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      Isabel dropped her plaid onto the settee, and went to stand before Laethan in the silk peignoir her mother and the modiste chose for her trousseau. Even though Isabel was freezing cold, and thought it revealed too much, the appreciation in her husband's eyes was blatantly evident and it stirred a desire in her that could only be satisfied by his touch.

      "The night we met, I knew there would be some sort of fireworks between us," she said. "Only I wasn't sure if they were going to be this kind."

      With just inches between them, Isabel gazed into Laethan’s crystalline dark blue eyes. The gold flecks in them glowed from his inner warmth, and beckoned her even closer.

      She watched him swallow, his Adam's apple bobbed slowly as a lazy grin spread across his face. "What kind of fireworks do we have?"

      Laethan's stare unnerved her. The man was going to make her tell him, was going to make her ask for his attention.

      Isabel was shivering. If he didn't hold her soon, her teeth would begin chattering… and that wasn't very romantic was it? She also wasn't too proud to beg for his warmth when she was about to die from frostbite in her new rooms. But it was more than just his warmth she wanted. She wanted his touch. Wanted him to touch her all over. Craved it, in fact, because she suspected it might be as combustible as a spark on tinder.
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        So close as to be almost sisters

      

      

      
        
        October, 1842, Scottish Lowlands

      

      

      Miss Penelope Fenwicke, daughter and only child of the Viscount and Viscountess Huddleston, fought the rising panic in her belly as she held the door to her room open for one of her two best friends in the entire world to enter.

      “Well... If that wasn’t the most awkward welcome we’ve ever received, I don’t know what is,” whispered Lady Charlotte Brightman, only daughter of the Earl and Countess of Camden, as she swept into Penelope’s suite of rooms at Lyden Castle, home of Penny’s great-aunt, Lady Adina, the Countess of Rathcavan. “Emphasis on awkward.”

      Penelope nodded in agreement. Placing a finger over her closed lips, she shut the door behind Charlotte. She pressed her hand to her belly, hoping to stop the butterflies from bursting forth. Penny never showed nerves on the outside. She kept them bottled within, releasing her anxieties in the privacy of her own bedchamber. It was something she’d had to learn early in her life. If her mother saw her upset, she would fret over her. And her mother had enough of her own worries with Penny’s father off somewhere in the northern territories of India. Penny didn’t want to add to her mother’s concerns.

      Even before Penelope could reply, a second knock, just moments from the first, brought their friend Isabel into the room.

      “I rushed right over after tossing my hat on the bed,” Lady Isabel Halden whispered. “I can’t believe what we just heard.”

      “Same here.” Charlotte gave Penelope an expectant gaze. “What on earth is going on?”

      “You’re asking me as if I know.” Penelope felt herself trembling, as though her heart was given a new reason to have hope. “My great-aunt just said that my cousin is not engaged to marry anyone, much less Mr. Santiago. But I read the letter Lady Edgar sent to my mother. She is planning to announce the betrothal during this house party, and…” Penny swallowed past the knot tightening in her breast. According to her great-aunt, Penny’s cousin would not be marrying the man she, Penelope Fenwicke, had fallen in love with the year before—the same man Penny had feared might be dead because he’d not written to her since his abrupt disappearance from London on the same day he’d said he wanted to ask her father for permission to court her. She’d mourned his disappearance at first. Then after learning he’d been up in Scotland and engaged to marry her cousin, she’d been heartsick and furious.

      “Since the earl and his friends aren’t here, there is no way of asking is there?” Charlotte said.

      “If there’s been a breakup Miss Olivia might not wish to talk about it,” Isabel offered. “It would be nice if we could discover what happened without appearing the worst sort of gossips.”

      “No,” Penny whispered, trying to regain what strength she’d thought she had before she arrived at Lyden Castle a mere hour ago. One short conversation with Lady Adina had her belly tumbling inside her like a circus performer. “As much as I may have wished at one time that Mr. Santiago realized his folly, begged my forgiveness, and asked my father for my hand in marriage, the man has not contacted me in any way, for over a year.”

      “Well,” said Charlotte, “chances are he likely won’t be coming to the house party because of this new development.”

      “Right,” said Isabel. “I mean, who would want to be in the same vicinity as someone you’ve broken a betrothal to?”

      Penny went to the window and pulled back the curtain to look at her view. Rolling hills, lush and green, spread out before her far off into the distance. Glancing down, she saw her rooms were above the flagstone terrace with steps leading to a path that wound around the side of the house. She’d stayed in this room once before, several years ago, before she’d come out, and long before she’d fallen in love with that feckless man who stole her heart. “We won’t know for certain what the truth is, or if there ever was an… understanding between them until my cousin and Lady Edgar return from shopping in the village which could be any minute.”

      “You don’t sound as though you believe what Lady Edgar wrote in the letter to your mother,” Isabel said.

      “Do not be swayed by his sweet words again Penny, if he comes here,” Charlotte warned. “Do not melt if you see his handsome face and do not give in to his passionate Spanish nature. He would use your emotions against you.”

      “Yes, Penny,” Isabel said. “You have recovered and have become a stronger woman because of his cruel actions.”

      “Remember,” Charlotte added, “Mr. Santiago promised he would write, and he never did. Over a year without a single word, and these past months he’s been here in Scotland. Why did he never come to you, or write to you?”

      In the distance Penelope watched a young lad, a groom likely, riding one horse in the front, center position, leading about eight other horses behind him up the narrow lane from a distant pasture. They looked well-behaved, following him with no halters or ropes on their heads. Likely he was bringing in horses for the guests that had already arrived, or were still en route to Lyden Castle.

      She turned to face her friends. How could she explain without making her cousin seem truly horrid? “I have told you both before that my cousin Olivia is a bumble-head,” Penny whispered. “And that was being… kind. You will find she’s… an… exaggerator.”

      “She’s a liar?” Charlotte sounded surprised.

      “In a way… Yes. I suppose,” Penelope tried to find the correct way to describe her vacuous, self-absorbed cousin without being cruel. “She wants desperately to be liked. And to that end, she will say and do almost anything to gain your amity, or affection. Her mother died when she was a small girl.”

      “I will not feel sorry for the girl who tells her aunt that Mr. Santiago wants to marry her,” Charlotte said, “when, according to Lady Adina, he’s said no such thing.” Charlotte would be the least of the three of them to be forgiving or accepting—especially when a wrong was done to one of the three of them.

      “I am in no way giving Olivia a pass on her behavior, but as she isn’t here—and neither is Mr. Santiago—I don’t know what the real story is.” Before walking into Lyden, Penelope had hardened her heart such that she was almost as strong as Charlotte. But with what her great-aunt had just shared with their party, Penny’s heart was taking flight again—she could feel it. And, after what had occurred during the year and a half that he had been gone, she wasn’t certain she could let her heart get carried away by Mr. Nathaniel Santiago again.

      Charlotte might be right. He likely wasn’t even going to be here if there was no announcement of a marriage to be made. That would suit Penelope just fine.

      There was still the very real possibility that if Olivia knew Penelope had had her heart set on him at one time, Olivia would browbeat her with her perceived win, demonstrably rubbing said victory in Penny’s face. Penny long ago realized her cousin was not her biggest fan. Likely because she had both parents and she was jealous of that.

      From the letters that her mother received from Lady Adina, it seemed as though Lady Edgar’s vulgar influence had already been established in her cousin’s behavior. It might not hurt to prepare her friends, away from Penny’s mother as they were now, to what Olivia’s nature might be.

      “After Olivia’s mother died, she was sent here to live with Lady Adina first, and… well, you’ve met her.”

      Charlotte grinned. “She doesn’t appear the type to tolerate fools.”

      Penelope nodded, Charlotte was right about that. “My great-aunt can be brusque with people she deems frivolous, weak, or whiny. Olivia is the only girl in a family filled with male offspring. Her parents treated her like a fragile little princess. They positively doted on her.

      “First her mother died of a fever when Olivia was two. At eight, when Olivia’s father died, Lady Adina was… unprepared to raise a little girl, so she sent Olivia to Lady Edgar—the widow of her firstborn son—a woman who had never had a child herself. Lady Edgar then sent Olivia away to boarding school in Switzerland because she didn’t know what to do with Olivia either.”

      “With the portrait of your cousin that you are painting,” Isabel said, “I almost feel sorry for her.”

      “Don’t,” Penelope warned. “She was a spoiled and manipulative brat as a child, and I doubt she’s changed. It’s something I believe she learned at Lady Edgar’s side.”

      “I believe I understand,” Isabel said. “Though, one would think she’d grow up eventually and learn right from wrong.”

      Penelope agreed with her friend, then added, “Just… be wary of her.”

      Her friends left to nap before dressing for dinner. As Penelope lay on the bed trying to force herself to fall asleep she heard carriages clattering up the front drive. She knew from this room she wouldn’t see the arrivals. Besides, they were likely more guests, or the return of the group that had gone shopping in the village.

      An hour and a half later, Annie woke her to dress for dinner. As her maid placed the last of the pins in her up-swept straight blonde locks, a knock sounded at her door. Certain it was Charlotte or Isabel, she called for the person to come in.

      Penelope wasn’t prepared to see her cousin.

      Olivia had grown a few inches taller since the last time she’d seen her three years earlier when Penny’s family had come for a visit. Her artfully designed coif was similar in color to Penny’s, a shade of blonde particular to the Fenwicke side of the family, only God had seen fit to grant Olivia pretty curls.

      And that wasn’t the only thing he’d given her more of. The girl’s bodice revealed an indecent amount of flesh for one so young—barely seventeen. Or maybe it was just the illusion from a daringly low cut dress and an over-tight corset. Either way, it was an inappropriate dress for an unmarried young lady her age, even if she was out.

      Penelope tried not to stare at her cousin’s breasts and forced herself to look instead at the sleeves and skirts. The cerulean velvet bordered with gold piping was beautiful, and the cream-colored hand-woven lace underskirts peeking out at the scalloped hem, and the bell sleeves perfectly complimented Olivia’s complexion, her eyes, and her hair. The dress had surely cost someone a fortune. Her jewels had to cost even more.

      For a jealous moment Penelope wondered if the sapphires and diamonds were a gift from Nathaniel. But then Penelope remembered he’d said he was planning for a life in the church when she met him. Besides, Olivia was no longer betrothed to him. Had she ever really been?

