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It may seem silly to dedicate a book to a dog, but frankly, my Sheltie, Lovey, is one of my best friends. She listens to me expound about things I can never mention to anyone else. Shes seen me naked and will never divulge her opinion on the experience. When I feel weepy, she puts her chin on my knee and sighs. Shes learned to make a sound like a purr when I rub her ears, and her dark brown eyes mostly express love. Occasionally, they reveal annoyance, but thats when Im not fast enough in giving her a cookie.

So, to Lovey: Thank you for all the days of companionship when you listenedwithout commentto my reading a manuscript aloud. Thank you for sitting on my feet in winter so my toes stayed warm while I was writing. Thank you for tolerating your teeth being brushed, Beauty Shop Nights, and a dozen other indignities so beneath you. Thank you, mostly, for only barking at the computer when it went off, and not at leaves, birds, or cats. Thank you for never being a watchdog, which meant that I had to be brave enough to protect you. Thank you, finally, for being a perfect lady-dog in all ways.

Friends, even four-legged ones, should be appreciated in life, and this is my way of appreciating Lovey.
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Prologue

March 1833




Scotland was a soggy, cold disappointment.

Charlotte Haversham MacKinnon had spent the last three days huddled in the corner of the carriage praying that the sun would emerge from behind watery clouds. The sun, however, was as stubborn as any Scot and refused to make an appearance.

Just like her husband.

However cold she was, however miserable and damp, however exhausted, she dared not utter a complaint. After all, it was her fault they were there.

The farther north they traveled, the more she understood her husbands professed love of England. In Sussex, flowers bloomed in shades of orange, red, purple, and white. Branches boasted a new growth of leaves in the spring. There was a look of beauty to the land as if it gloried in life. Even London was a cheery place.

Scotland looked as if it had recently been burned to the ground, as if God Himself had decreed this place a dead and desolate spot. When it wasnt drizzling, it looked as if it might imminently storm. How anything grew in this place, Charlotte had no idea. If it did sprout from the barren earth, surely it must be the color of slate.

She kept her thoughts to herself. Her parents were not in the mood for conversation. Her father had spent the last two hours frowning, and when her mother did address her, it was formally: Countess Marne. As if by doing so, she was reminding her father that some good had come of all thistheir eldest daughter had a title.

When she was first introduced to George MacKinnon, Earl of Marne, it hadnt mattered all that much to Charlotte. A woman must be married, and as her mother said, it was as easy to wed an Earl as it was a Mister. In this case, however, the Earl was as poor as any squirrel nesting in one of the oak trees near the garden. Perhaps more so, because at least the squirrel owned a few acorns.

George MacKinnon had a title but precious few coins to rub together. There was, supposedly, a castle he claimed as his ancestral right, and it was to Balfurin in the Scottish Highlands that theyd been traveling for the past week.

Charlotte leaned back against the cushions and closed her eyes. She hadnt done anything. Not anything that would make George leave her. Not even when she found him with the chambermaid. Shed simply gone back to her room and vowed never to say a word.


Charlotte, are you feeling unwell? We do not need that inconvenience.

She opened her eyes and turned her head to look at her mother.

Im feeling fine, Mother.

Her father frowned at her again.

Everyone pretended, during this entire journey, that she was on her way to join George at his ancestral home. But she wasnt even certain hed returned to Scotland. One morning hed simply disappeared without a note of explanation. Only days later was it determined that her entire dowry, a not inconsiderable sum, had also vanished.

Charlotte leaned her head back against the cushions again. She had acted the part of besotted bride as well as she could. Shed been amenable, tolerable, and charming. She spoke only when she was addressed, and discussed a variety of subjects when conversation faltered.

She was even to be found in her bed, gowned and perfumed for her husband, her hands resting outside the bed, the lace at her wrists so fulsome that it almost covered her fingers. Her hair was always brushed and left loose, spread over the pillow because George had remarked once that hed liked it that way.

But hed never returned to her bed, not after that first night. Perhaps she should consider herself fortunate for that fact.

Im sure George has a perfectly good explanation for his actions, her mother said abruptly.

Since it was her mothers first effort at conciliation, weak that it was, Charlotte smiled. Perhaps he will.

That was the extent of their conversation for several hours. The coachman had said this morning that theyd reach Balfurin today, but the afternoon was advancing and the scenery looked less promising as they traveled. If they didnt pass a town or even a hamlet soon, theyd be doomed again to spend the night on the side of the road, the horses grazing on whatever vegetation they might find.

Charlotte dismissed George MacKinnon, Earl of Marne, and Balfurin from her mind. For a few moments, she amused herself by envisioning the gardens of her childhood home, lush with a hundred varieties of vibrant flowers. That vision done, she concentrated on the library, her favorite room in the palatial estate. She was always to be found there, even as a child. The reading nook was a sanctuary from her pestering sisters, and the governess who giggled incessantly and postured endlessly.

If she concentrated, she could list all the books in one section of the shelves from top shelf to bottom. Over the years, shed read them all. Some were interesting, some boring, and some she could still recite, as if her mind had captured each page.

