
        
            
                
            
        

    
	The one who came to take everything from her may just be the one to give her everything.

	 

	 

	Now that her brother Charles is happily married, Beatrice has time to take stock of her situation. Almost thirty, she is ready for a household of her own and a husband to share it with. But so far, Mr. Right has not appeared, only a profusion of Mr. Wrongs. Will she ever find a man who makes her heart race, such as that of the heroines in the romance novels she loves to read?

	It is a dark and stormy night when a mysterious drenched Scotsman appears on the doorstep of Godshollow. Could this be the man of her dreams? Or has a terrible nightmare just begun? And how can she tell the difference, caught as she is in the midst of so much conflicting advice? Can she trust her heart to know the truth?
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	Dedication

	 

	 

	For anyone who never thought they could; we can.

	 


 

	 

	Prologue: 1649

	 

	 

	“Incoming!”

	The cry could barely be heard over the thundering approach of Cromwell’s men. Even the trees in the forest opposite Godshollow seemed to move as the soldiers marched ever closer to the castle.

	Lord Fraser turned to his wife. “It’s time,” he told her firmly.

	“I can’t,” she whispered back, tears in her eyes.

	Fraser took her by the shoulders and looked her straight in the eye. “Ye must,” he implored.

	“I won’t,” the woman wailed anew. “I’ve already lost a son. I won’t lose a husband as well.”

	Pain gripped Fraser’s chest as he thought of his only child. “I know, blossom. But think o’ the bairn. Connor’s memory must endure. Take Jamie and go tae Scotland, I still have some family left there. Ma brother, Montgomery, moved back tae Cromarty. He’ll take ye in.”

	“But this is our home! We built it. You earnt this with years of service to the country. They can’t take it away.”

	“I dunnae think they care about ownership now. We stood by the king, we’re the enemy. There isnae a way we can defeat Cromwell, but by God will we fight. I’ll challenge those bastards until ma dying breath, but I’ll die a happy man if I know yer safe.” He kissed his wife passionately, holding her for what he knew would be the last time. “Go, lass,” he whispered. He pressed a gentle kiss on the forehead of the crying baby in the woman’s arms.

	Fraser stepped back and pulled a hidden lever. The bookcase next to him was released from the wall with a quiet click, revealing a small passage. “They willnae know ye were even here.”

	Fraser drank in one last look of his wife before the secret door closed. He quickly heaved a heavy table in front of the false case—he didn’t trust Cromwell’s men not to search the place. He couldn’t let them find the hidden escape route.

	He ran out to the hallway and into the chaotic racing of the servants as the men prepared themselves for battle. Agatha and Jamie marked the last of the women and children to be evacuated.

	Fraser strode purposefully through the crowd and made his way to the ramparts. He felt resigned. He knew they couldn’t remove themselves from the war indefinitely, but he’d be damned if he wasn’t going to give these Roundheads a hell of a fight.

	He looked out over his grounds and saw the first of the soldiers appear from within the foliage. The footmen formed a barrier around the castle, spears pointed out defensively.

	From somewhere within the encroaching army, a man on horseback trotted into the courtyard. Coming to a stop in front of his men, he pulled a piece of paper from his bag and laid his other hand on his sword.

	“Lord Fraser Mackenzie,” the man shouted up at the castle. He didn’t wait for a response but began to read. “You are under arrest for loyalties to the former King, Charles Stuart, and his young son of the same name. We have orders to take you to the tower of London.”

	“Ye can try,” Fraser called back. He rattled his sword provocatively between the merlons, backed by a line of men, some with bows, some with improvised projectiles. A heart-warming bellow of agreement sounded from those within the reach of his voice. When he had taken on his staff five years before, he had worried that the Englishmen would struggle to accept a Scottish nobleman—despite his twenty years serving the English Crown and Parliament. However, the men had surprised him, taking him and his family into their hearts and serving him loyally.

	“Very well,” the horseman replied curtly. Then he turned his horse about and trotted back to the rear of his army.

