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Prologue




Quebec, Canada

April 1761


My dearest,

The other day I saw a robin, a pretty little bird, surrounded by sparrows. I wondered why I felt such compassion for him and then realized he was alone of his kind. While the robin had a lovely plumage and was a more attractive bird, the sparrows were a community.

How silly I am to envy the sparrows.

Even being so busy with the renovations of Colstin Hall cannot stop my thoughts of you. Sometimes, I walk into the room Ive prepared as your library, and close my eyes, wondering if I can conjure you there with my loneliness. Without much difficulty, I can see you at your desk, your eyes impatient at the interruption and then welcoming to see me standing there. You put down your quill and stand, greeting me with a smile. I stretch out my hand and can almost feel your touch on my fingers.

Oh, if it could only be true, my dearest.

I worry for you so, in the wilds of North America. I cannot think the winters there easily spent. I ache in our chamber when the wind grows wild and the storms come, thinking of you suffering in that desolate place. I have procured a map, and marked the continent in my mind, wondering where you are in that vast and strange country.

Enough of that. I will be brave as the vicar has counseled me to be. I confess, however, that at dusk I thank the Almighty for the end of another day. Each one gone is one less to endure until you return home again.

The vicar has been by again today. He visits overmuch, I think. He reminds me you are safe if I pray, and so, my dearest, I spend my waking hours in a daze of petitions to the Almighty even as I go about my work. I think I must pray even in my sleep since I awake and for a moment think you are here.

I hear stories in the market of the war and I am torn between wishing to hear more and not wanting to know anything in all. I can pretend, otherwise, that you are in Edinburgh or conferring with relatives. But then, all too soon I remember how you looked in your uniform, handsome and impatient to serve with your regiment.

Keep yourself safe for me. Forbid yourself, I implore you, the opportunity of being a hero. Tell yourself, instead, that you must return home, whole and safe, to me.

Your devoted wife,

Catherine



Moncrief carefully folded the letter and placed it on the stack with the others before placing a rolled-up blanket in Captain Harry Dunnans trunk. There were pitifully few things he could return to the mans widow.

He wrapped the pipe in a jerkin and placed it on the bottom of the trunk. Harry rarely smoked it and when he did it was more to warm his hands than for the flavor of the tobacco. A few souvenirs from the Indians were next, then a book of poetry Dunnan had taken from a dead Frenchman. Moncrief wrapped the other mans brush and shaving gear in a shirt and wedged them into a corner.

He glanced at the collection of letters and debated returning them to the captains wife. In actuality, Moncrief was the one responsible for hoarding these, even though they rightfully belonged to Dunnan. After a minute of thought, he left them where they were on the end of the bed.

Harrys wife had sent him a pillowcase, deftly embroidered with thistles and roses. Moncrief ran his fingers over the intricate needlework before placing it atop Dunnans other belongings. The Scots broadsword was next, along with Harrys dirk. The last item to be packed was a scarlet vest and tunic, and black trousers, a match to the uniform in which Captain Dunnan had been buried.

All in all, few mementos to assuage a widows grief.

Moncrief closed the trunk lid and locked it, placing the key on his desk alongside a piece of blank paper and a newly trimmed quill.


He would have to write one last letter. A last letter. How many times had he told himself that? Circumstance, however, had succeeded in doing what his will could notended his correspondence with Catherine Dunnan.

One day, more than a year ago, hed received a letter from Captain Dunnans wife inquiring as to her husbands health. Shed not heard from him since hed left Scotland and was concerned.

As colonel of the regiment, it was occasionally his duty to prod his men into communicating with those theyd left behind, a chore he did not relish. Nor was this errand a particularly easy one.

You should be glad of someone to write, Dunnan, hed said. Moncriefs father deplored the task and his brother claimed no time for it. Once, there had been a woman whod liked writing Moncrief well enough, until waiting for him had paled next to the flattery of another man.

Harry had been stretched out on his bed, still attired in his muddy uniform from that afternoons maneuvers. Hed only grinned and reached inside his trunk and tossed his latest, unread, letter at Moncrief.

Here, Colonel, you write her. Shes forever prattling on of things that bore me. I only married her because she was an heiress, but a month of marriage was enough for me. He laughed. Now shes all in a twitter about that house shes inherited. Damn shame she couldnt have gotten the money before I joined the regiment.

The least you could do is ease her mind, Dunnan. Send her a letter.

If I write her back, Colonel, shell just expect another. Best not to write her at all.

Moncrief left the room, already framing the words hed write to Catherine Dunnan.



Dear Madam,

Your husband is an unmitigated ass who indulges his baser appetites with any available woman. He gambles and, I suspect, cheats at it. He abuses his horses and is too intent on killing for my piece of mind. Have I mentioned that I consider him the most amoral man it has been my misfortune to meet?



When he reached his room, Moncrief realized that he still had Mrs. Dunnans letter clutched in his hand. He tossed it aside only to find it on his table two days later, tucked beneath a map of the area.

Hed finally opened it, read the words shed intended only for her husband to see.

That first letter hed written to Catherine Dunnan had been one generated from pity and regret that Harry should have treated her so callously. Moncrief had written the news of the day and his thoughts on being stationed so far from home, both topics that Harry might have chosen had he the inclination or the character to write his wife.

