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Regency England comes seductively to life in Julia London’s THE ROGUES OF REGENT STREET—acclaimed novels that feature a trio of dashing aristocrats as infamous as they are irresistible. Whether risking their lives on the dueling field or seducing the ladies of London’s haute ton, they are men of unswerving honor and breathtaking sensuality.

And Arthur Christian, the untitled son of the duke of Sutherland, is no exception.…



THE BEAUTIFUL STRANGER

Arthur would never forget that tragic day: Lord Phillip Rothembow, his cherished comrade, killed senselessly in a duel. In an attempt to clear his late friend’s name, Arthur leaves behind England—and the woman who broke his heart—to journey to Scotland. How could he know that his travels would lead him to the most enchanting woman he has ever seen? Desperately fighting to hold on to the land her husband lost in a foolish business venture, widowed Kerry McKinnon cannot believe that this beautiful stranger has come to seize her home and leave her to a terrible fate. Yet from the moment they meet, something powerful ignites between them. Theirs is a passion that is reckless, scandalous … and impossible to resist. But a shocking crime will force Kerry to flee with Arthur to England, where propriety rules, and where desire can lead to certain ruin. Unless a determined woman can show a world-weary rake that a life without love is the greatest scandal of all.…




PRAISE FOR JULIA LONDON’S
PREVIOUS NOVELS

THE RUTHLESS CHARMER

“One of the best romances I have read in years.”
—Helen Holzer, The Atlanta Journal-Constitution

“Intense emotional power …
richly drawn characters … a treat.”
—Romantic Times

“The kind of story that reminds us of how awful and

wonderful it is to fall in love.… The characters become

so real, their problems so believable that you won’t

want to part with them.”—The Oakland Press

“The Ruthless Charmer has everything—

rich characters, witty dialogue, sensual love scenes,

and a compelling, emotional love story that brings tears

to your eyes.”—Old Book Barn Gazette

THE DANGEROUS GENTLEMAN

“London deftly builds emotional intensity and

maintains an underlying mystery that keeps

the story humming.”—Publishers Weekly

“Oh yes, oh yes … Julia London’s done it again.…

An emotional read that captivates the reader

from page one. Leave yourself plenty of reading time;

you won’t want to part with it.”—The Oakland Press

“A powerful novel from a talented, fresh voice.… The

kind of romance readers sigh over.”—Romantic Times
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“A historical tale of passion and longing written with

gloriously drawn characters.”—The Oakland Press

“Rich in characters, unique in plot, heartwarming and

heartfelt, Wicked Angel cements Julia London’s

reputation as a rising star.”—Romantic Times

“Wicked Angel is a charming, wickedly delightful

story.… well-written, absorbing … I loved this book.
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until her next book.”—All About Romance
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historical romances that defined the genre.”
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I met a lady in the meads,

Full beautiful—a faery’s child,

Her hair was long, her foot was light,

And her eyes were wild.…

She look’d at me as she did love,

And made sweet moan.

I set her on my pacing steed,

And nothing else saw all day long,

For sidelong would she bend, and sing

A faery’s song.



—LA BELLE DAME SANS MERCI
John Keats




Prologue

DUNWOODY, SOUTHERN ENGLAND, 1834

The churchyard was so choked with weeds that one could scarcely read the markings on the headstones. This was worrisome to Arthur—who would tend to this grave? Who would lay flowers at his headstone as Phillip lay rotting beneath the earth? As the vicar glanced up at the leaden sky and cleared his throat, Arthur glanced surreptitiously at the two dozen or more mourners huddled around, mentally assessing who among them could be depended upon to tend this grave.

Not one of them.

In a low bass voice, the vicar began the funeral hymn, and the mourners, in their black crepe armbands and funeral bonnets, joined him in the lugubrious melody. Nothing more than morbid curiosity had brought this throng here—they had come only to gawk, to see if the fantastic rumor was true, to look upon the grave and witness with their own eyes that one of the infamous Rogues of Regent Street was dead.

Arthur lowered his gaze to the plain pine box in the hole yawning before him and imagined Phillip inside, his arms folded serenely across what was left of his chest, his gray face free of pain, and the death shroud wrapped loosely about him. He regretted he hadn’t found something better in which to clothe him, but unfortunately, there was nothing better to be had at Dunwoody—it was little more than a hunting lodge and used infrequently. There had been just an old nondescript suit of clothes to give the undertaker, but Phillip had not been quite as large as the previous owner and with a good portion of his torso gone, the fit was atrocious. Not that Arthur believed that what he wore to the afterlife was important. It was just that Phillip had always been so foppishly meticulous about his dress; he would despise spending all of eternity in an old, ill-fitted suit of clothing.

And besides, if Arthur didn’t think about what Phillip wore now, he would think about how goddamned furious he was.

Why did he do this? What divine providence gave Lord Phillip Rothembow the bloody right to do this?

The sudden surge of anger was as razor-sharp and white-hot as it had been the moment Julian had lifted his head from Phillip’s bloodied chest and uttered the words that still seemed to reverberate throughout the forest: “He is dead.”

The mourners’ voices suddenly swelled to a crescendo, then fell again as they began a second verse. Arthur cringed, forced himself to look up, blinking into the cold mist that enveloped them.

What in God’s name were they doing here?

This could not be real. It had all started so innocently, just another respite at Dunwoody, the four Rogues gaming and whoring with their friends, lazily planning a bit of a hunt the next morning. Adrian Spence, the earl of Albright, aloof and distant, his mind undoubtedly on the latest row with his father. Julian Dane, the earl of Kettering, charming the skirts off the two demimondes who had accompanied the luckless Lord Harper. Cards, copious amounts of bourbon, and Phillip, naturally, drunk as usual.

If only Adrian hadn’t asked Phillip to stop cheating.

If only he had laid down his hand, called it off. But he had asked for Phillip to stop—very politely, really—and that had been the beginning of the end. Phillip had taken offense and had stunned them all by demanding satisfaction. Adrian had accepted Phillip’s drunken challenge, thinking, as they all did, that he would sober and retract it the next morning. But Phillip had come staggering onto the dueling field with a bottle in his hand and no intention of backing down.

A wagon rumbled past the little churchyard at that moment, and in its reverberation, Arthur could almost hear the distant report of the first pistol fired that awful morning—Adrian, deloping. And just as he had then, he could feel the weight of impending doom laying hard on his chest, the shock of disbelief when Phillip, Adrian’s own cousin, had responded to Adrian’s generous act by firing on him. He misfired terribly, of course, because he could hardly stand erect. But it had seemed to fill him with a gruesome determination—he twisted about, grabbed Fitzhugh’s double-barreled German pistol and knocked that fool to his arse, then whirled as gracefully as a dancer and fired at Adrian’s back.