Such a memory should be used for some purpose, but it had not, other than to serve her up to ridicule from her sisters as some sort of freak, an aberration of nature.

Youd better spend your time finding some way to bleach that complexion of yours, Charlotte. You look as dark as a blackamoor. That comment was from Adelaide, a formidable flirt, and the next girl to be weda state of affairs no doubt hastening Charlottes own nuptials, the speed of which had been blinding. Either her parents had been beside themselves with the prospect of wedding Charlotte off, or George had been destitute and desperate.

Both circumstances could well be true.

Damnation, her father said, leaning forward.

Nigel! Her mother frowned.

Pardon, my dear. I didnt think. But look. He extended his finger toward the window.

Is that Balfurin? her mother asked faintly.

Her father knocked on the window separating them from the driver.

Is that our destination? he asked, and the man answered in the affirmative.

Charlotte had a feeling of impending doom as she turned her head. Her fathers uncharacteristic lapse of gentility had warned her, but nothing could truly have prepared her for what she saw next.

Balfurin Castle was a disreputable ruin of a place, perched high on a rounded hill, surrounded by a copse of trees, like a bald mans shiny pate ringed by a fringe of hair. Three crenellated towers spoke of a warlike past, when such defenses were necessary. The fourth tower, in a crumbled heap, revealed that too many years had passed since anyone had stewarded Balfurin with pride.

The overall color of the castle was gray, with red brick showing vividly where it had been spared the elements. A yawning archway led to a courtyard. Charlotte somehow knew that a drawbridge had once been installed there, just as she suspected that the dry gully had once been a moat.

She loved Balfurin at first sight.

This was the place of dreams, of childhood fantasies, of stories shed sighed over as a young girl. Without much difficulty she could envision a dragon, scaled and deeply green, creeping down the hill, and the banners of a worthy knight flying in the wind as he left the castle walls to engage in battle.

Within those sheltering walls a clan could live, kept safe by their number and their leader. Voices would be raised in celebration within the Great Hall, and the courtyard would be a hive of daily activity.

Such a place needed a chatelaine, a woman destined for the role, strong, resolute, and surrounded by the love and respect of her people. Charlotte could almost see herself wearing a long linen dress of pale yellow with a belt of hammered gold disks. Around her waist would be a knotted cord with keys to the granary and storerooms.

Her husband, the lord of Balfurin, would come to her as she stood on the battlements surveying the far crops and nearby garden.

A touch of silliness, then, to imagine herself loved by such a man, such a person. An illusion, when she was wed to an absent earl who was not much more attentive when he was standing beside her.

Dearest Lord and all the saints preserve us, her mother said. Its a horror.

Damnation, her father said again, in evident agreement.

Her mother didnt correct him this time, wide-eyed as she was at the scene before her.

The carriage slowed, the driver expertly entering the arched entranceway as if hed done so many times before. Only inches remained between the carriages shiny black lacquered exterior and the darkened bricks.


The courtyard continued the impression of desertion. Hay was strewn over one side of the space, while a few broken crates were set against one wall along with a wagon wheel with most of its spokes missing and a ladder with three shattered rungs. A well in the center of the courtyard held a rusted pulley, but the bucket looked newly hewn. A mangy dog eyed them suspiciously from beside the wall. He and three scrawny chickens plucking at the dirt were the only signs of life.

No wonder George wanted my dowry, Charlotte said. Both her parents glanced at her, but neither reprimanded her.

What, after all, could they say?

Charlotte had the impression that Balfurin was simply waiting, patient and eternal, and that it might have looked like this for hundreds of years.

This whole journey has been nothing but a waste of time, Charlotte, her mother said.

Charlotte sighed inwardly, and turned to face her mother. What would you have me do? A question she did not dare ask. She didnt have a rebellious nature. If she had, she wouldnt be sitting here wondering about the whereabouts of her husband. For that matter, she wouldnt have found herself married at all, leastwise to a stranger, and a Scot.

A desperately poor Scot.

All her life shed been proper and restrained. Every single moment, shed done exactly as her parents had asked. Shed been a model daughter, a perfect paragon of decorum. Shed been an example for her sisters, a Haversham worthy of the name.

But it was getting harder and harder to remember her role, especially after the humiliation of being abandoned so soon after being wed. Shed begun to entertain shocking thoughts of mutiny.

Your mother is right, girl, her father said. This has been a wasted trip. Your mother and I have suffered during this whole damnable journey. Nor does it look as if were going to get much of a welcome here. But Ill be damned if my horses are going to be ruined for your selfishness.

My selfishness? How could he say that? All shed wanted to do was find her husband. What about George? What about him, leaving his wife after a week of marriage? Thoughts that werent verbalized. There were words for what George had done, but shed never before spoken them aloud. Very well, in the silence of her mind perhapscad, bounder.

Bastard.

She clasped her hands together and watched as her father exited the carriage. He turned and stretched out a hand to help her mother descend. Charlotte was next, and when she stepped onto the ground she smoothed her dress down, wishing she had a mirror. Was her hair acceptable? She sent a questioning look to her mother, who nodded at her absentmindedly.