Moncrief assuaged his guilt about signing Harrys name with the thought that he had only done so to reassure Mrs. Dunnan. She would be content now in the silence, knowing that Harry was safe and well.

However, shed written back. Harry had opened the letter and read it briefly before giving it to him. Do answer her about the blasted roof, wont you, Colonel? I havent an iota of interest in it.

Thus, Moncriefs friendship with Catherine Dunnan had begun, turning to interest and possibly something deeper as the year had progressed. He was careful not to reveal to Harry how impatient he was to read her letters, even when his captain would sometimes receive two or three at a time only to ignore their arrival. Finally, Moncrief began to intercept them, ignoring the fact his behavior was morally wrong.

Each time a letter arrived, he vowed to turn it over to Harry. Each time he overheard Harry bragging about one of his conquests at the Officers Mess, Moncrief decided that his behavior was not so reprehensible. He told himself that writing Catherine was not unlike putting his thoughts down in a journal. But no journal writer had ever waited so impatiently for a reply, or wondered what another person thought of his words.

Now Moncrief opened another of Catherines letters, one dated at the beginning of their correspondence.


My dearest,

I sense a difference in you, a warming to me and our vows that had not been there before. I can only hope that the vicar was right, and my prayers have been answered. You have given me hope that our marriage is to be what Ive so long wished of it, a joining of two hearts and minds as well as a union of the flesh.

Please do not think ill of me for my forthrightness in this matter. But I have been so lonely for you all these long days since your departure. I most heartily ask your forgiveness for anything I might have done or said that kept you from our bed. I long for you so.

I hold each one of your letters against my chest as if I can feel your heartbeat within the pages, your touch hidden in your words. They ease my loneliness a little, enough that I can bear the days and weeks until your next letter.

I anticipate your homecoming with every breath and with every beat of my heart. I pray that it will be soon, but these prayers are silent, selfish ones, not shared with the vicar.



Moncrief should never have written her again. He told himself that one misstep could cause her pain. If he complimented her, she would expect kindness of Harry when he returned home. If he praised her efforts at renovating Colstin Hall, she would anticipate a similar response from Harry in the flesh. If he shared too many of his thoughts, she would come to know him better than she did her own husband.

Their correspondence was a threat even as he found solace in it. He could, without too much effort, pretend that he was far away from this raw and empty place, and back in Scotland. She was a neighbor, a relative, a friend, someone to share the loneliness.

When had it become more?

Possibly when hed begun to anticipate her letters, when hed returned to the old house that had become the headquarters for the regiment and one of his first thoughts was to write her.

More than once, hed wanted to ask Captain Dunnan about her appearance, if Catherine was a pretty woman, but doing so had always struck him as inappropriate. Not to mention that his curiosity would have amused Harry and called attention to Moncriefs continuing correspondence with his wife.

Therefore, hed consoled himself with his imagination, creating an image that began to solidify as the months passed. In his mind she was petite with blond hair and blue eyes. Her voice was soft, her smile luminous. A woman who intrigued even as she attracted.

Now his words would only bring her pain.

Moncrief stared at the blank paper for a few moments. Determined, he finally picked up the quill and took a deep breath. Having thought the words through, he wrote them once, deliberately altering his handwriting so that Catherine wouldnt notice its similarity to the mans whom shed been writing for more than a year. When he finished, he sealed the letter and placed it to one side.

He glanced up as the door opened. Peter, his aide, looked barely out of his boyhood, but this past year had schooled him in war.

Is it ready, sir? he asked, glancing down at the trunk.

Moncrief nodded. She would take each item out one by one, he suspected, and shed tears over the pipe and the uniform. Shed wonder at Harrys collection of feathers, and the missing letters. There would be no one to tell her that hed kept all her correspondence. But neither would there be anyone to divulge the manner of Harry Dunnans true death.

He was a bounder, wasnt he, sir? Peters expression left no doubt in his mind as to his opinion of the deceased captain.

Perhaps you judge him too harshly, Peter.

Peter looked dubious. But he said nothing else before grabbing one end of the trunk and hefting it on his shoulder.

Colonel Moncrief of the Lowland Scots Fusiliers pushed any lingering thoughts of Catherine Dunnan from his mind.

Yet he wasnt entirely surprised when she refused to vanish.









    

Chapter 1




Colstin Hall, Scotland

October 1761

Catherine Dunnan stood at the window and pushed it ajar, feeling the sudden tenseness in the woman behind her. She almost wanted to reassure the young maid that she had no intention of throwing herself to the ground, but that would have required speech, and conversation was simply beyond her at the moment.

So many things were difficult, like rising in the morning and washing her face and hands. She preferred to stay abed, preferably asleep, but the world seemed to think that she should be awake and alert. So, she occasionally left her bed in order not to further worry her servants.

In actuality, she didnt care if the day was advanced or early, if it rained or was filled with sunshine outside her window. It had been six months since the letter and the trunk had come, but it might have only been yesterday for the pain she felt.

The day was overcast, any sight of the sun obscured by a white sky. A dampness clung to the air, making the leaves curl on the branches of the trees outside her window. Fog hugged the ground, as if the clouds had fallen from the sky.

