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        Fair is foul, and foul is fair.

      

      

      

      
        
        ―MACBETH, Act 1, Scene 1
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      London, Friday, 3 March, 1815

      A crush was what they called these suffocating occasions, and the term was apt.

      Major Finnley Macbeth, Scottish baron and late of his majesty’s Highland Brigade, shifted his weight from the leg that still ached like the devil, and scanned the room for his quarry, an undersecretary in the Home Office who he’d met at the army’s winter quarters in Frenada.

      From his spot near a damask covered wall, he measured each breath, trying to calm his rising unease. The heavy scent of perfume mixed with fine beeswax and hothouse florals unsettled more than his stomach. The shimmering silks and waving plumes threatened to stir the disquieting visions plaguing him lately.

      Fire, explosions, rain, the screams of men and horse.

      He squeezed his hands into fists. These were not the hellish memories of the recent past, dammit, but rattling visions of some battle yet to come.

      Or not. Foretelling the future was for Travellers and crones, wasn’t it? Not battle-hardened men like himself.

      He inhaled slowly, holding the breath for a count, and then eased the air out. Best keep his purpose in mind—he was here to track down Sir Thomas Abernathy, lately arrived in London, and rumored to be attending this rout.

      His gaze swept the room, seeking the distinctive bald pate. In spite of his own forty-three years, his eyesight was still keen enough to make out a sniper or spot the dust of a fleeing stag. Keen enough as well to relish the deep décolletages and clinging, delicate, almost transparent skirts on display this night, a vision far more cheering than the one the Sight was showing him.

      A more modestly clad woman stood alone halfway across the ballroom, her back turned to him, surveying the room as he was doing.

      A memory stabbed him, laced with an old shame. He’d once known a lass with hair like this, so abundant, so near to black. The lady tonight had crowned all the loveliness with dark feathers, like a glorious cormorant. His hand itched to pull out those feathers and rake his hands through the tumble of hair, as he’d once done…

      He caught a steadying breath. It couldn’t be her. He’d simply been without a woman too long.

      And these visions plaguing him of he knew not what? That foolishness grew from naught but fatigue, the wages of war, and the steady company of too much death. Napoleon had been defeated. He must put the memories of battle and that more distant passion aside. The lovely lady with feathers atop her head was only a stranger wondering where her man had got to.

      Yet he couldn’t turn away. As he watched, she pivoted one way, and then the other, allowing a glimpse of dangling earbobs and a firm chin.

      Drawn to her, he stepped out on his bad leg just as she turned.

      Pain shot through his hip. The room threatened to fall away but he held onto the pain, let it shore him up whilst he swore a silent curse.

      It was her.

      

      Earlier that evening

      

      As the lights of London came into view, Greer Douglas smoothed the silk skirt of her evening gown and glanced out the coach window again. “I wondered if we should be quite safe traveling so late at night.” Chelsea seemed such a great distance from Mayfair, though at home in Scotland, she’d often journeyed farther back and forth on market day.

      Her companion grunted. “I’d rather have stayed home and read the proposed Corn Law. Not to mention that it is Lent.”

      Greer would have chuckled, had she not been so nervous. Malcolm Comyn, Earl of Menteith, was a sober young man, but not a pious one. “We are in England now, Malcolm, two fish out of water and we must learn to swim. As long as we don’t have to surrender my new earbobs to a highwayman.”

      “Aunt Fiona read the tea leaves and felt the coachman and groom shall be adequate protection.” He patted her hand. “Do not ye worry, Cousin. I’m not wholly incapable of handling a dirk and a pistol. Though I had rather not.”

      “Ye had rather not mingle, either.”

      “So true. But Aunt Fiona insisted we must honor her friend by attending this affair, and so we are here.”

      Lady Fiona Carlin, who’d been widowed longer than Greer’s thirty-eight years, had surprised them both at breakfast with this invitation to her friend’s small gathering. The elderly lady did not herself feel up to attending. Nor would Lady Fiona allow Greer’s daughter, Lucie, to attend until she had made her come-out.

      When that would be, was anyone’s guess. Poor Lucie. At the age of almost twenty, she was anxious to experience more of London, especially the social events of the ton.