	Coward, Fraser thought disgustedly. Willnae even fight. Well, I’ll show him how a real man leads his men.

	“Buaidh no Bàs!” He cried the ancient Celtic words, holding his claymore aloft. Victory or death. The men around him began to shout and cheer, though odds were, even after all this time spent living with a Scotsman, they had no idea what the foreign words meant. “Make ready!” Fraser instructed in English, leaving them with no doubts as to his intentions.

	The archers stepped forward. Longbow strings were pulled back, arrows pointed at the enemy. Metal tips glinted in the sunlight.

	For a moment, everything stilled. As though the world had come to a stop, men stood like statues frozen in time.

	Fraser took a deep breath. “Fire!” he shouted.

	A hail of arrows darkened the sky and began to fall upon the victims below. Blood covered the ground in a scarlet blanket. The bodies of the slain fell next to the objects that struck them—bricks, wood, chairs, tables, and anything else that hadn’t been nailed down. The inhabitants of the castle used anything to keep up the assault, however amateur, whilst the archers prepared the next volley.

	Recovering from this first attack, the hostiles began their assault. Soon arrows were flying in every direction and men were beginning to clash in a fierce mêlée.

	All around him, Fraser’s men were falling. He watched as the army brought forth a battering ram with which to break down the doors. He raced to the courtyard, calling to his men to maintain the bombardment from the battlements.

	He joined the group of men standing defensively around their makeshift barricade. The doors were beginning to shake as the heavy thud of the wooden ram resounded. They would be through before very long.

	“Let’s give them hell, lads,” Fraser shouted.

	At a loud crack, wood splinters scattered in every direction. Men shouted as they poured through the now open entrance, their shouts soon replaced by the clang of metal swords.

	The courtyard was quickly strewn with dead men from both sides.

	Fraser fought as hard as he could. A skilled swordsman, he was able to defend himself. But as he saw the numbers of his men begin to dwindle, he knew their cause was lost. He had only a handful of men left. These few were quickly surrounded by a group of Roundheads.

	He watched as the horse-riding noble who’d first addressed him slowly entered the courtyard, a sickeningly smug look on his face.

	“Submit, Lord Fraser. You know we’ve won. Surely enough blood has been spilt.”

	Fraser spat at the ground in front of the horse and swore in Gaelic. “I willnae submit,” he announced defiantly. “This is ma land. Ye may cut me down, but this will nae ever be yer land.”

	The parliamentarian looked down at Fraser with a contemptuous smirk. He waved his hand airily and sighed, as though dealing with an unruly child. “Surrender, Fraser,” he said in a bored tone. “If you come with us, I’ll spare the remainder of your measly band of rebels. If you continue to fight, it will be to the death.”

	Fraser looked to his men. They’d been with him for a long time. They were his good friends. He knew their wives and families. They’d served him dutifully. He couldn’t ask any more of them. But they surprised him with their response.

	“To the death!” they cried in unison. One of the men pulled a hatchet from his belt and sent it hurtling through the air. The weapon came to a stop in the chest of the horseman.

	A bloody battle ensued as Fraser and his men dispatched as many of the parliamentarians as they could. The skirmish was brief but brutal. The last thing Fraser knew was the feel of a sharp blow to his chest. An arrow protruded from his tunic. He watched with morbid fascination as the green and blue tartan turned to red. A soldier stood in front of him, sword raised.

	“With ma blood,” Fraser said as boldly as he was able. “I declare this land as forever belonging to the Mackenzies.”

	Then the final stroke fell.

	 


Chapter One: 1821

	 

	 

	Rain lashed heavily against the large bay window. The curtains were drawn wide as Beatrice peered out into the ferocious, storm that was causing havoc to the courtyard.

	She found something irresistible about watching a storm. A tempest was so powerful and chaotic—and it was one of her favourite things.

	Not to mention that being able to watch from within Godshollow was a miracle. She still couldn’t believe what a whirlwind the last year and a half had been.

