			“Ticktock, Phillip.”

			“I wanted to apologize.”

			“I’m sure.”

			“And I heard your husband left town alone, so I came to see how you were doing. I am concerned for you.” He adopted a troubled expression.

			“I doubt that very seriously.”

			“I know you believe me capable of anything, but believe me when I say I never meant to harm you. We are family, after all. When you left the ballroom that night, I knew that I had done wrong.”

			Incredible. “Get out.”

			“I mean that. You are the only family I have left in this world. It’s why I’m still here. It’s why I was willing to risk everything to see you now.”

			“You really are desperate,” she mused aloud. 

			He knew he was losing a foothold in her anxiety. Threats had not worked or appeals to family ties or empathy, so now he was using sympathy instead. It was almost impressive.

			“I don’t want you to be left alone. I knew he would do this, that he would turn you away once he knew the truth. I knew he’d abandon you.”

			Hettie took a moment to unclench her hands and take a breath before answering. “He left because I broke his heart. I ended up breaking his heart because you decided to exploit a painful secret for your own gain regardless of the cost to me. I lost my husband, my best friend, because you wouldn’t leave me alone.”

			“People would have found out eventually. They would have used it,” he replied.

			“So why not you?”

			“If he truly cared for you, if he loved you, he would have stayed. He would have stood by you. He gave you up because he didn’t see you as his family. He would never understand what it’s like to be trapped like we do.”

			“You trapped me.” How dare he try to pass off his abuse as some sort of service to her? Did he truly think her so stupid as to believe his actions were out of anything but self-interest?

			“I wanted to show you the truth. I didn’t want to lose you.”

			“So you forced me? Threatened my future and the people I cared for, the people who raised me?” She was so angry, she could tear him limb from limb. He couldn’t seriously be trying to convince her that he was in love with her. 

			“I was wrong to do that. The Monforts are good people. I have never left you. I have never turned my back on you.”

			“You wanted my fortune, not me. The only reason I can’t get you to leave me alone now is because I was given what you think you are owed.”

			“I don’t want to be poor. Is that a crime?” he cried. A shade of his petulant selfishness seeped through the mask of vulnerability.

			He came forward and knelt beside the chair, resting his hand near her arm, his eyes pleading. He was so pitiful to her, grasping and menacing one moment and desperate and begging the next. He would never know how to keep what he had or take the responsibility to invest in anything but himself. 

			“I would never have taken it and left you alone. I always meant for it to be the both of us with our own legacy, separate from the aristocracy. We are no better with them, Hettie. He isn’t better than I am. He’s left you here. Even if he came back, if he left you once he can do it again, and he will.” His voice was soft and hypnotic, his eyes steady and penetrating. 

			He leaned in closer as if to kiss her and she turned her head away sharply, rising to her feet and walking to the window. 

			She didn’t believe he loved her. She wasn’t foolish enough to do that. But his words about Finn cut deep. 

			For all his promises, it had taken only one half-truth for Finn to draw a hard line between them. For him to walk away and never look back. His affection was beautiful and thrilling while it lasted, but fragile. Phillip had triggered a panic in her before and driven her to this extreme when she should have simply trusted in her uncle. There had been no reason to seek Finn out. Was she any better off having married him? Was he?

			Footsteps sounded behind her, and she felt two large hands curl around her arms. She shrugged them off and kept her face to the glass. 

			“The constable will be here any moment now, Phillip.” She heard herself say. “I suggest you leave.”

			“Please think about it, Hettie.”

			“There is nothing to think about. I am a married woman, and I am carrying my husband’s child.”

			“For now. He won’t want you anymore. He wants only an illusion of you. He’ll never love you as you are.”

			She closed her eyes against the painful truth of those words, trembling slightly at the chill that swept through her. “Leave.”

			“You’ll see that I’m right. I’ll be waiting for you when you do.”

			She heard him leave the room but didn’t exhale until she saw him walk down the street, away from the house. 

			She decided then that she would write to her uncle. 

			The moment the divorce came through, she would leave for England. Look into investments. She could be lonely, but she didn’t have to be helpless.
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			Griffin Hall, Scottish Highlands – September 1838

			His head was pounding. 

			He didn’t dare open his eyes. His entire body was sore and used. 

			He remembered walking into the moors in a fog of resentment and shame after that horrible exchange with his mother. He hadn’t returned until deep into the night, unable to risk seeing her. He knew he wouldn’t be able to meet her eyes. 

			As he awoke, he noticed he was lying on his stomach. He couldn’t feel the hand he was lying on. His throat ached. Had he been shouting? A familiar scent caught his attention, roses and talc. Hettie. 

			He shut his burning eyes and pressed his face into the fabric under his head. Wool. The dull pain in his chest deepened and spread to his throat, his ribs, everywhere. He could have had her in his arms. He could have been breathing in her hair instead of chasing her scent in a shawl she’d left behind. He could be with her, watching her grow rounder with their child.

			Instead, he was lying on a bed, reeking of scotch and misery with an entire lifetime of crow ahead of him. Gingerly, he rolled onto his back and then sat up, waiting for the room to stop spinning. 

			A room that was familiar and yet…not. 

			He inhaled slowly as his stomach settled and looked around the pale blue drapes over the bed, the willows painted on the walls. 

			He was in Hettie’s new room. The room she would never be in. 

			He didn’t remember coming there. He hadn’t slept so deeply since…since he’d slept beside her.

			It was galling, but there was no way around it now. He wanted his wife, his friend. He missed her so much, he ached. He wanted her hands holding on to his, her raw exuberant laugh, her warm eyes following him everywhere. 

			He wanted to go home to her no matter what she felt for him. Even if it made him a fool, at least he’d be a happy one. Was he a better steward for his family, a better son for cutting her out of his life? 

			A creak in the floorboard drew his attention, and he looked over to see his valet, Dougal, staring at him with wary eyes, hovering in the adjoining doorway.

			“Good afternoon, Your Grace,” he said carefully, his face suspiciously composed.

			“Afternoon?” Finn croaked in disbelief.

			“Yes. I thought you’d want a bath when you awoke.”

			“Yes.” He buried his face in his hands as he struggled to wrap his brain around what he’d done. How long had Dougal been watching him?

			“Will you take it in your rooms, sir, or shall I have the men bring it to the Duchess’s chambers?”

			Again, his voice was even, but Finn was familiar enough with his valet to know when he was amused.

			“I’ll be there in a moment,” he grumbled, wincing lightly at the agony triggered in his skull.

			“Very good, sir.”

			Finn slid off the bed and shuffled over to his bedroom like a wounded soldier.

			While he watched, a troupe of footmen filled a hip bath with buckets of steaming water scented with lavender.

			“Are you finished with this, Your Grace?” Dougal asked. 

			Finn looked at him and saw his eyes fixed on his hand, which still had Hettie’s shawl in a death grip. His grainy eyes caught Dougal’s again just as the man erased all evidence of the small smirk he’d been sporting.

			“You’re in a particular mood today,” he replied, proffering the garment in response.

			“Not compared to some, Your Grace.” Then the bastard had the gall to wink at him while he returned the item to Hettie’s room.

			Grumbling under his breath about insolent staff, Finn stripped out of his clothes and sank into the bath gratefully. Dougal was a brat, but the man knew his job to the ground. He teased but was sure never to cross the line. 

			Unlike me, Finn groused. 

			His mother had pecked at his raw nerves until he’d said something unthinkable, all in a bid to get her to leave him alone. He’d succeeded, but now getting her to speak to him again would be a trial. He’d never been like this before. 

			Not one year of marriage and he turned into a snarling beast lashing out at the people he cared for. No matter how much he had to grovel, he needed his mother’s advice. She was the only person who could help him see his way to a solution.

			After his bath, he shaved, cleaned his mouth, and dressed for the day. 

			His eyes felt dry, and his body was still exhausted, but he no longer resembled the village drunk. 

			As he walked down the stairs, he noticed the shifting eyes of the maids he passed, as if they were afraid of him. The tense silence all around. 

			As he reached the ground floor, he saw the grand pianoforte sitting in the center of the foyer. His mother was watching it tiredly, rubbing her forehead in agitation while the movers and footmen took position to bring it up the stairs.

			“What is this?”

			She glanced in his direction, her entire countenance shifting to annoyance. “I believe it’s called a pianoforte.”

			Ask a silly question. He descended the stairs and noticed the pulley and the makeshift ramp already in place. He walked up to the piano, noting the roses carved into the legs and the mother-of-pearl inlay of the muses on the lid.

			“I assume you are the one responsible for this enormous instrument?”

			Yes. He’d bought it for Hettie before…before everything fell apart. The instrument she’d never play. Never see. He’d dreamed of being able to listen to her play and sing whenever she wished. Working to the sound of her voice. Her skill would reverberate throughout the halls of his house, making it a home. Staking her claim. She would be everywhere. 

			He ran his hand over the smooth lacquered wood, imagining how her face would have lit up at the sight of it. A piano of her very own. Just for her. 

			Now it had arrived, and its player was absent. It was all wrong, like the empty salon, the unfinished family, and his lonely bed. She would never take his hand and hold it between her palms again. He’d never smell her scent or hear her laugh again. He’d never watch her play again. Christ, he was becoming positively maudlin.

			“We’ll take this to the music room, Your Grace?” a footman asked. 

			He nodded and stepped aside, watching them set up the pulley at the top of the stairs to haul the piano up the ramp.

			“She lied to me.” The words came spilling out of his mouth. There was no response, but he knew his mother hadn’t left. “Her cousin, the one she married me to get away from, found proof she was born before her parents married.”

			“This is something meant to concern me?” Lady Aoife’s voice was sharp with temper.

			“I’m sorry I said those things to you. I’m ashamed of them. They were untrue and undeserved.” No point in beating around the bush. He owed her more than an apology. 

			He turned to face her and met her wounded gaze until she let out a fitful sigh and walked toward the lower sitting room. He hesitated a moment before following her.

			“She’s illegitimate,” she said finally, once he closed the door behind him.

			At least she was talking to him. “So her cousin says.” 