      Greer feared that her daughter’s manners needed further refinement. Like her mother, Lucie was a country girl, unused to higher society. Life had smoothed out most of her own rough edges, but Lucie was often too direct, too outspoken. And her temper…

      Greer pressed a hand to her chest and tried to breathe through the bad memories. Lucie’s temper was an inherited gift from the father who had never met her.

      “I suppose that honoring her friend is the least we can do to repay your aunt’s hospitality,” she said.

      Two weeks after Malcolm’s departure from Scotland, a letter had arrived for Greer from Lady Fiona inviting her and Lucie to join Malcolm as her guests for the London season. She’d even sent the means for hiring a chaise and post riders.

      Greer had made up her mind to write back declining—Malcolm would not want his irksome relations crowding him in London. But as she read on, Lady Fiona mentioned the upcoming celebrations of the end of two decades of war, and the latest gossip.

      And among the items of gossip she’d included the tidbit that Major Finnley Macbeth had arrived in London.

      The time would come when they would speak—and just let her have a piece of him. But not tonight. Tonight, she wanted to see how the great world of London would welcome a woman like herself.

      

      When their carriage jerked to its final stop in front of the brightly lit townhouse, Malcolm handed her out, and escorted her through the receiving line where their elderly hostess, Lady Estelle Walby, looked her over with a gleam in her eye that matched Lady Fiona’s.

      And then Malcolm abandoned her.

      “I must step away to the gentleman’s,” he said, with his usual bluntness. “Where will I find ye?”

      “Since I don’t know a soul, I’ll seek out Lady Estelle when she’s free.”

      He shook his head. “Proceed to the middle of the room, and I’ll find ye there shortly.”

      “Yes, my lord,” she teased.

      Wandering deeper into the room, she scanned the groupings of people. Not one familiar face. Not one. At home, in the Highlands, she’d know every soul at a local assembly.

      Oh, but the gowns were far more magnificent here. The glow from the candelabra gleamed off exquisite jewels and sparkled in mirrors arranged to brighten the room. Large urns filled with roses and gladioli stood on pillars, and along one wall, chaperones kept eagle eyes on girls Lucie’s age. Some of the young ladies looked as nervous as herself.

      Across the room, she caught the curious gaze of three young bucks. One whispered to the other. She lifted her chin and turned fully around.

      And for one desperate moment her heart stopped, and then started up again in a wild gallop.

      A man stood watching her, a tall, broad chested man in a gold waistcoat and a fine dark coat, golden-eyed and handsome, with hair flaming in bright tones of red, hair pulled back into an old-fashioned queue, hair that used to fall to strong shoulders in wild tangled waves.

      Finnley was here.

      ***

      How had she not aged? was his first thought. Twenty years had slipped away, but her beauty hadn’t. The most beautiful girl he’d ever seen. She was the same: her raven hair, her glorious bosom, her stubborn chin and the deep blue of her eyes.

      Eyes that used to look at him as if he was one of the old gods. Before. Before she…

      He caught his breath battling a surge of stinging emotion. What was the truth?

      Desire for her flooded him. If he could but hold her again. If he could restore them to what they’d once—

      A gentleman pushed through the crowd and joined her. Dark-haired and manly, ’twas Duncan.

      Numbness settled over him. He ought to turn around and depart. By all that was holy, Duncan should have died of his wounds after their long-ago duel, but here he was, looking hale, with a braw strength that…

      The man followed the line of Greer’s sight, and his eyes met Finnley’s.

      This wasn’t Duncan, but he was very much like him. Greer had found another.

      Or had she? He was much younger, this buck, pushing himself up next to the lady. A couple passed into Finnley’s line of vision.

      He slid sideways, too quickly; his wounded leg seized, and he stumbled, catching himself on a footman who managed to juggle his tray of drinks and Finnley’s weight.

      “Damnation,” he said, apologizing and thanking the servant. “Game leg,” he muttered.

      Face heating, he glanced back. It was too late for an orderly retreat. His ex-wife was advancing upon him, her young pup in tow.

      

      At Finnley’s stumble, Greer gave into instinct, and a mite of courage, and walked straight toward him, trusting that Malcolm would follow. Malcolm had been a mere bairn in those early days so long ago. He’d never met Finnley Macbeth, the man who’d almost made him lord of Menteith before his voice had changed.

