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One

March 1886: The Highlands of Scotland

 

Gavin Hepburn stood at the edge of the dance floor and took a small sip of champagne as he watched, with some amusement, the rowdy antics of the wedding guests who were going through the motions of a Scottish reel. They were celebrating the marriage of Juliet Cardno to Henry Steele, the man who had been courting her for the last six months. Henry was the proprietor of the hotel on the outskirts of Ballater in the Highlands of Scotland, where the reception was being held. Most of the guests were from Aberdeen or Edinburgh, and some from as far afield as London. Not all the rooms were taken, but one guest had been assigned a cottage some way from the hotel, on the edge of the moor, to accommodate his inseparable companion, his dog, Macduff. Dogs were not allowed inside the hotel. Gavin was the guest who owned the dog.

It was late in the evening, and fiddlers were sawing their instruments as if they were foresters felling trees  in a race against time. The dancers on the ballroom floor—most of the gentlemen in kilts and the ladies with tartan sashes—were twirling their partners in a wild dervish and letting out ear-piercing shrieks as the spirit moved them.

The shrieks put Gavin in mind of Macduff, who could howl like a banshee when the spirit moved him. It was just as well that they’d been banished to an estate cottage. It was no hardship. The cottage was primitive but not uncomfortable and was within easy walking distance of the main building. Besides, he needed a rest from the rigors of the social whirl. That was another reason he’d returned to the Highlands and, in particular, to this stretch on the river Dee. When the queen was not residing in her castle in Balmoral, Deeside became a quiet backwater, as it had been before the royal family made it famous. It was also the land of his birth.

Here, he hoped to do a little introspection as he tramped over the windswept moors and climbed the lower ranges. But something else was at work in him. He possessed the gift of second sight, and though he could not see the future clearly, he knew that in this moment in time, he was exactly where he was supposed to be. He was about to embark on something that was extremely dangerous. He didn’t know what, but he knew that before long, he would be given a sign.

His gaze traveled that vast interior, formerly the great hall of a hunting lodge that had once belonged to the dukes of Fife. It was massive in comparison to his own comfortable lodge that nestled on the other side of the river but built in the same mold. Antlers and stag heads abounded, as did paintings of hunting scenes. He wondered how long it would take Juliet to change everything to suit her own taste.

He considered himself a lucky man. It might have  been he who had drifted into marriage with Juliet. It would have been the wrong thing to do. She deserved better than a man who could not offer her his whole heart. Besides, he had no desire to be made over, and he was sure that in another twelve months, the happy groom would hardly know himself.

His gaze shifted to take in the guests, but he ignored the lures that many a lass cast in his direction. He knew better than to trifle with the daughters of the local gentry. Should he be so unwise, their fathers or brothers might well lead him to the altar with a gun in his back.

One young woman caught his eye, not because she was a beauty or had presence, but because she seemed to be the odd one out in this crush of guests. Arresting  was the word that came to mind. He didn’t recognize the lady, but he recognized the cut of her gown. Only a first-class designer could have fashioned such an exquisite work of art. It was simplicity itself, a gray silk with a white lacy bodice. The House of Worth, he thought, or perhaps a competitor. He’d paid for many such gowns in his time.

As though she felt his gaze, the girl turned her head and looked directly into his eyes. He felt a buzz pass through his brain. For a moment or two, he was completely disoriented. Words formed inside his head:  Are you the one? Is this what had brought him back to the Highlands? Was this slip of a girl the key to his visions? Are you the one? he silently demanded. After a moment, she seemed to come to herself and dragged her eyes away.

“Will,” Gavin said, addressing the gentleman standing beside him, “who is that young woman in the gray dress, the one standing just inside the entrance doors?”

Will Rankin looked in the direction Gavin had indicated. “That’s Kate Cameron, Iain Cameron’s daughter  and Juliet’s friend. She and Juliet went to school together.” He shook his head. “They’re an odd lot, the Camerons; unconventional is what I mean. Kate is the youngest, but you’d never know it when they’re all together. She’s the sensible one.”

“You seem to know the family well.”

“No, not really, apart from Kate. She and some other girls did volunteer work at the Aberdeen clinic as part of a school project, but she is the only one who has kept up with my clinic since she left school. She has a way with outcasts and misfits, so I’m always happy to see her.” He raised his voice. “I can hardly hear myself think for the din. Let’s find a quiet nook where we can converse like civilized people.”

