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PROLOGUE



Glen Dorian, 1817

“Is that a true story?”

Duncan MacIntosh let his gaze bore into the child from across the fire.

“It’s as true as any tale ever was, lad. ’Tisn’t a story—it’s the history of your own clan. Do you doubt my word?”

“But how can a dragon eat a whole village?” the boy asked, not half as frightened of the aged clansman’s scowl as Duncan would have liked. So he raised his hands over his head, spreading his plaid above himself like wings. He leaned away from the fire, letting the shadows transform him until his eyes gleamed, and the crags and valleys of his wrinkled skin deepened in the firelight. “He is a dragon!” the boy cried out in terror, and clutched his mother’s skirt.

The seannachaidh of Clan MacIntosh sat down, coming back into the light, his face benign now. He set a gnarled hand on the boy’s shoulder. “Och, don’t be afraid, lad. ’Tis all for fun, that tale. It’s a seannachaidh’s job to keep the tales of the clan, and tell them—even the almost-true ones about dragons. Shall I tell you a truly true one?”

The boy stuck his lip out mutinously. “Are there dragons in it?”

“No. There’s a pretty lass called Mairi MacIntosh, her brave laird, and a soldier in this tale, but no dragons—well, unless you count the fearsome Duke of Cumberland.”

“Who’s he?” the boy asked.

“He was the wicked son of a king. He came to vanquish the MacIntosh clan, and all the rest of the Highlanders.”

The boy’s eyes widened. “Is there blood and swords and killing in this tale?”

Duncan’s brow crumpled. “Too much of that, I fear. Are you afraid?”

The lad shook his head. “Is there kissing?”

The old man’s brow smoothed as he laughed. “Aye, some—though not nearly enough.”

“How does the story end?”

“I don’t know. It hasn’t got an ending yet.”

“Haven’t you made one up?” the child demanded.

Duncan pursed his lips. “As I said, this is a true tale, not a made-up one. True tales are long in the unfolding, lad. You can’t just conjure the ending out of the air. Something happens to begin the story—a dreadful thing sometimes—and then we must wait for the outcome. D’you understand that lad?”

“I think so.”

“Good. Then you must listen closely, and learn this story, so one day you can tell it. There have been a great many MacIntoshes in this glen before you and me, and I intend to see to it that you know all about every one of them before I leave this earth. Someday it will be you sitting here by the fire, lad, telling the tales to your sons or your grandsons, and they will do the same in their turn.”

The boy glanced over his shoulder at the loch of Glen Dorian, named for the otters that had always lived there. The water shimmered in the moonlight, black and deep. “Will I find the ending of this story?” the boy asked, stepping away from his mother to set his hand on Duncan’s knee.

“I hope you will. But for now you should know how it started.” The old seannachaidh took the boy onto his lap, kissed the top of his dark head, and looked out at the rest of his audience, a half-dozen MacIntosh clansmen, women, and children who sat around the blazing fire on this summer evening, listening to stories under the stars, just as other MacIntoshes had done before them.

Duncan stared into the fire as if he could see faces and events written there, and the others leaned nearer too, as he began to speak.

“This is the story of love, and hatred, and war—and of kindness, too. It all began many years ago, during the forty-five, when the clans rose to fight for Bonnie Prince Charlie Stuart, and in the choosing of sides, many things happened—terrible, sorrowful things that still hover over this glen—including a powerful curse.”

“Mairi’s curse,” someone whispered fearfully, and a murmur rose with the smoke of the fire.

“Aye,” Duncan said. “Mairi’s curse. Listen now. I will tell you all I know, but that curse remains upon our glen, waiting for the day when someone will come at last and break it, and bring love and happiness back to Glen Dorian.”

“And kissing?” the boy asked.

“And kissing, too,” Duncan said, and began to tell the tale.




CHAPTER ONE



Glenlorne, summer 1817

Lady Megan McNabb stood beside the old tower of Glenlorne and looked out across the valley. Summer was at its height, hovering on the pinnacle between lush green perfection and the graceful slide into the golden glory of autumn. Megan drank in every detail—the old tower behind her, the new castle in the valley below, the loch, and the way the clouds rested on the peaks of the highest hills that sheltered the glen, and sighed. She would miss autumn here, but she’d be back again by spring, and then she would never, ever leave home again, no matter what anyone else expected of her.

She looked down at Glenlorne Castle, and her defiance was nudged aside by guilt. She should be packing. She and her sisters were leaving in a few short hours. They would board the coach and travel to Dundrummie Castle to stay with their mother. The Dowager Countess of Glenlorne had retired to live with her widowed sister-in-law now that her stepson Alec had taken his place as Earl of Glenlorne. Alec was newly married, and it had been decided that his sisters would spend a few months with their mother, to give the newlyweds time to enjoy a honeymoon.

Megan understood why they must go—really she did, being in love herself. But she could not help but envy her brother’s happiness. Megan’s love was far away, and they could not marry. Not yet at least, and that made it seem most unfair indeed.

Oh, Eachann, lovely Eachann! She had kissed him good-bye on this very spot, in the shadow of the old tower, pledged to wait for him, to keep their love a secret until he returned and could honorably offer for her. She put a finger to her lips, lips he’d kissed scarcely a month before, and felt her heart twist with yearning.

