

  

    

  




  Author’s Note




  George IV’s visit to Scotland in 1822 was a triumphant success. His Majesty wore full Highland dress in the Royal Stewart tartan.




  The King left London in The Royal George on August 10th and four days later in pouring rain at about two o’clock in the afternoon the anchor was dropped off Leith Harbour.




  He stayed outside Edinburgh at Dalkeith Palace with the sixteen-year-old Duke of Buccleuch and showed remarkable zest for a man of sixty for the drawing rooms, the levees and the balls.




  ‘Marriage by Declaration’ or ‘Irregular Marriage’ before witnesses was legal in Scotland until the Act was repealed in 1949.




  Chapter 1 1822




  The horses reached the top of a steep incline and came to a halt.




  The footman jumped down from the box and, opening the carriage door, said,




  “The coachman says we must wait here for a while to give the horses a rest and, if you be interested, there be a very fine view, sir.”




  “Oh, I must see it!” a young voice exclaimed. “Do let’s get out, Papa.”




  The gentleman she was speaking to had his foot up on the smaller seat in the carriage and answered,




  “Leave the door open so that I can see it from here. I am too tired to move!”




  “It has been a long journey,” his daughter said with a sigh, “but we are nearly there.”




  “That be right. Miss Sona,” the footman said. “The coachman says it be only another four miles afore we reach The Castle.”




  Sona smiled at him as she stepped from the carriage. Higman was their own servant, who had come with them from the South to valet her father and also to act as footman when needed.




  The carriage, a very grand one with the Ducal Coat of Arms on its doors, had been waiting for them as soon as they had crossed the border.




  The journey from Derbyshire had taken three weeks, but they had travelled in very easy stages because Colonel Alister McCarron’s foot was paining him owing to a touch of gout that was always worse in bad weather when he could not take as much exercise as he liked.




  But now the blustery windy spring was over and Sona was sure that he would soon be walking easily and without pain.




  In the meantime as far as she was concerned nothing could be more exciting than an unexpected journey to Scotland with the chance of meeting her relatives and the members of the Clan she had heard so much ever since she was a child.




  Fiercely proud and staunchly loyal to his Scottish forebears, Colonel McCarron had always resented having to live in England.




  But his wife, whom he had adored, had been English and when she died he had been left with an attractive Manor House and a small estate in Derbyshire, which she had been given by her father.




  It was not only sentiment that made him continue to live there with his only child but also financial necessity.




  But he had never forgotten where he really belonged.




  When the invitation had come from the Duke of Invercarron for them to attend the Wedding of his eldest son, the Marquis of Inver, Sona thought that she had never known her father so happy.




  “It will be a gathering of the whole Clan!” he had said triumphantly. “Then, my dearest, you will understand what I have tried to explain to you in words, but which can only really be understood when one sees with one’s eyes or listens with one’s heart.”




  “You are being quite poetical, Papa!” Sona had teased him.




  At the same time she knew how much being united with his own kith and kin would mean to her father.




  They had made hectic preparations to go North and for the Colonel this meant getting out his full Regimental dress of the Highland Brigade in which he had served.




  For Sona it was frantically trying both to buy and to make enough new gowns so that she would not feel ashamed of her appearance when she met her relatives for the first time.




  Although she had never seen them, she knew a great deal about them.




  The Duke of Invercarron was now in his late sixties and still the autocratic and greatly admired Chieftain of the McCarrons.




  They had served him, her father had told her, with the loyalty and almost childlike obedience that good Scottish Chieftains evoked in their followers.




  But they also feared him and the Colonel had said,




  “It’s difficult to explain to you, having been brought up in England, what the Chieftain of a Clan means in Scotland.”




  “You have always made him sound, Papa, as if he was more than a King and a little less than God.”




  Her father had laughed, but he had answered warningly,




  “That is not the sort of thing, my dearest, you should say when we reach Invercarron Castle.”




  Sona’s eyes twinkled and there was a dimple on each side of her mouth as she had replied,




  “I promise you. Papa, I will not shame you. I will be demure and modest, just the type of maiden you pretend I ought to be.”




  “What do you mean by that?” her father had inquired.




