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Applecross, Scotland, July 1882

In a world run by loud people, quiet was a scarce commodity. Catriona was willing to pay for it and she knew all the ways to acquire some solitude. The one thing she couldn’t do was store it in her veins for later use—a pity, because tonight at seven o’clock, a stranger would invade her home.

For now, she had sought refuge in the cool waters of Loch Shieldaig. The lake of her childhood home filled her ears with the heavy silence of a tomb. She floated on her back, her bare white body stark against the black depths, her arms outspread as if trying to embrace the blue expanse of sky above. Now and then a wave lapped over her face, leaving a brackish taste in her throat. Had she known her father would invite a guest to the family seat, she would have thought twice about coming up to Applecross for the summer. One assumed that a remote castle was free from the distractions that lurked back at Oxford: sociable friends. The suffrage cause. The lingering awkwardness of an unrequited crush. Where could she work on a book in peace if not here?

The visitor’s presence would make her feel alien in her own dining hall. She’d do her duty and play hostess, of course. At five-and-twenty, she knew the protocol: hold his gaze, smile slightly, and put her comfort last. Ask light questions about his travels and research plans, all while discreetly observing his plate and wineglass in case the footmen failed to anticipate his needs on time. She did have an eye for detail. Luckily, most people did not. Few ever saw the true emotions behind her mask. The visitor, too, would be none the wiser that she was wishing him away.

The breeze stirred and sent shivers across the loch, and the cold entered her bones, urging her to return. She swam with practiced backstrokes, her mind inattentive as her body knew the route to the eastern bank by habit. No one ever visited the small crescent of shoreline where she had left her clothes. The spot was shielded by a rare patch of forest, and only sheep and old gamekeeper Collins knew the path, neither of whom posed a threat to the daughter of Alastair Campbell, Earl of Wester Ross.

Gooseflesh rose on her wet skin when she emerged from the water. She strode to the forest edge quickly. Her clothes were still laid out on the boulder, secured in place by a thick volume of Virgil’s Aeneid. With clammy fingers, she picked up the book and her spectacles. Then she noticed it: the presence to her right. She froze.

A man.

A man was blocking the entrance of the forest path.

Ice shot through her stomach.

She clutched the Virgil in front of her modesty; her spectacles clattered to the ground. He was five yards away. Watching her. Her heart was racing. He had already seen her . . . he had seen everything. She turned to him fully with the treacle-slow motion of a bad dream. His contours were fuzzy, but conclusive enough: still young, strong features, broad but lean shoulders in a fitted coat— he was in fine fighting form. Not good. And he was still staring. With an age-old expression of awe. As though he had unexpectedly stumbled through the doors of a cathedral and felt ambushed by the dizzying heights and the dusty taste of the eternal. It would have given her pause, except there was a pair of binoculars resting against his chest. A white-hot sensation rushed to her head.

“What do you think you are doing,” she snapped, the words shooting out cold and clipped.

The man came alive as if he had been released from a spell. He turned his face away.

“You . . . are a woman,” he said, sounding vaguely stunned.

“Astutely observed, sir,” she said, incredulous.

He made a noise in his throat, like a surprised chuckle.

The pulse pounding in her ears near drowned out her conscious thinking. “Of course you’re amused,” she said. “One would expect nothing but low humor from a cowardly Peeping Tom.”

He twitched, as though it cost him effort to not whip his head back round to her. “I was not . . . peeping.”

“So you did not, while walking along the ridge, spot me in the water, use your binoculars to ascertain that I was indeed an unclothed woman, and then creep all the way down through the forest to spy on me?”

Her tone had sharpened with every word and by the end, he should have lain on the ground in neat slices. He stood quite intact if a bit befuddled. His head tipped back on a soft laugh.

“That sounds like a lot of trouble just to see an unclothed woman,” he said. “You are very charming, miss,” he added, “but it’s nothing I have not seen before.”

Her cheeks stung as if she had been slapped.

“Then why,” she cried, “are you still standing there—oh!”

Her startled gasp did make him look back at her, just as a translucent shape flew toward him on a fresh gust of wind. Hell. Her untethered underclothes, fine like cobwebs, had taken off in the breeze.

