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Author's Note










WENTY YEARS HAVE PASSED SINCE THE DEBUT OF THIS, MY FIRST 

novel,  and  to  this  day,  a  full-length  biography  of  the  life  of  Jane Maxwell,  on  which  the  novel  Island  of  the  Swans  is  based,  has  never been  produced  by  any  serious  scholar.  This  fact  says  more  about  the selection process employed by modern academics than it does about this fascinating eighteenth-century Scottish "Woman of Fashion" whom fate decreed would be beloved by two men—and would become a confidante of kings. I am delighted beyond expression that Sourcebooks Landmark is bringing out this beautiful new edition, and I hope that readers unac quainted with this tumultuous tale will find it as compelling to read as it was for me to write two decades ago.


Most of what we do know about Jane Maxwell comes from passing refer ences made by some of her contemporaries, including the Prince of Wales, Sir Walter Scott, Robert Burns, William Pitt (the Younger), Henry Dundas, Horace  Walpole,  Henry  Erskine,  Nathanial Wraxall,  Dr.  Samuel  Johnson, and Sir Joshua Reynolds. Enticing clues to Jane's story are found in news paper  and  magazine  accounts  of  her day  that  chronicle  the  events  of  the eighteenth-century Enlightenment, a glittering period of great cultural and political ferment. Records of the behind-the-scenes maneuvering during the tumultuous times of Scottish involvement in the American Revolution, the Prince of Wales's Debt Crisis, and the five-month Madness Crisis of George III in 1787–1788, describe events  in  which  Jane Maxwell figured  promi nently. Also related to the story are the packets of letters, documents, and family papers stored in the National Library of Scotland, the Edinburgh City Library, and King's College Library in Aberdeen, among other archives.


The Huntington Library in San Marino, California, possesses a small number of  letters  relating directly to Jane  and members of her family, as well as an enormous treasure trove of books, manuscripts, maps, and ephemera concerning Scotland, England, and America during the period this story takes place: 1760 to 1797.


My goal has been to combine the facts that are known from the written record about Jane Maxwell, with intelligent supposition about what is not known. This biographical novel spins a tale about love and the vagaries of fortune that shaped the life of a woman of great achievement in an age that, in many surprising ways, set the stage for our own.


Although great effort has been invested in weaving accurate research into the novel concerning the linkages between the Gordon and Fraser clans,  Jane  Maxwell,  and  the  period  in  which  she  lived,  several  minor chronological  shifts  and  time  condensations  were  made  for  dramatic purposes  within  this  work  of  fiction.  None, I  trust,  distorts the overall sense of the story as I have been able to unravel it.


Many of the  wits and  writers  of the  eighteenth and  early  nineteenth centuries castigated Jane Maxwell for the unusual role she played in the social and political events of her day; others worshipped her. I choose to let the reader decide the truth.


Ciji Ware
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The Gordons boldly did advance


The Frasers fought with sword and lance


—Anonymous
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Part 1




1760–1767






Here lived the lovely Jane who best combined


A beauteous form to a superior mind


—Sir John Sinclair











One




EDINBURGH, OCTOBER 1760







ERCHED UNCOMFORTABLY ON A LOW STOOL IN THE DRAFTY SITTING 

room,  the  young  girl  stared  miserably  at  the  wrinkled  scrap  of embroidery  lying  forlornly on her lap.  Refusing  to  look  at  her  mother, Jane Maxwell angrily stabbed her needle into the clumsily stitched letters that proclaimed "She Is A Joy Who Doth Obey."


"Jane!" said Lady  Maxwell crossly,  pointing  to  the  threads that ran  at decidedly odd angles across the soiled fabric. "'Tis impossible to sew prop erly if you dinna stretch the piece upon your frame. You'll take out every word, missy," she said in an exasperated tone, "until you do it perfectly!"


Voicing  her  reproach  at her  ten-year-old  daughter's  failure  to  master yet another of the feminine arts, Lady Maxwell retrieved Jane's crumpled sampler and sighed audibly as she examined it more closely.


"You haven't  made a bit of progress  since  yesterday, lass. In fact, 'tis worse! Were you up to no good with Thomas again when you should have been at your needlework?"


Jane's silence confirmed her guilt.


"Every daughter of mine will show prospective suitors she has mastered the art of being a lady!"


"But,  Mama—surely  I  shan't  have  to  marry  someone  as  dreadful  as Daddie for years and years!" Jane retorted vehemently.


"Impudent chit!" Lady Maxwell snapped. "A mother has only to blink and she has a spinsterish lass on her hands. Now, I want you to sit on this stool till you've restitched the entire line!"


A rebellious flush flooded Jane's cheeks as she bent over her embroi dery, her hands clenched.


"I hate it and I won't do it!" she muttered under her breath.

"What did you say?" Lady Maxwell inquired, her eyes growing hard.

Looking up at her mother's glowering features, Jane swallowed her pique.

"I've no talent with  a needle, Mama," she  corrected herself carefully, "and 'tis so hard on you to be bothering with such a hopeless seamstress as I."


"You've  only  been  trying  with  half  a  heart,"  her  mother  replied, unmoved by Jane's entreaties.  "By  the  time I  return from  my  morning calls I expect you to be finished with it, do you hear me?"


Lady Maxwell stalked out of the chilly room before Jane could protest any further. In the three years since baronet Sir William Maxwell had deserted his wife and daughters in favor of his ramshackle holdings and estate-bottled  whiskey  in  Monreith,  south  of  Edinburgh,  Magdalene had  attempted  to  rule  her  middle  daughter  with  a  firmer  hand.  She had launched a campaign—fruitless, so far—to mold the mutinous lass into  a  highly  desirable  young  lady  capable,  one  day,  of  catching  the fancy  of  a  suitable  gentleman  of  means.  It  was  the  only  route  open to her as a respectable, albeit lowly and impecunious, member of the Scottish aristocracy.


Lady  Maxwell's  eldest  daughter,  Catherine,  was  sweet  but  plain,  as anyone  with  eyes  could  see,  and  there  wasn't  time  to  wait  to  see  how wee  Eglantine  would  mature.  Yes,  a  proper  match  for  Jane  as  soon  as was seemly could rescue them all from the wretched, genteel poverty in which they now lived, a poverty surely deepening with each passing year and bottle of whiskey Sir William consumed.


By the time she's sixteen, Jane will marry well! Lady Maxwell vowed to herself. I will show that drunken sot of a husband he cannot ruin Magdalene Blair of Blair!


She  attempted  to  calm  the  throbbing  in  her  temples—a  sensation that plagued her whenever she contemplated the abusive treatment and shocking lack of funds she had endured at the hands of that cursed man. However,  all  was  not  lost.  Jane,  thank  heavens,  showed  unmistakable signs of becoming a beauty!


Sweeping her threadbare skirts past the front door and into the dark, narrow  alley  called  Hyndford  Close,  Lady  Maxwell  offered  her  hand to the strapping bearers poised to assist her into her hired sedan chair. The household might go without meat for days at a time, but nothing would stay her from making her morning calls in a suitable conveyance.  Magdalene  relaxed  against  the  worn  upholstery,  as  she  was  borne  in and out of the traffic clogging Edinburgh's High Street, and closed her weary eyes.


Suddenly,  she  was  startled  by  the  cacophonous  sounds  of  clanging church bells and cannon fire rumbling eerily through a maze of narrow streets and alleyways that fanned out from the entrance gates of Edinburgh Castle, high above the city.


"Not to worry, madam," cried one of the sedan chair bearers over his shoulder. "'Tis the six guns of the Argyle Battery! Have you ever heard such thunder in your life?"


"I'll wager George the Third can hear this clamor all the way to London town!" muttered Lady Maxwell sourly. For her, the noisy commemoration of the twenty-two-year-old king's unanticipated ascension to the throne of England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales held absolutely no excitement as her own domestic troubles claimed her complete attention.


Lady  Maxwell  stared  absently  at  the  clear  autumn  sky.  She  sought solace in the fact that Jane continued to show signs of developing into an appealing wench, even if her manners were atrocious. She realized that her hoydenish daughter would rather climb the back fences of Edinburgh or browse among the bookstalls on the High Street with that neighbor hood waif, Thomas Fraser, than acquire any of the feminine charms that would eventually provide a secure future for her. However, Lady Maxwell had a plan to remedy the problem. She tapped her fan against the stained velvet curtain that shielded her from the riffraff traveling along the busy thoroughfare. She would soon put an end to her daughter's devotion to that pleasant but penniless orphan.


A small stab of guilt pricked Lady Maxwell's conscience, as memories of  Thomas's  brotherly  kindnesses  toward  Jane  and  her  sisters  during these difficult years floated through her mind. However, a mother had her  duty,  and unless  something  drastic  was  done,  the  task  of  keeping Jane  and  Thomas  apart  would  soon  be  nigh  impossible.  Thomas  was plainly fondest of Jane, and her middle daughter had utterly ignored all of  her  mother's  pointed  instructions  as  to  the  appropriate  behavior  of young ladies.


In fact, Jane's near legendary willfulness was the subject that preoccu pied Lady Maxwell as the sounds of cannon faded and the normal clatter of  town  activity  resumed. Feeling  utterly  overwhelmed  by unpaid  bills owed the fishmonger, the pub master, the seamstress—just to name a few  of her most pressing creditors—Magdalene Maxwell turned over the few possibilities open to her as  her sedan chair bearers threaded  their way among the foot and wheeled traffic. Plastering a grim smile on her lips, she prepared for the first of several duty calls on aristocratic mothers of eligible  sons  who  might  one  day  trade  their  titles  and  wealth  for  Jane Maxwell's fair hand.






At the bottom of the stone stairs, Catherine Maxwell stared at her younger sister with a mixture of apprehension and awe.


"I think we should go back, Jane," she ventured nervously as thirteen year-old Thomas Fraser hailed them from the far end of the cobbled alley behind their five-story dwelling in Hyndford Close. "Mama will lock you in the attic if you don't finish that line on your sampler."


"Pooh!" Jane dismissed her with a wave of her dainty hand. "Mama will be hours making her rounds. Hullo, Thomas, what's that in your hand?"


"A little souvenir of today's coronation," he replied slyly, waving a torn piece of parchment. "Want one for yourself?"


"Aye… let's show that King Geordie what we think of 'im in Scotland!" Jane declared, ripping down several pieces of an official-looking placard from the stone wall above her head, and dancing a jig on them with her scuffed brogues.


She looked triumphantly at Thomas Fraser, her companion in crime, who grinned his approval, while Jane's two sisters stared, open-mouthed, at the young vandals' daring.


The  three  Maxwell  sisters  and  the  spare,  hollow-cheeked  boy  trod stealthily along the stone wall nearest them and peered out from the dark shadows of Blackfriars Wynd at the retreating figure of Edinburgh's Chief Constable Munro. They watched the officer stroll down the walled city's principal road, carrying a sheaf of newly printed  broadsides  under  his arm. The posters he had been distributing throughout the city proclaimed the coronation, this twenty-fifth day of October 1760, of George III, King of All Britons.


Jane, her brown eyes glinting with mischief, looked around Blackfriars Wynd cautiously. Standing on tiptoe, the youngster grabbed another of the elaborately lettered coronation notices off the granite wall that faced the worn stone stairs leading to the local wigmaker's shop. She thrust the  detested parchment into the hands of her young male companion, who promptly tore it to shreds. Together, Jane and Thomas stamped furiously on the remains until they had trampled the proclamation to bits.


"Och,  Jane!  The  constable  nearly  turned  around!"  gulped  Catherine Maxwell, the  eldest  and invariably the  most  cautious of the  quartet.  "I thought sure he'd spy you this time!"


"And what if he should?" Jane demanded. "He probably feels the same as we do! Thomas says that fat Hanoverian's no king to us Scots. Charlie's our true sovereign—'tis so, Thomas Fraser, now, 'tisn't it?"


The  gaunt,  shabbily  dressed  lad  merely  frowned  at  Catherine  and leaned against the stone-paved arch. As far as most northern Scots such as young Thomas Fraser were concerned, the late George II was a brute and his recent demise was suitably ignominious: he had collapsed in his water closet earlier in the week from a stroke brought about by his fierce exertions in that most private of chambers. Few Highlander families such as the Frasers, who had failed in an attempt fifteen years earlier to restore the Stuart dynasty to the throne, mourned his passing, nor did they look forward to the coming reign of his baby-faced grandson, George III.


A  shaft of  sunlight  filtering  through  the shadowy passageway trans formed Thomas Fraser's distinctive dark red hair into the color of aged burgundy. His ruddy skin was free of freckles, thanks to the legacy of a Roman ancestor. And if the boy hadn't been so thin and undernourished, his  prominent  cheekbones  and  gray-green  eyes  would  have  made  his young face quite handsome.


"'Tis  not  child's  play,  what  we're  about!"  Thomas  said  ferociously  to his  female  audience.  To dramatize  his  point,  he  yanked  down another placard affixed to the wool merchant's shop. "'Tis an action 'gainst that English swine who dares call himself king!"


Suddenly,  Jane  clapped  her  hands  excitedly.  "You've  just  given  me  a grand idea!" she said, a wicked gleam in her eye. "A pig race! Let's have a pig race!" she exclaimed. "We havena had one in such a long time—and 'twill be a fitting tribute to our new king, don't you think, Thomas?" she added  impishly,  tugging  on  his  sleeve  as  she  composed  her  expressive features into a look of feigned respect.


"Nay,  Jenny!"  interrupted  Catherine,  using  their  pet  name  for  Jane, and shaking her head vehemently. "We mustn't race the pigs! Mama was furious  the  last  time.  She  said  if  you  disgraced  the  Maxwells  like  that again, she'd give you a thumping you'd ne'er forget!"


Ignoring  Catherine's  protests,  Jane  signaled  the  others  to  follow  her as she scampered along the High Street, ducking down another narrow passageway. Just  before  the  alleyway  dead-ended  into  a  stone  wall,  the youngsters  dashed  through  an  archway  and  emerged  behind  the  five storied tenement that included their own lodgings. Jane and Thomas led the pack, running  swiftly across  the  communal backyard  toward  a  pig enclosure at the far side of the small, green pasture tucked behind the tall buildings. To the south of this clearing lay the stone boundary wall of the city, and below it, a sheer, four hundred-foot granite drop. The volcanic outcropping  on  which  Edinburgh  was  built  had  protected  it  from  its enemies for eight hundred years.


"Quickly,  before  old  Hector  sees  us!"  Jane  cried,  motioning  to  her companions. She prayed that the  stableman  at the Red  Lion  Inn, who also looked after the Maxwells' pigs, would not catch the four conspira tors and enforce Lady Maxwell's stern strictures regarding Jane and any future pig contests.


In the dim light of the pig pen, the three Maxwell sisters appeared quite alike, with their chestnut hair and slender bodies. But Jane had a more finely etched brow than either Catherine or Eglantine and a nose of aris tocratic shape, slightly Roman in cast. Her mouth, quick to smile, framed small, even teeth. Even at age ten, her features had that special stamp of a Maxwell: strong and stubborn. At the moment, however, her expression belied that. Jane was grinning happily at her companions as she settled her  weight  gingerly  on  the  broad  back  of  an  enormous  sow.  She threw a challenging look toward her more sedate older sister, Catherine, who adamantly refused to join the competition.


