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Chapter 1



Glengarrow, Scotland
 1852

Every morning and afternoon, Margaret Dalrousie walked the grounds of Glengarrow, daring the ghosts to accost her.

Over the last few months, it had become a game of sorts. She was determined to persevere despite her feeling the house disliked her. Or perhaps anyone disturbing Glengarrows eerie serenity would have felt the same.

This morning, dead leaves in shades of persimmon and ochre clustered in bunches in front of the gates. A gust of wind suddenly tossed the leaves into the air, and as they tumbled across the brittle grass, they made a sound like slippered feet on a wooden floor.

No one had danced at Glengarrow for years.

Between the front parlor windows was a space where the yellow silk curtains didnt meet, revealing furniture draped in pale linen shrouds. Janet kept the dust in abeyance and her husband, Tom, armed himself with the task of ensuring that all was well in the Earl of Linnets ancestral home. To that end, he did as much as he could with no funds. The roof leak was patched; the rotting windowsill in a third-floor maids room was removed and replaced. Six months ago, a squirrel had ventured into the south wing and created a nest in the fireplace; a generation of birds had raised their young in the ornate carved cornice above the blue-velvet curtains of the ballroom.

At leastas Tom saidthe birds and squirrels brought life and sound to the house, banishing the eternal silence.

The villagers said Glengarrow was haunted, that it had been for years, ever since the Earl of Linnet left for a trip to the Continent with his family. But if ghosts lived there, they roused only to guard the sprawling old house. They showed themselves to mortals with a flick of a curtain, a glimpse of moonlight reflected in a window, or a soughing sound as the wind careened through the trees.

If she believed in such things.

The house was deceptively small from the front. Two long wings stretched to the back from either side, and in the rear of the house was a large courtyard, its ornamental urns now draped in burlap, the yews and rosebushes likewise protected against winter.

Margaret slid her gloved hands into the slits of her cape and stared up at the front of the house through the rusted iron fence. Window frames of faded white contrasted vividly against brick the color of dried blood. Broad gray steps led to a wide front door badly in need of painting. No doubt the pitted brass fixtures had once gleamed brightly.

Glengarrow seemed to know it wasnt at its best and, consequently, wasnt the least welcoming. Four rows of windows reflected a pewter-colored sky and a long, straight lane framed by gray, skeletal trees. The old house was perched on the top of a rise, its back to an outcropping of Ben Mosub. Almost a stubborn house. Or Scot. Glengarrow was definitely Scot.

The wind pushed against her, and she wrapped her cape tighter. Despite the fact the bare branches of the trees were coated with ice, and snow was hinted at in the gray sky, the weather was still temperate compared to what shed experienced in the last three years.

She shook her head. Now was not the time to think of Russia. Instead, she began to walk once more, taking the path to the gates of Glengarrow as she did every morning and every evening. Her walks were meant to take time away from her thoughts, not allow them to overwhelm her.

Commune with nature, Miss Dalrousie, the physician had said. Allow God in His mercy to show you what a wondrous world this truly is. Find a place rife with beauty and let it sink into your soul. You will be yourself within weeks, I venture.

She had not exactly chosen Scotland as a refuge. Instead, it had chosen her. As for beauty, there were plenty of places in this corner of the Highlands that brought a sigh to her soul. Each time she witnessed the birth of a dawn bathed in gold and pink or saw the mountains craggy peak swathed in clouds, she wanted to weep.


What good was beauty when she couldnt replicate it?

No, she wasnt going to think about that, either.

Someone had cleared the walk, removing the dead branches and the worst of the leaves. Tom, again.

Tom was the one whod advised her to begin walking Glengarrows paths. Oh, the earl be abroad, Miss Dalrousie, Tom had told her months ago. Gone near three years. Hell not be caring. Tom had looked sad then, but shed not asked the cause for his sudden expression. As shed grown more private, shed reciprocated by respecting the privacy of others.

She pushed open the iron gate and slid inside. Flanking the gate on either side was a red-brick pillar. Atop each was a stone lion, carved in a lion rampant pose more often found on a coat of arms, the beast seated with one paw raised.

As she did every morning, she nodded to the lions but they ignored her in favor of staring impassively down the lane. Today, instead of taking the path closest to the house, she took the lower walk, choosing the approach to the gardens along a tall brick wall.