	She was grateful for what had happened, to be sure, but there had been such a mad rush of developments that she was still digesting some of them. Charles meeting Annabelle had set into motion a series of events one would hardly expect from a chance encounter in a ballroom.

	The Hartleys’ trip to Bath had been more serious than a simple season in town—this jaunt had been their last hope. When their father had unexpectedly died, they’d inherited a lot of debt and little money—most of his wealth had been snapped up by General Hartley’s group of sycophants through exploitative business practices against a grieving and confused Jasper—and they were at risk of losing their home if they didn’t soon come up with the necessary funds to pay for its upkeep. They were hoping to find a wealthy benefactor in Bath from amongst those who had good memories of their father but none bad of Jasper.

	Beatrice oftentimes felt sad for her brother. Yes, he was rude. Yes, he was arrogant. Yes, he’d made mistakes in his youth. But he’d been left in a difficult position. His brief period of excessive drinking had led to a lifetime of consequences that would never go away, however much he reformed. The army had been the best experience of his life. He was finally finding purpose to his existence when he’d had to leave it all behind.

	She knew he’d hoped that by the time he inherited the family estate, Beatrice would be married, Charles would have a living at his rectory, and Jasper could relinquish the responsibilities that caring for them entailed without leaving his siblings stranded.

	For all that he behaved in a cold-hearted, uninterested manner, Jasper really did care about her and Charles. In truth, she was very proud of Jasper. He’d stepped up when he needed to, and more than that, he’d asked for help. For such a proud man as Jasper, to share his strife with another required a Herculean effort. Beatrice was determined to do all she could to help, and so she had shared her brother’s burden of seeking charity.

	They’d had no joy at all, and then they’d met Annabelle and her uncle. That had been a complete coincidence but had been the luckiest meeting of their life—he knew their father well and had recently come into possession of property located in their home county that he had no idea what to do with. As Mr Daniels had said when he told everyone of his decision, this was the perfect solution to everybody’s problems.

	That was how Beatrice came to be where she was, safe and warm in a vast castle with nary a problem, when just eighteen months ago, she’d been worrying about whether she’d have enough money for food, let alone a home.

	She was aware that this wasn’t a long-term solution for the Hartleys, and she knew that the only remaining problem was her spinster status.

	It wasn’t that she didn’t want to get married. She’d always wanted a family of her own, but marriage had simply never happened. As much as she hated to blame Jasper entirely, she knew that his reputation had severely injured her marketability as a potential wife.

	There had been a few little romances in her life, but none had ever resulted in anything serious, and she feared that marrying for connection was out of the question, much less marrying for love. It wouldn’t be long before she entered her thirtieth year. In English society, it was almost unheard of for a woman past thirty to be proposed to for the first time.

	Finding a husband was something she would have to deal with sooner rather than later, or she would have to find a way to support herself as a spinster. She didn’t have many talents per se, or at least feminine talents that were appropriate for a woman to earn a living from. She couldn’t draw, she couldn’t design tables or sew particularly well, and she feared she wasn’t intelligent enough to be a governess or tutor.

	Her strength lay in running an estate. She’d always been interested in how to maintain a proper home, and she’d consistently maintained a strong relationship with the household staff wherever she lived. Her skills were skewed towards finances, organisation, and tenant relations, but society considered the idea of a lady as the head of an estate to be terribly improper, unless she were widowed and rich, as well as possessed of a dominating character and demonstrable ability.

	So although she had more to do with the day-to-day running of Godshollow than Jasper did, she would never be legally recognised as the estate manager. That was terribly unfair, but a hard thing to argue, especially as she didn’t have a lot of money.

	Her best option at the moment was to find a husband who could support her without being completely loathsome company. She hoped the fresh social circle at and around Godshollow would provide her with a few options.

	Which was why it was important she finish her letter to Mrs Lutton.

	This library was one of her favourite places to be; it was so warm and comfortable. She liked it so much, she’d had her writing desk brought in there.

	A flash of lightning illuminated the room and drew her attention back to the writing desk and the writing she’d been doing. When the storm had started, she was halfway through a reply to Mrs Lutton, but the climactic theatrics had diverted her attention. She must finish the letter so it would arrive on time.