"Let  me  race  on  Tattie!  Oh,  please,  Jane—please!"  begged  Eglantine who, until she'd reached her ninth birthday, had been routinely excluded from Jane and Thomas's mischief making.


Jane  glanced  over  at the younger  version  of  herself, hopping  up  and down excitedly in anticipation of her very first pig race. Eglantine looked eagerly for her approval as Jane, plagued by a momentary sense of guilt, noticed that the hem of her threadbare day  dress was  already streaked with filth. With a characteristic act of will, she quickly purged the thought of her mother's displeasure from her mind and nodded to Eglantine her permission to take part in the competition.


Jane  surveyed Thomas's ragged breeches  and  frayed  linen  shirt  as  he lifted Eglantine on the back of a second sow, which twitched nervously in  its pen. The lad was in an even poorer state than the Maxwells; the Frasers had been stripped of their land and hereditary titles when they supported Bonnie  Prince  Charlie  against  the  Hanovarians  who  held  the  British throne. Clan Fraser had gambled everything on the Stuart Cause—and lost. And Thomas had never even known his parents, who had died amid terrible suffering.


Jane gazed at Thomas Fraser with a fierce sense of loyalty forged by a friendship with the lad who'd been her closest companion all her young life. His hurt was her hurt. His family's loss of their estates and titles felt like her loss as well. She vowed she would always follow him, protect him and love him as if he were a Maxwell, not a Fraser. Briefly, Jane thought of her brothers William, Hamilton, and Dunbar living in Monreith with her Da, whom she hadn't seen in three years. Before the gnawing sadness could  take hold of  her,  she quickly pushed  their  shadowy images  from her mind.


Thomas fumbled with the catch on the wooden gate that led into the hidden square of open green space, just off St. Mary's Wynd.


"Ready,  Eglantine?"  Jane  cried  impatiently.  She  looked  back  at  her younger sister, who seemed thrilled to be allowed a part in Jane's favorite game: turning the dignified High Street into a racing course for swine.


Jane  tensed  every  muscle  in  her  body,  anticipating  the  start  of  the contest. Thomas yanked open the gate of the pig pen, scraping the worn wood planking through the sucking mud. Jane repeatedly thrashed her mount's sides in an attempt to urge the pig through the opening ahead of her sister.


"Shoo! Shoo!" shouted Jane irritably. "Give her a whack with the broom handle, laddie!"


"All right, minxes," cried Thomas, addressing the riders as well as their recalcitrant porkers, "Out—out! Get along—shoo, shoo!"


He  gave  both  pigs  lightning  whacks  on  their  rears  and  roared  with delight as Jane's mount emitted an enraged grunt. She reached for a firm grip on the old sow's ears. This time, she thought to herself excitedly, she was bound  to  win. The  pig  continued  to  make  protesting  squeals  as  it waddled hurriedly  into  St.  Mary's  Wynd. The  two  sisters'  high-pitched shrieks  echoed  along  the  steep-sided  alley  as  Thomas  gave  Eglantine's slower beast another slap.


"The first one who passes Fountain Well wins the race!" he shouted so Jane might hear. "On with you, you filthy piggies!" he barked.


At the sound of the noisy contest, windows flew open on both sides of the alley and across the cobbled High Street. Peals of laughter reverber ated merrily down St. Mary's Wynd.


"Those Maxwell snippets are at it again," chuckled Peter Ramsay as he stood in the door of the Red Lion Inn. His plump wife wiped her rough, chapped hands on her apron.


The  innkeeper's  gaze  followed  the  erratic  path  taken  by  the  two  pig riders whose mounts waddled toward the mainstream of city traffic. The strolling fishmongers and hawkers called out their wares to residents of the  five-  and  seven-storied  tenements  rising  up on all  sides.  Carts  and wheelbarrows from the farms outside the city walls rattled alongside the elegant carriages of the gentry and the occasional sedan chair borne on the shoulders of burly Highlanders, for whom such menial labor was all that was left to them since the failed Rebellion fifteen years earlier.


From her perch on the sow's broad back, Jane gave a jaunty salute to the couple standing in the doorway of the Red Lion Inn. Ramsay and his wife chuckled  and waved back. Jane glanced  over at Thomas,  who  was thumping Eglantine's uncooperative sow with the broom handle.


"Not  fair,  Thomas!" Jane shouted  as Eglantine's  pig bolted unexpect edly close to Old Swill.


"I'm  looking  forward  to  seeing  you  get  your  comeuppance,  lassie," he joked.


With  a  few  quick  strides,  Thomas  passed  the  girls  as  they  bounced along, screeching commands to their pigs to move faster, kicking them wildly and cajoling them toward Fountain Well, a hundred yards distant. By now, a crowd had gathered and veteran observers were shouting to the carts and carriages on Edinburgh's bustling thoroughfare: "Make way for the swine—make way for the swine!"


As the race proceeded, both girls kicked and shouted at their rebel lious pigs.


"On  there,  Eglantine!"  shouted  old  Duncan  McClellan,  pausing  to cheer the saucy young challenger as he clutched a basket of unsold fish in his arms.


"Jane,  lassie,  you're  winning!"  countered  Matilda  Sinclair,  a  bride  of three  months  whose  surly  husband  looked  down  on  the  proceedings from a second-floor window, his face puckered in a scowl.


Jock Sinclair, who worked long hours at the tannery built on the banks of North Loch at the foot of Castle Rock, was clearly upset. He resented  having to wait for his morning tea, especially when the delay was caused by  a  lass  whose pig racing  had not  long  ago  landed Jock unceremoni ously  in  the  mud.  His  mouth  set  in  a  hard  line as  he  watched  his new wife set down her wooden bucket of water pumped from Fountain Well and shout encouragement to her friend Jane. When the pig had run Jock down,  Matilda  had  laughed  at  his  indignity—and  so  had  that Maxwell brat! To his way of thinking, both females needed to be taught a lesson.


"Matilda!  Draw  your  water  and  make  me  m'tea,  bitch!"  he  shouted through the casement window.


"I'll be coming in a moment, Jock," she shouted back defiantly, though it might earn her a beating later. "You're safe enough on the second story, I'll be bound!"


Soon scores of spectators appeared to view the contest from windows and shop doors. A handsome carriage with a ducal crest on its shining black  door  drew  near  where  Thomas  was  posted  at  the  finish  line  at Fountain Well.


As he watched the carriage curtains being quickly drawn aside, Thomas was caught off guard by the appearance of the widowed Dowager Duchess of  Gordon  and  her  three  sons,  Alexander  and  his  younger  brothers, George  and  William. Thomas's  jaw  clenched  at  the sight  of  the  quartet staring out at the unusual proceedings through the open window of their elegant coach. How he hated Clan Gordon!


"Ah, the famous Jane Maxwell," commented Alexander, the seventeen year-old Fourth Duke of Gordon, as the carriage came to a halt. "I have heard of her little competitions on the High Street." He stared in amuse ment at the two riders whose mounts were stubbornly refusing to head in the same direction, despite frantic kicks from their pint-size jockeys. Thomas  disdained  even  to  nod at young  Gordon.  Alexander narrowed his eyes as he stared critically at Thomas.


"Are you not one of Simon Fraser's young pups?" he asked with barely concealed scorn. "Master of the Swine Course, I presume?"


Thomas nodded stiffly and drew himself up in an attempt to look taller. His  godfather  had  never  forgiven  this  duke's  deceased  father,  Cosimo George,  the  Third  Duke  of  Gordon,  for  refusing  to  come  out  in  favor of the Stuart Cause in 1745. Gordon lands lay hard by Fraser territory. It might have made the difference at the Battle of Culloden Moor if the Cock O' the North, as all Dukes of Gordon were called, had thrown in his lot with Prince Charlie's men instead of the king's.


"I  am  Thomas  Fraser  of  Struy,  Your  Grace,"  he  said  with  as  much hauteur as he could muster, "godson to Simon Fraser, Master of Lovat."


Thomas  stared  insolently  at  the  passengers  in  the  carriage,  remem bering  the  grisly  outcome  of  such  Gordon  treachery.  From  babyhood, Thomas had heard the stories of how, after the defeat at Culloden, Master Simon's father, the old gout-ridden chief of Clan Fraser, the Eleventh Lord Lovat, known as Simon, the Fox, had paused during his hasty retreat and witnessed the king's men burning to the ground the Fraser family seat at Dounie Castle.


"Ah,  yes—Colonel  Simon  Fraser,"  the  duchess  said  derisively.  "I  had heard that after his father was executed in the Tower, the son was eventu ally released from prison and permitted to form a regiment of ruffians to fight the savages in the New World. How perfectly appropriate."


The  orphaned  lad  stared  contemptuously  at  the  countenance  of  the Third Duchess of Gordon.


"Master Simon Fraser is your Highland neighbor, madam, and serves your  king!"  he  said  in  a  barely  civil  tone.  His  adolescent  voice  cracked slightly and he flushed to the roots of his claret-colored mane. He despised these Gordons and their sneers!


Suddenly,  the  duke's  younger  brother  George  emitted  a  shrill  titter and  pointed  a  slender  white  finger  toward  Eglantine's  and  Jane's  sows, who were butting heads in the middle of the High Street. Thomas stared at the braying brat with disdain, recalling rumors that the odd-looking Lord George had a touch of the famous Gordon Madness—a malady that Thomas  supposed  must  have  resulted  from  too  many  Gordon  cousins intermarrying. He jutted his chin in the air and met Alexander Gordon's steady gaze.


Attempting to salvage some shred of dignity, Thomas added with feigned solicitude toward the Fourth Duke's odd sibling, "Sink me—is he ill?"


Ignoring Thomas's barb as well as the strange behavior of his peculiar younger  brother,  the  aristocrat  turned  to  gaze  at  Eglantine  and  Jane. The Maxwell sisters were still kicking and thumping their animals in an attempt to get them across an imaginary finish line near Fountain Well.


Refusing  to  accept  Alex's  apparent  dismissal,  Thomas  said  challeng ingly, "You've finished at Eton, m'lord?"


"Of  course,"  the  young  duke  replied  airily.  "However,  my  sainted mama is preparing to ship young William and me off next spring on an obligatory Grand Tour of the Continent before our studies at Cambridge  commence,"  he  added  with  a  sardonic  look  aimed  at  his  imperious mother. "'Tis a vain attempt to civilize us, I suppose."


Apparently  his  youngest  brother,  the  giggling  Lord  George  Gordon, was either too stupid or too high-strung to benefit from such travel.


Thomas  noted  the  young  duke's  English  accent.  It  was  free  of  any Highland inflection, insuring that the Duke of Gordon, to say nothing of his pudgy brother, would be welcome in the drawing rooms of London and  courts  of  Europe.  Their  futures  were  assured  in  every  way,  while Thomas's remained bleak and uncertain.


"The wagers!" Jane shouted at Thomas, interrupting his verbal sparring match with the Duke of Gordon. "Don't forget to collect the wagers!"


She  kicked  her  sow's  sides  sharply,  but  made  little  progress  toward Fountain Well.


"I'll  put  a  farthing  on  the  challenger!"  announced  the  fishmonger, Duncan McClellan, who handed Thomas a thin coin.


"Then  let me  put a  sovereign on her sister  Jane," the  young Duke of Gordon  said  suddenly,  pulling  out  a  coin  from  a  pocket  in  his  richly embroidered silk waistcoat.


"We've no need of your English silver, sir!" Thomas retorted scathingly. "We're Scotsmen here."


The intended insult hit its mark. Alexander glared through the window, speechless at Thomas's effrontery. Just at that moment, the attention of the young men, the dowager duchess, and the rest of the crowd was drawn to the shrieking Eglantine, whose sow had discovered a puddle of water seeping out  from  the base of Fountain Well.  The pig  was  snorting  at  the  muddy water with single-minded fervor while its exasperated rider wheedled and whacked the animal with all her might. Jane's pig suddenly spotted the mud puddle near the fountain and veered over to investigate. At the same time, Eglantine's mount settled itself comfortably into the ooze. As Eglantine, her skirts and leggings slathered with mud, gripped her pig's neck, the sow's curlicued tail brushed against the far side of the base of Fountain Well.


Without  so  much  as  a  fare-thee-well  to  the  passengers  in  the  black coach,  Thomas  raced  over  to  where  the  swine  had  wallowed  to  a  halt. Noting that the pig's quivering tail had, indeed, crossed the finish line, he rendered his judgment.


"Eglantine Maxwell," he bellowed, "competing for the first time in the Grand Championship Swine Course, is hereby and officially declared the true and honest winner!"


He  opened  his  palm  flat  and  presented  the  youngest  Maxwell  sister with the few coins wagered by the applauding spectators. Jane's mount, startled by the cheers from an appreciative crowd, suddenly spun around and dashed over the finish line where the pig promptly tossed Jane into the mud beside Eglantine, who was already basking in the glow of victory.


"Damn,  damn,  damn!"  screeched  Jane  in  a  fit  of  temper,  using  an expletive her mother abhorred.


Jane closed her eyes and clenched her fists, gritting her teeth in a fit of pique. When she opened them, she glared over at her sister and took stock  of  Eglantine's  disarray.  Eglantine,  in  turn,  stared  back  at  Jane, caked with mud, and both girls began to howl, laughing along with the crowd.  Matilda  Sinclair  volunteered  her  water  bucket  to  wash  off  the worst of the muck, and Jane plunged her hands and arms into its cool ness,  splashing  her  flushed  face  and  smiling  her  thanks  to  the  affable young goodwife.


"His Grace, the Duke of Gordon, offers this linen in hopes it will assist you,"  said  the  duke's  footman,  extending  a  frock-coated  arm  bearing a  large  embroidered  handkerchief,  monogrammed  with  the  familiar Gordon stag's head crest.


Thomas  was  about  to  dismiss  the  duke's  unwelcome  emissary,  but Jane snatched the linen from the servant and patted her face and arms with it. Thomas  watched  stonily  as  she waved the cloth in  acknowl edgment above her head. She made a mock, unbalanced curtsy in the direction of the black coach without even focusing on the faces in the carriage window.


The  dowager  duchess  frowned,  but  Alexander,  the  Fourth  Duke  of Gordon, glanced back at Jane Maxwell for a long moment. Thomas could swear that their eyes met briefly and then, suddenly, the two young people grinned at each  other across the milling throng.  Abruptly,  the  carriage curtains closed, and the aristocratic passengers disappeared from view.


"You certainly paid your public respects to that Anglified fop!" Thomas exclaimed angrily.


"Gadzooks,  Thomas,  the  laddie  was  merely  performing  a  common kindness! What's ailing you, for pity sakes?"


When he failed to reply, Jane shrugged and turned to watch the splendid coach move down the High Street. Then she proffered the damp linen to Eglantine to wipe the brackish water dripping from her arms and face.


Thomas struggled to regain his good humor.


"Well, my lovelies, have you had enough sport for one day?" he asked, and  ordered  two  stable  boys  to  lead  the  sows  back  to  the  small  yard behind the Maxwell's townhouse.


"I've had my fill of your judging, Thomas Fraser!" Jane retorted, turning to chat with Matilda Sinclair, and pointedly ignoring him.


Catherine  had  remained  on  the  sidelines  at  the  start  of  the  race, cheering both her sisters under her breath in spite of her resolve to show them how  much she  disapproved of their antics. As  Eglantine handed the  duke's  linen  to  Jane,  Catherine  urged  her  sisters  to  hurry  back  to Hyndford Close.


