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National bestselling author Julia London creates a world of daring passions and dangerous loyalties in her wonderful novels

HIGHLANDER UNBOUND

and HIGHLANDER IN DISGUISE

“London’s characters come alive on every page and will steal your heart.”

—Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Finely crafted characters and polished writing rich with the author’s deliciously tart humor are just a few of the delights awaiting readers in this superb love story.”

—Booklist

“Sprightly and fresh…quick with humor…whets the appetite for the unlucky-in-treasure but lucky-in-love Lockharts’ next adventure.”

—Publishers Weekly

“A perfect blend of passion, poignancy, and humor…. The likeable characters, intense emotions, and depth of sensuality only add to a story that tugs at your heart and makes you eager for the next volume in this new trilogy.”

—Romantic Times
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For my very chic friend Barbara, who could never be the inspiration for any of my less-than-chic characters, and certainly none with the last name of Lockhart matching that description.



EILEAN ROS

FRIDAY, MAY 27


My dear Miss Lockhart:

I thank you for your kind letter of Wednesday past concerning the alleged curse of any daughter born to a Lockhart. I assure you that I think it all a lot of flummery. I hold firmly convinced that a lass with your considerable fortitude and spirit might marry whomever she please without a care for even the devil. Nor do I believe that a man who has bargained for the hand of a daughter of a Lockhart, and bargained quite fairly, if I may be so bold, has anything to fear, other than the usual danger of death by great exasperation owing to the Lockharts’ stubborn nature in general.

Thank you again, Miss Lockhart, for your concern for my well-being. I look forward to setting the date of our wedding.

Sincerely,

Douglas



One


EILEAN ROS, THE TROSSACHS OF THE SCOTTISH HIGHLANDS

Payton Douglas was surrounded by the enemy, his back against the wall…or hearth, as it were. The Lockharts advanced on him with an anxious look in their eyes, and he wondered how they had managed to gain entry, today in particular, when he was entertaining some very important men from Glasgow. Men who were, at this very moment, rather deep in their cups, having sampled the barley-bree Scotch whiskey distilled here, on his estate, Eilean Ros.

But his enemies were desperate and, by their own confession, in quite a predicament, for they’d been caught completely unawares when their dear friend, Hugh MacAlister, had purloined their priceless family heirloom—a gold statue of a beastie with ruby eyes—right out from under their noses.

Griffin Lockhart, from whom the beastie had been stolen, had just argued passionately that while this outrageous insult would be avenged in due time, at the moment, it seemed that MacAlister’s actions had left the entire Lockhart family near to penniless and faced with the forced betrothal of their only daughter, Mared, to the man who had lent them a princely sum to retrieve the beastie: Payton Douglas.

The very same Payton Douglas who stood with his back against the cold hearth, eyeing the only one of the five Lockharts in his study who seemed inordinately relaxed. Seated at his writing desk, she idly twirled a quill pen as Payton stoically listened to the rather windy speech of her laird father. Frankly, one could scarcely do anything but listen when in the company of so many Lockharts.

This speech, obviously prepared in advance, judging by the way Lady Lockhart’s lips moved in unison with her husband’s, spoke to how Payton, the son of ancestors who had spilled precious Lockhart blood in every war and time of strife, would take their only daughter to wife, having bargained for her in loaning them a substantial sum that was to be repaid within a year’s time.

“’Tis the stuff of popular novels!” Lady Lockhart exclaimed.

Behind her, her daughter Mared smiled as she twirled the pen, as if that analogy amused her.

“Frankly, milady, I’ve never read a novel as befuddling as this,” Payton said. “If I am to understand, do ye mean to say ye’ll no’ honor our agreement regarding the loan I made ye?”

That question was met with a burst of nervous, high-pitched laughter from the four dark-headed Lockharts standing at this little impromptu meeting: Carson, the aging laird of what was left of the Lockhart clan; his lean and graceful lady wife, Aila; their eldest son and massive soldier, Liam; and his younger brother Griffin, who was slightly smaller and quite debonair.

“Of course no’!” Liam boomed reassuringly. “But surely ye understand that we couldna have dreamed MacAlister would betray us so.”

“As ye’ve said several times over now. Nevertheless, it would appear that he did indeed betray ye, and ye owe me a tidy sum, aye?”

The four standing Lockharts looked sheepishly at one another while Mared sighed and opened a book on his writing desk, flipping to the first page.

Grif quickly stepped forward and smiled charmingly. “If I may, milord…the problem is that without the beastie, we’ve no means to repay yer very generous loan—”

“Three thousand pounds,” Payton quickly reminded him, “was more than generous. It was sheer insanity.”

“Aye, very generous,” Grif agreed, casting an anxious glance at his family. “But we made a wee error, we did,” he said, holding thumb and index finger together to show just how wee the error.

“I beg yer pardon, but there was no error. Yer father signed the promissory papers.”

“That he did,” Grif readily agreed. “And we promised Mared’s hand to ye as collateral on yer loan, and…well, plainly put, Douglas, ’tis no secret how she feels about ye—ah, that is to say…yer reforms,” he said carefully, and exchanged a look with his mother.

“I know well how she feels, Grif,” Payton responded impatiently. Everyone in every glen in the loch region knew of Mared’s objection to marrying a Douglas and of her vehement displeasure at his introduction of sheep in and around the lochs. “’Tis no secret she doesna care for a Douglas. Yer sister, ye might have remarked, is no’ a shy lass.”

Mared chuckled softly and turned another page in the book he’d left on the writing desk, On the Winter Production of Wool and the Timely Shearing of the Na Caorridh Mora, the Big Sheep.

“No,” Grif said with a bit of a frown for Mared’s chuckle. “But ye canna fault the lass for being passionate in her beliefs.”

Mared looked up from the book then and cocked a brow above a pair of sparkling green eyes, waiting for his answer.

