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One

They stared out the window at the bleak, winter-touched garden where the girl walked. It was small, though the town house was large and in a fashionable area of London—there simply wasn’t much land available to any of the houses along the block, to devote to a “country look.”

Lady Mary Reid, their hostess, had done well with her small section of garden, when most of her neighbors didn’t bother with other than grass. And trust their niece, Sabrina, who loved the outdoors no matter the time of year, to be found out in that little piece of earth.

The two women continued to watch Sabrina, silently, pensively. Alice Lambert wore a frown. Her sister Hilary, the elder by one year, looked rather despondent.

“I don’t think I’ve ever been this nervous, Hilary,” Alice whispered to her sister.

“Me either, if you must know,” Hilary answered with a drawn-out sigh.

It was hard to tell they were sisters by looking at them. Hilary took after their father, tall, narrow of frame to the point of extreme thinness, with dull brown hair and light blue eyes. Alice was nearly an exact copy of their mother, on the short side and rather plump, but with dark hair of a lustrous brown and dark blue eyes tinged occasionally with a violet hue.

They were sisters who didn’t get along too well. Bickering was common. Yet for once they were in agreement. The niece they had pretty much raised was having her come-out in London society tonight, and they were both worried. Unfortunately, they had good reason to be worried.

It wasn’t that Sabrina might not stand out or make a good showing. Though she wasn’t a great beauty like Mary’s daughter Ophelia, who was also having her come-out this Season, Sabrina did have her good points. It wasn’t their lack of consequence, either. Sabrina’s grandfather had been an earl, her great-grandfather had been a duke. Her own title was merely Honorable, but then they weren’t hoping to catch a lofty title for her, nor even great wealth. Any husband of good standing would do as far as the Lambert sisters were concerned.

No, it wasn’t any of the normal worries that one might expect when dealing with a country girl being put on the marriage block in high society. It was much, much more personal and had to do with why the two sisters had never married themselves. They each feared that the old scandal that had haunted their family for three generations might surface again after all these years.

But neither of the two women would mention what was at the heart of their nervousness. By mutual accord, the long-ago tragedies were never spoken of.

“D’you think she’s warm enough in that woolen coat?” Alice asked, still frowning.

“D’you think she cares?”

“But her cheeks are going to get wind-chapped, and how will that look at her first ball?”

As they continued to watch their niece, a dead leaf, overlooked by Lady Mary’s gardener, drifted toward Sabrina and stopped at her feet. The girl, having noticed it, assumed the pose of a fencer and, as if she had a real rapier in hand rather than an imaginary one, made a stab for the leaf. She then laughed at herself and scooped the leaf up, tossing it into the air where the brisk winter wind caught it and carried it away.

“She doesn’t take this marriage thing seriously,” Hilary said now.

Sabrina should have been just as nervous as her aunts were, if for different reasons, but instead, she appeared not to have a care in the world.

“How can she take it seriously when she knows we didn’t marry and it didn’t hurt either of us?”

“I’m afraid we’ve given her the wrong impression. It’s not as if we didn’t want or hope to marry when we were her age, just that now we’re rather glad we didn’t.”

Which wasn’t putting a good face on it. Neither woman truly regretted not having a spouse. What they might have regretted was not bearing any children themselves, but Sabrina, having come to them to raise when she was barely three, had thoroughly satisfied their maternal instincts. Many might call them old maids and claim their sour-grapes bickering stemmed from that, but that was hardly the case. The two sisters had been bickering since they were children. It was rather ingrained.

As if Hilary suddenly realized she had been participating in an unspoken truce, she said abruptly, “Call her in. It’s time to prepare her.”

“This soon?” Alice protested. “We’ve still hours yet before—”

“It will take hours to do her up properly,” Hilary cut in.

“Oh, posh, it might take you hours, but—

“And what d’you know about it, when you didn’t even have a come-out yourself?” Hilary interrupted yet again.

“And you did?” Alice shot back.

“Doesn’t signify. Mary has mentioned many times in her letters that she starts preparing herself as soon as she gets out of bed in the morning.”

“It would take her all day just to stuff herself into her corset.”

Hilary flushed with color, unable to deny that charge about her childhood friend who had been kind enough to offer them her residence for the Season, since they didn’t own property in London themselves. Mary had grown exceedingly plump over the years, so much so that Hilary had barely recognized her old friend when they arrived in London yesterday.

She countered instead, “Even her daughter begins readying herself at noon.”

“Ophelia just likes staring at herself in her mirror, no doubt,” Alice snorted.