      Perhaps the jewels were her mother’s, or borrowed from Lady Edgar. That had to be it.

      “Cousin Penelope!” The attractive blonde swept into the room with a cool smile. “It is wonderful to see you!” She glided over to Penny, graceful in her movements. Olivia wore a hint of rouge on her lips, but it didn’t detract from her natural beauty. Penny wanted to hate her, but couldn’t. Yet. She had to keep that in mind. Dismissing Annie, Penny said she would call for her in a few minutes.

      Olivia gave her a welcoming hug and immediately began rattling about things Penny didn’t care about. If she knew her cousin as well as she thought she did, the real reason for her coming to Penny’s room would be hiding in this idle chatter. It was Olivia’s way of revealing, in that covert way that was her habit, what her true intent was.

      “Aunt Edgar says you have had another successful season. The newspapers in Edinburgh say nothing but intriguing things about you. There’s always speculation over who might ask for your hand, or that of your friends, and every week it’s a different man. A girl up here should be so lucky to have half as many fawning beaus.”

      Penny wanted to laugh at this, but couldn’t. Every week a different man? She’d not shown any partiality toward a young man at all for the past two seasons. Partly because her heart had not yet healed to the point where she could allow another man in. Penny told herself that this was partly why she was here in Scotland. To put Mr. Nathaniel Santiago del Andaluz behind her. Permanently.

      “I asked Aunt Edgar earlier this year if we could go to London so I might have one season there, and well…” She blushed as she smiled, revealing dimples that made her incredibly, disgustingly, pretty. Dimples that Penny never got from her father’s family. “Aunt Edgar said that’s no longer necessary because I will soon be a married woman, but…”

      Penny’s heart slid to a stop, much like a horse refusing a jump at the last possible moment, then slamming into the obstacle. She had given herself a tiny bit of hope based on the fact that Lady Adina said there was no betrothal between Olivia and Mr. Santiago, so to hear her cousin say those words caused her world to stop spinning.

      Her cousin leaned in closer to Penny and gripped her shoulders as she whispered, “I wish Aunt Edgar would drop that entire debacle. Neither one of us wishes to wed the other. Just because she walked in on me and Nate—er, Mr. Santiago—kissing, doesn’t mean we have to wed. His kiss wasn’t even that good. It was very much like kissing a rock, and… well… I cannot possibly marry someone who cannot kiss.”

      Penny stepped away from Olivia’s grip. She was about to be ill. Nathaniel had kissed Olivia. He’d kissed her cousin, and the only thing Penny could think was Nathaniel had kissed her as well. For the past year and a half, she’d cherished the one and only kiss she’d shared with Nathaniel, remembering it fondly as a tender display of the affection they’d had for each other.

      “Now, Mr. Carswell, or Mr. Timmons, back in Edinburgh, they can kiss and make a girl feel the most delicious things. As can Lord Blackmon.” Olivia shivered and fanned herself hurriedly with her gloved hand. “But, Mr. Santiago? The poor man doesn’t know what to do.”

      “Excuse me, please,” Penny turned away. She forced herself to keep her composure. She couldn’t show weakness to her cousin, for who knew how she would use that against her. “I must finish readying myself for the evening. We can talk about this more later.”

      Only there would be no later. If she could make it until her mother planned to go to Edinburgh to visit her friends, Penelope was leaving.

      Olivia must have sensed Penny’s upset because her expression quickly changed to one of concern. “I’m sorry,” the younger girl said, with a false, apologetic tone. “I assumed you would have kissed men before. All the girls in my set of friends have kissed men. Some, many men. I’ve only kissed a handful and found it⁠—”

      Penny felt light-headed and somewhat ill, then excused herself to rush to the dressing room before she vomited in front of her cousin. Olivia continued chattering behind her, having now taken a seat at her dressing table, though Penny couldn’t hear a word of what her cousin was saying. The image of Olivia and Mr. Santiago in a romantic embrace was now forever burned into her brain, and the thought that he might have enjoyed Olivia’s kiss was causing her to breathe too rapidly. If she wasn’t careful, Penny thought she would faint. She could not let that happen. Not in front of Olivia who would then make use of it by embarrassing Penny in public with her exaggerating recitation of events.

      Her cousin continued her idle chatter while Penny waited for her maid. Olivia went on and on about kissing, and how unhappy she was about being forced to wed. “He is handsome and has a modest inheritance—though he’s now partnered with Laethan in his rail-making business,” her cousin said, “so hopefully he’ll be incredibly rich one day. And if that’s the case then I suppose I could do worse.”

      Olivia spoke of things Penelope would never speak of to someone she was only passing acquainted with—which was what Penny considered their relationship. She knew they were cousins, but they were not friends. She’d only met the girl maybe three times in her entire life. How on earth did Olivia know how much his inheritance was? Or who his relations were?

      It broke her heart that she and Mr. Santiago had rarely spoken of his relations. Penny knew his uncle was the Earl of Chawsbridge, and that he was the one who’d helped him secure a job translating for a diplomat. But mostly what they spoke about during their rides in the park usually related to horses, and what he’d studied in Barcelona at university, and what he’d done since bringing his recently-widowed mother to England for an extended stay with her sister, also a widow.

      Penny thought she nodded at her cousin’s nonsense, she wasn’t sure. She thought she smiled, but she wasn’t certain of that either. Only one thing rang clear in Penelope’s head and heart—Mr. Santiago had kissed Olivia.

      Penny had been such a fool. Such a hopeful and blind fool. She never questioned his explanation of going on a job to another country as a translator for a diplomat. And, if he’d lied about caring for her, his job was probably a lie as well.

      Olivia was obviously intimate enough with the man as she called him by a name Penny would never have presumed to call him. Penny had only known him for all of five weeks. At this point, Olivia had known him longer than she had. She’d likely been intimate with him in ways that Penelope had wanted to share with her Mr. Santiago—and that made her even more sick. Nathaniel wasn’t even Olivia’s first kiss, as she’d admittedly kissed at least three other men. Now she understood why Lady Adina didn’t believe there to be an understanding between the two. Lady Edgar believed her charge to be compromised, and the honorable thing for the gentleman to do was to marry the girl whose reputation he sullied. He likely wasn’t the first to ’sully’ her cousin, but he was the one who got caught.

      Penelope was about to be ill. She wanted out of this conversation as quickly as possible before she humiliated herself in front of her cousin by bursting into tears.

      Her maid, Annie, entered carrying the jeweled pins to finish styling Penny’s hair, and right then decided she couldn’t go through with it. She couldn’t sit through dinner, and the conversation to go with it, in the company of her cousin or her Aunt Edgar. Penny begged her cousin’s pardon and understanding. “I think I’m more exhausted than I first believed, and need to rest. Traveling over several days is exhausting.” She took a pin from her hair and handed it to Annie.

      “You do look rather peaked. Perhaps I should send for Doctor Gowrey. He’s a guest here for the party as he is my brother’s maternal cousin, and he has just finished his exams and is now a practicing doctor in Edinburgh. He’s rather handsome as well, but he’s in trade, and⁠—”

      “If he’s a doctor then he’s a professional,” Penny corrected, “and an educated man.” Her cousin was such a peabrain she couldn’t even differentiate between the two.

      “Oh, well… No matter, Aunt Edgar looks down on men who are in trade.” She backed toward the door. “I’ll send the man right up.”

      Penelope stopped her. “No, please. All I need is my maid to help me out of this dress. I’m suddenly not feeling the thing. Please send my regrets to those joining you all for dinner. I will look forward to seeing you tomorrow if I am up to it.”

      Olivia nodded and hurried into the hallway, closing the door behind her. Annie removed the rest of the pins in Penny’s hair as tears began to fall down her cheeks. She should never have come. Never agreed to this harebrained idea of making him jealous.

      Once Penny had her nightdress and warm robe on, she sat in front of the fire and waited for her friends to come get her for dinner. She didn’t have to wait for long.

      Charlotte arrived first, Isabel being notorious for taking longer to ready herself for anything, even a ride in the park. They each hugged her when she’d told them about the conversation she had with her cousin. Penelope tried to compose herself as she spoke, but was in tears again before she was finished.

      “I’m not sure I can do this. I think it was a mistake for me to come here. If I could…” Penny sniffled back the tears. “If I could find a good enough reason to leave here now, I would.” She wiped her face with the back of her hands.

      A few months ago, when she’d learned that he was back from his assignment, and in Scotland, she’d spent six days sick to her stomach that he had returned and not notified her. Upon waking on the seventh day, she vowed she would not go backwards in her emotions.

      Her heart had mostly healed. Or, at least that’s what she’d told herself every day since the day she learned he was betrothed to mutton-brained Olivia. This was supposed to be the perfect opportunity to prove to herself that she’d been wrong about Mr. Nathaniel Gregorio Santiago del Andaluz. That he was not the man she’d thought. That he was, in fact, a scoundrel and a horrible blackguard. A man who stole a lady’s affections, and kisses, and said things to soften her to his ideas and plans.

      “Penelope, I have to ask…”

      It had been a glorious morning in the park, one she had planned to treasure always.

      She would never forget the bashful grin on his face, the way the gold flecks in his coffee-colored eyes glowed from the sunshine breaking through the morning cloud cover. It had been after their usual brisk ride through the park, at a time when there were perhaps a handful of grooms out exercising their masters’ mounts, and the week before London was overrun by the families of the members of parliament and the official start of the season. Penny had been staying with Charlotte in London for several weeks as her father was working to get an agenda change for the upcoming session of parliament. Isabel joined them two weeks before the season began.

      Nathaniel’s voice had trembled, much as her entire body had each time she was in his presence. His English, while grammatically perfect, was spoken with his native Spanish accent. The timbre was deep, warm, sensual. It had enveloped her heart, and she’d fallen for him so quickly that it defied all logic.

      She and Nathaniel walked side by side, leading their horses and cooling them after a vigorous ride, with Charlotte and Isabel still mounted on their geldings. Her friends blocked their guards’ view of Penny and Nathaniel, and the two of them kept far enough ahead that her friends could not hear their conversation.

      “Would you be amenable to me… asking your father… for permission to court you? With the eventual outcome being… ?”

      He had lifted her hand and kissed the inside of her wrist above her riding glove, on her naked skin. To this day, Penelope still felt the quivering low in her belly just thinking about the feel of his hot, wet lips on the sensitive flesh above her palm.