      Was Finnley already in his cups tonight? He’d been a young man much given to the whisky. And his face was aflame. Probably with anger.

      No matter. As she drew closer, her resolve hardened. Now that she was in London, now that she’d found him, now that her feet were moving, she would ensure that Finnley Macbeth would meet and acknowledge his child. Not tonight, certainly, but soon. It would be done, at the point of a blade if need be. He would see that he’d never been cuckolded, that she’d never betrayed him, that Lucie was his. Not for her own sake, but for Lucie’s.

      As she neared him, he pulled himself up in his proud manner and dipped his head in a poor semblance of a bow, raising her ire. Pausing before him, she lifted her chin and gathered what dignity she could muster, hoping to belie the heat rising into her cheeks. In the past twenty years he’d grown into braw, mature manhood, and he still had the ability to stir her.

      This close, she could see a scar tracing the side of his face, not fresh, but not terribly old either. Finnley with his hot temper and sense of his own power would be riddled with scars, wouldn’t he?

      She dipped in the slightest of curtsies and said “Sir.”

      “Madam.”

      The gruff voice was thick with emotion, triggering her own answering flood of moisture.

      She swallowed it down. There’d be no weeping, at least not on her part.

      “Greer.” That was Malcolm, at her elbow, chiding her.

      Finnley’s hot gaze shifted, and his mouth firmed. He gave another head bob. “I am—”

      “Macbeth,” she said. “Finnley Macbeth, Baron of Calder.”

      Tension rippled from him. “Major Macbeth,” he said, in the sort of tight voice he might have used before a fight.

      She gritted her teeth. “And this gentleman is Malcolm Comyn, since last year, Earl of Menteith. Duncan’s boy, all grown up.”

      Not a man to hide his emotions, was Finnley. Surprise chased the anger from his face only to be followed by something that looked like…shame? Could it be?

      His shoulders dropped and he dipped his head again. “You’ll know who I am then, Lord Menteith.”

      The two men exchanged a long look.

      “’Tis perhaps not exactly a pleasure to make your acquaintance, sir,” Finnley said, “Yet I’m glad of it anyway.” He turned his golden eyes on her. “And glad to see ye looking so well Lady Menteith.”

      She gasped. “I am not—”

      “Greer is not and has never been Lady Menteith,” Malcolm said. “She’s neither my wife, my stepmother, nor, may I add, in case ye’re wondering, my mistress.”

      His forthright speech made her cheeks flame. Other eyes were turning their way.

      “Put any such notion aside.” Malcolm went on with his usual thoroughness. “We are kin, distant cousins. And she goes by the name Greer Douglas, Mrs. Greer Douglas, for to be called a Miss seems an injustice, Major Macbeth.”

      All the old hurts washed over her, the old shame rising. Spurning Macbeth’s surname, she’d returned to her own name, but had adopted the missus, for the sake of her daughter.

      Finnley’s face drained of color, becoming as white as parchment, his abundant freckles in stark relief, only his scar blazing. For once, she wished Malcolm were not so direct. He’d left them both speechless and tongue-tied.

      Before either of them could muster words, a man wedged his way through the crowd and stood beside Finnley. A hale and handsome enough man, he was, thickly dark-haired with a splash of distinctive white that streaked back from a peak at the top of his forehead.

      She knew this man, another apparition from far in the past, one she’d rather not see. Giles Banquo, was another distant cousin to Malcolm and Finnley.

      “Who have we here?” Banquo exclaimed. “Why, it’s Gr—that is…I’m unsure what to call you. And is that Menteith, all grown up? And…Macbeth, is that you? I heard you were gravely wounded at Toulouse.”

      A flicker of emotion passed through Finnley, quickly shuttered. He greeted Banquo coldly, as did Malcolm. She dipped her head, unable to speak. Finnley had been gravely wounded? Lucie might not have had a chance to meet him.

      In spite of the cold reception Banquo chattered on. He was said to have once been a good friend to Duncan. And yet he’d once been a good friend to Duncan’s enemy, Finnley, too. In those days, he’d been another minor Scottish baron like Finnley, but he’d left Scotland not long after Finnley’s departure. Any other news she’d received about him had been filtered and screened by her villainous aunt and cousins.

