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CHAPTER ONE








Scotland, 1868


A chill draft guttered the candles in the hall. A low mist shrouded the pits and grooves of the stone floor, which had been scraped with chair legs, worn smooth by boot heels, and occasionally gouged during some drunken, ancestral wrestling match. The scars of this riotous merrymaking could still be seen in the hall more than one hundred years after the Lewis-Gordons’ fall from grace.


How fitting that Lachlan retired to this place, the seat of his family’s ruin, to weather the storm of his own humiliation. As the Duke of Kilrannoch, he adored Scotland, though the Highland climate was bad for his arthritis. He ought to have gone to Italy or the South of France. Somewhere mild. Somewhere sunny to escape the cruel cold, the perpetual frigidity that settled in his bones.


He hadn’t traveled to Kilrannoch for luxury, though there were many comfortable rooms in the house. He’d wanted a retreat. No parties, no feasts, no curious glances, or—God forbid—questions during the Christmas season.


He wanted to forget, if only for a little while, that he’d ever had his heart broken.


Last autumn, he had proposed marriage to Miss Isobel Russell, the niece of Lord Willard. Lachlan had suspected that Isobel was reluctant, but he hadn’t believed her opposed to the match. He thought her shy, genteel, and aloof. He’d only learned the truth when her elopement became public. Isobel had run away with another man.


She had not wanted to be his duchess.


The scandal had been a severe blow. Lachlan was mortified. He was a thirty-year-old man with a limp, not a monster. Certainly, not the callous creature that Miss Russell had made him out to be.


He ladled a spoonful of stew from a pot on the fire and ate it slowly, letting it warm his belly. He needed something more than whisky to fortify him if he intended to spend the winter hiding out on his Highland estate. Despite stone walls measuring six feet thick, the old hall remained cold. A fire roared in the grate, and candles burned in their sconces, yet the house was dark.


The Scottish Highlands could be a lonely place, a deadly place. Sane men had gone mad from the isolation, yet if one could survive the bleakness of winter, one was rewarded with a beautiful spring and a heavenly summer. 


Lachlan craved the rebirth of spring—snowdrops and daffodils, and clumsy pink lambs. He longed to wander the heather moors and pine forests and remember that life moved on. He would endure this pain, and then he would scab up, scar over, and try to love again.


He reached for his walking stick and hoisted himself from his chair. He limped to the bell-pull and summoned a servant to clear away his supper. He hadn’t wished to be bothered, and his staff respected that. Lachlan had been left to his own devices all evening, and hadn’t seen another soul since Mrs. Terry hefted the stewpot onto the fire.


He’d fed himself and moped from one corner of the hall to the other, but now the light was fading and he desired a lamp to read by. His copy of Trollope’s final Barsetshire novel had been sadly neglected of late. 


Lachlan needed to know how the story ended, yet no servant answered his call. He stalked from mantel to sideboard to bookshelf, but could find no lamp, as Mrs. Terry had taken it with her. She’d left him helpless—on purpose—knowing he must walk to his study to fetch a reading light.


He was not lame, he was a bloody duke! If he asked to be left alone, he wished to be done so in theory, for when he rang the bell, he expected someone nearby to see to his comfort!


Damn this Scottish sense of self-reliance. If he’d gone to France, they would’ve fawned over him. Plied him with wine, liniment, and…and literature. Surely, there would be lamp oil.


Grumbling, he made his way to the nearest window. The shutters were closed, but the old hall looked out onto a sloping hillock. If he stood near enough to the glass, perhaps he could devour a chapter or two before the sun sank beneath the treeline.


Lachlan lifted the latch and drew back the shutters. He did indeed overlook the frostbitten hills and crisp Scots pines, but the sun’s rays were hazy and dim. A fine drift of snowflakes softened the already scant light.


As the Duke of Kilrannoch frowned through the glass, a strange form began to take shape in the wintery world below. Two swaying gig lanterns—a lamp, at last, though not the sort he’d wished for—ascended the track toward the house.


He could just make out a horse and cart loaded with luggage and people. Lachlan hadn’t told anyone, save his solicitors, where he’d gone. He expected no visitors this far from civilization. 


Who could be calling so close to Christmas?


He clapped the shutters closed and locked them up tight. He would’ve barred the door had he not been too slow. All he’d asked for was privacy to work through his feelings regarding his failed engagement to Isobel Russell. Had some society party come to laugh at him now?