"We'd best be getting home, and you both changed before Mama sees us," she pleaded, glancing nervously up the street.


"Go along, hinny," called Jane, catching sight of a cart rattling downhill toward Grassmarket Square virtually overflowing with juicy red apples. "For such a miserable ending to a fine race, I intend to restore Thomas's spirits and mine with a reward!"


Before Thomas or Catherine could stop her, Jane was running along side the lumbering wooden cart, with Eglantine scampering twenty paces behind her. She hooked her right slipper on the base of the platform that supported  the  mound  of shining  fruit  and  hopped a  few  times  on  her left  foot  as  her  hands  felt  for  the  wooden slats  on  the  back  of  the  cart. Hoisting herself up, Jane grabbed an apple with her free hand. She was about to reach for a second when both driver and horse, unaware of the nobly  born  thief  in  their  midst,  responded  with  a  start  to  the  shift  in weight. The whoops and cheers from the remaining throng applauding Mistress  Jane's  latest  antics  only  added  to  the  confusion,  and  the  cart horse  flattened its ears  and  bolted in  fright.  As  the  driver attempted  to recover  the  reins,  the  horse  reared up with an angry  whinny and leapt forward with a jerk.


Jane felt her arms nearly pull out of their sockets. Her right hand was riveted  by  a  searing pain as she  tried  to  grab hold of the wooden  slats. Apples tumbled to the ground on all sides of her as the cart bolted forward again. Falling backwards, she landed with a heavy thud in the middle of the busy thoroughfare. Eglantine began to wail at the sight of her sister lying motionless in the road, and a crowd began to gather once again. Catherine, hearing screams, turned from the entrance to Hyndford Close.


"Oh, dear God!" Catherine shouted across the road to Thomas. "Jane!" she cried, pointing a hundred yards down the road. "She's hurt!"


They  both  ran  toward  the  small  heap  that  lay  in  the  road.  Jane  was moaning  in  pain,  her  right  hand  clamped  between  her  legs,  her  body curled up in agony. Thomas reached her first, stumbling over the apples, which had scattered in every direction.


Cradling  her  head  in  his  lap,  he  crooned,  "Jenny,  lass…  Jenny,  I'm here," and unfastened the duke's handkerchief from her waistband where she had stuffed it for safekeeping.


Thomas  directed  Jane's  terror-stricken  sisters  to  run back  to  the  well with  the  linen  to  make  a  compress  and  to bring  him  a  bucket  of  fresh water. Then he gently felt Jane's body for broken bones, continuing to talk to her in a melodic, loving voice.


"Jenny lassie, what hurts the most?" asked Thomas anxiously, cursing himself for failing to prevent such a dangerous misadventure.


"My  hand…  my  hand…"  moaned  Jane,  keeping  her  legs  clamped rigidly together with her right hand pinioned between her thighs.


Catherine and Eglantine dashed up with Matilda Sinclair carrying the heavy bucket of water between them. The Duke of Gordon's linen hand kerchief floated on its surface like a cloud. Thomas directed Matilda to get the cloth as clean as possible and wring it dry.


"Let me see, dearheart," he said gently, trying to pry her knees apart so he could have a look at her hand. "Let me see what you've done to yourself."


"Oh, Thomas, it hurts so much!" Jane cried pitifully, her eyes shut and her body rigid with the pain.


"Please, pet, let me help you—let me have a look," he pleaded, gently pulling at her right forearm.


Jane suddenly went limp.


"She's dead!" wailed Eglantine, clutching at Catherine's arm.


"She's swooned, Thomas," Matilda said with alarm, while noting that Jane was still breathing.


"Well,  that's  a  blessing,"  he  replied  grimly,  motioning  for  Matilda  to take his place cradling her head.


Moving  down  the  side  of  Jane's  still  body,  he  carefully  pulled  her hand from between her thighs. There, lying among the folds of Jane's bloody skirts, was a delicate, freshly washed forefinger held to her right hand by only a thin shred of skin. The bolting of the cart had sheared it right off.


"Don't look, lasses," Thomas said roughly. "She's torn off a finger and we've got to stop the bleeding."


Eglantine  gulped  aloud  and  looked  as  if  she  were  going  to  be  sick. Catherine, too, had to look away, but Matilda bravely cradled Jane's injured hand as Thomas ripped the  duke's  handkerchief in wide strips. He firmly bound the linen around the hand with the severed finger. Saving the last strip, he tied the cloth tightly above her wrist to help staunch the flow of blood.


With  some  difficulty,  Matilda  helped  Thomas  lift  Jane's  unconscious body against his own. They were nearly equal in height and Jane's dead weight meant that carrying her up the High Street was no easy task.


"Here, let me help you, laddie," Matilda volunteered, knowing, however, that her tardiness would most likely inflame Jock more.


Catherine and Eglantine ran ahead to fetch the physic who lived nearby while Matilda Sinclair and Thomas carried Jane as gently as they could toward her lodgings.


Lady Magdalene Maxwell's sedan chair was just arriving at Hyndford Close  when  the  rescuers  reached  the  entranceway.  Hearing  Thomas's shouts, her ladyship drew open her curtains in alarm, her hand flying to her mouth in horror when she saw the pair carrying her daughter.


"The  lass  will  be  all  right, your  ladyship,  but she  has  hurt  herself and should be put to bed immediately. Kitty and Eglantine have gone for Dr. Mclntyre."


"Oh, dear God! Look at her! There's blood everywhere—come quickly!"


Lady Maxwell stepped briskly out of her sedan chair, instructing the bearers  to  call  for  their  wages  later  in  the  day,  and  hurried  toward  the door.  Having  heard  the  commotion  through  the  open  second-floor window,  Fiona  McFarland,  the  Maxwells'  disheveled  housemaid,  flung open the door as Thomas and Matilda struggled with their burden up the narrow stone staircase to the family's private quarters.


"In  here," directed  Lady  Maxwell  urgently,  turning  into a  room  with a low, timbered ceiling. "Put her on that bed. Fiona, bring up some hot water right away and have Cook heat another kettle."


Thomas  and  Matilda  gently  lowered  Jane's  body  on  the  worn  and patched linen counterpane. Lady Maxwell's fear for her child and anger over this mishap were clearly discernible on her flushed face.


"I'll be going now, your ladyship," Matilda said swiftly, bobbing a curtsy. "I'm sure she'll be all right soon."


"Thank you,  Matilda,"  Lady  Maxwell said,  tight-lipped,  as  the  young woman sped out the door, anxious to return to her husband before his anger translated into more than a shove or a slap.


"Would  you  do  me  the courtesy,  Thomas,  of  explaining  exactly what you've  gotten  Jane  into  this  time?"  Lady  Maxwell  demanded,  barely keeping  her  emotions  under control.  Wringing  her hands  and  shaking her  head,  she  complained  bitterly,  "How  do  you  and  the  lass  find  the Devil's own trouble? I warned you both to take care after she twisted her ankle  when  you  two  jumped  from  the  hay byre  in  the  stable  yard  last winter! She's going to damage that pretty face of hers one day and then where will she be?"


Thomas was fearful of interrupting her tirade in order to tell her how seriously Jane's hand had been injured.


Jane's eyes fluttered slightly and she began to whimper. Lady Maxwell's fervent relief that her child was conscious soon gave way to exasperation.


"What the neighbors must think of us," she muttered.


She studied Thomas's profile as he gazed worriedly down at Jane who was moaning softly. 'Twas a pity he'd never be called Sir, like his dead da, and hadn't two farthings of his own to rub together. She noted how tenderly his gaze lingered on her daughter's still form. At ten, Jane was still only a madcap child. But Thomas was nearly fourteen… Thomas would soon…


Jane groaned loudly and tried to raise her hand, bound in a ball of linen stained a reddish hue. Lady Maxwell began to pull absently at Jane's filthy linen petticoat, when she suddenly realized that Thomas, who had always seemed to her simply like another of her boisterous sons, was gazing at her partially clad daughter. Her eyes narrowed. The pair's childhood camaraderie must be ended forthwith and Thomas be made aware that her plans for Jane stretched far beyond the hopeless dreams of a landless, titleless orphan who had a penchant for causing mischief such as this current calamity.


Lady Maxwell called to her maid with irritation.


"Will you hurry, Fiona! Where's that water? Thomas," she added crisply, "I've not time to deal with your part in this, but I will instruct you to desist from  such  folly  in  future.  'Tis  no  longer  suitable,  lad,  that  you  should engage  in such  pranks with  my  daughters.  They're  proper  young  ladies now, and I shall not permit them to roam the city like urchins. Especially Jane. Now please go and see what's become of Fiona and then wait for the physic downstairs," she finished, dismissing him with a wave of her hand.


Shocked  at  the  harshness  of  her  words,  Thomas  manfully  attempted to mask his hurt. He turned to leave. A faint voice halted his progress to the door.


"Thomas?"


It was Jane, sounding weak with fear. He had almost never seen her cry since she was a toddler and her brother Hamilton would torment her by depriving her of some toy or frippery. But real tears now swelled silently over Jane's dark eyelashes and rolled down her cheeks.


"Where's Thomas?" she whispered hoarsely.


"He's just going to find Fiona," her mother said impatiently.


"Thomas!" Jane cried out.


Lady Maxwell nodded to the lad, reluctantly granting him permission to return to Jane's bedside.


"Jenny, lass, you're safe in your mother's house now—not to worry, pet," he said. He suddenly felt painfully self-conscious in Lady Maxwell's presence.


"My hand… Thomas… my hand hurts so much!"


"I know,  Jenny girl…  I  know. But  the  physic  is  coming  to  help,  and you'll be fine, lassie… I know you will."


"Hold my good hand," Jane gulped between uneven breaths.


With that, he gave her unbandaged left hand a soft squeeze, transfer ring it gently to Lady Maxwell's waiting grasp and quietly left the room.


"Don't go," Jane said in a whisper only her mother could hear. "Please, Thomas, don't leave me."
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SEPTEMBER 1763







IMON FRASER SHIFTED HIS MASSIVE BULK UNCOMFORTABLY IN HIS 

favorite chair. He was unaccustomed to entertaining female visitors in his down-at-the-heels Edinburgh townhouse, save for the occasional wench whom he spirited up the servants' stairs to his private bedchamber. In any event, he was certainly not used to serving tea.


"A  drop  of  brandy,  perhaps, to  ward off  the  chill, your  ladyship?"  he inquired hopefully.


"I find it quite warm for a September morn, Master Simon," Magdalene Maxwell replied evenly. Her estranged husband's perpetual drunkenness had  given  her  a  horror  of spirits,  and  she  nodded in  the  direction  of a chipped teapot and cracked cup that sat on a scratched silver tray. "A bit of that tea would serve splendidly. You are so kind to let me impose upon you this way."


She  settled  as  comfortably  as  she  could  on  the  frayed,  wing-backed chair  provided  her  by  her  host.  A  brief  survey  of  the  other  tattered furnishings in Colonel Fraser's abode told her that the Master of Lovat was as strapped for funds as she was.


"Now that you have  returned  to  us  from  the  campaign  against  those wicked Frenchmen who are stirring up such trouble among the savages in  America,"  she  commented,  flashing  her  most  charming  smile,  "I'm sure you agree with my earlier missive to you that we must attend to a tempest brewing right here in our own midst."


Simon Fraser nursed his brandy and considered his guest closely. He'd tossed  aside  her  ladyship's  letter  hinting  at  her  concern  over  the  close friendship  that  had  developed  between  his  ward  Thomas  Fraser  and  that madcap Jane Maxwell. However, in the wilds of Canada, he'd been worried about saving his own scalp, not some Scottish chit's hymen. That the brat had lost a finger through her own folly was none of his affair, and under no circumstances was Thomas ever going to be permitted to seek the penniless saucebox's disfigured hand in marriage.


Observing Lady Maxwell's vague discomfort in his dilapidated sitting room, he could sense his visitor was groping for a delicate way of phrasing her  next words.  Her  eyes  focused  above  his  head on  the  paint  peeling from the parlor walls.


"I have  been  quite firm  with  Jane  these  last  years, but  I am sure you agree that we must now execute our duty as guardians," she averred, "and call a complete halt to the free and childish association that's prevailed between Thomas and Jane."


Simon noted she had the decency to blush slightly as she continued.


"They  are  approaching  an  age  when  the  merest  misstep  could  be disastrous…  and  could  lead  to…  complications,  which  neither  of  us would welcome."


Simon  remained  silent,  pouring  himself  another  two  fingers  of  the bracing amber liquid he much preferred to lesser stimulants. As he settled back in his chair, the epaulets of his uniform nearly touched the plump lobes of his oversized ears. He looked at his visitor steadily for a moment longer and began to speak.


"My dear Lady Maxwell," he said, "I am but a rough, unmannered soldier, late of the wilds of Canada and the 78th Fraser Highlanders. I am unused to such sitting room niceties. Let us, pray, be frank with one another."


Lady Maxwell looked at him warily, but didn't interrupt.


"I am well aware that you are a woman of shrewd judgment and tenacity, so let us put our cards on the table, shall we?"


Magdalene Maxwell nodded, her dark eyes narrowing.


"We  each  have  in  our  care  young  wards  whose  futures  we  feel  duty bound to protect," Simon Fraser continued. "Both Thomas and Jane are bairns  pleasing  to  the  eye,  with  wit  and  spirit.  Sadly,  the  fates  thus far have provided them little else for their comfort and future prospects. In other  circumstances, a union between  our  two  families might well  be thought advantageous."


He  noted  with  satisfaction  that  Lady  Maxwell  nodded  in  polite agreement.


"It is, therefore, imperative," he continued, "if the ample gifts Jane and Thomas do  possess are to  be realized  to the benefit  both of themselves and of us, who have nurtured them so long, that steps be taken to prevent the natural order of things from reaching fruition."


The  veteran  campaigner  paused  for  breath  and  cocked  his  head  to one side.


"Are we in agreement thus far?" he asked.


"Thus  far,"  affirmed  Lady  Maxwell,  a  relieved  and  knowing  smile forming at the corners of her mouth. "Pray continue. What action do you recommend?"


"Ah…"  Simon  said,  sipping  his  brandy  slowly,  pleased  that  he  had accurately guessed the purpose behind Lady Maxwell's uncharacteristic neighborliness.  Although  Thomas  and  Jane  were  mere  striplings,  he, too, had noted that since his recent return from the French and Indian campaigns,  the  two  kept  constant  company  whenever  Lady  Maxwell's back  was  turned.  For  his  part,  Simon  was  equally  anxious  to  prevent such adolescent attachment from one day blossoming into an unsuitable match,  or worse, a bairn in  the lass's  belly,  which  would then force his hand. Sir William Maxwell's brat will be lucky if she has thruppence for a dowry, he mused.


Simon set down his brandy snifter and licked his lips. He would certainly see to it that Thomas and the other young Fraser bucks would repay his many  kindnesses  by  selecting  brides  whose  purses  would  advance  the Fraser cause at court. Thus, one day, the lads would be awarded the honors due them as men in the inner circle of Simon Fraser, Baron Lovat.


I will have my lands and titles restored! he thought to himself with grim determination. And so may Thomas, if he marries properly!


It might take five years for George III to right the wrong perpetrated by the king's grandfather against Simon the Fox and Sir Thomas Fraser of Struy after Prince Charlie's fiasco on the battlefield… it might take ten. Simon could wait.


