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            Prologue

         
         
            June, 1865

            Adaire Hall, Scotland

         

         “I’ll be damned if I know why she did it, but the Countess of Burfield left you a bequest.”

         
         Gordon McDonnell turned from the window and stared at the man who’d just spoken.

         
         Richard McBain was the advocate for the Adaire family. For a number of years, he’d also served as the guardian for the underage
            Earl of Burfield, who’d ascended to his title at the age of five.
         

         
         Gordon had had a few encounters with McBain in the past. Whenever they happened to meet—or he was called into the study—it
            was never to his advantage.
         

         
         At first he thought that McBain had somehow discovered his relationship with Jennifer Adaire.

         
         Jennifer was Lady Jennifer, the daughter of the Earl and Countess of Burfield. Gordon was only the gardener’s boy, a title
            he’d been called ever since he was little. He’d grown to heartily despise it.
         

         
         He had plans for his life, plans that didn’t include becoming a gardener like his father. Gordon didn’t care if anything bloomed or grew under his care. He preferred the wildness of the terrain surrounding Adaire Hall to the cultivated plants in the various gardens. 

         
         His mind registered what McBain said, but it still didn’t make any sense. “What do you mean, the countess left me a bequest?”

         
         “Evidently, the woman saw something in you I don’t understand.”

         
         McBain had always talked to him in that same tone. He’d learned to ignore it.

         
         “I didn’t expect that,” Gordon said.

         
         Perhaps he should have. The countess had always been kind to him, and he’d always liked her. Their unusual relationship had
            begun when he was only seven.
         

         
         One day, he’d seen her nurse wheel her out to the terrace so that she could enjoy the sunshine in the garden. He had dared
            his father’s anger and had plucked some flowers for her, then walked up the three steps and thrust them at her.
         

         
         “It’s a bunch of posies, ma’am, to make you smile.”

         
         “You’ll address her correctly, boy,” the nurse had said. “It’s Your Ladyship to you.”

         
         Gordon hadn’t corrected himself, merely continued to stare at the countess.

         
         The countess’s vision had been badly damaged in a fire. She saw shapes and some colors, but little more. That day she’d reached
            out and felt his face, placing her palms against his cheeks.
         

         
         “What is your name?”

         
         “Gordon, ma’am. Gordon McDonnell. Your Ladyship.”

         
         “Sean McDonnell’s lad.”

         
         “Aye, the same.”

         
         “And you picked your father’s flowers to give to me.”

         
         “I think they’re your flowers, ma’am. Your Ladyship. I merely borrowed them for a time.”

         
         The countess had taken the flowers and brought them to her face, telling him that they smelled of spring.

         
         From that moment on, whenever the countess came to the garden Gordon went to see her. Their relationship was less that of
            the gardener’s boy and countess than it was friendship, of a sort. He told her of his dreams. She shared some of her thoughts
            with him. In addition, she taught him a number of things that he’d never have learned otherwise, like how to handle his anger
            and how to speak properly.
         

         
         He turned back to the window, unwilling to let McBain see his expression.

         
         Her death hadn’t been any easier than her life. After she’d died, he’d heard more than one person say that it was a blessing
            she’d finally been released. His first reaction to that comment had been anger. The world was less interesting because she
            was no longer in it. It was certainly less friendly.
         

         
         “I tried to talk her out of it,” the advocate said. “I don’t know what you’re going to do with the money, but I doubt you’ll
            put it to good use.”
         

         
         Then McBain mentioned an amount that had Gordon turning and staring at him incredulously.

         
         “How much?”

         
         McBain repeated the amount.

         
         “And it’s all mine?”

         
         “It’s all yours.”

         
         He’d just been given a fortune.

         
         “It’s the perfect time, I think,” McBain said, “to tell you that you’re no longer welcome at Adaire Hall.” The advocate smiled,
            an expression that reminded Gordon of a cat that had just devoured a plump mouse.
         

         
         “It’s been brought to my attention, McDonnell, that you have ideas above your station. I’ve been asked to explain to you that
            any further advances to Lady Jennifer are unwelcome. Therefore, the easiest thing for everyone would be for you to leave Adaire
            Hall immediately.”
         

         
         He stared at McBain.

         
         “It’s no secret that you’ve been causing Lady Jennifer trouble. You’ve been too persistent in your attentions.”

         
         “I don’t understand.” Jennifer wouldn’t have made that comment.

         
         “It’s simple enough,” the advocate said, standing. “That relationship is over.”

         
         “I don’t believe you.”

         
         “Spare the young woman some embarrassment, McDonnell. Pretend, in this instance, that you have the manners of a gentleman.
            She’s just left for Edinburgh and expressly asked me to convey to you that she would like you gone before she returns. She’s
            not the only one who’s anxious for your departure. The Earl of Burfield feels the same way.”
         

         
         The Earl of Burfield. That was a laugh. Jennifer’s brother had always been an idiot. In the past few years he’d coupled his idiocy with being an ass. 

         
         “I might add that your father agrees.”

         
         Was he supposed to be surprised at that news? He and Sean had clashed ever since he was a child.

         
         “Maybe my father and Harrison want me gone,” Gordon said, “but not Jennifer.”

         
         Just last night they’d met at the loch, spent hours talking, and ended the night by kissing. She couldn’t have changed her
            mind in a matter of hours. Not Jennifer.
         

         
         “She’s not going to return from Edinburgh until you’re gone. Your father has packed your belongings, McDonnell. The sooner
            you’ve left, the better for everyone. You’ve been a disruptive influence around here for too long. Unfortunately, the countess
            didn’t agree with my assessment of you.”
         

         
         Evidently, he had one more reason to be grateful to the countess.