Why? Phillip, why?

The question beat like a drum in his head, a relentless pounding to which there was no end. They would never know why Phillip had forced Adrian’s hand because the bloody coward had denied them any plausible explanation for his actions by succeeding in getting himself killed. Just moments after firing on Adrian’s back, Phillip lay in the yellow grass, his azure-blue eyes staring calmly at the sky, his life having quietly seeped from the gaping hole in his chest.

Dead. One of them dead, one of the immortal Rogues of Regent Street, killed by one of their own.

God have mercy on us all.

Arthur glanced to where Adrian stood as rigid and unmoving as Julian beside him. The four of them—Adrian, Phillip, Julian, and himself—were the idols of the younger members of the British aristocracy. They were the Rogues, renowned for living by their own code, for risking their wealth to make more wealth, for their fearless irreverence of law and society. They were the Rogues who toyed with the tender hearts of young ladies among the exclusive shops of Regent Street by day then extracted intended dowries from their papas in the clubs at night, saving the best of themselves for the notorious Regent Street boudoirs.

Or so the legend went.

It was all fantasy, of course. They were only four men who had grown up together, who rather enjoyed the recklessness of one another’s company and the pretty women of Madame Farantino’s. There was nothing more to the Rogues than that—not one of them had ever done anything too terribly unlawful, had never sullied a lady’s reputation or driven a man to debtor’s prison in a single card game. There was nothing particularly remarkable about them at all … except that one of them had found life so bloody unbearable that he had, in essence, killed himself by forcing the hand of his cousin.

Thereby proving that neither were the Rogues immortal.

Arthur closed his eyes as the mourners began the last chorus of the hymn, the bitter rage burning as it rose like bile in his throat. He hated Phillip, hated him for ruining everything, for ending it all on that yellow field!

He hated Phillip almost as much as he hated himself.

Ah God, the guilt was bloody unbearable. He had watched it happen, had stood aside and watched Phillip drown in despair when he might have led him to a different course. Lord Arthur Christian, the third son of the Duke of Sutherland and once destined for the clergy, stood aside and had watched it happen. He might have pulled Phillip from the edge of the abyss, not Adrian, not Julian. He might have.

The voices rose one last time, putting an end to the wretchedly morose hymn. Silence fell; the crowd shifted about uneasily. Some of them peered up at the increasingly gray sky as the vicar puffed out his cheeks and fumbled through the little prayer book. With a pointed look at Adrian, he at last spoke. “All those who mourn him, may ye know in his death the light of our Lord and the quality of love …”

Damn him for what he had done to them!

“… Ah, the, ah, quality of life, and know ye the quality of mercy. Amen.”

“Amen,” the mourners echoed.

The quality of life? Of mercy? God yes, Arthur would know the quality of life from this day forward, would know it every time he looked at a sunrise or held a woman in his arms or inhaled one of Julian’s fine cheroots! And the quality of his life would be measured by the weight of his guilt and his anger and his bloody remorse! Phillip!

Arthur staggered backward a step, sucking in his breath through clenched teeth as the gravediggers began to shovel the dirt into the hole. Yes, yes, he would know from this day forward the quality of life all right, for each and every day he would carry with him the burden of having let Phillip down in the worst imaginable way. He would bear the gnawing wrath he held for one of his best friends, the humiliation of having been denied the opportunity to stop him, to set everything to rights again, to at least try and slay the demons that could devour a man’s soul and leave him so desperate for death.

Damn him.


Chapter One

MAYFAIR, LONDON, ENGLAND, 1837

If Arthur Christian should ever be captured and subjected to the worst of all torture, his tormentors could do no better than to arrange an evening such as this.

It was his own fault. It was his ball after all, his mansion on Mount Street, his indifference that enabled the lowest quarter of the ton to come walking through his door. Yet in spite of hosting this elaborate affair—and many just like it during the Season—Arthur would rather be drawn and quartered than suffer one more come-hither look from Portia Bellows, much less her pawing of his leg.

The pawing was, of course, also his own fault. He’d been too inattentive of his guests and therefore hadn’t seen her coming until it was too bloody late. Portia had very neatly cornered him in the little alcove off the main corridor, which was where they were at that precise moment, her hand brazenly roaming his thigh. “I’ve never forgotten you, Arthur, not for a single moment,” she murmured in her best bedroom voice.

“Of course not,” Arthur drawled, and reached down into the swirl of Portia’s heavy satin skirts around him to peel her hand away, finger by finger.

“It is you I imagine when he is on top of me,” she whispered huskily, and lifted her hand to the large black pearl nestled at the swell of her bountiful bosom, carefully tracing a line around it that dipped lower and lower into the décolletage of her gold satin gown. “It is you who makes love to me in my dreams.”

Actually, he’d wager the bitch was thinking of Roth’s rather sizable fortune when he was on top of her … yes, drawn and quartered, thank you, with his limbs scattered to the far corners of the earth just so he should never hear this tripe again.

Her fingers stubbornly sought the inside of his thigh again. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, darling.” She said it in exactly the same voice she had used when they were eighteen, the same soft purr that made Arthur profess his undying love to her a dozen times over. That voice, along with her smoldering look, had sent him off to breathlessly ask his father for permission to offer for her, to which his grace had quietly informed him that Miss Bellows was already betrothed to Robert Lampley. Two years older than Arthur, Robert Lampley was destined to inherit a fortune and a title—exactly one more attribute than Arthur possessed. It was the first time in his life that he had understood just how insignificant the untitled third son of a powerful duke could be.

Now, at six and thirty, he understood how tiresome women could be, and calmly removed Portia’s hand again. “My Lady Roth, you know that I don’t believe a word that passes between your lips,” he said, and smiled as if she amused him, though nothing could be further from the truth. Everything she did humiliated him and when she was really in top form, she made a colossal fool of him. Ah, yes—Portia Bellows had duped Lord Arthur Christian of the Duchy of Sutherland not once, but twice, thank you, and evidently, judging by the way her fingers were boldly flitting across his groin now, she had in mind to attempt an astounding third supreme humiliation.

Standing in the alcove, hidden from any guest who might be wandering off to the privy by one of the large potted plants Arthur’s sister-in-law Lauren was inordinately fond of forcing on him, Portia boldly moved to cup the protuberance between his legs in her palm. She smiled wickedly; Arthur matched her smile with an insouciant one of his own, knowing that there was nothing the woman could do that would ever get that reaction from him again. He circled her wrist and squeezed hard. “Your husband is not fifty feet away,” he softly rebuked her.

Her cheeks flushed, she carelessly shrugged her lovely shoulders. “He cannot see us, and even if he did, he would not care.”

“Ah, but I do,” he said, and squeezed so tightly that he feared he might actually snap her bones before she finally let go of him.