	She picked up her quill and found where she’d left off.

	A masquerade theme for the ball would be a splendid idea.

	The ball would give her a chance to find out who among the local gentlemen had a fun spirit, and she could find out about them without betraying her identity or her desperation.

	We can discuss the decorations if you would like to come to lunch tomorrow. Unfortunately, I fear that Annabelle will not be of strong enough health to attend a party of any sort. Even though her expected date is before that which you have selected for the ball, whether she has given birth or not by that time, she is not going to be ready for social events.

	The news was expected to arrive any time soon, as they were approaching Annabelle’s eighth month of pregnancy according to the doctor’s calculations. There was a trail of excitement from Godshollow to Oxford about the arrival of the new baby. Even Jasper had seemed interested—if asking whether the whole thing was done with from behind his newspaper at breakfast counted as caring.

	Beatrice was so very happy for the parents-to-be. She’d never seen her brother so happy, and Annabelle was as lovely a sister-in-law as she could have ever hoped for. Their marriage was still viewed as quite the miracle given the events that occurred with Mr Evans. The kidnapping had changed them both, for good and for bad. Most importantly, the couple lived every day knowing they were blessed with their lives the way they were.

	At this point in time, things seemed to be going very well for everyone. Beatrice vowed to herself she would relax and try to enjoy whatever was happening in the moment, such as it was, and ignore the malicious part of her mind that always wanted to point out fragility and the changeable nature of life.

	She was just signing off her last letter when there was a knock at the front door. The sound was almost concealed by a loud crash of thunder, but Beatrice was able to distinguish between the two booms.

	She left the library and headed towards the entrance hall, wondering what the odds were of a servant coming to deliver the news of the birth just at the time she’d been thinking about it? Picking up speed, she rushed down the hallway, hoping she’d finally become an aunt, but it was an altogether different visitor who was waiting downstairs.

	The newcomer was a man. Definitely a gentleman, he stood proud and tall—and he was incredibly tall—as if he was a man who was well aware of his status. His long black hair was tied neatly in a queue by a contrasting light blue ribbon, and whilst his muscular figure suggested he wasn’t a stranger to manual labour, his pale complexion asserted the indoor life of a gentleman.

	Definitely not a messenger.

	He wasn’t local. Godshollow was in an area that was lacking in neighbours, which made it very easy to know everyone who lived within a twenty-mile radius. And this man was not one of those people.

	At first glance, she couldn’t really tell where he was from. Whilst his features were strikingly handsome, they were of a generic sort of look that could place him as being from anywhere in England.

	Nobody seemed to be attending him, so she decided to greet him. Walking towards him with purpose, she wasn’t able to get a word out before he spoke first.

	“Finally,” he called in a thick Scottish brogue—definitely not English then—“I was wondering how long ye were going tae stand there gaping.” He clearly thought she was a maid.

	This was going to be an interesting conversation.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	Duncan Mackenzie was cold. Cold and wet. Cold and wet and tired. And to top it all off, he was waiting to see if his journey of over five hundred miles had all been for naught. All the wind, rain, saddle-soreness, and rein-grip blisters he’d endured could all be for naught in a matter of seconds if he couldn’t find the man he was looking for.

	A young man had let him in, saying he needed to fetch his master, after informing him that the man Duncan wanted to speak with, Mr Daniels, wasn’t there. He’d left Duncan standing in the entrance with little to do other than twiddle his thumbs and drip rainwater onto the perfectly polished floorboards.

	Duncan was on edge. His nerves were made worse when he saw a maid deliberately ignore him. She’d come marching down the corridor and had absolutely seen him, only to stand there, a dumb look on her face as she watched him.

	With every minute she left him waiting, he grew more and more irate. By the time she did approach, Duncan was in no mood to be forgiving of her behaviour.

	“Finally,” he cried when she stepped into view. She tried to say something, but he cut her off.

	“I know ye saw me.”