Not one single servant had appeared at the arrival of the carriage. Her father strode forward, calling out, Is anyone here?

The coachman leaned down and addressed him. Shall I send one of the footmen searching for someone, sir?

Thats a good idea, John. Do so.

The coachman nodded, and with a touch of his whip, pointed to one of the footmen. Immediately, he clambered from the carriage and strode toward the rear of the castle. Some ten minutes later he returned, walking slowly beside a stooped and aged man.

His name is Jeffrey, and he says hes one of the few servants remaining at Balfurin, sir, the footman announced when they approached the coach.

Im old but Ive not lost the ability to speak for myself, Jeffrey said, eyeing the footman with some disfavor. He turned and looked at her father, making no effort to welcome a stranger to Balfurin.

And who would you be? Jeffrey asked.

Her father drew himself up and frowned at the elderly man. We are looking for George MacKinnon, Earl of Marne, my good man. Please be so good as to tell him that his wife and in laws are here.

What makes you think hes come back? Jeffrey asked. He left us to starve without a backward glance. Married, you say? He narrowed his eyes and looked at Charlotte, who took a step back. His expression left no doubt of his feelings either for George or her.

What now? her mother asked. Weve come all this way for nothing.

A fools errand, Jennifer, her father said, frowning at Charlotte. Well rest the night, and then return to England. That is, if this ungodly place offers us shelter.

He turned and strode up the broad stone steps to the door, lifted the iron knocker, and waited.

Suddenly, the door moved, groaning on its hinges as it opened slowly inward. A yawning chasm of black appeared, and then a face, lined, weathered, and topped with a shock of white hair.

Who you be? the elderly woman asked.


Nigel Haversham, my wife, Jennifer, and our daughter, the Countess of Marne.

The old woman kept her gnarled hand on the edge of the door. Was she Balfurins only protector?

If you will move aside, madam, her father said. We require lodging for the night.

So, he married? And an Englishwoman at that? The elderly woman shook her head. That Ive lived so long to see such a horror. She squinted into the bleary sun, her eyes sunken and faded. Even so, how do I know youre who you say you are? Ive not seen the earl since the spring when he came to have the chapel window removed and taken to Edinburgh. Her hand tightened on the door.

I realize George is not in residence, her father began, but she interrupted him.

He told me it would fetch a good price from those who were building their fine houses. I wouldnt let them take it. His grandfather would have curled up in his grave. That window has been at Balfurin Castle since before I was born.

My dear woman, I do not care about one of your windows, her father said, becoming exasperated. Move aside!

The old woman looked offended by his command. She drew herself up, and frowned back at him.

Im Nan McPherson, sir. Eighty-seven years have I been on this earth. Too long to be cowed, even by a rude Englishman like yourself. Ive not been given word you were coming. Go away.

She tried to shut the door, but Charlottes father was having none of it.


Her mother stepped up and placed her hand on her fathers arm. Nigel, dear, shall I handle this? It is, after all, a domestic arrangement. She smiled at the woman at the door as if they were conspirators.

Charlotte knew the tactic well, since shed been privy to it all her life. Nan did not stand a chance against her mothers determination.

We know George didnt send word, Nan. But we are tired, and it looks to rain again. Surely, you dont begrudge us a night under a roof in a real bed?

Nan stepped back, the door opening an inch wider. The roof leaks, and Ive not had the strength to air the beds myself.

Weve two footmen who could assist in whatever arrangements need to be made. Her mother smiled, and the door opened even farther.

Well, Ill not stand here like a beggar, her father said.

He appeared genial, but her father had Gods own temper when he was riled, and this journey had done nothing to soothe him. He pushed past Nan and gestured to his wife. Ill be damned if Im going to be treated like a supplicant at my son-in-laws door.

Charlotte turned and surveyed the courtyard again. It didnt improve with a second glance.

Come, Charlotte!

What choice did she have?

By nightfall, theyd managed a meal of something purporting to be a stew, and bread so hard that it felt like one of Balfurins bricks. Her parents occupied the lairds suite of rooms, while Charlotte was installed in a smaller chamber across the hall.


She stood at the open window, shutters carefully folded back against the wall, and stared out at the night.

The hills were shapeless now, shrouded by darkness. Above them winked a thousand stars, glittering brightly in an ebony sky. A peaceful night, with the soft breath of a cool wind touching her cheek.

In winter the castle would be a cold place. A fire in every room would not be so much a luxury as a necessity for living in Scotland. But there could be warmth in this place, just as there could beauty. A few plants in the courtyard, a garden of sorts, now that the need for defense was not so pressing. The whole place could do with a bit of sorting through and order, not to mention a good cleaning. Once the windows sparkled, and the dust was gone, and a few repairs made, Balfurin might be as it had been once before: a proud lairds holding, a grand and stately castle guarding the Highlands.

The door abruptly opened.

Ive been told to turn the mattress, miss, one of the footmen said. He was followed by his partner, a man so young he still had an air of boyhood about him. Himself gave me the order. But how thats going to make this place smell better, I dont know.

