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            Chapter 1

         
         
            The stronghold of clan Douglass

            Near Wick Bay, Scotland

            1811

         

         It was Fiona Douglass’s seventy-first wedding.

         
         To be precise, it was her seventy-first time attending a wedding.
         

         
         When you belonged to a large and thriving clan, there were naturally a lot of weddings to go to and the total number was bound
            to be high, especially if you weren’t a giddy girl any longer, but—to put it politely—a lady of considerable maturity.
         

         
         So: seventy-one weddings for Fiona.

         
         The details had long begun to blur, of course, but there were certain ceremonies that stood out in her mind.

         
         Today would be memorable because her youngest sister, Rossalyn, was getting married.

         
         Two years ago, in this very church, a spectacular brawl had erupted at the altar when the bridegroom’s twin brother (already
            roaring drunk) had lunged forward, seized the hapless bride, and tried to carry her off. A wild melee ensued as several other
            men (also already drunk) had, with joyful shouts, joined in. Forty-five minutes later, the combatants subdued by brute force
            and the bride’s veil hastily repaired, the ceremony had proceeded without further incident, the chastened, bloodied twin the
            very first to warmly shake his brother’s hand.
         

         
         It was also in this church that three years ago Fiona had attended the wedding of her younger sister Dallis.

         
         Seven years ago, old Mrs. Gibbs, aged ninety-eight and heartily disliked by nearly everyone in the entire clan, had loudly
            expired just before the vows were spoken. The general agreement was that she’d done it deliberately in a last triumphant bid
            for attention, and that she was likely chuckling up in heaven (or down below in the other place) because afterwards, as her
            corpse was being removed, her pet ferret had crawled out from a pocket in her skirt and dashed up the towering headdress of
            a haughty dowager from Glasgow, from which vantage point it had leaped gracefully onto the shoulder of Fiona’s own mother,
            who had screamed and then fainted, sending the bride into hysterics and several small boys into paroxysms of noisy laughter,
            thereby provoking Fiona’s father, the mighty chieftain of clan Douglass, into a fury so awful that the wedding was quietly
            called off and no one dared to partake of the gargantuan feast laid out in the Great Hall, resulting, of course, in a great
            deal of secret rejoicing in the servants’ hall for at least three days after that. The ferret was never seen again.
         

         
         Eight years ago, it had rained so hard during the wedding of Fiona’s cousin Christie that the church had begun to leak in
            (Fiona had counted) fourteen places and quite a few hats had been ruined.
         

         
         And nine years ago—why, nine years ago Fiona had watched as her younger sister Nairna had married the love of her life.

         
         The love of Fiona’s life.
         

         
         Fiona had never told Nairna that. She knew that seventeen-year-old Nairna was madly in love with Logan Munro, and as for Logan,
            who could fault him for preferring sweet Nairna Douglass, as soft and playful as a kitten, petite and rounded in all the right
            places and with masses of dark curls that framed her piquant little face most fetchingly? Who wouldn’t prefer Nairna to Fiona, at eighteen painfully thin and gawky and oversensitive, who blurted things out and tripped over her
            own feet? Especially since, at that moment in time, Nairna’s dowry had been substantially greater than Fiona’s.
         

         
         It all made total sense.

         
         Even back then, in the darkest period of her devastation, Fiona hadn’t been able to summon resentment or hostility toward
            Nairna, whom she had loved—still loved—with the fierce, protective devotion of an oldest sister for her younger siblings.
         

         
         To be sure, there was a secret part of her, a sad and cowardly part, that would have driven her far from home on this lovely
            summer’s day, where she wouldn’t be forced to look upon Logan Munro’s handsome face, but to this desire she hadn’t succumbed;
            wild horses couldn’t have kept her from attending Rossalyn’s wedding. She had, though, slid inconspicuously into the very
            last pew. She did this also as a kindness to her fellow guests. Even with her hair twisted into smooth braids, all coiled
            together and set low on her nape, she was so tall that she could easily block the view of others behind her. Nonetheless,
            and thanks to her accursed height, she could plainly see Logan where he sat, several pews away, next to Nairna.
         

         
         Logan’s hair was still black as a raven’s wing, still thick. His shoulders were still broad and heavily muscled beneath the
            fine mulberry-colored fabric of his fashionable coat.
         

         
         And, Fiona realized, a heart could still physically hurt, could ache painfully within one’s breast, even after nine long years.

         
         She made herself look away from Logan.

         
         Instead she gazed down at her hands, loosely clasped in her lap. Hands that weren’t white as they ought to be, fingers that
            were a little coarsened by riding without gloves, by long hours working in her garden.
         

         
         Around her slim—the less charitable might even have said bony—wrist was looped the silken cord of her reticule.

         
         Surreptitiously Fiona loosened the opening of the reticule and pulled out a small piece of paper, quietly unfolding it. On
            it she had written her latest list.
         

         
         
            	Ask Dallis—when new baby due?

            
            	Avoid Logan

            
            	5 sheep with bloody scours, 2 with rupturing blisters—why?

            
            	Help Aunt Bethia find her spectacles (bedchamber? solarium?)

            
            	Avoid Logan

            
            	Avoid Cousin Isobel, too

            
            	Mother’s birthday next Saturday

            
            	Tell Burns—STOP cutting roses too early

            
            	Avoid Logan

            
            	Avoid Logan

            
         

         
         Fiona withdrew a small pencil from her reticule and added another item.

         
         
            	Stop thinking about Logan

            
         

         
         She also wrote:

         
         
            	Make sure maid packed Rossalyn’s warmest wraps & tartans

            
            	Northern cow pasture—fence fixed?

            
            	Osla Tod—toothache—better or worse?

            
            	Stop thinking about Logan

            
         

         
         Then she carefully folded the little piece of paper in two, slid it and her pencil back into her reticule, and looked toward
            the front of the church, ensuring that her gaze was firmly fixed on Rossalyn and her bridegroom, Jamie MacComhainn.
         

         
         How exquisite was Rossalyn’s gown, all shimmery silk and delicate lace, and how beautiful she looked in it. Jamie, in his
            turn, was a bonny young man. Fiona eyed him—the back of him—speculatively. Perhaps even a little bit suspiciously. He
            was amiable and intelligent, and from a good family. Father had approved his suit readily enough and had even, in a sentimental
            spasm, doubled Rossalyn’s dowry, and so here she was, not quite seventeen, a bride.
         

         
         Fiona watched as Rossalyn and Jamie turned to each other and smiled. Oh, she hoped that all would be well. She wished that
            she knew Jamie better, that she trusted him more.
         

         
         But thanks to handsome, charming, winsome Logan Munro, Fiona tended to view men with a certain skepticism.

         
         A certain reserve.

         
         She thought back to that dark time when she was eighteen, when Logan had come to Wick Bay to visit. Nothing formal had been
            declared between them, but enough had transpired, previously, in Edinburgh, to make Fiona feel confident that she’d soon be
            betrothed.
         