      “I understand we haven’t been acquainted long, and, while I might not know what this assignment is that I’ll be taking, or when I’m leaving, I know I want you as my wife. That is if you would also want me as your husband, because if you say yes, I will come back as soon as possible. And… The only woman I want in my life is you. Please… Would you do me the honor of marrying me upon my return?”

      He’d been so nervous that she could hear the vibration in his lightly accented English.

      More tears spilled over and tracked their paths down her cheek. When Isabel hugged her, it brought her out of the past and back to her room at Lyden Castle.

      “Your mother said she would take us to Edinburgh with her next week if we wanted to go,” Isabel said.

      “I may take her up on that, for this may be more than I can bear, even if he doesn’t come to Lyden,” Penny replied. “Though if you and Charlotte are enjoying yourselves, you should certainly stay. Do not let me be the one to end your party.”

      “Let’s not think of that just yet,” Isabel said.

      “Isa’s right. Any thought of leaving early is premature,” Charlotte added. “We’ll know more after dinner with Olivia and Lady Edgar.”

      “I wish I knew when the earl was arriving with his friends. They will likely arrive together. And if I could leave with mother without having to see Mr. Santiago, I believe I will,” Penelope said. “The countess, my great-aunt Adina, said she didn’t know when they would return because the men were installing new equipment at the earl’s mill. I believe he purchased it before he came into the title, and is reluctant to give it up.”

      Her maid entered the room from the connecting dressing area and stood silently a moment. “Yes, Annie?”

      “I was sent to notify you that the family has gathered in the great hall.”

      “Will there be anyone other than family?” Charlotte asked.

      “Tonight? No, my lady,” replied her dutiful maid. “From what I’ve gathered, there are no other guests staying at the castle but family. Everyone who is invited to the birthday celebration on Saturday and next week’s hunt are neighbors and friends of the countess. We are the only guests for the duration.”

      Penny exchanged curious glances with Charlotte and Isabel. “Thank you, Annie,” Charlotte said. “Isabel and I will be down shortly.”

      After her maid left the room, Penny exhaled. As though an enormous weight lifted from her shoulders. “Even though he is not here tonight, I am still not feeling up to snuff, and if you wouldn’t mind—” She pressed her hands together, bringing her fingertips to her chin. “Please inform my mother that I am claiming exhaustion from travel, and will decline going below for tonight. Annie can bring me a tray later.”

      “Does Olivia know about you and Mr. Santiago?” This came from Isabel as she sat next to Charlotte on the edge of the bed.

      “Lady Edgar does. She is the one who wrote to my mother when she recognized the name. Whether she told Olivia of the connection, I am unsure.”

      “The best thing to do is to stick as close to the plan we decided on before we left London,” said Charlotte. “That is, if he even comes to Lyden.”

      Isabel agreed. “Just pretend he wasn’t important to you at all. Act as though we don’t even remember him.”

      “Do that,” Charlotte said, “and if you still feel you cannot face him, then you can say you are unwell⁠—”

      “Until next week,” Isabel added, “when we can leave for Edinburgh with your mother.”

      Charlotte gave Isabel a look that made Penny want to laugh. Or, she would have if she were in a better mood.

      “I thought you were staying here, with me, to hunt with Lady Adina,” Charlotte said. “I wanted…”

      “As much as I wish to hunt next week, the right thing to do is go with Penelope and Aunt Beverly if they leave,” Isabel admonished.

      “Go enjoy dinner,” Penny said. “And if you can learn anything new and interesting, I would love to hear it.”

      “Are you sure you don’t want to come with us?” Isabel asked.

      “Not tonight.” Penelope had to, simply had to, grow a backbone between now and the next morning or her mother was sure to know she was still carrying a tendre for Mr. Santiago.
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        * * *

      

      Isabel linked arms with Charlotte after closing Penelope’s door. She leaned in to speak to her cousin in a whisper. “She will have to find again the resolve she had before we walked into this castle.”

      “Certainly before Mr. Santiago arrives,” Charlotte whispered back.

      “It might be a good idea to find out if he is attending the party, and if so when he and the earl will get here.” Isabel wondered how it would look if her friend left with her mother, and she and Charlotte were to remain here. She didn’t think it would be good.

      Charlotte leaned close and whispered, “How many house parties have you heard of that were this… intimate?” They continued down the long forest-green-patterned, carpeted hallway toward the main stairway. “And we are here for one whole month.”

      “I want you to consider something,” Isabel began, “that if Penny wishes to go with her mother to Edinburgh, I think we should go with them. Especially if a betrothal between her cousin and Mr. Santiago will take place. It might be unbearable for her, to see her cousin enter into a marriage, whether it’s by force or free will, with the man our Penelope had fallen in love with. In that case, I think I will want to go with Aunt Beverly.”

      Isabel knew how much Charlotte wanted to ride with the hunt next week, and so did she. But, where it felt to her that Charlotte wanted the hunt even at the expense of her friend’s happiness, Isabel just wanted Penelope to lay this issue with Mr. Santiago to rest. The past year and a half had been difficult for them all—first with him away on a secret assignment, then learning of his return and his betrothal to Penelope’s cousin. It had taken everything Isabel and Charlotte had to keep Penny from sending the man a letter. She’d reminded Penelope that Mr. Santiago hadn’t been in London long, and perhaps he’d had a change of heart while he was away.

      But that didn’t explain what he was doing in Scotland. Clearly these next few days would be difficult, though how difficult would depend on Olivia’s actions, and on Mr. Santiago’s explanation.

      She and Charlotte reached the sprawling, wide staircase at the end of their hall and when they stepped onto the landing mid-way down, Charlotte looked up, over Isabel’s shoulder, to make sure no one could hear what she wanted to say. “Certainly I will go if Aunt Beverly says I must,” she whispered. “But I am finally at Lyden, and I will not have that fickle Spaniard ruin my hunt.”

      “Charlotte!” Isabel hissed.

      “I’m sorry, but that man will hear a piece of my mind as soon as I can get him alone. What he did, leading my friend to believe he wanted to marry her, then disappearing, was despicable. If there was any proof besides Penny’s word, why, she could sue him for breach of promise. I’ve heard my father talk of it before.”

      “She would never want her pain on display for men to judge. Doing that would ruin her.”

      “But Mr. Santiago needs to know that he cannot go around playing free with a lady’s affections. There are repercussions for men who make a habit of it.”

      “While I feel very much the same as you,” Isabel said, “I care more about Penelope’s happiness than I do telling Mr. Santiago what a—” She scanned the area around them to make sure no one could hear her “—What a horse’s arse he is.”

      A footman at the bottom of the steps glanced toward them, likely waiting to escort the two ladies to where the others gathered. Charlotte took the opportunity to end the discussion by saying, “I care about both. Very much. He hurt our friend.”

      When they landed on the main level the footman, as Isabel guessed, waited to lead her and Charlotte to where the family gathered before going in to dinner. Isabel stopped before stepping off the main staircase in the foyer. Lively conversation echoed through the cavernous addition, originating from the great hall below them. Voices echoed through the centuries-old original portion of the castle, telling Isabel where the family waited.

      Massive thick oak doors that almost reached the ceiling, were lovingly oiled and heavily scarred from centuries of use. They were propped open to the foyer and Isabel could hear her brother entertaining someone with the tale of one of his recent outings in London. Her brother was charming when he wanted to be—usually when there were pretty girls around. Since there were no other masculine voices, she wondered if there were any other men here besides Marcus.

      She glanced up at Charlotte, who stood several inches taller than she did. When Charlotte nodded, the two of them turned the corner and descended into the great hall.

      Isabel took in the grand medieval room and the enormous cut stones that comprised the walls, and massive beams overhead which supported the slate roof she’d seen when their carriages arrived. This part of the castle, while ancient, was clean and in good repair, and as with the rest of the castle, still lit with candles in massive iron-forged chandeliers hanging from the center rafter that bisected the length of the hall. Gas lighting had not yet come to these rural areas, she was sure.

      She saw her brother standing with two women, and a man Isabel did not know. Lady Adina and Aunt Beverly were seated before the fire deep in their private conversation. The man next to her brother looked to be a few years older than Marcus, and they entertained the two unknown ladies with tales of their adventures.

      The grand hearth where they all congregated had a welcoming fire blazing inside an opening big enough for Isabel to stand inside. She could almost envision rushes on the floor and giant Scottish hounds lying next to the laird of the estate, seated upon a throne. The mantle above the fire was a massive hand-hewn solid log that was built into the stone surround. On the wall opposite the hearth hung a very large tapestry featuring the colors and coat-of-arms for the earldom of Rathcavan—a golden dragon rampant on a vertically split background half red, half black.

      As Isabel and Charlotte drew closer to the cluster of people near the hearth, she grinned at her Aunt Beverly and Lady Adina. The ladies standing with her brother turned and smiled when Marcus gestured toward her and Charlotte. The petite blonde, Isabel concluded, was pretty. Very pretty. Her golden blonde hair was done in an elaborate chignon atop her head, and wisps of curls slipped her knot which gave her an attractive, romantic look.

      Was this Olivia? She could see the familial resemblance to Penelope in coloring. But that was the only common thing. The other girl had curls where Penny did not. The other girl was also petite, curvy, and had abundant cleavage, much like Isabel herself, while Penelope and Charlotte were both tall and willowy.

      She and Charlotte greeted Aunt Beverly, and Charlotte made her excuses for Penelope, saying she was still tired from the trip, but was sure to be fine tomorrow.

      “Gowrey,” Lady Adina said, “If my great-niece is still not feeling well after a night’s rest, you must make her well. We hunt next week and I know she’s a game lass and has likely been looking forward to the hunt as much as these other two young ladies.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” the young man Isabel didn’t know said through a smile after giving her a mock bow. Isabel thought he was very handsome. Tall and lean like her brother, he had dark auburn curls, worn unfashionably short. His striking silvery-blue eyes were warm and friendly, softening the brow, and his wide, square jaw made that smile feel genuine to her.

      Gowrey? He was going to make this an interesting stay in the country. But how was he going to make Penelope better? As the introductions continued, Isabel learned that Gowrey was Doctor Alain Wallace Gowrey, physician at the Royal Hospital in Edinburgh, and maternal cousin to the earl of Rathcavan, whose castle this was.

      They were then introduced to Lady Edgar Gordon and Miss Olivia Gordon. The older woman was the countess’ daughter-in-law, aunt to Miss Olivia.