The world looked upside down.

Behind her the maid puttered, placing a luncheon tray on a small circular table, arranging silverware, all the while prattling on about the mornings events. A litter of kittens had been born in the barn, Cooks bones were aching, the footman had a rash, a squirrel was found dead below her window.

Taken individually, each event was miniscule, almost unimportant. But added together, it became a sure and certain progression, the transcribing of life itself.

Once she had been interested in what went on around her. Now, however, her existence had narrowed, become fixed and immutable. She breathed in and out, and that was the extent of her focus.

An ache lodged bone deep in her chest, as painful as a spear wound. Never easing nor ceasing, it remained a constant thing against which to measure her hours. She awoke and it was there. She lay on her bed and prayed for sleep and it kept a vigil within her, a succubus that fed on her despair.

Air brushed across her skin, making her shiver. A squirrel scampered up from the fog, leaping from one branch to another. Through it all, the maid chattered. Catherine neither wanted to see nor hear nor feel anything, but however much she wished it otherwise, she was still alive.

And the living endure.

If she could only die. How could God not answer a simple enough prayer?

The vicar said she was wrong to pray for such things. God would see to it that she died when He was ready and not she. The vicar was obtrusive in his care for her, assiduous in a way that was grating. How did one tell a man of the cloth that he was an irritant?

What time is it?

Two oclock, madam, the maid answered, quick enough that she must have anticipated the question.

So, she had slept most of the day after all. She would spend the night in restless nightmares.

You look pale, madam. Are you feeling well?

Did it matter? She slept and dreamed and slept and dreamed and sometimes she awoke, sat up against the headboard feeling adrift in a mindless confusion. At times like those she took another draught of the laudanum and waited to sleep again.

You should eat something, madam, the maid said, finally done with the chore of arranging dishes and cutlery.

Catherine didnt turn from her survey of the strange fog-laden countryside. Im not hungry, she said. How many times would she have to repeat those words until her staff learned from them?

Cook said you didnt eat dinner last night or breakfast this morning. You should eat a bite or two. Just that, madam. Please.

The girls name was Betty, and she was adept at her tasks. She was walking out with a footman, and had a sparkling laugh and a habit of covering her mouth with her hand to hide her bad teeth. She was deferential and pleasant enough in the before time. The before timethat achingly innocent period when life had been halcyon and beautiful, ripe with promise and heavy with anticipation. The before time, before the letter had come, before Harrys body had been returned in a pitch-soaked coffin, before the world became shadowed and black, wearing mourning as deep as night.


Shed confessed in one of her letters to him that she was afraid of the dark.

The shadows of darkness, hed written in reply, give an ominous appearance even to friendly things. Think, instead, of evening as a time of welcome rest, and darkness as the Almightys way of forcing peace upon his creatures. The owl and the field mouse will be nights sentinels.

She had held that letter to her chest, cherishing the near poetry of his words. That night shed tested herself by standing in the hallway outside her chamber with no candle or lantern to light her way.

I cannot promise you, my dearest, shed responded, that I met the darkness with any degree of comfort, but my loathing of it has eased somewhat.

The night held no terrors for her now. Instead, daylight tested her courage. Being awake was a measure of her bravery.

Im not hungry, she repeated, hoping that the girl would have sense enough to hear the resolve in her tone. Food sickened her. Sleep did as well, bringing nightmares that were torturously confusing and colored red and purple and blue, but even those visions were preferable to being awake.

Glynneth made me promise, Betty said.

Catherine forced a smile to her face. Tell her that you succeeded. Her companion would not hesitate in hiding behind another in order to accomplish her aims. In the before time, she would have saluted Glynneths courage. Now the other womans tenacity was an annoyance.

She managed to hold the smile in place as she walked to the door and stood beside it. Betty sighed, sketched a very pretty little curtsy, and clasped her hands in front of her starched apron.

If youre sure, madam.


Do not worry about me, Catherine said. Leave the tray here, and Ill eat something in a little while.

Reassured, the maid left, and she was blessedly alone again. Catherine closed the door, leaning her forehead against it. Her staff wanted so much for things to be as they were, never realizing that the before time could never come again. Not until God made it May again.

Shed been so eager for the post, so innocently happy when Glynneth brought her mail. Shed been disappointed not to receive some word from Harry, but shed never felt a sense of premonition at opening the letter from his colonel.


Madam Dunnan,

It is with deep regret that I inform you that your husband, Harold Allen Dunnan of the Lowland Scots Fusiliers was killed in a skirmish with French soldiers on April 18, in the year of our Lord 1761.

Your husband died with valor, madam. His entire service with the regiment was one of honor and dedication. His death will leave a void.

I was privileged to know your husband well, and counted him as friend. My sympathies are with you, madam, and with Harolds family. In times such as these, mere words seem futile.



While she was eagerly awaiting his letters, Harry was already dead.

For the sake of her staff, Catherine sat and poured herself some tea, nibbled at a roll. Two bites of the fish muddle and she could eat no more.

She turned and looked at the trunk, set as it was at the end of her bed. How alien the worn leather looked amid the femininity of her chamber. She should have, by rights, sent it to Harrys room. Thats how their life was before he joined the regiment. Harry in one chamber and she in another.