         
         “Neither of your parents have expressed a wish to see you before you leave. Nor has the earl. There’s a carriage at the front
            door. It will take you to Inverness.”
         

         
         “I’m not leaving until I talk to Jennifer.”

         
         McBain approached him slowly. “Understand this, McDonnell, Lady Jennifer doesn’t want anything to do with you now or in the
            future.”
         

         
         Gordon faced the older man down. He was nearly a foot taller and bigger than the advocate. He wasn’t intimidated.

         
         When he didn’t speak, McBain continued. “She regrets meeting you at the loch, McDonnell, and allowing you to kiss her. Is that plain enough for you? Face it, man. You were an amusement and now you’re not.” 

         
         McBain’s tone had softened, and there was something that sounded like pity in his voice.

         
         Had he been wrong? Was it possible that Jennifer felt that way? No, McBain was an idiot to think he’d believe that of Jennifer.

         
         The advocate returned to his desk, reached into the drawer, and pulled out a stack of notes. Gordon immediately knew what
            they were. He and Jennifer left notes for each other all over Adaire Hall. In the coop, in the forks of a tree they’d learned
            to climb just beyond the house, in a loose brick in the fireplace in a room adjacent to the schoolroom—anywhere they could
            find that would be private. If Gordon couldn’t meet Jennifer after his work was done, or if she couldn’t join him because
            of her obligations, they always communicated with each other.
         

         
         Jennifer told him recently that she’d kept all of his notes to her, that she considered them precious.

         
         No longer, evidently.

         
         McBain amused himself by reading some of them aloud. The silly poetry Gordon had written for Jennifer seemed even more foolish
            now.
         

         
         It was the ultimate act of betrayal.

         
         McBain didn’t say a word as Gordon left the study. Less than an hour later he was in the carriage on the way to Inverness, a letter to the bank in his pocket detailing his bequest. For the first time in his life he had some wealth, but it was balanced by the empty feeling in his chest. 

         
         
            May, 1867

            Adaire Hall, Scotland

         

         It had taken nearly three months to get the information Jennifer needed, but now that she had it, she sat at her secretary
            staring down at the blank piece of stationery.
         

         
         How could she possibly write this letter?

         
         How could she not?

         
         Ever since Gordon had disappeared, she’d been filled with anger, despair, and disillusionment. For two years there’d been
            no word. No inkling if Gordon was alive or dead. She didn’t know whether to wish him to perdition or pray for his safety.
         

         
         Some months ago her brother had let something slip, and she’d had the first hint that Gordon hadn’t left the Hall of his own
            accord.
         

         
         All he’d said was, “McBain got rid of the bastard.”

         
         When she’d questioned him further, all he’d said was, “McDonnell isn’t coming back. Ever.”

         
         “What do you mean, he’s never coming back?”

         
         Harrison hadn’t answered her. Nor had Sean been any more forthcoming. All he’d said was, “The boy wanted more from life than
            Adaire Hall. More fool he.”
         

         
         Consequently, she’d written Mr. McBain asking him how, exactly, Gordon had chosen to leave Adaire Hall. Mr. McBain hadn’t answered her questions, either, which was all she needed to know. Something had happened. Something had precipitated Gordon’s departure. 

         
         What had they told him? What had they said?

         
         She’d finally realized that Gordon’s banishment had been an act of pure spite on Harrison’s and McBain’s part. Harrison had
            always resented Gordon, because he’d been sent to study with the two of them in the schoolroom on the second floor. Their
            tutor consistently ignored Gordon, but the truth was that he was better at math and science. Plus, people liked him. He had
            friends everywhere and was forever being greeted by someone, even when she wanted to be alone with him. Harrison wasn’t thought
            of with such kindness. If anything, her brother was tolerated, but nothing more.
         

         
         She picked up her pen. What should she write? Dear Gordon. My dearest Gordon. My love.

         
         No, she couldn’t do that, could she? She had to be more circumspect. After all, there was her pride to consider. He had simply
            left her without a word. One moment he was there, and the next he wasn’t.
         

         
         When she’d returned from Edinburgh, the first thing she’d wanted to do was to see Gordon and have him hold her. To feel solid
            and safe again in his arms. Only to be told that he was no longer at Adaire Hall. That he had simply left one night and no
            one knew where he was.
         

         
         She picked up her pen again and wrote: Dear Gordon.

         
         There, she’d actually written something. Her heart was fluttering, and there was a feeling in her stomach as if she’d eaten something slightly off. Now that she knew how to contact him, she couldn’t delay. She had to write him and tell him the news. She had to let him know. It was the kindest thing she could do. 

         
         Her mother would have told her that it was a task that she should perform. But her mother would be so much better at this
            than she was.
         

         
         She picked up the pen one more time, thought about the words she wanted to say, and wondered if there was a way to soften
            the news. This was Gordon. He had featured in her earliest memories. He’d been her friend, her companion, her playmate, and
            then so much more.
         

         
         She bit her lip and prayed for guidance, before writing:

         
         
            It is with great sadness that I am writing you. Your mother succumbed to a fever last week and died quickly.

         

         The circumstances were not terribly different from her own mother’s death, but Mary had lingered for nearly a month, the pneumonia
            finally claiming its victim.
         

         
         
            I have received your address from the bank, which was kind enough to supply it to me.

            I wish that I could offer you comfort at this time, Gordon, especially since you were such a solace to me when my mother died.

            Again, I am sorry to have to convey such sorrowful news to you.

            With my best regards,

            Jennifer

         

         
            London, England

         

         Gordon stared at the letter in his hand. Jennifer. He would have recognized her distinctive script anywhere.

         
         He read the letter again and then a third time. Finally, he folded it and placed it in his pocket, knowing that he would read
            it again.
         