She began to count the steps, another habit shed acquired. Forty steps to the wall. Fifty-three additional steps to the bench in front of the embrasure. Sometimes, shed sit on the bench and stare at the urn carved in relief on the wall, wondering whom it honored and why at that particular spot.

This morning, however, she passed the bench and continued on, down the gradual slope to the edge of the forest. From somewhere deep inside the woods came the sharp cry of a fox. Just as suddenly, a flock of birds flew swiftly up from the top of the trees, alarmed at her approach.

She veered to the right, still following the path, returning to counting again. The numbers kept her from thinking. Thinking led to remembering, and memories were not good company of late.

Yesterday afternoon shed surprised a deer in this very spot. The two of them had stared at each other, both nervous creatures. Had the deer felt Margarets sudden fear, or had it simply been alarmed for its own safety? It had turned and bolted into the forest, leaving her to stare after it, wondering what type of haven the deer sought.

Was there a haven anywhere?

Resolutely, she continued on the path, her gloved hands clasped together beneath the folds of her cape. Made of brilliant red wool, it was the warmest garment she owned, and still it was not warm enough. Once, she would have passed over the cape in favor of something lined in fur, an ankle-length cloak with a hood, perhaps. Shed sold that garment before leaving Russia, to a minor noble who wanted it as a gift for his mistress.

Not again. She halted once more, staring into the forest, the trunks of the trees now only a mass of sticks with a few die-hard leaves affixed to them. The winter forest bounding Glengarrow was ugly, without color, a stark representation of her mood.

Why today? Why was she determined to revisit the past today?

She began walking again, keeping her mind empty, her feet on the path and her gaze on the monochromatic landscape. A bird, braver than his compatriots, flew down and perched on the wall bordering Glengarrow as if to take a look at her. He, too, was winter-colored, with a brownish gray plumage. He tilted his head as he regarded her, then flew away, leaving her feeling as if she hadnt passed his inspection.

The air was colder now, but she was walking into the wind, heading back uphill. To her left, the base of the mountain was separated from the house by only a thin strip of forested land. She welcomed the cold, her thoughts finally diverted from the past and fixed on the effect of the wind on her exposed skin.

A fox cried again, but that was the only sound other than the sough of the wind. Margaret wrapped her arms around her waist beneath the cape. Perhaps she was not as immune to Scottish winters as shed thought. This was a damp cold seeping into her bones and making them ache.

Shed have a cup of tea, perhaps, when she reached her snug little cottage. Later, shed have one of Janets jam tarts. That, and a book shed not yet read, part of a shipment from Edinburgh. There, the afternoon was planned, as her mornings always were.

The sudden sound was oddly discordant. A deep thumping echoed from the forest and back again, as if Glengarrow had suddenly developed a heart, and it was now beating furiously. Startled, Margaret remained in place, her eyes darting from the trees to the wall between her and the house, then to the lane ahead of her. The sound was louder, but she still didnt recognize it.


A rider abruptly appeared at the end of the lane, as if hed magically sprouted there. Then, suddenly, where there had only been one rider, now there were four of them. No, six. A carriage rumbled down the road, followed by a slower wagon piled high with trunks and cases and followed by still more outriders. The strange drumbeat now sounded like thunder.

She marked the exact moment the leader saw her. His gaze was straight ahead, directed at Glengarrow. A moment later, he glanced to the right, in her direction. In less time than it took for Margaret to realize she was in danger, he spurred his horse and began riding straight for her.

She turned and started to run, leaving the path and heading into the forest. The peace of the early morning had been shredded and in its place this terrifying cacophony. Her heart was beating so hard it was difficult to breathe. She raced through the trees, up a gentle slope, all the while seeking sanctuary. But winter had stripped the forest of any covering, and the trees were too young to provide any hiding place behind their trunks.

As she ran, she glimpsed shadows on either side of her, horses with caped riders, dark specters flying over the frozen ground. Her breath escaped her lungs in panting gusts, little clouds of terror.

Glancing over her shoulder proved that her fears were real. She was being pursued by five more horsemen.

This was Hell, revisited.

She emerged from the line of forest to face a small clearing. On the other side of it were granite boulders the size of a man, marking the base of the mountain.

One by one, the men emerged from the trees, each horse and rider ringing her until she was surrounded.