Surely the time would pass faster if she went away, didn’t face reminders of Eachann everywhere she looked. It was hard to hide her sighs of longing, but she must. Her mother would forbid the match as unworthy of an earl’s daughter. Alec would tell her she was too young to know her own mind. Alec’s new wife, Caroline, would tell her gently that she should see more of the world, spend a Season in London, before she made her choice and settled into wedded bliss. Her sisters would tease her for falling in love with the penniless son of Glenlorne’s gamekeeper. No, better it remain a secret that only she and her true love knew. She took the tiny promise ring out of her pocket and slid it onto her finger and stared at it with a smile. Soon, very soon, Eachann would come home, rich, a man of the world, and no one would tell them no then.

But now, Megan was to go to Dundrummie, then on to London in the spring for the Season. Her mother expected her to charm a rich English lord, wed him before summer came again, and live forever in England. Lady Devorguilla McNabb had spent all the nineteen years of Megan’s life, and the seventeen years of her sister Alanna’s life, and every moment of Sorcha’s twelve years planning to marry her daughters to Englishmen, whom she considered superior in every way to Scottish men, plain or noble, poor or rich.

Megan frowned. Her mother was going to be very disappointed with her eldest daughter, but a lady could not help falling in love, and Megan’s heart had been given. She loved Eachann Rennie, gamekeeper’s son, and she was certainly old enough to know her own mind. The very idea of marrying an English lord of her mother’s choosing—a complete stranger—and never seeing her homeland again made her shudder.

Megan scanned the glen again without seeing it. Her heart was sailing the high seas with Eachann as he strove to make his fortune. Not even her mother could object to him then, surely, with gold and a fine wedding ring in his pocket. They would be married in Glenlorne’s chapel, build a grand house here in the glen, and live happily ever after.

“Megan!” she turned as Sorcha, her youngest sister, struggled up the hill, her braids coming undone, russet curls askew around her flushed and freckled face. Her gown was stained with grass and tucked into her belt, her bare feet muddy. She wondered just how her mother was ever going to make an Englishman’s bride out of Sorcha. But then, her little sister was only twelve, and by the time Devorguilla frog-marched Sorcha to London for her debut, she would be the perfect lady, fit to wed a duke. Perhaps. She wished her mother—and the unknown lord—the best of luck with Sorcha.

Her sister panted like a hound as she tried to catch her breath. “I’ve been looking for you for nearly an hour. Muira says it’s nearly time to go, and you’re not even half-packed. You won’t have a thing to wear when we get to Dundrummie.”

Megan scanned the valley once more and ignored her sister. “I’m just saying good-bye to Glenlorne. At least for now.”

“Better to say farewell to people than places,” Sorcha said. “I’ve already been to the village, telling folk I’ll be back come spring.” She grinned mischievously at her sister. “You won’t though—you’ll be in London, bothered by the attentions of all those daft English lairds at your first Season.”

Megan felt a rush of irritation. “Lords, Sorcha, not lairds—and stop teasing,” she commanded, and flounced down the steep path that led back to the castle.

Sorcha picked a flower and skipped beside her sister like a mountain goat. One by one, she plucked at the petals. “How many English lords will Megan McNabb kiss?” she asked, dancing around her sister. “One ... two ... three ...”

“Stop it,” Megan said, and snatched the flower away. She wouldn’t kiss anyone but Eachann. But her sister picked another flower.

“How many English lords will come and ask Alec for Meggy’s hand in marriage?” she sang, but Megan snatched that blossom too, before Sorcha could begin counting again.

“I shan’t go to London, and I will never marry an English lord,” she said fiercely.

“We’ll see what Mama says to that,” Sorcha said. “And Muira would say never is a very long time indeed.”

Megan stopped. “What exactly did Muira say?” Old Muira had the sight, or so it was said.

Sorcha grinned like a pirate, and rubbed a dusty hand over her face, leaving a dark smudge. “I thought you didn’t believe in the old ways.”

Megan rolled her eyes, let her gaze travel up the smooth green slopes of the hills to their rocky crests and thought of the legends and tales, the old stories, the belief that magic made its home in the glen.

Of course she believed.

She believed so much that she had decided to become the keeper of the clan’s tales when Glenlorne’s ancient seannachaidh had died last winter without leaving a successor. She loved to hear the old stories, and she planned to write them down so they’d never be lost. But for now, in Sorcha’s annoying company, she raised her chin. Now was hardly the time to be fanciful. “Of course I don’t believe in magic. I think being sensible is far more useful to get you what you want, not counting flower petals or relying on the seeings of an old woman.”

“Muira foresaw an Englishman, and a treasure,” Sorcha said, not deterred one whit by talk of sense. “Right there in the smoke of the fire, clear as day.”

Megan felt her mouth dry. “For me?” she asked through stiff lips.

“She didn’t know that. For one of us, surely.”

Megan let out a sigh of relief. Perhaps she was safe. If only Muira had seen Eachann, riding home, his heart light, his purse heavy, with that fine gold ring in his pocket. “That’s the trouble with Muira’s premonitions. She sees things, but can’t say what they mean.”

“Still, a treasure would be nice,” Sorcha chirped. “A chest of gold, or a cache of pearls and rubies—”

“Not if it comes with an Englishman attached,” Megan muttered.

“Och, I’m not worried. I’m only twelve. He won’t be coming for me, that’s certain. But you’re nearly twenty. According to Muira, it’s far past time you were wed. Muira says you should have a dozen bairns by now.”