			“You think he’s lying.”

			“I don’t know. The principal point is she knew and didn’t tell me.”

			She watched him, her eyes shrewd and assessing, a small frown creasing her brow, her arms folded across her torso. “You said you knew she was being blackmailed.”

			“Yes, I did.”

			“Did you ask her for any details?” An imperious eyebrow rose.

			He swallowed back the urge to deflect. The only way out was through, and he couldn’t possibly feel worse than he already did. “No. I trusted she would tell me in time, but she didn’t. She withheld the truth until I found out for myself.”

			Lady Aoife winced before taking a seat in one of the velvet-covered chairs. “That is unfortunate.”

			“Unfortunate?” he asked, thoroughly confused. It wasn’t the word he expected her to use. Actually, the entire encounter wasn’t meeting his expectations.

			“You should have found out more before committing yourself.”

			“I know. But she should have told me. It’s exactly as you said. She never cared for me. She saw me only as an escape from her fate. I was foolish to hope for things I had no right to. And irresponsible to put you all at risk chasing a desperate fantasy. I’m so sorry, Mother.” He sat across from his mother and buried his face in his hands.

			“Is that all?”

			“What do you mean?” His hands lowered and he watched her in incomprehension. Had he missed something? Wasn’t that enough? How much more trouble did she want?

			“Is that all that happened? You found out the particulars of what she was being blackmailed over?”

			“Yes,” he replied, a hint of impatience taking over despite his best efforts.

			She heaved another impatient sigh and tilted her head. “What is this really about?”

			“I told you.”

			“No. She withheld information, and yes, that was wrong of her, but surely you had to know that whatever it was would be unpalatable. There would always have been a scandal involved. Didn’t you wonder what he was holding over her?”

			“Of course I did.” Was she implying he was overreacting?

			“But you didn’t like the way you found out.”

			He watched her in stunned silence. How didn’t she understand? “She should have told me the truth. She should have confided in me.”

			“Ah.” A knowing smile twitched at the corner of her mouth before she leaned her head against her hand. 

			“What is that supposed to mean?” he demanded. He wished she would just get to the point and stop reveling in his misery.

			“I think your little fantasy was marred and you didn’t care for it.”

			“That is not true. I knew she didn’t love me when we married.” The sting of that reminder was still too keen for him to dismiss easily. This whole time he’d believed they were growing closer, but he’d fallen on his own.

			“But you didn’t know how much she didn’t trust you. Love provides a degree of certainty that defies rational expectation. You were in love, so you believed her trust in you was absolute. It never occurred to you that she saw you in a separate way. That her affection for you wasn’t the reason she chose you.” She shook her head. “I warned you this would happen.”

			“How very gracious of you to mention it.” He couldn’t keep the annoyance out of his voice.

			“I am not feeling gracious at the moment,” she replied evenly.

			Perhaps he wasn’t out of the doghouse with her just yet. “She didn’t trust me at all. She told me she didn’t believe I would have married her if I’d known.” 

			“And was this fit of temper meant to disprove that theory? Fifteen years of moping over unrequited emotion only to cast her aside over a momentary lack of candor. Was that supposed to inspire confidence?” The derision in her voice was particularly cutting now. It was clear which side she was coming down on and it wasn’t in defense of her only child.

			“I can’t believe you are defending her to me.” Maybe it was childish, but he had never imagined he wouldn’t need to defend Hettie against his mother.

			“A scoundrel backs her into a corner threatening her claim to one of the few things a woman has to offer in a marriage, and you can’t muster an ounce of sympathy for her situation?”

			“And what of my situation? My reputation?” Didn’t she care about that at all?

			“You didn’t think about that when you married a woman threatened with blackmail. What is the point of complaining about it now? How can you pretend she took advantage of you?” 

			He couldn’t meet her eyes. His entire face was burning with fresh mortification. 

			What kind of man was he, that he would give assurances and then revoke them when they were truly needed? No wonder she had stayed behind. 

			His mother’s voice came again, softer this time. “No one survives on love alone. Romance feeds the soul, but pragmatism keeps the body and soul together. You say she didn’t trust you, but she trusted you more than you know. She trusted your words, your integrity, your affection. She trusted you when you said you would offer her your protection regardless of what was hunting her. She probably thought you had sacrificed enough allowing her to be your wife, considering the trouble she would bring. She came here and threw herself into building this legacy to honor you. To justify your faith in her goodness despite the risk she would pose. And at the first sign of trouble, you left her to face it all alone, to say nothing of the ordeal of childbirth. The poor thing must be terrified.”

			How could he hope to fix it? What if she didn’t want to return? He wouldn’t force her. Should he write and hope she changed her mind? “Should I go back?”

			“If her legitimacy matters more than anything, then leave her be. You will only do her a disservice in the end. Set her free to find a man worthy of her.”

			“And I am not?” There was just enough pride left in him to be singed by that suggestion.

			“She is conscientious and hardworking. She put her heart and soul into this place for you. Because it matters to you. She was willing to humble herself before me for you. How have you repaid that investment?”

			“I thought she did that for herself,” he said, shaking his head in denial, but he knew she was right. It explained her extreme anxiety over every mistake, every error. I wanted to make it up to you. She’d tried to explain to him, but he had been too caught up in his own nonsense to listen.

			“How did I manage to have such a fool for a son? She could have had you throw me out. You are bloody-minded enough to do it. But she struck a truce with me instead. She gave me my dignity when she didn’t have to, and she did it for you. She didn’t want you to regret it. Is that a conniving person?”

			No, no it wasn’t. 

			It sounded like the Hettie he’d always known, a bright-eyed angel with a heart too big for her own good. Someone who saw him and understood things in him he couldn’t admit even to himself. Like his need for his mother and his fear of failure. 

			He’d always been afraid of failing in his duty. She’d seen it without him saying it and had spared no effort in doing her part for him.

			“If you had known the truth of her parentage, would you have married her, or would you have left her to her fate?”

			“I don’t know.” There was enough honesty in him to admit that. It had never occurred to him that she could be a bastard. Had never occurred to him that Lord Lindsey would wholeheartedly support his brother’s illegitimate child. 

			Perhaps the man didn’t know until recently, or perhaps he’d decided it didn’t matter. Not when he’d seen Hettie’s smile, her intelligence, her sweetness. Not when he’d seen that light shining in her eyes even as a child. It wouldn’t have mattered once he’d grown to love her. 

			Like Finn had grown to love her. 

			Christ almighty, how he loved her. 

			Did he really want to spend his life like this? “I don’t want to lose her.”

			His mother rose to her feet, watching him with pity and annoyance. “Then you had no business leaving her to begin with. Go back there and bring back my daughter-in-law, no matter what it takes.”

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Seven

			Falcon Hall, Edinburgh 

			“The duke has arrived, Your Grace,” Coleman said after finding Hettie in the salon. She looked up from her embroidery, the needle falling from her nerveless fingers. 

			Not yet. He couldn’t have the divorce papers yet, could he? 

			Granted, he was a duke, perhaps it was easier for him to obtain such a thing. She wasn’t sure if she’d expected him to go through with the divorce, but she certainly thought she would have more time. It hadn’t been even two weeks. Perhaps Phillip was right after all. 

			Without a legitimate connection to her uncle’s family, was she worth the risk? Was she worth anything at all to Finn?

			“Where is he?” she asked.

			“He’s in the front salon, Your Grace.”

			“Not his study?” She set down her embroidery frame. 

			“No.”

			What did he mean by that? It was his house, after all. Did that mean he wasn’t staying long? If he was here to take it over and kick her out, he didn’t need to stay here. 

			Marshaling what little composure she could manage, she took a breath and walked to the salon, Sibylla trotting along at her side. The moment she caught sight of her master, she took off barking happily.

			Traitor. A lifetime of love and attention was nothing compared to a rubdown from Finn. Apparently. 

			Hettie could sympathize. She remembered all too well what his hands were capable of.

			When she reached the door, she saw him crouched down, petting Sibylla vigorously. Scratching behind her ears, rubbing her sleek coat, and laughing at her antics. It seemed like years since she’d seen him laugh or smile at anything. 

			When he noticed her, he froze, uncertainty clouding his face. He rose to his feet swiftly and offered her a bow. She sank into a curtsy in response before crossing over to sit in a chair. 

			Now that she was facing him again, she wondered if she should have simply stayed where she was. She wasn’t at all sure he wanted to see her, no matter how warmly he greeted her dog. She took the time to arrange her skirts before brushing them off and folding her hands in her lap, putting off meeting his eyes for as long as possible.

			“Hettie.”

			“Am I ‘Hettie’ again?” she asked, immediately suspicious.

			“I didn’t come here to argue,” he said quietly. “May I sit?” 

			She frowned and lifted her head to meet his eyes as her confusion built. Who on earth was this man? “It is your property, Your Grace.”

			He hesitated before seating himself on the sofa. 

			She’d never seen him so uncomfortable in her presence. He kept shifting, unable to meet her eyes, his hands twisting and untwisting. 

			“You look well, are you well?” he said finally.

			“I’m well enough, my lord,” she replied, refusing to give him a scrap of emotion to work with.

			He winced at her formality but nodded as if accepting her mood. “And the child?”

			“The child is well, as far as I am aware,” she said, wondering when he was going to simply come out and say what he was doing here. Unless… Was his unease due to his inability to broach the subject of their divorce? He may have been willing to spend all day beating around the bush, but she was not. “I assume you are here to inform me as to your progress,” she said, fighting the urge to clench her hands where they lay in her lap. 

			This was it. She would have to keep her composure no matter what. She’d given him the option; she couldn’t logically expect him not to use it even if the prospect filled her with dread.

			“You mean the renovations?”

			She pursed her mouth in annoyance, took a breath, and spoke. “I mean the divorce.”

			“The divorce?” He frowned in incomprehension.

			“You could have simply written,” she continued, ignoring his playacting. “There was no need to deliver the news personally.”

			“I am not seeking a divorce,” he said, shaking his head.

			Not… She stared at him, searching for an indication of his insincerity but finding none. “Then why are you here?”