A scream caught in her throat and emerged from between her lips like a kittens tiny cry. Last time, shed begged for mercy. This time, she wouldnt beg. But they would have to kill her before it happened again.

One man garbed in a black greatcoat urged his horse closer. He held up his hand as if to silence the others. But none of them had spoken. Nor were there any smiles in evidence.

Her assault was to be no matter for amusement, then.

The leader still didnt speak, merely walked his horse closer. He had a handsome face, but shed learned attractiveness was no guarantee of character. Sometimes evil was exquisitely beautiful.

His hair, thickly black, was too long, curling over his collar and falling down on his forehead. His nose was narrow, and his lips thinned by anger. He would tower over her if standing next to her. Even on a horse, he was commanding.

His face was ruddy with cold, but he wore no hat. That absence alone marked him as arrogant. Did he think himself impervious to the weather?

When she awoke this morning, she had no idea her life would end today. She had no inkling that today, of all her days, she would die trying to protect not her virtue, but her very soul.

This would not happen to her again.

She pulled her hands back beneath her cape, clenching them together out of sight. With more daring than she believed possible, she straightened her shoulders and tilted her chin up so she might face him with her own show of arrogance.

Why have you waylaid me? she demanded.

Why are you trespassing on Glengarrow land?

She stared at him a moment. Youre the Earl of Linnet, then?

He nodded. I am. Who are you?

Being an earl did not render him less dangerous than he appeared. Being an earl was merely a title, and shed already been the victim of men with titles.

Will you let me pass? Or have you other plans, you and your men?

He didnt answer. Instead, he lifted his left hand again. Just that, and the five men on the opposite side of the clearing disappeared, fading into the winter forest as if they, too, had become black and white and gray.

Still, four men were behind him, each of them intently focused on the confrontation.

Who are you? he asked again, and she understood. The price of her safety was information.

Margaret Dalrousie, she said. Would there be a reaction? Evidently the Earl of Linnet paid no attention to society.

Why were you trespassing? he asked.

Did he think she was a threat to Glengarrow? That she was a vagabond?

I take my walks here, she answered. Because the area is peaceful and private, and there was no one to bother me. Until today.


He didnt speak, only raised his left hand. This time, however, the men flanking him slowly walked their mounts to the side so he could turn.

Find another place to walk, Miss Dalrousie, he said over his shoulder. I have come home.

Margaret was too busy drawing a deep breath to respond. As her heart slowed its frantic beat, she stared after the Earl of Linnet.

What color were his eyes? The artist, dormant but not dead, wanted to know. Why, too, had he suffered so deeply it was etched on his face? The woman, rarely curious lately, could not help but wonder.








Chapter 2



His brother-in-law and the men whod accompanied him from France knew how difficult this homecoming was, so they fell back, allowing him privacy as Robert McDermott, Earl of Linnet, walked his horse to the front of Glengarrow.

He dismounted, watching as the other men took the path to the stables. Some of them had been here before; for most it was their first visit.

What a shame the place didnt look the same.

The weathervane on the top of the roof had fallen. The trees were overgrown and needed pruning, especially those providing a canopy across the road approaching Glengarrow. A palpable aura of neglect hung around his home, a none-too-gentle reminder that he was at fault for all he saw.

He should have returned sooner. Hed been a fool to leave anyone else in charge of his legacy.

Robert dropped the reins of his horse, and they were immediately retrieved and his horse led away. Who watched over him so carefully? He didnt know. Nor, at this moment, did he care.

His heart felt as if it were ballooning in his chest. He was dizzy with memories; sights and sounds and scents nearly overwhelmed him.

My darling, youve returned! I didnt expect you for a week! He closed his eyes, feeling himself enveloped in a silk-and-lace embrace. Amelia.

Papa! Papa! Penelope was there, tugging at his legs, making her presence known with no decorum at all. Hed treasured that about hershe was too young to be proper or to care what the world thought.

At this homecoming, however, there was no one to welcome him. No one to whom he should send word he might be delayed. He was simply home, accompanied by a troop of his brother-in-laws men.

He must step forward. He must step onto the path leading to the front door. He must open the door and enter the house hed not seen for three years.