         
         Instead, with stunning speed Logan had transferred his affections to Nairna, gone to Father to request her hand in marriage,
            and been—to everyone’s amazement—accepted on the spot, quite possibly because Nairna, among all her sisters, held the
            softest spot in the hard and erratic heart of Bruce Douglass.
         

         
         Even though Fiona had confided in her mother about her hopes, Mother had, without missing a beat, continued to smile and flutter
            around Logan, petting and praising her future son-in-law. Fiona had long considered her mother—warm and affectionate, plump
            and still pretty in middle age—as soft and yielding and altogether as comfortable as a child’s stuffed toy, but still, her
            behavior did seem a trifle callous.
         

         
         Privately, Fiona had said to her, hating the little tremble in her voice:

         
         “Mother, why are you so friendly toward Logan? After what he did to me?”
         

         
         “Oh, my darling child, I know how hard it is for you, truly I do,” said her mother, her large dark eyes filling with tears.
            “I remember how dreadful I felt when I discovered that your father had married me for my fortune—I really had thought it
            was a love match. It all happened during that terrible famine of the eighties, and people were starving. I was an heiress,
            you know. And only seventeen, like dear Nairna! But,” she had added, smiling through her tears, “I was considered quite beautiful
            in my day! Even your father said so! And he used my dowry so cleverly—within a few years he brought the clan back into prosperity!”
         

         
         Earnestly Mother had leaned forward to pat Fiona’s hand. “Thanks to your father we all live so comfortably, Fiona dear! Our
            gowns and jewels! Everything of the finest quality! So you see, everything always works out for the best. I’m sure that Nairna
            and Logan will be very happy together—such a handsome couple, and he simply dotes upon her!—and that another suitor will come along for you—someone you’ll like even better.”
         

         
         Fiona had brushed that aside. “You don’t regret marrying Father?”

         
         “Regret?” Mother’s dark eyes had shown nothing but bewilderment. “What a foolish notion, Fiona, to be sure! Besides, by the
            time I met your father I had, luckily, very nearly recovered from my stupid infatuation for my second cousin Ludovic—or
            was he my third cousin? So confusing!—it would never have done, you know, for the very next year he went to America and was killed. And
            your father so tall and so strong, and so handsome! Like a Viking warrior, everyone said!” Mother had fidgeted with the soft
            fringe of her shawl, then smiled again and with every appearance of sincerity went on: “I’ve been very happy these twenty
            years. Your father has taken such good care of us, and I’m just sorry that I haven’t been able to do my duty by him.”
         

         
         She meant, Fiona knew, that she had not been able to produce a living son, despite miscarriages (the total number of which
            she didn’t divulge), two stillbirths, and four healthy baby girls. Of this sad fact everyone in the Douglass keep was fully
            aware, for periodically Father would erupt into one of his angry outbursts, quite often in the Great Hall with dozens of people
            present.
         

         
         You’ve failed me, madam! he would roar, pounding his silver goblet on the table, denting it in a way that would have been comical if it wasn’t all
            so unpleasant. Other men have ten sons—a dozen sons—and I have none!

         
         Or: I had my pick of maidens, and ’twas my misfortune to choose you, madam. They told me you were fertile! Fertile for sons, that is, he might add, with a contemptuous glance toward his daughters.
         

         
         Or: I’ve managed to save this clan from extinction, and what have you done all these years? Nothing!

         
         Mother would sit quietly, passively, but Fiona—watchful, observant, even as a child—would see the quiver of her tender mouth, the quick rise and fall of her chest as she
            gave a deep silent sigh, her shoulders held tensely high.
         

         
         And then Father might fling his tankard out into the Hall, striking an unwary soul, or abruptly stand up and shove back his
            chair, toppling it, or stalk off, aiming kicks at the dogs who, fortunately, had learned to be preternaturally nimble when
            their master’s voice was raised. Fiona would look around and see the tears in Mother’s eyes, and in her sisters’ eyes, too.
            Not hers, though: her eyes were dry and her heart would feel all stony and angry.
         

         
         “Mother,” she would hiss, “he’s awful.”

         
         And then Mother would pull herself together, and drop her shoulders, and smile. “Oh no, Fiona dear, it’s just that he’s had
            so much on his mind. Didn’t you hear him say there’s a wolf after his sheep, and the Talbots are feuding again and setting
            fires? It’s not easy being chieftain, you know. Here—won’t you have another slice of mutton? I vow, you’ve somehow gotten
            thinner since breakfast!”
         

         
         And grumblingly Fiona would accept the mutton, being, in fact, still hungry.

         
         The human storm that was Father would just as easily shift into good humor, and then there was no one in the world more delightful
            to be around. But you could never trust that he’d stay cheerful. His expression could darken in an instant, his fists would clench, and things might fly across the room. You always
            felt a little wary around Bruce Douglass.
         

         
         Eventually, he seemed to accept his fate as the father of only daughters. There was, at least, a crumb of comfort for him
            in this unfortunate debacle: the wealth he’d amassed made the Douglass girls highly desirable matrimonial quarry.
         

         
         Father had therefore had quite a bit of fun by decreasing his daughters’ dowries on a whim, or suddenly increasing them to
            astronomical sums, thus keeping his lawyers in a continual anxious flurry of documents destroyed and rewritten. Fiona’s case
            was a little different. When, in his opinion, she’d been particularly annoying by—for example—forcefully disputing something
            he’d said, or disappearing all day on her horse, Father would retaliate by eliminating her dowry entirely. But not forever.
            The sun would shine, Father would change his mind, and eventually restore it, quite possibly to a radically different amount.
         

         
         Over the years, suitors for the Douglass girls came and went, thronged and melted away, and Father watched, welcomed, interrogated,
            feinted, scorned, rejected, laughed, and allowed himself to be shamelessly flattered by them all. One by one, his daughters
            wed.
         

         
         All except Fiona, who had never, somehow, found someone she liked enough to accept, and Father, rather surprisingly, had only
            nine or ten times threatened to lock her in her bedchamber until she said yes.
         

         
         And so the time had passed, on the whole not unpleasantly. Fiona had kept herself busy. There was always so much to do.

         
         But weddings tend to resurrect old issues, old emotions; new ideas, new possibilities.

         
         As if on cue, Fiona was distracted from gazing steadfastly (if a little absently) at Rossalyn and Jamie when, from his seat
            four pews away, Niall Birk turned and smiled at her, showing all his teeth and this, in the context of a rather long face
            with large damp eyes, reminding Fiona forcibly of a horse.
         

         
         Niall Birk hadn’t given her the time of day for quite a while, which probably meant that Father had, in a last-ditch effort
            to get his remaining daughter off his hands, taken advantage of the massive clan gathering at the keep to make it known that
            Fiona was not only dowered again, but—judging by the breadth of Niall Birk’s grin—very generously as well.
         