“I’ll have you know …”

The words trailed off as the sisters left the room, this squabbling a much more normal state of affairs for these two. No one who had heard them talking in whispers and in such agreement for those few moments would have believed it, certainly not the niece they had been discussing.
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Two

Sabrina Lambert was nervous, but for her aunts’ sake, she tried her best not to show it. Her come-out had been a year in the planning, which included several trips to Manchester for fittings for her new wardrobe. And she knew her aunts had such high hopes for her. That was why she was nervous. She really didn’t want them to be disappointed, when they’d put so much effort into this launch.

But she was realistic even if they weren’t. She didn’t expect to find a husband here in London. The people here were much too sophisticated, while she was just a simple country girl. She was used to conversations about crops and tenants and the weather, while the London ton thrived on gossip, salacious gossip—about each other. And there would be dozens of other hopeful young misses all descending on London for the same purpose. It was considered the place to find a husband.

But Sabrina began to relax as the evening progressed. It helped that she had a friend in Ophelia, who was so very popular. But then Ophelia had been born and raised in London. She already knew everyone, was already aware of all the current on-dits, and even helped to spread the latest gossip—even if it was about herself. The London girl was in her element. And she’d also had her launch at the very start of the Season three weeks prior.

Not that arriving in time for the first ball of the Season would have made much of a difference, when Ophelia was destined to be the success of the Season, as beautiful as she was. And ironically, she wasn’t even shopping for a husband, already had a fiancé, although she’d never met him. Her own launch was merely a matter of course—at least Sabrina had thought so until she found out that Ophelia wasn’t exactly happy with the husband her parents had arranged for her, and had every intention of finding a better match.

How she was setting about accomplishing that, which was to slander and ridicule her fiancé every chance she got and to anyone who would listen, Sabrina found highly distasteful. But for all she knew, that was how it was done in London, the getting rid of one’s unwanted fiancé, that is.

And she might have personally felt sorry for the man in question, who apparently wasn’t even in England and so couldn’t put a stop to the rumors that Ophelia was spreading about him, but it wasn’t her place to defend him. It could all be true, after all. How was she to know?

Besides, Ophelia’s mother was their hostess and Aunt Hilary’s good friend. While Lady Mary might want to know what her daughter was up to so she could put a stop to it, Sabrina wouldn’t feel right being the one to tell her. Ophelia had befriended her, was introducing her to all her friends. It would be like betraying her. And furthermore, her own aunts didn’t like the man’s grandfather.

That was the strange part, and probably why Sabrina felt sorry for Ophelia’s fiancé. He was actually her neighbor, or rather, his grandfather was. The “old coot,” her aunts called him, “the recluse,” and when they thought she wasn’t listening, “the old bastard.” Sabrina had never met him herself. He really was a recluse who rarely left his estate. And it had certainly been news to them that he had a grandson. Her aunts had actually scoffed when they learned that Ophelia had been affianced to this heretofore unknown heir. What grandson? They’d never met or even heard of him.

According to Lady Mary, however, it was the marquis himself who had contacted her husband and made the arrangements for the marriage on his grandson’s behalf. And of course, the Reids had jumped at the chance for their daughter to be married to such a lofty title, which the grandson was going to inherit, it didn’t hurt, either, that the marquis was quite rich and all that wealth would be coming to the grandson as well. It was only Ophelia who was unhappy with the match, well, Ophelia and her many ardent admirers.

She had those in abundance. The young men flocked about her, utterly entranced by her beauty, and apparently that had been the case at each affair she had thus far attended. But how could they not be? She was blond and blue eyed. You couldn’t be much more fashionable than that. But she also had the most exquisitely lovely features, and a figure that, unlike her mother’s, was willowy thin.

Sabrina, now, could claim none of those appealing attributes. She was on the short side at only a couple inches above five feet, which wouldn’t be so bad if she didn’t have such plump breasts or such wide hips, which made her altogether too curvaceous with her narrow waist.

But even that wouldn’t have been so bad if her coloring were at least fashionable, but it was just the opposite. Her hair was a dull brown, not even a lustrous brown or a rich brown, but utterly dull, and her eyes, which really were her best feature, or so she used to think, were the color of spring lilacs, yet ringed with a darker violet, so they were actually quite startling when first noticed.

She found out just how startling when everyone she met, men and women alike, stared at her eyes an embarrassingly long time, as if they couldn’t quite believe they were the color they were. And to top all that off, her features were rather plain, not ugly by any means, but not what one would call pretty either. Plain did describe them very well.

Actually, Sabrina had never been quite so unhappy with her own looks—until she met Ophelia and saw what a real beauty looked like. Like night and day, there was no comparison between the two of them. Which was quite possibly why Sabrina began to relax soon after they arrived at her first ball that night, and completely forget her previous nervousness. She was realistic enough to know that she couldn’t possibly compete for the young gentlemen’s attention with Ophelia there, and so she gave up any hope of even trying. And once she did relax, she was able to be herself rather than the stiff, timid little mouse she had been feeling like.