      “I am more than just her aunt,” Lady Edgar intoned in a voice that was most irritating to the ears. A more high-pitched, scratchy whine Isabel had never heard in her life. “Aren’t I, my darling girl?” Turning to Isabel and Charlotte she added, “I’ve raised her from the time her father died. And, for the past two years, Olivia has been my solitary focus, as I prepared her for society much as her mother, God rest her, would have done had she survived. I am also introducing her to all the proper families now that she is out.”

      Olivia was behind Lady Edgar, standing next to Marcus, and she rolled her eyes at the girls so her aunts and grandmother could not see. The act caused a tiny giggle to escape Isabel, which she immediately covered with a cough. She shouldn’t laugh at such childish actions but it was so perfectly timed that she couldn’t help herself.

      Isabel glanced up at her brother, almost a foot taller than she, and she noticed something different about him. He stood a little straighter and—oh, goodness!—he stared at the bosomy petite blonde with a soft smile she’d not seen on his face since… since he fancied himself in love with Miss Anne Tipton.

      And that was when Isabel realized Marcus was smitten by the little vixen. She was likely betrothed to another man, and her very own brother was charmed by her. Oh, this really was going to be a very interesting month.

      While Lady Adina, Aunt Beverly, and Charlotte discussed next week’s hunts, Isabel tried to keep up with both groups of conversations. The more she listened to Miss Olivia speak, the more Isabel thought she sounded incredibly self-centered and vain—which begged the question… what was wrong with her brother?

      She would have to take a moment to speak privately with him later, after dinner perhaps, and remind him of Olivia’s possible future marital status. If she really was betrothed, it was as good as being married. While Isabel didn’t know if any contracts were signed, just the fact that Lady Edgar had assumed it was a true betrothal meant that the girl was as good as wed.

      A footman called for dinner and, being the only titled gentleman in the building, Marcus offered Lady Adina his arm and escorted their hostess into the dining hall. Lady Edgar and Aunt Beverly followed close behind them. Charlotte followed on the arm of Doctor Gowrey. Isabel and Miss Olivia walked behind them to the room across the foyer where an opulent display of china, crystal, and gold flatware was set at one end of a table that was easily forty feet long.

      “I’m so glad you were all able to make grandmother’s birthday celebration,” the young miss said. “And you shouldn’t feel obliged to hunt if you’d rather not. I don’t. Can’t abide it myself.”

      “Thank you, but my friends and I…”

      “I know my cousin Penelope is mad for the hunt, as is her mother, and Lady Camden is renowned for her skills with a horse, so I assume Lady Charlotte is as well. But I was hoping I would find a kindred soul with Lord Glencairn’s sister.”

      Isabel wanted to say something to correct the chit, but her upbringing, and her years out in society taught her well how to refrain from expressing the first thoughts that came to mind.

      “I am very much excited for the opportunity to ride with your grandmother during this month. My aunts have revered her for years, praising her longevity with our favorite sport.”

      “I didn’t know my Aunt Beverly was also your aunt.”

      “She is my godmother,” Isabel said. “Aunt Beverly is as close to our family as any beloved aunt.”

      “Oh, I wasn’t aware.” The other girl looked like a puppy that had been scolded? Had Isabel been curt in her explanation? She didn’t intend to be.

      “I’m sorry, Miss Olivia,” Isabel said, “if I sounded terse. Perhaps I, too, am more tired than I thought after several long days of travel.”

      “That is completely understandable, Lady Isabel,” Miss Olivia said. “Why just traveling by coach from Edinburgh is enough to exhaust me!”

      They arrived to their seats and Isabel discovered she was seated next to Lady Adina, with Miss Gordon on her left, and next to Miss Gordon was Doctor Gowrey. Across from them, Marcus was seated on Aunt Beverly’s right, as she shared the head of the table with Lady Adina. Next to Marcus sat Charlotte, and next to her was Lady Edgar. Lady Adina conversed with Aunt Beverly, and the two were deep into their discussion of her husband, Lord Huddleston, and his whereabouts in his latest letter to her.

      Lady Edgar, seated at the end of the table, brought up the subject that had been on Isabel, Charlotte, and Penelope’s mind since their arrival.

      Addressing the countess, Lady Edgar asked, “When is Rathcavan due to return? And will Mr. Santiago be with him?”

      Lady Adina passed a pointed glance from Lady Edgar to Miss Olivia. “The men will return as soon as they are able, Margaret.” She then gave Isabel a grin. “They are installing new equipment in the mill.” Lady Adina sipped from her crystal wine goblet. Her expression one of pride as she spoke of her grandson, the new earl. “My grandson is a charming rake with a singular obsession—industrialization of the country. Several years ago, before he inherited the title, he and his cousin purchased a copper foundry in Glasgow and converted it to a rail-producing mill for the expansion of the railroads across the country. They have recently taken a third partner in their endeavor, Mr. Santiago, freeing my nephew up to focus on growth and expansion.”

      Lady Edgar, apparently unsatisfied by her mother-in-law’s reply, pushed the matter again. “Well, surely they will arrive before the festivities are to begin on Saturday? Mr. Santiago has a betrothed here whom he abandoned almost immediately after their agreement⁠—”

      Lady Adina didn’t miss a beat. She jumped into Lady Edgar’s display of temper. “They will get here when they get here, Margaret, and cease with this betrothal nonsense now. We both know neither one wants to marry the other.”

      An awkward moment of silence hung over the party as several footmen cleared the soup dishes and others brought in the next course—a pâté of some sort on a bed of seasoned vegetables. When discussion resumed, talk had changed to horses, hounds, and hunting. Isabel wished dinner would end quickly so they could claim exhaustion and go back to their rooms. There was much to discuss with Penelope. Isabel was certain their friend waited for them to return and get the gossip from their dinner conversation.
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        * * *

      

      Charlotte closed the door behind Isabel when they had both entered Penelope’s room after dinner. The two had begged to be excused from the evening’s after-dinner entertainments because of lingering fatigue. And, while they were truly tired, they also wanted to be spared Penelope’s cousin’s singing and pianoforte playing. She was sure the girl was satisfactory at both, but Charlotte had no desire to listen.

      And her cousin Marcus was acting strange—as though he was interested in the chit. Yes, the girl was passably pretty. But it didn’t warrant paying her that much attention. Marcus couldn’t take his eyes off her abundant cleavage when he thought no one was looking. To make things even more strange, the betrothed miss was acting just as besotted with Marcus. The hussy! They just met that very evening.

      Charlotte could not envision Olivia as Marcus’ marchioness and forced the image trying to form out of her head. She’d have to talk to him, maybe shake some sense into him, or do something to get him to see through the chit’s helpless miss act. Because Charlotte got the feeling that Miss Gordon was a manipulative little brat. One who’d set her sights on the fortune, title, or both.

      But first she had to share with Penny the interesting behavior of everyone else at dinner—not herself or Isabel, of course. Then she’d tell her friend about the handsome doctor. The cousin to the new earl.

      “I find it interesting that the very morning after he decided he would marry Miss Olivia, Mr. Santiago left Lyden for Glasgow with the new earl.” Isabel spoke in a hushed tone as she sat opposite Charlotte on Penny’s bed. “And Miss Olivia! Her behavior all through dinner!”

      “You noticed, too?” Charlotte whispered. “I was hoping I wasn’t the only one who saw that. Your brother must be careful, because I sense that one is trouble.”

      “I was thinking that same thing,” Isabel replied. “I’m planning to talk to him.”

      “Miss Olivia is a prodigious flirt,” Charlotte added. “Indeed, she is a flirt of the first order. I know she is your cousin, Penny, but she is unlike anything I’ve ever encountered.”

      “I’m relieved to know that there is no betrothal,” Penny replied. “But why didn’t he write?” she mused, more to herself than to Charlotte or Isabel. Charlotte wondered if Penelope was well because she looked as though she was in a fog.

      “From what I overheard when Lady Adina was talking to your mother,” Isabel said, “the earl received new equipment at his mill and he and Mr. Santiago left immediately to supervise the installation and the start of production using this new equipment.”

      Penny’s gaze snapped to Isabel when she heard Mr. Santiago’s name. Charlotte hoped she wasn’t back sliding into the emotional turmoil that she’d been in during the year she’d not heard from the man. And on top of that, for the past six months Charlotte witnessed her friend’s renascence—a reawakening of her spirit that had been dormant because of her broken heart.

      “Then he really went to help his friend, and is not betrothed to Olivia?” Penny asked, the look on her face falling with her spirit.

      “I overheard a conversation she was having with Marcus,” Charlotte added, “and she is making it sound as though Mr. Santiago abandoned her after her aunt caught him kissing her.”

      Isabel nodded.

      “That is suspicious,” Penny said. “Why would she do that?"

      “I think,” Isabel said, “Miss Gordon is desperately trying to find a way out from under her aunt’s thumb. And she sees a rich, single young man as the only avenue to her independence.”

      She and Isabel both nodded. Then it hit Charlotte, clear as the sun on a summer day. She now understood! There was a pattern here… Mr. Santiago was running from Olivia also—just as he had Penelope. He told Penny he loved her and then disappeared. He probably told Olivia he loved her as well, then disappeared on her. The man truly is fickle and cannot decide if he wishes to get married or not. But Charlotte couldn’t tell Penelope this just yet. She wanted to confront him first, if he even came to Lyden Castle for the party, which Lady Adina expected he would.

      Charlotte hoped she was wrong, though she saw the similarities in both stories—a growing affection, a stolen kiss, then the man disappears. She’d always considered herself a fairly good judge of character, whether human or equine. And Mr. Santiago seemed the most respectful, honest, and sincere young man when it came to his affections for Penelope. Could it be because he still cared for Penny? Could that have been why he fled Olivia’s grasp? But if he did still love and desire Penny, then why did he not write to her? That was the thing that boggled Charlotte’s mind. She’d been witness to their blossoming relationship during those weeks before the season started last year when Penny was staying with her.

      It had seemed obvious to Charlotte that Mr. Santiago was besotted with Penelope. She and Isabel had been about to press their mothers for invitations for Nathaniel. He was the grandson of a British nobleman, even if his father was in trade. His mother now resided in Bath with his aunt, and both ladies were widowed. His uncle, the earl of Chawsbridge, was the one who’d found Mr. Santiago his position as a translator for some government official in Egypt, India, or some such.

