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Elspeth McGregor is stunned when her father announces that she's being given away in marriage before her older sisters. Worse, she's never even met the man who offered for her. Ever dutiful, Elspeth travels to a remote Highland castle to meet her groom, only to discover that her scarred and scornful husband is not at all happy to see her.

  
Struan Mac Innes negotiated a marriage because he needs an heir, though he knows that no woman would actually want him for a husband, not after the war ruined him. But the always-cheerful Elspeth seems determined to play the role of wife no matter what. Despite all his efforts, Struan can't help falling a little bit in love with his maddening bride. Maybe he can find happiness after all.

  
When a shocking truth about the marriage contract is revealed, it shatters the delicate trust Elspeth and Struan have built together. Is there any way to heal the wounds, or will they both have an unhappily ever after?

* * * *


AI NOTE:

This book was written by a human, with no generative AI assistance, because that’s what it means to write as a creative act.

NO Generative or other AI uses Permitted.

Without limiting the author's and publisher's exclusive rights, any unauthorized use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited.

Author and Publisher reserve all rights to this content, both text and cover. No person or entity may reproduce and/or otherwise use this content in any manner, including for purposes of training artificial intelligence technologies. With the exception of brief quotes in reviews, no other use may be made of this content without the Author and Publisher's specific, express, and written permission.

[image: SkySpark Books]

Copyright © 2026

Cover design by Wicked Smart Designs.

Edited by Amanda Valentine.



Also by Elizabeth Cole

Secrets of the Zodiac Novels

A Heartless Design

A Reckless Soul

A Shameless Angel

The Lady Dauntless

Beneath Sleepless Stars

A Mad and Mindless Night

A Most Relentless Gentleman

Breathless in the Dark

A Fearless Heart


Swordsworn Knights Novels

Honor & Roses

Choose the Sky

Raven’s Rise

Peregrine’s Call


Wallflowers of Wildwood

Daisy and the Duke

Rose and the Rogue

Heather and the Highlander

Poppy and the Pirate

Camellia and the Christmas Curse


Chapter 1

Spring 1816

Night saturated the city of Edinburgh. Though it was late spring, the air was chilled by a grasping winter unwilling to retreat. Few people were out now—only the desperate and the dangerous.

One such figure strode over the mist-slicked stones on his way to somewhere only he knew. Once or twice, a shadow slipped out from a doorway or a close between buildings and began to follow him. But the huge man simply paused, his footsteps stilling, his right shoulder rolling like a prizefighter’s. He didn’t even look behind him. Each time, the pursuer slinked back and away. The shadows working the night were predators. But this man was not prey.

The man continued on his path until he came to a particularly narrow close. Turning down it, he stepped carefully, his broad shoulders grazing the walls on either side even though he moved almost sideways. The squeak of rats echoed off the building walls, irked that anything entered their domain, yet wise enough to disappear before the thundering gait of this larger creature.

The man reached a door and knocked. It cracked open. The clink of a few coins soon opened it wider. The visitor passed into the building, pulling the door shut behind him. This was one of the city’s many gambling hells.

“Where’s James McGregor?” the stranger asked.

* * * *

A few floors above, the sought-after McGregor took a swig of his drink and glanced at his cards, willing them to be different than what he’d been dealt. Anyone looking at him would see the faint sheen of sweat across his brow, and the raised color in his face. He had the hunted look of the gambler who knows he has overstretched, and yet hopes against hope that he has one last, lucky turn to change his fate and restore his fortunes.

The cards had not changed, nor had his luck.

“Fold,” he announced in disgust. He stood up, swaying a bit. “Excuse me, gentlemen, I must attend to a necessity.”

Deep in the game, the others scarcely responded.

McGregor stumbled into the hallway, where he straightened up immediately, casting off his seeming drunkenness. He was so engrossed in planning his return to the card game that he didn’t notice the gigantic shadow until the stranger stepped into his path.

“McGregor. You’ve not responded to my queries.”

Identified and caught all at once, McGregor stared at the figure in shock, then dismay. The dingy hall was lit only by a candle guttering behind the foxed glass panel of a lamp. It showed little more than a coppery murk upon the other man. Perhaps he preferred it that way, if only to hide his ravaged face.

Some terrible accident could have caused the disfigurement, the scarring and the puckered skin that pulled his right eye into a permanent glare. The same wound also tugged the right side of his mouth into a scowl.

But it was no mere accident that had altered his appearance. It was a war. The man had served in the British Army during the war against Napoleon, as had so many other Scotsmen. He had returned alive, but not whole—at least, according to rumor. Yes, he had all his limbs, which was something, considering how many soldiers couldn’t say the same. But, as the stories went, he’d gotten too close to an exploding shell, and survived only through pure chance.

“Oh, Christ. It’s you.” It wasn’t surprising that McGregor was nervous, for he now spoke to the man who held the largest and oldest of his debts. Struan MacInnes.

His luck was getting worse and worse. If only the damned soldier had died, like so many others, this uncomfortable debt might have been lost or in some way discreetly wiped from the ledger…whether literally or figuratively. It was really most inconvenient that the scarred man continued to breathe, especially when no one would miss him much. For he was unmarried, from the Highlands, and of no significance in terms of family name, whereas James McGregor—a husband and a father—was well respected in the city. He rarely walked down the street without greeting somebody he knew!

And yet. Here he was, in thrall to a man who was just this side of dead. And there was also the incontrovertible fact that McGregor still did not have the money to pay him back.