         
         Fiona’s suspicion was confirmed when, as soon as the ceremony was over, not only was she swiftly approached by Niall, but
            Ross Stratton and Walraig Tevis came crowding up around her, eagerly soliciting her hand for the dancing that was to follow
            the enormous meal awaiting them in the Great Hall.
         

         
         Fiona looked at them thoughtfully. She was twenty-seven. Since Logan, she’d never met a man who had caught her interest, or
            made her laugh, or inspired her blood to run a little hotter.
         

         
         Perhaps that was all behind her now.

         
         Perhaps she was incapable of falling in love again.

         
         Still, marriage had its benefits, didn’t it? She would be mistress of her own household. Maybe there would be children. And
            she’d no longer be subject to the unpredictable, tempestuous swings of Father’s moods—that in itself was appealing.
         

         
         Walraig Tevis, a great lumbering fellow nearly as wide as he was tall, pushed spindly Ross Stratton to one side. “You’re daft,
            Stratton, to think you’ve got a chance with Fiona,” he said, his heavy face alight with malicious humor. “She’s a full head
            over you, you wee mousie, you’d be the laughingstock of the clan!” He jabbed a beefy elbow into Ross’s chest with such force
            that the smaller man reeled backwards and nearly fell over, but with surprising dexterity he whipped from his boot a nasty-looking
            dagger and only the quick intervention of the scandalized minister prevented what promised to be a vicious altercation, and
            possibly a murder or two, from occurring a mere twenty paces from the church.
         

         
         Yes, as a married woman she’d be free of Father, Fiona thought, but she’d also be putting herself in the power of a husband
            who would have the indisputable right to do anything he liked with her.
         

         
         To her.

         
         And yet . . . and yet if any of them were to give the slightest sign that they really liked her, she might be tempted to seize the opportunity provided
            her by Father’s momentary generosity. Niall, for example, wasn’t bad-looking (especially since she liked horses). He wasn’t
            completely stupid. And he had a decent estate not far from where Rossalyn would be living with her husband Jamie MacComhainn;
            she could visit them often.
         

         
         Experimentally, Fiona stepped a little closer to Niall. She caught a whiff of stale sweat, alcohol, onions, and even—her
            nose wrinkled—a faint, flat, rank scent of blood. She flashed a quick glance over him and saw a reddish clump of matted
            hair near one temple.
         

         
         He grinned. “Bad, eh? You should see Dougal Gow. Poor lad couldn’t rise from his bed to come to the wedding. He’ll miss the
            feast and the dancing. So, you’ll give me the first two reels, lass?”
         

         
         Fiona had a sudden image of Niall, stinking of blood and onions, saying casually to Rossalyn at some future gathering: Fiona couldn’t come, for the poor lass is in bed— fell down the stairs and she’s all black and blue.

         
         She took a step back, abruptly reminded of something that happened during last year’s sheep-shearing festival, when she had
            allowed Niall to kiss her behind a shed (she’d had a dowry then). Pressing his mouth on hers, he’d bent her neck back too
            far, while at the same time he squeezed her breast so roughly she’d thought for a bad, a very bad moment she would pass out.
         

         
         She answered coolly: “No. I’m not dancing.”

         
         “Your loss.”

         
         “I’ll try to bear it.”

         
         His arm shot out and he took a hard grip on her upper arm. “I don’t care for your tone. You’re to be a good girl and choose
            a husband from among the three of us. It’s your father’s decree.”
         

         
         “A fine way to woo, Niall Birk, grabbing at a woman and scowling at her. Let go of me.”

         
         His fingers tightened painfully for a moment before he released her. “You’re thinking I’m a bad bargain, no doubt, but at
            least I’m not a great lump like Walraig Tevis, who’d crush you under him like a bug, or Ross Stratton, who’d as soon garrote
            you as kiss you.”
         

         
         A cold chill shivered up Fiona’s spine, but she only said, lightly, “You may be right. Would you excuse me, please? My mother
            needs me.” And she flitted off to where Mother did, in fact, require help untangling herself from the enormous plaid shawl
            she had wound about herself in so convoluted a fashion she was in danger of—curiously enough—falling down the church steps.
         

         
         “Oh, thank you, dear!” Mother said breathlessly. “It was a lovely ceremony, wasn’t it? I cried just like a baby! But I always
            do at weddings. I cried at my own! Isn’t our Rossalyn the bonniest bride you’ve ever seen? Although Dallis, of course, was
            just as pretty, and so was Nairna! Your Aunt Bethia quite agrees with me! And oh! Bethia shared with me the most astounding piece
            of news! She had it from her sister-in-law Sorcha who is, I’m sure, most reliable. Apparently Alasdair Penhallow has been scandalizing the Eight Clans for years with his disgraceful behavior, and
            not just on special occasions but every day! Consuming spirits to excess, presiding over debaucheries, and so on! A monster
            of irresponsibility! And he the great laird of Castle Tadgh!”
         

         
         “Well, Mother, so what? Besides, if he’s been doing this sort of thing for years, it’s hardly news,” said Fiona, guiding her
            overexcited parent down the uneven stone steps and at the same time keeping a sharp eye out for Logan Munro.
         

         
         “No, no, you mistake me! According to Bethia, Alasdair Penhallow, on a dare, recently rode his horse all throughout his castle,
            and without a stitch of clothes on!”
         

         
         “Did the horse have a saddle?” inquired Fiona, now a little interested.

         
         “Bethia didn’t say. I’ll have to ask her. But isn’t it an atrocious tale?” Mother made a tsk-tsk sound, but whether it was
            because of the enormous pile of dog manure blocking her path or her feelings about the shocking Alasdair Penhallow, Fiona
            didn’t bother to ask. Her flicker of interest had already waned. And she had more important things to think about.
         

         
         
            	Nairna—is she expecting too??

            
            	Make plan: must get rid of Niall, Walraig & Ross

            
            	STOP THINKING ABOUT LOGAN MUNRO

            
         

         
          

         Throughout the feast, Fiona was irritated to find that her three would-be suitors had decided to all sit next to her, two
            on one side and one on the other, altogether giving her a disagreeable sense of claustrophobia. It quite took away one’s own
            appetite, which made her even more resentful.
         

         
         Nonetheless, as the evening wore on, seemingly interminably, she not only managed to avoid the dancing, she also went here
            and there and got a great deal accomplished.
         

         
         She found Aunt Bethia’s spectacles, which were, in fact, in the stillroom, although they had inexplicably been placed in the
            bowl of a large wooden mortar otherwise used for crushing herbs.
         

         
         She dashed up to Rossalyn’s room, spoke with her maid, approved the packing of the trunks.

         
         She neatly avoided speaking with Cousin Isobel, against whom she still bore a grudge after nine long years, for her role in
            the Logan Munro disaster—
         

         
         But no. She wasn’t thinking about him.
         

         
         She went on.

         
         She learned that her sister Dallis, three years married and with a little one at home just taking his first wobbly steps,
            was looking forward to the birth of her second child in six months or so.
         