      Penny and Isabel were her two best friends. Charlotte would do anything for them, including protect them from men whose only intent was to break their hearts. She wouldn’t even have to ask to know that instinctively they would do the same.

      “I don’t know what to make of it,” Penny said, her voice flat and hollow-sounding. When she sat up on the bed, eyes glazed over with shock of the evening’s revelations, Charlotte realized her friend was still in a great deal of pain. Penny’s eyes were swimming in tears, and the dark circles from the previous year had returned. “While I think I’m happy there is no agreement between them, I have many questions for him.”

      “I also have questions,” Isabel mused. “But it would be considered ill-mannered of me to ask Miss Olivia directly.”

      Charlotte agreed. “Could it be that he is still on his mission, and that is why he hasn’t written to you?”

      “I think he said he was to leave the country,” Penny said. “That he had to go somewhere to do this translation work for the government.”

      “Scotland is technically another country,” Charlotte added. “But what is he translating, Gaelic?”

      “His specialty is the various dialects of the Arab countries,” Penny said. “I was under the impression that his mission was very secret and dangerous. But that doesn’t explain⁠—”

      “—What he’s doing with your cousin in Glasgow,” Charlotte finished.

      “Do you think if you went to Lady Adina,” Isabel said, “and asked her what brought Nathaniel to Lyden that she might tell you? It seemed to me that she knew much and intentionally divulged little.”

      “I got that same feeling, too,” Charlotte said. She thought about the countess’ treatment of her daughter-in-law and granddaughter, and added, “Did you get the impression that Lady Adina just…” Charlotte struggled for the right word, “that she just tolerates Lady Edgar and Olivia? As though she didn’t seem to take them seriously.”

      “I did,” Isabel said. “And it boggles the mind.”

      “He’ll be arriving soon. I can feel it.” Penelope’s voice cracked, which meant she was going to cry again. “What do I do if he doesn’t remember me, or care? What if he is returning because he wishes to win Olivia’s hand? She is beautiful and young…”

      As her friend began to cry, Charlotte took the kerchief from her pocket and handed it to her weepy friend. Penny was the first of the three of them to experience a broken heart. Charlotte and Isabel had yet to set their hearts on any man. And with the way Penny had been for the past year and a half, Charlotte wasn’t so sure she even wanted to fall in love, much less get married. Eventually she wanted to have a child, but being in the family way meant she’d have to give up riding for the duration and that wasn’t something she wanted to consider just yet. She also didn’t want to ever be the watering can that Penny was right then.

      “He cannot possibly want to marry her, Penny,” Isabel said. “I spoke with her, and she has a brain filled with goose feathers. All she spoke about was shopping, her season in Edinburgh and how she wanted to have one in London next, and how handsome Marcus is. Then, she specifically said she was not fond of riding, and your Mr. Santiago sits a horse like he was born on one.”

      “What on earth can they possibly have in common?” Charlotte asked.

      “I know that I will have to take part in the festivities when they begin,” Penny said, “but until they do, I wish I could stay in my room.”

      “We haven’t yet told you about Doctor Gowrey,” Isabel said.

      “Oh, Penny,” Charlotte gave her friend a sorrowful stare, suddenly remembering. “Lady Adina has asked him to come see you tomorrow if you are still ill.”

      “This doesn’t have to be a bad thing you know,” said Isabel. “The young doctor from Edinburgh is handsome. And Mr. Santiago just might realize what he’s passing up if he chooses Cousin Goose Feathers over you.”

      Penelope laughed—a nervous sounding titter—through the tears. This freed Charlotte to laugh, then Isabel.

      Before Charlotte left Penny’s room for her bed, she resolved that she would confront Mr. Santiago for the pain he caused her friend. He owed Penny an explanation and an apology.

      And Charlotte was going to make sure he did both!
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      “As long as I don't bend over or take a deep breath, I shall be the perfect image of grace and elegance at Lady Adina’s birthday party," Isabel concluded as she turned from the mirror to face her friends and her maid.

      "If ye get too uncomf'table come back an’ I'll loosen it up a bit more," her maid said.

      "Why didn't we buy new costumes for this party?" Isabel tugged yet again at the top of the bodice of her burgundy dress cut in the medieval style which was her costume for the night. Heaven forbid anyone thought her vulgar because of the abundant display of flesh above the gold piping on her bodice. She regretted not trying the dress on before leaving town, but there was nothing to be done about it now, especially as the bodice had already been let out twice before. There wasn’t enough material remaining to let it out again.

      "Because there wasn't enough time to have new ones made," Penelope said. "We didn't learn about Aunt Adina's desire for a costume party until right before we left. Mother suggested these as we wear them at least once a year, and haven't yet this year."

      "Ugh," Isabel muttered on a huff. "I think I've grown since I last wore it. It feels like I'm coming out of the top of this square bodice."

      "I've seen worse. Remember what Miss Amity Childers wore at the Ambrose masque," Charlotte said. "I swear each time she took a deep breath every man within twenty feet of her got a peek at the crest of her nipples."

      "I feel… too exposed now," Isabel said. "It is definitely the last time we go as the Fates, unless I can get another dress made."

      "Do that after we return to London," Charlotte said, pacing impatiently in front of the bed in the room Isabel was assigned in Lyden for the duration. "Now, come on, we've hidden in here long enough." Her cream-colored gown swished as she swept toward the door. Charlotte extended her hand to Penny and added, "Your mother went downstairs ages ago."

      "I'm not hiding," replied Isabel, "I'm trying to decide whether or not to change dresses."

      "No changing dresses," Charlotte said. "I've been listening to the carriages arriving for the past thirty minutes. My room faces the front drive, if you’ll recall."

      Penelope pressed her fist into her abdomen—a sign, Isabel knew, of her increased nervousness over her meeting with Mr. Santiago now that they learned the gentlemen had arrived from Isabel’s maid. "I'm not so sure I can—,” Penny began, only to be cut off by Charlotte.

      "You can," she said. "We have a plan, remember? And Doctor Gowrey is looking forward to dancing with you. He said so! Didn't he Isabel?"

      Isabel stepped away from her maid, finally ready to go below. "Penny," she said, "we will be with you the entire time. You will not be alone with Mr. Santiago at all, unless you want to be." Isabel would make sure of it. That man would never again have the opportunity to charm his way into her heart as he had the year before.

      "You cannot hide in your room the entire month," Charlotte added. "Even if we went with your mother next week—assuming she is still going to Edinburgh now—we cannot hide. That is the worst thing you could do."

      "Yes," Isabel said. "It tells him that you still mourn your relationship.” Isabel wanted to tell her dearest friend how much she admired her strength and composure in the face of dealing with her cousin Olivia, and now the arrival of Mr. Santiago. But, if she told her now, Penny might think Isabel was just being nice. She loved Penny, and her friend was handling this pain and heartbreak with far more grace than Isabel would if she were in the same position. Isabel, unfortunately, had inherited her mother’s passionate nature, and struggled with it occasionally when there was something she felt strongly about.

      "You're right," Penny closed her eyes as she pushed back her shoulders and breathed deeply.

      Isabel reassured Penelope once more that she and Charlotte were going to be with her, supporting her through the entire first meeting with Mr. Santiago, and beyond if necessary.

      "Thank you both," Penny smoothed invisible wrinkles in her blue skirt with her trembling, gloved hands. "We have a plan." She nervously repeated the words spoken a hundred times in the past thirty-six hours. "I will not let him back into my good graces. He does not exist for me anymore."

      "He does not," Charlotte stated.

      Linking arms with Penelope, Isabel wished she had a portion of her cousin's boldness and confidence. All she had was good manners.

      "There is another gentleman here with the earl, not just Mr. Santiago and Doctor Gowrey,” Isabel said trying to think of the name of one of the men Miss Gordon mentioned. “Evidently Doctor Gowrey has a twin brother here as well. Your cousin is a chatterbox. She stopped by my room on her way below to see how much longer we would be."

      "Doctor Gowrey is handsome and very nice," Penny whispered. And, he was the maternal cousin of her step-cousin, the earl, so her father might not disapprove of a match—if it ever came to that.

      Isabel found the doctor interesting and easy to talk to. “I sat next to him at dinner last night and he is incredibly intelligent and well-spoken, not just handsome.” They moved toward the door, on their way down to join the others at the party. “He also is a man very comfortable in his own skin. I look forward to continuing our conversation on children’s health issues in dense urban areas.”

      Isabel stopped as she passed her reflection in the cheval mirror. Looking at the tops of her breasts exposed above the bodice, she again got the urge to cover herself. "Are you sure this bodice is not too daring? This isn't London, and I'm concerned⁠—"

      "For the final time, Isabel, you look wonderful, and that dress has always looked good on you." Charlotte stopped short of the door, her hand about to grasp the knob.

      "Here," her cousin handed her one end of the cord and Penny the other, taking her position in the center as one of the three Fates, holding the cord of someone’s life. On Penny’s costume, she wore a tiny pair of sewing scissors connected to her gold belt, representing the cutting of the cord at birth. Charlotte’s golden belt was actually representative of a measuring cord, representing the length of life. Isabel was the center. She was the middle, representing life itself. She was also the shorter of the three standing between two tall ladies. When Isabel asked about it Charlotte said, ‘That’s because life is short.” Her cousin gave her a grin and a hug. “Like you.”

      “We are going to have a wonderful time tonight,” Charlotte said. “There are no society or gossip column writers here. It's a small affair, with no one from London. Just locals, so there is nothing to worry yourself over. Besides, your guards are on the premises."

      "They're not just mine. They are here to protect you both also," Isabel replied.

      "Aye," Charlotte glanced at Isabel and smiled reassuringly. "Pity the poor soul who tries anything foolish towards us."

      Isabel squeezed Penny's hand. "That includes Mr. Santiago."

      Penny gave them both an apprehensive glance. And, not for the first time tonight, Isabel felt a riotous flutter of butterflies. It had been so long since she felt nervous because of an event, but for some reason tonight she couldn't seem to shake this sensation. She had to though, for Penelope's sake. She gave her cousin a wan smile. "You heard Papa. He would not allow me to come without them."

      "There's no one here that is going to attempt to abduct you, ruin you, or play false with your heart," Charlotte reassured. "And, as Aunt Beverly has said, we should consider this as being among extended family and their select guests. Besides, knowing your father," Charlotte gave Isabel a wry, knowing look. "I'd be willing to bet he knew the guest list before he gave his approval."