Pouting like a child, she jerked her wrist from his grip and stepped back, rubbing the offended appendage. “You are horribly mean-spirited! You would fault me after all these years for merely seeking a way to survive this cruel world!”

With a low, irreverent chuckle, Arthur casually folded his arms across his chest. “I fault you for many things, love, but surviving is not one of them.”

Her dark brown eyes flashed with ire. “You’ve no idea whom you insult, my lord!”

“On the contrary,” he said, giving her a mocking bow. “You have the distinction of being the one woman I wouldn’t bed if even to save my very life.”

Portia’s eyes widened; she caught a small cry of indignation in her throat. “There is no need to be hateful!” Arthur grinned indolently. Portia pressed her lips together in a thin line, turned abruptly, and marched toward the double mahogany doors leading into the ballroom, cutting him in a way only a thoroughbred aristocratic woman could do. A footman just barely reached the door and opened it before she sailed through, her gold skirts swinging against the man’s legs with her strut.

Smiling lazily, Arthur adjusted his neckcloth and smoothed back a thick, unruly wave of golden-brown hair. Portia was still a beauty, he would give her that. Red hair, alabaster skin … but a viper all the same, and no one knew it better than he. After she had crushed his foolish young heart when they were eighteen, she had married Lampley, given him a daughter a few years later, then had watched him die from some fever. She was still in her widow weeds when she had sent for Arthur, artfully dredging up sentiments he had thought long buried. She had been persistent—when at last he relented, she had tearfully confessed it was him she had loved all those years. Although she was a fool to think it would affect him now, those words had moved him then, and well she knew it. Nonetheless, he was resistant, eager to avoid having his heart dashed to little pieces a second time.

And he might have actually spared himself the humiliating sting of her claws had Phillip not died when he did.

It was immediately following the events of Dunwoody that he had found himself drifting, quite unable to find his stride. It was when the dreams had begun, dreams of Phillip walking about with the gaping black hole in his chest, mocking Arthur with his death. It was during those long, black hours that he had turned to Portia, seeking a comfort he recalled from summers long since faded. Portia had eagerly given herself to him, had whispered sweet promises in his ear, made him believe that she truly had pined for him all those years. Sorry fool, he was—it was a great shock to read in the Times one morning that Lord Roth was to marry Portia that spring.

Oh, Portia had wailed prettily when Arthur confronted her—what, she had cried, was a poor widow to do? Worse yet, he discovered that she was toying with not one, but two other suitors, each titled in their own right. But not him, not Arthur Christian, not the son who probably should have bowed to the family’s wishes years ago and joined the clergy in some quiet little parish.

With a sigh, he shoved his hands into his pockets and strolled to the ballroom entrance, pausing there to look around the room crowded with the elite of the British aristocracy.

The room fairly sparkled—the light of dozens of candles suspended on crystal chandeliers glittered against the ornate jewels on the hands and necks of the silk-clad ladies. Everywhere he looked there was opulence—heavy crystal flutes of champagne engraved with the Sutherland seal, gold-filled fixtures, fine bone china, hand-carved furnishings, great works of art.

In addition to the two hundred or more guests whom Arthur knew would give their firstborn to be in attendance tonight, there were also those dearest to him—his mother and lady Aunt Paddington, or Paddy as they affectionately called her. His brother Alex and his wife Lauren. Kettering and his wife Claudia. Only Adrian and Lilliana were missing, kept in the country with the birth of their son. This was, he thought indifferently, a Sutherland home, there was no doubt of it. This was a scene that was played out many times throughout the year. This was the haute ton at its highest caliber.

Arthur wished he were anywhere but here.

There was nothing for him here, nothing that held his interest or inspired him to greater things. He felt as if life was slowly marching past him while he hosted one grand fête after another, taking his youth with it and any sense of purpose he might have had as a young man. He had no idea where he belonged anymore.

His gaze inadvertently fell on Portia, who was now smiling prettily at Lord Whitehurst. The look on her face made him want to turn and walk out the door of his home and keep walking until he escaped the reverie and reached the Tam O’Shanter, the Rogues old haunt, but his brother Alex caught his eye and started toward him. Arthur dutifully waited, trying very hard to maintain an expressionless façade.

Alex paused to take a flute of champagne from a heavy silver tray a footman extended to him as he reached the door. “Need to warn you, old chap,” he said, glancing behind him, “my darling wife has a maggot in her head to introduce you to Warrenton’s daughter”—he gave Arthur a look—“she’s a bit on the plain side.”

“Marvelous,” Arthur drawled.

“Ah, and here she comes now,” Alex muttered before beaming a smile over Arthur’s shoulder. Arthur turned, smiling, too, as Lauren neared them, extending her hand.

“Arthur! You are a dreadful host! I’ve been looking all over for you,” she playfully scolded him as he took her hand in his.

“I humbly beg your forgiveness,” he said gallantly, bowing low over her hand. “I was unavoidably detained with a small housekeeping matter.”

“Oh,” Lauren said uncertainly, then suddenly grinned again. “Well now that I’ve found you, I am so very eager to make an introduction—”

“Ah, Kettering!” Arthur quickly interrupted, nodding in the general direction of the hearth. “You will excuse me, but I’ve an important matter that really can’t wait,” he said, and inclining his head politely, stepped aside before Lauren could object.

“Liar!” he heard her mutter cheerfully under her breath, followed by Alex’s throaty chuckle.

Arthur flashed a grin at her before disappearing into the crowd. He made his way deeper into the room, pausing only to greet his mother and aunt. The dowager duchess smiled warmly. “You look devilishly handsome,” she whispered to him. Arthur idly glanced down at the black superfine coat, the heavily embroidered silk waistcoat. He thought he rather looked as he did every day—trussed up like a Christmas goose.

“Never mind that,” Paddy said excitedly, and clapped her hands like a girl, making the fat white sausage curls dance around her cherubic face. “Miss Amelia, the daughter of the very important Lord Warrenton, is in attendance tonight!”

Aha. So Lauren had already gathered her troops for the attack. Arthur loved his sister-in-law dearly, but she seemed absolutely determined to see him shackled to a debutante from here to eternity. “I am certain Miss Amelia will have a grand time of it.” He patted his mother’s hand then carefully extracted his arm. “Ladies, you will excuse me?” Ignoring Paddy’s blustering protest, he continued on until he reached the sideboard where his butler, Barnaby, had laid out an impressive array of liqueurs and brandies. Shooing a footman away, Arthur poured champagne into a heavy engraved crystal flute.

“Rather thought you were going to abandon me to the conspirators in Miss Amelia’s new courtship.”

Arthur chuckled and turned toward the familiar voice of Julian Dane, the earl of Kettering. “What then, are they all quite afraid I shall be put on the shelf before the year’s end?”

