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Prologue



Scotland 1808


I cannae believe you’re my wife.”


Seraphina smiled into Iain’s bare chest, wrapping her arms more tightly about his waist. She could hardly believe it herself. How many summers had she spent at her family’s Scottish holiday home slowly falling in love with this man, how many autumns and winters and springs at her family’s English estate pining for him, how many secret letters written to him, how many furtive assignations gone on? And all because her father saw him as beneath the notice of his eldest daughter.


She perhaps might not have found the strength to accept Iain’s proposal had her father not informed her that they were cutting their holiday short and would be leaving the following day, that next spring she was to go to London for the season and find a husband. But he had, and she had, and here she finally was, in the one place she wished to be. She had always felt like the selkies of legend, those mystical seals that could shed their skins to walk among humans, only to have their skins stolen and them unable to return to their rightful places. Now she had found her skin, had finally escaped the hateful home of her father, and was where she belonged: in the arms of the man she loved.


Her smile widened, one of such happiness that she felt it in every inch of her body. A body that was, if not singing with the aftereffects of pleasure, at least humming pleasantly. She rubbed her bare leg against his own. Had their first attempt at lovemaking been the stuff of her fantasies, something that the poets would write about? No. But they had the whole of their lives to perfect their bed sport. And she intended on practicing often.


A sudden commotion went up in the hall outside their borrowed room, two men arguing drunkenly, the sound of a woman screeching, some bit of pottery shattering. She tensed, her gaze darting to the rough wooden door. Iain’s arms tightened about her and he let loose a low curse.


“But our first time shouldnae have been in such a place,” he said gruffly into the crown of her mussed hair. “You’re used to so much better, and I should have given you so much better. You deserve to be loved on a mattress of the softest down, under silk sheets, your body dripping with jewels—”


Heart twisting at the self-condemnation in his voice, Seraphina gripped his arm and pressed her face into his chest. It was an old argument, and one made all the worse for what they had just shared together, for what she had shared with him. “Stop,” she rasped.


But he seemed not to hear her. “Even worse, I will never be able to give you what you deserve. You will never have a large house, or an army of servants. You will never set off on those travels you always dreamed of going on—”


She rose up and pressed her fingers against his lips, blinking back tears. “I won’t have you speaking like that,” she managed through a throat thick with emotion.


“Why nae?” he demanded. “’Tis true. You are used to wealth and beauty and privilege. You were brought up to wed a man of title and means. And instead you marry one who cannae give you better than a quick tumble in a borrowed room in the very worst part of Falkirk.”


Frustration reared. She had foolishly hoped that, once she promised herself to him, their difference in status would no longer come between them. She saw now, however, that it was not something that could be put behind them so easily.


But she would tell him every minute of every day that he was enough for her, if that was what it took.


“Listen to me, and listen well, Iain MacInnes,” she said through a throat tight with tears, cupping his rough cheek in her palm. “I don’t want some gilded life, nor some stuffy, uptight Englishman for a husband. As for those travels I always wished to go on, I know for a fact that any far-off vista I may see would pale in comparison to the ones I can view at your side. I chose you. You are my future. I made a promise to you, for good or bad, that I would be by your side, and I do not take those vows lightly. You are stuck with me, husband, whether you like it or not.”


His gray eyes suspiciously moist, he placed his large hand over her own, holding it to his cheek. “Aye, I like it, verra much,” he said, his voice gruff, before pulling her down for a kiss.


But the kiss did not—could not—last long. A sudden pounding at the door had both of them tensing again. And then a voice out in the hall, in a loud, aggravated whisper.


“MacInnes, are ye done wi’ yer lass? The innkeeper’ll have my head if he finds I leant ye the room at nae charge.”


A low growl rumbled up from Iain’s deep chest as he turned to glare daggers at the door. “Aye, Ross, keep yer kilt on,” he spat before turning regretful eyes back to Seraphina. “Nae the most romantic beginning to our life together.”


“Nonsense,” Seraphina said with a determined smile, smoothing a soft brown curl from his forehead. “I would rather be here with you than anywhere else.”


His smile, a strained thing, said he did not believe her one bit. But he gave her one more quick kiss, silencing whatever platitudes she had hoped to utter to soothe him, before rolling from her arms and the bed. “We’d best make haste,” he said as he reached for his loose linen shirt. “We’ve much ground to cover if we’re to make Glasgow by nightfall.”


Seraphina took a moment allowing herself to watch the play of his muscles under his bare skin, the taut curve of his buttocks, his strong limbs, before he covered them with his shirt. Then, with a small smile of anticipation for what would come later, she hurried from the bed. But there was no striding across the rough floorboards in her full naked glory. No, though she had lain with Iain just minutes before, her bare body joined with his, this was still all too new to her. And so, face flaming, she gripped the threadbare sheets to her bosom as she fumbled for her own clothing.


“From Glasgow we shall make our way up the River Clyde to Greenock, and then board a ship for Montreal,” he continued as he secured his kilt about his lean hips. His deep voice had gone soft, almost caressing the words. “We’ll find a good piece of land to settle on, Seraphina, a fine place to start our life together and bring up our children. Mayhap we’ll have a strapping lad or two, or twin sisters with hair as bright a red as their mother’s.” He grinned at her, the future sparkling in his gray eyes.