“I expected your response some time ago,” the tall man said, his voice gravelly as a stream bed.

“Ah, I’ve been…busy,” McGregor said, in a way that was meant to convey a carelessness, but he couldn’t hide a degree of servile fawning. Such was often the case when a man owed a great deal to the one he was speaking to. “I heard you were in Edinburgh. I didn’t wish to bother you while you were getting your bearings, after…well, you know.”

“I’m touched by your deep consideration for my comfort,” the scarred man replied. His warped expression meant that nearly anything he said had a tendency to seem sarcastic. But this time there was no mistaking his sentiment. He went on. “I trust that you used the lengthy delay in my return to gather all the money required to repay the principal and interest from the loan I extended you before I left.”

McGregor glanced down the hall, as if help would appear. It did not. “Well, sir, as to that… I had every expectation of giving you the full payment at the earliest opportunity. But I am, er, at present in a rather awkward place, and I cannot readily lay my hands on the funds required.”

The scarred man glanced down at an open notebook in his hand. He tapped one line in particular and looked up at McGregor. He said nothing, allowing the uncomfortable silence to stretch on.

At last McGregor could no longer stand it. He said, “I beg you for some indulgence, just a little more time! Or if you prefer, I can pay a smaller amount shortly, and then gather the rest as soon as I may.”

“Six and half years.” The scarred man tapped a column of the ledger, which held a listing of dates. “I made this loan to you six and half years ago, and you have the audacity to avoid me and tell me you have nothing? By the quality of your clothing and your boots, to say nothing of the jewels you’re wearing, I find it difficult to believe you’re destitute.”

“I never claimed such,” McGregor protested. “You understand how important it is to appear respectable. I would not defame my wife or daughters by looking like a pauper! And of course I must pay to maintain their needs as well, you know. My daughter is expecting to make a great match soon, and the expenses related to that endeavor are considerable. A man would do anything for his family, anything at all.”

“Anything. At. All,” the scarred man repeated with an ominous inflection. “So this loan that I made you…you are telling me that you are spending it on your family rather than yourself. Excepting, of course, the fine clothes I see you in. And, of course, other incidentals from a friendly game of cards, am I correct?”

“Er, yes indeed, sir!” the man said, grasping the rope that he had been thrown—perhaps with too much eagerness, considering he did not know where the other end of the rope was leading. “I have every hope that my daughter will make a splendid marriage, and that of course will elevate my own situation.”

“But you said daughters. Won’t you spend just as much on the necessities for the next girl’s season? And the one after that? When is it all to end?”

“Well, who can say with certainty? You know how the marriage mart is.”

“I do not.”

McGregor was not an empathetic man, but he did have a certain elemental awareness of others’ moods, particularly when it came to matters of money. Now he sensed the tiniest chink in the armor of the man in front of him.

This wounded soldier had been away for years and returned in a state not at all conducive to entering the marriage mart. With that glimmering of insight, McGregor said, “I didn’t mean to imply you would be caught up in that petty world. Not all men wish to marry. Some men have no interest in the life of a husband or father. Some men are meant to be bachelors.”

“Some men are made so.”

The words could be taken for an agreement, but McGregor sensed something else. The scarred man was acknowledging that his choice had been made for him by a shell on some battlefield. If things had been different, he would have waded into the waters of polite society in search of a wife.

Then McGregor’s desperately spinning brain made a connection, two gears clicking together at just the right moment, offering him an option so wild and unexpected that it made him suck in a startled breath.

If he could sell this notion, if he could persuade the scarred man to consider an alternative form of payment…well, that would be an extremely generous payout on an extremely daring wager.

The gambler in him seized the reins. “I did not say so yet, sir, but I wish to convey my sincere appreciation for your service abroad. Not all men are cut out for the risk, not to mention those like me who are too old. But your service and sacrifice is a mark of bravery. I can’t say how much of a blessing for our nation it is that you’ve come back alive and well!”

The scarred man gave him a strange look. “I don’t see what my wartime service has to do with the payment of your debt.”

“Well, sir, I wouldn’t venture to even suggest this idea if I didn’t respect your character and strength of will. You have a fine reputation, and come from a most excellent family. Don’t forget that I knew your father, and counted him a friend!”

This statement caused a new and uncertain stillness in the scarred man. “Go on.”

“I perceive that your recent misfortune with regard to your appearance may—most unfairly!—prevent you from pursuing what you would otherwise already be seeking out.”

“What am I seeking out?”

“Why, a wife!”

The scarred man pulled back a fraction, obviously not expecting that.

McGregor went on, more eagerly. “As a father concerned for his daughter’s happiness, I can’t imagine a more suitable match than to you, sir.”

“I thought your eldest daughter was already expecting to make a brilliant match.” The sarcasm was back again.

“Oh, no, sir. Not my eldest, who is a complete disappointment to me. And the youngest of the house is in truth a stepdaughter, and it is for her we have the great hope which I have mentioned. But her mother, my wife, would surely have something to say about any match made without her knowledge and approval! I had, in fact, pictured my second daughter for you. Her name is Elspeth, and everyone agrees that she is as pretty as a picture.”

“They always are,” the scarred man noted. “Though I am in no position to render judgment on one’s appearance. So, your second daughter. What’s wrong with her?”

“Wrong with her? Nothing! She’s twenty years old, accomplished in matters of feminine and domestic pursuits, and has a most agreeable nature.”

“Then why are you so eager to be rid of her?”

