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Chapter One




England, 1818

“Are ye scared, hinny?”

Roslynn Chadwick turned away from the coach window and the passing scenery she had been staring at for the last hour without actually seeing. Scared? She was alone in the world now with no guardian, no family worth mentioning. She was on her way to an uncertain future and leaving behind all that was familiar to her. Scared? She was terrified.

But Nettie MacDonald wasn’t to know that, not if Roslynn could help it. Nettie was too uneasy herself, had been ever since they’d crossed the English border yesterday morning, though she too tried to hide it by turning querulous, as was her way. Nettie had been all chipper and cheer before that, even while crossing the Lowlands, which she disdained. A Highlander all her life, and that was forty-two years’ worth, Nettie never thought the day would come when she would be forced to leave her beloved Highlands, let alone cross the border into England. England! But Nettie wouldn’t be left behind, no, not dear Nettie.

Roslynn managed a smile for Nettie’s benefit, and even a bit of a twinkle in her hazel eyes to reassure her abigail. “Och, and what’ve I to be scared of, Nettie? Didna we manage to sneak off in the dead of night wi’ none the wiser? Geordie’ll be searching Aberdeen and Edinburgh for weeks and weeks and never guess we’ve absconded to London.”

“That he will.” Nettie spared herself a pleased smile for their success so far, forgetting for the moment her fear and dislike of the English. Her dislike of Geordie Cameron went much deeper. “And I hope that devil chokes on his spleen when he realizes ye’ve escaped his foul plans, that I do. I didna like Duncan, bless him, making ye promise what ye had tae, but he knew what was best fer ye. And dinna be thinking I’m sae fashed I didna hear ye fergetting yer proper English, lass, that Duncan brought that fine snobbish tutor tae be teaching ye. Ye’ll no’ be fergetting it, especially now we’re here among the devil’s kin.”

Roslynn grinned when this last was delivered in Nettie’s most scolding tone, and couldn’t resist teasing a bit more. “When I see an Englishmon will be soon enough for me to be remembering my proper English. You wouldna deny me this wee bit of time left when I dinna have to be thinking about every word I say, would you now?”

“Humph! ’Tis only when ye’re that upset that ye ferget anymore, and well I ken it.”

Of course Nettie knew it. Nettie knew Roslynn better than herself sometimes. And if Roslynn wasn’t in a temper, which was when she most often forgot herself and lapsed into the Scottish brogue she had picked up from Gramp and Nettie, she was still upset, and with reason. But not enough to forget the proper English that had been drummed into her by her tutor. Roslynn sighed.

“I hope the trunks got there, or we’ll be in a fine pickle.” They had both left with only one change of clothes, to further outwit her cousin Geordie, just in case someone saw them leave and told him.


“That’s the least of yer worries, lass. Sure and it saved time bringing that London modiste tae Cameron Hall tae be making ye all those bonny dresses, sae ye dinna have tae be fitted when we get there. Duncan, bless him, thought of everything, even sending the trunks ahead, one by one, sae Geordie wouldna suspect anything if he was watching.”

And Nettie had thought it was such a lark, sneaking off in the middle of the night as they had, with their skirts hiked up and wearing old breeches underneath so in the moonlight they might pass for men. Truth be known, Roslynn had thought so too. In fact, that was the only part of this madness she had enjoyed. They had ridden to the nearest town where the prearranged coach and driver were waiting, and had had to wait several hours to be sure they weren’t followed before they actually set off on this journey. But all the stealth and bother had been necessary to outwit Geordie Cameron. At least Gramp had made Roslynn believe it was necessary.

And Roslynn could believe it after seeing Geordie’s face when Gramp’s will was read. After all, Geordie was Duncan Cameron’s great-nephew, his youngest brother’s grandson, and his only male relative still living. Geordie had every right to assume some of Duncan’s great wealth would be left to him, if only a small part. But Duncan had left his entire estate to Roslynn, his only grandchild: Cameron Hall, the mills, the countless other businesses, everything. And Geordie had been hard put not to fly into a rage.

“He shouldna have been sae surprised,” Nettie had said after Geordie left the day of the reading. “He knew Duncan hated him, that he blamed him fer yer dear mother’s death. Why, ’tis why he was courting ye sae diligently all these years. He knew Duncan’d leave it all tae ye. And ’tis why we’ve nae time tae lose, now Duncan’s gone.”