Julian laughed. “You and Miss Amelia both, apparently,” he said, and signaled the hovering footman to pour him a brandy.

“It appears I shall be forced to have another frank discussion with my sister-in-law. Speaking of impossible women, what have you done with your wife?”

Julian chuckled as he accepted the imported French brandy from the footman, then nodded lazily to where a small string orchestra was resting for a brief interval. Claudia was perched on the edge of a French settee, her elbows on her knees as she pressed home what was an undoubtedly very important point to the rather vapid Lord Perry. “I predict Perry will hand over everything he’s got in the three-percents before he even realizes what has happened,” Julian said, hiding a proud smile behind his snifter. Arthur had no doubt that was true. If there was a force in London who could raise funds for worthy causes, it was Lady Kettering. She had the ability to charm a man right out of his stockings—literally, in Julian’s case. He was about to comment as much when Barnaby suddenly appeared at his elbow. “Beggin’ your pardon, my lord, but Lord Rothembow insists upon a word.”

Rothembow. The name evoked a flash of his dream last night—a ballroom just like this, glimpses of Phillip, trying to catch him to demand an explanation, a reason.

Bloody hell.

Arthur exchanged a look with Julian as he set aside his champagne flute. “Show him to the morning room,” he instructed Barnaby, and turned only to see Rothembow pushing through the crowd, bearing down on them. The crowd seemed to turn as one toward the three men as Rothembow came to an exaggerated stop in front of them. It was exceedingly awkward; Rothembow had not been invited; his dress clearly indicated as much. But regardless of what anyone thought, Arthur would not deny the man entrance, he would not deny him anything, really, and simply nodded his head in greeting, “My lord.”

Rothembow’s thick gray eyebrows shot together in one long frown. A full head shorter than Arthur, the rotund man snapped his head back to better glare at them. “Christian, I would have a word if you please,” he said gruffly, and reached into his coat pocket, withdrawing a folded paper. “I have in my hand a matter of some consequence. It would seem that the Christian solicitation offices have failed me once again.”

Arthur exchanged a quick, wary look with Julian. “I beg your pardon, sir, but if this is a matter of business perhaps it best would be discussed—”

“I will not be put off, my lord!” he angrily interjected. “I received this letter just today, and while the contents of it were quite disturbing, let me assure you it came as no surprise to me to learn that at least one of you was involved—”

“Shall we adjourn to the morning room?” Julian asked sharply. Rothembow paused, mouth open, then thought better of what he would say and quickly shut it. With a curt nod of his head, he stepped aside so Arthur could lead the way.

Arthur could hardly fault the man for despising the Rogues as he did; he supposed it was quite natural for a man to assign blame when he lost a son, particularly in the manner Rothembow lost his. But the same Lord Rothembow who had once taught four young boys to play cricket now made his disdain for them known at every opportunity, and even publicly refused to be in the same room with Adrian. As Arthur stepped into the crowd, his thoughts and old despair carefully masked, he felt the old but familiar sense of anger with Phillip he had harbored these three long years now.

They moved silently down the thickly carpeted corridor with Barnaby hurrying ahead, and paused as one just across the threshold of the morning room, waiting patiently for Barnaby to light several candelabrum. As the door shut silently behind Barnaby, Arthur turned and looked at Rothembow. “My lord?” he asked coolly.

Rothembow’s small blue eyes turned to ice. “You wouldn’t stop him, would you? Not as long as you stood to gain a pound or two,” he spat and tossed the folded paper onto the desk. It slid across the highly polished oak until Arthur caught it. “I am quite certain you were aware of this … of this lunacy!”

Julian cast a questioning glance at Arthur as he quickly unfolded the paper. It was a letter addressed to the Christian Brothers’ offices, signed by a Mr. Jamie Regis, Esquire, of Stirling, Scotland, dated July 1, 1835—almost two years past. Scanning the words neatly penned on the thick vellum, words like debt and arrears and taxes leapt out at Arthur, and slowly, he began to understand what he was reading.

Phillip’s cattle.

This had to do with the land and cattle in the central highlands of Scotland in which Phillip had invested only weeks before his death. Arthur had forgotten about it, but he saw now that his instincts at the time had been correct—it was, apparently, a very foolish investment. He shoved the letter toward Julian, turned away from Rothembow, and walked to the hearth, his mind whirling with sober memories. Oh he had known of it, all right, and had thought it a terribly ill-advised thing to do, sight unseen, particularly when, over the last several years, many cattle enterprises in Scotland had been lost to sheep farming.

But Phillip had been ecstatic, his boyish enthusiasm for the venture making him almost giddy. Apparently, a Scot farmer, up to his neck in debt, had offered part of his holdings in exchange for a cash infusion. Phillip had been so enamored of the deal that he had offered to subsidize the purchase of cattle, believing that the cattle market would be revived and make him a rich man, provide him a means for getting out from under his own mountain of debt. Arthur had warned him that it would take years of profits to reduce his debt, during which time the interest would continue to mount. But Phillip had cavalierly waved him off as if that was no concern and proceeded to arrange the purchase through the Christian Brothers’ offices. And Arthur, as he was so damn good at doing, had kept his mouth shut and thereby allowed Phillip to dig his hole a little deeper. That ridiculous purchase had been some sort of desperate grope for sanity on Phillip’s part, an attempt to turn his life around and make a fresh start … an attempt at equilibrium.

“I don’t understand,” Julian said behind him. “This letter is two years old.”

“Apparently it has been misdirected for some time,” Rothembow muttered.

“I wasn’t aware that Phillip had invested in land in Scotland,” Julian said, more to himself.

“Yes, my lord, he purchased a worthless herd of cattle and an even less desirable parcel of land only weeks before he was killed!” Rothembow fairly shouted. “And now I am to pay in excess of twenty thousand pounds for it, but God save me if that will be all!”

Arthur glanced over his shoulder; Rothembow fixed an angry glare on him and continued. “You knew about this, Christian! He entered that ridiculous venture through your offices!”

“Yes, I knew it.”

“Then you knew he was throwing good money down a rat hole! My God, how in good conscience could you have allowed it? Surely you could have at least stopped him from making such a foolish purchase!”

Surely he could have at least stopped Phillip from killing himself. That’s what Rothembow wanted to say, and they both knew it.

“Here now, my lord,” Julian quickly interjected. “Phillip was a grown man, responsible for his own actions!”

Rothembow turned on him. “He was a drunkard! A worthless, penniless drunk! He was doomed from the moment he met the likes of you,” he said, gesturing wildly at both of them. “My Phillip was a good boy until then, a very good boy, but you ruined him! The Rogues ruined him, and now … now …” Rothembow’s voice suddenly trailed off; his blue eyes skirted the walls and ceiling before his shoulders slumped. He glanced blindly down at his feet like a defeated man and exhaled a long, weary sigh.