One step. There, hed accomplished one step. Another, then, and he would soon be done with this. The wagon would have to be unloaded; the foodstuffs put away. He would have to instruct the two new maids about the house, and he must ensure there were accommodations, however temporary, for the men whod accompanied him across France and Scotland.

He must find somewhere to sleep tonight.

Another step taken, another milestone achieved. Hed already accomplished a great deal, according to the French physician whod treated him. If he was limping now, it was to be expected after days in the saddle.


He was at the door, his chest so tight Robert wondered if his heart was about to burst.

Delmont had pressed an object on him at the last stop, and hed stared at it dully, not comprehending the oversized iron key in his hand was to his own home. How odd that a servant wouldnt admit him. How very strange he was here alone.

He was never alone, though, was he? Nor was he ever without his companions of the spirit.

Robert extracted the key from his jacket and inserted it in the lock, turned it, and heard it click. To the best of his knowledge, this was the first time hed ever opened the door to Glengarrow himself. There had always been a servant there, always a majordomo, someone to whom hed entrusted the key.

How had Delmont gotten it?

He stepped into the house, closing the door behind him. Resolutely, he turned and faced the past.

Papa? Penelope would expect a present. She always did. Hed always found something interesting to give her. A rock resembling a kitten curled up asleep. A bit of candy from a shop in Edinburgh. A piece of glass swept onto the beach by the sea.

Reaching into his pocket, he pulled out an acorn hed found on the road. The nut was larger than most, with a cap that twisted off perfectly, revealing a hole. A house for fairies. He might have told Penelope a story about one, a tiny little girl with infinitesimal gossamer wings and gold hair trailing down her back, possessed of a smile as bright as a new morning. Penelope would have clapped her hands in glee to hear about a sprite so resembling her, and Amelia would have smiled at him with love on her face.

He closed his eyes and opened his hand, allowing the acorn to drop to the floor.

Robert climbed the stairs slowly, knowing he had as long as he needed to explore Glengarrow. His companions would not enter the house until he let them know he was ready.

If he were truly a good host, hed make arrangements now to unload the wagon, assign one of the maids to air out the bedrooms, ready water for washing. But he wasnt interested in his companions or their comfort at the moment. He was selfishly intent on greeting his ghosts.

At the landing he stopped, his hand clenching his upper right thigh. The pain proved he was alive, the twisting of the muscle to be expected. He would not, however, allow himself to limp as he climbed the rest of the stairs. At the top, he turned and looked around.

Hed always liked this view of Glengarrow. The house was only three hundred years old, not appreciably fixed in natures memory as some houses he knew. His ancestors had created it for comfort, not for defense, for status instead of an imposing presence, although it was impressive as well.

From here he could see the gathering areain an earlier time it would have been called the Great Hall, and the space was large enough for it. Two couches sat across from each other, perpendicular to a fireplace large enough to roast a full-grown pig. Above the white-marble Adam mantel was a framed scrap of pennant carried into the last battle of the 45. Because his family had been one of the numerous Highland clans against the uprising, the McDermott fortunes had not been decimated like so many other families.

Memories stretched long in the Highlands, however, and it had taken a hundred years to be forgiven their decision not to support Prince Charles.

Other than the pennant, there were no weapons in his home, no reminders of the Earls of Linnets colorful past.

A man holds his memories inside him, his grandfather had once said, and Robert had known only too well the truth of the remark.

He was the last of the Glengarrow McDermotts in Scotland. His brother had immigrated to Australia, of all places, and his sister had married and moved to London. He thought of them often, wrote to them occasionally, but never lacked for their companionship.

There was too much quiet here, too much silence. Glengarrow had never been a quiet place. Instead, it had been filled with laughter, conversation, and life itself. Now it was empty, a shell of what had once been his home, his place of refuge, his haven.

He was delaying again, wasnt he? To the left was the wing they rarely used, and only for guests. To his right was the family wing. Penelopes room was only a few doors away. His chamberand Ameliaswas at the end of the corridor.


His suite would look just as it had the day hed left Glengarrow. Hed sent word to Tom it should not be altered, regardless of how long he remained in France.

The bed would be the same four-poster with its old-fashioned velvet curtains. The windows would still hold a view of the orchard. The world had gone to ice, yet the panorama would be beautiful, a winter-colored scene.