They wandered into the hallway and found a nook beneath—what else?—a magnificent mounted head of a stag. A roving waiter was at their table before they had settled into their leather chairs. They relinquished their champagne glasses and ordered whiskey, but only if it was single malt and had been distilled on Speyside. It had. This was, after all, a first-class hotel.

Gavin could not tear his mind from the girl in the gray dress. Was she the one? The words flowed and ebbed inside his head. He needed more than one look from those intense brown eyes before he was convinced.

Will clapped Gavin on the shoulder. “I think,” Will said, “that Kate Cameron has made quite an impression on you. Do you know what I think, Gavin?”

“No, and I don’t want to know.”

Will laughed. “I think it’s time you came out of mourning and began to live again. I will say this. You put on a good show. But Alice has been gone five years now. You can’t live in the past.” The smile left his face. “But leave Kate alone. She’s not for the likes of you. I’m telling you this for your own good. She has cousins who  would break your arms and legs if you were to hurt their little chick. Then there’s Dalziel.”

Gavin avoided the reference to Alice and picked up on the reference to Dalziel. “Your man of business? Does he have a proprietary interest in Miss Cameron as well?”

“He doesn’t confide in me, but I know that his intentions are honorable—not like some I could name.”

Gavin was amused. “Good God, Will! You make me sound like an out-and-out Lothario. I’m not a hunter, just the opposite. It’s women who lay traps and snares to catch me.”

“Just remember her cousins should you ever be tempted to let her catch you.”

Gavin lounged in his chair, stretched out his legs, and studied his friend. Will Rankin was a big man, easily above six feet, and built like a Highlander who was in training for the Braemar Games. Ruddy cheeks, red hair, and his ease in wearing the kilt reinforced that impression. Nothing seemed to disturb Will’s zest for life, though he’d seen his share of tragedy. He was the director of a clinic in Aberdeen that ministered to paupers and misfits and owned another clinic in Braemar for long-term patients. However, Will wasn’t interested only in healing sick bodies. He was also interested in healing minds and was one of those new doctors called  psychiaters. His patients loved him, but he was scorned by the rank and file in his own profession.

Gavin did not scorn his friend’s obsession for probing the minds of those afflicted with mental illness. There were times in his own life, such as now, when he wondered whether he was a little touched in the brain. If he was, it was his granny’s doing. Lady Valeria McEcheran had been a fully fledged witch who, on her deathbed, had passed her formidable gifts to her three  grandsons, but Gavin had never been a true believer. There were episodes he could not explain, but nothing like the visions that had plagued his dreams in the last month.

Like a true connoisseur, Will swirled a mouthful of whiskey before swallowing it. “I was hoping,” he said, “that you and Juliet would make a match of it. What went wrong?”

“Nothing went wrong.” Gavin gave a careless shrug. “I’m fond of Juliet—more than fond—but we’ve known each other forever. I look upon her as a sister.”

Will grunted and was silent.

A moment went by, then another. Finally, Gavin said, “I’m sure that you didn’t invite me out here just to pass the time of day. What is it, Will? What’s troubling you?”

Will looked away. “It’s probably nothing at all. I don’t want to open a Pandora’s box when all I have are suspicions but no solid evidence.”

Gavin straightened in his chair. “Evidence of what?”

Will began to look uncomfortable. “I shouldn’t have said anything. I don’t want to draw attention to my clinic or have my patients’ names splashed in all the papers. They have suffered enough.”

When Will was silent, Gavin said, “You can’t stop there. At least tell me what kind of crime we’re talking about.”

“Murder,” replied Will bluntly, and he exhaled a long breath. “Three people connected to my clinic have died in mysterious circumstances in the last month. If it was murder, I think I may know who the killer is. I’ll be on the train tomorrow for Aberdeen. There’s someone there I want to speak to before I go any further with this.”

When Gavin tried to speak, Will cut across his words. “That’s all I’m prepared to tell you for the moment. Gavin, I can’t make unfounded accusations.”

Impatience gave Gavin’s voice a sharp edge. “Then why drag me out here and refuse to confide in me?”

Will gave a short, mirthless laugh. “Damned if I know, except that I feel better, knowing that you are aware that I’m afraid for the welfare of my patients. Look,” he went on, interrupting Gavin yet again, “I’ll know more in a day or two, and when I do, I’ll tell you everything. All right?”

And more than that he would not say.