      Her hands fisted in her new silk gloves. ’Twas another bad memory, one that she must not ever forget. She would never be that young, trusting, girl again.

      She wouldn’t trust others, nor could she entirely trust herself or her own instincts. Silky manners, sureness of belief, none of those could be relied on. In her youth, she’d not been able to see that. Nor had Macbeth.

      They’d both been too young, too proud, too much in love. Until he’d stopped loving her and cast her away.

      “I should be pleased to join you,” Finnley said.

      Join who? Drat, but while she was woolgathering in the last century, they’d made some arrangement or other.

      “Why don’t I come along, as well,” Banquo said. “I’ve a new mount. Anxious to put him through his paces. I say, Macbeth, do you still have the gray you were riding at Madrid?”

      While Finnley uttered a terse “no,” Malcolm cast Banquo a stony gaze, then offered Greer his arm. “Come along, Cousin, our hostess is now free.”

      Finnley’s eyes flashed with something that looked very much like longing.

      Was that wishful thinking on her part? Foolish woman that she was. She swallowed her own answering surge of emotion and dipped her head, tongue-tied again.

      Somehow, someday, somewhere—not tonight, and not here of course—she must dredge up her courage and confront the man.

      Malcolm led her off, and as it turned out, he was not entirely unknown in this crowd. He’d secured a membership at White’s, and several men greeted him. He introduced Greer to them and, in some cases, the wives who’d accompanied them.

      ’Twas curiosity that made her an object of interest and had them queueing up. The ton would be speculating whether she was more than a cousin to Malcolm. True it was as well, that though her personal scandal was twenty years in the past, divorce was uncommon enough for old muck to be dug up for a fresh flow of gossip. Finnley’s presence here would ensure that it would be.

      Was that why Lady Fiona had insisted they come? If so, she was in truth glad for it. She was ready to face the ton’s worst.

      Malcolm’s aunt had been surprisingly kind, welcoming Greer and Lucie, two strangers, and yet, as it turned out, distantly related to her by marriage. The lady’s late husband had been kin to the Naughtons, the aunt and cousins who’d taken Greer in when her parents died. They’d never ever so much as mentioned Lady Fiona or her husband, unusual for her cousin, who’d been the sort to pursue any advantageous connection. The only reason the Naughtons had taken in a shameful divorcee had been the chance to dip into her dowry.

      A man spoke, pulling her out of more woolgathering. She had better attend to the conversation, lest they think she was daft.

      One of Malcolm’s bachelor friends repeated an invitation for her to ride in the park in his phaeton.

      Faith, and the man couldn’t be much older than Malcolm’s three-and twenty years, certainly no older than thirty. Far more appropriate for Lucie than for herself, not to mention that her life was so jumbled and uncertain now, she had no interest in being courted. Or was an invitation to ride not considered courting?

      Goodness. She was as much a goose as any green girl.

      She declined the invitation, pleading their residence so far out of town, and made a point of keeping her wits about her for the rest of the evening.

      

      Finnley watched as Greer walked away on young Menteith’s arm, his gaze moving to the gentle sway of her hips. Others noticed as well, and Menteith was stopped on the way by male acquaintances seeking to be introduced.

      She was no longer his. She wasn’t Menteith’s either; the lad had made that clear. But she would soon be someone’s.

      Jealousy nagged at him again. It had been twenty years. Highlanders were not blind to a woman with such beauty and a home of her own. Had she had a man in that time?

      Could he make her his again before someone else got to her? She was too fine-looking a woman to be cast to the side for long.

      “Well, well,” Banquo said quietly. “She’s a fine piece. Quite a surprise, isn’t it?”

      “A fine piece?” he hissed. He tamped down a flare of anger and headed for the door.

      “Menteith appearing here with Greer on his arm,” Banquo said, dogging him. “A chip off the old block, isn’t he?”

      Banquo was baiting him. He longed to oblige with his fist, but instead he kept walking, setting his mind to the pain in his limb.

      “You’re leaving then?” Banquo asked. “Well I may as well leave with you. Safety in numbers, eh? There’s whispers the folk will be rioting over these new laws coming.”