  Sona laughed.




  “Because, although you say one thing, you think another.”




  Her father did not reply and she went on,




  “Mama, as you well know, was high-spirited, impetuous and always an exciting person to be with. I hope that I am like her.”




  It was the Colonel’s turn to laugh as he pulled his daughter to him.




  “You are very like your mother, my dearest, but in The Castle you must behave as they will expect of you, that is that all women shall naturally be subservient to their menfolk.”




  Sona had teased him for being an overbearing tyrant all the way to Scotland.




  But now, as she stepped out of the carriage and saw beneath them a view so beautiful that it took her breath away, she felt that the greatness and the majesty of it must be something like the Chieftain who was waiting for them.




  They had been travelling along the East coast and now the sea was blindingly blue as it ran inland into a narrow but deep estuary.




  The heather was not yet in bloom, but there were patches of golden gorse and the green of the fir trees was a vivid contrast to the barren bareness of the hilltops.




  It was quite different from any country that Sona had seen before and she felt as if something within her responded to its beauty and made her a part of it.




  She walked away from the carriage hardly aware that she was doing so, but entranced by the loveliness of her surroundings.




  Finally she sat down on the edge of a peat-hag with the land falling steeply in front of her some hundreds of feet down to a very narrow strip of pasture land that bordered the sea.




  She was so intent on her feelings and thoughts that she started when a man’s voice behind her said,




  “I just knew that you would stop here to appreciate the beauty of our land!”




  She turned her head sharply and found a man standing beside her who was, she thought, almost as good-looking as the scenery that had held her entranced.




  He was wearing the kilt of the McCarron tartan with a bonnet on the side of his head that carried the McCarron crest and she thought that if this was one of her relatives he was certainly very attractive.




  As if he read her thoughts the stranger smiled,




  “Let me introduce myself. I am Torquil McCarron. When I heard that you were coming, I was determined to have the first glimpse of you!”




  “That may have been mere curiosity, at the same time it was kind of you,” Sona replied. “I am feeling rather frightened of all those waiting for my father and me at The Castle.”




  “I see no reason for you to feel that.”




  As Torquil McCarron spoke, he sat down beside her.




  “Do you know who I am?” Sona asked.




  “Yes, of course,” he replied. “Everybody knows what guests are arriving and where they come from and needless to say there has been talk of nothing else since the Wedding was announced.”




  “That is understandable,” Sona smiled. “My father and I also were very excited when we received our invitations.”




  “His Grace is determined to make it a memorable occasion,” Torquil McCarron said. “It’s certainly a triumph as far as he is concerned.”




  “A triumph for the Duke?” Sona asked.




  She was puzzled not only by what Torquil McCarron had said, but also by a note in his voice that was, she thought, one of bitterness.




  “Yes, for the Duke! The Marquis has no wish to be wed.”




  “Then why did he agree if he feels like that?”




  Torquil McCarron laughed and it was not the sound of humour.




  “I can see that you don’t understand the authority of a Chieftain when he chooses to use it.”




  “Oh, but I do!” Sona contradicted. “My father has explained to me over and over again that a Chieftain is the father of his people and just as they follow him in battle to their death, so in life they obey him implicitly.”




  Torquil McCarron nodded his handsome head.




  “That is true, but it’s difficult for people who don’t live in Scotland to understand that any recalcitrant sons are finally brought to heel.”




  Again there was that bitter note in his voice and after a moment’s silence Sona said a little shyly,




  “If what you say is true, I am – sorry for the Marquis. I have always thought it must be horrible to – marry anybody unless it was for love.”




  “Love!” Torquil McCarron ejaculated. “It’s not a question of love where the Marquis is concerned. I don’t suppose that he has ever loved anybody except himself.”




  “Then why – ?” Sona began.




  “What he minds,” he interrupted, “is leaving London and having to come back to live among us ‘barbarians’.”




  The word seemed almost to vibrate as he spoke and involuntarily Sona murmured,




  “Oh – no!”




  “It’s true,” Torquil McCarron said positively. “He despises us because he has had all the advantages. Can you not understand? The future Duke had to be educated at Eton and Oxford! The future Duke is presented at St James’s Palace! The future Duke must be constantly in attendance upon the King!”