She wanted to warn him that her father didnt believe in servants airing their opinions and he should use some caution. For that matter, he didnt believe in his daughters speaking their minds, either. Her mother was the only person shed ever heard give Nigel Haversham the honest truth.

Was that the meaning of love, then? The ability to speak freely and without fear?

She turned and stared out at the night again, hearing them work behind her. At the least the mattress would be fluffed for the night. Were clean sheets possible?

Is it true, miss, that your husband comes from here?

True, she said, not turning to face them. She could only imagine their looks.

What do you think of him? Now, that was a question she dared herself to ask, but of course, she didnt. Her father would criticize her for even thinking of asking for a servants opinion. But they knew most of what transpired, even in a grand house like the one in which shed been raised.

She heard the door close, and knew theyd left her. A moment later, it opened again.

Did you forget something? Have the good manners to knock, at least, she said.

Must I beg permission of you, daughter? her father asked. I think not.

She sighed, and stared straight ahead, knowing the confrontation had finally come. She hadnt wanted it, had dreaded it, but knew her father would demand a reckoning of sorts. A bludgeoning not by fist or instrument, but the sheer power of his will. He would demand and she would accede. Perhaps.

She straightened her shoulders, fixed a smile on her lips, and forced herself to turn and face him.

Well leave in the morning, Charlotte. Back in England youll comport yourself like a proper wife until George returns.

From where? she asked.

Does it matter? Hes evidently had business to transact, something he didnt feel necessary to impart to you.


Or to you, Father?

He didnt look pleased by that question, did he?

As he was deciding whether to chastise her for her words or offer sympathy to diffuse an emotional outburst, she delivered him another blowthe truth, hard won and very painful.

George might not return, Father. He has my money, after all. Perhaps he sailed away with one of the maids.

Her fathers nose was reddening, a sure sign that he was becoming annoyed. His next words verified that prediction.

If thats so, it will not matter to your deportment, Charlotte. You will be a proper countess.

A countess in waiting. Waiting for my husband to return. I dont think so, Father.

He looked startled. What an odd expression. She hadnt often seen her father surprised. Then he wasnt going to like what she had to say next.

Im going to remain here, she said softly. Here at Balfurin.

You cant be serious. I forbid it.

You cannot, she said calmly. Im a married woman. A countess, Father, and capable of the command of my own self, if not my funds.

Youve no funds, Charlotte, and Ill not give you money for this misadventure.

Ive my grandfathers money, she said, having given this decision a great deal of thought. Enough to live here in some comfort. George did not get that.

That man was a fool to leave his money to you. Ill not have it.

Fortunately, Father, theres nothing you can do. She smiled sweetly at him, confident in her words. Shed visited her solicitor before leaving London. Her father was not the only Haversham who believed in planning and organization.

What do you mean to do, Charlotte? Remain here like a lovesick wife, pining for Georges return?

No, she said. She reinforced her smile. Did you know that in Scotland its possible for a wife to divorce her husband? Im going to divorce George for desertion.

Her father, strangely enough, had no comment for that.









    

Chapter 1

October 1838




As homecomings went, this one would rank among the strangest.

Dixon Robert MacKinnon felt as if ghosts welcomed him, trailing their cold and lifeless fingers over his skin, greeting him with soft, almost soundless moans as if to warn him away from his destination. Yet the whole of Scotland was a place of ghosts, each hill and glen carrying memories of bittersweet victory or poignant loss. Hed forgotten how damp the air felt, as if the earth had wept and was now resting between tears.

How strange that hed come halfway around the world for this moment and now he dreaded arriving at Balfurin.

He sat back among the cushions and surveyed his companion. Matthew was wedged into the corner of the carriage, arms crossed over his embroidered silk jacket, his gaze fixed at the tops of his pointed shoes. Hed been silent ever since yesterday when Dixon had announced it would be weeks before they left for Penang. In fact, it was very likely they would remain the winter in Scotland.

Dixon tapped on the ceiling, a signal for the coachman to slow. Another tap, and he felt the horses being walked to the side of the road.

Come and have a look at Balfurin, Matthew, he said.

I will remain here, if you do not mind, master, Matthew said, refusing to look in his direction. The storm will be upon us shortly.

A good Scottish storm takes the fire out of the blood.

I have no more fire in my blood, as you say, master. I have spent too much time being cold and wet for any fire to survive.

Dixon stifled his smile, exited the carriage and closed the door, not remarking to Matthew that a carriage would be no protection in a Scottish thunderstorm. He might as well stand in the lee of the wind and delight in its fury with no shelter at all.

Dixon walked some distance from the carriage, feeling as if the years fell away with each step.

His parents had died in a boating accident on the River Tam, and hed been brought to Balfurin for his uncle to raise. His mothers home had soon become his. How many times had he raced around the ruined tower? Or run up the steps to the battlements themselves? Hed played Robert the Bruce or Hannibal, Caesar, or a host of other warriors, and all during those pretend battles, hed been the Earl of Marne, not George. Even as a child, hed been envious of Georges position in the world. Not just that his cousin had inherited the title, but that he would forever be known as the Laird of Balfurin.

