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Orkney Islands1, 1748




What a fascinating shade o’ red the laird’s face turns when he’s angry, Vincent thought to himself.

Vincent McLaren had a knack for noticing the things no one else did. When Lady Oliver’s best dress had gone missing, no one else had picked up on how Alysett Brown, the Olivers’ new maid, barely looked anyone in the eye for weeks despite having been quite sociable when she’d first arrived. When hoof prints had appeared near the local loch around the same time children had started disappearing, he’d been quick to urge everyone not to go fishing after dark. And when his neighbors had been so concerned over the bad luck trailing the Martins one summer, Vincent had been the only one with the sense to tell them to get rid of their new iron heuk2.

He’d also noticed that Laird Oliver was quickly losing his patience.

“Good evening, my dear neighbors,” Joseph Oliver said from his spot behind the church pulpit. This was, in fact, the third time he’d spoken these words, but almost no one was paying him any mind. The town meeting should have started fifteen minutes ago, but with Yule3 almost upon them, the children were so excited they hadn’t stopped chattering long enough for the laird’s voice to be heard beyond the first pew.

The majority of Everton’s residents were seated near the front of the church, huddled close together to keep warm against the icy blast that blew in every time someone opened the door. A few neighbors hadn’t arrived yet.

Where is Bethany? Vincent wondered. I hope she and Briony are well. It had snowed the night before, and since the Fairborns’ cottage was a good distance from the rest of Everton, it was possible Bethany hadn’t deemed it safe for them to come tonight.

Still, I dinna think she has ever skipped a meeting before.

Almost as if his thoughts had conjured them up, the Fairborns slipped in the door and took their seats at the back. The mad fisherman smiled. Now the meeting can begin.

He rose to his feet and stole over to the laird’s side. “Allow me,” he offered.

The laird stiffened in recognition. Joseph often reacted like that—as if he could barely stand to be in Vincent’s presence. Maybe it was because the scent of fish followed him wherever he went. Maybe it was because Vincent was one of the few fishermen Laird Oliver didn’t have complete control over. Or maybe it was because everyone thought the “mad” fisherman was just that—mentally unstable.

Vincent didn’t know and didn’t particularly care.

He didn’t usually offer the laird help—one, because Vincent didn’t like the fellow and two, because the laird didn’t like to admit when he needed it. Conflict appeared on Joseph’s face, and the mad fisherman waited patiently to see which side would win out: Joseph’s pride or his desire for attention.

“If you think you can establish some semblance o’ order, by all means,” the laird said finally, putting his hands over his ears and marching off to join his wife in the first pew. As he sat down, he grumbled, “I can’ handle much more o’ this.”

Mr. McLaren slid behind the pulpit and raised a finger to his lips. “Listen here, and listen well, as I tell you a tale that will make the hairs o’ yer arms stand affright.”

The children ceased their talking, save for a few giggles, and turned to the fisherman. The adults raised their eyebrows, both impressed and amused by Mr. McLaren’s methods.

“This is the story selkies dinna dare whisper. The story o’ reclaiming what was once lost, though it came at a terrible cost. I warn you now that you may na sleep tonight if you hear it, so the faint o’ heart best cover their ears.”

Laird Oliver, who hadn’t yet put his hands down, dropped them before someone could claim he was cowardly. Meanwhile, the lads and lasses glanced at each other, the nervousness in their friends’ eyes mirroring their own, though none would admit it.

After a pause, Vincent smiled. “Excellent. Then let me begin. Long ago, a selkie by the name o’ Evander visited a maiden on this very shore. This young woman, scorned by her community fer a scar marring her face, had wept seven tears into the ocean. Why? Because she, as well as everyone else, knows when the sea catches those tears, a fair selkie will come to comfort her.

“She did this three times, and three times, mighty Evander did come to her, though he never stayed long fer fear o’ her fisherman father. But despite her efforts to conceal their tryst, the woman’s father eventually discovered the truth. There were some things which couldn’ be concealed fer long.”

“How did he find out?” interrupted a small redhead named Muireall. She was a curious sort, eager to understand the world in all its facets. Vincent very much enjoyed her questions and always encouraged her to keep asking them.

“Never you mind that,” Laura Oliver called, sending the mad fisherman a deathly glare. “Let him finish his story.”

The young girl’s lower lip quivered, as it often did when her mother scolded her, but she ducked her head and obeyed.

Vincent continued, “The fourth time Evander came to his lover, her father was prepared. He waited silently on the shore, and when a lone seal shed its pelt, he crept up and snatched the skin.”

“But didn’ Evander get angry?” asked the Martins’ boy, Gregor.

Vincent McLaren shook his head with a barely concealed grin. “Nay, he—”

“You told us before that selkies could call down storms. He should have struck him dead with a lightning bolt. Yer story doesn’ make sense, Mr. McLaren,” little Muireall pointed out, her forehead wrinkled in confusion.

“Daughter, what did I tell you? Yer old enough now to know that ’tis na proper fer a young lady to behave in such a repugnant manner. Apologize at once,” Laura snapped.

The mad fisherman’s heart clenched at the tears that formed in Muireall’s eyes. The poor girl was so upset she could barely squeak, “I’m sorry, Mr. McLaren.”

“That’s quite all right, lass,” Vincent said softly, then raised his voice for his eager audience. “Anyway, Evander didn’ know the pelt had been stolen until a great heat came over his body, as if the sun itself had swallowed him up. He realized then that his sealskin was burning.

“Evander cried out to the sky fer help, trying to summon lightning to destroy his enemy, but ’twas too late. His selkie magic was already fading, leaving him practically human.”