         
         She enjoyed a fascinating and productive discussion with old Clyde Keddy about rupturing blisters and the various possibilities
            for treatment, although he confessed he was stumped about the bloody scours.
         

         
         She drew Nairna aside, into a private alcove, and clasped her hands in her own. She looked down into her sister’s lovely heart-shaped
            face; it was thinner and paler than she remembered, although Nairna looked decidedly plumper in her midsection. “Are you quite
            well, my dearie?”
         

         
         Nairna smiled radiantly. “I’ve never been happier! Oh, Fiona, it’s happened at last!”

         
         “You’re increasing?”

         
         “Yes! Finally!”

         
         “I’m so glad for you!” said Fiona, meaning it, and warmly hugged Nairna, already thinking, in the back of her mind, about
            sewing some adorable little garments for the baby in addition to the ones she’d already planned for Dallis’s.
         

         
         “Logan’s been so patient all these years,” Nairna said, blushing. “It’s not been for lack of trying. But three months ago,
            my courses ceased, and I’m already showing! And it’s all thanks to Tavia Craig!”
         

         
         “Who is that, my dearie?”

         
         “She’s a wisewoman, and so awfully kind! She cured Logan’s mother of the warts on her hands—they’ve been plaguing her for
            months — and knew exactly what to do to make his sister’s cough go away!”
         

         
         “Yes, but—” Fiona hesitated. Wasn’t there a vast difference between warts and coughs, and difficulty in conceiving a baby?
            “What does Mother say?”
         

         
         “Mother said she wished she’d consulted a wisewoman, for very likely she would have had boys instead of girls.”
         

         
         Fiona refrained from commenting that Mother’s regret implied a desire to negate her daughters’ very existence, then immediately
            was ashamed of this sour thought, for she knew that Mother loved them all. “Well, it’s wonderful news to be sure, my dearie!”
            she said instead.
         

         
         “Yes, and Tavia is certain it’s a boy! Logan is so excited!”
         

         
         “So excited about what?” came a familiar voice, and at the sound of it Fiona felt as if her stomach dropped like a boulder
            to her toes. She took a breath, and tilted her head toward Logan Munro. She was considered very tall for a woman, but Logan
            was even taller. Once upon a time, she had loved that about him, loved gazing up into his deep, dark eyes.
         

         
         “Excited about the baby, Logan!” said Nairna breathlessly, her pretty face lighting up as it always did when she saw him.
            “I’ve just been telling Fiona all about it—about him!”

         
         “Yes,” Logan replied, smiling, “it’s wonderful news, my beautiful one.”

         
         Nairna blushed all over again, then said, “Oh! I have another question for Dallis about the lying-in! Stay, darling, and talk
            to Fiona! Doesn’t she look lovely in that blue gown?”
         

         
         “Indeed she does.” Logan watched as his wife hurried away.

         
         With that crest of thick black hair and juttingly straight nose, his profile was magnificent. And how often, how very often,
            had he called her, Fiona, my beautiful one . . . Fiona tamped down a treacherous rush of sweet memories as Logan turned to her again. Behind them, along the stone corridor,
            tramped a raucous horde of guests, singing “At the Auld Trysting Tree” at the top of their lungs and banging—God in heaven,
            where had they gotten pots and pans?—on the walls. Yet Logan never took his eyes from her. It was another one of his attractions:
            he always made her feel as if she was the only one in any room, at any gathering . . .
         

         
         Fiona almost felt as if she was melting in the delicious warmth of Logan’s proximity. The years seemed to suddenly dissolve
            between them—she was once again a romantic, dazzled eighteen-year-old, and she found herself leaning a little closer to
            him, her lips parting expectantly, her limbs all at once feeling wonderfully heavy. Then, with a kind of inner gasp, she thought
            in horror: You fool! Nairna! Your sister!

         
         She drew herself up to her full height, said coolly, “My congratulations to you both,” and briskly walked past Logan Munro,
            away from him, ignoring the fact that in his expression, his half-smile, was a sympathetic sort of understanding, as if a
            little secret bond, unshakable, unbreakable, drew them together.
         

         
          

         A night and a day later, the celebrations were finally over. Her sisters had left with their husbands. Nearly all the guests
            had gone, too, and the weary servants were hard at work cleaning up the keep—no small task given the broken dishes, the
            spilled food, the toppled bottles of spirits, the rushes in the common areas sodden and bad-smelling, and everywhere discarded
            items of clothing which made Fiona frown as she made her way up to the solarium where Mother spent much of her time. Here,
            at least, was order and cleanliness. Well, actually, to be honest there was more cleanliness than order, for Mother, as dear
            and delightful as she was, wasn’t known for her organizational abilities.
         

         
         Still, as afternoon sunlight poured in through the long bank of narrow windows that had once served as arrow-loops, the solarium
            was a pleasant chamber, with the scattered piles of fabric, the great loom in the corner, Mother’s harp, old copies of La Belle Assemblée, shawls and ribbons and colorful spools of thread all combining in a scene of familiar and cheerful disarray.
         

         
         “Hello,” said Fiona cautiously, standing at the threshold.

         
         Mother looked up from the escritoire at which she sat and put aside her quill, her face brightening in welcome, then promptly
            clouding. “Oh, Fiona dear,” she said uneasily.
         

         
         Fiona came in and threw herself into a chair by the fire, stretching out her long legs to warm her toes in their tall boots.
            “What’s done is done, Mother,” she replied, unable to keep a slight note of defiance from her voice.
         

         
         “Yes, but to challenge Niall Birk and Walraig Tevis to an arm-wrestling match?” said Mother with plaintive dismay. “And then
            to beat them both!”
         

         
         “I can’t brag about it, Mother, for they were both so drunk they could hardly sit up.”

         
         “Brag about it? Oh my goodness, why would you? So unmaidenly! And then to dare Ross Stratton to compete with you in a footrace!”

         
         “It wasn’t a fair match either. He was drunk and for some reason he had on someone else’s shoes, and they were far too small for him.”
         

         
         Mother gave a little moan. “Oh, Fiona, this is dreadful!”

         
         “Yes, but Mother, I had to get rid of them, don’t you see? Everyone mocked them so badly that they left before dawn, without trying to propose to
            me again. And now Father can’t pressure me into accepting them. Wasn’t it clever of me?”
         

         
         “Well, yes, of course it was, darling, you’ve always been so terribly clever, but now . . .” Mother looked nervously toward
            the doorway. She lowered her voice and went on: “But now your father is furious with you, and he’s completely taken away your dowry again.”
         

         
         “I don’t care about the dowry, but—” Fiona felt a frisson of anxiety on Mother’s behalf. “— he’s not angry at you, is he?”

         
         “Oh no, dear, it’s all you, I’m afraid. But without a dowry, and for who knows how long, what is going to happen to you? Who
            will want to marry you?”
         