	She looked at him quizzically. “Good evening, my name is—”

	Duncan laughed in disbelief. “Look, lass, I dunnae care what yer name is. Tisnae important right now. Just go an’ get me a towel. I’m sure yer master wouldnae like me dripping all over yer floors.”

	A sizable puddle had begun to form around his boots. He gestured towards it to illustrate his point. But still the lazy wench tried to talk back.

	“If you’ll just—”

	“Lord help me.” Duncan sighed in frustration. “Are all English women this obstinate? If ye willnae help me, at least go and find someone who will.”

	She nodded and turned on her heel without another word, marching out of the entrance hall. Duncan had no idea if she was actually going to find another servant, or if she’d just decided to leave him to fend for himself.

	He began to tap his foot impatiently, sending yet more raindrops to join their brethren in the puddle.

	While he was waiting, he took the opportunity to properly survey the room he was standing in. He’d heard so many stories about this place, ever since he was a wee babe-in-arms, and he’d dreamed for so long about finally being here. Now that those dreams were on the cusp of being realised, it wasn’t at all what he’d been expecting. The castle was just as grand and exquisite as he’d been led to believe, but it was devoid of the thing he wanted the most—a sense of familiarity. He’d realised this would probably be the case, but it stung no less for his having been prepared for the eventuality.

	He had no idea how long he’d been standing there, trying to envision his ancestors, but eventually the first young man came back, followed by another who was clearly the head of the house.

	This was a lean man with a lithe presence. His way of walking and holding himself indicated a military career of some sort. Surprisingly, when he reached Duncan, he beamed at him, taking his hand and shaking it vigorously.

	“You are Mr Mackenzie, yes?”

	“Aye, but—”

	“Wonderful.” He let go of Duncan’s hand and gestured for the Scotsman to follow him. “Regretfully, Mr Daniels is not here at the moment, but he’s given me authority to deal with matters in his absence.”

	He must be a son or nephew of some kind who’s running the place fer Daniels.

	Duncan tried to keep up with the striding man and found speaking difficult at such a pace. “I dunnae think this is something ye can help with.”

	The gentleman stopped in front of a door. He opened it and ushered Duncan into the room.

	“I can assure you, Mr Daniels has every faith in my abilities,” he said as he moved to his desk. “I’m sure I can solve whatever little problem you have.”

	He indicated a seat on the nearest side of the desk for Duncan to sit in.

	Duncan sat down and leant back, placing a hand on his chin, trying to phrase his argument. As it was, he was having trouble making sense of this man, who hadn’t even given his name and yet seemed far too happy for someone who’d received an unexpected late-night guest.

	“I’m sure Mr Daniels values ye very highly, but ma problem isnae one that ye can solve in his stead. Even if you are family.”

	The man laughed. “I’m not related to Mr Daniels.”

	“Then who are ye?”

	“I’m Major Jasper Hartley. I’m Mr Daniels’s tenant. I run Godshollow.”

	“Well, thank ye fer seeing me, but I really need tae talk tae Daniels instead.”

	Hartley shook his head. “Look, I’m in charge here. Mr Daniels doesn’t like to be disturbed unless the matter is urgent. So you can tell me what’s about, and if I can’t sort it for you, then I will send for him.”

	Duncan didn’t like having to divulge his plans to more people than necessary, but he was desperate. And if this was the only way to assure Daniels would see him, then it had to be done.

	“Ach! Fine, if it’s the only way. I have all the documents in ma bag.” He reached down for the sack he’d placed on the floor next to him. As he lifted it, a stream of water flowed down onto the floor. “‘Tis rather wet outside,” he said sheepishly in answer to Hartley’s unimpressed face.

	The bag was incredibly wet. Duncan had to hope it had done its job and kept its contents dry. He flipped it open and held his breath.

	There had been some leakage, but it looked as though all the important things were dry. He’d specifically placed the papers in the middle so should there be a leak, other material would soak up the water before it could cause damage. He withdrew the bundle and laid it out in front of Hartley, whose eyes went wide when he saw the mass of papers.