      He’d heard those rumors as well, but at present, his mind was elsewhere.
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      Outside, he took a long draught of the cold, damp air, and then turned on his companion. “Menteith made it clear that Greer is not his mistress. I’d thank ye to not spread that rumor about.”

      Banquo had planted himself in front of the gas lamp, his back to it, his shadowed face unreadable. “Why do you suppose he invited you to go riding in the morn? Seemed odd to me. Thought I’d best come along in case he meant to take you into the trees and skewer you.”

      He’d wager that the new Lord Menteith had his father’s sense of pride and honor. “If he was to attempt that, he’d do so openly.”

      “You believe he’s the forthright sort?”

      “Aye. Ye do not?”

      “Well, what’s it about, then? Surprised me, he did.”

      Banquo had ignored his question. Macbeth gazed at his companion and then forced a laugh. “Ye’ll likely nose about and know before me.”

      “What’s that to mean?” Banquo asked.

      “Hold man. Don’t take offense. I only know that ye were always one to learn things first when we were boys.”

      He’d thought Banquo a friend once, twenty years earlier, warning Finnley of the rumor spreading about Duncan and Greer, and then trying to broker a peace between Duncan and Finnley. They were, as Banquo had reminded them, all cousins. Distant, it was true, but they’d all three descended down different lines, by different wives, from the same Thane of Menteith, hundreds of years earlier. They’d known each other as children, Duncan the eldest, Finnley younger, and Banquo the runt of the group running after them whether they wished his company or not.

      “Weren’t ye in Madrid nosing about for information, Banquo?”

      “I told you then. I was there as an agent for one of the military suppliers.”

      “If ye say so.”

      “I heard later about Burgos. ’Twas lucky all went well with your court martial.”

      More baiting. “There was no court martial.”

      “Aye. I had an opportunity that winter after to chat with Wellesley—er, Wellington—myself, attesting to your character.”

      “Ye attested to my character? Had a chat with the commander in chief? About me?” Wellington was famously discriminating about social inferiors. He’d never base a disciplinary decision on the advice of one like Banquo, a man not even a lowly Scottish baron anymore, since he’d had to sell the family castle to placate his late father’s creditors. The title had conveyed with the property.

      The man wasn’t just baiting, he was bluffing—flat out lying, and what the devil for?

      “Aye. I was glad to have a wee part in restoring your reputation. Though…I don’t like to bring it up, but I recently heard…”

      Heart pounding, Finnley caught his breath. Banquo had actually appeared again at another difficult siege, San Sebastian. Trouble followed this man.

      “Go ahead. Get the words out. What have ye heard?”

      Still in the shadows, Banquo remained silent. Finnley wrestled his own face into a placid gaze and waited. And waited some more.

      “Never mind,” Banquo said. “Naught but a whisper of men in their cups at the club, and that other business was settled. As you said, not even a court martial.”

      Sensation swept through him, intuition rising, the fairies whispering. The evening chill seemed suddenly colder, seeping into his bones, setting his injured hip throbbing. Banquo spread stink like a tomcat marking his territory. He was kin, true, and when they were boys, Finnley had thought him to be a friend as well. But he’d had twenty years of lonely nights and hard fighting to contemplate the man who’d sighted and reported Greer’s meeting with Duncan. He’d had twenty years of jealousy, and second-guessing, and regret gnawing at him, and, perhaps, this man to blame for it.

      “You’re awfully silent tonight, Macbeth. ’Twas quite a shock seeing her, wasn’t it? Shall we stop somewhere, and you can pour out your heart? Menteith has been seen at White’s, but you and I will do better at a good inn where we might get decent ale.”

      Macbeth forced another laugh. Aye, he was silent, and he’d be more so spending time with Banquo. Yet, he’d learn nothing going home alone to his cold rooms.

      “I fear after the Peninsula, I’ve no heart left to pour out. But a pint or two in less genteel company sounds appealing. I know a place.” He’d be on his guard with a man who expected confidences and shared none.

      He stepped out, concealing his limp, steeling himself for what was to come. He’d long ago learned to measure his pints and mind his tongue and his temper. A wily adversary required a man to keep his wits on alert. And so it would be with this cousin, and “friend” Giles Banquo.

      

      “Why?” Greer asked, pulling the carriage rug closer. They’d ridden along in companionable silence for the first few miles, but she couldn’t contain herself any longer. “Why did ye ask Macbeth and Banquo to meet up for a ride in the morn?”