But Seraphina hardly saw it. Her attention snagged and stuck on one word: sisters. Her heart twisted, her fingers stalling on securing the tapes of her gown. Elspeth and Millicent were the most important people in this world to her apart from Iain. They had been the only things making life bearable, the only good her father had ever put into the world. And she would never see them again.


She must have sniffled, for suddenly Iain was there beside her, pulling her into his arms. “Seraphina, what’s wrong?”


She was not one to indulge in emotional displays. And she abhorred tears. Yet she could not begin to stem her grief at the thought of never seeing her sisters again. She buried her face in Iain’s chest lest he see this proof of her weakness.


“Seraphina?” His voice sounded almost frantic as his large hands rubbed up and down her back.


She blew out a sharp breath. “I worry about Elspeth and Millicent,” she admitted into his shirt. “They might understand if I could explain things to them. But my father will fill their heads with lies about you, about us. They’ll hate me for it. And I cannot stand the idea of them hating me.”


He was quiet for a time, his hands massaging her tense muscles, soothing her. And then he spoke.


“I know how important your sisters are to you,” he said gruffly. “And I cannae stand the thought of you being in pain. While I secure our places on the coach and gather our things, why dinnae you return to them, to say a proper farewell.”


Hope surging in her chest, she pulled back to gaze up at him. “Truly?” she breathed. “I can see them once more?”


“Aye.” He smiled, cupping her cheek. “I shall have you by my side for the rest of my life anyway; what is one hour in the grand scheme of things?”


She grinned, her heart glowing. “I do love you.”


“As I love you,” he murmured.


Within minutes they were dressed and sneaking down the back stairs of the ramshackle inn, their hands clasped tight. The sun was high in the sky when they made it to the rear yard, their laughs free as they hurried down the dirt road. And when they reached the crossroad that led to her father’s summer home, the swift kiss they shared was full of a bright hope for the future.


“One hour,” she vowed.


“One hour.” He kissed her again, smiling down at her. “And then forever, mo bhean.”


Mo bhean. My wife. Happier than she had ever thought possible, she gave him one last long look before hurrying away from him, her heart counting the minutes until they reunited. And this time, no one could tear them apart.















Chapter 1



Scotland, early 1821


His wife was alive.


Iain MacInnes, Duke of Balgair—a title that still felt about as comfortable and welcome to him as a starched collar after the loose-necked Jacobite shirts he’d been used to wearing all his life—stared down at the letter in his hands, feeling as if a ghost had just jumped out at him from the shaky handwriting and punched him in the throat. He read over the missive again, and then once more, his eyes scanning with increasing agitation, certain he must have read it wrong. But no, there it was, plain as day, information he had never expected to receive, had not thought it possible to get.




I did not know who else to turn to, who else might care. Her father lied. Lady Seraphina Trew did not die in a carriage accident with her sisters as her father reported. Rather, they are thought to be alive and well and possibly living under an assumed name.





Dear God. Seraphina was alive?


An image of her rose up, like a specter in a long-abandoned graveyard, from that last time he’d seen her: brilliant hair loose down her back, lips still bruised from his kisses, her smile bright as she bid him farewell, promising to see him within the hour. He had not thought of that painful scene in years—at least not willingly. Later that same day he’d been cruelly informed of her betrayal, all his fears that she could not love someone like him proving true. And when he’d learned of her death several years later, he had not mourned her. It was difficult to mourn someone who had broken your heart so brutally and completely.


But she was alive, and had been all this time?


He was out of his chair before he knew what he was about, racing from the study and through the massive house to the front hall. Donal, the ancient butler with his powdered wig constantly askew, was trudging across the tiled floor as Iain rounded the corner.


“Who brought the letter?” he demanded as he made for the front door.


“Wha’s that, Yer Grace?” the man rasped, frowning at Iain. An expression Iain was all too familiar with, as unwelcome as he was in his new position as duke.


Gritting his teeth at that title he so despised, he nevertheless replied, “The letter that just arrived. It dinnae come with the rest of the correspondence. Who brought it?”


“Oh. Hmm. ’Twas a young woman, Yer Grace. Some wee blond thing, came on foot. She might still be in the front drive—”


The words were not yet out of Donal’s mouth before Iain was out the door. And there she was, trudging down the long drive of Balgair Castle through fresh drifts of snow, shoulders slumped, as if the weight of the world were on them. He did not pause but leapt down the steps, sprinting down the snow-laden gravel drive. Blessedly the lass was so caught up in whatever was on her mind, she did not hear him until he was right atop her. Then she only had time to gape as he lurched into her path.


“You knew Seraphina?”


But even as he berated himself for the desperation in his voice, he realized the lass could not possibly have known his recently resurrected wife. This girl was just that: a girl, not more than fifteen or sixteen at the most. Certainly not old enough to have known Seraphina or her sisters in any proper capacity. Which meant she could not have been the one to pen the missive.


