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PROLOGUE

 


“He’s gonna kill
me!”

Lane Douglas looked at her
grandfather lying in the hospital bed. His once-ruddy and robust
face was pale and withered, making him look older than his
seventy-one years.

“You’re getting worked up
again, Poppa. Remember what Dr. Jenkins told you?” She stroked his
gnarled hand. “You need to relax and take it easy.”

Ian Douglas’ bushy white
eyebrows knitted into a scowl. “I don’t wanna take it easy! I want
you to stop that bastard before he kills me. You gotta—” A wheezing
fit seized him, and he gasped for breath.

Lane punched the call
button for help.

“Please, Laney... Stop
him. I’m... beggin’ ya!”

A nurse rushed in and
checked the monitor beside Ian’s bed. “Your grandfather needs to
rest.”

She took a disposable
syringe and a vial from the pocket of her starched white lab coat.
“This will help him sleep.”

“Ach! I don’t... wanna...
sleep,” Ian wheedled. “Need... an answer... Please,
Laney!”

Lane fidgeted with the
simple gold band on the third finger of her left hand. The habit of
twirling the heirloom whenever she was nervous or unsure began
fifteen years ago following the death of her parents in an auto
accident.

Her grandfather had prodded
her into wearing the ring. He’d explained its sentimental
importance; how it had belonged to his great-great grandmother and
been passed down through the generations and now, his only
granddaughter had the privilege of carrying on the
tradition.

Privilege.

Lane groaned and looked at
the ring. She only wore it because it pleased her grandfather. To
be saddled with such a responsibility—especially one she didn’t
feel strongly about—was a burden. In her opinion, tradition was a
silly, backward practice and a major waste of time. But Ian Douglas
was a great believer in tradition... and superstition. And it was
the latter belief that caused her to twirl the band
faster.

The nurse inserted the
loaded syringe into the I.V. tube attached to Ian’s blue-veined
arm.

“Laney...?” His eyes were
soulful.

The frail old man was her
only living relative. How could she deny him?

Rounding the bed, she
dropped a gentle kiss upon his sunken cheek. “Okay, Poppa,” she
conceded. “I’ll try to stop him.”

Ian smiled and closed his
eyes, the tranquilizer apparently taking effect. “Aaahhh, Laney.
You’re... a good lass. I knew you wouldn’t... let me
down...”

She choked back a sob. “No,
Poppa. I’ll never let you down.”


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER ONE

 


Lane arrived in Scotland
before dawn and promptly slept most of the day in an Aberdeen hotel
room to shake off jet lag.

Now, leaning against a
cab’s vinyl seat, she reached inside her oversized purse and
grabbed the letter that had prompted her to cross an ocean for her
ailing, superstitious grandfather.

“Dear Mr.
Douglas,

I regret to inform you
that the oak tree your father planted for you in commemoration of
your birth some seventy-one years ago, has become
diseased.

As I am certain you are
aware, the conditions of purchase stipulate that the landowner is
entitled to remove the tree should it become blighted. Having
personally investigated the matter, it is my opinion that the
hardwood tree bearing the ‘Ian Douglas’ plaque is a threat to the
healthy, surrounding trees that also bear the ‘Douglas’
name.

The tree shall be chopped
down in no less than three weeks. This should give you ample time
in which to view the tree if you so desire.

As our agreement promises,
a new hardwood sapling will be planted to replace the diseased one
at no cost to you.

Sincerely,

Conlan Wolfe
MacGregor”

Lane stuffed the letter
back into the cramped confines of her shoulder bag.

What was she supposed to
tell this MacGregor fellow when she met him? Hey buddy, you can’t chop down my grandfather’s tree because
he thinks he will die along with it?

Sure. That should convince
him. No problem. She gazed out the window at the lush countryside,
still green even though it was October.

Nearly thirty minutes
later, the car rolled to a stop in front of a sprawling building of
slate-colored stone.

“Good Lord,” she murmured,
noting at least three turrets visible from this angle. “It looks
like a castle.”

“Aye. The MacGregors have
owned this place nigh on to...” The driver scratched his ear. “Oh,
must be four hundred years now.”

Lane whistled
appreciatively and stepped out of the car.