Sabrina enjoyed a good laugh as much as anyone, and made an effort to bring laughter to others. She could be outspoken, but she also had a teasing nature. She had a gift for lightening someone’s mood when it was most sour. With two grumbling, always bickering aunts, she’d had many years to perfect that gift, and had little trouble ending their little fights when she chose to intervene.

The gentlemen who asked her to dance that night might have done so only so they could question her about Ophelia and her fiancé. But since she didn’t know Ophelia very well yet, and her fiancé not at all, she could hardly answer their questions. She made them laugh, though. A few of them even asked her to dance again for that very reason—she was amusing. And at one point in the evening she actually had three young men wanting to dance with her at the same time.

Unfortunately, Ophelia happened to notice that…
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Three

Ophelia was standing across the ballroom with three of her closest friends, well, two friends and one girl who secretly despised her, but was loath to leave the circle of her popularity. Each of the three was pretty in her own way, though not nearly as beautiful as Ophelia. Nor did any of the three outrank Ophelia in title. She was the only lady among them, her father being an earl, their fathers having less prestigious titles. But then Ophelia couldn’t stand for any female in her circle to outrank or outshine her.

Ophelia was unaware of Mavis Newbolt’s dislike. She might not care for some of Mavis’s snide or catty remarks, but she would never attribute them to dislike. How could anyone dislike her, after all, as eminently popular as she was?

And she had known she would be. There had never been any doubt that she would reign supreme this Season and have her pick of every single eligible bachelor in town. She did have that pick. They all adored her. But to what purpose, when her parents had let the Marquis of Birmingdale woo them with his blasted title?

She hated old Neville Thackeray for thinking of her. Why did he have to pick her for his grandson, just because her mother had once lived near him and thus he felt he knew her personally? Why couldn’t he have picked the dowdy Sabrina instead, who still lived near him? Of course, she knew why Sabrina hadn’t been considered for the Birmingdale heir.

She knew the Lamberts’ family history from her mother’s account of it. Everyone from Yorkshire had likely heard the story at one time or another, though it was an old scandal and probably forgotten by most.

They were fools, her parents. Ophelia could have landed a dukedom. Beauty like hers didn’t come along often. But they had settled for a mere marquis. She wouldn’t, though. She was going to get out of marrying the Birmingdale heir. Good God, he wasn’t even an Englishman—well, not a pure one anyway. But it was no wonder the marquis felt he had to do the bride-picking himself, in an age when arranged marriages were nearly unheard-of. The grandson had been raised by barbarians!

She shuddered at the thought. And if shaming him didn’t work, and showing him that he’d never have anything from her except her utter contempt, then she would just have to think of some other way to be rid of him. But she’d have a new fiancé by the end of the Season, and one of her choosing. She didn’t doubt that for a moment.

However, at that particular moment Ophelia was staring at her mother’s young houseguest, and was briefly disconcerted seeing the gentlemen hovering near Sabrina, who should have been dancing attendance on her instead. But because there weren’t any men within hearing distance just then, she was able to speak her mind without worrying about how it would reflect on her, and she was surprised enough by what she was seeing across the room to do so.

“Would you look at that,” Ophelia said, directing the other girls’ attention to Sabrina and the three men speaking with her. “What can she possibly be saying to them, to keep them so enthralled?”

“She’s your houseguest, Ophelia,” Edith Ward offered soothingly, recognizing the signs of jealousy in her friend, and adept at defusing it. All three girls, at one time or another, had been burned by Ophelia’s unwarranted jealousy. “They no doubt just want to talk to her about you.”

Ophelia began to look appeased until Mavis said in supposed innocence, “It looks to me like she’s garnered a few admirers, but then I’m not surprised. She does have remarkably beautiful eyes.”

“Those peculiar eyes of hers are hardly a saving grace, Mavis, when she’s utterly drab otherwise,” Ophelia replied tersely. But she immediately regretted her harsh tone, which might make her sound jealous, which she wasn’t, of course.

So she added, with what she thought was a sincere sigh but came out sounding more like a huff, “I do pity her, though, poor girl.”

“Why? Because she isn’t pretty?”

“Not just that, but she comes from bad blood, you know. Oh, dear, I shouldn’t have mentioned that. You are not to let that go any further. My mother would have a fit. Lady Hilary Lambert is her dear friend, after all.”

Since they all knew that Ophelia was quite displeased with her mother at the moment, that last bit was redundant. Ophelia wouldn’t mind at all if her mother had a fit. But then the admonishment not to repeat what they were hearing was just as redundant, since both the other two girls thrived on gossip, just as their mothers did, and they were sure to tell their mothers every single word they’d heard. Mavis deplored gossip herself, but in the ton you really did have to keep up with it.