“Well, of course I wouldn’t be, except that this opportunity arose.”

“You speak as if I initiated the proposal. And yet I have never met, seen, or indeed known about your fair daughter’s existence until this moment.”

“What other prospects have you got?” McGregor said with a certain cruel edge. “Are you already married? Engaged? Courting?”

The scarred man’s expression grew cold. “None of those things.”

“Well then, what would your objection be? I assure you there is nothing to complain about when it comes to Elspeth’s appearance or manner. I think that it would be an even exchange.”

“You would pay your debt with your daughter?”

“Well, I would not put it in so direct a way,” McGregor demurred. “Rather, I would hope that the joy to be found in your union would result in the debt being considered totally dissolved. We need not be mercenary about this.”

“Oh, no. We wouldn’t wish to be mercenary,” the scarred man said. His eyes glittered in the candlelight.

McGregor smiled. “All I ask, sir, is that you consider the possibility. If you like, I could arrange a meeting between you and—”

“No. There will be no meeting.”

While the words sounded like a rejection, there was a shred of something in the scarred man’s voice. Hope.

McGregor knew that his fish was hooked. He could now play his catch with skillful tugs at the line. “Ah? Too direct. Too quick? If not a meeting, then I could make it so that you could see her at some public function, or along a street one day. You would not have to be introduced or even be noticed. But surely a man wishes to know what he is buying.”

“I am not in the habit of buying people.”

“Of course not, sir,” he said soothingly. “A figure of speech! But once you see Elspeth—my sweet, dear, darling Elspeth—you’ll understand that I’m offering a most fair bargain. Think about it, sir. Come by the house and see if you like her. In any case, contact me when you have made a decision.”

And with those words, McGregor turned and walked away, back to the brightness and the relative safety of the card room. There was restored confidence in his step. Fate had once again intervened to save him from ruin. The cards would fall kindly now!

Yes, let his debt-holder take his daughter off his hands. It was the perfect solution for him. Whether it would be an acceptable solution to either the husband or the wife involved, he did not care in the least.


Chapter 2

Struan didn’t mean to do it. The whole proposal was daft. Struan had meant to tell McGregor to go to hell, and then press for the payment. Not because he needed the money, but because he didn’t like the idea of McGregor wiggling out of an agreement. It had been foolish of him to offer the loan in the first place, but Struan had been young and too trusting of McGregor’s acquaintance with his own father.

Since then, he’d learned the risk of trusting.

And yet, early in the morning after he met with McGregor, he found himself walking toward the street where the man lived, in one of the newer neighborhoods of Edinburgh, and then watching the door of the house that belonged to his quarry.

Come by the house and see if you like her. McGregor obviously meant that Struan should make a social call in the guise of being friends with McGregor himself, and then meet the daughter being offered up as a sacrificial lamb.

But Struan MacInnes was a soldier. He knew the hallmarks of an ambush, and he refused to follow the breadcrumbs McGregor was laying down.

He’d do his own damn reconnaissance. On his own terms.

So this initial foray was intended only to scout out the house and grounds, perhaps to overhear servants talking in the back where chores were done in the yard, or in the working rooms with doors and windows left open.

He never expected to see the daughter in the flesh. But that’s what happened.

He’d drifted down the back alley of the row of houses, barely fast enough to call it a walk. Just when he reached the backyard in question, where a group of servants were doing the wash, a maid with a voice a field marshal would envy bawled out, “Miss Elspeth, we need more soap!”

“Look in the cupboard below the stairs, Bri,” a much more cultured voice responded. “I moved everything for washing day there last autumn.”

“Aye, Miss Elspeth. Forgive me, I forgot!”

Struan was confused. This was Miss Elspeth McGregor?

A daughter of the family, doing the washing. Directing the washing. Like a housekeeper.

The young woman who’d answered to Miss Elspeth wore a dress in a hideous shade of purple, as well as battered boots that looked as if they’d once belonged to an old man. Her apron was shabby as well, but hid much of the purple dress, which was an advantage. It was tied around her waist in such a way as to highlight her figure, which he also found to be an advantage.

Her blonde hair was bound into a plait, presumably to keep it from dipping into the vat of dirty water. Even so, it was obvious that the hair would be long and light and wavy and weightless if allowed to fall freely.

The woman in purple laughed, sounding absolutely delighted to be there, in front of a giant tub of filthy laundry. The other women and the one older man seemed buoyed by her mood, and laughed and smiled as they continued the chore—a chore which Struan knew to be a grueling one. In the army, all the soldiers but the highest ranking officers had to do their own washing, and do it well, or live with lice and fleas.

What was going on? A daughter of the home’s owner, this Elspeth McGregor, was inexplicably helping the servants on washing day. Was this why her father was so desperate to be rid of her? He couldn’t afford to pay more servants to care for the house, and had to press a daughter into the duty?

No. That made no sense. Struan could count. He’d seen who passed in and out of the house—plenty of workers were employed. And the lady seemed perfectly content, even pleased to be participating in the ordeal.

Something was off in that house. Struan should leave it all well alone. Make McGregor pay his debt in coin, just like any other man. Or else face debtors’ prison, just like any other man.

Struan should go home to the Highlands as he planned, and avoid whatever trap McGregor had set for him.

But. He stayed and watched, drawn to the easy, efficient movements of the young woman. And more than that, he listened. He could hear only some of the talk, but he heard laughter and joking and good humor, even if he didn’t know precisely what was said.