He, in turn, glared at the Lockharts. This was precisely what was wrong with Mared—she had been reared by this lot of blockheads. They all believed—with the exception of Grif, perhaps, and even that was a questionable assumption—that the sheep he had brought into the lochs were invading the land historically grazed by their cattle and thereby pushing the cattle to smaller areas and smaller numbers and therefore pushing them, the most exasperating family in all of bloody Scotland, into poverty.

They were right in some respects. But Payton believed their cattle could not graze properly in the Highlands and were not, and had never been, a profitable venture. Bloody fools, the Lockharts, who believed in the old system of crofting the land and raising lumbering beeves. And when that did not sustain them, they turned to stealing statues or some such nonsense from their English cousins.

He, on the other hand, believed in a system that allowed a fair wage to all the men the land could reasonably support, and sheep herding and, should a man be so inclined (as he was)—whiskey production. Which was why he was eager to be done with this nonsense and return to the four men who might invest a substantial amount of money in his distillery venture.

Grif laughed uneasily again at Payton’s stoic silence. “And…and perhaps our Mared deserves just a wee bit of pity, aye?” he tried again. “After all, she’s got that wretched curse on her”—Mared nodded emphatically that she did—“and really, Douglas, can ye honestly desire her hand in marriage with that curse hanging over her like a dark cloud?”

Payton laughed derisively. “Ach, ye donna believe in that old curse! No one but crofters who fear fairies and goblins believe that old tale!”

“But ye canna deny that no daughter of a Lockhart has ever married,” Liam quickly put in. “Perhaps it is just as true that a daughter of a Lockhart willna wed until she’s looked into the belly of the beast.”

“Do ye think to frighten me with tales of a’ diabhal?” he demanded, ignoring Mared’s amused smile as she leaned back in the chair and idly ran her fingers along the edge of the writing desk.

“Frighten ye!” Lady Lockhart exclaimed, stepping in to put her hand soothingly on Payton’s arm. “No, no, milord, no’ to frighten ye. Just to speak with ye, on Mared’s behalf.”

He checked his tongue and spoke evenly. “Frankly, milady, I’ve never known yer Mared no’ to speak on her own behalf. And quite articulately at that.”

“Oh! How kindly put, sir!” Mared said sweetly, breaking her silence for the first time since appearing in his study.

“Ye willna honor the loan, is that it, lass?” Payton asked her directly.

“The Lockharts honor their debts, sir,” Lady Lockhart interjected as she gave Mared a withering look. “But we need more time. Just a wee bit more time to find Mr. MacAlister.”

“How much time?”

“Ten months,” Lady Lockhart said quickly. “In addition to the two remaining, of course.”

Another year? With a sigh of impatience, Payton shoved a hand through his hair. He had no idea what to say to them, really. He had no idea how he felt about all of it—asking for Mared’s hand as collateral on the loan had been an impetuous act, spurred by her devilish smile that afternoon in his parlor. Like the Lockharts, he never believed it would all come to this. He wasn’t entirely certain he wanted a wife. He looked at her now, as she obviously took pleasure in his discomfort, and thought he certainly must be a madman to want this one as a wife.

But the truth, as much as he was loath to admit it, was that he adored Mared Lockhart. He always had.

In the four months since Grif’s return to Scotland, Payton had not asked about the loan or pressed the issue of marriage. But now that very little more than two months remained in their agreement—the Lockharts had been given a year to repay the money he had loaned them, or give Mared over for marriage—they wanted more time?

“No,” he said decisively. “Ye canna ask this of me—I have given ye a significant sum of money that ye’ve obviously squandered—”

“No’ squandered!” Grif objected.

“What ye did with it is no concern of mine, but ye canna repay me as we agreed, and thereby, ye leave me no choice.”

“Land,” Grif said quickly. “We can repay ye in land.”

Payton considered that for a moment. It was a plausible option, but not terribly desirable. The Lockhart land was separated from his estate by the mountain Ben Cluaran. If he were to take land to repay the debt they owed him, it would leave them with precious little to farm. And it would be near to impossible for him to make much use of that land, separated from his estate as it was, for the manpower required to farm it would be far costlier than the yield. The only way it would be of use to him was if he could put sheep on it, and he rather doubted the Lockharts would allow it, what with their stubborn love of cows.

He shook his head and looked at the laird. “Ye agreed to my terms, Lockhart. I’ll ask that ye set a date for the betrothal.”

Mared’s smile suddenly faded. She slapped the book shut and looked at her father, as did everyone else in that stuffy room. Carson thoughtfully rubbed his chin, then sighed wearily. “We shall set the date a year and a day from whence the loan was made, then,” he said after a moment.

“Carson!” Lady Lockhart cried.

“Ach, mo ghraidh, he’s right, ye know he is! We agreed to the terms of the loan, as did Mared—”

“Under considerable duress, Father!” Mared interjected.

“Aye, perhaps,” he said, turning to look at her. “But ye agreed all the same. We knew there was a possibility Grif wouldna succeed, and now we must honor our word, daughter. Ye must do so, as well.”

Lady Lockhart gasped.

“’Tis too late, Aila,” Carson said gruffly. “What else is left to her, then? Douglas is the only man in the parish who puts no stock in fairies and goblins and will have her!”

That did not soothe Lady Lockhart or Mared, whose expression grew quite murderous.

“Ye must no’ fear yer welfare, lass,” Payton softly assured her. “On my honor, I will always treat ye well.”

“Ach, how can ye pretend so?” she demanded. “The Douglases and the Lockharts have been sworn enemies for hundreds of years!”

“Ye donna understand, Payton Douglas!” Lady Lockhart insisted firmly. “’Tis no’ Mared’s welfare that we fear—’tis yer welfare.”