Megan felt her cheeks heat. “Muira says,” she grumbled. She and Eachann had spoken of the babes they would have—four or five strong lads to take after their father, and two or three pretty little lasses. She felt her heart quicken with longing. Perhaps she could ask Muira to look again, be sure—They’d reached the path beside the loch, a cool and shady haven out of the sun. Megan stopped and stared out at the dark water, and wondered if Eachann was staring out across a very different body of water, and likewise longing for her.

“D’you suppose we have time for a swim?” Sorcha asked, dabbling her toes in the water. “’Tis uncommonly hot today.”

Megan looked at her sister’s flushed face, took note of the smudges of dirt. Tomorrow they’d be at Dundrummie, and Mama would expect—insist—that they behave like ladies. There’d be no swimming, no running free in the hills. Sorcha would be kept indoors learning English, and Megan and Alanna would be given long hours of instruction in dancing and deportment, and be fitted for a grand wardrobe of stiff, horrid English gowns for their upcoming London Season—and corsets, tied tight enough to cut a lass in two.

The loch beckoned, and Megan grinned at her sister as she kicked off her shoes and pulled her gown over her head. “Aye, why not?” she said. “I’ll race you to the black rock.” She dove into the chill of the water, came up gasping, the hills wavering through the drops on her lashes. Pleasure, pure sweet pleasure.

She grinned and dove again. Whatever the future might hold, there was still joy to be had today.




CHAPTER TWO



Bellemont Park, Derbyshire, England, June 1817

Lord Christopher Linwood paced the drawing room of Bellemont Park, his favorite and most elegant manor, and the home he would soon be forced to vacate.

“Am I not the Earl of Rossington, and head of this family?” he demanded of his mother, who sat placidly by the window, embroidering.

She glanced up as she drew the thread through the fine linen. “Of course you are, dear. No one is in any doubt of that.”

He swept a hand around him to indicate the magnificent room, the gilded plasterwork, the fine paintings, the expensive carpets, clocks, and furnishings. “And is a man’s home not his castle, his sanctuary, his inviolable right?”

The countess took another stitch. “Indeed, but alas, you are a bachelor, Kit.”

“What has that got to do with it?”

“I’m simply saying that if you were married, your wife would not countenance your siblings pushing in on you as they’ve done. You could have said no—your wife, if you had one—most certainly would have. But as a bachelor, your home—or homes, in this case—are wide open. What need has a single gentleman for an entire castle to himself, let alone five?”

Kit frowned at her, but she had turned her attention to a delicate stitch and didn’t notice. “They belong to me,” he said, knowing he sounded peevish, but it was too late to put his foot down now, as he should have done weeks ago—a year and a half ago, in fact, when he’d inherited the title, and the mess that went with it. “I pay the bills and give my siblings generous allowances besides. Arabella is married with a home of her own, if I might point out, and—”

The countess looked up at her son in surprise, and let her embroidery hoop fall into her lap. “Now really, Kit, be reasonable. How can you expect your sister to remain with Collingwood after such an insult? He must be taught a lesson, and doing without his wife for a few weeks will do him a great deal of good. In fact, it will do them both good.”

“Every day there’s a new and unforgiveable insult between them, but it’s never clear just what the insult is. This time she’s vowing never to return to him at all, threatening to remain here at Bellemont for good,” Kit said.

“Nonsense,” the countess muttered. “As soon as Collingwood makes a proper apology, she’ll fall back into his arms like a ripe plum. You needn’t fear—it won’t take long. By Christmas, at the worst.”

Kit’s brows shot upward, and he stopped pacing to gape at his mother. “I’m to be locked out of my home until Christmas?”

Her eyes slid away from his. “Well, I’m sure Arabella will not let it go beyond the start of the Season next spring under any circumstances.”

Christopher felt his chest cave in. “Next spring? That’s hardly a few weeks—it’s nearly a year.”

The countess forced a smile. “Be a dear and ring for tea, will you? The weather is hot today, even for July.” She watched as he did as she asked, and frowned when he gave the bell a killing yank. “I still say this is your own fault. You could have offered to make peace between them, or you might stay here at Bellemont and convince your sister to return to her husband sooner. You are the head of the family.”

Kit frowned. Head of the family—he was his father’s second-born son, meant for the army, not the title, until nearly two years ago. There’d been an accident, and both his father and his brother were killed, leaving Kit as the new Earl of Rossington. He remembered his sister pointing at him with stunned surprise. “Kit is going to be the earl?” she’d crowed, and dissolved into laughter at the idea. “What a disaster!”

A disaster indeed. Quite suddenly he’d gone from the son no one paid much attention to, to the man expected to provide leadership, guidance, and all the necessities of life to his family. The army career for which he’d been groomed had been out of the question—he had responsibilities. It had become one of his least favorite words. It wasn’t that he was weak—he may not have been raised to be the earl, but he knew what he liked and what he wanted. It was just that standing up to his powerful mother, his loud sister, and his needy younger brother was rather like telling a high wind not to blow—it would blow whether you wanted it or not, and the only recourse was to hang on and weather each gale as it came.

It was well and good for his mother to suggest he step in, but just how was he supposed to solve Arabella’s problems? Her marital spats were legendary, and she and her husband had the hottest tempers, and the most stubborn dispositions in the entire English aristocracy. He could, he supposed, order her to go back to her husband, but any further unhappiness between the Collingwoods would then become his fault, and he would rather thrust his hand into a hornet’s nest than put himself in the middle of their feud. There was no point.

“As you said, Mother, I’m a bachelor. What advice could I possibly give her?”