  It was quite obvious to Sona from the way he spoke that the man sitting beside her was very jealous.




  Once again, as if he knew what she was thinking, he said,




  “I am speaking not only for myself but for those like me who have not had such advantages, but have had to make the best of what is provided for us here in our own small Kingdom.”




  “And has that not been enough?” Sona asked softly.




  “The answer is ‘no!’ Yet it would be tolerable if the Marquis was a man like his father, if he loved his people, if the land our forebears fought for and died for meant anything more to him than a source of income to dissipate in the South.”




  There was so much feeling in Torquil’s voice that Sona could not help being moved by what he said.




  There was silence.




  Then she asked,




  “May I enquire if we are related and what is your – position in The Castle?”




  “My position?”




  Torquil McCarron repeated the words almost derisively.




  “I am of very little importance. My father was first cousin to the Duke, so I suppose I am second cousin to the Marquis, but of little, if any, consequence in his eyes.”




  “But you are still a McCarron, as I am,” Sona said.




  He smiled at her and the darkness went from his face.




  “And could I ask for more?” he asked. “We are related by blood and are part of our history of generations, which nobody can take from us.”




  “No, of course not,” Sona agreed.




  She hesitated and then she added a little tentatively,




  “Perhaps, when the Marquis is – married, he will settle down and – love this land as obviously you love it.”




  She thought that Torquil McCarron would contradict her, but instead he said,




  “I can see, Sona, for I am sure I can call you that, that you want this to be a Fairytale where everything ends happily.”




  “Of course I do,” Sona agreed, “and I want my visit here to be as beautiful as the view I am now looking at.”




  “Then that is what we must try to make it,” Torquil said. “I hope to see you later.”




  He rose to his feet and, as he did so, she saw that Higman was beckoning to her from the side of the carriage further up the hill and so she rose too.




  “Will you come and meet my father?” she asked.




  “Perhaps I may have that privilege another time,” Torquil McCarron said. “I think that now you should be on your way without delay.”




  “Yes – of course,” Sona agreed.




  It would be a mistake, she thought, to arrive later at The Castle than they expected.




  Quickly she started to walk over the heather back to the carriage and only when she had a short distance to go did she find to her surprise that Torquil McCarron had left her and was moving away in the opposite direction so quickly that he was already out of earshot.




  She reached the carriage and, when the horses set off again, she said to her father,




  “I expect you saw me talking to a young man and a very handsome one.”




  “Who is he?” her father enquired, “and why did he not come to meet me?”




  “I asked him to do so, but he said that it might delay our arrival at the Castle.”




  “Did he tell you his name?”




  “Yes. It is Torquil McCarron and he said that his father was a first cousin of the Duke.”




  Her father frowned for a moment as he concentrated and then he said,




  “I have a suspicion of who he is and, if I am not mistaken, he is one of the family skeletons in the cupboard.”




  “Oh, no, Papa! How could he be?”




  “I will find out for certain before I say anything more.”




  “Now you have made me curious,” Sona remarked, “and he seemed to be very resentful of the Marquis.”




  “What did he say?”




  Her father’s voice was sharp.




  “He said that the Marquis, having had all the advantages of an English education, prefers to live with his friends in London rather than with his Clan in Scotland. Is that right, Papa?”




  Her father hesitated and Sona sensed that he was choosing his words carefully.




  “As you know,” he said at length, “I have not been back to Scotland since I married your mother, but nevertheless I have been in touch with many of my relatives and I have met Napier Inver in London.”




  “You have met him!” Sona exclaimed. “What is he like?”




  Again there was a perceptible pause before her father replied,




  “Rather a strange young man and with a will of his own, which I can understand would inevitably clash with his father’s.”




  “You mean they don’t get on?”




  Colonel McCarron nodded.




  “From all I have heard they fought continually until Napier went South to spend his time with the bucks and beaux who surround the Prince Regent.”




  “Is there anything wrong in that?” Sona queried.




  “A Scotsman would tell you that there is a great deal wrong with any man who would prefer the South to his native land.”