The red streaks of sunset were a perfect backdrop to his first view of Balfurin. In the distance, the sky was already black, but not from nightfall as much as an approaching storm. An omen, perhaps, that Balfurin didnt welcome him back home with much enthusiasm.

He should have heeded the warning.

Balfurin was nothing like it had been. Dixon stared down at the glen, barely recognizing the castle.

The ruined tower wasnt there. Somehow, it had simply disappeared from the landscape. Had it finally crumbled and been carted away in a hundred barrows? Or better yet, had it been used to build the new addition to the east? A three-story building, rectangular and plain, seemed to have no relationship at all to the existing castle except for the fact it shared the same courtyard.

The curtain wall had been shored up, and the gate holding the portcullis had been repaired. The battlements looked as if their crenellated tops had been sharpened and there was a flag flying there, one that he couldnt make out from this distance.

The courtyard was filled with a hundred lit torches along the curtain wall. Candles outlined the path from the portcullis to the broad stone steps. Hundreds of flickering flames sat in every window of Balfurin, giving the impression that the castle itself was on fire.

A long line of carriages took turns before the steps, each set of passengers being escorted up the stairs by a girl dressed in a long flowing white gown.

Females of all ages, each identically dressed in the same type of gown, were milling about the courtyard. A few were lining up in a queue. One, her hand holding the end of her hair, was racing to the three-story building to the east, as if distraught over a ruined coiffure.

Is it a church? Matthew asked. Dixon turned to find the other man at his side.

Ive never known George to be religious, he said. But a decade can change a man.

A man wills his own change, Matthew said. Time does not matter.

Dixon stifled both his smile and his comment.

Is this what you need, master?

He glanced at Matthew.

To ease your heart. Will it help?

Weve agreed, Matthew. You will not speak of it.

Dixon looked down at Balfurin again. Would George welcome him home? Or would their rift, of a decades standing, continue? Only the next few minutes would tell.

They returned to the carriage and Dixon gave the signal for the driver to begin the long descent to the glen.



Well, what do you think, Maisie? Will I do?

Charlotte MacKinnon, Countess of Marne, stared at herself in the mirror.

I think you look absolutely stunning, your ladyship, Maisie said.

What had she expected? Maisie had been Charlottes fiercest supporter since the day she had hired her as maid four years earlier.

Maisie was always smiling, the small space between her front teeth and the dimple in her right cheek giving her an impish expression. The young maid found the world to be a pleasant place, all in all. However, being around Maisie was sometimes a trying experience, especially on those days when Charlotte wasnt in the mood to be excessively bright and cheery. But right at the moment she was appreciative of the girls effusive disposition.

Tonight Charlotte was prepared for a little festivity. The ball she was hosting was the culmination of five years of work and worry.

The very first class of seniors were graduating from the Caledonia School for the Advancement of Females and embarking upon their lives. Families from all over northern Scotland had descended on Balfurin in order to see the graduation program. A column of seniors would march down the center of the Great Hall, each carrying a lit white pillar candle, held slightly forward as if each girl was following the light of knowledge itself. After the ceremony, the rest of the evening would be devoted to merriment, including the first ball to be held at Balfurin in decades.

When word of tonights festivities spread through Edinburgh and Inverness, she expected to have even more applicants. Soon, shed have to limit enrollment, the true measure of success for a school for girls.

She leaned forward to see her reflection more clearly in the mirror. Her forehead was shiny and she blotted the spot with a French powder puff and then picked an ostrich feather from her cheek. Excitement was making her warm, coloring her complexion pink, while worry was causing her to feel cold inside.

What if something went wrong?

Nonsense. Nothing could possibly go wrong.

She stood, smoothing out the folds of her white pleated dress. Exactly the same type of dress the graduating girls were wearing. After the ceremony in the Great Hall, shed return to her room to dress for the ball in a frothy creation of feathers and lace that she worried about even now.

She turned and surveyed the dress hanging on the screen.

You dont think its too bold, Maisie? Shed commissioned it from a dressmaker in Edinburgh, the first time shed spent so much money on a gown in five years.

Not at all, your ladyship. Its a bit different for your taste, thats true. But its the most glorious thing, what with the feathers and all.

But the dcolletage, you dont think its too risqu?

Oh no, your ladyship. Youd see worse than that on the streets of Edinburgh.

She didnt exactly want to be equated with the women on the streets of Edinburgh, but Charlotte didnt say so.

The feathers on the shoulders seemed an awfully daring touch, not to mention the plunging V of the neckline. Everyone had to be impressed by her demeanor, by her composure, by her appearance, else why would they send their daughters to her school?

Youll be the most lovely woman at the ball, your ladyship, Maisie said, still trying to reassure her. Mr. McElwee will be over the moon to see you.

Spencer, dear Spencer. Whatever would she have done these past years without him? Shed been so lonely, and hed been so attentive. Not to mention all the assistance hed given her with herproblem.