His mother smiled. “Then go to Shearwater, and enjoy a few weeks there.”

His second house—a jewel box by the sea. “Can’t. Alan is spending his honeymoon there. He’s renovating his own house, and it won’t be ready until November.”

“Yes, that would be awkward, squatting in the middle of your brother’s wedding trip that way. Well what about Linwood House?” she asked.

“Go to London? At this time of year?” Kit said. “It’s too hot and too dull to be in town at the height of summer.” He crossed to the fireplace, gazed up at the painting above it, a lovely oil of Coalfax Castle, his fourth estate. “There’s always—”

His mother shot to her feet. “Don’t say it! Coalfax is mine until Christmas as it is every year. I’ve already made all my arrangements.”

“But the dower house at Coalfax was lavishly done over just last year. I remember the bills. Surely you’d be quite comfortable there.”

She sent him a baleful look. “It was two years ago, and it’s too small. My cousin Winnifred is coming to stay as usual, and we will need enough space to house us both, each with a wing of our own, just in case.”

“In case? The same thing happens every year—Winnifred arrives, and there are tears of joy and several days of gossip, companionship, and peace. Then, the small things begin to irritate you both. Before long, you are not speaking at all, and you live in separate wings for the rest of her visit. Why do you insist on spending half the year together? You fight like cats. Would an exchange of letters not suffice? In fact there’s still time to write to her now, and tell her she can’t come this year.”

His mother’s chin jutted stubbornly. “How unfeeling you are, Kit. She’s my cousin, and we are both lonely widows. Of course we must see each other. Your company would not be welcome. You’d find us dull in the extreme. What about Turnstone Abbey?”

Turnstone was Kit’s last property, in the north of England, tucked away in the Cheviot Hills. He loved the place, but it was currently undergoing extensive and much needed renovations, and was therefore uninhabitable at the moment.

That left nowhere at all for him to live.

He considered his options as Swift, the faithful butler who had been with the family since Kit’s father had been earl, brought in the tea tray. Swift was a fixture, as much as the fountain in the rose garden was, or the stone temple of Apollo on the hill, or the family portraits in the gallery—he’d been here long enough to warrant having his own face immortalized with the rest of the family. Swift ensured everything was in order, knew the family’s habits and preferences, and kept every nuance of life at Bellemont Park running smoothly. Kit adored the old fellow.

“Perhaps I could simply remain here,” Kit ventured, his eyes on the butler’s calm, sober, reassuringly bland face.

His mother poured out. “Perhaps you could indeed—it wouldn’t be so bad with Arabella’s company, now would it? She’s bringing the girls, and she’s bound to invite company. Perhaps even a potential bride for you.”

Kit felt jittery dread creep up his spine. Since the day he had inherited the title, his sister had been tossing her unwed friends at him, or their unwed friends, or even the eligible daughters of vague acquaintances, with horrifying regularity.

“I shall forbid her to have guests,” he said.

His mother’s lips pinched at that. “It’s your house, Kit,” she said again. “You may set whatever rules you like, I suppose, but Arabella won’t like it.”

Of course she wouldn’t. She’d make it sheer and unending hell.

He pounded his fist into his palm. “If she’s going to stay here, then I will be the one to decide the rules this time.” He ignored his mother’s smirk.

Perhaps it wouldn’t be so bad. Bellemont was an exceedingly large house, and it was summer. With the windows open, and his own space, he would hardly know his sister and her five children were even here. He would refuse to allow unmarried female guests to set one hopeful toe over his doorstep. He was resilient—he could make it work for a few weeks. It wouldn’t be any worse than it would have been if he had joined the army and marched away to fight in Spain, been forced to share a billet. Not that his sister’s opinions weren’t as sharp as bayonets, and as cruelly thrust upon her victims.

Kit settled into the elegant side chair and sipped his tea, and reached for a cherry tart from the tray the butler proffered—Swift knew they were his favorites. He chewed thoughtfully, and enjoyed the genteel peace and comfort of his home. His home was indeed his castle, and he would not allow himself to be put out of it. Just a few firm rules, and he could rub along well with his sister. He began to imagine companionable walks by the lake, picnics, quiet games of chess in the evening.

The door burst open and a whirlwind flew into the room. Shrieks ripped at the sultry air, and barking, and Swift was overrun and knocked down, taking the tarts with him.

A small bundle landed on Kit’s lap, and he dropped his teacup in order to catch it, and heard the delicate china smash.

A pair of blue eyes gazed up at him. “Hello, Uncle Kit,” said his six-year-old niece with a gap-toothed smile, batting her eyelashes like a seasoned coquette.

“Hello, Molly,” he managed.

Another small pair of hands grasped Molly’s blond curls and tugged. “My turn to sit on Uncle Kit!” Rebecca said.

Molly let out a shriek that made Kit’s eyeballs ache, and dug her fists into the first thing that came to hand, his cravat, in order to keep her seat, not noticing or caring that she was strangling him. Rebecca threw a punch at her sister and missed, her seven-year-old fist connecting with Kit’s jaw instead. His teeth rattled. If little Rebecca failed to grow up and marry well, she might make her fortune as a prizefighter, he thought.