And so often, her laughter above it all. Warm, sweet, unrestrained.

He wanted that laughter. What a stupid, intangible thing to want. But he wanted it. That joy.

And if she were married to him, he’d get to hear it.

Why would she laugh around you? a part of him countered, a part that had become far more talkative since his injury. Are you the sort of man who makes a woman smile?

No. He was not. But he still wanted that laughter.

After he tore himself away from the house, he walked the city until the clock spun to a more civilized hour. In the afternoon he found his comrade Calan Shaw at his favorite club, one that was popular with gentlemen of military background (indeed, membership required the good references of no fewer than six current members, so the pattern of veterans sponsoring other veterans was well established).

Struan was uncomfortable at the club lately. But at least Calan was here, instead of at one of the establishments that offered drinks but also provided feminine companionship for a price. Struan never liked such places, even before. Now, it made his skin crawl. The skin he had left to him anyway.

“Shaw,” Struan said in greeting. “I’m glad I found you.”

“I’m glad to be found.” Calan was sipping a whisky that clearly pleased him, because he insisted Struan have some from the same bottle. A skinny lad appeared out of nowhere to offer a new glass.

Struan took it, thinking that he’d need a drink in him if he ever hoped to get the words out.

The two of them sipped in silence for a little while.

“It’s good,” Calan said, in the tone of one seeking confirmation, after Struan finished the dregs. The same lad reappeared to fill both glasses again.

Struan nodded. “You picked well.”

Calan grinned. “Yes, I do that. But it’s always gratifying to hear other people tell me so.”

Struan shook his head but said nothing, not wanting to add fuel to the raging fire that was Calan Shaw’s ego.

After another few moments, Calan gave him a different look. “What brought you out? Not that I’m not pleased for the company, but you’ve been damnably difficult to drag from your townhome ever since we got back to Edinburgh. Are you finally sick of brooding alone, and you’d prefer to brood among friends?”

Struan took a breath, then said, “I might be about to do something stupid.” Yes, the whisky had helped loosen his tongue.

Calan raised an eyebrow. “Go on.”

“I can’t tell you what it is. I just need to be talked out of it.”

“How can I talk you out of it if I don’t know what it is?”

“You could say, Struan, don’t do something stupid.”

“I could, but honestly, I’ve never had to say that in my life. You don’t make stupid decisions. You’re always thinking ahead and considering the options.” Calan paused. “You’re not about to kill yourself, are you? Because that would be stupid.”

Struan shook his head. “No. If I were going to do that, I’d have done it before now.” Even in the worst time after his injury, when all he thought about was how much pain his body could hold, he never considered ending his life for more than a few seconds, which he figured was a natural reaction to such overwhelming agony.

But they could all name more than one soldier who chose to end it all, so Calan’s question was fair. To reassure him, Struan added, “I promise that however stupid my current decision is, I’ll be alive to regret it afterward.”

“Excellent. I was worried for a moment.” Calan took a long drink. “Give me a hint, at least. Is it about money? A woman? Something else?”

Definitely a woman.

“Let’s say it’s about money,” Struan said, because it was also about money. At least partly.

“Are you considering some extravagant purchase?”

“That’s one way to put it,” Struan said. “Though not so extravagant that it would damage my finances. But it could be considered…unwise.” And unethical, which was the larger problem. He clarified, “It’s not legal. Or maybe it is legal, but it would be frowned upon. I think.”

“I’ve never heard you so uncertain about anything.” Calan was now fully alert, sitting up and facing Struan, his eyes intent. Calan could go from idle to intense within seconds, but Struan was rarely the focus of the other man’s attention. It was disconcerting to say the least. “What the hell are you really contemplating?”

“If I told you, you’d not approve.”

Calan let out a surprised laugh. “Well, if I wouldn’t approve, maybe that’s the signal that you shouldn’t bloody do it.”

Struan nodded, then looked down. It was hard to look Calan in the eyes when he was being serious. It was like talking to a wolf.

Calan let the silence stretch, then finally broke it with, “But you want it anyway. Whatever it is.”

“I do. Or I want…the idea of it.”

“You’re talking in riddles.”

Struan sighed, dragged a hand over his temples. “I know. Believe me, I’m not enjoying it.”

“Yes, that’s obvious. Struan, I’m your friend. If you tell me what’s actually going on, I can help you. But if you don’t, and then make a stupid decision without telling me, then what’s the point of this…half confession you’re offering?”

“I shouldn’t have come to you,” Struan muttered.

“Why not?”

“Because you would never have this problem.”

“What problem, for Christ’s sweet sake?”

“Never mind. I should go.” Struan put his hands on the leather arms of the chair, preparing to get up.

“No, wait.” Calan leaned forward. “Tell me, I’m begging you. And then we can figure it out. With the other men, or not! Though you know they’ll be insulted if they can’t help too.”

Struan grimaced. He pictured his closest friends. They’d be not just insulted, but hurt that he didn’t trust them.

“Yes, I know,” Calan said. “It’s such a bother, having friends who care about you.”

“How do you know what I’m thinking?”

“I know what everyone’s thinking,” Calan said. His smile evaporated and his eyes suddenly went dark. “I can’t help reading people. A lot of times I wish I could.” Then he blinked, and said, “But I don’t mind when my skill can help a friend. So tell me.”

So, after one more slug of excellent whisky, Struan told him.

And Calan, after an achingly long period of silence, told him what would happen next.