Im not altogether sure hell be in attendance, Charlotte said, feeling a spurt of disappointment. Perhaps its better if he isnt. I cant have it bandied about that Ive a loose reputation.

Still and all, itd be nice to see you dance with him, your ladyship.

Charlotte nodded, thinking the same.

In a moment, shed head for the Great Hall, for the speech shed give before the assembled parents and students.

She pressed both hands against her midriff in order to calm her stomach. It didnt help. Her pulse was racing, her mouth dry. Tonight was the culmination of everything shed worked for in the last five years.

Tonight was the realization of a dream.



Dixons carriage pulled into Balfurins courtyard slowly, the pace necessitated by the dozen vehicles in front of him. Along the interior curve of the curtain wall at least that many carriages were parked, waiting.

Was the whole of Scotland visiting Balfurin tonight?

Perhaps it would be better to call upon your cousin when he isnt entertaining, master.

On the contrary, Matthew. Tonight might be the very best time to call upon George. He may not have fond memories of our last encounter.

You quarreled, master?


Dixon shrugged. Dont all families? he asked.

I do not know, master, having had no family.

Dixon didnt comment. The subject of Matthews foster parents was a delicate one. He found it wiser to remain silent.

We are evidently to be greeted, master, Matthew said, pointing to the carriage ahead of them.

As each carriage pulled up to the steps, a young girl attired in a long white dress moved from the head of the line to greet the guests. She spoke to another, older girl similarly attired holding a leather-bound book before escorting the inhabitants of the carriage up the broad stone steps.

Theyre much too young, Dixon said, as their carriage halted. He disembarked from the vehicle, followed by Matthew. Id have liked to be greeted by an older woman with a hint of a good time in her glance.

Matthew shot him a chastising look. Matthew had strict and odd views of celibacy that Dixon didnt share. The fact that hed been forced into a monklike state in the last few months had been due more to circumstances than inclination.

Dixon turned and called up to his coachman. Find the stables, Donald, and introduce yourself. Were going to be staying for a few days.

Donald nodded and tipped his hat with his whip hand.

Whose guest are you? the young woman asked when she greeted him.

Guest? Dixon asked.

She nodded. I need to indicate it for our book, she said, gesturing toward the other girl holding the leather-bound volume. Were listing all the guests. You have come for the graduation, have you not?

Im afraid we havent, Dixon said. Graduation?

She looked annoyed, a strange expression for such a young and vibrant face. The Caledonia School for the Advancement of Females, sir. The very first graduating class.

Were friends of the family, Dixon said, hoping the information would wipe the look of annoyance from her face and summon a smile.

It didnt, but he forgot about her the moment he entered Balfurin.

Once, the entrance to the castle had been a narrow corridor leading to the Great Hall, with other rooms branching off that cavernous chamber. Sometime in the last decade, however, since he was last at Balfurin, massive changes had been made to the interior of the castle. He followed a steady line of people into a commodious foyer tiled in black and white. When he was last here, the area had been a narrow little closet of an entranceway. To his left was the Great Hall, and above, where once there had been a narrow curving stair, was a set of steps sweeping up to the very top of the castle.

He wanted to stop the press of people, demand some time to absorb the changes, but he was soon born along with the crowd into the Great Hall. Here, at least, there were few changes. The claymores and broadswords had been removed from the walls, but the flags and banners belonging to the MacKinnons were still in evidence.

Thank God. For a moment, hed thought George had found a way to circumvent the primogeniture laws and sold the castle outright.


He moved to the back of the hall, Matthew accompanying him. With some difficulty he found a place beside a pillar. In moments, a procession began, white gowned girls walking two by two through the middle of the Great Hall holding thick white pillar candles before them. They were chanting something he couldnt translate. He could speak French, German, and in the last ten years, Malay, but his Latin was rusty. He was reminded of his schoolboy lessons of ancient Rome, and wondered what the hell George had gotten himself into that a group not unlike the Vestal Virgins were parading through Balfurin.

An older woman stepped up to an elevated area at the end of the Hall. She waited until the crowd became aware of her and then began to speak. It is my great pleasure and privilege to introduce Charlotte MacKinnon, the Countess of Marne.

Applause greeted the woman who replaced her at the podium.

She was dressed in a similar fashion to the girls who stood in front of her, their candles still flickering. Her auburn hair had more than a touch of red to it, as if there was fire in it. He was too far away to see the color of her eyes, but he somehow knew theyd be green. Her face was pale, but spots of color showed on her cheeks, as if she were embarrassed or excited to be standing in front of the crowd of people in Balfurins Great Hall.

She began to speak and he found himself fascinated by the low timbre of her voice.

Those women who are graduating from the Caledonia School for the Advancement of Females have completed a rigorous course of work in Latin, geography, mathematics, linguistics, French, history, and art appreciation. They have also been schooled in household management, millinery, and fashion, all subjects that will enable them to become good citizens, wives, and mothers. When our students leave Balfurin, they do so armed with a knowledge of the world, and hopefully a thirst for education that will continue throughout their lives.

She smiled, and her face was transformed from simple prettiness to beauty. He moved closer, his back to the pillar, eager to see her in a better light.