“Bad?” Jane Sanderson asked avidly. “You don’t mean the wrong side of the blanket?”

Ophelia appeared to give that some thought, but must have decided against that particular scandal because she said, “No, worse than that, actually.”

“What can be worse—?”

“No, really, I’ve said too much already,” Ophelia protested lightly.

“Ophelia!” Edith, the oldest of the four girls, exclaimed. “You can’t leave us in suspense like that.”

“Oh, all right,” Ophelia complained, as if they were dragging the information out of her, when nothing would have stopped her at that point from telling all. “But this is only between us, and only because you are my best friends and I trust you not to repeat it.”

She continued in a whisper. The two friends who were actually her friends had wide eyes by the time she finished the tale. Mavis, knowing Ophelia as she did, didn’t know whether to believe her. But then she knew that Ophelia felt no qualms at all about lying, if she thought it might get her what she wanted. And apparently what she wanted at the moment was to completely ruin Sabrina Lambert’s chance of finding a husband in London.

Two reputations blackened this evening, and both by the same woman. Mavis felt truly sorry for both people, their only fault that Ophelia didn’t like them. The Birmingdale heir would undoubtedly weather the storm. He was merely being made a laughingstock by Ophelia’s ridicule of him, so that her parents would be mortified enough to break off the engagement they had arranged. But with a title like his and the huge estate that came with it, he’d still easily find another bride.

Not so the Lambert girl. Bad blood was bad blood that might be passed along to heirs, and what gentleman would want to take that chance by marrying her? Which was really too bad. Mavis had genuinely liked the girl. She was nice, a simple, innocent quality hard to encounter in London, and amusing besides, once she’d opened up. And Mavis felt partly responsible for turning Ophelia against her, by mentioning her remarkably pretty eyes.

Mavis shook her head mentally in disgust. She really was going to have to find a new group of companions. Being friends with Ophelia Reid was simply too detrimental to one’s well-being. Spiteful, vain bitch. Mavis hoped, she really did, that Ophelia would have to marry the Birmingdale heir after all. Serve her right to have a husband whom she’d managed to get all of London to scorn.
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Four

It was not a night to be traveling abroad, was possibly the worst night of the year, with snow swirling in ever-thickening gusts, preventing visibility even with a lantern held aloft. And cold. Sir Henry Myron had never in his life experienced such bone-chilling cold.

The weather wouldn’t have been so extreme in England. He would probably have thought nothing of a little snow. But so far north in the Scottish Highlands, he would have been hard-pressed not to freeze even without the snow trying to help him toward that end. How anyone could live in such a harsh climate and like it was a wonder to Sir Henry, who had been tasked with coming here.

The worst part of the trail had been passed, a narrow path across a low mountain. Henry wouldn’t have called it a mountain. It seemed more like a gigantic rock jutting out of the ground, bare of trees, grass, even dirt, just a big granite thing blocking the way that needed to be passed, and the only way to do so was to climb over it by foot or on horse.

He’d had to leave his carriage behind at a nearby kirk. But then he’d been warned by his guide that he would have to, and so had rented a mount for the last leg of the journey along its narrow trails.

They should have stayed the night at that kirk. The churchman there had offered them beds for the night. But they were so close to the end of the journey, just an hour away, that Henry had insisted on going on. Of course, it hadn’t been snowing then. The snow had come from the other side of that huge rock, or rather, low mountain, blasting them with stinging flakes as soon as they topped the rise.

Henry was beginning to worry that they would both be lost and freeze to death, their bodies not found until the spring thaw. It was impossible to see even two feet in front of them, yet the guide continued on, as if he could still see the path, now covered in snow, as if he knew exactly where he was going. And so he did.

The large stone manor house loomed out of the white-speckled darkness so suddenly, they were at the door before Sir Henry had even noticed they had reached their destination. The guide was pounding on that door. Henry barely heard it, the wind was shrieking so loudly. But the door opened and warmth gushed out, and they were both ushered straightaway to a large crackling fire.

Henry was numbed. After a short while, though, he began to thaw, and the shivering began just after that. A woman was fussing over them and talking about the foolishness of being out in such a storm—at least he thought that was what she was saying. He wasn’t quite sure, though, her Scots brogue was so thick. But she piled heavy woolen blankets over his shoulders, and wrapped his stiff fingers around a cup of hot whisky, staying to make sure he drank every drop of it, which he was glad to do.

A short while later, he began to think that he and his frozen toes might survive after all, a painful discovery as feeling began to return to those extremities, but welcome nonetheless. And he finally began to take closer note of his surroundings.