      “Are ye quite warm enough?” Malcolm asked. He’d taken the seat beside her, there being more warmth in the arrangement, not for any amorous reasons. “There’s another blanket under the rear-facing seat.”

      Her young cousin could be brash and direct enough to speak frankly in a houseful of gossips but wouldn’t answer her question now? “I would like ye to tell me why, Malcolm.”

      “I didn’t invite Banquo.”

      She glanced at his shadowed face and caught the grim set of his lips. He’d wanted to speak to Finnley alone. Not Banquo.

      The silence stretched between them as they bumped along, stopping only to pay the toll. Though the coach was finely made, wisps of cold air whipped in through the door seams. It must be bitterly cold up top, where the coachman and groom sat. Though it was not as cold as a Scottish winter, and hadn’t she enjoyed many a head-clearing winter ride there? On one such excursion she’d encountered Malcolm’s father Duncan in the wood that skirted her home and his, and thus had the last trouble started.

      “Do ye know why I came to London, Cousin?” Malcolm’s voice rasped with tension, jarring her back to the present and reminding her of her earlier question.

      Perhaps now he was planning to answer her. “For business. So ye said.”

      “Aye. Business. Your mon’s lawsuit so many years past brought me here.”

      “His lawsuit?” Shame washed over her. It had been her lawsuit as well, perhaps, in all justice, hers entirely, because her nagging and her badgering had brought it about; that and the legal claims drummed up by her cousin.

      She let out a breath. Surely Finnley hadn’t renewed the claim to Menteith? “’Twas settled long ago. We lost. Ye won.”

      His head swiveled and she sensed his gaze upon her.

      She went on, determined to be merciless. “And your father almost lost his life at the end of it all.” Oh, aye, that last smear against Duncan had been the crowning touch of that misguided venture. “’Twas a grievous mistake filing that suit, an unforgiveable one, as well as the slander that followed, and yet your da managed forgiveness. Can ye not also, Malcolm?”

      “Ye mistake me, Greer. I hold no grudge, at least not against ye. And mayhap not against Macbeth neither, though I’d speak with the man further and see what he’s made of.”

      “Has he filed a new lawsuit?”

      “No.”

      “Why then did the old one bring ye here? Why not let the past lie as it is?”

      “Have ye done so, Greer?”

      “So I have.”

      “Greer Macbeth, Lady of Calder?”

      Anger spiked in her. “Why are ye prodding me, then, Malcolm Comyn, Earl of Menteith?”

      “Have ye never wondered about the truth, Greer?”

      A dull headache started. What truth was he talking about? The suit had been settled. The claim that Finnley was the rightful heir of Menteith had been denied by the court. Menteith was Duncan’s and now Malcolm’s. The other matter, the old smear that Duncan had cuckolded Finnley, surely that would not resurface now.

      “I know the truth, Malcolm, as did Duncan. Lucie is Finnley’s daughter. There was no affair between Duncan and me, not before the duel, nor after. I was never your father’s lover or mistress.”

      “Not that truth, Greer. I’m speaking of the title.”

      “Ye were but a wee lad when all that happened. What truth is it ye wish to determine?”

      He laughed, but it sounded false. “Naught but a simple one: who is the rightful Earl of Menteith, myself or Finnley Macbeth?”

      “No,” she said, quelling a sudden panic. “No, Malcolm. ’Tis settled. ’Tis not a sleeping dog—’tis a dead one.” And must remain so, forever and ever. Too much had already been lost.

      “So I’d thought, Greer. But some weeks ago, I received a curious letter from an anonymous sender in London, implying that there is evidence that would bring the dead dog, as ye called it, back to life. I thought, rather than send along someone to see to it, I’d instead come myself.”

      “Is it blackmail?”

      He took a deep breath and exhaled. “Not so far.”

      “Was it from Macbeth?”

      He shook his head. “I don’t know.”

      Finnley was as direct as Malcolm. Finnley would have simply sought Malcolm out and flung whatever evidence he had in his face. “Was it something to do with my late cousin? He started all the trouble the first time.”

      “I don’t see how. The letter was recent. Naughton is dead these few years.”