 

 

The reception began to wind down when the bride and groom left the ballroom to take the carriage that would convey them on the first step of their honeymoon. They weren’t going far that first night, only to the bride’s home on the other side of the Ballater Bridge. The mother of the bride was to stay on at the hotel to give the young couple a little time to themselves.

There were no sentimental tears from Mrs. Cardno. “At long last,” she said, raising her voice above the babble of well-wishers, “I’ve finally managed to launch my daughter. I feel like spreading my wings, embarking on an adventure or,” she poked Kate in the ribs, “perhaps I shall take a lover. There’s not much mischief a woman can get up to when her grown daughter is always looking over her shoulder.”

“Mother!” Juliet scolded, and she rolled her eyes. In an undertone to Kate, she said, “You know that she doesn’t mean it.”

“Who says I don’t mean it? If you’d known me in my prime, Juliet, you wouldn’t be so complacent.” To Kate, Mrs. Cardno added, “Listen to the words of someone who has seen a bit of the world, my dear. Time is precious. Make the most of it.”

Kate nodded and smiled. She liked Juliet and her  mother enormously, in spite of Mrs. Cardno’s outrageous tongue. In her mind’s eye, she saw them as clear and refreshing as a mountain spring. Her own family was more like dragon fire. In her memory, she had never attended a Cameron wedding where a brawl had not broken out.

Juliet’s voice dropped to a whisper. “Remember what I told you about my cousin Gavin. Well, he’s not my cousin exactly, but near enough as makes no difference. He has a roving eye, but he has had his eye fixed on you all evening.”

Kate remembered Gavin Hepburn very well. She and her friends were all enthralled with him when they were gawking schoolgirls. He, of course, was an older man and didn’t notice their existence. Oddly enough, there had been a moment there, when she’d thought that he posed some kind of threat to her. The hair on the back of her neck had risen alarmingly. She had the instincts of a creature of the wild and could sense danger a mile off, but when she’d looked into his eyes, the prickling sensation at the back of her neck had stopped. She still didn’t know who or what had caused it.

Juliet wasn’t finished yet. “Don’t be taken in by his looks or his charm. He’s not interested in marriage.”

“Sounds as though we’re made for each other,” Kate quipped.

“Just be on your guard. Don’t say you haven’t been warned.”

Juliet’s sisterly advice ended in a screech when her groom swooped down and carried her off to the waiting carriage. A light snow had begun to fall, and everyone hurried inside. The fiddlers started up again, and more sets formed for the next country dance. Kate spent the following hour renewing old friendships with girls she’d gone to school with but who had not been raised in the  Highlands. They were Lowlanders from Aberdeen and were enthralled with the handsome young men in their kilts whose soft accents and gentlemanly manners put them in a class by themselves.

It was all good fun, because most of the girls in her crowd, with the exception of Sally Anderson and herself, were married, and some of them had children. This was not how they had planned their lives when they were a close-knit fellowship of girls on the brink of womanhood. They’d all met when they had attended a newly opened progressive girls’ school in Aberdeen. They’d seen how their mothers spent their days, cutting flowers in the hothouse, attending frequent tea parties with other ladies, and doing charity work to fill the long hours, and they’d wanted none of it.

Universities, at least some of them, were allowing women to take their entrance examinations. Things were changing. They could be anything they wanted: scholars, doctors, lawyers, explorers . . .

Their fathers, sadly, were not as progressive as the school they’d sent their daughters to, and it took a great deal of money to send a child to university. She and her friends had no money of their own, so here they were, several years later, following in the footsteps of all the women who had gone before them.

She was already regarded as an old maid. An old maid by choice, she reminded herself firmly. She had made up her mind to it a long time ago. So why was she so restless? Mrs. Cardno’s careless words echoed inside her head. “Time is precious. Make the most of it.” So what did the future hold for a girl like her? She was still dwelling on that thought when she came face-to-face with the subject of Juliet’s dire warnings.

Juliet had not exaggerated Mr. Hepburn’s appeal. He looked like a character who had stepped out of one of  the gothic novels she used to read as a girl. He could not be the hero, because the hero always had blond hair and was a vapid sort of creature who waited in the wings to save the heroine in the nick of time. Mr. Hepburn looked like the kind of man who would lead a girl into trouble, like the dastardly villain who had base designs on the heroine’s virtue. As a girl, it was the dastardly villain who had captured her imagination, and she had always wondered what those base designs might entail.

“It’s Miss Cameron, is it not?” the villain said. “I’m Gavin Hepburn, Juliet’s friend. I can’t think why we haven’t met before.”