She said it so earnestly that Payton couldn’t help but laugh. “I donna fear her,” he laughingly assured her. “Ye’ve nothing to fear, then, for she canna hurt me,” he said and laughed again at Mared’s glower.

She had come to her feet, was standing behind the desk with her arms folded implacably across her trim middle. “I willna marry ye, Payton Douglas.”

“Mared!” Lady Lockhart cried.

But Payton chuckled and thought that it might be fun to tame the fire in her in his bed. “Aye, ye will, Mared. And as there is nothing further to discuss, please excuse me. I’ve guests,” he said, and with a curt nod to the impossible Lockharts, he strode out of the stuffy room, smiling inwardly at the thought of Mared in his bed.



That night, in her room high above the study in the old tower, Mared was busily at work.

Her spirit was far from broken.

Her family could think of nothing to save her, blast the lot of them, but she’d not lie idle. Even now, in the stillness of the night, in her drafty chambers of the even draftier old castle, Mared wrote two letters by the light of a single candle while the rest of them slept.

The first was directed to Miss Beitris Crowley, the daughter of the solicitor in Aberfoyle. Mared had befriended her, had taken long, chatty walks with her along the banks of Loch Ard, across from Eilean Ros, assessing her suitability as the future Lady Douglas.

Aye. The future Lady Douglas.

Mared had come to the conclusion that perhaps if the odious and highly objectionable Laird Douglas had another, more charming alternative to her, he might forgive the ridiculous terms of the loan and take to wife a woman more suitable for him in temperament and mien. She had suggested as much to him; he had laughed and responded that any woman, old or young, fat or thin, rich or poor, would be better suited to him in temperament and mien than she was, and seemed to think himself quite the wit for having said it.

Mared was determined to prove it to him, with or without Beitris’s help. Beitris, she had discovered, was painfully shy, particularly in the company of Laird Douglas. She’d put Beitris in his path a dozen times at least, and the lass had still not gained as much as a kiss. He terrified her. Of course he did—he was a creature who had obviously climbed out of the loch.

“He’s awfully big, is he no’?” Beitris had asked Mared in a fearful tone of voice one afternoon after they had “happened” to encounter him in Aberfoyle. The man seemed to have that effect on all the young women around the lochs, Mared had noticed.


You must, she wrote to Miss Crowley, remember that polite conversation will take you only so far. A man should like to know that he is well thought of, and that he, above all others, holds your coveted esteem. Remember too that a man enjoys the chance to be gallant, but you must create an opportunity for him to be so, for rarely are men so clever, left to their own devices, to create such opportunities. Perhaps you might drop your linen in his company, or fumble with your parasol and allow him to rescue you….


Mared was fond of Beitris, she truly was, but sometimes Beitris seemed rather dense when it came to flirting. She had not, Mared surmised, been courted outright.

Not that Mared had been courted outright, either. There was not a man around the lochs who wasn’t deathly afraid of her, given the blasted curse that followed her, but she’d witnessed the many colorful and courtly romances of her brother Griffin, who had, with varying degrees of success, she heard tell, attempted to bed almost every lass in the lochs before he went off to London and brought back a wife. That made her reasonably well versed in the mechanics of courting…at least more so than Beitris.

She finished her instructions to Beitris and sealed the letter with a drop of wax. She then gritted her teeth and picked up her pen.


The Honorable Laird Douglas, Greatest Ruler in All the Land…


Perhaps a bit dramatic, but she hardly cared. She wrote on, requesting the honor of calling on his cousin, Sarah Douglas, who, according to gossips in Aberfoyle, had come to Eilean Ros for the summer.

Mared’s eyes narrowed as she read her letter one last time. Satisfied that her writing revealed nothing more than proper civility, she sealed it with a drop of wax, put it carefully on her vanity, and blew out the candle. As she slipped into her bed, a smile curved her lips.

She didn’t give a damn about their agreement. She’d not marry that man.

How could she? Marrying him would be admitting defeat, and she was not prepared to do that. Besides, her dream of returning to Edinburgh was very much alive within her. It was that dream that had sustained her in the last few years.

She’d spent a fortnight in Edinburgh ten or so years ago, before the family fortune had begun to disappear. It had been a magical place, teeming with people and arts and it seemed there was a soirée or gathering every night. Yet the best part about it was that no one in Edinburgh knew of or believed in old curses. They treated her as a person. Not like here in the lochs, where everyone looked at her as some sort of witch.

She’d even had a pair of potential suitors in her short time there, and was convinced that, in Edinburgh, her whole life would change.

No, she’d not marry Payton Douglas and remain in the lochs all of her days, where her life was so wretchedly confined. Every word she uttered publicly was guarded, every path she took hidden from superstitious eyes. It would be a joy to live in Edinburgh. It would be a joy to simply live!

Mared fell asleep thinking of Edinburgh. But she dreamed she was walking along the banks of Loch Ard, in the company of a young man with golden hair who smiled at her and stole kisses from her. They walked until they came upon a rowdy crowd. When Mared moved closer to see what they were shouting about, she realized that they were to witness an execution.

She looked up to the gallows and with a start recognized the first Lady of Lockhart, the beauty who had sacrificed all for love. Her hands were tied behind her back, and she was kneeling at a chopping block.

Next to her was her lover, Livingstone, with a noose around his neck.

As Mared watched in horror, the executioner hanged her lady’s lover. And as he twisted beside her, they lay the Lady of Lockhart’s head on the block. As the executioner lifted his blade, she screamed, “Fuirich do mi!”

Wait for me….

The blade came down and Lady Lockhart’s head dropped to the ground and rolled to Mared’s feet. Mared screamed and looked around for her beau, but she was suddenly alone. Yet her scream had drawn the attention of the crowd, and they turned on her, recognizing her as the daughter of Lady Lockhart. The accursed one, they said. Spawned by the devil and left to live with the devil.