Vincent dramatically waved his hand. “But that wasn’ the end fer Evander. Nay, he wasn’ about to give up his beloved ocean so easily. He lay in wait fer his fellow selkies on a moonlit beach, and when they shed their skins to dance, he made his move. He stole the nearest pelt, thinking he could claim it fer himself. Except the skin would na fit properly, fer it belonged to someone else. What do you think he did then?” Mr. McLaren eyed each child in turn.

“He gave up?” offered Ewan Sherwin, the young son of the village doctor.

“O’ course he didn’, Ewan. Dinna be foolish,” said Matthew Levins, elbowing the other lad. Ewan shrank into himself at the slight, but Matthew didn’t notice. “Tell us already, Mr. McLaren.”

“Well, that was when Evander did something truly horrible.” Vincent lowered his gaze to the floor. “He took a stone and attacked the sealskin’s true owner, beating him until his life-force fled. And as the sand ran red with blood, Evander again put on the skin, this time with success.”

“He . . . he killed the other selkie?” Elspet Milligan whispered, her blue eyes wide with horror.

“Aye.” Mr. McLaren nodded his head solemnly. “And what’s worse, ’twas his own brother he’d murdered. His lust fer the ocean had grown too great, and he could na see the sin o’ his actions.”

“What did the other selkies do when they found out?” Elspet’s little brother, Henry, asked.

The fisherman tapped the boy’s nose. “Fer that part o’ the story, you’ll have to wait until the adults finish their meeting.”

A chorus of groans erupted, but the children knew better than to argue. Vincent McLaren leaped from the pulpit and spun in a circle. “And if I forget, may the selkies strike me down.”

The children chuckled at his theatrics, and Laird Oliver returned to his place, nodding to Mr. McLaren with a condescending grin. “Thank you, Mr. McLaren fer the . . . interesting story.” He turned to address the crowd. “Let’s go ahead and talk about more pressing matters. Mr. Buchanan, yer crops didn’ do very well this year. I have a grand idea fer something you could do instead. It seems people on Mainland have started burning seaweed and . . .”

Mr. McLaren ignored the laird’s words as he made his way to an empty spot. He knew most of what would be shared now wouldn’t be worth listening to. But right before he sat down, someone caught his attention.

Little Muireall, just shy of eight, was mumbling to herself. “. . . have to behave better. No more crying. No more crying.” Then she wiped her face, straightened her back, and pressed her lips into a firm line.

The mad fisherman turned away, sad but not surprised. Ever since Muireall’s older brother had died last summer, a great shadow had fallen over the Oliver household. And though Laird and Lady Oliver might not realize it, their daughter’s fire was dying a little bit more each day.

Vincent glanced at the child one more time and said under his breath, “I fear that won’ fix it, lass. You’ll just snuff yerself out.”





  
    1
    An archipelago in the Northern Isles of Scotland.
  

    2
    A sickle.
  

    3
    Orkney’s midwinter festival.
  






  
  
  Wolves in Sheep’s Clothing

  
  




Eleven years later




“I’m almost finished, my lady.” Anne wound another iron rod into Muireall’s red locks.

The laird’s daughter held back a sigh. Getting ready was her least favorite part of the day, and today her morning ritual was even worse than normal. Today she was going to a wedding, and that meant letting a maidservant curl her naturally wavy tresses into perfect ringlets, a tedious task Muireall loathed with a passion.

“What do you think, my lady?” the young maid asked after a moment, glancing at the woman in the mirror.

Muireall didn’t answer, but that was to be expected. The laird’s daughter didn’t talk to servants unless absolutely necessary.

“As you should,” her mother had reminded her on many occasions. “And servants must na speak to their employers unless spoken to, and then only in dulcet tones with as few words as possible.”

Apparently, no one had shared that rule of etiquette with Anne, for she always jabbered incessantly while she was helping Muireall get dressed. Most of what the young maid said was of little consequence, for she was a dreadful gossip, but Muireall silently stored away anything that seemed like it might be useful.

Anne took another rod off the stove. The last one, Muireall realized with relief.

“Isn’ it so exciting having a wedding here in Everton?” the maid chirped.

“Hamish and Bridget wed na that long ago,” Muireall pointed out, forgetting to stay silent in the face of inaccuracy.

“Oh, that’s right. I completely forgot.” Anne giggled. “This wedding will be grander than Hamish and Bridget’s though. Why, Adaira is one o’ the most loved people in town, and Mr. Burgess is so handsome. . . .”

Searing pain erupted at the nape of Muireall’s neck as the rod in Anne’s hand slipped. The redhead shrieked and jerked away before giving the careless maid a sharp glower.

“I’m so sorry!” Anne stuttered, eying the rod with dismay before placing it back in the fire. “I wasn’ paying attention!”

“You could have seriously injured me,” Muireall snapped, running her fingers along the singed area. It was hot to the touch, and when she checked in the mirror, a telltale red line had formed below her right ear.

“Forgive me,” the maid begged, throwing her small body onto the floor. The teenager was trembling so badly she looked like she was about to fall apart. “Please, dinna tell her ladyship. My family needs my income.”

The absolute terror on Anne’s face made Muireall’s chest seize up, for the maid’s fear was all too reminiscent of her own, but she kept any sympathy from showing on her face. “Get off the floor,” she ordered coldly.

Anne sniffled but did as she’d been told, tears dripping down her blotchy cheeks.

“If you ever do something like this again, yer job will be the least o’ yer worries. There will na be another chance. Na fer you nor fer the rest o’ yer family. Do you understand?”

The maid’s eyes widened, and she slowly nodded.

Muireall gestured to the door. “You may leave now.”

“But Lady Oliver said na to miss a single—”

“Do you want to keep working here or na?”

The maid clammed up and darted to the door. Just before she left, though, Muireall said, “One more thing—never cry in front o’ me again, Anne. Learn to hide yer weakness better.”