         
         Fiona knew that Mother didn’t mean to be hurtful. But still it did hurt, a little, in some obscure, unprotected area of her
            heart. “Why, I’ll go on living here forever,” she said lightly. “When Father isn’t angry at me, he finds me quite useful to
            have around. In fact, when he’s in a pleasant state of mind, or is a little inebriated, he’s often said I’m nearly as good
            as a son—such a way as I have with the crops and the animals.”
         

         
         Mother brightened again. “That’s true. And you’re such a help in the keep! Speaking of which, Cousin Isobel would like to switch bedchambers. She’s worried her room is overlarge
            and requires too much wood to keep warm. I’ve tried to dissuade her—we’ve wood enough for an army!—but she insists! Please
            could you talk to Mrs. Abercrombie about it?”
         

         
         “Cousin Isobel is still here? Ugh. Why?”

         
         “Yes, dear, she’s come for a nice long visit. You ought not to scowl so. You’ll get wrinkles before your time, and that won’t
            help matters! I invited her to stay on because she’s suffered some financial reverses. She’s had to give up her house in Edinburgh,
            you know, the poor thing. Where are you going?” Mother added, as her firstborn stood and shook out her skirts.
         

         
         “Riding.” Fiona glanced down at Mother’s cluttered escritoire. “Your quill needs mending. Would you like me to do that?”

         
         “No, thank you, darling, I’ve quite finished my letters. Six thank-you notes, and I even managed to write to Henrietta Penhallow—I’ve owed her a letter for these many ages.”
         

         
         Penhallow. That name again. How odd. “Who is she, Mother?”
         

         
         “A distant connection in England, whom I met in London many years ago.”

         
         “Oh,” said Fiona, losing interest. Not only did she want to avoid Cousin Isobel, she’d prefer to get out of the keep without
            encountering Father if possible, while his temper was running high. “Well, I’m off to see Osla Tod, and bring her a tincture
            for her toothache. You know she lives beyond the bogs, so don’t expect me for dinner.”
         

         
         “Oh dear, must you stay out past sunset? You’ll take a groom, won’t you?”
         

         
         “No.” Fiona spoke without rancor. Mother knew she’d left off having a groom accompany her on her rides for many years now,
            but still she faithfully asked, in the same sweet and hopeful way. Fiona dropped a kiss on Mother’s smooth white forehead
            and quickly left the solarium, her boot-heels clicking sharply on the cold flagstone flooring. She spoke with the housekeeper
            Mrs. Abercrombie about accommodating Cousin Isobel’s request, and it was with relief that some half an hour later she was
            on her stallion Gealag and riding fast—away from the keep, away from Father, away from them all. Sleep had not come to her
            last night and now she was fatigued to her very bones, but at least she could, for these few snatched hours, be free.
         

         
         She loved the feel of the cool afternoon air ruffling her hair and her skirts, loved the vibrant green of summer all around
            her and the great blue sky above. Loved gripping the leather reins in her bare hands and how willingly her big white horse
            carried her along. It was almost like flying. Her tired mind calmed, quieted; slowly, slowly, almost without realizing it,
            she drifted into a pleasant daydream.
         

         
         Herself. In a lovely blue gown. Dancing, swirling circles on a polished wood floor, her lacy hem fluttering around her ankles.
            Held in strong arms. Her heart beating hard. Looking up. Looking up into dark eyes, alight with passion . . .
         

         
         No.

         
         Fiona snapped out of it. Gripped Gealag’s reins more tightly. And fiercely summoned a new image into her mind.

         
         A small piece of paper.

         
         
            	Rheumatism—Mrs. Abercrombie—chamomile? Cat’s claw?

            
            	Order new parcel of books

            
            	Sheep & rupturing blisters—research. Cause, treatment?

            
            	Visit northern cow pasture tomorrow

            
            	Gift for Mother’s birthday?

            
            	Start sewing baby things

            
            	Gealag—to be shoed next week

            
            	NEW RUSHES brought in tomorrow WITHOUT FAIL

            
         

         
         And so it went. Today she would visit old Osla Tod. Tomorrow she would cross off as many items as she could from her list.
            The next day, she would do the same. And the day after that as well. There was, after all, a kind of comfort in knowing what
            the weeks and months ahead would bring.
         

         
         But Fiona was wrong.

         
         Five days later, the letter came—the letter that would change everything.

         
         
      
   
      
      
      
         
            Chapter 2

         
         
            Castle Tadgh, Scotland

            Three weeks earlier . . .

         

         Pain. So much pain. His head felt as if it were clamped in the devil’s own vise, and his temples throbbed with fiendish intensity,
            as steady and relentless as his own heartbeat. His limbs were stiff and cramped. His mouth was dry and his closed eyelids
            were but a feeble shield against the stabbing brightness assaulting them.
         

         
         Alasdair Penhallow groaned softly.

         
         Slowly, reluctantly, he opened his eyes.

         
         Various items of note swam sluggishly up to the surface of his dazed consciousness.

         
         He was sitting (more or less) in the laird’s throne-like chair of beautifully carved wood, in his own Great Hall. Squeezed
            next to him was a voluptuous black-haired lass, dressed only in her chemise, deeply and peacefully asleep, with her head lolled
            back and a gentle snore issuing from between cherry-red lips. Late-morning sun illuminated the Hall with a cheery intensity
            that seemed, in his current pained state, to be more than a little incongruous, and possibly even slightly jeering.
         

         
         All around the Hall—on the floor, in chairs, even atop the long tables—were men and women, sleeping, stretched out, curled
            up, flat on their backs, sometimes intertwined. Bottles, dishes and goblets, clothing and hats, candles burned down to their
            wicks, lutes and pipes and drums, all lay scattered without rhyme or reason. Someone—dear God, hopefully not himself—had
            knocked over one of the massive suits of armor which now lay sprawled by the fireplace in a very undignified way, with a spangled
            slipper sticking out of the visor.
         

         
         Alasdair frowned and with an effort turned his aching eyes to the woman with whom he was sharing the laird’s seat. Who in
            the hell was she? He had no idea. Uncle Duff had invited a lot of people to the celebration he’d organized in honor of his nephew’s thirty-fifth
            birthday, and they’d brought a lot of people, and by midnight the Great Hall had been literally packed with guests.
         

         
         Alasdair smiled faintly as the memories came flooding back. A good time had been had by all. The feasting, the singing, the
            dancing, and more . . .
         

         
         So now he was thirty-five. He wondered if he should feel a little different. But why would he? A birthday merely represented,
            in an arbitrary way, the passage of time. Here he was, in the vigorous prime of his life, healthy as a horse, strong as an
            ox, rich as a king—enjoying an uninterrupted spate of years in which he did exactly as he pleased, whenever and wherever
            he liked.
         

         
         Yes, life was good.

         
         Just then, something cold and wet nudged his bare ankle.