“A daughter born of a Lockhart will no’ marry until she’s looked into the belly of the beast!” an old woman spat at her, and the crowd began to chant that she must look into the belly of the beast as they advanced on her.

Screaming, Mared ran with the murderous crowd on her heels. She ran until she reached the river, where the crowd kept coming for her, until Mared fell in. The water closed over her head and she sank to the murky bottom, struggling to free herself of her clothing. But she couldn’t hold her breath, and she was choking for air.

With a gasp, Mared suddenly rose up in her bed, her hands at her throat, and the bed linens twisted around her body. Her forehead was wet with perspiration.

She caught her breath, took several deep breaths more, then slowly untangled herself from the bed linens. Unsteadily, she stood, walked to the hearth to stoke it as she willed her heart to stop pounding.

The dream had shaken her badly. It always did.

Payton Douglas would not hold her here. She would not be held captive in a land where she was despised. She would escape the lochs for Edinburgh and nothing would stop her.



Two


Now that the betrothal date had been set, Payton thought it prudent to help Mared along to the inevitable end by making her feel less bartered and more admired. So he endeavored to court her…just as hard as she endeavored not to be courted.

He’d sent dozens of Scottish roses to her, along with notes of his admiration. He’d also sent along two of the first bottles of barley-bree to be distilled on his land to her brothers and father. And he had dutifully and respectfully answered each and every one of her letters, of which there was quite a small pile mounting on the corner of his desk.

His cousin, Miss Sarah Douglas, educated in France and now residing in Edinburgh, had come to Eilean Ros to help him find a replacement for his longtime housekeeper, Mrs. Craig, who had died recently after years of faithful service. Since arriving, Sarah had witnessed, with much exasperation, his considerable efforts to woo Mared. Even now, she was pouting atop her little sorrel, riding next to him as they had a look about the estate. “I don’t know why ye must go through with this,” she complained to Payton, who rode his big bay hunter.

“Why? I’m no’ a young man, Sarah. I am two and thirty. If I am to leave an heir to the Douglas fortune, I best be about it.”

“Yes, but with someone else, please. Perhaps it would be wiser to consider this one for the position of housekeeper. At the very least, she’d be an improvement over the half-wits and simpletons we’ve spoken to thus far.”

Payton gave his cousin a sharp look. “That is the future Lady Douglas ye speak of, so be kind, Sarah. She’s no’ had an easy life here in the lochs, and she may no’ be as tender as ye are, but she’s deserving of yer esteem nonetheless.”

Sarah shrugged. “Perhaps she deserves my esteem, but I can’t think why she should deserve such respect from ye, then. Really, Payton—marry her? She’s a Lockhart!”

Payton suppressed a smile at that—Mared Lockhart may not have earned his esteem, but she had earned his respect years ago. “The time has come to put aside those old feuds. They’ve no bearing on the present or the future.”

And besides, there was something about Mared Lockhart that had attracted him long ago, when they were children. He could remember, as a young lad, wanting the sweetmeat she had held, taking it from her little hand. Mared did not cry, nor did she run to her governess. No, Mared had felled him, a boy who was a full four years older than she, by pushing him into the thistle, then falling upon him and pummeling him until her brother Liam pulled her off.

And when he began to become more aware of the fairer sex, it had been Mared’s blossoming and the small buds of her breasts that had afflicted his young dreams. He’d longed even then to touch her.

But it wasn’t until years later, when he was a young man and Mared had grown into a beautiful yet untouchable woman—thanks to a bloody curse that seemed to have developed a life of its own—that he had fallen in love with her. It had been her indomitable spirit that had done it.

By then, he’d begun to notice how the suspicious crofters closed their doors when she walked by, had heard them warn their children to steer clear of her. He knew that most of the villagers of Aberfoyle whispered behind her back and avoided her at social functions. Though most people around the lochs treated her as a pariah, he’d come to respect her dignity in the face of such ignorance.

He’d first realized he loved her one evening almost seven years past, on the occasion of her first and twentieth birthday, when he had kissed her for the first time. It had been an impetuous act, one of sheer madness…but in that moment, he had felt her firm body respond to his, had felt her rise up to meet him….

And then she’d bitten his lip.

Aye, on that momentous occasion, Payton had come to desire her.

Mared Lockhart was, to him at least, the only spot of color in a gray world, the only shimmering sign of life in a bucolic existence. The insistent flame sparked in him that sultry summer night seven years past had not died, but had kept burning bright for the one woman in all of Scotland who did not esteem him, Laird Payton Douglas of Eilean Ros.

Just the thought of it made him chuckle again.

“Why do you laugh?” Sarah demanded.

“I’ve really no idea,” he said cheerfully and turned his attention to the lane as it widened around a stand of oaks, and Eilean Ros came into view.

His estate was not really what the name, Island of Roses, implied, but it was built out on a piece of land that jutted into Loch Ard. It was a grand home nestled beneath Scots pines, built two hundred years ago by the fifth laird Douglas. When Payton’s father, the ninth laird Douglas, had inherited it, he had dreamed of creating a palace at the foot of the Highlands and had started extensive renovations. He’d died before he could see them through.

Upon his death, Payton had become the laird and had completed the renovations. The work had added another wing to the house, and it now boasted fourteen bedchambers, three salons, and more sitting rooms, dining rooms, and studies than Payton could count. It was indeed a Highland palace. No other Scottish abode could boast such grandeur.

Nor, Payton reckoned, was there another Scottish abode that sounded quite as empty as his.

Time and again, he’d walk the long corridors of his home, hearing nothing but the click of his boot heels on the stone and wooden floors. He had an almost desperate desire to fill that empty sound with laughter and voices and warmth. When his brothers had gone out into the world—Lachlan to India, Padraig to America, he had remained behind as the sole Douglas and heir of Eilean Ros, destined by his firstborn status to carry out the family duties and name. It was, he had come to realize, his cross to bear in some respects. His was a rather lonely existence.