	“I see,” he said cautiously. “Well, I don’t really think I’ll be able to go through all of this tonight. How about you give me a summary, and I’ll look this over in the morning.”

	Again, Duncan was concerned, but decided to concede the fight to win the war. One thing did concern him. “What am I tae do until then? Where shall I go?”

	Hartley’s reply surprised him.

	“Oh, of course, you must stay here.”

	“I dunnae think ye’ll want me tae, when I explain ma reasons fer being here.”

	Hartley waved a dismissive hand. “That won’t be a problem. So, please, briefly, why are you here?”

	Duncan took a deep breath and braced himself.

	“I am here as a descendant of Fraser Mackenzie. I’ve come tae reclaim Godshollow fer the clan Mackenzie.”

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Duncan’s admission didn’t get quite the reaction he was expecting. Major Hartley seemed completely undaunted. He nodded and clicked his tongue, his face expressionless.

	“I see,” he said again. “That is quite something, isn’t it?”

	The Major’s reaction was disquieting, to say the least. Duncan now had energy built up that he didn’t need. He’d been expecting some shouting at least, maybe even a bit of a fight, but this was reasonable and measured.

	“In that case, it’s definitely better that we defer this until tomorrow. I don’t want to miss anything because I’m too tired.” Hartley stood and tapped the papers on the table, arranging them in a neat pile. Then he came around the front of his desk to stand next to Duncan. “As I said, you’re welcome to stay here, though in light of the current circumstances, I would rather you didn’t talk to anyone else about your reasons for being here.”

	Duncan was still recovering from the shock of such an anticlimactic response. “Aye, I will stay, thank ye.” He felt as though his mouth was answering for him whilst his mind was busy figuring out what the hell had just happened. Then something clicked. “I’ll agree nae tae say a word, but what do ye want me tae tell anyone that asks?”

	“Anything you like,” Hartley responded flippantly. “Tell them you’re from the circus, for all I care. Just don’t tell them about the claim.”

	Duncan didn’t respond verbally, letting a nod suffice.

	“Good,” Hartley replied curtly. “Now I’ll call a servant and we’ll get you a room.”

	Hartley’s hospitality was still completely bewildering to Duncan. It wasn’t until he was alone in his small, quiet room that he could begin to digest everything that had happened in the last hour or so.

	The more he thought about it, the more Hartley’s behaviour didn’t make sense. Duncan had come into this man’s home and told him he wanted to take it from him. There should have been confrontation, not acceptance. Hell, he would have taken a duel right now over this odd behaviour. That was unnerving.

	Maybe he wasn’t so shocked because it wasn’t his property, because he was just a tenant. But that would still be disruptive for him, because Duncan wasn’t planning on keeping him around when his claim went through. So why was he so relaxed? He’d seemed almost happy when he greeted him, as though he was expecting him. But how could he expect him? Duncan had made sure nobody knew where he was going. He’d left in the middle of the night to make sure no one followed him.

	Between Hartley’s odd behaviour and his lacklustre maid, Duncan was sure that staying at Godshollow was going to be an interesting experience.

	But he’d made it. Half the battle was over. “I’m here, nanna,” he whispered gently as he climbed into bed. He looked around the room and revelled in the accomplishment. “It’s going to be all right.”

	 

	The next morning, Duncan was awakened by a knock on the door.

	“Mr Mackenzie, sir. Major Hartley would like to know if you’ll be joining him for breakfast.”

	The loud grumbling of Duncan’s stomach made up his mind. “Aye,” he called back. “I just need tae get dressed. Where’s the Major?”

	The man began to give directions to the breakfast room, but Duncan had as much chance of remembering it all as he did of being struck by lightning. He tried to commit the words to memory, going through the instructions as he dressed, but as soon as he was in the hallway, anything to do with navigation left his mind.

	In the end, he started to follow the hallways, choosing randomly, feeling rather like Theseus, wishing he had Ariadne’s ball of string. It didn’t help that all of the walls seemed to be the same colours.