The furniture in his suite was mahogany, pieces all made in France, with lion-claw feet and gently sweeping lines. Two wardrobes sat next to each other, one for his clothing, and the other for Amelias. Twin washbasins sat in the washroom, with porcelain fixtures above a copper bath.

The suite was a mausoleum for his memory, a container into which he could pour all the various recollections of his life, a perfect place to reflect upon his barren future.

Not a place to sleep, however.

Hed find another room to call his, something facing the long approach to Glengarrow.

Robert turned, ignoring the pain in his right leg as he descended the stairs. He wound his way through the house, deliberately dulling any recollections threatening to flood into his mind.

The rear entrance was through the kitchen, and he was startled to find both of the maids had already taken up residence there. One of them was poking at the firebox through the top of the stove, while the other was seated at the table, opening one of the crates from the wagon.

Can you start it? he asked, realizing hed no training in the tending of cold stoves.


She turned, an annoyed look on her face. Yes, sir, I can, but it will take hours before its hot enough to cook on.

He nodded, unsurprised. Theres a good amount of wood just outside, he said, knowing Tom would have kept Glengarrow stocked in readiness for his return.

Tea will be late, sir, the maid said. Might not have it at all.

He left the women alone, realizing as he exited the kitchen that Janet should have been there to supervise the maids.

Your Lordship.

Robert looked up to find Tom standing on the servants stair, lanky and loose-boned, his angular face transformed by a pleasant and welcoming smile.

Its good to see you, Your Lordship.

The last three years had not been kind to Tom. His hair was now white, and the lines on his face had deepened to furrows. The shoulders, once wide and strong, were stooped with age.

For the first time since theyd approached Glengarrow, Robert felt drawn outside of himself.

Are you well, Tom?

The older man smiled. A bit of aches in the joints, Your Lordship. But its you I should be asking after. Was it a good journey from France?

Traveling from Paris to the coast had been an endless slog, and the distance from Inverness to Glengarrow had been marked by delays. Days of riding on horseback had worn him down, exhausted him in a way Robert hadnt expected. But all he said was, It was a long one.


He placed his hand on the nearest piece of furniture, a cabinet sitting in this particular place for decades. Normally used to store linens for the dining room, it now served as a brace. He leaned against it, taking the weight from his right leg.

Tell me about Glengarrow, Tom.

I tried to keep it in repair, Your Lordship, even when the money stopped coming.

Is that why the weathervane is missing? Why the cupolas havent been painted? One of the steps is chipped and hasnt been repaired.

Tom nodded. Yes, sir. I wrote the Dowager Countess. I never got a reply.

You should have let me know sooner, Tom.

I didnt want to bother you, Your Lordship.

If Tom had written him a year ago, would he have returned? Or would he have remained in France, as loath to part from Amelias family and his last memories of her as he was to return to Glengarrow? A moot point, because the letter from Tom had reached him two months ago, a summons to return to his obligations, to his life.

He nodded and turned away, then glanced back as a thought occurred to him.

What about your wages, Tom? Have you been paid?

Tom stared down at the floor. No, Your Lordship. Me and Janet, weve taken another job, just to keep a little soup in the bowl, so to speak.

Another position?

It dont pay much, Your Lordship, but its not much to do at Blackthorne Cottage. We work for Miss Dalrousie. Janet cooks for her, and I do what odd jobs are needed around the place.


Blackthorne Cottage has always belonged to Glengarrow, Robert said, frowning. Did my mother sell the property?

Tom looked away, then back at Robert. There have been a lot of changes since youve been gone, sir.

Evidently, Robert said, straightening, and wishing the muscles in his leg werent tightening ominously. Tonight would be pain-filled if he didnt do something now to prevent it.

Tell me about the Dalrousie woman.

Tom smiled. Little to tell, Your Lordship. She keeps to herself, reads a lot, and takes a lot of walks.

Around Glengarrow, Robert said.

Tom nodded again.

The only thing odd she does is that shooting of hers.

Shooting?

Tom nodded again. She asked me to arrange several bales of hay for a target, and she practices near every day. Shes not very good at it, but Ive never seen anyone as stubborn as that woman.

Why the hell is she practicing shooting?

Tom shook his head. I dont know, Your Lordship, but all I can say is Im glad its not me. She gets a look on her face that would give the Devil second thoughts. She wants to shoot someone, thats for sure.