Harry had been content with the arrangements, just as he had been content to live in her fathers home. She had never anticipated that he might have chafed under the restrictions of marriage to her, enough to join a Highland regiment. But he had been so filled with enthusiasm that shed done what other women had done since timeand warbegan. She kissed him and stood and waved at him until he was out of sight. Only then did she cry.

Catherine went to the trunk and lifted the lid, taking a letter from it. His letters to her were precious things and she kept them here, along with all those personal possessions that had been returned to her.

Carefully, she unfolded the letter and began to read.


You asked me to speak more of my companions. Shall I tell you of Peter, the colonels aide? He is barely a man, and so earnest that he makes me feel old in comparison. Hes impatient to experience all that life would grant him. Given that he amazes me with his wisdom sometimes, he might be one of those people who seem to have been born old and wise.

We have sent most of the French back to France, a decision made by Major General Wolfe. Quebec is a pretty place, but its evident that we are not welcome here. I would just as soon leave the city and return home.



Home. If hed only returned home, her life would have been so different.

She moved to the bed, grateful for the fatigue that suddenly overwhelmed her, slowing her heart until it felt like a pendulum, ponderously marking the minutes.


The blanket was comforting, the white darkness behind her eyes a welcome sight. She curled beneath the sheets, still holding his letter.

Catherine composed a letter to him in her mind, a habit shed begun six months ago. They were transitory missives, never committed to paper, and not for the knowledge of another soul. It eased her mind to think that somewhere Harry could read them.


Im so lonely, my dearest. The days pass and you arent here. The nights come and you are gone. There isnt a hint of your voice or your scent or your touch. Is there majesty in Heaven? Can you see the stars?



Her tears were hot, scorching her cheeks. She shuddered as she wept, then held both hands against her mouth to silence her cries.

Months had passed, and it felt like only a day.

Dear God, please end this.

But God never did.



Are you certain that you dont wish me to go with you, Colonel? I mean, Your Grace?

Peter looked abashed at his mistake, just as he had every time hed made it during the journey from America. It was an easy errorgoing from the rank of colonel to Duke of Lymond was a change that Moncrief himself had not adjusted to yet.

He clapped his former aide on the shoulder, a wordless acceptance of his unspoken apology.

The innkeeper looked on curiously, as did the tavern maid, who was refilling Peters cup. Perhaps he and his aide warranted a closer second look, since both of them were attired in their uniforms.


Kirkulben was a pleasant village, larger than he expected, with two main roads that crossed each other to make an X. Huddled between them were a myriad of cottages, all of them charming and carefully kept. The two main streets boasted a variety of shops, and two inns. He and Peter had stayed at the Royal Heather, the larger of the two last night.

Ill only be a short while, Moncrief said.

All the same, sir, Your Grace, you shouldnt be traveling without an escort. Youre a duke now.

My father maintained a strict code of ducal behavior all his life, Peter. Are you certain he didnt hire you to mind my manners?

Peters cheeks flared with color. Im sorry, sir, I was only attempting to be of assistance.

Moncrief took pity on the young man, and told him a partial truth. The journey home has left me with an intense desire for my own company.

As theyd crossed the North Atlantic, autumn squalls had made Peter and most of the other passengers ill. Moncrief had been grateful for his hearty constitution, an irony considering that he was on his way home because his brother had died unexpectedly of influenza, and hed become the twelfth Duke of Lymond.

His regimental days were over. But before he took up the mantle of responsibility for Balidonough and its people, he planned to remain the colonel of the Lowland Scots Fusiliers for a few more hours.

Long enough to call upon the Widow Dunnan.

If youre certain, sir. Your Grace.

Moncrief smiled. Im very certain, Peter. Youll perform those errands I gave you?

The young man nodded.

In actuality, they were only a few hours away from Moncriefs home, and they had all the provisions they needed. The horses were newly acquired, and his civilian clothing lay in readiness for him. Peter was finding the inactivity of civilian life disconcerting after three years of regimental restriction. Therefore, Moncrief had given him a series of tasks to perform, such as purchasing a gift for Balidonoughs housekeeper and procuring several nonessential but welcome items like bay-rum scented soap and new cravats.

A few minutes later, Moncrief left the inn, following the innkeepers directions to Colstin Hall.

Even blindfolded he would have known he was home in Scotland. There was a hint of peat fires in the air, a dampness that was strangely Scottish. A fine mist had fallen earlier and now solidified into fog that clung to the ground.

Scotland was an old country; here there was history in the trees and rocks and soil. It was this sense of continuity, of age, that hed missed the last fourteen years.

His horse, a recently purchased stallion with a penchant for tossing his head to the right, wasnt even winded before the house was visible. Moncrief halted and dismounted, and wrapped the reins around a rock. He climbed a few boulders until he had an unobstructed view of Colstin Hall, Catherine Dunnans home.

A narrow road framed by tall oaks led to the square three-story red brick structure surrounded by outbuildings and an acreage that looked well maintained as farmland. Fog clung to the trunks of the trees and curled up to the base of the house, making it appear as if it floated, cloudlike, above the ground.

The impulse that had driven him here was foolish, perhaps, but he hadnt been able to forget her in all these months.