“Blast.” She lunged forward and slammed her palm down on a remaining stocking. She cast a quick glance sideways. The man was straightening from a crouch with her chemise caught in his fist, as if he had swiped it from midair like a large cat. He eyed her pantaloons next—they had landed in a shrub, and it had to be the pantaloons because there were blurry pink ribbons, doing a saucy dance.

“Don’t touch that,” she wheezed.

He raised his arms over his head. “I won’t touch.”

Her chemise fluttered in his hand like a white flag.

“You really ought to take your leave now,” she suggested through gritted teeth.

“Absolutely,” he agreed. “See here.”

He turned around, seemed to survey the nearest tree, and then he deftly tied her chemise to the trunk by its decorative cords.

“Voilà,” he said and spread his fingers. “You shall never see me again.”

Without a backward glance, he strode into the forest at a fluid pace.

“Nearly gone now,” he called out before his elegant form disappeared around the bend.

She stayed hunched over the boulder, barely able to swallow around the shock still clogging her throat. The path remained empty and the forest quiet, as if the man had never been here at all. Oh, he had been quite real. His roaming gaze had left a smoldering trail across her body. She had refused to flail and twist to cover her breasts; he had already looked his fill anyway and it would have probably given him satisfaction to see her squirm.

Eventually, she picked up her spectacles. They had survived the fall intact. She put them on, and Castle Applecross slid into focus on the plateau on the opposite bank, its old stone towers sharply delineated against the clear sky. She was rather far from home here, on the other side of the loch. Sudden energy surged, and she rushed to take her chemise down from the tree. What a neat, pretty bow the creeper had tied, voilà! Would it be safe to walk home? He could be lurking in the brambles and pounce after all. She looked back at the castle, half a mile across a rippling surface. The decision was made quickly: she chose the risk of the water over the man. Back at the boulder, she put down the chemise and pulled her shawl from under her gown instead, wound it round her head, and secured it with her hatpin. She gave the Virgil an apologetic pat. “I shall fetch you later.”

The loch engulfed her body like a large cold fist.

When she staggered onto the shoreline below the castle, her arms and thighs were burning with exhaustion. The plateau enclosed the beach like a protective wall, so she took some time to regain her breath. Wrapped in the plaid, she hurried up the crumbling steps her ancestor had once hewn into the side of the rock face. Overgrown vegetable beds and a tumbledown cottage blurred past on her dash to the castle walls. She slipped through the side entrance into the dimly lit wine cellar, then up the cobwebbed spiral staircase, one floor, two, three. On the final landing, she threw her shoulder against the servants’ door, until she burst into her chamber.

A scream rang out.

MacKenzie was pressing a fist to her chest, her wide-eyed gaze fixed on Catriona as if she were one of the castle ghosts. “Milady. I near jumped out of my skin.”

Catriona padded past her on numb feet to the rocking chair with the tartan throws. She sat and huddled into the blankets while her former-nanny-turned-lady’s-maid surveyed her with a hand on her sturdy hip. After thirty years of service in the Campbell household, MacKenzie was accustomed to remarkably eccentric behavior, but parading around in nothing but a plaid was a novel, unacceptable development. Sorry, MacKenzie. Crossing the loch with the added weight of waterlogged undergarments would have been rather too reckless.

Before MacKenzie could inquire about her clothes, Catriona asked: “Do you know if the earl has employed a new gamekeeper?”

MacKenzie’s consternated expression changed to concern. “A new gamekeeper,” she repeated in her thick brogue. “I hadn’t realized you let the old Collins go.”

Catriona rocked with the chair. “I would never.”

Neither would her father, come to think of it. Then why the binoculars on that man?

She couldn’t feel her face. The hexagonal room on top of the south tower, despite thick wall tapestries and sprawling Persian carpets, was never warm, and the fright from being watched was still lodged in her chest like an icicle.

“You must make haste,” MacKenzie said, and nodded at the copper basin in front of the hearth. Steam was swirling lazily into the cool air. “His lordship’s guest has arrived.”

“What— already?”

The clock next to the chamber door said it was not yet three in the afternoon.

MacKenzie pursed her lips. “He’s arrived early. Poor manners if I may say so—everyone’s in a tizzy. But the tub’s ready for you.”

“Good grief,” Catriona muttered. A sudden change in schedule made her feel queasy on the best of days. “Oooh,” she then said. “Oh no. Oh dear.”

She felt so weak, it was as though her heart had stopped.