A fact that the girl verified a moment later, all while backing away and staring at him, as if he were a great big beasty about to swallow her whole. “N-nae, I know nae one by that name.”


So saying, she made to skirt around him. But Iain could not let her leave, not until he learned who had sent him that letter.


He stepped in front of her again. The girl’s eyes widened, a distressed squeak escaping her lips.


Damnation, this was no way to get information out of her. “Forgive me, lass,” he said, thickening his burr, making his voice as gentle as he could. “I dinnae mean to frighten you. I only meant to find out who it was that sent the letter. ’Tis verra important, ye ken?”


But the girl did not look even remotely easy at his assurances. Instead, her eyes narrowed in suspicion as she attempted to skirt around him once more. “If yer master wishes to know who sent the letter, he can do the asking himself. Good day, sir.”


Iain very nearly laughed at that. His master, eh? Not that he was surprised the lass did not realize he was the bloody duke. Most dukes were not nearly so rough and unkempt as he, with three days’ growth of beard and wearing his oldest, most comfortable kilt. No, dukes were by and large soft, selfish bastards, who cared more for their possessions and appearance than they did for the lives of those they were responsible for. As were all of the nobility, a group he had come to actively loathe in the past decade and a half.


And, he thought with no little bitterness, he was now one of them.


But the girl had made her way around him and was quickly making her escape. “I am the duke,” he bit out, perhaps more sternly than he should have, considering the anger that his ruminations dredged up.


Another squeak from the girl as she turned back to face him and dropped into a curtsy so low he thought she might lose her balance entirely and topple face-first into the fresh snow. “Yer Grace,” she gasped, “I’m sorry, I am. I dinnae ken ’twas you.”


“Dinnae fash yerself,” he grumbled, waving her to standing. Would he ever get used to the fawning obsequiousness that such a title brought with it? Surely not. It was no wonder those who possessed titles and wealth thought so highly of themselves.


For a moment he remembered one particular lord, and how cruelly he’d dealt with Iain when Iain had dared to look at his daughter, had dared to love his daughter. Seraphina.


But no matter it seemed the lass had risen from the dead—a fact that he could not seem to wrap his head around—he would not lower himself to think of her father and all the heartache that man had caused, all at the altar of his own self-importance.


“But perhaps you might now tell me who sent the letter,” he said.


Whatever reaction he might have expected from her, it certainly wasn’t the sudden sadness in her wide brown eyes.


“My gran,” she said, her voice going quiet. “Mrs. Mary Campbell.”


He sucked in a sharp breath, the cold air like needles in his lungs. Yet another ghost rising from the graveyard of his past. He tried to swallow back the memories that surfaced, but they were barbed and rough with age, and tore at his throat, refusing to budge.


Mrs. Mary Campbell. He had known her well. Housekeeper to Seraphina’s father, Lord Farrow, the woman had been kind to Iain when others had not, taking him under her wing, securing him a position in Lord Farrow’s stables so he might support himself, protecting him from those who would make him suffer for his father’s mistakes and scandalous death. She had been a kind of mother figure at a time when he’d needed it most, and he had trusted her implicitly. So much so that, when he had been presented with tangible proof that Seraphina had left him to go off on those travels she had always dreamed of, only Mrs. Campbell’s mournful testimony that she had indeed seen Seraphina leave with her own eyes had made him finally accept the truth.


And now here she was, writing to him, telling him that Seraphina had not died. That she was alive. He crushed the missive in his grip.


The girl standing before him stared solemnly up at him. “You recall my gran then?”


“Aye,” he managed, his voice gone hoarse. He cleared his throat, fighting for composure. “And where is Mrs. Campbell now?”


Again that sadness in her eyes. “Gone to her Maker,” she whispered.


He sucked in a sharp breath at the unexpected news. Mrs. Campbell was gone? “I am sorry for your loss,” he managed. “The world is a dimmer place for it.” And he meant it, down to his bones. Though he had not seen Mrs. Campbell since the day Seraphina had left him, that did not mean he did not mourn this news of her passing.


But apparently the world had been dimmer for a wee bit longer than he had assumed.


“Thank you, Your Grace,” the girl said, dipping her head in acknowledgment. “But ’tis nae a new grief. Gran has been gone these ten years now.”


He gaped at her. “Ten years,” he breathed. “Did she write this from the grave then?”


Her cheeks, already rosy from the cold, darkened. “Nae. That is, she passed nae long after she wrote that note to you and she did nae have the time to post it before she died. And then ’twas bundled in a box with her other things when her rooms were cleared. My family did not discover it until some months ago.”


She was growing more agitated by the moment under his incredulous stare. With enormous will he schooled his features to a calm he did not feel.


“Dinnae worry, lass. What is done is done.”


But she seemed not to hear him. She took the edges of her shawl in her hands and twisted them as if she would strangle the life out of the frayed ends. “We knew she must nae be resting easy with unfinished business. We set out to find you.” She let loose a bark of nervous laughter, made all the sharper for the hush of the snow-draped landscape. “Imagine our surprise to learn our gran was acquainted with a duke of all people. It was why I came in person, to make certain we were not mistaken.”