      "Right," she replied. "I shouldn't worry over the little things like the décolletage of my dress." Why then did her voice quaver and her heart race? Was there some message in this sense of foreboding she felt? Something she should be heeding?

      A tug on the cord she held and Charlotte’s annoyed voice brought her out of her thoughts.

      “Let’s go, Isa!” her cousin whispered, “You’re slowing us down.”

      Isabel finally walked through the door and crossed the threshold into the hallway. The trio met a liveried footman at the corner where the hallway of family bedrooms met the portrait gallery. He then guided the ladies through the long corridor with its heather green carpet, to the floral-carpeted portrait gallery.

      As they walked through the gallery toward the main staircase Charlotte continued. “We are going to have a wonderful time tonight. We will dance with as many gentlemen who ask, and we shall enjoy ourselves. Understood?”

      Isabel nodded. They went down the wide sweeping staircase which led to the main foyer, and from there toward the great hall. Even though she was excited about the night ahead, that strange sensation from a few minutes earlier still reverberated through her. She’d have to think about it further—but later.

      They followed closely behind the footman, deeper into the ancient part of the castle, beyond the tapestries depicting medieval scenes of life in a small village or bailey, to the great hall. It appeared they were the last of the arrivals as no one else waited to be announced.

      Isabel heard violins playing a lively folk tune as they neared the place where everyone had gathered. She shivered again with Penelope and Charlotte at her side. It wasn’t because she was cold, rather it was that pressing sense of foreboding again.

      Charlotte thanked the man escorting them and gave their names to the butler who stood at the entrance to the great hall, a massive room which on this night doubled as the ballroom decorated with an autumn hunt theme. He called out their arrival and they descended the three steps down into the sea of well-coiffed heads.

      Within moments of the announcement, those heads turned and became faces, some smiling, some curious. A few familiar, most not.

      "I thought this was to be a small affair," Isabel said to no one in particular.

      "Compared to London, this is small," Charlotte replied. Her cousin led her and Penelope into the crowd, as they held on to the gold cord which was one of the many mythological depiction of the fates—Clotho, Lachesis, and Atropos.

      Penny had gone silent upon entering the great hall. As they moved through the crowd, Charlotte turned back and said to Isabel, "We must find Aunt Beverly and Lady Adina first, to give them our apologies for our late arrival, and have her make the introduction to the earl if he's here."

      The three of them greeted several of Lady Adina's neighbors they'd met the day before at a tea hosted by Lady Edgar at her mother’s home, the neighboring estate of Brynfeld. After arriving on Thursday afternoon, Lady Beverly had wanted to take Friday to rest from their travels, except they learned Thursday night of the Friday afternoon tea Lady Adina’s daughter-in-law had arranged. So as they moved through the pockets of meandering guests, Isabel smiled at everyone who acknowledged her, even those that didn't appear familiar.

      As they pressed through the crowd of people Charlotte said, "You would think for as tall as she is and with her bright blond hair, that finding your mother wouldn't be so difficult, Penny." They stopped as her cousin again scanned the room. "I see them now," Charlotte led the way to the other side of the hall without crossing the dance floor where dancers promenaded down two perpendicular lines in a country dance.

      From Isabel’s vantage point as they made their way through the crush, she could now see Penelope's mother standing upon the dais, looking for them as well, she was sure. Aunt Beverly wore an ocean-blue satin gown that matched her eyes, with one shoulder bare in the style of a Greek goddess. The belt which appeared to hold all the material in place was an icy silver. The color combination and the design was very flattering on her. The dress was one of her Aunt Beverly’s own designs and made by Madame Anjevine, whom Aunt Beverly knew personally.

      Lady Adina, Countess of Rathcavan, dressed as Mary, the Queen of the Scots, in a royal purple velvet dress, and stiff white collar around her neck, her gray hair was covered with a wig of short red curls, under a wimple and veil that covered her neck and shoulders. Of all the portraits Isabel had seen of the queen, Lady Adina came the closest to replicating the image of her.

      Their hostess held court from the center of the dais, as Aunt Beverly took her seat to the countess' left. Lady Edgar sat to the right of the countess, dressed as Venus, and next to Lady Edgar was the earl's half sister, Miss Olivia Gordon, as Marie Antoinette, with a tall powdered wig and abundantly exposed cleavage to lend authenticity to her outfit.

      Candlelight glinted off Miss Olivia's shimmering milky-white complexion. Evidently the powder she used contained flecks of silver, making her look ethereal in the candlelit great hall. Isabel almost hated her perfect form and skin. Almost. Because Isabel suspected Olivia was, as Penny had warned them the afternoon they'd arrived, a manipulator. A beautiful manipulator. One who looked bored to tears seated up there next to her aunt.

      Lady Adina nodded in recognition of their arrival as she was now deep in conversation with a servant standing behind her.

      "We're glad you ladies are feeling rested enough to attend the party," said Lady Edgar. "The gentlemen arrived about an hour ago, and will be down as soon as they change into more appropriate clothing. Dinner will be at ten, followed by more dancing."

      Isabel suddenly found herself standing next to Olivia who had apparently risen from her seat with the older ladies. "I love to dance," Olivia said. "Do you?"

      "Yes, I do.” Though she likely would not be doing much tonight, no matter how much Charlotte wanted her to. She just arrived and already wanted to tug the top of her bodice up again, but that would be ill-mannered. Heaven forbid someone wrote about her behaving so crudely.

      "Does Lord Glencairn enjoy dancing?" Olivia stared out onto the dance floor, where Marcus was dancing a reel with a red-haired young lady who was more than just passably pretty. Isabel got the impression that Miss Olivia Gordon was perhaps a bit jealous.

      "I believe so, yes," Isabel replied honestly, wondering what was going on with the two of them. If the girl had any hopes of finding a husband, she needed to overcome this tendency toward fixating on one man to the point of obsession. This was the conclusion Isabel had arrived at that very morning while being forced to tolerate breakfast seated next to Miss Olivia, and later in the afternoon in the salon where they greeted some female visitors who’d arrived early.

      Olivia was beautiful. And, according to Lady Edgar, would have no problem finding a husband in Edinburgh if “that Spaniard doesn’t marry my dear girl.” So Miss Olivia had no reason to be jealous of Marcus dancing with another young lady.

      Olivia had an elegant, if youngish face, with eyes of dark, crystalline blue that perfectly matched her gown. The gown was flattering on her slender figure, with panniers exaggerating the span of her hips, as was common back in the day of Marie Antoinette. But even with the panniers making her hips appear wide, it was obvious her waist was equivalent to the span of a butterfly's wings—or so it seemed to Isabel, who was blessed with enough abundant natural hip, waist, and bust to share with all her friends. How many times had she wished she could give the excess away!

      Miss Gordon seemed quiet, almost shy, tonight. Nothing like the girl she met two days earlier, and sat next to at dinner the past two nights. Isabel thought perhaps it had to do with the fact that Mr. Santiago had returned. And if Isabel wasn't mistaken, in his absence Miss Olivia had discovered a tendre for another man—her brother.

      She would have to have a talk with Marcus about this. If there was an understanding between Miss Gordon and Mr. Santiago, then as a gentleman Marcus would have to step aside. While she and Marcus did have two younger brothers, she couldn’t let Marcus jeopardize the succession to their father’s title, and that meant dueling. Not only was it illegal, he could be seriously injured or even killed.

      Isabel sighed silently, watching all the dancers moving across the floor. She wished she was one of them. She wanted to dance, but not with some clumsy lordling so deep into his cups that he reeked and bungled his footing. Isabel wanted someone as tired of the social games of London society as she was.

      If only she could be so fortunate as to find a good man to marry. Isabel was beginning to think, after four seasons fending off men who were desperate only for her dowry or political connection to her father, that there were no men interested in her. She'd met scores of men each season, but after three-and-a-half-years and four seasons out in society, she'd yet to meet one who intrigued her beyond a few minutes’ conversation.

      She was deep in her own thoughts when she heard her name. Glancing up at Lady Edgar, Isabel gave her a smile hoping to show she'd been listening.

      "...Of course, on the last weekend, we will have a ball next door at Brynfeld. My mother and sister-in-law will certainly invite all their friends and family as well."

      Lady Edgar chattered on about the arrangements for that party, then added, "As soon as my nephew enters the hall, I shall drag him over to make you all acquainted. Penelope was just saying she, too, would need an introduction as she has never met my nephew either. Imagine that! She's been a member of the family for… well, forever, and she's never met her own cousin."

      Isabel held Penelope’s hand, knowing her friend wanted to get away from Lady Edgar and her chatter, especially as it pertained to Mr. Santiago’s arrival with the earl.

      Lady Adina called Charlotte over and the four began to discuss horses, like veterans of the field. Even though she, Charlotte, and Penelope were all much younger than the countess, because they shared the passion of all things equine, it was like having an instant friend—one who wore turbans and had much more experience with fox hunting than the three of them combined.

      “Girls, I shall have your opinion on my stables after next week's rides.” Lady Adina said. “Though I have greatly reduced the breeding of my working hunters, I still supervise the breeding of the remaining sale stock and training of all my personal horses, and still ride out several mornings each week—though it is a quieter ride I seek now."

      She leaned in close to the three of them. "I very much enjoy running with the hounds, just not as frequently these days, for I fear the years have caught up with me. Lately, I find the cold and damp weather make my joints ache."

      Charlotte, Penelope, and Lady Adina continued talking about the recent wet weather and how it might affect the upcoming hunts, and Isabel nodded and smiled when she thought it was appropriate. While she listened to their conversation, Isabel became mesmerized by the dancers—men and women, some in costume, some not, on the enormous dance floor moving in time to the music. Lady Adina, seeing the interest she had with what was happening on the dance floor, said, “It sounds as though a lively polka has started. You ladies should get out there and dance, even if it is just with each other.”

      Taking the clue to go and mingle, the three of them stepped off the dais and walked away, still holding the cord that connected them—birth, life, and death. They moved toward the back of the ballroom, stopping once to greet an acquaintance from town who was visiting his family in the area.

      "Time for champagne." Charlotte caught the eye of the appropriate footman, the one bearing the tray of crystal flutes filled with the bubbly drink. When they each had a glass, they raised them in their small circle, "To good weather and even better hunting," said Charlotte, raising her glass.