         
         He was sorry about Betty, but in actuality his mother had spared little attention or affection for him. It was as if one day
            she’d been presented with a baby and didn’t quite know how to treat it. As a stranger? As an imposition?
         

         
         She’d done both.

         
         He would say a prayer for her, not because it was anything that Betty had taught him, but because it was something the countess
            had once said. It serves us ill to be unkind to those who are not kind to us, Gordon. Instead, we should treat them with love, demonstrating
               what we’ve been taught in the Bible.

         
         He withdrew the letter from his pocket and stared at it again.

         
         Two years. It had been two years since he’d seen Jennifer. Two years of wondering why she’d given McBain his notes to her.
            Why had she betrayed him like that?
         

         
         Yet the woman who’d written him didn’t sound like someone who’d believed him beneath her. Or someone who’d wanted him gone or considered him an intrusion in her life. 

         
         Perhaps she’d changed in the past two years.

         
         As far as her news, he saw no reason to return to Scotland now.

         
         Or ever.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter One

         
         
            Autumn, 1870

            London, England

         

         “You’ve gotten a letter,” Maggie said, standing in the doorway of his office.

         
         He glanced up at her.

         
         “A letter?”

         
         She entered the office and handed it to him.

         
         “I opened it by mistake,” she said. “I’m sorry, Gordon. It’s bad news.”

         
         She came to stand by his chair, her hand on his shoulder as he read.

         
         “Is there anything I can do?”

         
         Her enunciation was perfect, but then she’d been practicing for the past five years. She’d wanted to eliminate all traces
            of the east end from her voice. She had already done miracles with her dress and personal hygiene.
         

         
         Maggie had been his introduction to London. The minute he’d stepped off the train he’d been robbed.

         
         No doubt he’d given off an aura of being naive and gullible. After all, London had been nearly overpowering for someone who’d spent his life in the Highlands. However, he’d never been truly naive, thanks to Betty, and he was becoming less gullible with every moment. 

         
         He’d known who robbed him immediately, had caught up with her and grabbed her wrist, spinning her around and staring down
            into her face.
         

         
         She wasn’t young. If anything, she was the same age or thereabouts as his mother. He doubted, however, if she had washed in
            the past fortnight. Or even eaten, for that matter.
         

         
         “I’ll have my money back.”

         
         She’d attempted to pull away from him, but his grip was too tight.

         
         “My money.”

         
         She answered him in a nearly indecipherable voice. It wasn’t that he couldn’t hear what she was saying. He couldn’t understand
            her. It took several moments for him to figure out her accent and that she was denying the theft. He solved the problem by
            reaching into her cloak, finding the hidden pocket, and pulling out what she’d stolen from him.
         

         
         When he let her go, he expected her to disappear into the crowd. Instead, she scowled at him.

         
         “You’re a fool if you keep it all in one pocket. Spread it out so that if you do lose something, it’s not everything you have.”

         
         “Good advice,” he said. “When was the last time you ate?”

         
         She put her hands on her hips and said something he was certain was an insult.

         
         “Come along, then, and I’ll buy you a meal.”

         
         He didn’t have any trouble deciphering what she said next. He’d used the same words when joking with the stable lads at Adaire
            Hall.
         

         
         Gordon bit back a grin, turned, and headed for the exit out of the station. He glanced at her over his shoulder. “If you’re
            coming, come, but no more insults, if you please. I’ve had enough of those to last a lifetime.”
         

         
         He thought it was curiosity more than anything else that had Maggie following him. From the way she’d eaten that day, he was
            right about thinking that she was nearly starving.
         

         
         He’d suspected that Maggie had earned most of her money as a prostitute, but he’d never asked and she’d never confessed to
            it. From the beginning he’d wanted to help her. When he thought about it, he couldn’t help but wonder if it was the countess’s
            influence. There were times when he could almost hear her voice guiding him to do more and to be a better person.
         

         
         To his surprise, Maggie had become a friend. It was Maggie who directed him to cheap lodgings, and Maggie who first took him
            to the Alhambra. He’d been fascinated by the acts as well as the fact that the establishment seemed to be a resounding success.
            Music halls were evidently the newest entertainment in London, and they were filled to capacity with people out for an evening
            of fun.
         

         
         For six months he’d attended every music hall in the London area, studied the layouts, made a list of the acts, the fare charged to enter, and the various drinks served at the small bars inside. By the time he’d rented a building himself, he was prepared and determined to duplicate—on a smaller scale—what he’d seen at the Alhambra. 

         
         The Midlothian had a small orchestra, a stage where scenes could be changed simply by a quick rotation, and a series of trapezes
            attached to the framing of the roof. Instead of simply hiring a male trapeze artist, he employed women who’d been trained
            in the skill. They also doubled as dancers in the last act, appearing on stage clad in numerous petticoats and performing
            a dance classified as French and therefore moderately scandalous.
         

         
         He never hired prostitutes and he made that clear to everyone from the beginning. Whatever arrangement they made with the
            clientele was their business, but he didn’t condone it. Nor would anything of that sort be done on the premises. In addition,
            he ensured that the women in his employ were always treated with dignity. They had a carriage to take them home, most of the
            time in the wee hours of the morning. Their safety was important to him, especially when tales came to him of horrendous deeds
            in other parts of London.
         

         
         In the past year the Midlothian had been expanded to seat eighteen hundred people. Originally, the only patrons had been men, but over the past two years he’d opened it up to include women, providing entertainment for them as well as during what he called Ladies Fridays. It was a familiar sight to see a group of women seated by themselves, eyes widening as they took in the trapeze artists, roaming singers, or the elaborate show on the stage. 