         
         Wondering where his shoes had gone, Alasdair looked down to see his wolfhound Cuilean at his feet. Intelligent dark eyes were
            looking up at him inquiringly, shaggy ears were pricked: a hint, Alasdair knew, that breakfast was long overdue. He reached
            down a hand to caress that rough head, and as he did so Cuilean sharply turned it, toward an archway leading off toward the
            kitchens.
         

         
         Fervently did Alasdair hope it was a servant, bearing a refreshing tankard of ale (or even a silver pot filled to the brim
            with blisteringly hot coffee), but no, it was Dame Margery, quite possibly the oldest member of the clan, hunched over her
            gnarled stick and stumping into the Hall. Trailing behind was her little granddaughter Sheila, who viewed the dissolute scene
            before her with blasé indifference, her expression, distinguished by eyes which seemed to gaze in two different directions
            at once, seeming more focused on something immaterial and inward—and for that Alasdair could only be thankful, as uneasily
            he wondered if a seven-year-old really ought to be in the Great Hall at this particular moment.
         

         
         As Dame Margery drew near, she noisily banged her stick on the marble floor, causing people nearby to stir, moan, rouse. She
            passed by Uncle Duff, insensate, draped sideways on a chair and his long beard dangling perpendicularly, and muttered audibly,
            “Ach, the old wastrel!” before turning her piercing and unblinking stare to Alasdair. Finally she stopped before the dais
            on which the two great chairs—one for the laird, one (long unoccupied) for his lady—stood. Her silence, Alasdair noticed,
            had a heavy, expectant, rather ominous sort of quality, and he groaned under his breath. He wasn’t in the mood for drama.
            Still, he was the laird, and one must be polite, so he cleared his throat and said:
         

         
         “Good day to you, madam.”

         
         “And to you, laird,” she answered with an awful, punctilious politeness. “May I tender my congratulations to you on your birthday.”

         
         “I thank you.”

         
         “I believe I am correct, laird, that as of yesterday you turned thirty-five?”

         
         “Aye, madam.”

         
         “Not thirty-four, laird?”

         
         “Nay, thirty-five, madam.”

         
         “Not married, are you, laird?”

         
         Alasdair looked narrowly at Dame Margery. Had she gone soft in her aged head? Everyone knew he was unmarried and, in fact,
            happily so. But courteously he replied: “Nay, madam, I’m not.”
         

         
         “Well then, laird, perhaps you are not aware of the ancient clan decree which dictates that any chieftain of Castle Tadgh
            who remains unmarried by his thirty-fifth birthday must immediately invite the eligible highborn maidens of the Eight Clans
            of Killaly to stay within the castle, and within thirty-five days choose one to be his bride?”
         

         
         Dame Margery issued this disconcerting pronouncement in stentorian tones and with a single breath, leaving her gasping a little
            by the end. She breathed in deeply, then added sternly:
         

         
         “The wedding to follow within thirty-five days.”

         
         A sufficient number of people had woken up by now to create a stunned, openmouthed audience for Dame Margery, who seemed well
            satisfied by the effect of her words. Alasdair sat upright, jostling the black-haired lass who let out a choked snore but
            remained blissfully asleep. He stared balefully at her and then at Dame Margery as the unpleasant import of her proclamation
            sank in.
         

         
         “And if I don’t obey?” he said, losing a little of his earlier politeness.

         
         “Death to you, I fear,” the old crone replied with annoying promptitude. “Hanged and quartered, laird, and your head displayed
            in the courtyard as a warning to all who leave off their sacred duty to the clan.”
         

         
         “To be picked clean by crows?” he said sarcastically.

         
         “Nay, laird, according to clan law it’s to remain on a pike for thirty-five days before being buried along with the rest of
            you. Depending on the weather, the crows might not have time to pick your head clean.”
         

         
         Thirty-five, thirty-five. It was, evidently, a theme, and Dame Margery seemed to be enjoying her role in this farce a little too much. Alasdair scowled
            fiercely. To do her justice, however, the old lady had been renowned for decades for her comprehensive knowledge of clan affairs.
         

         
         If you wanted to secretly find out a person’s birthday, you went to Dame Margery.

         
         If you were grappling with some particularly tangled lines of relationship extending back a decade, a generation, or a century,
            Dame Margery could likely help you sort it out.
         

         
         If you were curious about an event in clan history your great-uncle had once described to you but you’d since gotten fuzzy
            about—like that time a boulder had rolled down Ben Macdui and crushed three cottages, or was it a spring flood that had
            carried them away?—well, there was a good chance that Dame Margery would recall it.
         

         
         Still, Alasdair wasn’t about to go under without a fight.

         
         “Bring out the Tome!” he roared, which only made his throbbing headache worse.

         
         Someone scuttled to obey, and in the meantime Alasdair noticed that little Sheila was studying him with that odd wall-eyed
            way she had. “What?” he snapped.
         

         
         “A room with a door, a door with a lock,” she said, dreamily. “An egg that won’t hatch, a bird that can’t fly . . .”

         
         “Hush, sweeting, hush,” Dame Margery interrupted. “The laird has a great deal on his mind just now.”

         
         “Oh, but Granny, the laird’s path will be hard for him.”

         
         “Hush now. We each have our own path to follow. You do, I do, the laird does. You’re not to presume about the path of others.”

         
         Sheila nodded, vaguely, and then, seeming to dismiss the subject entirely, began poking about a nearby table for interesting
            leftovers.
         

         
         While Alasdair waited, he sent for some ale, dislodged the lass from his chair, found his shoes, and watched with profound
            irritation as Uncle Duff finally woke up, yawned, stretched his arms, scratched at his beard, and finally, serenely, brought
            himself to an upright position and glanced around the Hall with the complacent expression of one who has engineered a highly
            successful party.
         

         
         When Alasdair enlightened him as to the developments of the last fifteen minutes, Uncle Duff was suitably outraged.

         
         “What, being forced to marry because old Margery says so?” he said scornfully. “Ridiculous, lad! Ah, ale!” he added happily,
            and snatched the mug from a tray a servant had been carrying toward Alasdair.
         

         
         “To your health, Uncle,” said Alasdair grimly.

         
         “Thankee, lad!” cheerfully replied Duff, oblivious, his mustache already doused with foam.

         
         By the time a servant returned lugging the enormous old Tome, and blown off most of the dust and cobwebs in which it was encased,
            Alasdair had managed to safely receive (and down in one long gulp) his own mug of ale, and set in motion general cleanup of
            the Hall and breakfast to be served. The Tome—the hoary and irrefutable compendium of clan law—was set at the head of
            the high table and he began leafing through it, with Duff hanging over his shoulder and his beard continually getting in the
            way, forcing Alasdair to testily bat it aside several times.
         

         
         After some twenty minutes of fruitless searching, Dame Margery, who had remained standing there, leaning on her stick, issued
            a noise suspiciously close to a cackle and said, “Page three hundred and twenty-eight, laird.”
         

         
         Alasdair favored her with a hard glance, then turned to page 328. There it was, in plain black and white.

         
         He was indeed thirty-five and unmarried.