He was surprised. Henry wasn’t sure what he had expected to find at the home of a rich Highland lord, and one so isolated as this one was—well, to be truthful, he had expected something medieval, an old, crumbling fortress perhaps, or merely a big farm. The MacTavishes were sheep farmers, after all, or so he’d been told.

But what he was seeing was something altogether different, not quite a manor house that he might have passed in the shires of England, yet surely in that design. Built all of stone—Scotland wasn’t known for its abundance of lumber—it could have been furnished in the style and comfort of a manor house, yet what should have been a large drawing room looked like an old medieval hall instead.

The house was modern in design. The occupants weren’t, apparently. It was as if whoever had built it had done so in protest, that he had been raised in one of the older-style castles and that was the feel he was most comfortable with and was going to adhere to.

Trestle tables, of all things, and wooden benches lined the floral-papered walls. He didn’t doubt that they were pulled out for dinner to accommodate the household all sitting down at once to eat, just as in days of old. The windows weren’t covered with drapery, but with sheepskins still thick with fleece. He might allow the skins would keep out the cold better than any drapery could, but sheepskins? There wasn’t a sofa or comfortable chair to be seen, just a few more unpadded benches near the fire. And hay on the floor.

When he noticed it he simply stared, then finally shook his head. He’d been right, after all. The MacTavish Highlanders did live medievally.

But there were no MacTavishes about, nor anyone else for that matter, though the hour was still early in the evening. The large Great Hall was empty, except for the woman who was returning now with two more cups of hot whisky. But she wasn’t alone, not this time. On her heels came a tall young man who stopped in the doorway to give Henry’s guide a nod—they were apparently acquainted, but then the guide had said he’d been here before. The man then stared at Henry.

After having a good look at what should have been a modern drawing room but wasn’t, Henry might have expected at that point to see people wearing bearskins, or rather, sheepskins, but no, the Scotsman was dressed in trousers and frock coat. He could have walked down a fashionable London street without gaining undue notice—except for his height perhaps, and the large body that went with a six-foot frame.

He said nothing, though, and he didn’t look too pleased that an unknown guest had arrived. Or perhaps the unfriendly look he wore was normal for him.

It was quite disconcerting for Henry, though. Nearly twice the boy’s age, yet he was briefly intimidated. Well, no wonder. Highland Scots were nothing like the agreeable Lowlanders in the South who had been dealing with the English for centuries. Social progress was stagnant in these far reaches of the realm, so isolated due to the rugged land itself, and the weather besides. Many of the northern clans lived just as they had in days of old, in hardship but in strict obedience to their clan chief.

Lord Archibald MacTavish wasn’t a clan chief, but he was head of his small branch of the clan, and certainly head of his family, which was extensive in distant cousins, but unfortunately, very lacking in an immediate heir, since he had outlived all four of his sons. And this was the reason Henry’s visit was not going to be received very well. He would be lucky if he wasn’t kicked back out into the storm, once he made it clear why he was there.

But the young man in the doorway couldn’t know why he was there, thus his unwelcoming demeanor was unrelated, was perhaps natural, or perhaps only reserved for Englishmen. And he’d know Henry was English, since he had spoken to the woman who had aided him, and she’d obviously gone to fetch the boy.

And then he came forward, abruptly. And as he neared the light from the fire and the two torches burning on either side of the mantel—the only light in the entire room—Henry was able to see that he wasn’t as young as he’d first thought. In his mid-twenties was more likely. At least there was a maturity in his look that spoke of an older age, even if from a distance he looked much younger.

“If the laddie here wasna wi’ you, mon”—the young man nodded toward Henry’s guide—“I’d be thinking you’re lost. So what’s a Sassenach wanting wi’ Archie MacTavish?”

Henry was quick to introduce himself, but his answer was suitably grave. “I’m here on a matter of urgency and no small importance. I am employed by Lord Neville Thackeray as his solicitor, who is the—”

“I ken who Thackeray is,” the young man cut in impatiently. “He’s still living then?”

“Well, yes, at least he was when I left England, but it’s uncertain how much longer that will be true. He hasn’t been well, you see, and at his advanced age, there is no telling when he will take a turn for the worst.”

The young Scot nodded curtly, then said in his light brogue, “Come tae my office where ‘tis warmer. Damned drafty in here.”

“Your office?”

Henry sounded so surprised that it was no wonder the man raised a questioning brow at him, but then unexpectedly, he burst out laughing. “Dinna tell me you’ve been caught by auld Archie’s prank.”

Stiffly, because he wasn’t used to being the butt of any jokes, Henry replied, “And what prank would that be?”

“This room, o’ course,” the man replied, still grinning. “He insists that any strangers be shown here, rather than tae the normal part o’ the house. Thinks it’s funny, he does, what they end up thinking aboot him.”