“Dinna fash,” came MacKenzie’s voice from a distance. “The earl has just returned, he was at the Middletons’—they are separating, the Middletons, have you heard . . . but his lordship is back, and he’s entertaining the young gentleman until dinner. All’s well.”

All this was easy for MacKenzie to say, because she didn’t know about the stranger at the loch.

“He rolled his r’s,” she moaned.

“Huh?”

She buried her face in her hands. “This is bad.”

“If you bathe now, you should be ready soon enough,” Mac-Kenzie said in the soothing tone she used on the unwell.

Catriona looked up at her, feeling dizzy. “Did our guest take a walk after his arrival?”

The math was damning: two strangers on the same day in remote Applecross was highly improbable. Had she not been so shocked, and so set on him arriving at seven, this would have occurred to her it was happening.

“I don’t know if the gentleman went for a walk,” said MacKenzie. She opened the top drawer of the dresser next to the fireplace to take out a stack of towels. “Once Mary told me he was here, I saw to the bath and laid out your clothes.”

While MacKenzie’s back was turned, Catriona rose, dropped the damp plaid, and climbed into the heat of the tub.

“What’s he like?” she forced herself to ask.

MacKenzie placed the towels on the footstool next to the tub and straightened with a soft grunt. “I haven’t seen him,” she said. “Mary said he’s brought a trunk full of wine and he carried it from the carriage all by himself.”

She should have asked questions about the man when the earl had announced a visitor, but, frustrated by the news, she hadn’t. She knew he was an expert on Phoenician high culture from the Levant, Mount Lebanon more precisely, with several terms at Cambridge among his credentials. He was one of the numerous international scholars interested in an exchange with Oxbridge academics, and, apparently, just the person Wester Ross needed to assist with cataloging some of the Eastern artifacts back at Oxford. Voilà. What if he had said wallah—Arabic—and not voilà— French—and in the heat of the moment, she had misunderstood? The penny would have dropped sooner. Wallah, you shall never see me again. Well. Well, they would see about that.

“What a day,” she said tonelessly.

“I’ll be back to help do up your hair in half an hour,” MacKenzie said. She walked to the door with a slight limp that had certainly not been there before.

Catriona contemplated this as MacKenzie’s steps faded away, momentarily distracted from her scandalous situation.

While her father diverted time and attention toward hosting academic guests, the castle was crumbling around them, weeds conquered the grounds, and the people in charge of maintaining it all were increasingly plagued by their own ailments. An attempt at a land sale with neighboring Baron Middleton, which could have eased the strain on the Campbell purse, had fallen through in the spring. No wonder her thumbnails were bitten to the quick. In the end, it was the earl’s and her responsibility to run Applecross, but they were as bad as each other when it came to managing the stewards and accountants. Usually they justified their neglect with their cerebral brilliance—who had time to look after ledgers if one could add to the production of knowledge or advance women’s rights instead? However, lately, she was failing at it, the brilliance. On her desk below the window loomed a stack of books. She had already scoured it top to bottom for inspiration. After co-authoring countless papers with Wester Ross, she had been keen to finally write a book in her own name, on a topic of her choosing, but a curious blank yawned where passion should have been. Writing without that passion was like squeezing water from a stone; weeks had passed and her well was still running dry. She had no noble excuse left for letting Applecross fall into ruin.

She grabbed the floating flannel and ran it over her arms and neck. She gave her shamelessly ogled chest a good scrub. She was neither a waif nor voluptuous, but her breasts were sizable in relation to her frame. Plain gowns concealed this. Now a man knew. On her left nipple, the silver studs of her piercing caught the red gleam from the fire in the hearth. Had he noticed the intimate piece of jewelry? For a moment, her hand lingered on the wet, warm curve of her breast. She exhaled and put her head under water.

Her thick black hair was still damp when she made her way to the ground floor an hour later. She had pinned her bun so rigorously that her scalp ached, but she barely felt it—the moment of truth was upon her. At the sound of male voices coming from her father’s study, her stomach hollowed. Smile, how do you do. Heart pounding, she entered the study. Her father stood just to her left in front of the wall-mounted bookshelf, and his tall frame fairly concealed the guest on his other side. Both men had their heads bent over an open book in the earl’s hands.