"I think, m'lady," Simon continued aloud, "I should acquaint you with plans already underway to remove my ward to the Highlands very soon. He shall there assist my herdsman while learning to be handy with sword and firearms to ready him for army life when he comes of age. 'Tis the only route to advancement open to the poor boy, since God knows I have barely the means to keep this shabby abode in Edinburgh and to till the few acres left to me in the Highlands."


"To  be  sure," murmured  Lady Maxwell  in a patently  false display  of sympathy  for  the  failed  Stuart  Cause,  which  Simon  knew  full  well  the Protestant Lowlander had always disdained. "And I support your hopes the lad will make a dashing officer someday—all the more likely to snare an heiress with his good looks and kind heart."


Simon was surprised by Lady Maxwell's boldness. Her words proved, however, that she understood his current plans for Thomas, which were quite similar, he supposed, to those she had plotted for that little polecat, Jane. Well, good luck to the lad who fell into this maternal trap.


"I thought, sir," Lady Maxwell said with characteristic Lowland candor, "that Clan Fraser and all  others who joined the Rebellion of Forty-five were still forbidden to own or carry arms, or even play the bagpipes. How will you advance young Thomas in these arts, given these restrictions?"


"These  skills  will  be  acquired  discreetly,  madam,"  he  replied  testily, "and, as I am sure you understand full well, it may be some time before I can afford to purchase the lad a fair Commission in another regiment, as the Fraser Highlanders were disbanded after the Peace. Thomas will remain  in  the  north  till  this  be  accomplished,  however…  you  have  my word on that!"


"A most sensible plan," Lady Maxwell replied soothingly, calculating that Simon's scheme would take at least a year or two to complete, by which time Jane would be fifteen and, she hoped, betrothed to the richest man in Edinburgh—whoever that might be. "And generous it 'tis," she added for good measure, "to provide for the lad out of the portion left to you."


She  set  down  her  teacup  to  signify  their  interview  was  over.  Relief filled her heart. There were no heights a beautiful woman could not scale, if she made the correct choices in life, thought Magdalene, seeing before her Jane's perfect oval face with its gently arched brows and high cheek bones.  Who  had  learned  that  lesson  better  than  Magdalene  herself?  she reflected bitterly. She recalled the day so many years earlier when she had succumbed to the charms of a hot-blooded, but ineffectual baronet with nothing but unproductive, marshy lands in Galloway and a disagreeable penchant for strong spirits.


"'Tis settled, then, to both our good accounts," she said briskly, offering her hand at the door to the stocky soldier who seemed at a loss as to what to do with it.


"Aye, m'lady," answered Simon, bowing awkwardly in the direction of the soft, white flesh extended toward his lips. "'Tis settled, to be sure." The  narrow  path paralleled  the  River  Farrar,  which separated Erchless from  Struy  Forest.  Rising  on  a  gentle  slope  to  the  right  of  Simon  and Thomas was Culligran Wood, and behind it, the forbidding peaks of Cam Ban and Corry Deanie. The mountains were still capped in winter snow, although the riverbanks were inundated with icy water from the heavy spring thaw.


"To  your  left,  laddie,  as  far  as  the  eye  can  behold,  was  your  land… Fraser of Struy territory," Simon said quietly, pulling on his horse's reins while gesturing to the south.


Thomas gazed pensively toward the thickly forested ridge that eventu ally tapered off into stark, steep, treeless mountains on the other side of the valley. Their summits, too, were blanketed in snow. Despite its being May, there was a biting wind, made even colder by dark, rain-filled clouds hovering overhead. A forlorn feeling permeated the entire region, inten sified by the sight of the pinched, hungry faces Thomas and Simon had encountered when they rode through the village of Struy earlier in the day. Thomas had had his first glimpse of the fine manor house, just down the  road,  that  his  parents  had  called  home  before the  Rebellion  of  '45. Now it stood on a weed-strewn hill, windowless and bereft of any sign of life. The garden and orchards were likewise overrun as the result of years of neglect.


The past year and a half had been filled with many such desolate sights. Thomas had been given an extensive tour of the Highlands by his godfa ther,  who  pointed  out  scene  after  scene  of  ruined  cottages  and  manor houses, burnt to the ground by the Duke of Cumberland's men following the Crown's triumph at the Battle of Culloden. Since that day, for these eighteen years, the kilt was forbidden unless worn in a Kings regiment, the pipes were banned as a "weapon of war," and no Highlander could carry arms, not even a dirk, by order of the Crown.


But, for a year now, Simon had been secretly drilling his godson in the manly arts of firearms at sessions held high in the hills, far from prying eyes that might report such illegal activities to Crown authorities. He sent Thomas with his most trusted men high on the moors for several months to master the skill of sheepherding. Out of earshot, Thomas was allowed to  practice  with a  genuine  set  of  bagpipes  whose  sheepskin  airbag  was clothed in the  outlawed  bark brown  Fraser  hunting  tartan.  The  young  man, who had grown nine inches in eighteen months, reveled in being allowed  to  participate  in  such  forbidden  activities  at  the  behest  of  his elders, and he often thought how much Jane Maxwell would enjoy being part of such clandestine occupations.


His meandering recollections of his time spent in the Highlands were interrupted when Simon pointed toward yet another barren peak dusted with a thick mantel of snow.


"We're  not  far  from  the  cave  that  sheltered the  Bonnie  Prince  before his final rendezvous at Loch nan Uamh with L'Heureux, which took him back to France," his godfather added solemnly.


"And  where  did  my  parents  live  after  my  father  was  released  from prison?"  Thomas  asked  carefully,  his  glance  still fixed on  the  brooding forest stretching in a dark green line across Strathglass.


"That's what I've come here to show you," Simon said gruffly, digging his boot into the scrawny sides of his Highland pony that had suffered deprivation along with his rider.


The  exhausted  horses  soon  forded  the  stream  and  skirted  Culligran Falls.  For  another  half  hour,  their  mounts  stumbled  over  rocks  and around boulders until the two riders crossed a spongy moor that brought them to a one-room crofter's cottage, which lacked even a thatched roof and  stood  out  starkly  against  the  landscape.  Simon  dismounted  and gestured  for  Thomas  to  do  the  same.  The  lad's  newly  attained  six-foot stature forced him to duck in order to pass through the low door that led into the stone hut. There was a startled rustle of wings as a grouse scur ried to the window ledge of the gloomy chamber and escaped outside.


There  was  nothing  to  see,  really,  for  the  miserable  cottage  had  long been  stripped of anything  of  value,  if  anything  of  value had  ever  been housed within its thick stone walls to begin with.


"They  both  died  on  a  bed  that  was  pushed  against  that  wall,"  Simon said somberly, pointing toward a corner of the room graced only with a dirt floor. "First Sir Thomas, a few weeks before you were born, and then your mother, Marguerite, right after she… froze to death or starved, they told me. I found you in her arms over there, barely mewing, you were." Simon turned his back to Thomas and his voice sounded hoarse. "I found a local lass to wet-nurse you, or you'd have died along with your kin, and that's for sure." Simon's voice harsh with emotion. "You come from fine stock,  laddie.  Your  da  was the best  friend  a  man  could  have, and your mother, a rare beauty, with her wine-colored tresses and loving ways."


Thomas felt his eyes grow moist and his throat began to ache.

"You  owe  it  to  their  memory  to  reclaim  these  lands…  not  just  for them, or Clan  Fraser,  but  for the  villagers  like  your wet-nurse  as  well." Simon  turned  back  to  face  Thomas,  and  he  squinted  in  the  dim  light. "The Frasers of Struy did their duty to their tenants and the villagers for generations. Without a working manor, the entire region has become as derelict as Struy House itself. If something isn't done in the next ten years, the people will leave the land for the south, or worse, for America. Tis your destiny to bring it all back to life, Thomas Fraser! To help restore our way of life here in the Highlands!"


Thomas glanced around the hovel and felt his heart sink. He thought of  the hulking  mansion in  the  valley  below, with its caved in  roof and weed-choked gardens.


"Godfather… how can we hope to—"


The master of Lovat's gaze grew hard. "You'll get your Commission in the  Black  Watch  somehow…  then,  mayhap, the Crown  will  need good fightin'  men  in  those  insolent  Colonies  and  we'll  raise  another  Fraser regiment… but you'll get your lands back by dint of your fighting arm! Never  let  anything  stand  in  the  way of your duty  to your heritage, lad, do you hear me? I've done my best by you all these years, just so you can salvage what your da and m'lady Marguerite paid for with their blood!"


Thomas  stared,  aghast  to  see  his  godfather's  cheeks  suddenly  bathed with tears to match his own. The elder man abruptly spun on his heel and strode out of the dim chamber. By the time Thomas had remounted his pony, Simon's horse had thundered across the rain-spattered moor. Soon, man and rider were swallowed up by the emerald wood.
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HE SOUNDS OF THE WAKING CITY DRIFTED UP TO JANE'S FOURTH

story  window.  Outside,  denizens  of  the  neighborhood's  teeming jumble of flats and shops were already up, taking advantage of the unusu ally warm October weather to move about the city in lightweight attire before the onset of another of Edinburgh's treacherous winters.


Still  half-asleep,  Jane  listened  to  the  symphony  of  noises  along the  cobbled  High  Street.  She  could  even  hear  traffic  noises  in  the distance, clattering down St. Mary's Wynd. The steady drone punc tuated  from  time  to  time  the  shrill,  singsong  calls  of  the  hawkers selling their wares.


Suddenly,  Jane  felt  such  a  longing  to  see  her  friend  Thomas  Fraser that her  throat  tightened.  The  vibrant  city  that  once  held  such joy  and enchantment for the two intrepid explorers, now seemed almost forlorn during his long absence. Jane stared up at the ceiling, feeling dreadfully lonely, despite a house crowded with her kin.


It  was  wonderful  having  a  semblance of  a normal  family  life  once again,  Jane  thought,  attempting  to  cheer  herself  out  of  her  gloomy musings.  Uncle  James,  her  father's  brother,  was  a  career  captain  in the  Black  Watch  regiment.  He  was  always  welcome  at  Hyndford Close, not  only  because he  insisted  on  helping  with  expenses  when his brood visited Edinburgh between army assignments, but because the  three  Maxwell  sisters  thrived  in  the  warm  affection  he  and  his wife Elizabeth expressed toward each other, their children, and their nieces  and  nephews.  Their  two  boys,  Murray  and  John,  provided companionship for Eglantine, as they were just her age, and Jane, for  the  first time in  years, had  found  in her  Aunt Elizabeth  someone  in whom she could confide.


Aunt Elizabeth had wanted the lying-in for her new baby to take place in  Edinburgh.  Their  old  family  friend  and  doctor,  Sir  Algernon  Dick, president of  the  Royal  College  of  Surgeons,  would  see  that she  got the best of care. Jane had watched her aunt's belly grow round and hard over the weeks, and Aunt Elizabeth calmly answered her persistent questions about the mysteries of how babies were created and came into the world.


The  door  to  Jane`s  low-ceilinged  bedchamber  opened  abruptly,  and through half-shuttered eyes, Jane observed her mother in the entranceway.


"I want you three lasses up and dressed and down to breakfast right now!"


Lady  Maxwell's  crisp  tone  carried  unusual  urgency.  Jane  sat  bolt upright in bed. Almost sixteen, she'd grown so tall, she nearly tumbled fourteen-year-old Eglantine, who had been sleeping dangerously close to the edge of the mattress, onto the floor. At the same time, Jane thought she heard a muffled moan coming from the direction of the hallway past her mother.


"Is the bairn on the way?" Jane asked excitedly.


Lady Maxwell looked at her sharply. She had not heard any of the talk between Jane and her sister-in-law concerning pregnancy.


"That's  none  of  your  affair,  missy,"  she  replied,  looking  crossly  at  the three  patched  linen  shifts  hanging  on  the  walls  on  wooden  pegs.  She wondered  how  she  would ever outfit  her  pretty  daughters  to  make  the good matches they deserved, let alone provide dowries for them.


"As soon as you`ve dressed and had some porridge, I have a number of errands I want you three little maids to do in town. Fiona will go with you."


"But I've promised to help Hector in the garden!" Jane protested. She had so looked forward to pulling up the last of the autumn vegetables and gathering in the remaining herbs, their pungent and spicy odors tickling her nose.


"Hector Chisholm has dug turnips for seventy-odd years, my dear," her mother responded acidly. "He will accomplish his tasks on his own today, just as you'll complete the ones I've planned for you three. Now quick ly—all of you! Dress and join me downstairs. And I want no nonsense today from you, Mistress Jane!"


With  that,  Lady  Maxwell  turned  on  her  heel  and  quickly  shut  their door, but not before Jane was positive she had heard the guttural sounds of someone in great pain wafting toward her from the far end of the hallway.


"She is having the baby!" Jane exclaimed excitedly.

"It must hurt something terrible… listen!" Eglantine whispered fear fully. "Aunt Elizabeth sounds like—"


"An injured animal," Jane completed her sentence for her. "She said that women make those sounds to help them bear the agony, but that the pain comes in waves, with little rests in between as the body pushes the baby out. Thomas told me sheep do the same thing."


"You spoke of this subject with Thomas?" Catherine asked incredulously, patting her face dry with a rough linen towel hanging next to the basin.


Jane shrugged and began dressing.


"It was a long time ago… before he left."


Jane  involuntarily  glanced  down  at  the  remnants  of  the  forefinger on her right hand. The small red stump still pained her when the bitter weather set in, and she never looked at her hand without feeling the loss anew. First, she'd lost her finger, and then she'd lost her best friend. After Thomas had departed for the north at the behest of his godfather, Simon Fraser,  the  tight-knit community around  Hyndford Close had done  its best to cheer her up. Jane had wandered her Edinburgh  haunts alone, refusing to speak to anyone for weeks.


Pulling her linen shift over her head this surprisingly balmy October morn,  Jane counted on the  fingers of her good hand. It had  been just two  years  since  she'd  seen  Thomas,  and  five  years  since  her  accident during  the  final  pig  race  down  the  Royal  Mile.  Grasping  the  bedpost while Catherine laced up her stays, Jane smiled to herself over the news imparted  to  her  by  Hector  just  the  previous  day  that  the  few  servants left  at  Master  Simon's  flat  had  been  instructed  by  post  to  remove  the dust covers from the furniture and air out the upper rooms in prepara tion  for  the  owner's arrival  any  day. Perhaps, thought  Jane  excitedly,  I can pry some word of Thomas from the old goat—or at least from the kitchenmaid, who was rumored to be more familiar with Master Simon than her below-stairs duties would require.


"Aren't  you  ready  yet,  Jane?"  Lady  Maxwell  asked  impatiently,  reap pearing suddenly at the bedroom door as her two other daughters obedi ently filed out of the chamber.


"Yes, Mama,"  Jane replied, quickly  donning  the linen stomacher  that was far too tight for her budding torso.


It wasn't that her breasts were so terribly large, she thought ruefully, it was just that their definite roundness couldn't be contained in the bodice 





of a dress she had inherited from Catherine two years before. After all, Jane realized, she would be sixteen on the last day of this year.





"Here, Fiona," Jane announced, handing the results of their morning shop ping efforts to the Maxwells' housemaid. "Take these back to Hyndford Close. If Mama demands we stay away till teatime, we might as well enjoy this fine weather. Come on, m'dears… let's stroll around Nor' Loch and watch them work the tanning pits."