      Her cousins and aunt had died in a carriage accident. Malcolm had helped pull the bodies from the wreck.

      “Might Naughton have had an accomplice?”

      She felt the lift of his shoulder as he shrugged. “He had few friends at the end.”

      ’Twas true. Her cousin had run through his family’s money, and some of Greer’s as well, and had died leaving outstanding debts.

      “I’d not have ye displaced as Earl of Menteith. How may I help?”

      “How would ye go about helping, Greer?”

      “Is there a direction, a house number, for the letter’s writer?”

      “A print shop in the City. They could give me few details, and little description. ’Twas a gentleman coming in now and again to check for a reply, but not one with flaming red hair in a queue.”

      “He wouldn’t…” Oh, why did she still automatically jump to defend him?

      Probably because her own guilt was so heavy. It had all gone so wrong.

      “How might I help,” she mused. “I don’t know London. I don’t know anyone in London.”

      “You know Finnley Macbeth.”

      “Yes,” she said. “And I must have a conversation with him. Tell me, Malcolm, what is it ye wish me to say to him?”

      In the dark, she felt the comfort of his hand covering hers. “Rest now, Cousin, and let me ponder this. Your business must be addressed first, whereas mine might be more complicated.”

      She sat back and closed her eyes, all jumbled inside, but confident that Malcolm would arrange things. Somehow, this stalwart young man would bring her together with Finnley.

      And what she would do then was the question to ponder.

      

      Saturday, 4 March 1815

      

      Finnley awoke to an off-tune humming that was as noisy and erratic as a bosky pipe player’s melody. The window curtains had been drawn back admitting the dim gray of early morning, and Hyde stood at the washbasin, stropping the razor. The aromas of tea and fresh baking scented the air.

      Hyde’s humming ceased. “Awake then, are ye, Major?” he all but shouted, turning a broken-toothed grin his way.

      A sturdy northerner of middling height and thick brown hair, Hyde was another veteran of the war. He’d suffered his own share of battle wounds, but, except for the loss of a good part of his hearing, he’d made a full recovery. He made for a ham-fisted batman, but Finnley had once saved his life, and his loyalty was unshakeable.

      “Wake ye for a ride, ye said, Major.”

      “And if ye keep yelling mon, the landlady will put us both out.”

      Hyde laughed, and went to the fireside table where a teapot stood ready.

      Finnley shoved back the covers. Water steamed in a kettle hanging from a jack. The fire below had taken the edge off the cold, and he stomped naked to the corner, pulled on a robe, and checked the time.

      “Sent word to the stable.” Hyde held his chair and presented a cup of tea and a plate of buttered rolls. “Fresh bread today.” He winked. “Mrs. McCallum says for ye to come take tea anytime. Anytime, she says. Ought to consider that fine widow, Major, if ye don’t mind me saying so.”

      His thoughts went to the dark-haired woman who had visited him in his dreams. There was no other for him.

      “I do mind,” he said, jovially enough to evoke a laugh. “I’ll pay my rent in coin, thank ye very much.”

      “S’pose that’s best.” Hyde poured steaming water into the basin. “Your man last night made his way direct to a house near Covent Garden. A bawdy house, I’ll warrant.”

      Banquo had mentioned the place, offering to bring Finnley along.

      “That was fast. Good work, Hyde.”

      Hyde grunted. Never able to sleep much, he’d been hoisting a pint at the inn where Finnley had led Banquo the night before. Finnley had been hoping to find his servant there.

      “Ye’ll show me later,” he said. ’Twas a pity Hyde couldn’t read or write much.

      “Aye,” he said, and set about scraping the beard off his master.

      

      Though the gray skies threatened rain, the day had dawned fair enough for a ride in the park. Finnley dressed quickly and limped around the corner to the mews where his horse was stabled, the beast eating better than he himself was.

      And rightly so. The stout-hearted black gelding deserved it. He’d carried his last master through the fiercest of battles and safely home. The man wouldn’t have sold him but he’d desperately needed the coin.

      A groom gave him a leg up. On the back of a horse, the pain in his leg disappeared and he was a new man, one who could easily take on a young pup like Menteith if need be. He turned down the mews and onto the street.