Then Rebecca’s twin sister Rose joined the fray, trying to dislodge Molly by climbing over her. Rose’s elbow caught Kit’s nose, and a small knee went somewhere far more painful than that. Too late, he heard the chair crack beneath him, and he barely had time to throw protective arms around the squirming gaggle of infant harridans before the chair collapsed beneath them. His mother cried out—her concern all for the girls, of course, ignoring the fact that they were bouncing on his lungs and crushing his vital organs. Kit shut his eyes and hoped that his younger brother would prove to be a better earl than himself, and would not find his wedding trip too terribly inconvenienced by Kit’s untimely death.

“Is that a dignified way to greet your nieces?” Arabella asked, and he opened his eyes, forced air into his lungs, and glared up at his sister, who stood over him. “Really, Kit, you do need to grow up. It’s far past time you did. This game is too rough for young ladies.” She clapped her hands. “Girls, go to the nursery at once.”

He wasn’t surprised when his sister’s offspring did not obey. Instead, they began to devour the contents of the tea tray as Swift got slowly to his feet, brushing the worst of the crumbs and crushed cherries from his clothing.

“Swift, perhaps you could bring more tea?” his mother asked. She glanced at the remains of the cherry tarts, covering the butler like bloodstains after a battle. “Once you have changed your clothing, of course.”

Swift merely bowed. “Of course, my lady,” he said with plummy dignity before he picked up the ravaged tea tray and limped toward the door.

“Aren’t the boys with you?” the countess asked her daughter.

Arabella tossed her head. “They’re with Collingwood. He insists they must spend the summer with their tutor, under his supervision—as if I could not supervise them here, or have Kit oversee their lessons. Who better to direct the education of a future earl than another earl?”

“Me?” Kit asked, looking up from his inspection of the remains of the broken chair. No one else took any notice of the splintered wood, or his own dishevelment. He poked gently at his bruised jaw. “I agree with Collingwood. The earl in question should be the boy’s father, not his uncle,” he said, and saw too late the dangerous spark in Arabella’s eyes.

“When you have sons of your own, Christopher Linwood, you will understand.”

There was a crash in the corner, and Kit looked up to see his nieces climbing a shelf of rare books and Chinese porcelain. He wondered if Arabella had come simply because her offspring had demolished her own house, rendering it uninhabitable. He pitied her butler.

As his mother scooped her embroidery supplies out of harm’s way, Kit considered ringing the bell once again, demanding to know where the girls’ nurse was hiding. He pictured the poor woman jabbering incoherently under a stairwell somewhere, overwhelmed by her charges, reduced to a shivering wreck.

“Perhaps their nurse should take them upstairs—” he began diplomatically.

“We’re between nurses,” Arabella interrupted. “My maid has taken charge of them for the time being, but she is unpacking my trunks at present.”

She seemed completely oblivious to the fact that her children were now climbing out the window and escaping into the garden, where there were bees and thorny roses, and a deep pond full of curmudgeonly eels.

He crossed and rang the bell himself. “I shall summon one of the maids,” he said.

“As you will, Kit. It is your home, after all,” Arabella said, and Kit swallowed a moment of deep sympathy for his sister’s husband.

Swift cautiously opened the door and carried in the tea tray once again, his shirt perfect, his hair combed, and the girls squealed. The gracious servant’s eye twitched.

Kit made a silent vow. He would not marry until he had no choice in the matter, and an heir was required. When the time came, he’d select a meek and quiet female, and as a wedding present, he would purchase a sixth property, and house her there, and think of her only when absolutely necessary—and how often could that possibly be?

He beckoned to the butler. “Swift, have my trunks brought down from the attic, and ask my valet to meet me upstairs at once,” he whispered.

He left the next morning for Turnstone Abbey.




CHAPTER THREE



Dundrummie Castle, July 1817

Megan bit back an oath as yet another pin pricked her skin through the seamstress’s muslin. She sent the woman a sharp look and got down from the stool she was perched on. “It’s too hot for this!” she said. How she’d love to be swimming in the loch at Glenlorne now.

“You must be prepared, Megan,” her mother told her, sitting placidly in her chair, watching the proceedings. Her own gown was perfect, pink and ruffled and cut in the first stare of French fashion. “You have a great deal to learn before we go to London next spring, and you’ll need dozens of gowns.”

“Dozens?” Sorcha gasped, and Megan tried to imagine just how long it might take to be fitted for so many garments.

“Morning gowns, tea gowns, walking dresses, evening gowns, pelisses, bonnets, nightgowns—” the seamstress recited, mumbling over the pins from her mouth.

“First impressions can never be made a second time,” her mother said.

Megan sighed and stood still. She’d promised to spend an hour in the village, visiting the local folk, taking note of their tales, adding them to her growing collection. Not that her mother would understand or approve, of course. Megan told her she was visiting the sick and elderly, taking baskets of food to those in need. That was admirable—English, even—in her mother’s opinion, while collecting clan stories was a pointless pursuit.

“Stand up straight, Margaret,” her mother commanded, using the English name that was just one of the changes she had insisted upon in preparation for going to England. Sorcha and Alanna—Sarah and Alice—looked at her sympathetically, as they waited miserably for their turn for torture by muslin and pins. At least Alanna, just a year younger than Megan, would be right by her older sister’s side come spring, at the same English balls and parties.

“I know you’ve only just arrived, but we must begin as we mean to proceed,” Devorguilla insisted. “There will be a strict schedule. In the mornings, you will meet with the seamstress for fittings. You will, of course, be fitted for a full wardrobe when you get to London, but for now a dozen or so new gowns for each of you will do.” She pursed her lips. “I daresay Miss Carruthers, your new companion, and the lady’s maid she’s brought with her, will ensure your hair is properly dressed, and remains that way from now on.”