Once the laird’s daughter was alone, she let out a deep groan and turned back to her reflection. While others would have seen a beautiful young woman with wavy red hair, bright-green eyes, and a spattering of freckles, Muireall saw only a girl who still couldn’t control herself no matter how hard she tried. I should have told her she was done here, na given her a second chance. Why am I so pathetic? After all this time, I should be able to hide my weakness better, too.

She glanced at the clock over the fireplace. Half past nine. It wasn’t as late as she’d thought. I’m sure Mother isn’ ready yet. Muireall’s full lips lifted into a smile.

A short while later, the girl was creeping toward the garden, hot rods still in her hair. Lilies, azaleas, and rhododendrons gazed up at her as she strolled past, their petals as heartwarming as an embrace. She came out here as often as she could, though she made sure her parents only knew she liked to visit the flowers, not tend to them. It wouldn’t do for them to find out she did something as dirty as gardening. They thought their gardener was responsible for the beautiful flowers, and Muireall was happy to let them believe that.

If only I had as much say over my own life as I do this garden, I’d be the most joyful woman in Everton. She paused and breathed in the scent of a nearby rose, but she didn’t stop for long. She had a specific destination in mind, and she might not have much time before her mother came looking for her. I just need to see if there are any buds, she told herself. Then I’ll go back inside.

Are you sure yer na just stalling? asked a cynical voice in her head. You still have to attend the wedding, regardless o’ how much you wish you didn’.

The young woman sighed. She definitely wasn’t looking forward to that. Adaira Stubbins’s wedding was all her mother had talked about for the past several weeks. Ever since the date had been announced, in fact. Adaira was Muireall’s first cousin, once removed, but Muireall would have had to attend even if she wasn’t family. The laird’s daughter was expected at such gatherings. Far be it fer me na to do my duty.

It wasn’t that Muireall disliked Adaira. The pretty brunette was pleasant, helpful, and got along with everyone, exactly the sort of person Muireall wished she could be friends with. The laird’s daughter just wasn’t in the mood to hear her mother complain about why Muireall wasn’t the one getting married right now. She’d been hearing that since the wedding announcement, too. It wasn’t that Muireall opposed marriage itself, but the man she’d been betrothed to since infancy—Lord Carmichael of Lanarkshire—wasn’t in any hurry to wed, and Muireall didn’t feel ready to start a new life hundreds of miles away from her home.

When the redhead reached the middle of the garden, she squealed with glee. Small pink buds peeked out from the tips of the geraniums she’d planted earlier in the year. This was the first year Muireall had grown them, and she was delighted that they were starting to thrive.

She gently touched the nearest bud. Everything looks healthy. They’d had an especially rainy summer thus far, and Muireall had been worried that the flowers were getting too much water.

“Mistress Oliver?” asked a voice.

Muireall looked to her right, her eyes landing on Bernard Buchanan, the family gardener. He was a tall, unassuming fellow with a weathered face and compassionate spirit. He’d been working at Rigmore House since before Muireall was born and had an avuncular way about him, though Muireall was careful to make sure he always remembered she was his superior.

“Bernard, hello,” she said pleasantly. “I came to check on the geraniums, and they look like they’re doing very well, thanks to yer good work.”

The older man shook his head with a grin. “Nay, mistress. You know I hardly did anything. All this is because o’ you, na me.”

Muireall smirked. It had been many years now since she and Bernard had made their arrangement. The man had a bad leg and couldn’t keep up with the other servants’ pace, so Muireall had offered him a deal: if he volunteered for the recently vacant gardener position, she would happily do most of the work and let him get paid for it. “Be that as it may, I couldn’ have done it without you being here, so that means you deserve some credit as well.”

Bernard’s kind brown eyes crinkled, then he looked away sheepishly. “That’s actually something I’ve been meaning to talk to you about, mistress. I dinna think I’ll be able to continue doing this much longer. Even walking around the garden has become challenging o’ late, and I’ve saved up enough money to live comfortably fer the next several years. My son has been saying I need to slow down fer the sake o’ my health fer over a year now.”

Muireall drew in a quick breath. But that means I’ll have to bring someone else on. Someone who may na be as good at keeping my secret.

The girl’s hands shook, both with anger and fear. Her fear was directed at the future, but most of her anger was directed at herself. Why am I so surprised? I should have expected this. Everyone leaves. ’Tis my fault fer allowing him to get close enough that it hurts.

“If that’s what you want, then that’s yer choice. It makes no difference to me,” she said in a hard voice, tucking her pain into the corner of her heart, so she could deal with it later.

The servant ducked his head. “I’m sorry, mistress. I know how much this garden means to you. I’ll try to stay a wee bit longer fer yer sake.”

Muireall didn’t respond. If he’s done with this garden, he’s na going to get another word out o’ me. After a few seconds of awkward silence, Bernard bid her farewell before tramping off.

She stood motionless, trying to digest all that his departure would mean for her. A footstep sounded nearby. She spun around. Did Bernard change his mind?

But instead of her servant, a thin, dark-haired figure was walking just outside the garden, heading straight for Rigmore House. What in the world?

No one should have been on the property besides her parents and the hired workers. Muireall didn’t pay much attention to the servants, but this man’s rumpled clothing made it obvious he didn’t work for the Olivers. Muireall’s mother wouldn’t have stood for such messy attire.

“Hey!” Muireall called, hurrying after him. “Just who do you think you are, traipsing across my property?”

The man stopped and whirled toward her with a fierce scowl. “What?”

Muireall stumbled, unused to such a rude response. Most people lowered their heads around her, for fear of Laird Oliver’s wrath if they gave her even the slightest offense.

The stranger’s face softened. He was younger than she’d realized, perhaps only a year or two more than her eighteen years. Damp black hair hung almost to his shoulders, contrasting with his smooth pale skin. His handsome smile drew Muireall in, but there was a pain lurking in his dark eyes that made her wary. People in pain often hurt others. Muireall knew that all too well. “I’m looking fer Laird Oliver. Is he at home?”