The three men stood in silence for a long moment until Arthur asked quietly, “What would you have us do?”

The small sound of grief from Rothembow scored Arthur’s heart. “I would that you give me back my son, Christian,” he said hoarsely, and lifted a watery gaze. “Short of that, I would very much appreciate it if you would instruct your offices to handle this unseemly matter at once and clear my son’s name. Do whatever it takes, but dear God, at least allow my son’s name to be respected in one corner of the kingdom! Let him have his peace somewhere!”

Arthur glanced at the letter lying on the library table. “I don’t know what can be done, but I give you my word, I shall endeavor to repair it, my lord.”

With another subdued sigh, Rothembow looked at Julian, then turned and walked slowly to the door. “I fear this will never end,” he said raggedly as he reached for the handle. “My son will never rest in peace.” He closed the door loudly behind him.

“If his son never rests in peace, it is his own damn doing, not ours!” Arthur muttered resentfully at the closed door.

With a halfhearted shrug, Julian moved to a drink cart and poured two whiskeys, holding one out to Arthur. “Rothembow will always believe we killed him. Nothing will ever change that.”

“Phillip killed himself! And he made his own foolish decisions,” Arthur responded, gesturing angrily toward the letter. “Why in God’s name would he buy a herd of Highland cattle?” To have something to hold, something to make him normal. Arthur strode angrily to the table and picked up the paper. The lawyer’s neat script detailing the troubled property made the indignation mount, but for who or what, Arthur suddenly wasn’t sure. It seemed that everything Phillip tried ended in one disaster or another, as if the heavens were dead set against him. He folded the paper and put it in his coat pocket, then tossed the whiskey down his throat.

“Come on, then. Your guests will wonder where you’ve gone off to,” Julian said.

Arthur glared at the door. “Heaven knows I have tried to understand why he did it, but I can find no reason for it. Nonetheless, I didn’t force him onto that field any more than you or Adrian, and I am sick unto death of taking the blame for it, I swear to God that I am!”

“Then don’t, Arthur,” Julian said quietly. “We can never understand why he did what he did.” He opened the door, waiting for Arthur. “And a man could make himself insane trying.”

For the rest of the evening, Arthur ignored the letter burning in the inside pocket of his coat. Almost mindlessly, he did what was expected of him—he spoke at length to the dimwitted Perry, despite feeling as if he was talking to the wall. He bantered a bit with Sir Fox about the horse races, charmed a group of young ladies who giggled like children, and suffered through two quadrilles. In the dining room, where tables and chairs had been set up for the dancers, he talked amicably with Miss Amelia, Warrenton’s homely, but well-endowed daughter—both physically and financially, as Julian discreetly pointed out—over a plate of goose and asparagus awash in French crème sauce.

He played his part well, but he scarcely recalled a thing he heard or said—he could not stop thinking about Phillip. He hadn’t thought about him like this in months, had managed to push his anger and resentment down until he could pass several days without thinking of him. Until another dream would come, unwanted.

But now this—honestly, had Phillip really believed that an ill-advised venture in Scotland would make a difference to his situation? Why hadn’t he asked for advice, sought counsel on his growing debt from the finest solicitation offices in the kingdom? Offices that just happened to belong to one of his closest friends? Why did he kill himself?

When several of the guests returned to the dancing, and a few select men gathered in the library, Arthur watched Julian turn a beaming smile to Claudia as she glided past. He could see the adoration shining in Julian’s eyes and felt a faintly familiar tug in his chest that felt, oddly, a bit like envy. It could not be envy, however—Arthur Christian did not envy men their wives. All he had to do was look at Portia to remember why that was.

After the men had exhausted their talk of politics in the library and had vowed to support Alex in his reform efforts in the Lords, they rejoined the ball. Arthur followed, filled to the brim now with a growing anger at Phillip, and worse, the old anguish buried deep inside him that Rothembow had stirred. He stood alone like some abandoned soul, staring morosely at the dancers, anxious for the evening to end.

When he had at last made himself quite miserable with the incessant rumination of Phillip and life and what might have been, he slipped out of the ballroom and onto the terrace behind the mansion’s breakfast room, away from the guests who had filtered into the gardens.

The flare of a match caught him by surprise; he glanced over his shoulder as Julian extended a cheroot toward him. “Made with the finest blend of American tobacco. Delivered just this morning.”

Arthur took the cheroot and inhaled, then watched the smoke slowly rise up to the ink-black sky.

“I take it then you are finished with the dancing,” Julian remarked.

Arthur shrugged. “I needed some air.”

“You’ve allowed Rothembow to unsettle you.”

Arthur shot a curious look at Julian; he shrugged, exhaled the smoke of his cheroot. “Face it, Christian, you’ve always been a bit too sentimental for your own good.”

“Dear God, here we go again,” Arthur snorted. “From one sentimental fool to another.”

Julian ignored that. “I wasn’t aware that he had invested cattle or land in Scotland.”

Frowning lightly, Arthur shoved his hands in his pockets. “I knew,” he admitted quietly. “It just seemed … at the time he seemed quite desperate for it, as if that bloody land would solve some monumental problem. The worst of it is that I didn’t advise him against it in spite of seeing that it was a rather foolish thing to do.”

“Phillip Rothembow was responsible for his own affairs, Arthur, not you. You can’t punish yourself forever.”

Apparently they were destined to have this conversation again, the one in which Julian would insist Arthur didn’t deserve to shoulder the blame for what had happened to Phillip, that he was sliding too far into isolation where guilt would consume him. And then Julian would insist that what happened to Phillip was his fault, that he had known Phillip better than most, had been close enough to see his demise.

“I don’t disagree, really. But you can’t deny I might have advised him—”

“And you might have let him make his own decisions, like any man. You wouldn’t presume to advise Albright against a purchase like that unless he sought your counsel. You certainly wouldn’t think to tell me to invest in the percents instead of those dusty old manuscripts. Why should Rothembow have been any different?”

Julian’s interminable logic never worked in this conversation. Phillip was different because he was Phillip. Unwilling to argue, Arthur looked away, into the dark beyond them. “Nevertheless, I promised Rothembow I would look into it and do what I could. I suppose I shall have to send someone up there—Redmond, perhaps. He’s done quite well for us. He might enjoy—”

“No. You believe it all your fault? Then you go,” Julian said sharply, and Arthur looked up, surprised. “You go, Arthur, and clear Phillip’s name, do whatever it takes to release this enormous guilt you carry if you think you can.”

“Go to Scotland? Don’t be ridiculous.”

“What’s so ridiculous about it? You rarely leave London. You’ve mentioned a desire to see one of the Scottish clippers that are beating the Christian fleet to every port. And since you insist on bearing Phillip’s death like your own personal cross, what better way to help him now? Really, Arthur, what have you to lose? It’s not as if there is anything to hold you here!”