         
         The Dundee was his second music hall, but due to the success of the Midlothian, he’d had it built from the ground up. It had
            been designed by a Scottish architect with a taste for whimsy. The Dundee had soaring columns and a painted ceiling resembling
            a heather-strewn glen. A dozen private boxes jutted out from the walls around the stage. The building was filled with gilt
            and crimson, and attracted every kind of patron from artisans to working men and their wives to young toffs who declared themselves
            too filled with ennui to be charmed, but were, nonetheless.
         

         
         The jewel of his empire, however, was the Mayfair Club, a private club catering to wealthy gentlemen. There were strict criteria
            for inclusion—each potential member had to be vetted by ten current members. Yet the stringent requirements had attracted
            exactly the sort of clientele he’d wanted. Now the Mayfair Club was the most prosperous of his ventures. A great many peers
            were members, including one royal personage.
         

         
         The sixth Earl of Burfield was a member as well. Harrison wasn’t aware that it was Gordon’s club, however. Nor did Gordon
            have any intention of informing the man that every cent he lost at the Mayfair Club went into his pockets.
         

         
         As he became successful, Gordon made sure Maggie wasn’t left behind. He’d discovered that she had an affinity for numbers that rivaled his bookkeeper’s. In addition, her knowledge of London had proven to be invaluable. She’d been his first employee and was responsible for hiring the women who worked for him. 

         
         In that first year her appearance had changed drastically. She was no longer painfully thin. Her complexion had improved,
            as had her hair. One day, on walking into her office, he realized that Maggie was a beautiful woman. Her appearance had previously
            been dulled by her circumstances and something else: a lack of hope.
         

         
         She wasn’t starving now, but she had that same look in her eyes as when he’d first met her. As if she was trying to figure
            something out that was alien to her.
         

         
         “Will you be going back to Scotland?” she asked now.

         
         The letter was indeed bad news. His father was ill. Jennifer had written him again, the second time she’d done so.

         
         Gordon pushed back his chair and stood before Maggie could hug him. She believed in effusive physical demonstrations of affection.

         
         He glanced at her. “Yes, it’s time I went home.”

         
         
            Adaire Hall, Scotland

         

         “Are you very certain that this isn’t a new cradle, Lady Jennifer?”

         
         Jennifer directed the footman to place the cradle in the corner of the room, bit back a sigh, and turned to the midwife.

         
         “Yes, Mrs. Farmer. It’s the Adaire cradle. It was the one I was put into.”

         
         She hoped Mrs. Farmer didn’t inquire further about the cradle. The midwife didn’t need to know the tragic history of Adaire Hall. 

         
         When her brother was an infant, a fire destroyed the north wing where the nursery was located. A nursery maid had died in
            the fire and her mother had been severely injured and nearly blinded attempting to save her son. She bore the scars from that
            night for the rest of her life.
         

         
         “It’s just that it’s bad luck for the child to be placed into a new cradle.”

         
         She knew that, but she’d been placed in a new cradle. It hadn’t done her any harm.

         
         The midwife had a range of strange beliefs, including her request that a live hen be placed in the empty cradle to ensure
            that the child was a boy. Jennifer absolutely refused to carry a chicken into Lauren’s suite. The laundress had hand-washed
            the lace adorning the cradle and, per the Adaire custom, Jennifer had placed a silver coin under the pillow.
         

         
         She had ordered a wheel of cheese, to be cut by Mrs. Farmer after the baby was born. In addition, she’d given orders to the
            cook and her staff to prepare a selection of currant loaves. One loaf, along with a bottle of Adaire whiskey, would be given
            to each visitor to the Hall for a month after the child’s birth.
         

         
         A great many other traditions—or superstitions, depending on your opinion—accompanied the birth of a baby.

         
         Mrs. Farmer, being the renowned midwife that she was, should depend less on superstition and more on her medical expertise. That was not, however, a comment Jennifer was going to say to the esteemed lady. Mrs. Farmer also had a temper. 

         
         The woman excused herself, no doubt to go and badger the cook or Mrs. Thompson, the housekeeper.

         
         Lauren had dropped off to sleep again, being nearly to term. She slept a great deal, which was, according to Mrs. Farmer,
            a good sign for a propitious birth. Jennifer had every intention of leaving the room without disturbing her sister-in-law,
            but when she reached the doorway, Lauren spoke.
         

         
         “Are you going to leave me to Mrs. Farmer?”

         
         Jennifer glanced back at the bed, then at the doorway.

         
         Mrs. Farmer had unexpectedly shown up on their doorstep two weeks ago and announced that Hamish Campbell, Lauren’s father,
            had hired her to care for his daughter. Since Jennifer had been under the impression that Mr. Campbell was in America, she’d
            been surprised, at least until talking to Lauren.
         

         
         “My father plans everything,” she said. “He leaves absolutely nothing to chance.” She’d smiled down at her burgeoning stomach.
            “Not even his grandchild.”
         

         
         That is how Mrs. Farmer had come to rule their days and nights. Both Jennifer and Lauren were somewhat in awe of the woman,
            who didn’t seem to understand the word no. Nor did she accept excuses, regardless of the topic. Therefore, it was just easier—for Jennifer—to avoid the woman.
         

         
         Poor Lauren had no such escape.

         
         Jennifer walked toward the bed. Lauren scooted over so she could sit on the edge of the mattress.

         
         Her sister-in-law was petite, nearly dwarfed in the massive four-poster. Her hair, black and normally lustrous, had dulled
            in the past few months. Her distinctive blue eyes were rarely filled with laughter now.
         

         
         Jennifer put that down to Harrison’s absence. It had been obvious from the beginning that Lauren adored her husband. Unfortunately,
            it had been as telling that Harrison barely tolerated his bride.
         