No, there was no time to lose. Roslynn knew it when Geordie once more asked her to marry him after the will was read, and she once more refused. She and Nettie had left that very night, with no time to grieve, no time to regret the promise she had made to her grandfather. But she had done her grieving in the last two months, when they had known Duncan’s time was finally up. And it had been a blessing in fact, his death, for he had been wasting away these last seven years and suffering with the pain, and it was only his Scot’s stubbornness that had let him linger this long. No, she couldn’t be sorry Gramp’s suffering was finally over. But oh, how she would miss that dear old man who had been both mother and father to her all these years.

“Ye’ll no’ grieve fer me, lassie,” he’d told her weeks before he died. “I forbid it. Ye’ve given me too many years, too many wasted years, and I’ll no’ have ye giving even one day more once I’m gone. Ye’ll promise me that too.”

One more promise to the old man she loved, the man who had raised her and bullied her and loved her ever since his daughter had returned to him tugging along a six-year-old Roslynn in her wake. What did one more promise matter when she’d already given him the fateful one that had her in such trepidation now? And then there had been no time for grieving anyway, so she had at least fulfilled that promise.

Nettie scowled as she watched Roslynn turn her eyes back to the window and knew she was thinking of Duncan Cameron again. “Gramp” she had disrespectfully called him from the day her mother had first brought her to Cameron Hall to stay, and that just to get his goat. How the little imp had loved nettling the fierce old Scot, and how he had delighted in every bit of teasing and mischief she served him. They would both miss him, but there were too many other things to think of now.

“We’re coming tae the inn finally,” Nettie observed from her seat facing the front of the coach.

Roslynn leaned forward and turned to the side to see out the window in the same direction, and the setting sun caught her full in the face, touching her hair and making it appear like a sunset itself. Pretty hair, the lass had, red-gold like Janet’s, her mother. Nettie’s own hair was black as coal, and her eyes were the dull green of a loch shadowed by tall oaks. Roslynn had Janet’s eyes too, that greenish-gray color that was saved from being nondescript by the golden flecks that were so brightly noticeable. Come to that, everything about her was a lot like Janet Cameron before she had gone away with her Englishman. In fact, there was nothing at all of Roslynn’s father in her, that self-same Englishman who had stolen Janet’s heart and turned her into a shadow of herself after the tragic accident that killed him. Perhaps it was just as well Janet had died a year afterward, for she had never been the same. And Roslynn, thank God, had her grandfather to lean on then. A seven-year-old child, with both parents gone, was fortunately adaptable, especially with an old Scot to dote on her every whim.

Och, I’m as bad as the lass, tae be thinking about the dead when ’tis the future that’s sae in doubt.

“Let’s hope the beds are at least softer than last night,” Roslynn commented as the coach stopped before the country inn. “That is the only thing that has me eager to get to London. I know Frances will have comfortable beds waiting for us.”


“Ye mean ye’ll no’ be glad tae see yer best friend after all these years?”

Roslynn glanced at Nettie with surprise. “Well, of course, there’s that. Of course there is. I can’t wait to see her again. But the circumstances won’t allow a pleasant reunion, will they? I mean, with no time to lose, how much actual visiting will I get to have with Frances? Oh, drat Geordie anyway,” she added with a scowl that drew her titian brows closer together. “If it weren’t for him—”

“Ye wouldna have made nae promises, and we wouldna be here now, and it does nae good tae be bewailing it, now, does it?” Nettie retorted.

Roslynn grinned. “Who was bewailing what last night when she lay in a hard bed that wasn’t fit for bedbugs, let alone a tired body?”

Nettie snorted, refusing to answer that reminder, and shooed Roslynn out of the coach as soon as the driver opened the door and held up his hand for her. Roslynn’s chuckle carried back to her abigail as she walked ahead, still thinking about it, and Nettie snorted again, this time to herself.

Ye’re no’ sae auld that ye canna stand a few nights’ discomfort, Nettie, lass, she thought, watching Roslynn’s bouncy step that in fact made her feel twice her age at the moment. The bed can be made of stone and ye’ll no’ say one word tonight, or ye’ll never hear the end of it from the wee lassie.