To his credit, Arthur managed to hide his considerable irritation at that remark with an indulgent smile. “Thank you for your advice, Kettering. I shall consider it.”

With a look of pure disdain, Julian tossed down his cheroot and ground it out with his heel. “Very well, then, wallow in your guilt,” he said irritably, and walked away.

Arthur watched him, almost laughing aloud at the absurdity of his suggestion. But by the time he returned to the ballroom, the smile had faded, replaced by a feeling of distraction.

He couldn’t just up and go. Edinburgh was not an easy journey; it would take some time. And there was far too much to be done here. Or was there? A dozen or more highly trained solicitors handled the Christian family wealth; they hardly needed him for anything other than to lend his signature to papers and bank drafts. And he really was rather keen on examining the Scottish clippers that were outpacing every other ship on the seas.

Still … Arthur shook his head. A journey deep into Scotland was hardly the same thing as popping over to Paris. And it wasn’t as if he knew anyone there at all—he’d be virtually alone. Yet it wasn’t as if he was engaged in any meaningful activity here. His life consisted merely of another Season’s events, which included, he thought with a grimace, the constant parade of unmarried debutantes under his nose, the occasional outing with Julian and Adrian when they weren’t engaged with their families, and the periodic call to Madame Farantino’s to tend to his physical needs. There was nothing: no purpose, no reason for him to be here. He did not really belong here.

A movement to his right caught Arthur’s eye and he glanced across the room, his gaze landing on Portia. She was smiling seductively at him while her husband chatted with another gentleman, fingering the pearl at her bosom again, openly stroking herself.

No, it wasn’t as if there was anything or anyone to hold him in London.

He owed this to Phillip, didn’t he? He had failed him miserably; the least he could do was try and clean up the mess he had left in Scotland and establish his good name again.

Arthur pondered it until the early morning hours when the ball finally began to draw to a close. Julian and Claudia were among the first to escape. As they stood beneath the great stone portico and waited for a runner to fetch their driver, Claudia slipped her hand into Arthur’s and smiled up at him, winking mischievously. “I’ve convinced my stubborn husband that we ought to have a supper party, Wednesday next. Wouldn’t you please come, Arthur? I’m rather keen to invite Miss Wilhelmina Bentson-Fitzmayor. She is a dear friend of mine and her father a rather generous benefactor to the Whitney–Dane School for Girls, but she hasn’t been introduced as of yet. You’d be doing me a great honor.”

Arthur returned Claudia’s bright smile and squeezed her hand affectionately. “I am terribly sorry, but I’m afraid I must decline,” he said smoothly.

Julian chuckled as their coach pulled to the curb. “I assure you, Miss Wilhelmina Bentson-Fitzmayor is a far sight lovelier than her name.”

Arthur bent to kiss Claudia’s cheek, then returned Julian’s smirk as he helped her into the coach. “I don’t doubt for a moment that she is, but I shan’t be in London Wednesday next,” he said as Claudia settled herself on the squabs.

“Indeed?” Julian drawled as he stepped inside the cab. “And where exactly might you be, old chum?”

Arthur smiled. “Scotland.”


Chapter Two

EDINBURGH, SCOTLAND

Mr. Jamie Regis, Esquire, stared at the man sitting across from him in the leather winged-back chair, quietly reading a letter. He didn’t like the looks of Lord Arthur Christian very much; he had that air of suffocating wealth about him. Not that Jamie Regis had anything against wealth … he just didn’t like being summoned by it.

And summoned was exactly what Christian had done, sending him a letter one month ago dictating exactly where and when he would be expected to show himself, without any thought as to how difficult it might be for Jamie to come all the way to Edinburgh. The English Ass had business in Edinburgh, and therefore expected the world to come to him, just like the rich sheep farmers Jamie often represented.

Look at him. He was awfully pleased with himself, wasn’t he? Sitting there like the king himself, right in the middle of the drawing room of the fancy Kenilworth Hotel, one leg draped casually over the other as he read the bank’s letter. Jamie considered himself rather dapper in his grooming, but the Ass was wearing a dark brown coat made of a material so fine it had to have come all the way from Paris. And his waistcoat—Lord, the pale green waistcoat was silk, Jamie was quite certain of it, and embroidered with rose and dark brown thread that exactly matched his coat. His pale green and brown neckcloth was impeccably tied, and the cut of his hair—a bit longer than the current style, Jamie thought smugly—was trimmed in such a way as to tame the waves in it. Even the man’s side whiskers were, impossibly, perfectly matched. It just wasn’t possible for a man to be that exacting on himself!

He shifted his gaze to Christian’s hands and smirked. They were big, large hands—perfectly manicured, a heavy gold seal of some sort on the left ring finger—hands that had never worked a day.

Jamie’s smirk faded as his gaze dropped to the man’s feet—and he quietly sucked in his breath. It was Christian’s boots that held him in awe. Rich, supple leather, tanned to shining perfection, rising up to a flawless fit just below his knee. Jamie Regis would have laid down his life for a pair of boots like that.

“Mr. Regis?”

Caught salivating over the man’s boots, Jamie colored. He looked up, felt instantly overpowered—the other thing the Ass possessed was a very sharp hazel gaze. “Aye?” he responded tightly.

“I’m still a bit unclear. You handled Lord Rothembow’s investment in property in … where was it again … ah yes, Glenbaden, in Perthshire, is that correct?”

Jamie nodded.

“I imagine it is rather picturesque there.”

When Jamie refused comment again, Christian smiled knowingly. “And you negotiated a settlement on the land and cattle with the Bank of Scotland for one-half the purchase price of eight thousand pounds to be paid at signing, and a loan against the other half for which the tenant had a responsibility to pay with proceeds from the sale of six beeves per annum over three subsequent years?”

He had to think hard about that succinct summary; slowly, he nodded.

Christian cocked his head to one side. “Please help me to understand, Mr. Regis. This letter from the bank clearly states that the debt owed on one-half the purchase price is in arrears and the taxes have not been paid since the loan was granted. I understood that a rather sizable herd of cattle was purchased with the land—was it not considered collateral against that loan?” he asked smoothly.

Lord, the man’s gaze did not waver at all; Jamie felt as if it was actually piercing him all the way through his skull and to the chair behind his head as he waited for an answer. Unnerved, he hastily dropped his gaze and fumbled through a stack of papers he held on his lap. “Milord, it appears that ah …” Christ, what was the tenant’s name again? He hadn’t been to that glen in three years now, but God Almighty, whoever would have thought his practice would explode as it had … “Ah, Fraser,” he quickly continued, latching onto the man’s Christian name from some dust-covered memory. “Ahem. Aye, milord, Fraser did not make the payments to the bank as was agreed. Now, in thirty-four, there was quite a drought, quite a drought indeed, and I rather imagine there was no grazing land to speak of. And then in thirty-five there was a great influx of sheep to the region. That would be—”

“Mr. Regis,” Christian smoothly interrupted in a way that made Jamie grit his teeth, “shouldn’t this … Fraser … have contacted you and asked for arrangements to be made with Lord Rothembow’s handlers in London when he missed the first payment? Or the second? Certainly the third?”