Muireall started to nod, then stopped. “Wait. You didn’ answer me. Who are you, and where did you come from?”

The man’s eyes darted to the left for a split second before returning to hers. Muireall followed his glance, but that direction only led to the beach.

“My apologies,” he said, claiming her attention once more. “I’m Niall Moreland. I stayed at Everton Inn a couple o’ months ago. Do you live here? I’m surprised we haven’ met before.”

The name rang a bell in Muireall’s mind, but she couldn’t recall where she’d heard it. “Aye, I’m Mistress Muireall Oliver, Maid4 o’ Harray, and daughter o’ The Much Honored Joseph Oliver, Laird o’ Harray. Why are you looking fer him?”

“Ah, his daughter. I believe I do see the resemblance.” He eyed her up and down, raising his eyebrows at the rods in her hair.

Muireall drew back, cheeks blazing. It was entirely inappropriate for her to be outside in such a state. If this man was decent, though, he wouldn’ try to shame me fer it.

“As fer yer question, I wanted to ask if he’d take me on as a hired hand. I’m sure I’ll be seeing you often if he says aye.” He winked.

Muireall’s face grew even hotter. Disrespectful behavior didn’t intimidate her, but flirtation was something she had no experience with. “W-We’re about to leave fer a wedding, so you’ll need to wait to speak with him until afterwar—”

“It won’ take long. I’d be much obliged if you’d tell me where to find him.”

Muireall blinked a few times, her embarrassment giving way to indignation. Did he just interrupt me?

The man cocked his head. “Muireall? Are you all right?”

The redhead’s mouth fell open. Only her parents and a select few individuals addressed her by her given name. Everyone else knew not to be so informal, for it implied either intimacy with her or superiority over her. As this man should have known.

“O’ course I’m na all right, you fool,” she said once she’d regained her composure. “And if you have any sense at all, you’ll refrain from speaking to me in such a familiar manner the next time we meet.” She lifted her chin and sashayed off to the house.

Once she was back in her bedroom, Muireall began to pace. How dare he act like that around me. I’m na some commoner. I’m Muireall Oliver, heiress o’ Rigmore House. No one disrespects me. No one.

She remembered then that the rods were still in her hair, so she angrily ripped them out. She smoothed down her wild red waves, waves that should have been curls, then gasped. How could I have been so stupid! Anne is always the one who takes the rods out, na me. Is there time to call her back before—

“Muireall? Are you ready yet?” came a shrill voice.

The young woman opened the door with a grin that belied the anxiety hovering in her stomach. In the hallway stood Lady Laura Oliver, Muireall’s mother and mistress of Rigmore House. Today she wore a blue dress that emphasized her curvaceous figure, a figure she often pointed out that Muireall hadn’t inherited.

“O’ course, Mother. Shall we go?”

Laura Oliver curled her lip at her daughter’s unruly hair but simply said, “Aye, let’s.” Muireall almost commented on the lack of criticism, but she stopped herself at the last moment. Silence was nicer than harsh words.

The two women made their way downstairs, Muireall running her hand along the rail. When she’d been a child, the stair’s barley twist spindles had seemed to stretch on forever, but now that she was on her way to the wedding, they seemed to end far too quickly. When they arrived at the front door, Muireall expected her father to be waiting for them, but only the butler, Hamish Dunnet, stood there.

“Where’s Father?” Muireall asked her mother.

Laura’s lip curled even farther. It was her signature expression of disgust, an expression Muireall was on the receiving end of far too often. “A young man came to the door and asked if he might have a word with him. Said he ran into you earlier, and you told him we were in need o’ a new manservant.”

“He what?”

“Honestly, Muireall,” her mother scoffed. A wisp of gray hair flew free from her updo. “You should have said we were too busy today. Adaira’s wedding will be starting soon, and you know how yer father feels about tardiness.”

“But I didn’. . .” Muireall trailed off, for her mother was already talking about the time they’d been late for church a few months ago, and her father had made the vicar start his sermon over.

“. . . ’Twas so humiliating I would have thought you’d remember.” Laura glanced down at the glistening rings on her fingers. “I suppose we’d better go ahead by ourselves. Better to have some Olivers at the event than none at all. Even if they’re . . .” She eyed her daughter distastefully.

Muireall slumped a bit, wishing her mother’s words didn’t pierce so deeply. Laura often made jabs such as this, and though she hadn’t said it directly, Muireall knew what she’d meant: “I wish yer brother was here. He wouldn’ disappoint me as you do. Why can’ you be more like Alastair?”

I have to be strong. I can’ let it get to me. Her emotions started to spiral, but then a thought sparked in her mind. Wait. I’m na the one responsible fer Mother’s foul mood this time.

Her eyes narrowed. Aye, that’s right. Niall Moreland is the one to blame. But if he thinks he can use me in his deception, he’s sorely mistaken.

“Mother, I’ve changed my mind,” Muireall said. “Would it be all right if I stayed behind to fix my hair? I can come along with Father.”

Relief flooded Laura’s features. “Oh, thank goodness. I’m glad you noticed it needed more work.”

Once her mother was gone, Muireall marched off. Rather than going upstairs to her room, though, the young woman turned down the hallway. When she reached the study, she gave the door a quick knock and stepped inside.

Laird Oliver and Niall Moreland stood within, their conversation halting as she entered. Her father’s jaw clenched at the sight of her, for though he loved his daughter in his own way, he always seemed irritated when she interrupted him from his work.