         
         But, apparently, not unmarried for long.

         
         Unless he wanted to die, and that he most certainly did not. He was having far too good a time for that.

         
         Besides, if he died without a son, everything that he owned and cherished—his title, his authority, his vast holdings—
            would be inherited by (according to the delightful vagaries of clan law) his distant English cousin Gabriel Penhallow, rumored
            to be an obnoxious, unintelligent, generally unappealing fellow. Second in line was his cousin, a man named Hugo Penhallow, of whom Alasdair knew nothing save for the fact that he was English.
         

         
         Alasdair felt his lip curling. He would die before he left everything to a bloody Sassenach, left his clan in such repulsive hands. He couldn’t do that to them.
         

         
         His fate, therefore, was sealed.

         
         Alasdair looked again at Dame Margery. “I suppose, madam,” he said coolly, “you already know which eligible maidens I am to
            invite.”
         

         
         “Aye, laird.” She pulled from her skirt pocket a crisp piece of paper. “I’ve the list right here. Miss Mairi MacIntyre, from
            the Western Isles. Miss Janet Reid, from the Lowlands. Miss Fiona Douglass, from the Northern Highlands. And Miss Wynda Ramsay,
            from the Uplands. All the other highborn damsels being already married, widowed, too old, or too young.”
         

         
         “You are a marvel of efficiency, madam.”

         
         “Thank you, laird.” She smiled—was it ironically?—and held out the paper to him. “For future reference.”

         
         Alasdair eyed it as he might view (or smell) a rotting carcass. “Take it, Uncle. You’re to write to the lasses, and right
            away, for the sword of Damocles hangs above my head.”
         

         
         Uncle Duff laughed. “Ha, you’re a funny one, lad,” he said, and took the paper from Dame Margery. “I’ll have Lister do it.
            What’s a steward for, after all? And here comes breakfast, not a moment too soon, for I’m about to perish from hunger!” With
            maddening casualness he stuffed the list that spelled Alasdair’s doom into his own pocket, and plumped himself into his seat
            at the high table, just at Alasdair’s left. Gloomily Alasdair shoved aside the Tome and sat down, to be promptly served a
            plate heaped high with fried eggs, bacon, sausage, and hot fragrant tattie scones. At this he only gazed morosely, but he
            did accept a cup of coffee.
         

         
         As slowly he drank it he observed Uncle Duff consuming with relish—bordering on outright avarice—his own delicious breakfast.
            When finally Duff paused to reach for a fresh mug of ale, he glanced over at Alasdair’s plate.
         

         
         “Not hungry, lad? I’ll take that bacon if you don’t want it.”

         
         “Why? So you can have more bits of bacon decorating your beard?”
         

         
         Duff looked down, plucked a few little shards free and unrepentantly popped them into his mouth. In other circumstances Alasdair
            might have been amused by his insouciance, but today was a—well, today was a special day.
         

         
         “You’re a pig, Uncle,” he said sourly.

         
         “Eh, you are what you eat, lad,” replied Duff, and reached for Alasdair’s bacon, neatly scooping the strips onto his plate.

         
         Alasdair nodded his thanks to the servant who had just refilled his cup, and ran a hand through his close-cropped hair. His
            headache was finally receding, and for that he was grateful, but what was that small benefit compared to everything else that
            was happening?
         

         
         With a frown he pushed his plate away.

         
         “What in the name of heaven ails you, nephew? You look as if your best horse just died. I’ll just take those scones, shall
            I, since you’re not wanting them.”
         

         
         “What ails me?” Alasdair repeated irritably. “What ails me, Uncle, is that I’m soon to be wed against my will.”
         

         
         “So?”

         
         “So? Are you daft, man? The life we’ve led is about to come to a crashing halt.”

         
         “Why?” thickly said Duff through a mouthful of heavily buttered scone.

         
         Alasdair stared at him, and put down his cup with a thump that sent coffee splashing over the rim. It was after the simultaneous
            deaths, on that memorable day fifteen years ago, of his parents, his older brother, and the others (he would not think of
            the others) in that ill-fated sailing party, that Uncle Duff, his mother’s younger brother, had become his boon companion.
            It was Duff—irrepressibly lively and larky and carefree—who had come to Castle Tadgh for the funerals and simply stayed
            on. He had rescued Alasdair from bone-crushing grief and gradually, patiently, lured him back into life. Or at least his own
            version of a merry nonstop hurly-burly involving wine, women, and song. And food. And dancing. And gaming. And whatever other
            pleasurable pursuit occurred to him.
         

         
         Duff had never married, oft declaring bachelorhood to be the most desirable state known to man, and somehow, gradually, without
            really thinking about it, Alasdair adopted this same attitude. Not for a moment had he neglected his obligations as laird,
            but still there had been plenty of time for—why, for fun.
         

         
         Just the way he liked it.

         
         “You’ll excuse me for not exactly loving the idea of giving up my freedom,” he now said to his uncle.

         
         “You’re the one who’s daft, lad. What is a wife but a brood mare? You’ll pick one of the lasses, get her with child as many times
            as it takes to produce a son or two, and that’s the sum of it. Nothing else will change.” Duff very generously put Alasdair’s
            bacon (all but one strip) back on his plate and slid it toward him. “And we’ll have a grand time once the lasses arrive! Feasts,
            dances, picnics, riding expeditions, tours of the castle, excursions to the Keep o’ the Mòr, boating on the loch—” He stopped
            himself, then hastily added, “No, no sailing! But we’ll be as gladsome as the day is long, you can be sure of that. It’s the
            Penhallow way!”
         

         
         Thoughtfully Alasdair picked up a strip of bacon and bit into it.

         
         It was true, after all, that as laird he did owe it to the clan to produce an heir.
         

         
         But Duff had a point.

         
         There was no need to get all worked up about the whole thing. Nowhere was it written that he had to permit a wife to cling
            to him, bother him, get in his way, make demands on him.
         

         
         Nobody was talking about a love-match.

         
         And love—as a word, as a concept—wasn’t something which he spent much time dwelling upon. Was his life diminished because
            of it? Not a bit of it; he’d gone on very happily, thank you very much, these past years.
         

         
         All at once, like the dark clouds of night giving way to a clear new day, everything seemed wonderfully simple again, wonderfully
            safe, and Alasdair felt his mood lifting.
         

         
         He took another bite of bacon.

         
         It was fragrant and crunchy, with a delicious little ribbon of fat on one side.

         
         He chewed, enjoyed, swallowed, reached for another piece, and as he did so he realized that Duff was leaning back in his chair,
            watching him, his hands folded across his ample middle and his eyes twinkling.
         

         
         “That’s more like it, lad! We’ll seize the day as we always do! Once I’ve given the list to Lister with his instructions—
            ha! The list to Lister!—shall we head down to the river for some fishing?”
         

         
         Alasdair smiled, really smiled, for the first time that day. Normalcy, like a fine, familiar mantle, seemed to wrap itself
            all about him, warm and comforting. It was all going to be just fine.
         