The reminder of his title was potent enough to banish his shock. “Yes, well,” he muttered. “I wasnae a duke when she knew me.”


But the return of reality had other realizations becoming clearer as well. He looked down at the crumpled missive in his fist with new eyes, taking in the yellowed edges and stains that he had missed when first reading it, all indicators of age and wear. To think Mrs. Campbell had been in possession of this information all along, had meant to give it to him some decade past. He ground his back teeth together. All but for fate, that fickle, wanton creature.


The granddaughter dipped into a quick curtsy. “Your pardon, Your Grace, but I must go; ’tis a fair way to travel before nightfall.”


He looked about at the snow-laden landscape, then back to the thin shawl held tightly about the lass’s narrow shoulders, and nearly cursed. Damnation, he had kept the girl here quizzing her, and she had been freezing in her no-doubt worn shoes.


“You will come back to Balgair with me,” he said gruffly. “I’ll ready a carriage to bring you wherever you need to go.”


He thought for a moment she would refuse. There was nothing like the pride of a Scottish Highland woman, after all. But in the end she must have been colder than even he realized. Cheeks flaming—all the more violent for the blue beginning to paint her lips and nose—she nodded and followed him back to the castle.


In no time he had the girl settled in a carriage, a hot brick at her feet and her purse heavier by a good quantity of coins. As the conveyance rumbled down the drive, creating deep gouges in the fresh snow, he turned away, heading back inside the house. All the while his mind was spinning and whirling like a child’s toy with all he had learned, not the least of which was the inconceivable fact that Seraphina was not dead, but alive and well.


He felt as if she had betrayed him all over again. A string of Gaelic curses poured from his lips, echoing about the massive hall. It would have been an impressive thing to hear… if it had not been the dowager duchess and his cousin, Cora, just arriving in the cavernous space and heard the tail end of it.


“Oh,” the dowager said weakly, thin hands going to her nonexistent bosom. She stared at Iain as if he had grown a tail. And horns. And perhaps cloven hooves to go along with it all.


Cora, blessedly, was made of sterner stuff—though not by much. While she initially appeared just as horrified as the duchess, she quickly managed to adopt her typical cool expression. Even so, her knuckles were white from her fingers gripping so tightly to one another, and he could quite literally see her throat working as she swallowed hard.


“Is something amiss, Cousin?” she queried, her voice without emotion.


Iain pressed his back molars tightly together. Cora always talked thus to him, as if he were a pebble in her path, something to be dealt with but given no more energy than what was strictly required.


“Nothing of import,” he replied evasively, even as his hand closed tighter around Mrs. Campbell’s letter.


But Cora, suspicious of him from the moment he’d stepped foot inside Balgair six months ago, narrowed her eyes and looked to the massive front door. “I thought I heard a carriage.”


“Aye,” he responded, his tone clipped. “A girl came with a letter. I called a carriage for her so she might nae be forced to walk back in the snow. If that is all right with you?”


“It is your home, your carriage,” Cora replied tightly. “It matters not what I think.”


The dowager, who was watching the back-and-forth with wide, anxious eyes, spoke up then in an obvious effort to ease the tension that never failed to crop up between Iain and Cora.


“That was very kind of you, Iain,” she said with a too-bright smile. “But where are you off to now?”


“To my study. Unless you have need of me, madam?”


Her expression gentled. “I thought I told you to call me ‘Gran.’”


Gran. Yes, she was his late father’s mother. Yes, she was kin, his family, his clan.


But after more than three decades of believing himself to be alone, being looked down on, having no one—all but for that brief time with Seraphina—it was much too late for him to ever accept these women as family. How many years had Iain spent hating himself for his origins, clawing his way out of the literal gutter, using every ounce of cunning and luck and pure spite to turn his life around and lay claim to everything he had been lacking in life. And the whole time he’d had family, family who had never once looked for him in more than thirty years, never made an effort to contact him. Only when the old duke was dead and they needed to locate someone to take his place did they even bother to search out him or his father. No, they had been living a life of luxury and ease while he had been alone and struggling in near poverty, wondering where his next meal might come from.


“Yes,” he replied evenly, though his anger burned hot as ever, “you have told me that.”


Her features paled, and she seemed to shrink into herself. But he would not feel pity for her.


The dowager turned to Cora, still at her side. “Dearest, have I told you that the latest issue of the Gaia Review and Repository has arrived? Mayhap we might go fetch it and have a read.”


“That sounds lovely, Gran,” Cora replied quietly, even as her eyes blazed into Iain’s. “But I need to grab my reading glasses. Why don’t I meet you in your sitting room?”


The dowager nodded and, without a glance Iain’s way, shuffled off. She was barely out of earshot before Cora turned on him.


“You don’t have to be so cruel to her,” she hissed.


But he would not rise to her bait. “I have work to get to. Is there anything else you needed?”


She blew out a frustrated breath, and for a moment he thought she would not let it go.


But in the end she merely said, “It is getting increasingly close to the season. I am fully aware that you have no plans to search for a bride, but I do hope you reconsider. For the sake of the dukedom.”


With that, she turned and stalked from the great hall.