Chapter 3

Elspeth McGregor regarded her father in disbelief. “You’ve what?”

It was Sunday. Morning sunlight filtered into the breakfast room of the spacious townhouse owned by the McGregor family. Her father liked nothing but the best. Elspeth loved Sundays for their quiet and peace. Most days, she awoke almost at the same time as the chambermaids, and directed the majority of the tasks as well as pursuing her own projects around the house. For instance, on Saturday, she’d worked on the kitchen garden to expand the plot for onions and garlic. The day before had been washing day, so the whole backyard had been occupied by the tubs of water and the lines of drying linens.

Sundays were meant to be a respite.

She normally enjoyed her morning coffee on her own, being the earliest riser in the family. However, today her father had appeared almost immediately. There was an edge of excitement in his face that she associated with long nights spent at card tables, so she attributed his glee to a particularly lucrative hand.

But then he told her the news.

“I said, I’ve promised you in marriage. You should feel honored,” he said, patting her hand. The gesture was unlike him. He’d always been a distant man, his concerns never overlapping with her own. By her own choice, she confined herself to home and hearth, always striving to keep her household as comfortable and as efficient as possible. Her father, by contrast, was always about town, or at his club, or handling matters of business. He was an important man in the city of Edinburgh, at least according to him. So the fact that he had come to her felt like an event in itself.

She looked down at her hand, the light skin against deep-dyed fabric. Elspeth wore a plain day dress in a rather unflattering purple color, with an apron tied around her waist because she intended to prepare the morning meal for the rest of the household. If she had known what momentous news awaited her, Elspeth would have removed the apron.

“You are to be wife to a wealthy and important man. He has chosen you especially, so you should respect that decision.”

“I do, of course. But I don’t recall ever having met the gentleman,” Elspeth said. Her voice was low and soft, as always. She had been instructed how to make the best possible impression on the people around her, which usually entailed keeping herself quiet and out of the way, so that she wouldn’t bother anyone. Elspeth viewed a peaceful and harmonious home as the pinnacle of achievement. She’d worked hard to make that happen for her own family and she was alarmed by the revelation that she would shortly be doing it in another location entirely.

“It will be a good match,” he said.

“I do wish to make a good match, Father. And I’m grateful that you have handled the matter so smoothly.” By which she meant, quietly, or quickly, or even stealthily, though she would never say those words to the man in charge of her home. “But I thought that you wished both Mairi and Averill to be married before me.”

“Well, that had been the intention, though Mairi…” He gave up the rest of the sentence with an aggrieved sigh. “But who am I to stand in the way of fate? This offer of marriage is a blessing.”

Elspeth nodded automatically, having been trained to believe that blessings were good. “When is the formal announcement to take place?” she asked. Elspeth had always dreamed of a summer wedding, and it was possible that she would be able to be married by the end of summer if everything were to go as expected. She would have to prepare her trousseau, and pack what she owned, and make arrangements for the wedding, as well as what she would need to do in order to step into the role of wife to a gentleman. Yes, it was likely that she would not be married until autumn…

“The announcement will go out in the morning edition of the newspapers,” her father declared. “You will marry on Friday morning, after which you both will travel to his home in the Highlands.”

It took her far too long to process that.

“This Friday?” Elspeth asked at last.

Now her father showed a trace of irritation. “Of course this Friday. If it were to be a different Friday, I would have said. Thank God we’re not in England with their banns and rules.”

“That’s less than a week! I can’t prepare what I need by then.”

“What’s to prepare? Your new husband will provide for you,” her father said. He smiled, showing gleaming yellow teeth. “Pack your personal belongings, and the rest will be handled once you arrive.”

“But I don’t understand. Are you and my stepmother…doing anything?” she asked. Elspeth never called the second Mrs McGregor mother. For similar reasons, she did not like to refer to Averill as her sister, though that was how her father introduced them on the rare occasions that the whole family attended an event requiring introductions.

“We’ll attend the wedding ceremony, of course, but probably not the breakfast. If he has one—I am not sure what his plans are. But I believe he intends to waste no time in returning to his home, which I understand is far from here.” Her father patted her hand once more, then released it. “Now why don’t you get to packing? As you said, there isn’t much time.”

By his manner, the discussion was over. Elspeth rose, too flustered to ask out loud the thousand questions in her mind. One thing she knew above all. When her father made a decision, it was made forever. Elspeth was going to be married. But she didn’t know who she was marrying.

At the top of the stairs, she rushed into her sister’s room. Mairi groaned when Elspeth pulled aside the curtains. “It’s far too early, Pest! Why are you tormenting me?”

“Mairi, wake up. Something has happened.”

“Did someone die?” Mairi sat up as she asked it, looking bleary-eyed.

“I’m to be married!” Elspeth announced, hoping to jolt her sister into alertness.

“Better you than me.” Mairi groaned, then asked, “Hold a moment. Were you being courted by anyone? Who’s the gentleman?”

“That’s why I’m here, Mairi. I don’t know who he is! Father said he made the offer last evening, and he’s admired me from afar.”

“Very afar, if you don’t even know him. He must have a name.”

“Mr Struan MacInnes. He’s got land up near Wick. Or Thurso? I’m not sure. And he was in the army, but he’s not anymore.”

Mairi sighed. “I expect many soldiers are searching for wives now that the war is over. After the bleeding, the breeding.”

Elspeth frowned at her sister’s matter-of-fact tone. “Mairi, that’s harsh of you!”