Henry blushed profusely, having apparently been caught by the prank. “I take it this room isn’t used much then—except for visitors?”

“Och, nay, it gets its use, when the sheep o’er-breed and there’s no’ enough room for them all in the barns when the snows come. And o’ course, during shearing season, when MacTavishes come from afar, we’re needing a big room tae feed them all in, and this one does well enough.”

Henry couldn’t tell if what had just been said was part of the prank or not. Frankly, he’d rather not find out, and the mention of that warm office did sound inviting, so he readily followed the young man, who led the way to it.

The rest of the house was indeed comfortably furnished and what one would expect of its grand style. If Henry hadn’t been in such a hurry to get to a fire, and the entryway not so dark that time of night, he might have noticed that before he’d been whisked into that strange drawing room-turned-stable. But it was easy to see, now that a lamp had been left on a table in the hall, the other rooms leading off of it and glimpses of the fine furnishings within.

The office he was directed to was small but neat—and warmed by a large brazier in the corner, indicating it had been in use by the young man when he had arrived. Henry was beginning to think it was Archibald’s factor or estate manager who had come to meet him, but he’d made enough assumptions, wrong ones at that, so he asked pointedly who the man was just as soon as he settled into the thickly stuffed leather chair across from his desk.

The answer, “I’m a MacTavish, o’ course,’ wasn’t all that enlightening, particularly when everyone on the property likely bore that name, but Henry was too tired by then from the journey and the battering the weather had added to it to press for further explanation.

“Has Lord Archibald been informed of my arrival?” he asked instead.

“The auld mon is abed by now, early riser that he is,” was the reply. “But you can be telling me what it is you’re wanting wi’ him.”

Whether factor or secretary, the man did indeed appear to handle Archibald’s affairs for him, even had an office in his house, so Henry could find no reason not to answer him. “I’m here to collect Lord Neville’s grandson.”

Oddly, that seemed to amuse this MacTavish. There was a slight curling of the lips, barely noticeable, but there nonetheless. His tone, however, was more obvious. Definite humor there.

“Are you indeed?” he replied slowly. “And what if his grandson doesna want tae be collected?”

Henry sighed mentally. He should have known better than to try to deal with employees.

“I really should be discussing this with Lord Archibald,” he said.

“D’you think so? When the grandson is of an age tae be deciding things for hisself?”

Henry was just tired enough to get annoyed. “There is nothing to decide here, young man,” he said crisply. “A promise was made and Lord Neville demands it be fulfilled.”

At that, the young man sat forward. And the frown he wore now was quite disconcerting. “What promise?”

“Lord Archibald is aware of it, and aware that the time has come—”

“What. .blasted … promise? I’m the grandson o’ them both, and I’ll be deciding if there was a promise that needs fulfilling if it concerns me.”

“You’re Duncan MacTavish?”

“Aye, and you’ll be telling me what the hell this is all aboot.”
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Good God, you were never told?”

Duncan MacTavish was standing behind his desk now, leaning partially across it, and nearly shouting, “Does it sound like I ken what you’re talking aboot?”

Henry was incredulous. Duncan was twenty-one years of age. He knew that for a fact. And in all his years no one had told him, not even his parents? Nor had Lord Neville warned him that his grandson didn’t know. He had to wonder now if Neville was even aware of that himself.

Henry also admonished himself for not realizing sooner who Duncan was. His eyes, after all, were exact copies of Neville’s, a dark midnight blue. The nose, also, had that patrician slant that the Thackerays were known for; at least, each ancestor portrayed in the gallery at Summers Glade sported that exact same nose. Nothing else about the young Duncan, though, resembled the marquis. Although Henry hadn’t known Neville when he was a young man, he’d seen the portrait of him done when he was this same age.

There was nothing remarkable about Neville Thackeray, fourth Marquis of Birmingdale, to stand out and draw particular notice to him. He’d been a plain-looking aristocrat in his youth, and had not improved much with age, now that he was in his late seventies. His young grandson, however, was quite the opposite.

Duncan’s brawny size and height must come from the MacTavishes. His dark red hair certainly did. And he was handsome, very much so, in a rugged sort of way. It was that very ruggedness, a harsh masculinity, coupled with his size, that belied his youthful age.

Henry knew how old the lad was, yet if he didn’t, he’d swear he was much older. Perhaps the Highlands aged one prematurely, the harsh clime, the hardships entailed with living in such an isolated place.

As for the question that had been directed at him, Henry really wished that Archibald MacTavish were present at the moment. He knew of the promise, and the others added to it, that the two old men had finally, after many heated letters sent between them, agreed upon. He should have explained the situation to young Duncan before now.