He reached inside his tunic and pulled out the letter that was appropriate to this day. The other letters remained in his dispatch case, a place that was safe from prying eyes.


My dearest,

Ive had the front steps rebuilt, and the plastering around the windows restored. Colstin Hall looks a bright and cheerful place, as if waiting for your arrival.

In spring, the flowers line the lane, bobbing their heads in the breeze. In summer you can hear the buzzing of the bees as they flit back and forth from their hives to the fields. I confess that in winter, the aspect is not so pleasant, unless we have snow and it dusts the bare branches with a mantle of white. But autumn is my favorite time of year.

Come home in autumn, when the trees are changing color and the leaves fall like a soft rain. There will be a cool breeze and the sky will be a brilliant blue as if to give us a last hint of clement weather. Come home in autumn, my dearest.



Although the season was right, the sky was pale, not deeply blue. No breeze greeted him, only that eerie fog, as if he trespassed on an otherworldly place.

He didnt lie to himselfhe wasnt here because he wanted to give his regards to Harrys widow. Although hed expressed his regrets in person to relatives of other fallen comrades, this visit was different. He wanted to meet her, just once, then he could put Catherine Dunnan into a nice little box in his mind and forget her, a feat hed not been able to accomplish for the past six months.

Perhaps in person shed be different. In fact, she could possess little of the character of the woman hed come to know from her words. She could very well be selfish and bitter and narrow of mind and spirit. She might be cruel to her servants. She could be a spendthrift or a miser, someone utterly forgettable.

He unfolded the letter and read the last part again.


I sat beside my bed this evening, my dearest, and said a prayer for you. May the wind blow a warm breeze, may the winter be temperate. May you be sustained with food of a goodly quality and amount. May your health be perfect. But most all, may the travails of war not touch you.

When I finished, I realized how selfish my prayer sounded, so I expanded it to include all of those in your troop of men. Yet I cannot help but hope, my dearest, that God senses my especial need for you and sends you home with all blessed haste.



What if she wasnt forgettable? What if she proved as fascinating in person as she did in her letters? He felt as if he knew her already, knew those traits of personality kept hidden from strangers.

She was impatient with religion, disliked the posturing of the vicar. Why is it that those who adore God are bothersome about it? Surely God does not insist upon such obnoxious devotion? The vicar had called upon her that day and shed been annoyed by him.

She loved the changing sky above Colstin Hall, and thunderstorms. Hed once teased her that a woman who was uneasy in the dark should not be so enamored of storms.

But they are two different things entirely, shed answered. A storm is Gods way of showing his presence, while the dark is an absence of light. Does evil not happen more in the darkness than in the midst of a storm?

As the months passed, Moncrief discovered that the emotions he felt for Catherine Dunnan were not simply those of compassion and pity. He wanted to ease her occasional fears with comforting words, praise her wit, admire her tenacity and sense of purpose, and overall indulge in a type of adultery of the mind.

He should have measured every sentence, every thought, hiding behind the personality and ultimately, the character of her husband. Instead, Moncrief had begun to reveal more and more about himself, thoughts that hed never before shared. His duplicity was made easier not only by Harrys complicit agreement, but also by the fact shed been married to Dunnan only a month before he was posted to North America.

Long enough to realize Id made a disastrous mistake, Dunnan said one day. Never marry an heiress, Colonel. They want avowals of your eternal affection to compensate for the promise of their money.

But Moncrief had discovered that Catherine was modest about her status in life, barely mentioning the fortune shed inherited and speaking more of the man whose death had made her wealthy.

I miss my father dearly, shed written once. He made me smile even in his letters, and it seems as if the world is a grayer place after his death. Sometimes, I feel him close to me, and strangely enough, it is when Im writing you. I glance over my shoulder and think I see him standing there, smiling at me.

What would her dead father think now?

Go home, Your Grace. This is not the place for you. This is still a place of mourning, for what might have been, for a future that can never be.

Something else he and Catherine shared.

His own dreams could never be realized. Now it was painful to recall his plans for a reunion with his father, his brother. His father would never stand at the great doorway of Balidonough to greet him. Colin would likewise be absent, only his memories, like ghosts, populating the home Moncrief had never thought to inherit.

Hed never given much thought to his future, being so concerned with simply surviving the present. The past weeks had forced him to think about the woman hed marry, the children hed sire, an obligation he owed to Balidonough and the dukedom. Need it be simply another responsibility, however? Merely a duty he performed as diligently as he had all the tasks of the last fourteen years?

Impatient with reverie and his own hesitation, the Duke of Lymond, clad still in his uniform as a colonel of the Lowland Scots Fusiliers, made his way back to his horse, mounted, and followed the road to Colstin Hall.







     

Chapter 2




She wont see you, the housemaid said, beginning to close the door in his face.

Moncrief slapped his palm against the wooden panel.

I insist, Moncrief said, irritated with the housemaids refusal to at least confer with her mistress.

Shes in mourning, sir, and doesnt see anyone. Except the vicar, she added as an afterthought.

I served with her husband.

The maid hesitated. Ill tell her, sir. But its her decision. She looked him up and down, a glance not unlike his fathers scornful appraisal when he was a boy. I wouldnt hold out any hope. She doesnt see anyone.