			“I have come to ask you to return to Griffin’s Gate with me.”

			Of all the things she’d expected to leave his mouth, that was the least likely. Her head was spinning in disbelief. “Why?” she blurted.

			He blinked at her. “I don’t understand the question.”

			“Why would you want me there? Not two weeks ago, you wanted me nowhere near you.”

			He let out a sigh and closed his eyes, nodding absently. “I know.” 

			“You were exceptionally clear about your distrust and your…disdain for me.”

			“I was upset.” He scratched the back of his head.

			“Upset?” Her eyes were burning again, but these tears were born of anger, not sadness. She never realized how angry she was with him until now. “I spent weeks trying to speak to you and all you ever gave in return was contempt.” 

			“I-I know.”

			She rose to her feet, staring at him in exasperation. “You left me here. You didn’t write. You didn’t look back once. And now you come here and say you were ‘upset?’”

			“It was hard for me to—”

			“Hard?” Her voice rose an octave. “How hard do you think it was for me? Do you think it was easy trying to fight for a marriage you didn’t even want? You treated me like I was nothing. I’ve been sitting here trying to think of what to do if you took my offer and sought a divorce for yourself. How I was going to bear living the rest of my life without you, and now you expect me to be what? Grateful? Because you’ve concluded your tantrum?” What on earth did he take her for, a missing parcel?

			“I know. I should have written to you, I was—” He cut himself off and sighed in dejection. “I have no excuse. I know you are upset with me, and you have every right to be. I’m not here to issue any ultimatums. You asked me if there was still a place for you beside me, do you remember?”

			“Yes, I remember. But have you considered that perhaps it isn’t something I want anymore? I don’t want to be with someone who can spout poems one day and treat me like his worst enemy the next. I can’t bear it. I’ve already promised to give you your heir.”

			“Hettie—”

			“Stop calling me that,” she snapped. She didn’t want to hear that affectionate nickname on his lips. She didn’t want his words, or his pleading eyes, or the warm tone in his voice. He’d made promises before. 

			She rose to her feet, her hands folded at her waist. “I have no reason to return to Griffin’s Gate. I don’t want you to sacrifice anything more for me. I am grateful that you will allow me to remain your wife, but I will stay here.” She curtsied again and left.

			[image: Frangipani outline]

			It hadn’t gone as he’d imagined. 

			Any notion that she was trying to trick him into loving her again had been well and truly put to rest. His mother had implied he’d have his work cut out for him, but he hadn’t genuinely believed her. Now it was painfully obvious Hettie had lost her faith in him.

			His campaign to drive her away had worked brilliantly. 

			He’d never seen her that angry with anyone, let alone him. He’d been worried she’d throw something at his head. After her irate reception, she’d avoided him, probably certain he’d behave like a beast again. It was clear that he’d hurt her immeasurably. 

			Within a month he’d destroyed over a decade of friendship and trust with his cruelty, his pigheaded temper, and his pride. He hated it with every fiber of his being, but he wasn’t defeated yet. 

			During her angry tirade, she’d revealed one crucial detail. She’d missed him. She’d waited for him and despaired over his absence, which meant she didn’t genuinely want to live alone. She simply didn’t trust that he was here to stay. 

			It would take time for her to be sure of him again. She was a proud woman, and he’d been an ass for weeks. 

			But he had time, and she hadn’t thrown him out. All he needed to do was show her that he was sincere in his intent to fix the damage he’d done. More than sincere, determined. 

			There would be no more running away, no more shutting down. Even if she would allow him to be only her friend from now on. He would never change toward her again.

			He was going to woo her and take care of her for the rest of her life, whether she forgave him or not. He was a Scot. Romance was in his blood as much as tenacity and strategy. He just needed to hold his ground and find a window to crawl through. 

			As angry and hurt as she was, he couldn’t expect to make any headway tonight. He needed to give her space for now and let her come to terms with his presence. He’d accept whatever she allowed him. He would begin tomorrow morning at breakfast.

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Eight

			One week later, October 1838

			Hettie had never been a pacer, but over the past few hours, she’d worn a path into every rug in the house. Finn had spent days all but attached to her and then all of a sudden, he was gone. 

			Well, not exactly all of a sudden, but it felt that way. Especially with her feet and ankles aching as they were. She’d been late coming down for lunch, focusing on her embroidery. The last few days he’d been the one reminding her, and inexplicably, she realized she’d begun to rely on his hovering. That didn’t please her at all. She came down for lunch expecting to see him already seated, but he was nowhere to be found. 

			Finn was up to something. She walked over to the window for the twentieth time and peered out before continuing her trek up and down the length of the room. 

			Nothing. No sign of him.

			She’d suspected a plot days ago at breakfast, but then she’d been willing to give him the benefit of the doubt. She believed he was no longer upset with her, but she wasn’t certain he was someone she wanted to be married to. 

			Growing up in such a large, passionate family, Hettie was no stranger to arguments, heated or otherwise. No matter how angry the Monforts were with one another, they still supported one another, and they still spoke to one another. 

			Finn, it seemed, saw arguments as a battle. 

			He didn’t forgive without the other party’s utter surrender. He drew hard lines, giving no opportunity for communication or understanding, only submission. Now he was back to being the Finn she’d always known, thoughtful, sweet, and affectionate. 

			Instead of gratitude, she felt skepticism. How long before he was upset over something else, and she was left standing alone? To make matters worse, he’d met her distrust with equanimity. As if he’d expected it and had no intention of defending himself against it. 

			How was she supposed to argue with a man who let her have all the salmon sandwiches at tea because she’d developed a new taste for them? Even though they were his favorite. She wanted to stay angry. 

			It was easier to stay immune to his charms when she was alone. She could remember how hurtful he’d been. How he’d snarled at her and pushed her away. When he was bringing her food and tucking blankets around her legs it was more difficult. 

			More than once she’d fallen asleep on the sofa as had become a habit, but then awoken in her bed. She’d guessed the culprit, but she had no proof.

			It made her more aware of him than she’d ever been in her life. Aware of not only where he was but the gentle quality of every touch, the sharp focus of every stare. His quiet but frank admiration was devastatingly effective, especially when he then decided to disappear. This had to be part of his plan to wheedle her into submission. Agree with everything and then make her miss him by spoiling her rotten and then disappearing.

			As if he’d been summoned, she heard him arrive and greet the butler, Harold. 

			She stumbled, staring at the parlor door with wide eyes before hobbling over to sit on the sofa. She needed to appear aloof. Not like she’d been waiting for him to return, in the parlor nearest the street, on the couch. Damn. 

			She’d never get him to believe that wasn’t what she was doing. Before she could move, he was there, that powerful body wrapped in a bottle green jacket, cream waistcoat, and tan buckskin breeches. 

			She stared. She couldn’t help it. Which was no doubt what he wanted; he had to be doing it on purpose.

			“Hello,” he said, striding in with a warm smile.

			“Still here?” she asked, and he chuckled before leaning over and kissing the top of her head. She hated how her stomach flipped and filled with butterflies as a result. She hated how she caught her breath when he smiled at her with those sparkling eyes. Gingerly, she leaned back against the arm of the couch, trying to get as comfortable as possible.

			“The park was lovely today,” he said, plucking up two pillows and sliding them behind her back.

			She was at an awkward angle now. She needed her feet elevated if she had any hope of using them the rest of the day, but she had picked the wrong chair, and the footstool was too far away. 

			“Could you bring the stool over, please?” she asked, with an irritated flick of her hand. 

			Instead, he sat beside her and picked up her feet. She flinched and jerked them away from his touch and he peered at her. 

			“All right?”

			“You don’t need to do that.”

			“Is that a subject of debate?” he asked, resting her feet in his lap and untying her laces and removing her slippers.

			“The feet of a pregnant woman are a bit unsightly,” she replied, trying to relax. A foot massage would be heavenly, even if it was uncomfortable watching his beautiful, pale, long-fingered hands against her swollen ankles. They used to be so slender and elegant.

			“Perhaps, but these unsightly feet are of my infliction and therefore my responsibility.” 

			That was true enough. Half her slippers were useless now, to say nothing of her dresses. Maybe if she focused on that inconvenience, she wouldn’t be so pathetically grateful for his attentions.

			“I know what you are doing,” Hettie said as Finn dropped her shoes onto the floor.

			“Rubbing your feet?” he asked, working his fingers steadily up to her ankles with gentle but unrelenting pressure.

			“Trying to convince me to return with you.”

			The corner of his mouth twitched but he kept his focus on her feet. “Of course, I’m hoping you will change your mind, but I respect your feelings.”

			“And if I don’t?”

			“I have no intention of forcing you back to the Highlands, if that is what you are worried about.”

			Hettie squinted at his profile as his large, warm hands kneaded carefully at her swollen feet and ankles. Or at least she tried to. Then his knuckle rolled into her arch and her eyes closed as she slumped against the pillow he’d placed at her back. 

			“Am I hurting you?” he asked, and she shook her head fervently as she struggled to relax into the discomfort, chasing the release of tension that was sure to follow. 

			The combination of pain and blessed relief was exquisite. Every time he pressed a tendon, her back arched and her hands gripped the sofa cushions. His hands moved up to her calves and she sighed blissfully, her entire body relaxing in stages, until his fingertips grazed the sensitive skin at the back of her knee, and her eyes flew open. She bit back a gasp as her legs tingled under his caresses, and she struggled upright. 

			“What’s wrong?” he asked, his hands pausing.

			“My feet are feeling much better, thank you,” she said, pulling them from his lap and yanking her skirts back down to cover her ankles.

			“Are you worried your chaperone will find me with my hands under your skirt?” he joked.

			“No, I just…” Needed time to compose herself? To remember this wasn’t who he would be for long?

			“Don’t want me touching you?”

			“No, I—” She broke off and closed her eyes as her cheeks burned with heat. “I don’t want to be intimate with you.”

			“You mean make love?” All the teasing had left his voice.

			“Yes.” She met his gaze and immediately felt foolish. 

			“I’m aware of that.”