  The Colonel paused before he added,




  “At the same time I understand that it is largely due to the Marquis that the King intends to visit Scotland this year.”




  “That will be wonderful for the Scots.”




  “I suppose so,” the Colonel conceded and closed his eyes as if he were determined that the conversation should now come to an end.




  *




  Driving along the narrow roads that twisted between pine trees and over stone bridges that spanned streams running in cascades down the mountain sides, Sona puzzled over the bitterness in Torquil McCarron’s condemnation of the Marquis.




  She told herself, however, that it was obvious that any young man who could not enjoy the same privileges was bound to be envious.




  Before, when her father had talked about the Duke whom he greatly admired and his son, Sona had always thought of the Marquis as a Prince Charming with a background so romantic and so exciting that it meant more to her than any of the Fairytales she had been brought up on.




  The battles in which the McCarrons had been victorious and the legends that were part of their history had been told and retold ever since she was a small child until she felt that she could not bear it if anything should spoil the wonder and glory of it all.




  Because a Wedding was always exciting she had told herself that the Marquis had fallen in love with some beautiful Scottish girl and that their marriage would be another romantic story, which to Sona was more poignant than anything she could read in a book.




  She was already aware that the bride, whose father was the Earl of Borabol, owned land that marched with that of the McCarrons.




  “An eminently sensible match,” her father had said when the invitations arrived. “The Clans will stand shoulder to shoulder and support each other.”




  It occurred to Sona that perhaps it was too obvious an alliance to be anything but one of convenience.




  As the Marquis was always in England, it was unlikely that he would have become so enamoured of the daughter of the neighbouring Chieftain that he would wish to marry her.




  In which case the marriage must have been arranged by the Duke and the Earl with the bride and bridegroom having little say in the matter.




  Then, because the idea depressed her, she told herself that this was nonsense.




  Of course, the Marquis, a grown man of thirty-two years of age, would not be forced into doing anything he did not wish to do, whatever his father might say.




  If he wanted to marry, why should he not court a bride amongst the beautiful and desirable women, who, if gossip was to be believed, were found in abundance at Carlton House and, now that the King had moved, at Buckingham Palace?




  It was stupid, Sona thought, but Torquil McCarron had upset her, and now she was worrying about what she would find at Invercarron Castle instead of looking forward to it excitedly and perhaps childishly as she had been doing.




  As the horses drew them down to sea level and they crossed the bridge over the inlet of the sea, there was a straight road ahead and at the end of it Sona had her first glimpse of The Castle.




  It was exactly as she had thought it would be with turrets and towers gleaming white against a background of dark fir trees and it stood high above the sea on one side with moors rising steeply behind it.




  It was so beautiful in the gold of the setting sun that Sona forgot all the doubts that Torquil McCarron had aroused in her and felt that it was just as she had imagined a dream Castle would be for a dream Prince and Princess, who were to be married and live happily ever after.




  Then as The Castle vanished amongst the trees she quickly tidied her hair, tied the ribbons of her bonnet and shook out the skirts of her travelling gown.




  Her father still kept his eyes closed, but she was certain that he knew where they were.




  “We will arrive in a few minutes, Papa,” she enthused.




  “Thank God for that!” the Colonel exclaimed. “I loathe these long journeys! One thing I shall insist on, Sona, is that we have a good rest before we return home.”




  “I am sure that the Duke will be delighted to keep us for as long as we wish to stay,” Sona replied.




  “I only hope so,” her father said dryly. “He is an unpredictable man, so be careful that you don’t say anything to upset him.”




  “I shall be very careful, Papa.”




  As Sona spoke the horses turned in through huge iron gates flanked on each side by lodges with castellated roofs.




  There was an avenue of ancient trees and at the end of them she could see The Castle again and felt her heart begin to beat more quickly.




  ‘This is an adventure,’ she told herself, ‘and there is no reason to be afraid! After all I am a McCarron!’




  At the same time, when they were received by kilted attendants and found themselves in an impressive hall decorated with stags’ heads, Sona was aware that perhaps for the first time in her life she felt anxious.