She grudgingly showed him to a small parlor facing west. The room was warm despite the fact that no fire had been lit, and the fog still lay thick in the glen. Dust had accumulated on the tables beside the settee and on the mantel, lending an unused, even abandoned, air to the chamber.


He walked the perimeter of the room, his boots echoing on the planked floor. A sound from overhead made him glance toward the ceiling. Was she coming?

The gold piping around the stand-up collar chafed at him. No doubt it always had, but hed just noticed it now because he was on edge. Hed thought about this moment for so long that it was normal for him to be uneasy about it.

He caught sight of himself in the glass door of the cabinet. Strictly speaking, he was no longer attached to the regiment, but for this visit, hed donned the distinctive scarlet tunic and black trousers hed worn for the last fourteen years.

The Lowland Scots Fusiliers was a regiment formed fifteen years ago, a year after the abortive rebellion with England. The younger sons of many a distinguished family had served as a Fusilier, no doubt as a way to prove their loyalty to the British crown. Hed entered the regiment because there was nothing else for him to do with his life.

He wondered what Catherine would think when viewing him for the first time. When he shaved, he considered his face, but only from a task standpointhad he missed any whiskers? Now he surveyed himself closely.

His eyes were blue, but then hed been told his mothers were the same shade. Over the last fourteen years, hed lost the habit of smiling and now practiced at his reflection. A pleasant enough expression. His face was neither excessively long nor square, but average. His nose, however, was patrician-looking, which was an annoyance. His hair was black, tied at the back with a red ribbon. The Lowland Scots Fusiliers had a distinctive headpiece, made of fur, but his was currently tucked under his arm since it would have been rude to enter a home attired in headgear.

His black trousers were tucked into his boots, appropriate garments for riding. The boots themselves were highly polished, a chore hed done himself this morning. A ducal rank did not preclude him from personal responsibility. Hed startled Peter with that comment, and the recollection brought a smile to his face now.

There, that expression looked natural enough.

A sound made him turn. A woman stood in the open doorway. She was tall, and almost painfully thin. Her brown hair was tangled and hanging past her shoulders. Her complexion was waxen, her lips cracked and dry. A rumpled wrapper slipped from one shoulder even as she attempted to keep it closed with both hands. Someonea maid?had thought to try to cover her with a blanket, but as she entered the room it fell to the floor.

She approached him slowly, her bare feet scuffling on the wooden floor. Her brown eyes were bloodshot, fixed on him with a stare that unnerved him. Moncrief didnt move to close the door behind her, or to assist her to the settee.

Shock rendered him immobile.

You knew him? Even her voice was different from what hed imagined. Lower, stronger, a husky contralto when hed expected a faint soprano.

I served with Captain Dunnan, madam. He bowed slightly. Regrettably, I was the one who informed you of his death.

Her face changed and for a horrifying moment he was certain she was going to weep. Dear God.

I came to offer my condolences, he added, hoping that conversation would keep her from collapsing into tears.

She looked dazed, as if she didnt know what to do next. Concerned, he offered her his arm, but she only blinked at him as if not understanding that gesture either. He gently placed her hand on his arm and walked her to the settee. Then, as if she were an elderly lady devoid of most of her senses, he helped her sit.

The wrapper parted, exposing her legs below the knees. He retrieved her blanket from the floor and placed it across her lap. As he moved to sit beside her, he glanced downward to see one bare foot, delicate and shapely, toes curling against the floor.

Any disappointment he felt about this meeting was suddenly pushed aside by a surge of compassion.

Her gaze didnt leave his, expectant and hopeful in a way that was oddly painful.

Tell me about him, she said, so softly that it was barely more than a breath. Tell me about Harry. Please.

Her eyes were brimming with unshed tears, her nose was pink, her lips trembled. He didnt remember ever seeing a creature so devastated by grief. He wanted to call for her slippers, tuck her into her bed, and comfort her with something warm to drink. Only then would he tell her that Harry Dunnan was not worth such agony of spirit. Instead, Moncrief stretched out his hand to her and she placed hers in his, the trust in her touch disarming him.

Please, she whispered. She leaned her head against the wooden back of the settee as if the effort to sit upright was suddenly too much.

Moncrief squared his shoulders and searched his memory for good things to say about Captain Dunnan. Since the man gambled extensively, he owed money to nearly every man in the regiment. He was cruel to his horses, and recklessly brave, putting others needlessly in danger. Moncrief suspected that Harry also enjoyed killing. During the siege of Quebec, Dunnan had been a ferocious fighter, all too eager for combat.

No human being, however, was entirely without attributes.

He was very personable, Moncrief finally said, relieved to have found something good to say. And a good soldier as well.


She nodded, retrieving her hand. Intent on his words, she barely breathed.

He was an excellent marksman.

She smiled, a wobbly expression, but a smile nonetheless, making him wonder if his words conjured up a pleasant memory.

Silence stretched between them as he searched his memory for something more to say about Harry. The clock in the hallway chimed the hour, urging him to leave. A movement made him glance in the direction of the window. The wind had picked up, banishing the fog and tossing the leaves from the branches of a nearby tree. The day was no longer eerie, simply one that foretold winter.