“Lots o’ history livin’
behind those walls.” He nodded toward the castle before turning his
attention back to her. “Is there anythin’ else ye be
needin’?”

She handed him his fare.
“My business with Mister—I mean Laird MacGregor will probably take a
while.”

“Would ye like me to wait,
lass? The rains a-comin’, and soon these ol’ roads willna be fit
fer travel.”

“I appreciate the offer,
but I’ll be fine.”

The man nodded and put the
car in gear, puttering back down the gravel drive.

Lane watched until the cab
disappeared around a tree-lined curve before she turned back to
look at the castle. She wondered what life must have been like
centuries ago within those massive, gray walls. Her imaginings
filled with romantic tales reminiscent of those in Arthurian
legends.

She shook her head to clear
it of such nonsense. She hadn’t come to Scotland to daydream; she
was here to take care of business and get home to Poppa.

Determined, she went to the
iron-wrapped, oaken double doors and lifted the heavy brass ring
hanging from the snarling jaws of an iron wolf’s head. Giving it a
solid rap, she stood back and waited.

And waited.

It became apparent no one
was going to answer the door.

She knocked again, longer
and harder this time.

No luck.

Her new leather shoes
rubbed painfully against her heels, and a dull ache throbbed at her
temples.

Super. Could it get any
worse?

A smattering of raindrops
kissed her cheeks.

“Ah. Of course,” she
muttered, looking up and seeing the entrance lacked an eave to
shield her from the rain.

That was the problem with
castles—no modern conveniences.

Within moments, the tepid
drizzle became an angry downpour. She yanked the wool jacket back
onto her shoulder—along with her purse, and clutched at her
stylishly beat-up fedora with her other hand.

But the whimsical wind was
too quick and snatched the brown hat from her head, whisking it
away through the driving rain.

Lane rushed after the lucky
fedora Poppa had given her. It wasn’t that she believed it had any
special powers, but it meant a lot to her grandfather, and she
loved him enough to keep it safe.

Plus, it was quite
retro-chic.

A few feet away, it landed
and rolled onto its brim, arching in her direction. But before she
could reach it, the mischievous wind picked it up and sent it
sailing high over her head.

She jumped for the flying
hat. Time seemed to tick in slow motion as she grabbed for it—but
only managed to connect with thin, moist air before she plummeted
to earth and belly-flopped into a puddle of thick, mushy
mud.

As if the wind suddenly
grew weary of toying with her, it gently laid the fedora beside her
still-outstretched hand.

She snatched it up and held
it protectively against her breast before levering herself out of
the slimy muck.

Filthy, dripping wet, and
more than a little agitated, she made her way around the back of
the castle.

The only bright spot was
finding the first door she tried unlocked.

She hurried inside, past
caring whether she was trespassing.

“Hello?” she called from
the doorway. “Anybody home?”

No response.

What was it with these
folks? You’d think at least a servant or two would be in a place
this size.

Shucking her jacket, she
gingerly picked her way up the dark flight of wooden stairs that
must be some sort of servants’ entrance and emerged into the
castle’s spacious kitchen.

Her earlier assumption of
this place containing no modern conveniences couldn’t have been
more wrong. Appliances of every shape and type inhabited the room.
She’d seen factory showrooms with fewer mechanical
doo-dads!

Stepping out of her squishy
shoes, she scanned the area, taking in the huge walk-in freezer,
the two microwave ovens, the oversize kitchen sink with the two
long legs sticking out from beneath it, the large gas range,
the...

The two long
legs?

She blinked and stepped
around the wooden island for a closer look.

Yep. Definitely a pair of
long, muscular legs protruding from under there.

Lane watched as one large
tennis-shoed foot began tapping out a tempo, followed by a male
voice singing a cappella and very off-key.

She faintly recognized the
tune as Rod Stewart’s classic, Maggie
May.

Resisting the urge to
giggle at the man’s caterwauling, Lane instead squatted down and
cleared her throat loudly.

“Wake up, Maggie, da da la
bump ba da doo doo doo waaa...” the man
sang.

Was he purposely ignoring
her? She frowned. Now that was rude.