"Och!"  cried  Catherine  shuddering.  "The  smell's  enough  to  make  a person sick! The boilin' tannin, and the stink from the loch itself. 'Tis the town's cesspool, that's what it is, pure and simple."


"Oh, 'tisn't that bad," protested Jane, who loved the bustle and excite ment around the tannery and slaughter houses.


The  foul  odors  were  a  necessary  part  of  curing  hides,  Jane  thought matter-of-factly. Besides, this brae overlooking the road heading north to the Highlands provided an excellent lookout post for spotting travelers entering town.


Jane didn't particularly relish an encounter with Simon Fraser, who had always gazed at her with a hard look, more suitable for a soldier about to smite his adversary. Still, she might glean some word of Thomas's welfare. She bit her lip. What if Thomas thought her childish and uninteresting, now that he'd learned the manly arts of swordsplay and musketry? Well, thought  Jane,  jutting  her  chin  in  the  air,  she  could  read  French  fairly well, and do her sums. I'm not a completely ignorant dolt, like most lasses, she thought smugly. As Jane gazed down at the loch's turgid waters, she wrinkled her nose.


"Just think of it," she mused aloud. "Swans swam here during Queen Mary's time."


"Well, eels swim there now," replied Catherine, grimacing. "This time of year, with the waters so low, the dead ones will be everywhere. I can't think why you like going there, Jenny!"


"I  heard from old Mr.  McClellan, the  fishmonger, that  years ago  the water bailiff discovered a trunk just below the surface on the east end," Jane noted casually, hoping to pique her sisters' curiosity and thus stimu late an expedition down Ramsay Lane to the water's edge.


"What was in it?" shivered Eglantine with excitement.


She was a child born with a sense of drama and was forever begging Jane to act in little theatricals she had fashioned from her vivid imagination.


"The skeletons of a man and woman…" Jane whispered melodramati cally. "'Tis said they were brother and sister and had committed incest. They were drowned for their sins on order of the Kirk Elders."


"What's incest?" inquired Eglantine with a puzzled frown.


"Jane, really!" Catherine protested with all the dignity of her eighteen years. "All right," she added quickly, veering away from such an unsavory topic, "let's go down to the loch bank, if you promise we'll stay far enough away from the tanners to avoid the smell."


The  three  Maxwell  girls  left  Fiona—struggling  with  packages  they'd piled high in her arms—in the Lawnmarket district and proceeded down the steep descent from Castle Hill along the brae, which overlooked what remained of North Loch.


In times past, the waters had been considered picturesque, lying in the shadow of Edinburgh Castle, which had been built on the sheer granite cliff, hundreds of feet above the loch's dark, flat surface. For centuries, the loch—a  large  pond, really—had served  as a place of punishment  even more  forbidding  than  the  gallows.  Women suspected  of  being witches had been bound hand and foot and thrown into its murky waters.


Catherine  sniffed the air  suspiciously as the  three sisters  approached  a sharp rise overlooking a series of long, rectangular tanning pits that had been erected at water's edge. After two to four days of soaking the leather hides to soften and swell them, the fleshy residue was then removed with sharp edged  scrapers.  The  skins  were then  suspended  in  boiling  caldrons  filled with a tanning solution made from powdered chestnut bark and removed methodically from one vat to another, with each pit holding a stronger solu tion than the one before to achieve the desired color for the hide.


"Look!" cried Eglantine excitedly, pointing to a knot of men gathered near the spot where the finishing process was completed. "Ooh—there's going to be a dunking?"


Jane  and  Catherine  stared  down  at  the  throng,  which  was  growing larger by the minute as workers from other parts of the tannery circled round a man and woman arguing.


"Doesn't  that  look  like  the  Sinclairs?"  Catherine  asked  in  an alarmed voice.


Jane confirmed that the man jerking a rope around the woman's waist was, indeed, Jock Sinclair. Their surly neighbor from the High Street was  renowned for his unpredictable  temper  as  well  as  his ability to pound rough  hides  into  soft  leather  by  vigorously  rubbing  them  with  oils,  a process known as  currying.  Jane had  always  believed  he'd have  tanned her hide for running into him with her pig so long ago if he'd ever had the chance.


"He's  not  going  to  throw  Matilda  into  the  loch!"  Catherine  cried, revolted by  the thought  of  this  ancient  Edinburgh  ritual  for  punishing disobedient wives.


Jock was yanking on the rope around his wife's waist in an effort to get her closer to the excrementitious pool. They could hear her screams all the way up the hill.


"You've given me the pox, you bastard! Your own true wife!" shouted Matilda as she fought like a wildcat against the rope.


"Shut up, wench!" Jock grunted, pulling on the rope with arms whose enormous muscles bulged beneath his tanner's blouse.


The woman dug her heels into the slimy bog that skirted the waters at the end of the loch. Her face was flushed a vibrant hue, and tears coursed down her  cheeks,  now  prematurely  lined  from  the  strain of producing four bairns in five years. If Jane was not mistaken, her belly was swollen beneath the thick band of hemp that held it fast. Not only had the twenty five-year-old matron contracted syphilis from the philandering Jock, but she was also apparently with child, yet again.


Jane suddenly recalled a vision of Matilda Sinclair as the young, cheerful bride she had seen on the fateful day the apple cart had overturned. It had been Matilda who, with Thomas, had carried her home after her accident with the apple cart.


"We have to help Matilda!" Jane cried, suddenly raging with fury that Jock's fellow tanners could condone such shocking abuse of a woman.


All three sisters were well acquainted with the tales of Edinburgh house wives who, deemed undutiful by their husbands, were dunked six or seven times in the noxious waters as punishment. Women were simply property, like tin cups or cows, to be used or dispensed with as men saw fit.


Matilda's screams were reaching a crescendo.


"Murder  me—gang  on,  murder  me!  You've  murdered  the  bairn  I'm carryin', you skelly-eyed son-of-a-whore!"


With a growl, Jock picked up his wife. Raising her over his head with powerful  arms  built  from  years  of  stripping  gristle  off  cattlehide,  he pitched her, head first, into the loch's fetid waters.


Except  for  the  three  Maxwell  bystanders,  a  cheer  went  up  from  the multitude and Jock, preening at the mob's approval, began to run along the bank of the loch, dragging his wife through its filthy eddies.


"That'll teach the wench to fash you, laddie!" cried a tanner clad in an apron, his face nearly purple with Jock's contagious rage. "She shouldna brought such unwelcome news t'you so public like!"


"Drag the bitch to the slaughter house and back, Jock!" shouted another who  ran beside  the barrel-chested  Sinclair.  "Show  'em  all  a  lesson  they wanna forget!"


Jane felt the bile rise to her throat. Eglantine began to weep. Catherine tried to shield and comfort their younger sister. Then something in the marshes caught Jane's eye.


"Oh, God… no! Jane, come back!" screamed Catherine as she observed her sister racing down the steep incline toward a small dinghy moored in a patch of reeds.


The crowd was now moving as one along the bank, following Jock. He had dragged Matilda some hundred yards, and Jane spied only the top of the woman's feet in the water. As Jane approached the shore she could see that the cheeks of the red-faced tanner were covered with ugly, running sores. He  was  panting from exertion and his eyes were  bulging, but he continued to run along the bankside, clutching the rope as if determined to  win  this  tug-of-war.  His  wife's  water-logged  clothing  served  as  an anchor beneath the surface of the loch.


Jane frantically reached through a clump of razor-sharp reeds to grip the bow of the small boat, and her thin leather slipper touched the back of a dead eel. Stifling a scream, she bolted into the craft and grabbed the single paddle, attempting to find a comfortable grip as her arms arched over the stiff hoops supporting her skirt.


"God's wounds!" she hissed under her breath.


Her progress toward the spot where Jock's rope disappeared into the water was painfully slow. She could hear the murmur of the tanners as they caught sight of her and guessed her intentions. She glanced up the hill behind the mob and saw Catherine and Eglantine huddled together, their arms clasped tightly around one another. She hardly noticed a tall rider  whose  roan-colored horse  had  paused  on Ramsay  Lane,  not  fifty yards from her agitated siblings.


Blotting out her surroundings, she concentrated on each stroke of the oar, pulling the little skiff closer to the faint splashes several yards away from her.


Jock stepped up his pace, enraged to see Jane Maxwell, of all people, attempting to rescue his wife. A man of fifty, his sides were heaving and his eyes were virtually popping out of his head.


"Stay back… stay back, bitch!" he screamed at Jane.


Jock  yanked  even  harder  on  the  rope,  but  then,  he  suddenly  gave  a strangled cry. He dropped the line and violently clutched at his left arm.


Jane ignored  the  sight  of  the stricken  man  suddenly  writhing  on  the ground,  screeching  in  pain.  She  kept  her  eyes  on  the  brackish  surface of  the  loch  and  the  spot  where  bubbles  had  now  ceased  to  percolate. Matilda was floating close to the surface. Her hair drifted loosely around her head like auburn seaweed. Jane raised the young woman's mouth out of the water, but Matilda appeared unconscious. Desperately, she pulled Matilda's  body  partway  into  the  dinghy,  ripping  at  the  closings  of  her heavy, water-logged skirt that made lifting her almost impossible. Finally, Jane was able to heave the lifeless form to the bottom of the craft, gasping at her brief glimpse of the crimson bloodstains streaking down Matilda's inner thighs. She quickly turned her head away from the angry boils blis tering the woman's neck.


Jane glanced up to see Jock's bulky form, still and gray on a low rise sloping up from the bank. A balding man leaned down to press his ear to Jock's chest.


"'E's dead," he announced to several tanners standing nearby. "'Tis his heart, I'll wager, from the looks o' 'im."


"Who's  that  tarted-up  wench  what's  interfered  with  Jock's  business?" growled one of Sinclair's cronies. "We'll do the same to her, soon's we get our hands on the saucebox!"


Hearing this, Jane began paddling frantically toward the far shore. She had no time to wonder what she would do, once she arrived there, but simply  put  her head  down  and  pulled  on  the oar with every  ounce  of strength she had remaining.


"Stay  where  you  are!"  shouted a  deep  voice  from  the opposite shore. "Don't come closer to the bank, Jenny lass!"


Jane raised  her eyes and  gazed  toward the rim  of  the  narrow  loch. In  the  distance  she  thought  she  could  discern  the  hulking  form  of Simon  Fraser.  Closer-by,  a  tall  figure  with  hair the shade  of  his  own roan  gelding  was  poised  on  horseback  at  the  water's  edge.  He  was unarmed, and the mob was advancing around to the north side of the loch toward him.


"Thomas!" she screamed, her suppressed terror surfacing in her cry.

"Keep to the center, love," he shouted. "Catherine's gone for the constable."

"Go, Thomas! Ride away!" she cried, noticing for the first time that the tanners were heading toward her old friend, brandishing scraping knives and cudgels.


"I will… I will… but turn the wee craft back toward Castle Hill, Jenny lass, and keep your eyes on me. When the mob gets t'where I'm standin', give 'em the slip by rowing back to where you came. I'll be there. Now turn!"


Jane's  upper  arms  began  to  cramp,  but  she  forced  herself  quietly  to reverse her craft's direction.


Thomas waited on the shore until the last possible moment. Then he dug his heels into his horse's flank and galloped beyond the reach of three or four dozen men who were howling for revenge.


Gasping  for  breath,  she  charted  the  progress  of  a  brigade  of  town watchmen  proceeding  down  Ramsay  Lane  from  behind  Castle  Rock toward the loch. She watched the tiny specks that she knew were Thomas Fraser and his godfather, Simon, gallop at top speed the long way around North Loch, a distance of about half a mile. She was only a score of yards from the shore when the constable and his men arrived at the bank.


The figure of Thomas loomed larger and larger as Jane struggled with the oar to pole her way in. He was now over six feet tall, and his broad shoulders and slim waist erased forever her memory of the pathetically thin figure of her childhood. Only his face, with its slightly gaunt features, was familiar. That most-cherished face, its tanned, unfreckled skin barely camouflaging the high Celtic color of his cheeks and his hair. As the dinghy's prow nosed into  the muck clinging to the bank,  Jane's  hands reached  out toward his dark, garnet mane. Thomas roughly clasped her to his chest.


As soon  as  he  had  lifted  her  out  of the boat,  Jane  started to  tremble uncontrollably.


"Matilda?"  she  cried,  shuddering  despite  the  warmth  of  the  after noon sun.


"Drowned," said Simon Fraser, matter-of-factly. He reined in his horse and surveyed the scene. "Your interference didn't make a bit o' difference, now,  did  it,  lass?" he  added. "Mayhap  there's a lesson  to  be learned in that, missy."


Jane was too numb to take much notice of his critical tone. Unable to stifle  her  tears,  she wept  out  of  anguish  for  what  fate  had  befallen  her friend, as well as sheer relief at being rescued and seeing Thomas again.


Mercifully, a neutral bystander had already placed a cloak over Matilda's body. A few yards away, her late husband, Jock, lay stiff and gray on a small rise where his friends had dragged him after the heart seizure struck.


"The  bairn…"  Jane  whispered  in  tears.  "The  babe's  died  too,"  she choked, taking refuge in Thomas's sheltering arms.


"I'm taking Mistress Maxwell home, Godfather," Thomas said quietly to Simon.


The older man looked as if he were about to raise an objection, but held his peace. Jane's eyes, brimming with tears, drifted back to the boat and the lifeless form beneath the cloak. She felt herself lifted up and placed sidesaddle on Thomas's mount.


"Looks  like  that  gang  went  back  to  work,  once  they  spied  us  comin', " she heard Constable Munro say.


"They've had their bit of amusement for the day," Simon commented dryly. "Always did think 'ol Jock's temper would do him in one day. Done his wife in too, it appears."


"Pity 'bout her four bairns," replied the constable.


"Her mother'll look after the brats, I expect," answered Simon.


"Thomas?" Jane murmured, relieved to feel the horse begin walking up the slope of Ramsay Lane. Now she wouldn't have to listen to the sound of Simon's harsh voice.


"Yes, Jenny?"  Thomas  replied softly,  nuzzling  his  chin in  her matted hair, which was moist from sweat and the foul waters of the loch.


"I hope my Aunt Elizabeth had her bairn today," she said, tightening her arms around his waist and patting the solid expanse of his back. "She moaned just like a sheep. That's good, 'tisn't it?"


"Aye… 'tis a good sign the wee one's on its way."


The horse plodded uphill in silence.


A  few  minutes  elapsed  before  Jane  asked  another  question.  Her  eyes were still closed and her body remained relaxed as she sank into the slow rhythm of the gelding's even pace.


"Thomas, do you think Constable Munro ever guessed 'twas the two of us who ripped down those coronation proclamations five years ago?"


"No, I believe our secret's safe, pet."


His voice told her he was smiling.


The roan carefully picked its way up the path to Castle Hill and Jane felt Thomas's arms tighten around her body as the incline grew steeper. Suddenly she spoke again.


"I'm so glad you're back, Thomas."

"I'm glad to see you haven't changed. Mistress Maxwell… your spirit, that is—"


"You've changed… a lot."


"Aye… on the outside. So have you, Jenny, lass."


She sighed and clutched the arm encircling her tightly as she heard the horse's hooves move from turf to cobblestones.


"Don't kiss my head, Thomas. 'Tis foul smelling," she said softly.