			“Then why were you doing that to my legs? You never did that unless you were—” She broke off again, somehow unable to say the words while he was so close. When she could still sense the heat of his hands on her flesh, the pressure of his touch.

			“I’m not trying to seduce you, Henrietta.” He turned his body to face the table and leaned his elbows on his thighs, his hands clenched. His face was somber, his voice soft and steady. 

			She looked down at her lap, embarrassed to have assumed he would try to take advantage. 

			“I’m taking care of you the way I should have this whole time.”

			“I don’t know what you want from me,” she said, her body caught between arousal and awkwardness.

			“I want what I’ve always wanted,” he replied quietly.

			“Always?” she scoffed. “You say that with such confidence.”

			“Yes, always. I was upset—” he began.

			“Because I lied? I put my temporary safety before your wellbeing. It was as true two weeks ago as it is now. I am still the deceitful bastard orphan you left behind.”

			“And my wife,” he said it as if the rest meant nothing. As if he’d forgotten how much she’d hurt him. 

			She couldn’t trust it, not when everything in her was desperate to hear those exact words from him. “But I don’t have to be. Unless you’d prefer to put off the scandal for now.”

			He turned to look at her slowly, refusal all over his face. “What? No.” He shook his head, a small frown creasing his brow.

			“People talk. I can return for some time, of course. At least until the baby is born and then I will return to England.”

			“That won’t do, either.” He was sounding firmer now. The duke was returning.

			“I’m trying to meet you halfway,” she insisted. 

			He took a deep breath before running his hands through his hair in frustration. “I know I said things to you I had no business saying, but I don’t want us to live apart. I want you to come home to me because I love you.”

			“Please stop.” She couldn’t hear that now. Not when she was still trying to wrap her mind around what she wanted, who he truly was. 

			Why didn’t he just take the exit she had offered? Why was he still stubbornly clinging to this wreck of a marriage? There was nothing more she could give him, nothing she could do to help him anymore.

			The intensity of his gaze was unnerving as he continued. “I was hurt and embarrassed and ashamed. I told myself that you never cared about me at all, that our years of friendship meant nothing, but it was never about you. I felt foolish for not asking questions. I felt that I’d let myself and my family down, but I was wrong. I was wrong, Henrietta. You were afraid, you were desperate, and you sought refuge with a friend.”

			“You understand then why I am unwilling to place myself at your mercy again.”

			“Yes.” There was a glint of tears in those gray eyes, tears she was terrified to see fall. “I let you down. You trusted me, and I let you down. I know that you need time, but I promise to do everything I can to make it up to you by whatever terms you decree. I will prove to you that I am still worthy of your trust and, if you decide to honor me with it again, I promise I won’t let you regret it. I swear.”

			For a moment she couldn’t speak. It felt too good to be true. Warmth spilled over from her heart, spreading throughout her chest, but her obstreperous mind refused to ignore what seemed to be an unspoken condition. “If I return.”

			“You are my wife. You are the only woman I want in that role. I will stand by you and protect you with all my might no matter where you live.” 

			That was her Finn. Her friend who always saw her and looked out for her. He wanted her and she was terrified to reach out her hand to him again. 

			“I’m tired,” she muttered, looking away from him. Her resolve was slipping through her hands the tighter she gripped. She was so weary, and he was utterly sincere. How could he not care about the scandal she would bring? How was it possible that he still wanted her?

			He let out a breath before rising and moving to stand before her. He bent over and took her hands to pull her to her feet. 

			“I was going to nap here,” she murmured, looking down at his hands. 

			There was too much warmth in his eyes, too much love. It frightened her how much she wanted to give it back to him.

			“Sleep in your room,” he said before bending and sweeping her up in his arms. She gave a sharp inhale before meeting his eyes. There was a sadness there mixed with the love, but the determination hadn’t wavered. 

			“I can walk,” she protested, even as her treacherous body relaxed into his strong arms.

			“I know,” he replied as they left the room.

			“I’m too heavy.”

			“I’d like to hold you, if you’ll let me,” he said, and every thought flew out of her head. He wanted to hold her and there was nothing she’d wanted more over the last few weeks than to be held.

			By the time he reached the staircase, her head was resting against his shoulder. Once on the second-floor landing, her hand gripped his opposite shoulder, pulling him closer. He gave her a brief squeeze but said nothing.

			The ache of disappointment was keen when they reached her bedroom. It had been so long since she’d been in his arms, and the idea of having to leave them so soon had tears springing to her eyes. He carried her to her bed and laid her down gently on the feather mattress. 

			He hesitated while he hovered over her, her hand still clutching his shoulder. She wondered what she would do if he lowered his body to hers and kissed her.

			His eyes darkened and she knew he’d guessed where her mind had gone. She could feel his gaze as it flickered over her face, lingering on her mouth. She didn’t want him to leave her, but she couldn’t speak the words to keep him there.

			“I’ll come wake you for dinner,” he said finally, and she nodded.

			“I was looking for a book of poems in the library earlier. You always brought me books before, do you remember?”

			“I remember,” he murmured. “Which one would you like?”

			“I’ll take your recommendation.”

			He smiled at that before leaning down to brush three kisses against her forehead. Three kisses that had her eyes stinging. 

			“Sleep well,” he said, his breath tickling her face and her hair causing goose bumps all over her body. 

			“Thank you,” she whispered, watching him remove her hand from his shoulder and lay it over her stomach. He gave her one more smile before walking away, closing the door behind him. 

			She shut her eyes and brought up his face in her mind. 

			He was up to something. Forgiveness. He wanted more than her compliance to his wishes. He wanted her to forgive him. He’d admitted to his fault, admitted that he’d broken faith with her and had pledged to do better. 

			You trusted me and I let you down. 

			Watching such a proud man confess his mistakes to her with tears in his eyes had shaken her. She’d been unsure earlier in the day, unsure that he could be the partner she needed. 

			But the man who’d left her behind wasn’t capable of the humility the man who carried her upstairs had shown. He was just there, her husband, her Finn. He was back for her, back to make things right. She still loved him, still wanted him. 

			How long was she going to make herself wait to forgive him?

		


		
			Chapter Twenty-Nine

			The next morning when she came down to breakfast, he wasn’t there. 

			The immediate disappointment that swept over her was a promising sign. Then she caught sight of the pile of books beside her place setting. 

			A warm glow spread through her body at the gesture, and her child shifted inside her. It felt like a confirmation. 

			She walked over and peered at the stack, picking up the note he’d left on top.

			Sonnets by Shakespeare, and volumes of poems by Catullus, Donne, and an Arab poet, Ibn Arabi, who’d been translated into French. The covers were of worn velvet and decorated with calligraphy and illumination on the inside. She opened the folded paper and read.

			At your request, my lady. 

			I expect them to be memorized by dinner. 

			There will be a test. 

			F 

			She giggled and folded the note, sliding it into her sleeve before seeing about her breakfast. After enjoying a leisurely repast, she collected her volumes and headed for the salon to enjoy them far from the dangers of the breakfast table. 

			Walking down the hallway, she noticed the butler, Harold, was dressing down a footman, who was staring abashedly at his feet. 

			“Harold,” she said, walking up to them. “What’s the matter?”

			“Mr. Fletchley has returned, Your Grace,” Harold told her, a pinched look on his face.

			Damn. She took a deep grounding breath. “Where is he?”

			“The front salon.”

			Oh God. “You let him in? Why?”

			“I did not. Samuels here, however…” He glared at the young man who winced and hunched his shoulders, refusing to meet their eyes.

			“I’m sorry, Your Grace. I didn’t know I wasn’t to allow him in,” he whimpered.

			“I’ll handle it, Harold. Thank you.” She allowed herself a quick sigh of annoyance before she strode into the salon to see Phillip lounging in a chair as if he were anything but an uninvited guest. Upon her entry, he smiled and rose to his feet. 

			“This really is a charming house.”

			“Why are you here?” she snapped, setting her books down on the side table and folding her arms.

			“I came to see if you’d given my proposal any further consideration.”

			“I told you before you left that there was nothing to consider. I am married. My husband has returned,” she said.

			All the ease evaporated from his face. “Why am I not surprised? It’s so easy for you to fall for his simpering when it comes with a duchy.”

			Her eyes narrowed, her hand twitching at her side. “You have only yourself to thank. You made it easy. Finn isn’t perfect, but he respects me enough to let me make my own choices, even if he disagrees. He would never manipulate or take advantage of me.”

			“You’d rather serve as his broodmare than marry me?” His eyes flicked down to her swollen stomach with a sneer.

			Both her hands instinctively rested on it as if she could protect her child from his words and eyes. “I would rather be married to someone I can trust. Now get out.”

			“I am not going anywhere,” he replied, walking toward her with deliberation, his eyes full of ill intent. “Don’t forget what I know about you,” he hissed, taking her arm in a painful grip. “I’ll have what’s mine—” 

			“You seem to value your life very cheaply,” Finn’s voice sounded, and Hettie’s mouth went dry with dread. He’d think she was in league with Phillip, that she’d invited him here. They were so close to a reconciliation.

			“Ah, the errant husband,” Phillip sneered. 

			“Yes. The husband.” His cool gray eyes flicked down to where Phillip’s hand still held a viselike grip. “If you plan on keeping that hand, I suggest you put it somewhere else.” 

			His calm tone sent every hair on Hettie’s body prickling.

			“Or what?” Phillip said.

			Finn smiled, as if amused by the statement and walked farther into the room, his hands clasped behind his back. “You’ve already made a mistake coming here, don’t compound your foolishness. You chose your victim well, and you’ve been able to rely on her fear so far, but Henrietta isn’t alone anymore. Considering your tendency to prey on the vulnerable, I very much doubt you have the stomach to deal with me.”

			“You can’t do anything to me,” Phillip replied in defiance, but his hand fell away from her as her husband drew closer. 

			Instinctively she moved closer to Finn, and he slid his arm around her waist, his hand resting lightly on her hip.

			“No?” Finn asked.

			“I have proof—”

			“About that ‘proof,’” Finn interrupted, “I hired a detective to find out what you have, and it’s not looking good for you.”