      "To strength," Penny said, her voice stronger than it had been all night. "I'm going to need it." She motioned to where Olivia hung on Marcus' arm, headed to the dance floor. The young miss turned those enormous pools of sapphire, and rouged bow lips, up to Marcus.

      Isabel groaned. She really needed to have that talk with her brother soon, before anything truly… irreversible grew between those two.

      "Isabel?" Charlotte prodded. "What is your toast going to be?"

      "Can I wish that my brother not make an enormous mistake with some fickle lass?"

      "No," her cousin said. "It has to be your wish for you for this month."

      Isabel thought a moment, then raised her glass. "To a quiet time in the country." Penelope and Charlotte shook their heads in bewilderment, and she felt the need to justify.

      "Well, as I see it, we have just come out of the worst season ever. And after what we've been through, if I'm going to wish for something, it's going to be a quiet month. A whole month where I don't have to read another society column that has me entertaining yet another offer of matrimony without my prior knowledge— either with a man I know, or one I don’t."

      "Right," said Charlotte. "You might as well tell the Times and the Gazette to just cease publication, because making up stories about you seems to be their favorite pastime of late.”
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      Laethan Ross Gordon, seventh Earl of Rathcavan, hated being late for anything—especially when it had to do with his beloved grandmother. His frustration grew as he tugged at the knot his cousin tied for him around his neck. If he didn’t get the damned thing loose he would die of suffocation. He ducked under a tray and slid past the footman carrying it through the narrow servant’s passageway behind the great hall, wanting to just slip into the room quietly and not take attention from his grandmother, the countess, on her special day. Well, the day they chose to celebrate her seventy-fifth birthday. Her actual birthday had been two weeks earlier, in mid-September, but she’d insisted on this month-long house party to bring her nephew’s family up for the hunting. Lord Huddleston’s wife, daughter, and two other ladies were guests of his grandmother’s for the month.

      One of the young ladies in this room was the Duke of Caversham’s only daughter. His gaze scanned the great hall searching for her. She was here—Lady Isabel—the lady he'd dreamed of meeting properly since that day three-and-a-half-years earlier. That was when he’d gone to London to speak with the owner of a foundry he and his cousin were considering purchasing in Glasgow with the intention to convert it to a rail production mill supplying rail to the expanding railroad industry spreading across the country. Knowing he was coming to London, his grandfather had asked him to pay a call on the Duke of Caversham, and he had. At the time Laethan was a mere mister, not even the heir to his grandfather’s title yet because his uncle still lived. So he’d gone to Caversham House to carry his grandfather’s greetings to the duke one afternoon.

      That’s when he first saw her.

      It had been early summer, and the family was packing to return to their home in the country. The house had been in transition, with servants scurrying about and footmen carrying trunks to the lower level of the home. Laethan had been seated in the hallway in front of the duke’s office when Lady Isabel entered the front door of Caversham House after her ride in the park. Her face had been radiant with color and her doe eyes were sparkled with excitement. Her long, wavy black hair had been hanging down her back, in windswept disarray.

      Laethan overheard her tell her mother she’d lost the ribbon that held it back, but that her hat had prevented it from falling into her eyes while she rode. She disappeared up the steps without speaking with him, but they’d had a moment of eye contact that he would never forget, and he knew at that very moment he wanted her.

      At the time he’d nothing to offer the daughter of a gypsy, much less the only daughter of the richest man in the entire country, and one of the most powerful members of parliament. Laethan knew he needed a plan, and would have to bide his time, all the while praying she didn’t meet another. And during that time, he was going to build his mill somehow, and hope they would turn a profit quickly.

      The very next day, Laethan purchased that falling down, abandoned foundry he and Eamon had come across. But all the right intentions and dreams couldn’t prevent the roof collapse over the area that housed his furnaces, leading to an explosion and fire. They’d recovered and rebuilt the roof, and production had been going swimmingly, up until the rolling mill failure which showed him how critical it was to have the most current and state of the art furnaces and rolling equipment. And since they were updating equipment they might as well expand because Laethan didn’t see the demand for rail decreasing at all.

      All this left his personal business in debt to his and Eamon’s ears, which was why he needed an heiress, but in his heart there was only one heiress he wanted. Lady Isabel Halden.

      Reading about Lady Isabel in the newspapers each week made him smile, and every time a gossip columnist wrote about her rebuff of one man or another, he got his hopes up. And rumors of Lady Isabel's incredibly large dowry were never confirmed in anything he'd read, but often hinted at. The last time was earlier this year when one gossip writer wrote: "How a lady of such impeccable breeding, incredible beauty, and immense dowry could still be unattached after four seasons out in society leads this author to believe that the lady is either too selective, or there must be such a great defect in her personality that would make it impossible for a man to remain in her company for any length of time."

      Laethan also heard she'd refused dozens of offers of marriage, and that her father feared for his daughter’s safety so much he had guards protecting her. Of course he doubted that all he'd read or heard about the lady was true, but one thing he did know—having that man as an ally in his corner would be good for his business.

      Yes, he'd have to thank his grandmother for inviting her family to the party. When she'd told him it was time he took a wife and asked him if he had anyone in mind, Laethan quipped in an off-handed manner, that he'd love a match with the Duke of Caversham's daughter. He'd said it in passing, in a very off-handed way, or so he thought, because his interest in the lady was a secret he'd kept to himself all these years.

      He stared at the trio of ladies making their way down the steps. Now which one was she? Hers was the second name announced, but the lady in the center of the trio was blonde wearing an ice blue gown, so obviously not the ebony-haired goddess he remembered, or that the gossip columnists adored. The taller of the two brunettes, wearing white, was not dark enough to be her either, her hair was caramel-colored and straight. He remembered Lady Isabel having soft waves of ebony black falling to her waist.

      She had to be the voluptuous petite lass in blood red bringing up the rear of that threesome. He then noticed her midnight black hair, and she was everything he remembered, and more. Her face had a more mature beauty, than child-like charm now. The way she carried herself, with that adorable regal tilt of her chin, and the graceful fluidity with which she walked, all mesmerized him to the point he couldn’t take his eyes off her. She was poised, elegant, and… regal.

      She should be married to a King, she was so far above him and so beautiful. But she’d bewitched him that long ago summer day, and he wanted her as his wife.

      The society gossip section of the papers all called her an aloof beauty, an Ice Princess. All he could think of was how wrong they were. There was nothing aloof about this young woman who—without knowing him—met his gaze and gave him a grin. From what he’d read about her, and observed with his own eyes, she always had a ready smile for her friends, and if it weren’t for the fact that she turned down one suitor after the next, she would never have this reputation for being cold at all.

      He couldn't take his eyes off her, this lass some gossip writer dubbed Lady Ice. The young lady entering the great hall was simultaneously radiant and… delectable. Even a vision of the most beautiful angels heaven could not be lovelier. From the top of her head, piled high with curls and laced through with what appeared to be tiny pearls, to the bottom of her deliciously curvaceous body, everything about the lady mesmerized him, drew him to her.

      Good manners dictated he get to the dais to greet his grandmother as he'd just entered the room through the servants’ vestibule, but he held back. He had to first collect his wits lest he appear a love-drunk fool. Just then his twin cousins Alain and Eamon caught up to him, stopping just short of bumping into him.

      "One of the kitchen maids said the card rooms are starting to fill," Eamon clapped him on the back. "We need to go on down if we're to escape this crush of marriage-minded dearlings before someone gets their claws into us. So let's greet your grandmother and hie on out of here, right?"

      "Aye," said Alain, the older twin. "While I'm not ready to get shackled yet, I will admit to looking forward to a dance later with your cousin, Miss Penelope."

      Eamon stopped and whistled low, catching his attention. “Oh, hullo, dearlings!"

      Laethan returned his gaze to the striking beauties, grinning. "They are the heiresses I believe my grandmother invited for me to select a bride from."

      Of course Eamon and Alain knew the true purpose of this house party. His cousins, and now their friend Nate, were aware to some extent of the circumstances Laethan found himself in. Not of his doing, yet his to repair.

      "Why I believe your grandmother just made a house guest of me, cousin," Eamon said. "This should be an interesting few weeks. Who are they?" he asked of his twin, who had been here several days already. "Do you know?"

      "The blonde is Miss Penelope," Alain said. "She's your cousin Laethan, and Lord Huddleston's daughter."

      Laethan cocked a dark auburn brow. "You mean that’s… that’s my step-cousin? I don't know why, but I was expecting someone who wasn’t… as attractive as that.”

      “Ahh… then she's the lass Nate came for." Eamon leaned closer to Laethan and Alain. "Brother mine, who are the other two with Nate's lass?"

      "The shorter, curvier lass is the duke of Caversham's daughter," said Alain, "and the tall one is the earl of Camden's daughter. All three are very charming, polite, and intelligent ladies. Do not think to dally with them, ye big dolt."

      "Let the ladies be the judge, laddie," Eamon replied. "If one is in need of consoling—or something more—from a real man and not town dandies like yerself, then I'm just the man to help a lady out."

      “Stay away from the lass in red,” Laethan whispered. He couldn’t let his ill-mannered cousin work his charming way into the lady’s heart. Not when Laethan wanted her for his own.

      "What's that?" Eamon asked.

      “You heard me,” Laethan said, “Lady Isabel Halden, the lass in red… until you hear from me she is off limits to your meaty mitts.”

      “Where did ye hear about her?”

      “In the papers,” he replied, never taking his eyes off Lady Isabel. "You should read them as well. You'd learn much."

      Eamon grunted. "I've got better things to do than read about society doings."

      "Yes, well…” Laethan continued, never taking his eyes off the dark-haired heiress, “After my uncle died, and I knew I was going to inherit from my grandfather, I had to change what I think with regard to finding a wife. Aye, I've got to do my duty by the title. But, by damned, I'd like the experience to at least be pleasant.” He clapped Eamon on the back and grinned at the two men he planned to stand up for him. “And I'm thinking that little one with the abundant cleavage might make the task very pleasurable indeed."

      Laethan couldn’t help but remember the look in her eye that morning he sat in the hallway outside her father’s office, or the shy grin she gave him as she went up the steps and out of his sight. That vision is what motivated him to meet, court, and marry her. Because she was the one he wanted as his countess.

      Eamon slapped him on the shoulder. "Well then, let's hie on o'er to your grandmother and get an introduction."