“I rarely come into Ballater,” she replied, “and from what Juliet has told me, I understand it’s the same for you. You live in London, don’t you, and come here for the fishing season?”

“I’m a rolling stone, I suppose, footloose and fancy-free. But the fishing on Deeside is one pleasure I never miss. It’s not just the fishing. It’s Deeside in springtime. There is nowhere else I’d rather be.”

Her first impression of Gavin Hepburn began to fray around the edges. There was more to him than his reputation suggested. He loved Deeside. She knew exactly how he felt. But Juliet knew him better than she did, and where there was smoke there was bound to be fire. He was a dangerous man because he saw every woman as a challenge.

Balderdash! She was the predator here. If Mr. Hepburn knew what was going through her mind, he would take to his heels.

She made a jest of her reply. “You’re a rolling stone, and I’m a stay-at-home. Maybe that’s why our paths have never crossed.”

People were passing them and going around them to get to the stairs, forcing them to move closer.

Gavin said, “We have another mutual friend, Will Rankin.”

“Dr. Rankin?” She could feel her smile begin to waver. He was too close, too perceptive.

“He tells me,” Gavin went on, “that you’ve visited him at his clinic in Aberdeen and have taken an interest in his patients in Braemar.”

She felt her neck stiffen with tension. Why was he asking about the clinics? As naturally as she could manage, she said, “The clinic in Braemar is not far from my home. I do visit there, not that I’m much help. The patients get so few visits, you see. Any friendly face is welcome.” She didn’t like this turn in the conversation and put an end to it by holding out her hand. “I’m very happy to have met you, Mr. Hepburn. Perhaps I shall see you at breakfast.”

He startled her by clasping her hand when the custom was for a gentleman to touch a lady’s fingers. She was very glad that she was wearing gloves and hoped he hadn’t noticed that her hand had developed a tremor, not because she was attracted to him, but because he was asking too many questions.

Having ended the conversation, she picked up her skirts and hurried up the stairs. Gavin watched her for a few moments, then pulled up his collar and left the house. Macduff, he knew, would be having a great time exploring every nook and cranny of his new hunting ground.

Once outside, he put his fingers to his lips and emitted a shrill whistle. No sign of Macduff. He tried again. A moment later, a huge sheepdog bounded out of the gloom and hurled itself at Gavin’s feet. The dog stared up at Gavin and began to whine.

“What is it, boy? This isn’t like you.”

Gavin sank down and ran his fingers over Macduff’s  heavy coat. “No scratches or limbs broken,” he said. “What is it, Macduff? Why do you whine?”

Macduff stopped whining and gazed steadfastly up at Gavin.

Gavin straightened. “Come!” he commanded and immediately struck out along the path that led uphill to the edge of the moor where his cottage was situated.

The snow was falling thickly now, which wasn’t unusual for this time of year. It wouldn’t last. In a day or two, it would turn to slush. With a little luck, however, it might turn into a full-blown blizzard. That would cut Ballater off from the rest of the world and give him time to get to know Miss Cameron better.

As he trudged up the hill, he sifted through all the little flags that had caught his interest.

Are you the one? That wasn’t a little flag. It was more like a firework bursting into flame inside his head. Could he trust his psychic power after neglecting it for so long? The real question was, now that it had found him, would it leave him alone?

Then there were Will and his clinics. Will had suspicions but no solid evidence to bring a murderer to justice. Miss Cameron was connected to the clinics, too. Will had spoken of her so naturally, so warmly, that Gavin was convinced that she was not Will’s suspect. According to Will, she had a way with outcasts and misfits. Will, his clinics, a murderer, Miss Cameron—how were they connected?

It took him a good ten minutes to reach the cottage. He opened the door to allow Macduff to enter, but Macduff was not there. Gavin whistled; he cursed and shouted Macduff’s name, all to no avail. Macduff, evidently, had found something more exciting than this lonely cottage on the moor.

When he entered the cottage, he had to push the door  shut. A wind was getting up. He could hear it whistling in the chimney stack and rattling the windowpanes. Outside, snow was piling up on the windowsills.

There was one small flag he had overlooked. For reasons beyond his comprehension, Miss Kate Cameron had caught his interest, not only as a magnet that attracted his psychic powers but also as an intriguing female in her own right.