“It’s true. Men are all the same.” Mairi was a firm proponent of the rights of women, to the point of joining a local society for the cause: the League for the Advancement of Scottish Women. She read literally every book, pamphlet, tract, and newspaper article published about the issue. While Elspeth admired her sister’s singular focus, she thought Mairi had acquired a few more radical notions than were strictly helpful to a young lady in 1816.

Elspeth herself joined no societies, and her singular focus was nothing more radical than the running of the house…a task at which she excelled. Elspeth felt close to her late mother when she worked at that. She had no memories of her mother doing such things—after all, Elspeth’s birth had caused her mother’s death. But her father sometimes remarked to visitors that there had been no finer lady than the first Mrs McGregor when it came to matters of homekeeping. The second Mrs McGregor, whose given name was Susan, showed no offense at this, her focus being much more directed toward her own daughter. So Elspeth strove to do the same work as her birth mother, though she had not yet earned the same level of praise.

But other matters were paramount this morning.

“You have to help me find out more about him!” Elspeth said to Mairi. “Where can we do that?”

“As unmarried young ladies with no connections to him? Nowhere,” Mairi said. “Let me think. You could write to Uncle Nicholas. He might know something. Father really didn’t say anything else?”

“Just what I told you.”

“That’s odd. One would think Father would vet the man, if only to ensure he doesn’t accidentally lower our family’s social standing.”

Elspeth nodded at that, for their father was intensely concerned with such things. A scandal or shame on one branch of a family tree could blight all other branches. She said, “Well, then it’s certain that Mr MacInnes is respectable. That’s reassuring.”

“Is it? Many men are considered respectable without doing anything worth respect. All it means is that they haven’t done anything bad enough to be ostracized.”

“You are oil upon troubled waters,” Elspeth joked with an exasperated yet affectionate smile.

“Your waters are never troubled, Pest,” Mairi retorted. “I could lead a charge of elephants at you and you’d merely offer them tea and…whatever elephants eat.”

“Straw or corn, I think,” Elspeth said. “But Mairi, please pay attention! What can I do?”

“Run away, if you don’t want to be married.”

“Don’t be absurd. Of course I wish to be married. But I don’t wish to be surprised. If I can learn about my husband, I’ll know what he likes.”

“Sounds as if he likes you,” Mairi said with a shrug. “Well, I’m awake now. We’ll write to Uncle and see if there’s any information to be had about your mysterious suitor.”


Chapter 4

By afternoon of the next day, the packing was largely done. In contrast to some of the other members of the household (that is her father, her stepmother, and her stepsister, Averill), Elspeth did not own much. She had a small wardrobe in her room, consisting of some sturdy dresses all in the same purple color, a pelisse, the usual accessories required of any respectable woman living in the year of our Lord 1816, as well as a few personal mementos acquired over the years. This last category was wrapped with extreme care and placed into one of the two traveling trunks that had been allotted for her use. The first trunk was Elspeth’s own, and had resided in her bedroom since she was a child. The second trunk had been donated by her stepsister, who declared she didn’t need it anymore. It might have been more accurate to say she did not want it anymore, for the trunk was old, battered, and smelled like codfish, no matter how many times Elspeth rinsed the surfaces with vinegar.

Even with only two trunks, Elspeth had a little room left over, which she filled with some fabric and accoutrements that she had been intending for her trousseau. However, now she would have to complete the sewing and stitching after her wedding occurred. She closed the trunks, locked them, and then sat on her childhood trunk (the one that did not smell like cod) to consider her strange situation.

Together, she and Mairi had written or sought out and inquired of everyone they knew about Mr Struan MacInnes. Her extended family, friends, and neighbors collectively had provided the following facts:

From Uncle Nicholas: He had been a soldier in the British Army, fighting in France until fairly recently.

From Aunt Rosalind: He was known to be well off.

From the scullion Jock, who had it from the holster at the Bell Tavern, who had it from the local constable who patrolled the night shift: He had been involved in some mysterious event recently—not scandalous, but worthy of gossip in that it had involved a small group of men, a rather eccentric woman of the city, and a house on fire.

This last bit was the most interesting, for it happened in connection to another member of the ladies’ rights group to which Mairi belonged. When Mairi heard the news, she said, “Oh, yes! The fire at the Ross house! I met Catriona Ross on several occasions at League meetings. There was something strange afoot this spring, but our chairwoman, Mrs Roberts, would not countenance any discussion. She feared it would generate bad press about our group.”

“Because a house caught on fire? Surely no one blames the ladies’ rights movement for that.”

Mairi said, “You’d be amazed at what blame can be placed at a woman’s feet when it’s convenient to do so. Do you not remember the matter of the apple in Eden?”

In any case, the connection to the League allowed the two sisters to lean upon the members for additional facts. From what they were able to glean, the group of men including Struan MacInnes had saved Miss Ross from the fire, and therefore were lauded as heroes by most of the neighbors. But evidently the local constables and magistrate had also been present at some point, and there was at least one dead body, giving the whole affair a slightly ominous cast.

“Perhaps Miss Ross will come to tea,” Mairi wondered aloud. “She surely wants to get out and enjoy a home that isn’t on fire.”

“I can make my lavender shortbread,” Elspeth offered.

“Pest, you’re marrying a stranger in a few days,” her sister said. “Leave aside the menu planning for a moment, would you?”