But then Nettie grinned, shaking her head. A bit of teasing was just what Roslynn needed to be doing to get her mind off the future. That bed can be soft as down, but ye better say ’tis full of rocks, lass. ’Tis been too long since ye’ve heard her laugh and seen the mischief in her eyes. She needs tae tease, that she does.


As Roslynn approached the inn, she barely noticed the sixteen-year-old lad standing on a stool lighting the lamp above the door, but he unfortunately noticed her. Hearing the husky chuckle that was so different from any sound of humor he’d ever heard before, he glanced over his shoulder, then nearly fell off the stool, he was so boggled by the sight of her. Lit up like a flame, she was, in the reddish glow of the setting sun that streaked across the yard, and getting closer by the second, until he could make out every feature of her heart-shaped face, from the finely molded cheekbones and small tapered nose to the firm little chin and generous, full lips. And then she passed through the door, and his head craned around it to follow her inside, until a sharp humph snapped his head back around and he stared at the stern-faced abigail looking up at him, his cheeks flushing hotly.

But Nettie took pity on the lad and didn’t dress him down as she usually did anyone caught gawking at her Roslynn. It happened wherever they went, for Lady Roslynn Chadwick had that effect on the male species, and no age seemed to be immune, from small tykes to old men, and everything in breeches in between. And this was the lass to be turned loose on London.








Chapter Two




“And you wondered who his tailor is?” the Honorable William Fairfax snickered aside to his young friend. “Told you his tailor had nothing to do with it, didn’t I? You want to turn yourself out in a reasonable facsimile, best take up the gloves. He’s been at it for more’n a dozen years, so I hear.”

William’s young friend, Cully, flinched at the sound of leather connecting with solid flesh again, but squinted his eyes open this time. He had closed them tight a few minutes ago when the first dribble of blood had appeared from an abused nose. He shuddered now, for that same abused nose was gushing blood, and so was the swollen mouth below it, and so was a split brow above it.

“No taste for it, Cully?” William grinned, eyeing his friend’s green pallor. “Imagine his partner don’t either, not today leastways.” He chuckled here, thinking that funny. “Now if Knighton would just climb in the ring with him, we might have something to wager on. He trained him, you know. ’Course, Knighton ain’t come out ahead in the last ten years, so I hear, though he does give the lord a better showing. But then Malory’s winded now, so that’d even the odds some.”

But as they watched along with a few dozen other gentlemen surrounding the boxing ring, Sir Anthony Malory relaxed his stance and turned to glower at the owner of the sporting hall. “Blister it, Knighton, I told you he wasn’t ready yet. He hasn’t healed from the last time.”

John Knighton shrugged, though there was a definite spark of humor in his dark eyes as he gazed back at the disgusted pugilist he considered a friend. “I didn’t hear any other takers, my lord, did you? Maybe if you let someone else win for a change, you’d find more partners to choose from for your exercise.”

There were a good many chuckles over that remark. Everyone there knew it had been a decade since Malory had lost a match or let anyone get the better of him even in a few rounds of sparring. He was in superb condition, muscles honed to perfection, but it was his skill in the ring that made him so remarkable—and unchallenged. The promoters, Knighton among them, would give their eyeteeth to get him in the ring for a professional fight. But to a rakehell like Malory, boxing was no more than a means of exercise to keep him fit and counteract the life of dissipation he enjoyed. His thrice-weekly visits to Knighton’s Hall were treated in the same vein as his morning rides in the park, simply for his own pleasure.

Half the gentlemen there were pugilists as well, awaiting their turn to exercise in the ring. Some, like the Honorable Fairfax, just dropped by to watch the experts work out, though occasionally there was the opportunity to do a little gambling if any serious challenges were issued. A few others who were present were Malory’s cronies; they frequently showed up to watch him demolish the sparring partners Knighton had the misfortune to provide, being wise enough themselves never to get in the ring with him.

One of them ribbed Anthony now. Nearly of the same height, but more on the lean side, Lord Amherst was a devil-may-care fellow whose gray eyes were more often than not crinkled with humor. The same age, but fair where Anthony was dark, he often shared the same interests, mainly women, gambling, and women.

“The only way you’ll get someone to put his heart into it, Malory, is if you cuckold some young Corinthian your size and force him to issue the challenge.”

“With my luck, George,” Malory shot back, “he’d call for pistols instead, and what fun is that?”