Muireall, on the other hand, usually looked on her father with pity. Between his wife’s nagging and his son’s death, the years hadn’t been kind to Joseph Oliver. What had once been thick black hair atop his head was now thin gray strands that looked like they could blow off in a gust of wind. Wrinkles ran along his face and hands like map lines, clearly displaying both the man’s heartaches and disappointments. He may have seemed like he had everything a person could want, but Muireall knew losing his son had broken something inside him. Something inside both of her parents.

Niall Moreland, on the other hand, was paler than before. Almost as if he was nervous.

As well he should be.

“Daughter, you dinna need to wait fer me. I told yer mother I’d be along in due time,” Laird Oliver said curtly.

Muireall stuck out her lower lip in a well-practiced pout. “Father, I just missed you,” she replied, her voice syrupy sweet. “You’ve been so busy o’ late that I hardly get to spend time with you anymore.”

Laird Oliver’s sour expression melted like snow in the spring. “Aw, I’m sorry I made you feel that way, freck5. That wasn’t my intent at all.” He took one of her hands and gave it a consoling pat. “I was just telling Niall here that I’m sure there’s room fer another set o’ hands at our humble abode.”

The laird chuckled at his own joke, and Muireall resisted the urge to roll her eyes. She turned to Niall with a patronizing grin. “Then let me just say welcome to Rigmore House.”

The man slowly nodded, suspicion dancing in his gaze. “Thank you, mistress.” He gave a small bow. “I’m honored to be here. Laird Oliver was just telling me about the wedding. I’m afraid he didn’ mention the lucky couple’s names though.”

“Did I na?” Joseph asked. “Why, Adaira Stubbins and John Burgess. You must know them from when you stayed here in the past.”

Niall’s expression faltered, just for a moment, but long enough for Muireall to realize his goodwill was a mere facade. Hmm, doesn’ like them, does he? Or at least isn’ happy they’re getting married. I should remember that.

“Truly? How delightful. I should very much like to attend, so I can celebrate this happy occasion with them.” The man’s smile was bright but didn’t reach his eyes.

Laird Oliver nodded and took a breath to reply, but his daughter spoke up first.

“Oh, my father must na have told you,” she said. “Many o’ our servants will be taking care o’ guests at the wedding. Adaira is our relative and recently lost her father, so we wanted to ease her burdens in this small way. The only problem is, we’ll hardly have anyone here to keep Rigmore House in working order. You should go find Hamish, our butler, and ask where yer most needed. You want to make a good impression, dinna you?” Muireall grinned innocently.

“Astute thinking, daughter.” Laird Oliver returned his attention to the young man. “Go back down the hallway and out the front door. Then go to the building on the left. You’ll find Hamish there, I’m sure.”

Niall seemed at a loss for words, though his mouth opened and closed several times before he bowed in acquiescence.

As he turned to leave, though, he threw a subtle glare in Muireall’s direction. She grinned wider. Those who slight me always regret it. If you want to survive at Rigmore House, you better learn that quickly.





  
    4
    A title for the eldest daughter of a laird.
  

    5
    A child or animal that wants attention.
  






  
  
  Second Chances

  
  




“Quite a good-looking fellow, wasn’ he?”

Muireall jumped at her mother’s unexpected words. The wedding still hadn’t started yet; apparently, the fiddler was frantically searching for his instrument in Torin Woods since his young son had gotten hold of it and left it there. The groom and best man had run off to help once they’d found out, which left the vicar and all the guests waiting awkwardly outside Everton Inn. The bride and her best maid hadn’t come out yet for the wedding walk6, so Muireall assumed they were still getting ready.

“Whoever do you mean?” Muireall twisted around to face her mother.

“That Niall fellow. His skin looked like it hadn’ seen a day in the sun,” Lady Oliver said tartly next to Muireall. The woman’s eyes weren’t on her daughter though—they were on the crowd, which was growing more impatient by the minute. It seemed the entire town had shown up. Even miserly old Steven McLaren, who had barely left his house in weeks, was standing off from the main group with Angus Dunnet and Phillip McGuff, two of his surly friends.

“Did he?” Muireall said vaguely, not wanting to discuss Niall Moreland. Especially when she was probably going to have to see him on a regular basis now. Maybe he’ll be assigned somewhere I won’ have to cross paths with him.

“Dinna pretend you didn’ notice. You’d have to be blind. Too bad his inferior blood will keep him from amounting to anything.”

Muireall didn’t respond, for she was used to such comments. It was difficult for Laura to pay anyone a compliment without coupling it with an insult.

“If he’d been born a noble, I would have set the two o’ you up together,” the older woman continued. “No doubt you’d have produced lovely heirs.”

The redhead blanched as she tried not to gag. More marriage talk. Please let this end once the wedding is over. “Mother, please dinna say things like th—”

“—But I suppose I’ll just have to settle on Matthew Levins instead,” Laura finished, raising her voice until it drowned out her daughter’s.

Matthew Levins? Anxiety pressed against Muireall’s chest. “What are you saying?”

“Exactly what you think I’m saying.” Laura inclined her head toward the Levinses, who were standing close to the inn door. Nathaniel Levins, an ornery old man, came from one of Everton’s two tacksman families. His wife, Elizabeth, originally a McGuff, came from the other.

And their only child, twenty-four-year-old Matthew, stood between them.

“But I’ve been betrothed to the earl o’ Hyndford’s son since we were babes,” Muireall pointed out. She’d only met Thomas Carmichael a few times. They knew each other through their mothers, and the arrangement was one of mutual benefit for the families: a rise in social standing for Muireall and an expansion of wealth for the young Lord Carmichael. Truth be told, though, Muireall didn’t much care for the man. In the little time she’d spent with him, he’d made it clear Muireall would have no voice as his wife and would merely be a pretty trinket to show off to his friends.

Still, it wasn’t right to break off an engagement without due cause.

Laura’s face darkened. “That insufferable sot has turned his attentions elsewhere. I received word a few weeks ago that he is ending yer betrothal, though he wishes us all the best.”