Well, thank God she didnt have her pistol with her an hour ago, Tom, or Im certain I would have been her target.

Was your stay in France not long enough, beaufrere?


Robert turned to find his brother-in-law, the Compte de Guallians, standing on the other side of the kitchen.

Surely you could have charmed the woman. Instead, you speak of guns.

A teasing smile curved the younger mans lips. Amelia always said that neither old women nor young girls had the power to deny Delmont anything. Even the maids were looking at him now with wide-eyed awe, as if theyd never seen a man with blond hair or blue eyes. The fact that Delmont had absolutely no interest in anyone other than his married lover was a secret he shared with only three people, Robert being one.

Robert straightened, walking back into the kitchen, taking each step deliberately so he didnt limp.

The woman was trespassing, he said. At least she will not do so anymore.

Delmont raised one eyebrow but didnt comment.

Robert turned to one of the maids. We need to air out a dozen rooms for our guests, he said.

My men can bed down in the stables. Its no worse than what theyve experienced on this journey, Delmont said. A small smile curved his lips and robbed the words of their harshness.

Delmonts view of Scotland was that it was rugged and barbaric, inhabited by tribes of naked clansmen armed with cudgels and broadswords.

Thats not necessary, Robert said now. Glengarrow has plenty of empty rooms. And by the look of the sky, well have snow by morning.

He glanced at one of the maids, and she nodded. A good Inverness girl, hired but two days ago, shed already impressed him with her willingness to work.

We cant stay, Delmont said.

A day or two to rest, surely.

Delmont nodded. A day or two, then. What can I do now?

Assign some men to finish unloading the wagon. I need to see if the cistern is sound. He turned to face Tom, who still stood on the staircase. Have you checked it lately, Tom?

Yes, Your Lordship. Ive checked it every week.

Still, he wasnt going to abdicate his responsibility any longer. Robert would check on the cistern himself, despite the effort it would cost him. He turned and walked to the door, intent on the attics and the approach to the roof.

Are you happy to be home, Robert? Delmont asked before he made it to the door.

He turned at the doorway and looked at Delmont, not a challenging stare as much as one that simply acknowledged the depth and breadth of their mutual loss. Even if Tom had not been standing there, he would have been hard-pressed to answer the other man.

Ive been home less than an hour, Delmont, he said, answering his brother-in-law in French.

I am concerned, Robert, that you will do something to damage your recuperation.

I have just ridden horseback over two continents, Robert said, almost amused. Stop being an old woman. I am fully healed. He held his arms away from his body and turned in a slow circle. See? I can stand without falling, and I can walk just fine. And the only true discomfort I feel is occasionally when my scar itches, as if to remind me that I am among the living while others are not.

How quickly his humor faded.

Delmont nodded, his Gallic face revealing his thoughts only too well.

How many looks of pity was he supposed to endure? Robert turned and left Delmont and Tom standing in the kitchen with the two maids. Suddenly, the attics and the roof were more preferable places to be.



Margaret raised the heavy pistol and sighted it. She didnt have to use both hands anymore; one was adequate. However, there was hay strewn ten feet or so on either side of the fence, which meant her aim had not improved. But then, shed only been practicing a matter of a few months. One day, and hopefully soon, shed begin to hit the target, a bale of hay the size of a mans chest.

She closed one eye, lined up the target, and pulled the trigger. The gun recoiled, but she was prepared. The first dozen or so times shed fired the pistol, shed been knocked to the ground.

Lowering the gun, she squinted at the target. Drat! All shed done was hit the hay to the right of where she wanted.

She reloaded the gun, sighted it once more, and moved the barrel slightly to the left. Instead of the target, she envisioned a face, one whose features were obscured. This time, when she pulled the trigger, her arm barely moved with the recoil.

She was cold, and her feet were wet, and the wind was rising again, but she wouldnt quit. Her aim was abysmal, but she would practice, just as she practiced for hours to get just the right shading on the pearls around the Grand Duchess Alessandras throat.

The pistol was one of a set of dueling pistols, a gift from an ardent admirer in Russia. Hed bowed low before extending the velvet-lined box to her.

I make this for you, Mademoiselle. You see the pretty engraving on the ivory handles? It is nowhere near the talent in your fingers, Mademoiselle Dalrousie. It is but an approximation. You honor me with its acceptance.