“Excuse…”

A furious solo interrupted
her as he banged his wrench loudly against a pipe beneath the
sink.

Intent on getting his
attention, Lane reached for his leg. Her hand connected with his
bare knee, which peeked through the ripped and frayed hole of his
faded jeans.

The man immediately jerked
upright and struck his head on the pipe he’d been trying to
fix.

“Owww!”

Guilt poured over her at
the sound of his painful groan. “Sorry,” she mumbled and
stood.

The man crawled out from
beneath the sink and pulled the buds from his ears, setting the mp3
player on the stone floor beside him.

He rubbed his forehead and
offered a brusque, “Hullo.”

Lane’s heart did a series
of flip-flops. The man absolutely oozed sexiness.

Her gaze roamed over his
tousled, jet-black hair; the faded white sweatshirt pulled taut
over broad, muscular shoulders; the finely chiseled jaw that, even
with a day’s stubble, harbored a yummy cleft smack-dab in the
center of his chin.

Her lips parted when her
gaze reached and locked with a pair of smoldering silver
eyes.

“Mmm hmm.” Her throat was
suddenly bone-dry.

Eyeing her hesitantly, the
man pulled a red rag from his back pocket and wiped his hands.
“What did you do, lass, swim the loch to get here?”

His deep, accented voice
washed over her, sending goose bumps skittering across her
skin.

“You look like a
half-drowned kitten. Here.” He tossed her the rag.

Catching it, she wiped the
embarrassing mud off her face. “No, I didn’t swim here, but I
nearly drowned outside in that blasted rain.”

She took a deep breath,
recalling the string of misfortunate events she’d had in Scotland
already. “It would be an understatement to say that I’ve had a bad
day.”

He lifted a dark eyebrow at
her. “And what brings you to Wolfscrag?”

“I’m here to see
Mister—argh, I can never get that right—Laird MacGregor.”

He wiped his chin on the
shoulder of his shirt. “Are you from the Trust?”

She shook her
head.

“Ah, then you’re a friend
of the MacGregors?” he asked with a relieved smile.

Lane set her waterlogged
fedora on a nearby countertop and ran both hands through her
shoulder-length blond curls.

“Well, I wouldn’t exactly
say I was a friend.” She thought of the twenty-eight-year-old oak
tree growing in his forest that bore her name. “But Laird MacGregor
has definitely heard of me.”

His smile faded before he
crawled beneath the sink again. “What’s your name?”

“Lane Douglas.”

She frowned. As sexy as he
was, it didn’t give him the right to be rude and go back to his
plumbing like she wasn’t even there. He could at least help her—or
point her toward someone who could. She’d crossed an ocean, for
crying out loud!

“Look, do you know where I
can find this Laird MacGregor? I have some extremely important
business to discuss with him.”

“Would you hand me those
pliers?”

With a resigned sigh, she
grabbed the tool from the chest and thrust it under the sink. “I
really need to speak with him. Is there someone here who might be
able to help me?”

“After I fix this, I’ll
help you,” he said. “Now, would you kindly hand me that
wrench?”

Lane plopped down on the
floor beside the tool box and rummaged through it until she found
the wrench.

“And you are...?” She
peered under the sink.

“Well,” he grunted, trying
to loosen a rusty nut. “If I can repair this sink, I’ll fancy
myself a plumber.”

She sighed. Unfortunately,
a plumber was not exactly someone who could help her with the tree
situation. She looked at the bare knee poking through his jeans
again.

On the other hand, he was
an extremely yummy plumber.

She reined in her thoughts.
“I thought castles had hundreds of servants or
something.”

“Nay. Not hundreds.” He
grunted again as he turned the wrench.

“So? Where is
everyone?”

“In honor of the laird’s
thirtieth birthday—which is today—they all got the day off. Ah,
there we go!” His voice rose in obvious delight. “I got it!” But
his joy was short-lived as water suddenly spewed into his mouth,
nearly choking him.

Lane stuck her head under
the sink and surveyed the damage. “I hate to say it, but maybe
plumbing isn’t your thing.” She tugged at his drenched sleeve. “Why
don’t you scoot out of there and let me take a look.”