There was no arguing that point; Jamie stopped fumbling through his papers and met the man’s gaze head on. “Aye, milord, he certainly should have. But I did send a letter to Lord Rothembow at once upon receiving the correspondence from the bank.”

A slight frown crossed the Ass’s features and Jamie imagined that were he a solicitor here, he would personally call on his clients to see after things instead of relying on them to tell him when something was amiss. Well bloody hell, he could hardly be blamed for the fact that his practice had tripled in the last five years. Surely even the perfect Lord Arthur Christian wouldn’t have turned down the sheep herders that came to him, even if they were spread between Inverness and Fort William and Skye and—

“Please take note, Mr. Regis,” the insufferable man said, and templing his fingers, narrowed his eyes and stared into space for a moment before continuing. “You will call on Fraser directly and inform him that, due to the deplorable state of his covenant with Lord Rothembow, the covenant is hereby and immediately suspended.” He paused, sipped delicately at a whiskey, then glanced curiously at Jamie. “You are making note, I trust?”

Miraculously, Jamie refrained from saying what was on the tip of his tongue, bent his head, and gripping his pencil so tightly that his fingers hurt, scratched out the instruction he had just been given. “I am taking note, milord,” he said tightly.

“Furthermore, you may tell him that he is to be evicted forthwith from the property and the land and remaining cattle to be put to sale as soon as possible, the proceeds of which will go to retire the outstanding debt, the taxes owed, and the interest accumulated these four years.” He paused again, quietly waiting for Jamie to finish writing his exact instructions. When Jamie at last lifted his head again, Christian leaned forward, commanding Jamie’s undivided attention. “When you make this call, sir,” he said low, “you should be quite clear with Mr. Fraser that I fully intend to pursue all remedies afforded to me by Scottish law in an effort to recoup the losses he has caused the late Phillip Rothembow, and that I will do so as the lawful agent of the Rothembow estate and with the full authority of the British Crown. Is that understood?”

He spoke like a mercenary, as if he handed down such cold edicts all the time. Jamie nodded dumbly.

Christian responded with a curt nod of his own. “Very good. In the meantime, I shall travel to Dundee upon concluding my business in Glasgow and pay the interest due as well as the taxes owed so that we may dispose of the property without hindrance.”

He paused again, caught the eye of the servant across the room and nodded faintly at the whiskey glass next to his elbow before turning to Jamie again. “I shall expect to hear from you as to a date we might meet again and conclude this ugly business. But please understand that I fully expect to be on a ship to London by the end of the month and will brook no delays. I believe that is all, sir. Thank you for coming.”

Jamie blinked. He couldn’t be entirely certain—the Ass spoke awfully fast in the clipped tone of the aristocracy—but he thought he had just been dismissed. His eyes narrowed slightly; he puffed his cheeks and loudly gathered his belongings, fuming over the notion that he had come all the way from Inverness like a dog at this man’s summons, only to be ordered about and dismissed like a servant. The thought so angered him that he stood abruptly and immediately dropped several of his papers.

The King leaned over the arm of his chair and retrieved them. “Your papers, sir.”

Jamie quickly snatched them from his hand. “Why, thank you, milord,” he snarled, and turned on his heel, fully intending to march away.

“Mr. Regis!”

Jamie stopped, debating whether or not to turn for fear that he might actually explode. Slowly, he glanced over his shoulder.

“You forgot to inquire as to where you may reach me. When you have completed your task, you may send word to the Sherbrooke in Dundee to the attention of Lord Arthur Christian.”

“The Sherbrooke,” Jamie managed to echo, and turned sharply, marching quickly from the posh drawing room of the Kenilworth before he did something foolish, like snap the man’s neck. As he paused just outside the door to straighten his things and himself, he glanced back—Lord Arthur Christian was sipping a fresh whiskey that had materialized, casually reading a newspaper.

No, he did not like that haughty English Ass one bit. Not one bit.

Later, at a tavern near the highway where Jamie waited to board an overnight coach to Stirling, he looked at the notes he had made while suffering through that interview. He knew that Christian fully expected him to call on … Fraser? What in the devil was his name, anyway? But a trip to the central Highlands really wasn’t practical just now. Jamie retrieved a leather-bound book from his satchel and opened it. There, in his neat script, was a list of appointments and legal matters he had pending. It was obvious from the extensive list that there was no time to go tramping about the Trossachs. Actually, he was desperately needed in Fort Williams where one of his clients was in a terribly heated dispute about a shipment of tobacco that sank off the French coast.

Lifting a tankard of ale to his lips, Jamie Regis pondered his dilemma.

In all honesty, a letter would have as much impact as his calling. He could simply write Fraser Whateverhisname, explain the details of the eviction, and fix a date for his final call. The arrogant Ass would never know the difference—he’d get what he wanted, which was the settlement of the estate. Aye, this course was justified—he had far too much real work to take the additional time. He would simply pen a letter, inform Fraser that he would call four weeks hence to “conclude this ugly business,” as Christian put it, and tend to his business in Fort William.

Right.

A letter.

That’s what he’d do. Just as soon as he found the man’s blasted name.


Chapter Three

GLENBADEN, CENTRAL HIGHLANDS, SCOTLAND

When the hapless young Willie Keith delivered the weekly post to the scattering of modest homes in Glenbaden each week, the residents—what few of them were left, anyway—gathered in their yards and waited. Not for Willie, of course, but the widow Kerry McKinnon. Mrs. McKinnon had the task of actually delivering the post because young Willie was so desperately in love with her, he couldn’t rightly read the names on the vellums, much less find his way down the rutted lane snaking through the glen.

So every Wednesday, Willie Keith rode through the barley field of their peaceful little glen on the back of his mule. He looked neither left nor right, but simply disappeared over the knoll that led to the big white house of the late Fraser McKinnon. And every Wednesday, shortly after Willie’s arrival, Mrs. McKinnon would appear on the knoll with a basket in her hand, leaving the poor young Willie to stare after her with such longing on his freckled face that the residents couldn’t help but worry that this would be the week he would actually expire with it.

Yet there wasn’t one of them who didn’t feel his obvious longing stir something deep inside their own venerable souls. Not that a casual observer could tell from looking at any of them, but once they had all been just as young as Wee Willie.