The thought brought Alice to mind. Her vibrant beauty had stopped his heart when he’d first caught sight of her riding in Hyde Park. Her vibrant looks were matched by a vibrant personality. Naturally, she attracted men like moths to a flame. He hadn’t even tried to infiltrate her group of admirers, knowing that he didn’t stand a chance. All that changed when they found themselves sitting side by side at some pretentious musicale in Lady Tinsdale’s music room in her house in Mayfair. They’d caught each other’s eye and had both started to laugh. It had gotten so bad, they’d had to excuse themselves and leave the room. And from that night on, they had become inseparable.

Alice was a daredevil and had found her perfect complement in him, or rather, he suppressed his misgivings because Alice did not take correction easily. Her guardian was indifferent to her comings and goings and allowed her free rein. And he had indulged her, too, giving in to her every whim. If Alice wanted to attend a risqué masked ball, he readily agreed to be her escort. Curricle races, bathing in the sea, climbing the peaks in Derbyshire—Alice was up for anything, and so was he.

Everything changed the day they went sailing on her guardian’s yacht. They were the only two guests. It began to be borne in on him that there was more to it than a pleasant afternoon of sailing. Alice had set the scene with meticulous care—a picnic lunch on deck and  champagne to go with it. She was obviously anticipating a proposal of marriage, and he didn’t know why he couldn’t say the words.

He remembered the sun was shining; there wasn’t a cloud in the sky, and the waves that lapped the side of the yacht were gentle and unthreatening. He had tried to imagine life with Alice for the next five, ten years, and the prospect gave him pause. Alice and her temper tantrums? Alice and her odd fits of unbridled jealousy over trifles? Alice and her steely determination to get her own way?

But those were the quirks of character that made her such an exciting companion. He didn’t want to lose her. He just wanted to make sure that they knew their own minds. Or so he had told himself.

He had taken her hands in his and said seriously but gently, “Let’s not rush things. Let’s get to know each other better before we take that irrevocable step. I’m not thinking so much of myself but of you. I’m a boring fellow. What if you tire of me in another month?”

Would he ever forget what happened next? She had jumped to her feet and, before his startled eyes, stripped down to her underthings. “I’m going for a swim,” she said, cold as ice. “When I get back, I want you gone—out of my sight and out of my life, you fainthearted bastard.” Then she had climbed onto the rail and jumped into the water.

It was the last time he saw her alive.

He tensed for the guilt that never failed to grip him when he thought of the accident that had claimed Alice’s life. It was there, simmering below the surface, but tempered now by the passage of time. He couldn’t blame Alice for being Alice. He blamed himself for being blind to her faults.

Kate Cameron did not possess Alice’s fire. All the  same, there was a restrained sensuality about her that he found oddly appealing. But that was only a first impression. When he looked into her grave brown eyes, he sensed . . . not fragility. She was anything but fragile.  Lonely was the word he wanted.

So much introspection was making his head ache. He shrugged out of his clothes and climbed into bed.  Are you the one? The words became a litany as he drifted into sleep.




Two

The snowfall during the night caused quite a stir at the Deeside Hotel. The trains weren’t running, carriages couldn’t navigate the slippery slopes, and the only way to get about was to walk. Before the storm hit, canny travelers had changed their plans, and now the hotel was filled to capacity with paying guests. There weren’t enough servants to see to the influx, and dinner had been a prolonged affair.

A long, boring affair, Gavin thought. He was searching the crush of people for a sign of Miss Cameron. He’d seen her enter the dining room with a group of young women, young marrieds by the sound of them, but somehow she and her friends had slipped away unseen.

“We shall just have to make up our minds to the fact that we may be marooned here for the next day or two,” joked Mr. Massey, one of the paying guests. He beamed benignly at the group of card players who sat around several tables in the dining room. Now that dinner was over, and there was nowhere for guests to go, they had turned the dining room into a parlor to accommodate everyone.

“It’s no hardship for me,” Mr. Massey went on. “I’m retired. My time is my own, and I like nothing better than to pass the time in pleasant company.”

He was a big, silver-haired man, on the heavy side, and spoke with an Edinburgh accent. His fellow card players might have forgiven the gentleman’s origins had he not been winning every hand.

He’d told the company that he’d hoped to take the train to Braemar to look up relatives with whom he’d lost touch over the years, and had had the shock of his life when the stationmaster told him that the train went only as far as Ballater.

“He told me,” said Mr. Massey, frowning down at his cards, “that I’d have to hire a carriage to take me the rest of the way. That seems strange to me. Why does the line stop here? It’s only what—another few miles to Braemar?”