      Alain stopped his brother. "They are ladies, and not barmaids, Eamon. Do not think to play fast with their hearts."

      Laethan watched two of the ladies walking away from Lady Isabel, and she moved off to a corner. Now was his chance to get close to her. Like a moth to her flame he wanted to fly into the light.

      “Give me a few minutes to think and I’ll meet you downstairs.” Laethan left his cousins behind as he wended his way toward the far corner of the great hall to watch the lady a moment or two before he made his move. Without a doubt she was incredibly beautiful. Even better, she had a dowry that would end all his problems.

      He had to hand it to his grandmother. She said she would do her part to bring the ladies to him and she delivered, bringing the biggest fish in all Britain to his feet. He'd have to remember to give her a big kiss to thank her. Better yet, he'd promise to name his first daughter after her.
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      A member of the orchestra took a few minutes to replace a string on his instrument after it breaking during the last song, and as he re-tuned his viola, the three ladies moved toward the rear of the crowd, not wishing to get in the way of the dancers preparing to go onto the floor. Isabel tried not to let Marcus disappear from her sight, but it was proving difficult with all these tall people crowding her.

      "I'm going back to my room for a while," Penelope whispered. "I will return later. I'm not feeling..."

      "I know what you're thinking," Charlotte said. "Olivia has disappeared and Mr. Santiago has not yet made an appearance. But it cannot be as bad as you think, because we've all seen her making moon-eyes at Marcus."

      "And he at her as well," Isabel whispered, "let's not forget that!" She scanned the room now that the tallish man in front of her led his dance partner through the crowd. "Well, it seems my brother has also disappeared." She could see almost everyone, except the few people in the darkened corner near the massive coat-of-arms tapestry. God, she hoped he wasn't over there with Olivia. She stood on her tip-toes trying to see past the people blocking her view. "It seems I have to keep my brother from making a fool of himself."

      "We'll come with you, Penny," Charlotte offered.

      "No." Isabel leaned in to whisper over the noise of the crowd and the musicians preparing to play. "I'm going to save my brother from being killed in a duel— especially if he's off somewhere ruining Olivia's reputation. I doubt that the earl would take kindly to Marcus taking advantage of that particular willing miss."

      "We will be back in a few minutes, or at least I will. Please do not leave this room," Charlotte said. "If something should happen to you⁠—"

      Isabel patted her cousin on the arm. "Nothing will happen. Jennings and Harris are on the premises. I'll be right here when you return."

      After her companions left, Isabel moved closer to that darkened corner, placing her empty champagne flute on a tray as a footman passed. She thanked the man, then settled in to watch the dancers, still looking for her brother, whilst tapping her toe in time to the song.

      As the music crescendoed, she backed up several steps to avoid a collision with an overeager dancer dressed in lederhosen spinning closer to where she stood. Suddenly, an arm came around her waist, pulling her backward into contact with an obviously broad and very solid, muscular male body. Shock that someone had actually touched her, albeit to rescue her, rendered her momentarily stunned. She could see nothing but the gentleman's arm, encased in midnight blue superfine catching her just above her waist. Looking down at the arm, the glint of three silver buttons held her attention as he held her close, turning her away from the impending wreck. The man then braced himself, and absorbed the impact from the spinning top on two drunken left feet, saving her from a most undignified fall.

      While her rescuer gave a slight grunt at the moment of the actual crash, he supported her perfectly and Isabel never once felt unbalanced or in fear of falling. Then she realized where his arm was, and her heart began to race, not in fear, but something else, a sensation she couldn’t identify. A warm and pleasant one, and one that stirred a sense of excitement and daring. Something she was unused to unless on the back of an energetic horse in need of exercise.

      She recovered her senses and immediately apologized. “I'm so sorry," she began before the man behind her released her, wondering if she hadn't contributed to the situation by sipping her champagne too quickly. She hadn’t meant to get in anyone’s way, she was just trying to avoid colliding with the drunken dancer.

      The threat was gone as the man wobbled off toward one of the doors, and still her rescuer held onto her. His strong body sheltered her for a moment longer than was necessary she was sure, but she had no desire to leave his protective embrace.

      "Don't apologize, my lady," a deep masculine voice, with a soft Scots brogue said. "You are not at fault. It appears our neighbor, Mr. Bartlesby, is rather fond of dance."

      The stranger released her and Isabel gave thanks she remained in the dim corner as she righted herself, straightening her bodice which she had very nearly spilled out of. Thank the good lord that she’d not embarrassed herself in front of this man, whoever he was—because she had a feeling she was going to like him.

      "Someone should do him a favor and tell him the spirits are not helping his dance at all." She brushed an imaginary wrinkle from her red velvet bliaut while she slowly inhaled and exhaled. When she felt appropriately collected, she turned to face the man and thank him for his assistance. And found her eyes level with a wide chest attached to a very tall masculine form encased in a perfect-fitting dark blue coat. No gloves. He wore no gloves. Isabel’s heart raced, pounding like hoofbeats at full gallop. His bare hands were large, strong, masculine. And they were on her body, under her breast, supporting her.

      He’d protected her.

      Turning her stunned gaze upward to see her savior, she got a view of a strong, square chin with a shadow of stubble beginning to appear, and a Roman nose that hinted of a previous break at one time. She had to step back to get a better look at him, and that's when she took in the kilt, knee stockings and highly polished black dress shoes.The white shirt was a bit snug across his chest, his coat was open and she saw he had no waistcoat on, and the shirt had to have been someone else's, or this man was still growing. The stock tie around his neck was loosely tied and the top button of his shirt was loose, obviously to make room for that muscular neck. He'd either not finished dressing, or had no respect for his host and hostess, for if he did he wouldn’t attend their affair so recklessly attired.

      She apologized again, this time for staring at him, judging, and finding him filled with careless disregard for propriety and lack of respect for Lady Adina. The burly Scot smiled back at her. Though unable to discern the exact shade of blue, his eyes held a glint of mirth to them as he returned her stare, giving him a rather youthful appearance. His short dark auburn hair curled gently, and she had the sudden urge to touch it to see if it were as soft as it appeared but held herself back. To do so wouldn’t be proper. Isabel studied the breadth of his shoulders, as wide as the enormous fireplace near the dais, and remembered how hard that wall of his chest felt. Surely he was made of the same stone that built this castle. That was when she realized there was not an ounce of down padding in that evening coat.

      It was all him.

      And suddenly her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. For certain, if a woman had to be saved by anyone, this big, braw Scot was just the man to do it.

      His form, and obviously rugged nature appealed to some primitive, desirous creature within her. Like a sudden awakening of something improper or illicit, it terrified her because she was drawn to it, and she shouldn’t be. She had to remember where she was.

      Magnificent as his physical form was, this man's eyes held her captive. Even in the poorly lit corner, she could tell he possessed beautiful eyes, fringed with long, dark lashes. Deep azure pools flecked with gold, they were a color she'd never seen before. Just looking into them made her quiver inside and her heart race. She couldn’t let anyone see her in such a state, it would lead to gossip, and she hated being the object of gossip. And here she was, suddenly unable to form words, precisely when she needed to most, in order to thank him for his assistance, and leave.

      Realizing something far worse than nearly being bowled over by a drunken guest, or even spilling out of her bodice… Isabel froze with fear. The man had touched her with his bare hands, placed his arm around her person and held her intimately, and…

      She opened her mouth but nothing came out. Had her tongue been paralyzed?

      They’d not been introduced!

      Seeing her discomposure, the kilt-wearing Atlas quickly came to her assistance. "I apologize, my lady, for not having anyone readily at hand to introduce us. I am Laethan Ross Gordon, seventh Earl of Rathcavan."

      He bowed low from the waist, and when he straightened, she took in the handsome visage of the man in his blue-plaid kilted finery. She exhaled a dramatic breath. Introductions! He thought her flustered about not having been introduced. That was a far better excuse for her discombobulated state, because if he knew she’d been attracted to him, that would be even more embarrassing. Isabel would never be able to live that down.

      Then she remembered. He was the earl! Dear God in heaven, she’d been ogling her host! She had to get away from him—before they were spotted together without having been officially introduced. If anyone gossiped it was sure to make the papers, even from up here in the middle of nowhere, Scotland.

      While she was the one who worried over proprieties such as introductions, he was trying to make her relaxed. He gave her a casual grin, as though this happened every day to him. She wanted to laugh at her own cowardice and silliness, but instead exhaled that breath she held because of her nerves. Once she’d done that, her tongue became miraculously unstuck.

      "Lady Isabel Halden, my lord,” she replied as she curtsied before him. "Thank you for saving me from a most indecorous fall."

      He relaxed as well. "I am glad I could be of assistance." He took her gloved hand in his bare one, lifted it, and kissed the air above her knuckles. "M'lady."

      The warmth of his breath through the fine silk fibers of her glove shot a thrill up her arm, piercing her breast. "My lord, I believe your aunt and grandmother were looking for you not long ago."

      "Likely to introduce me to yet another matron with marriageable-aged daughters," he replied.

      "Is that why you're hiding back here?"

      "I'm not hiding." His eyes lit up even more when he grinned if that were possible. "I'm observing."

      "Maybe so,” she said, trying to get a glimpse of the main entrance into the great hall, and looking for Charlotte to return. “But… shouldn’t you be mingling with your guests, my lord, and not observing from dark corners?”

      Where was Charlotte? In the absence of having her cousin with her, she should return to the safety of the dais, and her aunt and Lady Adina.

      "I just arrived," he defended himself. "Besides, they're my grandmother, aunt, and sister's guests, not mine."

      "Not so," Isabel replied. "You are the earl. You own this castle, not your grandmother, nor your sister. That makes you the host." Smiling, she leaned toward him and whispered, "No matter how unpleasant the duties.” Speaking with him came easy and felt comfortable for her, even though propriety dictated they be formally introduced.

      "I consider rescuing damsels from over-eager and inebriated dancers a far more pleasant task than meeting pushy, overly-perfumed matrons with just-out-of-the-schoolroom daughters."

      "Sorry, but it's part of the duties of the title." She shrugged her shoulders and offered him a quick sympathetic grin, while she tried to look around him toward the steps to the foyer, from where she knew her cousin would enter.

      "Well, if that's the case, throw me into the dungeon then, for I think I've found what I'd rather be doing."

      “Oh? And what's that?” Now he was getting her attention with his disarming and infectious smile.
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