On a particularly clear and cloudless summer morning, however, no one was chuckling at poor Willie Keith—they were far too concerned with the urgency they sensed in Kerry McKinnon’s step as she marched down the rutted lane with the basket of letters clutched in her hand. The dozen inhabitants stood in their little yards with their chickens, dogs, and children at their feet, warily exchanging looks as she handed out the neat bundles of letters. It was unusual to see her so distracted—she had forgotten her always-cheerful greeting, her inquiry into their respective well-being.

She hardly spoke at all.

More than one wondered if the pretty, dark-haired lass wasn’t feeling a wee bit ill. Little wonder if she was—the lass worked like a dog to keep them all going, rising with the first gasp of the day and toiling well after its last sputter into the night. In spite of the work it took just to keep the crops growing, the livestock fed, the house and barn in repair, Kerry McKinnon also found time in every day to see after them, each and every one. She called on Red Donner to see after his gout, made sure the old hag Winifred had awakened to another sunrise (and blast it if she hadn’t), helped the young mother of three, Loribeth, with her chores. She was the glen’s lifeblood, and to see even the slightest crease of a frown on her fair brow made them all feel a little out of sorts.

But unbeknownst to the residents, Kerry McKinnon had started the day in perfectly fine health. In fact, she had been feeling so robust that she had tackled the very daunting task of cleaning the old barn, attacking it with gusto—until Willie brought her the weekly post. She smiled at the carrot-topped lad, asked after his sister who had been ailing. Even though she saw her mother’s handwriting on one folded vellum—which caused her to shudder involuntarily as it always did—it was the neat little signature of Mr. Jamie Regis, Esquire, on the back of a very heavy vellum that caused her stomach to churn.

Kerry remembered the name of Regis all right, but worse, she remembered Fraser had done something through him that she had never fully understood and had suspected was quite ill-advised. A sense of impending doom had immediately tightened her throat. She snatched the letter from the little basket, hastily broke the seal, and unconsciously lifted a hand to her neck as she began to read, choking on the contents.

After the necessary and extremely wordy felicitations, the letter very simply said that the land she was standing on was forfeit and marked to be sold, that she was to be sued for Fraser’s debts, and oh God … immediately evicted.

Evicted!

Her hand suddenly shaking, Kerry had quickly grabbed the left side of the letter to steady it and read it once more, certain she had misunderstood, positive there was a clause that she had missed.

Unfortunately, she had understood it all too well.

Somehow, she had managed to smile at Willie, to send him to the kitchen and the freshly baked biscuits there. Somehow, she had managed to put the post in her basket and start down the lane toward the cottages that dotted the glen. She had forced herself to smile and greet her neighbors as she handed out the mail, and now, she was miraculously managing to walk out of their midst, away from their curious gazes, turning at the end of the lane toward the loch, her head high.

Blind to the path in front of her, she walked, seeing nothing but Mr. Regis’s neat script citing irreparable debt and mismanagement, and the ridiculously short time of four weeks allotted her to pay her debt and avoid any legal consequence.

This was unbelievable! Fraser had sold a large portion of the family land, had owed money she had no inkling of before his death, and now she stood to lose everything because of it, be tossed away like so much garbage, along with his cousins, Angus and May, and Thomas, too. Not to mention the others in Glenbaden, the last of Clan McKinnon, his own family! Dear God, where would they go? What would they do?

An invisible vise suddenly clutched her stomach; Kerry abruptly stopped and bent over, her pain real in the wake of understanding what the letter meant.

But after a moment, she forced herself up. She couldn’t let the others know of this disaster, not yet, not until she had thought of something. Anything! They would panic; Thomas would do something rash. No, she couldn’t let them know, not until she had tried everything to save them.

But Mr. Regis had given her only four weeks!

Despairing, Kerry continued walking, moving woodenly toward the loch as her mind raced, desperately seeking solutions to this catastrophe. But there was nothing—she had no money, nothing of any value. There were no options, nothing save her mother …

Not that. Never that! She stumbled to a stop again, brought a hand to her eyes as she squeezed them shut. Tears burned her eyes, but she pushed herself forward, told herself to keep moving, keep thinking, which she did almost unconsciously until she found herself on her knees beside her husband’s grave, staring at the little cross, the awful letters clutched in one hand.

“You lied to me, Fraser.”

She had believed him when he told her everything would be all right. Yes, well, it was all right for Fraser now, God rest his soul, as he had died last fall. But he had left her in a morass from which she had no idea how to extract herself.

Kerry glanced around at the little cemetery on the banks of a stream where the McKinnon ancestors were buried alongside her husband, trying to force down the anger she seemed to battle every day. She shouldn’t feel such anger—poor Fraser, he hadn’t been very old at all, just four and thirty when he had finally gone to meet his maker. She winced and wiped her palm down the side of her neck.

There it was again, that little feeling of relief that he was gone.

Certainly she was glad he was no longer suffering, but that small, yet distinct feeling made her question if she hadn’t been more relieved for herself than for Fraser. All right then, truthfully—Fraser had been so sick for so long, that in Kerry’s heart, he had died years ago. He had taken ill only two years after they had married and had lingered in worsening degrees of ill health another seven years. They had ceased to live as husband and wife at the onset of his illness, and in the last two years of his life the pain had been so debilitating that he had required her constant care.

And so had the glen.

The McKinnon family had lived in this glen for more generations than Kerry knew. They had fished the little loch fed by the larger Loch Eigg, had cultivated a strip of land that would support a bit of barley in the good years. Fraser’s grandfather, an officer in the old clan system, was fortunate enough to have owned some acreage in his own right, which had eventually passed to Fraser. Along with the land they had leased from Baron Moncrieffe, they had lived quite comfortably. Until Fraser fell ill, that was, and then there seemed nothing that she or Fraser’s cousin, Thomas, or anyone else in Glenbaden could do to keep the cattle from dying or the barley from withering.

She had known things were bad, of course she did, but she had not known how bad.

Abruptly, she lifted her head and looked up at the white house with the green shutters she loved, sitting majestically on a small foothill, mountains dotted with cattle rising behind it, a stream below it running serenely into the loch. She loved this glen.

Oh God, she was in deep trouble—so deep, she was barely treading water.

Fraser, damn him! It wasn’t until her husband had died that she began to discover the depth of her trouble. No sooner had she buried him when the first piece of correspondence came, a letter from the Bank of Scotland curtly informing her that taxes on the property were in arrears and that interest on the loan—a loan she was shocked to discover even existed—was past due, and the creditors quite anxious to be paid.

As if that astounding news wasn’t enough, a second piece of correspondence had arrived from her mother, insisting that she come to her in Glasgow at once.

Kerry could not say which letter had frightened her worse.

The letter from the Bank of Scotland had, in hindsight, been easy to ignore. None of it made any sense to her then
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