Ah, so that’s why Mother has been talking about marriage so much lately. Muireall couldn’t say she was disappointed that Lord Carmichael had made other arrangements. However, she wasn’t particularly happy with the alternative her mother had come up with.

“We’ve already spoken with Nathaniel and Elizabeth, and they’re delighted at the match,” Laura added.

“We?” Muireall turned to Joseph, who stood on her left. “Father, you didn’.”

Guilt passed over Joseph’s face for a split second before he brushed it aside. “Yer almost nineteen, Muireall. Most women yer age already have families o’ their own.”

“What about Br—”

“Dinna you dare bring up Briony Fairborn,” Mother spat. “Comparing yerself to that strumpet7 will na do you any good.”

Laird and Lady Oliver held a special dislike for Briony Fairborn, Everton’s only midwife, since the woman’s illegitimacy put a stain on their otherwise wholesome village. Luckily for Briony, her medical skills were invaluable. Especially now that she’d taken on all of the late Dr. Sherwin’s duties until Laird Oliver could convince a replacement doctor to move out to Everton.

“But Matthew?” It was no secret Muireall despised the tacksman. Ever since he’d thrown her into the ocean when they were bairns8, she’d maintained a special enmity for young Mr. Levins. It didn’t matter that he’d apologized when he’d seen how upset she was; the damage had already been done. “You dinna like him either, Father.”

Laird Oliver, too, had a problem with Matthew, though his only spanned the last few months. Muireall didn’t understand exactly what it was about, but it had something to do with her father’s push to build up the town’s kelping9 business. Muireall had never been privy to much information about her father’s affairs, but if this latest endeavor was anything like his last one, it wouldn’t amount to much. Joseph Oliver was full of grandiose ideas, most of which never came to fruition.

Her father bristled. “Aye, yer right about that. Can barely stand the sight o’—”

“Joseph,” Laura cut in, “we talked about this already. Matthew is the only unmarried man in Everton who’s even close to Muireall in social status, remember? Dinna let yer personal feelings cloud yer judgment. We must do our part to ensure the Oliver line . . .”

As Muireall’s mother continued, the young woman watched her father deflate. It was slow at first, just a slight drooping of his shoulders, a downward tilting of his chin, but by the time Laura had finished scolding him, all Laird Oliver’s bluster had dissipated. And it was clear he was sorry he’d bothered protesting at all.

Laura turned back to Muireall. “So, even though Matthew isn’ yer equal in rank, yer going to give this a chance.”

The young woman’s gaze flicked toward the man in question. Matthew was handsome, she’d give him that. He towered over most of their neighbors, and his light-brown eyes reminded her of the juniper trees in Torin Woods. She’d seen the other village lasses gawking at him as he passed, no doubt wishing he would give them the time of day.

But his gruff personality thoroughly negated any attraction Muireall had to his physical attributes. The man was ruthless, exacting exorbitant amounts of interest from his tenant farmers if they fell behind on their payments, regardless of the farmers’ circumstances. He’d even almost thrown the Martins out of their home a couple of months ago right after they’d just had their first baby.

At that moment, Matthew’s muscular arms were crossed as if he’d rather be anywhere else. Muireall shook her head with contempt. I thought he and Adaira were—na quite friends—but friendly, at least. Can’ he show her a wee bit o’ support on her wedding day?

Her brow furrowed as she reconsidered. Maybe I’m wrong about Matthew. Maybe he could be a good husband. Besides, all Mother wants me to do is give the man a chance. If he proves he’s inadequate, I’ll simply walk away.

A few minutes later, Donal McGuff appeared on the path that led from Torin Woods, Mr. Burgess and his son, William, on either side of him. Mr. McGuff triumphantly raised his fiddle in the air, and then the three of them jogged down the hill toward the group.

Laura snorted as her eyes homed in on William. “He’s the best man? That lad is too young fer—”

“Mr. Burgess insisted on it,” Laird Oliver stated, his tone light.

As Laura turned away with a humph, Muireall could have sworn her father smirked before schooling his face into a neutral line.

When Mr. McGuff and the Burgesses reached the inn, several men clapped them on the back and made jokes about getting lost in the woods to keep the wedding from happening. Mr. Burgess laughed and said that was nonsense, but a tremble in his voice caught Muireall’s attention.

Must be nerves. Hamish was the same way at his wedding, she reminded herself. The fiddler knocked on the door, and Briony Fairborn, Adaira’s best maid, opened it with a grin.

“Mr. McGuff, you have perfect timing. I have yer pudding10 right here.” The midwife held out a dish.

Once the fiddler had eaten his food, he launched into a merry tune to signal the start of the wedding walk. With a spring in his step, Mr. McGuff led everyone away from the inn. Mr. Burgess escorted Briony, as was customary, while William escorted Adaira. The guests trailed after them while the Martins, the designated tail sweepers11, covered everyone’s tracks with their heather broom.

Townsfolk sang and clapped in time with Mr. McGuff’s fiddle, Muireall among them, but her mind wasn’t on the song. She was paying attention to Mr. Burgess. Unlike most grooms on their wedding day, he wasn’t watching his bride. He was glancing around as if he was looking for something. Or someone.

“Does Mr. Burgess have any other family?” Muireall asked her parents as everyone paraded into the church and took their seats. The best man and best maid stepped away from the bride and groom, allowing the vicar to begin the ceremony.

“Just a cousin from Hollandstoun. That’s him there.” Laird Oliver pointed to a lanky gentleman in the front pew.

Muireall frowned. He can’ be the person Mr. Burgess is looking fer. That man had been in the crowd earlier when the walk had started. Muireall surveyed the room, but she recognized all the other faces as Everton natives. Whomever Mr. Burgess is looking fer isn’ here. I wonder whom it could be. . . .