Aside from that, Elspeth had learned that the gentleman who’d offered for her owned a great house in the north of the country, possibly within view of the ocean. Or on the moors. Or in the mountains. Or in a deep forest. Actually, no one in Edinburgh seemed to have a clear idea of where the man lived, other than that it was to the north. This is not helpful information, Elspeth thought. Most of Scotland was to the north. The fact that he was wealthy came up over and over in her various conversations, and everyone seemed to present this as the singular fact anyone needed to know.

Elspeth would’ve been glad to learn anything else, such as his appearance, or habits, or whether he objected to the smell of codfish (to choose a random example). But such information was not forthcoming. And in the end, it didn’t matter. Her father expressed such extreme delight about the marriage that Elspeth considered it an immutable fact about the universe, like the sun rising in the east, or crocuses blooming in spring. Her stepsister, Averill, had seemed jealous initially, but was soon converted to the idea of Elspeth marrying first.

Later that day, Averill knocked on her door. “Elspeth, are you in there?”

“Yes, come in.” It was rare that Averill came up, or indeed showed interest in speaking with her at all. Probably this was due to the fact that Elspeth’s room was on the top floor, on the same floor that housed the servants, though their accommodations were down the hall and past a green baize door to mark the boundary between family and hired help.

Elspeth’s room looked over the front of the house and the street beyond, and Elspeth enjoyed standing by one of the two dormer windows, looking down at the life bustling on the streets and the sidewalks below. But other than Mairi, no one came to visit her there. It wasn’t a shabby room, for Elspeth did not believe in shabby. Everything was immaculately clean, and all the linens laundered regularly.

All the furniture in the room was there because her father deemed the pieces too old-fashioned to be tolerated by fashionable people. There was an old oak bedstead, an ornate chair, and a chest, all from different eras. Her small desk was at least three generations in the family. The intensely fanciful carving of the desk legs and the drawer fronts made it clear that this was an item once fashionable in her great-grandmother’s day. There was even a little gilt paint applied strategically to the drawer fronts, making the desk gleam in the candlelight. Elspeth loved the desk, and wished she could bring it with her to her new home, but no provision had been made for furniture. And technically, she did not own the desk—it was the property of her father. Everything in the house was the property of her father, excepting only a few personal items of each lady. In fact, one might say that Elspeth herself was the property of her father, at least until her marriage, although this was a fact that Elspeth did not think much about.

In any case, she would miss the desk.

Now Averill walked into the room, her nose wrinkling a bit in either surprise, or distaste, or both. She had her hands behind her back, but at that moment swept them in front of her to reveal a package tied with ribbon. “I got you a gift.”

“For me?”

“Naturally, you silly goose. You’re the one who is to be married! You need a gift like this. I’m sure you have none to match it in your trunks.” She shook the package a little bit, almost as if she intended to toss it into Elspeth’s lap.

Elspeth took it in her own hands before that could happen. “May I open it now?”

“Oh, yes, I want you to. I bought it especially with the occasion of your wedding night in mind.” At these words, her stepsister’s expression grew sly. “You do know what happens on the wedding night, don’t you?”

“Your mother sat me down earlier today and informed me.” Elspeth hadn’t enjoyed the conversation. Her stepmother hadn’t either, to judge by her expression and the strain in her voice. And Elspeth couldn’t say that the conversation had even been particularly enlightening. The gist of it was that Elspeth was meant to lie down in her bed and allow her husband to do…whatever it was he wanted to do, and she was to obey without complaint. Elspeth never liked complaining anyway, and didn’t expect that she would like to complain to her new husband on the first night that they were joined as a couple. So she assured her stepmother that she would do as instructed. That seemed to be sufficient.

Averill was shaking her head. “Oh, Mama would’ve told you what you ought to do, if you’re boring. But she didn’t tell you what you need to know.”

“And what is that?”

“Open your present.”

Elspeth undid the ribbon and carefully removed the paper wrapping. It revealed a garment, folded up. It was made of some kind of silk, Elspeth guessed. “My goodness, this must have been expensive.” Elspeth didn’t own anything made of silk. Silk seemed an incredible extravagance, and it had no place in her daily life.

“Oh, it was worth it.” Her stepsister covered a giggle with one hand. “Shake it out and hold it up.”

Elspeth did so. The tiny square of folded fabric unfurled like a ship’s flag. The garment turned out to be some sort of night rail, though it was so ethereal as to be almost a figment of the imagination rather than an actual piece of clothing one could wear. Around the edges and the hemline of the garment, a slightly more substantial line of lace marked the outline of the gown, like an artist’s sketch that detailed what would eventually be painted in later. Elspeth had the impression that if she were to put the gown on, it would conceal absolutely nothing, leaving her body completely visible, outlined by the lace.

“You must wear this on your wedding night,” her stepsister said. “It will drive your husband absolutely mad.”

“I don’t think that that’s a desirable outcome?” Elspeth said doubtfully.

“I mean mad with lust,” Averill went on, her eyes gleaming. Averill was seventeen and must have read too many books not normally allowed to women. “Mama spoke to you about duty. But men aren’t interested in duty. They’re interested in pleasure. And if you don’t please your husband, he’ll look elsewhere, and it will be all your fault.”

Elspeth certainly didn’t want to displease her husband. (She didn’t want to displease anyone.) “I don’t know that I—”

“When he sees you wearing this, he’ll be so randy at the sight that he’ll take you then and there. Men always think with their cocks, and if you’re going to be stuck on some endless moor for the rest of your life, you’ll at least want him to pay attention to you now and then.”