Another string of curses escaped his lips, this time much quieter so he might not have to deal with her judgmental stare again. As if he gave a damn about the dukedom, a title he had never wanted. He had no emotional connection to it, and he certainly didn’t give a damn that he was last of the line. He’d had every intention of finding a wife… eventually. Though it was not to save the dukedom. With all he had amassed over the past decade, all the properties he had taken back from the sniveling English, all the bastard Sassenach he had bankrupted, he wanted an heir, someone to pass it on to. Someone who would not have to suffer and struggle as he had.


But he had not counted on the fact that his dead wife was not, in fact, dead.


Pressing his lips tight, he opened his fist and glared at the crumpled letter. “Well, I cannae verra well go off and marry another when I’m already wed, can I?” he muttered. He would find Seraphina, he decided. And when he did, he would divorce his devious wife and finally get her out of his life for good.















Chapter 2





Isle of Synne


Six months later


Late summer, 1821





Miss Athwart. I say, Miss Athwart.”


But Miss Seraphina Athwart, head proprietress of the Quayside Circulating Library on the idyllic seaside resort the Isle of Synne, hardly heard the increasingly annoyed voice at her elbow, far too caught up in the story she was hastily scribbling. It was highly unusual that she allowed herself to get caught up in her writing in such a public place. No, she had a strict—albeit silent—rule that any work she put into her secret alter ego, that of the mysterious authoress S. L. Keys, was to be kept starkly separate from her public persona. It was a secret even her beloved sisters did not know; that even her dear friends had never guessed at.


However, last night’s dream, which had her once again reliving the worst moments of her life, had demanded she put it on paper immediately. Perhaps she should simply try to forget, as anyone else would have done. But writing it down, seeing it in simple black and white, was almost like lancing an infection, purging her of the poisonous memories.


But the telling of that story would have to wait. Phineas, her red-crowned parrot, nipped ever so gently at her ear, making her aware that she was needed.


“What is it, darling? Oh! Mrs. Juniper.” Seraphina started upon seeing the woman peering so intently at her. Hastily turning over the papers she had been scribbling on, praying the nosy woman had not snuck a peek at her writing, she straightened and pasted a stiff smile to her lips.


“Forgive me,” she continued, adjusting her spectacles. “I’m afraid I was quite immersed in my work. How can I help you today?”


But the woman was not to be soothed so easily. She pursed her lips, glaring at Seraphina. “I pay good money for my subscription to your establishment, Miss Athwart,” she said, looking Seraphina up and down as if she were a cockroach—well, more up than down, as Seraphina quite towered over most of the women on Synne, and a fair number of the men as well. “I even make certain to encourage any of our customers who come through the Master-at-Arms Inn to patronize your premises. And so I expect to not be so rudely ignored.”


Hot anger sizzled along Seraphina’s skin. But she had not spent years controlling her more unwelcome emotions for nothing. She would certainly not let some insulting, self-important woman draw out her ire.


She smiled tightly and inclined her head. “Again, my apologies, Mrs. Juniper. It was horribly disrespectful of me and shan’t happen again. Now, then, what can I assist you with?”


The woman, having no recourse but to back off in the wake of Seraphina’s politeness—no matter how couched her words had been in disdain—narrowed her eyes. “I am hoping to borrow the latest Walter Scott. I trust you have a copy available?”


Seraphina nodded. “Kenilworth? Yes, we should have a copy for you, Mrs. Juniper. Please have a seat in the reading room and I shall check on that right away.”


“I haven’t the time to wait.” The woman sniffed, adjusting her bonnet, a hideously loud confection of straw and ribbons and feathers that rivaled Phineas for gaudiness. “You shall bring it round to the Master-at-Arms when you’ve located it. At no extra charge,” she added pointedly, giving Seraphina a stern look. “And don’t think to foist this particular chore off on one of your sisters. You were the one to insult me, and you shall be the one to make it right.”


So saying, she sniffed again and flounced toward the door.


“I’ll locate the book for you, Seraphina,” her youngest sister, Elspeth, said, rounding the counter as Mrs. Juniper stalked out to Admiralty Row and out of sight. “I don’t know why the woman couldn’t wait for me to be done with Miss Swan. She could see you were busy. By the way, what were you working so diligently on? I’ve never seen you so distracted.”


“Nothing,” Seraphina hastened to say, gathering up the loose pages lest her curious sister take a closer look at them. Of course, her sisters would be ecstatic were they to learn she was the one penning the popular gothic romances that had everyone clamoring for the monthly Gaia Review and Repository.


But she could not have them wondering at the contents of her stories, realizing that there was more than fiction to them. Her sisters already knew that the year she had been away from them had not been spent traveling, as their father had claimed. If they read her work they would begin to understand where she had truly been, someplace so horrible that she had never been able to give voice to it except in her secretive writings.


She cleared her throat, putting those particular thoughts from her mind. “The reason Mrs. Juniper insisted on me helping her is because she despises me,” she continued, folding her papers several times over and stuffing them in the pocket at her waist. “She does not think well of a self-made woman who has no need for a man or children.”


Elspeth laughed as she thumbed through the list of their stock of titles. “Then she must not think well of Millicent and myself either, for we are right there with you.”