He would turn them away.


He’d drive them out!


He’d curse them until the ladies grew pale and fainted from shock, and then…


Lachlan sighed, for then Miss Russell would be right—he was a callous monster, too caught up in his ducal self to realize when another person needed him. Or needed to be free of him.


He left his walking stick propped by the window ledge and carefully crossed the hall. When these mysterious travelers rapped upon his door, he would meet them standing upright, ready for whatever they had to offer.










CHAPTER TWO








They were lost. Of course, so much of Scotland looked the same to a stranger, it was easy to lose one’s way. 


The Courtfield family had rented a horse cart from the livery stables and departed from Aberdeen, foolishly believing that they had enough time to get where they were going.


Somewhere, they’d taken a wrong turn. The tired horse moved at a plodding pace, undeterred by cursing or coaxing. The cart wheels creaked on the rutted road. Henrietta sat in the back of the wagon, perched atop a trunk of costumes, for they were due to sing a Christmas concert in three days’ time.


Three days traversing the mist-shrouded Highlands might as well have been an expedition to the Antarctic. They were that cold, and that lost, and—as the sun sank behind innumerable pines—that frightened.


Her brother, Jonas, leaped from the cart and began to lead the horse. Papa rode in the driver’s box with Mama nestled by his side. Only Henrietta and Enid, her sister-in-law, remained with the luggage, sharing one thin tartan rug between them.


“I shall catch a cough,” Enid sniffled, “and lose my voice.”


Henrietta offered her the rug. She was numb to the cold now, and long past caring about her voice. They were in real danger in an unfamiliar country with no refuge in sight.


She climbed from the cart and walked alongside it, for her legs had grown stiff on the journey. Her boots slogged on the path. Her skirt hems grew heavy with mud and muck, and a strange haze began to emerge from the boggy earth around her.


Pulling her cloak tighter, Henrietta searched the hillside for some sign, a point of reference. One tree resembled a hundred others, yet she felt certain they hadn’t wandered off the map.


Her pace soon overtook the sluggish horse. She walked with Jonas for a moment, silent but for the sound of the nag’s labored breathing. The livery had rented them a sick, exhausted animal, and Henrietta feared for its welfare as much as her own, as she doubted it would survive a night wandering in the Highlands.


“We oughtn’t to have sold the caravan,” her brother said. “We could’ve slept in it.”


The brightly-colored caravan carried a stigma, and their presence in the conveyance had not always been welcome, but for over twenty-five years, the Courtfield Family Singers had traveled across Britain spreading good cheer. At Christmas, they were the “Courtfield Carolers,” and their performances earned enough to live on the whole year long.


Despite their comfortable income, Henrietta’s parents never settled down. They owned no home, nor desired anything more than they could carry in one fat carpet bag. They were troubadours, vagabonds. Roamers. On a good day, it was a great life—a perpetual summer holiday in the most beautiful countryside. Today, however, it was a terrible trudge through an ugly backwater.


Henrietta wanted nothing more than a place to put her feet up. A bolt-hole of her own, with a warm fire, a soft bed, and a pretty view through a sunny window. Perhaps a supercilious house cat that might ask for pets now and then.


Was that too much to ask of life?


She didn’t think so, though her family thought her mad for dreaming of putting down roots. Property was nothing more than a millstone, a tether around one’s neck. Indeed, the Courtfields’ lives were easy compared to most, but Henrietta wasn’t afraid of the difficult, or even the impossible.


Uncomplaining, she led the horse along the road. Jonas fell back to comfort Enid, who was certain she’d catch her death. Mama and Papa chatted and laughed to keep their spirits up, alternating between singing bawdy songs and reciting sonnets by Shakespeare.


Henrietta steered them onward


Soon, she reached a junction—a proverbial fork in the road—without any markings to aid her decision. To the left, the track continued as it had for miles. To the right, it narrowed to a winding cart path that disappeared into the pines.


She suspected the path was an old driveway, though its disrepair didn’t bode well for whatever awaited them atop the hill.


“Come on, you,” she whispered encouragingly to the horse, “One last mountain to climb and we’ll have our rest.”


Jonas and the others protested.


“I don’t think we ought to go this way, Hen,” her brother said.


Mama agreed. “It looks desolate…”


“This is hardly the Farquharsons’,” observed Papa. “You’re taking us further off course.”