The crowd laughed at one of her comments and she blushed, looking down at the podium for a long moment before continuing to talk. One by one, the teachers were introduced, a fair number of young to middle-aged women being acknowledged to applause. She was artful at sharing praise and singling out those who appeared shy.

Finally, the girls advanced onto the stage, received their rolled diplomas, and stepped away, each one to a thunderous round of applause.

At the end, the redheaded woman hesitated, and then stretched out her arm, indicating the assembled column of girls in a sweeping gesture.

Ladies and gentlemen, fathers and mothers, I give you the first graduating class of the Caledonia School for the Advancement of Females.

A very nice speech, but it didnt answer his questionwhat had happened to Balfurin, and where was George?

In the last four hundred years, the Great Hall had probably been as crowded. Instead of a graduation from the Caledonia School for the Advancement of Females, however, the talk had no doubt been of warfare, stealing a neighboring clans cattle, or going to battle against the English. Dixon couldnt help but wonder if the first earlensconced in a heaven reserved for Scottish warriorswas wincing at Balfurins new, less warlike demeanor.

When the ceremony was over, and the crowd invited to ascend to the ballroom for dancing and refreshments, Dixon gradually became aware of the looks sent in his direction.

He moved through a door he doubted many people knew about since it was set flush into the wall and looked like part of the decoration. He didnt worry that Matthew had followed himMatthew was always five feet behind him, a constant, protective shadow.

People passed him, intent on the curving staircase. He ignored them and walked through the first floor of Balfurin.

The framed souvenirs of war that had been mounted on the wall were gone, replaced by watercolors of native plants. Bouquets of heather brightened the shadowy corners. Heather should be growing free in the glen, not looking oddly miserable and out of place confined to copper urns.

A footman, tall and straight, in blue livery, bowed to him.

May I direct you to the ballroom, sir?

No, he said, as amenably as possible in the midst of the unpleasant experience of rediscovering Balfurin.

The castle had been softened, the interior furnishings almost feminine. Dixon wasnt certain he liked the change. It played hell with his memories.

Were there any servants left who might have known him as a boy? Anyone at all, who could recall the shape of his boyhood face in the man who stood before them? Was that the reason hed come home to Scotland after all this time? To find a trace of himself? To find his identity? Hed spent the last ten years of his life immersed in a culture where family was valued over wealth or prestige, where ancestors were more honored than the living. Perhaps he was simply trying to find his own roots.

The area where he walked had once been dreary from the absence of light. Now the corridor had been widened and windows added. He wondered what view they would reveal in the daylight. Candles illuminated a room he could call a parlor in another home, comfortable with overstuffed couches and chairs angled to catch the best of the light from the mullioned windows.

What the hell had happened to Balfurin?

It is a very big place, master, Matthew said. Dixon glanced at him, surprised to realize that hed forgotten the other mans presence for a moment.

Balfurins larger than I remember. Arent places from your childhood supposed to look smaller?

Balfurin both resonated in his memory and yet felt alien. Too many things had changed and yet the castle itself was timeless.

A couple passed him, intent on the stairs. He gestured to Matthew and followed them, annoyed that strangers seemed to know Balfurin better than he. At the head of the stairs, the crowd bunched together and then stalled. It wasnt until they moved forward that he discovered whythey were being announced by an elderly man in stiff brocaded blue livery and wearing a powdered wig.


Finally, someone he recognized.

Hello, Jeffrey, he said as he came abreast of the old man.

Jeffrey turned and frowned at Dixon, his bushy white eyebrows meeting together over soft brown eyes that looked too young to belong to the old man. Abruptly, his annoyed expression changed, becoming almost frightened. His mouth hung open; he stepped back a pace, and stared at Dixon.

I know Ive been gone some time, he said, but its really me, Jeffrey.

Jeffreys hand quivered as he stretched it toward Dixon, one finger extended, as if Jeffrey thought he was a ghost and had to touch him to assure himself Dixon was corporeal. His eyes softened, and for a moment Dixon thought the elderly servant was going to cry.

Instead, Jeffrey took a step forward. He cleared his throat, straightened his shoulders, and thumped the wooden floor with his gold-topped staff. In a voice louder than hed announced the other guests, he intoned, The Earl of Marne, and Laird of Balfurin.

Conversation abruptly stopped. People ceased mingling. A quiet as profound as midnight on the ocean stole over the room. As Dixon moved closer to correct Jeffrey, the woman from the Great Hall stepped forward. The crowd parted silently for her.

Her face was flushed and then seemed to grow paler the closer she came to him. Shed changed clothes, and the feathers on the shoulders of her gown bobbed as she walked. She looked not unlike a cygnet, a young swan of grace and dignity.

A most exquisite female, Matthew said from beside him. Since Matthew was rarely given to comments about women, he glanced at him curiously. There was an expression of intensity on his companions face that hed never before seen.