"I wouldn't dream of it, lass," Thomas replied, his nose twitching slightly from the rank odors that gave proof of her recent ordeal. "At least, not at the moment."












Four




NOVEMBER 1765







AMILTON MAxWELL WAS UNABLE TO MAKE OUT WHAT WAS BEING 

said behind closed doors at the top of the stairs, but he knew from experience his parents were having an argument. Sir William's drunken tirade was soon met by Lady Magdalene's increasingly angry responses, and  as  the  voices  grew  more  strident,  Hamilton  and  his  three  sisters exchanged discomfited looks.


"'Tis  bound  to  be  about  you,  Jane,"  speculated  Hamilton,  who,  at nineteen,  liked  to  assume  superior knowledge  about  family matters  in contrast to his younger siblings.


Hamilton certainly had more than an inkling of his father's mood on this particular morning. After all, he had witnessed Sir William's reaction to receiving a letter from Lady Maxwell two days earlier, a letter proposing a ball to celebrate Jane's upcoming sixteenth birthday.


"That woman must be demented!" his father had exploded, pounding the table in the unkempt drawing room at Monreith House while reading Lady Maxwell's missive sent by horse-back messenger from Edinburgh. "I've all I can do keeping two households going as it is, and now she wants to  waste  good  silver  on a  grand  party for  a  lass  who's  been naught  but trouble since the day she first came squallin' into this woeful world!"


He  had  shaken  his  head  morosely  before  gulping  down  yet  another glass of whiskey.


Hamilton had come to realize that Sir William had no fondness for daugh ters. It was obvious that the disgruntled baronet had never really forgiven his wife for the accident to Jane's right hand five years earlier. He'd become positively apoplectic at news of her misadventures on North Loch.


"Odds  fish,  Ham!  What  decent  gentleman  will  want  to  marry  a strumpet like your sister Jane  with a hand missin'  a  forefinger  and  her meddlin'  ways?"  he  had  complained  peevishly  as  they  approached  the city gates of Edinburgh. "I'll be blessed indeed if me prettiest daughter don't  end up spinsterish, mark me  words," he  groused, slouched  in his saddle. "I'll not keep the baggage in silks and lace, I'll tell you that, Ham! 'Tis her mother's concern."


Hamilton Maxwell  had  long  since stopped  trying  to  understand  the ongoing warfare between his mother and father—a couple who, despite their clear incompatibility, had managed to produce six healthy offspring. For as long as Hamilton could recall, his father had always preferred the clean  air and  country  ways  of  the  Scottish  Lowlands—and  the right  to drink in peace; his mother preferred the excitement and activity of the city—free of her bibulous spouse.


Hamilton  glanced  around  the  shabby  Edinburgh  sitting  room  at  his three sisters, who had each matured noticeably since last he'd seen them. One thing was certain, running two households full tilt all year round put a crimp in the family's meager finances. Presumably, this was the subject of the rantings and ravings now going on behind closed doors.


"Oh, I wish they'd stop!" cried Jane, running to the leaded glass windows overlooking the city streets below. "I don't care a rip about the stupid ball, and I hate all this skirling."


Hamilton  observed  Jane  closely  as  she  rested  her  chin  against  the frosted  window  pane.  Her  skin  was  flawless  and  her  profile  patrician. Hamilton Maxwell was unable to make out how his scrawny little sister had turned into a deuced swan!


"Well, I hope they have it," announced Eglantine suddenly, interrupting Hamilton's train of thought.


"Have what?" Jane asked vaguely.


"Your birthday ball!" her younger sister cried in an exasperated tone. "I  can't  think  why Da  should  object,  since  Sir Algernon  has  offered  to sponsor you, and 'tis he who'll be paying for the ceilidh he gives every year  anyway.  I've  never  been  to  a  ball!"  she  complained,  plaintively voicing her desire to attend Sir Algernon Dick's Hogmanay Ball that the physician  had  hosted  each  New  Year's  Eve  for  as  long  as  any  Maxwell could remember.


"And you probably won't go to this one either," Catherine said primly. "I had to wait till I turned sixteen."


"Da's thinkin' of the fine new clothes you'll need, don't you imagine?" Hamilton  pronounced.  "He  despises  spending  coin on  you  three,  and that's a fact. But he hates charity more, and doesn't think too much of Sir Algernon Dick. After all, they were rivals for mama's hand, once upon a time."


"Pooh!" scoffed Eglantine. "That's no reason to refuse the doctor's offer. Da doesn't give a fig what Mama does anymore."


"Eglantine!" Catherine said sternly. "Not another word from you, you naughty lass!"


The  eldest Maxwell  daughter  walked over  to  Jane, who  continued  to stare moodily out the window into the foggy November morning.


"Don't worry, sweeting," Catherine said softly, for once abandoning her pose as the surrogate for Lady Maxwell. "Fighting is the only way Mama and Da know to converse."


"Oh,  I  don't  care  about  their  fighting,"  Jane  responded,  pressing  her forehead  against  the  coolness  of  the  leaded  panes.  "'Tis  just  the  way Daddie  swoops  down  on  us  to  say  Mama  can't  do  something  after  he's been  sitting  in  Monreith  all  summer,  never  bothering  to  visit  or  write. He does what he likes and spends what he wants… and he acts just as he wishes, drunk or sober! 'Tisn't fair!"


Hamilton had caught the last of Jane's outburst and walked over wearing a mischievous grin on his face.


"Jenny, dear girl, haven't you realized that most moppets your age don't question their elders and are forbidden to run wild around the city like stable boys? If only you'd learn to behave yourself like a proper young lady, you wouldn't find yourself minus a finger with which to hold a fan!"


"Why, you…" Jane whirled around from the window and flew at her older brother in a rage, determined to wipe the smirk off his face.


"I'll show you what nine fingers can do…" she shrieked, leaping toward Hamilton's  six-foot  frame.  She  was  mortified  that  her  favorite  brother should tease her about the injury that still pained her so much.


"Stop  it!  Stop  it,  you  two,"  Catherine  cried,  jumping  between  them while Eglantine stood and stared, her mouth agape.


Hamilton easily held Jane, who was now kicking and shouting, at arm's length. He felt a bit embarrassed about his casual cruelty toward the sister he'd always found fun and amusing.


"Och! Jenny," Hamilton began. "I didn't mean to hurt your feelings—"


"I hate you and I hate Da, and I hate—"


But  before  the rest of  her family could hear  anymore, Jane  bounded out of the room, down the back stairs, and ran through the alley to the stable yard.


The morning mists still clung to the rows of herbs planted off the stable area, but Jane took no notice of the light wisps that swirled around the rosemary and thyme borders and the small arbor of fruit trees.


As she raced through the green open space, past the pigpen and around the corner of the stable, she ran headlong into Thomas. He had a pouch of heavy books on military theory slung over the hitching post, and was just tying up his horse, preparing to unsaddle the roan gelding.


"Whoa,  there,  Jenny…"  Thomas  laughed,  reaching  out  his  arms  to steady  her.  Then  he  saw  the  tears  brimming  in  her  eyes.  "What's  the matter, lass? What's happened?"


Jane  looked  up  at  her  friend  to  whom  her  mother  had  practically forbidden her to speak. She took a breath to begin her tale of woe, and then sighed.


"Oh, you know how it 'tis at my house, Thomas," she replied dejectedly. "Mama wants one thing and Da disagrees and starts drinking. Then they blather back and forth till your head hurts."


Jane  reached  out  to  touch  the  leather  straps  from  the  bridle  of Thomas's horse  and  twisted  them absentmindedly  in  her  fingers. No sooner  had  she  done so,  than  she  became self-conscious at  the  sight of  the red  stub  on  her  right  hand and  dropped  the  reins with  a  jerk. Thomas  reached  for  her  wrist  and  folded  his  other  hand  over  her injured finger.


"Try not to fret about your hand, lass," he said softly. "You're still a beauty, you should know, and don't let it make you think less of yourself."


For the  second  time  since  Thomas  had  returned  to  Edinburgh, Jane began to cry. Great, heaving sobs seemed to come from a place inside her he didn't know existed. Failing to understand why she had dissolved in response to words he meant to be kind, he pulled her close to him and folded his long arms around her for comfort.


"Everything's  changing,  Thomas,"  she  cried  miserably.  "My  family's cut  in  two—the  boys  against  the  girls—my  Mama  against  my  Da.  We don't live in one place anymore. There's always fighting about money. Da's always with the spirits now, and mama says I'm to stay indoors and not spend time with you and do tatting and embroidery and I hate 'em both, and now you're probably going to leave as well, and—"


Thomas held her away from him for a moment in order to search her tear-streaked face, halting her in midsentence. She stared at him earnestly, then lowered her eyes.


"Well, I just know either your godfather or the army will send you away again!" she sniffled, "and then who will be my friend?"


"I'll always be your friend, Jenny… never fear for that, but I want you to be happy about my Commission. When it finally comes through, I won't be  beholden  to  my  godfather any  longer.  I  can  begin  to make my  own way… help him salvage something of the life we knew."


"What life?" Jane asked quickly. "Clan Fraser died with old Simon the Fox,  before  you  were  born.  Master  Simon's  filled  you  with  fairy  tales, Thomas. You'll break your heart if you think you or Simon, or any other Highlander can win against the Crown. Men with the power hold on to their power. That's the one sensible thing my Da ever told me."


Jane watched his gray-green eyes narrow and heard the anger tinging his voice.


"Och, Jenny, if you could see the way of life up North. There's nothin' and no one to cling to. Half my mother's kin are nearly starved and living in  caves!  I've  got  to  do  something  to  change  that…  Simon's  plan  is  to do  what  Scots  do  best—supply  the  best  damn  fighting  men  for  King Geordie's empire. That way the bastard's bound to give us back our lands and titles."


"You mean give Simon back his lands and titles," Jane retorted. "Don't think we'll be calling you Sir Thomas any time soon, if 'tis left to Simon Fraser," she scoffed. "And if Simon uses the likes of you for cannon fodder to get his heart's desire, more's the pity!" she added bitterly.


"Simon's not just actin' for himself, Jenny," Thomas said quietly of the newly  promoted brigadier  general. "He's a willful,  arrogant man, to be sure, but he saw men  like my  father, good men,  and  their  families and their holdings, large and small… wiped out. If you saw with your own eyes, you'd understand!" His voice betrayed his anguish over the suffering he had seen. "There's hardly a wisp left of an entire way of life! I can't just stand by and let it die!"


"'Tis already dead, Thomas! The old ways are gone!" Jane cried. "My Da's  startin' to  run  sheep  where  his  crofters  used  to  till  and  plant  the soil, and he doesn't have King Geordie as his excuse to throw his crofters off  the  land.  You  were up  with the  herdsmen!  Surely,  you've  heard  the talk! The few that own the land will keep it for themselves to run sheep  instead of shelter people, and all your brave deeds on the battlefield will help no one but the Sir William Maxwells and Master Simon Frasers of the world, who want it only for themselves! You're a fool if you don't see what's in store!"


"For a wee lass of not yet sixteen, you're mighty acquainted with estate business, aren't you now?" he said sharply.


"I've got eyes and ears, Thomas, even if I am a lass," she retorted, stung. "At least we Maxwells have an estate and our titles!"


No  sooner  had  the  words  escaped  her  lips  than she considered  how deeply they would wound her friend.


"Not that Monreith will mean much to you, Mistress Maxwell," Thomas responded  angrily,  smarting  at  her  unfeminine  presumption to  lecture him about a place she had never been. A place reeling from a disaster, the proportions of which no one—man or woman—could conceive, if they had not witnessed it for themselves.


For a moment, the silence hung heavily between them. Then Jane spun around abruptly and ran.


"Jenny, lass… wait!" Thomas called after her, but Jane had disappeared into the stable. When he peered through the gloom, he could see nothing but piles of hay and a mound of horse manure awaiting the wheelbarrow of Hector Chisholm, Peter Ramsay's stableman who also kept the Maxwells' pigs and looked after the Fraser's mounts.


"Jenny… Jenny… please! Where are you?" he called into the shuttered light. "I want to talk to you, lass. Please, Jenny," he pleaded.


He  heard  a  faint  rustling  in  the  corner  of  the  hayloft  and  quickly scaled the rickety ladder, then threw himself on the straw. He dropped to  his hands  and  knees  and  crawled  toward a spot  where  he  heard  a rustling sound.


"There you are, minx!" he cried, grabbing her arm to flip her on her back as she tried to escape. "Oh, no… you're not going an inch further!" Taking  both  her  shoulders  in  his  hand  he  thumped  her  down  on  the mound of  hay  and  straddled  her  waist  with  his  legs,  pinning  her  fast. "Now look here, you saucebox! I'm sorry for my daft words, if you are as well…"


Jane stared up at him sullenly and remained silent. Thomas heaved a sigh and smiled slightly.


"I'm not unaware, Jenny, that Simon uses whomever and whatever he has to fight for what was lost. And yes, he'd use me, just as soon as anyone  else. But what the two of us want is not too dissimilar, if you think on it. I want to find a niche in the scheme of things, Jen… and there aren't a lot of choices presentin' themselves t' me at the moment, in case you hadn't noticed. And, yes, Simon wants the land and power and his title returned to him… and so do I. And he wants a homeland for his people, as well as his sheep. Don't you see, Jenny… once I have my Commission, I'll be my own man! I can decide things for myself!"


"A Fraser Highlander is always MacShimi's man," Jane said in a low voice, using the Gaelic word for "son of Simon." "And MacShimi's men obey."


Thomas  stared  down  at  the  little  mole  at  the  base  of  Jane's  slender throat. He had an uneasy feeling that much of what this girl, poised on the brink of womanhood, said was true.


"Well,  one  thing  I've  already  decided,"  he  said  with  a  smile,  veering away from the volatile subject of Simon Fraser, Master of Lovat, "and that is, I missed you something terrible when I was away!"


There. He'd said it. Thomas had missed seeing her daily in Edinburgh since his return. And it was not his lifelong playmate for which he pined. He  had  missed her  as  a  woman.  He and Jane were children  no  longer, and Thomas suspected that Lady Maxwell had long been calculating the worth of her comely progeny.


As Thomas stared down at Jane's lovely face, he wondered if she were aware  that  she  faced  a  stormy  future.  Lady  Maxwell  had  treated  him coldly  from  the  day  he  had  carried  the  injured  girl  back  to  Hyndford Close after her accident with the apple cart. And Simon's gruff manner whenever  the  name  Jane  Maxwell  was  mentioned  indicated  to  Thomas that  the  daughter  of  an  impecunious,  dissipated  baronet  was  far  from the matrimonial prize the ambitious brigadier had in mind for his ward. Yet, Thomas found himself drawn to Jane like a horseshoe to a magnet since his return from the Highlands. Despite his earlier reaction to her outspoken  views,  he  realized  now  as  he  gazed  into  her  blazing  brown eyes,  that  his  feelings  of  fierce  loyalty  and  friendship  had  changed  to something even stronger.


Thomas  let  the  silence  settle  between  them.  He  recalled  how  often he had thought of Jane during the years he was away from Edinburgh. She  would  come  to  mind  during  those  lingering  Highland  evenings when, after days of riding deep into the green and mauve hills above the ancient Fraser seat of Beauly and his home village of Struy, he'd slept on the ground with the sheep and cattle, subsisting on bannocks and wild  berries.  She  was  there  in  a  quiet  corner  of  his  mind,  comforting  him, especially whenever he  caught  a  glimpse of his  former  home,  perched broken  and  abandoned  at  the  end  of  an  overgrown  lane,  its  windows shattered like his father's dreams.