Now, as he and Sarah rode around the stand of oaks, they could see the entire length of the house…and the donkey tethered beneath the shade of an oak tree, beside a cart that looked positively ancient.

“Oh no,” Sarah sighed, scowling at the cart. “I shan’t believe they arrived in that.”

“Be kind, Sarah,” Payton warned her and set his horse to a trot.



Mared and her twelve-year-old English niece, Natalie, were standing beneath a towering portrait of the eighth Lady Douglas, Lord Douglas’s great-grandmother, as a pair of servants bustled about, preparing the room for tea under the watchful eye of the butler, Beckwith.

“Her husband killed our great-grandfather in a duel,” Mared whispered to Natalie as she stole a glimpse of Beckwith over her shoulder.

“A duel?” Natalie gasped, her blue eyes lighting up.

“Aye. They’re a sorry lot, the Douglases. Never forget it, lass. This one’s husband called out our ancestor for merely having fallen in love.”

Natalie looked up again, her mouth open.

“I trust ye gave her a fair accounting, Miss Lockhart.” Payton Douglas’s voice boomed behind her, startling Mared and Natalie both. Neither of them had heard him approach across the Wilton carpet.

Mared slapped a hand over her heart. “Diah, sir! Have a care! Ye might have frightened us to death!”

He smiled wickedly and leaned forward, his deep slate gray eyes peering intently at her. “Ye did give the lass a fair accounting, did ye no’?”

All right. So her great-grandfather had loved the woman in the portrait. But honestly, the poor woman had been locked in a horrible marriage—who could blame a Lockhart for desiring to give her a spot of happiness in her bleak existence? “Aye, of course,” she said, and with a brazen smile, she sank into an uncharacteristic curtsey and glanced up coyly. “Do ye doubt it?”

He cupped her elbow to lift her up, and there his hand remained as his gaze dipped languidly to the décolletage of her gown. “When it comes to ye, lass, I doubt even my sanity.”

Then she was doing something quite right. It brought a smile of satisfaction to her lips, and she put her arm around Natalie, pulling her into her side, forcing his hand from her elbow. “Ye recall our Miss Natalie?”

Natalie dropped into a perfect curtsey. “How do you do, my lord,” she said in her English accent.

With a charming smile, Douglas took Natalie’s hand and bowed low over it. “I do very well indeed,” he said, and kissed her small hand. “’Tis a pleasure to have such a beautiful lass at Eilean Ros.”

Natalie’s face lit up at that. Aye, that was Payton Douglas, was it not, as charming as the day was long? But then he turned his attention to Mared again, his gaze sweeping the length of her in a way he had of making her believe he could see every bare inch of her, and with a smile that Mared half-expected to melt her gown right off her shoulders.

“May I remark,” he said low, “that I canna recall when I last saw ye adorned in such a bright color…or ribbons,” he added, lifting a curious brow.

Honestly, couldn’t a woman don a lovely, albeit borrowed, yellow day gown without astounding the entire region? “Neither can I recall, milord,” she responded breezily, “for I canna recall the last time I saw ye.” She smiled, pleased with her own wit, and before he could speak, Mared gestured to Beitris.

Beitris, who was blond and petite, looked as bonny as a portrait sitting on one of ten Queen Anne chairs that lined the silk-walled room, her hands clenched in her lap. “What good fortune that I was able to coax Miss Crowley from Aberfoyle, aye?” Mared asked grandly. “I know that ye’ve grown quite attached to her and thought to be kind to ye, sir, and arrange for ye to enjoy her company again.”

“Frankly, ye’ve been exceedingly kind with Miss Crowley’s company for quite some time now,” he said, but instantly broke into a warm smile and was striding across the room, his legs long and powerful in Wellington boots and buckskins that hugged him like a glove.

Mared did not care to look at him…but she could hardly help herself. He wore no coat, no waistcoat, but a plain white lawn shirt. His golden brown hair had grown long, past the collar. If she were the sort of female to be interested in this man’s appearance, which she was decidedly not, she’d have no choice but to think him quite handsome.

Beitris, the poor darling, must certainly have thought so, for she all but melted in her silk-upholstered chair. She tried not to look at the laird, but of course, she couldn’t help but look at him, for the Douglas was, if nothing else, a very commanding figure of a man.

Beitris quickly came to her feet as he reached her. “Milord, thank ye for accepting our call.”

He grabbed her hand and bent over it. “The pleasure is indeed mine, Miss Crowley.” He touched his lips to her knuckles, and Beitris’s fair skin turned pink.

“Payton! Oh dear, did ye not change yer clothes to receive our guests?”

It was Miss Douglas, a slender, fair-haired woman who seemed positively dwarfish next to her cousin. She entered the room wearing an expensive riding habit.

“Sarah, allow me to reacquaint ye with our neighbor, Miss Lockhart.”

Mared curtsied alongside Natalie and inquired politely, “How do ye do, Miss Douglas?”

“Quite well. Thank ye, Miss Lockhart.”

Was it her imagination, or did she detect a hint of disdain in the voice of the fancy woman from Edinburgh?

“And Miss Crowley,” Payton added. “And of course, Miss Natalie Lockhart,” he said with another warm smile for the blonde-headed girl.

Miss Douglas nodded at the child, then made a show of fanning herself. “Please do sit, ladies. Tea should arrive shortly. I hope ye will forgive our attire,” she added, casting a disapproving look at Payton’s buckskins and lawn shirt. “We just returned from a ride about the park. I daresay we did not expect ye quite so promptly,” she said and took a seat on the divan whose plush velvet upholstery looked very new. Rather, Miss Douglas took all of the divan, sitting directly in the middle of it, leaving no room on either side of her.