			“What?” Phillip looked uneasy, his eyes flicked to Hettie, and she went rigid with realization. 

			“You lied,” she murmured. Were there truly no depths he wouldn’t stoop to for money? When was she going to stop being surprised at his recklessness? 

			“I’ve received only preliminary reports so far, of course, but I anticipate having the means to prove you a liar as well as a cheat within a week.” He looked down at Hettie, giving her a light squeeze when she met his eye. “What do you imagine is the punishment for slandering and blackmailing a peer of the realm?”

			“Ridiculous! You couldn’t possibly have that information so fast,” Phillip said.

			“You don’t have the resources I do, and I am not the only one who was curious about your claims. You cannot conceive of what I would do to keep Henrietta and her reputation safe from you. This is your last warning, Mr. Fletchley. Keep a tight lip and broad ocean between us or, I promise you, I won’t stop until you get what you deserve. Leave. Now.”

			“This isn’t over,” Phillip grumbled before stalking from the room.

			“It had better be, for your sake,” Finn replied, releasing her to follow him out to the front door.

			Lies? Had it all been lies? Had she really gone through all of this for nothing? 

			Was Phillip the kind of person who would torture her with a lie just for money? It was somehow worse than if he’d had proof. He caused so much pain just to get what he wanted. And she was the useful halfwit who humored him because she was too terrified and ashamed to ask a question. To ask her uncle for help. 

			Or her husband. 

			Her husband. Her world came into sharp focus on him as he returned to her. Was that why he was no longer upset? Because he knew it was a lie he could disprove? She fought the urge to sink into herself again. Fought the urge to hide. If she wanted answers, she’d have to ask the questions. 

			“Finn—” she began.

			“Are you all right?” he asked, walking up to her and setting his hands on her shoulders.

			“Yes.”

			“He grabbed your arm, did he hurt you?” He took her face in his hands and she looked down and away to hide the tears burning her eyes. It was maddening how he could be so tender and so unwittingly cruel.

			“I’m fine,” she choked out, mustering her strength to seek the answers she was still afraid to hear.

			“I’ll send for Dr—”

			“Finn, stop,” she said, wrapping her hands around his and removing them from her face. 

			The concern on his face changed to embarrassment as he pulled out of her grasp. “I’m sorry,” he said, taking a small step back and clasping his hands behind his back. “I didn’t mean to overstep. You were asking me something?”

			“When did you find out that I was legitimate?” she asked.

			Finn frowned in confusion. “I haven’t.”

			“You said that you’d hired a detective,” she said, perplexed all over again.

			“I did, but it’s been only a fortnight. Hardly enough time to verify anything,” he replied.

			“Then how did you know he was lying?” 

			“Twice he’s made threats without following through. I know a bluff when I see one.”

			“That doesn’t mean he has nothing. What if he goes public now?” She fretted as she began to pace again.

			“Then the gossipmongers will be busy,” he replied, watching her move back and forth.

			“But the scandal. People will find out eventually and when they do, you will pay the price for it.”

			“Your fate is tied to mine, selkie. Would you stay with a ruined duke?”

			Was he? She paused and looked at him. Was he jesting? “Be serious.”

			“I am.” He gave a laconic shrug and walked toward her. “Let him talk. No matter what lies ahead, you and I will face it together. Shoulder to shoulder.”

			“You really don’t mind?” Her voice sounded diminutive to her ears. Even as her heart began to race.

			“No. I was hurt that you didn’t tell me it all. It hurt me to think you didn’t believe in me.”

			She knew she’d hurt him, but somehow the idea that he had been more hurt by her lack of confidence hadn’t occurred to her. She had never allowed herself to trust him as much as she wanted to. Perhaps if it had been someone other than Phillip her trust in others wouldn’t have been so shaken. “I was so afraid you’d leave me, I didn’t know what to do. I thought I’d lost you forever, that you’d never forgive me.” 

			“There was nothing to forgive you for. I was angry with myself more than anything. I was angry for being careless and then ashamed for being cruel and juvenile. I was so miserable without you, but I was too proud and ashamed of myself to admit it. I even missed Sibylla.”

			She laughed, thinking of the warm greeting he’d given her dog, how often she found them together. “Yes, I’d noticed.”

			He smiled softly and took her hands in his, his eyes glistening. “Nowhere feels like home without you there. I swear on my life, I’m yours. I’ve always been yours. Will you come back with me, Hettie? Will you be my duchess again?”

			This was what she wanted, and what she never imagined she’d have. A man who saw her as she was and wanted her at his side regardless of the odds. A man who would stand with her against any foe, through any storm. She nodded, smiling widely, half blind with tears. “I was miserable without you too. I kept thinking ‘he married me when I wasn’t in love with him, and now that I am, he’s given up on me.’’’

			“I beg your pardon?” His face was frozen in disbelief.

			She stared at him with wide eyes as she repeated herself in her mind. Not at all the romantic scene she’d dreamed up. “I didn’t mean to blurt it out like that—”

			“Hettie.” He took her gently by the shoulders and pressed his forehead to hers. “Say it again.”

			She took his face in her palms and watched as his eyes flooded with tears, “I love you, Finn.” 

			In the next breath, she was caught in a bone-crushing embrace and her feet were dangling above the ground. She clung to him as tightly as she could, laughter bubbling in her chest even as her eyes stung. 

			She felt his tremulous breaths and his tears soaking her dress. 

			She heard him whisper her name, and she pressed a kiss to his cheek before squeezing him tighter. She didn’t know how he had kept all this hidden, couldn’t have imagined he could have felt this much for her. It made her love him even more.

			When he finally eased her down onto her toes, she leaned back enough to see his face as she took it into her hands again. He seemed embarrassed by the tears on his face and kept trying to turn away. 

			She would have none of it.

			She drew him down and kissed him softly, pouring into it all the tenderness and love she felt for him. His hands roved over her back as he drew her against him. 

			He’d kissed her so many times with varying levels of sweetness and passion, but it had never felt quite like this. She’d never felt a kiss in her bones before, in every fiber of her being. When he drew away, she rubbed her nose against his, and he laughed softly.

			“I thought I’d never hear you say those words to me,” he whispered.

			“I’ve felt it for some time now, but I was afraid to say it. I’m sorry I made you wait so long.”

			“Don’t apologize, selkie.”

			“Finn, take me upstairs.”

			He met her eyes for one burning moment before scooping her up into his arms, holding her as tightly to his body as possible. She wrapped her arms around his neck and leaned her head on his shoulder, her limbs languid, and her heart featherlight as he took her up to their rooms.

		


		
			Chapter Thirty

			Finn woke to the sound of thunder. 

			The warm, naked body in his arms, pressed against his front, was an instant source of relief. He pressed his face into Hettie’s fragrant curls and breathed in deeply. 

			He’d missed waking up beside his wife almost as much as he’d missed making love to her. There wasn’t a doubt in his mind that he never wanted to sleep away from her again. 

			His hand slid over her swollen stomach. He would never be parted from his family again. He would keep them with him at whatever cost. 

			Hettie began to stretch and squirm in his arms, and he pressed a kiss to the back of her neck. She took hold of the hand on her abdomen in return and kissed the back of it before lacing her fingers with his. 

			He’d missed her easy affection in the mornings. The way she’d made him feel safe. How had he forgotten how much affection she’d shown him? 

			“Good morning,” he murmured, nuzzling her ear. She hummed and tightened her grip on his hand. “What should we do today?”

			“Do we have options?”

			“Yes.” He laid a chain of kisses along her neck, and she rolled over onto her back, staring at him blearily. He took in her wild hair and her bare, sleep-warmed flesh, and all he wanted was to make love to her again. “Mmm…or we could stay here.” His hand drifted up from her stomach to cup the silken flesh of her bare breast, warm and soft. She drew in a sharp breath and her eyes fluttered closed. “If it pleases you, my lady.”

			“I am a duchess,” she moaned. “The proper title is ‘Your Grace.’” 

			“Apologies, Your Grace,” he replied as he trailed kisses along her neck and shoulders, down to her exquisitely sensitive nipples. She shivered and sighed, bringing her hands up to play with his hair, her fingers tightening convulsively as he teased her lush, responsive body. “Shall we stay in?”

			“All day?” she asked breathlessly. “Don’t you have duties to attend?”

			“Mmmm, and so do you. We should have at least four boys to start.”

			“Four?” She shivered under his lips, and he smiled.

			“Did you want more?” 

			“So impatient. No matter how many times you make love to me, you still have to wait for this little one to vacate the premises before you have another,” she teased shakily as his teeth grazed the skin over her ribs.

			“The poor thing isn’t even born yet, and already you’re using him as an excuse.” 

			“I can see you are going to be a rather demanding husband.” 

			“I want a large family with you, mo ghràidh. I’ll expect you to have some demands of your own.” He moved up to her neck again, nipping at the sensitive skin.

			She laughed at that and met his deep, languid kiss with a smile. Hearing her giggle into his mouth had his heart clenching unexpectedly in his chest. 

			He’d missed that giggle. He’d come terrifyingly close to never hearing it again. 

			Her hands moved to cup his cheeks as she kissed him back with all the lazily unfurled passion demanded of a rainy morning. Like she had all the time in the world to kiss him and planned to take her time doing it. He paused to catch his breath, pressing his forehead firmly against hers. He needed her again, needed to feel her around him again, even after the night before.

			Everything about her set him aflame, her smile, her scent, her eyes and hair, her body and skin. Her laugh. 

			“Finn,” she whispered softly. “Let’s never argue like that again.” Her soft fingertips trailed over his jaw as he dared to open his eyes. “I don’t sleep well without you.” 

			“I’d be a poor husband indeed if I cost you sleep unnecessarily,” he whispered, pressing kisses down her neck.

			“What do you call last night?” she joked, before sliding her hands over his shoulders with a pleased moan.

			“Making love to you, selkie, is never unnecessary,” he replied, pressing hungry kisses down her body, lingering on her swollen breasts, teasing her nipples with light brushes of his mouth as her fingers clutched his face. 