“It was a promise made by your mother before you were born,” Henry said at last. “Without making it, she wouldn’t have been allowed to marry your father. She made it gladly, though. She loved your father. And no one objected at the time, not your father, who wanted her any way he could have her—he loved her too—nor his father, Archibald.”

“Sir Henry, if you dinna spit it oout, what that promise was, I’m liable tae toss you back intae that storm this verra second.”

It was said calmly. Even Duncan’s expression had turned inscrutable. Yet Henry didn’t doubt that the lad meant every word. And he could hardly blame him for his upset. Why hadn’t anyone told him before now?

“You, or rather, your mother’s firstborn son, which turned out to be you, were promised to Lord Neville for his heir, if he sired no other heirs, which he never did.”

Duncan sat back down. “Is that all?”

Henry wasn’t sure now how to proceed with the lad. Any other young man would undoubtedly feel that this was the luckiest day of his life, to be a great lord’s heir when he hadn’t known he would be. But he also knew how Highlanders felt about the English, and Duncan MacTavish had been raised a Highlander. He had also never met his English grandfather, nor ever stepped foot in England.

“Do you realize what a great honor this is, Lord Duncan?” Henry tried to point out.

“I’m no’ a laird, so dinna be calling me—

“Actually, you are,” Henry was quick to interrupt. “One of Lord Neville’s lesser titles has already been bestowed on you, as well as the estate—”

“Be damned if it has!” Duncan was on his feet again. “You willna be turning me into an Englishmen just because that auld mon wants it so.”

“You are half English.”

That gained Henry a seriously disgusted look that had him flinching, but Duncan’s reply was again a quiet one. It was amazing how easily he could switch from fury to calm and back again.

“You ken that I dinna have tae accept that English title?” Duncan said.

“Do you understand that you will become the Marquis of Birmingdale whether you want to be or not?”

There was a long, uncomfortable—at least for Henry—moment of silence, which included a bit of teeth grinding on Duncan’s part before he said, “So why are you here tae tell o’ this now, when, as you said, the marquis isna dead yet?”

“You have come of age. Part of your mother’s promise was that you would be sent to Lord Neville at this time, if he was still living, which he is, so that he could himself instruct you on your responsibilities, and also so that he can see you settled properly before he dies.”

“Settled?”

“Married.”

“I suppose, then, he’d even be picking me a bride?” Duncan said sarcastically.

“Well, yes, actually, he has,’ Henry replied with the utmost reluctance.

But it was at that point that Duncan MacTavish burst out laughing.
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Duncan had been amused because he hadn’t believed that his English grandfather’s gall could actually affect him. Neville Thackeray could pick for him a dozen brides. Who was to force him to marry any of them? He was his own man. If Neville had wanted to direct and control him as his solicitor was claiming, he should have sent for him sooner, before any and all decisions were his own to make.

The entire situation was incredible. Archibald had turned over to Duncan the running of the farms, the mines, and the other MacTavish enterprises when he’d turned eighteen. Why would he have done that if he’d known all along that Duncan wouldn’t be there to carry on? A promise made before he was born, that everyone knew of—except him. Utterly incredible.

He had nothing against the English personally. His own mother had been English, after all, though after she became a MacTavish, that was pretty much overlooked. It was an ingrained animosity for him, the result of the distrust and dislike he’d witnessed all his life. Yet he was expected to go to England, to live among the English? Even to marry one? Be damned if he would.

His amusement didn’t last long after he turned the little Englishman over to Archibald’s housekeeper to put to bed. And he spent a restless night himself, by turns amazed and infuriated over the magnitude of what had been kept secret from him. In the end, though, he decided that Archibald must have a plan to get him out of fulfilling that long-ago promise. Nothing else made sense to him. And he’d find out what it was first thing in the morning.

As expected, Archibald was already in the kitchen while dawn was still making its first appearance. Duncan joined him there as he did each morning. They were both early risers. And the kitchen, the warmest room in the house at that hour, was where they took their meals, the formal dining room too big and drafty for just the two of them.

Such had been the case ever since the last of Archibald’s four sons had died fourteen years ago. The last had been Duncan’s father. Two of the sons had died due to pure carelessness, two due to nature’s fury. Duncan’s parents died together. They had been sailing to France to sign contracts for a new market for MacTavish wool. Such a short trip, yet the storm had been so sudden and so violent, the ship never made it to its French port.

Duncan would have been on that ship as well if he hadn’t experienced such a horrid bout of seasickness before it even set sail. Archie, there that day to see his kin on their way, had insisted he stay behind. Duncan had been disappointed. He had wanted to travel. At seven years of age, it would have been his first trip so far from home—and his last.