Looking at  her  now,  pinned beneath him,  he  ached to  hold  her  in  his arms. On New Year's Eve she'd be sixteen. Lasses married at sixteen, and even younger, in the Highlands. His mind drifted back to a memory of the wild, wailing sounds made by Simon's own piper as they echoed through Glencannich. Thomas's throat would close with emotion as the shrill, plain tive notes clung to the fading northern sun. It was the same, heart-stopping feeling that was invading his chest this misty morning as he gripped Jane's waist with his thighs and gazed down at her, half-buried in the straw.


Jane stared up at him, wide-eyed. He could see she was also sensing something akin to the giddiness coursing through his body. Paralyzed by  the  clash  of  feelings  welling  up  in  him,  he  continued  to  meet  her quizzical stare.


"Thomas?"


It wasn't really a question, it was confirmation.


Slowly, carefully, so as not to frighten her, he settled his weight slightly to the left of her and lowered himself onto his elbow, his right hand toying with a loose piece of straw. He smiled at her, tentatively at first, and then broadly, tracing the bridge of her nose and the lines of her lips with the prickly chaff.


"Aye, Jenny, lass," he said quietly, lightly stroking her soft, luxuriant hair. "Everything is different now, 'tisn't it? Different… and yet the same."


With a swift movement, Jane's arms broke from the layers of straw and came up around his back, knocking him off balance. He felt her clasp his body fiercely as it fell against her own. It had been so long since a woman had held him close. The few whose charms he'd sampled felt nothing like Jane. Her arms clamped tight around him, half child's grip, half woman's embrace, as she buried her head under his chin, snuggling beneath him and pushing her body instinctively toward his.


"Please don't let Simon rule your life," she whispered, her voice cracking with emotion. "He'll send you where it pleases him… where it suits his grand plan for the Frasers."


"Jenny…  ah,  Jenny,  love,"  Thomas  murmured  in  her  hair.  "no  one's going to keep us apart. Not even Simon Fraser… not even your ma…"


His bold words surprised even himself, but he knew with a certainty forged  through  the  years  of  their  shared  childhood  that  there  would  never  be another woman  for him  like  Jane Maxwell. Somewhere deep inside he had known it when she was just six. Now that she was nearly sixteen, and he, a man, he felt like shouting it to all of Edinburgh. He bent down and kissed her with a tenderness and deliberation that sent shock waves through them both.


"I know 'tis a wee bit sudden, Mistress Maxwell," he said huskily, "but will you one day do me the honor of becoming my bride?"


Jane  reached up,  tracing  the line of his  cheekbone  with the  back  of her hand.


"'Tis  not  sudden, Thomas,"  she  said,  her  brown  eyes boring  into  his. "I've loved you one way or t'other since we were bairns. 'Tis different now, though… the feelings that come over me when I see your dear face, or you take me in your arms—" She fell silent, continuing to stare at him as if she expected him suddenly to vanish. "I'll be a soldier's wife, or live in a cave in Struy Forest, but I'll do what I have to, to have you, Thomas Fraser!" she whispered fiercely.


"You might even one day be called Lady Jane if I get back what's rightly mine," Thomas said half-mockingly.


"Don't waste your dreams on that," Jane said flatly. "I just want you, title or not, and I don't care who tries to keep us apart!"


"We  shall  have  to  be discreet,  Jenny,"  he  said thoughtfully,  "until  my Commission comes through and Simon can't call the tune."


"Outfox Simon?" she asked gloomily. "I don't think him so simple a fool."


"He's  not,  to  be  sure,"  Thomas  replied,  "but  we  musn't  arouse  his  or your mother's suspicions that we plan to marry until I take my training and am given my lieutenancy. Do you think we can keep a secret for that long, dearheart?"


Jane  looked  as  if  she  wanted  to  challenge  the  plan he  had  outlined, but, instead, she put her  arms  around him  and pulled his body down along the length of hers. For a long moment they clung to each other, savoring the feeling  of  safety and warmth.  A slight shuddering passed through them both as he nuzzled her soft pink ear lobe. Jane turned her head slightly, brushing his lips lightly with hers with the same curious wonderment  they  had  felt  as  children  discovering  a  nest  of  newborn sparrows in the arbor.


At exactly the same moment, Thomas and Jane became aware of a new sensation growing between them. It was Thomas's turn to become wide eyed and he stared at her, embarrassed.


"Thomas,"  Jane  smiled  gently,  "I  do  know…  about  what  happens  to men who take a fancy to a certain lass, you may be surprised to learn.… Aunt Elizabeth explained everything." Teasing him lightly with her hips, she  added  in  a  saucy  whisper, "and  I  did  sneak  out one  early morn to watch when Da brought the McCullough stud to court Catherine's pony at Monreith… so what's happening to you now is not such a mystery to me as you might suppose—"


Thomas  kissed  her  again  slowly,  experimenting  with  the  amount  of pressure  he  put to  her  lips. Jane  responded immediately,  sensing  what moves  he  would  make  and  falling  in  stride  with  him.  The  straw,  the stable, the world enveloping them both seemed to fall away and Thomas was  only  aware of  an  overwhelming  desire  to  press  his  lips  to  the  tiny mole at the base of her throat, to touch her soft breasts beneath her gown and to meld his body into hers.


"Jenny,  Jenny,  darlin'  girl…"  he  whispered,  trailing  kisses  down  to pillows of flesh straining against her disheveled linen bodice.


"Thomas…" Jane murmured, shifting her weight in needy response to his caresses.


Suddenly, penetrating the fog of passion swirling around them both, came the creak, creak, creak of Hector Chisholm's wheelbarrow rolling across the yard into the stable stall. Agonized, Thomas pulled away from Jane, forcing himself to listen intently.


"Shh!" he whispered fiercely, putting a finger to his lips.


Jane's  puzzled  look  changed  instantly  to  one  of  recognition  and  she reacted quickly, throwing handfuls of straw over the two of them lying in the loft. They both froze in place, trying not to sneeze or even breathe. Thomas and Jane could hear, but not see, old Hector carefully piling the horse leavings into his wheelbarrow. Jane cast a desperate glance at Thomas, whose weight was becoming oppressive against her slender frame. At last, Hector put his rake in the wheelbarrow and departed, muttering about "young lads who dinna unsaddle their ponies straightaway."


Brushing  the  straw  from  their  clothes  in  the  dim  light  of  the  stable, Thomas and Jane knelt before one another, seeing themselves reflected in the other's eyes for the first time.


"I wanted… I wanted to…" Thomas faltered as he pulled the last piece of straw from Jane's dark tresses.


Her hand grazed the soft copper hair peeking through the laces of his linen shirt as she flicked the remnants of hay off his chest.


"I  wanted  to,  too,"  she  said  simply.  Then  she  smiled,  adding  with  a wry  smile. "I probably  owe my virtue to old  Hector."  She  looked away briefly and then asked with uncharacteristic diffidence, "'Tis it proper to consider myself a lass who's betrothed?"


"Aye… consider yourself as good as my wife, my Jenny of Monreith," he replied, wondering silently what Simon Fraser and Lady Maxwell would do if they knew of how he and Jane had plighted their troth in this dark, gloomy byre. To Simon, he owed his life. The question was, how high a price would his godfather demand for it?












Five




DECEMBER 1765







IMON FRASER, MASTER OF LOVAT, LOOKED FORWARD TO MAKING 

his appearance at Sir Algernon Dick's Hogmanay Ball at Prestonfield House as a newly promoted Brigadier General in the British Army. It was no mean achievement for a man whose father had been beheaded in the Tower of London by order of King George II.


Standing in the candlelight on this, the last evening of 1765, clad in his Scottish  regimental  uniform  that  he  was  loath  to  admit  was  now  worn in service to the British crown, he admired his reflection with uncharac teristic vanity. He fingered the lacy jabot that frothed at his massive neck and admired his new kilt, all the while musing on the market value of a daughter of an inconsequential baronet.


In  the  weeks  since he  and  Thomas  had  returned to Edinburgh  from what was left of his Highland estates, Simon had made it his business to ascertain  that the  lad spent  every  free  minute  with  that  strumpet  from down the road.


What a wonderful irony, Simon reflected, that the lass's own uncle would provide him the means of removing Thomas from Miss Maxwell's clutches. Indeed, Simon took pleasure in the fact that James Maxwell—a captain in the 42nd Regiment—was using his influence to secure a place for Simon's ward in the Black Watch. 'Twas a pity, Simon mused, that his own Fraser Highlanders had been disbanded following the Peace of Paris in 1763 ending the Seven Years' War, but the Forty-second would do nicely for Thomas—for the present. Such a lieutenancy would, most likely, result in a post for the lad in the Colonies. The sooner Thomas was removed a safe distance from that penniless and unpredictable wench, the better, he thought grimly.


A  sardonic  smile  creased  his  own  reflection.  A  couple  of  years' seasoning  in  the  Black  Watch  in  North  America,  and  young  Thomas would be ready to take his place alongside Simon's much younger half brother Archibald and the other young lads as a member of MacShimïs men—Fraser  kith  and  kin  loyal  only  to  him!  The  next  time  a  prime minister asked Simon to raise a regiment, he would do it—for a price— and most of Inverness-shire would be Fraser land once again.


Keeping  time  with  the  tip  of  his  heavy  black  buckled  shoe,  Simon experimented with the first steps of "Miss Cahoon's Reel." He looked up just as young Thomas entered his dressing room.


"Well, aren't you the fine peacock, m'lad," he said, eyeing his ward's new suit of buff-colored breeches and coat of brocade rust satin—all of which had cost Simon a pretty farthing. "I'll wager all the young ladies will be praying to St. Ninian that you'll be askin' 'em to dance!'


"Thank you, sir," replied Thomas, flushing slightly. "And thank you for the gift of the new clothes."


"The  better  to  snare  an  heiress,  eh  lad!"  Simon  boomed.  "There's nothing to be lost if a man looks prosperous!"


"Aye,  sir…"  Thomas  replied,  vaguely  disturbed  by  the  implication  of his  godfather's  words.  "May  I  say,  you're  looking  quite  magnificent  in your dress regimentals," he added, trying to steer Simon away from any specific instructions as to how he was to spend his evening.


"Well, lad, there's no finer sight than a man in a kilt, and that's the truth, wouldn't you say?" Simon declared as the pair descended the stairway to the waiting coach. "Soon you'll be dressed in one of your own when you join the army."


Thomas  merely  nodded  as  the  two  climbed  into  Simon's  newly purchased  landau,  its  matched  pair  of  black  horses  prancing  skittishly in the cold night air. For the first time in years, Simon felt almost at ease. Promotions and pay raises could do that for a man, he supposed.






Prestonfield House, glowing like a welcoming beacon at the end of the drive, loomed larger and larger through the coach window. The driver reined in the horses as the Maxwells' rented livery approached a smartly accoutered black barouche that had drawn to a halt in front of them. A satin-coated footman threw open their carriage door and Hamilton 

leapt  out to  assist Lady Maxwell,  whose  wide-hooped  ball  gown  barely squeezed through the narrow opening. Jane paused on the small step of the coach as she gazed above the heads of the arriving guests and caught sight  of  a  tall,  scarlet-coated  gentleman  with  a  white  wig.  He  was  just emerging from another black barouche that bore a stag's head crest on its shining enameled door.


Despite  his  pyramid  of  hair,  the  man  was young, of medium height, with  strikingly  patrician  good  looks.  His  nose  was  slightly  aquiline  in shape and his hazel eyes were wide set beneath arching eyebrows, which instantly signaled approval or disdain.


The  youthful  Fourth  Duke  of  Gordon  paused  and  cast  his  eyes  on Jane's face. The young man's gaze traveled down to her velvet cloak that was  parted  at  her  throat,  revealing  the  deeply  cut  neckline  of the  pale blue ball gown beneath. The slim sleeves of the satin gown ended at her elbow and cobwebs of lace swirled down to her delicate wrists. For the longest  moment,  the  gentleman  stared  at  her  with  practiced  aplomb before  finally  stepping  onto  the  crimson  carpet  that  led  the  way  into Prestonfield House.


Jane remained frozen on the carriage's narrow running step. The duke's imperious mother emerged next from the coach and cast a curious glance in  Jane's  direction.  The  final  passenger  in  the  coach  to  set  foot  on  the scarlet carpet was a man at least ten years the dowager duchess's junior. Staats Morris, Katherine Gordon's second husband, took his wife's plump arm and guided her up the steps and into the house.


"Jenny!"


Thomas  Fraser  approached  Jane's  coach  with  a  scowl,  having  just emerged from his godfather's smart new landau.


"Must you stare  at that blighter  who  practically  undressed you with his eyes!"


Startled  from  her  reverie,  Jane  glanced  down  at  Thomas  and  Simon Fraser, who had joined his ward on the gravel drive.


"'Twas  just  that  he  looked  so  familiar,"  she  mused.  "I  think  he  was trying to place me as well."


"I think the Duke of Gordon was trying to place you where you have no business being!" Thomas retorted heatedly.


"My, my, Thomas," Jane twitted him, glad to have the man positively identified. "His Grace certainly ruffles your feathers, doesn't he?"


"Thomas  is  right,"  Simon  growled,  heading  for  the  ornate  entrance. 


"You  shouldn't  be  so  brazen  just  because  the  flamin'  Duke  of  Gordon looks at you cross-eyed, lassie."


Jane shot the brigadier a murderous look, which he took in, unblinkingly. Then  she  pointedly  grasped  Thomas's  arm,  leaving  Simon  to  escort  Lady Maxwell up the stairs following the path taken by the duke and his family.


All right, lass, Brigadier General Simon Fraser thought, grimly staring at Jane's velvet-cloaked back. So you, too, acknowledge we are enemies. Let the battle begin!


In  December, dusk  fell  by  three  o'clock  in  the  afternoon.  Hogmanay guests  had  been  invited  for  nine  and,  thus,  Prestonfield  House  was ablaze with a thousand candles.  Light  poured from the  open  entrance as the magnificently adorned ladies and handsomely tailored gentlemen mounted the front stairs in succeeding waves. The night air had taken on a crystalline quality, transforming the lighthearted chatter exchanged by arriving guests into puffs of white smoke.


During  the  long  years  of  friendship  between  the  Maxwells  and  Sir Algernon Dick and his family, Jane had visited Prestonfield House count less  times.  Never  had  she  seen the  mansion  look  so  beautiful  as  it  did this New Year's Eve. As the housemaids scurried to relieve the Maxwell party of their cloaks, Jane caught sight of the red-coated figure from the drive. He was striding in the direction of a small library off the far end of the hall. Turning abruptly toward Thomas, who looked subdued as he watched the elegantly attired nobleman disappear from view, she asked softly, "Do you think we could find a quiet place where we could review the minuet just one more time?"


It was the only part of the evening that truly terrified her—the moment, just before midnight, when she would be expected, as part of the ritual of her sixteenth birthday and her first ball, to dance with a partner alone on the floor. It would be a demonstration of her attainment of womanhood, carried off under the critical gaze of the parents and friends of the other youthful ladies coming of age that season.