Her father turned to her, and, in a familiar motion, he took off his glasses. “Ah, Catriona. How delightful. I hadn’t expected to see you before dinner.”

“Father.” It came out thin. The stranger at the earl’s shoulder had dark, curly hair. Still young. Broad but lean shoulders.

The earl stepped aside. “May I introduce our guest? I present you Mr. Elias Khoury. Mr. Khoury, my daughter, Lady Catriona.”

The stranger’s surprise was a palpable pressure on her skin. Her eyes felt hot. They exchanged a fleeting glance, as if looking at each other properly risked igniting the room in the way a match lit an explosive gas.

As the silence spread, the earl looked from one to the other.

Elias Khoury placed his right hand over his heart. “My lady.”

His voice was raspy. Hers was gone, her throat squeezed shut. The moment their gazes had connected, an old recognition had hit her belly like a shock wave. His eyes were like the sky where it met the Scottish sea, a liquid mosaic of blues and greens, streaked with the golden rays of a starburst pattern. In their depths glinted, unmistakably, a spark. The spark. She had encountered it before, three times to be precise, homed in three different human shapes. Each time, it had caused her misery. Now it had found her again. In her father’s new colleague. It didn’t help that he was handsome—cleanshaven, his complexion tanned and smooth, with a symmetry to his angular features that would have delighted a da Vinci. It certainly didn’t help that he had already had his hands in her undergarments.




Chapter 2
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His grip on Scottish lore was shaky, but any lingering doubts Elias might have had were gone: the selkie was not a selkie. The enchanting creature from the lake was a human woman, clearly horrified to see him, and the daughter of the professor he intended to charm. Grand. At first, he looked away, as though she still weren’t properly covered. As though it would make him unsee . . . curves. Skin shimmering like moonlight. Wet black hair, cascading down to shapely hips in a tangle. His nape felt hot and pulsed as if he had done himself an injury. Catriona. She was real. She was here. And he couldn’t unsay any of the words he had said. It’s nothing I have not seen before. God take him now.

“Mr. Khoury comes highly recommended by Professor Pappas,” Professor Campbell said, ruthlessly ignoring the awkward atmosphere that filled the study. “He will be in charge of classifying Leighton’s pieces in the Ashmolean.”

Lady Catriona took an audible breath. A perfunctory smile appeared on her white face.

“How do you do, Mr. Khoury.” Her tone was well-tempered, as if she hadn’t already made his acquaintance. His name had rolled off her tongue effortlessly. “I hope your long journey was uneventful?”

“Too uneventful, I’m afraid,” he replied as smoothly. “I arrived rather too early, which must have inconvenienced your staff. My apologies, ma’am.”

His jaw was tense. If she but whispered a word to her father, his mission here would come to an end before it had begun. She was difficult to read, standing there all bloodless and still as a column. Gone was the nymph. A pair of round spectacles perched on her fine nose. Her features were regular but unremarkable except for their quietness, which gave her an oddly timeless appearance. In her high-collared gray dress, and with the parting of her sable hair as precise as if drawn with a knife, she was the picture of a bookish, British spinster. Still alluring if one liked his women aloof and invisible. Which, to date, he had not.

“I was over at the Middletons’ when Mr. Khoury arrived,” the earl told his daughter. “Fancy that.”

“Oh dear,” she said. Her eyes were like pieces of glass, clear but without expression. “I hope you found ways to entertain yourself, Mr. Khoury.”

“He took matters into his own hands,” the professor said, only now closing the book on Byzantine mosaics he had been showing Elias. “He took a walk to explore the grounds. Apparently, he’s an avid birder.”

“Lovely,” Lady Catriona said in a bland tone.

Elias clasped his hands behind his back and said what he should have said three hours ago: “I had hoped to spot a white-tailed eagle, hunting over the lake.”

“Ah, unfortunately they’re all but extinct, even as far north as Applecross,” said Professor Campbell with a frown. In contrast to his daughter, the earl’s face was mobile and expressive. The lines fanning from the corners of his intelligent gray eyes said he had a habit of smiling and squinting. “I never asked whether you did spot anything interesting?”

The lady’s posture became tense like a bow ready to sling arrows.

“No,” said Elias. “Nothing, nothing remarkable anyway. Anything I might have seen I would have certainly forgotten by now.”

The earl blinked. “Uhm. Well. You had a long journey. Was it four days, five days?”