Seraphina smiled down at the bent bright auburn head of her youngest sister, ever industrious and good-natured. “Ah, but you both have the good fortune of being quite sweet and cheerful. No one could despise either one of you, dearest. I, on the other hand, am very much set in my grouchy, grumbly ways.”


Elspeth looked up with a gentle smile. “That is because she does not know you as we do.”


At once Seraphina’s light mood vanished. “Perhaps,” she murmured quietly as, having found what she had been looking for, Elspeth hurried away. But then, even Elspeth and Millicent did not know Seraphina completely. They did not know the dark secrets in her heart, the cloud of fear and grief that hung over her head, ready to rain down on her at a moment’s notice, the horrible memories that were like manacles.


Subconsciously she rubbed her wrist under the long sleeve of her gown, even as she told herself that there was nothing there. She pressed her lips tight. And there never would be, ever again.


Phineas, however, must have sensed her distress. He gave a low whistle, pressing his head to Seraphina’s cheek.


“It’s all right, darling,” she murmured, reaching up to scratch the back of his neck. His feathers had regrown for the most part, but even after all these years she could still feel the bald spots beneath the bright green-and-red plumage. Proof of a stress that was not completely eradicated, no matter the years that had passed and the love she had given to him.


Much like herself, she supposed. No matter how far behind her she left that most horrible time, there truly was no escaping from it, not completely. “Which is why we are such a perfect pair,” she murmured to the parrot. “Isn’t that right, you handsome thing?”


“Keep the heid,” Phineas squawked, tilting his head to eye her closely, not fazed in the least by her flattery.


“You are very right, darling,” she soothed. “I shall calm myself right away. But we’d best hide these away in my room lest we are found out. And then we shall have a lovely walk down to the Master-at-Arms and concentrate on getting some much-needed sun and fresh air and not on the fact that we are forced to do the bidding of that horrid Mrs. Juniper.”


A short time later Seraphina was in possession of the requested book and stepping forth from the Quayside into the late-summer sun. Despite the early hour the pavement was packed with all manner of holiday-goers, the looming end to the busy summer season prompting a barrage of last-minute shopping on Synne’s main thoroughfare before the visitors headed back to their respective lives.


It was a time of year that always sat heavy on Seraphina’s shoulders. She had moved her sisters here knowing it was far enough removed from their old lives that they could stay hidden, and yet with the hope that the busyness of such a place could keep her mind occupied. And in the summer months she was quite thoroughly occupied, the circulating library flourishing, demanding every bit of attention and focus from her that she could muster up.


The off-season, however, was another matter entirely. While the Quayside was never without patronage, there was nevertheless a lull that dragged on Seraphina. Perhaps that was the reason for her sudden increase in nightmares. She was all too aware that in a week or so she would be without that crutch of constant work she counted on. Mayhap she should begin to look at branching out. They already offered an assortment of stationery and perfumes and fans for purchase, and they provided tea to their patrons in the reading room. But perhaps she could pair up with her dear friend Adelaide, owner of the Beakhead Tea Room, to provide an assortment of baked goods as well. Or maybe she might convince Bronwyn, another of her good friends and now the Duchess of Buckley, to host several intellectual salons at the Quayside.


Mind humming, finally pleasantly occupied by something other than her troubling nightmares, she turned onto the Promenade and entered the Master-at-Arms. Mrs. Juniper was behind the front desk, laughing uproariously with her husband. When she spied Seraphina, her laughter died, to be replaced with a self-satisfied smirk.


“Is that my book then, Miss Athwart?” she asked, motioning to the volume in Seraphina’s hands.


“Indeed it is,” Seraphina replied in a carefully neutral tone, placing it on the front desk. “Please let us know if you need anything else.”


“Oh, I will,” the woman drawled, pointedly turning away without a word of thanks.


Breathing slowly through her nose to control her temper, Seraphina turned about and stormed for the door. But her path was quickly barred when a very tall, very wide, very male presence stepped into it. Strange, that; she was uncommonly tall, after all, and did not often meet men who made her feel small. In truth, only one man had ever made her feel thus, a man who had worn the same green-and-blue plaid kilt as this man was, who’d had identical overlong light brown hair, the same piercing gray eyes, strong jaw, chiseled lips…


Good God.


She stared at him, certain she must be imagining things. She had dreamed of him just last night after all, and so this must simply be a figment of her overactive imagination. Or perhaps a ghost, a spirit, come back to haunt her.


As if he had not done enough damage to her.


But then that figment of her imagination smiled, a slow, cruel thing, proof that she would not be so lucky to have him vanish in a puff of mist. And then he spoke, in that rumbling, deep brogue that had once made her insides melt but that now only caused them to freeze into painful ice.


“Hello, mo bhean. Fancy seeing you here.”















Chapter 3



Seraphina’s mouth dropped open, gaping like a trout’s. And though she knew she must look a fool—especially as it was all too obvious from the satisfied look in his eyes that he had been expecting to see her, giving him a clear advantage in this encounter—there seemed to be nothing she could do to snap herself out of her shock. She had not seen Iain MacInnes since that day nearly thirteen years ago when she had parted from him at that crossroads, fully expecting to be reunited with him within the hour, her heart full of the promise of their future together.