Megan put a carful hand to her upswept hair, carefully curled and pinned and primped until she felt like screaming. Sorcha clutched her braids as she cast a horrified glance at her sisters’ coiffures. “For the rest of their lives?” she asked. “It takes hours!”

Devorguilla squinted at her youngest daughter, and Megan wished she were still Sorcha’s age. Megan looked out the window wistfully, at the purple heather on the hillside, and the blue sky, and watched an eagle coasting on the warm wind. He could probably see all the way to the sea, to the islands shining in the sunlit waves, to Eacha—

“Margaret McNabb, are you listening?” her mother demanded.

“Of course. We were speaking of hair,” Megan murmured. She thought of the old tale Arran McNabb had told her about the lassie with the lovely hair, and how she used it as a silken snare to capture her true love and rescue him from the arms of a false lass.

“We’ve gone on to dancing,” Alanna murmured.

“Monsieur Le Valle arrived yesterday,” Devorguilla said. “He will teach you to dance. Miss Carruthers will ensure you speak proper English, and know English manners.”

“But surely Caroline can teach us that,” Megan said.

Devorguilla frowned. “I would prefer to oversee your instruction myself. Caroline is married to your brother now, and busy with Glenlorne.”

“She made me promise to write to her every day—I’m to write in English, and she will reply in Gaelic, so we both learn,” Sorcha said, but Devorguilla ignored her.

“Are there other rules, Mama?” Alanna asked.

“We will speak together in English,” Devorguilla said. “And we will dine on English food. I have hired an English cook, and an English butler. Your future English husbands will want to know you can rule over their household with proper grace and dignity.”

English. Megan had grown to hate the very word in the two days they’d been at Dundrummie.

Would a Scottish husband not expect the same dignity and grace in his wife? Megan knew better than to ask the question aloud. She glanced out the window again, watched the clouds crest the hills and disappear over the other side. Her heart was here, in the Highlands, and no English lord would ever win her away.

Of that, Lady Megan McNabb was very certain.




CHAPTER FOUR



Kit woke with a start as something heavy was dropped on the floor above his bed, and a trickle of dust fell on his face. Well, not his bed—he’d made do with the aged settee in the study of Turnstone Abbey. The rest of the house was uninhabitable, in various stages of being torn down or built up, plastered, painted, or bricked over. He could not walk from one room to another without ducking under scaffolding and Holland cloth.

He wiped a hand over his face and glared up at the ceiling. He hoped his mother, brother, and sister were all quite comfortable in his homes. He hunched deeper into the blanket, rescued from his coach late last night.

“Mornin’ milord,” said a cheerful worker as he carried a box past the settee, as if it was not an extraordinary thing to find an earl sleeping rough. He hadn’t bothered to knock, but then the doors had been removed to facilitate moving the furniture into this part of the house, and there was nothing to knock on.

“What’s that?” Kit asked, his eyes on the man’s burden. He was about to place the box on the floor, amid the rest of the abbey’s displaced treasures. Paintings leaned against the walls, statues huddled in corners, and tables and cabinets and desks from all over the house were piled high with books and trays, barrels and boxes.

Those boxes were inlaid with ivory, silver, and mother-of-pearl. This one was plain battered leather.

The workman looked down at it. “This? We found it upstairs in the attic, my lord. In the suite of rooms that overlooks the garden. We’re taking the ceiling down today. It had to be moved.”

Kit rose and came forward, wearing the blanket like a custom tailored coat, or so he hoped. The man stared at him anyway. They both looked down at the battered trunk, and Kit bent to read the engraved brass plate on the front, just above the hasp that held the box closed. Captain Nathaniel Linwood, Cobham’s Dragoons.

“Ancestor of mine,” Kit murmured. He bent and tried to open the hasp but it was rusted fast, or locked.

“I’d best be getting back to work,” the man said, and tugged his forelock and departed back the way he’d come, neither interested nor curious about the old trunk.

“My great-uncle,” Kit informed the portrait that hung above the fireplace, and recalled that the man in the painting would already know that, of course, being Nathaniel’s nephew. He glared down at the mayhem balefully.

Kit had no recollection of Nathaniel Linwood, as he’d died the very year Kit had been born. In fact, Kit bore his great-uncle’s name as his own middle name by way of tribute to the man’s passing. Nathaniel had never married, or left a child, or a fortune, or anything at all as far as Kit knew. He’d been a soldier, the second son of the fourth Earl of Rossington. His name was merely a notation in the family Bible—born 1709, died 1785, soldier.

But here was Nathaniel’s trunk, a scuffed military footlocker that had seen much hard wear. It called up tales of bold adventures, battles, skirmishes, and campaigns in distant lands.

Kit felt a tug of regret. He would have liked to have gone on campaign, if things had been different and he had not inherited the title. He might have gone exploring when his military days were done, had adventures, and traveled. He’d read of such things—sea voyages to strange islands, travelers who crossed deserts with caravans of silk, riding on camels, explorers who dug for ancient treasure in Egypt. He ran his hand over the scarred leather and wondered what adventures Nathaniel might have had, and what he’d left inside the trunk.

Kit tugged at the hasp again, but it refused to budge, and the box remained tight-lipped about whatever secrets it held.

Kit wondered where the key might be. Had old Nathaniel taken it to his grave? He was buried here at Turnstone where he’d lived the last years of his life.