“Five, to Britain, sir. Another two to Applecross.”

“That’s a whole week. Scrambles the mind. Would you prefer to rest in the smoking room until dinner? My collections will be right here when you feel refreshed.” The earl nodded at the shelf, which was stuffed with yellowing tomes about bygone eras of the Levant.

A relaxing smoke would do him good right now, but a true scholar would probably prioritize looking at old books, and so Elias said: “I could never be too fatigued for a book about Roman empires.”

Wester Ross’s eyes promptly lit up. “I quite agree.” He surprised Elias by turning to the lady. “Would you care to join the discussion? Byzantine wall mosaics, sixth century.”

She immediately shook her head, but her lips moved soundlessly for a moment before the words came out: “I must work on my book.”

“Very well,” the professor said. “You do that.”

“I’ll have Cook send up refreshments,” she said, her gaze sliding warily to Elias. “Do you prefer tea or coffee, Mr. Khoury?”

Liquor, please, because this situation was ridiculous. Ironically, it could have all been avoided, had he not tried to be punctual to demonstrate his reliability and trustworthiness. Since the British thought that Eastern people had no grasp on time, he had told Professor Campbell an arrival hour that allowed for a few minor disasters during the journey. Everything had run perfectly on schedule, and he had made an early entrance like an overzealous Prussian. The housekeeper had jumped around on stiff legs like a startled goat. Then, the naked woman, who turned out to be the lady of the house.

“Tea, please,” he said, because that was what the earl would choose.

“Send up a pot, my dear,” said the earl.

The lady dipped her head. Elias found he was staring at her rather too intently, as if his eyes had severed the connection to his rational brain and tried to soak up her dreary appearance before she vanished. She flashed him an unexpectedly sharp look in return; it cut through his very English suit with surgical precision, as though she were about to study his inner anatomy including all his schemes and secrets. For a beat, he felt like the one in the nude. He smiled at her, pretty shamelessly. Her lashes promptly dropped, and a blush scorched her cheeks. She left quickly. Professor Campbell’s speech was an indistinct background noise. How the hell were they to sit through a week of dinners together? Without attracting suspicion from the earl? He could well control himself, only a boy or a fool would jeopardize a business deal over a woman, but the lady . . . she was a dark horse, unpredictable.

Later, on his way to dinner, Elias formed an opinion on Castle Applecross. The estate was a textbook example of mismanaged “old money,” a tableau of fading glory typical for some of the grander families in Britain these days. In his guest room, the wind blew straight through the closed windows. The bare stone walls of the corridors gave off a chill that would creep into one’s bones come winter. And while the décor and furniture were sturdy and costly, all was a little dusty, a little cracked, a little scuffed around the edges from being passed around for a century or two. On a low table in the main hall, a game of chess sat abandoned, two moves away from checkmate. In the dining room, a candle-studded wagon wheel hung above the long table instead of a chandelier. The place still had potential, but the inhabitants barely seemed to maintain themselves: the Earl of Wester Ross, one of Europe’s leading scholars on Mediterranean archaeology, needed a barber, and his olive tweed jacket had been mended in multiple places. His absent-minded air suggested he wouldn’t even notice it if moth holes were on full display. In his immaculately tailored dinner attire, Elias was glaringly overdressed next to his host, but then only the local gentry had the privilege of wearing patchy jackets with impunity—everyone else would be judged as lowly bred or poor.

Lady Catriona was seated opposite Elias, cloaked in an old plaid and stoic silence, her pale face tinted golden by the evening light. It wasn’t overly surprising that she had joined them instead of feigning an indisposition. At the lake, she had faced him with the fatalistic courage of a queen on the brink of a battle.

“How are you enjoying Scotland thus far, Mr. Khoury?” asked the earl. He sat at the head of the table to Elias’s left and was eating the first-course soup with a hearty appetite.

“I enjoy it very well,” Elias replied. “In my homeland, I can see the sea from the mountains—just like here, on Applecross.”

“Mm.” The earl nodded with his mouth full. “You ought to feel right at home here, then.”

He wouldn’t go as far as that.

“Was that a Jacobite flag I saw on my way to the dining hall?” he asked instead. “It was in a frame above the main staircase.”

“Ha!” Wester Ross looked pleased. “Well spotted. Don’t let the English know. Or our fellow Campbells.”