These were valid points, yet Henrietta ignored them. The time for caution had passed.


“Don’t you see scrapes on those tree trunks there?” She pointed to the markings worn into the scraggly pines. “I suspect they’re cut just the right size for a carriage to pass. Someone lives there, but I don’t think they wish anybody to know.”


“All the more reason to avoid it,” said Mama. “We know better than to go where we’re not wanted.”


Henrietta refused to back down. She wouldn’t allow bigots, scrooges, or snobs to turn her family away. If the master of this estate intended to send them all to their deaths, she would make him say it to her face.


“I’m sorry, Mama,” she said, turning the cart uphill, “but you did not raise a coward, and I refuse to be afraid of whoever lurks beyond that rise.”


She prayed her words rang true, because her knees knocked beneath her petticoats. If her parents thought her stubborn or reckless, Henrietta took courage from their mistaken beliefs. She couldn’t let them know that she was more frightened to die of exposure than to race headlong into a dragon’s lair.


“The first step is always the hardest,” she told the horse.


Trusting her, the weary nag made good time. As they scraped and rattled their way up the twisting cart path, snow began to fall. Henrietta spied a stone column ahead, the first of a set of gate piers. Beyond that, an old hall rose above the treetops, sharp-spired and slate-roofed, like a fang cutting through the soft gums of the hillside.


It was an imposing structure—crow-stepped and covered with harling—but a tail of smoke curled from the chimney, promising a hearth fire and hospitality. She was so close to safety now, she couldn’t falter.


Henrietta loosened her grip on the horse. She gathered her skirts in her hand and ran the rest of the way until she reached an icy courtyard. Jonas and the others drew behind her, wary to leave the sanctuary of the cart. Perhaps they were wiser, perhaps they were more careful, yet Henrietta daren’t show restraint.


She dashed up the front steps and pounded upon the door with all her might.


“Hullo! Hullo! Is anybody there?”


From inside, the latch clicked and the knob turned. The heavy wood-and-iron door creaked open to reveal a dark figure standing in a shadowed foyer. He spoke without stepping forward, though he couldn’t hide his slight Scots brogue.


“If it’s charity you seek, my dear, I’m afraid you’ve come to the wrong place.”










CHAPTER THREE








A young woman stood upon his doorstep, mud-caked, wind-whipped, and perilously close to freezing. The folk huddled behind her hadn’t fared much better, but their horse, he feared, was in the worst shape of all.


Lachlan marveled that they’d made it up the hill.


Stepping closer, the girl clutched her cloak with stiff fingers. Her joints and muscles racked with spasms. “Are you the master of this house?”


“I am,” he replied. If they had come from London to jeer at him, they looked as if they’d traveled the whole way in their sad, creaking wagon. No one could be that dedicated to humiliating the Duke of Kilrannoch. “Why are you here?”


“We spied your gate piers from the lane,” explained the shivering woman. “We are due to sing for the Farquharsons, but we’ve lost our way.”


“The Farquharson estate is some twenty miles from here.” Lachlan gestured over the hills. “You’ve gone in the wrong direction.”


The group—a family by the looks of them—gasped, cried out, and clung to each other. Then they began to bicker over whose fault it was, who led whom astray, and how they could possibly remedy such an error.


Only the girl stood resolute in the face of her family’s panic. She turned to Lachlan, speaking the sensible words he dreaded to hear, for they would never make it to the Farquharsons’ in this weather.


“Snow is starting to fall, and it will be dark soon,” she said. “I hate to impose, but have you a spare bed or space in your stables where we might wait out the night?”


She wished to sleep in his stables? He doubted her folk would survive the night, even in a warm hayloft. They and their horse required three or four days of rest before they’d reach the end of his drive without collapsing from exhaustion.


Lachlan sighed. All he’d wanted was peace and quiet. A place to grieve over his failed engagement, and a chance to figure out where to go from here—literally and figuratively, as he daren’t hide in the Highlands forever. It was too lonely of a place, with too many ghosts.


He was haunted by a life that had taken the wrong direction and careened wildly off course, yet a lost family on their last legs had landed on his doorstep, at Christmas, and he was the only person who could offer shelter.


Wasn’t there a gospel somewhere in all this?


The Duke of Kilrannoch knew better than to turn away an angel.


“You had better come inside,” he told her. “My servant will see to your cart and horse—though your nag looks as if it wants to be taken ‘round back and shot.”