Being the last of Archibald’s direct line, Duncan had been coddled thereafter, and so overprotected, he often felt stifled by Archie’s concern. He couldn’t blame the old man, though. It couldn’t be easy, outliving all your children. And Duncan was his only grandchild.

Two of Archibald’s other sons had been married before they died, but three pregnancies between them had gone bad, so the two wives, both being childless, had returned to their parents when their husbands died. The last son had become a priest. It was falling off the roof of his kirk when he’d been repairing it that had taken his life.

Archie had experienced much tragedy in his life. Duncan had as well, having known all but one of his uncles. It was amazing, though, that Archibald wasn’t a bitter old man. He wasn’t even that old, though he was certainly referred to as the “auld” man by one and all. But he’d married young himself, and his four sons had each been born on the heels of the other, in the four years following his marriage. His wife likely would have given him many more children if she hadn’t herself died giving birth to the last.

He’d never remarried, though he certainly could have, and still could. He was only sixty-two this year. Most of his red hair was still red, if somewhat faded, the gray at his temples and in his beard giving him a distinguished look, or it did when he took the time to fancy himself up. Having retired, though, when he turned over his many concerns to Duncan, he rarely left home these days, and at home he was usually a bit on the unkempt side.

Having no one to impress other than the cook, whom he’d kept up a long-standing flirtation with, and who, unfortunately, never took him seriously, Archie could often still be found in his bedclothes in the middle of the day.

Today he was fully dressed, combed, and scrubbed, and he wasn’t looking too pleased when Duncan joined him in the kitchen. So he’d been told of the solicitor’s arrival. Good. It allowed Duncan to get right to the point of his own concern the moment he sat down.

“Why did you no’ tell me, Archie?”

Archibald grimaced, and not because Duncan used his first name. That wasn’t a matter of disrespect, but as he would have it. And he didn’t try to evade the question by pretending he didn’t know what Duncan was talking about.

“Because I didna want ye dividing yer loyalties afore ye needed tae.”

“What dividing? My loyalty is here and will always be here.”

Archie smiled at that, looking rather smug for a moment. But then he sighed.

“Ye hae tae ken how it was, laddie. My Donald was fair smitten by yer muther. There was nothing for it but that he hae her, despite her being English. But she was a young lassie, no’ even eighteen yet. And her da was no’ happy that she had her heart set on Donald as well. Nor did he want her living sae far from home. He refused tae let them marry. For nigh a year he refused. But he loved his daughter, and couldna help but see she was dying o’ heartbreak. Sae he compromised. He demanded Donald’s heir, my heir, be sent tae him at his—yer—majority. If she’d promise that, then she could marry Donald.”

“I ken why the promise was made, I dinna ken why I’m the last tae know aboot it.”

“Tae be honest, lad, I’d been hoping that auld bastard would die long afore now, and his solicitors wouldna know aboot ye. Surely he mun have some other kin somewhere, that they could’ve been finding tae give his damn title tae. But nay, he’s going tae bluidy well outlive us all.”

The last was said in such disgust, Duncan might have laughed if he weren’t at the center of this dilemma. And he hadn’t heard yet what Archie’s plan was, to get him out of it. But neither had Archie finished answering his question.

He reminded him, “And my mother? Why did she keep it a secret from me?”

“‘Twas ne’er a secret. Ye were just tae young afore she died, lad. She would hae told ye when ye were a bit aulder. She was no’ unhappy wi’ her promise. She was English, after all, and pleased that ye would be the next Marquis o’ Birmingdale following her da. She held much stock in titles, ye ken. Most o’ the English do.”

“You should have told me, Archie. You shouldna have let it come tae the day o’ collecting, wi’ me no’ knowing. And what am I tae do wi’ that wee Englishmon upstairs who thinks I’ll be going wi’ him?”

“But ye will be going wi’ him.”

“The devil I will!”

Duncan shot out of his chair so quickly, it toppled over to the floor, startling the cook across the room into dropping a knife, which caused her to shriek when it almost stabbed her toes. She cast Duncan a glare. He didn’t notice, glaring himself at his grandfather. Archibald, wisely, kept his eyes on the table.

“You canna sit there and tell me you’ve no’ figured a way oout o’ this,” Duncan continued hotly. “I willna believe it! Who’s tae manage here, then, if I go?”

“I managed well enough afore ye took o’er. I’m no’ sae auld—”

“You’ll drive yourself intae an early grave—

It was Archie’s chuckle, this time, that cut Duncan off. “Dinna think tha’ my giving ye the reins meant I was ready tae retire. Nay, ye just needed the learning, laddie, and hands on was the best way tae get it.”

“For what purpose then? So I could go off and be a blasted marquis instead?”

“Nay, sae ye’d hae firsthand knowledge tha’ ye could teach tae yer son.”

“What son?”
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