A maid came to the door bearing a tray. After looking at her mistress and receiving no acknowledgment of her presence, she entered the room and placed the tray not far from the settee. She glanced once in his direction, her lips curving into a smile. He nodded, grateful for her timely interruption and the fact that it might ease his leave-taking.

When she moved, a ray of sunlight illuminated the maids blond hair, reminding him of his previous thoughts of Catherine. This fragile, almost gaunt, wraith beside him could not be the woman with whom hed corresponded for a year. She wasnt even lucid.

Ive brought refreshments, mistress, the maid said, bobbing a curtsy. Some sweet buns and tea.

I think I hear his voice sometimes, Catherine said in response.

Startled, he looked at her. Her eyes were closed, her smile otherworldly.

The maid covered her mouth with her hand as if to hide her smile. She glanced at Catherine again, and this time her eyes were dancing as if she were amused at the sight of her mistress, dazed and confused.


That will be all, he said in dismissal. The maid bobbed another curtsy and left the room, closing the door behind her.

From Catherines appearance and manner it was clear that no one was caring for her, either ensuring that she ate or was attired correctly. Not one person had come to inquire as to this meeting, or stopped her from appearing before him dressed in such a manner.

He placed his hand over one of hers, feeling her tremble.

She looked up at him, pulled her hand free again, and reached slowly into the pocket of her wrapper, extricating a much-read, much-folded letter. He knew the script well enough, hed penned the words himself. Immersed in his fascination for Catherine Dunnan, hed not given any thought to the possibility that she would treasure his words as strongly as he had hers.

I hear his voice in his letters. Shall I read it to you?

He shook his head, but she ignored his wishes, unfolded the page, and began to read.


If you could but see the sky here. It seems a cleaner and fresher place, Catherine, yet manages to remind me of home. I half expect to see the gorse, or the eagles or witness the craggy face of Ben Nevis in the distance. There is no heather, and no brave little creeks that flow from the hills. Here, the land is raw and barely born. The men who make their mark upon it do so at their peril. Scotland seems to me to be a willing and complicit partner in survival, as if the land acknowledges that life itself is sometimes a difficult venture. This place, however, is an adversary.

We occasionally meet with some Jesuits. One of our Indian guides told me that a Jesuit priest is the worst of all aberrations. The Indians do not like a beard on a mans face. Nor do they approve of a bald head. Therefore, a Jesuit is two times a devil in their eyes.



Catherine smiled weakly at him, unaware of Moncriefs growing discomfort.

As a leader, hed always cultivated a distance and aloofness from his men. He found it difficult to be friends with those he had to order into battle. His time in North America had been marked by an aloneness that he eased by writing Catherine, by pretending that she was his, that her troubles were his, that the way she began her lettersmy dearestwas meant for him.

What an absolute idiot hed been.

She pressed the letter against her chest with both hands and closed her eyes again. Slowly, she recited the rest of the letter, evidently having memorized its contents. The words were pedestrian, the missive nothing that should be enshrined in anyones memory, but they evidently had become a lifeline to Catherine Dunnan, a connection to the husband she had adored.

What in the name of St. Agness Bell had he done?


I would think that the vicar calls upon you overmuch, and is too concerned with your welfare and not that of the rest of his parish. I would encourage him to do good works in other places, Catherine.

As for your maid, I agree with your decision to retire Dorcas and give her a small plot of land. Service of any sort for such a loyal and loving person should be rewarded.



He was always like that, she said. Always thinking of others before himself.

In actuality, Harry was nothing like that. Harry Dunnan cared little for anyone but Harry Dunnan.


Does the vicar come by to see you often? he asked, impatient with her recitation of Harrys virtues and wishing to change the subject.

The question surprised her enough that she opened her eyes and stared at him.

Yes, almost every day. Why do you ask?

Are you that great a sinner?

One single tear welled from her left eye and fell in a haphazard course to her chin. He wanted to reach out and brush it away with his thumb, but doing so would have been an intimate gesture. The world, and Catherine, saw them as strangers.

She shook her head, lowering her gaze to a spot on the floor. It doesnt matter now, she said softly, still smoothing her hands across the pages of the letter. How many times had she read it? A hundred? A thousand?

Have you kept all his letters? He knew the answer before she gave him a look filled with remonstration, as if he trod over sacred ground with hobnailed boots, or whistled in a church.

Of course, she said. I know each of them as well as this one. Theyre all I have left of Harry, you see.

Uncomfortable, Moncrief stood and walked to the window. Your husband has been dead for some months, madam.

So everyone tells me.

He glanced back at her as she folded the letter with infinite tenderness and placed it back in her pocket.

But I still hear him through his letters. They speak to me.

Bloodshot and teary, her brown eyes conveyed a pathos that rendered him ill at ease. He wanted to tell her that she should guard herself more closely. Loss, despair, loneliness all shone in her eyes so perfectly that she had no need of speech.


Her hand pressed against her pocket as if to reassure herself that Harrys letter was safe. His words make him come alive. I read his letters, and I can see him here, as close as you are.

I have another, he heard himself saying with a kind of horror. I have another letter from Harry.

Her eyes widened as she sat up straight. Have you truly?

He nodded, committed now to the lie. He wrote it before he died, Moncrief said. He was thinking of you and wished to write you.