How wrong she had been.


His lips, those firm, chiseled lips that had kissed her senseless on more than one occasion, kicked up at one corner. But where they used to be deliciously full and smile easily, there was no softness to them now. No, now they carried a certain cruelty.


“What, no kiss for your husband?”


That one question, said so quietly yet with a bite, broke her from her shocked stupor. She hastily stepped back, fighting the urge to wrap her arms about her middle. But Phineas chose that moment to dig his claws in tighter on her shoulder, making a low, agitated trilling sound, and she knew she could not let this man cow her. She was not the same innocent, naïve girl she had been. She was strong now, in both body and mind, having been to hell and back—quite literally—and survived.


Planting her hands on her hips in defiance, she glared at him. “What are you doing here?” she hissed.


A bark of derisive laughter passed his lips, so different from the warm honey sound his laugh used to have when they were younger. Now it sounded unused, rough, a mockery of what it used to be.


“That is quite the greeting,” he said, the words as sharp as a freshly honed blade despite how quiet they were, “considering all you’ve done.”


“All I’ve done?” The man was outrageous, rude, horrible. To think she had loved him once, had promised herself to him, had lain with him. The very remembrance made her ill. “I have done nothing to you,” she continued, her voice dripping with disdain. “What of what you’ve done? Or has your ego erased the truth of the past?”


His eyes flared wide with shock. Before he could answer—God knew what rubbish he might have spewed—Mrs. Juniper approached. She eyed both of them with blatant interest.


“Is there a problem here, Miss Athwart?”


Damn it all to hell. That was all she needed, for the woman to begin making up scenarios in her head about her and Iain. Though any scenario she might make up could not be more outrageous than the actual truth.


Even so, Seraphina had a reputation to protect, all connected to her sisters and the business they needed for their livelihoods. Ah, God, her sisters. Pasting a tight smile to her face despite the panic that surged in her breast, she said in as conciliatory a tone as she was able, “Not at all, Mrs. Juniper.”


But the woman did not look the least convinced. She narrowed her eyes as she considered them. “Do you know Mr. MacInnes here then?”


Before Seraphina could answer, Iain spoke up, his voice a veritable purr. “Yes, Miss Athwart, do you know me?”


Seraphina ground her back teeth together until she was certain they would crumble to a fine dust. The cur. But she would not be coaxed into revealing more than was necessary to Mrs. Juniper—and thereby revealing to the entire Isle, as that woman would make any slip-up well known before nightfall. Could she hide the fact that she knew Iain? No; she had been foolish enough to violently react to his presence upon seeing him and could not now call it back.


But she certainly would not—could not—reveal the true nature of their past acquaintance.


“I do indeed know Mr. MacInnes,” she said calmly. “Though it was long ago.”


“Verra long ago,” Iain murmured.


“Quite,” she replied, keeping her gaze on the too-curious woman beside them lest she give even more away by spitting fire from her eyes at Iain’s smug face. In the next instant, however, she realized something horrifying: Mrs. Juniper knew Iain’s name.


She swallowed hard. “But is Mr. MacInnes staying at the Master-at-Arms, then?”


“Indeed he is,” the woman said. “Arrived just a short time ago.” Suddenly her expression turned crafty. “But we know so little of your time before you moved to Synne. Meeting someone from your past is quite a treat. You must tell me how you know one another.”


“Perhaps another time,” Seraphina replied tightly. “I really must be getting back.”


“Allow me to accompany you,” Iain said. Without waiting for her to agree, he offered his arm to her.


He was a blackguard of the first order. From the smug look in his eyes he knew she would not be able to refuse without causing talk. Taking a fortifying breath, she placed her fingers on his sleeve.


Electricity shocked her senses, skittering along her skin, turning her mind to mush. Which only made her more furious, though at herself this time. So much so that, once they were safely out of the inn and turned onto Admiralty Row, she stopped in her tracks, yanking her hand away and turning to glare at him.


“What are you doing here?” she demanded.


“Och, that’s an easy one, lass.” He took a step closer to her and lowered his mouth to her ear, his voice washing over her. “I want a divorce. And you shall give it to me.”
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He perhaps should not have taunted her. He had come here for the express purpose of securing a divorce from Seraphina. Everything was focused on that outcome; it was why he had concealed his title upon setting out to find her, not wanting Seraphina to dig in her heels in an attempt to remain a duchess. Well, he admitted ruefully to himself, that and the overwhelming fact that he finally felt like himself again, now that he had shed the title. Was it temporary? Yes. Would he have to don the yoke of the dukedom once more when this whole fiasco was through? Also yes. But for a short time he could forget that people refused to see the accomplishments he had worked so hard for and only saw his worth in a title he had no control over.