A loud thump shook the plaster above his head, and Kit flinched and glanced up at the ceiling. He had arrived late last night, and the local inn was filled to capacity with the men working on the renovations. He had had no choice but to spend the night in his coach, or to make the best of it and find shelter amid the drop cloths and scaffolding inside the abbey. He’d chosen the latter, taken the blanket, and sent his coachman and valet off to search for a more pleasant place to stay.

Kit wondered how often Nathaniel had found himself sleeping rough, waiting for battle to begin, or exhausted after the fighting ended. He shut his eyes. The pounding of hammers could easily have been the pounding of drums. The calls of the workmen might have been officers bellowing orders. That—the army, not the renovations—might have been his life ...

Kit tilted his head and studied the box from the side, then the back. The chances of finding the key, even if it was exactly where Nathaniel had last left it, were remote indeed. Kit had never broken into anything before, or picked a lock. He’d never had reason to, though he had read of such things. It took something sharp—or so he understood—and thin.

He opened the drawer in the nearest sideboard, searching for something narrow and pointed, such as a letter opener. Only a candlesnuffer came to hand. He put it back and turned to the desk—the most logical place to find a letter opener—but the drawers were barricaded by a pile of other things, including a painting of a small angel, who gazed at him with parsimonious horror at Kit the would-be lock-pick. He found a box filled with lady’s cloaks, crumpled and musty, and several bonnets, their once-proud feathers limp. He tossed them aside, but a forgotten hatpin, long and sharp as a dagger, caught his hand, and despite the beads of blood that welled up along the stinging scratch, he drew it out of the bonnet in triumph, and turned back to the trunk.

He fidgeted with the lock as the sun rose and filled the room with summer heat. He wiped the sweat from his brow, felt the grit of plaster and dust on his skin. He jiggled the hatpin one last time, and with a click, the lock gave at last.

Kit opened the lid.

The first thing he saw was a long dagger with a thin blade and a jeweled handle. Now that, Kit thought as he held it up, would have made short work of the lock. He set it aside.

Under the knife was a uniform coat, carefully folded, scarlet wool faced with blue, the brass buttons black for want of polish. The cuffs showed hard wear, a few battle scars, and a black-edged bullet hole in the sleeve. Kit poked his finger through it. If it had been inches to the left, Nathaniel would have died on the field, instead of here, in a comfortable bed. The box also contained a few other ordinary remnants of the captain’s life—a leather-bound book as scuffed as the footlocker itself, a silver flask engraved with the Linwood family crest, and a small bag containing a few coins, some cuff links and a watch chain.

He picked up the book, and looked at it. It was bound shut with a length of pale blue ribbon.

Kit untied the ribbon, and several items fell into his lap. There was a pressed flower—a sprig of heather, if he guessed aright—and a tattered bit of plaid too, orange-red, blue, and green. There was also a letter, yellowed by age, still sealed, the address blurred with damp, but still readable. “Connor MacIntosh, Inverness Gaol,” Kit read aloud. He frowned. Now why would Nathaniel have kept a letter addressed to another man, a Scot by the looks of it, yet never read it?

After a moment’s hesitation, Kit broke the seal, and unfolded it. The ink was smeared in places, perhaps by tears, or age, and the script shook a little, as if the writer had been overwhelmed by emotion. He read the name at the end—Mairi—and frowned. There was no Mairi in family lore, he was sure of that. He took the letter back to the settee and began to read.


Glen Dorian, May 1746


My love,


I pray this finds you well, and you will be home soon again. Captain Linwood was able to learn that you were taken to Inverness Gaol with the other prisoners after the battle at Culloden Moor. Ruairidh is with me, safe. The captain brought him back to me, regretful that he could save only one of you in the terrible moments after the battle. They would not tell me how you were captured, or what you are enduring in prison, so I can only imagine and fear. I hear there are many wounded men dying for lack of care—word of that has reached us even here in Glen Dorian. Linwood has promised me that he will see you are freed, and bring you home again to me, since you are innocent, and he will willingly attest that you took no part in the battle.


I hope you will forgive Ruairidh—my brother is a foolish child. He thought it would be a grand adventure to watch a battle. He knows now he was wrong, and knows that if not for him, you would not have been near Culloden Moor, but here with me at Glen Dorian, safe. I do not know what Ruairidh saw as he lay on the edge of the battlefield, for he will not or cannot speak of it, or perhaps the captain warned him not to tell me, but to spare me. It makes it worse, not knowing. Nor will Linwood give me details of the battle, except to say the Jacobites lost, and will not rise again. Charles Stuart has fled, and they will hunt him down if they can. The government soldiers are coming into the villages and the glens, searching everywhere for him, or for any Highlander, to punish us.


Captain Linwood has come to say that we must flee. We are in danger, even here in Glen Dorian. I will take what kin will follow me and hide. Linwood says I dare not name the place here, but you will know it well enough.


The captain is waiting while I write this letter to you, and promises to see it delivered. How I wish I could place it in your hands myself, kiss those hands, and see you and know that you are well.


I know you will come home to me, Connor. You must. I have our treasure safe, hidden where the English thieves will not think to look for it. Again, you will know the place.


I will wait for you, watch for you to come back to me every day, and keep safe all that you and I hold dear until you are in my arms again.