She didn’t get an answer during the ceremony, and by the time the feasting and dancing were underway, she’d quite forgotten Mr. Burgess’s odd behavior. She had bigger things to worry about.

Like dealing with Matthew Levins.




* * *




Niall scrubbed and scrubbed the pots until his arms felt like they would fall off. Everyone else had already completed their work in the kitchen for the evening, but Niall had been strictly told he couldn’t stop until all the cookware was spotless. It was a good thing the rest of the servants had left him to do the task alone because, by the time Niall had finished, he’d called down just about every curse he could think of on the horrid humans responsible for his suffering.

Be patient, reminded a voice that sounded like his father’s. If you keep yer head down, then everything will be worth it.

He glanced up at the clock on the wall. Niall didn’t yet understand what it meant, but the head servant, Hamish, had pointed at the symbol at the bottom when he’d been talking about duties for the following day. The markings had something to do with time—Niall had figured that out, at least. Sunrise had always been enough of a marker for him when he was a selkie. Why must humans complicate things so much?

He shook his head and rose to his feet, his muscles aching after being in the same position for hours. He longed to dip into the water and drift off to sleep as he had so many times before.

Grief shot through him as Niall remembered that was in the past now. No longer could he wrap himself in his sealskin and lean into the sea’s cool embrace. Oftentimes now, he’d wake in a rage and realize he’d clawed at his own flesh while sleeping. But the horrors of his dreams couldn’t compare with the nightmare of reality.

Niall had always enjoyed being in human form; it afforded greater mobility and strength than he had as a seal. Now it was both a prison and a betrayal. To walk among his enemies as one of them, to smile and speak as if his greatest desire wasn’t to destroy them all—such torture was almost physically painful.

But if that was the price Niall had to pay for vengeance, then so be it.

Niall slipped out the door into the main hallway. Rather than making his way to the servants’ quarters in the rear of the manor, though, the young man veered in the opposite direction. I might as well have a wee bit o’ fun before turning in.

Hamish had mentioned that the wedding celebration was taking place on Mary’s Hill. With any luck, the happy couple might still be up there. Seeing me will be such a wonderful way to end their big day.

Niall scurried up the path, trying not to think about what had happened the last time he’d been to Mary’s Hill. But the more he pushed, the more the memories pushed back.

He’d held Briony so close that night, their shared love of dancing guiding their movements, energizing them as they’d twirled and leaped in time with the music. Her eyes had glowed like the fires around them, igniting such love in Niall’s heart he’d thought it would consume him.

Briony . . . Regret moistened the man’s eyes, but he took a deep breath and pressed onward. There was no sense in reliving the past; it might shake his resolve. And that was simply unacceptable.

So focused was he on his introspection that he almost didn’t spot the couple at the gate to Everton Inn. A woman in a white dress with flowers in her hair stood next to a man kneeling in front of a small pile of rocks. Normally, Niall would have just chalked the strange behavior up to typical human idiocy and not given them a second thought. He almost did, in fact, until he recognized his brother-in-law’s bright-red hair.

John and Adaira Burgess.

Just the people I was looking fer. A sneer spread over his lips as he crept up behind them. “Did I miss it?” he whispered.

The couple whirled around with a start. Both of them gaped at him in shock, but John had the presence of mind to move in front of his bride.

As if you can protect her.

“I was trying so hard to make it on time,” Niall continued, positively beaming. “After all, ’tis frightfully inconsiderate to miss a family wedding.”

Before he had time to react, John grabbed the front of his shirt, making him remember just how strong the farmer was. “After all you’ve done, you should have thought twice before coming back here.”

“Easy there. Easy.” Niall gently put his hand on top of his brother-in-law’s. “I come in peace. Let my past sins be forgiven. Family is forever, right?”

The farmer’s grip tightened. “Yer no family to me.”

“John, that’s na what you said the last time I saw you. I’m sure Elene wouldn’ have wanted us to fight.”

“She wouldn’ have wanted a lot o’ things, but they happened, anyway.”

“Why are you here, Niall?” Adaira drew the men’s attention away from each other.

Niall smirked at the pretty brunette, reveling in the terror in her eyes. She’s trying so hard to hide it, but ’tis still plain as day.

“’Tis like I said, I’m here to congratulate you. What? Am I na good enough to be here? Too much o’ a reminder o’ yer new husband’s first love?”

He should have seen John’s fist coming.

“You dinna speak to my wife that way,” the farmer said as Niall picked himself up off the ground. Pain emanated from his left cheek where the blow had landed, but Niall kept the smile on his face.

“The truth this time,” John demanded.

Niall sighed dramatically. “Oh, all right. The truth is . . .” He sniffled. “My father has exiled me.”

“What?” Adaira’s eyebrows drew together. “Why would he do that?”

“Because I’m na a selkie anymore,” Niall replied, real emotion seeping into his voice. “I dinna belong in the sea. I dinna belong on land. I dinna belong anywhere.” He glanced at the ocean beyond the inn, his heart swelling with anguish.

“Then why come to Everton?” John growled.

“Because . . .” In times like these, Niall wished he still held his selkie powers of persuasion. Back then, it would have been all too easy to fool the humans with a simple lie. He hung his head to look more pitiful. “Because I didn’ want to lose the only family I had left.”

Adaira gasped, and it took all of Niall’s self-control not to laugh. Just as gullible as ever. I didn’ even need my selkie powers. Now to convince the other.

“William saved me when I didn’ deserve it, whereas my father turned me away as soon as I was well enough to survive on my own.” Niall placed a hand over his chest. “I’ve done a lot o’ self-reflection since I left, and if I’m ever going to make things right by William—by Elene—I need to be here to do it. What do you say, John? Will you give me a chance?”