George Amherst laughed at the dry tone, for if not everyone knew that Anthony was unbeatable in the ring, they did know he was nonpareil on the dueling field. He was even known to quite nonchalantly ask his challengers on what luckless part of their anatomy they would like to receive their wound of honor, which naturally set the poor fellows trembling in their boots, if they weren’t already.

As far as George knew, Anthony had never actually killed anyone in a duel, since nearly all his were fought over women, rake that he was, and he firmly believed there wasn’t a woman born worth dying over—well, that was excluding those in his family, of course. Malory was devilish touchy about his family. He might be a bachelor, confirmed positively, but with three older brothers with offspring aplenty, he didn’t lack for nieces and nephews to dote on.

“Looking for competition, Tony? You should have sent your man round to find me. You know I’m always happy to oblige you.”

George swung around sharply, disbelieving his ears at the sound of a voice he hadn’t heard in more than ten years. And then his brows shot up incredulously, for he hadn’t been mistaken. Standing in the doorway was James Malory, older certainly, but looking every bit as dangerous as he ever had ten years ago when he had been London’s most notorious rakehell. Big, blond, and still handsome too, by God! Incredible!

And then George swung back to see how Anthony was taking this unexpected appearance. The two brothers had been close before, being only a year apart in age and inclined toward the same interests, though James was assuredly the wilder of the two—at least he had been. But then James had disappeared, and for some reason or other that the family never spoke of, the other brothers had disowned him, Anthony included, and wouldn’t even mention his name. As close as George was to Anthony all these years since, and he liked to think they were best friends, Anthony had never once confided what it was that James had done to be ousted from the family.

But to George’s surprise, Anthony was showing no signs of his formidable temper. In fact, no emotion whatever crossed his handsome countenance for those in the hall to remark on. You had to know him well to recognize that gleam in his cobalt-blue eyes for what it was: pleasure, not fury.

And yet when he spoke, you’d have thought he was addressing his worst enemy. “James, what the bloody hell are you still doing in London? You were to sail this morning!”

James did no more than offer a bored shrug. “Change of plans, thanks to Jeremy’s newfound stubbornness. Since he’s met the rest of the family, he’s become impossible to handle. I swear he’s been taking lessons from Regan in manipulation, for he managed somehow or other to talk me into letting him finish his schooling here, though I’m deuced if I know exactly how he did it.”

Anthony wanted to laugh at James’ expression of bafflement at being outmaneuvered by a seventeen-year-old whelp who looked more Anthony’s son than James’, and he would have if James hadn’t slipped the name Regan into his explanation. The name always rubbed Anthony on the raw, as it did Jason and Edward, their older brothers, and James knew it, which was why he used “Regan” instead of “Reggie,” as the rest of the family called Regina Eden. But as far back as Anthony could remember, James had had to be different, going his own way and doing as he bloody well pleased, and to hell with the consequences.

As James had spoken, he had walked forward, casually slipping out of his coat to reveal the sort of loose-sleeved shirt that he preferred when captaining the Maiden Anne. Since he gave every appearance of being about to oblige Anthony in the ring, Anthony refrained from taking him to task over his “Regan,” which would have started their usual argument and likely jeopardized a little friendly sparring.

“Does this mean you’ll be staying as well?” Anthony asked as James handed over his coat to George and accepted the gloves a grinning John Knighton helped him into.

“Only long enough to get the youngun settled and togged up, I think, at least for now. Though Connie has pointed out that the only reason we were willing to set ourselves down in the islands was to give Jeremy a home.”

Anthony couldn’t help laughing this time. “Two old sea dogs playing mother. God, I wish I could’ve seen it.”

“I wouldn’t talk, Tony,” James said, unperturbed by the taunting. “You played mother yourself each summer for six years, didn’t you?”

“Father,” Anthony corrected. “Or more like big brother, which is neither here nor there. I’m surprised you didn’t marry like Jason did, just to give Jeremy a mother. ’Course, with Conrad Sharp willing to help you raise the lad, I suppose you didn’t think it necessary.”

James leaped up into the ring. “That’s my best friend you’re disparaging.”

Anthony bowed slightly. “Point taken. So who gets the dear boy while you and Connie are deciding whether to come home for good?”