“Don’t you dare! She is a courageous creature. We’d be stranded if not for her.”


They were stranded, though he didn’t argue with the girl. He spoke to Mr. Terry, his man-of-all-work, who’d ventured into the snowy courtyard. “Terry, show this valiant steed to the stables, and afterward, have your wife light fires in the guest bedrooms. We’re to have company tonight.”


“Aye.” Mr. Terry took the horse by the head and walked the short journey to the stable block. The poor, broken beast followed gratefully.


“She’s from the livery,” the young woman said, no doubt reading his mind on the matter. “My family would never keep a horse in that condition.”


Lachlan nodded and stepped aside so that she could pass into the house. “I figured as much. We’ll see what we can do for her.”


He led the family into the foyer, and then guided them into the hall where a fire blazed. He offered his chair to the mother before helping the others drag benches closer to the hearth. If his houseguests noticed his limp, they were too numb to mention it.


Seated by the fire and quickly draped with every blanket and rug in the old hall, the family slowly thawed. They stretched their aching hands toward the flames and soon their clothes began to steam.


The girl stripped off her elaborate bonnet, revealing ash-brown curls and a sweet, round face. Lachlan was relieved to find color flooding back into her cheeks, but still, she trembled.


She abandoned her bonnet to grope at her boots. “My feet are frozen. I can’t feel my toes.”


Beneath her skirts, the hems of her petticoats were grass-stained and gummed with mud. Her bootlaces were hidden under layers of coagulated earth. Her clumsy fingers couldn’t manage the simple task of untying her shoes.


Her voice raised in alarm. “I cannot feel my toes, Mama!”


The dazed mother sat bundled beneath a fur blanket, fighting her own battle against hypothermia. The other members of her family were too weak to be of any help, so Lachlan dropped to his knees on the well-worn flagstones, his arthritis be damned.


The girl’s welfare was in danger. He untied her boots and let them clatter to the floor.


“Your stockings are soaked through.” He peeled them off, abandoning the soggy wool. Her bared toes were blue. He wrapped his palms around her feet and began to rub them vigorously. 


She watched him work. “Is it frostbite?”


“I don’t think so, though you might suffer from chilblains.”


“What are chilblains?” she asked, wiggling her toes in his hands.


“Very like frostbite, but you won’t lose your fingers or toes.” He flashed a smile to soften the blow, “You’ll only wish you had.”


The young woman resigned herself to her fate, saying, “Serves me right. I was the only one stupid enough to wade through a peat bog.”


“You did what you had to do. You and your family survived.” Lachlan glanced at the others, who watched him curiously, too weak to react to the impropriety they witnessed. “I think we ought to get the introductions out of the way, don’t you? I am Kilrannoch.”


The father spoke, his voice croaking from the cold. “We are the Courtfields—my wife and myself; my son, Jonas, and his wife, Enid; and my daughter, Henrietta.”


Lachlan gave Miss Courtfield’s foot a shake. “How do you do?”


She smiled at his little joke. “How do you do?”


It felt good to see a woman smile at him again.




***





He rubbed her feet and served stew to her family. Henrietta had expected him to turn her out on her ear, yet Kilrannoch proved a generous and patient host. From his place on the floor, he ordered his housekeeper to open three bedrooms and draw water for the Courtfields’ baths.


When he moved to stand, Henrietta noticed that he winced, wobbled, and favored one leg when he walked. He was too young to be stiff, but perhaps he’d suffered an accident—a slip on some icy cobblestones or a fall from his horse. She hoped his injury didn’t pain him too greatly.


He’d saved her life, and, likely, her toes.


Intrigued, she studied him while he conversed with Papa. Kilrannoch wore thick woolen clothes and heavy tweeds to battle the cold, but his garments were well-tailored and finely constructed. He wasn’t a farmer or a fisherman, though he dressed as one.


He was probably some grand Highland laird, and judging from his unique blend of Scots brogue and Old Etonian accents, he’d spent time in England receiving a public school education.


He was rich and most certainly handsome. He boasted dark hair and a day’s beard, and a deliberate profile, as if all his features were fitted into place for maximum impact. Kilrannoch was the walking—limping—definition of ‘good breeding’.


Henrietta had never seen anyone like him.


Any girl might fall in love with the man who’d saved her life, but the attraction she felt for him snapped through her like a lightning bolt. Her feet fairly sizzled where he’d touched her.