“I have limited knowledge about Scottish history,” Elias said. All he knew came from a book he had hastily acquired in Marseille while on his way here. Had he skipped the chapter on sea lore and selkies, he might not have stood and stared at the earl’s well-formed daughter like a pervert. He cleared his throat. “I thought the Campbells famously supported the government against the Jacobite rebellions.”

“Indeed,” said the earl. “However, two Campbell leaders joined the Jacobites, and my family descended from one of them. I reckon that’s why we call this windy peninsula our home, rather than a grand place in Argyll.” He chuckled. “Now, the flag is from the first rising, nearly 170 years old. We keep it; it’s an archaeologist’s innate affection for bygone things, I suppose—and”—he looked at Elias over the rim of his spectacles—“a reminder of the troubles between the Highland people. Turning on one another when a greater enemy was always right at the gates? Don’t repeat foolish mistakes, says that flag.”

Elias wondered whether the earl and his daughter were Catholics, like the Jacobites. He sensed cautious blue eyes on him then, stealthy as kitten paws. His skin warmed all over with awareness. He glanced at her, his gaze brushing hers as carefully as fingertips would test the heat of a stove top.

Lady Catriona pulled her plaid more tightly around her shoulders. “Where in Mount Lebanon are you from, Mr. Khoury?” she asked.

She had mastered the art of looking at a person while avoiding their eyes by a hair.

“From Zgharta,” he replied. “A mountain village two hours from the coast, from Tripoli.”

She nodded as if familiar with the geography. “Did you leave from Tripoli?”

“No. From Beirut to Marseille. From there, railroads, carriages, then a ferry to Dover.”

“Was your journey affected by the aggression in Egyptian waters?”

He wasn’t often uncertain what to say, but he was now.

“The British navy began shelling Alexandria last week,” she added, misreading his silence when he had understood her very well.

“My journey was not affected,” he said at last.

Discussing politics at the table of strangers was a taboo and it was surprising that she had broken it. What made a British lady if not her flawless mastery of etiquette? She actually seemed disappointed for a moment, as though she had wished for him to engage. She picked up her spoon and turned to her soup. He drank some wine so he wouldn’t say something reckless to regain her attention.

“I’m delighted that you brought a whole crate of this vintage,” remarked the professor. “A most excellent red.” He raised his glass toward Elias. In the old crystal goblet, the wine glowed like liquid rubies. “What winery was it, you said?”

“Château Ksara. From the Bekaa.”

Lady Catriona had not yet touched her glass.

“Catriona, have you heard,” the earl said, “they found an industrial-sized wine press near Sidon, in Tell el-Burak. Phoenician. Almost three thousand years old.”

She glanced up. “Aye, I’ve read the article.”

“Nothing escapes her attention,” the earl told Elias, his eyes shiny with pride. “She never forgets a thing, either.”

Clearly, appreciating the daughter’s bookishness would flatter the earl. Elias took the opportunity to look at her with impunity. “Ma’am, earlier today you mentioned that you are working on a book.”

She visibly tensed. “Aye.”

She kept spooning soup into her mouth until her father asked: “Have you made any progress?”

She pressed her lips together. “I need a wee bit more time.”

“What are you writing about?” Elias prodded.

“I don’t know yet,” she said in a flat tone. “I don’t know what I’m writing about.”

“It takes time for a good thought to ripen,” the earl explained. “Pluck the fruit too soon and it shall be hard and bland.” He refilled his glass. “We support genuine scholarly exploration in this house, and rumination and percolation are part of the process, even though to the untrained eye it may look like idleness. Wouldn’t you agree, Mr. Khoury?”

“Certainly,” he said, and, to keep the attention off his nonexistent processes: “Have you written a book before, Lady Catriona?”

“Not one,” she said with forced calm.

Her eyes were hidden behind the fiery reflection of the candles in her glasses. Perhaps it was her eyes shooting flames at him.

“Not one?” The earl regarded her with a furrowed brow. “You wrote a whole anthology.”

“Have I?”

“Aye, the one about women in positions of power.”

“Papa, I never finished it.”

“How curious—that must have slipped my mind.”

Her stoic expression gentled. “Well,” she said. “You’re preoccupied with greater things.”

“Time passes so quickly, and I forget sometimes.”