The disturbing fact was not that he could come up with a falsehood so quickly, but that he could fill in such detail without much thought. A few more minutes, and he could, no doubt, convince himself that hed actually seen Dunnan write the blasted thing.

She glanced at his tunic, then at his hands, as if he held the letter there even now.

Please, would you give it to me?

I didnt bring it, he said, his newly found powers of prevarication abruptly leaving him. Ive left it behind at the inn.

Catherine wavered as she stood. When he rose to assist her, she shook her head, refusing his assistance. How long had it been since shed eaten? She shuffled to the other side of the room, and jerked once on a richly embroidered bellpull.

I will summon one of my staff, she said, turning and facing him. We can send him for the letter.

Theres no need for that, he said, coming to her side. I will bring it tomorrow.

Her face fell. Must you wait so long? Could you not return this evening?

What idiocy had propelled him to tell her he had another letter from her husband? To ease the look in her eyes, no doubt, even though he doubted that one more letter from Harry would truly aid in that task.

It would be impossible, Im afraid.

Then the morning?

He bowed once to her, and she nodded again, the smile she gave him fleeting and quite obviously a dismissal.

Moncrief said his farewells and escaped the house with a feeling of reprieve.



Catherine entered her room and slowly closed the door behind her. Her heart was beating too fast, and her breath was too tight. She stretched out one hand to brace herself against the wall, hoping that the nausea would soon pass.

Dear God, grief was making her ill.

Your husband has been dead for some months, madam.

She rested her cheek against the wall, wishing away the words. Why did people think it necessary to remind her of Harrys death? Did they think she might forget it? Wake in the morning and stretch, greet the sun with a smile, uncaring that she was a widow?

What an arrogant man. His eyes had been too sharp, too watchful, as if he gauged her every movement. Dressed in his Lowland Scots Fusiliers uniform, hed been an arresting sight, tall like Harry had been tall, but Harry had blond hair while this mans hair was black. Harrys eyes had been soft and brown, kind eyes. The colonels had been blue and piercing.

She took a deep breath, looked at the distance from the door to the bed, and wondered if she could make it without falling. Her limbs felt weak, as if shed been walking for days and days, yet all shed done was climb the staircase. Slowly, with arms outstretched, fingers trailing along the wall, she crossed the room, reaching her bed with a sigh of relief. She lay, drawing up her legs and pulling the blanket over them.

There you are, Glynneth said a few minutes later, shattering Catherines descent into sleep. Are you resting again?

She nodded, keeping her eyes shut, wishing Glynneth away. But the other woman was tenacious in her care of her and refused to be banished.

Glynneth bustled to the side of the bed, and covered her properly with the blanket, plumped up her pillow. Are you certain that you wish to sleep again so soon after waking?

I am so very tired.

You should not be, Glynneth said, her voice sounding concerned. She reached over and smoothed the hair back from Catherines temple. Her hand felt so warm, and Catherine was so cold. She clamped her teeth together to keep them from chattering.

Tell me about your visitor. Glynneth pulled up a chair and sat beside the bed.

Catherine turned her head and opened her eyes.

Glynneth Rowan was her age, a gentlewoman who was more of a companion than a ladys maid. Catherine had hired her more than a year ago. At the time, Catherine had envied Glynneth her blond hair the color of gold, her smile revealing even white teeth, the bloom of color on her face, and especially the color of her eyes, a deep gray that reminded her of smoke. Glynneth was everything she was not, petite and dainty while Catherine occasionally felt gawky and awkward.

Shed come to rely on Glynneth too much this last year, but the other woman didnt seem to mind. Instead, she had taken on some of Catherines duties and done them with a smile.


Hes come from Harrys regiment.

Glynneth nodded. I saw him leave. Hes a very impressive man in his uniform.

You should have been here to meet him.

I was with the vicar, as you well know. I would have changed places with you if I could.

Catherine sighed. She didnt have the energy to deal with the vicar. What does he want now?

He is certain that the roof of the church is about to tumble down about his ears. I think that he has it in his mind to solicit more funds from you.

Catherine closed her eyes again. He does every month, for one project or another. Give him what he wants.

Glynneth smoothed the blanket up to Catherines chin.

How do you do it, Glynneth? How do you go on, day after day? Youve been a widow longer than I, you must know.

One simply endures.

Catherine glanced at the other woman. Im tired of simply enduring. Does the pain get better in time?

Glynneth looked away. You have no choice but to go on, Catherine. That is all.

It sounds so easy, Catherine said. But it is so difficult.

Were you able to eat any lunch? Glynneth patted the blanket, smoothing it before tucking the ends beneath the mattress.

A little, Catherine said, not confessing that the squirrels had eaten more than she had.

If I send another tray up, will you try to eat something? Perhaps drink some tea?

Glynneth stood and looked down at her, so long that Catherine glanced up in puzzlement.

Dont look so angry, Glynneth, Ill try to eat something.


Good. A moment later, she spoke again. Did he say anything about your husband? Since he was from the same regiment?

Catherine closed her eyes, unable to fight back the tender beckoning of sleep. He said Harry was a fine man, Glynneth. He has a letter for me.

From Harry?

Glynneth sounded surprised. A last thought before sleep claimed Catherine again.
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