         
         “How are you feeling?” she asked.

         
         Lauren smiled. “Like I’m all baby and nothing else.”

         
         “Mrs. Farmer said that the baby should be born shortly.”

         
         Lauren sighed. “I do hope so, if for no other reason than not to disappoint her.” She levered herself up, then swung her legs
            off the bed. “I feel that everything I do is somehow wrong.”
         

         
         “Nonsense, you’re perfect. I’m the one who gets lectured every hour of the day. Adaire Hall is too large, too sprawling, too
            cold, too hot, too isolated, too filled with strange noises. We have creatures, in her words. Animals creeping past her window
            all hours of the night.”
         

         
         “She’s in the room next to me,” Lauren said, her brow furrowing.

         
         “Exactly. How can anything creep past her window on the second floor?”

         
         Lauren’s smile was delightful to see. “Maybe it’s a bat.”

         
         “Or a bird. Maybe some type of Highland monster ferret with wings.”

         
         “She truly doesn’t seem to enjoy the Highlands very much,” Lauren said.

         
         “Or Adaire Hall.”

         
         “Silly woman. It’s a beautiful place.”

         
         Jennifer smiled at the other woman, feeling in perfect accord. She loved her home, and it had been evident from the beginning
            that Lauren had taken to the Hall as well.
         

         
         She’d been as surprised as anyone when her brother announced, two years ago, that he was about to be married. She’d learned
            later that Harrison had met Lauren because of an introduction from Jennifer’s godmother. Normally, he went out of his way
            to be unpleasant to Ellen whenever she visited Adaire Hall. However, Ellen knew a great many people in Edinburgh, with the
            result that Harrison had married an heiress, the only child of a wealthy Scottish industrialist.
         

         
         From the moment Jennifer was introduced to Lauren, the two had been friends. In all honesty, she thought Lauren was a better
            wife than Harrison deserved. The fact that he had ignored his bride for the past eight months was proof.
         

         
         Jennifer helped Lauren on with her shoes. Although Mrs. Farmer would have been content for Lauren to remain in bed until her
            confinement, the younger woman refused. She very carefully navigated the grand staircase once a day and back up in the evening.
            Although the trips were becoming more difficult, Lauren had a streak of stubbornness that was nearly the match of Mrs. Farmer’s.
         

         
         “How long do you think she’ll stay?”

         
         “After the baby is born?” Jennifer asked. When Lauren nodded, she added, “Much longer than we want her to.”

         
         It was the perfect moment for Mrs. Farmer to enter the suite again.

         
         “I’ve been told to tell you that a carriage is approaching, Lady Jennifer.”

         
         She glanced at Lauren. Her eyes were lighting up even as she reached for the brush on the table beside the bed.

         
         With any luck it was Harrison, having remembered he was about to be a father at last.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Two

         
         Gordon had dreamed of returning to Adaire Hall in triumph like Caesar home from a successful battle. In his imagination he
            saw all of them standing at the front entrance: his father, his mother, McBain and Harrison, as well as all of the servants
            from the lowest to the highest. Most importantly, Jennifer would be there, smiling at him.
         

         
         He would drive up in his new carriage, ebony with dark blue upholstery, four brass lanterns hanging on the outside. The horses
            would be two matched pairs with the driver resplendent in livery. He would be welcomed with awe and apologies.
         

         
         The only plausible item in that daydream was his carriage.

         
         Peter hesitated at the top of the hill as if Gordon had instructed him to stop there.

         
         Five years ago, the carriage carrying him to Inverness had stopped in almost this exact spot. He’d looked back for long moments,
            the sense of loss nearly suffocating him. Not for the house or even most of its inhabitants. Only for Jennifer.
         

         
         For him, the grand house in the glen had been the source of all the misery in the world.

         
         He tapped on the grate and waited for Peter to open his side of the window.

         
         “I’ll get out for a few minutes,” he said.

         
         Peter, like all well-trained servants, didn’t question him further. It wouldn’t be the first time he’d requested something
            odd from his driver. Peter had been in his employ for the past three years, ever since he’d begun to make his mark on the
            world.
         

         
         He’d never thought that his driver would take him this far from London, however. He couldn’t help but wonder if Peter thought
            it odd as well. However, bringing his own carriage on a flat car from London was easier than having to rely on a hired vehicle.
         

         
         After opening the door, he kicked the steps down and strode to the middle of the road.

         
         The gardens his father had worked on all his life were dormant now in the autumn of the year. Yet the approach to the Hall
            was carefully manicured, laid out over plans executed in the last century. The oaks had been planted decades earlier and created
            a shadowed approach for the visitor.
         

         
         Adaire Hall was known throughout this part of Scotland. First of all, it was the largest of the great houses. Secondly, it
            was the seat of the Earls of Burfield, men who’d been prominent in Scottish history for generations.
         

         
         The house spread out below him like one of the queen’s castles. The sprawling red brick Hall was the third structure to grace this particular spot, the first having been razed in battle in the eleventh century, and the second torn down to make way for the new home in the fifteenth. This version of Adaire Hall was only three hundred years old, but looked to last a thousand years. 

         
         Over the years the red brick had deepened in color. The white of the window trim had dulled like an old lady’s white lace
            collar fading to a pale yellow.
         

         
         The oldest part of the house was the largest, with two wings built later, making the Hall look like three sides of a square.
            The north wing had been destroyed years earlier and never rebuilt. In the middle of the open space was yet another garden,
            one he knew well. To the rear of the Hall was the river and beyond that Loch Adaire, a spot that had been a haven during his
            childhood.
         