James’ right connected solidly with Anthony’s midsection just before he said, “You do.”

While Anthony doubled over, absorbing the punch as well as the answer, the wagers began flying about the room. At last there was someone who looked as if he just might be able to beat the unbeatable Lord Malory. Malory was taller by a few inches, but the other bloke was brawnier, and looked quite capable of wiping the floor with anyone in the room, Malory included. And they were going to be privileged to see it. Only a few there realized these two were brothers.

As soon as Anthony was able to draw breath, he scowled at James for the surprise punch, but as to his revelation, he simply said, “Me? How’d I get so lucky?”

“You’re the lad’s choice. You’re his bloody idol, don’t you know—next to me, of course.”

“Of course,” Anthony replied and took James equally by surprise with an uppercut that staggered James back several paces. As James flexed his jaw, Anthony added, “I’ll be glad to have him, as long as you realize I won’t curtail my activities as I did for Reggie.”

They circled each other now, both getting in another punch before James replied, “Don’t expect you to, lad, when I didn’t. It’s different when you’ve got a boy underfoot. Hell and fire, he’s been wenching since he was fourteen.”

Anthony burst into laughter at that, unfortunately letting down his guard to receive a ringing blow to the side of his head. But he was quick enough to counteract with an upper to James’ middle that lifted him a good five inches off the floor, amazingly done, since James was a good thirty pounds heavier in solid muscle.

Anthony stood back, allowing his brother a moment to catch his breath. When James glanced up, still bent over, he was grinning.

“Do we really want to take aches and pains to bed tonight, Tony?”

Anthony’s teeth flashed in accordance. “Not when something softer can be found, and I assure you, something softer can be found.” He came forward to throw an arm around his brother’s shoulder.

“Then you’ll take the lad until school starts?”

“Love to, but good God, I can see I’ll get a fair amount of ribbing from it. Anyone who looks at Jeremy will think he’s mine.”

“That’s why he wants you.” James grinned, flashing his own set of pearly whites. “He’s got a devilish sense of humor. Now about tonight. I know a couple of wenches—”

“Wenches, indeed. You were a pirate too long, Captain Hawke. Now I know a couple of ladies”








Chapter Three




“But I don’t understand, Ros,” Lady Frances leaned forward to say. “Why would you want to tie yourself to a man when you don’t have to? I mean, if you were already in love, that’d be different. But you’re talking about marrying someone you haven’t even met yet.”

“Frances, if I hadn’t promised, do you really think I’d do it?” Roslynn asked.

“Well, I should certainly hope not—but who’s to know if you don’t keep the promise? I mean, your grandfather’s dead and—” Frances broke off at the look on her friend’s face. “Forget I said that.”

“I will.”

“Oh, I just think it’s such a shame!” Frances sighed with emphasis.

Lady Frances Grenfell was a striking woman by any standards. On the tiny side, she was not exactly beautiful but was, however, very handsome with her blond hair and dark brown eyes. At one time she had been the most cheerful, effervescent girl Roslynn had ever known, but that was before her disappointing marriage to Henry Grenfell seven years ago. Now she was demure, matronly even, yet she did still have her moments that could remind Roslynn of the happy girl she had once been.

“You’re as independent now as anyone could ever ask to be,” Frances continued determinedly. “With more money than you know what to do with, and not a soul to tell you what to do. It took me seven years and living with a man I didn’t love for five of them to get to where you are now, and still I have a mother who nags if she hears of me doing the slightest thing she doesn’t approve of. Even as a widow living alone with my son, I still have someone to answer to. But you, Roslynn, you have no one at all to worry about, and yet you must give yourself over to some man who will delight in putting a harness on your freedom as Lord Henry did to me. And I know you don’t want to do it. I know that very well.”

“It doesn’t matter what I want, Frances. It’s what I have to do.”

“But why?” Frances cried in exasperation. “That’s what I want to know. And don’t just say again because you promised your grandfather you would. Tell me why he made you make such a promise. If it was so important to him, he had ample time to have married you off himself.”

“Well, as to that,” Roslynn replied, “there was no one I wanted to marry. And Gramp wouldn’t have forced me on someone I didn’t want.”

“In all these years? No one at all?”

“Och, I hate the way you say all these years, Frances, I really do. Dinna remind me how difficult it’s going to be for me.”