"The minuet is your  best  dance,"  Thomas  said  absently,  his  eyes  still focused  on  the  library  door,  which  had  closed  after  the  duke  entered. "What you need to practice is 'The Waterman's Rant.' Sir Algernon, at his age, has surely never heard of it."


Sir Algernon was scheduled to assume the duties of Jane's father this night. Neither she nor Thomas spoke of Sir William Maxwell's adamant refusal that morning to attend his daughter's birthday celebration. Nor did  they allude to his angry departure for the ramshackle estate of Monreith later in the day.


Jane found herself wondering silently, as they were about to be formally announced by Prestonfield's majordomo, why the Duke of Gordon should be closeted in the library, just as the ball was about to commence. In the intervening  five years,  she noted how  his boyish  features had matured into a handsome face with well-defined, sensual lips that seemed to mask a faintly mocking smile.


Glancing  self-consciously  down  at  Thomas's  Christmas  gift,  a  lace handkerchief which she had draped artfully over her injured hand, Jane's mind flashed back suddenly to the day of her accident and the strip of pristine  linen  with  the  stag's  head  crest  embroidered  on  one  corner, which  had,  according  to  Thomas,  staunched  the flow of blood  gushing from her wounded finger. Unbidden, a vision of the young duke's frank appraising  stare tonight  loomed  in  her  mind. It was  a  far  cry  from  his open, friendly gaze that memorable day of the last pig race in the High Street. She wondered what had caused such a change in his boyish coun tenance since they last met.






Sir Algernon Dick quietly shut the door of the library, muting the sound of the fiddler's reel wafting in from the noisy ballroom. He was pleased that  the  party  had  gotten  off  to  such  a  rousing  start  and that  Jane,  his special  pet  among all  of  Magdalene's  brood,  was  managing  to  hold her own to great effect on the dance floor.


"Your Grace… forgive me for not coming sooner," said the elderly doctor to his visitor. "I've only just been apprised of your arrival. How good it is to see you again. Your mother and stepfather appear to be in the pink."


The young man in the scarlet coat had been staring out the window at the moonlight that illuminated the east end of the book-lined library. He absently tapped his pair of white kid gloves against the frosty glass panes.


"Ah, Sir Algernon, how kind of you to leave your guests," said the Duke of Gordon, his years at Eton and Cambridge reflected in the elegance of his speech. He had turned around to greet his host and slapped his gloves on a small side table, almost as if the gesture spoke of his eagerness to dispense with pleasantries. "I appreciate your granting my request for a few words with you in private. I hope 'tis not too much of an imposition."


The doctor, thin and stooped from advancing age, offered his visitor a flask of vintage port, and the two men sat down before the fire burning brightly in the grate.


"Your Grace has provided just the excuse I needed to escape the din," Sir  Algernon  assured  his  guest,  "although,  I  must  say  I  am  looking forward to  the  debut  of Mistress  Jane  Maxwell  later  this  evening.  You know the lass?"


Sir  Algernon  poured  the  wine  from  a  heavy  crystal  decanter  into stemmed glasses.


"I certainly know of the minx," Alexander chuckled, "and I see from the brief glimpse I caught of her as I arrived, she's grown into a beauty… but no, we've never actually been introduced."


The doctor surreptitiously studied the young duke above the rim of his glass as he slowly savored the ruby liquid. "How have you been faring, Your  Grace?"  Sir  Algernon  inquired.  He  was  curious  to  hear  why  the twenty-two-year-old  duke  had  requested  an  impromptu  audience.  "I trust that my prescriptions for that dreadful ague you brought back from France in sixty-four have had good effect?"


"They  did,  sir,"  the  duke  replied,  "though  there  were  moments  that summer when I wondered if that fever wasn't an excessive price to pay for a young man's tour of the Continent."


In his role as family physician to the ducal Gordons, Sir Algernon had intervened discreetly in several family matters during the years since the death  of  Alexander's  father,  Cosimo,  who  had  succumbed  to  a  similar malady  when  his  son  was  only  nine.  Alexander's  mother,  Katherine Gordon, was left with six young children after her husband's demise, and the lusty young widow had quickly wed Staats Morris, a brash, ambitious army captain from the Colonies—New York or New Jersey, Sir Algernon thought—a  decade  younger  than  she.  In  the  early  years  of  their  odd marriage, the couple spent lavishly from young Alexander's estate, both on the Continent and London, in an effort to advance their own fortunes at the Court of St. James.


"Tell  me,  Your  Grace,  how  fares  the  Dowager  Duchess  and  Colonel Morris  this  holiday  season?"  Sir  Algernon  inquired.  "I  saw  them  only briefly when they were announced upstairs." He was curious to learn of Alexander's relationship with Lady Katherine and her husband, now that the family was reunited and the lad had reached his majority.


"My mother and her husband have a most comfortable living at Huntly  Lodge," Alexander replied evenly, "and seem to enjoy it, especially when it is laid on someone else's expense."


Sir  Algernon  speculated  that  Alexander's  caustic  tone  indicated  a high  degree  of irritation  about  the spendthrift habits  of  his mother and stepfather. The Gordon estates had prospered of late, but it would be  a  decade,  at  least,  before  the  coffers  were  replenished  to  their former abundance.


"Ah, well," replied Sir Algernon, refilling his glass of port. "It's good to see you looking so fit. You know, lad, I`ve never encountered such a nasty variety of ague in my thirty years of practice. You were quite delirious by the time they brought you to me."


"I don't remember much of the sea voyage, or anything, really… only of waking up in your upstairs guest chamber," Alexander acknowledged quietly, pausing to sip from his crystal glass.


The  duke's  words  brought  to  mind  that  during  the  lad's  convales cence eighteen months previously at Prestonfield House, Sir Algernon had  heard  vicious  gossip  in  Edinburgh  that  the  Gordon  Madness had  infected  the  young heir,  as  it  had so  many  Gordons  before him. If  anyone  was  mad  in  the  current  generation  of  Gordons,  it  was Alexander's younger brother George—by far the most peculiar of the lot.  Unfortunately,  however,  several  of  Sir  Algernon's  servants  had witnessed  Alexander  during  his  illness,  at  times  unconscious  from the  fever,  crying  out  at  unseen  terrors  and  weeping  as  if  he  were  a small, abandoned boy. To those inclined to tittle-tattle, it had certainly caused talk. Such slander, alluding  to  the "Madness"—which indeed had surfaced in countless noble families where close family members often  married—could  taint  the  young  man's  future  at  Court,  to  say nothing of his future as a husband.


"Pray, tell me, Your Grace," inquired the older man, smiling encourag ingly, "how can I be of help on this New Year's eve?"


"'Tis a delicate matter. Sir Algernon, and one I must beg you to keep in strictest confidence."


The young duke rose from his chair and began to pace slowly in front of the fire. A look of barely concealed distress darkened his features.


"I recall that when I recovered somewhat from that infernal disease last year, you told me there might be some permanent disability from—"


Sir Algernon interrupted him.


"Your body endured prolonged fits of feverishness and chills. I said it 


was possible you might suffer some long-lasting side effects. However, I didn't promise them," he said reassuringly.


"Well… yes," the young duke responded uncertainly.


He  approached  the  older  man  and  sat  down  again,  leaning  forward earnestly, his broad forehead creased with worry.


"One  thing  you  warned  me  about  has  potentially  a  very  impor tant impact  on  my  life  at the  moment,"  he  said,  looking  directly  at  Sir Algernon. "A young woman of whom I am quite fond… in fact she was assigned by Mother to nurse me at Gordon Castle when I returned there to recuperate in September a year ago… well, this young woman… her name is Bathia Largue… she tells me she is carrying my child."


Alexander turned to stare once again into the fire, trying to avoid Sir Algernon's piercing gaze. The old doctor noted the look of pain that had welled up in the young man's eyes.


In  an  almost inaudible  voice  the  duke continued,  "You  had  told me there was a chance that the long duration of my fever could have affected my… could have made it impossible for me to father children."


Ah, thought Sir Algernon, relaxing his grip on his port, insanity was not the question here, but rather, virility. The duke feared he was sterile and the lass was playing him for a fool.


"Do you have any reason to suspect you are not the only man to have been on intimate terms with this woman since your return to Fochabers?" Sir Algernon asked.


"I took her virginity," the duke replied softly, "and I have been with her ever since." His eyes locked on the thick pile of embers glowing beneath the enormous yule log burning in the fireplace. "I believe I am the only man who has lain with her, but of course, one has no way of being abso lutely  sure she  has not  also…  kept  company with  someone  else  during this time."


"Have you found that she has been truthful about other things since you  have  been…  intimate?"  Sir  Algernon  asked.  Alexander  nodded affirmatively.


"Sterility  is  always  a  possibility  when  one  endures  such  a  long  and intense  fever,  and,  as  your  physician,  I  felt  it  my  duty  then  to  inform you  of  potential  aftereffects  of  your  illness.  However,  'tis  a  rather  rare occurrence."  A  kindly  smile  played  across  the  old  man's  bony  face.  Sir Algernon  raised  his  glass  in  a  rakish  toast  and  laughed  heartily.  "Only the  visage  of  the  bairn  itself  will  confirm  my  present  theories  to  your  complete satisfaction," he added merrily. "However, I am willing to stake my  medical  reputation  that,  given  your  description  of  the  lass,  you're certainly the lusty young buck you appear to be! Congratulations on your impending fatherhood, m'lord!"


Alexander raised his port in a mock salute, a look of incredulous relief shining from his hazel eyes.


"Does the  dowager  duchess  know  of the  situation,  Your  Grace?"  Sir Algernon asked bluntly.


"She does not know of Bathia's present condition, but she has heard of our liaison and is displeased, of course," he revealed stiffly. "As a conse quence,  she  and  my  stepfather  have  insisted  on  accompanying  me  to Edinburgh for the season to look over this year's 'crop' of debutantes."


"Ah, a nurse does not meet your mother's inclinations for your future married  state,  I  surmise.  Well,  what  do  you  think  would  be  a  sensible approach to the situation?" Sir Algernon asked.


"I realize, now that I'm reasonably confident I can produce heirs, that eventually I must marry someone of my station—but, for the first time ever, Sir Algernon, I find I am pleased with my life."


He faltered, suddenly shy in the nakedness of his own frank admissions.


"It feels strange to say it, but I'm—happy—content, I think, is a better description.  I  have found  since  I've been back at Gordon  Castle,  having recovered my health, that I merely want to ride my lands, talk about sheep and husbandry with my factors, write a bit of verse… and be with Bathia."


"And you feared suddenly the trust you'd placed in her affections was misbegotten?" Sir Algernon pressed.


"Aye… that I did," Alex answered softly. "You see, so few people have ever seemed to like me for myself…"


His  words  drifted  off.  Sir  Algernon  could  see  the  lad  felt  dreadfully self-conscious to have bared his soul, even to his own doctor.


"Well," the older man said cheerfully, "your current course of activities sounds like just the prescription I would recommend for a lad recovering from a wicked foreign ailment," Sir Algernon replied with a twinkle.


The doctor was pleased that the lad's aversion and distrust of his mother had not distorted his appreciation of women in general, and one woman in particular. However, the physician grew uneasy at a sudden thought. 'Twould be quite difficult for any future Duchess of Gordon, whoever she might turn out to be, if her husband truly loved his mistress even before the marriage  vows were  said.  Never  mind,  Sir  Algernon  reassured  himself.  This Bathia Largue was Alex's first real passion. She probably represented mere lust masquerading as love—a condition notoriously short-lived in young men, in his experience.


"You've been terribly kind, Sir Algernon—" the duke began.


The doctor reached past the glasses poised on the table between them and lightly patted Alexander's hand in fatherly fashion.


"Not at  all,  dear  boy,"  the  old  Jacobite  said  kindly.  Sir  Algernon  had been one of the few partisans of Prince Charles not to suffer exile or have his property confiscated.  Perhaps  the  Duke  of Cumberland had simply not gotten wind of the clandestine meetings held within these very walls so  many  years  before.  "This  weary  country  needs  young  lads  like  you to help bind her wounds," the doctor added in a heavy voice. "The last twenty years have been trying for us all."


An old order has passed away, the elderly gentleman thought to himself, and  I  am  one  of  the  few  relics  left.  Sir  Algernon  had accepted  long  ago that  the  Catholic  Stuart  Cause  would  never  be  revived,  and  with  that failure Scotland had lost all chance to be a free and separate country from her neighbor to the south. The economy and an entire way of life were changing, and Sir Algernon Dick knew he would not live to see what this transformation would produce.


With  a  faint  smile,  the  doctor  raised  a  frail  hand  toward  the  sound of music permeating the library walls and stood up. The mood of sweet melancholy that hung in the air was broken.


"Would you like to join me for the buffet and take a quick look at this year's female offerings?'" he asked. "I'd be more than happy to make you officially  acquainted  with  the  stunning  Mistress  Maxwell,"  he  added, wondering almost immediately if such a suggestion were wise.


"Thank you very much. Sir Algernon," Alexander responded, "I could do with a bite of food."


Sir  Algernon's  second  wife,  to  whom  he  had  been  married  two and-a-half  years, poked  her  head  through  the open  door,  extending  a welcoming hand.


"Algernon,  darling,  do  come  for  supper."  Recognizing  the  duke,  she added delightedly, "And I pray our distinguished visitor will join us for the buffet and a cup of Het Pint."


Kettles of the Hogmanay wassail were dispensed traditionally at such Scottish New Year's gatherings, along with rich food and savories.


"Aye, Lady Mary," the young duke said, brushing his lips to her hand 


gallantly,  "and  you're  too  kind  to  let  me  monopolize  your  husband like this."


"Your  Grace  is  always  welcome  at  Prestonfield,"  Lady  Mary  replied with a warm smile, "and I'm pleased to see you're beginning the new year in such good health."


Offering her his arm, Sir Algernon led his wife out of the library. They were followed closely by the Duke of Gordon, who strolled with a light step through the hall.


He was going to be a father!


He  could  hardly  wait  to  see  Bathia  again.  He  was  ashamed,  now, of  the  cancerous  doubts  he'd  secretly  harbored  that  she  had  been unfaithful to him. That dark fear, and the gnawing thought he might be sterile, had driven him to seek this interview, but how glorious had been its outcome!


His  eyes  narrowed  with  interest  as  he  spotted  a  strikingly  hand some young couple slip, surreptitiously, into the library that he and Sir Algernon  had  just  vacated.  Jane Maxwell,  looking  ravishing in  a  gown whose  square-cut  neckline  did  nothing  to  still  the  imagination,  clung to the arm of that young rogue who had served as Master of the Swine Course  the  autumn  before  his  Grand  Tour  of  the  Continent.  What a  lifetime  away  that  seemed! True, the  memory  of  the  redheaded  lad's insulting  and  insolent  manner  still  rankled  after  five  years.  Obviously, Alexander thought to himself, the lass and Thomas Fraser had continued their  childhood  friendship,  which  now  looked  to  be  blossoming  into  a more  mature  attachment.  The  duke's  eyes  darkened.  That  Fraser  chap deserved a little healthy, if feigned, competition.


The  host  and  hostess  of  Prestonfield  House  had  been  swallowed up by the crowd of guests milling around the buffet sumptuously set before them.  The  Fourth  Duke  of  Gordon  hesitated  only  a  moment. Then, with a devilish grin, he retraced his steps toward Sir Algernon's book-lined library.
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