	“‘Tis true, the English really have nae sense of style,” he muttered to himself as he passed what he thought was the same brown chair for at least the third time. Nevertheless, he continued his quest for breakfast.

	As he rounded a corner on the second floor—one floor down from where he’d started, but one up from the first place he’d tried—he saw the maid from the night before. She was happily chatting to another maid whilst neither did any work. They must have heard him coming, because they both looked up. The second maid disappeared down the hall very quickly, but the first had the audacity to greet him with a wide smile.

	“Good morning,” she said cheerily. “Can I help you with anything?”

	“Yer in a better mood this morning,” he commented.

	“I’m sorry, what?”

	Duncan was going to elaborate on her disgraceful manner and woeful work ethic the night before when he saw another man coming down the hallway. He was dressed very smartly, and if he had to guess, Duncan would have identified him as the steward or something of that ilk.

	There we are. He’ll sort out this wee hellion and give her a proper talking tae.

	But that wasn’t what happened.

	The man went up to the woman, and she greeted him as cheerily as she’d greeted Duncan.

	“Good morning, Mr Peters. How is everything after the storm last night?”

	“Quite well, thank you, ma’am. There was a little damage when a felled tree hit the roof of the log store, but the firewood we gained far outweighs any that was lost.”

	Ma’am?

	Ach!

	Whatever the expression on his face, Duncan knew she’d seen what he was thinking.

	She stepped forwards and held out her hand. “I don’t think we’ve been properly introduced,” she said sweetly. “I’m Beatrice Hartley.”

	 


Chapter Four

	 

	 

	Beatrice knew the exact moment the guest realised she wasn’t a servant. His whole expression dropped, as though a puppeteer had cut the strings to his face. She had to try hard not to laugh aloud.

	He was absolutely mortified. His shoulders curled forwards, his eyes cast down, and he resembled a child who’d been caught breaking the rules. If she didn’t find it so deliciously satisfying to see him realise his mistake, she might have felt sorry for him.

	Her hand was still extended towards him, hanging in the air between them. The man looked at it as though she was offering him a live eel. He gingerly put his own hand out and took hers. The shake was practically non-existent.

	“Aye. Ah, I’m...” He looked as if he was having to think about what to say. Eventually he settled with, “Sorry.”

	Beatrice smiled brightly at him. “Sorry? Is that your surname or your Christian name?”

	His eyes widened and he coughed self-consciously. “That isnae... ma name... . Ma name is Duncan Mackenzie.”

	“Pleased to meet you,” Beatrice replied, with as broad a grin as she could muster. The way she saw it, the politer she was to him, the guiltier he would feel about being such a lout. Of course, she’d already forgiven him, but he didn’t have to know that.

	“I assume you’re making your way to breakfast?”

	Mr Mackenzie nodded.

	“Well then, you’re in completely the wrong end of the castle for that. Luckily, that’s also where I’m heading. Follow me.”

	She started down the corridor and heard Mr Mackenzie’s boots hit the floor with a heavy thud each time he took a step.

	She wound her way through the hallways, barely using her markers to navigate.

	The first time she’d tried to explore the castle she’d gotten completely lost. So in places where it was too small to notice—unless you knew to look for it—she’d taken the chalk from her sewing kit and marked the walls with a number and a letter, one being the floor she was on, the other which wing she was in. The markers helped her to always know where she was in relation to anything, and also told her if she’d just doubled back on herself.

	It seemed that Mr Mackenzie was having just as much trouble as she’d once had, as she heard him mutter something about damned English and a bloody labyrinth. She chuckled to herself.

	But what happened next left her completely astonished.

	She came to the door of the breakfast room, which was slightly ajar. She pushed on it and motioned for Mr Mackenzie to go through first. As he did so, Beatrice heard her brother speak.

	“Good morning, Mr Mackenzie. Did you sleep well?”

	That was the weirdest thing she’d ever heard. Jasper was practically being friendly, bordering on enthusiastic. Like seeing a woman wearing britches—it

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
cover.jpeg





images/image.jpeg
tasy

X