  She had never been shy, having helped her mother entertain her father’s friends ever since she had been a small girl.




  Perhaps it was the atmosphere of The Castle that seemed overwhelmingly large or perhaps it was Torquil McCarron’s depressing words, but, as they followed the kilted retainer up the wide stone stairs that led to the first floor, Sona wanted to hold onto her father.




  He was certainly looking very impressive, wearing his kilt, which he had donned as soon as they had crossed the border between England and Scotland, with his plaid held on his shoulder with the huge brooch set with a Cairngorm and his sporran swinging as he moved.




  In a way he seemed different from the father she was so familiar with either in his uniform or in the riding clothes he usually wore at home when he was alone with her in the small rooms that could be packed, she thought, into one far corner of The Castle and hardly be noticed.




  They reached the first floor and the servant paused for a moment before he pulled open two huge polished mahogany doors.




  They went into what Sona knew was the Chieftain’s Room, which her father had often described to her when he talked to her about The Castle.




  It was even larger and more impressive than she had expected it to be and, because there were quite a number of people present, she felt that their faces seemed to swim before her as the butler announced,




  “Colonel Alister McCarron, Your Grace, and Miss Sona McCarron!”




  Then they were moving forward to where at the far end seated on a chair that seemed almost like a throne was an elderly man and, as they drew nearer to him, Sona thought that he looked like an eagle.




  There was the same imperious air about him, the same searching scrutiny in his eyes and, if the eagle was King of the Birds, the Duke in his own way was just as Royal.




  The Duke held out his hand and she noticed that her father bowed before he took it.




  “It’s good to see you, Alister!” the Duke trumpeted.




  “How are you, Iain?” her father replied.




  “I am well enough to see that this Wedding proceeds according to plan,” the Duke replied.




  Then his eyes were on Sona.




  She curtseyed and he remarked,




  “You are like your mother.”




  But it was not a compliment.




  The other people in the room were men dressed like her father and Sona guessed that they were all relatives of some sort or another.




  Then she was taken to her bedroom, which seemed to her to be a mile down a high passage.




  It overlooked the gardens that lay below The Castle and beyond them was the sea sweeping into a crescent-shaped bay.




  The evening sunlight glittering on the smooth water was as beautiful as the flower-filled gardens with the fountain playing in the centre of them.




  “It’s all so lovely!” Sona exclaimed involuntarily and the housekeeper smiled.




  “That’s what we want you to think. Miss Sona, on your first visit. I ken your mother well – a bonny lady she were. You must miss her.”




  “I do,” Sona agreed. “I so wish that she could be here with us today. I expect you are very thrilled about the wedding.”




  “It’s what His Grace has wished for,” the housekeeper said briefly, and Sona wondered that she had no more to say.




  By the time her clothes were unpacked it was time for dinner and, because she felt that it was important to make a good impression, she put on one of the prettiest gowns she had brought with her.




  She was glad that she had done so, for when she reached the Chieftain’s Room she found that the other women staying in The Castle were elaborately dressed in the latest fashion and covered with jewels.




  Sona soon gathered that those who had already arrived at The Castle were the McCarrons who lived in the South and had been asked a day or two ahead of those who lived in Scotland, so that they could rest before the ceremonies.




  Being a family of great standing and extremely wealthy, the McCarrons had made, Sona was to learn, brilliant social marriages.




  Because they could pick and choose they had also married beautiful women and Sona, looking around, thought that it would be impossible to find anywhere a party that contained finer looking men or lovelier ladies.




  Certainly the evening dress of the men was a perfect foil for the silk gowns and the diamonds that glittered on white skins or in the case of one beautiful woman with red hair, glowing green emeralds.




  The Duke was not present and Sona learned that the Marquis would be their host at dinner.




  “Iain, I am afraid, is in poor health and it’s going to be a severe trial of his strength if he takes part in all the festivities that have been planned for this Wedding,” she heard one of the older members of the party say to her father.




  “The Duke is certainly making it a big event,” the Colonel replied.




  “It is to him!” was the answer. “It has taken him nearly five years to make his son see sense and now, as he said to me yesterday, Napier has only capitulated because he is almost on his deathbed!”
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