Beitris sat gingerly on the edge of a matching settee. When Natalie moved to sit beside her, Mared quickly redirected her to a chair, so that the seat next to Beitris was left vacant.

That left only her and Payton standing, staring at one another across the room.

He flashed that devilish, charming smile again, the one that made her skin tingle, and politely motioned to the seat next to Beitris.

A smile curved the corner of Mared’s lips, and she sat hard next to Natalie.

Payton’s smile deepened, but he obliged her nonetheless by sitting next to Beitris and stretching his arm across the back of the settee, which, naturally, made Beitris blush and drop her gaze to her lap.

“I donna recall if I’ve mentioned that Miss Crowley has just this spring come from her studies in Edinburra,” Mared said smartly, and glanced at Miss Douglas. “Her father is a solicitor in Aberfoyle.”

“Is he indeed?” Miss Douglas asked indifferently, studying a fingernail. “I should think there’d be little call for a solicitor in a village as small as Aberfoyle. There are certainly no housekeepers to speak of.”

“Yer father must be quite delighted ye’ve come home, Miss Crowley,” Payton said. “I’d wager he’s found himself rather suddenly in the company of all the young bachelors in town, aye?”

Beitris flushed so badly that Mared feared she might faint. Aye, but wouldn’t that be lovely! If she fainted, Payton would be forced to revive her…. Faint, Beitris!

Beitris did not faint. She merely squeaked, “I, ah…I wouldna know, sir.”

“Indeed he has, for Miss Crowley is quite accomplished,” Mared cheerfully interjected. “She’s perfectly brilliant on the pianoforte, and she speaks French fluently, and she’s rather remarked upon for her archery on the left banks of the lochs.”

Payton glanced at Mared, his gray eyes blazing with amusement. “Quite impressive. Personally, I find education—as well as the ability to use a bow and arrow—to be quite attractive in a woman.”

“Ah, here is the tea,” Sarah said, and rose gracefully from her seat to attend it as a footman, under the eagle eye of Beckwith, entered with a large and heavy silver service, piled high with fine china tea pots and cups and a plateful of biscuits—what would have been a veritable feast at Talla Dileas.

“I should very much like to hear about yer studies, Miss Crowley,” Douglas continued. “I’ve oft said that educating our women will bring this country forward, for it is only through education that reform and natural progress may be gained. Ye are to be commended.”

That was such rubbish that Mared caught a cry of disbelief in her throat that unfortunately sounded like an unladylike snort.

“I beg yer pardon, Miss Lockhart, did ye say something?” Payton asked with a hint of a smile.

Natalie mistook Mared’s snort of disbelief as one of pain and quickly and rather loudly said, “Miss Lockhart is educated, too! There are lots and lots of books at Talla Dileas!”

“I had no idea ye are so keen on educating girls, Payton,” Miss Douglas remarked as she directed Beckwith to pour tea.

“No? I am very much indeed. I canna abide ignorance in general, for no matter their sex, ignorant people will perpetuate the old ways and impede the natural progress of a nation.”

Of all the ridiculous—Mared could not remain silent, for progress to this man meant displacing people from their homes. Cottages were left standing empty all over the lochs as people left for Glasgow or points farther south in search of work. “I should think it quite depends upon what one calls progress, milord,” she said. “I suppose ye believe that progress is to push tenants from the land in favor of raising sheep, while the old ways are to raise cattle and croft the land so that everyone prospers, aye?”

“Prosper!” He laughed gaily, as if a child had uttered an amusing bit of nonsense. “I hardly call it prosperity when a family canna grow enough in the commons to put food on their table. No, Miss Lockhart,” he said congenially, “true progress is about the enlightenment of a people. When the old ways no longer provide, then we must find a new way to prosper. Together.”

“And she’s quite accomplished at the pianoforte, and she speaks French, too, with only a bit of an accent,” Natalie desperately avowed.

“Aye, yer auntie is well accomplished, lass,” Payton said with a smile.

Oh, how she wanted to box his bloody ears! “Really, milord, will ye bore Miss Crowley with all this empty talk of progress?” Mared asked cheerfully.

“Oh no!” Beitris quietly protested. “It’s really quite interesting.”

“Miss Crowley has had occasion to be abroad,” Mared continued determinedly, ignoring Beitris. “Did ye no’, Beitris?”

“Well, I…I did have occasion to travel to France.”

“France. I adore France,” Miss Douglas remarked, perking up. “Did ye enjoy yer visit there?”

“I canna say that I did,” Beitris said, putting aside her tea, inexplicably eager, all at once, to speak. “We had rough seas on our crossing, and I wasna fully recovered for the fortnight I was in Paris. And then there was the voyage home—I am still rather weak from it.”

Now she would make herself seem too weak for a man as virile as Payton Douglas. “Miss Crowley, ye are too modest,” Mared quickly interrupted. “Ye are the very picture of health.”

“Miss Lockhart has not taken ill a single day since she was as old as me,” Natalie avowed rather loudly.

“Quite remarkable,” Douglas said with a wink for Natalie. “But I believe yer auntie differs from us mere mortals in that her constitution is ironclad.”

“Oh no!” Mared exclaimed with a sweet laugh. “’Tis naugh’ but the Highland air! It is no’ befouled with factory smokes as is the air that comes from the sort of progress they enjoy in Glasgow.”

Payton gave a snort of laughter at that. “Touché,” he said, bowing over his teacup. “Well said. Here in the lochs, we can all rest assured that the lack of progress will, if nothing else, lend itself to our good health.”

Oooh, but she could feel her temper rising. The man was as stubborn as the Lockharts’ blasted mule! She suddenly put her tea aside and stood up. “Might I have yer leave, sir, to show Natalie a portrait of another deceased Douglas?” she asked sweetly, indicating a large portrait of his grandfather on the far end of the wall. “I hadna quite finished reciting our family histories.”