Footmen detached from the walls and collected empty bowls. The main doors opened, and two more footmen arrived with the next course. A draft went through the hall until they left again. For a while, no one spoke, the silence punctuated only by the clink of heavy old silverware on fine china plates, the opening and closing of tureens, the cork popping off another bottle of wine. Elias politely praised the blandly seasoned lamb shanks.

“Have some more,” the earl insisted. He studied his daughter, who mechanically picked meat off a bone with her knife. “You never finished that anthology,” he said. “I remember now, but I still don’t understand why.”

Lady Catriona put down her cutlery and reached for her wineglass. Her plaid fell open at the front, revealing a low, square neckline and the elegant, winged lines of her collarbones. Elias raised his gaze to the wall behind her and focused on the portrait of a grim-faced Scotsman. He imagined he heard her soft throat work as she swallowed. He was stretched on some resplendent torture rack where the lure of her fine skin pulled him to one direction and basic manners to the other.

“The book was pointless,” she said at last. Her glass was almost empty.

“Now, now,” her father protested, “your work is always excellent. Why not tidy it up, rather than begin something new?”

“Father, let us not bore poor Mr. Khoury with my failed academic endeavors.”

“I could not be bored by you,” Elias said. Damn. “By your conversation.”

The lady gave a soft huff. “Very well,” she said. “A few years ago, I began drafting an anthology about powerful women since antiquity.”

“Powerful women,” he echoed. “Such as?”

Her chin tipped up in a silent challenge. “Such as Elissa of Carthage.”

“Eh,” he said ruefully. “A Phoenician princess.”

“I wrote the book with the intention to support women’s suffrage,” she continued.

“We are suffragists in this house,” the earl explained. “We advocate for a woman’s right to vote and to be coequals with men in all spheres of life, particularly in marriage.”

The daughter’s carelessness around politics at the dinner table was encouraged by the father, then. Personally, Elias would have steered the conversation back to proper subjects like wine or the weather, but when in Rome . . .

“Our opponents argue that women ought to be kept out of the public sphere and remain rightless in our own homes because we are too emotional and too irrational to govern ourselves, least of all the political fate of a nation,” Lady Catriona went on. “I thought— quite naïvely—if only there were sufficient proof, black on white, that women have been capable leaders and scholars for millennia, then there would be no basis for such arguments.”

“This sounds logical rather than naïve,” Elias remarked.

A humorless smile curved her lips. “The trouble is, Mr. Khoury, that people aren’t interested in either logic or facts, not when it’s at cross-purposes with their convenience and convictions. I soon realized that too many husbands in Britain would feel greatly inconvenienced by the presence of an equal in their own home. They would dismiss my work.”

She radiated a quiet intensity now, drawing the eye like the one bright spot in a dim room.

“You can’t predict whose minds your work might touch,” he said.

“Possibly,” she allowed. “But the past is a good predictor of the future. The issue isn’t a lack of proof of women’s abilities, but rather an unwillingness to recognize our contributions. You see, women are a popular subject of study already. Male scholars are quite obsessed with us. Have women a soul, they wondered in ancient Greece, and they still wonder whether we’re capable of rational thought, whether these humans who aren’t men are good for anything beyond procreation.”

Elias choked a little on his own spit.

“So much theory and guesswork,” she said with a shrug, “when instead, they could simply ask us and listen to what women say. But that would be too radical, I suppose.”

He cleared his throat, but his voice was still rough: “You hold men in low regard.”

She tilted her head, as if considering it. “No,” she then said. “I find the human species as a whole rather disappointing.”

A laugh escaped him. “Equal misanthropy for all,” he said, “fair and just.”

He was shaking his head at her, intrigued and disturbed. Her intention was to repel him; Have I shocked you yet? said the look in her eyes. Color was cresting high on her cheeks, and her full lower lip was stained red with Ksara wine. His heart thumped far too fast against his chest. The woman from the lake was back. She was a mountain river in winter: an icy burn, a mighty current under a quiet surface. A man might find himself in troubled waters if he attempted to navigate her without a plan. Too bad that he had an innate urge to figure out the solutions to a challenge. He locked his gaze to hers. Don’t exert yourself, he messaged back, I’m no threat to you. He would dream of her body for the foreseeable future but he didn’t press his attentions, and she was entirely unsuitable in any case . . .