         
         Two dozen chimneys spewed clouds of smoke into the pristine Highland air. Hundreds of windows watched him in the afternoon
            light, seeming to blink in the gold reflected glare.
         

         
         He’d never had a future here, but when he said that to his father one day, Sean had turned on him angrily.

         
         “What do you think you’re going to do with your life, then, boy?”

         
         “I’m going to be rich,” he’d said.

         
         The sound of Sean’s derisive laughter echoed in his mind.

         
         He was no longer Gordon McDonnell, gardener’s boy. He was McDonnell, wealthy, successful, and, according to the gossips, ruthless.
            A Highland rogue, someone who was determined to succeed at whatever he chose.
         

         
         He was back for more than one reason. He’d give his father whatever he needed before he died, be it absolution or compassion. He understood Sean as he hadn’t five years earlier. Some men did not possess the capacity to love another human being. Sean hadn’t any interest in the gardeners under him, or even his wife or son. Any emotions he had were directed toward the flowers he grew and the vegetables that flourished in his care. 

         
         That didn’t make Sean a bad person. Nor did it make him someone to pity. His father was perfectly happy being who he was,
            and if he had any regrets now, Gordon doubted they centered around people.
         

         
         He didn’t want to be like Sean, however. Nor had he been for the past five years. He had friends, both male and female. He
            had men working for him that he cared about. He knew their wives, their sweethearts, and their children. Sean might have chosen
            plants, but Gordon preferred people.
         

         
         Turning, he walked back to the carriage, nodding at Peter before opening the door once again.

         
         A few minutes later they descended the hill.

         
          

         Jennifer glanced at Mrs. Farmer. “Will you be all right without me for a few minutes?”

         
         “Of course we will, won’t we, Your Ladyship?” The frostiness in the midwife’s voice was unmistakable.

         
         In other words, Jennifer shouldn’t have asked. Of course Mrs. Farmer didn’t need her. How dare she assume such a thing?

         
         How was she supposed to endure the woman’s company until the baby was born?

         
         Jennifer made it down the sweeping staircase in record time, remembering when she was a child and the three of them had made a game of trying to slide down the wooden banister. They’d been lucky they hadn’t fallen and injured themselves. Gordon was the bravest one, Harrison next, while she, as the youngest, often won the race. 

         
         The years had brought about a great many changes. Gordon had left Adaire Hall. Harrison had discovered vice and occupied himself
            with all types of debauchery. She was the only one who hadn’t changed, other than growing older.
         

         
         She got to the front of the house just as Michaels was opening the door. The carriage at the bottom of the wide steps wasn’t
            one of theirs. She’d expected Harrison, since she’d sent him a scolding letter reminding him of his responsibilities. Instead,
            the vehicle was a shiny black, obviously new and well equipped. At first she thought her godmother had come to visit, but
            Ellen hadn’t written to expect her.
         

         
         A man stepped out of the carriage and time telescoped in on itself. She wasn’t five years older. Instead, she was a young
            woman flush with love.
         

         
         She could barely breathe for the memory of it, of him. He was older. His shoulders looked broader, his chest wider. He looked
            as if he’d grown two inches. He’d always been so much taller than she, but now he dwarfed her.
         

         
         Gordon.

         
         She was certain that she said something to the majordomo. She must have made some comment, but she had no idea what it was.

         
         He walked up the steps, hesitated only briefly at the door, then entered, removing his hat. His hair was slightly mussed, reminding her of all those times when she’d run her fingers through it. His coat was a fine wool, equal to anything Harrison wore. His shoes were brightly shined, and his shirt was so blinding white that she almost asked who did his laundry. 

         
         How dreadfully inappropriate.

         
         “Gordon.”

         
         He turned and looked at her and time seemed to stop.

         
         Mrs. Thompson was suddenly in the foyer, along with two maids. No, three. Oh dear, it seemed as if the whole of the downstairs
            was suddenly there, greeting Gordon like the prodigal son. Why shouldn’t they? He had always been kind to every member of
            the staff, never seeing the hierarchy that naturally developed in large houses where scores of servants were employed. He’d
            been a favorite five years ago and it seemed that nothing had changed.
         

         
         She could see the housekeeper smiling out of the corner of her eye. Mrs. Thompson had always had a soft spot for Gordon.

         
         He removed his gloves and the majordomo immediately took them, placing them beside his hat. The man wouldn’t have shown the
            gardener’s boy such respect five years ago.
         

         
         Yet the young man was gone, and in his place someone who was almost intimidating. Suddenly Gordon was a stranger. Had he always
            had that direct look in his eyes? Or that air of self-possession?
         

         
         He’d been handsome as a young man, but there was something new about him. Some quality that made the maids simper and giggle. Even Mrs. Thompson, nearly fifty, had red cheeks as she greeted him. 

         
         Jennifer wanted to banish them all so that she could greet Gordon alone, but of course she didn’t. Instead, she stood back,
            watching. The foyer was crowded with people now, all of them forgetting their places for the pleasure of welcoming home one
            of their own.
         

         
         He glanced at her and then away, almost as if he didn’t recognize her.

         
         She hadn’t changed that much in five years. Five very long years.

         
         He might as well have been a stranger to her, not someone she once knew. Not the man she’d repeatedly kissed on the shore
            of the loch. She could still recall the press of his lips on hers, how his face felt beneath her fingertips. This man had
            featured in her dreams for years. As a girl, she’d wanted to love him, to give him her innocence. She’d planned to do exactly
            that, but he’d disappeared, leaving her alone, confused, and heartbroken.
         

         
         Here he was, standing before her, looking prosperous and healthy. Had he married? She wished she could produce a husband.
            One who was gloriously in love with her, who thought she was the epitome of all things a man wanted in a wife.
         