“Eighteen miles, according to the desk clerk,” his wife answered. She was the opposite of her husband, thin to the point of scrawny, and the lines on her face were not laugh lines. She was ensconced in a chair by the fire and occasionally glanced over at the card table where her son, Massey junior, was also engaged in a game of cards. It was the younger Massey who was footing the bill for this ill-fated holiday in the Highlands. Without looking up, Mrs. Massey said, “The train stops at Ballater at the queen’s pleasure.” Her voice was subdued and respectful.

Someone added provocatively, “Her Majesty doesn’t want visitors gawking out of train windows as they pass her estate. God only knows what frolics our royals get up to that would shock lesser mortals such as ourselves. At any rate, the queen always gets her way, so the natives of Braemar make do with horses and carriages.”

Mrs. Massey bristled and glared at the speaker.

Her husband laughed.

The squire and his lady, Gavin thought. One was the salt of the earth, though a trifle uncouth, and the other was a cut above him, or so she liked to think. He was sitting close to the fire, too, pretending to read a book, but that was only a device to indulge his favorite pastime: people watching. He kept looking at the entrance, hoping that Kate Cameron would put in an appearance. They’d done no more than exchange a few inconsequential words the other night, and he was determined to pick up the conversation where it had left off. It was imperative that he discover whether or not she was the one he’d been called to save.

Something whisper-soft touched the nape of his neck, and he smoothed it away with his hand, an involuntary movement that he was barely aware of, but all his senses were on the alert. Something in this room was out of kilter. What was it?

Will Rankin joined him, and Gavin moved over on his comfortable sofa to make room for his friend.

“You’ll have to look to your laurels, old sod,” Rankin said in an undertone. “Young Thomas has cut you out with the girls.”

Gavin’s gaze flicked to the object of Rankin’s aside. It was true. Thomas Steele, the groom’s younger brother, was the center of female attention. He stifled a yawn.

Needling his friend, the doctor went on, “He’s young, handsome, charming, and comes into a tidy fortune when he comes of age. He’s also a true Highlander. What more could a woman want?”

“A man?” Gavin replied without much interest. “Young Steele is only a boy.”

Will smiled and nodded at the lady on the other side of the blazing fire, Mrs. Massey, who had looked up with a question in her eyes. “You must be very proud of  your son, Mrs. Massey,” said Will, raising his voice. “I was telling my friend that he has taken over at the helm of his late uncle’s—um—publishing firm, has he not?”

Mrs. Massey’s stern demeanor dissolved in a simpering smile. Her flat chest puffed out. “Gordon deserves his success,” she said. “He was always a hard worker.” Her fond gaze moved to her son. “His uncle relied heavily on his judgment.”

Gavin hardly spared Gordon Massey a glance. He was more interested in his friend’s problems. “So, Will,” he said, “you missed your train this morning?”

“No trains running, I’m afraid.”

“What about the problem you mentioned? What will you do now?”

“There’s nothing much I can do until the trains are running again.” He shrugged. “I wish that you would forget I ever mentioned it. The more I think about it, the more bizarre it seems. Accidents do happen, and I’m coming to believe that’s all they were, accidents.”

Gavin might have said more, but his friend was borne away by the young widow McCrae to make up a four at her card table. No sooner had his friend vacated his place on the sofa, when it was taken by Mr. Fox, another of the hotel’s paying guests. Gavin swallowed a sigh. He’d had the misfortune to sit beside Mr. Fox at dinner, and he’d heard enough about the former headmaster’s views on the younger generation to last him a lifetime.

Mr. Fox said solemnly, “I could not help but see, Mr. Hepburn, that you and that doctor fellow had a lot to say to each other.”

“We’ve been friends for a long time,” Gavin allowed. He didn’t like the tone of Mr. Fox’s remarks. In fact, he didn’t like anything about Mr. Fox, from his highly polished boots to his too-tight neckcloth.

“He’s a psychiater, I believe?”

“He’s a doctor,” Gavin replied. “Some of his patients suffer from . . .” He searched for the right word.

“Dementia?” Fox supplied.

“I was going to say from a nervous condition. Dr. Rankin has had some success in treating them.”

“Really?” said Fox. “Do you know what I think, Mr. Hepburn? I think that Dr. Rankin has discovered an easy way of making money out of his patients’ misery. In another twenty years, we’ll look back on the medical profession and call this the age of humbug.”