Dueling pistols?

My only claim to fame, Mademoiselle. I earnestly hope, however, there is no occasion for you to have need of them. He smiled shyly. Despite the fact that any number of men would relish the notion of championing your honor.

Under normal conditions, she would have refused the gift. But the man had been so earnest, and her monogram had been inscribed in the ivory handles. Now, she was grateful she hadnt refused the pistols. No one had ever even hinted at fighting a duel for her, but she had plans for the guns herself.

Today, of all days, when it had come rushing back at her, she must never forget. First, she must protect herself, then she must prepare.




Robert retraced his steps up the grand stairs to the second floor. At the end of the corridor, he took the smaller set of stairs to the attic. Here, generations of Glengarrows inhabitants had stored furniture or other detritus of well-lived lives.

The attic was a dull and dusty place, surprisingly well lit by porthole windows. He drew his greatcoat around him as he ascended a short ladder leading to a trapdoor in the roof.

Luck, never one of his allies, was with him as he pushed the trapdoor upward, easily breaking through a thin layer of ice. He climbed out onto the roof of Glengarrow, a task hed not set for himself for many years.

The cistern was made of wood, constructed of planks of wood tightly banded together like a barrel. For a hundred years, it had rested on top of Glengarrow, collecting rainwater and sending it down through well-maintained pipes to the sinks and baths throughout the house. In winter, the snow and ice melted and served a similar function.

The cistern looked the same. No doubt the wood had darkened since his great-great-grandfather had it built. His ancestor had reasoned that to make it any taller than three feet would put too great a strain on the roof, and had made up for the lack of depth by extending the cistern until it stretched over most of Glengarrow.

As it was, the cistern supplied more than enough water for their use, eliminating the need to use the two wells in the courtyard.


He continued his inspection of the cistern, walking slowly around the structure. There were no signs of leaks, no damage to the roof itself. He pulled on one or two of the planks to make sure the seal was strong and there was no movement. Everything looked as sturdy as it had when hed last inspected the cistern, a dozen years ago.

There, one chore done. Endless hours stretched out in front of him. How did he fill those?

In France, hed had a goal. Hed driven himself to prove he could survive, not because he wanted itthere were days when hed prayed for death. Then, hed begun to walk again, learning to mask the pain with a smile on his face. Not one person in Amelias close-knit family had realized how difficult becoming ambulatory had been for him and how much he was willing to do to be able to cross a room without crutches or a cane.

His third goal, never expressed or verbalized, had been to simply endure.

In France, hed always been surrounded by people, well-meaning relatives by marriage who always wanted to know how he fared. Hed been grateful for their caring, but for their sake hed always pretended an equanimity he didnt truly feel. He didnt want to cause more pain to Amelias mother, who was enduring her own grief.

But theyd acted as a buffer, hadnt they? Alone on Glengarrows roof, he had a premonition about his future. There would be nothing to stop him from feeling the full measure of his grief, no occupation to engage his mind.


What the hell was he to do with his life?

The wind was fierce, and he gathered his coat closer around his body. From here, he could see all his land, save the section on the other side of Ben Mosub. To the east, he could view the beginning of North Linden Village. To the west, the small cottage that had belonged to Glengarrow for generations. Why had his mother sold it?

He stood where he was, unconcerned about being buffeted by sleet and wind.

The gunshot so startled him that he grabbed the edge of the cistern to keep from falling.

He strode to the other side of the roof and stared in the direction of Blackthorne Cottage. The Dalrousie woman stood on the icy ground in her crimson cape. As he watched, she raised her arm and the sound came again, followed by a puff of smoke. The trees blocked the view of her target.

Practicing with him in mind? Perhaps he should warn Delmonts men to be watchful for a black-haired termagant with murder on her mind.

A solitary figure, she stood immobile, an ice sculpture dressed in red. She was the brightest spot in the scenery, and perhaps the most confusing.

Hed cornered her, and her response, besides her obvious fear? Rage. Anger nearly matching his. Any woman would have been frightened by being surrounded by so many men on horseback. But would they have been angry?

What was her name? Margaret. Her accent had a foreign note to it, and he realized he was curious about her in a way he hadnt been curious about anyone or anything in a long while.

There, some occupation for his endless hoursthe investigation of his neighbor. Who was she, and how did she come to be here?
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