“As ye wish, Miss Lockhart,” he said pleasantly.

Mared gave the bloody mule a winsome smile and strode forward, her head high, with Natalie walking quickly to keep up.

As they reached the far end of the room, she heard him say, “Ye’ve no’ yet had the pleasure of viewing our gardens, Miss Crowley. Might I show them to ye?”

“Oh,” Beitris choked out. “Please!”

“Cousin Sarah, will ye join us?”

“No, thank ye, Payton. I’ve seen the gardens many times.”

Mared listened to the sound of his sure footsteps and Beitris’s soft gait until they could no longer be heard in the room. Mared put her hand on Natalie’s shoulder and silently indicated she should go sit with Miss Douglas.

Natalie, bless her, went immediately to her post. “Have you ever been to England?” she asked, and began to talk of London, while Mared pretended to be viewing the many portraits of what were really far too many Douglases while covertly moving to the window and peeking out at the garden through the thick lead glass.

Aha, there they were. Their figures were somewhat distorted, but Mared could see them, walking side by side, Beitris’s hand in the crook of Payton’s elbow—or perhaps that was her parasol?—and his head quite close to hers. They strolled languidly, and Beitris would look up to him, and Mared imagined her face glowing with his undivided attention. At the end of the long walk, which was too far away for Mared to see clearly, Payton Douglas dipped his head and kissed Beitris.

At least Mared thought that was what he did. They were at a distance so she couldn’t be entirely certain, but then again…no. She was certain. He’d kissed Beitris.

It was cause for celebration! Her plan was working beautifully—so why it should make her belly roil she hardly knew or cared. She turned abruptly from the window, her face a wreath of smiles, and went to join Natalie and Miss Douglas.

When at last Payton and Beitris returned—he wearing a broad smile, and Beitris wearing a furious blush—he and his cousin saw the three of them out.

He helped Beitris onto the narrow bench of the cart while the groom put the donkey to the cart, and Natalie climbed onto the back. Mared was the last to reach the cart—she’d had trouble donning her frilly bonnet, for she rarely wore the blasted thing—and as she walked to the right side of the cart, Payton met her there and gallantly offered her a hand up.

With a slight frown, Mared reluctantly put her hand in his, and he instantly closed his fingers around hers. Firmly. Possessively. A hot flood of warmth shot through her arm and her chest, and it unsettled her so badly that she quickly lifted up and pulled her hand free so that she could take the reins from the groomsman.

Only then did she dare to glance down at him. He was looking up at her, his gray eyes shimmering with something very deep and very alarming. “Good day, Miss Lockhart. And thank ye for bringing Miss Crowley and Miss Natalie to call. It’s been a very pleasurable afternoon.”

“Ye are quite welcome,” she said merrily while her heart pounded furiously. “And now, we must be on our way. Good day, then!” She cracked the reins against the donkey’s back, sending the beast into such a quick trot that Payton Douglas had no time to move. He was knocked down by the sudden movement of the cart; it was only his cousin’s shriek that alerted Mared to the accident.



Three


In spite of Sarah’s protestations that he might have been killed, Payton wasn’t hurt. He’d had the wind and his pride knocked out of him, but he was otherwise quite all right.

He’d rather sternly suggested that perhaps Mared leave the driving of the donkey to someone with a wee bit more finesse of the reins.

But before he’d hobbled off with the aid of his cousin and his groom, he’d seen the glint of fear in Mared’s forest green eyes, the fear of that goddamn curse, and he had said sharply, “I know what ye’re thinking, lass, and ye’re wrong to think it!”

His admonishment earned him a dark frown, and she had climbed back onto the wagon and driven off.

Payton slept badly that night, dreaming of ancient curses and horrible accidents and Mared’s green eyes.

But he was set to rights the next morning and resumed his attempts at courting her. Over the course of the next few days, he sent more flowers and laughed when he received her reply that the Highland ling had given her a curious rash. He sent an invitation to ride about Eilean Ros, but she declined, citing a freshly broken leg. And when he finally rode across Ben Cluaran and called at Talla Dileas, interrupting a family game of lawn bowling, in which Mared was playing on her miraculously healed broken leg, she deigned to obey her father and allow him to play beside her, then swore on her honor that she did not intentionally drop the heavy ball on the toe of his boot.

Aye, Payton did his damnedest to court the unruly lass, but he kept running into Miss Crowley—curiously, just about every time he turned around. And she was always in the company of Mared, who made a habit of leaving them—and quickly, too. He saw the two of them at the kirk, on the road, at a ceilidh, a gathering in Aberfoyle where people from the village and surrounding lochs shared music and drink and gossip.

He’d seen Miss Crowley and Mared most recently in the confectioner’s shop, where he always stopped when in Aberfoyle, for he had a rather irrepressible sweet tooth. At Mared’s urging for all and sundry to hear, he bought Miss Crowley a sweetmeat, but took great satisfaction in not purchasing one for Mared as well, the exasperating little wench.

He saw Miss Crowley the following day, too, when he returned to the smithy to fetch one of his bays. She was walking in the street with Mared, who, he remarked, was spending an awful lot of time in Aberfoyle of late.

“A happy coincidence, I assure ye,” Mared had said with a brilliant smile, and then suddenly, “Oh!” as she remembered the important errand that had brought her to Aberfoyle. She scurried away like a rat deserting a sinking ship, leaving Payton alone with Miss Crowley.

Payton liked Miss Crowley, actually. Once she stopped being afraid of him, he discovered she was really a very nice lass, and he enjoyed her company—but in a friendly sort of way. Not enough to wed her for all eternity, as Mared obviously wanted him to do. He had the sense that Miss Crowley felt much the same way about him. Frankly, she seemed far more interested in the smithy’s son than in him.