			The only sound was the rain beating against the window and her gasps and whimpers. 

			“Please,” she whispered, writhing under him. 

			Opting for mercy, he continued his descent, nuzzling her stomach where their child rested safely. Her fingers stroked through his hair, and he took her hand in his, kissing her wrist and her palm before locking their fingers together and continuing to her center. She parted her thighs in anticipation, breathing a sigh as his mouth drifted over her hip.

			He hooked his arm under her thigh, bent his head, and tasted her where he knew she was hungry and aching. Her long low moan as his tongue stroked into her was all the encouragement he needed. The sweet musky taste of her had his shaft stiffening to the point of pain. 

			Her hand flexed in his, her hips grinding against his mouth, begging him for more. He stayed there, flicking and teasing her sodden swollen flesh until he felt the tremors in her core, in the leg half wrapped around his body. 

			He sucked her into his mouth and heard her sharp cry before she broke into convulsions, calling out his name. Before she could fully recover, he was moving back up her body, nipping and sucking at her sweat-slicked flesh until he was behind her, pulling her against him. 

			She mewled and rubbed against his turgid length, tangling her hands in his hair. He positioned one arm under her ribs and took himself in hand, sliding into her with one sure stroke. 

			She cried out. Her watchful amber eyes glazed over with pleasure as they began to move together. He slid his hand over her hip to sink into her lush depths, taking her swollen nubbin between his fingers, allowing their frantic movements to give her the friction she needed. She drew in a sharp whimpering breath, her eyes fixed on his.

			The overwhelming pressure of her rippling depths had him fighting to hold on as he thrust into her. The pleasure tearing through him had left him desperate to keep his eyes on her while she chased her own rapture. 

			Her mouth brushed breathlessly against his, eager for kisses but desperate for air. 

			His hand reached up underneath her to close lightly over her throat, pulling her an inch closer as she cried out against him, her hand clutching at his hip, pulling him deeper into her as she fell apart in his arms. He followed after her, the blinding sensation ripping a thunderous moan from his lips.

			He pressed his forehead against her wet skin, feeling her jumping pulse under his palm and his heart pounding against her back in time with hers. 

			Sometime later he drifted awake. 

			His hand had moved to her stomach again, held firmly against her skin by both her hands. Then he felt it, a fluttering under his hand. He jerked upright, unable to breathe as realization swept over him. 

			His child. That was his child.

			“Hettie,” he whispered, his eyes burning with tears.

			“Yes, he’s been rather active,” she murmured wryly. “I think we woke him up.”

			“Him?” he asked, settling down behind her, his head propped up on his fist.

			She shrugged. “Wishful thinking, perhaps. Do you want a son first?”

			He nuzzled her neck and sighed happily. “Frankly, you could give birth to a unicorn and I’d name it my heir.”

			She laughed and turned slightly to look at him. “I believe that.”

			“Good.” He leaned over and kissed her forehead.

			“Your mother is going to be so disappointed,” Hettie teased.

			“I doubt it,” he replied, rubbing his hand over her stomach, searching for further proof of their child. “She was the one who told me to come get you.”

			“On purpose?”

			He chuckled. “She was noticeably clear. And mean.”

			“Was she angry about me?” she asked, starting to pull away.

			His hold on her tightened, drawing her flush against him. “She was angry with me. Things I said. How I’d behaved. I was so miserable without you, but I was too proud to admit it.”

			“How miserable?” she teased.

			“I’ve barely slept. I’ve been snapping at everyone like some deranged despot. The night before I returned here, I said…horrible things to my mother. I went out onto the moors to escape the house until well into the night.”

			All the teasing had left her face. She watched him with sorrowful eyes as her hand came up to cradle his cheek. It felt so good to be able to speak to her, to know that no matter what, he’d never be alone again.

			“When I got back, I got dead drunk. I’ve never done anything like that before. Dougal found me in your room sleeping with one of your shawls.”

			“I’m sorry.”

			“What are you sorry for? It was my own fault.”

			“I’m sorry you were lonely. I’m sorry I let Phillip hurt us.”

			He shook his head and pressed three kisses to her forehead. “I didn’t tell you that for another apology. He took advantage of you. I was the fool who failed to see it. But my mother did. When I told her why I was angry, do you know what she said?”

			Hettie shook her head.

			“‘Is that all?’” He chuckled at Hettie’s incredulous expression. “‘Is that all?’ as if I was behaving like a spoiled child. Which I was. She said you were right to keep the truth from me because I’d proven myself unreliable.”

			“I don’t agree with that.” Her frown only endeared her further to him.

			“I do. It hurt my pride to think you didn’t have confidence in me, but then I was embarrassed to admit I ever thought something so foolish. I couldn’t stand being so exposed, so I blamed you.”

			“I was so afraid of losing you. I wanted to tell you. I swear it.”

			“But don’t you see? It doesn’t matter. It should never have mattered. That’s the point. I promised to protect you from him, and when he came for you, I tore you apart. I blamed you for my choice. I didn’t allow myself to see how afraid you were, how much I was hurting you. How much you had to trust me to even agree to marry me in the first place. I’m the one who betrayed you. I broke every promise I made to you.”

			“But you came back,” she said.

			“I’m so bitterly ashamed of myself, Hettie.” 

			She took his hand in both of hers. “I know, but that’s all in the past now. I forgive you. We can’t make this work unless you forgive yourself.”

			“Can we start over?”

			“No.” She lifted his hand to her lips and kissed his wedding band. “We’ll move forward. No secrets, no accusations.”

			Forgiveness. He’d hoped for it, but he’d been willing to accept anything so long as she stayed. Her understanding and acceptance, her absolution filled his heart to bursting. 

			He nodded, not trusting himself to speak, and kissed her again, squeezing his eyes tight against the burn of tears and the tightness in his chest and throat. She was better than any dream he’d ever had, any hope he’d kept to himself since he was sixteen. 

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-One

			Griffin’s Gate, Scottish Highlands – October 1838

			A gentle nudge pulled Hettie from a dark well of slumber. 

			As she opened bleary eyes, she realized she was in the parlor again. Like a cat she’d fallen asleep under the one spot of sunshine in an otherwise chilly room. 

			She shifted upright and rubbed the stiffness from her neck as she looked around the room. Sibylla sat beside her on the sofa, nudging her hip impatiently. She petted her head, making sure to scratch behind her ears. Satisfied with her affection, Sibylla laid her head on Hettie’s thigh and curled up beside her.

			“Oh, good. You’re awake,” Lady Aoife commented from the chair near the fireplace.

			“How long was I asleep?” Hettie croaked.

			“An hour or two,” she replied, setting down in her lap the knitting she was working on. “How are you feeling, my dear?” 

			“I’m fine, I suppose, all things considered.” Her body was always aching in some way or form, and her delightful child had developed a nasty habit of settling in the most uncomfortable places. And kicking her in the ribs. Sleeping through the night was a thing of the past. 

			The rapid change had been confusing and exhausting, but Hettie knew better than to complain, especially to a woman like Lady Aoife, who’d managed to bring only one child to term despite over a dozen pregnancies.

			“Children are a joy, but they are a drain on the body. You need to rest.”

			“I’m always resting. One minute I’m reading, the other I’m being shaken awake.”

			Lady Aoife smiled and nodded. “Does your head ache today?”

			“No, mercifully.” Another delightful development. Shortly after returning to the Highlands, Hettie began having headaches whenever she wore her hair too tightly. As a result, she had taken to gathering her braided hair in a beaded net at the base of her head. Hardly au courant, but it kept her hair contained with minimal pressure on her scalp.

			“That’s a mercy. Your husband came looking for you earlier. They are breaking ground on the new school.”

			“Oh no!” Hettie lurched forward, braced herself on the chair arm, and came to her feet.

			“It’s fine. You were fast asleep, so he went without you.”

			“He should have woken me,” Hettie complained, striding over to the window.

			“I told him not to.”

			She spun around to stare at the older woman. “Did you indeed?”

			“You needed to rest.” 

			Hettie glared at her while she picked up her knitting needles and started back on her craft. 

			“Be cross if you like, but I won’t apologize for it.” She gave a dismissive shrug and Hettie rolled her eyes. The entire situation was ridiculous. She couldn’t do anything anymore. She couldn’t hunt or dance or travel. Walking down the stairs was a trial enough.

			“That school was my idea,” she grumbled.

			“Yes it was. And Finn has been incredibly careful to keep all the credit squarely at your feet, but you are nearly in your confinement. Getting in a carriage is inadvisable as it is, but you haven’t been sleeping well. He isn’t pushing you out, he is sharing the burden. No one has forgotten you.”

			Hettie ceded the point but still wanted to stomp her foot. Riding in carriages was a nuisance at this point, but she’d been looking forward to this for so long. Best to change the subject. “I was reading a letter from Aunt Anastacie,” she said.

			“Oh?” Lady Aoife looked up with some interest. 

			“She and Uncle Gabriel want to come for the birth.”

			“Understandable, they’ll be here for an extended stay then?” she replied before returning to her needles and yarn.

			“Is that all right?” Hettie asked, suddenly aware of the imposition.

			“My dear girl, this is your house now.” Lady Aoife gave her an amused glance. “You don’t need my permission to invite your family.”

			“I know that, but I’d like to have your opinion just the same.”

			“My opinion is I’d have to meet them eventually. Tell them to come before December or else it will be impossible.”

			“Yes. They’ll likely bring their children.” It would be wonderful to see them all again, from Aggie to little Françoise. She wondered how much they had changed in her absence.

			“It’s a large house.”

			The largest house would shrink when filled with her boisterous family. That would never change. She couldn’t wait to see them again. Starting toward her writing desk, Hettie heard a carriage arriving and turned toward the window.

			“Finn is back,” she announced merrily, then her blood went cold. 

			She recognized the man riding up top with the driver. A man she’d seen far too much of in the last six months. A man who was armed. Phillip. The mask of calm civility was well and truly gone now. There was no cravat, his usually pristine hair was standing up at all angles and his jaw was covered in a beard.