         
         This imaginary husband didn’t exist. There was no one to praise her or smile at her with tenderness. All anyone could say
            was that she’d been a good chatelaine for Adaire Hall.
         

         
         Hardly words to incite any man’s jealousy.

         
         For five years she’d missed him every day, while Gordon had probably forgotten about her the moment he’d left Adaire Hall.

         
         Every birthday and Christmas for the past three years she’d written him, telling him of life at Adaire Hall, mentioning people
            he’d known. In that way she’d felt connected to him, even though he’d never written her back. She should never have written
            him again. Yet if she hadn’t, he wouldn’t be standing only feet away from her.
         

         
         She was not going to remain here and act the part of lovesick idiot. She had her pride and she was going to wrap it around
            herself like a shawl before she said or did anything that made her look the fool.
         

         
         Jennifer looked at Mrs. Thompson. “Is the Blue Suite ready?” she asked, an unnecessary question. All of the guest suites were
            kept ready in case Harrison arrived with a party of his friends.
         

         
         During Lauren’s pregnancy, when the poor woman had felt ill most of the time, Jennifer had assumed the role of mistress of
            the house. In actuality, she’d been the one to whom the servants had come ever since her mother became ill. Harrison, when
            he was in residence, was too volatile to be dependable. Nor did any of the staff want to be the subject of his rages.
         

         
         The housekeeper nodded. “Yes, Miss Jennifer.”

         
         If Harrison was here, he would have chastised Mrs. Thompson and the rest of the servants for addressing her so informally.
            She is Lady Jennifer, he would have said, his booming voice capable of being heard many rooms away. Jennifer preferred the informality. It made her feel as if the staff was an extension of her own dwindling family. 

         
         With the birth of Lauren’s child there would be one more Adaire, however. Even if the child’s father wasn’t here to see it.

         
         No one said a word to her about putting Gordon McDonnell in one of their most impressive guest suites. He didn’t look like
            the gardener’s boy who’d left five years ago. Maybe it was his height or the fact that his shoulders were so broad. Or maybe
            it had nothing to do with his physical appearance, but simply how he stood there, commanding the foyer.
         

         
         She hadn’t said one word to him. Nor had he spoken to her.

         
         The girl she’d been, so desperately in love, still lived deep inside her. That girl wanted to banish everyone, go to him,
            and kiss him in homecoming. He smiled and something bloomed in her chest. A memory, perhaps, or a wish. She wanted to re-create
            those nights at the loch when they’d been in each other’s arms.
         

         
         Jennifer wanted, desperately, to touch him, to assure herself that he was real. This wasn’t a dream fervently to be wished
            for five years.
         

         
         Gordon was standing only feet from her.

         
         If they’d been alone, she would have gone to him, put her arms around his waist and her cheek against his chest. In that instant
            all the troubles in her world would have been lifted from her.
         

         
         Yet would he have welcomed her? Even now he didn’t look pleased to see her.

         
         The smile she determinedly wore was getting more and more difficult to maintain. Tears were just below the surface.

         
         Had his eyes always been that blue? She could see the imprint of the boy’s face in the man, but the man was so much more arresting.

         
         She felt as if she were standing in the middle of a storm happening all around her. She was in an enchanted circle, and although
            she could see the darkness and the lightning racing from cloud to cloud, nothing touched her or could affect her in any way.
            Here, there was only stillness and a sense of eerie calm.
         

         
         “Mrs. Thompson will show you to your room.” There was something wrong with her voice. It sounded thin, as if she were suffering
            from some malady. A cold, perhaps. That’s what she’d say if questioned.
         

         
         The majordomo looked at her sharply, then turned his attention to directing the actions of the footmen.

         
         “I know where it is, Jennifer,” Gordon said. “Five years have not made me forget Adaire Hall.”

         
         They’d played in the house on inclement days. As children they’d chased each other—as quietly as possible so as not to disturb
            her mother. They’d giggled behind their hands and hid in closets. One eventful day Gordon had embraced her, pulled her close
            and kissed her cheek.
         

         
         She’d thought about that kiss for days. The next time they were alone in a dark place, she’d stood on tiptoe, put her hands
            on Gordon’s shoulders, and her mouth on his.
         

         
         His indrawn breath had startled them both, enough that she’d jumped back.

         
         He might not have forgotten the Hall, but it was obvious that he’d forgotten her.

         
         “Yes, of course,” she said now, hearing the words leave her mouth. She hadn’t the slightest idea how she’d formed them or
            how the thought had made it from her mind to her lips.
         

         
         She took a step back, away.

         
         Gordon thanked the people in the foyer, including Mrs. Thompson, nodded to the majordomo, who assured him his valises would
            be moved to the Blue Suite, then turned and walked back out the front door.
         

         
         Jennifer watched as he descended the steps, then turned to his left, heading for the head gardener’s cottage.

         
         Since Mrs. Thompson had disappeared, Jennifer guessed that the housekeeper was, even now, inspecting the rooms Gordon would
            occupy.
         

         
         Jennifer turned on her heel and left the foyer.

         
         Gordon hadn’t written to tell her he was coming. She should have expected his arrival, of course, especially after her letter
            telling him about Sean. Perhaps it would be wise to remember that he’d never written her for five years. Five years of silence
            from him when a simple word would have eased her broken heart.
         

         
         Now he was home again, but it didn’t look as if anything had changed. He still wasn’t speaking to her.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter Three

         
         Jennifer headed for her suite. Several years ago she’d moved out of the family wing and into one of the older parts of Adaire
            Hall. In addition to several modifications to her chamber, she had the estate’s carpenters create a doorway to the room next
            door, expanding it into a sitting area.
         

