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        Aberdeenshire, Scotland

      

      

      

      
        
        The Duke of Killiekrankie extends an invitation to Senorita Jimena Abreu-Cuevas to sing for his pleasure. A reward of £200 will be given to the man who discovers her whereabouts and escorts her to Killiekrankie.

      

      

      Malcolm Lennox listened to his friend read from the newspaper, took a gulp of his ale, then whistled. “He cannae think a man would accept a ransom to bring an opera singer to him. Why does he offer so much for her?”

      Setting down the Aberdeen Journal, Ewan, The Earl of Ravenscliffe, shook his head. “The gossips say he hasn’t been able tae locate her. Not that I’m given to paying notice tae anything the scandalmongers have to say. But my darling wife insists on telling me. She heard that even the theatre owners claim not to know the woman’s whereabouts. Still, Killiekrankie gives nobility a bad name, treating her reputation so cheaply.”

      “It cannae be worse than the scandals the Regent, himself, spawns.” Nor could it compare the scheme he and Ravenscliffe once concocted, hiring a lightskirt to secrete herself in the bed of an ill-favored Oxford professor. The lass in question had been quite willing, and she received much less than £200 for her troubles, but the gossips made the tale more salacious with each telling.

      £200 was a small fortune for most men of Malcolm’s station, especially the type who’d have no qualms kidnapping an opera singer. Someone should put a stop tae the scheme before something happened to her. She had a right to return to a quiet lifestyle at any time she wished to. “The theatre managers are right to hide her whereabouts.”

      “They might not know where she is. Some say she returned to Spain.” Ravenscliffe stretched and yawned. “It’s late and my lady wife will harp like a fishwife when I return home. I bid you goodnight.”

      “Leddy Ravenscliffe is no fishwife.” Although, the image made him chuckle. “Goodnight.”

      Malcolm followed his good friend down the lane to the stable. The earl would completely agree that he was one of the luckiest men around since he met his wife. Twice lucky—once to have her save his life, and the second when she fell in love with him.

      At one point Malcolm thought he’d found that woman of his own, but their initial passion faded to something less than even companionship. They had little desire for each other’s’ company, which bode ill for a happy marriage. Since he had no property or title to leave to an heir, the only reason for him to marry was love. Love and happiness, just as his parents had.

      After settling into his saddle, Ravenscliffe paused. “You should take up the challenge of finding Senorita Abreu-Cuevas. You’re bored, you can’t deny it.”

      That was quite true. Malcolm swung his leg over his stallion’s broad back. “I’m not quite as bored as that. Why should I traipse all over the country in search of a woman who is likely on the Continent?”

      “If you believe that’s where she is, go tae Spain. Do something. Even my wife complains about your manner.”

      Grunting, Malcolm nudged his horse toward the double doors out of the stable. “Your wife complains about nothing, and she enjoys my company more than anyone but you. Lucky for you she met you first, or she would be mine.” He had no desire to marry Lady Ravenscliffe, and wouldn’t have fallen in love had he been first to meet her, but any chance he had to irritate his friend was a chance worth taking.

      “Go to Spain.”

      “You’d enjoy that, wouldn’t you? You’re worried about your marriage when I’m nearby.” With a loud laugh, Malcolm turned his horse and rode off in the opposite direction to Ravenscliffe.

      He’d never admit to his friend how on the mark his complaint was. Malcolm was fatigued by this humdrum monotony that was his life. The amount of crime in Aberdeenshire wasn’t enough to keep a Justice of the Peace busy, and what crimes they had were so petty they hardly bore need for prosecution.

      Ravenscliffe would argue that their step-uncle’s attempted murder of the earl and his brother was hardly petty. Malcolm had feared he’d lost his friends until he and his men fought off the attackers in the nick of time. Thankfully all had been quiet in the eighteen months since that criminal had been hanged.

      If Malcolm were to find the duke’s opera singer, he could ascertain her reason for not performing for the duke. He’d never force her to come to Killiekrankie, of course, but there was always the chance she didn’t know of the request. If the duke was willing to pay such a sum to the man who located her, surely he planned to pay Senorita Abreu-Cuevas well. And an opera singer didn’t earn enough to turn down such a fee.

      She could have many reasons not to come, but she might be encouraged to set them aside. She might have retired and married, although her husband could likely be convinced to let her perform one last time. She might be ill and unable to sing. Or she might not wish to do it any longer.

      Why she wasn’t responding to the duke’s summons mattered little in his decision to take the challenge. Malcolm didn’t need the money, although he could always find a way to spend it. A new carriage, perhaps, with better springs to please a lady he took for a drive. The wise thing would be to set it aside until he found a wife, and allow her to furnish their home to her liking.

      His horse snorted as if it heard his thoughts. Foolishness, that’s all it was. Tomorrow would bring a new day and a new case to be solved, which wouldn’t involve a Spanish opera singer.
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        * * *

      

      Setting down the basket of wet laundry, Kitty Fairfax picked up one of her brother’s shirts to hang on the line. The thick summer heat in London threatened to steal her breath and already had her damper than the garment she held. Only a few weeks ago she’d had work to do indoors, a paying job that didn’t result in sweat and red, rough hands. Finding a new position was proving to be much more troublesome than she expected. Anyone who needed a lady’s maid wanted a girl with polished English accents and a reputable reference. An opera singer was not a reputable reference.

      In the kitchen, the tot on Mama’s hip wailed endlessly, but Mama stirred a pot on the stove as if nothing was amiss. Since Kitty’s baby brother was teething, nothing was amiss, in some respect. But the noise made her head ache.

      The pounding pain increased when she entered the house again. “Can’t you sing to him, Mama? It always makes him calmer.”

      “He prefers your sweet voice to mine, you well know. You sing to him.”

      Taking little Adair from her mother’s arms, Kitty shifted him on her hip and began to dust while she sang. “Once I had a sprig of thyme—it grew by night and by day, ’til a false young man came a-courting to me, and he stole all me thyme away.”

      “Oh, darlin’ girl,” Mama cried out, “none of that broken heart nonsense, you’ll upset him. Sing him one of those fancy songs.”

      “Those fancy songs, as you call them, are more about tragedy than happiness.” Choosing an aria from La Cambiale di Matrimonio, she began to sing in flawless Italian. Adair whimpered for a few stanzas, then rested his head on her shoulder and sighed.

      Mama knew nothing of opera, but she knew about the singer who paid Kitty to assist her. “If those songs are what got Millie in her delicate condition, you’d best not be singin’ them at all.”

      “Hsst! Call her Jimena before someone hears you and asks who Millie is. I swore never to let her true identity to be known.”

      Polite Society in London were such snobs, they believed English opera singers weren’t as good as foreign ones. Taking advantage of her dark coloring, Mildred Johnson became Jimena Abreu-Cuevas and took the theatre by storm. When Kitty was hired as a lady’s maid for Millie, she was sworn to secrecy about several facts of Millie’s life. She paid so well Kitty could never let spill what she knew, even if she didn’t care so much for the young woman.

      Singing took Kitty away from the dingy furniture and faded wallpaper of their one-room home. It carried her through long days of helping Mama with the laundry she took in to provide for their small family. She could pretend she was onstage at the King’s Theatre pouring out her emotions over some lost lover. What song she chose didn’t matter. Bringing the words up deep from her soul was all she needed to make her days pass peacefully.
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