			She watched in horror as he jumped down after the driver, a pistol held to the man’s head. Did Finn know that he was in danger? Was he even in the carriage at all? Phillip followed the driver as he walked around to open the carriage door and waited for Finn to jump down to the ground. The relief she felt at his appearance was short-lived as the full weight of the situation descended. He would kill him for sure.

			Without another thought, Hettie rushed from the room toward the front door, before being stopped by the butler, Cummings. “Your Grace, please.”

			“Let me pass, Cummings,” she insisted, her impatience growing in tandem with her fear as horrific possibilities scrolled through her mind with every passing second.

			“It is not safe.”

			“Get out of my way!” she cried, shoving him aside with all her strength before flinging open the door. The brisk fall air had her pulling her pashmina around her tighter, but she moved forward, noting the alarmed workers watching the scene unfolding before them.

			Finn stood perfectly still, watching Phillip with wary disdain.

			“Phillip!” she called, and her cousin glanced in her direction.

			“Oh good, you’re here,” he said cheerfully. 

			He looked as if he hadn’t slept or bathed in days. His entire demeanor was almost manic. It was that more than anything that worried her. He looked crazed, as if his mind had snapped in half.

			She hurried down the stairs, desperate to put herself between them. “Phillip, what the hell are you doing?”

			“I’m here for you. Get in the carriage.”

			“Hettie, go inside,” Finn warned in a slow, cautious tone. 

			“Either you get in the carriage, or I take him on a one-way trip. It’s your choice, cousin.”

			“Have you lost your mind?” she cried.

			“Not at all. I’d hoped you would come to me, but he kept getting in the way. He’s the problem.” He looked at Finn again and his grip on the gun tightened.

			“Phillip, don’t do this,” she began, trying to get closer.

			“Hettie, go inside,” Finn repeated, tenser this time. 

			She looked at him and paused. He was a little paler than usual, but calm. “I’m not leaving you with him.”

			“Get in the carriage, cousin.”

			“Hettie—” Finn started.

			“I’m not going anywhere,” she said, panic rising to choke her. He was too calm. It was as if he had already resigned himself to death.

			“Hettie, please. I’m begging you, go inside,” he said, his eyes burning with fear for her. She shook her head in denial, unable to move. She couldn’t leave him alone and watch him die in front of her.

			“I can’t lose you,” she whispered. “I can’t.”

			He smiled and nodded. “Go, selkie. I’ll be all right.” 

			“Go if you like,” Phillip said, with a menacing grin spreading across his face. “It will only delay the inevitable. Once I take care of him, I’ll be back for you.” He gave her a meaningful look full of diabolical intent. 

			A strange stillness settled over her mind as she watched Finn, his eyes full of love and fear for her, and Phillip, half mad and desperate enough for anything. 

			There was a surety in her she’d never felt before about a few things. 

			Phillip was never going to stop. There was nothing she could say to make him leave, nothing she could do to deter him from coming for her. 

			There was not a chance in hell she would allow herself to go with him or give her child to him. Or leave her child behind like she was left behind. 

			She was not going to raise her child alone. Her child. 

			For a moment she’d forgotten every ache and discomfort, even the child in her belly.

			She was sick and tired of her cousin trying to ruin her life, and she knew exactly what she was going to do. Hettie watched him for a moment longer, then turned to Finn and gave him a sharp nod. He returned it, and she turned on her heel and walked back to the house. As the door closed behind her, she turned to the butler, who was almost apoplectic with worry. 

			“Get me a pistol,” she ordered.

			“A what?” he blurted, watching her in shock.

			“A pistol. Loaded,” she repeated. 

			He snapped to attention and strode away down the hall.

			“What on earth were you thinking?” Lady Aoife thundered, stalking out of the parlor with a red face.

			“I was thinking about my husband,” she replied. “I’m also thinking that my cousin has a habit of avoiding the authorities. I’m going to fix that.”

			Cummings returned with a pistol in a box. Hettie picked it up and checked to make sure it was prepared properly.

			“By killing him?” Lady Aoife asked.

			Hettie cocked back the hammer. “By making him easier to find.”

			“Henrietta—” 

			“My lady—”

			“No, enough!” Hettie snapped. “Enough.” They all fell silent, watching her with wide eyes. She was done waiting for Phillip to reconsider. She was done waiting for someone else to fix this problem.

			“Do you even know how to shoot?” Lady Aoife asked quietly.

			“I know how to hit what I’m aiming at,” Hettie replied. Most of the time. Worst case she’d distract him long enough for Finn to take him down. Best case, she’d hit flesh.

			Finn stared into the eyes of his cousin-in-law, wondering when the man was finally going to understand the flaw in his logic. All he needed was Hettie in the house, but he had no intention of going anywhere, even with a loaded pistol aimed at him.

			“This isn’t going to get you what you want, Phillip.”

			“Shut up,” he growled. “Get in the carriage.”

			“She won’t marry you if you kill me. You won’t get anything if you kill me but a death sentence.”

			“She’s mine!” Phillip cried, his finger tightening on the trigger. “She was always supposed to be mine. She is like me. But you had to come along with your fancy title and pull her away.”

			“Hettie made a choice,” Finn continued, slowly walking toward him.

			“It wasn’t hers to make. Just like it wasn’t your place to stand in my way. You ruined everything. We could have been happy together, but you blinded her and now I have no choice but to get you out of my way.”

			“She is in love with me,” Finn said, taking another step and noticing that Phillip wasn’t moving backward. If he could get close enough, he could disarm him.

			Phillip shook his head angrily. “No. No. She only thinks she is.”

			“She is in love with me and I’m in love with her.”

			“No! You don’t love her, you couldn’t! Not like I do.”

			Finn opened his mouth to disagree but thought better of it. The man’s eyes were growing wilder and wilder. He needed to get only a few feet closer before he could knock that shaky hand out of the way and force Phillip to the ground. 

			“Don’t pull that trigger.” 

			“Get in the carriage,” Phillip demanded.

			A metallic glint caught Finn’s eye before he heard the crack of the shot. Phillip’s hand turned red before he collapsed in a howling heap on the ground. Then the door opened and Hettie appeared, a smoking pistol in her hand, her back arrow-straight, and her face icy cold with intent. 

			“Did I get him?” she asked.

			Dizzy with shock, relief, and residual alarm, he glanced down at the man still howling on the ground. “Yes,” he replied weakly. 

			She glided down the stairs with the poise of a goddess, her skirts elegantly lifted as she picked her way across the courtyard, pausing to kick away Phillip’s bloody discarded pistol on the ground. 

			“Oh damn,” he heard her mutter. “I was aiming for his leg.”

			At the sound of that, he nearly collapsed. What the hell was she thinking, wielding a firearm? Who the devil had stood aside and allowed her to engage in that madness?

			Then she straightened to her full height and cast her eyes around the stunned onlookers. He couldn’t move his mouth to voice the questions screaming in his mind.

			“I’m going to need some rope,” she said calmly. “We should call a constable. And a physician.”

		


		
			Chapter Thirty-Two

			The constable, a Mr. Higgins, arrived shortly after the doctor. 

			Finn wasn’t prone to panicking, but watching his frenzy in the aftermath was fascinating to behold. Hettie decided hours ago that she was better off staying on the sofa where he’d deposited her and allowing him to fret than speak any sense. 

			While the constable interrogated Finn, Lady Aoife, and the staff, Hettie watched the doctor tend to Phillip, who was bound to a chair. 

			He was awake and watching her with unhinged hatred in his eyes, but it didn’t bother her as much as she thought it would. The doctor finished wrapping his mangled hand in gauze before rising to his feet and turning to her.

			“Well then, let’s have a look at you,” he said crossing over to her and setting his medicine bag on the empty side table. “How are you feeling?” he asked peering into her eyes to check her pupils before taking her pulse.

			“I feel very well. Calm,” she replied, meeting Phillip’s eyes.

			“Aye, you look it as well. They said you shot him through the hand.”

			“He was attempting to kidnap my husband. It’s not the first time he’s tried to harm me, either.”

			“Aye, they said that too,” he replied, his mouth twitching against a smile. “You look steady enough and your pulse is fine. I’ll advise you to keep yourself quiet for the rest of your time, but that’s more for your husband’s sake than your own.”

			Hettie laughed tiredly and nodded. “Thank you, doctor.”

			Just then footsteps sounded in the hallway and the constable appeared with Finn close behind him. Hettie watched as they untied Phillip’s hands and pulled him to his feet, affixing manacles to his wrists. 

			At the sight of them, her eyes began to sting, but she hardened her heart. He was pitiful, but she couldn’t beg for leniency on his behalf. He had been a source of torment for long enough, but it hurt to see them take him away. 

			She closed her eyes and waited for them to leave, waited for the footsteps to fade into silence while her hand passed listlessly over her stomach where her child waited safely.

			Only now was it safe.

			Footsteps sounded again and she opened her eyes to see Finn watching her with a strange expression. He opened his mouth a few times but, in the end, crossed over to her and sat beside her without a word. 

			“I’m sorry if I frightened you,” she said.

			He shook his head. “Don’t speak to me right now, I’m in danger of an aneurysm as it is.” She held back a snort of laughter and instead leaned into his side, resting her head on his shoulder. Within seconds, he’d wrapped his arms around her, pulling her tight against him. “I’m going to have a very stern word with Cummings after this. And you, with your aim, I don’t want you firing anything that near my face.”

			“I got him, didn’t I?”

			“By the very grace of God,” he grumbled. “If our children take after you at all, I’m going to be stone gray at forty.”

			“It’s too late to change course now.”

			“Didn’t I tell you to keep quiet?” he asked, and she giggled, turning so her back lay against his chest, pulling his arm around her front. “I can’t lose you either,” he said, and she tilted her head back to see him looking down at her, his eyes bright with concern and lingering fear. “I can’t.”

			She touched his worried face and nodded. “I know, but I would do it over again. I won’t stand by and let you get hurt, so perhaps you should conduct yourself accordingly.”