         
         “Aye,” he said cheerfully, and found himself thinking about that delectable black-haired lass again, she of the voluptuous
            figure and the cherry-red lips. Perhaps later on today or tonight, if she was still around, he could get to know her just
            a little bit better.
         

         
          

         When Miss Mairi MacIntyre, of the Western Isles, received and read the letter summoning her forthwith to Castle Tadgh, she
            gave a soft gasp, felt a trifle lightheaded, and promptly sat down on the nearest sofa, grateful that her maid was quick to
            bring her vinaigrette and wave it gently underneath her nose, and that dear little Pug kept trying to lick her chin, as if
            he wanted to help, too.
         

         
         This was just like the Cendrillon story, which she had read countless times as a little girl. The prince—in this case, Laird Alasdair Penhallow, who really
            was a kind of prince among the Eight Clans of Killaly—had invited the young ladies of the land to his beautiful castle,
            in order to select one to be his bride! Only there would be just four candidates, which did improve the odds tremendously.
            And, of course, she herself wasn’t a servant girl forced to do a horrid amount of housework, dress in nasty tatters, and sleep
            among the cinders to keep warm.
         

         
         Instead she lived a very nice life in a luxurious mansion, with fond parents who doted upon her and kept her under anxious
            watch as her constitution was, unfortunately, rather delicate.
         

         
         On the other hand, there were so many similarities that it nearly took one’s breath away. For example, how often did Mama
            and Papa call her their little princess? Every day! Too, she had a wonderful godmother, a dear friend of Mama’s, who was so
            very kind and was always sending the most delightful gifts. And, like Cendrillon, Mairi loved to dance. At all the local assemblies
            she was quite sought-after. Everyone said that she had the tiniest waist, the prettiest little feet, and a laugh like the tinkling of fairy
            bells. People were so nice, weren’t they?
         

         
         Mairi picked up Pug and cradled him in her arms. “Oh, I do hope there will be a ball, Puggie! If I’m well enough, and Mama and Papa let me, I’ll stay up long after midnight!”
         

         
         Pug gave a short, sharp bark.

         
         “You want to know if you can go too, Puggie? Of course you can! I’ll dress you up in your very best collar, too! We’ll make
            absolutely sure it matches my gown.” Mairi smiled and held him close.
         

         
          

         When Miss Janet Reid, of the Lowlands, got her letter, she had only an hour before returned from a stroll in the manicured
            gardens to the back of her house, and in the company of a young man who had for the past months been courting her most ardently.
            (Her governess, Miss Sad Shovel as she liked to call her, had been discreetly trailing behind, her face just as dreary and
            spade-like as ever.) Janet had been inclined to encourage this young man over her other suitors, for he was terribly good-looking,
            came from a fine family, and stood to inherit a handsome fortune from his father. Oh, and she liked him well enough.
         

         
         But having read the letter, she changed her mind. And she laughed, and clapped her hands with joy.

         
         A marriage to the laird of Castle Tadgh would be a far better arrangement—quite a coup, in fact. Besides, she’d heard a
            few things about Alasdair Penhallow, and he did sound like fun. And she was quite partial to fun herself. Not for her the staid life of your average miss, always sitting
            around sewing samplers, or plucking dolefully at harps, or poring over dull books. No, she was cut from a very different sort of cloth. Which reminded her. She went with her light tread to the drawing-room, and announced:
         

         
         “I’m going to Castle Tadgh. We need Miss Cowden to come in right away, and bring all her assistants, and plan to stay as long
            as necessary. I need a new wardrobe, and we haven’t much time.”
         

         
         Her mother—seated across from Parson Tidwell, who had no doubt come on behalf of his tedious orphanage or his seemingly
            endless supply of poor people—at once lost her look of thinly disguised boredom and turned to Janet in astonishment. “You’re
            going to Castle Tadgh? Why?”
         

         
         “So I can marry Alasdair Penhallow, of course.”

         
         “The Penhallow? He’s offered for you?”
         

         
         Janet Reid smiled. “No. But he will.”

         
         Instantly her mother grasped the salient facts. “I’ll send a note to Miss Cowden right away,” she said, and with a nod to
            Parson Tidwell she rose, indicating that his presence was now, well, more than a little onerous.
         

         
          

         Miss Wynda Ramsay’s home was in the Uplands, but she was not there to personally receive the letter. She was in Glasgow, where
            she was in her final weeks at Miss Eglinstone’s Finishing School for Young Ladies, at which esteemed establishment she had
            over the years received a superior education in all the necessary subjects including dancing, French, needlework, watercolors,
            music, penmanship, and use of the globes.
         

         
         However, an express had swiftly been sent from home, and Wynda was to wait at Miss Eglinstone’s until her parents could arrive
            and sweep her directly off to Castle Tadgh. Wynda used the time very productively to graciously share the good news with her
            schoolfellows (was it her imagination, or did they seem to turn an unattractive shade of green?), as well as to consult her
            guidebook which described all the best estates, castles, and monuments in Great Britain.
         

         
         Castle Tadgh, it turned out, figured importantly as one of the most magnificent dwellings in Scotland. It had been completely
            modernized by the present owner’s father, while still preserving the essential and historical qualities of its centuries-long
            existence. The grounds, said the guidebook, were extensive, with a breathtaking view of Ben Macdui, the towering mountain
            considered by many to be the area’s distinguishing geological feature.
         

         
         Wynda pondered this, then tossed the guidebook aside and turned to her tall stack of London newspapers, magazines, and Court
            announcements. Alasdair Penhallow was related to the English Penhallows, which was far more interesting. And Mrs. Henrietta Penhallow, the celebrated matriarch of the family, had recently
            been occupying their palatial townhouse in Berkeley Square during the Season, where she had been seen at receptions at St.
            James’s Palace (hobnobbing with Royalty!), at Almack’s, balls, routs, assemblies, Venetian breakfasts, concerts, fashionable galleries, and everywhere else the haut ton went.
         

         
         Who cared about fusty old castles when Society beckoned?

         
         Surely, thought Wynda, the Scottish Penhallows would be invited to join their English relations on a long, long visit, and
            who would provide the requisite entrée into the most exclusive circles.
         

         
         And surely she—with her beauty, her charm, her many accomplishments, her deep knowledge of both the Peerage and social etiquette
          —would shine as one of the most dazzling ornaments among the beau monde.
         

         
         Her parents had stupidly believed she would be content to return home to Dumfries. That provincial backwater! Filled with
            nobodies!
         

         
         But now, Wynda’s ambitions suddenly seemed within her grasp.

         
         Marry Alasdair Penhallow, and then . . . London. Glittering, sophisticated London. It was waiting for her.

         
          

         Sitting in the solarium with Mother and, unfortunately, Cousin Isobel, Fiona had just finished sewing a handsome little baby
            smock and was deciding whether to start on a new
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