Regardless of his reasoning for keeping it hidden, however, it was of benefit to himself. And if it had the added bonus of punishing Seraphina when she found out the truth, all the better. He set his back teeth together, remembering his fears that he was not good enough for her because of his low status, her insistence that she didn’t care for titles or money—and then immediately proving that was a lie by taking her father’s offer of riches and the ability to follow her dreams in exchange for leaving him. Despite his anger toward her, however, he had been certain he could remain polite, indifferent, get what he came for, and finally remove her from his life for good.


But then he had seen her, and all the old hurt had come rearing up until it was all he had felt, all he had remembered. How was it that she could be even more beautiful? Oh, she had been beautiful before, of course. From her brilliant red hair that would have done any Scot proud, to her bright blue eyes that spoke of more than her fair share of intelligence, to her strong features that told of a spirit that had drawn him to her like a moth to a flame, he had always found her lovely.


Now, however, there was something more to her that was, quite honestly, stunning. And not just the delicate wire-rimmed spectacles that magnified her striking eyes to an incredible degree. No, there seemed to be a maturity and character that made him realize her hold on him was not yet done. And that realization had enraged him. He should be finished with her. After the hell she had put him through, the heartbreak and grief, he should have written her off years ago.


Yet there she had been, hands on hips, looking as proud and defiant as any Scottish lass, and he had wanted nothing more than to take her in his arms and never let her go now that he had found her again. He had been furious at himself, at her, at the world. And so he had taunted her, and antagonized her. And then, once they were out of sight of that nosy Mrs. Juniper, he had leaned in close to her to finish the job—forgetting for one outraged moment the bright green-and-red bird that sat belligerently on her shoulder.


Seraphina’s scent enveloped him, the same lavender that used to make him weak in the knees, and he forgot to pull away. And that was when the bird went in for the kill.


A sharp pinch on his ear had him yelping and rearing back. “Damn and blast,” he cursed, cupping his abused ear as he glared at the creature.


It glared right back—if a parrot could glare—and squawked, “I’ll gie ye a skelpit lug!”


His jaw dropped open, nearly to his chest. “What the devil?”


Seraphina, however, found much more humor in the situation than he ever would—no matter that the situation should be hilarious, seeing as the bird was speaking in a perfect Scottish brogue and threatening to box his ears. “Funny that,” she mused, eyes glittering with a cruel mirth, even as her lips twitched with suppressed laughter. “I have never known Phineas to attack anyone like that. He must truly despise you.”


“Like parrot, like mistress, no doubt,” he countered, pulling his hand away, not a bit surprised to find a smear of blood on his palm. “Remind me to find you again should I ever wish to have my ears pierced.”


At once her mirth dissipated, replaced with cold anger. “We shall never see one another again after this. As a matter of fact, you shall forget you ever saw me. Is that clear?”


With that she spun about, no doubt intending to leave him right there on the pavement. Without thinking, he reached out and captured her arm in his hand. Her reaction was as swift as it was violent. A low, hissing noise escaping her lips, she yanked her arm out of his grip, holding it close to her body. But it was not the swiftness of her reaction or her defensive posture that had his blood turning to ice. No, it was her face. She looked, quite thoroughly, as if she were a cornered animal.


“I’m sorry,” he said, softly and slowly, bringing his hands up palms out so she might see he was not a threat. “I dinnae mean to startle you. It willnae happen again.”


Gradually her posture eased, her arm lowering, her expression clearing. Yet she did not take her cautious eyes from him, as if she feared he might spring forward and attack her.


“You are correct,” she replied, her voice devoid of emotion. “It shall not happen again. I want you gone from Synne on the next ferry to the mainland.”


Instead of feeling annoyance, all he felt was relief. At least she had gotten her spirit back. Anything was better than the frightened, panicked look in her eyes.


Nevertheless, he could not allow her to run him off. “I cannae do that, lass,” he replied. “I’ve come here with a purpose, and I mean to see it through.”


A frustrated little divot deepening between her brows, she opened her mouth to speak. Just then, however, there was a swift clatter of feet on the pavement. And then Seraphina was encircled by several women, who separated her from him by sheer will.


“Excuse me, sir,” one wee bespectacled miss said in clearly outraged tones, her short curls fairly vibrating in her agitation, “but what do you think you are doing accosting Miss Athwart?”


“I wasnae accosting her—”


But another of the ladies cut him off, this one much closer in height to himself, though still not nearly as tall as he, a full-figured woman with hazel eyes that were pure fire. “We shall not allow you to put hands on her,” she snapped, stepping in front of Seraphina like some avenging fury.


And yet a third joined in the fray, this one sporting jet-black hair and a frilly apron and brandishing a teapot as if she would bash him over the head with it. “Go now, and leave Miss Athwart alone, or you shall have us to deal with.”


Iain found himself at a loss. He had never been cowed in his life. His great size and rough appearance typically put most people off with a single look.


Yet these three women, surrounding Seraphina and looking as if they would gladly fall on a sword to protect her—not to mention the blasted bird, who had its green wings outstretched menacingly and was looking at his ear once more with a frightening degree of malicious interest—had him stepping hastily back.


“Verra well,” he said, before looking at his wife. “Seraphina, I do hope you reconsider talking to me about certain matters. I shall nae leave Synne until you do.”


With that he spun about, leaving the four women—and the bird—to stare after him.
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