Frances’ brown eyes widened. “Difficult?” She nearly laughed. “Posh! If ever there was going to be anything so easy, it’s getting you married. You’ll have so many hopefuls, you won’t know what to do with them all. And your age, m’dear, won’t matter one little jot. Good God, don’t you know how incredibly lovely you are? And if that weren’t enough, you’ve got a fortune that would make a banker positively drool.”

“I’m twenty-five years old, Frances!” Roslynn said in such a way that she might as well have said one hundred.

Frances grinned. “So am I, and I don’t consider that ancient, thank you.”

“It’s different when you’re a widow. You’ve been married. No one would think anything of you marrying again.”

“No, they won’t, because I never will.”

Roslynn frowned at the interruption. “But the ton will take one look at me on the marriage block next to all those young debutantes and laugh their heads off.”

Frances smiled. “Honestly, Ros—”

“It’s true. Hell’s teeth, I’d laugh myself to see a twenty-five-year-old spinster making a fool of herself.” Roslynn snorted.

“Now stop it. I tell you—I swear to you, your age won’t matter.”

Roslynn couldn’t believe it, much as she wanted to. She hid it well, but she was very close to tears. This was the very reason she was so terrified of putting herself forward in search of a husband. She was going to make a fool of herself, and that was something she couldn’t bear.

“They’ll think something’s terribly wrong with me because I didn’t marry before now, Fran. You know they’re bound to. It’s human nature.”

“They’ll understand perfectly when they hear you’ve spent the past six years nursing your grandfather, and they’ll commend you for it. Now, not another word about your age. That is the least of your worries. And you have quite managed to avoid answering my question, haven’t you?”

Roslynn chuckled at the stern look on her friend’s face, a warm, husky sound that was uniquely her own. She and Nettie had arrived at the town house on South Audley Street late last night, so late that there had been no time for the two old friends to talk until this morning. And it was an old friendship, one that had survived twelve years with only one visit in the last ten, and that was when Frances had brought her son, Timmy, to the Highlands for a holiday four years ago.

Roslynn had other women friends in Scotland, but none as close as Frances, and none to whom she felt free to confide all her secrets. They had met when they were thirteen, when Gramp had carted her off to school in England to “ladify” her, since he swore she was turning into a wee hoyden with no sense a-tall of her station—which was certainly true, for all that, but not very fair as far as she was concerned at the time.

Roslynn had lasted two years at school before she was kicked out and carted back to Cameron Hall for “incorrigible behavior.” Gramp didn’t scold. Fact was he had missed her too much and was glad to have her back. But he enticed one of the fine teachers away from the school to continue Roslynn’s education, and there wasn’t any mischief terrible enough to make Miss Beechham quit; Gramp was paying her too much.

But during those two years in England, Frances and Roslynn had been inseparable. And if she hadn’t had her own coming out when she turned eighteen, she had shared Frances’ through their letters. Through Frances, she knew what it was like to fall in love. Through Frances, she also knew what it was like to have a husband you didn’t love. And although she never had any children of her own, there wasn’t a single thing she didn’t know about them, at least about a son, because Frances had shared every phase of Timmy’s development with her.

Roslynn had shared everything too in her letters over the years, though her life in the Highlands had been singularly lacking in excitement. But she hadn’t wanted to worry Frances these last months with Gramp’s fears, so she hadn’t told her about Geordie. And how to tell her now? How to make her understand that this was not just an old man’s senility to scoff at, but a very real and dangerous situation?

Roslynn decided to start at the beginning. “Frances, do you remember my telling you that my mother drowned in Loch Etive when I was seven?”

“Yes, a year after your father died, wasn’t it?” Frances said gently, patting her hand.

Roslynn nodded, trying not to remember how desolate she had been from both deaths. “Gramp always blamed his grandnephew, Geordie, for my mother’s death. Geordie was a mean child, you see, always hurting animals and causing accidents that he could laugh over. He was only eleven at the time, but he’d already caused one of our grooms to break a leg, our cook to be severely burned, and one horse to be put down, and no telling what he’d done at his own home that we never heard about. His father was my mother’s cousin, and when he came to visit, he always brought Geordie. And the day my mother drowned, they’d been visiting a week already.”

“But how could he have caused your mother to drown?”