These were words Elspeth never ever thought of, put together in a sequence she’d never ever imagined.

“Averill! I…I don’t know what to say.”

“Say thank you. I know a lot more about men than you do, and trust me, this is the best thing you could do to ensure a successful marriage. Though your father—” (Averill never called him our father or my father) “—says he’s rich, and that will help.” She sounded jealous as she spoke, and Elspeth wondered what her father might’ve told her stepmother and stepsister that he hadn’t seen fit to share with Elspeth herself.

“Thank you for the gift,” Elspeth said, recovering her manners. “Luckily I won’t have any trouble adding it to the trunk.”

“He’ll have to get you some proper gowns once you’re married. Those purple things you insist on wearing are truly hideous.”

Elspeth did not mention that it was Averill who’d purchased the vast quantity of the purple fabric a few years ago, only to decide that she didn’t like it after all when she saw it the next day. Loath to waste the purchase, Elspeth made several items of clothing out of the fabric, despite also not liking the color at all.

Meanwhile, Averill was still talking. “Though, of course you’ll be up in the Highlands, so I don’t imagine anyone up there knows how to make a fashionable gown. And of course, nothing compares to London.” Her stepsister thought constantly about clothing and had an incredible collection of fashionable gowns. She’d gone on and on about the modistes she’d seen on her recent long visit to London.

“I can sew my own,” Elspeth said.

“I wish I could see his face when he sees you wearing that,” her stepsister said with what Elspeth considered a shocking degree of curiosity. “I wonder if he’s a big man.”

“I don’t know how tall he is,” Elspeth said.

“I’m not talking about his height. I wonder how big he is.”

Elspeth realized that this related to the discussion regarding the wedding night, and the intricacies of the act she was supposed to engage in. Evidently, she lacked important details about the specifics. “I just hope that I can be a good wife to him.”

Averill sighed, disappointed in Elspeth’s response. Then she gave a little trilling laugh. “Well, I hope your wedding night is one to remember. And if it isn’t, it isn’t for any lack of effort on my part. You leave Friday, don’t you?”

Elspeth nodded. “Yes, that’s right. After the wedding.”

“The first of us to be married,” Averill said. “But not the last! I will have a fabulous debut, and I will make such an impression on the gentlemen of the city that I will surely have heaps of proposals.”

“I’m sure you will,” Elspeth said, aware that already her stepsister’s attention was returning to her own future, which was the only one she cared about.


Chapter 5

It had been a strange week. Requiring a dose of normalcy after finding James McGregor once more and agreeing to the most daft proposal he’d ever heard, Struan had invited his friends to the townhome on Thursday evening before the wedding. (It would be impolite to say that he begged, but that was close to the truth.)

The home was originally purchased by his father. He’d loved the city, and instilled the same affection for it in his son. Struan remembered coming here as a young boy along with his parents, which happened several times a year, and always heralded excitement. His childhood bedroom was on the top floor. It was more like a nook than a room, but he loved it. He remembered being taken to see the castle, and all the various sights of the city, and often walking along the banks of the Lieth with his mother before she passed away, and later enjoying the city with his father until he passed too.

Struan always thought of the city as a second home, but after returning from France, it hadn’t felt the same. His injuries from the war were too significant. While he appreciated the fact that the doctors in Edinburgh were incredibly skilled, and that thanks to his family’s wealth he could actually afford the care, no amount of doctoring erased the outward damage.

As he moved through the streets, he could feel the eyes of everyone else. A chance encounter with an old acquaintance became an exercise in awkwardness. They would either pretend not to notice what had happened to him, or worse, paper it over with platitudes. He used to love walking through the city, but now he mostly used a closed carriage, unwilling to let himself be seen by either friends or strangers.

The only exceptions to this rule were the men now in this room. His close comrades from the war: Calan, of course. And Thane MacPhearson, Duncan MacKenzie, Kai Buchanan. These men had been with him through the worst, and they were the only ones who could look him in the eye with complete honesty. They never pretended that he hadn’t gone through hell, and they never made light of the fact. With them he could be himself, which felt like an increasingly rare opportunity. So many other people he encountered expected him to either be a hero of the war, or to dismiss it completely and behave exactly as if he’d never enlisted. He couldn’t play along with either of those wishes. And he didn’t want to. Not for the first time or the last, he was grateful for the few friends he had.

“I thought you were leaving the city last week,” said Thane, as he took a sip of Struan’s finest scotch. “You seemed eager to retreat to Linneliath.” He smelled faintly of smoke, since he spent a large part of each day helping to restore Catriona Ross’s house, because he was totally besotted with her.

“Yes, I assumed the same,” added Duncan, who sat near the fire. “Though of course I’m glad you’ve extended your stay. I have a feeling that the times that we’ll all be in the same place are limited.” He looked a little haunted by his own prediction. He was a burly redheaded man who tended toward bad jokes. He was an incredibly steady presence, so a haunted look seemed especially alarming on him.

“I had planned to already be on my way, but a few small matters need to be resolved first.” Struan took a seat across from Duncan and gestured for the other men to sit as well.

Calan poured a second drink, and then sank down onto a leather-covered chair, looking as comfortable as if he were in his own home. Then again, Calan knew what Struan was about to announce.

“A few small matters?” Thane grunted. “I seem to remember you using that same phrase right before a battle. Please tell me that you don’t intend for us to storm the enemy’s lines after we finish our drinks. I think the citizens of our fair city would misunderstand.”
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