“Wonderful,” the earl said, his voice shattering the mounting tension like a thunderclap, “a very stimulating exchange.”

With a hot jolt, Elias realized he was leaning toward the lady and that his hands on the table had inched that way, too.

“We appreciate a vigorous discussion at dinner,” Wester Ross went on, “and I rarely see my daughter so at ease with guests.”

The man was so enthusiastically mistaken that the cogs in Elias’s brain briefly malfunctioned. He made a noncommittal sound while reassuming proper posture.

“This is fortunate,” the earl said as he looked between Elias and his daughter, “because I have a proposition for the both of you.”

Lady Catriona froze. Elias’s mind blanked.

“Middleton offered to reconsider the land sale today,” the earl told his daughter.

“Oh,” Lady Catriona said after a small pause. “Such news.”

“It appears he has separated from Lady Middleton.”

“MacKenzie mentioned it, yes.”

“I suspect he needs more funds, to maintain the Lady Middleton living separately from him down in London.”

A pucker formed between Lady Catriona’s brows. “What does it have to do with Mr. Khoury and me?”

What indeed.

The earl sounded serious. “I shall have to deal with the Middleton business, so I suggest you accompany Mr. Khoury to Oxford in my stead.”

“What?” The lady said it out loud, aghast.

“You know everything I know, and the fellows at St. John’s hold you in high regard,” her father said. “You could introduce Mr. Khoury, instruct him, assist with the classification of the artifacts, even. I shall follow as soon as possible.”

Her mouth quivered. “Can the dealings not wait,” she managed.

The earl took off his glasses and rubbed his eye with the back of his hand. “Middleton plans to go overseas and he’s in quite a hurry. A new woman, I reckon. Excuse the gossip,” he said to Elias.

Normally, Elias would have let the elder man, the local, the host, make the suggestions, but Lady Catriona’s hand had curled into an agonized, white-knuckled fist on the table.

“It’s no trouble for me to stay at Applecross longer than planned,” he said to Wester Ross, suppressing a surge of frustration. To gain the professor’s trust and assistance, he needed to spend time with him.

The earl slightly bowed his head. “I appreciate that. However, I would be absent from the house for days at a time, as the legal business requires travel to Glasgow, possibly London, and we don’t wish to give the neighbors something to talk about, do we. Especially not when Lady Middleton is about to infiltrate London society.”

“Of course not,” Elias said reflexively, though it was beyond him how traveling with the daughter should be any less scandalous than staying alone with her in the castle. “If Lady Catriona prefers to stay at Applecross, then I shall go to Oxford by myself,” he suggested.

The earl smiled. “I appreciate the offer, Mr. Khoury, but much of your work takes place in the Ashmolean—I believe you would be more comfortable and your studies more efficient when someone associated with the university assists you with navigating the bureaucratic hurdles and idiosyncrasies.”

Neither the earl’s tone nor his posture had changed, but it was quite clear that Elias would not be left unsupervised in a room full of treasure. The earl was scruffy but not stupid. He had moved mildly like a pawn through most of the conversation, only to do an unexpected promotion to queen. Check.

Elias returned the man’s smile. “As you wish.”

They both turned their attention back to Lady Catriona.

She appeared to look right through them.

“Well, it all appears to be decided,” she said after a brittle silence.

“There’s another option, my dear,” the earl replied. “I accompany Mr. Khoury as planned, and you negotiate with Middleton. Including the honorable Charles.”

She stiffened. “No,” she said softly.

“I thought not,” the earl said under his breath. He signaled one of the footmen that they were ready for the final course.

Lady Catriona ate her dessert with minute bites, her back rigid as a fence post, because she had been given a choice between plague and cholera: Elias, or Mr. Charles. Who the hell was Charles?

Before the last plates were cleared, she took her napkin off her lap and stood. “Please excuse me,” she said to no one in particular. “I ought to look after the lambs.”

She left, her stride so quick that her dark head bobbed with every step. The thud of the mighty doors falling shut behind her echoed through the hall.

Wester Ross turned to Elias, his weathered face unreadable. “You have my word that she is a worthy representative for me at Oxford,” he said. “She is my best man.”

Oh, but she was a woman, too, Elias thought. And she loathes my very presence.

He had to find out where the Campbells kept their sheep.
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