Mairi

Kit stared at the letter. Nathaniel had obviously not delivered it. Kit frowned. Had Connor MacIntosh returned to Mairi? If not, there was a treasure hidden at Glen Dorian, a place Kit had never heard of. Mairi—whomever she had been, had done as women did after a losing battle—hidden the family valuables and fled. Had Nathaniel known about the treasure? He obviously hadn’t read the letter, but he’d been waiting as she wrote it, and he pictured his great-uncle standing behind her, reading over her shoulder, hurrying her along. “But you were a cavalry officer, and English. Why were you delivering letters for a Scotswoman, addressed to a Jacobite prisoner?” he murmured to the air. He wondered if old Nathaniel had been a traitor. Would he have been welcomed home, been allowed to live here at Turnstone if he were?

Kit turned to the journal, looked at the scrap of plaid and the dried sprig of heather, held it to his nose, smelled paper and age, and the faintest, sweetest echo of the flower itself.

“Did she get away?” he murmured to the book.

“Pardon, my lord?” Kit looked up to see his valet, Leslie, in the doorway, a hamper in his hands. “Forgive me, there is no door upon which to knock. Were you speaking to me?” Leslie set the hamper down and opened it to reveal a flask of ale, a loaf of bread, and some cheese and fruit.

Kit folded the letter and put it back into the book and rose. “Ah, Leslie, just in time. I feared I would starve in the ruins of this place. What news have you? Is there another inn nearby, or a house I can rent?”

“I came as soon as I could, but I’m afraid the news is not good, sir. I have been unable to find suitable lodgings in the neighborhood. Everyone is here in the country for the summer months, and there is nothing left to rent. I can search farther afield, but—” He looked dubiously at the disheveled surroundings. “Is there a bedroom in order, a kitchen, water, any servants in residence?” he asked.

Kit got to his feet and brushed at the plaster dust on his breeches and grinned. Leslie’s jaw dropped in horror at his master’s filthy state. Kit could imagine what the valet saw—the Earl of Rossington, as he’d never been seen before, disheveled, needing a shave, a bath, and clean clothes. His hair was probably standing up in unruly, sleep-raddled spikes. He grinned at his manservant. “It doesn’t matter, Leslie. We’re going to Scotland.”

The valet’s hands faltered and the ale he was pouring out spilled, soaking into the dust on the floor. “Scotland, my lord?” he squeaked.

“Yes, Scotland. A place called Glen Dorian, somewhere in the Highlands. I believe it is near Inverness.” He watched as his valet’s merely worried expression dissolved into a look of horror. Kit crossed and broke off a chunk of cheese and bit into it.

“You needn’t look so grim. It’s an adventure.” A treasure hunt, to be precise.

Leslie ran a nervous finger under his cravat. “I’ve never had an adventure, my lord. I’m not the adventurous sort. I had hoped to grow old and die in a comfortable bed, right here in England, with my limbs intact.”

Kit picked up Nathaniel’s journal and put it back into the box and shut the lid. “I understand Scotland is very pleasant—and it’s bound to be cooler than London. Think of the tales you’ll have to tell your grandchildren.” He strode toward the door with Nathaniel’s footlocker under his arm.

Leslie blinked after him for a moment, then hurried to catch up. “Grandchildren, my lord? But I’m not even married!”



CHAPTER FIVE




Megan climbed the crest of a hill, and felt the wind lift her hair and her cloak, and for an instant she felt as if she were flying. The air was sweet with the scent of heather, and she shut her eyes, glad to escape the endless fittings and lectures and lessons. She’d slipped out after breakfast, while the seamstress was busy with Alanna, and Sorcha was having her English lesson, and Mama was still abed.

Megan was certain even if she did go to England she would not remember half of what had been crammed into her head in the past week, nor would she recall which dress she was expected to wear at each time of day, or how she was to address a baroness as opposed to a bishop’s wife. What if she got it all wrong? Isn’t that what her mother feared most, that her girls would make themselves—and her—look foolish by using the wrong fork at dinner, or failing to be pretty or witty enough amid their English competition?

Megan was certain they’d laugh at her, the fine lords and ladies of England, make fun of the Scottish burr in her voice, the awkward way she walked, as if she’d spent her life roaming over hills and glens. Which she had. She looked down at her feet now, clad in sturdy boots made for walking over rough ground, knowing her stride was too long, her pace too rapid. Would she ever get used to taking the dainty steps of an English lady?

She reached the top of the sheep path, and overlooked Glen Dorian, the vale of the otters, and she let the wind buffet her, blow away the fear and uncertainty. She lifted her arms, felt the wind fill her lungs, and imagined flying away over the hills and mountains. What would she seek? Eachann, or something bigger still?

“Och, ye gave me a turn, lass,” a voice said, and she opened her eyes and saw an elderly man reclining in the heather, smoking a pipe.

Megan came to earth with a jolt, and wrapped her cloak around her body. “I’m sorry. I didn’t see you there,” she said, regaining her composure. “It’s a fine day, is it not?”

He squinted at the sky. “We’ll have rain before the afternoon is out. There are clouds on the horizon. I’ve been watching them move up the glen.”

Megan set a hand to her eyes and stared out across the landscape, watching the placid white clouds scudding toward them. They looked harmless to her.

“What brings you out? Shouldn’t you be home helping your mother?” he asked sharply. “Is there no wool to card or bannocks to bake?”

Megan lifted her chin at his presumption, but felt instant guilt as well. She was supposed to be enduring a lesson in English conversation. Alanna was probably finished with the seamstress, and Sorcha was no
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