Gavin rarely lost his temper, but Fox’s unprovoked attack on the character of a man who had given up a lucrative practice in Edinburgh to work in the slums of Aberdeen, the city of Will’s birth, was more than he was willing to tolerate.

He got to his feet. “Excuse me,” he said abruptly. “I believe I’m being invited to play cards.”

He left Mr. Fox red-faced and sputtering. His own anger didn’t show on the surface, but it seethed inside. Will Rankin was like a brother to him. They’d known each other since they were infants, when they’d caught minnows in the shallows of the river Feugh where their parents had summer homes. Over the years, catching minnows had graduated into catching salmon. To this day, fishing in the Feugh or in the Dee was a mutual pleasure that neither was willing to forgo. Even though their paths had diverged, they always managed to spend a week or two in the summer months on the banks of their favorite haunts.

A flash of memory passed through his brain: Will, seeing Maddie, his future wife, for the first time as she crossed the stepping-stones on the banks of the Feugh to get to the other side. Will had waded in to help her and had stepped right into a pothole and fallen flat on his face. Now Maddie was gone, and Will directed all  his energies and his once considerable fortune to the clinics he had opened in Maddie’s memory. To belittle his achievement was tantamount to declaring war as far as Gavin was concerned.

“Gavin!” a feminine voice called out.

Janet Mayberry waved him over to the card table. She’d been hounding him from the moment he’d arrived, and he’d thanked his lucky stars that he was domiciled a good half mile from the hotel. Janet was an indoors girl. She was afraid of dogs, and where he went, Macduff was sure to follow. Dogs had their uses, he thought ruefully.

“Mr. Massey has had enough of cards,” Janet told him. “And we need another player.”

She had bedroom eyes, a bedroom voice, and a heart that was impervious to love: just how he liked his women, but not tonight.

She pulled on his wrist and pushed him into the chair that the younger Massey had vacated. “Hearts are trumps,” she said, and she dropped her lashes in a parody of modesty.

Because he wasn’t a boor, he picked up his cards and pretended to study them. If he wanted to, he could win every hand, but no one liked a player who could never be trounced. Besides, it wasn’t skill on his part. He barely paid attention to the cards. He was a seer of Grampian. If he won, it would be just like cheating.

He was feeling it again, a whisper-soft brush on the back of his neck. Something was wrong. Not everything was as innocent as it appeared on the surface. His eyes scanned the guests. Nothing stood out. Everything seemed normal. Will, he noted, seemed to be enjoying himself. The widow McCrae, a fresh-faced lass, would have suited Will just fine, had his heart not still belonged to his wife. But even Maddie’s death had not  blighted Will’s spirit. It made him all the more determined to make his life count, and Maddie’s as well.

He answered absently to something Miss Mayberry had said, but his thoughts had moved on to Kate Cameron. Was she a distraction, or was she the one?

“Gavin!” Miss Mayberry remonstrated.

Gavin blinked, picked up his cards, and pretended to concentrate.

 

 

Kate couldn’t remember when she had enjoyed herself more. She and her old school friends had cloistered themselves in Sally Anderson’s bedchamber, knocking back sherry as if it were water, as they reminisced about the scrapes they’d gotten into when they were schoolgirls. From there they’d moved on to the ups and downs of married life, and her friends had tried, without success, to bring blushes to her cheeks. They were out of luck, she told them. Her work with Dr. Rankin’s patients had robbed her of her innocence. They thought she was joking, but she’d told them the truth.

They had no success with Sally, either. She was soon to announce her engagement to Cedric Hayes, Lord Aberfeldy’s grandson. It was a match made in heaven, so Sally averred. On her marriage, she would come into her fortune. When his grandfather died, Cedric would come into his title. What could be more romantic than that? After the marriage, they would go their separate ways and live happily ever after.

Sally’s outrageous humor had them all in stitches, but when Kate stopped laughing, her mood changed. Sally had had a brilliant future ahead of her. At school, she was the top girl. How could her brilliant prospects have come to such a dreary conclusion?

From Sally, her reflections moved to Janet Mayberry.  Janet had never been part of their group. They were schoolgirls in uniform, and Janet had been the envy of their adolescent hearts. She was the belle of Deeside whose parents had indulged her to a degree. She believed that an education was wasted on women. No one envied her now. She was an aging belle who had allowed the bonnets to pass her by while waiting for a top hat to come along. She lived in Perth, but whenever she visited her old home, she was always included in whatever was going. Mrs. Cardno saw to that.