“There was never any proof, Frances. The boat she took out was assumed to have overturned, and she was too constricted in her heavy clothing, it being winter, to be able to swim to shore.”

“What was she doing out on the loch in winter?”


“She had grown up on the loch. It was second nature to her to be in the water. She loved it, swam every day in the summer, and did all her visiting that could be done up and down the shore, both sides of the loch. If she could row herself, she’d have nothing to do with a carriage or a horse, no matter the weather. And she had her own little rowboat that was easy for her to handle. We both did, though I was never allowed to take mine out alone. But anyway, as good a swimmer as she was, she didn’t make it out that day.”

“There was no one to help?”

“No one saw it happen. She’d planned to cross the loch that day, so likely the boat went down too far in the middle. It was several days later when one of the crofters happened to mention to Gramp that he’d seen Geordie down by where the boats were kept, earlier in the week. If Geordie weren’t such a little devil for causing accidents, Gramp would never have thought anything of it. But the fact was, Geordie had taken my mother’s death near as bad as I did, which was most surprising since he had never really liked my mother or me.”

“So your grandfather thought Geordie had tampered with her boat?”

Roslynn nodded. “Something that would have caused a slow leak. It would have been just the sort of thing Geordie would have laughed over, to have someone get a dousing and lose a good boat. If he did do it, I don’t think it was any more than a nasty prank, one gone awry. I don’t think he meant to kill anyone, just get them wet and mad. He couldn’t have known that my mother wouldn’t have been rowing near shore. It wasn’t often she crossed the loch.”

“But still”


“Yes, still.” Roslynn sighed. “But Gramp could never prove it, and so what could he do? The boat was never found to show it’d been tampered with. Gramp never trusted Geordie after that, never let him come to the Hall but that he put one of the servants to following him. He hated him, Frances, deep down, yet without telling his father what he suspected, he couldn’t deny him his home. But he swore Geordie would never get anything out of him, and he was emphatic about that. When Geordie’s father died, he left him only a small inheritance. Gramp knew Geordie resented him having so much, while Geordie’s side of the family had so little, but that came with Gramp being the oldest son and inheriting the Cameron wealth. And Gramp knew for certain Geordie wanted the money when he asked me to marry him.”

“You do yourself a disservice there, Ros. You don’t have only money to recommend you.”

Roslynn waved that aside. “The fact was that Geordie had never liked me, Frances, even as we got older, and the feeling was more than mutual. He resented me, you see, being Gramp’s closest relative. It wasn’t until his father died and he learned how little was left him that he did a turnabout and became Mister Charming to me.”

“But you turned him down.” Frances pointed out the obvious.

“Of course I turned him down. I’m not a stupid looby who can’t see through false flattery when it’s poured on with such ruthlessness. But he didn’t give up. He continued to pretend a great love for me even while I could see the cold hatred in his icy blue eyes.”

“Very well, now I have all that, I still don’t see why you have to rush onto the marriage block.”

“With Gramp gone, I’ve got no protection. I wouldn’t need protection but for Geordie. He’s asked me to marry him too many times, you see. He’s made it clear in every way he wants the Cameron wealth, and he’ll do anything to get it.”

“But what can he do?”

Roslynn snorted in disgust. “I thought nothing. But Gramp was wiser.”

Frances gasped. “The money wouldn’t go to Geordie if anything happened to you, would it?”

“No, Gramp made sure of that. The thing is, Geordie can force me to marry him if he can get his hands on me. There are ways, drugging or beating, or even an unscrupulous parson, and there’d be no signing of the marriage contract that Gramp had drawn up for me. Geordie would have control of everything if he could manage it, and as I said, it would only take his getting his hands on me. Once I’m his wife, he’d have no use for me, would he? In fact, he daren’t keep me around to tell all that he’d done.”

Frances shivered, despite the warm summer night. “You’re not making this up, are you?”

“I wish I was, Frances, I really do. Gramp always hoped Geordie would marry, but he never did. Gramp knew he had just been biding his time, waiting for the day I’d be left alone with no one to protest very loudly if he forced me to marry him. And he’s too big for me to fight, even if I am right handy with a dirk and keep one in my boot.”

“You don’t!”

“Oh, I do. Gramp made sure I knew how to use it too. But what help would a little dirk be if Geordie hired help to abduct me? Now you know why I had to leave Scotland so quickly, why I’m here.”