			He frowned down at her, then kissed her forehead. “I like you better asleep. You are far too logical for me to keep up with in this state.”

			She snuggled into him and smiled, closing her eyes again. “Your mother and I have a name for the babe, if it’s boy.”

			“Tell me.”

			“Ruaraidh,” she said, “Ruaraidh Yves Murchadh Phillipson.”

			For a moment he was utterly still and silent, then Finn pressed a gentle kiss to her hair. “Perfect.”

		


		
			Epilogue

			Griffin’s Gate, Scottish Highlands – September 1839

			The chiming of the clock woke Hettie from her sleep. Somewhere between the warmth of the fire and the steady breathing of her sleeping son, she’d drifted off in the rocking chair. 

			The Monforts had descended en masse and the staff at Griffin’s Gate had risen to the occasion with admirable zeal. She’d never seen her uncle so taken with a child. Between Uncle Gabriel, Aunt Anastacie, and Lady Aoife, she wasn’t sure her son would ever learn to walk. Aggie and Rosmund were unwilling to leave her alone, even while she breastfed her son. Alastair and Temperance had stayed behind in England, as she was due to give birth shortly. Phillip was in prison and likely to stay there.

			Little Rory, as everyone had taken to calling him, slept soundly through the night, but she always snuck into his room to hold him. It was one of the few times she was able to enjoy her newborn child without interruption. She was fascinated by Rory’s thin tuft of dark curls, his gray-blue eyes, his tiny but spindly fingers and toes, his longer than average arms and legs. 

			Every noise he made was a revelation, every expression was cause for joy. 

			Finn was even worse than the rest of them. She’d find her husband having full conversations with his months-old child, certain the boy understood his every word. He’d sing to him in Gaelic, insisting on holding him while he napped. Henrietta was certain the nursemaid had never had an easier position.

			For all his delight in his child, however, he never lost an opportunity to remind her of his desire. Even at her most insecure, she’d find him watching her with that hot look in his eyes while she read a letter or combed out her hair or ate her breakfast. 

			He was as fascinated with her new body as ever. Even when they were waiting from the doctor for permission to resume their nighttime activities, she still woke up to his hands on her. 

			She’d missed those hands over the last week. The presence of her family did nothing to distract her from his absence. He’d received a letter and announced that he needed to go to Edinburgh for a few days. Sleeping without him to warm the bed was next to impossible in the winter.

			Carefully she stood, walked to Rory’s cradle, and placed him down, covering him with the blanket his grandmother had made for him. 

			She ran the back of her fingers over his soft tanned cheek and left the room, leaving the door half open. As she walked down the hall to her room, she saw a light coming from Finn’s study. 

			He was back.

			Smiling, she rushed down the corridor, eager to be in his arms once more. When she reached the room, she saw him standing over his desk, his jacket discarded and his waistcoat already unbuttoned, reading over the missives left for his review.

			“You’re home,” she said softly.

			He looked up at the sound of her voice and smiled warmly. “Still here then?”

			Rolling her eyes, she hurried across the room and caught him in a tight embrace, which he returned enthusiastically. The relief she felt at being wrapped in his strong arms was acute. She buried her face in his warm, firm chest and breathed in his scent deeply. “I thought you wouldn’t be back until tomorrow.”

			“I wanted to be home,” he replied, pressing his customary three kisses to her forehead. “How’s our boy?”

			“Sleeping soundly.”

			“Mmm, and why are you awake?” he asked, loosening his hold enough to draw back and look into her face.

			“I missed you,” she replied. He brushed his fingers over the curls at her temple and kissed her slow and sweet, cradling her head in his hands. When he pulled away, her legs were weak. “Did you get what you needed?”

			“Yes. But it was more for you, actually.” He reached over and picked up a folio of documents.

			“What’s that?” she asked, resting her head on his chest again.

			“It’s from that private investigator I hired last year, Mr. Fielding. These are the results of his investigation.”

			Her stomach dropped to her feet. “You mean if I’m legitimate?”

			“Yes,” he said, handing the packet to her.

			She looked down at it, noticing the unbroken seal. “You haven’t opened it?”

			He shook his head. “I don’t really care either way, but I know you did, and still do. So, there you are.”

			She didn’t know what to say. He’d said he didn’t care about her legitimacy, and she’d believed him, but this was something else. He hadn’t even needed to look. Her eyes burned with unexpected tears at the final realization. He’d already weighed the consequences and chosen to stay by her side. “May I look at it now?” she asked.

			He chuckled. “It’s for you, selkie. Do what you wish. I’m going to have a look at my son.” He kissed her head once more and then departed into the hall.

			Warm with his affection and secure in his acceptance, she broke the seal and sat at his desk to read. She read the notarized documentation of her birth date. 

			Henrietta Letitia Sophia Montfort, born October the second in the year of our Lord, eighteen hundred and sixteen. 

			Then she picked up the record of their marriage date copied neatly in script beside their names Captain Earnest William Monfort and Miss Letitia Henrietta Monfort née Fletchley. She’d never known before this that, in a way, she’d been named after her mother. 

			But the information she didn’t know she needed was in her late father’s fully executed will. To her father, she wasn’t his daughter, but his ‘dear child.’ He’d loved her after all. Even if duty had driven them apart, in his heart she’d always been precious to him.

			Her mother she could understand a little more now. She’d felt that desperation to be near the one she loved, regardless of the danger or the cost to others. She understood the impossibility of the choice, even if she would have chosen differently. Even though her mother had chosen to stay with her father, she’d given Hettie her names, given her part of herself to carry all through her life. 

			People she’d never known, and yet they had done their best to ensure she was taken care of. That she had a future. So, there it was, the only truth that mattered laid out plain and bare. 

			She pressed her hand to the ink where their names were spelled out, imagining they could feel her touch even in the grave, feel her forgiveness. 

			She allowed herself a moment to grieve the loss of them, her tears rolling gently down her cheeks. She didn’t need her anger anymore; she had a family of her own. 

			She wiped her tears with her shawl and put the documents back in the package before sliding them into Finn’s desk. Then she blew out the candles and returned to her husband and her child. The family she’d made, the family who would always choose her.

			[image: ] 

			The love doesn’t end here… Join the Entangled Insiders for free books, giveaways, exclusive access to upcoming titles, and so much more!

		


		
			Acknowledgments

			To Mom for allowing me to get a degree in creative writing.

			To Dad and Auntie Joyce for starting me on my professional path.

			To my siblings for always supporting my writing.

			To Allen, Ashley, Ginelle, Mel, and Tori, thanks for the swift kicks and constant beta reads.

			To Jen, thanks for taking a chance on me.

			This is possible only because of you.

		


		
			About the Author

			Born in the tropical paradise of Trinidad and Tobago, Addy Du Lac moved to the US with her mother at the age of twelve. She began writing historical romance while she received a double major in History and Creative Writing from the University of South Florida. She enjoys writing books with diverse characters and steamy happy endings. When she isn’t plotting her next series, she enjoys watching movies and Asian Dramas, traveling, and tempting her fate with new recipes.

			Addy Du Lac lives in Florida with an eclectic library of books and a carefully curated wall of beautiful men.

		


		
			Discover more romance from Entangled…

			The Beast and the Bookseller

			a Once Upon a Wallflower novel by Eva Devon

			All of London gossips about the Duke of Montrose. But he’s also the most important patron of the centuries-old book shop that belongs to Miss Elizabeth Sharpe’s family. Now she’s been charged with delivering books to the Gargoyle of London herself. Garrett Maximilian doesn’t give a tinker’s damn what society says about him. But nothing makes him feel more alive than Miss Elizabeth tartly criticizing his books. The duke’s glower fascinates Elizabeth. Worse, he looks at her with a dark hunger that makes her shake with desire. But Elizabeth’s father has sinister plans in store for his daughter…and this beastly duke might be her only salvation. 

			Four Weddings and a Duke

			a novel by Michelle McLean

			As the middle sister in a bevy of swans, Lavinia Wynnburn is quite content being the odd duck out. Until the Duke of Beaubrooke turns up the morning after a ball, asking for her hand in marriage. Alexander Reddington doesn’t particularly care for social niceties, nor is he particularly good at them. But when he stumbles into the same corner as a socially awkward wallflower, he knows he’s found the perfect wife. Only, Alexander’s shy new wife is finding her new position surprisingly exciting and keeps accepting every invitation that flutters past their door. And worse luck, he might even be falling for her. Now he must hide the truth about why he really proposed…before his unexpectedly happy marriage is dashed to pieces.

			The Last Lord Standing

			a What Happens in the Ballroom novel by Diana Lloyd

			Always the rogue and never the gentleman, Kerrigan Northam doesn’t worry about anything beyond his own pleasures. Lady Olivia Liberty Chalford is averse to the very idea of marriage. So when she’s rescued by a wickedly dashing gentleman who claims to be something of a scoundrel, Libby thinks she’s found the perfect partner in crime… But as their courting charade continues, Kerr’s gone from wondering how long until she discovers his secret…to how long until he’s madly in love with her.

			How to Marry a Marquess

			a Wedded by Scandal novel by Stacy Reid

			Lady Evie Chesterfield is a darling of the ton who refuses to become engaged. She’s been desperately in love with her brother’s friend, Richard Maitland, Marquess of Westfall, since forever. But the dark, dangerous marquess only sees her has a friend and refuses to marry any woman. When circumstances change and Evie has no choice but to take a husband, she decides to convince London’s most notorious gentleman to marry her by seducing the scoundrel.

		

OEBPS/image/SceneBreak_.png





OEBPS/image/title.png
ONE
§EASON
W\ WITH THE
(J)UKE
%

—





OEBPS/image/author.png
ADDY DulLAC





OEBPS/image/Image82146.png





OEBPS/image/OneSeasonWiththeDuke-500.jpg
ADRY DulLAC

&b

ONE
ﬁEASON

WITH THE
UKE

\—(\‘





OEBPS/image/BreakItem.png





OEBPS/image/Amara_black_600px.png
AMARA





OEBPS/image/1.png
ADDY DuLAC

g WITH THE

PUK

%