Poor Janet. Her eyes had fairly feasted on Gavin Hepburn from the glimpse Kate had taken of them at the reception. Or perhaps her commiserations were premature? Janet had the tenacity of a predator.

The party was still going on but, because she’d begun to feel chilled, she excused herself and went to her own room for a shawl. She’d forgotten about her maid.

“Elsie, are you still up?”

The girl was only sixteen or so, and fresh off the farm. She usually worked in the kitchen, but her heart was set on becoming a lady’s maid. This was her first try, and she meticulously followed every rule she’d read in Mrs Beeton’s Book of Household Management. Mrs. Beeton’s book was as revered as the Bible in Kate’s house and read far more often.

“I canna go to my bed until you go to yours, Miss Kate. I have to help you undress and press your gown for the morn.”

“Nonsense! I’m not the queen. I can dress and undress myself.” The thought of Elsie’s unskilled hand pressing her gown was alarming. The gown didn’t belong to her but to her sister. “I’m only here for my shawl, then I’ll be going back to party with my friends.” Her eye was caught by an envelope on her bedside table. “What’s this, Elsie?”

Elsie shook her head. “I must have dozed while I  waited for you. When I opened my eyes, that letter was on the carpet, just inside the door.”

“Off to bed with you, then.”

While Elsie slipped quietly from the room, Kate slit open the envelope with a pair of embroidery scissors she’d placed in the table drawer by the bed, then held the note close to the oil lamp to see it better. And a vise closed around her heart.

“In Scotland we burn witches,” she read.

She didn’t know how long she sat there in a stupor. It was a knock on the door that brought her to her senses. She gave a start and jumped to her feet.

Sally’s voice. “What’s keeping you, Kate?”

She wasn’t going to tell anyone about the note except Dr. Rankin. He was the only one who knew her secret. Had he shared it with someone else?

The doorknob rattled. “Kate?”

Through the door, Kate said, “I think I’ve had too much to drink, Sally. I’m going to sleep it off.”

Her mind was in too much of a whirl to make sense of what Sally said next, but she heard footsteps retreating along the corridor and heaved a sigh of relief.

She read the note again and again, and each time she read it, her nerves grew tighter and tighter. It was a lie. She wasn’t a witch. She was a normal girl who had an uncanny ability to sense danger, much like a creature of the wild. Isn’t that what Dr. Rankin told her?

Of one thing she was sure. This wasn’t a joke. This was the threat she had sensed pervading the very air she breathed all evening. She could not, would not settle until she’d spoken to Dr. Rankin.

She put the letter back in its envelope and debated for a moment what she would do with it. She had to talk to Dr. Rankin. He would know what to do. She was sorely tempted to throw it on the fire. In the end, she thrust it  in her pocket and left her chamber, carefully locking the door behind her.

 

 

Gavin sensed her presence the moment she entered the dining room. She was in the same gray gown that she’d worn at the wedding reception and earlier tonight at dinner. She wasn’t the only lady who was forced to wear the same gown two nights in a row. Most guests expected to be home by now and had packed accordingly.

A smile briefly touched her lips, and he turned his head to see the lucky recipient of her favor. He might have known it. Thomas Steele, or Prince Charming, as Will called him, shook off his retinue of female admirers and quickly crossed to her. Her smile was fleeting. Thomas’s smile hinted at intimacy. Gavin watched them with brows drawn as they exchanged a few words. He was on the point of getting up and joining them when she turned from Thomas and began to wend her way toward him.

So she did know he existed. A smile warmed his lips.

“Mr. Hepburn,” she said, doing no more than acknowledging his presence before she moved past him to the next card table where Will Rankin was seated. There was a short conference, then Will got up and escorted Miss Cameron to the hothouse at the back of the dining room. They were in earnest conversation, and Will looked as though he’d received a blow.

“Gavin, pay attention!”

Janet Mayberry’s eyes fairly bored into his. “Sorry,” he said and arranged the cards he’d been dealt. He played out his hand and won the set just to please Janet. When he next looked for Kate Cameron, she was nowhere to be seen, though Will was still with the widow McCrae, looking as jovial as ever.

What in Hades’s name was going on? If there was something between Will and Miss Cameron, why hadn’t Will warned him off? But he had warned him off. He’d been too obtuse to see it.

He picked up his cards and glared at them.
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