The farmer took a quick breath, but before he could respond, footsteps caught everyone’s attention.

“What are you doing here?” snipped an angry voice.

The hairs on the back of Niall’s neck stood up as he swung around. Oh, great. Here we go again.





  
    6
    The wedding party’s traditional walk to the church, led by a fiddler.
  

    7
    A promiscuous woman.
  

    8
    Children.
  

    9
    An Orcadian practice of burning seaweed carried out from the early eighteenth century until the early nineteenth century.
  

    10
    It was customary for the fiddler to receive a special pudding prior to the wedding march.
  

    11
    The couple whose job it was to drag a heather broom behind the guests during the wedding walk.
  






  
  
  Dancing and Disgrace

  
  




“Are you hiding, Muireall? Stop that at once!” Lady Oliver demanded, her nostrils flaring with anger.

Muireall rose from her crouched position and faced her mother. The two of them stood at the edge of Torin Woods, not far from where many of the wedding guests were dancing.

“I wasn’ hiding; I was studying.” The younger woman pointed to the large tree behind her. “Did you know birch trees symbolize new life?” She tried to smile, but her lips twitched so badly she gave up and settled for a neutral expression. She wasn’t about to admit her mother had been right—she had been hiding. Not from Matthew specifically but the party in general. Socializing wasn’t exactly Muireall’s strong suit.

I should have just gone back home.

But you would have been spotted straight away if you’d done that, her common sense reminded her.

Laura patted her elaborate braided updo and sighed. “Daughter, how many times have I told you, you must forgo these absurd interests and focus on yer future?”

Muireall scratched at her arm. “Umm . . .”

“And you can start by dancing with Matthew,” Laura chirped, grabbing the girl’s wrist and wrenching her back toward the crowd.

Muireall allowed her mother to tug her along, anxiety building within her. When they reached the nearest bonfire, Laura clucked her tongue expectantly. “Well?”

The young woman’s mind zipped through a host of excuses she could make: pain in her ankle, nausea, needing to check on the servants back at Rigmore House. . . . She settled on what she hoped was the most believable. “I’m quite tired, Mother. I doubt I’d be very good company.”

It wasn’t that far from the truth. She’d played several songs on her clàrsach12 before scurrying off to the presumed safety of the trees. I should have insisted on playing a few more. Perhaps then Mother would have been more sympathetic.

“Nonsense, Muireall. You were exercising yer fingers, na yer legs. What will Matthew think? He has been waiting so patiently fer you.” The older woman gestured to the tacksman, who, to Muireall’s surprise, was standing only a short distance away with his parents.

Muireall’s breath hitched. “Has he truly been waiting all this time?” She’d avoided eye contact with the man while she was playing her instrument, for she hadn’t wanted to give him the impression she was happy about their parents’ arrangement.

He couldn’ be happy about it either, right? Muireall took another peek, but as soon as she did, her stomach dropped. Matthew was staring straight at her, his gaze as sharp as a knife. She ducked her head and tried to look busy brushing off her green gown.

“Aye, he has,” Lady Oliver pressed. “And as his future bride, dancing with him is the least you can do. You dinna want to disgrace the Oliver name, do you?”

Muireall huffed, her throat burning at the word “bride.” “I hardly think refusing to dance would disgrace the—” She broke off at her mother’s withering expression. “I’m sorry, Mother. O’ course, yer right.”

Muireall steeled herself and sashayed over to the Levins family, knowing Laura was scrutinizing her every move. There would be no escaping now.

Matthew’s parents were engaged in a heated discussion about how much ale Nathaniel had drunk tonight, so they didn’t notice her arrival. Their son, on the other hand, watched her like a hawk, his gaze never wavering. Is that good or bad?

“Good evening, Mr. Levins,” Muireall greeted, smiling like she wasn’t dying to be anywhere but here.

The tacksman didn’t smile back. “Mistress Oliver.”

Muireall gulped. She’d never been so intimidated by Matthew’s taciturn personality before. He wasn’ my intended before, though, was he? Could I be content with him? She did her best to meet the man’s brown eyes, searching for any trace of warmth within them, any sign that would give her hope for their future together.

All she got in return was a glare, so she looked away. “I was told you wished to dance with me,” she said tartly.

“Hmm, ‘wish’ is a strong word.” Before she could react to his statement, he extended his hand. “Shall we?”

Muireall’s palm was clammy as they made their way toward the other dancers. She glanced back at her mother, who was eying them approvingly. Happiness cascaded over Muireall like a gentle rain; pleasing Mother was a challenging task.

But even that wasn’t strong enough to quench the dread in her stomach.


* * *


“Everyone seems so merry tonight. The last time I saw this much cheer was back on Johnsmas13, I believe,” Muireall remarked, trying to keep up the conversation. This was the third song they’d danced to, and she was beginning to run out of topics to discuss.

This would be far easier if Mr. Levins put forth some effort as well. The tacksman hadn’t initiated any small talk, and every time Muireall had spoken, he’d responded with either a grunt or nothing at all.

Again, Matthew made no comment, though his jaw stiffened ever so slightly.

Muireall caught sight of Adaira kissing her new husband as they swayed nearby. Such overt displays of affection normally sickened Muireall, but tonight, a tendril of envy sprang up in her heart. Perhaps ’twould be nice fer someone to care fer me like that. . . . She’d never been one to daydream about such things—she knew what her parents’ marriage was like behind closed doors—but maybe, just maybe, not all marriages were that way. Maybe real love did exist. The Burgesses certainly seemed to think so.

“Johnsmas was when Mr. Burgess proposed, wasn’ it?” Muireall continued, smiling up at her partner. “I was so focused on playing my clàrsach that night that I didn’ see it. Were you nearby when he asked Adaira to marry him?”

“Nay, I wasn’,” Matthew snapped























































































  