         
         Harrison hadn’t seemed to mind. He was so rarely home that she wasn’t even sure he knew what she’d done. He was never involved
            in the upkeep or the day-to-day maintenance of the house, the grounds, the lands, or even the management of the crofters.
         

         
         All Adaire Hall was good for was a place to come when he needed to escape some drama in London. She suspected that he had
            borrowed money against the estate, but she’d never gotten him to admit it. Twice in the last five years they’d had visitors
            from both Edinburgh and London. The men had all been bankers and they’d inspected the property with the diligence one would
            expect from an owner. Whenever she’d questioned Harrison about the financial stability of Adaire Hall, he’d responded with
            anger.
         

         
         No one raged quite as well as Harrison.

         
         Her brother wore a great many facades, depending on the person and the circumstances. Sometimes, she wondered who he was truly. Did he show his real face to anyone? 

         
         Harrison played at being earl, shunning any responsibility in favor of amusements in Edinburgh and London. He spent only a
            few days each quarter at home, and that only because of their mother. After she died, he hadn’t even pretended to be responsible.
         

         
         The fact that his wife was due to give birth shortly to his first child hadn’t made Harrison return, but Gordon’s sudden appearance
            might accomplish that miracle.
         

         
         The two men didn’t get along.

         
         Even as a child Gordon had been filled with plans. He’d wanted to be more than the gardener’s boy. He’d been tall for his
            age, with a yearning in his eyes, but he’d always had time for her. He’d been kind, too, always looking out for her when Harrison
            was cruel.
         

         
         Ever since the nursery fire, her mother had been reluctant to see anyone other than her husband, children, and Ellen, her
            closest friend. After Jennifer’s father’s death, Gordon had been the only other person to penetrate Mary’s isolation. Sean
            tried to stop Gordon from approaching her, but more often than not Mary Adaire was the one who sought out the gardener’s boy.
         

         
         When Gordon appeared in the schoolroom one day and told the tutor that he was to learn along with them, Jennifer knew it was
            her mother’s idea. While Jennifer had been ecstatic, Harrison had had a tantrum and marched out of the room, only to be forcibly
            returned by his guardian.
         

         
         The three of them had spent years in the schoolroom on the second floor of the east wing, a room not far away from where she lived now. 

         
         It had always been her and Gordon against Harrison in any match of wits. More than once Harrison had instigated a fight, but
            whenever Gordon fought back, Sean was there to yell at his son. The gardener never forgot that Harrison was the earl.
         

         
         Gordon had been her constant companion, her friend, and her confidant until they’d begun to feel more for each other. Then,
            one day, he was gone. As if he’d never existed.
         

         
         Now Gordon was back, but the young man she’d known didn’t seem like the same one who’d entered Adaire Hall a few minutes ago.
            He didn’t have a ready smile. Nor was there warmth in his beautiful blue eyes.
         

         
         Had he changed? Had she been in love with someone who no longer existed?

         
          

         Ellen Thornton sent her maid a censorious look, which had no effect on Abigail’s whining.

         
         Abigail always whined in a genteel fashion. If she wasn’t entirely certain Ellen had heard her, Abigail repeated her complaints.

         
         She really should fire the woman, but Abigail had been with her for a great many years. In addition, she was certain that
            her maid had nowhere else to go. She was not about to send the woman out in the snow when her only sin was a dour personality.
            Ellen could be the same herself from time to time. At least Abigail never complained about her moods.
         

         
         Today, however, Abigail was outdoing herself. So far, the day was excessively chilly, the meal had disagreed with her stomach, and she was certain that Fortune would not smile on this errand. Ellen thought that Fortune held more prominence in Abigail’s life than God. 

         
         She didn’t disagree with her maid about this errand. However, there were times in life when one must do what one must do.
            This was one of those occasions. She was about to trade on her reputation as the widow of a substantially wealthy man in order
            to bring Mary Adaire’s son to heel.
         

         
         Last week she’d received a letter from her goddaughter, and in it Jennifer had explained that Harrison’s wife was due to give
            birth in a month or so. You would think that such an event would have interested the sixth Earl of Burfield. However, Jennifer
            was certain that Harrison was still in London, living a hedonistic life as he tried to empty the Adaire coffers with his gambling
            habit.
         

         
         Harrison had never impressed her as having much sense, even as a boy.

         
         She had a great deal of influence, and she intended to bring all of it to bear against the owners of Harrison’s favorite gaming establishments. So far, she and Abigail had visited three, with the owner of the last one giving her the information that the Mayfair Club seemed to be Harrison’s latest haunt. To that end, she had sent word of her intention of visiting that business. Now the carriage stopped in front of an exceedingly proper-looking building. In fact, if she hadn’t known its purpose, she would have thought that this entire row of buildings was given over to town houses, and quite lovely architecture it was, too. 

         
         Her home was in Edinburgh, but she also had a house in London. In fact, she had houses in seven large cities, thanks to Mr.
            Thornton, who had gone on to that great salmon fishing river in the sky.
         

         
         Colin had been a great deal wealthier than she’d realized when she agreed to marry him. The fact that he was as rich as Croesus
            hadn’t entered into their union at all. She had liked him, at first. He’d amused her, then charmed her, and once they’d become
            friends, she’d found herself anticipating his presence.
         

         
         “You are insidious,” she’d told him once. “You’re very sneaky. I find myself depending on your counsel and craving time with
            you. I don’t know how you do it.”
         

         
         “It’s a secret,” he responded. “I’m not about to tell you how. Then you might learn that I am but an ordinary man, worshipping
            at the feet of a goddess.”
         

         
         She’d laughed at the time, but that’s exactly how he had treated her in the seven years of their marriage—like a goddess,
            or an angel. As if she could do no wrong and even
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