They changed positions and
within a few minutes, Lane had the pipe fixed. “There. That should
do it.” She crawled out and dropped the wrench into the
toolbox.

He smiled, handing her a
cool bottle of water. “Where did you learn to do that?”

Lane unscrewed the cap and
took a long pull of the drink before answering. “My grandfather
taught me. Said I had a knack for mechanical stuff.” She shrugged
and turned over her palm, looking at it. “Always have been good
with my hands.”

“I can certainly vouch for
that after seeing you fix that blasted pipe, Miss...” His gray eyes
lit on the gold band on her outstretched hand. “Mrs. Douglas.”

Lane glanced at the ring on
her finger. It had come in quite handy over the years, warding off
countless Mr. Wrongs. Men assumed she was married because she wore
it, and that worked out fine for her. She didn’t have time, nor did
she want to make time, for a deep romance. And she surely wasn’t
about to give up her independence and freedom for some man who
wouldn’t even appreciate the supreme sacrifice anyway.

Like her friend, Helen
always said: men are like fire—they’ll
keep you warm on cold, lonely nights, but if you venture too close,
they’ll burn you and leave behind nothing but scattered ashes come
morning.

She smiled. Helen was so
melodramatic—especially when it came to love.

“Oh, I’m not
married.”

She blinked. Had she just
said that aloud?

God, she should be kicked
for revealing that—and to a complete stranger, no less! She took
another gulp of water. Damn him for being so attractive. It was
affecting her thinking.

Focus!

His silver gaze bored into
her, before he turned and started out of the kitchen. “Come with
me, please.”

“Where are we going?” she
asked warily.

He glanced at her over his
shoulder. “You said you wanted to speak with the laird.”


 


 


 


 


 



CHAPTER TWO

 


Elaborate portraits of
Wolfscrag’s former residents stared down at them as they walked
down the long, stone corridor.

Lane’s gaze gravitated back
to the muscular legs and tight derrière of the man in front of her
as they entered a large, drafty room off the right side of the
hallway.

“Have a seat.” He pointed
to one of the wingback leather chairs. “I’ll fetch some
towels.”

“Thanks.” She pulled the
ruined silk blouse away from her clammy skin.

After he left, Lane looked
around the room, eyeing everything from the massive mahogany desk
that sat in the far quarter of the room near the bay window, to the
two suits of armor that flanked the huge stone
fireplace.

A battle scene carved from
a large chunk of marble adorned the space above the mantel. The
Gaelic words chiseled along the top and bottom borders most likely
told the name and date of the battle.

In the center of one wall,
between various shields, a massive coat of arms with the
name MacGregor etched upon it hung in the center of the wall.

Lane took a closer look,
admiring the two brass guns raised in salute in front of a
Highlander armed with broadsword and pistols.

She didn’t need her five
years’ experience as co-owner of a small interior decorating
company to know this masculine room was the laird’s
office.

She stifled the gasp of
pleasure when he returned. Though he still wore his faded, torn
blue jeans, he had removed his soaked sweatshirt. A cotton towel,
carelessly draped around his neck, adorned his naked
torso.

Trying not to look at his
delicious body, Lane took the towels he offered and nearly stumbled
over the chair in front of the mahogany desk.

She quickly spread one of
the towels over the cushion and plopped down on it, using the other
to dry off.

The sexy plumber settled
into the expensive seat behind the desk. He gave his wet hair a
quick rub with one end of his towel, then leaned back in the chair
and steepled his long fingers atop his bare chest.

“Now, Ms. Douglas.” He
leveled his silver eyes on her. “What sort of important business
did you wish to discuss?”

Lane looked at him, trying
to concentrate on the matter at hand instead of the tiny rivulets
of water trailing down his chest.

“I honestly don’t mean to
be rude, but I’m not going to discuss my business with you.” Her
usually strong voice wavered. “I mean I... I’m sure the laird
doesn’t mind you scuttling around under his kitchen sink, but he
might not be too thrilled to see you sitting behind his desk
there.”

He nodded. “Aye. But
there’s many a time the laird isn’t thrilled to be sitting behind
this desk either.”

A damp lock of dark hair
fell across his forehead.

God. Could the man get any
hotter?