      He thought about Banquo’s words hinting at a new rumor spreading at his club, the mention of Menteith’s membership there, and the shiver of instinct that had gone through him. Who ought he to trust?

      In battle, a man learned quickly who’d hold fast by his side and who would run. He’d not been a runner, that much he knew. But at Burgos, on a night as dark as hell, he’d been knocked flat by the impact of an ill-placed mine. He’d lost a chunk of that night and had awakened half a furlong away. But he felt in his bones that he hadn’t run.

      Banquo hailed him at the park gate and moved up alongside him. “Menteith’s not here yet?”

      “As ye see.”

      Menteith would come or he wouldn’t. Thinking back on last evening, the young man had not looked at all pleased when Banquo invited himself along. “Fine mount ye have,” Finnley said, changing the subject, and they talked about horses, advancing along the row, nodding to other riders, all of them strangers: gentlemen on their morning ride, or grooms exercising their masters’ cattle.

      When one of the grooms hailed him, he reined up.

      The man, his fine livery impeccable, drew nearer and doffed his cap. “Major Macbeth?” he asked.

      “Aye. I am Macbeth.”

      The man handed over a sealed note. “A message sir, from Lord Menteith.” With another doff of his cap he rode away without offering to carry a reply.
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      “So. Menteith was too afraid to come,” Banquo said. “How did his man know it was you…oh.” He laughed. “No one has hair quite like yours. What does he say?”

      Finnley turned his horse, moved off the path, and broke the seal.

      

      Macbeth,

      Unavoidable circumstances prevent me from riding with you this morning. Apologies for issuing the invitation and not appearing. But as Banquo invited himself along, you’ll not be wanting for company.

      My aunt, Lady Fiona Carlin, asked me to convey her invitation to dinner at six of the clock tonight at her home in Chelsea where I am staying. I’ll add directions below. You will find her manor easily enough. She would write inviting you herself except that the hour is early, but wishes you to know that she will send a coach for you if you find the weather inconvenient.

      Do come, Macbeth. I would speak with you after about a matter of interest to both of us.

      Menteith

      

      “Well?” Banquo asked.

      “He was detained by business.”

      The other man scoffed. “Business indeed. The man’s a sniveling coward.”

      Was he? Instinct stirred in him again. Menteith had spoken forthrightly enough about his connection to Greer. He’d poked at the past as well, risking a fight with the man who’d nearly murdered his father. Oh, true, that fight with Duncan so many years ago had been a duel, but murder had been in Macbeth’s heart.

      Those were not the actions of a sniveling coward.

      “How so, Banquo?”

      “Isn’t it obvious? He won’t face you.”

      Well, and he knew that wasn’t true, since he had the invitation right in his hand. Unless the lad planned to ambush him at his lady aunt’s dinner table.

      “Or did Menteith invite you to meet another time?”

      “He did not.” ’Twas Menteith’s aunt inviting him to dinner, not Menteith. Lady Fiona Carlin was an unknown to him, leastways that he could remember. Mayhap there’d been Carlins among Greer’s distant kin, but the name sounded too English.

      “You know,” Banquo said. “I’ve heard talk of a match between Menteith and Greer’s daughter.”

      Greer’s daughter and Menteith?

      A chill slithered through Finnley, followed by a surge of longing. He’d known Greer had borne a lass. Try as he might to put the knowledge aside, it had gnawed at him for the last twenty years. What if she’d been telling the truth? What if the lass was truly his own daughter?

      Perhaps Banquo sensed his regret, as wily as he was. His tone had been hushed, with an overlay of concern. Nevertheless, Finnley knew when a man was wheedling for a reaction, and he held his tongue.

      “I know that Duncan and Greer denied everything,” Banquo said. “But if they played you false, what Menteith is planning is incest.”

      Hot anger shot through him, with shame close on its heels, for ’twas the very same thought that had chilled him. And yet…why should the lass suffer such chatter? Nothing was her fault, or Menteith’s for that matter.

      Banquo laughed.

      The man was too perceptive and took too much joy in the troubles of others. ’Twas a good thing he’d left his pistols and broadsword back in his rooms.

      “Do you suppose the girl is here in London as well?” Banquo jabbed again.

      He tethered his anger and forced a heavy sigh, shaking his head like a highland cow dislodging a swarm of persistent midgies.
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