“And why you want a husband.”

“Yes, that too. Once I’m married, there’s nothing Geordie can do. Gramp made me promise I’d marry, and quickly. He planned everything, even my escape. Geordie will search Scotland first before he looks for me here, so I have a little time to choose someone, but not much.”

“Dash it all, it’s not fair, none of it,” Frances said with feeling. “How can you fall in love in such a rush?”

Roslynn grinned, remembering Gramp’s stern admonishment. “Protect yerself first, lassie, wi’ a ring on yer finger. Ye can find love later.” And how she had blushed, understanding exactly what he’d meant. But he had also conceded. “Of course, if love falls into yer lap, dinna be pushing it off. Hold fast and dinna let go, fer it could work, and then ye’ll have nae need tae be looking fer it later.”

Gramp had had other advice too, about whom she should consider. “They say a rake makes a dandy husband, that’s if a bonny lass can catch his heart—no’ his eye, mind ye—his heart. He’s sowed his oats, ye see, more than sowed them, plowed the whole field, sae tae speak. Sae when he settles down, he’s ready tae do just that.”

“They also say, once a rake, always a rake,” Roslynn had been compelled to point out. This bit of advice from Gramp she hadn’t been at all thrilled with.

“Who says sae? If that’s sae, then the heart hasna been caught. Ye catch the heart, lassie, and ye’ll be glad of it, ye will. But I’m no’ talking ’bout the young hellions, nae, nae. Ye want tae find a mon wi’ enough years on him tae ken he’s had his wild days aplenty and doesna need more. But ye dinna want him jaded either. Be careful of that.”

“And how do you tell the difference?”


“If he still has feeling. If ye can excite him—och, never mind those blushes, lassie. Ye’ll be exciting more young bloods then ye’ll ken what tae do wi’, and enough rakes as well, sae ye’ll have plenty tae choose from.”

“But I don’t want a rake,” she had insisted.

“Ye will,” Duncan predicted. “Happens they’re the ones the lassies canna resist. Just make sure ye get the ring afore ye allow—”

“Gramp!”

He snorted at her exclamation. “If I dinna tell ye, who will? Ye need tae ken how tae handle such a mon.”

“With the back of my hand, that’s how.”

He chuckled. “Now, hinny, ye’re no’ being open-minded about this,” he cajoled her. “If the mon attracts ye and sets yer heart tae fluttering, are ye going tae ignore him simply because he’s a rake?”

“Yes!”

“But I tell ye they make the best husbands!” He had turned to shouting in the face of her stubbornness. “And I want the best mon fer ye, even if ye willna have much time tae find him.”

“How in the blue blazes do you know, Gramp? Just tell me that, if you can.” She wasn’t angry, just flustered. Gramp didn’t know she already had knowledge of rakes through Frances, and as far as she was concerned, they were to be avoided like the plague.

“I was one myself, and dinna look sae surprised. I’d had sixteen years of plowing the fields afore I met and married yer grandmother, and I was faithful tae the lass until the day she died.”

An exception. One exception. Certainly not enough for Roslynn to change her mind about that particular breed of gentleman. But she didn’t tell Duncan that. She let him think he had made his point. Still, this was one part of his advice she wouldn’t follow and so made no promises about.

To Frances and her question about love, Roslynn shrugged. “If it doesn’t happen right off, then it doesn’t. You managed to live through it.”

Frances frowned. “I had no choice.”

“I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have reminded you of that. But as for me, show me a fine-looking fellow who isn’t too much of a skirt-chaser and he’ll do nicely. If I think I can like him, that should suffice.” And then she grinned. “After all, I have my grandfather’s permission, suggestion even, to find love later if I don’t get it in my marriage.”

“He…would you?”

Roslynn chuckled at her friend’s shocked countenance. “Let me find the husband before I start thinking about the lover. Just cross your fingers for me that they turn out to be one and the same.”







End of sample




    To search for additional titles please go to 

    
    http://search.overdrive.com.   


OEBPS/page-template.xpgt
 
   
     
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
	 
    
     
	 
	 
    
     
         
             
             
             
             
             
        
    
  
   
     
  




OEBPS/Images/tlogo.jpg
AVON BOOKS
An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers





OEBPS/Images/Cover.jpg