He didnt have time to comment, because suddenly she was standing not two feet from him. Unlike some women who do not improve on proximity, this woman was even more striking up close than she was from a distance. Her complexion was perfect, her skin clear and radiant, her teethher lips were parted in a determined, if grim smilewere perfectly formed and white. Her hair was truly more red than brown, and her features so perfect that he was tempted to ask her to remain still for a few moments so that he might be able to measure each against the other.

How odd that the music was still playing.

Nor was her figure to be missed. How could he? He was a man whod been celibate for too long.

George, she said, her voice low and intimate, I might have expected this of you.

Instead of waiting for his reply, however, she walked past Jeffrey into the corridor. He had no recourse but to follow her, Matthew at his side.

Madam, you are mistaken, he said, annoyed that shed taken him for his cousin.

She smiled at two late arrivals, and waited until they were announced before turning to him.

In what? The fact that you are here? Or the fact that you chose the worst night in five years to return? Where have you been? And why in the name of the archangels have you come back?

Madam, I must correct you, he began, only to be interrupted once more.


Why now, after all this time? Youre not welcome here, MacKinnon. I dont have any use for a husband, especially you. She fisted her hands and held them out in front of her as if they were playing a childrens game. Perhaps she wanted to hit him and was only barely restraining herself.

He took a precautionary step backward.

Did all my money run out, George? Is that why youre back? Ive not got any spare to give you, and youll not take from the schools coffers. Its barely paying its way as it is.

Now that was really too much.

A MacKinnon has never been a thief, madam.

She answered with an unladylike snort of derision and a quelling look. Pity I didnt know that five years ago when you absconded with my dowry after a week of marriage.

The actions of a man betray his soul, Matthew said.

Dixon glanced at Matthew, wondering why he chose now to become inscrutably Oriental.

Who are you? she asked, then shook her head as if chastising herself for her rudeness. But she didnt alter the question or soften it.

Matthew tucked his hands into his sleeves and bowed from the waist. I am Matthew Mark Luke and John.

She looked startled, but then so did everyone upon learning Matthews full name.

Matthew was raised by missionaries, Dixon said. They couldnt decide which book of the Bible to name him after so they picked four.

Its a good thing they werent reading the Old Testament at the time, she said. Nahum, Habakkuk, and Zephaniah would have been much more difficult.

Matthew smiled, a rare enough expression that Dixon stared at him. The younger man wasnt easily charmed, and it was disconcerting that this red-haired virago had been the one to do it.

Is it your hair? he asked. Does it give you your fiery nature? Or were you born a blond and your temper colored your hair?

You claimed, once, to have liked my hair, she said, her eyes narrowing.

A lot of things that were real five years ago may not be real now. Including his identity.

I havent been able to divorce you, George. Perhaps I should just kill you instead. Its something I shall have to consider.

With that she turned and walked away, leaving him staring after her.







    

Chapter 2




The orchestra was playing, the sound of lush music traveling through the corridors of Balfurin, bringing the old castle to life. Moonlight streamed in through the archers slits, recently fitted with glass. Everyone looked as if they were having a delightful time. The food on the sideboards was disappearing at a rapid rate, as were the wines. Even the overly sweet punch, set aside for the younger students, was being refilled in the large silver bowl.

Charlotte skirted the dance floor, nodding and smiling at her guests. The effort to appear cordial and welcoming was nearly killing her. She wanted to stand in the middle of the ballroom, spread her arms wide, and start screaming.

A cluster of girls stood in the anteroom, and she nodded to them, hoping they wouldnt engage her in conversation. She needed a few minutes to gain her composure, calm herself, before becoming the chatelaine of Balfurin once more.

Damn him.

Closing her eyes, she took a few deep breaths but it didnt work. She was still furious.

Damn him. Damn him for showing up tonight of all times. Damn him for not disappearing forever. Damn him for ruining the one evening in the world that mattered to me. Damn him for his interference. Damn him for being alive.

Gradually, she became aware of the whispers on the other side of the anteroom. If the three girls clustered there wanted a bit of privacy, they should have considered how high the ceilings and how well sound carried.

it was in her family for ages, and shes heartsick.

Marybell cant locate the ring her grandmother gave her either.

My mother will never forgive me. She told me not to bring it to school and if I tell her its missing, shell just get all puffed up like she does when shes right.

Charlotte pushed aside all thoughts of George in view of this new crisis. She crossed the anteroom and addressed the three girls.

What is missing?

None of the girls looked eager to impart any information, but Charlotte merely waited. Shed found that silence was a remarkable persuader.

My brooch, Anna finally said. I had it yesterday, but when I went to put it in my case, it was gone. Its gold, with a lock of my parents hair inside.


And Marybells ring, and Jessicas necklace, another one of the girls said.

Why havent you reported any of these items? Charlotte asked, even though she knew the answer. They wouldnt be found, any more than the other jewelry gone missing this term.

The regrettable fact was that one of her students had a habit of thievery. She could only hope that it was one of the graduating seniors and they wouldnt return to school.

Make sure Miss Thompson gets the list before you leave, she said. Each of the girls nodded, and Charlotte forced a pleasant expression on her face as the three girls left the anteroom.

What else? Surely, this night would soon be
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