“Why do you say that?” A
quick sip of water soothed her parched throat.

“Because, lass. I
am the laird,” he told
her around a slow smile.

Lane choked on her drink
and let loose with a fit of coughing.

The plumber, or rather,
the owner of
Wolfscrag, stepped around the desk and patted her firmly on the
back.

She looked at the handsome
man leaning over her. “You’re Conan?”

“Tis Conlan,” he corrected
and straightened, propping his hip against the desk in front of
her.

“Well, what kind of name
is that anyway?” she asked defensively. She didn’t know whether she
was more embarrassed because she’d mispronounced his name, or
because she’d treated him so disrespectfully since their first
encounter.

Oh, this was not going
well.

“I’m sorry. Sheesh, all
these names and titles... I’ll never get them straight in my head.
What happened to normal names like Tom? Did your folks have something
against names like that?”

Nope. This wasn’t going
well at all.

“Through the generations,
the members of my family have believed in giving their children
names which have significance; which mean something,” Conlan
explained. “Tom, from Thomas, means twin. Although I have a brother, we
are not twins, so the name isn’t appropriate. Bayard, my younger
brother’s name, means having red-brown
hair. If you meet Bayard, you’ll see how
well the name suits him.”

Lane listened to his
lilting voice, his words gently ebbing and flowing like a warm tide
across her senses.

“Fascinating,” she
whispered, although, she wasn’t quite sure if she meant his story
or the man himself.

He shrugged, the lazy
gesture causing the towel to slip off one of his
shoulders.

A shiver of delight raced
through Lane’s belly and coiled between her legs. Lord, just
looking at the man—the
laird—made her hot.

Change the subject. Change
the subject now!

“So what does
your name
mean?”

His jaw tightened. “Conlan
means hero. But I
don’t know how applicable that is since I may not be able to
protect this castle much longer.”

“Protect it?” She leaned
forward slightly. “From what?”

“The National Trust is
asking me to turn over my home as a historical landmark.” Conlan
folded his arms across his chest and looked at her. “I’m willing to
share what I have, but not willing to give it up completely, which
is what the Trust would like.”

A proud smile suddenly lit
his face. “Wolfscrag is mine. My heritage. My family’s lifeblood
went into this land and this castle. My father ran it, as did his
forefathers before him. Tis only right I continue the tradition and
keep her in MacGregor hands.”

No! He’d been perfect up
until he started this!

“You sound exactly like my
grandfather. Tradition, tradition, tradition. I swear it’s all I
ever hear. No matter if it makes your life miserable, just keep up
the family tradition. Well, if you ask me, it’s all a bunch of
hoo-hah.”

She glared at the gold band
on her finger. How many times had she wanted to say those words to
her grandfather? Confess that she didn’t agree with his traditions
and that she never wanted to have the ring passed down to her—much
less wear it? The gold band would most likely be on her finger when
she went to her grave. Lord knew she wasn’t keen on the idea of
marriage, and without marriage, children were pretty much out of
the question as far as she was concerned.

“What has caused you to
become so bitter, lass?”

Her head snapped up. “I’m
not bitter. I just don’t see how people can get so wrapped up in
traditions and superstitions and all that other hocus-pocus
malarkey.”

“What do
you believe in,
Lane?”

She shrugged, trying to
ignore the way his voice had caressed her name. “I believe in lots
of things.”

“Like…?”

She held out her left hand
and habitually started counting off on her fingers. “Like setting
goals for myself and working hard to reach them. Like not giving
up, no matter what. Like keeping my priorities
straight.”

She touched her ring
finger. “Like—”

Conlan leaned down and took
her hand, holding it up high to display the gold band on her
finger. “Like hiding behind a ring that has no meaning for
you?”

“It has meaning.” She
snatched her hand back, rubbing the tingling skin where he’d
touched her. “It was my mother’s.”

“And you don’t believe in
tradition?” he countered with a smile. “I think you’re deceiving
yourself, lass.”

She felt her face burn with
embarrassment. “Oh, please. I only wear it because...”

“Because...?” he
prompted.

What was she going to tell
him? That her grandfather had asked her to wear it because it was
an important family heirloom? She’d sound like an even bigger
hypocrite.
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