He thought that rather fortunate, for he’d not want to see Miss Crowley hurt by Mared’s silly games.



On a morning that dawned clear and blue after two days of heavy rain, a restless Payton saddled his big bay hunter, Murdoch, then whistled one of his best sheepdogs, Cailean, to his side, and set out to have a look at his sheep.

The ride was slow; Murdoch kicked up thick clumps of mud from a ground turned to bog as they moved slowly along the base of Ben Cluaran. Even Cailean ceased his running ahead and then behind Murdoch, as sheepdogs were wont to do, and walked wearily beside them. High above, on hills that stretched to the sky in shades of green and gold, Payton could see the tiny dots that were his sheep, grazing as high on the face of the hills as any creature could go.

In a week or two, they’d herd them down. The trick with sheep was to keep them moving so they did not graze to roots in any one spot.

When he reached the mouth of Glen Ard, Payton turned upstream, into a narrow split between hills, guiding Murdoch to a place where he could drink from the fast-running stream.

He found a grassy spot and dismounted and knelt beside his horse to drink himself.

As he did so, he heard a mysterious thud and then the ominous sound of something falling down the steep hillside behind him, crashing into trees and rocks. Still on his haunches, Payton looked over his shoulder and saw an enormous rock tumbling down toward him. Instantly he jumped to his feet, grabbed Murdoch’s reins and pulled him upstream. The rolling rock hit a tree and hopped a little to the right, then came crashing into the stream exactly where Payton had been drinking.

Cailean trotted over to have a sniff of the rock, but Payton couldn’t move, could only stare, his heart racing. The thing was as big as his largest ram. If he hadn’t moved so quickly, the bloody thing would have bowled into him and likely killed him.

“Mi Diah!”

The voice came from somewhere above him; Payton groaned, and with his hands on his hips, turned around.

“Are ye harmed?” Mared cried as she quickly picked her way down the sheep trail to him, her two dogs darting ahead of her. She had a basket in her hand, her green and blue wrap of plaid, her arisaidh, dragging behind her, and her long black hair unbound beneath an old straw hat.

She leapt off the last rock onto the path by the stream and paused for a moment to stare at the rock before turning to him with an awe-filled expression. “Are ye all right?”

“I am quite all right; it didna touch me!” he said gruffly. “What are ye about, pushing rocks that size down the hill? Ye might have killed me!”

“I did no’ push it!” she cried indignantly. “I donna know how it came to fall!”

Payton snorted.

“On my honor! The earth is quite wet—it must have come loose….” Her voice trailed off, and she frowned at his expression. “Really, if I’d attempted to slay ye, I’d have done so in such a slow and painful manner that there’d be no question it was me. I didna touch that blasted rock!”

He couldn’t help but believe her—Mared was an impertinent, irreverent, and exasperating woman, but she was not, in so far as he knew, a criminal. He sighed, ran a hand through his hair, and stared at the rock as Cailean trotted over to Mared and stuck his head beneath her hand. She instantly stooped down, smiling and cooing to the dog as she stroked him, oblivious to the tongues and tails of her dogs lapping around her.

Frustrated, Payton watched her. She was such a beauty with her long black hair, wandering the hills above the lochs as she so often did, wearing a gown the color of heather cinched tightly below her bosom and embroidered at the neck and hem. And at her breast, she wore a tarnished luckenbooth—a brooch. It was a testament to the wealth the Lockharts had once possessed, its tarnish an indication of how much they’d lost.

“Bonny hat,” he said wryly.

With a laugh, Mared rose to her feet. “It was Father’s.” She squinted at the rock once more, then eyed him curiously. “Are ye harmed, then?”

He shook his head.

“’Tis the curse, ye know,” she said matter-of-factly. “Ye may think these are mere accidents.” She smiled. “But they are a warning to ye, lad—donna go through with this silly betrothal.”

He smiled. “There is no curse, Mared.” He eyed her basket. “What have ye there?” he asked, tapping his riding crop against his palm as he moved closer to have a look. “It wouldna be the berries from my bramble bushes again, would it?”

Mared put one in her mouth and nodded unabashedly.

“Ye shouldna pick berries on my land without asking, lass,” he said, and helped himself to several.

“I shan’t do so again, for they’re no’ as sweet as they’ve been in years past. Have ye done something to make them sour?” she asked, peering up at him from beneath the brim of her hat. “Cast yer smile upon them, perhaps?”

“If ye donna care for the berries ye pilfer on this side of the mountain, then perhaps ye might pick them on Sorley’s land,” he suggested genially, referring to Old Man Sorley, who ruled his glen with an iron fist and would not brook the theft of his berries, no matter how wild they grew or how beautiful the thief who picked them.

“Aye, but everyone knows Sorley’s berries are no’ as big as yers, laird,” she said, and popped another couple of berries into her mouth.

Payton cocked a brow at her boldness, but Mared calmly chewed the berries, her steady gaze challenging him. Impetuously, he lifted his crop, flipped a thick strand of long black hair over her shoulder. “And what has ye about on such a fine day? The unlawful chasing of Douglas sheep? A wee bit of general mayhem?”

“Sheep! And what would I have to do with yer few puny sheep?” she demanded as a winsome smile curved the corners of her mouth and dimpled her cheeks. “If ye must know, I’ve come from Donalda.”

“Donalda!” Payton groaned. Donalda was an old crone who lived deep in the glen. Some claimed she had magical powers. Others said she was the best medicine woman in the Highlands. Still others, Payton among them, held the belief that she was nothing but an old hag. “Why? Have ye an illness that a trained physician canna cure?”

“I do.” She laughed as she handed him another handful of bramble berries. “’Tis called a troth.”

He couldn’t help but
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